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Introduction

Peter pan walked into Magic Kingdom First Aid holding his forearms in a very unusual manner. His smile was more of a grimace. His boyfriend was walking rapidly by his side.

“F**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k!” was all Peter Pan had to say.

It was plainly obvious that he had broken both of his forearms.

When I asked him how this had happened all he would say was, “F**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k!”

His boyfriend was a little more forthcoming. Peter had been on the river boat Liberty Belle. At the time the boat was being used for character meet and greets. As many costume characters as possible walked around the boat interacting with guests. There were characters in fur as well as face characters. Peter Pan was a face character who had fallen downstairs from the top deck to the deck below landing on both outstretched forearms. It looked like he had managed to break both the radius and ulna of both of his forearms giving himself bilateral Colles’ fracture’s.

He had had to finish the riverboat’s circuit, then, after the boat docked and the guests disembarked, he had walked through the park to First Aid while maintaining character. Hence the grimacing smile.

But now all he could say was, “F**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k f**k!”

The trouble was cast member First Aid and guest First Aid were connected and guests could easily hear Peter Pan’s constant stream of f**ks.

So now there were a few problems. First, how was I to get Peter Pan to shut up? Second, how was I to deal with the guests, just down the hall, who were continuing to hear Peter’s tirade? Third, how was I to get Peter Pan to hold still for xrays? Fourth, how was I to get Peter Pan out of costume and into his own clothes to get him to an orthopedist? Peter Pan’s clothes were in a locker in the tunnel somewhere…

I managed to get the films, and, sure enough, Peter Pan had four fractured forearm bones— bilateral Colles’ fractures. I splinted both of his forearms. I sent his boyfriend for his clothes. I called a friend who was an orthopedist specializing in the hand.

“Rich, this is Tony. I’ve got Peter Pan here with bilateral Colles’ fractures… Yup, fell down a flight of stairs on the Liberty Belle landing on outstretched hands… Ok, I’ll send him with his films to your office.”

Peter Pan’s problems were just beginning. How was he to eat, toilet, dress, and generally take care of himself with both forearms in casts?

How did I get myself into this crazy position?


How Did I Get Myself into This Crazy Position?

I was an active duty surgeon in the United States Air Force, stationed at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, Colorado. Mine was a major Disneyphile family. In my spare time I had been writing a trivia book about all things Disney (see the Disneyana Chapter), and, while doing the research, I found out about the yet-to-be-announced Celebration Project.

I wondered what the Celebration Project was, so I started making calls. It didn’t take long to find Charles Adams.

Charles Adams was heading the Celebration Project and he was very approachable on the phone. When I told him about myself and my book he invited me to stop by if I was ever in Central Florida.

Never a family that needed much of an excuse to visit Walt Disney World, we immediately planned a trip. One afternoon, while the kids and my wife were in the Magic Kingdom, I met with Charles.

We had a long, very involved discussion. The upshot of the discussion was Charles asking me if I would be willing to “answer a few questions from time to time” involving Celebration planning.

Of course I agreed.

Soon after we returned to the Air Force Academy I received a thick, 8 ½ x 11 envelop from Charles. In it was page after page of tentative plans for Celebration. Charles asked me comment on each of them. It was a pretty big task!

I ended up sending lengthy responses, sometimes 20 pages in answer to a single question.

The first envelop was followed by another, then another, then another. For each I spent hours answering questions and giving suggestions.

One evening Charles called me on the telephone and said, “Tony, we want you to come down and work with us on the Celebration Project.” My answer was that, as much as that was an honor, I was on active duty and loved my service in the USAF.

Charles persisted. He stated Disney has partnered with what was then Florida Hospital in Orlando (now Advent Health) to build the Celebration Hospital. Charles told me he could arrange for me to become a faculty member in the residency, teaching surgery to family practice interns and residents. Charles sweetened the pot when he said he could guarantee me a home site in Celebration.

I had nine years of active duty under my belt, and needed another eleven to be able to retire. My retirement plan had always been to find a residency in which I could teach surgery. My family always wanted to live in Central Florida.

Here was my retirement plan being offered to me eleven years early!

The problem was that I really loved the Air Force and what I was doing.

My wife and I spent several days thinking and discussing, and finally hit upon a solution. The Florida Air National Guard flew F-16s and needed a flight surgeon. I could move from active duty to the Guard, take the position at Florida Hospital, teach surgery, work with Charles Adams on Celebration, and still serve in the Air Force.

So that’s what we did.

But, unlike Disney fairy tales, the happily ever after part of this story was a little tarnished.

The Guard unit, at that time, was in shambles. After one year I moved from the Guard to the USAF Reserve and was soon commanding a squadron a Patrick Air Force Base.

