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For Jey, my partner in puzzles and in life






PART 1 [image: ] WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF ESCAPE ROOMS





Imagine this: You stand shoulder to shoulder with seven other people in a little group. You’re facing a closed office door. Your assignment: to get through that door, no matter what’s stopping you.

And at the moment, what’s stopping you is a very stubborn secretary.

The secretary stands firm against your pleas. This is the office of a vital person in the communications office, she tells you, and she can’t just let you in.

Unless, she adds with a knowing wink, you happen to have something you can trade for her to look the other way.

You confer with your friends. One of your teammates hands the woman a set of food-ration coupons, usable in the made-up country of Argovia.

The secretary is delighted with the bribe. She thanks you profusely, saying this will more than cover her midday meal and that she’ll be back in an hour—and please, don’t break anything.

She holds the office door open as your group files in, closing it behind you with a firm click.

Inside the room, the lights are dim. The space is filled with large, boxy shapes.

You pause to let your eyes adjust to the darkness. There’s a clunking sound, like a big machine whirring to life, and an electric buzz fills the room as the lights turn on, one by one. You and your friends look around excitedly to see what you’re dealing with.

You find yourself standing in the office of a bureaucrat, obviously a cog in some type of dystopian government machine. There are big propaganda posters on the walls; books on a shelf locked behind a grille; a typewriter with strange letters on its keys.

On the wall, a timer blinks on: sixty minutes. It begins counting down.

The game is on.
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A paper prop from the Spark of Resistance escape room



This is the scenario for Spark of Resistance, an escape room that I opened with five friends in 2014 in Portland, Oregon.

In the story, the players were a team of spies, activated for a secret mission: to infiltrate a double agent’s office.

“Our double agent has missed a vital check-in, and we fear that something has happened to them. We need you and your special puzzle-solving skills to investigate the double agent’s office and figure out where they’ve gone.”

Over the span of sixty minutes, players explored the office, met up with the double agent, were betrayed when the agent escaped the building without them, and then freed themselves—but only if they completed all the puzzles in time, of course.

It was the first escape room in the state and one of the first in the Pacific Northwest. We learned a lot from designing and building it and even more from watching thousands of people play it.

Is a couple good at communicating with each other? Is a work team well synchronized? Does a family have a strong dynamic? Drop them in an escape room, close the door, hit the timer, and find out.

Escape rooms are the perfect exercises in communicating, assessing information, and making decisions quickly. As such, every player has their strengths and weaknesses.

What this book aims to do is help you identify yours—and use that knowledge to slay every room you encounter. (With your similarly armed friends, of course!) In fact, you can use the tools in this book to improve not only your escape room game but also your chances of solving any puzzle—because, as you’ll learn, they all operate from the same set of principles.

The makers and players of immersive puzzle games come from many different backgrounds. Still, one thing we all have in common is a sense of curiosity and a willingness to challenge ourselves.

I design escape rooms and puzzle games for a living, and while it’s been a long, meandering road to this point, I have definitely always loved mysteries.

I grew up reading about kid detectives like Nancy Drew and Encyclopedia Brown, and I loved stories about strange events and hidden treasures, like Graeme Base’s children’s book The Eleventh Hour.

In college, I discovered the interactive, live Internet games called ARGs, or alternate reality games. (In fact, that’s how I met my partner, who created the first ARG I ever played.) ARGs play out across the web, with codes hidden in websites, phone numbers leading to live actors, and, sometimes, actual buried treasure—all reached by solving puzzles.

I was officially hooked.

When we moved to Portland, we were welcomed by someone I knew through the ARG community forums but had never met in person. He introduced us to a monthly puzzle-solving event called Puzzled Pint. Every second Tuesday of the month, people gather in bars and restaurants to solve themed puzzles on paper alongside their friends.

With Puzzled Pint, I honed my skills and started thinking of myself as a “puzzler” for the first time. I also met an amazing group of people with a similarly deep interest in this admittedly nerdy pursuit. When we heard that an escape room had opened in a nearby state, we immediately hit the road.

I’d never seen anything like it: it was all the stuff I loved from detective stories and puzzle games, but life-size—a room with objects, padlocks, and clues that you could actually touch.

