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Chapter One

The Plan

Evidence of my first Disney park visit still exists on a VHS tape. Stamped into the bottom right corner of the frame as commonly seen in home videos of the era, the date reads June 26, 1990. This tape constituted my family’s first foray into home videos, so my parents seemingly bought the video camera specifically for this trip. Like legions of other parents before them, they determined that they needed to capture a monumental childhood moment like a trip to Disney on video, and in the early 90s that meant carrying an actual suitcase around the parks holding a camera the size of a real-life human baby. The total sum of the footage captured during this trip lasts eleven minutes. With that in mind, it seems most appropriate to start this book with a moment of gratitude for my parents. Thanks to Mom and Dad for your sacrifice.

While I am fully aware that there would be no better way to begin this book than to describe how the decision to buy that camera and cart it around the sweltering June Florida heat successfully captured in vivid detail the exact moments in which I became completely fascinated and totally transfixed by the magic of the Disney park experience, I, unfortunately, would be lying. Don’t get me wrong—this video remains one of my most prized, priceless possessions. As a Disney park fan, I love having documentary evidence of what a trip to Magic Kingdom, Disney’s flagship park at its Walt Disney World Resort in Orlando, was like in this era, contextualized through my family’s experience. I love seeing my family at an age I can only recall through flashes of hazy memories. As an added bonus, I’m super cute in them. But in reality, these videos constitute almost the entirety of my memories of this trip, and frankly, hold more importance to me than the actual trip itself.

The first segment of the video captures my dad, sister and me riding and attempting to row (with terrible form) in the Mike Fink Keel Boats around Magic Kingdom’s Rivers of America. An opening day attraction that would cease operation only a few years after this video, it purportedly allowed visitors to row around Disney’s majestic, man-made river that traveled along the shores of two of Magic Kingdom’s six lands, Frontierland and Liberty Square, and circled Tom Sawyer’s Island, passing fake animals and American Indian mannequins along the way. In reality, the experience saw approximately ten to fifteen adults sweating their butts off in the Florida sun as they attempted to row and guide a thirty-five foot canoe, with the remainder of the seats filled by kids hopelessly attempting to wield their oars, flinging them messily in every direction and soaking everyone around them. (Little did I know I would get my opportunity to enjoy the experience as the sweating, soaked adult nearly thirty years later.)

My mom stayed ashore to document our trip. She generally avoided all water-based activities and almost certainly did in this instance after taking into consideration that her kids’ rowing skills would have some bearing on whether she’d make it around the river alive. As we approach her in our canoe, the Mark Twain Riverboat, a replica Mississippi steamboat that also travels along the Rivers of America, picturesquely rests in the background, sounding its bells and horn. We begin waving at my mom, and the camera gently rocks in response as I assume my mom waved back at us. My dad and I sit in the second to last row, my sister directly in front of us, and one of the two guides, a young muscular man dressed appropriately as a frontiersman (and if I’m being honest, one of the true heroes of the Disney parks), begins mimicking us, waving at the camera and shouting “Hi, Mom!” It’s a charming moment.

The second segment of the video could serve as its own short film, capturing one of the guaranteed aspects of any family vacation, particularly one as complex and expensive as a trip to Disney—the passive aggressive family fight. The video begins with my mom, sister, and I sitting on a bench on a side street along Main Street, U.S.A., the gorgeous, turn of the century-themed entryway of Magic Kingdom. The bench sits directly outside the Penny Arcade, a storefront that, at the time, housed old-timey arcade games and mutoscopes (a motion picture machine) that cost anywhere from, well, one penny up to fifty pennies, but has since been gobbled up by the neighboring Emporium to become yet another shop selling park merchandise. My dad, filming and providing commentary, immediately begins scolding my ten-year-old sister over spending money in the Penny Arcade, griping that the name of the establishment is, in fact, a lie and the games actually cost up to fifty cents, finishing his rant with a tossed off, “heck of a penny arcade.” To paraphrase Mrs. Potts, the talking teapot from the 1991 Disney film Beauty and the Beast, it’s a tale as old as time. Parent brings child to Disney. Child does well-meaning and maybe slightly bothersome thing. Parent gets mad. Rinse and repeat. My mom, clearly annoyed with the running commentary, scolds my dad and responds that he is supposed to be taking nice pictures of the family and the scenery. He does a perfunctory 360-degree spin in about five seconds, providing a blur of the detailed and lively environment. That’s the entirety of the clip. In retrospect, it probably would have been better as a photo.

The video then cuts to a few minutes later, as we all stand in the middle of Main Street, among the chaos of a June afternoon in the parks. My sister grins at the camera. My shrill four-year-old voice shouts “so Dad...so Dad…” just out of frame, as I desperately attempt to share what I’m sure was some bizarre insight from a four-year-old mind. In addition to the chaos of our family unit, the background noise reflects a park bustling with action. Families having their own excited conversations, but even more prominently, the sound of old-timey cars driving up and down the street and honking their loud, squealing horns. One car, in particular, wails on its horn almost continuously, serving as a pleasant signal to tourists to get the hell out of the way. In the midst of all this chaos, my dad takes a long panning shot of Cinderella’s Castle, the landmark at the end of Main Street.

