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The map Herb Ryman created in one frantic weekend to sell television executives on Disney’s idea.
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Walt Disney explains his new park while it’s still under construction in 1955.
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For Rebecca Snow and William Snow, who, although they never shared their father’s fascination with amusement parks—not even Disney ones!—nonetheless have always generously indulged it.






When he reached middle age… it seemed that we were going to witness an all-too-familiar process—the conversion of the tired artist into the tired businessman. When in 1955 we heard that Disney had opened an amusement park under his own name, it appeared certain that we could not look forward to anything new from Mr. Disney.

We were quite wrong. He had, instead, created his masterpiece.

—Aubrey Menen







“I wouldn’t ask too much of her,” I ventured. “You can’t repeat the past.”

“Can’t repeat the past?” he cried incredulously. “Why of course you can!… I’m going to fix everything just the way it was before.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby






1 SUNDAY, JULY 17, 1955, 4 A.M.


Walt Disney had been prowling about his park for hours looking for something to do.

Nobody seemed to need help—or else they needed far more than any one person could offer. All around him, hundreds of men were sawing and painting and hammering in the bone-white glare of work lights, dodging the blades of swiveling forklifts, pushing dollies here and there in an endless cursing bustle that made the whole site throb like a wartime munitions factory.

They were putting the finishing touches—or, in some frantic cases, the initial ones—on a fantastic metropolis that stood where, two years earlier, there had been nothing but 160 acres of Southern California orange trees. These had been supplanted by something so radical that the term “amusement park” was too meager a description.

Here, spread about the towers of a fairy-tale castle, were “lands” that recreated the American West of a century earlier and a jungle river fraught with perils, that offered a journey to the moon by rocket, or one to Peter Pan’s Never Land by galleon, or along the Mississippi of Mark Twain’s youth aboard a stern-wheeler. All these as yet untried diversions were encircled by a railroad—the real thing, live steam, its engines, their fireboxes already lit, hissing and popping as they awaited their debut on the morrow.

Miles away, out in the dark countryside, publicity department people were planting illegal street signs pointing the way toward this new place, this Disneyland.

Its author, Walt Disney, might have been wearing a bathrobe—often his uniform of choice when touring the site—but probably not this night, as he wanted to do some hands-on work, always a comfort to him when he was nervous.

He was nervous now, and his anxiety sometimes crackled into anger. There were so many things that could have been done better. Here and there he would spot a dribble of color leaking down from a hastily painted windowsill—his omnivorous eye took in all such minutiae—and he would lift an eyebrow, a familiar storm warning to everyone who worked for him. Bill Sullivan, one of the earliest Jungle Cruise skippers said, “We all knew this—if he raised that left eyebrow, you knew your ass was in trouble.”

He continued his wanderings—or what might have been called wanderings had they been conducted at a slower tempo. He was fifty-three years old, slightly overweight, an incessant smoker, but during the past months he had amazed his colleagues by how quickly he could move about his future park. An employee setting out in a car to check on a mechanical crocodile or a still-dry bend of riverbed would find that Disney had somehow beaten him there on foot.

The scary eyebrow was seen more often in his studio than at the work site. He could be chilly and remote, stingy with praise, but there was nothing of the snob about him. He always liked having a franks-and-beans lunch with his workers in the food tents that had fueled his increasingly large force as the park neared completion.

He eventually came upon one of his art directors, Ken Anderson—who had been on his feet for days—groggily painting an attraction. Disney joined him and picked up a brush.

When they were done, the two walked down Main Street, an exuberant fantasy based on turn-of-the-century commercial architecture, to what had been named Town Square.

They sat together on a curb looking out over the dully gleaming streetcar tracks, which stood on Orange County dirt: the paving around them had yet to be laid. Disney put a match to a Chesterfield, his brand of cigarettes; he was always lighting a Chesterfield. Before he’d finished it, a workman hurried up. “There’s no power on the Toad ride! Somebody cut the wires!”

Anderson wearily rose to his feet. “Don’t worry, Walt. I’ll take care of it.” He went off into the clanging darkness.

The air was dense and close; tomorrow would be a scorcher. Well, that was better than the biblical sluices of rain that had recently swamped the site. Disney decided to call it quits for the night. He walked toward one of the Town Square civic buildings, a firehouse, and climbed the stairs behind it to the apartment he’d had built on the second floor. It was small, but prettily decorated in the high-middle-class style of fifty years earlier.

The last of a thousand, ten thousand, decisions lay behind him in the ruckus and dazzle beyond the narrow windows. There’d been a plumbers’ strike, and he’d had to make a choice between installing drinking fountains or restrooms. “People can drink Pepsi-Cola,” he said, “but they can’t pee in the street.”

The street was still unfinished. From the distance came the prehistoric grumblings of trucks pouring the asphalt that crowds of people—governors, movie stars, railroad presidents, hordes of children—would be walking come daylight when Disneyland opened its gates for the first time.

Outside, ecstasies of threats and swearing rose between the workers trying to set curbstones and the television crews whose wiring they were screwing up. Not only was Disney inaugurating an amusement park, he was to be the host of the largest live TV show ever mounted. Stations from New York to San Francisco had been stripped of equipment for this extravaganza. The American Broadcasting Company had spent weeks prerecording shows so the station wouldn’t have to go dead during the days leading up to the ceremonies.

ABC was Disney’s main sponsor. He had twisted the company’s corporate arm to make a deal: I’ll give you programming if you’ll help pay for my park.

That was a deal the better-established stations, CBS and NBC, wouldn’t touch. They wanted a Disney show, too, but not enough to get involved with the amusement park industry, which by 1955 had become widely perceived as both dangerous and disreputable.

“Why build an amusement park?” Walt’s wife, Lillian, asked him. They’re so squalid and depressing. His brother Roy, an immensely capable businessman, had posed the same question. “Walt will get over it,” he’d assured people back in the beginning. But Walt hadn’t, and now Roy was in the same boat with him.

Disney went to bed.

He’d come a long way from being the farm boy who had shivered along snowy predawn streets delivering newspapers to help keep his family solvent in Kansas City. He was famous now, had almost single-handedly brought animation from a coarse novelty to a highly profitable art, but at the moment he felt no more secure than he had back in Missouri.

“Why did you do this?” a journalist asked amid the park’s scaffolding, and received the simple answer “For twenty years I wanted something of my own.” There was a good deal more to it than that. Disney had become tired of animation, had been embittered by a 1941 strike at his studio, and like so many at the end of World War II felt dissatisfied and adrift.

And this man who had so acute a sense of what the public would respond to believed that other Americans shared such feelings—that there was a vast potential audience in need of reassurance.

The present is a bully, always making us think the molten moment we inhabit is the most alarming ever, while the past tends to slip into that specious category of “simpler times.” The 1950s now bask in the sunshine of false memory: sock hops, genial Ike, two-car garages, Elvis, and a victorious America, her manufacturing plants unshaken by a single Axis bomb in the war, bestriding the industrial world.

Few saw the decade like that while they were making their way through it. In 1947 W. H. Auden published a book-length poem in which four characters in a New York City bar discuss the cosmos. It won the Pulitzer Prize in 1948, but reading it could be heavy going. Nevertheless, it at once became universally known because of its title: The Age of Anxiety. That’s what millions of Americans thought they were living in.

And with reason. The war had ended with the thunderclap of two doomsday weapons over Japanese cities, and just four years later Soviet Russia, recently an ally, now a threat, possessed those weapons, too. American GIs who had never wanted to see another acre of Asian landscape found themselves fighting a shooting war against Communism in Korea and, once that dwindled to a stalemate, were being urged to help the French in Vietnam.

The fear of Communism simmered, a low fever that ran throughout the decade, spiking every few months, as when the Russians matched the new U.S. hydrogen bomb, or when Senator Joseph McCarthy claimed that reds had infiltrated American life at every level.

Nor was all the unrest in other lands; in a few months Rosa Parks would refuse to yield her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus to a white passenger, thereby triggering the first direct action campaign of the modern Civil Rights Movement.



Walt Disney envisioned his park as an antidote to an edgy, restless, suspicious era, a concrete affirmation of the better angels of our national nature. Of course it was to be a place where people had fun and spent money, but he believed it could also, by drawing on the American past, give its visitors a faith in a safe and prosperous future.

He’d hocked his life insurance, sold his summer home, and borrowed every dollar he could to build what was a three-dimensional tribute not so much to himself as to how he would like to see the world, and persuade others to see it.

