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Introduction

A Monorail Ride: The Journey Begins

The sleek shimmering train slides to a stop under the fluorescent illumination of the station and the doors open, inviting you to come inside. Without hesitation you do and as you nestle into the seat, the ding of a bell notifies you the doors are about to click shut. A slight shudder, almost undetectable, ripples along the 203-foot Mark VI monorail. Seated inside you don’t realize that your ride vehicle is being driven by eight 113 horse-power motors powered by a 600-volt electrical system, surging through a bus-bar mounted to the side of the concrete beam upon which the monorail car sits snuggly atop. Instead, you are sense the beginning of a journey that is about to unfold as you make the trip from the Walt Disney World Ticket and Transportation Center to Epcot.

Immediately leaving the station you are pushed into the darkness of the Florida night and you begin to travel through undeveloped portions of the Walt Disney World Resort. These shadowy images are highlighted by glimpses of familiar sights and landmarks that burst through the gloom with magical displays of light, but then quickly recede into the inky blackness of the nocturnal passage toward your destination. You wait for the usual automated narration to provide general information about your trip to Epcot. Over the four miles of your journey, you will be welcomed, told about what is happening at Epcot, and how long the monorails will be running on this particular night.

Ah, but this is not your usual visit to Walt Disney World. As you have opened the pages of this book, I don’t know what you expected, so perhaps on our ride over to the resort this would be a good time to explain a few things. We are going to visit Epcot. This is a trip that, as you cross over the text and turn to the next page, will be fun and loaded with information. Together we are going on a tour, but not the usual tour. While there will be sights and sounds that jump off the page and come alive through the written word, we are also seeking something else, something far more important and perhaps life-changing.

In the adventure to be found in these pages we are also looking for a code, the Disney Code—lessons about living life, navigating relationships, leading others, and doing so in a way that changes the places and people you meet. The Disney Code will help to unleash the best version of you and will challenge you to leave the people you meet and the places you go better because you were there. Now you may be asking, apropos of Pirates of the Caribbean, “Is it a real code or is it more like a guideline?” But that’s a reference to a film based on an attraction in the Magic Kingdom, and we are not headed there. We are headed to Epcot, and these are not guidelines: they really are a code, though a non-binding code that you must choose to follow. (And I hope you will!)

How will we find this code? Well, that will become clearer as we arrive, but the code that we are going to discover is one that was created and modeled by Walt Disney himself. As I mentioned above, this is not your usual visit to Epcot. So, on this night, on this trip, it finally dawns on you that you are the only person aboard the monorail—which is extremely unusual because there are always crowds. But I suppose I should mention that for the next twenty chapters you have a private, exclusive, behind-the-scenes tour booked through Epcot. There will be no lines, no need for FastPass+, and plenty to take in.

Suddenly a voice comes on over the speakers inside the monorail and you recognize it as that of Walt Disney:

Welcome! I want to say just a word about the Florida project.

As you can see, we have a perfect location in Florida, almost in the very center of the state. In fact, we’ve selected this site because it’s so easy for tourists and Florida residents to get here by automobile.

Our Florida land is located partly in Orange County and Osceola County between the cities of Orlando and Kissimmee. And the important thing is that Disney World is located just a few miles from the crossing point of Interstate 4 and the Sunshine State Parkway, Florida’s major highways carrying motorists east and west and north and south through the center of the state.

The sketches and plans we have made are simply a starting point: Everything may change time and time again as we move ahead, but the basic philosophy of what we’re planning for Disney World is going to remain very much as it is right now.

We know what our goals are. We know what we hope to accomplish. And believe me, it’s the most exciting and challenging assignment we’ve ever tackled at Walt Disney Productions.

The theme parks and all the other tourist facilities fill just one small area of our enormous Florida project. The whole area encompasses 27,400 acres. That is forty-three square miles: twice the size of the island of Manhattan. Here in Florida we have something special we never enjoyed at Disneyland: the blessing of size. There’s enough land here to hold all the ideas and plans we could possibly imagine.

