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Praise for OUR PATCHWORK NATION

“Our Patchwork Nation is a compelling, thought-provoking book and a must-read for anyone trying to make sense of our country’s complex political and cultural dynamic. I highly recommend this book.”

—Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class
 and director of the Martin Prosperity Institute, 
University of Toronto

 

“Our Patchwork Nation does what no other book has ever done—explains in real words who we are as Americans. Reading it is much like looking into a mirror that is as accessible as it is reflective. This is a book to keep always at your side and in your mind.”

—Jim Lehrer, news anchor, PBS NewsHour

 

“Tired of seeing America painted in only two colors? Our Patchwork Nation is a wonderful book that takes us way beyond red and blue—while also explaining the social, regional, and economic roots of our partisan and ideological color wars. No matter what your politics are, you are guaranteed great fun by Dante Chinni and Jim Gimpel’s glorious charts and graphs (as well as their brisk, well-written text). And you will be challenged to figure out where you fit into their patchwork, and what their crazy quilt means for the future of our country.”

—E .J. Dionne Jr., author of Why Americans Hate Politics and Souled Out

 

“A great piece of work. I don’t see how every political writer in the country with any sense wouldn’t buy this book.”

—Bill Kovach, coauthor of The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople 
Should Know and the Public Should Expect

 

“How many books challenge you to think differently about your town, your country, yourself? Hold tight for this exuberant ride into Our Patchwork Nation, where new ideas and fresh insights await around the next bend. This book should come with a traveler’s advisory: Leave your assumptions at home.”

—Steve Luxenberg, author of Annie’s Ghosts: A Journey into a Family Secret 
and associate editor, The Washington Post
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Dante Chinni, since the run-up to the 2008 presidential election, has been the correspondent for the award-winning Patchwork Nation project, a collaboration among The Christian Science Monitor, PBS NewsHour, and PBS member stations, funded by the Knight Foundation. He has covered politics and the media for more than a decade, and his work has appeared in Newsweek, The New Republic, The Washington Post Magazine, and other publications. He lives in Washington, D.C.
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James Gimpel, Ph.D., is a professor of government at the University of Maryland, College Park.
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FOREWORD

by Ray Suarez, PBS NewsHour, Senior Correspondent

The United States begins the second decade of the twenty-first century with some 308 million people living within its boundaries. Too many to interview. Too many to photograph. Too many to ask about the details of their daily lives. Americans could use a way to frame the stories they tell themselves about their own country. They need a way to wrap their arms, and their heads, around a continent-sized country with a dizzying array of ways of life, and need an organizing principle to do it.

Enter Patchwork Nation.

Dante Chinni and James Gimpel looked at the country, sifted the data, and confirmed what you might have already expected: The country really is a patchwork. After you read this book, you should shift in your seat and knit your brow the next time you hear some carefully coiffed analyst start a sentence with, “Americans believe . . . ,” or “Americans want . . . ,” or “Americans know . . .” The mix of things our countrymen believe and want and know varies a great deal from place to place.

That’s where it gets interesting.

Regions are way too big to use as a way to look at the varieties of American experience. States are too big. Even SMSAs, Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, are too big. Yet those are the data sets we commonly use to analyze trends in American life, make political forecasts, and explain the country to itself. Down at the county level we’re finally getting  to the finer-grained understanding of economics, culture, work lives, industries, religion, and ethnic origin that make places what they are. Chinni and Gimpel know two adjacent counties in one state in one region may have far less in common than one of those jurisdictions and another county clear across the country.

The reaction to a political event, the desires for government intervention (or the lack thereof), the opposition to a new American history curriculum for high schoolers, or the support for posting religious texts in public places are commonly measured in gross blocs of public opinion that simply don’t tell you much. At the risk of stating the obvious, Philadelphia is not Bucks County, Ann Arbor is a far cry from Detroit, and Lincoln City, Oregon, while economically tied to Portland, is different in fundamental ways.

In 2009, I was lucky enough to hit the road with Dante Chinni and watch how the ideas underpinning the Patchwork Nation project really told you about American diversity. Lincoln City and Eagle, Colorado, had faced terrible setbacks in the economic downturn. Sioux City, Iowa, and Philadelphia had weathered the bad times fairly well compared to other times in recent history. But the reasons why an Iowa corn county and a Pennsylvania metropolis held their own couldn’t be more different.

It is a great gift to survey ripening corn from the top of a grain elevator while getting a tutorial in the operation of grain markets. It is a rare privilege to talk to a baker as she stretches a thin layer of pastry dough in preparation for a strudel. It is a joy to hear the pride in a small-town mayor’s voice as he shows a visitor around a skating rink and swimming pool that was a roll of the dice, and is a success.

I found Patchwork an appealing, versatile, and rich analytical tool for taking the country’s economic, political, and social temperature. So much has changed in recent decades. Gimpel and Chinni offer the student of modern America provocative ways to understand what divides and unites the country in 2010.

The appeal of Patchwork Nation is the creation of two symbiotic sets of propositions: from the social sciences and journalism. Dr. Gimpel’s analytical rigor comparing and contrasting American counties is made richer and more compelling by the careful, smart, and sensitive reporting of Dante Chinni. A fat book full of charts and diagrams packed with data would have been a chore. Chapter after chapter of revealing anecdotes would have been missing something important and fallen short of closing the sale. The combination of microchip and shoe leather fills out a portrait  neither one of the collaborators would have painted as successfully on his own.

As any good social scientist or journalist knows, you have to constantly self-police to avoid the tempting prospect of heading out to find people and their stories that prove what’s already in your data. You have to be equally vigilant about not highlighting data that reflect what you found out on the road, and suppressing data that contradict the reporting. Gimpel and Chinni are too smart and too honest about the complexity of the stories they’re telling to make those old mistakes.

Whenever you ask a town to stand in for many other places like it, there are going to be variables that do not fit as neatly as you’d like. Every place is not exactly like every other place in its Patchwork cohort. Emptying Nest communities were not stamped out by a cookie cutter. Monied Burbs are not all alike. The Patchwork Nation definitions are a proposal from Gimpel and Chinni about how to use a different set of tools for understanding the country. Get ready to be bowled over by data sets that will force you to say “I never knew that!” and stories of individual communities that will take you to parts of the country and ways of life very different from your own.

You will be intrigued, perplexed, and hopefully pissed off from time to time. You will chafe against the definitions, compare them to your own experiences of people and places . . . and that’s not only okay but bound to make the ride more interesting. The social science and storytelling will draw you in for the journey of a cover-to-cover read. But I will be really surprised if you don’t find yourself picking up the book again from time to time to scan the index, check stats, and recall individual stories.

 

 

YOU’RE HOLDING AN EYE-OPENING COLLECTION of journalistic observation, and a reference work, a handbook for understanding your own country. Welcome to Our Patchwork Nation.




INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

We started work on Patchwork Nation back in 2007. That means we sorted through the numbers and picked our communities and began organizing 3,141 counties into twelve types of place more than four years ago.

A lot can happen in four years, particularly in twenty-first-century America. Consider some of the waves, big and small, that we have witnessed and felt in that time:

The election of the first African-American president, the Democratic political wave in Washington, the rise of the Tea Party, the Republican counter-wave, the return of activist government, the return of austerity, the great recession, the not-so-great recovery, the economic stimulus, health care reform, the collapse of the housing market, the Dow at 13,500, the Dow at 6,600, the Dow back at 12,000, gas at $4.12 a gallon, gas at $1.61 a gallon, gas at $3.50 a gallon, the failure of more than 340 banks, the collapse of Lehman Brothers, the bankruptcies of two major automakers, unemployment at 4.8 percent, unemployment at 10.6 percent, unemployment at 8.9 percent, the release of the iPad, the arrival of 4G wireless, the return of 3-D films, the shooting of a congresswoman, the uprisings in the Middle East, the uprisings among public sector unions.

