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            FOREWORD

          

          Rob Decker, former Senior Vice President of Planning & Design for the Cedar Fair Entertainment Company

        

      

    

    
      Let’s face it—the context for regional theme parks will always be in the shadows of Disney parks (and others) in terms of storytelling, wayfinding, immersion, and so on. But they also come up second-fiddle for how well people know where they came from. Bits and pieces have been scattered about for those willing to dig deep, but at long last someone took on the task of filling the void, to compile and unravel the stories behind how these parks were developed and where the creators found their inspirations.

      So how do I fit into all this? I am an architect, urban designer, and themed entertainment developer who recently retired from a fantastic industry after working with over thirty theme parks for over 35 years. What kept me focused on the entertainment sector is curiosity. What is it about the attraction to a theme park? Is it the emotional connection, visceral engagement, or immersive departure from reality that attracts people and keeps them coming back? Duh, it is all of that, and twelve-plus breathtaking rides on the roller coasters! But behind the scenes, there is a considerable amount of research, strategy, planning, and ultimately shifting philosophies for the evolutionary course in the theme park industry that occurs. I never imagined that I would be one of the folks who dream up the parks and attractions, or that these fascinations would continue to be explored so intently and wonderfully brought to life by my colleagues throughout their lifetimes.

      My first read through an early draft of this book was a drive down memory lane with a lot of familiarities and also new discoveries. The more exciting content for me underscores the evolution of the parks from inception to survival—fascinating to me since I lived a part of that. So here is how I relate my experiences in the theme park industry to this book. As a young but experienced architect, I took part in the design of a few start-up parks out of the gate. The first was a small bit part of preparing detailed drawings for the storied main entrance and set street design of Universal Studios Florida. Then came an expanded role in the design and development of Fiesta Texas. However, construction on new theme park development slowed to a halt in the '90s when the master planning of the Indianapolis-based Garfield Park got no further than my drawing board. Seeking opportunity and recognizing the growing popularity for broader entertainment options, my new focus became developing entertainment zones in sports arenas and ballparks for NFL, MLB, and NBA teams. It was an awkward period in time when nearly every entity in the entertainment sector was trying to broaden their appeal to families, as were a few unfortunate clients with failed intent in Las Vegas. But I never gave up on regional theme parks and am fortunate that I could consult with Six Flags on strategic and capital planning before joining the Cedar Fair Entertainment Company in 2000.

      But alongside creating experiences for casinos, professional sports teams, and even grocery stores, regional theme park growth came marginally slower, forcing focus toward highly competitive tactics to find space in the out-of-home entertainment realm. As you will see in this book, control of regional theme park destiny began to change hands from the creators and custodians to the media marketers. This shift brought with it a calling for what we now know as an overlay of intellectual property with fashionable flair—some of which are perhaps enduring, but none of which can compete with the mega-media park entities with the resources to create or acquire new media and take concepts to scale. As for the regional parks, a paradigm reversal became inevitable by either retaining and reinforcing or rebuilding the park's identity. But for me personally, I was fortunate because the timing was right. Within this context, my focus on providing a "stronger sense of place" found its voice within the Cedar Fair organization, which at the time was led by President and CEO Matt Ouimet, a former Disney executive. It was from his point of reference that as regional park operators, we own who we are and who we are is our story, our brand.

      My most recent position as Senior Vice President at the Cedar Fair Entertainment Company gave me the responsibility of executing strategic direction in the lead role for all planning and design of capital improvement projects. This period crossed over three eras of CEO's strategies and investment platforms. Each had been successful in their own right. However, in my later years my objectives included taking a pause with my colleagues and reversing the course of the capital investment program, which, by my own admission, had begun to erode the core identity and heritage for some of the regional parks in which I served. But just as important, I was not only focused on restoring the heritage and soul of the parks, but fascinated to materialize this movement as a reflection for ever-changing guest needs. Although we all took part in these transitions, the theme park continued to be my perfect laboratory for endless curiosities. I will miss that opportunity. Over time, my passion for creating and executing the strategic objectives will be evaluated through the lens of the guests’ perspectives. Ultimately, contemporizing experiences to enthrall new audiences formulated how we all should shape and grow the business of theme parks and entertainment. The betterment of the guest experience remains my passion.

      Today, I can attest that I have an advantage that comes along with retirement by always looking back, and this book certainly takes me there to another place in time. From the first draft to this final version, I remain enthralled with this book. Barry Hill's in-depth perspectives take us back through the evolution of regional park development to the good, the bad, and the opportunistic. I was humbled and honored when Barry asked me to write the Foreword for this book; it is through its content that I remain connected to the world of theme park design and development, and I hope it does the same for you.

      Isn't it great that the excitement of entering a theme park has been passed along for so many generations? On the surface, the line between the real world and the gated fantasy world of theme parks appears to be physically abrupt and sometimes commercially over-leveraged. Still, the redemption for all who enter is the ultimate social experience, and the memories that are created from within these kingdoms have no boundaries in our minds—and hopefully never will.

      

      
        
        
        Rob Decker

        Sandusky, Ohio

        April 2020
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something magical about walking through the majestic columns of the grand mansion to buy your ticket, then strolling through the breezeway to search for your county inscribed on the plaza bricks. Head on over the bridge as the narrow gauge passenger train hissed and clacked underneath on its journey around the park. The themed lands represented local culture, past and present, such as Pirate Island, Contemporary Carolina, Plantation Square, Country Crossroads, and more. Though obviously inspired by its famous predecessor, the park had a local identity that made it, well, different from Disneyland. It was our park. It was personal, even. Oh sure, some things had nothing at all to do with the Carolinas, like the majestic sternwheeler that plied the small waterway around the tiny central island. But what an icon! And the sleek monorail that provided such a grand tour of the park before winding its way over long rows of parked cars, past the empty site where a once-planned resort hotel would have accommodated eager park guests, then silently gliding across the entryway pond back toward the station. Disneyland–lite? You bet, but it was our brand of magic—local, accessible, and a part of us.

      The 1960s and 70s were the golden age of the regional theme park. Once Disneyland opened in 1955, forever changing the landscape of outdoor amusements, everybody wanted one in their own yard. A few ambitious entrepreneurs rose up to lead the evolution of taking Walt’s grand ideas, scaling them down to a more budget-friendly level, and making them relevant for their particular location. After a few false starts, designers quickly gained their footing and built scores of parks around the country over the next twenty or so years. Many of these were steeped in local culture, creating a unique bond and identity with guests who grew up with each particular park—their park.

      As time passed, however, changes of ownership brought in people who weren’t versed, or even interested, in the ways of themed design. Few of these parks had the heritage and a built-in fairy-dust factory like Disney Imagineering to keep the magic alive. Original designs, backstories, and theming guidelines were tossed aside and forgotten as random layers of paint and corporate intellectual property took over. Many, but not all, of these parks have lost their identity, most likely forever. Of course, millions of guests visit them each year, largely oblivious to the changes, happy to buy their tickets for the latest rides, slides, and shows. What you don’t know can’t hurt you, I suppose, so no harm, no foul. We’re certainly not going to set up a picket line out front with signs warning folks “Story is King!” “Bring Back the Theme!” or the ever-effective “Beware of the Evil Corporate IP!”

