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Dedicated to my friend and fellow Disney Historian Werner Weiss, a frequent traveler who over the years has shared with me more stories about different hotels where he stayed as well as insights into WDW resort hotels than I ever thought I wanted to know. 

It made me more observant and critical of WDW resort hotels and for that I thank him with this dedication.
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Introduction

This book is NOT a travel guide nor is it designed to help get discounts, pick the best room, select a good time of the year to book a vacation, review the restaurants, rate the swimming pools or anything else related to things that a good travel agent can help you accomplish.

There are plenty of travel guides and websites that can guide people in those matters as well as a plethora of travel consultants with more current information. This book is meant to be something different.

This book recounts some of the history and storytelling about the Walt Disney World Resort Hotels that is rarely if ever documented. In addition, this book is neither complete nor definitive but simply a compilation of some rarely known information about just some of the WDW resort hotels.

There are many, many more stories that need to be documented but this book is just a small sampling before some of this material gets lost as WDW constantly changes. A resort hotel traditionally meant a place where people could rest and reflect but Disney made its resort hotels a place of adventure that rivaled its theme parks in some cases.

I was hired by the Walt Disney World Travel Company one year to be the spokesman for their annual travel launch. Accompanied by a stage manager who made arrangements and set up the stage (that was flown to each location) in each convention room, I went to three different cities every week across the United States for ten weeks.

I gave a presentation with appropriate power point to hundreds of travel agents at each location about booking their clients for a WDW vacation in the coming year.

I told my friends that the schedule was so tight that I primarily just saw airports, the drive to and from the airport, hotels and convention rooms. Fortunately, in the limited remaining spare time I did get to spend a few hours of sightseeing in each city.

However, the majority of my time was spent in a wide variety of different hotel rooms and extolling to others about the many virtues of the resort hotels at Walt Disney World.

I also spent a day at the reservation call center in Orlando to get a sense of how people booked travel at WDW, the types of questions that were asked and the importance of up-selling within the limited time quota that was strictly monitored for each call.

The newest WDW resort to hype was Coronado Springs. Instead of discussing the story behind the resort, I had to concentrate on the different pricing levels of the rooms, the availability of the “largest ballroom in the southeastern United States” in the convention center and the various amenities.

To me and I guess a lot of others that was what a hotel was all about because after all one hotel was pretty much the same as any other hotel as I had personally discovered on my travels. The names and color schemes were different but basically they were all the same and offered exactly the same things.

It wasn’t until a few months later when I became an instructor for the Disney Adult Discoveries department that did property tours for guests and business groups that I learned that a WDW resort hotel was more than just one of those many other hotels I had experienced.

On some of those tours, guests would be taken briefly to a handful of different resorts like the Wilderness Lodge and the instructor would point out some of the details and how they were chosen to support a consistent theme of the resort.

That exposure inspired me to do further research on WDW resort hotels that could be incorporated into new tours. In the process, I got to talk to Imagineers and cast members who opened the resorts.

Over the decades, so much of that information has been forgotten even by the cast members working at the resort. I felt it was important to document what material I had gathered over the years that made WDW resort hotels distinctly different in hopes of enhancing the experience for some Disney fans.

Be my guest as I share some stories you may never have heard.

Jim Korkis
Disney Historian
2021


Walt Disney World Resort Hotels

While some guests consider the WDW resorts just a location to rest briefly during their extended trips to the parks, others realize that the resorts themselves offer the same attention to detail and Disney magic as the theme parks. Most of these resorts have “hidden treasures” that are sometimes overlooked by guests.

In 1969, Walt’s brother, Roy O. Disney addressed a group of developers in Orlando: “One thing I learned from the Disneyland project is to control the environment. Without that, we get blamed for things someone else does.

“Little hotels on the fringe of the park would jump their rates three times. I’ve seen it happen and I just can’t take it because it reflects on us. If they don’t run a good hotel operation for the Florida project, and those little honky-tonks come in there, we’re blamed.”

The Walt Disney Company never intended to get involved in operating hotels but in order to maintain the integrity of the overall project it had no other choice. After all, if the location was to be a vacation destination, there needed to be an option for guests to stay on property and that meant hotels. Even Walt Disney’s original plans for the Florida property included a massive thirty-story internationally-themed hotel right in the middle of Epcot.

One of the significant differences between WDW and Disneyland was that guests would stay for multiple days so it was necessary to offer outstanding accommodations especially since Orlando only had roughly 5,800 hotel and motel rooms and many of those left much to be desired.

TIME magazine in its October 18, 1971 issue published roughly two weeks after the opening of Walt Disney World stated, “But it is the hotels, shops, beaches and other recreational facilities at Disney World that really set the new complex apart from Disneyland and its imitators.

