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Figure 4.31 The Watkins family on the front porch at their new house in the 1110 

block of Pacific on a lazy Sunday afternoon. The Watkins now live across 
town from their former home in the Mulkey Square area of Kansas City, 
Missouri. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental Protection 
Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. Photographer: 
Kenneth Paik. 

 
 

 
Figure 4.32 Ernest Watkins sits dejectedly in his car after he realizes he is unable to fix 

it himself at the family’s new home. The Watkins were forced to move 
from the Mulkey Square area of Kansas City, Missouri (across town) 
because their house was condemned to make way for a highway project, 
05/1975. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental Protection 
Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. Photographer: 
Kenneth Paik. 
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CHAPTER V 

ASPHALT ANXIETIES: THE PROBLEM OF BEAUTY IN THE SUBURBAN 

LANDSCAPE OF THE AUTOMOBILE 

The “urban crisis” of the late 1960s and early 1970s was simply the latest in a 

long history of problems in cities and responses to them. This is not to say that the 

decline of industrial cities and their downtowns wasn’t exacerbated by issues particular to 

the era, especially racial unrest and a rapidly changing, post-industrial landscape. But to 

address cities in isolation had become impossible, for the urban crisis of the early 1970s 

was symbiotically linked to suburban growth. Consequently, suburbia attracted renewed 

attention not only for its own problems and physical form, but for its supposed 

contribution to the decline of the cities it both left behind and surrounded. The urban-

suburban relationship could no longer be viewed as a linear, progressive trajectory 

outward from urban core to developing periphery. Instead, an entire generation of 

Americans who had come of age in the suburbs now assumed that city centers were but 

one location in a multi-centered web in which, with the aid of the automobile, they would 

organize their lives.205 

Of course the growth of suburbs was not new to the 1970s. Urban wealthy and 

middle classes had availed themselves of pastoral retreats from city life as early as the 

1830s, and planned residential enclaves emerged in earnest in the opening decades of the 

twentieth century.206  Beginning with the New Deal and escalating after the war, 

however, federal policies stimulated highway building and suburbanization through 

Federal Housing Authority (FHA) mortgage loans, loan guarantees for builders, the G.I. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
205 Edward K. Muller, “The Americanization of the City,” in Michael P. Conzen, ed., The Making of the 
American Landscape (London: HarperCollinsAcademic, 1990), 278. 
 
206 Examples of these early planned communities include Forest Hills Gardens outside New York City 
(1911), Country Club Plaza in Kansas City (1915), Shaker Heights outside Cleveland (1911), and Roland 
Park outside Baltimore (1910). John R. Stilgoe, Borderlands (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 
223-275. 
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Bill, and the Highway Act of 1956.207 These forces seemed to suddenly wreak havoc on 

American cities in the late 1950s. But they had been in play since at least the 1920s, the 

decade in which Americans embraced the automobile.208 

The postwar suburban explosion of the 1950s was unprecedentedly massive, both 

in its geographical spread and the sheer number of Americans living in suburbs. In this 

decade, the suburbs grew six times faster than established cities, and by 1960, they 

housed 25 percent of all Americans. Furthermore, this was not a shift within a fixed 

population: by 1960, the U.S. population had increased by 20 percent in just one decade, 

projected to continue expanding exponentially.209 The proliferation of suburbs was a 

visible manifestation of profound demographic shifts. It triggered anxieties about 

crowding, anonymity, and competition, as well as the depletion of resources that had 

seemed boundlessly abundant only a few years before (hence suburbanization was an 

environmental concern for the federal government). Not only was the growth of suburbia 

unprecedented, so too was the scope of outcry against it. As Americans struggled to 

digest the seismic changes in their landscape and social organization, the 1960s witnessed 

proliferating attacks on suburbia’s cultural values and physical form. One response to 

suburban development was to cling to the possibility of reviving a bygone, and perhaps 

imagined, era of urban cohesion—as exemplified in Jane Jacobs’ proposals in Death and 

Life of Great American Cities or to Herbert Gans’ concept of “urban villages” as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
207 Useful discussions of these measures can be found in Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001) and Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass 
Frontier (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
 
208 Other aspects of the 1950s suburban boom that seemed to have sprung up overnight also had longer 
lineages; for example, the assembly line mass-production techniques of homebuilders like William Levitt 
merely expedited standardized, manufactured balloon-frame technology developed in the 1880s. Even the 
suburban impulse was not new. The nation had always-- even before it achieved nationhood-- pursued 
mobility, expansion, and fresh starts in open places. 
 
209 Brooks J. Flippen, Nixon and the Environment (Albuquerque: University of new Mexico Press, 2000) 2. 
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communities remaining within, rather than emigrating from, declining cities.210 Another 

was to attach nostalgia to small towns on the urban fringe, casting them as friendly, 

secure, and stable-- in contrast to both city and suburb.  

Documerica exhibits all three tendencies. Its attachment to a romantic notion of 

small towns is evidenced by its placid, even celebratory portraits, of which Ken 

Heyman’s Mascoutah series is perhaps the most representative example, but also 

including: Flip Schulke’s series on thriving New Ulm, Minnesota; David Hiser’s series 

on Aspen, Colorado’s newly-historicized pedestrian mall; Al Stephenson’s 

documentation of Helen, Georgia, the redesigned “Swiss Alpine Village”; Marc St. Gil’s 

Leakey, Texas; and Declan Haun’s celebration of high-style, architect-designed buildings 

in Columbus, Indiana.  

Documerica’s work in cities, however, comprises a much larger portion of the 

archive than the small town assignments. These typically focus upon cohesive “urban 

village” enclaves, such as Danny Lyon’s images of Latinos and African Americans in 

New York and his Chicano barrio residents in El Paso. In a related vein, Mike Manheim 

documented longtime residents of a white, middle-class Boston neighborhood banding 

together to fight the incursions of Logan airport; and John White’s inner city Chicago 

series portrays African Americans leading fulfilling lives organized around historically 

black churches, black-owned businesses, “Juneteenth” celebrations, and ghetto 

rehabilitations spearheaded by black leadership.  

 The struggle to parse the implications of an expanded suburban landscape 

foregrounded the obvious dichotomy of city versus small town. Situated between the two, 

suburbs were often charged with draining resources from both: taking population and tax 

dollars from cities as well as encroaching on agricultural land. As historian Adam Rome 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
210 Sociologist Gans’ Urban Villagers (1962) examined a southern Italian neighborhood in Boston’s West 
End. His study was modeled on mid-century anthropological and sociological community studies pioneered 
by Robert Park at Chicago, emphasizing qualities of continuity and stability. 
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suggests, some of the outcry against the suburbs was a straightforward call to preserve 

natural “open space,” but it also revealed deeper anxieties about the social costs of losing 

America’s agrarian identity.211 While urban theorists bemoaned the decay of cities’ 

increasingly abandoned central cores, environmentalists’ lamented the expansion of 

urban patterns into the countryside, mounting the latest articulation of anti-urban 

sentiments with a long tradition in U.S. culture. Thus, beginning in the late 1950s and 

gaining momentum throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, critics decried the suburbs 

from both ends of the spectrum-- as destructive perversions of both cities and rural towns. 

Twentieth century intellectuals had critiqued the suburbs as early as the 1920s. 

The anti-suburban jeremiads of Lost Generation writers were just one highbrow response 

to a new flowering of suburban, middlebrow culture.212 But in the 1960s, middle-class 

suburbanites themselves were growing concerned about suburbia, as mass consumer 

culture appeared to define them in increasingly problematic ways. Suburbia was 

beginning to evidence environmental hazards of its own. “Sprawl” became a central 

concern of the environmental movement in the 1960s, which condemned suburban land 

use patterns, waste disposal problems, automobile dependence, and roadside billboards, 

among other forms of pollution. By the early 1970s, this concern was expressed in 

numerous reports commissioned by public and private interests to examine sprawl’s 

impact, such as the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth (1972); the Rockefeller-funded The 

Use of Land (1973); and the federally-commissioned The Costs of Sprawl (1974), 

conducted through the Real Estate Research Corporation. All of these reports were 

reviewed and debated extensively in the popular press, from the Washington Post and the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
211 Rome,123. 
 
212 Examples include Sinclair Lewis’ Babbitt (1924), various articles by Van Wyck Brooks in the periodical 
Seven Arts, and Lewis Mumford’s Sticks and Stones (1924) and The Golden Day (1926). Lost Generation 
writers despised Americans’ business orientation, valorized what they perceived as Europe’s superior 
intellectual culture, and despaired at suburban Americans’ resilient indifference to it. John Stilgoe offers a 
thorough discussion of 1920s suburban critics in Borderland, 283-300. 
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New York Times to Time magazine.213 But precisely as calls to preserve “open space” 

were driven by a perceived loss of agrarian values, the concern over suburbia in the 

1960s and 1970s was never simply about waste or pollution, or even the destruction of 

agricultural land. It also expressed fundamental social and cultural anxieties in the face of 

a decentralized, fast-changing landscape, economy, and social fabric.  

From a Distance: Documerica’s Hands-off Approach to 

Suburbia 

Ironically, Documerica evidenced the wider cultural disorientation symbolized by 

suburbanization through its general failure to deal with suburban subjects to any great 

extent. Documerica assignments covered every state in the nation, 28 cities, and at least a 

dozen small towns. Yet in the entire file, there are only two assignments that deal with 

suburbs directly and in a sustained way. One is Perry Riddle’s work on the Chicago 

suburbs. The other is Yoichi Okamoto’s series on the suburbs of Washington, D.C., 

which will be discussed at length in the second half of this chapter. Both assignments 

were executed in 1974 as Documerica was on the wane, with its operating budget 

radically reduced. By the time Riddle and Okamoto were contracted, Hampshire had less 

money to expend on assignments. Moreover, by the time the photographers sent in their 

film, the project had ceased transferring slides to microfiche. Consequently, both of these 

late series exist only in their original slide format, and were never made available to the 

public through the DIS system, or digitized later by the National Archives. Even now, 

they can only be accessed by visiting the National Archives, where the slides are kept in 

cold storage.  

The two series thus occupy an odd place in the Documerica file. Although mostly 

the result of timing and bureaucratic shifts, their obscurity and marginality recapitulate 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
213 Alan AtKisson, Believing Cassandra (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing Co., 1999), 
3-26, and Rome, 239. 
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Documerica’s tendency to marginalize suburbia altogether through a failure to confront 

the trajectory of the overwhelming economic and socio-cultural transformation it 

represented. Moreover, Documerica’s comparative marginalization of suburban subjects 

reflects the fact that 1970s environmentalists found it difficult to articulate convincingly 

what exactly was wrong with suburbia in a manner persuasive enough to American 

suburbanites. Like the suburbs themselves in relationship to cities, these two projects 

reside at the edge of a project mostly concerned with cities. Yet, as it was for many 

Americans at the time, the issues of the suburbs pervade the archive nonetheless.  

Despite Documerica’s inattention to them, suburban development patterns are in 

fact evident throughout the photographs of cities. Certainly, Danny Lyon’s work in the 

Southwest and New York characterizes suburban sprawl as anathema and a “polar 

opposite” to the cohesion and vitality he perceived in urban life. And Ken Paik’s 

assignment on Kansas City, while not especially critical of the suburbs, identified the 

demise of downtown neighborhoods with the construction of interstate highways serving 

suburban commuters. Equally important, even assignments without this thematic 

emphasis depicted suburban sprawl and car culture indirectly. Every city covered by 

Documerica features a photograph of highway gridlock similar to this picture of Los 

Angeles traffic by Gene Daniels (Figure 5.1). 

  Anxieties about the proliferation of cars and highways abound in Documerica, 

evidenced not only by the ubiquitous gridlock photographs but also by countless 

photographs of wrecking yards piled high with the junked carcasses of old cars, and of 

loading docks filled with row upon row of the latest models. Documerica’s attention to 

the adverse environmental effects of the automobile was in keeping with the agenda of 

the EPA. IN 1970, Nixon’s State of the Union Address proposed stricter emissions 

standards for auto companies extending at least through 1975, with a corresponding call 
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for research to develop cleaner cars.214 Picking up on this emphasis, at least three 

Documerica photographers-- Gene Daniels, Bill Gillette, and Charles O’Rear-- 

photographed scientific laboratories and field experiments targeting smog reduction. 

Throughout the 1970s, the U.S. government supported research on emissions at 

universities, NASA, Statewide Air Pollution Research, and the Los Angeles Reactive 

Pollutant Program, a multi-agency study sponsored by the Coordinating Research 

Council (a government-industry research group). Photographs of such scientific endeavor 

implicitly reassured the public that the federal government was marshaling the most 

modern technologies to manage the environmental crisis. Further, by depicting white-

coated experts at work amidst elaborate equipment, these images suggested that the 

liberal managerial state remained at the helm, handling complex problems from the top 

down, even while the experience of most Americans was of real estate development 

spinning out of control in increasingly elusive arrangements masterminded by private 

enterprise.  

Indeed, in the minds of EPA officials, images of scientific expertise exemplified 

the approach the entire project should strive to adopt. Even for officials skeptical of 

Documerica’s relevance to the agency, it could at least record the “visual baseline” of the 

smog situation and eventually demonstrate that clean-up efforts succeeded. Almost as 

plentiful as the pictures of gridlock and junked cars then, were photographs of city 

skylines obscured by smog, such as one of New York by Chester Higgens (Figure 5.2).  

In the summer of 1970, the worst East Coast smog on record had smothered the urban 

corridor from Washington to Boston, while 1970s Los Angeles was characterized by its 

smog as much as its palm trees and movie stars. Documerica photographers recorded 

analogous images in cities across the nation, including Salt Lake City, Tacoma, San 

Francisco, Cleveland, Birmingham and Houston. Sprawling, car-driven development 
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patterns-- like smog-- spanned social and economic boundaries, following and echoing 

suburbia’s blurring of distinction between cities and rural towns and creating a new bond 

that connected the nation through a shared crisis in air quality. In the images of a mass 

visual culture that still attempted to locate a unified national identity, environmental 

problems became national problems. Amidst the social fragmentation of the 1970s, 

environmental pollution could not be isolated but had been carried across the continent.  

Documerica’s attention to traffic congestion and smog reflected the weight the 

environmental movement placed on the automobile by the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

and its photographs constitute a fairly straightforward documentation of American car 

culture’s proliferation and impact. The sheer number of gridlock photographs alone 

suggests Documerica should logically have gravitated toward suburbs as a key 

environmental problem. Certainly the suburbs are the destination to which these images’ 

clogged roads lead, metaphorically and literally. In the 1970s, suburban growth and urban 

decline were locked together, inseparably entwined. But Documerica’s small town 

fantasies help obscure such connections and leave suburbs mostly marginalized or 

invisible. Despite mounting critiques of the suburbs’ contribution to pollution and 

environmental degradation, Americans in the 1970s (as in 2009) continued to embrace 

the suburbs. Perhaps Documerica photographers struggled to find a persuasive approach 

to critiquing them, which was a difficult task not only because so many Americans liked 

them, but also because the suburbs’ environmental problems were masked by their visual 

tidiness-- at least once the bulldozers had finished. It is both surprising and not surprising 

then, that Documerica’s treatment of suburban culture is so tentative.  Despite the 

suburbia’s ascendance in the 1970s, most Documerica photographs dealing with suburbs 

were taken in the course of assignments focused on other topics. By and large, the 

photographers depicted the suburbs only in passing and almost always from a distance.  

The most obvious expression of this distancing is the aerial photograph, 

exemplified by Charles O’Rear’s view of Lincoln, Nebraska (Figure 5.3). Aerial shots 
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abound in the file, constituting the most significant portion of the project’s meager 

documentation of suburbs. Some Documerica photographers openly derided the project’s 

reliance on aerial images as a cop-out that was no substitute for photographs on the 

ground. Michael Carlebach called the aerial photographs “uninvolved” and even 

“worthless as a document,” criticizing them for lacking of any “sense of outrage” and for 

overemphasizing “color, design and composition.” 215 Carlebach cautioned Hampshire 

that, while such photographs might be acceptable to “[an] art director who is more 

concerned with visual impact than visual honesty,” the lasting result of the approach 

would be images with “no real meaning.”216  

While suburban aerial shots do relinquish intimacy and complexity, distancing 

photographers (and viewers) from their subjects, such outcomes do not necessarily render 

them, as Carlebach charged, worthless as documents. It is also tempting to cast 

Documerica’s repetitive aerial views as evidencing a deficiency of imagination, since 

they seem to indicate the project’s failure to identify-- or even prioritize-- the centrality of 

suburbanization as both cause and effect of profound socio-economic change. However, 

the preponderance of aerial shots might also be read as resourceful responses to the 

character of suburban land use patterns. Aerial shots coped with the spatial scope and size 

of the suburbs, addressing their endemic diffusion and proliferation. The distancing effect 

of the aerial photographs testifies that decentralized suburban land use resisted 

encapsulation. To some degree, the aerial shots reveal that photographers struggled to 

find the means to depict suburbia’s vastness and accelerating spread. Moreover, they also 

fitted with the government’s legislative attempts to curb this vastness by framing the 

issue in terms of land-use. Congress debated several iterations of a National Land Use 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
215 Michael Carlebach to Hampshire, October 21, 1973. NARA Record Group 412-P, Box 10, Assignment 
0121. 
 
