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Movie poster from It Happened at the World’s Fair

The classical musical It Happened at the World's Fair (1963) is a comedy film directed by Norman Taurog and starring the King of Rock 'n' Roll himself, Elvis Presley. Alongside Presley, the film features performances from Gary Lockwood as Danny Burke (Elvis's faithful sidekick) and Vicky Tiu (who plays the adorable Sue Lin).

Probably the most memorable scene from this movie involved Elvis Presley’s character bribing a kid to kick him in the shins (shown below). That hired foot belonged to a young Kurt Russell; uncredited at the time. Kurt Russell was only eleven years old when he made his movie debut as an actor in It Happened at the World’s Fair that was filmed in Seattle, Washington in September 1962.
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Elvis Presley and Kurt Russell in scene from It Happened at the World’s Fair

Poor Elvis got kicked a lot on the set of It Happened at the World's Fair, according to a Gentlemen’s Quarterly (GQ) article that was written in 2016. Kurt Russell said that he kicked the King's shins about 15 times. Russell explained, "He had to wear a pad. One time I got close to the edge of it, and he looked at me because he really trusted me and went, ' ... stay on the pad.' What a nice guy he was. Yeah. He was 27 years old."

Kurt Russell didn't know much about Elvis Presley, but they spent a couple of weeks filming together, playing catch and talking baseball. "He was really cool," Russell says. "An incredibly nice guy."

At one point Elvis Presley asked if he could speak with Kurt Russell's father, because he'd seen something that Bing Russell did on screen and had a question for him. "He loved the way my dad wore his hat," says Kurt. "He said, 'Mr. Russell, would you mind if I wore my hat that way?' He was really serious about it."

For a kid who was more into baseball than music at the time, seeing the reaction that Elvis got from women made an impression on the young Kurt Russell. He told Turner Classic Movies back in 2016: "When I think of Elvis Presley, I go back to when I worked with him in 1962 on my first film, It Happened at the World's Fair. I was 11 years old, and really, I barely knew who Elvis Presley was because I was into baseball—my movie stars—but I got a kick out of working with him. We had a great time working on that picture.”
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Crowds of girls followed Elvis

Kurt Russell continued: “But as we filmed, I noticed that crowds of girls were flocking to our set. I mean, we were on location at the Seattle World's Fair, and it was my first experience seeing an actual mob scene. There must have been 8,000 girls just going crazy, blocking his way, and seriously throwing themselves onto his car, and it just ... I mean, it was bizarre. At the time, I couldn't begin to understand how that must have affected Elvis. I don't know if he enjoyed that or not, but unquestionably, those crowds and others like them, I think, ultimately limited his life."
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Kurt Russell and Elvis in 1963 (left) / Kurt Russell as Elvis in 1979 (right)

Although It Happened at the World's Fair was the only movie in which Presley and Russell appeared together, Elvis made a lasting impression on the youngster. Kurt Russell (shown above) went on to play The King in John Carpenter's critically acclaimed 1979 biopic movie entitled Elvis. In 1994, Russell voiced Elvis in Forrest Gump. The 2001 film 3000 Miles to Graceland really brought Kurt Russell’s connection to Elvis Presley full circle. The movie stars Kurt Russell and Kevin Costner (shown below), who rob a casino during an Elvis convention in Las Vegas. At the beginning of the film, Kurt Russell is kicked in the shin, just as Russell had done in 1963 to Elvis Presley in It Happened at the World’s Fair.
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Kurt Russell (left), Kevin Costner (center), and Christian Slater (right)

Despite its star power and various musical numbers, It Happened at the World's Fair received mixed reviews and only grossed $2.25 million at the box office. It was ranked #55 for the year on 'Variety's' list of movies. While It Happened at the World's Fair may not have won any major awards, it remains a notable entry in Elvis Presley's filmography and a snapshot of the 1962 Seattle World's Fair.

Just weeks before Elvis Presley and Kurt Russell came to Seattle in the fall of 1962 to film portions of this movie, I had the opportunity to attend the Seattle World’s Fair. As a twelve-year-old boy living in nearby Olympia at the time, this experience left a lasting impression on me. Since my father was serving an unaccompanied tour with the U.S. Air Force in Alaska during the Seattle World’s Fair, our family friends (and former neighbors) drove all the way from Florida to attend the Fair and offered to take my mother, sister, and me with them. We had a wonderful time.

Elvis worked on his 12th movie from late August through early November 1962. Naturally, part of It Happened at the World’s Fair was filmed at the actual Seattle World’s Fair for a week and a half (5-15 September). Plenty of fans gathered near the film set to catch a glimpse of the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll.

Although Seattle's mainstream media had never liked rock 'n' roll—The Seattle Times and the Seattle Post-Intelligencer had both been editorializing and sniping at the music (and its fans) for years—they and local television outlets covered his every move with breathless daily reports while the town's radio hyped endless Presley oldies.

