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Dedicated to Lonnie Hicks, a long-time cast member at Walt Disney World, whose passion for Disney history and finding out the true stories behind the stories has been inspirational. His friendship, good humor, and generosity have enriched my life and the lives of many others.

This book was written so he didn’t have to keep referring to the voluminous collection of handwritten notes he painstakingly took at dozens of my presentations when I worked at Walt Disney World.
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Foreword

Jim Korkis. Kind of a legend for us Disney geeks. For example, sitting on my desk is a large stack of Disney related books written by the man.

The first thing that I notice is the number of Post-it notes that line the edge of the pages so I can find material on that page for future reference. There is a good reason for this. For years, Jim has been my go-to-guy for anything related to Disney. I’ve quoted him in my books. I can feel comfortable that the information is reliable and factual. After all, he created the job of Disney historian.

Jim has been a good friend for many years, and lately I sense that he is on a mission. He is the guy who first noticed that Disney historical knowledge is moving more toward myth and marketing than fact.

And he is here to stop that. Jim rightly believes that truth is stranger and more interesting than fiction and continues to prove he is right in all the stories he has produced over the years. I agree.

There are a lot of WDW trivia books out there, but this is a Jim Korkis WDW story book. Many of these stories are printed for the first time based on Jim’s vast network of contacts including Disney executives, front line cast members, Reedy Creek officials, Imagineers, and others who worked at the parks for decades and had access to information that most people did not.

Ever the historian, Jim spent countless hours scouring the many different departmental libraries at Walt Disney World that were only available to members of that particular department. Some of those libraries like the ones for Feature Animation, Entertainment, and Disney University, no longer exist at all, so no one else will ever be able to use the resources Jim found there.

Because he wrote behind-the-scenes tours for guests and convention groups as part of one of his roles with Walt Disney World, Jim was given special permission to use those libraries to obtain the correct information, and we all benefit from what he discovered and now so generously shares.

All of this fact-finding is one thing. More importantly, Jim weaves together this knowledge in a way that does not destroy the magic, but enhances the understanding and appreciation of Walt Disney World. It certainly does so for me.

But this is nothing new. As I said before, Jim’s research has become a central part of my Disney library, and I am sure that is the case for many of you as well. This book will be yet another welcome and valuable addition to my personal Disney collection.

Okay, so now that I have finished this foreword, I think it is time to pack my bags, hop on a plane, visit Walt Disney World, and see things through a new perspective, thanks to these eye-opening stories that were new to me and probably for the rest of you as well.

Many thanks, Jim.

Sam Gennawey

Sam Gennawey is an urban planner and author. He has penned Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City, The Disneyland Story: The Unofficial Guide to the Evolution of Walt Disney’s Dream, and Universal vs. Disney: The Unofficial Guide to American Theme Parks Greatest Rivalry. He is a frequent speaker at professional conferences, colleges and universities, and Disney history groups.


Introduction

“You should write a book!”

Whenever I am with friends and family visiting Walt Disney World, I can’t help pointing out some of the interesting stories and details. Without fail, they usually ask if there is some sort of book that recounts this information, and I have to tell them that no such book exists.

Besides my own personal research and interest in Walt Disney World, I used to work there writing tours for guests, convention groups, internal cast member groups, and different departments as an instructor for Disney Adult Discoveries and Disney Institute. I not only facilitated those tours, but also trained others to give them.

I always had to make sure I had more information than what was shared during the tour in case someone had particular questions. I put together big binders with that additional information to help those who gave the tours. Once I was laid off five years ago, those binders disappeared almost immediately as having no value, despite them being filled with short interviews I had done with Imagineers and executives intimately connected to Walt Disney World.

I always went to primary sources, cross-checked the information with the Disney Archives and the multiple department libraries on property, and even then had to be constantly alert in case something changed.

I always hoped someone would indeed write a book about all the stories and details, because they were fascinating. I tried to actively encourage several others to do so with no success.

However, over the years, while there have been multiple books about Disneyland, most of the books that have appeared about Walt Disney World are usually trivia books.

Since most of these authors never worked at Walt Disney World nor had access to the information that I did, too often the material is out of date, misleading, incomplete, or outright false.

The same “secrets” seem to be cut-and-pasted to different books and websites over and over in the belief that since they appeared in print somewhere, they must be true.