Florida Hospital really only wanted me in order to pressure some of the surgical private practices to sell to them, causing the surgeons to become Florida Hospital employees.

Florida Hospital wanted to design the Celebration Hospital to be a pseudo-religious facility and, when I stated that was not my opinion of the right way to design a medical facility, I was out of all future meetings.

Disney decided that any promises made to people about home sites in Celebration were null and void—see the chapter on Celebration. Instead, Disney decided to have a lottery for eighty single-family sites and a number of multiple-family dwellings. Charles was at least sorry when he told me I had uprooted my family and changed my entire life for an empty promise.

On the plus side, my family was chosen to be one of the original eighty families in Celebration. Was the lottery rigged? I’ll never know.

And, because I was teaching in the residency, I got an unexpected introduction to Walt Disney World.

The medical staff at WDW consisted of three full-time doctors, all of whom had trained in the residency where I was teaching. All were recent graduates. All worked Monday through Friday, but WDW required doctors to be in place seven days per week for occupational injuries.

Some of our residents worked part time at WDW as weekend docs. But, because they were residents with on-call responsibilities at Florida Hospital, frequently they could not make their scheduled shifts. I was called upon to work a few Disney weekend shifts.

Soon I was regularly scheduled instead of just filling in from time to time. Once I was regularly scheduled, I became what Disney at that time called a CT—Casual Temporary—cast member.

CTs normally did not accrue retirement or other benefits. However, WDW had a special category for the physician CTs. The result was that, although I was a weekend doc, I was considered full time at WDW as far as benefits were concerned, to include accruing retirement and having free passes to the parks.

I was in hog heaven.

Coincident with my discovery that Florida Hospital had me on faculty only to pressure the community surgeons to sell their practices—something abhorrent to me—a fulltime position at WDW opened up and I was offered the job.

So I left teaching surgery to do fulltime occupational medicine at Walt Disney World. The decision to leave surgery, the specialty I loved and trained all of those years for, was made easier by the concurrent news of a medical diagnosis in a very close loved one. That diagnosis would require me to have regular working hours, something surgery would NEVER have.

I started at what was then Disney/MGM Studios, then worked at EPCOT, then Magic Kingdom, and finally at Central Health Services when that opened.

At one point I went back to weekends to provide a new service to guests, which was house calls to their resort rooms, again under the auspices of Florida Hospital.

My time with WDW ended with the 9/11 terrorist attacks, when I immediately returned to active duty in the USAF and remained on active duty until my Air Force retirement in 2013.

This is the story of each of those Disney phases.

A Note on Name Tags

WDW did NOT want guests to know that company doctors were on property. Disney Docs were for cast members only. Our job was occupational health.

Every cast member is called by his/her first name, so cast member’s name tags had first names. This tradition started with a name tag with the name WALT on it.

The exception was the Docs. My name tag said DR. RIZZO. But I was NOT NOW, NOT EVER, NEVER to wear that name tag onstage where guests could read it. Disney did not want injured or ill guests to demand to see the doctor, as the Company did not want the legal responsibility. Regardless of the severity of a guest’s illness or injury, Reedy Creek Fire and Rescue was called and the guest was transported off property ASAP. Disney Docs NEVER saw guests. Period. I had a second name tag that said TONY for times I had to go onstage.


Becoming a Disney Executive

WDW considered the Disney Docs to be company executives. As such I was assigned to a two-week training course on how to be a Disney exec.

There were some real eye-openers during that two weeks. Just a few examples:

The lawyer who spoke to us talked about the many daily lawsuits WDW faces. That is discussed elsewhere in this book.

The resorts were represented by the general manager of the Contemporary. His big take-away for me was the scale of his enterprise. In response to a question about resort profit margins, he stated he could not understand how a how a hotel or resort with “only a few rooms” ever made any money. The Contemporary has approximately 750 rooms. By “only a few rooms” he was referring to places with less than 150 rooms!

The Merchandise presenter talked about Disney’s merchandise profit margins. He stated that Disney charged “double plus 10%”. That meant that if Disney procured an item for $1.00, they would charge $2.20 for it. My level of cast member received 35% off when we purchased merchandise items. So, If I decided to buy the $2.20 item, I would pay $1.43. Since Disney acquired the item for $1.00, the Company still made a 43% profit. Very rarely, Disney would sell an item for 50% off. The $2.20 item would sell for $1.10. Still a 10% profit. When you consider that https://thegrocerystoreguy.com/what-isthe-profit-margin-for-grocery-stores/ states that conventional grocery store chains have an average profit margin of about 2.2%, Disney was doing pretty well.

As a Disney Exec I
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