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Welcome to Walt's People

If you're new to Walt's People, welcome! You'll meet well-known Disney legends, and many not so well-known. All of them have interesting stories to tell.

The Walt's People series was begun in 2005 to preserve the oral and written history of the artists, animators, and executives who worked with Walt Disney, in their own words. Although it assumes some familiarity with Disney history, even the casual fan will find much to like, and much to marvel over.

To learn more about Walt's People, and the many other books published by Theme Park Press, please visit:

http://themeparkpress.com

Preface to the New Edition

Ten years have elapsed since I wrote the original foreword to Walt’s People: Volume 1. A few months after the book series was launched, my wife and I moved from Sao Paulo, Brazil to Madrid, Spain, and eight years later to Miami, where we now live. Walt’s People: Volume 14 is about to be released and hundreds of interviews which were languishing in historians’ vaults are now available for all to read.

The series, as well as the Disney History blog (http://disneybooks.blogspot.com), which was born in 2006, are at the center of a massive effort to preserve and share Disney history while there is still time.

I am proud of what has been achieved, but there is much more to be done: at least twenty more volumes of Walt’s People yet to be released, an index to the whole series to produce, and a lot of work to connect the dots.

Thankfully, I now rely on a new and extremely professional publisher, Theme Park Press, and thanks to the efforts of its owner, Bob McLain, I am able to reissue Walt’s People in a much improved format and devoid of the obvious typos.

When working on this new version of Walt’s People, Bob and I decided to modify as little as possible the text of the original edition. It remains mostly as it was when released in 2004minus the typos.

Happy reading!

Didier Ghez
Coral Gables
March 2014


Preface

“Re-animate Disney research: unlock the vaults!”

The Walt’s People project was born out of an email conversation I conducted with Disney historian Jim Korkis a few months ago. The magazine Persistence of Vision had not been published for years, The “E” Ticket’s future was uncertain, and, of course, the grandfather of them all, Funnyworld, had passed away 20 years ago. In summary, access to serious Disney history was becoming harder that it had ever been.

The most frustrating part of this situation was that both Jim and I knew that huge amounts of amazing material was sleeping in working cabinets of serious Disney historians, unavailable to Disney enthusiasts for lack of publishing venues. Some would surface from time to time in a book released by Hyperion, some would see the light of day in a fanzine or on a website, but this seemed to happen less and less often. In addition, what would surface was only the tip of the iceberg: Paul F. Anderson alone conducted more than 250 interviews over the years with Disney artists, most of whom are no longer with us today.

Jim had conceived the idea of a book originally called Talking Disney that would collect his best interviews with Disney artists. He suggested this to several publishers, but they all turned him down. They considered the potential market to be too small.

Jim’s idea, however, awakened long forgotten dreams, dreams that I had of becoming a publisher of Disney history books. By doing some research on the web I realized that “print on demand” techniques now allowed these dreams to become reality.

Hence the Walt’s People series. Its aim: to collect the best Disney interviews ever conducted, uncut and uncensored.

Key Disney historians have accepted my offer to contribute to the project, which will give us access to the source material they use for their works. Much of this material is published here, for the first time, in its entirety. I am also uncovering new or quasi-unknown material virtually every day: a forgotten interview with Woolie Reitherman, lost tapes of talks with Paul Murry, rare conversations with Al Hubbard, Jack Bradbury, and many others that I hope to release in the upcoming volumes of this series.

Please, if you are aware of little-know interviews or would like to contribute to this series with a piece of your own, contact me at didier.ghez@googlemail.com. We are looking for any submissions that can offer in-depth views of artists’ careers or different perspectives on their works. Remember that artists already featured in a volume of this series can re-appear in future volumes if they discuss different projects or discuss the same projects in different ways.

We aim to include as many interviews as possible from artists who worked directly with Walt and therefore had first-hand knowledge about the history of Disney. We believe this should provide a fundamental source of information for future researchers.

While reading these testimonies, though, it is important to always keep in mind that no statement from any interview should ever be considered the absolute truth, as the interviewee might have misremembered the facts, may have seen only part of the project described, or may have his own personal reasons for representing reality in a certain way. Hence the further importance of the various perspectives provided throughout this series.

For the sake of clarity: the Walt’s People project’s goal is not to earn money. Every time the cost of publishing one volume is recouped, the money will be reinvested in the publication of the next. Any surplus funds will be shared among the authors.