      There must be something, however, that even the most casual visitor can sense when experiencing a park rich in theme, culture, and story. After all, the concept of theme has begun permeating all aspects of society in recent years. Restaurants, shops, museums, and even airports are getting into the act. This is what experts call the experience economy, where we don’t merely want good food. We want to enjoy the entire dining experience from the moment we walk up to the building until the check is paid. Immersive activities, including interactive entertainment, cosplay, and virtual reality are all the rage. People don’t want to sit back and watch—they want to be part of the action. Surely the idea of a physical, themed, immersive environment where people can live inside the story would fly these days, right? Well of course—just look at Disneyland, which is more popular (and crowded) than ever. Harry Potter at Universal Studios re-energized the whole notion of living the movies, with Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge taking it to the next frontier. So what about those regional parks who lost their soul so many years ago? Hope springs eternal…there are glimmers here and there of bringing back the concept of story, placemaking, and local history. It’ll take time and the right type of management to make this stick. We can hope the trend is true. And in the meantime, maybe you should polish your picket signs just in case.

      This is the story of the genesis, evolution, and yes, even redemption of the American regional theme park. Its roots extend further back than you might think. And telling the complete story requires getting to know some of the larger-than-life personalities who made it happen, individuals who have remained largely obscure through the years and deserve to have their day in the spotlight. Their vision and plain hard work brought a new brand of creativity and ingenuity to the task of building the modern theme park—the Imagineering of American Dreamscapes.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Park/Map #1]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            BEFORE DISNEYLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      A park bench. A merry-go-round. A bag of peanuts. From such simple, unlikely circumstances comes inspiration that can change the world. Disneyland certainly did that, altering the landscape of entertainment for generations to come. Walt himself shared the story of sitting on that bench in Griffith Park, watching his daughters ride the merry-go-round while he did what he was exceedingly good at—watching people, seeing how they do things, what they seemed to want.⁠1 Walt was an astute observer and infinitely curious. Whereas most of us assume life is what it is, he was always wondering what it might be.

      The issue with amusement parks of the time, fun as they might be, was that they generally featured a haphazard collection of rides, food, games, and seedy characters. Most were dirty, not well maintained, and the employees were unfriendly. Many were not really fit for taking your family.⁠2 Even the better ones, such as Griffith and Beverly, didn’t really offer that much for families to do together, and so he couldn’t help but think there must be something more, something different that could be done.⁠3
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        * * *

      

      Beautiful gardens. Twinkling lights. Inspirational architecture. Immaculately maintained. Walt paused frequently, to the bewilderment of his friend Art Linkletter and others traveling with him, jotting notes in his little book. This visit to Tivoli Gardens in 1951 was surely one of the key moments when things began to click in Walt’s mind.⁠4

      What made Tivoli different was the intentional design behind the landscaping and layout, bringing a beautiful, reassuring order and peace notoriously absent in typical parks of the day. It demonstrated that you could craft an ordered, controlled environment that not only was nice to look at and walk through, but that affected one’s psyche in a profound way. You let your guard down in such a place. You talk to strangers. It’s inspirational and uplifting.⁠5

      

      Beautiful gardens. Twinkling lights. Inspirational architecture. Immaculately maintained. No, not Tivoli. Living on a farm in Missouri opened up all kinds of adventures for a little ten-year-old tyke. He had room to roam and explore, to build forts, to just be a boy. And in the evenings, he and his sister Ruth would walk the fifteen blocks to Electric Park, the second so-named park in Kansas City inspired from both Coney Island and the “White City” architecture of Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. Originating as a trolley park and built during the heyday of grand amusement extravaganzas, Electric Park was a beautifully designed, carefully laid out, peaceful retreat for recreation. Sure, there was a roller coaster and a few other thrill rides, but it presented a sense of order and sophistication with its carefully manicured green areas, intricate architectural detail, and inspiring structures lined with thousands of popcorn lights. At night the place simply radiated, sending thousands of guests home with a magnificent fireworks display.⁠6
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        * * *

      

      And so the seeds were planted for something different, something that would go far beyond the barkers, ugly rides, and freak shows. Both seem fitting as the genesis for the vision of Disneyland…and yet, as with anything in life, it’s not so simple. As satisfying as it is to confidently proclaim this to be the moment, the thing that started it all, there’s much more to the story.

      DEVELOPMENT OF AMUSEMENTS AND THEMATIC SPACE

      The genesis of the theme park concept can mark a significant transformation and turning point at the opening of Disneyland, but pieces of it actually go back centuries. The creation of public spaces for various purposes, including fun and entertainment, education and exposition, food and games, and just plain getting together with friends are a common thread. Although the 17th and 18th century pleasure gardens of Europe, such as London’s Vauxhall Gardens,⁠7 had early traces of park-like features, we’ll trace our thematic amusement park roots to the large expositions and world fairs of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. At various times a celebration of the past, others looking toward the future, these events featured increasingly symbolic architecture and thematic experiences in the pavilions and attractions. They featured built-for-purpose space, meaning the layout, structures, and activities were intended to support the specific motives of the fair. The grounds were enclosed from the surrounding environment, requiring ticketed entry at the front gate. Each event followed an overall theme, such as energy or the future. Originally intended to be primarily educational, expositions helped usher in an age of intellectualism beyond the elite social class. Middle-class citizens thronged to these expos and enjoyed fine art, music, history, and science exhibitions, often for the first time. Our nation’s art, history, and science museums can be traced largely to these events, providing lasting opportunities to enjoy and learn long after the fairs closed.⁠8

      But, people being people, the balance between educating and entertaining was unsurprisingly lopsided as we morphed from informational world fairs to amusement parks. People generally want to have fun, after all, and the operators of these fairs and expos learned early on to include food, games, entertainment, and even rides in order to financially support these extravagantly expensive endeavors.⁠9 It was for this purpose we got the word midway from the 1893 Chicago World's Columbian Exposition, when planners insisted on establishing an amusement area separate from the more serious, educational offerings.⁠10 And so the concept of attractions took form. Innovative rides such as roller coasters, Steeplechase, and Ferris wheels were developed, providing repeatable thrills—something the lofty educational exhibits somehow didn’t quite command. The idea of a ride was nothing new—existing amusement parks featured all sorts of rides and thrills. But scale and imagination took on new directions and heights, literally. The Philadelphia Centennial of 1876 showcased a 300-ft tall iron tower, the Sawyer Observatory.⁠11 One could grab a bird’s-eye view of the 1934 Chicago World's Fair from an aerial tram ride,⁠12 or an even loftier perspective on the 1915 San Francisco Pan-Pacific International Exposition Aeroscope. It leveraged over one hundred people up to 330 feet at the end of a 285 foot long, pivoting steel arm.⁠13 For the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, George Washington Gale Ferris, a young engineer from Pittsburg, envisioned a 250 foot diameter revolving steel wheel with seats that rotated up and around.⁠14 And forget such sedate, charming affairs…the Parachute Jump for the 1939 New York World’s Fair hauled what looks like a flat board with canvas straps across the back some 20 stories up before letting go and bouncing to an uneasy landing near the ground.⁠15

      In an age before film and television, people’s exposure to past civilizations and far-away lands was restricted to photos in a book. The notion of relaxing on a gondola as it floated past recreations of Venice, or riding a miniature railway through Switzerland, or even being “submerged” in a submarine was novel, exciting, and growing increasingly sophisticated. One could relive the 1913 Dayton Flood, complete with gushing waters and burning buildings, or marvel at a five-acre reproduction of the Panama Canal.⁠16 A Trip to the Moon was a staggeringly ambitious dark ride first presented at the 1901 Buffalo Pan-American Expo where guests boarded an airship and “sailed” upward to the moon. Large, mechanically driven wings flapped away as fans simulated wind and the “engines” roared and vibrated the ship. Passengers followed their journey’s progress as canvas prints rolled by the portals with images of an increasingly distant planet Earth. Lighting and sound completed the experience, all housed in a gargantuan eighty-foot high, 40,000 square foot show building.⁠17

      It wasn’t only the rides and simulations themselves, but the facades of the buildings often reflected the theme of what was to be discovered inside. Some of these were quite elegant, others garishly overstated. The Zone, a seven block long midway at the 1915 Pan-Pacific International Exhibition, was a notable example of wildly symbolic architecture—the four-story tall Uncle Sam leaning over the Souvenir Watch Palace, the dominating winged angel inviting you to witness Creation from Genesis, the hand-held cone hovering over the ice cream window, and of course, Toyland Grown Up, featuring 14 acres of oversized toys, figures, and alphabet blocks.⁠18 The result was a visual cacophony that surely generated sensory overload. But it was all new and exciting for a growing, increasingly mobile population looking for places to go and things to do.

