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ABSTRACT 

Historia ns have long deba t e d the innova tive and 

revo lu t J o na r y na t ure of the Ne w Deal and the me rit s of 

its r e li e f p r ogra m, t he Wor ks Pr ogress Adminj s tra tion. 

I n di scuss i ng th e mo re prominent a spe cts of bo t h , th e y 

hav give n insu[[icie n t atten ion t o the federa l 

qovc r nm n _' s atronag of h a r s during h De r e ssion 

yrc1rs . Th i s s udy ajms o sil ed ]j h on onr o( he 

WPT\ ' s mos t s 1 nifj an ul u a 1 ac hi rv mens , he 

r r rl r r , 1 \·J , i r s ' r o 

Thi s wo1k i s di vid c1 in < f ou s j ns . Chc1 

1 c111d 7 cl , I h r 1 y h h ha k ouncl and 

,1dmi11j s r ,1 1c11 r hr F d l s ' o j rc- Th 

\ 1l l , 1( . () f th s. n on ,· (' s and 0 hr 

11 I () I (' ~~ s i ( 11 ' 1 1 s 1< I hr s c1hlish r cl ,. l s ' r j 

f o lv-rn ,1 I r' h 0 bi r rs h ,J() 

Th r i 11 ,1 1 \\'("1 ha s 0C-US h 0 k s 0 u rd 

I y h F cl,, .1 1 \· s ' r - ir Chc1 , is on rn ct 

h0 0 r ' s .1 ison 

d ' 1 C' • c· t ,1, r · , ,- ·idrs a ,1 . ,., 11 a al ·sis f h 

T\n r 1c,11 quiclrs , i 1 1 1di 1 hr i • s hs ad 

o a 1 r as rs a h sour es 



f o r th e hj s torian today. Chapter 4 deals with the 

a uxiliary pro j e cts produced by the writers. Th e 

e xpe rime nta l volumes a nd resear ch efforts included 

coll e ctions of ex-slave narrati ve s, "life-histories " 

of cont empor a ry Ame ricans during the 1930s, a nd creative 

works by wrjters on the project . The auxiliary works 

str e ngt he ne d the project's contribution to cultural 

histo ry in t he 1930s and record e d the contempora ry lif e 

of th e De pr e ssion . 

It i s jmporta nt that th e works produce d by the 

Fe rl e r a l Wrjt e rs ' Proj e ct still be utiliz e d by historians 

wi s hi ng c1 unjqu e v i e w of the pa st . This the sis aim s 

a t l)r; t t e r i n f o rm i ng thos e wh o a r e int e r e st ed in t he 

Fc ~0 r a l Wri t e r s ' Proj ct a nrl its wor ks . 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Bir th of the Federal Writers' Proj ect 

The economic cr i sis of the 1930s rock ed the 

pub l is h i ng world with considera bl e violence. During 

the fir st th ree de cade s of the twe ntieth cen t ury, the 

writing frater ni ty, which include d creative write r s, 

ed i tors , and ne wspaperme n, had i ncrea sed s t e ad ily from 

38,7 50 i n 1910 to 40, 80 5 in 19 20 , to 64,29 3 by 1930. 

Prosp e rity accompa n ied the i ncrease pa rticul ar l y during 

t he 1920s . l 

7\t t he top of the profe s sion were t hose fa mo us 

auth o rs with e stablished career s whose names guara nt eed 

sal es of whnt th e y wrote . As e xamples , Mary Robert s 

Rin e hcirt , Sincl air Lewis , Willa Cather , and Zane Gra y 

comm a nd e d r espec tabl e a nnu a l incomes of around $7 0 , 000 

from r o ya lt ies . Th oma s R. Coward , in his artic l e , 

"Does 7\uth o r s hjp Pay? " mad e a composit e picture of 

a pop u l or nove li st in t he 192 0s , whos e new book had 

just so ld 50 , 000 copies , a nd wh o was ea ge r to pursue 

every off e r : 

lr:awc1 rd Wee ks , " Hard Tim e s a nd the Auth or ," 
At l antic Monthly , 155 (May , 19 35 ) , p . 550 . 
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Be l ow th e se "sta rs" came a group of creativ e 

writ e rs , ma g a zi n e journalists, and technical writ e rs, 

wh ose ave r a g e income in the 1920s was betwee n $10,000 

a n d $1 5 , 000 . St i ll, the majority of prof e ssional 

wr ite rs i n t h e 1920s had earnings from $5,000 down 

t o $80 0 a yea r from their published works and dre w 

th e r e ma ind e r o f the ir livelihood from other source s.3 

Th e n c a me th e d e pression. It affected writ e rs 

a cco rding to th e ir sta nding in the profession. Thos e 

who h ad e arn e d $70,000 faced no threat of hardship. 

On e comment a tor est ima ted that the re were f ewe r tha n 

2Th omas R. Coward , "Doe s Authorship Pa y?" 
Lite rary Obse r ve r (Au g ust-S e pte mbe r, 1934), p . 139 . 

3week s , op . cit ., p. 55 1. 
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tw e nty aut ho rs in that category by 1934.4 Thos e in 

th e other two groups had increasingly less security. 

Older e stablished writers now faced dismissal from 

newspaper s or magazine staffs on short notice. 

3 

Free l a nce writers faced a diminished demand for articles 

and short stories. For example, after twenty-five 

ye ars of writing and twenty-five novels, Sherwood 

And er son admitted he found himself always in need of 

mon ey , "always just two steps ahead of the sheriff. 11 5 

Some un e mployed writers took jobs as school 

teacher s or found occasional jobs at newspapers. 

Oth e rs took more drastic measures; Katherine Anne 

Port e r, for example, stayed in Mexico, for her 

h ea lth and a lso for economy's sake, in exile from her 

fri e nds in Ne w York. "New York seems so far away," 

she wrote to h e r friend, Matthew Josephson. "It seems 

unreasonab l e to think I should not see it again for 

long and long. It baffles me that I have never been 

able to li ve there, when I love the place so much. 116 

4Ibid., p. 552. 

5sherwood Anderson, Memoirs (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace , 194 2 ), p. 238. 

6Ma tthe w Jos e phson, Infidel in the Temple (New 
York: Alfr ed A. Knopf, 1967), p. 104. 



Eve n wr ite rs who found employment as journalists 

o r ed itors did not escape the depression . Many 

newspa pe rs fo ld ed and others had to resort to 

4 

CO n SO l i rL1 t i O 11 il S il cl Ver t i S i n q CT W i n ell O d . I 11 t WC' n t y - t h r N' 

hit th e lowe st point since 1918 , and 40 percent below 

the 1928 peak. Publishing journals were continually 

fill e d with p e titions of bankruptcies and cancellations 

of daily editions. The rate of bankruptcies 

in th e fj e ld r ea che d 48 percent and by 1935 only about 

120 c i ti c s h,1d mor e than one newspaper . In Ne w York 

an e stimated 1,500 journalists were unemployed . 7 

All of this, however , did not change the popular 

imaq e of th e writer's condition. A poet wrote 

th a t th e publ i c saw th em a s trash . Living 
meant qo inq to the office. Writing for 
maga zin e s was jeered at, unless it was for 
the Sa turday Evening Post. That meant 
a cce pta nce , money and the proper capitalist 
virtue s. 

Priva tion an d suff e rings were the writers' proper lot, 

argu e d a syndicated columnist . 

No writer is worth shucks until he can and 
has t a ke n punishment. He is supposed to go 
hungry and ragged and cold, to drudge at 

7 11 un empl oye d Writers," Monthly Labor Review, 40 
(May, 1935), p. 1137. 



c hores he loathes, to suffer endless 
humili ation and rejection doing the thing he 
love s in infrequent stolen moments. It 
ma ke s a writer.8 

5 

Th e Ne w York Time s concluded its criticism of "lazy" 

Am e rica n writ er s by asking, "Can it be that they spend 

too mu c h time a tt e nding literary teas?"9 

Fin~ncj~lly secure in th e editors hip of Saturday 

Revi e w of Literature , H. S. Canby pontificated th a t 

authors s hou]d not be given a salary , since "profi ts 

i n th ems e lve s do not stimulate qood literature ." 

Unfortunat r ] y , th e editor did not disc los e a ny basis 

for his c on c l uninq claim that "no good and c e lebrated 

st o ry-t c ]] p r o r pl a ywright , e ve n in 1932 , ca n fail 

of c1 cl c> c e n r cw a rd . " 1 0 

The Nr w Y rk Tim e s suqgested that writ e rs cou ld 

gain l it r a ry in s pira tion f r om Victor Hugo ' s diet of 

oranq r pee ] sc r a ps a nd claws of c rayfish , or Ge orge 

Eliot ' s r e d pi kl ed ca bbage , onions , and coff e . 11 

BM o nt y Pc> nk owe r , Th e Federa l Writ e rs Proi ect : A 
Study in Gove rnme nt Pa tron a qe o f the Arts (Urbana : 
Univ e rsity o f Illino is Pr ss , 1977) , p . 15 . 

9Ne w Yo rk Tim e s , l\pril 19 , 1931 , Pt . III , p . 1. 

lOH . S . Canby , "Should Writ e rs Go On a Salary? " 
Saturday Re vi ew of Literature (November 26 , 1932), p. 
270 . 

llNew Yo rk Times , Septembe r 10 , 1930, p . 2, 
Co l. 3 . 



Ne ve rth e l es s , the depression lingered , and 

professiona l writers , after 1933 , began to look t o 

Roos e ve lt ' s Ne w Dea l for solutions to t heir 

un empl oyme nt probl ems . Th e r e we r e signs of hope. 

Harr y Hop k jns , t he soc i a l wor ke r a nd advi so r to 

Roos ve l t , a rqu ed t ha "wh i e-co llar " pe opl e i n the 

coun ry wp r e j us as dese rv i ng of r e l ie f a s ma nu a l 

l a bo r e r s . "\vr1s i common s ns , " as ked Ho kins , "to 

a k mus i ~ns , l awy rs , ar is s , doc ors , ac ors , a nd 

wri tr r s , ,rnrl h m 0 wo rk wi h ick an sho 1? II 1 2 

Hopkins Wil S cl Ar l y h m i n h s in h ni 

il s . 11 II 1 1 , 11 h e- snc1 c1 , II h 0 0 a us 

l j kr 0 hr C'O 1 " l 2 

l\ 1 on wi h cl s s cl ] i i (' and 0 rams 0 

rvi (' th r onom I h \,.i (' ,1 1 X (' i h 

r clrr , 1 () , ms 0 s f h lo d . 

Th r ; s ,1 n ha s Nl liPf ams cross 

t h Ollll r . \, ,1 S h f (' .1 1 E (' R 1 . ( 

1 11,1 r !l o h rs 
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il f c11110us 

pr - N 0\ C' ,1 1 r / r . ' s The of 
h N C' \ Doc1l ) . 

l JJ I osC' r1s o n , Infi he Temple , . 3 4 7 . 
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Administration (FERA) . Established in May , 19 33 , FERA 

subsidiz ed work projects through direct grants to state 

r e li ef ag e ncies. Hopkins , who served as its 

administrator , wanted to include nonmanual a s well 

as ma nual workers on the agencies' rolls. Included 

in this skill ed group of needy citizens were white ­

col] ar work e rs such as secretarie s and clerks , 

prof r s sional p opl e such as nurse s and t ea ch e rs and 

tho se who wo rk di n h arts : actor s , artists , 

!lo kin s fa d no asy ask . 

aclmini s ratj n f wok oj C S 

The er a ion a nd 

main d wi h 

s a 0 o fficial s , no FERA . Th on ly con rol Ho kins 

ou l ~ rxC' cisC' was h ouqh hi s o 

d i sa pr r tho r osals ha s 

ov or 

aq n i su mit ed 

wi h t- hr ir r o [o qr n ll o kin and hjs 

assi s ,711 I ' 
a oh Rak r , n ou a d s a r 1· f 

q C' 11 c i rs t· o . u hm i oj s f skill d and duca ed 

wo rk s . ( l l a f \ a ncic>s res ond d w h 

imt1qint1 ] (' l t1ns . i l ] I du in 1 s WO ars , FERA 

C' X C' ri montrrl \, J h h ro ams of assis anc to a 

par l u 1 ,7 qrou of du a d , orke rs , h rof e ssiona l 

writ rs : t hr> or inq roi cs, i hin FERA , the 

Ca lif o rn ia c>x r erim nt , ith journalists , and the 



production of a state guidebook for Connecticut.14 

The r e porting projects within FERA operated at 

federal and state levels, in FERA's Washington 

he adqua rt e rs a nd in a few state offices, the largest 

of which wa s in Ne w York City. Writers digested the 

flood of information corning from the relief programs 

and p repa r e d pr e ss r e leases bas e d on this material. 

Writ e r s a lso c ompos e d research papers for FERA 

offic ia ls tha t a na lyz e d the gov e rnment relief 

acti v it ies . The r e porting divis i on in the Washington 

offi ce was und e r He nry Alsbe rg, a freelance writer 

and j o u r na l ist , who l a t e r b e c a me the dir e ctor of a 

f e d e r ~ l writ e r s' p ro j e ct l a unched by th e WPA. 

I n Ca l ifor n ia , Hugh Ha rl a nd , a journalist with 

th e Los Ang e l e s Ti me s per suaded th e state FERA to 

p e r mit h i m t o ope rate a prog ram t h a t would give jobs 

8 

to jou r na l ist s o u t o f wo r k. Harla nd supe rvis e d a n 

off ice in Los An g e l e s which o pera t ed like a newspaper's 

city room. Wo r k i ng fo r weekl y wa q e s, r e por te rs 

1 4Edwa r~ A. Wi lliams, Federa l Aid for Re li e f 
(N e w Yor k: Harcou r t, Bra c e , 19 39 ), p. 98. See also 
J os e p h C . Br own, Public Reli e f, 1929-1939, pp. 1-38. 
A mo r e r e c e n t r e f e re nc e can b e fo un d in Fr a nk Fr e id e l's 
Fra nklin D. Roo s eve lt: Launching the New Deal (1974). 
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r e c e ive d dai ly assignments , wrote copy, and prepared 

pamphl e t l e ngth histories and essays about contemporary 

Los Ang e l e s a nd its environs. The project bene fited 

from favorable publicity in the Los Angeles press, 

with good cause . Harland argued that the expe riment 

prov e d that the writers preferred productive work over 

the r e lj_e f dole .ls 

Connecticut 's State Planning Board approached 

FERA offici a ls about the sponsorship of a small project 

in which writer s would prepare a guide to publicize 

Conn e cticut ' s tricentennial celebration in 1935. The 

r e sult of th e project was a 309 page soft-bound trave l 

guid e published by the Emergency Relief Commission 

in 1935. Entitled The Connecticut Guide: What to See 

a nd Wh e re to Find It, the book contained two parts. 

On e section, e ntitl e d "Answering the Trave ler's 

Qu est ions, " gave gen e ral information on the state 's 

history , architecture, archeology , geography, and 

population . Th e section entitled "Journeys" included 

fourte e n d e tailed accounts of trips a motorist might 

t a k e . Th e accounts combined historical not e s about 

what th e motorist would see along the rout e , with 

information about the current scene. The Connecticut 

1510s Ange l e s Times, August 29, 1934, p. 1. 



Gu id e wa s a f inanci a l success and gave encoura geme nt 

for a f u t ure fede ral writers' project.16 

Un fo rtun a t e ly, Hopkins could not impose on the 

sta t e s a na ti onwi de program for un employed writers 

becau s e of t he a utonomy of FERA i n e ach state . But 

th e FERA e xperi me nts in Ca lifor ni a a nd Conne cticut 

were i mporta nt be c a us e th e y in c lude d writ e rs und e r 

the cove rag e of f ede r a l r e li e f fo r th e un emp l oyed . 

An othe r Ne w De a l agenc y , t he Ci vil Works 

Admi nistra tion (CWA), consi de r ed aid to wr iter s a s 

c ult u ral wor ke rs e ve n t ho ugh it did no t s ubsidi ze a 

wr i t e rs ' pro j e ct . It did a l loca t e funds to th e 

10 

Tr eas ury D pa r t me nt wh ich admin i ste r e d a pro j e ct for 

pai n t e r s an d sc ulptors , t he Publ i c Works of Art Pr oj e ct 

( PWJ\ P ). This progra m l a sted onl y f rom De ce mbe r , 193 3 

to l\p ril , 193 4 . Un d e r its d ir cto r , Edward Bruce , 

t he pr o j e c t s ubsid iz e d abo ut 2 , 600 ar tists who 

d e c o r at e d p uh ]jc bu i l di ngs . Aft e r fund s r a n out in 

19 34 , t he Tr eas ur y De par tme nt establis he d a s e c tion 

of pa inting a nd s c ul p tur e th a t l a st e d until 1942 . 

16wi 11 j a m F . Mc Do na ld , Fede r a l Re lief 
Admi n jst ra tj o n a nd t he Arts : Th e Origin s and 
Admi nist rat i on Il i s tory of t he Ar ts Pro j e c t of t he Wo rks 
Progr e ss A(lm i nistr a tion (Co l umbus : Ohio Stat e Uni ver sity 
Pr e ss , 1969 ) , p . 658 . 
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These expe riments prompted many government 

officials, including Edward Bruce , to consider the 

polici e s th e federal government might develop for 

cre ative writ e rs and about the ways in which they might 

participate in federal programs. 

That the government might develop a plan to aid 

unemployed writers pleased most, but several critics 

warn ed abou t difficult policy issues, chief of which 

was developing the right kind of program for writers, 

simil a r to t hose already established for artists. 

Ma ny share d th e opinion that putting writers to work 

on a gov e rnm e nt project would be more difficult than 

putting artists to work on murals for public buildings 

becau se th e cr ea tive process in writing was a more 

ind i v io ua ]istic e ffort not dis po s e d toward organi za tion 

or supr rvis i o n . 17 

Th e po li c y qu e stions tha t r e c e ive d the most 

att e ntion co nc ~rn e d c e nsorship o f the literary products 

of a ny gove rnm e nt a l writing proj ec t and the danger 

of t he r e gim e ntation of writers into a propaga nda 

e nt e rpris e . How would the nec e ssa ry freedom for 

cr eativ e writing be r e conciled with the equally 

necessary contro ls which s eeme d part of any governme nt 

17canby , lac . cit . 
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proj e ct l aunc he d 1n the public interest? The poet , 

Wil l iam Carlos Williams , voiced serious reservations 

about th e prospects for a government write rs ' project 

ac hj cv jng lj tcrary exce ll e nce . He doubted that the 

proj cc wou l d be fr ee from c ensors h ip and thought the 

difficul j es a ] most " insuperabl e ." Neverthe l e ss , 

Wi ]Ji ;:ims [ e l a "cle a rtm nt of fine arts " was worthy 

of discussion c1 ncl no e "Wond rs mig h come from such 

a mo (' cl s you r o ose , [or l e s are h a ' s edge , 

l n c1 1 1 c-u lt urr1 l ad a n whi h , Goel knows , \ in Ame rica 

cl i n I q o much [. 11 1 8 

Cr i m r n husi as in 

suhm i tin i d r,7S f ro ams han in a lin wi h 

o 0 1 1mrn ,7 1 0 ,7n iz ,7 i ons and s r ula ions 

f or 7 !' 1 () i c- ( I) id c7 s rn i d \sj h a ia ions 

hy sr r l ,1 ] \.; r i s \ ,7 S f o r ub 1 i i1 ion 0 mil c:1z in e s 

,7 S ( I s ('I (" ,7 w i rs . Th oe s , onra 

Ai k )1 I 1\ ,7 hh r () ll s h , .1 h G0 11 d Fl hC' , lw 

110\ r l i s , Tti,,<,tln1 "(' lSC' I i1 n<l hr c7 

Siq111u11cl , ,7cl 'OC" ,1 C'cl us 0 11 l il a io 1 

l ur11 ,7 l s , J't1 h Ii shC' <l ll 1 (' h cl us i C'S 0 il f (' ra 1 

1 R1 i 11 i ,71 Cc:1 1 s h'illic:1 s , 

Y o r k : (' \,· 11 · r 1s , 0 51) , 
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program. 19 Others proposed scholarships or merit 

awards, large scale translation projects in which 

languag e students would translate foreign works and 

writ ers would r e cast the prose in clear and readable 

English, and e mployment of writers as teachers in adult 

education.20 

On Fe bruary 19, 1934, th e Authors' League, fearing 

delay, s ugge sted to CWA official s in Washington a 

proj e ct that would be of "soci a l usefulness" to the 

gov e rnm e nt as well a s to r eaders and writers. The 

pl a n, " a surve y of varying aspe cts of everyday life 

as it is ljv e d in all parts of the United State s," 

was th e fir s t of many that we r e later adopt e d as the 

Am e ri ca n Guid ri e s proposal o f th e Federal Writers' 
------------

Proj e ct. Ac c o r d ing to th e L ague ' s plan , whic h wa s 

d e sign e d f or t r a in e d write rs , ea ch write r would rec eive 

an a s s jgnme nt to s upply an ho u r-by -hour account of 

one day i n t h e lif e of a per s o n in his community . 

1 9Th e Na ti o n 1 3 8 (Fe bruary 14 , 1934) , 171, fe lt 
th a t th e p 1a n was a g ood on e , b u t if this " un e mploye d 
l it e r a tur e " we r e p ublished at gove rnment expense , "the 
d e pr ess i o n will be come a ho locaust ". 

20ca i to r a nd Publishe r 66 (F e bruary 3 , 1934 ), p. 
4 4 . 
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Historia ns woul d conside r the pure ly historica l a spe cts 

of t he commun ity , a nd other writers would comme nt on 

its ethno l ogica l a s pects. If all went well the project 

co ul d e mp l oy 500 write rs for t e n weeks.21 

But t hese we r e me rely sugg e stions. The y did not 

deve l op in to a propos a l as to wh e the r writers could 

partic i pation a "div ision of fin e a rts", nor, ind eed, 

d i d such a divi si on appear. Br uce moved t o t he Tr easu r y 

Departme n t i n ear ly 19 35, a nd it s eeme d that th e 

federa l gov e rnme n t would be un ab l e to a i d wri t ers. 

Two orqa n izations outside th e gover nm e nt keenly 

i n t e r e sted jn promoting federa l r e l ief programs fo r 

writer s kept t he issue a l ive . One wa s th e Autho r s 

Lea gu e of Am e rica (A LA) a nd t he ot her wa s t he League 

of Ame rican Authors ( LAA). 

It was th e Authors Lea gue that had proposed t he 

plan f o r th e emp l oyment of writ e rs . The Aut hors ' 

Leagu e wit h its hea dquarters in New York City had 

organiz ed in 1912 as an organization de s igned t o 

secure qreuter copyrig h t protection f or authors . By 

the 1930s it ha d be twee n 4 , 000 and 5 , 00 0 member s who 

work ed in th e f our guilds of t he creative arts , 

artists , dr a ma tists , scree nwriters , and journa li st s. 

21Ne w Yo rk Times , February 18 , 1 93 4, p . 2 , Co l. 4. 
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Ma n y o f th e na tion's established authors were membe rs 

of th e Au thors ' League of America. And many Autho rs ' 

Lea gu e memb e rs wrote their congressmen to express their 

wish that something be done for the destitute. 

Ear ly in 1934, a committee of the Authors' 

Leag ue --Un e mployed Writers Association, demanded help 

for the writers from the federal government. Led by 

its c hairman, Robert Whitcomb, the group first 

requ e sted in a letter to Lawrence W. Robert, the 

Assist a nt Secre tary of the Treasury, that the 

Treasury's Public Works of Art Project be expanded 

to include writers. This would enable them to escape 

th e relief classification of "clerk.'' Citing Census 

Burea u statistics that between 1920 and 1930 the number 

of professional writers in the country had increased 

fr om 40,000 to 62,000, the Un e mployed Write rs 

Associ at ion pressed its point that most of these 22,000 

additional people needed jobs. New York City's 

un e mpl oyed wri t er s alone, the committee argued, 

numb e r ed a lmost s,ooo.22 A fund which the Authors' 

Leag ue had estab lishe d to aid destitute members was 

22Ne w York Times, February 16, 1934, p. 7, Col. 2. 
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dwi nd linq b eca us e of the many requests for aid.23 

Frustration boiled over into a small demonstration 

in front of the New York office s of the Public Works 

of Art Project in February, 1934. The group of about 

forty called on Colonel Walter A. Delamater to ask 

for government recognition of writing as a profession 

and for a PWAP project employing writers at their own 

work. De l a ma ter's reply was that "we are in no 

position to start a project such as you ask. Letter 

writers ," h e continued , "write books, plays, and novels 

in th e ir own homes ." De lamater further claimed that 

th e proj e ct had at l ea st 1,000 writers employed on 

res earch jobs and at local universi ties. He told 

th e m that a ll they could do with their demands was 

to " go to Was hington and ask for a subsidy. 11 24 

The Authors ' Leag ue of Ame rica was not the only 

orqanization tha t was s eeking federal assistance for 

un e mpl oyed writers . A group s imilar in n ame but 

diff e r e nt in philosophy was the Le ague of American 

Authors (LAA). More radi cal than the Authors' League, 

23 Ne w York Time s, April 17, 1934, p. 23, Col. 2. 

24New York Time s, February 16, 1934, p. 14, 
Col . 2 . 
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t h e group mate rialized from a convention of l eftist 

writ e rs whic h met as the first American Writer s 

Congress in New York in May, 1935. While the American 

Communist Par ty sponsored the meeting, the writers 

who at t e nd ed e spoused all degrees of leftist political 

philosophies. The delegates to the congress discuss ed 

the role of the writer in American society and the 

us e of literature as an instrument to bring about 

revolutionary change. The League of American Authors 

operated chiefly in New York City through the militant 

labor orga nization, the Workers' Alliances, and through 

several writers' unions affiliated with the recently 

organized Congress of Industrial Organization (CI0).2 5 

By the summer of 1935, the three writers' 

ex per ime n ts that FERA had pioneered and the interest 

which both th e Authors' League and the League of 

Ame rican Au t hors exp ressed produced conditions 

favorable for acceptance by the New Dealers of a 

fed eral r e lief project for needy writers. Writing 

in 1941, Merle Colby aptly expressed how the different 

id ea s developed into a program. "Like many another 

sound and workable idea, the Federal Writers' Project 

25oa ni e l Aaron, Writers on the Left (New York: 
Ha rcourt, Brace and World, 1961), p. 297. 
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flo a t ed like a s eed into the air. Unlike many ideas 

good a nd bette r," he continued, "this seed found, during 

the summe r o f 1935, enough social soil, rain and 

sunsh i n e to sprout and take root." The "social soil" 

in th i s case wa s a nother New De al relief experiment 

to h e l p t h e un employed --the Works Progress 

Ad mi nistration.26 

Pre s ident Ro o s e v e lt's r e l ie f program came b ack 

from Congress o n Apri l 5 , 1 9 35 , in th e form of an 

Emerg e ncy Re l ief Act . In between t i tles which 

aut horized l a bor , construct i on , and e ng i neer i ng 

proj ects , was an enabling c l a u se t hat p rovided 

"assistance to ed ucationa l , prof e ssion , and clerica l 

p e rsons , a nationwide program for us e ful emp l oymen t 

of artjsts , musicians , actors , ente rtainers , writer s 

a nd ot he rs in these cultural fields ." 27 

Th e funos now ava il ab l e for relief set off a feu d 

among th e Pr e sident ' s advisers over who should h ead 

t he pow e rful organizat ion which channeled money to 

t he un mp l oye d . In a t ypica l maneuver , Roosev e l t 

26Me rl e Colby , " Prese nting America to All 
Amer i ca ns ," Publishers ' Weekly 139 (May 3 , 1941) , p . 
1828 . 

27Ne w Yo r k Times , Apri l 6 , 1935 , p. 2, Col . 1. 
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starte d wit h t h ree chi e fs. Se c re t a ry of the In ter ior, 

Harold C. Ickes , became chairma n of an a dv i so r y 

committee o n a llot ments that j udged ea ch p r opo s ed 

proj e ct for its v a lue a s r e li ef a nd for th e amount 

of productive wo r k th e t a xpa yer s would receive. The 

forme r FERA chief , Harr y Hopk in s, headed th e Works 

Progre ss Administration (WPA). The p r oj ect was charged 

with t he dutie s of coord ination , i nve st i gat i on, a nd 

reporting , which , Roosevel t believed , would make it 

mainly a "bookkeeping " orga n ization . But Rooseve l t 

i nclud e d a phrase in th e executive order creating the 

Works Prog ress Administration that pe rmitted it to 

" r ecomm e nd a nd carry on small us e ful projects ." 

Position ed betwee n Ick es a nd Hopkins was Fra nk 

Wal]Pr , a ] onq-time adv is e r to Roosevelt . Waller was 

t c hni ca l l y th e director of a div ision of applications 

and inform~tjon , but his mai n t a sk was to keep pea ce 

betwee n I ck e s and Hopkins . Hopkins , in May , 1935 , 

convi nce d Roosevelt that sma ll us e ful proj ec ts which 

e mphasj zed whit e - coll ar work instead of manu a l labor 

could ge t mo r e money mor e quickly to pe opl e who ne eded 

it . 28 

28Robe rt E. Sherwood , Roos e ve l t and Hopkins : An 
Intima te History (N ew York : Harpe r and Brothe rs, 19 48 ), 
p . 6 7. 
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A grant which gave $300 million of relief 

appropriations for white collar projects gave Hopkins 

an opportunity to push ahead with a scheme for cultural 

reli e f. He assigned the task of organizing the four 

cultural proj ec ts to Jacob Bake r, the assistant 

administra tor of FERA. Baker, who had worked with 

Hopkins since 1933, was an engineer and had worked 

as a n e nginee rinq consultant for a Chicago firm during 

the 1 920s. Ba ke r had establishe d a publishing firm 

in 1 92 6, Va ngua rd Pr e ss, that s pecialize d in 

e du cationa l book s . In 1935, wh i l e initiating massive 

e ngi nee ring project s a nd supe r vi sing the Surplus 

Comm orlitio n Cr e di t Corporatio n, he was s e l e cte d to 

p l a n c ultur a l proj e cts . 29 

~m o ng o he r a dvis e r s, He n ry Al s berg wa s chosen 

t o d v l op t l1 e pl a ns for a writ e rs ' p ro ject. While 

li tt l e known outsi de of h i s b irthp l a ce , New York City, 

Al sbe rq wa s e xtr eme l y capab l e for t he t ask. 

