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Praise for Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City

“[Sam has] captured much of the attitude and events of the times, and hit on much of Walt’s drive and inspiration. [His] research into materials and people who were important in one way or another is exemplary. The notes from Buzz Price, John Hench, and Marvin Davis, for example…the apparent influence of Victor Gruen’s theories…a relationship that developed with James Rouse—all insightful. It is clear, well-researched, and useful and thoughtful to anyone studying urban planning.”

— Marty Sklar
Disney Legend and Vice Chairman (Retired)
Walt DIsney Imagineering

“I thought I knew a lot about Walt Disney World and especially EPCOT until I read Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City. This book really details how Walt Disney thought, which I found fascinating. I will now view Walt Disney World in a whole new way.”

— Lee Cockerell
Executive Vice President (Retired)
Walt Disney World

“One of the more interesting aspects of Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City is how Sam connects the dots. So to Gennawey’s way of thinking, it’s a fairly logical series of events that leads from Disney driving the design of his new animation studio in Burbank to him then coming up with a site plan for Disneyland. Then—using the urban sprawl that happened in and around Anaheim in the late 1950s / early 1960s as his inciting event—Walt begins exploring the idea of building a city of the future in central Florida.”

— Jim Hill
Jim Hill Media

“Sam’s writing is terrific; he truly enriches the discussion. Not only may you learn something new about the chosen subject, he’ll likely open up another perspective on it for you, too.”

— Al Lutz
Founder, MiceAge





	Behind every Disney nerd is a person who is rolling their eyes and muttering, “I’ve heard that before.”

	This book is dedicated to my wife, Heidi.
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FOREWORD

It was November 1965. As a pre-teen fan of Disneyland, I was excited by the news that Walt Disney Productions had secretly acquired 27,443 acres 12 miles south of a town I had never heard of—Orlando, Florida. It was an enormous amount of land. I knew that Disneyland had around 60 acres within its railroad loop and probably twice that much acreage for parking and other uses. It seemed that Mr. Disney had enough land in Florida for hundreds of Disneylands—or for an entire city.

According to the initial news, there would be a City of Tomorrow, a City of Yesterday, and a number of major industrial plants. There were no details about what Walt Disney had in mind for these cities. The news quoted Walt Disney explaining that it would be three years until opening—a year and a half of planning followed by a year and a half of construction. I could hardly wait until 1968. But how would a California teenager be able to visit Florida?

In that pre-internet era, it was hard to follow newspapers in other cities. I was lucky to have an older brother in college on the East Coast who knew that I was a Disneyland fan. When The New York Times published a longer article in February 1967 about Disney’s plans for Florida, he mailed it to me. The article quoted Walt Disney, who had died two months earlier, describing his plans for something that he called EPCOT—the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow. Walt Disney’s vision was of a real city that would “never cease to be a blueprint of the future, where people actually live a life they can’t find anywhere else today.” So this was the City of Tomorrow! The article said nothing about the City of Yesterday.

I was much more excited about EPCOT than any East Coast follow-up to Disneyland. Living in California’s Orange County at the time, I was watching the birth of the city of Irvine. My father had even taken me to the offices of William Pereira to see the architect’s master plan for transforming the Irvine Ranch from orange groves and cattle grazing lands into a planned city. Although the Irvine Master Plan seemed to be an improvement over the haphazard growth elsewhere in Orange County, it still seemed so conventional, relying on automobiles and housing tracts, with no public transportation, no revolutionary ideas, and no cutting-edge technology.

But EPCOT would be another story! The New York Times article described a city unlike any other. No vehicles would he allowed at ground level. Instead, there would be two underground road levels, one for passenger cars and one for trucks. Elevated PeopleMovers—just like the PeopleMovers that would be coming to Disneyland later in 1967—would provide public transportation. An illustration showed a 30-story mega-structure with residential neighborhoods radiating from it in all directions. A cutaway illustration showed an indoor transportation lobby with PeopleMovers, a monorail, and the road levels below them.

It was October 1, 1971, before Walt Disney World actually opened. EPCOT was nowhere to be found. It was explained that EPCOT would be part of “Phase Two”, and that what had opened was only the first part of “Phase One”. Visitors had no reason to complain. They were treated to a $400-million extravaganza. The biggest attraction was, and still is, the Magic Kingdom theme park, similar to the original Disneyland, but with many elements larger and more elaborate. The Florida theme park was on the shore of a beautiful blue, man-made lagoon connected to a natural lake. A championship golf course, two resort hotels, a campground, and recreational facilities also clung to the bodies of water. A twin-loop monorail system provided transportation between the distant parking lot, the theme park, and the hotels.

