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Preface

I was attending the annual Disneyana fan convention in 2015 when I was surprised to learn about Ruth Shellhorn, the landscape architect hired by Walt Disney to help landscape Disneyland a mere four months before the park opened in July 1955. The program speaker explained how poorly Ruth was treated by her male coworkers, perhaps because of her exacting standards, but more likely because she was the only woman on Walt’s planning team. I was intrigued. Not only had I never heard of Shellhorn, but I was fascinated to learn that her diaries are housed at UCLA, my alma mater, where I’d been teaching for many years as a lecturer in the Department of Information Studies. I then contacted fellow UCLA alum and Disney enthusiast Kelsey Knox about possibly reading the diaries and co-authoring an article about Ruth’s experience helping design Disneyland. We put the project on our to-do list, where it remained for several years.

Fast-forward to early 2020. I had just read Richard Snow’s excellent book, Disney’s Land: Walt Disney and the Invention of the Amusement Park that Changed the World (2019), about the building of Disneyland, including a five-page chapter on Ruth. By then, I had also read Kelly Comras’s Ruth Shellhorn (2016), a biography that focused primarily on Ruth’s brilliant professional career. I contacted Kelly, who encouraged Kelsey and me to read Ruth’s diaries and take a more personal approach to examining her work for Disney. So, I finally made an appointment at UCLA’s Special Collections to begin reading Shellhorn’s diaries. It was early March 2020. Two weeks later, the entire world shut down because of COVID-19.

Like most researchers during the pandemic, we turned to our own book collections and the Internet for information. Although fan blogs and websites are not necessarily the most reliable chronicles of Disney history, we did begin to notice the names of other females who were rarely—if ever—mentioned in the official Disneyland story. As a result, we decided to cast our research net wider and have now written a book about the various women who contributed to the early success of Disneyland. There are still plenty more women to discover, but this is a start.

Enjoy!

Cindy Mediavilla

September 2023
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Introduction

According to Disney Legend Marty Sklar, “from the early 1950s through the mid-1960s, [Walt] brought together . . . a group of artisans who were to make history . . . in the most anonymous way: hardly a single one of them was, or is, known to the 1.2 billion guests who have visited a Disney theme park . . . since the opening of Disneyland in Anaheim, California, on July 17, 1955.”1 In fact, the people who actually made the magic happen were to “remain as invisible to the public as possible.”2 After all, Disney management reasoned, “the public is not interested in the beginning of [park attractions], but in the ultimate experience these great attractions offer.”3

And yet, histories of Disneyland have been written and park contributors credited—most of them men, like John Hench, Herb Ryman, Dick Irvine, Harper Goff, and Ken Anderson. Certainly, these men deserve accolades and attention for what they accomplished. But where are the women? Despite the fact that “one job in six” was filled by “a female” Disneyland employee, women are remarkably absent from much of the park’s written history.4 Whether by design or by happenstance, Disneyland’s narrative has been overwhelmingly masculine. Even Walt’s favorite concept artist Mary Blair, who was responsible for the iconic look of it’s a small world, rarely appears in the Disneyland story. As New Yorker writer Margaret Talbot marvels, “It’s odd that she was scarcely mentioned in the standard books on Walt Disney and that, when she was, it was often only in tandem with her husband [Disney artist Lee Blair].”5


Writing Women Back into Early Disneyland History

Although recent historians, like Mindy Johnson, Jim Korkis, and Todd James Pierce, have begun to acknowledge Disney’s female contributions, many women still remain unknown.6 As Mousetalgia podcast co-host Kristen Nowicki points out, “We have Disney Legends like Dick Van Dyke, who everyone knows, and then there’s maybe a Cicely Rigdon, who maybe isn’t quite as well known to the everyday Disney fan” . . . or maybe even to Disney historians.7 We knew nothing about Cicely Rigdon, who essentially created Disney’s tour guide program in the 1960s, and so we decided to celebrate her, as well as other early Disneyland women, in this book.

Twenty individuals, as well as two groups of women (i.e., the Disneyland tour guides and Submarine Voyage mermaids), are profiled in this collective biography. The women represent an eclectic mix of behind-the-scenes artists and designers, entertainers, and hostesses. Some, like Mary Blair and Imagineer Harriet Burns, are well known—and even well loved—by fans and historians alike. Others are more obscure, for instance: Disneyland Hotel businesswoman Bonita Granville Wrather, who as a child movie star was nominated for an Academy Award at age thirteen; former circus performer Tiny Kline, who, at seventy-one years old, became the park’s first flying Tinker Bell; and Leota Toombs Thomas, the Haunted Mansion’s real-life “Madame Leota.” Rarely do any of these early women appear in Disneyland’s written history. Our goal, then, is to write them and others back into the narrative.