On the drive back, we were ecstatic. This medium’s incredible potential was already clear: escape rooms were like live, participatory theater crossed with video games.

“Let’s make one,” we said. “How hard can it be?” (Spoiler alert: very!)

After a lot of sweat and a little bit of blood and tears, we opened Spark of Resistance. And since then, we’ve been lucky to make many more exciting adventures for the curious at heart.

My goal with this book is to open up the world of escape rooms to as many new players as possible and give them the tools to succeed.

So let’s start at the beginning. Whether you’re an expert with hundreds of games under your belt or just an enthusiastic beginner, this book has something for everyone.

First, we’ll explore how escape rooms came to exist. It’s an incredible historical journey, from archaeological digs—who knew that escape rooms could be linked to ancient Mesopotamia?—to the latest and greatest in virtual-reality technology.

Because entertainment evolves along with people’s ability to access it, it’s also a story about how humans travel and gather together: first on foot, then by train, and now via the Internet.

Games are universal. Play is what links all humans (and even many animals) together: we share in feelings of joy and release, and play inspires us as teammates to create something greater than our individual selves.

Next, we’ll learn how escape rooms work and how to solve them.

After that, I’ll show you how to recognize different types of puzzles and ciphers and what to look out for with keys, padlocks, electromagnets, and more. You’ll learn about how games are structured, what your game monitor is thinking, how hints work, and how to avoid red herrings.

And I’ll teach you how to work well together as a team, with strategies for communication and empathy during gameplay.

Armed with this knowledge, you’ll be able to tackle any escape room game, whether at home or on location, keep your team flowing, and solve puzzles like a pro.

Let’s go, puzzlers!




CHAPTER 1 What Is an Escape Room?



Alone we can do so little. Together we can do so much.

—HELEN KELLER



What is an escape room? That’s a great question, dear reader, and I’m glad you asked it.

Escape rooms are puzzle gamesI with a time limit,* set in a locked room,* played with a team,* in the real world.*

Let’s start with the original escape rooms: real-world, interactive games.

In these rooms, you’re going to be with a team of people, and you’ll be shown into a decorated room of some kind, and when the door closes behind you, a timer will start and you’ll have to solve as many puzzles as you can before it runs out.

“Solving puzzles with a timer running? This sounds like an elaborate form of torture,” you may be saying. “Didn’t I see a horror movie about this?”

As a person who has played many escape rooms, as well as someone who has created many games for other people to play, I can assure you: it is fun.

Really fun, actually! And no, we won’t kill you (literally or figuratively) if you don’t make it out in time, I promise.

More important, escape rooms are an awesome way to connect with friends, family, coworkers, or even strangers:

Like playing a board game, you’re in person, spending time together.

Like playing sports, you’re on a team, with everyone working to achieve the same goal.

Like playing a video game, you have to figure out the rules of the world and learn how to master them.

And like watching a movie, you’re getting to see a cool story.

Truth be told, even if you don’t win, it’s still a good time, because other people are what make it fun. You enter the game as individuals and come out on the other side as a team. And, I hope, you experience a little bit of story magic along the way.

I. Most of the time, anyway. Escape rooms can also be board games, paper-based games, or computer games played virtually. We’ll discuss other types of escape rooms in a later part of this book.






CHAPTER 2 Ancient History to the 1800s



We can only know where we’re going if we know where we’ve been.

—MAYA ANGELOU



Escape rooms have an interesting history. They may seem like a new trend, but in truth, they’re an extension of a long legacy of in-person entertainment.

Much of today’s entertainment takes place on screens. The video game industry, for example, is worth hundreds of billions of dollars. One thing that sets escape rooms apart is that they’re “embodied”—that is, they take place in a physical space, with other people present. In the cultural context of the video game age, anything that’s successfully getting people to come together in the real world is worth a closer look.

We can trace the way escape rooms came to be part of this realm of embodied entertainment through the creation of entertainment venues like theme parks, the history of experimental theater, the development of computers and arcade games, and the introduction of game and puzzle vocabulary to the general public through game shows on TV.



Something that’s always fascinated me about in-person entertainment is how it evolves alongside humanity’s ability to travel and gather.

