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Introduction

Growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, Sunday nights at my house were different from the other nights of the week. It was the only night when my mother made pizza. It was the only night of the week when we could drink soda. It was the only night of the week when we could have candy for dessert. It was the only night of the week when we were allowed to eat dinner in front of the television. And the only shows we ever watched were Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom and The Wonderful World of Disney. (Mom sent us to bed as soon as Bonanza started.)

For almost the entirety of my childhood, The Wonderful World of Disney was always there, even as I grew from a boy to a young man of eighteen, and even as my family moved from the small towns and farms of rural Indiana to the coal and steel towns of West Virginia to the towering spires of the Motor City in Michigan. The only true anchors in that time were “pizza night,” as it came to be called in our family, and Disney.

Like all of us growing up at that time, The Wonderful World of Disney was an eye opener to our world. Peering through that spinning kaleidoscope that always served as background for the episode title, we caught our first glimpses of what it meant to be a kid, what it meant to travel, what it meant—to borrow a phrase from the lyrics of the opening credits—to be in “this world where we each play a part.” We learned about history. We learned about fantasy. We learned the magic of science, the glories of art, and the marvels of the earth, sea, and sky. We experienced the power of drama and the cleansing laughter of comedy.

We learned about faraway places and how they were populated by people like you and like me who had the same hopes and fears and joys and tears. And, more than anything, it taught us the miracle of imagination and how it can be harnessed and used to unite us all.

It taught me about life. It taught me how to be (and how not to be) an adult. It taught me the value of nature. I learned the ropes of friendship, romance, and how to make my way in the world. I learned to believe in the future. Most of all, it taught me how to dream.

So for the rest of this book I am inviting you over to my parents’ house to share Sunday nights with Walt. In our kitchen, my mother has her homemade pizza (your choice of cheese, pepperoni, or sausage) set out buffet style on the top of the stove. My father has popped popcorn using his Mirro chrome popcorn popper (the only thing I remember my father ever cooking and the only night I can remember having popcorn outside of going to the movies). And our beverage selection, usually Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola, or 7Up, is set up on the kitchen table. Sometimes there would be Fresca or Tab or Dr. Pepper, depending on what flavor of the month my sisters and I were into.

The weekend is almost over. Tomorrow morning, we will each be back to school or back to work. But for right now, we have tonight to travel and to dream.

Fill up your Tupperware dinner plate and glass and come downstairs with me to the family room. Grab a TV tray and take a seat (green sleeper sofa, blue butterfly chair, white bean bag chair, or brown recliner) as we all gather around my father’s 1964 RCA Victor color television set, which to my eyes still gave off the best color picture ever. Second helpings, refills, and dessert can be had during the commercials.

Now, quiet down! The NBC peacock is on to signal the start of the prime-time TV line up. The show is about to start…and for the next sixty minutes the world truly will be a carousel of color.


chapter one 

“And Now Your Host, Walt Disney”

I cannot remember the first time I watched The Wonderful World of Disney; it was just something my family always did. There was never even a question of which show we were going to watch. In order to better help you understand the uniqueness of the World of Disney in our lives, it is important for people born after 1980 to understand how television was back in the 1960s.

1960s TV 101

First, there were only three channels. That’s right, three channels: ABC, CBS, and NBC. PBS did not go on the air until 1969. Larger cities like New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago might have a so-called independent station with no network affiliation like New York’s WWOR or Chicago’s WGN or Atlanta’s TBS. Their schedules were mostly filled by reruns of cancelled network shows during the day and old movies at night. So, at best, in the big cities you had 5 or 6 channels to choose from. If you lived outside a major metropolitan area, you were limited to the Big Three.

Second, children’s programs were limited to just a few times per week. The networks ran Saturday morning cartoons between the hours of 8am and noon. Captain Kangaroo ran weekday mornings on CBS. After school, local stations might fill the time between network soap operas and the news by showing Japanese cartoons like Speed Racer, Marine Boy, and Kimba, The White Lion. But that was it. The only other children’s programming for the entire week was The Wonderful World of Disney.

The mainstay programming that children take for granted today had not begun. We had not yet visited Sesame Street. We could not take the trolley to Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. There was just “Uncle Walt” and his show on Sunday nights.

The Universe of Disney

Even as children, we understood that Walt Disney was a multimedia presence, the gold standard for children’s programming. And our parents understood it as well. Besides The Wonderful World of Disney, he produced the hit shows Zorro and The Mickey Mouse Club (the original daytime TV show aimed squarely at children). Every year,Walt’s studio released around a half-dozen live-action movies into theaters. Their subject matter ranged from zany comedies (The Shaggy Dog, The Ugly Dachshund) to nostalgic looks back at turn-of-the-century America (Toby Tyler, Summer Magic, Pollyanna) to out-and-out fantasies (Darby O’Gill and the Little People, The Absent-Minded Professor). Roughly every five years, Walt’s animation department released a new full-length animated feature like Sleeping Beauty or 101 Dalmatians or The Sword In the Stone. And his classic feature-length animated films, such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Dumbo, and Bambi, were rereleased back into theaters on a rotating seven-year schedule.

