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Introduction

My parents came from the Bronx, the South Bronx to be specific. Raphael F. Virgintino came from 436 East 145th Street. Jennie Tomao was from 335 East 148th Street. They met as teenagers. My father was drafted into the U.S. Navy near the end of World War II. After his service, he and my mother were married during 1947.

My parents moved to Elmhurst, Queens, to start their life as a couple. During 1951, they purchased a new brick row house for about $8,000 in the northeast part of the Bronx on a ridge that overlooked the valley that swept into Eastchester Bay. That part of the borough had been open fields with a scattering of houses that dated to the late 1800s and early 1900s. As the veterans returned home, additional streets were established and each became filled with rows of brick homes along with semi-attached dwellings and the occasional stand-alone house. Most of the yards were the size of a postage stamp.

I came along a handful of years after my parents moved to Mickle Avenue. A few years later, Freedomland U.S.A. rose in the valley. Not realizing it at the time, I was at the right place at the right time.

Thanks to my parents, I experienced a wonderful 1950s and 1960s childhood in a neighborhood filled with kids and places to play ball, even if some of those places were the streets. The sewer plates served as home plate and second base, or the goal lines for touch football. Part of my childhood also included Freedomland.

We all heard about Disneyland, but few, if any, of us traveled to California during summer vacation. Stay-cations mostly were the norm, with an occasional venture to a nearby state. My summer fun at Freedomland captured my imagination and nurtured my love for American history. With my parents opening doors for me to experience Manhattan’s many museums, the Gettysburg battlefield, and the history of the Hudson Valley, my passion for our history continued to grow long after Freedomland closed its gates.

I never forgot about that wonderful place where it all began for me. Over the years, as a writer, journalist, public relations executive, and history buff, I have written about many different topics for newspapers, magazines, newsletters, and online publications while also hosting and participating in radio and television programs. During more recent years, I began to focus more on Freedomland. With the coming age of social media, I started the Freedomland Facebook page (Freedomland U.S.A.—The World’s Largest Entertainment Center) and then added Twitter and Instagram accounts to reach more people who shared my interest in American and theme park history, 1960s culture, and, specifically, a great park in the Bronx.

A lot of the research about Freedomland appears in these social media spaces, dovetailing with the articles I have written, media interviews, and presentations. Considerable time is dedicated to correcting other past and current articles and social media posts that contain misinformation about the park. A lot of effort, research, and time also have been poured into this book.

For several reasons, not everything about Freedomland appears between these covers. Some stories never have been documented in notes or archives. Memories have been lost as papers and photos were discarded and when people died as part of the journey of life. Some stories still require additional research. Several new pieces to the overall Freedomland puzzle will be located while you are paging through this book. Finally, I determined that not one more word could be squeezed within the covers.

Thanks to the creation of social media and the digitization of old newspapers, magazines, and other printed material, the research, documentation, and stories related to Freedomland will continue to add to the overall storyline of this magnificent park that could have and should have lasted to this very day. Unfortunately, other factors that were beyond the control of all who loved the park took Freedomland away from us after only five seasons.

Now, if you are ready, let’s go back in time. Ask your mom and dad to take your hand and bring you out to Freedomland!

Michael R. Virgintino
Freedomlandusa@yahoo.com
New York, February 2018
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	The author in a Freedomland snapshot taken by his father.




chapter one

The Bronx!

I can’t seem to escape
the sins of my smart-alec youth;
Here are my amends.
I wrote those lines, “The Bronx?
No thonx”;
I shudder to confess them.
Now I’m an older, wiser man
I cry, “The Bronx?
God bless them!”

—Ogden Nash, 1964

The Bronx is the northernmost of the five boroughs of New York City. Anyone who is from the Bronx (or “The Bronx,” as some emphatically capitalize the “t”) proudly will remind other city dwellers that their home borough is the only part of the city on the U.S. mainland.

The name originated with Jonas Bronck. He established a settlement in the area as part of the New Netherland colony of the 1600s. The land presently situated within Bronx County originally was the southern portion of Westchester County that sits just north of New York City. In this southern district, the village of West Chester (now the area of Westchester Square) maintained courts, a jail, and county business operations to supplement the county seat at White Plains. Though White Plains was centrally located within the original county, the southern district was established at a time when round-trip travel to White Plains required a multi-day investment.

The consolidation of the southern portion of Westchester County into New York City occurred in two stages. During 1873, the state legislature annexed (effective 1874) certain sections to New York City. The remainder of the territory was annexed to the city during 1895, three years before New York’s consolidation with Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island. The community of City Island, which is immediately adjacent to the mainland, voted to join the city during 1896. On January 1, 1898, the consolidated City of New York was established with the Bronx as one of the five boroughs.

Historic Location of Freedomland U.S.A.

The location for the Freedomland U.S.A. theme park was natural marshland. The ground experienced rising and falling levels of salt water from the tides of nearby Eastchester Bay to the east, and it contained typical wetlands vegetation. A mill, Reid’s Mill (sometimes misspelled “Reed”), operated on the land before the Revolutionary War and until the Civil War. The operation was the first tidal mill to be built along Eastchester Creek and the Hutchinson River. The mill began during 1739 under Thomas Shute. It subsequently was operated by Joseph Stanton and then by John Bartow (Bartow Avenue now enters and passes through Co-op City and the Bay Plaza Shopping Center that occupy the site of Freedomland). John Reid was the miller during 1790 and his son, Robert, continued until the 1850s. After the Civil War, the mill was abandoned and stood forlornly on the salt meadows for decades. It was destroyed during a 1900 storm.

About a half mile north of the area, wetlands today retain an appearance that would have been familiar to people who lived, fished, and hunted in the region from before the 1600s. This area included a settlement that became the home of Anne Hutchinson, whose name now is associated with the nearby river and parkway. Also in the area are remnants of a colonial road (Split Rock Road) along which George Washington’s troops under the command of General John Glover fought against British and Hessian soldiers during the American Revolution. These same men from the Marblehead Regiment (14th Continental Regiment) of Massachusetts also saved the army after the Battle of Long Island and ferried troops across the Delaware River to capture Trenton. Another path (Gun Hill Road) in this community received its name from various skirmishes that occurred during the Revolution.

