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“[A] FINE-GRAINED, NUANCED BOOK…

[Ross] has brought his theories to the heartland and tested them against the ever surprising realities of the ongoing American experiment.”

—U.S. News & World Report

“Fascinating … Ross is self-deprecating and funny, but also respectful of the dreams of the Celebrationites.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“Ross does a great job explaining Disney’s concept behind Celebration, the residents’ motivations in moving there, the controversy around the experimental school, the conflict with the builders over shoddy building practices, and the media spotlight under which the town developed. He not only tells the story of the town, but also gives a tour of many of the issues confronting modern American society.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Informative … thoughtful analyses … Fluid, well written”

—Chicago Tribune

“Ross plunges into the whole-wheat Wonder Bread communitarianism of the place.… [He] is a likable and an … entertaining observer of the social ecology.”

—The New Yorker

“Fascinating … Excellent analyses…[An] enduring summation of what Celebration may mean for the future of America.… [An] expansive portrait of late-twentieth-century American values.”

—Portland Oregonian

“Ross is at his best.… His observations about Celebration’s dating scene and forced pageantry are hilarious.”

—Time Out New York

“Ross [is an] intrepid investigator [who] describes the inner working of Disney and the Celebration Company in telling anecdotes that speak volumes about the Disney ethos.”

—The Orlando Weekly
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 HOMEWARD BOUND
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“Home is where the mortgage is.” —American proverb

I live in a country that never runs out of promises. There is always a fresh start, a new frontier, a shiny next step, opportunity, or bargain for which enough people will put down some cash, or pick up all their things, and go for broke. Even in the rosiest of times, the prospect of satisfaction is not much better than the chances of coming out on top after a casino visit. Running on such odds, the long-distance stamina of the American Dream is pretty impressive. But much more startling is the widespread tolerance for lesser outcomes when that wobbly old dream, in whatever shape, goes unrealized, as it must for the majority. Most people accept that there exists a cruel gulf between the soapy promises of the hucksters and boosters and the school of hard knocks that is their daily lot. Tacit acknowledgment of this gap has become a staple of American life. As a result, the landscape out there is not a junkyard of dreams, though there are many shabby memorials and woebegone ruins. It is the messy result of what people have to settle for when their aspirations fall short of the mark.

This book has a lot to do with dreams, because it is about people who regularly used that term when they spoke to me and to each other about their recent lives. Whatever their dreams had been in the past, they had become lately entangled with the designs of a company that controls a lion’s share of the dream business, and had opted to offer, in the realm of real estate, some of the wish fulfillment it had long traded in the realm of make-believe. Selling dream homes is not unlike selling dream vacations, but for the live-in consumer, it’s quite a different story. My book draws upon a year in the life and times of a new town built by the Walt Disney Company amid the cypress swamp, open pineland, and palmetto groves of Central Florida. Named in the hopeful American tradition of towns like Harmony, Eden, Experiment, and Amity, Celebration is not just a constellation of dream homes, lavishly packaged by a canny developer. It is also the product of a company that merchandizes the semi-real with an attitude that the architectural historian Vincent Scully once described as “unacceptably optimistic.”1 Many of the pioneers who flocked to the new settlement were plainly charmed by the prospect of living, and dying, on Disney land. Yet they would spend a good part of their fledgling years here trying to prove to themselves and to the outside world that this was a real place, “with real problems,” and not a theme park village cooked up by the Imagineers. In the process, they would be under pressure to perform above par while everyone else was watching.

WHEN YOU BANK UPON A STAR

What sets such people in motion? Treasure seekers, colonists, settlers, runaways, frontier homesteaders, and immigrants of every stripe can testify abundantly to the original motive for their movements. America has always been a harvest of advertising. From mythic word of mouth to Renaissance travelers’ tales about the Blessed Isles and the Fountain of Youth, and from emigrant societies’ breathless pamphlets to realtors’ lustrous brochures, the odysseys across prairie, mountain, ocean, and Jim Crow state line have been spurred on by consistently good advertising copy. The same pledges and guarantees crop up over and over again, like so many versions of a single promissory note. Florida has cornered the market on many of them. The state’s reputation as a haven for migrants has been actively promoted for over three centuries in successive policies offering religious sanctuary, free land, low taxes, and Medicare. At times, its climate of warm expectations has been oversold by bogus assurances, earning it the title of “the most lied-about state,” most notably during the notorious land boom of the 1920s, when unbridled speculation caused land to change hands several times a day, sometimes tripling in price. At the height of the boom, national anti-Florida sentiment about realty fraud forced the governor and a group of businessmen to invite the national press to a promotional “Truth About Florida” meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City.
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Nonstandard real estate advertising, on Route 192. (Photo: the author)

It’s best, then, to start with the ads. By the time I moved into Celebration, advertising for the new town was featuring a bold pun—“Isn’t this reason enough for Celebration?” On the billboards outside of town, this slogan ran below an image of two girls savoring their go on a playground swingset. Their fresh gusto was bathed in radiant sunlight as they rose up into a blue-sky future. Their self-assurance was barely tempered by the giddy liberty felt at the summit of the swing’s arc. Almost at once, you could see that this picture of carefree play was meant to contrast with the risky thrills and spills of the tourist attractions that vie for the attention of visitors to this part of the world. The homey technology of the traditional playground swing evokes a world of values quite at odds with the over-mechanized apparatus of terror that fills the theme parks and their spin-offs lining the tourist strips of the Orlando region. In that other realm of vicious vertigo machines and virtual bungee-jumps, there is a clear contempt for balance, let alone gravity. Adjacent to Celebration itself is a tourist site that features “the tallest swing in the world,” a freaky contraption that plunges riders into a cardiac-challenging arc from its 200-foot-high tower.

So the real message of this and other Celebration ads was not visible on the billboards themselves; it lay in the contrast with their surroundings. Located on arteries that steer motorists past concrete and neon thickets of fast-food shacks and discount malls, acres of asphalt parking lots, and subdivisions of dull duplicate housing, the ads could afford to be subtle. The reason for Celebration lay all around, though to call too direct attention to this fact would be unneighborly. Playing to people’s loathing for the strip-mall landscape, its gaudy commercialism and plug-in housing tracts, was the best tactic for selling this new town. Over time, the ads began to approximate the typical Florida developer’s pitch—“Buy a New House and Get a New Town! From 160s to 750+”—but even then you could still feel the subtle twist of the knife.

Like most new blueprints for the pursuit of happiness, the reason for Celebration was rooted in repulsion for the existing order of things. In the early 1950s, Walt Disney’s disgust for the postwar urban sprawl of Los Angeles (and his distaste for the lack of hygiene in other popular entertainment facilities) fueled his idea to build a theme park in Anaheim. Disneyland sprang up as a quarantine zone, artificially purged of the urban ills, design tragedies, and traffic atrocities that plagued its California area surroundings. Almost overnight, however, the park spawned a commercial tourist sprawl directly outside its gates.

