
Ruggles China & Gift Shop in Disneyland was an operation from the opening day in 

Disneyland in July 1955 until Walt Disney took over the operations of the Gift Shop and 

the China Closet on Main Street in January 1964.  

The following is an excerpt from the book The Little Shop on Main Street by Dave 

Mason. Used with permission. 

 

THE LITTLE SHOP ON MAIN STREET 
by Dave Mason & Stanley Papel 

 

 
 



It was July 6, 1955, only days before the Invitational Press Preview and Dedication of 

Disneyland in Anaheim, California.  Phil and Sophie Papel had just been issued their 

Disneyland identification cards which would prove to one and all that they had been 

chosen as opening day merchants on Main Street, U.S.A. 

The task that lay ahead would include unpacking and carting the merchandise that Phil 
and Sophie had purchased to fill the shelves of this new enterprise.   Their inventory 
was stored in a farmhouse in the near-by community of Garden Grove.  The select 
merchandise would feature Wright Glass, Smith Glass, and a large selection of imports 
from England and West Germany.  Little did the Papel family know at the time that the 
items they had imported would lead to a dynamic wholesale business and a chain of 
retail gift shops in Southern California malls and tourist areas for years to follow.  Along 
with the shop at Disneyland, their success would quickly spread to include locations at 
attractions such as Movieland Wax Museum, Ports O'Call Village, and the historic 
Queen Mary ocean liner.  
 
Phil Papel started Ruggles China & Gifts as a 
single gift shop in Disneyland that resulted in a 
20-store retail chain and wholesale empire with 
over one billion dollars in sales.  Beyond the 
Papel family's wildest expectations, over 250,000, 
000 mugs have since reached consumers 
worldwide through their giftware companies. 
     
Ultimately, this little shop in Disneyland resulted 
in associations over the years that touched the 
major international giftware corporations of 
Hallmark, Enesco, Russ Berrie, and Ganz.  
Today, the offset of the retail shop is the same 
corporation, with their giftware designs having 
been distributed in over 20 countries worldwide. 
 
Phil Papel knew the tremendous value of being at the right place, at the right time.  
Those who excel in their chosen field realize early that success doesn't happen by 
accident, but is the result of hard work and a relentless drive to carve out new 
opportunities within uncharted territory.  As Phil’s son, Stan expressed years later, “My 
father taught me in business that the objective is profitability, and the challenge is to 
always maintain the values and standards that you cherish personally.  It is very 
possible to do both.” 
In that sense, Phil Papel was the perfect partner for Walt Disney.  Both men had spent a 
lifetime celebrating that moment of serendipity when a customer discovers the perfect 
expression of their own personal interests.  When a merchant can cause that moment to 
happen over and over again, they have effectively tapped into the stream of public 
expectation and the result can be unprecedented success.  Such was certainly the case 
for Walt Disney and Disneyland. 
 



Nothing like Disneyland had existed 
before 1955.  The traveling circuses, 
carnivals and amusement shows were 
well known, and most American homes 
had the souvenir pennants and 
postcards that were saved as a 
remembrance of the excitement that 
had once visited their town.   Still, in 
October 1954 as Walt Disney 
introduced the concept of a place called  
“Disneyland”, his ABC television audience could sense that something extraordinary 
was about to unfold.   At only 39 years of age, Phil Papel’s lifetime of experience in the 
giftware industry would position him as a front-runner in the most exciting 
entrepreneurial venture of the twentieth century.    
 
Both men knew they couldn't achieve success on their own.  Walt didn't have the 
resources or experience to operate a large shopping center.  Disney was a specialist in 
storytelling.  He knew that it would take time for his new management team to learn the 
art of merchandising on this scale, and he needed experienced partners to meet the 
expectations of a worldwide customer base that understood and appreciated his 
commitment to the finest in quality. 
 
Phil Papel believed that this was the opportunity he had been working toward all his life.  
Upon learning that Disney would be interviewing potential merchants to fill the shops of 
Main Street, Papel was among the first to express interest.  He was eager to place his 
merchandise in this new marketplace, and he understood that this would be an 
expansion that could put him at the forefront of a whole new wave of commerce.   
 
