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Foreword

George McGinnis. Let me tell you about George. I never met a designer who exasperated me as much as George. What I did not realize until decades later was that what set my hair on fire at the time was the very characteristic George had that made him probably Walt Disney Imagineering’s finest industrial designer of all time.

No person I ever worked with stuck to his guns over getting every last detail completely correct, staying true to the design requests given to him. He’d show me every single detail and explain why it was so important. As the manufacturing design guy for his projects, I was ready to roll forward while he was continuing to refine his designs. His main boss, Dick Irvine, would exclaim,”George, you’re glossing the goose!”

An example. The WDW 20,000 Leagues submarine was patterned after the dramatic and fantastical Jules Verne-style submarine. George was going to make sure “his” submarine would truly reflect the Verne concept. It’s just a ride vehicle to me, but not to George! He added a most elegant brass helm and fancy wheel, totally unneeded on a ride. Irvine said no, and I grabbed the parts and confiscated them to my home. I still have them today … my personal monument to George’s unyielding honor to “just do it right”.

And doing it right is what George unfailingly pursued during his entire career with Disney, his work on Rick Caruso’s trolleys and beyond. When I visit Glendale’s Americana today, I still stop to admire George’s fantastical, beautiful (and correct) trolley, another wonderful monument to his superb design integrity.

George’s autobiography will be a joy to everyone who values authentic design. He shares tales and details—all in the most thorough manner—through his revealing text and illustrations. And to those who wish to pursue Imagineering, in fact, any significant creative career, this is your guiding treasure.

Bob Gurr
(Retired) Disney Imagineer


Introduction

Industrial designer George McGinnis began his career at Walt Disney Imagineering in 1966. His senior project at the Art Center College of Design, a working model of a futuristic high-speed train, attracted the attention of Walt Disney. George was invited to Imagineering by Walt, who showed him the WEDway PeopleMover system in development. Walt proceeded to introduce George to Dick Irvine, President of Imagineering, who invited George to become an Imagineer.

George’s first assignment was to design miniature transportation models for the Progress City display for the Carousel of Progress attraction that opened at Disneyland in July 1967. He was also responsible for concept design of both the Mighty Microscope for the Disneyland attraction Adventure Through Inner Space and the Saturn-style “winged rocket with boosters” for Disneyland’s Tomorrowland Rocket Jets (1967). From 1967 to 1971, George designed WEDway PeopleMover trains and parking lot shuttle vehicles for Walt Disney World. In 1971, he became a show designer, involved with such major projects as Space Mountain for both Walt Disney World (1975) and Disneyland (1977). A year later, in 1978, he worked on the concept designs for the robots in Disney’s The Black Hole motion picture.

In 1979, George became manager of Industrial Design for Epcot and later project show designer for the Horizons Pavilion. In addition, he also designed SMRT-1 and the Astuter Computer Revue for the Communicore Pavilion. From 1983 to 1987, George designed the Mark V monorail train for Disneyland, which debuted in 1987. Following that, George contributed design ideas for the Magic Kingdom attraction Delta Dreamflight/Take Flight, designed the Walt Disney World Mark VI monorail, and designed tram vehicles for the Disney-MGM Studios Backlot Tour.

Between 1990 and 1995, George brought his skills as a show designer to several projects for Disney theme parks around the world: boat vehicles for Splash Mountain at Tokyo Disneyland and the Magic Kingdom, Indiana Jones Adventure ride vehicles for Disneyland, the Space Mountain ride vehicle concept for Disneyland Paris, river boats, safari vehicles, and a “steam” locomotive and cars for Disney’s Animal Kingdom at Walt Disney World. Since retiring from Imagineering in 1995, George has continued to work for Disney as a consultant on the Rocket Rod concept vehicle for Tomorrowland, river rafts for Animal Kingdom, and California Adventure.

In addition to his post-retirement work for Disney, George designed trolley cars for real estate developer Rick Caruso. Both trolleys are popular attractions at The Grove and the Americana, two of Caruso’s upscale residential/shopping communities in California.


An Imagineer’s Story

Birth of an Imagineer

The year was 1929 and the Great Depression was about to rock the financial world. On November 19, one month after the stock market collapse, my parents welcomed into their family the fifth of what would be six children. That child was me. I was the youngest of four boys and an older sister. A younger sister would be born three years later. I was baptized at the First Presbyterian Church of Greenville, in Pennsylvania, which our family attended regularly.