All the women featured here either helped create or worked for Disneyland while Walt was still alive, even though most of their stories extend well beyond his death in 1966. Why focus on this particular period? Well, many of the women actually knew and were profoundly influenced by Walt. More importantly, the 1950s and early 1960s were an extraordinary time to be part of Disneyland—what one former Imagineer called the “golden years, working with Walt”—never to be repeated again.8 As Korkis explains, “I can say without hesitation . . . that the spirit of Disneyland changed after Walt passed away. . . . The same policies were in place. . . . But it still was just not the same.”9

It’s important to note, too, that this was also the era when women, who had worked during World War II, were now expected “to retreat to the home.”10 Indeed, according to some traditionalists, “it was morally wrong for . . . women to seek jobs.”11 Instead, women were expected to fulfill “their roles as wives and mothers.”12 While some of the women in this book, like Leota Toombs Thomas and Dorothea Holt Redmond, did interrupt their careers to raise children, several others chose to join the 30 percent of married women nationwide—and 39 percent of mothers with school-age children—in working outside the home.13 Cicely Rigdon, for instance, defied her husband not only by applying for a job at Disneyland, but also by having a neighbor teach her how to drive so she could take herself to and from work. And then there was Mary Blair, who, to accommodate her husband and two sons, commuted between their home in New York and California, where she oversaw the creation of it’s a small world for the 1964/1965 World’s Fair as well as for Disneyland. “I had three jobs,” Mary explained. “Raising children, keeping house, and doing my artwork.”14



Research Methodology

Researching the history of early Disneyland is not easy. As history scholar Steven Watts notes, very little has been written about “Disney’s visionary expansion during the early to mid-1960s.”15 Even Disney documentarian Leslie Iwerks found, when conducting her own research, that “the paper record documenting the creation of Disneyland attractions . . . was spotty at best.”16 We, therefore, had to be very strategic in our investigation.

With libraries and archives closed due to COVID-19, we turned to the Internet, despite warnings of inaccuracies created by “flim-flam con artists” (i.e., “self-proclaimed Disney historians”), who “merely cut and paste material from the internet with little regard to its accuracy or even its source.”17 Following authoritative researchers, such as Paul F. Anderson, Jim Korkis, and Todd James Pierce, we soon identified reliable historical sources, which we regularly mined for relevant information.18 Despite the admonition “that everyone likes to present themselves in the best possible light,” we diligently searched for oral histories and interviews conducted with Disney personnel from the 1950s and ’60s, available either online or as archival manuscripts.19 Accessing Ruth Shellhorn’s 1955 diary was also essential not only because it “fully describes the blow-by-blow struggles . . . anxiety and disagreements” of building the park, but is apparently the only day-to-day record of the last four months of Disneyland’s construction.20 No wonder we were compelled to pursue this project once we started reading Ruth’s diaries.

We were also inspired by The 55ers: The Pioneers Who Settled Disneyland (2019), David Koenig’s amazing compendium of many, if not most, of the men—and women!—who worked on or at Disneyland during its first year. Identifying and researching obscure Disney women is, by its very nature, a challenge. But using this book as a sort of bible, we discovered some of the lesser-known, yet no less interesting, female Disneylanders. These included Judy Marsh, the Golden Horseshoe Revue’s first Slue Foot Sue; Alyene Lewis, the most popular hostess at Aunt Jemima’s Kitchen; and Renié Conley, the park’s original costume designer.21

Fortunately, several of our women had careers before and after working for Disney, so we were able to research them beyond their time at Disneyland. Dorothea Holt Redmond, for example, was an acclaimed production artist for David O. Selznick’s International Pictures, as well as for movie director Alfred Hitchcock. Two of our women—Miriam Nelson and Tiny Kline—had even written autobiographies.22 Furthermore, many of our women are still fondly remembered by friends, relatives, and colleagues, and so Cindy sent out “message-in-a-bottle” emails—that is, the equivalent of email “cold calls”—to several people who knew Dorothy Manes, Alyene Lewis, Dorothea Redmond, Miriam Nelson, and Cicely Rigdon. Though quoted anonymously in our book, their memories helped us realize a fuller portrait of these remarkable women and their accomplishments.