When we weren’t watching one of Walt’s television shows or going to the theater to watch one of his movies, we were reading one of his comic books and following the adventures of Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Goofy, and Chip ‘n’ Dale. We listened to his records (Disney being the first studio to release soundtrack albums for their movies). We read novelizations of his movies. It’s hard for post-1980 generations to comprehend a time when there were no VHS, DVDs, Netflix, or YouTube that allow us to watch practically any movie or TV show anytime we want. Back then, the only way to see a movie was to go to the theater or wait for it to be shown on television. If you wanted to see it, you arranged your schedule so you were sitting in front of the TV when it aired. When it was gone, it was gone. Buying and reading the novelizations of movies was our only way to relive them in our minds.

And that doesn’t take into account all the toys, wristwatches, clothes, Davy Crockett coonskin caps, and stuffed animals we could buy and use in our everyday lives. Being kids, we didn’t really understand the basic concepts of marketing synergy. All we knew was that it was easy to get Disney stuff and it was stuff we wanted to get.

Walt was also the man who held the keys to the Valhalla of all kid-dom—the original Magic Kingdom, the Happiest Place on Earth, Disneyland. The first theme park where every year he seemed to be creating yet another fantastic ride that reset the boundaries of what was possible, from Flight to the Moon, the Matterhorn Bobsleds, the Submarine Voyage, and the Disneyland monorail, to It’s a Small World, Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln, Pirates of the Caribbean, the Haunted Mansion, and Space Mountain.

There was no one else like Walt Disney for us children living in the late 1950s or early 1960s. And all the elements above came together Sunday nights on Walt’s television show.

Sunday Night TV: Disney vs. Sullivan

During the 1960s, even though the marketing term had yet to be coined, Sunday night television was the “must-see TV” of the week and the night belonged to two men: Walt Disney and Ed Sullivan. Their shows ran opposite each other. In America, you were either a Sullivan family or a Disney family.

Ed Sullivan hosted The Ed Sullivan Show on CBS from 1948 until 1971. It was television’s premiere variety show and all kinds of comedy and musical acts got their first national exposure by appearing on his show. If you were a stand-up comedian or a singer or a rock band or novelty animal act, you knew you had arrived when you got the call to appear on Ed Sullivan. The show aired for 60 minutes from 8:00 to 9:00pm EST. I cannot remember ever watching a complete episode of the Sullivan Show. He always struck my younger self as the most unlikely of television stars: short, shrunken, almost the epitome of the grumpy old man trying to be polite for the cameras.

In contrast, Walt Disney and his show were Sunday night interlopers, having only arrived on the scene in the fall of 1961 (but remaining a Sunday night staple until 1982). The Wonderful World of Disney aired on NBC opposite Sullivan from 7:30 to 8:30pm.

In the prime of my childhood years, the show was preceded at 7:00pm by Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom, hosted by St. Louis Zoo curator Marlin Perkins (almost as engaging a television personality as Walt Disney). Along with his game assistants Stan Brock and Jim Fowler, Perkins took us all over the world in search of nature’s beauties and dangers. His laconic narration was known for its ability to combine facts about nature with plugs for his title sponsor: “A lioness in Africa will go to the ends of the earth to protect her children from all dangers. Mutual of Omaha will do the same for you.”

The 9:00pm slot on the schedule belonged to Bonanza. The show followed the adventures of Ben Cartwright (Lorne Greene) and his grown sons (Parnell Roberts, Dan Blocker, Michael Landon) as they tried to manage their huge Ponderosa ranch outside Virginia City, Nevada, in the late 19th century. This was another long-running show, a mainstay of the NBC schedule from 1959 to 1973, and for most of that time it ran on Sunday nights. NBC’s decision to air this show in color is what started the trend toward Americans buying color TV sets. Disney’s color show joining the Sunday night line-up accelerated the pace.

Starting in 1971, Bonanza moved to another night to make way for The NBC Mystery Movie, another anthology series featuring the rotating police dramas Columbo starring Peter Falk, McCloud starring Dennis Weaver, and McMillan & Wife starring Rock Hudson and Susan St. James.

Regardless of whether it was Bonanza or The NBC Mystery Movie, my mother would only allow me to watch the opening credits of the show (featuring classic theme songs by Jay Livingston and Henry Mancini, respectively), then off to bed for me.

No doubt about it, from 1961 to the late 1970s, NBC Sunday nights was our TV viewing of choice and at the center of it was Disney.

A Show by Any Other Name

The TV show I am calling The Wonderful World of Disney went through many changes over the course of its run. Between 1954 and 1983, it switched networks, nights of the week, and show titles even as it fundamentally remained the same show. (For simplicity, I’ll refer to it as The Wonderful World of Disney throughout this book.)