“Disneymen call their creation a ‘total destination resort’ – not just a stopover, in other words, but a place to spend a weekend or a week. The prices at Disney World seem reasonable enough. Hotels range from $22 to $40 for a room large enough for a family of four.

“Package plans include one that offers three days and two nights at a hotel, three free days in the amusement area, free transport and $18 worth of sailing, riding or others sports – all for $61.50 per person ($25 per child).”

At one point, Imagineer Claude Coats created concept art for an attraction that would have been placed between The Contemporary Resort and the back of Tomorrowland and utilize the water of nearby Bay Lake.

According to Imagineer Tony Baxter, Claude Coats always loved dinosaurs and helped design the ones for the 1964 New York World’s Fair and so guests would have been able by a twisting water ride to journey into the prehistoric past to confront life-sized dinosaurs.

The attraction was meant to connect the resort hotel directly with the park, a concept that came up several times during the design of WDW.

Roy O. Disney held discussions with executives of major hotel chains that had an interest on building hotels. Marriott and Western International (Westin Hotels & Resorts) were the front runners but Roy was troubled by the fact that all the chains wanted to operate them independently without Disney’s direct control.

Eventually Hotel Plaza Boulevard was done under that arrangement where Disney leased the grounds to the chains and the chains built the hotels and provided the management teams to operate them.

Preview Boulevard was the name of the street off of State Route 535 that housed the Preview Center before WDW opened to give people an idea of what the vacation destination was.

Once the Center closed when WDW opened, the street was renamed Hotel Plaza Boulevard and became the home to what would later be called WDW Good Neighbor hotels in mid-1972 including Royal Plaza, Howard Johnson’s TraveLodge and the Dutch Inn.

Over the decades these hotels would change ownership and name and new hotels would be built. A Walt Disney World Good Neighbor Hotel is required to meet certain criteria under Disney standards in order to ensure the highest standards of quality, comfort and service and must be updated regularly. Disney personally inspects to make sure these standards are maintained.

The rates are usually lower than the official WDW resort hotels. The Good Neighbor hotels have a special Disney concierge that can help guests purchase tickets, plan their park itinerary, and make reservations, as well as transportation to Disney property.

In 1991, Disney told travel agents that “seven individual hotels each operated by renowned hoteliers in the hospitality industry are conveniently located within walking distance of the Disney Village Marketplace and Pleasure Island. They are a short ride from Typhoon Lagoon, Disney MGM Studios Theme Park, Epcot Center and Magic Kingdom.

“Buena Vista Palace, Grosvenor Resort, The Hilton, Hotel Royal Plaza, Howard Johnson Resort Hotel and Travelodge Hotel. Guests at all seven hotels enjoy exclusive benefits including complimentary use of Walt Disney World transportation to the parks, advance dinner reservations at restaurants through the Walt Disney World Resort including Epcot Center restaurants, preferred status in booking tee times at Disney’s championship golf courses and other recreational activities, guaranteed admission to theme parks even on busiest days.”

Finally, Roy decided to engage with United States Steel and its newly formed USS Realty Development Division for building the Contemporary and the Polynesian Village resorts. That company entered into a partnership with the Walt Disney Company to form Walt Disney Hotel Company, a totally separate and distinct subsidiary of Walt Disney Productions.

United States Steel Realty Development was introducing its then new “unitized modular” form of construction. It went into the partnership with Disney because it realized that the much anticipated Walt Disney World would be the premier showcase for what they considered an innovative building technique and would spark others to want to use its services.

The company was also allowed to participate in the design and development as well as the actual construction. The design work was primarily done by WED Enterprises (Imagineering) and Welton Becket and Associates of Santa Monica, California.

The Contemporary was to serve as the flagship resort for the vacation destination and also provide convention and banquet facilities.

The preview publicity for the resort hotels in 1971 stated, “Conceived by WED Enterprises, the Disney design and Imagineering firm, and Welton Becket & Associates, architects, each hotel will be a complete major attraction itself, with its own recreation activities, entertainment, dining facilities, and resort atmosphere.

“Additionally, guests in any hotel will be able to enjoy the facilities of all others during their stay in the Vacation Kingdom. The hotels are called ‘theme resorts’ because everything from interior décor to employees’ costumes and dining rooms menus will carry out an overall theme. Unique swimming pools will meet the needs of every member of the family.”

The goal was not to make the resorts just a location distinct from traditional hotels but offer an immersive experience just like the Magic Kingdom itself.

Basically, the concept was that the resorts would be “much like a small city in that it provides service to our guests twenty-four hours a day” according to the training guides for cast members.

Roy became unhappy with the work being done by his new business partner. Inspections revealed that workers were spending their time playing cards, taking naps and stealing material even though they were well aware of the approaching deadline. In addition, phantom employees had been created so that on payday, some people would pick up these additional checks and cash them.