Not surprisingly, this had been a tough concept to sell. The park had struck most as a foolish extravagance at its initially projected cost of a million and a half dollars. The sound of the asphalt at last being tamped down around Town Square must have reminded Disney of the final figure: $17 million—$160 million in today’s dollars. Just as he had been after his first big hit cartoon character, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, got stolen from him in the 1920s, he was broke.

But he had built Disneyland.

If he succeeded in getting any sleep, it lasted for about two hours, troubled by the constant grind and clank of heavy equipment right beneath his window. At six o’clock he rose, got dressed, and headed for the television show rehearsal. He didn’t get far. During the night painters had gone over the firehouse, and their work on his apartment had dried so completely that he couldn’t open the door. Walt Disney had to call one of his maintenance men to let him out, into the most important day of his life.






2 HOW I GOT TO DISNEYLAND


I believe we divide ourselves early in life into two camps: those who like circuses, and those who prefer amusement parks.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been in the latter group. Circuses always depressed me: the bored animals in the menagerie staring out through gummy eyes with a mixture of apathy and malevolence; the mirthless raillery of clowns; the acts, long and loosely conducted, featuring people in bathing suits dangling in the distant murk of the tent’s top, imperiling their lives and scaring me for no satisfactory reason.

But an amusement park! Here was a bright little city in which you could roam where you pleased; drive a miniature car; or fly what Theodore Dreiser called “a captive airplane” in a vivifying, self-generated summer wind; surge through the supple wooden bracings of a roller coaster; and listen to the snare-drum rattle of the carousel band organ while awaiting that hushed moment when the shadows disappeared entirely for a pale instant and night came on—a night full of mysterious architecture, cream and crimson buildings with their onion domes and minarets picked out in colored lightbulbs.

My parents were fond of neither circuses nor amusement parks, but they were fond enough of me to make a couple of trips each season to Playland in Rye, New York, which was near Bronxville, where we’d moved from Manhattan in 1948, when I was eight months old.

The village of Bronxville was one of the earlier railroad suburbs, suckled by the New York Central—the trip from midtown Manhattan took just half an hour—and my mother had grown up there with a friend who had become the principal of the well-regarded Bronxville Public School, which I attended from kindergarten until my high school graduation.

Looking back on my twenty years there, I sense that in some ways the village chimed with the subject of this book. I gradually became aware of all the care that went into making the town a place of insulating and sometimes novel beauty. Trees were everywhere, many of them riding the wide lawns that my friends and I heedlessly scrambled across without their owners ever giving the least hint that we might be an annoyance.

Even Bronxville’s two-block business district held much to divert a child, and not only with such obvious splendors as Robert’s Toytown. The butcher shop window contained neither a display of chops and sausages nor a chart showing the whereabouts of various cuts of meat on a cow, but a model of an Alpine village with a waterfall that sent real water trickling down through blue-white plaster channels to spill onto the nervous surface of a tiny pond. And there was Steinman’s Pharmacy, where, in that time when drugstores still had lunch counters, a hamburger and French fries were mine for 30 cents.

There was a further, and subtler, diversion to be had: the domestic architecture. Although in the mid-1950s, nobody had heard the term “theme park” (nor would anyone, until Disney built the first) my town was a superbly realized one.

A designer, a man named Lewis Bowman, had lived and practiced there, and he was omniscient about the architectural past. He built many of the houses I bicycled past, and they were exact in every anachronistic detail. Not only would Bowman get the Tudor half-timbering right; he’d drop the middle of a roof an inch or two lower than its ends to suggest the house’s slow settling over the centuries.

The realities of suburban real estate intruded to just the right extent: The Elizabethan manor, with its rosy old brick twisted into intricate chimneys, stood on half an acre of land. A mere hundred yards away rose the gray battlements of a keep built in the reign of Coolidge the Silent. So my friends and I could look out of the same mullioned windows that hawk-faced Elizabethan noblemen had glanced through while they wondered how the Channel fighting was going and see not sopping moorland falling away to a gaunt huddle of peasant crofts, but rather fifty feet of emerald lawn, and beyond it a Good Humor truck pulling up, ready for our business.

The landscape worked in collusion with the houses. A child walking home from the movies across summer yards, with the branches of old oaks heavy overhead and the sharp-cut edges of their leaves silhouetted by lights shining out from under slate eaves, may not learn much about nature, but he will learn a good deal about beauty.

When, years later, I began to hear how artificial and confining the suburbs were, how they represented a dishonorable retreat from real life, I took the lesson seriously, but always with a grain of complacency. If, during the last summer I lived there, in the hagridden Vietnam year of 1969, Bronxville looked reprehensible in the light of the fires that were burning twelve miles down the line in Harlem, the village had nonetheless given me a considerable gift. The lovely artifice of those lawns and houses offered my friends and me purest fantasy, resting on the solid, homely piers of the actuality of our daily lives. Surely youth can have no assurance more comforting than that.

So in a way—and this struck me only lately—I had grown up in Disneyland, or at least surrounded by many of the fixtures that have nourished its enduring popularity.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Back in Playland, I especially enjoyed the Old Mill, which put you in a blunt-nosed skiff that jostled gently past briefly lit scenes of miners at work and such before bobbing back out into the daylight through a curtain of water that miraculously dried up the moment the boat passed beneath it.

That was my favorite Playland ride, but it no longer wholly satisfied me, because the Bronxville Public Library had yielded up a copy of Good Old Coney Island. I got enough out of that book at the age of ten or so to learn that Coney was the Gibraltar, the Rockefeller Center, the St. Peter’s Basilica of American amusement parks.

I started badgering my father to take me there, and eventually he put my friend Ted and me in the Chrysler, and off we went.

My goal was Steeplechase. The earliest of the three great amusement parks that brought a few hundred yards of Brooklyn shoreline international renown (Coney Island was the first place Sigmund Freud wanted to see when he visited America in 1909), Steeplechase was an immense glass and cast-iron shed with a clerestory roof, a cross between a greenhouse and a European railroad station, set in gardens and ringed with the horse-race ride that gave the park its name. It had long outlasted its rivals by the time I got there.

The tall, bright summer Sunday was gorgeous, but Coney was visibly in the hundred-year decline that has only recently begun to reverse itself. Still, there was glitter and clatter, and pitch-and-toss games nobody could win, and four coasters running. And Steeplechase.

I lurched through the rolling barrel that had thrown laughing couples together for half a century and into the underwater light of the Pavilion of Fun, which was clamorous with rides: a roof-high polished wooden slide down which I shot on a fragment of carpet, a magnificent three-tier carousel, and the Steeplechase itself. A sort of hybrid—part roller coaster, part merry-go-round—it sent wooden horses off four abreast on parallel tracks that undulated around the outside of the pavilion.

So away I went, looking not at the sky, or at the sea that had drawn New Yorkers out here for a century, but at the ground beneath me as I glided over enticing heaps of industrial clutter: fragments of rides abandoned or under repair, a mound of greasy machinery, what appeared to be cans of creosote. Then it was back to the Pavilion of Fun, where Ted and I dismounted and rejoined my father.

I enjoyed that day, but nonetheless came away with an empty feeling, because I had gone as a false-hearted suitor. Already Disneyland had colonized my imagination, and Coney’s decrepit glories couldn’t compete with the far grander park that coruscated behind my eyes.



A couple of years earlier my parents had bought a secondhand television set, a veteran from the dawn of the medium housed in a walnut case pierced with louvers shaped like musical clefs, behind which a scrim of goldish cloth concealed the feeble speaker, all this superstructure supporting a little gray screen the size of an apple. On Wednesday nights—and I don’t think I missed a single one—I would sit before it rapt, absorbing more and more about Disneyland.

By the time Walt Disney had come to the end of that harrowing final pre-opening day, he had run, as his agreement with ABC demanded, eight months of his television program. He hadn’t named his new show Walt Disney Presents, or The Wonderful World of Walt Disney, or The Disney Hour. It was called simply Disneyland, and every weekly episode was an advertisement for the still unborn park.

There’d be a couple of cartoons, some spluttering indignation from Donald Duck, and then twenty minutes about what I’d see during the Jungle Cruise, or in Tomorrowland, or on the firing step of the Frontierland stockade.

The show found a wholly persuaded client-to-be in me, and I set out at once on a campaign to get to Los Angeles. This was a far more ambitious enterprise than driving half an hour to Playland, and it took me some years to prevail. But I won in the end.

