


more. There are also plenty of restaurants, ranging from fine dining to on-the-fly fast
food; many of the more casual restaurants are as themed as the parks themselves. And
the city doesn’t lack for hotels and resorts either, with more than 115,000 rooms, villas,
and suites to go around (and even more on the way). If you can believe it, the land-
scape is still changing, evolving, growing, and expanding to ensure your experiences
will do the same each and every time you stay and play in Orlando.

Beyond the fast-paced excitement, glitz, and glitter of Orlando’s theme parks you’ll
find Central Florida’s more natural side, with hidden treasures just waiting to be dis-
covered. More than 300 lakes, springs, and rivers are waiting to be explored and
enjoyed. There are numerous parks and gardens, many with trails for walking and hik-
ing, and the area’s wildlife sanctuaries and zoos showcase Florida’s animal inhabitants.
The number of recreational opportunities—picnics in parks, boating along waterways,
fishing, biking, and hiking, to name a few—is almost limitless. And Orlando’s rich
history and culture come to life through its many museums, galleries, and theaters.

Where to go, what to do, when to do it . . . with so many decisions to make you may
very well find your head spinning. Because of the vast quantity of offerings, a vacation
to Orlando necessitates a reasonable amount of planning, not to mention budgeting.
The sheer number of attractions and available activities requires that you narrow down
your choices to fit both your schedule and budget properly. Entrance fees can be
daunting (a 1-day ticket to one of the major parks averages around $67 for adults and
$56 for kids 3–9), and when you add in the costs of dining, accommodations, and
souvenirs, sticker shock at the high price tag is not out of the question. A typical fam-
ily of four could easily end up spending several hundred dollars a day! Some parks
have begun offering deals to bring down the average daily price of your ticket if you
buy multiday passes, but don’t give them too much credit—the parks are wagering
they’ll generate additional revenues with all of the money you’ll spend on extra hotel
nights and meals. But even if you do have deep pockets, there is so much to experi-
ence in Orlando that to take it all in properly would require far more time than the
average vacation would allow. I doubt if even two or three vacations could do the trick.

That’s exactly why this book was written: to make available to you the most up-to-
date and detailed information on what Orlando has to offer. A mix of options that
take into account every budget and taste are included in each chapter so you can make
the most informed decisions possible. With this book, you’ll have the tools to plan
ahead and ensure that your family has the best vacation possible. I have traveled to
Central Florida more times than I can count in the past 18 years. Single, married, with
kids, and without, I’ve stood in all the lines, ridden the rides, and dined in the restau-
rants—even during the height of summer and spring break. In other words, I’ve done
all of the hard work so you don’t have to, and I give realistic and practical travel tips
throughout this book in order to help you enjoy a more magical vacation. At the same
time, I also give you options to help make your vacation more affordable and to keep
expenses to a minimum while still having the maximum amount of fun. The Orlando
tourism gurus will ensure your family has a steady stream of new things to see and do.
(If you have any doubts about that, check out the “What’s New in Walt Disney World
& Orlando” chapter for a look at all the debuts made this past year alone.)

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  W A LT  D I S N E Y  W O R L D  &  O R L A N D O6
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• Explore Disney’s Animal Kingdom.
Explore Disney’s most spectacular
and wildest Imagineering to date.
Trek through the jungles of Africa
along the Pangani Forest Exploration
Trail or set out on safari across the
savanna with Kilimanjaro Safaris.
Journey through the exotic lands of
Asia and embark on an expedition to
the peaks of Expedition Everest,
then explore the mysteries of Anan-
dapur wandering the Maharajah 
Jungle Trek. Be sure not to miss
Finding Nemo–The Musical or The
Festival of the Lion King, absolutely
the best shows in all of WDW. See
p. 241.

• Go globe-trotting at Epcot. You can
travel around the world in only an
afternoon at the World Showcase
pavilions, rocket through space on a
thrilling mission to Mars at Mission:

Space, travel back in time to the age
of the dinosaurs at the Universe of
Energy, and dive deep below the sea
to explore the ocean’s inhabitants at
The Seas with Nemo & Friends.
And there’s no better way to cap
your day off than watching Epcot’s
IllumiNations, a spectacular fire-
works, laser lights, and fountain
show. See p. 214.

