
good team?

I’m glad you asked about that. There’s no way I could have done this book with anyone else besides Sean. Everybody
knows Sean is one of our most exciting writers from his book, Oh the Glory of it All; is there anybody who gets as
much energy and sheer electricity onto the page? I doubt it [laughs]. But what people may not know is that he’s
incredibly curious, and an exceptionally good editor. Not just at the level of ideas, but in coming up with ideas for
what writer on what state, and on substantive editing; on working with writers to make their work as good as it can
possibly be. And I mean no dishonor to any of the writers to say that we worked very closely with them all to revise as
much as possible, to make every piece as lasting and solid and convincing as possible. And I take great pride in that
kind of work. I’ve done it on The Baffler and on Granta and now at The Paris Review. And to Sean, likewise, that
means a lot to him -- he did it at The New Yorker and continues to do it for McSweeney’s. So we tend to see things
very similarly.

He also, like me, feels that memoir as a genre too often gets a kicking and doesn’t deserve to. It’s true that there are a
lot of soppy, saggy memoirs, and I’m happy to give those a kicking, as would anyone. But what Sean recognizes, and
I share, is this view that when done well, there’s nothing more interesting and nothing more revealing than a great
writer writing about her own family. Or the place he’s from. In the hands of a really good writer one can learn a hell of
a lot about a place and a time through a piece that is very personal. And call it what you like -- I mean, we grasp the
word memoir, a French word, after all, because we have no good word for it in English. Even essay, after all, is a
French word. So I think in that way we work really well together, because in pushing writers to be as personal as
possible, even while telling stories about other people, their works could be fruitful and revealing and surprising. So in
that way it was a lot of fun.

And finally, I’d say Sean is the most fun person to be around you will ever encounter. We had a really good time. And
doing a book like this requires spending a lot of time together, going back and forth, and there is no one else I’d rather
have done it with than Sean. There’s no one I could have done it with than Sean. And I’d say that even when we
differed in some of the writers -- sometimes we felt stronger about one writer than the other did -- but that’s the nature
of it, you know? There it is, democracy in action [laughs].

You can definitely sense you guys’ energy together, and Sean’s energy, and the way you guys brought out a lot
out of the writers in the film. It seemed like everybody was having fun and that a lot of it had to do with the
two of you talking about things and getting the best out of everybody.

We felt that way, and we felt there was a lot of good will from the writers. I think, happily, one thing we discovered in
doing it was that it’s not just me and Sean. We were huge fans of the ideals behind the WPA guides—many of the
writers we chose turned out to be as well. The filmmaker Alexander Payne -- many of his films are set in Omaha, and
we were excited to ask him to do Nebraska. What turned out to be a happy surprise was that he collects WPA state
guides. And similarly with Kevin Brockmeier and Jim Lewis, we found the same thing: others were big fans of the
books. It all panned out, and I think they saw very quickly we wanted to make a book that would still be read decades
from now. We hope so, anyway. And I think the writers recognized that early on, and that meant working with them
very seriously and very closely, and not even taking their A-minus work, but pushing them for their absolute best. I
think it paid off. I’m certainly very proud to have worked with so many writers I admire and love reading.

I was going to ask you about that, too. I think it may have been when you were in Chicago, you were talking
about how you and Sean split the contributors down the middle. Was there any kind of rationale behind who
worked with whom? Did either of you get to work with anyone you were dying to work with?

[laughs] Not really. Sometimes we swapped based on timing because we tried to do it on a rolling basis so that we
could handle it. I felt strongly about working with Minnesota, my home state, and Sean felt the same about his state,
California, where he grew up, and that was great. We didn’t really argue over any places; it kind of worked out fine.
By the end, when the last [essays] were coming in, we were beat. We were glad at that point that America stops at fifty
states. We decided to do an afterword with Edward P. Jones about D.C., but we were relieved that the territories -- the
U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, Samoa, and Puerto Rico -- were only territories and had not gained state status. That
would have been the end of us.