One day in 1959 my parents entrusted me, at the age of twelve, to TWA for a rumbling eternity in a prop-driven plane that pulled me across the continent. When I got off, proudly wearing the pilot wings a stewardess had pinned to my shirt, my aunt Gene and uncle Win, who lived in Santa Monica, were there to meet me.

The weather was, as on most Southern California days, sunny; and, withal, it was a sunny epoch, despite the constant subdued thrum of Cold War tensions (the first ballistic missile submarine, the USS George Washington, was launched in June). The nation had emerged from a recession the year before—the sharpest between World War II and 1970, but even so lasting only eight months. President Dwight D. Eisenhower had just welcomed Hawaii and Alaska into the union, and my aunt and uncle lived in a section of the country that, thanks to New Deal, wartime, and then NASA spending, was soon to enjoy an economy that stood at sixth among the world’s nations. Southern California was also inventing new sorts of urban planning that would affect the nation as a whole—Disneyland would have a hand in that—and sending out other emissaries of change: that year, there were 145 McDonald’s in operation. One would have had to be clairvoyant to perceive what the deaths of Chester Ovnand and Dale R. Buis in July portended, but they were the first Americans killed in action in Vietnam.

Although a homework assignment on Alaska had taught me the word “tundra,” none of these developments made much of an impression on me (my first Big Mac still lay five years in the future). Certainly nothing about our forty-ninth and fiftieth states interested me in the least compared with my imminent trip to Disneyland, which took place two days after I arrived in California.

My expectations could not have been higher; they were met and surpassed.

Right at the outset, I, who had never shown the slightest botanical leanings, was fascinated by the floral Mickey Mouse—seven thousand flowers composed his beaming face—on the hillside that sloped up to the railroad station that, along with the recently completed Matterhorn, was the only substantial part of Disneyland visible from outside the park.

We went inside through one of the twin entrance tunnels, and I found myself in a sun-splashed 1910. A band was playing (although I only identified the song years later) “I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now,” a tune plaintive and moving even when performed at “Yankee Doodle” tempo. A glossy horse-drawn streetcar was taking on passengers for a short trip to provinces that had nothing to do with President Taft’s America—fanciful destinations promised by the pennanted medieval castle at the far end of the street. I immediately understood that, wherever I was, it was nothing like any amusement park I’d ever seen. This was its own country.

I’m sure Mickey and Minnie and Goofy were there, but I was a little too old to be interested in them. What thrilled me was being given the run of the place.

Uncle Win had worked on developing acoustic homing torpedoes during the war and, having spent a good deal of time aboard submarines, was curious about Disney’s newly christened fleet of them. The boats turned out not to be the predictable composition shells with seats inside, but real metal, obviously the product of a shipyard.

Win was impressed; when the hatches were dogged down, he said, “Gee!—It even smells right.”

After the brief voyage, he and my aunt turned me loose to explore on my own.

I was lifted in a galleon out through the window of an English bedroom and sailed above nighttime London across an ocean to circle the mountains of Never Land (their peaks lurid with the nacreous shine of Day-Glo paint, the first time I’d ever seen it), where Peter Pan was locked in eternal combat with Captain Hook. After taking a raft across what seemed a wide river to Tom Sawyer Island, I manned the wooden parapets of Fort Wilderness and squeezed off shots with a rifle that made a sharp, satisfying c-r-aaa-ck each time I pulled the trigger.

Cruising along that river by Frontierland, I passed a burning settler’s cabin, its owner lying dead at his front door, killed by Indians. (This somber scene has long since been replaced by a wise, gentle old sachem dispensing tribal lore.)

In Tomorrowland, the Autopia gave me the chance to drive, for the first time in my life, a gas-powered automobile, a skill my wife believes I have not yet entirely mastered.

The Jungle Cruise was all the Disneyland show had made it out to be—the tumbled, overgrown temples of a vanished race guarded now only by swaying serpents, a hippo attack foiled by our skipper’s quick pistol work.

On and on—Win and Gene let me exhaust the last attraction before we left.

Despite the temples and the rifles and the flying galleon, what made the strongest impression on me was Main Street, Disney’s evocation of the small-town America of his youth. Standing there in the dusk while the lights came on, I watched them limning the busy cornices as a horsecar clopped quietly past, and suddenly I wanted to stay in this place forever. And, in a way, I have. I came home from California fascinated by turn-of-the-century America, and my interest never waned. Instead, it expanded to include other aspects of our country’s past, and it has put bread on my table all my working life.

I did not stay grateful to Walt Disney for this bequest. By the time I was sixteen he embarrassed and irritated me, and in my twenties I felt he represented in its purest form a sterile, institutionalized, self-congratulatory blandness. But people keep outgrowing their outgrowing, and in the 1980s, when the presence of a four-year-old in my life forced me back to Disney’s cartoons, I realized that his was a far more imaginative, less sentimental vision than I had come to believe.

So it was with the greatest interest that, thirty years after my first visit, I made my way back to Anaheim. Disneyland is the extension of the powerful personality of one man. It is not, like many perfectly good modern theme parks (of which there would be exactly none without him), a consensus on what might make a nice place. It is a nice place, of course—so much so that the standard criticism claims it is altogether too sanitized, too cut off from true experience. This doesn’t bother me much; the world serves up no end of true experience whether you want it or not, and I don’t mind somebody trying to trick me into thinking otherwise for a day or two. But I was interested to see whether Disney’s American past was simply the pap some historians have called it.

Disneyland’s reconstructed past begins at the gate. The first building you see as you enter is the Main Street Station, and chances are good one of the trains that serves it will be pulling in. These are the McCoy: three-foot-gauge live-steam locomotives ravishingly polished and painted. And for all the fantasy that lies ahead, there’s nothing on earth more real than the lush, brassy call of their whistles.

Beyond the station lies Disneyland’s main drag. You get to Fantasyland, Tomorrowland, and the other lands by walking past a couple of blocks of early 1900s storefronts. The models for them can be found in any small midwestern city, but these have been embellished. They seethe with elaborate decoration; half the windows are topped with colorful awnings; Queen Anne exuberance is brought to its final ebullient absurdity. But the overall effect is not absurd. It is amusing and comforting—amusing because it is so cannily done, comforting because the set designers Disney had build his street employed the old stage trick of forced perspective. On the street floor the buildings are seven-eighths full size, the second stories are five-eighths, the third one-half. The result is that your eye says you are looking at full-size buildings, but you feel about them as you do about every revisited place of your youth: it is all so much smaller.

Walt Disney’s first Main Street was Kansas Avenue in Marceline, Missouri. His father bought a farm near there in 1906, but before long had to put the property up for auction, and with the proceeds he bought a paper route in Kansas City. At the age of nine Walt was climbing out of bed every morning at three-thirty to go to work. “In the winters there’d be as much as three feet of snow,” he recalled toward the end of his life. “I was a little guy and I’d be up to my nose in snow. I still have nightmares about it. What I really liked on those cold mornings was getting to the apartment buildings. I’d drop off the papers and then lie down in the warm apartment corridor and snooze a little and try to get warm.” Summers were better. Disney’s father didn’t believe children should have toys, but “on nice mornings I used to come to houses with those big old porches and the kids would have left some of their toys out. I would find them and play with them there on the porch at four in the morning when it was just barely getting light. Then I’d have to tear back to the route again.”

It seems to me that something of that experience—the grueling work, the stolen scraps of rest and pleasure—charges the best of Disney’s cartoons and imparts the underlying toughness that separates them from even their most successful rivals. It’s what fascinates children about them, too. There is real menace, real danger, along with the comedy.

When Disney came to build his world, he included the occasional show of fangs—Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride in Fantasyland, for instance, sends cute ancient motorcars careering along a course that ends with Mr. Toad dead and in hell—but he chose to have his small town be a place of absolute safety, to make permanent the feel of those fleeting moments on the morning porches. His interest in the American past didn’t end with his street. He had that steam-powered Mississippi River stern-wheeler constructed from the keel up; he launched a scrupulous reproduction of a 1787 three-masted merchant vessel to share the river with it; built Fort Wilderness in Frontierland; and as soon as the technology permitted him to develop what he called Audio Animatronics, he made a life-size Abraham Lincoln who spoke with eerie, waxen conviction.