And that’s just a smattering, of course. It doesn’t even touch upon things like natural disasters, state budget struggles, or Lady Gaga. Considering those changes, people on occasion ask us some form of the question, “How much have you had to change what you’re doing to keep up with all that has happened?”

The answer is: not all that much. We’ve reassessed our types and where the counties fall in them as new data have become available. But the truth is the things that define communities in America, and the twelve community types we outline in this book, don’t change overnight.

We like to talk about revolutions in the United States—technological, political, cultural—but even big changes don’t change everything suddenly. American is big and complicated. Inertia is a strong force. And change here is less about revolutions than evolutions that take time to see, to understand, and, ultimately, to adjust to.

You don’t go to bed in a small evangelical community and wake up in a bastion of liberal thought, where everyone is discussing Paul Krugman’s latest column, because of a recession. And you’re not going to take the elevator down from your apartment in a diverse, densely populated metropolis one morning and suddenly overhear a string of conversations about how right Glenn Beck is because control of Congress flipped.

 

 

TO BE CLEAR, WE ARE not denying that the country is changing. To do so is to deny the obvious. In fact, it is our belief that the United States is in the midst of a dramatic restructuring—one that is altering the economics, culture, and, in time, politics of our communities—but the key point to remember here is that we are “in the midst” of it. The restructuring we are witnessing is likely to take years, possibly decades.

You may consider yourself lucky (or perhaps cursed) to be living in “interesting times,” as the ancient Chinese proverb reads, but we don’t believe those times are going to end any time soon.

A year after this book was first published, we think the insights in it are actually more relevant than they were when we first started this effort because communities are slow to change. That stability means the community types this book identifies and explores are ideal for understanding the complexities of the changes we are seeing. Because when you look closely you realize it’s not a monolithic United States that is evolving; it’s thousands of places moving in their own directions trying to make sense of the shifting landscape around them. And as the changes continue, we think Patchwork Nation serves as a socioeconomic atlas for country—a  field guide to what different places are experiencing, how they are reacting, and why.

Can we predict what’s coming exactly? No, and we don’t know a soothsayer who can. The ideas laid out in this book suggest possibilities—growing cultural and economic divides, a populist uprising—but those things are speculation. Look at the events of the last four years and ask yourself how many of them could have been guessed in terms of time, place, and impact. Who foresaw the uprisings in the Middle East? Who can say for sure what the impacts will be five years from now? Even after the crash of the markets, how sure can we be that the bumps are over? Considering the political volatility of the last eight years, can anyone be comfortable saying where we will be in 2020 or even 2016? What Web-enabled gizmo will we all be toting in five years?

We believe this book and the communities outlined in it offer a better, more nuanced way to understand those coming changes than what is available in most of the mainstream media’s coverage and analysis. And that’s a worthwhile goal, we think.

When you pick up the paper in the morning or click the news app on your smart phone and read the latest headline about some far-flung location in the United States, the true test is not whether you can say, “I knew it” but rather whether you can say, “I understand”—whatever comes next.




INTRODUCTION




RED AND BLUE IS BLACK AND WHITE 

There’s something so satisfying about election night. Whatever the outcome, whatever your beliefs, you sit on your couch and you see the country take shape before your very eyes. This state or region lights up in one color; that state or region lights up in another. Slowly, as the hours pass, the two-tone jigsaw puzzle fills itself in.

Finally, all the votes are tallied and you have a new understanding of the United States. The entirety of the country—coast to coast, mountains and plains and everything in between—is neatly mapped into two camps: one red and one blue.

We hate that map. In so many ways, it represents a lie.

It’s not that the red and blue map is itself misleading. It’s useful as a political scoreboard, especially on that one all-important evening every  four years. The problem is what it has become. We have invested it with a power it doesn’t deserve, as a quick identifier for places and people and what they think and do.

On election night the media devote hours to talking about whether this district or that state will be colored red or blue. In the weeks that follow, newspaper stories, op-eds, and blog posts try to explain why certain places wound up red or blue. And in the months and years that follow, the general public latches onto the same language to explain themselves and their homes. People talk about being from red or blue states—or worse, from Red or Blue America. I once had someone tell me, “I’m from Texas, but the blue part of Texas.”

The words have become a code. When we say “red” and “blue” in the context of American culture, it conjures up a set of stereotypes. Typical Red America markers might include watching Glenn Beck, hating NPR, opposing gay marriage, getting coffee at the doughnut shop, drinking beer, eating hamburgers, living in the country, and standing up for tradition—most of the time. Typical Blue America markers might include watching Jon Stewart, hating FOX News, supporting gay marriage, getting coffee at the coffee shop, drinking wine, eating tofu burgers, living in the city, and standing up for change—most of the time.

When we do this, we do ourselves a disservice. How can a country of more than 300 million people and 3.5 million square miles be reduced to an understanding so basic that we don’t even bother to use all three primary colors? Take a look at a map and look at some of those red and blue communities.

In Michigan, where I grew up, the “blue” areas include Wayne County, the home of Detroit, and its much wealthier neighbor Washtenaw County, the home of Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan. Those two places have dramatically different populations, education levels, and economies. You can also add into the blue mix Oceana County, on the west side of the state, a place with a growing Hispanic population, and Marquette County, far up north on Lake Superior, which is sprawling, rural, and mostly white. How much do those parts of Blue America, all located in the same state, really have in common?

The same overgeneralizations are present in political science research. Although scholars have been studying voting behavior for sixty years now, they have been slow to investigate how being a Republican in Massachusetts may mean something very different from what it means to be a Republican in Arizona. Voters of the same party, but in different places, are likely to have very different understandings of what they are doing  when they cast a vote for the same candidate. Traditional approaches to studying voting and candidate choice have ignored these nuances for broader, but less helpful, generalizations.

For instance, Orange County, California, population 3 million, and Alfalfa County, Oklahoma, population 6,100, are both reliably parts of Red America. But if you stop by Lavicky Farm Equipment in Cherokee, Oklahoma, chances are you won’t meet people who act much like those in wealthy, suburban Southern California, where people are much more likely to be leading a corporate rather than an agricultural lifestyle.




FINDING THE “REAL” AMERICA 

In 2004, then Illinois senator Barack Obama received huge applause at the Democratic convention in Boston when he told the crowd, “There’s not a liberal America and a conservative America—there’s the United States of America.”

Yes and no.

It’s clearly wrong to break the country into a simple red/blue, right/ left dichotomy. But you can’t ignore the differences in a country as big as the United States and simply say, “We are all united.” There are too many divergent sets of backgrounds, experiences, and interests at play.

On the other hand, we know that there are commonalities, too; they just don’t look the way you think they do. The similarities are about a lot more than how you vote in an election or what state you live in.

Consider Washtenaw County. It’s very different from next-door Wayne County, but it has a lot in common with places that aren’t even in Michigan: Dane County, Wisconsin, say, or Boulder County, Colorado, both home to large state universities. All three counties represent a particular type of American community, scattered across the United States but with its own cohesive culture. College towns are a kind of place in America.

There are other kinds of American place, too, of course. There are industrial hulks like Detroit, and there are places where cows outnumber people. There are almost exclusively white communities, and places where minorities aren’t so uncommon. People in those places may all live in the same country, but they see everything framed through the various ways in which they live. Their local economies have different engines. Their racial, ethnic, and religious makeups are different. So are their housing stock, their household incomes, and their means of transportation. In essence, they experience different realities.

That’s why the red/blue understanding of the United States is so inadequate. It’s also why, no matter what politicians or the media may say, there’s no “real America.” Life in a big city, with its velvet-roped nightclubs, is different from life in a small town, where the local high-school football game may be the big Friday-evening draw. But it is no more or less “real.”

The truth is, there are many different Americas within the borders of the United States. You just have to know how to look for them. That’s what this book is about.




