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Ask an American kid if he knows where Mickey was born and you will hear “in the cinema or on TV.” Ask the same question to French or Italian children and they will undoubtedly answer: “in a comic book.”

You should not be surprised: most European kids learn to read thanks to Disney comics. And this is not a recent phenomenon: the first European Mickey Mouse magazine, Topolino, was launched in Italy in 1932. The French Journal de Mickey was born in 1934. Both are still widely read today. Nor is it only Western Europe that has a long Disney-comics history: the former Yugoslavia counted at least six Disney-related publications in the ’30s; Poland had its Mickey Mouse magazine in 1939; and on it goes.

In 1935, during their European “Grand Tour,” Walt and his brother Roy checked the plans for the upcoming Mickey Mouse Weekly which was about to be launched in the UK, straightened up a sketchy contract situation linked to the newly created Journal de Mickey, and signed a contract with publisher Mondadori to whom they transferred the Topolino license. Disney comics were big business already.

All of this would be limited to a fascinating footnote in the history of Disney publishing and merchandising, though, if it weren’t for the huge amount of Disney comics produced overseas since the 1930s. If you live in the United States you probably already know that many Disney characters were created by artist Carl Barks and born in the comics: Uncle Scrooge, Magica De Spell, Gyo Gearloose, and the Beagle Boys are all good examples. But what you probably do not realize is that many new Disney characters are the figment of the imagination of local Disney artists: Brigitta MacBridge, Scrooge McDuck's self-appointed girlfriend; Gideon McDuck, a newspaper editor and Scrooge's brother; and Trudy Van Tubb, Black Pete's accomplice in crime, to name a few, were all invented by the Italian Romano Scarpa and are alive and well to this day. Superduck, Donald’s alter ego, was created by two other Italians: Guido Martina, and Giovan Battista Carpi. Jose Carioca’s nephews Zico and Zeca, and Jose’s friend Nestor, were invented by Brazilian comic artists. The list is almost endless.

None of this should be a surprise when one considers that, over the years, countries like Italy, Denmark, France, and Brazil have generated thousands of pages of local Disney comics. In fact, when I was a small kid, I first became interested in reading and thanks to a French Disney comic book series scripted by Pierre Fallot and drawn by Pierre Nicolas: Mickey à Travers les Siècles (Mickey Through the Centuries) which featured a time-traveling Mickey. No wonder I later became a Disney historian...

In other words, if Disney history is only understood as the history of American cartoons and theme parks, you are missing a large part of Disney’s creative history. Twenty years ago, I discovered Alberto Becattini’s newly released book Disney's Comics, la Storia, i Personaggi: 1930–1995. I knew that I was finally going to be able to start understanding this fascinating creative history. The book was in Italian, however. I speak three other Latin languages and was therefore able to decipher most sections. Yet two big frustrations remained: I wanted to be able to read the book from cover to cover and I wanted to share my excitement with all of my fellow Disney historians. I knew this would only happen if the book were released in English. Twenty years later, thanks to Theme Park Press, this dream becomes a reality ... with an added bonus since my good friend Alberto has updated his magnum opus.

Who could wait to start reading?

Didier Ghez
Coral Gables, July 2016
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The story behind this book is like the road in one of the most beautiful Beatles songs—long and winding. It was, in fact, in March 1987 that a British publisher asked me to write a book on the classic Disney comics, from 1930 until the 1960s. Of course I accepted with enthusiasm, although I knew from the start that the book would go beyond the limit set by the publisher, as it seemed silly to write a history of Disney comics which would have to stop almost thirty years before current events. So I threw myself headlong into research. At the Disney Archives in Burbank I found a lot of factual information and I got to leafing through pages and pages of publications I had never seen before. After over a year’s work, including revisions, cross-checkings with the Archives, phone calls, correspondence, etc., I had finished writing the book. Release was scheduled for the end of 1988, then delayed to early 1989, then—much to my chagrin, in early 1990 the British publisher went bankrupt and the book entered a long “limbo” from which it only came out in 1995, thanks to Editrice Comic Art, which finally decided to publish an updated Italian version of it.

In the meantime, I had seen bits of my original manuscript being used here and there, only occasionally mentioning the source. But I did not mind. And I was still determined to have the book published in English. In 2014, I offered it to Bob McLain of Theme Park Press, who responded enthusiastically. Yet twenty years had gone by since the Italian version had been published, and a whole lot of things had happened in the “huge Disney comics microcosm.” It took me several months to update the manuscript, while I also rewrote entire chapters and wrote additional ones. The title of the book, Disney Comics: The Whole Story, may be pretentious, but my aim has been to cover Disney comics history from 1930 (when the first Mickey Mouse daily strip appeared in U.S. papers) to date. This is, consequently, a massive book, and I advise you to read it a little at a time, savoring each of its extremely dense twelve chapters, which deal with the development of Disney comics in several countries of the world where a local production has been found to exist or to have existed.

As much as I love the Disney characters, about which I have written hundreds of articles and essays since the early 1970s, this book is first and foremost a homage to the men and women who have been creating wonderful stories with those characters, giving them a new life on paper, which has been often different and even more fascinating than that which they have had on screen. Willing to credit as many as possible of these creative geniuses, I have filled the book with information about them, sometimes leaving them speak about themselves and those they knew in bits of interviews I had with them. I guess that in some spots I have not been able to avoid the “phone directory effect,” yet I also guess that is the price one has to pay when encompassing 75 years of Disney comics history. However, I have tried to balance the purely technical data with anecdotes and critical appreciations. My main aim, however, has been to write (or rewrite) something that would last, which could suit the eager reader and the Disney scholar alike as a reference point for years to come. Just have the patience to read, and judge for yourselves if I have succeeded or not.

Alberto Becattini
Winter 2015
1 More Than Funny Animals: The Disney Newspaper Strips

The Marvelous Mouse

By January 13, 1930, when the first Mickey Mouse daily strip appeared in the New York Mirror, Walt Disney’s most famous character was already a national figure. The Mouse had starred in 16 hugely successful animated shorts, and obviously the time was ripe to make the great leap from celluloid to paper.

Back in the summer of 1929 Walt had worked out a few gags and asked Ub Iwerks (1901–1971)—Mickey’s “other father”—to sketch them out in strip form. That winter, King Features Syndicate proposed to Walt that there should be a Mickey Mouse strip, which they would syndicate internationally. Very soon, three weeks’ worth of Mickey Mouse (by Ub Iwerks, and inked by former newspaper cartoonist Win Smith) were ready for release.

At that time the comic sections of U.S. newspapers were crowded with strips featuring a host of “funny men”—Bud Fisher’s Mutt and Jeff, Rudolph Dirks’ Katzenjammer Kids, and Frederick Burr Opper’s Happy Hooligan, to name but a few. The wild and generally somewhat naïve human characters in these strips were often accompanied by what we can describe as the first representatives of “funny animals”—Maud the she-mule, for example, or Buster Brown’s dog Tige. Indeed, King Features itself had for a number of years been syndicating two “funny animal” series, George Herriman’s half-philosophical, half-surrealistic Krazy Kat and Pat Sullivan’s Felix the Cat.

Although in his comic-strip incarnation Mickey Mouse inherited various features from earlier humorous comic characters, the one that most influenced him was perhaps Felix the Cat, created for the Pat Sullivan animation studio by Otto Messmer, who was also drawing him for the comic pages. Indeed, Felix served as something of a model for the entire “funny animal” genre. Felix was quite unlike other comic-strip characters of those times, not just because of the ingenious graphic gags in his strips but also, and more importantly, because of his split personality: on the one hand he was a domestic cat, often ill-treated by his evil human masters, while on the other he was a quasi-human, with a convertible car, feline girlfriends, and so on.

Felix was the first comic-strip character to display this dualism. In the anthropomorphic world of the Disney strips, as in the animated Disney cartoons, the theme was to be developed to the extent that Mickey and his pals, during the course of their evolution, made the transition from animals to creatures who, despite their animal shapes, were very definitely human. In the animated shorts, it did not take long before Mickey and his creators realized that he was more—much more—than merely a “funny animal.” If anything, the transition was swifter in the comic strips, and its effect even more profound.

