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To my mom, Margie, who let me buy that plush mariachi tomato from Kitchen Kabaret, and my dad, John, who got up extra early to go watch the Magic Kingdom Welcome Show at the train station every single vacation day.

And to my husband and son for giving me such an adventurous and exciting life, and for having atrocious amounts of confidence in me.
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You know how Monica in Friends had that secret, locked closet full of disorganized yet still important junk? The one she wouldn’t let anyone look inside and that she kept hidden until season 8? Well, I have that closet, too. The one that nobody sees. And it’s full of Disney stuff.

My closet has a Porg puppet from the opening day of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge in Disneyland; a medal from the first-ever Expedition Everest 5K race in Walt Disney World in 2009; Mickey Mouse−shaped food Post-it notes from Tokyo DisneySea; limited edition Haunted Mansion tiki mugs from the exclusive, members-only Club 33 restaurant in Disneyland; “I Was There” souvenirs from EPCOT’s 35th Anniversary; a crystal cut-glass model of the Disney Dream cruise ship; pristine, unused Disneyland popcorn boxes from 1965; an unopened deck of Sabacc cards purchased from the now-closed Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser; and two very large, stuffed Bing Bongs—that actually smell like candy—from the opening day of Pixar Pier in Disney California Adventure. And that’s just a sampling.

Despite my ability to pass as a normal everyday human with the rest of the inhabitants of my current small town, this is my truth. I’m a Disney Adult. I have a slightly obsessive proclivity toward experiences and entertainment created by one of the world’s largest media conglomerates. I’ve been one of those grown-ups racking up credit card debt to escape the grind of my daily life with trips to Disney World. I’ve gotten weirdly competitive about Disney trivia. I’ve spent actual dollars (to be fair, yen, since I bought it in Japan) on a Mickey-shaped snowman plush toy called a SNO-SNO… for whom I’ve purchased at least three outfits. And I have several popcorn buckets—yes, plastic buckets shaped like Disney characters in which popcorn is served in the theme parks—that were so exclusive they demanded up to six-hour queue lines to procure. I spend an inordinate amount of money, time, and brain cycles on this hobby, and I’m not alone. There are millions of us. And for many, it’s a hidden obsession.

But despite what you see online, it’s not only about the Mickey ears, marriage proposals, and movie premieres. For most of us, there’s more. For me, and for lots of other Disney Adults, this whole thing started with family. I’ve interviewed, worked with, employed, and befriended hundreds of Disney Adults, and most of our stories go back to one or two precious memories of sharing a Disney product with someone we love—animated movies and theme parks mostly. Mine was connecting with my dad over our shared love for EPCOT Center and its soundtrack full of total bops in the eighties. I continued to chase that pure, positive feeling until I found myself fully enmeshed in a lifelong hobby.

There have been times in my life when I’ve relied heavily on the “magic” of Disney to get through painful and scary experiences. In my mid-twenties, my best friend and roommate was diagnosed with cancer. We were young and in debt, living in a studio apartment in New York City, unsure of how to handle this utterly unexpected thing that we weren’t supposed to have to think about when we were this young. We happened to already have a cheap, budget-conscious trip to Disney World on the calendar, and it fell the week after the biopsy that confirmed her cancer. After getting approval from her new oncologist, we got on a plane, landed in Orlando, and burrowed into Disney World to decompress, rest, find some joy, and do the hard thinking about how she should proceed with surgery and chemo. Before we had to face this new battle, we retreated to a place that was safe, comfortable, and full of stories reminding us that even the darkest days can be replaced with happy endings. It was what we needed to find optimism and perspective for the road ahead. Ironic, since some would say that perspective is what’s missing from the life of a Disney Adult.

By the early 2000s, I had found my tribe online and realized how much my unique combo of skills—(1) eating and (2) being obsessive about getting my money’s worth in Disney World—could, maybe, become more than a hobby. So, I ended up creating an entire career based on it. Since 2009, I’ve run Cambrick Yard, LLC, a multimedia company that includes the popular independent brands Disney Food Blog and All Ears, covering just about anything and everything Disney related through written articles, guidebooks, podcasts, social media, products, and video. DFB has millions of subscribers and followers on its social media platforms. The brand and I have been featured in very fancy newspapers and magazines, and I even got to write this book. I get up in the morning with a goal to make sure nobody wastes the thousands of dollars they’re going to commit to spending at The Most Magical Place on Earth. I know this world because I’ve been part of it my whole adult life, as a guest, a consumer, a writer, and a creator.

But I also understand that the true story is much more nuanced than just a single perspective. Disney Adults are a unique, growing, multifaceted community. Every story is completely different. You’ll find the poignant, the wholesome, the generous, the trashy, the entitled, and the obsessive. I’ve met ’em all. And it’s a roller coaster.