By the time Walt Disney World opened, I was a student at the University of California at Irvine, where I took every class in urban studies and urban planning available to undergraduates. As someone fascinated by cities and by Disney parks, I was still waiting for EPCOT to get the green light—but each year, that seemed less likely. Walt Disney’s successors continued to quote him about EPCOT, but conveniently omitted any references to people living there. During the 1970s, the annual reports to the shareholders of Walt Disney Productions included beautiful Imagineering art showcasing concepts for EPCOT, but it evolved into a theme park, not a real city.

Epcot Center opened October 1, 1982. My first visit to Walt Disney World was just a few months later. I thoroughly enjoyed Epcot Center—but I couldn’t help but wonder what EPCOT would have been like if Walt Disney had not died the year after he bought those 27,443 acres. Would EPCOT have delighted enough residents and visitors to make it successful—as a business venture and as a living laboratory for innovative urban solutions? Would EPCOT have been able to renew itself continually over time, rather than becoming a stagnant relic from the era when it opened?

In 2009, I began reading a Disney fan blog called SamLand, written by a professional urban planner named Sam Gennawey. In this blog, I found someone who shared my interest in cities and Disney. I was hooked. Sam applied his insight and experience in urban planning to explain why guests had such positive experiences at Disney parks. We traded email. It turned out we would both be at the Epcot International Food and Wine Festival that year, so we met each other there.

I learned that Sam had always been interested in cities. As a child, he would destroy his mother’s flowerbeds developing and rebuilding little cities in them. Instead of taking a direct path toward urban planning, Sam’s career included selling stereos, opening his own record store, running a record company, moving to Chicago to run another record company, joining Mercury/Polygram, serving as the marketing director at a radio station, and inventing a lucrative way to promote records. After all that, Sam went back to college to prepare for a career change to urban planner. Why planning? Sam explained to me that he couldn’t figure out how to make money as a historian, so he combined that passion with his love for the game SimCity. “Voilà! Planner,” as he put it.

I was thrilled when Sam told me he was writing a book about EPCOT. I was honored when Sam invited me to write the foreword. And I was fascinated when I read Sam’s manuscript.

Sam presents EPCOT not as a brief vision in the final years of Walt Disney’s life, but as a decades-long journey that leads up to EPCOT. Sam provides a detailed look at what Walt Disney’s EPCOT would have been like. And, best of all, Sam addresses the question of whether EPCOT would have worked.

I’ve been to Epcot many times, but thanks to this book, I’ve now also been to EPCOT.

Werner Weiss
Yesterland.com
September 2011


PREFACE

Walt Disney was not content to be the most influential entertainment figure of the 20th century; he also wanted to become the most influential urban planner of the 21st century. What was his motivation and how did he intend to implement his vision?

My obsession with these questions started long ago—but it was not until I was reading In Service to the Mouse that I fully understood why. The book is the autobiography of Jack Lindquist, Disneyland’s first president. He was fortunate to learn his craft directly from Walt Disney. One of those lessons was that the best solutions usually came after a great deal of observation. Lindquist began to notice a certain type of guest that came to Disneyland. He said: “In the early days of the park, there were a lot of people, particularly women with small children from six to ten years of age who drove up in the morning during the summertime and bought general admission tickets for about $2.50 a day. We started seeing the same people doing this day after day: Buying tickets and dropping off their children.” I realized I was one of those kids.

From 1967 through 1973, my mother would take my brothers and me to Disneyland quite often. This was during the period when you paid for general admission, and tickets for attractions were a separate charge. We did not go on many attractions because that would cost a lot of money. However, we did enjoy Walt Disney’s beautiful park. Even better, there were a few attractions that were free, including Adventure Thru Inner Space, the Golden Horseshoe Saloon, and Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln. My favorite was the Carousel of Progress.

The Carousel of Progress is a time travel story—a giant turntable takes the audience from the 1890s to the “near future” and beyond. The show did not end when the turntable made its final stop. Guests were invited to jump on to the stage and ride the Speedramp to the upper level to view the incredible 6,900-square foot model of Progress City. Every childhood trip to Disneyland meant another spin inside of the Carousel of Progress. I knew the script by heart and would quietly sing along with the chorus. By the time we got to the final act, the one with the super-rich family celebrating Christmas, I would start to move to the edge of my seat. It would not be long before I could weave through the crowd and be one of the first to make my way to the Speedramp that would take me to the model of Progress City. That way, I could linger just a little bit longer than the rest of the crowd and just soak it all in.

The Progress City model was one of the most amazing things I had ever seen, and it made a big impression on my young mind. Every chance I got, I would stop and stare at the 115-foot diorama for as long as I could. I would listen to the narration as it promised that living in Progress City would mean a great, big, beautiful tomorrow where we would all lead rich and rewarding lives. It sounded wonderful, and I wanted to know more. What would life be like in Progress City? Was the project even possible? When can I visit?

Let’s journey together as we attempt to answer the questions I have asked myself since I was a little boy.

