
1939-40 NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR

Return to the golden era of 
world’s fairs, where spectators 
marveled at new gadgets and 
journeyed to foreign countries—
all for just the price of admission.

BY LEAH WYNALEK

WORLDS OF TOMORROW

F
rom X-rays and air-
conditioning to fax 
machines and touch 
screens, the future of 
technology was unveiled  
to millions of Americans  
at world’s fairs. So was the 
quintessential carnival 
food, cotton candy. Before 
the Internet age made 

seemingly everything accessible, families went to 
these grand expositions to glimpse a whole world 
in just one city.

The U.S. presented its first world’s fair in 
Philadelphia to celebrate the nation’s centennial  
in 1876. Though the event lost money, it debuted 
remarkable inventions—including the telephone, 
the Remington typewriter and even Heinz 
ketchup—and inspired later fairs in Chicago, St. 
Louis, Seattle and other cities. 

With the arrival of the 20th century, many of 
these events bore such lofty mottoes as “Century 
of Progress” and “Peace Through Understanding.” 
Host cities often built elaborate fairgrounds (New 
York’s Flushing Meadows and San Francisco’s 
Treasure Island, for example) and monuments 
(like Seattle’s towering Space Needle) just for the 
expositions, wowing visitors with thrill rides, 
futuristic gadgetry and more. These extravagant 
affairs thrived in the 1930s and captivated a new 
generation during their revival in the ’60s.

Though New Orleans hosted the last stateside 
world’s fair 30 years ago, the wonder of these 
historic spectacles still remains. As many expos 
celebrate big anniversaries this year (New York’s 
last fair opened in ’64), Reminisce readers recall 
their trips to the fairs that predicted the future.

THE UNISPHERE 
lights up Flushing 
Meadows Corona 
Park at the New York 
World's Fair in 1964. 
The 12-story steel 
globe symbolized 
the event's theme.
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1939-40 NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR

THE PETERSENS marvel at their first 
sight of the fair in 1940 (above). Fair 
chairman Harvey Gibson gives Joyce 
and Alfred Jr. parting gifts (right).

A
s an 11-year-old 
farm girl, I won 
the trip of a 
lifetime: an all- 
expenses-paid 
family vacation  
to the New York 
World’s Fair. It 
was part of a 
national contest in 

which newspapers worked with fair officials to 
select one “typical American family” from each 
state. We represented Minnesota, and I’ll never 
forget our 17-day adventure.

On the morning of May 29, 1940, a chauffeur 
arrived at our farmhouse in a shiny new Ford. 
On the five-day trip to New York City, we went 
sightseeing and stayed at the best hotels.

When we finally arrived at the fair, Harvey 
Gibson, chairman of the fair board, escorted us 
to the house where we would live for a week. 
We had our own maid to prepare our meals, 
wash and iron our clothes, and keep the house 
tidy. I’d never known luxury like this before!

I still remember the first time I saw the 
towering Trylon and giant Perisphere, both 
located in the center of the fairgrounds. These 

structures fit the fair’s “World of Tomorrow” 
theme and attracted a steady stream of 
spectators. You could go inside the Perisphere 
and stand on a moving sidewalk to view a 
futuristic metropolis called Democracity.

My family followed a daily itinerary to see 
the many exhibitions. As VIPs, we got to cut 
into long lines as we entered exhibits.

In pavilions, companies predicted future 
technologies for day-to-day life. I loved the 
General Electric building and its House of 
Magic, full of appliances for the home. It 
seemed wondrous to our family, because our 
farm had no running water and wouldn’t have 
electricity until that summer! I couldn’t wait to 
experience these modern conveniences.

We also got a glimpse of cultures from 
around the world. Geography and history were 
suddenly more interesting to this schoolgirl.

During our free time, we used our passes for 
all the midway rides. The roller coaster was a 
thrill! In the evening, we saw entertaining 
shows and watched spectacular fireworks.

When our week at the fair ended, each of us 
children received a gift. My brother, Alfred Jr., 
got a baseball signed by Babe Ruth, while I got 
a bracelet with Trylon and Perisphere charms.

Can you imagine what this trip meant to a 
girl from the Midwest who attended a one-
room school? It started my lifelong interest in 
travel and education. Though it’s been 73 years 
since our trip, I can still picture the New York 
World’s Fair in all its glory.

JOYCE PETERSEN YOUNGREN • MESA, AZ

CORSEN BROTHERS 
Burt and Lee (above) 
had many adventures 
at the world's fair on 
Treasure Island from 

1939-'40. Author Burt 
snapped many scenic 

photos (right and 
below) on his Baby 

Brownie camera. 

