
Top:Cinderella Castle 
is at the heart of the 
Magic Kingdom
Below: Epcot features 
ornate mock-ups 
of 11 countries 
including Italy

At first glance the location is not 
one where you might expect to find 
an F1 driver. On stepping through 
the arches of a mock Victorian-
era railway station the first thing 
which greets you is a sea of heads. 
Many have balloons and all are 
channelled down a central street 
lined with grand buildings in a 

turn of the century style. There’s a 
town hall, an old-fashioned barbers 
and a series of shops with ornate 
signs swinging above them. With 
a syrupy-smell of popcorn thick in 
the air and everyone bearing broad 
grins it is clear that this is a place for 
kids and big kids alike which in fact 
makes it perfect for F1 drivers.

The destination is Disney 
World's Magic Kingdom in 
Orlando, Florida and few other 
places around the world are like 
it. Anyone who hasn't been to a 
Disney park before will be bowled 
over by the psychedelic colours, 
colossal attractions, cuddly 
characters and, of course, the 
crowds.

The attention to detail oozes 
from all corners. Iron gas lamps 
light arcades which run behind 
the shops and even the faux 
bedrooms above them have net 
curtains in the windows. Just 
to see if they are authentic you 
soon find yourself tapping the 
antiques fastened to shelves in the 
arcades and the tools tied to walls 
in the wild west section of the 
park. Most things within striking 
distance are genuine but it doesn't 
stop there as music emanates 
from carefully concealed 
speakers. As your journey takes 
you past shops in wooden ranches 
the theme from Bonanza plays in 
time to your steps.

The experience is how you 
imagine it would be like if you 
could walk through the pages of a 
comic book, except that you have 
to keep on looking to the ground 
to check you’re not about to crash 
into a toddler bolting towards the 
cuddly characters roaming the 
pathways. One of their parents 
just might be recognisable.

“My first visit to Disney World 
was in 1983 with friends,” says 
Rubens Barrichello. He was 11 
at the time but a love of Disney's 
parks in Orlando has stuck with 
him just as much as his passion 
for motor racing. “I visit twice 
a year more or less,” adds the 
beaming Brazilian and he is 
proud of it. From his Twitter page 
Barrichello links to photos of him 
and his family standing in front 
of the world-famous Cinderella 
castle and with F1's low profile 
in the US it isn't likely he will be 
pursued by fans there.

“It's very peaceful and my kids 
enjoy it so much,” he says and 
whilst the theme parks are the big 
draws for his two sons Eduardo 
and Fernando, Disney World 
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OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

With some of the most demanding jobs in sport it's hardly surprising 
that F1 drivers want to go far from the circuit when they go on vacation. 
However Williams driver Rubens Barrichello goes a greater distance than 
most when he travels since his destination of choice is...

Another World
By Christian Sylt 



Top: Rubens 
Barrichello and his 
family enjoy dinner at 
Disney World
Below: Spaceship 
Earth marks the 
entrance to Epcot

“My first 
visit to 
Disney 
World was 
in 1983 with 
friends,” says 
Barrichello

also has the added attraction 
for Barrichello of five lush golf 
courses. “The golf is also great,” 
he admits and it is no exaggeration 
as the courses are so impressive 
that a round of the PGA Tour has 
been held there since 2007.

Sport is never far from 
Barrichello's mind on vacation 
and in January this year he mixed 
business with pleasure when he 
ran a half marathon from Epcot, 
Disney's science park in Orlando, 
to the Magic Kingdom. “I did it 
for pleasure and fitness,” says 
Barrichello adding “it was my 
first one.” Despite this, he still 
finished in 1671st place out of 
17,143 runners but was pipped to 
the post by former Jaguar driver 
Luciano Burti who was ranked 
1383rd. They had an unexpected 
factor hampering progress as the 
weather in Orlando was far from 
what would usually be expected of 
the 'sunshine state.'

Temperatures hovered around 
zero during the race as the runners 
were pelted with snow and rain. 
“It was really cold and I started 
too far back so had to overtake a 
lot of people,” says Barrichello 

adding that despite this “the rest 
was great and I had lots of fun.”

The marathon complemented 
Barrichello's usual training regimen 
and he explains that “because of F1 
I have to be well prepared but I had 
never run such a long distance. I 
had to alter my training a little but 
at the end it was good fun and it 
was good for me.”

Being in the vacation capital 
of the world means that there are 
endless opportunities to recuperate 
and Barrichello's favourite Disney 
attraction, Soarin', is as peaceful 
as they come. The ride is a 
simulated hang glider ride over 
some of America's most well-
known landscapes and landmarks 
and it doesn't do it by halves.

Guests strap themselves into 
seats which rise in front of a huge 
domed screen and then sway and 
pitch in time to the on-screen 
movie. A sweeping orchestral 
score complements the experience 
and smells of pine and orange are 
even piped in as the glider swoops 
over forests and groves.

