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Preface

— DIANE DISNEY MILLER

I have always loved to hear my dad talk about his life, especially the early part . . . his childhood, family, the Kansas City days, and especially how he met and courted my mother. Tim has done an amazing job of chronicling the lives of the people in that period who affected dad’s life. His research brought out the fact that some of dad’s early benefactors were his neighbors on Bellefontaine, people who had seen him grow up and were aware of his industrious nature. Dad, it appears, was never shy about asking for a loan. But he was diligent about repaying it.

Tim follows dad to Hollywood, along with most of his Kansas City collaborators. The partnership with his older brother Roy begins, and my mother comes down from Idaho to visit her closest sister. Despite their decisions not to marry until each had a certain amount of money in the bank, they tire of their shared bachelor existence. Edna Francis has been waiting patiently for Roy to return to his job with the bank in Kansas City, and dad has been seriously courting mother, who worked for them as a sometime secretary (“I was a lousy secretary,” she admitted) and an inker of cels.

Roy sent for Edna, and they were married in April 1925. My parents married in July that same year, one week after the brothers had made a down payment on a lot at 2719 Hyperion Avenue, the site of the first Walt Disney Studio. That studio building is long gone, but the homes the brothers built nearby on Lyric Avenue are still there, with caring owners. They were Pacific Ready-Cut Homes, identical, and the first homes any of them had owned. It was exciting for the entire family.

Tim continues on for several more years, all exciting for the brothers and their wives, though not without periods of anxiety. He ends with the loss of Oswald the Rabbit and the creation of Mickey Mouse. Dad’s telegram to Roy as he, with my mother, were about to depart New York for home was “Leaving tonight stopping over KC arrive home Sunday morning seven thirty don’t worry everything OK will give details when arrive—Walt.” He didn’t mention the fact that they had lost Oswald. They would need a new plan, a new character. Roy, who had been caring for my parents’ chow dog Sunnee, recalls that nothing was said until Roy inquired, “Tell me about it, kid . . . What kind of deal did you make?” “We haven’t got a deal,” dad cheerfully replied. “We’re going to start a new series.”

I have always been curious about why dad, with his bride of a few years, chose to stop over in Kansas City for a few days rather than return immediately home to give Roy the bad news. My theory is that he wanted to touch base with his long-time friend and benefactor, Dr. Cowles, knowing that he might need his support again. Another possibility is that he wanted mother to meet Frank “Dad” Land, the founder of DeMolay. Dad was a charter member of DeMolay, and was very fond of Dad Land. I heard them both express affection for him when I was very young. Whatever the reason, it was on that long train ride that dad conceived of a new cartoon subject, a mouse who was then refined and further developed by Ubbe Iwwerks (who later changed the spelling to “Ub Iwerks”), and given his name by my mother.


Introduction: Thanksgiving, 1966

During Thanksgiving week, 1966, Walt Disney, two weeks shy of his sixty-fifth birthday, returned to his studio in Burbank, California. He had been out for a while, and was looking forward to getting back to work. He had tried to run the studio even though he had not been there. One of his executives visited him to discuss upcoming projects, and one of his writers prepared a memorandum for him about the studio’s script selection process. He even had a secretary bring him his mail each day.

On Monday, November 21, when he finally got back to the studio, and for the next two days, Walt immersed himself in his company’s upcoming projects. He stopped by the animation building. He discussed a new script with one of his writer-directors. On one of those three days, Walt was driven to nearby Glendale, where he checked up on theme park projects in development. That afternoon, after he was driven back to the Burbank backlot, Walt screened a rough cut of one of the studio’s future releases, a musical comedy he hoped would match the phenomenal success of the Oscar-winning box office smash of 1964, Mary Poppins.

One wonders if the new film, The Happiest Millionaire, a World War I-era musical comedy, caused this forward-looking man to, for a few moments, cast his gaze in the opposite direction. World War I separated Walt’s youth from his adulthood, and the war’s end coincided with the start of his career. He drove a Red Cross ambulance in France for a year after the war ended, and within a few months of returning to the United States, was introduced to the field of animation.

Millionaire must have left Walt contemplating that period of his life. The movie opens in 1916 and features a montage of newspaper headlines trumpeting the events that preceded America’s entry into the war, such as “President Wilson Re-elected,” “British Transport Sunk,” and “Germany Announces Unrestricted Submarine Warfare.” The lead character, a middle-aged father, tries to enlist but is rejected as too old. He winds up on a Marine Corps recruiting tour and, in the movie’s last scene, is visited by Marines who bring him the good news he has orders to report to Parris Island as a provisional captain. At the very least, the artwork in the film’s opening titles (if they were completed by the time of Walt’s screening) would have left Walt thinking of the similar-looking illustrations that graced the pages of the Kansas City Star and other newspapers and magazines he read almost a half century earlier.

Walt had another reason to be contemplative of the past that week: he was ill and did not have long to live. He had been admitted to St. Joseph’s Hospital, across the street from his studio in Burbank, on Wednesday, November 2, after an X-ray (administered prior to an operation to relieve neck pain caused by an old polo injury) revealed a tumor on his left lung. Surgeons removed part of the lung the following week, but informed Walt’s family that the tumor was cancerous and that Walt—who had smoked since his teens—would probably not live longer than six months to two years.

If Walt reflected on his postwar years upon his return to the studio that Thanksgiving week, he thought about a little-known story. While most followers of the Disney canon know Walt served with the Red Cross in France from 1918 to 1919, and that he had some experience animating silent cartoons before his career took off with Mickey Mouse in the 1920s, most do not know the details of the decade between Walt’s service overseas and Steamboat Willie. This is the untold story of that period of Walt’s career, and of the four studios that brought Walt, who was seventeen years old when his art career started after the end of the war, to the brink of international renown when Mickey Mouse was created nearly ten years later.

The prologue to Walt’s journey begins in Kansas City, Missouri, where he worked in commercial art and advertising before discovering animation at a film advertisement company. He later experimented with this relatively new art form in his father’s garage at night. The story unfolds across Walt’s two Kansas City studios, Kaycee Studios and Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc., and, after his train ride west to Hollywood in 1923, two Los Angeles studios, Disney Brothers Studio and the Walt Disney Studio. (The Walt Disney Company does not consider Disney Brothers Studio and the Walt Disney Studio to be separate companies, but given that these two studios operated under different names and at different locations, they will be discussed separately herein.)

This part of Walt’s incredible journey establishes numerous facets of the man. He was both a frustrated actor and a talented animator. He was a likable kid who some thought had a prickly, self-centered side. He was an astute businessman and innovator with a relentless work ethic. His initial successes appeared as dependent on family, friends, and his local community contacts as they were on his own formidable artistic and producing abilities. And he was resourceful and optimistic enough to persevere in the face of loss and failure—indeed, early on, he suffered a series of bad breaks that seems a reverse mirror image of the dazzling successes that followed.

This is the picture, then, of Walt Disney, drawn by the reflections of Walt himself and others who were there in the 1920s. It is a portrait fleshed out by an examination of the Kaycee, Laugh-O-gram, Disney Brothers, and Walt Disney studios—the physical plants, the several dozen colleagues who worked there, and the films they produced. It is the story about which Walt was perhaps thinking if, near the end of his life, he reflected on his career, before Mickey.


Book One
Kansas City


Prologue—The Road to the First Studios

COMMERCIAL ART, FILM ADS, AND “HOME EXPERIMENTING,” 1919–1921

“I was 18 years old when I actually started out on my career,” recalled Walt Disney. His “first job was with the Gray Advertising [C]ompany in Kansas City. I worked as an art apprentic[e].” Walt “started working with Gray’s the latter part of October, 1919[.]” Walt (who, despite his recollection, was still seventeen years old at the time) had returned to the United States on Friday, October 10, 1919, after working as a driver for the Red Cross Ambulance Corps in France after the end of World War I. After spending nearly a year overseas, Walt—described by his daughter as “truly a Missourian”—settled in Kansas City, Missouri. Upon arriving back in the city where he lived from the ages of nine to fifteen, Walt wondered about his future, asking himself, with regard to two lifelong interests, “[W]as I going to be an actor or an artist?”

Walt “decided on art because it was easier to get a job.” After being turned down for a position at the Kansas City Star, Walt learned from his older brother about an art apprenticeship. Roy Disney, twenty-six, a Navy veteran of the war, was a clerk at the First National Bank in downtown Kansas City. The bank, a large, imposing, high-ceilinged marble building with columns inside and out, was located towards the north part of downtown, just south of the Missouri River. Roy heard about the apprenticeship at work. A bank colleague told Roy: “I have two friends named Pessman [sic] and Rubin. They run an art shop for the Gray Advertising Company. The other night they mentioned that they need an apprentice.”

Louis A. Pesmen, twenty-seven, was born in Russia and came to the United States when he was about eight years old. His family settled in Kansas City, where he returned after serving in the Army in World War I. Like his father, Pesmen was an artist, and he worked elsewhere in Kansas City before working with Rubin at Gray Advertising. Pesmen had light brown hair and light blue eyes, and one relative remembers him as “a man of medium height, slender, serious demeanor, and somewhat imperious in nature.” Another recalls that Pesmen was “meticulously groomed . . . . [and] always wore beautiful silk bowties, and had a carefully-trimmed mustache.”

By the fall of 1919, Pesmen had been married for several months and was a partner in what he later called the “Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio,” although he seems to have been the only source for that name. Pesmen-Rubin appears to have been a captive studio within the Gray Advertising Company, which was located in the two-story Gray Building at 14th and Oak Streets in Kansas City. Pesmen also taught evening classes at the Kansas City Fine Arts Institute.

Pesmen’s partner was twenty-four-year-old Bill Rubin, who, with his wife, Edith, lived two blocks from Lou and Reba Pesmen on East 28th Street. Rubin was of medium height and build with black hair and blue eyes. The son of a Russian-born insurance solicitor, Rubin was a self-employed commercial artist and worked in the Gray Building prior to going into business with Pesmen.

Pesmen and Rubin produced artwork for such Gray clients as farm supply and machine companies and local theaters. When Walt heard of the opening at Gray Advertising, he went to the Gray Building and spoke with Pesmen and Rubin. Walt struck Pesmen as a “quiet, polite young man” and stood out in Pesmen’s memory because he’d neglected to bring his portfolio with him and, according to Pesmen, “[w]henever an artist goes job hunting, he carries a portfolio of samples[.]” Both Pesmen and Rubin liked the seventeen-year-old’s manner and asked to see samples. Walt later returned with “all these corny [cartoons] I’d done in France about the fellows finding cooties,” which Pesmen thought were “good quality” drawings. He and Rubin decided to give Walt a job but determine his salary after a one-week trial period.

During that week, Walt “worked at this drawing board and during the day I never left it.” If he “had to go to the toilet I just held it until noon.” Pesmen and Rubin assessed Walt’s work and concluded, “He’s good.”

Walt, however, was less confident in his future at Gray Advertising. By the end of the week, Walt “thought I was going to get fired.” To his surprise, Pesmen and Rubin offered him a job at a salary of $50 a month. Pesmen recalled Walt responded to the offer with “‘That’ll do fine,’ . . . in his pleasant, soft-spoken manner, without looking up from his work.” But despite his cool outward demeanor, Walt—who had hoped for even half that salary—thought the pay was “magnificent” and was so thrilled with Rubin’s offer that he “could have kissed him!”

Since “[m]ost of the work done by this advertising concern was for farm journals[,]” Walt’s job

consisted of pencilling drawings for ads of egg-laying mash, salt blocks for cattle, farm equipment and so on. . . . I drew hens sitting on nests with baskets overflowing with eggs, hens hatching out dollars and various things of this order to show the results of feeding hens the egg-laying mash. I also sketched cattle enjoying the salt blocks, and happy farmers showing pride in their up-to-date equipment.

Walt also created the stencils used by artists for work made with an airbrush.

Walt got more than art experience at Gray’s. “About that time,” Walt later recalled, “I made the acquaintance of Ubbe Iwwerks, a young apprentice artist” who also worked for Pesmen and Rubin and became Walt’s friend and future partner. Ubbe Eert Iwwerks, eighteen, started at Gray’s the month before Walt did. Prior to that, Ubbe had left high school and spent a year or two working on a farm in Scotland, Arizona. Ubbe returned to Kansas City in September 1919.

According to Ubbe’s granddaughter, Ubbe’s job at Gray’s did not please his mother, the former Laura May Wagner, forty-four, who was not optimistic about an art career for her son. Laura Iwwerks was the third wife of Iwwerks’ father, sixty-three-year-old Eert Ubben Iwwerks, a German-born barber whom the family believed left Laura for another woman when Ubbe was in the ninth grade. A short time after Ubbe worked for Pesmen and Rubin, however, he appeared to be living in a house on Landis Court with both his mother and his father (who by then had stopped cutting hair and was trying his hand as a studio photographer).

Lou Pesmen recalled that he and Bill Rubin hired Ubbe because he was “a fantastic lettering man[.]” They paid Ubbe $60 a month, $10 a month more than they paid Walt. While Ubbe and Walt had many things in common, they were polar opposites in personality; Walt was an outgoing salesman, and Ubbe was shy.

An anecdote from this period, though, has the two playing against type: Ubbe recalled that, soon after meeting Walt, Ubbe played poker with other studio artists while Walt worked diligently at his desk, practicing variations of his name and signature. Whether or not this vignette occurred, it certainly is plausible; Walt experimented with variations of his name as early as the ninth grade, when he was a member of the art staff of The Voice, the monthly magazine of Chicago’s McKinley High School, alternating between signing his cartoons as Walter Disney, W. E. Disney, and Walt Disney.

At Gray’s, Walt’s “rough pencil sketches were completely redrawn by my bosses,” but this did not seem to bother him. Even though “[f]ew of my drawings actually were used” by Pesmen and Rubin, Walt “felt I was making a great success.” Pesmen assigned Walt to do layout work for an ad for the Carey Salt Company, a Gray client that made salt blocks for farm animals. Pesmen made changes to the layout and wondered if Walt would be offended since Pesmen knew that young artists were “sensitive to constructive criticis[m].” Pesmen was surprised to find that Walt did not fit this mold; Pesmen’s revisions were “all right with [Walt]” who “in fact, encouraged” such criticism.

Walt’s apprenticeship at Gray Advertising was important to his career not only because it introduced him to Ubbe, but also because it exposed him to a client who would later screen the first Disney cartoon. Among Lou Pesmen’s accounts was Frank L. Newman, twenty-nine, the owner of several Kansas City theaters, including its downtown flagship, the Newman Theatre, located in the 1100 block of Main Street. The Newman Theatre—marketed in the Kansas City Star as “The Dominant Theater”—opened in June, 1919. Frank Newman spared no expense in making the Newman his most lavish theater; it cost $400,000 and featured hand-painted murals, Grecian figures, and Italian tapestries. Pesmen designed the cover of the weekly Newman Theatres Magazine, and assigned Walt to work on the Newman account.

For one issue, Walt worked on a cover illustration that shows a stage proscenium and curtain with the magazine’s title at center stage. Above the title is an insert illustration of the front façade of the theater. For another issue, Pesmen created a cover that incorporated the elephant that was seen in an electric sign hanging over a Newman theater marquee. After Pesmen completed the layout, he asked Walt to “go ahead with the finished art.” Walt asked if he should also work on the back cover, which featured a donut ad. Pesmen replied, “No, just one [cover] at a time.” Later that day, Walt’s “familiar grin . . . like the ‘cat that swallowed the canary’” told Pesmen that Walt was up to something. Walt not only altered Pesmen’s front cover by giving the elephant a smile, he completed the back cover and donut ad as well. Pesmen, though, felt that “[n]o apologies were necessary. The job was OK.”

Walt also worked on a Newman ad for a Gloria Swanson movie that premiered in Kansas City on November 23, 1919, and ran for over two weeks. “I was asked to do some layouts on an important new account,” he recalled, “a motion picture produced by Cecil B. DeMille titled ‘Male and Female.’” But, “all I had to work with was a standing photo of the stars, Gloria Swanson and Thomas Meighan. Well, I thought it would make a better ad if they were lying down, and that’s how I drew them.”

Walt spent approximately six weeks at Gray’s, working on drawings and stencils for farm equipment and theater clients “until early in December [1919,] when I was fired.” By some accounts, Walt’s apprenticeship was always envisioned as a short-term position, one that was designed to help Pesmen and Rubin produce the large amount of artwork needed for their clients’ holiday season catalogues. The Pesmen family, however, recalls that it was the loss of a large tractor account that required the studio to let Walt go.

If Walt was upset about being let go by Pesmen and Rubin, that reaction has not been recorded, and Walt’s comments about his experience working at Gray’s were positive. “When you go to art school you work for perfection,” Walt said. “But in a commercial art shop you cut things out, and paste things over, and scratch around with a razor blade. I’d never done any of those things in art school. Those are time-saving tricks.” At Gray Advertising, Walt met Ubbe Iwwerks and worked on projects for Frank Newman, but he also learned the “tricks of the commercial trade[.]” “That’s what I learned in [those] six weeks,” he said.

Ubbe remained on the staff at Gray’s in December of 1919 while Walt looked for new employment. “To tide me over the holidays,” Walt said later, “I got a job carrying mail during the Christmas rush. New Year’s Day 1920 found me out of a job again.” Walt contemplated opening his own ad agency, and was “feeling well qualified after my brief experience with the Gray Advertising Company.”

At the same time, he still thought about being a cartoonist, and was impressed by cartoonists’ income. He thought that “fate was against letting me be a successful cartoonist [ . . . . but g]osh, how I used to envy the guys who were knocking out what looked like big jack in those days and I wondered if I could ever reach the top.” With his dual interests, it was not surprising that, when a federal census enumerator visited the Disney home at 3028 Bellefontaine Avenue, southeast of downtown Kansas City, on Wednesday, January 7, 1920, Walt said he was both a commercial artist and a cartoonist.

Within weeks of the census, Ubbe was let go by Pesmen and Rubin and complained to Walt that he too was “out of a job.” Walt replied, “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go into business together.” Ubbe’s reaction told Walt that Ubbe “couldn’t quite fathom that,” but he agreed, and Iwwerks-Disney—what Walt called “a little commercial art shop”—was born.

To finance Iwwerks-Disney, so named because the pair, now both eighteen, thought Disney-Iwwerks “sounded like an optical firm or something,” Walt used a portion of the savings he brought home from France. Walt wrote to his mother in Chicago (Walt’s parents lived in Chicago at the time, but still owned the family home in Kansas City), “Please send me the $500 I left with you,” and she wrote back, “Your father and I want to know what you want to do with it.” He responded, “[I]t’s my money. I’m going into business.” His parents forwarded about half of his savings. Walt promptly spent the money on the supplies needed to launch Iwwerks-Disney, including drawing boards, an airbrush, and a tank of compressed air.

Walt and Ubbe could not afford to rent office space for their agency, but one of the company’s first jobs led to what might be called Walt’s very first studio—an unused bathroom in the headquarters of the National Restaurant Association. The secretary of the National Restaurant Association was thirty-year-old Alvin Buell Carder, who published, through the Carder Martin Publishing Company, an Association publication called the Restaurant News. Both the National Restaurant Association and the Restaurant News had offices in Suite 207 of the Mutual Building, located at the southeast corner of 13th and Oak Streets, one block from the Gray offices.

Carder’s parents, Joseph and Grace Carder, lived at 3026 Bellefontaine Avenue and were next-door neighbors of the Disney family, which had lived at 3028 Bellefontaine since 1914. Joe Carder had been a produce merchant when he moved his wife and six children from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Kansas City in 1907. The Carders moved to Bellefontaine sometime after 1910, but by then Alvin Carder no longer lived with his parents. By mid-1917, Alvin, now a tall, medium-built twenty-seven-year-old with blue eyes and light brown hair, had his own printing business—Carder Menu Services—in Suite 201 of the Graphic Arts Building. Alvin was married and lived with his wife and two young children on East 37th Street.

Walt’s initial overture to Alvin Carder was not for office space but to hire Iwwerks-Disney to create artwork for the Restaurant News. The publication had no need for outside artists; however, when Walt offered art services in exchange for desk space, Carder agreed to hire Walt and Ubbe to do Restaurant News artwork in exchange for $10 a week and office space. Walt and Ubbe were assigned desks located in a bathroom, complete with toilet and sink.

In addition to Restaurant News artwork, Iwwerks-Disney “managed to pick up a few odd jobs which enabled me to keep a little spending money in my pocket,” recalled Walt. Walt did the marketing and cartooning while Ubbe did lettering and drawing. They called on local printers to expand their client base, offering to design such things as letterheads and theater ads.

One printer hired Iwwerks-Disney to draw an ad for the sale of oil wells. “The firm that was selling the oil wells told us to draw them the way they would look when the oil came in,” Walt recalled. “You should have seen the amount of oil we got into those drawings.” Ubbe’s granddaughter, perhaps referring to the same project, wrote that one of Iwwerks-Disney’s “early project[s] was creating the cover for an oil company’s promotional prospectus,” resulting in Ubbe’s illustration of “an oil well that gushed $20 bills.”

Another Bellefontaine neighbor led to additional work for Iwwerks-Disney. After his family moved to the Bellefontaine house six years earlier, Walt Disney befriended “school chum” Walter Pfeiffer, whose family lived three houses away at 3022 Bellefontaine. Like Disney’s parents, Walter’s had moved to Kansas City from Chicago, where John Pfeiffer was a harness maker. In Kansas City, John became the General Secretary and Treasurer of the United Leather Workers International Union. He and his German-born wife Clara also had two daughters who were older than their son, and Disney often spent his free time at the Pfeiffer house.

Walt Pfeiffer recounted that Walt Disney “was always welcome at our house and he was one of the family and we always looked on him as that.” Pfeiffer felt that Clara was like a “second mother” to Disney. Disney’s daughter later recalled that Walt “felt so happy” in the Pfeiffer home, saying, “He loved being with them. They had a warmth that I think his family lacked.”

The Pfeiffers also supported the two Walters’ interest in show business. “I had started out to be an actor,” recalled Disney, and Pfeiffer “had stage ambitions, too.” Together, Disney and Pfeiffer “got up a vaudeville skit” that “wowed the kids, so [we] thought we were great stuff.”

“[Pfeiffer’s] father,” said Disney, “coached us and his sister played the piano while we sang.” Disney and Pfeiffer billed themselves as “The Two Walts,” and the act, which appeared at local amateur theater nights and featured Disney’s impersonation of Charlie Chaplin, “won several prizes,” according to Disney (although he also claimed they “got the hook the first night!”).

By the time Disney and Iwwerks were trying to get their studio off the ground in 1920, the Pfeiffers had moved from Bellefontaine Avenue, but John Pfeiffer, then forty-nine, was still the General Secretary of the leather workers’ union, and he used his union ties to get Iwwerks-Disney a project. Walt and Ubbe drafted the letterhead for the Leather Workers Journal and created the cover for its February 1920 issue, which featured the journal’s title inside a hanging animal hide surrounded by saddles, suitcases, and other leather goods. The work Iwwerks-Disney obtained from Walt’s Bellefontaine connections, among others, allowed the pair to earn more in their first month in business than their combined monthly salaries at Gray. “The first month [of Iwwerks-Disney,] we made a total of $125, which we thought wasn’t bad,” said Walt.

The two eighteen-year-olds were encouraged enough by Iwwerks-Disney’s initial success that they decided to move out of the Restaurant News office and into their own space at the Railway Exchange Building nine blocks away. The Exchange was on the southeast corner of 7th and Walnut Avenues and its eight floors housed various insurance and railway companies. How long Walt and Ubbe would have flourished there as commercial artists is unknown, as the pair came across a Kansas City Star “help wanted” ad soon after they opened Iwwerks-Disney. Though that advertisement led to Iwwerks-Disney’s quick demise, it also introduced Walt Disney to a form of filmmaking called animation.