The hurdles to Papel's involvement were not insignificant.  Main Street's original 
merchants would be required to pay for the furnishings and decor of their shops.  Not 
the humble decor that would have been suitable for Anaheim's downtown business 
district, but Disneyland was to be Walt Disney's personal showplace.  The shops would 
be finely appointed and designed by Hollywood's most talented art directors.  Main 
Street U.S.A.’s design would rival the finest Victorian homes and businesses to be 
found anywhere in the country.  Beveled glass doors and windows, antique gas lamps, 
velvet curtains, brass fittings; these were finishes that came at a high price, and that 
price was paid, in advance, by this first generation of Main Street merchants. In 
addition, each shopkeeper would be required to pay their entire first year's lease, again, 
in advance. 
 
Clearly, Disney needed the money.  Their seventeen million-dollar financing package 
was completely exhausted.  Walt Disney had mortgaged his home in Palm Springs and 
had cashed in his life insurance.  The film negatives to "Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs" were leveraged in order to obtain the studio's share of funding from the Bank of 
America in support for Walt’s newest project.  However, the well was completely dry.  
Without the inflow of operating capital from this new group of merchants, Disneyland 



might not have been able to open that summer.  If that were to prove true, it could mean 
an abrupt ending to Walt's greatest dream.  Even so, Walt Disney never looked back, 
and neither did Phil Papel. 
 
Papel had learned about ceramics from a small production studio that was originally 
housed in his mother's garage (converted from a prohibition-era distillery in the Boyle 
Heights area of Los Angeles).  This enterprise eventually grew to become a successful 
domestic ceramic and gift manufacturer called Ever Art Ceramics, and likely contributed 
to the incentive Papel would need in founding a small business of his own. 
 
When he was notified of his selection as one of the original merchants for Walt Disney's 
new theme park, Papel was asked to choose a name for his shop.  His excitement over 
this new opportunity reminded him of the 1932 Paramount Pictures film, "If I Had a 
Million."   
 
In this black and white film classic, famed 
character actor Charlie Ruggles portrayed 
"Mr. Henry Peabody", the owner of a china 
shop who had just received a million-dollar 
gift at the bequest of a complete stranger.  
Until that time, Peabody had struggled, as 
all shopkeepers do, with the daily 
challenges of running a small business.  
With the incredible news he had just 
received, he realized that he would never 
again need to worry about customers 
breaking the delicate china on his shelves.  
His days of ordering inventory, stocking 
shelves, managing customer complaints, 
balancing the books and dusting and 
cleaning the merchandise displays had just 
come to an end.  Upon learning of his 
unexpected financial windfall, Mr. Peabody 
picked up a broom and began smashing all 
of the glass and china in his shop with an 
unbounded expression of total rapture.  For 
anyone in the giftware industry, it was an 
indelible image and one the Papel’s would 
long remember. 
 
 
So, complete was Papel's joy in hearing that he had been selected for Walt Disney's 
new venture, that he immortalized Charlie Ruggles in the name of his brand-new shop 
on Main Street, U.S.A.: "Ruggles China and Gift Shop." 
The Papel family found a way to generate the funding needed in order to demonstrate 
their commitment to Walt Disney and to the Disneyland project.  During the busy days 



before the park's opening, each member of the Papel family was pressed into service so 
that the shelves could be stocked and merchandise cleaned and tagged for sale.  Phil 
and his wife Sophie worked tirelessly until the shop was ready for opening day on July 
17, 1955. In spite of the seemingly endless work that was required, something dynamic 
was happening and it felt right to all involved.  There was a new hope, and a new future 
unfolding before this young family. 
 
During those early months of operation, 
Phil's son, Stanley Papel, then age 13 and 
future owner of Papel Giftware unpacked 
the German lead crystal toothpick vases 
that Phil and Sophie had developed for the 
store.  Phil proudly said these vases would 
cost only 1 mark each (then the equivalent 
of 20-cents) and “I am going to sell them 
for 79-cents, or 2 for $1.50.”   This item, 
named the “Arlene” vase in honor of Phil & 
Sophie’s daughter, was then offered to 
other retailers throughout the United States 
for the price of 40 cents each.  Within only 
a few short years, more than one million 
units had been sold.  This was the item 
that launched the Papel wholesale division 
then known as Phil Papel Imports.   
 
