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To our family of dreamers:

Our children, Dawn & Sean,

Our “second daughter”, Sande,

And our grandsons—Alex, Christopher & Fletcher

AND
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Foreword

For those who might not know who my husband, Marc Davis, was, he was part of the group of animators Walt Disney named “The Nine Old Men”. Over the many years Marc worked at the Walt Disney Studios, he created many unforgettable characters, including Tinker Bell, Cruella de Ville, Maleficent, and Princess Aurora. He also designed attractions at both Disneyland and Walt Disney World, while working with other Imagineers on Pirates of the Caribbean and the Haunted Mansion, to name just two.

I was the lucky woman Marc chose to share his life with, and, during our early courtship, my artistic talents were strengthened when Marc asked for my assistance with his work on Sleeping Beauty. Eventually, I would design costumes for the Audio-Animatronic figures in the Disney theme parks.

Marc first met R.J. Ogren at Walt Disney World in the 1970s. At that time, Marc was responsible for overseeing the artwork being done in the attractions by R.J. and his three fellow artists. Marc was impressed with R.J.’s talent as well as his sincere interest in the history of Disney animation. As a result, a friendship developed between the three of us. We would later meet Suzanne on a visit to Florida, after Marc had retired from Disney.

R.J. and I have shared many amusing stories about our varied careers with the Disney organization in recent years. When I learned that he and Suzanne had been asked to write this book, I was certain it would be a testament to those early decades of Walt Disney World when they worked with many Disney greats in art and entertainment.

Reading excerpts from Together in the Dream made me giggle with enjoyment and delight. This is a book that truly captures those early days in Florida. I’m certain you’ll agree it’s a “great read”.

Alice Davis
Disney Legend inductee, 2004


Author’s Note

When R.J. worked at Disney, he was known by his full first name: Randy. You will see his name both ways throughout the book.

Also, we’ve written alternating chapters: R.J.’s are the odd-numbered ones, and Suzanne’s are the even-numbered ones.


►1◄

The Unusual Journey To My Dream

Cinderella Castle seemed to sparkle in the sun as the parade made its way down Main Street, U.S.A. at Walt Disney World. My wife, Suzanne; our friend, Martha; and I were perched on the curb with our nine-month-old daughter, Dawn, in her stroller next to us.

Tears of joy came to our eyes as Mickey and Minnie approached, leading what seemed like all the Disney characters. We were part of a small number of guests, because it was September 1971, and the theme park was having a “soft opening” prior to their grand opening on October 1.

I had been drawing Disney characters since I was three years old. Working for Disney had always been a dream of mine. Suzanne had a similar dream. She was a dancer, and had always imagined working for Walt in some way. She was a Mickey Mouse Club addict growing up, she used to tell me, and she knew just about every Disney movie song by heart.

When Suzanne and I married in 1965, we spent our first Christmas visiting Disneyland in California. It was a perfect way to celebrate our favorite holiday, but even more perfect was seeing Walt Disney there.

We knew that Walt liked going to his park and mixing with the guests, but we never dreamed he’d be there when we were! Even as we watched him smiling, greeting everyone, and shaking hands, it was as if we couldn’t believe he was real. To us, he’d always been an influential icon on a TV screen who encouraged us to believe in our dreams.

Later, before leaving the park, we stood in Town Square and read the dedication plaque. Suzanne turned to me and said, “I want to work here, to be part of this magic.”

I looked at her and smiled. “I was just thinking we might have to move here when I get out of the Navy, so I can be part of this, too.”

And so it was decided: we both wanted to achieve our goals of working for the Mouse. But we weren’t big on the idea of living in California, so our Disney dream remained just that, as we began life together in Florida. But now, with the opening of this new park, almost in our backyard, we looked at each other as the parade passed by and knew it could happen. I was so excited, I jumped up and danced in the street with the characters.

Two days later, back in Miami and facing reality, my immediate goal was to complete my senior year at the University of Miami. I had a part-time job as a designer and renderer for an architect, and had my paintings in the Las Olas Gallery in Ft. Lauderdale. Since returning from active service with the Navy in Vietnam five years earlier, my focus had been on my marriage to Suzanne, the birth of our first child, and getting an art education degree to support them.

Once I had my degree in hand, and a job as a public school art teacher, I began to pursue the possibility of working at Walt Disney World. Initial contacts produced nothing. We bought our first house, in which I did a Disney mural on all four walls of Dawn’s room, containing eighty Disney characters. I soon learned that, in order to even be considered for a Walt Disney World position, we had to be living in Orlando. So we sold our house and moved.