“Lookie there, the castle here at Disneyland Park.”

Little could he have known that this simple, commonly held confusion between the Orlando and Anaheim park names would irrationally irritate his son immensely in adulthood. Through all of this, the Main Street Vehicle never ends its honking, leading my mom to duck into frame and inform my dad, “Here comes a trolley...right on your butt,” a line that we continue to repeat at family gatherings to this day.

The final clip offers a behind the scenes look of a scene acted out by nearly every family that crosses through the gates of Magic Kingdom—the attempt to get a charming shot of the kids at the entrance of the park in front of Main Street Station. My sister and I are sitting on the wall right in front of the floral depiction of Mickey that greets entering guests, with Main Street Station serving as the beautifully framed centerpiece behind us. My parents attempt to get us positioned perfectly and smiling for the picture that we would surely hang on our wall for years to come. Unfortunately, my hyperactive four-year-old brain won’t allow it, and instead, I choose to wiggle my butt away, sliding down the wall like a weeble wobble, contorting my face into the strangest expressions imaginable, making my mom’s attempts to take a photo nearly impossible. Based on this evidence, it seems I may have been somewhat of a brat.

That’s pretty much the entirety of the footage in the parks on that trip. Outside of the moments captured in these videos, I have exactly one other memory of Disney from this visit. It occurred early in the morning of our day at Magic Kingdom. For most families, a trip to any Disney park revolves around the headliner attractions, more frequently referred to by Disney nerds as E-ticket attractions, a reference to the designation of ticket required to ride a ride at Disney in early years that utilized ticket books for attractions. These attractions, such as the Matterhorn Bobsled and the Submarine Voyage, were the biggest, most popular attractions in the parks. That morning, my family made a trip straight to Space Mountain along with throngs of other families in hopes of getting on the ride quickly with minimal wait.

As we approached the ride, housed in an impressive, futuristic structure in Tomorrowland, a Disney employee, known in preferred Disney parlance as a cast member, very politely halted us and asked us to step aside for a moment. As with most of the thrill rides at Disney, Space Mountain has a height requirement, and the cast member needed to verify I met the required threshold. The cast member brought me over to a measuring stick to the side of the line. Turning my back to the permanent measuring stick outside all of the rides with height requirements, I began ever so slightly rolling the weight of my feet toward the tips of my toes in hopes of gaining even the slightest hint of extra height. Probably used to this trick, the cast member kneeled down next to me.

“Now let’s keep our back straight and our heels on the ground.”

I looked on at my family standing around me, knowing I would not quite meet the height requirement but hoping for a miracle. Unfortunately, even the cowlick on the back of my head couldn’t get me over the line. The cast member apologized and said I wouldn’t be able to ride. My dad and sister could go ride while my mom and I could either wait at the exit or go enjoy another attraction in Tomorrowland. So I proceeded to do what most four-year-olds would do and burst into tears in the middle of the park. My mom calmed me down and diverted us to hop aboard the PeopleMover. Originally envisioned as a future option for public mass transit, the PeopleMover features small trains propelled around Tomrrowland by electromagnetic motors. The PeopleMover even makes a trip around the perimeter of Space Mountain, providing a glimpse of the glowing cars careening around the track above and the screams of riders echoing through the cavernous black pit of a building, so it was an appropriate consolation prize.

Overall, I think it’s fair to classify my first trip as a “mixed bag.” It’s hard for me to glean too much from my memories or the video record of it because it captures so little of the actual experience. I’m sure in totality, I had as much fun as any four-year-old does at a place specifically designed to elicit joy from children. I seemingly had just not developed enough for it to make an immediate, lasting impact on me. In all honesty, my most prominent memory from that trip did not involve a park, a ride, or a character, but instead, our hotel. We stayed off property at a hotel called Wilson World on Highway 192, just south of Disney. No longer in business, Wilson World was definitely of its time, with rooms that faced a giant atrium featuring a glass elevator, a huge indoor pool with a waterfall, and decorated with a colorful beach-themed mural. Affectionately referred to by my family as Wally World, a reference to the 1983 film National Lampoon’s Vacation, I remember being fascinated with this hotel, spending all my time in the room looking out the window at the pool. I had never seen such a thing. In fact, the most lasting impact this trip seemed to have on me was instilling an ongoing desire to stay in hotels with pools in the lobby. (I actually stayed at one of these in my adult life, and I can say it is significantly less appealing than I recalled.)