Marshland is visible along both sides of the Hutchinson River Parkway. On the east side of the northbound lanes of the parkway and exactly where the Interstate 95 (New England Thruway) overpass crosses it, the preserved Split Rock stands behind a stone wall. This rock was cut by a retreating glacier and gave its name to the road that passed it.

Freedomland was established about a mile south of the Split Rock Road and a bit farther south from the approximate home site of Anne Hutchinson. It is ironic that a theme park focused on American history would be situated so close to sites of actual events associated with the early stories of the country. But the location of the park actually had less to do with the historic landscape and more to do with the availability of undeveloped land in crowded New York City, access to the location by car and public transportation, and deals by real estate developers and city planners involved with the project.

Billingsly Aviation Field opened on the property on August 5, 1927. It was named for Logan Billlingsly, a real estate developer and builder. The first plane to approach the field was a Curtis biplane piloted by Walter Mitchell. It crashed into a car, a Ford owned by William Critter of 3714 Dyre Avenue. A week earlier, before the official opening, the same plane had crashed and lost both wings when it struck a tree. Just two years later, the newly formed Curtiss Airports Corporation bought the land as one of 18 parcels across the country that the company intended to develop into airports. Soon after, the company suspended development of this specific location and a few weeks later the stock market crashed. A second attempt to build an airport on the site failed as did a post-World War II attempt to build a helicopter field.

Years later, the land housed a cucumber farm and pickle factory, and it once was a good location to grab some clams and blue claw crabs. Then, it became a trash dump.

Though the property was marsh, a late 1950s plan was considered to prepare the land for a potential housing or business complex. To accomplish this, construction plans needed to meet certain conditions that addressed issues related to the soft ground. While the modern development of the land began with a theme park, the overriding objective by developers and politicians was to build Co-op City, the largest cooperative housing development in the world.


chapter two

Creation of the Theme Park

Amusement Park: An entertainment facility featuring rides, games, food, and sometimes shows.

Theme Park: An amusement park in which the rides, attractions, shows, and buildings revolve around a central theme or group of themes.

Trolley Park: An amusement park that typically opened in the late 1800s or early 1900s that was built by a streetcar company as a way to generate business during the weekend.

—National Amusement Park Historical Association

Outdoor areas for entertainment or recreation have existed for centuries. Roots can be traced to 16th century Europe. In the U.S., the creation of these outdoor areas relieved the unpleasant living conditions in growing cities, and housed the festivals and fairs of rural communities.

In colonial New York City, which was confined to the lower tip of Manhattan Island, outdoor areas of entertainment began before the Revolutionary War. The pleasure garden concept was exported to America with the opening of Vauxhall Gardens during 1767. By the early 1800s, this venue became the home to one of the first carrousels in the country. (Throughout the book, the word “carrousel” will be written, as necessary, in either the French style with two “r” or the English style with one.)

Vauxhall Gardens included a theater, exhibits, and an outdoor wax museum. As the city grew, so did the number of amusement areas. To compete, owners of these parks always looked for new and unique attractions.

The east side of Manhattan was the home of Jones’ Woods. Steeplechase Park arrived in the Coney Island section of Brooklyn. Other parks in New York City were Golden City Park in Brooklyn, Fort George in the Washington Heights section of Manhattan, South Beach and Midland Beach on Staten Island, North Beach (on the site of today’s LaGuardia Airport) and Rockaways’ Playland in Queens, and Clason Point and Starlight Park in the Bronx.

Some family entertainment centers became known as trolley parks. During the 1800s and 1900s, most employees worked six days a week from Monday through Saturday. Sunday was a day for the family, and companies created entertainment venues to provide enjoyment for the families of employees. Some parks were located near beaches, lakes, and rivers. All relied on access to transportation. Some trolley companies created amusement areas at the end of the lines so that customers would use the trolleys, and deposit fares, even on Sundays. At the beginning of the 20th century, at least half of all amusement areas nationwide were owned by trolley or rail companies.

Palisades Amusement Park was conceived as a trolley park during 1898. It was located in Fort Lee, New Jersey, across the Hudson River from Manhattan. As transportation improved, including use of the automobile, guests arrived from farther distances to enjoy this park.

Two parks in Connecticut hold unique distinctions in amusement park history. Lake Compounce in Bristol opened during 1846 and is considered the oldest continuously operating amusement park in the United States. Quassy Amusement Park in Middlebury opened during 1908 and, according to the National Amusement Park Historical Association (NAPHA), it is one of 11 trolley parks in the nation that operate on original sites.

The other trolley parks as of 2018 are:


	Sea Breeze Park, Rochester, New York, 1879

	Dorney Park, Allentown, Pennsylvania, 1884

	Lakemont Park, Altoona, Pennsylvania, 1894

	Waldameer Park, Erie, Pennsylvania, 1896

	Midway State Park (formerly Midway Amusement Park), Maple Springs, New York, 1898

	Kennywood, West Mifflin, Pennsylvania, 1898

	Canobie Lake Park, Salem, New Hampshire, 1902

	Camden Park, Huntington, West Virginia, 1902

	Oaks Amusement Park, Portland, Oregon, 1905

	Clemonton Amusement Park, Clemonton, New Jersey, 1907



Birth of the Theme Park

Santa Claus Land, which opened in Santa Claus, Indiana, during 1946, is considered by many historians as the first theme park in the United States and a precursor to the modern-day theme park.

Evansville industrialist Louis J. Koch created the park as a retirement project. He was troubled that the tiny hamlet of Santa Claus was visited by children who searched for but could not find Santa. Koch’s Santa Claus Land included a toy shop, toy displays, a restaurant, themed children’s rides, and, of course, Santa. During the 1980s, the park expanded to include Halloween and Fourth of July sections, and the park’s name was changed to Holiday World. Splashin’ Safari Water Park was added during 1993 and the Thanksgiving holiday section opened during 2006.