Daughter, Arlene Papel, then age 8 (and now employed by the Ganz corporation) would 
work summers wrapping grab bags at the store.  Phil bought closeouts that were then 
wrapped in colorful blue paper and sold from a barrel that was featured within the shop.  
The “grab bag barrel” quickly became a favorite for visitors to the store.  Originally 
retailing at 50-cents (with values up to $5.00) the counter display sign read, “Odds much 
better than Las Vegas”.  Arlene proudly bragged that she was making 60-cents an hour 
based upon Phil’s rate of 1-penny per grab bag.  This became her summer job for many 
years after the family would move from their Los Angeles home to Anaheim for the busy 
summer season. 
 
Stanley Papel remembers that his father's shop at Disneyland 
focused  within the China & Glass category.  Specifically excluded 
from their approved inventory were authorized Disneyland 
souvenirs, as these were sold only at the Disneyland Emporium.  
However, Ruggles  would be allowed to sell a line of collectibles 
featuring the word "Disneyland" on the item (such as the 
embossed brass tray featuring Sleeping Beauty Castle).  Phil 
developed gift items that did not infringe but created the feeling of 
what people liked about Disney and Disneyland.  “The number 
one item that I remember my Dad developed”, stated Stan, was a 
fairy that looked remarkably similar to Peter Pan’s Tinker Bell.   



Of course, it never said, “Tinker Bell”, but this fairy had wings and a pin going from her 
head to a stand.  You’d blow on the wings and the fairy would spin.  We had them right 
by the cash register and the sales girls (and, my Dad) would blow on the wings and that 
fairy would spin!  During a good summer day, we would go through 2 gross of them."  
This may have raised a few eyebrows at the Emporium, but Disney cleared the concept 
for the Ruggles store, and led to one of their most successful products in the history of 
the shop.  The spinning "fairy" sold for only $1.98 when it was introduced.  Almost five 
decades later, when this line of rare ceramics appears on for sale online or at antique 
and collector shows, it is not unusual to find them selling for two hundred dollars or 
more.  
 
While other merchants at Disneyland found that they either lacked the experience or the 
capital to survive in those early days, the Papel family found that Main Street visitors 
were enthusiastic about Ruggles China and Gift Shop.  So much so, that when the 
Hollywood-Maxwell corset shop closed next door, Ruggles jumped at the chance to 
expand with an upscale new line of china, ceramics and decorative glassware. 
 
Former Ruggles shop manager Ruby Davis was recruited from Disneyland’s Emporium 
shop where she was serving as assistant manager.  Ruby’s husband, Willard, then 
became a part-time worker in Ruggles stockroom. As Ruby reflected on Ruggles’ 1956 
expansion into the space formerly operated by Hollywood-Maxwell and their “Wizard of 
Bras” display, she explained that Ruggles China and Gifts was then divided into two 
rooms.  The new space “was very nice – it had some very expensive red wallpaper and 
ruby-colored carpeting.  We called it the Ruby Room, not because of my name but 
because it helped reduce the amount of glass that would break.  We had some fine 
bone china cup and saucer sets, which were very popular collectibles back then.  We 
had other glassware, too, such as candy dishes and pitchers.  One of the most popular 
items was a name mug.  They were just plain white coffee mugs with a name on it.” 
 
So, great was Phil’s appreciation for Ruby’s loyalty and service in building the success 
of Ruggles China and Glass, that when she lacked the necessary finances for an urgent 
surgery, he paid the entire hospital bill on her behalf. 
 
Millions of customers found their way through 
Ruggles during that first decade of 
Disneyland's operation.  Papel's personal 
philosophy insisted on only the highest 
regard for his customers.  This was clearly 
articulated on the display tables of the Main 
Street gift shop: "Relax. We do not charge 
for accidental breakage."  This was in stark 
contrast to the sign hanging in the china 
shop of the Charlie Ruggles film, "If I Had a 
Million", which read: "Fragile - Anything You 
Break You Pay For."  Phil Papel won over 
the hearts of his customers with kindness 



and respect.  That first generation of Disneyland guests quickly learned that there truly 
was something special about this "Magic Kingdom".  
 