Seven years after my inaugural trip to Disney, my family began plotting its return. 1997 marked an important transitional year for my family, as my sister was graduating from high school, and I was “graduating” from elementary school into the cruel and terrifying world of sixth grade. Disney has done a phenomenal job at framing a visit to the Disney parks as the quintessential celebratory experience for families. Accordingly, my parents did what many middle-class American families did and declared we would be going to Disney World. However, this would not be any ragtag trip to Disney. No return to Wally World here! It would be a proper celebration. We would go all out on this trip, which started with a visit to a local travel agent.

This was the first and only time I remember my family utilizing the services of a travel agent, but my mom, dad, and I made a trip to the local AAA office to get some help with this endeavor. After informing the receptionist that we were looking for assistance in planning a Disney World vacation, she directed us to their dedicated Disney vacation travel expert, Don Sledd. As we approached Mr. Sledd’s desk, I quickly became awestruck. Mr. Sledd did not simply help families plan their vacation like an ordinary travel agent. Instead, he sat behind a desk framed by a giant cutout of Cinderella’s Castle. Behind him were posters of Disney fireworks and attractions, his desk littered with brochures for the many parks, hotels, and experiences available on Disney’s flagship property in Orlando.

We would meet with Mr. Sledd for what felt like hours to me, but I mean that in the best possible way. As he helped us plan our trip, he pulled out maps of the parks, highlighting and describing in great detail the variety of attractions that our family would enjoy most. Over the course of the meeting he would be on and off the phone with Disney representatives, booking us tickets, dining reservations at his favorite restaurants on property, and reserving us a room for our first on-site stay at Disney’s Dixie Landings Resort—a massive 2,000-room resort complex themed as a collection of rustic cottages and plantation mansions along the banks of the Mississippi River in the Antebellum South. (Disney would later rebrand and rename Dixie Landings to Port Orleans Riverside, merging it with the neighboring French Quarter-themed resort, Port Orleans. In hindsight, this is probably one of the better decisions the company made, with the undertones of staying at a pre-Civil War-era plantation and cotton mill that proudly advertised its “Dixie” roots seeming more than slightly problematic.) He would rave about the grandness of Disney trips and even do a little sneak dissing of Universal, Disney’s omnipresent competitor. (I will never forget this interaction. I asked if the King Kong ride at Universal, something I had seen advertised on Nickelodeon countless times, was as fun as it looked. Mr. Sledd’s response? “Kong grabs the tram and you drop like three feet. Everyone around me screams terrified by that but I just go ‘YAWN!’”) At the end of our trip planning session with Mr. Sledd, my excitement level had reached a fever pitch. This felt momentous and important and promised to be, without a doubt, the best trip of my life.

My parents decided it was no longer desirable to carry a briefcase around in the Florida sun to capture another eleven minutes of family memories, so unfortunately, I do not have any video evidence of this trip for reference. However, I feel that I’m being forthright in saying that this trip would become one of the most formative experiences of my entire life. If I’m being completely frank, while I don’t have strong memories of the trip my family took in 1990, my memories of the 1997 trip are somewhat hazy as well. I remember small flashes of the resort, the incredible transportation systems that moved us all around the monstrous property, the jaw-dropping architecture and design showcased across the parks. But most of all, I remember a feeling of awe-inspired fascination. These parks and this trip was like nothing else I had ever experienced in my life.

I became obsessed. I couldn’t track down enough information about Disney, the parks, and their history fast enough. I made regular trips to the library to check out any Disney park books I could get my hands on. This also coincided with my family dipping its toe into the internet. With countless AOL CDs mailed to us on a weekly basis, we finally signed up for the ubiquitous dial-up internet provider, and I made my first screen name, DISNYDUD, a name I definitely thought everyone would understand to be an abbreviation of Disney Dude, but would quickly learn no one understood at all. I remember playing hooky to stay home to read about Disney on the internet and to flip through the book that I picked up from the library about Epcot, the second park Disney built at the Florida property. I spent the day pouring over every detail and picture because doing it after school just didn’t give me enough time. I bought every Disney guidebook in existence and began plotting imaginary trips.

As I entered sixth grade, I remember being required to do countless icebreakers to help introduce myself to my many new classmates. When given the extraordinarily unrealistic task of identifying what exactly I wanted to be when I grew up, I wrote that I wanted to be a Disney Imagineer. Assembled in the 1950s, the Imagineers began as a group of animators, directors, writers, artists, and set designers assembled by Walt Disney to begin working on his projects focusing on the built environment.1 Walt didn’t simply want engineers and architects designing the park. Rather, he wanted a diverse collection of creatives who could create stories and immersive, thoughtful environments. From the time I was twelve to the day I graduated high school at eighteen, I had a single unyielding answer to what I wanted to be when I grew up, and that was a Disney Imagineer.