We aim to publish one volume of Walt’s People every nine months to one year. I encourage you to check the last section of this volume to find more information about the next issue and how to become aware of its release date.

We hope that you will learn a lot through this series, even if you are already a dedicated Disney historian or enthusiast, and that it will stimulate you to pursue new, original Disney research.

Happy reading!

Didier Ghez
Sao Paulo
July 2004


Introduction

Talk about a broad range of artists and subjects! Walt’s People: Volume 1 takes us from Rudy Ising to Joyce Carlson, from the infancy of animation to the making of theme park attractions that have become classics.

And this is exactly what we want to achieve in all the volumes of this series! Each book will have as broad a focus as possible, discussing Disney animation, Disney theme parks, and Disney comic-book history with interviews of the best artists in each of those fields, from the early 1920s to the 21st century. The Walt’s People interviews, however, all have something in common: they are rare!

We aim to present mostly never-seen-before material, but we will also include very old interviews that have appeared in long-forgotten venues. Plus there will be in-depth pieces that have only been released on the web, so that they can be preserved in a more permanent format. Our goal is to explore the subject matter as thoroughly as can be achieved by serious Disney historians.

We have also tried to vary, as much as possible, the length and tone of each chapter, believing that there is no such thing as too long or too short an interview if it is well focused and it introduces us to new information and anecdotes.

And now, just a glimpse at what’s ahead to whet your appetite.

In Volume 1, Rudy Ising brings us back to the 1920s and to Walt’s first ventures before Mickey Mouse, discussing the invention of cel animation, the early storyboards, what Walt would have done if he had not moved from Kansas City to California, and why Rudy really left Disney.

Dave Hand explains what it was like to be at Walt’s right hand in the 1930s and what chaos management meant to a director at the Studio at the time of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.

Bill Tytla and Ken Anderson give us the other side of almost the same picture: the artist’s perspective on those early years.

With Jack Hannah, we take a detour through classic short cartoons’ directing and the evolution of “The Duck”, while meeting even stronger personalities from the Studio, including Carl Barks and Clarence “Ducky” Nash.

Salvador Dali, through the eyes of Disney Legend John Hench, brings us to the 1940s, while two of the Nine Old Men, Marc Davis and Milt Kahl, give us complementary perspectives on feature animation and its challenges.

By then, we reach the 1950s, and are ready to discover how Harper Goff “tricked” Walt into producing 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea and to explore how, during the following decade, Marc Davis, Mary Blair, Rolly Crump, and Joyce Carlson developed various classic Disneyland attractions with stories that involve, among others, Roy O. Disney and a rhinoceros.

Exciting stuff? So, without further ado, let’s meet one of the pioneers.


Rudolf Ising (1903–1992)

Interviewed by J.B. Kaufman on August 14, 1988

 Rudolf Ising is best remembered today for the many animated cartoons he produced in partnership with Hugh Harman in the 1930s, first for Warner Bros. and then for MGM, and for his subsequent solo work in the MGM cartoon department lasting into the 1940s. But Ising’s animation career began with a long stint with Walt Disney in the 1920s. He was present for some of Disney’s earliest animation experiments in Kansas City; for the rise and fall of Disney’s fledgling Kansas City studio, Laugh-O-gram Films; and for many of the Alice Comedies and Oswald the Lucky Rabbit cartoons that Disney subsequently produced in Hollywood.

The following interview was recorded at Ising’s home in Newport Beach, California, on Sunday, 14 August 1988, a few years before his death. In 1988, J.B. had no specific plans to write about Disney’s silent career, but he did want to record this man’s memories of those seminal events in animation history. Ising, with characteristic kindness, obliged, and that afternoon they talked for nearly four hours about his experiences in the 1920s. When Russell Merritt and J.B. Kaufman collaborated on Walt in Wonderland: The Silent Films of Walt Disney a few years later, this interview became indispensable, and they quoted extensively from it in their text.

This transcript is edited for clarity, and annotated to explain the historical context. At the time J.B. talked to him, Ising was suffering a slight speech impediment as the result of a recent stroke, and some of his words on the tape were not clear enough to be transcribed. Too, his memory occasionally fails him on chronological detailsunderstandably, considering that this interview took place more than sixty yearsand a crowded and colorful careerafter the events in question. The present editing and annotation are inserted to clarify the historical record. In any case, the great value of Ising’s words lies in his vivid accounts of the people he worked with, and the techniques they improvised together in what was then a fresh and exciting new medium. It’s also worth noting that, unlike some animation veterans, Ising displays no rancor or recrimination toward any of his former associates. He emerges in this interview as exactly what he was: a dedicated professional, and a gentleman.