When it debuted on ABC-TV in 1954, the show was called Disneyland and it aired on Thursday nights. It was called Disneyland because Walt wanted to promote the new amusement park he was in the process of building (and which ABC had bought a partial interest in). This is the period when the show aired classic episodes like Davy Crockett and Johnny Tremain, the “Man in Space” science shows that helped spur America’s space program, and animation themed shows like “The Plausible Impossible” and “Where Ideas Come From.”

In 1959, the title changed to Walt Disney Presents (because ABC sold its interest in the park). This is the period when the series relied on a rotating collection of serialized dramas built around characters like Texas John Slaughter (Tom Tyron), Elfego Baca (Robert Loggia), the Swamp Fox (Leslie Nielsen), and Zorro (Guy Williams).

After two seasons, NBC-TV persuaded Walt to bring his show over to their network. They promised him complete creative freedom in episode selection (Walt felt ABC interfered too much in this area) and the chance to broadcast his show in color. Starting in 1961, the show began airing Sunday nights and the title was switched to Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color. When today’s Baby Boomers look back and cite their favorite episodes from the series (The Horse Masters, The Scarecrow of Romney Marsh, Gallegher), they are usually episodes from this period.

After Disney’s death in 1966, the title was changed again to The Wonderful World of Disney and it held that name the longest, from 1968 to 1980. For its last three seasons, the title was changed one last time, to Disney’s Wonderful World.

A Kaleidoscope of the World

The Wonderful World of Disney was an anthology show. Outside of Walt acting as the host, there were no recurring cast members. One week could be a nature show where viewers might find themselves anywhere from the Amazon jungle to the plains of the American West. The next week could be a period drama set during the American Revolution or the Civil War. The week after that could be another drama set in Europe or the South Seas. And the week after that could be an animated show to teach viewers something about science or music under the tutelage of the show’s absent-minded animated scholar Professor Ludwig Von Drake. Or best of all, Walt might take us out to Disneyland to preview its latest ride or attraction, or walk us around his studio and give us a preview of one of his upcoming movies.

In its prime, the show was PBS, Cartoon Network, Nickelodeon, the Travel Channel, the History Channel, Animal Planet, the Discovery Channel, Arts & Entertainment, the Science Channel, the NASA Channel, E! Entertainment, HBO, and MTV all rolled into one. We literally never knew what was going to be on from week to week and the possibilities kept us coming back.

And at the heart of it all was Uncle Walt, as he was commonly called.

Each week’s episode would begin in the same fashion. It would fade in with a teaser scene from the night’s episode designed to grab our attention, set the stage, and perhaps even leave us in suspense about the outcome. A quick fade out and then the opening credits would begin. A shot of Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Castle would appear. Fireworks would fill the sky above. And out of the bursts would fly Tinker Bell from Peter Pan (1953). With her magic wand, she filled the screen with bursts of color like an artist painting a picture.

That would give way to seemingly random shots: sweeping plains, the crystalline white of snow-covered mountains, Dutch children running hand in hand past a twirling windmill, animals in nature, a spectacular sky at sunset. Running under this would be the theme song written by Disney’s favorite songwriters at the time, Richard M. and Robert B. Sherman, promising us that the world was a marvelous place filled with all kinds of wonder and that we were about to spend the next hour seeing a part of it. The opening would conclude with a montage of kaleidoscope shots (they literally attached a kaleidoscope to the end of a camera) while the show title appeared and the opening song came to an end in a booming crescendo like a symphony orchestra concluding a concert.

The cynical among you will shake your heads and say that these breathtaking shots were only designed to sell RCA color TV sets—and you would not be wrong—but like most things in life, their use had multiple intentions. Which one you choose to believe says more about your outlook on life than about the show’s aims.

As a child taking this all in, the opening was mesmerizing. It was like the entire world was being displayed before us. We could go anywhere, see anything, and, by implication, do anything. It truly was a wonderful world and we were getting shown how we could be a part of it.

At this point, Tinker Bell would make one more appearance. Announcer Dick Wesson would introduce the title of tonight’s episode and introduce our master of ceremonies: “And now your host, Walt Disney.”

Uncle Walt

The scene shifted to Walt Disney’s office (actually a set on a soundstage). Walt would look at the camera and smile and welcome us to tonight’s show. And we would instinctively smile back. Unless it was an episode where he hosted the entire show, Walt’s introductions were only two or three minutes long. And yet they did a marvelous job of setting the stage for what was to come.

What was it about this middle-aged man that instantly captured our attention, made us relax, tickled our imaginations, and opened us up to what was to come like a master storyteller getting ready to tell us a tale?

Walt Disney connected with us children for a number of reasons:


	His child-like enthusiasm. You could see it in the way he walked around the office, the way he spoke to us—he had something fun to share and he could not wait to show it to us. His enthusiasm was infectious.

