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Publisher's Note

There are a few “holy grail” books in the world of Disney literature. These books were written by people instrumental in the success of the Disney Studio or Disneyland, and who had at least some contact with Walt Disney himself. Several such books have been out of print for decades.

Van France’s Window on Main Street fits this category in every way. Van started work at Disneyland in 1955, dealt with Walt on numerous occasions, and was the architect of the world-famous Disneyland training programs that evolved into Disney University.

Van’s book was first published in 1991. It has been out of print for a long, long time. I had to do something about that.

With help from my friend and Disney historian Didier Ghez, I was able to contact Van’s daughters, Cheri France and Susan Fields. I spoke with Cheri one sultry May afternoon (sultry both here in Pennsylvania and in Cheri’s small Tennessee town) and pitched the re-release of her dad’s book. She was all for it. Within a few weeks, we had a deal.

Then I learned that the version of Window on Main Street published in 1991 was a shortened version of Van’s book. The original manuscript was longer, more detailed. Another friend and Disney historian (can’t have enough of either), Todd James Pierce, provided me with a copy of that manuscript. This was the book that Van wanted to publish. And so that’s the book I would publish, and it’s the one you hold in your hands now, a full account of Van’s thirty-five years with the Disney Company.

As you read, keep in mind that Van wrote most of this book in the 1980s. He passed away in 1999. Many references in the book are dated. Most of the people who Van mentions as working for Disney are no longer working for Disney, and quite a few have sadly passed on themselves. I thought about inserting “editor’s notes” like confetti throughout the book, but that would have taken you out of the story and it’s important to let Van tell his story, without me popping up every few paragraphs to insert minutiae.

In addition to Van’s daughters, I also owe a debt of gratitude to Doug Lipp, author of the best-selling book Disney U, and his wife, Pam, for their support of and contributions to this project. 

One more thing. When I first got hold of Van’s original manuscript, I noticed that it was full of ellipses…little dots separating words, seemingly at random. I thought maybe it was his distinctive writing style. But I was wrong. As Van tells it:

My understanding of punctuation is limited...and I’ve never really known when a paragraph is supposed to be a paragraph. As a result...I use these little “lead dots”...when I don’t know where to use a comma. And...Paul Brewer, Head of Disney’s Creative Services, would say, “Here comes old ‘Lead Dot’.”

I’ve removed most of the “lead dots” and replaced them with commas…so if Paul Brewer ever runs into Van somewhere high above…he’ll just have to come up with a new nickname for him.

Bob McLain
Theme Park Press


Foreword

I was fresh out of college when I first received a call from your author. I found him in the mass confusion of the Disneyland offices at the Walt Disney Studios.

The interview lasted about ten minutes with much of that time used up while he lit and smoked cigarettes…which I detest.

I needed a job. He offered me one at $2.00 an hour. I accepted. That two-dollar figure turned out to be only $1.80, but I was already hooked. The ten minutes began an association and friendship which survived until Van’s death in 1999.

Van is a strange combination of Jiminy Cricket, Mary Poppins, and an angry Donald Duck. He believes in Walt Disney’s dream of Disneyland and has convinced thousands of us that our goal is to “create happiness for others”.

He goes into a Donald Duck fit if he thinks we lose sight of the dream when we have to watch costs and make a profit. To survive in this changing dream, he’s mixed pixie dust with the grist of corporate reality.

He sort of conned me into doing this book, but it may be one of the best investments I ever made. At least that’s what he told me.

For anyone interested in the history of Disneyland, Van’s book is fun to read, and a one-of-a-kind for any bookshelf.

Dick Nunis
Former Chairman,
Walt Disney Attractions
Orlando, Florida


Preface

I was born in Seattle, Washington, but moved to San Diego at the age of about 12 where my father wrote a column for the local paper, a political asset which helped me get my first decent job.

After graduating from what was then San Diego State College, I started work (at $21.00 per month) on a freighter going from San Diego to England and Canada and back. Then my grandmother helped me get a job as a dishwasher on a river boat going from Pittsburgh to New Orleans.

Coming home, a friend got me a job in a local kelp processing plant. I made 45 cents per hour, and that wasn’t too bad during the Depression. Fortunately, the government came up with an unemployment program called the National Youth Administration, and I became an administrator with that organization in various parts of California.

A couple of months before World War II, I was hired as a training director by an aircraft company for what was then Consolidated Vultee, in Fort Worth, Texas.