To better understand the interview that follows, it is important to summarize the chronology of events that preceded the creation of Mickey Mouse in 1928, while reminding what key roles were played by all the people mentioned by Rudy Ising.


	In 1919, while living in Kansas City, Walt works as a commercial artist for the Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio, where he meets Ub Iwerks.

	In 1920, Walt and Ub go to work for the Kansas City Slide Company (later known as Kansas City Film Ad Company, and then United Film Ad Service).

	In 1921, Walt produces advertisements and little comic vignettes for the Newman Theater chain in a series he calls Newman’s Laugh-O-grams. This short series is followed in 1922 by a series of theatrical narrative cartoons, spoofing fairy tales: the Laugh-O-grams. To produce these shorts, Walt establishes his own company and hires Ub Iwerks, Rudy Ising, Hugh Harman, Carman “Max” Maxwell, Lorey Tague, and Otto Walliman as animators, as well as Red Lyon as cameraman.

	In 1923, however, the company goes bankrupt, and Walt leaves Kansas City in July, heading towards Hollywood. In the meantime, Rudy Ising, Hugh Harman, and Carman “Max” Maxwell, out of work, try to create their own studio, Arabian Nights, buying the Laugh-O-grams equipment from investor Fred Schmeltz, who has acquired it through the bankruptcy proceedings. This effort, which includes a project involving musician Carl Stalling, is short-lived.

	Early in 1923, Walt had produced a pilot for what would become the Alice Comedies series, combining cartoons with a live-action little girl. In October 1923, the New York distributor, Margaret Winkler, agrees to buy the series, and thus early in 1924 Walt starts hiring a new team of animators: in February Rollin “Ham” Hamilton, in June Ub Iwerks, in October Thurston Harper, and in June 1925 Hugh Harman and Rudy Ising. Iwerks, Harman, and Ising leave Kansas City to join him, as does Walker Harman, Hugh’s brother, who follows to become an inker and painter. In the mid-twenties, Hugh Harman and Rudy Ising take a short vacation from Disney to produce a second Arabian Nights cartoon.

	The defection of Rollin “Ham” Hamilton (who will later return to the Studio) late in 1926 leads to the hiring, in January 1927, of another Kansas Citian, Isadore “Friz” Freleng, who will later become one of the key directors of the Warner Bros animation studio.

	In April 1927, Walt delivers to Charles Mintz (Margaret Winkler’s husband) the first of the Oswald cartoons, and, as is well known, in February 1928 all of Disney’s key animators except Ub Iwerks are hired by Charles Mintz. This seminal event will lead Walt and Ub to create Mickey Mouse that same year.

	Rudy Ising, Hugh Harman, Friz Freleng, Max Maxwell, Norm Blackburn, Paul Smith, and Ham Hamilton, all of whom leave Disney at this time, become in 1929 the team behind the Looney Tunes series, which lays the foundation of the Schlesinger/Warner Bros. animation studio.

	In 1933, Hugh Harman and Rudy Ising leave Schlesinger and sign a deal with MGM in 1934 to produce a series of “Happy Harmonies”. In 1937, MGM establishes its own studio headed by Fred Quimby, and fires Harman and Ising, who temporarily keep their studio open by producing the Silly Symphony Merbabies for Disney in 1938. Later, Quimby hires them back as employees of the new studio. At that time, Ising creates the character Barney Bear for MGM, basing the character partly on himself.

	In 1941, Hugh Harman leaves MGM and starts a studio with Disney veteran Mel Shaw, taking over Ub Iwerks’ old studio in Beverly Hills. Rudy also quits MGM to join the army.





J.B. Kaufman: I wanted to talk to you today about your work in the silent days. Silent animation is hardly ever covered at all.

FF: Rudy Ising: It’s no good for television, which is one of the reasons.

JBK: To me it’s fascinating stuff. It’s where everything else came from. I’m interested in asking you some questions about your memories about that.

FF: Okay. Go ahead.

JBK: The first thing I know about that you did in animation was to work at the Laugh-O-gram studio in Kansas City. Is that true?