For a moment, think about your passions… your hobbies. What brings you joy? What is the thing you wish you were doing instead of going to work on Monday morning? For millions of adults, that thing is the World of Disney. These are grown-ups who derive singular, almost obsessive, joy from all things Disney. They devote countless hours and millions of dollars to Disney offerings, whether or not they have children. They’re avid fans of the animated or live-action films, devotees of the Disney theme parks, collectors of the vast world of Disney merchandise, cosplayers who dress in clothing inspired by Disney characters. Their ranks are so large and their cultural impact so distinct that they have their own moniker—Disney Adults—and are an economic force unto themselves. They’re often maligned in mainstream culture and put on a particularly high pedestal of cringe. But in truth, their obsessive fandom hints at a universal desire for pleasure and joy, for magic and escape. There are darker sides to the Disney mania, but the ranks of the Disney Adult community are broad, deep, and ever growing. Disney Adults are a telling microcosm of modern America, highlighting the value we place on happiness, consumerism, and escapism, and what we deem to be “acceptable” sources of joy. To dismiss them is to ignore something fundamental, sometimes even wholesome, about human behavior. To consider them more closely is to glimpse what it really means to be an adult in the twenty-first century.

This book dives deep into this misunderstood world, revealing the lives and experiences of a fascinating subculture to better understand its devotees’ unwavering passion for all things Disney, why it offends, and why it matters. From daily routines to career decisions, from financial choices to societal values, the impact of Disney is undeniable. But what is it about that company that transcends nostalgia and captivates us on such a profound level? As we navigate the fine line between healthy fandom and obsessive behavior, we challenge stereotypes and shed light on the devotion and dedication that’s created the “Disney Adult.”

Billions of dollars surround this subculture, built around monetizing emotions like joy and fulfillment—promising fans their next high if they can only scrape together enough money to buy the park ticket. And few other hobbies seem to spark the same level of vitriol or devotion as Disney does. Let’s take a deep, balanced dive into the profound impact Disney has on the lives of millions—for better and for worse—and push through those castle doors to explore the real world of the Disney Adult.
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[image: ] CHAPTER ONE “THE MOST HATED GROUP ON THE INTERNET”


Disney Adults are the most terrifying people on the planet and they need to be stopped.”

That was the title of an online article published in July 2020 by The Tab, a Buzzfeed-esque news website aimed at university students. “Seriously, these overgrown children should be in divorce proceedings with their self esteem…. There is a special place in Maleficent’s darkest, dankest cell for the subsection of society that is Disney adults.”

What pops into your head when you hear the phrase “Disney Adult”?

Maybe you recall the viral TikTok that showed a grown woman sobbing when she first saw Cinderella Castle in Disney World. Or maybe you’re thinking of the Reddit thread where a couple wasn’t quite sure if it was cool that they didn’t feed their wedding guests, instead using the catering money to pay $5,000 for life-size versions of Mickey and Minnie Mouse to attend their Disney Wedding. Or maybe you’re remembering the tale of the “childless millennial” who bought the last Mickey-shaped pretzel in Magic Kingdom right in front of an upset mother, provoking an explicit diatribe claiming that people without kids shouldn’t be allowed in theme parks.

Hi. I’m AJ. And I’m a Disney Adult.

But before we even get into my own Disney journey, what even is a Disney Adult? Well, we’ve been trying to figure that out for a while. In 2008, a Disney message board posting noted, “I think we need a title to be used to describe all of the loyal Disney fans, freaks and nuts out there!” With twenty responses, including DisNerds, Disneyaholics, and “Walt Weirdos,” not one mentioned Disney Adults. My friend Hannah Sampson, a journalist who often writes about Disney for The Wall Street Journal, considers the first time she heard the term “Disney Adult.”

“The two words really sum it up. You don’t need anything more because you have this idea of it being a park for kids, and then the word ‘adult,’ ” she says. “It’s like ‘jumbo shrimp’ to some people: words that don’t go together.”

It’s one of those vague, polarizing terms that could be an attack or a term of endearment depending on who’s using it. In fact, because you’re reading this book, I’m guessing you’re (1) a proud Disney Adult, (2) scared you might be a Disney Adult, or (3) thoroughly freaked out by Disney Adults. So, c’mon. Let’s get into it.
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One of my favorite fellow Disney Adults is LA Times journalist Todd Martens, so on my quest to define this enigmatic phrase, I had to ask him about his own experience.

“It’s hard for me to say the very first time I heard it. I can more distinctly remember when I started to hear it used in derogatory ways. And maybe that’s when my ears sort of perked up about it.” Todd has written plenty of articles analyzing and exploring the concept of adults who enjoy theme parks, and has done lots of soul-searching on his own Disney Adulthood. When I contacted him for an interview, it was specifically to discuss his 2017 article subtitled “A Disney Addict’s Quest to Discover Why He Loves the Parks So Much.”1

“In the story that you referenced,” he told me, “I was responding to… Peter Pan syndrome more than Disney Adult.” Peter Pan syndrome is a pop psychology term for someone whose emotional immaturity impacts their ability to function in an adult world. “When I’d go on dates, women I would go out with would question me, like, oh, you suffer from Peter Pan syndrome? In 2022, my long-term girlfriend at the time actually accused me of being a Disney Adult. She didn’t think I was writing hard-hitting stories enough, and I remember that was one of the most hurtful things she could have said to me. I think that was when I started to wonder, what is this phrase: Disney Adult?”

