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Introduction

When recounting an experience in the Reptile House of the London Zoological Gardens, Charles Darwin, the British naturalist and geologist, and arguably history’s most revered voice on the subject of evolution, wrote in his ground-breaking book The Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals:

My will and reason were powerless against the imagination of a danger which had never been experienced.

Pressing his face close to the glass barrier and determined to remain perfectly at ease, each time the venomous puff adder he was observing lunged forward in an attempt to attack him, Darwin could not help but jump back out of fear.

While he had never personally experienced the bite of a deadly snake, he knew instinctively how to react, recoiling as quickly as possible despite the safety of the glass. Darwin continued:

Terror causes the body to tremble. Skin becomes pale, sweat breaks out and the hair bristles. The secretions of the alimentary canal and of the kidneys are increased and they are involuntarily voided... The breathing is hurried. The heart beats quickly, wildly and violently... The surface seems bloodless and the strength of the muscles soon fails... The mental faculties are much disturbed... Utter prostration soon follows, and even fainting…

Nearly a century and a half later, while we live in a dramatically different world, the symptoms of terror as described by Charles Darwin have not changed. The instinctive reaction to thrills, fear, and terror have remained decidedly the same.

Yet even as renewed threats of global nuclear catastrophe surface; even as society continues to be ravaged by plagues ranging from AIDS to Zika; even as science has long dismissed many of the supernatural phenomena still believed in Darwin’s day, humanity relishes the opportunity to mingle with the macabre. At the dawn of the 21st century, fear is more boundless than ever before: from an endless supply of comic books, music, and movies, to video games, toys, and even breakfast cereals, our taste for fear cannot be confined to a single genre. While nowadays we have come to fear the menace of the sinister Count Chocula more for his sugar content than the more nefarious designs a vampire may have on our well-being, our fascination lingers. Can you imagine a child anywhere on this earth unfamiliar with vampires, or given the current obsession, clueless about zombies?

In his introduction to H.P. Lovecraft’s Supernatural Horror in Literature, which examines the horror genre in British and American literature over the course of two centuries, E.F. Bleiler states:

The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.

This instinctive reaction to fear, coupled with our cultural fascination with being scared and just as importantly the curious habit of anticipation, which allows us through a shared experience enriched by mass media, whether it may be an earthquake, plane crash, or deadly chase, to understand and feel a similar response to any such stimuli, without actually having experienced it, has been of tremendous benefit to those tasked with the design of amusement park rides, who have been trained to anticipate how these fears manifest within us and how best to exploit them for maximum thrills. For if we know what might happen as we board any ride meant to scare us out of our wits, we are that much closer to believing that it will.

Leaping forward from Darwin and Lovecraft to Walt Disney finds us in the realm of another legendary historical figure. When the cartoon maker turned theme park impresario opened Disneyland in 1955, it included three attractions based on some of his most beloved properties: Snow White’s Scary Adventures, Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride, and Peter Pan’s Flight. These are stories that had been familiar to Disney audiences for some time, and longer still to those familiar with their celebrated source material. Some years later, after virtually re-inventing the concept of the theme park, Disney’s innovations continued, as park guests first became acquainted with the Pirates of the Caribbean and wandered through the creepy corridors of the Haunted Mansion. 

By the time Walt and his Imagineers began to dream up Disneyland, the concept of the dark ride had become quite familiar to amusement park guests. Understood generally as indoor experiences that used a minimal amount of lighting to gradually reveal spooky scenes with music and sound effects, the earliest incarnations of dark rides predated Disneyland by several decades. Far different from traditional amusements such as carousels, merry-go-rounds, and Ferris wheels, these rides played on our delight in being scared and had been of interest to thrill seekers for some time.

The Disney difference, and its core appeal as evidenced by the enduring popularity of these attractions, rests not entirely in their ability to scare audiences outright, as is the common aim of more low-brow amusement park rides, but in a careful and balanced mix of the fun and the fearful, and in what we know with what we may not, along with the resultant thrills and delights provided by that uncertainty.

