Searching for the Seventies
the

photography project
by Bruce I. Bustard

B

ad fashion, odd fads, and disco dance music sum up the 1970s for many Americans. We contrast
those years to the politically committed 1960s civil rights triumphs, antiwar protests, Great Society re
forms, and New Left radicalism. They seem a poor relation to the economically booming 1980s Republican
resurgence, yuppies, tax cuts, and leveraged buyouts.
The decade of the seventies is remembered as a time of soaring inflation, political corruption, and loss of
prestige around the world. It was an era of political and economic drift—the self indulgent “me decade.”
But the1970s were much more than leisure suits, streaking, and disco. Their importance goes beyond high gas prices,
Watergate, and Vietnam. During the seventies, profound changes took root in our politics, society, and economy.
A new National Archives exhibition, “Searching for the Seventies: The DOCUMERICA Photography
Project,” invites visitors to take a fresh look at the 1970s through the lens of a federal photography project
called Project DOCUMERICA.

In a photograph that might have been titled “Main Street meets the counter culture,” photographer Tom Hubbard caught a family watching street performers at a festival in Cincinnati’s Fountain Square in August 1973.

Created by the U.S. Environmental Protec
tion Agency (EPA) in 1971, DOCUMERICA
was born out of the decade’s environmental
awakening and produced striking photographs
of many of that era’s environmental problems
and achievements. As you might expect, the
photographers hired by the EPA took thousands
of color photographs depicting pollution, waste,
and blight, but they were given the freedom to
capture the era’s trends, fashions, and cultural
shifts. The result is an amazing archive and a fas
cinating portrait of America from 1972 to 1977.
What Was DOCUMERICA and
How Did It Work?
DOCUMERICA was the brainchild of Gif
ford “Giff” Hampshire, a photo editor and
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federal government employee who had worked
for National Geographic. After he joined the
EPA’s Office of Public Affairs, Hampshire
convinced EPA Administrator William Ruck
elshaus to support a photography project that
would document the 1970s environmental
crisis in much the same way the Farm Security
Administration photography project had doc
umented the Great Depression of the 1930s.
In November 1971, Ruckelshaus and Hamp
shire introduced DOCUMERICA to the public
and the media. The project initially employed
about 50 photographers to “pictorially document
the environmental movement in America in this
decade.” Its photographs would establish “a visual
baseline” of 1970s environmental images from
which improvements could be measured.

For example, DOCUMERICA photogra
phers might “record . . . current air pollution
problems” and later re-photograph the same
locations to chart progress. Other subjects
would include water pollution, solid waste
management, pesticide control, noise pol
lution, and radiation reduction. The photo
graphs would demonstrate the “impact of the
environmental problem,” tally the social and
economic costs of environmental change, doc
ument “the environmental movement itself,”
and more broadly, “depict Americans ‘doing
their environmental thing.’”
But Hampshire encouraged his photog
raphers to look beyond pollution and other
problems, and seek out what he called “the hu
man connection” to these issues.

Spring 2013

“Where you see people,”
he told them, “there’s an
environmental element to
which they are connected.
The great Documerica pic
tures will show the connec
tion and what it means.”

Bruce McAllister photographed this car-filled Utah
pond before its clean-up by the EPA in 1974.

The Photographers
Pick Their Subjects
Over six years, Hampshire
hired about 70 photographers
who would complete 115 assign
ments covering all 50 states. Assign
ments varied. They could be as narrow
as Gene Daniels’s effort to photograph “fly
fishermen for conservation” or as general as
Frank Alexsandrowicz’s to record “the environ
mental problems of Cleveland, Ohio.”
A few assignments, such as Bruce McAllis
ter’s to photograph the EPA’s clean-up of a Utah
pond, or Bill Shrout’s visit to an EPA laboratory,
were directly tied to the agency’s mission.
Others came from the photographer’s
own interests.
Lyntha and Terry Eiler’s work dealt with north
ern Arizona, where the couple lived, and centered
on “polluters on Arizona Indian Reservations.”
Yoichi Okamoto received an assignment to ex
plore whether suburbia near his home in Wash
ington, D.C., was “the American dream or a gate
way to frustration.” Flip Schulke (and later some

