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Foreword

R.J. asked me to write four words for his latest book about the early years of Walt Disney World. I gave a lot of thought to this and there is no way that I could write just four words about the Ogrens’ new book. It would take a whole lot more than that.

It was a long time ago that I first met Randy—that is what I knew him as way back in the early 1970s. I had pioneered the opening of television shows across the nation, but quit it when I ended up as the head writer and playing one of the leads in a children’s Saturday morning show on CBS-TV and also making three trips with the USO to Vietnam, then rushing back to begin my adventure with Walt Disney.

Wally Boag and Walt Disney put the show together that I started in at Disneyland, the Golden Horseshoe Revue. Wally talked me into joining him in the new location in Orlando with the Diamond Horseshoe Revue. After three years, Wally called Florida quits and returned to Disneyland. I was made the director of the Diamond Horseshoe Revue and that was when I met Suzanne and Randy. That meeting became regular—over and over, they could be found in the audience of our Western revue show. I got to know them as they lived miles from the theme park, but commuted every day to work the jobs of their dreams.

In 1977, I asked Randy if he would like to take on some artwork for a book I started writing when I was a teenager and traveling with one of the few remaining tent theaters. He agreed and I handed him a pile of scribbled drawings that I wanted made a lot bettter. In only a few days, we were in business. The book, Willard the Wizard, was a success, and a few years later I was contacted by the Smithsonian Institute asking permission to use the information and the drawings from the book for their 1983 tribute to American tent theater.

Randy did not stop with the Disney and Smithsonian successes; he went on to other theme park projects, and Suzanne joined him in writing about their early adventures in Walt Disney World for Theme Park Press in a book called Together in the Dream

But their many adventures would not fit into one book; it would take another. Join with me in reading about Walt Disney’s magic land that Randy and Suzanne for a time called home.

Bev Bergeron


Authors’ Note

When R.J. worked at Walt Disney World, he was known by his full first name: Randy. You will see his name both ways throughout this book.

As in our first book, we’ve written alternating chapters, indicated by our names at the beginning of each one. The exceptions to that are Chapters 1, 20, and 34, which we wrote together.


chapter one

Then and Now

The Florida sun reflected off the still wet surfaces of Hollywood Boulevard, as we made our way toward the Brown Derby restaurant. Our attire was not that of a typical guest. Dressed in somewhat semi-formal apparel, we were amused by the stares we received.

“Everyone is looking at you in that beautiful dress.”

“They’re also looking at you because you’re wearing a suit and Disney tie.”

It was the week of our 50th wedding anniversary. A few days earlier, in the living room of our home near Chicago, with close friends and family in attendance, we had renewed our wedding vows. The next day, the two of us travelled to Walt Disney World to spend a week of celebrating and reminiscing in the place that changed our lives. And we had decided that the Brown Derby, at Disney’s Hollywood Studios, was the perfect place to have our official anniversary dinner.

From the moment we walked in the door of the restaurant, everyone—both cast members and other diners—made us feel special. We were delighted when we arrived at our table to find tiny gold and silver stars decorating the white linen tablecloth, and special wine goblets awaiting our toasting.

As we sat down, the waiter said, “I understand you have a card you’re supposed to open before you begin your meal. Do you have it with you?” We looked at each other as if to say, ‘What did Rick and Holly do? How does the waiter know about the card Suzanne had remembered to put in her purse?’ It had been given to us by our dear friends, Holly and Rick Hynes, with instructions not to open it until we were at the Brown Derby. We were stunned when we read the contents of a beautiful anniversary card that included a gift card to pay for the entire evening. We immediately ordered an expensive bottle of wine.

The meal was perfection, topped off with the Derby’s signature grapefruit cake, compliments of the chef. (Trust us, it’s delicious.) We were sung to, congratulated by people at neighboring tables, and our waiter helped us remember this grand occasion by taking a perfect picture of us toasting the event.

Arriving at Disney World a couple of days earlier, we had to navigate several roads, on Disney property, to reach Disney’s Port Orleans Resort - Riverside. Some of these roads were familiar to us, but most were not, and we had a couple of missteps before arriving at what would be our home for the next week. This was the first, in a series of then-and-now moments, that would quickly multiply throughout our stay.

When we began working at WDW in the 1970s, there were only two Disney hotels: the Contemporary Resort and the Polynesian Village. By the time we left, in 1994, there were over twenty hotels, with more to come. We had previously stayed, over our years in Orlando, at both the Polynesian and the Grand Floridian. For our 50th anniversary week, we wanted to stay somewhere new to us. We chose well because our Port Orleans Riverside room was beautifully appointed and spacious, and the grounds and buildings were idyllic for our special time together.

