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Spinning Disney’s World

Suggested Introduction

It’s not every day you get to meet a Disney Legend, but you’ll be meeting one on today’s program. Charlie Ridgway worked for the Walt Disney Company for 40 years, at Disneyland, Walt Disney World, Disneyland Paris, and other Disney parks around the world. He was a publicist, or press agent, and his job was getting Disney parks free publicity in magazines, newspapers, and on radio and television.

He was so good at it that he was named an official Disney Legend in 1999 and is one of the relatively few people to work at Disney to have his name immortalized on a window on Main Street, USA.

Now that he’s retired, Charlie has had time to write a memoir – it’s called Spinning Disney’s World: Memories of a Magic Kingdom Press Agent – in which he tells stories of his forty plus year association with Walt, Mickey, and more famous people than you can shake a stick at. It makes for fascinating and at times very funny reading, and we’re very happy to welcome Charlie to our show.

Commonly Asked Questions

Charlie, tell us first of all about that window on Main Street and how you became a Legend.

Main Street, USA is the gateway to the Magic Kingdom parks around the world. It’s meant to recreate the kind of Midwestern, turn-of-the-century small town that Walt Disney grew up in. Like all small towns, even today, the floors above the shops housed offices of small businesses in the town, and proprietors were painted on the windows.

So the Imagineers who designed the park made it a sort of inside joke to have the businesses on Main Street, USA refer to folks who worked for the company. Over the years, the real estate on those windows has gotten scarce, so I was really honored when they added my name when I retired. The sign says

Ridgway Public Relations: No Event Too Small.

A few years ago, I was named a Disney Legend, which is an honor given to people who have worked for Disney for many years and made important contributions to the company.

So, how did you get involved with Disney in the first place?

I started out as a newspaperman, and when Disneyland opened I was based in Orange County, California, working for the Los Angeles Mirror-News doing feature articles. I had the idea to do a feature on construction of this strange new park, using the hook of a local kid sneaking under the fence to check things out.  

Working with Eddie Meck, Disneyland’s Publicity Manager, I brought in a photographer and a five-year-old neighbor kid, and we spent the day posing David, our model, doing all sorts of crazy things: fishing off the dock in Frontierland, leaning out the window of a stagecoach, climbing rocks in Adventureland, and of course sneaking under the fence. Eddie Meck wasn’t too happy about that one, since he was afraid every kid in town would try to duplicate the stunt, but he let me go ahead with it. 

The story and pictures came out great, but poor David got in trouble at kindergarten the next day: the teacher called his mother in a panic, claiming that he was letting his imagination run wild. He’d told her all about his trip to Disneyland, fishing, posing in front of the castle, climbing, and refused to admit that it was made up. The kindergarten teacher was concerned that he might need psychiatric help! It wasn’t till my story came out a couple of days later that things were cleared up.

Did you start working for Disney then?

Not immediately; in fact, not for a few years. But after that first story, I kept in touch and followed Disneyland’s progress. I was there for opening day, and may have been the only person, aside from my wife, to actually enjoy it! The crowds were terrible, the water fountains didn’t work, ladies’ heels sunk into the asphalt, and the restaurants ran out of food by midday. But we got there early, had a nice prime rib dinner, watched the movie stars, senators, and other celebrities, my wife went home for the heat of the day, and after the crowds thinned out, I called her to come back, and we went on all the rides.

I kept writing occasional stories about the park, and a couple of years down the line, Eddie Meck, the same man who’d worked with me on that first Disneyland story, offered me a job in publicity for the park. I was reluctant to take the job; my father had been a newspaperman, I loved being a journalist, and was afraid that I wouldn’t be happy in PR. It took several days to convince me, but taking that offer proved the best move and the best job I could ever imagine. That was in 1963.

Did you ever work with Walt Disney himself?
I had been in on many press conferences with Walt through the years but never met him one on one until the first week on my new job at Disneyland in 1963. I was standing on top of a desk in my office in City Hall, trying to reach some photo files on a top shelf. My back was to the door.  I heard it open and someone said, May we come in.  “Heck yes,” I said,” it’s not my joint.”  Of course – it was Walt with his entire operating committee making an inspection tour. I could barely sputter ‘hello.”  