A Word about Words

Before we begin our journey, it may be helpful to define some of the terms used throughout this book.

When I talk about EPCOT, I refer to the vision originally outlined by Walt Disney in the mid-1960s. EPCOT was an acronym for Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow. The evidence for this vision can be found in drawings, documents, a propaganda film, and the Progress City scale model at Disneyland.

The new town of EPCOT would morph into a theme park called Epcot Center, which was later shortened to Epcot in 1995. Epcot Center is the 260-acre permanent World’s Fair that opened on October 1, 1982, and attracts millions of visitors today.

Disney World is the name of the Florida Project as Walt had envisioned it. In his vision, Disney World would include the city of Bay Lake; Reedy Creek,1 the non-incorporated demonstration community of EPCOT; an East Coast Disneyland; an airport; an industrial park; and other amenities. Walt Disney World refers to the tourist resort we see today that consists of four theme parks, two water parks, two entertainment districts, seventeen resorts with a total of approximately 22,000 rooms, and 468,000 square feet of conference meeting space.

Disneyland refers to the theme park that opened to the press on July 17, 1955, and to the public on July 18, 1955. The Disneyland Resort refers to the 461 acres that Disney owns in Anaheim as well as the 49 acres under long-term lease agreements. The resort contains two theme parks, three hotels with approximately 2,400 rooms, 180,000 square feet of meeting space, and a retail/entertainment district.

Early on Walt Disney instituted a protocol for his artists and his employees where everybody went by their first names. That is why I will refer to Mr. Disney as Walt. This is not meant to indicate intimacy or informality. I will not be extending the same convention to the other personalities who are part of this story. When I refer to Disney, I am speaking of either Walt Disney Productions or what is known today as The Walt Disney Company.

The principal designers for Disneyland, Walt Disney World, and the other projects were Imagineers—a portmanteau of “imagination” and “engineering”. The term was used by the people who worked at WED (Walter Elias Disney) Enterprises, later to be known as Walt Disney Imagineering (WDI).

Moviemakers designed Disneyland and many theatrical terms have crossed over and have become part of the vocabulary. The employees are called Cast Members and the visitors are called guests. There are no rides at the theme parks, only attractions and adventures. At the theme parks, those areas that are accessible to guests are called onstage; those areas off-limits to guests are called backstage.

As we make our way I will refer to, and define at that time, urban planning concepts and terminology.


CHAPTER ONE

Magic Highways USA

Speculating about the future is always fun when viewed through a rear-view mirror. Like many baby boomers, I was riveted to the television when “Uncle Walt’s” program was about to come on. As much as I enjoyed all of the shows, one Disneyland episode really stuck with me: “Magic Highways USA”, the story of the past, present, and future of the American highway system.

“Magic Highways USA”—which first appeared on ABC on May 14, 1958—is an example of the Disney “educational” film, a genre born out of necessity in World War II. To keep the studio open during the war, Walt and his team of artists made training films for the United States government. Through this experience, they expanded the vocabulary on how films can both educate and entertain. After the war, Walt continued to experiment and began to produce the True-Life Adventures nature film series. These films were critical and box-office successes. Walt said, “We have long held that the normal gap between what is generally regarded as ‘entertainment’ and what is defined as ‘educational’ represents an old and untenable viewpoint.” He added, “I would rather entertain and hope that people learned something than educate people and hope they were entertained.” “Magic Highways USA” ends with a speculative look at the future of automobile transportation.

When Walt wanted to produce a film that had a strong educational responsibility, he often turned to Ward Kimball. So it was that Walt chose Kimball to produce and direct “Magic Highways USA” with a script written by Larry Clemons. Kimball was the perfect man for the job. He had directed the landmark three-part “Man in Space” series first broadcast on March 9, 1955. The series was a big influence on the way the public looked at the opportunities that came with space exploration. President Dwight Eisenhower was so impressed that he had the films shown in the White House to drum up support for the space program. Eisenhower said, “I want to show some of our stuffed-shirt generals that don’t believe in this stuff how it’s going to be.”

The Kimball signature style was called “science factual”. He would take the audience step-by-step through a complex subject. At each step, Kimball would provide additional information and context, to create a strong foundation for the next step. Visually, Kimball was gifted at using limited animation that could be read in a glance, and his incredible wit resulted in clever word play. For the climax of “Magic Highways USA” and his other films, he worked very closely with content experts to come up with carefully considered projections of a realistic future.

There is a familiar pattern in the Disney educational programs. Walt’s team had a knack for making the most boring subject something of interest. They start out with a long shot that provides a panoramic overview of the topic and then narrow the focus to a specific problem or opportunity that becomes the subject of the film. With the stage set and the topic clearly defined, a history lesson unfolds that tells us where we have been and gives us hints as to where we are going. Finally, by blending facts with pure speculation, the film gives us a peek into a future where everything seems plausible. The next objective is to make sure the audience has the same understanding of the primary topic, no matter how much they knew before the program started.

