



Orlando with Toddlers

                                                             By Barbara Hudgins

Visit Orlando with toddlers?  Hike through Disney World, Sea World and possibly Universal Studios with two kids under four?  Many parents recoil with shock at the idea of overtired youngsters and overpriced theme parks in combination.   However, it can be done and has certain advantages. For one thing, kids under three are free in most venues. And then there is the freedom from schedule limitations. You can visit in late February or any time that avoids school vacation week, Spring Break or summer heat waves.  
  My daughter has a one-and-a half-year old and a three-year-old. She approached the Florida vacation planning with the same diligence that Dwight D. Eisenhower spent on the invasion of Normandy.  First thing was to visit Sesame Place in nearby Pennsylvania during the summer of 2007.  The purpose of this trip was not only to allow the kids to romp with Big Bird—it also was a way of snagging a year-long season ticket to all Anheuser Busch attractions. This meant that when she visited Florida the following February, the family could visit Busch Gardens in Tampa and Sea World in Orlando with unlimited access and free parking.  Although it was pricey, the season ticket would be good throughout the summer of 2008 at Sesame Place as well as other Busch parks. (You can also buy a week-long entrance to Sea World for the same price as a day ticket.)
    The next order of business was to map out the one-day assault on Disney World. 

Using the “time is money” theory, my daughter booked the Character Breakfast at Cinderella’s Castle on a Wednesday. Using several websites and the handy book “The Unofficial Guide to Disney World” she discovered that there are certain days when no other patrons are allowed early access into the park.  Moreover, you can book the Character Breakfast 180 days before you arrive. Since only 120 people are accommodated at each seating, reservations are absolutely necessary.

     Fast forward to the last week in February, 2008, a time designated as “low attendance” in the guidebooks. My daughter booked a week at a resort about twenty minutes from each attraction.  The resort boasted three bedrooms, a kitchen replete with dishes and appliances and a washer and dryer. Although the “suite hotel” was originally invented for businesspeople, they now dominate in tourist-heavy destinations. We stayed at the Orange Lake Resort which featured several swimming pools—some with family friendly waterslides and shallow wading areas.
     I had flown down a few days earlier to visit a friend in Tampa, so my daughter and family picked me up Monday afternoon after they had enjoyed a half day at Busch Gardens.  Since that place that is basically a glorified zoo, it was great for the kids.  The next day, the family scuttled off to Sea World, the Busch attraction in Orlando. Although the kids were too young to sit through the whale and dolphin shows there were plenty of aquarium-type features to keep them interested. And my son-in-law used his pitching arm to win a passel of stuffed penguins and dolphins.   
Wednesday was DW-Day. While I had opted for Epcot (actually the one-day ticket admits you to all sections), the others dashed off for breakfast at Cinderella’s Castle. The young girls enjoyed meeting Cinderella and Snow White while they feasted on French toast. Each family sits at a table while the surrogate princesses make the rounds, in the same way a bride greets every guest at a wedding.
The 8 AM. breakfast allowed for a head start in the rush to popular rides. The Magic Kingdom opens at 9:30 and those at the gate still have to walk the length of Main Street to reach the hub of Cinderella’s castle. Since my family was already at that geographical center, they were able to enjoy The Snow White ride, Pooh’s Mighty Adventure, greet Ariel in her grotto and take a turn on the carousel. After that still had time to take in the Jungle Cruise and sail through the Pirates of the Caribbean before lunch and naptime at the hotel.
     As for me, I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast at home base and then took the 10 AM shuttle to Epcot. Since it was a rather cold, I opted for indoor entertainments and managed to get in a ride with Figment in the Imagination pavilion and enjoy a short run through some other educational exhibits. Then it was on the see the world’s fair section. The acrobats at the “pre-show” in the Chinese pavilion were incredible and I was able to get into the American theater multi-media show without a wait.  I met up with the rest of family at the Japanese Pavilion for dinner. While the Benihana-style chop and flip chefs did not impress the 3-year-old that much, she was happy with the chopsticks and luckily the baby had fallen asleep.
Eating Out
We ate breakfast in the suite and I often had lunch there too. But most dinners were booked in advance. There are always lines, even in off-season, so reservations to popular places are a necessity. We had reserved for The Rainforest Café in Downtown Disney. It was colorful enough and again baby slept through the whole thing, chattering animatronic monkeys and gushing waterfalls notwithstanding. This is a good place for kids of five and over, despite the overpriced drinks.  On a nice evening, Downtown Disney is a pleasant place to meander, although it is mostly shops and restaurants set around a lake. Unfortunately it poured as we exited the Rainforest Café and we had to bolt through the deluge to our car.
As for other dinners out--my son-in-law was the designated child-wrangler. He has learned to gulp down his food to be on the ready in case one or the other of the toddlers decides to put up a fuss.  Now in the old days (that is, when my kids were young), we would remove the youngster for a short period of time until the fussiness ended and then return to the table. However, Michael had his own modus operandi and whenever he left the table armed with a dangling child, he never came back. We had to search him out with the aid of the ever present cell phone. Since one or the other kid slept through most dinners, our only problem occurred on the last night when we opted for an upscale restaurant in an Orlando Mall. Despite early reservations, the few people already seated eyed us with trepidation. We lasted about half an hour and the other diners were happy to see us go. We ended up eating the doggy-bag leftovers back at the hotel in much greater comfort than in the palatial restaurant.                 
Lessons learned:
1. Cafeterias and buffets work best and usually have decent food.

2. The last night of your stay is the time to have the pizza delivered, not the night for the fancy dinner.
 3.  Bring a Tote umbrella along. It does rain in Florida.

4. Don’t try to cram too much into one day. Going back to the hotel for a swim and a nap works wonders.

5. The airlines will stow strollers for you. Strollers are great for stowing snacks and purchases as you move along.
6. Check out the specials at www.tripadvisor.com, www.disneyworld.com and www.seaworld.com.

