
wpa guides to the states
wpa guides to the states were a significant cultural and historical project developed during the
Great Depression era in the United States. These guides, officially known as the American Guide
Series, were created under the Works Progress Administration (WPA) to provide comprehensive
travel and cultural information about each state. Combining history, geography, culture, and local
insights, the WPA guides served as both practical travel companions and valuable records of
American life during the 1930s and early 1940s. This article explores the origins, structure, and
lasting impact of the WPA guides to the states, highlighting their significance in American history
and travel literature. It also delves into the unique features of these guides and how they contributed
to preserving regional identities. The following sections provide an in-depth look at the development,
content, and legacy of the WPA guides.

History and Purpose of WPA Guides to the States

Content and Structure of the WPA State Guides

Impact on American Culture and Tourism

Legacy and Modern Relevance of WPA Guides

History and Purpose of WPA Guides to the States

The WPA guides to the states were initiated as part of the Federal Writers’ Project, a subdivision of
the Works Progress Administration established in 1935. The primary purpose was to provide
employment to writers, historians, and researchers during the economic hardships of the Great
Depression. Beyond job creation, the WPA guides aimed to foster a renewed sense of national
identity and pride by documenting the diverse cultures, histories, and landscapes across the United
States. Each state guide was meticulously researched and written by teams of local experts and
writers who captured the essence of their regions.

The guides were intended not only as travel manuals but also as cultural artifacts, preserving
folklore, local customs, and historical narratives. They presented a vivid portrait of American life at a
time when the nation was facing significant social and economic challenges, ensuring that future
generations could access a detailed snapshot of the country’s heritage.

Origins within the Federal Writers’ Project

The Federal Writers’ Project was created in 1935 under the WPA to provide employment for writers,
editors, and researchers who were out of work due to the Depression. One of its most ambitious
undertakings was the production of the WPA guides to the states. These guides were designed to be
authoritative, comprehensive, and accessible, blending practical travel information with rich



historical and cultural content.

Objectives of the WPA State Guides

The WPA state guides pursued several key objectives:

Employment creation for writers and researchers

Promotion of domestic tourism and economic recovery

Documentation and preservation of local history and culture

Enhancement of national unity through shared knowledge of American regions

Provision of accurate and engaging travel information to the public

Content and Structure of the WPA State Guides

The WPA guides to the states were carefully structured to provide readers with a comprehensive
overview of each state’s geography, history, culture, and attractions. Typically organized into several
sections, these guides combined narrative history, descriptive geography, and practical travel
advice. The content was designed to appeal to a wide audience, from casual tourists to scholars and
local residents interested in their state’s heritage.

Geographical and Historical Overviews

Each guide began with detailed descriptions of the state’s physical geography, natural resources,
climate, and significant landmarks. Following this, the guides offered extensive historical narratives,
chronicling the development of the state from pre-colonial times to the contemporary era. These
sections highlighted important events, influential figures, and key cultural developments.

Cultural and Social Insights

The WPA guides were notable for their inclusion of local folklore, traditions, and customs. Writers
documented regional dialects, music, crafts, and festivals, providing a rich cultural context often
missing from traditional travel guides. This aspect of the WPA guides made them valuable
ethnographic resources as well as travel literature.



Practical Travel Information

In addition to cultural and historical content, the WPA guides contained practical information for
travelers, such as:

Transportation options, including railroads and highways

Lodging and dining recommendations

Descriptions of notable towns, cities, and natural attractions

Maps and suggested itineraries

Local laws and customs useful for visitors

Impact on American Culture and Tourism

The WPA guides to the states had a profound impact on American culture and tourism during the
mid-20th century. They helped to promote domestic travel at a time when international travel was
limited due to economic and geopolitical factors. By encouraging Americans to explore their own
country, the guides contributed to the growth of the tourism industry and supported economic
recovery efforts.

Promotion of Regional Identity

By documenting the unique characteristics of each state, the WPA guides reinforced regional pride
and identity. They celebrated the diversity of American life, from the rural South to the industrial
Northeast, fostering greater understanding and appreciation among citizens. This regional focus
also helped preserve local histories and traditions that might otherwise have been forgotten.

Influence on Travel Literature

The style and format of the WPA guides influenced subsequent travel writing and guidebooks. Their
combination of historical depth, cultural richness, and practical advice set a standard for
comprehensive travel literature. Many modern guidebooks and travel writers draw inspiration from
the approach pioneered by the WPA guides to the states.



Legacy and Modern Relevance of WPA Guides

Today, the WPA guides to the states remain valuable resources for historians, travelers, and cultural
scholars. Their detailed documentation of 1930s America offers unique insights into the country’s
past, making them important primary sources for research. Many of these guides have been
reprinted or digitized, allowing new generations to access their rich content.

Preservation of Historical and Cultural Heritage

The WPA guides have contributed significantly to the preservation of American heritage by
capturing stories, traditions, and landscapes during a transformative period. They serve as time
capsules that reflect the social and economic realities of the Great Depression era, providing context
for understanding modern America.

