
right on the canal, right on up to the former governor of the state -- he went out and did the work. It’s a great example
of pavement-pounding reportage, but also the example of Studs Terkel -- that is, listening to what people have to say
and asking good questions about their lives, and realizing that people have real stories to tell, stories that are not just
true, but particular and specific to who they are in the place they live. So I think that is a great place to start; an unlikely
place, perhaps, Delaware not being the point in the book most people would think of turning to first. But I recommend
it. And I really love that piece.

I suppose it is interesting that Delaware was our first state, so maybe that’s part of why it’s a good place to
start.

That’s appropriate, exactly. I should have thought of that. You’re exactly right. The first state for a reason.

Can you talk a little more about the origins of the book? In your introduction to the book, and also in the
video, you make it very clear that it was largely inspired by the WPA guides, but what events or ideas came
together to say that this book needed to be written now?

There were a few things that came together. I spent four years living abroad. I was working at Granta magazine as the
deputy editor there in London, and I loved it -- I loved living in London. I was proud of the magazine, but over time I
found that I really missed America in ways that surprised me, in ways I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Of course I was really
happy to be away; it was the heart of the Bush years, and so politically I was very glad to be somewhere else. But they
were just small things, vague things, American things that weighed on me: space, or the ability to just get in a car and
go, or the sound of American talk and how it varies so much from one place to another.

I grew up all over the Midwest, and I somehow missed that feeling. Like I said, it was a vague thing. I couldn’t express
exactly what it was, but I found myself looking back at the old WPA guides, which I’ve always loved and collected,
and that sort of reminded me of local things, specific things, like the memory of driving around Indian mounds in Ohio,
or heading up to the iron range in northern Minnesota. Or tooling around Pullman on the south side of Chicago. These
are things I didn’t even remember liking, necessarily. I just missed the sound of the people you’d meet along the way. I
once went for a long drive along the Mississippi and met a man who sold typewriters in a store on the Iowa side of the
border, and things started reminding me of people like that. It got me thinking of the WPA guides, and happily, Sean
liked them too.

We’d done the previous book together, The Thinking Fan’s Guide to the World Cup, and that had gone really well.
The folks at the publishing house, you know, if they like one thing you’ve done they’re very keen that you will do it
again. Originally, the second thing that came together was that the election was approaching and we all knew that
2008 was going to be a very big deal. This was even before any of us knew who the candidates were going to be, so
the folks at Ecco were very keen on us doing a similar kind of book in time for the election. Originally, we said no
because I didn’t want to do a book just to do a book. I didn’t want to do a book that I wouldn’t myself want to buy or
read or own. And besides, what would a thinking fan’s guide to the election even mean? But the more we thought
about it the more we thought we could do something a little different, not having anything directly to do with the
elections, but after all reminding us what the elections are for, who they’re for, and why we bother -- which is that
we’ve got a country that is made up of enormous variation; robust, cacophonous variety, which is, after all, what we
love about it. And what we complain about too. So that’s how the idea took shape. And to be honest, we went back to
Ecco and said we don’t want to do anything directly related to the elections, but here’s this other idea we want to do,
and we thought they were going to say thanks, but no way; that’s going to be a very long and very expensive book.
And fifty writers, who could sell that? You know, all the things that publishers usually say, and happily Dan Halpern,
who’s a great, great editor, and has been for a long time, was really enthusiastic and understood right away what we
had in mind. So that’s the back-story.

So when did you guys actually begin working on the book? What was the process like, as far as getting a hold
of and working with all the writers, et cetera?

We started a little more than two years ago. I was still in London, and that’s when we decided it was what we wanted
to do, and Ecco was excited. Right after that we started contacting writers. It really took us about a year and a half to
round up all the writers and get the essays into shape, and Ecco produced the book in about six months. And here we


