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To my beautiful and patient wife, Jackie, and our four wonderful children who had to put up with all these misadventures.

Also to Walt Disney, who continues to inspire me to this day.
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Publisher’s Note

William “Sully” Sullivan started work at Disneyland in July 1955, shortly after the park opened, as a ticket-taker for the Jungle Cruise. He soon become one of its first skippers. Nearly 40 years later, in 1993, Sully retired as vice-president of the Magic Kingdom Park in Orlando.

What a career! I knew that I had to publish Sully’s memoirs. Certain that he would agree, I called him one afternoon and pitched him the project. He turned me down.

I asked if he would instead sit with an interviewer for a couple of hours and relate his best stories for a no-longer-upcoming anthology of stories from Disney Legends. Sully agreed.

That left me with the problem of finding a competent interviewer in the Orlando area who knew enough Disney history to chat with Sully and not embarrass himself. I asked Seth Kubersky, who writes a weekly column for Orlando Weekly and who has contributed Disney content to many books, magazines, and websites. Seth agreed.

The initial interview with Sully at his house went so well that I got him to agree to several more. Seth sent me the tapes and I had them transcribed. Pretty soon, I had enough material for a book. That left me with another problem: who could pull all this raw material into a cohesive narrative? I wanted to employ someone who was not only a good writer and a recognized Disney historian, but also someone whom Sully would trust with his life story. I asked Jim Korkis.

When Sully knew that Jim was involved and realized that we had plenty of material to fill a book, he gave his blessing to the project.

And the rest, as they say, is Disney history.

Jim did a fantastic job of shaping Sully’s spoken word into a first-rate memoir. He also wrote a fair bit of original material to provide background to Sully’s stories and to string them together into a chronological narrative.

I’m thrilled to add this important book to the canon of essential reading for anyone interested in the history and the culture of the Disney theme parks.

Bob McLain
Theme Park Press
May 2015


Foreword

A few years ago my dad gave me a birthday card that he signed in three different ways. The first was Dad; the second, Pops; and the third was Sully. To this day it makes me smile. To my sisters and brother and me, he is Dad. To his grandchildren and great-grandchildren, he is Pops. But to many, many thousands more, he is Sully. Cast Members, colleagues, Disney fans, and the like all know him as Sully, the Sully who went from Jungle Cruise Skipper to Disney Legend. My father’s time at Disney was a key part of making him the man he is today and our family couldn’t be more proud that Bob McLain and Jim Korkis have recognised the value of his memories and made possible this collection of stories. 

For as long as I can remember, Dad would tell us kids about Walt and what it was like being at Disneyland from the beginning. We grew up hearing the tales in this book and were even lucky enough to be a part of a number of them ourselves. We knew and loved many of the characters in these pages and our family memories are happily entwined with our Disney memories. Now, through this book, generations of readers, including our own children and grandchildren, will be able to share in the magic of some of Dad’s unique experiences in his own words. 

What my Dad won’t tell you in this book, however, is that to this day, even after he’s been retired over twenty years, Cast Members at Walt Disney World still call and ask him to come out to the Park and personally present them with their Distinguished Service Awards. This is a real honor for Sully as his people meant, and still mean, the world to him. Walt was my father’s inspiration and my father became theirs.

So Dad, Pops, Sully…thanks for telling these stories. It has been a pleasure reading this book and hearing the tales once again, often through laughter and tears, but always with a smile in my heart knowing that it’s just the way you would tell it. These stories, and you, and all the fun we’ve had and the lessons we’ve learned, will never be forgotten.

Kathleen Sullivan Riordan
Royal Tunbridge Wells
England 
June 2015


A Note from Jim Korkis

I have a great deal of affection and respect for Sully. I would describe him the same way Sully describes Walt Disney: “a genuinely decent man” with “no fancy frills”.

I first met Sully over fifteen years ago at a National Fantasy Fan Club (Orlando Chapter) event. I got a chance to briefly interview him and that led to several more interviews over the years.