In remembering Walt Disney, Sophie Papel expressed that Walt was very “fond of Phil” 
and that he was grateful for the shop’s contributions to the Disneyland experience.   
She stated that Walt would often engage Phil’s opinions on whatever project Disneyland 
might be working on, “getting his views on a lot of things.”  Whether it was about 
bringing new attractions to Disneyland, providing improved service to park guests, or 
simply talking about the events of the day, she remembers Walt Disney as a kind and 
friendly man who seemed genuinely interested in the opinions of those who helped to 
create Disneyland’s reputation for quality service throughout the park. 
 
As with all of the early lessees of Main Street, this beloved part of the family business 
was eventually required to close as Disneyland exercised their option to assume 
operation of the Main Street shops.  On January 10, 1964, Phil and Sophie Papel 
received notice that Disneyland would not be renewing their lease.  Six months later, 
Ruggles China and Gift Shop had come to an end.  While this may have seemed 
catastrophic at the time, the succeeding years were good to Phil Papel and his family.  
In fact, Sophie confirmed that it was Walt Disney himself who ensured that they were 
treated fairly during this transition.  Disneyland would reimburse their family by 
purchasing all of the fixtures and furnishings that they had previously required the Papel 
family to pay for as park lessees.  In addition, Disneyland purchased the remaining 
inventory of the shop.  As a result, the Papel family maintains a deep and ongoing 
admiration for Walt Disney.  They also look back with pride at the substantial 
accomplishment of their family and employees in contributing to the spectacular 
success of Disneyland’s first decade. 
 
The following portion of this chapter is written by Phil’s son, Stanley Papel. 
 
When my Mom and Dad visited New Zealand in 1982, they had an unusual travel 
experience.   They were with a group that crossed a bridge in heavy rain.   A few hours 
after they crossed, the bridge collapsed.   They felt lucky to be alive, but  not very happy 
about being stranded for days until the bridge was repaired.  My Mom remembers the 
time as being nearly a week.  During that time my Dad decided to write his life story of 
which so much of his life evolved around both family and business.    He updated his life 
story afterwards and I took portions that related to the business which is the first portion 
of this chapter. 
 
I was age 13 in 1955 which was when Disneyland opened.   I remember all the 
excitement during the time leading up to the opening.    I would get a daily visitor’s  pass 
in 1954 and early 1955 which allowed me to enter as a 12 year old employee helping 
set up the gift shop.   Mostly my role was being in the stockroom during the pre-opening 
and then unpacking the product that would go on the shelves.   I actually was an 
experienced stock person by age 12, as my Dad used to give me little jobs to do (for 60-
cents an hour!), in the previous business he was involved in before Disneyland opened 
called Yona Originals. 



I remember the excitement of the Grand Opening and having a VIP Pass to the Grand 
Opening on July 17, 1955.   I remember well the Grand Opening and I was torn 
between wanting to go on the free rides vs. working the cash register in the gift shop 
and watching the money roll in! 
Every summer from 1955 through 1962, I had a full time summer job at Ruggles in 
Disneyland.  My favorite job was cashier, but I also had responsibilities of bringing back 
stock from the stockroom into the 2 stores.   The two stores were right next to each 
other.  The China Closet was primarily finer china and glass.  I preferred the Gift shop 
though, where there were lots of fun items and the “Grab Bag”, where we had bagged 
surprise items for 79-cents with the sign “Odds much Better than Las Vegas”.   My Dad 
would let me pick a $5 slow moving item every now-and-then to put into the Grab Bag. 

 

 
 
Phil Papel writes: 
 
This new chapter in my life began thanks to Walt Disney. 
 



Walt Disney had a dream to open a family-friendly theme park promoting his Disney 
characters.  I had already been successful in the wholesale end of the giftware industry, 
and I believed that a theme park opened by Disney would give me the opportunity to 
open a retail location directly. When I learned that Walt Disney was developing a major 
theme park, I was one of the first to express interest in opening a shop at Disneyland, 
which was set to open in 1955. With Sophie’s blessings, I invested our savings into the 
China and Gift shops to be located on Main Street in Disneyland. 
 