      THE MIDWAY COMES TO TOWN

      The problem with all of this was that world’s fairs and expos were temporary. They only lasted a couple of years or so, and once people got accustomed to all these thrills and experiences, well, they didn’t want to stop. It’s one thing to part ways with the St. Louis Louisiana Purchase Exposition, but to not be able to ride the Ferris Wheel again? When the World's Columbian Exposition wrapped up in 1893, people rioted when the Wheel shut down.⁠19 The Buffalo extravaganza, focused on a university-style curriculum in object lessons, was a certified flop—except for the amusement Midway.⁠20 When it came down to it, people were far more interested in the rides and attractions than the lofty exposition halls, and so amusement parks flourished across the country, benefiting from the advances and experiences realized by the expos.

      Many of these were the so-called trolley parks, conveniently and inexpensively connected to nearby towns via the electric streetcar. They were largely simple affairs at first, essentially space for people to enjoy entertainment, leisure, and sports. Names familiar to park enthusiasts today got their start at the turn of the century, such as Kennywood, Lake Compounce, Quassy, Dorney Park, and Canobie Lake Park. Along with swimming pools and dance pavilions, amusements such as carousels, chute-the-chutes, and roller coasters were added, turning many of these recreational areas into full-fledged amusement parks.⁠21 Trolley parks flourished through the 1920s, a time of prosperity and enthusiasm, but then saw a decline toward the end of the decade. The automobile allowed greater opportunity to explore beyond the tracks, urban parks suffered from limited parking, and the Depression was beginning to dampen everything in American society. A number of the original trolley parks survives today, but most have been gone for decades.⁠22

      None of these would come close to qualifying as a theme park. The extravagant attractions from the world expos were simply too expensive, too grand, and, well, not really suited to a local recreational area. But there were others, direct descendants of the grand fairs, that carried forward concepts that would be key for the future of theme parks. The Big Three made their home at Coney Island, New York: Steeplechase, Luna, and Dreamland.

      CONEY ISLAND

      Honeymooning George Tilyou wandered the grounds of the 1893 World’s Columbian Expo in Chicago with his new bride, seeking ideas for the land he owned on Coney Island in New York.⁠23 When his eyes fell upon Ferris’ wheel, he knew he had found it. An attraction that could hold up to 2160 people at 50 cents each was a business bonanza,⁠24 and so after discovering it had already been sold for relocation after the fair, he decided to have his own built. The new wheel, half the size of Ferris’, joined other attractions scattered about his property, including double dip chutes, an aerial slide, and an imported bicycle railroad.⁠25 What he didn’t understand at first, though, was the concept of grouping everything together and charging general admission. This was pioneered by Captain Paul Boyton with Sea Lion Park, the first gated amusement park in the country, also located at Coney Island.⁠26 Searching for a headlining attraction for a newly reimagined park, Tilyou discovered a mechanical horse-themed racing ride by English inventor J.W. Cawdry. He bought the rights, improved the concept, and opened Steeplechase Park in 1897.

      Steeplechase featured a combination of traditional amusements along with attractions originating from the world’s fairs. Some of these were relocated to the park pretty much as-is, similar to how Walt Disney brought attractions developed for the 1964 World’s Fair back to Disneyland. A Trip to the Moon was one of these, from the 1901 Buffalo expo. Many were new inventions, such as an early roller coaster from LaMarcus Thompson, the Steeplechase race, and a series of wild rides that certainly pushed the envelope of current social etiquette.⁠27 Still, most of these were amusement attractions, and aside from the moon experience, not anything necessarily thematic or immersive. And the park was certainly not intended to convey any particular theme or placemaking; Tilyou was merely looking for the biggest return on his investment no matter what the attraction happened to be.

      Luna Park and Dreamland opened in 1903 and 1904 respectively. Both were responses to the wildly successful Steeplechase, and each tried to outdo the other. After making a fortune with his moon excursion after only one season at Steeplechase, 28 year old Fred Thompson, the consummate showman, teamed up with Elmer “Skip” Dundy to build their own money-making enterprise. They leased the failed Sea Lion Park property, transforming its 22 acres into Luna Park. Widely considered the first sort-of-a-theme-park, Luna brought key components from the expos, primarily the concept of an enclosed, built-for-purpose space separate from the rest of the surrounding environment. The park had its own version of Sleeping Beauty Castle for an icon—a two hundred foot tall tower covered in bright, multicolored lights that were quite the sight as night fell on Coney. Symbolic, thematic architecture that was fun and entertaining was in, traditional straight lines and pure form was out. Overall, however, what made it different from Steeplechase’s emphasis on rides and amusements was its sense of another place—of fantasy and illusion. Architecture and attractions were elevated to new heights and offered visitors simulated, immersive experiences of historic events, world cultures, and future dreams.⁠28

      Dreamland was intended to be a bigger and better version of Luna. And it was, but with a different approach. Architecture was more refined, buildings were painted white for a majestic, traditional feel similar to the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. It also boasted its own magnificent tower, and the park absolutely radiated from the glow of a million lights. William Reynolds, the park’s founder, copied liberally from attractions found at other parks, but of course making them bigger and more sensational. Themes were more educational and with a moralistic twist—major attractions sought to teach Biblical principles, even demonstrating what was in store for unbelievers at End of the World and Hell Gate. And none of this really worked; the park never reached the popularity of Steeplechase and Luna, and in a spectacular twist of judgmental irony, burned to the ground from an accident that set Hell on fire.⁠29

      From a sheer scale and financial investment standpoint, these parks were easily the equal of a Disney park. Luna brought in over four million guests per year at one point;⁠30 Dreamland cost three and a half million dollars to build more than half a century before Disneyland.⁠31 Though certainly very different constructs, with little cohesive sense of storytelling, placemaking, and with primitive thematic immersion, they were the pinnacle of spectacular entertainment and social gathering in their day. Key ideas were in place that would later find fruition in the modern theme park. All of these early parks were proof of concept that people wanted to gather and engage in social discourse, experience immersive environments and simulation, have fun, and perhaps learn something along the way. And they didn’t mind paying for the privilege. The millions of dollars spent pushing the envelope of rides, shows, and theme-based attractions was a precursor to the current day theme park arms race between Disney and Universal. It just took several intervening decades before an ambitious cartoonist jumpstarted and transformed the entire industry.