One of the earliest online appearances of “Disney Adult” on Urban Dictionary is from 2020: “Adults that are ironically obsessed with Disney. Like grow up.” Amanda Brennan of XX Artists dates the term back to mid-2010s Tumblr. Wikipedia defines “Disney Adult” loosely as “an adult who is a devout fan of The Walt Disney Company.” (Based on that definition, the community dates back even farther than you think.) Some folks think Disney Adults have to be childless; for others, they can have children but they’re more into Disney than their kids are. Some definitions have transcended the “Disney” part of “Disney Adult,” claiming that a Disney Adult is “an eccentric or theatrical person who is often overly positive and lacks the self-awareness to know when people find them disruptive, or annoyingly cloying.” (That one’s got a lot to unpack.) But one thing everyone seems to agree on is that Disney Adults are obsessed.

One of the most hilariously accurate widespread depictions of the “Disney Adult” stereotype showed up in 2017, with a CollegeHumor sketch2 that hit maybe a little too close to home for a lot of Disney fans. In the sketch, an established couple goes on a date and starts discussing where they should go on vacation. In a revelatory move, the boyfriend pulls up his sleeve to show off a tattoo of Happy from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. He waxes poetic about Splash Mountain and various Disney theme park memories, and he admits to being one of those kids whose family went to Disney World for every vacation. At the end of his monologue, even though his girlfriend agrees to go to Disney World, she refers to it as Disneyland by mistake. He just can’t accept the error, correcting her with a snarky “Disneyland doesn’t even have Spaceship Earth.” Terrifyingly, I both recognize the utter cringe of this situation, but am also kind of as peeved as her boyfriend at her Disneyland mistake. And this is the plight of the Disney Adult. At least the kind who is trying to keep a foot in both camps—i.e., obsessive fandom and functional reality.

To get to the bottom of the evolving stereotype and to define it for you and me, I set up camp with Dr. Robyn Muir, lecturer in Media and Communication in the Department of Sociology at the University of Surrey, and founder and director of the Disney, Culture and Society Research Network, an international and interdisciplinary space for Disney Studies scholars. (Can I just note how rad it is that something like that exists?) During our back-and-forth, we tried to define who qualifies as a Disney Adult: Do you have to be childless; do you have to be a millennial; do you have to exclusively like Disney, or can you be a fan of its subsidiaries like Star Wars or Marvel; do you have to be obsessive? Dr. Muir landed on an insight that helped things click into place for me. She said, “Disney Adults knowingly and willingly engage with Disney and its platforms.” Those words—knowingly and willingly—were the key for me. Disney Adults are intentional about interfacing with Disney products and experiences. They have a propensity for it, and they integrate their choices in the Disney direction. For Disney Adults, Disney isn’t a passing thing; it’s a cornerstone of their lives.

Of course, because of social media, there are plenty of images and stereotypes that come to mind when we think of Disney Adults, and it’s easy to want to define the group by demographic information like age, gender, or socioeconomic positioning. However, those definitions feel futile here at the beginning. The internet often deems Disney Adults to be childless millennials, but in fact the community is broader. So much so that it’s nearly impossible to nail down a demographic definition. The group is ever evolving, and there are plenty of Disney Adults you would never recognize as such upon first glance. There are plenty of people who may not fit the online stereotype but who are inspired by Disney and believe in “happily ever after.” While you may not initially perceive these folks as Disney Adults because they’re not publicly taking annual trips to Magic Kingdom, espousing fan theories on TikTok, or housing a robust collection of Disneyana, their intentional engagement with Disney does in fact earn them a spot among the ranks of the ever-growing fandom.

So what do Disney Adults themselves say about their “condition”? Can they define it? When journalist Amelia Tait was working on a recent article for The New Statesman about Disney Adults, ominously titled “The ‘Disney Adult’ Industrial Complex,” she reached out to me for comment and asked if I would share her survey questions with some of our social media audience. To the question “What does being a Disney Adult mean to you?” she received over one thousand different responses. Some were innocuous and straightforward, like “An adult with an overwhelming enthusiasm for Disney.” Some were defensive: “It means I grew up. My actions and dislikes used to be based on what my peers thought I should like. I started to grow up mentally and I’m more comfortable just being me, the Disney loving adult that I am. It’s okay to like things that others don’t.” Some were introspective: “It gives me a way to escape from the struggle of adulthood.” And some were a little more philosophical: “Finding a space where I can feel at home and in a different world all at the same time.” But let me foreshadow this book a little bit for you: even though we’re doing our best to define this community, we’re not going to put it in a box. In fact, what you and I are going to do here is the exact opposite.