Terry Eiler photographed these elderly Navajos during
an assignment in Arizona during the spring of 1972.

of his photography students) returned repeatedly
to New Ulm, Minnesota, where he chronicled the
environmental issues in his hometown.
Many photographs in the exhibit bril
liantly captured diverse aspects of American
society in the seventies. Tom Hubbard saw
Cincinnati’s Fountain Square as a “public
square that works for the city and its people,”
and many of his street photographs playfully
chronicled 1970s fashion and style. Charles
O’Rear’s photograph of a young hitchhiker
drifting along Arizona’s Route 66 with his

Opposite page: “The urban city environ
ment” of Brooklyn, New York, was the
subject of Danny Lyon’s DOCUMER
ICA assignment. Lyon photographed
these young women in front of a wall
of graffiti. He saw the inner city as “a
contradiction to main stream America’s
gas stations expressways, shopping cen
ters, and tract homes.”
Left: Pulitzer Prize–winning photog
rapher John H. White took this pho
tograph of a young woman soliciting
funds for a Chicago organization during
his DOCUMERICA assignment in the
African American sections of the city
in 1973.
Below: DOCUMERICA photographer
Gene Daniels took this photograph of
children playing in the yard of a home
near a smelter stack in Ruston, Wash
ington, in August 1973.

Paul Sequeira’s notebook for his 1973 DOC
UMERICA assignment in Chicago, Illinois, and Gary,
Indiana.
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dog, “Tripper,” captured the 1970s youth
culture and its challenges to traditional ideas
about dress, masculinity, and work.
Other photographers also did an admirable
job picturing the nation’s growing cultural di
versity, as, for example, Bill Gillette’s series of
photographs on migrant workers, Terry and
Lyntha Eiler’s shots of Native Americans, and
Flip Schulke’s study of retirees in Miami, Flor
ida. John H. White saw his extensive coverage
of Chicago’s African American community as
a means of creating a historical record of that
community and also as a way of allowing the
viewer to enter “into the lives of people you
might otherwise never meet.”

One of Danny Lyon’s assignments empha
sized the contrast among “Blacks, latins, and
poor whites” living in Brooklyn, New York,
and “main stream [sic] America’s gas sta
tion expressways shopping centers and tract
homes.” And a Schulke portrait pictured an
interracial couple with their daughter enjoy
ing July 4th fireworks in Sleepy Eye, Min
nesota.
Not Just Pollution But a
Slice of the Seventies
Because DOCUMERICA was run by the
EPA, many assume that its photographers
photographed only dead fish, smog, and
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A young hitchhiker and his dog, “Tripper,” were the
subjects of this Charles O’Rear portrait. O’Rear was
DOCUMERICA’s most prolific photographer, com
pleting assignments in Hawaii, California, Nebraska,
and Arizona as well as an assignment to photograph
a cross-country Amtrak journey.

In 1973, this retirement hotel in Miami Beach, Florida, was home for three women photographed by DOC
UMERICA photographer Flip Shulke.

polluted rivers. During its lifetime, the proj
ect failed to capture America’s imagination,
but EPA’s creation of DOCUMERICA’s
photographic file and its preservation in the
National Archives will give future genera
tions a view of the 1970s that is broad and
deep. DOCUMERICA’s archive moves us
farther from the stereotype of the 1970s as
a time when “it seemed like nothing hap
pened,” and allows us to glimpse the nascent
problems, issues, and changes that would
shape our future.
“Searching for the Seventies” is orga
nized thematically. Each of the exhibition’s
three sections takes its title from songs
popular during the 1970s. “Ball of Confu
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sion” focuses on the issues and problems
that were on the minds of Americans in
the seventies.
“Everybody Is a Star” showcases DOC
UMERICA’s portraits to emphasize how
we expressed ourselves more vibrantly
than in the buttoned-up ’50s and early
’60s. “Pave Paradise” shows how DOC
UMERICA photographers viewed the
American landscape.
Four smaller, “On Assignment” sections
feature the work of DOCUMERICA pho
tographers Jack Corn, John H. White, Lyn
tha Eiler, and Tom Hubbard. DOCUMER
ICA textual documents—caption sheets,
correspondence, photographer’s notebooks,