At the time, Disney was almost the perfect middle-class family vacation experience. While we didn’t live next door, we could drive from our house in Richmond, Virginia to the gates of Walt Disney World in about twelve hours. Additionally, Orlando, Florida had become the timeshare capital of the world after Disney’s arrival. There were countless sprawling resorts built around the perimeter of the property offering thousands of units, meaning anyone could find lodging for bargain prices. Accordingly, my family went on five more trips between 1997 and 2004. We have sporadic family videos of these years. More than anything, they are fantastic bribing material. They capture me in the most awkward of teenage years, approximately thirteen to sixteen, and confirm I was a strange little guy. A nerd obsessed with the parks, I am constantly in the background spouting off unsolicited trivia about pretty much everything I walk past. Beyond the parks, Disney as a company probably had less of an impact on me than they did on other kids my age. I was the youngest child and being the youngest child meant my parents were a wee bit lenient. I loved all things pop culture and was obsessed with movies and TV. While most of my peers were watching age-appropriate Disney movies or ones produced by the Disney live-action offshoot Touchstone Pictures, I leaned more into the Pulp Fiction and Clerks (films that Disney also happened to release, just through their Miramax label). I became hyper-literate in movies, heavy metal, and Disney parks—quite a trifecta.

Throughout these years, I still assumed my life would follow the set trajectory of becoming an Imagineer. As I began looking for colleges, I focused in on engineering schools, assuming that I would get into an engineering program, power my way through four years, walk out the door and into the Imagineering offices in Glendale, California where they would promptly hand me an ID badge and welcome me into the world of Disney Imagineering. My first semester of college promptly derailed this plan when I determined that engineering-required courses in science and math were both difficult and not fun. I received a C in my “calculus of a single variable” course and was absolutely horrified. In reality, while a C was not ideal, it was perfectly fine for a first-semester freshman trying to acclimate to his new life. However, I made the tragic decision to abandon the idea of being an engineer and thus abandoning my plan to be an Imagineer along with it. I would instead sell my soul to the devil and get a finance degree—a field for which I had almost zero interest or affection.

After graduating, I was lucky enough to spend my 20s stumbling into a couple of very decent and moderately engaging jobs, the details of which I will not bore everyone with. Like many, I spent my days daydreaming in the office about a more fun and adventurous life. I constantly tried to plot my Imagineer backup plans. At first, I considered becoming a Disney travel agent. More than anything, I was good at planning trips, and I loved to do it, so why not spend my days doing it for other people? I investigated this for a while and discovered the discouraging news that travel agents work all the time and are not paid nearly enough, so that was off the list. For a while, I shifted to the idea of becoming a full-time travel writer. Unfortunately, unlike many of my cohort generation of millennials, I’m a creature of habit that requires a level of structure and stability that writing as an occupation probably wouldn’t provide. Consequently, I ultimately ended up sticking with a traditional path, working in solid, decently paying jobs with the assumption that I would infuse a rather humdrum day-to-day life with frequent trips to Disney using my normal boring person salary.

Before I knew it, ten years had passed and I had only been to Disney twice in my adult life—one impromptu (and my first) trip to Disneyland Resort in Anaheim, California during a one-month soul-searching stint in Southern California (otherwise known as unemployment) and a big family trip to Walt Disney World in 2012. I know it sounds insane to many people that I’m complaining about going to a Disney park only two times in ten years. For many families, Disney is a once in a lifetime experience, so in that sense, I’m extraordinarily lucky, and I totally understand that. It’s just not what I expected, especially given the inordinate amount of time I spent thinking about Disney on a daily basis. I still obsessively read books on the parks’ history and travel planning books even when I had no intention of traveling or planning a trip. I roamed around the many Disney message boards, hanging on to every little rumor about the parks that came through. When I decided to go back to school to get a master’s degree, I enrolled in a flexible program that somehow allowed me to find a way to write about Disney parks, regardless of the course.

In reality, there were actually very valid reasons why I had not been going to Disney much. Disney’s rapidly rising prices in the past twenty years have been tough to swallow for cheap people like me. What I remember as being a relatively affordable experience (in fairness, I wasn’t paying previously) seemed to be pushed further and further into the stratosphere, leaving me to choose between Disney and other vacations. I was also in a long-term relationship and eventually married to a non-Disney person. I don’t mean this in a negative way, because let’s be real, she’s the normal one. She has no personal animosity toward Disney and quite enjoys her trips there. She just sees more in the world than Disney, and honestly, I do too. I want to explore the world beyond just Orlando or Anaheim. All these factors combined began making it harder to justify the trips there.

As my thirty-second birthday approached, I started having a bit of a midlife crisis (or maybe a third-life crisis, I hope). Why thirty-two? Fantastic question and one for which I have no reasonable explanation. I feel that arbitrary life deadlines drive many people, including me, and for whatever reason, thirty-two seemed to be mine. I had this increasing feeling of dissatisfaction. I looked back on my decision to abandon Imagineering or similar “dream job” and felt an immense level of regret. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy my life and have a ton for which to be grateful, but frankly, I started thinking about the fact that I only get to do this whole life thing once. At some indeterminate time in the future, I’ll be dead and a pile of dust and no one will remember me, so why not make it all count? And on top of that very dramatic viewpoint, I wasn’t even getting to go to the parks on a remotely regular basis anymore. The humanity! As unreasonable as it may have seemed, I found myself in a rut and increasingly felt like I was entering a life phase in which there would be no turning back. This was my time to be reckless and to try something I may not be able to do as I got older. When we’re young, we have a built-in excuse to do dumb reckless things. When we get older, those decisions become notably less charming.