First of all, humans love to play! Always have, always will. Toys, dice, and game components have been found in archaeological dig sites all over the world, and the rules of some games, like Senet from ancient Egypt, have survived to this day. The Chinese game Go is 2,500 years old, and there’s evidence that Mancala was played in Jordan around the year 6000 BC.

So when you see news articles about a “new fad” like board games or puzzle rooms, just remember that, in spirit, they’re not so new. Rather, they’re speaking to something ancient and familiar. What is new is how we access those games and who we play them with.

Back when entertainment and large gatherings were only accessible by foot, on horseback, or on a cart pulled by an ox, we saw epic events like the Olympics in Greece (776 BC through AD 260) and medieval fairs in twelfth-century Europe.

In the early 1800s, transportation underwent a major shift. People traveled around cities via horse-drawn trams and streetcars, and reached new places on steamships and ferries.

The more travel became possible, the more destinations appeared to travel to: pleasure gardens, world’s-fair exhibitions of human innovation and invention, even trolley parks located at the end of streetcar lines (to make sure that people kept buying tickets on the weekends).

Whenever people can travel, entertainment follows.


PEOPLE AND PLAY

Pakistan, 2500s BC

Picture this scene: a city street with high brick walls and a small alley where children have gathered to play. Nearby are the bustling sounds of city life, rolling cart wheels and overheard conversations.

The children are crouching around a set of dice, taking turns rolling them and picking up short sticks. A small boy is playing with a clay figurine of a dog, moving it around on the ground. He makes it bark at a figurine of an ox, which rises up on its hind legs in response.

Nearby, another child sits on a step, concentrating hard.

He is holding a clay disk with raised ridges in a labyrinth pattern. Inside the channel created by the ridges is a clay marble. The child tilts the disk, gently adjusting the angles to roll the marble along. Suddenly the marble picks up speed, and the child quickly corrects the movement, tilting the disk in the other direction—but it’s too much, too fast, and the marble bounces off, hitting the pavement below and rolling away.

One of the dice-playing children picks up the marble and hands it back to her friend without even looking up from her game.

This scene could take place in any city, at any time in history; these children and their games are instantly recognizable. But the scene I’m thinking of is set in Mohenjo-daro, a city in the Indus Valley, nearly five thousand years ago.



High in the Himalayan mountains, the Indus River flows toward the Arabian Sea. Over many years, it has carved out a valley. Nearly five thousand years ago, hundreds of thousands of people lived in 1,400 towns in what is now Pakistan and Northern India.

Mohenjo-daro was an incredible city, with urban development on the level of Rome, which wouldn’t appear until a good 2,500 years later. It’s laid out in a grid format, with multistory brick buildings and a complex sewer system that fed homes with fresh water and removed their waste. It’s one of the first urban centers in human history.

No one has yet translated the Indus language, so we have to turn to an archaeologist’s perspective to understand them as a people: What do the remains of their cities and the objects found there tell us about their interests, their families, their lives? What kind of people would live in these buildings and use these items?

As always, the most fascinating finds are the small details that reveal that, no matter how long ago these people lived, they were not really so different from you or me.



The excavation of Mohenjo-daro began in 1922 with its discovery by history professor R. D. Banerji, an officer of the Archaeological Survey of India, and paused around 1965 to preserve the structures from weathering due to exposure.

In that period, archaeologists uncovered wonderful artifacts, including a bronze statue of a young girl posing with an instantly recognizable teenage attitude, and a soapstone carving of an aristocratic, bearded man wearing ornamental head- and armbands and a decorative cloak over one shoulder.

But the smaller items that were found are equally revealing. There were a lot of terra-cotta artifacts, including many toys that look like they would barely survive being played with by today’s children—so it’s all the more remarkable that they’ve lasted 4,500 years.

There were little figures of oxen, including intact carts made from straw, and a small ram’s head on a bird’s body, with wheels on either side. There were also lots of game markers and six-sided dice, exactly the same as you’d get in a game box today. And there were maze puzzles.

These maze puzzles are clay objects that look like small plates with raised ridges in a maze pattern, creating narrow channels. The idea is to set a marble in the maze channel, then tilt the plate to move the marble along without it dropping into another channel or falling off entirely. This type of dexterity game still exists today—I’ve played them. (They’re hard!)
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A wooden maze puzzle with small clay balls. Similar puzzles were found during the excavation of Mohenjo-daro.