But it is still his Main Street that stays with me most strongly. I believe it was a triumph of historical imagination. It was not at all true to the physical reality of the past that Disney knew: Kansas Avenue in Marceline was rutted, raw, shorn of trees. But however crude and unformed those streets look to us today, they revealed something else to the people who lived on them. The architectural styles which Disney artfully elaborated were sufficiently decorative in their original form to mirror the era’s confidence in human and material progress. The fact that such optimism is only part of the story does not make it a lie. Sinclair Lewis found his Main Street foul with hypocrisy, cant, and blighted aspirations. He wasn’t wrong. But neither was Walt Disney.

From its earliest days, Disneyland has fomented strenuous and articulate hostility. That a California amusement park could summon clouds of scholarly controversy and flaying examination only confirms that here was something new, both in public entertainment and in how it expressed the way millions of Americans want to view their country—more than seven hundred million so far, and they just keep on coming.

The accretion of hostile criticism through the years—it has never ceased—reflects the park’s uniqueness, and just as strongly that of the man who built it with a watchmaker’s precision, an artist’s conviction, and the recklessness of a riverboat gambler.

Disneyland may have begun with a toy train (it enjoys a dozen creation myths), but it indisputably began with a young cartoonist who, having been cheated out of an amusing rabbit, decided to replace it with an amusing mouse: the man Walt Disney’s shrewd biographer Steven Watts called “the most influential American of the twentieth century.”






3 A HORRIBLE NAME FOR A MOUSE


Walter Elias Disney was born in 1901, the fourth son of Flora and Elias Disney. His father incubated a peculiar joyless blend of grim Protestant work ethic and socialism; his mother was softer, an ameliorating presence in the house. Walt’s older brother Roy said, “We had a wonderful mother that could kid the life out of my dad when he was in his peevishness.” When she couldn’t, she did her best to soften things for the boys, sometimes handing them slices of bread buttered on the bottom so their father wouldn’t see them being spoiled with such a luxury. Elias soon moved his family away from the urban snares of Chicago to Marceline.

Their farm, like every farm, demanded hard work, which, in this case, was thankless: Elias Disney believed that using fertilizer on a crop was like giving whiskey to an alcoholic. He refused to do it, with the predictable results.

While his brothers worked from “can’t see to can’t see,” Walt was too young to be any help, and he had the run of the place. He loved it. There were animals to play with, a pig to ride, a Maltese terrier that all his life he would refer to as “my pal,” and he loved Marceline’s modest main street. That happy time ended abruptly in 1911, when Elias transplanted Walt to Kansas City and sent him out to years of predawn drudgery on the paper route. His rural world was gone forever—just as it was vanishing from the nation at large in those years—but his animal pals would populate his cartoons, and his idealized main street would be retrieved as the boulevard that gave access to his future paradise.

He did, however, briefly hold a job he far preferred to delivering newspapers. For a while he worked as a “news butcher” on the Missouri Pacific trains out of Kansas City, passing through the cars selling the passengers papers, snacks, smokes, and sundries, all the while “feeling very important wearing a neat blue serge uniform with brass buttons, a peaked cap, and a shiny badge on my lapel.” The job, he said years later, was “brief, exciting, and unprofitable.” The excitement more than made up for the dismal wages: “As the train rolled into one station after another, I stood beside the conductor on the car steps to enjoy the envious stares of youngsters waiting on the platform.” Like so many boys of the era he was enthralled by the railroad’s speed, its power, its ability to conjure fresh scenery every few seconds: “Railroads loomed large in the scheme of things,” he said, “and steam engines were formidable and exciting.”

Perhaps he didn’t mind the drop in wages, but his father would have, and before long Walt was back on his paper route. Worn down by his predawn deliveries, he dozed through his grammar school classes and brought home poor grades. But as he got older, he summoned the energy to take Saturday classes at the Kansas City Art Institute. Perhaps this, too, was a reflection of the remembered pleasures of Marceline: it was there that the boy had been overwhelmed to receive a quarter for his drawing of the much-admired horse that powered his neighbor Dr. Sherwood’s buggy.

In 1917 the restless Elias furthered his marginal career by moving back to Chicago to take a hand in running the O-Zell jelly company. In high school there, Walt drew cartoons vilifying the Kaiser for the school newspaper and took courses at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts.

For one who was to spend much of his working life celebrating the virtues of family, he was eager to get away from his. Turned down by the army because of his youth, he forged an earlier date on his birth certificate, and in September of 1918 the sixteen-year-old joined the Red Cross as an ambulance driver. He arrived in France shortly after the November 11 Armistice put an end to the war, but there was still plenty to do, and he spent a crowded year there, during which he found time to decorate the sides of ambulances and, for ten francs, paint designs on his comrades’ jackets.

By the time he returned to the States, in the fall of 1919, his brothers, weary of their father’s skinflint socialism, had decamped. Soon, he did, too.

Wanting nothing to do with O-Zell jellies, and failing to land a job at a Kansas City newspaper, he talked his way into an enterprise called the Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio. For a few weeks he had a fine time making advertising layouts, writing copy, and designing program covers for local movie houses. Then Christmas came and went, carrying away in its wake much of Pesmen-Rubin’s business, and Disney was out on the January streets along with another brief hire, who had the unusual name of Ubbe Iwerks.

Disney liked Iwerks and suggested the optimistic idea that they form a partnership. They did: at first it was Disney-Iwerks, and then Iwerks-Disney (this was not modesty on Disney’s part: he thought the former name suggested a firm of opticians).

The fetal business foundered in weeks, but Disney wangled a job at the Kansas City Film Ad Company, and soon got the firm to hire Iwerks, who had changed his first name to the thriftier but no less eccentric Ub. Their new employer produced minute-long promotional films for local businesses that ran in the city’s movie houses. Even for that morning time of animation, these were crude: black cutouts, hinged at the arms and legs like Balinese shadow puppets, would be shot for a couple of frames against a white background, moved a fraction of an inch, and shot again.

Disney immediately sought more advanced technology, as he would for the rest of his career. He found books on animation, borrowed a camera, and started experimenting, soon settling on celluloid as the best medium for making cartoons. A series of drawings on transparent sheets showing a capering chicken or a running cat would be placed over a static background—a barn, a city street corner—and these cels were photographed in sequence.

Soon he was producing short cartoon ads he called “Laugh-O-Grams,” and then he made longer cartoons drawn from fairy tales.

He went bankrupt in 1923 after completing an ambitious project called Alice’s Wonderland, a blend of live action, on the part of a young girl, and animated figures.

New York was the capital of the young cartoon industry, but Disney moved to join his brother Roy in Los Angeles when an Alice sample he had sent back east drew the attention of a film distributor named Margaret Winkler, who was about to lose the rights to the popular Felix the Cat cartoons. She gave Disney a contract for six Alice episodes. With Roy as his business manager—for the rest of Walt’s life, as it turned out—he began hiring a larger staff and persuaded Ub Iwerks to join him. One of the new people who came aboard as a secretary in 1925 was an Idaho girl named Lillian Bounds. She and Disney were married a few months later—by all accounts happily, in the main, although Lillian never cared much for Hollywood and was not greatly interested in Walt’s movies.

Alice ran out of steam in 1927. Margaret Winkler had by then turned over the distribution business to her husband, Charles Mintz, who urged Disney to come up with something new that he could market through Universal Pictures. Disney responded with Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, which proved so solid a success that early in 1928 he confidently went east with Lillian to meet with Mintz and ask for more money. Mintz offered him less. Disney indignantly refused, and discovered that not only did Universal own the rights to Oswald, but that Mintz had hired away his entire animation staff save for Iwerks. The steely distributor told him, “Either you come with me at my price, or I’ll take your organization away from you. I have your key men signed up.”

Disney never hesitated, but he and Lillian had a forlorn cross-country trip ahead of them. Who knows what happened on that anxious train ride? The conception of Disney’s next character is clouded in contradictory stories. But Lillian said that while she sat brooding, “watching the green of the Middle West change to sagebrush and desert,” Walt scribbled out a scenario involving a comical mouse named Mortimer. He read it to her, and all her worries about the suddenly uncertain future coalesced around that name; she found it ponderous, fussy, and pretentious. For all her indifference to her husband’s business, Lillian Disney right then made perhaps the single most important contribution to it: “Mortimer is a horrible name for a mouse!”

Disney liked the lilt of “Mortimer Mouse,” but after thinking it over for a while, he came up with a friendlier name.

