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				In those days the distances were all very different, the dirt blew off the hills that have now been cut down, and Kansas City was very like Constantinople. You may not believe this. No one believes this; but it is true.

				—Ernest Hemingway, “God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen,” 1933

				When I was growing up, Black folks lived on the other side of the tracks. Now they live on the other side of the freeway.

				—Mildred Dudley, Kansas City community meeting, The Call, 1976

				Football began as a runner’s game. But it prospered and grew with the discovery of flight. Only one man commands the flight of the football. He is the quarterback.

				—John Facenda, NFL’s Best Ever Quarterbacks, NFL Films, 1979
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			PROLOGUE: THE KANSAS CITY SPIRIT

			On the morning of October 25, 1919, Kansas City held a parade. Which is to say, it threw a massive party. It started downtown, near the corner of Ninth Street and Grand Boulevard, where, at precisely 11 a.m., seven thousand marchers split into divisions and, carrying flags, poured into the heart of the city—less than a mile from the chalky river landing where Kansas City was born. The Liberty Memorial parade, which launched a fund-raising drive for a new war monument, was one of the largest spectacles in the town’s history: Veterans from the American Legion numbered in the thousands. Schoolkids donned autumn sweaters and lined storefronts along the route. The cadet band from Lincoln High School—the city’s first for Black children—played patriotic tunes in the crisp morning air. The city, everyone said, was on the cusp of greatness—a future with no limits.

			A century later, the reason for this optimism might sound strange: The people of Kansas City simply thought that constructing a giant new memorial would change the destiny of the place. In the months after the Treaty of Versailles, civic leaders determined they needed a monument to honor the 441 local men who had died in World War I. Towns across America were doing the same, of course, but Kansas City, sensing an opportunity, took it to another level. Its citizens wouldn’t just erect any memorial. No, they decided they’d privately raise $2.5 million (close to $45 million in today’s dollars) to build one of the finest pieces of public art in the world, a magnificent structure to rival anything in Rome or Athens, a centerpiece for a civic project that would turn Kansas City—a growing little hub in the heart of America—into one of the leading metropolises in the country. “Kansas Citians are awake to the opportunity to do something big for a cause that will draw the admiration of the nation,” one business leader said. “It will make this city bigger, broader and grander.”

			Again, if this seems grandiose, if it sounds odd that a city known mostly for its stockyards would think that a monument could change everything, it’s fair to say you don’t know the people of Kansas City. (Don’t worry. You will.)

			Back in the first part of the twentieth century, it still seemed possible for an American city to move up in the world, to become the next New York or Chicago. In 1919, Kansas City was not yet seventy years old. What had once been a tiny trading post on the frontier had bloomed into a wide-open, freewheelin’ river town, a rollicking den of gambling and booze, a second-tier financial center for the cattle and wheat industries, and a place where the locals came to carry a fascinating contradiction: For the most part, everyone was very midwestern—nice and polite with a lingering self-doubt. When a writer visited almost a decade later, he noted “all the frailties of the Kansas City psychology,” including “a wholly unnecessary inferiority complex.” But just under the surface, where you couldn’t always see it, there was an unceasing confidence in the city’s potential. The inhabitants of the place came to call this ethos the “Kansas City Spirit,” the idea that something small would become something grand if only the people believed. Civic leaders dreamed of a beautiful “city of a million,” turning the phrase into a marketing slogan. They built winding boulevards and sprawling parks. They watched the population boom. On that fall Saturday morning in 1919 when the Liberty Memorial parade took over downtown, The Kansas City Star newspaper called the project the most important in the city’s history, “the beginnings of one of these dream cities built in imperishable stone.”

			Civic boosters pictured a memorial scraping the sky on a hill above downtown, across the street from the city’s palatial Union Station, surrounded by art museums and opera houses and auditoriums, a project to rival the “White City” at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. If any fiscally conservative citizen voiced their objection to the ambitious cost, The Star had a quick retort: “Kansas City isn’t a hundred thousand dollar town.” If that wasn’t enough, the project’s backers had another advocate, a Kansas City man named Horace Ray Palmer, a lieutenant who had served in the 164th Field Artillery Brigade. Before the war, Palmer had been an assistant city editor at The Kansas City Star. He was bookish, with thinning hair and glasses, a few months away from turning forty. In the annals of Kansas City, he’s barely a footnote, a forgotten newspaperman who grew up in St. Louis, spent fifteen years chasing stories around Kansas City, went to war in Europe, and then moved on to a career in advertising, ultimately ending up in New York.

			On the day before the Liberty Memorial parade, Palmer wrote a piece for his former newspaper, imploring his fellow citizens to raise the $2.5 million, tapping into the Kansas City Spirit and a collective fear that never seemed to go away.

			“Kansas City is right now at the turn of the road,” Palmer wrote. “Shall it become a great city, a city of beauty, a city definitely committed to artistic development, to culture and the finer things of life?

			“Or shall it develop as a great, ugly town?”

			

			—

			One hundred years later, on a frosty winter morning, there was another parade in Kansas City, this one larger and louder and with an almost unlimited supply of cheap beer. It was February 5, 2020, three days after the Kansas City Chiefs won their first Super Bowl in fifty years, coming from behind in a 31–20 victory over the San Francisco 49ers. To celebrate, the city was throwing one of the biggest parties in its 169-year history. The celebration had already raged for roughly sixty hours, bleeding into the workweek, draining office productivity, canceling school, and postponing surgeries at a local hospital. On the morning of the parade, close to half a million people were expected to flood into downtown. Everyone was still buzzing about “Wasp,” the play that had jump-started the Chiefs’ improbable comeback.

			The route started on Grand Boulevard—same as the Liberty Memorial parade’s—and ended in front of Union Station, creating a two-mile line through the heart of the city. The forecast called for snow flurries and frigid temps. But when Quinton Lucas arrived downtown around 4:30 a.m., the streets were already filling up with football fans, jubilant and dressed in red. To Lucas, Kansas City’s thirty-five-year-old mayor, it looked like a movie.

			At 11:30 a.m., a cavalcade of seventeen double-decker buses began rolling down Grand Boulevard, past restaurants and bars and office towers. Around noon, the parade pulled past the glass exterior of the Sprint Center, the twelve-year-old sports arena that was built to spur a downtown revival, and for a moment, one of the buses stopped. As the crowd began to chant—“MVP! MVP!”—a man behind a security barrier clutched a can of Miller Lite in his right hand and yelled up toward a group of football players and executives who were standing on the bus’s second deck. The fan cocked his arm and flung the full can into the air, a brewski Hail Mary that sailed close to forty feet before beginning its descent, winding up in the outstretched right arm of Patrick Mahomes, the team’s star twenty-four-year-old quarterback, who happened to be wearing ski goggles and leaning perilously close to the edge.