In fact, this puzzle style caused a stir in 1889, when it was reinvented and produced by toymaker Charles Martin Crandall.

His version of the game, dubbed Pigs in Clover, was made of wood and paper, with the marbles representing pigs being driven into a pen in the center. It was an instant hit. The Waverly Free Press wrote about it at the time: “Of course you’ve seen the new puzzle, ‘Pigs in Clover.’ It is astonishing how quick that toy has captured the city.”1

The public craving for Pigs in Clover lasted for several months, and the newspaper wrote that it was “to be found on the oars and the ferryboats, in counting-rooms and law offices, in restaurants and in bar rooms. It is offered for sale on every street corner,” and had even “invaded the United States Senate chamber.” A later article in the same paper reported that two million units had been sold within a year.2

The passion for puzzling persists today. Open any newspaper and you’re bound to find a crossword puzzle or a sudoku. It’s a safe bet that most people’s mobile phones have at least one game installed, if not many.

The pleasure of discovery and achievement is universal and timeless, as relevant now as it was five thousand years ago. As technology changes, the nature of those challenges and solutions evolves, but the feeling of delight is identical.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF EXPERIENTIAL ENTERTAINMENT

Southern Netherlands, 1550

The town square bustles with people. The smells of fish, smoke, beer, and gingerbread waft through the air. There’s noise everywhere: music, laughter, excited chatter.

In a pub nearby, people dance merrily. Stalls outside sell gingerbread in the shape of flowers, birds, and armor. Nearby, a woman cooks waffles on an iron over a fire, while at another stall, a woman chops fish.

Puppets dance and perform in the window of a small booth as tourists look on, sitting side by side with market vendors still wearing their aprons and pretty young girls giggling together.

People wear all sorts of costumes: the colorful motley of a jester, masks, and funny hats. One man has even tied waffles to his head.

A procession of revelers makes its way between the buildings and toward the square. Down the road, a child stuffs his mouth with a pancake as he runs to find a good spot to watch the parade. As he wedges himself in among the crowd, an egg lands at his feet.

With a shriek, he squints up at the buildings nearby. A lady standing on a balcony laughs and waves, an egg in her other hand, ready to toss upon another unsuspecting pedestrian.

The people shuffle to either side of the narrow passage to make way for the procession.

People in animal masks and brightly colored clothes gambol and dance in front of carts filled with people making music and singing. One man plays a flute; another raps a drum, keeping time.

A man in a mask and cape makes noise with a straw driven through a skin drawn taut over the mouth of a clay pot as a costumed figure with a round belly and pot on their head strums a stringed lute.

In the crowd, a man bangs a wooden spoon on a pot, adding to the clamor.

This is a community festival in the 1550s, a time when people of shared towns and villages came together to celebrate the changing of the seasons and to indulge in frivolity and fun.

These major events were precursors to celebrations and gatherings that we hold to this day. The path to contemporary entertainment like theme parks begins here, with roots in festivals in ancient and medieval times.


FOOT TRAFFIC

For most of human existence, travel was limited to where we could go on foot; where we could get on the back of a horse, ox, or donkey; and where we could get via ship… at least until the boat lands, at which point, we’re back on foot or on top of an animal. Travel was often dangerous, time-consuming, and laborious. Yet throughout human history, there have been festivals, fairs, and sports competitions.

These events were what we would call liminal, a word that describes transitions or boundaries between spaces, both real or imagined, such as the space between life and death. There is a line drawn around liminal events, metaphorically (and sometimes literally). These events exist only for a specific amount of time, in a specific space, and then disperse.

Games, incidentally, are also liminal: people come together to play, they understand the new rules of the temporary situation, they complete the game, and the temporary situation ends, with the understanding that rules of the world now return to normal.

In ancient times, these liminal spaces often represented a time when political grudges were put on hold, such as when Olympic athletes were granted safe passage to travel to the games even if the countries between were warring. In medieval times, fairs and festivals were a chance for structures of power to be temporarily reversed, with events like the crowning of the fool.