FF: Well, it was before Laugh-O-grams. I was there when we started that, but before that, Walt had a little art studio. [that he] called Kay-Cee Studio.1 He was doing sort of a newsreel insert for Newman theaters back there in Kansas City. I think we made a couple of song reels for the organist there.2 The only guys in the studio were Walt and myself. Red Lyon was probably also there at that time. He was the cameraman at Film Ad. Walt was working at Film Ad, too, during the day.

JBK: So you were working at night?

FF: Yes. I would go to the studio during the day, built some of the equipment or helped Red with the stuff, but mostly it was at night. That went on for three or four months.

JBK: Now these were the reels that were made for the Newman theaters. They were, what, advertising and things like that?

FF: Well, no, they were more like a thing that went into the newsreel. Like the police department decided to have horse police, and we called it “horsing around town”. This was a sight gag, naturally funny, I guess, around that time. It was just a little incident like that, or maybe it was a little gag thing of some kind. Usually it went into the newsreels. This was in the single feature days, and the newsreel and the shorts were important as well.

JBK: So these would be like topical

FF: More or less, yes. We made those for a few months. We only made about three. There was the one about the police, and another one.There would only be one insert in, sort of like the weekly news.

JBK: Well, I’ve got a reel of those, and I don’t know whether any of them were the ones you worked on. Now were these the ones where you see a hand drawing the picture on the screen?

FF: Some of them, yes.

JBK: Okay, I’ve got some of that.

FF: What were they called?

JBK: At the head of the reel it says “Newman’s Laugh-O-grams”.

FF: Those were before Laugh-O-grams, and then, when we incorporated, we decided to call it Laugh-O-grams. I guess Walt had just gotten out of the Canadian Air Forceno, it wasn’t the air force, it was the Canadian Medical Corps. He’d tried to get in the United States Army, but he was too young.3 This is World War I. So this was right after the war was over; Walt was out of the army. He went back and opened what he called Kay-Cee Studio. Walt was living in a rooming house and working at the Film Ad. And I had to bail him out a couple of times. They wanted to make him leave the rooming house because of his rent and he wrote a couple of bad checks, I guess. The process server used to come up theredid I ever tell you about that?

JBK: No, no.

FF: Well, it was during the day. See, by this time Walt had left the Film Ad. He still called [his studio] the Kay-Cee Studio then. It wasn’t yet Laugh-O-grams. I had been working for three or four years and had saved up about a thousand dollars. I don’t know how I did it, as I was on a very low salary. I was in the photographic business. At that time, I was about sixteen years old, and Walt was about eighteen or nineteen; he was about three years older.

So Walt wanted to know if I could loan him some money, and it ended up I loaned him five hundred dollars to bail him out on a couple of these thingsI don’t know just what the checks were for. Then, when [the studio] became Laugh-O-grams, we incorporated and sold stock. That was sold off, that’s what we made those first six or eight cartoons with. Walt decided that rather than pay me back, he’d give me stock in the corporation. And he talked me into it. He was quite a salesman. But he was having a pretty hard time. And that’s the way Laugh-O-grams started.

JBK: Okay. So you were in at the very beginning?

FF: Oh, yeah.

JBK: How did you meet him? How did you get involved?

FF: Well, I read an ad, and I thought I was a cartoonist. The ad said they wanted to pay a cartoonist to work at this studio and they would teach them to animate. So I answered it, and he [Walt] gave me the job. I don’t know if anybody else ever answered or notno pay, for a while. But that was to learn animation. When it came to that, Walt didn’t know that much about animation. They just had the old Lutz book on animation at Film Ad.4 It was very basicat that time cartoons were pretty simple and basic. So I wanted to learn right along with Walt. But he had an ideain fact, he wanted to be more a live-action director like D.W. Griffith. I might have been the vice-president at Laugh-O-grams, I’m not sure. By that time Red Lyon had left. He’d moved to Colorado or somewhere, so I had to do all the camerawork on all the other stuff. It was just the two of us there for quite a long time.

But to get back to the [previous] story: this was up above a restaurant; we were up on the second floor, and the office was at the head of the stairs. We had these two partitioned offices. I knew Walt was having a hard time. A guy came up one day and said, “Is Mr. Dinsey”D-I-N-S-E-Y, that was the way he pronounced it“here?” And Walt said, “No, I don’t think so.” And he said, “Well, I’ll be back,” and went on down the stairs again. That’s when Walt told me it was a process server. And sure enough it was, because the guy came back for a couple of weeks.