A land grab of 28,000 acres in Central Florida in 1966 promised enough space for the company to deliver a second, more self-contained solution—Disney World, with its own resorts and full menu of visitor facilities. Walt’s designs even included plans for a utopian residential city, the EPCOT that was never realized. In turn, of course, the collateral impact of Disney World, soon to become the planet’s number one tourist destination, transformed the entire landscape of Central Florida’s sleepy lakeside towns and cow pastures into a purgatory of fast growth and fast food. The Orlando region became a three-alarm signal for runaway strip mall development everywhere.

Solution number three—a showcase town for 20,000 residents, designed as a corrective to sprawl—broke ground in Osceola County to the south of the theme parks in 1994. First and foremost, this master-planned community was a bid to maximize the value of 10,000 acres of company land, de-annexed from the virtually autonomous Reedy Creek Improvement District that governs Disney World. With half the site preserved for a wetland greenbelt, Osceola Multi-Use Development, as it was called in early planning stages, promised to earn the company a much-needed reputation as a Good Neighbor, since Disney was operating for the first time in the public domain and under the klieg-light scrutiny of the media. In addition, the town was to be a stepchild of New Urbanism, a zealous new movement in town planning that had declared war on auto-driven development and vowed to reintroduce suburban Americans to the civic virtues of active community involvement. Flush with utopian assurances handed down from centuries of American pioneer settlement, Celebration would be yet another fresh start in a world gone wrong.

So what was I doing here? Unlike most of the new residents streaming into town in the late summer of 1997, neither attraction nor repulsion had drawn me to Celebration. I was on a year’s sabbatical from New York City. The dense turbulence, multicultural throngs, and ultraliberal lifestyles of downtown Manhattan, where I live and work, seem to repel more Americans than they attract. For people like myself, it is a step closer to utopia than just about anywhere else (and about as far from a master-planned community as you could imagine). But Manhattanites are chronically insular and loath to recognize other signs of terrestrial life, especially the quality and purpose of suburban Middle America. If we are ever to be good neighbors in the larger landscape, there is much to learn about places and people that do not feature on Saul Steinberg’s famous cartoon map of the “New Yorker’s View of the World.” It was partly in this spirit that I accepted my publisher’s assignment to live and work in Celebration. Friends, colleagues, and familiars of my past writings were dubious of my motive. Disney-bashing is a favored sport in New York City, and has taken on a fresh vigor with the company’s new presence on 42nd Street. I left behind a town frothing with offense at the Disneyfication of Times Square. But if Disney-bashing had been my chief goal, I could have written this book from a safe distance, in common with most armchair practitioners of that ballooning genre. Conversely, once in Celebration, it would take some energy on my part to dispel the suspicion, inside and outside of town, that I was somehow in cahoots with the Walt Disney Company.

With two marriages under my belt and no offspring to rear, my resident’s profile would be matched by very few. This was a family town, and with many more outsize families (three or four children) than you would expect from its highly educated late boomer parents. Like most of my new neighbors, however, I had been highly mobile in my history of residence. Americans normally move every five years or so, and I was batting above average in the seventeen years I had lived in the United States, with spells in California, the Midwest, and various Northeast locations, but never in full-blown suburbia or the South. In common with many Celebration residents, I had grown up in a small town. Mine was in a patchwork part of Scotland where notches of the lowland industrial belt sit alongside farmland and upland grazing country. For a town that was not in the least wealthy, the housing mix was as varied as could be. About half of it was public housing, including some of the most notorious slums in the country. Among the private, single-family houses were one or two new subdivisions and a sprinkling of mansions and estates kept by the local aristocracy and well-to-do. Through a relic of the feudal system, my family still paid a small sum (a “feu”) to the former owner of the land on which our house was built. The settlement was several hundred years old, and its communal memory bore the legacies of many waves of economic and religious change. In the 1970s, the town’s social fabric had been rent apart by de-industrialization, and most of its residents had been in survival mode ever since. It was a very unpretentious place, and impossible to idealize or endow with sentimental qualities, even in the rosy mood of retrospection.

By contrast, the small-town idealism of my new residence in Osceola County was easy to grasp. Even if you were not the kind to swallow the sugary brew of sentiment attached to the traditional small American town, a quick jaunt around Florida’s highways, condo canyons, and honky-tonk strips would be enough to prep you for the girls on the swing or the hard sell of Celebration Realty. The whole state was in pretty bad shape. At some point in mid-century, after Florida stopped building communities around people and started building them around automobiles, its population growth pattern locked into a woozy spiral. “Keep the World Coming to Florida” has ever been the state’s calling card. Recent estimates of growth project an increase of between 6 and 13 million new residents by 2020, when Celebration’s own buildout is complete. Each year, assuming the lower, more conservative estimate of 6 million new residents, the state will need 120,000 new dwelling units, 40 million more gallons of fresh water, 800 miles of new roads, and, as a result, will lose 164,250 acres of forest and 149,650 acres of farmland.2 It will be catastrophic to accommodate this growth on open space in the current fashion: cranking out new exurban subdivisions of three-bedroom, two-bath ranch homes on half-acre lots at five-mile distances from the mall clusters of Wal-Mart, Home Depot, and Burger King. The toll on water, energy and land will simply be unsustainable. The damage wrought by thirty years of this kind of market-driven development, propelled by short-term profit and asleep-at-the-wheel planning, is painfully evident on all sides. The second and third rings of suburban development around city cores now host semi-abandoned strip malls and miles of decaying housing stock. Some of these places are becoming virtually obsolete within a single generation. The cost of maintaining the infrastructure of the low-density suburban housing formula has begun to outstrip the budgets of middle-class residents and tax-starved local governments. Those who can afford it seek refuge in prestigious, gated communities on the outer, pastoral necklace and enjoy forms of private government that capture their tax assessments for internal use. In the meantime, Florida’s rich wetland and lake ecosystems have deteriorated to the point where the hatching rate of its alligators—prehistoric creatures with a time-proven capacity to survive—has begun to plummet.

