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IN A LIVELY PARIS THEME PARK,  
A MOTHER DISCOVERS HER INNER 

FIVE-YEAR-OLD
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The author’s children, Syon (far left) and 
Ayana (third from left), with their friends 

in front of Sleeping Beauty Castle, the 
showpiece of Disneyland Paris. There are 

two sets of attractions inside the fantastic, 
fairy tale structure: A 27-metre-long 

growling, smoke-belching, animatronic 
dragon, and the Galerie de la Belle au Bois 
Dormant, which tells the story of Sleeping 

Beauty in a series of tapestries and  
stained glass windows.

Dreams do come true, 
even the ones you’ve forgotten. One warm Parisian evening, more than 
three decades after I watched my first Disney movie and was transported to 
a magical land, I stood in front of the castle that had haunted my childhood 
dreams. Sleeping Beauty’s palace slumbered, it’s delicately pointed spires 
wrapped in the midnight-blue velvet of the night, as we positioned ourselves 
on a grassy knoll to watch the promised magic unfold. It was our last night at 
Disneyland Paris after a frenetic five days and we had been assured a fitting 
finale at the park’s centrepiece. As I propped up my four- and six-year-olds so 
they could see better, my inner child scrambled out too. 

With indrawn breath, we watched the most splendid son et 
lumière. Luminescent Disney characters fashioned from the  
interplay of light and occasional jets of water pranced and 
danced across the castle walls, as familiar songs rang out. The 
play of coloured lights on the castle kept changing so it looked 
brooding, then romantic and jolly, as the unfolding story took 
twists and thrilling turns. Peter Pan lost his rascally shadow, 
Aladdin took Jasmine on a magic carpet ride, and jovial Jiminy 
Cricket jigged from turret to turret with a cavalcade of other 
characters, before giving way to a magnificent fireworks display. 

On our slow walk back at the end of the show, the children 
asked what I’d liked best. “Watching you two,” I said quite hon-
estly. Their incandescent happiness had made every spot of 
bother during the trip worthwhile. In truth, I had worn the same 
utterly captivated expression on my own face through most of it. 
For those five days, I had joyously, unapologetically, become five 
years old again. “What did you two enjoy most?” I questioned in 
turn. All of it, they whooped. Every last bit. And that was what 
we’d travelled across the Channel for, why we’d spent a tidy sum 
to vacation in an amusement park (of all places, I’d said to my-
self in the run-up) instead of a spot of salubrious beauty.

Our Disneyland plan was hatched with another young family 
at a giant aquarium two years ago. Chicken pox, school admis-
sions, and the detritus of day-to-day life meant it was a while  
before we found ourselves boarding an early morning train 
bound for Paris from St. Pancras in London. For the children, 
the adventure began at the Channel crossing, with its 38-km 
journey under the sea. Once in Paris, our Indian taxi driver took 
it upon himself to keep the children entertained with his dash-
board-thumping desi take on classic Disney songs. 

As we walked up Main Street U.S.A. leading to Disneyland 
Park, we were transported to 1930s’ America, a mythical, magi-
cal version of it, with seemingly edible candy-coloured houses 
and costumed shopkeepers and carriage drivers who beamed at 
everyone. It was my kind of made-up world, with a real histori-
cal basis, and I could have sauntered about all afternoon, scru-
tinising vintage signs, peering into shop windows, or watching 

the world go by from a whitewashed bench. But the children 
were running on ahead to the largest, most glittering carousel 
we had ever seen. A soothing, musical merry-go-round ride was  
followed by a gentle flight through Peter Pan’s Never Land with  
islands, pirates, crocodiles, and J.M. Barrie’s famous house in  
London where it all began. The kids were ready for more auda-
cious experiences, so we hopped on to the Buzz Lightyear Laser 
Blast, a madcap test of marksmanship in which we aim to anni-
hilate the baddie Zurg on our tour of the universe. Stepping out, 
we were confronted by The Orbitron, a ride with spaceships that 
spin you about in the air until you feel just a little bit the worse 
for wear. The kids, however, loved it. 

They could have continued, ride after ride after ride 
but the old fogies were beginning to flag. We found it was 
time for the first Disney extravaganza of the trip, the big  
parade through the heart of the park. “I hate parades,” sulked 
six-year-old Syon, “It’ll be full of princesses.” There were  
princesses aplenty, but there were also whirling witches, march-
ing toy soldiers, and dancing crockery. Shimmering floats full of 
beloved Disney heroes, featuring scenes from the movies sailed 
past us. Long lines of colourful, energetic characters followed in 
their wake. Ayana, our four-year-old, let off peals of delighted 
laughter as Belle took time out from waltzing with the Beast to 
give our little girl a squeeze. 