Use in Contemporary Travel and Education

While travel technology and resources have evolved, the WPA guides continue to be referenced for
their authoritative and evocative descriptions. Educators use them to teach American history and
culture, while travelers seeking a deeper connection to destinations appreciate the guides’
comprehensive approach. Their enduring relevance underscores the lasting value of the WPA guides
to the states.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the WPA Guides to the States?
The WPA Guides to the States are a series of travel guidebooks produced in the 1930s by the
Federal Writers' Project under the Works Progress Administration, detailing the history, culture, and
attractions of each U.S. state.

When were the WPA Guides to the States published?
The WPA Guides to the States were published primarily during the mid to late 1930s, with many
volumes released between 1935 and 1941.

Who wrote the WPA Guides to the States?
The guides were written by various writers, historians, and researchers employed by the Federal
Writers' Project, a New Deal program aimed at providing jobs during the Great Depression.



Why are WPA Guides to the States historically significant?
They provide a unique snapshot of American life, culture, and geography during the 1930s,
capturing local histories, folklore, and social conditions during the Great Depression.

Are the WPA Guides to the States still relevant for travelers
today?
While some information may be outdated, the WPA Guides offer rich historical context and insights
into the heritage and development of each state, making them valuable for history enthusiasts and
cultural travelers.

Where can I access or find copies of the WPA Guides to the
States?
Many WPA Guides are available in digital formats through online archives such as the Library of
Congress, Project Gutenberg, and various university libraries, as well as in print through bookstores
and libraries.

How do WPA Guides to the States differ from modern travel
guides?
WPA Guides focus more on historical, cultural, and social aspects of the states rather than just
tourist attractions, providing in-depth narratives and local stories from the 1930s era.

What kind of content is included in a typical WPA Guide to a
state?
A typical WPA Guide includes descriptions of geography, history, notable cities, cultural practices,
folklore, architecture, and significant landmarks within the state.

Can the WPA Guides to the States be used for academic
research?
Yes, scholars and researchers often use WPA Guides as primary sources to study American social
history, regional cultures, and the impact of the New Deal era.

Did the WPA Guides to the States cover all 50 states?
The WPA Guides covered most states and some territories existing at the time, but since Alaska and
Hawaii were not states then, they were not included in the original series.

Additional Resources
1. WPA Guide to the New England States
This comprehensive guide offers an in-depth look at the history, culture, and geography of the New



England region. Compiled by the Federal Writers' Project during the 1930s, it captures the essence
of states like Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. The
book includes detailed descriptions of towns, landmarks, and local customs, providing readers with a
vivid snapshot of the era.

2. WPA Guide to the Mid-Atlantic States
Covering New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, this WPA guide explores the diverse landscapes
and rich historical background of the Mid-Atlantic region. It highlights urban centers, rural
communities, and significant historical sites, reflecting the social and economic conditions of the
1930s. The guide is a valuable resource for understanding the cultural fabric and development of
these states during the Great Depression.

3. WPA Guide to the Southern States
This volume delves into the history, traditions, and natural beauty of the American South, including
states such as Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida. The WPA writers document the region’s
complex social dynamics and enduring cultural heritage. Readers gain insights into southern
architecture, folklore, and the impact of the New Deal programs on local communities.

4. WPA Guide to the Midwest States
Focusing on the heartland of America, this guide covers states like Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan,
and Wisconsin. It provides detailed accounts of agricultural practices, industrial growth, and
regional customs during the 1930s. The book also serves as a historical record of the economic
challenges and resilience of Midwestern communities during the Depression era.

5. WPA Guide to the Pacific Northwest
This guide highlights the unique natural landscape and cultural heritage of Washington, Oregon, and
Idaho. The WPA writers explore the region’s forests, coastlines, and evolving urban centers. The
book offers a snapshot of the Pacific Northwest’s development, including its indigenous cultures,
early settlements, and economic activities like logging and fishing.

6. WPA Guide to the Southwest States
Covering Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma, this guide captures the diverse landscapes
and cultural influences of the American Southwest. It includes detailed descriptions of Native
American heritage, Spanish colonial history, and the region’s distinctive architecture. The WPA
writers also document the economic conditions and social changes occurring during the 1930s.

7. WPA Guide to the Rocky Mountain States
This volume explores the rugged terrain and pioneering spirit of states such as Colorado, Montana,
Wyoming, and Utah. The guide offers insights into the mining history, outdoor recreation, and
settlement patterns of the region. It reflects the challenges and opportunities faced by communities
in the mountainous West during the Great Depression.

8. WPA Guide to the Deep South
Focusing more specifically on states like Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, this guide presents a
detailed look at the Deep South’s unique cultural and historical identity. It emphasizes the region’s
musical heritage, cuisine, and complex racial history. The WPA writers provide a nuanced portrayal
of life in the Deep South during a time of significant social and economic transformation.

9. WPA Guide to the Great Plains States
This guide covers the expansive prairies and agricultural heartland of states such as Kansas,
Nebraska, and the Dakotas. It details the farming communities, Native American reservations, and



the impact of the Dust Bowl on the region. The book serves as a valuable historical document
capturing the resilience and lifestyle of Great Plains residents during the 1930s.
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