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From E. L. Doctorow's World's Fair

In the ending chapters, Edgar re-visits the World's Fair just a month 235
before it closes in 1940 after winning honorable mention in an essay
contest.

We see his final take on the fair, as well as exhibits like the Time Capsule.

As you read this final passages, you already be familiar with the layout of
the fair as described by Doctorow's narrator.



(11)
E. L. DOCTOROW

mother’s arm was in his and on the other side I held his hand.

They looked very nice. She wore her lowered sundress with a

matching jacket and a smart hat with the brim pulled over on

one side, and he wore his double-breasted grey suit and his
straw boater tilted at a rakish angle. I had put on a clean shirt
and tie and had washed my face. “Don’t we look swanky!" I said.
We were all very happy, Krum’s was up near Fordham Road. At
their fountain were devised the best ice cream sodas in the
Bronx. Perhaps in the world. The evening was balmy, the sun
had set but the sky was still blue. The Concourse was alive with
cars and people strolling in the early evening. The trees on the
road dividers were in full leaf. The streetlamps had come on,
and some of the cars droyve with their parking lights, but the
underside of the passing clouds in the sky were sunlit. My father
strode along as he did when he felt good, his shoulders moving
from side to side, it was almost a dance. His head bobbed.

“Shoulder back,” he said to me, “chin up, eyes straight ahead.
That’s it. Look the world in the eye.”

“We should call Philadelphia and tell Donald the good news,"’
my. mother said. “We’ll do that when we get home,” she said
after a moment, “He's probably out for the evening anyway,
And where did you get that stuff,” she said to me, leaning for-
ward across my father to catch my eye. ““Appreciating all women,
indeed. You're a chip off the old block, all right,” she said, and
when we laughed she laughed with us.

I thought to myself that I was, too, in another way. Perhaps
what so pleased my father—beyond my essay, beyond my enter-
prise—was that I had gotten us into something, in the least likely
way I had come up with the tickets.
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t
he following Friday night Donald came home, and tzihnf}}:e
day we all went to the Fair. Donald enjoyed very m

! ing. He
way it had happened that the family jwas. ﬁnalll}lr g{;}i?;%h e
cla?med not to be able to believe it. He hit his forehea !
heel of his hand.

The minute we entere
thing was there just as I had le

d the fairgrounds I feltat home. Every-
ft it, It was even more amazing
to see the second time. We were ac.imitted just. a;kths gsg;
omised, each of us was given a special pass to pin like bt
E;l:c:)rﬁlrsgl(;thes I was proud, I enjoyed it when people looke
=== theg ilr(:(:tzdsk?fz;nw; of the Trylon and Perisphere, and lf
fe;{;vt(;lzzz(}amiliar forms, huge and white, grarfte(i Sonlli :?:; ZS
to my shoulders. 1t was hard 'L.o articu gte, _
be".‘eﬂceme in some invisible field of their guardianship. i
o Ilf;v[a:z;;er to show my family what I knew. The ﬁrstTtS:;gall
tors Futurama.
b s '3‘; See\ﬁ?ii‘:)l;igerfl)esixoplanned the itinerary..
i qit. of course, yet it made more Sense first
0thc :iiorama :nside the Perisphere. So that
escalator up inside the Trylon and
bridge into the Perisphere. It was a
d on a moving belt that went

Futurama would be
to see Democracity,
is what we did. We mde:' an
walked across a pedestrian
strange globelike room. We stoo
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360 degrees around the inside of the shell. We were lookin
own at a totally planned planetary city of the future. Everyihing

?:élml?;:(r; des:gr}ed to eliminate a!l problems and difficulties. A
g vnaKr;all{tmrl; told us about it. “In this brave new world,”
- ¥ enborn, my father’s not terribly favorite r d',
news commentator, “brain and b i I
linked in high endeavor, as men rr?:;:*](!thfa;l: l:::fa:(;}urage’ s’
it unity and
:;M’God,?’ said my father, “he’s here t00.”
[ela::t;n;s;; fc;f an (;]rchestra and choir directed by André Kos-
eyl bufrln the backgm}md..Everyone stared intently at
e Exc; o '.;ras not terr:b!y impressed because nothing
g }I: s. It wa.s‘ not quite as exciling as a merry-go-
i » which is iself fairly dull. My mother was made slightl
lizzy moving sideways in this manner. o

ph‘:z [lef:hvia the SIelicline, a ramp leading from the Peris
2 to the ground. From this close both s ;
: _ tructures could b
;szldm ftlu;llr.uexturo::, the sunlight illuminating the gyp-;un‘i
of their siding. The rough sidi i ‘
gh siding made d
% ‘ g e dimples of
Silzgft;n(zln ILhe };f(:lr1§phere. At one point the whiteness pturned
could imagine it as the flank of irshi

