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Foreword

When Chuck asked me to write a foreword for this book, I was both honored and, frankly, a bit nervous. Chuck and my dad, Marty Sklar, had enjoyed membership in a sort of mutual appreciation society of two—Chuck, the Disney fan and newspaperman, and Marty, the Disney Legend and journalist-at-heart—and here was little ol’ me being asked to introduce The Beat Goes On, as my dad had done for Chuck’s earlier On the Disney Beat. Since my dad’s passing in 2017, I’d had more than a few nerve-wracking but ultimately successful opportunities to stand in for him—most notably participating in a panel presentation of his last book, Travels With Figment: On the Road in Search of Disney Dreams, at the D23 Expo in Anaheim in August of 2019—so I shook off my nerves and, of course, told Chuck I’d be happy to write a foreword for him.

I first met Chuck and his wife, Janet, when they attended a fundraiser for Ryman Arts at my parents’ home just a couple of months after my dad’s passing. The event was a celebration of my dad’s legacy and an opportunity to reveal plans for the Marty and Leah Sklar Creative Visionary Award, an honor presented annually by Ryman Arts in celebration of creative contributions and impactful leadership in the arts world. (Marvel Studios president Kevin Feige and legendary animator Hayao Miyazaki were the recipients in 2018 and 2019, respectively.) I say I met Chuck then, but I knew of him not only from his very heartfelt condolence message to the family but also from my dad’s many emails (to a dozen or so family members) over the years forwarding links to Chuck’s Goofy About Disney and Still Goofy About Disney blogs. Each communiqué would include my dad’s seal of approval: “Chuck is my friend” or “he’s a very good reporter” or “I like to read accurate and well-written versions when I do an interview.”

Since our first meeting, Chuck and I have exchanged the occasional email. Most meaningfully, Chuck wrote a beautiful tribute for his blog just a few days after learning that my dad was gone. I didn’t realize it at the time, but Chuck’s impulse to reach out to Imagineers for their “thoughts on Marty” would help me complete the book that my dad had very nearly finished just before his death: I knew that Travels With Figment wouldn’t be complete without words from “Marty’s kids” about what he meant to them and about his legacy in the world of themed entertainment. And then I had my own experience seeing my own words accurately and caringly reported by Chuck when he interviewed me in advance of the release of Travels With Figment. As my dad said, Chuck is a friend and a very good reporter!

And now, in this book, Chuck’s reporter skills are evident on every page as he describes in picture-perfect detail his time as a Disney Store cast member, his runDisney adventures, and so much behind-the-scenes Disney lore that you could believe Chuck was “in the room where it happened”! Chuck’s passion for everything Disney—the people, the history, the places—shines through this entire book, and it’s no wonder that current and former Imagineers are eager to share their personal experiences with him and, by extension, Chuck’s readers. I’m hoping the beat goes on and on and on!

—Leslie A. Sklar
January 2, 2020


Introduction

I’ve authored or co-authored seven books for Theme Park Press. Occasionally, someone will ask if I have a favorite among my books [which is kind of like asking if I have a favorite among my seven grandchildren].

Several years ago, during an interview, I put a similar question to former Disney Imagineer Tony Baxter: Do you have a favorite Disney attraction among the dozens you’ve worked on or helped create? His response: “They’re all like your kids. They’re always your favorite while you’re working on them.”

If I absolutely had to give an answer, I’d say my personal favorite among the books I’ve authored is On the Disney Beat, which was released in 2015. The book is the story of how I came to cover Disney for more than 30 years, first in print, then on-line, and as such, is very much autobiographical. In addition to my personal story, it delves into my relationships with many important people who populated Disney’s managerial landscape: Charlie Ridgway, Jay Rasulo, Bob Gurr, Ron Dominguez, the aforementioned Tony Baxter, and the incomparable Marty Sklar.

Many of the chapters in On the Disney Beat came about as the result of interviews and experiences I had with those Disney stars as a newspaper editor, travel writer and Disney blogger.

With The Beat Goes On, I continue with what best can be described as my passion for Disney. Even though I’ve been retired from the newspaper business for nearly five years, I continue to cover the Disney beat for AllEars.Net, as well as authoring the occasional newspaper feature. Even in retirement, I’m still putting my trusty tape recorder through its paces on a regular basis. Among the Disney luminaries I’ve interviewed in recent years are Tom Nabbe, Bill (Sully) Sullivan, Bob Gurr, Dave Bossert, Kevin Rafferty, Paul Comstock, Zofia Kostyrko, Mindy Johnson, Rick Barongi, Joe Rohde, Ted Kellogg and, of course, Marty Sklar.

