
PROJECT X

On November 22, 1963, Walt Disney looked out the window of his borrowed plane and 
studied the flat expanse of land below him. He was just south-west of Orlando, Florida 
and about to decide on a location for his beloved ‘Project X.’

 Walt and his team of Disney executives had been searching for a site on or near a 
good road network. It had to be inland and large enough to enable expansion. The climate 
had to be warm and sunny. With its newly built Interstate 4 and proximity to Florida’s 
Turnpike, Orlando appeared to be ticking all the boxes. 
 What did Walt see when he looked out that window? 

 Photographs taken at the time show a huge tract of swampland, scattered with 
clumps of trees and spotted here and there with lakes and rivers. While bordered on its 
west side by the freshly-laid asphalt of I-4, the site extended towards the east as far as the 
eye could see. 

But that’s not what Walt saw. 

 He looked down and saw the gold turrets of Cinderella’s Castle. 
 He saw an intricate, futuristic city of skyscrapers connected by a Monorail. 
 He saw the realisation of his dream to build an amusement park that both children 
and their parents could enjoy, and he saw people coming from all over the world to visit it. 

Walt saw Walt Disney World. 

 That night he and his team flew to New Orleans, Louisiana. On the cab ride to their 
hotel, they saw people crying on the streets. When they turned on the radio, they heard 
the news: President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated.  

The boy who would grow up to be the American icon we know today was born on 
December 5, 1901 in Chicago, Illinois. When Walt was four, he and his family moved to a 
forty-five acre farm in Marceline, Missouri. Many years later, Walt would draw on his 
happy Marceline memories when designing Main Street U.S.A. for Disneyland, California. 
 As a teenager Walt moved back to Chicago, where he dropped out of high school 

after only one year. At sixteen he was too young to enlist in the U.S. Army so instead he 
went to France and drove ambulances for the Red Cross. When Walt was twenty, he 
returned to the States and decided to move to Hollywood, where he joined his brother Roy 
and set about chasing his dream of becoming a director. 
 Walt and Roy joined forces to found the Disney Brothers Studio, later changing its 

name to Walt Disney Studios. 
 In 1927 Walt managed to sell one of his animated cartoons, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, 
but was frustrated to later learn that the contract he had with the distributor effectively 
signed away any rights he had to it. After this disappointment Walt realised that the only 
path to the success he dreamed of was a new character, to which he alone could claim the 



rights. But when Walt told his wife Lillian of his plans to make this new cartoon a happy, 
genial mouse called Mortimer, she wasn’t impressed with the name and suggested Walt 
call him Mickey instead. 

Mickey Mouse made his debut in Steamboat Willie in New York in 1928. Its acclaim 
and success paved the way for Walt to change the face of Hollywood with his distinct 

brand of animated, family-friendly fun, and laid the foundations of Disney’s global empire 
as we it know today. 

By the mid-nineteen fifties, Walt Disney Studios had released such classics as Snow 
White, Cinderella, Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan. Things had been difficult during the 
war years, but the company had somehow managed to hold on and make it through. Now 

with the studios thriving once again, the visionary at their helm had a new idea. 
 Walt had been sitting on a dirty bench in Griffith Park, watching his daughters ride 
the carousel when he realised there was a need for a place where ‘parents and children 
could have fun together,’ and thought that maybe he should be the one to build it. Walt 
imagined a spotlessly clean amusement park with several ‘themed’ areas, and rides and 

attractions based on his studios’ animated feature films. 
 Disneyland opened in Anaheim, California in 1954 and instantly became a huge 
success. 
 But Walt wasn’t entirely happy with the park and its design. 
 Disney lore recalls how one day Walt was in Tomorrowland, the space-age area of 

the park, when he saw a Frontierland employee (or ‘Cast Member’ in DisneySpeak) 
walking past in full costume. Walt and his creative team of ‘Imagineers’ had worked to 
make every last detail of Tomorrowland feel futuristic; Walt thought a sight like this 
ruined the illusion for the guest. He also detested the ugly strip of motels, tacky 
restaurants and souvenir stores that had sprung up almost overnight outside the park and 

which threatened to invade the make-believe world Walt had built inside it. 
 He wanted to try again. 