      WALT’S LITTLE PARK

      It was no secret around the studio that Walt was thinking of building a park. He’d been talking about it for years, first looking at storage space on his backlot, then across the road from the studio.⁠32 Of course, in those days everybody’s idea of a park was something on the order of a carnival or seaside amusement area. California had become quite the entertainment and architectural scene. The state was full of parks, drive-in movies, and roadside restaurants and concessions themed like you’d find in Roller Coaster Tycoon. It was a mecca of recreation, catering to a wave of post-World War II blue and white collar families who were first-time home buyers, relatively prosperous, and eager to jump in the family car and explore. This mobility and range of options presented challenges to parks, who suffered with increased competition for the family dollar and attention.⁠33

      Along with a desire for some sort of family-friendly attraction, one of Walt’s early reasons for a park was in response to all the letters he’d get asking for a behind-the-scenes tour of the studio. Universal Studios Hollywood had been doing this quite successfully for years, but it’s one thing to let people gape at their favorite movie stars on a live-action set. Walking around seeing animation come together was on the order of watching the grass grow through the window. So maybe a small park with things for families to do with their kids. They could meet Mickey Mouse, and of course take a miniature train ride. It certainly had to be more interesting than the local amusement areas he’d been taking his daughters to.⁠34

      It was Walt’s love of trains that led him to grab Ward Kimball, one of the studio artists who actually ran a full-size railroad in his not-so-full-size backyard, to attend the 1948 Chicago Railroad Fair.⁠35 Along with scores of trains on display, each company set up a scenic representation of their home territory: the French Quarter of New Orleans, the Wild West with trading posts and teepees, a generic national park complete with a mechanical geyser that shot up every fifteen minutes. Authentically costumed employees completed the illusion of being in a different place at a different time. The most poignant moment for Walt was a depiction of Lincoln’s funeral train, including an original railcar and the singing of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” But it wasn’t just the individual scenes that captivated Walt; there was an overall cohesiveness and unity with all these aspects pointing toward a common goal, a common good. Disneyland would later take this idea and elevate it to a whole new level.⁠36

      Afterward Walt and Ward stopped off at Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village, featuring recreations and relocated structures of historic places in America. One could meander through Thomas Edison’s laboratory, explore the Wright Brothers’ home and bicycle shop, and practice spelling at Noah Webster’s house. There were traces of Ford’s own childhood and past as well, such as the farmhouse in which he grew up, staged with various items that reinforced fond memories. Patriotism and personal nostalgia would surface time and again as one of Walt’s inner themes, and such experiences surely left indelible impressions on him as he sifted through various ideas for his park.⁠37

      Up until this point Walt had been pursuing the small Mickey Mouse park along with an idea for his deep interest in miniatures: a traveling railcar exhibit filled with tiny, authentically detailed scenes of Americana. Animator Ken Anderson had been hired from the studio to help him develop what became known as Disneylandia or Walt Disney’s America. One set included Walt’s own handmade replica of Granny Kincaid’s cabin from the movie So Dear to My Heart. But other than a recorded narration and lights that turned on, it just sat there. A trip to New Orleans netted him a mechanical bird that flapped its wings while it sang, so he had Wathel Rogers, the studio’s quiet genius, tear it apart to see how it worked.⁠38 From this came Project Little Man, a dancing miniature set on an opera stage. The goal was to make it as real as possible, so actor Buddy Ebsen was filmed against a grid so his dance movements could be translated to the mechanical figure. Over time, though, as various scenes developed, the logistics of how to display it all began to reveal a dead end. The railroad industry was changing significantly, reducing opportunities for excursion trains to easily move about from city to city. The costs for right-of-way also began to skyrocket as industry officials learned about the plan and tried to cash in. And capacity would be severely limited as people casually wandered through and watched each tiny scene’s action.⁠39

      Meanwhile Walt had been researching amusement parks, fairs, carnivals, zoos, and anything else that seemed remotely related. Along with the big ideas that were forming from his experiences with miniatures, Tivoli, the railroad fair, and so on, he spent a great deal of time sitting on park benches observing how things worked—how people moved around, what they seemed to enjoy and what frustrated them, the role of landscape and architecture. After a few frustrating attempts with traditional architects, it became clear a different approach was required. Walt began pilfering a small team of artists from the studio to work at WED, his personal design company, and they alternately sweated and froze in a rundown shack that was a holdover from the original studio on Hyperion Avenue. They visited parks on the weekends, including Knott’s Berry Farm, whose owners were initially quite eager to answer an avalanche of questions about the park’s design and operation. Bud Hurlbut, owner of a small park in Los Angeles, would notice Walt spending hours looking at his rides. He eventually became a good resource for Walt (and ultimately industry fame as the designer of the Calico Mountain Mine Ride and Timber Mountain Log Ride at Knott’s).⁠40

      On a visit to London in 1951, Walt by chance met an artist and fellow rail buff by the name of Harper Goff. They hit it off, and Harper eventually came to work for Walt. His first mission? Start work on the Disneylandia project, but then almost immediately he got assigned to the 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea movie while Walt was in England.⁠41 The third assignment, though, was to lay out a site map for a sixteen acre park across the street from the studio.⁠42 In a detailed 1948 memo, Walt had described what Mickey Mouse Park would entail, and it was vastly different from typical parks of the day.⁠43 Guests would spend a relaxing day in a miniature town complete with fire and police stations, a town hall, drugstore, opera house, various shops, and of course a train station. A horse-drawn streetcar would transport you to Western Village, an old west inspired section. But after his recent experiences and further thinking, he was already plussing the ideas. Harper’s instructions were to add some Tivoli, Greenfield Village, and Colonial Williamsburg to the original concepts of family amusements. “I don’t want to just entertain kids with pony rides and swings. I want them to learn something about their heritage.”⁠44

      Goff’s concept art from this project is an early glimpse of Disneyland architecture and placemaking with scenes straight out of yesterland. The initial plan included an old west area, riverboat, stagecoach ride, small boat ride, a farm, a tiny lake in the middle, and of course a miniature train circling the park. Considering the obvious pressure for maximizing limited acreage, the layout is quite spacious, scenic, and fairly immersive. The influence of Tivoli and Greenfield is obvious, but even these don’t quite feature the same level of placemaking, meaning immersing guests into a different time or place. Walking through Goff’s layout would take you back to another period in American history, albeit on a small scale.⁠45 Early signs from Burbank officials had been positive, and the final presentation to the city council was delivered in typical Walt style—dynamic, animated storytelling, describing the beautiful scenes and activities for families to enjoy, the educational opportunities, pointing to the detailed artwork arranged around the room.⁠46

      This was the first time all of these various concepts began to tangibly meld together into what would evolve into Disneyland: the beauty and intentionality of Tivoli, the American heritage and thematic symbolism of the fairs, the recreations and history in Greenfield Village, the Disneylandia miniatures, mechanical recreations of historic figures, childhood memories, and of course model trains all grown up. But the presentation did not go well—Burbank killed the proposal for that little park across from the studio, lacking the vision to understand the difference between Disney’s dreams and carny fairs. And we’ll forever be in their debt…because we got something far grander instead.
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Chapter Two


          

          
            WALT SETS A NEW STANDARD

          

        

      

    

    
      What made Disneyland so ground-breaking? So transformative? So amazing? What made the park an indispensable catalyst for the regionals that were to follow? The story of how Disneyland came about is well-documented, so we’re not going to rehash it all here. But we must examine some key principles that laid the foundation for how the later parks came to be. We’ve followed the trajectory from the earliest pleasure gardens in Europe, the grand world expositions, Coney Island, and changes in society, seeing how the process of getting to Walt’s magical little park wasn’t completely revolutionary. We often read about how Walt transformed the cheap local carnival and simple roadside park into the modern theme park. There’s much truth to this, but there was a long string of influences, not only on his personal experiences that shaped his thinking, but also on the very enterprises he was being exposed to. History is always more complex than we prefer, but in the end it really doesn’t make that much of a difference. Disneyland, no matter the myriad ways in which it became what it was, indeed altered the landscape of outdoor entertainment forever. Let’s take a look at some of the ways in which the park’s design and impact on society affected the regional parks soon to come.
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        * * *

      

      Taking cues from the world’s fairs and the Big Three at Coney Island, Disneyland provided a built-for-purpose space that controlled the environment, provided a safe haven for people to socialize, and immersed you in a story. Unlike the typical carnival of the day, which was chaotic, random, and usually unfit for families, these places were encouraging and reassuring. All is well within our walls; you can let your guard down and just have fun—together.