Celebration joined the small but growing rank of towns and neighborhoods that were creating alternatives in the name of sustainable development. Seaside, ground zero of the New Urbanist movement, and Windsor, its most tony offspring; city neighborhoods like Boca Raton’s Mizner Park, Tampa’s Hyde Park, and Orlando’s South-East Corridor; retrofitted centers like Haile Village, near Gainesville, and West Palm Beach; new developments like the Tampa-area cluster of Longleaf, Silver Oaks, Rivendell, Westchase, and Connerton; and large municipalities, like Jacksonville and Orlando—all have forged and adopted planning principles that stress mixed land use, compact residential and commercial density, pedestrian or mass-transit orientation, and, where it still exists, greenfield preservation. Growth management legislation, passed in 1985, has catapulted Florida from being almost derelict on the regulation of developers to one of the more stringent of the Sunbelt states. The regulations still lack the teeth to make regional planning effective, but they have forced developers to acknowledge, and enter into dialogue with, environmentalists. In time, every city and county in the state might come to weigh anti-sprawl planning ordinances. If the sales figures shift enough, key players in the housing industry and investment banking might be persuaded to amend their formulaic habits of “blow and go” subdivision production. The pursuit of a Dream Home, lately endangered as housing costs have outstripped median incomes, might be redeemed as a result of savings on transportation and unit density. And, who knows?, the restoration of civic spirit in tightly knit new traditional neighborhoods might help to breathe new life into a moribund democracy at large. These, at least, were some of the hopes borne along by New Urbanism’s winds of change.

However unique in its market offerings, then, Celebration was not exactly a one-shot wonder. Disney’s decision to develop was a shrewd bet on a horse with everything going for it: timing, turf, and a critical mass of influential advocates. For seekers of property value, it also seemed like a sure thing, since it was backed by a company with one of the most profitable land development performances in history. Devised by the original developer of Never-Never Land, Celebration simply could not avoid its baptism as an instant utopia, nor could it ever live this identity down. In mock-heroic moments, I would picture myself in the footsteps of the classical narrators of utopian travelogues. Writers like Thomas More, Francis Bacon, Jonathan Swift, William Morris, Edward Bellamy, H. G. Wells, and Ursula Le Guin had sent themselves or fictional travelers to new places, whether real or imagined, to report on the existence of better worlds, wondrous alternatives to the corrupt and decadent societies they had left behind. But I had promised myself to be true to residents’ experience of daily life in Celebration, and I soon found that they had brought along as much nonutopian residue from their former lives as I had.

FIRST DAY

On my first day in Celebration, I am still battling a light New York flu that often pulses through the city’s population around Labor Day, as if to remind us that no season holds a copyright on mortality. My movers have not arrived. They call to report that they have broken down twice already, once in Virginia and then in North Carolina. Like many of the employees in the moving business in New York City, they are young Israeli men, fresh from their army training and, I assume, accustomed to hardship and uncompromising orders. They are quick to point out that native-born Americans would not deign to do their job. Unsure about this assertion, I spare them my phlegm on the phone and brace myself for a rough-and-ready weekend. I am about to share a common experience of new Celebration residents—an uncertain wait to move properly into my home.

Kennedy Donofrio, Celebration’s rental property manager, is eager to help out. It is a relief to see a real personality emerge from the phone voice through which I have gotten to know her. The Disney hospitality voice is a formidable thing; the unstoppable friendliness of its tenor, pitch, and intonation is designed to disarm the skepticism of everyone it encounters. Finely calibrated at Disney University, where all new employees (or “cast members”) are trained, this voice is the official greeter of consumer capitalist America, as distinctively authoritative a form of English speech as the pukka curtness of a British colonial administrator might have been for an earlier time. Things are not always what they seem in Celebration, however, and it turns out that Kennedy and her assistant Dawn Thomas, whose Trinidadian lilt has been flattened but not vanquished, are not Disney employees at all. Their management company, ZOM, is one of the many subcontractors in town, delicately buffering relations between residents and the world-famous underwriter of this new community.

Kennedy had found me a downtown apartment at the foot of Market Street, with a balcony view of the central lake. If nearby Kissimmee had not snagged the name over a century ago (Osceola County forbids the repetition of street names), I would be living on Main Street, as Walt once did in his Disneyland apartment, ostensibly to take delight in the first reactions of visitors to the idealized town square setting. Everyone who visits or takes a stroll in downtown Celebration will pass beneath my perch along the petite, palm-lined promenade. In no time, I would become familiar with the traffic in and out of the stores across the street: Max’s Café, the bakery Bread Alone, M Fashion’s fragrant boutique, the more casual Soft as a Grape, Dunn’s antique furniture, and Goodings’ grocery store. I would soon get used to street conversation drifting up from the sidewalk bench outside Village Mercantile, mecca for youth gear, and would even learn to endure the Muzak piped into the street from speakers buried in the bases of the palm trees. As I make a debut appearance on my balcony, the first of many pictures is snapped by tourists below, as eager to document a native resident of this town as they would be to snap an Amazon rain-forest dweller, a kilted Highlander, or a Bedouin on a camel.

Downtown is made up of diverse two- or three-story apartment buildings, with restaurants and stores at street level. Because the town is supposed to have grown up organically over time, master planners Robert Stern and Jaquelin Robertson wanted some to look as if they were apartment buildings all along, and others to look like grand houses that were later converted to use as apartments. This habit of posterior dating has a pedigree in Florida. The most renowned example is northern industrialist James Deering’s winter villa, Vizcaya, in Biscayne—an elegant Renaissance estate built in 1916 in a highly weathered style to suggest occupation and languid restoration by several generations of a titled Italian family. In Celebration, however, everything, even if it is “slightly aged” in this manner, looks freshly minted. The preference for porches and gingerbread detail made of polymerized materials instead of wood (highly rottable in this climate) means that the real aging process will have a struggle on its hands. My duplex apartment, in a sturdy, coral-colored, stucco building with a clock tower, is atop a dinky shopping arcade that provides shade from the punishing midday sun. Right now, the late summer air is a river of scalding breath, ferrying pairs of fat lovebugs that stick to my skin and burst apart like overripe Champagne grapes if I slap them. Patch-eyed birds glide in on the breeze from the lake, and use Market Street for a landing strip. But there are scant pickings for them on the ground. From my earlier, flying visits to Celebration, advertised at that time as an “honest to goodness town,” I already know these street surfaces are vacuum-cleaned every morning by early-bird company employees. At this time of year, late-afternoon gully washers drench the whole place. Even so, the power washers on the dawn patrol are never too far way.

I do the Celebration thing and introduce myself to a neighbor, Raffaello Sessoms, who is surveying the parking lot from the common walkway at the back of our apartment block. Every bit the casual and courteous Carolinian, he welcomes me cordially and fills the air with lively praise of downtown apartment life. When asked, I tell him up front, as I’ll do with everyone in town, that I am here to write a book about the community. Biting down on the quid of tobacco in his mouth, his blithe mood shifts, his voice lowers, and he coyly advises me that I’ll soon learn “the pixie dust wears off quickly here.” This is too much like the beginning of a southern gothic screenplay for me, so I nod knowingly and change the subject. After all, I want to inhale some of that pixie dust before it wears off. Six months down from Charleston, Raffaello works evenings at the Macaroni Grill out on the Kissimmee strip and minds his irresistible kids, Caitlin and Max, during the day, while his wife Lisa teaches at a middle school. “That’s the secret of keeping a marriage afloat,” he jokes. I grit my teeth as I smile, wondering how I will keep my own Manhattan-stranded romance afloat in the year ahead.

