
	
		
	




The Story of Disneyland Paris

Mark Havel


	THEME PARK PRESS

	www.ThemeParkPress.com







 2019 Mark Havel

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.

Although every precaution has been taken to verify the accuracy of the information contained herein, no responsibility is assumed for any errors or omissions, and no liability is assumed for damages that may result from the use of this information.

Theme Park Press is not associated with the Walt Disney Company.

The views expressed in this book are those of the author alone, and do not necessarily reflect those of Theme Park Press.

Theme Park Press publishes its books in a variety of print and electronic formats. Some content that appears in one format may not appear in another.

Editor: Bob McLain
Layout: Artisanal Text

Theme Park Press | www.ThemeParkPress.com

Address queries to bob@themeparkpress.com





Contents

Cover

Front Matter

Introduction

Story of Disneyland Paris

Chapter 1:Walt Disney and Disneyland

Chapter 2:Walt Disney World

Chapter 3:Arrival of Eisner and Wells

Chapter 4:Tokyo Disneyland

Chapter 5:Picking a European Site

Chapter 6:Park Ownership

Chapter 7:Designing and Building Euro Disney

Chapter 8:Main Street, U.S.A.

Chapter 9:Frontierland

Chapter 10:Adventureland

Chapter 11:Discoveryland

Chapter 12:Fantasyland

Chapter 13:Hotel District and Disney Village

Chapter 14:Val d’Europe

Chapter 15:Media Reaction to Euro Disney

Chapter 16:Working to Opening Day

Chapter 17:The Park's Early Troubles

Chapter 18:Remedying the Situation

Chapter 19:Restructuring the Debt

Chapter 20:Park Closures

Chapter 21:Second Financial Restructuring

Chapter 22:Walt Disney Studios Park

Chapter 23:Future

Chapter 24:Marvel and Disneyland Paris

Chapter 25:Star Wars and Disneyland Paris

Chapter 26:Post-Paris Theme Park

Conclusion

Bibliography

About the Author

More Books from Theme Park Press




Introduction
Disneyland Paris was a massive undertaking. The entire Disneyland Paris resort is made up of two theme parks with 59 attractions, 7 hotels with 8,500 hotel rooms, 2 convention centres, 55 restaurants, 13 cafes and a golf course. The park generates more than 56,000 direct and indirect jobs and is the largest single site employer in France. More than 500 professions, roles and trades are represented by a multitalented staff comprised of hosts and hostesses, dancers, stunt people, Disney characters, show technicians, dressmakers, glaziers, engineers, doctors and more. Even in the middle of the night there are almost 300 staff working in Disneyland Paris, half of them working in maintenance, making sure every ride is tested and every store restocked. One hundred nationalities and twenty languages are represented on site. The park has 250,000 flowers and 150,000 trees, of which there are 450 species, maintained by 100 gardeners. Disneyland Paris is the world’s most popular location for marriage proposals, with Walt Disney World Florida coming in second place and the Eiffel Tower coming in at number four. More than 320 million people have visited Disneyland Paris since 1992, 44% of them French. When talking about Disneyland Paris, Disney theme park designer Tony Baxter stated, “we were challenged to make Disneyland Paris the most beautiful of all the parks, and in the end, it’s the most beautiful castle park we’ve ever done.” One year after its opening, Disneyland Paris had already become Europe’s number one tourist attraction.

Europe seemed like a natural fit for a Disney theme park. Disney movies had done well in Europe and the U.S parks attracted lots of European tourists. Many of the fairy tales that inspired successful Disney movies originated from Europe. Snow White is German, Pinocchio is Italian, Peter Pan and Alice are British, the Little Mermaid is Danish, and Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, and Belle are all French. “Kindly seven dwarfs,” wrote French writer Andre Glucksmann about a proposed Euro Disney, “make yourselves at home, here you will never be invading, just coming home.” Europe’s Disneyland would represent a continental homecoming for centuries old European storybook characters who had been given a cinematic makeover by movie maker Walt Disney. Walt found much of his inspiration for the original Disneyland in California during his travels to locations such as the Tivoli Gardens in Denmark, Neuschwanstein Castle in Germany, and the Matterhorn in Switzerland, to name but a few. The Disney family can even trace their European links back to Isigny-sur-Mer, a town in Normandy, France. Walt himself served in France with the Red Cross as an ambulance driver in World War One and once spent the night in the middle of the French countryside, just outside of Paris, a few kilometres from where Euro Disney would eventually be built.

