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Foreword

My association with this book goes back a long time.

In the small town where I grew up, the usual kind of small town where the carnivals came through every summer and the leaves were burned in big piles every autumn and the old doctor (not the young doctor) would still make a house call, there was a little brick building near the railroad tracks, our public library.

It was endowed, in part, by a man named Roger Blough, who had also grown up in this small town, decades earlier, and had gone on to became the chairman of U.S. Steel. His wife liked to read, and so, in 1966, he made sure she had a library where she could find lots of new books.

I remember walking into the library for the first time and asking for a borrower’s card. I was six, maybe seven years old. I had ridden my bike into town; in those days, you could do that, and you didn’t even have to tell your parents where you were going, because there wasn’t anywhere you could go where you wouldn’t be safe.

The sweet old lady behind the desk filled out my card for me. Her hand shook a bit as she wrote my name in pen—she didn’t print it, she wrote it; this was serious business.

Then she asked me what kind of books I liked to read. I bit my tongue before I could say “comic books.” I really wasn’t sure. “All kinds, I guess, but a friend of mine has a book about the Alamo, and so I want one about cowboys.”

She took me into the stacks and we found a biography of Kit Carson. It was a little hardcover book, not many pages to it, with what looked like a cowboy holding a gun on the cover, and it smelled like a book.

While I was looking at Kit Carson, the librarian was tut-tutting about someone who had put a book back in the wrong place. I looked over at it and thought I saw the word “magician.”

“Is that a book about magicians?” Because I liked them, too.

She was confused for a moment, and then said, “No, it’s about Walt Disney. The book is just called Magician of the Movies.” When I had nothing to say, she asked me if I’d heard about Disneyland (there was not yet a Walt Disney World). Sure I had! “Well,” she said, this book is about how Walt built Disneyland, and how he made his movies, and how he grew up.” She held the book out to me. “Do you want to take it home and read it?”

To this day, I think she just didn’t want to be bothered finding out where it belonged and putting it back there. But I took that book home, and I did read it.

And nearly fifty years later, here I am publishing it, with the greatest of pleasure.

Please take this book home and read it.

Bob McLain
Theme Park Press
April 27, 2016


ONE

No Time for Foolishness

Time was hanging heavily on Walt’s hands, as it often does with six-year-olds. He was a lively lad, romping all over his father’s farm with long legs like a gangly colt. The pigs were his special duty. He herded them about the barnyard, bossing them as he went. Sometimes he climbed atop the old sow and rode her like a fat-backed mare, holding the sow’s ears for a rein.

Now that the pigs were safely back in their pigpen, rooting in the mud with great satisfied noises, Walt looked about for another diversion. Since his father was nowhere to be seen, he made a playful dash for the cluster of chickens, pecking away in the dirt nearby. Walt enjoyed seeing them scatter, squawking and indignantly flapping their wings.

It was a warm spring day, but not warm enough to take a swim in the creek, and Walt was restless and lonely. His brothers weren’t there to play with him. They wouldn’t be home from school until mid-afternoon. There was simply nothing to do.

Walt toed the dust of the barnyard for a moment or two. Then suddenly his eyes landed on the bucket of tar that he had seen his father use to repair the leaks in the water drains around the edge of the farmhouse roof. He lifted the brush, and found to his delight that the tar had not yet hardened. It was still oozy, like thick, black paint.

Walt gazed about him, studying the whitewashed siding on the house. It was a perfect background for the tar-dipped brush. He tried a stroke. The black-on-white contrast was satisfying. He tried another stroke. It would be easy to paint a picture on the clean white wood, he thought, as he continued to test his materials. The results would be much more rewarding than the pencil scribblings he made on his brothers’ notebooks.

Still, he needed something to draw. A glance toward the pigpen supplied the subject. The old sow, snorting contentedly in the mud, seemed to be holding a pose for the would-be artist. He began to paint on a fresh area.

The portrait was almost finished when Walt saw his father coming in from the pasture. He could tell in a minute that his father did not appreciate the bold, tar-black painting on the white-washed surface.

“What in heaven’s name do you think you’re doing?” his father asked.