I
’ve always heard the greatest show on earth 
took place under a circus tent. But for me, it 
happened on a man-made island in the middle 
of San Francisco Bay.

To celebrate the openings of the Oakland Bay 
and Golden Gate bridges, San Francisco hosted 
the Golden Gate International Exhibition at the 
end of the 1930s. My brother, Lee, and I went 
to the fair on Treasure Island more than a 
dozen times before it ended.

Many times Mom and Dad let us go there by ourselves. At 13 
and 14, we loved the freedom. We took public transportation, 
catching a train to the Oakland Mole (as the pier was known 
then), where we boarded a ferry to the island.

We always headed to the Hills Brothers Coffee exhibit, 
which featured a film of the manufacturing process from 
picking the beans to sealing the final product. At the end of 
the film, a housewife opened a can, filling the theater with 
the aroma of freshly ground coffee. We were too young to 
taste the samples, but the scent was satisfying enough.

The Heinz display always deserved a visit, too. You could 
sample different pickles and sauces, plus each visitor got a 

plastic pin shaped like a pickle. 
Once Lee and I noticed an exhibit of some 

new technology called television. We saw 
something moving inside a small glass circle, 
but it didn’t interest us enough for a second 
look. Instead, we checked out the car displays.

Often we watched one of the fair’s two big 
shows. The Cavalcade of the Pacific depicted 
how the West was won; it was a big history 
lesson crammed into a couple of hours. The 
other show, Billy Rose’s Aquacade, featured 
Olympic stars Johnny Weismuller and Esther 
Williams in a swimming spectacle.

Every trip ended on the Gayway, the fair’s 
midway. With limited funds, I was very 
selective about picking rides. I liked the 
flying planes and the whirling Octopus, but  

it was hard to resist my all-time favorite, the bumper cars.
The fair lost some of its luster in 1940. Several countries 

that offered exhibits in 1939 barely existed anymore, 
having been conquered by Germany or the Soviet Union. 
The exhibits mounted by imperiled France and Great Britain 
were smaller, too. Those staffing these displays put up a 
brave front, but their minds were obviously elsewhere.

At the time, I had no idea the U.S. would eventually enter 
World War II. As a kid, my only concern was when I could 
return to Treasure Island.
BURTON A. CORSEN • SAN JOSE, CA

1939-40 GOLDEN GATE INTERNATIONAL EXPOSITION

38 REMINISCE.com    May 2014 May 2014    REMINISCE.com 39



YOUNG DAVID 
(left) drove across 
the country with 
his family in 1962 
to visit the Seattle 
World's Fair—and 
couldn't wait to 
see the Space 
Needle. Designed 
specifically for the 
fair, the 605-foot 
tower (far left) 
represented the 
exposition's 
futuristic theme.

B
ound for the Seattle 
World’s Fair with my 
family in 1962, I could 
hardly wait. Sure, there 
would be educational 
exhibits there, but I’d 
also get to visit the 
revolving Space Needle. 
I’d seen it on a postage 
stamp. Boy, was I ever 

excited to see the view from the top!
Driving a family of five all the way from 

Evansville, Indiana, must have been harrowing 
for Dad. I shared the backseat with my older 
sister and brother, Patty and Bobby, with little 
to do but play license plate bingo and read 
comic books. But eventually we made it.

My parents wandered into exhibit after 
exhibit, appreciating all the attractions that 
were the least interesting to me. Science, music 
and art didn’t appeal to this 10-year-old, but 
the Gayway—with dozens of space-themed 

rides—beckoned me with its flashing lights.
Sure, the World of Tomorrow drew me in 

with its forecasts for the future. And, yes, the 
Boulevards of the World held shopping gems. 
But would we ever get to that Space Needle?

Several foreign exhibits later, my great 
moment arrived—or so I thought. It was now 
late afternoon, and the line was long. After 
waiting for about 15 minutes, inching our way 
to the entrance, we arrived at a sign that read, 
“Space Needle 1½ hours from this point.”

“Oh, David,” Pops said. “Do you really want 
to wait that long just for this one thing?”

I thought I could be patient and told him so. 
A half-hour later, though, as we reached the 
1¼-hour marker, I finally gave up. Crestfallen, 
I agreed to leave the line, hoping it wouldn’t be 
as long the next day if we arrived early.

The next morning, hundreds of fairgoers had 
exactly the same idea and queued up ahead of 
us. I was inconsolable—until I spied a nearby 
concession stand selling Belgian waffles. 

