Be a VIP at Universal:
walk up the path to the Psycho house;
get slapped on the head by a monkey.
VIP TREATMENT IS UNIVERSAL

U

niversal Studios Hollywood stakes
much of its reputation on the back-lot
tram tour. It’s a one-of-a-kind attraction,
taking guests through the working sets of a
Hollywood studio. But even repeat visitors
to the park may not know that there is a
way to get even more behind-the-scenes
details: the Universal Studios VIP Experience.
The VIP Experience is more than just a
glorified tram ride. It covers everything that
the normal tram tour does, but in more
detail, and continues through the park’s
most popular rides and attractions. While
the normal tram ride in itself generally
takes about 45 minutes, you can expect
your entire VIP Experience to last five or
six hours, with a decent amount of that time
spent among the studio’s sets and soundstages.
BUYING YOUR TICKET

A

s you might expect, the VIP Experience costs significantly more than a
normal day at Universal Studios ($125
compared to $45). The price may be
enough to discourage the casual tourist.
And if that isn’t enough, there are a couple
of other hurdles you may have to overcome
if you want to take the tour.
If you want to buy your ticket in person
on the day of your tour, don’t bother getting
in the regular ticket lines. Instead, go to the
special VIP Experience window to the right
of the Universal Studios entrance gates.
They’ll sign you up, take your money, and
give you a pass so that you can enjoy the
park until your tour begins.
For same-day purchases, make sure that
you arrive soon after the park opens.
Because of the tour’s length, there are only
a limited number of them during the day.
On days when the park closes early in the
evening, there may only be a single VIP
tour. Although the tour doesn’t often sell
out early in the day, you may occasionally

run into a situation where an entire
tour has been reserved by a private
party so certain time slots are
unavailable.
One advantage to same-day purchase of tickets is that Universal will
occasionally lower the price of the VIP
Experience briefly if they have a lot of open
tour spots. However, if you are offered a
price of less than $125, be sure to ask why
— you may have lucked out, or there may
have been a cut in the tour (for example,
you may have to take the regular tram tour
instead of the private tour, which may make
even $100 not worth the expense to you).
VIP Experience reservations may also be
made over the telephone by calling 818622-5120. They won’t take a credit card
over the telephone, so you’ll have to fax a
credit card and driver’s license or purchase
a VIP Experience certificate through the
Universal Studios Website. There isn’t any
way to both make a reservation and pay for
your ticket online.
There is a certain amount of chance
involved in the VIP Experience. Different
parts of the park may be inaccessible on
given days due to filming or other conditions, so if there is something in particular
you are interested in seeing, make sure that
you mention it at the time you purchase
your tickets. If at all possible, take the tour
on a weekday — the prop warehouse, one
of the most interesting parts of the tour, is
not open on weekends.
BEGINNING YOUR TOUR

I

f you have some time before your tour
starts, you might want to stock up on film
and camera batteries. There is little opportunity to purchase camera supplies during
the back-stage part of the tour, and because
you will doing a lot of walking and getting
in and out of the tram, you will want to
travel light, so make sure that anything you
don’t absolutely need is stored in one of the
park’s lockers. If your tour will be ending
close to the park’s closing time, you might