			It’s probably hyperbolic to say that the throw and snag were more impressive than anything that happened three days earlier, in Super Bowl LIV, but if you were standing on Grand in that moment, surrounded by a mass of humanity and joy, you’d be forgiven for thinking that. It was a stunning feat of coordination and focus, of timing and showmanship. Holy shit. It was incredibly clutch.

			Then, as the fans on Grand erupted into more cheers, Mahomes popped open the beer and started to chug.

			

			—

			
			On the evening of November 5, 1919, Jesse Clyde Nichols walked to the front of the Pompeian Room at the Hotel Baltimore and began to speak to a crowd of campaign workers. It had been eleven days since the Liberty Memorial parade, and the hotel had been transformed into a fund-raising headquarters, hosting daily luncheons for organizers and pep rallies for workers. Nichols, the vice chairman of the project, wanted to deliver a quick message: “I love this city,” he said.

			Kansas City, as everyone expected, had rallied to the cause. Big-money donors forked over thousands. Schoolchildren smashed piggy banks. On the eighth day of the campaign, pledges had surpassed $1.9 million, and The Kansas City Star blasted out a simple headline, hoping to keep the pressure on: “Come On!”

			When city leaders first decided to build a war memorial, they formed a committee to guide the project. The chairman was a local millionaire and philanthropist, Robert A. Long, an unassuming cofounder of the Long-Bell Lumber Company. The real engine behind the scenes, however, was Nichols, a young real estate developer who’d grown up across the state line in Kansas, then built a small fortune by designing neighborhoods for Kansas City’s elite. In time, Nichols would become one of the most influential real estate men in American history, partially responsible for every suburban cul-de-sac and shopping center, a popularizer of restrictive covenants that changed the landscape of cities. On this evening inside the Hotel Baltimore, though, he was still nine months shy of his fortieth birthday, sporting oval-rimmed glasses on his roundish balding head.

			Nichols had spent the last week pushing volunteers to canvass the city, to hustle from house to house to house and convince the city’s citizens that they had more to give. “If we can’t make the money this week,” Nichols told the volunteers, “every man and woman of your workers must stay with the ship until we do.”

			The campaign, however, was working. Kansas City didn’t want to fail, and the donations were coming from everywhere. A week into the campaign, police busted an illegal gambling game on Fifth Street, in the city’s North End, a hive of organized crime. When the establishment’s operator and customers appeared before Judge John Kennedy, the fines added up to $115, which was turned over to the Liberty Memorial campaign. “If you know anybody you can have arrested,” Long told volunteers the next day, “be sure he is taken before Judge Kennedy.”

			This was the Kansas City Spirit in action, a bubbling up of pride and hope, a fear of failure that had caused more than eighty-three thousand citizens of all races and classes to give money for a war memorial, and it was still present on the night of November 5, as volunteers crammed inside a hotel ballroom. If everything went as planned, they could surpass the $2.5 million that night. Soon after dinner, Long announced they had done it, to rapturous applause lasting for two and a half minutes.

			In the middle of it all was J.C. Nichols. He had stood before the crowd in a coat and tie, overwhelmed by emotion, his voice struggling to rise above the din, declaring his love for Kansas City.

			“It is a wonderful thing to live in a town with people such as these,” he said. “In no city will one find such people as you who will do so much for your city and believe so much in your city’s future.”

			Of course, what the volunteers in the room did not know was that Nichols, the man who was molding Kansas City, who was shaping the very idea of what it meant to live in American cities and suburbs, who, according to Long, was a tireless and selfless advocate for his hometown, was already in the process of splitting the city apart.

			

			—

			The Super Bowl parade continued down Grand, passing a bar named the Cigar Box, where a lounge singer named Al Latta sings Sinatra on Friday nights, and passing the old brick headquarters of The Kansas City Star, completed in 1911 in Italian Renaissance architecture, where a young Ernest Hemingway took a reporting job and learned to write. It passed hipster coffee shops and retro jazz clubs and the twelve-story Western Auto Building, with its iconic glowing sign atop the roof, and finally it passed Twenty-First Street and turned right onto Pershing Road, pulling up to the side of Union Station, where the Chiefs players were ushered onto a temporary stage and Patrick Mahomes cradled the Super Bowl trophy in his arms.

			Mahomes, an easygoing Texan who immediately embraced the city, was, at that moment, the greatest football player on planet earth: the most brilliant talent at the most valuable position in sports, the youngest quarterback to win Super Bowl MVP, the owner of a magical right arm that seemed touched by some unseen football deity. Since being drafted in the first round in 2017, he had done the following:

			
					
					Spent one season as a backup/understudy to veteran starter Alex Smith.

				

					
					Won the NFL’s MVP Award while throwing fifty touchdowns.

				

					
					Overcome a gruesome knee injury and led the Chiefs to their first Super Bowl championship in a half century, an angelic run that included epic comebacks in all three playoff games.

				

					
					Expanded the very notion of what a quarterback could be.

				

			

			In other words: There was nobody like Patrick Mahomes. The son of a Black father and a white mother, he was a transcendent star in a league that had once pushed young Black quarterbacks to other positions. He was capable of defying physics with his passes, unleashing a barrage of sidearm, no-look, and (occasional) left-handed throws, pushing the sport into the future, like an NFL version of Steph Curry. (“I love that style,” Curry said. “The same kind of way that I play.”) He was still just twenty-four, in the embryonic stages of cultural stardom, theoretically in the first years of his physical prime, and he belonged to Kansas City, a football-obsessed town that had refused to draft a quarterback in the first round and subsisted for a generation on retread QBs—game managers and backup quarterbacks from the coasts.

			The Chiefs, as a franchise and a brand, had been in Kansas City since 1963, when the franchise’s founder, Lamar Hunt, uprooted the Dallas Texans and found an eager city in the heartland. It was, in most ways, love at first sight. The Chiefs had represented the American Football League in two of the first four Super Bowls, winning a championship in the 1969 season. The city adopted the players as their own. But in the decades that followed, the fate of the team had come to mirror that of the city itself: heartbreaking losses, widespread stagnation, a once proud institution that could not repay the adoration of its true believers.

			As Mahomes stood onstage, he took a microphone and began to speak. From the front of the stage, he could look out toward the horizon and see a giant sea of red, which was really a few hundred thousand Chiefs fans, all gathered on a grassy hill above downtown. Behind him was Union Station, with its grand Beaux Arts architecture, and behind that was the city’s skyline, and behind that, somewhere, was the Missouri River, where a port had once been formed on a small landing below the bluffs. If Mahomes looked up, however, he would have seen one thing: the Liberty Memorial, a 217-foot tower nestled between two halls.