At a high profile Disney event at the Contemporary Resort, I was served by a waiter who had worked at WDW for forty years. He confidently told me that Dick Nunis, the former chairman of Walt Disney Attractions, had told him that the primary reason Walt Disney built in Florida was that Walt once worked as a postman in Kissimmee.

That was not true, and I am sure that Dick Nunis never said anything to that effect. Walt’s father, Elias, who lived briefly in the central Florida area during the late 1800s, held various jobs there, including hotel manager and rural postman on a buckboard in Kissimmee, but Walt himself never worked as a postman in Florida. Nunis may have been referring to Walt’s father, if indeed he said anything at all.

It was obvious that the waiter had misheard or misremembered the information, and now shared it with great authority without verifying the facts. A little knowledge is often a very dangerous thing for Disney fans.

Walt had many reasons for choosing to build Walt Disney World in Orlando, from the weather to tourist patterns to inexpensive land. His dad’s job as a postman in Kissimmee was not one of those reasons, nor was the fact that his parents got married in the area.

The waiter refused to be dissuaded by this information. He knew what he had heard and no one had ever corrected him. If anything, he had great pity for my ignorance and lack of common sense to accept the truth.

Just this last year, I was on a tour where a Magic Kingdom Guest Relations guide proudly pointed to the upper window of the train station to tell our group that it was there where Walt Disney used to sit to observe the park. After the tour, I privately pointed out that Walt had died in 1966 and that the Walt Disney World’s train station had not opened until 1971.

Once again, the person just smiled condescendingly. Since currently I did not work at Walt Disney World, she thought I was just too stupid to know the real story. Of course, she didn’t want to embarrass a guest by telling him that he was stupid, but felt that the information in the script she had been given must have been checked by higher-ups somewhere, and was true.

Walt Disney World cast members are constantly changing Disney history, and not necessarily for the better. Cast members at the Haunted Mansion created the names for the hitchhiking ghosts that seem to be accepted by everyone as canon. But Imagineer Marc Davis, who designed the ghosts, told me that they never had names, nor was there ever any intention to give them names beyond “hitchhiking ghosts”.

WDW cast members also created the myth that Gracey is the master of the mansion. That isn’t true, according to Imagineer X. Atencio who wrote the epitaphs on the tombstones in the graveyard, including the one for “Master Gracey”. Atencio told me that the tombstone was supposed to be an in-joke about the boyish nature of Imagineer Yale Gracey. “Master” was a term used for a young boy who was not old enough to be called “mister”.

Cast members also insist on rearranging three of the plates on the table at the banquet so they form a “Hidden Mickey”, despite Imagineers’ constant efforts to change it back to the original configuration. Even though the Imagineers physically marked the table to indicate where the plates should go, the Hidden Mickey continually returns.

Other WDW cast members have fabricated stories that are told over and over to their peers and guests with an air of authority. Guests have been entertained by all sorts of falsehoods by bus drivers and accept the information as true because it is being shared by a cast member. Often these stories end up on Wikipedia or Google, which gives them an added sense of veracity to some people because they appear in print or on the internet.

So, I finally decided I should indeed write a book and get into print the actual stories, and have them available for people who want to verify what they’ve heard, with a reliable source.

These stories are only “secret” because they were often never told to the guests or even the cast members in most cases. That’s one of the reasons some cast members made up their own versions to fill that unknown void.

This book contains just a small sample of the many stories about Walt Disney World. They are self-contained so can be read in any order, but that means there may be occasional repetition of some facts. There are several stories that relate to things that no longer exist, but might be of interest to long-time visitors who once experienced them or who enjoy history.

Everyone is entitled to their own opinion, but no one is entitled to make up their own facts, especially when they conflict with the actual facts. Preserving the truth about Walt Disney World has become a greater and greater challenge as the years pass, people who know the truth die or their memories start to get confused, and the Disney company does not aggressively share the real stories with cast members and guests.

Sometimes even the Disney company itself no longer knows the real stories. In the rush to complete a project on an impossible deadline, there was often no time to properly document the project or make any last-minute changes in a document if they occurred. As soon as one challenge was completed, it was immediately off to a new project.

The philosophy was always “we’ll do that later”, but “later” never came.  I saw it happen many times on WDW projects in which I was involved. 

This book is intended to be a foundation to help others do further research and to enrich their understanding of the most magical place on earth.

Please feel free to share these true stories with your friends and family. Everyone will think you are the Disney expert, and not one of them will ask if you heard the story from Jim Korkis, but they may ask if you checked it first with a WDW bus driver, waiter, or tour guide who had told them something quite different.