216 Ibid. 
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Policy Act throughout the early 1970s, and, while that legislation ultimately failed to 

pass, it approached suburban proliferation in much the same way the aerial shots did: by 

comprehending it as a pattern. 217  

 Nevertheless, even considering the contribution Documerica’s aerial photographs, 

made to federal goals, it remains puzzling that Hampshire secured so few assignments 

exploring the human experience of suburbia on the ground, as he did for both cities and 

small towns. This neglect is even more perplexing given his identification of affluence as 

the main cause of the environmental crisis and his connection of it specifically to 

suburban patterns, to “a whole change in the demography, in the public’s attitude about 

where they’re going to live, how they’re going to live… [and] automobile pollution 

because of people trying to get from the suburbs into the city.”218 Since Hampshire 

generally paid little heed to the agenda or requests of EPA officials when issuing 

assignments, it seems unlikely that, on the subject of the suburbs, he would have backed 

off any more than usual from the intimate human-interest angle EPA officials often saw 

as trivial. Rather, his lack of attention to suburban subjects reflects his inability to relate 

emotionally to the suburbs: Hampshire’s nostalgia for older forms of the built 

environment was fed by, and helps explain, his love of FSA photography.  

Among Documerica’s stable of photographers, too, there was a comparative 

comfort zone in depicting quintessential small towns or even urban problems-- which 

were considerably more explicit and dramatic than suburbs’ in terms of environmental 

hazards and social disintegration. Since Hampshire required Documerica photographers 

to conceptualize and propose their own topics, the seemingly skewed content of the file 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
217 See Rome, 221-253, and Robert Bruegmann, Sprawl (Chicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005), 121-136 and 180-181. 
 
218 Shubinski interview with Hampshire, April 2003. Hampshire maintained throughout the interview that 
he had always had suburban affluence “in the front of his mind,” and the NARA file documents his 
repeated exhortations to photographers to address it. 
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may indicate that the photographers were stymied when it came to conceptualizing 

suburban projects. Despite rising critiques of sprawl, Americans continued to flock to the 

suburbs: no environmental evidence seemed to sway them from pursuing their own leafy 

plot of well-appointed privacy. Charged with elevating public concern for environmental 

problems, Documerica seemed unable to marshal visual devices effectively in the 

suburbs; photographers could neither rely on well-worn tropes of poverty and social 

justice as they did in cities, nor celebrate the vernacular buildings and iconic symbols of 

community as they did in small towns. 

Visual Pollution 

While Documerica’s images of glutted highways manifested a detached concern 

over the car-centered megalopolis, traffic and smog did not entirely account for 

Americans’ anxieties about suburbanization in the 1970s. In another indirect focus on 

suburbanization, Documerica’s images of billboard “pollution” revealed anxieties about 

national identity and direction. Peppered throughout the file-- and often taken in the 

course of other assignments-- are roadside scenes that photographers dubbed “visual 

pollution,” as William Strode did for this photograph of a Tennessee highway off-ramp 

(Figure 5.4).  The caption’s identification of signage as “visual pollution” evidences a 

new category of environmental critique, one not so concerned with chemical poisons, 

waste or environmental decline as with declining aesthetic values. “Visual pollution” is a 

hybrid category, related to automobile use but focused more on the commercialized 

landscape’s disorienting visual experience. Given the goal of both environmentalists and 

the government to scientifically “prove” that suburban sprawl endangered the natural 

environment, the very term “visual pollution” indicates an attempt to couch aesthetic 

judgment in scientific terms. 

Documerica’s adoption of the term  “visual pollution” as an attempt to “scientize” 

aesthetic concerns reflected the efforts of historic preservation activists to intervene in the 

hurly-burly of the post-industrial landscape. A coalition of liberal politicians and leading 
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families, including several scions of the landed, wealthy elite,219 were alarmed at the 

aesthetic “cheapening” of the American landscape. Lady Bird Johnson made the cause 

her own by hosting the White House Conference on Natural Beauty in 1965. This 

conference actually spent little time on nature, but instead established a highway 

beautification program mandating setbacks for billboards on interstate highways and 

providing for decorative plantings on interstate median strips. This blurring of 

environmental concern with landscape aesthetics is characteristic of the 1960s and early 

1970s, exemplified by jeremiads like Peter Blake’s God’s Own Junkyard (1964). The 

White House conference spawned a committee under the auspices of the United States 

Conference of Mayors, staffed by employees of the National Trust for Historic 

Preservation (NTHP), which issued a 1966 book entitled With Heritage so Rich. The 

book has been widely credited with speeding the passage of the 1966 National Historic 

Preservation Act (NHPA). Its text and photographs reveal myriad contradictions 

regarding the environment-- natural and architectural-- in this era. More important, 

however, the book connects the origins of the NHPA to the new category of “visual 

pollution” and related aesthetic concerns about the commercial transformation of the 

landscape associated with suburbanization.  

In fact, Riddle and Okamoto both proposed photographing suburbs out of their 

own alarm, similar to Lady Bird Johnson’s, about “crass commercialism” and the effects 

of unfettered “free enterprise.”220 And, not surprisingly, their suburb assignments feature 

numerous images of “visual pollution.” A key aspect of the photographers’ concern was 

aesthetic: Okamoto lamented the suburbs’ “disregard of any aesthetic responsibility for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
219 David, Laurance and Nelson Rockefeller, for example, were exceptionally active in preservation and 
conservation activities. 
 
220 Okamoto to Hampshire, April 1, 1974. NARA Record Group 412-DM, Box 3, assignment 0136. 
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beauty or dignity.”221 Riddle described them as “houses without a heart” and “the culture 

vacuum.”222 Riddle’s series examines the broad contours of the suburban landscape, 

focusing on half a dozen communities outside Chicago. His work is not as distant as 

Documerica’s aerial shots, but it still doesn’t profile specific individuals or explore their 

actual homes. Rather, he concentrates on new developments invading farmland, and 

especially their fostering of highways and commercial strips. Riddle contrasted the 

contemporary developments to suburbs more than 50 years old, arguing older suburbs 

were “towns in their own right” with an aesthetically pleasing “special flavor not found in 

the [new] developments.”223  

Like Riddle’s, Okamoto’s survey pays attention to commercial strips, but it also, 

alone among all the Documerica assignments, it follows specific individuals into their 

suburban homes and neighborhoods. Okamoto contrasts the leafy enclaves of affluent 

suburbanites with the commercial zones surrounding and serving their neighborhoods, 

and depicts commercial strips not only as visually “depressing” in themselves, but 

threatening to the more gracious, aesthetically pleasing historic architecture they 

encroach upon. For both Riddle and Okamoto, the suburbs were aesthetically repulsive as 

well as environmentally harmful. Furthermore, the photographers’ aesthetic judgments 

are infused with nostalgia for the look and spirit of the past, a sensibility in keeping with 

the arguments that drove the passage of the NHPA in 1966 and inaugurated the 

contemporary historic preservation movement. Okamoto and Riddle’s expression of 

aesthetic concerns during their employment at the EPA is an indicator of 1970s 

environmentalism’s blurring of aesthetic (e.g. architectural) concerns and ecological 

ones. 
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222 Riddle to Frank Lodge, July 2, 1973. NARA Record Group 412-DM, Box 1, assignment 0119. 
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The emerging historic preservation movement would continue to rely on its 

implicit connection to environmentalism. NHPA, which the book With Heritage so Rich 

anticipated and helped shape, greatly expanded existing provisions for the federal 

protection of architecture. Previously, the Historic Sites Act of 1935 had required a high 

standard of national “significance,” attending only to sites associated with famous events 

or historical figures. NHPA, however, radically broadened the notion of historic 

preservation to encompass vernacular architecture representative of ordinary Americans’ 

experience. Yet, at a time when most Americans’ experience was in fact the automobile 

landscape of the post-industrial suburbs, the authors of Heritage struggled to establish a 

rationale for adjudicating “beauty” to combat what they saw as the debasement and even 

erasure of American national identity. Consequently, the book veers wildly between a 

scrambled chronology of trends in American architectural history and condemnations of 

post-industrial development similar to the various anti-sprawl jeremiads of the era. This 

is especially evident in the mixed metaphors of the book’s middle section, a long free 

verse poem accompanied by photographs of historic architecture. In one stanza, the poem 

bemoans the disappearance of “wide romantic lawns, by the elms and the willows/the 

gentle Gothic dream of time that’s past evokes/the curate for tea, the daughter in the 

tower, reading/deliciously, a novel by Mrs. Radcliffe,” and then proceeds immediately to 

describe such a scene’s replacement by “aisles of detergents, cold cuts containing/anti-

oxidants and artificial flavors, a roof like an/archaic aeroplane hangar, and ourselves as 

insects/swarming on asphalt, to find our cars.” In one fell swoop, the poem romanticizes 

Gothic country cottages, glossing their role as forerunners of modern suburbs, and 

connects consumer anxieties about product safety to bad architecture and bad 

(automobile-centered) aesthetics. This stanza is typical of the carelessness and confusion 

of the poem’s polemic. Another stanza undercuts the book’s own critique of the 

anonymity and interchangeability of the post-industrial landscape by praising “some 

Greek Revival house which might be anywhere—wintry New York, old Ohio or Indiana 
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towns.” This nostalgic paean ignores that interchangeability pre-dated the 1960s 

suburban landscape; in fact, its seeds were planted in the very architecture the poem 

celebrates. Furthermore, the poem participates in the processes of mass-culture 

anonymity it decries by eliding the differences between geographic locations.224 The 

photographs in the book are mostly of high-style architecture-- sometimes recognizable 

landmarks like Jefferson’s Monticello and Charleston’s Customs House, but many 

unidentified. It thus creates a visual compendium of an imagined American architectural 

past, which is of course intentional. But the book’s simultaneous advocacy for vernacular 

buildings, different from unique landmarks like Monticello, evidences confusion in its 

struggle to justify what are essentially judgments of taste. Thus, its authors strive to 

connect taste-based arguments to the more provable dangers and more scientifically 

solvable problems of the natural environment: detergents, artificial food additives, and 

asphalt.  

What makes the seemingly tangential White House conference and NHPA 

relevant to environmentalism in general and to Documerica specifically is the degree to 

which federal environmentalism, despite its pursuit of scientific approaches, was actually 

deeply concerned with the built environment in the 1960s and 1970s. Documerica’s 

assignments are a signal example; only a fraction, perhaps a third, of the Documerica file 

addresses the protection of nature. The majority of its images are concerned with urban 

forms, building construction and destruction, industrial blight, automobile infrastructure, 

and sometimes historic architecture simply for its own sake. Documerica’s attention to 

the built environment has a similar impetus to the motivating forces behind NHPA and 

the concern of federal environmentalism with the post-industrial landscape—a concern as 

much about aesthetics as ecology. The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)’s first 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
224 George Zabriskie, accompanying text to “Images of Tradition,” in With Heritage so Rich (New York: 
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annual report to Congress contained a long section detailing the “cheap and 

unimaginative construction” of suburbs, their “gaudy neon signs” and their “clutter.” The 

report, by a council set up to ensure environmental quality, spends a fair amount of time 

on the fact that suburbs are “visually boring” before working its way to the ecological 

damages of overbuilding on hillsides prone to erosion or destroying animal habitats.225  

Environmentalism in the 1970s became a forum for battling more subjective 

issues, especially the look, the feel, and the cultural values of the suburbs. The passage of 

the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), which established the CEQ, installed 

unprecedented regulatory measures, most significantly its requirement of “environmental 

impact statements” for any construction project utilizing federal funds. Like the “visual 

pollution” images, many of environmentalism’s goals in the 1970s revealed hybrid 

anxieties, marrying the stewardship of the natural environment to the shaping of the built 

environment, often in ways that exceeded their actual connections. The institutional 

linkage of the “scientific” aspects of environmental protection (e.g. those aiming to 

protect “nature”) and the artistic design of the built environment was cemented when 

Nixon issued Executive Order 11593 in May 1971. It joined the historic preservation 

review process to environmental review through the environmental impact statements, 

thus giving “teeth” to the NHPA for the first time by joining its aesthetic and historical 

assessments to the stronger punitive measures (e.g. withdrawal of funds) of its fact-based, 

scientific counterpart, NEPA. 

 Despite historic preservation’s attempts to adopt the language and decision-

making processes of science-- for example by establishing new terms such as “viewshed” 

to mobilize comparably to “watershed”-- cultural values nevertheless remained 

ineluctably subjective. Documerica exemplifies this conundrum. The project’s aerial 
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photographs of suburbia, and even those of gridlock and smog, were embraced by EPA 

officials precisely because they offered straightforward “evidence.” Human-interest 

stories, especially in suburbia, especially when it came to matters of aesthetic taste (and 

especially of people who were not visibly suffering but rather were enjoying suburban 

developments), couldn’t do that.  

Thus, Americans’ penchant for suburban living stymied not only Documerica 

photographers, but others as well. Bill Owens’ 1972 book Suburbia, documenting 

Livermore, California, is a rare attempt to earnestly document a suburban community in 

the early 1970s. This was a departure; the New Topographers tended to emphasize 

postindustrial buildings over the people living in them, and the human portraits by 

“socially concerned” photographers were mainly of urbanites. However, it is difficult to 

read Owens’ work without perceiving it as rife with irony, despite his textual assurances 

that he was not only sympathetic to his subjects but a resident of the neighborhood 

himself. His images captured suburbanites in their middle-class homes and yards and 

were accompanied by mini-narratives by the subjects. Owens’ suburbanite subjects spoke 

of the premium they placed on possessions like backyard barbeque grills, described with 

pride how they had carefully sodded their lawns, and expressed a sense of satisfaction in 

providing their children with material luxuries. One memorable photograph from Owens’ 

project depicts a group of housewives at a quintessentially 1970s Tupperware party. 

Another shows a small boy sitting on a Bigwheel tricycle in his driveway, brandishing a 

toy machine gun. Its caption reprints his mother’s belief that his obsession with guns did 

not indicate any inclination toward violence. Another image features a nude couple in 

their bedroom featuring mirrored walls, who describe their ease with sex and their 

embrace of it as “modern,” “healthy” and “natural.” 

 Owens’ book received critical acclaim, and Hampshire was familiar with it. He 

argued with its methodology rather than its subject matter, although it seems likely that 

the subject matter would have been distasteful to his reformist leanings. Responding to 
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Riddle’s proposal, Hampshire said “I give [Owens] credit for trying, but I can’t consider 

his work documentary.” Owens had posed his subjects rather than capture them 

spontaneously, and Hampshire cautioned Riddle that “we must do much better…show it 

how it really is, not how the photographer sets it up for the camera.”226 Riddle’s 

Chicagoland series nevertheless kept a significant remove from suburbanites themselves. 

He portrayed people in anonymous groups: commuters at transit rail stations, children 

playing baseball in a field dwarfed by power lines, crowds of shoppers at the mall. 

Ultimately, his series does not overcome the customary distance Documerica 

photographers maintained to the suburbs. Okamoto’s series, then, is the only work in the 

file to study specific individuals in the suburbs in an intimate, sustained way; it therefore 

deserves a closer analysis. 

Excess in Washington: Suburbs and Social Class in the Post-

industrial Landscape 

 In April 1974, Okamoto proposed a series to Hampshire addressing the question: 

“Suburbia – is it the American dream or a gateway to new frustrations?”227 Okamoto had 

been an overseas staff photographer for the United States Information Agency (USIA) 

and eventually the chief of its Visual Materials Branch in Washington. President Johnson 

then appointed him White House photographer, where he served from 1963 until Nixon’s 

inauguration in 1969. After Johnson left office, Okamoto founded his own photography 

studio in the Washington suburb of Bethesda, Maryland. His proposal appealed to 

Hampshire by finally addressing the idea Hampshire had unsuccessfully offered to Ken 

Heyman before Heyman turned to his “Middletown.” Whereas Heyman had been 

unengaged by the prospect of photographing affluence and suburbia, Okamoto was 

intrigued. He criticized suburbanites for their excessive pursuit of acquisitive leisure, for 
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227 Okamoto to Hampshire, April 1, 1974. NARA Record Group 412-DM, Box 3, assignment 0136. 
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their  “second color TV… camper… backyard swimming pool,” asserting that “affluence 

breeds a distorted desire for material things.” He called such affluence “misdirected,” 

speculating that it had not only created frustrations, but would end in self-destruction 

because “energy shortages, pollution and rising prices are going to make us change our 

habits drastically.” A resident of the suburbs himself, Okamoto despaired over their 

“disregard for aesthetic responsibility for beauty or dignity in the name of ‘free 

enterprise.’”228  

Okamoto had already completed two Documerica assignments: one in early 1973 

on D.C. traffic problems, which heavily featured aerial shots of Washington highways 

packed with commuters; and another on urban renewal in Munich and Vienna the 

following summer. Hampshire seemed to regard him highly, although he never wrote 

Okamoto lengthy letters as he did Danny Lyon and Ken Heyman. Still, Okamoto was a 

valuable commodity for Documerica. Not only did he have the cachet of having been 

White House photographer, his 1973 series in Europe had greatly pleased EPA officials, 

who hoped to use Europe’s public transportation systems and pedestrian plazas as a 

model in the U.S. They wrote Hampshire to praise the series and to request more 

assignments like it. Hampshire approved Okamoto’s new proposal without argument or 

suggestions for revision.  