When we checked in, we were surprised to each receive special pins that sported images of Mickey and Minnie above the words “Happy Anniversary,” and underneath, written in marker, “50 Ears”! We immediately put them on, and soon realized that cast members in the hotel made a point of congratulating us at every turn. “Oh, we’re wearing these everywhere. This is fun!” R.J. announced.

The first thing we did, after unpacking, was to walk the path beside the Sassagoula River on the grounds of the hotel. We then explored the shops and restaurants in the main lobby building, and had a drink at the River Roost bar, where we made friends with the bartender after he commented on our pins (and said we didn’t look old enough to be married fifty years. P.S.: he got a big tip!)

The Magic Kingdom had to be the first park we visited. It was where it all began for us in our Disney careers, and was also the only park there was in the 1970s. We have so many memories of the Magic Kingdom, from our monorail pilot days, to R.J.’s “dream come true” job as an audio-animatronics artist, and Suzanne’s entertainment career, both as a costume character and in management. Our first book, Together in the Dream, is filled with our stories of the early decades of Walt Disney World.

We preferred to drive our car to the different parks. On that first day, in the Magic Kingdom parking lot, as we got out of our car, we looked up and saw a complete double rainbow: perfect!

The entrance to the Magic Kingdom had Suzanne’s mind turning back to all the moments she, as Sleepy the Dwarf, had greeted visitors endless times in front of the Mickey floral hill below the train station. Walking onto Main Street and seeing Cinderella Castle made us both smile; that never changes. Walt’s original vision, of Main Street recalling his childhood home town of Marceline, Missouri, is still strong. We do enjoy that, but we miss the magic shop, the nickelodeon, and the movie theatre. R.J. was happy because, even though the tobacco shop is gone, the Indian figure that stood in front of it still stands on Main Street. R.J. painted that figure many times, and had to pose for a photo next to it.

Fantasyland has always been our favorite part of the park, so we headed there first, to ride Peter Pan’s Flight, R.J.’s favorite in Fantasyland. That gave us our first glimpse of an attraction change we would have missed if we’d used a FastPass for this ride.

A moment about FastPasses. Having visited WDW hundreds of times since its opening, we have learned how to manipulate our time to avoid long queues at attractions. We share this information with friends planning to go to WDW, when asked for advice about their trips. A FastPass does work for some rides, such as the roller-coaster attractions, for instance. However, we have never been fans of this added convenience because, by using a Fast-Pass, you occasionally miss the beginning section of a ride that sets up the ambience. Peter Pan is now a perfect example of that.

For years, Peter Pan’s Flight had an issue with queue lines because of its location. At its busiest times of day, portable rope areas were set up in front of the building that caused guest flow issues. That has been eliminated because now you queue up inside the building next to the actual ride, and that queue takes you through the home of the Darling family, and even gives you some interactive moments that keep you interested as you stand in line. If you use a FastPass, you miss all that fun. And we loved it immediately.

Our next stop was the new area of Fantasyland, which includes the Little Mermaid attraction (loved that—R.J. was back in “artist heaven” with how it was created!), the Seven Dwarfs Mine Train ride, the Beauty and the Beast section, and Storybook Circus with its double Dumbo ride. We decided to save the Mine Train for later and went to Gaston’s for a snack. We agreed that the new area was well done, but, again, we missed what was gone.

R.J. used to love that he got to scuba dive in the 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea attraction (when the park was closed, of course) to check the figures for rehab and renewal. The ride had been closed for years, but the lagoon and the entrance had remained until this new section of Fantasyland was built. He will always mourn that loss.

We also missed Snow White’s Scary Adventures, an attraction directly across the promenade from the new Mine Train. And the long-gone Skyway, that ran from a chalet-like building on the top of a hill next to It’s A Small World, over to Tomorrowland. There is now an open seating area, with restrooms next to it. Lastly, we missed Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride. That building now houses Winnie the Pooh.

We did enjoy all the updates to existing attractions, such as the Hall of Presidents, the Haunted Mansion, and Pirates of the Caribbean. And we had fun laughing at the Country Bear Jamboree and the Jungle Cruise—with R.J. reminiscing about working on all those figures. His favorite update was the Carousel of Progress in Tomorrowland, which features a new narration and more advanced audio-animatronic figures.