Back in Los Angeles, he and Iwerks began to work up Mickey Mouse: round head, round ears, short pants with two buttons (no gloves, as yet). This was looking good.

Mickey Mouse was introduced to the world as an aviator in Plane Crazy, which hoped to capitalize on Charles Lindbergh’s recent transatlantic flight, followed by some southwestern scuffling called The Gallopin’ Gaucho. Both cartoons were initially filmed without sound, and Disney was dissatisfied. The 1927 filmic counterpart to Lindbergh’s triumph was Al Jolson’s hit The Jazz Singer, which was only a talkie partway through but still a novelty powerful enough to transform the industry. For his third Mickey short Disney hired an orchestra and an arranger to produce Steamboat Willie, the first sound cartoon.

It was a sensation. As Oswald quietly joined the immense menagerie of forgotten cartoon animals, Mickey—and Disney with him—rose to such heights that just a few years after his birth the gossip empress Louella Parsons could write, “Mickey Mouse has a bigger following than nine tenths of the stars in Hollywood.”

The early Mickey was a scruffy reprobate. He knocked back beers and danced lasciviously with Minnie Mouse; he smoked cigarettes; he was mean. As his fame grew, however, his character and his outline softened until eventually he would cease to be a character at all, but rather the benign, denatured spirit that served as a sort of papal ambassador to the vast Disney enterprise.

In the meantime, Disney’s cartoons became subtler and more fluent. He added color to them, and began to garner Academy Awards. In 1933 he released what one media historian has called “the most successful short animation of all time,” Three Little Pigs, whose song “Who’s Afraid of the Big, Bad Wolf” became a defiant ballad of the Depression years. Of its success, Disney said, “The main thing was a certain recognition from the industry and the public that these things [cartoons] could be more than just a mouse hopping around.” Urged to make a sequel, he declined, his terse refusal a fine show-business apothegm: “You can’t top pigs with pigs.”

As that suggests, he was tiring of his short films, successful though they were. In 1934 he embarked on making the first feature-length cartoon. He had budgeted a half million dollars for Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs; it ended up consuming a million and a half, and four years. By the time it was released, in 1937, it had become known in Hollywood as “Disney’s folly.”

Snow White was a triumph. The biggest hit of 1938 and the most profitable sound film yet made, it took in $6.5 million and propelled its creator into Pinocchio and the wildly complex (and possibly overblown) Fantasia. The next couple of years were the most satisfying Disney would know until he began to toy with the idea of an amusement park.

Things soured for him quickly. His next two features performed tepidly at the box office, partly because the war that began with Hitler’s invasion of Poland choked off his European market. Revenues dwindled, he had to take his company public, and deep salary cuts triggered an ugly strike at his studio. It only lasted five weeks, but it left Disney with a lifelong grievance. He became increasingly austere (some of his staff thought tyrannical), remote, and politically conservative. The strike, he believed, had largely been a Communist effort.

And the bad feelings the relatively brief fracas engendered might account for the genesis of something darker than a reputation for authoritarian crankiness: many people today believe Disney was an anti-Semite. There is scant evidence for this. He fired two of his lawyers when he overheard them disparaging a pair of his songwriters for being Jews; he was happy to have his daughters date Jewish boys; and he was the 1955 choice of the Beverly Hills chapter of B’nai B’rith as “Man of the Year.” When the rumors of such ill feelings reached Kay Kamen, his Jewish head of merchandising (who, with the Ingersoll company, gave his boss and the world the preposterously successful Mickey Mouse watch), he dismissed them with the remark that Disney’s organization “had more Jews in it than the Book of Leviticus.”

When the war came to America, Disney spent several arid years while his Walt Disney Training Films Unit made shorts with titles such as Four Methods of Flush Riveting. By 1945 he was exhausted and in debt. Nor were his spirits improved by a brief postwar flurry of turning out commercial films—The ABC of Hand Tools—and he abandoned that in 1946 after issuing only twelve.

As did tens of thousands of others in those postwar months, he felt, he said, that “it seemed like a hopeless thing to begin to pick up again.” His daughter Diane wrote, “I think it was just after the war when nothing seemed to stimulate him. I could sort of sense it. I could tell he wasn’t pleased with anything he was doing.”

One small enterprise did please him, though, and it had little to do with the art he had done so much to invent and of which he was the undisputed master.

In the Christmas season of 1947 he bought himself a gift, “something I’ve wanted all my life”: a Lionel electric train set. He put together the layout next to his office so he could play with his railroad in odd hours. Then he thought it would be nice to add some sidings, and then put in a little landscaping, and then… Any collector or hobbyist will recognize the fatal progression.

When, in the early 1950s, the New York Times film critic Bosley Crowther visited Disney, he was dismayed to find that the man whose work he had long admired “seemed totally uninterested in movies and seemed wholly, almost weirdly concerned with the building of a miniature railroad engine and a string of cars.… All of his zest for invention, for creative fantasies, seemed to be going into this plaything. I came away feeling sad.”






4 THE RAILROAD FAIR


Of all the influences that helped shape Disneyland, the railroad is the seminal one. Or, rather, a railroad, one Disney owned. It had no connection whatever with the Christmas Lionel set. This was an honest-to-god outdoor operation with grade crossings and signals, tracks and a roadbed, its centerpiece a live-steam locomotive powerful enough to haul several adults perched on miniature freight cars over a half-mile right-of-way that wound through the grounds of a new house Disney had built especially to accommodate it.

It came about because of a remark made to Disney by the studio nurse, Hazel George.

Although polo is a sport not readily associated with a midwestern farm boy, Disney was an enthusiastic player in the 1930s, at one point owning a string of nineteen ponies. He liked the game and went at it hard, if not skillfully. (His brother Roy’s son, Roy E. Disney, said, “I was watching a match between my dad’s team and Walt’s team when someone asked me to point out my uncle. ‘He’s the one who just fell off his horse,’ I remember answering.”) Disney’s doctor became increasingly concerned about the bruises he kept finding on his patient’s legs, and finally told him to quit the game when, knocked from the saddle by a hard-driven ball, Disney fractured four neck vertebrae.

He sold his ponies, but the injury pained him on and off for the rest of his life. By the 1940s he was ending his working days prone on a massage table in a room next to his office while Hazel George treated his neck with ice, hot towels, and a vigorous massage.

Disney came to look forward to these sessions for more than the relief they gave him. George, who had come to the studio during the 1941 strike, was tart, sardonic, and quick-witted. She once said, “Walt was more at ease with women than he was with men,” and he was completely at ease with George, happily swapping studio gossip with her.

She took good care of him. When he complained that he couldn’t get at his day’s-end ration of scotch while lying on his stomach, she solved the problem with the simple expedient of supplying a straw. She was loyal, but no pushover. Once, when he gave voice to a timeless entrepreneur’s plaint—“After I die, I would hate to look down at this studio and find everything in a mess”—she replied, “What makes you think you won’t be using a periscope?” (“Smartass,” Disney grunted.)

During their sessions in 1948 George began to sense that her boss was sinking into what seemed to her a dangerous depression, perhaps even heading toward what was then called a nervous breakdown. He’d had one—or something like it—back in 1931. Years later he said of that time, “I had a hell of a breakdown. I went all to pieces.… As we got going along I kept expecting more from the artists and when they let me down and things, I got worried. Just pound, pound, pound. Costs were going up and I was always way over what they figured the pictures would bring in.… I just got very irritable. I got to a point that I couldn’t talk on the telephone. I’d begin to cry.”

He had recovered by taking a leisurely cross-country trip with Lillian—“the first time we had been away on anything like that since we were married”—and returned, he said, “a new man.”

Now it seemed again to be just pound, pound, pound. Once more the money wasn’t coming in: his last successful feature, Bambi, was six years in the past, Cinderella nowhere near finished, the studio, like the country, in the uneasy postwar doldrums. Disney was often aggrieved, abrupt, and, when not angry, remote.

George told him he had to take a vacation. She had a “perfect” one in mind.

Disney would have spoken with her about his brief stint as a news butcher on the Missouri Pacific, and his Lionel train. She had spotted a newspaper report of a forthcoming all-train pageant: the Chicago Railroad Fair. Under the aegis of the Chicago Museum of Science and Industry, the New York Central, Northern Pacific, Rock Island, Illinois Central, Great Northern, Erie, and thirty other lines had built exhibits on fifty acres of Lake Michigan shorefront.