For over 60 years, it has been that careful balance, coupled with a flair for innovation that has left Disney unique among its peers and has enabled Disney to find the heart within the darkness. As riders journey into the dimness of the unknown, they draw comfort in that whatever frights may await them, there is always going to be light at the end.


chapter one

Engineering Terror

The precise date marking the invention of the dark ride has been lost to time and has long been disputed; however, its earliest precursors are undeniable, the first of which were known as scenic railways that began to take shape in the decades following the American Civil War. While the technology behind roller coasters was still in its infancy, the crudest scenic railways inherited some of their inspiration from the 17th century Russian “mountains” that were built into the icy hills near St. Petersburg, Russia.

Some years later, American ingenuity led to many early patents intended to enhance this type of experience. The first such patent, concerning improvements to inclined railways, was granted to John G. Taylor of Baltimore, Maryland, in 1872. The earliest of these crude structures were entirely outdoors and the focus of the ride was on its climactic drop, until LaMarcus Thompson arrived in Coney Island in the spring of 1884 to begin the construction of his innovative switchback railroad.

Thompson leased a lot on W. 10th Street and Surf Avenue and eventually as many as 10 passengers at a time would careen at the less-than-intoxicating speed of 6 miles per hour over metal tracks set into a wooden frame, creating an immediate hit for passengers intent on a more thrilling adventure. Thompson’s attraction had the added benefit of providing riders with a scenic tour of the beach, or as scenic as possible given the ride’s 20-second duration. People would wait in line for as long as three hours for the experience, paying a nickel per ride.

Skilled in the art of self-promotion, “Thompson boasted to eager Brooklyn and Manhattan newspaper reporters that he conceived his ride while watching happy riders screaming in delight on his friend’s circular ride in Louisiana,” according to Jeffrey Stanton in “Early Roller Coasters: 1870-1886.” But he had loftier ambitions, soon crafting a ride that offered park visitors a more engaging view than a loop would provide. The publicity he gained made his ride even more popular, with offers to purchase his invention pouring in from all over the world. The first sale was to the owners of the Euclid Beach resort outside of Cleveland, Ohio.

Thompson’s ride owed a considerable debt to John G. Taylor’s earlier innovations, but it was his highly publicized effort that quickly spawned imitations near and far. Multiple competitors began vying for their share of that nickel fare even as Thompson awaited the approval of his patent. Cheaply made copies began sprouting up in and around Coney Island and elsewhere within a matter of weeks.

Of all his would-be imitators, it was the arrival of Philip Hinkle not one year later that nearly sent Thompson off the rails. Hailing from San Francisco, California, Hinkle, who was in the elevator business, envisioned an improved but still primitive circular scenic railway using a winch-and-pulley mechanism to lift passengers up a hill. He was awarded a patent for a steam-powered hoist that pulled cars loaded with riders up an incline, while fasteners gripped the underside of the car, pulling it along. This approach was not too far removed from current technology, although it lacks decades of advances in safety features.

Hill’s innovations led to a faster ride, but also gave passengers the chance to sit facing forward, allowing them to look in the direction of the coaster’s movement. Faced with this intrusion on his livelihood, along with that of his lesser imitators, LaMarcus Thompson spent the remaining years prior to the turn of the century focused less on speed and drops and continued the promotion of sightseeing as the key component of his designs, in the process being granted 30 additional patents.

In 1886, with the assistance of a Philadelphia inventor named James A. Griffith, another roller-coaster pioneer, Thompson began developing what would eventually be remembered as the definitive scenic railway in Atlantic City, New Jersey, when it opened the following year. This latest design incorporated a steam-powered lift, a single continuous track, and carefully designed scenery with blinking lights to accentuate the views. At specific points throughout the ride, floodlights would reveal Biblical scenes.