With the revenues from Mary Poppins – the studio’s biggest success to date – and 
the help of his team of Disney Imagineers, Walt began work on a bigger and vastly more 
ambitious version of Disneyland. He began to search for a site for this second try at theme 

park-building, the place we know today as the Walt Disney World Resort. 

There were many more scouting trips to the Orlando site, all undertaken in utter secrecy. 
Disney wanted to avoid the inevitable land speculation that would ensue if Central 

Florida got wind that the Mouse was coming to town. Using a series of false names and 
dummy corporations, Disney purchased a total of forty-seven square miles – a tract of 
land twice the size of Manhattan island. 



 At an Orlando press conference on November 15, 1965, the Disney brothers 
announced grandiose plans for their new theme park. This time Walt wanted to be sure he 
and the company didn’t repeat any of their Disneyland mistakes. 
 Above all, Walt sought control. Salivating at the thought of a guaranteed influx of 
tourists and their dollars, local officials were only too happy to fight for whatever it was 

Mr. Disney wanted. In 1966, the Florida State Legislature facilitated the creation of the 
Reedy Creek Improvement District, a new governmental body comprised of people on 
Disney’s payroll that would have control over the land that Disney bought.  Walt Disney 
World would be, in the words of Married to the Mouse author Richard E. Foglesong, a 
‘Vatican with mouse ears.’  

 Disney were now free to do whatever they wished with their Orlando land. They 
had the authority to create their own public services, such as a fire brigade and a police 
force. They were free to build without conforming to any external building codes or 
planning regulations. They had no one to answer to but themselves. (Still today, Orange 
County Sheriff’s Department must ask for permission before entering Disney with their 

firearms, and the only structure on property that is scrutinised by an outside body are the 
elevators.) 
 Walt claimed all this was necessary to enable him to realise the true extent of his 
vision for Walt Disney World. He promised these measures would help create ‘a world 
showcase for American free enterprise’ and would bring ‘new industry to the state of 

Florida from all over the country.’ 
 And there was another reason. Part of Walt’s vision centred around the 
‘Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow,’ or EPCOT. This was to be a futuristic 
utopian society where he hoped one day, twenty thousand inhabitants would live in steel 
and glass skyscrapers connected by a high-speed Monorail. The Reedy Creek 

Improvement District would also serve to govern the residents of this new community. 
 Of course, this version of EPCOT would never materialise, save for the Monorail. 
Cynics maintained that this EPCOT was never intended to get beyond the drawing board 
and was only used by Disney to bring about the formation of Reedy Creek. 
 When the Walt Disney Company did come to build a community in 1991 – Disney’s 

Town of Celebration, just south of its Orlando theme parks – the marketing team used old 
footage of Walt outlining his original EPCOT plans, even though EPCOT and Celebration 
would be polar opposites and Walt had died long before the idea of the town was born. 
But this ploy did work on some people. Douglas Franz and Catherine Collins, co-authors 
of Celebration U.S.A. recall how, as they watched this video in Celebration’s Preview Centre 

in 1997, a man sitting next to them marvelled at how Walt seemingly ‘hadn’t aged at all.’ 

Building Walt’s vision of Walt Disney World was no small task. When construction began 
at the site in 1969, it was the largest private construction project in U.S. history. 



Supervising the nine thousand-strong workforce were two military men: former U.S. 
Army General Joe Potter and former U.S. Navy Admiral Joe Vallor. 
 Fowler headed the Disney Company’s private development on site; his 
responsibility was the building of the theme park. Potter was Reedy Creek’s President and 
concerned with the new government’s public works, such as roads, drainage and waste 

management. Neither man was a stranger to large development projects: Potter had 
overseen operations at the Panama Canal, while Vallor had supervised the building of 
Disneyland in Anaheim. 
 Between them they oversaw the construction of forty-seven miles of canals, twenty 
two miles of levees and the moving of the eight million cubic yards of dirt needed to raise 

the theme park’s footprint to a height twelve foot above its surroundings. Two of their 
most daunting tasks were to drain and clean the four hundred and sixty acre Bay Lake, 
and to create another one from scratch: the one hundred and seventy-two acre Seven Seas 
Lagoon.
 Disneyland Take II would be called the Magic Kingdom. It would be an enchanted 