[image: Image]

Throughout his career, Walt associated his start in animation with the two years he spent at the Kansas City Film Ad Service, a company that made slide and film advertisements for movie theaters. “I started, actually, to make my first animated cartoons in 1920,” Walt recalled. “It was with the slide company that I got my start in the animated-cartoon game.” Walt joined the firm, then called the Kansas City Slide Company, after he and Ubbe saw a Slide Company “help wanted” ad in the Kansas City Star “Help Wanted—Male” section of the classifieds: “Artist, Cartoon and Wash Drawings; First Class Man Wanted; Steady. K. C. Slide Co., 1015 Central.” The ad ran from Thursday, January 29, 1920, through Saturday, January 31.

Walt and Ubbe hoped the Slide Company’s need for a cartoonist might be an opening for Iwwerks-Disney. In the “second month [of Iwwerks-Disney, when business] was not so good,” Walt called on the Slide Company’s president, Arthur Vern Cauger, and suggested his cartooning needs could be met by Iwwerks-Disney. Cauger had no interest in outsourcing the work, but he liked Walt and offered him the cartoonist position instead. Walt recognized that, “[i]n some manner I impressed the boss, A. V. Cauger, that I had possibilities as a cartoonist and he offered to hire me at $35 a week,” or almost triple his Gray Advertising salary, and over double his monthly take at Iwwerks-Disney. Walt said the offer “nearly floored me.”

Walt told a reporter almost twenty years later, “I knew I wasn’t worth [the salary offered by Cauger], but I decided to try it.” Walt accepted the position after Ubbe encouraged him to do so. Ubbe’s granddaughter wrote that Ubbe and Walt decided that Walt would work for Cauger while Ubbe would run Iwwerks-Disney. That Ubbe followed Walt to the Slide Company within weeks raises the possibility that Walt accepted Cauger’s offer to get a foot in the Slide Company door for both of them. Regardless, in February 1920, Walt “turned what there was of the commercial art business over to Iwwerks and went to work for the slide company.”

The Kansas City Slide Company made “Slides and Animated Cartoon Films for Moving Picture Theatre Advertising,” and was located at 1015–1017 Central Street, about a half-mile southeast of Iwwerks-Disney’s Railway Exchange office. The forty-one-year-old Cauger oversaw twenty employees and a million dollars in sales. He had previously been a theater exhibitor in Illinois and Missouri. According to his son, as an exhibitor Cauger “would get the local merchants, such as the local milk or bread company, to buy advertising on the theater screen.” Cauger “got so much response that he began to think that this was the business he ought to be in.”

In 1910, Cauger moved to Independence, Missouri, and opened the Slide Company on Grand Avenue in nearby downtown Kansas City. A few years later, he moved the company to the Central Avenue location where Walt was hired. By that time, he also bought a house on Bellefontaine Avenue approximately four blocks from the Disney home, presumably to avoid having to make the fifteen-mile commute to his home in Independence each day.

The Slide Company artists drew theater advertisements on glass plates or cards that were photographed. They also made filmed ads, both live and animated, which were becoming commonplace in the industry. Walt was assigned to work on animated ads.

“Of course,” said Walt, “they were very crude things then and I used . . . oh sort of little puppet things. . . . I used to make little cut-away things and joints were pinned and we’d put them under the camera and we’d maneuver them and we’d make him do things.” The cut-out figures had tacked joints applied by a rivet gun. They were pinned to sheets of paper and photographed—then the joints were moved, and the figure was photographed again.

For other animated film ads, Walt explained, the Slide Company photographed the action in reverse:

I’d start with a big card covered with neatly lettered advertising copy. I’d hold it before a camera for the length of time it would be seen on the screen at the end of the ad. After that, using the stop-camera process, I began to cut those letters out and move them around until, in the finished film, they seemed to come flying in to gather in orderly sequence on the screen. . . . If I wanted to emphasize a telephone number, I’d have that number march on the screen on little legs, one numeral at a time. Then one number would land in the wrong place and it would have to scurry around until it found its rightful position in relation to the other numbers.

While Walt learned how to create animated ads, Ubbe struggled to keep Iwwerks-Disney afloat. Walt thought the problem was that Ubbe was a recalcitrant salesman. Walt, perhaps referring to Al Carder or John Pfeiffer, recalled that, “the few customers I had would call [Ubbe]—he would just sit there [because] he couldn’t give the old sales pitch.” Once Walt had been at the Slide Company for a few weeks, Ubbe asked to join him. Walt’s memory that “[t]wo months [after starting at the Slide Company,] I was able to obtain a job for Iwwerks at the place” suggests Ubbe started at the Slide Company in April 1920. Ubbe, however, recalled joining the company in March. Ubbe was no doubt relieved to move on from Iwwerks-Disney, but Walt noted that Ubbe was frustrated to learn he would be paid less at the Slide Company than Walt was.

Not long after Walt started at the Slide Company, its office moved to 2449–2451 Charlotte Street in the city’s hospital district southeast of downtown. Walt took to his responsibilities at the company, writing to a Red Cross friend in May 1920: “I got a fine job here in K.C. and I’m going to stick with it. I draw cartoons for the moving pictures—advertiser films—. . . and the work is interesting.”

Walt and his colleagues created the art and copy work for such advertisers as a clothier, a furniture company, an automobile canvas roof dealer, and several banks. Slide Company ads from this timeframe included one for a bed company with the tag line, “Our salesman stands beside every bed we sell!” and a laundromat ad that joked, “Don’t kill your wife. Let us do the dirty work.” Walt found the advertising copy “a little stiff” and frequently suggested improvements.

He explained that, “[Y]ou had to think up little gags, little catch things, you know. So I had this spanking, shining car drive in and I had a character on the street. He hailed the driver and he says, ‘Hi, old top, new car?’ and the guy in the car says, ‘No[,] old car, new top.’”

He was asked to work on a hat company ad, and skirted his inability as a portrait artist by making cartoon faces under the hats. Cauger liked the result. For a thrift company ad, Walt wrote, “You’ll never get anywhere until you get on the right savings track,” and drew a cow being chased down railroad tracks by a train. His other bank ads showed a man running hard on a treadmill with the caption, “You’ll never get anywhere if you don’t SAVE!” and a man on a raft navigating a river with the caption, “You can’t drift through your life.”

While they honed their cartooning and copy writing skills, Walt and Ubbe befriended several other young Slide Company employees. One was George E. “Jimmy” Lowerre, a twenty-six-year-old Kansas native who lived with his widowed mother, older brother, and sister-in-law and described himself as a film salesman and photographer. As one of the Slide Company cameramen, Jimmy let Walt and Ubbe run the camera and showed them how stop-motion photography worked.

Another colleague was William McAtee Lyon, known as “Red” (although he signed his letters to his mother, “Mac”), also twenty-six and born and raised in Illinois. Red’s father was a schoolteacher and farmer in Ashton, Illinois, before moving his family to Chicago, where he worked as a publishing house proofreader. By 1920, just before he started at the Slide Company, Red lived with his now-widowed mother in Moline Ward, Illinois, and worked out of the home as a photographer. Within a year, Red moved to Kansas City and worked at the Slide Company, where he supposedly impressed Walt with the claim he had once been a cameraman in Hollywood.

Around 1921 Cauger changed the name of the company to the Kansas City Film Ad Service. That same year, nineteen-year-old cartoonist Fred C. Harman, Jr. joined the Film Ad team of Show Card and Title Men—the cartoon animators and cameramen—of which Walt and Ubbe were a part. Harman had previously been a clerk at a Kansas City title company, but he spent his formative years in the “busty frontier town” of Pagosa Springs, Colorado.

Fred’s father, Fred, Sr., was born in Missouri (Fred, Jr. called him a “Missouri farm boy turned lawyer”), but he spent a number of years homesteading in Colorado when his children were young. Fred, Jr.’s love of drawing came from a “heap of self learning . . . stimulated by hand-drawn ads in mail order catalogs whose voluminous pages I would copy through to the saddle and harness section.” In Pagosa, said Fred, Jr., “Long winter nights found me and my two little brothers [Hugh and Walker] at the round dining table forever trying to draw pictures.” Hugh Harman confirmed that “All of us started drawing; we’d copy drawings, we’d copy covers of magazines. So we developed a capacity for draftsmanship.” Finally, said Fred, “Someone sent a drawing of mine to the St. Joseph, Missouri, News-Press for a Saturday edition contest for young hopefuls. Mine was printed. Six years old and I was on my way.”

The Harmans moved to Kansas City when Fred, Jr. was fourteen years old. City directories and census records from this period indicate that Fred’s father, at various times, managed a collections department and was an adjustor with a law office. After serving in the Missouri Home Guard in World War I, Fred, Jr. spent summers working at the family ranch in Colorado and winters in Kansas City. One year, Fred worked as a pressman’s helper at the Kansas City Star, where between runs he would “go up to the art department where for the first time I saw artists drawing for money.” He was “mighty impressed” with their hand-drawn pen and ink artwork, and “swore that someday I would get that easy money[.]”

One winter, Fred returned to Kansas City determined to “find that warm seat at a drawing board. Luck was with me as I soon hired out to the Kansas City Film[ Ad] Company at thirty dollars per week! Man, but I had hit the jackpot. I was in the money.” A photograph from 1921 or 1922 shows what the Film Ad Service was like when Walt, Ubbe, and Fred worked there.

One studio room consisted of glass windows on one side, and three rows of tables. Nine people, including James Edward MacLachlan—the “Art Boss,” as Fred called him—are seen in the photograph sitting at the tables. Walt (wearing a visor) and Fred, each with pipes, sit in the back row and work at their drawing boards. Ubbe sits in the middle row, alongside MacLachlan and two female employees. The woman to Ubbe’s left is MacLachlan’s daughter, Marjorie, who was seventeen or eighteen and was an artist and card writer at Film Ad for several years.

MacLachlan, a forty-one-year-old father of five when Walt started at the company, described himself as an “artist” in the “moving pictures” business. A tall Canada native with a medium-sized frame, brown hair, and gray eyes, MacLachlan had lost his right leg below the knee. MacLachlan had worked for Cauger since at least 1917, and Walt felt that MacLachlan “was kind of sore” at him because Walt was “a little too inquisitive and maybe a little too curious[.]” Walt also thought MacLachlan “felt the boss paid me too much.”

After working for Film Ad for a year, Fred got a raise to $40 a week, and he recalled that Walt did, too. The young artists earned enough to buy nice clothes and eat in good restaurants. Walt was supposedly well-liked by the women who worked at Film Ad, and dated a few of them. During this period, he attended the Kansas City Artists Ball dressed as a cowboy.

A picture of Walt, Ubbe, and Fred, believed to be taken in 1921, shows that Fred was most dapper of this well-dressed threesome. Fred, at nineteen two months younger than Walt, is seen in this photograph with his hands in his pocket, wearing a hat with a brim, a three-piece suit with a pocket watch chain attached to his vest, leather shoes, and a trench coat. Ubbe, who is probably twenty in the photo, has his hair slicked back and wears a tie and a vest. His hands are in the pockets of his knicker-like pants, which are tucked inside his tall leather boots. The nineteen-year-old Walt wears a cap, a dark three-piece suit, and leather shoes.

Over time, Walt, explaining that he “doubled in brass,” began appearing in some Film Ad’s filmed advertisements, playing a mechanic or salesman. Once, when an automobile crashed in front of the Film Ad building, a cameraman grabbed Walt and took him to the scene. Walt played a dazed accident victim in footage that became an ad for an insurance company.

Walt eventually wrote and filmed his own ads. He remembered being frustrated that he “would plan things with my drawings and I couldn’t get those guys [at Film Ad] to do it. . . . The cameramen weren’t doing half of what you prepared.”

Like Walt, Ubbe did some acting at Film Ad. According to his granddaughter, Ubbe also modified the stop-motion process that Jimmy Lowerre showed them so that it no longer required both a cameraman, who turned the camera crank, and a second person, who replaced the drawings under the camera. “Tinkering with the camera during his off-hours,” Iwwerks’ granddaughter wrote:

Ubbe came up with a solution to the problems of the manual-cranking process. He devised a motor drive with a telegraph-key switch that would automatically turn the crank on the camera, creating a consistent exposure. This allowed one person to perform the entire task while seated in front of the animation table. Ubbe had just streamlined a key part of A. Vern Cauger’s production line.

Walt’s and Ubbe’s love of animation took root during their time at Film Ad, and as they became more and more intrigued by it, they looked outside of work to increase their knowledge and hone their animation skills. They spent their free time going to the movies and devoured a seminal book on animation from the Kansas City Public Library, E. G. Lutz’s 1920 book, Animated Cartoons: How They Are Made, Their Origin and Development.

Said Walt about Lutz’s book, “Now, it was not very profound; it was just something the guy had put together to make a buck. But, still, there are ideas in there” and, Walt claimed, “I gained my first information on animation” from it. Referring to Lutz’s book, Walt recalled that “there was only this one book in the library,” but he checked out other art books as well, joking that “any book that offered information on drawing was likely to be found listed on my card, and over-due books were the chief reason for my usually depleted bank account.”

In addition, Ubbe showed Walt Animals in Locomotion by Eadweard Muy-bridge, which the Kansas City Public Library had obtained in 1917. The book consists of frame-by-frame photograph sequences of humans and animals engaged in various activities such as walking, running, jumping, and swinging a baseball bat. Walt had photostats of the Muybridge sequences made, and they helped him “get the phases of action” necessary to animate motion. Walt was fascinated by “the mechanics of the whole thing,” and said, “The trick of making things move on film is what got me.” He and Ubbe frequented the Kansas City Art Institute, and Walt pressed a former Film Ad employee for information about animation when that employee visited Kansas City.

The result of Walt’s and Ubbe’s preoccupation with animation and their outside study of it was that, as Walt recalled, “[W]e started doing it a different way.” While experimenting with cut-outs, Walt “would bend an elbow so that the viewer couldn’t see where it was being bent and he’d make joints that looked like natural creases in cut-out bodies.” Walt eventually adopted Lutz’s ideas about using drawings rather than cut-outs with joints to show movement. Thus, he focused on what he called “[n]ew tricks and phases of action” that “[Film Ad staffers] hadn’t done,” although he stated that, “I didn’t invent [the new technique]. . . . I got it out of [the Lutz] book at the library.” Walt’s brother Roy recalled that Walt’s and Ubbe’ innovations led to their continued success at Film Ad:

Walt and Ubbe made a great team together [at Film Ad] because Ubbe was not only a good artist but a kind of a mechanical genius, too. They just worked it out together, and . . . they upgraded [Cauger’s] business with new methods, better methods and came up with better stuff. That’s why the old man liked them very much.

Nevertheless, Cauger rejected Walt’s efforts to refine Film Ad’s animation process. “We made a few things for him[ the new way], but he never went for it too much,” Walt said. “He just didn’t want to do it.” But Cauger did not prevent Walt from continuing to experiment, going so far as to allow Walt to take home a mahogany box camera with a hand crank that Walt noticed at Film Ad. At first, Cauger resisted. “He kept saying, ‘What are you going to do with it?’” according to Walt, although Cauger must have known the answer, since he repeatedly told his own children that “Walt wanted to experiment on his own.”

“[M]y boss,” summed up Walt, “let me take home an old camera. I set it up in an unused garage and began experimenting in my spare time.” Thus, Cauger’s loaned camera enabled Walt to, for the first time, animate his own cartoons.

[image: Image]

In early 1921, after a year at Film Ad, nineteen-year-old Walt Disney began what he called “[m]y home experimenting,” using the garage of his family home at 3028 Bellefontaine to create his own cartoons. Roy Disney said that their father, Elias, built the garage “for income. . . . So he gets the garage started and was talking about renting it and Walt said, ‘You’ve got a customer. It’s rented.’” Walt told an interviewer he rented the small cement-block structure for $5 a month.

With Roy’s help, Walt built a stand for Cauger’s camera and mounted incandescent lights on boxes, testing them until Walt was satisfied with the exposure. Roy recalled that Walt “set up a cartoon shop in there. He’d come home long after everyone else was in bed and be out there still puttering away, working, experimenting, trying this and that. That’s when he’d borrow Cauger’s equipment, bring it out, use it at night.” Walt’s younger sister Ruth explained that “He’d be out there till way late at night with the light on and we didn’t exactly pay too much attention to what he was doing[.]” “[T]hat was Walt all the time,” said Roy, “driving himself frantic, day and night.”

Referring to the advancements made beyond the cut-out models employed at Film Ad, Walt said he “wanted to experiment with this other method, which is the method that was then being employed by the theatrical cartoonists.” He created his own logo, which was a cartoon self-portrait. It showed a young man in a vest, bow tie, polka-dotted pants, and spats, with a pencil tucked behind an ear sitting at a drawing board as discarded papers float to the ground. Tying together his commercial art, film ad, and cartooning experience, Walt’s caption stated: “Walt. Disney, Cartoonist, Comic Cartoons, Advertising Cartoons, Animated Motion Picture Cartoons, 3028 Bellefontaine, Kansas City, Missouri.”

While toiling in the garage, Walt’s focus was on animated cartoons. “I had some ideas,” he said. “One was to do a sort of animated cartoon commentary on local topics for the Kansas City screen.” One issue that caught his attention was a reorganization of the Kansas City police department to eliminate political patronage from the ranks.

By February 1921, the Kansas City Star was reporting on “the first shake-up in reorganization of the police department.” Six officers, including the chief of police and the head of detectives, were transferred to different positions. “It’s for the good of the service,” explained the chief. “We want new blood in some important places.” According to the Star, these reassignments were the “forerunners of a general constructive shake-up to be made by the new commissioners” who determined that a few dozen “politically created” “‘chair warming’” jobs would be eliminated, especially where, as in the Nineteenth District, “many politically protected ‘joints’ and resorts” were harbored.

Walt decided to lampoon the police shake-up and made a twenty-three-second cartoon showing several policemen entering the Kansas City police department. After the building shakes and vibrates, defrocked policemen are thrown out onto the street as the words “Your [sic] fired” appear. Finally, a man follows them out of the building and hangs up a sign reading “Cops Wanted.”

Walt animated other current events cartoons in his father’s garage, but used a different style of animation to do so. Unlike the “police shake-up” cartoon, these other cartoons were created in the “lightning sketch” style, in which a hand holding a pen on screen draws the cartoon in a sped-up manner. Walt explained, “It wasn’t really my hand[ on screen]. . . . I couldn’t get my hand under the camera. But I had a photograph made of my hand holding a pen, and I rephotographed that photograph so that on the screen there was an illusion of my hand doing the sketching.”

One of Walt’s lightning sketch cartoons dealt with Kansas City’s slow streetcar service. Walt’s former boss Lou Pesmen explained, “There was a street-car problem in Kansas City at that time—the cars were not running often enough[.]” Walt animated a daisy growing on a woman’s leg during her long wait for the streetcar. “[B]y the time the street-car arrived,” wrote Pesmen, “she was surrounded with flowers.” Walt also showed a young man waiting, and “growing into an old man with a long, white beard before the street-car arrived.”

Walt also made at least three other lightning sketch cartoons during this period, and they addressed such topics as crime in Kansas City, the latest ladies’ fashions, and the state of disrepair of Kansas City streets. The crime cartoon is thirty seconds in length and bears the caption, “Cleaning Up!!?” It shows a masked burglar named “Crime” being kicked out of Kansas City. The tag line reads, “Get Out + Stay Out!”

The fashion cartoon is fifty-one seconds long and its title card reads:

Kansas City Girls are rolling their own now—
Ladies stockings come so high now
they have to roll them down at the top————
(As seen on Petticoat Lane).

The lightning sketch shows a dry goods storefront window featuring leg and feet mannequins with dark hose and shoes, and head and chest mannequins with camisoles. Signs in the window read, “Waist Special,” “Hose Special,” and “Waists Special To-Day.”

The last of these cartoons is twenty-five seconds long and its caption asks, “Did You Ever Take A Ride Over Kansas City Streets ‘In A Fliver[?]’” The lightning sketch illustrates a car and its two occupants bouncing around a Kansas City street filled with potholes.

At some point Walt also filmed a live-action introduction to one or more of the animated segments. In the scene Walt plays an artist at his drawing board contemplating what to draw. This sequence is ten seconds and shows Walt in a tie, vest, and visor, and behind him on the wall are his cartoonist logo and other illustrations. Walt reaches into his vest pocket for a match, lights his pipe, and scratches his head before beginning to draw. The idea, apparently, was to provide a transition to the first lightning sketch; the viewer would see Walt pick up his pen, and then—once the lightning sketch cartoon began—see what Walt drew.

It took Walt about a month to finish some of these projects, which he may have initially called Local Happenings. Walt’s “home experimenting” had “led to the making of my first animated cartoon,” he recalled, and he described a “200-foot film concerning various local incidents in Kansas City.” These films are significant, not only because they were the first Disney cartoons, but also because they were animated solely by Walt.

One of the friends Walt showed Local Happenings to was Lou Pesmen, who said he “laughed long and hard” at the film and suggested Walt take it to Pesmen’s client, Frank Newman, to see if Newman would run it in one of his theaters. Walt’s father told a reporter that Walt “named [his film] Newman’s [sic] ‘Laugh-O-Grams,’ without ever talking to [Newman]”—thus it appears that Walt renamed Local Happenings, made new titles for it, and edited it in order to try to sell it to Newman.

A surviving collection of these films (which may have been edited together years later) begins with a title card featuring Walt’s cartoonist logo beneath the words, “Newman Laugh-O-Grams” and above the words, “Produced Especially for Newman Theatre.” The live-action introduction featuring Walt preparing to draw is the film’s first scene, followed by the lightning sketch cartoons about crime, ladies fashion, and street disrepair (the cartoon about waiting for streetcars does not appear in the surviving film). After the lightning sketch cartoons, a title announces “Kansas City’s spring clean-up, Newman Laugh-O-Grams,” which introduces the last segment, the fully animated (i.e., non-lightning sketch) cartoon about the police shake-up. The entire film runs two minutes and twenty-five seconds.

Walt’s father remembered that, after putting the Newman name on his film, Walt “went down to [Newman to] sell it. With shaking knees he talked to the big theater man. Newman admired Walter’s nerve, liked his picture, and bought it for $150. He also ordered some more.” Walt himself told differing versions of how he sold his film to Newman. Years later, in a letter to Frank Newman, Walt noted that he dealt not with Newman but with Milton Feld, the manager of Newman’s Royal Theatre at 10th and Main (who had also managed the Newman Theatre, two blocks away at 12th and Main). “Of course,” wrote Walt, “all of my contacts at that time were through Milton Feld and I did not see much of you.”

Similarly, Walt told an interviewer that he took the film to Milton Feld, recalling that, “The fellow who was running the theater, Milton Feld . . . was very interested in it and he said, ‘Send that kid up to see me.’ So I was scared to death.” According to this version, Feld told Walt, “I like it, kid. . . . I can use one every week.” Yet in other interviews, Walt claimed that he “sold the film to Frank Newman, operator of the Newman Theatre, for $60 . . . . and I made a deal with Mr. Newman to make one film a week, cartooning local happenings[:]”

I was sitting behind [Newman] in the theater, just the two of us. I was nervous as a cat, wondering what he would think of it, when he whirled around and snapped, “I like it. Is it expensive?” I blurted out quickly, “No, sir; I can make it for thirty cents a foot.” He said, “It’s a deal; I’ll buy all you can make.” I went out walking on air, and it must have been an hour before I realized I had forgotten one small detail—the profit. Thirty cents a foot was exactly what it cost me to make it.