My mouth watered as I fixated on an image 
of a huge waffle buried in fresh strawberries. 
Bobby cautioned me that pictures could be 
deceiving, but just then a customer walked by 
with the real thing and I had to have one.

“Pops, may I eat one of those?” He said we 
should split one, and if I was still hungry, he’d 
buy another. Poor Pops—he never thought I 
could down a whole one after sharing the first!

I never made it to the top of the Space Needle, 
but thanks to those Belgian waffles, the Seattle 
World’s Fair was a rousing success in my book.
DAVE POLAND • LANSDALE, PA

5  DELICIOUS DEBUTS
THESE FLAVORFUL TREATS AND TOPPINGS FIRST 
TEMPTED TASTE BUDS AT WORLD’S FAIRS.

JUICY FRUIT Though Wrigley touts spearmint as its signature flavor, the 
company launched its first chewing gum, Juicy Fruit, at the 1893 Chicago 
World’s Fair. More than a century later, the sugary-sweet gum remains a 
top seller in the U.S.

ICE CREAM CONE  “Cup or cone?” Today you have a choice, but before 
1904, ice cream lovers had to settle for a spoon. Vendor Ernest Hamwi 
curled a waffle cookie into a cone to serve scoops at the St. Louis World’s 
Fair, giving many guests their first taste of the takeaway treat.

MIRACLE WHIP When mayonnaise sales plummeted during the Great 
Depression, Kraft whipped up a lighter, cheaper alternative. The company 
unveiled Miracle Whip at the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair. It’s been a kitchen 
staple ever since.

BELGIAN WAFFLES New Yorkers may claim that the Belgian waffle made 
its American debut at the 1964 world’s fair, but the enticing confection, 
sprinkled with powdered sugar, first delighted fairgoers at Seattle’s 
exposition in ’62. At Flushing Meadows, though, the crisp golden waffles 
skyrocketed to food fame.

CHERRY COKE Thanks to a successful taste test at the 1982 Knoxville 
World’s Fair, Coca-Cola began selling its first flavored spinoff by ’85. 
Cherry beat three other variations—vanilla, lemon and lime—to the 
production line.

WAFFLE MAKERS top off their 
delectable powdered creations.

N
E

E
D

L
E

: 
T

E
D

 S
P

IE
G

E
L

/C
O

R
B

IS
; 
W

A
F

F
L

E
S

: 
B

IL
L

 C
O

T
T

E
R

1962 CENTURY 21 EXPOSITION

40 REMINISCE.com    May 2014 May 2014    REMINISCE.com 41



1964-65 NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR

COLLEGE STUDENTS Kathleen 
and John (left) worked as guides 
at the same state pavilion of the 
New York World's Fair in the 
summer of 1965.

THE FAIR brought the couple 
together (above left) for more 
than just a season. After 
Kathleen graduated, they got 
married and started a family. 

Naturally, there were a few 
pranksters among us. One came 
up with the idea of telling his 
elevator passengers that because 
of “unusual air currents” at the 
pavilion’s top level, they should 
exit backwards. They obediently 
did just that!

As luck had it, one of his 
riders happened to be a reporter 
for the New York Times. The silly 
story appeared in the next day’s 
newspaper, much to the pavilion 
director’s embarrassment.

John became the target of 
another memorable prank. One 
of the elevator operators told his 
passengers to look for the man 
standing outside the elevator 
doors, because his wife just had 
a baby. When the doors opened, 
everyone congratulated John on 
becoming a new father!

The fair closed in October 
1965, and many of us returned 
for that final weekend. It was 
sad to say goodbye to so many 
friends and good times. But for 
John and me, the adventure had 
just begun: We got married two 
years later. Now—two children 
and five grandchildren later—
we continue the journey that 
began that wonderful summer.
KATHLEEN HOGAN  
WILMINGTON, DE

BEFORE EPCOT
Fascinated by world’s fairs since his 
boyhood, Walt Disney drew inspiration 
from their entertaining attractions and 
displays of cutting-edge technology. 

In 1964, Disney and his team of 
“imagineers” showed off their own 
innovations in four popular exhibits at 
the New York World’s Fair, including 
the Audio-Animatronics show “Great 
Moments With Mr. Lincoln” and musical 
boat ride “It’s a Small World.” When 
the fair ended, these features found 
homes at Disneyland.

As theme parks like Disney’s grew in 
popularity, world’s fairs struggled to 
attract guests and eventually ceased in 
the U.S. Perhaps it’s no surprise that a 
trip to Disney World’s Epcot—with its 
science pavilions and global showcase—
feels much like a day at a world’s fair.