			The memorial had taken seven years to finish. A New York architect, Harold Van Buren Magonigle, was hired. Plans were adopted. When the monument was dedicated in 1926, President Calvin Coolidge spoke to a crowd of 150,000 and praised the city’s spirit.

			The project’s leaders thought the Liberty Memorial would help catapult Kansas City to national prominence, but that’s not what happened. Not quite, anyway. The city continued to boom throughout the 1920s and ’30s, but it wasn’t because of the Liberty Memorial. “Looked more like a silo to me,” said Will Rogers, the actor and humorist.

			The novelist Sinclair Lewis wasn’t a fan. Neither was Amelita Galli-Curci, the famous opera singer, who said it looked like a saltshaker. The years passed. The crowds dissipated. The city continued to grow. But mostly, it pushed along like always, a cow town in the middle of the country. After a while, even people in Kansas City started complaining about the Liberty Memorial. They said it looked like a smokestack.

			It closed to the public in 1994. Years of freezing and thawing—and more freezing and more thawing—had caused the concrete to crack and steel to corrode. According to an engineering firm that conducted a study, the deterioration extended to 80 or 90 percent of the structure’s sub-deck. It was as if the whole Liberty Memorial was rotting from the inside.

			

			—

			If it is not clear already, this book is two stories: It is the story of Kansas City and the story of Patrick Mahomes, its quarterback. If you are a reasonable person, you may believe there are limits to what a superstar quarterback can mean to a city. Peyton Manning, after all, did not cause Fortune 500 companies to flock to Indianapolis, and while Aaron Rodgers may have been extraordinary on the field, Green Bay is still Green Bay. That’s true from a literal perspective, of course, but cities are more than a ranking of GDP or population. They are living, breathing organisms—a source of cultural and metaphysical energy, a place to work and live and find a community, an idea that becomes an identity.

			The authors of this book grew up in Kansas City. More specifically, we come from its manicured suburbs, which were first dreamed up by J.C. Nichols. We grew up during the late 1980s and ’90s, during a particularly fallow period for the city. Its downtown was essentially dead. Its football team was known only for tailgates and heartache. The very idea of Patrick Mahomes—or someone like him—seemed impossible.

			It is our belief that Kansas City is the perfect embodiment of the midsize midwestern city and therefore the quintessential American town. It is, for better or worse, an Everywhere, USA, a heartland petri dish of every pioneering impulse and social disaster, a stand-in for every town and city that is not quite somewhere, the kind of place that creates the man who creates Ted Lasso. Kansas City’s problems may not be unique, but if you want to understand what happened to the American city, you can start with the story of Kansas City.

			The city, the writer Anthony Standen once wrote, did not have a trace of the East, and only a whiff of the West. It was not northern and it was not southern, but it was glorious and exhilarating and modest and “just plain central.”

			It rose from nothing on the prairie, not because of some abundance of natural resources, but rather the persistence of its residents. During its golden age, some one hundred years ago, it became a freewheelin’ party capital, like Chicago and New Orleans, except the jazz clubs, numbering two hundred at the peak, stayed open later. It was, for a moment, the ultimate “open city,” run by a political boss named Tom Pendergast, fueled by booze and beef, a haven for lawlessness, vice, and outsize dreams. (“I always loved Paris,” said the renowned composer Virgil Thomson, “because Paris reminded me of Kansas City.”)

			When the poet Shaemas O’Sheel visited Kansas City for a piece for The New Republic in 1928, he labeled the city the “Crossroads of the Continent,” not just in a physical sense but in the “diagram of national psychology.” He wrote, “Every force and current and influence that has made, and is making, America flows and eddies here.”

			Then Kansas City brought America a different type of influence: the segregation methods of an eager developer, Nichols, whose neighborhoods were cut and pasted across the United States, long before anyone had heard of Levittown. When the trade publication Builder magazine counted down the one hundred most important figures for the US housing industry in the twentieth century, Nichols came in third, behind only Henry Ford and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Transformed by Nichols’s visions, Kansas City lost its jazz clubs and history and replaced the old with two monuments to a shriveling city: the “Troost Avenue Wall,” the metaphorical dividing line between white and Black, and freeways—it held the dubious distinction of having more miles of freeway (per capita) than anywhere in the United States. Downtown was abandoned, hollowed out like a donut, a symbol of a city that had lost its way, plagued by white flight to the suburbs, a corporate exodus, and a more extreme version of the same cycle that afflicted cities across the country. “When I was in high school [in the 1990s],” said Jason Kander, a local nonprofit leader and former US Senate candidate, “people referred to downtown Kansas City as Belgrade.”

			By the final days of the twentieth century, Kansas City was mostly defined by its barbecue tradition and its ease of living, which could feel like a backhanded compliment: Well, the real estate is cheap, and the suburbs are plentiful. The one thing Kansas City had was sports—the last refuge of the midsize midwestern city—but by the mid-2000s, even that didn’t mean much: the Royals hadn’t been to the MLB playoffs in a generation, and the Chiefs were in the midst of a historic run of postseason ineptitude, eventually losing eight straight playoff games in a twenty-two-year span.

			And then . . . Patrick Mahomes.

			Which takes us back to the beginning of this decade, when the Chiefs won the Super Bowl, and the city started to reckon with its past.

			All around Kansas City, people were thinking about the future: Could Mahomes and the Chiefs build a dynasty? Was Kansas City, once again, at a turn in the road?

			Most importantly: What did Kansas City want to be?

		

	
		
			PART I
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			NO BOUNDARIES

			Nobody knows where Kansas City is. This is because there are two Kansas Citys—though there is really only one Kansas City—and because the whole region sprawls across the border of two states.

			But it’s also because of a bar fight. At least, that’s how it started.

			It happened in November 1831 in Missouri, and the only person we know was there for certain was Gabriel Prudhomme. He lived on a plot of land in what would one day be the middle of the United States (the dead center, if you were measuring crudely), a heavily forested patch of bluffs along the Missouri River, one of the muddiest waterways on the continent.