Thus, by this account, “Frank Newman, who owned three theaters in Kansas City, was the first—in a long line of showmen—who gave me a helping hand. He bought those early efforts of mine at 30 cents a foot.”

At the time Walt sold his cartoon to Newman, Newman’s theater program included a semi-regular newsreel feature called Newman News and Views, which the theater described as “[a] digest of the most important world events edited by the management from the leading film weeklies [and l]ocal subjects taken by the Newman Staff Cameramen[.]” Walt’s topical, satirical cartoons were a natural fit with News and Views. His Newman Laugh-O-Grams premiered as part of News and Views at the Newman Theatre on Sunday, March 20, 1921. Walt was nineteen years old at the time of his first movie premiere, and would not turn twenty for another nine months.

On the day of the Laugh-O-Grams debut, the Newman Theatre was showing a Constance Talmadge movie that it promoted as the “most delightful entertainment of her entire career.” According to Newman’s newspaper ad, Mamma’s Affair was “a Peppy Play of Fits and Starts[:]” “Eve got the apple—Mamma got pity—but when Connie learns woman’s pet trick—She shows them all up with a display of ‘nerves’ that rids her of a ready made romance and wins her a handsome husband[.]”

Mamma’s Affair ran seven times between 11:00 a.m. and 9:30 p.m. that day. A “Special Added Feature” consisting of a “Short Symphony Concert of Music By Kansas City Composers” would run before three of the showings, and the Newman Concert Orchestra, under Conductor Leo F. Forbstein and featuring local soprano Helen Taylor and “Pianiste” Richard R. Canterbury, was scheduled to play before four of the showings.

The first print reference to a Disney production appears at the very bottom of the Kansas City Star ad placed by the Newman Theatre on March 20. In small print the ad lists the five segments included in that day’s News and Views feature, including news of world events, local happenings such as a banquet, a ball, and a tournament—and (albeit misspelled) Disney’s cartoon:

In the News and Views This Week, Cub winners in basket ball tournament—$25.00 Irish Stew Banquet—Y.M.H.A. ball—Newman Laugh-a-Grams [sic]—World Events.

There appears to be no firsthand account of the Newman Laugh-O-Grams premiere, but Walt said, “The film created quite a little interest” and he was asked to provide weekly Laugh-O-Grams, which he did for several months.

Feld gave Walt various other assignments as well. For the Newman Theatres’ Anniversary Week, Feld asked him to animate the movie stars of upcoming films popping out of an anniversary cake. He also had Walt make cartoons concurrent with political campaigns and holidays. When Feld wanted a film to address the problem of audience members who read title cards out loud during showings, Walt animated his first named cartoon character, Professor Whosis, who dispensed of noisy movie patrons by whacking them with a mallet or pulling a lever that dropped down a chute out to the street.

Because Walt sold his cartoons to Newman at cost, the Newman Laugh-O-Grams and other Newman projects were not money-making ventures, and even then Walt had to work to “catch [Newman treasurer Gus Eyssell] to collect my 30 cents a foot.” “But,” said Walt, “I didn’t care” about the lack of profitability. “[Newman] was paying for my experiment.” While the Newman cartoons did not earn Walt a profit, they did earn him some local renown, and he basked in it. “I got to be a little celebrity in the thing,” he said, and he enjoyed being recognized and complimented by his friends, neighbors, former schoolmates, and even his current boss. Cauger’s son recalled that Cauger “was pleased with Walt’s success,” and borrowed the Newman Laugh-O-Grams to show Film Ad employees as well as potential clients.

By the middle of 1921, nineteen-year-old Walt, the “little celebrity,” had worked at Film Ad for almost eighteen months. He made $40 per week, and worked alongside friends like Ubbe Iwwerks, Fred Harman, and Red Lyon, who shared his passion for filmmaking and animation. He had a boss who not only approved of his work, but supported his outside animation pursuits as well. Those efforts resulted in a degree of early success and fame, earning Walt a standing arrangement with the theater owner whom Walt’s father called “[t]he big showman in Kansas City at that time[.]”

Considering the positive developments that had transpired since his return from France nearly two years earlier, Walt decided it was time to open his first film studio. Perhaps remembering how quickly his opportunity at Gray Advertising evaporated and how briefly Iwwerks-Disney flourished, Walt opted to hedge his bet and keep his day job. While he launched his very first movie studio, he would continue to work for Cauger at Film Ad, just as he had while creating cartoons for the Newman Theatre. Walt was ready to go out on his own, but not without a safety net—at least not yet.


Kaycee Studios 1921–1922

By the fall of 1921, Walt and his Film Ad friend and colleague Fred Harman decided to open a studio. They rented “this little shop” above a streetcar barn at 30th and Holmes Streets, and established what might have initially been called the Harman-Disney Studio. Walt and Fred continued working at Film Ad by day and spent their evenings at the studio. Their boss at Film Ad, Vern Cauger, claimed to have let Walt rent space in a vacant house a few steps up a hill from Film Ad, but the streetcar barn was not a few steps away; it was six blocks south and one block west of Film Ad’s address at 24th and Charlotte.

Fred remembered that he and Walt rented the office space “secretly,” but since Cauger loaned Walt a camera to use after hours—and enjoyed the success of Newman Laugh-O-Grams—it is likely Cauger had some idea of Walt and Fred’s enterprise. As for the office, Fred’s younger brother Hugh explained that the “little studio” above the car barn “shook as if there were an earthquake, all day long and all night long. It never stopped. . . . But it was a great place. Dinky little rooms; you could put two or three of them in this room. But it was nice, and so clean; their little desks, and animating desks, too. Everything about their place was shipshape, always.”

With savings from Film Ad, Walt and Fred purchased a Universal movie camera and tripod for $300. Fred later wrote he and Walt had their sights set “for long-range money and fame,” and their plan was to make a film and then attract business based on the strength of that first film. Hugh Harman confirmed that Walt and Fred “were moonlighting [from Film Ad], they had their own studio on the side, and they were determined they were going to quit as [Film Ad] employees and become their own Paul Terrys[, a noted animator at that time].”

Walt and Fred’s first cartoon was titled The Little Artist, in which an artist’s easel comes to life. Hugh recalled that Walt and Fred “would come [to Kaycee] after their day’s employment [at Film Ad] was over, after having a quick bite, they’d go to work at their studio.” They would “work all night” and it took them “months and months” to complete The Little Artist. Hugh did not “know when [Walt and Fred] slept” (although when they did sleep, it was at the Elsmere Hotel, six blocks away, where Fred, Hugh, their younger brother, Walker, and a fourth roommate lived; Walt frequently slept in the Harmans’ room). In The Little Artist, said Hugh, “an artist, a cute little fellow, [was] standing at his easel, and he was making a picture, and as I recall it came to life on his easel, and they had a little play back and forth.”

Walt and Fred also tried to sell the Kansas City Journal, the morning version of a local daily newspaper, on a companion newsreel segment called the Kansas City Journal Screen Review, but were unsuccessful. They experimented with live-action film, shooting a girl wading in water, and a woman and a girl with a doll and buggy.

Walt and Fred soon renamed their venture Kaycee Studios, derived from the local nickname for Kansas City, “K.C.,” although it is unclear who came up with the name. At Kaycee, Walt and Fred experimented with special effects, namely reversing film, and one such effort appears to show Walt (perhaps in the same dark suit, tie, and cap in the 1921 photograph in which he, Fred and Ubbe are dressed up) jumping from the ground to the roof of his family’s Bellefontaine house. In the clip, Walt faces the camera, with the rear of his home behind him. His mother and someone else are seen inside the back door. A young man with light hair, perhaps Fred, is seen in the lower left of the frame. Walt stands on the ground and suddenly jumps up and, still facing the camera, moves slightly backwards over the roof, lands on the roof, and waves.

The same trick was used in a film involving Walt’s niece, Dorothy, the young daughter of Walt’s older brother, Herbert. Dorothy later recalled, “Walt was experimenting . . . . [and] took movies of me walking down the sidewalk and dropping a milk bottle. Then he reversed the film and the pieces of the bottle came back together again.” This film shows Dorothy walking on a sidewalk in front of a house. She wears a winter coat, a hat, tights, and leather shoes, and holds a full milk bottle in front of her. She steps into view from the right, drops the bottle, watches it shatter, then steps backwards and looks at the camera. Another film shows similar action, but in reverse: Dorothy walks in from the right, a broken bottle and spilled milk on the sidewalk come together and the reformed bottle, full of milk, leaps off the sidewalk up into Dorothy’s outstretched hands.

Other versions of this effect filmed behind the Disney home feature Flora Disney, Walt’s mother, and a newspaper (Walt’s parents had returned to Kansas City in mid-1920). In one scene, Flora stands with the back of the house behind her. She puts out her right hand and a newspaper comes flying in from the right. Flora catches the newspaper, unfolds it, and reads it. In another scene, a newspaper leaps off the ground; Flora catches it and opens and reads it as she walks off.

Other footage using trick photography shows Walt playing three characters, each on the screen at the same time. In the scene, three Walts stand in front of a black curtain. Walt wears different coats, hats, and ties as each of the three characters, and sports make-up eyebrows and moustaches. All three characters smoke a cigarette and appear to be conversing with each other.

Walt and Fred also filmed a ten-second skit in which they appear outside of their studio door. By the time of this skit, the studio had moved four blocks east and two and one-half blocks south to 3241 Troost Avenue, to a second-floor office above a record store called the Standard Phonograph Company (Kaycee may have been located at another address after moving from Holmes Street and before moving to Troost Avenue). The Troost Avenue studio, according to Hugh Harman, “was just bare floor—just a couple of cubicles partitioned off for [Walt’s and Fred’s] desks.”

In the clip made outside this location, the name “Kaycee Studios” is seen on the office door’s glass window. Walt, on the left, wears a top coat, tie, and a hat, and smokes a cigarette. Fred, wearing a suit, tie, and hat, enters from the right. Walt and Fred shake hands and talk. Walt points to the door and opens it for Fred. They both enter.

A paper sign stating, “Cartoonist Wanted” appears on the office door. A third young man, whose face is not seen, walks up, reads the sign, and looks through the window. In a variation of this scene, one reminiscent of his “police shake-up” cartoon, Walt enters the storefront with the “Cartoonist Wanted” sign on the door. Several others follow, then run back out, after which a man exits, removes the sign, and tosses it away.

Walt and Fred also tried to compete with Vern Cauger and the five or so other local film ad companies by trying to get ad work from local theaters. They went so far as to spend Film Ad savings on a used Model T and, according to Fred, worked “very hard, traveling all around the neighboring towns in Missouri and Kansas [in the hope of] signing up movie theaters for filmads [sic] we hoped to make, but we just couldn’t swing it.” Roy Disney explained that Cauger “had a lot of theaters lined up for his slide films and Walt figured, ‘Well, they’re not selling to this theater over here so I can sell ’em over here[.]’” Roy felt that Cauger came to see Walt and Fred as competitors, and Cauger’s son confirms that this is the case.

Walt and Fred failed to sell any theater owners on Kaycee, however, and they gave up. Fred explained, “Our rent was due and finally the Ford was repossessed.” Before they lost the car, however, Walt and Fred might have driven it to Atherton, Missouri, approximately twenty miles northeast of Kansas City, to make a sepia-toned film called The Old Mill. In Mill, drawings of a mill and an old man dissolved into live action. The man Walt filmed claimed to be a descendant of Jesse James.

In late October, probably not more than a couple of weeks or months after Kaycee Studios was formed, the American Legion Convention was held in Kansas City. Pathé News, the French newsreel production company, commissioned Kaycee Studios to film the convention from the air. Pathé agreed to pay Kaycee one dollar per foot of usable film, which meant a profit for Walt and Fred of 95 cents per foot, since each foot of raw film cost just a nickel. “We could clean up[,]” Fred thought. The convention began on Sunday, October 30, 1921, with arrival ceremonies at Union Station for Vice-President Calvin Coolidge and Italian and Belgian military heroes. The Kansas City Star predicted that “[t]housands of persons will be at the station to meet . . . thousands of . . . heroes of this country’s former army.”

Walt and Fred had never been in an airplane before, and had no idea how to film in flight. A cameraman friend advised them to “stop [the camera] down all you can—limit the exposure to the barest minimum.” A flying circus that Walt and Fred were to film was scheduled to debut on Sunday afternoon. The Star reported that over “fifty contesting and visiting airplanes are due here today from various parts of the country,” and their antics were to include wing walking, stunt flying, and parachute landings at Legion Field. The night before, according to Fred, he and Walt went to Film Ad, “crawled through the basement window and ‘borrowed’ one of [Cauger’s] cameras” (perhaps Cauger stopped lending his camera to Walt and Fred once they became would-be competitors by trying to break into the film ad market).

On Sunday they met one of the pilots at Nickells Field. Walt and Fred were to fly separately in two World War I Flying Jennies. Fred later wrote that, as he and Walt stood dressed “with puttees and bill caps turned backwards,” the pilot told Fred to get in for a test flight without the camera. When Fred landed, he “convinced Walt that the assignment was just too risky. It was downright dangerous. If one of the planes fell, we might bust the boss’ camera!”

As a result, Walt and Fred decided to fly together and use their own Universal camera. Fred recalled that he and Walt “took several hundred feet of film” from the Jenny. Walt’s daughter wrote that “Fred sat in the cockpit and held the tripod while [Walt] stood up and cranked the camera. . . . [Walt] aimed his camera at planes doing wing-overs and loop-the-loops and he had high hopes that he’d shot some spectacular stuff.” Fred wrote that Cauger’s camera was “safely back in his plant come Monday morning with no one the wiser.” The flying circus continued on Monday, amidst Legion sessions at Convention Hall and other convention events.

On November 1, tens of thousands gathered on Memorial Hill to hear General John J. Pershing and others speak at the dedication of the Kansas City Liberty Memorial “to those who died and who fought in the world war.” A few hours later, the largest crowd ever seen in Kansas City watched 60,000 American Legion members march along a three-mile parade route. The father of a schoolmate of Walt’s owned a building across the street from the parade reviewing stand, and Walt and Fred carried their camera to the roof of the building to film the parade and the dignitaries in the reviewing stand.

After the convention ended, Walt and Fred shipped their film off for processing, probably to Chicago. To their great disappointment, the film shot from the Jenny was worthless. Fred said that the film “turned out to be underexposed” and, as Walt explained to a writer, the film showed only a “whirling brightness which turned out to be the halation of Jenny’s single prop. After that the screen went dark and stayed that way. [Walt] had stopped his lens down too far.” Fred lamented, “Our hopes for fast riches were wiped out.”

The convention ended on Wednesday and the next few weeks—Walt’s last as a teenager; he turned twenty on December 5—marked a transitional period within Kaycee Studios. First, it seems that Fred, Walt’s first movie studio partner, gave up on his dream of “money and fame” and left Kaycee in November or December of 1921. Hugh Harman suggested that Fred departed out of frustration that Walt brought their Film Ad colleague, Red Lyon, into Kaycee as a partner and decreased Fred’s ownership interest in the process. Hugh recalled that “Walt had great respect for [Red], because Red Lyon had been in Hollywood; he was a Hollywood professional, and Walt thought that was quite an attachment.” Hugh remembered that “Fred told [Walt] goodbye like that; they just split[,]” although Fred “had no malice toward Walt about this[.]” Fred, however, stated that he left Walt because Kaycee was not making money. Fred then focused on his job at Film Ad.

Second, even though he from time to time continued to film live-action footage for Pathé and other news outlets, Walt made the decision to return to his cartoon roots, albeit in a genre new to him but one with which his name would become synonymous worldwide: the fairy tale. Walt’s idea was to animate a one-reel fairy tale, but one set in modern times, allowing him to utilize the satirical style that made the Newman Laugh-O-Grams so well received.

For his first one-reeler, Walt chose to make a modern version of Little Red Riding Hood, and the project consumed him for the next several months. Other than Walt’s comment that, “[f]or six months I spent my nights and spare time working on ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’” however, little is known about the period from late 1921 until early 1922, when the cartoon was completed.

During this time, Walt, with Red Lyon, apparently continued to represent “Pathé News, for news events around Kansas City.” When a studio like Pathé telegrammed Walt it wanted a particular event covered, Walt would remove his Universal camera from its stand, grab a tripod, and take a streetcar to the event. He was asked to film one hundred feet of film, for which he was paid one dollar per foot. If Pathé did not purchase the footage Walt sent, it would replace the film.

Meanwhile, Walt concluded that he needed help animating Red Riding Hood. On Sunday, February 5, 1922, by which time Red Riding Hood was probably about halfway finished, Walt placed an advertisement on behalf of Kaycee Studios in the Kansas City Star. Walt was looking for help, but had to somehow attract aspiring artists to assist him even though he could not offer a salary. Walt’s solution was to offer to teach interested applicants rather than pay them; Walt would instruct artists in “motion picture cartooning[,]” since he could not afford to hire them outright. For this reason, he placed his ad in the “Education” section of the classifieds, rather than in the “help wanted” section. The ad stated:

CARTOONISTS. Art Students—Study motion picture cartooning. Call Sunday afternoon. Kaycee Studios. 3241 Troost [A]ve.

On Wednesday, March 8, Walt placed a more traditional ad in the “Help Wanted—Male” classifieds in the Kansas City Times, the morning edition of the Star:

CARTOONIST wanted for motion picture work, see Mr. Dirney [sic] after 7 p.m., K.C. [sic] Studios, 3241 Troost.

An aspiring artist who saw either Walt’s February 5 or March 8 advertisement was eighteen-year-old Rudolph Carl Ising, a Kansas City native and one of many children raised by his widowed father, a German-born street laborer who came to the United States in 1890. “I came from a big family,” Rudy explained, “[of] nine children.” Rudy’s father, Henry Ising, had been a farmer in Germany, and attempted to start farms in the Oklahoma Territory and Kansas. After trying ranching in Oklahoma, Henry moved to Kansas City, drove a beer truck, and later got a job at a sash and door mill company.

By the time he finished grade school at the age of thirteen, Rudy got a job at E. H. Roberts Portrait Company, the so-called “Largest Exclusive Wholesale Portrait House in the World.” Company president E. H. Roberts liked to hire “live men that have some pep and ambition[,]” since he felt that the “portrait business does not require any men to sit around and talk. . . . [but] requires work and long hours.” In 1919 Rudy was a printer for Roberts and by 1920 he was promoted to photographer, following in the footsteps of one of his older brothers.

After about four years at E. H. Roberts, Rudy resigned: “I had signed up for the Landon course in cartooning, and my father was very mad because I’d quit . . . . They wanted to fire some older man [at E. H. Roberts] and let me take over my job as well as his job. By this time I was more interested in cartooning[ than photography]. I had started the Landon course, and that was when I saw Kaycee Studio’s ad, ‘Cartoonist Wanted.’”

Rudy “read an ad [placed by Walt], 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 [Walt] gave me the job.” The fact that, in actuality, there was “no pay, for a while,” did not bother Rudy, who explained, “I was intrigued with the idea of animation and wanted to learn more about it.” Rudy accepted the terms because he “wanted to learn right along with Walt.”

At some point in late 1921 or early 1922, and probably by the time Rudy started working at Kaycee Studios, the Standard Phonograph Company left the ground floor storefront at 3239 Troost, and was replaced by Peiser’s Restaurant, a café owned by Rudolph Peiser and described by Hugh as “a very nice restaurant.” Peiser, forty-three, was the son of German immigrants and hailed from Independence, Missouri, where he owned a restaurant prior to moving to Kansas City in 1914. By 1922, Peiser had a delicatessen, the Old Dutch Inn Delicatessen, also on Troost, three buildings away from his new Peiser’s Restaurant. Peiser lived at the Elsmere Hotel at Linwood and Troost (Linwood took the place of 32nd Street, thus the hotel was on Troost, one-half block north of Peiser’s restaurant), where Fred Harman also had a room, making it possible that Peiser knew Fred, and knew that the space beneath Kaycee was becoming available.

Rudy did not know whether anyone else responded to Walt’s ad, although he said that when he started working with Walt, other than Red Lyon, “[t]he only guys in the studio were Walt and myself.” Walt seems to have recalled that others besides Rudy worked at Kaycee in early 1922. For example, Walt told a reporter about a decade after hiring Rudy that young artists helped him, in their spare time make Little Red Riding Hood. He also said elsewhere that three artists responded to the ad, and told another interviewer that, “I put an ad in the paper, any boys wanting to learn the cartoon business and things, so they came up and they worked with me at night.” Walt said that he told the two or three young artists who worked for him at this time, “I can’t pay you, but I can teach you. If we get anything profitable going, you’ll have part of it.”

Rudy presumably started at Kaycee Studios in February or March of 1922, shortly after reading one of Walt’s two newspaper ads. By the time Rudy joined Kaycee, the studio consisted of “two partitioned offices” at “the head of the stairs.” The partitions, Rudy said, “weren’t even plywood, they were cardboard.” Rudy also remembered that, at Peiser’s, “you went up the stairs, and there was a little railing, and a desk, and then the office was right out in the open,” in an area that “was about 50 × 200[.]”

While Walt worked at Film Ad, Rudy, who began as an inker and painter, “would go to the studio during the day.” There he found Red, who apparently quit his job at Film Ad. Rudy recalled that Red left Kaycee at some point, but “was there long enough to build the camera stand, and I’d help him on that during the day[.]” Rudy spent “three or four months” tinkering with studio equipment or helping Red during the day, and “mostly it was at night” that Rudy worked with Walt. After Red left, Rudy “had to do all the camerawork . . . . It was just [Walt and me] there for quite a long time.”

While Rudy handled the camera, Walt did the drawing, which Rudy said, “kind of was Walt’s territory.” According to Rudy, Ubbe Iwwerks, though not a part of Kaycee, came by occasionally and did lettering work for Walt. “If there were any titles in there,” said Rudy, “Ub[be] would have been the one to do them,” probably referring to the titles in Little Red Riding Hood or other Kaycee projects. Another frequent visitor to Kaycee was Hugh Harman who, before Fred left, started coming to Kaycee on evenings and weekends to watch his brother and Walt animate.

“I was in high school at the time [I started visiting the studio],” said Hugh, “about my junior year, and I neglected my studies to come in to their studio after school. I got off about 1 o’clock, and I got there about 1:30 or 2, and I had the whole place to myself. . . . Then I would animate. . . . I’d spend a whole afternoon there, way up into the evening, sometimes late.” His time at Kaycee left Hugh “imbued with the idea of animation.” Hugh described the studio as “quite a large area . . . because [Peiser’s] restaurant was big, below, and this was the whole top floor.” The space was filled with five or six “tiny, really tiny” work spaces, separated by partitions so flimsy, said Hugh, that “[y]ou could nearly have poked your hand through it.”

Even though it had almost been a year since Walt fully animated, by himself, the first of the Newman Laugh-O-Grams, it was Rudy’s impression that “Walt didn’t know that much about animation. They just had the old Lutz book on animation at Film Ad. It was very basic—at that time cartoons were pretty simple and basic.” Rudy explained:

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, [and] painted[ by the time Rudy photographed them].

In addition to animating Little Red Riding Hood, Walt and Rudy also worked on a series called Lafflets, three-hundred-foot shorts that combined cartoons and jokes. Rudy described Lafflets as a “joke reel about timely topics of the day” that sometimes used jokes from Judge and Life magazines. “They were more like a thing that went into [a] newsreel,” said Rudy. He and Walt made about three Lafflets between February and May 1922. One Lafflet, as Rudy recalled, lampooned the Kansas City Police Department’s decision “to have horse police, and we called it ‘horsing around time.’ This was a sight gag, naturally funny, I guess, around that time.” He also recalled “that when the Shriners came to town we would do a camel deal.” A third was made “when the short stockings came in, and the short skirts. There was a little mosquito or a fly, holding a telescope.”

