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Introduction

One spring day in early 1990 I was given a coffee mug. At the time, I was working swing shift in the Maintenance Services department at Disneyland and when I walked into the shop at the beginning of the shift, my supervisor, with no ceremony, tossed me the mug. “What’s this?” I asked. “What do you think it is?” He gave me a snarky look, shook his head, and turned away. He was one of those types of supervisors, so I just ignored him. I turned the mug in my hand; it had a blue silk-screen line drawing of our mascot, Facilities Mickey, on one side (wearing coveralls and a hard hat, and carrying a variety of tools). On the other side was the statement “Part of a Winning Team. Disneyland Facilities, Engineering and Construction, Best Maintenance Organization of the Year Award—1990.”

I had already worked for Disneyland for seven years, but like many cast members I didn’t really pay much attention to most of the company announcements. I came in and did my job and then went home again without too much thought to what I did or why I did it. So I didn’t know anything about the story behind the mug and very little about the division that I worked in. In those days, it seemed as if we were constantly being given things. I usually gave them away to friends and family, or else threw it away, so at first I wasn’t going to keep the mug. But I liked the Facilities Mickey picture on it, and decided to keep it. I put it in my locker and used it as a pencil jar. It was one of the few mementos that I kept when I left the company in 2003. Besides the mug, I only kept three other items: two challenge coins that were awarded to me by senior maintenance management for jobs well done (I don’t remember what those jobs were) and my Disneyland spirit award. Spirit pins used to be a big deal because so few were awarded. You had to be nominated and a committee of your peers weighed the arguments pro and con and then voted. I was very proud of that award and I always made it a point of wearing the company-issued plastic name tag so I could also display my spirit pin.

Though I didn’t know much about the story behind the mug when it was given to me, as time went on I picked up more of the lore and culture of the division. In March 1990, Maintenance Technology magazine recognized the Disneyland Facilities, Engineering, and Construction Division with its award for Best Maintenance Organization for, among other things, our 99 percent operational readiness index. This index compared the actual operating time of all attractions at Disneyland versus the scheduled operating time. It was an amazing achievement and we were proud to have been recognized outside of our industry for our success. Representatives from heavy industry visited the park and interviewed management and hourly maintenance cast members and took back to their businesses the things that they had learned at Disneyland. It was a great way for Disneyland Maintenance to finish off the 1980s and cap thirty-five years of maintaining the park since its opening in 1955.

When I joined the company in 1983, Maintenance was still known as the Maintenance Division. It would be renamed and reorganized several times over the next twenty years, but its basic operation always remained the same. To keep the Disneyland park and eventually the Disneyland resort running. Maintenance cast members worked in a variety of environments and situations. Whether it was underwater or high in the air; electrical, mechanical, or electronic; indoors or outdoors; simple or complex; cutting-edge or antique technology, the division kept the show going and provided a safe place for cast members and guests.

My partner, Eileen Schneider, began working for Disneyland Maintenance in 1978 as a machinist apprentice. She would eventually earn her journeyman’s card as a machinist as well as an outside maintenance mechanic. Eileen eventually moved into a variety of salaried and project jobs throughout Maintenance before leaving the division in 2000. I began in the warehouse, moved to Maintenance Services, then worked in the Arcade Shop. Eileen and I never knew each other, never worked together, until late 1997 when we finally did meet. We’ve been together ever since.

Between those years, Eileen was in constant demand as she had an excellent reputation and moved from one success to the next. I worked from paycheck to paycheck and moved from department to department not sure what I wanted to be when I finally grew up, but enjoyed the work and the people that I met. We both worked with amazing, committed professionals who all believed in what we were doing. We believed in the goals of the company—though at times we did not agree with the path that they chose, still we all tried to keep the park maintained to the level that Walt would have expected and that guests deserved. It is this combination of experiences that Eileen and I share that makes our stories complementary to each other and interesting to those people fascinated by how the magic of Disneyland is maintained.

I wrote the following work as two separate, but complementary memoirs that tell the story of Disneyland Maintenance in the 1980s and 90s as we saw and experienced it. This is not a proper history, so there is much of the operation that is ignored or glossed over because neither of us were involved and don’t have the knowledge or experience regarding it. That would be more appropriate for a broader historical treatment. I chose to write it this way because I wanted Eileen to have her own voice. I based her section on six hours of oral history that I recorded in early 2017 along with countless stories and anecdotes that she shared with me throughout the nineteen years that we have been together and tried my best to capture her way of speaking and her unique viewpoint. Any errors or omissions in her story are my responsibility alone.