Roy came up with a bond issue that raised enough funds for Disney to purchase U.S. Steel’s interest in the project during construction and under the direction of Joe Fowler, Disney finished the work itself.

While Disney was known for its guest service, it had never operated a hotel. The Disneyland Hotel in Anaheim was owned and operated by Jack Wrather, a millionaire entrepreneur and television producer who was a friend of Walt Disney.

Wrather and his wife lived in Holmby Hills, like Walt Disney and his wife, and they became friends, especially since Wrather’s television shows were also running on ABC, like Walt’s weekly television series. That’s why Walt turned to the millionaire to ask him to build a hotel at the exit of Disneyland so that guests could stay in quality lodging.

Walt didn’t have the money to do so himself because all of his resources were invested in building Disneyland.

As Wrather recalled in an interview with the Orange Country Register newspaper in September 11, 1978:

“It was in 1954 when I got a call that Walt was putting in something very special out there in Anaheim and I was asked if I would be interested in building a hotel next to it. I had heard a little bit about the Disneyland plan but when they told me where it was being built, all I could exclaim was ‘Anaheim! Oh, God! Anaheim!’

“Then I asked them why they didn’t call Hilton or Sheraton since I wasn’t in the hotel business. They said they had called them but Hilton or Sheraton never heard of Anaheim and weren’t interested. If Walt hadn’t sunk everything he had into the park at that time, he would have built the hotel himself. I was a kid in Long Beach and we used to come up to Knott’s Berry Farm so I knew Anaheim well.”

Wrather also knew, like Walt, that Anaheim was primed for major expansion. Walt was so desperate to have a hotel nearby for guests to stay that he gave Wrather a 99-year lease on the land across from the park that Disney had purchased (at a rate of $2,000 a year for the length of the lease, plus 2% of the gross on the rentals) and the exclusive rights to use the “Disney” name for the hotel and any future hotels that Wrather might build in Southern California (at a rate of $25,000 per year) and Walt’s assurance that he would not build a hotel in competition.

Walt was so grateful that while he was alive, he rejected all suggestions to renegotiate the contract or try to get ownership of the Disneyland Hotel. When the monorail was extended to the Disneyland Hotel, it was done so at only a nominal leasing fee for the hotel station for Wrather.

Under CEO Michael Eisner’s leadership the Walt Disney Company purchased the Disneyland Hotel in 1988.

So when Roy decided that the Walt Disney Company would build and run the WDW resorts, it was necessary to find some way to train Disney cast members before the WDW resorts opened. Dick Milano, at that time the manager of Disneyland University, had a degree from a hotel management school.

Along with Van Arsdale France, the founder of Disney University, they created training programs that emphasized the Disney philosophy in dealing with guests mixed in with ideas from successful hotels to help train the staff of the Contemporary Resort and the Polynesian Village Resort.

In the October 15, 1972 issue of Institutions magazines (devoted to the hotel and food and beverage industries), Disney company management told the writer, “The hotels are running at close to 100% occupancy and turning down 1,000 reservation requests daily.

“The biggest difference between the pre-fabricated room at the two resorts other than theming is that bathrooms in the Contemporary have two sinks, a bath/shower combination and another shower. The Poly rooms have only one sink and a bath/shower, making the sleeping/living area slightly larger. Rooms in both hotels are furnished in similar manners

“Future hotels probably will not be this large, since most of top management agree that a hotel as large as the Contemporary is just not ‘right’ for Disney. It is too large to give guests the individual attention and service Disney people feel is necessary.”

Room rates varied including the fact that originally there were going to be four different seasons with different rate schedules for each season. Of course, the size of the room and the view added to the cost. However, there were various discounts including AAA, Magic Kingdom Club, Cast Member and more. In general, a guest would expect to pay somewhere between $22 -- $44 a night.

Before Walt Disney World opened in October 1971, the Orlando area offered only a total of about 5,800 hotel and motel rooms. By June 1972, that total had jumped to around 10,000 rooms with another 7,000 more rooms under construction.

During that first year of WDW operation, hotels and motels were booked solid with tourists sometimes being diverted to Tampa and Daytona Beach for lodging (and an additional hour’s drive back to Walt Disney World via hotel shuttle bus).

Financial challenges including the 1973 gas crisis prevented the Walt Disney Company from building more resorts for a decade because of the caution of then CEO Card Walker. Even though the existing Disney resorts were still filled to capacity, the opening of less expensive hotels along the border of WDW were cutting into the demand for more rooms.

However, with the commitment to build the Epcot Center theme park years later, it was clear that more hotels were a necessity to offer accommodations for the flood of guests expected to come. .

Partnering with the Tishman Corporation to build the Swan and Dolphin hotels helped minimize financial risk but CEO Michael Eisner wanted greater involvement and control. Eisner was appalled at the initial designs for two typical “refrigerator box” style hotels that would be placed near Hotel Plaza Boulevard.