DISCOVERING A NEW WAY 

In the eighteen years I (Dante) have been a journalist on the East Coast, I’ve thought a lot about those different types of places. Growing up in Warren, Michigan, one of the bedroom communities that sits on Detroit’s northern border, I was always struck by how driving a few blocks or miles could completely change where you were. Drive down to 7 Mile Road and Ryan, and you were already deep into the tough neighborhoods of the Motor City. Drive up to 12 Mile Road and Ryan, and you were in the middle of middle-class suburbia.

And as a reporter I would visit various cities and towns and see firsthand just how different they are. Eveleth, Minnesota, the mining community near where Senator Paul Wellstone died in a 2002 plane crash, may be in the same state as Minneapolis, but it feels like it’s in a different country.

Understanding new places is never easy for reporters who parachute in to cover the events that take place in them. The media bubble of Washington, D.C., where I live now, is a legitimate phenomenon. For all the desire there is here to see “how things are playing in Peoria,” there isn’t any good way to find out. Sometimes journalists just follow their guts. Sometimes they talk to pollsters. Sometimes they literally look at a map to find a place that is far enough away to be different from D.C. but close enough to get back home easily. All these methods are inadequate—because “Peoria” doesn’t exist, not in the famed test market of Peoria, Illinois, or anywhere else in the United States.

There’s no one place that defines the nation entirely. Stories about government mandates for ethanol use have a different meaning in farm country than they do in the suburbs. So, of course, do stories about things like crime, war, and the economy. And those differences have a special meaning in early-twenty-first-century America.

The United States is entering a transformative period. We’re witnessing the end of a thirty-year political cycle, a global economic restructuring around an increasingly powerful China, and a technological remaking of our culture. And people living in the many different types of American place are experiencing this period of epochal change differently. Some see the end of a way of life; others see a way of life renewed. What’s needed is a systematic way to explore those different places that define the United States’ many socioeconomic, political, and cultural positions.

In 2007, with what looked like a seminal presidential race approaching, I thought about just how that could be done.

I reflected on all of the places I had visited growing up and as a reporter—the suburbs, the big cities, the college towns, the small mining areas. I wondered how they would see the election in my hometown of Warren, or in Eveleth, or in East Liverpool, Ohio, or in any number of big cities and small towns across the country. That should be the focus of a new kind of coverage, I thought. There should be a way to identify and get inside of those different kinds of realities and frame election coverage around them.

 

 

ANYTHING THAT REALLY LOOKED AT the nation seriously would need to reach beyond the broad generalizations created out of past coverage—the soccer moms and the NASCAR dads and the rest of them. The goal was to develop a multifaceted approach that would capture those differences that travelers commonly notice, something that took into account all of the politically relevant data available: age, race, religion, income, education, occupation, population growth, unemployment, consumer spending. Most important, once the information was gathered, it would have to be mapped so it could be analyzed.

To get beyond simple number crunching, special “representative communities” could be used as bases from which to watch people make decisions about the election. I wanted to know more than just how people voted; I wanted to create something that would get at why people voted the way they did.

It all made perfect sense. But I had no idea whether it was possible. I’m a journalist, not a statistician. I’d had some experience in analyzing data, but I didn’t have the ability to break it down to create statistically meaningful categories. What measures could I use to create such a breakdown? And what level of geographic observation would be relevant? Counties? Zip codes?

So I cast about for someone to help me—an expert who understood both numbers and what I had in mind. A friend told me about James G. Gimpel at the University of Maryland, a professor of government and an expert in political geography who had worked on Capitol Hill. He had a perfect mix of academic and practical experience and, like me, was interested in different kinds of places. Much of his work has explored that topic.

We met on a snowy February evening at Jim’s office, where I ran through everything I had in mind: the number crunching, the mapping, the idea of finding “representative” places that could serve almost as sociocultural ant farms that we could watch. It was all possible, he said, and counties would be the ideal starting point. They’re smaller than states and congressional districts, have their own governments in most cases, and are essentially independent, individual entities. Plus, there is a convenience element: They’re the smallest level at which many useful data are gathered. We could have tried to break things down to census tracts—small subdivisions within counties—but that process would have taken much longer. And when it was done, the groupings created would have limited use unless we could get other important data elements broken down in the same way.

For Jim, the project had some special significance. He grew up in Chadron, a small town in western Nebraska. He said that media coverage often ignores places like his hometown, which, combined, constitute a wide swath of the country. This project would allow us to explore those places, he said, and that in itself would be valuable. He was right, of course. Consider that NBC News has only five bureaus around the country: Atlanta, Los Angeles, Chicago, Dallas, and Washington. That doesn’t exactly reach into the hinterlands.

Once I knew it was possible to execute my idea, I faced the next significant hurdle: money to make it happen. One editor I spoke with suggested that I try the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, which funds new ideas and strategies in journalism. Knight liked the idea very much and signed on but insisted that I find a media partner. The Christian Science Monitor, for which I had written as a staffer, columnist, and freelancer, agreed to join the experiment.

We began to gather the essential data and go hunting for our communities.




CREATING THE PATCHWORK NATION 

There are 3,141 counties in the United States. No two are completely alike, but some share a median age or household income or education level. Some are more dense and urban and some more sparsely populated and rural. When you parse all the available data, you find other likenesses and linkages, too.

We identified several different Americas within the United States, defined neither by single demographic details such as age or income level nor by geographic regions such as the Rust Belt or the Sun Belt. Instead, we used our numbers to identify common experiences and shared realities. Using the nation’s counties as dividing lines, we created a new understanding of types of American place.

The idea is fairly simple: On a map two counties may be hundreds or thousands of miles away from each other, but in terms of their shared experiences, they’re like neighbors—or siblings.

Charlevoix County, Michigan, and Lincoln County, Oregon, for example, are more than 1,800 miles apart. One sits on a Great Lake and the other on the Pacific Ocean. But their economies, driven by tourism and small-town services, look very similar. Both saw double-digit unemployment during the recession that began in 2007. Both have a population of about 20 percent college graduates. Both have two gun stores, and towns are dotted with independent coffee shops.

Does that mean that Charlevoix and Lincoln are dead ringers for each other? No. But they do share many traits relevant to political and economic life. And by studying them—their likenesses and differences—and other places like them, we can get better grasp of that particular kind of American community. We can look at other types of place in a similar fashion. And when we put them all together on a map, we can begin to get a fuller understanding of the nation’s multifaceted character.

When we sat down in the fall of 2007 with the intention of creating this new vision of the United States, we basically gathered every piece of relevant county data we could. We measured income level and local economic activity; racial and ethnic composition and immigration patterns ; levels of adherence to such religions as evangelical and mainline Protestantism, Mormonism, Judaism, and Catholicism. We looked at housing-stock indicators and population density, and at whether the county is located within a major metropolitan area. We also examined the education level of the population, along with recent population growth  and migration figures. And we sorted consumer expenditure estimates for a variety of specific spending categories, including alcohol, tobacco, housing, new vehicles, property taxes, and charitable contributions.

When we were done we had created the framework for the Patchwork Nation: Twelve different community types identified by county, with every county falling into a type category. We then found our “representative communities,” places we could dig into to see how the differences we had identified played out in the real world. We wanted to talk to people who lived in each of the realities we had described with our data. Over the past couple of years I’ve visited those places, kept in regular contact with people in each, and tracked the changes in their communities.

Why twelve types? From the beginning this has been a journalistic enterprise—and it’s grown in that respect, as the PBS NewsHour has come on board to work with the Knight Foundation and the Monitor (Politico and WNYC in New York joined the effort in 2010). Our goal was to create a usable, easily understandable tool for the media—something that is both similar to that red and blue election map and very different from it. We started with the thought that anything beyond fifteen types would get too complicated to display and understand and that anything under ten probably wouldn’t allow for enough distinctions. So we aimed for a number in between. When the work was done, the clustering suggested twelve.