 For over a year, from May 1974 through September 1975, Okamoto periodically 

photographed the residents, homes, activities, and environs in the Washington suburbs of 

Bethesda, Silver Spring and Potomac, Maryland.229 He documented three families in 
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229 Okamoto’s series exists only in cold storage at NARA along with approximately 6,000 other slides from 
the final year of the project. Okamoto’s hand-written caption list is also in the collection, but because it was 
never developed into captions for microfiche, it does not detail each frame. It provides only the general 
facts for each roll of film, mostly locations, events, and his primary subjects’ names, ages, and occupations. 
Any mention of “Okamoto’s notes” refers to this document, held in Record Group 412-DM, Box 3, 
Assignment 0136. 
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detail, each of which was headed by a white-collar professional – a lawyer, a television 

executive, and an investment banker. Each family is depicted at home-- although 

Okamoto’s documentation of the Beer family, headed by the investment banker, far 

exceeds the other two in detail and breadth (his photographs of the Beer family constitute 

roughly half of the assignment’s approximately 230 images). At the same time, apart for 

family life in three versions, the series confronts the commercial landscape adjacent to 

the suburban neighborhoods where the families reside. Approximately 36 photographs 

document strip malls, roadside signage, traffic, and indoor shopping malls in Silver 

Spring, a suburb adjacent to Bethesda. Finally, Okamoto also includes several random 

shots of suburban Washington institutions, including a children’s fair at Sidwell Friends, 

one of Washington’s most prestigious private schools, and patrons in the lobby of the 

recently completed Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts.  

Overall, while approximately a quarter of the photographs document commercial 

architecture, the majority of Okamoto’s photographs in this series don’t seem to address 

the sort of sprawl critiqued by environmentalists, historic preservationists, and federal 

task forces. The particular suburbs he honed in on were not the middle-class 

developments derided as breeding grounds for shallow conformity. Instead, Bethesda and 

Potomac are wealthy enclaves of architect-designed mansions surrounded by trees and 

commodious lawns: the activities these families enjoy are the rarefied pastimes of the 

upper class. The Beer family, Okamoto’s most extreme example, kept horses, restored 

classic sportscars, and played polo several times a week. Okamoto even depicted them 

participating with friends in a foxhunt.  

In short, these particular suburbs are not the hastily constructed, mass-produced 

tract houses proliferating in cul-de-sacs across the country on land stripped by bulldozers. 

Many of Okamoto’s images, in fact, seem to admire the families’ lifestyles. They express 

an anti-urban sentiment that has a long history in American culture. The series therefore 

oscillates between his palpable yearning for pastoral living and his scathing depictions of 
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the asphalt environment of the commercial strip. By celebrating the peaceful pastoralism 

of an elite suburb, he seems to be blind to the relationship between social class, racial or 

economic privilege, and aesthetics. Okamoto prefers older suburban architecture, whether 

the high-end iterations of mid-century International style or, more often, the 19th century 

country estates still scattered throughout Washington’s former hinterland. Yet what 

emerges over the course of the series is a troubled viewpoint interrogating the denial, 

elitism and escapism that enabled such an anachronistic pastoral lifestyle in the post-

industrial era. Ultimately, Okamoto unsettles the wealthy class’s sense of graciousness 

and entitlement and suggests that their habits are in fact implicated in the creation and 

perpetuation of the concrete jungle-- where the lower classes must reside and suffer the 

suburbs’ most alienating effects. Okamoto is no romantic humanist, however; his work 

does not valorize or advocate for the lower classes. Rather, by leaping over the question 

of class, the series both admires and condemns economic and aesthetic materialism in 

various guises, suggesting that unselfconscious greed will eventually degrade all 

American communities, however removed and disguised aspects of their materialism 

might be.  

Okamoto’s profile of the Winkelman family of Bethesda, for instance, primarily 

focuses on the bar mitzvah party for 13-year-old son, John. Other members of the family 

include John’s father Steve, a Washington lawyer, wife and mother Ann, a homemaker, 

and Steve’s father. The party is a lavish affair, with live entertainment, professional 

caterers preparing crepes cooked to order, and multiple bars set up around the family’s 

swimming pool. In addition to his coverage of the party, Okamoto ventures into the 

surrounding neighborhood for half a dozen shots, mostly of the neighborhood’s capacious 

neo-colonial and neo-eclectic houses, where he often hones in on the multiple cars and 

power boats parked in the driveways. Parallel to this surfeit of vehicles, Okamoto 

portrays the Winkelmans’ party as also overflowing with material excess, even to the 



 294	  

point of encumbering partygoers. This is particularly evident when he depicts partygoers 

as dwarfed by the scale of their own consumption, as he does in Figure 5.5. 

The event is undoubtedly a happy one for the Winkelmans and their friends, and 

Okamoto does not skewer it as gratuitously as he might have by casting the partygoers as 

haughty or as lacking genuine interpersonal connection. On the contrary, many images 

feature clusters of people pleasantly engaged in conversation and smiling family groups 

with their arms around each other. At the same time, however, Okamoto subtly 

establishes a critique of a privileged materialism by rendering it as a focal point equal to-- 

and often greater than-- the individuals themselves. He accomplishes this through angle, 

distance and composition, homing in for close-up shots that put consumption front and 

center. Figure 5 features a man who is depicted elsewhere as part of a group. When 

shown with others, he is part of the conversation, and the group holds their plates as 

people normally do at an outdoor buffet. In this picture, by setting the man apart, tightly 

focusing on his head, and capturing him at the very moment he puts a forkful of food into 

his mouth, Okamoto exaggerates his consumption and gives his action undertones of 

gluttony. Away from the group, the man seems to concentrate only on himself, wolfing 

down his food. His solitariness is further emphasized by the fact that the woman behind 

him doesn’t look at him, but presumably at her own plate. He is near her but not with her, 

and Okamoto’s portrait makes both of them seem isolated even in the crowd.  

The message that consumption renders people both grotesque and isolated would 

not be convincing if limited to one exceptional photograph. But Okamoto’s coverage of 

the party repeatedly features similarly extreme close-up shots in addition to the medium-

distance shots that depict the party more neutrally. For instance, in an analogous 

photograph, two men chat amiably by the bar. Okamoto positions himself so the bar is 

between his camera and the subjects, thereby establishing a scale that exaggerates the 

encyclopedic array of liquor bottles that dominate the foreground. The bottles loom as 

large as the men’s heads, and partially obscure them. Okamoto takes the picture at an 
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angle, lending a dizzy, off-kilter feeling to the frame, as if to emulate the effect of 

excessive drinking.  The men lean towards each other in conversation and one of them 

holds his glass up to his mouth, presumably taking a sip from it. By freezing that 

moment, Okamoto makes the glass come between the two men, symbolically breaking 

their connection and suggesting that their conversation is less important than having a 

drink. The photograph becomes more a portrait of the liquor and the act of the men’s 

consumption than of the men themselves. 

Throughout the series, Okamoto’s close-ups function to emphasize the lavish 

abundance of this privileged world and to suggest that conspicuous consumption 

dominates and damages these people’s lives. The boy in Figure 6 is partially obscured by 

stacks of plates. The plates are real china (not paper), and their gleaming gilt edges add a 

further layer of opulence to the party. The clothing worn by all three figures is also 

stylish and likely expensive; while the man’s khaki suit is rumpled, it isn’t cheap, and the 

wrinkles suggest either the nonchalance of the monied class, or perhaps that this man is 

overburdened by work and thus has little time for personal detail or to prepare for social 

events. The man holds two plates, suggesting he is helping the boy, who may be his son. 

But the photograph can also be read more problematically, as evidencing a degree of 

consumption wherein fatherly economic benevolence (which, for example, provides 

expensive clothes) becomes domineering and inadvertently damaging. The way the man 

holds the plates in front of the boy’s face makes the boy seem overrun by adult 

participation in the culture of abundance. The prominence of the golden plates extends to 

imply that the goods parents in this milieu acquire for the children’s benefit become more 

significant to the children’s experience than the parents themselves. The boy will perhaps 

remember the “crepes cooked to order” more than any other element of the day.  

In addition, the heads of both adults are cut off by the frame. Perhaps Okamoto 

was more interested in the wide-eyed face of the boy, but this framing renders the adults 

anonymous and removed, conveying their distance from and even imperviousness to the 
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boy. The boy is blockaded by his elders and their acquisitive body language as they push 

toward the food. Yet he is also being indoctrinated into elite culture, represented by his 

position in the line between the two adults, assuming his place in such luxurious settings 

as well as learning how to navigate them (the man’s arm can either be read as pushing 

into the boy without notice or as keeping a brusque supervisory hand on him, guiding him 

along in this world of overwhelming abundance). Okamoto characterizes suburbanites as 

happily participating in practices of consumption but, through angle and scale, he also 

depicts such consumption as inundating their lives to the point that they become, like the 

boy behind the plates or the men behind the liquor bottles, dominated by their own riches. 

While Okamoto’s suggestion of the dangers inherent in overconsumption is clear, 

the overconsumption of this wealthy Bethesda enclave is less ominous than the kind of 

material proliferation Okamoto profiles in his photographs of nearby Silver Spring. To 

Okamoto, Silver Spring epitomized the perils of “free enterprise” that he decried to 

Hampshire as a place of “crass commercialization [where] no regard for beauty or even 

pleasant atmosphere prevails.”230 Okamoto’s forays into more public spaces begin to 

flesh out a relationship between the luxuries of the elite class and the unfettered growth in 

other classes of suburbs. On “sale day” at Hecht’s, a solidly middle-class department 

store outside Bethesda, Okamoto uses the shelving units and display tables in the home 

furnishings department to obscure his subjects in much the same way he did the bar 

mitzvah partygoers (Figure 5.7). The plant motifs on the table coverings and the pottery 

vases echo the actual greenery on display throughout the department, creating the effect 

that these shoppers wander through a veritable jungle of goods. Once again, Okamoto 

declines to make the humans his point of focus; indeed this photograph doesn’t have 

much of a focal point at all. If anything, such a point coalesces where the geometric cubes 

of the shelving unit come together with the walkway and the square ceiling tiles. This 
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leads the viewer’s eye right past the shoppers into the distance, rendering the humans 

inconsequential within the overstuffed environment. But the horizon toward which the 

shiny walkway, shelving and ceiling tiles travel can’t actually be seen because it is 

obscured by the displays of merchandise. Metaphorically, the department store is a dead-

end street. While the horizon beckons with glowing light, the material clutter obstructs all 

progress; what beckons is an illusion. The exit to the outside gives some sense of escape 

from this overwhelming environment, but the store’s interior of the store offers little 

order or relief in its jumbled interior. A sense of futility pervades the image. The 

shoppers don’t appear to be enjoying themselves. Both seem a bit aimless and lost, and 

the woman’s facial expression is fatigued, with her gaze downcast. The man stares up at 

the shelving unit almost helplessly, dwarfed by its towering height. And, again, the two 

figures do not connect with one another and the man’s back is turned to the woman. Their 

body language renders them two isolated figures forsaking human connection in order to 

immerse themselves in material acquisition. Moreover, the goods they distractedly peruse 

are purely decorative items, not necessities, lending a further sense of a trivial, morally-

vacant “sale day.”  

Similarly, another image of “sale day” in the same store shows women poring 

over boxes filled with packages of linens. Like the gilded plates, the bottles of liquor, and 

the decorative housewares, the boxes dominate and outsize the humans. They are lined up 

on a long table, and the women rifle through them, not looking at each other, holding 

stacks of packages of linens in their arms, as Okamoto again depicts shopping as an 

isolating and selfish activity. Another photograph in the store features an older man 

shopping with his wife in the men’s department. They are surrounded by circular display 

racks set so close together and so crammed with clothes that it seems almost impossible 

for them to move. The man is well-dressed in casual golf attire, and holds up two sport 

jackets so his wife, who has several pairs of pants draped over her arm, can determine 

which ones match best. Not only are they encumbered by the physical space, they are 
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literally draped by the goods they are considering, so their bodies appear swallowed by 

their surroundings. Strewn with clothing, the couple’s identities become submerged in the 

items they inspect so assiduously. They may purchase these items, but the possessions 

will inevitably own them. Okamoto again attributes a hint of self-indulgence to the man 

in this scene; the clothing he wears is in good shape and is quite similar to what he is 

buying, suggesting that the new clothes will be superfluous.  

The excess Okamoto attributes to the department store shoppers extends to his 

depictions of suburbia’s broader environs in Silver Spring, toward which he had already 

expressed considerable antipathy. While Silver Spring is a less rarefied world than either 

Bethesda’s wooded residential area or the indoor mall where Hecht’s was located, it is 

governed by similar materialist principles and displays a similar visual chaos. Here the 

streetscape boasts so many gas stations, fast food joints, and retail stores that the 

landscape is, as Okamoto writes, a “wanton profusion.”231 His photograph of Rockville 

Pike, a major suburban thoroughfare, is a jumble of roadside signage, telephone poles, 

power lines and automobile traffic. Two men, one waiting to cross the intersection and 

another walking along the side of the road, seem ridiculously out of place and even 

vulnerable being on foot in this car-centric environment.  

Another view of the street scene on Rockville Pike displays a slightly lesser visual 

disarray, but features a dreary strip mall that similarly reduces the one person in the 

picture to a tiny scale (Figure 5.8). The curb on which the man sits is painted in a gold 

hue so bright that the line of the curb is the dominant feature of the photograph’s 

foreground. The color contrasts sharply to the drabness of the strip mall, further 

emphasizing the bleak pragmatism that shapes this environment; if a curb is the scene’s 

most eye-catching feature, this indeed is a world ruled by banal aesthetics. The strip mall 

and the buildings behind it display few design principles, although Jelleff’s (a department 
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store of a lower grade than Hecht’s) half-heartedly approximates art deco style with its 

circular indentation and horizontal lines. But the skyline is overrun by a mélange of 

overlapping boxy shapes bearing little relationship to each other, and the harshness of 

Jelleff’s lines-- at least when photographed from this angle-- and its beige brick façade 

only add to the streetscape’s humdrum quality.  

 Okamoto portrays this environment as unwelcoming to humans and yet as 

beckoning to them with the promise of pleasure. All three signs on the mall itself 

advertise businesses geared toward amusement, commodified identities and indulgence-- 

hawking record albums, sports equipment and wigs. Okamoto’s choice of location for 

this picture again asserts his guiding notion that Americans’ “obsessive” materialism, 

especially their urge to buy luxury items, actually depletes their true well-being. 

Depletion is represented by the way the built environment reduces the human subject to 

such insignificance. The prominence of the Drug Fair sign further intimates that 

American culture has lost contact with natural rhythms: it advertises that it is open around 

the clock to service a ceaseless materialist drive. The cars in the almost-full parking lot 

underscore the commercial landscape’s dependence upon the automobile, while the 

hulking, gas-guzzling camper, absurdly anonymous in this man-made environment 

removed from nature, is a reminder of the excess that Americans’ long romance with 

motor transport had led to by the 1970s. Perhaps Americans would say they are pleased 

with such excess, but Okamoto undercut that possibility by showing this landscape as 

virtually devoid of people and by rendering the single human both tiny and in a crouched 

position. 

 In his photographs of commercial strips, Okamoto is at his most hyperbolic. 

Seeking to show the qualities of greed and overconsumption that so depressed him about 

suburban lifestyles, he sometimes took cheap shots that ultimately detract from the series’ 

persuasive power by veering into satire-- often at the expense of his human subjects. In 

one such image, an overweight employee sweeps the sidewalk in front of a fast food 
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restaurant. The man’s back is to the camera, raising the question of whether he was aware 

of, or would have agreed to, being photographed. Okamoto’s unsubtle message is 

clinched by an advertisement for the franchise next to the employee, an image of an 

overflowing carton of French fries along with the slogan, “Say Large!”   

 Okamoto’s stint at USIA may have contributed to his occasional penchant for 

heavy-handed visual persuasion. But serving as President Johnson’s photographer had 

installed him in the elite circles of Washington, so even more unsettling than his heavy-

handed hyperbole is a whiff of latent snobbery toward the underclass. This is something 

different than racism; in fact, when race was at stake Okamoto’s work tended to protest 

injustice in keeping with his Great Society orientation. Instead, the people he cannot 

portray sympathetically are lower middle class whites, whose inexpensive stores and 

recreational hang-outs (such as a miniature golf course depicted in another streetscape 

photograph) embody the “crass commercialism” he so abhorred and confirm the 

tastelessness Okamoto so detested about the contemporary suburbs.  