• Take Center Stage at Disney–MGM
Studios. Though it is more grown-up
than the Magic Kingdom, it has plenty
of great shows to entertain the kids
and attractions to thrill movie buffs.
Don’t miss the Tower of Terror, Rock
’n’ Roller Coaster, and Fantasmic!—
an innovative, after-dark mix of live
action, waterworks, fireworks, and
laser lights that rivals IllumiNations.
See p. 230.

T H E  B E S T  O R L A N D O  E X P E R I E N C E S 7

By the Numbers

Orlando’s theme parks are beginning to reap the benefits of a stronger
economy as they see increasing attendance levels—accompanied by predic-
tions that these levels will continue to rise steadily in the next few years.
Parks are also enticing visitors to return and to stay longer by offering spe-
cial deals, and adding wild and wonderfully new attractions. Here are the
2005 attendance estimates (and their national rankings) for all of the major
Orlando parks according to Amusement Business magazine:

• No. 1: Magic Kingdom, 16.1 million
• No. 3: Epcot, 9.9 million
• No. 4: Disney–MGM Studios, 8.7 million
• No. 5: Disney’s Animal Kingdom, 8.2 million
• No. 6: Universal Studios Florida, 6.1 million
• No. 8: Islands of Adventure, 5.8 million
• No. 9: Sea World Orlando, 5.6 million

Fun Fact

1 The Best Orlando Experiences
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• Escape to the Magic Kingdom. It
may seem an obvious choice, but Dis-
ney’s oldest is still the most magical of
Orlando’s theme parks. Speed through
the universe on Space Mountain,
watch Donald’s antics at Mickey’s
PhilharMagic, laugh out loud at the
Monsters, Inc. Laugh Floor Comedy
Club, or wave hello to the ghouls of
the Haunted Mansion. Cap your day
with the impressive Wishes fireworks
display. There’s plenty here to enter-
tain all ages. See p. 192.

• Experience Universal Orlando. Uni-
versal Studios Florida and its sister,
Islands of Adventure, are both chock-
full of thrilling rides and spectacular
shows that combine cutting-edge
technology, high-tech special effects,
and incredible imagination and cre-
ativity. The attention to detail
throughout the parks is amazing—
check out the street sets at USF and
the wildly unique landscapes of IOA
and you’ll see what I mean. For thrill
seekers, not-to-be-missed attractions
include The Revenge of the Mummy,
Men in Black Alien Attack, Dueling
Dragons, the Incredible Hulk Coaster,
The Amazing Adventures of Spider-
Man, and Dudley Do-Right’s Ripsaw
Falls. See chapter 7.

• Dive into the Eco-Edutainment of
SeaWorld and Discovery Cove.
Cleverly disguised as a theme park,
your kids may never realize just how
much they’re learning as they ex-
plore, watch, and touch their way
through both parks’ eco-exhibits and
shows. With the addition of Journey
to Atlantis and Kraken, SeaWorld
(p. 287) added a bit of zip and zing to
the lineup, ensuring those in need of
an adrenalin rush aren’t left out in the
cold (or over at the other parks). But
it’s still the hands-on encounters such
as touching silky rays as they glide by

you in droves, and up-close views of the
animals, ranging from polar bears and
penguins to killer whales, that draw the
crowds. Discovery Cove (p. 297) is
more of an island retreat than theme
park. Rest and relax on the beach, or
swim right along with the fishes. The
big draw here is the chance to take a
dip with the dolphins.

• Go Wild at Gatorland. Located be-
tween Orlando and Kissimmee, this
throwback park is a great way to
spend a half-day (an especially good
choice for that extra time on your day
of arrival), and costs less than a third
of the price of some of the major
theme parks. In addition to the ani-
mal exhibits, Gator Jumparoo, a signa-
ture show since the park opened in
1949, and Gator Wrestlin are worth a
look. Other options include a train
ride, children’s water playground, and
aviary. If you have some extra spend-
ing money, consider becoming a
Trainer for a Day, for a once-in-a-life-
time experience. See p. 300.