Unruffled and vigilant, Raffaello has the proficient air of a town-watcher, and I can see one of the reasons why. Directly below us, children are playing in the gardens, bordered by a busy parking lot that services not only the residences but also the backs of stores and restaurants. I suspect that the pedestrian traffic across this interior lot could tell me a good deal about the doings of this town, much more so than on Market Street, the main thoroughfare on the other side of our apartments. The town hall and the post office occupy one corner, the bank sits in another, the cinema and half the town’s restaurants and stores back on to the square, and directly opposite from us is the Seminole Building, housing the offices of the Celebration Company (TCC), the Disney subsidiary that is developing the town. Everyone’s paths cross here at some point or another. My neighbor seems to know many of the people in motion below, and in time so will I. Eyes on the street in Celebration are for more than safety. Residents like Raffaello are surveying and assessing how well this new town actually works. Are there unforeseen traffic problems? Do the restaurant kitchens have enough back space to function? Where do people cluster and what do they talk about? In other words, residents are already doing what urbanologists do—what I have been sent to do. Flush with the grand romance of being Celebration pioneers, they are monitoring the town’s every step, from behind the scenes, on the backlot, even as the world’s media survey the life of its front porches, parks, and avenues. 
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The Sessoms family and apartments on Market Street. (Photo: Jonathan Hayt)

Despite the extensive spraying, everyone, Raffaello tells me, is panicking about the encephalitis-bearing mosquitoes that have recently moved into the area and have started to take human lives. Town Hall has issued advisories about venturing out after sunset. The much-vaunted porch life of the residents is on hold, and community activity is subdued. Sectors of Disney World have been shut down. In the absence of a hurricane season, courtesy of El Niño, lesser natural threats are taking on a fresh prominence. A fourteen-foot gator, an alleged mankiller on several occasions, has just been captured in an adjoining county—the biggest specimen in recorded state history, although the claim is being hotly disputed. Since I was last here in the spring, several alligators had taken up residence in Celebration Lake and been benignly evicted. I later learn that waivers in homeowners’ contracts exempt the developer from liability for residents’ harmful encounters with alligators. An article about alligator habits is even included in the contracts. Why this special attention? Apparently, the swampland on which Celebration is being built was used as a dumping ground for gators cleared out of the Lake Buena Vista area when the foundations of Disney World were being excavated. Celebrationites were sharing their new habitat with this scaly army of Disney refugees. Of course, the gators are not anxious for human contact, but on occasion, five-footers show up in residents’ swimming pools.

Notable birds, like sandhill cranes, have begun to adopt Celebration’s lavish parks as a port of call, keeping company with other fauna in and around the wetland areas: the cottonmouth moccasin snakes and eastern diamondbacks, great blue herons, snowy and great egrets, gopher frogs, stinkpot musk turtles, cooters, bald eagles, parakeets, wild turkeys, and, most wondrous to me at least, the anhingas, drying off their clumsy wings by the lake before taking flight, like latter-day pterodactyls. For a northern urbanite, there is more than a touch of the Lost World about Central Florida, a region that played host to a Noah’s ark of animals fleeing the southward advance of the Pleistocene ice sheets eons before it welcomed the hordes of human “snowbirds” fleeing modern northern winters.

Later in the season, Nala, a clawless 450-pound lion, will escape from nearby Jungle Land, precipitating a massive three-day hunt along route 192 outside of Celebration. Lt. Dennis Parker of the state game commission will tell residents that if they are attacked, they should “present an arm or something that isn’t vital.” Nala, rescued in a terrified condition from an adjacent thicket, turns out to be the least of the powerful natural threats, most of them meteorological, that will visit destruction and hardship on Central Florida in the months to come. Flood, fire, and winds from hell will lend an end-days backdrop to my year in Osceola County.

Just across from my balcony, three solid wooden rocking chairs are set out on the lakeside promenade. Unoccupied, they still look like three elderly citizens holding a leisurely conversation. The rockers are placed there for public use and they command the best downtown vantage point. From there, the view up Market Street is unimpeded, and you can see the entire sweep of Front Street and Bloom Street as they hug the northern portion of the lake. Their facades all glowing brightly in the sun, the downtown buildings draw on regional styles and borrow liberally from much-admired southern townscapes. There are balconies from New Orleans on Market Street, and Charleston sideyard porches on Front Street. According to the Architectural Walking Tour pamphlet, which you can pick up from the sales Preview Center, the garden apartment buildings on Campus Street, to the west, with their green clapboard upper stories, steep gabled roofs, and shallow eaves are “inspired by the traditional houses of St. Augustine.” On Bloom Street, the model is the Low Country houses found in the coastal areas of the Carolinas. Many of the background buildings on Market and Front draw on Anglo-Caribbean “cross-bred” styles that mix colonial and classical architecture.

By the lakefront on Front Street stands a large plantation house, with the posture of Deep South comfort. Its solid, round columns rise above a ground floor that houses Café D’Antonio. The upper-floor apartments in the building opposite, hosting Max’s Café, are shaded by outsize Bermuda shutters. Columbia, a branch of a famous family restaurant from the old Cuban cigar-making community of Ybor City, near Tampa, is nearing completion farther along Front. According to the pamphlet, it displays “the transfer of architectural ideas from Spain to Florida via Cuba” in the sweeping pediment marking its entryway and in its latticed lakefront porch. Next door, Cesar Pelli’s deco cinema, with its two slender towers aimed skyward like impatient launch rockets, is a flamboyant tribute to the showy era of picture palaces. Few small towns these days boast a working downtown theater, and even fewer advertise their presence from a great distance as this one does. Also rare on the nation’s Main Streets are the chunky, old-fashioned commercial signs, like this cinema’s wheel-shaped marquees, or the boxy icons of Chambers’ the jewelers and Max’s, projecting out from their buildings and into the streets. Under pressure from preservationists, the signage on Main Streets’ commercial buildings nationwide has been denuded or compressed in order to focus attention on the facades.3 Here in Celebration, the variety of the signage, and what Jaquelin Robertson calls the “urban jewelry” of the town, is sumptuous enough, but still bears the mark of a single author, in this case the New York design firm of Pentagram.

