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and De Boer showed us slides of the recent-
ly constructed Magic Kingdom and the
Contemporary Hotel. De Boer said that one
way to measure successful landscape design
is by how many people want to be in it. That
made a lot of sense to me.”

In 1982, two vears after Highie had
landed a job with Disney, he called De Boer
to thank him for the inspirational slide
show. “1 had no idea who he was,” remem-
bers De Boer, “but he invited me to take the
VIP tour of Disney’s Orlando property, and
I've done so several times.” (Not mll}' does
De Boer keep in regular touch with his for-
mer student, he now includes Higbie in the
slide show that first inspired his career. In
fact, it was in De Boer's class that Grobelmy-
Worthington got her first glimpse of the
man who would one day be a mentor.)

Higbie begins each workday at 5:30 a.m.,
which gives him plenty of time before tourists
arrive to ride through the park, checking the
plantings in the savannah, the jungles, and
the gardens. To help him manage what he
calls “the mother of all horticulture projects,”
he has assembled a team of specialists to han-
dle sophisticated workings like a mapping
system that taps into Department of Defense satellites
and an irrigation system that contains rain and flow sen-
sors, cluster control units, and 15,000 sprinkler heads, A
few steps from his office, Higbie points to a nondescript
desk and says, “All of Animal Kingdom's irrigation deci-
sions are controlled by this computer.”

Early media accounts of the park's opening [ocused
on the accidental deaths of some animals, but Higbie
says that no creatures died from ingesting poisonous
plants or seeds. The few deaths that have occurred, he
says, were due to preexisting medical conditions and
accidents involving park vehicles. Because the welfare of
the animals is a constant and paramount concern, Hig-
bie's stall also includes experts on plant toxicity and on
the control of insects without pesticides, Factoring in ani-
mals has caused him to rethink almost everything he
knows about horticulture.,

“I'rom the minute the frst animal arrived on the
premises, they were the priority,” he says, “We've
learned to mash plants instead of clip them, that way it
looks like an animal did it instead of a John Deere trac-
tor. We've also learned to anticipate that a bird can pick
up a seed anvwhere, drop it in the savannah, and create
vegetation that is harmful to an animal. We're constant-
ly monitoring the savannah and have made a big effort
to educate the staft so they can help us spot a plant that
may be toxic to a particular animal.”

Willow and oak trees are carcfully placed around the
savannah so that passengers can watch as mother and
baby girafles, attracted to the tasty leaves, graze within feet
of the safari vehicle. The sight may elicit oohs and aahs of
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delight, but Higbie and his stafl
have had to learn not 1o cringe.
“You can’t have the mind-set that
you love the carrots you grew so former prolossor
much that you don’t want them
to be eaten. We grow everything

as big and lush as possible for  Hingdom site when

consumption by animals. The
idea is to provide them with
nourishment during the day, so
that they can pass the time (o
doing what comes naturally. 1

wear many hats in this job,
including produce manager.”

Grabbing a set of keys and his ever-beeping cell
phone, Highie zips ofl'in his sports utility vehicle on an
hour-long tour of his backstage operation: the tree farm
and nursery, the water and irrigation system, the com-
post-recycling centers. Leaving the Disney grounds,
Higbie heads to nearby Kissimmee 1o show off Give Kids
the World, a 51-acre village that provides terminally ill
children with a free, six-day, all-expenses paid Disney
vacation. He is proud to have been involved in the
development and expansion of the village.

It's after 5 pone, but before heading home Highie
has some loose ends to tie up at the office. During the
vear leading up to the park’s opening, Higbie worked
six grueling days a week, and even now, with Animal
Kingdom in full swing, he only sees his wife and four
kids for a few hours on most weekdays. “Once the other
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theme parks were completed, my role was
limited,” explains Higbie, “You can't futz
much with 10 trees on either side of a
beautiful lawn. But here, horticulture is
deep in the middle of everything and
changing every day. We allect not only
the health of animals, but also how well
people see and experience the animals
and the rest of the park. We're trying so
many new plant possibilities that it some-
times seems like we're conducting one
giant experiment.”