The excitement over Thompson’s latest work, coupled with his savvy marketing, led to his design of 20 additional scenic railways and another two dozen in Europe before the turn of the century. Brandon Kwaitek, in “The Dark Ride,” observed that “by 1888, Thompson had built nearly fifty gravity rides in the United States and Europe.” Much like Walt Disney several decades later, Thompson’s dependence on his craft gave him the financial incentive to continue innovating, but his design in Atlantic City is considered to be the first modern dark ride, for despite its long stretch of outdoor track, it also employed dark tunnels with special effects and brief narrative episodes. The ride’s cars would trigger a series of switches that revealed the illuminated scenes or play music or sound effects.

In fact, some suggest that Thompson’s meticulously executed pattern of thrills and illusions helped prepare an eager public for the eventual magic of the motion picture and so created a relationship between dramatic storytelling and the concept of the dark ride that Walt Disney would later revolutionize.

Much later, in Europe, a new attraction was introduced as the first ride to be called a ghost train, making its debut at Blackpool Pleasure Beach in Blackpool, Lancashire, England, in 1930. Designed by Joseph Emberton, this imported novelty was meant to capitalize on the British public’s lack of familiarity with the popular pretzel rides already common in the United States. Called simply the Ghost Train, it was named after a popular play of the time known for its dazzling special effects. In “A Short History of Ghost Train Rides,” Lawrence Daz wrote: “The unique selling factor was to brand these cars as trains and to garishly adorn the advertising banners outside with suggestions of the scares and thrills within.” Rebuilt in 1936, and having since gone through numerous revamps, it remains a popular Blackpool attraction today, and notably also shares real estate with Valhalla, considered the largest indoor dark ride in the world.

Though public spectacles featuring ghostly projections had been popular since the 1800s, not until Blackpool Pleasure Beach, already a popular diversion for guests for many years, combined the elements of the supernatural, carnival freak shows, effects, illusions, and spectacle in its ghost train, were so many of these ideas mixed together in a single attraction.

As amusement parks and their most enjoyable rides flourished in America after their earliest successes in Coney Island and Atlantic City, enterprising developers of more modest means sought inexpensive but equally enjoyable alternatives, which gave birth to the pretzel ride.

Leon Cassidy and Marvin Rempfer patented their single-rail dark ride in 1928, when they, as struggling owners of the Tumbling Dam Amusement Park in Bridgeton, New Jersey, hoped to build a water ride. but found it cost prohibitive. Instead, they conceived of a waterless version of the then-common old mill ride that would run on a single electric rail. The ride took its name after a guest commented that he felt as if he’d been twisted into a pretzel due to its many turns. When the ride opened, it met with a great deal of success and their newly formed Pretzel Amusement Company began offering their patented ride design nationwide at the much more affordable rate of $1200. Initially, their standard design weighed roughly 9 tons and featured 5 cars that would travel over 350 feet of track over the course of a 90-second ride. Unloaded on site by huge moving vans, the pieces were assembled and customized to the specifications of park owners.

As reported by ridemad.com, in “Early Dark Ride History in a Nutshell”:

The Pretzel Ride took the amusement business by storm. Routinely outgrossing all other rides on the midway, Pretzels were rapidly being installed in nearly every fun park in the nation, and foreign countries were also asking for them.

The portability and flexible nature of the pretzel ride made it an ideal option for the more itinerant park owners who wanted inexpensive versatility. To further advertise their brand, a heavy, oversized pretzel was placed on the front of each car, which had the added benefit of weighing the cars down and preventing them from flipping backwards. In the late 1950s, the Pretzel Amusement Company expanded its offerings to include a two-story option, where the cars were raised to the second level by a lift chain. Nearly doubling the weight of the single-story option, this version still took only five hours to assemble.

In “The Historical Development of Themed Space,” Sam Coons observed:

The Pretzel’s flexible format and low costs made it a versatile option for park owners, and William Cassidy would estimate that 1,200 to 1,500 were produced before his company ceased production in 1979.”