While Disney Adults were an emerging online subculture throughout the 2010s, things ramped up for the tribe in 2020. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the world moved online, people were unemployed, and patience was running thin. Cabin fever, stress, and fear were manifesting in anger, and the internet seemed to get even meaner than it had been before. Online ridicule and attacks became a convenient outlet—sometimes the only outlet since we were all housebound and quarantined—and Disney Adults became a particularly targeted subculture. (So much so that we should apparently all be in “Maleficent’s darkest, dankest cell.”)

The disdain for Disney Adults can usually be boiled down to three core issues: First, they like something they shouldn’t like. Disney is for kids. Everyone knows that. Fully grown adults shouldn’t be obsessed with kids’ movies and toys, and they shouldn’t be spending thousands of dollars on trips to theme parks. Dewayne Bevil, a theme parks journalist for the Orlando Sentinel, has been studying and living among this subculture in Orlando, Florida—the home of Disney World—for years. “If you’re not a Disney Adult, [Disney World] does not feel like a grown-up activity,” he says. “Magic Kingdom? That’s for kids. That’s for children. The first time I went to Magic Kingdom I was twelve, and I was too old.”

Second, Disney Adults are seen as stereotypically immature, overly emotional, socially stunted, and selfish. These folks choose to spend money and time on frivolous things and experiences when they should “grow up” and create a life of home ownership, full-time employment, and family planning. (Think back to the trope of the gamer sitting in his mom’s basement playing The Legend of Zelda instead of getting a job. Same vibe.)

Bevil recalls meeting someone in a bar when he first moved to Orlando: “I asked them what they did for fun, and they said, ‘I have an Annual Pass to Disney World,’ and I was like, ‘Why?’ ”

Disney Adults are perceived to be in a permanent state of tween-dom, obsessing over the brands, trends, and media that defined their formative years. They might have a Beatles-esque reaction to the latest Chip ’n Dale: Rescue Rangers movie sequel news. They stay up into the wee hours of the morning debating, with disturbing sincerity, the tragic nonstarter of a Lizzie McGuire reboot. It’s the Disney Adults that watch all the live-action remakes of Disney movies from the nineties instead of exposing themselves to emerging trends and experiences that would be more fitting for their current age range. In some instances, Disney Adults are characterized as socially inept—unable to “read the room” and see that others are tired of hearing endlessly about their obsession. And some of the viral Disney Adult tropes center around making choices that show a lack of concern for others (like that couple allegedly not feeding their wedding guests). Totally hateable.

Finally, they’re seen as unrealistic and impractical due to a brainwashing of fantasy and magic. They can sometimes be naive on purpose, with a “head in the sand” philosophy. Bevil refers to this state as “arrested development.” If they can stay focused on Disney, where real life is suspended, they can indefinitely procrastinate finding solutions to—or even fully recognizing—their adult problems. “It’s wholesome, family entertainment. You are pretty ‘safe’ there,” says Bevil. “You may have a heat stroke, but you’re pretty safe. It’s familiar. You know what you’re getting.”

Listen, we all do this to an extent, right? “I’ll deal with that after vacation.” “Diet starts on Monday.” But Disney Adults have been criticized for justifying it continuously—to the point of pure escapism—making the world of Disney their own “real world.”

This is not dissimilar to my experience in 2004: I was living in New York City working as a nonprofit fundraiser. Now, I like comfort, and New York is anything but comfortable. So, I spent hours each week fantasizing and obsessing over Disney World—a place that was, to me, safe and clean and predictable. It took me back to spring break vacations with my family, fun times, and good memories. And since fun times and good memories were a little hard to come by in my current situation at the time, I loaded up my credit cards with trips to Disney World. And between trips, I pored over Disney World guidebooks and Disney World websites. I became an expert, which made me more comfortable there than in New York (where I was, decidedly, not an expert).

But the childlike nostalgia was only half of the equation. It was just the gateway to obsession.

The truth is, Disney was, and is, very simply joyful. Everything was clean and pristine; everyone was kind and hospitable. When I sat on a bench or waited in a queue for my favorite ride, I didn’t have to work to find happiness in the same way that I had to work to find it in my real life. Sure, a part of the joy was probably due to the fact that I was on vacation—of course I was going to have a positive experience because I didn’t have to deal with emails or errands. But another important part of the escape was Disney’s very intentional effort to create a “false world.” They worked to pull the wool over my eyes, and I willingly let them. Few other vacation destinations will so happily and effortlessly deceive you into thinking reality simply doesn’t exist.

It was almost like a drug: it was very expensive, but I couldn’t wait to take another hit.

This addictive quality was what, over time, ultimately drove me to become an Adult Who Loves Disney. At the time, I probably wouldn’t have called myself a Disney Adult. (Although, to be fair, we were years out from coining the term.) But it’s not like I wore a T-shirt with a big, emblazoned “D” underneath my work blazer. I just knowingly liked Disney. My enjoyment was harmless, innocent even. And the simple joy I derived from reading Disney World Trip Reports from other fans while commuting to and from work on the Staten Island Ferry made me feel happier and safer than anything else in the world.