Some of the Lafflets were done in the same lightning sketch manner Walt used for Newman Laugh-O-Grams. Rudy recalled that the hand seen in these shorts

was a photograph. . . . A hand would be completely out of focus at that range. . . . 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. . . . Not just orthochromatic [film was used], but it was what they called printing stock. 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.

Little Red Riding Hood was likely completed in the early spring of 1922. It is a six-minute, seventeen-second cartoon with a title card stating: “Little Red Riding Hood, Cartooned by Walt. Disney.” Of the six characters seen in the film (Red Riding Hood, her mother, the villain, a heroic boy, a cat, and a dog), four of them (the boy, girl, cat, and dog) would appear again in future fairy tales made by Kaycee or its successor studio. In the Kaycee version of this tale, Red Riding Hood’s mother makes donuts for the girl to take to her grandmother. A man follows Red Riding Hood to her grandmother’s house and chases her until a boy flying an airplane rescues Red and utilizes a cable suspended from the plane to dispose of the villain in a lake.

Walt worked plenty of gags into the story: as Red Riding Hood’s mother flings balls of dough to the stove, a cat shoots holes in them to turn them into donuts; an old man in a framed portrait hanging on the kitchen wall laughs as he watches the mother and cat make the donuts, and his beard has grown beyond the portrait’s frame; in a frequently used Disney gag, when the cat is injured, nine spirits—the cat’s nine lives—ascend upwards from the cat; Red Riding Hood uses an inflated donut as a spare when her dog-powered car gets a flat tire; flowers walk away from Red when she tries to pick them; and the villain’s top hat flips when he sees the grandmother’s note to Red stating that she has “gone to town to see the movies.”

Once Little Red Riding Hood was completed, Walt promoted Rudy from camera work to animating. Ultimately, Rudy “did the lab work and the camera work and the animation,” and felt he was a part-time animator. The first scene Rudy “ever animated on” was “in The Four Musicians of Bremen[,]” the follow-up to Little Red. Recalled Rudy, “There was a trunk, and in this trunk were the four musicians, and the trunk was out on the water . . . . 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.” (Although Rudy said that he “remember[ed] that scene, very definitely,” the scene does not appear in the surviving version of The Four Musicians of Bremen.) The sense of excitement that led Rudy to want to animate survived his first few months at Kaycee. When he saw his own scene on the screen, he “got a feeling that you’d gotten some of your life into it. That’s the feeling you got out of it.”

The Four Musicians of Bremen was probably completed by May 1922. At seven minutes and nineteen seconds, it is one minute longer than Little Red Riding Hood. The cat and dog from Riding Hood appear as two of the four musicians in Bremen, which also co-starred a donkey and a chicken. Bremen’s title card proclaims that the film is a “modernized version of th[e] old fairy tale,” and was made “by Cartoonist Walt. Disney.” Walt included a prologue for his second fairy tale:

One bright day, four musicians
Set out to search for fame.
When anybody’s nerves went wrong,
These four got the blame.

They went in state to every town.
In haste did they disperse.
All tho’ they did their very best,
They couldn’t have done worse.

The plot centers around four animal musicians who, after being chased from town by brick-throwing villagers, try to ward off starvation by catching fish. They are unsuccessful and are in fact chased from the lakeshore to a tree by a large swordfish. They fall into a cottage, displacing masked men who shoot cannonballs at them. The musicians, however, eventually win the battle. The Four Musicians of Bremen also contains several gags Walt would reuse in future productions, including the cat’s removal of his tail to bat away incoming cannonballs, the swordfish’s removal of his “sword” to use as a saw, a pair of pants that runs away on its own, and a fish that successfully dodges his hunter. Bremen reuses the “cat’s nine lives” gag seen in Little Red Riding Hood and also includes a devil with pitchfork prodding a hungry cat as a manifestation of “Pangs Of Hunger.”

Perhaps because his Film Ad salary could not support both him and Kay-cee, Walt started struggling financially around this time and, Rudy explained, “wrote a couple of bad checks[.]” Walt’s parents had moved to Portland, Oregon, on November 6, 1921, and Walt lived in a rooming house. He had fallen behind in his rent and was asked to leave. He also had unpaid cleaning and restaurant bills. One of Walt’s creditors must have gone to court against Walt or Kaycee, and Rudy told an often-repeated anecdote about Walt’s efforts to dodge the process server.

When the process server climbed the stairs at Peiser’s, he asked for “Mr. Dinsey” instead of “Mr. Disney.” When the man asked if Dinsey was in the office, Walt answered, “No, I don’t think so.” The man said, “Well, I’ll be back.” After the man left, Walt told Rudy that the man was a process server. The process server came back over the next few weeks, asking for Walt Dinsey. Walt or Rudy would tell him, “No, he hasn’t shown up today.” The process server returned one day when Walt Pfeiffer, who Rudy explained was there “just as a friend, not part of the company or anything,” was present:

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. The guy looked at him, and Walt [Disney] said, ‘Yeah—I’m Walt Disney. But my name is Disney, not Dinsey!’. . . . and he handed him the process and left.

Rudy helped Walt out of his scrape. From his job at E. H. Roberts, Rudy “saved up about a thousand dollars. I don’t know how I did it . . . . 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 things[.]”

Despite such financial difficulties, Walt concluded that he was ready to quit his job at Film Ad (now also known as United Film Ad Service) and make a go of it as a producer of animated cartoons. His shared experiences with Ubbe Iwwerks in commercial art and the film ad business, and his own success with “home experimenting” and the Newman Laugh-O-Grams, led to his first attempt at a movie studio. In the short year Kaycee Studios was in existence, Walt’s focus alternated from animation to live action and back again, and his allegiance apparently shifted from Fred Harman to Red Lyon to Rudy Ising. Since the previous November, he produced two fairy tales, Little Red Riding Hood and The Four Musicians of Bremen, and several Lafflets. But by May 1922, the whirl of various jobs, partners, and efforts at movie-making that comprised his first few years back in Kansas City coalesced into a vision: twenty-year-old Walt Disney would quit his job and obtain financing for a legitimate studio that would produce animated cartoon fairy tales.


Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc. 1922–1923

In spring 1922, about six or seven months after beginning his first animated fairy tales at Kaycee Studios, Walt Disney decided to leave Film Ad, and, he explained, “[d]uring the next few years, I expended several of my ideas trying to crack the animated cartoon field[.]” The forum through which he “expended” his ideas was another studio that he named Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc., presumably after his successful Newman Laugh-O-Grams of the previous year.

Walt’s father gave an interview in which he suggested that the new studio came about due to local demand. “Some time after [the Newman Laugh-O-Grams],” said Elias Disney, “the neighbors urged Walter to form an independent company, which he did.” But while Walt surely continued to receive the same kind of neighborly support he had for past ventures, it seems clear that Laugh-O-gram Films was the natural extension of Walt’s many months of experimenting with animation, first in his father’s Bellefontaine garage and then at Kaycee Studios.

Thus, “When I finished [Little Red Riding Hood],” recalled Walt, “I quit my job [at Film Ad] and formed a company, [and] capitalized for $15,000 to make a series of these modernized fairy tales.” Walt explained the capitalization in general terms: “[w]e managed to interest some investors who financed the [venture],” he said about a decade after Laugh-O-gram Films was formed. Hugh Harman described the investors as “local merchants” whom “Walt organized . . . into a plan to start a corporation[.]” The corporate documents executed upon the company’s formation, however, provide more detail about the birth of Laugh-O-gram Films in May 1922.

Walt pooled $7,752 to start the company. Most of that amount, $5,052, was in the form of assets, and the $2,700 balance was cash raised from investors. Walt’s biggest assets were the films he had completed at Kaycee Studios, the two fairy tales, Little Red Riding Hood and The Four Musicians of Bremen, and the Lafflet shorts. For reasons never understood, Walt chose to exclude Little Red Riding Hood from the film assets he listed in the Laugh-O-gram incorporation documents.

He valued the remaining films, The Four Musicians of Bremen (which he listed in the incorporation papers as simply The Four Musicians) and the Lafflets, at $3,000, collectively. The additional $2,052 in assets consisted of the Kaycee office equipment and furniture, including the inkers, animating booths, and a Motor Drive Automatic Camera Stand with camera, Cooper-Hewitt Lights, Automatic Dissolve, and Vignette. As to the investors, Rudy recalled that Walt “got these people interested[.]” Other than Walt himself who, with seventy shares of Laugh-O-gram stock, was the principal shareholder, the four primary investors in the company were Red Lyon, William and Fletcher Hammond, and Edmund J. Wolf.

By the time he started Laugh-O-gram Films, Walt had known Red Lyon, who turned twenty-nine the month Laugh-O-gram was incorporated, for about a year. Walt and Red worked together for Cauger at Film Ad since 1921. Red followed Walt and Fred Harman to Kaycee later that year, although Red appears to have left that venture not long after Rudy Ising started at Kaycee in early 1922. Building on his experience as an out-of-the-home photographer in Moline, Illinois, and a cameraman at Film Ad (and, if his boast to Walt was true, prior experience in Hollywood), Red joined Laugh-O-gram Films as its “cinematographer,” although his business card stated he was the company’s “Technical Engineer.” Red held thirty shares of Laugh-O-gram stock.

Walt’s connection with the father and son Hammonds is unclear (perhaps Walt knew them through a future Laugh-O-gram benefactor, Dr. John V. Cowles, who lived two blocks from the Hammond family business from 1910 to 1920). William Fletcher Hammond, fifty, was a widowed druggist from Kansas who had two grown children, Esther and Fletcher. William’s wife died a few years before 1910, when she would have been thirty-five. Initially, William remained in Flora, Kansas, raising Esther and Fletcher and continuing to work in “retail drugs.” By 1916, however, Esther, then twenty-four, had relocated to Kansas City and was married there. William and Fletcher also moved to Kansas City, if not by 1916, a few years later.

By 1921, the year before William became an investor in Laugh-O-gram, he was working as a bookkeeper for his two younger brothers, John and Lycurgus Hammond. Between them, the younger Hammond brothers owned two Kansas City companies, both of which were located at 1732 Grand Avenue. One, eventually called Hammond Brothers Fuel and Ice Handling Contractors, was run by John and Lycurgus. The other, Hammond Brothers Ice & Cold Storage Co., was operated by John and two other individuals. At various times, the Hammond Brothers handled or stored coal, iron, and ice. John and Lycurgus listed themselves as railroad contractors in the 1920 federal census, suggesting that railroad companies might have been a main client of the Hammond Brothers businesses. William was still working for his brothers as a bookkeeper when he invested in forty shares of Laugh-O-gram in May 1922.

William’s son Fletcher was about twenty or twenty-one when Walt formed Laugh-O-gram, and thus, may have been, like Walt, a minor. Walt did not turn twenty-one until seven months after Laugh-O-gram’s incorporation, a fact that did not prevent him from assuming the leadership of a company, but which gave him an escape hatch in the event the company failed. “I suppose it was probably illegal,” Walt said, “for me to be president of a corporation at age twenty. . . . If we ever wanted to get out of anything, I suppose we could have gone to court and claimed I was a minor.” Fletcher Hammond, like his father, with whom he lived at 2816 Bales Avenue, was a clerk at Hammond Brothers. By the time he invested in ten shares of Laugh-O-gram stock in May 1922, Fletcher had worked for his uncles for two years.

The last of the main Laugh-O-gram investors was Edmund J. Wolf, a fifty-year-old bank teller employed by the Linwood State Bank. Wolf and his wife, both natives of Pennsylvania, had a fifteen-year-old son. Wolf had recently been an auditor at the Troost Avenue Bank, which may explain how he knew Walt. Upon Laugh-O-gram’s incorporation, Wolf held four shares of Laugh-O-gram stock.

Walt capitalized Laugh-O-gram Films at $15,000, although, with cash and assets totaling just over $7,700, only slightly more than half of the stock was subscribed. Three hundred shares of stock were issued, at $50 per share, and other investors included Walt’s parents and sister. Despite the presence of other investors, Walt named himself and his four main investors—Red Lyon, William and Fletcher Hammond, and Edmund Wolf—as the Laugh-O-gram Board of Directors.

With assets, investors, and a creative vision in place, Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc. was incorporated on Thursday, May 18, 1922, when its Articles of Association were signed by Walt, Red, the Hammonds, and Edmund Wolf. The articles were recorded by the Jackson County recorder of deeds the following day. The recorder’s certificate was issued on May 20, and the State of Missouri issued to Laugh-O-gram a Certificate of Incorporation on May 23.

Laugh-O-gram Films’ first location was Suite 218 of the McConahy Building, 1127 East 31st Street, and the staff was in that location by Sunday, May 28. The McConahy Building was at the southwest corner of 31st Street and Forest Avenue (one block east of Troost Avenue and about two and one-half blocks northeast of Peiser’s Restaurant) in one of Kansas City’s main shopping districts, the South Central Business District. This commercial area was south of the city’s hospital district and west of the 10th Ward residential neighborhood where the Disney family had lived. The McConahy Building also housed, in Suite 206, a photography firm called the LeMorris Studio and, elsewhere in the building, a laundry service and a pharmacy. On the first floor was the Forest Inn Café, run by Jerry Raggos and Louis Katsis.

The “Exclusive Agents” through whom Walt rented the office space were the realtors working for Lawrence Baer, thirty-seven, a Kansas City native and son of a German immigrant. Baer operated L. J. Baer & Company, “Real Estate Managers of Income Property and Agents,” with an office in the Grand Avenue Temple Building at 200 Grand Avenue. Baer had advertised available space in the McConahy Building as early as six weeks before Disney moved in, in a newspaper ad that touted the new “modern 2-story building[’s]” “[s]torerooms and offices[.]” The second-floor offices, the ad suggested, were “[s]uitable [for] doctors, dentists, chiropractors, osteopaths, beauty parlors, [and] ladies’ shops,” and the building offered “[h]eat, light, hot and cold water [in] each room [and] janitor service[.]”

Baer ran another ad in the Kansas City Star soon after, and then another, suggesting other uses for the McConahy office spaces; the managers now “want[ed] druggist, restaurant, bakery, millinery, hardware, dry goods, art shop, barber shop or any up-to-date line of merchandise.” It added that “[s]everal fine offices” were still available on the second floor, and urged prospective tenants to “look these [offices] over.”

In early May, Baer tried to nudge prospective clients by advertising that only “3 storerooms [were] left” for rent. He would now also consider renting to “gents’ furnishings, . . . rug shop, . . . cleaner, tailor or any other business” in a “lease long or short time” at a “low rental” rate. Baer dropped the “3 storerooms left” language from the May 7 ad, and on May 11 touted store rooms of 21 by 50 feet (a corner room), 15 by 50 feet, and 17 by 50 feet, respectively. He also pointed out that, “Each room has toilet, lavatory, [and] steel ceiling;” that “light fixtures [would be] furnished;” and that McConahy had a “rear entrance[.]”

In his May 16 Star ad, Baer offered to negotiate the rent, saying he “will make low rent for right business.” By Sunday, May 21, a “few fine offices [were] left” on the second floor, and one week later, May 28, Baer’s ad claimed that “Four fine light offices [were] left,” including the corner storeroom previously advertised in addition to two inside storerooms, 18 by 50 feet and 15 by 150 feet, respectively.

Baer’s ad in the Star on May 28 did not mention the rooms designated as Suite 218, because by then Walt had signed a lease for that office space. Indeed, the May 28 and 29 editions of the Star included a Laugh-O-gram help-wanted ad that established that Walt, Red, and Kaycee holdover Rudy (whose title was “artist”) had by then moved into the new studio:

CARTOONISTS—Animators wanted for moving picture cartooning; experienced or inexperienced. Apply in person. Laugh-o-Gram Films, Inc. [sic], 1127 E. 31st st. [sic].

The new Laugh-O-gram offices were comprised of several rooms (Hugh and Rudy recalled five), including three rooms located in the northwest corner of the building, with four windows facing north onto 31st Street, and two rooms across the hall, on the south side of the building. The rooms on the south side of the hall were assigned to the animators and cameramen; Hugh said these rooms consisted of a “laboratory and camera room” and “the animating room[.]” The rooms on the north side of the hall were “a lobby and office” subdivided with a partition into offices for Walt’s drawing board, a secretary, and the office manager. A bathroom was about twenty feet down the hallway.

Walt hired Leslie Bryan Mace, a twenty-four-year-old salesman, to be Laugh-O-gram’s general sales manager. Mace, a Missouri native previously a salesman with the Vitagraph Company film studio, signed a contract with Laugh-O-gram on Monday, May 29, for a salary of $84 per month. Walt might have met Leslie through the Hammonds, or them through Leslie, since Leslie had been married to Esther Hammond, William Hammond’s daughter and Fletcher Hammond’s older sister. Mace and Esther Ida Hammond were married in Kansas City on Tuesday, July 18, 1916, when Esther was twenty-four and Mace was eighteen (although their marriage license application states that she was twenty and he was twenty-two). Within a few years of being married, the Maces had moved to Sweetwater, Texas, where they lived on Sam Houston Drive and Leslie worked as a portrait salesman.

By 1921, the marriage appears to have failed, and Esther Mace returned to Kansas City, where her father and brother lived. Even though Leslie was still alive, Esther apparently declared herself a widow (her alleged late husband was listed in the city directory as “William H.” Mace, perhaps a nod to her father, William Hammond), as other separated women did at the time. Leslie Mace was back in Kansas City by at least 1922, the year Walt hired him at Laugh-O-gram Films.

Not long after advertising in the Star for animators, Walt hired five new artists. He also hired a scenario editor and a business manager. One of the new animators was Hugh Harman, Fred Harman’s younger brother, who used to visit Kaycee Studios and who Rudy recalled “came in right about [at] the start” of Laugh-O-gram. Hugh was eighteen months younger than Fred and twenty months younger than Walt, which made him almost nineteen (and the same age as Rudy) when he joined Laugh-O-gram.

Like Fred, Hugh was born and raised in Pagosa Springs, Colorado, and had an interest in art. Hugh was eleven years old when his family returned from Colorado to Kansas City. A short time later, he entered and won an art contest sponsored by Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. While in high school, Hugh did some of the artwork for the Westport High School yearbooks as well as drawings for a local department store.

By the end of high school, however, Hugh’s thoughts were elsewhere. Hugh’s nephew (Fred’s son) recalls that, “Hugh thought about trying out for West Point. As a kid, he had the large collection of lead soldiers. They were in a large wooden box at my granddad[’]s homestead during the late 20’s and 30’s where I lived as a kid.” Hugh joined the National Guard at fifteen and remained in it through his four years of high school. “I’d hoped to go to war,” he explained. By May 1922, Hugh was “just out of high school[,]” was in officer’s training, and “had just come back from one Army installation, and was going to Fort Riley [approximately 130 miles west of Kansas City] to the cavalry school[.]” With World War I over, Hugh “despaired of a military career, because I thought all wars were ended.”

Upon his return from officer’s training, Hugh learned about Walt’s new Laugh-O-gram Films studio from Fred. Hugh remembered that “Fred wasn’t with Walt then, but Fred and Walt were still friendly.” “With that,” Hugh said, “I went to see Walt[.]” The Laugh-O-gram office “looked rather glamorous” to Hugh; he thought it was “quite a little setup, a lot of studio space[.]” As a result, “it wasn’t hard for Walt to talk me into going to work for his new company[.]”

Rudy confirmed that, after graduation, Hugh “had an appointment to take an examination for West Point,” but “Walt talked him into [joining Laugh-O-gram]. . . . Otherwise he would have gone to West Point; he was really interested in that at the time.” Walt hired Hugh at the salary of $25 per week.

Rudy recalled that animator Lorey L. Tague was hired at about the same time as Hugh. Lorey, twenty-five, was born in Rhode Island and a World War I veteran. When he saw Walt’s ad in the Star, Lorey was a trolley motorman and had been married for almost eighteen months. He and his eighteen-year-old wife, Frances, and their infant, Pearl, lived with Harry Tague, a carpenter, who perhaps was Lorey’s father or brother.

The third new animator hired by Walt was Carman “Max” Maxwell, nineteen, an Arkansan who saw the company’s name painted on a second story window of the McConahy Building “and thought to myself that that’s what I want to do.” Max was raised in Hico, Arkansas, where he lived with his parents and five younger siblings. In high school Max “had done the cartoons for the school’s annual.” Sometime after 1920, he moved to Kansas City to continue his education (at, according to Rudy, “Kansas City State College, or something like that”). Max recalled that

I was going to junior college in Kansas City and looking for some part-time work. . . . I saw this sign on the second story window of a little place out at 31st and Troost in Kansas City. It said, “Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc.” I was interested in cartooning—I’d been doing a little of it during my high school and college career, for the annuals and things like that—so I went up there to investigate, and got a job.

Max was paid $10 per week.

Twenty-one-year-old commercial artist Alexander Wilson Kurfiss, from Kansas City, was also hired by Walt as one of the studio’s new artists. Alex was the son of an architect, and he attended the Kansas City Art Institute (which may be where he met Walt). He worked as a draftsman, commercial artist, and meter reader for Kansas City Power and Light Company before working for Walt. According to Rudy, Alex was “a successful commercial artist, but [at Laugh-O-gram] did mostly the posters; we used to make a poster for each one[ of the shorts].”

A baker named Otto Louis Walliman was the fifth new animator hired by Walt at this time. Otto was born in Switzerland and remained a Swiss citizen after coming to the United States. He settled in Kansas City at the turn of the century, and at one time worked for the Schulze Baking Company there. He was still a baker when Walt hired him in 1922. At forty-six, he was by far (by approximately two decades) the oldest of the Laugh-O-gram staff members. While Lorey Tague has been referred to as the only married animator at Laugh-O-gram, Otto was married to a woman named Dorothy, although it cannot be determined whether they got married before or after Otto started working for Walt.

Rounding out the Laugh-O-gram creative team was Walt’s childhood friend Walter Pfeiffer, whom Disney hired as the studio’s “Scenario Editor.” Like Hugh Harman, Walt Pfeiffer had attended Westport High School, where he displayed a talent for cartooning. The school’s 1921 yearbook includes a detailed drawing intended to look like a piece of film that’s captioned: “Animated Cartoon by W. Pfeiffer,” purportedly of the IO Studios. The drawing pays tribute to—and teases—Walt Pfeiffer’s fellow seniors, such as “Heinie Zimmer, Mathematical Genius,” “Chas Lyons, The ‘St. Louis Chappie,’” “Exley Fisher, The Human Beanpole,” and “Printz, The Boy Who ‘Otto’ Know.”

Adolph “Jack” Kloepper, twenty-five, was hired as Laugh-O-gram’s business manager. He was from Lancaster, Kansas, and attended Midland College in Atchison. By 1918, Jack was an Army veteran of World War I and had taken a job as a clerk at Ridenour-Baker Grocery Company in Kansas City. He first lived at the YMCA before becoming a “lodger” at a house in Kansas City, and became a traveling salesman of wholesale groceries. The year before Walt hired Jack, he was the sales manager of Duplex Printing Machine Company, and lived at 3112 Troost Avenue, a block west of the McConahy Building. He married twenty-two-year-old Martha Hudson in Kansas City in June 1922, probably not long after joining Laugh-O-gram. His salary was $50 per week.

On Saturday, June 13 Laugh-O-gram made a purchase from Schroer Brothers Machine Works, which was engaged in “General Machine Works, Models, [and] Manufacturing.” The purchase was the first of five purchases made at Schroer’s by June 30, suggesting that Walt and his staff spent the second half of June setting up the studio and offices.