Disney, instantly intrigued, said he’d like to go. George suggested he take Ward Kimball along. “Yeah,” said Disney, “Kimball is always relaxed. Maybe it’s because he’s got such a wonderful hobby running that big steam engine in his backyard.”



The animator Ward Kimball is the only man that anyone ever heard Walt Disney call a “genius.” He worked up Jiminy Cricket for Pinocchio and developed the affable crows in Dumbo, later sometimes denounced as being racist, although they save the film’s hero, teach him to fly, and outclass every white in the movie. Kimball was the studio’s train man. When a locomotive needed animating, he was usually the first choice for the job. His was the locomotive that Mr. Toad hijacks in The Wind in the Willows, and he created the hardworking little Casey Jr. that pulls Dumbo’s circus train.

He collected trains, too, and on a heroic scale: model trains, toy trains, and actual trains. Kimball had begun with the toys and models, and then, thinking it might be nice to display them in an authentic setting, acquired, in 1938, a sixty-year-old passenger car from the Carson & Colorado. Few hobbyists can have been more fortunate in their marriage: it was Ward’s wife, Betty, who, evidently believing the coach looked lonely all by itself, told her husband he should get a locomotive. They found one built by the Baldwin Works in 1881 that the Nevada Central had long since retired, and bought it for $400. Ward and Betty were drawn to it not only for its battered authenticity, but because it was narrow-gauge.

A railroad’s “gauge” means the width between the inside facing edges of the rails that carry the train. Before the Civil War, lines tended to choose their gauges arbitrarily, causing much effort and sorrow: any trip to a destination that was served by tracks of another gauge meant a change of trains; travelers heading south from Baltimore in the 1850s had to board eight different ones before they reached New Orleans. A much-needed rationalization began to come in with the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869. Its rails were spaced (rather mysteriously) at 4 feet, 8½ inches; other roads followed its powerful example, and today this is the standard gauge throughout North America.

Standard gauge carried the heavy freights and fast passenger trains between cities, but for lighter, less-demanding work, a network of narrow-gauge railroads grew up. Usually three-footers, they were far cheaper to maintain, useful for big plantations, logging and mining operations, and connecting thinly populated communities. The gauge naturally dictated the size of the rolling stock, and so the locomotives and cars were much smaller. That gave them considerable charm: here was real, working equipment that nonetheless had about it a beguiling feel of the toylike.

Kimball spent years restoring his locomotive, which he christened the Emma Nevada after a celebrated California-born operatic soprano, spiked down nine hundred feet of track, and had it running by 1942. Before long his Baldwin was joined by a second engine, a wood-burner that had served a Hawaiian sugar plantation. The Kimballs’ unorthodox honeymoon had taken them on an exploration of parched, half-forgotten logging and mining towns in the Sierra Nevada, and there they came upon the single remaining building of a long-vanished hamlet: a post office bearing the name Grizzly Flats. They brought the name home with them and bestowed it on their line. The Grizzly Flats Railroad gave Kimball the distinction of being the only American to own a full-size, operating train in his backyard.

A gregarious couple, the Kimballs often held “steam-ups” where they fed their friends and gave them rides. Disney first saw the Grizzly Flats Railroad at work in the fall of 1945. Kimball gave him a turn at the throttle; it was the first time Disney had been in the cab of a locomotive since his Missouri Pacific days. Kimball said, “I’m sure that I never saw him smile wider than that evening when he pulled the throttle on the Emma Nevada as she steamed out of the enginehouse with her bell ringing and whistle blowing.”

That enthusiasm had clearly stayed with him, for after George planted the idea of the Railroad Fair he got on the phone at once.

“Hey, Kimball, this is Walt.”

“Walt who?”

“Disney!” (“Walt who?” was a joke, one Kimball played again and again; he claimed his boss never caught on.) “There’s a swell train show they’re opening in Chicago down by the lake. It’s supposed to be the biggest event in railroad history and I want to go.”

So did Kimball, whose boss “said we would have to leave in two days to make it in time. I had been reading about the rail fair in the papers; how all the famous, historical railroad locomotives were refurbished, reboilered, retubed, and put in running order by the big railroads. I replied to Walt, ‘Wow, I want to see that.’ Here was my chance. So, I told him I’d be happy to go along.”

A couple of days later Kimball and Disney boarded the Santa Fe’s crack Super Chief and headed east. Disney established himself as the senior partner of the duo at their first dinner. The railroad-omniscient Kimball knew just what he wanted long before he saw the menu. “I was looking forward to that famous selection, ‘Santa Fe Beef Stew.’ They had a way of preparing the dish where they would sear the meat before they put it in with the vegetables and potatoes. It had a wonderful flavor. All my railroad friends talked about it, and I was looking forward to this moment on the Super Chief, going over the Cajon Pass through the San Bernardino mountain range, eating Santa Fe’s delicious stew.”

Disney told the steward, “I’ll have the filet mignon steak, rare.” Kimball said, “I’m having your wonderful and famous beef stew.”

Nothing doing. “Beef stew, for God’s sake!” Disney snorted, and countermanded the order: “He means he really wants the filet mignon.”

This was a surprising exercise of Disney’s executive power, because he was not a filet mignon man. His years on a short financial tether had given him a lifelong fondness for lunch-wagon cooking.

In 1956 his daughter Diane wrote, “He likes fried potatoes, hamburgers, western sandwiches, hot cakes, canned peas, hash, stew, roast-beef sandwiches. He’s not keen for steak—or any of the expensive cuts of meat.” When he came home for dinner in the 1950s, Diane said, he’d ask Thelma, their cook and housekeeper, what’s for dinner. “If it’s steak, he’ll say, ‘Oh, steaks,’ with a falling note in his voice to indicate disappointment.”

But possibly at that moment on the Super Chief he was living the railroad life of his youth, when the high rollers in the dining car would settle for nothing less than a porterhouse that overlapped its platter.

In any event, that night the two had filet mignon, and so it went, with Disney calling all the shots. During the forty-hour trip, he would knock on the wall between their adjoining roomettes and shout, “Kimball, come in here, let’s have a drink.”

The drink was scotch, poured from the cut-crystal decanter in Disney’s leather travel bar, and Kimball hated scotch: “It was like drinking some kind of lye solution.”

There were compensations. Kimball, like almost everyone who encountered Disney, said he was a superb storyteller. He rarely developed friendships with his employees, and became even more distant from them after the strike. Now though, cut loose from his company, he talked and talked, reminiscing about his past, formulating plans for the future, and assessing that newcomer, television. He did chew over his bitterness about the strike—“He couldn’t give that up,” Kimball said—but for the most part he was happy and relaxed.



The railroad companies had allowed themselves only six months’ preparation time to, as their promotional brochure put it, “give America its first great outdoor exposition since the war.” They’d come through impressively. The fair’s main event, “Wheels a-Rolling,” took place on a 450-foot-wide stage fronting the lake. Two-story-high panels at either side served as the wings, from behind which a century’s worth of rolling stock emerged twice daily to encapsulate the rise of American motive power.

The promoters did their best to herald an expansive future. The Chesapeake & Ohio presented “a full-scale model of a passenger car designed for its new, lightweight ‘Train X’… designed to permit speeds up to 150 miles an hour,” and the show ended on a note of triumphant modernity, richly described in the fair’s guidebook: “The pulsing music of Modern America soars up to the heavens and out across the fleeting whitecaps of beautiful Lake Michigan. Nowhere, nowhere today is there a frontier! Modern transport has met the supreme challenge of the horizon! And so, an epic of progress—an adventure in speed and growth—comes to a close… as two of railroading’s newest miracles—a giant steam locomotive and a magnificent new diesel—slowly, majestically form the final curtain.”

Nevertheless, the feel of the entire fair was one of elegy. The giant modern steam engine was indeed imposing: some American locomotives had grown to be eighty-five feet long and weigh three-quarters of a million pounds; but, like the dinosaurs, they became their largest on the eve of their extinction. The fair was really about the past, and the “Wheels a-Rolling” tableaus were, all but the final one, historical: locomotives from the 1830s, the Pioneer that steamed into Chicago in 1848, Lincoln’s funeral train, the driving of the Golden Spike completing the Transcontinental, the New York Central’s tall fleet 999, built in 1893 and said to be the first wheeled object to exceed one hundred miles per hour.