The early animated Mickey Mouse shorts had, like their predecessors, a story-line that was essentially a string of gags: the movies had a plot but, as it were, only just. Similarly, the characterization was far from in-depth: we know that Walt and Ub Iwerks fully understood Mickey’s personality, but this personality was not yet evident on screen. In this respect, it is worth comparing the Mouse with the earlier Popeye the Sailor, whose sole role was to be the little guy skirmishing with the big guy in order to win the love of a beautiful woman (if Olive Oyl can be described as beautiful!). This formula was broken early on by Disney—witness 1928’s Plane Crazy—but it was a recurring theme in the early Mickey shorts.

The first Mickey Mouse newspaper strip was based on Plane Crazy, and yet it avoided being merely an imitation of the original. (As the years went by, the strip-Mickey would become further and further divorced from his screen persona.) As in the short, the narrative structure was made up of a series of loosely related gags. This was almost certainly designed to ensure that occasional readers would find a joke in each day’s episode. Regular readers, by contrast, could follow the story of the entire series, which saw Mickey’s home-made airplane go out of control and fly to a mysterious island populated by cannibals and wild beasts, with gags now echoing those found in another cartoon short, Jungle Rhythm (released November 15, 1929).

While the first few dailies were being released, Ub Iwerks left Disney to form his own animation studio, and the 43–year-old Win Smith (1887–1941) took over the penciling as well as the inking. In March 1930, King Features asked Disney to turn the newspaper Mickey Mouse into a full-fledged continuity strip, and on April 4 the Death Valley story started, featuring what would be the regular cast of the strip for years: besides Mickey and his girlfriend Minnie (who had appeared as early as January 18), there were Clarabelle Cow and Horace Horsecollar, as well as such evil-doers as Sylvester Shyster and Peg-Leg Pete. The latter would soon become Mickey’s arch-enemy.

Floyd and Mickey

In April 1930, Win Smith left the studio after quarrelling with Walt Disney (who wanted him to take over the scripts as well), and was replaced by a talented 25–year-old inbetweener named Floyd Gottfredson. Hired by Walt as a “temporary replacement,” Gottfredson ended up working on the strip for nearly 46 years, giving the newspaper Mickey Mouse a personality of his own, markedly different from that of his screen persona. Gottfredson’s first strip appeared on May 5, 1930 (his 25th birthday) and two weeks later the artist from Utah was also writing it. Walt continued to supervise his work for a while, but then, apart from occasional comments, he had nothing more to do with the comic-strip production which bore his name. Gottfredson drew, inked, and lettered the first few weeks of strips, but soon realized he would need some help to meet the ever-tight deadlines. Thus, during his first year with Mickey some of his dialogues were rewritten by a Screen Gems story-man whose name remains unknown, whereas his pencils were inked by visiting editorial cartoonist Roy Nelson (1905–1956) as well as by studio artists Jack King (1895–1958) and Hardie Gramatky (1907–1979). (The latter left Disney in 1936 to become a famous children’s book author and a water colorist. In 1948 his Little Toot was turned into an animated section of the Melody Time Disney cartoon feature.)

Starting in a haunted house and ending in the Wild West, Mickey Mouse in Death Valley1 inaugurated the continuity formula. Thereafter, the Mickey Mouse strip alternated longer stories with one-day gags. Among the characters featured in the longer stories during 1930–31 were the mischievous Mr. Slicker (whose gang robbed eggs from the small farm owned by Minnie’s parents, Marcus Mouse and Mrs. Mouse), Kat Nipp (an addict of Nepeta Cataria), Creamo Catnera (a cat boxer whose name obviously parodied that of Italian boxing champion Primo Carnera), and Butch, a big-hearted bully who was Mickey’s first sidekick. For a time, readers could even write in to claim a free “snapshot” of Mickey with Butch, specially drawn by Gottfredson.

These early adventures were situated mainly in suburban environments—fenced backyards inhabited by domestic animals. (These animals were almost without exception non-reasoning beings, unlike Mickey and his pals, with their proto-humanity.) Outside the yard, the streets were crowded with fat pig-faced men, mustachioed lion-tamers, sailors, milkmen, and monkey-faced blacks. All of these (including the tastelessly depicted blacks) were typical of the funny pages of those times—and, indeed, had been for the previous couple of decades. The Disney strips were competing well with the opposition, but they had yet to become truly innovative.

It was not until 1932 that another full-length outdoor adventure appeared. This was The Great Orphanage Robbery (January 11–May 14, 1932), and it heralded a new tradition in Mickey’s character portrayal. Now he became a sort of man for all seasons, a character who could take on any role that required action. The Great Orphanage Robbery, which featured Pete and Sylvester Shyster, was partly inspired by the cartoon shorts Mickey’s Mellerdrammer (released March 18, 1933) and The Klondike Kid (released November 12, 1932).

The Sunday Mouse

In the color Sunday pages, though, Mickey usually retained his original, “everyday” persona. These weekly strips had been appearing since January 10, 1932, although the very first one of them might have been written and drawn several months before by animation story-man Earl Duvall (1898–1969), who was inking the Mickey dailies in late 1930 to early 1931. The evidence in favor of this contention is that the first Sunday page featured a rather rudimentary prototype of Mickey’s dog Pluto, a much more refined version of whom had appeared in the dailies as early as July 8, 1931.

Written and drawn by Floyd Gottfredson and inked by Al Taliaferro (1905–1969) from its second release onwards, the Sunday page was manifestly designed for younger readers—as were most of the other funnies in the Sunday newspapers of that time. It usually featured a string of gags, which were sometimes linked. For instance, from July 31 to August 28, 1932, Mickey and Pluto faced a nasty dogcatcher named Dan, who was in fact Peg-Leg Pete’s alter ego; from September 18 to November 6, 1932, Mickey was kept busy by two pesky little twins, Morty and Ferdie (or Ferdy), after their mother, Mrs. Fieldmouse, had temporarily entrusted them to him. Although the kids called the Mouse “Unca Mickey,” they did not seem to be actually related to him, but when they reappeared in another string of Mickey Mouse Sunday pages from March 31–May 26, 1935, the kinship had been taken for granted.

As Floyd Gottfredson was given co-writers (see the following paragraph), the Mickey Mouse Sunday pages started to feature continuity series. The first one was The Lair of Wolf Barker (January 29–June 18, 1933), which saw Mickey, Minnie, Clarabelle Cow, Horace Horsecollar, and Dippy Dawg (created by Charles Philippi for the animated shorts, Dippy had just recently made his comics debut on January 8, 1933, soon to become more widely known as Goofy) go out west to manage Minnie’s uncle Mortimer Mouse’s ranch while he was on a business trip in Australia. All in all, only a dozen full-length stories appeared in the weekly pages, among which The Robin Hood Adventure (April 26 to October 4, 1936) stood out, as it was the only Sunday sequence that Floyd Gottfredson plotted, partly inspired by the cartoon shorts Mickey’s Garden (released July 13, 1935) and The Worm Turns (released January 2, 1937). Written by Hubie Karp (1914–1953) and drawn by Bill Wright (1917–1984), The Professor’s Experiment (November 21, 1943–March 12, 1944) was Mickey’s last Sunday continuity.

Writers and Inkers

From 1932, with Gottfredson in charge of not only the art but also Disney’s Comic Strip Department, the Mickey Mouse daily and weekly strips were written by various story-men from the Disney animation studio, although Gottfredson continued to plot all the daily continuities until June 1943. Iowa-born Webb Smith (1887–1951), who scripted many Mickey Mouse animated shorts during the early 1930s (and who is credited with the invention of the storyboard), wrote Blaggard Castle (November 12, 1932–February 10, 1933), a “horror” story in which Mickey and Horace Horsecollar were trapped in a dark castle by a trio of mad ape scientists—Prof. Ecks, Doublex, and Triplex (all modeled after actor Boris Karloff as the “dumb” butler Morgan in the 1932 The Old Dark House horror movie). The plot bore some resemblance to the January 1933 Disney short The Mad Doctor, which had Webb Smith among its writers. One scene—where Mickey had a close shave in an alligator pit—was sufficiently graphic that King Features came close to insisting that it be excised.