Some of that material is incorporated into this book along with several hours of new interviews where Orlando Weekly reporter and Disney enthusiast Seth Kubersky peppered Sully with dozens of questions I had written as well as some of his own. Seth recorded the responses, Kevin Carpenter transcribed the tapes, and then afterward, I met with Sully to try to fill in the gaps.

Sully is not an ideal interview subject. While in a comfortable place and at the right time, he enjoys sharing his same favorite Disney stories with appreciative listeners. Other days, when he is in a certain mood, he will sharply answer in a word or two and a “look” affirming that the topic is now closed to further discussion.

Or he may firmly refute something he had shared in a previous interview or not realize the experiences others may have had at the same event or try to avoid a question by innocently explaining with a boyish grin that he just can’t remember, even though he was just talking about the same thing in great detail moments earlier before the recorder was turned on.

While some older Disney employees are only too eager to share what they can of their adventures at Disney and to pump up their supposed contributions, Sully feels no such imperative.

In fact, he would prefer not to say things–not to protect his own reputation, just to prevent the Disney Company or people he worked with from being put in an embarrassing or unflattering light.

One of the great frustrations in working on this book is that Sully very politely but firmly insisted that there were some great stories that should not be shared in print. He just saw no advantage in revealing them outside his circle of old friends.

Every other month, a group of former Disney employees get together at a local Ale House restaurant in Orlando for “Meatloaf Thursday” for the $4.99 lunch special to reminisce about their time at Disney and to keep up on what’s currently happening in each of their lives. Besides Sully, Bill Hoelscher, Ted Kellogg, Tom Nabbe, Steve Baker, and Dwight Dorr usually show up.

It is at this gathering that some outrageous stories flow from Sully. However, if I included them in this book, Sully would have insisted that they be removed.

So all of us need to take some comfort that Sully allowed any stories to be shared at all and be grateful. After all, Dick Nunis, a friend of Sully’s and former top executive for the Disney Company, who could provide a fascinating and colorful perspective of life at Disney from Walt to Eisner, has maintained a stonewalled silence for decades and his stories will be lost forever.

I have always felt that Sully’s Disney experiences should be captured in a book, even though Sully never believed they would be of any interest to anyone. Fortunately, Theme Park Press publisher Bob McLain agreed with me and actively pursued making this book happen while Sully is still around.

Sully balked repeatedly at the use of “I” in the manuscript, even though it was his own story told in his own words. I tried my best to eliminate as many as I could. Sully has no desire to be in the spotlight and insists that everything he did at Disney was a team effort. For him, it was just a job–a wonderful job, but still just a job and others did their jobs just as well.

He laughs heartily and with no malice at some other Disney memoirs written by old-timers where he feels the authors took credit for everything. Sully was there and knows differently, but, once again, feels there is nothing to be gained by challenging any of those claims.

My contribution to this manuscript was developing dozens of questions to try to jog loose some memories, incorporating existing interview material I had done with Sully, organizing and editing all of the material into a cohesive narrative, verifying as much information as I could, adding some additional historical context to Sully’s stories, and most important, trying not to stand in the way of Sully telling his story the way he wanted it told.

I think even Sully is surprised (and I hoped pleased) by the final result. I know that readers will be surprised and pleased to see how much Sully kept the Walt Disney magic alive.

It was an honor and a pleasure to work on this book and to be able to give some recognition to this man who truly deserves being called a Disney Legend. I hope those who read it will feel some of Sully’s passion and good humor and be inspired to be, like Sully himself, a better person.

Jim Korkis
Disney Historian
May 2015


Introduction

I am more surprised than you that I am writing an introduction to a book of stories about my time working at Disney.

I love telling stories about the golden years at Disneyland and Walt Disney World and am proud as hell that I was a part of it all.

I never intended to write a book. Many of my friends and the people I worked with have done so and I thought that was enough. There are plenty of books out there telling the story of Disney that I lived.

When Theme Park Press publisher Bob McLain first contacted me about doing a book, I politely and firmly told him “no”. I explained that I didn’t have enough stories to fill a book, but that I might with some effort be able to supply enough stories to fill a short chapter in another book.