Farther back, at the top of Market Street, is the town’s tallest structure, currently in use as the Preview Center for realty sales. The last building to be designed by the quixotic Charles Moore, it is topped off by a stair-wrapped tower that harkens back to earlier years of Florida settlement, when such towers beckoned newcomers to town and served as a vantage point for homesteaders to pick out a lot. In Celebration, however, this tower, like the watertower at the entrance off route 192, is purely for show—you can’t climb above the second floor. Across the square sits Michael Graves’s faintly nautical, open-air post office. Next to it rises Philip Johnson’s Town Hall, its grove of spindly columns mocking the solemnity of civic architecture. Just beyond the eighteen-acre downtown, an Old Glory big enough to grace a medium-size car dealership flaps above Founder’s Park. At the back of the park are the stubby towers and muscle-bound facade of the newly completed school. In view of the bloody trials it will shortly undergo, this building appropriately resembles a military fortification built to withstand a siege. Farther out but still within easy walking distance, the streets of the main residential lots—with names like Mulberry Avenue, Longmeadow, Elderberry Court, Sycamore Street, Honeysuckle Avenue, Arbor Circle, Wisteria Court, Veranda Place, and Jasmine Street—are filling rapidly with porched houses of different sizes and styles. From the lakefront rockers to the golf clubhouse at the end of the formal Beaux Arts canal corridor on Water Street, the Celebration logo—a dog tagging behind a ponytailed girl riding a bicycle past a picket fence and a spreading oak tree—dots the streetscape, appealing shamelessly to the iconography of innocence. 
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Stores and apartments on Market Street (Robert Stern, architect). (Photo: the author)

The lake itself is manmade, but has been skillfully sculpted by Disney’s water engineers, preeminent in a state renowned for its dubious dredging feats. The creek that runs off to the east by Lakeside Park is pumped, but already boasts a surface carpet of algae. In almost any other master-planned development, the lake would be encircled by fancy houses, commanding a high premium for their waterfront location (and in some earlier plans for the site these houses do appear). Instead, Celebration’s lake is ringed by a greenbelt of preserved wetlands and walking trails. In like fashion, the expensive estate homes that sit on the outer belt of Celebration Village are separated from the public golf course by a curving road and sidewalk, preserving the green expanse for walks and views. These exorbitant mansions, with builders’ names that are 100 percent nouveau riche Anglo (Bromley Hall, Belle Manor, Creighton Hall, and Downing Hall), share narrow back alleyways with middle-income homes, and some of them are a spit away from multifamily apartments. There are many such departures from the conventional suburban landscape. By suburban standards, houses here have modest lots (the very largest are only 90 feet wide by 130 feet deep), scanty setbacks from the street where broad porches address passersby, and garages, with granny flats on top, tucked in at the back.

But the biggest violation of convention is the downtown area. No one in modern building history has opened a full-fledged town center on day one before 98 percent of the residences have even broken ground. It flies in the face of the cardinal rule of development that all commercial realty must be demand driven. Only a developer with very deep pockets, and the PR resources to pull in tourists, could underwrite this risk simply to beget an instantly vibrant town center. With barely five hundred residents, downtown already boasts fifteen stores, three restaurants, a coffeehouse, a cinema, a sprinkling of services, and about a dozen offices. Clearly chosen for the upscale tourist market (many of them are boutique retailers from bijou Winter Park, north of Orlando), the merchants I talk to are having a tough time making sales. The visitors ambling their way down Market Street are easily identifiable as denizens of Middle America. High socks cling tightly to the bare upper calves of the men, floral tote bags hang from the forearms of the women. None of them look as if they will be shelling out top dollar for a bar of Provençal soap at L’Occitane, the parfumerie, or a sylphic size 4 cocktail dress from M Fashion, or a twee English curio from Thomas Dunn, the antique furniture store. Time, repute, and retail Darwinism, I have been told, will take care of this problem. But things in Celebration, as I will soon learn, tend to happen prematurely.

THE BIG DRAW

Less than two years before, on Founders Day (November 18, 1995), almost five thousand people thronged around the marquees on an open field between route 192 and Celebration Place, the town’s 100-acre business park (opened six months earlier). Three hundred and fifty home sites were up for lottery, and prospective buyers waited, checkbooks in hand, to lay down a deposit if they drew a respectable number. A good deal more orderly than the Oklahoma land rush, it was still a scene from the storyboards—a heady stir of Disney fever, America fever, and property fever. A brass band played, and the county-fair ambience included balloons, hot dogs, and puppet shows. The assembled were from far and wide, but mostly from Florida, the eastern seaboard, and the Midwest. Few of the people standing in line had seen anything like a detailed rendering of a house, let alone a floor plan. They had been drawn there by gilded rumor and a boffo advertising campaign that often read like scenes from a Ray Bradbury story stripped of all the stuff that makes your scalp stiffen:


There once was a place where neighbors greeted neighbors in the quiet of summer twilight. Where children chased fireflies. And porch swings provided easy refuge from the care of the day. The movie house showed cartoons on Saturday. The grocery store delivered. And there was one teacher who always knew you who had that “special something.” Remember that place? Perhaps from your childhood. Or maybe just from stories. It held a magic all its own. The special magic of an American home town. Now, the people at Disney—itself an American family tradition—are creating a place that celebrates this legacy. A place that recalls the timeless traditions and boundless spirit that are the best parts of who we are.



Or


There is a place that takes you back to that time of innocence. A place where the biggest decision is whether to play Kick the Can or King of the Hill. A place of caramel apples and cotton candy, secret forts, and hopscotch on the streets. That place is here again, in a new town called Celebration.… A new American town of block parties and Fourth of July parades. Of spaghetti dinners and school bake sales, lollipops, and fireflies in a jar. And while we can’t return to these times we can arrive at a place that embraces all of these things. Someday, 20,000 people will live in Celebration, and for each and every one of them, it will be home.



The brochures also promised them a state-of-the-art package of progressive education, high technology, unequaled health facilities, and quality homes, but the fantasy glue that sealed the package was a story about going home again. Traditionally, this country’s luckier migrants have always been promised something new, somewhere different, some place in the future they had never been before—whether in a little house on the prairie, a brownstone apartment in the city, a bungalow in a canyon, or a Cape Cod in the suburbs. This was a different kind of promise. It seemed to be channeling the sharp rush of baby-boomer hunger to be homeward bound to a place that lies well off the century’s main drag—behind the fast curve of modernity, where their grandparents had once lived. At prices ranging from $150,000 for a townhouse all the way to a cool million for a mansion, it would not be a cheap detour.

Farther along route 192, Disney was drawing a different kind of migrant to Osceola County. Workers from Central America and the Caribbean were arriving to fill minimum-wage jobs at the theme parks. The same day that families from the suburbs of Detroit and Miami were banking on Disney’s gilt-edged name in the Celebration drawing, families from San Juan and Guadalajara with the promise of a thin Disney pay slip in hand were combing the apartment complexes just off the Kissimmee strip for affordable shelter. The company had at least two hands at work on this land, ushering people hither and thither, and the left one did not always care to know what the right one was up to.

