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Introduction
Growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, Sunday nights at my house were 
different from the other nights of the week. It was the only night when 
my mother made pizza. It was the only night of the week when we 
could drink soda. It was the only night of the week when we could 
have candy for dessert. Iit was the only night of the week when we were 
allowed to eat dinner in front of the television. And the only shows we 
ever watched were Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom and The Wonderful 
World of Disney. (Mom sent us to bed as soon as Bonanza started.)

For almost the entirety of my childhood, The Wonderful World of 
Disney was always there, even as I grew from a boy to a young man 
of eighteen, and even as my family moved from the small towns and 
farms of rural Indiana to the coal and steel towns of West Virginia 
to the towering spires of the Motor City in Michigan. The only true 
anchors in that time were “pizza night,” as it came to be called in our 
family, and Disney.

Like all of us growing up at that time, The Wonderful World of Disney 
was an eye opener to our world. Peering through that spinning kaleido-
scope that always served as background for the episode title, we caught 
our first glimpses of what it meant to be a kid, what it meant to travel, 
what it meant—to borrow a phrase from the lyrics of the opening 
credits—to be in “this world where we each play a part.” We learned 
about history. We learned about fantasy. We learned the magic of 
science, the glories of art, and the marvels of the earth, sea, and sky. We 
experienced the power of drama and the cleansing laughter of comedy.

We learned about faraway places and how they were populated by 
people like you and like me who had the same hopes and fears and 
joys and tears. And, more than anything, it taught us the miracle of 
imagination and how it can be harnessed and used to unite us all.

It taught me about life. It taught me how to be (and how not to be) 
an adult. It taught me the value of nature. I learned the ropes of friend-
ship, romance, and how to make my way in the world. I learned to 
believe in the future. Most of all, it taught me how to dream.

So for the rest of this book I am inviting you over to my parents’ 
house to share Sunday nights with Walt. In our kitchen, my mother has 
her homemade pizza (your choice of cheese, pepperoni, or sausage) set 
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out buffet style on the top of the stove. My father has popped popcorn 
using his Mirro chrome popcorn popper (the only thing I remember 
my father ever cooking and the only night I can remember having 
popcorn outside of going to the movies). And our beverage selection, 
usually Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola, or 7Up, is set up on the kitchen table. 
Sometimes there would be Fresca or Tab or Dr. Pepper, depending on 
what flavor of the month my sisters and I were into.

The weekend is almost over. Tomorrow morning, we will each be 
back to school or back to work. But for right now, we have tonight to 
travel and to dream.

Fill up your Tupperware dinner plate and glass and come down-
stairs with me to the family room. Grab a TV tray and take a seat 
(green sleeper sofa, blue butterfly chair, white bean bag chair, or 
brown recliner) as we all gather around my father’s 1964 RCA Victor 
color television set, which to my eyes still gave off the best color 
picture ever. Second helpings, refills, and dessert can be had during 
the commercials.

Now, quiet down! The NBC peacock is on to signal the start of the 
prime-time TV line up. The show is about to start…and for the next 
sixty minutes the world truly will be a carousel of color.



CHAPTER ONE 

“And Now Your Host, 
Walt Disney”
I cannot remember the first time I watched The Wonderful World of 
Disney; it was just something my family always did. There was never 
even a question of which show we were going to watch. In order to 
better help you understand the uniqueness of the World of Disney in 
our lives, it is important for people born after 1980 to understand how 
television was back in the 1960s.

1960s TV 101
First, there were only three channels. That’s right, three channels: 
ABC, CBS, and NBC. PBS did not go on the air until 1969. Larger cities 
like New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago might have a so-called inde-
pendent station with no network affiliation like New York’s WWOR 
or Chicago’s WGN or Atlanta’s TBS. Their schedules were mostly filled 
by reruns of cancelled network shows during the day and old movies 
at night. So, at best, in the big cities you had 5 or 6 channels to choose 
from. If you lived outside a major metropolitan area, you were limited 
to the Big Three.

Second, children’s programs were limited to just a few times per week. 
The networks ran Saturday morning cartoons between the hours of 
8am and noon. Captain Kangaroo ran weekday mornings on CBS. After 
school, local stations might fill the time between network soap operas 
and the news by showing Japanese cartoons like Speed Racer, Marine 
Boy, and Kimba, The White Lion. But that was it. The only other children’s 
programming for the entire week was The Wonderful World of Disney.