The previous Christmas I had received a wonderful gift from my wife. A book entitled Maps of the Disney Parks, it provided many maps and concept drawings from all of the Disney parks around the world. While I was familiar with the four parks and two water parks on American soil that I had visited in my life, the others featured in the book, located in Tokyo, Paris, Hong Kong and Shanghai, fascinated me. I had always been aware of these parks’ existence but figured they would only be something I would read about occasionally and know as a point of reference or piece of trivia. They seemed far enough away that I never seriously considered that I would visit them, especially given how rarely I visit the parks I could easily access. If I couldn’t even figure out how to get to Florida when it was only a $150, two-hour flight away, how would I reasonably expect to fly to six cities all over the globe? I was familiar with what Disney fans call the Disney Park World Tour that involves visiting every park around the globe. A “bucket list” item for many Disney fans, those who accomplish it generally do so over a number of years. As I considered this approach, I realized time was not on my side. I’m a big believer in the inertia of life. Once things get rolling, it’s infinitely easier to finish something if it keeps moving forward. Throw up a barrier like a two-year break and it becomes significantly easier never to abandon the plan.

At this point, I began seriously kicking around the idea of visiting all these parks and documenting my experiences. My observations, favorites, and critiques. I felt like there was something here, and it itched my scratch for adventure and a purposeful project on which to embark. However, this would be a large project involving a lot of time away from home and a lot of patience, which meant I needed to get my wife’s approval. I decided to have the discussion where all great conversations happen, a Cheesecake Factory.

“So I have an idea for a project.”

“A project?” my wife responded.

“I think I want to write a book.”

“What kind of book?”

“I’m going to visit every Disney park around the world, and I’m going to do it in eighty days.”

“Eighty days? Why eighty days?”

“Because then I can call it Around the Worlds in Eighty Days. I mean that’s a great title, right? Definitely gonna fly off the shelves.”

“Where are all the Disney parks?”

“Let’s see—you’ve got Orlando and Anaheim, obviously. And then you have Tokyo, which is kind of the crown jewel. People love it. Then there’s Hong Kong. Paris, which opened in the 90s and has had quite an interesting, bumpy history. And then Shanghai Disneyland which just opened a couple years ago.”

My wife has to listen to me talk like this all the time. I’m sure it’s a painful exercise in restraint to not tell me to shut the hell up, but I’m guessing she has fine-tuned her skills at ignoring me while feigning the facial expressions and body language to trick me into thinking she’s listening. Regardless, she’s wonderful and loves and supports me, and after a few more days of chatting about the details, she agreed that it seemed like an interesting project and hopped on board. Unfortunately, she had recently started a new job, which meant she had nowhere near the vacation time I had accumulated, so it seemed I would be making this journey solo.

At this point, I started working on what’s really my specialty, planning a trip. I frankly don’t have many skills in this world. I can’t really identify any talents or hobbies for which I have a particularly strong aptitude. Anytime I’m forced to participate in an icebreaker that involves me sharing something I’m good at, I experience a mild panic attack because I honestly am not sure I’m good at anything. Except for planning trips. It’s a bizarre skill. When planning a trip, I treat the entire operation as a giant puzzle. I figure out every permutation I can to optimize exactly what I want to do when I want to do it for the least amount of money possible.

Given the rather arbitrary time constraint I placed on the project, I had to make sense of the most logical and least disruptive way to complete the trip logistically. In my first iteration of an itinerary, I planned to do the entire journey in one long continuous trip. After seriously considering this option for a day or two, I quickly realized it would most likely result in either my wife killing me or my job firing me, and seeing how I did not want to get a divorce and probably needed some income to pay for this journey, the continuous trip seemed like a nonstarter. On top of work- and home-life considerations, I’m an extraordinarily cheap person and frugal traveler who cannot even enjoy a trip if I think I’ve paid a dime too much for it (making it even more ironic that I’m a dedicated Disney park fan). My constant quest for a deal, and more specifically, travel deals, knows no bounds.

For instance, in 2005, Wendy’s ran a promotion in conjunction with the now-defunct AirTran Airways. The premise was simple—Wendy’s began selling specially branded 20 and 32 oz. coke cups that had AirTran vouchers printed on the side. Wendy’s customers could exchange thirty-two of these vouchers for a one-way ticket on AirTran. For a nineteen-year-old college student who got a thrill out of both the hunt for a deal and traveling, this had the potential to be one of the strongest justifications for reckless fast food consumption ever. It also seemed to make no economic sense for AirTran. Regardless, I became extraordinarily determined and resourceful when it came maximizing the value of this promotion for myself. At the time, a 20-ounce drink at Wendy’s cost $1.29, meaning one could buy sixty-four Wendy’s drinks to receive a round trip plane ticket for $82.56.