want
to buy your
souvenirs now and
stow them away. Also, if you received a
certificate for a free photograph when you
purchased your ticket, now might be a good
time to have it taken.
You receive a VIP Experience lanyard
when your purchase your tickets. Go ahead
and wear it, even if it makes you feel a little
silly. When we took the tour for the article,
we had time to go through the Mummy
attraction (a walk-through haunted maze
featuring props from The Mummy), which
opened half an hour before our scheduled
VIP Experience. There was a pretty long
line of people waiting for the attraction to
open, but when one of the employees saw
that we had a VIP lanyard, he took us out
of line and let us enter the attraction before
anyone else. We got a lot of odd looks from
people wondering who the heck we were to
get this special treatment, but it was
certainly worth it.
About fifteen minutes before your tour is
scheduled to leave, head to the VIP Experience waiting room. A host or hostess will
greet you and take you upstairs to meet
your tour guide.
The waiting room will generally have
fruit, bagels, pastries, and beverages available — be sure to take advantage. In particular, you might want to take a bottle of
water along with you for the tour. If the
weather is hot, take two. You will also be
given a plastic poncho to wear on the Jurassic Park ride; again, ask for two since one
won’t be enough to cover your legs very
well.
Your tour group will generally consist of
fifteen people or less. The average seems to
be about twelve. If you are alone, there is a
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View of the Universal Studios back lot, with Warner Brothers and Disney studios in the distance
small chance you will find yourself the only
person on the tour, in which case you’ve
won the jackpot — $125 for an all-day
-personal tour is certainly a bargain.
Although the VIP Experience is frequented by celebrities (since it allows them
to enjoy the park while avoiding crowds)
don’t expect there to be any in your party.
It does happen, but celebrities generally
arrange for private tours.
Before you leave the waiting room, your
tour guide will make introductions, and
probably ask if you have ever been to the
park or on the tour before. You might consider playing dumb and saying you haven’t
been to the park (or, at least, that you
haven’t been there recently), because some
tour guides will skip bits of information if
they think that there’s a good chance you
already know it.
If there is anything you are particularly
interested in doing or seeing, this is a good
time to let your tour guide know. Guides
have a certain amount of leeway to make
changes to their tour schedules, and they
may be able to make changes to fit your
interests. If there is something mentioned in
this article, for example, which you can’t
wait to see, go ahead and mention it. Better
to be safe than sorry, and all that.
TRAM TOUR: LOWER LOT

T

he tram used for the VIP Experience is
very different than the long, crowded,

train-like affairs used on the normal studio
tour. These trams are more akin in
appearance to cable cars, with some seats
on the outer edges an some within an
enclosed area. The interior seats offer better mobility and a little more comfort, but
the edge ones offer a better view of items
you’re facing. If you’re particularly interested in a good view during the Earthquake
or Flash Flood parts of the tour, or if you

and you should be able to hear your guide
easily no matter where you sit.
Because your tour guide has some freedom and the sites available for you to visit
will vary, there’s no way to say exactly how
your tour will proceed from this point.
Most likely, though, the tram will head to
the Universal Studios lower lot where the
sound stages are located. A great deal of
television and film production takes place

This is one of two areas in the studio where
you are most likely to run into someone famous.
Very often actors will be here dubbing dialogue
to a film, and you may pass them in the halls.
want a little closer look at the greenery
department or Jurassic Park props as you
drive by, choose a seat on the driver’s lefthand side. Otherwise, the right-hand side
seems to have the advantage (particularly
for Jaws, King Kong, the Collapsing
Bridge, some of the sets such as the Bates
Motel and free-standing backdrop, and the
overview of the back lot at the end of the
tour).
If you sit on an edge, have the driver
show you how to work the restraining bar
so you can easily get in and out when the
time comes. Every seat has a good view of
the video screens your tour guide may use
to show clips from movies during your tour,

in sound stages, so keep an eye out for
famous folks.
There are several very interesting locations in the lower lot, most of which nonVIP tourists will never see.
The sound-mixing and dialogue looping
rooms are much larger than you might
expect. At one end there is a movie screen
on which the film being worked on can be
played. In front of this is an open area
which is occupied by musicians or actors if
they are needed, or (as we saw) a pingpong table if pure sound mixing is being
done. According to the tour guide, the pingpong table is there because there are often
long delays in the process, usually caused
TH E SPO O K