nimals suddenly seem
very much in vogue at the company whose
symbol is a bland rodent, Over the past
decade, Disney films like Who Framed Roger
Rabbit?, Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King,
and a remake of 101 Dalmatians were all
enormously successful at the box office.
Hundreds of millions of additional dollars
were made through videocassette sales and
merchandise and licensing lees, Beauty and
the Beast and The Lion King have even been
recast as Broadway theater. [t seems almost
clementary that Disney would make the
leap from imaginary to real animals,

Alter all, Disney—which took in a
whopping $22.5 billion in revenues in
1997 alone—has become a master of
diversification, adding professional sports
franchises, magazines, and an Internet
provider to its stable of theme parks,
movie studios, and television stations. Part
ol the attraction and excitement of work-
ing lor Disney, agree the three colleagues
from Rutgers. is knowing that anvthing is
possible. In 1990, when the company
announced the Disney Decade—a list of
new parks and attractions scheduled to
debut before the year 2000—an animal
theme park was not even on the agenda.

So it's no surprise that Higbie will
soon be traveling to California lor a meet-
ing about a proposed new hotel near Ani-
mal Kingdom—one that will incorporate
live animals in natural settings. Meanwhile,
with the Asia section ol the park set to
open fully this December, the demands of
replicating the rainforests and jungles of
India will require Higbie 1o add 15 more
horticulturists to his stafl. ‘The challenge of
running the park’s enormous horticulture
program, says Higbie, “will keep me sated

for years.” And Ranzola believes that his
Show Quality Standards role, which will
expand when Asia opens, will keep him at
Animal Kingdom indefinitely,

Only Grobelmy-Worthington's future
seems uncertain, Currently, she is con-
sumed by her work on Asia, which will
begin with a nature trail that takes tourists
through the ruins of a palace filled with
bats, monkeys, tigers, and other exotic
Asian plants and animals. The trail will
eventually become the waiting line for a
water thrill ride called Tiger Rapids Run,
Her position as Comstock’s assistant has
worked out well, but it’s temporary, depen-
dent on the construction and design of the
park’s theme sections, Although Disney
has lelt room lor [uture expansion, Asia is
all that's on the drawing board for now.

But as Grobelmy-Worthington waits
for the show to begin at the 1000-seat
Lion King Theatre, life alter Asia is the
last thing on her mind. Bursting with
pride, she's eager to show off the perfor-
mance, “Festival of the Lion King,” pre-
sented eight times each day. “This is the
third crew; the first crew puts on an even
more spectacular show,” she conlides, as
robotic figures of Simba, Pumba, and
other Lion King favorites roll from the
wings. Throughout the 25-minute perfor-
mance, the audience squeals with delight
as acrobats in colorful Afvican garh swal-
low fire, twist their limbs in strange direc-
tions, and perform remarkable somer-
saults 1o the beat of tribal music. When
the actors launch into an interactive song,
even the parents join in, clapping and
singing with an enthusiasm that matches
their children’s.

“On some days, when I see macho
fathers with tattoos relating 1o their Kids in
this wonderful way, my job is incredibly
uplifting,” Grobelmy-Worthington says,
"Other times, it leels like any other day at
the office.” But in the next moment, she
joins the crowd in mimicking the hand
motions that go along with the song, and it
almost seems that she's a livde girl again,
caught up in the Disney magic, .

A few months before vecetving this assignment,
sentor editor Bill Glovin and his family—uwife
Sheryl and daughters Samantha and Melis-
sa—uvacationed at Disney World.

Visiting Your
Alma Mater?

Enjoy the full RU experience. Stay
right on campus at the UNIVERSITY
INN AND CONFERENCE CENTER

AT RUTGERS located on a bucolic
corner of the Douglass Campus.
Whether you're planning to

attend an alumni weekend, an
admissions open house with your
son or daughter, or any other
special event, plan to stay with us.

Our University Inn has:

* 306 guest rooms with private baths
(including 3 luxury rooms)

* Comfortable lounges and a
billiard and game room

s Free athleric facilities nearby
* Convenient and ample parking

* A dedicated staff commirred
to meeting your needs

Contact us now at:

Phone: 732/932-9144
Fax: 732/932-6952
Email:  univinn@rci.rutgers.cdu

Website: htep://univinn.rutgers.edu

Keep us in mind when you're planning

your conference, seminar, retreat, or

social event. The University Inn and
Conference Center has G meeting
rooms and dining services to accommo-
date groups of up to 100 attendees,

See you soon.
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New Brunswick, NJ 08901-8556
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