When these events ended, life returned to normal, though sometimes people walked away changed, having gained new knowledge and new experiences.


The Ancient Olympics

The ancient games were held from 776 BC through AD 260 in Olympia, near the western coast of the Peloponnese peninsula of southern Greece. Olympia was known for its magnificent temples to Zeus and Hera, making it a fitting location for an event to honor the twelve gods.

Citizens traveled from as far away as modern-day Spain and Turkey to participate, and an “Olympic truce” was put in place to allow competitors and spectators safe passage.3

Olympia was an area of about a square kilometer, surrounded on three sides by a wall that denoted its status as a sacred space. Inside the wall were temples of Zeus and Hera and administrative buildings for the ancient games. Outside the wall were the stadium, hippodrome, athlete baths, and hotels for visitors.

According to Pausanias, a Greek traveler in the second century AD, there were statues along the path to the stadium commemorating athletes who won races, as well as a sort of “avenue of shame” with statues of athletes who were caught cheating or accepting bribes.

As the Romans conquered Greece, the prominence of the Olympic Games declined. When Christianity was declared the official religion of the Roman Empire, they were banned in AD 393 as pagan festivals by Emperor Theodosius.

The Olympics as we know them today were revived in 1896, and while the games don’t have the same religious connotations as their predecessor, they still represent the original ideal of unity between mind, body, and will, and the coming together of many nations.

Some pagan elements remain, however, such as the symbolic lighting of the torch and its relay, introduced by the Third Reich in 1936. At Olympia, Greece, the torch is lit using a parabolic mirror to focus the rays of the sun, representing the flame of Zeus’s altar. The torch is then carried by a series of people to the site of the Olympic games.4


Fairs and Festivals

Fairs and festivals were a major part of medieval European citizens’ lives, and wow, did they love to party.

In England during the twelfth century, people had to seek permission from their local political and religious bodies to gather together in person. Towns would receive charters to hold fairs, which were chances for merchants to trade their wares and for people to let loose in between strict religious observances.

The opportunity to make money was enticing for everyone involved. Merchants could reach many customers at once. The local nobles and church of the town would make a profit from sales. And from that income, they would pay taxes benefitting the Crown, who had given the charter.

In ancient Italy and Greece, polytheists held feasts and celebrations to mark the changing of the seasons, indicated by the relationship of the sun’s position to the earth. The solstices happen in June (summer solstice) and December (winter solstice), marking the shortest and longest days of the year. The spring and fall equinoxes happen in March (vernal equinox) and September (autumnal equinox), marking days and nights of equal length.

In Rome, there were many events set around the winter solstice, including raucous multiweek feasts honoring Saturn and celebrations of the birth of the sun god Sol Invictus featuring games and chariot racing. As Christianity rose in Rome, between the second and fourth centuries AD scholars debated and eventually settled on the date of the birth of Jesus Christ as December 25.

Although the exact history is unclear, it appears that over the following centuries, solstice-related partying merged with the more austere “Christ’s Mass,” setting the scene for the celebration of Christmas that’s known today.

Until the establishment and rise of Christmas, the biggest ecclesiastical event was Easter, an event around the spring equinox. The period before Easter is known as Lent, a symbolic forty-day period of fasting and repentance.

And before that fast is a celebratory period known as Carnival, from the Late Latin carne levare, or “remove meat,” as adherents abstain from meat. (This was also a convenient way to help people use up the remainder of the food they had stored over the winter.)

Carne can also refer to the flesh of the body, as people indulged in feasting and frivolity before the long period of religious piety resumed.

They listened to music, ate, drank, danced, attended parades, played sports and games, watched plays, told stories, and, of course, came decked out in their most special, brightly colored clothes. (One person visiting a fair in Naples wrote of the “laced jacket and flame-colored stockings” and “enormous” buckles worn by commoners.5)



There were also important symbolic rituals attached to these events. Carnival was a way to turn the world upside down in a sanctioned and temporary way. It was a chance to use farce and irreverence to recognize, comment upon, and critique the frustrations as well as the pleasures of their difficult lives.