Spared the effort and expense of ride design, park owners instead focused on theming and created attractions with themes as diverse as the Haunted House, Winter Wonderland, Orient Express, Paris After Dark, and Treasure Island.

Camden Park, in Huntington, West Virginia, can boast of offering one of the few remaining haunted house pretzel rides. The exact date of its opening is unknown, but it is believed they began operation with a single-story version and later expanded to the larger model in the 1960s.

First to notice the appeal of pretzel rides across the Atlantic, Joseph Emberton and the owners of Blackpool Pleasure Beach were quick to capitalize on the thrill of fear, using the colorful banners outside of the ride to hint suggestively at the terrors that awaited within.

As was the case with each new, and more importantly profitable, innovation in amusement park rides, ghost trains soon caught on elsewhere in the United Kingdom, as each provided their own variation on Blackpool’s twists, turns, and sudden drops. The two-person cars embarked suddenly on their effects-laden journey past monsters and ghosts punctuated by eerie noises or a flash of light, reminiscent of Charles Darwin’s reaction in the Reptile House of the London Zoological Gardens.

These rides became so successful and competition for the attention of thrillseekers so intense that Emberton returned to Blackpool to enhance his standard setting ride still further. Beyond the addition of iconic characters from the horror and supernatural realms of popular culture that were added in the 1940s, he designed a new façade for the ride and a new, two-level roller coaster built within, again upping the ante for competitors in the field, among them Pleasure Beach in Great Yarmouth and Pleasureland in Southport.

While carnival barkers and advertisements used every trick in the book to draw attention to their ghost train and better sell the frightful experience that no doubt awaited their patrons, it was unfortunately the very innovation of the ghost train that ultimately led to its demise. The primary appeal to amusement park owners was that a ride be inexpensive, simple to run and maintain, and in the case of traveling fairs, easy to transport to a new location. As profitable as ghost trains were, they became increasingly massive in scale with their many high altitude drops, twists, and turns, and therefore far too complex to easily dismantle.

Still, there are survivors from this bygone era, including the original Ghost Train at Blackpool and others that have carried its concepts forward.

Old Mills and New Ideas

Waterways to Wonder in the Dark

Still decades before we would follow Mr. Toad on his wild ride, and a malevolent, ghostly bride pleaded with riders to “hurry back,” anxious  thrill-seekers boarded another far more leisurely mode of conveyance to sate their interest in the dark and mysterious. Dating back to the late 19th century, passengers rode aboard small boats through dark passages carved into tunnels and caves on a type of amusement park attraction best known as an old mill.

The first of these old mills is said to have been created by London inventor Arthur Pickard, who in 1891 fashioned an experience where small, two-passenger boats with motorized propellers made their way through a twisting waterway, touring a representation of the ride’s namesake, the Canals of Venice.

Meanwhile in America, long before the railways that enthralled a young Walt Disney began their dominance of American commerce and travel, transit via waterways both natural and man-made was the norm. In the early part of the 19th century, water-powered sawmills were prevalent throughout many parts of the country. Rapidly advancing technology during the Industrial Revolution introduced steam power, which led to a proliferation of steam-powered railways and mills. As a result of this new technology, many of the water-powered sawmills were closed or abandoned, with the towns that had sprung up during more prosperous days often following suit.

As these mills, houses, shops, and buildings were deserted and left to ruin, rumors spread about some of them being haunted. Opportunistic entrepreneurs who wisely thought of capitalizing on these rumors and the public’s interest in the supernatural built replicas of these abandoned structures as paid attractions, offering guests a combination of nostalgia mixed with fear and excitement.

One of the earliest examples of this subset of the American entrepreneurial spirit was Kennywood Amusement Park in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, which began operation in 1898 as a small trolley park and is still welcoming guests today. Much like Disneyland’s humble origins, the park began as a grove of trees on farmland owned by Anthony Kenny. Since the American Civil War, local residents made use of this spot, with its picturesque view of the Monongahela River, to relax and enjoy picnics.