“Magic Highways USA” begins with Walt looking over a scale model of a then (1958) modern-day freeway overpass. He reminds us that, due to the vast size of the United States, “distance was a challenge”; and American progress can be measured by our ability to overcome that limitation. People respond best when they are motivated. The best motivation is clarity of mission. The television program reassures us that we have met this challenge before and have conquered it.

To demonstrate dramatically how quickly transportation technologies have evolved, Walt begins his opening monologue by standing behind a model of a Conestoga wagon. While he explains what the program is about and how we have been able to overcome our limitations, he moves behind a model of a space-age, hyper-modern car with huge fins, a glass canopy, and lines that resemble a fighter jet. Disney educational programs are not subtle. The first objective is to capture audience attention.

Our trip through time is a montage, taking us through America on foot, horseback, train, trolley, and finally, the automobile. In the show, the history of our nation’s highways begins with the Pilgrims.2 From footpaths to trails to roads, we follow the progress and development of our transportation network all the way up to the modern highway of the 1950s. These images are accompanied by the delightful instrumental “Nation on Wheels” by famed film and television music composer and Disney Legend George Bruns. The highlight is the engineering miracle of the day and the height of civilization—the four-level interchange in Downtown Los Angeles. However, we end up in a world where we may have overcome the challenge of distance but have created new challenges. The automobile has taken over and created an imbalance in our quality of life. But not to worry!

When “Magic Highways USA” first aired, the Interstate Highway System was still a new thing for many Americans, and the segment underscored that our national highway system not only would be important to progress but would also define what it means to be an American. The pursuit of happiness is dependent on individual mobility. Movement equals freedom. Buses filled with children going to school, trucks loaded with food and livestock, a jet fighter body on the back of a flatbed truck—each image reinforces the point that every aspect of our lives, even our defense, is dependent on our highways. The highways are the lifeblood of everything great in America.

We learn that every problem has a technological fix. When that fix creates new, unexpected problems, we will simply find another technological fix. That solution then leads to other problems, and the cycle continues. For better or for worse, this is the definition of American progress.

Walt said, “The automobile has created a highly industrialized America of abundance and made us the most mobile people in the world. But with all the pleasure the automobile has given us, it has overloaded our highways.” This observation is the setup for a look into the future and how technology, creative thinking, and hard work will help us solve the problems we have created for ourselves.

The next segment outlines the process of planning and building an interstate highway in the 1950s. From an urban planner’s perspective, it is remarkable how the fundamental development process has remained the same. It is a lot of fun, however, to watch how much the technology has changed over the years. Plus, modern audiences would be horrified at the destruction of forests and historic structures. We have come a long way with regard to environmental and preservation issues.

After all this destruction and building in the name of progress, we begin to realize that our quality of life is being negatively impacted by the growth in the use of the automobile. The segment ends in a crescendo of car horns, trucks, whistles, and construction noises. We are looking at a future where traffic congestion becomes the new normal. Life is out of balance. What are we to do?

Ultimately, “Magic Highways USA” was a loving plug for the new federal interstate system. The Federal Highway Act of 1956 provided for 41,000 miles of roadway, with the federal government paying 90 percent of the bill and local communities picking up the remaining 10 percent. This level of federal involvement was unprecedented even by the standards of the Depression-era New Deal, when the federal government typically picked up 30 percent of the costs for projects and relied upon local communities to fund the rest. The initial cost of the interstate system was $26 billion. It came to be the largest public works project in United States history. Once the freeway system was completed, American drivers could drive border to border without ever seeing a stoplight. I believe it is safe to say that Walt Disney World would never have happened without the interstate highway system.

A Rear-View Mirror

To lighten the mood, Kimball begins with a rapid-fire montage of comical solutions to our transportation problems. While this animated sequence makes us laugh, it also sets us up for the final segment. Kimball takes us from the absurd to the sublime.

Walt describes this final segment as a “realistic look at the road ahead and what tomorrow’s motorists can expect in the years to come”. The presentation is a projection from leading transportation experts; it represents the best thinking at the time and a sincere look at what the future of our highways could look like. After polling the experts, Kimball concludes that what we want is more speed, safety, and comfort.

For me, the fun comes from looking back more than fifty years to see how many of these predictions came true and which missed the mark. This show is a wonderful record of yesterday’s tomorrow. Yogi Berra was right when he said, “The future ain’t what it used to be.”

Most of the misses were based on the false assumption that the United States would have an endless energy supply. Imagine highways where the roadbed would become illuminated at night and radiant heat would keep the pavement dry in rainstorms and melt away the snow. Instead of enclosing highways in air-conditioned tubes as the show predicts, it turned out to be more practical to install air-conditioning in each vehicle. We did not get fog-dispelling devices or the combination flying ambulances with fire suppression and tow truck capabilities.

