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Foreword

Before sitting down to write this foreword, I was going to ask Leah, my bride of 58 years in May, to read Chuck Schmidt’s book and share a few thoughts that would help me get started. But once I had read Chuck’s multiple pages and comments about me, I had a hunch about what Leah might say: “All you need is a crown and a cape and you’re all set for Chuck’s coronation of you. Please sit up straight when he places the crown!”

With that perspective, it would be hard for me to critique Chuck’s new book, On the Disney Beat. Fortunately, that’s not what he asked me to do. What he has done is given me the honor of introducing his latest deep dive into all things Disney. Presuming you have read Chuck’s blog, Goofy About Disney, over the years, you know how deep this dive will be. Sometimes I think Chuck has found the underground passage at the bottom of the Seven Seas Lagoon at Walt Disney World—the secret passageway that allows you to get to the bottom of everything! (Oooops! I wasn’t supposed to ever reveal that! Now I’ll bet Chuck’s already writing the story…)

Which brings me to how thorough Chuck Schmidt is in his reporting. In one of his “inside stories” about Disney—there are so many that I felt much of my 54 years at Disney was being lovingly dissected by a scientific journalist—Chuck reports on a panel of Disney Legends at the 40th anniversary of Walt Disney World. According to Chuck’s report, I (as the moderator) began the session by welcoming guests to “The Liars’ Club”. After all, I am reported to have said, “Who can contradict us about what we say happened 40 or 50 years ago?”

So that’s my only caution for you, as you embark on this grand Disney voyage with Chuck to Florida and California and aboard the Disney Cruise Line somewhere at sea. You are in the hands of a man who loves his subject—its people you will meet, its events you will attend, its links to Staten Island you will savor. In writing On the Disney Beat, Chuck shares memories, pageantry, family trips, events, joy, fun, and so many connections with the Disney friends he and his wife, Janet, have acquired over nearly four decades of “journalistic living with the Mouse”.

It’s not just Chuck’s reporting and writing that we at Disney appreciate so much. It’s the trust that we place in Chuck—that through his knowledge and appreciation of what we have created and built, we will be treated fairly, respected for our passion and skill, and loved for “making the magic real”.

As Walt Disney said, “You don’t build it for yourself. You know what the people want and you build it for them.”

I think Chuck Schmidt knew “what the people wanted” when he started Goofy About Disney. And now, with On the Disney Beat, Chuck has done it again, going even deeper on that dive into the treasure chest of Disney places, celebrations, and just plain old good times!

Thanks for the memories, Chuck. And All Good Things for the Future!

Marty Sklar
May 2015

Disneyland is celebrating its 60th birthday this year, and Marty Sklar was there at the very start of his 54-year Disney career. That’s important to note, because it marks Marty as the only employee to participate in the opening of all eleven Disney parks around the world, from Anaheim to Florida, Tokyo, Paris, and Hong Kong. Marty served as president and chief creative executive of Walt Disney Imagineering, wrote personal material for Walt Disney, and won just about every award the themed entertainment industry has to offer, including recognition as a Disney Legend.

His 2013 memoir, Dream It! Do It! My Half Century Creating Disney’s Magic Kingdoms, told it like it was, and his new book, One Little Spark! (scheduled for release on September 1, 2015), will provide a “Road to Imagineering” for many young talents.


Introduction

During my 48 years in the newspaper business, I’ve worn many hats—which is one of those bygone expressions meaning I was a pretty versatile guy…a jack of all trades, if you will.

I started at the tender age of 17 in the Sports Department of the Staten Island Advance as a copy boy, a not-so-glamorous term for “newsroom gofer”. There was no lower rung on the journalism ladder. The job requirements included answering the telephone, monitoring the Associated Press wire, and writing short stories on rather insignificant sports events. It wasn’t much, but it was a start…for me, the beginning of a nearly five decades-long love affair with newspapers.

