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Foreword

I have had a one-sided relationship with my entertainment hero for the first 28 years of my life. That changed in 2013 when I decided to make my narrative directorial debut in a movie about a young man named Walt. The focus of the film is on a portion of Walt’s life that I knew was rarely portrayed. So we did it—we made a movie, and it has already been released. We called it As Dreamers Do, a title that seems fitting once you get to the end of our story.

The Adventures of Young Walt Disney takes place in the exact same time period as our film: from Walt as a young boy all the way up until he is ready to make the jump to Hollywood. When I heard this book was coming out, I was both excited and depressed. Excited because those that liked our movie may want to dig deeper, and this is a great resource for them. Those that read this book first may want to see the story on the big screen. Depressed because this would have been an amazing resource to have when we were working with our screenwriter. As many of you know, Disney fans (like myself) are very quick to point out any inaccuracies in historical media about Walt. They are purists and often have heard a story one way and won’t consider another. What I really enjoy about Young Walt Disney is that William Silvester is not only giving you the facts, but also reminding us that there is often more than one version of the same stories. When making As Dreamers Do, we had many versions of each plot point to choose from, and it often ended up with us having to make a decision. Do we go with what a historian said or with what Walt said? 

Walt was a master storyteller, so many of the stories he told were often altered by historians later on, but I liked Walt’s stories. They had the magic you want—they had a mouse and vaudevillian-style characters and they wove together a beautiful, full life. Whether those stories were embellished…that is for you to decide…but this book gives you a bit of both, and I really love that.

As a child, I once picked up a book, similar to the one you are reading now, that focused on the entire history of Walt Disney. It was way too big and I was way too young for it. But that story has stayed with me forever. Really, it was that first part…the young Walt…the farm boy, the early animator, the Walt that some would even say was a failure…that was what interested me so much. I could connect with this kid.

His was no overnight success story—it was an adventure filled with major highs, but even bigger lows. Walt’s childhood was plagued with heartache, death, financial troubles, loss of friends, and loss of business, but that often repeated quote from Walt was true even then. He kept moving forward.

Every American with a dream can relate to Walt’s life, especially his younger years. He wasn’t some hot-shot business man born into Hollywood royalty. He started how most of us did and he fought his way up to the top , rarely conceding defeat—even when it seemed inevitable.

My one-sided relationship with Walt disappeared when we made As Dreamers Do. I had moments where it literally felt like we time-traveled back to the Laugh-O-Gram offices and were making Alice’s Wonderland. I hope my film and this book can do the same for you. In the official Walt Disney documentary, this entire book, and our entire movie, are covered in 15 minutes, yet there is so much to tell.

Our movie makes a great companion piece for this book and is a great way to introduce kids to the man behind the name they love so much. Check out As Dreamers Do and visit our website at WaltMovie.com.

Our film-making journey has been as an adventure, but none of it could have happen without a midwestern boy with a dream. This is The Adventures of Young Walt Disney.

Logan Sekulow
Director, As Dreamers Do


Introduction

For most people, the name Walt Disney conjures up a gray-haired, mustached, grandfatherly gentleman wearing a suit, tie, and endearing smile. For others, it isn’t a person at all but a company dealing in princesses, cartoons, magic, and theme parks. Both images are correct, to a certain extent, but they are the images of what Walt Disney was to become. The fascinating story of how he came to be the artist, entrepreneur, and entertainer we know today is the subject of this book.

Walt wasn’t born with an animator’s pencil in hand. As a child, he knew little of the heroes he would later immortalize in his films, and any amusement parks he may have known about were beyond his means to enjoy. Although born in Chicago to parents who struggled to get ahead for most of their lives, he was brought up mainly in Marceline and Kansas City, Missouri, where he learned much of the morality and solid Midwest values that would sustain him in times of hardship. And it was here that he met and became friends with the key people who would help him achieve the many accomplishments of his life.

Walt’s time in France as a volunteer driver for the American Red Cross took him from the security of his demanding but dependable family to the devastation of post-war Europe. Here, at the age of 17, he rapidly matured, filled out, and became a man. By the time he returned home, Walt knew what he wanted to do with his life. He wanted to be a cartoonist.