A Cincinnati, Ohio, auto inspection station was the
setting for Lyntha Eiler’s 1974 portrait of a young
woman observing testing procedures.

and magazine articles—allow us to study in
depth the project, its photographs, and its
photographers.
“Searching for the Seventies” will be on
display in the Lawrence F. O’Brien Gallery
at the National Archives Building in Wash
ington, D.C., from March 8 through Sep
tember 8, 2013. An exhibition catalog can
be purchased in the myArchives Store on the
Main Level of the National Archives Build
ing or at myarchivesstore.org. P
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David Falconer’s photograph of a man and his son protecting their car from gas thieves was a unique perspective on the 1974 fuel shortage in the Pacific Northwest.
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To learn more about
• The DOCUMERICA
photography project, go
to www.archives.gov/publications/
prologue/2009/spring/.
• The work of John White, a DOC
UMERICA photographer, go to
www.archives.gov/exhibits/portrait_
of_black_chicago/introduction.html.
• America as viewed through 100 years
of photography, go to www.archives.
gov/exhibits/picturing_the_century/.

Bruce I. Bustard is senior
curator at the National Ar
chives in Washington, D.C.
He was curator for “Search
ing for the Seventies” and
for “Attachments: Faces
and Stories from America’s Gates” in 2012.

A comparison of Arthur Rothstein’s 1939
FSA photograph, “Miner’s Café, Butte, Mon
tana,” with David Hiser’s 1973 DOCUMERI
CA photograph, “The cook at the Texan Café
watches the snow removal crew at work.”
illustrates the influence of FSA photographic
technique on DOCUMERICA.

DOCUMERICA and Farm Security
Administration Photography
DOCUMERICA project director Gifford Hampshire greatly ad
mired the 1930s Resettlement Administration/Farm Security Ad
ministration (FSA) photography project that employed photogra
phers like Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, and Arthur Rothstein,
who took photographs such as Lange’s iconic “Migrant Mother.”
Directed by agricultural economist Roy Stryker, its goal was to
document the United States during the Great Depression and pro
mote Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. All his adult life, Hampshire
had hoped to “do something . . . comparable to the FSA.”
DOCUMERICA was modeled on the FSA. Hampshire
saw his project as “a contemporary application of the photojournalistic principles established by the FSA.”
He held up the Depression-era agency as its inspiration in
the initial press release about DOCUMERICA, urged his pho
tographers to read about it, and hired former FSA photographer
Arthur Rothstein as an adviser. When photographers asked for
guidance, he pointed them to F. Jack Hurley’s Portrait of a Decade:
Roy Stryker and the Development of Documentary Photography in
the Thirties, a history of the FSA. While there were differences,
such as DOCUMERICA ’ s reliance on color photography and
its larger staff, as a whole the project had a similar nationwide
scope, and its photographers explored comparable issues such as
change and continuity, the nature of progress, and American val
ues through in-depth photographic stories. Consciously or not,
DOCUMERICA photographers often took pictures that seem
inspired by (or even imitative of ) documentary techniques pio
neered by the FSA in the 1930s.
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But, as Hampshire
liked to point out, he
was “no Roy Stryker.” He
hoped to avoid what he
considered the “propaganda”
for agency programs he noticed in
many FSA photos, and he emphasized
that his photographers would have the freedom they cherished to
pursue the photographs they intended. Unlike Stryker, Hampshire
did not send out lists of images he needed for the files, nor did he
offer much in the way of guidance or critique. “I’m not saying,” he
wrote to a photographer, “that I cannot direct photographers into
meaningful assignments. . . . I’m saying that I should not. I contend
the best photography comes out of the photographer’s intellectual
involvement as well as emotional.”
The Farm Security Administration/Office of War Informa
tion archive is held at the Library of Congress. It can be viewed
online at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fsahtml/fahome.html.

Arthur Rothstein, Roy Stryker, and Gifford Hampshire, 1972. DOC
UMERICA director Gifford Hampshire was inspired by the New Deal–
era Farm Security Administration photography project directed by Roy
Stryker. During the 1970s, FSA photographer Arthur Rothstein served as
an adviser to DOCUMERICA.
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