I still remember quite vividly the first day I reported to work at the Advance. A distinctive odor greeted me as I walked down the stairs toward the newsroom. As I learned, the smell was emanating from the composing room, where hot metal was smoldering inside gargantuan linotype machines. These were still the days of “hot type”, where physical labor was involved in just about every phase of production. The industry was still years away from “cold type” and a more computer-based system.

	In those days—the late 1960s—newsrooms were grungy, male-dominated offices filled with cigarette smoke. They were loud, too, with reporters and editors tap-tap-tapping on manual typewriters, phones ringing constantly, and the drone of the police radio serving as a distracting, if necessary, backdrop. The Sports Department had its own separate corner of the newsroom; the rest of the office was manned—almost literally, as women had yet to make significant inroads in the business—by news reporters and editors. As I scanned the office on that first day, I couldn’t help but notice how old everyone seemed; most of the people working on the news side had to be at least 50, I thought, a sharp contrast from the teenagers I was used to hanging around with.

	I was a junior in high school when my sandlot baseball coach—who also moonlighted as a sports reporter for the Advance—asked me arguably the most important question I’d ever hear in my life: “How would you like to work in the Sports Department at the Advance?” It was truly a defining moment…and my answer would chart the course of my professional career. “Sure,” I said without hesitation. And thus concluded my first job interview.

That coach, Jack Minogue, also was my high school history teacher. He apparently saw in me what I didn’t see in myself—a strong work ethic, an ability to perform well in stressful situations, and a positive attitude, all traits that would serve me well during my newspaper career.

	Those first few months at the paper were a learning experience. Most of the people in the newsroom were college graduates who had majored in journalism; the best I could offer were a few honors English classes and a love of sports. My work “week” consisted of a killer 12-hour shift on Saturdays—noon to midnight—working on the Early Bird and Final editions of the Sunday Advance, and a shorter shift on Sunday evenings handling much of the local sports news during the busiest day of the week. I was no threat Red Smith and the other great sportswriters of the time, but it was apparent to me that this was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life.

From copy boy, I worked my way up to part-time sports reporter, covering a variety of high school and college events. I was barely 19 when I was promoted to assistant night sports editor, which meant I was now responsible for editing other writers’ submissions a few days a week. I also was writing headlines and photo captions and designing a few of the inside sports pages. It was heady stuff for someone who, two years before, didn’t have a clue what he wanted to do with his life.

When the night sports editor left the paper in 1970, I was promoted to my first 9-to-5 gig—9 at night to 5 in the morning, Sunday through Thursday—when I replaced him at 20 years old. I was still going to college full-time and was engaged to be married to my fiancé, Janet. In my “spare time”, I started writing a music column, covering Staten Island’s burgeoning rock music scene. If nothing else, the experience served to hone my interviewing skills, as I chatted it up with such famed Island musicians as glam-rocker David Johansen (aka Buster Poindexter), guitar hero Earl Slick, and country musician Hank DeVito.

In 1984, I left the fun and games associated with sports when I was appointed Sunday news editor. It was a culture shock, to be sure; I was entering a world often filled with death and destruction, murder and mayhem. Instead of touchdowns, curveballs, and jump shots, my work now centered around car accidents, burglaries, deadly fires, and other, decidedly more serious events than I was used to. But I quickly adapted.

My new job description also included handling the travel pages, which afforded me the opportunity to write an occasional travel feature. Since I also designed the page the story was to go on, I could play up text, headline, and photos as big as I wanted to. By now, I had taken Janet and our three young children—Gregg, Tracy, and Kelly—on multiple vacations to Walt Disney World, so it seemed a no-brainer that I’d write travel features on the Vacation Kingdom of the World.

	Like most Baby Boomers born in the late 1940s or early 1950s, I was hooked on Disney at an early age. I had faithfully watched The Mickey Mouse Club during the week after school and later Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color on our black-and-white TV on Sunday nights. And I have photos of myself dressed in my official Davy Crockett garb, which included a coonskin cap and leather-fringed jacket.