“(While some in the Walt Disney Company advocated for that partnership), I was in another camp,” said Imagineer Wing Chao to writer Ryan March . “One that believed we weren’t simply growing our hotel business. We were growing our immersive entertainment business and nobody knew that business better than Disney.”

Eisner fought to bring in architect Michael Graves to do the design even though he had never been involved previously in designing a hotel. Graves insisted on orchestrating both the interior and the exterior of the hotels.

When the two resorts opened, architectural critics dubbed it “archiTORTURE” but Eisner was not dissuaded.

While planning for Euro Disneyland (now Disneyland Paris), Eisner heard that a small group of world famous architects known as the “Gang of Seven” were at a restaurant in Los Angeles having their traditional once-a-year dinner.

Eisner’s mind starting racing and he told Art Levitt who he had just hired as his administrative assistant to go down there and bring them back to Burbank immediately.

Whatever Levitt said was convincing enough that the architects left in the middle of their meal and drove to the Disney Studios in Burbank and met with Eisner in a conference room. Eisner had ordered copious portions of Chinese takeout food so they could finish their dinner as Eisner explained what the Walt Disney Company planned to do just outside Paris.

Eisner’s passion and vision engrossed the architects in the new project and brainstorming went on into the early hours. Eisner was now on a first name basis with the world’s greatest architects and the results would soon be seen on WDW property.

Disney executive Dick Nunis said, “When we were building the hotels, we spent more for name architects. Michael said that someday if we have every famous architect represented here, people will come from all over to see their work.”

Eisner’s contention was that any building on Disney property no matter how minor or mundane had the potential to be entertaining, educational or enlightening.

In his biography, Work In Progress, Eisner writes, “I was … exposed to art and architecture at an early age … When I went to Disney I decided we ought to try and build great, innovative buildings rather than conventional, mediocre ones …” Eisner decided that architecture is storytelling and Disney was a storytelling company.

Under his leadership, Eisner aggressively built dozens of new WDW resort hotels starting with the Grand Floridian Resort & Spa and the Caribbean Beach Resort.

Today, for a guest to stay one night in each of the WDW resort hotel rooms would take over seventy years. More than 700,000 square feet of ballroom, meeting and function space is available in five convention resorts throughout the Walt Disney World Resort.

As my friend and fellow Disney historian Werner Weiss wrote to me, “As we’ve talked about, there’s a big difference between resorts that are fully themed (making you feel you’re in another place and time), those that are more lightly themed (the moderates) those that are just decorated (the values), those that are products of their time, and those that are creative visions.

“I would call the Contemporary a creative vision (along with WDW Swan & Dolphin), but I would call Bay Lake Tower essentially a product of its time. I’m not sure where the Riviera fits into that structure (maybe lightly themed?).

“I would argue that a ‘themed’ room at Art of Animation is really a decorated room. You’re not staying in the worlds that Ariel or Lightning McQueen inhabit. You’re staying in a room (or suite) decorated with colors, characters, and art from popular movies.

“What’s so amazing about the best Disney resorts is that they feel absolutely real even when there’s nothing quite like them in the ‘real world’. There’s nothing quite like the Animal Kingdom Lodge in Africa, yet it transports you Africa.

“Each resort has its own history too. There is a lot of misinformation about their themes online. Even the Disney people who renovate them periodically with new decor sometimes fail to understand their themes.”

The addition of new WDW resort hotels continue with Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser that will offer a two-night immersive experience by 2022. Guests will board the Halcyon starcruiser to become part of their own Star Wars stories along with the ship’s crew, fellow passengers and iconic Star Wars characters.

They will explore the bridge and engineering room, test their lightsaber skills, unwind in the onboard lounge and venture off the ship for an excursion to Batuu’s Black Spire Outpost via their own exclusive entrance during time when the park is not open to park guests. The guests will have their own passenger cabin that can accommodate up to five people with a window “starport” into space. Rooms are designed with beds for adults and bunk beds for kids. The engineering room is designed as an interactive play area for kids.

Guests will be welcomed on the surface and ride a simulator style launch pod up to the ship. Once there, they will enter the atrium on the main deck of the Halcyon and get acclimated to the ship.

There will be activities and various role playing activities throughout the day. A guest might be asked to accept a mission from the Resistance and join in the action or be pressed into service to defend the ship from the forces of the First Order with lightsaber training available.

“It’s unlike anything that exists today,” said Bob Chapek, Chairman of Disney Parks and Resorts. “From the second you arrive, you will become a part of a Star Wars story! You’ll immediately become a citizen of the galaxy and experience all that entails, including dressing up in the proper attire.

“Once you leave Earth, you will discover a starship alive with characters, stories, and adventures that unfold all around you. It is 100% immersive, and the story will touch every single minute of your day, and it will culminate in a unique journey for every person who visits.”