Some theme parks, including Knott’s Berry Farm in Buena Park, California, evolved from more traditional entertainment enterprises. During the 1950s, Walt Disney’s imagination provided themed family entertainment in Anaheim, California, as an extension of his movies, cartoons, and television programs.

Many people reference Disneyland as the nation’s first theme park. Taking into consideration the arguments of providing this designation to Holiday World or Knott’s Berry Farm, at least Disneyland can be considered the country’s first modern theme park.

Closing the Gates

While a number of parks have survived and flourished for more than a century, many more have vanished after short or long runs. In most instances, the land that outdoor entertainment venues occupied achieved greater value when developed for the public welfare or for private investors. Parks have been razed for airports, highways, housing, and industrial/corporate projects. Freedomland U.S.A. succumbed to the same fate.


chapter three

Cornelius Vanderbilt Wood

A pioneer whose leadership was crucial for bringing Walt Disney’s dream to life.

—Van Arsdale France, founder and professor emeritus, Disney University, author of Window on Main Street

C.V. Wood Jr. may be the greatest contributor to America’s theme parks, possibly with the exception of Walt Disney. Yet, so many theme park fans have never heard of him.

Cornelius Vanderbilt Wood was born in Waynoka, Oklahoma (Woods County on the border with Kansas), on December 17, 1920. The population at the time was about 1,500. Throughout his early life, he was referred to as Junior and “Woodsy.” Later on, friends and business colleagues called him “C.V. Wood” or “C.V.” or “Woody.”

The family moved to Amarillo, Texas, when Woody’s father received a promotion from the Santa Fe Railway. After high school, Woody attended Hardin-Simmons University in Abilene and became a champion trick roper for the school’s Cowboy Marching Band. At the school, he has been remembered as “probably the most mischievous student ever to enroll” and also a student “whose brain never enjoyed an idle moment.” Woody later transferred to the University of Oklahoma and received a bachelor’s degree in petroleum engineering.

Woody’s employment background began during 1941 and included nine years at Convair (formed in 1943 by the merger of Consolidated Aircraft and Vultee Aircraft), an American aircraft manufacturing company that later expanded into rockets and spacecraft. He became a Convair chief industrial engineer and he contributed to innovations for the manufacture of planes. His first supervisor was Fred V. Schumacher, who would see Woody again at Disneyland and Freedomland.

Walt Disney met Woody when C. V. was leading the Stanford Research Institute (now SRI International) team that had been hired to crunch the numbers and find the location for the park that would become Disneyland. The organization, located in Menlo Park, California, was a nonprofit research and development organization founded by the trustees of Stanford University. It separated from the university in 1970.

The investigation conducted by the team probably was the most comprehensive study for an entertainment park up to that time. Woody analyzed a variety of criteria, including site location, traffic flow and access, attendance patterns, entertainment trends, weather issues, and economic feasibility of operations. Harrison Alan “Buzz” Price, who contributed significantly to the research for Disneyland and later would work for Disney, was part of the SRI team.

Woody was able to solve problems and he was excited about the Disney concept. When all the preliminaries were completed, Woody joined the Disney company during 1954. At 34 years old, he tapped into Walt’s imagination and brother Roy Disney’s bottom line to help bring Disneyland to life. He didn’t do it alone. He worked closely with the brothers and other employees. He also hired old Texas friends and others he had known in previous businesses. He employed set designers, artists, special effects technicians, and anyone else who could breathe life into the park.

Woody was influential in the purchase of the land on which Disneyland was built and he delivered many additional contributions to the construction and early successes at the park. He was considered Disneyland’s first employee, serving as vice president and general manager.

Woody often said that Walt initially treated him as a son. Over time, though, the relationship became strained. While Woody had many great ideas, hired talented people to complete certain tasks, and exhibited unchecked energy to build the park and ensure its success, certain actions along the way concerned the Disney brothers. Walt, specifically, sometimes felt uncomfortable around Woody.

Various stories have been told about the Walt-Woody relationship and the eventual schism. While all the stories probably maintain some percentage of truth, exaggerations and loyalties to either Walt or Woody have tinted facts and opinions. One longtime Disney Imagineer loyal to Walt stated that Wood was a con man. Many others did not share that opinion.

Several stories about Woody mention shady deals or solutions that would not have pleased Walt. The word embezzlement has been uttered, but that could be a theory or an extreme opinion. Conclusive documentation could not be located to indicate that Woody bit the hands that fed him the great opportunity to be involved in the construction of Disneyland.

By successfully winning sponsorships and contracts for the new park that amassed millions of dollars, Woody felt that he deserved a raise in salary. Walt refused and Woody allegedly created an opportunity to increase his income through the small companies that were brought in to lease park shops. Woody was enterprising and maybe more than a few of his actions caused Walt to wince until the only solution was to sever the relationship. The bottom line was that Walt and Roy did not feel comfortable with someone like Woody running the park in this same manner now that it had opened to the public.

Some of the other issues that may have caused office friction between Walt and Woody included:


	Walt was not pleased that Woody received much public credit for the early success of Disneyland. Woody billed himself as the master planner of the park after he left Walt’s employ, and this resulted in legal action.

	Woody received more media attention than Walt. When Vice President Richard Nixon visited the park, cameras were snapping as Woody, not Walt, presented the politician with the key to Disneyland.

	Stories claimed Walt learned that Woody planned to create his own company and that Walt did not like the idea of non-Disney parks patterned on his design.

	Woody was a slick, ambitious, and unapologetic businessman. He was driven by sales and developed plans to finish assignments on time. Walt was equally ambitious, but, as seen by Woody, a man who was a dreamer rather than one who worked in the business world of budgets and sales projections. Woody moved fast, too fast for Walt.

	Walt was irked by the mixed media reviews for the special opening day of Disneyland for invited guests while Woody celebrated the creation of the world’s first large theme park with his team. Actually, Woody felt the park was not ready to open for at least several months and his quick thinking prevented a public relations meltdown when the following day’s public opening was marred by flames from a broken gas line.