	He did not talk down to us like so many adults do to children (even more so in those days than now). He rightly assumed that if he could understand something then we could, too. It didn’t matter if he was talking about a moment out of American history, the complexity of science, the process of animation, or the intricacies of nature’s ecosystem. At the same time, Walt had a way of speaking where he could take these complex subjects and boil them down to a simple analogy, an analogy which would open the door to the wider subject, because if we could understand that then we could understand the entire thing. It was all very empowering decades before that term had been coined.

	Walt used these segments to share what he was interested in. And since most of what he was interested in was cutting edge (pushing the boundaries of animation, movie-making, robotics, theme park design), we kids were interested in them as well. And if it was not clear why we should be excited, Walt was able to demonstrate in his intros why we should be.



The message that we eagerly took in with our youthful eyes and ears was that the world was a marvelous place filled with adventure and beauty and love. The past was an intriguing time populated by people who helped make our today possible. Nature was something to experience and treasure and keep safe. The future was here and it was going to be better than today. And, most important of all, we children could be a part of it all. All we had to do was dream.

He smiled. He laughed. He made us laugh. He made us feel at ease. He made us feel welcomed. It was like coming over for a fun weekly visit with a treasured relative, which was why we all called him “Uncle Walt”.

He was ready to show us Baby Boomer children the wonders of Disney’s world and we were happily ready to come along for the ride.


chapter two

A Carousel of Color

Animated Fun and Learning with Von Drake

In retrospect, it is hardly surprising that Walt Disney decided to lead off The Wonderful World of Color’s NBC debut in the fall of 1961 by doing an entire show devoted to exploring the virtues of color. “An Adventure In Color” was simultaneously designed to show off the advantages of color TV and to also explain the usefulness of color in our everyday life.

An Adventure in Color / Donald in Mathmagic Land (1961)

TV Premiere: September 24, 1961

Walt opened the show by standing against a black-and-white background and giving us a crash course in the development of animation, reminding us how just a little over thirty years ago the movies had been black and white as well and, worse, without sound. Just black-and-white images projected onto the screen in our neighborhood theater. If a character wanted to say something, their words appeared in a thought bubble or in a separate title card. If a filmmaker wanted us to feel something, they were beholden to the theater organist playing along with the film.

Walt reminded us that that had all changed, mostly thanks to him, with the creation of the first synchronized sound cartoon Steamboat Willie (1928) starring Mickey Mouse. That led to his Silly Symphonies series which combined animation and music in new ways that pushed animation further forward. And that led to the first color cartoon, Flowers and Trees (1932), and just eight short years later to the lyrical beauty of Fantasia (1940) with Walt screening a segment from the water lilies dance.

As Walt beams out from the TV, he reminds us that, “Dreams have a way of coming true” and “Color looks pretty good, doesn’t it?” And watching on our RCA Victor TV, I had to agree with him.

From there, Walt introduced the show’s new resident scientific expert Professor Ludwig Von Drake, an animated and educated duck (and distant relative of Donald Duck), to “tell us about the wonderful world of color.” Von Drake has always been one of my favorite Disney characters. I particularly liked him when I was little because I knew that when he came on the show, I was going to have fun and I was going to learn something. He may lose his train of thought or get a bit confused, but that was only because his head was so full of facts and he was so intent on sharing them with us that they inevitably would come out in a bit of a jumbly mess.

Von Drake spent the next few minutes explaining the color spectrum. While his presentations may have been blustery and a little confusing, his scientific facts never were. I remember being surprised to learn that humans only see one octave of the available color in the world. What were the rest of them like? I also remember being amazed at how easy it was to combine the basic colors to get all the rest.

Inevitably, just like in this episode, Von Drake would get himself confused and resort to song to make his point. In this case, he sat down at a piano and illustrated his point by singing “The Spectrum Song.” This is the moment when I fell in love with Ludwig Von Drake. The song, penned by Richard and Robert Sherman, did what Disney songs do best: take a difficult concept and present it in a way that not only explained it but hung it on a catchy tune. The “I’m No Fool” and “Encyclopedia” songs from The Mickey Mouse Club did the same thing. Once inside our heads, they never left.

Two inspired moments stick with me from “The Spectrum Song.” After running through it once, Von Drake decides to sing it again, except this time in black and white for those who don’t yet have a color TV. He then proceeded to recite the lyrics, but rather than reeling off the different colors, he just sings “black, white, grey, white, black, black, black, grey, black, white” ad nauseam. It was a clever way to gently nudge the recalcitrant black-and-white audience to embrace color—much like how we are now always being chided to purchase the latest iPhone or marvelous electronic creation. The song gets interrupted by the NBC peacock who struts off stage while showing off his feathers of many colors. A perturbed Von Drake confides that “he dyes his feathers.”

An attempt to explain how color TV works forces Von Drake to give up again and resort to song. In this case, it is the full opening credits song which again not only illustrates color but also promises “the wonders to be told” in the show ahead. Viewers were hooked whether they were watching in color or black and white, and I am sure a number of children turned to their parents at that moment and began demanding they buy a color TV. I was glad that my own family already had one.