The Walt Disney World Resorts

Deluxe


		The Contemporary (1971)

		Polynesian Village Resort (1971)

		Grand Floridian Resort & Spa (1988)

		Yacht Club (1990)

		Beach Club (1990)

		Wilderness Lodge (1994)

		Boardwalk Inn (1996)

		Animal Kingdom Lodge (2001)

		Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser (2022)



Moderate


		Caribbean Beach (1988)

		Port Orleans: French Quarter (1991)

		Port Orleans: Riverside (1992) formerly Dixie Landings

		Coronado Springs (1997)



Value


		All-Star Sports (1994)

		All-Star Music (1994)

		All-Star Movies (1999)

		Pop Century (2003)

		Art of Animation (2012)



Other


		Fort Wilderness Resort and Campground (1971)

		Golf Resort (1973)

		Disney Inn (1986)

		Shades of Green (1994)

		Walt Disney World Swan (1990) owned by the Tishman Hotel Corporation but operated by Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwilde under the Westin Hotels brand.

		Walt Disney World Dolphin (1990) owned by the Tishman Hotel Corporation but operated by Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwilde under the Sheraton Hotels brand.



DVC Resorts

Disney Vacation Club (DVC) is a type of timeshare program that Disney describes as a “vacation ownership program” where members use an allotment of Vacation Points to schedule reservations at any DVC resort available. It all began in 1991.

In addition to the sites at Walt Disney World, DVC has locations at The Villas at Disney’s Grand Californian Hotel & Spa (Anaheim, California), Disney’s Hilton Head Island Resort (Hilton Head Island, South Carolina), Disney’s Vero Beach Resort (Vero Beach, Florida) and Aulani Disney Vacation Club Villas (Ko Olina, Hawaii.)

In December 2004, Bob Iger who at the time was President and Chief Operating Officer of the Walt Disney Company told the cast at a town hall meeting at Disney’s Coronado Springs Resort, “The Disney Vacation Club is a tremendous business. We have some DVC units off property, but by and large, if we’re going to invest money in that direction, we’re better off building more DVC units at the Walt Disney World Resort because our overall strategy here as a business is to extend stays and increase repeat visitation.”


		Disney’s Old Key West Resort (1991)

		Disney’s Boardwalk Villas Resort (1996)

		Boulder Ridge Villas (Wilderness Lodge) (2000)

		Disney’s Beach Club Villas (2002)

		Saratoga Springs Resort & Spa (2004)

		Animal Kingdom Lodge Villas (Jambo House and Kidani Village) (2007)

		Bay Lake Tower (Contemporary Resort) (2009)

		Grand Floridian Resort & Spa Villas (2013)

		Disney’s Polynesian Villas & Bungalows ( 2015)

		Copper Creek Villas and Cabins (Wilderness Lodge) (2017)

		Disney’s Riviera Resort ( 2019)

		Reflections: A Disney Lakeside Lodge (2022)



Hilton Inn South

May 1970

Walt Disney’s father Elias married Flora Call on January 1, 1888, in Kismet, Florida, roughly fifty miles from the land on which Walt Disney World would eventually be built. He was twenty-eight years old and she was nineteen.

That same year, he took a job as the manager of the Hallifax Hotel in Daytona Beach. The hotel was very successful during the summer months when tourists who were visiting to frolic on the beach needed a place to stay.

However, once fall arrived, attendance dropped off significantly and Elias could not make a living especially with the birth of their first son Herbert. That hotel no longer exists although there is still a Hallifax Avenue where the Hallifax Hotel once stood.

Elias worked briefly as a mailman in Kissimmee and finally bought a small orange grove but a frost destroyed his entire crop and he was stricken with malaria.

The Disney family relocated to Chicago because Elias’ younger brother, Robert had moved there in 1889 and built a hotel in anticipation of the upcoming Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. It was named the World’s Columbian Exposition, to commemorate Christopher Columbus’ discovery of America 400 years earlier.

Elias hoped to find work as a carpenter building pavilions for the fair since construction would begin early in 1891. He did and was paid a dollar a day, seven days a week. After the fair opened, he found work as a building contractor thanks to that credit on his resume.

So both Walt’s father and uncle were involved with running hotels before Walt was even born in 1901. However, the Walt Disney Company was involved in operating a hotel in Central Florida before Walt Disney World was built.

Orlando attorney Finley Hamilton dabbled in real estate. He paid attention when in 1965 Walt Disney announced he was building an amusement enterprise. He purchased ten acres of palmetto-covered scrub in April 1968 for $90,000. People thought he was crazy because it was quite literally in the middle of nowhere and only accessible by a dirt road.

“They called it ‘Finley’s Folly,’ everyone, all my friends,” Hamilton said. “They said it was in the boondocks.”