	The Disney brothers did not understand or oversee a number of Woody’s deals for the park. So, Walt and Roy decided to investigate the process. This made Woody uncomfortable and prompted him to ask Roy to fire the recently hired attorney who was reviewing agreements. One of those agreements, reportedly, involved signing over merchandising rights for a small amount to an unknown company with unknown people. Allegedly, several years after Woody was fired, the Disney brothers determined that Woody and a friend had set up the company to receive all the merchandising money.

	Woody and Walt often would feud, with Woody frequently complaining about Walt’s methods for the park. Woody, however, had a version of this story that indicated his important work consisted of keeping the brothers from fighting.



Woody shared Walt’s eye for innovation, but long ago he was stricken from the Disney family records. He rarely is mentioned by the company. If records about Woody do exist at the Walt Disney Company, the files seem to reside permanently in an inaccessible vault. His name does not adorn a window on Main Street, U.S.A. along with all the other significant contributors to the creation of the park and the development of the Disney brand.

According to Van Arsdale France, whom Woody brought on board and who later worked at Freedomland before he returned to Disney, C.V. was “a pioneer whose leadership was crucial for bringing Walt Disney’s dream to life.” But, for more than six decades, definitive answers to Woody’s departure have remained elusive. France believed the two men were so fiercely independent that their relationship could not survive. He recalled that during one week Woody was holding his regular meetings with his office packed during every minute of the day. Then, overnight, Woody was out. According to another employee, Walt had Roy fire Woody.

Woody reportedly was offered several weeks’ notice before he left the company. The media reported that Woody resigned from Disney, effective February 1, 1956. An unidentified Disneyland representative stated that the resignation was “five months ahead of schedule,” explaining that Woody had agreed to stay through the first year of the park that ended on July 16. Some media stories reported that Woody planned to organize a company, Telesearch, Inc., to research and market television productions. Nothing more is known about this company.

A Space-Age Barnum

After departing Disneyland, Woody created Marco Engineering, Inc., which specialized in the design and construction of entertainment attractions. The business also has been referenced as Marco Engineering Company, Marco Company, Marco Development, Marco Engineering & Design, and Marco Design. Woody enticed a number of Disney employees to join him.

A unique talent, Woody was attractive to the executives and investors who wanted to replicate and profit from the Disney success. With former Disney employees and others, along with investors looking to turn a profit, Marco Engineering created Magic Mountain in Golden, Colorado (1957); Pleasure Island in Wakefield, Massachusetts (1959); Freedomland U.S.A. (1960); and Six Flags Over Texas (1961). The first three parks and the early years of Six Flags Over Texas enjoyed many similar attractions, promotions, and events. About 20 parks were anticipated by Marco, but the company did not build another park.

An Associated Press story about Woody just as Freedomland opened referred to him as a space-age Barnum who relied on slide-rule and research instead of hunches and stunts to collect the crowds. But, Woody insisted that he was “not a showman. I simply hire people whom I feel can get things done.”

Concealed behind the layout of Freedomland’s 40 attractions, according to the article, was a design and statistical method adapted from the assembly-line industry. The pedestrian path through the entire park was just a bit more than a mile in length. Woody’s investigators found that one mile is exactly the distance a typical family can be expected to stroll.

“People can go through the whole thing in four and one-half hours—that’s because,” said Woody in the article, “only one group in 10,000 will buy more than one meal. … If they have to stay longer they will get mad. Of course they won’t see everything in that time—we figure on return visits. But it will enable people to travel here, see the park, and get home in an average total time of eight hours. Displays will take between two-and-one-half and 12 minutes—you can’t hold people’s interest longer than that.”

Freedomland promotional information championed Woody’s talents: “Wood is the leader in the field of thematic entertainment for the masses. Show business is now in the hands of scientists and Wood’s creative achievements mark him as the outstanding creating specialist in the realm of outdoor entertainment.”

At the time of Freedomland’s opening, Woody had finalized the mathematical details for Six Flags Over Texas and Discoveryland for Miami. The Arlington park opened and has celebrated its golden anniversary. Discoveryland was removed from the drawing board.

Publicity Department Touts Freedomland

The Freedomland publicity department turned out information and photographs leading up to the park’s grand opening and then it continued the promotion through the five seasons of operation. The following promotional material featured Woody:

Dynamic Engineer Builds Dream Into Reality

“I wanted to tell everyone the great history and future of our country.” Thus does dynamic, 38-year-old C.V. Wood, Jr., explain his response to a “personal challenge” which led him to design and create the world’s largest outdoor family entertainment center.

This Texas-born engineer-showman started in the entertainment field by doing a feasibility study for California’s Disneyland. He then joined the Disneyland staff in 1954 as general manager and vice-president; there he remained until 1956, when he formed the organization that has carried out the design of Freedomland.

“In building this world’s champion outdoor entertainment park,” Wood explains, “I told my design staff I wanted to tell the whole American story in one vast area shaped like the nation’s map and segmented into regions. We came up with 500 thrilling American themes, discussed and discarded until we had the top 14 major stories now in the park, some of them with four or five separate attractions.

“This is our way of dramatizing the American heritage.” Of designing mammoth outdoor “themed” entertainment centers, he says: “I view it as an imaginative combination of big business, show business, design creativity, and mass education through entertainment. What more could a person want?”

Wood often works around the clock at an oversized sofa and coffee table rather than an executive desk. A typical breakfast is hamburger and a bottle of cola.

His only disappointment with Freedomland—a project he says he has been carrying around in his mind for a dozen years—is that limitations made it necessary to leave out his home state, Texas.

“We’re planning to add this in 1961, when there will be more time to do full justice to everything the Lone Star State represents. In its place, we combine all the flavor and color of the region in ‘Tucson-Santa Fe and the Great Southwest.’ We hope this will satisfy loyal Texans, since they can find their way of life represented here.