Blaggard Castle was apparently the first Disney strip to be inked by Ted Thwaites (1886–1940), an Englishman who had joined Disney in November 1932. Until his death in November 1940, he inked and lettered all the best of the daily Mickey Mouse strips as well as many of the Sunday pages. He was very popular around the studio but he was, by all accounts, extremely gullible, and was therefore the target of many a practical joke. One of the classics was perpetrated by story-man Hubie Karp. Karp, although he could not speak any foreign languages, was brilliant at imitating foreign accents. He connected a microphone in his office to the radio on Thwaites’ desk. Every day, Thwaites tuned in to the BBC to hear the news—especially once World War II had started. Karp’s practice was to pretend that he was broadcasting from London—“Hello, America, this is the BBC!”—and then to come out with spurious stories. Once he modulated from his crisp English tones to Germanic ones, announcing that he was the captain of a U-boat currently negotiating the Thames with the intention of bombing London. Thwaites rushed from his office screaming: “They’re bombing London!”

Contemporary fads influenced Gottfredson and the talented writers who worked with him on the daily strips during the 1930s—Ted Osborne (1900–1968) and Merrill De Maris (1898–1948). Mickey Mouse the Detective (October 9, 1933–January 9, 1934) was inspired by the hard-boiled thrillers of writers such as Dashiell Hammett. (This story is of special interest for another reason: it was in Mickey Mouse the Detective that Dippy Dawg, a.k.a. Goofy, first became established in the dailies as Mickey’s associate.) Others of the stories likewise drew on topical enthusiasms. Pluto the Racer (December 31, 1934–March 2, 1935) reflected the contemporary craze for dog-racing; Mickey Mouse Runs His Own Newspaper (a.k.a. Editor-in-Grief, March 4–June 1, 1935) was strongly reminiscent of “underworld” movies like Little Caesar (1930) or Scarface (1932); Mickey Mouse on Sky Island (November 30, 1936–April 3, 1937) introduced Dr. Einmug (a caricature of Albert Einstein) and dealt with the development and possible abuse of atomic power; and Mickey Mouse The Monarch of Medioka (August 9, 1937–February 5, 1938) was a blatant parody of the popular movie The Prisoner of Zenda (1937), although it was also inspired by Roy Crane’s Wash Tubbs in Pandemonia 1933 daily continuity.

Fake Dailies and Pseudo-Sundays

From July 13 to December 28, 1930, a peculiar Mickey Mouse weekly strip appeared intermittently in the British paper Sunday Pictorial. The black-and-white strips were actually produced at the U.S. Disney Studio, recycling character poses from Mickey Mouse daily strips which had been previously drawn by Ub Iwerks and Win Smith and Floyd Gottfredson and adding new background art. The balloon dialogues were also new, as each strip was to feature a self-contained gag. These strips were apparently produced because whereas in the U.S. the Mickey Mouse dailies were released from Monday to Saturday, British papers were also running them on Sundays, and since a Mickey Mouse Sunday page had not started yet they risked overtaking U.S. production and consequently running out of strips, so that new material was needed. Who exactly took care of patching up these foreign-only weekly strips and lettering them is not known, but he did a more than decent job.

What seems to be one of Kay Kamen’s (Kamen became the Disney representative for character licensing in 1932—see chapter 2 for details) first ventures with Mickey promoting dairy products was a series of promotional strips bearing the title Grisham’s Mickey Mouse. They appeared in late 1932, and re-used panels from The Great Orphanage Robbery, although the dialogue in the last panel was altered to include the ad for Grisham’s dairy.

A very peculiar Mickey Mouse “Sunday page” appeared between December 1932 and May 1933 in the monthly International DeMolay Cordon (the official newsletter for the Masonic youth group DeMolay, which Walt Disney had joined at age 19). A total of five Mickey Mouse comics pages, also featuring Pluto and Horace Horsecollar, were produced at the Disney Studio by animator Fred Spencer (1904–1938), who couldn’t hold a candle to Floyd Gottfredson as a cartoonist. Nevertheless, the May 1933 page was an extended remake of Gottfredson’s July 30, 1931, daily strip.

On Screen and in Papers

Another great source of inspiration was, of course, to be found in the animated Mickey Mouse shorts, with the strip version sometimes appearing way before the animated one. The daily continuity Mickey Mouse and His Horse Tanglefoot (June 12–October 7, 1933) was an adaptation of The Steeple-Chase (released September 30, 1933), with race judge Colonel Rolf Rolfe looking like The Colonel, an old deaf chap on a wheelchair who was Tanglefoot’s owner in the short. The Captive Castaways (January 10, 1934–April 17, 1934) was an extended comics version of Shangaied (released January 13, 1934), and it showed Pete’s love interest for Minnie. Such Sunday-page serials as Hoppy the Kangaroo (July 28–November 24, 1935), Mickey’s Rival (January 5–26, 1936—which introduced the obnoxious Mortimer Mouse), and The Brave Little Tailor (August 28–November 20, 1938) were based more or less directly on animated cartoons. More often, Gottfredson would take the basic plot of a short and elaborate on it, turning it into a remarkably different story. This happened, for instance, with Mickey Mouse and the Seven Ghosts (August 10–November 28, 1936), which was an early, elaborated daily-strip version of Lonesome Ghosts (released December 24, 1937). Mickey Mouse and Robinson Crusoe, a daily continuity that appeared between December 12, 1938, and April 13, 1939, saw Mickey as a movie actor playing the role of a castaway on a cannibal island, where he met both Robinson Crusoe and a native boy called Friday. This was basically the same plot as the 1935 Disney short Mickey’s Man Friday (itself, of course, based on Daniel Defoe’s novel).

Mickey Mouse and Robinson Crusoe was one of the three Disney continuity stories published during 1938–39 (the others were Mickey Mouse Mighty Whale Hunter and Mickey Mouse Meets Joe Piper) which Gottfredson and the inkers in his charge drew on CrafTint double-tone paper, elsewhere widely used by such cartoonists as Roy Crane. (Mighty Whale Hunter was in fact inspired by Crane’s Wash Tubbs and Captain Easy Hunting for Whales 1933 daily continuity.) Differently from the zip-a-tone shading which had been used on the Mickey Mouse strip since February 1930, double-tone paper revealed either one or two layers of diagonal shading when brushed with the right chemical solutions. The visual result was incredibly effective, especially as regards backgrounds, but unfortunately when the strips appeared in newspapers the lousy printing made them often look blurred, thwarting the artists’ efforts. This made Gottfredson switch first to single-tone paper and later revert to zip-a-tone.

Changes and Inspirations

Although, as we have noted, the comic-strip Mickey was markedly different from his screen counterpart, his visual appearance was determined to a great extent by what was happening in the animated shorts, and Gottfredson modified his looks accordingly when requested to. In 1933 the eyelash/eyebrow line around Mickey’s (and Minnie’s) eyes disappeared; those eyes, which had been previously been pie-cut, in 1938 became more naturalistic by acquiring pupils; by 1943, the Mouse was no longer wearing shorts but pants; and there was even a time (from 1944 to 1946) when Mickey’s tail disappeared.

On occasion, the strips influenced the animation. Peg-Leg Pete is a case in point. A prototype of the character, named Bootleg Pete, appeared as early as 1925 in the animated Alice Comedies, complete with his wooden leg and aggressive cigar, but that looked like a big rat rather than a cat. The more familiar cat villain was first seen in the 1928 Mickey cartoon short Steamboat Willie, but it was only after he had been used in the strip that he got his peg leg and name back, as well as a more complex personality, which Floyd Gottfredson gave him after drawing inspiration from Wash Tubbs and Captain Easy’s rival, Bull Dawson. In the strips Pete’s peg leg was eventually replaced by an artificial limb (Mickey Mouse in The Mystery at Hidden River, October 6, 1941–January 17, 1942), and when in 1944 Walt decided to withdraw Pete from the screen (partly because he was concerned that it seemed to be a case of mocking the afflicted, partly because the animators could never remember which leg was the wooden one), the arch-villain likewise disappeared from the comics. In 1947, though, Gottfredson decided to bring him back, reinstating the peg leg once again. On September 30, 1952 Pete was last seen in the Mickey daily strip, but he featured again in cartoon shorts during 1952–54. With possibly one exception (he was Mickey’s neighbor in the August 9, 1959, Sunday page), Pete only appeared in comic books (where he was variously known as Black Pete, Sneaky Pete, and Big Bad Pete) until 1983, when he came back onto the screen by playing a key role in the Mickey’s Christmas Carol featurette.

The Mickey Mouse strip also reflected the historical events that took place in the USA and the whole world. Mickey and his friends progressively moved from a rural to an urban background (occasionally referred to as “Hometown” or “Mouseville”), making ends meet during the Depression years and contributing to the national cause during WWII (the Mouse even piloted a super-secret airplane, dropping bombs on several German cities). It has often been said that the “classic” Mickey of the 1930s was a perfect representation of the principles that inspired Roosevelt’s New Deal. The Mouse was, as it were, a positive force: faced by adversity, his best weapon was his self-confidence.