Born in Yonkers, New York in 1915, Okamoto was among the oldest Documerica 

photographers, many of whom came of age in the 1950s. Ten years older than Hampshire 

(b. 1924), his distaste for suburban sprawl is ostensibly based on critiques of cheesy 

design and its overly materialist purposes, but it also evinces nostalgia similar to 

Hampshire’s for older urban and rural patterns. Okamoto’s touchstone of “beauty” 

resembles the sentiments of others in his generation, such as Lady Bird Johnson (b. 1912) 

and the authors of With Heritage so Rich. Their attribution of beauty to certain kinds of 

historic architecture likewise glossed over the socio-economic context of high-style 

buildings and tended to overlook and devalue the relevance of social class. Like 

Hampshire, Mrs. Johnson, and key figures in the historic preservation movement, 

Okamoto hailed from both a privileged social background and an earlier era. While he 

addressed himself to problems of “visual pollution” in the suburban landscape, he could 

not conceive of such landscapes articulating a collective national identity or-- to use the 
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term he used-- “dignity.” By and large, he never managed to comfortably embrace the 

people who inhabited such commercial and consumer landscapes and, despite critiques of 

their over-consumption, Okamoto arguably felt more at home in upper class circles. 

Although he did investigate suburban culture “on the ground,” the people he focused on 

and portrayed in greatest depth are the privileged people with whose genteel tastes he 

seemed to identify most personally.    

A subtler example of Okamoto’s attitude toward social class is his study of the 

least moneyed of the three featured families, the Barbers. Fred Barber is operations 

director for a local television station, and his wife, Evelyn, is a realtor. Okamoto didn’t 

spend as much time with this family as he did with the truly well-to-do Beer family, who 

received extensive coverage in more than 100 photographs. Okamoto took only six of the 

Barber family, which also includes sons Mark, 14, and Eric, 10. All of the pictures were 

taken in their home, an ample but unassuming house appointed in middle-class décor. 

While Fred likely earns a good living, Evelyn also works whereas, in the other two 

families, the wives didn’t work outside the home. Further situating the Barbers in the 

middle of the middle class is that their younger son attends public school, whereas the 

children in the other families attended private schools. Okamoto took several pictures of 

the entire Barber family around the pool table in their basement game room, which also 

featured a working jukebox. His notes, although brief, exude the sense that Okamoto was 

amused by the family’s sensibility regarding “historic” items. Okamoto made an 

individual portrait of both parents, showing Fred at his wet bar in the basement and 

Evelyn in front of her grandmother’s wood burning stove. Okamoto described in his 

notes, with the slightest inflection of condescension, that Evelyn “considers [the stove] a 

decorative heirloom.”  

The picture of the Barbers in their living room (Figure 5.9) displays an odd 

mixture (by no means atypical) of 1970s furnishings, including Fred’s leather (or 

leatherette) chair and deep red wall-to wall carpet, alongside artifacts of Americana, like 
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the antique school bench, the clock and the hurricane lamp candlesticks on the mantel, 

and various reproductions of early American folk art. The television is turned on, and so 

are televisions in the other rooms of the Barber’s house. In an individual portrait of Fred, 

the television is in the foreground, again turned on, and facing the camera. In Figure 5.9, 

the TV is centered at the end of a funnel created by the human subjects, so that it 

becomes the picture’s focal point despite the fact the no one looks at it and everyone is 

too far away to view the screen. Instead, they are gathered round the fireplace, and yet are 

not enjoying a fire: so the unused fireplace combines with the unwatched television to 

create an uneasy juxtaposition of the old and the new. 

 Okamoto did not document the exterior of the Barber house, but an educated 

guess as to its style and age is necessary to grasp the family’s class position in the 

Washington suburbs. Its Bethesda location and the size of the living room, with its high-

quality but faux-wood paneling, sliding glass door, 6-over-6-pane windows, and exposed 

(faux) “beams” across the ceiling, suggest it is probably a 1960s colonial-style house in a 

top-quality subdivision. In the 1960s, several middlebrow but well-regarded developer-

builders created subdivisions outside Washington in areas boasting comfortable, even 

prestigious reputations, but ranking an echelon below neighborhoods of established 

wealth.232 If the Barbers had lived in Chevy Chase, such features might have indicated a 

Colonial Revival house from the 1920s. While such a house might have been redone with 

wall-to-wall carpet, the size of the room would have been smaller. And, if this were a 

ranch or other contemporary-style house, it would likely not have featured 6-over-6 

windows. This neo-colonial, mass-produced subdivision home places the Barbers firmly 

in the middle of Washington’s suburban middle class. It sheds light on their aesthetic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
232 Similar areas to Bethesda include parts of Annandale, Fairfax and McLean, Virginia. These subdivisions 
commonly featured colonial style houses in several standard floor plans. Two of the most prominent 
builders were Community Builders and I.L. Lewis Realtor Associates. The uppermost suburban echelons 
include Old Town Alexandria and Great Falls on the Virginia side of DC, and Chevy Chase and Potomac 
(where the Beer family lives) on the Maryland side. 
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taste as well as helps viewers understand their cultural viewpoint, even though Okamoto 

gives them such cursory attention (perhaps because, as quintessential middle class 

suburban consumers, he finds them difficult to admire). 

The Barber family photographs highlight their embrace of domestic trappings that 

virtually defined the suburban middle class in the 1970s, including both the wet bar and 

the basement “rec room.” They also possess a corresponding middlebrow affinity for 

amateur history, genealogy and collecting, all of which Okamoto seemed a bit 

flummoxed by. However, the Barbers were photographed last in the series, in September 

1975, and it’s possible that he added them to achieve more balance, having paid most 

concentrated attention to the Beer family, who occupied the extreme of what should have 

been a broader social spectrum-- even within “affluent” suburbia. Okamoto seems, at the 

same time, to hold himself apart from the Barber family and to have less interest in what 

their daily lives might reveal. His portraits of the Barbers are the only ones in the series 

that rely on staged poses; in this they resemble Owens’ portraits of California 

suburbanites. By contrast, the Winkelmans at their bar mitvah party and the Beer family 

are depicted in spontaneous shots. Yet another explanation might be that Okamoto was 

allowing the Barbers to proudly display their middle class achievements, and to be 

portrayed as they themselves might want to be seen. This possibility is supported by 

Fred’s recounting that his grandfather was the postmaster of a rural North Carolina 

village; clearly, the family has risen on the social ladder within two generations and Fred 

seems proud of that.  

Okamoto’s cursory depiction of the Barbers, with their embrace of modern 

comforts and a self-styled American heritage, might have been fertile ground for 

examining the construction of middle-class identity. But he does not pursue this. In the 

U.S. in the 1970s, middle-class suburban identity was often a pastiche of family history 

(represented in the photographs by the grandmother’s wood-burning stove), “genuine” 

antiques, and mass-produced goods evoking an imagined colonial past. For the Barbers, 
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these mass-produced colonial allusions range from inexpensive folk art reproductions to 

the house they live in. At the same time, their “genuine” antiques span wildly disparate 

eras in American history, from the 19th century school bench to the 1950s jukebox. 

Sitting alongside their prominent televisions, wet bar and pool table, this mix of antiques 

conveys both the confusions much of the white middle class experienced in the 1970s as 

well as the mental leaps-- however unexamined they might have been by individuals-- 

that smoothed over inconsistencies and made a patchwork identity viable. But the 

Barbers’ material culture primarily serves Okamoto’s project of questioning conspicuous 

consumption. The stove and the school bench, while artifacts of a less affluent history, 

mainly evince the Barbers’ ability to own, to collect and to display. More contemporary 

items serve the same purpose: from jukebox to pool table to multiple television sets, they 

are all accouterments of the copious leisure and entertainment orientation of middle-class 

suburban life. 

Okamoto’s photographs of the Beer family, which constitute the bulk of his 

survey, similarly document a lifestyle characterized by a surfeit of material goods and 

extravagant leisure. But this family’s domestic environment and activities display 

markers of social class locating them in a different order of “suburbia” than the Barber 

family’s, and in a world fully apart from miniature golf courses and fast food franchises. 

The family consists of parents Robert (Bob), who is an investment banker in Washington; 

Katie, a homemaker; sons Carey, 17, and Stacey, 13; and daughter Elizabeth, 12. The 

Beers also own six horses and two purebred dogs (a Wheaten Terrier and an Irish 

Wolfhound), featured in several of the photographs. The Beer home, unlike the Barber 

home, is not part of a subdivision development, but an architect-designed, International-

style house. No televisions are visible in Okamoto’s photographs of its interior. 

In this wide-angled interior view (Figure 5.10), the house is strategically laid in 

polished oak flooring punctuated by oriental area rugs rather than wall-to-wall carpeting. 

Bob, Katie, and elder son Carey are in the master bedroom dressing for a foxhunt. The 
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house features none of the strong, even garish, colors so favored by the middle class in 

the 1970s-- the goldenrods, deep reds and avocado greens. Rather, bedspreads, draperies 

well and upholstery are muted, some in subdued floral and paisley patterns. While the 

Beers’ home does feature a few artifacts suggesting the era’s infatuation with colonial 

Americana design-- most obviously the iron rooster by the window-- such allusions are 

mild. Given the family’s self-evident wealth, and the fact that no other Americana décor 

proliferates through the house, it seems likely that the rooster is an original art piece 

rather than a reproduction.  

Certainly the Beer family is not immune to 1970s pop culture, and so they display 

a few items iconic of the era, like the hanging spider plants in their front windows. But 

the overall sense of the ensemble is of a self-conscious display of a more tasteful upper-

class sensibility typified by the oriental rugs and subtle floral patterns-- of nature and 

culture artfully interwoven in a cultivated manner. The well-worn couch alongside the 

neatly upholstered chairs is also characteristic. The studied inclusion of such 

accouterments gone shabby, like the rumpled suit at the bar mitzvah party, is a sign of 

upper class inattention to middle class trends and fads, and its distaste for their cheaply 

produced goods. Continuing to use modestly worn, high-quality items underscores their 

“tradition” and durability; placing them amidst luxury items, like the rugs, chairs and 

original art, advertises that a little threadbareness has nothing to do with lack of funds.     

 Okamoto’s photographs throughout concentrate on the activities that most 

exemplify this family’s wealth. Their genteel identity is predicated on rarefied, old-

fashioned activities like the foxhunt, and a lengthy sequence follows the family to their 

polo matches, which they play several times weekly. Okamoto’s concentration on the 

elite standing of the Beer family is difficult to parse given his objectives for the suburban 

assignment. Environments like polo fields, horse barns, and country estates are inherently 

bucolic, far removed from the visual chaos of the commercial strips he targets. 

Furthermore, although the expense of the equipment for such activities is obvious, it 
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doesn’t parallel the consumer activities Okamoto criticized in his pictures of Hecht’s 

“sale day.” At first glance, Okamoto’s work on the Beer family seems blandly 

celebratory of the lifestyle their privilege affords them, even somewhat admiring of it, 

especially in light of his condescension toward overweight fast food workers on the strip. 

Many of his images of the foxhunt and polo fields indeed resist interpretive analysis 

(Figure 5.11). 

In general, it might be argued that documentary is almost always shot through the 

lens of the more privileged, examining the less privileged, and Okamoto’s inside view of 

the Beers’ exclusive domain might simply evoke wonderment at these pastimes and 

environments beyond the reach of most Americans, or even envy of such luxuries and 

unspoiled settings. This uncomplicated response is encouraged by Okamoto’s 

unmistakable affection for the Beers. He never presents them as haughty or mean-

spirited; in fact, they appear to be friendly people who enjoy both their hobbies and great 

familial closeness. Several photographs show Katie caring tenderly for her children, 

braiding her daughter’s hair for the polo match or tying her younger son’s cravat for the 

fox hunt, and the children in turn lean into her and smile at her. His refusal to portray 

them as either slightly insufferable or even dysfunctional indicates Okamoto did not 

intend to criticize their wealth as corrosive to their values. He does, however, attend to 

their luxury consumption. Here, gradually, what begins to emerge (in the polo 

photographs especially) is a line of criticism that is not personal to the Beers, but indicts 

the ease with which their social class avails themselves of resources. Some of these 

pictures argue that the Beers play a part in the negative changes in the postindustrial 

landscape and culture they seem so divorced from but that so distress Okamoto. This 

indictment is communicated by Okamoto’s focus on their cars. In Figure 5.12, he unveils 

what lies behind the pastoral scene of Figure 5.11, and in fact undergirds it: access to 

these pristine and pastoral fields depends upon a crowded parking lot of automobiles.    
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Reading Figure 5.11 and Figure 5.12 together, as flip sides of the same coin, 

provides a key to the logic of Okamoto’s series as a whole. It also helps explain why he 

spent so much time with a family apparently removed from both “crass commercialism” 

and the anxieties communicated by visually chaotic suburban environments. Over half of 

the 36 photographs at the polo fields show a profusion of cars lining the fields. In 

addition to the station wagons that predominate in Figure 5.12, many of the cars in other 

images are restored vintage models. These serves to deepen Okamoto’s subtle critique by 

suggesting that the pleasing aesthetics of vintage cars do not change the essential problem 

of suburban over-use of automobiles in general, and particularly in the 1970s as opposed 

to era from which the vintage cars hail.  

Another image helps confirm Okamoto’s proposition that the role of the 

automobile is the unacknowledged, unquestioned deep structure of this pastoral world. It 

depicts a row of polo mallets leaning against the front bumper of a well-maintained pick-

up truck (Figure 5.13). Taken at sundown, the photograph’s golden glow suggests the 

pastoral feeling of the rural setting and its tranquility connotes the clubby sport’s 

gentility. Yet the fact that the mallets literally lean on the truck subtly underscores once 

again that access to this privileged realm is provided by cars every bit as much as a trip to 

the mall would be. The boy in the truck and the horses behind it emphasize the polo fields 

as a site of suburban commuter leisure, despite the fields’ allusions to country estates.  

Okamoto seems to find at least ironic, if not objectionable, the blithe use of cars 

by this cadre of the wealthy elite. In another photograph at the fields, the back of a car 

with its trunk lid open reveals an array of saddles, helmets, and other polo equipment 

inside. A well-dressed, lightly suntanned man-- presumably the car’s owner-- leans 

against the vehicle, which is by no means a clunker, yet its trunk lid is held open by a 

rope. Pasted on the underside of the trunk lid is a bumper sticker advertising the National 

Transportation Safety Board. The juxtaposition of rope and sticker implies a bit of 

hypocrisy in the cultural and material practices of this group; it most obviously suggests 
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that this man drives a car in need of repair whilst serving on a government task force for 

auto safety, or perhaps Okamoto snapped its picture to add to his portrait of car culture 

without intending to make a sharp point. Like the “Say Large!” poster at the fast food 

joint, the bumper sticker feels like a bit of a cheap shot. But it enables Okamoto to raise 

issues of “safety” beyond the actual NTSB, that is, to question the suburbs’ neglect of 

safety in a larger sense of environmental and social damage.  

 Okamoto never overtly identified car culture as a concern in his Documerica 

proposal, which refers instead to acquisitive materialism generally. But several of his 

written statements-- in his initial proposal and later field notes-- betray confusion 

regarding the automobile’s relationship to the landscape of “crass commercialism.” He 

seems especially blind to the way 1970s car culture emerged from earlier iterations of car 

culture that are more appealing to him. For example, one of the signs of degradation he 

identifies in his proposal is that shopping centers have replaced drive-in restaurants as the 

“hang-out” for teenagers; this complaint completely overlooks, however, that drive-ins 

helped foster the proliferation of the commercial strip he now finds tacky and depressing. 

Okamoto’s misguided nostalgia for certain artifacts of pre-1970s car culture fails to 

acknowledge the foundational role they played in the suburban consumer lifestyle he now 

vilifies.   

Such illogical tensions recur throughout Okamoto’s portrait of the Beers. His 

central problem with them is that their affluence allows them to collect and use 

automobiles yet evade car culture’s uglier aesthetic consequences by retreating to a 

cloistered environment. While it can’t be said that the Beers and their cohort cause the 

problems of the post-industrial landscape any more than other Americans do, Okamoto 

uses them as an extreme example of rampant materialism. At the same time, he cannot 

conclude that their aesthetics are vulgar, as he so readily does about the visual pollution 

of Silver Spring’s strip environment. His sustained attention to old-fashioned pastimes 

reveals a complicated yearning for the kind of cultivated beauty the Beers enjoy and all 
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its evocation of older environmental and architectural styles, yet it also registers his 

distress at seeing that integrity everywhere eroded by automobiles.  