Though Europe seemed like such a good fit for a Disney theme park, moving a European Disneyland from concept, to creation, to operation would not be a smooth one and would not be without its troubles. The parks massive construction costs burdened the European Disneyland with enormous amounts of debt which to this day the Euro Disney SCA company struggles to pay back. The financial debt has been a drag on the parks profitability since day one. This book explores the background to Disneyland Paris, starting with the story of the very first Disney amusement park in California, whose success, which was never a guarantee, has led to 11 more theme parks and 2 water parks. The story then moves on to Walt Disney World in Florida which is important because it was built without Walt Disney. Then we move on to Tokyo Disneyland which is the first Disney park built outside of the United States, and its success or failure would determine Disney’s appetite for overseas adventures. And then we’ll reach Disneyland Resort Paris. We’ll discover who’s idea it was, who built it, why was it built in Paris, and what were the main events and people that inspired the parks design and willed it into existence, and finally, what is yet to come. It is a story filled with controversy and unexpected plot twists, worthy of a classic Disney movie. Would the Disney management team, so full of undefeatable Hollywood optimism, be able to recover from the many obstacles in their way? Would Mickey Mouse, traditionally cast as the sympathetic underdog be morphed into a symbol of corporate power and greed? Would the whole endeavour go down in smoke? Many around the world were quietly, and sometimes loudly, rooting against Disney, in the hope that the cultured French would not accept a tacky American Disney theme park and that Disney had finally met their match. It’s a tale of brilliant design, over spending, crushing debt, Saudi Princes, and lessons learned. It’s the fascinating story of Europe’s most visited tourist attraction, and the finest of all the Disney castle parks.


chapter one

Walt Disney and Disneyland

Disneyland Paris would never have existed had Walt not developed the concept into a critical and commercial success with the original Disneyland. Disneyland is such a big part of world culture that it is easy to forget that Walt’s theme park concept was revolutionary at the time. But where did it come from? Walt’s first foray outside of animated and live action movies into something even remotely resembling a theme or amusement park was something called Disneylandia. Disneylandia was an exhibition of miniatures. The exhibition of miniatures were small scale models of rooms filled with miniature furniture, many of which Walt himself hand crafted. Walt’s miniature rooms were accompanied by music. Walt described it as a series of “visual juke boxes with the record playing mechanism being replaced by a miniature stage setting.” Disneylandia was unveiled at the Festival of California Living at the Pan-Pacific Auditorium in Los Angeles in November 1952. But a miniature exhibition is a long way from a full blown theme park.

It is hard to pinpoint exactly when Walt dreamed up Disneyland, or if there was even a single moment of inspiration. More likely the idea had been brewing for a while. Moving from the miniatures of Disneylandia to the full scale Disneyland might have been a natural progression for Walt rather than an “Aha!” moment. An old Kansas City friend of Walt’s, Rudy Ising, recalled his and Walt’s visits to Electric Park, and how on one of these visits Walt had said that “one of these days I’m going to build an amusement park, and it’s going to be clean”. Another source of inspiration, and the one most referenced by the Disney company and Walt himself, was Walt’s outings with his daughters. For Walt and his daughters, Saturday was always “daddy’s day” when all three of them would drive through the streets of Los Angeles in search of a place they could all enjoy together. Most of the time they would end up at a merry-go-round on the hills of Griffith Park. While the girls were riding on the carousel, Walt would sit on a bench and dream of a place where parents and children could have fun together. Walt’s brother Roy though the concept of a theme park began once Walt started building his model locomotive. Roy told an interviewer, “he always wanted to build a big play train for the public”. Disney animator Wilfred Jackson said that Walt had first broached the idea for an amusement park during the Snow White premiere, where Walt had the dwarfs cottage built outside the theatre as a display. As Walt and Jackson walked past the Snow White display, Walt told Jackson he wanted to build a park scaled to children’s size. Disney Producer Ben Sharpsteen said he first heard about a park in the 1940s when he went to New York with Walt and Walt discussed his plans for setting up displays on a strip of land across the street from the studio, “just something to show people who wanted to visit the Disney Studio”. And John Hench, an animator and layout man, recalled Walt in the 1940s pacing out the boundaries for the amusement park in the Disney Studios carpark. It’s likely there was no one spark for Disneyland and instead Walt had been thinking through the idea in his own head for years. Whatever the source of inspiration, once Walt had fully thought it out, the theme park became the focus of his energy, his passion, and turning his dream into a reality became a new obsession. All Walt’s park needed now, was a name. Occasionally the theme park was referred to as “Mickey Mouse Village”. The miniature village had already used the name Disneylandia, so that name was not available. “I don’t recall a specific occasion when anyone said it’s going to be called Disneyland,” said Snow White Director Bill Cottrell, “I do recall that the name was suddenly said by Walt, and it sounded good, and that was it.” The name stuck.