There are hundreds of books written about Walter Elias Disney and his legacy. Few of them pay much attention to the early years of his life when the man he would become was molded and formed. His environment, his family, the people who befriended him, his misfortunes, and his blunders in the first 21 years of his life are where the true roots and the key to understanding Walt Disney can be found.

After the publication of my Handbook of Disney Philately and Handbook of Disney on Stamps, I began looking for the topic of another book. I felt that other authors had given short shrift to Walt’s early years in favor of his glamorous Disney Studio and Disneyland years, and so I began to research young Walt. I didn’t want to reproduce someone else’s scholarship. Instead, I wanted to write a book for everyone, short but complete 

I sent Bob McLain at Theme Park Press a couple of chapters and asked him what he thought. Bob replied: “Although I’m familiar with many of the basic facts of the narrative, I enjoyed how you presented them and how well the story flowed. Just enough detail to make it interesting, not so much to dull the senses. Bottom line is that I enjoyed reading the chapters you sent, and I’d love to publish the book.”

Encouraged, I continued to delve into every facet of Walt’s early life that I could find. I wanted my book to cover the formative years of Walt’s life, from his birth in December 1901 until he boarded a train for Los Angeles in 1923. It is the beginning of a rag to riches story that is often ignored by writers interested only in Mickey Mouse, Snow White, and Disneyland.

So many people who knew Walt have been interviewed over the years that a startlingly comprehensive amount of information has been dredged from their memories, much of it accurate, some of it faulty. Often the person telling the story did not have the incident in context or did not remember exactly when a certain event occurred. This makes a definitive chronology almost impossible, so I have placed most events where they seemed to fit best, or where previous writers have placed them.

In addition, the internet has given modern researchers advantages never dreamed of. We can scour the census records, deeds, wills, and other bits of information—things that not long ago were difficult to access and beyond the abilities of many writers. YouTube and the Disney Company (on its DVDs) have provided us with most of the old black-and-white silent films that were Walt’s earliest creations. We no longer have to depend on a writer’s critical synopsis of these early treasures; instead, we can view them and judge them ourselves.

It is interesting to note how Walt was never satisfied with the status quo even in his early years. He was always experimenting, pushing ideas to the limit, trying to go one step better than the next guy. At times he took short cuts and repeated himself, and some of his gags were little better than those from other studios of the time, but his attention to detail, his storytelling in cartoons when most shorts of the time were little more than a series of jokes, set him apart. As Leonard Maltin wrote in Of Mice and Magic: A History of American Animated Cartoon: “It is impossible to overstate the impact that Walt Disney had on the development of animated cartoons.”

A note on names: I use “Walt” not because of any personal familiarity, but because that was how he preferred to be addressed. I use the spelling of Ubbe Iwwerks because during the time period dealt with in this book that is the spelling he used. He did not change it to Ub Iwerks until he moved to California in 1924. The spelling of some names varies from source to source, including official census records, in which case I have adopted the most commonly used version.

William Silvester
July 2014


chapter one

Chicago: 1901–1906

When Elias and Flora Disney stepped from the train in Chicago in 1889, they probably wondered if they had done the right thing leaving Florida for Illinois. They were born country folk, and Chicago was a bustling, smoky, pedestrian-filled metropolis of over a million inhabitants, a far cry from the quiet rural life to which they were accustomed.

Elias reckoned they did not have much choice. Frost had destroyed his small Florida orange crop, and he had then been stricken with malaria. Selling what little he had, he gathered his meager belongings; his wife, Flora; and his baby son, Herbert; and set out for Chicago. He had heard that the construction business was booming there, with opportunities were available for anyone who could pick up a hammer.

Some Disney biographers have stated that Elias went to Chicago specifically to work on the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition site. That is unlikely, as in 1889 Chicago had not yet been chosen as the site of the exhibition. Chicago’s Mayor De Witt C. Cregier had been directed by City Council to appoint a 100-citizen committee in July 1889 to begin the campaign to host the fair. Business leaders were recruited to raise $5 million in stocks to prove that Chicago was determined to host the exhibition. The House of Representatives received petitions from Chicago, New York, St. Louis, and Washington, D.C. On February 24, 1890, they chose Chicago, with the provision that the city raise an additional $5 million. Elias and Flora Disney were already in Chicago on that date.