The show proposes a whole array of new construction technologies, including a nuclear reactor that would melt mountains and build tunnels. Imagine something that resembles a giant iron melting away the stone and making a perfectly sized tunnel. The program also projected far into the future and advocated highway escalators as a way of getting up steep slopes, or highways that go under the ocean so we can drive to destinations on different continents and leave our planes and ships behind.

The list of hits is impressive. For example, the program predicted that cars would become more powerful and highway signage would need to change to accommodate the faster speeds. Digital displays, rear-view televisions, and geographic mapping systems with traffic information have indeed become commonplace. The integration of telecommunications technology has become reality. The use of technology to monitor roadway congestion and to track vehicles has also been widely implemented.

The program also explores how our cities would be organized. The show commented on the decentralization of our urban areas and the growth of the suburbs, which would become the trend for decades.

Of course, some ideas were implemented differently than proposed. These include radar screens for our windshields, which would enhance vision the same way that many infrared systems do today. The show proposed cantilevered highways along giant cliffs. Although there is not a highway running down the center of the Grand Canyon or next to the Acropolis, there are some stretches of Interstate 70 through Glenwood Canyon in Colorado and parts of the Blue Ridge Highway in North Carolina that reflect the vision in the film. On a more practical level, home refueling stations have been implemented for some electric and natural gas vehicle owners. The show also predicted that we would only need to push a few buttons and our automobiles would determine the best route and drive us there. Today, we have the satellite navigation piece, but nobody is brave enough to let their GPS drive them to their destination. Yet.

The final segment continues to look even farther over the horizon. Will we become a society where we will park our sun-powered electro-suspension car right in our own office, or program our recreational vehicle and let it drive us to our location while we read the paper or watch television in the back? Will we begin to use rockets to transport goods? Those questions have yet to be answered.

The show does remind us that the one thing we do know for certain is that happiness would only come when we have a complete network of interstate super-speed highways. “Magic Highways USA” is the story of how Walt Disney believed that we could solve any problem with the right technology, creative thinking, and good old-fashioned hard work.

Could Walt predict the future? Maybe…maybe not. We do know that he had a forward-leaning vision unlike any other. One example is how Walt insisted that “Magic Highways USA” be produced entirely in color. At the time of the debut broadcast, the penetration for color televisions in the United States was less than 1% of households. He knew that change was coming.


CHAPTER TWO

A Clean Sheet of Paper

Once Walt found the location for Disneyland, he tried to buy as much land as he could afford, but even that would not be enough. He had to make a lot of compromises to get Disneyland built. Once inside Disneyland’s front gate, Walt could control what his guests saw as they strolled through his park. But outside the front gate, he was powerless to control the tacky urban blight that was growing up around the perimeter. By the early 1960s, Disneyland was surrounded by low-quality tourist-oriented motels, restaurants, and services. Thomas Edison said, “Discontent is the first necessity of progress.” Walt, a big fan of Edison, was indeed discontented about the way Anaheim had developed around his park; he called the area “a second-rate Las Vegas”.

As with every opportunity that faced Walt, he was not satisfied with the status quo and knew he could do it better if given the chance. In the world of animation, the typical way to start is to pull out a blank sheet of paper. Walt knew the next time he decided to build a theme park that he would reach for the largest canvas he could find and buy enough land so that he could control what was in the frame. Just like the movies.

In 1959, Walt was given a chance to do it the right way. A billionaire offered him a chance to build another Disneyland in Palm Beach, Florida—only this time, Walt would get to design the city that surrounded the park. Walt knew that there was a huge untapped market for another theme park on the East Coast. According to Harrison “Buzz” Price, a land use economist who advised Walt, although the Palm Beach project ultimately did not move forward, it became a defining moment for Walt: this is when he became obsessed with building a city.

One thing Walt knew for certain: an East Coast version of Disneyland would make his brother, Roy Disney, happy. Roy was the business genius who supported Walt’s efforts. For Roy, the theme park would greatly reduce the risk of any project and become the money machine that would allow his brother to do whatever he wanted. What could go wrong?

You Can’t Top Pigs with Pigs

After a tough opening day and some negative reviews, Disneyland turned out to be a smash hit when it opened to the public in 1955. The park turned sleepy Anaheim into one of the fastest-growing cities in the United States. The economic windfall to Orange County was unimaginable. It seemed that every city in America wanted a Disneyland.

There was only one problem. Over the years, it became a well-known fact that Walt Disney did not like to do the same thing twice. He said, “I’ve never believed in doing sequels. I didn’t want to waste the time I have doing a sequel. I’d rather be using that time doing something new and different.” He liked new challenges and he already had a Disneyland. What was the point of building another theme park?