      Part of what created this atmosphere was the intentional design of everything, from the overall organization of buildings and attractions, layout of pathways, beautiful landscaping, and even the architecture itself. You could just feel something different about the place, even if you weren’t quite aware of it and had no idea why. It wasn’t just the fact that everything was so much grander than in one’s own neighborhood; careful design lowered anxiety by reducing visual and mental chaos. Everything seemed to belong together, more or less.⁠1

      Disneyland took this into the next dimension, and not only with intentional design of its layout, landscaping, and architecture. The park was a show, and for the first time one could pass through the tunnels, leave the messy world behind, and step directly into the story.⁠2 All the good stuff from the expositions and Coney were there, but much better. This is because the park was dreamed up and executed by storytellers. Walt gave up on traditional architects because they couldn’t quite conceive of what he had in mind. His artists, long experienced with producing stories on film, knew exactly how to do this. They brought along their storyboards and sketch pencils and approached the park from a completely different angle.⁠3 Walt set the tone and scope: history, patriotism, nostalgia, and his rich library of animated films would serve as guideposts for what the park would look and feel like. His people knew how to set a scene, even in three dimensional form due to their work in live action movies. Concepts from backlot building sets, impact of scale, and use of forced perspective directed the physical design of the park.⁠4

      Disneyland is a narrative adventure.⁠5 Main Street immediately takes you back in time, and for many in the park’s early days it was a time they actually remembered at the turn of the century. Everybody seems to remember the good ole days. No matter that often they weren’t all what they’re cracked up to be, but that’s how memory and nostalgia works.⁠6 Take your time ambling up the street, window shopping and enjoying the sounds and scents of a better-than-real town. Main Street opens gently out into the Hub, a circular open area designed as a gathering space, a place to get one’s bearings and figure out what’s next. Decision making is enabled through visual cues at Disneyland, with clearly indicated pathways off the Hub leading to the various lands.⁠7 Wienies beckon from beyond; enticing structures such as the fairytale castle and majestic sternwheeler lure one to go find out what’s so interesting back there.⁠8 Transitions to these various destinations are cross-dissolves straight from film production, gradually switching over to a different place in time.⁠9 The Hub is an ingenious concept that allows you to change the channel and pick which scene you want to explore.⁠10

      Placemaking is the key to all of this. Once designers determine a backstory for a park, land, or attraction, everything points toward making that feel real, to suspend one’s disbelief and really buy into the thing. Attention to detail is crucial and is what sets Disneyland apart from previous affairs (and, frankly, most everything after it).⁠11 Everything guests see, hear, and touch is carefully specified: building architecture, signage, color, textures, materials, costuming, equipment, vehicles, and on and on. The book for each land sets the rules for designers (and generations of maintenance) to follow to the letter. Visual intrusions, whether from neighboring lands or outside the park, are to be avoided at all costs. Thus sight lines are pre-determined through extensive use of physical models (and virtual environments today). A landscaped berm surrounds the park to keep the outside out. Breaking any one of these components potentially destroys the show and shatters the suspension of disbelief.⁠12 Walt famously went off on an early photographer who left his 20th century car parked within sight of guests in 19th century Frontierland.⁠13 The harmonious nature of a carefully-conceived and implemented thematic environment is soothing, reassuring, and quite different from real-world places around us. John Hench, Disney Legend and the philosophical voice of Imagineering, put it this way:

      
        
        “Most urban environments are basically chaotic places, as architectural and graphic information scream at the citizen for attention. This competition results in disharmonies and contradictions that…cancel each other. A journey down almost any urban street will quickly place the visitor into visual overload as all of the competing messages merge into a kind of information gridlock.”⁠14

      

      

      Inspired and encouraged by Walt, Disneyland took customer service and care to new heights. Employee training became much more than how to operate the cash register and push the go button; Van Arsdale France was hired not long before the park opened and tasked with developing a training program. As he walked about and talked with people he got a sense there was something different about this place. Taking cues from Walt, he realized they weren’t merely servicing customers and collecting cash to haul away to the bank at the end of the day. With Van’s “We Make Happiness” approach, new nomenclature entered industry lexicon for the first time such as “guests,” “host & hostess,” “cast members,” and “on-stage.” Attitudes were different than ever seen before, and this approach has been adopted far and wide across not only the entertainment industry but in business, hospitality, and so on (admittedly with much variability of success).⁠15

      The park paid close attention to their guests, observing how they moved, how they made decisions, what they liked, what they didn’t. Walt instructed his designers to spend time in the park, eat lunch there, to listen to what people were saying.⁠16 The practice of guest surveys to measure all this, compile demographic data, and get feedback on future ideas has been standard procedure in the industry ever since.⁠17 Attraction queues progressed from long, tiresome lines to pre-shows, immersing guests into the attraction’s story as they wound their way toward the entrance.⁠18 Even the food got better, in some cases serving as an attraction in its own right.

      One of the reasons Walt wanted his park was so he could continue playing with it, trying new ideas, re-thinking old ones.

      
        
        “Disneyland is something that will never be finished. Something that I can keep developing, keep plussing and adding to. It’s alive. It will be a live, breathing thing that will need change. A picture is a thing, once you wrap it up and turn it over to Technicolor you’re through…Not only can I add things, but even the trees will keep growing…And as I find out what the public likes…I can change the park, because it’s alive. That is why I wanted that park.”⁠19

      

      

      To this end he poured tons of money back into the place, plussing in grand fashion to the everlasting dismay of his accountants.⁠20 It worked, however, proving that reinvestment in an enterprise is essential for repeat business. Most—but not all—regional parks would follow this rule, though in wildly varying ways and usually contrary to the original design. But as we shall see throughout the book, sufficient start-up capitalization and continual reinvestment are crucial for the success of the business.
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        * * *

      

      In an era after World War II, while the Cold War raged on in the backdrop of daily life, Americans sought new ways for escape. Many of them found it every week on their black and white television sets, eagerly taking in every word as Uncle Walt showed them around his magical playland. With the development of a national road network, families looking for things to do, and disposal income with which to do it, Disneyland came along at just the right time. The park provided hope, inspiration, and encouragement. It invited you in as a participant to live out the stories you grew up with. It was refreshingly new, and it caught the entire nation by storm. Evolutionary though it may have been, it was revolutionary enough to have completely transformed an entire industry. As stated by James Rouse, respected master planner and builder, before a distinguished gathering at the 1963 Harvard University Urban Design Conference:

      
        
        “I hold a view that might be somewhat shocking to an audience as sophisticated as this—that the greatest piece of urban design in the United States today is Disneyland. If you think about Disneyland and think about its performance in relation to its purpose; its meaning to people—more than that, its meaning to the process of development—you will find it the outstanding piece of urban design in the United States. It took an area of activity—the amusement park—and lifted it to a standard so high in its performance, in its respect for people, that it really has become a brand-new thing. It fulfills all the functions it set out to accomplish unself-consciously, usefully, and profitably to its owners and developers. I find more to learn in the standards that have been set and in the goals that have been achieved in the development of Disneyland than in any other single piece of physical development in the country.”⁠21

      

      