From that time, till I went to work for Disney, my average time on any job was less then three years. I went from the aircraft company to setting up training programs for the U.S. Army in Freckleton, England, and Heidelburg, Germany, to benefit returning servicemen.

I came back to the U.S. to be hired for Kaiser’s first aluminum reduction plant in Willow Run, Michigan, as a director of labor relations. Then I went back to a variety of consulting and organization jobs in southern California.

I had a dream, to set up an organization called Small Plant Management Company, which would bring my expertise to small business. A bit of a bummer. But, I made ends meet doing work for UCLA, the Navy, and—among many others—a brassiere factory.

The rest, as they say, is history...and DISNEYLAND.

About this book.

The story here goes back 35 years to 1954, but this book goes back 13 years, to about 1976.

Let me explain.

I had never thought of becoming 65 years old until I was 63. And here I was facing up to what at the time was Disneyland’s retirement age.

Retire! Drive around in an R.V.? (I’m a lousy driver.) Play golf? (I’m terrible!) Paint the house? (I don’t even own a house.) The mere idea was obnoxious to me.

Besides, I’d invested about a third of my life at Disneyland. Hell, no, I didn’t want to go! Some companies let “old-timers” (a term I hate) write a book before the inevitable retirement party. It was worth a try.

I went to my boss, Dick Nunis, with the idea. He agreed, as long as it didn’t interfere with my other projects.

At the time I was living on the beach in South Laguna, California. I completed my first draft, titled “Backstage Disneyland: A Personal History”, and gave it to Dick. After a month or two, he read it, and I asked for his opinion, which he gave me. 

“Dammit, Van, there’s too much of me in it!” (meaning himself).

And I replied, “Hell, Dick, you’ve been essential to my career. How can I leave you out?” So I worked it over, and he took a few more months to read it, and this time he said:

“Dammit, Van, there’s too much of you in it!” (meaning me).

And I said, “Hell, Dick, it says it is a personal history. How can I leave myself out?”

And at that time the book went into retirement, and I managed to keep working by negotiating a part-time consulting contract.

Dick then got me involved in some exciting projects: Tokyo Disneyland Training, our Disneyland Alumni Club, a program called “The Spirit of Disneyland”, and other things. The book gathered dust for nine years. Then three situations caused me to think of it again:

First, at Disneyland’s 30th anniversary in 1985, radio and TV people looked for “old-timers” to interview…like old war veterans. They seemed interested in the “old days”.

Second, I was asked to give a eulogy for a Disney friend, which reminded me that we don’t all live forever.

Third, and most important, I needed a new project to prolong my own survival.

I went to Dick with a proposal which ended up as what you’ll read here.

I pointed out that most of the close friends I had made in 1955 had either died or retired, and that somebody should write a history to separate the myths from the realities.

Dick hates to think about people dying. And since he is an anti-smoking advocate, perhaps he thought I wouldn’t be around too long.

In fact, since I was getting up to age 75, the thought had been crossing my mind occasionally.

At any rate, he agreed to support me and my vices until I had reworked that old, dust-covered book.

At this time, more than 200,000 people have worked at Disneyland, and every one of them has a story about the experience.

This is only one of those stories…my story. I’m reminded of Bill Lindley, owner of Whiskey Bill’s in Newport Beach. Before beginning a joke, he’d say, “Don’t stop me if you’ve heard this one: I want to hear it again myself.”

Happy reading.

Van Arsdale France


Introduction

There are thousands of mountains in the world…there is only one Fujiyama.

There are innumerable architectural gems in the world…there is only one Taj Mahal.

There are thousands of athletic events…there is only one Olympics.

There are countless parks and entertainment sites throughout the world…there is only one Disneyland.

In various handbooks and training programs, I’ve emphasized that there is only one Disneyland and that it was the source for every other theme park.

But until a university professor suggested it to me, I didn’t know it was a phenomenon. I had to look up the word, and settle for the fact that it is a “rare and unusual occurrence which has never happened before”.

Why do I feel Disneyland is that rare and unusual occurrence. Let me count the ways…

The Timing: 1955

Disneyland might have been a flop if it had opened in any other year. It wouldn’t have made it if it had opened ten years earlier, in 1945. We were just ending World War II, and nothing could compete with that event. It couldn’t have been opened ten years later, in 1965. By that time Walt Disney’s health was already weakened with cancer.

“Walt Disney: An American Original”

Bob Thomas titled his outstanding book (and my favorite source) Walt Disney: An American Original. Obviously, without Walt there would be no Disneyland.