Okamoto found several opportunities to visually encapsulate the degradation he 

saw in the post-industrial landscape. Figure 5.14 especially underscores his lamentation 

for the obliteration of historic architecture and his taste for historic preservation. The 

Washington suburbs of the 1970s witnessed expansion along the arterial highways of 

older commercial strips, including the roadway in this image. Such roads were already 

layered with the material evidence of several transformations over time. They are among 

the nation’s oldest turnpikes, some dating as early as the 18th century, when they 

connected rural Virginia and tidewater Maryland to the commerce of the eastern 

seaboard.233 In the 1930s and 1940s, these roadways were transformed as suburban 

housing sprang up to serve the influx of government workers during the New Deal and 

World War II. After the war, the roads expanded again when increased federal 

employment opportunities brought another wave of new residents to the area, and as 

white middle class Washingtonians exited to the suburbs. During the 1950s, the old roads 

took on the trappings of the early commercial strip. Yet their motels, diners, and gas 

stations were interspersed with residences that once had been country estates strategically 

located along transportation networks. The anachronistic co-existence of architecture 

from disparate eras only lasted so long, of course. As the suburbs expanded yet again in 

the 1970s, enabled largely by the 1967 completion of the Beltway highway encircling the 

city, older estates began to be torn down to further commercial development. Although 

Okamoto doesn’t focus on demolitions, any resident of the Washington suburbs in the 

1970s would have noticed them. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
233 These include among others Little River Turnpike and Braddock Road in Virginia, and Rockville Pike 
in Maryland, the road featured in Figure 8, the picture of the strip mall. 
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Okamoto’s photograph laments this encroachment by placing the older home 

behind the visual impediments of passing automobiles, a cheap, boxy shoe store, and 

dangling traffic lights. In his notes, Okamoto describes this scene as an example of how 

“lovely old homes have been crowded from view by commercialization.” He composes 

the frame to emphasize the sensation of crowded visual chaos, rather than linger on the 

old house, which he might have done by shooting it in tighter close-up. His objective is 

not so much architectural appreciation (his terseness simply assumes the value of the 

house is evident), but the condemnation of the crass incursions of the commercial strip. 

His indictment, as usual, is of cars and commercial signage. While he never says so 

directly, there is deep irony in showing this old mansion visually blocked by shoe store 

signage, underscoring the absurdity of car-dominated streets where no one ever walks.  

There is another irony to this photograph, however, that illustrates that Okamoto’s 

preservationist sensibility was not finally so different from the Barbers’ display of 

Americana colonial allusions. This “lovely old home” behind the shoe store might not 

have been so old. In fact, while it displays features similar to late 18th and early 19th 

century Classical Revival, a style common to the mansions in the area, its window 

pairings, chimney placement, and the dormers protruding from the roof suggest the style 

is Neoclassical—a style popular from 1895 to 1950, which imitated the older Classical 

Revival style.234 Such houses were not only derivative but were built with the techniques 

and materials of mass production that enabled suburban development throughout the 

twentieth century. Depending on when this house was constructed, it was quite possibly 

contemporaneous to the emergence of the commercial strip-- and would not have been, 

by the standards of the National Trust, eligible for protection as a historic site. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
234 With its façade dominated by a full-height entry porch, triangular gable and simple columns, it seems 
like an older Classical Revival house (1770-1850), but the windows are a dead giveaway that it can’t be. 
Virginia and Lee McAlester, A Field Guide to American Houses (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1993), 344-
345. 
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Part and parcel of Okamoto’s assessment of the strip environment is the visually 

overwhelming presence of cars and their infrastructural requirements, such as traffic 

lights and parking lots. Although Okamoto declares that strip buildings are “eye-sores,” 

he never closely examines their signage or buildings. Instead, his depictions of the 

physical features of commercialism are almost always framed and surrounded by, if not 

partially obscured by, automobile traffic and parking. He situates the car as the primary 

threat to “beauty” and “dignity,” and as an icon of the materialism practiced by all 

affluent suburbanites. The relationship is inseparable, of course, as cars are one of 

suburbanites’ most treasured material possessions, in part because they enable suburban 

patterns of consumption. 

Finally then, the photographs in which Okamoto offers the sharpest criticism of 

the Beer family put cars at their center. One of these is a picture of Carey, the elder son, 

in the barn where he keeps and restores antique sportscars, one of his favorite hobbies 

(Figure 5.15).  The aesthetic of vintage models is appealing, but Okamoto keeps his 

distance from aesthetics in this photograph. His camera position indicates that he aimed 

to capture the juxtaposition of vehicles with the old barn rather than make a more 

intimate portrait of Carey. As a result, the interior of the barn is in deep shadow, lending 

the environment a slightly murky quality. It would be too strong to say that Okamoto 

portrays this hobby as a dark secret of the hoarding upper class, but certainly the image 

suggests, more mildly, that three or more vintage cars is a shameful manifestation of 

excessive materialism and privilege, and supercedes old barns and farmland with 

elements of sprawl. Okamoto also keeps a distance from Carey by shooting him from 

above, a strategy that implies the photographer’s condescension. Carey’s facial 

expression is somber and perhaps even wary in this photograph. But his body language, 

with his crossed leg and loosely-joined hands, is relaxed and self-assured. His clothing, 

especially his worn-in topsider shoes, exudes the faded casualness of rich prep school 

culture. Carey’s pose is provocative because there are so many other, more conventional 
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options for depicting a teenage boy tinkering with cars. He isn’t smiling or actually 

working on the cars, but rather comports himself like a serious young mogul. That he sits 

on one of the cars furthers Okamoto’s suggestion of the boy’s attitude of entitlement; 

Carey’s confident posture exudes a sense of ownership. If Okamoto was indeed 

condescending toward him, Carey’s body language suggests that he is unperturbed by it.     

Okamoto’s treatment of Bob, the father, offers a similar critique of entitlement by 

examining the underpinnings that enable the Beers’ anachronistically pastoral lifestyle. 

Okamoto takes four photographs of Bob visiting his horses at the end of a workday. In 

one, Bob walks through the corrals, carrying an enormous stack of paperwork in his 

arms, trailed by the family’s purebred Irish wolfhound. Bob is still in his business suit, 

and the stack of papers he carries is half the length of his body, up to his chin. It is clear 

from this first shot that the Beers’ Arcadian existence is funded by Bob’s work as an 

investment banker in the city. There is something slightly silly about a man in a business 

suit toting paperwork through a horse pasture. This foolishness is further punctuated by 

the second, more whimsical image, which focuses tightly on Bob’s foot as he curries the 

horses, still in his business attire. Okamoto homes in on the man’s polished leather loafer, 

side by side with the hooves of the horse. In this short sequence, Okamoto intimates both 

that the Beer family’s countrified lifestyle is something of an extravagance. It is 

supported by the work Bob’s mountain of paper signifies, not by farming, and the 

maintenance horses require goes well beyond Bob’s afternoon drop-in. 

Okamoto begins to suggest, despite the Beers’ obvious prosperity, a degree of 

self-consciousness and striving. Despite their appearance of being above the crowd, they 

too must “keep up with friends and neighbors” as Okamoto described in his proposal. 

Furthermore, by showing Bob in his suit, Okamoto reminds viewers that this rural fantasy 

is supported by Bob’s commute into the city. Though he never shows the family 

experiencing the area’s glutted highways-- in fact never shows their cars at all except 

Carey’s fixer uppers in the barn-- clearly Bob must sit in traffic on those roads daily, both 
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suffering gridlock and contributing to it, like any other suburbanite. It would be too 

strong to assert that Okamoto believes Bob to be a sham, but in this sequence he unsettles 

the man’s performance of himself as landed gentry.  

The third picture shows Bob nuzzling two of his horses, again suggesting that the 

Beers’ country life is an indulgence that is short of being truly phony, yet undeniably rife 

with affectation. The fourth close-up image captures Bob, in a suit, nuzzling one of his 

horses (Figure 5.16). Bob’s citified sentimentality toward rustic living, which genuinely 

rural Americans would never share, again evokes the pretension in the family’s gentrified 

activities. In all four shots, Bob’s business suit seems out of place, but here it assumes 

greater significance, undermining the entitlement the family exhibits by making it clear 

that they aren’t actually landed, but must still earn their money. Bob is treated 

affectionately in this representation of the human-animal bond. In this particular image, 

Bob’s shirt collar and the horse’s bridle mirror each other, furthering the realization that, 

like the horse, Bob works for someone. While his horse figures aristocratic gentility, Bob 

himself is in harness to the system that provides the wherewithal for his fantasy of old-

fashioned independence. The business suit in this wooded setting drives home Okamoto’s 

main thesis: that suburban retreats depend on social and economic practices that over-

value material wealth, and in fact overlap with the chaotic spaces dedicated to 

commercialism from which only a fortunate few can pretend to retreat. Okamoto thus 

calls into question the self-deception of the privileged in imagining that their retreats 

insulate them from commercialism or the suburban grid. 

While Okamoto may have met the Beer family through his own Washington, D.C. 

social network, his unveiling of their pretensions, their blithe resource consumption, and 

their avid participation in car culture ultimately distance the photographer from them. At 

the polo fields, Okamoto also documented a dinner held in a “members only” enclosure 

before every match (Figure 5.17). While certainly his rapport with the Beers would have 

admitted him to the dinner, where he might have taken more intimate photographs, he 
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remains outside the boundary in order to capture the ring of automobiles surrounding the 

grassy field, establishing his own location as an outsider in relationship to the group’s 

exclusive insularity. He takes other pictures of the dinner, always emphasizing the 

automobiles encircling it; his inclusion of the fence in this frame further underscores the 

way this elite world walls itself off. The fact that the cars sit on the other side of the fence 

is certainly a sensible arrangement for dining pleasure, but, in the context of Okamoto’s 

survey, it signifies the group’s general adroitness at driving then sequestering 

automobiles to enjoy a pastoral experience. The particular character of this social class is 

embodied by the man on the left leaning casually against the edge of the table, exuding 

entitlement and the proprietary nonchalance of the entire elite cohort. While hardly 

constituting a crowded mall parking lot, the dozen or so cars nonetheless point out that 

the wealthy, too, are implicated in the practices creating the post-industrial landscape. 

Further, behind the parking area, the curved road draws the eye to the horizon, 

insinuating the relationship of car travel to the fantasy of pastoral retreat. The polo club 

members’ separation from their vehicles contains and represents the conflicted nature of 

all Americans’ material practices. 

Although Okamoto critiques suburbanites, his series also achieves some measure 

of empathy for them that complicates any easy denigration of suburban sprawl. Certainly 

Okamoto believed such sprawl was vulgar, but his study of more elite suburbs cautiously 

critiques the entire array of suburban social classes. The difference for upper class 

suburbanites is that they can escape from the irritations of the tasteless, anti-aesthetic 

commercial landscape, but it is a short leap nonetheless from their rows of vintage cars at 

the polo fields to the parking lots and visual chaos of commercial strips.  

Finally, then, Figure 5.18 suggests that the most detrimental fall-out of suburban 

development patterns and car culture lands disproportionately on the middle class. While 

this image may be a picture of a non-event, its ordinariness offers an interesting 

opportunity for social and environmental analysis. Here, the cars in the parking lot of a 
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plaza of doctors’ offices are equal in scale to, perhaps even bigger than, the derivative 

colonial-style buildings. The woman is visually squeezed in-between the buildings and 

the automobiles as she strides, in her acrylic stretch pants, toward her appointment. 

Okamoto might maintain she is squeezed by suburban culture itself, caught between two 

bad choices: nondescript, kitsch-colonial architecture or hulking cars. The photograph 

hints at the disappearance of open land by showing trees that, while thick and lush, are 

constrained to the edges of the complex, suggesting the suburbs’ displacement of and 

heedlessness toward nature. Although the woman could walk to the trees the sidewalk 

design doesn’t encourage it, and she thus scarcely notices them in her busy stride. She is 

rendered anonymous: small, insignificant and with her back to the camera. It is a similar 

sense of disconnection that marks the white, middle-class suburban culture of the 1970s 

and the self-divided distance that characterized Documerica’s (lack of) attention to 

suburbs overall.  

 Apart from Okamoto’s handful of hyperbolic, almost satirical images skewering 

gluttony-- as he does at the fast food franchise-- or hypocrisy, his series can seem to resist 

social or class analysis. His photographs of commercial strips, while effective in evoking 

visual chaos, often seem, like Figure 5.18, to depict non-events and to lack a compelling 

subject or focal point. But ultimately, the series proves to subtly embody the anxieties of 

the 1970s suburban experience, precisely because it appears to lack a focal point, exhibits 

anonymity and fragmentation, and reveals a lifestyle comprised of bland non-events. 

Ultimately, Okamoto’s photographic juxtaposition of wealthy enclaves with cheesy, 

sprawling commercial strips is a harbinger of how suburban environments would become 

increasingly polarized as the 1970s wore on, as plans to solve suburban problems and to 

“beautify” the built environment were legislated by local ordinances and citizen review 

boards. Suburban beautification enabled social groups already rich in resources to tend 

exclusively to their own well-designed corners of the suburbs, and neglect the fabric of 

the whole.  
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 Documerica’s overarching marginalization of and distance from 1970s suburbs 

echoes the difficulty ordinary Americans had in articulating what was wrong with the 

suburbia most of them lived in, and how stymied the opponents of suburbanization were 

when it came to challenging it or changing it. The increasingly complex forces of the 

landscape, and their attendant realignments of public and private interests, were often 

indecipherable to ordinary citizens and to Documerica photographers. Documerica shied 

away from critiquing and even delving far into the suburbs because, plainly put: despite 

disparagement by intellectuals and warnings by environmentalists, Americans liked them.  

In some ways, Americans did revitalize certain corners of the derelict urban 

environment as the 1970s progressed. Young, white professionals moved back into city 

neighborhoods to renovate older homes, and racial minorities reconfigured older, 

formerly white suburbs as their own.235 At the same time, however, the spread of new 

suburbs did not slow. The form of the suburban environment became more hybrid, for 

example as New Urbanists employed Jane Jacobs’ principles for city design to create 

“better” suburban enclaves reminiscent of small towns, but suburbs nonetheless. 

Suburbia’s continued growth in the late 1970s is statistically evidenced by the fact that, in 

1975, suburban shopping malls accounted for 25 percent of all retail sales in the U.S. and 

10 years later, for 50 percent.236 Although the government introduced new regulatory 

measures in the 1970s, such as NEPA’s environmental impact statements, to control the 

most overtly destructive aspects of suburban sprawl, it did not attempt to halt suburbia’s 

spread or to seriously limit its form. Suburbia’s physical form reinforced values essential 

to the success of the new conservative agenda. Its spatial design emphasized private 
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property ownership, the primacy of the nuclear family unit, and the privatization of 

public space. This reconfiguration of residential space and commercial interaction did 

not, as feared, end civic engagement, but rather redefined it, coalescing a vast suburban 

middle class around a conservative political agenda emphasizing family values and 

property rights. Features of mass middle class suburban culture were not new in the 

1970s; they had been emerging steadily since the 1950s. But 1960s environmentalism 

offered the opportunity to fundamentally discredit the assumptions that were foundational 

to suburban landscapes and thereby to stop or slow suburban proliferation. As the 

environmental agenda became ensconced in myriad federal agencies in the 1970s, 

however, and with the 1975 failure of the National Land Use Policy Act, the government 

increasingly divested itself of the scientific and bureaucratic management of U.S. 

residential patterns.  