After Disney informed me that he had selected me as a merchant for Disneyland, I was 
asked to choose a name for the shop. I named this store after actor Charlie Ruggles.  In 
a 1932 Paramount Pictures film, If I Had a Million, Ruggles portrayed “Mr. Henry 
Peabody,” a china shop owner who received an unexpected gift of one million dollars 
from a dying tycoon. Peabody joyfully destroyed all his china and glass in the shop. I 
paid homage to Ruggles by naming the store Ruggles Gift Shop.  
In 1955, I opened two shops on Main Street in Disneyland and was elated that Walt 
Disney selected me to be in attendance for the opening of the theme park in July. It was 
a risky proposition for me, as I was required to pay the entire first year lease in advance. 
Additionally, I had to pay to furnish and decorate my shops in an elegant manner.  I 
hired a manager and salespeople while the entire family helped set up the shop, 
unpacking the merchandise out of the boxes, meticulously cleaning each item, adding 
sales tags, and then putting them into carts and onto shelves. Additional glass 
merchandise was stored at a farm in Garden Grove which was owned by the manager 
of the store. 
 
I had two shops at Disneyland: China Closet and Ruggles Gift Shop. The China Closet 
sold primarily fine ceramics and glass. Beautifully colored glass and old-fashioned 
lamps were featured along with bone china and other more expensive but traditional 
ceramic home accessories and gifts. Right next door was Ruggles China & Gift Shop 
that sold popular priced contemporary gift items as well as some souvenirs. I was not 
allowed to carry souvenirs with the Disney name on them. However, I was permitted to 
use a label that said Ruggles Disneyland, so I developed items such as The Spinning 
Fairy (aka Spinning Tinker Bell) which, although not really Tinker Bell, nevertheless 
resembled the fairy from Peter Pan. She had glowing wings that when blown on would 
spin around at the register. 
 
One of our best items was a grab bag containing prizes could be purchased for 59 cents 
or two for a $1. The counter sign read, “Odds much better than Las Vegas.” Each bag 
contained items valued up to $5. Arlene helped wrap the colored grab bags and 
received a commission of one cent per bag sold. Ruggles Gift Shop also carried $1 
raincoats that were popular during on wet days since many tourists did not bring them to 
usually sunny southern California. 
 
The two shops proved to be a success for me from a financial perspective, and I 
enjoyed interacting with the customers. I enjoyed working there because I loved 
children. If a little kid was crying, I would console him or her with a little gift. The signs 
on the shop read, “Relax, we do not charge for accidental breakage.” People 



appreciated the friendly atmosphere, which made them more likely to purchase an item. 
Sophie found the family atmosphere pleasant and was delighted to observe customers 
in the stores. She sat on the open porch in front of shops watching people as they had a 
grand time in the magical stores on Main Street.  
  
For the family, it was fun having Disneyland stores, but it also proved to be difficult on 
Sophie and the kids who lived in Los Angeles. Prior to the building of a freeway, I drove  
between Los Angeles and Anaheim more than two hours each way. That limited the 
time that I had to spend with my family. I kept the family in Los Angeles during the 
school year because of the proximity to Sophie’s family, and I wanted Stan and Arlene 
to go to school there.  Even so, Sophie and I decided to buy a second house in 
Anaheim, a little G.I. house on Morgan Lane. 
  
During the summers, Sophie and the kids relocated to Anaheim. Sophie enjoyed living 
there and the entire family pitched in to run my stores during the summer.   Arlene made 
some friends that she played with during the summer months.  Stan would spend his 
days at the store and would take college courses at night at Orange Coast College and 
Santa Ana College. 
  
Walt Disney liked me and often asked for my advice on business manners. We 
respected each other, and Disney told his manager to be good to me. But as 
Disneyland grew and expanded, Walt Disney started taking over ownership of all the 
retail shops. My stores were one of the last ones to be taken over.  Regardless, I felt I 
was being stabbed in the back. 
 
I loved my time at Disneyland.   I would mingle with the customers.   I would also stand 
near the register and blow on the Spinning Fairy!  It was a character that had a strong 
resemblance to Tinker Bell.  We were not allowed to sell souvenir items, so we couldn’t 
call her Tinker Bell.  But, we were able to label at (Ruggles) DISNEYLAND.  The 
Spinning Fairy and the Fairy Bell, along with the Grab Bag, and the German lead crystal 

Toothpick vase all vowed for being our #1 sellers.    
  