Finley thought tourists heading to Walt Disney World would see his hotel, exit on Sand Lake Road and head north on his new paved road. He was right. When WDW opened, it was the only hotel between Orlando and Walt Disney World property.

“It turned out to be highly successful. I made a lucky guess. That’s what it amounts to,” said Hamilton who died in 2012 at the age of 89 from complications of pneumonia.

“He quite enjoyed swimming against the current,” said his first wife Virginia “He was extremely intelligent and analytical. He also possessed tremendous foresight.”

A 1949 graduate of Stetson Law School, Hamilton opened a law practice in Orlando but saw a brighter future in construction, land development and the hospitality industry. He served as president of the Young Democrats of Orange County and of the Florida Hotel and Motel Associations. In the early days of tourism, his properties offered more than 1,000 hotel rooms.

His second wife Susan recalled he had a collection of silly hats he wore for fun including one with a lobster on top. “He just had a flair about him,” she said. “He was a little outrageous, but also the most generous, kindhearted man I’ve ever known.”

Hamilton had previously opened a Hilton Inn on West Colonial Drive making him just the second franchisee of the prestigious Hilton chain. It was so successful that he earned enough to afford a Cadillac limousine and a chauffeur.

He called his new hotel The Hilton Inn South and it opened in 1968.

Three months later, Hamilton and his partner, Jack Zimmer, bought about 29 more acres for $10,000 an acre. They soon resold the land as hotel sites for up to $200,000 an acre. There were eleven hotels with 3,900 rooms along International Drive by 1973.

The two story, horseshoe shaped Hilton Inn South had 140 guest rooms and a covered pool as well as several meeting rooms.

Because it was so near Disney property, the Walt Disney Company offered to manage it for Hamilton for sixteen months until Walt Disney World opened so they could train their staff for the Contemporary and the Polynesian Village resorts specifically.

Hamilton and his partner paved the nearby dirt road. Hamilton wanted to call it “Hamilton Drive” but there was another street by that name in Orlando already so he had to settle for “International Drive”.

“I came up with International Drive because it sounded big and important,” said Hamilton.

Hamilton and his partner Jack Zimmer later sold plots they initially bought surrounding International Drive at $10,000 an acre for $100,000 to $200,000 an acre.

There was no overall plan for the property and they sold whatever size parcels buyers wanted to purchase which accounts for the chaotic nature of the area today.

When the Disney Company determined they would run the WDW resort hotels themselves, Disney executive John Curry was put in charge and he hired about a half dozen managers from Western Internationall who were originally going to run the Polynesian. Marriot would have originally handled the Contemporary.

Curry was personally hired by Walt Disney in August 1966 to oversee the hotel division.

Born in Yosemite National Park at Camp Baldy, which was one of a number of park properties his parents operated, Curry grew up helping run the operations after his father died at an early age.

The family’s company was Amfac, the successor to the Fred Harvey Company. Disney met Curry in the 1960s at Yosemite, where Disney was scouting opportunities to build a Mineral King hotel and ski park.

Curry later left Orlando in 1972 for Hilton Head, South Carolina, and soon became president of his own condominium-development-consulting firm.

Harris Rosen who would later go on to become a huge hotel owner in Orlando was then working for Disney as an administrator of hotel planning. One of his responsibilities was to mock up full size models for the front desks of the Contemporary and Polynesian to trouble shoot any problems like the width of the counter.

Dan Darrow was brought in from the Sheraton as General Manager. Bill “Sully” Sullivan who had worked at Disneyland since 1955 and assistant managed the It’s A Small World attraction at the 1964-65 New York World’s Fair was the assistant manager brought in to teach the proper Disney way of doing things to the hotel people.

As Sully told me in a 2007 interview, “I came out in 1969. John Curry was the hotel director at that time. His family ran the hotels in Yosemite and they were very guest-oriented as we were. That was an easy mix.

“We had leased the Hilton Inn South. It was 110 rooms down here. It was a new hotel, the only hotel on International Drive at the time. We went down and we staffed it and we hired people to run it and all that good stuff.

“I didn’t have any hotel experience. None at all. But they didn’t have any Disney experience and my job was to teach them how Disney did it.

“We taught them about training. We taught them about working with people. We taught them about scheduling. Just mostly about how we wanted our guests treated.

“The only one that was a minor problem was the guy that was made the general manager, Dan Darrow was an old-time hotelier and we just had to teach him the Disney way. Dan eventually accepted it and learned it and did quite a good job.

“We wanted to see what was available like laundries and what food was available and employees that were available. We did all that and it proved to be very beneficial for us because we learned where we could buy good meats and where we could buy good vegetables and stuff like that for the hotels. We, of course, did our own laundries, but we hired some great people.”

Although it had been operating since 1968, The Hilton Inn South opened May 1970 under Disney management and was the location where Disney executives stayed, as well as Disney transfers who had not found a permanent home yet.