Walt and I were the only ones there, so he’d say, “Is Walt Dinsey here?” And if Walt was there he’d say, “No, he hasn’t shown up today,” or if it was me I’d do the same thing. You know, for about maybe two or three weeks. Finally, I believe it was Walt Pfeiffer that came up. Walt Pfeiffer was just a friend, not part of the company or anything. He came up, and I guess Walt Pfeiffer and Walt Disney were just talking away, looking at some drawings or visiting or something. And the guy came up, and before he had a chance to say anything, Walt Pfeiffer says, “Now listen, Walt,” and so on and so on. [Laughs] The guy looked at him, and Walt said, “YeahI’m Walt Dinsey. But my name is Disney, not Dinsey!” [Laughter.] So that’s when the guy finally found out, and he handed him the process and left. That’s when I [also] found out Walt needed a check to help bail himself out. Because he had cleaning bills, and rent bills back due, and a couple of restaurant bills, I think.

A little after that was when we incorporated and became Laugh-O-grams and moved over on 31st Streetat that time we were above this restaurant on Troost Avenue.

JBK: And that was when you started making the fairy-tale films?5

FF: Yes. We hired a salesman who went back to New York. We had made one or two pictures, I believe, at the time. I remember that The Four Musicians and Jack and the Beanstalk, I think, were the first couple. A guy by the name of Mace, Leslie Mace, went to New York to sell them, but nobody was interested. [However] there was an outfit called, I think, Pictorial Films.6 They were the ones that eventually bought the five or six cartoons we made. We didn’t have much money to operate on. I think we incorporated for fifteen thousand dollars. But by the time the broker took his cut, we only got about six to eight thousand dollars. So both Walt and I and a couple of the guys were still working for practically nothing for a long time.

JBK: Okay, when it was just you and Walt Disney and Red Lyonhow was it divided up? Were you and Disney both doing animation, or how did that work?

FF: That was before celluloids and background paintings. You’d have a high skyline painting, and all the animation had to be below that skyline or whatever, where you had the pure white. The drawings were made on paper, and those were already inked and blacked in, painted. That’s what I was doing to start with, ink the animation. Of course animation was pretty simple then.

When we started Laugh-O-grams, when we were trying to build a character, we made what you call model sheets. [For each character,] Walt would make a walk, and a run, and maybe the character in a front view, side view, and a back view. That was about it.

And the camera was stationary then. When you worked on a project we had a ten and an eight field, and a five field. These were all the full size, but the five field was the small one, supposedly like if you drew down to a five field. But the camera stand wouldn’t do that, so we had to draw them. If you wanted a closeup, you drew a closeup. If you wanted a medium shot, you drew your animation in a medium shot. As I say, those were all inked on paper. At that time, I think I did the photographing all the time. Red Lyon was there long enough to build the camera stand, and I’d help him on that during the day. Walt and Red also represented Pathé News, for news events around Kansas City.

JBK: Did you use the same camera?

FF: Yeah[rest of answer not clear; something about the camera belonging to Film Ad and being used there during the day, then Disney and company using it at night].

JBK: Oh, okay, but it wasn’t the same camera that you used to shoot the animation?

FF: Yes, an old Universal.

JBK: It was a Universal camera?

FF: Yes. Now we had built a box because the Universal camera only had a two-hundred-foot magazine. So for publicity shots, we built a box that looked like a Debrie camera, as they called it at the time. One of those with the magazine. So we put some film cans together and painted the box and put the cans on it, and it looked real when we mounted it on the tripod.7 Then we went out and we’d “shoot” with it. We used to have fun on weekends, going to Union Station, acting likeWalt would turn his cap around and pretend to make a film. People would come up and pose and say, “Where are you from?” And we’d say, “New York.” [Next few words not clear; something about shooting in various places around town.] One was the Old Mill; it’s one of the historical places around Kansas City. But anyway, when Red Lyon left I had to do all the camera work.

JBK: Was there any complicated part about thatwas it pretty much just one frame at a time?

FF: One frame with a hand crank.

JBK: But I mean, were there any technical things that you had to master to do that, to shoot the animation, or was it pretty much straightforward?

FF: It was straightforward. Of course, when you animated, when you marked your drawings one, two, three, four, and so on, you could say it was a cycle. On a run, going forward, you’d say “Repeat cycle four times” or “Repeat this eight times.” And the cameraman, sometimes if it was repeating a lot, would have a list. That was, you might say, the exposure sheet.