In the meantime, back on my first day in residence, in a place where I had imagined I would feel a little like a Hell’s Angel, I have already been upstaged. Real bikers have come to town! The leathery visitors—the men sporting a few too many whiskers and the women way too much mascara—are clustered in Sweet’s ice cream bar on Front Street, digesting the wares and absorbing the lakeside vibes. It’s a long way from Hollister, California, where the ton-up mavericks made their most infamous appearance almost exactly fifty years before (providing the storyline for the The Wild One), and yet Sweet’s, modeled to evoke that era, is a suggestive backdrop. These might well be the baddest boys and girls I am likely to see here, and yet they could have been hired hands, absorbed into the scenery. It will take a little while for this illusion of stagecraft to wear off. Celebration is a picture-book town with a Kodak moment on every corner, and it reminds all first-time visitors of a film set.

My biker urges dissipate overnight, and the next day I trade them for a different American fantasy—a Cadillac of a certain age. Scouring the classified pages, I seek out a vehicle distinct from the freshly polished new cars in Celebration’s streets and parking lots, but respectable enough not to violate the town’s aesthetic standards (“unsightly vehicles” are prohibited, according to my rental agreement). After an adventurous foray around the metro region, I lay down cash for an ’85 Coupe de Ville, champagne colored and handsomely maintained. According to the ad, it is “fully loaded,” which appeals to the long-dormant road warrior in me, though I have little idea what the phrase means and will often wonder as the car gradually turns into a money pit, losing its life gracelessly in the last weeks of my Florida residence. As we cruise across the North Orlando mallscapes to an insurance shack to complete the sale, the owner, soft-spoken and bashful, casually reveals that he is an ex–bounty hunter. He even has an unpublished book manuscript detailing his exploits. Without much further prompting, he delivers a few gamey stories about the pursuit of outlaws with a price on their heads. He still sleeps with a shotgun under his bed. I resolve to change the tags as soon as I can.

Back in Celebration, and en route to the DMV office in Kissimmee, I pick up a British tabloid newspaper, readily available for visiting tourists in the Goodings grocery store. It carries the story of Becky Howell, an Orlando waitress who has won a Porsche in an endurance contest. Her winning performance involves kissing the car continuously for 33 hours and 17 minutes, a feat that required medical attention to her cramped legs, swollen neck, and two loose teeth. Life without automobiles—the far-fetched dream of places like Celebration—would surely be dull for some, but people like Becky might soon learn to apply their affection in ways less hazardous to their health.


2
 THE PRICE OF TRADITION
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“The dampers for some bathroom fans have been painted shut and therefore the fans cannot remove air. To test for this condition, pull off 4 sheets of toilet tissue. Moisten one end and stick the tissue on the end of a broom handle. Turn on the fan and hold the handle near the fan’s grill. The fan should pull the tissue up vigorously across the entire grill, not just part of the grill. Otherwise the damper is not free to open.”                                                                 —extract from the renegade Celebration

Homeowners Association’s “Town House Bulletin”

By the time Celebration’s lake was being scooped out of the soggy soil, Osceola had become one of the most schizophrenic, and fastest-growing, counties in the United States. But you didn’t have to go very far to run into Old Florida. The county’s pine and palmetto prairie that ran south from the nineteenth-century cowboy towns of Kissimmee and St. Cloud to Yeehaw Junction was still under the sway of the Cattlemen’s Association and the old ranching families. Over 80 percent farmland and water, Osceola boasted a huge chunk of the largest ranch east of the Mississippi: the Mormon Church–owned Deseret Ranch, at 316,000 acres all told, with its thousands of head of Brahma cattle (the only breed with sweat glands). Cowboys, crackers, good old boys, and the Ku Klux Klan were no longer all-powerful, but they had not quite relaxed their grip on the county’s legislature. To the north and west, on the tourist strip between Walt Disney World and Kissimmee, the scrubland was now ruled by brand names: CK, Ray-Ban, Seiko, Reebok, Timberland. Haunted Gothic mansions, Pizza Huts, Denim Kingdoms, electronics flea markets, trailer parks, and time-share apartment blocks had sprouted overnight in fields still freshly splashed with cattle dung. Over half of Osceola’s jobs were now in tourism, residential land use had doubled between 1990 and 1997, and, at peak times, its seasonal visitors added another 70,000 to its standing population.1

Celebration, at the far western end, is the new kid on this block. It is the indirect legacy of the short-lived local residency of Elias Disney, Walt’s father, who married Flora McCall, a vacationing Ohio schoolteacher, in Kissimmee, and then tried his luck, and failed, as a citrus grower in the late 1880s. But if you drive out west along the strip and make the turn left into town, expecting to see the future of the county, you will be met by rows of sumptuous, porch-saddled houses that have not been built in Florida for well over sixty years. You may be excused for asking, in the words of urban theorist Kevin Lynch, “What time is this place?”2 This is a version of the future, but it doesn’t look futuristic, not like the one you passed en route—Xanadu, the House of the Future (a space-agey tourist attraction that was outdated even when it was built well over a decade ago). Back in the earliest planning stages, there had been some talk about “dating” this town by providing it, Disney style, with a themed backstory. In one rendering, the town was built by survivors of a shipwrecked Spanish galleon, and the residents had an elaborate monument in the town square by which to remember their heroic ancestors.3 In another, Celebration had been built anew out of the rubble left by General Sherman’s ruinous march through the South.4 Thankfully, for the sake of the current residents, this planning approach, which bore the jaunty trademark of the Imagineers, was shelved. Instead, Celebration came into being as a neotraditional town, the product, among other things, of market research that showed how much prospective homebuyers would be prepared to pay for re-creating the past while preserving their modernity.

CONSUMER SCIENCE

Not long after I moved into my Celebration apartment, I took a house call from representatives of a company called European Lifestyle. This was a local start-up on route 192, outside of town, that offers interior design consulting, along with a range of other domestic services, including uniformed maids and car valeting. A lush brochure left at my door had guaranteed “bespoke, upscale” results that drew upon “centuries of traditional service,” and promised that I would be the envy of my neighbors. Clients in pursuit of the elegance and sophistication of Europe could choose from the “simple, functional and practical styles of Scandinavia” or the “reserved, classic originality” of Britain, the “flamboyant and laissez-faire liberalism” of France, the “formality” of Teutonic styles, or the “creativity” of Italy. From the evidence of their advertising, the company had probably assumed that recently moved-in Celebrationites would be ideal customers. So I made an appointment, hoping to learn something about how outsiders saw us.