Whenever I wrote something about Disney, I’d send tear sheets to the Walt Disney World publicity folks, just to let them know that there was a guy on Staten Island who was covering WDW on a fairly regular basis. Years later, I learned that some of those tear sheets found their way onto a “wall of fame” in the publicity department’s offices. I also found out that some of those clippings crossed the desk of Charlie Ridgway, who was Walt Disney World’s publicity director. Charlie retired in the late 1990s after an illustrious career at both Disneyland and WDW; as a sign of just how important he was to the success of Walt Disney World, a window is dedicated in his honor above the Arcade on Main Street in the Magic Kingdom. Among the most cherished Disney-related items I have collected over the years was a personal letter I received from Charlie, dated June 28, 1993:

Dear Mr. Schmidt:

Just a short note to thank you for sending along your excellent story and layout. It was thoughtful of you to send it.

We appreciate your interest in the Vacation Kingdom.

Cordially,

Charles Ridgway
Publicity Director

I had a long and rewarding association with Charlie and the members of his staff, as well as many other fascinating people, all of whom were integral parts of Walt Disney’s expansive world…a world I’m proud to say I’ve chronicled for more than three decades.

Although the names are a veritable who’s who of Disney Legends, they also include people who may not be as well-known, but who nonetheless have ties to the company and its penchant for creating magical memories. They all have intriguing stories to tell and have left a lasting impression on me. Hopefully, they’ll do the same to you.

Chuck Schmidt
June 2015


Chapter One

The evolution of the “press event” and lunch with Charlie Ridgway

	During the summer of 1986, an invitation crossed my desk at the Staten Island Advance that seemed too good to be true: Walt Disney World was holding its 15th anniversary celebration in early October and I was invited…along with 5,000 other members of the print, radio, and television industry from around the world, and their guests.

	I have many cherished memories of that whirlwind experience. After all these years, I still can sing the theme song they played at every afternoon parade during the “year-long” 18-month celebration: “Hands up! Havin’ a party! Hands up! Havin’ a party! Fifteen years, and we’re havin’ a party, at Walt Disney World, and the party’s going strong!”

Walt Disney World’s 15th Birthday Celebration Weekend was held over a steamy four-day stretch from October 2–5, 1986. The high temperature each day reached 96 degrees, with nary a thunderstorm in sight to break the unrelenting heat. It was an incredibly complex endeavor on Disney’s part, flying in 5,000 journalists and their guests from around the world to Orlando, housing them, transporting them to a variety of venues, special events, and press conferences, and then entertaining them in the evenings in both the Magic Kingdom and Epcot (Disney’s Hollywood Studios and Animal Kingdom theme parks were still years away from opening).

	In many ways, the extravagant nature of the event can be directly linked to a famed Los Angeles-area press agent named Eddie Meck. “He was a very interesting little guy,” remembers Charlie Ridgway, who worked with Meck at Disneyland and was chiefly responsible for putting together the 15th anniversary bash—as well as creating more than 150 other over-the-top press events during his storied Disney career. Meck “was very small, barely five feet tall and he had huge ears,” Ridgway said. “A columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle used to call Eddie ‘Meckey Mouse’ because he had ears like Mickey”…Mickey Mouse, that is.

Meck was Disneyland’s publicity manager during the 1950s and 1960s. It was Meck who hired Ridgway, then a veteran newspaperman who covered southern California, in 1963 to write Disneyland’s publicity releases. Although Meck wasn’t much of a writer himself, he was extremely well-liked by almost everyone he came in contact with. “He worked for a couple of studios, including RKO [which distributed Disney films at the time], where he was a ‘planter’,” Ridgway said. “In those days, they had some guys who wrote the stories and other guys who used to ‘plant’ them with a newspaper person. In the course of doing that, Eddie got to know anybody of any consequence in the newspaper business in the Los Angeles area.”