In April 1890, President Benjamin Harrison signed an act “to provide for celebrating the 400th anniversary of the discovery of American by Christopher Columbus, by holding an international exhibition of arts, industries, manufactures, and the products of the soil, mine, and sea, in the city of Chicago, in the State of Illinois.”

Determined to succeed in his new home, Elias took whatever jobs he could find. He had a wide range of experience to draw upon, starting with the Canadian farm in Goderick, Ontario, where he was born on February 6, 1859.

Elias’ grandfather, Arundel Elias Disney, had left County Kilkenny in Ireland in 1834 when he was 33 years old. His brother Robert voyaged across the Atlantic with him, both men leaving Liverpool with their families to start a new life in the Americas. They arrived in New York on October 3, a month after leaving England, and here they parted ways. Robert set out for the American Midwest; Arundel chose the Canadian frontier.

Arundel built a mill for sawing timber and grinding flour on the banks of the Maitland River near where it flowed into Lake Huron. Wildlife was abundant: fish filled the streams, deer and moose grazed the forest, and beaver and mink were plentiful, their pelts essential for the making of warm winter clothes. Unfortunately, the land did not have the amenities of civilization that the developer had promised those who came to settle. There were no roads, no schools or churches. Everything had to be carved from the wilderness, including the very homes the settlers would live in. But these pioneers saw the possibilities in the land and built successful businesses and sturdy homes in which to support and raise their families. Arundel and his wife, Maria, had sixteen children. The eldest of those children, Kepple (Walt’s grandfather, born in 1832), had come with them from Ireland. For many years the mill thrived, until bad times forced Arundel to shut it down and default on his mortgage.

Meanwhile, Kepple Disney had married Mary Richardson and built a home in nearby Bluevale. Described as “a strapping, black-bearded man”, Kepple tried a variety of enterprises including drilling for oil, which turned into operating a salt mine when the bore hole penetrated the wrong kind of soil. His eldest son, Elias (Walt’s father), later described his upbringing in an article for a local newspaper:

We received our education in the public school of Bluevale and attended the Wesleyan Methodist Church and Sunday School. Our life and work were such as comes to boys and girls brought up on the farm—a pure and wholesome atmosphere, both physically and morally.

The cold Canadian winters did not agree with Kepple, and so in 1878 he took his eldest sons, Elias and Robert, and set out to make his fortune in the gold fields of California. He only made it as far as Kansas, where a smooth-talking railroad agent convinced him to buy 200 acres of land near Ellis. Unable to afford the exorbitant prices the railroad charged for lumber, he build a sod house and sent for his wife and children. In time, as his farm prospered with wheat and cattle, Kepple quarried rock and built a stone house.

Another version of the story tells of Kepple and Robert continuing on to the gold fields while Elias stayed behind in Ellis with part of Kepple’s grubstake. While his father and brother busted their backs panning futilely for gold, Elias bought a tract of land to begin a small farm. When Kepple returned dispiritedly to Kansas, he was broke and surprised to find that his son had done much better than he had with the money he had left him. Kepple decided to stay in Kansas and sent word to his wife to sell the farm in Ontario and join him in Ellis.

But Elias was not happy on the farm and left to work as a machinist for the railroad. Here he met a young Walter Chrysler who would one day found an automotive empire. Before long Elias joined the work crew pushing the Union Pacific Railway towards Colorado as an apprentice carpenter. When he reached Denver two years later, his job came to an end. Work was scarce in Denver, so Elias had to be inventive; he purchased a fiddle and joined with two other men to play outside saloons. Elias had learned to play the fiddle while living in Canada. His strictly religious parents thought that “the devil was in the fiddle”, and so Elias had to practice in secret in the woods and sneak off to attend dances which were “just as evil”. When his mother found out, she marched over to where he was playing, grabbed the fiddle out of his hands, and broke it over his head. Grabbing his ear, she hauled Elias home.

