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Peet was tasked by Walt Disney to 
complete an entire screenplay and 
storyboard for a full length feature 
based on the children’s classic. Peet 
poured himself into the project. The 
result, of course, was the creation 
of one of the most remarkable ani-
mated films ever penned, including 
one of the studio’s most original 
villains, Cruella de Vil. Nearly 
every character designed in the 
film is Peet’s.

Peet suggested another feature 
based on children’s literature. This 
time it would be a King Arthur 
story, T. H. White’s The Sword in 
the Stone.

“In the book,” told Peet, “T. H. 
White describes the wizard as a 
crusty old curmudgeon, argumen-
tative and temperamental, playful 
at times, and extremely intelligent.” 
Walt Disney liked the idea for the 
feature, and secretly, Peet designed 
the Merlin character to resemble his 
larger-than-life boss.

Disney then asked Peet to work 
his magic on Rudyard Kipling’s 
The Jungle Book. Peet wrote the 
script, storyboarded the film, and 
as always, designed nearly all the 
characters; but artistic differences 
over the film finally pushed Peet 
to leave the studio. He departed 
(privately angered) after a heated 
meeting, on his birthday, January 
29, 1965, and consequently, that 
was the last time he ever saw Walt 
Disney.

By that time, Peet was working on 
his sixth book. He wrote in his au-
tobiography that “doing the books 
on the side was walking a tightrope” 
and that “after twenty-seven years 
it was time for a new beginning.”

Peet read about Disney’s death 
in the newspaper a year later. The 
“wizard of fantasy,” as he was named 
by the LA Times, died of lung cancer 
on December 15, 1966.

The Jungle Book was released 
ten months after Disney’s death, 
in October 1967.

IV.
In total, Bill Peet authored 36 

children’s books with millions of 
copies sold. None of the author’s 
books were as personal to him as 
Chester the Worldly Pig.

He was born William Bartlett 
Peed, in Grand-
view, 1915. His 
earliest mem-
ories were of 
Grandview and 
the pet pigs on 
the farm his 
family inhab-
ited. The char-
acter of Chester 
e cho es  t hat 
memory.

Peet was one 
of three broth-
ers whose mother was forced to 
provide her family’s income. His 
father, an almost entirely absent 
figure in Bill’s life, was drafted 
into World War I. After the war, 
Peed failed to return to his family. 
In truth, he had never even been 

shipped out of Kentucky to fight.
Bill’s mother left Grandview for 

Indianapolis with a teaching degree, 
and his grandmother used her life 
savings to purchase a house there. 
As his grandmother ran the fam-
ily, his mother taught school, and 

Peet became 
fascinated with 
Indiana wild-
life, raucous 
locomotives, 
big city circus-
es, industrial 
centers and 
of course the 
noisy thrill of 
the Indianapo-
lis 500. As a 
boy, he began 
to draw, and all 

of his childhood fascinations would 
appear again and again as themes 
in his work. (For the reader willing 
to look closely, there is something 
of Indiana to find in each of Bill 
Peet’s books.)

Peet was a depressed adolescent, 

flunking out of high school. A 
school mate, who 
recognized his 
talent, encour-
aged him to take 
an art class. It was 
art that rescued 
young Peet from 
the dangerous 
listlessness of 
teenage depres-
sion and a disas-
trous home life 
(his father would show up once in 
a while to squeeze money from the 
family). Eventually, he was awarded 
a scholarship to John Herron Art 
Institute, Indianapolis. There he 
thrived, and there he met Margaret 
Brunst, who would later become 
his wife.

Early on, he dabbled (somewhat 
successfully) in painting. Then, 
there was a small stint in New 
York, as Peet looked for work as a 
cartoonist. One day he was handed 
a pamphlet for Disney — a studio 
that was actually hiring.

He went through weeks of rigor-
ous auditioning 
for Disney, as did 
all cartoonists, be-
fore landing the 
job. Margaret left 
the Midwest for 
California as soon 
as Bill was hired. 
They marr ied 
immediately and 
lived in what Peet 
called “a dingy 

little apartment a half hour walk 
from the studio.”

In his autobiography, Peet con-
siders himself much like Chester. 
The hapless pig has a unique talent 
that removes him from his country 
life and thrusts him into the world. 
Over time, the pig is mistreated, 
abused, chained and forgotten, 
chased, kidnapped and after a 
series of narrow escapes, finally 
finds himself sleeping in a dingy 
alley. (There is even a character in 
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Grandview native, Bill Peet, Walt Disney storyteller
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