My mother, Isabel Campbell, was born on a crofter’s farm on the outskirts of Wick in the far north of Scotland. As a young girl she knew well the streets of this small seaport town. Every Sunday her family would pack a lunch and travel by horse and wagon five miles into Wick for church.

After a brief job in Ireland as a nanny, my mother realized that there was no future for her on the farm, so in 1913 she and her sister Margaret moved to Toronto where an uncle lived. After completing nurses training, my mother moved to New York and a job at the Woman’s Hospital. Being a thrifty Scot, she used to volunteer as an usher at Carnegie Hall in order to hear the concerts.

My father, James Reed McGinnis (everybody called him Reed), grew up in Sandy Lake in western Pennsylvania near Greenville, where he worked in the drafting room at the Bessemer & Lake Erie Railroad from the 1920s until he retired. He joined the Navy in 1917 and made three trips to France on the USS Maine (BB-10)—not the one that sank in Havana harbor and led to the Spanish-American War—before World War I ended in November 1918. Aboard the Maine, he taught steam engine operation to the engineers on the ship.

Somehow during those months he found time to date a pretty Scottish nurse. They met on a blind date. My father’s married roommate had a date with my mother’s roommate. My dad was so upset that a married man would be cheating on his wife that he insisted he go along as a chaperone. My mother was provided as his blind date. And the rest, as they say, is history.

After dating for several years, my parents were married in 1922 but kept their marriage a secret. Married women were not allowed to nurse, so if word had gotten out, my mother would have lost her job. But in time word did get out and she was forced to leave the hospital. And so my father moved his “citified” wife to the small town of Greenville. No wonder she used to joke, “Should of never left New York.”

Life in Greenville

Greenville is a small town in western Pennsylvania about 80 miles north of Pittsburgh. It is located along the Shenango River where the “towpath” can still be seen. Until engines and railways took over, barges were towed along the rivers and canals by men or beasts walking along these towpaths. In time my parents were able to build a charming Dutch Colonial brick home for their growing family.

In 1910 there were just under 6,000 people living in Greenville. By 1940 the population had grown to 10,000. I graduated from Penn High School in 1947. The late Bill Mitchell, Vice President of Design for General Motors from 1935–1977, graduated from Penn High also, although he was 18 years my senior. It would be my pleasure to meet him in 1966 when he came to the Art Center to view my senior project.

The main rail yard and locomotive and car shops for the Bessemer & Lake Erie Railroad are located in Greenville. My father worked there his entire life, designing many types of tools to make the mechanics’ jobs easier. He never escaped the shop, but he had 30 inventions to his credit that made production more efficient. When the stock market crashed, the workmen at B&LE split their days in half so that no one—including my father—got laid off. He only lost one day of work.

We were a large and happy family, but not without our problems.

My oldest sister, Janet, contacted rheumatic fever in elementary school and had to stay in bed for a year. Our parents were told she would never live to maturity. Fortunately, the doctors were wrong. She grew up to become a school teacher, married, and had a family of her own.

Then came my brother Edward. In his teens, Ed developed polio. Our mother decided to follow the advice of Sister Kenney whose method of treating polio contradicted that offered by traditional medicine. Instead of putting the patient’s legs in braces to keep them straight, she advised the use of hot packs and gentle massage. This revolutionized the treatment of polio. Nevertheless, Ed still had to spend a year in a sanatorium for polio victims in Elizabethtown, Pennsylvania. Our whole family could only afford to make one trip by train to see him. That was a hard year. His legs were paralyzed, but in time he was able to drive a car and get around on crutches. We’ve always believed his paralysis would have been worse if our mother had not used the Sister Kenney method.

Next in line was my brother Robert. Following in the footsteps of our Presbyterian heritage, he served as a Presbyterian minister and then switched to teaching psychology at a Catholic woman’s college.

And then came Donald. I was the closest to him. We both inherited our innovation and design abilities from our father. Together with brother Ed, the businessman, the two formed McGinnis Bros. Inc., making a variety of extruded plastic products for the NASA Apollo Program, U.S. Air, and the Pittsburgh Steelers, as well as toys, car parts and more. Their Christmas decorations for civic use, which I helped them design, were used in towns across the United States. Decorations for the Kennedy Administration’s 1963 National Christmas Tree at the White House were designed in Greenville by my brothers working with General Electric.

I was born next on November 19, 1929. Three years later my youngest sister, Margaret, became the last of the six children. Born with a wicked sense of humor, she was the life of the party wherever she went. In the 1970s and 1980s, she taught adult education classes while raising four beautiful daughters.