“Painting a picture,” Walt explained, hoping his father would see the merit of his efforts.

“You come to the shed with me, young man,” his father said sternly, “and I’ll give you a lesson in painting.”

The sound spanking that followed taught Walt only to be more careful about where he painted. He didn’t like being whipped, but he was never easily daunted. Walt knew his father wouldn’t show much interest in his artistic attempts, anyway, but he didn’t realize that his favorite relative—his Aunt Margaret—would.

About a week later, when Elias Disney complained to her about the incident involving Walt and the bucket of tar, his anger fell on disinterested ears. “You know I still can’t get those tar marks off the house,” Elias Disney noted with irritation. But Aunt Margaret merely replied, “Yes, I saw them. And, Elias,” she added quietly, “I’ve been meaning to tell you—that’s not such a bad picture of a pig, considering it was done by a six-year-old boy.”

“What on earth are you talking about, Margaret? Do you think those splatters on the side of the house are some kind of art?” Elias scowled.

“Yes, in a manner of speaking. Walter is expressing himself, and not badly at that. But I’ll admit that he didn’t choose the best form of expression.”

“You can be certain of that!”

“So I think we should provide him with a more satisfactory way to express himself.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean he should have sketching pencils and paper.”

“Nonsense! The boy has no time for such foolishness.”

There was lots of work and little time for play in the Disney household. All of the Disney boys had to help their father and, as far as Elias Disney was concerned, Walt would be no exception. Artistic matters, he felt, should be left to the wealthy, or those who could afford such frivolity.

But Aunt Margaret was as strong-willed as Walter’s father. “He’ll find the time, if he’s really serious about drawing,” she said. “And I think he is. I’m going to buy him some colored pencils and some pads of paper. We’ll see what he can do.”

When Aunt Maggie next visited the farm, she brought with her the pads and pencils she had promised. Young Walter was thrilled to receive them. He hurried out into the barnyard and began sketching everything in sight. Some of the sketches were quite good, too. But his father remained unconvinced. Soon the elder Disney was complaining that Walter was drawing things when he should be doing his chores.

With the help of his mother, Walter weathered his father’s objections and, despite his desire to do otherwise, made certain each chore was done properly before he ran off with his pencils and pad.

By the time he was seven, Walter was hurrying through his work for still another reason. He knew that if he finished up early enough, he could accompany the country doctor on his rounds. That was real fun.

Doc Sherwood was a kind and thoughtful old man who, unlike Walter’s father, patiently listened to all Walt’s young ideas and problems. The doctor often let the boy drive the surrey for him, and willingly answered the youngster’s endless questions. But best of all, the old man took an interest in whatever Walter did.

One spring day Walt rushed through his chores and ran all the way to Doc Sherwood’s house. He reached the doctor’s house just in time. The old man was already hitching up his high-stepping stallion for a tour of the countryside.

“Afternoon, Doc,” said the boy. “Can I go along with you today?”

“Why, surely, Walter,” Doc Sherwood answered. His chin whiskers seemed to wiggle when he spoke. The strange motion always amazed the boy. “I could use a strong hand on the reins, while I make out my reports,” the doctor added.

Walt leaped onto the surrey with one jump, as Doc Sherwood gave a gentle snap to the reins to signal the stallion. The surrey swung out of the yard and down a country lane, past orchards of apple trees still fragrant with blossoms.

“Where we goin’ first?” asked Walt.

“To the Mulvehills’ farm,” said the doctor. “The twins’ve got the mumps.”

“What’s mumps?”

“That’s a disease where the jaws swell up. Makes it hard to swallow.”

“Is it serious?”

“Not for the twins. For grownups, it can be.”

Walt thought about that for a long while, until the surrey rumbled up the curving driveway to the Mulvehill farm. Doc Sherwood took his bag and went inside. As soon as he had gone, Walt removed the pad and pencil from under his jacket and began looking around for a likely subject. He spotted a mockingbird sitting on the limb of a sycamore tree and quickly penciled in the bird’s outlines on his pad.

The mockingbird flew away before Walt could finish, but Walt completed the sketch from memory, then drew the tree boughs around it. When he heard the door of the farmhouse open, he tucked the pad and pencil back under his jacket.