      All of these principles would be the basis for the upcoming regional parks. Their designers, some of whom earned their wings from Disneyland, tried their best to incorporate all of this within severely constrained budgets. Turns out, though, this wasn’t to be so easy after all.
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Chapter Three


          

          
            DUPLICATING DISNEYLAND IS HARDER THAN YOU THINK

          

        

      

    

    
      Cornelius Vanderbilt Wood Jr. is the singular definition of an enigma. Few Disney fans have ever heard the name. The ones who have, have read anything from genius, showman, shuckster, to con man.⁠1 The self-confident kid who got into college on a rope twirling scholarship was pure Texas and a born leader.⁠2 His friends were known as the Bombers, and they remained loyal to the very end.⁠3 Woody, as he was called, could talk anybody into anything. Could sell anything. Had the chutzpah to will anything into existence if he wanted it. And his Texan drawl was so charming you’d never know what hit you.⁠4 First meeting the Disney brothers as one of the team at Stanford Research Institute, his no-nonsense, easy-going, confident manner was so impressive he was quickly hired to oversee completion of Disneyland on a tight budget.⁠5

      That he did, against all odds. There was no way that park was going to make it on time with the cash they had available. Previous attempts to lease space in the park to large companies had been unsuccessful, so they let Woody take a stab at it. Sponsorships are an iffy thing. How do you set a value on something that’s so intangible? For example, say a company would operate a shop or restaurant on Main Street. They paid for all internal construction, equipment, and operations, on top of a sponsorship fee, in hopes that it would pay off with future sales.⁠6 Yet Woody talked a long list of companies into jumping on board.

      Swift’s Packing Company was the first to sign on, but it seemed hopeless for a long while. Nobody could see far enough down the road to imagine how this might be different from their normal advertising experience. Swift’s was the last gasp at making this whole thing work, and after the initial pitch Woody and his sidekick were thrown out of the president’s office. He sat in the lobby for several minutes before heading back up, striding into the office to retrieve his “forgotten” briefcase. Turns out the guy had a few minutes to think about the concept and decided to sign on. Swift paid a lease of $110,000 per year to run their restaurant in the park, and this opened the gates for others to join in, including Upjohn Pharmacy, Richfield Oil, and the Santa Fe Railroad. Could anybody else have pulled this off? Maybe P.T. Barnum, but at any rate C.V. was instrumental in getting Disneyland opened, on time, and (sort of) on budget.⁠7

      Seven months later he was gone. Two egos don’t easily co-exist, and Walt couldn’t take it anymore. And there had been plenty of talk about some of Woody’s deals, things that might not show too well on the company’s accounting statements.⁠8 Roy Disney let him go in 1956, and C.V. promptly set up his own company, Marco Engineering. His objective? As “master planner and builder of Disneyland” he could bring the magic to anybody’s home turf.⁠9 He began hiring designers and engineers, including a few key individuals from Disney such as Wade Rubottom. But his most significant hire was straight from the movie industry, the highly successful art director Randall Duell.⁠10 More on him later, as his story eventually overshadows that of Woody in the realm of regional theme parks.

      MAGIC MOUNTAIN

      C.V. started out strong, beginning work on four parks in the late 1950s. First up was Magic Mountain, outside Golden, Colorado. Originally envisioned as a Mother Goose Storyland themed park,⁠11 art directors Wade Rubottom and Dick Kelsey, another Disney studio artist,⁠12 worked to reimagine some of the early ideas from the park’s owners. In a pattern that would be revisited time and again, many attraction ideas were adapted from Disneyland, though scaled down in detail and cost.

      Visitors would enter under the railroad bridge, with steam trains leaving the station elevated majestically just off to the right. The period is the mid-to-late 18th century, and the guest has just entered a cavalry fort, complete with blockhouses, medicine shows, and Hobo Jungle, where one could eat beef stew served in tinware such as what hobos would presumably have used. This area paid homage to how the cavalry made expansion possible into the west, providing safe zones for settlers to build villages. And so on the other side of the fort lay Magic Mountain’s version of Disneyland’s Main Street. Magic Mountain Village (renamed Centennial City in 1959) was laid out with the same clever use of four large industrial structures hidden by period-authentic facades. Designed to resemble city blocks from Colorado in the 1880s, each housed multiple shops and attractions.

      Beyond that lay…well, not much of anything. The plans called for six themed lands: Cavalry Post and Stockade, Magic Mountain Village, Fairgrounds, River Ride, Magic of Industry, and Storybook Lane. Beyond Cavalry Post and the Village, here is how the park described upcoming attractions:

      
        
        “At the edge of Magic Mountain Village, it is planned to have a Fairgrounds, much the same as every Western Town had its own fairgrounds area, where families met for picnics and entertainment. In the Magic Mountain Fairgrounds, plans call for various types of amusement facilities, such as a “Mine Ride” and “The Creation of the Earth Ride.” All such rides will have authenticity and educational concepts as their underlying theme.

        Included in the plans for Magic Mountain are areas for such things as: a river ride, that will tell the story of early-day fur trappers and the experiences they had on the Colorado River; a Magic of Industry exposition, telling the story of a century of progress in the West; a “Storybook lane” for the younger set; a full scale narrow gauge railroad circling the entire park; and an authentic reproduction of the Cherrylyne horse-drawn streetcar that used to operate between Denver and Englewood.”⁠13

      

      

      Surrounding everything was the Magic Mountain Railroad, an authentic, narrow gauge steam train. Conestoga wagons explored undeveloped lands. The River Ride was to be the first knock-off of Disney’s Jungle Cruise, with guided boat tours of the backwaters. Of course you’d encounter all sorts of animated wildlife, get caught in the crossfire of battles between cowboys and Native Americans, and narrowly avert sinking when an old bridge collapses just shy of the boat. The Outer Space Land ride concept was a simulated flying saucer experience, blasting off from Earth and making guests feel as though they’ve journeyed far beyond the atmosphere. Creation of the Earth would tell the pre-historic story of the Rocky Mountain regions.⁠14

      Most of this never came to pass. The park struggled continuously to finance construction, and a senior executive skipped the state with the remaining company funds.⁠15 It was so iffy the park actually opened its gates in 1958 for visitors while construction was still ongoing. The train began operation in 1959 on weekends, essentially sightseeing a vast construction site, and the first full season of “regular” operation was 1960. This would also be the last. They managed to complete the stage coaches, which were used for tours of the property, the train, an Indian Village, Market Street (Village/Centennial City), and Road Racer (a standard Arrow auto ride). Much of the River Ride was excavated with concrete rocks, structures, and gags built on site and in the show building of the Creation ride, which was used as a workshop similar to how Disney used the Opera House in the early days.⁠16

      The park, what there was of it, sat idle for eleven years, when in 1971 it was reopened as Heritage Square amusement park.⁠17 Other than the existing structures of Centennial City, this park had nothing to do with the original vision of a Disney-type experience. As of this writing, that park has also closed and the land is planned to be redeveloped.⁠18 The very first theme park to be designed and built after Disneyland was finally gone. Lost history? Or getting rid of a bunch of cheap industrial structures with fancy facades? It’s all in the eye—and heart—of the beholder.

      PLEASURE ISLAND

      Pleasure Island was announced at a Boston press conference on October 28, 1958.⁠19 Marco’s second theme park was underway at the same time the first one was struggling to find its footing. The original concept came from the publisher of Child Life magazine, Bill Hawkes. Child Life World, full of storybook and fantasy, was transformed into the country’s second theme park to be patterned after Disneyland, using the same design team of artists Woody had brought over from Disney and elsewhere.⁠20 Many of the same themes and design ideas would be employed here as at Magic Mountain.