All this of course was deeply appealing to Kimball and Disney. When Lenox Lohr, head of the Museum of Science and Industry, discovered they were there, he opened the whole backstage area to them. “We could do anything we wanted,” said Kimball. “They let us run the steam locomotives around the three or four miles of trackage.” He was allowed to drive the DeWitt Clinton, a replica, created for the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, of the fourth locomotive made in America. For Kimball, “It was like shaking hands with George Washington.”

The two watched “Wheels a-Rolling” several times. Disney wept at each appearance of Lincoln’s funeral train, and he put on an 1870s top hat and frock coat to join the extras in the scene where “steel flows straight and guitars play sweetly as Fred Harvey introduces wholesome waitresses and wholesome food to the rough and tumble frontier towns of the old Southwest.”

But what most impressed him were the fair’s ancillary exhibits.

One can see some of the spores that would blow into Disneyland in the guidebook’s description: “In its acres of exhibits the Railroad Fair offers hours of fascinating enjoyment, intriguing pageantry, invaluable education. Taken back to that early day when an unbelieving American looked askance at the first wood-burning locomotive, you will move rapidly forward to the mammoth streamliners that beckon the way into our own tomorrow.… Each exhibit will prove an exciting and entirely different chapter in a stirring melodrama. While one railroad in truly duplicated surroundings will take you into the primitive Indian country it serves, another will carry you away to the playgrounds of Florida or the romantic old French Quarter of New Orleans… [or the] colorful old time western dance hall and other attractions capturing the exotic romance of the southwest.”

Disney would have been especially drawn to the Chicago & Northwestern’s display, which “re-created Chicago’s first railroad station. Interior of the station replica is a popular Fair ground playhouse. Studying the quaint old building from the outside, however, you find it easy to imagine unheralded Chicago of a century ago, a muddy frontier outpost serving as a trading center for miners, merchants, farmers and Indians.” He rode the “Deadwood Central” narrow-gauge from the fair’s entrance to “Gold Gulch,” a replica of a nineteenth-century mining town, and explored a miniature Yellowstone Park where Old Faithful spewed on an accelerated schedule.

There was gumbo to be had in the recreated French Quarter; and the people who served it were dressed in period costume, as were the miners and dance-hall girls in Gold Gulch. The exhibits added up to a coherent whole, the growth of America told in three dimensions, a history lesson you could walk through. Although the term still lay in the future, Walt Disney was visiting a theme park.

Kimball and Disney stayed at the fair for several days, and made another crucial stop on their way home, at Henry Ford’s twenty-year-old Greenfield Village outside Detroit. Ford had shared both Disney’s fondness for rural America and his intense dislike of the kind of labor that supported it. His “village” was a tribute to the nation’s agrarian past, but even more to the industrial age that remade it. As the richest American, he was able to collect on a titanic scale. He brought Thomas Edison’s Menlo Park laboratory (and seven freight car loads of the New Jersey earth it had stood on), the boardinghouse that had put up Edison’s workers, the Edison Illuminating Company in Detroit where the young Ford had tended the massive dynamos. He collected the homes of people he admired—Noah Webster’s, the slave cabin where George Washington Carver was born, Harvey Firestone’s childhood farm—and a courthouse where the young Lincoln practiced law. He acquired not only the Wright brothers’ house but the bicycle shop where they conducted their momentous experiments. Ford also shared Disney’s respect for detail; he had the mortar that had bound the stones of the Wright house’s foundation reground and reused.

Ford was not recreating the past as John D. Rockefeller had at Colonial Williamsburg; instead, he was building a vision of what most appealed to him about it (three watchmakers’ shops in his town, and none of the banks he despised), equipped with a Florida river stern-wheeler and a steam railroad.

Ford’s town was an entirely personal reflection of the man. So would Disney’s be “the road map of Walt Disney’s life,” as one of his colleagues was to say.






5 THE LILLY BELLE


The two travelers left the Midwest with Disney full of plans about his own Greenfield Village, his own Railroad Fair. Over the homeward-bound scotches he talked about it incessantly and scribbled down notes. “Disneyland was already forming in his mind,” said Kimball. “Of course he thought [it] should have a full-size steam train that he could have fun operating himself on days when the park was closed.”

A couple of days after returning to the studio, on August 31, he drafted a memo describing what he called “Mickey Mouse Park.”

“The Main Village, which includes the Railroad Station is built around a village green or informal park. In the park will be benches, a bandstand, drinking fountain, trees and shrubs. It will be a place for people to sit and rest, mothers and grandmothers can watch over small children at play. I want it to be very relaxing, cool and inviting.

“Around the park will be built the town. At one end will be the Railroad Station, at the other end, the Town Hall.… Adjoining the Town Hall will be the Fire and Police Stations. The Fire Station will contain practical fire apparatus scaled down.” There would be an opera house and movie theater, a toy store, a hobby shop, a magic store, and “an old-fashioned candy factory where we would sell candy that is no longer obtainable. We would use only the best materials and stress the fact that it is the old-fashioned kind that can’t be bought today.

“The Horse Car. The car would start at the Main Entrance and pick up those who did not want to walk. The car would take them down the street to the Railroad Station.…

“The Western Village. A general store with a soda fountain and lunch counter.… We might also put in some kind of a Western museum.

“We will have a pony ring, set up in a corral, where the kids can ride.

“The Stage Coach. The coach would leave the Western village, pass through the farm, go through the Indian village and pass the old mill. This would be by a special road.

“The Donkey Pack Train. The donkeys would be all hooked together and handled by one man. This would take ten kids.”



A surprising number of the ideas in this inaugural memo would come to pass, but the most immediate result of Disney’s visit to the Railroad Fair was his determination to build a railroad of his own.

Roger Broggie, who had joined the studio in 1939, was head of its machine shop, and he had helped Disney set up his Lionel train. The boss told Broggie, “This is an electric train, now what’s for real?”

That was a rhetorical question, one to which Disney had already received the answer in Chicago. Live steam was for real. Live steam is, after all, live—or at least simulates life as vigorously as Disney’s cartoons do. Disney found out from Kimball that there was a fraternity of West Coast enthusiasts who had built and were running such operations. Kimball introduced him to one of them, a man named Dick Jackson, who, having made a fortune in selling after-market automobile accessories—luggage racks, spare tire mounts, horns, headlamps—had spent much of it on a one-twelfth scale (one inch on the model equals one foot on its full-size prototype) railroad in the yard of his Beverly Hills home.

Disney went out to see it, and Jackson, having explained that the scale was large enough to accommodate grown-up passengers, let him drive the locomotive, a model of a 1920 B&O passenger engine that its owner had built from the original plans. Yes, this was what Disney wanted.

He found out that there was a small industry producing miniature steam trains, but all of its products seemed drab to him—somber and gray, drearily representative of this dying time of steam railroads in North America.

Broggie, who was also interested in the hobby, took Disney to meet another fan: Jerry Best, a Warner Bros. sound engineer who not only built models but was one of the nation’s leading railroad historians, with an immense collection of photographs, drawings, and models. Best introduced him to the Central Pacific’s No. 173. Disney fell for it at once. Best said, “It was those pictures and my little model that sold Walt—he said that it was the most beautifully proportioned locomotive ever built, and the one he wanted for his model. He had a great eye for design.”

Disney’s eye hadn’t failed him. The 173 was handsome as a clipper ship—long, lean, glinting with brass brightwork. Shipped around Cape Horn in pieces to California, and at work on the West Coast when the Transcontinental Railroad was completed, it was a passenger locomotive of the era, so typical that its pattern was known as the American Type, a 4-4-0—which, according to the universally used Whyte system of classification, meant that it had four pilot (leading) wheels, four larger driving wheels, and no trailing ones.

The morning after Best had loaned him photographs of the 173, he brought them to Roger Broggie’s office: “I’ve found the design I want to build.”

The Central Pacific had been absorbed by the Southern Pacific years earlier, but had kept 173’s blueprints in its archives. Broggie got hold of them, and began breaking them down into working plans for a one-eighth scale model, a chore that took four months. From these were drafted thirty-five engineering drawings that scrupulously showed every gear and driving rod, and Broggie assigned various chores to his twelve-man staff, some parts to be cut in the machine shop while the studio’s prop shop carved smooth wooden patterns from which castings would be made. All the finer work went to men who maintained the watchwork intricacies of the studio’s animation equipment.

Disney stopped by every day to check on progress, and on one of these visits said to Broggie, with unusual diffidence, “I don’t want to interfere with what the boys are doing, but I don’t think it is fair that they’re having all the fun. I’d like to help.”