The twelve types were all chosen by comparing each to the average U.S. county, a place populated by about 95,000 people with a median household income of about $37,000. Those people are 87 percent white, 9 percent African American, and 7 percent Hispanic. (Note that Hispanics, as far as the U.S. Census Bureau is concerned, can be of any race.) In the average U.S. county 11 percent of the families live in poverty and 15 percent live in mobile homes. Roughly 30 percent of people are employed in trade and service-sector jobs, 17 percent work in education, 16 percent work for some form of government, 15 percent work in manufacturing, 10 percent are self-employed, 7 percent are employed in agriculture, 5 percent are employed as professionals or executives, and 1 percent work in the military. In the average county 16 percent are enrolled in college. Using counties as our measure inflates the influence of farm and rural places because there are more rural counties than urban counties. But counties are advantageous in a lot of other ways—they are real “places” with their own governments and often their own subcultures.

That’s a snapshot of the baseline. How do our twelve types compare and what do they look like? Briefly, and in alphabetical order, here are the community types we identified and the places we went to study them.

BOOM TOWNS—384 counties, 59.3 million people. These relatively wealthy locales were, before the late-2000s economic crash, both growing rapidly and seeing their minority populations increase. In Eagle, Colorado, a small mountain town on the far side of Vail, I watched the real-estate market tumble and spent one morning visiting a lavish year-old clubhouse/ spa/restaurant for a golf course with a membership of eleven.

CAMPUS AND CAREERS—71 counties, 13.1 million people. A younger population, lots of college students, and people just starting their postgraduate careers mark these places. I visited Ann Arbor, Michigan, and talked to the locals and students sitting in cafés lit by the glow of laptops.

EMPTYING NESTS—250 counties, 12.1 million people. These counties are older than average, with lots of boomers and retirees living on fixed incomes. They’re also less diverse than the nation as a whole. I spent time in Clermont, Florida, where the orange groves have been replaced by rows and rows of houses and condos, including two seniors’ communities that have the population and the votes to run the town.

EVANGELICAL EPICENTERS—468 counties, 14.1 million people. The median household income in these counties, full of young families and evangelical Christians, is below the national average, but people here aren’t necessarily bothered by that. In Nixa, Missouri, in the southwest of that state, I experienced Christian theater and discovered what happens when a community is divided into religious tribes.

IMMIGRATION NATION—204 counties, 20.7 million people. Located primarily in the Southwest, these places have large Hispanic populations, lower than average incomes, and higher than average poverty. I visited El Mirage, Arizona, and learned of an informal phone tree Latinos there put into action whenever a Maricopa County sheriff’s car was spotted in town.

INDUSTRIAL METROPOLIS—41 counties, 53.9 million people. Home to the nation’s big industrial cities, these places are more densely packed, younger, and more diverse than the average county. I took the train to spend time in the overlooked middle sibling of East Coast cities, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and walked and drove through a “city of neighborhoods.”

MILITARY BASTIONS—55 counties, 8.4 million people. Located near the nation’s military bases, these middle-income locales are full of soldiers,  vets, and their families. Hopkinsville, Kentucky, sits just north of the gigantic Fort Campbell. Over two years of visits I heard both unabashed respect for the soldiers down the road and stories of the economic woes that accompany repeated deployments in the new more-with-less military.

MINORITY CENTRAL—364 counties, 13.5 million people. Heavy populations of African Americans and Native Americans mark these communities. So do lower incomes and higher poverty rates. In Baton Rouge, Louisiana, I went to two bars just steps from each other existing in entirely separate racial worlds.

MONIED BURBS—286 counties, 69.1 million people. These places have higher than average levels of household income and educational attainment, and they tend to be closely split in presidential races. In Los Alamos, New Mexico, where one’s value is measured by academic C.V., I sat sipping cabernet at one resident’s hillside winery/distillery and talked about how the shaky global economy had created employment opportunities in Uzbekistan.

MORMON OUTPOSTS—44 counties, 1.7 million people. Located primarily in the Mountain West, these places have very high numbers of adherents to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and are often rural and sparsely populated. I went to Burley, Idaho, and met the Mormon county commissioner, city manager, and newspaper editor, who explained how the city had held to its roots even as new immigrants arrived.

SERVICE WORKER CENTERS—663 counties, 31 million people. These places hold tourist centers or midsize towns where many people live without employee benefits and on the margins. Out in Lincoln City, Oregon, I walked the coastline looking for hand-blown glass floats hidden for the tourists and played in a poker game with the people who remain in town after the visitors have all gone home.

TRACTOR COUNTRY—311 counties, 2.3 million people. These places are white, rural, and remote, with sparse populations and farming and agribusiness as their economic base. In Sioux Center, Iowa, I visited the TriState Livestock auction house and listened as hog farmers chastised the media for talking about swine flu.

The first half of this book is a walk through each of those places and a look at how they represent their respective types in terms of demographics, employment, mores, challenges for the future, and other commonalities. The second half is more comparative. We look at how these places stack up and what may be in store for them by viewing them through three  critical lenses: economics, politics, and culture. We examine what key indicators may tell us and use our knowledge of these places and the people in them to divine something of the future.

How do we know we got it right? We don’t know for certain. Or, more to the point, there is no “right.” A different analysis with different numbers might have yielded different community types. But, as we show in the appendix, we know that the groups we identified stand for something because when we filter the numbers we have—survey results and real data on things ranging from unemployment to public attitudes to store locations—through our twelve community categories, there are definite correlations and fault lines, not simply random distributions.

For example, look even at those two most oversaturated American commercial brands—Starbucks and Walmart—and you’ll see recognizable breakdowns within our communities. Are these retailers ubiquitous? Yes, but not evenly so. If you’re jonesing for a Caramel Macchiato, the Monied Burbs are your best bet, with 7.5 Starbucks per 100,000 people on average. If you’re looking for the “always low prices” of Walmart, the Evangelical Epicenters are the place, with 3.2 Walmarts per 100,000 people on average. Is that simply because there are more people in the Burbs and more room to build big-box stores in the Epicenters? No. Those numbers are signs of something larger.

Consider Starbucks. The big cities are much more dense than the Burbs, but they have actually fewer Starbucks per capita. So the old saw about there being a Starbucks on every corner is more accurate outside of the cities than in them. As for Walmart, there are plenty of places that have more room than the Epicenters—Tractor Country, for instance—but the Epicenters are Walmart central. Why are those things true?

Because corporations, driven by dollars, don’t like to take chances. Before they build, they consult their research—and their research tells them that Sam Walton’s sprawling megastores do better in places like Nixa than in places like Ann Arbor. And Starbucks knows that its “proprietary buttery caramel sauce” will be the most welcome in the land of bigger homes and higher incomes. Marketing experts, in other words, have been viewing the United States through something like the Patchwork Nation prism for years. In that respect, they’ve been way ahead of red-state/ blue-state journalists.

There are hundreds of other data points to examine and map out. Many of them break down in expected ways; others fall into place more  counterintuitively. But together they create a comprehensive knowledge of the United States at a critical juncture in history.




LIMITS AND LESSONS 

Before we begin, a few provisos.

We sorted all of the nation’s 3,141 counties, but counties can be complicated places. Many are large and contain highly diverse populations, which could make categorization difficult. Look at Los Angeles County, California. It might be thought of as an Immigration Nation locale because of its high Hispanic population. Or it might be a Boom Town—the city of Los Angeles has added more than 150,000 people since 2000. But to us it seemed to fit best into the Industrial Metropolis category, because of its size, diversity, and economy. There were a handful of counties, about 5 percent, that were difficult to place into any category. In those cases, we simply used our best judgment in classifying them into the most likely and proximate category.