      168 acres in Wakefield, MA, much of it swampland, was dredged, filled, and reshaped to feature Main Street, Clipper Cove, Western City, and Hood’s Farm. Main Street was angled a bit toward the right just beyond the hub, with the farm located to the far right. As you turned and walked toward the end of Main Street, the waterfront and the park’s iconic Hawkes Point Lighthouse would come into view in a Disney-like cinematic reveal. Clipper Cove resembled a New England fishing village, with various boats, docks, and Cap’n Snow’s Chowder House (a corporate sponsor). Back to the left of the front hub were the Jenney Cars (an Arrow auto ride sponsored by the Jenney Oil company) and the Western City section.

      Shoving off from the waterfront were two destinations for danger. The Moby Dick Hunt was a play off the Jungle Cruise, this time with a narrated hunt for the great white whale that has terrorized the area. If the menacing cannibals didn’t get you on the way past their island, the sound of the whale’s blow hole surely signaled all was over. Soon the whale itself was in sight, rising out of the water, blowing to beat the band, then submerging again (to reset for the next boat). If you survived, you could regain your land legs for a moment and then head over to the other dock. “Bamboo-thatched pirate boats embark from Clipper Cove for the perilous safari to Pirate Cove, just beyond the Western section.” This popular attraction was in the outer harbor, beyond the causeway and railroad trestle. The island featured a tree house, fort, shipwreck, and other fun, piratey kinds of things.

      The park featured two dark rides. Wreck of the Hesperus was located near the waterfront, clearly visible with the remains of a great sailing ship dominating the entrance. Or at least that was what the original concept art depicted. Reality being what it is, the actual entrance featured two tall masts planted at angles in the cement with various ropes and torn flags. Ride vehicles shaped like small sailing vessels set off across the sea, only to be sunk by a hurricane. Drifting along the undersea realms, you finally escape after a warning by King Neptune himself. The Old Chisholm Trail ride, located in Western City, was a horseless carriage vehicle that took you into a Western town where you witness a live hanging and a gunfight while the piano player blissfully plays away in the corner.

      The narrow gauge Pleasure Island & Western Railroad (later renamed Old Smokey RR) departed from Western City on a roundabout tour of the back country and outer harbor, crossing over a trestle that separated it from the inner harbor (where Clipper Cove was located). The railroad locomotive and passenger coaches were leased from Edaville Railroad in Massachusetts. Edaville had a popular Christmas season that used a lot of equipment, but the slower summer seasons left some of this sitting idle. So it was trucked back and forth to Pleasure Island each year.

      Live entertainment was a major draw for the park, with much of it consisting of “streetmosphere” actors roaming about the grounds. The Diamond Lil Saloon show was the big deal, and later the Show Bowl hosted a variety of big name entertainers.⁠21

      Along with his designers who were working on Magic Mountain, Woody called in an old friend from Texas who had developed Disneyland’s new employee training program. Van Arsdale France’s “A Guide for Pleasure Islanders” was in the same vein as Disneyland’s “We’ll Create Happiness” and Freedomland’s “Be a Friendly Freedomlander.” His approach, focusing on treating park customers as guests, was a major departure from typical amusement park operations and helped define the modern theme park experience.⁠22

      Unlike the Colorado park, Pleasure Island would be completed and survive–more or less–for eleven seasons. Corporate sponsors, like C.V. had arranged for Disneyland, made a big difference in funding initial construction. Sponsors paid for a five-year lease along with interior construction costs, taxes, and fire insurance.⁠23 Keeping the doors open, though, wasn’t easy, and the park went through multiple changes of ownership along the way. Initial construction costs ran higher than planned, and the park reportedly took in only $700,000 during the 1959 season (gross, not profit).⁠24 That first year was also the rainiest in the area since 1927, hindering construction as well as dampening outdoor activities, and with the short New England operating calendar they barely saw half of the expected 750,000 guests.⁠25 By the time the last owner gave up in 1969, total attendance had clocked in at a mere three million. All of this combined with a lack of sustained capital investment led to the park’s decline with little in the way of new attractions and lots in the way of deferred maintenance. Once the downhill spiral begins it’s increasingly difficult to dig out.⁠26

      While much of the original park is long gone, the site itself isn’t entirely transformed into modern development.⁠27 Memories live on through the efforts of Friends of Pleasure Island,⁠28 an enthusiastic bunch who meets to reminisce, take tours of the grounds, and compile memorabilia.

      FREEDOMLAND

      On May 25, 1959 in the Empire State Building, C.V. Wood and partners held a press conference to announce the largest Disneyland-type park to be built east of Anaheim.⁠29 Freedomland was to be 85 acres of American history, billed as “The World’s Largest Entertainment Center.” From the opening season guidebook:

      
        
        “…You see, hear, feel, and live the true history of our land, as it actually happened. In Old New York, at the Chicago Fire, in the Indian-fighting West, in the Civil War, you are there, playing a real part in the great moments that shaped our country’s destiny. You help fight the Chicago Fire, you are “attacked” by hostile Indians, you participate in the dramatic action stories that highlight our American heritage. Freedomland is your adventure in living history.”⁠30

      

      

      Well, who could pass that up? Indeed, in a region full of amusements of all types, including the original Coney Island, Freedomland was an entirely new thing, and enough people had watched Walt show off his park for so long they were hungry to try a taste of it for themselves.

      Getting the park ready for them, however, was a complicated affair. Freedomland was Woody’s idea and Marco Engineering handled all design aspects. The land was owned by Webb & Knapp, Inc, which was a major shareholder in National Development Corporation. International Recreation Corporation, including investors in Pleasure Island, was the parent company to Freedomland, Inc. They leased the land from National Development for a reported $767,400 per year. Stock purchases as part of the deal cost $7 million. Construction overruns added another $4 million beyond the estimated $16 million for the park. The actual inner workings of who was in control of what are far more complex and resulted in a structure where no single individual or entity was actually in total charge of everything. It would have to perform exceedingly well to recoup this and sustain operations over the years.⁠31

      The site was on 205 acres in the Bronx, mostly marshland and a former landfill.⁠32 In a unique design twist, the park was laid out in the shape of the United States. Visitors entered along the mid-Atlantic seaboard and found themselves in Little Old New York. The time period is 1850-1900; you might witness a holdup at the bank, cruise the lake in the Harbor Tug Boats, drive a Horseless Carriage through New England (standard Arrow auto ride), or take the Horse-Drawn Streetcar or Surreys over to Chicago. Set in 1871, Chicago featured the Santa Fe Railroad, bound for San Francisco on the other side of the park, the two majestic Sternwheelers (American and Canadian), and the Stockyards Restaurant. Youngsters were encouraged to chip in and help fight The Great Chicago Fire (catastrophe breaks out every fifteen minutes as posted on the attraction sign). Burned timbers outside the attraction building were remnants of an actual fire during park construction.

      Venturing westward we found ourselves in The Great Plains (1803-1900). Fort Cavalry provided a safe haven from the various hostiles to be found beyond its gates, but the brave could hop on the Fort Cavalry Stage Line and ride the stage coaches over Lewis and Clark’s route. Post a letter at the Pony Express station and watch the rider tear off at full speed for delivery at Old Southwest. Borden’s Farm was here on the Great Plains, complete with a real-life Elsie the Cow and other various farm animals. Elsie, who was always well-coiffed and ready for a night on the town, lived in supreme comfort with a lavish stall designed by a New York interior design firm.