“But then,” he adds wryly, “you know Texans. I’m really a little worried about making a trip back home. I’m afraid they’ll ride me out of town on a rail for being a deserter.”

A Disney Lawsuit

After leaving Disney, Woody billed himself as the “Master Planner of Disneyland.” Walt felt that his former employee invoked the Disney connection too often and, in so doing, placed most of the emphasis on himself. Lawyers for Disney sued to protect the brand’s copyright.

Before Freedomland opened, Disneyland, Inc., and Walt Disney Enterprises requested the Los Angeles Superior Court to permanently enjoin the Marco Engineering Company and C.V. Wood, Jr., from representing themselves as having developed Disneyland. The Sandusky Register of May 24, 1960 reported:

Disneyland, Inc. and the Walt Disney Enterprises has asked a Los Angeles Superior Court to permanently enjoin the Marco Engineering Co., and C. V. Wood, Jr., a firm that did an economic survey last spring for Cedar Point, from representing itself as having “conceived the idea of Disneyland, or designed, engineered or constructed” the west-coast park.

The suit also asked the court to stop the defendants from using the Disneyland trademarks or name in their promotional activities.

The action was accompanied by exhibits to show that Marco Engineering and Wood made the alleged misrepresentations in promoting amusement projects, with specific mention of Circusland in Sanford, Florida; Magic Mountain in Colorado; and Freedomland. Disney contended that Woody’s position was as an operations manager and did not involve decisions in creative concepts, design, or construction of the park.

The newspaper article continued:

George R. Roose, president of G.A. Boeckling and Co., operators of Cedar Point, said Marco had this spring conducted an economic survey as to potentiality of the area for new rides proposed at the resort.

Roose pointed out that Marco did not lay out the local park nor design it.

“At no time did the concern hold itself out as representing Disneyland,” Roose said.

Donn Tatum, Disneyland executive vice president, said that in filing the suit the Disney firms are not asking for monetary relief or damages. Purpose of the action is to set the record straight that Disneyland was designed and built by the Walt Disney organization and no connection exists between it and the Wood projects.

Woody’s Post-Freedomland Career

On November 22, 1960, a feature story in The Daily News-Texan of Grand Prairie, Texas, indicated that Wood and others from Marco Engineering, including Freedomland designer Randy Duell, were concentrating on designing and building Six Flags Over Texas. Woody and Marco Engineering handled initial work and Randy completed that assignment. At about the same time, the company was hired for the feasibility study that led to the creation of the San Antonio River Walk.

During Freedomland’s second season, Marco Engineering merged with the McCulloch Corporation, a Freedomland sponsor. Robert Paxton McCulloch had built companies in engine manufacturing and aviation. He also owned an oil company and produced outboard motors. Robert purchased Lake Havasu and other property in Arizona. He and Woody then collaborated on a plan to attract tourists to this part of the state.

Woody achieved worldwide recognition with the purchase of the original London Bridge. He had it disassembled stone-by-stone, transported across the pond, and reassembled in Arizona. Woody became Lake Havasu’s city planner and he created its original garden walks and themed shopping districts. Today, a bronze sculpture of Woody and Robert is located near Arizona’s London Bridge.

During 1985, Woody received a credited role as the barkeeper in the film Trinity: Good Guys and Bad Guys. Two years later, he was an assistant to the chairman of Lorimar Telepictures and helped merge that company with Time Warner. He then was retained by Warner Bros. to pioneer its entry into the studio tour attraction business. As the president of the Recreation Enterprises Division, he planned, built, and opened the company’s first attraction, Warner Bros. Movie World, on the Gold Coast of Australia.

A lifelong devotee of chili, which he considered America’s national dish, Woody twice was a chili cook-off world champion and spent nearly a quarter-century presiding over the annual World Championship Chili Cookoff that he co-founded with race car designer Carroll Shelby. His personal chili recipe included such unusual items as limes and Pepsi-Cola.

At the time of his death on March 14, 1992, Woody had been married for 20 years to actress Joanne Dru. Her brother was actor, singer, and television game show host Peter Marshall whose Hollywood Squares television show featured Charley Weaver, an American history buff who once operated a small Civil War museum at Freedomland.

Woody’s Revival

Woody’s obituaries did recognize his contributions to Disneyland, but Woody never reconciled with Walt. Woody also was recognized by the International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions (IAAPA). He was inducted posthumously into its hall of fame during 1994.

Only recently has the Disney company become more receptive to acknowledging Woody’s contributions to the industry and to the creation of Disneyland. During 2011, an official Disney travel magazine offered a bit of trivia about London Bridge, identifying Woody as one of the men responsible for its relocation to Arizona. Also of note, though it might just be a coincidence, is that “Woody” was tabbed the lead character in the 1995 Pixar animated film Toy Story.


chapter four

The Building of Freedomland U.S.A.

The imagery of Freedomland centers about a fictional character named “Johnny Freedom.” He is representative of the American spirit of hard work and ingenuity coming to the fore whenever the growing nation was in jeopardy.

—Freedomland Promotional Material

Bronx residents had an abundance of family entertainment venues from which to choose during the early 1960s. Anyone seeking a carnival atmosphere enjoyed Brooklyn’s Coney Island and Rockaways’ Playland in Queens. Some people traveled to Palisades Amusement Park along the Hudson River in New Jersey, or Rye Playland, which continues to operate today in Westchester County. Small neighborhood amusement areas could be found throughout the five boroughs of the city, in Westchester, and along Long Island.

Freedomland U.S.A. was different than the conventional amusement parks. It was a theme park that featured the story of America through attractions that included Fort Cavalry, the Chicago Fire, the Civil War, and the Northwest Fur Trapper ride. It even embraced the present and future of space flight.

The research and design team that created and constructed Freedomland consisted of about 200 leading artists and architects. Many were former Disney employees. Others were veterans of the film industry.

The building of Freedomland begins with the corporate structure that was created to find the land, finance the park, and manage operations. While Walt Disney was cautious about bringing his park concept to the east coast, claiming that the eastern audience was perceived to be more sophisticated than the audience in the west, C.V. Wood absorbed all he had learned and experienced with the construction of Disneyland. He formed his Marco Engineering company and took the show on the road to Colorado, Massachusetts, New York, and Texas.