In 1898, the Monongahela Street Railways Company, eager to increase weekend fare revenue courtesy of these local residents, leased Kenny’s land to create a trolley park at the end of their rail line. Their ambitions matured, and a carousel, casino, and dance hall were added before the turn of the century, with the Old Mill opening in 1901. It afforded trolley park guests the opportunity to safely experience re-creations of places that, while more than familiar to anyone of the era, were traditionally off-limits to all but experienced professionals.

Another early leap forward in the development of dark rides opened in Coney Island’s Sea Lion Park in 1902. Designed by George W. Schofield, this old mill also used the theme of a run-down Pennsylvania mill, but in this incarnation, there were dark tunnels and spooky scenery featuring a variety of monsters and ghouls meant to scare unsuspecting riders. In their book The American Amusement Park, Dale Samuelson and Wendy Yegoiants wrote: “Drawing upon the grist mill as inspiration, a powered waterwheel at the entrance would add theming, as well as provide the current necessary to propel the boats.” Like Pickard’s Canals of Venice, boats that resembled gondolas would continuously float through these stylized waterways, but with the added element of theming.

Schofield’s design resonated spectacularly with American audiences reeling from the rapid modernization of their lives. Their excited nostalgia for the recent and curiously haunted past led to the popularity and proliferation of old mills in amusement parks throughout the country. His design replaced the propellers used by Thompson with a large waterwheel to maintain a steady flow of water and conveniently support the grist mill theme of the attraction, but the greatest enhancement was the tunnels that riders traveled through to witness the spectacular scenes.

Fittingly, in their tamest and most innocent incarnation, these old mills were often called a tunnel of love. Very much a product of this more austere period, two passengers would depart for a romantic cruise into darkness where they might, albeit briefly, escape prying eyes and enjoy some privacy, enjoying a socially acceptable excuse for intimacy that would have been frowned on in the light of day. Ride developers soon seized on the opportunity to exploit this interest and many rides were re-themed, resulting in the tunnel of love quickly becoming commonplace in amusement parks as a frequent retreat for those interested in passionate seclusion. Braver couples might opt for a spookier alternative, with frightening spooks and scenes peppered throughout to provide a similarly convenient opportunity for physical contact, as frightened passengers leapt into the comforting arms of their sweetheart.

Whatever the purpose of their voyage, be it scary, romantic, or even a trip through history, riders never had to worry about veering off course, as old mills were the first type of amusement ride where passengers sat in a vehicle—which in this case was a boat following a narrow water course. Along the way, unless the riders were otherwise engaged, they’d encounter various scenes or figures, typically mannequins made of wax that depicted various characters appropriate to the theme of the ride.

Old mills were expensive to build and maintain because they required a tunnel with some manner of waterway and a wooden water wheel constantly in motion to push water through the canal. Park staff had to inspect the waterway often for leaks and tend to costly repairs in the off-season. Surviving old mills have long since converted to concrete waterways that are chemically treated to prevent leakage.

Their frequent and expensive maintenance meant that only the most expensive parks could support old-mill attractions. Perhaps that is one of the reasons that after less than a decade of operation, the trolley company that owned Kennywood Park no longer wanted to run it, opting in 1906 to lease it.

That may have been a prudent move on their part, for while the park is still in operation today and is doing a great deal of business based on nostalgia for this simpler time, as the years passed and more prudish customs gave way to a greater range of socially acceptable opportunities for unmarried couples to engage in physical contact, old mills began to fade in popularity. Many were torn down to make way for new developments; others were re-themed for children or repurposed as more exciting attractions.