| 102

by movie executives with over-crowded
schedules or hyperactive cell phones.
Behind the open area is an enormous
mixing table, capable of handling some 300
tracks of sound. This is definitely worth a
close look.
This is one of two areas in the studio
where you are most likely to run into someone famous. Very often actors will be here
dubbing dialogue to a film, and you may
pass them in the halls.
Foley rooms are much like sound-mixing
rooms without all the high-tech equipment.
Instead, there are a few microphones and an
enormous number of props and materials
for making sounds. A large section of the
floor is divided into yard-square sandboxes, each filled with a different material —
dirt, rock, stone, rubber, carpet, Styrofoam,
etc. Around these boxes are a variety of
devices that can be shaken, turned, thrown,
or whacked at to imitate real-world sounds.
You may even see boxes of fresh vegetables, plates of glass waiting to be broken,
and other unusual items. Your tour guide
will be happy to demonstrate how Foley
artists go about creating sounds for films.
Ask permission before you try anything
yourself, as some guides are more willing
than others and some of the items in the
room can actually be dangerous.
In the lower lot you should also have a
chance to visit one or more sound stages.
Recently, tour groups have been taken into
the sets of the television show Providence.
This affords an excellent opportunity to
actually walk through a “hot” set. Pay par-

ticular attention to all of the small details
(signs, pieces of paper, items on desks), and
to the myriad ways that each set can be
used. We found the plastic “stained glass”
windows in the church worth taking a close
look at, along with the set’s staircases (none
of which really go anywhere). You may
notice that some of the rooms in the sets
seem too small to fit a film crew into. When
the time comes to film, the walls in the set
can be removed at the director’s
convenience.
The Providence set is the one area of the
tour where no photographs may be taken.
This is due to a clause in the contract
between Universal and the show’s producers, and it’s pretty strictly enforced. On the
plus side of the coin, this is the other area
on the tour that you are most likely to run
into a celebrity. Several of the Providence
cast members have introduced themselves
to VIP tour groups.
The sound stage on which the silent classic The Phantom of the Opera, starring Lon
Chaney, was filmed is also another frequent
stop on the tour. The sets of the Paris opera
house are permanently installed in the
sounds stage’s walls, and are still used
today. (You can catch a glimpse of them in
The Sting where they are used as part of a
burlesque theater.)
This particular sound stage has a removable floor which can be used for special
effects (such as those involving water) or
particularly large sets. Because the covering over the open floor is not as sturdy as
the floors of most sound stages, there is a

sign on the wall saying that no “condors”
are allowed. As your tour guide what the
sign means. If your guide is unsure but says
(as ours did) that it may have something to
do with a problem they once experienced
with a large bird, politely smile and nod
your head. If you see a condor — a lift, sort
of like a cherry picker with a wide basket
— during the balance of your tour, point it
out.
After visiting the business-oriented areas
of the lower lot, you will likely be taken
into the lower park to experience a couple
of attractions.
Backdraft discusses and demonstrates
the effects used in the film of the same
name. As a VIP guest, you will be taken to
the head of the line. Even so, try and make
sure that you are on the far left when you
enter the attraction. This may appear to be
as far away from the stage as you can get,
but as the attraction moves along, you will
find yourself right in front when the really
important stuff comes along.
The lower lot also contains the Jurassic
Park River Adventure. This is a nicely done
water ride (if you’re into such things), but
you must plan on getting wet, even if you
wear both of the plastic parkas you picked
up at the beginning of your tour. Not only
is there a big splash at the end, but during
the early part of the ride, water is actually
squirted directly into your ride vehicle. Let
your guide hold your water-sensitive valuables (don’t forget to take your cell phone
or pager out of your pocket). If you’re not
into it, your guide will tell you where to
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Psycho house is what folks in the movie
business call a “shell” — there’s nothing
inside, not even a second floor — so who is
that is the upper left window???

The clock tower is fake;
the tour guide is real; the lawn can be
removed to reveal a lake.

Anything you see can be rented.
Need a Roman spear for Halloween?
No problem. An iron maiden for your next
frat party? Got you covered.
wait for everyone else. If it’s particularly
cold or raining, don’t be surprised if the
group boycotts the attraction completely.
TRAM TOUR: BACK LOT

W

hen you’re done with the lower lot,
your group will get back on the tram
and head for Universal Studios’ famed back

lot. This is the area of the studio covered
with facades for exterior filming. If you are
any kind of film buff, you will likely spot
many familiar locations. As a VIP tourist,
you will be allowed to get off your tram and
walk through these sets, and you might
even be able to visit sets which, because of
active filming, are currently off limits to
regular trams.