Over the years I saw him on many occasions – at openings of new attractions where I usually wound up telling Walt where to stand for photographs.  I also had a chance to listen in when we took groups of press to the studio to have lunch with Walt.  He was an amazing guy, aware of every little detail about movies, Disneyland, books, merchandising and so forth.  He was famous for never forgetting.  There were frequent staff meetings for each of his projects. Sometimes, a meeting would end almost mid-sentence so he could rush off to whatever he had scheduled next, but next time he’d just pick up exactly where we’d left off.
He was a very hands-on manager, and no detail was too small to catch his attention. He’d walk through the park in the beginning, talking with guests, picking up trash, pointing out paint jobs that needed touch-ups… anything and everything. He worked long and hard and expected his people to do the same. And he was on a first-name basis with everyone; he got upset if people called him Mr. Disney. That became a Disney trademark. And he could transmit enthusiasm like nobody else. 

You’ve been involved in setting up a lot of publicity stunts over the years. What was your favorite?

My specialty was setting up special events and photo opportunities, and when we were preparing for a celebration at Walt Disney World of Donald Duck’s 50th birthday, I had the bright idea to train 50 white ducks to march behind Donald in the big parade down Main Street, USA. After consulting with our resident bird experts and animal trainers, they told me it could be done, but the ducklings would have to imprint on Donald from the moment they hatched. So sure enough, we arranged to have Donald Duck himself there on the day they hatched. We set up a pen behind the publicity offices, and Donald would spend time there every day after that – feeding them and getting them used to following him around.

When it came time to dress them up for the big day, we worked out a safe way to attach little party hats to their heads, but we had a problem: the ducks without hats would get jealous and attack the poor duck with the hat! We set up a barrier with all the ducks on one side, and as we put on their hats, we’d move them over to the other side – as long as all the ducks had hats on, everybody left each other alone! When it came time for the parade, they all marched behind Donald, and at the end they got a giant cracked-corn birthday cake. They loved it.

After that, they were sent in pairs to zoos around the country, with special certificates declaring them to be “Donald’s Ducks.” The zoos loved it, and it made for great publicity both for the zoos and for Walt Disney World.

I understand you worked for Disney for over 40 years. You must have seen some major changes in how news gets reported.

When I first started, television was brand new, and TV reporters were often treated like second-class citizens. Back when I started, TV reporters had to wait until after the newspaper reporters were through with a subject before they were given a chance to interview. Try to imagine them waiting their turn today! Back when Walt Disney World opened in 1971, aside from the three major networks, live feed from an event was unheard of. Cameramen would come with film cameras, and develop the film when they got home. But for Epcot’s opening day, we decided to take advantage of a new technology called satellite uplink. 

Lots of the local television stations were just getting satellite receiver dishes, mainly to get syndicated programming and football games. So for the opening, we offered them use of our satellite uplink so stations across the country could send their news crews to do live remote telecasts from the opening. In addition to the uplink, we supplied editing facilities and “b-roll,” additional footage of the new attractions. It was the first time we’d ever tried anything like that, and the stations loved it. Some stations were so new to the technology that they didn’t realize they needed a receiver to pick up the signal! 

Everyone wanted their station to carry footage of their own reporter, standing in front of Spaceship Earth, broadcasting live to viewers. It was so popular, we assigned five-minute segments during the news hour to each station. The day Epcot opened was the day the story broke about Tylenol being tampered with, but one station that day opened their news hour with Epcot; they couldn’t bear to lose their 6:00 to 6:05 timeslot on the uplink!
What made you put your stories down in a book?
For years, my friends in newspapers and magazines, television and radio loved to hear stories about what happens backstage at the parks. They kept saying, “Charlie, you ought to write all this down.” So one day I did and Spinning Disney’s World is the result.
Where can our listeners order the book?
Spinning Disney’s World is available in better bookstores everywhere, as they say, and online at places like Amazon.com.

Still want more? Be sure to ask Charlie about . . .

• How news of Walt’s “Florida project” got leaked to the press.

• How Charlie finessed the “gas crisis” of 1973.

• Helping magazines shoot photos of a functioning Walt Disney World … before construction was complete.

• How Chief Justice Warren Burger came to team up with Disney for the 200th anniversary of the US Constitution.

• The time Prince Andrew came to visit the Magic Kingdom and why the press ended up using the headline “Randy Andy and Candy.”

• How Charlie got involved in developing the Magic Kingdom attraction now known as Mickey’s Toontown Fair.
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