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After enduring 10 harrowing years of the Great Depression, visitors to the 1939-1940 New York
World's Fair found welcome relief in the fair's optimistic presentation of the "World of Tomorrow."
Pavilions from America's largest corporations and dozens of countries were spread across a
1,216-acre site, showcasing the latest industrial marvels and predictions for the future
intermingled with cultural displays from around the world. Well known for its theme structures,
the Trylon and Perisphere, the fair was an intriguing mixture of technology, science, architecture,
showmanship, and politics. Proclaimed by many as the most memorable world's fair ever held, it
predicted wonderful times were ahead for the world even as the clouds of war were gathering.
Through vintage photographs, most never published before, The 1939-1940 New York World's
Fair recaptures those days when the eyes of the world were on New York and on the future.
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IMAGESof AmericaTHE 1939–1940NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIRThe wonders of the World of
Tomorrow were captured in this prefair painting commissioned for use in the official guidebook
and publicity materials. Titled From Dump to Glory, it was painted by H. M. Pettit using tempera
paints on wallboard. The painting is now in the collection of the Portledge School in Locust
Valley, New York.On the cover: The twin theme structures of the fair, the Trylon and Perisphere,
remain some of the most recognizable symbols of any world’s fair. Viewed from the Court of
Power, this angle provides an excellent view of the Helicline, the long curving ramp that led
visitors out through the Trylon and down after they toured a model city of the future inside the
Perisphere. (Author’s collection.)IMAGESof AmericaTHE 1939–1940NEW YORK WORLD’S
FAIRBill CotterPublished by Arcadia PublishingCharleston, South CarolinaLibrary of Congress
Control Number: 2008940551For all general information contact Arcadia Publishing
at:Telephone 843-853-2070Fax 843-853-0044E-mail sales@arcadiapublishing.comFor
customer service and orders:Toll-Free 1-888-313-2665Visit us on the Internet
atCONTENTSTitle PageCopyright PageAcknowledgmentsIntroduction1.Creating the World of
Tomorrow2.The Theme Center3.The Transportation Zone4.The Communication and Business
Systems Zone5.The Food Zone6.The Government Zone7.The Community Interests Zone8.The
Production and Distribution Zone9.The Amusement Area10.The 1940
SeasonACKNOWLEDGMENTSAlthough I have been collecting photographs and information
from the fair for many years, many parts of this grand venture are still waiting to be discovered or
analyzed. It is always fun to turn up something new, but sometimes it is difficult to properly
identify where a picture was taken, which season it was from, or perhaps even what the subject
was. Fortunately, I have received a great deal of help in answering these and other questions
from Eric Keith Longo, whose knowledge of the fair is encyclopedic in scope.I also received
invaluable assistance from my wife, Carol. Sometimes an author can get too close to his subject
and assume that others know it as well as he does. Carol has helped me on countless occasions
by asking just what point I was trying to make, and her proofreading skills have saved me from
many an embarrassing error.All photographs are from the author’s collection.This book is
dedicated to Mom and Dad. Thanks for kindling my interest in the fair by sharing your memories
of your own trips there. And yes, Mom, I did remember to get the Italy pavilion in here for you.
And to Carol, thanks for continuing to indulge my mania for collecting photographs from the
past.INTRODUCTIONI was introduced to world’s fairs at the age of 12 during the first season of
the 1964–1965 New York World’s Fair. I had heard about the 1962 fair in Seattle, and an aunt
had been to Expo 58 in Brussels, but as far as I was concerned the 1964 fair was the fair. I doubt
if I was even aware that an earlier fair had been held on the same site, and I probably had never
heard of the Trylon and Perisphere.After college I moved to Los Angeles to work in the
entertainment industry, an interest driven in large part by the 1964 fair. My parents were still in
New York, and on one visit home I went back to Flushing Meadows to see what had become of
my beloved fair. My mother joined me, and as we walked around the grounds she kept
mentioning the 1939 fair. When we got home she gave me her old guidebook to the fair. Little did