While the origins of Disney Adulthood may seem cut-and-dried, make no mistake: we’re just at the beginning here—for both my story and the story of thousands of others. In a digital world of bullet points and headlines, the tale of the community has been simplified down to pithy articles, trite headlines, and derogatory Reddit threads despite the purity and innocence that launched most Disney Adults’ obsessions.

Ask a Disney fan if they’re a Disney Adult, and most of the time you’ll get a whole lot of hemming and hawing. “Well, Disney Adults are different from Adults Who Love Disney,” folks might say. People know the term is fraught with stereotypes, and most of us don’t think we fit all of them. Some Disney Adults shy away from owning the label, believing their fandom is more sophisticated, layered, and unique than what the stereotype portrays. And it is. That’s why you and I are here now. Disney Adults can be selfish and immature, but they can also be balanced, well-rounded people who are incredibly generous of spirit and focused on a world where kindness can and should win. (Another way to describe those two sides of the coin would be, shockingly, humanity. But I digress.) What we know for sure is that the subculture is a lot more complex than critics would lead us to believe.
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Disney has a long history of devoted fans, and the cultural impact of the brand for the last hundred years is obvious, but there are some seriously brilliant stories about how exactly that happened. Walt Disney launched his empire in 1923 by way of Laugh-O-Gram Studio, which he founded with animator Ub Iwerks in Kansas City, Missouri, and The Disney Brothers Studio, which he founded with his brother Roy in Los Angeles, California. After a rocky start, the success of Laugh-O-Gram Studio’s original Alice Comedies provided the funds needed to build a brick-and-mortar studio—the Walt Disney Studio. But it was the response to a little cartoon rodent that was the first indication that Disney would become a phenomenon.

Mickey Mouse (originally named Mortimer Mouse, until Walt’s wife Lillian convinced him that Mickey was a better sobriquet) was born into the roaring twenties via a trio of animated shorts, including the now historic Steamboat Willie—the first animated cartoon to use synchronized sound. Mickey was a smash hit, inspiring Mickey Mouse Clubs attended by thousands of children at movie houses, and a comic strip in the New York Daily Mirror that was syndicated to sixty other newspapers.


MERCHANDISE

While the shorts were successful, it was merchandising that helped the Walt Disney Studio eventually solidify into a profitable company. Walt sold a $300 license for Mickey Mouse to be printed on merchandise in 1929,3 and created the first Mickey Mouse plush with German super-producer Steiff in 1931. By 1935, Disney had made over $35 million in licensing and merchandise sales.4 This is important to our story because it’s the first sign we have of grown adults showcasing their love for Disney by letting their money do the talking. For example: the Mickey Mouse watch.

In 1933, Walt recruited marketing guru Herman “Kay” Kamen from a Kansas City advertising firm to head up Disney’s licensing and merchandising business. The same year, Kamen struck a deal with the Ingersoll-Waterbury Clock Company to produce the first Mickey Mouse−branded timepiece. Its first day on sale at Macy’s, eleven thousand Mickey Mouse watches were sold; two years later, there were 2.5 million Mickey Mouse watches gracing the wrists of kids and adults alike.5 Marketing material for Ingersoll showcased the watches as “a unique gift for a boy or girl, man or woman,” and you could purchase Mickey in the form of either a pocket watch (few of which were being carried around by kids methinks), wristwatch, electric clock, or regular clock. By the late 1940s, you could buy watches featuring a variety of Disney characters, from Pluto and Donald Duck to Bambi and Pinocchio; and in 1957, the 25 millionth Mickey Mouse watch was presented to Walt Disney himself. Mickey watches saw a further boost in popularity in the 1960s when they became a symbol of counterculture; and they even went to space! Astronaut Wally Schirra wore a Mickey Mouse watch on Apollo 7, and Gene Cernan wore his on the Moon-orbiting Apollo 10 mission.6

Kamen was a phenomenal marketing whiz. He knew that the best way for a brand to become a household name was to get it into the actual household—something he couldn’t do with Disney’s animated films (yet), but he could with merchandise. His 1934 Christmas catalogue, distributed to department stores around the country, featured blueprints for employees to build an actual Mickey Mouse−branded post office where kids could write letters to Santa. (He touted this in his catalogue as a great way for stores to get hold of their customers’ home addresses to use for future mailers.) It gave instructions for creating Mickey Mouse theater show curtains (including the supplier from whom the stores could purchase licensed Mickey Mouse−printed fabric), and Mickey Mouse masks (terrifying BTW) and posters. Managers could even get Mickey and Minnie themselves to come to their store for photo ops for a “slight expense.”7

Mickey merchandising was a gold mine, and while watches were flying off the shelves, buyers were also shelling out millions around the world for record players, marmalade, radios, purses, briefcases, toothpaste, pencils, candy, soap, hairbrushes, china sets, hot water bottles, even the first Disney × Cartier collab. And they haven’t stopped since. Today, a major indicator of whether you’re looking at a Disney Adult is the state of their merch stash.