A Darker Mouse

Although atypical in its “movie-within-the-comic-strip” structure, Mickey Mouse and Robinson Crusoe may be considered the last continuity in what we might call “Mickey’s optimistic era.” In fact, after a short light-hearted sequence known as Unhappy Campers (April 14–May 19, 1939), which saw Morty and Ferdie’s debut in the Mickey dailies and which was partly penciled by animation assistant Ross Wetzel (1917–2013), the atmosphere of the strip got darker. By the late thirties, Mickey had lost part of his previously unshakable optimism, and this overall sombreness was well embodied by the international spy known as The Blot, one of the best villains Gottfredson (with Merrill De Maris) ever created for the Mickey Mouse strip. He appeared in a memorable daily continuity, Mickey Mouse Outwits the Phantom Blot (May 20–September 9, 1939), which was also the first to feature Mr. O’Hara, the police chief in Mickey’s town. (When the story was reprinted in the comic books in 1941, the villain was rechristened “The Phantom Blot.”) In Walter C. Hoban’s Jerry on the Job strip there had appeared two little black kids called The Blots: they were drawn coal-black except for their white eyes and lips. Disney’s Blot was likewise black all over (he wore a black cowl, a black cape, and black gloves and shoes), except for his blank eyeholes. The Blot was a grim presence, and Mickey Mouse Outwits the Phantom Blot was a sinister story, much of it being set in the blackness of night. It can be regarded as a forerunner of the weird plots that typified the strip from the mid-1940s onwards. An interesting touch was that, when The Blot’s real face was finally revealed, it showed an astonishing resemblance to Walt himself.

Whereas Mickey was still the winner in Mickey Mouse Outwits the Phantom Blot, in Mickey Mouse, the Miracle Master (September 11, 1939–January 13, 1940) he found to his chagrin that all his attempts to use the magic powers of Aladdin’s lamp came to nothing: late on in the continuity, one comes across a caption that reads:


In spite of the best of intentions, Mickey is besieged by increasing crowds of irate citizens, all dissatisfied with what he has done for them.2


The story as a whole was a direct allusion to Frank Capra’s movies, the optimism in which it deliberately turned on its tail. The Miracle Master can be regarded as a sort of early inverted version of Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), with Mickey in the role of a frustrated James Stewart. It comes as no surprise that Capra was influenced by the Mickey strip when we recall that during the early 1940s he worked as a director for the studio on the Why We Fight series.

Between 1942 and 1946 the daily Mickey Mouse reverted to the pattern of having long periods of gag-a-day strips interspersed with the occasional serials, co-written by Gottfredson with Bob Karp (1911–1975) and Dick Shaw (1916–1976). Until December 1942 the regular inker and letterer was Bill Wright (1917–1984). He was succeeded by Dick Moores (1909–1986), who had joined Disney in October 1942; earlier, Moores had assisted Chester Gould on Dick Tracy and then drawn his own strip, Jim Hardy.

The Walsh Touch

Although Floyd Gottfredson continued to pencil the strip, he stopped plotting it as of June 1943, and the talented Bill Walsh (1913–1975), a former press agent and gag writer for comedians George Burns and Gracie Allen, took over the writing chores. The first two continuities he wrote were tied to Disney’s wartime propaganda campaign against the Axis: one of them, Mickey Mouse on a Secret Mission (July 19–October 23, 1943), infuriated Hitler (already enraged by Disney’s animated propaganda) to the extent that he warned Benito Mussolini to stop Italian publication of Mickey Mouse strips—or else! Mussolini complied: the weekly Topolino disappeared from the stands in December 1943.

Walsh’s succeeding works established his own peculiar style—a mixture of science-fiction, mystery, horror, and humor. Mickey Mouse and the ’Lectro Box (October 25, 1943–February 5, 1944) featured the crazy black-bearded Dr. Grut, his pet vampire bat and his unsettling servants, the Aberzombies. In Walsh’s Mickey Mouse in the World of Tomorrow (July 31–November 11, 1944) the science-fiction theme was stronger: Mickey, Minnie, and Pluto found themselves in a future world ruled by the villainous Pete with the help of an army of evil-looking robots, the Mekka Men.

Walsh’s continuity stories of the 1940s and 1950s were very different from those produced by Gottfredson in the 1930s and early 1940s. The tongue-in-cheek approach remained one of the strip’s principal characteristics, yet there emerged some new, and less merry, leitmotivs. For example, in the early years of the strip there was no such thing as dying, however evil some of the characters might be. Then characters were allowed to die, but only, as it were, off-stage. However, at the end of one of the most macabre of all the Disney serials, Mickey Mouse in the House of Mystery (November 13, 1944–January 27, 1945), death was admitted as a reality. Drusilla, a strange and beautiful blonde woman who had managed to preserve her youth for more than 80 years and her dwarfish servant Jeremiah were burned alive when Uncle Maximilian Mouse’s old house went up in flames. Thereafter, death was fully admitted in the continuity strips—to the extent that it became almost overbearing.

Mickey Mouse in the House of Mystery had all the ingredients of a good shock-horror story. The action centered on the twin themes of sex and death. Drusilla epitomized an explosive mixture of beauty and evil; she represented the “fallen woman” of many a film noir. In fact, Gottfredson probably modeled her after Phyllis Dietrichson, Barbara Stanwyck’s character in Billy Wilder’s film Double Indemnity, which was released on September 6, 1944—two months before Mickey Mouse in the House of Mystery started. Although Gottfredson drew her with a dog-like nose on her otherwise attractive face, she was very definitely human, her curves making Minnie’s shape look even more ungainly and far from sexy. The revelation that Drusilla, initially innocent-seeming, was in fact a villainess, taken together with her final death in the flames, seemed to provide an adequate resolution of the plot, yet many readers must have felt uneasy about it all. Had the story been like a blood-and-guts movie—where the violence and the bloodshed are an end in themselves—it might have been less disquieting. Instead, like so many of the other strips that Walsh wrote, it had no such emotional safety valve: it suggested, rather than showed, the evil and mayhem that were going on.

Mickey Mouse in the House of Mystery was followed by a further period of gag-a-day strips, presumably to relieve the tension, and then, later in 1945, there appeared another continuity story, this time set in the Wild West, Mickey Mouse and Billy, the Mouse (March 5–June 16, 1945). The late Dick Moores provided an interesting sidelight in connection with this story:


At one time Floyd [Gottfredson] and I decided to ink the Mickey daily with a brush. Walt, who seldom came near the Comic Strip Department (as a matter of fact, I never met him in the fourteen years I spent at the studio) called Floyd and told him he didn’t like it. So we changed back to pen.3


The period between the summer of 1945 and late 1947 was once more characterized by a plethora of gag-a-day strips, often drawn by such staffers as Paul Murry (1911–1989), George Waiss (1907–1990), Bill Wright, and Manuel Gonzales (1913–1993); there were also some short, two-week continuities. Another significant event took place during this period. From late in 1946 (starting with the February 24, 1947, strip) Gottfredson returned to doing his own inking and lettering. This came about because Frank Reilly (1906–1977), a former Associated Press staff writer who had the Scorchy Smith strip among his comics credits, had taken over as head of the Comic Strip Department, leaving Gottfredson more time to devote to his creative work.

The Man Who Came from the Future

September 1947 saw two major changes. First, the strip adopted a full-fledged continuity structure once more. Second, this month saw the beginning of a series of adventures featuring Eega Beeva, a strange creature born from the bowels of the Earth and possessed of fantastic powers and a passion for devouring pickled kumquats. He was soon joined by his pet Pflip, the Thnuckle-Booh, who bore a notable resemblance to E.C. Segar’s Eugene the Jeep, as featured in the Popeye strip. Eega was a child of the future: the time shown on his watch, when he was first found by Mickey in a grotto, was “9am, October 3, 2447.” The idiosyncratic Eega soon became Mickey’s sidekick, accompanying the Mouse through several fantastic adventures until July 1950, when its creators decided to send him back home—ostensibly because he was homesick, but in fact because there was a very real danger that his charismatic presence might outshine Mickey’s own.