Bor n in 1881 , he e nt e r e d Co lumbia Uni ve rsity at 

f iftee n yea rs of ag e . Af t er gr a d ua t i ng fr om Co lumbia 

Law Sc hoo l, he pr a ctice d l aw for t h r e e yea rs be fore 

e nt e ri ng Ha r va rd ' s grad uate En g l i sh depa rtme nt. After 

29Ne w York Ti me s, Jul y 4, 193 5 , p. 18, Col. 1. 
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securing a spot on the editorial board of the New York 

Post, Alsbe rg be came a foreign correspondent for 

s evera l Eu r ope an newspapers. 

Re turning to the United Sta tes in the late 1920s, 

Alsberg became a succe ssful pl a y dire ctor with the 

Provi nce t own Pl a ye rs. In 1934 he came to Washington 

to wor k with CWA. Th e re sul t of h i s work wa s Ame rica 

Figh ts t he Depression, which rev ea led ha ck work a nd 

hasty arra ngeme nt . Ye t t he volume ac c omp l ished its 

p urpose , and Baker succeeded in getting Al sberg 

appoint d as sup rvisor of the reports and r e cord s 

issu e rl by FERA , wh re he serv d prima rily in an 

Ne x o Al s rg in t he F de ral Writer s ' Project 

h i r cJ r hy wcJs h fif y-y ear-old Gorge Cronyn , t he 

iJSS O i zi rlir cc o r . On he th o ry t hat a novelist 

s hou l d oc umu l cJt di ve rs x e ri e nce s be for e a tte mptinq 

to wri c , he ha d n a n a l e- grow r , a rancher , and 

a p lumbe r . Bc1 ke r was l e ased th a t Cro nyn had bee n 

the busin e ss m~nag e r of Story magazine and ed itor of 

a busin ss mo n hly e ntitl d Sys em. Cronyn had also 

s e rv e d o n t h0 C"' ditori a l staff of two e ncycloped ia s, 

30 Ne w York He rald Tribune , Oct obe r 7 , 1934 , p . 4, 
Col. 7 . 



the Columbia and the New Standard. Cronyn had taught 

English at Montana Sta te University before turning 

to th e c omposition of two novels, The Fool of Venus 

a nd For tun e a nd Men ' s Eye s.31 

Th e third member of the planni ng committee for 

a writers ' project was Reed Harris . A few years 

ear l i e r , as the edito r of the undergraduate Co lumb ia 

Uni versity Spectator , Har ris had come to th e pub lic 's 

at e n i on by be in x ll ed for r rin ing a repor t 

agains he C'X ssiv ric s , oo r quali y of food , 

22 

a nd mistrf'cl mf'n o f wai s n a lum ia ' s dinin halls . 

/\ f C'r h C' l\ mC' j an 1 il i i s Union cam o his 

u wi hd r win ro s . 

an ua rl Pr ss of his ha sh 

ofc>ssion ,11 a k inq secs 

ake r . 32 of c-ol l c f oo I cl 1 1 , h 

l\l s hr TO n , an ll c1 i s , a l on \ 1 h l a re 

T. cln i nq , cons i he lanni 1 OU for h F d ral 

\v r i s ' rroir The ommi (' (> \,as u r r css ure 

0 pr C'S n f 0 T' Pl\ cl 0 a 1 u us I 1935 , a 

to k- l f'n h p l i1n s 11 · n OU ur oscs , goals , 

31rcnkower , o . 1 . , 2 . 

2see tho Columbia Spec a or , A ril 1-21 , 1932 , 
and llc1rris ' b ook n i 1 d Kinq Foo ball rin ed in 
19 32 . 
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ad ministrative organization , and the estimated cost for 

the Fede ral Writers ' Project . The group recommended 

a plan which would offer wo rk to 6 , 500 professional 

write rs , editors , and researche rs for one year at the 

estima ted cost of $6 , 285 , 220 . The project would serve 

two functions : ( 1) wage earning positions would 

maintai n writ e rs ' skills and s pare the m the 

humili a ting do l e ; a n d , (2) the Fede ral Writers ' Proj e ct 

woula orga niz e th e writers ' work to s e rve soci a lly 

us ef ul ana practica l end s. 

Th e major qu e stion regarding the propos ed Fede ral 

Writ e rs ' Proi e ct was whether t h e project should try 

to improve th e qu a lity of American letters through 

th e subsirljzation of a select group of crea tiv e writers 

or whet h e r i s houl d strive to provide as many relief 

posjti o ns as rossjbl e for need y writ rs . Th e limited 

progr a m of subsidies to crea tiv writers could produce 

wort hwh ile lit rature in k eeping with the i dea of a 

"divjsjon of fine arts ." Ther e were concerns over 

the pot e ntial problems with regard to the s e l ection 

of th e writ e r s and th e threat of censors h ip but t he 

possjbjlity of e mphasizing crea tive work seeme d more 

clos ly r e late d to the other cultural projects in 

theater , art , and music . 
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In cont ra s t with the idea of subsidization for 

creat ive writi ng wa s the obv ious conce rn in the Works 

Progress Admi nist ra tion for r e l ief , f irst and culture, 

second . The Federal Writers' Project 's t a sk wa s not 

simply to det rmine who were need y writer s; the t a sk 

was to id e ntify need y writers who qualified for the 

Fed r a l Writ e rs ' Project employme nt be cause t hey were 

on r e li e f r o ]l s . 

l\ s j urn d ou , he e r m "wri r" was oo narrow 

0 n ompass t1 11 hos who work wi h he F d ral 

Wr it r rs ' Proioc No dou h id a 0 call h 

xprr imo n ti "wri rs ' ro om 1 m n d 0 h r 

r i re icloc1 s [ r cl j s S I 0 S I a n ain rs . Th y 

ossrss cl ski ll s whi h m h inv lv h m i h r sear h 

,1nd w 1 n The F cl a l \· i rrs ' oj lo d 

por t . I n o <' I i s t s , d i o rs , a h S I rchi S I 

r it i s , io 1r 1,1lis s , 0 ,, h rs , ho oqra h rs , 

and Sf' (' ,1rirs . Th wor (' l in d in h 

uhl ishin f i 0 l d ; from ,1 cl and ublic 

r l clt i o ns , lilr cl ri os , and n mini rs . 

Sin (' h " l.1nnin qr u cl cd h Fed al 

\\Jr i t- 0 rs ' r 0 i r ' s r am on h of eo 1 who 

nr d d C' lll l o ym r n r c:i h han n a limi ed or s lected 

qr ou o[ \v r i t rs , i was 1m 0 an 0 find work which 



us ed the various skills of unemployed, educated 

work e rs. It must also follow the WPA dictated that 

any relief work performed must be usefully directed 

toward community or cultural improvement, and that 

it not compete directly with private industry. 
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The planners recommended that the Federal Writers' 

Project absorb the reporting division of the FERA. 

Some workers would prepare news bulletins and reports 

about the WPA to use as publicity. The planners next 

suggested the preparation of an encyclopedia of 

government functions to unravel for government workers 

and the public the "alphabet agencies" of the New Deal. 

For the Federa l Writers' Project's chief activity, 

the committee recommended the preparation of several 

volume s of Ameri can travel guides. 

The id e a for a series of guidebooks had several 

sources . Th e ea rlier suggestions were made by the 

poet, Marianne Moore, and the critic, Ridgely Torrence, 

in 1934. Both writers thought the government could 

suppor t a program in which writers produced state 

histories and travel guides. The success of the guide 

produced by Connecticut's FERA experimental writers' 

program further impressed the Federal Writers' Project 

planning group. Final encouragement came when Henry 



Al sbe rg found that his friend's wife, Katherine 

Ke llock, had an avid interest in guidebooks for the 

Unit e d State s.33 

Just after World War I, Kellock had worked for 
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a Quak e r r e lief service in the south-central area of 

the U.S.S.R. On a two week vacation, she visited 

Tashk e nt and Samarkand and used the 1910 edition of 

travel guides published by the German publisher, Karl 

Ba e de ker. The "Baedekers" had been written originally 

betwe e n 1851-1859 and periodically revised until 1910. 

De spite th e ir age , they were extremely accurate for 

trave l e rs in the 1920s. Kellock remembered the guides 

aft e r he r r e turn to the United States and approached 

s e ve r a l publi s he rs with the id e a of writing a 

"Baedeke rs" fo r parts of the United States.3 4 

33 Ka th e r i ne Ke llock, "Th e WPA Writers" 
Portr a jtis ts o [ th e Unit e d Sta te s," Am e rica n Scholar 
9 (Octobe r 1940), p. 473. 

34Actu a lly, there existed a Ba ed eker guide, 
publi s hed jn 1909. It ha d wa rn ed for e ign visitors 
about th e l ack of public lavatori e s and noted that 
pisto ls co ul d be l e ft a t home since the Indi a ns had 
bee n subdued. A f ew more informa tive guid e books were 
o utd a t ed , su c h a s King's Ha ndbook of th e U.S. (1891) 
and Rid e r's qui de s to Ne w York (1924) and th e capital. 
Th e U.S. Geo i oqi ca l Survey put out a Guid e book of the 
We st e rn Sta t e s - (1922) in five pamphlets, and the 
Nation a l Pa rk Se rvice offered handouts to its visitors. 
There we r e a lso such r e cent works as the studi e s of 
Louisi a na by Lyl e Saxon, Corn e lius Weygandt's volume s 
abou t Pe nns y l va ni a , and Edward Dunn 's Double Crossing 
Am e ri ca by Mo t o r (1933). 
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Th e Depre ssion had dampen e d the publishers' 

inte r e st in new projects. The Federal Writ e rs' Project 

might be the a ge ncy that could produce the travel 

volum e s. Ke llock explained to Alsbe ry the plan for 

th e guide s. Sh e could not help in planning sessions 

be c a use o f a pos i tion with the Re s e ttlement 

Admin i stration, but Alsberg remembe r e d her e xtensive 

kn owl edge of tour gui de s and l ate r e nlisted he r for 

th e Fede ra l Wri t ers' Pr oj e c t Was h i ngton staff wh e re 

sh e beca me editor of the t our s s ection i n ea rly 1936. 35 

The pla nning committee advised t he WPA's 

Prof es siona l a nd Se rvice s Division that "t he Un i t e d 

Sta t e s was th e only large civilized country in t he 

worl d whe r e a compr e he nsive guid e book c a nnot be 

obtain c d ." 36 Tor medy this situation th e planner s 

r e c omm c nd e ~ t h~t th e proj e ct pr epare a s e ri e s of five 

gui d e s whi c h corre spond e d roughly to five region s of 

t he nation . Th e guid e s would combine histor i cal 

backgrounds wit h conte mporary tour direct ions to c ove r 

eac h r e gion . Th e Fe dera l Writers ' Proj e ct , the 

plann e rs hope n , would climax th e s e ries with a 

35J e rr e M~ngione , The Dream and th e Dea l. The 
Fed e ral Writ e rs Project , 19 35 -1 943 (Boston : Litt l e , 
Brown , 1972) , p . 62 . 

36Ke ll oc k , l oc . c it . 
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one-volume guide to the United States. The preparation 

of the American Guide Series quickly became the chief 

concer n of the planning group and indeed dominated 

the history of the Federal Writers' Project.37 

The Associate Director, George Cronyn, was 

optimistic about the proposal of the American Guides, 

although h e had reservations about bringing out one 

nationa l a nd five r egional guides. He thought the 

plan would cause bickerings over state groupings and 

the space awarded to each state and city. He advocated 

a guid e book for each state and selecte d major cities. 

If thos e proved successful the regional guides would 

follow and then the one-volume national guide . 

Individual state guides would be ea si er to produce 

and would conform to the WPA organization . 

Other attractions of this approach were that the 

guid es would appea l to states that wanted to increase 

tourism. It would be ea sier to convince state 

administrators and the public of the usefuln e ss of 

the guid e s rather than of the cultural or artistic 

valu e of subsidized creative literature . The planning 

group, before it submitted its final report, adopted 

37Ibid. , pp . 474-75. 
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Cronyn ' s blue pri n t . 38 

By Se ptembe r, 1 935, the committee had submitte d 

its sc he me fo r th e Fe deral Writers' Project and awaited 

WPA approva l. Hopkins closely questioned the planners. 

Th ey exp l a ined how the writers' project would work 

with the WPA in the states. Hopkins wanted the guides 

to b e completed in one year; Cronyn thought it would 

tak e a t l e ast three or four years. But Hopkins 

stre ss e d the importance of viewing the Federal Writers' 

Proj e ct first as relief work and second as a cultural 

e xpe rime nt. The first concern was to provide 

employme nt to as many qualified writers as quickly 

as possibl e .39 

By Se pte mbe r, 1935, Hopkins and the four national 

directors thought the four cultura l projects were ready 

for th e ir p ubl i c debut under the administration of 

the WPA. Hopkins, on September 28 and 30, sent letters 

to all state WPA officials who, in turn, gave 

authorizat i o n a nd procedure outlines for the four 

proj ec ts. Although the four proj e cts were to organize 

381 b i d ., p. 475. 

39 s ea rl e F. Cha rl e s, Minist e r of Reli e f: Hopkins 
and the Great De pre ssion (Syracus e : Syracus e 
Univ e rs i ty Pr e ss, 1963), p. 136. 
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along d istrict and state lines similar to the parent 

WPA, th e bulletins noted special features. Full 

technical authority would go to a national director 

rather than to individual state administrators. While 

most WPA employee s worked the 120 hours per month 

prescribed for work relief, cultural project employees 

would work a 96 hour month.40 

Hopkins outlined the chain of command which 

incorporated the cultural projects, the Federal 

Writ e rs' Project, the Federal Arts Project, and the 

Federal Th e ater Project, into the WPA. Jacob Baker, 

who had b ee n a cting in the capacity through the summer, 

became Hopkins' representative to the cultural 

proj e cts, kn own collectively as the "Federa l One." 

Th e WPA's announcement signaled the acceptance 

by Ne w Dea l policymakers of the principle that in time 

of e conomic d e pression, the f ede ral government had 

the obligation to aid white-collar and professional 

un e mploye d work er s. Few individuals within the 

governm e nt criticized the policy in 1935 because it 

was untri e d and not y e t clear ly defined. There was 

d e bate about the best way for the project to use 

40Grace Overmye r, Government and the Arts (New 
York: w. w. No rton, 1939), p. 124. 
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ed ucat e d or highly-skilled workers rather than 

opposition to the idea itself. In fact, the size of 

the WPA and the extent of its activities overshadowed 

the very small projects for actors, artists, musicians, 

and writers. The arrival of the Federal Writers' 

Proj e ct was a quiet affair, noted only in the country's 

major newspapers. The New York Times noted that 

Alsbe ry had received his official appointment on 

July 25, 1935; his title was the National Director 

of the Federal Writers' Project.41 

In the beginning the press wa s generally cool 

and some times disparagi ng. Criticism came ma inly from 

thos e who prefe rr e d to s ee relief funds allocated to 

construction and labor projects rather than to 

whit e -collar and cultural work e rs . In addition to 

th e WP A shove l l ea ners, the action could now have 

p e ncil l ea ne rs , on e editoria l complained in the 

Washington Post.42 

Harry Hopkins had e ncoun tered th e same criticism 

during the days of FERA. To many , this " federa l 

boondoggling" was bot h frivolous and wasteful. Some 

41N e w York Times, July 27, 1935, p. 15, Col. 5. 

42washington Post, October 11, 1935, p. 7. 



32 

critics d i d no t und e rstand the extent of un employment 

among wri t e rs and artists. The y argued that the numbe r 

o f un e mploye d white-collar workers was small compared 

with th e numbe r of unemployed workingmen, and that 

spe ci a l r e li e f proj e cts for such a small group would 

ne ce ss a rily be wasteful. In reality, howeve r, studies 

showe d th a t whil e white-collar workers managed to stay 

off r e li e f r o lls longer than laborers, their numbe rs 

on r e li e f roste rs had increase d steadily up to 1935. 

In th a t ye a r, white -collar work e rs r epre s e nte d 11 

pe r ce nt o f t he total on r e lief.43 

On a nothe r a ccoun t the Was h i nqt on Post, whil e 

pr a i si ng th e WPA, do ubted th e wi s dom of the Fe d e ral 

Writ e rs ' Proj e ct . "The nobl e st vi ctor ies wh i ch ge nius 

has wo n have bee n accompl i shed unde r c ondit i ons of 

mi s e ry ." To t his ph i list i ne myt h i t added the old 

c hestnut t hat "l uxury a nd e as e have been handicap s 

t o crea t ive e ffort " and predi c t e d th a t "eve n that 

de gree of s ubsidiza t ion which th e WPA ca n provide is 

mor e a p t to be a b li ght th a n a he l p . 1144 

43ove r mye r , op . cit., p. 1 28 . 

44 was h i nqto n Pos t, Novembe r 17, 1 935, Pt . II, 
p . 3 . 



Ne wspapers also expressed impatience with a 

proj e ct which , during a dir e depression should be 

conce rn e d with anything as inta ngible as culture. 

Some c ompl a in ed th a t with s o mu ch pove rty f ew woul d 

be ab l e to trave l , l et a l one spe nd mon e y on a 

gujd c book . /\ l hough newspa e rs c ontinu e d to pre ss 

t he boo nd ogg l e ch arge , among o he r crit ic i s ms , into 

l ate 1 935 , some a e r s ch a nge d he ir a i ud The 

Was hinq o n Sa r , whic h c a me o s he F cl r 1 I r i 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Administration of the Federal Writers' Project 

When Ha rry Hopkins, in the autumn of 1935, 

announce d the e stablishment of the WPA's program for 

cultural pro j e cts, he emphasized that each na tional 

director would retain ultimate respon sibility for his 

proj ect . At th e same time, he made the "b ig four" of 

t he c ultural experime nts aware that they had to opera t e 

t heir projects within the WPA organization , not 

s e parate from it . This meant that both the national 

office s of the cultural projects and the WPA 

organizations in the stats would share in supervising 

th e work for artists , actors , musicians , and writers . 

Al t houq h th e sta e units of he wri er s ' proj e ct would 

produc e guid e books , he s office s would be a rt of 

t heir state ' s WPA federal au ho ri y which would 

dct e rmjn e po ]j cy and uphold he s a ndards for th e work 

proclu cecl . 

The st <1 t c> l ev 1 WPA authori y was r es onsible 

for th e proj ct ' s busin e ss ha concerned r e lief , 

f . ,.:i ,.:i • • trat1·on The Fede ral Writer s ' 1nance , an\l aum1n1s . 

Proj ect , th e n , was in the WPA ' s state organizations , 

but , becaus e of the national direc tor ' s authority , 

34 



not of t he m. This dual responsibility made the four 

cu ltu ra l project s unique in work-relief programs. 
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The syst e m was ne ver perfected, and many of the Federal 

Writ e rs' Project's most serious problems resulted from 

tensions b etween federal and state relief officials. 

Th e division of authority between the national 

Federal Writers' Project and state WPA was not the 

sole administrative problem for Henry Alsberg; he needed 

to adjust to changes in national WPA administrators, 

policy, and organization. Originally the cultural 

proj ec ts ope rated as subdivisions of WPA's Professional 

and Service Division, headed by Bruce McClure. McClure, 

in turn, answered to Jacob Bake r, Assistant WPA 

Administrator. Then, in the summer of 1936, a conflict 

erupted betwee n Baker and the four national directors. 

Baker wanted state WPA officials to control the 

projects. Holqer Cahill and Hallie Flanagan argued 

that the arrangement would destroy their projects, 

and they threatened to resign. 1 

At the request of Cahill and Flanagan, Eleanor 

Roos eve lt inter c eded with Harry Hopkins. Hopkins told 

her tha t th e arts project gave him more trouble than 

loverm e ye r, op. cit., p. 15. 
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t h othe r WP A pro j e cts . "The peopl e who run the m," he 

said , "are ver y ha r d to get along with. The y a r e v e ry 

abrupt , t h ey ' r e v e ry imperious." Ski' llfully Mrs , . 

Roos eve lt t o l d Hopkins that she had met Cahill and 

Fl anaga n a nd found them "quiet, polite people" who 

we r e c o nvi nce d of their position. She wondered if 

Hopkins had b a sed his judgment on reports from Baker, 

and if p e rha ps the difficulty might be with Baker. 

Hopkins, convinced of this view, replaced Baker with 

Ell e n S. Woodward, a New Deal politician from 

Mississippi a nd an effective administrator. Woodward 

b e c a me assist a nt administrator for the Women's and 

Prof e ssional Division in July, 1936.2 

Th e Division, on October 7, 1936, recognized the 

four cultu ra l p roj e cts as a speci a l unit, Federal 

Proj e ct Number On e , or "Federal One." Woodward 

appoint ed Lawrence S. Morris to oversee Federal One.3 

Wood ward di rected th e Women's and Professional Division 

until J a nu a ry, 1939, when her succe ssor, Florence Kerr, 

from th e di v ision's r e gional office in Chicago, took 

2Ta ma r a K. Ha r e v e n, Eleanor Roos evelt: An American 
Consci e nce ( Ch i c a go: Quadrangl e Press, 1968), pp. 81-82. 

3Ne w Yo r k Time s, Octobe r 8, 1936, p. 4, Col. 2. 
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c h arge . Ke r r r e ma ined the ranking officer until July, 

1 93 9, wh e n Congress reorganized the WPA as the Work 

Pr oj e cts Administration and r e turne d control of the 

r e l i e f p rog rams to the state s. That change b e gan a 

d is ti nctly dif f erent kind of o pe r a tion for the wr iters' 

p roj ect . From the autumn o f 1 93 5 until mi d -1 9 42, the 

a uthor i t y of the na ti o na l o ffice wa s r ed uc e d to that 

of a n advis e r , a n d th e s e parate state wr i t ers' 

programs , wi th var y in g degrees of compe t e n ce , carried 

o n work r e li ef for un e mploye d wr it e rs . 4 

Onc e Alsbe rg a nd h i s Fed e ra l Wr ite rs ' Pr oj e ct 

staf f f oun d th e ir p roper n i ch e i n t h e WP A orga nization 

i n Wa s h ing ton , t h e nati ona l dir e c t or turned t o crucial 

administra t i v e issue s with t h e state project s . Hi s 

imme diat e prob l e m was th e s e l e ction of state directors . 

Th e dir c tor o f state writ e rs un i ts h a d two c h i e f 

du t i e s . He supe rv i s e d t h e d ay -to - da y operation o f 

th e p roj e ct of f ice , and h e dir e c t e d t h e prod uction 

of t h e s t a t e g ui de boo k . Th e WP A i n s tructions r e quir ed 

that Al sbe rg na me s tate d ir e c to rs wit h t h e a p rova l 

o f th e st a t e WP A. 5 To fin d a c c e pt a b l e p eopl e , Alsbe rg 

4wi lli a m McDon a l d , Fede r a l Re li e f Admi ni s tra tion 
a nd t h e Ar ts ( Wa s h ing ton , D. C . : Libra r y o f Co ngr e ss , 

194 9 ), p . 6 . 

5wo rk s Pro j e c ts Adm inistrat ion , ~N . Writ e rs ' 
Pr o j e c t Fil e . Nas hv ill e , TN : St a te Libr a ry a nd 
Arch iv e s . 



solicite d recommendation s from state newspaper 

publishe rs, unive rsity officials, political 

organizations , writers' groups , a nd commercial 

pu bli s he rs. Soon e ach city o f 10 ,0 00 had at l east 

one write r or f i e l d worke r. The s e writ e rs we r e 

emp loye d in ove r 3, 000 counti e s . 6 

The r e wa s no de art h of applicants for th e state 

dir e ctors hips . Te l egrams and l e tte rs f l ood e d t he 

Wa s h i ng to n o ffi c e wit h sugg e s ions f r om s a e 
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offici a l s , s a univ rsi i es , an o h r o r a niz a ions . 

Sin e h clir c ors c i v d h ir a oi n m n s from 

th e s a w A u o n Al s r ' s nomina ion , oli ica l 

in ri u a a ll 1 v l s w sin i a 1 7 For ins a nce , 

h WPA mini s or in Vi SU ise Als rq 

by as kin hi m wh a k in o son h an (o r h 

di r s hi Al s C'r l i c1 , II n p i or , 0 0 

j ourn u li s om on ,. ho C n and on his o..,n f 

wi ho u o th i n u 00 mu h . If OU ha som on 

in you I PA c1ni za l n \ h hos ualific ions 

h wo u l d n ' C' 

6 11 \ir o r t o Am i a , " Time l ( anuary 3 , 1938) , 
p . 5c . 

Proj 
71 id . Tim , wh i l 

t , critTTzed h 

BMagi onc , o . ci . , 

ais h Fe 
ina equa i s of 

. 80-81 . 

r a l l ri e rs ' 
he a ly year s . 



In Pe nnsylva n ia , whe n Cr on yn as k e d the WP A 

administrator t o app r ove of two c a nd id a t e s, the 

administrator ref us e d to endors e one on the grounds 

t h a t t h e na me s had been suggested by a Republican, 
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th e pre sident of the University of Pennsylvania. Then, 

o n l earning that the job paid $2,000 per year, the 

Pe nnsylva nia WPA administration sneered that Cronyn 

c oul d not hire a dishwasher for that salary and 

insiste d that the position was to pay at least $4,000. 

Cronyn and Alsberg, intimidated by the administrator, 

we nt a long with his demands, even that of accepting 

his own c a ndidate, Logan B. Sisson, who proved to be 

so uns a tisfactory a state director that within a year 

he wa s r e moved and replaced by his assistant, Paul 

Comly French, another one of the administrator's 

cand i da t e s.9 

Wh e n e v e r Alsberg discovered a novelist who was 

inte r e sted in directing the Project in his home state, 

Alsbe rg would consider the novelist's first choice, 

the n try to get the state WPA administration's approval 

without a ntagonizing him. In Oklahoma, Alsberg's 

s ear ch e s l e d him to William Cunningham, a poet and 

nove list, whose l a t e st novel was The Green Corn 

9Ibid ., p. 74. 
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Rc b c 11i o n . Cu n 11 i 11 q h t1 m r e c e iv cl t h e j o b , bu t ] t1 r 

when the Oklt1h oma state guide was h e ld up for a variet y 

of r easo ns that we re beyond t he Writer Project ' s powe r 

to contro l , Al sber g ma y have wondered whe ther he had 

bee n wise in turn i ng d own the c a nd idate of the Okl a hom a 

Senator Th oma s Gore . His desir e not to permit s e nators 

to int e rfere with his appointme nts was genuin e , but 

in a direct con f r o nta tion with a s e na tor i t wa s apt 

to crumbl e . JO 

In Mary l a nd, his attempt to appoint his own 

candida t ~ was int e rrupted by a t e lephone call from 

the sta t e WPA administrator who reported that Senator 

Radc l iffe wa s recommending a historian named Karl 

Si ng e wa l d f or the position. Singewald's only 

q ualifi c a tion a s a writer was that he had edited an 

obs c u re wo r k e ntitled Maryland in the World War: 

Mili tar y a nd Na val Service Records, which had taken 

h i m fif t ee n y e ars to complete. Alsberg proteste d that 

Si ng ew a l d wa s obviously not qualified to be a state 

di r ector b u t the administrator insisted that he be 

g i ven firs t consid e ration. Th e administrator a sked 

Alsbe rg to mee t with Singe wald. 

l0E . current-Ga rci a , "Writer s in the Sticks," 
Prairi e Schooner 12 (19 38), p. 295. 
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Following t h e i n terv iew, Alsberg reported to t h e 

administrator t hat h e a n d Cronyn c onsi de r ed Singewa l d 

to b e a good researche r but "ve ry shy and v e ry retiring 

and n e arl y deaf ," a nd therefore inca p a ble of 

administ e r ing t h e Ma ryland Proj e ct. 

Wh e n Alsbe rg r e peated his impression of Singewald 

t o Se n a t o r Radc liffe (at the state administrator's 

r e qu es t), th e s e nator sharply disagreed with him. 

Th e s e n a tor fe lt that he was the b e st man for the job. 

To Al sberg 's obj e ction that he lacked administrative 

a bility , th e s e nator replied that Singewald was 

p e rf ect ly c apa ble of managing p e ople and wa s a forceful 

man . Th e conclusion was that Singewald would become 

th e h ead of th e Ma ryland Project. 

In a f e w months, Alsberg's f e ars of Singewald's 

l a ck of qu a l i fic a tions prove d to be dismally correct. 

Tryin g to ma k e the b e st of the situation, Alsbe rg quietly 

r e li e v ed Sin gewa ld of his administrative duties and 

unoff i ci a lly p l a c ed an assistant in charge of the 

Pro j ect .1 1 

This p roved to b e true in othe r states as well 

d ur i n g th e f irst months of the Fe deral Writers' 

llrbi d ., p p. 295-296. 



Pro ct . Th e Te nn e ssee director was so incompe tent 

th a t his s e nilities k e pt two stenographers busy for 

over one y e ar b e fore he was replaced by the assistant 

dir e ctor , William McDanie1.12 

4 2 

In Missouri , the political might of the Pendergast 

mac hine was so blatant that Alsberg was obligated to 

accep t the machine's candidate with little or no 

discussion . His own choice for the job was Jack 

Conroy, who the year before had published a highly 

praised novel, The Disinherited. However, the post 

went to an a mateur writer and society figure, Geraldine 

Park e r, who caused such a problem that the Washington 

office was forced to close the Missouri Project for 

s evera l months.13 

Another political appointme nt was that of 

Eliz abe th Sheehan in Nebraska. Sheehan, allegedly 

the ex-mistre ss of a powerful newspaper publisher in 

Lincoln, was a close political ally of Senator George 

Norris. She proved to be paranoid as well as 

incompe tent. When Lawrence Morris investigated the 

reports of her d isruptive conduct and recommended 

12John Minton, Tennessee and the New Deal (New 
York: Garland Press, 1979), p. 181. 

1 3Robert Be ndiner, Just Around the Corner (New 
York : Harper and Row, 1967), p. 195. 



immed iate dismissal, Sheehan promptly alerted her 

publisher friend, who, in turn, wrote to Norris . The 

result was that Morris wa s o rdered out of the state 

and the Senator let it be known that "as long as 

Nebraska had a writers' project , Sheehan would have 

her desk." 

In the meanwhile , Sheehan was paying little 

attention to the operation of the Project. Convinced 

that one of her assistants , Rudolph Umland , was a 

dangerous radical who was plotting to get her job, 

she hir ed a private detective agency to investigate 

his background. The only information she could turn 

up was that a brother of Umland had participated in 

a 1933 march of the unemployed which was led by a 

l eading Communist of the 1930s. 
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Sheehan wrote letters to the President and others 

stating that Umland was a Communist. When it became 

obvious that the Nebra ska Proj ect could not function 

und e r h e r direction and that the admini stration was 

unwilling to dismis s her for fear of offending Senator 

Norris, Alsbe rg ordere d Sheeh a n, along with h e r desk 

and secretary, transferred to h e r home. There she 

continued to r e ceive her salary until the clos e of 



th e Ne braska office in 1942.14 

In Wyoming the indifference of the state WPA 

administrator resulted in the appointment of a 

well-known Republican politician as state director. 