The Walt-Roy Disney Brother Team

The “Disney Brothers” were a unique combination. The story is that Walt was the creative genius and Roy was the financial genius. Actually, however, Walt was credited with being one of the ten best businessmen of his time, and Roy was a great showman, which he demonstrated in the years leading up to the opening of Walt Disney World, after his brother’s death.

The Baby Boom

The birth control pill had not been developed when millions of men and women came home after World War II. Between 1946 and 1964 more American babies were born than in any other period in history, and they were to be the ideal age for Disneyland.

Television

Television is taken for granted by every child today. But in early 1950 it was a miracle, and Walt Disney used it to sell Disneyland.

The Nuclear Family

Walt Disney always believed in family entertainment, and in the early days of Disneyland our society was ready to embrace a family park.

The “Third Wave”

In his book, The Third Wave, Alvin Toffler established the year 1955 as when American left its industrial society identity behind in the “Leisure Service Revolution”. Most people had more money and more leisure time than at any other period in our history.

The Transportation Explosion

The interstate highway system was created in 1956, along with the creation of huge airplanes, to bring people to Disneyland.

Aside from the fact that even the Santa Ana Freeway was not completed…that there were some cities not yet created…that it took four hours to get to San Diego, and where there are no shopping malls, can you think of living without panty hose, Bermuda shorts for men, stereos, microwave ovens, frost-free refrigerators, VISA and MasterCard, disposable diapers, power lawn mowers, color TV, Versatel, the pill, the polio vaccine, electric toothbrushes, McDonald’s Golden Arches, Taco Bell, or, more importantly, can you think of a world without…Disneyland.


Part One

From Dream to Reality

1955


chapter one

I Meet Walt Disney

It was a day that changed my life. It was the day I met Walt Disney.

It was in August of 1954 and I received a call from C.V. Wood. After the usual pleasantries, he told me that he was no longer with Stanford Research, but was now working for Walt Disney as vice president of something called “Disneyland”.

I asked him, “What the hell is Disneyland?”

“Why don’t you drop out to my office and I’ll tell you about it,” was his reply. We made a date. 

You may ask, “Who is C.V. Wood?” To explain, I’ll have to go way back to 1941 and World War II.

C.V. Wood and I worked together for four years in Fort Worth, Texas. He was director of Industrial Engineering at the Consolidated Vultee Aircraft Corporation, and I was in charge of training. From deep in the heart of Texas, I’d gone overseas as a training specialist with the Army in England and Germany, and he’d gone west to eventually join the Stanford Research group. Our careers had occasionally crossed paths during that ten-year period, and I’d recently worked for him on a consulting job with a company which made the Whirlpool Brassiere – an interesting job.

The appointment with Wood was at four. I left my office on Wilshire Boulevard and headed out on the Hollywood Freeway to the Barham Boulevard off-ramp, and then down Riverside Drive to Buena Vista Street. At the entrance to Walt Disney Productions, a guard checked my name on a clipboard and passed me through.

Following the guard’s instructions, I parked in the visitor’s lot and set off on foot down Snow White Lane, past Dopey Drive, until I came to Mickey Mouse Avenue and the studio’s three-story Animation Building. I walked down a hallway where the walls were decorated with Disney memorabilia and finally found Wood’s secretary, who escorted me right into his office.

Always gracious, Wood got up to shake hands and then returned to a relaxed position behind his desk. Skipping the small talk, he launched directly into an enthusiastic description of how thing called Disneyland had landed him at the Disney Studio.

Woody has always been a bundle of energy wrapped in a deceptively laid-back personality. Without moving his stockinged feet from the desk top, he told me how he had come to Walt Disney from Stanford Research.

“Walt was thinking about his little Mickey Mouse Park he wanted to build across from the Studio when an architect friend suggested that he have Stanford Research do a study about the location.”

Wood was so animated that he got up and walked around. “Walt and his brother Roy liked the study, and we were enthusiastic about Walt’s dreams. Walt is a wonderful guy, Van, and this studio is nothing like any place you or I have ever worked. It’s like a family, and Walt treats me like a son.” He laughed when he said, “Roy hired me as a vice president and general manager, and when I told Walt, he said, “That doesn’t leave much room for advancement.”

Woody started taking off with his story. “We have FOUR MILLION DOLLARS to build this place called Disneyland down in Anaheim.” Since that time I’ve heard other figures told about the original financing. But for me, in 1954, four million bucks seemed like all the money in the world…and that’s the way I heard it.