JBK: So you had some leeway to shoot it the way you saw fit?

FF: Yes, that’s right.

JBK: Well, that’s interesting, because that flexibility was taken away when sound came in.

FF: Yes, that’s right. And at that time we had to send our film to Chicago to be developed and printed. So we never knew what we had for about a week, [the time it took] to mail it there and back. After we incorporated, we bought a developing outfit, and I did all that, too.

JBK: You did a little of everything, didn’t you?

FF: Yes, and so did Walt!

JBK: I’ve read that on those early Laugh-O-grams, the Newman Laugh-O-grams, that showed the hand drawing the picture, there wasn’t room underneath the lens for someone to actually put their hand, so there was a photograph of a hand holding a pen.

FF: You’re right, it was a photograph. But the reason for thathere’s your platen, and there’s the camera, about there, focused on this thing. A hand would be completely out of focus at that range. So we [had to use the hand photograph]. It also made it a little easier to move around. The drawing was made in blue pencil because blue would not photograph. We always used positive film for the negative then, because you got a better contrast.

JBK: And it was orthochromatic film, is that right?

FF: Not just orthochromatic, but it was what they called printing stock.8 The thing was made in a real light pencil. So you’d do a little bit of the thing and then you’d move the hand to that point, and then you’d move the thing and as you moved it, you had to ink in that line, until you’d inked it all the way through.

JBK: That’s great! So that was your job?

FF: Among other things, yes.

JBK: Did you make the drawings, too?

FF: No, I think that kind of was Walt’s territory.

JBK: Well, that is fascinating. The ones that I’ve gotlet’s see, I’ve got one that shows a motorist driving on rough streets, and his car is being shaken to pieces, and the idea is that the streets are in bad repair and need to be fixed.

FF: I faintly remember that. That’s been a long time ago, you know! But I know that when the Shriners came to town we would do a camel deal.9 I remember that, and I remember the police, and I remember another one whenI think it was when the short stockings came in, and the short skirts. There was a little mosquito or a fly, holding a little telescope. I remember that one. Then we made one[next words not clear; something about a swimming pool]. But I don’t remember that one that you mentionedmaybe that was before I got there.10

JBK: I guess when you started producing the fairy-tale films, that was when more artists began to [be hired].

FF: Yes, then we had a little money to expand. [Laughs] That’s when Hugh Harman and Ub Iwerks came in. Ub used to work [for a small production company in Kansas City]. I guess he was making promotions and such because Ub was really a lettering man. He didn’t do much animation to start with, but he’d do all the titles. You know, in any picture you’d have the spoken titles all the way through. He was a hell of a good lettering manalways with a brush.

JBK: Always with a brush, you say?

FF: Yes, he did everything with a brush. He didn’t animate with a brush, but he could have. That is where he got that beautiful swing that he had; he was great with a brush.

I met him, through Walt, because he did a couple of titles for the Newman things, I think. If there were any titles in there, Ub would have been the one to do them. Hugh Harman came in right about the start, and Lorey Tague, also. But I’m trying to think of guys who came out later and remained in the business. I can’t think of any. The only ones, I believe, were Ub Iwerks, Hugh Harman, and myself. Then later on came in [Carman “Max”] Maxwell and some of them. Maxwell had just finished high school, I think, in Kansas City. He was going to go back home to Arkansas, but he went to Kansas City State College, or something like that, in Kansas City.

Hugh Harman was going to go to West Point. He had just graduated from high school and had an appointment to take an examination for West Point. Walt talked him into [joining]. Because, I think it was before the war, Walt and Fred HarmanHugh’s brotherused to have an art studio. I don’t know what it was called.11 I knew Fred Harman, and that’s the way Hugh got into the animation business. Otherwise, he would have gone to West Point; he was really interested in that at the time. Then, [when we started the Alice series in Hollywood] Walker Harman, their brother, came out. At the time [of the Laugh-O-grams] he was going to high school.

[As to] Friz Freleng [who joined all of us much later], he knew Hugh at Film Ad, and he applied there, too, for a job from that ad they had in the paper. There was also Nadine SimpsonMissakian nowyou haven’t heard of her. She was our secretary, but she never came out [to Los Angeles].