After running these back of the napkin calculations, I realized, as everyone in America should have, this was a no brainer, and that I would simply go to Wendy’s the next day to purchase the number of cups necessary to claim my ticket. When I arrived at Wendy’s, I asked to purchase 128 cups, as there was a limit of 128 cups, or two round trip tickets, per person. The friendly Wendy’s employee informed me that it was against company policy to sell the cups. I would instead need to purchase 128 drinks, each filled with ice and the soda of my choice. As with this entire promotion, the terms of this transaction were completely nonsensical to me. I assumed this already had to be a money-losing promotion for AirTran, but now Wendy’s was getting in on the action by declining my favor of offering to purchase the cups at full price without asking them to expend any of their soda inventory. However, since they deemed this unallowable, and it felt ridiculous to wait for someone to fill 128 sodas and then promptly dump them all out in the trash, I went to the next logical step. I took a seat by the trashcan of the Wendy’s and politely asked departing guests if they would care to give me their cup. Extraordinarily, in my very reliable estimate, fewer than one in twenty people would actually keep their cup, so instead of the promotion costing me $82.56 per ticket, it cost me zero dollars, and I was able to book two tickets on a rather expensive flight to Las Vegas completely free of charge. But I guess that’s enough about Wendy’s cups.

I began plotting my itinerary by determining the most affordable route that I could complete in the shortest amount of time. After examining countless options, I ultimately landed on a pragmatic combination of three trips. The first trip would take me to Southern California to visit Disneyland Resort and, fittingly, the park that started it all, Disneyland, as well as its sibling next door, California Adventure. I would then continue this trip by hopping across the Pacific to the newest Disney park in Shanghai, China, followed by a visit to Hong Kong Disneyland before wrapping things up in Tokyo to visit what many consider the pride of the Disney Parks portfolio, Tokyo Disneyland and Tokyo DisneySea. The second trip would take me down to Orlando to Disney’s true vacation kingdom, Walt Disney World, where I would visit its four theme parks, Magic Kingdom, Epcot, Hollywood Studios (formerly known as Disney-MGM Studios) and Animal Kingdom, as well as their two water parks, Typhoon Lagoon and Blizzard Beach. Finally, I would make a trip across the Atlantic to Marne-la-Vallée, a small town in the Parisian countryside, to visit Disneyland Paris (formerly known as Euro Disney) and the Walt Disney Studios, quite possibly the strangest parks in the entire Disney portfolio.

This book looks to share stories of the highs and lows of my journey while also contextualizing the fascinating ways in which these parks’ origins, designs, rides, parades, foods, and everything in between overlap and diverge from each other and how all of them, in a sense, reflect American culture, or at least the Disney version of it, around the world. The size and impact of Disney, both the company and the man, on American global culture cannot be understated. During his era, few individuals exhibited more power or influence over American popular culture than Walt Disney did. For forty years, Disney, through the ambitious and groundbreaking works of his company, consistently proved himself a constantly forward-thinking innovator. Disney and his company’s body of work, ranging from animated shorts and feature-length films to live-action films and television, fundamentally shifted the public’s understanding and expectations of these mediums. For nearly a century, Disney’s influence and cultural omnipresence has been staggering. For instance, in 1966, the year Disney died, consumption of the Disney Company’s multitude of products was astounding, as reflected in the following figures from Richard Schickel’s The Disney Version:

240,000,000 people saw a Disney movie, 100,000,000 watched a Disney television show every week, 800,000,000 read a Disney book or magazine, 50,000,000 listened or danced to Disney music or records, 80,000,000 bought Disney-licensed merchandise, 150,000,000 read a Disney comic strip, 80,000,000 saw Disney educational films at school, in church, on the job, and 6.7 million made the journey to...Disneyland.2

In the years since, the company has only continued to grow into an entertainment industry juggernaut almost completely unrivaled. As Disney has engaged numerous huge acquisitions, including Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and most recently, 20th Century Fox, they have seen record-breaking sales at the box office, with over $7 billion in worldwide grosses in 2018, the second highest yearly gross in film history, behind only...let me check the records...Disney ($7.61 billion in 2016).3 For the most recently reported year, 2017, Disney saw attendance at all its parks top 150,014,000.4 These incredible figures illustrate how Disney’s cultural impact has not just remained steady but continued to grow.

As with any cultural behemoth, the company has dealt with a continued mixed legacy. For every person that plans yearly trips to a Disney park or eats up every Disney movie on opening night, there’s another segment of the population that lambasts the company with charges of crass commercialism, perpetuating damaging gender stereotypes, a historical lack of racial diversity in its products, and a variety of other critiques. While it’s fair to level these criticisms at the company at some point or another, they honestly have proven to not matter. The company has inarguably continued to find ways to effectively engage and appeal to consumers since their products have continued unparalleled success in the American media marketplace as well as around the world for more than ninety years.