			Millions of years ago, much of North America was covered by glaciers. Mountains formed. The ice melted. The long process of glaciation left a labyrinth of rivers and tributaries crisscrossing the continent. Two of those rivers—eventually named the Kansas and the Missouri—would meet in the middle. Native American groups built what we now call Hopewell settlements, and tribes like the Osage, the Missouria, and the Kanza hunted bison and farmed in the region. The Kanza—or Kaw people—lived along the river that came to bear their name, building a village in the mid-eighteenth century forty miles northwest of what would become Prudhomme’s land. The Osage, known for their skills as hunters, farmers, and warriors, built lodges with domed roofs in their Missouri settlements and facilitated trade through a wide swath of Missouri along a route called the Osage Trail. The tribes were forcibly removed from their home territories by the US government in the 1820s and ’30s, around the same time more French Canadians moved in and built a few trading posts. Prudhomme was one of them, a blacksmith who purchased 257 acres from the federal government in 1831. His property contained what might’ve been the only valuable piece of land around: a rock outcropping that jutted into the river, ideal landing for ferries and steamboats.

			Prudhomme started farming. He opened a grocery store and—fatefully, it seems—a tavern, where in the fall of 1831, a barroom brawl broke out, somebody drew a gun, and, according to an account from an early resident, Prudhomme ended up on the ground, his body in a pool of blood. The murderer was never caught.

			Prudhomme left behind seven kids, a wife named Margaret, and a perfectly fine river landing, along with a legal mess that lasted seven years, until a group of fourteen men pooled their resources together and bought the land for $4,220 at an auction held on the coveted landing. One of the buyers, John McCoy, confessed years later that they were merely hoping for a quick profit. “None of them, he insisted, had any conception of town proprietorship, much less town building,” wrote the historian Mildred C. Cox.

			The only thing they knew was that a town needed a name. One grifter, Abraham Fonda, suggested they name the town after him, which didn’t go over well. Others proposed Rabbitsville and Possumtrot. They settled on a name based on local geography. The French named the Kansas River after the Kanza tribe. The men were just miles from where the Kansas River flowed into the Missouri. They declared their new home the Town of Kansas, which would become the City of Kansas, and finally Kansas City. The new name didn’t exactly feel like destiny. As McCoy said, they picked it “simply because nobody could think of anything better.”

			The men had no idea they had just ensured centuries of confusion.

			

			—

			
			Seventeen years before the town founders gathered in a livestock pen for the auction, Missouri entered the union as the twenty-fourth state. It was a controversial selection. Missouri was designated a slave state and granted entry through a compromise—the Missouri Compromise—that admitted Maine as a free state and held that no Louisiana Purchase lands above Missouri’s southern border would have slavery. It wouldn’t last, but it wasn’t the only issue. At that point, Missouri was also the westernmost state, and people were split about just how far west Missouri should go.

			Missouri entered the United States as a territory in 1812 with a western border roughly twenty miles east of where the Kansas River collides with the Missouri River. It tried to become a state in 1817 with that original border, but Congress didn’t believe Missouri was ready for statehood. The territory leaders tried again in 1818 with a border sixty miles farther west. Congress said no again, believing the territory would be too large.

			This was all happening before Kansas City existed, and before the state of Kansas existed, and before anybody thought a town, much less a city, would rise up where the Kansas and Missouri Rivers met. In 1819, just as Missouri Territory leaders were negotiating again with Congress, the explorer Stephen H. Long journeyed across the middle of the country. Scoping out the vast plains aboard a steamboat with a prow designed like the head of a serpent—replete with nostrils that snorted steam—he and his expedition team described the area as uninhabitable. They helped inspire the naming of the region that stretched west of the Missouri River to the Rocky Mountains as the “Great American Desert.” There was no grand promise for riches here.

			What did it matter if the western border was twenty miles farther east or sixty miles farther west? Nobody wanted to build a great civilization on a cliff overlooking a giant desert anyway.

			So Missouri came back in 1820, proposing the confluence of the Kansas and Missouri Rivers as the boundary, and Congress accepted. The problem: The Kansas River travels east to west and does not provide a physical border, which meant Missouri ended at an imaginary straight line running north to south from the Kansas River’s mouth.

			It’s impossible to know whether the Town of Kansas founders gave any thought to building a town at the edge of Missouri and calling it Kansas, a name that had been popping up on maps of the Midwest for years. (Given their general inability to plan anything, the answer is almost certainly no.) In their defense, they didn’t know when another state might exist on the other side of the border, in the Great American Desert. Plus, in the 1830s, the land directly to the west was referred to as the Nebraska Territory, and that was still the case in 1853, when Town of Kansas was incorporated as City of Kansas. But a year later, Congress created the Kansas Territory—using the very popular name from all those maps—and now Kansas City was in a pickle. It was a city in Missouri with the same name as a new territory, a territory on the other side of an imaginary line following the mouth of a river that also shared the same name. Almost immediately, residents of the Kansas Territory falsely accused Kansas City of stealing their name, even though their territory had done the copying. Local leaders realized they were headed for a confusing disaster. In 1855, Robert Van Horn, an influential Kansas City newspaper publisher, sought the approval of the legislatures in Kansas and Missouri to move Kansas City, Missouri, into Kansas Territory. He could not have chosen a more complicated time.

			
					
					A year earlier, Congress had passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, invalidating the Missouri Compromise. It stated that new territories, even those north of Missouri’s southern border, would decide whether to allow slavery based on the popular vote.

				

					
					Thousands of Border Ruffians from Missouri swarmed into Kansas for an 1855 election, voting a proslavery legislature into office. Antislavery Kansans, many of whom had migrated from New England, formed their own government, but President Franklin Pierce recognized only the proslavery legislature.

				

					
					These proslavery lawmakers were open to Van Horn’s idea, believing they could cement a voting majority to support entry to the union as a slave state if they annexed Kansas City and its growing population. Missouri’s leaders wanted more slave states, too, so they agreed to give away their city.

				

			

			Van Horn now only needed approval from Congress and he sent a buddy to Washington, DC, as an emissary to seal the deal. And then he waited. The story, recounted by a local judge, goes that Van Horn didn’t hear anything from the politicians in the Capitol or from his buddy. Two years later, Van Horn’s friend returned. Instead of lobbying Congress so that Kansas City could make sense, he had met a woman in DC, started an affair, and moved with her to Europe. By this time, any momentum for moving Kansas City into Kansas had dissipated in a torrent of violence. Kansas became a free state in 1861, spurred on by abolitionists and “Free-Soilers.” The guerrilla warfare of “Bleeding Kansas” gave way to the Civil War. Missouri no longer considered giving anything to Kansas.