Meanwhile, Walt moved to get the word out that Laugh-O-gram was open for business. On June 17 he placed an ad in the Motion Picture News, playing up not only how long he produced cartoons for Frank Newman, but also—probably threefold—how many fairy tales he had completed:

Laugh-O-Gram Cartoons Announced.

Laugh-O-Gram Films, Inc., is the name of a new Kansas City, Missouri concern that has just entered the production field. They will produce Laugh-O-Gram animated cartoon comedies which will be cartooned by Walter E. Disney, of Kansas City. Disney has been making these comedies exclusively for the Newman Theatre, Kansas City, for the past two years.

Six productions have already been completed in single reels, the titles of which will be announced in the near future. They will be released one every two weeks. Announcement of the plan of distribution will be made shortly.

Leslie B. Mace, of Kansas City, is the general sales manager.

The following week, Rudy became a shareholder in the company, when Walt gave him eight shares of Laugh-O-gram stock, valued at $400. The transaction came about when Walt decided to use company stock, rather than cash, to repay the loan Rudy had made to Walt at Kaycee Studios earlier in the year. Rudy explained: “Walt decided that rather than pay me back [the Kaycee loan], he’d give me stock in the [new Laugh-O-gram] corporation. And he talked me into it. He was quite a salesman. But he was having a pretty hard time.”

On Wednesday, June 28, the day after Jack’s wedding, Red and Jack signed an invoice for the purchase of a “Used Tripod, 2 cranks + leg for tripod,” from Chas. M. Stebbins Picture Supply Company, which specialized in “Moving Picture Machines, Stereopticons, Slides and Accessories.” Rudy also recalled that “After we incorporated, we bought a developing outfit [so film no longer had to be sent to Chicago to be developed], and I did all that, too. . . . Somewhere along the line we got a projector, an electric one. . . . So that’s the way we would cut our film and see our dailies.”

Through July the staff continued to remodel the studio and publicize its opening. Laugh-O-gram made two more purchases from Schroer Brothers that month (and a final purchase in August) and five purchases, starting on July 10, from the Schutte Lumber Company, which claimed to have the “Largest and Most Modern Yards in the Southwest.”

The first four of the five lumberyard purchases were delivered to the McConahy Building. Together these orders comprised two pieces of compo board, two pieces of clear fir, forty-eight feet of quarter round, twelve pieces of white pine, and forty-two feet of doorstops. Laugh-O-gram’s fifth July order was delivered not to McConahy but to the Film Exchange Building at the corner of 17th and Main Streets—three pieces of compo board, twenty-four pieces of clear white pine, and one roll of one-ply roofing. It is unclear why Laugh-O-gram had these supplies delivered to the Film Exchange. Perhaps Walt, whose staff was allowed to review old cartoons from the Exchange, agreed, in lieu of payment, to provide the Exchange with supplies or repair work.

On July 15 Walt bought a half-page ad in Motion Picture News that announced “a Series of Twelve Laugh-O-grams,” and featured, inside the “O,” Walt’s cartoonist logo from his “home experimenting” days. The ad also included the slogan, “All That The Name Implies” and a notice that “Full particulars regarding plans for distribution and release dates will be announced soon.”

While the staff renovated the office and marketed Laugh-O-gram cartoons in the first months after its incorporation, the artists worked on the series of fairy tales Walt had advertised as completed the previous month. Rudy recalled, “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.”

Rudy may have forgotten when The Four Musicians of Bremen was made, since the Laugh-O-gram incorporation papers suggests that Bremen was finished before the company was incorporated. Rudy’s recollection, however, suggests that, after Little Red Riding Hood and The Four Musicians of Bremen, the next fairy tale Walt and company tackled—and therefore the first one animated in the new McConahy offices in June and July of 1922—was Jack and the Beanstalk.

In the Laugh-O-gram version of Beanstalk, young Jack is motivated to act by his mother’s tears (which require Jack to raise an umbrella) at their lack of money. Jack sells the cow for beans, and his mother and white dog and black cat watch in astonishment as the beans sprout a growing beanstalk that pushes Jack upward to the clouds. A fairy godmother on a cloud gives Jack wings, and he lands outside a giant’s castle. The giant, surrounded by money bags, listens to a magic harp while a chicken looks on. Jack sees a can of paint, paints a hole in a cloud, and dares the giant to come out of his castle. The giant falls through the hole, crashes into the earth, and comes out the other side, to the surprise of three boys playing near a sign that reads “10 MILES TO HONG KONG.” Jack uses a wheelbarrow to cart the harp, chicken, and bags of money home, where his mother and pets join him in a feast.

According to Rudy, Beanstalk marked Walt’s first use, at least partially, of cels; prior to that, Walt had animated exclusively on paper:

The first time we ever got the idea [to use cels], and I think it was my idea, was in Jack and the Beanstalk. Walt had animated, I think it was an eight-drawing cycle of the beanstalk growing. Because I don’t even think we had vertical pans then, they were all horizontal, the only way our camera would work it. So that had to be an animated thing. And for some reason the beanstalk pictures all had to be cutouts, so the character showed behind the drawings. And they were all cut—I remember because I did it, and then glued those onto a sheet of celluloid. In effect, it became the background. And when I was cutting those, I talked to Walt about it and said, “Look, I don’t know why we can’t paint that on the cel instead of cutting that whole thing out,” because, you know, that was a lot of work, cutting around all those leaves. And after that we began using cels a little bit more and more, for animation, for cycles, especially. But we never had the complete thing back there [in Kansas City], . . . we were still doing it on paper.

Hugh believed that the use of cels came about, in part, because of the high caliber background paintings made by Otto Walliman. “We had a very fine background man there [at Laugh-O-gram],” said Hugh. “Otto . . . . could paint, he could render, and as we worked along, his painting became . . . so obviously good that we came more and more to the use of cels, [so that characters] wouldn’t interfere with the painted backgrounds.”

Walt probably had three completed fairy tales (Little Red Riding Hood, The Four Musicians of Bremen, and Jack and the Beanstalk) before the summer was over. By mid-August, with half of his proposed slate of six cartoons likely finished, Walt decided to send his sales manager, Leslie Mace, on a month-long trip to New York to look for a distributor. Either prior to Leslie’s departure, or within a few weeks of his return, Laugh-O-gram Films participated in a South Central Business Association parade.

Walt, Leslie, and Rudy represented the studio at this event. They rode in a car affixed with a Laugh-O-gram movie camera in the back seat, where Walt sat, alongside a sign that read, “These pictures will be shown at the Isis Theatre Tomorrow Night.” The Isis Theatre, also one block west of McConahy, was located at Troost Avenue at 31st Street. The parade film made by Walt and his staff may have run as part of a Topics-News feature shown at the Isis on July 25, a Screen Snapshots segment that ran the following night, or Home Made Movies screened on October 9.

When Leslie left for New York in mid-August, he was not alone. Accompanying him was Dr. John Vance Cowles, Sr., a well-known Kansas City physician and businessman who had become Laugh-O-gram Films’ Treasurer. Dr. Cowles, who was in his late forties or early fifties, was a Kansas native, a veteran of the Spanish-American war, and a Kansas City Homeopathic College graduate. He had an office over the Main Street Bank and lived at 300 East 34th Street with his wife of sixteen years, Minnie Lee, who appears to have been in her early to mid-thirties (and who may have been his second wife), and their three young children.

While the coming months would see Dr. Cowles become Laugh-O-gram’s chief financial benefactor, it is unclear to what extent, if any, he invested in the company by the time he traveled with Leslie to New York. An ad about the trip placed by Walt in the Motion Picture News, however, establishes that Dr. Cowles was by then the Treasurer of the company:

Plan Distribution of Laugh-O-Grams.

Leslie B. Mace, Sales Manager, and Dr. J. V. Cowles, Treasurer of Laugh-O-Gram Films of Kansas City, are in New York this week. Dr. Cowles is a well-known figure in the oil business in Kansas City as well as being connected with Laugh-O-Grams, and is here in the interest of his oil business.

Mr. Mace is arranging for the distribution of a series of twelve Laugh-O-Grams to be released every other week. Laugh-O-Grams are single reel subjects, consisting of stories of modernized fairy tales in Animated Cartoons by Walt Disney. Some of the first releases are “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Jack and the Beanstalk,” “Four Musicians,” “Goldie Locks,” “Cinderella,” “Jack, the Giant Killer,” etc.

Not only did this ad confirm Dr. Cowles had become a part of Walt’s Kansas City universe, it also reiterated the July 15th ad’s claim that twelve Laugh-O-grams would be offered to distributors (although Walt later changed the number back to six). In addition, the ad makes clear that Walt changed his mind about including as one of the Laugh-O-grams his first animated fairy tale, Little Red Riding Hood, which a few months earlier he had intended to exclude from the package.

Perhaps it was at the time of this decision Walt asked Alex Kurfiss to create a poster for Riding Hood. Alex’s printed signature can be seen in the lower right corner of the poster, which shows a wolf, not seen in the reel, in black tie and tails, leering at a glamorous Red Riding Hood, and the text states, “Laugh-O-gram Films Inc. presents Laugh-O-grams, Little Red Riding Hood, cartooned by Walt Disney.” Alex may have focused on the posters because he was not a natural animator. Hugh recalled that one of the Laugh-O-gram animators, likely Alex, “could never get the idea of a cycle. He got the idea of moving characters, but he couldn’t get the idea of repetition.”

While Leslie and Dr. Cowles were away, the animators probably continued to work on their fourth fairy tale, Goldie Locks and the Three Bears; plans for the fifth, Puss in Boots, were also underway. In Goldie Locks, a white dog and a black cat cook a pancake breakfast for a family of bears, two parents and their son. The pancakes are too hot, so the bear family, with the cat and dog, go for a bike ride. Meanwhile, Goldie Locks, a tall blonde, enters the bear home and finds the pancakes. The bears return and ask, in unison with the cat and dog, “Who has been monkeying with our pancakes?” The young bear finds Goldie in his bed, and a chase ensues. Goldie jumps from a cliff, then wakes from a dream, attended to by her mother as the white dog and black cat bring her a tray of pancakes.

As more Laugh-O-grams were completed, the studio created a Laugh-O-gram logo featuring the four recurring characters (a girl, boy, black cat, and white dog). Regarding the use of recurring characters, Rudy said that “there was never a plan to do that, it just happened that way.” The logo showed the four characters sitting on a tree limb and reading a book titled “Fairy Tales.” “Laugh-O-gram” appeared above the characters, and “Present” appeared below them, so the logo read, “Laugh-O-gram Fairy Tales Present.”

A photograph from this period shows, from behind, three young men Walt’s age in white dress shirts with sleeves rolled up, drafting at large wooden desks, and sitting in wooden chairs on rollers. A younger artist is seen to the right in profile. A boy in knickers hands one of the artists some papers, but the artist is so engrossed in his work, he does not look up. The artists in this picture could be Rudy, Hugh, Lorey, Max, or Alex (or Walt if he had walked across the hall from his own office).

On a shelf are framed Laugh-O-gram posters. The Jack and the Beanstalk poster shows a well-dressed boy with an ax, surrounded by his cat and dog, looking up a beanstalk. The poster copy reads, “Laugh-O-gram Films Inc presents Laugh-O-grams, A Reel of Fun, Jack and the Beanstalk, cartooned by Walt. Disney.” Next to it is the Goldie Locks and the Three Bears poster.

On the shelf on which the Jack poster rests, partially blocking it, are two bottles of what look like soda, and a certificate showing that Laugh-O-gram Films is a “Member, South Central Business Association,” which operated out of the Alexander Printing Company, of which Laugh-O-gram was a customer. A framed certificate, which might be the company’s articles of association, is on the shelf to the right of the Goldie Locks poster. The furniture includes an open file cabinet with visible files, an index card box, a typewriter, and a coat stand with two hats; a third hat is on the desk.

As they continued to animate, Walt and the others analyzed the cartoons of successful New York animators. Walt became friends with a woman Rudy dated at one time, twenty-six-year-old Nadine Simpson, who had worked at the Film Exchange. Nadine arranged to lend Aesop’s Fables and Farmer Al Falfa cartoons to Walt and Rudy so they could study them. Nadine had also been a booker at Select Pictures Corporation and a bookkeeper at L. J. Selznick Enterprises before working as a stenographer for Phoenix Film Corporation. By 1922, she was a stenographer at George A. Adams & Co., and had moved from the Densmore Hotel (where she lived for three years, apparently after a failed marriage to a local car salesman) back in with her mother, but she kept up her connections with the movie industry in general and the film exchange in particular.

Rudy recalled that Nadine

had worked before at a couple of film exchanges. And we knew several people at the film exchanges. Universal didn’t ship their film. They sold it to a guy who had the whole state of Missouri or the whole state of New York. They called it “states’ rights.” We knew several people down there, and they were the ones who handled the film, and they just rented it to all the theaters in Kansas City. [We would get their used prints when they discarded them]; when a print got scratched up they’d actually take it down to the city dump.

Rudy further explained that

[s]ometimes Nadine would go down and get a couple of the cartoons, and the ones we got mostly, then, were Aesop’s Fables. That’s because we were concerned with how they got a quick turnover. They got a lot of live film, and then of course we got some cartoons. When Nadine would get us one of the Aesop’s Fables, we’d run it, and we’d cut out a cycle. We’d cut out maybe a two-hundred-foot run section where Al Falfa would chase a lion—then the lion would chase him, and they’d repeat that back and forth. I’d cut out a whole repeat of the film and look at how they’d change it back. Then Nadine and I would splice it together again and put it in—everything was hand-spliced then. And we’d look at some of the timing of the animation.

[image: Image]

The Laugh-O-gram Films staff made numerous purchases in September 1922. On September 1, the company made the first of eight purchases that month from the Franz Wurm Hardware & Paint Company. The hardware supplies included nails, thumbtacks, turpentine, a hose, garbage cans, and a six-dollar watch. The company also purchased office forms from the Alexander Printing Company and two thousand business cards from Inter Collegiate Press.

Records from the Kansas City Journal-Post show that Laugh-O-gram placed numerous “Help Wanted” ads in September 1922, including three ads that each ran from September 1 through 5, a fourth ad that ran from September 6 through 9, a fifth ad that ran from September 14 through 16, and a sixth ad that ran from September 17 through the 19. If these records are accurate, Laugh-O-gram had one or more help-wanted ads running in the Journal (the morning daily), the Post (the afternoon daily), and the Kansas City Journal-Post (the Sunday edition) continuously from September 1 through 9 and September 14 through 17.

Only a few of these ads, however, have been located. For example, the “Female Help Wanted” classifieds in the Kansas City Post for September 1, 1922, included the following ad:

SCENARIO writer for permanent position. Apply in person or write [and] submit samples. Laugh-O-Gram Films, Inc., 1127 E. 31st st. [sic].

A similar writer ad, but for a male, was found, as was an ad that stated, “Girls wanted—with artistic ability for mounting pictures, cartooning.” Records from Motion Picture News, Inc., indicate that Laugh-O-gram purchased another two-inch ad from Motion Picture News on September 2, 1922.

While Walt continued to build the Laugh-O-gram team and work on fairy tales, Leslie Mace remained in New York, where he tried to interest a distributor in Laugh-O-gram cartoons. Leslie stayed at the McAlpine Hotel and, as Jack recalled, the “bills were amounting to more than the amount of money that we had in the bank.” Nadine Simpson recalled that Leslie “spent all the money [Laugh-O-gram] had for expenses. They didn’t have much but he spent it all.” Word reached the staff that, as Rudy remembered it, “nobody was interested [in distributing Laugh-O-grams].” Finally, Walt ordered Leslie to come home.

Before Leslie departed, however, he finally struck a deal with a Tennessee corporation named Pictorial Clubs, Inc. Walt recalled, “[W]e finally sold [several subjects] to a firm . . . called the Pictorial Club, a film distributing concern.” Nadine explained that Leslie “sold this [series] to Pictorial [Clubs] to be shown in schools and non-theatrical places, but instead of getting the cash, he got a note[.]” The deal with Pictorial Clubs, Inc. of Tennessee was reached on Sunday, September 16, 1922. Pictorial agreed to pay $11,100 for six one-reel animated Laugh-O-gram cartoons. The contract called for Pictorial to put $100 down and pay the balance on January 1, 1924—over fifteen months later—after all six cartoons were delivered. It is unknown how Pictorial convinced Leslie, or Walt, to allow Pictorial to receive six films without paying for over a year.

The deal with Pictorial injected new excitement into the studio, where the twenty-year-old Walt was, in Max’s words, “always full of fire and energy.” Walt Pfeiffer said, “We used to eat, drink and sleep cartoons.” Rudy recounted how Walt and his staff were “completely enthused with animation” and how they “used to sit around and make up our own stories, so those modernized fairy tales were not much like the [original] fairy tale, usually.” Once there was a general story idea, “we’d start drawing some scenes.” Hugh found it “easy to invent the little business, the little stuff, but to try to analyze certain actions at times seemed very, very difficult, because we had no reference to live action.” The animators’ main references remained the Lutz book and the films obtained from the film exchange.

At one point, Walt tried to improve the staff’s abilities by conducting an art class for them. “We started an art class for a while back there,” said Rudy. “Walt thought that we should all have more of a training in art and he got the idea of having a night class once a week, a life class. . . . [T]his was just where we put an ad in the paper and had ten or fifteen gals come to answer the ad, and I photographed them. I think we only needed one or two models during that period. It didn’t last too long, the life class.”

The young Laugh-O-gram staff members developed personal bonds as they labored together to produce Walt’s cartoon fairy tales. “We were all under 25 back then,” explained Rudy. “We sure had a lot of fun,” Max agreed. Jack recalled the “happy spirit that existed. . . . [W]e all had many belly laughs when discussing a story or material and Walt would explode some wild gag to incorporate into the story.” Walt Pfeiffer said that they got to the office at 9 a.m. and worked until midnight.

Evidence of the youthful exuberance permeating the air at Laugh-O-gram is evident in a number of gag photographs made by the young artists. In one, taken on the roof of the McConahy Building, Walt has wrestled Max to the edge of the roof and brandishes a gun at him. Ubbe holds a Laugh-O-gram Films director’s megaphone while Jack pretends to film the scene with a fake movie camera. Rudy explained how the prop camera came into existence:

[F]or 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. Then we went out and we’d “shoot” with it.

Walt and his staff also joked around on the streets of Kansas City. Max told a reporter, “I remember [that Walt] used to put a tripod and camera in the back of an open roadster and drive around Kansas City making like he was a newsreel photographer. Of course he never had any film in the camera but he liked the idea.” On weekends, Rudy recalled, the gang would go “to Union Station . . . [and] Walt 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.’”

They would go on trips to Swope Park, one the country’s largest parks, which was located about seven miles southeast of the city, and take pictures at the cabin there called Buzzard’s Roost. Max recalled that, “Hugh Harman and a friend of his . . . had built [the] log cabin in Swope Park and that was a favorite rendezvous.” A Swope Park photograph they dubbed “The Fountain of Youth” shows Walt pumping Ubbe a drink from a fountain while Rudy, Max, and a friend look on. The same group is seen in the cabin in a photograph titled “Gang at Buzzard’s Roost.” Film clips survive that show Walt clowning around inside the cabin with Hugh Harman, his brother Walker, and three other friends, and outside, near a fence, with all three Harman brothers and one of the young men seen in the interior clip.

[image: Image]

By October, the fifth Laugh-O-gram cartoon, Puss in Boots, was nearly finished. Rudy recalled animating a Puss in Boots scene with “the king. He was eating popcorn in a theater, only he was in a box seat eating popcorn. I remember crowds coming in and out of the theater.” Rudy’s scene was part of a nine-minute, thirty-two-second cartoon, the earliest surviving Laugh-O-gram that includes the studio logo title card. The opening credits state that this film was “Cartooned by Walt. Disney, [and] Photographed by ‘Red’ Lyon.”

The action in Puss in Boots takes place in Kingville, which appears to be like a small American town but for the presence of a king and his castle. A boy courts the king’s daughter, but the king chases the boy away. He and Puss the cat walk to the Kingville Theater where they watch Rudolph Vaselino in Throwing the Bull, In Six Parts. The movie gives Puss an idea, which he will only share with the boy if the boy agrees to buy Puss a pair of flapper boots (on sale for $4.99 from a regular price of $5.00) the cat admired in the town Booterie. The boy agrees, and takes the cat’s suggestion to stage a bullfight to impress the king.

The boy, as the Masked Toreador, makes his publicized appearance at the Kingville Arena, where, with the help of the cat’s Radio Hypnotizer, the boy gets the best of the bull. The king, unaware of the boy’s identity, gives his daughter’s hand to the brave toreador. When the boy removes his mask, the king becomes angry and chases him. The boy, the princess, Puss the cat and James the dog (the king’s chauffeur) escape in the king’s car.

Puss in Boots features a parody of a then-current Valentino movie; a Laugh-O-gram inside joke in the form of a poster seen at the Kingville Theater for the upcoming Laugh-O-gram, Cinderella; the almost obligatory “cat’s nine lives” gag; and the first of several instances of Walt using a bullfight setting (and related gags such as the hypnotizer and the victor blowing the vanquished bull away upon defeat). Puss also relied to a larger extent than in previous Laugh-O-grams on written dialogue inserts. For example, after the king throws the boy and Puss down the castle stairs, the boy asks the injured cat, “What’s The Matter[,] Miss Your Step?” The cat responds, “No——I Hit ’Em All.”

Though the studio’s production capabilities were evolving, having expenses without income was taking a toll. Around this time, Red wrote to his mother, Margaret, in Moline, Illinois, that “It will take another five thousand to put the place over [and] an additional fifty or hundred thousand to put in a real production plant next spring. We originally capitalized only enough to get out four pictures of our series. Our fifth is nearly done.” He added, “I am going to sit tight. I have the greatest opportunity I have ever had and I’m in for everything but my false teeth.”

But the giddy atmosphere that must have existed at Laugh-O-gram from mid-September, when Leslie landed the Pictorial deal, through early October, when the staff back in Kansas City continued to make progress on the cartoons, quickly gave way to the reality that the company was out of money—and still well over a year away from receiving the $11,000 from Pictorial. It must have finally been clear to the young artists that the terms of the deal did not allow for income to the company, even though it continued to incur operating expenses such as production costs and salaries.

Rudy recalled that “Walt and I and a couple of the guys were still working for practically nothing for a long time.” Walt Pfeiffer called the situation a “real challenge,” and Red wrote his mother on October 16—just one week after his letter extolling the opportunity at Laugh-O-gram—that although Laugh-O-gram was “turning out some real pictures,” the “company is worse than broke. We are about two thousand in the hole and going in about four hundred more each week. . . . We have the business in sight and orders to put this place over, but we lack the ready cash. . . . I am going to try and sell my stock—loan the money to the company [and] possibly quit and get me something more sure.”

Perhaps because of the disastrous terms of the Pictorial agreement he negotiated, Leslie Mace quit Laugh-O-gram Films in mid-October, within a few weeks of returning from New York. On October 16 Leslie assigned to Dr. Cowles Leslie’s claim against the company for salary due in the amount of $511.84. Dr. Cowles, in turn, paid Leslie his back pay plus interest. Dr. Cowles later transferred Leslie’s claim to his wife, Minnie Cowles, who, according to her daughter-in-law, while not in charge of her husband’s business affairs, was “by Doctor’s side in everything he did.”