The politician made the most of his opportunity to 

embarrass the WPA administrator further by ignoring 

the responsibilities of his position and by turning 
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in unsatisfactory expense accounts. When finally he 

was fired, h e announced his candidacy for state 

treasurer and was easily elected. Alsberg appointed 

the ablest editor on the Wyoming staff to replace him, 

Agnes W. Spring. She, too, turned out to be a 

Republica n, but supported the New Deal policies.1 5 

One of Alsberg's main concerns was the finding 

of dir e ctors i n the states wher e there were few 

we ll-known writers. When no qualified state director 

coul d b e fo und for the state o f Was hington, Alsbe rg 

acted on th e recommendation of the WPA state 

administr a tion and appoi nted R. W. Lahr as acting 

director. Lahr proved unable to hold the post and 

14rbid., p. 1 97. 

15Mabel Ulrich, "Salvag ing Culture for the WPA," 
Harpe rs 177 ( May , 19 39 ), p. 654. 



was soon replaced by James W. Egen, a popular writer 

and former sports editor, who had been recommended 
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by the Author's League of America. Egen began to work 

with treme ndous speed but when the project's 

manuscripts we re sent to the Washington office, it 

was shown tha t only a sma ll part was any good. In 

a n inves tiga t i on it wa s shown that Eg e n h a d e ncouraged 

the s taf f to write f i ct ion i ns tead of f act. The 

Wash i n g t o n of fi c e charged t hat mos t of it wa s "p ur e 

f i ction" pr pared without research , written in t h e 

o ffic e to sav e time . Egen denied th charg es ven 

aft r nearly all of them terial was r ejected by t h e 

Was h i ngton offic an manag ed to k ep his job for 

a not h r thr 

during t ha 

y rs wi hout ublishin a singl e wor k 

im 16 

In Nor h and Sou h Dako a , Als r hir d two young 

Lisle Re se was journa l ists wi h li tl x 

o ff e r ed t h job of dir c ing 

ri nee . 

h Sou h Dakota Project 

i n Octob r , 19 5 . At wenty-four , h was making a 

l iving op r ting a n \ s ureau . He felt h e had no 

l iterar y talent , but since the job called for more 

l61bid ., p . 6 55 . 



"ne rve than talent" accepted the offer.17 During the 

next seven years he was surrounded with a hardworking 

staff of ex-newspapermen, country editors, printers, 

a doctor, lawye r, a sheepherder who had published a 

book, some photogra phe rs and artists, and "almost 

an yon e who c ould ope r a t e a type wr ite r. 11 18 

In Edi th Sc hl e singe r's Nor t h Da kota staff the re 

was not a sing l e wri t er . Some were bare ly l ite r a te. 
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Th e onl y writing assistance was from two recent co ll e ge 

g raduates who could write clear Enqlish . The resear ch 

staff i nc l ud e d an ex-school teache r , clerks , a minis t er , 

a nd " some bright young kids who could not find jobs 

els wh r e ." She at em ed o mak s ns of the mass 

of ins ructions s n from Washin on . "The 

mimeoq ra h d ma ri al ha k 

17ro r som , his rov e d o 
for instan e , E. J . Ke lly , a 
proj c had b~cn ss· n d o wri 
t h cowboy . II dro d in 
in a D uq)us , Arizon a , ho 
cowboys we r lik H had 
wh n he loft h me ing h 
"Whil I was inq hr , on 
and aimed i a f ll ow who 
man had vid cn ly be n sho a 
to t he floor and th bullet hi 

ouring in o the office 

h 

n 

cas . In Arizona , 
the Wri rs ' 

h life of 
lem n 

find o wh od rn 
be bored , but 

is re or . 
ull d a . 45 

o me . This 
dro ped 

Two ot her 
bull ts shot chunks ou of th c e iling ." 1a nq ione , 

op . Cit . , p . 8 7 . 

lBcurr nt-Garcia , op . cit ., . 297 . 
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was written by urban-minded editors with urban areas in 

mind. We had to work out our own procedures. 11 19 In 

spite of all the diffi cultie s, the North Dakota guide 

was issued in 1938 before many of the more populated 

sta t es published their guides. 

Fortunately , the s e l e ction and replacement of 

state directors did not alway s depe nd upon political 

considera tions, and the dangers such appointments 

prese nt ed to the qua lity of the guide s wer e reduced 

after the central office secured the talents of writers 

l ike Vardis Fisher , Lyle Saxon , Ross Santee , John 

Davis , and John T . Freder ick . 

Vardis Fi s he r , no doubt the most outspoken a nd 

indivi dua li stic of the s e , had already achieved fame 

with th e Te stument of Man s e ri es a nd would s oon be 

award e d the Pulitz e r Prize for his Children of God. 20 

Fishe r had lit tl fait h in the New Dea l and was 

r e lucta nt to take th e directorship in Idaho at first . 

Howe ve r , with a wife a nd two ch ildren to support , 

Fishe r decided he could not r ef us e and would have to 

acce pt the j ob , eve n after he had received a second 

19rbid ., p . 298 . 

20 Flora Jos e ph , Vardis Fishe r (N ew York : Twayne , 
1965) , p. 15 . 



telegram from Washington saying that it would not pay 

$12,600 as indicated in the original offer, but 

$12,200. On learning of the appointment, a state 

director who had recommended him sent Fisher a 

facetious telegram, which stated, 

Congratulations on your new position. Don't 
take it seriously. It is not intended 
that we should achieve anything, but only 
that we should put the jobless to work so 
they will vote for FDR. Take it 
philosophically and if they send you a 
telegram from Washington, 150 words, send 
the m one 300 words long or call them long 
distance collect.21 
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Ignoring this advice, Fisher worked twelve to fourteen 

hours a day, seven days a week, logging the roads of 

Idaho in a n ew 1936 Nash automobile (at $15 a day and 

four to fiv e c e nts a mile), and wrote nearly all the 

copy for the excellent state guide. He was sustained 

by his consuming desire to bring out the first state 

guide or "br ea k h is n e ck" in th e attempt .22 

Fisher's crea tive colleague s also stamped their 

guid e s with verve and literary style. Lyle Saxon, 

whose authoritative books on the land of the bayous 

2lvardis Fishe r, Orphans in Gethsemane: A Novel 
of the Pa st in th e Pr e sent (D e nver : Swallow Press, 
1 960 ), pp. 7 3-74. 

22Ibid., p. 233. 
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had ea rn e d him the title of "Mr. Louisiana," wisely 

de ci de d to d e l e gate all administrative matters to an 

associat e . Another local colorist, the artist-turned­

cowboy, Ross Santee, became director for Arizona after 

its first appointee had wasted three months writing 

"folksy" l e tte rs to ingratiate himself with the local 

gove rnme nt. Santee wrote to Alsberg, "Anyone who can 

wet-nurse 150 saddle horses, know where they run, know 

all the quirks of each particular horse, ought to be 

able to wrangle a bunch of writers. 11 23 

Two other gifted local colorists served as project 

directors. John Davis, journalist and author of nearly 

200 short stories and magazine articles headed the 

Texas unit, and John T. Farrell, founder of Midland 

(1915), dir e cte d the Illinois Project. 24 

Th e s e cond director of the Massachusetts Project 

was histori a n Ra y A. Billington, who taught a full 

sch e dule of courses at Clark University three days 

a we e k a nd d evoted three other days to his Project 

duti e s. Accord ing to Billington, he was hired primarily 

because of his indisputably Anglo-Saxon name, 

23curre nt-Garcia, op. cit., P· 296. 

24rbi d ., p. 298. 



explaining that the directorship should have gone to 

Bert Lo ewe nb e rg, a historian on the Massachusetts 

Project, who was an able administrator, "but this was 

in 1936 with the election not far away and 

anti-Semitism was strong in those days. So I was 

hired." 
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For Billington the most difficult aspect of the 

job was coping with the political divisions within 

his staff. He suspected that b e tween one-half and 

one-third of the p e rsonnel e ithe r were members of the 

Communist party or were r adi cal in nature. The 

spokesme n of the radicals and Communists was one of 

Billington's assistants, Merle Col by, who was later 

tra n sferred to the Washington staff. Although 

Billington a nd Loewenberg were considered libera l, 

th e y we re constantly annoyed by the Communist 

f ac tion. 25 

Harold G. Mer rian of the Montana Proj e ct first 

declined the job, but the n eed for extra money finally 

ind uced him to agree tha t for $90 per month he would 

give his Saturdays and Sundays to the Montana Writers' 

25Ray A. Billington, "Government and the Arts: 
Th e WP A Exp e ri e nce," American Quarterly 13 (Wint e r, 
1961), pp. 466-467. 
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Proj e ct. Nin e months later, he submitted the first 

draft of the Montana guidebook and then resigned, 

discouraged by the bureaucracy and the lack of writers 

in the state.26 

Several di ligent wome n also served as directors 

of the Federa l Writers' Project, a lthough most d id 

not have th e prior reputations or attainments of their 

ma l e colleag ues . Fo urteen wome n were appointed a s 

state dir e ctors in the formativ e months of the project . 

Forty pe rce nt of al l employee s on the Federal Writers ' 

Proj e ct we r e wom e n. Most had bee n sugg e sted by the 

WPA admi ni stra tion or influentia l politicians . Even 

so , ma ny we re capable adm ini stators . 

One of t he f ew l oca l historians in Florida , Carita 

Cors e , he ld that state ' s dir ctorship for mor e th a n 

six yea rs . Especia lly impr e ssiv was t he long s erv ice 

of Eud ora Ri c ha rdson who took ov r t he Virginia 

Proj e ct aft e r i t had f loundered for ove r one year . 

A writer a nd m mber of the State Board of Public 

We l fare , sh e brought it up to par with the best of 

th e state pr o j e cts . The rate of survival in the 

26 Introd uction to Montana State Guid e Book 
(N ew York : Ha stings Hous e , 1955 ) , p . VII . 
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directorships was far higher among women than among 

men. However, there were far fewer women in such parts 

and they were often the beneficiaries of highly skilled 

associates and state editors, who regularly bore the 

burden of administrative or literary duties.27 

Historians fared poorest as state directors. 

Their insistence on thoroughness was out of step with 

the guides proposed. In Massachusetts where the 

director, Clifford Shipton, exhibited an aggravating 

condescension toward his workers, a field worker 

charg e d that his fidelity to instructions stifled 

originality. Finally, two associ a tes took over the 

administrative machinery and led it until Shipton 

obtain e d a mor e suitable post with the State Historical 

Re cords Proj e ct. 

Some coll e a gue s preferre d to follow their own 

int e r e sts, o f t e n with dubious r e sults. An authority 

on Nevada mi ning c a mps, the s e ptu a g e narian T. D. 

Van De v o rt, a ssume d that his sta t e had no points of 

cont e mpo r a ry int e r e st for the tourist, and he sought 

to transform his guide into a history of Nevada's mining 

industry. He r e ma in e d on the project as a history 

27penkower, op. cit., p. 41. 
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edi tor with the help of his old friend, Serkey Pitman. 

Ross Cockridge , an authority on Indiana's folklore, 

spe nt most of his time drumming up publicity for the 

project by presenting performances (at $1,000) composed 

in part of dramatic recitation and folk songs. 

Although the central office ordered Cockridge to 

concentrate on the guide, he failed to assume this 

minimal responsibility and eventually resigned.28 

Once appointed, a state director needed to 

determine how many competent writers, researchers, 

editors , and other educated individuals were on relief 

in his or h e r state. Also, he judged how much guidebook 

material might come from areas of the state where most 

reli ef writers lived. If he found an area rich in 

loca l history and interest and with a large number 

of relief writers and skill ed researchers , the director 

appointed a district supervisor and opened district 

offices. 

The size of a state influenced the decision to 

ope n district offices . Kentucky's most active district 

was historic Lexington , the c e nter of Kentucky's 

hors e-breedi ng industry . Te nnessee's most active 

28rbid ., p. 43. 
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dist r icts we r e centered around Nashville which was the 

c e nt e r of the state government and a good location 

for e xploring middle Tennessee. Large district offices 

were also established in Memphis and Knoxville.29 

The Te xas Project attempted to conquer its 

geographical problems with a number of district 

offices. Some smaller New England states, despite 

their rich materials for travel books, operated 

effici e ntly with only one district office. Whenever 

possible, the Federal Writers' Project districts 

coincid e d with districts for the Women's and 

Professional Division.30 

Financial matters consumed much of the new state 

dir e ctor's time. Some funds, for example, to cover 

office rent, supplies, and in-state travel came from 

th e stat e WPA budget. Other allotments for out-of­

state tra v e l expe nses related to the guides came 

dir e ctly from Alsberg's offices. 

Financial security never really existed. The 

Fed e ral Writers' Project, as with the WPA, was 

depe nd e nt on the annual congre ssional appropriations. 

29Mint o n, op. cit., p. 180. 

30Alsbe rg to all state directors, November 4, 
1935. Loca t e d in the Tennessee State Archives. File 
on th e Te nn e ss ee Federal Writers' Project. 
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Between appropriations, Federal One depended on 

Hopkins' ability to convince Roosevelt and the 

successive directors of the Bureau of the Budget, 

Daniel W. Bell and Harold D. Smith, of the value of 

the cultural projects. State directors needed to be 

businessmen and diplomats to mesh funds from different 

sources, to interpret the forms which poured from the 

WPA bureaucracy, and to protect their projects from 

petty intrigues and jealousies within the WPA. 

It was not unusual for a state director to 

incur hostility from a state Works Progress 

Administrator who preferred construction work over 

whit e -collar endeavors. Routine requests for supplies 

and eq uipment might disappear in a mound of WPA 

paperwork or the individual state budget division could 

fail to pay all the workers scheduled to receive relief 

checks.31 

When state directors sent in their early reports 

noting the number of writers eligible for project work, 

the statistics showed a disturbing pattern. While 

there were hundreds of workers eligible for the project 

in metropolitan areas and in heavily populated states, 

31McDonald , op. cit., P· 11. 
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the s upp ly of certified workers in rural states was 

meager . In short, the nation's writing talent, at 

lea st that part on relief, seemed to be maldistributed. 

Th e prob l em for the Federal Writers' Project was that 

some states would bear a heavy financial load for these 

writers and without writers units in all states, it 

would be difficult to complete the Amer ican guide 

series. Still, the Federal Writers' Project could 

not transfer relief workers from state to state because 

WPA regulations discouraged transfers. Few states, 

mor eover , wanted to support thos e from other states. 

The Federa l Writers ' Project was not unique in this 

probl e m of distribution of tal ent ; it became a 

characteris tic of all four cultural proqrams.3 2 

Th e Fe d e ral Writers ' Proj ec t sent each state 

dir e ctor a quo ta for relief work e rs based on the 

esti mated numbe r of writers on r e lief rolls in the 

state . In rural states , such as Te nn essee , the quota 

we nt unfill e d . The units in urban centers , such as 

Massachus e tts , Illinois, and New York , used the ir 

quotas quickly a nd pressed for increases . This 

discre pancy did not necessarily mean that the Fede ral 

Writers ' Proj e ct had er r ed in allotting its quotas . 

3 2 Ibid. , pp . 12-13 · 



Sta t es h a d different and often widely varied 

r e li e f r e quirements. Rural states generally made it 

more difficult than did urban states for people in 

the cultural professions to qualify for relief. In 
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a few instance s this proved the case as one 

investigator d iscovered on a field trip to the Federal 

Writers' Proj e ct offices in the South in January, 1936. 

The investigation discovered that Tennessee's WPA 

director, Colonel Harry S. Berry, had interfered with 

the e stablishment of district offices in Nashville 

and Knoxville and that several staff members received 

positions by virtue of Berry's political power. Under 

fals e titles such as "Special Supervisor for the 

Fede ral Writers' Project," Berry conveniently placed 

friends in s e cure positions.33 

Aft e r gathering evidence, the investigator sought 

out th e unsuspecting director of the State Women's 

and Professional Division. With his cooperation, they 

work ed out face-saving adjustments that guaranteed 

the Writers' Project freedom from interference by the 

state WPA and a ssured removal of the ineligible 

appointees.3 4 

33Minton, op. cit., p. 183. 

34rbid . 



Natio nw ide , the project had to contend with 

bureaucracy a nd r e d tape. Obtaining typewriters 

pr e s e nt e d a sp e cial problem; in a number of states, 

th e guide manuscripts had to be written in longhand 

for months. Forms had to be filled out perfectly or 

they would be returned weeks later for the slightest 
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error. In addition, directors were deluged with daily 

t elegrams, l ette rs, and bulletins from Washington. 

One state director soon learned to pass them on to 

her s e cretary a nd instructed her, "If they have changed 

anything today tell me. 11 35 

While Alsberg and his colleagues learned to live 

with bureaucracy , they were less successful in 

preventing ed itorial delays in Washington. For two 

yea rs th e central office not only proofread everything 

but did complete r ewrites of doubtful passages. 

Alsbe rg finally proposed a decentralized system 

to clear th e problem. To reli eve his associates from 

their trave ling throughout the country, Alsberq 

appointe d regional directors for the Federal Writers' 

Proj ec t. Th e regional directors were permane ntly 

stationed fi e ld-representatives who received limited 

35u1rich , op. cit., pp. 653-654. 



aut hor ity from Al sberg to inspe ct and aid neighboring 

state units . Alsbe rg appointed Frank Manue l, 

experienced i n the Boston office, to direct regional 

a f fairs in Ne w England.36 William T. Crouch, the 

di r e ctor of the University of North Carolina Press, 

wa s chos e n to check on activities in the Southwest. 

Lyl e Sa xon was chosen to supervise in the South, and 

John T. Fred e rick, the Illinois State Director, was 

to ope rate in the Midwest. Vardis Fisher, the Idaho 

State Director, was given the Rocky Mountain states. 
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The proj e ct's regional organization, once 

establishe d, served well. The regional directors read 

state copy voraciously and turned out presentable 

mat e rial. Couch, as the director of the North Carolina 

Press, invite d the project to mount a display at the 

Southern Conference for Human Welfare, and Frederick 

occa siona lly r evi e wed the Federal Writers' Project 

volume s ove r his a ward-winning CBS "Book Review" 

progra m. Mo re important, it was Couch who saved the 

Tenn e ss ee proj e ct by appointing William McDaniel. 37 

36Be rnard De Voto, "New England Via WPA," 
Sa turda y Rev i e w of Literature 18 (May 14, 1938), p. 3. 

37Mi nton , op. cit., p. 184. 
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The Federal Writers' Project might have become a 

more efficiently administered organization had it not 

been for conditions imposed upon it by the WPA. Many 

of the bureaucratic problems developed because of the 

temporary nature of the relief program of which the 

Federa l Writ e rs' Proj e ct was a part. Neither the WPA 

nor any of its compone nts could make plans beyond the 

n e xt session of Congress. Still, in important ways, 

the Fed e ral Writers ' Project c ould plan for the future. 

It committ ed itself to the complet ion of the American 

guide seri e s a nd held contracts with publishers for 

th e guid es . 

Those i n command realized hat much of the 

inefficiency and bureaucratic wrangling was an 

un avoidable part of the vast WPA experiment . The 

Fed r a l Writ ers ' Project frequently made short-term 

decisions based on the pressing demands and commitments 

relat d to the guides . Still , those on the Federal 

Writers ' Project b lived the guides were worth the 

administrative probl ms . 



CHAPTER 3 

The Ameri c an Guides 

When Alsberg and his planning committee , in the 

summer of 1935 , focused attention on what writers on 

relief could produce , the idea of travel guides for 

the United States quickly gained preeminence . Then , 

after the Federal Writers ' Project began , Alsberg and 

the staff realized that the guide series would be the 

mainstay of the project . The staff did not foresee 

that the guides would overshadow all other program 

work . There were additional volumes on ethnic groups , 

folklore , Black studies , education , recreation , and 

an anthology of creative pieces, but material used 

in these secondary projects came from the research 

ne eded for the guid es . 

For its guide series , the Fede ral Writers' Project 

inte nd ed to combin e historical accounts , in the 

Ba edek e r tradition of travel books, with the 

practicality of the American Automobile Association's 

tourist information . The travel books were to answer 

the question: "What is America? How did it happen? 

Where did it happen? " In answering these questions , 

the guides provided a critical self-portrait of the 

61 
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United States in the 1930s.l Katherine Kellock 

r e mark ed "the need to find something to say about every 

community and the country around it forces close 

scrutiny for what makes each community differ from 

the others."2 

The guide series in many ways seemed the most 

practical project the Federal Writers' Project could 

undertake. The Federal Writers' Project's first 

concern was to provide some income for all types of 

educated people with varying degrees of ability who 

needed assistance and could not move away from their 

homes. Guide preparation used the skills of "leg-men" 

to check facts, of researchers in museums and archives, 

and of copywriters and editors. 

While no single guide to the United States was 

available from commercial publications, there was ample 

trave l literature that the Federal Writers' Project 

might imitate. But imitation proved impossible. 

Authors of commercial travel essays covered a region, 

state , or city at leisure and based their observations 

on year s of e xperience. Leisure and experience were 

lBendiner, op. cit., pp. 195-96. 

2Kellock, op. cit., p. 474. 
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no t ava il a bl e to Federal Writers' Project writers. The 

books we re written largely by amateurs, all stationed 

permanently in their home areas, who often had a narrow 

perspe ctive on the importance of their areas in 

relation to state and nation. And unlike travel 

editors and seasoned commentators, those who composed 

the guides work e d with uncertainty about the future 

of the ir employer, the WPA. 

Fe deral Writers' Project administrators soon 

graspe d the difficulties of producing guides as a 

relief e xperiment. George Cronyn expressed the problem 

in an e ditorial that summarized the project's first 

hectic year. He wrote "that since the state guides 

are not t e mporary displays of talents on relief, but 

permane nt printe d records of work done, which will 

be e xpos e d to critical scrutiny, the judgment of the 

futur e will take no account of the circumstances under 

which the y we r e produced but only of their accuracy 

and exce ll e n ce ."3 This concern for contemporary and 

futur e judgme nt caused the Federal Writers' Project 

chi e fs to s e t e xa cting standards for guide copy. 

Achieving the s e standards frequ e ntly caused friction 

between the national office and the state units. 

3Ne w York Time s, October 26, 1936, pt. II, 
Col. 1, p. 3. 
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The na tional project staff first decided on the 

general organization of the guides. Each volume would 

have three s e ctions: an introductory part composed 

of essays; a middle section devoted to the state's 

large st cities and important towns; and a third section 

of tours. This scheme introduced the reader to a state 

through articles on government, religion, history, 

the arts, and other topics. Ideally, a traveler read 

the e ssays before beginning his trip. 

The second section provided accounts that 

incorporated i nformation on transportation, recreation, 

and points of interest. The third section was the 

most complicated . It contained descriptions of the 

l and scape s and towns along main routes. Each tour 

was arra ng ed in such a way that a traveler could note 

th e mileage from a given tour's starting point and 

discover in his guide a thumbnail sketch of what the 

tourist saw. In addition, each volume had a collection 

of photographs, maps, a list of important events, a 

chronology of the state history, and an index. 

Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost State 

(published in 1939) might be considered a typical 

examp l e of the volumes in the American Guide Series 

with the ex c eption that this guide does not include 
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an essay on r e ligion, but surprisingly neither do those 

for Massachus e tts and New York City. Many include 

an excellent essay on religion, including the Tennessee 

and North Carolina guides. Nevertheless, the Florida 

guide followed the standard format, had the necessary 

essays, and incorporated the various types of 

information according to the rules of the Federal 

Writers' Project. 

In the "Pre face" the Florida project director, 

Carita D. Corse , predictably praised the sta te writers' 

project. 

Pe r haps t h e most significant aspec t of the 
work has b e en the general awa k e ning of 
intere st i n many phases of Florida lif e 
h e r e tofore tre at e d only in t e chnica l 
publications. This common interes t 
promis e s ric h educational r e turns . 4 

John T. Tig e rt , t h e Pr e sident o f the University of 

Florid a , paid a ppropriate homag e to the guide . 

For th e ma ny Floridians who may wish 
to r e ad a comprehensive story of their 
l a nd , as we ll as th e milli o n or more 
visitors who com e to us each year, 
t h e Florida Guide will be a source 

. f t . 5 of pleasurab l e 1n o rma ion. 

Section I, "Florida's Background" offered 

4Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost State (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1 939 ), P· VII. 

5Ibid ., p. V. 
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s eventeen e ss ays. The first essay, "Contemporary 

Scene ," d e scribe d the contrasts in the "Sunshine" state, 

now tha t 

throughout more than four centuries, from 
Po nce de Le on in his carave ls to the 
l a t est Pe nnsylvanian in his Buick, Florida 
ha s been invaded by s eeker s for gold and 
o f sunshine ; ye t it ha s r e t a ined an 
ident ity a nd a characte r d istinctive to 
itse lf. 0 

The r e sult wa s a patt e rn of infini t e variety, replete 

wi th contras ts, paradoxe s, c onfusions, a nd 

i nconsistencie s. 

Florida i s p ictu red i n t his es s ay as a l a nd of 

pastoral simplicity , a fl ood - lighted stage of 

frivo li ty , and a beh ind the scenes strugg l e for 

exi s te nce . The unknown aut hor describe s what he l a be ls 

"roadside culture ." Ten thousand miles of road s tha t 

crisscross t he state have streaked it wit h what might 

be described as roadside culture , wit h each section 

revealing a characteristic quality . 

I n t he staid p l antation territory of 
nort h rn Florida , placards on gate posts 
c hastely admit , "Guests Accepted ," a nd 
tourist camps offer "Cabins for Trave l ers 
Only ." Everywhere are "dine and dance " 
places , which , as t he hig~ways exte~d 
sout hward i n to th e e s tablis hed t ouri st 
be l t , more and more resemble midways . 7 

6 Ibid . , p . 3 . 

7 I bid . , p . 5. 



Following this was an essay on the "Natural 

Setting," which described geography, geology, plant 

and animal life, natural resources, and conservation. 

There are twenty-five pages devoted to conservation. 

Florida already faced problems with the environment 
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in the 1930s, a fact its guide recorded. The greatest 

environmental problem was the preservation of Florida's 

rather scarce fresh water supply from the ravages of 

pollution and contamination. 

The next piece covers Florida's archeology and 

Indian history. This essay traces the history of 

archeology in the state beginning with the 

inve stigations of F. H. Cushing of the Federal Bureau 

of Ethnology in 1895-1896. The most noted of Florida's 

archeologists in the 1930s was Clarence Bloomfield 

Moore, who added a flood of knowledge on Florida's 

pre-Columbian Indians . 8 

Th e final section provi de s a brief but thorough 

history of the Florida Indians. The final paragraph 

deals with the Seminole in the 1 930s. The Seminole 

is "tri ed in civil courts but shown the utmost 

leniency in his transgressions." A truce between the 

Seminole and the United States Government was signed 

8Ibid., p. 36 . 



in 1934, highly publicized as b r ing ing to a close the 

lon ge st wa r in hi s tory.9 

Th e "Hi story" e s sa y wa s a primer to Florida 's 

past from t he discovery period in 1513 to the l a t e 

1930s . The e ssa y recounted the state ' s history a s 

a Spa nis h colony a nd as a Bri is h colony . There i s 

an xce ll e nt discussion of h rol Florid a l a yed 

in th e "wars o( h 

Re voJ ub o n . 

mire " an h J\m rican 
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The r e follow d a summary of Florid ' s rol du ring 
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The next set of four essays examined Florida's 

economy . "Transportation" outlined the history of 

travel in Florida from the early days as an American 

territory to the modern era of the highway systems 

and airports. For the historian searching for a 

history of the railroad development in the South , the 

description of Florida's railroad history is 

unsu rpassed . 

"Ag riculture " described th e move toward 

specializ e d f a rming and the farm e rs ' importance to 

the food marke t of th e country . The problems of th e 

farm e r are discussed in the essay . On e problem was 

a "bewild e ring" vari ty of soils a nd crops which 

d mand e d sci e n ific me asur e s ha could not be 

un de rtak e n by t nant and small fa rm own e rs . Anot he r 

probl m was th unsta ble na tion a l mark e t for winter 

prod uce and he costly freight d iff e rentials which 

lower d t he f a rm e r's margin of pro f it. 11 

" Industry a nd Commerce " r a ced he growth of the 

s e ve ra l and vari e d industries in Florida . But eve n 

during th e o pr e ssion , the tourist industry r emained 

llrb id ., p . 86 . 



the state's largest industry.12 "Labor" was an 

unbi a s ed account of the trade union movement among 

the tobacco industry and longshoremen.13 

Th e l a st nine essays in Section I provided an 

outline of Florida 's social and cultural history. 

"Ed uca tion" tra ces the development of education from 

the seventeenth c e ntury Spanish mission schools to 

th e modern university system of the 1930s. The 

essayist prai s e s the progressive trend of education 
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in th e 1930s. One of the progressive ed ucational units 

in the state was the P. K. Yong e Demonstration School 

which based the curriculum on the children ' s 

capabi liti es , needs, and desires , rather than on a 

prearra ng e d system of courses . 14 

After the "Public Health and Social Welfare " es s a y 

came an essay on Florida 's newspapers and 

communication . This e ss ay provided sketches of 

individua l newspa pers and provided a unique view of 

12rn 19 35 , t he tourists spent an estimated $300 
milli on whil e th e citrus crop was valued at $153 
mill ion '. othe r industries discussed in detail include 
t he cattl e , lumbe r , and fishing and seafood industires. 

13see pag e s 94-98 . 

14rb'd 102 1 • I P • • 
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Florid a history through the newspapers. For instance, 

in 1844, the Apalachicola Commercial Observer published 

eleven scientific articles written by Dr. John Gorrie, 

inve ntor of the first patented ice cream machine. 

The artic l e s were signed "Jenner," his pen name .15 

"Folklore " is an a musin g trea tme nt of the folk 

t a l e s and superstitions native to Florida. The 

folklore to a great extent is a he ritage from t he 

nati ve Floridians , the Blacks, th e Latin American s, 

and th e Seminol e s . From t he se four strains were woven 

a patter n of beliefs and supe rstitions that dictated 

many of t he ways of Florida li fe . 16 

In th e "Literatur e " e ss a y the writers tak e a 

fascinating l ook a t the writings with Florida as a 

t heme . Lit e ratur e dealing with Florida began in 1557 

wit h th e Re l a tion of the Ge ntl ema n of Elvas , which 

d · · 17 gave a factu a l account of the De Soto e xpe 1t1on . 