Jim Korkis
Disney Historian
October 2015


The Birth of Walt Disney World

Walt Disney World consists of four distinct theme parks, twenty-eight hotel resorts owned by Disney, two water parks, a shopping district, five golf courses, and much, much more.

As soon as Disneyland opened in 1955, Walt Disney realized that he needed more space for expansion and to enable him to control the area around the park that had filled up with cheap motels, tacky shops, and ugly billboards.

It irritated Walt that guests had to drive through this congestion of chaos and cheapness to get to and from his magic kingdom. He did not have enough money to buy the surrounding land when building the park, and by the time he did, real estate prices around Disneyland had soared astronomically.

Surveys showed that roughly two-thirds of the visitors to Disneyland came from the California area. Less than eight percent of the guests came from east of the Mississippi, even though that’s where almost seventy-five percent of Americans lived.

Walt decided that if he bought more land it should be somewhere on the East Coast to tap into that potential audience. He needed enough land to hold all of his dreams and he looked at many different locations around the country, including St. Louis, Missouri; southern Florida; and Niagara Falls.

By November 1963, Walt had finally settled on a large section of land in central Florida. That decision began a secret operation to purchase the land before prices skyrocketed once it was discovered that Disney was interested. Eventually, the company was able to purchase forty-three square miles of land before it was officially revealed that Disney was the buyer.

Central Florida was picked for several reasons. The location is up the coast and inland, so it is not near the beach or hurricane activity. The weather would permit year-round operation, unlike some other East Coast locations. It was at the intersection of two major highways (north/south and east/west) capturing traffic going both ways across the state. Large chunks of land could be bought inexpensively.

It was reasoned that people driving down to Miami for vacation would stop at Walt Disney World or stop there on their way back home. Amusingly, once Walt Disney World opened, visitors did not continue on down to Miami, but were content to make Walt Disney World their sole destination.

Walt always claimed he would never build another Disneyland. His plans for the property included the building of an experimental community that would also include some type of an entertainment venue, because that is what people wanted. That entertainment venue was to be similar in spirit to Disneyland, but much different in content. The plan was to have an East Coast turn-of-the-century theme for Main Street, U.S.A., and different attractions than those at Disneyland, including ones based on the movies Mary Poppins, Sword in the Stone, and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.

When Walt passed away in December 1966, his older brother Roy took charge and changed the name of the project from “Disney World” to “Walt Disney World” so that people would remember it was his brother’s idea.

Roy realized that financially it made more sense to build the entertainment venue first to generate income to pay for the experimental community. In addition, it was less expensive to include some of the familiar rides from Disneyland mixed in with new attractions like the Mickey Mouse Revue and the Country Bear Jamboree. It was also assumed that East Coast guests were eager to ride these attractions that they had seen on television, but that they might never ride without making the long trip to Disneyland.

Jack Lindquist, Director of Marketing for Walt Disney World in 1971, said:

Without Roy, [Walt Disney World] wouldn’t have happened. Everyone else was so in awe of Walt that they could not step forward and take his place. It took a Disney to do it and that was Roy.

Roy O. Disney was 73 years old and planning to retire when he stepped in and he decided, against the recommendations of others at the Disney Company, to build Walt’s final dream the way Walt intended.

Aware of his own limitations, Roy put Richard Irvine, the president of WED (Imagineering) in charge of creative development, and Admiral Joe Fowler in charge of construction. (General Joe Potter prepared the land for construction.)

Many other talented people were responsible for the design and construction of WDW, but the two Magic Kingdom steamboats were named the Richard F. Irvine and the Admiral Joe Fowler to acknowledge the right and left hand of Roy O. Disney in making Walt’s dream a reality.

Walt Disney World was to be a complete vacation destination, so the plan included the building of hotel resorts and activities ranging from water sports to golfing to horseback riding and more.

However, fearing a repeat of the turmoil of Disneyland’s disastrous opening in 1955, the Disney Company proclaimed that the entire month of October 1971 was the “preview month” for the Magic Kingdom and hoped that after three weeks of operation, everything would be running smoothly in time for the official dedication a week before Halloween.

Two days before the opening of Walt Disney World on October 1, 1971, the Florida Highway Patrol issued a statement that they had determined that as many as 300,000 people might try to be among the first to get into the Magic Kingdom on that first day.