			The fighting eventually abated and gave way to more confusion. After the Civil War, a city sprang up in Kansas’s northeastern corner. It was inhabited by many former Kansas City residents who had spilled over, and it felt like a simple extension of Kansas City, so much so that the locals decided they should just call it Kansas City, too: Kansas City, Kansas. Kansas City was now a city in Missouri that shared a name with a different state that was separated from Missouri by an imaginary border running from the mouth of a river with the same name, and on the other side of that border was not only that other state but that other state’s most prominent city, which had the exact same name as the state and the river. This proved to be way too much, and the Kansas City (Missouri) mayor lobbied for Kansas to annex Kansas City (Missouri) in 1879, weeks after The Kansas City Times released a poll showing strong support for annexation among the people of Kansas City (Missouri). “Half the people of the East,” one respondent said, “think the city is in the state of Kansas.” But the suggestion died on arrival in the Missouri State Capitol. The same border remained, as one Kansas official noted in the early 1900s, “cutting in almost equal parts the most interesting and promising city in the land.” And today that imaginary line has a name: State Line Road.

			

			—

			The weirdest part of State Line Road is a quarter-mile stretch in the West Bottoms neighborhood, an industrial hub that sits below downtown and, at various moments, was home to the Kansas City Stockyards, which were world-famous, and to the moribund NBA franchise that tormented the city from 1972 to 1985, the Kansas City Kings, who were not.

			Before the Kansas River flows into the Missouri, it bends northwest for a mile and a half before winding back east and meeting the “Mighty Mo.” The geography of the rivers creates a small peninsula that is west of the imaginary mouth of the Kansas River—the dividing line between states—but east of the Kansas River itself. If you are standing on State Line Road here, you can walk past a light pole and step onto a small patch of grass where you’re no longer in Missouri. You’re in Kansas. You don’t have to cross a river, a major intersection, or even a median.

			On this Kansas side of the light pole, you’re still in the other Kansas City. Kansas City, Kansas, has its own mayor and police department and central business district, some of the best taco joints in the entire country, and the home stadium of the Sporting Kansas City Major League Soccer franchise. Everyone calls it KCK.

			South of the West Bottoms, State Line Road keeps going. It turns into a bustling residential street, separating Kansas City, Missouri, from not only KCK but also leafy Kansas suburbs with names like Westwood, Prairie Village, and Leawood. Janelle Monáe, Paul Rudd, and Jason Sudeikis are among the famous people from the Kansas side of the metro. They and nearly everyone else from Kansas like to say they are from Kansas City, and nearly everyone on the Missouri side likes to remind them that, officially, they are not.

			What if Congress had approved Missouri’s original border, placing the entirety of the Kansas City metro in Kansas? What if the Town of Kansas founders had tried a little harder to come up with a name? What if Van Horn’s friend had met his mistress after he stopped at the Capitol? Things would certainly be easier, and not just for Kansas City residents trying to explain where they live to their new roommates when they go away to college.

			The division of Kansas City between two states has real political and economic consequences. Only once have Kansans and Missourians in the Kansas City metro united to pay taxes for a development project, the restoration of a dilapidated Union Station into a science museum in the late 1990s. The influence of a region of 2.3 million people is effectively split in half—and not by a mountain range or river. It’s literally by a road.

			But on an everyday basis, State Line Road serves as more of a unifier than a divider (just don’t bring up abolitionist John Brown, Confederate William Quantrill, or college basketball). From the top of the Liberty Memorial, you can almost see the part of the West Bottoms that is actually Kansas. And in the blocks on either side of State Line Road, it feels like traditional directions and geography cease to exist. Wealthy Missourians drive to the Kansas City Country Club, located in the Kansas suburb of Mission Hills. University of Kansas Hospital nurses cross State Line Road to eat lunch in Missouri at a restaurant with “Louisiana” in its name. You pass between Kansas and Missouri and never notice, much less care, which state you are in. As the actor and tour guide Timothy “Speed” Levitch once put it, “Kansas City is, therefore, a capital city of boundary-disillusion; a place where the biggest border has almost no significance or visibility throughout the average day.”

			If a New York cabdriver were to ask Paul Rudd where he is from, he would simply say “Kansas City,” and if the cabbie happened to know his geography and asked the pertinent follow-up . . . well, they might have a conversation on their hands. Kansas City is open and free and always in the middle of something: in the middle of two states, in the middle of the country. But the downside to having no boundaries means people often have questions or doubts. Nobody knows exactly where you are and what you are.

		

	
		
			ARM TALENT

			In Kansas City, the first hint that something was about to change came in 2017. One summer day, in the middle of training camp, Brett Veach left practice and hustled back to Scanlon Hall on the campus of Missouri Western State University. Veach was used to moving fast; he was thirty-nine years old and in his first month as the Chiefs’ general manager, which meant he had his alarm clock set before dawn and a million things on his plate. The list included an NFL roster to manage, an exceedingly abstruse salary cap to tame, and a staff of front-office lieutenants to lead, but as Veach zipped through the small campus in St. Joseph, Missouri, returning to the set of buildings that served as camp headquarters, he was consumed by something else: a clip from the “3s”—the Chiefs’ third-string offense versus the third-string defense.

			In most preseason camps, the general manager might wait to break down the third-string, the portion of the roster stocked with dreamers and future insurance salesmen, but up on the screen, amid the choreography of the offense and the chaos of the defense, was a twenty-one-year-old quarterback making another mesmerizing throw: strong, accurate, spun from an awkward angle on the run, the kind of toss that makes a football exec double-time it back to the dorms and then save the clip.

			Brett Veach could not stop watching Patrick Mahomes.

			It wasn’t, of course, like Mahomes was some secret. The Chiefs had drafted him in the first round in April, trading up seventeen spots to grab him with the tenth overall pick. That alone made him an instant curio. But Mahomes was slated to spend his rookie season as an understudy to Alex Smith, the team’s steady veteran. Most in Kansas City expected a slow transition: Smith would guide the offense after leading the Chiefs to three playoff appearances (and a 1-3 postseason record) in four seasons. Mahomes would spend the year learning the offense, refining his mechanics, and earning a graduate degree in quarterbacking under Professor Andy Reid, the Chiefs’ head coach. But then training camp started, and Mahomes began working with the third-string—behind Alex Smith and Tyler Bray on the depth chart—and staffers and coaches kept rushing back to the dorms to watch film of the 3s, just to catch a glimpse of what they might’ve missed. One day, Veach pulled up the film and watched as Mahomes rolled to his right and slipped a no-look, sidearm flick between three defenders. If you looked closely, it didn’t even really make sense. “It was like a phenomenon,” Veach said.

			Mahomes was unlike any football player Kansas City had seen: six feet three. Big arm. A quarterback with tantalizing promise. The son of a former major-league pitcher, Mahomes had grown up in East Texas and put up video-game numbers for Texas Tech, the Big 12 program famous for its Air Raid offense, a spread scheme that opened up the field and launched a revolution of no-huddle, breakneck passing attacks across college football. He was also something of a mystery. He had put up mind-blowing stats in college, though so did a lot of Texas Tech quarterbacks. His mechanics were a little raw. He was viewed as a “gunslinger,” in the mold of former Packers great Brett Favre, but Reid—who had coached Favre in Green Bay—quickly pumped the brakes. “Brett’s a Hall of Fame player, and this kid has got a long way to go before that,” he said.