Elias continued to play in spite of his parents. As a result, when he found himself unemployed in Denver, he was able to earn enough money to make his way back to Kansas and the family farm.

Back in Ellis, Elias decided to try his hand at teaching. Drawing on his education in the Bluevale public school, he was able to teach a class. He also became enthralled by another teacher, a young woman named Flora Call.

The Call family had a long history in the Americas. Scots-English Thomas Call immigrated to Boston in 1636 where he and his family stayed until Eber Call moved on to Ohio in 1825 with his wife, the former Violetta Lawrence, and his son, Charles, who had been born in Franklin, Massachusetts, on March 22, 1822. When he was in his late twenties, Charles hastened to California to try his luck in the gold fields. Like thousands of others, he had no success and so returned to Ohio where, in the mid-1850s, he met, courted, and married a girl fifteen years younger than himself, Henrietta Gross, the daughter of immigrants Johann Georg and Maria Catharina (née Schmidt) Gross from Miehlen, Germany. By 1880, they had settled in Ellis, Kansas, with their10 children: Laura M., Henry, Ada (or Ida), Alice E., Mary, Jessie, Flora, Charles Henry, Grace, and Julia Henrietta.

In addition to being a farmer, Charles was also a school teacher, a profession followed by at least three of his children, Alice, Mary, and Flora. Kepple Disney and his family also lived in Ellis, and it was here that Charles’ daughter Flora and Elias Disney first met. Charles Call died in January 1890 and his wife, Henrietta, in February 1910, both in Florida. It is not recorded if Walt ever met his maternal grandmother, but he may have known some of his many aunts and uncles, for when Charles moved to Florida (according to the 1885 Florida State Census) he took only his wife and three of his children—Flora, Charles, and Julia—leaving the others behind in Kansas. The older of his children were probably married, but the whereabouts of daughter Grace, who would have been only 12, is unknown.

In 1884, when Kepple Disney heard that Flora’s father, Charles Call, was selling his farm and intending to move to Florida, he thought he would go along and check out the area for prospective settlement. Elias decided he would also go to Florida to stay closer to Flora. Kepple soon changed his mind and returned to Ellis, but Elias stayed near the Call family in Akron. He bought forty acres of farm land in nearby Kismet and began seriously courting Flora, who was working there as a grammar school teacher. She was only 19 and he was a month shy of 29 when they were married in her parents’ Akron home on January 1, 1888.

After their honeymoon, Elias bought 150 acres of land near Kissimmee, Florida, with the intention of raising cattle. His venture failed when the cattle perished from disease. Elias was forced to sell his land.

His next job was managing the Halifax Hotel in Daytona Beach. The owner allowed Elias and his new bride to live in and manage the hotel, but only for the season, after which the owner closed the hotel and told Elias he would have to find a home elsewhere until the next season. With Flora now pregnant, Elias took a job as a rural letter carrier working out of the Kissimmee post office.

Flora knew that her husband was not happy with his job. Not long after she gave birth to Herbert Arthur Disney in December 1888, she appealed to her parents for financial assistance, withdrew her own savings from the bank, and bought a citrus grove outside Kissimmee. Unknown to Flora, Elias had already pursued another course and joined the militia, as the possibility of war with Spain loomed on the horizon. There is a bit of a discrepancy here in the story told by biographer Bob Thomas in Walt Disney: An American Original, in which he wrote, “Overwhelmed with patriotism, he [Elias] enlisted in the militia.”, and Thomas’ subsequent biography of Walt’s brother Roy O. Disney, Building a Company, in which he stated that: “Elias was conscripted, despite his protests of having a young family and a crop to worry about.”