The story starts in 1978 and concludes in 1997; it seemed like a good year to end on, as Maintenance was at the beginning of some drastic changes and the division that we had both grown up in was soon to be gone, but more importantly, I chose that particular year because it is the year that Eileen and I met.

The story of our experiences in Disneyland Maintenance through the 1980s and 1990s is filled with adventure; treacherous mountains, jungle rivers, Old West towns, and space ports. It is all there because Eileen and I—and, more importantly, thousands of others since 1955—turned the bolts, greased the fittings, poured the concrete, cleaned the projectors, and programmed the rides to keep the adventure alive.


Chapter One

Disneyland Maintenance

When Walt Disney built Disneyland he and his staff, quite naturally, fell back on their experiences in the film industry and so they based much of how the early park was run on the traditions, attitudes, and vocabulary of film studios. This continued into the 1980s and it wouldn’t be until Disney California Adventure was built in the late 1990s that some of this film studio-inspired vocabulary would fall out of general usage amongst the employees—or, as befitting the idea of a movie studio, cast members ( CMs).

In the 1980s, most of the original terminology was still in widespread use amongst CMs. Where the guests moved and enjoyed themselves in Disneyland was known as “in-berm,” or more commonly “on stage.” In-berm was used to designate everything that was onstage; it came from the large earthen berm that Disney had constructed to surround the park in 1955. If you were on stage, even maintenance cast members were expected to deport themselves according to the standards set by the Disneyland University regarding costume, neatness, and helpfulness. By the 1980s, the berm was thoroughly overgrown and hidden from the eye, but it still served its original purpose to shield the guests from the outside world once they stepped through the turnstiles and entered Disneyland. It also made life somewhat difficult for the maintenance division because the only entrances into the on-stage area were through a limited number of narrow gates and tunnels. The term has fallen a bit out of fashion since the construction of Disney California Adventure as no berm was built around that park.

Everything located outside the berm was known as “back-of-house” or “backstage.” This would include all the support departments, service areas and roads, break areas, and other cast member areas that the guests were prohibited from entering. There were several backstage service areas: east, west, and north.

East Side was everything behind the east side of Main Street and included the service road that ran behind Space Mountain to the rear of the Skyway attraction where Outdoor Foods and Cash Control was located. East Side was also where the administration building was originally located. Costuming, Security, First Aid, Key Control, Payroll, and several other administrative departments were located in this building. The main employee cafeteria, the Inn Between, was also located here. The Inn Between was the back side of the Plaza Inn and featured many of the foods offered to guests in the Plaza Inn as well as a short-order service. Seating was inside or outside with a nice wooden patio that wrapped around several trees that made the patio quite nice during the spring and summer months. As this was the main cafeteria, it was the best place to see the variety of different costumes that the CMs wore throughout the park.

West Side was behind Bear Country and wrapped around behind Pirate of the Caribbean and New Orleans Square. It consisted of large open areas and originally contained mostly maintenance shops known as building and façade trades such as the Mill, the Staff Shop, and the Paint Shop. Along with these shops were offices located behind Bear Country and the Big River areas of the park. Over time, trailers for administrative offices filled the open spaces behind the Haunted Mansion and Pirates of the Caribbean.

North Side accounted for the majority of the backstage space and covered the area behind the Big River and Fantasyland, and wrapped around to the East Side behind Tomorrowland.The majority of the industrial maintenance and support operations were located here.

There were a couple of smaller service areas as well: an alleyway behind River Belle Terrace and the Golden Horseshoe, another behind Village Haus restaurant and Big Thunder Mountain Railroad, and another between Videopolis and the Storybook Land Canal Boats.

Behind the northernmost service gate, Small World Gate, was the Submarine dry dock that could be seen by guests riding by on the steam trains. The submarines never left the attraction and the dry dock could only hold one boat at a time, limiting the rehabs that could be performed on the submarines in any given year. Just to the right of the dry dock was the area that the Autopia Garage mechanics would use to pull or put in motor boats for the old Motor Boat Cruise attraction.