As we have seen, Walsh’s stories generally had a negative, gloomy aspect. Eega Beeva was, by contrast, a rare example of a positive character. His personality was an odd mixture of, on the one hand, Rousseau’s “noble savage” and, on the other, an optimistic vision of future humanity. He personified instinct: even though Mickey tried to persuade him to adapt to the demands of bourgeois life, Eega never completely conformed—he refused money, read comics upside-down, felt uneasy in normal clothing, and so on. In a strip from 1948, he was brought to trial by “right-thinking” antagonists who rejected his non-conformism, his alienness: society charged him with “misconduct ... and chronic disregard for law and order.”4 It was a chilling prediction of the McCarthyism of the early 1950s.

The Frightful Fifties

The early 1950s had seen the introduction to the strip by Walsh and Gottfredson (whose graphic style had by now reached its peak) of a whole string of alluring female characters. This memorable gallery of femmes fatales included Aygotcha, a “Russian” spy with skulls reflected in her eyes (1950), the tiny yet merciless Golden Goddess (1951), and the alien Hoosat (1953), who perversely fell in love with Goofy and who met her end through being vaporized in space. The presence of all these buxom young women was complemented by frequent spicy gags which contributed to give the strip a more overall “adult” look. In The Moook Treasure (January 30–July 8, 1950), for example, we find Mickey and Eega Beeva exhausted from traveling through the desert, pausing for sustenance at an oasis. Mickey asks the camel-driver Hassan if he can fetch them some dates. Hassan clearly misunderstands the term, because when he returns he is accompanied by two scantily veiled Arab belles. Although Mickey’s response is a virtuous “No! No! Not that kind!”5, the racy joke is nevertheless a little out of keeping with Mickey’s customary “super-clean” image.

The 1950s newspaper strip Mickey was a rather different character from the hero and the sure-fire winner he had been in the 1930s and 1940s. Especially after Eega Beva left, Mickey found himself unwillingly mixed up in dangerous adventures whose development and outcome he no longer seemed to be able to control. This happened, for instance, in Mousepotamia (July 10–September 30, 1950), where Gus and Jaq, the popular mice from the recently-released animated feature Cinderella, forced him to go to their country to win back the throne from a usurper known as the Iron Mask (curiously enough, the Cinderella mice were drawn the same size as Mickey). And in A Fatal Occupation (February 1–May 15, 1954), a strange little man named Wing Ding escorted Mickey on his “Earthaplane” to Concavia, a country at the center of the Earth.

Other memorable continuities from the early 1950s featured such good supporting characters as the Ghost of Black Brian (June 25–October 20, 1951), who probably inspired Walsh’s own creation of Blackbeard’s Ghost in the eponymous 1968 Disney live-action feature; Miklos, a.k.a. the Gray Mouse, a criminal quick-change artist who became Mickey’s Dangerous Double (March 7–June 22, 1953), and the Irish leprechaun king Gilhooley, with his magical shoe (June 22–October 28, 1953).

Goofy, who had been largely absent from the strip during Eega Beeva’s period of stardom, did not immediately return. During the following years, however, the Goof made up for the time lost, starring in two separate stories: in Dry Gulch Goofy (March 26–June 23, 1951) he was a would-be Hollywood star, and in Dr. X (January 1–May 21, 1955) he was an incredibly ingenious scientist. In both cases, at the end of the story he reverted to his usual (and much more sympathetic) persona as a simpleton.

The Gag-a-Day Mouse

Walsh and Gottfredson continued to create more outstanding continuities until mid-1955, when King Features asked Disney to adopt a regular gag-a-day form. They were apparently concerned that TV serials were eroding public interest in adventurous comic strips. Ironically enough, Mickey’s last daily continuity (June 27–October 4, 1955) co-starred Li’l Davy, a diminutive, cartoony version of Davy Crockett, the hero that Walt Disney and his producer Bill Walsh had launched in late 1954 along with their successful TV show, Disneyland. Thus, from then on there was no structural difference between the Mickey Mouse dailies and the Sundays, which had consisted of gags since 1944. A talented Spanish-born artist, Manuel Gonzales, had been drawing them since 1938, continuing until his retirement in 1981, although Bill Wright replaced him during the war years. Floyd Gottfredson periodically lent him a hand to let him go on vacation, and Tony Strobl filled in as a penciler during the late 1970s. Whereas in the early years Gonzales basically imitated Gottfredson’s style (also because the inking was done by the same artists who inked Gottfredson’s dailies), by 1946 he was inking his own pencils and shortly after he developed his own style. Being definitely less stylized than Gottfredson’s, Gonzales’ quasi-realistic approach (especially his detailed backgrounds) created an effective estranging effect visualizing Bill Walsh’s often zany gags. Walsh and Gonzales’ most memorable creation was Ellsworth Bhezer, a talkative mynah bird whom they first paired off with Goofy in the October 30, 1949, Sunday page. Outgoing, gallant, smart, and cultured (he was often seen amazing scientists with his knowledge), Ellsworth featured in 85 weekly pages until April 12, 1959 (two of which drawn by Bill Wright in 1956 and 1957), whereas Gottfredson only drew him in 12 daily strips during 1956.

In the dailies, the adventurous Mickey was gone for keeps, having gotten into a rut of domestic/urban skirmishes with his “surviving nephew” Morty (his twin brother Ferdie had disappeared in December 1943), Minnie, Goofy, Pluto, and several supporting characters which included Morty’s friend Alvin (1956–75), his girlfriend Millie (1962–87), Doctor Proctor (1966–89), and Goofy’s girlfriend Glory-Bee (1969–79). The often uninspired daily and Sunday gags were written by Bill Walsh until 1962, when veteran animation story-man Roy Williams (1907–1976) took over and continued until 1968 when Del Connell (1918–2011), a former Disney animation and comic book writer who was also an editor at Western Publishing, succeeded him. Connell kept on writing the Mouse newspaper strip until 1988, but as of 1984 he took to alternating with Floyd Norman (born 1935), who then took over from him.

Floyd Gottfredson managed to keep the artistic quality of the strip intact, occasionally leaving the artwork to other such pencilers and inkers such as Bill Wright, Manuel Gonzales, Julius Svendsen (1919–1974), Frank Grundeen (1911–1986), Dick Hall (1910–1984), Mike Arens (1915–1976), Jack Manning (1920–1986), and Larry Mayer (1921–2002). Carson Van Osten (1945–2015), who was hired as a studio artist in 1974, recalled:


I never assisted Floyd. He drew and inked the Mickey daily strips and Gonzy (Manuel Gonzales) drew and inked the Mickey Sunday page. We all worked in the same big room and got to be great friends. They loved to talk about the early days at Disney and Floyd knew a lot about artists I was interested in like Freddie Moore, Walt Kelly, and Hank Porter. Don MacLaughlin6 hired me with the intention of taking over the Mickey strip when Floyd retired in 1975, but he started assigning me other jobs from the first. I was asked to teach Román Arámbula to draw the Mickey strip and Frank Smith to do the Donald strip.7


When Gottfredson retired on October 1, 1975, Mexican-born Román Arámbula (born 1936) took over the art, and the strip began declining for good. Nor were such good inkers as Bill Wright, Bill Langley, Jules Coenen, or Larry Mayer able to make Arámbula’s drawing any better from 1983 to 1989.

On August 5, 1982, the Hollywood animation studios, including Disney, went on a strike which lasted eleven weeks, until October 16. As Carson Van Osten recalled:


The comic-strip artists were animation union members at that time and were forced to go out on strike. I was a manager by then and I drew the Mickey daily strips for two weeks [September 20–October 2], as well as one Sunday page [November 7]. Steve Steere inked them. Finally, Don MacLaughlin thought it was using too much of my time, so he arranged for King Features to issue reprints until the strike ended.8


On the Sunday page, Manuel Gonzales continued to be the main artist until he retired on June 30, 1981, although the last page he drew was released on March 15, 1981. Subsequently. the weekly Mickey was penciled by Tony Strobl, Daan Jippes, and Bill Wright, and inked by Steve Steere, Jippes, and Mike Royer (born 1941). Jippes, in particular, brought a fresher, more dynamic touch to the artwork, during the year (March 1981–March 1982) he worked on the Mickey Mouse page, off and on. As of November 6, 1983, Román Arámbula took over the penciling, drawing the weekly series in the same uninspired way he had been tackling the dailies.