I immediately went to WDW Casting and applied. To my dismay, the interviewer told me there were no art jobs and, because of my college degree, I was over-qualified to simply load guests on to the attractions. No amount of pleading changed her mind. I was crushed.

Oh, well. At least we were living in Orlando and could go to the Magic Kingdom more often, usually when Suzanne’s parents came from Miami to visit—and they paid our way. I went to work for an architectural design group at twice the pay I’d received as a teacher. In addition, we became active with the Edyth Bush Theatre in Orlando, as actors, and I designed two sets for their inaugural season in their new, state-of-the-art facility.

We were happy in Orlando. Suzanne was pregnant with our son, Sean, and we still had hopes of securing Disney jobs somehow. Then, the bottom fell out of the economy. Orlando was hit hard by the 1974 recession. I lost my job as the firm went under, Suzanne was now taking care of two small children and couldn’t work, and I couldn’t find a job anywhere. I applied at Disney again; nothing. I had to do something—and fast—or we would have to go back to Miami and live in one room of Suzanne’s parents’ house. My in-laws were great—but, no.

Suzanne and I used to laugh about a TV ad for a vinyl repair kit that could be used to restore torn chairs, booths, and other vinyl items, using glue, heat, and acetone-based paints. Now, it didn’t seem so silly because I knew that all the hotels in the Orlando area were in receivership (except those on Disney property), and that I could approach them about repairing their convention chairs and restaurant booths for far less than it would cost to replace them. So I bought the kit and began canvassing the area. Soon, I was making enough money doing this to live on. The work meant long hours, stacking and unstacking hundreds of convention chairs to locate small rips that I could mend. Here I was, a veteran, college graduate, teacher, scenic designer, architectural renderer, and professional artist…and I was reduced to crawling around on my knees and repairing vinyl. I hated it, but I was thankful we still had a roof over our heads. Stupid vinyl chairs!

We struggled through the next year and a half, until the fall of 1975. Our close friend, Nickie Sarner, who worked in the media and loved my scenic designs, told me that the Orlando Sentinel newspaper was looking for an artist to design and build a new Santa Claus float, which they sponsored, for the Orlando Christmas Parade. Nickie had given them my name, and they wanted to talk to me. I did a full-color rendering of my design idea and met with the executives of the newspaper. They loved it, and a contract was immediately signed. It ensured plenty of money for the next few months and gave me a warehouse in which to build the float. When asked by one of the newspaper execs if I had experience building floats, I quickly replied, “Of course. In Miami.” I knew he assumed I meant the Orange Bowl Parade when, in reality, the only float I had ever worked on was for my fraternity at UM. But I’d done it!

On the morning of the parade, while I was racing to finish the last details on the float—and hadn’t slept in over two days—a Florida National Guardsman arrived in a jeep to pull the float. His first words to me were, “You look like hell!” I laughed and answered, “Gee, thanks.” We hit it off right away. He invited me to ride in the jeep during the parade and share his thermos of hot coffee. Our conversation, as we rode, began with our combined memories of Vietnam, and eventually led to his asking about my current situation. He suggested I join the National Guard to make extra money. Because of my prior service, he said, I would not be locked into a four-year contract, but could get out at any time. Suzanne and I talked about it, and decided that the extra money would be good, and that I’d join after the holidays. It was a decision that would change our lives.

I went to the Orlando Headquarters Company and met Master Sgt. Duke Bouchard. He was tall, imposing, had an Austrian accent—and a big smile. Once I’d signed the papers to serve in the Public Relations Office as a journalist and photographer, Sgt. Bouchard and I talked some more. He learned about my desire to work for Disney, and my frustrations at not getting hired there. He excused himself, dialed the phone, and was soon in a conversation with someone in which I heard my name and experience being explained. When he hung up, I asked, “What was that all about?” Duke smiled and said, “That’s a captain in the National Guard, who happens to be head of hiring for Walt Disney World. He has made sure that no National Guardsmen are out of work. You joined the Guard, you’re out of work, you’re now working for Disney.”

I was stunned. “Who are you?”

He laughed. “You have to be at the Casting Office at Walt Disney World at eight a.m. tomorrow.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

Sounding like Arnold Schwarzenegger, he replied, “Trust me; you’d bettah be dere!”

