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Praise for Main Street Memories

Dean Gaschler is the consummate Disney cast member. He embodies the graceful guest service that Walt Disney dreamed of and established for his theme parks. Every day Dean brought the magic of Disney to visitors at Walt’s Magic Kingdom in central Florida, and sent them home with memories impossible to forget.

—Jere Batten
Retired Disney Technical Architecture Cast Member

Dean Gaschler has the knack of bringing out the best in people. He has done that with this book. It is pure pixie dust.

—Carol Crum
D23 fan

Dean takes us on yet another memory filled journey full of faith, hope, and love. Proof that Disney magic is alive and well.

—Major Eric Massey
United States Army, Retired

These real life stories are powerful and inspiring! Dean has touched the lives of thousands of families in an uplifting way. Ride along with Dean’s Grand Marshals as they became the most popular person in Disney’s Magic Kingdom.

—Dave Krazit
Disney Global Parks Experience Planning and Integration Manager / Park Operations Custodial

To Walt Disney, the story was everything...every theme park, every production, every attraction told a story. Dean Gaschler continues this tradition with his stories of the people he selected every day to become grand marshals of the Main Street parade.

—Barbara Maloney
former grand marshal





To my grandchildren: Savannah, Logan, Carson Dean, Gage, Evan
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Foreword

Recently, while teaching classes at the Christ Church in Orlando, Florida, I received a call. The caller ID displayed the name Dean Gaschler and I thought, “Should I answer or let it go to voicemail?” Dean and I have been friends for over 20 years and occasionally contact one another. I made the mistake of answering. He wanted to tell me he was working on his new book and asked if I would consider writing the foreword. I immediately replied, “Dean, have you lost your mind?” I thought retirement may have gotten the best of his decision making. He was serious and explained what the book was going to be about. I was honored that he had asked me and humbly accepted his request.

I had the pleasure of working at Walt Disney World for 23 years, meeting guests from all over the world, and working with some tremendous people. My role took me to temporary projects in California, Italy, and Hong Kong. One of the critical success factors in working on those projects was building relationships with people—which could possibly be Dean’s next book. He had the unique role of selecting the honorary grand marshals for the Magic Kingdom’s 3 o’clock parade. Dean spent most of his mornings on Main Street, U.S.A. and throughout the park meeting guests. He had a knack for making friends and finding just the right guests to serve as grand marshals for the day. He exceled at his role and hosted nearly 7,000 families during his 14 years as grand marshal coordinator.

Dean did much more than select his guests, he took the time to get to know them and develop a relationship with them. The purpose of the grand marshal program was to create a magical moment for an unsuspecting guest. It was important to keep the element of surprise in his selections. I know that Dean was contacted on numerous occasions with requests for grand marshals, and there were special circumstances that warranted pre-selections, yet he kept the unknowing guests first in his selection process. Dean took his calling to be grand marshal coordinator with the utmost respect and integrity.

On the day I was informed of Dean’s retirement we had a memorable conversation and I made a point of telling him how special he was. I know that it was a difficult decision for Dean to step away from something he loved so much, but I also know that he left a legacy that Walt would have appreciated. His passion was to make someone’s day memorable and special. His gift was finding just the right people who deserved this special honor; this is what makes him an exceptional person. The emotional experiences that conclude many of his grand marshal stories are truly inspirational.

Jim Vais
November 2016


Introduction

Do you believe in magic? In my humble opinion, magic does exist at Disney. I truly loved my 21 years at Walt Disney World and every day was unique and rewarding. Each time I walked into the Magic Kingdom I felt an energy that was real. The guests and cast are equally responsible for that feeling. These pages contain the heartwarming stories of some of the amazing individuals that I was privileged to meet.

Thousands of guests enter the Magic Kingdom each day … and each guest has a story. This was why it was so important for me to make each guest feel extra special. What had the guest experienced before entering our turnstiles? Would we celebrate a marriage proposal, a long-awaited family reunion, birthday or anniversary, a safe return home from military duty overseas? Or, more sadly, had the guest just learned that the tumor was inoperable? I’m sure I greeted guests each day that had experienced these situations and dozens of others we can only imagine. The following is a perfect example.

I began my career with Disney at the Harmony Barber Shop on Main Street, U.S.A. Early one morning a lady and her two young sons entered the shop. The boys had seen in a Disney brochure that Main Street featured a turn-of-the-century barber shop. Getting a haircut from the “Disney barber” was high on their to do list. As I trimmed the boys’ hair I struck up conversation with their mom. Her husband was fulfilling one of his dreams by playing a round of golf on a Disney course. He would join the family later in the Magic Kingdom. This was the family’s first visit to Walt Disney World, though they had dreamed of a Disney vacation for years.