The Universal Studios prop warehouse is crammed with all manner of everything.

There are several sets which highlight
the back lot.
The Clock Tower is one of the most
famous facades in Hollywood. Once you
know to look for it, you find yourself seeing it all the time in the theater. The Clock
Tower may be most familiar because it is
the centerpiece of the ending of the original
Back to the Future (closeups were actually
filmed on a sound stage), but it was also
seen in Inherit the Wind, The Music Man,
Escape from L.A., The Nutty Professor, and
scores of other films.
You will likely exit the tram here, as the
Clock Tower is an excellent photo opportunity. Ask your guide for permission to
climb the steps and go inside the building.
As you approach, notice how the building
becomes less and less real looking the closer you get. At the top of the steps, its brickwork looks positively fake. Rap gently on
it with your knuckles to completely shatter
any illusion of its reality that may remain.
Then go through the Clock Tower’s doors.
There’s nothing inside to suggest anything
like a real building. It’s all dirty rafters,
bare wood, neglected floodlights, and occasional graffiti. You’ll never look at a movie
building the same way again.
As you walk back out into the sunshine,
look across the grass from the top of the
Clock Tower’s steps. You’ll see a largely
open area which looks a little like a warehouse or business district. This is where a
section of Beverly Hills was built — and
blown up — for Charlie’s Angels. You’d
never know it.
New York Street, just around the corner
from the Clock Tower, is another important
stop in the back lot. You can easily recognize this street in Dirty Harry (during the
“do you feel lucky” scene), Blade (at the
very end), Jingle All the Way (it’s where the
parade is held), Austin Powers (it’s ’60s
London for the scene with Elvis Costello),
and an innumerable number of other TV
shows, films, and commercials. Take a
good, long look at New York street and then
watch either The Sting or The Shadow —
both of these movies are virtual tours of this
area.
You will also be taken through several
Western areas, Sparticus Square, and Little
Europe (built for All Quiet on the Western
Front; used for a variety of TV shows such
as Star Trek Voyager and Beverly Hills
90210 and in the running of the bulls in
City Slickers), but your tram will likely not
stop in any of these areas (not that it would
hurt to ask).
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The entrance to the prop warehouse's second floor is clogged with carts
of props waiting to be scanned and delivered
THE PROP WAREHOUSE

I

f you visit the park during the week, you
will likely be able to pay a visit to the
prop warehouse. For us, this was the highlight of the tour.
The prop warehouse is a two-story structure, absolutely crammed with every sort of
object a set designer might want. Despite
its ramshackle-on-the-face-of-it look, the
warehouse is actually quite organized, with
every prop carefully sorted, bar-coded, and
inventoried. You may see set designers
here, loading carts with props or taping
bright-colored hold slips to items they want
to pick up later. The whole place has a casual air, perhaps typified by a sign over one
of the desks which reads, “Prices subject to
change according to customer’s attitude;
English spoken here.” This is obviously not
a bastion of stiff-suited corporate correctness.
The warehouse’s bottom floor is filled
with furniture. There are whole rows of
pianos, neat stacks of chairs, apparent
antiques not a foot away from mass-produced plastic, and all treated as if they are
of equal importance. If anyone is bringing
props in or checking them out, pay close
attention. On the day of our tour, a batch of
items from Comedy Central’s That’s My
Bush was being returned, and a chair from
Gladiator sat near the entrance door.
A ride up a large freight elevator brings
you to the second floor, the warehouse’s
real centerpiece.
Here are stored all of the smaller props.
Table lamps, decks of cards, old tele-

phones, bricks of fake gold. Large metal
shelves reach from the floor to near the
ceiling and are piled with related items. It’s
like visiting the garage of an enormously
wealthy and well organized but thoroughly
insane packrat.