Events representing the symbolic upending of social order included servants giving orders to their masters, laypeople delivering sermons, and the mock crowning of a Carnival king, whose rise and removal at the end of the festival period mirrored the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Today, Carnival is still celebrated all over the world. In the United States, its most famous festival is Mardi Gras in New Orleans, Louisiana, beginning in the weeks leading up to Shrove Tuesday and the start of Lent.

We can also look to the United States for contemporary examples of drawing a metaphorical circle around a space and the rowdy, uninhibited events that take place there. Just consider the motto for Las Vegas, Nevada, a city known for its casinos, shopping, nightlife, and legalized prostitution: “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.”

Because these events had an end date in place, it was possible for the Church and Crown to control the ways that people let off steam during these periods of partying.

But in addition to all the drinking and feasting, when people gather in person, interesting things start to happen socially, too. People form bonds with one another and develop a sense of community. They share knowledge with one another. And they discover that there’s power in numbers.



As people continued to gather for fairs, services were established to support them, allowing events to grow year to year. Festivals often represented concentrations of economic, political, and religious power, and the rise and fall of many famous festivals reflected the shifting politics of their eras.

Events like Bartholomew Fair in England in 1133 grew to be extraordinarily popular, and the opportunity for trade and commerce was so great that it attracted merchants from the Netherlands, France, and Germany. In the 1600s, it was known for its tournament competitions, acrobats, juggling, and menageries.

Similar events sprang up around Europe. In 1598, Dyrehavsbakken (or Bakken, “the Hill,” for short) in Klampenborg, Denmark, attracted visitors because of its natural spring, a welcome alternative to the poor water in Copenhagen at the time. The entertainers followed, of course, until Dyrehavsbakken was deemed off-limits, as it took place on royal hunting grounds.



Between the 1600s and 1800s, events like Bartholomew and Bakken continued to evolve from practical to recreational use, and as they did, so did the entertainments.

But even as these events were controlled and licensed by the clergy, as sentiment and political power shifted, and the general populace began to explore their own power, the festivals were often targeted as sources of moral danger.

In 1618, a man named Robert Dover in the Cotswolds, England, created the “Olimpick Games.” King James I directly supported the event, even sending colorful clothes for Dover to wear, in a clear challenge to Puritans’ plain dress.

The games ended in 1642 with the outbreak of the English Civil War, a conflict between the Puritans and the supporters of the king. The games were briefly revived, but they shut down again in 1852, when the public grounds were claimed for private ownership.

But you can’t keep a good party down for long.

In the 1800s, as canals, steamships, and railroads developed, both Bartholomew and Bakken saw a large growth in popularity and attendance. Bartholomew lasted until it was shut down in 1855 for “vice” and “villainy,” but Bakken is still standing today, and is named by the Guinness Book of World Records as the “world’s oldest amusement park.”6 The Olimpick Games have been run annually since 1963.

Changing economic and travel systems gradually changed the nature of these fairs.

In many cases, trade started concentrating on major, centralized cities. They were easier to reach with ships, and the shift allowed merchants to draw economic control away from the local churches who were taking a cut of the sales.

At the same time, it eliminated the need for regional events to serve as the focal point for economic trade. Happily, the same evolving transportation also allowed the general population to spread out, in search of one thing: fun.

STREETCARS AND TRAINS

Denmark, 1844

A family strolls down a wide brick path, squinting against the sunlight. Everywhere, there is sound: the murmur of conversation, the trickle of music nearby, people laughing from across the field, birds trilling as they hop out of the flower beds, hoping to snatch a bread crumb from people eating lunch.

Suddenly, in the distance, there is the rat-a-tat-tat of a drum and the tuning of flutes.

The children perk up. It’s time for the parade.

The sound of fifes and drums approaches along with the regular marching of footsteps in sync. A band of children in military dress passes by, their pressed white trousers, bright red jackets, and tall, furry bearskin hats forming unbroken lines of color. They are concentrating hard on their instruments.

This is the Tivoli Youth Guard, a group of children organized to celebrate the second season of Tivoli Gardens, a pleasure garden in Copenhagen. Today, the park is in the heart of the city and spans twenty acres, featuring roller coasters, theaters, carousels, and a Ferris wheel.

While Tivoli Gardens was originally inspired by a different theme park in Paris, it has outlasted most of its competition and is one of the oldest parks today. It is also often cited as the inspiration for Walt Disney creating his own innovative set of parks in the United States.