I think Hugh, Maxwell, and Ub Iwerks were the only ones I ever associated with Laugh-O-grams who came out [to Los Angeles]. Walt came out by himself the first year. And during the year he got a contract for the Alice cartoon [series, the pilot of which] we had made [in Kansas City]. On our own, really. That was the one with the live girl. Roy talked Walt into coming out [to Los Angeles], and we found out that he used the Alice comedyit was called Alice’s Wonderlandto get a distribution contract with Winkler Pictures. But the little girl who played the original Alice, the little blonde girl, [Virginia Davis], she was from Kansas City. She lived in Kansas City. Walt wanted her to come out because he wanted the same girl. So the parents decided [to move to California]. They had wanted to go to California anyway.

JBK: How did Virginia Davis come to be the one? How did she get involved?

FF: Well, in the earlier days of Laugh-O-grams we also made a film, a dental film.

JBK: Tommy Tucker’s Tooth, is that the one?

FF: Yes. Dr. McCrum was the dentist. We interviewed quite a few children at the time, through a school. Walt and Dr. McCrum talked to the principal of the school. Dr. McCrum was a pretty well-known dentist there, and with his influence and Walt’s gift for gab, they talked to the principal of the school. I’m not sure which school it was now, but it was a grade school. So they let Walt come out and interview children for this Dr. McCrum film, because we had four or five kids in it, if you remember it.

So I think she might have been one of the kids in there, possibly. But anyway, it was through that connection that we got Virginia Davis.12

JBK: Now when it came to these later things, like the dental films and the song reels, were you still a cameraman then?

FF: I think I was doing all the camera work then. And animating a little bit, inbetweeningassisting, we called itand camera work. I also did the developing and printing at the time. Somewhere along the line we got a projector, an electric one. Before that we had an old hand-cranked projector, really handy, by the way. I also think we got a Moviola, a very old one. They were fairly simple at that time. But they were electric. So that’s the way we would cut our film and see our dailies. I was doing just about a little bit of everything.

JBK: Were you still using that Universal camera at that time?

FF: Yes. In fact, after Walt came out [to Hollywood], Hugh, Maxwell, and I formed a company of our own [in Kansas City], called Arabian Nights Cartoons.

You see, Laugh-O-grams went bankrupt, and we went out to talk to a fellow named Schmeltz, who had quite a bit of stock [in Laugh-O-gram]. He owned a hardware store, and I guess he had about a three- or four-thousand dollar investment in [Laugh-O-gram] stock. He had a big warehouse and had moved all the furniture plus the camera stand, the camera, and some animation boards into it. We paid for it as we went along because Hugh was working at the Film Ad by that time. This was a period of about a year or a year and a half after Walt left. So we talked [Schmeltz] into letting us buy the equipment, and we finally ended up paying him off completely when we were out [in Los Angeles], working. Just paying him, you know, so much a week or a month. Then when we came to California, we shipped the Universal, the camera stand, and a couple of the animation boards out [to Los Angeles] and put them in storage. Our first cartoons were shot with that same Universal camera. We used it right through all the earlier stuff. In fact, later, we made it our test camera. Of course, by now we had a motor drive on it. Ub Iwerks also worked on it. We made one [additional Arabian Nights] film out here [in Los Angeles] called Aladdin’s Vamp, I think. We were on vacation from Walt for a couple of weeks, and Ub, [Rollin “Ham”] Hamilton, Hugh, and myself made this one film.

JBK: No kidding. And that was, what, in the late twenties? It was before you started your own studio [in 1929]?

FF: Yeah, it was about 1928, I guess. Then after I left Walt, I got a little room at the Olson building. I set up the [Universal] camera there and made a couple of plastic-surgery films for Dr. Updegraff up there. We did a nose operation and an ear operation, and we were supposed to do a breast-lift operation, but that’s when we finally got a contract for our Looney Tunes. So we already had our camera stand, and we used it all the way through the Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies for our black-and-white tests. All our animation tests we shot black and white, not color.13

JBK: So that remained your test camera all the way through?

FF: Yes.

JBK: It served you well, didn’t it?

FF: Yes! [Laughter] Now when we came out here [in Los Angeles], with Walt, I used to do the camera work there, too.

JBK: When you came out here for the Alice films?

FF: Yes. I did assistant animation, some animation, and the camera work. Principally the camera, the editing, and the printing. It was still black and white when we did those.

JBK: Getting back to Kansas City, were there any artists there that you thought were sort of the top artists at the studio?