The maintenance organization at Disneyland has evolved and morphed over the decades in response to increased needs as the park turned into parks and into a resort. In the 1970s and early 1980s it was known simply as the maintenance division, but would be renamed the facilities, engineering and construction (FEC) division in the late 1980s when it was re-organized slightly. It would carry this name through the 1990s. In the 1980s, the division employed around 700 cast members and was organized as operating groups made up of craft-specific departments such as the electrical department, machine shop, weld shop, sheet metal shop, paint shop, staff shop, decorating shop, etc., along with unique departments found only at Disneyland, such as the animation shop, arcade shop, and the cycle shop. Each shop had a manager and most ran a three-shift operation, seven days a week. Each operating group had its own management that answered to the director of all maintenance operations.

The work of the division was divided between “planned work” which came out to about 30 percent of the workload for the division and “routine maintenance” which accounted for the rest. Planned work was anything that required extensive scheduling and planning and was usually planned for and budgeted in the previous fiscal year. This work included “preventative maintenance,” or PMs. PMs were, and are, an important aspect of maintenance operations. Inspections, lubrication, etc. were all aspects of PMs. The bulk of planned work were major rehabilitation projects, simply known as “rehabs,” that involved the attractions and facilities, such as restaurants, being periodically overhauled. Mechanical, electrical, paint, and construction all occurred to varying degrees depending upon the needs of the particular location and the limitations of the budget. Normally, only one major rehab was performed at a time with several smaller rehabs, usually only one in each land, to minimize the impact on the guest experience. The work was always scheduled during the “off season”—the winter months and between holidays—when park hours were shorter.

Until around 1985 the park would be closed on Mondays and Tuesdays during the winter months. These two days were useful to the Maintenance because it meant that jobs could be left active during those two days. Pallets of parts, supplies, even the crane could remain onstage. All large jobs, such as the Matterhorn track replacement, could be completed during daylight hours. Painting in guest areas was also much easier. When the decision to go to seven-day operation was made at the corporate level, it forced Maintenance to move all of this work to the night shifts and behind construction panels to keep the guests from seeing the work that was being done.

The remaining workload was “routine maintenance” requested by park operations. This was the typical breakages or stoppages that occurred during normal operations and could be anything from a burned-out light bulb in the Emporium or a plugged sink in Club 33 to an attraction down on the Matterhorn.

At Disneyland, the park is always changing. The backstage areas have changed dramatically since I began in 1983 as new construction pushed into the service areas. The main maintenance building, the mechanical maintenance building, was called Building 500; this structure dominated the north service area and was near Ball Gate, the service entrance primarily used by vendors and employees who worked in the area. It was called Building 500 because of the large black “500” painted on its outside corner.

Building 500 is still located on the north side of the Disneyland property in the north service area across from the administration building which runs along the Santa Ana Freeway. In the early 1980s, though, the administration building did not exist yet. Instead, that was the location of the Global Van Lines building that faced onto the Santa Ana Freeway. Global Van Lines was one of the original sponsors in the park and their building was an amazing futurist structure featuring a large fountain with a world globe in front. For many years, the fountain was an icon for families that drove to Disneyland—on sighting the huge globe they knew they were close to the park! A few years after I began work at Disneyland, Global Van Lines closed the building and it sat abandoned for a number of years until it was demolished. The new administration building was built in the 1990s in its place. Because space was always at a premium in the backstage areas, we often used the old Global Van Lines parking lot as a storage yard for our various maintenance projects and jobs.

Building 500 is a tall, windowless, white, concrete building constructed in the 1970s that was designed to provide access for bulky items brought in through its various blue roll-up doors. Running across the length of the building was a large gantry crane that could move the full distance across the building to allow large loads to be lifted and moved from shop to shop. In 1983, the building was organized differently than it is now. Back then, the machine shop was located on the ground floor roughly in the middle of the building. On the south side of the building was the service garage where the department staff maintained all the vehicles Disneyland owned including the parking lot trams. Many years later their responsibilities would grow and include mechanical maintenance of the Casey Jr. trains, Jungle Cruise boats, Tom Sawyer rafts, Mike Fink keelboats, the Sailing Ship Columbia engine, and parts of the Mark Twain steamboat.

On the other side of the machine shop was the mechanical shop, also known as the boat shop, which housed watercraft to be worked on out of the weather. The mechanical shop would rebuild mechanical assemblies. It was also used as a base of operations for the outside machinist crews. They kept their tools there and were dispatched from there to work on the various attractions. On the north side of the building was the weld shop. The welders were constantly in demand for repairs throughout the park or for manufacturing items required by the other crafts. Several of the welders were veritable artists who did amazing work.