Walt pivoted quickly and decided that the company would have to diversify if it were to stay in business. Walt got the Kansas City Star to help promote his latest idea, and the October 29 edition of the paper included an article titled “Recording The Baby’s Life In Films,” which described the newest “feature” of Laugh-O-gram Films: “photographing youngsters.” The Company was in the “regular business of making animated cartoons,” but was adding this service for the “admiring parent wishing to preserve the native graces of his progeny’s actions[.]” Such parents should contact “‘Red Lyon,’ cinematographer, and ‘Walt’ Disney, president of the corporation and head cartoonist for the animated cartoons.” Red would work the camera and “crank[] furiously for awhile, . . . wait[ing] with patience for the baby to ‘look natural.’” The article suggested photographing “such momentous occasions as the first tooth, the first walk, the first word, birthdays and parties,” and that such filming could be continued at limitless intervals.

The service included “projector service”—three showings at “the home” for each hundred feet of film. “In the future, projectors will be as common as phonographs are now,” Red is quoted as saying, “and there will be no need to furnish private showings, as everyone will have one in his own home.” The article began with a description of an imagined father-son argument in 1950, during which a father responds to the challenge about his own boyhood behavior by removing from a safe a reel of two thousand feet of film that “properly convinced” the “crestfallen” son of his father’s perfection as a child. “[G]ad,” the article concluded, “what a weapon!” (despite the fact that the films required “hours of waiting” to catch the child acting properly). The article suggested other purposes—convincing a suitor to “say the fateful words,” recalling how you used to look once you “are old and gray,” and the “historical importance . . . . of an embryo national [chief] executive.”

Rudy, who was hired to help Walt animate, did not see an inconsistency in Walt’s turn towards live-action filming. “[H]e had an idea,” said Rudy years later. “[I]n fact he wanted to be more a live-action director like D. W. Griffith.” In addition, recalled Rudy, Walt still had the acting bug: “Walt always wanted to be an actor, . . . more than he ever wanted to be a cartoonist; he wanted to be an actor and then a live-action director.” Walt “wore puttees like DeMille and a cloth hat like D. W. Griffith used to wear. I think he really would have liked to have been in live pictures, but cartoons sort of overwhelmed him.”

Perhaps Walt got the idea to start “photographing youngsters” from his proximity to the LeMorris Studio, which was initially located in Suite 206 of the McConahy Building but after a year moved two doors down to Suite 210. Photographers Lydia E. Morris and Peter Feldkamp ran the studio, and Walt had befriended one of their young portrait photographers, twenty-eight-year-old Siroon “Baron” Missakian.

Baron, of Armenian descent, was born in Turkey, immigrated to the United States in 1914 and settled in Kansas City the year before Walt formed Laugh-O-gram Films. A talented singer and photographer, Baron had been an apprentice to the official photographer of the Ottoman Empire. While performing with a boys’ choir in Turkey, an American traveler heard him sing and was impressed enough that he offered to sponsor Baron by bringing him back to Boston to study opera.

Baron eventually quit performing once he concluded he was not tall enough to play leading roles. He served in the Army during World War I and sang for Liberty Bond campaigns. He then focused on photography and between 1917 and 1921 worked for White Studios and Bachrach & Chickering in Boston; a studio in Providence, Rhode Island; and the Moffett Studio in Chicago. Baron explained that he moved to Kansas City in 1921 “because he wanted to live in a small town and Kansas City was small then.”

Baron sometimes photographed Walt and his Laugh-O-gram colleagues—he shot them at the lion statute in Swope Park, for example. Baron also made an interior portrait of Walt when Walt still professed to have acting aspirations. In that photograph, Walt wears a T-shirt and blazer, and the ends of his long combed-back hair fall slightly toward his temples as he assumes a brooding demeanor.

Ironically, as Laugh-O-gram’s financial situation was dwindling in the fall of 1922, Walt kept spending on supplies and new employees. He bought cardboard imprints and twenty sheets of cels from Alexander Printing, eleven deliveries of office supplies from Franz Wurm Hardware, two hundred sheets of cels from E. I. du Pont de Nemours & Company, Inc., and made a purchase from the Kansas City Paper House. Additionally, three new employees joined the Laugh-O-gram staff.

The most noteworthy of the new hires was Ubbe Iwwerks, who finally quit his job at Film Ad and started at Laugh-O-gram on Saturday, November 4. Ubbe was hired to “perform work, labor and services in the drawing, etching, printing and manufacture of diagramatic or cartoon moving picture films and prints . . . [for] the sum of $50.00 per week[.]” By 1922, when Walt incorporated Laugh-O-gram Films, Ubbe had moved back in with his mother. Ubbe’s granddaughter has written that Ubbe was hesitant to join Laugh-O-gram at its inception because it meant giving up the Film Ad salary that supported his mother and him. “Had it not been for his financial commitments to his mother,” she wrote, “he would have preferred to join Walt [when Laugh-O-gram was formed], but this time he had to be sure[, so he stayed at] the Film Ad Service, where a steady income was assured.”

Ubbe’s granddaughter reasoned that, “The news of [the Pictorial] distribution was all Ubbe needed to be convinced that Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc. was finally on solid ground,” yet by November 1922, Laugh-O-gram was on far shakier financial ground than it had been when the Pictorial deal was signed two short months earlier. Whatever Ubbe’s reasons for joining Laugh-O-gram when its outlook seemed bleak, Walt’s reasons for wanting him on board were clear to Rudy. Ubbe, said Rudy, “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 man—always with a brush. . . . 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.”

On November 11, Nadine Simpson, who had helped Walt, Rudy, and Hugh obtain and study other cartoons using her contacts at the Film Exchange, was hired as a “[s]tenographer-bookkeeper. That’s what they called them in those days. Now they call them secretaries. But in those days they were stenos and secretaries. . . . [I was paid] $25 a week. That was good money though in those days. I mean for that time it wasn’t bad.” Nadine thought that Suite 218 was “very nice,” and her office was “like a little reception room.” Near Nadine, on the other side of a partition, was “Walt’s drawing board. And we could see him sitting there at the drawing board all day, drawing.” She also worked near “Mr. Kloepper [who] would say ‘this space here was mine,’” and sat in an office that was not very wide.

One week after Nadine joined the company, Walt hired his second female employee. On November 19, twenty-year-old Aletha Reynolds was hired as an artist at a salary of $12 per week. Aletha was raised in Kansas City and lived with her father (a machinist with the Gille Manufacturing Company), her mother, and younger sister. She was still in school the year before Walt hired her. At Laugh-O-gram, she was brought in to do “general artwork . . . including the inking in of films and the making of tracings, sketches and drawings of scenes[.]”

The staff most likely completed one of the last of the Laugh-O-gram fairy tales, Cinderella, during this time. (The studio also made a seventh reel called Jack, the Giant Killer; perhaps, in the end, Walt decided to exclude Little Red Riding Hood from the six shorts he agreed to make for Pictorial. Giant Killer apparently included an opening sequence in which a boy brags to a girl, followed by a segment showing how he and his cat destroyed four giants and rescued a girl imprisoned in a cage.) Like Puss in Boots, Cinderella opens with the Laugh-O-gram logo. The title card states that the production is “by Walt. Disney” and is “produced by a Laugh-O-gram Process.”

The story begins with Cinderella washing dishes as a prince and his dog go bear hunting. The prince later decides to host a ball at the King’s Palace, on “Tuesday Friday the 13th.” After her stepsisters leave for the ball without her, Cinderella is visited by her Fairy Godmother, who provides her a gown and her cat a car. Cinderella is driven to the ball, dances with the prince, and leaves a shoe behind when she rushes out at midnight, when the “Clothes Will Change To Rags.” The prince eventually locates Cinderella, and his dog romances Cinderella’s cat. A final gag scene after the obligatory “And they lived happily ever after” title card shows Cinderella throwing a number of rolling pins at her prince.

Once again, some familiar Laugh-O-gram gags are employed in Cinderella. For example, Cinderella tosses the washed dishes to her cat who catches them with her tail before drying and throwing them into the cabinet. One of several dancing bears removes his tail and replaces it. The crowd at the ball creates a stampede when the butler announces dinner is ready. The prince uses a magnifying glass to track Cinderella’s footprints, but the prints lead to a duck. Other gags include a scene in which the fat stepsister reads a book called “Eat And Grow Thin,” while the thin sister reads “Beauty Secrets.”

Cinderella’s ball scene is an example of how far Walt’s cartoons had progressed since Little Red Riding Hood was animated about a year earlier. Little Red Riding Hood featured stark black and white characters against simple backgrounds. Even by The Four Musicians of Bremen, the animators incorporated more developed backgrounds and shadings of grey. In Puss in Boots, they tackled more complex scenes, such as the theater scene, where an orchestra plays beneath the Valentino movie—and the arena scene, which features crowds of people reacting to the bullfight. The ball scene in Cinderella is even more stylized: it features a tiled floor, dancers in detailed clothes, and even a wall with sconces. When Cinderella flees the ball, the shading reflects the nighttime’s darkness.

By the end of November 1922, Walt’s production and salary costs took their toll, and Walt turned to Dr. Cowles for a loan. On Thanksgiving Day, Dr. Cowles lent $2,500 to Laugh-O-gram. Walt executed a note, agreeing to repay the money to Dr. Cowles’ Linwood State Bank account within ninety days at 6 percent interest. Walt signed the note as “Walter E. Disney, President.” Dr. Cowles endorsed the back of the note, “Pay to the order of M. L. Cowles,” and signed it “Dr. J. V. Cowles.”

As the end of 1922 loomed, Laugh-O-gram Films was, as Rudy, Max, and Walt Pfeiffer later agreed, “down to the last penny,” and the payment deadline for the $11,000 owed to the company by Pictorial, January 1, 1924, was still over a year away. In late November or early December, an unexpected opportunity presented itself to Walt when he was asked to make a live-action educational film. Dr. Thomas B. McCrum, forty-six, a dentist with the Deaner Dental Institute in Kansas City, asked Walt to produce a film that Dr. McCrum could use to educate children about dental care. Dr. McCrum offered to pay $500 for the film, but Walt’s dire financial straits prevented Walt from agreeing to meet with Dr. McCrum:

[O]ne night the doctor called [Walt] to say, “I’ve got the money. Come on over and we’ll set the deal.” “I can’t,” [Walt] told him. “Why not?” the doctor asked. “I haven’t any shoes,” [Walt] said. “They were falling apart. I left them at the shoemaker’s shop downstairs and he won’t let me have them until I dig up a dollar and a half.” “I’ll be right over,” Dr. McCrum said. He paid the shoemaker, took [Walt] back to his office, and together they worked out an agreement to make the film he had in mind.

Rudy went with Walt and Dr. McCrum to the Benton School, the elementary school that Walt had attended, to get the school’s permission to cast and film the movie there. Rudy recalled that 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. . . . [who agreed to] let Walt come out and interview children for this Dr. McCrum film[.]” Benton faculty members then preselected students as candidates for roles in the film, titled Tommy Tucker’s Tooth. The story focused on Jimmie, a boy with bad dental hygiene, and Tommy, a dentist’s dream patient. While the final film was mostly a live-action production, Walt decided to insert animated sequences, which could more easily show aspects of dental hygiene, such as how plaque affects a tooth’s health.

Based on the faculty’s recommendations, Walt interviewed what Rudy thought were “quite a few children” for the few roles in the film. Walt ultimately selected John “Jack” Records, eleven, a sixth grader, to play the part of Jimmie. Jack Records recalled that, even though “[t]here was no fooling around” with Walt, “we all liked him immediately.”

For a few weeks in December 1922, while Rudy remained at the office and shot the still work on which the animated dental hygiene sequences would be based, Walt and his cameraman for the project, Walt Pfeiffer, another Benton alumnus, filmed the live-action sequences at the school. Because classes were still in session, filming was possible only a few days during the week. Jack Records remembered that “[e]verything went smoothly due to his easy way of directing us,” even though Walt did not provide the children with their lines ahead of time:

I don’t recall any script—if he had a script, I didn’t see it—but he always knew exactly what he wanted us to do. And he would act things out. I can’t think of any specifics, but I do have a very strong recollection of how organized and prepared he was. It was all very informal—I mean, he liked children, it was obvious, and he knew how to handle us. I was impressed with that too, because the way he did it, why, it was fun.

Tommy Tucker’s Tooth is a ten-minute, thirty-two-second educational film with live action and animation. The title card states that the story was “by Thos. B. McCrum, D.D.S., Kansas City, Mo.” The film centers around a woman telling several children a story, “one [they] should never forget.” Schoolmates Tommy Tucker and Jimmie Jones are seen walking together to Benton School, but the children soon learn that, while Tommy had good health habits, Jimmie was “very careless” and “thought brushing teeth was only for girls.”

The woman warns the children about brushing, to avoid cavities, experience better overall health, and be “better looking.” Jimmie has not taken these lessons to heart, and when he and Tommy see a “Boy Wanted” sign, Tommy gets the job “[b]ecause Tommy’s neat appearance and good teeth show that he takes pride in himself.” Jimmie relents and gets an appointment with a dentist. He is subsequently hired by the employer who gave Tommy a job. The film concludes with a tutorial on brushing.

The surviving copy of Tommy Tucker’s Tooth does not include the Laugh-O-gram name in the opening or closing credits, but its use of certain devices—animated alien-like creatures hacking at decaying teeth with pick-axes and a title card with a clock with wings that flies by over the caption “As the time flies” (also used in Puss in Boots)—makes the film recognizable as a Laugh-O-gram production.

After filming was completed, Walt invited Jack Records to visit Laugh-O-gram Films, where Jack saw “two men . . . at work on the animation over the big round glass drawing table lighted from beneath.” Walt showed Jack his office and “gave me a substantial reward (either a five or ten dollar bill) for my cooperation.” Walt, however, only made about $50 from Tommy Tucker’s Tooth, and Laugh-O-gram’s financial situation continued to deteriorate in the new year.

On Thursday, January 4, 1923, Laugh-O-gram Films was sued by E. M. McConahy for $384 in back rent. A hearing was scheduled before a justice of the peace for later that month. Meanwhile, Walt continued to fall behind in making the company’s payroll, and a few of the studio’s original staff members departed. Walt stopped paying Walt Pfeiffer, who was already owed almost $100 in back pay. By the middle of the month, Lorey Tague, who by then earned $80 per month but hadn’t been paid since before Christmas, quit. Around this time, Red Lyon moved to California. Bills that Walt was never able to pay continued to arrive, including a subscription and advertising invoice from Exhibitor Trade Review and bills for the company’s final purchases from Franz Wurm Hardware and du Pont (from which Laugh-O-gram bought another two hundred sheets of cels).

On Friday, January 26, Justice of the Peace W. J. Cairns ordered Laugh-O-gram to pay McConahy $384 plus $12.90 in interest, fees, and costs. It is unclear whether E. M. McConahy, who does not appear in city directories for the early 1920s and presumably lived somewhere outside the Kansas City metropolitan area, attended the hearing. Regardless, he continued to place tenants in his relatively new building in 1923, adding Mrs. M. F. Wood, a dress-maker, in Suite 202, and Mrs. Paul G. Brauer’s beauty parlor in Suite 214. Walt turned to the Cowleses for help in paying the court’s judgment. Minnie Cowles later claimed her husband paid the judgment at the “special instance [sic] and request” of Walt’s company.

According to the Cowleses’ daughter-in-law, “The Doctor” and Minnie continued to be supportive of Walt, frequently bringing sandwiches for the staff in the evening (although Rudy never remembered seeing “Doc” Cowles at the studio). The Cowles’ son, John Jr., recalled that his parents even let “Walt live[] with us for a while in Kansas City.” (He also lived in an apartment at 1325 Linwood Boulevard and by 1923 had an apartment at 3415 Charlotte.) Walt felt Dr. Cowles “showed more tenacity than the other investors. Once in a while [Cowles] told [him], ‘Stay with it, Diz. Here’s another few dollars. I hope it’ll get you by for a little while.’”

The sandwiches provided by the Cowleses must have been especially appreciated since the staff was being paid sporadically, if at all, and therefore those who lived on their own had little money for food. Max recalled that “Things were really tough back then.” He said, “We didn’t ever have three square meals a day. My mom used to mail us a cake once in awhile and that was really something.” Jack Kloepper recounted

One day, when Walt and I went down to Dr. Cowles’ office, on Grant Avenue in Kansas City at that time, to pick up the Friday payroll, we left Dr. Cowles’ office and headed back to the studio on 31st and as we got to an intersection and just as we were ready to step off the curb, I think we both looked down at the same time and here was a dollar bill lying in the gutter. I think we both made a grab for it, but I got the dollar bill. And I held it up and I said, “Walt, we’re going to have lunch.” And we did, on the dollar bill. Because at that time I question whether we had a dollar between us.

An often-repeated anecdote told how Walt and his staff ate on credit at Jerry Raggos and Louis Katsis’ Forest Inn Café on the first floor of the McConahy Building:

When [Walt’s] restaurant bill climbed past sixty dollars, [Jerry] came up to see him. “Walter,” he said, “believe me, I’d give you unlimited credit, but my partner says fun’s fun and we’ve got to cut you off.” “All right, Jerry,” [Walt] said. “I understand.” . . . [When Jerry later found Walt eating picnic leftovers of beans and bread from Baron’s studio,] “Walt,” he said, “I don’t care what Louie says. You come down to our place and get something to eat.”

Walt recounted this period as

probably the blackest time of my life. I really knew what hardship and hunger were like. I remember a couple of Greeks who ran a restaurant below my office gave me credit to run up the food bills for a time, but even they grew hard-hearted in the end, and though they never really let me starve, they always made sure I got the cheapest food in the house and fed me on leftovers. It was a pretty lonely and miserable time of my life.

Nadine, like Jerry Raggos (who managed the restaurant and who Nadine remembered as “a very nice little fellow, small[,]” with good food), also made sure Walt didn’t starve. Once Raggos stopped extending credit, Nadine recalled, “I said, ‘Why don’t you tell him that I will type his menus for him in exchange for your meals.’” Walt did so, and Raggos agreed; Nadine typed his menus and Walt and “the boys” had their meals “down there at . . . Jerry’s Café, on the first floor.” Hugh thought that Louie Katsis “was the world’s greatest pie-maker; he could make pies better than most good housewives.”

One time, Nadine helped feed Walt, Rudy, and other staffers by giving them tickets for her church’s ice cream social:

This is [at] the Annunciation Church at Lynwood [sic] and Benton. They had an ice cream social there . . . when the boys were starving: Rudolf, and Walt and them. And I gave them two dollars worth of tickets, because that’s where I went to church. They had this ice cream social. They gave out tickets for prizes. I want you to know that they won a ham and all of the groceries. I think Monsignor Tierney must have just fixed that up so they could win. That’s where they really struck it rich.

Nadine found Walt—although full of “drive and ambition”—was “always a very humble, very unassuming, very pleasant person.” She “never heard him say a cross word” while working for him.

Walt urged Nadine to call on Baron at the photography studio down the hall. Nadine finally “met Baron through Walt. He kept telling me to go to a good young photographer he knew and have my portrait made. I said I didn’t want to and it was a long time before I finally went.” Nadine and Baron eventually began to date, and that enabled her to witness how Baron, too, took Walt under his wing. “They were both very poor then,” she said. “Baron used to buy a can of pork and beans—they cost 10 cents then—and a loaf of bread for 5 cents and he would share it with Walt. And that was about the only meal they had all day.” Roy’s girlfriend, Edna Francis, would also look out for Walt. Edna invited Walt to dinner on occasion, but he would get so involved with work that he would be a few hours late.

Edna was born in Kansas on January 1, 1890, making her three and one-half years older than Roy and twelve years older than Walt. She grew up near the Disneys in Kansas City. By the time Walt opened Kaycee Studios, the Francis family lived at 3025 Agnes Street, one block west of the Disney house on Bellefontaine. Edna lived with her widowed mother, Lettie, and her brothers, Edward and Bryan. Edna was a clerk with the Travelers Insurance Company. Edward was a bookkeeper at Kornfalfa Feed Milling Company, and Bryan was a clerk.

Edna and Roy met through Edna’s other brother, Mitchell, who had been in the Navy with Roy and later worked with him at the First National Bank in Kansas City. Mitch used to play horseshoes in the backyard of the Disney home with Roy and his brother, Herb. “My brother brought Roy home,” Edna said, “and they took my sister and me to a dance. Roy had only two dance lessons and he wasn’t very good.”

Edna met Walt not long after she and Roy started “going together[,]” several years before Walt went to Europe. Edna and Roy had played tennis and “stopped at the drugstore to get a soda.” Walt came to the drugstore looking for Roy because Walt “wanted a quarter or a half dollar or something[.]” Edna found her future brother-in-law “a very cute” thirteen-year-old: “So good-looking: he had such big brown eyes, and [was] so interested in what he was doing.” Edna recalled that Roy gave Walt the money: “Roy was always giving it to him, when he had it.” Roy and Edna were going to marry in 1920, but Roy got sick with tuberculosis.

By the time Walt started Laugh-O-gram Films, Roy was out west, being treated for his condition in hospitals in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and the Sawtelle section of Los Angeles. Edna recalled how “Walt used to come out to our house. He was having a kind of struggle, financially, and when he’d get hungry he’d come over. We’d feed him a good meal and he’d talk until almost midnight about cartoon pictures, mostly, and things he wanted to do.” Roy continued to support Walt from afar; Roy would send Walt blank checks, and write, “Kid, I have a hunch you could use a little dough so I’m enclosing a blank check. Fill it out for any amount you need—up to thirty dollars.” Walt later said that he would fill such checks out for the full amount.

It is unclear exactly when Walt learned that Pictorial had gone out of business and that Laugh-O-gram Films would never receive the $11,000 that Pictorial owed it. Walt told a reporter that Pictorial, “soon after making the deal, went broke.” He explained to another reporter that, “Immediately after the deal was made, the Pictorial club went broke[.]” Nadine’s recollection was that once Walt discovered that the Pictorial contract was “worthless,” “[t]hen Dr. Cowles wouldn’t put any more money into the business.”

Dr. Cowles continued backing Walt in February of 1923 (when he paid a $13.50 phone bill), but Walt might have suspected that Dr. Cowles was not optimistic about a financial recovery for Laugh-O-gram Films. By early February, Walt turned to a new investor, hardware store owner John Fredrick Schmeltz. Schmeltz, fifty-five, was a Kansan and the son of German immigrants. He married his wife Lizzie in 1896, settled in Kansas City by the turn of the century and earned a living operating a hardware truck. By 1919 he had opened his own hardware store at 2410 East 15th Street, two and one-half miles northeast of the studio.

It is not clear how Walt—who was a customer of Franz Wurm’s hardware store until the previous month—knew Schmeltz, but on Friday, February 9, according to Schmeltz, Walt “appealed to [Schmeltz] for advances” for “the purpose of enabling [Laugh-O-gram Films] to go ahead and to tide it over until the money would come in on the contract with the Pictorial Films[.]” That same day, Schmeltz wrote a check to Briggs Supply Co. for $482.51, the cost of lamps purchased from Briggs by Laugh-O-gram. It was the first of a number of loans and payments Schmeltz would make on Laugh-O-gram’s behalf. In the end, Schmeltz would invest almost $2,500 in Laugh-O-gram. Although he paid the Briggs bill, however, Schmeltz was “unwilling” to advance Walt money without security.

On February 13, Schmeltz advanced the company $23.50 and paid a 75-cent “Express Item” bill in return for a note and mortgage from Laugh-O-gram for the amount of those expenses plus the amount of the Briggs lamp bill. The $506.76 mortgage was a Chattel Mortgage executed by Walter E. Disney, President, and A. H. Kloepper, Secretary, conveying to Schmeltz a mortgage on three “Perkins Hi-Power lamp moving picture machine[s]” with stands, and one Cooper-Hewitt tube. The accompanying note required repayment within six months at 6 percent interest. Walt approved this transaction without the authority of the Board of Directors. If the mortgage wasn’t a sign that Walt’s financial situation was getting desperate, another development was: by month’s end, Walt stopped drawing a salary.