This lovely lady went on to explain that she was a nurse and her husband worked construction. With two growing boys the couple had very little left from their paychecks at the end of each month. A Disney vacation was simply a luxury they could not afford, and the couple refused to be burdened with credit card debt. The hospital where this nurse was employed offered an additional couple of dollars per hour to individuals willing to work the midnight to 8am emergency room shift. After a family meeting, it was decided that Mom would take the shift, the men would help a lot more around the house, and the extra money would be put aside in a special “Disney” account. After more than two years, here they were enjoying the results of their sacrifices.

I admitted this was an amazing story and just had to ask, “Was everything you did worth it?” The lady beamed and enthusiastically answered, “Yes, yes, oh yes!”

I was blessed to work in two very unique locations at Walt Disney World: at the barber shop and with Guest Relations as grand marshal coordinator of the Main Street parade. Additionally, I selected the veteran of the day for the flag retreat ceremony. The following chapters contain a variety of guest and cast experiences. These stories are inspirational, entertaining, and moving. In many cases I share their Disney moment with a letter, thank-you card, or email that I received from them. To me there is no better way to communicate the feeling than with the guest’s or cast member’s own words.

On to chapter one, where we’ll meet Jay and Barbie, and discover how Jay’s curiosity about a trash can on Main Street changed their entire day.


chapter one

Jay and Barbie Wise

What do you think the odds are to be chosen as grand marshals of the 3:00 o’clock parade in the Magic Kingdom on your very first visit? Friends have told me that they had visited Disney and the Magic Kingdom dozens if not hundreds of times and were never selected. Enjoy the following letter I received from Jay, whose wife, Barbie, surprised him with a trip to Disney. On their first Disney vacation the couple was selected to lead the parade as grand marshals.

My first, but definitely not my last, visit to Disney World has ended … but the memories will last a lifetime. Thanks, first, to my wife, Barbie, for the surprise trip and a great new friend and cast member, Dean, at the Magic Kingdom. Here’s the story:

Barbie and I were all set to catch the Magical Express to Orlando International late afternoon Tuesday for our flight back to “reality”—if you call Ocean City reality. So, to enjoy the remainder of our fantastic Disney experience, we decided to spend our remaining hours at the Magic Kingdom.

Entering the Magic Kingdom is an experience unto itself, with the music playing, the sounds, the smells, Main Street, U.S.A., Cinderella Castle as a backdrop … just the whole experience. We were walking along Main Street, and I took a moment to look under a trash can on the sidewalk. I did this because I thought I saw or read that the Magic Kingdom was built above ground and actually sat on the second floor. I heard that the garbage went straight to a chute of some kind on the first floor where it was jettisoned away to some magic dump. The story I heard was partially correct, as I was about to find out.

A gentleman, later identified as Dean, asked if he could help me as I looked under the trash can. I explained that I’m kind of strange and began to bore him with the paragraph from above. Well, he began to tell me some very interesting trivia about Disney and specifically the Magic Kingdom. Dean also told me that the names on the second-floor windows were tributes to those that helped create Disney on one level or another and that each window on Main Street had a story to tell. He also told me that Walt Disney’s window was the only name that faced the castle.

I can only tell you that Dean encompassed everything you would expect from a Disney cast member, and something we all should aspire to. He is a genuine, happy, and caring person who told me about some of the inspiring, touching, and exciting experiences he has encountered in his years with Disney.

Dean then asked if we would be interested in being the grand marshals of the parade that day, Tuesday, August 21, 2007. Interested? Whattaya,’ kiddin’ me? I was jumping out of my skin! Me, Barbie, Mickey, Minnie, Donald, and Daisy, the whole crew? Geez, what are the odds? And I can honestly say I would not have rather won the lottery … honestly.

Two-thirty at the gates in Frontierland and we met Dean again, and this time he was with another family from Connecticut. He introduced us to the family who had just won a night’s stay at Cinderella’s suite in the castle. Disney dreams! We then were presented our official Mickey ears, with our names embroidered on the backs. We had a quick tutorial on the Disney parade wave (just for fun) at a passing train. Soon the band and dancers appeared. We boarded our car and shared the occasion with Donald’s girlfriend, Daisy Duck.

The music and announcements began … “ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls”… and to hear it broadcast through the entire Magic Kingdom, “Today’s grand marshals, Jay and Barbie Wise from Ocean City, Maryland”… I gotta say is surreal. Well, the parade was just as surreal. Someone yelled out, “Ocean City!” and I gave him a smiley thumbs up (with a dumbfounded look on my face).

Once in a lifetime, for an ordinary realtor from a great state, married to a beautiful girl and honored to have met a very wonderful person in Dean … my thank you to all. Many thanks to Disney World. Dreams do come true!