Then I could see wher i heh e

e the paint was peelin i i

: g, which was dis-
fl?lli‘ra;gmg. Bu.t ther.l as we neared the ground the two strul:-
mm-:. oomed in their geometry, gradually becoming more and
! monumental and revealing more of their familiar form
LlI‘Ié]I everything was all right again. ,
o h:snbzhough it WE: Saturday, the Fair was not as crowded as

en on my hrst trip, and with fewer i

: ‘ ; eople filling th

avenues it wasn't as pretty a place. Wi : e

. With fewer le 1 i

dress-up clothes the Fai p’ l e

- Fair wasn’t as clean-looking i
could see everywhere si : ey
. signs of decay. Perhaps thi just i
mind; I knew that in onl N it
y a month the World’s Fair would

: close

tff)rever. Butltllle officials who ran the exhibits seemed less a[tef::
ive to the visitors, their uniforms not quite crisp, Many empty
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stroller chairs stood about in banks, their operators in their pith 2'1

helmets talking to one another and smoking cigarettes. Now the
tractor-train horn playing “The Sidewalks of New York” seemed
plaintive because so few people were aboard. 1 hoped my family
didn’t notice any of this. I felt responsible for the Fair. However,
it all scemed interesting enough to them, they were intent on the
main things.

At the Westinghouse building, before we entered the Hall of
Science, where Electro the Robot was the star, we stopped at the
Time Capsule—or rather the site of its burial. T had seen it
before it was put in the ground, because one Saturday afternoon
at the Surrey Theater it was shown in the Movietone newsreel,
a polished steel cylinder suspended from a crane, twice as tall
as a man and pointed at both ends, like a double-headed bullet.
The president of the Westinghouse Company spoke into micro-
phones from all the radio stations that were set up there, and
then they sank the Time Capsule into this hole they had dug that
was just a bit wider than the capsule itself, and mnto which a
slightly larger casing had been sunk so that the capsule would
not be eroded by water in the soil and so on. And down it went
into its Immortal Well, as the hole was called, and the audience
applauded and then workmen screwed a cap over the whole

thing and then they built a sort of concrete observation platform
around it and that’s where we were now, peering down at the cap
and reading the descriptive material they had posted.

The Time Capsule had been devised to show people in the
year 6939 what we had accomplished and what about our lives
we thought meaningful. So they had put articles of common use
in there, like a windup alarm clock, a can opener, and a tooth-
brush and a can of tooth powder and a Mickey Mouse plastic
cup, and a hat by Lilly Daché: and they had put in material like
asbestos and coal, and messages from scientists, and a U.S.
silver dollar and the alphabet in hand-set type, and an electric
wall switch; and they had put in the Lord's Prayer in three
hundred languages, and a dictionary and photographs of facto-
ries and assembly lines, and assorted comic strips and Gone with
the Wind, by Margaret Mitchell, which T had not yet read; and

289

o

(14)