Walt said, “It goes back when they wanted me to do more pigs.” The Silly Symphony cartoon Three Little Pigs became a huge success in 1933 due in part to “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf”, a hit song that resonated with Great Depression audiences. Theater owners were clamoring for a follow-up. Walt hesitated. He proclaimed, “You can’t top pigs with pigs.”

Nevertheless, Walt could be practical when necessary, and he had ambitious plans for the animation studio. Those ambitions cost a lot of money. Therefore, he relented and produced two follow-up cartoon shorts. Unfortunately, Walt was right—the follow-up films did not have nearly the impact or commercial success as the original.

In 1959, twenty-six years later, Walt found himself in a similar dilemma. With an opportunity in Palm Beach before him, he saw that it would be possible to design a new town where people could live, work, and play. His city would function as well as Disneyland and his Burbank studio. It would be a suitable neighbor for his theme park. More importantly, this would not be a sequel.

Of course, the development would feature a bigger and better Disneyland-type theme park. Walt knew the park would help fund the rest of the project, but he was not sure if Disneyland-style entertainment would work on the East Coast. You would think another Disney park anywhere would be a no-lose proposition, but the reality was that Disney films had not done as well in the Northeast as they had in the rest of the United States. Plus, the failure of Freedomland—a Disneyland-inspired theme park built in the Bronx by an estranged Disney associate—made Walt pause. He wanted to be sure.

So he worked his way into four pavilions at the 1964–1965 New York World’s Fair, using the opportunity to test the market. The Disney pavilions were a smash hit, and Walt realized that his style of entertainment would work with the “sophisticated” Northeast crowd. Walt also benefited from his sponsors’ huge investments in facilities management, ride systems, Audio-Animatronics, and other technologies. Walt’s curiosity about the feasibility of an East Coast Disneyland was satisfied. Now he was ready to pursue his dream city.

Changing Expectations

For Walt, EPCOT would be a way for American corporations to show how technology, creative thinking, and hard work could change the world. He saw this project as a way to influence the public’s expectations about city life, in the same way his earlier work had redefined what it meant to watch an animated film or visit an amusement park.

Walt’s EPCOT—the Experimental Prototype City of Tomorrow—is not the permanent World’s Fair that is at Walt Disney World today. Rather, it is the city that Walt described to us just before he died—his vision of a city of 20,000 residents that would be built from the ground up on virgin land and packed with new ideas in planning, design, construction, and governance. If the project were built as Walt had envisioned it, most residents and visitors would know that the name is an acronym.

Building EPCOT would be Walt’s most ambitious project. It seems he was following Albert Einstein’s advice: “If at first, the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it.” Walt was always curious about how to do things better through technology, creativity, and hard work, and that curiosity was the primary inspiration for EPCOT. Plus, he hoped people who visited EPCOT would learn lessons that they could take back home with them. Disney Legend Joe Potter, who helped to build Walt Disney World, said Walt was interested “in what attracted people, held their attention, and moved them in and out.”3 Architect Royston Landau called Walt, a “technological-gimmick-obsessive”. Author Richard Schickel said in The Disney Version, “Disney’s gift, from the beginning, was not as is commonly supposed, a ‘genius’ for artistic expression…it was for the exploitation of technological innovation.”

An inspiration just as important as his curiosity was Walt’s sense of romance. Imagineer Bob Gurr, the man responsible for many of the vehicles at Disneyland and Walt Disney World (e.g., the Monorail, the PeopleMover, and the Omnimover), described a moment he shared with Walt on the company’s prized Grumman G-159 Gulfstream airplane. While looking at a drawing of EPCOT, Walt pointed toward the center of the map and said, “Here is where the park bench will be where [my wife] Lilly and I will sit on Saturday nights, and watch people walk by…”

Walt said, “Somehow I can’t believe there are many heights that can’t be scaled by a man who knows the secret of making dreams come true.” He was fond of saying that this secret could be summarized in four Cs: Curiosity, Confidence, Courage, and Constancy. He added, “The greatest of these is Confidence. When you believe a thing, believe it all over, implicitly, and unquestioningly.” Philosopher-psychologist Erich Fromm agreed and suggested that, “Creativity requires the courage to let go of certainties.” Walt must have always been confident that the EPCOT project would work—and it probably would have worked had he lived long enough to infect enough people with his dream, like he had done so many times before. According to Roy Disney, this project was Walt’s obsession right up until his death. Roy said, “On the day before he died, Walt lay on the hospital bed staring at the ceiling. It was squares of perforated acoustic tile, and Walt pictured them as a grid map for Disney World… Every four tiles represented a square mile and he said, ‘Now there is where the highway will run… There is the route for the monorails.’”