The second half of the show, Donald In Mathmagic Land, found Donald dressed as a hunter, but finding himself a stranger in a strange land where every tree or animal was some kind of geometric shape or mathematical formula or measuring device, and the footprints they leave are all numbers. I remember finding it particularly humorous that the trees all had “square roots.”

“What kind of crazy place is this?” Donald wonders.

And yet he is assured by the narrator (the ubiquitous Paul Frees) that this—the pursuit of knowledge—is the “True Spirit of Adventure.”

“Ah, that’s for eggheads!” Donald responds, but the show takes him by the hand and does what Disney educational films always did that worked for me. They took us back in history to the origins of how things got started (in this case, ancient Greece). They took the abstract concepts and applied them to everyday life so we could understand their relevance. Here, they explained the connection between math and music and how it helped develop the musical scale, thus bringing the whole thing full circle to where the show began with Von Drake. Donald became convinced of the importance of knowing this and so did we.

There are a few clunky moments in the show. It turns out that the magic words for turning Walt’s workers in the paint and ink department from black and white to color are “NBC color TV.” “Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Blue” only turns them into the blue, yellow, and red elements of Technicolor. Later on, when introducing “Donald In Mathmagic Land,” Walt loses his train of thought while explaining math because of all the “attractive figures” of the female workers in Paint and Ink.

But the moment that stuck with me and would, like “The Spectrum Song,” be something I referred back to through the rest of my childhood and into my adult years was when the narrator takes a tour of Donald’s head to see if he is ready for understanding the wonders of math. Unfortunately, he discovers that Donald’s brain is already too cluttered, and that both he (and we) need to first clean out our minds and dispose of the “antiquated ideas,” “false concepts,” “superstitions,” and “confusions” that prevent us from comprehending something new.

I also took away from the episode that “the mind is the birthplace for all of man’s scientific achievements,” that “the mind knows no limits when used properly,” and no piece of paper was “large enough to hold all your ideas.” As the show’s final quotation (from Galileo) proclaimed, “Mathematics is the alphabet with which God has written the universe.”

At the very end of “Mathmagic Land,” Donald finds himself in a corridor of doors that are all locked. When he complains to the narrator, he is informed that these are “the doors to the future” and that “the keys to opening them are mathematics.” It remains an oddly stirring moment for me and, even as a youngster staring at that screen, I knew that mathematics were not the only keys for opening the future (just like humans can only see one octave of color); the other keys were the arts: music and literature and painting and sculpture. And those keys could be mine if I worked to understand the history of what happened before and then applied it to my life. Yes, indeed, mathematics (and the rest of education) was magic and also key.

Pretty heady stuff for a children’s show. And The Wonderful World of Color was just getting started!

Ludwig Von Drake hosted so many episodes in the next five years that Walt Disney began to joke that the professor was the co-host of the show. Von Drake even picked up an animated co-host of his own: Herman the Beetle, who seemed to be both a colleague and a rival.

Sometimes they hosted shows designed to explain the absurdities of human nature like The Hunting Instinct (1961) or A Square Peg in a Round Hole (1963). Other times the shows were meant to be educational, like in Fly with Von Drake (1963), a primer on aviation history illustrated by clips from Victory Through Air Power (1943), or Kids Is Kids (1961) about proper parenting, with clips from a Goofy or Donald Duck cartoon, or music appreciation in Music For Everybody (1966). In Shape with Von Drake (1964) taught the value of exercise illustrated with generous clips from classic Goofy cartoons like How to Play Baseball (1942), How to Play Football (1944), How to Play Golf (1944), and The Art of Skiing (1941).

Sometimes Von Drake became a travel guide taking us down to South America in Carnival Time (1962) where I first got exposed to the wonders of Brazil and Rio and Carnival and the samba, or to sunny Spain for Von Drake in Spain (1962) which featured an introduction to Flamenco dancing, or a Mediterranean Cruise (1964). But only two episodes really stand out for me and helped mold how I would see the world.

Man Is His Own Worst Enemy (1962)

TV Premiere: October 21, 1962

Like the others, this typical Ludwig Von Drake episode was built around classic Disney shorts and yet for this impressionable child it did a wonderful job of helping me understand both the power and the dangers of emotions—how they can, if kept in check, help us to enjoy and appreciate life to its fullest, but, if we let them have the driver’s seat, they can potentially ruin our lives.

This was perfectly illustrated in the episode’s first short, Reason and Emotion (1942). I loved how it showed that when we are children, emotion is all we know and so we act on any impulse that crosses our minds without regard to consequences. As we grow older, reason joins emotion in our brains and helps balance out emotion’s potentially harmful impetuousness. The short concludes by illustrating how emotion plays a key part in helping us date and fall in love, and how sometimes against our better judgment we let emotion get the better of us. Given the circumstances, this can be a good thing when done in small amounts. It can be highly dangerous if we let our emotions dictate our daily activities.