The mainstay programming that children take for granted today 
had not begun. We had not yet visited Sesame Street. We could not take 
the trolley to Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. There was just “Uncle Walt” 
and his show on Sunday nights.
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The Universe of Disney
Even as children, we understood that Walt Disney was a multimedia 
presence, the gold standard for children’s programming. And our 
parents understood it as well. Besides The Wonderful World of Disney, he 
produced the hit shows Zorro and The Mickey Mouse Club (the original 
daytime TV show aimed squarely at children). Every year,Walt’s studio 
released around a half-dozen live-action movies into theaters. Their 
subject matter ranged from zany comedies (The Shaggy Dog, The Ugly 
Dachshund) to nostalgic looks back at turn-of-the-century America 
(Toby Tyler, Summer Magic, Pollyanna) to out-and-out fantasies (Darby 
O’Gill and the Little People, The Absent-Minded Professor). Roughly every 
five years, Walt’s animation department released a new full-length 
animated feature like Sleeping Beauty or 101 Dalmatians or The Sword 
In the Stone. And his classic feature-length animated films, such as 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Dumbo, and Bambi, were 
rereleased back into theaters on a rotating seven-year schedule.

When we weren’t watching one of Walt’s television shows or going 
to the theater to watch one of his movies, we were reading one of his 
comic books and following the adventures of Mickey Mouse, Donald 
Duck, Goofy, and Chip ‘n’ Dale. We listened to his records (Disney 
being the first studio to release soundtrack albums for their movies). 
We read novelizations of his movies. It’s hard for post-1980 genera-
tions to comprehend a time when there were no VHS, DVDs, Netflix, 
or YouTube that allow us to watch practically any movie or TV show 
anytime we want. Back then, the only way to see a movie was to go to 
the theater or wait for it to be shown on television. If you wanted to see 
it, you arranged your schedule so you were sitting in front of the TV 
when it aired. When it was gone, it was gone. Buying and reading the 
novelizations of movies was our only way to relive them in our minds.

And that doesn’t take into account all the toys, wristwatches, 
clothes, Davy Crockett coonskin caps, and stuffed animals we could 
buy and use in our everyday lives. Being kids, we didn’t really under-
stand the basic concepts of marketing synergy. All we knew was that it 
was easy to get Disney stuff and it was stuff we wanted to get.

Walt was also the man who held the keys to the Valhalla of all 
kid-dom—the original Magic Kingdom, the Happiest Place on Earth, 
Disneyland. The first theme park where every year he seemed to be 
creating yet another fantastic ride that reset the boundaries of what 
was possible, from Flight to the Moon, the Matterhorn Bobsleds, 
the Submarine Voyage, and the Disneyland monorail, to It’s a Small 
World, Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln, Pirates of the Caribbean, the 
Haunted Mansion, and Space Mountain.
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There was no one else like Walt Disney for us children living in the 
late 1950s or early 1960s. And all the elements above came together 
Sunday nights on Walt’s television show.

Sunday Night TV: Disney vs. Sullivan
During the 1960s, even though the marketing term had yet to be 
coined, Sunday night television was the “must-see TV” of the week 
and the night belonged to two men: Walt Disney and Ed Sullivan. Their 
shows ran opposite each other. In America, you were either a Sullivan 
family or a Disney family.

Ed Sullivan hosted The Ed Sullivan Show on CBS from 1948 until 
1971. It was television’s premiere variety show and all kinds of comedy 
and musical acts got their first national exposure by appearing on his 
show. If you were a stand-up comedian or a singer or a rock band or 
novelty animal act, you knew you had arrived when you got the call 
to appear on Ed Sullivan. The show aired for 60 minutes from 8:00 to 
9:00pm EST. I cannot remember ever watching a complete episode 
of the Sullivan Show. He always struck my younger self as the most 
unlikely of television stars: short, shrunken, almost the epitome of the 
grumpy old man trying to be polite for the cameras.

In contrast, Walt Disney and his show were Sunday night interlop-
ers, having only arrived on the scene in the fall of 1961 (but remaining 
a Sunday night staple until 1982). The Wonderful World of Disney aired 
on NBC opposite Sullivan from 7:30 to 8:30pm.