Author Ray Bradbury, a good friend of Walt’s, was asked if Walt was an optimist. Bradbury responded that Walt was not an optimist but an optimal behaviorist, a person who believes that “I behave at the top of my powers. Whatever gifts God gave me, I’ve tried to find out what they are, and make the best use of all my talents.” Bradbury added that Walt “knew that he could function in architecture, and later he used that power and raised it to its highest degree.” He summed up his view of Walt’s optimism by stating, “Optimism cannot come first; behavior comes first, and out of behavior comes happiness.” Walt wanted to build an entire planned community based on this belief. He wanted to change the public’s expectations of what a city—and happiness—could be.

Unfortunately, Walt died before his most ambitious dream could be realized. Roy Disney was nearing retirement when his brother died in 1966, but he decided to stay on and make sense of Walt’s ideas for the Florida Project. Roy and his “boys” wanted to create something that would make his brother proud. They started with the best of intentions. The State of Florida’s legislators apparently agreed—they granted Disney unprecedented land use and development rights. Roy and his team knew that the first phase would include the obvious elements like an updated Disneyland, resort hotels, campgrounds, and the infrastructure necessary for long-term development.

But without Walt, the dream could not be realized. Over time, the idea of building a city was scrapped in favor of a theme park. A mountain retreat also came very close to being built but was scuttled soon after Walt passed away. Only an arts college made it off the drawing board close to the way he had envisioned.

Historian Joseph Corn said of projects like EPCOT, “Technological utopianism, a creed once widely held by historians and the general public alike, has been dealt a number of serious blows. It has become at once compelling as a topic of historical inquiry and problematic as a guide to public policy.” Walt’s EPCOT dream had become a historic case study. What lessons could we learn?


CHAPTER THREE

A Timeless Way of Building

Fascination with the Progress City model on the upper level of the Carousel of Progress show building fostered my interest in learning about urbanism and what it takes to create livable, sustainable cities; and it compelled me to absorb as much as I could about the process that leads to beautiful, functional, and meaningful places. Walt seemed to know how to do that instinctively. He was never formally trained in urban planning, but he has made a significant impact on the way we perceive, design, and build cities. He was the right guy at the right place at the right time—because he understood “the timeless way of building.”

The timeless way of building is a concept first conceived by Austrian architect Christopher Alexander, the first recipient of the medal for research ever awarded by the American Institute of Architects. He taught at the Department of Architecture at the University of California, Berkeley for thirty-eight years. His ideas influenced architecture, planning, object-oriented computer programming, and the Traditional Neighborhood Design and Sustainable Environmental Design movements. He was also a major influence on The New Urbanism community of city building professionals. Alexander was able to combine a scientific perspective with a view based on “beauty and grace,” and the results have been profound.

One of the most fundamental and relevant discoveries from Alexander’s research has been the realization that “human feeling is mostly the same, mostly the same from person to person, mostly the same in every person”. Some would argue that this could not be true as we are all individuals and we have different experiences, backgrounds, cultures, and education. Alexander acknowledged that “there is a part of human feeling where we are all different” and “each of us has our idiosyncrasies, our unique individual human character” and “we often concentrate on…talking about feelings, and comparing feelings”. Nonetheless, Alexander’s forty-year research has shown that those individual qualities account for only 10 percent of human feelings. The other 90 percent are the “stuff in which we are all the same and we feel the same things”.

One of Walt Disney’s greatest gifts was his ability to understand and tap into those universal feelings. As one of the most influential artists of the 20th century, his creations have crossed the boundaries of time and culture, and his work is still relevant today. Walt knew how to create and tell timeless stories. As many of his filmmaking peers would say, he was the best story man in the business. But timeless stories were not enough for Walt; he also wanted to create timeless places.

The Quality Without a Name

The only way to build beautiful and functional public spaces is to learn the code that unlocks the riddle: how do such places happen? We have all experienced environments that exhibit the timeless way of building. Alexander said these places reveal “the quality without a name”. Think back to a place where everything seems just right. You cannot quite put your finger on it, it is hard to explain to somebody else, and your words will always seem inadequate—but there is something there that transcends other places you have experienced. Alexander suggested, “There is a central quality, which is the root criterion of life and spirit in a man, a town, a building or a wilderness. This quality is objective and precise, but it cannot be named.”

Why does this matter? When you consider that there are billions of people in the world, the challenge that the Imagineers had to create spaces that appeal to such a broad range of opinions and cultures would seem insurmountable. However, Walt and his design team understood what Alexander meant, and they achieved this “quality without a name”—the quality that appeals universally to all people—in many parts of Disneyland. Surely, this is one of the reasons for the park’s tremendous success and why guests keep coming back. Had he lived to build his other environmental design projects, Walt would have infused them with the same quality. “Success is doing ordinary things extraordinarily well,” according to business philosopher Jim Rohn; this was one of Walt’s greatest strengths.