she know that she had kindled a major new interest in me.Things really started taking off in 1989
on another trip to New York, this time for a world’s fair show at the Queens Museum of Art on the
old fair site. I had gone there primarily to add to my collection of 1964 memorabilia, but there
were several presentations on the 1939 fair. Watching films of the fair and browsing through the
merchandise on sale increased my appreciation of the 1939 edition.Shows like this and other
opportunities to meet with people who had been at the fair provided an interesting perspective
on the event. While these past visitors were unanimously positive about the fair, most of them
could not recall any significant exhibits other than General Motor’s Futurama or Billy Rose’s
Aquacade. When asked what other exhibitors such as Ford or General Electric had shown,
though, most people had no definite or accurate response.What, then, was it that these people
did remember? It was the fair’s style, beauty and, most of all, the optimistic outlook it offered for
the future. This was a major revelation for me; as a baby boomer, it was hard to understand the
climate that had existed during the 1939 fair. The 1964 fair had taken the position that the 1950s
were good but the future was going to be even better. Cars would be faster, houses easier to
clean, and technology was going to have us vacationing on the moon or under the sea. In 1939,
though, many people did not own cars, could only dream of owning a house, and if they were
very lucky, a vacation was a few days at a lake or sitting by the ocean.To really appreciate the
1939 fair, then, means that one has to understand the feeling of promise and hope it offered to
those who had been through the Great Depression. Exhibits such as Futurama or Democracity
predicted that home ownership would be the standard rather than an exception, and even better
still, almost everyone would live in the suburbs, away from the noise and congestion of the cities.
These happy views of the future were presented in an imaginative setting, an oasis from
everyday life that was full of strangely shaped buildings, colorful flowers, sculptures, and
fountains. Almost everyone I have spoken to about the fair has talked much more about the fair
as a whole than of any specific exhibit or show.This is the fair I wanted to recreate in this book.
Over the years I have continued to increase my collection of material from the fair, and while
much of it is the standard souvenir items common to such expositions, my favorite acquisitions
have been candid photographs. They are the closest I will ever get to see the fair myself. They
are also a more accurate way to see what made the fair so special than is otherwise available
through news stories of the time or today’s history books. There have been several excellent
books about the fair over the years, but they have focused on the official publicity photographs
taken by the fair corporation and its exhibitors. Most of those pictures appear to have been taken
while the fair was under construction or closed to the public, with generally stark views of empty
pavilions and streets. While these provide a wonderful way to study the details of the fair, they do
not convey the energy and wonder experienced by those lucky enough to have been there.The
candid photographs that make up the majority of this book feature scenes of guests as they
stroll the grounds and take in the shows, or document the views that they felt were important at
the time. This includes the gardens and sculptures instead of some of the decidedly dull interior
exhibits; the Consumers Building, for example, had displays on items such as foot powder and



butterfly-wing jewelry, which were quickly dropped from consideration for inclusion. In some
cases I had to use publicity photographs for angles the average visitor could not have taken,
such as aerial views, but these pictures total approximately 12 of the more than 200 images
presented here.With its hundreds of buildings, statues, and exhibits, it is impossible to capture
the entire fair in any one book. I hope these vintage scenes, though, have caught some of the
beauty and magic that made up this wonderful “World of Tomorrow.”—Bill Cotter, , December
2008OneCREATING THE WORLDOF TOMORROWThe eyes of the Fair are on the future—not
in the sense of peering into the unknown and predicting the shape of things a century hence—
but in the sense of presenting a new and clearer view of today in preparation for tomorrow.—
Official Guide Book of the New York World’s Fair 1939The 1939–1940 New York World’s Fair
began, as so many grand projects do, as a way to make money. Chicago’s Century of Progress
exposition, which had opened in 1933, was so successful that it returned for a second season.
The positive international press, and more importantly the resultant tourist dollars, resulted in
several studies across the country on the feasibility of other world’s fairs.In New York, the effort
started in 1935 with a small group of seven business leaders and politicians, led by George
McAneny (a prominent banker and politician), Grover Whalen (the city’s former police
commissioner), and Percy Selden Straus (president of R. H. Macy and Company). That fall they
hosted a meeting for 121 influential executives and politicians and presented glowing
projections of the profits that would result from the fair. Their estimates envisioned 40 million
visitors in a single season and another 24 million possible if a second year was added. The
enthusiastic response to this meeting led to the formal creation of the fair corporation, led by
Grover Whalen. Sixteen Manhattan banks loaned $1.6 million to start the project, and by the
time the gates opened, spending had reached $156,905,000.The fair was ostensibly tied to the
150th anniversary of George Washington’s presidential inauguration in 1789 in New York City,
which was then the nation’s capital. This link was suggested by civil engineer Joseph Shadgen,
who is also credited with suggesting the fair’s location. The site chosen was a desolate landfill in
the borough of Queens, described by F. Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby in 1925 as a “valley
of ashes.” With the enthusiastic backing of the city’s park commissioner, Robert Moses, and
Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, work began on transforming the dump into a site suitable for a
world’s fair. The project included more than 62 miles of roads, 200 buildings, 10,000 trees, 2
million shrubs and bushes, exhibits by 58 nations and 33 states, 76 concessionaires, 1,354
exhibitors, and 310 places to eat. The fair opened on April 30, 1939, inviting the world to explore
its theme, “Building the World of Tomorrow with the Tools of Today.”The fair’s president, Grover
Whalen, pictured on the left with an unidentified woman, promoted both the event and himself at
every available opportunity. A consummate showman, he was frequently seen escorting VIPs
around the fair, always impeccably attired. While some press accounts criticized Whalen for his
self-promotion, he more than succeeded in getting the fair into the local and national news, thus
establishing it as an important international event.Flushing Meadows offered the designers a
blank canvas, but it also posed some staggering challenges. The site had none of the