Actually, the first of October had been selected by the Disney Company as the slowest day of the week in Orlando’s slowest month of the year to try to keep crowds manageable, fearing a repeat of the disastrous opening of Disneyland in 1955 where many more people than expected flooded into the park and there were challenges with food and attractions.

The night before opening, workers were still either instituting temporary measures where the job could not be completed by the next morning or making final finishing touches. It had been the largest privately funded construction project in the world. More than nine thousand workers labored over two years to have it ready on October 1st at a cost of more than $400 million.

Guests had already started lining up at the toll booths by midnight, so some workers slept overnight in the Magic Kingdom for fear they might not be able to get back the next morning because of the traffic.

When the Magic Kingdom officially opened at 10 a.m., Jack Lind­quist had already picked the first family to enter the new Disney theme park. That lucky sandy-haired father was William “Bill” Windsor Jr. from nearby Lakeland, Florida, who was accompanied by his pretty blue-eyed wife, Marty, and their sons Jay (age three) and Lee (just under nineteen months). The family had arrived so early that they had slept in their car overnight at the nearest roadside rest area in order to be among the first into the parking lot.

As expected by the Disney Company, roughly ten thousand guests showed up and everything went smoothly. Roy O. Disney was enraged at the reaction on Wall Street and in the media that the Disney Company had underperformed on its first opening day. Disney stock prices immediately dropped because of the feeling that Disney had made a fatal misstep.

Card Walker, at the time a Disney executive vice president and its chief operating officer, said later:

The worst time in my life was at the Polynesian on opening day, a question-and-answer session with newsmen. They were asking why there were only 10,000 people that day. All of us wanted to kill ourselves.

Three weeks later, over 40,000 guests jammed the Magic Kingdom on Saturday October 23, 1971, for the beginning of the official three-day dedication of Walt Disney World. Those three days included a special performance by the World Symphony Orchestra, the filming of a television special, banquets like a special beach luau at the Polynesian featuring the debut of the Electrical Water Pageant, and famed composer Meredith Wilson conducting a 1,076 piece marching band on Main Street.

For many, the highlight was Roy O. Disney’s memorable reading of the dedication plaque that would be enshrined on the ground near the Town Square flagpole on Main Street, U.S.A. It was unique because it was not just a dedication of the Magic Kingdom park, but all of Walt Disney World:

Walt Disney World is a tribute to the philosophy and life of Walter Elias Disney…and to the talents, the dedication, and the loyalty of the entire Disney organization that made Walt Disney’s dream come true. May Walt Disney World bring joy and inspiration and new knowledge to all who come to this happy place…a Magic Kingdom where the young at heart of all ages can laugh and play and learn—together. Dedicated this 25th day of October, 1971. Roy O. Disney.

As Disney publicist Charlie Ridgway remembered it

Having forecast (internally) a first-year guest count of eight million, Walt’s brother Roy told associates, ‘Unless we have a full house for Thanksgiving weekend, we’re in trouble.’ Turkey day brought a crunch of first-time visitors jamming roads in every direction. With only 5,000 hotel rooms in the area plus fifteen hundred in Disney’s two hotels, eager fans were camped out along the Florida Turnpike and 1-75 all the way to the Georgia border, about two hundred miles away.

The Friday and Saturday after Thanksgiving Thursday was dubbed “The Traffic Jam Heard ‘Round the World”.

The Magic Kingdom quickly reached its capacity of roughly 50,000 guests early in the day. with over 5000 cars being turned away from the parking lot. The traffic congestion on Interstate 4 leading into Walt Disney World was backed up for over twenty miles. One news report declared it “the longest parking lot in the world”. Ridgway said:

Christmas week was even busier. Our fifteen hundred rooms in the Contemporary and the Polynesian were booked up for a year.

Officially during that first year, the Magic Kingdom attracted 10,712,991 guests (most articles rounded it up to an even 11,000,000) and recorded total gross revenues amounting to $139 million. Walt Disney World property had been assessed for tax purposes at about $150 million with a tax bill that would run about $3 million and another $9 million generated in sales taxes.

Sales at local area restaurants, lunch rooms, and catering services increased 94%. Even candy sales at stores surrounding Walt Disney World were up 18%.

Hotels and motels were booked solid with tourists being diverted to Tampa and Daytona Beach for lodging (and an additional hour’s drive back to



























OEBPS/images/cover.png
Y 2NN A
™ s swswismc ) P

SECRET STORIES OF
WALT DISNEY WORLD

Things You Never Knew You Never Knew