In the prime of my childhood years, the show was preceded at 
7:00pm by Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom, hosted by St. Louis Zoo 
curator Marlin Perkins (almost as engaging a television personality 
as Walt Disney). Along with his game assistants Stan Brock and Jim 
Fowler, Perkins took us all over the world in search of nature’s beau-
ties and dangers. His laconic narration was known for its ability to 
combine facts about nature with plugs for his title sponsor: “A lioness 
in Africa will go to the ends of the earth to protect her children from 
all dangers. Mutual of Omaha will do the same for you.”

The 9:00pm slot on the schedule belonged to Bonanza. The show fol-
lowed the adventures of Ben Cartwright (Lorne Greene) and his grown 
sons (Parnell Roberts, Dan Blocker, Michael Landon) as they tried to 
manage their huge Ponderosa ranch outside Virginia City, Nevada, in 
the late 19th century. This was another long-running show, a mainstay 
of the NBC schedule from 1959 to 1973, and for most of that time it 
ran on Sunday nights. NBC’s decision to air this show in color is what 
started the trend toward Americans buying color TV sets. Disney’s 
color show joining the Sunday night line-up accelerated the pace.
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Starting in 1971, Bonanza moved to another night to make way for 
The NBC Mystery Movie, another anthology series featuring the rotating 
police dramas Columbo starring Peter Falk, McCloud starring Dennis 
Weaver, and McMillan & Wife starring Rock Hudson and Susan St. James.

Regardless of whether it was Bonanza or The NBC Mystery Movie, my 
mother would only allow me to watch the opening credits of the show 
(featuring classic theme songs by Jay Livingston and Henry Mancini, 
respectively), then off to bed for me.

No doubt about it, from 1961 to the late 1970s, NBC Sunday nights 
was our TV viewing of choice and at the center of it was Disney.

A Show by Any Other Name
The TV show I am calling The Wonderful World of Disney went through 
many changes over the course of its run. Between 1954 and 1983, it 
switched networks, nights of the week, and show titles even as it fun-
damentally remained the same show. (For simplicity, I’ll refer to it as 
The Wonderful World of Disney throughout this book.)

When it debuted on ABC-TV in 1954, the show was called Disneyland 
and it aired on Thursday nights. It was called Disneyland because Walt 
wanted to promote the new amusement park he was in the process of 
building (and which ABC had bought a partial interest in). This is the 
period when the show aired classic episodes like Davy Crockett and 
Johnny Tremain, the “Man in Space” science shows that helped spur 
America’s space program, and animation themed shows like “The 
Plausible Impossible” and “Where Ideas Come From.”

In 1959, the title changed to Walt Disney Presents (because ABC sold 
its interest in the park). This is the period when the series relied on 
a rotating collection of serialized dramas built around characters like 
Texas John Slaughter (Tom Tyron), Elfego Baca (Robert Loggia), the 
Swamp Fox (Leslie Nielsen), and Zorro (Guy Williams).

After two seasons, NBC-TV persuaded Walt to bring his show over 
to their network. They promised him complete creative freedom in 
episode selection (Walt felt ABC interfered too much in this area) and 
the chance to broadcast his show in color. Starting in 1961, the show 
began airing Sunday nights and the title was switched to Walt Disney’s 
Wonderful World of Color. When today’s Baby Boomers look back and cite 
their favorite episodes from the series (The Horse Masters, The Scarecrow 
of Romney Marsh, Gallegher), they are usually episodes from this period.

After Disney’s death in 1966, the title was changed again to The 
Wonderful World of Disney and it held that name the longest, from 1968 
to 1980. For its last three seasons, the title was changed one last time, 
to Disney’s Wonderful World.



“and nOw yOuR hOSt, walt diSnEy” 5

A Kaleidoscope of the World
The Wonderful World of Disney was an anthology show. Outside of Walt 
acting as the host, there were no recurring cast members. One week 
could be a nature show where viewers might find themselves anywhere 
from the Amazon jungle to the plains of the American West. The next 
week could be a period drama set during the American Revolution 
or the Civil War. The week after that could be another drama set in 
Europe or the South Seas. And the week after that could be an ani-
mated show where to teach viewers something about science or music 
under the tutelage of the show’s absent-minded animated scholar 
Professor Ludwig Von Drake. Or best of all, Walt might take us out to 
Disneyland to preview its latest ride or attraction, or walk us around 
his studio and give us a preview of one of his upcoming movies.