• Pamper Yourself with a Spa Treat-
ment. Rest, relax, and rejuvenate—
you may very well need to if you
intend on surviving all of the fast-
paced activities you’ve planned. After a
few days at the parks it should almost
be a requirement. Disney’s Grand
Floridian Resort & Spa (& 407/
934-7639 or 407/824-3000); the
Mandara Spa at Universal’s Portofino
Bay Hotel (& 888/322-5541 or
407/503-1000), and at the WDW
Dolphin (& 407/-934-4000); the
Canyon Ranch SpaClub at the Gay-
lord Palms (& 877/677-9352 or
407/586-2051); and the Ritz-Carl-
ton Spa at the Grande Lakes Resort
(& 407/206-2400) all offer an array
of fabulous treatments, some with
salon services to boot.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  W A LT  D I S N E Y  W O R L D  &  O R L A N D O10
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T H E  B E S T  T H R I L L  R I D E S 11

2 The Best Thrill Rides
Orlando lays claim to some of the biggest
and baddest thrill rides and roller coasters
anywhere—certainly one of the largest
collections of them in any one locale. So
if your idea of fun is to twist and turn at
speeds only a jet should reach, dive
uncontrollably from dizzying heights to
below ground level and back, or see just
how far up into your throat your stomach
can go—this is the place for you. Here are
the city’s top stomach churners and G-
force generators.

• Incredible Hulk Coaster (Islands of
Adventure): It’s the smoothest ride in
town, but you’ll still blast from 0 to
40 mph in 2 seconds flat (on your
way up to 60 mph), spin upside down
more than 100 feet above the ground,
dive straight back down only to spin
your way through seven rollovers,
and then drop deep below ground on
this big, green, mean machine. (You
might glow as green as the coaster
when you’re done.) See p. 281.

• Rock ’n’ Roller Coaster (Disney–
MGM Studios): You’ll launch from 0
to 60 mph in 2.8 seconds, heading
straight into the first of several inver-
sions as 120 speakers in your “stretch
limo” blast Aerosmith at (yeeeow!)
32,000 watts right into your ears. To
add to the thrill of this indoor
coaster, the entire experience takes
place in the dark. See p. 238.

• Dueling Dragons (Islands of Adven-
ture): Whether you choose the dragon
of fire or of ice, your legs will dangle
below as you sharply twist and turn
through five inversions at speeds of
55 to 60 mph. The two intertwined
coasters come within only inches (12
to be exact) of each other, only just
missing a collision, not two, but three
times. See p. 284.

• Summit Plummet (Disney’s Blizzard
Beach): This one starts slow, with a
lift ride (even in Florida’s 100°F/38°C
dog days) to the 120-foot summit.
But it finishes with the (self-pro-
claimed) world’s fastest body slide—a
test of your courage and swimsuit—
as it virtually goes straight down and
has you moving sans vehicle at 60
mph by the end. See p. 254.

• Twilight Zone Tower of Terror (Dis-
ney–MGM Studios): The name says
it all. The ride transports guests into
the Twilight Zone as a haunted
hotel’s service elevator slowly rises—
only to plummet 13 stories, terrifying
those inside. But the freefall fun does-
n’t end there. The tower’s computer
program randomly alternates drop
sequences to make sure you never
experience the same ride twice. When
you get off and your legs finally stop
shaking, some of you will want to ride
again. See p. 239.

• The Amazing Adventures of Spider-
Man (Islands of Adventure): Com-
bining the best of all worlds—3-D
movie effects, a moving simulator car,
and live action—this is by far the best
ride in Orlando. Your vehicle spins,
twists, pitches, and dives through
elaborate sets as Spiderman tries to
save the world (and you) from total
annihilation. The chase ends in a dra-
matic, simulated 400-foot drop that
feels an awful lot like the real thing. It
doesn’t offer the same type of thrills
as a coaster, but it’s sure to get your
Spidey senses tingling. See p. 280.

• Kraken (SeaWorld): Named for a
mythological creature, this stomach-
churning ride is a beast! This floorless,
open-sided coaster reaches speeds of
up to 65 mph as it combines steep

05_134726 ch01.qxp  7/23/07  10:52 AM  Page 11



climbs, deep drops, and seven
tremendous loops reaching high
above water before plunging below

the ground, to make it one of the
most aggressive and intense coasters
anywhere. See p. 293.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  W A LT  D I S N E Y  W O R L D  &  O R L A N D O12

Orlando’s Best Online Sites

Considering that Orlando welcomes more than 49 million visitors each year,
it should come as no surprise that literally hundreds of websites are devoted
to vacationing here. These include information on just about everything,
from the history of Walt Disney World to getting around town.