			Mahomes could heave a football 70 yards on run, but it wasn’t just arm strength. When he was at Texas Tech, he would study film of Saints quarterback Drew Brees and the Packers’ Aaron Rodgers, who excelled at making what football people call “off-platform throws”—the catchall name for the off-balance, sidearm, freelance wizardry that was becoming en vogue at the position. At practice, Texas Tech coach Kliff Kingsbury forced Mahomes and the other quarterbacks to be creative, to seek out new throwing lanes with different arm angles, to try shit, even when it seemed unorthodox. “It was part of the development,” recalled Emmett Jones, a former assistant.

			When Mahomes first arrived on campus in 2014, he served as a backup to Davis Webb, one spot ahead of Nic Shimonek, a transfer QB from Iowa who was trying to get noticed. One day at practice, Shimonek tried to complete a short slant route without looking at his receiver, using a quick sidearm release. The move caught the eye of Kingsbury, who later pulled up the clip during a film session. “When did we start practicing this shit?” Kingsbury asked.

			Shimonek figured Kingsbury was pissed, but his coach was actually intrigued. He liked ingenuity. Kingsbury, too, had been a star quarterback at Texas Tech before spending four seasons in the NFL—including a stint behind Tom Brady. As an offensive coordinator at Texas A&M, he had mentored Heisman Trophy winner Johnny Manziel, a six-foot jolt of electricity who marched to his own beat (and ultimately flamed out in the NFL). Kingsbury told the Texas Tech quarterbacks he didn’t care how they got the ball out; it just needed to be complete. Nobody took the message more literally than Mahomes.

			The very next practice, Mahomes faced a third-and-5 during a scrimmage. “Pat fucking throws a no-look pass,” Shimonek remembered. “I’m like, OK, so now you’re just going to try to steal my move.” From then on, the throws became a game within a game, a daily football workshop, a laboratory in which Mahomes and Shimonek tried increasingly audacious experiments. Shimonek would complete a no-look pass on third-and-10. So Mahomes tried to uncork a 25-yard missile over the middle, no-look.

			Still, as Mahomes won the starting role at Texas Tech, he mostly left the most audacious no-look exploits on the practice field. Until one game late in his junior year. The Red Raiders were playing on the road against Big 12 rival Oklahoma State, pushing hard to become bowl eligible. They trailed by a touchdown with only a few minutes left. Mahomes had just taken a 9-yard sack deep in his own territory. It was third-and-20. Time for something bold. On the next play, Mahomes dropped back into the pocket, glanced one way to freeze the defense, then launched a no-look strike on a deep crossing route, completing a 23-yard pass. On the sideline, Shimonek was standing next to Payne Sullins, a sophomore quarterback. “Bro,” Sullins said. “He really just did that.”

			It was plays like that—the no-looks, the deep balls, everything off-platform—that caused NFL draft evaluators to lavish praise on Mahomes’s “arm talent,” which sounded like one of those annoyingly esoteric terms used by football scouts . . . until you watched him throw a football. “You knew you had something,” Veach said.

			And that was before Mahomes unleashed what might have been the most absurd throw in Chiefs history. It happened on August 31, 2017. The Chiefs were playing the Tennessee Titans in their final tune-up before the regular season. And the throw in question did not even count, because it was still preseason, and Mahomes was still twenty-one, and he was starting against the Titans only because Smith, the starter, was resting for Week 1. But it was a throw you do not forget: daring, athletic, basically impossible. Mahomes took the snap, dropped back, looked downfield, held the ball for another second, then took off on a dead sprint to his right. As he moved, he kept looking downfield, his eyes looking for an open receiver. When he finally realized a defender was bearing down, he planted his right foot in the ground, torqued his hips, and heaved the ball off his back foot. The football sailed 55 yards in the air and hit receiver Demarcus Robinson perfectly in stride.

			When the play was over, Mahomes took a helmet to the chest, his body hitting the turf. He hopped up and put his arms in the air. “Quite a play,” Andy Reid said afterward. In that moment, on a late-summer night, not one person across Kansas City understood just who had arrived in town. But one thing was clear: Arm talent was whatever Patrick Mahomes had.

		

	
		
			“KANSAS CITY FROM NOW ON WILL BOOM”

			
			On April 13, 1856, the steamboat William Campbell pulled up to Prudhomme’s old landing after five nights churning through the Missouri River. To Sarah Chandler Coates, the journey felt endless. The wheel snapped in the choppy currents, and the stench of hundreds of mules filtered from the lower decks up to the luxury cabins. Some two weeks after departing the East Coast, she believed any destination would feel like a relief. But as the steep bluffs of Kansas City came into view, she had one thought: Why did I ever leave Philadelphia?

			It wasn’t that Sarah lacked courage. She hailed from an affluent Quaker family but rarely acted like an heiress. When the Chandlers vacationed in Nantucket, she planted her feet at the beach and collected seaweed to trace on greeting cards for her friends. She liked gardening and studying world history and translating French poets. Sarah had mastered arithmetic by the time she turned ten. At fourteen, she became an assistant teacher at her boarding school. At fifteen, she organized a school club dedicated to women’s physiology—a deeply taboo subject at the time—so that her teenage peers could learn about their own bodies. She was curious and progressive, and what she wanted most out of life was to travel. “This world is so wide and beautiful,” Sarah once wrote.

			If you were to design her perfect match, it would have seemed that Kersey Coates was the one—a square-jawed Quaker abolitionist and an explorer of the New World. Despite having studied law under Thaddeus Stevens, a politician who would lead the congressional push for Reconstruction, Kersey chose the frontier over a legal career. They married the day before Valentine’s Day in 1855. A year later he asked Sarah to join him in Kansas City. To see the world with him.

			When Sarah dreamed of faraway lands as a teenager, she was almost certainly hoping for the sidewalk cafés of Paris or the serene coast of Marseille. Not “Gullytown,” which is what people were derisively calling Kansas City in the mid-1850s. Cattle roamed freely between ramshackle houses, saloons, and gambling parlors. Buildings were erected into the sides of bluffs, their walls hugging dirt. The fourteen men who’d founded the city had done basically nothing since—it took a court order to get them to pay for their purchase.