tered break-away glass and let you grab a
handful of it to see how sharp it’s not. At
this point in the tour, we had a guide from
another tour group jump out at us brandishing a prop shotgun. We thought this
was in rather poor taste.
Beyond the scope of the place, two facts
about the prop warehouse are particularly
impressive. One, that this is not the only
warehouse Universal has. And two, that the
warehouse serves not just the movie industry, but the public as well. That’s right, anything you see can be rented. Need a Roman
spear for Halloween? No problem. An iron
maiden (with rubber spikes inside) for your
next frat party? Got you covered. Although
they asked that we not print their phone
number, the prop warehouse can be reached
by calling the Universal Studios general
information line. Just make sure that you
brink back whatever you rent in the condition you found it in. Some of the stuff here
is literally priceless.
On your way back to the tram after visiting the warehouse, pay close attention to
the parking lot. You may find that some of
the vehicles belong to characters instead of
employees. We spotted one of the time-

On the way, you’ll pass the street where To Kill
a Mockingbird was filmed and the title structure
from The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas
(recently used to film Rob Zombie’s House of
1,000 Corpses — draw what bizarre
conclusions you like).
Your tour group will be taken through
the aisles, after being asked not to touch
anything. We took special note of shelves
full of fake food, a wide selection of vintage product boxes and board games, harmless versions every kind of weapon, an
eclectic assortment of magazines, functionless electronics, and dummies and corpses
of various sizes and descriptions. There are
a few display cases of items from specific
movies (Jurassic Park and the like) or
classes of items (particularly dangerous
looking modern and SF weapons, for example).
Toward the end of your visit, you’ll see
a long table loaded with familiar items,
from Mummy treasures to Jim Rockford’s
driver’s license. If your lucky, your guide
may be able to show you a bowl of shat-

traveling cars from Back to the Future and
two (count ‘em, two) copies of Columbo’s
Pugeot.
INTERMISSION: WHAT ABOUT
REALITY?

I

n addition to famous sets and the prop
warehouse, the Universal back lot is also
home to many of the staged “adventures”
that are featured in most studio-tour promotions. These include the Collapsing
Bridge, King Kong, Earthquake: The Big
One, the Red Sea, the Flash Flood, Jaws,
and the Mummy’s Tomb. Although there is
a certain thrill to these (magnified by the
small size of your VIP tram), they really
don’t have a whole lot to do with real filmmaking. True some of these attractions
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Background: (this page) Paris Opera House set from
1925's Phantom of the Opera; (facing page) A particularly
interesting anachronism. Small photos (clockwise from
lower left): Waterworld stunt woman, freezing in her
wetsuit; VIP tour tram; Jim Rockford's yellow pages ad
and driver's license; Construction of sets for upcoming
Hulk movie; Whoville, sans snow.

have been used in films, and some do
demonstrate movie making techniques (the
flash flood in particular), but they are largely just a distraction from the real history
and working studio all around them. The
Jaws attraction takes place on a set where
not Jaws but Murder She Wrote was filmed,
and while guests are not told that the
mechanical shark is not the same one used
in the movie, they are generally also not
told that one of the boats nearby was used
in the film. To make matters worse, the
“backstory” tour guides tell to introduce
these attractions is often a mixture of truth
and fabrication that is never unraveled
(we’re told that the Earthquake set is the
only two-level set in Hollywood, that it was
used in one of the Beverly Hills Cop films,
and that a new Bruce Willace film is being
made there — at least one of these “facts”
is untrue; what about the others?) Necessary as these things may be to draw tourists,
they tend to muddy the park’s message.
The same can be said of some of the
entertainment in the studio center. For
example, nobody is going to be confused
by someone walking around dressed as
Marilyn Monroe or Groucho Marx, and

even the evil little man I saw pretending to
be Charlie Chaplain (and whom I don’t
encourage you to slap, although I wouldn’t
stop you) isn’t going to convince anyone
that he’s the famous tramp. The line gets a
little blurrier when we talk about people
dressed as Hercules and Xena. Again, odds
are nobody will be mislead, but you can’t
be sure. The line seems to be crossed most
definitely when we start talking about some
of the animals that serve as photo opportunities in the park. I think that most people
would guess that a dog named Lassie probably isn’t the same Lassie of movie fame.
But what about the title animals from Babe
and Beethoven? It’s certainly within the
realm of possibility that these creatures are
still alive.
I spoke with one of the animal trainers as
he stood watching people take pictures of
“Lassie.” He was very quick to point out
that Lassie wasn’t the dog’s real name, and
I got the impression that he was a little
unhappy about having to pretend. My guess
is that he is a little unhappy that this animals years of training for movie work — it
was a real film dog — were being boiled
down to its resemblance to another canine.

