This Day in History... April 26, 1907

Jamestown Exposition

On April 26, 1907, the Jamestown Exposition opened at Sewell’s Point in
Norfolk, Virginia.

Jamestown was the first permanent English settlement in America and was founded on
May 14, 1607. It was there that the first representative government of the American continent
was established.

Plans for an exposition honoring the 300th anniversary of the settlement of Jamestown Paid the domestic card rate
began as early 1900. Isolated and long-abandoned, the actual site of Jamestown wasn’t
considered as a location for the fair. Rather, a debate raged between the capital city of
Richmond and the largely populated Norfolk (about 100 miles away) as to who would host the fair.

In 1902 Virginia residents formed the Jamestown Exposition Co. with Governor
Fitzhugh Lee (nephew of Robert E. Lee) as its president. The company ultimately selected
Sewall’s point as the site for the fair. The secluded location meant that new roads needed to
be built and streetcar and railroad lines extended. Additionally, new piers were built on the
shore and new hotels to house the millions of expected visitors.

The fair’s opening day was set for April 26, 1907, the 300th anniversary of the colonists’
landing on the southern shore of the Chesapeake Bay. However, bad weather had delayed
construction, so only 14 of the 38 buildings were completed and only a fifth of the electric
This stamp paid the first lights could be turned on.
class domestic rate. The opening ceremonies included a speech by president Theodore

Roosevelt (which you can read here). Roosevelt was a strong supporter
of the exposition, signing a $3 million appropriation from Congress. He saw the expo as a way to
show off America’s military might, particularly his Great White Fleet. On opening day he presided
over a naval revue, which included 33 American ships, as well as a few ships from Germany,
Austria-Hungary, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina. Roosevelt would return to the fair in June to
dedicate the Georgia House, which had been based on his mother’s family home.

The exposition spanned 340-acres and included 21 “houses” honoring different states and their
histories. Among the other exhibits was a model of the Panama Canal, a wild animal show, and a  Fyom the Liberty Series.
Wild West show. One of the most popular attractions was the re-creation of the Battle of Hampton
Roads, the Civil War battle noted as the first between two ironclad warships.

A number of notable people attended the fair, including Booker T. Washington, William Jennings Bryan, Cornelius
Vanderbilt, William Randolph Hearst, and Mark Twain. By the time the fair ended in December 1907, about 3 million
people had attended. This was far below what planners had anticipated and the fair ended up losing millions of dollars.

Despite the fair’s financial failure, there was a silver lining. The fair showcased Sewall’s Point, which had been
significant during the Civil War, but nearly forgotten in the years that followed. Soon naval admirals suggested that the
fair site be redeveloped into a naval base. While no action was taken right away, the start of World War I led to the area’s
development and eventual conversion into Naval Station Norfolk. Today it’s the world’s largest naval station.

Jamestown Exposition Stamps

The exposition’s organizers asked the Post Office Department to design stamps
to commemorate the exposition, as they had done since the 1893 World’s Columbian
Exposition. While the postmaster general initially declined, President Theodore Roosevelt
urged him to change his mind.

Plans for the stamps changed a few times. One idea was a set of 10 stamps commemorating
several key people in the founding of Jamestown. Another plan was to create two stamps,
(1¢ and 2¢) picturing the ruins of the Jamestown church and the arrival of the British ships.
Learning that a number of foreign ships would be present for the exposition, postal officials
This stamp paid the first realized that there should also be a 5¢ stamp to meet the foreign postage rate.
class domestic rate. Ultimately, John Smith was selected for the 1¢, with a portrait based on an engraving by

Crispin Van de Passe the younger. It includes medallions of Pocahontas and her father, Chief
Powhatan, in the corners. The 2¢ stamp pictures the landing at Jamestown with a tobacco plant and stalk of corn on each
side. The design shows colonists coming ashore with rowboats while their fleet is anchored in the distance. Finally, the
5¢ stamp features a portrait of Pocahontas based on a 1616 engraving by Simon Van de Passe.

The first two stamps were issued on the opening day of the exposition, while the third stamp was issued less than
two weeks later. The Post Office Department opened a special branch at the exposition (called Exposition Station) where
it applied a special cancel to all covers brought there until the end of the fair.
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