Walt was not the first person to produce animated films, but he elevated the art form to a level that has yet to be topped. In Designing Disney’s Theme Parks, cultural historian Karal Ann Marling wrote, “The painstaking art of animation was, after all, the art of perfecting the world. It was a world over which Walt Disney exercised total, beneficent control.” Walt wanted to have the same impact on the art of three-dimensional spatial design with the opening of Disneyland. Millions of visitors come to the Disney theme parks to experience the Disney “magic”. So what exactly are they looking for? In DisneyWar, James B. Stewart defined the Disney magic as that moment when “people’s apprehension turns into awe and delight”. When Disney guests step into the environment based on a timeless way of building—an environment that has the quality without a name—they realize that they are in a place where their dreams can come true.

Perhaps you have witnessed how a carefully designed, immersive environment can make a significant impression on the individual and can quickly change one’s mood and behavior. Walt had the vision and desire to create such a place. As a result, he changed the way we look at the public realm. How did he do this? Why are some places filled with life while other places seem so lifeless?

Christopher Alexander suggested, “What we call ‘life’ is a general condition, which exists, to some degree or other, in every part of space: brick, stone, grass, river, painting, building, daffodil, human being, forest, city.” Alexander added, “The key to this idea is that every part of space—every connected region of space, small or large—has some degree of life.” Most importantly, “This degree of life is well defined, objectively existing, and measurable.” A space that demonstrates a high-quality, positive experience for the majority of people is one that has a “higher degree of life”. Understanding what these measurable qualities are can help to unlock the riddle of how to create wonderful places.

Many urban planners and architects find it important to be able to measure how successful a space or structure is. Alexander tried to be more precise by saying, “We are going to pay attention to what we can see and what we can identify and what we can know.” That is the start. It is also important that the knowledge be shared, that it be “put in some kind of experimental form, that another person can then be convinced of.” Architect Matthew Frederick provided one definition for sharable knowledge. He suggested, “If you can’t explain your ideas to your grandmother in terms that she understands, you don’t know your subject well enough.”

If you are a city planner and see your role as a resource management expert, then the solution is to demand that everything be measurable. So how do you measure something as seemingly intangible as a “higher degree of life”? How do you describe that quality in a way everybody can understand?

The Higher Degree of Life

When I refer to a place that has a “higher degree of life”, what do I mean? The formal definition of a “higher degree of life” is a space that is filled with the “quality without a name”. Let’s start with this simple test. When you enter a space that feels right, you know it possesses that “quality without a name” immediately, even if you are not able to articulate why you have these feelings.

If you are asked to list why you have such positive feelings, you soon discover that your words are inadequate. It is almost impossible to truly capture the experience in such a way that it can be shared; however, you know the quality does exist, because you have just experienced it.

A couple of examples at Disneyland illustrate how various elements come together to create spaces with a higher degree of life. The first example comes just as you enter Disneyland. The second example is more subtle yet just as powerful.

In an informal poll at a Disney D23 convention, Disney’s official fan club, I asked participants to describe that moment when they first felt the “magic” of Disneyland. For many, it was the emotional transformation you experience when you walk from the front courtyard where the large Mickey floral display is located through the tunnels under the railroad tracks to Town Square.

In 101 Things I Learned in Architectural School, Matthew Frederick teaches us that “our experience of an architectural space is strongly influenced by how we arrive in it”. The space is a stage and “we mentally connect visual cues from our surroundings to our needs and expectations. The satisfaction and richness of our experiences are largely the result of the ways in which these connections are made.”

Walt used a well-known architectural trick called “denial and reward”. This is achieved by deflecting the first view of Town Square by the use of tunnels that pass under the railroad tracks. Walking through the tunnels provides a moment of disorientation that aids in making the effect work.

The first courtyard is symbolically the same as a lobby in a theater. It is a gathering place. From this point, you have to make your first decision. Do you walk through the left or right tunnel? The tunnel you enter through is a highly personal choice, and for many guests, picking one side over the other becomes a tradition. Personally, I always enter from the left-hand tunnel, the one near City Hall.

Employing a movie metaphor, the tunnels create the physical equivalent of a “cross-dissolve”. In a movie, a “cross-dissolve” superimposes the tail end of the first clip on the beginning of the second clip, and fades the clips in and out. When done correctly, the effect moves the story along while the audience barely notices the transition. When done poorly, it jars the viewer. The transition through the tunnels provides the same impact, but as a spatial experience. The tunnels are a cross-dissolve from one reality to another. The Disney parks are filled with such treasures.

As you enter the tunnel, the view is limited until you have passed all the way through. Frederick said, “Frame a view, don’t merely exhibit it.” The best way to create a richer, more dramatic view is to discreetly
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