MOVIES AND TV

While the merchandise side of the company was quickly growing thanks to Mickey, the feature film arm was just beginning. Disney’s first feature-length animated film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, opened at Hollywood’s Carthay Circle Theater on December 21, 1937. With a production cost of $2 million (that would be around $42.5 million today), critics doubted Disney would recoup his investment. But by spring 1939, the film had grossed an estimated $10 million ($227 million today) worldwide, launching an explosion in film and television that further cemented Disney as a huge name in visual entertainment.8

In 1948, Walt was ready to embrace a brand-new medium: television. He spent a week in New York learning more about it, and while other movie studios were running from TV, Walt determined “Television is the coming thing.”9 The studio aired its first television special on Christmas Day 1950, and launched a series called Disneyland on ABC in 1954 (largely in the hopes that it would generate income to make up for its namesake, the severely overbudget Disneyland park). In 1955—Disneyland’s opening year—The Mickey Mouse Club was created, and it ran on ABC until 1959. The show featured nine core Mouseketeers along with a ragtag group of occasionals, and, if you ask my mom, created some of the boomer generation’s first ever lovesick parasocial relationships. (Okay, she didn’t say that exactly, but she did have a helluva crush on Bobby Burgess.) The MMC was revived in 1977 for a short run, and again in 1989 (my generation), bringing us Britney Spears, Justin Timberlake, Christina Aguilera, Ryan Gosling, and Keri Russell.

Inundated with the proliferation of Disney movies, TV shows, and theme parks, Disney kids grew up to be Disney Adults. We first saw this phenomenon among the kids who grew up with Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Mickey Mouse marmalade, and the original Mickey Mouse Club. Today’s Disney Adults are second- or even third-generation fans—raised on the nineties animation renaissance, The Disney Channel, and the subsequent music explosion.




NINETIES RENAISSANCE

If you really hate Disney Adults, may I throw one Michael Eisner under the bus? Because he was in charge during what we now refer to (among Disney diehards) as the Nineties Renaissance. Eisner was Disney’s CEO from 1984 to 2005 and was instrumental in the decision to market classic Disney movies outside of theaters for the first time, capitalizing on the brand-new home video market and basically inventing the universal parental relief of just hitting the play button again. He was also the captain during the second Disney animation golden age. If you don’t think you know what that is, yes you do. These ten years in Disney animation are responsible for the millennial wave of Disney Adults.

After a disappointing string of animated films, Disney wanted to capitalize on the success of nouveau classics like Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988) and Oliver & Company (1988) and set a goal to produce one animated film every twelve to eighteen months. One after another, Disney pumped out blockbusters. The next decade brought The Little Mermaid (1989), The Rescuers Down Under (1990), Beauty and the Beast (1991), Aladdin (1992), The Lion King (1994), Pocahontas (1995), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996), Hercules (1997), Mulan (1998), and Tarzan (1999). Then, in 2006, Disney acquired Pixar, bringing mega-franchises Toy Story, Finding Nemo, and Cars into the fold.

The theatrical success of these films coupled with the home videos on repeat for millions of millennial children defined childhood for an entire generation. But it didn’t stop there. A whole new wave of pop music was being pumped out of the Disney marketing machine, stemming from the success of the Mickey Mouse Club reboot and original shows on The Disney Channel like Lizzie McGuire, That’s So Raven, Hannah Montana, and Wizards of Waverly Place. This era made stars of Justin Timberlake, Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, Miley Cyrus, Selena Gomez, and Demi Lovato, to name just a few. And for millennials in their tween-drama phase, these celebs were front and center, completing the trifecta of movies, television, and music domination for Disney.

While this would prove more than enough for the creation of a Disney Adult, for kids whose parents were rich enough, we also get to throw in the theme parks!




THEME PARKS

Ah, yes. The domestic Disney theme parks are the additional sprinkle (onslaught?) of pixie dust that drove some borderline Disney Adults across the finish line. It’s hard to pinpoint the chemical brain reaction that happens for so many of us when we see Cinderella Castle for the first time (and no—that’s not a typo; Cinderella is not possessive in this context even though it is indeed her castle). But even if we might not fully understand the science, there’s a reason why those nostalgia-bait social media posts about watching fireworks in the Magic Kingdom garner thousands upon thousands of likes.

Disney Adults talk about “converting” their loved ones into Disney parks fans because Disney World is a church—a kind of pilgrimage—for millions of Disney Adults. We max out our credit cards to go. We count down the days until we can go again and plan obsessively about what we’re going to do, wear, eat, and experience the next time we’re there. We post on social media about how life ceases in between trips.

Why? Let’s start at the very beginning (a very good place to start).