D
uring the summer 
I was home from 
college in 1965, I 
was lucky enough 
to be hired as  a 
hostess at the New  
York World’s Fair. 
For two months,  
I greeted visitors 
in the New York 

State Pavilion—and loved every minute of it.
Guests could ride glass elevators up to three 

air-conditioned observation towers, where they 
cooled off and rested their weary feet while 
taking in a spectacular view of the fair. I 
served them cold drinks and spent time 
chatting and pointing out different exhibits 
below, as well as famous city skyscrapers in 
the distance.

Shortly after I started, I met a young man 
named John who also worked at my pavilion 
as a guide. We became fast friends, spending 

time together during meal breaks and visiting 
other pavilions and exhibits. There was so 
much to see! 

The exhibits from other states and foreign 
countries seemed endless. The Vatican even 
displayed Michelangelo’s famous sculpture, the 
Pietà. When Pope Paul VI visited the fair that 
summer, John and I spotted him. What an 
extraordinary moment!

Because many other fair guides were college 
students, too, there were lots of chances to 
socialize. We often got together after work for 
even more fun. Sometimes it felt like I was 
getting paid to attend an all-day party.
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1984 LOUISIANA WORLD EXPOSITION

REACHING OUT 
to feel the space 
shuttle's side, a 
visually impaired 
student is awed 
by the Enterprise.

A CRANE lifts the hefty 
Enterprise at the airport. 
The inactive shuttle 
became a focal point of 
the 1984 world's fair in 
New Orleans.

T
he organizers of  
the Louisiana World 
Exhibition hoped  
to display the space 
shuttle Enterprise at 
their event. When I 
was working at the 
Kennedy Space Center 
in 1983, they contacted 
us about the idea. I 

was proud to be named the project manager, 
gathering a team to plan the shuttle’s very 
complicated move.

From the start, it became obvious that we 
couldn’t land and unload the Enterprise at the 
New Orleans airport and transport it to the 
riverfront fair site. The only way to deliver the 
massive shuttle was by water.

The closest and most practical site for 
unloading was Brookley Field in Mobile, 
Alabama, where we had easy access to a U.S. 
Coast Guard station. This would be the first 
time a space shuttle would travel by water!

When it was time for the big move, we flew 
the Enterprise to Mobile and unloaded it into a 

special frame that we had mounted onto a 
huge tractor-trailer rig. We drove to the Coast 
Guard station, then rolled onto a barge with 
the shuttle in tow.

Mobile County closed its school system and 
bused children to see the Enterprise before it 
left. The kids joined a crowd of about 350,000 
who’d gathered to see the shuttle and attend a 
special open house. I was especially touched 
when a local school for disabled children 
brought its students to the site. Many of the 
kids were legally blind, and we allowed them 
to touch the Enterprise; their excitement was 
infectious and heartwarming. 

Eventually we sailed to Louisiana, a 340-
mile journey that included stretches of the 
Intracoastal Waterway and the Mississippi 

River. When we finally arrived in New Orleans, 
throngs of people lined the riverfront to witness 
what Ol’ Man River brought forth.

Fireboats accompanied our convoy, to the tune 
of deep-throated warning blasts. Nearby, TV news 
stations filmed an interview with an astronaut 
aboard a large paddle-wheeled steamer as the 
massive Enterprise approached. The Space Age 
had arrived in New Orleans—just in time for the 
world’s fair.
BOB FLEMING • TITUSVILLE, FL

PROJECT MANAGER Bob 
poses proudly on shore as 
the massive Enterprise 
prepares to set sail for the 
Louisiana World's Fair.

DISCOVER MORE EXCITING WORLD'S 
FAIR MEMORIES AND MEMORABILIA AT  
REMINISCE.com/WORLDS-FAIR.R
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POSTERS OF THE WORLD'S FAIRS

ARTISTS WOWED fairgoers with graphic 
illustrations like this one by A. Raymond Katz 
(left). Signs for later fairs in New York and 
Seattle (below) continued to impress.

C
olorful posters have attracted 
visitors to world's fairs since 
their beginning in the 1800s. 
Just as fair exhibits displayed 
some of the latest advances in 

technology, the illustrations showed off 
trending styles of design—from the bold 
art deco movement of the 1920s and '30s 
to the understated photorealism of the 
'60s and '70s.

Many guests loved the poster artwork 
so much that they brought it home as 
souvenirs. Still in demand with collectors 
today, world's fair posters often sell for 
hundreds of dollars, and some originals 
from the 1933-34 Chicago World's Fair 
and 1939-40 New York World's Fair are 
worth thousands!
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