But the most exciting, by far the most important part of our Florida project—in fact, the heart of everything we’ll be doing in Disney World—will be our experimental prototype city of tomorrow. We call it EPCOT spelled E-P-C-O-T: Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow.

EPCOT will take its cue from the new ideas and new technologies that are now emerging from the creative centers of American industry. It will be a community of tomorrow that will never be completed, but will always be introducing, and testing, and demonstrating new materials and new systems. And EPCOT will always be a showcase to the world of the ingenuity and imagination of American free enterprise.

I don’t believe there is a challenge anywhere in the world that’s more important to people everywhere than finding solutions to the problems of our cities.

But where do we begin? How do we start answering this great challenge? Well, we’re convinced we must start with the public need. And the need is not just for curing the old ills of old cities. We think the need is for starting from scratch on virgin land and building a special kind of new community. So that’s what EPCOT is: an experimental prototype community that will always be in the state of becoming. It will never cease to be a living blueprint of the future where people actually live a life they can’t find anyplace else in the world.

Everything in EPCOT will be dedicated to the happiness of the people who live, work, and play here, and those who come here from around the world to visit our living showcase.

We don’t presume to know all the answers. In fact, we’re counting on the cooperation of American industry to provide their very best thinking during the planning and the creation of our Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow. And most important of all, when EPCOT has become a reality and we find the need for technologies that don’t even exist today, it’s our hope that EPCOT will stimulate American industry to develop new solutions that will meet the needs of people expressed right here in this experimental community.

Remember, though, as I said earlier, this is just the beginning! With that thought in mind, let’s have a look.

You are probably enough of a student of the life and times of Walt Disney to know that Walt never lived long enough to see his original vision of Epcot come into existence. I think it is important to note that there have been volumes of historians, commentators, and opinion drivers who have connected the dots about what Epcot was intended to be—but is not. They make some very valid points and provide some interesting things to ponder over what might have been. But this is not a trip into the past of what Epcot is not, but instead a journey into the future about what Epcot is and inspires us to be. And in moving forward we will find that many of the ideas and philosophies of Walt Disney helped to shape and mold what Epcot has become.

As you approach Epcot, the monorail line cuts through the parking lot. The signs designating the named parking areas zoom past your line of vision. Discover—Create—Journey—Amaze are not merely places to park your automobiles, they are invitations to what you will find on this trip. If you could see beyond, there are additional invitations that dot the massive asphalt landscape: Imagine—Explore—Wonder, each giving you a preview of why a trip to Epcot is unique and unlike any other place you could ever travel. Epcot is a world that Walt himself could see and wanted desperately to create.

The monorail streaks over the ticket center as Spaceship Earth, the symbol and centerpiece of Epcot, is illuminated in the nighttime sky in front of you. But then with a quick turn of the track, you travel inside the theme park, previewing that which awaits us on our trip together. The track winds counter-clockwise past the Universe of Energy, Mission Space, and Test Track before giving you an amazing view of the World Showcase in the distance. Journey into Imagination, The Land, and The Seas all can be seen before the monorail arrives at the station for you to disembark. You feel the monorail begin to slow and as it does, once again you hear the voice of Walt Disney:

That’s the starting point for our Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow. A project like this is so vast in scope that no one company alone could make it a reality. But if we can bring together the technical know-how of American industry and the creative imagination of the Disney organization, I’m confident we can create—right here in Disney World—a showcase to the world of the American free-enterprise system. I believe we can build a community that more people will talk about and come to look at than any other area in the world. And with your cooperation, I’m sure that the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow can influence the future of city living for generations to come. It’s an exciting challenge; a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for everyone who participates. Speaking for myself and the entire Disney organization, we’re ready to go right now!

The monorail comes to a halt, the doors open and wait for you to step into the future. Before you do, you must realize that Epcot is the embodiment of Walt Disney’s vision, his last and perhaps his greatest dream of all. As a dreamer and a doer, his life was one of optimism that the world could be a better place as people developed new ideas. The two sections of Epcot—Future World and the World Showcase—are living, breathing examples of what Walt believed to be essential: that at the heart of the ideas, people formed the core of where they would come from. People working and living together would generate the ideas that would shape the future and they would move into that future together.