A Few Words About This Book

Like most organizations, Disney has its own jargon. When writing about Disneyland in the 1950s and 1960s, we stay true, as much as possible, to the nomenclature used during that period. For instance, park employees are called “Disneylanders” instead of “cast members,” because the latter term, used today, was not introduced into the lexicon until the 1970s.23 We also refer to the park’s public-facing staff as “hosts” and “hostesses,” based on Disneyland employee handbooks of the period.24

The people who designed and built Disneyland’s attractions were—and are—“Imagineers,” a title that didn’t take hold at Disney until the 1950s, when it was used “to refer to the designers, engineers, architects, technicians, and others involved in creating the Disney theme park experiences.”25 Disney News magazine further describes “imagineering” as “a ‘marriage’ . . . the joining together of imagination in entertainment with the practical know-how of the engineer, the architect, and the scientist.”26 For the first thirty years, Imagineers worked for WED Enterprises, named after Walt (i.e., Walter Elias Disney), who financed the endeavor as a separate entity tasked with designing and building Disneyland. Now part of the Disney company, WED changed its name to Walt Disney Imagineering (WDI) in 1986.27



Disney Names

Walt famously called everybody by his or her first name and expected they do the same for him. As retired Disneyland food services employee Marion Schwacha remembers, “Walt had the first-name basis, and it made you feel like you were a part of it, not like it was a big business. It was like a big family thing.”28 In keeping with this tradition, we, too, refer to most people by their first names, including Walt. On the other hand, when we refer to “Disney,” we are referring to the company—a practice, Disney scholar Priscilla Hobbs insists, is common in Disney research.29 So, in this book, “Disney” is the company; “Walt” is the man.

We also italicize the names of Disneyland attractions and restaurants to distinguish them from characters, people, songs, etc., of the same or similar name. So, for instance, Disneyland’s paddleboat is the Mark Twain, while the author is Mark Twain. The it’s a small world attraction is always in lower case, unless quoting another source that doesn’t use lower case. All quotes are reproduced as they appear in their original source.



Disney Legends and Main Street Windows

Although Walt believed in the “invisibility” of his employees, the company began honoring “Disney Legends” in 1987. These are the “gifted animators, Imagineers, songwriters, actors and business leaders” who have made major contributions to the company through “skill, discipline and craftsmanship.” Honorees are inducted at the biannual D23 fan convention. In addition, bronze plaques with the Legends’ signatures and hand prints are mounted at Disney Legends Plaza in front of the Burbank studio’s Team Disney building.30 Several of the women appearing in this book are official Disney Legends.

An even older honor is having one’s name and “occupation” painted on a window at one of the Disney theme parks, usually on Main Street, U.S.A. Originally conceived as a way for Walt “to give ‘screen credit’ to some of the people who were instrumental in the planning, design, building and functioning” of Disneyland, today’s windows are awarded by WDI and top park officials to those retirees “who have earned the highest level of service, respect, and achievement.”31 Several of the women in this book have a window on Main Street, U.S.A., at either Disneyland or Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom.



One Last Word

The Disney empire may have “started with a Mouse,” but, as one Disney historian recently wrote, it took “talented, creative women like Ruth Shellhorn, Mary Blair, Harriet Burns, Alice Davis, Dorothea Redmund [sic], and Leota Toombs to turn Walt’s dream into the Disneyland we know today.”32 Their legacies continue not only in what they accomplished in Walt’s day, but also in how they imbued their successors with the Disney spirit: Joyce Carlson, who taught the next generation of Imagineers how to mix paints; Betty Taylor, who mentored future Disneyland entertainers; Alice Davis, who left detailed instructions on how to maintain the audio-animatronic characters’ costumes; and Cicely Rigdon, whose dedication to excellent public service still drives Disney’s tour guide program. Our book celebrates these and many other women who successfully contributed to the early Disneyland experience.

As writer Ashley Varela says, “It’s easy to talk in superlatives about the incredible women who conceived, developed, and breathed life into the Disney Parks.”33 Nevertheless, to provide context, we do begin our narrative by examining Walt Disney and his relationships with female family members and others who were, in part, responsible for his early success. We also describe the nascent Disney studio’s seemingly discriminatory employment practices as being typical of both the period and the animation business in general. We then transition to the creative processes behind the planning and building of Disneyland and how the park would not have succeeded without its female employees, even though they were treated substantially different than the men. All the women in this book are remarkable. They deserve our heartfelt thanks and recognition.
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