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Introduction

Why does the public continue to revere Walt Disney? I maintain that the explanation is simple. While unquestionably an architect of 20th century pop culture, he was something more. Today, we call visionaries like him by a simple name: content creator. During the 1920s when he started to make his mark, no such term existed and wouldn’t for another 80 years. That’s just how far ahead of his time that Walt was.

After a failed attempt to fight for his country in World War I, Walt spent time driving ambulances in France. He was 16. When World War I ended, he tried to make his mark as an illustrator, becoming co-owner of Disney Commercial Artists alongside lifelong friend, Ub Iwerks.

These two original Imagineers watched with frustration as their first business failed. Still, their talent was unmistakable. Emboldened by feedback from other professionals and confident in a new style of illustration known as cel animation, Walt left his life behind and moved to Hollywood. All of this happened by his 22nd birthday. Truly, he lived his life ahead of the curve.

Disney fanatics are familiar with the story of Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. I won’t belabor the point other than to note that when Walt was 26, he created a character for Universal that became instantly popular. Understandably, the inventor of this property tried to garner a raise for his sweat of brow. To his surprise, the head of Universal Pictures bought out most of his fellow animators and offered him a pay cut during hardball negotiations.

If adversity builds character, then the greed of a Hollywood producer is the odd causality for the existence of The Walt Disney Company that everyone loves today.  Walt suffered through an educational but informative setback wherein he learned that only the boss calls the shots in Hollywood. From that moment forward, he resolved that he would never let other tycoons of industry make his decisions for him.

Soon afterward, Walt created the character of Mickey Mouse, the most successful and recognizable cartoon character of all time. The similarities between Mickey and Oswald are unmistakable, and they aptly reflect the fiery competitive streak that Disney possessed. When someone from Universal Pictures acted as if anyone could write a great Oswald cartoon, Walt built an entirely new character. Oswald is now a footnote in history while everyone remembers the phrase that defines Walt’s legacy: “I only hope that we never lose sight of one thing—that it was all started by a mouse.”

As an illustrator, Walt always targeted families as his primary demographic, starting with his cartoons and then later with his unprecedentedly successful motion picture debut, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Even as his animated pictures changed the landscape of Hollywood, the creator of Mickey Mouse chafed at a frustration in his private life. He didn’t feel like enough quality gathering places existed for families. It was his dream to build a destination where families from all walks of life could join together and feel like a part of something bigger. Truly, the “Happiest Place on Earth” is the perfect description of this locality.

Disneyland was the first theme park. More important, it’s the only one with Walt’s direct handprint. Even as Magic Kingdom stands as the most popular destination for theme park tourists, Disneyland will always carry the direct legacy of the 20th century’s greatest content creator.

In this edition of Disney Demystified, I’ll relay stories and anecdotes about the construction of several of your favorite attractions including Jungle Cruise, Pirates of the Caribbean, the Haunted Mansion, Space Mountain, and The Twilight Zone Tower of Terror.

I’ll also discuss the hilarious series of mishaps that transpired on the opening day of Disneyland, a morning when the parks overflowed with several thousand more guests than Disney had expected, leading to food and beverage shortages and plumbing chaos.

Lovers of the monorail system will enjoy the details of how this amazing architectural triumph became the signature transportation at Disneyland. And fans of Walt Disney himself will marvel at the business acumen he demonstrated as his vaunted Imagineers dominated the headlines at the historic 1964 New York World’s Fair.

Finally, I’ll reveal the amazing details surrounding Disney’s covert acquisition of land in Florida, the high-minded plans he had for creating a better tomorrow there, and how his Imagineers and brother carried on in his absence.

What follows is a timeline of Walt Disney’s legacy as the world’s first theme park operator. In reading the included stories, I hope that you’ll appreciate just how much of a visionary he was and how profoundly he still impacts society more than half a century after his death.


chapter one

The Disneyland Debacle

The word debacle gets thrown around a lot. When you hear it, you think about New Coke, the Ford Edsel, Enron, the Zune, Bear Stearns, and Pee-wee Herman at the wrong movie. Debacle and Disney aren’t often linked. Disney is a company with a market cap of $165 billion, and they’ve attained dominance through decades of shrewd sales tactics and marketing. They’ve also established themselves as one of the greatest customer service organizations in the world.