			And yet Kersey chose this place. He dreamed of business fortunes and promoting antislavery ideals. Unlike most abolitionists, who flooded into nearby Kansas, he went against the grain and settled in Missouri. (In 1860, white Kansas Citians held 166 enslaved persons while the county had around 4,000. There were 70 free African Americans in the county.) For Sarah, the downside was far greater. She was her family’s only daughter. By moving to the middle of nowhere, she was abdicating the sheltered life they had planned for her. Sarah’s sacrifice, her daughter later noted, was “perhaps the greatest she was capable of making.”

			After disembarking from the steamboat, Sarah and Kersey trudged up Main Street—a man-made canyon carved into the bluffs—to the Gillis House Hotel on the riverfront. They kept a Sharps rifle in the room and slept with a revolver under each pillow. There was no reason to think this was the right place for her, much less anybody. But her adventurous soul eventually kicked in. One of the first frontiersmen to exhibit the Kansas City Spirit was a woman.

			“ ‘Be Brave’ said the spirit within me,” Sarah recounted of her first day. “And instead of sitting down and weeping . . . I immediately went to work to investigate my new and strange surroundings.”

			

			—

			
			You had to be insane to settle in a bedraggled little river town, and Sarah and Kersey Coates made plenty of relatively insane decisions in Kansas City.

			When East Coast investors backing Kersey’s real estate ventures immediately pulled out, lacking faith in Kansas City, he used his savings to buy $6,000 of land just southwest of Prudhomme’s original plot. Locals weren’t sure why he had done it; one Kansas newspaper described Kersey’s bet as “the purchase of a crazy man.” But Kersey had a vision. He began building a new development, requiring every building to be constructed with red brick. In 1857, they broke ground on a luxury hotel. They called the neighborhood “Quality Hill.”

			This was just the beginning. Kersey took Sarah for walks along Quality Hill’s bluffs and pointed below at where the Kansas River collided with the Missouri. The silt and grass and dirt, he said, would soon become train tracks, warehouses, and heavy industry. Weirder, many of the other newcomers fed off their optimism. Excavators dug through the bluffs and leveled the hills. They crafted roads with names like Grand and Delaware. From 1854 to 1860 the population increased from a few hundred to more than four thousand. For every major holiday or anniversary, churches and immigrant societies would throw balls where people discussed impending libraries and opera houses, giving Kansas City a social scene before it had gridded neighborhoods. A journalist who visited from the East Coast in 1857 saw a striking contrast between Kansas City’s dirty, hardscrabble streets and its confident—almost delusional—residents. They have an “unbounded, unquestioning faith,” he wrote, “that here was the City of the Future.”

			That faith was put to the test by the Civil War. Cannon fire rang through the streets, three thousand men perished in the Battle of Westport, and Kansas City’s population declined by a third. By 1866, the supposed “City of the Future” was war-torn, on its way to irrelevance, hoping for a miracle as railroad investors from Boston searched for a site for a railroad bridge that would span the Missouri River and function as a way station to the new American West.

			The investors were eyeing Leavenworth, a city in Kansas that had a military fort and a population that boomed to twenty thousand. Importantly, Leavenworth did not have massive cliffs. What Leavenworth lacked, however, was the compulsive zeal and creative gamesmanship of Kansas City’s leaders. Inside a Boston office that summer, the railroad investors told Kersey Coates they planned to sign a contract with Leavenworth. Kansas City had just enough time for a Hail Mary. Coates notified Robert Van Horn—now a congressman in Washington, DC—who leveraged professional friendships and leaned on the chair of the House Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads to secure approval for Kansas City’s bridge.

			It was a backroom master class. Coates’s vision came true. Kansas City won the bridge. It didn’t hurt that an official from the railroad company got a piece of land in the West Bottoms, which was about to explode in value. The Kansas City Spirit could manifest itself in mysterious ways.

			On July 3, 1869, the day the first train traversed the bridge, Kansas City threw a parade. A hot-air balloon hovered in the sky. Fireworks popped. The bridge was draped in red, white, and blue. Some forty thousand turned out to celebrate. More people than in the entire town.

			A local newspaper captured the giddiness in a headline: “Kansas City From Now on Will Boom.”

			

			—

			In the mid-1860s, not long before the Hannibal Bridge opened, James Dallas Bowser woke up in Kansas City just as his train pulled into a downtown station around midnight. He was in his early twenties; he had moved to Kansas City with his parents and a younger brother from Chillicothe, Ohio, where his father had been one of the town’s first Black educators. After disembarking from the train, Bowser and his family wandered through downtown, turning down hilly streets that led nowhere. Like the Coateses they checked into the Gillis House, which was now outdated and, to Bowser, an “excuse for a hotel.” In the daylight, he surveyed his surroundings: Main Street was the only paved road, a war trench was still dug into the ground in front of an auditorium, and the West Bottoms, a neighborhood below the bluffs of downtown, was a sycamore-covered hinterland.

			Bowser, an outspoken, ambitious man, followed in his father’s footsteps and accepted a teaching job at the Penn School, the first school west of the Mississippi opened exclusively for Black students. Penn School was nestled in an integrated working-class enclave about four miles south of downtown that came to be known as the Steptoe neighborhood. A year later, Bowser started teaching at Lincoln School, east of downtown. Most of his two hundred students were children, but he taught adults, too, and, a few years later, started his own secondary education program—science, English, the classics—after the state failed to help. Eventually, he served as principal at Lincoln and at Attucks School, worked for the federal government, invested in real estate, and edited The Gate City Press, a Black newspaper. (At one point, he nearly convinced vaunted journalist Ida B. Wells, whom he hosted during an education conference, to move to Kansas City and join the staff.) Bowser was, as journalist and author Charles E. Coulter would later describe, “Kansas City’s leading Black intellectual.” Like many of the three thousand African Americans who migrated to Kansas City in the late 1860s, Bowser believed the city offered the chance for “a fortune to be made.”

			Slowly at first, and then seemingly all at once, speculators, bankers, laborers, and cowboys piled in. The city’s population shot up to 32,000 by 1870, an astounding gain, but nothing compared with the progress of the next ten years, when Kansas City more than doubled in size, to 55,000 by 1880 (with the Black population jumping to nearly 8,000), and still not even close to what happened over the next twenty years, when it hit 163,000 in 1900. More people led to more jobs and railroads and hotels and the city’s first skyscraper, which begat more people still, and Kansas City reached a magnitude of development that almost matched the pipe dreams of its early boosters; in 1887 more buildings were constructed there than anywhere else in the United States besides Chicago and New York.

			No part of Kansas City boomed like the West Bottoms, which transformed from a patch of sycamores into a thriving livestock center where thirty-four rail lines would soon cross. The Stockyards, a stunning (and sickening) sight, opened in the West Bottoms in 1871. By 1899, some eighteen thousand cattle a day arrived from Texas and the West. The cows were sized up and auctioned at the Live Stock Exchange and transported to an endless maze of muddy holding pens until they were slaughtered, butchered, and packed to be sold in Kansas City or sent east on another train.