Doc Sherwood climbed back on the surrey, and handed Walt the reins. The boy clicked his tongue and swatted the stallion’s rump with the leather. The horse turned his head and stared with disdain for a moment. Then he began to walk slowly down the driveway.

“How are the twins?” Walt asked.

“Fine, just fine,” said the doctor, as he wrote in his ledger. “They’ll be back in school next week.”

“Can you die from mumps?” the boy asked.

“It’s not likely,” Doc Sherwood answered.

“Who’s next?”

“Mrs. Crandall. She’s got a bad hurt in her chest.”

“Is she going to die?”

“Yes, Walter, I’m afraid she is.”

That gave Walter much to think about. He watched solemnly as Mr. Crandall came out of the farmhouse and hurried Doc Sherwood inside. They were gone a long time, and Walter once more brought out his pad. This time he made a sketch of the Crandalls’ setter, snoozing in the shade of a flowering peach tree. Once more he hid the pad as the doctor emerged from the house.

“Is she dead yet?” Walt asked in a whisper.

“No—not yet,” the doctor said with sadness.

This time the stallion started down the road without Walt’s signal, and Doc Sherwood, who was writing out his report, broke his pencil.

“May I borrow your pencil, Walter?” he asked.

The boy handed it to the doctor, and the doctor finished his writing.

“Now why don’t you show me what you’ve been drawing?” Doc Sherwood asked, as he laid his ledger aside.

Walt blushed. “Oh, you wouldn’t want to see it,” he said, trying to figure out how the doctor knew about his sketching.

“Yes, I would,” the doctor answered.

The boy slipped the pad from inside his jacket and handed it to Doc Sherwood, who studied the scene of the sleeping dog under a profusion of blossoms.

“Why, that’s very good, Walter,” he said. “That’s very good indeed.”

Walter’s face reddened again, half with pride and half with embarrassment. For he was a quiet, shy boy, and no one really had ever complimented him on his drawings before—except, maybe, Aunt Margaret or his mother. He sucked in his cheeks to keep himself from smiling with pleasure, and silently drove on.

When the rounds were finished, the stallion quickened its pace, and the surrey soon rattled back into the Sherwood yard. After the doctor had eased himself to the ground, he turned to speak to his silent companion. “Walter, I want you to do something for me,” he said.

“Yes, sir?” the boy answered, wondering what it might be.

“I want you to make a drawing of my stallion. Now you sit over on the porch there, and I’ll hold the reins as tightly as I can, so you’ll have a good subject to draw.”

Walter obeyed the doctor and walked over and sat down on the porch. For the first time that he could remember, his hands shook a little as he turned to a fresh page in his drawing pad and prepared to sketch the horse. He liked Doc Sherwood a lot, and he wanted this sketch to be his best ever.

Touching the tip of the pencil to his tongue every few moments, he began to draw. His hands fairly flew as he made a quick sketch of the horse, and handed the result to the doctor.

“Walter, that’s excellent!” said Doc Sherwood, as he held the drawing before him. The boy’s face glowed again. “You know something?” the doctor continued. “That’s such a good picture, I’m going to frame it and hang it in my office.

“And you know something else?” Walt couldn’t guess. “I believe a man should be paid for his services.” Walt didn’t know what to say. “Not just in hams and bushels of corn, the way I get paid sometimes,” Doc Sherwood went on, “but in good, cold cash. That’s why I’m going to pay you five cents for this drawing.”

Walt gazed unbelievingly at the shiny nickel in his palm, and then at the doctor.

“And I’ll tell you something else, Walter,” Doc Sherwood announced. “Never be afraid to ask questions. That’s the way you learn things.”

Walt skipped home heady with his achievements. Never had he been paid so well for his talents. “Five whole cents—and Doc Sherwood is going to hang my sketch in the office where everyone can see it!” What could life possibly offer him next?

All of Walt Disney’s earliest memories concern the family, Doc Sherwood, and the family farm near Marceline, Missouri. He can barely recall his life in Chicago, where he was born Walter Elias Disney on December 5, 1901. In Chicago, Elias Disney had been a carpenter, and he had made a fair living for his wife, four sons—Herbert, Raymond, Roy, and Walt—and his daughter, Ruth, at his craft. But Elias Disney was an idealist, and one day he announced to his wife, “We’re going to leave Chicago.”