There are a few areas of the back lot
where the truth is skirted with equal disdain. For example, one house is shown as
the sorority house from Animal House — a
movie filmed entirely on location. The set
shown was used in one quick shot of a
stunt, and that’s all. Most tour guides
neglect to point out that the Leave It to
Beaver house is from the annoying film,
and that it displaced the house from the
original TV show.
This skirting of the truth can actually
make the park seem, in some ways, less
impressive than it should be. During the
summer months, there are often displays of
stunt work done in the park. Many of these
are staged to look like they are part of a real
movie production. Since there is real filming going on in the park, there are certainly a number of tourists who think that they
are watching a scene from an actual movie
being created. And those who aren’t fooled
may be no better off. I heard a woman tell
her daughter that one of the participants in
the mock filming was “just an actor, not a
real stuntman”. She said this only minutes
after the man did a fall off of a three-story
building. I went up to the stunt man after

It's been easy pickings for Norman ever since pathetic, pacifistic Whoville moved in next to the Bates Motel.
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The girl is real; Lassie's a look-alike;
and the guy in the back — can
you believe that hat?

this and had a very interesting discussion
with him about what kind of falls he can do
and how he chooses and prepares his
airbags. The woman who “wasn’t fooled”
missed out on a great learning opportunity.
Keep this in mind as your tour the park,
and don’t be afraid to ask questions.
TRAM TOUR: UPPER BACK LOT

A

fter the lower half of the back lot, your
tram will travel up a hill, heading
toward the point where your tour began. On
the way, you’ll pass the street where To Kill
a Mockingbird was filmed and the title
structure from The Best Little Whorehouse
In Texas (recently used to film Rob Zombie’s House of 1,000 Corpses — draw what
bizarre conclusions you like).
“Anytown USA” street comes next,
although it’s often inaccessible due to filming of Providence and other projects. This
street has a very large number of recognizable structures, including buildings from

Things Your Guide Won’t Talk About
There are certain subjects — thirteen
of them, to be exact — which Universal Studios tour guides are not
allowed to talk about during the tram
tour. They may not talk about star
salaries or any current litigation.
They won’t discuss accidents or
fatalities that have occurred in the
park (so don’t ask what happened
during the first Halloween Horrors
night). They can’t mention the smog,
and they aren’t allowed to promote
their own careers. There’s a certain
prominent figure they aren’t allowed
to point out to guests, and they aren’t
supposed to point out the offices of
Steven Spielberg’s Amblin Entertainment. They are also not supposed
to talk about the things that they
aren’t supposed to talk about —
that’s why we aren’t able to share all
13 of them with you.

Harvey, The Munsters, The Hardy Boys,
Nancy Drew, The House of the Seven
Gables, Neighbors, Leave It to Beaver,
Deep Impact, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and hundreds of other productions. Occasionally,
deer from the surrounding hills will wander
onto the street to graze off the nicelytrimmed lawns. It’s oddly surreal.
Past Anytown sits some of the sets from
The Grinch nestled up against the Bates
Motel. If your tram doesn’t stop here, ask.
You may not be allowed to go into the
motel (and only the office and room #1 are
more than facades in any case), but your
guide may let you walk up the steps to the
original Psycho mansion at the top of the
hill. Right behind the mansion are what
remains of the sets for Site B from the second and third Jurassic Park movies. It is in
this area that Jim Carrey, while he was at
Universal filming Man on the Moon,
dressed up as Mother from Psycho and paid
a weird visit to several tram loads of
tourists. One of the VIP guides tells me that
he was one of the lucky people to receive a
visit, and that nobody knew it had been
Carrey until much later.
Your tram will then take you past the
world’s largest freestanding backdrop
(another item used in countless movies,
including The Truman Show and Apollo 13)
and through a mummy-themed gimmick
before heading back to the parking lot. The
last stop before the end of the tram portion
of the tour is at the top of a hill overlooking the back lot. It’s a great view, with
Warner Brothers and Disney studios in the
distance.
STUDIO CENTER