I did not find out until years later that the short contained a second half not included in the Von Drake special. The second half showed how Adolf Hitler used fear, sympathy, pride, and hate to manipulate the emotions of the German people. It had been removed because its timeliness was no longer valid and yet it remains illustrative of the dangers of what can happen when an entire country lets their emotions overrule their reason. For me, it remains one of the best illustrations of how to recognize when any politician or public figure is pulling these levers of emotion to get us to do something we should not, and which may lead us into further danger.

The second short in the episode hammered that point home even more. Chicken Little (1943) is an uncommonly dark interpretation of the familiar tale. It powerfully illustrates how listening to gossip and unfounded rumors can result in the total downfall of a society. In this retelling, the chickens all live safely in the barnyard behind a strong fence and a locked gate. Cocky Locky is mayor. Henny Penny passes her days playing cards with the gossip crowd, Turkey Lurkey sips tea with the intellectual set decrying how horrible things are. The Jitter Birds—young people interested only in having a good time with no social responsibilities—spend their days at the club while Goosey Loosey and his boys spend the day drinking at the bar. They are absolutely in no danger. There is no way that the devious Foxy Loxy can get to them, so he decides to use psychology to manipulate them right into his hungry hands.

“I’m not a fox for nothing,” he tells the audience.

“To influence the masses,” he reads, “aim first at the least intelligent.”

That turns out to be our “hero,” Chicken Little, identified as a playboy and yo-yo champ,

“If you tell them a lie,” Foxy Loxy reads, “don’t tell them a little one, tell them a big one.”

Foxy Loxy tries to convince Chicken Little that the sky is falling. Chicken Little then tries to warn the rest, but Cocky Locky immediately steps in and disproves the threat by showing it is not a piece of the sky, just a wooden star.

Foxy Loxy ups his game for the next step: “Undermine the faith of the masses in their leaders.”

He hurries around and whispers through holes in the fence exactly what will set off each group. “Suppose he is wrong,” he tells Henny Penny and the gossip crowd. “And if he is wrong, we will all be killed.” “Cocky Locky is trying to dictate to us masses,” he tells Turkey Lurkey and the smart set. “I hear Cocky Locky has been hitting the mash lately,” he slurs to Goosey Loosey at the bar.

The whispering campaign boomerangs throughout the yard. Soon enough, it reaches Cocky Locky and starts to undermine his own faith in himself.

“By the use of flattery,” Foxy reads, “insignificant people can believe that they are naturally born leaders.”

Foxy talks up Chicken Little who burnishes his newfound belief in himself into a messianic zeal. Chicken Little rallies the birds who no longer believe in Cocky Locky’s leadership. He takes on Cocky Locky in a debate. Chicken Little still appears to be losing when Foxy Loxy throws another wooden star that hits the mayor in the head. The sky IS falling. The world IS ending. Emotion is definitely not listening to reason. Chicken Little urges them all to open the locked gate and leave the safety of the barnyard for the supposed safety of the nearby cave (another idea Foxy Loxy planted in his brain). They promptly do and Foxy Loxy traps them all in there.

“Don’t worry, folks,” the narrator assures us, “it all turns out alright.”

Only it doesn’t. In a surprisingly dark turn, we venture inside to discover that Foxy Loxy has eaten every single one of them. They are all dead and his nasty smile at the final fade out would haunt my dreams for years to come.

It also gave me a checklist to use as a child and as an adult to understand and recognize when anyone—politician, religious leader, radio entertainer, or political commentator—was using psychology to manipulate me into “running for the cave.” It has proven to be one of the best and most useful civic lessons the World of Disney ever taught me. And it served to illustrate that man IS his own worst enemy.

The Truth about Mother Goose (1963)

TV Premiere: November 17, 1963

This episode strived to tell the origins behind a trio of our popular nursery rhymes. Since these were songs I was already singing in school (my elementary school teachers were big into trying to teach us the glories of song), I found it fascinating that the rhymes had deeper meanings beneath their simplistic lyrics. As the opening title song by the Page Cavanaugh Trio in the episode stated, “Nursery rhymes from olden times are really part of history.”

And so we were walked through the origin stories for:


	“Little Jack Horner” originated from 16th century England. It was really about a disobedient servant who stole a royal gift from the pie he was meant to deliver to King Henry VIII. The act haunted him for the rest of his life.

	“Mary, Mary Quite Contrary” was really a condemnation by her subjects of the airs and extravagances and thoughtlessness of Mary, Queen of Scots, who, as the narrator informed us, proved to be “quite contrary” and ultimately paid for it by losing her head, literally, in 1567.

	“London Bridge Is Falling Down” emerged from the 17th century and told the story of the original London Bridge, the first span across the Thames River when it was completed in 1209. It was not just a bridge but also contained large buildings within its span that included shops and luxury apartments for the rich and for well-to-do artists. It was practically a city within a city. It hosted carnivals and entertainments and tournaments and was THE place to be seen for centuries. But after being badly damaged in the Great London Fire of 1666, the bridge began to crumble and collapse—causing people to begin to sing the song. After centuries of further decay, the bridge was finally torn down.