Documerica, then, found itself operating at a crossroads of reconfiguration and 

recapitulation in the early 1970s. Responsibility for the stewardship of the aesthetic and 

environmental aspects of the built environment was very much in question, not to 

mention confusion about where environmentalism and aesthetics intersected. As the 

nation approached its Bicentennial, the nostalgia evidenced by Hampshire, Okamoto, and 

many of the Documerica photographers became broadly expressed in American popular 

culture. The National Trust inaugurated its Main Street program in 1976 to aid and 

encourage the rehabilitation of 1880s commercial districts, exhibiting their continued 

attachment to the American small town. The corporate sector evidenced its own nostalgia 

(or at least mobilized nostalgic impulses to its advantage), as it played an increasingly 

aggressive role in redeveloping downtown districts. Developers like James Rouse 

concocted a successful formula appending suburban-style indoor malls and food courts to 

historic districts or inserting them into the shells of historic buildings. By and large, 

white, middle-class Americans responded with enthusiasm to the developers’ version of 

patchwork Americana writ large, for it capitalized on the same suburban practices 
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evidenced in Okamoto’s photographs of the Barbers, by combining modern conveniences 

with mass-produced allusions to the past, alongside “genuine” historic architectural 

fabric.  
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Figure 5.1 Hollywood Freeway Near Ventura Beach, 05/1972. Record Group 412: 

Records of the Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and 
Records Administration. Photographer: Gene Daniels. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.2  The George Washington Bridge in Heavy Smog. View towards the New 

Jersey Side of the Hudson River, 05/1973. Record Group 412: Records of 
the Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Chester Higgens. 
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Figure 5.3 Residential Suburb on the Western Edge of Lincoln 05/1973. Record 

Group 412: Records of the Environmental Protection Agency, National 
Archives and Records Administration. Photographer: Charles O’Rear. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.4 Visual Pollution along Interstate 24, 09/1972. Record Group 412: Records 

of the Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: William Strode. 
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Figure 5.5  Winkelman Bar Mitzvah. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.6 Buffet at Winkelman Bar Mitzvah. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.7 Sale Day at Hecht’s. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. 
Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.8 Rockville Pike, Silver Spring, Maryland. Record Group 412: Records of 

the Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.9 The Barbers. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental Protection 

Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. Photographer: 
Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.10 Beer family living room. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.11 Kids at polo fields. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. 
Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.12  Cars parked at polo fields. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.13 Polo mallets at sunset. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. 
Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.14 Older home on Rockville Pike. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.15 Carey Beer. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental Protection 

Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. Photographer: 
Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.16 Robert Beer with his horse. Record Group 412: Records of the 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Archives and Records 
Administration. Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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Figure 5.17 Polo club dinner. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. 
Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.18 Maryland suburbs. Record Group 412: Records of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, National Archives and Records Administration. 
Photographer: Yoichi Okamoto. 
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CHAPTER VI 

BICENTENNIAL USA: DOCUMERICA AND OTHER FAILED 1970s 

PHOTOGRAPHY PROJECTS 

 Documerica ended very much as it began: with Hampshire entangled in a series of 

tense negotiations with powerful figures in contemporary photography that would leave 

him feeling slighted and misunderstood. Furthermore, as in 1972, Documerica’s health as 

a project suffered from the outcome of these negotiations. This time, however, 

Documerica was not bursting with the vitality of yet-to-be-realized promise as it had been 

prior to the ASMP negotiations, but was instead largely forgotten by the media, scarred 

from intra-agency struggles, and barely limping along on less than half of its original 

operating budget. From this war-weary vantage point, Hampshire found himself newly 

embroiled in a new controversy, when a federally-sponsored documentary photography 

initiative to commemorate the Bicentennial was proposed in a Parade magazine editorial. 

The White House responded to the Parade proposal by appointing a team of high-profile 

editors and government administrators, including Hampshire, to reinvent exactly the kind 

of project Hampshire believed Documerica already was: a comprehensive documentary 

photography unit creating “a portrait of America.”  

In March of 1975, Documerica's third year, Jess Gorkin, Parade’s editor, 

published an “open letter to President Ford” on the magazine’s lead page, proposing a 

government-sponsored “photographic record of America today” to coincide with the 

imminent Bicentennial. Just as Hampshire had mobilized the reputation of the FSA to 

gain support for Documerica, Gorkin's call was illustrated by Arthur Rothstein's famous 

1936 FSA photograph of a family fleeing to shelter in an Oklahoma dust storm. Gorkin 

evoked Mathew Brady’s Civil War photographs and the FSA as precedents for the 

creation of a contemporary photographic record of America, urging that the undertaking 

should depict the nation  “in all its aspects-- its shadows as well as its highlights, its 

problems as well as its achievements.” Not only did the proposed visual survey conjure 
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the FSA, it promised to supply a similarly cohesive view of what had become, for many 

Americans, a confusing and alienating national landscape by the mid-1970s. The new 

survey, Gorkin asserted, would “give our people a comprehensive idea of what America 

is all about, what it has done, and what remains to be done,” and he pledged that Parade 

would publish a selection from the survey for its 36 million readers.237  In some ways, 

Parade seemed an unlikely venue for such a proposal. Despite the fact that Arthur 

Rothstein served as its associate editor, its reputation was that of a cheap Sunday 

supplement, not a forum for serious photography.  On the other hand, because of its wide 

circulation, it was an ideal arena in which to mount high profile, occasionally 

sensationalistic, campaigns such as Gorkin’s. 

Gorkin's letter, in fact, was not unprecedented. He had published five or six such 

letters during his tenure at Parade, and most of them were successful in producing results.  

His 1954 plea to the Senate to “save Gettysburg” from encroaching commercialism 

helped stir Congress to allocate $750,000 in restoration funds.  In 1960, he urged the 

establishment of a telephone “hot-line” between President Eisenhower and Soviet 

Premier Kruschev; three years later, President Kennedy told Gorkin his initiative had 

been influential in implementing it.  In 1966, Gorkin proposed American and Soviet 

astronauts undertake a joint space mission-- which ultimately happened in 1975.238   

Gorkin now proposed a photographic survey, overseen by a federal agency, to run 

from March 1, 1975 through the end of the Bicentennial year. Gorkin’s letter, and his use 

of Rothstein’s Dustbowl photograph, was geared to capitalize on the nation’s broad 

fervor for Bicentennial commemoration. This fervor was fueled by a desire to recover a 

positive sense of national cohesion in an era fraught with social and political 
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fragmentation, widespread disillusionment after the Vietnam War and the Watergate 

scandal, the economic turmoil of the 1973 energy crisis, and the highest inflation in 

decades. Rothstein’s photograph conjured an older, more unified America that had 

successfully overcome the economic, social and political crises of its day. Gorkin’s letter, 

in turn, offered the possibility that there was still a diverse-yet-unified America that could 

be visually encapsulated, implicitly suggesting that the U.S. in the 1970s would provide 

images as compelling as those of 1930s America. Moreover, Gorkin’s nationalistic 

proposal seemed especially promising against the backdrop of U.S. Bicentennial plans 

that were becoming increasingly localized, downsized, and commercialized. 

A year before Gorkin’s letter appeared, in 1974, Nixon disbanded the American 

Revolution Bicentennial Commission (ARBC), which had been established under 

President Johnson in 1966 as a federal agency of its own. Nixon replaced the ARBC with 

the American Revolution Bicentennial Administration (ARBA), overseen by the 

Secretary of the Navy.239 The old ARBC had more political autonomy than ARBA, 

because it was its own agency. Following the Great Society model, ARBC had 

centralized planning-- focusing especially on a large-scale, national commemoration to 

be held in Philadelphia. Nixon, however, rejected the plan for Philadelphia’s “world’s 

fair” style International Exposition because it was too expensive, laying the groundwork 

for celebrations to go local. ARBA then responded to critiques that the old ARBC had 

ignored state and local historical organizations and community groups, and it redirected 

total responsibility for planning down to local levels. It sent the responsibility for 

payment there, too. This cost-saving fragmentation, promoted as empowering individual 

citizens and hometowns, forced municipalities to rely on private fund-raising and 

corporate subsidization to finance their celebrations. While these local Bicentennial 
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celebrations mobilized powerful, iconic American themes, often taking the form of 

hometown parades and county fairs, they also became incredibly commercialized, as 

corporate funders hawked Bicentennial-themed merchandise to pay the bills.  

Gorkin’s call for a new federal photography project ironically resulted instead in 

the creation of a non-profit organization, Photo/200, charged with supporting itself 

through corporate funding. Even more ironically, Photo/200 failed completely, closing 

down after less than a year without producing any photographs at all. Despite 

Hampshire’s unrelenting efforts to promote Documerica as already exemplifying the kind 

of project Gorkin proposed, and to have it officially recognized as the nation’s 

Bicentennial photography unit, he did not succeed. That Documerica was bypassed in 

favor of the new, non-profit organization crushed Hampshire. Even more significantly, 

however, the dismissal of Documerica and the promotion of Photo/200 revealed massive, 

fundamental economic and cultural changes in the U.S. during the 1970s. With 

Documerica, the EPA had managed to install a program modeled on old, centralized 

reform efforts (even though certain aspects of both Documerica and the EPA had seeds of 

decentralization compared to the FSA). But as Hampshire’s experience shows, the 

agency and Congress quickly grew impatient with Documerica’s expenses. The national 

concern over the environmental crisis had enabled a last gasp of New Deal/Great Society 

ideological and institutional formations, but the unifying urgency of that crisis was 

increasingly eclipsed by the various economic and political disasters of the mid-1970s. 

The federal government stepped back more and more from taking an active role in 

solving economic and social problems; in turn, many Americans stepped back from faith 

in centralized government to solve problems, thus creating a friendly climate for 

deregulation and privatization.240 Corporate and commercial forces were not only 
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marshaled to such tasks as underwriting Bicentennial celebrations and revitalizing 

declining cities, they also interacted with and altered social expectations in unprecedented 

ways. While the fragmentation of the 1970s and the impending Bicentennial provoked a 

nostalgic desire for a national narrative, such a narrative became articulated in distinctly 

personal terms, often in the language of identity politics –ethnic, gender, and sexual 

identities, family genealogies, regional and local experience, even neighborhood 

associations. In his examination of the era’s cultural shifts, literary critic Stephen Paul 

Miller describes the 1970s as a decade characterized by “populist discourse without 

populist programs, alternative culture as an attempt to come to terms with individual 

freedom and growth, all moving toward increased corporate sponsorship, a less regulated 

market, and a curtailed welfare state.”241 Public discourse still pondered over (and 

commercial advertising still promoted) a national story, but the story was constructed in 

private, corporate-funded fragments even while it was experienced through the lens of 

corporate mass media culture.  

Photo/200 tried unsuccessfully to balance its inherently public, national mission 

and its private, corporate funding strategy. Not surprisingly, the story of the making of 

Photo/200 is laced with Hampshire’s political and interpersonal blunders. But ultimately, 

regardless of Hampshire, Documerica actually lost out to Photo/200 because its situation 

within a federal agency, not its 1930s conception of national documentary, was rejected. 

Photo/200, in turn, then evidenced the difficulty of seeking 1930s documentary 

expression outside a federal context in the fragmented, increasingly privatized, economic, 

cultural and artistic environment of the 1970s. 

While Parade’s Gorkin knew of Documerica and might have designated the EPA 

as the logical home for his proposed photographic survey, he did not-- nor did he mention 

Documerica in his “open letter” at all, even in passing. Through a terse note from 
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Rothstein, implicitly warning him not to fly off the handle, Hampshire got wind of 

Gorkin’s letter just before it ran. Rothstein’s early role as consultant to Documerica, and 

his professed (if not exactly effusive) goodwill toward Hampshire, would make this note 

somewhat curious in its formal, restrained tone, were it not for Rothstein’s experience 

with Hampshire throughout the ASMP altercation in 1972. The note’s cautionary aspect 

makes clear Rothstein’s awareness that Gorkin’s letter would slight Hampshire, and he 

urged Hampshire to recognize that "the suggestion made by Mr. Gorkin affects all of us 

who recognize photography as a significant art form and a major influence in creating 

visual history …I hope you will want to make an appropriate, positive response so that 

this project-- so important to photography and to America-- will be realized."242 

 Alerted by Rothstein, Hampshire immediately went to New York to confer with 

Rothstein and Gorkin. He also called David Hume Kennerly, the President's personal 

photographer, about the impending publication of the “open letter.” Although Kennerly 

claimed to know nothing of the proposal until Hampshire alerted him, a fact Hampshire 

relayed to Gorkin and Rothstein, Gorkin had actually involved Kennerly early on.243  

Kennerly’s motive for concealing to Hampshire that he had already had several 

conversations with Gorkin is unclear, especially since he later assured Hampshire, 

somewhat condescendingly, that he and Gorkin had the whole process under control. 

Certainly it was Kennerly who held his cards close to his chest, as it would have made no 

sense for Hampshire to bluff about Kennerly to Gorkin if he had known they had already 

conferred. These facts would be trivial except insofar as they reveal both Hampshire’s 

defensive posturing and the kid-gloves and cool remove with which he was now treated 

by the photography world’s most influential members. Hampshire feared that the turf he 
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had so carefully groomed at EPA was about to be trampled on or rendered invisible by a 

copycat project. In a follow-up note to Gorkin, he emphasized what Documerica had 

already accomplished and offered his help, somewhat dispassionately in keeping with 

Rothstein’s advice: “if our considerable experience in launching, administering and 

sustaining such a program in a Federal Agency is of any interest, I will be glad to share 

that information.”244   

While Hampshire must have felt institutionally sandbagged by Gorkin's proposal, 

he had also advocated for exactly such a high-profile federal photographic project for 

many years. Nevertheless, Gorkin's letter was an implicit rebuff to Hampshire and 

Documerica, especially since it didn’t include Documerica along with Brady and the FSA 

as an admirable model. Gorkin’s influence in Washington and Parade’s wide circulation 

intimated that perhaps another federal agency than EPA would be assigned to take over 

Documerica’s mission. Were this to happen, the new project would likely be better 

funded and publicized than Documerica, and Hampshire’s five years of professional 

investment would be for naught. Gorkin never revealed his motives for pretending that 

Documerica did not already exist. Of course, if his proposal were to be folded into an 

ongoing project, it would fail to seem epochal in its link to the Bicentennial. But 

Documerica also carried baggage-- including Hampshire’s troubled reputation within the 

EPA, and the negative publicity the ASMP incident had received among professional 

photographers-- that might have sullied what Gorkin hoped would be seen as an entirely 

fresh initiative.  

 Realizing the threat that the Bicentennial initiative posed to his situation, 

Hampshire mobilized allies to lobby President Ford on Documerica’s behalf, including 

Gil Grosvenor and Robert Gilka of National Geographic, Cornell Capa of Magnum, 

William Ruckelshaus, Tom Schroth, and photographers Ken Lieberman and Flip 
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Schulke.  Another of his advocates was John Gaetz, former head of a Minnesota 

communications firm, who wrote his congressman Al Quie, as well as the President:  "In 

your consideration of the need for documentary photography as a legacy of the American 

culture, please don't forget Documerica,” Gaetz implored Ford.  “Don't establish a new 

agency when increased support of Documerica will get the necessary job done."245    

Hampshire's defensiveness about the Gorkin plan reveals how far removed he was 

from the core group of editors and photojournalists whose clout offered the best chance 

for the new initiative’s success. Documerica was indeed already doing the kind of 

photographic documentary work Gorkin called for; nonetheless, Hampshire had to 

scramble to insert himself into high-level discussions. And, as in the ASMP debacle, 

Hampshire had a tin ear when it came to the power brokering and political alliances of 

others. When he tried to ingratiate himself with Kennerly by criticizing Gorkin’s secrecy, 

for example, Kennerly sent back a patronizing, distancing note: "Thank you for sending 

me the material. I am in touch with some people, including Jess Gorkin, who are working 

on this project. We will let you know how it is coming along."246   

Hampshire’s disdain for the Gorkin plan was immense. As he declared to 

Kennerly, “The Parade suggestion to the President is an out-and-out promotion for Jess 

Gorkin and the Sunday supplement he ‘edits.’ I know Arthur Rothstein engineered it for 

personal reasons, and most of the profession knows this. For these reasons, the 

photographic world is reluctant to support the Parade suggestions per se. It is doomed to 

failure.”247 As subsequent discussion played out, Hampshire’s initial exclusion from the 

corridors of photographic influence was reconfirmed, making his claims seem all the 

more desperate. Hampshire’s assertion that “most of the profession” agreed with his 
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assessment of Rothstein certainly would have seemed ludicrous to Kennerly, since 

Rothstein had a long career as photo editor at both Look magazine and Parade. 

Furthermore, Rothstein had abruptly pulled out of Documerica immediately following the 

ASMP dust-up, thereby signaling his disapproval of how the matter had been handled at 

the EPA. After the breakdown of their relationship during Documerica’s formative year, 

Hampshire seemed to conclude that Rothstein was a self-serving has-been who trotted out 

his FSA reputation to garner more personal fame.  

Ultimately, Hampshire's lobbying efforts paid off to the extent that he was invited 

to the White House meeting Kennerly organized. Besides Kennerly, Hampshire, and 

Gorkin, the group called to the White House included representatives from the 

Departments of Agriculture and Interior, the Smithsonian Institution, the Library of 

Congress, the National Endowment for the Arts, Parade, and National Geographic. Two 

key decisions were made at the meeting: that Gorkin’s proposed project would be headed 

by a single director, and that it would not be overseen by a lone federal agency. The 

group designated a sub-committee to advise this as-yet-unnamed director, comprised of 

Hampshire, Rothstein, Bob Gilka of National Geographic, Byron Schumacher from 

Agriculture, and Brian O'Doherty from the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). 

From the initial meeting of the large group, Hampshire came away with some limited 

victories. If the EPA was not destined to house the new initiative, neither would any other 

single agency. And, he had secured a voice on the advisory sub-committee, from which 

he might launch a campaign to become the project’s director. Almost as important to 

Hampshire’s chances, Gorkin would not be a member of the sub-committee.  

After many rough years battling intra-agency opposition, Hampshire may well 

have intended to pursue the directorship of the new project, but would never have said so 

directly. By 1975, the EPA’s first Administrator, William Ruckelshaus, had been gone 

from the agency for two years, leaving Hampshire at the mercy of the EPA’s Office of 

Public Affairs, which had never supported Documerica. Although Hampshire sometimes 
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felt he got along well with certain individuals in the ever-changing pool of EPA Public 

Affairs staff, the office’s latest head, Pat Cahn, who had been appointed in 1974, would 

shortly tell the press, “[Documerica] may be producing a file of very beautiful 

photography, but it isn’t doing much that is relevant to [the EPA’s] mission.”248 

Documerica’s precarious position within its agency was indisputably indicated by the 

annual slashing of its budget: from an initial allocation of $250,000 in 1972, the project 

received half that in 1973 and, by 1975, its budget was only $78,000.  