A

fter the tram tour, your guide will
probably tell everyone to break for
lunch. You have an hour on your own, but
probably will be forced to eat in the park,
but if you don’t want to have to take out a
home loan to pay for lunch you may prefer
to skip out the front gate to City Walk.
There’s a good hotdog and sausage stand
there, and it’s close enough to the park
entrance that you won’t be late returning to
your group.
The balance of your tour will be taken up
by visits to four attractions, all of which
you will receive priority access to.
Terminator 2 3D is a part live action, part
3D movie show which makes up for in special effects what it lacks in continuity, logic,
and common sense. Pretty much every seat
in the house is good.
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In our case, the
trainer brought a
small monkey with
him that had been
several films and
allowed it to stand
on the shoulders of
volunteers. The
trainer showed
how he could use
hand signals to
make the monkey
hit someone
repeatedly on the
head.
(thanks a lot!)
Back to the Future: The Ride is a motion
simulator. Fun for some, but not for the easily nauseated. If you sit in back, watch your
head. You can wait with your tour guide if
you prefer not to go on. I found this a good
time to chat with my guide one-on-one
about the park, her experience as a VIP
guide, etc. I learned, for example, that the
best time she ever had as a VIP tour was
when her tour group was composed entirely of the band U2.
Animal Planet Live is a cute, but not particularly inspired animal show, featuring
creatures which have been trained for film
work. As a VIP guest, you may stay after
the show and one of the animal trainers will
come out to answer questions. In our case,
the trainer brought a small monkey with
him that had been several films and allowed
it to stand on the shoulders of volunteers.
The trainer showed how he could use hand
signals to make the monkey hit someone
repeatedly on the head (thanks a lot!)
This is an excellent opportunity to learn
something about the film business. Prompted by questions by the group, the animal
trainer explained how very specific behaviors can be coaxed from even nearly mind-

As a VIP, you can
have an actual movie
star lean on your head.
less animals such as spiders (blow on a spider just right and it’ll go right where you
want it to — really!)
You will receive similar treatment —
including reserved seating in a non-splash
zone — at the Waterworld Stunt Show.
After the show is over, the woman who
plays Helen (the female lead) comes out to
answer questions. In our case, she talked
about how she became a stunt woman and,
even more interesting, the incredible number of safety factors there are in every stunt
in the show. For example, there is a stunt in
which Helen climbs to the top of a tower
and then jumps off when the tower collapses. The stunt woman explained that she
pushes a concealed button when she begins
to climb the tower so that people in the control room know she’s begun her ascent. A
similar button is pushed at the top to show
that she’s finished climbing. The stunt
woman then plugs a special device attached
to her belt into a socket at the top of the
tower, arming the device which lets the
tower fall. When she jumps into the water,
the plug is pulled out, and the tower falls
shortly thereafter when triggered by someone in the control room — unless wind

gauges around the arena indicate that it is
not safe to do so.
The stunt woman also discussed the various things that can go wrong during a
show, how the flaming five-story high-fall
is done, and much more. We soon noticed
that her teeth were chattering and asked
why. Apparently, the water in the arena —
in which she spends a decent amount of
time during the show — was only 38
degrees, and she was freezing despite her
wetsuit.
WRAP UP

A

fter visiting these four attractions,
your VIP Experience will generally
come to an end. Don’t forget to continue to
wear your lanyard for the balance of your
visit, as it will get you priority seating at
any additional shows you want to see and
fast access if you want to experience one of
the rides again.
So, at $125, is the VIP Experience a bargain? Perhaps not, but we think that it’s a
fair price given the amount of personal
attention you receive. If you have a chance
to take the tour, let us know how it goes. ~
TH E SPO O K
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