      San Francisco covered the west coast of the U.S. map. Step off the train in 1906 and take in the shops of Chinatown, entertainment of the Barbary Coast, and hear grizzled fishermen tell tall fish tales at Fisherman’s Wharf. Two major attractions were located in this section of the park, the first described as follows:

      
        
        “On April 18, 1906, the ground fell from under San Francisco’s feet. You will safely see the San Francisco earthquake and fire re-created in harrowing detail. You will ride past buckling sidewalks, open fissures and collapsing buildings. You will see houses slide sideways and crack in two, then burst into flames. These thrills are yours in Freedomland’s San Francisco Earthquake ride.”⁠33

      

      

      This was a classic dark ride designed by Marco and engineered by Arrow Development consisting of antique autos that wound through the town streets, first enjoying the peaceful atmosphere of townspeople enjoying everyday life, then frantically careening through complete disaster as the world crumbled around you.

      Northwest Fur Trapper was yet another adaptation of the Jungle Cruise, set in 1820s Oregon. Boarding a fur trapper’s bullboat, you set sail up the Snake and Columbia Rivers, your armed guide desperately trying to ward off danger from wild animals and Totempole Indians. Since Marco was simultaneously working on design concepts for all three parks there was much overlap and common experiences, in this case narrowly avoiding a falling tree and collapsing bridge, as was originally intended for Magic Mountain.

      Walk through the tunnel toward The Old Southwest and notice the Tuscon Mining Company Ore Buckets gliding overhead. This was a standard Von Roll sky ride, though it had two complete circuits side-by-side for double the capacity. Additional attractions that you could also find in the other Marco parks were the Burrow Trail (slow saunter on a small donkey), live entertainment at the Opera House and Saloon, gunfights in the streets, and a tilt house where nothing was straight and objects appeared to roll uphill. Board an Arrow mine train car and descend deep into the Mine Caverns, encountering all sorts of creatures, exploding TNT, and narrowly avoiding a head-on crash with another out-of-control mine car.

      New Orleans was next, featuring the gaiety of Mardi Gras. Take a spin on the King Rex Carrousel, lose yourself in the Crystal Maze glass-walled house of mirrors, and watch your kids hop on the back of Danny the Dragon, an Arrow-developed multi-vehicle train designed to resemble a long, twisting dragon. Danny (mostly) followed a wire buried in the pavement, an adaptation of guided vehicle technology from factories. A similar approach would be employed much later at Epcot for Universe of Energy and The Great Movie Ride at Disney’s Hollywood Studios. The last veterans from the Civil War were just about gone, and the park paid homage to that terrible period with an “intensely realistic recreation of the Great War Between the States.” A war correspondents’ wagon took you through encampments, burning houses, and a derailed train, suddenly finding yourself trapped by cannon cross-fire. Escaping over a pontoon bridge, the wagon drove past Appomattox Court House where Lee surrendered his Army of Northern Virginia to Grant. Transfer over to a Model T in Tornado where large fans blew every which way, cows and chickens went flying through the air, residents held on for dear life, and you got swept up in the rotating eye of the monster storm.

      Of course pirates are a major aspect of history in this region of the country, so the tall mast planted in the concrete with flags, crow’s nest, and a dead pirate hanging from the yardarm was an inevitable draw to ride Buccaneer. Arrow was certainly busy for Freedomland, and for this attraction they provided eleven cars designed like pirate ships, winding their way along a track past scenes of merriment, hidden treasure, a sea serpent, and…blundering right into the midst of a battle between two pirate ships firing cannon in all directions. And you thought Disney was first.

      The last land of the park focused on the future. Satellite City offered a glimpse toward where the country was headed with Science and Industry Exhibits, the futuristic sports cars of the Satellite City Turnpike, and the moving sidewalk that took you over the lake to Space Rover. Similar to what had been planned for Magic Mountain, this attraction simulated space travel with a bone-shaking launch and high-altitude views of America’s great cities. The park’s second season featured the Moon Bowl, an expansive outdoor dance floor built over the former lake. This was a highly successful addition with concerts by major stars of the day.⁠34

      Freedomland opened June 19, 1960. Five seasons later it was all over. There has been great speculation and mystery surrounding its demise, with most accounts echoing the long-held belief that the 1964 World’s Fair in New York did it in. But as in most cases, the story is far more complex than this. First was the overly complicated ownership and management structure. Disneyland survived because one man was in total charge of everything and was passionate about making the whole thing work. Factor in an expensive annual land lease and the math quickly becomes unsustainable, especially with attendance falling far short of Wood’s predicted five million per season.⁠35 The land itself was terrible, consisting of marsh and landfill; stories abound of mattress springs sticking up through the asphalt, tripping staff and guests alike.⁠36 Short operating seasons, about four months, did not offset the significant amount of year-round financial commitments. After pouring the foundation for the announced Freedomland Inn, all construction on the hotel was abandoned and the land put up for auction as early as 1963.⁠37 Lack of capital resulted in the decline of show over time, such as selling Tornado to Kennywood Park⁠38 and replacing the horse-drawn Civil War correspondents’ wagons with regular farm tractors.⁠39 For the 1964 season San Francisco was closed off completely, with a sticker in the park’s guide book claiming “We’re fixin’ it for you! Closed in order to build…a bigger and better Freedomland.”⁠40 The park struggled to find new attractions that were necessary to maintain attendance, but these often ran contrary to the original historic intent and story.⁠41 Management claimed at the end of the 1964 season that the park would reopen the following year with only Little Old New York, Old Chicago, and Satellite City.⁠42

      It never did. The cash drain for building and operating the park, along with the highly complex financial dealings for the involved companies, caused serious fiscal issues before the park even opened for its inaugural season in 1960.⁠43 The park filed bankruptcy in September 1964, presenting a plan to maintain a small portion of the park while building a housing development on property.⁠44 This wasn’t accepted, and so developers moved in with the blessing of state and local government and began building Co-op City, a series of high-rise apartments.⁠45 It has been claimed this was the actual intent from the very beginning, but that the land needed to be “proven” acceptable for such development. Building the park, with its multi-story structures, and running it for five years supposedly satisfied the condition for allowing construction of much larger buildings.⁠46 More likely it was simple economics—the land became much more valuable for anything except a park in decline, especially in New York City.⁠47 At any rate, the park was done, and with it the last of C.V. Wood’s dream of building his own Disneylands around the country. Of the four major parks he was directly involved in realizing, only one has survived. That’s our next tale to weave.
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        * * *

      

      Marco Engineering was hired for a variety of other park and entertainment projects, most never realized. The company provided a range of services, from feasibility studies to design and engineering. All of them were billed with headlines such as “The designers and builders of Disneyland, California, may very well lend the magic of their fairy wand to New York’s Aquarium next year.”⁠48 And you wonder why Disney set his legal beagles loose on them. There was a proposed Circusland in Orlando;⁠49 Discoveryland in Miami; Magic Harbor in Houston;⁠50 Jungleland in Thousand Oaks, CA;⁠51 a “Disneyland type gold rush center” in Rocklin, CA;⁠52 San Antonio’s River Walk;⁠53 a Boston Exposition Center revamp;⁠54 and a major makeover for Cedar Point.⁠55 The “man who built Disneyland” confidently informed the city of San Antonio in 1958 that a park in that region was feasible and would attract over a million visitors each year.⁠56 And on it went, but the main ones that will forever be associated with his (in)famous name started in the mountains of Colorado and wound up as concrete foundations for housing outside the Big Apple.

      Woody went on to develop Lake Havasu, a planned community in Arizona, featuring the actual London Bridge he bought and shipped from England. Stone by stone. Every single one. Or so it was claimed.⁠57 For all his supposed faults, lack of self-assurance was not one of them.
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