place that hoped to arouse childlike wonder and a sense of adventure in guests of all ages. 
Its focal point would be the one hundred and eighty-nine foot tall Cinderella’s Castle, 
topped with turrets covered in real gold leaf. Sprouting from this point like the spokes of a 
wheel would be four themed lands: Adventureland, Frontierland, Fantasyland and 
Tomorrowland. A bustling street reminiscent of Marceline, Missouri would lead guests 

into the park. 
 But the real magic would be beneath the guests’ feet. Under the Magic Kingdom 
would be nine acres of a service area or ‘backstage,’ called the Utilidor. This network of 
colour-coded corridors would let Cast Members travel throughout the park while 
avoiding any more incidents like the one Walt had witnessed in Disneyland. The space 

would also house Cast Member services like a locker room and cafeteria, keep all the 
computers and controls that ran the Magic Kingdom out of sight and allow the park’s 
trash to be carried away unseen by pneumatic tubes once every fifteen minutes. 
 Disney World opened to the public on October 1, 1971. At that time it consisted of 
the Magic Kingdom theme park and three resorts: the Contemporary and Polynesian 

Hotels and the Fort Wilderness Campground. Within twelve months of its opening, the 
number of tourists visiting Orlando annually soared from three million to more than ten. 
Walt’s dream had become a reality; the park was a sensation. 
 And it was all because of the vision of one man. Walt Disney had decided to 
become an animator even though the odds of success were stacked against him. He had 

managed to keep Walt Disney Studios afloat during the war years despite almost every 
other major Hollywood studio succumbing to financial disaster. When Walt first suggested 
the idea of a theme park to his brother Roy in 1952, he had to convince his sibling that he 
wasn’t crazy. But by 1956, Disneyland’s second year of operation, the park was generating 



revenues of ten million dollars annually, the equivalent of one third the total gross of the 
company. 
 Now Phase I of Disney World had brought even more success. It was amazing to 
think that it had all stemmed from an idle thought Walt had one afternoon, as he sat and 
watched his daughters play at a local park. 

 Sadly, Walt never saw his biggest dream realised. He was diagnosed with lung 
cancer in 1966 and passed away on December 15 of that year – before construction on his 
Disney World had even begun. 

When Epcot park opened ten years later, it bore hardly any resemblance to Walt’s original 
vision. It also had little in common with the fairy-tales of its neighbour the Magic 
Kingdom, and was more than twice its size. The project had taken seven and a half 
thousand people and more than one billion U.S. dollars to build. 
 The park’s brief was to educate, wow and inspire through its architecture, 

expositions and attractions. A kind of permanent World’s Fair, one half of the park – 
Future World – was an innovation expo sponsored by a host of North American 
corporations, including Kodak, General Motors and Coca-Cola. It was home to the one 
hundred and eighty foot geodesic sphere that housed the Spaceship Earth attraction - the 
giant golf ball that quickly became recognisable as a symbol of Epcot around the world. 

Separated from Future World by a lagoon, the World Showcase featured themed pavilions 
representing eleven foreign countries, a place where guests could sample international 
food and learn more about cultures different from their own. 
 Opening day was October 1, 1982 – just over a decade to the day Magic Kingdom 
had first opened it gates. The event attracted unprecedented media attention and it 

secured Orlando’s future as the world’s most popular tourist destination. Within a year, 
attendance at Walt Disney World had soared by a staggering eighty-one percent, while 
outside its gates half a billion dollars worth of new hotel rooms were quickly erected. 
 But the news wasn’t all good. By 1984 the Walt Disney Company had incurred 
substantial corporate debt. Epcot’s build had gone more than three hundred million 

dollars over budget and the film studios had suffered a string of embarrassing failures. 
Disney’s Board of Directors turned to Michael Eisner, then a studio executive at 
Paramount Pictures, for help. 
 Eisner, who had never seen a Disney animated feature and knew nothing about 
theme parks, was now tasked with saving the company from financial ruin. He first 

turned his attention to Disneyland and Disney World, the only facets of the company 
consistently making money, and quickly realised that they could be making a lot more of 
it.
 The problem was that although a majority of Orlando’s ten million annual visitors 
stopped by Walt Disney World, the company was only operating two hotels on site, 