We spent a day each at Epcot, Hollywood Studios, and a new favorite that we’d never seen before: the Animal Kingdom (you can’t miss Kilimanjaro Safaris—fantastic! And we DID get a Fast Pass for that one, and were glad we did. It’s very popular.) However, we went back to the Magic Kingdom two more days, including our last day there because it will always be the location where our Disney dreams came true.

In the pages of Remembering the Magic, we have more accounts of “our working days at WDW” as well as featured stories from other cast members we worked with during those years. But, before we get to those tales, we relate the way in which Disney magic entered our lives.
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	Suzanne & R.J. at Brown Derby, 50th Anniversary dinner




chapter two

I Want to Be a Mouseketeer

Suzanne

I think the question I’m asked most often, when someone learns that I was a Disney entertainer, is, “What made you want to work for Disney?” And my direct reply is always, “It began when I was young. I wanted to be a Mouseketeer.”

I was ten years old, I think. I was visiting my aunt, uncle and my cousins, Carole and Bob, for several weeks in St. Louis. I’d experienced my first plane ride from Miami, Florida, to my birthplace city—and got airsick just before landing. So, flying was a new adventure for me that summer. But I discovered something else, during those weeks, that would be a much bigger influence on my life.

The original Mickey Mouse Club was being broadcast every weekday afternoon that summer. The show had been on since October 1955, but I had never seen it, for some reason. When Carole and I got to talking about dancing school—I had the summer off from my lessons and I really missed it—she asked which Mouseketeer I thought was the best dancer. She couldn’t believe I’d never seen the show!

It was a one-hour show back then, separated into four, equal time segments. The first always had a particular theme for the day: Monday was Fun with Music Day; Tuesday, Guest Day; Wednesday, Anything Can Happen Day; Thursday, Circus Day; and Friday was Roundup Day. I still remember each one vividly: the special costumes the Mouseketeers wore, the sets for each of those days, even some of the theme song lyrics and choreography (which I memorized and imitated as I watched them onscreen).

The second segment showcased different Disney videos about nature, travel, and other topics. The third segment was a Mouseketeer series, such as Spin and Marty, The Hardy Boys, or Annette, among others. And the final segment of the day featured all the Mouseketeers, with their mentor, Jimmy, learning about such things as vocabulary and slogans—educational stuff you could take away and be the richer for it. That last segment always ended with the famous M-I-C-K-E-Y M-O-U-S-E theme song.

Carole and Bob both got a bit irritated with me before my visit was over because I was glued to the TV screen every afternoon for an hour, once I had seen the first Mickey Mouse Club show.

When I got back home, my mania didn’t wane. I bought a Mickey Mouse Club record album, and later, two by Annette (all of which I still possess), and some 45s of various Mouse Club songs as well. I ordered a book about the club, and waited anxiously each day for the mailman until it arrived. And I longed to own a Mouseketeer outfit, complete with personalized shirt, skirt, and mouse ears, but my parents couldn’t afford that.

I would put on my tap shoes every afternoon so I’d be ready to dance with the Mouseketeers. My mom seemed amused by all this, and I can remember her face when I told her that I wanted to keep taking my dance lessons so that I could become a real Mouseketeer. She explained that, though I was a good dancer, it would be difficult for me since we didn’t live in California. I know now, of course, that it was her way of letting me down easy.

Throughout my junior high school days, and into early high school, I would hurry home from school to have my daily Mickey Mouse Club fix. In its last years, the show was cut to a half-hour and I was devastated when it was cancelled. I had continued to study dance, and my classes included serious pointe work by the time I was thirteen.

My love of Disney music and stories hadn’t started with the MMC, however. It just gave me a vision of how I might work for Disney. I still remember the first Disney movie I saw when I was five or six: Cinderella. I still have a collection of little, yellow 78 rpm children’s records of music from countless classic Disney films, including Peter Pan, Alice in Wonderland, and of course, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. I learned all the songs by heart, and created my own dances to accompany them.

I was quite shy growing up, and I was an only child as well. Dance, reading, and singing were my solitary happy places. My library of Disney books was unending. I still have most of those, too, and they’ve been handed down and read to my children, and their children.

My dancing aspirations never waned, but were diverted by a series of events in my teens. I had to change dance schools because of a family move, and soon became disenchanted with the new teachers and lack of personal attention there. Then, I got involved with drama in high school, so I began watching more classic movies on TV, and reading books about acting technique. My dancing talents were helpful for social dancing, and I enjoyed being a regular on a Saturday dance show called Miami Bandstand (a local version of American Bandstand).