Woody created family-friendly concepts for the Magic Mountain park in Golden, Colorado, and the Pleasure Island park in Wakefield, Massachusetts. Freedomland was family-oriented, too, but it also was different in concept and design than any other park. As Freedomland opened its gates, Woody already was working on the Six Flags Over Texas project.

The feasibility study for Freedomland was under the direction of Marco’s Patricia Kimball, a research economist, and James E. Thompson, who had been a consultant, especially on traffic assessments, for the planning of Disneyland. Their study looked at the potential paying customers within a 50-mile radius of the park. The preliminary plans for the land also included an industrial park, a hotel, and residential housing. The commercial and residential plans were tabled until Freedomland closed. The hotel foundation was placed in the ground and then covered with landfill.

Key Dates In Freedomland History


	Late 1958. C. V. Wood unveiled the Freedomland concept in Manhattan to Webb & Knapp.

	April 14, 1959. Formation of International Recreation Corporation (60 State Street, Boston, Massachusetts).

	April 30, 1959. Freedomland project announced at New York City Hall.

	May 14, 1959. International Recreation Corporation filed a registration statement with the SEC seeking registration of 2,750,000 shares of common stock.

	May 21, 1959. New York City’s Planning Commission approved zoning changes for the property.

	May 25, 1959. News conference to introduce the Freedomland project held at the Empire State Building.

	June 1959. William Zeckendorf, Sr., of Webb & Knapp, asked Walt and Roy Disney to become partners in Freedomland. A spring 1960 date for this request also has been cited.

	June 12, 1959. The project received authorization from the New York City Board of Estimate.

	July 20, 1959. 580,000 shares of common stock of the International Recreation Corporation offered at $17.50 per share.

	August 1959. Marco Engineering provided a report to International Recreation Corporation that explained the park design along with cost estimates, attendance potential, and income projections.

	August 26, 1959. Groundbreaking ceremonies. Construction originally was estimated alternately at $15 and $16 million. Combined with the land lease, expenses ballooned to $65 million due to inflated value of the land.

	September 10, 1959. Frederic V. Schumacher is appointed vice president and general manager of Freedomland. He had served as vice chairman of the management and operations committee at Disneyland since that park opened.

	November 1959 / January 1960. Ground is moved, foundations secured, and maintenance buildings constructed.

	March 23, 1960. Fire razes a few small buildings, including one associated, reportedly, with the buccaneer ride. Burned remnants are used to enhance the scenery for the Chicago Fire attraction.

	June 18, 1960. Preliminary opening and charity event.

	June 19, 1960. Opening Day. Singer Pat Boone and family cut the ceremonial ribbon. Television’s The Ed Sullivan Show features the new park for about 15 minutes.

	June 25, 1960. A stage coach overturns and injures 10 people, two of them seriously.

	August 28, 1960. The Great Freedomland Office Robbery. A portion of the $28,000 cash was found in a fish tank.

	September 1960. Frederic V. Schumacher leaves Freedomland to take a post with the Century 21 Exposition in Seattle. Other changes are made to park management.

	October 1960. Leases for three Webb & Knapp New York City hotels—Commodore, Astor, and Manhattan—are purchased by the International Recreation Corporation. Webb & Knapp, in turn, leases the properties from International Recreation Corporation and provides Freedomland with additional working capital.

	October 5, 1960. Three companies file liens against Webb & Knapp.

	November 11, 1960. Lien filed by Turner Construction Company.

	June 11, 1961. Second season opens with the addition of two entertainment venues: the Moon Bowl in Satellite City and Hollywood Arena in San Francisco.

	May 24, 1961. Freedomland requires $8 million infusion to reduce debt.

	June 10, 1961. International Recreation Corporation gives Webb & Knapp control of Freedomland.

	August 1961. William Zeckendorf, Jr., of Webb & Knapp is named president of Freedomland, Inc.

	March 21, 1962. Arthur K. Moss is named Freedomland’s executive vice president and general manager.

	May 26, 1962. New attractions include a circus in the upgraded 5,000-seat Hollywood Arena and a state fair midway with amusement rides.

	June 28, 1962. A “family vacation” evening (6pm) price goes into effect when guests are admitted for $2.50 plus tax. The price provides access to park attractions as well as all shows and exhibits.

	September 5, 1962. Benjamin Moore, the paint company, sues to void its lease and to collect $150,000 in damages, alleging the addition of amusement-type rides removed the historical and education aspect of the park. The suit is dismissed on September 18.

	June 30, 1963. Auction announcement for the Freedomland Inn property.

	June 30, 1964. Webb & Knapp avoids possible bankruptcy by paying $120,000 overdue interest on sinking fund debentures. The company transferred 60 percent interest in International Recreation Corporation and its subsidiary Freedomland, Inc., to National Development Corporation. In a separate transaction, Webb & Knapp transferred 80 percent interest in its consolidated subsidiary National Development Corporation to Hyman Green and his associates. Hyman and the others also own the remaining 20 percent interest in the company.

	September 14, 1964. Freedomland files for bankruptcy. Management indicates that the New York World’s Fair contributed to the park’s loss of patronage.

	August 30, 1965. Freedomland adjudicated a bankrupt.



Freedomland by the Numbers


	Acres: 205 total acres with 85 acres for attractions and the remaining land for maintenance facilities and parking.

	Attractions: 41 spectacles rolled into one.

	Buildings: 248.

	Building the park: 298 days.

	Cost: $65 million, including $15–16 million to lease the land, equal to 22 star-studded movies, 130 hour-long television spectaculars, 195 Broadway musicals.

	Earth moved: 1.2 million cubic yards.

	Eateries: 18 to as many as 27 restaurants and snack bars, not including certain specialty retail shops, food carts, and picnic grounds.

	Electrical wiring: 150 miles.