Where people go, entertainment follows.

During the Gilded Age in the late nineteenth century, industry and commerce thrived. Wealth was unevenly distributed, with industrialists and tycoons at the top of the heap. But as countries around the world shifted from agricultural societies to industrial ones, larger groups of people had more money and fewer working hours.

And with the introduction of the horse-drawn tram in the 1830s, the general populace suddenly had easier, more affordable access to farther-away places.

During this time, streetcar companies used the space at the end of their lines to create trolley parks—picnic and recreation areas that could be used on the weekends—a great way to drum up ridership on an otherwise slow day, since electric companies charged streetcar owners a flat rate whether the trolley was in use or not.

Coney Island in Brooklyn, New York, was one prominent example of an 1820s trolley park that people accessed via horse-drawn streetcar or steamship. By the late 1840s, a ferry line connected to the peninsula’s western point, opening it up to the middle classes. The first rail line to connect to Coney Island opened in 1864, and by 1875, expansion of the railway brought one million passengers, which doubled to two million the next year.

In 1843, in Copenhagen, Denmark, Georg Cartensen opened Tivoli Gardens. He had obtained a charter that granted him permission and land by telling King Christian VIII, “Naar Folket morer sig, laver det ikke Revolution” (“When the people have fun, they don’t make revolution”).

When it opened, Tivoli featured bandstands, restaurants, theaters, gardens, and mechanical rides including a roller coaster and a carousel. It was lit by lanterns at night. Today, it remains the second-oldest operating amusement park in the world, and one of the most popular.



The busy era of the mid-1800s also saw the introduction of the first world’s fair, Crystal Palace, in London, England, created as a showcase of global industrial achievement.

Technology at that time was rapidly advancing. People were hungry to see it, and many had the time and means to travel for exactly that. Soon after, Paris hosted its own exhibition, and many other cities followed suit.

In many ways, these world’s fairs were a cultural turning point, an embodiment of the new freedoms that people experienced as countries—especially the United States—began to shift away from rural centers toward urban ones.

The world’s fairs highlighted many types of human innovation and invention, showcasing everything from zippers in 1893 to the X-ray machine in 1901 to the picture phone in 1964. And the world’s fairs also saw significant advances in mechanical rides and other types of amusements that would later appear in theme parks, such as the carousel and Ferris wheel.

The Ferris wheel, introduced at the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago, Illinois, was the United States’ answer to the Eiffel Tower, created for the 1889 world’s fair in Paris. Notable for its use of electric streetlights, the Chicago expo was also the origin of the midway—an area of a carnival or fair set aside for games, amusement rides, food stalls, and entertainment—which is a familiar feature at theme parks to this day.

Trolley parks began to decline in the early 1900s, as cars became the preferred means of transportation.

From the time of the Gilded Age until the Second World War, Coney Island was the largest amusement area in the United States. It set the blueprint for amusement parks as a vacation destination.






CHAPTER 3 The 1950s and 1960s: Cars and Theme Parks



I don’t want the public to see the world they live in while they’re in the Park. I want them to feel they’re in another world.

—WALT DISNEY



The two world wars changed transportation technology even further. And the postwar boom economy set the stage for the evolution of technology and immersive, interactive entertainment that we enjoy today, including in its current form of escape room games.

Computing technology was created for the world wars, and after the wars ended, that technology continued to develop in laboratories across the world. Every time someone made a new, more advanced computer, someone inevitably made a new, more advanced game to play on it. Alongside the flight simulators and other military uses, scientists were bouncing balls and simulating chess.

At the same time, Americans returned from the war ready to work and ready to spend. Factories converted from producing tanks to manufacturing automobiles. The economy was strong, unemployment was down, and car purchases were high.

People had more spending power, they wanted to be entertained, and they wanted to be able to drive to that entertainment in those shiny new cars.

So, in the 1940s and 1950s, several theme parks opened, including the Disney parks, which exist to this day.

These two branches of entertainment—computers and theme parks—laid the foundation for the Disney empire, now a global enterprise worth billions of dollars that touches the daily lives of people all over the world.