Arlene and Stan had a strong reaction when they learned that I was being evicted from 
Disneyland. They wrote a letter to Walt Disney saying how I loved that store and how 
much it hurt me that I had to relinquish a business that I had put my heart and soul into 
creating. They mailed the letter and then told Sophie. She reacted in shock saying, 
“How can you do that? Dad can handle his own business - that’s a terrible thing to do.” 
Sophie was so upset that she insisted that Stan try and get the letter back from the 
mailbox when the postman came to take the mail from it. The kids waited for the 
postman to come so that they could try to get the letter back, but he said, “Once you put 
it in the mailbox, it’s property of the government and we’re not allowed to give it back.”   
Nevertheless, I thought it was very nice of Stan and Arlene to stand up for me and I did 
not really mind that the kids sent the letter to Disney. I quickly moved on from 
Disneyland, developing new success in the retail and wholesale business. In 1962, I 
formally established the business where other people bought my items while I would 
exhibit my products in gift shows all over the country. 



The following letter was sent to Walt Disney from Stanley & Arlene Papel: 
 

 



MEMORIES OF A RUGGLES EMPLOYEE  
  
 
 

 
 

BOBY JEAN WILLIAMS 
 

Boby Jean Williams received her first job offer at Ruggles China & Glass Shop in 
Disneyland directly out of high school at the age of 17. She began working at 
Disneyland in the summer of 1958.  
 
Upon her graduation from Garden Grove High School, she lived 1.5 miles from 
Disneyland. Though she didn’t even know how to make change, she had always wanted 
to work at Disneyland.  After high school, not knowing what else to do, she decided to 
apply at the onle place where she always wanted to work: Disneyland. 
 
Boby remembers that as a “junior” (12 - 17 years of age), it would cost her 50-cents to 
purchase an admission ticket to Disneyland.  Still, she arrived in early at Disneyland’s 
Main Gate and was pleasantly surprised when the security officer gave her free 
admission to apply for jobs.  She worked her way through the park filling out 
applications.  She applied at Ruggles, The Mad Hatter and the Golden Horseshoe 
Saloon, among others. 



At the Golden Horseshoe, she went upstairs to what was the manager’s office. She had 
the job until she told them that she was only 17. Fortunately for Ruggles, she was too 
young for them to hire her. She recalls that this was the first day of operation for the 
Sailing Ship Columbia (June 14, 1958) and the Golden Horseshoe Manager pointed out 
of the window and told Boby that they were watching the maiden voyage of the 
Columbia. 
 
Subsequently, Phil Papel offered her a position at Ruggles China and Glass Shop at 
Main Street, Disneyland where she worked as a Salesperson and Cashier until the 
lease expired in 1964.   Stanley Papel, then age 15 remembers this beautiful young 
woman who looked like Snow White being hired by his father, Phil Papel.  Boby had a 
check for $5 given as a high school graduation gift. She used it to purchase her uniform.  
He remembers her words, “Easy Come, Easy Go” when she cashed the check at the 
register to buy her Ruggles dress. 
 
One of Boby’s responsibilities while employed at Ruggles included working outside in 
the stockroom adjacent to the store. Boby recalled that one day there had been a large 
delivery of inventory and she was struggling to open one of the larger boxes. She felt a 
tap on her shoulder and heard someone say, “Can I help you with that?” Upon turning 
around, she was face to face with Walt Disney! He was casually dressed in a short-
sleeve shirt. “Sure” she said; and together they opened the carton.  Boby’s recall of that 
event was as sincere as it could have be.  She felt honored to have worked not only 
with the Papel Family ) but also with Walt Disney himself. One day during April 1959 
Boby remembers working at Ruggles when she heard the Disneyland Band marching 
by.   Following immediately behind the band was one of Walt Disney’s antique cars and 
seated in the car were both Walt Disney and King Hussein of Jordan.  Just another day 
at Disneyland! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Photos used in the following article are with permission from Disney Enterprise Inc. 
Reprinted from Frontier Magazine, July/August 2003 issue. 
 

 



 

 



 



 



 