infrastructure needed for the fair, such as plumbing or electricity; a river would have to be
diverted; and decades worth of trash would have to be hauled away or compacted. All this would
have to be done in less than four years to have the site ready for opening day.Seeking to avoid a
clash of conflicting architectural styles and colors, the fair corporation formed a design
committee that had the final say over the design of the pavilions and landscaping. Each exhibitor
was required to submit a detailed concept painting, such as this one for the Beech-Nut building.
The committee then ruled on the design as well as the building’s placement on the site.This
model of the General Motors pavilion illustrates the next step in the design process. These
miniature pavilions were built in various sizes, with the smallest versions used on a master
model of the site for advertising purposes. Larger ones helped to refine the designs before the
final blueprints were drawn and construction could begin. Very few of these models survive
today.Structures like the Perisphere required hundreds of detailed blueprints. Without computers
to aid them, the designers had to rely on slide rules and other traditional tools, making the
design of these unique structures even more challenging. Nothing was left to chance; this
blueprint shows that the Perisphere’s base was designed to support 370,000 pounds of snow in
addition to the building’s weight of more than nine million pounds.The fair corporation buildings
were constructed without windows, greatly increasing the amount of exhibit space inside and
easing cooling. This left large exterior areas suitable for decoration with murals, friezes,
decorative lighting, and other treatments. Artists competed to showcase their work, such as
Edmond Amateis’s relief Benevolence (featuring Johnny Appleseed), seen here on the Medicine
and Public Health Building.Other artists won commissions for the dozens of murals that graced
both the exteriors and interiors of many of the pavilions. Preliminary sketches, such as this one
titled Production by Michael Loew for the Pharmacy Building, helped designers ensure the
finished murals would fit in with the rest of the exhibits and get the all-important approval from
the fair’s design committee.The fair corporation further brightened up the site with the addition of
$1.5 million of landscaping. By opening day, the grounds sported 10,000 trees, 400,000 pansies,
500,000 hedge plants, 1 million bulbs, and 1.5 million bedding plants. These tulips on the Court
of Power were just a small part of the colorful displays that were updated and refreshed
throughout the year.The Administration Building opened in August 1937. Viewed across the
Grand Central Parkway from the extreme northern end of the Transportation Zone, the complex
also included the fair’s press office, postal facilities, and a restaurant used to entertain official
guests. Senior fair executives had their offices here, and a smaller facility in the Production and
Distribution Zone, the Operations Building, was used to control the daily functions of the fair.Just
four years earlier, this was a giant trash heap populated only by rats. Stretching across the
1,216.5-acre site, the fanciful buildings of the 1939–1940 New York World’s Fair must have
appeared as strange to visitors as the Emerald City of Oz did to Dorothy. It is interesting to
compare the radial design visible in this aerial with the Democracity diorama inside the
Perisphere.TwoTHE THEME CENTERFor miles around and from every point on the site, your
attention is arrested by the towering Theme Center.—Official Guide Book of the New York