And we know that not everyone’s experience is the same. You may live in a rural Boom Town county and believe that your experience is somewhat removed from the kind of life we describe people living in Eagle, Colorado. We are not suggesting that we have developed the one and only set of types that could be applied to the nation’s counties, or that our representative places are perfectly representative. In a country as big and diverse as the United States, you could have a variety of alternative location schemes and still not account for every aspect of variability.

The places in our categories are not all the same. We know that every town and county has its own traits—historical, political, even culinary—that make it unique. But we believe that much can be learned by looking at the country according to our scheme. Our lens may not be flawless, but we believe it’s extremely well suited to understanding the country in the early twenty-first century.

In 1981, Joel Garreau took a stab at organizing the United States in The Nine Nations of North America. He drew lines around broad areas of the country, creating new regions such as the Foundry, which includes all or parts of industrialized states like Michigan, New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. Or the Breadbasket, which includes all or parts of thirteen agricultural states stretching from Minnesota down to Texas.

Though there’s some broad truth to Garreau’s breakdown of the nation, how similar are Foundry cities like Philadelphia; University Park, Pennsylvania, the home of Penn State; and Mackinaw City, Michigan, where life revolves around the ferry to nearby tourist destination Mackinac Island? Not very. Philadelphia, a massive Industrial Metropolis, has illiteracy and poverty rates that would shock the generally well educated and prosperous residents of University Park, a Boom Town that has taken off as the influence of Penn State has grown. And people in neither of those places would fret over a rainy summer the way they would in Mackinaw, a Service Worker Center that survives on an influx of outside money.

Urban theorist Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community, and Everyday Life, and journalist Bill Bishop, author of The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-Minded America Is Tearing Us Apart, have both written provocatively about the socioeconomic and cultural divides within American society, focusing on how different places are home to different types of people. Their work is fascinating in its examination of how and why people migrate and the impacts of those movements, but in neither case does it create a comprehensive framework for understanding the variety of different places within the United States.

Americans want that framework—or at least some kind of framework. That’s why we so often lapse into thinking in the stereotypes created by that red and blue election-night map. We want to understand the parts of the country that seem foreign to us. The great failing of the blue/red view of the United States is that it expresses little beyond the lever someone pulled in a voting booth. It suggests that blue cities or counties or states are all blue for the same reasons. But they rarely are. In some communities elections are primarily about economics. In others they may be about religion or energy policy.

As the nation heads forward in an uncertain time, there’s a lot we can learn from ourselves. The different community types within the Patchwork Nation can be instructive for one another. It may be that Tractor Country has some things it can teach the Industrial Metropolis. Or there may be larger warning signs in the path of the Boom Town or Immigration Nation counties that all of us should heed, no matter where we live.

And beyond all of that, beyond the data and the scenes of life from across the nation and the predictions about the future direction of the country, the community types outlined in these pages should serve at least  one more purpose. Whatever changes—or lack of them—your community experiences, this book shows that there are other places going through some of the same highs and lows for some of the same reasons. And not just in a nearby town, but all across the country, perhaps in some places you may never have heard of before.

In other words: The place you live may be unique, but it’s not alone.




BOOM TOWNS: EAGLE, COLORADO
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THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

There may be no better summer day in the United States than a summer day in Eagle, Colorado. In an average year here there are 244 sunny afternoons, which in July top out only in the mid-eighties. And at 6,600 feet above sea level there’s scant humidity. At night the mountain air can cool down into the fifties or lower. It’s the ideal place to hike, bike, or fish, and for golfers it can feel like heaven: The surrounding Sawatch Range, with numerous peaks towering to more than ten thousand feet, makes a breathtaking backdrop for fairways, greens, and even bunkers.

That’s what made the scene at Adam’s Rib Ranch so disconcerting.

Under a brilliant blue July sky the eighteen-hole private club was empty, with nary an Izod-wearing soul to be seen out in the seventy-six-degree air.

Figure 1
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Driving through the facility was like touring an immaculately preserved ghost town. First there was the unmanned guardhouse, then the deserted putting greens and empty spec homes and housing lots, then the disused pool and unpopulated clay tennis courts at the forty-thousand-square-foot clubhouse. There I was finally greeted by a human being wearing an Adam’s Rib Ranch golf shirt.

“Are you looking to play a round?” he asked, turning his attention away from the lawn. No, just looking for someone to talk to. “Inside,” he said, and then went back to watering.

Inside the clubhouse, morning radio softly echoed through the empty space as club pro Eric Bradley explained the challenges the place has faced. Adam’s Rib was developed in 2007, when people and money were flowing into Eagle and the surrounding area. The developers set a three-hundred-person ceiling on membership in their “wildly luxurious” club and sited ninety-nine large plots for homes on the grounds.

And now? “We’re, um, building the membership,” Bradley said without going into specifics. “We’re really just starting.”

The empty course is proof of that. The membership records of Adam’s Rib aren’t publicly available, but in Eagle the rumor was that the number of people who have so far ponied up the $150,000 deposit sits in the low double digits. Eleven, to be precise. And staffers willingly acknowledged that they hadn’t yet sold a single home site—beyond the one atop a hill overlooking the course, which belongs to Adam’s Rib’s owner.

“There’s plenty of good selections out here for $1.2 million,” John Helmering, Adam’s Rib sales manager told me. “That’s just the land. Then you’ve got to build, too. It’s a $4 or 5 million proposition to live here as an owner.”

There was a time when those kinds of numbers made sense in Eagle, when growth seemed certain and swift.

In 2001 the town of Eagle issued the first building permits for an 1,800-acre parcel of land known as Eagle Ranch. Within six years Eagle Ranch the ranch had become Eagle Ranch the mixed-use housing and retail development. By 2008 the Rocky Mountain village had doubled in size from about three thousand to about six thousand people. And, as you would expect, it changed.

Before the development explosion, Eagle, county seat of rugged, sparsely populated Eagle County, had always felt something like a one-horse frontier town. It’s the far western edge of development in what could be called greater Vail. The celebrated ski town is just 30 miles away along  Interstate 70. But the largest city in western Colorado, Grand Junction, is some 120 miles away, through the remote towns of Silt and Rifle and past a former Naval Oil Shale Reserve.

That remoteness attracted a certain type of people: those who wanted to get away, to live a quiet mountain life with neighbors they knew—or knew they wanted to avoid. In old Eagle, which sits on a bluff above the development, the big retail draw downtown is the Nearly Everything Store, which has offerings running the gamut from toiletries to fishing tackle. Just down the block is the Brush Creek Saloon, a dive bar that serves massive burritos and has a jukebox that plays Kenny Chesney’s “She Thinks My Tractor’s Sexy.”

The Eagle Ranch development was intended to be a different animal. It built its own upscale “downtown” from scratch, with a Starbucks, a wine store, and a few higher-end restaurants. And it has attracted different people. Young wealthy families poured in, not hoping to get away, but hoping to remake. These strivers wield pricey strollers and eagerly volunteer to be room parents for the local elementary schools. They buy the latest high-tech outdoor gear and look to improve their training times. They came to get away from the bustle of the big city, but they still wanted to be able to buy a good latte nearby.

“We went from being a cowboy-boot community to being a hiking-boot community,” said Arn Menconi, who served as an Eagle county commissioner during the boom.

From 2000 to 2006, Eagle and the 383 other Boom Town counties saw their population grow by an average of 12 percent, the most of any of our community types. The majority of them continued on that upward trajectory until the subprime mortgage crisis hit beginning in early 2007. Largely exurban in nature, these places typified the rapid, far-flung growth of the United States in the first half of 2000s. They were the places that saw building permits skyrocket and then struggled with their newfound diversity as Hispanics came to town along with the construction jobs.

In some of the biggest Boom Towns construction never seemed to stop. Clark County, Nevada, issued more than 31,000 building permits for new single-family homes in 2004. Riverside County, California, issued more than 30,000 permits for new single-family homes in 2005. But when the crash came, it came hard. Between June 2008 and June 2009 home foreclosures increased by 53 percent in the same places.