Meck was hired by Disney as the park’s publicity manager several months before Disneyland opened in 1955. A few weeks after he went to work for Disney, Meck approached company head Walt Disney with a suggestion on a different way to promote the park. “You know, Walt, we can’t market this [Disneyland]. You can’t sell this like you do the movies. You can’t take some pictures and stories and put them under your arm and plant them, because it’s just so different and nobody’s going to believe what we’re telling them.” When Walt asked Meck what he was going to do about it, his response was: “I’m going to get them [journalists] to see for themselves.”

“From the beginning,” Ridgway added, “the marketing [of Disneyland] was almost entirely done by publicity. Very little advertising. And it was done by personal contact by getting the news guys to come, bring their families, and by getting them to see for themselves.”

Walt Disney World’s 15th anniversary bash was the ultimate way for a large group of journalists to “see for themselves”. If truth be told, it was an exhausting, never-a-dull-moment, once-in-a-lifetime experience for those in attendance. In retrospect, what we saw and what we did was astounding. Janet and I arrived at Orlando International Airport in the early afternoon on Thursday, October 2. Media guests were greeted by Disney representatives at the airport and escorted to waiting motor coaches (not too unlike today’s Magical Express service). We were taken to our hotels (in our case, the Hilton along Hotel Plaza Boulevard just outside what was then known as the Walt Disney World Village). Later that night, we were transported to Lake Eola Park in downtown Orlando for an event called “The Magic Beyond the Kingdom”, which was presented by the Orlando/Orange County Convention and Visitors Bureau.

It turns out the weekend wasn’t just a Walt Disney World anniversary celebration: considering how many members of the media were in town, various central Florida-area venues and tourist attractions were vying for attention from the press, too. Also part of the weekend festivities was a commemoration of the United States Constitution’s bicentennial. As the weekend played out, it was amazing how much we saw and did, both behind the scenes and at invited guests-only events. Equally astonishing was how well everything was coordinated—moving 10,000 people from hotel to event and back again morning, noon, and night was a monumental task, but to our surprise, it went off smoothly and without a hitch. No small feat.

	The evening at Lake Eola included a picnic supper, a water ski show co-sponsored by Sea World and Cypress Gardens, and a concert by pop singer Toni Tennille and the Florida Symphony Orchestra. All the while, there were great views of downtown Orlando’s skyline, which had changed dramatically ever since Disney came to town in 1971. Among the myriad of displays along the shoreline was NASCAR legend Richard Petty’s famed No. 43 car. Petty would have a long association with Disney—he was the voice of the King in the Disney/Pixar movie Cars and he would be the focal point of the Richard Petty Driving Experience at the auto racetrack built outside the Magic Kingdom in the 1990s. The night was topped off with a Disney staple—fireworks. For those with any energy left, there was an optional visit to Church Street Station, a new entertainment district in downtown Orlando.

When we returned to our hotel that first night, there was a small gift waiting for us—a plush toy of an orca whale was on our bed, hinting at what we’d be seeing the next day. Indeed, every night saw a new and different gift placed in our room. On the final night, there was a gift basket which included an elaborate scroll with Cinderella Castle and Epcot’s Spaceship Earth as a backdrop. Handwritten in calligraphy was my name, proclaiming me as an Honorary Citizen of the World. To this day, it’s hanging in a frame in our living room.

The following morning, we were off to the Orlando/Orange County Convention and Civic Center for a welcoming ceremony and an audio-visual presentation detailing all the central Florida area had to offer. In the years prior to Disney’s arrival, the Orlando area was home to very few entertainment options—Gatorland and Cypress Gardens topping the short list. In the years after Disney came to town, a number of ventures popped up, hoping to capitalize on the sudden influx of tourists lured by Disney. One of those enterprises, Sea World, was our destination later in the day, where we helped celebrate Shamu’s first birthday.