E. L. DOCTOROW (

finall - i
ol y nfewsreels. of President Roosevelt giving a speech, and
bomﬁ? ) thfeé)mted States Navy on maneuvers and the_]ap::mcse
ng of Canton in the war wi [
. bing ith Gl : i
et i 1na, and a fashion show
M
year: fltiather wondered aloud what the people five thousand
om now would derive from th i
yeam i ; . ese things collected in the
primeiti(ia;psule.l Th}fy will think we were good engineers for a
people,” he said, “and had in o g
ad in our religi
- : : | gion only one
Eddye;, :vhlchc‘lfve spoke in a babble of tongues, and that wueywore
ats and murdered each g : ‘
e h other and read abominable
“Not so i i
anding |:hcl;aaud, c[i)?_ve, my mother said. Other people were
re and listening. One man | '
prst : 1 n laughed but my mother
Onln { want my f:dlh.f'.'l" to offend anyone. Of course heryreaction
aSkzdprovotl:ed Il]um into even more embarrassing comments, He
my brother and me wh i
. y we thought there i
in the capsule about th imnmi i B
; : € great immigrations that h
e 3. : at had brought
{epresc??dt hltahap and Irish people to America or nothingglo
nt the pomt of view of the worki i
R : he workingman. ““There is no
e stuff’ they included th i '
. 1 at America has i
& ‘ . $ a Serious
[bielflrectual life, or Indians on reservations or Negroes who suf:
om race prejudice. Why is & 1 ;
. ] y 1s that?”’ he said as fi
edged him away fr ot
om the Immor : i
i 5 v tal Well and into the Hall
It wasn’t as if :
mmuasnf: as if my father couldn’t have a good time. On the
ontra : joyi ' .
CI.iticalr}./,f ‘c was enjoying himself tremendously. He could be
o o aor_nelh.mg and admire it at the same time. He just
phed to use his mind. By contrast, my mother lacked any ca;ac
“y:herrl* irreverence. She could be bitter, but never disrespectful
muniW‘rwi-fwenl;1 thro:ilgh the Town of Tomorrow, a sample com‘
ol modern detached houses in i -
, each in its ow
e et h ’ n new yard,
hom?ﬁc{’.‘{m;le 1n('.f,nsed. What's the point of showing lech
and.n.(, she said, “when they cost over ten thousand dollars
‘ > one in the world has the money to buy them?”
was happy when it was time to eat. We sat in the su.n and ate

: i i ] Sha ¥
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zq‘ I thought when I got them all to the Futurama, even they qu

would be impressed. And as we rode sideways in our speaker
chairs, the whole splendid panoply of highways and horizons
before us, all lit up and alive with motion, an intricate marvel of
miniaturization, they oohed and aahed as anyone else would. 1
felt better. It was exhausting to use your mind all the time,
education was exhausting, particularly when it was administered
by one’s parents.

My father understood that I had a proprietary interest in the
occasion. So afterwards, outside, he was very gentle and said
many things to show his appreciation and his delight. “It is a
wonderful vision, all those highways and all those radio-driven
cars. Of course, highways are built with public money,” he said
after a moment. “When the time comes, General Motors 1isn’t
going to build the highways, the federal government is. With
money from us taxpayers.” He smiled. “So General Motors is
“telling us what they expect from us: we must build them the
highways so they can sell us the cars.”

Fven I had to laugh at that. Everyone did, we were having a
good time.

“That may be so,
my father and brothe
nice to own a car.”

' my mother said a moment later to me as
- walked on ahead. “But it would be very

| can’t recall much more of that final day at the Fair. My parents,
growing tired, decided to concentrate their energies on the for-
eign pavilions. My mother wanted earnestly to see the Jewish
Palestine pavilion. She was proud that Jews had a place among
other countries. She had contributed a bit of money to the
building of it. “They show how the Jewish farmers have made
Palestine fertile again, with irrigation and forestry programs,”
she said. “They show that Jews can be like everyone else.”

My father was interested in the Czechoslovak pavilion because
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of what had happened in that country. “Chamberlain betrayed
them to Hitler,” he said. “I want to go there and pay my re-
spects. Also the Netherlands, now also lost. They have a carillon
—those bells we heard a while ago? That’s the Netherlands.”

Donald and 1 had no particular interest in these things. We
agreed to split in two groups and arranged when and where to
meet, My parents rode off in a hand-pushed chair, like children
in a stroller. “I'm sorry they tore down the Soviet pavilion,” my
father said to no one in particular. “I'd like to have seen it.” He
turned and waved to us the hand that held the cigar.

Donald and I took the bus down Rainbow Avenue, across the
bridge and into the amusement section. Here it was more
crowded. I didn’t let on I knew about the amazing Oscar, but
secretly I hoped to see my friend Meg. I imagined her sitting in
the back, in a faded deck chair. I strolled along with Donald and
Just happened to bring him to the place. But there was no more
Oscar the Amorous Octopus, the building was occupied by jug-
glers and fire-eaters. So we rode a Dodgem electric car with
rubber bumpers, in a great mad crackling horde of similarly
equipped drivers, all murderously intent. We bumped them and
they bumped us, and we laughed hysterically, Donald let me
drive, his arm over my shoulders, as we spun about crashing and
banging into people and being bashed in return, everyone’s
head threatening to fly off. Donald yelled over the din: “This is
the Futurama!” Then we went to a fun house and watched
ourselves bend and flatten and elongate in the mirrors, our
recognizable selves disappearing into nothing, and looming
over us a moment later. We ended up at the Savoy, a place where
swing was played and people danced to a band on the band-
stand. Donald was entranced, the Jimmy Lunceford band was on
the stage and we stayed for two whole shows while Donald shook
his head in time to the music and closed his eyes and rapped his
fingers on the tables like drumsticks. The dancers jitterbugged
and did the Big Apple. It was good music.