The floats kept coming. Venerable, pointy-hatted Merlin on 
his spangled platform was followed by a golden pumpkin with 
Cinderella and Prince Charming aboard. Tree houses, twee cot-
tages, and Indian jungles later, the eagerly awaited final float 
coasted past with Donald, Goofy, Pluto, Minnie, and Mickey 
atop it. The last, in his wizarding robes from The Sorcerer’s Ap-
prentice, stirred up a storm in his cauldron, with a sprinkling 
of magic and a dash of mayhem for good measure. As he swept 
past, flames shot out from the big brass crock, surprising us all.

Like the heady mix in Mickey’s cauldron, Disneyland 
turned out to be a fine blend of magic and mayhem. The lat-
ter took hold the day we visited the neighbouring Walt Disney  
Studios. We found the magic curiously missing. It lacked the  S
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Mickey Mouse is Disney’s official mascot, and the first cartoon 
character to have a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Performers 
dressed as Mickey and his dog Pluto (top left) are ubiquitous in the 
park; This ride with large, colourful spinning tea cups (top right) is 
based on the Mad Hatter from Alice in Wonderland who had eccentric 
tea parties with his unusual friends; Pinocchio (bottom) dances in the 
parade that winds through Disneyland Park every afternoon.

affable charm of its sister park: The lines were longer, making 
the children chafe, and the attendants ruder, answering ques-
tions about the many closed attractions curtly. A number of 
times we struggled to the end of an hour-long line only to be 
told the ride had broken down. We even found ourselves strand-
ed high in the sky when the Toy Story parachute ride malfunc-
tioned mid-air. Fortunately, our kids viewed nearly everything as 
an adventure, entertaining us with cheery speculation about the 
size of the splat we would make if we fell. Happily, this remained 
conjecture. Other disappointments awaited us though, the  
biggest being the tram tour of the studio. Meant to be an awe-
inspiring guide to the mechanics of movie-making, it induced 
less awe and more shock because incredibly little happened. 

But the Disney Studios wasn’t all disappointments. A car stunt 
show involving dazzling daredevilry in a giant arena entranced 
the children. The set, done up to resemble a sleepy street in Italy, 
intrigued me. And the best bit had been saved for last. We went 
to visit (hold your breath, because our gaggle of kids certain-
ly did) Spiderman! After a two-hour wait in the sun, we were  
admitted into the presence of the great man. No sooner had we 
entered, were we swept into the long, all-encompassing arms 
of a man who chattered non-stop about saving New York and 
letting my identically dressed son take over in a few short years. 
After some web-spinning training and photographs, we went 
home happy with what we’d seen. And that included the amaz-
ing abs (and more) the ladies in our line had tipped me off about. 

Not everything went swimmingly well in Disneyland Park  
either. The Pirates of the Caribbean ride had loads of atmos-
phere with its dimly lit labyrinth of subterranean tunnels 
leading to a wild boat ride over rapids, round buccaneering  
islands, and caves full of treasure, but the children hated it. Our 
friend’s son dissolved into tears after the umpteenth drench-
ing. Big Thunder Mountain, a Wild West-themed super-speedy 
roller-coaster led to another bout of tears, not from Syon who  
revelled in every screeching, careening moment of it, but from his  
sister who was too young to be allowed on. As consolation,  
I took her on an Adventureland mini cruise instead, on a big 
paddle steamer with views of frontier homesteads, gunslingers, 
and wild moose, plying her with sweets as we went. But it was 
all in vain, as she wept through the journey. 

The worst happened, however, when we lost her for a heart-
stopping few minutes in Alice’s Curious Labyrinth. Every parent 
knows what this feels like. When you realise that that little hand 
is no longer safely tucked into yours, the mind races even as the 
heart nearly stops and your eyes rake the crowds. We experienced 
it when a stampeding herd of schoolkids had just passed through. 
We did a head count and came up one short. The sun dipped  
behind the clouds, and the colourfully surreal maze took on a 
sinister aspect. Telling ourselves that she couldn’t have gone  
far, we struck off in different directions. Gripping her older 
brother’s hand so hard he yelped, I took every twist and turn 
holding my breath, expecting to come upon my little girl any 
minute, fearing that I never would. We reached the end of the 
maze in this panic-stricken state and regrouped. No Ayana. 