He was just warming up about this thing called Disneyland when a dapper-looking fellow in a sport shirt entered the office and plopped down into a chair.

Without any introduction, I knew I was sitting next to Walt Disney.

With his stockinged feet still on the desk, Wood introduced me to Walt Disney. We shook hands.

I’ll always remember that handshake. Somehow I’d imagined that Walt Disney would have the soft, delicate hands of an artist drawing Mickey Mouse. But my hand met the firm grip of a man who had grown up doing hard farm labor and working for his father in construction.

I had been trained that when “The Big Boss” dropped in on a lesser boss, I should politely get the hell out. But as I stood, Woody waved me back to my seat.

Disney smoked a cigarette while I was dying for one, but I was afraid to light up. He talked about the problem of explaining Disneyland to some people at the studio…and even to his own wife.

The conversation was interrupted when a small, smartly dressed man carrying a book dropped in. We were introduced. His name was Nat Wyncoff. With his book he explained the day’s transactions for buying and breeding horses and ponies for the proposed park. As I listened to his report, and the ensuing conversation, I was struck by the sense of excitement Disney felt for this project. He even turned to me, an outsider, to present his thoughts. Perhaps he sensed my feeling of being uncomfortable in a strange situation.

In the back of my mind, I remembered that Woody had been involved in some crazy ideas, and he was a masterful salesman. He could easily compete with the legendary P.T. Barnum.

It was getting close to six o’clock. I waited for a good moment to leave. Woody, feet still on his desk, dismissed me, saying, “Thanks for dropping by. I’ll see ya.”

It was great seeing Woody again, and exciting to meet Walt Disney. I could hardly wait to tell my daughter.

Yet, like so many others, I really didn’t understand what this “Disneyland” was all about. I certainly didn’t know that I’d just been through a day that would change my life.


chapter two

A Handshake Deal

I had forgotten about Woody and this thing called Disneyland when the phone rang one morning in my office. It was the Texan. Six months had passed since I’d talked with Woody and Walt Disney at the studio.

Woody’s drawl was a clip or two faster as he explained how he’d been talking with Disney about the need for a training program for those who would operate the park now under construction in Anaheim.

“I told Walt about your work in Texas, and he agreed with me that you sounded like the guy for the job.” I suppose Woody felt that if I could convert 65,000 cowboys, farmers, and homemakers into dedicated aircraft workers, then I could mold a group of diverse Californians with no business experience into producers of the “Disneyland Dream”.

He got right to the point and asked if I would be interested in a consulting job. I said “yes”, and we made an appointment for the next afternoon. This time Woody didn’t have his feet propped up on the desk or his shoes off when I entered his office. There was a sense of urgency about the place.

I had been sandwiched in between his other appointments, but even as we talked, people kept coming and going, asking questions, dropping off architectural drawings, sometimes just walking into the room, shuffling through papers until they found what they wanted, and then walking right back out. Woody continued to stand as he talked, which was a signal that I shouldn’t even think about sitting down. He quickly outlined the situation. His country boy drawl had speeded up to match his mood of hustle.

“We have deadlines on top of deadlines, Van. We have a firm opening date of July 17. And we’re concentrating on getting the place built and finding the money to build it. It’s a tough enough job just keeping the construction on schedule. But we know damn well that people have to be trained to operate the place. I know you can handle the job.”

Now it was time to negotiate a fee, and I’m a lousy negotiator. In my mind, I had a figure of $200, which I didn’t mention. Wood asked, “How about $200 a week?” That was the magic number. We shook hands on the deal. He told me to report to the studio the following Monday. In 1955, $200 was a good rate for a 40-hour week. I didn’t know, however, that I was signing on for about 14 hours a day, seven days a week, which worked out to about $3.00 an hour.

Today, when people are interviewed for jobs, they talk about benefit programs, insurance, vacations, retirement. The only benefit I walked away with from Woody’s office was the knowledge that my job might last until Disneyland opened.

At the time, however, that handshake deal seemed like a godsend. Even as the magnitude of my task become clear to me, I didn’t regret my decision.

I never have.


chapter three

Springtime in Burbank

The Walt Disney Studios is located in Burbank, California, not far from the “Beautiful Downtown Burbank” that Johnny Carson once made famous.

Before my first visit, I envisioned the studio as a small series of rooms equipped with skylights, which for some reason I associated with creative artists. I was totally wrong.