Disney has been pioneering 
innovative attractions in Orlando 
since the Magic Kingdom opened 

in 1971 at a ceremony attended by 
celebrities including Bob Hope, 
Julie Andrews and Barrichello's 
former boss Sir Jackie Stewart. 
However, whilst the Magic 
Kingdom is mainly home to 
fairytale-themed rides, the most 
intelligent thrills in Disney 
World are found at Epcot. Its 
flagship roller coaster is themed 
to a General Motors test-track and 
there's a space simulator developed 
in conjunction with NASA and HP.

Kids are kept agog at Epcot 
with a new ride through a giant 
aquarium which appears to have 
the cast of Pixar’s hit movie 
Finding Nemo swimming inside it 
courtesy of an ingenious projection 
system. There are also intricate 
touches littered around Epcot 
with fibre optic lights in the floor 
and a huge fountain dancing to 
carefully-choreographed music.

Speed freaks head to Disney’s 
Animal Kingdom safari-themed 
park which is home to Expedition 
Everest, a rollercoaster through 
a replica of the eponymous 
mountain. However, there’s no 
chance to admire the realistic-
looking rockwork or the 25-ft 
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yeti since it all goes by at such a 
blistering pace.

But the most ingenious ride 
is the centrepiece of Disney’s 
Hollywood Studios park: Toy 
Story Mania. “My kids love this 
one,” says Barrichello. Indeed, this 
is one of those rides which will 
leave you asking ‘how did they do 
that?’ Sitting in a ride car you don 
3D goggles and take control of a 
light gun which appears to shoot 
everything from baseballs to 
custard pies at on-screen targets 
themed to the Toy Story movies. 
Unlike most rides this one fights 
back and even crack shots get 
blasted with bursts of air cleverly 
timed to 3D projectiles hurled 
from the screen. Being digital, 
it can even be updated and this 
summer is getting a makeover 
based on the new Toy Story 3 
movie.

Even eating gets the themed 
treatment at Disney World. In 
addition to the science-themed 
section of the park, Epcot is 
also home to an ornate mock-up 
of 11 countries featuring shops 
selling imported items, native 
staff and restaurants serving local 

specialities. There's a traditional 
British pub, a French café run by 
the son of one of France's most 
famous chefs, a grand Chinese 
restaurant and even one serving 
Norwegian dishes. “I love to eat at 
Epcot in the different restaurants,” 
says Barrichello.

After days of hotfooting it 
around theme parks Disney's 
hotels make the perfect places to 
stay. They range from replicas of 
giant hunting lodges to the Grand 
Floridian a sprawling structure 
based on grand seaside resorts 
of the Victorian era with white 
clapboard and red shingle roofs.

An enormous wrought-iron 
chandelier hangs from a stained-
glass domed ceiling in its lobby. 
A caged elevator rises from the 
marble floor below and a brass 
band plays in the background. The 
rooms keep up the theme with 
flowery bed quilts, brass oil lamps 
and Ottomans at the end of the 
beds giving a country house style. 
However, the benefits of staying in 
a Disney hotel are much more than 
just aesthetics.

Complimentary onsite 
transportation in the form of 

monorails, buses and boats is 
available to hotel guests. They 
also get perks such as extra hours 
in the parks after closing and 
a room key which doubles as a 
payment card to charge anything 
in the resort to the room bill. It 
saves carrying cash but can lead 
to some wincing on checking-out 
if you’ve treated it like Mickey 
Mouse money.

The grand finale to any day at 
Disney is a pyrotechnic display. 
Disney is the world’s biggest 
user of fireworks and the Magic 
Kingdom's display features some 
stunning effects. Fireworks 
explode in the shape of smiling 
faces, stars and even hearts.

For the most relaxing way to 
watch the fireworks, the music 
is piped to speakers around the 
Grand Floridian’s pools which 
are open 24-hours. So you can sit 
in the outdoor hot tub and watch 
the display in the distance whilst 
listening to the choreographed 
music. It sure beats standing 
around a fire in the UK on bonfire 
night. And although it may seem 
somewhat extravagant, in Orlando 
excess is the norm.

GettinG 
there
Seven nights in 
Orlando with Virgin 
Holidays, including 
scheduled flights 
with Virgin Atlantic 
from London Gatwick 
direct to Orlando, 
accommodation at 
the 5V Disney’s Grand 
Floridian Resort and 
Spa on a room only 
basis with transfers 
included starts from 
$2,421 (£1569). Prices 
are per person based 
on 2 adults travelling 
and sharing a standard 
room. Price includes 
all applicable taxes 
and fuel surcharges 
which are subject to 
change. 
Entry to the V ROOM 
at Gatwick Airport 
pre-takeoff costs £17 
for adults and £10 for 
kids. Prices are based 
on select departures 
from 22 Aug to 16 Dec 
2010. To book visit 
www.virginholidays.
co.uk or call on +44 
(0)844 557 3859.
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Toy Story Mania is 
a big hit with the 
Barrichello family