I rushed home on a cloud; this can’t be true! When I told Suzanne, she couldn’t believe it, either. “Doing what?” she asked. My reply: “I don’t know.”

That night, Suzanne trimmed my hair and I shaved my mustache off, to fit the “Disney look”. Next morning, I put on my only suit and arrived at the WDW Casting Office five minutes early.

The Casting offices were divided into three areas. The first held over a hundred people, filling out applications. The second set of rooms was reserved for first interviews. If you made it to the third area, you were placed in a job and had your orientation set up. I walked to the reception desk in the first area, and gave my name. The Disney hostess smiled at me and said, “Yes, Randy, follow me, please.” She led me straight to the third area of rooms; I’d never made it past the first room before! I thought, Oh, my God, I AM working for Disney! I still remember the words of my interviewer: “Congratulations, Randy. You’re going to be a monorail pilot.”

No, I wasn’t hired as an artist; but I had a job in the company, and that gave me the opportunity to work my way up to my ultimate goal. Ten days later, after orientation, intense training on monorails, and a lengthy checkout exam by two supervisors, I was driving guests around the monorail beams, to the Magic Kingdom and the hotels.

Monorail pilots had to be at least twenty years old at that time. I was 32, a Vietnam vet with a college degree. I knew if I worked hard, had fun with the guests, and kept a pixie dust attitude, I could work my way into management in WDW’s Operations Department. It wasn’t long after I began my job that I saw an ad in Eyes & Ears, the company newspaper, about an opening for an artist. Not knowing anything about the details of the job, I applied and was granted an interview.

The first interview led to several others over a period of weeks; some with famous Disney artists such as Wathel Rogers, Marc Davis, and Frank Thomas. With each one, I became more excited about the position. I was competing against thirteen other veteran artists, a couple of whom had much more experience than me. During one of the initial interviews, I was given a tour of the studio, behind Small World, where I would work, if hired, and met the three artists already working there. It was then that I learned what the job entailed: working on all the figures in every attraction, the sets, murals, and props—everything from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea to Haunted Mansion and Peter Pan. I really wanted this job!

After my last interview, a week passed and I heard nothing. I assumed the worst. At the end of my Friday afternoon shift, I piloted Monorail Blue into the Ticket And Transportation Center, turned the train over to my relief, and headed for the locker room to change. Before leaving, I stopped by the supervisor’s office to talk to Bruce Fox. “I haven’t heard anything on the artist position. I guess I didn’t get it.”

Bruce gave me an odd look. “Nobody told you?” My heart skipped. Was he going to give me the bad news? “You got the job. You are the artist.”

I was numb. “What?”

“We’ve known for a week, but we weren’t supposed to tell you. The director who handled the interviews said he would do that. You didn’t know? Seriously?”

“No,” was all I could say. I knew I had a big smile on my face, and my eyes were close to tears.

“We couldn’t understand why you weren’t excited and jumping around all week.”

“Wow,” was my feeble response.

“You’d better call the director and find out what’s going on. Monday morning, you’re supposed to start work at the studio.”

I made the call right there in Bruce’s office. The director was dumbstruck when I told him I’d just found out about the job. “Go figure,” he said. “Two supervisors—one was supposed to call the artists who didn’t get the job; the other was supposed to call you. He only had one call to make, to give you the good news. Congratulations!”

After thanking him profusely, and learning other wonderful facts, like this was a management position and I’d be making a lot more money, I said, “Could I ask you one question?”

“Sure.”

“I evidently beat out some really good artists. What did I do to get this?”

He chuckled. “Well, you certainly had the qualifications as an artist, but remember what you reluctantly talked about—and what you said you weren’t going to put on your resume, but your wife insisted it had to be there?”

After a pause, I replied, “The stupid vinyl chairs?”

“Yes, the stupid vinyl chairs, as you called them.”

“What…I…”

He stopped my stammering. “The skins you’ll be putting on the Audio-Animatronic figures: the bears, pirates, ghosts, etc., are made from re-configured hot melt vinyl glue for strength. You use heat to work on the skins and you paint them with acetone-based paint; the same stuff you used on the chairs. You were the only artist with this background. So, the stupid vinyl chairs got you the job as a Disney artist.”

It was an important lesson for me; never turn down what might seem like a crappy job. You never know when it can lead to something better.

I called Suzanne with the news; we both cried.

Bruce congratulated me again, then said, “We’re going to miss you. If you hadn’t gotten that job, we were going to promote you on monorails.”