Earliest among these repurposed alternatives were spruced-up variations on the old mills known as river caves. These rides take their name from the common theming of underground caves with styrofoam rock formations jutting this way and that, and presenting detailed displays depicting scenes of history and fantasy from around the world. Riders would still meander slowly through the man-made canals and twisty caves and tunnels on a current powered by a paddle wheel, but with the stigma of paramours in close quarters having lessened, more emphasis was put on spectacle, as new and more modern visual effects, props, and lighting were added to the scenes.

Through the mid-20th century, river-cave rides were increasingly common throughout Great Britain and the United States, whether they were man-made to meet the interest of the public, or repurposed versions of old mills. Often offering passengers a chance to be educated as well as entertained, these attractions would also gradually lessen in popularity, as park guests craved bigger and better thrills, and they have since become exceptionally rare. One of the most popular examples of river caves still open today can be found approximately 80 miles south of Indianapolis, Indiana. The Bluespring Caverns is an hour-long boat ride where the focus is on the natural wonders seen along the way, ranging from an underground river to the bats, fish, and other wildlife lurking throughout its dimly lit corridors.

Still another variation on old mills that saw increasing popularity in the 1920s and 1930s and has since evolved into many beloved rides still in operation today are mill chutes. These rides, geared even more toward thrill seekers, feature roller-coaster-like drops at the end.

One such ride was in operation for over 40 years at Hersheypark in Derry Township, Pennsylvania. Founded in 1906 by the famous American confectioner Milton S. Hershey, Hershey Park, as it was then known, replaced an existing pool in 1929, and the valuable park real estate was designated for the Mill Chute. Re-themed as the Lost River in 1963 following renovations that were required due to its state of disrepair, it remained open until destroyed by a hurricane in 1972.

Mill chutes were mainly manufactured throughout the 1920s and 1930s, while old mills were mainly manufactured in the late 19th century and into the 1930s. Though old mills do feature drops, they are not nearly as steep as the climactic drop on a mill chute.

The mill chute is the precursor to the modern-day log flume. An even earlier version, called a shoot-the-chutes, opened in Brooklyn’s Coney Island in 1895. Though designed more for the splash factor and absent the prelude of a journey through a darkened cavern, these ride spawned countless imitators their heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, until the public’s fascination with them began to fade in the aftermath of World War II and many began to vanish, along with their accompanying amusement parks.

Always seeking to build on what came before, amusement park innovators often repurpose the best elements of past attractions into something newer and more exciting. The Philadelphia Toboggan Company was one of the first to combine the old mill and shoot-the-chutes. Mill chutes typically featured the same darkened grottos and narrow passageways as old mills, but similar to their descendants, including Splash Mountain, boats were drawn to the top of an incline and then released, giving passengers the added thrill of a final, large drop just after they once again glimpse the light of day and just before being soaked at the ride’s end, as their boat rapidly skids over a pool.

To Infinity and Beyond

Or, to the Moon and Back

Even as the concepts of amusement parks, and later dark rides, were still relatively new to audiences in search of the next best thing, their methods of conveyance were based on paths already traveled. For most, travel by train, and certainly water, was old hat, and it was the sights, sounds, and thrills offered by these attractions that kept them coming back for more.

Yet there was one final frontier for humanity to conquer, and the opportunity to do just that and still make it home by dinner debuted in 1901 to attendees of the Buffalo Pan-American Exposition, who were bold enough to go on A Trip to the Moon.

Even without the grandeur and tremendous hype generated by the Expo, this attraction quickly achieved the E-ticket status of its day, bolstered by technology and investment typical of the Disney attractions that the world would first witness more than half a century later.

Much like Walt Disney, who would one day envision his own Disneyland as an opportunity for guests to temporarily escape the mundane drudgery of everyday life, Frederic Thompson hoped to develop a new level of ride that would offer a similar reprieve from the ordinary. Already a successful architect and designer of park buildings throughout the United States, his intent was to craft a new form of amusement that would exploit modern technology, machinery, and imagination, and introduce the world to not only a new form of themed entertainment, but also essentially showcase the first flight simulator.