In t hi s essa y wa s published for the first time a n 

Engli s h po em dea ling with th e lure of Florida. The 

po em, writt e n in 1612 , deals with a dr unk en sailor 

15Ibid ., p . 1 22 

16rbid ., pp. 128 - 135 . 

17rbid ., p. 136 . 



t a lking to a f r iend in a tavern: 

Ha ve you not hea rd of Floryda 
A count re far be west, 
Where s ava ge pepell planted are 
By nature a nd by he st, 
Who in t he mold 
Fynd glyotemyrn ge go l d 
An d ye t f or t ryfe ls s el l? 

with hy1.l8 
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Fl ori da wa s t he home of s eve r a l famous writ e r s i nclud i ng 

Ra lph Wa l do Eme rson , Willi am Cull e n Bryant , Stephe n 

Cr a ne , Har r ie t Bee c he r St owe , Er ne st Hemingway , and 

J a mes We l do n J ohn s on . 19 

Th e 1 16 - page mi dd l e s ect i on con ta ined e ss a ys on 

t we l ve citi e s a nd towns . These essays varied i n l e ngth 

f r om s i x to sixt en pages depe nding upon t he subj e ct . 

Eac h account li sted public transportation fac il i ti e s , 

traffic r e gulations , recreation facilities , t ype s o f 

accommodatio n avai l able , and the city ' s importa nt annual 

eve nts . Beca us e t he Federal Writers ' Proj e c t wa s a 

gov rn mc n t age ncy , it could not rate or recomme nd 

hote l s or r esta urants . Thus , the lists merely gave 

exa mp l es of t he pr ed ominant type of accommoda t ions 

s uc h as ho t e l s , tourist courts , or rooming hous e s . 

Th e n ca me a s hort ana l ys i s of t he city ' s cont emporary 

18rbi d ., p . 1 37 . 

19 Ibi d . , pp . 14 2-14 8 . 



lif e and history. The account concluded with a 

de scription of "Points of Interest," a series of 

para gra phs ke ye d to a numbered city map. 

"Jacksonville" (population 129,459) portrayed 

the sta te's l a rge st metropolis a s a bustling center 

of comme rce , f ina nce , and industry. It depicted the 

diff erent r e sidenti a l areas and noted the dominant 

cha r acte rist ic s of each. The "Poi nts of Int e r e st" 
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ga ve s hort descript ions of Ja ck sonvi lle 's chu rche s, 

parks , p ub li c mo nume nt s, historical sites, and important 

comme rcial buildi ngs. One intere sting c hu rch wa s t he 

Chu rch of God and Sai nts o f Christ , a Black c hurch, 

o ne of t h man y ' santified churches ' of 
the South . The y be li eve in devi ls and 
attribute eve ry misfortune , disea se , a nd 
bodi l y il l to th working of Sa an . 
Rjt s a nd c r moni s a r e rformed , 
together wi h xorcisms and evocat ions 
to driv e out th e evil spirit . 20 

Co nt emporary points of interest are discussed , such 

as Durkeevill , a low-rent , slum-cl earance project 

for Blacks , und er t a ken by the city in coopera tion with 

. . . t t . 21 t he Fe dera l HousJng Adm1n1s ra 10n . 

The t h ird s ection of each state guide contained 

the t ours . Th r e we re twe nty - two tour s in the Fl or ida 

20 I bid ., p . 192 . 

21I b i d . 
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guide, while the Tennessee guide only contained sixteen. 

No state guide contained over twenty-five tours. Many 

of the tour routes crossed areas already described 

in the city and town section. Each town first listed 

its total mil eage , the towns along the route, road 

conditions, and major landmarks. Then, in a series 

of paragraphs, it gave detailed descriptions of what 

the motorist might see. The start represented 

"O miles" with subsequent stops at their given distance 

from the starting point. 

In the Tennessee guide, on Tour 5, a trip from 

the Kentucky Line to Nashville (0 miles) represented 

the point where U.S. 41W cross ed the Ke ntucky Line, 

near the present-day Oak Grov e , Kentucky. At "3.1 

miles" was Ringgold, then a popular summer resort, 

with modern bathhouses and campgrounds. At "8 miles" 

was a listing for New Providence (population 904). 

There is a mention of th "Old Stone Blockhouse" built 

in 1788-1789 by Colonel Valentine Sevier. The entry 

carried a detailed description of the blockhouse, and 

quotes a letter by Colonel Sevier to his brother, 

Ge neral John Sevier, detailing the Indian attack of 

1794. 22 

22Tennessee: A Guide to the State (New York: 
Viking, 1939), p. 493. 
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At "10 miles" was the entry for Clarksville, the 

seat of Montgomery County. "Clarksville (444 altitude, 

9,242 population) in a tobacco-growing district is 

on a peninsula at the confluence of the Cumberland 

and Red Rivers. 112 3 There is a full description of 

the town: 

Facing the courthouse square are modern 
red-brick business blocks side-by-side 
with gray brick and stone buildings of 
the nineteenth century. On the broad 
asphalted streets are the tracks of a 
former street car system. Many old 
homes of the antebellum period are on 
the banks of the rivers and on shaded 
avenues. Eleven loose-leaf tobacco 
sales floors and several tobacco­
packing houses, a snuff factory and a 
nicotine plant furnish outlets for the 
country's crop. Among other plants are 
a cannery, a creamery, a foundry and 
machin e works and numerous small garment 
factories. 24 

Whether historical or legendary, every fact in 

the tour is important. Each deserves the chance to 

be appreciated. It seems that virtually anything, 

however inauspicious, may be scenic or significant, 

and thus reward attention. Clarksville's "points of 

interest" include: 

23rbid. 

24rbid., p. 494. 



1. The Clarksville Foundry and Machine 
Wo r ks molded cannons and cannonballs 
for the Confederate Army. 

2 . The Old Castle Building originally 
housed t he Masonic Unive rsity of 
Te nnes see . The name changed to 
Stewar t College in 1855 in honor of 
its president , William M. Stewart . 
In 18 79 the institution was the 
home of Southwestern Presbyterian 
Univer sity, which is now in Memphis ; 
in 1927 , it was bought by the 
stat and th e Austin Pea y Normal 
School was established in it . 

3 . A Sta t e Agricultura l Exp r i me nt 
Sta tion , a f a r m f or hes ud y of 
th e ad a p a bili y of new c r o sin 
th middl T nn ess soil . Th care 
a nd cul iva i on of sui ab l e l a n s 
a r cs ud i di n he las , on h farm 
a r c a n ad min is ra ion uildin , a 
s uporin nd n ' s r sid 
co rtq s fo r nhous s , 
a ncl barns . 

4 . Th \ i 1 son horn 
s ev r a l years h 
W i l s n , rc1 r n s rC'Si 
Wil son , wh i l Dr . ilson m m 
o f he fa ul y of hw s ern 
Pr esby r ian Uni 

5 . ThC' l\11 n Ta Hom , 0 rlookin h 
umho rl and Ri r . In his hous 

l\ l 1 n Ta e and his \ if e , arolin 
ordon , ~ ro much of h oe ry 

a nd pros G n r a 1 Lafa e \ as 
rt ai n d h e as a u s of !r . e n 25 a ncl lrs . Green Raybu n in 182 4 . 

25 rbi d ., p . 495 . 
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At " 31.2 miles" is Ashland City, the seat of 

Cheatham County . A humorous story highlights this 

des cription: "In 1859, Ashland City became an 

incorporated town, but through the negligence of the 

county officials the charter was forfeited and not 

until several years later was it restored. 11 26 

At "50.8 miles" was the home of E. B. Smith, one 

of the three occupied by Jesse and Frank James during 

their last period in hiding. Tour 14 concludes at 

the city limits of Nashville (55.5 miles).27 
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Making all the guides fit the pattern was no easy 

task. Usually someone from the national office had 

to t each the state units the techniques of research, 

writing, and editing. There was the further problem 

of c ompr es sing and organizing the mass of information 

into the guid e 's format. There was no precedent for 

writing guides in the vast files of New Deal relief 

projects. Alsberg began by sending detailed 

inst r uction ma nuals to the state offices. The packets 

flowed from the national office as quickly as Cronyn, 

as chi ef edi tor, and the other ed itors could prepare 

the m. 

2 6rbid. 

27rbid., p . 496. 
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Th e r e vis e d edi tions of the manuals sent in late 

1936 and early 1937 gave clearer directions for writing 

gui d e s than the versions of 1935 and 1936. Written 

on short notice and sent to state directors while the 

director s struggl e d to establish their offices and 

to select competent workers, the impression and minutiae 

of the early manuals wrought confusion.28 

Even with the deluge of directors, manuals, 

corr e spondence, and suggestions that came from the 

Washington staff, each state director decided the best 

way to research and then present his state's history, 

natura l features, and problems. The director first 

assigned field reporters to visit points of interest 

in the state's counties and cities. Ideally, each 

reporter read for background from state and county 

histori es , almanacs, or encyclopedias. Often, in the 

rush to mee t deadlines, a reporter did his background 

reading during free time. Field reporters had other 

duties. Th e y combed state archives, local libraries, 

courthouses , and n ewspaper vaults for material and 

conducted interviews with long-time citizens to check 

details about customs or legends. 29 

28McDonald, Federal Relief Administration, p . 181. 

29rb'd 182 l . , p • . 



As it turne d out, the Federal Writers' Project's 

siste r proj e ct, the Historical Records Survey (HRS) 

provided the most assistance to state directors and 

their work e rs. Much of the material originally 

unearthed by the Historical Records Survey appeared 
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in the American guide series volumes. One unique 

problem faced by researchers was the dust on previously 

inaccessible records. The dust on records in the 

basement of a Manhattan post office led to an epidemic 

of skin rashes and lung infections until the WPA 

furnished workers with coal mine respirators.30 

The fi e ld reporters submitted their notes to the 

director who pieced the facts and accounts together 

and organiz e d the material into introduction articles, 

city essays, and tours. Next, the director sent out 

the field reporters or went himself to check for 

accuracy in mileage and organization of material from 

the motorist's viewpoint. Then the copy came back 

for mor e e diting before going to the national Federal 

Writers' Proj e ct office. 

Ea rly in the project, the introductory pieces 

caus e d h ea d a che s for state dire ctors and forced Alsberg 

and Cronyn to d e vise a method to check for accuracy. 

3 0New Yo r k Times, July 13, 1936, p. 5, Col. 1. 



Ess a ys on geology, archaeology, economics, flora and 

fauna, education, and other special topics needed a 

reading by experts in addition to normal editing in 

the state offices. The solution introduced in 1935 

was to enlist aid from "volunteer consultants," that 

is, specialists who donated knowledge and service. 

Thereafter, the state director sent essay drafts to 

the proper consultants who read the material for 

accuracy and suggested corrections or additions.31 

Since the national office used the same method, 
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the project's consultant list was impressive. The 

historians, Charles A. Beard, Tyler Dennett, and Samuel 

Eliot Morison, criticized some of the historical pieces. 

Such diverse authors and critics as Lewis Mumford and 

Waldo Brown did temporary editing on the New England 

guides . Henry S. Canby, Van Wyck Brooks, and Dorothy 

Canfield Fishe r read s e lected literary essays. 

University presidents criticized the education essays 

and college profe ssors helped in archaeology, 

architecture, economics, geology, and anthropology. 32 

31 New York Time s, October 26, 1936, p. 11, Col. 7. 

32 ulri ch , op. cit., p. 656. 



In state s where field reporters could not visit 

ma ny small communities, "volunteer associates" helped 

the Federal Writers' Project. Volunteer associates 

supplied note s on small towns or remote points of 

interest. Usually they were competent individuals, 

not in need of relief, who had interests in local 

history and sympathy and enthusiasm for the guides. 

And the volunteer associates, like the reporters, 

follow ed the rule that 

anything in the community that is 
common to all or many communities 
in Am e rican should be give n little 
space . Anything of inte r e st that 
is pe culiar to the community or its 
r e gion should be treated mor e fully .33 

Most of th e not e s s e nt by volu nt ee r associate s needed 

e xt e nsive ectiting . Still , th e y we r e often the only 

source of r e li a bl e information a nd we r e particularly 

valu a bl e in th e rura l state pro j e cts . 
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Th e stre ngth and wea kn e ss e s of the guid e copy 

de pe nd e d on how th e guid e book ma nus c r i pt wa s handled 

wh e n it a r r ive d at th e nationa l of f ice . Several editor s 

we r e need ed to r e ad a nd comme nt on state copy. No 

matt e r how e l aborate a nd care ful the syst em, the work 

inc r e as e d s o quickly tha t th e t a sk of following state 

33rbid ., p. 658. 



copy through the na tional office be came burdensome. 

The ce nt ra l staf f, after dea l i ng with the many 

prob l ems of the writing of the state guides, finally 

had t o f o c us on the issue of publi ca t i on. Work on 
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a guid e t o Wa s h i ngton, D. C. provided its membe rs with 

t he ir f i rst e xpe rience in this a rea . The c hoice of 

t he na tion' s cap i ta l arose from th e knowl edg e tha t 

t he book would cove r one of t he mo s t popul a r touri s t 

areas , wh i l e a ll re s e arch a nd writi ng could be done 

in Was h i ngton . The fina nc ial officer for t he Fede ral 

One saw i t as '' a n experiment to justify the program " ; 

t he Was h i ngton guidebook would serve as a mode l f o r 

a ll fut ure stat guid e s . Th e volume reflected a 

politica l ly as tute selection as well , he noted , for 

it alone could ha ve ained the support of Congress 

whe n f unds became necessa ry for subsequent publication . 

By pr e sid e ntial l ette r on August 7 , 1936 , $14 , 000 became 

a vai l able for th a t purpose throu h he Emergency 

Appropriation Act . 34 

For various reasons , the Washington volume could 

nots rv e as a mode l for others . Because Washington , 

o. c . i s uniqu e i n that it s main industry is gove rnme nt , 

no othe r g uide book wo ul d r e s emble t his offe r ing . 

34New York Time s , Au gust 8 , 193 7 , p . 3 , Col . 5 . 
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Editors, moreover, had not edited enough copy, perhaps 

because of the newness of the enterprise. Most 

important, be cause the Washington guide came under 

federal jurisdiction, the decision regarding its form 

fell e ntire ly into the hands of the Governme nt Printing 

Offi ce (GPO), a fact which did not s e rve the interests 

of the project. 

The GPO, which did $18 million worth of gover nm ent 

printing annually , specialized in putting out small 

pamphlets , primarily for congres sional use . In addition, 

it did its work mor e slowly than any good commercial 

shop ve n wh e n charging 20 percent e xtra for alleged 

sped , and the e ntir e process cost as much as 40 percent 

mor than it would have throu h ou side print rs . 

Al sbe rg ' s wi s h tha the layou d ar men and other 

prog r essive forces be giv n a gr e a er say in its 

publi cation to avoid he "s a nda rds of 1895 " went 

un fulfilled . 35 

Th e gui des for Was hin gton suffered from the 

inad equ e nci es of such governme ntal rinting . It was 

printed in one format , no color , uniform binding , heavy 

35cedr ic La rson , "Uncle Sam , Printer , Publishe r 
a nd Lit e rary Sponsor ," Colophon I (1939) , P · 85 . 



i nk, a nd coa t ed p aper. 36 Though the Federal Writers' 

Proj e ct could be praised for off e ring the public a 

fine volume at the low cost of $3, the New York Times 

note d that Samson himself would ha ve hesitated to go 

sight see ing with such a burden. 37 

De spite the book's weight, c ri tics he ralde d it 

a s a p ossibl e f o re runne r of the guide s which, whe n 

t a ke n toge the r, might "enabl e us f or the first time 

to ho l d the mirror up to all America . 11 38 A 

c ross-sect ion of t he city that included the marble s 
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of t he Capital and the di s ease-infected alley tenement s 

nearby served as clear evidence that t he governme nt 

a s patron had avoided t he neutrality of t he former 

travel guid e s . The architecture e ssay with its 

lambasting of the Federal Triangl e ("Hoover ' s Folly " ) 

a nd t he New Dea l Interior Building , received singular 

praise . 

36with 1 , 160 pages of coated a per , the volume 
was almost thr e e inch e s thick a nd we igh e d 5 . 5 pounds ; 
it surpassed in thickness and we ight such be st sellers 
as Anthony Adv e rse and Gone With the Wind . 

37N ew York Times , November 17 , 1936 , pt. II , p . 2 . 

38New York Times , January 10 , 1937 , pt . III , p. 10, 
Co l. 2 . 
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Th e experi e nce in publishi'ng the w h' as ington guide 

conv i n c ed the n a tional office that an alternative 

pro cedure woul d be far more preferable. The GPO 

monopo ly had to b e replaced by a cheaper and faster 

me thod , o n e tha t would a lso suit the Washington 

off ice 's a r t i s ti c point of vi e w a n d supply publicity 

fo r f utur e s a l e . As the first o f t h e state and local 

g uides s t o od ready f o r pr int a nd admi n i stra tion cr i tics 

cal l ed f o r re s u lt s , t h e s i tuat ion called f o r a defi nite 

ruling about publi c ation . 

As a ma nuscript reached c ompletion , the pro ject 

headqu a rt e rs and the state director s e arc hed for a 

sponsor . Th e sponsor , not the Federal Writers' Proj e ct, 

e nte red the a greeme nt with a publisher . The spons o r 

could b e an o f ficial (a governo r o r s e cr e tary of state ), 

a nonprofit , public , or gov e rnme nt i nstitution (a state 

univ e rsity , h ighway commission , or state historical 

society ), or a local governme nt unit or nonprofit 

corpor a tion ch a rt e r e d spe cifica lly to underwrite Federal 

Writer s' Proj e ct publications . 

The chief r e sponsibilities of sponsors were t o 

g uara ntee sal e s o f a c e rtain numbe r of copie s and to 

secure the copyright . The proj e ct would serve a s age nt 

be twee n spons o r and publisher and whenever pos sib l e 
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deal with inquiries from publishers without bothering 

sponsors . There were regulations covering how sponsors 

could spend any profit made from guide sales . Sponsors 

could us e th e r e ce ipts to def r a y f ut ure publication 

cost s , to aid thei r state un i s by contri bution s to 

non- l a bo r e xp ns s such as offi ce r ent , or o def r a y 

th cos of a dd i ion a l r e s ea rch fo r a r vis ed di ion 

o f h q ui d 39 
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the ordeal of producing the Massachusetts guide had 

finally ended.40 

Houghton Mifflin's nationwide publicity and a 

promotional campaign heralded the arrival of the 

Massachusetts guide. The volume sold out of its first 

edition of 20,000 copies and enjoyed a brief renown 

as a nonfiction best-seller in the Boston area . The 

success prompted Houghton Mifflin to offer to publish 

the other Ne w England guides as an appeal to 

regionalism . The idea of packag e agreements appea led 

to th e national staff . When the Federal Writers ' 

Proj ec t approac hed publishe rs thereafter , it offered 

several guid e s of state s geog r a hical ly contiguous 

or s evera l man uscripts ready for publication at the 

same tim . 

Conforming to th e pattern , Oxford University Press 

published most of the midwestern guides , including 

Indi ana (194 1) , Ohio (1940), and Michigan (1941) , and 

several of th e southern guides including Florida (1939) , 

Virginia (194 0 ), South Carolina (1940) , and Maryland 

(1940). Th e pattern was not constant for Oxford also 

accept d Wyoming (1941) and Pennsylvania (1940) . 

40Billington, op . cit ., PP· 472-73 . 



Viking Pr e ss published several midwestern guides 

includ ing Iowa (1938) , Nebraska (1939) , and Kansas 

(1939 ), but a lso took New J ersey (1939 ), Mis s issippi 

(1938) , a nd De l awa r e (1938) . Ra ndom Hous e and Simon 

a nd Schu s t er publ i shed the New York Ci t y gu ide s . The 

Te nne s s ee guide wa s publ ished by t he smal l firm of 

Ha s t ings Hou s e , which a l s o published the ma jority of 

west e r n gui d e s i ncl uding California (1939) , Colorado 

(1941 ), and Te xa s (1940) , a nd city guide s fo r Los 

Ang e l e s a nd Sa n Fra ncis co . 
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Som t imes t he placement of a guide depended on 

s pecia l circumstances . Houghton Mifflin took the New 

Orl ea ns gui d b ca us of the Louisiana sate director , 

Lyle Saxo n , whos books Houghton ifflin had ublis hed . 

The N w Orl ans volume sold mer than 15 , 000 copies 

and was on of h most succ ssful effor s of the 

Fed ra l Wri 

Th N w 

as 3 r gion 

The re v iews 

e rs ' Proj ect . 41 

England uides , first 

1 uni , r ceived almos 

of h Massachuset s 

o be completed 

unqualified praise . 

uide set the tone 

for t hose of its coun erparts . One critic praised 

th e photograp hs a nd t he art and architecture es s a ys 

41Pe nk ower , op . c i t . , P · 139 . 



but r e gre tted tha t the flora and fauna essays were 

perfun c t ory a nd that the single maps left much to be 

d e sire d when compared with Baedeker's for Paris and 

London. 42 

Some of the offerings of the mid-Atlantic states 

compe ted strongly for the most favorable reviews. 
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New York Panorama, the first volume of the New York 

City Guide, received special favor. The reviewer for 

the Ne w York Times expressed his wonder that the color, 

squalor, and vitality of the city could have been so 

well c a pture d in one volume.43 If this guide 

repre sente d a sample of government boondoggling, the 

Nashville Tennessean declared, "we could use a great 

deal mor e of it. 11 44 The New York City Guide was 

considere d a "g e nuinely valuabl e book," and the 

Ame rica n Institute of Graphic Arts chose Delaware's 

guid e book as one of the fifty best books of the year. 45 

4 2Ne w Yo r k Time s, April 24, 1938, p. 7, Col. 2. 

43New Yo rk Times, Septembe r 7, 1938, p. 24, 
Col. 7. 

44Na shvill e Tenn e ssean, October 2, 19~8, P· 4, 
Col. 1. For a n a nalysis of the Ne w York City guides 
s ee Chap t e r IV b e low. 

45Ne w York Ti mes, July 7, 193 9 , P· 15, Col. 2 · 
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The r e d iscove ry of America, a note running through 

mu ch of t he litera ture of the late 1930s, prov ide d 

mos t critics with their prevalent theme in reviewing 

t he s e vo lume s. Lewis Mumford t e rmed the conception 

and e xe cuti on o f the state guide s a great pa triotic 

ef f or t. 46 The Journa l of the Na t i onal Educat ion 

Ass oc i a ti on, noting the project 's conce rn with na tural 

his to ry a nd fol klore tha t otherwi s e might have 

disappeared o r r emai ned un e xp l ored , te rmed t he 

guid e book s "a qe nuine fo lk movement. 11 47 

Wh i l e t he guides r eceived the prais e of reviewe r s, 

t he be st volum e s came from t hos e sta t e s that we re 

fortu na t e e noug h to have an a bunda nce of pro fe s s ional 

t a l e nt . On e o f t he fin e st e xample s of writing ca n 

be f oun d in the Dee rfi e ld e ntr y i n the Massachus e tt 's 

guide . De erfi e l d , "a be aut if ul ghos t ," t e l 1 s r eaders 

of its guid e . " I da r ed to be be a utif ul , even in the 

s hadow of th e wilde rne ss , " but al so , "a nd the wi ld e rness 

ha unts me , th e ghosts o f a sl ain race are i n my 

4 6Lewi s Mum f ord , "Writer s Project , " New Republi c 
92 (Octobe r 20 , 1937) , pp . 306 - 30 7 . 

47 "The Fe de ra l wr ite rs Proj ect ," The J ourna l of 
the Na t i ona l Education Association , 27 (May , 1938 ), 

PP . 14 0- 141 . 



doorways and cl apboa r ds, like a kind of death."48 

By cont ra st, at Coney Isl a nd , 

r ider s are.whi r led, jolted, ba ttered, 
tossed ups i de down by the Cyclone , the 
Thunde r bo lt, th e Mile-Sky Cha se r , the 
Loop - O-Pl a ne , t he Whi p , th e Flyi ng 
Turns , th e Dodge, Speedwa y, th e 
Chute - t he - Chutes , a nd th e Comet. 
Ab?ve t he cocopho ny of s pielers, 
c ries , and th e s hr i e ks a nd laughte r, 
carrousel orga ns pound out last year 's 
tune s, a nd ro ller coa sters s l am down 
t he i r t err i fi c incline s. In da nce ha lls 
a nd honk y to nks , da ncer s romp and shuff l e 
to t he e nd l ess b l a r e of ja zz band s. 49 

As for Chicago, 

in and around the Loop , rising high 
about gr ea t museums hous ed in vast 
marbl e piles , l ooms a serrated mass of 
towers , spire s , shafts , and huge cube s , 
a jagged mountain range of brick , stone , 
steel , concrete , a nd gl ass . To the south , 
beyond th e busy docks along the Calumet 
Rive r are great black mills , factories 
a nd furn a c es , filled with the roar and 
rumble of mac hin e ry , their gaunt stacks 
be lching bl ack clouds by day , red 
fl a mes by ni ght.SO 

Th e sal es of th e first state guides reflected 
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t he l a udatory revi ews a nd the central offices ' all-out 

ef forts . At a time wh e n any publishing hous e considered 

48Mass ac hus e tts : A Guid e to Its Places (Boston : 
Houg hton Miffli n, 1937) , p . 233 . 

49New York city Guide (New York : Random House , 
1939 ), p . 189 . 

S0 i llinois : A De scri pt i ve and Historical Guide 
(Chicago : Mc c lurg , 1939 ), p . 302 . 
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itse l f f ortuna te to market 2 500 3 500 · t , - , copies, mos 

guidebooks ful f ill e d this aspira tion and satisfied 

conce rne d sponsors. The Vermont book sold 2,000 copies 

i n its f irst we ek of publication; by 1940 it had passed 

6, 000 and it s Ma ine counterpart had r eached 7,000 sales. 

The New York City guide sold 3,279 copies in three 

mo nth s . 51 

Two points must b e mentioned i n discussing the 

meri ts a nd defects o f the Ame r ica n Gu ides. Fi rs t , 

t h e writer s were often af f e c ted by the ambiguity of 

t h e pro j ect' s aims . Th e conflicts between work relief 

a nd culture resulted i n pub l ications of often uneve n 

q ua l ity . But many books of merit and s ignificance 

were p ub l is h ed despite the writers ' immersion i n t h e 

bureaucratic and political maelstrom . Secondly , the 

American Guides reflected local and regional 

prej udices . For instance , t h e governor of 

Massachusetts , Edward Hurley , loudly objected to the 

coverage of the Boston Po l ice Strike , the Sacco-Va nz ett i 

Case , Boston censorship , and Puritanism presented in 

t h e Guides . 52 

51Penk ower , op . cit ., P · 135 . 

52New York Times , Augu s t 25 , 1937 , p . 3, Col. 1. 
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Never theless, the guides also reflect a new national 

unity that had sprung up in the nation during the 1930s. 

These books derive regional prejudices and a new sense 

of nationalism from the structure of the project, the 

nature of American politics, and the intellectual 

curr e nts of the 1930s. Writers were also recruited 

and empl oyed in their home states ; many had a limited 

picture of the nation as a whole. Other s achieved 

local prest ig e a s state histor ians or writer s of local 

color fiction , and were particulari sts by profession; 

this was especially true in the south , midwest , and 

northwest . 

The d u a l fo c us of the books para ll e ls the federa l­

state structu re of American government and politics. 

Project work ers were part of the state-oriented WPA 

organiza tions in spirit and practical affairs . The 

writer s felt a n obligation to demonstrate that their 

state s and regions were integral parts of the national 

union , and they further realiz e d that some local pride , 

financed by th e federal government , would be appreciated 

by election-conscious Congressmen . The intellectuals 

who spearhead ed the "N e w Na tionalism " of the 1930s, 

such a s Le wis Mumford and Howard Odum , based their 

vi ews on th e n ew conception of the local and regional 
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compone nts of national unity . Folklorists and regional 

lite r a ry groups a lso ha d some in f l uen ce on the federal 

writ e rs. 53 

The America n guides were no en ire ly th e prod uc t s 

of a sustain e d e ffort to produce m mo r ab l e ooks . 

Had th e Proj e ct b e n l ac don a man n , non -re li e f 

ba si s , th q ua li y of h ooks would h n muc h 

h i gh r . !low vc r , h Am rican uid s c nn o 

d i sm i ssrn ] i h l y . Th y cas consi a 1 li h on 

h s j t1 1 , n mic , o l i ic l , an n 11 ua 1 id als 

o f cl who l q n rt1 i on of Am i an 1 i a m n . 

One' ssih l d aw a k 0 h ui i h 

i mr 1 j C, i on ht1 h own h i l1 l . n u 

r s nt,1tion of his r This ma ha 

hi s 0 i ,l 1 rs (' I n u h n 

0 f u 1 1 I C LI /\m l an 1 i f a ui 

Thi s ,lUSC'S cl fr<' LI n j s i on f h as n 

c1 n u,1ri <n- lik ,lS ina l •l h in 5 0 

/\m r i c,1n his or 

Th quid s cl ' r oil h hi in la 0 lac 

/\ s Roh r ,l 11 \,· C' 1 l c1r u cl , in a r ins nc 

hucl /\m r1 ,1 n his n ,. , l i ms of communi 

c3 lumford , o l . , 0 . 

54Robcr 
Pr o j c t ," Ne \ 

11 , " e r ica a he r i er s Can \,· 3 2 3 
8 ( ril 26 , 19 9) , · · Re publi c , 

s 

y . 54 
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History previ ous ly had bee n wri tten in terms of biog raphy 

and i t s domi nant po li tical and economi c movements , but 

unt il t he guid e s it had never been wri ten so fully in 

t e rms of localiz e d communi ies , in which o li ical a nd 

e conomic movcmc n s had h ir l a y . 

Whil j t is X r m ly im or a n 0 d in Ch 1 

Bea rd or Fr rd ri k Jackson Turn o f h 0 i 0 h 

w s I i s c1 n hrr kin o f X i n 0 a o f h 

ri sr c1 ncl fc11 1 f 'hi 11 i 0 h I Ohio , l a io 0 h 

r a i l r ,ld s o r Gc1l ni'l , Illi nois , l a i h 

wo r 1 d ma kr f o r ( cl . h Os a Os , h 

r ,1 i 1 0,l d . su ppl , d h ,, i 1 (' h 

,111 SJ'O 1 . i n n h u i cl s cl h ,,,.. ,1 ., 
..... cl n y cl i ) h 0 ., cl .... 

cl i s,1 11 1,r,11 d ,l S ,l su l () h .. , ~ (' on . lu i 

Hi s n y honks cl i SC ISS h i s (' 0 

,l S h \, () l ei ' s l ,HI i () l 1 

yr,1 s , h u hi s is had 1<' ·r ,"I( (" 

,l S 1 11 h, i ssiss1 ' l 1 id 

II i s C' I y i 11 l ,l i 0n (l 1 (" ., 1 so ,, 
( 1 r , 11s o r 1 1 h -() s 0 h (' ., ( ,, 5 . 5 

Roh r l' ,l 11 1,· c- l l 0 i 1 d ()ti 

h his 0 · j ,l 1 ,1 11 
bi 1·,1 h r s 0 l . s . 
l ss i 11 S j h i 1 (' h · s 
han is s ui 1 i l ' 0 



Galena. No biography communicates 
the s e ns e of the boom-town 
environment in which he functions, 
or pitted h im so cl ea rly against 
th e hard-drinkin g , violent , ' get 
rich - qu ick ' society that form ed 
his c haracte r . 55 

By r e ading th e e ntry for Gal e na , one fee ls he 

spe cul a ting spiri ha t pr e vai l ed in h nin ee nth 

ce ntury . 

