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In the following interview, Matt Weiland defends the memoir, tells why Sean Wilsey is the most persistent man in
American letters, and discusses the election and what he loves most about America: the people, the history, and the
stories that bind us all together. I met Mr. Weiland at a State By State event at The Book Cellar in Chicago; he later
spoke with me over the phone from his former Paris Review office in New York.

Tell me a little about the video. I watched it again the other day and really enjoyed it. I think Powell’s did a
great job with it, and it looks like you guys had a lot of fun making it.

We had a ball. I think all credit to Powell’s. When they said they were really enthusiastic about the book and that they
wanted to make a film of it, obviously Sean and I were pleased, but I’ve got to say I was dubious. You know, how do
you make a film that anyone would actually enjoy watching, with many, many writers talking about different states?
They said, Leave that to us. We’ll rent out an old American Legion hall in Harlem, and if you can get as many of the
writers there as possible, we’ll make a day out of it. So Sean and I did that; we had nineteen of the writers there, and of
course they provided free beer, which is a very good thing, and the folks at the American Legion hall cooked up a hell
of a good barbecue lunch. After that, things just sort of fell into place. It's amazing what good barbecue and beer will
do for nineteen writers to put them in good spirits.

I also think they not only did a good job of making the film entertaining, but making one that captures the spirit and the
sound of the book. I think anyone seeing that film would be inclined to agree with the fundamental argument of the
book, that America retains a surprising degree of variety from one state to the next, despite all the pressure from big
box superstores and interstate highways and commercial radio and all the rest.

What are some highlights from the tour?

One thrill was going back the Minneapolis Central Library where I grew up. There were a couple hundred people
there. They built this great new beautiful library. I remember going to the library there when I was just a little kid, and
it was just a gas to show up there and to support the library that way.

In Milwaukee, in addition to Harry Schwartz, the great old independent bookstore, we did an event at a local high
school. They invite visiting writers, and we went, and it was amazing. It was for the high school assembly -- there
were like four-hundred students -- and the thing is, we were really late getting into town because we had to drive from
Minneapolis. The assembly, we were told, would begin at 1:05 sharp, and we drove up to the school at 1:04. It was the
only time in my life I felt like a politician or something, where they rushed me and two of the writers onto the stage,
and the students erupted into applause. It was an amazing scene [laughs]. It was really fun, and they reacted really
well. I wasn’t sure what high school students would make of it, but we were careful to select the pieces with the most
drinking and the most sex.

Yeah, that is surprising. It’s great to see high school kids caring about that sort of thing, treating writers like
celebrities.

Totally. It didn’t hurt that it was the day after the Brewers made the playoffs. I laid it on them that I had been a
Brewers fan in 1982, when they last made it, so I think I got some credit for that. Although 1982 is pretty much before
they were born. It would be like saying I like the Red Stockings from 1894.

At what point did Powell’s get involved? When did they contact you guys? Or did you contact them?

It was six or eight months ago, in the winter. I know the folks at Powell’s, and had been in regular touch. I had told
them I was impressed with the first two films they had done -- one about Ian McEwan and one about David
Halberstam -- and I told them what we were up to and that they should have a look. After that it was all them. They
read the book and saw promise in it.