While playing with a brand-new video game console today may seem far removed from riding a roller coaster decorated with cartoon characters or standing in front of a coin-operated game in an arcade, they all share the same DNA, born in war and cultivated in peace.

THE MAGIC KINGDOM

California, United States, 1969

Your eyes are drawn to a huge, run-down manor in the distance, tucked into a stand of trees. You make your way up a winding path, passing a horse-drawn hearse and tombstones sticking out of the ground like teeth.

A wolf howls.

As you get closer, tinkling organ music floats out of the manor’s open front doors, drawing you inside. In the parlor, your eyes adjust to the dim lights cast by a cobweb-covered chandelier overhead.

Suddenly, from nowhere and everywhere, a deep voice utters a warning: when strange sounds echo in empty rooms and candles flicker when the air is still, it means that ghosts are present.

An unsmiling butler enters, greeting you and ushering you through a doorway into an odd, octagonal room.

This room is brighter than the foyer. The walls are covered in wood paneling, but along the top of the room are cheerful-looking oil portraits of people. Cheerful, that is, until you notice the creepy gargoyles holding candles that also loom above.

The voice introduces itself as your Ghost Host, welcoming you and your fellow “foolish mortals” to its home.

“Our tour begins here in this gallery,” says the Ghost Host. “Where you see paintings of some of our guests as they appeared in their corruptible, mortal state.”

Seemingly by magic, the ceiling rises, stretching the walls and revealing more details of the portraits. Where once we saw an elderly woman holding a flower, we now see that she is sitting on top of her husband’s grave, shown in the portrait as a stone bust with an ax in its head.

The Ghost Host promises to show you around this haunted house and introduce you to all the spirits within—and you’re welcome to join them, if you like.

This is the start of the Haunted Mansion, an attraction that opened at Disneyland in 1969. The “ride” takes place after visitors enter the house, pass through the foyer, and move through the Stretching Room, but the experience of the attraction begins as you approach the building.

The walls that appear to stretch upward are actually a creative solution to a logistical problem: there wasn’t enough space to build a full themed attraction, so patrons needed to ride an elevator to another space below, which holds the actual Haunted Mansion ride. The effect became so iconic that the Stretching Room appears in other Disney parks, even though the use of an elevator is no longer necessary.

The problem-solving of the Stretching Room and the thoughtful design of the way patrons experience the Haunted Mansion is an excellent example of Disney’s “Imagineering” (from “imagination” and “engineering”)—the practical implementation of creative ideas—and the level of quality that can be found in big-budget theme parks.



During the late 1800s and early 1900s, popular culture and the nature of cities changed rapidly around the world, shaped by the effects of the Industrial Revolution. People were moving to urban areas, electric streetlights let people stay out longer and later, and motorcars let people travel farther and more easily.

Inspired by the pleasure gardens and amusement parks of the 1800s, the concept of the theme park was perfectly poised to fascinate the postwar, eager American consumer, and it has introduced generations of entertainment seekers to the joys of in-person, experiential entertainment.

After the end of the Second World War, thanks to President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s policies and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the economy grew by 37 percent in the 1950s, and unemployment was low, at 4.5 percent. This was also the era of the teenager. The word “teenager” entered common parlance in the 1940s and took on significant cultural meaning in the 1950s, when marketers realized that these youths represented an untapped market of consumers that could be targeted with advertising for specialized goods, clothes, and music.

Having seen the efficient German autobahn during the war, and wanting people to be able to travel quickly in case of a nuclear attack, Eisenhower also funded the development of the US interstate highway system. Factories that had been building tanks and bombs were converted to provide goods for civilians, especially cars.

In 1950, there were twenty-five million automobiles registered in America, most of which had been made before World War II. By 1958, there were more than sixty-seven million.

People had cars, and they wanted to use them.

Trolley parks had been open spaces that anyone could visit using public transportation, and amusement parks charged tickets for each individual ride. But theme parks took things in a new direction. They were the first venues that were enclosed; they charged admission to enter in exchange for access to every ride within, and they featured distinctive design themes.

In 1946, the first theme park in America opened: Santa Claus Land. It was the retirement project of industrialist Louis J. Koch, and featured children’s rides, a toy shop, and the year-round opportunity to sit on Santa’s lap and ask for presents.
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