To the east of the weld shop was the issue cage, run by the warehouse. This was where we signed for many of the parts we needed for the attractions as well as small consumables such as fasteners, drill bits, grease, etc. Next to Issues was the tool crib and then the plumbing, electrical, and arcade departments. This last department maintained all the arcade machines, antique musical instruments, and hat embroidery machines as well as small electro-mechanical devices like the change machines, turnstiles, and even the matchbook stamper that was used by Club 33 employees to personalize the matchbooks given out to guests.

Free matches were common in those days as smoking was allowed throughout the park and a guest in need of a match could go into any merchandise location and ask for a book of them. Each land had their own cover design and the matches given out at Club 33 were the nicest of all. The matches had gold tips and sparkled when you struck one. When a Club 33 guest asked for a pack of matches, the stamper was used to imprint, in gold ink, the guest’s name. This was just one of those personal details that made Disneyland such a special place.

On the floor above the arcade and plumbing shops were locker rooms, restrooms, the break area, and administrative offices for the mechanical departments and the sound department. This department maintained all the sound systems throughout the park as well as projection systems and ride control systems for the attractions. There was still a very small soundstage here that was used for making all of the park announcement recordings and a sound vault that held all past announcements.

On the west side of Building 500 was what we called the breezeway, an accessible area where large and heavy items could be safely worked on. Originally, it was completely open, but just a couple of years before I started, they built a roof over it. This made it much more practical to work in, but the north and south ends of the structure were still open to the weather and the wind could really blow through there sometimes. On the north side of the breezeway, the weld shop operated in an additional workspace made up of many Acorn tables, large metal tables with holes in them that allowed welders to place an item between stops that would securely hold the item as they worked on it.

Along the west side of the breezeway ran an old corrugated sheet metal building painted white to blend in with the newer Building 500. The sheet metal building was one of the original maintenance buildings and housed the remaining mechanical departments. On the south side of this building was the Autopia garage. The Autopia mechanics maintained the Autopia cars, the motorboats from the Motor Boat Cruise, as well as any other small engines used throughout the park.

Next to that department was the animation shop. This department employed a variety of machinists and mechanics who maintained the mechanical audio-animatronic figures throughout the park. Many of these craftspeople were also certified divers and they were responsible for the animation in the Submarine Voyage. Often, they would also be asked to look for lost guest articles in the various waterways as well as the occasional tool dropped by a clumsy mechanic.

Finally, there was the sheet metal department where all repairs to any sheet metal items were made or new parts were fabricated. There always seemed to be a popcorn wagon or other outdoor vending cart sitting outside their shop waiting for repairs.

Across from Building 500 on the corner of a four-way stop intersection was an old service station, called oddly enough the service station. This was an old-fashioned gas station that had originally been on another part of park property and moved here. It had two gas pumps, and this is where all company vehicles were fueled as well as oil changes and light preventative maintenance on the vehicles was carried out. It housed the maintenance oilers who would go out into the park to fuel all the various vehicles as well as replace lubrication and air filters.

To the east of the service station were two long rows of unpainted sheet metal buildings. They were officially known as Building 200 and Building 300, but we commonly referred to Building 200 as Doc’s Warehouse after the foreman who ran the building. Building 200 held most of the parts and supplies used by the maintenance division as well as anything else too large for the main warehouse. Building 300 was the warehouse for the decorating department. 

To the east of Building 300 was the landscape department along with several greenhouses and finally the roundhouse that housed the steam trains and the monorail.

Just south of Building 300 was the old monorail building which had been the original garage for the monorail trains. When the new roundhouse was built it combined the steam trains with the monorail trains so the old building was converted to workshops and held the decorating department, maintenance services, and maintenance wardrobe.

To the east of the decorating department was It’s a Small World and to the west was the Star Boneyard, one of three storage yards located in the backstage areas. It would eventually be cleared and Mickey’s Toontown would take its place in 1993. It was called Star Boneyard because that was where the original star topper that was placed on the peak of the Matterhorn during the holidays was stored for many years. Next to the boneyard was the area where the park fireworks display was launched.

Across from the service station was located the kennels where the security department’s guard dogs were housed. Next to the kennels was the Circle D Ranch, what we commonly referred to as the pony farm, where the horses used on Main Street were boarded along with any other animals used at the park. In addition, they would take care of any injured animals, such as ducks or other birds that were found in the park.

Across the
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