In deference to the crisp authority of the brochure, I had prepared myself for some fierce autocrat of style, a Cruella De Vil who would issue design edicts as she swanned around my apartment. I did not bargain for an hour of strenuous people pleasing from my visitors. The owner, Gail, had a relaxed and homespun manner, and a distinctly northern English accent with no superclass overtones. She had set up near Orlando because the embassy was willing to grant her a visa to work in a region with the highest rates of home building in the nation, and where there would be a crying need for her services. Sure enough, she had estimated that Celebration residents would be a steady source of income.

Gail had just returned from a design show in London, and was full of news about what’s in at Harrods. Alice, her senior designer, was more tightly wound-up. A fast-talking, tanned blonde from Alabama, she warned me that she was itching to be let loose to redesign my “little space.” Protocol demanded that she consult my tastes, however, and she promised that when the time came we would go shopping together to the showrooms. Passing on each of the national traditions on offer, I expressed my preference for Mediterranean colors and local decorative elements. This was a frank provocation, because it did not cater directly to the expertise of my guests. Tourists and part-time residents of Florida are expected to favor this indigenous style, which is basically a knockoff of the Hispanic fantasies woven by Addison Mizner in the first Palm Beach resort after the First World War. Tom Wolfe would call it something like Time Share Mediterranean. Gail and Alice were supposed to be offering something else, for residents with cosmopolitan taste, who don’t necessarily want to be reminded that they live in or near Orlando. But they were undeterred by my lack of imagination. What colors interested me? Turquoise and jasmine. Both were “in” at the moment. Everything I mentioned happened to be “in.” We agreed on leopard-skin prints, a choice my Cruella might have approved. Gail assured me they were “very masculine” and, of course, they were still “in at Harrods,” and would lend some dash to the stark black leather furniture I had brought down from New York. Gail suggested some “window treatments,” which I took to mean curtains, and a “faux finish to the back walls,” which I simply let pass with approving silence.

So far, they had done a good job of flattering this sadly uninformed consumer. Having established I was not her ideal client, Alice asked, a little curtly, if I would be favoring nontraditional furniture, too. Gail intervened to soften the tension. In England, she assured me, people are not obliged to choose between traditional and modern. They mix and match at will, and are comfortable with all sorts of combinations of taste. Happy eclecticism of this sort may not sit well with upscale American suburban living, but if the English condone it, then I should be able to rest easy with my choice. With that clarified, and with the uncertain promise that they would return at some later date to do business, they took their leave.

I never saw them again and heard that they had packed up and left within the year, having overestimated the local demand for their services. Above all, it seems, they had misjudged the Celebration market. A month after Gail and Alice’s visit, a domestic cleaner called me, claiming that he often worked for them, but could offer me much lower rates if I employed him directly. A recent immigrant from the English Midlands, he was caught, like so many others, in the low-wage trap of a tourist economy, where jobs abound but a livable income is hard to come by. I would meet many such souls in the dollar-poor purgatory of Central Florida, including a teacher, freshly fired from an elementary school, who was now working as Winnie-the-Pooh in the Magic Kingdom for just under $6 an hour. Apparently, the coveted task of animating the famous bear for an hour is worth less than the price of a ticket for a Disney film of the same length.

For professionals like Gail and Alice, the Great Divide between modern and traditional is their bread and butter, even as they seemed willing to stretch the definitions for an ornery client like myself. In the everbooming building economy of Orlando Metro—next to Las Vegas, the fastest growing city in the United States—this divide is clearly visible all across the busy landscape, flush with stucco-sheathed subdivisions, criss-crossed by the adobe walls of gated developments, and swelled by the clusters of vacation homes that ring the Big Three attractions: Disney World, Universal Studios, and Sea World. In step with the ethos of the preservation and environmental movements, much of the middle- to high-end housing built in the last two decades defers, in some outward show of respect, to a traditional, or at least a prewar look. There are few developers who do not pay lip service to the heritage formula of selling the trappings of tradition along with the conveniences of modernity. Celebration had taken this formula to another level, offering a traditional townscape along with an advanced technical infrastructure from the age of yahoo.com. As one sales brochure put it, “Except for all the newfangled, modern stuff, it’s just like the town your grandparents grew up in.”

Celebration’s facades attract all the attention, and so initially I was more curious about the interiors. During my first weeks in town, before I had started visiting resident’s houses, I spent a portion of each day inside the town’s model homes to see what an ideal interior was supposed to look like. Entering these houses was like boarding a suburban version of the ghost ship, the Maria Celeste—stocked and decorated as if a real family were living there and had evacuated in a great hurry. Framed family portraits sat on furniture tops, snapshots were magnet-hung on the fridge doors, books lay open on beds, Web sites were frozen on computer screens, a mud-stained baseball outfit was tossed on one bedroom chair, a majorette’s hat on another. In the larger model homes, marks of wealth and taste were flaunted—vast facsimiles of Gobelin tapestries stretched along the hallway, classical architectural drawings and hunting-dog portraits lined the walls; fine wines, cigars, old maps, oak panels, and legal tomes filled the study; and elaborate themes were evoked in the childrens’ bedrooms —Star Trek, Rainforest Botanist, Ballerina Russe, Noah’s Ark. In contrast to the tightly packed Reader’s Digest volumes and National Geographic issues found in the smaller houses, the shelves here were lined with upper-middle-brow reading material: John Steinbeck, Barbara Taylor Bradford, George Orwell, Louisa May Alcott, James Michener, Russell Baker, and the five-foot shelf of Harvard Classics. Elaborate flower arrangements and herbal bouquets set off a display of gourmet foods, lying in wait for the chef of the house, while luxurious oils and salts lined the bathtubs, anticipating the weary body. The Celebration rumor mill reported that these model homes had to be continually restocked, since visitors persisted in walking off with the pricey accessories. Minor acts of vandalism were also reported.

These were not simply what builders call “twenty-minute houses,” designed to register an immediate visual impression for first-time visitors. They were intact living environments, with preselected taste and decor choices, and they lacked nothing except the presence of warm bodies. Market-researched and brand-approved, with advanced infrastructure and appliances from the likes of Honeywell, General Electric, and Kohler, these interiors were products of an industry that had defined personal taste through the precision science of focus groups and opinion polling. The same consumer science had selected the six housing styles adopted for the developer’s traditionalist offerings: Classical, “inspired by the gracious houses of the Old South,” and derived primarily from nineteenth-century Greek Revival architecture; Victorian, “whimsical and cheerful,” “asymmetrical and picturesque,” and drawing heavily on the pattern books of the nineteenth century; Colonial Revival, an “optimistic” commemoration of the popular 1920s–1940s style, and especially typical of traditional neighborhoods in Orlando and Tampa; Coastal, “stately and relaxed,” and based on Acadian and Low Country traditions of the southern Atlantic states; Mediterranean, the honeybrown twentieth-century Florida style with stucco and tile roofs; and French, based on the “simple and elegant” farmhouse architecture made popular by veterans on their return from the Great War in Europe.