There are several sites written by Disney fans, employees, and self-pro-
claimed experts. A favorite (www.hiddenmickeys.org) is all about Hidden
Mickeys, a park tradition (see chapter 6, “Exploring Walt Disney World”).
These subtle Disney images can be found scattered throughout the realm,
though they sometimes are in the eye, or imagination, of the beholder. Deb’s
Unofficial Walt Disney World Information Guide (www.allearsnet.com) is
the best around, loaded with great tips and information on everything Dis-
ney from the parks and resorts to the restaurants, nightlife, and much more.
It now includes information on Universal Orlando as well.

Definitely take a look at Disney’s official site, www.disneyworld.com, if
you’re planning a pilgrimage to the House of Mouse. It recently got a top-to-
bottom overhaul, making it easier to navigate and much more informative.
It’s loaded with some excellent photos and 360-degree views of Disney’s
resorts, rooms, parks, and more. Magical Gatherings, available on the Disney
site as well, is a free downloadable online tool allowing you to plan your
group’s Disney vacation, via computer, with other family (or friends), no
matter where they live. You can plan itineraries, take group polls, list every-
one’s favorites, and even chat to come up with the perfect plan. My Disney
Vacation, also available on the Disney site, allows you to plan your entire

Tips

3 The Best Water Rides
• Splash Mountain (Magic Kingdom):

You’ll follow the adventure of Brer
Rabbit and his friends, based on the
1946 movie The Song of the South,
before taking a 52-foot vertical
plunge straight down to the water
below. See p. 202.

• Dudley Do-Right’s Ripsaw Falls
(Islands of Adventure): Dudley Do-
Right and Snidely Whiplash are once
again at odds and you’re caught right
in the middle. This flume sends you
plummeting not once but twice, and

that second drop sends you 15 feet
below the surface of the water before
you make your escape. See p. 282.

• Jurassic Park River Adventure
(Islands of Adventure): A seemingly
calm tour through the age of the
dinosaur suddenly takes a turn for the
worse. Before you know it, your only
escape route involves a dramatic 85-
foot drop almost straight down, that’s
touted as the “longest, steepest,
fastest water descent ever built.” See
p. 283.
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• Popeye & Bluto’s Bilge-Rat Barges
(Islands of Adventure): Up to 12 rid-
ers splash and churn through a wacky
series of twists and turns and dips and
drops (some pretty intense ones, too)
in order to help Popeye once again
save his sweetie, Olive Oyl, from the
dastardly clutches of Bluto. No one
will walk away from this one without
getting completely soaked—it’s the
wettest and wildest raft ride in town.

• Journey to Atlantis (SeaWorld): This
flume ride sends you careening around
the sharpest of curves as the forces of
good and evil battle to claim Atlantis
for their own. Before you know it,
you’re being thrown into total dark-
ness, emerging only to find yourself
plummeting down several steep,
watery drops. See p. 292.

T H E  B E S T  R O M A N T I C  H I D E A W AY S 13

Disney vacation from start to finish—you can even create your very own cus-
tomized theme park maps to mirror the itinerary you’ve planned out online.

If you’re looking to save a few dollars, try Mousesavers (www.mouse
savers.com), which features information, insider Disney tips, and (the biggest
perk) exclusive discounted deals for area hotels, resorts, and packages.

If a trip to one of Universal Orlando’s theme parks or CityWalk is on your
dance card, then stop at www.universalorlando.com. You can order tickets
(including exclusive Internet-only deals), make resort reservations, and find
out about special events, among other things on the site. Fish fans can get
in the know about SeaWorld at www.seaworld.com and Discovery Cove at
www.discoverycove.com.

Though a relative newcomer, Travel Insights Online (www.travel-insights.
com) is filled with travel tips, in-depth reviews, and information on Disney,
Universal Orlando, and SeaWorld. Also included are reviews of the area’s
kid-friendliest restaurants and resorts; a boon for parents.

