
What was different in working on this book from working on your first book, The Thinking Fan’s Guide to the
World Cup?

Well, I think there was a great risk in this one as opposed to the first, because the first one had this real obvious core,
that is, everyone was a fan of international soccer and of the World Cup, so that gave it a sort of grounding. Not that
everyone wrote directly about soccer, but at least it gave it an organizing principle. But with this one there was more of
a risk because it was too broad. I mean, how do you say anything about a state? It’s an enormous subject. But we
encouraged all the writers not to be comprehensive, to choose one good story to try to tell, to brighten one corner of
their state -- even to focus on one big joke. And I think that helped a lot, and the writers took that to heart. I mean,
Dave Eggers, in his piece on Illinois, is a great example of this. He makes the case for Illinois being number one in so
many respects, and it’s a very funny piece, as one would expect. But it might surprise people that it is a really profound
piece -- especially as a Midwesterner, I think he absolutely captures some fundamentals of Midwesternness and
Illinois-ness at an even more local level. That came from, instead of expanding the essay out, recalling things that had
happened to him there. And that was the case with all the best essays; people looked inward to tell larger stories. I
think he does that superbly in the piece, and I think that is emblematic of what we had in mind for the whole book.

I was also wondering about the design -- it’s a very beautiful book, very visual. There are photos in the middle;
you have a couple graphic novelists who contributed to it; and the artwork on the endpapers...

All of that was really important to us. When we started, we wanted to not just make a good book to read, but to make a
good book to own, one that would be attributed in a way to the original beauty of the WPA guides. We said as much
to Ecco, and we wanted to be sure they saw it the same way. Thankfully, there is a fantastic art director at Ecco whose
name is Allison Saltzman, who was a total pleasure to work with. She just got it right from the start, and recognized
that making a beautiful book costs money, more than any publisher wants to spend on any book, no doubt. But quality
pays, and I think people recognize handsome books when they see one, and I hope that they buy them.

We gave Alison [Bechdel, contributing graphic novelist], for example, this great old image from a poster that the WPA
Writers Project had produced in 1941, and I just love this poster. I found it on the Library of Congress website, which
has an incredible assortment of Federal Writers Project materials -- posters you can get reproduced that are really great.
I’ve got the Federal Writers Project “Who’s Who in the Zoo” cover reproduced in my little boy’s room, right above his
crib so he can look at that. But Alison, she really ran with it; she shared our love for that poster, and she made a
beautiful cover out of it.

We suggested making one of those great old maps of the United States, using an icon from each essay for each state. I
used to find diners in the Midwest that would use those as placemats, you know, with an ear of corn for Iowa, and so
on. We got the excellent cartoonist Seth to draw an original one, and he just loved that, and we love it, and I think it
makes the end-sheets really wonderful.

And as far as the photos are concerned, that was totally Sean’s idea. We loved the way the original WPA guides have
photos, some of which were taken by great photographers, and even great writers -- Eudora Welty took the pictures in
the Mississippi state guide. So his idea was to ask every writer in the book to pick one image, you know, maybe a
family snapshot or a found photograph, or maybe even a painting or some image that somehow captures the state they
were writing about. And originally, I’ll be honest, I thought, I don’t know if we can get all them -- what happens if you
get forty-nine of them, you know? You’ve got to have all fifty, right? And would Ecco be willing to reproduce these in
color, and all the rest? But Sean persisted, as is his way -- he’s the most persistent man in American letters -- and got
them all. Ecco, on seeing them, they said absolutely, we’ve got to have these in the book. So that’s how that came
about, and I’m really glad we did it. I think they’re really beautiful.

On perhaps an even more personal level, how has the collection changed your perspective on America, or
anything else -- regarding our country as a whole, or any of the states in particular? Anything that has
illuminated some truth to you?

Well, I think truth, like liberal, is a word that’s been demonized, in recent years, especially. Not least of all because the
hard right has taken patriotism to its breast, as a word, anyway. And all too often it’s left to be used in the one sense of
defending the country from attack from without, from afar. And of course that’s an important meaning of the word,