Also anticipating the Disney approach to ride development, Thompson drew inspiration from many of the popular interests and stories of his day, settling on an innovative mix of science fiction and fantasy. While it might seem quaint to modern audiences, a trip to the moon was wholly new for the America of 1901, and when Thompson added modern technologies of the age, like electric light, the result was a smash success.

Banking on that potential appeal, Thompson spent nearly $85,000 (equivalent to over $2 million today) to design and build his attraction. Central to the experience was a fanciful 30-passenger spacecraft that resembled a boat with enormous wings made of red canvas. Suspended overhead by steel cables, which gave just enough leeway for the craft to swing about in the air, it had wings controlled by a pulley system, and multiple lights and sounds to round out the exterior.

Every thirty minutes, and for the price of fifty cents, guests (some of whom may have read Jules Verne’s 1865 novel From the Earth to the Moon) could now explore this strange new world. Thompson’s attraction anticipated several other elements that would later be typical of many of Disney’s theme park rides, including a pre-show where those about to take flight gathered in an auditorium where an attendant representing the “Aerial Navigation Company” would deliver a short safety message and other information about their pending journey. Guests would then board their craft, dubbed Luna, and begin their voyage, all of which was contained within a 40,000-square foot show building.

To enhance the illusion, a series of painted backdrops cycled past the spacecraft, depicting the ship’s launch, travel over Niagara Falls, through a wall of clouds, and then onward among the stars, with hidden fans simulating the wind generated by their movement, until finally arriving on the moon after surviving a perilous electrical storm. Woody Register, in his book The Kid of Coney Island, wrote:

Thompson produced the apparent passage across time and space with an array of clever scenic tricks. The floor beneath the ship was painted to represent the distant ground below, so passengers had the sense that they already were high in the air when they boarded. Passengers entered at one end of the ship, where the scenery depicted an aerial view of the fair, and once the flight ended, exited at the opposite end, where the scenery was that of the principality of the Man in the Moon. Once the flight began, the orchestrated manipulation of scenic screens, which surrounded the ship and were painted to represent clouds, Earth and the Moon, prompted the sensation of rising, forward, and descending movement.

When their journey was over, passengers disembarked and found themselves in an elaborate lunar environment, where they were greeted by a race of alien “Selenites.”

Guided by their new alien friends, they made their way through a maze of mineral wonders, stalactites, and other rock formations to the City of the Moon. Scattered throughout the city, they could find a gift shop, sample green cheese, and pass their time exploring other novel attractions. For the show’s grand finale, guests made their way to the palace of the Man in the Moon, where they were treated to a dazzling spectacle of lights and dancing fountains, before a less-than-exhilarating exit down a rope ladder.

Maintaining such an ambitious exhibit was no easy task and took nearly 250 employees. But for Thompson, it was an out-of-this-world success, as he would go on to recoup four times his initial investment during the first summer of operation, as more than 400,000 Expo guests boarded his spaceship, among them President William McKinley and Thomas Edison.

It’s possible, given the massive success and global attention given to A Trip to the Moon, that French filmmaker George Melies read of it and adapted elements of the attraction for his classic 1902 film of the same name, which does share many similarities to Thompson’s ride. In fact, the ride was so successful that when the exposition closed, he moved his attraction from Buffalo to Coney Island, where it would remain, eventually made the centerpiece of Luna Park, for the next 40 years. Register observed:

Anyone who later embarked on Disneyland’s 1955 fantasy Rocket to the Moon or rode E.T.’s flying bicycle at the Universal Studios Orlando theme park experienced a sensation that Thompson brought to market in 1901.

Tragically, business and personal problems followed Thompson’s success with this major attraction, and like Walt Disney, he died before his wildest dreams had been realized, at the age of 46. Still, his utilization of story elements, technology, grand showmanship, and exceptional craftsmanship remains even today a blueprint for equally aspirational designers.
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