Broggie cleared off a workbench, and the next day began conducting a master class in machining for his single pupil. Disney proved a good student. “He surprised all of us,” Broggie said. “In many ways Walt [was] a temperamental guy. Most of the boys didn’t think he’d be much good in the shop. But he had a high aptitude for machine work.”

The machinist, too, was a temperamental guy—he was known around the shop (when well out of earshot) as “the Prince of Darkness”—but the two men worked harmoniously together. “You only had to show Walt once,” Broggie said, “and he got the picture.” They had an affinity that went beyond Disney’s being a quick study. Any good machinist—and Broggie was the best—is a perfectionist, and he saw the same in his pupil.

As Disney turned the small whistle on a jeweler’s lathe, bored holes with a miniature drill press in the stanchions that would support the handrails that ran along the boiler, he took a pleasure approaching joy at seeing how exquisite his baby version of No. 173 would be, how rich with the detail he would someday demand for every aspect of his park.

Number 173 was not destined to be a mere ornament; it was to power a railway system, and Disney needed a place to run it. Early in 1949 he drove Lillian out to see a five-acre undeveloped hilltop in Holmby Hills, between Beverly Hills and Bel Air. It seemed time for a new, larger house—their two daughters, Diane and Sharon, were soon to be teenagers—and Lillian liked the site. So did her husband, although she had little idea of what chiefly drew him to it: varied terrain, a broad lower outcropping of land, fine views that would be finer still when seen from a moving train.

The Disneys bought 355 Carolwood Drive on June 1, set an architect to work on a seventeen-room house, comfortable but by no means grand by Hollywood magnate standards, and Disney took a topographical map of the property to Broggie to work out where the tracks would go. He gave the job to one of his draftsmen, Eddie Sargeant, another railroad enthusiast, who scratch-built model locomotives in his spare time. He worked up a track plan, but his first pass was too timid for Disney: “No, that’s not what I want. You show track only on the lower shelf. I want the line to run completely around the house. That’s why I bought five acres of land, so I’d have plenty of running room!”

Sargeant’s next try was more like it: 2,615 feet of track connected with eleven switches so cunningly laid out that a train could steam along for nearly a mile without passing over any stretch of the line twice in the same direction. This won Disney’s instant acceptance, but there was a problem.

Walt’s track plan did not sit well with his wife. He complained to a colleague that “Lilly has made up her mind that I shouldn’t run my railroad completely around the house because it was going to run right through the middle of her garden. She wanted to have a large window put in so her friends can look out at her flowers while they’re playing Canasta.”

Disney explained this impasse to Jack Rorex, who was in charge of construction on the studio back lot; he suggested a tunnel that, at ninety feet, would be long enough to allow the train to pass under the garden. The card players would never have to see it.

This was an expensive solution, made the more so because Rorex had suggested it be dug in the shape of an elongated “S” whose curves would prevent riders entering at one end from seeing the light at the other. Once construction was under way Rorex had second thoughts: was the sense of mystery those curves would impart really worth the trouble? He suggested to Disney it would be prudent to make the tunnel straight.

“Hell, it’s cheaper not to do it at all,” Disney said. Back at the studio he gave his secretary an order: “I don’t want you to tell me any of the costs for the Carolwood tunnel.”

The trestle proved even more extravagant. At forty-six feet long and nine high, it was large enough to bring itself under the authority of Los Angeles building codes; it demanded the same standards as any public bridge in the city. The trestle was a wooden one, made of two- by four-inch redwood beams, because, as Broggie said, “We had a goal in the shop. Everything was to be built in the same manner as the 1880s.”

That rule fell apart when it came to laying the tracks. The prospect of hammering them down to the ties, yard after yard after yard, with clothespin-size spikes was too daunting. They were built by what Broggie called, with purist scorn, the “Lionel Method.” That is, ten-foot sections were prefabricated—ties, spikes, and all—and set down the way they would be on a toy train layout.

The first track was laid in December of 1949, the final rails the following May. Disney named his line the Carolwood Pacific (he liked the fact that it had the same initials as the Central Pacific where the original 173 spent its working life).

The locomotive also got christened. A week before Christmas Disney came into the shop and told Broggie, “I think I have the perfect name for the locomotive. I’m going to call her Lilly Belle. It’s for Lillian, and I think she’ll be pleased. Besides, she’s been a good sport about this whole railroading project.”

Broggie also had some news. That morning he’d had the engine going for the first time; he had tested it with compressed air, and all the running gear functioned smoothly. Now it only remained to fire her up.

Disney startled him: “We could hold the steam-up during the Christmas party next Saturday.” Broggie was not at all enthusiastic about giving the virgin locomotive its first run in front of the staff: steam was far more powerful than compressed air, and all sorts of flaws might reveal themselves.

So began a busy few days. The cab wouldn’t be finished on time, but the tender had to be, as it carried not only the fuel and water, but the engineer. Broggie’s men attended to the final touches while the prop crew laid a three-hundred-foot circle of track in Sound Stage 1. On Christmas morning Broggie trundled the engine and tender—seven feet long, 350 pounds—over from the machine shop and set them on the track.

Special scale-size coal, ordered from Pennsylvania, went into the firebox; water was pumped from the tender to the boiler, the fire lighted. The engine creaked and pinged as pressure mounted; when it reached its maximum of 120 pounds per square inch, the safety valve did its job, lifting and slobbering out excess steam. Disney reached down and tugged the whistle valve; it’s four-note voice filled the cavernous hall with surprising authority.

No question of who would get the first ride. Disney sat on the tender, braced his feet on two pegs that extended from its forward sides, and cracked the throttle. Steam punched into the cylinders, the pistons slid, and the driving wheels began to turn. For a moment they slipped on the rails, then gained traction and, hissing and chirping and spilling pungent coal smoke, the Lilly Belle steamed forward with tiny majesty past the cheering staff and the deeply relieved Broggie.



The Lilly Belle went to work the next May, when she arrived in Holmby Hills from the studio and was, for the first time, mounted on the road that had been prepared for her. Surrounded by landscapers still at work on the grounds, Disney spent some time admiring his creation. She made a brave sight: bright red driving wheels, blued-steel jacket held to the boiler by polished brass bands that blazed in the California sunshine, and teeming with Disney-delighting detail. Railroad headlamps, for instance, were elaborate affairs in the 1860s, and so was the Lilly Belle’s: scarlet and gilt, with side panels bearing appropriate scenes painted by a studio artist showing a view of the Yosemite Valley on one, a bull elk on the other.

The locomotive’s minute precision spooked Salvador Dalí, who was in a short-lived but cordial collaboration with Disney. He darkly imagined small-scale disasters “or even sabotage… like miniature train wreckers! Such perfection did not belong to models.”

The Lilly Belle was joined by equally perfect freight cars, a yellow caboose that Disney built entirely by himself—it took him a full year—and six passenger-carrying gondolas. Unlike the other cars, which were made solely from the same materials that went into their nineteenth-century prototypes, these latter were molded aluminum. But care was taken that the wood grain on the patterns showed up in the metal, which, once painted, was indistinguishable from wood until you touched it (a technique that would show up again in Disneyland).

Once up and running, this spectacular plaything proved immensely popular. The Disneys weren’t much for going to Hollywood parties, but they enjoyed holding gatherings at which the Carolwood Pacific was the main event, and now a good deal of Hollywood came to them: Frank Sinatra, the six-year-old Candice Bergen with her famous ventriloquist father Edgar, the producers Walter Wanger and Hal Wallis, the durable doyenne Mary Pickford, Kirk Douglas (who had a leading role in Disney’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, and rather churlishly sued the studio for $415,000 for invasion of privacy when a clip of him aboard the train appeared later in a Disney television show). Every guest went for a ride, eleven to a trainload—the muscular Lilly Belle could haul two thousand pounds—peering down from a berm into what Disney named the Yensid Valley (“Disney” spelled backward), perhaps being a bit alarmed by the trestle, which looked a good deal higher from the cars than it did from the ground, and pleased by the disorienting blackness of the costly tunnel. Sometimes they stopped for refreshment at a fully equipped ice cream parlor Disney had set up near the house’s swimming pool.

The Carolwood Pacific attracted attention well beyond Hollywood. Look magazine ran an article on it that generated so much interest that Disney established a micro-business selling working drawings and even castings based on the Lilly Belle. More and more strangers showed up just to have a look at the train.
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