While Walt was working with Fred Schmeltz on the business front, he pivoted once again on the creative front, continuing Laugh-O-gram’s expansion into other genres. Walt decided to release a series combining “animated cartoons and spicy jokes” and as early as February 10 was corresponding about it with a distributor, Inter-Ocean, as he would soon do with Universal and Commercial Traders Cinema Corporation. This series was not entirely new—it was a reworking of some of the Lafflets produced by Walt and Fred Harman at Kaycee Studios. Walt had Aletha Reynolds provide “editorial work in the collection of squibbs reproduced . . . under the head or title of ‘Lafflets,’” and the result was a number of new and recycled shorts, including Golf in Slow Motion, Reuben’s Big Day, The Woodland Potter, A Pirate for a Day, Descha’s Tryst With The Moon, Aesthetic Camping, Rescued, and A Star Pitcher.

Rudy remembered making two or three Lafflets, and that “a cat and a dog would crack a joke—it was all silent, of course—and then kill themselves laughing at it.” Rudy recalled that he shot some of the new Lafflets, sometimes using matchstick animation, and that “Ub[be] was in one of them[:]”

[Ubbe] went in and made a model of Warren G. Harding. It was sort of a takeoff on [Harding], and he was smoking a cigarette . . . . You made the model. After the model was finished, he smoked a cigarette. He had a cigarette in his mouth, and we blew the smoke with a pipe, that was shot full crank. Now what happened: the model was made, complete. Then he walked in backwards; everything was shot in reverse. He walked in backwards, but actually, when you ran it, he was walking away. He walked in to the clay model, turned around and started just really throwing this clay. I think we did a slow crank on that [to speed up the action on screen]. When it was over, we cut to the close-ups with the smoke coming out and whatnot. After that was done, he just had the pile of clay and he just walked backwards off the stage. So in reverse, the whole thing was that he walked in, he dumped the thing, set it up like that, and, when he was finished, turned around and walked off. . . . The cigarette was also done on a slow crank, but when he winked his eye or something like that, that was done in stop motion, on the model itself. Ub[be] was the artist on that.

Rudy also recalled that the Lafflets featured “a character with a music box crank. He would crank the jokes, and they would come out with a laugh.”

Jack Kloepper sent a sample Lafflets reel to Universal in March, writing, “You will note that two of these reels are cartoon material and the other is clay modeling. In the series we will also introduce cartoons and live characters acting together in some productions. This will give you three separate and distinct types which can be released alternately. We are going to make arrangements for distribution for this series very soon.” The following week, Jack wrote to Universal, “[W]ithin a very short time we will have several of these subjects available. [They] will be ideal to link with a screen magazine or any other short reel.” While Universal and Commercial Traders Cinema Corporation liked the Lafflets, a distribution deal never came to fruition with either.

On Saint Patrick’s Day, Saturday, March 17, according to a document executed by Walt, Rudy, and Dr. Cowles three months later, Walt held a stockholders meeting for which notice was “waived by the unanimous consent of majority of all the stockholders present[.]” The purpose of the meeting was a recapitalization of Laugh-O-gram stock, which was the latest attempt to prop up the ailing company. At the meeting, Walt was chosen to be the Chairman of the restructured company, and Rudy the Secretary. The proposal to raise the capital stock from $15,000 to $50,000 was passed. As a result of the restructuring, 1,000 shares worth $50 were to be issued, with Walt and Dr. Cowles each owning 350 shares.

The resulting “Statement of Increase of Capital Stock of Laugh-O-Gram Films, Inc.” states that Laugh-O-gram had $20,000 in assets, $8,000 in liabilities, and that over half of the capital stock increase was paid in “money . . . [that] is in the hands of a Board of Directors . . . [or] in property.” Elsewhere, the Statement lists $17,600 worth of Laugh-O-gram assets, including the Pictorial contract (worth $11,100), The Musicians cartoon ($2,000), Lafflets ($1,500), cash from Dr. Cowles ($2,000), and “services rendered” by Walt ($1,000).

A short time later, Walt decided to try to “crack the market” with a new series that was a variation of the popular Out of the Inkwell cartoons made famous by Max Fleischer. The Inkwell series featured an animated character in a live-action world; Walt’s idea was to have a live-action character in an animated world. He believed he found just the young starlet who could help him pull it off in Virginia Davis.

Four-year-old Virginia was the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Jefferson “Jeff” Davis of Kansas City. Thomas Davis was a traveling furniture salesman, who, as Virginia explained, “would be gone for a couple of weeks at a time. Mother had time on her hands,” and sent Virginia to dancing school:

[M]y mother took me to Georgia Brown Dramatic School when I was very young. And I was an only child, and that’s sort of what she did; I was her life. She’d had a hard time having me and finally got me and, you know, she really did everything for me. But anyway, she took me to this Georgia Brown Dramatic School. I had ended up dancing. I was on my toes when I was three.

Virginia’s hair was full of “long curls and I think someone had said I should get into modeling or something.” Virginia began to model for ads that “they used to flash . . . on the screen . . . . in between motion pictures,” including an ad for Warneker’s Bread. The bread ad was “just a picture of me, smiling and looking like, ‘Oh, yum yum!’ and eating this piece of Warneker’s Bread with a lot of jam on it.”

As Virginia learned later, Walt saw one of her ads in a theater and realized he found the star for his new series. Walt found out Virginia’s name and “called my mother and told her that he had this idea, and he came and talked to her.” Virginia heard that Walt “already had this idea of doing a film about a little girl named Alice who goes to cartoon land” and “explained to my mother that he had this idea and he wanted to make a test film, and he would have to take it around to see if he could sell the idea.”

Her mother, according to Virginia, “liked [Walt] a lot. He was quite charming.” Mrs. Davis decided, “‘Sure, we’ll shoot a film and see what happens.’” Walt began negotiating with the Davises, and offered Virginia 5 percent of the receipts that Alice cartoons generated for Laugh-O-gram. The Davises accepted, and a contract was signed on Thursday, April 13, 1923.

As Walt was negotiating with the Davises, the studio still struggled. Aletha Reynolds quit her job on April 8 and was still owed $200 in back pay. A few days later, with the company “still unable to meet and pay [its] expenses,” Walt again turned to Fred Schmeltz for help. Schmeltz wrote Laugh-O-gram a check in the amount of $46.55 on April 11. By the end of the month, Walt owed Max $170.50 in back pay.

Walt forged ahead with the reel he called Alice’s Wonderland (both Hugh and Rudy recalled that it was initially called Alice in Cartoonland), filming the live-action scenes at the Laugh-O-gram studios and at the Davises’ home. In the studio scenes, Walt, Rudy, Hugh, Ubbe, and two other men (possibly Alex and Otto) appear on-screen with Virginia, who wore her mother’s favorite tam hat in these scenes. The bedroom scene, in which Mrs. Davis’s sister, Louise, plays Alice’s mother, was filmed in Virginia’s bedroom. Walt directed Virginia by saying, “‘do this’ and ‘do that’—of course, with no sound, he could be giving me directions at the same time [he was filming], and then he drew in everything [later].”

The remaining scenes would take place in Cartoonland, in which everything on the screen besides Virginia was animated. Rudy recalled, “We built the sets; they were actually just big sheets of 4 × 8 compo board. We cut out the train thing, and then painted a line around it.” Hugh confirmed that the sets “were nothing more than white [backdrops] on which cartoon scenes were painted; a cartoon train, with an actual doorway in it, from which Alice, behind the flat [scenery], stepped out onto the [train] platform.” For those scenes, Walt directed Virginia by “telling stories. All the work was done in pantomime. He’d say, ‘A bear’s chasing you!’ Or ‘Look sad—you’ve just been hit over the head.’ He’d tell me these things and then I’d react.”

As with Tommy Tucker, Walt dispensed with rehearsals. He would simply call out directions such as, “‘Look frightened,’ or ‘Sit down and pretend this or that.’ . . . Luckily I had a good imagination and took direction well so I was able to do what he wanted me to do.” The twenty-one-year-old Walt struck the right demeanor with his four-year-old star, and she was under his spell. “Did you ever have a favorite uncle, someone you idolized who would . . . just light up your day?” she said. “That’s where I was with Walt.”

As 1923 wore on, Walt could no longer afford the $3 rent for his apartment. Nadine remembered that his “landlady kicked him out,” and he moved into the studio, where he slept on a sofa chair in his drawing room. Jack recalled that Walt “slept there for quite some time in order to save money.” Once a week, he bathed at Union Station, which was located west of the city’s hospital district. He would walk to the station and pay a dime for soap and a towel and a bath.

Although the exact production dates are not known, around the time Walt was working on Alice, he earned some additional income when Carl Stalling, a local musician and theater organist, asked him to produce a sing-a-long film or, as Walt named it, a “Song-O-Reel.” Stalling, thirty-one, was from Independence, Missouri. He attended the Kansas City Conservatory of Music and by the early 1920s was the musical director of the Isis Theatre at 31st Street and Troost Avenue, one block west of Walt’s studio. Stalling explained that as musical director he “played the organ and had my own orchestra. This was music to accompany silent movies, and I played the whole afternoon and evening. When I wasn’t at the organ, I’d be conducting, or playing piano and conducting. I had a pianist for a number of years, and then I just conducted.” The organ that Stalling played at the theater was the $22,000 Hope Jones Organ, and in its newspaper ads, the Isis promoted the organ as well as Stalling, whom the Isis claimed was “Kansas City’s Greatest ‘Movie’ Organist.”

Stalling recalled meeting Walt when “Walt was making short commercials . . . and he’d have us run them for him.” Rudy remembered that Carl knew Walt “because a couple of times in our . . . pictures with Walt, the [Laugh-O-gram] fairy tales, we would preview them at the Isis Theater, and Carl would play the organ for them. . . . We’d take a picture up [to the Isis] in the afternoon and run it for Carl a couple of times, so he could know what it was about, and then he’d play [the organ] for the preview.” Later, Stalling asked Walt to work with him on a song film, in which “[t]he words would come on one at a time, with the music.” The point of the song reel was to illustrate a song on film, and use the song lyrics as captions so that the movie theater audience could sing along as the organist played the melody.

The piece that Stalling hired Laugh-O-gram to work on was Martha, Just a Plain Old-Fashioned Name, a 1922 song by Joe L. Sanders of the Coon-Sanders Original Nighthawks Band. Stalling and Walt made an agreement with Martha’s publisher, the Jenkins Music Company of Kansas City, and Walt set out to write and cast a film based on the following lyrics:

[A] quaint old-fashioned girl that everybody knows,
Radiant as the poppy, lovely as the rose.
Martha, just a plain old-fashioned name like Mary or Molly or Rose.
She’s just a plain old-fashioned girlie and everybody knows.

According to Rudy, Walt cast some models to appear in the film, and Ubbe played the male lead. Rudy said that “Walt was going to act in it,” but Ubbe “finally played the disillusioned lover thinking back to this girl that he never did marry.” Rudy recalled that he “shot it,” with Walt directing, and that Laugh-O-gram “built the sets for that out in the alley at the back of the [McConahy] building.” Nadine remembered that interior scenes were filmed inside the Laugh-O-gram offices. A photograph from a break in filming shows Ubbe in costume, dressed in a dinner jacket with grey powder in his hair, speaking with Jack on the sitting room set as Walt looks at the camera.

Some scenes were filmed on location, and Nadine also remembered that “Kansas City locations were chosen . . . and Walt and his crew roamed the city to find the proper atmosphere—homes, parks, wooded places in the suburbs, Troost Lake” and the “old Watts Mill”—“where Walt and the boys used to go so much.” A photograph from the on-location filming—shot by Baron—establishes that Rudy and Walt Pfeiffer were part of the crew. (Red Lyon has been identified as the cameraman in this photograph, but he moved to California several months earlier; perhaps Alex manned the camera for Martha.) This photograph shows three women dressed in gowns on a wood-beam fence near a pasture and woods. Walt, sitting in a director’s chair with “Laugh-O-gram Films Inc.” on the back, wears a hat and holds a megaphone. Rudy, on a stool, and Walt Pfeiffer, on his knees, watch. A light reflector board and the movie camera are also labeled “Laugh-O-gram Films Inc.”

Meanwhile, the production of Alice’s Wonderland continued as the Laugh-O-gram crew began animating cartoon sequences. By the time the animation was begun, things were changing rapidly at Laugh-O-gram Films. Nadine, who was still owed $75.50, quit the company on Tuesday, May 1, recalling she had stayed with the company “[u]ntil they folded,” although Laugh-O-gram continued to limp along after she left. Ubbe, who had a balance of unpaid salary of $1,003, left four days later, on May 5, and returned to his job at Film Ad. Said Hugh: Ubbe “quit . . . just for survival; he couldn’t get along without money.”

Walt continued to juggle the production of Alice around his collapsing company, and hoped that Alice would turn his fortunes around. On Monday, May 14, he wrote to Margaret J. Winkler, the New York distributor of the Out of the Inkwell and Felix the Cat series, and told her, with regard to Alice’s Wonderland:


We have just discovered something new and clever in animated cartoons!

The first subject of this distinctly different series is now in production, and will require a few weeks more for completion. It is a new idea that will appeal to all classes, and is bound to be a winner, because it is a clever combination of live characters and cartoons, not like “Out of the Inkwell” or Earl Hurd’s, but of an entirely different nature, using a cast of live child actors who carry on their action on cartoon scenes with cartoon characters.

These new subjects will be a full reel in length, and can be released at regular intervals of two weeks or a month.

However, before you go any further into the matter, we desire that you see some of our former work, so you may appreciate the quality of same. We ask that you get in touch with Mr. W. R. Kelley, of Pictorial Clubs Inc., 350 Madison Ave., New York City, and he will gladly screen several of our [Laugh-O-gram fairy tale] subjects for you. We will not try to explain or tell you any more about this new idea; instead, we will send you a print upon the completion of the first one, if you so desire.



At about that time, Walt sent the same type of letter to distributor Paul Cromelin of Inter-Ocean. Margaret Winkler responded two days later, writing, “I shall, indeed, be very pleased to have you send me a print of the new animated cartoon you are talking about.” She also stated that, “If it is what you say, I shall be interested in contracting for a series of them.”

Despite Margaret’s prompt reply, Walt had to pull back, not only because he did not have a completed Alice to send her, but because his studio was continuing to fall apart. By May 16, the date of Margaret’s reply letter, Walt owed Rudy $586.23 in back salary. Walt also owed Clifford J. Collingsworth $490.14 in back rent for the Laugh-O-gram offices in the McConahy Building. Collingsworth, who had been president and manager of the Great Northern Loan & Savings Company but by 1923 had become the president of Liberty Home Builders, must have purchased the building from McConahy earlier in the year, or otherwise came to have an interest in the Laugh-O-gram lease.

Sometime before May 19, Collingsworth locked Walt and his staff out of Suite 218 in the McConahy Building, and denied them the opportunity to remove their property and equipment from the office until the back rent was paid. Collingsworth went so far as to have a lien placed on Laugh-O-gram’s movie equipment, office furniture, and other property. Walt turned to Fred Schmeltz for help, complaining that he could not rent other office space (needed to finish Alice’s Wonderland) since Laugh-O-gram had no credit.

According to Schmeltz, when Laugh-O-gram “officers and officials[] again appealed to [him] for further [operating] funds,” Schmeltz “refused and declined to advance any further sums or amounts whatsoever” unless Walt agreed to “secure the re-payment of said money with a further chattel mortgage upon all of [Laugh-O-gram’s] property . . . and by an assignment of [the Pictorial contract.]” Walt acquiesced, but negotiated additional terms that would enable him, courtesy of Schmeltz, to rent new office space and secure the back pay he owed Nadine and Jack as well as the $2,500 Dr. Cowles lent Walt the previous November.

Pursuant to these negotiations, on Saturday, May 19, Schmeltz made a cash advance to Laugh-O-gram’s bank account in the amount of $750 and agreed to pay Collingsworth the back rent on the McConahy lease. (With the funds Schmeltz advanced, Walt immediately paid Rudy and Max $15 each; neither employee was paid on the two previous paydays). Collingsworth then allowed Walt and his staff back into Suite 218 to remove their equipment and property, although Rudy remembered having “to move during the night [on two occasions] because we couldn’t pay the rent.” Schmeltz also guaranteed Laugh-O-gram’s obligations under the new office lease that Walt had negotiated with his former Kaycee Studios landlord, Rudolph Peiser. On Tuesday, May 24, Walt signed a lease with Peiser to return to 3241 Troost Avenue, the second floor space above Peiser’s Restaurant where Walt, Red, and Rudy had worked more than a year earlier when they were at Kaycee Studios. Rudy helped move Walt back into the office above Peiser’s

On Tuesday, May 29, at a regular meeting of the Laugh-O-gram directors, the board authorized the execution of a mortgage and note to Schmeltz in the amount of $750. It also authorized the assignment to Schmeltz of the Pictorial contract. The meeting was recorded in the Laugh-O-gram minutes book. By Saturday, June 2, 1923, about one year after Walt left Rudolph Peiser’s second floor office on Troost Avenue to start Laugh-O-gram Films in the McConahy Building, Walt returned to Peiser’s building where, as “Walter E. Disney, President” of Laugh-O-gram, he executed a note and mortgage to Schmeltz in the amount of $750. The loan, plus 6 percent interest, was due on August 19, 1923.

The mortgage gave Schmeltz an interest in all Laugh-O-gram office furniture and movie equipment, including a roll top desk, stenographer’s desk and chair, filing cabinet, coat rack, Cooper-Hewitt Lights and Reostadts, movie camera, tripod, and printer. Walt also, and allegedly “with the authority and order of the Board of Directors[,]” assigned the Pictorial contract to Schmeltz, in order to

secure the re-payment to Fred Schmeltz of any and all indebtedness which the Laugh-O-Gram Films, Inc. now owes to him . . . and also to secure the payment of the sum of Five hundred forty-seven dollars ($547.00) . . . to A. H. Kloepper, also the sum of One hundred twenty-five dollars ($125.00) to Miss N. Simpson, also Twenty-five hundred dollars ($2500.00) to Mrs. M. L. Cowles[.]

The assignment was attested to by the latest Laugh-O-gram Secretary, C. E. Hamilton, who lived in the New Francis Hotel and oversaw a mineral water venture out of an office in the same building Dr. Cowles’ medical office was located.

On June 4, Walt summoned Balthaser Electric to install “service and [a] box,” run ground wires, and inspect the electrical system at the Peiser location; despite its financial and personnel setbacks, Laugh-O-gram had a film in production, and Walt and the others had to get back to work. Hugh recalled that he worked on Alice along with Walt, Rudy and others. Max remembered working on Alice in the Peiser space, “taking turns with Walt on the camera stand for a long session shooting a circus parade.”

On June 18, Walt finally responded to Margaret Winkler’s favorable letter of a month earlier, writing

Owing to the numerous delays and [setbacks] we have encountered in moving into our new studio, we will not be able to complete the first picture of our new series by the time we expected . . . . However, it will be finished very soon, and the writer expects to be in New York about the first of July with a print of same, and an outline of our future program.

Walt sent a similar letter that same date to Paul Cromelin of Inter-Ocean. Margaret wrote back a week later about meeting with Walt in New York, but neither the trip nor the meeting took place.

While June appears to have begun with a sense of a fresh start, within a few weeks, the lack of income dealt Laugh-O-gram additional blows. Walt must have seen them coming; on Friday, June 22, in what was likely a preemptive strike, Walt, Rudy, and Dr. Cowles signed the Statement of Increase of Capital Stock that had been drafted on March 17. Walt may have been referring to the recapitalization when he said in a speech decades later, “I tried my best to salvage something out of the company and to obtain new financing so I could remain in Kansas City, but I wasn’t successful.” As a result, Walt could not take advantage of Margaret Winkler’s interest in Alice; on June 23, Margaret had written Walt, asking if his new cartoon “is completed yet as I am making my plans for next year’s product. Also let me know how soon I could see a sample of this cartoon.”

Walt’s upbeat attitude made an impression on the members of his staff, even though, one by one, they realized that they were not going to be able to make a living working for Walt. Jack Kloepper recounted that

[d]uring those lean times, I never once heard Walt say anything that would sound like defeat. He was always optimistic about his ability and about the value of his ideas and about the possibilities of cartoons in the entertainment field. Never once did I hear him express anything except determination to go ahead, because he believed in himself and he believed in what he was trying to accomplish.

The day after the recapitalization was Rudy’s last at Laugh-O-gram. He felt that “[o]ur ideas were great, but we were in the wrong area. Kansas City wasn’t the place for this kind of work.” Walt owed Rudy $711.23 in back salary. One week later, on Saturday, June 30, Walt prepared Statements of Account for Walt Pfeiffer and Max, as he had previously done for Rudy. Laugh-O-gram still owed Walt Pfeiffer the same amount it owed him six months earlier, $96.50, and it owed Max $220.50. Max received his last pay, in the amount of $15, that same day, his last day at the studio.

In one of his final efforts to save Laugh-O-gram, Walt revived an idea he and Fred Harman had pursued early on at Kaycee Studios—that of a news series produced under the banner of a local paper—and decided to approach the Kansas City Post with a proposal. “I spent a number of weeks,” he recalled, “working on a plan to make a weekly newsreel for the Kansas City Post[.]” He also completed Alice’s Wonderland. Hugh recalled that he and Walt made it “almost all by ourselves. We had part of it done with Rudy and others working on it. . . . But then the [company] blew up and Walt and I finished it up completely by ourselves.” Hugh said that his father “spoiled” him by continuing to send him money, which Hugh used during this period to support Walt and him at the Elsmere Hotel and its restaurant.

Rudy, however, recalled that he completed the film along with Walt and Hugh. The young filmmakers had to reshoot some scenes because hot weather caused the emulsion to run and the first negative was ruined. When they first saw the spotted negative, said Hugh, “It nearly killed us.”

The completed Alice’s Wonderland ran twelve minutes and twenty-five seconds. The surviving version does not include the Laugh-O-gram logo, but the opening credits state that, like Cinderella, Alice was “Produced by a Laugh-O-gram Process,” with “Scenario and Direction” by Walt, photography by Ubbe and Rudy, and “Technical Direction” by Hugh and Max. The final opening credit sets up the live-action beginning and also introduces Walt’s star: “Little Alice, chuck full of curiosity pays her first visit to a cartoon studio, [is] Played by Virginia Davis.”

In the opening scene, Virginia, wearing her mother’s tam but with plenty of curls showing nonetheless, opens the McConahy studio door, marked “Studio, Private,” and peers in at Walt as he draws a doghouse on an easel. Walt’s hair is slicked back and he wears a tie, white shirt, and dark vest that matches his trousers. Virginia comes in and watches as the easel drawings come to life (like in Walt’s and Fred Harman’s The Little Artist of nearly two years earlier): the Laugh-O-gram white dog keeps trying to enter the doghouse, but each time he does, a fight ensues, and he retreats. Finally, his nemesis follows him out of the doghouse and we see who has caused the commotion: the Laugh-O-gram black cat.

Walt and Virginia walk to another part of the office, where they see five animated black cats on a live-action Laugh-O-gram desk. Two of the cats dance on the desk (in between some office supplies and the telephone) while the other three play a sax, a violin, and a drum. In another room of the studio, three artists work while an animated mouse jousts with a live-action cat on a desktop. In this scene, the mouse, who stands on an easel on the desk, brandishes a sword and harasses the live-action cat until it jumps down from the desk.