In 1 it r a u r , h r s n ion of Am r i n 

r l a i o n 0 1 C n b f ou n i n h 0 0 h i 

I. cl V s o f Gr ,1ss , h rly 0 s 0 n C 00 

c1 nd h ssc1 ys f II . L. <'n k n . Th ion 

(' mp, d h i\ u nd cl l m 

o f I. s o f Gr c s Li h i h. m n 

wi nC'SS cl i s ,1 s l i h 1 1 i 

b ,l U Sf' 0 h0 1m ss i on i s hil 1 

c1 nd il c- id n l.1 SU h 1 10 1 n hi 

Th0 ui d0s mm n o n l o 1 u li i i XO 

rl i i ons , r1 nd in \•:h . m n ,t. hi n , d l o 1 

nilm s il n h .;h . a n ' i 

h a m i ,1 l l c , sit nic- u h s h ... , h 0 h h 

hi s r i s f owns , r ,1 h us This is 

t th l\m ri a n l o f r 0 s . Th ui s 

51: -~ I lu ., p . 4 . 
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probably contain more information on this special 

architecture than was ever written--for instance, in 
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the old Betsy Thompson House on Dividing creek Road, 

Maryland; at Beverly Farms nearby; in Bowman's Plantation 

in Virginia; and in the Old Brick House near South Mills, 

South Carolina. The guides showed that America was full 

of secret rooms, invisible closets, hidden stairways, 

and false halls that they seem at one time to have been 

as essential to a well-planned house as a kitchen. It 

is difficult to think of New England Puritans as thrifty, 

practical people when you discover them equipping their 

houses with trapdoors and sliding panels.56 

There is something secretive about the Americans 

portrayed in the guides but it is counteracted by an 

odd sens e of humanity. They composed irreverent jingles 

for tombstones, made jocular names for their villages 

and farms. Like Leaves of Grass, the guides were a 

catalog of remarkable instances of America's ability 

to tak e extraordinary happenings in the stride, and their 

unwillingness to admit to surprise . Like Ann Whitall 

· · who was spinning quietly in her of Red Bank, Vi rgin ia, 

attic when a cannonball crashed through the wall. Then 

she simply moved the spinning wheel to the cellar and 

56rbid., pp. 324-325. 
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we n o n s inning . 5 7 

h e wa rfare me ntioned 1· n the . guides s eem to 
Ev n 

have no r e lation to military stra t e gy; for instance, 

wh e n he Tories kill ed Dani e l Schenck of Pleasant Vall ey , 

Ne w York , his wife took his gun, followed him and shot 

the Tory who had killed him; and when the British 

captured John Burrowes of Matawan, his neighbors rowed 

over to Fl a tbush, to capture the mayor of New York 

City . SB 

The Americans portrayed in the guides were sometimes 

violent, but they had an almost childlike awe of people 

more romantic and eccentric than themselves. In each 

vi ll age they kept alive local legends. 

One well-known local legend recounted in the 

American guide was that of the Bell Witch. Between the 

factual listings for points of interest from the Kentucky 

Line to Na shville is the recounting of the story: "The 

Be ll Witch Farm has long been so called because it is 

wid e ly b e li eved that a witch hag rode John Bell and his 

family h e re during the early part of the nineteenth 

57virginia: A Guide to the Old Dominion (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1940), p. 272. 

58Ne w York : A Guide to the Empire State (New York: 
Oxford Universit y Press , 1940), PP· 198, 306. 
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Ce ntury ." 59 The final t wo sentences of the entry are 

a strange mingling of legend and fact. "The Bell Witch 

disappeared wh e n John Bell died. The original farmhouse 

has b ee n torn down. 11 60 

"None of the generalizations," wrote a critic, 

"about Americans seems to fit the people described in 

the guide." 61 About the best is that of the anonymous 

writer in the North Carolina Guide, who says that the 

North Carolina farmer is composed, stubborn, independent, 

has an evident feeling of equality, "may politely defer 

to someone he thinks knows more about something than 

he does, and above all respects a smart lawyer. 11 62 

Throughout the guides are brief biographies of 

prominent, notorious, or eccentric individuals who were 

part of a community whose marks still remain. The 

biographi e s in the guides have no rigorous standard to 

determine inclusion; people are mentioned whether they 

59Tennessee : A Guide to the State, op. cit., p. 392. 

60rbid., p. 393. 

6l 11 what the writers Wrote," New Republic, 92 
(Septembe r 1, 1937), p. 89. 

62North Carolina: A Guide to the Old North State 
(Chape l Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1939), 
p. 67. 
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succeeded or f ai l e d, whether their inventions worked or 

not , wh e the r the y won or lost their duels, made money 

legally or ille gally. The only test was that some living 

evide nce of the ir presence, if only a legend or the name 

of a street, still persists in their own towns, so the 

reade r finds a wide range, gamblers, storekeepers, 

misanthropes, innkeepers, spies, murders, Indians, 

surveyors, people who planted orchards, or people who 

built fishponds on the roofs of their houses, or a man 

who built solar power machines or like the Presbyterians 

of Squabbletown, Pennsylvania, became memorable only 

because of the ferocity of their struggle with the 

Baptists.63 There is a mention of David Brinkman, the 

young e vange list from Georgia, whose mark on the Georgia 

c ultur e consiste d of the disconcerting signs found along 

highwa ys, "Prepa re to Meet Thy God. 1164 

Another interesting biography was that of Nordica, 

the musician from Ba ckus Corner, Maine. This seems 

t ypical in its of f hand acceptance of incongruities in 

63Pe nnsylva nia: A Guide to the Keystone State 
Ne w York: Ox fo r d Unive rsity Press, 1940), P· 198. 

64Ge org ia : A Guid e to Its Towns and_ 
- · f G orgia Press, 1940), Countryside (Athe ns: University o e 

p . 439. 
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relation to the life of the country 
as the guides record 

it. "Turn right at Backus Corner," d' 1ctates the Maine 

guide. "Go down d' t a 1r road, turn right again and you 

come to a one and a half story cottage where in 1859, 

Lillian Norton was born. Her high voice was light and 

sweet," the guide stated, and she had a varied matrimonial 

career. She assumed the name of Gigli Nordica. Her 

first husband sailed off in a balloon and was never seen 

again, and she died in Java after being shipwrecked off 

Thursday Island.65 

The introductory essays of the guides made up 

approximate ly one-third of each book. These informative 

and readable accounts of the history, culture, and people 

of the state or city are the best expressions of the 

intellectual and social ideas of the project writers. 

It is difficult to ascertain which of the essays were 

written collectively and which were the work of 

individuals, since they were all unsigned. Several 

states tried to compromise with the official anonymity 

of the Project by including signed essays by well-known 

non-project writers and a few guidebooks contained lists 

of project writers. 

65Maine: A Guide 'Down East' (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1937), p. 158. 



Several sub j e cts we · 
re ignored or skirted over in 

introductory e ssa ys. As alre d · a Y mentioned, many did 

not have a n e ss a y on religion, while others presented 

ba l a nced a ccounts of state religious history. Labor 

history and the d e t a ils of labo r -ma na geme nt conflicts 

a r e mo r e compr e he nsive ly hand l ed than the deve lopment 
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of indust r y, a lthough agr i cultura l deve lopment i s 

dis c ussed in d e tai l i n ma ny guides . The story of ba nki ng 

and financ e i s i gno red comp l etely . The New York City 

guide co ntai ns a l on g a nd quite interesting piece on 

j a zz , placing near ly every trumpet player , but contained 

no history or fina ncial section dealing with Wal l Street . 

Social h istory is ofte n treated inadequately , while loca l 

politics are not often clarified . 

The guides were th e product of people who generally 

s hared N w Dea l , pro-labor sympathi es . As such , these 

volumes did draw at t e ntion to machine politics , 

i n justice s to black and whit e sharecroppers , and various 

strik e s a nd unionization developments throughout United 

States h istory , whil e often overlooking what they felt 

to be t he c a us e s of the se injustices , such as Wa ll Street 

a nd ma nag e me nt . 66 '' Th ese writers we are going to emp loy 

66Al fr ed Ka z i n, On Nat i ve Ground (New York : 
Doub l eda y , 1 952 ), p. 341 . 
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are all but hot for unionization , " Orrick Johns told the 

WPA official intervi ewing him for the New York City 

dir ectorship. "Th e y mean busine ss a nd will fi ght for 

employme nt a nd f or th e rights of col l e c tive 

ba rga in i ng . " 67 

Th e Write rs ' Project included men and women of every 

po l itica l fait h. Many of them we re ama e ur 

revo lu tionists who believed ha he ne x Arn rican 

r evo l ution was n ar . As a r sul , h a l a nc d or rai 

t hat m rges from h s a si s o f o 1 . 

Roos v lt ' s " f orgo n man " s i nm nin , a lon 

with a r cl j s V ry of a a n ich n di s 8 

Wh n h<? qu i d s m d o d s u r n 

hi s o ry , hC'y clid i \ i ho u mu h Th r ad s 

th 1m r ssion hi'l d i o r s f u h ha fo r h 

inc l usi n f o n V s a l i soci S I u h a i k s . 

anomic "und do n i m li d Bu sym .1thy f o r h 

i n a l mos (' his 1 0 a 

Ev ry qu.id cl 0 C' o f h w al im 0 m n s I 

a lthouq h hC' d qr f n hu i asm o r h Roo l 

adminis r ,1 ti n \ ., s no un i f o m. an r oj C i rs 

67orrick Johns , Time of Our Li es ( e, York : 
Stackpo l , 1937) , 192 . 

68Haro l d Ro s e nb r g , "An on e \ ho Could \ ri e 100 
York"r , 49 (January 20 , 1973) , . . Eng l i s h , " .:.:N...::::e:....:.w:___:=-=-"--""-
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felt that they had been given an opportunity to document 

the validity of the New Deal, and many essays present 

the Roosevelt Administration as the inevitable result 

of the pre-1932 conditions of Amer ican life. 

The state and local guides have definite r egi onal 

cohe sion, a r e sult of both subject matter and the 

organiz a tion of the proj ect. In the South, the guides 

document the impact of the depression and New Deal on 

a r egion with a different social structure and social 

a nd eco nomic problems . The North Carolina and 

Mississippi Guides are e xcellent examples of Souther n 

contributions to the American Guide Series . 

Three major themes can be found in the Southern 

guid e s : ( 1) Southe rn tradition and fol kways , (2) 

conditions of Southe rn life in the 1930s , an (3) the 

f utur e of t h "N w South" . Sou hern writers had a more 

highly d velop a s e nse of regional diversity than their 

coun terparts in other states . In the reface to the 

Mississippi guide , for example , the editors promise that 

thy will depict the aspects of Mississippi life ignored 

by William Faulkner and Stark Young. 69 

69 ' d to the 1agnolia State (New Mississippi: A Gui e _ 
York: Vikin g , 1938 ), p . 3 . 
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So uthern pro,_· ct wr1'ters d , un ers tood the culture and 

l ife of their region . Unl 'k 1 e many of the guides , the 

Souther n guides have ex c e llent chap ters on religion and 

fo lk history . Labor di sputes are not given a 

disproportionate place in the Southern guides. 

The treatment of Black life and race relations in 

the guides illuminates attitudes of the Southern writers 

and the relation of the Blacks to the New Deal. For 

instance , the es say on Black life in the North Carolina 

guide is the s a me length as the essay on Indians. 

Segregated schools are praised. The concept of white 

supr e ma cy is cog e ntly presented, and the essay concludes 

wit h the statement that a great deal has to be done for 

blacks . The folklore essay does not discuss the origin 

and deve lopment of Black folklore or its influence on 

white culture. The project writers seem to be presenting 

the attitude of a n ''average" middle-class Southerner 

toward racial prob l e ms. 

The guid e s strongly imply that in the tradition 

of vitality and di v e rsity of the United States there 

must be a s epara te but equal New Deal for Blacks. 

is made espe ciall y clear in the Mississippi Guide. 

the Mississippi book , two consecutive chapters are 

This 

In 

entitl ed "Whit e Folkways " and "Negro Folkways." The 
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first is written from the "inside," it is narrated in a 

light, humorous vein with touches of the vernacular by 

a writer who pretends to be "an average" Mississippi 

farmer. The narrator delights in the everyday life of 

Mississippi whites. 

The "Negro Folkways" essay, on the other hand, is 

written from the "outside," the narrator is detached 

and impersonal. Black life is dryly and often critically 

summarized. In a later chapter, Black folk music is 

discussed and praised. However, like the North Carolina 

guide, the Mississippi guide describes improvements in 

Blacks' status and hints at the need for future 

amelioration. 

Th e s e South e rn guides are v a luabl e in that they 

show th e compl e x a nd often paradoxical attitudes of 

Southe rn e rs toward the social implications of the New 

Deal. Th e y pr e s e nt a n excell e nt source material on the 

relation of th e f a ith in American vitality to the 

Southe rn soci a l structure. 

Th e Southe rn guid e s, like the other books in the 

Am e rican Guid e Se ri e s, do not d ea l ad e quately with 

sociology, y e t they present a g e n e rally comprehensive 

picture of southe rn culture, history, and the impact 

o f economic disl o cation, industrialization, and such New 
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oeal ag encies as the Tennes s ee Vall e y Authority . The 

de scriptions of Southern citie s a nd towns are among the 

be st in the e nt i r e s e ries , and the d r awings and maps 

are used mor e c reative ly than in most of t he guides . 

In ge neral , the s ta t e gu ides pre s ent a balanced 

pictu re of the component parts of the nation . Federa l 

writers we r e impa t ient with t he past , fascinated by 

con t emporary li fe , and hopeful for the future . The 

Ame rica n Guid es t hus r epre s ent an e xtr eme ly valuable 

so urc book not only for a view of Am rica befor he 

1930s , but impor a n as a r sen a ion of America n 

cultur e during h Grea D r ssion . 



CHAPTER 4 

The Auxiliary Projects 

Preparing and publishing the American guides 

absorbed th e e ne rgies of the Fede ral Writers ' Project's 

staff and sta t e units until 1939 . Still , directors at 

both l eve ls thought about e xperiments that would follow 

th e completion of the series . 

As nationa l director , Alsberg had r esponsibi lity 

for finding n w t as ks that would merit he con inua ion 

of the Proj ect . He wanted o find c ical use for 

th e r e s arch ma rials which did no a ear in h guides . 

Th e oth r pr oj books r fl c d Als ' s d cision 

to xplore new ways 0 or ay h J\m rican cul ure . 

Th cncou r c1q m n of X rim n s , al hou h no always 

cl a rJy orqc1nizoc1 or car fully l a nn d , wid n d h sco 

o ( h projc ' s work yond h ui s . 

l\l sb r q encou a d s a r o s 0 com os e ooks 

and pam hl cts 0 us h ir s a r h ma rials ha did 

not app ar in s c) uides . a i on-, id e from 1 37 0 

1941 , th e s tel off i s u lishe 5 7 s cial books and 

pamphl et s . 1 Ma ny pamphlet ti les r presen ed a s e ries 

lFe dera l writers Projec , Ca alogue (\ ashington, 
D. C.: Gover nm e nt Printing Office , 1942) , P · 5 . 
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of small booklets. Tennessee writers, for example, under 

the editorship of James Aswell, published in 1940 a 

collection of folktales titled God Bless the Devil.2 

New Jers e y writ e rs produced a set of free school 

bulletins entitl ed "Stories of New Jersey" that included 

seventy-two titl e s.3 

The numbe r of s pecial studi es depended on the size 

of the sta t e project and its ingen uity i n s ecuring local 

spo ns ors and negotiating publishing arrangements . The 

Tennessee project completed one other publication besides 

t he sta t e guide and th e folk tales--Tennessee , written 

e ntir e ly by the state writers in 1941 . 4 

Th e specia l studies covered a variety of topics . 

There were hundreds of town guid e s , usually about one 

hundr e d pages in l e ngth . Florida , for example , made 

its Miomi Guid e available for $1 ; Ke ntucky ' s Lexington 

ond th Blue Gr a ss Country sold for $1 . 50 ; Massachuse tt's 

2Minto n, op . cit ., p. 187 . 

3ca t alogu , op . cit ., pp . 103-104 . 

4v ermont and Delaware finish ed two studies ; . 
Virgini a , s e ve nte e n ; New York City , ~we~ty ; P~nnsylvania , 
twenty-one ; Or e gon , twe nty-four; Ill~nois , thirty-seven ; 
and Ohio l ed the states with forty-eight . Catalogue . 
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Springfield Guide was free; and Texas published Corpus 

Christi Guide and Houston Guide and sold them for $1.00 

each. Many state projects had recreational and 

conservation pamphlets and there were valuable state 

monographs on ethnic groups, including The Armenians 

in Massachusetts, New York City's The Italians of New 

York, and Arizona's pamphlets on Indian tribes.5 

The most famous of the "city guides" was the New 

York City Guide, published in two volumes; one, a 

collection of essays called New York Panarama and the 

other, a volume of tours. In the guide, New York City 

is vi ewed as a living organism, the same theme that first 

appeared in American art with Melville's Pierre and the 

realist painters. 

The book focuses on the life and culture of the 

great metropolis. Project editors , aware of the assumed 

radical natur e of the Federal Writers' Project and the 

Ne w York City Program in particular, tried to 

disassociate the federal government from the implications 

of the book, a rather impossible desire. "It should 

be obvious that, in the discussion of twenty-six widely 

Scatalogue, op. cit., pp. 1-31. 
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d ive rs subj e cts by man y diff e r e nt a uthors, various 

individ ua l o p i n i on s are bound to find expression. Thes e 

a r e not ne c e ssarily the opinions of the WPA."6 

Th e re ar e a n umber of "individual opinions" in the 

book . Th e es s a y on literature describes the radical 

Leag ue o f Am e r ican Writers as "formed on a broad basis 

o f opposition of fascism and imperialist war." It is 

a c are fully worded statement, but meaningful, 

none the l e ss. La t e r, a writer demonstrates at least 

part ia l accept a nce of the Communist belief when he 

c riticiz e s Th e Na tion for inconsistent liberalism in 

"the social political field."7 A caption on a 

photograph of Rock e feller Center has political overtones 

"For thos e who c a n afford it," the caption writer says.8 

Th e first e ssay in the Panarama, "The Metropolis 

a nd Her Childre n" written by the poet, Vincent McHugh, 

i s r e garded as one of the finest e xamples of project 

writing. Th e Ne w Yorker felt that it was overwritten 

a nd criticized such metaphors as "the four buroughs like 

6N e w York Pa norama (New York: Ra ndom House, 1938), 
p . VI. 

7 r b i d ., p . 46. 

8rb i d ., p . 1 76. 



lily-pads about the basking trout of Manhattan."9 

Howeve r, McHugh's conception of the "healthy dynamism 

of a developing metropolis," and his vivid portrayal 
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of the ''inf inite pueblo of the Bronx," emphatically state 

the main theme of the work of the Federal Writers' 

Project, the diversity, vitality, and unlimited capacity 

for growth for the American nation. 

These publications did not receive editing by the 

national Federal Writer s' Project staff because of their 

local appeal and because the staff could not handle all 

the studies . While these works did not receive the 

critical acclaim given state volumes , the studies were 

important because they kept writers with employment and 

i ncreased support from local audiences . Moreover , the 

books and the pamphlets reached huge audiences . In an 

account made in 1941, national staff member , Merle Colby, 

reported that the number of copies of special studies, 

including pamphlets, totaled 3 , 248 ,181. The printing 

for the American Guide series reached 268 ,967. The 

diversi ty and extent of books and pamphlets produced 

by state units showed the high degree of technical skill 

9 1' Talk of the Town," New Yorker, 14 (October 1, 

1938) , p . 12. 
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that many state offices reached during the lifetime of 

the project.l0 

A group of regional travel volumes provided the 

transition for the staff from their work on the guides 

to the experime ntal areas. U.S. One (1938) followed 

the East coast highway from Maine to Florida ; The Ocean 

Highwa y (19 38) cove r ed the coastal area from New 

Brunswick, New York to Jacksonville , Florida ; 

Intracoasta l Waterway (1937) trea ed the area from 

Nor fol k, Virginia to Key West , Florida ; and he Oregon 

Trai l follow d ha historic rou from he Missouri 

Ri v r to th Pacific . 

One regional work th 

chnical compc nc was h 

show d a qr a d q ee of 

s s 11 r el as d by 

Ha l , Cus hman and Flin of os on , ew England Hurricane . 

This work is a qra hie , ri inq ac oun of ad vastating 

hu rricane ha s ruck he 

21 , 19 3 8 . Th ur os of h 

the effec sofa natur 1 disas 

Engl nd s es S ember 

ook \ s o inves iqa e 

on Americans already 

beset with h d r ssion . Thee i ors carefully avoided 

pros ors ns a ion lism . The soy of the hurricane 's 

l0colby , op. ci ., p . 1827-1828 . 
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ravages are told simply and directly; the facts and 

pictures speak for themselves with a mixture of 

unrhetorical sympathy for the kill ed , injured, and 

homel e ss . No attempt is made at s e ns a tionalism or 

ps eudo-journalistic "h uma n interest " sto r ies . Wha t mak e s 

the New Engl a nd Hu r r i cane e xciting o readers was t he 

i nclusion of a r tic l es from project work e rs wh o 

e xpe ri e nce d t he wrath of h s orm . Their e y wi ne ss 

ac coun ts includ d t h s ory of on younq man who had 

to wad e flood-swoll n 

family s r a nc'I d in h 

work e r xp r i n d s 

his b achsjd horn . 12 , 

a s s h r1 c'I r a h 

clodg inq f l] n wir 

Th sue (>55 f h 

s udj s such ns 

0 l\m ri can 1 j 

This wor k \ i1 s wri n 

llN w England Hur 
Ha l e , Cushn1c1n and Flin 

12rbid ., p . 103 . 

13rbid ., p . 69 . 
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of "Jeremiah Digges ." The editors point to the unique 

quality of the book in their preface , "The book devia tes 

from th e form of the guide seri s for i a tern s to 

present guid e ma e rial as a rsonal e x e ience ." 14 

B rq r ' s com llin n ra i 

wr1 n com ila ion o Ca f o 1 l o r 

ma r i 1 . B us s loc 1 1 n u 

d scr 1 ions ; fo X m 1 "Th 0 

~ m k r l sin r i h ull 

bi s o h s 
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11 i s l " !" 1 ,1 i n .. ,1 ., h • . . on h di n i 

o cl , h" ,1 ncl hi. h,1 • h 

h,,n c, n h e l cl o l 1 h h ha n 

m,,n ·,, n , i 1 i , " h h 

r l .i 1 0 n 0 h<"' · ,1d i i h ,1 1., cl. a n 

i in , 
mi ., h I) 

I ) I I . I I I. 

1clli d ., ll . 



116 

Amer ican art and literature.16 

But Be rg e r ' s analysis of the e ff ect of Coast Guard 

stations and New Deal construct ion and social welfare 

proj e cts on t he Cape area ma ke the book s harply 

cont emporary . Be rg e r has a v ivid s e nse of the historica l 

d ve l opm n of c ommuni i s , an unu s ua l a r ibu e for 

a f de r a l wri r . B r r is main ly conce n d wi h 

pr e s n in g an a na ly ica l our of h Ca , no wi h h 

mea ning o f h s f o r h s n 

p rh a s h mos ion i 0 11 h 0 C ' s 

SU s i rl i nry r ff o s am h 1 tlC u i s un 

r r h r s a (' qu i d s an h n a n u in h 0 n 

r1 h 0 i na l 1 an. h uid on ain d 

n cl i (' i ons s ud 8 1 cl h 's ' an ul u u 

cl s c1 r 1 y i\S h ,,u n n on n ha 

dis U SS d h i d cl d in ;1 s i n i ch 

Cul a . " Th i LI i cl hook 0 u 1 n 

n hus i ,,sm clrvr l cl a h a n d i\ inn m n 

cl II 1s· , rel l n i s i , 1 h n n lac 1 a s 

r \ as hi n on dis us m h s f r h . ony n 

s I) ., cl raft r ., lc1n ( r Blc1 s udi s 0 a 0 B k 

c1 nd r ommr ndC'd h,1 hC' j s u as 0 f f a irs 

l II jcl ., I' · 



11 7 

editor ," Mary Chu r ch Terre ll , a notable linguist , 

t eac he r , aut hor , and prominent work e r i n Wash i ngton 

socia l ca us e s . 1 7 Abou t the s ame time t he Nationa l 

Associ a ti on for t he Advanceme nt of Co l o r ed Peopl e (NAACP) 

in N w Yo rk as ke d t h ci y ' s wr i e r s ' r ojec 0 employ 

mor t ha n h hr Bl ack ri rs h n on i s a ro ll . 

Th Nl\l\CP a l so as k d h roj C 0 s a ch h lac 

o f B] c1c ks j n w Yor k ' s his 0 and con m 0 a li 

No h j nq m from hi qu s 1 

l\ j nform i m in i 1 h horn 

o f s l i n [1 own , oun f ,1nd 0 

,l II , ,1 r d 11 I r s i i flu " l l .i u 

nrown ;1 cc- a Sl h F' s ' 

p 01 wh hr \ u l d ,'\ n n 

his rac- ,1 nd r op s s i;\} s u . i h h 

nl a ks In l\m r i \( 1 i f Th s (' ,,,h a 0"" 

,I hn r . I ,1 i s , ,1 i 1 a 1 ss 1 a a 

,1 r u l c1 (' I 0 a 1 i i R;d h Ru h a OU 1 

o f h I\T\ r ; ,1 HI /\1 F. . s h . <' ss s 0 

l l ,1 r r , llopkins f o Ala a a i s i h" .,. T (' 

,l know l cd cl h l y 0 s . r a 1 l it 

l 7 \c1 n ionc , i • I 

1 Ne\ Yo k Times , e c> l 5 I , Co l 8 . 
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professiona ls in Harold Icke's Department of Interior 

and ma ny eme rge ncy relief agenci e s. y t th e , ey were aware 

of the failure of the New Deal to respond more positively 

to th e plight of Bl a cks and they f e lt that more needed 

to be done . Rea liz i ng this, Al sberg e stablished a 

div is ion of "Neg ro Affai rs" and named Brown a s "Neg ro 

Affa i rs Edi tor. 11 19 

Until wo r k could begi n on special s tudies for 

Bl a ck s , Brown' s c hief task was to decide how to 

incorporate information about Blacks in state and city 

guides and from what perspective . Alsberg ' s sincere 

conce rn for writ rs caught in the Depression and Cronyn ' s 

dispassiona diting of ma erial pe rtainin to Blacks 

impr e ss ed him . Brown also work ed wi h Alfred E. Smith 

to keep th WPA officials inform d of project activi ti e s 

and wrote publici yr leases for books that us ed material 

about Black Am ricans . Unofficially , Brown served as 

couns e lor for Black writers in he F deral \ ri ers ' 

Proj e ct . 20 

Brown , by ea rly 1937 , fel he wa s able ogive 

dir ction to the project research in Black history and 

l 9John !lope Franklin , From Slavery to Fr eedom : A 
History of the l\merican Negro (New York : Knopf , 1980) , 
pp . 512 - 513 . 

20New York Times , January 31 , 1938 , P · 7 · 



to judge the quality of copy coming into the national 

office. He and his small staff wrote criticisms for 

the guide manuscripts that mentioned Blacks. At the 

same time , he wrote an essay on Washington's Black 

population for Washington: City and Capital r e leased 
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in 1937. In this volume , Brown wa s responsibl e for the 

pi e ce tha t chronicle d the pe riodic slave r evolts, race 

riots, the un d e r g r ound r a ilroad , a chi evement s of t he 

Freedma n's Bur ea u, a nd pos t - Civil Wa r gains by t he loca l 

Blac k popul ac i n education, cul t ur e , pol i t i cs , and 

r e l igi on. 

Ha ving spe nt yea rs inve s tigati ng he l and r eco rd s 

of t h Distri c t of Columb ia a nd t h genea l ogie s of 

f ami l i e s , Brown c ou l d not resis noting ha during 

Li ncol n' s pr e sid ncy , a g r oup of fr dmen migrated to 

Vac he , Ha iti , b c ame mi se r able , r e urned on a s h ip th e 

Pr sid e nt s nt f o r them , and "s ttl ed i n Arlington in 

a p l a ce kn own as ' Freedme n ' s Vill a ge ', very near a tr act 

h · t p rk Custus to his co lored l e ft by George Wa s ing on a 

da ught e r Ma r ia Syphax .
11 21 

An d Brow n' s r e s ear ch i n family and l and r e cord s 

21 
· a Cap i t a l (\a shington , D. C.: 

Was h ington : City .an _ 
Gove rnme nt Printi ng Office , 19 37) , P · 6S . 



120 

prompted him to analyze the tactic by which realtors 

destroyed Pierre L'Enfant's plan for a front and back 

garden for each Washington home. By the establishment 

of the all e y system , the editor lamented, realtors 

mutilated L ' En fa nt's plan , assured themselves high 

investme nt r e tu r ns , but prod uced t e nement living at its 

worst.2 2 

Se curing fa i r trea tment in state gui de s for 

contribution s of Bl a cks proved less easy t han was the 

ca s e with t he Was h i ngton guide . Many state WPA units 

requ ired th e ir wr iters ' projects to create separate uni ts 

fo r Bl ac k s on r e lief ro ll s . Whil insisting on separate 

a nd sma ll un its for Blacks , sta e directors in many 

Sout her n states curiously ostur d ha they could 

portra y with im artia li y the rol of he Black in their 

state ' s h istory and soci ety . 