FF: No. Later when we came out [to Los Angeles] and worked for Walt, we were all animators. After Walt left Kansas City, when Hugh, Maxwell, and I made Arabian Nights cartoons, we had offices in the Wirthman Building. There was a theater in Kansas City called the Isis Theater, on 31st and Troost. That was in the Wirthman Building. Even when Walt was there, we used to preview some of our cartoons at this little theater. By the way, we also made a couple of Newman song reels. Those were just done with animation and the organist played to them. We got to know this organist pretty well because we were in the same building and we’d see him every day there. He was Carl Stalling. He came in one dayin those days they used to play a sing-along [as part of the supporting program in movie theaters] and used slides with the song lyrics. And he said, “You know, I’d like to do something,” and I think this was the first synchronized type of thing. We decided on the song “When You Come to the End of a Perfect Day”. It was quite a nice song. We went up into the projection room of the theater. He had a pencil, and they had some old film, some that they’d junk once in a while. With that film we put together three hundred feet, I believe, for the verse and a couple of choruses. [Stalling] put it in the projector and he told the projectionist, “Now I want you to crank this through”projectors, at that time, were hand-cranked, too. “And remember your crank.” So he ran it through the projector, took the shutter off of the projector, and Carl, with a pencil, just literally pressed the film each time. From that we could tell exactly where the words came and how long they were held“day” would be held, maybe, for so many frames, and “when you come” would be a little faster. From that we made our exposure sheets.

JBK: So you could tell by the pencil marks on the film

FF: Yes, you could tell by the pressure. From that we made the exposure sheets. On the final thing, we went out and shot a beautiful sunset. Then we had the words hand-lettered on paperMaxwell did the lettering on those. We’d gotten part of a condenser that they used to use on [word not clear]. The other one was convex, and you’d put them together and it would magnify or reduce. We built a frame for that, and it would go up and down. In other words, as the music would swell, this thing would swell the lettering up and down. The song would come on, every word one at a time, and you’d hold for the beat but it would keep the beat going. That was all double-printedwe did that ourselves; and that was the song reel. Then Carl played to it because [in the theater] the projectionist ran it at exactly the same speed, so [Stalling] knew exactly what was going to happen. I think that was really the first sort of synchronization ever done, that I can think of. Later on we told Walt about it. In fact, we might have shown him the film. Carl came out and became Walt’s musician when sound came in.

JBK: Well, that’s great! I never heard about that.

FF: Yes, it was Carl’s idea, the pencil on the thing. He wanted to know how we could make a fairly accurate way of timing every word. Later on, we got so we didn’t even need to time it. If we were using “When You Come to the End of a Perfect Day”, the musician would write it down and we could break that down into frames. If it went to six-eight time or waltz time, whatever it was, we’d mark it down.

JBK: Getting back to my previous question: at the Laugh-O-grams studio, were there some artists who were sort of the lead artists, the top animators?

FF: We didn’t have that many [artists]! As I say, there was Ub, Hugh Harman, myself, and Maxwell, and we had one guyI’ve forgotten his namewho was really sort of a successful commercial artist, but he did mostly the posters; we used to make a poster for each one. We also had Lorey Tague and Otto Walliman doing animation. And at first animation wasas I said, you’d trace the character off of a model sheet. That model sheet was photographed, and it was three different sizes, for close-up, medium shot, or long shot.

JBK: So it would actually be traced off the model sheet?

FF: Yes, you would very often trace them. Ub was the one that later on got so that he started making them circular. We even did the model sheets out [in Los Angeles] when we made the Alice pictures. And Ub was the one that started breaking away from that. Other than that it was sort of a fastidious thing to trace the characters, and keep the likeness.

JBK: When you were animating did each artist do his own in-betweens?

FF: More or less, yes. You’d more or less animate the whole scene; there wasn’t such a thing as an assistant.

JBK: Okay, so would you say that it was mostly straight-ahead animation?

FF: Yes, it was pretty much straight ahead.14

JBK: Do you, offhand, recall any scenes that you did that stuck in your head for any particular reason?

FF: I can remember my first one in The Four Musicians of Bremen, [since] it was the first one I ever animated on. There was a trunk, and in this trunk were the four musicians, and the trunk was out on the waterhow it got there I’ve forgotten. It fell overboard or something. The dog character lassoed it and pulled it in. I animated the whole thing, the lasso, and him going out and pulling it in. When I saw that scene
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