In the background, the three artists continue to work. The middle of the three artists is Ubbe, who sits at an easel and paints. To the left is an older man with a moustache, probably Otto, who works at a desk. To the right is a young man, possibly Alex, in a cap and overalls. At the end of this scene, Hugh enters in from the left, walks behind the desk where the cat had been, speaks with Otto for a moment, and then turns and exits.

In the last of the office scenes, Hugh sits in front of an easel on which the animated dog and cat fight. On the wall behind the easel are a few framed pictures of cartoon characters, including one of the king from Puss in Boots. Hugh calls to people who are off-screen, and Ubbe, Otto, and Alex enter from the right and stand around the easel to watch the animated fight between the cat and dog. Rudy then enters from the right and joins the other four as they cheer and hoot while the animated dog and cat continue to fight. Hugh, still seated in front of the easel, waves a piece of cloth. Rudy, at left, uses a pocket watch to time the fight and, in place of a referee’s bell, taps a mallet against a glass filled with pens.

A card possibly lettered by Ubbe before his departure from the studio marks the transitions to Alice’s bedroom and sets the stage for the animated dream that comprises the remainder of the film. The card reads, “What Alice saw would make any little girl’s heart flutter—so that night when the sandman came[. . .]” Alice’s mother is then seen tucking her into bed in the scene filmed in Virginia’s bedroom at the Davis home.

In the cartoon dream sequence in which everything except Alice is animated, Alice arrives by train in Cartoonland, where its citizens—animals such as an elephant, ostriches, giraffes, hippos, rabbits, and mice—welcome her with a band and a parade. Alice rides the elephant in the parade and then performs a dance while a band of five black cats plays music. Lions escape from the Cartoonland Zoo and chase Alice, and in a frequently used Disney gag, one lion removes its teeth and sharpens them before rejoining the chase. Alice eventually runs to a cliff and falls, as her mother wakes her and her dream ends.

[image: Image]

By Friday, July 6, Jack Kloepper quit the studio. That same day, he sued the company for the $499 in back salary the studio owed him. The next day a Kaw Township constable served Jack’s summons on Laugh-O-gram, setting a hearing for 7 a.m. on July 26. When the constable arrived at Laugh-O-gram that Saturday, the only person present was Max, whose last paid workday was the previous week. Perhaps Max returned to the office to help Walt on a voluntary basis, or maybe he stayed on at Laugh-O-gram later than existing documents reflect. The constable served the summons on Max, “in the absence of the President [of Laugh-O-gram] and other chief officers[.]” Also on July 7, Schmeltz paid Rudolph Peiser $75 for Laugh-O-gram’s July rent.

By then, Laugh-O-gram was in its last gasps. After a few weeks of talking to the Kansas City Post about a newsreel series, “that deal fell through, too,” said Walt. “That seemed to wash up all the prospects in Kansas City,” and forced Walt to do some soul-searching. He had hoped Alice’s Wonderland would lead to a distribution contract that could save Laugh-O-gram, but the studio was collapsing and he had yet to fully complete Alice. The failure of Laugh-O-gram Films was a hard blow for the normally optimistic and resourceful twenty-one-year-old, who Hugh said was now “really disconsolate . . . just completely dejected.” Walt had told Hugh, “I’ve got to get Laugh-[O]-grams started again.” Hugh explained that Walt “felt he shouldn’t let down Doc Cowles . . . [and] Schmeltz . . . and quite a few others.”

Walt spent almost two and a half years trying everything he could think of to capitalize on the initial success of Newman Laugh-O-Grams. He attempted to parlay that first success into a series. A short time later, he started his first movie studio. At Kaycee Studios, he attempted to sell the Kansas City Journal on a film companion series, animate The Little Artist, market his and Fred Harman’s Film Ad experience to local movie theaters, use aerial filming to break into the news footage business, jumpstart his animation portfolio with the Lafflets series, and, with Red’s and Rudy’s help, animate modern versions of the fairy tales Little Red Riding Hood and The Four Musicians of Bremen.

Later, at Laugh-O-gram, he sought to build a thriving business by selling a series of animated fairy tales, marketing home movies of children, producing an educational film, revising and remarketing the Lafflet series, experimenting with a mix of live action and animation through the proposed Alice series, producing a Song-O-Reel, and trying to again entice a local daily newspaper into a joint newsreel series. At one point, Walt even tried to sell a mail order course on animation. After all of these efforts, he now realized that there were no more avenues open to him—his efforts to make it as a film producer in Kansas City had failed.

Rudy recalled that Walt “was seriously considering going . . . to New York” to work on Felix the Cat. But, as Walt later explained, “I finally came to a great conclusion. I had missed the boat. I had got in[to the animated cartoon field] too late. Film cartooning had been going on for all of six or seven years.” Walt shared his predicament with his brother, Roy, who agreed that his younger brother should leave Kansas City. Roy felt that, had his brother stayed in Kansas City

Walt would have gotten mired down with the crooks [like Pictorial]. That was his problem in Kansas City. He made some nice little pictures. They were sold . . . on a silly thing of a sixth-month trade acceptance. . . . It was stupid. So in six months time he delivered the pictures, and when the first one came due, the damn company went into bankruptcy. . . . So it was a pathetic, interesting little story. If Walt had gone on like that in life, he never would have gone anyplace. Because there are always slickers to take you.

Roy wrote Walt, “Kid I think you should get out of there. I don’t think you can do any more for it.” Roy suggested that Walt move to Los Angeles, pointing out that he could stay with their Uncle Robert, who left Kansas City and bought a home in Hollywood and who also encouraged Walt to move west. “My only hope,” Walt concluded, “lay in live-action movies.” Thus, Walt “finally turned my eyes to Hollywood, where I decided I would go and try to become a director.”

Walt left for California to “take my chances in the movie game” in late July 1923, but he spent the two weeks before he left earning money to pay for his train ticket. He bought an “antiquated” movie camera and made films of babies to fund his trip. In one account, Walt explained that he purchased the camera with profits from the Martha Song-O-Reel. In another, he said he lacked the money to purchase the camera, so asked to try it out, and quickly made a baby film so he could return to the seller with money to conclude the purchase.

Walt claimed that he traded one of his hand-drawn cartoons for a haircut before dressing neatly and going door-to-door in a comfortable residential neighborhood of Kansas City, offering to film babies for $10 or $15. Walt remembered that his first customers were Dr. and Mrs. Leland Viley, who had him film their six-month-old daughter, Kay. The Vileys received two hundred feet of film of their infant, and other jobs followed. When Walt had enough money, he sold the camera to a “movie fan” for twice what Walt paid for it. “This,” he recalled, “gave me a little extra money”—enough for a train ticket to California and $40 to spare.

There is no record of what day in late July was the date of Walt’s departure. On Friday, July 20, and Monday, July 23, Schmeltz forwarded the company $50 and $25, respectively. Schmeltz later indicated that the first of these two checks was for “operating expenses,” although it is not clear what expenses were paid (or even if Walt was present and was the one who decided what bills to pay). Perhaps Walt needed more travel money than he later recalled.

At 11:30 a.m. on July 26, after the failure of the appearance in court of any representative from Laugh-O-gram Films, the Kaw Township Justice of the Peace entered a judgment in favor of Jack Kloepper in the amount of $499 plus $14 in interest. The following day, Schmeltz wrote a check to Clifford Collingsworth in the amount of $367.61 “in payment of back rent” owed by Laugh-O-gram on the McConahy Building lease.

Walt did not dismantle the Laugh-O-gram Films offices above Peiser’s Restaurant before he left town. According to Rudy, “the studio as such was still set up, he just left everything there.” Walt, said Hugh, “put in a good word for me at the Film Ad, so I got a job there[.]” Rudy was not as lucky; he “went there to look for a job, [but] I never got to sit in the office.”

Meanwhile, Walt simply “packed all my worldly goods in a pasteboard suitcase” and prepared to leave home “with that wonderful audacity of youth[.]” The night before his departure, Walt had dinner with Edna Francis. The next day, Walt’s brother Herbert’s mother-in-law gave Walt food for the trip, and her son drove Walt to Union Station, where he boarded the California Limited train to Hollywood.

Walt bought a first-class ticket and, with all the lower berths taken, rode west in an upper berth. He later described his mood on that “big day, the day I got on that Santa Fe, California Limited,” saying that he was “just free and happy.”

It was a hot day in August of 1923 when Walt, just twenty-two years old, arrived in Los Angeles. Years later, he told his daughter that, as he left Kansas City, he was sure that his hopes would be fulfilled in California. Perhaps the locale had changed, but the dream and his confidence in it had not. “Walt always said,” recalled Max, “even back then [in Kansas City,] that he would make it big.”
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Walt in his Red Cross uniform, 1918 or 1919. This is how the sixteen- or seventeen-year-old Walt Disney looked the year before he embarked on his storied career.
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A Newman Theatre Magazine cover on which Walt worked as an apprentice for twenty-seven-year-old Lou Pesmen and twenty-four-year-old Bill Rubin at the Gray Advertising Company between October and December 1919. Frank L. Newman, twenty-nine, owned several theaters in Kansas City. The art apprenticeship at Gray Advertising was Walt’s first job after his return from France.
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The cover of the February 1920 edition of the Leather Workers Journal. Walt worked on this cover with his friend, eighteen-year-old Ubbe Iwwerks, with whom he started the Iwwerks-Disney commercial art agency in January 1920. Ubbe and Walt likely worked on this cover while their agency was located in an unused bathroom in the offices of the National Restaurant Association, located a block from the Gray Building. Walt landed the Journal job through John Pfeiffer, forty-nine, a neighbor and the father of Walt’s schoolmate and friend, Walt Pfeiffer.
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In February 1920, Walt was hired as an artist for the Kansas City Slide Company, which was renamed the Kansas City Film Ad Service and moved to 2449 Charlotte Street. This picture shows the Show Card and Title Men team at work at the Film Ad. Walt is in the back row, wearing a visor. Fred Harman, about nineteen, is to Walt’s right. Walt’s tormentor, forty-one-year-old “Art Boss” James MacLachlan, sits at the near end of the middle row, and Ubbe sits to MacLachlan’s left. At Ubbe’s left is MacLachlan’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Marjorie.
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Three young Kansas City swells employed at the Film Ad. Walt is in the middle. Ubbe is to Walt’s right, and Fred is to Walt’s left. Ubbe is probably twenty years old in this photograph, and the others are probably nineteen.
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Walt’s cartoonist logo, which he probably created in early 1921 when he began what he called his “home experimenting” in the garage behind his family’s home at 3028 Bellefontaine Street, southeast of downtown Kansas City. Walt’s address was crossed out when Walt opened a studio on Troost Avenue that year. Walt later used this logo in the Newman Laugh-O-Grams title card (March 1921) and a Motion Picture News ad for Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc. (July 1922).
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Walt as seen in the Newman Laugh-O-Grams, which premiered at Frank Newman’s Newman Theatre on Sunday, March 20, 1921. Walt’s cartoonist logo appears over his right shoulder.
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The Newman Laugh-O-Gram lightning sketch about Kansas City street potholes, made by Walt in early 1921. The hand and pen can be seen at the bottom of this photograph.
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Walt, left, and Fred outside Kaycee Studios. Kaycee was located at 3241 Troost Avenue, a second-story office initially above the Standard Phonograph Company, 3239 Troost (and later above Peiser’s Restaurant at that address). Prior to this location, Kaycee was in an office above a car barn located at 30th and Holmes, seven blocks from the Troost Avenue location, and Kaycee may have been located in another office before it moved to Troost. This photograph was probably taken in the second half of 1921.
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Walt wearing a hat, with Fred Harman and their camera.
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By the end of 1921, Fred Harman apparently left Kaycee Studios when twenty-eight-year-old Red Lyon, a former Film Ad colleague, was brought into the partnership. For six months, spanning from late 1921 to early 1922, Walt animated Little Red Riding Hood, a six-and-one-half-minute, single-reel modernization of the classic story. Red acted as Walt’s cameraman until Red left Kaycee. Eighteen-year-old Rudy Ising joined Kaycee Studios as a cartoonist in February or March of 1922 and took over as cameraman once Red left the studio.

[image: Image]

The McConahy Building, located at 1127 East 31st Street, Kansas City, was the first and longest home of Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc., which Walt formed after Kaycee Studios disbanded and Walt left the Film Ad in May 1922. The building, at the southwest corner of 31st Street and Forest Avenue in the heart of the city’s South Central Business District, was one block east and two and one-half blocks north of Kaycee Studios’ Troost Avenue office. Walt, Red Lyon, and Rudy Ising moved into Suite 218 on the building’s second floor by Sunday, May 28, 1922, ten days after Laugh-O-gram was incorporated. Suite 218 included three rooms at the front of the building, overlooking 31st Street (the four second-story windows at the far right of this photograph denote these rooms), and two rooms across the hall, at the rear of the building. The three rooms in the front of the building included the offices of Walt, his twenty-six-year-old secretary Nadine Simpson, and twenty-five-year-old business manager Jack Kloepper. The two rooms in the back of the building included the camera room and the animator’s room. The LeMorris photography studio’s labeled windows are also seen in this picture. LeMorris was in Suite 206, the second-story corner suite. Jerry Raggos and Louis Katsis’ street-level Forest Inn Café is seen in this picture as well.
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Walt (seated in the back seat) and Laugh-O-gram Films participated in a South Central Business Association parade, likely held before mid-August 1922, or between late September and mid-October 1922. To Walt’s right is a mock Laugh-O-gram camera and tripod. To his left is a sign proclaiming that the footage filmed during the parade would be shown in the following evening at the Isis Theatre, which was located at 31st and Troost, one block west of the McConahy Building. To the driver’s left, holding a Laugh-O-gram megaphone, is twenty-four-year-old Leslie Mace, the studio’s general sales manager. Behind the hood of the car, wearing a bow tie, is Rudy Ising. The other two men in the picture could be twenty-five-year-old animator Lorey Tague, twenty-one-year-old poster artist Alex Kurfiss, or Red Lyon.
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The animators’ room in the southwest corner of the McConahy Building. The artists in this photograph could by Rudy, eighteen-year-old Hugh Harman, nineteen-year-old Max Maxwell, Lorey Tague, or Alex Kurfiss (or Walt if he had walked across the hall from his own office). On the shelf are framed posters of Jack and the Beanstalk and Goldie Locks and the Three Bears.
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Jack Kloepper in his office with Rudy Ising. Jack’s narrow office was next to the reception room where Nadine Simpson worked. Nadine could see into Walt’s office from the reception room. On the wall is Alex Kurfiss’ poster for Little Red Riding Hood. Alex’s name is seen in the poster’s lower right-hand corner. The poster was likely made by Alex in the poster’s summer or fall of 1922 at the Laugh-O-gram studio, even though the film was made in late 1921 and early 1922 by Walt, Red Lyon, and Rudy Ising at Kaycee Studios.
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A scene from Puss in Boots, completed in October 1922. The movie poster seen at left is an inside joke; Cinderella was put into production by the Laugh-O-gram studio not long after Puss was completed.
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Walt filming home movies of Kansas City children, probably in the fall of 1922. Based on an article about this part of Laugh-O-grams’ work that appeared in the October 29, 1922, edition of the Kansas City Star (titled “Recording the Baby’s Life In Films”), the person to Walt’s left is probably Red Lyon.
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In the spring of 1923, Walt was hired to make a sing-along film for a song published the previous year, Martha, Just a Plain Old Fashioned Name. Walt called the film a “Song-O-Reel.” Walt hired models to play the female roles in Martha and Ubbe played the male lead. Nadine recounted how Walt and the crew, which included Rudy and Walt Pfeiffer, roamed Kansas City to find the homes, parks, and woods from which he chose his exterior location sites. The crew also filmed at Troost Lake. The crew and several models are seen here. From left: Rudy (sitting and watching), Walt (holding the Laugh-O-gram megaphone that Nadine would return to the Disney studio some forty-five years later), twenty-two-year-old “Scenario Editor” Walt Pfeiffer (kneeling), and an unknown cameraman behind the camera bearing the studio’s name. The cameraman has been identified as Red Lyon in the 2002 book Walt Disney’s Missouri by Brian Burnes, Robert W. Butler, and Dan Viets, but Red Lyon’s death certificate states that he moved to California early in 1923. If that is correct, the cameraman could be Alex Kurfiss or Jack Kloepper.
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Twenty-one-year-old Walt and four-year-old Virginia Davis in a scene from Alice’s Wonderland, filmed sometime after April 13, 1923, in Suite 218 of the McConahy Building.
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Another scene from Alice’s Wonderland filmed inside Suite 218. From left: Rudy, Ubbe, unknown (perhaps Alex Kurfiss), unknown (given the age, probably Otto Walliman, forty-seven), and Hugh Harman. Most of the animated scenes for this short were made in June and July 1923, after Laugh-O-gram Films moved from the McConahy Building back to the second-story location at 3241 Troost Avenue where Kaycee Studios had been located from at least late 1921 to May 1922.
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Walt behind the camera not long after he arrived in Los Angeles in August 1923.
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Margaret Winkler, who was twenty-eight when she sent Walt a telegram on October 15, 1923, offering him a contract for a series based on Alice’s Wonderland. Late that night, Walt and his thirty-year-old brother Roy agreed to become business partners. They formed Disney Brothers Studio the next day. By August 1924, Margaret’s husband, Charles Mintz, thirty-four, took over the Winkler company’s relationship with the Disney brothers.
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Virginia Davis and her parents, Margaret, thirty-four, and Jeff Davis, forty, moved to California in early November 1923 so that Virginia could continue to play Alice in Walt’s new series. The first short made in Los Angeles, Alice’s Day At Sea, was produced that November. Some scenes were filmed on the beach in Santa Monica. In this picture, the cast and others take a break. From left: unknown (who played a sailor in this short), Virginia, Walt, unknown (who played another sailor), Margaret Davis, unknown (possibly sixteen-year-old inker and painter Kathleen Dollard, the first Disney Brothers Studio employee and the only other studio employee besides Walt and Roy until December 8, 1923), and Jeff Davis.
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At work on the set of Alice’s Spooky Adventure, which was in production in January and February of 1924. From left: Jeff Davis, Walt, Virginia, and Roy.
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Virginia and the black cat that would eventually become known as Julius in a scene from Spooky Adventure.
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Virginia and some of her co-stars (including Uncle Robert Disney’s German shepherd, Peggy) from Alice and the Dog Catcher, which was produced in April and May of 1924. Walt and his first Disney Brothers Studio animation hire, twenty-five-year-old Rollin “Ham” Hamilton, appeared in this film as the dogcatchers. Here, the cast is on Hollywood Boulevard, two blocks south of Kingswell Avenue. Dog Catcher was the first of three Alice Comedies with live-action scenes filmed by thirty-six-year-old Harry Forbes; Roy still manned the animation camera. This was the last film with animation done by Walt. Dog Catcher marked the end of twenty-two-year-old Walt Disney’s three-year career as an animator. After this film, Walt focused on writing, directing, and producing.
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A scene from Alice the Peacemaker, apparently filmed on the sidewalk near the Kingswell studio. To Virginia’s right is ten-year-old Leon Sederholm, a San Francisco native who moved with his widowed mother and siblings to Los Angeles and whose stage name was Leon Holmes. Leon appeared in seven Alice shorts. To Virginia’s left is thirteen-year-old Walter “Spec” O’Donnell, who appeared in two Alice Comedies. Peacemaker was made in June and July of 1924.
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The staff of Disney Brothers Studio, taken outside its 4649 Kingswell Avenue location, where it moved from its original location next door, at 4651 Kingswell, in February 1924. Based on the hire and termination dates of the studio’s staff, this photograph was probably taken between March 26, 1925, and May 23, 1925. From left: twenty-two-year-old cameraman Mike Marcus; inker and secretary Lillian Bounds, twenty-six, who was likely by then Walt’s fiancée; producer, director, and writer Walt; animator Thurston Harper, twenty-two; animator Ubbe; animator Ham Hamilton; and business manager Roy.
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The Disney Brothers Studio staff, probably taken not long after Hugh and Walker Harman and Rudy Ising joined the studio in June of 1925. Hugh was hired as an animator, Rudy as a cameraman, and Walker, nineteen, as an inker. Walt took this photograph in front of the 4649 Kingswell Avenue location. From left: nineteen-year-old painter Irene Hamilton; Rudy; inker Hazelle Linston, age unknown; Ubbe; Ham; Thurston; Walker; Hugh; and Roy. Thurston painted the gold “Disney Bros. Studio” lettering seen here. Studio artwork was displayed below the lettering.
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Margie Gay as Alice, with Julius, in Alice’s Mysterious Mystery. This short was produced in January 1926, making it one of the last films made at the Kingswell Avenue studio. The following month, Walt and his staff moved to the new studio on Hyperion Avenue. The six-year-old’s real name was Marjorie Gossett, and she replaced Virginia Davis as Alice in February 1925, when Margie was five and one-half. But for a single appearance as Alice by Dawn O’Day in a short produced in March 1925, Margie remained in the role through the end of 1926.
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2719 Hyperion Avenue, a few years after Walt and Roy built the studio in 1925 and in February of 1926 moved their staff there. This photograph was probably taken in 1929 or 1930. By then, the front wall of the studio was moved six feet forward, bringing it to the sidewalk, and additions were made to the front, rear, and side of the building.
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A publicity shot showing Walt and Margie Gay and their animated friends, including Julius, moving into the new Disney studio at 2719 Hyperion Avenue. Since Walt suggested this type of photograph to Charlie Mintz in June 22, 1926—four months after the move—this publicity shot was probably made in the summer of 1926.
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A Walt Disney Studio staff photograph at the new Hyperion studio. Based on staff hire dates and the clothes worn by those in the picture, this photograph was probably taken sometime between February 1926 and mid-September 1926. Based on Hugh’s recollection, this was one of a series of photographs from the summer of 1926, after the rainy first few weeks in the Hyperion building “finally dried out, and the summer was beautiful.” Here, from left, are Ham, Roy, Hugh, Walt, Margie, Rudy, Ubbe, and Walker.
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Twelve-year-old Lois Hardwick, a veteran child actor who was the fourth and final Alice, poses in front of, from left, Walker, twenty-two-year-old animator Friz Freleng, Rudy, Roy, Hugh, Ubbe, Norman Blackburn, Paul Smith, and Walt. Norm, twenty-three, was an animator who joined the studio on February 5, 1927. Paul, twenty, was a cel painter hired on December 8, 1926. Based on staff hire dates, this 1927 Disney staff photograph and others taken the same day were taken at the Hyperion studio between Saturday, February 5, and Thursday, February 10, 1927. Said Friz of this series of photographs: “Everybody is wearing their California clothes, and I’m still Kansas City. I didn’t think I belonged.”
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A Universal publicity photograph trumpets its new series, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. Charlie Mintz hired the Disney studio to animate this new series requested by Universal. Here, an early version of Oswald (who changed significantly by the time he appeared on-screen) appears with, from left, Charlie and Robert H. Cochrane, the vice president of Universal. The deal for the new series was consummated in early March 1927 and announced in the trade papers on March 12, 1927. In the weeks that followed, the last Alice Comedy, Alice in the Big League, was produced, and it was released in August of 1927.
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Ubbe’s lobby card for Trolley Troubles. Ubbe’s signature is seen in the lower right-hand corner. This short was the second Oswald produced, but the first released. It received positive reviews after its premiere on September 5, 1927. Six months later, Walt and Lilly were in New York for meetings with Charlie Mintz that resulted in Walt’s ouster as the producer of the Oswald series. On the evening of Tuesday, March 13, 1928, Walt and Lilly boarded their train back to Los Angeles, on which they began to discuss a new series that would replace Oswald. This marked the end of twenty-six-year-old Walt Disney’s life before Mickey Mouse.
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