In its prime, the show was PBS, Cartoon Network, Nickelodeon, the 
Travel Channel, the History Channel, Animal Planet, the Discovery 
Channel, Arts & Entertainment, the Science Channel, the NASA 
Channel, E! Entertainment, HBO, and MTV all rolled into one. We 
literally never knew what was going to be on from week to week and 
the possibilities kept us coming back.

And at the heart of it all was Uncle Walt, as he was commonly called.
Each week’s episode would begin in the same fashion. It would fade 

in with a teaser scene from the night’s episode designed to grab our 
attention, set the stage, and perhaps even leave us in suspense about 
the outcome. A quick fade out and then the opening credits would 
begin. A shot of Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Castle would appear. 
Fireworks would fill the sky above. And out of the bursts would fly 
Tinker Bell from Peter Pan (1953). With her magic wand, she filled the 
screen with bursts of colors like an artist painting a picture.

That would give way to seemingly random shots: sweeping plains, 
the crystalline white of snow-covered mountains, Dutch children 
running hand in hand past a twirling windmill, animals in nature, 
a spectacular sky at sunset. Running under this would be the theme 
song written by Disney’s favorite songwriters at the time, Richard M. 
and Robert B. Sherman, promising us that the world was a marvelous 
place filled with all kinds of wonder and that we were about to spend 
the next hour seeing a part of it. The opening would conclude with 
a montage of kaleidoscope shots (they literally attached a kaleidoscope 
to the end of a camera) while the show title appeared and the opening 
song came to an end in a booming crescendo like a symphony orches-
tra concluding a concert.

The cynical among you will shake your heads and say that these 
breathtaking shots were only designed to sell RCA color TV sets—and 



6 Sunday nightS with walt

you would not be wrong—but like most things in life, their use had 
multiple intentions. Which one you choose to believe says more about 
your outlook on life than about the show’s aims.

As a child taking this all in, the opening was mesmerizing. It was like 
the entire world was being displayed before us. We could go anywhere, 
see anything, and, by implication, do anything. It truly was a wonderful 
world and we were getting shown how we could be a part of it.

At this point, Tinker Bell would make one more appearance. 
Announcer Dick Wesson would introduce the title of tonight’s 
episode and introduce our master of ceremonies: “And now your host, 
Walt Disney.”

Uncle Walt
The scene shifted to Walt Disney’s office (actually a set on a sound-
stage). Walt would look at the camera and smile and welcome us to 
tonight’s show. And we would instinctively smile back. Unless it was 
an episode where he hosted the entire show, Walt’s introductions were 
only two or three minutes long. And yet they did a marvelous job of 
setting the stage for what was to come.

What was it about this middle-aged man that instantly captured 
our attention, made us relax, tickled our imaginations, and opened us 
up to what was to come like a master storyteller getting ready to tell 
us a tale?

Walt Disney connected with us children for a number of reasons:
�� His child-like enthusiasm. You could see it in the way he walked 

around the office, the way he spoke to us—he had something fun 
to share and he could not wait to show it to us. His enthusiasm 
was infectious.
�� He did not talk down to us like so many adults do to children 

(even more so in those days than now). He rightly assumed 
that if he could understand something then we could, too. It 
didn’t matter if he was talking about a moment out of American 
history, the complexity of science, the process of animation, or 
the intricacies of nature’s ecosystem. At the same time, Walt had 
a way of speaking where he could take these complex subjects 
and boil them down to a simple analogy, an analogy which would 
open the door to the wider subject, because if we could under-
stand that then we could understand the entire thing. It was all 
very empowering decades before that term had been coined.
�� Walt used these segments to share what he was interested in. 

And since most of what he was interested in was cutting edge 
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(pushing the boundaries of animation, movie-making, robotics, 
theme park design), we kids were interested in them as well. And 
if it was not clear why we should be excited, Walt was able to 
demonstrate in his intros why we should be.

The message that we eagerly took in with our youthful eyes and 
ears was that the world was a marvelous place filled with adventure 
and beauty and love. The past was an intriguing time populated by 
people who helped make our today possible. Nature was something to 
experience and treasure and keep safe. The future was here and it was 
going to be better than today. And, most important of all, we children 
could be a part of it all. All we had to do was dream.

He smiled. He laughed. He made us laugh. He made us feel at ease. 
He made us feel welcomed. It was like coming over for a fun weekly 
visit with a treasured relative, which was why we all called him 
“Uncle Walt”.

He was ready to show all us Baby Boomer children the wonders of 
Disney’s world and we were happily ready to come along for the ride.