World’s Fair 1939In creating their world of the future, the fair’s designers divided the Flushing
Meadows site into several themed zones. Instead of a random mixture of pavilions spread
across the site, themed zones allowed visitors to know in advance what section of the fair they
wanted to explore. A trip to the Food Zone, for example, was sure to attract those looking to learn
more about the subject.In the center of the zones was the Theme Center. Like the hub of a
wheel, the Theme Center tied together the zones that radiated out from it into one cohesive
design. Hoping to create a structure as memorable as the Eiffel Tower, which had been built for
the Universal Exposition of 1889, the planners considered a wide range of designs. Some were
rejected as too unimaginative; others were too abstract; and still others were too expensive or
impossible to build. The design that was finally selected consisted of two very simple geometric
shapes—a triangle and a circle.Those were the basic shapes of the Trylon and Perisphere. The
two unusual structures loomed far above the other buildings of the fair and were visible from as
far away as Manhattan and the Bronx. The designs were very popular and were licensed for use
on an estimated 25,000 products. Licensing such as this was a relatively new concept, but a
good one, for it earned the fair $1 million in the first season alone.The Trylon and Perisphere
were designed by Wallace K. Harrison and Jacques-André Fouilhoux. The design called for the
massive Perisphere to be balanced on eight relatively small pylons, a feat that required some
very imaginative work in those precomputer days. Strategically placed fountains masking the
mirrored supports created the illusion that the orb was weightless, rotating on the jets of water
underneath. At night, moving images of clouds were seamlessly projected from nearby exhibit
buildings using glass-mounted slides to complete the effect, making views of the two structures
memorable indeed.Viewed from any angle, the Trylon and Perisphere were a striking
combination. The contrasting geometric shapes and stark clean lines made for a simple design,
but the actual structures were engineering marvels. This view features Constitution Mall, the
main axis of reflecting pools and sculpture that bisected the fair and led to the Lagoon of
Nations. On either side are the Court of Communications (left) and the Court of Power (right).
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James D. Crabtree, “The World's Fair on the edge of World War. This is a fascinating look at the
1939 World's Fair, a fair which saw both the hopes of many for a peaceful future based on
scientific and technological progress and the opening rounds of the Second World War, with
many pavilions closing or operating with their flags at half mast as the totalitarian regimes began
their march of conquest. Probably the most famous of the world fairs, the 1939 has some of the
most memorable imagery and indeed a lot of the material associated with the fair is highly
collectible today. The USSR had a pavilion, as did the Belgium Congo and one that celebrated
Italy's fascist regime. Trains and planes were celebrated as harbingers of progress and
parachute rides let those daring enough to go up see the fair from high up. It could have used
some more concept shots or photos which established the overall look of the pavilions but
virtually all of the photos were first rate. A great book by itself or for background on other material
about the 1939 World's Fair or the 1930s.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “she expressed disappointment and said it did not measure up to the .... My
mother always spoke about her childhood New York World's Fair in 1939. I went to the 1963-64
New York World's Fair, and I remember after we had been the first time, she expressed
disappointment and said it did not measure up to the 1939 one. She tried to describe some of
the buildings and displays that made the biggest impression on her, but it was hard for me to
visualize it all. This book was exactly what I needed. Clear photos and simple text. I only wish it
had been published before my mother passed away because we both would have enjoyed
sitting down with this book as she elaborated on what she remembered.”

Media Junkie, “Fascinating window into history. Bill Cotter has collected and assembled some of
the most interesting images from the 1939 New York World's Fair I've ever seen. Many are from
actual visitors to the Fair, and therefore offer a truer perspective of what it must have been like
than the professional, official photographs. You often see real people wandering about among
the exhibits and buildings, and overall you get a truer "snapshot" of a moment during its brief
lifespan.Moreover, the details and descriptions go way beyond ordinary captions. There is quite
a bit of solid information here. Highly recommended for everyone from those who have studied
the Fair to the casual observer.”

Joanne Philip Battiston, “Interesting book and photos. I bought this book for my aged mother
who actually lived through the whole thing since she lived in New York. She enjoyed it very
much.”

SRP, “Easy to read, great photos!. This is a great photo collection of various '39 World's Fair
venues.  Short descriptive paragraphs help guide the reader through the Fair.”



Karla Partee, “Five Stars. Nice concise view of the subject”

Michigan Reviewer, “Oh, to be a time traveler. Library book. No purchase. No pix of Bezos'
privates, which was fine w me! Great book. Those World's Fairs were indeed amazing. Have
read a lot about 33-34 Chicago Century of Progress and collect lots of things from that. Was
somewhat aware of this fair, but learned a whole lot more about it after having read this book.
Great photos. Nice little captions. If you know lots about it already you may be disappointed.
Me? Nope. I learned and saw many things I wasn't previously previous to. Makes me wish I
could have attended. So much optimism for the future. Some of the things predicted may yet
come true.”

M.J. Rodriguez, “NYC Reaches out to the Planet!. I really enjoyed reading this book about the
New York World's Fair of 1939 and 1940! I was amazed by the photos of the corporate pavilions
and the two major sculptures of the Fair, the Trylon and Perisphere. Back in 1939 men and
women could NOT wear t-shirts and jeans or shorts to the Fair, as a dress code was strictly
enforced at the time.”

The book by Bill Cotter has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 14 people have provided feedback.
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