It was also open to the general public but the standards were extremely high because Roy O. Disney himself and other top Disney executives visited frequently and did not hesitate to comment on flaws in service and accomodations. The staff for the resorts was being trained to serve as if everyone staying there was a V.I.P. It was a hospitality training laboratory.

As Orlando Magazine writer Edward Prizer later wrote, “The Hilton South was not only a training ground for Disney hotel employees but a social headquarters in Florida for the whole Disney organization. Never was an inn so lavishly staffed nor so meticulously run.

“Gary Reich, one time White House chef, went to work with a team of sub-chefs in a gleaming new kitchens on the dishes that would be served at the World. For $3.50 you could partake in the candlelit dining room of a buffet that would have done credit to a transatlantic liner.

“The first time we ordered a steak here, we asked for knives. ‘You don’t need them,’ the waitress said. And so right she was. Never had such steaks been served in Central Florida.

“Those were exciting nights at the Hilton South. After an arduous day at the project, the tanned young Californians flocked in and jammed the lounge. Frequently, we joined them and sat under a cypress mural listening to the ragtime of Jim and Marthat Hession…the folk-rock of Don and Sam…the jazz of Norm Schooping. A moveable feast --- fondly remembered forever.”

Contemporary Resort chef Joe Mannke and Polynesian Village chef Garry Reich (the personal chef of President Lyndon Johnson) used the kitchen to develop their distinctive menus.

Oddly even though he was an attorney, Hamilton was so excited to be working with the Disney Company that the running of the Hilton Inn South was just a “handshake” deal. No formal lease contracts have ever been located.

Hamilton claimed in a letter to Disney President Donn Tatum that he suffered an estimated loss of over $50,000 in revenue during the time Disney managed the hotel. Among other things, Hamilton’s Hilton Inn South staff was also servicing the five Bay Hill houses that Disney owned especially for parties.

In addition some Disney executives ran up tabs but never paid them, perhaps assuming the company would take care of the bill.

Hamilton never collected nor sued because he felt that Disney would be a great source of future business and he was in the process of building yet another hotel. In addition, Disney personnel stayed on to help manage and train new employees for several months after WDW opened.

The Hilton Inn South no longer exists but it was originally in the same general area as the big McDonald’s and entrance to Quality Inn on Sand Lake Road is today.

Disney Archivist Dave Smith recalled to me, “To train the cast members who were going to manage our hotels, we leased the Hilton Inn South, on International Drive near Sand Lake Road. At least I assume it was a lease--I have never seen the actual documents. I stayed there on my first trip to Orlando, in June, 1971. They put up most of the traveling Disney executives there, but, of course, at that time there were few other choices nearby.”

WDW Publicist Charlie Ridgway told me that for the opening of Walt Disney World, “I was staying at the Hilton Inn South on Sand Lake Road. The Disney Company had leased the place to train cast members that were going to work at the Contemporary and the Polynesian and that’s where they put up the Disney executives.

“I was going to wake up at 5:00 so that I would have plenty of time to be there (at WDW on the morning of October 1, 1971) before the media got to the Polynesian. I overslept.

“I woke up about ten minutes before 6:00am. I also had to check out that day so I was rushing to get dressed and pack. As I rushed through the lobby I literally threw my room keys 60 feet to the desk and gave them a piece of my mind for not waking me up on time. I didn’t properly check out and they still send me a bill to this day.”

While on his trips to Orlando, Roy O. Disney initially stayed at the Hilton Inn South but he and his wife later spent most of their time in a cottage at Bay Hill that the Walt Disney Company built for him.

Recreacres Incorporated was formed around 1968 to help The Walt Disney Company buy property for the Walt Disney World Resort. Disney built five virtually identical two-bedroom, two-bath ranch-style homes in a cul-du-sac on Lake Tibet at Tibet Bay Drive.

Roy and Joe Fowler’s homes were 1,490 square feet each while the other three homes were 1,252 square feet. Both of their homes were the only ones to share a large common driveway as well and their professional relationship and constant interaction developed into a close friendship.

Roy and his wife Edna’s home was at 8922 Tibet Bay Drive and Joe and his wife Marguerite’s home was next door at 8928 Tibet Bay Drive. The other houses were at 8910, 8916 and 8934.

These houses were used by Card Walker, Donn Tatum and other Disney executives when they visited from California.

Roy would occasionally host backyard barbeques for Disney executives to improve morale and reward them for their hard work. The chefs, maids and other support staff for the Bay Hill homes were borrowed from the Hilton Inn South.

On October 31, 2001, the Walt Disney Hospitality Recreation Corporation sold all five homes to TBHC Inc., a holding company for the Arnold Palmer Bay Hill Country Club and Lodge.

Two other Central Florida hotels are significant in Walt Disney World history.