I never realized he would bring on board Disney historian Jim Korkis who came up with dozens of questions to jog my memory, and when I had answered those questions, Jim came up with more.

It never occurred to me that Jim would be able to take those rambling answers and weave them into a narrative supplemented by Disney history to help readers better understand my experiences.

Somehow there is now a book about my time working at Disney and I am writing this introduction.

It is not an autobiography. It is just a collection of memories and I hope someone finds them interesting in some way. Think of it as a long conversation.

Nobody can remember everything. Certainly not me. I remember the people, although sometimes can’t quite remember their names, and how much fun I had.

My fondest memory about working at Disney is that in 1955 I met the beautiful and patient woman who would become my wife of fifty-seven years. That is something I will never forget. Jackie is my greatest Disney treasure along with the wonderful four children she gave me who all ended up working for Disney.

To me it is scary as hell that there are only a few of us left who worked with Walt and his brother Roy.

Just this year we lost Jack Taylor. Jack and I worked on the Jungle Cruise at Disneyland. We were in Squaw Valley for the 1960 Olympics. He had some great stories and now nobody will ever hear them again.

So Bob and Jim convinced me I should get in print some of my memories so that others might enjoy a glimpse of what it was like in the old days.

We all had our own style of management and we’re not there anymore, but the guys running the place now are doing a hell of a job.

The boss is not running it anymore. He left in 1966 and it was up to us to keep things going the way he wanted.

The important thing is that as long as we are still taking good care of the guests, then that’s what it’s all about. Yeah, it’s different than when I was there, but that’s change. If there’s never any change, nothing will happen or go forward.

When I got a letter from Disney Company CEO Michael Eisner that I had been selected to be a Disney Legend in 2005, I was astounded. I looked at the Disney Legends as being like the John Henchs and the Roy Disneys. I was just a grown-up ride operator.

Yet, there I was getting this prestigious recognition for just doing my job for thirty-nine-and-a-half years.

I also ended up with two windows on the second floor of Main Street, U.S.A. at the Magic Kingdom in Florida.

One of them says “Sully’s Safaris” in reference to my working on the Jungle Cruise attraction at Disneyland starting in 1955. The other has “Windermere Fraternal Hall” and I share the space with outstanding people and friends like Dick Nunis, Bob Matheison, Bill Hoelscher, Bob Allen, and Jack Olsen who made the Magic Kingdom a reality.

Some of you may not be familiar with those names. That’s why I am going to tell you some stories so that you understand, as Walt always knew, that it was people who made the Disney dream a reality.

We made mistakes, learned from them, and went on to make different mistakes.

I was really lucky. If I had to do it all over again, I would do it in a minute.

William “Sully” Sullivan
May 2015


The Sully Sullivan Story

Bill “Sully” Sullivan was inducted as a Disney Legend on a rainy September 20, 2005, in a ceremony held in the Main Street Opera House on Main Street, U.S.A. at Disneyland.

First established in 1987, the prestigious award is given annually to a small group of former Disney Cast Members to honor them for their extraordinary and integral contribution to the Walt Disney Company.

Disney Legends are chosen by a select committee that consists of long-time Disney executives, historians, and other authorities. Many gifted animators, Imagineers, songwriters, actors, and business leaders have been among these honored individuals.

Each new Legend presses their hand prints into cement and has that block placed at the Disney Legends Plaza at the Walt Disney Studios in Burbank, just outside the Team Disney—Michael D. Eisner building, as a reminder that it takes people to make Disney dreams come true.

Each recipient also receives an exclusive award statue designed by sculptor Andrea Favilli.

These statues are cast in bronze and handcrafted each year by the artist. The statue of Mickey’s gloved hand holding a star-tipped wand characterizes three concepts that are represented by the recipients.

The spiral stands for imagination, the power of an idea. The hand holds the gifts of skill, discipline, and craftsmanship. The wand and the star represent magic: the spark that is ignited when imagination and skill combine to create a new idea.