Back to Adventure—Part-Time

As of January 8, 1990, the Mickey Mouse daily was being produced by King Features Syndicate, with editing done at the Disney Studio. The strip needed revitalizing, as rumor had it that it had recently been appearing in only fourteen U.S. papers. Thus, after a week of gags written by Floyd Norman and drawn by Richard Hoover (1940–1996), it became a “semi-continuing strip,” meaning that brief continuities took to alternating with gags (the latter being reprints from the 1980s). Alex Howell became the main artist on the new yarns, each of which usually lasted 3 or 4 weeks. Written by Floyd Norman, the first continuity, Crossbone Island (January 15–February 10, 1990), brought back Peg-Leg Pete (now simply referred to as “Pete”, which is what we shall call him from here onwards) after a 38–year-long absence from the strip. The following one, The Time Transmuter (June 4–23, 1990), featured such classic supporting characters as the mad scientists Prof. Ecks, Doublex, and Triplex. Written by Jim Engel (born 1956), The Zombie Plot (July 23–August 11, 1990) saw Mickey once again fight against The Phantom Blot. For Fattening Fudge (November 19–December 8, 1990), Alex Howell visualized Pete’s twin sister Petula, who tried to eliminate Mickey with a dangerous fudge that was supposed to make him explode.

Stranded on Mad Dentist’s Island (February 4–23, 1991) marked the debut of writer Colette Bezio (born 1965), who was to pen another 18 continuities until mid-1995, including Emil Eagle’s Earthquake Machine (April 1–20, 1991), which introduced the evil bird-faced scientist to newspaper strips; The Evil Vampire Count Blotula (June 24–July 13, 1991), co-starring The Phantom Blot; Dr. Doublecross Melts the Polar Ice Caps (September 16–October 5, 1991), again featuring Prof. Ecks and Doublex, as did Ecks and Doublex Reform (December 26, 1994–January 15, 1995), where the mad scientists wanted to improve Mickey’s life with their electronic inventions.

Floyd Norman, by now the only Disney employee left on the strip, contributed other yarns such as The Haunted Road Tunnel (September 28–October 17, 1992), Dinosaurs in the Jungle (May 11–30, 1992), and Professor Goofy (April 26–May 22, 1993). Alex Howell and Richard Hoover took turns on the artwork, but it was Hoover who drew the three remakes of classic daily continuities that Gary Whitney wrote. These were Blaggard Castle (January 24–February 19, 1994), Mickey Mouse Outwits The Phantom Blot (March 14–April 9, 1994), and The Mail Pilot (June 13–July 9, 1994). The Texas team of writer Michael Fry and artist Thomas Leslie Lewis III (better known as T. Lewis, born 1953) also worked on a few sequences, including A Matter of Gravity (February 21–March 12, 1994), Captain Blight’s Sunken Treasure (April 11–30, 1994), and The Treasure of Um-Tut-Sut (May 23–June 11, 1994). The last original daily strip appeared on July 29, 1995, at the end of Colette Bezio and T. Lewis’ Mickey and Goofy In Itsybitsia. It is known that Floyd Norman and Rick Hoover prepared one last daily sequence in 1995, which featured Mickey against the evil Count Dupree. Unfortunately, King Features decided to discontinue the strip, and the sequence was shelved. Only reprints were subsequently used.

The first Mickey Sunday page produced by King Features was released on January 14, 1990. It was written by Floyd Norman and drawn by Richard Hoover. Jim Engel and Alex Howell then drew the weekly gags, some of which had a parodistic touch, with Mickey dreaming he was Tarzan, a Western hero, or Indiana Jones. Apparently, only reprints were used from mid-1991 until both the daily and Sunday Mickey Mouse strips disappeared from U.S. newspapers in December 2006. Reprints of 1950s and 1960s dailies by Floyd Gottfredson and Sundays by Manuel Gonzales have since only appeared on the Creators Syndicate website.

The Speechless Mouse

As of September 1, 1958 there was another daily strip starring the Mouse. This was Mickey Mouse and His Friends, a gag-a-day strip which was just the same as its better-known counterpart, except that there were no dialogue balloons or captions. Probably thought to be more easily sold abroad, as there was no need for translations, it was initially written by animation story-man Milt Banta (1908–1959) and drawn by animator Ken Hultgren (1915–1968). Starting on February 23, 1959, Manuel Gonzales and Riley Thomson (1912–1960) took turns on the art. As of June 1, 1959, the gags were entrusted to Roy Williams, whereas Norwegian-born animator Julius Svendsen took over the drawing. Although Mickey Mouse and His Friends featured the same well-known and beloved characters as the regular Mickey Mouse daily strip, it did not prove to be a great success and the number of international papers which carried it was not high enough to prevent it from being cancelled on March 17, 1962.

Sunday Symphonies

When the Mickey Mouse Sunday page made its début on January 10, 1932, Silly Symphony was the natural choice as its “topper.” The Silly Symphony animated series had started in 1929 with The Skeleton Dance, and unlike the Mickey Mouse cartoon series it did not feature regular characters. Each short presented a self-contained story with its own cast, revolving around a musical theme. Occupying the upper third of the Disney weekly page, Silly Symphony did not—initially, at least—adapt any of the screen shorts. Rather, it introduced an unnamed newborn bug (later christened Bucky Bug through a contest among readers), whose adventures were loosely derived from a 1932 cartoon, Bugs in Love. Earl Duvall, who had written the story for the above-mentioned short, created Bucky and developed his microcosm. The bug lived in Junkville, a tiny insect town made of cracked plates and old cups and cans, and was soon joined by his friend Bo Bug and by his fiancée June Bugg, daughter of Junkville’s Mayor Bugg. In April 1933, Duvall left the Disney Studio (apparently because he owed his colleagues money he couldn’t repay) to animate and direct at Warner Bros. and was replaced by Al Taliaferro, who would be the resident artist on the Silly Symphony page for the next six years.

Cartoon Adaptations

Bucky Bug’s adventures ended on March 4, 1934, with his marriage to June, and the following week straightforward adaptations of the animated Silly Symphony shorts began to appear, written by Ted Osborne and Merrill De Maris. Between then and April 16, 1939, there were 11 continuities based on the same number of shorts, from Birds of a Feather to The Ugly Duckling. Other continuities, like The Further Adventures of the Three Little Pigs! (January 19–August 23, 1936), were also derived from shorts but had divergent plots. There were also original stories, like The Boarding School Mystery (December 23, 1934–February 17, 1935), which used characters that had first appeared in the animated cartoons. The Little Red Hen (an adaptation of the 1934 short, The Wise Little Hen) marked the comic-strip debut of Donald Duck on September 16, 1934.

Needless to say, the irascible Donald was destined for fame both in comics and animated cartoons. In fact, after featuring in the Mickey Mouse strips and pages for a couple of years, he would star in the Silly Symphony Featuring Donald Duck page starting on August 30, 1936. Ted Osborne wrote the gags (although Taliaferro later claimed he had often written them himself), which had Donald team up with, among others, Goofy, Pluto, Clarabelle Cow, and Mickey’s nephews Morty and Ferdie. By August 22, 1937, the page was simply entitled Donald Duck, and on October 17, 1937, Donald was joined by his three pesky nephews, Huey, Dewey, and Louie, sent to temporarily stay at their uncle’s by Donald’s cousin Della. Al Taliaferro created them, drawing inspiration from Frederick Burr Opper’s Happy Hooligan’s three little nephews, and sold the idea to the Disney Animation Studio, where the new characters were developed to co-star in the Donald’s Nephews animated short, released on April 15, 1938. (In it, the nephews were Donald’s sister Dumbella’s sons.) After sending the three brats back home, Donald had some trouble with a donkey (later identified as Basil) before he left the weekly series on December 5, 1937.

More Cartoon Adaptations

When Disney produced his first feature cartoon, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, its 20–week adaptation ran in the Silly Symphony page starting on December 12, 1937, including scenes that had been excised from the movie (like the one in which Prince Charming is imprisoned by the Wicked Witch). The Pinocchio comic version was likewise serialized between December 24, 1939 (anticipating the film’s release by six weeks) and April 7, 1940. Both these adaptations were written by Merrill De Maris and beautifully drawn by publicity artist Hank Porter (1901–1951) along with his assistant, Bob Grant (1916–1968). The latter became the resident artist on the weekly series by November 1939, when he took over from Al Taliaferro on a string of Pluto the Pup pages written by Hubie Karp. Karp and Grant then concentrated their efforts on Little Hiawatha, a diminutive Amerindian boy who had starred in a 1937 Silly Symphony cartoon. Hiawatha’s gag-a-week adventures (most of which had no dialogues) ran from November 10, 1940, until July 12, 1942, followed by a 12–week adaptation of Bambi, likewise drawn by Grant, with inking by animation layout man Karl Karpé (1899–1984).