The official confirmation to the press that the Walt Disney Company was building something in Central Florida came on November 15, 1965 at 2 p.m. in the Egyptian Room of the Cherry Plaza Hotel in Orlando, Florida, with Walt Disney, his brother Roy, and Governor Burns in attendance.

By 8:30 am on April 30, 1969, the parking lot at the luxurious new high-rise Ramada Inn on Highway 50 in Ocoee, Florida, was already filled with cars. News media from all over the world mixed with prominent Florida officials and corporate executives waited for the big event of the Disney Company revealing exactly what was to be built in Florida and when.

The Walt Disney Company had rented out the entire Ramada Inn, not just a conference room or two. They set up a big circus tent outside filled with models and artist renderings of Walt Disney World for a three-day event to reveal the plans for the Florida property.

Ten female Guest Relations hostesses had been flown in from Disneyland to serve as guides. They stayed in the hotel for two weeks.

“My first time in Florida was here to help with the unveiling of models and plans for Walt Disney World Phase One to an audience of over 350 out-of-state editors and reporters plus local press and dignitaries,” Walt Disney World Publicist Charlie Ridgway told me in an interview. Roy O. Disney spoke to the group and showed a special seventeen minute film of the plans for the property.

The Contemporary

October 1971

The Contemporary Resort is both an architectural and artistic marvel standing approximately 150 feet high. Its unique fourteen story triangular, A-frame shape became a dynamic icon of the WDW resort with the futuristic-looking monorail amazingly zipping through its atrium core.

The exterior retro-futuristic design was inspired in part by a building in Walt’s model of Progress City for Epcot that would have been a shopping center between the center of the city and the green belt.

Early pre-opening postcards in spring 1971 featuring concept art of the resort hotel stated “Tempo Bay – the world’s most contemporary resort hotel…guest journey by monorail over the ‘Highway in the Sky’ for a spectacular tour of the Vacation Kingdom.”

While some assumed the name was changed to the Contemporary because Tempo Bay sounded too similar to Tampa Bay, it was actually that Roy Disney preferred the original placeholder name for the resort. It was the name that had been used to identify it during planning and construction but Imagineers always hoped to come up with a more striking, modernistic name.

Roy felt calling it The Contemporary Resort was simple and captured the feeling of it being a modernistic location. He felt that








































































































































































































































































































































































		Billy Bones’s Dilemma: Captain Flint’s first mate falls prey to the perils of the open sea.

		The Blockhouse: Site of the battle for the treasure map. “Though fully armed... we were still out-numbered by Long John Silver’s buccaneers!”

		Spy Glass Hill: A fantastic group of rocks in the heart of the island. In this primeval playground, you’ll discover the secrets of this treasure isle!

		Ben Gunn’s Cave: As mysterious as the strange hermit himself. Its exact location is unknown even today... but we know it’s someplace on the island!

		Wreck of the Hispaniola: This seagoing vessel led by Captain Smollet, once anchored here in search of buried treasure... only to be overtaken by her mutinous crew, headed by the self-appointed captain, Long John Silver! She was later run ashore by the brave young Jim Hawkins... never to sail again!



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































		Animation (Animation Sampler, Animated Beginnings, Voices of Disney, Classical Animation, Computer Animation, Clay Animation)

		Culinary Arts (Taste of the World, Wine, Wonders and Song, Healthy Cooking, Romantic Dinners, Culinary Technique, Studio Bakery, Celebrations)

		Home, Garden & Great Outdoors (Painting Illusions, Disney Architecture, Canoe Adventure, Traveling Gardener, Topiary Creations – one of THE most popular classes where people made a small Mickey Mouse topiary, Gifts from Your Garden, Container Gardener)

		Communication Arts & Entertainment (Edit Workshop, Outdoor Photography, TimeQuest, DNN Studio Production, Exploring Photojournalism, Computers: Internet, Digital Imaging, DNN Field Production, Candid Portrait Photography, DI Deejay for Youth, Computers: Desktop Publishing, DI Deejay)

		Camp Disney (Youth 10 years old and older) (Show Biz Magic, Swamp Stomp, The Funny Papers—Cartooning, Art Magic, Broadway Bound, Wildlife Adventure, Youth Rock Climbing, Discovery Island Explorers, Disney Island Kid Venture, Tiles, Temples and Treasure, Stealing the Show, Face Magic!, DI Art Lab, Disney’s Orient Express, Art Surround)

		Sports & Fitness (Aerobics, Golf: The Game, Tennis: High Tech, Dance! Dance! Dance!, Golf: In Depth, Rise & Shine: Walk, Tennis: On the Attack, Tennis Aerobics, Rock Climbing: First Steps, Strength Training & Toning, Rock Climbing: Hang Time, Tennis: Stay in the Pt., Relaxation Techniques, Self-Defense, Water Exercise, Stretching, Tennis Clinic)
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