Brown and ronyn waged lon and ardurous editorial 

ba ttl es with h Alabama project . 1rs . 1yrtle Miles , 

t he Alabama dir ctor , while a r e liable direc or , could 

not co ncea l h r prejudice . Th e one r esearche r assigned 

to Maco n coun y , t he location of Tuskegee Institute , she 

22 r b i d ., p . 78 . 
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insisted, should not be a Black pe rson because of the 

"consi de r able r aci a l sensitivene ss i n Tuskegee and the 

vicinity." Cr onyn and Brown took pa rticular exceptions 

to the fa ct tha t the Al a bama wr ite rs had om i tted Booker 

T. Was h i ngton on t he grounds that "he wa s not a na tive 

Al aba mia n" and on l y "paid a courte sy vi s it " to t he sta t e 

on occa sions whe n he visited his mot he r . 23 Pa ssage s 

from Wa s hington ' s au t obiograp hy substan t ia t i ng hi s long 

r e s ide nce were prod uced bu t t he director r ef used t o allow 

t he e ntry . Th e Wa sh i ngton office informed her t hat a n 

Al abama histor y wh ic h did no cover Alabama ' s Black 

popul atio n wit h its relative ro or ion , as we ll as her 

whi t e popu l ation , could no e considered as fully 

repr s e ntativ of Alabama . 

On oth r poin s of dis u ea ou he Black ' s place 

J n Al abama ' s hj s ory , Cronyn , Bro\ n , and Alsber told 

Mi l s t hat part of an e ssay was fac uall incorrec which 

sta t ed " t hat h Blacks in thr e or four decades before 

t he Civil War wer economically ands i ri ually be ter 

ft he lar . " 24 off t han i n tw e nty years a er 

Simply p rsuading the state direc ors to submit 

23Al a bama : A Guide to the Deep South ( ew Yo rk : 
Ha stings House , 1949 ) , p . 1231. 

24rbid ., p . 53 . 



materials on Black life was sometimes a major 

accomplishment. The North Carolina director, Edwin 

Bjorkman, explained that "the feeling against any 

extensive treatment of the Black is so strong in all 

large North Carolina cities, with the only exception 

of Durham, that it has been almost impossible for us 

to make the various district offices to dig out and 

transmit the required material. 11 25 
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And to secure information on the type of 

accommodations available in Arkansas, writers first had 

to overcome such attitudes as that of the president of 

the Newport, Arkansas Chamber of Commerce, Marian 

Dicke ns. Dick e ns replied to an inquiry about the 

possible discrimination against Blacks sent by Beulah 

S. Haagi, a researcher for tours in the Little Rock 

writers' unit. Dickens wrote, "I do not think that there 

is any s e ction of Arkansas that the negro would be 

discriminated against as long as he knows his place and 

most of our Southern negroes do." 26 

1 . B by 1938, had persuaded Alsberg that Ster ing rown, 

the Bl ack as a n influe nce in America n life was worthy 

25Pe nkower , op. cit., P· 141. 

26Franklin, op. cit., P· 516. 
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of spe c i a l proj e ct monographs. Brown exercised more 

ed itorial control over these works than over the essays 

in the state guides, and, on the whole, they are more 

satisfactory. His most rewarding effort was The Negro 

in Virginia, written by the state's Black unit. 

The purpose of The Negro in Virginia was to tell 

the story of Blacks in Virginia from the time when the 

first twenty arrived at Jamestown in 1619 to the date 

the book was written. That purpose was achieved when 

the book was published in the Spring of 1940, almost 

two and one-half years after completion of the first 

draft. During that period the manuscript was revised 

at least four times with a final revision by Eudora 

Ramsey Richardson, the Virginia State Director, in which 

she cut the wordage by about twelve percent. 

A number of individuals took part in the numerous 

revisions: Ste rling Brown; Brown's assistant, Ulysses 

Gilee; Mentor Howe, research editor of the Virginia 

Writers' Proj e ct; John H. Russell, a historian and the 

author of The Free Negro in Virginia; Roscoe Lewis and 

Eudora R. Richardson. 

The book was well received when it came out and 

. f . k' d n27 
was widely regarded as a "classic o its in · 

27Ma ngion e , op. cit., P· 26l. 



H. L. Me ncken's American Mercury _ commented: "The 

product of ma ny hands, Negro and White, it is so 

brillantly edited that it reads as though it might be 
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the individual work of a singularly competent 

historian." 28 It made the Book of the Month Club list 

for June, 1940 and was cited by one critic as "one of 

the most valuable contributions yet made to the American 

Negro's history. The method of this book should be a 

model for the other histories that need to be written. 11 29 

The Negro in Virginia was unique for its utilization 

of the testimony of ex-slaves. It was, according to 

Rosco e Lewis, a synthesis of library and field work. 

It was fortunate for the Black studies project that 

Eudora Richardson became director of the Virginia's 

Writers' Project. She could edit and write, and she 

was a liberal for her time in her view toward race 

relations. Some of her friends called her radical when 

compared to the man she replaced. Her predecessor, 

H. J. Eckenrode, wrote in 1938: 

The r ea son that the negro slave did not 
rise in rebellion in 1862-1865 was that 

28Ibid., p. 262. 

29Ibid., p. 259. 



most of t he m we r e too well satisfied 
to do so . Th e Southern pl a nte rs had 
e volv~d a ty~e of slavery so excellent 
t hat i t wa s in many respects, better 
t ha n fr eed om, as many negroes were 
as tute e no ugh to perceive. Under the 
ne w slave system the physical well­
b e i ng of n e groe s was so well-cared for 
tha t the splendid specimens of men 
a nd wome n we see today replace d the 
f eeble, pot bellied savages from the 
We st Coa st of Africa. They (slaves) 
d id not feel the restraints of slavery 
a s galling for those restraints were 
reasonable. Flogging was carefully 
r e gulate d and was not cruel; indeed it 
was not v e ry painful.30 

12 5 

As mentioned previously there were errors to be 

found in the work. Many of these do not substantially 

alter the genera l history of slavery as presented in 

the book, but some have the effect of giving a distorted 

picture of certain aspects of slave life. Since The 

Ne g r o in Virginia has been conside red a valuable 

source book, it is important to view some of the type s 

of e rrors it contains. 

Some of the interview material is attributed 

the wrong sour ce. For instance, a story attributed to 

· ( 42) actually comes from an interview By r 1l Ande rson p. 

wi th Ma rriah Hine s; a Louise Jones story (pp. 87-88) 

3 0H. J . Ec k e nrode, "Negroes in Richmond in 1864," 
Vi r ginia Ma g a zine of History and Biography, 46 (July, 

19 38), p. 1 9 4. 
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comes from Nanc y Williams; stories attributed to Betty 

Jones (p. 93) and Henrietta Perry (p. 64) are also from 

the Nancy Williams' interviews; a Gabe Hunt (p. 133) is 

from the Robert Williams' interview; a long story about 

"Cox's Snow" attributed to Tissie White (pp. 30-31) is 

a heavily edited tale from Sis Shackelford's 

interview.31 

Several errors occur in giving the location of 

ex-s laves . In the preface to an Armaci Adams story (p. 

209 ), she is s aid to have been living in Rocky Mount, 

Virginia, at the end of the Civil War . Her pencil copy 

inte rviews from the Roscoe Lewis Pape rs clearly indicated 

that she was living in Norfolk, at least two hundred 

miles from Ro cky Mount.32 

Expurgation is censorship by omission . An example 

is the story Fa nny Ber ry tells about Saki e , a house slave 

who resisted he r owner's sexual adva nce s by pushing his 

"h indpart s" into a pot of boiling lye . This story was 

cut before the final draft of The Negro in Virginia . 33 

31The Ne gro in Virginia, r eprint edition (New York: 
Arno, 1969). 

32rbid., p. 116. 

33Kenneth s. Goldstein, "Bowdlerization and _ 
· d F lk " Journal of American Expergatio n: Academic an ° ' 

375 Folklore , 80 (Octobe r-De cember, 196 7 ), P· · 



Bowdleri zati o n is ce nsorship by d'f' · mo 1 1cat1on. A cas e 

i n po int is t he inte rview material from the ex-slave, 

Priscilla Joiner. She is represented in The Negro in 

Virg i ni a by a brief paragraph, although her name was 

l ef t out of the ex-slaves in the book's index. 

My old mistress was the best woman in the 
world. She may have owned slaves, but she 
never sold any. She brought me up just 
like one of her own children until I was 
12 years old. Then she paid for me to go 
to a colored school with my own people.34 
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Priscilla Joiner was one of her mistress's own 

children.3 5 Some expurgation and bowdlerization was 

committed to a void violation of the then current 

standa rds of obscenity, but most seems to have been done 

to avoid off e nding the Southern racial etiquette. 

Much e diting appears to have been done in order 

to ma k e the ma terial "read bette r . '' The interviewer 

and ed itor did not always quote the interviewee verbatim 

but summariz ed the answer or the entire interview in 

a more e nter t a ining style tha n the question a nd answer 

form a t a llows. An example of this type of e diting 

follows: 

34The Ne gro in Virginia, op. cit., P· 46 · 

35 rbi d ., p. 45. 



Oa t da y of Lee's surrender 1 . . neve r wil 
ferg i t , for a ll dern s even ch i'll . un come 
r unn i n out of de house in de d h 1 , yar w er 
wa s e n say , John, John, you is fr ee · 
You's fr ee John' An I ma de out l'k r' 

. ' k . l e 
wa s c r yi n i ve r ed my f a ce wid both han's 
a nd s e t ch a hollor i n: I di dn 't want to 
l eave my mi stre ss.36 
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The "fin ished " f orm appea r ed in The Ne gr o in Virgi nia: 

Didn 't know nothing bo ut it till Lee ' s 
army su rrende r ed at de appl e tree . r 
ne ve r will f e r git dat day cau s e all 
Ma r se 's s ebe n ch i llun came runnin ' out 
de hous e a ye ll in , ' John , J oh n , you is 
fr e e, J ohn ! De war is over a n da t mak e 
you a fr ee ma n !' An I made out like I 
was cryi n and k ive r ed my face wid bo t h 
ha nds a n hollored da t I didn ' t wa nt t o 
l eave missus , but I wa s gloryin ju s de 
s ame . 37 

Th e prob l e m of how to record dialect was one tha t 

wa s neve r fully re s o l ved . Although general suqqestions 

we r e made in regard to dia l ect r ecording , they were not 

a lwa ys f oll owed . 

On Ma y 2 , 193 7 , Jo hn Lomax , the National Advisor 

of Folklore a nd Fo lkwa ys for the Federal Writers ' 

Pro j ect , wro t e Ric hardson and made a number of 

sugge s t i ons i n regard to dialect . The speech of t he 

36c ha rl e s L. Pe r due , Jr ., Thomas E. Bondan , and 
Robe rt K. Phill ips , ed s ., Weevils in the Wheat : . 
I nt e r v i ews with Virgi nia Ex-Slaves (Char l otte svi ll e , 
Virgini a : Uni ve rsity Pr e ss e s of Vi rgi nia , 19 76) , P · 35 · 

37rhe Ne gr o in Virginia , op . cit . , PP · 208- 209 . 
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ex-slave should be recorded· the st · , ories 

told in the l anguage of the inte rviewer. 

should not be 

Words should 

not be put into dialect where this would change the 

pronunciation. He gave a list of dialect forms tha t 

should not be us ed , and he stressed that the flavor of 

Black speech should be pr e served and that the dialect 

us ed should not make the stor ies difficult to read . 

Richardson r esponded to Lomax ' s letter on May 18 

and includ ed a copy of dialect instructions that Roscoe 

Lewis had s e nt to his workers. Lewis had incorporated 

most of Lomax ' s sugg e stions in his instructions and had 

added some sugg e stions of his own . He gave e xample s 

of th e use of apos trophes where syllables were omitted 

or slurred , goin ' instead of going , ' iligion instead 

of religion , hjs'n instead of his e n . And he included 

a list of thirty-on e acceptable dialect forms . 

Ster ling Brown sent out a memorandum on June 20, 

19 37, for th e guidance of workers in all the sates 

involved in the nat ion a l project . He stated , "In order 

to make this volume of slave narratives more appea ling 

the average reader , I recommend and l e ss difficult for 

that truth to idiom be paramount , and exact tru th to 

11 Brown felt , however , that pronunciation s econdary . 

. to note accurately "turns of phra s e it was important 
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tha t have fl avor a nd vividness." For exampl e , "durin' 

of de wa r," "pidd l ed in de fi e l ds," and "skin of woods." 

Ce r t ai n words , such as "patrollers, mi st re ss, a nd ma ste r" 

shoul d have sta ndardi zed s pellings . Brown also li s ted 

dia l ect word s tha t he t hought should not be us ed . 38 

Be for e i nst ructions we r e s ent t o th e field work e rs 

in Virgini a , th e work e rs had t he ir own systems of 

record ing dia l e c t . Pr oj ect work e r , Susi e R. Byrd , jotted 

dow n note s t o t he t ypist on he r pe ncil coy of a n 

in t e rvi ew wit h Fan ni e Berry : 

To Typi st : ( 1) l eave off ' s uniformly : 
j . c . U1l kjn ', comin ' , hirin ' c . 
( 2 ) Us c Eor it uniformly . (3) Done , 
j nstcc1d o[ dun or don ; ( ) Gi 1 , insad 
o [ ~ , ( 5 ) Was , uni~orm~ , o us . 
Ci he r js o . k . for 111s dial ( ) 
Mi ss us , uniformly , ins ead of mis ss -----,-,- · 39 o r n1J s s 1 s s . 

· 1 1·n The Ame rican His In c1n c1 rt1 view , 

C. Vann Woodwc1rd discuss s h F d ral 1 e rs ' rojec ' s 

alue of e x-sl ave int c rvjcws . I oodward oin sou h 

t he jnt e rvi cws as w 11 as some of h oblems invo lved 

"The F d ral I i ers rojec 38Tho111 ,1s r . Swopes , " 
Da a or isleadin Source , Sla ve Int c rvj e ws : Us ef ul 

The Oral Histor y Revie, , 2 (l 977 l , 34 · 

39susi e R. Byrd , "No tes on Inter 
in Weevil s in t he \v hea t , P · 38 4 . 

ie, in Ex-Slave s , " 



in using th em. 40 At this point, this writer will 

examine the interviews found in The Negro 1·n _ Virginia 

in light of some of Woodward's general remarks on 

national interviews. 

The picture given of Virginia slavery by the 

interviews is that of slavery in the Piedmont and 

Tidewater. Eight of the interviewees had been slaves 
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in states other than Virginia. (Five of these in North 

Carolina, not far from the Virginia border, and one just 

over the state line in West Virginia.) Ninety-five 

informants gr ew up in Virginia. The home location of 

the r emaining fifty-four informants is unknown but 

probably follows the same ratio a s that for the 

informa nts whos e home areas we do know. The reader can 

assume that a bout 90 pe rce nt of the informants grew up 

in Virginia. Ma ny of the ex-sl ave s in te rvi ewed in other 

state s we r e not native-born but we re brought in as 

slave s, ofte n from Virginia. 

~bout nin e ty of the informa nts lived in citi e s or 

large r towns a t the time they we r e intervi ewed. This 

fact a dd s some slight bias to the da ta, but it should 

40c. Va nn Woodward, "History ~rom Slave Sources: 
A Revi ew Articl e ," Ame rican Histo r ical Review, 79 

(April, 1974), pp. 47-81. 
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be kept in mind that most of the informants had 

migrat e d to the cities after the Civil War. There still 

is a good sp rea d of informants through the Virginia 

Pi e dmont a nd Ti dwate r as far as home location is 

conce r ned . 

Th e Vi r g i nia ex-slave s as a group we re older at 

the time th e y were inte rvi ewed than t he nationa l group : 

% of Informants 
Age at 

Ema ncipat i on (186 5 ) National Virginia 

1-5 16 7 
6-10 27 19 
11-15 24 20 
16-20 16 24 
21 -30 13 21 

Over 30 3 2 
7 Un known 

100 41 99 

At least 67 p rce nt of the Virginia ex-slave s expe rienced 

O f slavery , versus 56 percent of the ten yea rs or more 

national group . 

. 1 collection represent 41TJ fjqures for the nat1ona 
, e rivate sources since the 

the narrative s collected by P Yetman ' s "The 
. . h taken from Norman 

C1v1 l War . T ey are · ve Collections ," American 
Background of Slave Narrat1 

· ) 534 Quarter l y (Fall , 1967 , P · · 
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Woodward ma intains that males and former house 

servants are over represented in the national 

collection.
42 

This stands in sharp contrast to the 

Virginia collect ion, where females constitute 60 percent 

of the sample. Only about 37 percent of the interviewees 

indicate whether the ex-slave was a field or house slave, 

but almost two-thirds of this sample were field slaves. 

House Sl a ves 

3 mal e s 
11 femal e s 

Woodward says, 

Field Slaves 

13 males 
10 females 

In all probability the most serious sources 
of distortion in the project narrative s 
came not from the interviewee s but from 
the int e rviewers, their biases, procedures, 
and methods , and the interracial 
circumstance s of the interview. Th e 
overwhelming majority of the interviewers 

h 't 43 we re Southe rn w 1 es. 

t · of the interviews in But as far as kn own all bu nine 

d t db Black workers. The Ne gro in Virginia were con uc e Y 

Ex-slave Israel Massie said, "Lord, child, ef ya start 

42woodward, op. cit., P· 472 · 

43rbid., p. 473. 



me I kin tell ya a mess 'bout reb · times , but I ain 't 

tellin ' white folks nuthi'n 'cause , Im skeered to make 

enemies." 44 

And ex-slave Jennie Patterson commented, 

Some of us slaves had ol'e mean an' wiched 
marsters a n' mistress dat would beat 
unmerciful. I don tole you I was feared 
to tell all I done seen in my lifetime , 
an ' I aim tellin' white folks but so much 
even now in dis new day an ' time.45 
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As t echniques go, Susie R. Byrd had about as good 

a field technique as modern-day ethnographers. She made 

numerous visits to the same informants , ingratiated 

herself with them , got a number of them together at one 

time to create a more spontaneous situation , then took 

notes and sometimes made phonograph r e cords . Byrd often 

worked with Claude W. Anderson; the two of them were 

responsible for almost half of the interviews 

conducted.46 

It is per hap s difficult to draw specific conclusions 

in regard to slaver y based on the interview material , 

since the same topics are not always covered in each 

44The Negro i n Vi rginia , op . cit. , P· 20J . 

45Ibid ., p . 218. 

4 6Byrd , "Notes on Interviewing Ex-Slaves," op . cit ., 
p . 
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l·nterview. But a close d' 
rea 1ng of the interviews does 

l eave one with some impressions which, if not absolutely 

quantifiable, are reasonably accurate. And, as Woodward 

points out, there are still important questions the 

answers to which are not quantifiable.47 

Woodward says that historians should not discard 

the slave interviews as worthless 

unl e ss they are prepared to be consistent 
and discard most of the other sources they 
habi tua lly use. Not while they still us e 
newspapers a s sources, or for that mat ter, 
diaries, l e tters, politicians' spee ches 
a nd the Congressional Re cord 2nd all those 
neat ly printed official documents and 
solemnly sworn t es timony of hi gh officials. 
Full of paradox a nd evasions , cont rasts , 
and contradictions, lies, pure truth and 
complete fabri cation as they are , such 
sources are ve ry important to historians. 
The s]ave narratives have their 
peculiarities, as do all types of 
his torical sources , but they are not all 
that different from the norm. 48 

Roscoe Lewi s said in regard to t he reliability of 

the ex-sl ave interv i ews , 

The old pe ople per haps have mixed fact and 
fancy have sometimes relat ed others' 
expe rience s as the ir own and have tended_ 
now a nd then to exercis e the best of their 

· · · 1 · ng up to the most h1stron1c talents 1n P ay1 

47woodward , op. cit., P· 476 -

48rbi d ., p. 475. 



a ppre c ia t i ve audience that has ever sat 
bef or e th e m. All in all, however, the 
sum total of the ex-slave stories 
recrea t e s a picture without which 
posterity would have been the poorer.49 
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The ex-slave interviews are as reliable as most other 

historical documents~ the use of the narratives by 

scholars must b e tempered by an extensive knowledge of 

the time in which the interviews were collected as well 

as the time about which they relate. 

On e other important work completed by the "Negro 

Affairs" unit was a work entitled Drums and Shadows, 

an a nthology of Black folklore. Written by the Georgia 

writers group, it is a study of the remnants of African 

culture that has survived among the blacks of the Georgia 

coastal area .SO 

The sma ll "Ne gro Affairs" s e ction of the pro ject 

wa s only on e of s e v e ral small divisions in the nat i onal 

office . Re lated to Brown's unit, in that it studi e d 

an aspe ct of Bl a ck life, was the small folklore section. 

Alsberg persuaded the Library of Congress in 1937 to 

49The Ne gro in Virginia, op. cit., P· 28 · 

50oa ni e l Fox, "The Achieve me nt of the F~deral 
Write rs Proj e ct," Ame rican Quarte rly 13 (Spring, 1961 ), 

p . 16. 



137 

l e nd its f olklorist, John Lomax, as a consultant. 
Lomax, 

a Texan, had pioneered in techniques f 
o collecting and 

interpreting folk music and folklore 
and had helped make 

folklore a r e spe ctable discipline in American 

scholarship. Although Lomax stayed with the Federal 

Writers' Project only a few months, he convinced Alsberg 

of the value of a professional folklorist. Some months 

later, in August, 1938, Alsberg hired Benjamin Botkin 

for the vacated post. Like Lomax, Botkin was building 

a career. His first book, Folksays, was just published 

and he was on leave from the University of Oklahoma and 

studying on a fellowship when Alsberg enlisted him. 

Botkin emphasized more than any folklore activity 

the compilation of the slave narrative collection, a 

record of anecdotes, reminiscences, folktales, and life 

histories by former slaves. The uncollected Slave 

Narrative Collection, now located in the Library of 

Congress, was another example of Alsberg's willingness 

to experiment and was consistent with his conception 

of the prope r way to capture the American past. Although 

it was subordi n a te to the American Guide Series and did 

not receive public attention or schol a rly use in the 

1930s, the collection b egan to receive notice by 

historians an d folklorists in the 19SOs. 
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The quantity and quality of interviews for the Slave 

Narrative Collection varied from state to state depending 

upon the interest and diligence of directors and the 

availab i lity of qu a lified workers. Some of the be st 

materi a l c a me f r om Arkansas, Florida , Al a bama , and Texas. 

Othe r South e rn sta ffs, i nclud i ng Te nnessee ' s staff , 

displayed ambi va l ence t oward the slave narratives . In 

a r ef l e cti on of t he racia l attitudes in the Sou h 1n 

t he 193 0s , t he y held t hat to record wha hap n di n 

t he pr e -Civil War r a hr ough in rvi ws wi h ld rly 

blacks was accep a ble ; to nlis Black ork rs o do 

h i n t rvicws as quals on r elief ro rams , as no 51 

Ent husia sm for h Slav a a i Callee ion wand 

a ft r ear ly 19 9 wh n s ious dou s aros as o heh r 

th c F ck r a 1 W r i s ' rojec woul roduc a ook f om 

th xp rim n . Th or aniza ion of h 

1939 p rsu acl cl th Li rary of Con r ss 

Pro]·cct ' s 1 000 ~ocum n sand 2 , 000 nar a i , 1..1 

C in 

he 

And 

· 1 5 , suffici n 1 or anized he it was Bo tkin \ ho , 1n 

co ll ec tion to x ra a manusc i ha h Uni ersi y 

of Chicago Press publish d as La Burden oo, n . The 

"B k round of he Sla 51 No rma n R. Yetman , ~c t rl y 19 (Fa ll , 
Narrative Coll ec tion ," American Qua r e - ' 
1967), p . 551 . 



139 

book appeare d with Botkin as editor and gave the Federal 

writers ' Proj e ct credit for the r e s ea rch in the p r e face . 

Lay My Burd e n Down was about th e only r e cogni tion 

a ccord e d th e Sl a ve Na rra ti ve Coll e ction until the l ate 

195 0s . As t he stor y of American slavery became of more 

co ncer n to r e s ar chers and received more a e n ion , use 

of t h co llection incr ea s ed . The x-sl ave s s ak for 

t he ms e l ves so pur e ly tha oda y ' s o a l his o ia ns 

r cogni ze he book as an im o an 0 unn 0 h i 

t c hniqu 52 

Th e book ' s x c 11 nc i s u n 1 m SU 0 

no kin , who h cl an imm ns od o m 1 m hich 

to s 1 c> u h cl a h i l oso h 

ru r o s f rm f h na ra s . 

ho kn w he f t1 ll s f o r h n 

II r 70 ci t1s " l t1 ki n no onl 

r o li c1b ilit y cl ll n, r a i 

p r (1 • II 3 

l\ny nt1rr ,1 i v 

5 \vi 1 l i t1 m S 
l\ rn ri cl (N e ~ Yo rk : 
p . 59 . 

ha 

5 13c n j cl mi n 13 0 kin , · ' 
( h . a o : ll istor y of S l c1 c ry 1 

1945) , p . VI. 

io r 

f 1 0 

n i1 h 

so ha 

o l 

l 1 

h 

n in o m n 

u in 

hi 

n 

30s 
) , 
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retouche d by th e writer's prejudices and sympathies, he 

did not use. Wh · f en an in ormant was "guilty of flattery 

and exaggeration , of telling what he thinks the 

intervi ewer wants to hear," such na rratives were cut . 

As a r es ult , the reader finds a fine oral history , "the 

inte rvi e we r succeeds in eliminating himself e ntirely 

and th e reader is brought face to fac e with an 

informant . " 54 

Th e ex-slaves ' exper i ences were more com l e x , more 

hum a n, t ha n mere "autobiograph ica l pro a anda " a ai nst 

tyr a nny . As Botkin said , the narra i e s answered he 

qu estion "how does it fe l" 0 a slav and 0 be f r ee , 

but most of h s old ' s [ lin s w r mix d . 

All but V ry f ew of h m h d in sla s . Ye hey 

could not s jmply r e j C ha r 0 of h ir xis ence , 

since it WcJS th ir ch . l d hood and you h wh n lif lay 

be for e he m, wh e n he y had ar n S I h n h i X ri nc 

was l< ee ncs (III e lls my chil r n , ain ' no da s lik 

th e o l cl days wh e n I was a sha r • II ) 55 

we r 

Wh e th e r th e X ri e nc s 

not a lway s bad) , 

54rbicL , p . VIII . 

55rbid . , p . 123 . 

memory 

wer ad or 00 (and hey 

of hem was irr sis ab l e . 
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n m~n s~ys o f ~ wh ipping he rece 1· ved 
three-fourths of 

a centur y bc f o r , " I has that in the heart till this 

da y ," bu he seems to speak only in sadness , not 

bit e rn e ss . 56 

And this is wh a t the nar r ative s most rema rkably 

ma ke o ne f ee l; deliverance from the pa in of l i ving a nd 

th e s a dn e ss of that deliverance . The ex-slaves ha d come 

to t e rms with their live s. They a nalyzed them and 

understood . 

I was born in sl ave ry, and I belonged to 
a Baptist preacher . Until I was 15 
years old I was t a ught that I was his 
ow n chattel property and he could do 
with me like he wa nted to, but he had 
be e n taught t ha t way, too and we both 
believed it . 57 

To hea r the ex-s l ave s speak is to have a sense of what 

it must fe e l like t o have lived enough to be at peace 

with the world , onese lf, and God. 

White fo lks come to me sometimes. 
You just ough t to he ar me a nswer them. 
I tells t he m just like I would colored 
folks. 

' Th e m your t eeth in your mouth?' 

' Whose you t hi nk they is? 
they ' r e my teeth.' 

56rbid ., p . 96 · 

57r bid ., p . 1 7 . 

Ce rtainly 



'A in ' t y o u sorry you free ?' 

' Wh~t I ' m going to b e sorry for? 
ain ' t n o f ool .' I 

I t e ]l them, some of ' em want to 
a r g u e wit h me and say I ain't. 'Well, 
th e Lo rd sure h a s bl e ssed you. Sure has 
bl e st e d me . Don't know that. •58 
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Re lated to the Slave Narrative Collection in the 

s ense that it wa s a contribution to social history, was 

Thes e Ar e Our Lives, a volume that many critics 

considered the project's most important experiment in 

studying American culture. These Are Our Lives was the 

Federal Writ e rs' Project's attempt to portray the quality 

of Amer ican life with more depth than was possible in 

the state guid e s. 

From 1938 to 1939 over 1,000 Southerners told life 

stories to work e rs. These Southerners lived in rural 

impoverished and segregated regions, worked on farms, 

in mills, oil fields, coal mines, and other people's 

home . These Are our Lives is the story of Southerners 

in the 1930s. The idea was to get readable and faithful 

representations of living persons, which taken toge ther 

t t re and working of gave a fair pictu r e of the s rue u 

Southern society . Before 1939, this method of portraying 

58rbid ., p . 142. 
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h qu a lity of life of a p 1 
e op e , of revealing the real 

workings of inst itutions, customs, and habits had never 

been used for th e pe ople of any region of the country.59 

Wi lli a m T . Couch, who served as the project regional 

direc t or in the southeast in 1938-1939, developed the 

idea . Co uc h, in the introduction to the book, expresses 

the pu r pos e of the project's work. "The South had played 

a large role in the literature of the Depression, but 

tha t portion which is fictional, excellent as it is as 

fiction, could not claim to be accurate as in the sense 

indica t e d he r e . 11 60 

Popular non-fiction had not attempted the task 

contemplate d in this work. Sociology has furnished the 

classifications and much of the information on the basis 

of which this work had been shaped. But sociology had 

been content in the main to treat human beings as 

abstractions. Ce rtainly, sociologists had used case 

histories, but for the most part their use had been 

limite d to narrow segments of experience collected and 

• t 61 a rrang e d to illustrate particular po1n s. 

59The s e Are Our Lives, As Told By the People 1939), 
(Chape l Hi ll: University of North Carolina Press, 
P . III. 

60I b i d ., p. X. 

61Ibid . 
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Us e ful as such segments of . . experience are 
th e y ca nnot possibly convey as much · f · 

1 in orma tion 
a nd r e a knowledge as a story which 

h . . . covers 
t e more significant aspects of the wh 1 l'f . . . o e i e 
ex~e rience, including memories of ancestry, 
written from the standpoint of the individua1.62 

Crouch's vision of the work the Federal Writers' Project 

should undertake grew out of his reaction to currents 

of thought, such as the "new nationalism" and agarianism. 

The dominant criticism of American life in the 1920s 

focused on the shallowness of middle-class life, the 

excesses of prosperity, and the backwardness of large 

segments of the population. The South, along with Main 

Street and Win e sburg, Ohio, provided critics with symbols 

of much that was wrong in life in the United States. 

