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“I only hope that we never lose sight of one thing—that it was all started by a mouse.” —Walt Disney




What is the business story behind the Walt Disney Company?

When you think of Disney, you probably think of Mickey Mouse. That’s not surprising, considering Mickey Mouse is the best-known cartoon character in the world. You probably can also name dozens, possibly hundreds, of other Disney characters. Perhaps you have been to Walt Disney World in Florida or Disneyland in California. Maybe you’ve watched the Disney Channel on TV, been on a Disney cruise, or seen a Disney on Broadway show.

Today, the Walt Disney Company is the biggest entertainment company in the world. But a long time ago, it was just an idea. An idea that two brothers, Walt and Roy Disney, had in 1923. This is the story of how a company that started with the idea of a cartoon mouse grew to be worth billions of dollars and employ more than 200,000 people worldwide.
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Walt Disney’s Childhood
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Walter Elias Disney was born on December 5, 1901, in a rough neighborhood in Chicago, Illinois. When Walt was five, the Disney family moved to a forty-acre farm in Marceline, Missouri. Walt lived there with his parents, Elias and Flora Disney, and his four siblings, Herbert (twelve years older), Raymond (ten years older), Roy (eight years older), and Ruth (two years younger).
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“When you’re curious, you find lots of interesting things to do.” —Walt Disney
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Walt Disney had a very happy childhood and loved living on the farm. He enjoyed being surrounded by animals and nature but also was fascinated by trains and the way they transported people to exciting new places. Most likely, Walt’s fascination with trains stemmed from his uncle Mike Martin, who was a steam locomotive engineer and traveled between Marceline and Fort Madison, Iowa.

As you can imagine, Walt was a very creative and curious boy. His favorite thing to do was draw. Often, Walt drew the animals from the farm or the trains that steamed through his hometown of Marceline. Sometimes, Walt drew on things he wasn’t supposed to, like on the side of his house with black tar or on his homework.

When Walt was nine, his father, Elias, became sick. Elias was not able to manage the farm anymore and decided to move his family to Kansas City. Walt was devastated. He hated to leave the farm, but Elias had no other choice.
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At Walt’s new school, he became the class clown, often performing funny skits in front of his classmates. Walt liked to make other kids laugh by drawing silly animal cartoons on the chalkboard. When Walt was fifteen, his family moved again. This time, they moved back to Chicago. Walt attended McKinley High School and took art classes in the evening at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts. Walt did not like his high school, except for one thing—drawing cartoons for the school newspaper.

WALT’S FIRST JOBS
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In 1919, at the age of eighteen, Walt moved to Kansas City, looking for work. By now, Walt had also started smoking cigarettes, a dangerous habit he continued throughout his life. Walt took a job at Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio, where he met Ub Iwerks, a man who would later become one of Walt’s closest friends and colleagues.
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After only one month, Walt and Ub were laid off, so they decided to start their own company, Iwerks-Disney Commercial Artists. Unfortunately, Iwerks-Disney did not make any money and shut down shortly after it opened. Halfheartedly, Walt took a job at the Kansas City Film Ad Company, making commercials based on animation. Although he did not want to make commercials, it was there that he learned all about animation. Fascinated with his new skill, Walt decided to try to make his own animated cartoons.


Laid off: Fired from a job, usually because the company cannot afford to keep the person.




Walt left the Kansas City Film Ad Company and started another company with Ub, called Laugh-O-gram Films. Laugh-O-gram Films created short, animated black-and-white cartoons that became popular in Kansas City but did not generate enough revenue to cover Walt’s expenses. Eventually, Walt ran out of money and declared bankruptcy.


Revenue: The amount of money a company brings in for selling its products or services. Sometimes called “sales,” “top line,” or “gross income.”




Bankruptcy: When a person or business does not have enough money to pay its debts.
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Heading to Hollywood
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During the 1920s, the only place people could watch cartoons was in movie theaters, usually just before the featured movie. All cartoons in those days came in black and white and had no sound. Artists drew each panel by hand, and most cartoons were produced in Hollywood, California, the same city where movies were made. Walt thought he had a better chance to succeed as a cartoonist if he lived and worked in Hollywood. So, at the age of twenty-two, Walt decided to move again.
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“All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.” —Walt Disney
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With only forty dollars in his pocket, Walt left for Hollywood, excited and optimistic. His brother Roy was already living in California, and Walt thought, “I wanted Roy and I to be partners, that was all. I mean, we just wanted to be partners—I wanted it.” The two brothers borrowed money from their parents, bought a new video camera, and opened the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio in Hollywood in 1923.
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Together, Walt and Roy were a good team. Walt drew the cartoons while Roy managed the business. Early on, Walt and Roy met with a film distributor named Margaret Winkler. She presented them with a contract stating that she would pay the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio for twelve films—$1,500 for each of the first six films and $1,800 for each of the next six films. In addition, Margaret Winkler would receive the intellectual property rights to everything the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio created. Although it wasn’t a great deal, it was work, and Walt signed the contract.


Intellectual property rights: Ownership of a creative work or invention.




Soon thereafter, Walt and Roy Disney hired two women to help with the increased workload. Walt would draw the outlines of the cartoon characters, and the two women would fill in—or ink—them.

Walt fell in love with one of these women, Lillian Bounds. On July 13, 1925, Walt and Lillian got married. In 1926, the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio changed its name to Walt Disney Studios to reflect Walt’s talent and vision.
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OSWALD THE LUCKY RABBIT
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Walt Disney Studios had some success early on with one of their cartoon characters named Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. Meanwhile, Margaret Winkler married a man named Charles Mintz, who took over her business. Charles Mintz, however, had a sneaky plan up his sleeve. He wanted to get rid of Walt and Roy and take over Walt Disney Studios!

Charles Mintz approached Walt with a second contract. It stated that Walt Disney Studios would produce twenty-six animated short cartoons featuring Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, but Charles Mintz would pay them only $1,500 for each film. This was even less money than the first contract and, again, gave Charles Mintz the intellectual property rights to everything Walt Disney Studios created. But Walt needed the work, so he signed the contract and hired several more artists and animators, including Walt’s good friend Ub Iwerks.

With the new films, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit became
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