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The Sesquicentennial Expo
This Day in History… May 31, 1926

On May 31, 1926, the Sesquicentennial International Exposition 
opened in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. It was planned to mark the 
150th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence 
and the 50th anniversary of the 1876 Centennial Exposition.

John Wanamaker, who had helped plan the Centennial Expo, 
conceived of the idea for the world’s fair in 1916. At that time, 
Philadelphia had gained a reputation for political corruption and 
Wanamaker believed that a world’s fair could help improve how 
people saw the city.

Wanamaker earned some support locally, but then America’s involvement 
in World War I delayed progress. After the war, planning was further delayed 
as the city was struck with Spanish Influenza. But Wanamaker continued to 
push and gain additional support. In 1921, Philadelphia received the official 
appointment as the host city for the 1926 world’s fair. As planning progressed, 
the fair’s grand plans had to be scaled back because of budget cuts.

The fair opened to the public on May 31, 1926, though some buildings 
weren’t completed yet. Among those present for the opening ceremonies were 
the mayor, Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg, and Secretary of Commerce 
Herbert Hoover. Opening day also saw pouring rain, so many guests left and its 

estimated just 250 people attended that first day.
One of the main attractions at the fair was an 80-foot replica of the Liberty 

Bell covered with 26,000 light bulbs. The expo also included Sesquicentennial 
Stadium, which hosted sporting events, religious ceremonies, and the Freedom 
patriotic pageant. Among the most famous events held there was a boxing 
match between Gene Tunney and Jack Dempsey that attracted a crowd of 
125,000 people.

The fair also had the Curtis Organ on display, one of the largest pipe 
organs in the world. High Street was a popular attraction where people dressed in period clothes 
to show how the street appeared in colonial times. There was also Treasure Island, an amusement 

park for children that was described as a “children’s paradise.”
The expo’s events also included the dedication of the Naval Air 

Facility Mustin Field in September. The event drew 1,500 onlookers 
including military leaders and representatives from 30 foreign nations.

By the time the expo closed in November, it had seen about 10 
million visitors, which was less than had been anticipated. Some called 
the fair a flop because it was unable to pay off all its debts, selling off 
its assets in 1927. Several factors have been blamed for the fair’s poor 
performance – arguing among the organizers, poor advertising, and 

rain (it rained 107 of the 184 days the fair was open). While the fair wasn’t a success, several of 
the buildings found new uses in the years that followed. Some have also called for a fair to be held 
in the city in 2026 for the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.

This stamp was issued earlier in May 
to advertise the expo.

Stamp issued for use on airmail 
headed for Central and South 
America and the West Indies.

One of the stamps 
reprinted for the 1876 
Centennial Expo.

From the Pictorial issue
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