The Parrot and the Rooster

The “Silly Symphony” logo last appeared on July 12, 1942, after which the page was known as Walt Disney’s Sunday Color Comics. On October 11, 1942, a new regular character was introduced—the Brazilian parrot José Carioca, who was to grace the big screen in Saludos Amigos (1943), The Three Caballeros (1945), and Melody Time (1948). Writer Hubie Karp built a background for José, showing his humble home (actually, a shack) in a Rio de Janeiro garbage dump, where his friends João and Nestor also lived. In spite of always being broke, the parrot liked to attend posh restaurants and hotels, where he often met such curvy bird-faced chicas as the wealthy María Rocha Vaz, the blonde dancer Rae, and Gloria del Orto, in a series of adventures that even led him to the Amazon forest. The artwork was initially done by Bob Grant and Karl Karpé. When Grant was drafted in early 1943, the moonlighting animator Paul Murry took over the penciling, with inks and lettering provided by Dick Moores. On April 23, 1944, the Mexican rooster Panchito (who also starred in The Three Caballeros) burst onto the scene and started competing with José to win the heart of another pretty girl, the horse-riding Mimi. As of October 8, 1944, Panchito took possession of the weekly page, also drawn by Murry and Moores from scripts by Bill Walsh. Walsh moved the setting to Mexico and made the character less exuberant and more romantic than he looked on the screen. Differently from the José (Joe) Carioca pages, which featured continuing stories, those devoted to Panchito offered a series of gags which visualized the misadventures of the rooster and of his faithful horse, Señor Martinez.

Panchito appeared for the last time on October 7, 1945, and that marked the official end of the Silly Symphony/Sunday Color Comics page, although two further 16–week continuities based on the animated features Cinderella (1950) and Alice in Wonderland (1951) were to be serialized in the Sunday papers, drawn by Manuel Gonzales and Dick Moores and written by Frank Reilly.

The Duck Star

By 1937, Donald Duck’s popularity was booming. The short Don Donald, released in January, was the first where the Duck starred without any of the rest of the regular gang. Later that year, the 32–year-old Al Taliaferro, who had drawn all of the Donald Duck pages in the Silly Symphony series, suggested to Roy O. Disney that there should be a daily Donald Duck series. Roy showed little interest, but Taliaferro insisted, writing and drawing three weeks’ worth of strips. Roy showed them to King Features, who liked the idea but found the gags inadequate. A second attempt, with writer Merrill De Maris writing more try-out strips, likewise failed. Other story-men, including Homer Brightman, Roy Williams, Carl Barks, and Bob Karp, submitted gags which were used after the Donald Duck daily strip started on February 7, 1938, in the Pasadena Star News. As of October 1938, Bob Karp became the regular writer on the strip, forming a good creative team with Taliaferro, although the two rarely met (Taliaferro worked at the studio while Karp worked at home).

Cartoon Connections

The gag-a-day strip occasionally featured short sequences, often drawing inspiration from animated shorts which were being produced. From May 9–24, 1938, Donald’s ravenous country cousin Gus Goose was at the Duck’s house, as later happened in Donald’s Cousin Gus (released May 19, 1939). From July 18–30, 1938 and again from July 24–August 5, 1939, Donald and his nephews (only one of whom had first appeared on February 23, 1938) were scouting the woods as they did in Good Scouts (released July 8, 1938). The strips from October 24–November 5, 1938 were inspired by Donald’s Golf Game (released November 4, 1938), whereas those from August 15–27 replicated Polar Trappers (released June 17, 1938), with screen co-star Goofy replaced by Bolivar the dog. There were original sequences, too. The one from November 8–19, 1938, had Donald visit with Gus Goose on the latter’s farm at Pumpkin Center. (Gus would come back again from November 10–29, 1941.) Another one from April 29–May 25, 1940, had Donald and his nephews in search of a pirate treasure.

Recurring gags had Donald up against his St. Bernard dog Bolivar (March 17, 1938–May 11, 1944), whose personality was inspired by Taliaferro’s own Scottish Terrier, George McTavish; Basil the burro (May 30, 1938–November 12, 1944); Hortense the ostrich (October 3, 1938–October 30, 1944); Bobo the elephant (November 6–11, 1939 and January 21, 1940); and Penny the penguin (December 1–7, 1941).

Duck Pages and Characters

At Taliaferro’s insistence, a Donald Duck Sunday gag page appeared on December 10, 1939, and the Colorado-born artist was glad to relinquish the art on the Silly Symphony page to devote himself completely to the Duck, seven days a week. Such was the workload, though, that Taliaferro soon had to rely on the help of inkers Bill Wright, Karl Karpé, Dick Moores, and George Waiss until mid-1946, when Comic Strip Department manager Frank Reilly asked that Taliaferro ink his own pencils, which he did for another nine years, except for periods of illness or leave of absences.

As time went by, Taliaferro and Karp introduced new characters. Daisy Duck, who had made her official screen debut in Mr. Duck Steps Out (released June 7, 1940), was first seen as Donald’s new neighbor in the November 4, 1940, daily strip. Inspired by Taliaferro’s mother-in-law, Donnie Wheaton, the old-fashioned Grandma Duck was first seen in a painting in the August 11, 1940, Sunday page, before she left her country house to visit with her grandson and his nephews in the September 27, 1943, daily strip. A bespectacled, know-it-all cousin of Donald’s and Huey, Dewey, and Louie’s called Socrates M. Gosling, a.k.a. Sock (sometimes identified as Gus Goose’s nephew) was seen in the dailies from April 5–May 23, 1944. Bolivar’s son Behemoth featured in eleven strips between December 31, 1945 and June 6, 1946. Donald also had another dog, a cocker spaniel variously named Fido, Pokey, or Droopy, in the dailies and Sundays from July 24, 1947, to July 16, 1972.

Created by Carl Barks for the comic books in 1947, Donald’s rich uncle Scrooge McDuck first featured in the strip during February-March 1951, then came back in the October 8, 1955, daily and eventually became a regular supporting character in the Sundays and dailies as of January and May 1960, respectively. Other characters created by Barks who also featured in the newspaper strip were Uncle Scrooge’s burglar adversaries, the Beagle Boys (August 9 and September 30, 1964), and the screwball inventor Gyro Gearloose (September 4, 1966), although Taliaferro’s version of the latter was distinctly different from Barks’. The August 7–18, 1951, dailies featured Donna Duck, the charming Mexican girl who had appeared in the 1937 cartoon short Don Donald. Donna was joined by her mustachioed fiancé, Manuel Gonzales (who had the same name as the Mickey Mouse Sunday page artist), before returning in a few 1962 strips and pages. From Austria came polymath Professor Ludwig Von Drake, created by animators Milt Kahl and Ward Kimball for the Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color TV show which first aired on September 24, 1961. He made his comics debut in the Sunday page that was released on the very same day, and in the daily strip that followed on Monday, September 25, 1961, becoming a regular in both series.