In the 19 30s, the South continued to symbolize the 

nation's probl ems. As one historian observed, "The Bible 

Belt s eeme d l e ss absurd as a have n for fundamentalism, 

more challe nging as a plague spot of race prejudice, 

poor schools a nd hospitals, sharecropping and wasted 

resource s. 11 6 3 

Much of the writing that ma de the South in the 1930s 

a symbol for th e Derression focus ed on the plight of 

62 rbid. 

'PJ::~~~-~f_1:t~h~e~G~r~eta~t~_=-D.:::..e ... p_r_e_s_s_i_o_n 63oixon We e te r, 1he Age 
(New York: MacMillan, 1948), PP· 1 59 160 · 
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the Southe rn t e na nt f a rmer . Erskine Caldwe ll ' s Tobacco 

Road (1932) , ina ugura t e d new inte r e st in tenant fa r mers. 

The worl d he c rea ted was inhabited by de ge nera te , 

stunted , a nd sta rving pe opl e . Couch found l itt l e t o 

admi re in th e book . Ca l dwe ll ' s pleas for collective 

act ion on t he part of tenant farm e rs for gove rnmental 

control of cotton farming fail ed to i mpre ss Couch , who 

remarke d , 

If t e na nt f a rme rs are at a ll l i ke he Jee er 
L st e rs a nd Ty Ty Wa ld ns wi h whom 1r . 
Caldwe ll ha s peopl e d his Sou h , I canno 
he lp wond ring wh a t good could come of 
th e jr co ll e ct i ve a ct ion . ca n much 
e xpe cted from gov rnme n c on 
pe rs o ns controll d a r of 
Mr . Ca ldwe ll ha d l ed us o 
populc1 t h Sou h . 64 

rol if h 
y e ha 

li e e no 

l b · 1 l\ rar1·ans h l d h s ame 1· s owa rd Th e Va ne r 1 

Ca l dwe ll as d i d Co uc h . Thy we r d i ma Ca l d ll ' s 

por r a ya l o( t h h Th Ara ia n ma nif so , ~ O U • 

Ta k I d he l\ a ian T adi ion St c1 ncl : Th e Sou 1 an 

l l·sm and id a liz ed a sim 1 r (1930) r e j c t cd i ndus ri 

ass e ssm e nt of t h r ion ' s eo 1 The insis d ha 

"th e So uth mus t r co niz h con ions of h kind 

Mr . Ca l dwe ll describe s ac ually e x i s i n his e ion 

1 d a nd Te na nt , " irqinia 641-; . T. couc h , "Land o r 
Qu a rte rly Re vi e w, 14 (1 93B) , · Jl O. 
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and mu st do wha t it can to cor r ect them . " Couc h ook 

issue wit h th e l\gra r ian s wh o "ass e r ha ir u is 
de ri ve d fr om t he soil bu see no ir ue in h ne r o 

a nd t he poo r wh i wh o a r e cl os s 0 h soil . " 5 

Co uc h wc1n d 0 i e Sou h n s in 11 0 cu ions 

and a a 11 l e ve l s o f soci a ha nc 0 0 

h rnsc l vos . o l l cc in 1 i hi s 0 i :a 0 

clo inq hi s . II r a son h i Sou h 1 1 h i 

Ql,Jl) s t o ri rs hi s \ u 1 cl d h s u h l i 

1.,r ,1 S rn o r c omp ! X hc1 n ' s 0 h. d 

0 h in k . 

T h rn,1 r i ,1 I .1 h d h . 1 h 

pr c1 p 1 r . I· i r l cl w <' d 

.1 h o u h I i hi s 0 • 

I , l r l i ,11 S . I l ,1 r ,1 S l i h -·h <- ... ""' 

., ll 11 rn pl n y cl h <' 

i dd I r c l ,1"" i n I i · i du 1 l. ·h 

. l C i l;, n hr Pr- I' f'. s () , 1('. .. ,,r (' 

f re 111 h I ' c I ' 1 hr y \• 

n ,1 l cl 1 11 h • C ll h ,1 

1,,r o t h i. ( , i h 
s (' h 

l i ,. (' s . " Th n , c1 l u 0 ~ 

, c, lhi d . , p . 0 
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wrote Harris, "made it possible for me 
to conduct these 

intervi ews with little difficulty. In this respect a 

writer on the project sometimes became · 1 1nvo untary 

father-confessor. 11 66 

The lif e histories submitted by field worke rs often 

had to be edite d by more competent writers on the 

proj ect. Fi e ld workers possessed qualities tha t more 

than compe nsate d for their lack of writ i ng ski l ls. 

Willi a m McDa ni e l, the dir ector of th e Te nne ssee Pr oj ect, 

r emarke d of on e r e li e f worker, " He r greate s t attribut e 

is tha t sh e is on e of the pe ople . She shares their 

vi ews, r e l igion a nd mode of l iving and through that it 

ge ts i nto her storie s t he essence of their community 

l ife . 11 67 

Th e University of North Carolina sponsored These 

Are Our Lives a nd it s press published the book in the 

Spr in g of 1939 . I n t he wor k, under assumed names , the 

intervi ewees we re divided into subject groups . One such 

66ser nice Ke lly Harris , Southern Savory (Chapel 
Hi ll: Un ivers ity of North Carolina Press , 19~ 4 ) , P · . 184 · 
This me moi r is a fas c inating account of growing up in 
the Sout h d uri ng t he 1920s and 1930s . 

6 couch , January 10 , 1939 . 7wi ll ia m McDa nie l to · t p
1
· le , 

writers ProJec Wo rks Prog r es s Adm. Tennessee 
Te nne ss ee State Ar chi ve s. 
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division was th e Southe rn e rs engaged in the tobacco 

industry. Th e l ife of a tobacco farme r in the 1930s 

wa s a ve r y difficu l t one . John 1ason , a tenant farmer , 

told a proj e ct writ e r hat t obacco \ as a " hi r een month 

crop "; he hc1 cl t o prepare as ed d fo r h n x rs ' 

crop v n b f o r h sol d h r ious a rs ' co . 8 

In h l a c 193 0s h ha r d wo k o cul i a i on 

broug ht unccr a in r urn s . Th 

l a n cli s i1 S ou l s 

be ur cl a ncl r S U 

b a u I) cl rr a 0 

,1 U i o n cl r o i1 h. 

1 ,1 s s umm ' s \ 
h u yin in ~ r u 
t n h ,1ccn m, 1n1f c1 u 

,1 1m k nn,;l rd 

o f h i s c I ,, 1 

\.; h t h r r h r 
I r 1· c , , h • s 
c h ,111c- ' h ,1 h r 
f o x h un t in 1 c1 s 

Gr ow i n t h ,l C ,l c;1 

c1 r mc r s ,111d s h ,, r r 

ll npC' t· i s h ,1 hl c<1 s h 

s y s t Ill , I 11 \,' h i c h h l:111 

1R Th sr l\r r c ur 1,· , . 

. , r . l 

9 rbi cl ., p . 1 7 . 
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the t e nant worked for a share of th 
e crop. As the 

De pression deepe ned, more farmers lost their land and 

we re forced to become tenants and sharecroppers. Even 

by De pr e ssion st a ndards poverty was extreme. One writer 

estimated that the average family income for 

sharecropper s was $400.70 

The farm laborer and hi's fami'ly h were near t e bottom 

of the soci a l pyramid. Beneath them in economic and 

social status were only such groups as the unemployed 

not on relief, blacks, and criminals. No wage and hour 

laws protected the farm laborer. 

An example of the hopelessness of the tenant and 

sharec ropper was Sally Reams, a black woman, aged 52, 

who, with h e r family and husband dead, faced her last 

chance to own a farm. She and her husband managed to 

acquire a farm of fifty acres and paid for it. Then 

they bought another fifty acres adjoining and were trying 

to pay for the additional fifty when two years later, 

George , th e husband, was killed in a car accident. Sally 

was not able to make the payments on the additional fifty 

acres and at the time of the writing, feared she would 

lose the first fifty as well as the second. But she 

Thl·s 1·s taken from the interview 
701bi d ., p. 142. 

with Har ry Sloan. 



was not bitter . She made no charge of unfairness. 

her account, s he and her family were 
once fortunate, 

but later she had been the victi'm of a series of 

misfortunes. 

George was killed by a careless driver. 
The feller that was driving the truck 
wasn't worth nothin. So we couldn't 
get no damages out of him. They say he 
was put in the pen for five years. I 
don't know. It didn't do us no good· 
it didn't bring George back. Looked' 
like I had a lapful of trouble these 
last few years. A hailstorm destroyed 
the crop one year; my house and 
furniture got burnt up; my boy died of 
pneumonia; the land we paid for had to 
be morgag ed . I lost my husband. But 
I keep hopin' for better days.71 
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From 

A poor white tenant farmer, over fifty, with a large 

family and dim future revealed something of the 

prevalence of politics in the 1930s in his unabashed 

stateme nt, "I'm a Democrat. I stand for the WPA, the 

NYA, th e NRA, the AAA, the FHA and crop control." 72 

His faith in the programs was apparent even though his 

benefit from th em was not. 

An old woman, too ill to continue work in her town's 

only mill, ke pt her small house neat, fed her interviewer 

7lrbid., p. 17. 

72Ibid., p . 11. 
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a gracious, if meager, dinner of pinto beans and 

biscuits, and wistfully hoped for a better day when, 

after twenty-five years of mill work, she might receive 

a pe nsion. 73 

And on e a ngry man, afte r a life of haphazard 

schooling, o f c ri sscrossing the country on ill - fated 

ventu r e s, of o ne broke n marriage and a second which 

prod uced severa l ch i l dren , and now on r e li ef wi h the 

WPA, spoke for ma ny whose live s the De pre ss ion s ha e r ed . 

"I coul dn' t b ," he mused , ''wha I wa n d to b .. 74 

The c h i e f we akness of the his or i sis ha h y 

a r e told top cpl who we r ry in 0 ov 

as writ e rs . Though th hi s or s \ r w i 

h ms 1 s 

om h 

s t a ndpoint of th individua l , som w dis o 

a not h rs andpoin , th a t o f h 

to be no tic cl . 

oun ri lookin 

The story , "A Li tl e Am us men n s a s i h 

a poor factory work r , ga zin 

(att ning , 

a 0 Duo hos h 

h lan ads o d wl1e n a woma n urned i n h d d 
\ hos an h s a a t th e b iq Spa nish oa k d 

th e hoqp n in which J ame s ' hoqs 

73rbic1 ., p . 164 . 

74r bid ., p . 380 . 

ams , 

is 



conte nt edly. The woman might have been a 
bookk eepe r, teacher stenogr h 

. ' aper, clerk, or p e rh ups a social worker J 
· ames looked 

up a t he r a nd ma de no specul a tion as t 
why she was standing there. He observ~d 
onl y that she was dressed in Sunday 
clothe s and that she seemed friendly.75 
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Th e history presented here is disjointed a nd several 

questions ris e to the surface. Who is the myster ious 

woman on whom so much speculation is l av ished ? 

Surprisingly, she is not the subj e c t but t he author . 

She cha ts wi t h James and Lizzi e , h i s wife , getting 

intimate detail s of the ir poverty , c hildlessness , his 

r ef orma t ion from dr ink, and a daily four ounce bottle 

of peragoric ; s he ne ve r exposes so much as her name , but 

she has a p l a ce i n the narrative . 

These Are Our Live s received widespread acclaim . 

In his Ne w Yor k Times r eview , W. J . Meacham called it 

one o f t he most i mporta nt works written "since the 

cul t ura l re naissa nce dawned below the Potomac." 76 

Time s aid t he wor k gave "the Writers Project its 

. . t · ., 77 
s trongest c]aim to l iterary distinc ion . 

75rbid ., p . 179. 

. f ' Southerners Tell Their 
76w. J. Me ac ha m, "Th irty- ive 1939) 

. 8 k Review (May 2l , ' Li fe Story ," Ne w York Ti me s 00 

P . 10. 

87. 

33 (May 1 , 1939) , P · 
77The s e Are Our Li ve s, ~ ' 
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Years later , Alfred Kazin agreed 
and cited These Are 

our Lives as a lasting testament t 
o the project's work 

in social history.78 

Th e issue of what should be the proper 1 · re at1onship 

between a gove rnment relief program and the artisti c 

individual wa s more difficult to resolve on the Writers ' 

Proj ect than on the other three cultural projects . The 

painte r ' s artistic impulse came alive in his art , and 

art , howe ver controversial, was what the Federal Art 

Proj ect fostered . The actor ' s ta l ent required he 

discipline of play production an d play produc ion was 

th e Federa l Th eatre Proj ect ' s mains ay . Perfo mance 

satisfi ed th artistry of musi cians and rformance was 

the Fe de ral Music Proj ect ' s concern . Bu h ri ers ' 

Proj ect grant e d no simila r satisf ac ion o indivi ual 

writ e rs . Writjng and ed itin uidebooks , so on ar um 

went , fr qu ntly dulled rath r han s 

Neve rthe l e ss , it was th e guide series , 

l iterature , which was crucial to 

continuation. 

h 

a k d C a ivi 

no ima ina i 

rojec ' s 

· , roJ·ect did simulate In one s e nse , the write rs 

creative writing , but only indirectly . Jobs with the 

Grounds ( ew Yor k: 78Al fr ed Kazin , On Nativ e 
Doubl eday , 1952) , p . 382 . 

y . 

e 

n 
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project provided many writers a modi'cum of 
economic 

security, which, in turn, allowed them to write in their 

free time. An example was the talented author, Richard 

wright. Wright was one of the most famous and 

influential authors who received help from the Federal 

Writers' Program. Working in Chicago, Wright wanted 

to move to Ne w York to participate in Harlem's cultural 

renaissance. His talent so impressed Alsberg that in 

1937 they transferred him to New York. During his career 

as a fed e ral writer, he published his first collection 

of stori e s called Uncle Tom's Children . 79 

John Stei nbe ck worked on the California Project 

for a short period . And while the Writers ' Project could 

not claim credi t for inspiring The Grapes of Wrath 

(1939), at l east it he lped Stei nbeck in the early years 

of his career . 

The New York City Project possessed the largest 

l·ncludi' ng Maxwell Bodenheim , coll e ction of writer s, 

Lionel Abe l, Harry Roskol enko , Kenneth Patchen , Edwa rd 

Dahlberg , Vincent McHugh , Kenneth Fearing, Norman 

MacLeod , Claucie McKay, and Philip Rahv. The Chicago 

God That Failed (New York: 
79Richarci Wright , ~T~h~e~~~~~~~-

19 5 9 ) Pp . 1 O 3 14 6 . Simon and Schuster , ' 
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unit had Stua rt Engstrand Arna B t 
' on emps, Nelson Algen, 

and Jack Conroy. The services of Kenneth R exroth and 

Raymond Larsson distinguished San p 
rancisco's project 

rolls. Oth e r state proJ'ects could clai·m noted personnel; 

Conrad Aike n, Jos e f Berger, Merl e Colby, and George 

Willi am we r e on the Massachusett's project; We ldon Kees 

and Mari Sandoz were on the Nebra ska pro jec t ; a nd John 

Cheeve r was on the New York State pro ject. BO 

Wh e n th e Fe d e ral Writers' Proje c t tried to encourage 

creative wri ting d irectly, difficulties arose . The WPA 

neve r in te nded its proj e c t for writers to grant subsidies 

t o i nd iv id ua l wri t e r s . Several people on the national 

s t aff a nd i n t he state offi ces felt that the Writers ' 

Pr oject s houl d encou rage imaginative lite rature . Even 

though he kn ew it was not the Project ' s chief concer n , 

. . ff 81 l\l sbe rg un of f icial l y encouraged art1st1c e ors . 

l\ lsberg patiently nursed small-scale plans 0 

h the Federal Writers ' publ is h t he works oft ose on 

Pr o j ect . He first tried to s ecure a sponsor for a 

th e Sc heme coll apsed through the lack nationa l magazin e ; 

of support . Tll e>n l\ lsberg persuaded the New York based 

80Ma ngio ne , op. cit., Chapter 4 · 

81 b'd 99 I 1 . , p . · 



Guilds Committee f or Fede ral Write rs' Project 

Publica ti ons, a non-profit corporati'on t 
, o sponsor an 

anthology o f pieces done by proj ect members on their 

own time . Vi k i ng Press published the selections as 

Ame rica n Stu f f i n 1937. 

Al sbe r g ' s f orwa r d to American St uf f anthol ogy 

characte riz e s the qua lity and scope of this writing : 

We f ound t ha t the average un employed 
writ e r wa s conce r ne d not with the 
r emote r aspects and far isl a nds of 
e xist e nce , but with t he r ea l it i e s of 
t he Am e ri ca , he r e and now . This i s the 
Ame rica n sce ne , very of t e n as it appears 
f rom t he r oadsid e d itch , t he povert y­
stricke n t e neme nt or s hack , or t he 
r e li ef station . Th e sty l e is sometimes 
c r ude , t he t ec hn i qu e ofte n perhaps 
i nexpert o r d i ff us e ; but there is 
sincerity i n i t , a sol id passionate 
f ee ] ing for t he l ife of t he less 
pros perous mi ll ions . 82 

Ameri ca n St uf f i ncl uded poems , essays , and short 

stori es wri tten by fif ty project staff membe rs from 
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The volume twe nt y s t a t e un it s a nd the national office . 

re fl ected th e Proj e ct ' s s t udy of the American scene . 

Al s be rg notes t hat th e wri t ers r e presented in the 

ant hology '' are preoccupied with life as they have known 

h 1 y of Prose and 
82Am e ri ca n Stu ff : An Ant O ~~iters Pro j ect (New 

Ve rs e by Me mbers of the Federa l 
York : Vi k in g , 1 937 ), PP · I II . 
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it, with what they have seen, and f e lt , with the 

toughness which constitutes the American experience for 

millions of pe ople today . "83 Critics thought American 

stuff had merit , espe cially Richard Wright ' s "The Ethics 

of Living Jim Crow," although a f ew f el t t ha 

of the s e l e ctions was un eve n . 

he qu a lity 

Of th e poe ts who ar e r epr e s n di n he a n ha lo y , 

Hor a ce Gr e go ry , Ke nn e th Fearinq , a nd uri 1 Ru ke ys r 

a chi e ve d th qr cu st m asur of s ucc ss . 

ca ught cl si nql e ve in a nd a n 1 of h 

i t j s h vo j C of h m ss s , h m 

ha u( f oc s . 

R g r c I r C' turn , do no 
'T' h r m ut h f )1 s j n 
SpC't1 ks f r om cl mi ll ' on 

i 11 t hC' S W s hou 
w t7 r c1 I i t1 nd 

no cl i (' I u 
0 cl i C' , 0 8 

a c h i m o ri s ha 1 ou · 
no 

I n Fc cir i nq , h aqi a ion of h c 

( th 1 30 s t1-ik s as h o 1 

\ hot hciv C' yo u \ o n , lun 
s n ; whe n h 20 - o - 1 com 

Wh a t hci vo yo u \ O n , s_l sm n , 
do d 11 n is s wh e n t h 

8 3rbi c'l. , p . VIII. 

B4rbi d ., p . 177 . 
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irresistible lover , when her 
eyelids flutter shut 

at last , ~hat have you really won; 
And what 1s gone, soldie r, 
Step-and-a-half, marine 
who saw th e whol e world; 
hot tip addict , what is always 
just missed ; picker of crumbs , how 
mu c h has b e n lost , deni d , wha 
are a ll he things des roy d . 

Question mark, question mark , qu s i on 
mark , qu es ion mark . 

An d you , fan asy , Frank and dram o 1 
Do ra ancl hal lu ccin ion H old 
and d l usion Dick an i h m 
Nr cl . 

lvha i s i I h w do you sa y h 0 
m 0 Jl / wh a ' s h 

Tha mjr ac l hin I h C n ' 

C n s 

poC' t 

(? on 

I) 

lw so , u 
h C' 5,1 i ru 

Th .1 cl - , millio - l 
mc1 rk , ha o , i o , i o , 
Th ,l s or , o . 8 

Ill i Huk r s a am n 

i O ll S o f hr oun 0 

y s h C' 1o r ,1 d h 1 

mic in ius I f 

,1s t s hr condi i n of h 

n 1 in cl d h h omimum c1 ,s 
\ 

cl 

cl s 

r a 
li m0usin s 

c1cl c1 n 

h 

85rtid ., p . 1 7 . 
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Air gl i nt s with diamonds 
cl avic l es ' and these 

whos e eme rge t hr ough orchids by 
t rai l ing s poon 

Th e s e nsi t i ve cannot 
Th e i mplicit a nguish 
The th roats i ncline, 

rejoice 

mis take 
of the poor . 
th e marble men 

Careless of torre nts of despair 
Split by a t e ndril of r evo lt · 
Stone cedes to b lossom everywhere . 86 

What t he collection pres ents is a collection of 

s t ra nge but fascinating short stories , song , poe try , 

a nd sk e tc he s . From the Wr iters ' Proj ect in Sou h 

Carolina c ame a folktal e entitled "A Gull a h S ory" 

written i n th dia l ect of the bl ac ks of coas al Sou h 

Ca rolin a . In the same ve in w r e i ncl u ed Bl ack 
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spirituals , convict songs , a n m k sons of Ha rl em . 

An inter sting combina i on of o r an 

in Me rl Co l by ' s "Mu iny ." Similar o B 

ose ·s found 

' s 

Cod Pilot , i was a s e ri s of e xc sf om shi s ' lo s 

a nd diari e s , conce rning s rik es or e ol son he hig h 

s eas . 

· fr he e York Times , Edna Lou Wa lton , re vi ewe r o 

point d out that th writ e rs ho con ribu d o Ameri can 

h · or raya l of life i n Stuff we re all realists int ei r 

the 19 30 s . 
· t l i e r ature or They did not write e s ca is 

86rbid ., p . 190 . 
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use a romantic style, nor 
were they proletarian writers 

filling their work with Marxian propaganda about a 

Perfect work e rs' state. "WPA · 
writers," concluded Walton, 

"knew the ir craft and know present day America."87 

American Stuff was a one-ti'me · experiment on the 

part of the Federal Writers' Project. There could be 

no series of anthologies similar to the guides because 

the Writers' Project had no such authority. After 1939, 

during the tenure of the Federal Writers' Project, there 

were no new attempts to subsidize creative literature. 

The direct influence that the Federal Writers' 

Project exerted on creative literature and individual 

authors is more difficult to judge. The Project did 

not reflect or influence the concern in the 1930s with 

proletarian literature. Instead, what artistic efforts 

it did sponsor indicated a literature of realism that 

portrayed contemporary American society's ugly or bitter 

side as we ll a s the favorable side. 

The work th a t the Federal Writers' Project completed 

Was always S ubordinated to the guide as experiments 

. was valuable in its own right. series, but it 
The 

and r esearch efforts strengthened experime ntal volumes 

Stuff," New York Times 87Edna Walton, "American 
Book Revi e w, August 29, 1937, P· 2 · 



the projects ' contribut ion to cultural history in the 

l930s a nd r e corded the contemporary life of the 

Depr e ssion for the r eaders in l a ter decades. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Th e Pa ssage of Roosevelt's Relief Act 

Th e passage of Roosevelt's Relief Act on June 30, 

1939 spe lled the e nd for the Federal One projects of 

the WPA . The ac t specifically forbade relief 

appropriations to aid the theater project and allowed 

the othe r three programs to continue only if some local 

group ''sponsored " them by contributing 25 percent of 

their cost. The provision read that "none of the funds 

made avai l able for the operation of any project sponsored 

sol e ly by th e WPA".l 

Un de r the previous arrangement the national office 

of the cultural projects had influence because of the 

subsi d iaries in the states were almost totally dependent 

on the fed e r a l government for funds. But now state 

cultural units were no different from other WPA relief 

projects, and the national offices. The project now 

seemed to have little function. The Federal WriterS' 

Proj ect as it had existed was ended. 

k f the state programs after Ge nerally, the wor o 

1939 was of more local than national intereS t · 

lLe uchte nburg, op. cit., P· 327 · 
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states did not, as a 1 
rue, suggest innovative or 

imaginative research projects. 
All the books and 

pamphlets completed in the stat 
es were related because 

they followed general plans either tried or suggested 

by the old Federal Writers' Project or its successor, 

the Writers' Program. 

The Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, and 

mobilization of the country for war canceled any future 

for the Federal Writers' Project. The number of workers 

declined steadily. In mid-1940 the total number of 

workers on state programs was 4,000; by November, 1941, 

it dropped to 2,200. In January, 1942, the newly 

appointed director, John D. Newsom, informed the state 

offices that all activities were suspended for the 

duration . A month later he left to take a commission 

in the Army, and many other staffers entered the armed 

forces or found positions in the wartime government 

agencies . 

Mer le Colby , presiding over the shadow of the 

11 t · d to revive the project . organization, unsuccessfu Y r1e 

However, th e gears of the project could not proceed wi th 

the steady tr a nsfer of workers. 
Most WPA officials felt 

Shou ld be allowed to die, its 
that the Writers ' Project 

usefulnes s for the nation completed. 
To most critics 
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in the 1940s, the remaining Federal Wr1'ters' 
proj ect 

wa s me r e ly a gri m r eminder of 1· 
re 1ef, unemployment, bread 

line s, a nd h igh labor costs. 

Ne ve r i n t e nded as a subsidized cultural t · e n erpr1se, 

t he Federa l Wri t e rs' Proj ect was establ i shed to provide 

work re lief for wr i t er s and white -co l l ar personnel ca ught 

i n the t oils o f the Depress i on. Unde r t he circums tance s, 

the p r oj e ct cou l d not be divor ced from relief 

regul a t ions. The cl ear ma jority of its personnel , a s 

a re s ult, we re not writers , but simply willing workers 

i n need . Ye t , wi tho ut the contribution of the lawyers , 

mi nis t ers , newspapermen , librarians, and teachers who 

made up t he bulk of its rolls , the project would never 

have been able to arrive at its outstanding r ecord of 

success . 

The writers ' project admirably achieved its primary 

ob j ective , t o s e rve as an agency of conservation and 

t he re habilitation of the unemployed . Many took pride 

i n t heir work , a nd t his fact reflected itself in the 

1 . White-collar workers re l ative absence of boondogg 1ng . 

t . almost overn ight . und e rwent significant transforma ion 

e nthusl·asm , they diligently ferreted Wit h their awakened 

the Ame rican Guide Series and other 
out information for 

vo l ume s. 1 . d to have regained their faith in Ma ny c a1me 
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human nature a nd American democracy. This conservation 

of skills and professional 'd pri e, rather than the 

production of books, marks the true significance and 

revolutionary nature of the federal program for writers. 

The Fed e ral Writers' Project also justif ied itse lf 

artistically. De spite the dear t h of qua l ified writer s, 

the absence of worthy guidebook e xample s , and the 

pe rsist e nt a ttempts to r educe t he proj ect to a po litica l 

f ootba ll a nd a n a ux i l ia r y of loca l chambe rs of comme rce , 

t he project s ucceeded i n fulfillin g i t s r eason for be ing , 

t he Ame r ica n Gu ide Seri e s . Ma rk ed by nei her drumbeating 

nor po nde ro us cr i ticism , th e s e books were relieved of 

t he dullne ss of most o f the ir prec ssors by ood writing , 

i nt e ll ig e nt edit ing , and a wea l h of in rs in 

i nform a tion. Unlik th e trad i ional "in ima e " 

guid e books , "us ua lly s o damnable in ima e as o drive 

· 'f for drink , " to urists i n to bu rs f or i nformation 1 no 

Sta te a nd loca l offerin s su s an ially t he proj e c t ' s 

f ill ed t he ga p be twee n a r mc hair knowled e a nd 

app li cation. 2 

rac ical 

. t ha t th e gu ides lacked sufficient To empha s i ze 
· · to 

inte r preti ve d epth or historical per spective is 

5 , 1 9 39 , P · 3 , Co l. 3 · 2New York Time s, J uly 
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minimize the difficulties constantly 
encountered by the 

project and to misconceive the fundamental 
purpose of 

a guidebook. It is also to disagree with the judgment, 

for example, of Bernard De Voto, who noted the 

"astonishingly high" average level of literacy and 

historical competence of these volumes.3 

Escaping both the internal danger of purple prose 

and the external one of censorship, the American Guide 

Series gained the warm praise of such additional 

observers as Harry Hansen, Lewis Gannett, Louis 

Bromfield, and Van Wyck Brooks for containing some of 

the best reading of the day and for providing the country 

with "its first candid self-portrait. 114 

At a time when the WPA sought to bring about a 

national recovery, the guides' contemporary import and 

that of the project's numerous other publications lay 

in their bringing about a new national self-awareness. 

With considerable scholarship, the federal write rs 

uncovered a land which lay hidden behind billboa rd s a nd 

boosterism. Their painstaking research reached far 

3B d De Voto "The Writers' Project," The e rnar , 
8 18 Pathfinder, Dece mber 17, 193 , P· · 

4Fox, op. cit., p. 19. 
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beyond the countle s s movie houses, highway restaurants, 

and cha in store s t o discover the na tion's rich d iversity . 

Cities and t owns were found to have an individuality 

of their own . Sta te pride was r ai s ed . The North 

Carolina Gu ide convinced one reviewer that the state 

woul d no longe r be ca lled "t he Rip Van Winkle of the 

Union . " A loca l r eside nt hoped his New York f ri e nds 

woul d read t he Ar kansa s volume so that it mig ht "d rive 

fr om their nostri l s t he stench of t he subwa y" and "ma ke 

t hem e ve n forget t he cockroache s of Gr eenwic h Villa e . " 

"Florida " a nd " florid " would no longer be considered 

synonymous , nor would Iowa be confus d i h Ohio or 

Ida ho . 5 

In increa sing und e rs tandin he s a e and loc 1 

guid e books a lso stre ngth e ne na ional uni y lacin 

t he particul a r within th framework of h who l As 

t he De pre ssion t ste d th foundati on of he cou n 

iona lism , II h C i ic 1 a nd as it turn ed to a "new na 

guid e s did th e ir part in ma kin his ins C i on frui 

Skl.lls a nd human di ni Y, While conserving 
he ro ·ec 

h ' ho h r.,ris e also cons e rv e d history a nd fo lk lore w ic 

Trl.bune , J anua r y 18 , 1940 , Pt . 
5New York ~H~e~r~a~l~d~~---

I II , p . 9 , Co 1 . l . 

ful. 



might have r emained unexplored or fallen victim to 

oblivion. As a result, the project writers put out 

publica tions which continue to stand as a 
monument to 

the stability of American, long after the 1930s have 

be en forgott e n. 
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Eve n a side from the guidebooks, the Fede r a l Wr i t e rs' 

Proj e ct made significant contr i buti ons in a number of 

areas. Its Bla ck studies were pioneering ones . Its 

soci a l-e thn i c a nd folklore r esearch represented novel 

approa che s, a s did the "li fe-history " technique of These 

Are Ou r Live s. The s e a ux i l iary projects resulted in 

a t ota l a ch ieve me nt whi ch forty-fiv e years later s eems 

a l mo s t i nc redible . 