Disney doesn’t make many mistakes, and on the rare occasions when they do, their employees do everything within their power to fix the problem. Your cable company never did that, which is why you may not have cable any longer. Disney has honed their corporate philosophy around joy, whether they disseminate it via ESPN sports, Pixar movies, or Disney theme park vacations. The idea is all the same. They want to train their fans to associate the Disney brand with happiness and pleasure. This is one of the original instructions handed down by the founder of what we now know as The Walt Disney Company.

One of the unfortunate realities of life is that even the finest employees can control only so much. Disney himself learned this the hard way during the 1950s. He spent a great deal of his life imagining a combination playground, county fair, amusement park, and circus. When his finances finally afforded him the opportunity to turn this dream into a reality, Walt dotted all the appropriate i’s and crossed all the needed t’s, yet his $17 million investment nearly fell apart as soon as it started.

That’s why the word debacle is relevant here. Disneyland was the precursor for the entire theme park industry as we know it. The world knows it as the Happiest Place on Earth. On the day that Disney introduced his vision to the public, however, it was better described as a catastrophic failure. Thousands of uninvited guests showed up, the ground under them literally melted, and a co-host of the ABC broadcast, one that 70 million people were watching, may have enjoyed a different kind of happiness onsite.

While Disneyland has stood the test of time as one of the three most popular amusement parks in the world, its shaky first day caused people to wonder whether Walt and ABC had thrown away the equivalent today of $150 million on a preposterous idea, one that may have seemed wonderful in theory but failed completely in execution.

What follows is a description of the opening day of Disneyland. This chapter will chronicle all the madcap misadventures and broken promises that occurred. In the entire history of Disney theme parks, it remains one of the worst 25 days ever, which is why people still get nostalgic about it 60 years later. Truly, the debut of the Happiest Place on Earth was a debacle. Here’s why.

Disney: The man and his dream

Walt Disney instinctively understood that failing to give the people what they want was an innately flawed business strategy. You might not realize this, but the man from Marceline, Missouri, was an original outsider prior to starting a business that would become the Disney establishment. His failed business ventures such as Laugh-O-Gram led to his signing a contract with Universal Pictures for one of his creations. Had a shady movie producer at Universal not betrayed Disney, the world might associate Oswald the Lucky Rabbit with Walt instead of Mickey Mouse.

What the eventual founder of the Disney brand learned from his failed company and his strained relationship with Universal Pictures was that he wanted to run his own organization. He prioritized personal satisfaction. Those closest to him were forced to pick sides when the Universal/Disney schism transpired. With the benefit of hindsight, it’s easy to argue that the logical choice was betting on Walt Disney. But that’s not how the business world works.

Illustrators who worked with Disney for years enjoyed gainful employment thanks to the Universal agreement. They knew that they had steady work creating projects beloved by the new market of movie-going audiences. The paychecks didn’t bounce, and the personal satisfaction was immense.

Disney, on the other hand, was only a few years removed from operating a company that went bankrupt. Why would anyone choose him? You’d have to ask fellow Missouri native Ub Iwerks, who gave up surefire popularity to continue working with his friend. That’s the magic of Walt Disney in isolation. He didn’t simply develop friendships. He recruited loyal disciples.

People like Iwerks understood that they were in the presence of greatness when they worked with their boss. For his part, Disney treated all his employees as equals. Over the years, he developed an almost mythical reputation for getting the most out of talented people. Countless Imagineers have relayed stories of Disney handing them new job assignments for tasks they’d never tried before. He tested people, challenging them in a way that forced them to maximize their potential. His workers adored him not just for the way he interacted with them but also for how his choices helped them feel better about themselves.

From the early days, employees of Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio and later Walt Disney Productions and WED Enterprises felt like kindred spirits with their boss. By the time the company released the film that elevated their work into historic territory, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Walt’s co-workers would have followed him in any venture. They were loyal to a fault. In the 17 years that followed the release of the most seminal animated movie ever made to that point, Disney kept busy with new projects and new inspirations, though one tantalizing venture continued to remain out of his grasp.

The truth behind a famous quote

Walt Disney once said the following about his vision for a theme park: “I could never convince the financiers that Disneyland was feasible, because dreams offer too little collateral.” That’s a melancholy way of saying that the man who founded Walt Disney Productions couldn’t persuade the members of the board of the company bearing his name to move forward on his project. Similarly, many potential financiers balked at the idea of turning orchard groves into a massive playground for children and their parents.

A lesser man never could have created Disneyland.