Talk about kids of all ages! I recently spoke with Jay and he said, “You and our day at Disney will always be one of the highlights of my life.”



chapter two

Mary Carey

My goal in writing this book is to recognize some of the amazing cast members I was privileged to meet during my years at Disney. One who stands out is Mary Carey. We worked together for over 8 years yet met only once, during her family’s first visit to Walt Disney World. Mary was a manager for Disney Government Relations in Washington D.C. I was her Disney contact in Orlando when her department requested the grand marshal experience.

Mary was an extraordinary cast member! She maintained the highest level of professionalism and was courteous and friendly. Although our contact was via phone calls, faxes, and emails, we became friends.

In early 2006, Mary and her boys (husband Kevin and sons Jack and Will), visited Disney. I was able to arrange for them to be the honorary family to open the Magic Kingdom. Here is Mary’s thank-you letter:

My family and I want to express our tremendous thanks to you for your unbelievable thoughtfulness and generosity when we visited the Magic Kingdom. We can honestly say that our trip to Walt Disney World was the best vacation of our lives! One does not really understand the “MAGIC” until they’ve visited WDW. You are the creators of the magic! We were so honored to be able to take part in a once-in-a-lifetime event that none of us will ever forget.

Dean, it was a pleasure to finally meet you in person (after all these years) … you are wonderful! You went above and beyond to create such a special trip for us. Thank you for arranging for my family to open the Magic Kingdom, it was truly spectacular (almost surreal). One thing was better than the next. The boys thought it was so cool riding the firetruck to Toon Town. Little did they know that a few minutes later numerous characters were about to round the corner to personally greet them. The boys were mesmerized by all the characters. I think Will (my two-year-old) wanted to go home with Alice. Jack got the biggest kick out of Cruella trying to recruit him to be dog-catcher. Riding the train to the park entrance with Mickey (and the gang in tow) was very cool. To watch Jack stroll hand in hand with Mickey and Minnie was truly priceless. Being selected to open the park was the best … looking out at all of the guests, being announced over the loud speakers and throwing the pixie dust to open the park—incredible!

The list of unforgettable memories goes on and on. You really do make dreams come true! What an amazing feeling that must be each day. Thank you from the bottom of our hearts for helping to make the Carey family vacation the best ever. 

She is absolutely right: it is an amazing feeling to create magic for a fellow cast member.

Great vacation so far, right? And it gets better. On my day off, my counterpart, Brick, selected the Carey family as grand marshals. Mary wrote:

Thank you for taking such great care of us during our visit. From our personalized Mickey Ears (complete with bobby pins to secure) to being the grand marshals of the Share a Dream Come True parade, we felt so special! Thank you for all you did to make our experience so amazing. And thank you for catching us on tape while we were leading the parade. We loved every minute and want to express our sincere gratitude. I’m not sure who was more excited, my boys, Kevin, or myself, it’s a toss up. What a gift!

Now, let me share Mary’s farewell email:

Over the past 14½ years I have had the pleasure of working with all of you. The experiences and interactions I’ve had with each of you over the years have been memorable. I was given the opportunity to work alongside so many wonderful people. To each and every one of you I say thank you … it’s been an incredible ride! Now, however, it is time for change and a new adventure to begin. I will be leaving Disney to devote full-time energy to raising my boys. Although I will miss working with each of you, I’m excited to spend more time with my family. I hope to get the chance to work together in the future. So instead of goodbye, I’ll say “see you down the road.” It has been a pleasure.

I responded with the following:

Mary Carey, a quick “so long” note. Thanks for everything. What a pleasure working with you and getting to know you personally. I’m a better cast member and a better person because of you. Your boys are so fortunate to have such a wonderful mother and daddy. Take good care of them, they’re precious. I will miss you.

chapter three

The Tattered Letter

I began my 21-year career with Disney in 1991 at the Harmony Barber Shop on Main Street, U.S.A. At the time, I had no idea how fortunate I was to have this unique location for my first role as a cast member. The shop was the “hangout” for the Dapper Dans, the Magic Kingdom’s barbershop quartet. The quartet had been a part of the Magic Kingdom and Main Street since opening day in 1971. From these fellows I learned what Disney was truly all about. The shop was an entertainment location along with being a place to get a shave and a haircut. I also discovered what a brotherhood barbershop singers were. Members of quartets from around the world stopped by on a daily basis to seek out the Dapper Dans, who were the envy of these visitors. Just imagine, singing and entertaining for a living; a dream job indeed.

One of my earliest and fondest memories of the shop was a letter I discovered in what would be best described as a “junk” drawer. The letter was tattered and had obviously been in that drawer a number of years … long before I appeared at Harmony Barber Shop. The content of this letter is timeless. Part of the quartet’s schedule at that time was a late afternoon routine at the Crystal Arts store, across Main Street from the barber shop. During this daily performance, a young girl, usually around age 12, was randomly selected from the crowd. The fellows
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