Dubbed the “committee of five,” the advisory sub-committee for the proposed 

Bicentennial initiative commenced meeting in late March, less than a month after 

Gorkin's Parade letter; they actively and perhaps over-ambitiously pursued his proposal 

of a national documentary project. Their draft operating budget, for example, not 

including staff salaries, was $600,000 to $800,000-- more than twice Documerica's 

budget in its first and best year, and more than six times its 1975 bare-bones “survival” 

budget. The committee recommended a staff of five to ten people, as well as a permanent 

advisory council with members drawn from commercial and educational publishing, 

professional photographic associations, galleries and museums. Gorkin’s original call for 

a finite project quickly mushroomed in the group’s plan into a quasi-permanent agency 

with federal office space, a board of advisors appointed to two-year rotating terms, a 

central photographic file, and an ongoing mission not limited to the Bicentennial 

documentation Gorkin had proposed. According to the initial draft of a proposed 

executive order, the board would be “established to develop, coordinate, and conduct, in 

accordance with domestic departments and agencies of the Executive Branch, programs 

for documenting the humanistic aspects of American life, the natural and man-made 

environments, and the social/economic/cultural fabric of this nation.”249 
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Hampshire was appalled by what he viewed as a completely unrealistic budget 

and a bloated bureaucratic structure. He also disagreed with the rest of the committee’s 

consensus that the project’s director should come from outside the government. He 

quickly went on the offensive with a letter to Congressman Martin LaVor of the House 

Education and Labor Commiteee in which he argued, “Having worked both outside and 

in Government in positions of executive responsibility…I am convinced that executive 

direction of Government programs requires the individual to operate within the laws, 

regulations, and realities of Government, and that such an individual can be successful 

only to the degree that he is versed in the workings of the Government.”250 LaVor had 

earlier visited Documerica to tour its cutting-edge computerized image retrieval system 

and, while there, he had inquired about the committee of five. Hampshire used this 

opening to promote himself to LaVor as the most seasoned expert at running a federal 

photography project.  He continued his efforts throughout the spring of 1975, as 

subsequent meetings of the whole group at the White House built pie-in-the-sky visions 

of a million-dollar photographic agency that would straddle the line between federal and 

private sponsorship. To Hampshire, Documerica offered a model not only of the kind of 

photography Gorkin called for, but of similar goals accomplished with a skeletal budget 

and staff.  Although Documerica had definitely suffered from its budget cuts between 

1972 and 1975, Hampshire took pride in his ability to keep it afloat. In the series of large 

group meetings at the White House throughout the spring of 1975, he seized every 

opportunity to compare Documerica’s lean bureaucracy favorably to the group’s 

increasingly extensive proposals. 

By April, the committee of five had decided that major funding for the new 

project should come from the NEA, an idea that had been tentatively on the table since 
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the first meeting. By this time, the NEA, which had been supporting photographers since 

the early 1970s, had signaled its increased interest in photography by planning a new 

funding category for documentary called the “NEA Photography Surveys,” to be 

launched in 1976.251 Modeled on James Enyeart’s 1974 NEA-funded photography 

project, No Mountains in the Way: Kansas Survey, the projects supported by the NEA 

Photography Surveys would be documentary in approach, but also highly personal, 

individual expressions, based as much in the desire to promote art as in the desire to 

create a historical record.252 Hampshire maintained a stance of indifference if not hostility 

toward the NEA program, insisting that “some of the fellowships are for work in the 

documentary tradition, but none of this work can be categorized as part of a Government 

program since none of the results accrue back to the Government.”253   

While the NEA survey program indicated that documentary practices had become 

increasingly accepted in the world of fine arts, as well as practiced vigorously in the 

private sector, Hampshire maintained his FSA-influenced attachment to the federal 

government as the best-- if not the only-- entity truly capable of addressing national 

issues. As he wrote to Kennerly: “there is no National program of documentary 

photography operating outside Government.  While many photographers devote their 

own resources to such work, there has never been a sustained effort in the private sector 

to organize and fund an institution devoted to documentary photography.”254 The NEA 
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occupied a somewhat confusing middle ground as an odd, federally-funded entity created 

by the 1965 National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities Act, supported by 

Congressional appropriations within the federal operating budget. Yet, at the same time, 

the NEA functions much like a private, non-profit foundation, awarding grants directly to 

individual artists and arts organizations rather than planning, administering and 

overseeing its own programs. It was exactly this lack of cohesive theme and oversight 

that bothered Hampshire about the prospect of the NEA taking charge of the proposed 

Bicentennial initiative. Ironically, despite his own refusal to actively shape and direct 

Documerica, Hampshire felt that the structure of the NEA left too much interpretation up 

to individual photographers as well as favored more free-wheeling, artistic photographers 

too heavily over documentarians and photojournalists. As far as whether the Bicentennial 

initiative should become a private venture, funded only in part by the NEA, Hampshire 

believed that such private-sector efforts were ultimately always compromised by 

commercial interests. In his lengthy letter to Kennerly, he offered Stryker's work at 

Standard Oil after leaving the FSA as a case in point, arguing that Stryker’s career “gave 

us the answer to whether or not the private sector could mount an institution to sponsor 

documentary photography… What resulted, of course, was that Stryker could not operate 

outside the PR concepts of  ‘documentation,’ he could not show it as it was.”255   

Hampshire tried to persuade Kennerly to keep the photographic initiative within 

the bounds of a traditional federal agency. While Hampshire admitted that the 

government had spent “millions of tax dollars on photography that does not benefit the 

public, and rarely benefits the sponsoring department or agency,” and that government 

photography was often “a propaganda mill,” he argued nonetheless that, all things 

considered, the government offered the best potential for objective, “tell-it-like-it-is” 

social documentary. Hampshire cajoled Kennerly that all he wanted was  “one little 
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Government institution devoted to excellence in photography in the documentary 

tradition.” Furthermore, he virtually charged Kennerly with sole responsibility for 

reviving FSA-style, government-sponsored documentary, exhorting “you are in the key 

position to make it happen.”256 

When it appeared more and more likely that the larger White House committee 

planned to use the NEA to launch the new Bicentennial initiative, Hampshire then offered 

himself as its director, “on loan” from the EPA to the NEA for the 21-month time period 

Gorkin had outlined in Parade. He even went so far as obtaining approval for a leave 

from his EPA superiors, including convincing the agency to continue paying his $31,700 

salary during the furlough. But the sub-committee of five began maneuvering in other 

directions.  Despite the fact that the committee was only charged with advising, not 

selecting, a director, the NEA’s Carl Stover wrote to Kennerly to propose inviting Ken 

Heyman to one of the large-group White House meetings to discuss the position. Oddly, 

Stover was not the NEA representative to the committee of five-- Brian O’Doherty, 

director of the NEA Visual Arts program, was. Stover, however, was the NEA’s director 

of Bicentennial Resources Development; he had Kennerly’s ear in the midst of the 

nationwide Bicentennial fervor that had both prompted Gorkin’s letter and guaranteed 

that the White House would respond to it. Hampshire was already at odds with the 

committee of five about where funding should come from, what kind of director would 

be best, and what the size of the budget should be. In April, when he saw 

recommendations that were supposedly written by the entire committee of five, but in 

which he had not been involved, already submitted to Kennerly on NEA letterhead 

without his knowledge, Hampshire exploded. A footnote on this “NEA document,” which 

Kennerly distributed to the larger White house group, states that the document had been 

prepared by the committee of five (Gilka, Hampshire, O'Doherty, Rothstein, and 
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Schumaker), plus-- notably-- Carl Stover. On his personal copy, Hampshire scrawled his 

own note: “I did not help draft, did not see a draft, and did not approve of this report.”257 

He wrote angry marginalia throughout the 16-page report as if he planned to reveal its 

duplicity at the next White House meeting, unveiling the fact that he had never been 

consulted on it, even though he attended every single official meeting of the committee of 

five. He further noted that he had received the NEA document, dated April 20, four days 

after the fact, on April 24, along with the larger White House group. Either the proposal 

had been authored by Stover alone, or the committee of five had purposefully excluded 

Hampshire when they drafted it. It is unclear how Stover came to be invited onto the 

committee of five (now six), whether by official appointment or just informal 

happenstance, but it undoubtedly prejudiced the White House group’s conversations in 

favor of NEA objectives, if only by giving the NEA more representatives in the meetings 

than any other agency or organization. Hampshire, for his part, felt he had been at least 

ignored if not outright snookered. As with Gorkin’s initial Parade letter, Hampshire had 

been both overlooked and outmaneuvered. 

Hampshire’s angry marginalia also show that he disagreed with both the 

proposal’s guiding concepts and its specific suggestions for implementation. He felt 

certain he could save the Bicentennial project $300,000 by drawing from “already 

appropriated funds,” using “personnel already on the Federal payroll” (himself?), and 

running it through established channels. 258 The Department of Agriculture had a budget 

similar to the EPA’s for in-house photography, although it lacked a cohesive conceptual 

project similar to Documerica. Hampshire felt that the interested agencies should pool 
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their available funds and apply them to the new initiative. Furthermore, he opposed the 

NEA plan to bring in a consultant at the federal GS-15 pay level (a rank higher than his), 

suspecting that such a person would soon usurp him as the national photographic 

impresario.   

Beyond the sinking feeling that the committee’s dismissive treatment of him 

indicated he would not be chosen to direct the new project, Hampshire now feared that 

Documerica, rather than forming at exactly the right historical moment, as the FSA had 

done in the 1930s and as the 1970s environmental crisis had seemed to guarantee, had in 

fact formed exactly the wrong moment-- and would now be eclipsed by the Bicentennial 

project. The NEA document’s rhetoric did not reassure him. Devoting several pages to 

establishing the new project’s historical precedents, it extolled the FSA and lamented that 

there was no longer “a photographic collection that expresses the country.”  It did not, 

however, so much as mention Documerica's existence. Moreover, the NEA document 

asserted that, while the new Bicentennial project would document “virtually everything” 

about America, it would also necessarily be a selective “extraction from the reality of 

America… [intended to] order that whole and illuminate it, making it explicable to the 

extent that it is and inexplicable in like measure.”259  The NEA document's authors, 

whether Stover alone or in tandem with selected others from the committee of five, 

displayed a predisposition toward accepting fragmented approaches that was more typical 

of a granting agency like the NEA than it was of overarching federal initiatives like the 

FSA or Documerica. The authors admitted that “selectivity in the survey will be 

impossible to avoid,” and suggested that, “the standards for selection must be made 

explicit.” Hampshire, rightly understanding that all this convoluted phrasing would 
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establish authority to define the very terms of what constituted the “reality of America,” 

wrote in the margin “By whom?”260 

Hampshire agreed to some extent with the document's proposed mode of selecting 

photographers, as it mirrored his own decisions at Documerica. The photographers would 

be chosen as if they were the recipients of the NEA’s photography fellowships-- on the 

basis of their experience and the quality of the proposals they submitted to a panel for 

review. Not surprisingly, Hampshire agreed that photographers should be paid with a 

one-time grant, should edit their own work, and should not retain rights to their 

photographs. But the dominance of the NEA was further established when the committee 

of five decided to draw the Bicentennial photographers from the existing pool of NEA 

fellowship appliants in a competition that was already underway. Thus another layer of 

influence was cemented for the NEA in shaping the Bicentennial initiative. Furthermore, 

although the NEA document identified editing as the project’s “seminal task,” to be 

carried out by a central curator/editor/administrator from the project’s outset, what 

emerged from Hampshire's lack of involvement in preparing the NEA document is that 

this central figure was unlikely to be him.  

Despite his own struggles handling the volume of work at Documerica, struggles 

that were well-documented in the EPA’s periodic “reorganization” schemes for 

Documerica, Hampshire mysteriously disagreed with the NEA document’s 

recommendations for a large staff, arguing that one person could do the job. Perhaps he 

overestimated his track record at Documerica, or perhaps he simply resented that he 

himself had never received this much help. At any rate, Hampshire responded 

sarcastically to the proposed staff (three principals, six assistants, and four clerical 

workers), exclaiming “Wow! What will they do?”261 Even though his own 
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correspondence with photographers regularly blamed delays in selection, feedback and 

payment on his insurmountable backlog of work, in this context Hampshire insisted that 

“This is not intelligent. Too much crap and too little photography.” When the proposal 

projected a project cost of three million dollars, Hampshire finally snapped. In enormous 

letters next to the budget total he wrote “Good God!!”262 

Not only did Hampshire believe that the Bicentennial project could be directed by 

one administrator with a couple of assistants and clerical workers-- less than half the 

proposed staff of 13-- he didn't think that the staff should receive benefits, nor that 

photographers should receive per diem and travel expenses. Evidencing the same 

withholding of resources that had diluted the impact of Documerica’s debut as the “new 

FSA,” Hampshire proposed reducing the NEA document’s 200 grants at $7,500 each to 

100 grants at $5,000 each, with no additional expenses covered. Hampshire’s budget 

would have amounted to roughly six or seven hundred thousand dollars-- significantly 

less than the committee’s recommendation.  While Hampshire displayed characteristic 

irascibility, condescension, and deflating attitudes in his penciled revisions to the NEA 

document, he indisputably had long experience dealing with federal limitations. The 

committee optimistically envisioned that “funds, or at least a substantial portion of them, 

could be drawn from Fiscal Year 1975 residues of federal departments and agencies,”263 

but Hampshire presciently commented: “we may have a chance of finding under $1 

million which OMB [Office of Management and Budget] can shake loose. But what 

department or agency is going to confess to having $3 million worth of unobligated funds 

for fiscal year 1975?”264  The overreach of the committee’s plans seems almost designed 
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to force the project out of a federal context. Indeed, the NEA document tentatively puts 

forth the supposedly “remote” possibility that obtaining private, corporate funding might 

become necessary, while all but ensuring, with its huge budget, that it would. To this 

prospect, Hampshire simply wrote in caps: “NO!”265 But ultimately, the size of the 

proposed budget, as well as the lack of a plan for skimming such funds off of existing 

federal programs, made private funding an inevitable choice.  

It is difficult to assess to what degree Hampshire tried to insinuate himself into the 

new photographic initiative by promoting his frugality, and to what degree he was 

unselfconsciously showing himself to be a cautious bureaucrat by nature (or from long 

years of government service). Either way, Hampshire stuck to his suggestion that the 

group skim federal funds already appropriated for photography, without getting carried 

away by the idea that money could be netted across the entire scope of the OMB. As 

Hampshire saw it, the EPA and the USDA together could provide $300,000, or half of 

Hampshire’s conservative budget for the new initiative, especially if the EPA threw in 

Documerica’s existing budget. Had the White House group pursued Hampshire’s idea, 

Documerica might have expanded to accommodate the new undertaking, thus receiving 

the rejuvenation and recognition Hampshire sought and Documerica sorely needed.  

Certainly Hampshire badly wanted to keep Documerica alive.  But his actual, personal 

ambition is harder to pin down. After receiving the NEA document, he wrote a heartfelt 

letter to Kennerly: “I believe so strongly in the need for the institution that I would 

remove myself from the picture if I thought that my presence endangers it happening. If, 

on the other hand, I can help it happen I will do so under any conditions my peers wish to 

impose.”266  The letter may have been an attempt to bypass or even fight back against the 

committee of five, who had left him out of drafting the NEA document. The letter has a 
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desperate tone, and seems to be an end-run by Hampshire in the face of plans that were 

not going his way. Hampshire predicted, correctly as it turned out, that the committee 

was building castles in the air with almost no chance of gathering sufficient resources, 

forcing the new initiative’s evaporation.  

Hampshire was not entirely alone in his reaction to the three million dollar 

proposal. At the next White House meeting of the full group, he found unexpected 

support for his skepticism about the NEA document’s scope and budget. Someone had 

shown the proposal to an OMB staff member who had responded by laughing. The 

National Geographic’s Gilka agreed that it called for too much staff and was too 

expensive. Kennerly, for his part, was concerned it would create “a big bureaucracy,” and 

he suggested cutting the number of photographers and administrators in half.  And, 

unexpectedly, Alan Fern, chief of the Prints and Photographs Division at the Library of 

Congress (LOC), told the committee that the Library had interest in housing the new 

project because of its similarity to the FSA, whose files were stored at LOC. But Fern 

insisted that the new initiative return to the FSA model of hiring a small, full-time staff of 

photographers. Fern’s interest was an important vote of confidence from an institution 

with demonstrated cultural cachet. In fact, Hampshire would later fight the placement of 

the Documerica files at the National Archives precisely because such a designation 

conferred journeyman status on Documerica’s images, implying that they were merely 

historical records. Placement at the LOC, in contrast, would have assigned the images not 

only historical significance, but also artistic and cultural stature by implicitly equating it 

to the FSA. However, the LOC declined the Documerica file when it was offered to them 

in 1977.  Here, at the 1975 White House meeting, Fern’s insistence on a small, salaried 

staff for the proposed Bicentennial initiative suggests that he anticipated the 

fragmentation that short-term, freelance contracts or one-time grants would engender. His 

embrace of the FSA staffing model suggests that he believed documenting the U.S. 

through a cohesive, national lens required the kind of centralized direction and control 
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Roy Stryker had provided at the FSA-- perhaps explaining his eventual lack of interest in 

acquiring the Documerica files. Fern’s offer departed too much from the group’s existing 

plans, however, and it was never pursued.  