“It came about when my daughters were very young and Saturday was always daddy’s day with the two daughters,” Walt said. “I’d take them to the merry-go-round, and I took them different places, and as I’d sit while they rode the merry-go-round and did all these things—sit on a bench, you know, eating peanuts—I felt that there should be something built where the parents and the children could have fun together. So that’s how Disneyland started.”10

In 1952, Walt began the uphill climb that was the path to Disneyland. After raising funds, which included liquidating assets like the family’s vacation home and taking out $100,000 against his life insurance policy, he launched WED Enterprises—the WED standing for Walter Elias Disney—to build his park. This team was made up mostly of animators—because theme park bigwigs weren’t a thing—and innovators whom Walt trusted when it came to doing the impossible. Their mission? To create an escape from reality. “To step through the portals of Disneyland will be like entering another world,” he said.

And it was a disaster.

July 17, 1955, is remembered as “Black Sunday” to those in the Disney sphere. Disneyland’s opening day was an absolute cluster. Rides weren’t finished; the asphalt on Main Street, U.S.A., was wet and melty, causing shoe heels to sink into the ground; counterfeit tickets led to double the crowds; a plumbers’ strike meant that Walt had to choose between installing bathrooms or drinking fountains. The “escape from reality” was plagued heavily by… reality. But Disneyland, under Walt’s direction, quickly addressed the issues. Rides were repaired and opened, staff were trained to better manage crowds and handle issues effectively, and a “second day” event helped Walt schmooze an invited group of influential guests. Marketing and public relations strategies were also quickly activated, using Walt’s public image to change the mind of the critical media. Despite its inauspicious beginning, Disneyland soon became the precedent against which all theme parks have been compared to this day.

When Walt’s second theme park, Walt Disney World, opened in Florida in 1971, it became a rite of passage for those with the means to afford it. Disney was prepared to capitalize on this mythology, and he was determined to avoid the problems that plagued Disneyland. Walt Disney World opened with two massive hotels, and plans to build more. The land purchased for the complex was extensive, ensuring a literal berm around the entire “world” (as opposed to Disneyland, which is pinned in on all sides by non-Disney commerce) as well as plenty of opportunity for expansion. Within twenty years, Disney had launched a lucrative time-share program, called Disney Vacation Club, which locked fans into legally promising to pay Disney for their next fifty years of vacations. The best part? If you died, you could pass the “ownership” on to your kids so that they could pay Disney for their vacations, too!

My most prominent memories from a visit in 1985 are of waiting in very long lines outdoors in the unbearable Spring Break heat and humidity of Florida. But for some reason, I was hooked. EPCOT Center had singing vegetables, a purple dragon with orange wings, and a massive amount of tart n’ tinys sold in a gold-embossed acrylic cube! You had the chance to change your experience on a ride called Horizons, depending on whether in the future you’d like to live in space or underwater. (You could also choose to live in the desert, but, come on.)

From then on, you could regularly find the EPCOT Center theme album spinning on our record player at home; and if any television sitcom family went to Disney World, I recorded it on the VCR. Even at seven years old, I was a Disney parks fanatic. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. And this was happening to kids all over the country.

But did I love it because of some sort of cognitive dissonance Stockholm syndrome? Did I subconsciously think, “If I waited that long in ninety-degree weather with the sun beating down on me for an eight-minute ride, then I must have truly enjoyed it”? Or was it a genuinely transformative experience? It turns out, my fascination was probably rooted in the memories I made with my family.

I asked my team at Disney Food Blog to tell me why they’re Disney fans. These are just a few of the responses I received:

“On my first trip to Hollywood Studios (called MGM at the time), my cousin and I chose to keep getting back on Rock ’n’ Roller Coaster instead of seeing Fantasmic. And we were able to ride again. And again. And again. Like… five times in a row, practically a walk on. Afterwards, we were still able to catch the tail end of the show—so we shared a bag of cotton candy and watched the big finale. I’ve got a lot of little moments like that with my family. And all those little moments have snowballed into an ultimate love for the place.”

“My dad was in a wheelchair/ECV for most of my life and was kind of the ‘Grumpy’ of the family, but [he] LOVED Disney so much. The last time I was able to go with him, he became enamored with hidden Mickeys and even bought the book! He and I spent almost our entire trip checking off all the hidden Mickeys everywhere we went. Since he was pretty low to the ground, some Mickeys weren’t in his line of sight; a cast member [or Disney employee] took us all around what was then Camp Minnie Mickey [in Disney’s Animal Kingdom park] and helped us check off some of the more hidden of the Mickeys! This was probably the first time I really was able to see the way a cast member can impact a trip, and I’ve been so appreciative of them ever since.”

“When my middle brother was just a toddler, we were in Disneyland and decided that day to ride the train around to Toontown at Rope Drop instead of going left to Adventureland like normal. When we got back there, we were the only ones there except [for] MICKEY! My brother jumped off the train and ran to him yelling, ‘Mickkkkeeyy,’ right out of a commercial. I love the joy Disney continues to bring to my family.”

“I first visited Disney World during February Break while in the sixth grade. My mom and I flew down to Florida, and we stayed with my grandparents. It’s a special memory not only because it was my first Disney trip, but because my grandmother passed away two years later. I still think of her when I walk into the Magic Kingdom.”