I sometimes fancy myself as culturally enlightened (side note: I’m not), so my brain occasionally wrestles with my love of Disney. In many ways, much of the baggage associated with the most valid criticisms of the Disney parks turns me off. That crass commercialism and the shamelessly capitalist mentality that frames and promotes a trip to Disney as a quintessential life experience for families while simultaneously making it harder and harder for working class families to afford are tough for me to swallow. Even as these sorts of concerns gnaw at the back of my mind, they simply can’t break past my personal love of the experience. Ray Bradbury, writer of Fahrenheit 451 and one of the most celebrated American authors of the 20th century, once opined about his thoughts on Disneyland, stating:

I admit I approached Disneyland with many intellectual reservations myself, but these have been banished in my seven visits. Disney makes mistakes; what artist doesn’t? But when he flies, he really flies. I shall be indebted to him for a lifetime for his ability to let me fly over midnight London looking down on that fabulous city, in his Peter Pan ride. The Jungle Boat ride, too, is an experience of true delight and wonder. I could go on, but why bother?5

The final part of Bradbury’s statement, “why bother,” is most telling because it truly gets at the core Disney park fandom. For those that have fallen with the Disney bug, it’s both so obvious yet so impossibly hard to rationalize why the love of it is so strong and persistent. When looking at what these parks offer guests, it’s easy to think OF COURSE it’s an amazing experience. The parks offer otherworldly experiences that take every aspect of childhood fantasy and imagination and distill them into a hyper-realized experience. For most people, it will be an incredibly evocative and satisfying adventure, even if they can’t articulate exactly why. Designed explicitly for the visitor, they are intuitive in nature by reflecting guest wants and needs. In one relatively famous story from the early days of Disneyland, gardeners began erecting a small fence around a flowerbed, as guests had continued to walk through and damage it. While on its surface this seems like a logical action by the gardeners (because who were these garbage people walking through a flowerbed), Walt stopped them and instead told them to replace it with a paved path.6 Guest intuition believed this should be a path even though it wasn’t, so he wanted to make it so, and that’s a great encapsulation of what the parks have continued to do. They provide experiences that unknowingly satisfy the id of their many guests.

While Disney has shaped American culture in profoundly meaningful ways, the company’s products and influence and have not stopped at America’s borders. As both the American and world economies have shifted over the last century, I fully believe America’s most impactful and resonant export and influence on the world has been and continues to be our entertainment and popular culture. While their level of success has varied over the years, Disney has more often than not been a juggernaut of producing and distributing content and products that have rippled throughout the world. As I hopped on a plane in early April 2018 to begin my journey, I couldn’t wait to explore the many ways in which the company has influenced culture, and the reciprocal ways the host cultures had influenced it. Also, I just couldn’t wait to see Mickey.


Chapter two

Disneyland

Over 60 years ago on an old orange grove field in Anaheim, California, Walt Disney began construction on the most ambitious project of his life. Disneyland would be dubbed America’s first “theme park.” At the time of its opening in 1955, Disneyland presented truly groundbreaking and radical ideas of the possibilities to entertain through the built environment. Disney would reshape the public’s perception of the amusement park and present a new, refined version that improved the medium through painstaking attention to detail while introducing an unparalleled method of storytelling through calculated, effective design. Disney’s newly created worlds provided an interactive venue serving as a permanent monument to his life’s work, while also reflecting the inherently conflicting beliefs and values that would pervade his life and career.

Walt Disney wanted Disneyland to serve as refuge for families, one that both parents and children could enjoy together. In an oft-repeated anecdote, Disney came up with the idea of a theme park on frequent visits to Griffith Park in Los Angeles with his daughters. As they rode the merry-go-round, he sat on a bench wondering why something didn’t exist that was clean and offered rides and attractions that both adults and children could enjoy together.1 (Although, if I’m being real, why didn’t he just ride the merry-go-round? That’s a completely acceptable ride for an adult to get on. Though, I guess I’m ultimately happy over this misguided self-restraint.)

ABC broadcast Disneyland’s opening day ceremony to homes nationwide. Filled with stars of the time such as Art Linkletter and Ronald Reagan, it presented this new concept for a fascinated audience of approximately 70 million viewers. However, the broadcast encountered numerous technical difficulties, including missed cues and hot mics, yet these issues paled in comparison to the operational meltdown occurring throughout the park. Drastically over capacity due to an influx of counterfeit tickets, rides broke down, a plumbers strike resulted in too few drinking fountains, and the park’s dining establishments began running out of food and drinks, resulting in newspapers describing the opening as “Walt’s Nightmare” and those in the company calling it “Black Sunday.” Even with this eventful opening, the park still managed to course correct quickly, and welcomed more than one million guests in only seven weeks.2,3

Disney proclaimed at the opening ceremony, “Disneyland will never be completed. It will grow as long as there is imagination left in the world.” He was right. Guests at Disneyland today can visit Main Street Theatre, near the front of the park, and view a model that shows the original layout of Disneyland from opening day. Looking at that model, one can see that, while the fundamentals of the park’s initial design have remained, the park has seen significant changes and additions of the years. In another rather famous clip from the opening ceremony, Walt reads the text from the dedication plaque. It stated:

To all who come to this happy place: Welcome. Disneyland is your land. Here age relives fond memories of the past…And here youth may savor the challenge and promise of the future. Disneyland is dedicated to the ideals, the dreams, and the hard facts that have created America…with the hope that it will be a source of joy and inspiration to all the world.