That’s why Disney’s stubbornness, his practicality, and his financial prowess were all tested during the construction of the Happiest Place on Earth. When Disney pitched his vision to his co-workers, they embraced the challenge of a new avenue to display their skills and artistry. That’s where his ability to stimulate the faith of his employees was so essential to his ultimate success. People like Iwerks already had all the critical and commercial success they needed by 1954. The co-creator of Mickey Mouse was already worth a lot of money by that point. He easily could have rested on his laurels.

While the same wasn’t quite true of other Imagineers, they still had that lofty title on their resumes. Being one of the loyal soldiers of Walt afforded a great deal of acclimation in the early 1950s. In simpler terms, in 1954 Disney as a company was exactly where Apple was in early 2007, the year they released the first iPhone. They had so much success and such strong name-brand recognition that they had no need for daring new business ventures. Still, savvy entrepreneurs like Walt Disney and Steve Jobs understand that people who don’t innovate are doomed to fail in time. Creativity is the life’s blood of business development.

Walt’s idea was a special kind of crazy. He wanted to chop down an entire orchard grove in Anaheim, California. In its place, he wanted to craft a series of themed lands that would join together to form a novel kind of amusement park. In order to achieve his dream, he’d need to call on all his resources. Financially, he leveraged every company asset available. He even sold all of his vacation homes to pay for 160 acres of orchard groves. The most impressive asset he exploited, however, was a working relationship.

Disney’s first network

The Walt Disney Company owns the American Broadcasting Company today. They acquired ABC in 1995, but their relationship stretches back much further than the mid-1990s. ABC’s roots were in broadcast radio before augmenting their programming with television in 1948. Their first forays into the new medium were unproductive. ABC execs at the time understood that their programming lacked a hook. In order to gain more viewers, the network needed star power. They turned to one of the most trusted brands in the entertainment industry.

In 1950, Walt Disney agreed to air a Christmas special broadcast on ABC. The program, One Hour in Wonderland, proved instantly popular, despite it being little more than a shameless marketing campaign for Disney films and Coke. Even if you’re not interested in the history of Disney broadcasting, what’s important here is that ABC learned that Walt Disney’s name recognition led to lots of television viewers.

The network and Disney’s entertainment corporation worked together on several more projects prior to the opening of Disneyland. The most significant was not coincidentally also named Disneyland. Always the sage marketer, Walt deduced that programming for ABC was the equivalent of double-dipping financially. He’d earn income for the programs, and he’d get free advertising on television, which was exploding in popularity during the 1950s.

For its part, ABC was thrilled with the agreement. After their early struggles, they finally broke into the top 20 network ratings thanks to Disneyland. It was the first bona-fide hit in the history of the network, which makes Disney’s later acquisition of ABC all the more fitting. As part of the 1950s deal, however, the economics worked the other way. ABC invested in Disneyland as part of the agreement to receive Disney programming on their network. Due to this arrangement, it was in the best interest of both parties that Disneyland, Walt’s “Magic Kingdom,” become internationally renowned. The parties hatched a plan to hype the new theme park in an unprecedented fashion.

The telecast, aka “better than 10 Super Bowls!”

The population of the United States in 1955 was 165.9 million. Today, it’s 322.8 million. The 2016 Super Bowl drew 111.9 million viewers, which means that 34.7 percent of the population watched the game. It was the third most watched program in the history of American television. I say all of this as a precursor to an amazing stat about the opening day broadcast of Disneyland.

Ninety million viewers watched the live telecast.

In other words, over half the American population tuned to ABC on July 17, 1955. Whereas Super Bowl 50 attracted slightly more than a third of the population, Disneyland’s debut attracted 54.2 percent of the country. To put that in perspective, the most popular television program of all-time is the finale of M*A*S*H when 105.9 million tuned in to see the resolution of Hawkeye Pierce’s journey. That was 45.3 percent of the country. A larger percentage of Americans watched the opening day of Disneyland than the conclusion to M*A*S*H or any Super Bowl, ever.

That sounds great in theory. As long as everything ran smoothly, Disneyland would captivate the unprecedented television audience watching at home. Well, have you ever heard the maxim that any publicity is good publicity?

A future president, a famous addict, and Art Linkletter

While even the most optimistic people involved with the Disneyland broadcast couldn’t have predicted its popularity, ABC still rolled out the red carpet. They lured entertainer Art Linkletter away from NBC to host the festivities. Linkletter was one of the most famous entertainers of the early days of television, so his appearance was quite a coup.