“Well, I know someone better than me who could take my place.”

“Really? Who?”

“My wife, Suzanne.” Those words proved to be prophetic.
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	R.J. and Suzanne at Disneyland, Christmas 1965
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My Turn

Prophetic. Yes, it really was. I hadn’t given up on my Disney dream, but it had taken a back seat to the reality of our family situation. When R.J. began as a Disney artist, in May of 1976, I was a busy, stay-at-home mother to our daughter, Dawn, then in kindergarten, and her brother, Sean, a toddler who’d just turned two. I had to admit, though, that my husband’s good fortune at Walt Disney World had brought my dormant ambitions to life again.

“Can we go to Disney today?” was a frequent question from Dawn.

“Not today, you have school.”

“After school?”

“I don’t think so. Maybe this weekend.”

Dawn was, of course, too young to realize how lucky she was to have this special perk. Because of his management status, R.J. was able to get us admitted to the Magic Kingdom anytime, and we took advantage of it whenever possible.

Each time we were there, I made sure we got to see the parades, as well as any shows on the castle stage. The kids enjoyed them, of course, but it was partly selfish on my part. Being a trained dancer, I just knew there was opportunity there for me. I was also aware of a stumbling block; I’d have a better chance of realizing my dream to work in Entertainment if I could get an entry level job first.

There were other obstacles at that time. I’d have to arrange for sitters or day care, and R.J. and I were in the process of looking for a larger, and more permanent, house to rent. I decided to wait for just the right moment before telling R.J. what I’d been turning over in my mind.

It was early in June, in the mid-afternoon. R.J. had just come home from work, and, as always, eager to relate the latest fun moments of his day.

“I’m so envious.”

“Why?”

“You’re living your Disney dream.” I looked at him for a second, then decided to just say it: “And I’ve been thinking…”

He gave me a knowing smile. I grinned, too. He already knew what I was going to say. We’ve always had that kind of connection.

“You want to try and see if you can make your dream happen, too, right?”

“Well, yes, but there are obstacles,” I replied, indicating the two small people sitting at the kitchen table, totally engrossed in a coloring book.

“Oh, that can be worked out. I’m sure they would think it really cool if both Mom and Dad worked at their favorite fun place.”

“Okay, but we’re also going to be moving soon—I hope.”

He shook his head. “I’m confused. You say you want to do this, but you keep bringing up reasons why you can’t. And I don’t think scheduling a move could be called a major obstacle.” He looked me in the eye. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

I laughed. “You’re right; I am giving you mixed messages. But—yes—I’m sure. The only thing I’m not positive about is how to get my foot in the door so that I’m in a position to pursue my Entertainment goal. Any thoughts?”

R.J. nodded and headed for the phone. When I heard him ask for the head of Casting, the same person who’d hired him initially, and listened while he explained my abilities and aspirations, I was grateful that, because of his management status, my husband had connections! I was even happier when, not long after he hung up, I got a phone call from WDW Casting, asking me to be there the following morning.

I arrived and filled out the usual forms, then was ushered into an interview room with a woman named Sue, who spoke as if I were already hired!

“I’m not sure if I have a specific position to offer right now, but I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve located something,” she assured me.

I met R.J. for lunch at the Magic Kingdom.

“She was really nice, and asked lots of questions about my background. She also asked me about your job. You think she’s really going to hire me?”

”Oh, I don’t think you have to worry about that. Let me see what I can do to help that happen.”

I headed home to relieve our babysitter, and was just in the door when R.J. called to tell me he’d spoken to Bruce Fox, the monorail supervisor, about me. Bruce was excited to know that I’d applied to work at Disney. Then, at 5:00, I got the call from Sue in Casting.

“I’m really not sure how it happened, but I’ve had a call from Bruce Fox, in Monorails, and he specifically stated he wanted you hired as a monorail pilot. Would you be interested in that?”

“By all means,” I replied, as calmly as possible, and silently blessed my husband for having the right connections again—and using them to my advantage!

So! I’d achieved the first step in the right direction toward my own Disney dream. Of course, being an onstage Entertainment character was still my ultimate goal, and I knew I had hurdles to clear before I’d get there. But I was confident of my talent, and, with R.J.’s dedicated drive as well, I believed it would happen.