‘Why, Elias?” Mrs. Disney asked. “You’re earning a good wage. We have a nice house.”

“That isn’t everything, Flora.”

“The city is no place to raise children. The boys are growing up soft. They don’t get enough exercise to keep a flea in good form. They need to be out in the fresh air, using their muscles to haul in crops.”

“Where will we go?”

“I’ve heard about a farm in Missouri,” Elias replied, “an apple farm. With four strong boys we won’t need any help. We can handle the place ourselves.”

Mrs. Disney was well aware that when Elias Disney made up his mind about something, there was no more room for discussion. So the Disney family moved to Marceline, Missouri. But Elias’ hopes were not to be fulfilled. As he had feared, the two older boys, Herbert and Raymond, enjoyed city life too much. They became weary of the routine of farm work, especially when their father didn’t pay them for their labors, and the inevitable happened.

One morning Mrs. Disney came into the kitchen as her husband was finishing his breakfast.

“Did you wake up Ray and Herb?” he asked. “Time they were up and about their chores.”

“They aren’t here, Elias,” said Mrs. Disney with saddened face.

“What? Where are they?”

“They’re gone—gone to Kansas City. They left a note saying they missed life in the city too much and wanted to go back.”

Elias Disney said nothing. He was silent throughout the day. His wife knew that his heart was troubled. The loss of two strong helpers could be crucial to the farm. He still had two sons at home, but Roy was going to school, and Walt was too young to be of much help. The burden of running the farm fell to Elias himself, and it was really too much for one man.

Walt was not aware of his father’s troubles. He was an energetic, inquisitive boy, too busy exploring the fresh and exciting world that country life had opened up for him to think much about the problems of adults.

As he lay in his bed at night, he could hear the steam engines hooting across the prairie, and by day he could hike to the railroad tracks and watch the huge locomotives go roaring past, pulling the brightly colored passenger cars on the route to Kansas City. The engineers, leaning from their cabs, never failed to return his wave. And when a freight train passed, he drew waves not only from the engineer, but from the brakeman on the caboose, and from the hobos, catching a free ride in the box cars. Walt liked the freight trains best.

Since there were no grammar schools close enough to the Disney home, Walt was spared the discipline of school life until he was seven. His mother, a former schoolteacher, provided him with the necessary elementary training, teaching him his numbers, and his colors, as well as how to read and write. She was a loving tutor, whom Walter adored.

Once he had been taught how to read, Walter read everything he could find. And there was plenty to find. His father had been educated through high school-—not too usual for a young man in Mr. Disney’s day-—and enjoyed a lively interest in politics. So Walt read Elias Disney’s political newspapers, and also borrowed books from his friend, Doc Sherwood. The boy’s greatest reading pleasure came when he discovered Mark Twain. Hannibal—where Samuel Clemens had spent his boyhood, and which served as a setting for so many of his books—was only sixty miles away. And since the passing of a half century had not greatly changed the life of a Missouri boy, Walt found many echoes of his own youthful pleasures in the adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn.

Walt’s life on the farm was simple and happy, despite the list of chores which his father demanded he do. But that life was not destined to last as long as Walter might have hoped. And when one day his mother sent him to fetch Doc Sherwood, even Walter, now barely nine years old, sensed that something awful was about to change his happy existence. The tousle-haired blond boy sprinted all the way. He knew that for his father to fail to go to work, he really had to be sick.

“Do you think my dad will be all right?” the boy asked worriedly, as he and the doctor rode out to the Disney farm in the surrey.

“Well, I can’t tell until I’ve seen him,” Doc Sherwood answered. “But I think he’ll be all right—if he’ll only follow directions. Trouble is, your father is stubborn.”

Walt listened at the door to his father’s bedroom after the doctor went inside. There was a long silence, and then Walt could hear Doc Sherwood talking.

“Well, Elias, I’m telling you for the last time. It won’t work,” he said.

“What are you talking about?” said Walt’s
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