One of our friends went to inform the attendant as we scoured 
the maze again. Suddenly, her brother spied a little gap in the 
hedge down a path we had already traversed thrice. It could 
only have been spotted by another child. He tugged at my sleeve 
wordlessly and slipped in, popping his beaming face out a mo-
ment later to whisper, “She’s here”. I squeezed in, being nearly 

child-sized myself. There, in a little clearing, was Ayana in her 
pretty purple pinafore, the guest of honour at the Mad Hatter’s 
table. She was listening sympathetically to the White Rabbit’s 
plight. The disused table had been tucked away out of sight of 
most visitors but Ayana had somehow unearthed it and lost  
herself in the pleasure of the find. 

And so, our penultimate evening ended happily. On our last 
ride, a slow cruise through a dazzling array of dolls from around 
the world, singing their mechanical hearts out against a beau-
tiful backdrop of famous vistas, we sang along to the rousing 
strains of “It’s a small world.” We followed up with a celebra-
tory meal at the Rainforest Café, the kids’ restaurant of choice, 
where we indulged in triple-decker burgers and glorious choc-
olate concoctions amidst palm trees, fern fronds, and gentle  
cascades, while automated elephants trumpeted and snakes 
hissed overhead. 

Ayana fixed me with her twinkling eyes and said, “You know 
Mommy, I didn’t get to finish my chat with the White Rabbit 
today, so I was thinking….” 

“…that we should return to Disneyland very, very soon,”  
finished Syon in a green-eyed rush. 

Their earnest faces tugged at my heartstrings and I let the 
five-year-old in me do the talking, one last time that holiday. 
“You know what? I loved it too. Come back in a couple of years, 
shall we?”

Shreya Sen-Handley is a former journalist and television pro-
ducer who now writes and illustrates for British and Indian media.

The Pirates of the Caribbean ride has been a part of Disneyland from 
before the movie series and may even have inspired them, but the 
characters from the films are now a regular part of the ride.
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Le Carrousel 
de Lancelot is a 

hand-sculpted merry-
go-round with a Knights 

of The Round Table 
theme. It is large, 

glittering, and gentle 
enough for young 

children, so there are 
always long lines.
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A Parent’s Guide to Surviving Disneyland Paris

Main Street U.S.A., which leads up to Sleeping Beauty Castle, beautifully reproduces American shops, restaurants, and houses from the 
early 20th century. It is a wonderfully detailed and imaginative recreation based on Walt Disney’s hometown of Marceline, Missouri. 

 Despite being smaller than its American counterpart, 
Disneyland Paris feels vast. If your children are small, focus on 
the beautifully laid out Disneyland Park, which is geared for 
younger kids. Keep a day aside for Disneyland Studios themed 
after the movies, to see their car stunt show and meet Spidey. 
Visit disneylandparis.co.uk for tickets. 

 Stay at a Disney hotel and make use of the get-in-early 
option that goes with it (enter two hours before opening time 
on certain days). Do as many rides as possible before noon. 
Save the afternoon and evenings for the gorgeous parades 
and magical light-and-sound shows. 

 Free buses ply to the park from the Disney hotels.  
If you have very young children you may want to 
avail of them, though they do get jam-packed and 
require waiting. A train runs around the perimeter 
of the two parks but getting on that also involves 
long waits. 

 If your children are up to walking a bit, make your 
own way. It can be done if you know exactly what 

you want to do and in what order. Get yourself a free map from 
your hotel the minute you arrive. Decide on the adventures 
you want to have and then plan your route. Start your day 
early (and I mean EARLY, which can be 8 a.m. with the Disney 
Hotel Easy Pass). 

 When you encounter a snaking queue at a ride, book a  
fast-track ticket with which you can return at a prearranged 
time. These can only be bought on the spot, so you can’t beat 
the crowds by web-booking ahead. You should, however, book 

your all-inclusive park entrance tickets on the net when you 
reserve your holiday.

 If you want to save money carry a packed 
lunch into the parks. You can stock up on  
food from supermarkets near Disneyland, 
which are well connected by frequent,  

local trains. Keep handy fruit juice sachets  
and empty bottles that you can fill up at the  

free water fountains. Do have a meal at one  
of the many interesting themed restaurants  
in the park.