The Truth about Mother Goose was filled out to an hour by a showing of Mickey and the Beanstalk from Fun and Fancy Free (1947). Von Drake and Herman took over the narrator chores from original storytellers Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy. A very loose retelling of the classic fairy tale with Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and Goofy filling in for Jack, this version has its funny moments. Willie the Giant from The Brave Little Tailor (1938) makes a humorous, non-threatening giant. This adaptation is remembered mostly as the moment when Walt Disney stepped aside as the voice of Mickey Mouse to be replaced by Jimmy MacDonald. The moment when Goofy and Donald are trapped in a large jewelry box is a highlight. After Mickey fetches the key, Donald Duck tells him, “Let me have it, Mickey,” leading to the monstrous key bursting through the hole and smacking Donald in the face.

But the biggest lesson I took away from The Truth about Mother Goose, one that has motivated me down through the decades, was to not accept the surface explanations for anything in history. I needed to delve deeper and look behind stories and myths to the original sources of a song or story. This was in an age when we were still being taught in school that George Washington threw a dollar coin across the Rappahannock River and that he chopped down a cherry tree before confessing the deed to his mother. I learned that communal stories we tell each other may have no basis in truth or they may be, in the case of the songs, an attempt to express rebellion by the populace against a ruling monarch or government. It was the first forming of a healthy skepticism that I have applied since to government explanations, confessions of feckless politicians, religious doctrines, or official histories. Learning The Truth about Mother Goose served me well in the era of Watergate and countless political scandals as our generation began to look beneath the surface of what we were taught and to not just accept what we were told.

It’s Tough to Be a Bird (1969)

TV Premiere: December 13, 1970

This episode originally began as a theatrical short released into theaters in 1969. Directed by Disney animator Ward Kimball, the short was paired with the feature film The Computer Wore Tennis Shoes, a prescient movie in its own way that will be discussed in chapter 10. I am including this episode here because, even though it was not hosted by Ludwig Von Drake (a bird of another feather), it has the same plan of attack that the Von Drake shows had: introduce a problem, give us the history of how we came to this point, and offer up ways we can help. Again, the plans are attained through education and awareness.

In this case, the problem is the poor shape the birds are in due to human involvement. Narrated by an animated bird (though the movie is a mix of animation and live action), it succeeds by helping us to see things through the birds’ point of view and give us the perspective of the victim in this centuries-old story.

Like Donald In Mathmagic Land, the wonder of animation sends us back to ancient times where we learn how birds evolved into the species they are today: one hundred thousand years compressed into less than a minute. Everything was fine until humans came along. Our bird narrator reminds us of all the good things birds have done, from serving as navigators of the ocean (helping Noah’s ark find land or helping Christopher Columbus and Leif Ericson discover America) to helping settle disputes before a battle (if a chicken from one army ate the corn offered by the opposing army, they would not fight that day, thus the origin of the phrase “to chicken out”).

The show asserts that we humans seem to envy the birds because we have spent so many centuries trying to fly like them (becoming successful only in the last century). It also highlights the grandiosity of man—the hubris of him wanting to fly, trying to fly, but not succeeding.

But it is on the subject of hunting that the bird narrator sounds the most despair.

“I guess you must desire for us to be extinct,” sighs our avian narrator. To reinforce his point, he shows us examples of bird species that humans hunted to extinction, such as the passenger pigeon and the great auk. He then shares a list of bird species under the threat of extinction: the whooping crane, trumpeter swan, California condor, and bald eagle. He closes the segment by emphasizing that time is running out.

For possible ways the audience could help, our trusty narrator recommends the National Audubon Society as well as bird watcher groups. He also encourages us not to focus solely on the pretty birds, but to find beauty as well in the “ugly” birds like the buzzard. To illustrate, the movie takes us to the buzzard festival in Hinckley, Ohio, where they celebrate the annual spring return of the buzzards.

The short closes with a montage that reaches back into the past and forward into the future. The closing comes with our narrator thanking us for helping to save his kind by using a closing line attributed to George M. Cohan in Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942): “My father thanks you. My mother thanks you. My sister thanks you. And I thank you.” It was a closing that used to be part of our pop culture vernacular back in the day, only here he is literally thanking the audience (in advance) for saving his species. Animator Kimball then launches into an animation montage that appears prescient in its style—a rapid fire collage combining drawings and photographs, its anarchic style a dead ringer for the cartoons Terry Gilliam made for Monty Python’s Flying Circus (a TV series that debuted in Britain the same year as Birds). Even the NBC peacock and Mary Poppins get into the act.

To put a final emphasis on their plight, our bird narrator is literally gunned down right in front of us, an event that would be traumatic to small children if he didn’t continue talking to us while literally pushing up daisies from his grave.