It is time to get moving on our tour. I trust you will enjoy it. There will be tidbits of history, lots of hidden surprises, usually unseen details about the attractions and of course…the Disney Code. As we think about how Walt faced life and the future, we will see many of those ideas and concepts carefully tucked within Epcot. Some are hidden and waiting to be discovered like a treasure. Others are much more obvious and because they are so easy to see, they can also be easily missed. Each attraction contains a special marker that when collected and pieced together, completes a puzzle that reveals a way to live that can make us successful in every area of our lives. These are not collectibles that can be picked up in a gift shop; they are found in the details, stories, and history of what we are going to experience. But make no mistake about it, they are extremely valuable and very rare because most people never discover them. Hopefully, the Disney Code will inspire you to live a life with the same intensity and passion that guided Walt Disney and motivate you to see how your life can touch and change the world.

The journey begins—the future awaits.


chapter one

Follow the Line from the Past into the Future

Spaceship Earth (Future World)

Looking up as you step into Epcot gives you a breathtaking view of one of the most unique architectural monuments in all of the world. The geodesic sphere of Spaceship Earth looms in front of you. Lights glinting across the silver metallic panels reflect a glimpse of the future that compels you to move toward it. Each footstep brings you closer to this massive eighteen-story-tall creation which dominates the resort skyline and serves as the iconic symbol of the park.

The numbers are staggering and impressive. Twenty-six months of construction and nearly forty-one thousand hours of labor went into the building of the alucobond covered, one-hundred-and-eight-foot-tall landmark. It weighs 16 million pounds. As you read that number it sounds like a lot, and it is; to put it in perspective, that is more than three times the weight of the Space Shuttle when it was fully fueled and ready for launch. The outer “skin” of Spaceship Earth is made up of 11,324 aluminum and plastic-alloy triangles. The way it is designed ensures that Florida rainwater never falls off the sphere. Instead, it is absorbed into engineered canals and funneled away.

The term “Spaceship Earth” was first used by visionary designer and architect Buckminster Fuller. He was the primary creator of geodesic domes and his initial work and concepts became the starting place for Disney Imagineers. He wrote that the people of this planet could best understand their roles as crew members, banded together on a cosmic voyage, with a shared destiny moving toward a common future. Those thoughts were published in 1969 with the title Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth.

The ideas in Fuller’s work as they related to concepts of being responsible with resources, how to create new ways of sustainable living, and innovative design, lined up in many ways with Walt Disney’s earliest thoughts and dreams of what a “Progress City” and a world of the future might look like. Many of those concepts expanded Walt’s thinking and became foundational for much of the area of Epcot we know today as Future World. No other name than “Spaceship Earth” would do for this featured attraction and the centerpiece of what the world of the future might look like.

Spaceship Earth is actually a sphere within a sphere. As you might imagine, the serpentine ride system along with the shape of the building created great difficulties in designing practical and uncomplicated backstage areas. This hidden network of darkened backstage corridors is so confusing that maintenance workers, from time to time, will draw pencil lines along the walls so they can navigate through backstage and successfully return to where they started.

The attraction itself is a journey through time. Guests ride through the prehistoric era, past cavemen who learn the art of drawing on cave walls, and then eventually see the painting of the roof of the Sistine Chapel, along with the development of Guttenberg’s printing press. Those paying close attention begin to see how information was shared and how each new era offered breakthroughs in how people recorded, learned, and then transmitted knowledge to others. Done with the usual Disney style and attention to detail, we are traveling through history in a way that engages the guest and blends education and entertainment into a seamless trip that inspires and ignites the imagination.