Actually, the studio has been called “The Campus”, and with good reason. At the time of my initiation, there was the large Animation Building, surrounding by lesser buildings with names like Ink and Paint and the Shorts Building (standing for “short subjects”, not underwear).

Springtime just about anywhere is a good time of year, but this one in Burbank made a special imprint on my memory. At other times, in other places, my work was with industrial factories. The structure environment of an aircraft plant, aluminum reduction plant, or auto assembly line was completely different from what I found during this chapter of my work life.

And here, wonder of wonders, were things which seemed incomprehensible to my industrialized brain:


	There were people playing ping pong, volleyball, basketball, softball, and some just lying on the grass.

	During lunch, I could hear the Firehouse Five Plus Two band, made up of animators and other creative sorts, playing music which they would later perform at Disneyland.

	I could eat lunch in a cafeteria where I might see celebrities who were working on Disney films, sharing the space, if not the table, with Walt Disney himself. And along with the usual cafeteria soft drinks there was…honestly now...BEER!

	Here there was a place I could cash a personal check, and hope it would take a few days to reach the bank.

	Here the Personnel Department was in a small, old building which was friendly, not threatening.

	Here the security officers were also friendly, and they seemed glad to see me instead of treating me as a potential crook.



To avoid commuting on the Los Angeles freeways, I rented a room at a place called the Sterling Arms, conveniently located near a bar and grill named the Olive Branch.

It was the best of times. I had a 10-minute walk down the tree-lined Riverside Drive to the studio, and a relaxing walk home.

I had always thought of “going to work” as something of a burden. Now it was exciting to get to the studio to learn something new. And, when I got back to my room, I could hardly wait to study any story about Walt Disney and his dream of Disneyland.

I was a dry sponge, soaking up Disney history at night and learning about the studio during the day. Between these periods, I could enjoy our true, but modified, spring in the days before smog became a nasty word.

At the time, I didn’t realize that it was a certain quiet before the storm of Disneyland’s opening.

It may have been, as I look back, one of the most productive periods in my Disneyland life.


chapter four

“A Friend in Need…Is a Friend Indeed”

I was enjoying my new life. I was also a bit scared. I was 41 years old in a totally new environment having to instantly learn a business which was foreign to me. I was surrounded by studio people who knew what they were doing. They all had their own groups of friends, and working relationships. I didn’t even have anyone to eat lunch with.

But now, entering my life would be a cast of characters—individualists who would become my friends for life, and would be pioneers who would make important contributions to Disneyland’s success.

C. V. Wood

On my first day at the studio in that springtime, the only person I knew was Woody, and he was too damned busy to sit around and chat about the good old times in Texas or the brassiere factory.

Woody’s formal name is C.V. Wood—and I’ve never tried to find out what the “C.V” stands for. [Editor’s note: it stands for “Cornelius Vanderbilt”.] Depending on your relationship with him, and the time of day, he usually accepts “Wood”, “Woody”, or “C.V.”.

Woody was only about 32 years old at that time, which is young for the responsibility he had been given. He was, however, one of those born leaders, and had been ever since he was a kid growing up in Amarillo, Texas. Whether it was natural or by design, he was a Texas individualist. He had graduated from Hardin Simmons University on a scholarship for—and I tell the truth—rope twirling.

By the time he reached Disney he had found a way to disarm people with his “good ol’ boy” expressions. “Police station” was pronounced with an accent on the PO as POlice station, and soft drinks were called “sodee pop”. Some old studio hands couldn’t understand his working at an office in those stockinged feet. But his soft, brown eyes hid a mind like a computer—before there were computers!

He was intensely loyal to his friends, but could be as cold as steel with others. He was a pioneer whose leadership was critical for bringing Walt Disney’s dream to life.

Fred Schumacher

Despite the confusion, Wood took the time to introduce me to Fred Schumacher, another pioneer who would guide me through the mysteries of my new life. Fred was about six feet two, thin, prematurely grey, ramrod straight, with a moustache which fit as though he’d been born with it. He was one of Wood’s aircraft associates and an industrial engineer by profession.

No more unlikely relationship could have been created. Fred was tall; I’m not. He was precise and well-organized; I’m sloppy and moderately disorganized. He loved procedures; I hate them. He didn’t drink; I do. Yet we established a working relationship which endured for years.

We had both grown up in San Diego at about the same time and could share experiences and acquaintances. He became one of my many bosses. We both enjoyed corporate
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