Toying with the idea of a family friendly park, Walt gathered artists from different parts of his studios and explored various concepts, setting them up in an organisation he called WED Enterprises. WED Enterprises, named after Walt’s initials, was Roy Disney’s idea. Roy advised Walt to set up a separate entity from the wider Disney company, one wholly owned by Walt, to whom Walt could grant the rights to his name, recognising that the name Walt Disney was just as valuable as the man. The Walt Disney Company could make an agreement with WED to license the name Walt Disney, both for tax purposes and to give the contract legitimacy. Even though Roy had encouraged the formation of WED to protect Walt’s interests and to maintain the company’s claim on his name and services, Walt himself had something different in mind for his new organisation. WED was the place where Walt would gather various people from across the studio to make Disneyland a reality. It may seem odd to staff WED with people from the Disney studio, after all, what would they know about building a theme park. Packing WED with Disney studio staff was advice that came from Walt’s neighbour and friend, Los Angeles architect Welton Becket. Becket advised Walt, “you’ll use architects and engineers, of course. But Walt, you’ll really have to train your own people, they are the only ones who will understand how to compete your idea.”

Walt never envisioned Disneyland as a traditional amusement park, the whole idea was to do something different. As the team at WED flexed their imaginations, Disneyland evolved into something much more unusual and grand than any amusement park that had come before, a full imaginative universe. The central concept of the Disney park experience was to be the “theme”. The Disney park was subdivided into a number of lands, each of which revolved around a single motif. Its rides and attractions, the costumes of employees, the architectural style of its buildings, and even the food and souvenirs sold within the boundaries of each land would adhere to that lands theme. Once within one of the lands, visitors would be completely enveloped within its theme. Disney employee Marvin Davis was the first to draw up a theme park plan that included a central “hub” concept, around which all the themed lands would be placed and guests would have the opportunity to step into the land of their choice. All of this theming was a big divergence from a traditional amusement park which is generally just a collection of rides and attractions. Remove the rides and attractions from an amusement park, and you’ll be standing in a carpark, remove the rides and attractions from a Disney theme park, and you’ll still be in Disneyland, which can be enjoyed even without the rides and attractions. While the concept of a theme park seems obvious in hindsight, John Hench, one of the employees at WED commented that “while we were planning Disneyland, every amusement park operator we talked to said it would fail.”

Building Disneyland would not be cheap. To help finance the park Walt convinced the ABC broadcasting company to contribute loans and money in return for a 34.48% stake in the park, the same percentage as the Walt Disney Company. Western Printing and Lithographing also helped finance the park and had a 13.8% share. Walt kept the remaining 16.55%. Even with the external financing the cost of the park ran over budget and Walt was forced to make some concessions in quality. Walt had wanted Fantasyland to resemble a water colour painting, instead, cashflow dictated that the rides be housed in pre-fabricated industrial sheds. The Canal Boats of the World ride was supposed to drift past miniature world landmarks, but instead floated past scrub and brush because Walt couldn’t afford to finish the attraction, the WED team nicknamed it the Mud Bank Ride.

After enormous financial stress and great personal risk to Walt’s reputation, Disneyland opened and the press reaction was overwhelmingly positive. Actor Robert Cummings remarked on a live broadcast from the park that “everyone here will one day be as proud to have been at this opening as the people who were there at the dedication of the Eiffel Tower.” Disneyland was an instant triumph. There were criticisms, especially about the overcrowding and the unfinished areas of the park, but in the parks first week it attracted 161,657 visitors, and by the end of the month it was attracting well over twenty thousand people a day, over half a million visitors in just four weeks of operation. In Disneyland’s first year it would attract 3.6 million people. By the end of its second year another 4 million people had visited. Visitor number 10 million would arrive after just two and half years of operation, by which time it exceeded the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone Park, and Yosemite as a tourist attraction. By 2018 750 million guests had experienced the nearly 100 attractions and entertainment offerings of Disneyland California. Walt’s gamble had paid off and the park was a huge success.