leaving millions of dollars of potential revenue literally walking off the property every 
night. It wasn’t just hotel rooms either - if Disney guests stayed in Disney World for their 
entire vacation, then every dollar spent on food, drink and evening entertainment would 
find its way into the Mouse’s pockets as well. 
 This refocus on the balance sheet angered some veteran Disney executives who had 

been around long enough to pass Walt and Roy Senior in the halls, but the company 
needed to dig itself out of debt and secure its financial future. The Disneyphiles may have 
balked when Eisner raised the price of WDW admission, as one thing Walt had always 
said was that he wanted the average family to be able to afford a visit to Disney World.  
But Eisner was doing it so everyone could enjoy Disney’s theme parks and animated 

features for many more years to come.  
Eisner decided the time had come to build a few more hotels on Disney property 

but first, he wanted out of the company’s contract with New York-based property 
developer John Tishman. Tishman had built Disney’s existing hotels, neither of which 
Eisner particularly cared for, and they were contracted to build more. Instead, he sought 

larger-than-life, spirited design; Eisner commissioned architect Michael Graves to design 
Burbank’s Team Disney building, with its enormous bas-reliefs of the Seven Dwarfs, and 
had once suggested the building of a Mickey Mouse-shaped hotel that would straddle the 
street with its legs. He didn’t think Tishman could deliver this.

Tishman’s response was to sue Disney for breach of contract. If Tishman won 

Disney might have to pay as much as one billion dollars in damages, so instead they 
brokered a deal. Tishman were placated with a prime piece of real estate right next to 
Epcot, and granted permission to build two new hotels on it. Disney would retain control 
of the hotels’ design and service standards, but Tishman would own the properties. 
 Following a competition between a number of noted architects, Eisner decided on a 

post-modern design based around a pyramidal shape submitted by Michael Graves, 
although he did ask Graves to ‘lighten them up’ a bit before finalising his decision. After 
the plans came back with two huge dolphins atop one building and two huge swans on 
the other, Eisner was happy to go ahead, while John Tishman was horrified. He called the 
design ‘outrageous and impossible’ and said the buildings made no sense ‘practically or 

economically.’ But there was little he could do when Disney had final say, so when the 
Walt Disney World Swan and Dolphin Hotels opened in December 1989 and January 1990 
respectively, Graves’ design was virtually unchanged. 
 And it was only the beginning of Disney World’s massive growth spurt. By 1999 the 
Walt Disney Company, with Eisner at the reins, had upped the number of hotel rooms on 

property from two thousand to thirty-one thousand, with the addition of several new 
hotels including the luxury Grand Floridian Resort and Spa. Disney World’s third theme 
park, Disney-MGM Studios, opened in 1989 and two years later, the company announced 
its plans for Disney’s Town of Celebration. The shopping plaza at Lake Buena Vista Village 
was renamed Marketplace and, along with a nightclub complex and additional dining and 



entertainment venue, formed a mile-long spread of new spending opportunities for 
Disney guests called Downtown Disney. A fourth theme park, Disney’s Animal Kingdom, 
opened in 1998 and at five hundred acres, it was Disney World’s biggest yet.  

By 2006, Walt Disney World boasted four theme parks, two water parks and five 
championship golf courses. Its nineteen themed resorts and hotels hosted an average of 
one hundred thousand guests nightly, and helped make WDW one of the most popular 
convention facilities on the East Coast. Seven non-Disney owned hotels on Hotel Plaza 
Boulevard provided guests with a budget option, whilst still offering the benefits of 

staying on property. Downtown Disney and The Boardwalk conspired to keep guests from 
ever venturing outside the gates, its outlets keeping guests fed, watered and entertained 
well into the night. Pro-sports events were held at the two hundred and twenty acre Wide 
World of Sports complex, and the Disney Vacation Club maintained a presence with its 
new Saratoga Springs Resort near Downtown Disney’s Marketplace. A fleet of shuttle 

buses, water taxis and a Monorail system transported guests around the property. Despite 
competition from Sea World and Universal’s Orlando Resort, Walt Disney World had 
continued to thrive; the Magic Kingdom was the most popular theme park in the entire 
world. 
 To keep all of this going, Disney needed to employ fifty-four thousand Cast 

Members, making it the largest single-site employer in the United States. 
 And on September 5, they got their newest one – me. 