Later it rained, and I remember seeing the fireworks go up in
the black night and lighting the rain as if some battle were being
fought between the earth and the sky.
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M y winning honorable mention in the essay C(?l:l[esi bmlrlilin,
me a degree of celebrity for a few days at P.S. ?0. I'he de:-testd e
Diane Blumberg, whom I had yet to beat in a spell}ng bee,
looked at me with a new respect, thought. The principal, Mr.
Teitelbaum, saw me in the hall and stopped to sha’l,ce my hand.
“That’s the kind of student we turn out at Sever}Ly', he assured
me in case I had thought the credit should be mme; l’erba!)s my
sense of accomplishment is what kept the World’s Fair in my
mind, a kind of dwelling in secret amazcmenl at the boy I was
for having boldly done the job; or perhaps it was the recoﬂect.log
of those clean and painted streets, red and‘yellow and blue., an
the flower gardens and the whiteness ol (ht-? future as it e};;c-
panded in my mind perispherically and thrustits needle into the
sky. One day in October 1 decided to make up my owc*;lbumg
capsule. I think the idea came to me when I foun.d a catl'_l ua;)
mailing tube my father had brought.home. I lined the mhr.
inside and out with tinfoil 1 methodically collecte.rd from tlg
insides of cigarette packs and gum Wrappers. My friend Arn;)
found out what I was up to and joined in. And one day a t'e;
school he accompanied me to Claremont Park, the place I ha
as the burial site. ‘
Ch??::ﬂl-:: tt‘airly deep in the park where there was 2 little clum.p
of bushes. Here the ground was soft, and also one could dlg
something and be circumspect about it. Meg and I hacfj;?layih
close by here. Arnold helped dig the hOIE.>W€ measure 121w1
the tube itself until finally it could be slipped down and not
Shc()l‘;;‘emoniously I showed Arnold the ilf?ms I had clffosen to
represent to the future my life as I had l'wed it: my Tonll M:jx
Decoder badge with the spinner shap'ec! like a plslol..My ]Tn -
written four-page biography of the life of / Franklm. De 3130
Roosevelt, for which I had gotten a grade of 100. This had to
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be rolled like a cigar. My M. Hohner Marine Band harmonica in
its original box that was Donald’s but which he had given me
when he got the larger model. Two Tootsy Toy lead rocket
ships, from which all the paint had been worn, to show I had
foreseen the future. My Little Blue Book, Ventriloquism Self-
Taveght, not because I had succeeded but because I had tried.
And finally something I was embarrassed to let Arnold see, a
torn silk stocking of my mother’s, badly run, and which she had
thrown away and I had recovered, as an example of the kind of
textiles we used—although it was true I had heard that women
no longer wore silk stockings in protest against the Japanese,
but now wore cotton or that new nylon stuff made ol chemicals.

Arnold had brought something too and he asked if he could
drop it in the tube. "'It’s my old prescription pair of eyeglasses,”
he said. ““The frame is cracked but they might understand some-
thing about our technology when they look through the lenses.”
I said OK. Once, long ago, Arnold had showed me he could start
a fire in dry brush with those glasses. He dropped them in and
I screwed the cover on the tube and slipped it into the ground.

Then I pulled the tube back up and unscrewed the cap and
removed the ventriloquism manual. It seemed to me a waste of
a book to bury it like that.

I dropped the tube back down in the hole. Looking arpound to
make sure that we hadn’t been seen, we filled in the hole with
dirt, and stood up and stamped the ground to make it as hard
as it was everywhere else. I think we both felt the importance of
what we were doing. We brushed some leaves and crumbs of dirt
over everything for camouflage.

I remember the weather that day, blustery, cold, the clouds
moving fast. The dead leaves flew in the gusts, and the great
trees ereaked in Claremont Park. My way home headed me into
the wind, I put my hands in my pockets and hunched my shoul-
ders and went on. I practiced the ventriloquial drone. I histened
for it as I walked through the park, the wind stinging my cheeks
and bringing a film of water to my eyes.
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