In the evening, the Magic Kingdom was closed to regular guests and we journalists and our guests had the park to ourselves. 15 Years of Fantastic Fun, as the night was called, included a 15-year birthday menu served at all of the Magic Kingdom restaurants and a special 15th birthday parade, followed by the more traditional Main Street Electrical Parade. During the parades, we had a prime viewing area on Main Street. We stood next to an older gentleman who said he was responsible for purchasing many of the 27,000-plus square miles of land for Walt Disney World; unfortunately, we didn’t catch his name.

Entertainment throughout the night took place at a variety of venues. It included the Four Tops and the Temptations in the Tomorrowland Theatre, as well as Crystal Gayle (Tomorrowland Terrace) and Buddy Rich (Frontierland Stage). The unquestioned stars of the night, Miami Sound Machine, featuring Gloria Estefan, performed on the Cinderella Castle forecourt stage (their hit song “Conga” was especially well-received). The night was topped off by a showing of Fantasy in the Sky fireworks.

	Before Miami Sound Machine hit the stage, however, members of the press were asked to congregate in the Castle forecourt for what was called “the world’s largest press group photo”. For all we knew, we could have made it into the Guinness Book of World Records that night.

On Saturday, we were up and out early again, this time to the Osceola County Stadium, where the Kissimmee/St. Cloud Resort Area presented Hospitality Southern Style, which was billed as a down-home, rootin’, tootin’, country hoedown. Included in the potpourri of entertainment on that sweltering afternoon was a rodeo; a water skiing demonstration; a bass fishing contest; jousting, jesting, and drinking, medieval-style; and a presentation by staff members from Gatorland with alligators, wildlife, and exotic birds. There also were performances by country music artists Jerry Reed and Reba McEntire.

We returned to our hotel, enjoyed a quick swim, and then we were off again, this time to Epcot for the weekend’s grand finale. Again, the park was closed to regular visitors and “international dining” was available in all of the World Showcase restaurants—you simply walked in, grabbed a plate, and sampled the best of each country’s cuisine. We started in Morocco and were full by the time we reached Germany. The evening’s entertainment kicked off on a very patriotic note with then-Chief Justice Warren Burger on hand to commemorate the Constitution. There also was a military flyover and a red, white, and blue parade called We the People.

	Skyleidoscope, an innovative air-and-water show, debuted on and above the World Showcase Lagoon. Captain EO, the out-of-this-world 3D space adventure starring Michael Jackson and Anjelica Huston, also premiered during the night in the Magic Eye Theater in the Journey into Imagination Pavilion. Disney also presented Laserphonic Symphony, a precursor to its current IllumiNations: Reflections of Earth show, once the sun went down. Country superstar Dolly Parton performed on the Future World CommuniCore Stage (now a massive water fountain) to cap off a hectic, yet magical day.

	There were no events planned for Sunday, October 5, as most folks were headed home. For those guests departing later in the day, the 15th anniversary badges provided admission to either the Magic Kingdom or Epcot. We walked around an almost-empty Epcot with my wife’s father, who drove up from south Florida for the day. Our trip was far from over, though. A select few journalists, including myself, would be traveling to Port Canaveral for an added treat—Premier Cruise Lines, then the official cruise line of Walt Disney World, had invited us on a four-night cruise aboard either their Star/Ship Royale or the Star/Ship Oceanic. Both ships departed on Monday at 4pm and returned early Friday morning. The itinerary included stops at Nassau in the Bahamas and Premier’s Out Island, Salt Cay (we were told that the island was used for some shots used in the TV show Gilligan’s Island). Premier and Disney had struck a deal in 1984 to offer land-and-sea vacations to guests, with three- or four-night stays at Walt Disney World packaged with three- or four-night night cruises on one of Premier’s Big Red Boats, as they were called. Each Premier cruise featured several Disney characters and a variety of Disney-themed events. The Premier-Disney affiliation lasted until 1993. One of the main stumbling blocks Premier was never able to overcome was the fact that their older ships were not handicapped-accessible.