Disney and ABC readily agreed to all of his demands about hosting the broadcast. The most obvious one is that his wife and children would get to attend. Disney not only agreed but also worked them into the show. At one point during the live broadcast, Linkletter’s oldest son performs an awkward bridge to one of the co-hosts, and that’s where the situation grows uncomfortable.

One of Linkletter’s seemingly reasonable requests was that his friend, Robert Cummings, participate. Disney had no reason to deny this petition. After all, Cummings was only four months removed from an Emmy victory for his performance as Juror #8 in the Studio One presentation of Twelve Angry Men. Two years later, Henry Fonda would play the same role in the most famous film version of the same story. Cummings was also a star of multiple Alfred Hitchcock films. He was a bona-fide celebrity, one whose career was on par with the other movie star co-hosting that day, future President of the United States Ronald Reagan.

In hindsight, the agreement to allow Cummings to co-host proved regrettable. After peaking as Juror #8, the actor quickly headed into a downward spiral. The rest of his life devolved into a tragic tale of drug abuse. He was one of the most famous recipients of treatment from Max Jacobson aka Dr. Feelgood.

One of the first signs of the impending meltdown occurred during the live broadcast of Disneyland’s opening. A notorious playboy, Cummings was already on his third bride by the time 1955 rolled around. He was 45 years old at the time, and his current wife, actress Mary Elliott, had scandalously seduced him away from his second bride, Broadway performer Vivian Janis. Elliott received the short end of the stick there, as Cummings and fidelity went together like peanut butter and gelignite.

During one of the cutaways from a Disney scene to a co-host, the camera went to the wrong person. Cummings had signed off for a dance number, and he thought he had a few minutes of free time. The actor did what any famous celebrity did in a region full of thousands of adoring fans. He picked up a dancer. This sounds ridiculous, but it’s absolutely true.

Is it cruel to point out that Elliott, who famously gave up her film career to marry Cummings, was in attendance at Disneyland that day? How about that their two children were also there? The only real shock out of this entire scandal is that Elliott remained married to him for another 15 years. What’s clear is that she never once referred to Disneyland as the Happiest Place on Earth.

Jokes aside, only 35 minutes after introducing his family to 90 million people, Robert Cummings groped a dancer. He did this on a live broadcast of the opening of a family theme park. To his credit, he recovered like a pro, quickly reciting his dialogue. His only snafu was when he directed the viewers to another co-host, “Ronnie REEgan.” He was too stoned at the time to realize what he had done. He laughed about it as the camera cut away, failing to realize that his career as he knew it had just ended in disrepute. The coda to this is that Cummings wound up performing dinner theater by the 1970s.

Live from Anaheim, California…

The entire production proved chaotic and mercurial. Linkletter acknowledged that possibility in his introductory comments. The trial run was a fiasco, and ABC execs realized in the days leading up to the broadcast that tens of millions of people were planning to watch. So, they had little margin for error during live programming and no test results indicating that a seamless show would occur.

Linkletter, the Johnny Carson of the 1950s, assured his unprecedented live viewing audience that any mistakes they noticed were perfectly normal for such a program. He said this knowing full well that a decent chance existed that he’d wind up forever linked to one of the most disastrous live broadcasts in the history of television. That we’re still discussing it 60 years later suggests his instincts were correct.

Still, a lot of the worst events that transpired were barely even noticed during the live airing at Disneyland. Sure, Walt Disney flubbed his lines and had to start over again during a Tomorrowland dedication. Yes, some of the dance routines didn’t end at the right time, and the cameras occasionally missed the start of the program. And yes, a co-host did get to second base on live television in an era when the FCC didn’t let performers say the word “breast” on air. All of this was a drop in the bucket compared to what was transpiring behind the scenes.

By invitation only…

What happens when you throw a party and uninvited guests arrive? That depends on the scale of your affair? Say, for example, that you invite six guests into your home for the evening. How many more surprise arrivals could you accommodate? Four? Six? How about 22? What would happen if more than four times as many people show up at your home than you’d anticipated?

Think about all the important perspectives. Would you have enough food and drinks to entertain the extra 22 visitors? Do you have the available bathroom space and reliable plumbing to satisfy their needs? If not, you know that you’re in a for a messy night with a lot of grumpy guests.