Consumer market research also lay at the origins of “neotraditionalism,” the preferred ethos and style of New Urbanism, the planning movement of which Celebration is largely a spinoff. When I queried Andres Duany, the charismatic, Miami-based figurehead of the movement, about this concept, he cited a slide presentation of a consumer study he attended in a Disney office building in the late 1980s: “It changed my life,” he declared with vigorous clarity. “My mind-set, my method of operation was born there.” The report, summarizing the results of eighteen years of annual research by the firm Yankelovich Clancy Shulman, was a fast and loose assessment of how boomer consumer attitudes had changed since their “outright rejection” of the “traditional values system” twenty years before.


We are now developing an entirely new social climate in this country.… This new approach to life, which we call Neotraditionalism, is not a rejection of what came before, as the “Me Generation” values were. Rather, it is a synthesis of the best parts of the two previous value systems, combining the security and responsibility of the 50s with the individual freedoms and personal choice of the “Me Generation.” Consumers seem to be seeking a state of equilibrium, a balance between these extremes.5



Duany recalled how the report was presented:


They showed a photograph of a Victorian mantelpiece with a Braun alarm clock sitting on it. The neotraditionalists, they argued, might choose an old-fashioned room, but they wouldn’t buy a Victorian clock that has to be wound and might not be accurate. They would choose an up-to-date German clock. Moreover, the neotraditionalists would have modern plumbing and kitchens in their old houses. Now, a traditionalist would restore a Victorian bathroom, clawfoot tub and all, while a modernist would think it improper to live in a Victorian house.6



Tom Lewis, vice president of Walt Disney Imagineering and one of the original members of the Celebration planning team, could not recall this report but acknowledged that a real estate study had been commissioned from the Robert Charles Lesser group (the country’s premier real estate valuation firm) when the team was looking at target markets for residential developments in the region. They also talked to a group of futurists about “consumer preferences in the nineties and into the next century,” and conducted market research with visitors to Innoventions at EPCOT and through postal surveys sent to stockholders about the kinds of communities, lifestyles, and products they would want in a new town. The results clearly fed into the final conception of the town as a place with “old houses and new toys.”

It’s not clear that this formula differs so radically from that espoused by the upwardly mobile in previous decades of the century. Didn’t all such homeowners want the outward marks of antique prestige while enjoying mod cons inside their homes? On the other hand, if this really was an accurate boomer profile, there was a visible history behind it. The epic 1960s’ revolts of boomer teens against a formulaic planet of canned laughter, plastic packaging, and cookie-cutter housing had spawned an ambivalent attitude toward mass-produced modernity. A good deal of the energy of these revolts was channeled into restorative causes like housing preservation and environmentalism, both valuing an undefiled past. But the legacy of the 1960s counterculture also gave birth to the idea that high technology could be utilized as a medium of personal freedom. This was the germ of the personal computer revolution in the West Coast subcultures that formed around Apple and fed, ultimately, into the brave new world of self-publishing on the World Wide Web. Here, then, was the Janus face of the neotraditionalist boomer: ever responsive to promises of self-liberation through high technology, and yet still ravenous for authentic, original stuff, untainted by mass commercialism. Celebration was designed as a happy hunting ground for people who fit this consumer profile.

MAKING ENDS MEET

In this town, where Victorian dormer windows vie with Windows 98, every building and landscape detail—facades, loggias, pediments, cornices, eaves, setbacks, fence heights, and shrubbery—is governed by the style prescriptions, or “recommendations,” laid out in the town’s Pattern Book. Very little is left to chance, or, more precisely, to the mood of the capricious resident or the impatient builder. Everything that contributes visually to the public realm is regulated by codes aimed at refining the “conversation” between buildings and the streetscape. But the Pattern Book does not apply behind the Victorian and Colonial Revival facades, and so the insides and outsides of houses are as different as chalk from cheese.
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Village homes on Celebration Avenue. (Photo: the author)

As far as I could see, the interiors followed conventional suburban floor-plan standards and bore little historical correlation to the deep wraparound porches, hipped roofs, and classical columns of the facades. This was just as well, since modern American families do not use space in the same way as did families of an earlier era. The homes that I had begun to visit boasted cathedral ceilings, open plan floors, with kitchen parlors bleeding into reception and dining spaces, and, in the larger ones, monster master bedrooms off to the side with bathrooms the size of Manhattan studios. In some of the custom-built estate homes, I was more likely to come across attempts at period styling—antique furniture and factory versions of original hand-carved moldings, medallions, casings, and wood paneling. In pursuit of design details for their Classical estate home on Water Street, Rodney and Debbie Jones visited Savannah, Charleston, Asheville, and Raleigh, following portions of the “Disney trail” blazed by the Celebration development team during their own research on traditional southern towns. The framing on the Joneses’ doors and interior windows, moldings on their skirtboards, and paneling on the pillars and window grills had all been copied from houses they visited. Customized with similar touches of period detail, the walls featured one very contemporary item: a series of Rodney’s abstract paintings, culled from his studio in the garage apartment. An insurance agent with State Farm and a leader of the community’s Catholic group, Rodney served tirelessly on almost every community committee in town, yet still had time to work in the “fluidist” style he conceived back in his Penascola high school days. His paintings, executed in oil, acrylic, plaster, and gel, were virtually the only nonfigurative artworks I ever saw in Celebration.

At least one other likely venue for a Jones painting was Dave Eaton’s epicene home on Longmeadow. From the outside, it looked like a courteous Coastal, with wicker chairs spreading out all over the endless porch, but when the front doors opened, I found myself in a Mediterranean villa, cunningly laid out around a central courtyard pool and fountain. “Things are seldom what they seem,” mused Eaton. As befits the home of the founder of the Celebration Players, the two wings were decorated with high theatrical flair, each hosting a succession of rooms that could have been stage sets for entirely different plays: a Victorian sitting room over here, a deco bedroom over there, and, in front, like some Cole Porter–inspired hotel vestibule, an airy, yellow-hued room with a piano.

In all my early visits to homes, the most surprising finding was the frequency of relatively empty interiors. It was as if the contents of entire rooms had been sucked away by a careful tornado. Boomers often favor uncluttered space, in contrast with the dense, tchotchke-crammed rooms of their parents’ homes. But it did not look as if these interiors were a bow to minimalism; their sparseness had more to do with cash flow. A sizable number of residents were chronically short of disposable income after stretching to buy homes priced almost 35 percent
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