	Premier would sink into bankruptcy in the early 2000s, but the idea of pairing a Walt Disney World vacation with a Caribbean cruise was not lost on Disney’s higher-ups. Disney Cruise Line debuted in 1998 with the christening of the Disney Magic. Three more ships—the Disney Wonder, Disney Dream, and Disney Fantasy—as well as diverse itineraries that have taken DCL passengers to the eastern and western Caribbean, the Mediterranean, northern Europe, Alaska, Canada, Hawaii, and the Panama Canal, have helped establish Disney Cruise Line as a force in the cruise industry.

After returning from the twin media events, I quickly got to work reporting on all that I had experienced. I wrote a general feature on Walt Disney World for the travel pages; a cover story for the TV section on the 15th anniversary television special that was taped during the festivities, starring “Golden Girls” Betty White and Bea Arthur; and finally another travel feature on the Walt Disney World/Premier Cruise Line offerings.

After each story was published, I dutifully sent copies to the PR folks in WDW. During the next few years, I continued to write about Walt Disney World, be it a feature on a new attraction, the opening of the Disney/MGM Studios theme park in 1989, or something a bit off-beat, like how the holidays are celebrated in Walt Disney World. And, like clockwork, I’d always send tear sheets to WDW publicity.

Apparently, Charlie Ridgway was paying attention. In early 1992, I sent yet another tear sheet to the publicity offices and mentioned in a letter to Charlie how my family and I would be vacationing in WDW later that summer. Charlie wrote back a few weeks later, thanked me for the tear sheets, and invited us all to lunch. Of course, we accepted, and I began to think about all the questions I’d ask the Disney Legend-in-waiting.

When the day arrived, we were instructed to meet up with Charlie outside his office, which was located above City Hall in Town Square in the Magic Kingdom. Charlie was everything I expected him to be—warm and gracious with an instantly likeable personality. After we exchanged greetings and introductions, he escorted us to an area behind the Town Square firehouse, where a company van was waiting. To our right, cast members were queuing up for the afternoon Surprise Celebration parade, which featured oversized Disney character balloons with a decidedly Mardi Gras/Macy’s Thanksgiving Day feel.

We all climbed into the van and Charlie drove us to the Yacht Club Galley in the brand-new Yacht Club Resort, which was one of several recently opened hotels on WDW property. The reason for Charlie’s invitation, I learned, was his desire to get the word out about all the new hotel options available on Walt Disney World’s massive landscape, which is twice the size of Manhattan.

“We’re just now starting to catch up with the demand for hotel rooms on property,” he explained. When Walt Disney World first opened in 1971, just the Contemporary and Polynesian resorts and the Fort Wilderness Campground were available to guests who wanted to stay close to the action. And needless to say, those hotel rooms were booked months in advance. “Which meant,” Charlie said as we ordered lunch, “that an awful lot of folks were staying off-property.”

But that problem was rectified during the 1990s, a period of time dubbed “the Disney decade” by then-CEO Michael Eisner, with the opening of several new resorts. From 1990 to 1994 alone, the Yacht Club and Beach Club, Port Orleans, Dixie Landings, the Swan, the Dolphin, Old Key West (the first resort under the Disney Vacation Club umbrella), All-Star Music, All-Star Sports, and the Wilderness Lodge opened on Walt Disney World property. The Boardwalk, the Disney Institute (now Saratoga Springs), All-Star Movies, and Coronado Springs would debut over the next few years.

Of course, with a soon-to-be anointed Disney Legend sitting across from me, I couldn’t help veering off-topic and I tried my best to pick Charlie’s brain for any tidbits of Disney lore he might have to offer. “What was Walt Disney like?” I asked. “He could be tough,” he said, “but he was a great man to work for.” The conversation drifted to the actual property selection of Walt Disney World and Charlie admitted to me that Disney had, in fact, briefly considered the area of the former 1964–1965 New York World’s Fair as a possible site for the new East Coast version of Disneyland.
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