In Eagle, in the span of eighteen months, the biggest problems went from out-of-control growth and Latino poverty to falling property values  and homeowner flight. At Adam’s Rib, Helmering was left to look around the empty clubhouse wondering about the long-term viability of the Eagle housing market.

“When will it come back?” he asked himself. “Honestly, I think it’s seven to ten years.”

That’s a lot of open tee times.




SPACE AVAILABLE 

Housing mess aside, America’s Boom Towns are (or at least were) pretty comfortable places economically. Their median household income is $7,000 above the national county average, and 11 percent of households in these communities earn more than $100,000 a year. Their poverty rate, 8.5 percent, is lower than average. Boom Towns have a few more people than most communities employed in steady occupations tied to education and government. And 7 percent of the people who live here are employed in professional or executive positions, the winners in the economy as it was.

Boom Towns are far younger than the nation at large, with 68 percent of their population under the age of fifty. There are a lot of young families who moved out here for streets that are a little less congested and homes that are a little bigger. And those families place a premium on a good education: 24 percent of the people here are enrolled in college, versus the national average of 16 percent.

They’re also fairly conservative. George W. Bush won these counties by 14 percent in 2000 and by 17 percent in 2004. But the people here aren’t necessarily among the evangelical-conservative base that helped Bush secure reelection. There are more Catholics and mainline Protestants in the Boom Towns than evangelicals.

At 84 percent white, Boom Town communities have fewer Caucasians than the typical U.S. county, which is 87 percent white. Their Hispanic population of 10 percent, meanwhile, is above the national county average. In fact, only three community types have a higher percentage of Hispanics. The Latino vote that went so heavily for Barack Obama in 2008, and so heavily against Republicans in general, mattered here: John McCain won the Boom Towns by only 5 percent. George W. Bush had won them by double digits.

In the next census, however, the Hispanic populations of these places may actually decline. A lot of Hispanics arrived in town as the building business was booming, and many have left as construction has slowed.

For years people in Eagle worried about keeping housing prices affordable for those and other lower-wage workers. In 2001 a family of three living in Eagle County needed to bring in more than $43,000 a year to get by without outside assistance.1

Local schools and police complained that their employees were priced out of the community they served. Menial laborers at the Vail and Beaver Creek resorts faced the same problem. Many of those who came to town for the building boom settled to the east of Eagle in Edwards, a longtime bedroom community for resort workers where one elementary school’s Hispanic population grew to 90 percent. In Eagle County in 2008 Hispanics were the first priority as far as poverty relief and county aid were concerned.

And then the housing market abruptly cooled. Eagle, which had been living on a mix of tourism and construction, discovered just how important the second ingredient of that recipe was. Adam’s Rib languished, and just down the road in Gypsum another golf course, Cotton Ranch, went into foreclosure. In late 2007 the median home price in Eagle was about $480,000. By September 2009 it was under $400,000, and there was a silent fire sale going on. Hundreds of homes were available in the small town, but people had stop putting up “For Sale” signs because of concern over what a street or a block full of them would look like.

Since the spring of 2009 several local churches have held a weekly “community dinner”—a free meal for those who need it—and offered bags of groceries for Eagle residents to take home. Not that many Hispanics have taken advantage of either service. “They’ve gone back to Mexico, or elsewhere,” said Pastor Sid Spain of the United Methodist Church of Eagle Valley, which leads the effort. But for the young strivers who bought into the boom, picking up and moving elsewhere wasn’t an option. They had homes they couldn’t sell.

“In the beginning the construction people were feeling the impact because there was no new construction,” Spain said. “But renovations—people were saying, ‘Well, let’s just fix up the kitchen.’ Well, so that held for a few months. And then suddenly it went away, and . . . it all ground to a halt.”

Kathy Heicher, former editor of the local weekly newspaper, has lived in Eagle for thirty-eight years. She finds the town’s whipsaw fortunes shocking. “I have a lot of friends who are, oh, engineers, surveyors, stuff like that,” she said. “They’ve always been so busy they couldn’t get a day off. And now they’re hurting—you know, several months without work.”

Many in town told similar stories of how people involved in construction had been riding a wave. Those at the top of the industry were not just doing well—they were bringing in $200,000 or $300,000 a year. And they built their expectations for future income on those numbers. Now they’re just trying to hold the line until things improve. For people who work, say, in the lumberyard, things have been even worse.

Yet even with the downturn, Eagle has weathered the hard times fairly well by Boom Town standards. Other places that got in on the rush of new building, such as Clark and Riverside counties, find themselves in more frightening situations because of their larger sizes. Clark County had tens of thousands for sale in fall of 2009, and tens of thousands more in some state of foreclosure. Behind those numbers are the collapse of entire neighborhoods and the loss of thousands of jobs in an industry that simply seized up.

“We’re not Michigan,” Heicher said, alluding to the foreclosed, boarded-up, and decaying Rust Belt properties whose vast numbers have made them an iconic image of the Great Recession. “We’re not like that.”

Indeed. You would never walk down the streets here and think, This feels like Detroit. Eagle bears the unmistakable stamps of money and newness. The four-screen Capitol Theater has a beautiful retro-styled marquee that protrudes over an old-fashioned ticket booth. The brick- and metalwork are brand spanking new—as is the rest of the street: the steakhouse, the upscale kids’ store, and so on. Eagle Ranch Village is a New Urbanist’s dream, full of walkable streets and homes with big porches, all centered around the bistros and boutiques of the downtown.

But a few years into its development a lot of the storefronts in that downtown are empty. Everyone was shocked when, without notice, the Starbucks closed in the fall of 2009. Across the street an entire building, the two-floor retail space called Building 6 by the developer, was empty. And farther down the way sat a 7,300-square-foot project, also empty, somewhat ironically called No Regrets.




WHAT WILL EVERYONE DO? 

Of course, a lot of people in Eagle, particularly the newer residents, believe they have just been witnessing an economic hiccup. Soon, their mountain paradise will be perfectly Edenic once again.

“I think that there’s still a level of—there’s still a level of denial,” said Cheryl Thomas, who works for Eagle County’s Health and Human

Services Department. “I don’t think they believe it’s going to linger, that there’ll be a turnaround. I mean, there’s that kind of positive feeling.... And I think a part of that’s the demographics here, because it is predominantly a thirtysomething community and only seven, eight percent of the population is sixty-five and older.”

Heicher agreed—adding that youthful recklessness seems to have run rampant in Eagle. “My husband and I look at that a lot and say, ‘You know, when we were thirty years old, we could not have moved into a brand-new house and lived that lifestyle.’ And these people, they either all have trust funds or they’re living way in debt. They’re overextended, and you just don’t see them cutting back all that much.”

That analysis seemed spot-on during a visit to the Dusty Boot Steakhouse & Saloon on a crisp November night in 2009. It was a Tuesday, but the Texas-sized entrees and desserts flowed out of the kitchen to a sizable crowd in the dining room. The Boot is one of those places were you can dress casually but still order a $29 steak, and there were a lot of families with five- and six-year-olds eating pretty well. Of course, the Dusty Boot almost had to have been crowded. There aren’t all that many dining options in a Boom Town during a bust.

There was also plenty of parking. Travis Barton, who once worked at a local lumberyard, told me that for many in Eagle eating out hasn’t been an option recently. “Most people that I’ve met, including my parents and a lot of other people, work in the construction industry,” he said. “I have personally a few friends who have lost their houses, and it’s been a tough time, and we’re all just trying to get through it. And the thing is, it’s not like you can get up and move, because the whole country is this way right now.”

Barton, who was born in Eagle, came back after college to cash in on the construction boom. He raked in good money for a few years as operations manager at the yard. But in early 2009, with a wife and two young kids at home, he saw the writing on the wall. Lumber orders had simply stopped. He took a job with Orkin pest control instead, which he said pays very well. More important, it’s stable. “The thing is,” he said, “God has blessed me, to be honest with you.”