When taking into consideration the trajectory of the parks over the next sixty years, it’s rather staggering how prescient these sentiments were. The words he expressed did not just apply to this park but also to the many other parks that would come in the following years. The company has spent years perfecting the art of creating parks that appeal to young and old for their reverence of the past and optimism for the future, and they have taken what began as offering a uniquely American-centric focus to devoted fans around the world.

As the first Disney park, Disneyland serves as the proto-park for all the other Disney parks that came after, but most specifically with regards to what are referred to as the “castle parks,” a term I will probably use a little too liberally throughout the rest of this book. Guests enter through Main Street, U.S.A., a sanitized replica of a turn-of-the-century town. As they walk down Main Street, the park’s charming centerpiece and the source of the castle park moniker, Sleeping Beauty Castle, beckons guest deeper into the park. Providing the first hint of the fantastical lands to come, the foreign nature of the castle’s looming presence recalls the familiar fairy tale imagery Disney had so successfully utilized with the animated films for which they had become a household name. As guests work their way down Main Street, they enter the hub where the park then branches off into several different “lands.” The original park consisted of five lands—Main Street, U.S.A., Adventureland, Frontierland, Fantasyland and Tomorrowland. In the years since its opening, the park has expanded its lineup adding New Orleans Square, Critter Country, and Mickey’s Toontown.

This was not my first trip to Disneyland. I had visited once before in 2010. The circumstances of that visit just happen to coincide with the one other time in my life I made a decision that could be considered remotely rebellious. (Keep in mind this is an exceptionally low bar.) Right out of college, I stumbled my way into a position working for the governor. It’s was a great job that allowed me to work with amazing people, learn some marketable skills, and generally spend most of my days feeling like a fraud, waiting for someone to confront me and explain that everyone had figured out my ineptitude. In the years since, I’ve realized feeling like an unqualified fraud is just part of being an adult. Regardless, the opportunity provided one of the best professional opportunities for which a fresh-out-of-college, twenty-two-year-old could have hoped. Well, except for one small detail. My job was also classified as a “political appointee” position, meaning that, by its nature, at the end of the governor’s term, I would more than likely be out of a job. January 2010 rolled around and I, as expected, found myself unemployed in what was not exactly a booming market for twenty-three-year-olds with minimal skills and absolutely no idea what they wanted to do with their life.

As I faced my first major life crisis in adulthood, I found myself sitting at home with absolutely no idea what to do next. In childhood, the only thing that eclipsed my love of Disney was my obsession with movies. With no particular plan in mind, I concocted a plan to go to Los Angeles and somehow stumble my way into working in movies and TV. Sure, I had no connections of definable knowledge or skills that would make me a desirable hire, but it’s Hollywood, baby! The idea was truly a cliché—my own version of La La Land. I made a list of offices that I would cold call and visit, classes I could take, and places I could go to connect with people and begin working in the movies. I just assumed there would be someone handing out a list of job opportunities as I stepped off the plane.

I had a one-way ticket to Los Angeles and an endless supply of good intentions. When I landed at LAX, I found Los Angeles almost immediately intoxicating. I had only visited the city once before in my life when I was a kid, yet for whatever reason, I felt at home. The city felt familiar as if someone had made it specifically for me. But, alas, what began as a well-intentioned trip to figure out what to do with the rest of my life quickly warped into what I can most accurately describe as a bucket list trip. I spent my days wandering around the tourist sites of Los Angeles, visiting the Santa Monica Pier, Griffith Observatory (and that merry-go-round where Walt had his brainstorming session), and exploring the unexpectedly seedy Hollywood Boulevard. I quickly became a junkie for live TV tapings, including trying and failing three times at getting the opportunity to come on down at the Price Is Right.

I rented a room in an apartment in Burbank, California, which is coincidentally the home of the Walt Disney Studios, the company’s corporate headquarters and the studio lot where they had settled in 1940 after the successful release of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. This lot was an important piece of Disney history, as Walt Disney worked here for the majority of his career dreaming up his new projects. At one point, Walt even considered using a portion of this land for his first idea for a theme park, a project called Mickey Mouse Park. While much smaller in scale, the plan served as the seed that would eventually blossom into Disneyland, sharing some of the same attractions such as the railroad
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