	Employees: 2,000–3,000 (some employees were hired by Freedomland while others were hired by the sponsors, or lessees, of park attractions and shops).

	Parking capacity: approximately 7,200 cars for guests and a separate 1,800 spaces for employees. (“Parking Area, as well as most of the park, is built on former swamp and trash dump,” according to Freedomland publicity material.)

	Official Freedomland address and phone number: 2800 Baychester Avenue, Bronx 69, New York;  TULIP 1-0600.

	Paving: 500,000 yards.

	Plaster: 75 tons.

	Signs: 4,000–5,000.

	Talent: 19 Oscar winners among hundreds of designers and other creative people and actors.

	Telephones: 35 phone booths were scattered throughout the park with the largest concentration in Little Old New York.

	Trees and shrubs: 50,000 total plantings with about 10,000 trees.

	Visitors: original estimates were 32,000 at one time with up to 90,000 during a day. (The population within a 50-mile radius of Freedomland during the early 1960s was estimated at 27 million. This covered Albany to the north, almost to Delaware to the south, past New London, Connecticut, to the east and through New Jersey to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, to the west.)

	Waterways and lakes: 8 miles of navigation; 15 million gallons of water filled the Great Lakes and other waterways.



Complex Web of Freedomland Oversight

A news service article shortly before Freedomland opened correctly explained the management structure of the enterprise: “Ownership and control of Freedomland is about as complicated as the government of the country it depicts.”

The land for Freedomland was controlled by William Zeckendorf, Sr., and his Webb & Knapp, Inc. The other companies involved with the park were National Development Corporation, International Recreation Corporation, and Freedomland, Inc.

Webb & Knapp, the major stockholder of National Development Corporation, was a real estate development firm, founded in 1922 by Robert C. Knapp and W. Seward Webb, along with architect Eliot Cross. Zeckendorf, Sr., joined the firm during 1938 and acquired it during 1949. Webb & Knapp also owned controlling interest in International Recreation Corporation that operated the park under the company Freedomland, Inc. Many of the executives on the board of directors of Pleasure Island, Freedomland’s sister park in Massachusetts that opened during 1959, were on the board of International Recreation Corporation. Zeckendorf, Sr., as the chairman of Webb & Knapp, exercised control over these companies and Freedomland.

Through this confusing corporate structure, the land for Freedomland was leased by International Recreation Corporation (parent of Freedomland, Inc.) from National Development Corporation. The lease was for $15–16 million and, reportedly, for 51 years.

The cost estimate has been reported variously as $16 million and $17.5 million to build just the theme park. Unanticipated items inflated the cost to $22 million. The total project cost then was reported at $65 million. According to Woody, this included the inflated value of the land and intangibles such as expensive union labor and New York construction costs.

The original construction estimate was within reason since a handful of years earlier $17 million was invested to build Disneyland. The difference, though, was that Walt Disney purchased and owned his park’s land while Freedomland was charged millions for rent.

Zeck, Sr., was the principal stockholder in Freedomland. He also had connections with Woody’s other parks—Pleasure Island and Magic Mountain—and he was invested in the Great Southwest Corporation that built, under the oversight of Woody’s Marco Engineering, the Great Southwestland park (later named Six Flags Over Texas).

The Principal Players

Woody generated excitement for Freedomland through the work of Marco Engineering. The rest of Freedomland’s fate was in the hands of many others. With so much corporate, investor, political, and union involvement with Freedomland, the picture is clear that Woody built a great park, but he did not have control over its management or the land prior to and after it opened, and  the park was doomed to fail even before it opened the gates as various plans had been discussed about future development on the same property.

Marco Engineering


	Cornelius Vanderbilt Wood, Jr., president.



Webb & Knapp


	William Zeckendorf, Sr., chairman.

	William Zeckendorf, Jr., president.



International Recreation Corporation

The investors in Pleasure Island partnered with others to form International Recreation Corporation, the parent company of Freedomland, Inc. The principals listed in the Securities and Exchange Commission application of International Recreation Corporation to obtain permission to offer stock were:


	Gerald W. Blakeley, Jr., president of Cabot, Cabot and Forbes, identified as director and promoter. (The company, which continues today as a Boston real estate management firm, was an investor in Woody’s Pleasure Island park.)

	Peter DeMet, listed as an industrialist, identified as president, board chairman, and director. (In some media reports, Chicago attorney Milton T. Raynor was listed as president, but this could have been confusion with his role with Freedomland, Inc.)

	Herbert C. Lee, listed as an industrialist (president, A.S. Beck Shoe Company), director, and treasurer.

	Robert C. Linnell, vice president of Cabot, Cabot and Forbes, as director and promoter.

	Thomas B. Slick, as director, from San Antonio and member of a Texas oil family.



Other directors included Salim L. Lewis, Joseph Crosby, Robert Vasselais, David Burstein, William A. Hawkes (president of Pleasure Island), William Zeckendorf, Sr., William Zeckendorf, Jr., and C.V. Wood, Jr., who also was named on the SEC application.

International Recreation Corporation, 60 State St., Boston, filed a registration statement (File 2-15113) with the SEC on May 14, 1959, seeking registration of 2,750,000 shares of common stock. The company proposed to offer 2,250,000 shares for public sale at $11 per share through an underwriting group headed by Paine, Webber, Jackson & Curtis, which will receive a $1 per share commission. The additional 250,000 shares are under option to Webb & Knapp, Inc. … The company was organized April 14, 1959, to construct and operate directly or through subsidiaries open-air recreation and entertainment park; and this stock offering is primarily for the purpose of obtaining funds to enable the company through subsidiaries to construct parks in New York City and Miami, Fla. … It has leased from Webb & Knapp approximately 212 acres of land in the Borough of the Bronx, New York City, which is part of the unimproved land known as Baychester Center, on which it plans to construct a recreational open-air park at a cost estimated at between $14 and $19 million, to be completed by July 1, 1960.