The common thread in all of the responses I received? Family, friends, and memories.




MOVING THE FANDOM ONLINE

For those of us who fell in love with the parks but didn’t live near them, we soon craved a way to talk about our obsession with like-minded folk during the long, dark, non-vacation days. Enter the fledgling internet and the explosive creation of the modern-day Disney Adult.

In the 1990s, Disney fans kibitzed via online bulletin boards, which evolved into websites with message boards. Gather round, kids, because for a long time this was the only way you could interact with people on the World Wide Web. I and my fellow fans would spend hours and days refreshing pages, threads, topics about Disney World restaurants, rides, tips, and hotels. Don’t tell my former employer, but I used to stay late at work so that I could print out dozens of pages of Disney Trip Reports—these were extensive tomes that Disney-goers had written up, detailing every single minute of their vacation—to read on my commute back to Staten Island on the ferry from my Lower Manhattan office job.

One popular Disney forum has over 1.4 million messages in their Trip Reports section, and it’s still going strong. Here’s an excerpt of one titled Mama and Papa quick trip… Pop Century stay and all four parks.11

“Thought I’d drop a quick trip report of our recent trip to WDW. We had a wonderful time and [learned] maybe a few insights that might help other travelers. So here we go.

“Background: Mama and I have been coming to Disney since we honeymooned at the Polynesian some forty-one years ago. I’m sixty-four and mama is sixty-two. We get along well. We try to get to the mouse house every couple of years.

“Day 1: Magic Kingdom. We decided to do rope drop or something close. We stopped in the cafeteria for a breakfast sandwich and some fruit. This was our standard fare every morning. Walked onto the bus to the MK. Got here just after rope drop and walked right in. A little pixie dust as we entered the park, and [we] were greeted by an old fashioned taxi that took us up Main Street to the castle. A very fun way to start the day. Rides all morning, starting with [Seven Dwarfs Mine Train]. 7DMT is a popular first ride, so expect a line. Took us thirty-five minutes to complete the ride. Lunch/linner was at Jungle Cruise Canteen. A GREAT restaurant. Food was very tasty and [the] service was superior. We were very pleased with this offbeat choice. After lunch, our virtual queue was called for TRON. Very efficient way to do the ride. Mama rode one of the bikes. With my knees and my size, I chose a seated car at the back of the train. Both methods were great for the ride. A super ride. We both thought instantly it’s the best ride in WDW… at least until tomorrow.”

RIVETING, right? Well, I swear it was.

“Papa” continues in the trip report to share a concise and helpful summary of each day of the trip, which gives insights for other guests into what it’s really like to go to Disney World… a detailed good, bad, and ugly of his real vacation. When “social media” platforms didn’t exist, and there were few references for what day-to-day Disney World looked like when we ourselves weren’t there, these reports were a portal to our happy place, and a great way to learn how not to waste your money. When you find a community who loves what you love—especially when a lot of people don’t—you’re going to enmesh yourself fully with that tribe. Message boards became a lifeblood. Suddenly your best friend was someone you’d never actually met IRL, and you were dating (sometimes even marrying!) someone you “met” online… before dating apps ever existed. This was the dawn of no longer needing to leave your house to socialize. You could live an entire life online, creating friendships with soulmates thousands of miles away.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, as content management systems became more user-friendly, homegrown Disney fan websites and blogs began to multiply and flourish. There was clearly a market of Disney Adults who wanted to talk about Disney when they couldn’t be there, who wanted to get the latest updates from the parks in order to plan meticulously for their next trip.

With the advent in 2004 of what we now know as social media, fans had even more avenues to confab with like-minded Disney lovers. And later, with the invention and rise of smartphones, and visual platforms reigning in the 2010s, a whole new world was opening for Disney Adults. You could see what the parks looked like each day. Rides, restaurants, news, and updates from the parks were as readily available to fans as they would be if they themselves were in the Magic Kingdom. Soon, vibrant and growing Disney fan communities—with their very own influencers, hashtags, and memes—were gaining prominence and popularity on the socials.

But despite having a magical oasis online, Disney megafans routinely received criticism in real life. One 2010 message board post titled “Have you ever been made fun of because of your Disney fanhood?” has forty-nine responses. Having an obsession that others might label weird, immature, and childish drove many Disney fans deeper into the respite of their online havens.

When you find a place—online or in person—that gives you relief from the rigors of your day-to-day, it’s almost pure self-preservation to dive into it with both feet. And this can be both good and bad. As with any serious hobby, Disney can become a money pit. It can pull you away from real-life relationships and responsibilities. And it can become the obsession that you have to keep rationalizing and justifying, sometimes even to yourself.

But balance exists for plenty of Disney Adults, and there can be great positives to the fandom. The benefit of our hobbies isn’t our hobbies themselves; it’s the experiences, connections, and strengths we gain because of them.

Still one big unanswered question we have is this: Why does Disney have this pull over so many of us? What makes it a drug we can’t quit?
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