My first couple of days as a Walt Disney World employee were the same as those for anyone else starting there. R.J. had already explained to me in detail about his orientation days, so I was excited and prepared as I arrived at the Center Building, five days after being officially hired. Dressed in professional attire, as requested by the company, I joined about thirty other new hires in a classroom-like setting with long tables and chairs, was offered coffee and pastries, and given a WDW handbook and my oval name badge. I liked the idea that everyone, even the head of the company, was addressed by first name only. There it was: “Suzanne” on the name tag I held in my hand. I was part of this wonderful place at last!

A delightful man named Lee, whose appearance suggested he was Polynesian, entered the room and introduced himself. His enthusiasm had me feeling immediately pixie-dusted. He explained he’d been with the Disney organization since 1959, then described our day’s activities before leading us through some get-acquainted situations. One of those was answering Disney trivia questions to see how much we knew about our new place of employment. He was happily impressed that I was the only one who knew all the names of the Seven Dwarfs. A fun way to begin!

We spent the day learning what was expected of us as Disney cast members, and what we could expect, based on company guidelines. After a morning of indoor instruction, we boarded a bus to the Fort Wilderness Campground, where we enjoyed lunch at Pioneer Hall. It gave us a chance to relax, enjoy a barbecue-style meal, and talk to the others in our group.

We then boarded the bus, and were taken to the Magic Kingdom tunnel entrance. I could look across the small parking lot and see my husband’s studio trailer. As we prepared to walk into the tunnel, I smiled and said to those around me, “Hold onto your hair!” They quickly realized why, as the downdraft that kept out bugs and kept in the air conditioning, fell on our heads. Lee, who was walking nearby and overheard my instructions, asked how I knew about the “air wall”.

“My husband works here.”

“Really? What does he do?”

“He’s an Audio-Animatronic artist—the studio where he works is right over there.” I pointed out the trailer.

“Oh, wow, he’s one of those crazy, talented people!”

“You know them?”

“Well, I’ve been around long enough to know just about everybody.” He laughed, and asked my husband’s name. “I’ll have to go over there some day and introduce myself.” (And he did, I learned from R.J., some weeks later.)

The afternoon’s schedule had us touring the underground tunnels and learning where the costume area, dressing rooms, and commissary were located. When we happened to pass by the character break room and costume area, I found myself longing to stop and visit awhile. I smiled and thought, Someday soon, I hope!

Next, we went up into the park to view the afternoon parade. The floats, the music, the characters engaging the guests; it was all true Disney magic come to life. I’ve always been proud to be a sentimentalist, and this was my favorite part of the day. It was still on my mind as I drove home to share my day with the family.

My second day as a Walt Disney World cast member, I reported to Transportation Base, next to the main ticket entrance to Walt Disney World. This was where the Transportation cast members had their own costume, locker, and cafeteria facilities. I met my trainer, Rob. He wore glasses, was much taller than me, and was eager to explain the process of piloting a monorail; a bit overwhelming at first—but I was excited. I received my training schedule and study manual, and was assigned a locker in the dressing room. Next, I was fitted for a monorail costume—a lime green jumpsuit, navy t-shirt, jacket, helmet, and white ankle boots. As I looked at my costumed reflection in the locker room mirror, I smiled. It was real. I was working at Walt Disney World!


►3◄

Now There’s a Stick In Sleepy’s Eye

Monday morning: 6:45. I walked across the small parking area that separated the back of It’s A Small World and the Art Studio trailer, an unimposing, double-wide with steps up to the two front doors, and a long ramp on the side that led to two double doors. Pine trees and tall bushes framed it at the back. As I walked up the ramp—past a mermaid and a shark—I heard a bird singing in the trees. Rather fitting. I stopped at the door, took a deep breath, and entered the studio—and my new life.

The three other artists, Lee, Tom, and Jayne, were there to greet me. As we were shaking hands and introducing ourselves, I glimpsed four sizable work desks, high enough for stools rather than chairs. Beside each desk was a window, allowing natural light to stream across the work spaces and the rest of the room. My eyes also focused on a huge table, over which yellowish, foam stalactites hung.

Animated birds on perches surrounded the first desk. Lee saw me staring at them and said, “That’s Jayne’s desk. She’s responsible for all the Audio-Animatronic birds, mostly those in the Tiki Room. He indicated the second desk. “That’s yours. Just put your stuff on it, and we’ll go get coffee.”

The four of us walked toward the main tunnel entrance—wide enough to accommodate two pick-up trucks, side by side. Lee pointed out the rear exterior of the Haunted
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