The book starts off with a chapter detailing my experiences as a 40-something Disney Store cast member; it concludes with a report on the whirlwind weekend my wife Janet and I experienced in the fall of 2017, flying from New Jersey to Los Angeles to say good-bye to Marty Sklar. It’s difficult for me not to get emotional when I talk about Marty. I considered him a friend and very much a mentor. When he and I spent time together or I tagged alongside him at an event, he’d introduce me to an acquaintance as “My friend Chuck.”

During the last five years of his life, a week wouldn’t go by without us exchanging emails—me with a question about the Disney Company’s past; him with a wonderful story about his own past, often related to baseball, one of his other passions. Occasionally, he would send me clippings via snail-mail, such as the magazine article he mailed to me about a real estate “opportunity” to purchase an amusement park in Seaside Heights, N.J. [I politely declined, since the opportunity involved a $12 million investment.]

It was Marty who was so instrumental in helping me get contact information for many of the Imagineers who helped design and build Disney’s Animal Kingdom. The result was my Disney’s Animal Kingdom: An Unofficial History. And many of the people I interviewed for The Beat Goes On did so because of my relationship with Marty. Indeed, getting Marty’s stamp of approval on anything I was working on was golden.

The fact that our paths crossed—he a Disney Legend from Los Angeles, me a journalist based in the New York metro area—and we became friends was nothing short of a miracle. I have a feeling that so many of the people he touched during his lifetime—co-workers and average folk like me—feel the same way.

Kevin Rafferty is one of those “Marty fans.” A few months before he passed away, Marty suggested that I contact Kevin to talk to him about his contributions in creating the It’s Tough to be a Bug! attraction at Animal Kingdom.

During our 40-minute talk, which took place at 7 a.m. Pacific time, Kevin was incredibly open about his then 39-year Disney career. I took the information he gave me on It’s Tough to be a Bug! and immediately worked it into the book. The remainder of his fascinating story was too good to pass up, so it became the topic of a Still Goofy About Disney blog on AllEars.Net.

I had the pleasure of meeting Kevin in person at a Ryman Arts fund-raising event in September of 2017 at Marty and Leah Sklar’s Hollywood Hills home several weeks after Marty’s death in July [The event had been planned months in advance, but Marty’s wife Leah and their daughter Leslie courageously went ahead with the night as planned.] Kevin was everything I expected him to be: Warm, personable, instantly likeable … and humble, considering his incredible Disney resume.

During our conversation, he thanked me effusively for the blog I had written about him.

I had the opportunity to interview Kevin about two years later during the summer of 2019 on the eve of the release of his Disney Editions book, Magic Journeys: My Fantastical Walt Disney Imagineering Career. Before we started, he dropped this bombshell:

I don’t know if I properly thanked you for the amazing article you wrote about me a while ago,” he said. “I just loved it, loved it, loved it. It was just amazingly fantastic.

You know, Chuck, I was just thinking about how great it is that you’re the first one that I’m talking to about the book. Because of the great article you wrote about me, the book is really kind of an elaboration on the story that your article told. It’s really 40 years of unbelievable stories, from the dish room all the way through to being an executive creative director. Stuff you can’t even make up.

I can’t thank you enough for that article you did about me. It was just fantastic. You made me feel really good about myself.

Although I really wasn’t looking for anyone to fill the void that Marty had left, I think I’ve found someone. Kevin Rafferty. As I told Kevin in a subsequent email exchange: “I can see you, somewhere down the line, filling Marty’s shoes as an Imagineering Ambassador. I know, from attending many of his presentations, how beloved he was within the Disney fan base. I think, as time goes by, you will be viewed in the same light.” Kevin’s response? “You’ve made my day. No. You made my year!”

So, to Marty and Kevin and all the Disney luminaries who have touched my life so profoundly over the years, this one’s for you.


chapter one

I was a middle-aged
Disney Store cast member

There was a time during the 1990s when it seemed as if there was a Disney Store in every shopping mall in America. They were so plentiful, that Disney Stores even popped up in many U.S. airport shopping areas [there were three in Atlanta Hartsfield International, for example]. Anywhere there was a large population demographic and a mall in close proximity, a Disney Store was sure to follow.