An engineering and management agreement has been entered into with Marco Engineering of the East, Inc., the sole stockholder of which is C.V. Wood, Jr., who is a director and promoter of the issuing company. The latter has also entered into a contract for engineering services with Cabot, Cabot & Forbes Co., and a construction contract with the latter’s subsidiary, Aberthaw Construction Co. Gerald W. Blakeley, Jr. and Robert C. Linnell are the principal shareholders and officers of Cabot and also are directors and promoters of the issuing company.

The prospectus lists Gerald W. Blakely, Jr. and Robert C. Linnell of Boston as holders of 187,500 shares of deferred stock; Peter DeMet of Coral Gables, president, 187,500; Herbert C. Lee, treasurer, of Boston, 187,500; Thomas B. Slick, of San Antonio, a director, 93,750; and C.V. Wood, Jr., a director, 93,750.

—News Digest published by the Securities and Exchange Commission, May 15, 1959.

On July 20, underwriters





National Development Corporation



Freedomland, Inc.


	Milton T. Raynor, president.

	Frederic V. Schumacher, vice president, general manager.

	Russell D. Levy, executive vice president, and the executive vice president of International Recreation Company; he also oversaw property management for Webb & Knapp during May 1962.



Additional Freedomland Players







Profiles of Key Executives

Peter DeMet (sometimes “Demet” or “De Met”)


Hyman Green



Milton T. Raynor



Herbert C. Lee


Frederick V. Schumacher




The Zeckendorfs





Others


Maurice Ayers



Randall Duell





Joseph Linesch and Arnold Dutton





Arthur K. Moss







Tex McCrary


Wade B. Rubottom


Cliff Walker


Sylvester Weaver and Douglas Leigh




Park Design Team




What’s in a Name



	Park Name: Freedomland, USA / Freedomland U.S.A. / FREEDOMLAND.

	Taglines: The World’s Newest and Largest Outdoor Entertainment Center / The World’s Largest Entertainment Center / The World’s Largest Family Entertainment Center / The World’s Largest Outdoor Entertainment Center.





Construction Management and Costs





Groundbreaking

















	William Zeckendorf, Sr., chairman, Webb & Knapp.

	C.V. Wood, president, Marco Engineering.

	Ambrose Burton, president, Aberthaw Construction.

	Abe Stark, president of the New York City Council whose business advertising gimmick (“Hit Sign, Win Suit. Abe Stark. 1514 Pitkin Ave. Brooklyn’s Leading Clothier.”) once adorned the scoreboard of Ebbets Field, the home of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

	James Lyons, Bronx borough president who, a few months earlier, was quoted as stating that the city’s board of estimate had “done everything necessary” to prepare the way to develop the park. He also said that he was agreeable to changing the name of the Baychester section of the Bronx to Freedomland, “as long as it’s ‘Freedomland in the Bronx.’”

	Charles Van Doren, the emcee, who later would be linked to the television quiz show scandals.








Freedomland Suppliers


Arrow Development





Edaville Railroad


Enco National Corp.


The Brass Rail



Todd Shipyards



Stephens-Adamson Manufacturing Company





	Bethlehem Steel Company (Bethlehem, Pennsylvania) for sky ride cable.

	Bliss Display Company (Long Island City, New York) for animated display units.

	Camera Equipment Corporation (location undetermined) for the Braniff Space Rover auditorium installation.

	Chrysler Airtemp (Dayton, Ohio) provided more than 150 units to supply the “perfect indoor climate” in park shops, restaurants, and other buildings. The company also maintained an exhibit about the story of air conditioning in Satellite City.

	Crown Paper Company (Yonkers, New York) remains in business today. The company manufactures corrugated boxes and sheets, die-cut mailers and shipping room supplies, and a range of floor maintenance products. Crown was a supplier during the inaugural season and possibly other seasons.

	Fischback and Moore (New York City and elsewhere) electrical contractors helped wire the park.

	Gignac Coach Company (Chicago, Illinois) for the western stage coaches.

	Lawrence Labriola Nurseries (Scarsdale and Armonk, New York) provided more than 50,000 trees and shrubs.

	Macglashen Guns (Stanton, California) for shooting gallery equipment. However, a few months later, P.E.P Corporation, also of Stanton, was identified for air-gun equipment.

	Minneford Yacht Yard (City Island, New York) for New York Harbor’s tugboats and the nine bullboats of the Northwest Fur Trapper attraction. Minneford was established during 1926 and turned out palatial yachts for millionaires. It also built many of the America’s Cup racers, including Constellation, Intrepid, Courageous, Freedom, and Enterprise. During World War II, the yard built torpedo boats, landing craft, mine sweepers, and seagoing tugs. By 1962, it was one of the largest shipyards on the island. The yard closed during 1982 and the current marina on the site opened during 1985.

	Naclerio Pelham Contractors (Bronx, New York) laid more than 50 miles of pipe and wire under Freedomland. Along with George W. Rogers Construction Company, Naclerio delivered a quarter million yards of fill from about 25 different sources in the metropolitan area to raise the ground level.

	National Amusement Devices (Dayton, Ohio) was consulted about providing kiddie rides. Documentation has not been located to determine if the company entered into a contractual agreement with Freedomland.

	Paddock Pool Company (location undetermined) for the reflection pool in Satellite City that later was removed for the Moon Bowl dance floor.

	Percy Turnstile and Globe Tickets (location undetermined) for admission systems.

	Raisler Corp. (possibly Raisler Sprinkler Inc. on Amsterdam Avenue in New York City) maintained fire protection day and night.

	Samuel Lakow & Sons (New York City) provided office furnishings.

	Sound Systems, Inc. (Long Island City, New York) for sound work throughout the park.

	Taylor Lumber Co., Inc. (New York City) delivered lumber and paneling for park construction.

	Von Roll (Berne, Switzerland) for the Tucson Mining Company ore bucket attraction.

	Western Costume Company (Hollywood, California) supplied the film industry since the early 1900s and also supplied Freedomland and other Marco Engineering parks.

	Williamsbridge Parkway Willys-Jeeps Inc. (Bronx, New York) provided vehicles and service for the park.




The Freedomland Inn
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