Other recipients for 2005 were Chuck Abbott, Milt Albright, Hideo Amemiya, Hideo Aramaki, Charles “Chuck” Boyajian, Charles Boyer, Randy Bright, James Cora, Robert Jani, Mary Jones, Art Linkletter, Mary Anne Mang, Steve Martin, Tom Nabbe, Jack Olsen, Cicely Rigdon, Jack Wagner, and Vesey Walker.

The Walt Disney Company sent to the media the following description written by Disney historian and author Jeff Kurtti of some of Sully’s accomplishments to explain why he was one of the people chosen to be a Disney Legend:

On Sunday, July 17, 1955, William “Sully” Sullivan was tuned in to ABC TV. “I watched the opening ceremonies for Disneyland. The following Saturday I went down and applied for a job. Monday I quit Northrop Aircraft, and Tuesday I reported to work as a ticket-taker at the Jungle Cruise.”

Sully was 19 years old.

He progressed from ticket-taker to ride operator to operations supervisor at Disneyland, learning all aspects of the operation on the way. “I took a summer job, and I’ve been here ever since,” Sully said in an interview shortly before his retirement.

He was subsequently sent to Squaw Valley as a member of the operations team that assisted in the opening and operating of the Winter Olympics in 1960, where Disney was in charge of Pageantry. Sully then served as assistant manager for the Disney-designed attractions at the 1964–65 New York World’s Fair.

“Walt was a really warm individual,” Sully remembered fondly. “He had a great sense of humor, and he loved people. He was an executive, but not what you perceive as an ‘executive’. He was a real team guy.”

Sully participated in the operations management of a number of lavish Disney film premieres, including Mary Poppins at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre and The Happiest Millionaire at the Hollywood Pantages Theatre. He relocated to Florida for the opening in 1970 of Hilton Inn South where he was the assistant manager and then was manager of Main Street in 1971 and later Adventureland and Frontierland.

While in Florida, Sully served a stint as director of PICO (Project Installation and Coordination Office), coordinating operational design input and installation of owner-furnished equipment at Epcot Center, after which he was the director of Epcot Center operations.

In 1987, he was named vice-president of the Magic Kingdom, and was responsible for operation of the park including attractions, merchandising, transportation, entertainment, ticket sales, guest relations, costuming, foods, custodial, maintenance, planned work, and horticulture.

Sully retired in 1994 after nearly forty years with Disney, and without a single regret. “If I had to do it all over,” he said, “I’d do it all again tomorrow.”

Many of Sully’s responsibilities and positions were not included in the description because there were just so many diverse jobs he was assigned over the decades. Sully was also made a National Fantasy Fan Club (now known as the Disneyana Fan Club) Legend in 2007.

Sully is a short (five foot eight inches) and stout man which caused no end of difficulties for Disney wardrobe since he never fit into the standard sized costume. He has a raw energy that belies his chronological years. An avid hunter and fisherman, he is clearly more comfortable outdoors than sitting behind a desk and still strikes an imposing figure.

If you didn’t know his age, you might guess he was decades younger.

His neatly trimmed white mustache is considered a “handlebar” style (although others classify it as “Hungarian” or “Bulgarian”) that is bushy over the upper lip but with tips that extend beyond the edges of the mouth curled tightly upward and outward. It is a highly distinctive look quite in keeping with his larger-than-life personality.

When he laughs, he sometimes turns red in the face and scrunches in like a naughty child trying to hide the fact that it was his hand in the cookie jar.

His years of being in positions of authority help him to project a “no-nonsense/right-to-the-point” type of attitude. He is not a person to be messed with either physically or emotionally.

One Cast Member who worked with him at Walt Disney World said that if Disney had given him a baton, he would resemble General George Patton.

Yet, he has a soft marshmallow heart.

He is proud that he always tried to act firm, fair, and consistent in whatever assignment he was given.

Sully himself, and just about everybody who knew him, describe him as a “character”. His name brings a broad smile from those who worked with him, even though he could be tough when he needed to be.

As he got older, Sully sold off most of his accumulated Disney memorabilia
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