A few weeks after the Freehold Raceway Mall opened in August of 1990, a Disney Store swung open its gates. The store was located on the second floor of the central New Jersey shopping center and it was an immediate hit, giving notoriously rabid Disney fans a quick “Disney fix” whenever they needed one.

The Freehold Disney Store—like the hundreds of other Disney Stores that opened in malls around the country during the 1990s—was modeled after the prototype store, which debuted on March 28, 1987, in the Glendale Galleria in Glendale, Calif. The exteriors of the Disney Stores of that era featured windows encased top and bottom with black and white panels, giving the appearance of a large strip of movie film. Bisecting the windows was an entranceway, with the word Disney displayed prominently from above. A few years later, those entrances were changed at most stores: A giant semi-circular marque, reminiscent of movie theaters of old, protruded from the top of the storefront, with the Disney Store hanging from that protrusion. Because it stuck out about six feet, the marque was visible to mall visitors from quite a distance away. It hovered over the elaborate entranceway, where a distinctive Mickey Mouse head was embedded into the tilework as you walked into the store.

Once inside, you stepped onto a dark blue carpet dotted with colorful accents. In the rafters above, giant Disney characters, entwined in red and yellow faux film strips, hung from the ceiling, adding a sense of whimsy to your shopping experience. Indeed, the basic philosophy behind the Disney Store’s creation was to give guests, as they are known, a little dab of entertainment as they shopped. A giant mountain of stuffed plush toys located to the rear of each store was a happy respite for younger guests, who couldn’t help tossing them onto the floor in search of their favorite Disney character … a fun diversion for the kids, to be sure, but a tedious chore for store employees [known as cast members] when the “plush mountain” had to be rebuilt at closing time each night. On the wall behind plush mountain was a giant screen, which played a continuous loop of Disney promotional materials that ranged from company videos featuring members of The New Mickey Mouse Club to highlights from the latest Disney movie releases.

Each Disney Store featured a wide assortment of items for sale for young and old alike: Collectibles, toys, jewelry, snow globes, T-shirts, sweatshirts and PJs, all themed to a popular Disney character or movie. The items were similar to the merchandise available in Disney’s theme parks, but many were Disney Store-exclusive.

My wife Janet and I visited the Freehold Raceway Mall often in the 1990s and we always made it a point to walk into the Disney Store during our trips. While Janet browsed, I often engaged the cast members in conversations about Disney, ranging from discussions about the latest attractions in Walt Disney World, to the newest Disney movie release, to Disney history. I always had an advantage during those talks, having covered Disney for nearly 15 years for the Staten Island Advance, as well as having attended several press events where media members were given access to things not available to regular park guests. Oftentimes, the cast member I was chatting with would comment about my Disney knowledge and suggest that maybe I should apply for a job at the Disney Store. I always politely declined. Forty-plus hours per week at a job that took an hour to get to each day seemed like enough to me.

In 1997, the Disney Store powers-that-be decided that the Freehold Disney Store had outgrown its original space on the second floor and was in line for an expansion. On the first floor of the Freehold Raceway Mall that summer, huge construction barriers were installed outside two vacant side-by-side storefronts. Signs on those plywood panels told shoppers that a new, expanded Disney Store would be opening in the fall. After much anticipation, the Disney Store moved lock, stock and Mickey Mouse plush toys to its new prime location near the mall’s center court in October. In addition to what guests had come to expect during visits to the Disney Store, the expanded retail space offered guests a Disney gallery, where framed artwork, colorful movie cels and more upscale collectibles (including Lennox, Jim Shore and Lladro figurines) were on sale.

After the Disney Store’s move downstairs, the pressure built on me to apply for a job … from, of all places, my wife. “You should work there,” she said on more than one occasion after the new store opened. “You’d probably love it.”

During the summer of 1999, I finally acquiesced. I walked into the Freehold Disney Store one afternoon, approached a cast member and asked to speak to a manager. I told her of my interest in applying for a job and her answer was short and to the point: “Sorry, but we’re not hiring right now. Check back with us in the fall, we usually hire seasonal help at that time.”

I returned to the store in late September, filled out an application and was interviewed by one of the store’s assistant managers. A few days later, I was interviewed by another assistant manager. Looking back on those interviews now, it was obvious that the two managers were focused on my willingness to be part of a team [I was]. At the conclusion of the second interview, I was told that someone from the store would get back to me
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