Of course, not everyone in Eagle can work for Orkin. When times were good almost a quarter of the jobs in town were tied to the construction industry. But the home-building market isn’t primed to roar back anytime soon. There’s plenty of housing stock still available nationally, and that’s doubly true in Eagle and other Boom Towns. The employment market in Eagle County has been turning back toward that Rocky Mountain  staple of tourism, with the hospitality industry doing more hiring than any other as of late 2009. In 2009 the Web site simplyhired.com listed the industries hiring the most workers in Eagle as bed-and-breakfast inns, hotels and motels, and resorts.

The relative isolation of many Boom Town communities leaves few other options. Even if they aren’t as far off as Eagle, many of them are the outer, outer rings of suburbs of big metro areas—places where there was room for all the building that went on as they grew. There are some government jobs in these places, but not enough. About 17 percent of all the people are employed in government in these counties, a bit more than the national county average. And those aren’t the same people who rushed in to stake their claims in Eagle Ranch Village, anyway. Their incomes are lower and their ways less free-spending.

As the United States negotiates the economic ups and downs of the next several years, newer, wealthier residents of Boom Towns like Eagle may find that the road back to the good life is long, indeed.




CAMPUS AND CAREERS: ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN
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COMFORTABLE WITH A CHANGING WORLD 

On March 23, 2009, the citizens of Ann Arbor, Michigan, picked up their daily newspaper and learned of its impending demise. Advance Publications announced that it was closing the Ann Arbor News, founded in 1835, and replacing it with AnnArbor.com, a community Web site “complemented with a new print product two days a week.”

If there were ever a place this might be expected to cause consternation, it’s Ann Arbor. The city is home of the one of the country’s celebrated “public Ivies,” the University of Michigan. It has a highly educated population, with almost half of the adults in surrounding Washtenaw County having earned at least a bachelor’s degree. And it boasts that there are more books sold per capita here than in any other U.S. city—an apocryphal statistic that hangs on the lips of many an Ann Arborite.

 Figure 2
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Besides, the News had been a part of life here for 174 years. How could the town that prides itself on being Michigan’s intellectual hub be without a daily newspaper? Surely there would be protests.

But a funny thing happened on the way to the barricades: nothing. From the university dorms to the chamber of commerce to the city hall, the news of the News’ demise was met not only with acceptance, but also with something a lot like pride.

Mayor John Hieftje saw it as proof that Ann Arbor was boldly charging ahead while others futilely tried to hold on to the past. “My view is, it was inevitable in one of the most Web-savvy cities in the country anywhere,” he said. “I think we’re gonna be on the leading edge of the wave learning how to cope with this, and I don’t think that’s a bad thing. I think it puts us ahead of the game because everybody else is going to go through this, as far as I can tell.”

Down the street at the chamber, President Jesse Bernstein saw it as a kind of compliment. “The Newhouse folks picked Ann Arbor to be the model of the future,” he said, referring to Advance’s owning family, a force in American publishing since the 1920s.

Jane Coaston, a Michigan student headed off for a career as a journalist, greeted the development with disdain—for the newspaper: “Nobody reads the News anyway.”

The voice of a community for the better part of two hundred years announces that it’s shutting down, and no one seems troubled by it? Why? Because Ann Arbor, driven by research and a constant turnover of bright, young minds, takes great pride in leading the way. Newspapers? They’re so twentieth century. And local newspapers? Why bother with them when, as many do here, you can read The New York Times on your BlackBerry? That’s the way American publishing is moving, and wherever the nation is going, Ann Arbor is pleased to be there first.

That attitude is a hallmark of a Campus and Careers community, one of just seventy-one counties scattered in twenty-six states from coast to coast. Not every one of these counties holds an Ann Arbor or a University of Michigan, of course. Some, such as Sangamon County, Illinois, home of Robert Morris College, Springfield College, and a campus of the University of Illinois, contain collections of smaller schools with student populations drawn more from the region than from the nation. Some are more urban, such as Norfolk County, Massachusetts, which holds a slew  of colleges including Babson and Wellesley. And some are very rural, like Beadle County, South Dakota, home of Huron University and a campus of the University of South Dakota. But even with those differences, on the whole these counties tend to follow the unique rhythms of the educational institutions in their midst.

The University of Michigan is a city campus. It could never be confused with, say, NYU, but it is situated in a town of more than 114,000, about one-third of them college students. School buildings stand amid the low-slung, three- and four-story structures that house the burrito shops, bars, cafés, bookstores, and tattoo parlors that typify a college town. Like other Campus and Career locales, Ann Arbor revels in its eggheadedness and cultural awareness. The elevator in the municipal parking structure downtown features not only Arabic numerals, but also Roman, Egyptian, and Hindu ones as well. The mural on the corner of State and Liberty streets features images of Woody Allen, Edgar Allan Poe, Hermann Hesse, Franz Kafka, and Anaïs Nin. Two theaters that show the latest foreign films and documentaries sit within a half block of each other downtown.

Ann Arbor may be a medium-sized city in southeast Michigan, but it has ambitions to being much more. “The quality of life here is really extraordinary,” bragged Jesse Bernstein, president of the local chamber of commerce. “And when you look at music and the arts, we just opened up a truly incredible art museum.... They put an addition on it that blew me away. It is spectacular. The internal architecture and the exhibits are just incredible.”

Hyperbole is easy for Bernstein. Promotion is his job, after all. But talk to other people in town and you soon get the message that as America’s industrial base has receded nearby in blue-collar Detroit, the country’s future has already come to wired, white-collar Ann Arbor. “I think we’re as well positioned as anyplace in the U.S. to cope with change,” Hieftje said. “We win all kinds of stuff, but I remember one that said we were in the top three or something in people who use the Internet.”

Campus and Careers counties, in general, are further through the tech transition than most. More than 92 percent of Web users here have high-speed connections, according to a Pew Research Center Internet and American Life Project survey filtered through the Patchwork Nation community types.2 That’s the third highest among the twelve types. And it’s not just how fast people here click, but how they click. Campus and Careers communities have the second-highest percentage of residents who regularly use social networking sites, behind only the Military Bastions,  according to another Pew poll from the spring of 2009.3 That’s significant, not because the future belongs to Facebook or Twitter, but because it shows how Campus and Careers counties are full of early adopters of new technologies.

In other words, while there’s clearly a bit of braggadocio in Ann Arbor’s “the future is ours” talk, there may also be a bit of truth. Consider some of the locations of Google’s offices around the country: Ann Arbor; Boulder, Colorado; Cambridge, Massachusetts. All Campus and Career locales. Residents in these places really are ahead of the curve—and not just because they don’t read the newspaper anymore.




LATTES AND LIBERALS 

In a lot of ways America’s Campus and Career counties are nice places to be. The median household income in these communities isn’t sky high, but at $41,000 it’s a good $4,000 above the national county average. Nearly 20 percent of households here have incomes of at least $75,000 a year, and the poverty rate is three points below the national average of 11 percent. Starbucks sit in these communities at a rate of 4.4 per 100,000 people. That rate is surpassed only in the big-city Industrial Metropolis counties and the wealthier Monied Burbs and Boom Town communities—and it doesn’t account for other chains or the independently owned cafés that often occupy corners in Campus and Careers locales.

Lots of people here have time to linger over their lattes. More than one-third of residents are enrolled in college, and a quarter of the residents of Campus and Careers counties are employed in education in some way. And behind all of that spare time and caffeinated bliss is some real economic stability. The people who live here hold the kinds of jobs that tend to survive economic downturns. Even if budgets are trimmed at what’s almost always the area’s largest employer, the local institute of higher learning, the cuts are rarely catastrophic. Students don’t disappear. Classes still need to be taught. Facilities still need to be managed. That’s one reason why even during the worst of the Great Recession, Campus and Career communities remained below the national unemployment average by half a percentage point or more.