Let’s take the same situation out to a larger scale. Walt Disney scheduled a soft opening for his new theme park, and it operated similarly to how the system works today. For example, I was one of the guests lucky enough to enjoy a ride on Seven Dwarfs Mine Train prior to its official opening. I happened to walk past the new Fantasyland attraction at a moment when Disney cast members were testing it. They let a handful of fortunate guests past the roped-off area, and we took our turns on the ride. Once a couple of hundred visitors had followed suit, Disney shut down the ride to research its performance. A handful of the riders also took surveys to discuss their satisfaction about its speed, comfort, and entertainment level.

Ten days after we left, Seven Dwarfs Mine Train officially opened to the public. On that date, it had no limitations on its usage. Everyone who wanted to take a spin on the ride did so. A soft opening is a controlled experiment while an actual debut means that the attraction has become a permanent part of the park. It’ll only shut down if it malfunctions or needs renovations.

That was the plan for the soft opening of Disneyland. Several thousand invited guests would enter the park, thereby becoming the first non-Disney employees in the world to spend time at the Happiest Place on Earth. You can already see the problem with this line of thinking. Who wouldn’t want to say that they visited Disneyland on the day it opened to the public for the first time? It’s the same as the upcoming openings of the Star Wars expansion at Disney’s Hollywood Studios and Avatarland at Disney’s Animal Kingdom. Some Disney fanatics would do anything to attend either (or both) of these events on opening day.

Davy Crockett and George Russel: The Anna and Elsa of 1954

Even in 1955, a large number of Disney zealots existed. Mickey Mouse was an international icon, and the company was enjoying a renaissance in popularity due to the Davy Crockett television mini-series. The news of a Frontierland featuring exclusive Davy Crockett merchandise was reason enough for some kids to pressure their parents to arrive for opening day.

This phenomenon is one of the parts of the story that often gets lost in the shuffle. Disney sold half a billion dollars of Davy Crockett merchandise during the mid-1950s. In a three-year span, this intellectual property earned the equivalent of $4.4 billion. It was the Frozen/Star Wars/Cars of its generation. Everybody wanted the toys, and many children wanted to live out the frontier experience. Initially, Disney even offered a Davy Crockett museum in Frontierland, the equivalent of Star Wars Launch Bay today. After only three months, they modified the area to become the Davy Crockett Arcade, which kids loved even more.

The best-laid plans…

What’s the logical conclusion to a scenario where lots of people want to attend a limited engagement? You’ve seen videos of parents fighting to get their kids the IT toy of the holiday season? Normal, otherwise calm folks get stabby when a Tickle Me Elmo is up for grabs. They don’t want to dash the hopes and dreams of their kids, at least until puberty. This drive causes them to stand in line for hours on end, desperately hoping to dash to the delivery truck before the competition can reach it ahead of them.

Disneyland was like that, only to the nth degree. I’m writing this in a light-hearted fashion, but the only water in constant supply that day came from the river of tears cried by parents and children alike. Walt Disney, in his infinite wisdom, selected a controlled crowd dispersal process. He authorized the dissemination of 6,000 RSVP tickets to the soft opening of his new Anaheim venture. Each ticket included a visitor window. The lucky recipients of the golden ticket of the 1950s could stay for three hours each. Then, they’d leave and let other folks replace them in the park.

Absolutely no part of the plan worked.

How did the whole stratagem fall asunder? Where should I begin? For starters, none of the ticket-holding guests wanted to leave Disneyland after a mere three hours. Even if they did, the lines at so many attractions were so long that they’d run late anyway. Disney park planners sorely miscalculated the wait time for each of their new rides. The fiasco was hardly their fault, though. Events transpired that were impossible to forecast.

The History Channel indicates that “28,154 passed through Disneyland’s gates thanks to counterfeit tickets.” Remember the party example above? It’s the same calculation, only on a larger scale. Disney planned for 6,000 people, but they braced for twice that many. They understood that all the ticket holders would have friends who begged to come. Still, their plan would hold as long as nobody abused the privilege of day one admission to Disneyland.

Breaking the law

Suffice to say that tens of thousands of people abused the privilege. Word leaked that counterfeit tickets were available for a modest fee. Admission was only a dollar for adults and 50 cents for children, the equivalent of $9 and $4.50 today. If you could walk into Disneyland for that price right now, everyone reading this would do so. You had to pay per ride, but it’s still a ridiculous bargain compared to current pricing for a day at a Disney theme park



Hot dogs come in packages of 12, buns come in packages of 10. Why is that?



Main Street wouldn’t have been clean that day



And you get mad when Space Mountain is closed





High heels and a sour disposition






And tomorrow, we’ll do the same thing all over again
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