I met my husband, R.J., in high school. I was in the play Harvey, and he was working backstage. We became an item. I introduced him to my world of dance and love of Disney. He had a Disney dream, too, I found out. He wanted to be an artist and work for Walt.

As you know, if you’ve read our book Together in the Dream, our dreams did finally become reality, but in very different ways than we first envisioned. I still remember, though, when I got that job at Walt Disney World, my first thought was: ‘I always wanted to be a Mouseketeer, and this is even better!’


chapter three

A Mouse, a Duck, and Walt

R.J.

A baseball bounces away after hitting Donald Duck on top of his head, causing a huge knot to appear. His tongue sticks out, as his eyes and head quiver from the impact. My first Disney drawing. I was three.

Seriously. I was three. Ask my aunts who were my babysitters.

It was 1947. I was fascinated with the Disney cartoon shorts that were shown in the theatres, before the feature films. We had no television in our home in St. Charles, Illinois, but I had Disney comic books and Golden Books that inspired me.

Quick! Get out your abacus—sorry; your cell phone, calculator—whatever! so you can figure out my age. It doesn’t matter to me, because in my mind, I am perpetually thirty-two. That was my age when I became a Disney artist.

After moving to Rock Island, Illinois, in 1950, we acquired our gigantic, 16-inch (I think) black-and-white TV, in a blond wood cabinet. The doors on the cabinet could hide the TV screen, but they eventually remained open all the time. A rabbit ear antenna sat atop it, to find the signal. Oh! And I remember a really ugly black horse-head lamp on top of the cabinet. My mother hated horses, but loved that ugly lamp. (My mother had no decorating skills.)

Television! Wow! Howdy Doody, Captain Video, old Western movies, and a few weird local kid’s shows: fun! I even had a Western outfit; complete with hat, vest, chaps, holster, and six gun, which I wore while watching Western movies. There were no Disney shows on TV at that time, so, since Disney characters were still my favorites, I spent a lot of time at the movie theatre.

When Peter Pan was released in 1953, I talked my mom into letting me go to an evening show at the Rock Island movie theatre. She insisted that my older brother accompany me. He was not a Disney fan, and he was not happy, especially when he found out that I planned on sitting through the film twice. Back then, and even into the early 1970s, you could stay in a theatre and watch a movie over and over. Lots of popcorn, candy, and fun.

I soon had the Peter Pan record album, and happily drove my brother over the edge, playing it continually.

I also got my first artist easel that year, and I remember the first painting I created was a scene from Peter Pan. Whenever I look at the picture of me, painting at that easel, I can never figure out the subject matter on the canvas. However, I am convinced it was something from Peter Pan.

At that time, I was in fourth grade at Lincoln Elementary School, and I was in love with my art teacher. She encouraged my talents and helped me to become a better artist. One of the projects she assigned us was to make papier-mache masks of cartoon characters. Everyone else in the class made flat-faced animals, but I made a three-dimensional Donald Duck with his bill sticking out about six inches. My teacher said I made the best, and her words meant more than receiving the highest grade on my report card.

Other Disney films influenced me in that darkened movie theatre, including Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Bambi, and Pinocchio. But then something truly magical happened for me in October 1955: The Mickey Mouse Club premiered on TV.

Five days a week, I would run four blocks, from school to home, to get there in time to see the opening of the show. At the end of the animated “Mickey Mouse March,” the Mouseketeers would be heard yelling, “Yea, Mickey!” and then Donald would be seen, hitting a big round gong, always with disastrous results.

With Disney in my home, not just in the movie theatre, my world changed. I was immersed in the talents of the Mouseketeers, including Bobby, Doreen, Karen, Cubby, Annette…sigh! Annette! Every guy I knew was in love with Annette. I wanted to be a Mouseketeer. I wanted those ears. I wanted to be on the ranch with Spin and Marty. Most of all, I could see me working as an artist for Walt when I grew up.

The Mickey Mouse Club show wasn’t the only Disney influence for this ambition. Walt had opened Disneyland in California, and on TV he premiered his night-time show, The Wonderful World of Disney, that helped to promote his theme park. I watched that show every Sunday night.

We moved to Miami, Florida, in 1957. A couple of years later, I met the girl who would become my wife, Suzanne, during a drama production at Miami Norland High School. She was onstage, but I stayed behind the scenes painting sets and doing other work, until our teacher made me get onstage—terrifying then, but a part of my life today.

My first dates with Suzanne were at her house, where I remember us sitting on her living room couch while she encouraged me to draw Disney characters for her. The first one I did was my favorite: Donald and the baseball.
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	R.J., age 9, at his first easel
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