During his 10-day stay in Seattle, Elvis proved to be quite a prankster. When he couldn’t make it outside, Elvis and his entourage stayed in their hotels and played pranks on the hotel staff. A favorite prank was to move all the furniture out of the room and then call room service. When the bellboy delivered the food, he would find them sitting on the floor of a totally empty room. When the bellboy left to get a manager, the guys would move the furniture back to where it belonged.

[image: ]

Elvis signed autographs for his fans in Seattle

For fans of Elvis Presley, this film offers a chance to see the legendary singer in a different light, navigating clichés and tuneless songs with his signature charm and charisma. Not only am I a big fan of Elvis, but I am also his cousin (shown below). In 2022, I wrote about the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll in a book titled The King and I: My Family Ties to Elvis. The King and I share a great-grandfather (Johannes Valentin Bressler).
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In 2022, I wrote two more books about my cousin Elvis. One book was titled Elvis Presley: His Music & Movies and the other book was titled Elvis Presley: You’re in the Army Now. All three of my Elvis books were well received by his worldwide fans.
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Three books about Elvis Presley written by Raymond C. Wilson
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The Setting
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Seattle’s Century 21 Exposition (aka Seattle World’s Fair)

There was an interesting article written by Jim Demetre (Seattle-based writer and arts critic) for The Monarch Review on 18 October 2012. In his article, Demetre stated that “in the realm of music, Elvis Presley is an iconic American figure who became, before his death in 1977 at age 42, as close to a messiah as one could get in our deeply religious and celebrity-obsessed country. On film, however, the boy from Tupelo, Mississippi always portrayed scrappy, backcountry upstarts on the make. And while Elvis may have been the King of Rock & Roll, in Hollywood his status was more that of a beleaguered, indentured serf than of cinematic royalty.”

Demetre went on to state that “one movie seldom discussed by Elvis Presley scholars or by music and film critics is 1963’s It Happened at the World’s Fair, which was set at Seattle’s Century 21 Exposition World’s Fair in 1962. While the newly constructed Seattle Center was for Elvis just a backdrop for another hastily produced low-budget movie, for Seattle it was a seminal event in its short civic history.”

“Before television or the Internet, World’s Fairs were major events that defined eras. Their role was three-fold: they conceived of a future through the emerging technologies of the day, they cast the host city as its epicenter, and they presented the world and its history as its contextual backdrop,” Demetre wrote.

“Perhaps the most famous in U.S. history was the World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago in 1893 to celebrate the 400-year anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the new world. The city, in what was then still referred to by visitor Henry Adams as the Northwest, was the geographical center of the era’s industrial innovation. A bewildered Adams, the aging diplomat and great-grandson and grandson, respectively, of the second and sixth U.S. presidents, described exhibits that included newly designed trains, dynamos, explosives, steam engines, electric batteries, and even the telephone. The most astonishing sight for the millions of fairgoers was the White City, named not only for its stucco neoclassical architecture but for the electricity that illuminated its streets and buildings. As became the case with future World’s Fairs, nations from around the globe were invited to construct elaborate exhibits that would showcase both their cultural traditions and unique role in the development of the future. Like a proto-League of Nations, they even sent delegates who would perform official and ceremonial duties. The Chicago World’s Fair would leave its mark on American entertainment as well, inspiring Wizard of Oz author Frank Baum and influencing the work of the yet-unborn Walt Disney, whose father was employed as a construction worker at the site,” according to Jim Demetre.

“But the weary Henry Adams, a relic of an old Revolutionary War era order that had grown to view capitalism and industrial expansion with suspicion and alarm, could not envision what the future had in store for America or its people. In his autobiography, The Education of Henry Adams, he wrote, in his off-putting third person voice:

Chicago asked in 1893 for the first time the question whether the American people knew where they were driving. Adams answered, for one, that he did not know, but he would try to find out. On reflecting sufficiently deeply, under the shadow of Richard Hunt’s architecture, he decided that the American people probably knew no more than he did; but that they might still be driving or drifting unconsciously to some point in thought, as their solar system was said to be drifting towards some point in space; and that, possibly, if relations enough could be observed, this point might be fixed. Chicago was the first expression of American thought as a unity; one must start here.”

According to an article entitled “A World Within a World: The Seattle Century 21 Exposition” written by Kye Cardinalis for Atomic Ranch on 12 August 2021, “world’s fairs had gone out of vogue by the time the Century 21 Exposition took place in Seattle, Washington in 1962. So, when mayor Allan Pomeroy first came up with the idea in the 1950s, he was going against the grain. Nonetheless, the decision to host a second world’s fair in Seattle (the city’s first was in 1909) paid off. In large part, this was due to the dynamic optimism Seattle conveyed through the structures and technologies it put on display.”

In 1962, “a burgeoning new Seattle opened the doors of its Century 21 Exposition with
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