It had become clear that, one way or another, the time had come to get the project 

out of White House meeting rooms and into implementation. When the group asked, 

“where does this project belong?” Kennerly quickly answered “not the White House,” 

indicating that the White House was eager to shed the direct responsibility for and 

complications of the Bicentennial initiative. Hampshire may have found kindred spirits 

opposing the mammoth budget, but he was brought up short by the conversation’s next 

turn, when the group began discussing a director who could move the initiative forward 

quickly. Rothstein suggested Ken Heyman, and, from that point forward, the nomination 

took hold. No one else was ever considered seriously, although Kennerly did wonder 

aloud if O’Doherty, the head of the NEA’s Visual Arts Program, might be interested. 

O’Doherty wasn’t at the meeting that day, but others knew he wasn’t interested in the 

job, so the discussion returned to Heyman. What must have been especially galling to 

Hampshire was how Rothstein turned so immediately to Heyman. Heyman had already 

been suggested to Kennerly behind the scenes, in Stover’s memo accompanying his April 

20 NEA document, but Hampshire didn’t know that. To have Rothstein, former 

collaborator on Documerica, nominate Heyman without so much as nodding to 

Hampshire was a purposeful statement of omission. Surprisingly, Gilka, whom 

Hampshire considered a personal friend, didn’t promote Hampshire either. Rather, Gilka 

sardonically joked “if we can find a director, let’s find $500,000!” The sole person who 

opposed Heyman’s appointment was Fern, again evidencing his adherence to the FSA 

precedent of direction by a non-photographer (also continued, in Hampshire, at 

Documerica). Fern argued that “all the best [directors] were not photographers,” and that 
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it was more important that a director provide editorial expertise,267 a sentiment with 

which Hampshire undoubtedly heartily agreed. But Fern’s comments went nowhere, and 

Heyman remained the group’s first choice.  Hampshire later said that he felt completely 

betrayed in that moment, especially by Gilka.  The discussion made him believe his 

colleagues felt he was “the wrong sort of person,” which he speculated meant there had 

been “just too much Giff Hampshire.”268 

The next day, Hampshire’s wife Mary wrote a wrenching letter to Gilka, telling 

him “Giff came home feeling very low after that White House meeting.”  Although she 

said she was “sorry to have to take advantage of a friendship,” she confessed Gilka was 

the only person to whom she could write and “not sound like ‘just a wife talking.’” She 

was outraged that “when they asked for nominations for who could run this new agency, 

not one of you suggested [Hampshire],” and explained that he would not have nominated 

himself because “Giff just isn’t that type.” She believed the people who were considered 

for the job to be “inferior to Giff professionally” and, assuming that Hampshire would 

still somehow remain involved with the initiative, she argued “it is an insult to ask him to 

work under them.” Mary’s statements reveal and echo Hampshire’s own presumption of 

his professional importance, which had been belied by the machinations throughout the 

Bicentennial initiative’s shaping process. Despite the fact that Gorkin had essentially 

done an end-run around Hampshire with his Parade letter, Mary asserted “this is 

[Hampshire’s] project.” She now challenged Gilka to “get a list of the photographers 

involved [in Documerica] and talk with them. Then you will get an honest and 

knowledgable (sic) answer to your question.”269 Ironically, what Mary didn’t 
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acknowledge, assuming she knew, was that Ken Heyman had in fact been a Documerica 

photographer and, furthermore, many Documerica photographers had parted bitterly with 

Hampshire and had no doubt declined to support him in informal talks in professional 

photography circles. In the end, Hampshire was bypassed as director of this potentially 

significant Bicentennial undertaking in favor of one of his own former employees.   

Perhaps not wanting to burn bridges, Mary ended by reassuring Gilka that she and 

Hampshire counted him and his wife among their best friends and hoped to see them 

soon. But after the White House meetings wrapped up, Hampshire and Gilka never spoke 

again. Hampshire later described the loss of that friendship as a sadness that endured 

throughout the next thirty years.270  

By the next White House meeting two weeks later, Hampshire seemed to have 

come to terms with Heyman’s appointment.  In fact, he seemed downright eager to go on 

record supporting Heyman, leaping to be the one who formally nominated him when it 

came time for a vote.271  Embrace of Heyman was not universal. The NEA’s O’Doherty, 

who had been absent when Heyman was suggested, expressed reservations after talking 

to the vaguely-described  “photography community.” John Morris, director of the New 

York Times News Service, called O’Doherty “crazy,” and argued “Ken is the best we can 

get.” When the final vote was taken, everyone approved Heyman except for the NEA 

representatives, who abstained.272  Heyman’s appointment signaled to the NEA officials 

that their vision for the new Bicentennial initiative had not entirely prevailed. Heyman’s 

work was firmly based in the traditions of social documentary and photojournalism, 

while the NEA, in contrast, privileged more artistic approaches and was institutionally 
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invested in promoting photography as a fine art. In keeping with this philosophy, their 

NEA Survey Program would blur the distinctions between art and documentary, steering 

away from photojournalistic emphases.273 The abstention of the NEA members at the 

White House on Heyman’s appointment indicates their disapproval of him or, rather, of 

the photojournalistic tone he would likely establish for the Bicentennial project. 

Once the vote was settled, the group moved on to the matter of where this new 

initiative would be housed. Having accepted that he would not be named director, 

Hampshire refocused his energies on at least preserving, if not boosting, Documerica’s 

interests. He initiated a discussion questioning the wisdom of setting up shop in New 

York, as proposed, suggesting instead that the EPA might provide a center of operations. 

In fact the group had already made the NEA the initiative’s Washington base, and the 

NEA was prepared to provide start-up funding as well as a pool of photographers. Still, 

Hampshire doggedly continued to try and promote the EPA as a major player, despite a 

complete lack of enthusiasm from the group. He asked O’Doherty if the EPA and the 

NEA could make an inter-agency agreement wherein the EPA would contribute funds on 

the understanding that they would be funneled to contract Documerica photographers for 

Bicentennial assignments. Immediately, Stover jumped in and said “No!” and asked 

Hampshire and O’Doherty to table the conversation.274 While the entire White House 

group consistently resisted Hampshire’s overtures, Stover was probably the most 

vehemently opposed to them. Stover already saw the White House group as “dominated 

by photojournalists,”275 and Documerica’s photographers were likewise predominantly 

photojournalists. Having capitulated to the appointment of Heyman, himself a former 

Documerica photographer, Stover was not about to further encourage the alignment of 
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the new initiative with Documerica’s photojournalistic approaches. Moreover, as 

evidenced by the increasing exclusion of Hampshire once Stover came on board the 

committee of five, Stover seemed to want to avoid Hampshire altogether. 

Newly appointed, Ken Heyman attended the next and final White House meeting 

on May 22. Having accepted the job with the understanding that there were no funds 

already raised except the small start-up grant offered by the NEA, Heyman steered 

conversation toward the status of the project. The LOC’s Fern had written him a letter 

urging that the initiative become a non-governmental organization. Fern offered as an 

example of the artistic freedom available outside the government Dorothea Lange’s 

freelance work after the FSA, including her role in helping Edward Steichen design his 

“Family of Man” exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in 1955. Heyman was 

persuaded, and proposed to the White House group that the Bicentennial initiative should 

become a non-profit, privately funded organization. This approach was the polar opposite 

of what Hampshire wanted. It violated what he believed was the single most crucial 

element encouraging good documentary photography: the absence of commercial 

interests. Heyman, however, had a reason for pursuing non-profit status. His contacts at 

Random House had offered funding to the new initiative for a book that would be 

reminiscent of the book from the “Family of Man” exhibition. But, as Heyman warned 

the White House group, Random House would not contribute to a government project.  

Kennerly, eager to get the Bicentennial project off his desk at last, dispatched 

Heyman to find a lawyer to establish the initiative’s non-profit status and to get started, 

urging him only to “keep the committee of five.”276 Heyman initially agreed to retain the 

committee as core advisors, but as early as that same afternoon, he drafted a memo 

appointing John Durniak of Time, John Morris of the New York Times and Rothstein as 
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its advisory council.  The appointment of Durniak, Morris and Rothstein signaled 

Heyman’s attachment to journalism, just as the NEA officials had feared; all three men 

were professionally situated at magazines and newspapers. In addition to replacing the 

board of advisors, Heyman located the project, which he decided to name “Photo-USA,” 

in New York. He did establish a small Washington-based outpost, but he located it 

neither at the NEA nor at the EPA. Instead, he found office space near the Department of 

Agriculture and appointed the USDA’s Byron Schumacher to be its point man.277 In this 

revealing move by Heyman, Hampshire was completely eliminated from the loop. 

Hampshire did not dwell specifically on this latest snub, already deflated by the 

cumulated disappointments of the White House meetings. But it is difficult to interpret 

Heyman’s bypassing of Hampshire as anything but intentional, given that Hampshire had 

been Heyman’s director and editor during his Mascoutah assignment at Documerica. Had 

Heyman enjoyed their relationship, it seems likely that he would have wanted to continue 

it.  

Heyman did keep in touch with Hampshire, but only cursorily. There are only two 

letters about Photo USA in the Documerica files after the conclusion of the White House 

meetings.  The first, in June 1975, is a progress report informing Hampshire that the 

organization’s name would be changed to “Photo/200.” In this letter, Heyman admitted 

that the budget was “still virtually non-existent,” but remained exuberant about Photo 

200’s forthcoming tax-exempt status, its new office space on Madison Avenue, and its 

first photography editor, hired from the staff of Time-Life Books. Heyman kept his tone 

light, cordial, and distant. He told Hampshire, for example, that Photo 200’s first Board 

of Directors’ meeting was slated to be held at the White House later that month, but said 

nothing about having jettisoned the original committee of five, including Hampshire. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
277 Ken Heyman, undated proposal for “Photo-USA,” submitted with a letter to Kennerly dated May 22, 
1975. NARA Record Group 412-M, Box 3. 



 354	  

Heyman’s tone, in fact, seems crafted to keep Hampshire at bay, appeasing him with 

basic information without elaborating on it or seeking his advice.  

Hampshire, however, turned out to be right about Photo/200 on all counts: the 

overreach of its ambitious budget, the folly of seeking corporate funding, and the need for 

a director who was not himself a photographer, who might have been able to more 

effectively administrate it. Photo/200 died an unheralded death without producing a 

single photograph. The second and last letter from Heyman arrived in February 1976, 

barely eight months after the project began. It was written on stationery with a heading 

reading: “Photo/200: A Portrait of America.” But official letterhead was all that 

remained. Heyman thanked Hampshire for his “initial help and concern about the 

national photographic survey we have been planning,” but said he had “sad news.”  

Photo/200 had failed to get off the ground. “As of next week,” Heyman recounted, “the 

project will go into insolvency, meaning that there will be no photographic survey as 

envisioned by the Directors.” Explaining that he had contacted over 150 corporations, 

foundations, and philanthropists to no avail, Heyman had finally petitioned the White 

House in a last, desperate request for funding in time to proceed during the Bicentennial 

year. The White House declined, and no significant sponsorship ever materialized. The 

modest start-up funds provided by the $20,000 NEA grant had been quickly depleted. 

Hampshire jotted a short reply to Heyman, agreeing that this was indeed sad news. But to 

Hampshire, the worst part was the wasted opportunity of what he had once called the 

“Parade caper.”278  With atypical directness, he wrote: 

 
I remain convinced that documentary photography is 
important to our society and to our posterity. I believe 
documentary is the revered corner of the art. Photographers 
will practice the art with or without sponsors. But their 
work will not benefit society until we are able to establish 
an institution to make that possible.  The sad fact is that 
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those of us who should be able to get together and do it are 
not willing or able after all.279 

Certainly Hampshire felt defeated by the turn the Bicentennial initiative took. Not 

only was he passed over to direct the new project, his attempt to circulate EPA funds 

through it, which would have guaranteed him some level of continued involvement, was 

also rejected. So was his offer to informally assist in stewarding this new and unstable 

initiative. Hampshire’s warnings about the project’s size and scope, as well as about the 

risks of pursuing corporate funding, were completely ignored. Hampshire would later 

characterize the Bicentennial episode as “the low point” of his career, and he came to 

understand it as signaling the beginning of the end for Documerica. Only five years away 

from retiring when these meetings occurred, Hampshire slipped into a seat-warming 

mentality at EPA from that point forward. Although he held his post through 1980, 

Documerica issued no new contracts after 1975 and Hampshire stopped lobbying to 

protect or increase its budget. In the short space of the next four years, he suffered two 

heart attacks and the first of several bypass surgeries. He described the Bicentennial 

experience as “devastating,” and it seems to have permanently destroyed his faith in the 

possibility for reviving large-scale, federally sponsored, FSA-style documentary 

photography. Hampshire concluded that Documerica would be the last such government 

undertaking ever.280 

In so many ways, Gifford Hampshire was not a visionary.  He came to the EPA 

and founded Documerica based on notions he had harbored since the 1940s.  His favorite 

book on photography remained Wilson Hicks’ Words and Pictures, a blandly mainstream 

book even when published in 1952 and certainly out of step by the early 1970s. He 

declined to truly shape the vision and approach of Documerica as Roy Stryker had done 
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for the FSA. Most of his bungled maneuvers, in fact, were sins of omission-- not hiring a 

cohesive staff, not communicating a better sense of direction to photographers, not 

aggressively marketing Documerica images to publications. Echoing the ASMP 

controversy that became the founding drama of Documerica, his vituperative 

correspondence with the other players in these Bicentennial project negotiations, and 

their polite but near total avoidance of him, suggests he was on the mark when he 

speculated that they felt “there was just too much of Giff Hampshire.”281 

At the same time, however problematic Hampshire’s personal style was – and 

certainly it was—the White House group’s dismissal of Documerica and their decisions 

shaping Photo/200 signaled larger shifts in documentary photography’s social and 

cultural position as well as in the viability of a the very concept of “national identity” in 

the 1970s. In some ways, Photo/200’s demise is puzzling considering how accurately it 

reflected the era’s shifts toward corporate and non-profit funding and toward private, 

commercial venues. Although photography had lost some of its cultural dominance to 

television, a new array of galleries, specialty magazines, and university photography 

programs created an unprecedented boom (albeit in predominantly fine arts forums). 

Moreover, as the federal government staggered through the energy crisis and the highest 

inflation in decades, it made fiscal if not artistic sense to locate the new photographic 

initiative outside government walls.  

That the White House group did not seem to try very hard to situate the 

Bicentennial initiative in a federal agency before sloughing it off to private, non-profit 

status indicates their ambivalence about older formations of government-sponsored 

photography, despite their admiration for, and even valorization of, the FSA. The group’s 

half-hearted, unrealistic plans was but one of countless examples of federal disinvestment 

in artistic, aesthetic and social endeavors across the board in the 1970s-- despite all 
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apparent embraces of the value of such undertakings. Even the group’s momentary 

solution of skimming funds from the OMB displayed a somewhat disingenuous 

exploitation of subtle but significant alterations in federal procedures. Beginning with 

Nixon, and further reinforced during the Ford administration, the executive branch used 

the OMB to exercise control over funding priorities while decentralizing the actual details 

of spending.282 Using OMB oversight, Nixon could, for example, simply underfund 

rather than cancel centralized Great Society aid programs.283 His administration 

increasingly distributed federal funds, in new configurations of programs, to states and 

municipalities for implementation in the name of cost-efficiency. This strategic 

decentralization of details encouraged municipalities’ pro-growth, pro-business priorities 

to seemingly organically eclipse social programs that had formerly been federally 

enforced and national in scope.  

Similarly, the demise of any federally-sponsored, national photographic project in 

the 1970s evidenced similar dynamics. It also expressed the tone of the Bicentennial in 

general, as plans for a unified, large-scale national commemoration devolved into 

smaller, more confined local celebrations.284 Ironically, ARBA’s emphasis on hometown 

pride, folksy small-town parades, and community-driven improvement projects might 

have rendered Documerica the ideal home for the Bicentennial photography project, 

considering Documerica’s similar themes. And Photo/200, despite its rivalry with 

Documerica, did not differ from it in photographic approach, as its conjuring of the FSA 

and Hampshire’s involvement reveals. While Photo/200’s non-profit status reflected 
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