So much of what Walt did with Disneyland was ground breaking at the time. The concept of theming was new, as was Walt’s desire to constantly reinvest in his park. Research economist Harrison ‘Buzz” Price, who helped Walt find locations for his parks and was a trusted advisor of Walt’s remarked that “Walt said that his park was to be a work in progress. Unlike existing enterprises of this kind, it was never to be finished. This idea of constant reinvestment was a new concept. Walt recognised the fickleness of audiences and the challenge of always providing something new.” Imagineer John Hench, who worked on every Disney park from California to Hong Kong said that “when I am asked “what is our greatest achievement?” I answer, “Disneyland is our greatest achievement. Disneyland was first, and set the pattern for others to follow.” Disneyland has been an example for many enterprises in the entertainment industry, and its design principles have been embraced by other industries as well. The concept of “themed” environments, places designed so that every element contributes to telling a story, was very much developed and popularised by Walt and his Disneyland. Disneyland’s influence has been extraordinarily widespread, and can been seen today in many aspects of our daily experience, in shops and shopping malls, hotels, restaurants, museums, airports, offices, even people’s homes.” Walt also put enormous emphasis on quality, and he delivered a level and consistency of quality that was unseen up to that time. Walt held the rides and attractions to a very high standard. As a result, designing the rides and attractions is no easy task, as Bruce Johnson, a senior level mechanical engineer in robotics and advanced ride systems outlined, “the statistics are very much against us. Think about it. If there is a one in a million chance something will go wrong, and ten million guests ride our ride, then something will happen ten times. We can’t design to that one in a million. We have to design to one in hundreds of millions.” The park staff are also held to high standards and are referred to internally as “cast”, because they are part of the show and have to make sure that any interaction with the park guests contributes to them having a magically day. As Imagineer Marty Sklar put it, because Disneyland is an expensive day out, “every day is the only day many of our guests will ever visit one of our parks,” and as a result, it is not acceptable that any staff member have an off-day.

One of Walt’s favourite accolades about Disneyland was the speech delivered by developer James Rouse as the keynote speech for the 1963 Urban Design Conference at Harvard University. Rouse said, “I hold a view, that may be somewhat shocking to an audience as sophisticated as this: that the greatest piece of urban design in the United States today is Disneyland. If you think about Disneyland and think of its performance in relation to its purpose, its meaning to people, more than that, its meaning to the process of development, you will find it the outstanding piece of urban design in the United States. It took an area of activity, the amusement park, and lifted it to a standard so high in its performance, in its respect for people, in its functioning for people, that it really has become a brand new thing. It fulfils all the functions it set out to accomplish un-self-consciously, usefully, and profitably to its owners and developers. I find more to learn in the standards that have been set and in the goals that have been achieved in the development of Disneyland than in any other single piece of physical development in the country.”

Walt had overseen every aspect of Disneyland’s construction. Nearly every day during the parks construction Walt walked through the park with his notepad, writing down ideas for improvements and things he wanted to change. As Walt said, “my park will never be finished. It’s something I can keep developing and adding to. A movie is different. Once I’ve wrapped it up and have turned it over to Technicolor to be processed, I’m through with it.”

Just as Walt had proven himself a visionary in the field on animation, he again proved himself a visionary by elevating the humble amusement park into something entirely new, a theme park. After the park opened, Walt was there nearly every day, and often all night, staying in a small apartment above the fire station on Main Street U.S.A. Walt’s wife Lillian recalled that Walt “practically lived there.” It was not uncommon for park employees who arrived early in the morning before opening to see Walt strolling down Main Street U.S.A in his bathrobe with a cup of coffee. Disneyland was a critical and commercial success. But could Disney replicate that success, and more importantly, could they do it without Walt to guide them.

chapter two

Walt Disney World

Following the success of Disneyland, Walt and Roy started looking for a site on the East coast of the United States for another theme park. For all the success of Disneyland California with tourists in the Western states, it wasn’t attracting many tourists from the eastern U.S States. The only way to reach tourists in the East, was to build a theme park in the East. In early 1963, a small and discrete team was assembled to find thousands of acres on which to build a second park. Walt insisted on a much larger site than they had in California. Walt emphasised a larger site this time in order to control the surrounding area, so that what happened around the original Disneyland, a
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