It is not surprising that Disney made this kind of film at this particular time. Like many things Disney did in the 1960s, it caught the zeitgeist of the time (just like the notion that computers were about to enter our everyday lives). As the 1960s gave way to the 1970s, environmentalism was on everyone’s mind. The ecology movement was on the rise. Earth Day became a holiday six months before the show aired. It was the same year that Iron Eyes Cody famously paddled his canoe down a river littered with pollution. Becoming aware of man’s damage to the planet was, for the first time, emerging in the national consciousness.

What strikes me as significant is that all the endangered species featured on the bird’s list were ultimately saved. Through the concerted efforts of science and public awareness, people worked to save the birds’ habitats by prohibiting urban growth and helping to reestablish natural habitats, helping to ban destructive pesticides like DDT that compromised the shells of the birds’ eggs, and working to improve breeding. It’s Tough to Be a Bird did not do this single-handedly, but it certainly was part of the effort that brought the problem to public attention.

Hall of Fame Fun and Learning Episode

From All of Us to All of You (1958)

TV Premiere: December 19, 1958

Few episodes of World of Disney were more anticipated and aired more often than this semi-annual Christmas special. In fact, it is the only episode that has outlived the show. It continues to be aired annually at Christmastime in European countries, particularly in Scandinavia. It has become so identified as a part of the holiday that attempts through the years to stop airing it have met with mass outcries and protests from the general public, forcing the broadcasters to back down. From All of Us to All of You is alive and well and still spreading its traditional yuletide joy.

The format of the show has not changed much. It is essentially a compilation of great Disney moments, a “clip show” as we like to call it. The original 1958 episode opened with an introduction from Walt that got eliminated in later years to make room for a section promoting the latest Disney release. What good is a Christmas special if not for making some money? Walt then turned the show over to our holiday host, Jiminy Cricket, who was joined by Mickey Mouse on piano playing the episode’s rousing theme song that always got us singing and tapping our toes.

From there we took a quick trip up to the North Pole to view Santa Claus’ final preparations. We did this by seeing the 1932 Silly Symphony cartoon Santa’s Workshop. The cartoon remains hilarious as the camera patrols the toy factory and we get to see the bizarre, ingenious, and impossible ways that Santa’s elves make toys. The cartoon has been censored through the years as it contains a few moments that are no longer considered socially acceptable. At one point an elf is giving their dolls a final check and if they are ready to go he raises their skirts and stamps a big “OK” on the butt of their white panties. At another place in the factory, Santa is also checking out dolls. If they can say “Mama” back to him then they are ready to be boxed up. Everything is fine until one doll comes down the conveyor belt in black face, drops to her knees, and belts out, “Mammy!” (an obvious ode to Al Jolson). Santa collapses in laughter. There are also a few inside jokes in the cartoon if you have a quick eye, like the Mickey Mouse doll in Santa’s bag as they load it on the sleigh. By the end of the cartoon, Santa is on his way and children can sit and relax knowing it is only a matter of time before he arrives at their house.

From there, Jiminy brings on Chip ‘n’ Dale to explain how they celebrate Christmas. They decide it is better to show rather than explain (since they are both talking over one another) and that leads into a cartoon. Originally, it was the Donald Duck short Toy Tinkers (1949) where the two chipmunks spy Donald cutting down a tree for Christmas and follow him home. A battle of wills follows that is not much in the spirit of Christmas, but totally in keeping with the many battles between the hotheaded duck and the resourceful rodents. As usual, Donald loses; his house is in a mess, and Chip ‘n’ Dale end up with the goodies and the presents.

In the 1970s, the short was replaced with Pluto’s Christmas Tree (1952) which had essentially the same story. Mickey Mouse and Pluto are out getting a tree for the season when Mickey accidentally cuts down the tree the chipmunks live in. Once the tree is set up and decorated, the chipmunks discover the fun and goodies of the season while Pluto goes berserk trying to convince Mickey that their home has been invaded. In the end, Pluto is proven right but only after the tree and decorations have been ruined. Mickey remains unfazed by it all and offers to let the chipmunks stay for the holiday. The short ends on a lovely note as Minnie Mouse, Donald Duck, and Goofy stop by to serenade them with the Christmas carol “Deck the Halls.”

The part I always enjoyed most was the next section, where Disney characters sent viewers a Christmas card containing favorite moments from their movies. Later generations have to remember that VCRs, VHS, or DVDs did not exist, so these clips were the only way we could relive these amazing moments from our favorite Disney films. It was totally enchanting to watch Peter Pan, Wendy, and the boys take off for Never Land while singing “You Can Fly” from Peter Pan (1953) and Thumper teach Bambi how to ice skate in Bambi (1942). Or see Pinocchio perform “I’ve Got No Strings” from Pinocchio (1940), and Tony and Joe serenade Tramp and Lady with “Bella Notte” from Lady and the Tramp (1955), the mice making Cinderella’s ball
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