The strict discipline of the army did not sit well with Elias, who spent most of his time in basic training in a boot camp outside Tampa. Flora was left to fend for herself and was having difficulty managing the citrus farm and caring for young Herbert at the same time. She wrote to Elias, begging him to return home. Even though war was no longer imminent, the army was reluctant to let its recruits stand down, and so Elias finally walked out of the camp and boarded a train back to Kissimmee. The military police took a dim view of his desertion and soon arrived at his citrus farm to arrest him. “I didn’t desert, there isn’t any war,” Elias told them, and his lawyer informed the police that as he had volunteered for the militia he could just as easily “unvolunteer” from the militia and leave whenever he wanted. The MPs, uncertain how to respond, returned to consult their superiors, but not before demanding that Elias at least return his uniform. Elias refused and stated that as he bought it himself it belonged to him, and besides they had not given him any pay for the time he spent in the army. The MPs vowed he had not heard the end of it and that they would return. They never did. Another version of the story is that Elias injured his knee in training and managed to secure a medical discharge.

Regardless, once he was back with his wife and son, Elias threw himself into making his citrus groves a success, but that winter a record frost wiped out his crop and his dreams. Disenchanted with Florida and suffering from a bout of malaria, Elias decided it was time to move back north.

Flora was pregnant again in the spring of 1889 when they arrived in Chicago. Elias was determined to succeed and refused to take any old job. According to the 1892 Chicago Voter Registration document, Elias and Flora lived at 3515 Vernon Avenue, and their second son, Raymond Arnold, was born there on December 30, 1890. Elias worked on the site of the World’s Columbian Exposition for a time, laboring seven days a week for a dollar a day, and developed a liking for construction and carpentry. The carpentry job he had on the Union Pacific so many years ago was finally reaping some benefits. When an opportunity came along for him to expand his knowledge of carpentry, he learned that he had a penchant for making furniture as well. He signed up for night school classes and began making furniture on the side as his experience developed.

Elias believed he had finally found his niche. He received numerous requests for his well-designed furniture which included tables, chairs, and wardrobes. Local stores bought his designs, and before long he had saved enough money to purchase a tract of land on Tripp Avenue. The lot was on one of the few paved streets in the Northwest Town suburb of Chicago. Here he built a home, based on plans drawn up by Flora. Despite her lack of architectural training, Flora felt herself qualified—“there’s nothing mysterious about it”—for after all who knew better about the requirements of a home than a wife and mother.

Bob Thomas called it a “square, trim, neat little house…white with blue trim.” The building was a success and so much admired that Elias bought two more parcels of land nearby and built two more houses, selling them for a tidy profit. Before long he had spread out to other parts of Chicago, brokering deals with bankers for mortgages for prospective buyers. Flora continued to draw the designs, do the bookkeeping, and wield an occasional hammer; she even bought materials and furniture if the new owners asked for it.

Roy Oliver was the first Disney child born at 1249 Tripp Avenue on June 24, 1893. Content with their lot, Elias and Flora had settled into the community. They attended services at St. Paul’s Congregational Church, located a few blocks from their home, and became close friends with the Reverend Walter R. Parr and his wife, Mary.

Parr was a few years younger that Elias, born in May 1871, an immigrant from England who in 1888 had married Mary Wessel, the daughter of German-Swedish parents. They had an infant daughter named Ilene, born in July 1899.

One of Parr’s major projects was an appeal to build a new church. Elias not only helped by donating funds, he also used his expertise in carpentry to help build the edifice. The building, “a plain serviceable structure with a tall sloping roof”, was consecrated in 1900. Reverend Parr appointed Elias Disney as deacon of the new church and introduced his new organist, Flora Disney, who was a passable player. Whenever Walter Parr went on vacation or was absent for any reason, Elias Disney would fill in for him with his wife accompanying him on the organ.

There is a story that has become part of the Disney legend regarding the naming of Walt Disney. It seems that when Flora announced in the spring of 1901 that she was pregnant again, Mary Parr was also in a family way. Walter and Elias decided that should they both have male children they would name them after each other. So it was that when Flora delivered a son in the upstairs bedroom of their home on Tripp Avenue on Sunday, December 5, 1901, he was named Walter Elias Disney. Legend has it that Walter Parr named his son Elias and that they had a double christening service, but according to census records, the Parr child born in 1901 was a girl named Bernice. A son, born in 1902, was named Charles, and it was not until Walter Elias Parr was born around 1904 that Rev. Parr finally lived up to his side of the bargain.

Walt was “a
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