Inside Jokes

More than any other Disney strip, Donald Duck often featured inside jokes. Several Disney artists and writers’ names were to be found in its panels. A shop sign in the July 6, 1940, daily read “T. Thwaites Men’s Shop,” referring to inker and letterer Ted Thwaites, whose first name was also seen in the November 9, 1940, strip alongside Tom (Wood), Floyd (Gottfredson), Bob (Karp), Al (Taliaferro), Bill (Wright), and Hank (Porter). Taliaferro, Karp, and their respective wives “featured” in the November 15, 1940, strip when “Al loves Lucy” and “Bob loves Mary” were carved in a tree trunk. Taliaferro’s jokes sometimes backfired, as he himself would later recall:


One time I included my own telephone number as the number of Donald’s phone. The number of calls I got was enough to convince me to never do that again. Although I did get in trouble with the telephone company one time because one of the Donald strips seemed to be giving the idea of chopping down telephone poles. That was not my intention, but the telephone company objected.9


Regarding his family, Taliaferro added:


Whenever there is a tugboat or a ship in the strip, I would name it the Lucy Ann after my wife. Or if there was a sleek, trim sailboat, I would name it the Cheryl Ann in honor of my daughter.10


Taliaferro and His Heirs

Taliaferro was at his best from 1946 to 1965, often drawing dog-nosed men and fully human, attractive girls into the strip. Unfortunately, he was diagnosed with cancer in mid-1952 and had to leave the art on the Donald Duck strip in the capable hands of Dick Moores for a couple of months. During the years that followed, Taliaferro had to take leaves of absences when the illness returned, and various staffers including Manuel Gonzales, Bob Grant, Bill Wright, and Ben de Nunez (1923–1991) lent a hand while he was in hospital. By the mid-sixties Taliaferro’s health began to irremediably decline, so that until his untimely death in February 1969 he was assisted and sometimes replaced by other staff artists, including Al Hubbard (1913–1984), Kay Wright (née Karran Wright, 1919–1999), Ellis Eringer (1924–2008), Bill Weaver (1917–1967), and Frank Grundeen. A former Disney animator, Grundeen took over the strip in 1969 and continued drawing it in his own style until his retirement in 1976, when the art chores were assigned to Frank Smith (1908–1986). Whereas Smith’s art was mediocre to say the least, he was the first to draw Chip ’n’ Dale (June 7, 1976) and Uncle Scrooge’s money bin (November 12, 1977) into the strip.

As of September 1974, Greg Crosby (born 1948) started alternating with Bob Karp on scripts, and then took over when Karp died in August 1975. Crosby was succeeded by Bob Foster (born 1943) in early 1980. After Frank Smith died in November 1986, several draftsmen, some of whom were European, alternated on the strip, with some nice art provided by Jim Franzen (born 1936), Ulrich Schröder (born 1964), Richard Hoover, Daan Jippes (born 1945), Jørgen Klubien, Jules Coenen, Bill Langley, Tony Strobl (1915–1991), Brian Lum (born 1957), and Ennis McNulty (born 1941). As Karp and Taliaferro had done before him, Bob Foster had fun sneaking his colleagues’ names into the strip from time to time. Foster’s favorite “victim” seemed to be Don Ferguson, who was mentioned by one of Donald’s nephews in the December 12, 1986, daily strip (“Don Ferguson’s bush”) and on a gigantic hobby horse produced by the “Ferguson Rocking Horse Co.” in the April 5, 1987, Sunday page.

Veteran animation layout/background artist Pete Alvarado (1920–2003) drew the strip from April 1987 until January 1990, assisted by inkers Bill Langley and Larry Mayer.

The Newspaper Duck’s Swan Song

As of January 8, 1990, the production of the Donald Duck strip was taken over by King Features Syndicate. During the early part of 1990, the strip consisted only of reprints from 1980 to 1986, selected by Don Ferguson, who continued editing the strip at the Disney Studio until April 1990, when King Features hired Larry Knighton (born 1948) to create new strips and pages. Actually, Knighton’s first daily strip and Sunday page appeared on July 30 and September 2, 1990, respectively. Johnny Sajem (born 1937) and Knighton initially took turns at writing the gags until the latter became the strip’s only author. The Idaho-born artist worked on the strip for five years, bringing a fresh approach to the art and introducing or re-introducing such characters as Gladstone Gander, Gyro Gearloose (with his regular looks), and Uncle Scrooge’s butler, Archie. Professor Ludwig Von Drake was no longer part of the cast of characters, having disappeared as of December 31, 1989. King Features let Knighton’s contract expire in July 1995, and the strip once again went into reprints. A dearth of U.S. papers as well as a few foreign papers continued to carry it until it was finally cancelled in 2006.

As of today, the Donald Duck newspaper strip survives only in digital form. Since 2012, Creators Syndicate has been hosting random reprints of 1940s and 1950s strips and pages by Bob Karp and Al Taliaferro on its website.

The Smart Rabbit

The Disney feature Song of the South, partly animated and partly live action, was released in November 1946. It was based on Joel Chandler Harris’ moralistic Uncle Remus stories, published between 1880 and 1910. It had been customary for the Disney features to be “previewed” in the comics a few weeks before the movie’s premiere, but the Uncle Remus and His Tales of Br’er Rabbit Sunday page started on October 14, 1945—over a year before the movie’s release. First written by Bill Walsh and drawn by Paul Murry (who had been an animator on Song of the South) with Dick Moores and Bill Wright inking, the weekly page started its run adapting the animated sequences of the movie fairly faithfully. Following that came original adventures of the smart rabbit who repeatedly outwitted his implacable yet gullible foes, Br’er Fox and Br’er Bear. As for the wise Uncle Remus, he only appeared as a silhouette on the comic page, providing the narration and the moral in the closing panel. After Paul Murry left the studio during the spring of 1946, Dick Moores became the artist. In October 1946, George Stallings (1891–1963) took over the writing and introduced such supporting characters as Molly Cottontail, a pretty bunny who would soon become Br’er Rabbit’s girlfriend. The short-continuity format lasted until February 1949, when the page became gag-a-week, which in the long run made it repetitious and boring. The artistic quality of the page, however, was kept consistent by Riley Thomson, Bill Wright, Chuck Fuson (1914–1976), and finally by John Ushler (1919–1998), with Jack Boyd (1916–1998) providing the scripts from late 1963 onwards. In time, the ungrammatical, artificial “Southern Black accent” adopted by almost every character in the series had grown more and more of an anachronism, and somebody might have found it offensive. All in all, few people were surprised when Uncle Remus was finally discontinued on December 31, 1972.

More Than Just “Funny Animals”

Under the supervision of Frank Reilly, two new comic series were developed which starred non-anthropomorphic animals. The first, Merry Menagerie, lasted 15 years, from January 13, 1947, until March 17, 1962. This was a daily panel in which animals made ironic comments on their own existential problems, a caption under each panel translating the animals’ language for the benefit of readers. The series was created by Bob Karp. Roy O. Disney wanted Karp’s name to appear on it, but Walt overruled him, and Merry Menagerie went out as a Disney product, although the characters had little to do with the general Disney output. Moreover, Karp received only half pay for it, on the grounds that he was already receiving full pay for Donald Duck. The drawing was provided by the excellent Bob Grant, although between September 12, 1960, and February 4, 1961, due to health problems, he was often replaced by Ben de Nunez, Don Lusk (born 1913), and Chuck Fuson.

Another daily panel started on March 14, 1955. True-Life Adventures derived its name from Disney’s famous series of wildlife documentaries—the first released being 1949’s Seal Island. During its 18 years, the syndicated series presented an endless parade of curious facts about all sorts of animals, plants, and even atmospheric phenomena. The information was conveyed in a wry tone by former animator/director/story-man Dick Huemer (1898–1979), although Bob Karp is also known to have written a few gags, and the realistic art was provided by the talented George Wheeler (1919–1989) until the strip’s final release on April 14, 1973.

Paper Movies

On July 13, 1952, a new Sunday page was introduced, reviving on a regular basis the formula of turning Disney movies into comics. Entitled Walt Disney’s Treasury of Classic Tales, the new weekly series did not limit itself to adapting animated shorts and features (as Silly Symphony had previously done), but it also offered comic versions of live-action movies. In fact, the series started with The Story of Robin Hood, which had been released just a few weeks earlier. The comic adaptation, which ran for over five months (July 13–December 28, 1952), was written by Frank Reilly and drawn by former animation story-man Jesse Marsh (1907–1966), well known for his long tenure on the Tarzan comic books. The second movie to be adapted was the animated feature Peter Pan (1953), wonderfully rendered by Manuel Gonzales and Dick Moores, who were to draw three further adaptations, the last and most notable being Lady and the Tramp (January 2–July 10, 1955).

Frank Reilly went on to write all the continuities until his retirement on October 1, 1975. The subjects of the series continued to alternate between live-action and animated films. A veritable master at rendering atmospheric backgrounds, Marsh was at his best drawing such sequences as Perri (July 7–November 24, 1957), which was derived from the True-Life Fantasy feature of the same name. Whereas Marsh continued to draw all the realistic episodes until September 1962, the animation-inspired continuities were assigned to different artists. Floyd Gottfredson did a great job on Lambert the Sheepish Lion (August 5–September 30, 1956—from a 1952 cartoon special), also contributing layouts to 101 Dalmatians (January 1–March 26, 1961), which was drawn by Bill Wright and Chuck
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