My siblings have given me 15 nieces and nephews. I am truly blessed.

The Hobby That Stuck

What does a young boy do for fun and entertainment in a small town?

I tried football. I was six or seven when my brothers and I decided to play a game of football on a nearby vacant lot. Miracle of miracles, I caught the ball and took off running. The only trouble was, I was running in the wrong direction. My brothers thought that was hilarious, but I did not. I slammed down the ball, marched into the house, and began making a model airplane—and never looked back. That was the end of my football career.

Model building has always been my hobby. The minutes of a meeting of the Greenville Model Club on March 31, 1946, indicate that part of the meeting was held at the airport where it was noted that from 3:45 to 5:10 “McGinnis spent time at airport chasing gliders”. That ability to make models was a valuable skill when I got to the Art Center and then to WED (as it was called then, before it became Walt Disney Imagineering).

Ideas start with your interests as a child. I didn’t realize until I was older that my model-building hobby was preparing me for my life’s work. It gave me three-dimensional thinking which helped me get all As in mechanical drawing classes in high school. In college I was headed toward architecture, but auto design was coming of age, so I switched to industrial design, a new profession in the 1930s.

The place to go as a teenager was Conneaut Lake Park, a short 16 miles from Greenville. There were dances and girls and plenty of water sports. My brothers raised a Century Thunderbolt boat that had sunk near the dock. Donald overhauled the engine and repaired the hull and the finish. All this took place on the sun porch just off our living room, no doubt to our mother’s dismay. We had no garage so our sun porch was the only covered place to work on the boat. The windows on the sun porch were removable which enabled us to bring the boat indoors. It served as our family boat for several years.

Early Cars

My parents never learned to drive. We kids drove them wherever they needed to go. I learned to drive on my brother’s ’32 Rockne, a car manufactured by Studebaker and named for football legend Knute Rockne. It had “free wheeling”, as it was called then. I suppose that was the same as overdrive. It was a great little sporty car with a rumble seat. When a part of the suspension broke, Donald crashed it into a tree on Columbia Ave. and then he and Ed simply set to work repairing it.

Donald was very handy at repairing cars. When somebody’s car rolled over into a ditch and was abandoned, Donald claimed it. We’d pull it out of the ditch and set it right-side up on its wheels. Then we climbed into the car, lay on our backs with our feet in the air, and pushed the squashed roof back into place.

There was no money to buy new tires when the old ones wore out. Donald would simply pick up the used tires someone had thrown away and use them until they were totally shot. It was not unusual for the neighbors to hear the McGinnis boys driving down the street on the rims. I drove my brothers’ cars for years and didn’t own a car until I was 25 years old.

My first car was a ‘51 Ford that I bought in 1955 from Willy Davidson, grandson of the co-founder of Harley-Davidson Motorcycles, and a fellow student at the Art Center. Willy never had an interest in designing custom motorcycles until he began studies at the Art Center. Eventually, he became vice president of design for Harley-Davidson.

Willy began customizing the Pontiac grill on my car, the louvered hood, and the Mercury emblem on the door. This was the original “shoe box” design. My brother Donald took it from there. He shaved the doors and put solenoid door openers and locks on them, creating the “magic doors”. People wondered how in the world a person could open a door with no handle. A gentle nudge with the knee was all it took to “magically” open the doors.

My second car was a blue ‘62 Buick Skylark. I loved that car. I courted Marilyn in it. She was less in love with the car, however. The heater on her side, which I nicknamed “the flamethrower”, ran alternately frigid or could throw enough heat to melt a glacier.

The Navy

In June 1947 I graduated from Penn High School with my artistic abilities clearly in evidence. The caption under my picture in my senior yearbook indicates that I was always drawing. I sketched on anything that was available—napkins (especially napkins), ads, even church bulletins. My nephew Stephen says he still has a sketch I did for him of a park near his home probably 40 years ago.

After high school I got a job at Westinghouse and then, following in my father’s footsteps, in 1948 I joined the navy. At 18 we could enlist for a year and six months in the naval reserves. They called us “Truman Boys”. All of my paychecks were sent to my Scottish mother who made sure they went into the bank. One year later, in November 1949, I was honorably discharged. I had fulfilled my obligation to Uncle Sam.

To Study or Not to Study

After the navy, I started college at Penn State, but I was too immature for “university life” at the time. I did well in architecture courses but not in ones
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