One aspe c t o f t he project ' s publications is , in 

s ome respects , reminiscent of the note sounded by 

An insular l iterary America at the close of the 1930s . 

"l iterature of nationhood " swept the land, as writers , 

deep ly reexamined America's seeking new certainties , 

l ife a nd l andscape for a "us ab l e past." The debunker s 

of the 1920s wer e of t en criticized for abandoning the 

f on art and Europe . count r y's need s t o ocus 

. aroused by a group A popular in te r e s t in history , 

f heroes, especially 
of schol a rly biographe rs i n queS t 0 

f 1 novels of the 
t he t wo mos t success u Linco l n , a nd 
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decade, Gone With the Wind and Anthony 
--:..:....:.~_t__:A~d~v~e~r~s~e, came into 

full bloom. Constance Rourke and John Lomax revived 

frontier legends and ballads, and 
James Truslow Adams's 

widely read Epic of America called its readers to 

recapture the "American dream. 11 6 

The way the project's discoveries came to light 

and finally reached expression also reflected trends 

of the 1930s. Its very collective effort which "helped 

explode the romantic notion of the genius as someone 

solitary, irresponsible and unique," suggested the shift 

from the individualistic ethnic of the 1920s to a 

community spirit. The Federal Writers' Projects' stress 

on the pooling of various contributions typified the 

greater contemporary dependence on such approaches as 

cooperatives and county planning boards, as well as 

emphasis in the field of education which played down 

the child's individual role in favor of social concerns. 7 

6Kazin, op. cit., chapter 1. The dramatic shift 
from the 1920s is well seen in a comparison of Ha rold 
Sterns' anthology Civilization in the United sta~es 
(1922) and Ame ri~a Now (1938). Fo: ~he ~se of ~~=~o~~an 
. . . . . t. for sanctification, ra in various civiliza ions . 

5 
H Plumb The 

as a qu e st for truth, see the essay in · · ' 
Death of the Past (Boston, 1971), Chapter 1 · 

. "The Federal Writers' 
7charles I. Glick~berg, 37 (A ril, 1938), 

Project," South Atlantic Quarterly, P 
P. 158. 
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On a broader scale, the proJ'ect ' s 
development along 

regional line s mirrored certain other 
tendencies by a 

quickening interest in TVA and the National Resource s 

Boa rd . Howa rd Odum , examining such developments , praised 

the project ' s exploratory ventures in this regard . The 

findings of the project also had an affinity with the 

resurgence of regional s ocial consciousness expressed 

in the novels of Faulkner, Steinbeck , Farrell, and Wright 

and in the paintings of Grant Wood, Charles Burchfield, 

and Thomas Hast Benton . 8 

The various publications of the Federal Writers' 

Project , analogous to contemporary trends in another 

respect, viewed the nation in human terms. These Are 

Our Live s, The Negro in Virginia, American Stuff, and 

the state guid e s, with their focus on the commonman hero , 

the forgotten American, were in the same vein as Let 

Us Now Praise Fa mous Men , You Have Seen Their Faces, 

An American Exodus, and the "proletarian literature" 

of the decade . This search for the "acknowledged life 

in all its forms " helps explain the interchangeability 

in these troubled times, as revealed of word and came ra 

8 American Regionalism (New York : Howard Odum, -
Henry Holt, 1938), pp. 428-429. 
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in the p reviously me ntioned bo k . 
0 s or in the lean, 

t Y II 1 doc ume n ar n e wsree s" of Dos Passos's 
U.S.A.9 

In this f a shion, the Federal Writers' Project made 

a u n ique contribution to the New Deal quest for a 

"cultura l democ r acy." Because the project's program 

was not specifically geared to professional talent, it 

never could hope to bring the art of writing to the 

nation's millions through creative workshops, readings, 

lectures on literature, or the encouragement of gifted 

unknowns through contests and other means. 

In contrast to the other WPA arts projects, the 

Federal Writers' Project was thus of necessity not so 

conce rne d with the integration of the artist and public 

a nd the crea tion of a new, public intelligentsia.IO 

Howe v e r, its final works, as some project administrators 

had hoped , also pointed to the promise of a new national 

a rt. More than a ny other project on Federal One, the 

proj e ct broug ht its audience face-to-face with the 

9stott, op. cit., P· 111. 

. f the hopes of New Deal 
lOFor the ~e st analysis o De Hart Mathews, "Arts 

cultura l e nthusi a sts, see Jane t for a cultura l 
a nd the Pe opl e : The New Dea~ Que~istory, 62 (September, 
De mo c r a cy," Journa l of American 
1975):316-339. 
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factual , rich diversity of Ame · 
rica and her people. The 

guides, in particular, were distinctly 
an American 

product, transcending Baedeker to become the "road map" 

for the cultural discovery of the United States. All 

Americans could, therefore, relate in some fashion to 

the project's multifaceted portrait. This extensive 

documentation was also especially, albeit 

unintentionally, helpful in forming what Holger Cahill 

of the Federal Art Project called a "great reservoir" 

from which a genuine art movement might yet flow.11 

Is there a future for the works produced by the 

project? The historical information and interviews are 

used by scholars who wish to view either American history 

or life during the Great Depression. The guides should 

continually be revised and updated, perhaps in paperback. 

An enterprise which made publishing and cultural 

history, the project did prove that subsidized art could 

be generally fr ee of censorship. It also indicated that 

worthwhile productions could be produced at very little 

llsome of Cahill's opinions are succinctly ?,i~en 
. . R ources in the Arts, in 
in his addre ss, "American es for the Millions, Essays 
Frances V. O'Connor, ~d -, Arts d inistrators of the WPA 
from the 19 30s by Artists a~d A ~onnecticut: New York 
Federal Art Project (Greenwich, 
Graphic Society, 1973) , PP· 33- 44 . 
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cost . Sti ll , th e Fede r a l w , 
riter s ' Project was hampered 

by r e l ief r e gulations, as well as by state and 

congre ssiona l politics. 

While i t i s true that th e Federal Writers' Project 

i s far removed from present day society, the United 

States sti ll need s a program such as this, but with a 

di ffere nt form a t. The Project's experiences are a 

convinci ng argument that such a program should be kept 

unde r both f e d e ral control and the supervision of 

compe t e nt editorial personnel and that the prevailing 

wa ge s houl d be pa id for each skill employed. 

Employe e s would have to know they were writing for 

actua l publication, and diversified creative outlets 

wo ul d have to be provided for gifted professionals. 

In the event tha t white collar persons such as those 

who made up most of the project's rolls might need 

employme nt, th e y would be put to large-scale research 

t asks of a coope rative nature. Such works could be 

i nval uab l e a nd f a r-re aching. 

Until the time when federal support is again granted 

On a broad scale, the potentials cul t ur a l e nterpris e s 

ful ly realized "salvation" of the 
of the p r o j ect for a 

arts remain un f ulf i ll ed. 
That the creative arts were 
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supporte d by the American government in time of 

depression represents a paradox which deserves the 

attention of students of politics and culture. 

Meanwhile, the national government can look back with 

satisfaction upon the project's diverse accomplishments. 



APPENDIX 1 

Selected Publications of the Federal 

Writers' Project 

Note: At least three hundred publications are 

substantial contributions to the r e corded history of 

the United States. Some of them are contributions to 

our national literature as well. 

I. State Publica tions. 

A. Alabama . 

1. Alabama : A Guide to the Deep South . New 

York: R. R. Smith, 1941. 

B. Alask a . 

1. Me rl e Co l by, A Gu ide to Alaska , Last American 

Frontier . Ne w Yo r k: Ma cMillan, 1939 . 

C. Arizon a . 

1. Arizona : A State Gu ide . New York : Hastings 

Hou se , 1940. 

2. The Hava supai a nd the Hualapai . Flagstaff : 

St a t e Tea chers Co l l e ge , 19 40 · 

3. 

De sc r ipti ve 

Hous e , 1 9 40 . 

de l Bae , Arizona : A Mission Sa n Xav i e r 

New York: Ha stings an d Historical Guide . 

17 5 
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D. Arka nsas. 

1. Arkansas: AG • 
u1de to the State. New York: 

Hastings House, 1941. 

2. Survey of Negroes in Little 
Rock and North 

Little Rock. Little Rock: Urban League of Gr eater 

Little Rock, 1941. 

E. California. 

1. Alma nac for Thirty-n1· ners. p 1 _ a o Al to : J . 

L. De kin, 1938. 

2. California: A Guid e t o t he Go lde n Sta t e . 

New York: Ha stings Hous e , 19 39. 

3. De a th Vall e y: A Gu i de . Boston : Houghton 

Mifflin, 1939. 

4. A Hi story o f the Ranchos : The Spanis h , 

Me xica n, a nd Ame rica n Occupat i on of Sa n Diego . San 

Di e go : Union Tit l e Insu ra nce and Trust Co . 

5. Los Ange l e s: A Gu id e t o t he City and Its 

Environs. Ne w York: Ha stings Hous e , 194 1 . 

6. The Ol d We st: Pioneer Ta l e s of San 

B d . Sa n Bernard1'no·. Sun Printinq and ernar 1no Coun t y. 

Publishing Ho us e , 1940. 

7. Sa n Di e go: A Ca li f orni a City. San Diego : 

Sa n Di eg o Histo r i ca l Society, 1 93 7 -
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8. San Francisco: The Bay 
- and Its Cities. New 

York: Hastings House, 1940. 

F. Colorado. 

1. Colorado: A Guide to the Highest State. 

New York: Hastings House, 1941. 

2. Ghost Towns of Colorado. New York: Hastings 

House, 1947. 

G. Connecticut. 

1. Connecticut: A Gui de to Its Roads , Lore , 

and People. Boston: Houghton Miff l i n, 1938. 

H. De laware . 

1. De l aware : A Gui de to the First Sta t e . New 

York: Viking, 1938. 

2. Ne w Ca stle on the De l aware . New Ca stle : 

New Castl e Historical Soci e t y , 19 36 . 

I. Flor ida . 

1. Florida : A Gu i de to the Southe rn- mo s t Sta t e . 

New York: Oxford University Press , 1939 . 

2. A Gui de to Ke y we s t . New York : Ha st ing s 

Hous e , 1941. 

3. The Spa nish Missions of Florida . St . 

Augustin e , 1940. 



J. Georgia. 

Atl a nta: A City of the Modern South. 1. 
New 

York: Smith and Durrell, 1942. 

2. Drums a nd Shadows: Survival Studi e s Amon g 

the Ge orqia Coa stal Negroe s. Athe ns : Uni ver s ity of 

Georgi a Pr e ss, 1940. 

3. Ge o r gi a : A Gu ide t o Its Towns a nd 
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Country s i de . At he ns: Unive rs i ty of Georgi a Pr es s , 1940 . 

4. Mary Gra nge r , ed . Sa van na h River 

Pl anta t ions . Sa vannah : Georgi a His t orica l Socie y , 

194 7 . 

K. I da ho . 

1 . I da ho : A Guide in Word and 

Ca l dw e ll : Ca xton Pri nt e rs , 1937 . 

2 . I da ho Lor e . Ca l dwell : Cax on rin s , 1939 . 

L. Ill i no is . 

1. Cava lcad e of th e American egro . Chica o : 

Di amond Ju bil ee Expos ition , 19 40 . 

2 . • and His orical Guide . Illinoi s : A De scri p ion 

Chica go : Mcc lu rg , 1939 . 

Na uvoo Gu ide . Chicago : 3 . 

4. . Da ys in Ill inois . Pi one e r _ 

lcC l ur , 1939 . 

Chicago : 19 O. 
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5 . Who 's Who in Aviation: A Directory of Living 

Men and Women Who Have Contributed to the Growth of 

Aviation in the United States. Chicago: Ziff-Davis, 

1942 . 

M. Iowa. 

1. Iowa: A Guide to the Hawke ye State . New 

York : Viking, 1938 . 

N. Kansas. 

1. Ka ns a s: A Guide to the Sunf l ower State . 

New Yo r k: Vi k i ng , 1939 . 

o. Ke nt ucky . 

1. Ke nt uc ky: A Guide o he Bluegrass Sae . 

New York: Harcourt , Brace , 1939 . 

2 . Le xi ngton a nd t he Bluegrass Coun Y· 

Le xi ngton : Comm rcial Prin t i n Co ., 1938 . 

3 . Lo uisvil l e : A Guide o he Falls Ci Y· 

Yo r k : Ba rrows , 1940 . 
Frankfo 

4. Mi l ita r Hi stor 

Sta t e Journ a l, 1939 . 

P . Lo u i s i an a . 

1. 
A 

Collection of Louisiana 
Gumbo Ya- ya : 

Folkta ke s. 

Ed rd ore er , and 
Compi l ed by Lyle Sa xon , wa 

Robert Ta ll a nt . 
Boston : Houghton 

if flin , 19 s . 
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Louisiana: A Guide to t he State . 2. 
New York: 

Hastings House, 1941. 

3. Ne w Orleans City Guide . Boston : Houg hton 
Mifflin, 1938. 

Q. Mai ne . 

1. Maine : A Guid e ' Down Ea s t '. Bos on : Houg hton 

Miff l i n, 19 3 7. 

R. Ma ryl a nd . 

1 . Ma ryl a nd : A Gui de o he Ol d Lin 

New Yor k : Ox f ord Unive r s i t y Pre ss , 19 O. 

S . Mass a c hu s e tts . 

1 . Th Al ba ni a n S 

New. Boston : Wri r , I nc ., 1 39 . 

o on : 

Arm e ni a n ll i s or i a l oc i y , 1 37 . 

3 . ape Cod ilo , by J 

of Jo s e f Be r g r) . Pro inc o n : 

1937 . 

rn i 1 im 

4 . Mc1ssac hu s e s : A Guid o I s 

Peopl e . Boston : Hou hon li fflin , 1 37 . 

nd 

ud . 

5 . and Crl. ical Bibliog aph y of Ho ac 
Se l ec tive -

~- Roxbu r y , 1 93 7 . 

6 . Wha ling Ma sters . 
ew Bedfo r d : Old Da r mou h 

Historica l Soc i e t y , 1938 . 
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T. Michiqan. 

1. Michigan: A Guide to the Wolverine State. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1941 _ 

U. Minnesota. 

1. Minnesota: A State Guide. New York: Viking, 

1938. 

V. Mississippi. 

1. Mississippi: A Guide to the Ma gnol ia State . 

New York: Viking, 1938. 

2. Mississippi Gulf Coast : Yesterday and Today , 

1699-1939. Gulfport: Gul f port Print i ng Co ., 1939 . 

W. Missouri. 

1. Missouri: A Gui de to the "Show Me" State . 

New York: Due ll, Sloan a nd Pearce , 1941 . 

X. Monta na . 

1. La nd of Na kada : The Story of he Assini oine 

Indi a ns. Helen a : Sta t e Publish ing Co ., 1942 . 

2. Monta na : A State Guide Book . ew York : 

Viking, 1939. 

Y. Ne braska . 

1. 
. Hi' story of Nebraska . A Milit a ry _ 

Lincoln : 

Nati onal Gu a rd of Ne bra ska , 1939. 

2. Ne braska: A Gul· a e t o the Cornhusker State . 

New York: Viking, 1939. 



z. Ne vada. 

1. Nevada: A Guide to th s ·1 e 1 ver State. 

Portland, Oregon: Binfords and Mort, 1940 . 

AA. New Hampshire. 

1. Hands That Built New Hampshire: The Story 

of Granite State Craftsmen Past and Present. 

Brattleboro, Vermont: Stephen Daye Press, 1940. 
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2. New Hampshire: A Guide to the Granite State. 

Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1938. 

BB. New Jersey. 

1. New Jersey: A Guide to Its Present and Past. 

New York: Viking, 1939. 

2. Stori e s of New Jersey: Its Significant 

Places, Pe opl e a nd Activiti e s. New York: Barrows, 1938. 

3. The Swedes and Finns in New Jersey. Bayone: 

J e rs e y Printing Co., 1938. 

CC. New Mexico . 

1. 
. A Gui'de to the Colorful State . New Mexico: 

New York: Has tings Hous e , 1940. 

DD. New York. 

1. A Gul·ae to the Empire State. 
New York: 

New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1940 · 
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EE. North Ca rolina. 

1 . W. C. Hendricks , ed. Bundle of Troubl e s 

and Othe r Ta rhee l Tales . Durham: Duke Unive rs ity Press, 

1943 . 

2 . North Ca rolina : A Guide to the Old North 

sta t e . Chape l Hi ll: Uni ve r sity of North Ca r ol ina Pr e ss , 

1939. 

FF. North Da kota . 

1 . North Dakota : A Gu ide to the or he rn rairi e 

state. Fargo: Knight Printing Co . , 1938 . 

GG . Ohio . 

1 . The Ohio Gui de . York : Oxfo r d ni si 

Pr e ss , 1940 . 

HH. Okl a homa . 

1 . Okl a homa : A Gui de o 

Norman : Univ e r si ty o f Oklahoma 
ss , l 2 · 

I I . Or qon . 

d f he Tr i 1 . or land : info ds 
1. Or e gon , En ° 

and Mort , 1940. 

JJ . Pe nnsylv a nia . 

The Fl ood s of Johns o~n . 
1. 

Johns o~n : ayo r ' s 

Committee , 1939 . 
Pe nnsyl ania . 

s ociety of -Th e Harmony 2 . 
. ion , 193 7 . 

Wl· 11i a rn Pe nn Assoc1 a 
Ph il ad e lphia : 
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2. The Making of Ame rica .· Land of the Free. 

New York: Smith and Durell, 1942. 

3. Pennsylvania: A Gui de to t he Keystone Sta t e . 

New York: Oxford University Pre s s , 194 0 . 

4. 

Birthpla ce . 

Philadelphia: A Gu ide t o the Nation ' s 

Ph i l a de lph i a: Wil l iam Penn Association , 

1937. 

KK. Puerto Ri c o . 

1. Puerto Rico : A Guide t o t he Island of 

Bor ig ue n . New York: University Society , 19 40 . 

LL . Rhode Is l and . 

1 . Rhode Island: A Gu ide o the Sma ll s S a t e . 

Boston : Houg hton Mifflin , 19 37 . 

MM . South Carolina . 

1 . Palme tto Pioneers : Si x S ori e s of Ea rl y ou h 

Caro l inians . Columbi a : R. L. Brya n , 1938 . 

2 . our South Ca rolina : Toda y fr om Yeste da y . 

Cl i nton : P . C. Press , 1942 . 

3 . South Carolina : A Guide to the Pa l me t to 

State . New York : oxford Unive rs ity Pr e ss , 
19 1

· 

South Carolina Folkta l e s : Stori e s of Animals 
4. 

and Supernatura l Beings. 
Columbia : Un i ve rs ity of south 

Ca roli na , 1941. 
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NN. South Dakota. 

1. Le gend s of the Mighty Sioux . Chicago : 

A. Whitman, 1941. 

2. Sodbusters: Tal e s o f Southeastern Sou h 

Dakota . Al e xandria: South Dakota Writers Lea ue , 1938 . 

3. A South Dakota Guide . Pi e rre : Sae 

Publishing Co ., 1938 . 

oo . Tennessee . 

1 . God Bless the Devil ! Lia 5 ' 5 . 

Chape l Hill : Universi y of or h C olin 55 , 1 0 . 

2 . Te nnessee : A Guid 
W 0 

Viking , 19 39 . 

PP . Te xas . 

1 . Te xas : A Gu 'de o 

Yor k: Has ing s llous , 1 O. 

QQ . U a h . 

1 . Prov o : 
o mon Ci o lan , 

Oregon : Binf ords and \o 

2 . 

1 2 . 

Ut a h : A Gui e o h 
0 

Hasti ngs llous , 1 41 . 

RR . Vcrmon . 

1 . Vermont : A Guide 0 he G 

'ffl·n 1 37 · Boston : Ho ughton M1 
1 

' 
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ss . Virginia . 

1 . J ef ferson ' s Albermarl e : A Guide to Albermarle 

county and the City of Charlottesville , Virginia . 

Charlottesville : J arman 's , 1941 . 

2 . The Nero in Vir in i a . e York : Has ins 

Hous e 1940 . 

3 . Virginia: A Guide 

York : Oxford Univ e rsi y Pr ess , 

TT . Wa s h ington . 

1 . Wa sh i ngton : A Gui 

Po r l a nd , Or on : B' nfo s n 

UU. W s Vi n 

1 . 

w Yo rk : Oxf o un · si 

vv . Wisconsin . 

1. \ is nsin : l\ Gu 

ew Yor k : Du 11 , lo nan 

\ w. yomi n . 

1. 

and P opl e . New Yo k : oxfo 

0 he Old Do inion . 

1 o. 

0 , 1 1. 

s , l l · 

c , l 1 . 

o Is Hi 

ni si s , 1 



II. City/District Publicati' ons. 

A. New York City. 
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1. Birds of thew ld or : An Illustra t ed Na tura l 

History. Chica go: A. Whitman, 19 38. 

2. The Film Index: A B' bl' 1 1ography . Vol . I . 

The Film a s Art. New York: Wi l son , 1941 . 

3. The Ita lia ns of New York . New York : Random 

Hous e , 1 93 8. 

4. A Ma r i t ime History of New York . Ga r de n 

City, New Yo r k: Do ubleday , 1941 . 

5 . Ro i Ottley and W. S . Weatherby , eds . The 

Negro i n Ne w York : An Informa l Social His ory . 

New Yor k Public Library and Oceana , 1967 . 

6 . Ne w York City Guide : A Compr 

ew York : 

to th e Five Boroughs of the Metropolis . ew York : Random 

Ho us e , 1939 . 

7. New York Pa no rama : A Comprehensi 

of th e Metropolis . New York : Random House , 1938 . 

B. Was hington , D. C. 

1 . Washington , D. C.: Cit y and Capi al . 

Was hington : Gove rnment Printing Office , 1937 · 
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111 . Regional Publications. 

A. Ame rican Stuff: An Anthology of Prose and Verse 

by Membe rs of the Federal Writers Proj ect. 

Viking , 1937 . 

ew York : 

B. The Intracoastal Waterway : s . 

Washington , D. C.: Governmen Pr in in Office , l 37 . 

c . Ne w England Hurr icane : A Fae ua l , 

Records . Bos on : Ha l , Cushma n and Fl in , l 3 

D. Th Ocean Highwa y : 

0 J ac ksonvi ll , Fl or ida . n , l 

y, 

E . ~T~h~~~;.:__:..:..,:~_:__!..!..!;:~~~..:..=..~~,;.._;__-

Paci(ic Oc c cJ n . w Yo k : H s i s llou 1 

F . 

II 1 1 1 : Univ r s i 0 0 h a ol i a 
ha 1 

y 
G. u. 

I\ , 1 38 . 

F 
0 C 

IV . M moirs D ,11 in \,,' i h h 

by Fo rm r r C m r s . 

oon . 'o 

Bal h , J k . s a 
l\. 

lod rn l\g I 1 41. 

B. Fi s h r , j s . 

n · 
o( the Past in h 

n 

, 

1 
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c . Johns , Orrick . Time of Our Li es : The S ory 

of My Fa th e r a nd Mys e lf . ew York : Sac ol , 37 . 

o . Ma cLe od , orma n . You G You s Fo . 

New York : Ha rri son - Hil on , 1939 . 

f . Ro sk o l nko , Harry . 

s r ee w Yor k : S in an , l 



Birth Year s 

1865 

1864 

1863 

1862 

1861 

1860 

1859 

1858 

1857 

18 56 

1855 

1854 

1853 

18 52 

18 51 

1850 

1849 

APPENDIX 2 

Birth Years of I nformants in 

The Ne gro in Virginia 

umbe r of Inf ormants 

19 0 

1 

l 

3 

0 

l 

10 

s 

s 

1 

7 



Birth Years 

1848 

1847 

1846 

1845 

1844 

1843 

1842 

1841 

1840 

1839 

1838 

1837 

1836 

1835 

1834 

1827 

Unknown 

191 

Number of Informants 

11 

7 

4 

8 

1 

5 

9 

3 

3 

3 

2 

4 

3 

2 

1 

1 

11 



APPENDIX 3 

Places Where Informants Were Slaves or (If Not 

Slaves) Where They Grew Up 

Place 

Unknown 

Petersburg 

Norfolk-Portsmouth 

Hampton-Newport News 

Richmond 

Albemarle County 

Pittsylvania County 

Spotsylvania County 

Hanover County 

Nansemond County 

Appomattox County 

Bedford County 

Chesterfield County 

Franklin County 

Gloycester County 

Southampton County 

Sussex County 

Brunswick County 

192 

Number of Informants 

54 

6 

5 

3 

2 

5 

5 

5 

4 

4 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

2 



Place 

Charles City County 

Culpepe r County 

King Willi a m County 

Lunenburg County 

Mi ddl e s ex Coun t y 

Nottowa y Coun t y 

Yo rk Co un t y 

Ame l ia Coun ty 

Buc k i ng ha m Co un t y 

Charlotte County 

Chesapea ke County 

Fairfax County 

Fluvanna County 

Gree nvill e County 

Jame s City County 

Ki ng George County 

Louisa County 

Meck l enbu rg County 

Northampton County 

Orange County 

Pow ha t an County 

Pri nce Edward County 

193 

Number of I nformants 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 



place 
~ 

prince William County 

Richmond County 

North Carolina 

Florida 

south Carolina 

west Virqini a 

194 

Number of Informant s 

1 

1 

5 

l 

l 

l 



APPENDIX 4 

Questionnaire for Ex-Slaves 

Note: Some ex - slaves would hav e in fo r ma ion once ai n 

qu e stions , others on c e rta in oh r que s ions . Of h 

greatest importance are fac s c one r nin ( 1) ull 

name s--the ir a r e n 5 It bro he 5 It h ir o n n h ' 

family ; ( 2 ) pl a c e s--loca i on o h i 0 l n io 

by coun y , s a , C nsu s C , 0 n 

( 3 ) h ir X C loca ion in h nsu l 0 

1860 . 

1. N m 

2 . /\g ( !low do h no h . ? ) 

w igh 

4 . II iqh 

5 . C 1 r 0 m 1 x i o n . 

6 . Evi ct n ( a 

7 . Dr ss . 

8 . 1' h . 

Voi 

10 . Ey s . 

11. H arinq . 

1 5 



1 96 

12 . Sex . 

13. Hair . 

1 4 . Hea lth. 

15 . Birthp l ace of parents . 

16 . Nationa lity of pare nt s . 

1 7 . Birthpl a c e --coun t y , state , name of l a n a ion . 

18 . Brothe rs a nd sisters - -names , a e s , li i n an a 

19 . Le ng th o f time in present r esid n 

2 0 . Mast e r a nd mistress--names , num of chil n , h i 

na me s and ages . 

21. R lationshi 0 own rs . 

2 2 . Tr eatm n by own rs . 

2 3 . Discip l in as a sl a 

24 . Il ow a mini s r ? 

25 . Why disci lin d? 

2 6 . Diff rcnc w n m f o n 

27 . Disciplin of chil n . 

28 . Who adminis r d un i shm n 

2 9 . Manumissi on? 

30 . Maimi ng sl ves? 

31. Resisting own rs or 0 e rs e s? 

3 2 . Se x r e l ation of sl aves . 

sla e s an , hi s? 
3 3 . Sex relations be t\ een 

34 . Run awa ys ? 



35. Why slave s r a n away . 

36 . Wh e r e run awa ys went . 

37 . How sl a ves escaped . 

38 . Did whites he lp hem esca e? 

39 . Tr ea ment wh n ca u ed . 

40 . Did s l av s h 1 run as? 

41. Exam 1 s o( ( 

4 2 . 

4 3 . 

Ex m 1 s of ( 

Fr 0 S wnin 

4 . /1. nymm f f mil 

5 . Ev r un , Wil or h 1 

4 i z o f L n il ion . 

7 . f slr1 s . 

"' url 

4 T 

0 . !\ l U f 

51 . l o kdn ly r1h 

2 . rk don h 

k n h 

J illous 

55 . J il l LIS n 

5 h 

57 . D s r1 i n ( sl 

58 . A i u ( sl vs 

ro 

0 s . 

1 

un 

h 

1 

s o ld s l 

u , , 7 

}. 

l S O 

197 



59. How often were slaves furnish ed clothing? 

60. What did sl a ves do when it rained? 

61 . Treatme nt of lazy or rebellious slaves . 

2 were slave families ever broken up? 6 . 

63. How clos e were slave family ies? 

64. What kin d of quarters? 

65 . Floors? 

66. Rooms? 

67. Co ld or wa rm? 

68 . Beds? 

69 . Pictur s . 

70 . Cur a· ns? 

71. Windows? 

72 . Fir plac s , fu l? 

73 . Eating? 

74 . w r e slav s v d i o re ? 

75 . Descr ibe a s l ave fu n 1. 

7 6 . \\l her wa s h sl ? 

77 . Did s l av s mourn f o r ad a 0 

7 8 . Wer e sl av s al lo\ d O 0 n a i l 

7 9 . \\lho preach d to sl a es? 

80 . Could sl aves sin or r a ch i chu ch? 

81. What did sl a ve s do on sunda 7 

holi Ch ri s as 
do durin 8 2 . \vhat did sl ave s 

198 

? 

a s? 
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83 . Spe cial rations and gifts at Chr i s tmas? 
8 4. Were there ever sl a ve da nces? 

85 . What songs do you r e c a ll ha ere sun durin 
slave ry? 

86 . Did whit e s a nd Negroes sin h sam son s i 
Church? 

87. Did s l aves b li ve in "han s '' ? 

88 . Djd yo u V r s ny hos s or i ? 

8 9 . Did you V r h of Tu n ? 

90 . Di cl yo u V r h r 0 J o hn 0' ? 

91. Wh r w r you wh n h ' ? 

9 2 . Did a ny s l .iv s 1 u i ? 

I! w cl id 'on f cl o l l ? 

4 . I! w di cl y u fi n ? 

5 . I! w cl i cl whi an 0 ? 

I) i cl you kn w c1n ? 

97 . Di cl y u h [ ·h . 

8 . Djd y u know an I ia ~? 

Did s l .i s ma . I a ? 

1 100 . Did ro s \ an 

h h ? 
10 1. I c1 s lw Ku Klux Kl an 

in h 'lil ? 102 . I as your mas r 

·o u 0 • ·o e 103 . Did you or an 



l04. Did you go to school after freedom? 

10 5. How did Negroes address whites after freedom? 

l06. Did you join a church after freedom? 

Taken from The Negro In Virginia, pp . 366-376 . 
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