If you’re seeking general information about the city, accommodations,
dining, nightlife, or special events, head over to the Orlando/Orange County
Convention & Visitors Bureau site at www.orlandoinfo.com. Orlando Weekly
(www.orlandoweekly.com) offers cutting-edge reviews and recommendations
for arts, movies, music, restaurants, and much more. The Orlando Sentinel
(www.orlandosentinel.com), along with all the local news and goings-on,
features Go2Orlando, a section loaded with information on the area’s din-
ing, attractions, shopping, and more.

4 The Best Romantic Hideaways
• Courtyard at Lake Lucerne (Down-

town; & 407/648-5188): This
charming little B&B is an eclectic
mix of some of Orlando’s oldest

homes—each impeccably restored
and meticulously furnished to period.
Ask for the honeymoon suite for a
really romantic getaway; just off the
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main room is a quaint little glass-
enclosed porch—the perfect spot to
watch the sunset or sip a glass of wine.

• Disney’s Wilderness Lodge (Lake
Buena Vista; & 407/934-7639):
This grand resort is reminiscent of
the lodge found at Yellowstone
National Park. The spewing geyser
out back, the mammoth stone hearth
in the lobby, the Artist’s Point 360-
degree view of Bay Lake, and the
towering forest sheltering the resort
from the rest of the world are just a
few of the reasons to stay here. Some
guest rooms have patios or balconies
overlooking the lake, woodlands, or
the meadow. See p. 96.

• Portofino Bay Hotel (Universal
Orlando; & 888/322-5541 or 407/
503-1000): This enchanting resort
re-creates the romantic atmosphere

and architecture of its namesake town
in Italy. Lounge in the ultracomfy
rooms, the state-of-the-art spa, or at
one of the three heated pools. And it’s
only a stroll away from both of Uni-
versal Orlando’s theme parks.

• Villas of Grand Cypress (Orlando;
& 800/835-7377 or 407/239-4700):
This luxury villa-style resort offers
lush grounds dotted with bougainvil-
lea and hibiscus, lakes fat with large-
mouth bass and bream, and grounds
speckled with trumpeter swans, wood
ducks, and the occasional fox or bob-
cat. It shares a golf academy, racquet
club, and equestrian center with the
Hyatt Regency Grand Cypress. Best
of all, the woodsy grounds make you
feel as if you’re far, far from Disney,
which is right next door. See p. 106.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  W A LT  D I S N E Y  W O R L D  &  O R L A N D O14

5 The Best Luxury Resorts
• Disney’s Grand Floridian Resort &

Spa (Orlando; & 407/934-7639):
This magnificent Victorian inn—
Disney’s best hotel—has an opulent
five-story lobby complete with a Chi-
nese Chippendale aviary. An orchestra
plays big-band music every evening
near Victoria & Albert’s, the resort’s
five-star restaurant. See p. 91.

• Gaylord Palms (Lake Buena Vista;
& 877/677-9352 or 407/586-0000):
This destination resort features
impeccable service; themed guest
rooms (the Emerald Bay rooms are
the best) with luxe amenities; a lush,
41⁄2-acre glass-topped atrium; and
(best of all) a branch of the renowned
Canyon Ranch Spa.

• Hyatt Regency Grand Cypress
Resort (Orlando; & 800/233-1234
or 407/239-1234): This standout has
some impressive treats, including a
half-acre pool with a dozen waterfalls
and three spas, 12 tennis courts, four

Jack Nicklaus–designed golf courses,
and a 45-acre nature walk. All that
adds up to luxury. See p. 106.

• Ritz-Carlton Orlando (Grande
Lakes; & 800/241-3333 or 407/529-
2255). Perks at this posh getaway
include luxurious rooms with first-
class amenities, a 40,000-square-foot
spa, a championship golf course, top-
notch child-care facilities, and a lazy
river pool.

• Reunion Resort & Golf Club (Orlan-
do; & 888/418-9614 or 407/662-
1020): Lavish villas, stunning private
homes, and the new Reunion Grand
Hotel are just the tip of the iceberg at
this luxury resort. The personalized
service will simply spoil you while the
extensive recreational facilities (inclu-
ding top-notch golf courses, a full-serv-
ice colonial-style spa, water park, kids
club, and more) will make you think
twice about ever wanting to leave.
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