Political debate flourishes in these places—just not left/right debate. Politically Campus and Careers communities lean solidly left. Barack Obama won them by 18 percent in 2008. In 2000 and 2004 Al Gore and John Kerry won them by less, but still by double-digit margins. But the  most striking thing about politics in Campus and Careers communities is how politicized daily life is in these places. Voter turnout is regularly above the national average. In 2004 and 2008 only three community types had higher turnout than Campus and Careers locales—Tractor Country, the Emptying Nests, and the Monied Burbs. And beyond the votes, the story here is depth of involvement.

During the 2008 campaign the Democratic Party in Washtenaw County had so many volunteers that its door-knockers were sent to neighboring counties, said Hieftje, a party member. “We got to every place we wanted in Washtenaw, so we sent the volunteers here to other places,” he explained. “The challenge was to find places to send them all.” Andrew Grossman, former editor of the student-run Michigan Daily, joked that walking through campus before the 2008 vote was like running a gauntlet of clipboards: “You really couldn’t walk four feet without someone asking if you were registered. They were everywhere.”

When the pro-Obama tally was made official on election night, there was an impromptu parade through the streets of Ann Arbor. “People were marching and dancing and carrying drums,” Hieftje recalled. “And people were just yelling and shouting and jumping up and down and carrying banners, and they had T-shirts on and things like that from the campaign.”

Political involvement has a rich history at Michigan. John F. Kennedy announced the creation of the Peace Corps on the steps of the student union here in 1960, and the school is regularly among the top ten universities producing volunteers for the organization. In 1972 Ann Arbor voted onto its city council two members of the Human Rights Party, which, among other things, called for the immediate withdrawal of all U.S. military forces from foreign soil. That same year the town became one of the first to add sexual orientation to the list of items on which city contractors couldn’t discriminate.

You won’t find many opponents of gay marriage on the streets of Ann Arbor. “I think people have realized that if gay people get married, we’re all okay. We’re not trying to forcibly marry you. No one here takes that seriously,” said Jane Coaston, editor of The Michigan Review, the conservative campus newspaper.

But in a college town full of activists, one issue reigns, according to Coaston: environmentalism. And that commitment has carried beyond the student population and into Ann Arbor at large. The city is ranked among the top twenty organizations in the nation—municipalities and businesses—producing on-site power by the EPA.4 It’s also one of the top twenty-five  greenest cities in America according to Popular Science magazine, which based its rankings on a place’s level of commitment to renewable energy sources, public transportation, green development practices, and recycling programs.5

It is a point of pride for Mayor Hieftje, who’s made the environment a focus of his administration. From the hallway outside his third-floor office he pointed across to the Ann Arbor firehouse. “Those are the solar panels. We have the first solar fire station in Michigan,” he said proudly. The panels don’t power everything, but they can supply up to two hundred gallons of hot water a day to the firemen who live and work at the station—and that’s a good start, said Hieftje. The farmers’ market was also outfitted with panels. The streetlights were all converted to LEDs. And as the city worked to upgrade its city hall, it was with one eye on scoring a gold Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design certification. As of late 2009, there were more LEED platinum-certified buildings in the Ann Arbor area than there were in nine states.

Love of all things green is a key element to Campus and Careers communities. When we looked at surveys on environmental questions, Campus and Careers counties always scored at or near the top. When people here were read the statement “There need to be stricter laws and regulations to protect the environment,” over a seventeen-year period more than 87 percent of them said that they completely or mostly agreed.6 There was little movement in the numbers over that time.




THE BASE FOR THE NEW ECONOMY 

As the nation retools itself to become whatever it will become, Campus and Career communities are primed to become economic drivers. Even among the perpetually in-fighting policy makers in Washington, there’s a belief that the country needs to update itself and its economy with cutting-edge technologies in energy, transportation, and communications. Cutting-edge technologies involve research and development—and Campus and Careers locales are R&D hubs.

By September 2009, Ann Arbor alone had scooped up more than $100 million in federal money from the stimulus plan. There were awards from the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health, as well as a $19 million pile of money from the Energy Department to explore new materials for solar cells.

Senior counsel in the Ann Arbor office of the international law firm  Miller Canfield, Paul Dimond is familiar with the machinations of Washington from his time as a special assistant to the president for economic policy during the Clinton administration. He believes that U of M and Ann Arbor are ready to reclaim the place they had in the national scene during the Cold War, when the government saw R&D as a key to national security. Back then, the Department of Defense funded academic research that it hoped would help the United States win the next war. Money poured into places like Bell Labs, the arm of AT&T that created the first transistor and hired university professors to do cutting-edge research.

Dimond is not a Michigan grad, but he has become a big booster. “I mean, we’re right next to the EPA lab. The EPA lab is now doing all the CO2 global-warming emission stuff,” he explained. “Look, I’m just saying—look at the potential of a place like U of M. . . . Basically everybody’s already here doing alternative-energy research for autos and transportation.”

From 1945 through the sixties and even into the seventies, the money the U.S. government spent on research dwarfed what was spent by other major industrialized countries. In 1969, the United States put more than $25 billion into R&D. Combined, France, Japan, the United Kingdom, and West Germany spent just over $11 billion.7 But after the end of the Cold War, federal funding of R&D began to dry up. Instead universities formed direct partnerships with corporations: Stanford with Exxon, the University of California Davis with Chevron, Berkeley with Intel.

As the Obama administration pumps money into the economy, government-funded R&D looks poised to make a comeback. The administration has promised that more than $1 billion will be spent on energy R&D alone, and the big universities are already cuing up for funding. Former Michigan president Jim Duderstadt formed a loose affiliation of researchers and institutions that he hopes are the beginnings of a hub-and-spokes system to do alternative-energy research of all kinds.

Discussion of climate change has taken on an ominous tone within the federal government of late—a tone that equals dollars. Multiple intelligence reports in recent years have warned of serious national security threats for the United States tied directly to global warming. Speaking at American University in April 2008, Defense Secretary Robert Gates compared climate change to jihadist extremism, failed states, and ethnic strife as a potential cause of terrorism. Even in hard times the federal government spends money on defense, and universities like Michigan are well situated to see a lot of that money.

Everyone here points to the 174-acre Pfizer campus on the outskirts  of Ann Arbor that the university purchased in 2008 for $108 million. The goal is for it to become a major center for applied research—to produce the next generation of solar panels or car batteries or, really, anything that could store or produce electricity for the BlackBerries, iPhones, and laptops that seemingly everyone in town carries around. “This is a story that is somewhat unique because of Michigan’s history and location,” Dimond said. “But I don’t think it’s unfair to say if U of M does not make the crossing to whatever this future is that you envision, it’s hard to imagine lots of places doing that.”

There is in Ann Arbor a clear understanding that the role of the hometown university, and the role of universities in general, is changing. “Ten, twenty years ago university presidents didn’t typically include the university’s role in economic development as a cornerstone of their mission,” said Cynthia Wilbanks, U of M’s vice president for government relations. “I think today the expectation, especially for flagship institutions that carry the type of breadth and depth and research portfolio that we carry, encourage, stimulate and demand, is that we better be at the forefront of economic development.”

That’s clearly the role the university and Ann Arbor envision as theirs in the coming years. During her state-of-the-university address in 2009, Michigan president Mary Sue Coleman said that the university’s research spending could grow to $2 billion by 2017. At the time of her speech it had just topped $1 billion.

Nothing is certain, of course. Not everyone favors federal spending. With or without government funding, however, Campus and Careers communities enjoy a lot of advantages. They are educated, adaptive, young, green, and relatively wealthy, with stable institutional employers propping them up. Whatever happens, it’s hard to imagine a world in which those traits won’t be beneficial.
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