Of course, taking a slow ride through history that highlights the innovation and emerging technologies doesn’t slow down long enough to clue us into the difficulties that each phase of history brought with it. Instead, it is easy to lose ourselves as we ride the time machine vehicles, equipped with a personal interactive screen where riders can choose their own vision of the future at the end of the ride, through the highlights of creativity and connection. But to those who recognize what they are seeing, they understand that just as the attraction is a unique breakthrough and a marvel of engineering and difficult workmanship, so is living history. At every intersection between the past and future, new problems emerged and those problems had to be faced, understood, and tackled with a desire to move beyond them.

Are you familiar with Walt Disney’s Rorex Tunnel?

It is not surprising if you aren’t, but the tunnel and its creation are interesting chapters in Walt’s life. The story unfolds at the Disney home in Holmby Hills. Walt’s interest in railroading had led to the creation of the Carolwood Pacific, a one-eighth scale train designed to run around the Disney home along 2,615 feet of track, with enough switching options to enable Walt to travel nearly a mile without running on the same track in the same direction.

The first circuit around the Carolwood property took place on May 7, 1951. As the plans for this extensive personal railway were being developed, Walt’s wife, Lillian, noticed that the train was going to run right through her new flower bed, which had been designed by Disney horticulturist Bill Evans. She approached her husband about this and was not at all pleased. Walt knew he had to come up with a solution to the problem. Unleashing his creative imagination, it didn’t take him long to land on an answer. He would simply dig a tunnel and go underneath the flower bed.

It was then that Walt placed a call to Spencer Olin, an attorney under contract with the Disney studio, to create a legal agreement between Walt Disney as the owner and operator of the Carolwood Pacific and the rest of the Disney family to secure the rights to dig and tunnel beneath the flower beds. The attorney counseled Walt that this really wasn’t necessary, since after all, Walt was one of the owners of the property. The legal agreement was not needed.

Walt replied:

Lilly has made up her mind that I shouldn’t run right through the middle of her garden. She wanted to have a large window put in so her friends can look out at her flowers while they are playing canasta. I just want the right to run my railroad.

The attorney drew up the requested agreement.

Now with all of the agreements in place, let’s return to the tunnel. As you might imagine, this was not just going to be any tunnel. Walt always had a flair for the creative and wanted to create a moment for his passengers, and of course, himself.

Walt’s plan was to create a 90-foot tunnel with a slight S-curve in the middle. As riders enter the tunnel they would not immediately be able to see the exit. As they went deeper into the tunnel, they would be plunged into total darkness. Even in those early days, Walt was always figuring out a way to “plus” the experience. A foreman on the project approached Walt and suggested it would be cheaper if they made the tunnel straight. (Not to mention it also would be easier to build.)

This angered Walt and he snapped back, “It’s cheaper not to do it all.”

In the end, Walt got the tunnel installed, just the way he had envisioned it.

The Carolwood Pacific Railroad introduced Walt to the notion of creating an attraction, an outdoor entertainment event. Eventually, with the creation of Disneyland, Walt would get a full-sized train that he could run after hours at the theme park. The start of thinking through how that might work and what that might look like happened in his very own backyard.

The tunnel that formed an S-curve below Lillian’s flower bed was officially named the Rorex Tunnel. The reason for the name was the construction supervisor. As Walt was chatting about what to do and discussing possibilities, the original idea that the problem could be tackled in this way was suggested by Jack Rorex. As a result, Walt remembered the conversation and the tunnel was named after the man who sparked Walt’s imagination.

When faced with the problem of upsetting his wife and destroying all the work that had gone into her flower beds, it would have been easy to decide that there was no way to fix or conquer the problem. The solution, however, was done with a great deal of thought and detail, a lawyer was hired to make sure the agreement was just right, and although done with a lot of fun and tongue-in-cheek, the tunnel ended up being a bit of an engineering masterpiece. The problem was nothing but an opportunity in disguise.

In many ways, the meandering, turning, twisting motion of moving up to the top of Spaceship Earth and then the reversal of the cars to make a backwards descent down through the sphere include elements of the desire to surprise guests by allowing them to experience a few twists and turns along the way. Again, that is the journey that history takes in our own personal lives and through the years of time. Twists, turns, surprises, dark moments
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