			The Stockyards work was excruciating, but anybody could get it. Black Southerners, in a migration known as the “Great Exodus,” left in droves in 1879 for Kansas, glorifying its fertile land and reputation as the “Free State.” Many who traveled north through Missouri stayed in Kansas City, finding jobs in the Stockyards and performing the grueling labor alongside immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Croatia, and Mexico. The city was mostly integrated, with Black residents living in every census-designated neighborhood in 1880, from Steptoe to the West Bottoms (although neighborhoods east of downtown featured the highest concentration of Black residents). Black and white Kansas Citians also shopped at many of the same clothing stores and stayed in the same boardinghouses and hotels, like the Gillis House.

			But Kansas City was far from equal. Black workers toiled in the Stockyards because other industries would not hire them. Black students could not attend white schools. Kansas City police were known for brutalizing African Americans and failing to protect them. In the spring of 1882, a white mob of three hundred people lynched a man named Levi Harrington on a bridge in the West Bottoms after he was falsely accused of killing a police officer named Patrick Jones. Harrington was a young father of five who had moved from Mississippi and found work as a plasterer and porter. One boss described him as “honest” and “industrious.” He left behind a wife named Maria.

			The city, noted Coulter, the journalist and author, represented to most members of the incipient Black community “two worlds,” one offering the potential for advancement and another constrained by limitations. These were contradictions Bowser routinely pondered as an educator and editor. When Rudyard Kipling published the imperialist poem “The White Man’s Burden” in 1899, Bowser penned a famous rebuttal, advising Kipling and the white community to make the Black man’s “chances equal, / Give him the fairest test/ Then ‘Hands Off’ be your motto/ And he will do the rest.”

			

			—

			When Kersey Coates died in 1887, Sarah had a golden opportunity to return to the comforts of Philadelphia. She decided to stay. Her husband had backed up his abolitionist beliefs by donating the land for a Black Baptist church and Lincoln School. He sold to Black residents when many developers did not. At his funeral, a group of Black men insisted on carrying his casket.

			Sarah continued to build up Kansas City. With her children, she demolished and rebuilt the Coates House Hotel, installing a Turkish bath, floral and bonnet shops, and marble floors. From her home on Quality Hill, she started more clubs, hosting the History Class of Kansas City, where locals met to discuss world history, and leading the Kansas City Women’s Exchange and Equal Suffrage Association. Susan B. Anthony stayed with her in Quality Hill, speaking at a major suffrage conference in Kansas City in 1896. Sarah also founded an art club, thinking Kansas City could be as renowned for its culture as its cows. “It is something to have a nucleus of art, at least,” she wrote, “and some of these days we may be the art center of the West. Who knows?”

			For a little while, just after Sarah died in 1897, this prediction almost proved true. In 1899, the city opened Convention Hall, a twenty-thousand-person venue that was said to be the largest concert space in the country. Soon, civic leaders realized they could also use the hall to engage in their favorite pastime: proving Kansas City’s relevance to the world. On a muggy July night, local merchants, hoteliers, and boosters gathered at Convention Hall to raise money for a long-shot attempt at hosting the next year’s Democratic National Convention. In just thirty minutes attendees pledged thirty thousand dollars to bankroll the DNC. The rapid fund-raising impressed the Washington, DC, cognoscenti, and Kansas City won the bid. Then, in a stroke of poor luck, the whole thing burned to the ground three months before the convention.

			Before the fire was out, city leaders were already discussing a rebuilding plan and negotiating with the Carnegie Company for steel trusses to provide the backbone for a new building. Construction crews rebuilt the hall in ninety days, William Jennings Bryan was nominated for president, and the secretary of the Democratic National Committee testified that Kansas City “contains a higher degree of public spirit than any other city in the United States.” Less than fifty years after Sarah Coates’s arrival, everybody was talking about Kansas City. And as journalists across the nation descended there, they noticed the locals strutting around town with special badges.

			They read: “I live in Kansas City—ask me.”

		

	
		
			THE PINE CURTAIN SUPERSTAR

			In the spring of 1988, Major League Baseball scouts descended on East Texas to see a late bloomer with a golden arm. They passed a sign on the way to their destination. “Welcome to Lindale, Good Country Livin’.”

			Pat Mahomes lived with his parents just inside the Lindale city limits. With a population of 2,500 at the time, it was one of many suburbs outside Tyler, the largest city in East Texas, a pine-tree-shrouded region that felt more southern—and more isolated—than the rest of the state. Dallas was one hundred miles to the west, Houston was two hundred miles to the south, and Austin and San Antonio were even farther. The author Asher Price once described East Texas as having its own time zone: fifty years behind everyone else.

			The Mahomes family had been in East Texas long before Pat ever picked up a baseball. Sometime after the Civil War, an Alabama-born man whose name appeared in records as Q Mahomes and Que Mahomes married Nellie Adkins, who was born in Texas in 1855, and they settled in Smith County, where Tyler and Lindale are located. Their son Wilber Mahomes grew up in Lindale, and so did William Mahomes, who was born in 1910 as one of Wilber and wife Ida’s nine children. East Texas was a hostile place for them and other Black families. In Smith County, white residents voted by a 25-to-1 margin to secede on the eve of the Civil War, and many of them refused to accept that Black people could live freely in East Texas. In the first few decades after the Civil War, at least five African Americans were lynched in the Tyler area.

			The Mahomes family navigated the constraints of the Jim Crow South. Wilber was a laborer, and William worked at the Tyler Pipe refinery. William’s wife, Lucy, was mostly a homemaker, as well as a church volunteer. William had an eighth-grade education but a natural knack for math, recalled Johnny Mahomes, William’s son. “Math kind of ran in my family,” he said. Johnny was one of Lucy and William’s three children, who came of age when Texas, after stiff resistance to court-ordered desegregation, was on the verge of change. William Mahomes Jr. graduated in 1965 from Bragg Morris High School, Lindale’s Black school, and went to Texas A&M (becoming the first Black student to spend four years in the school’s Corps of Cadets program) and the University of Texas Law School before embarking on a career as a corporate lawyer in Dallas. At Bragg Morris High, Johnny played baseball and basketball and served as the president of the Future Farmers of America Club and the Dramatic Club. He and William Jr. had started working in their early teens, canning peas, hauling watermelons, and picking blackberries. In 1966, Johnny graduated as valedictorian. Unlike his brother and sister, Marsha, who moved to California, he stayed in Lindale, marrying Cindy Norman. He liked it there. “It’s pretty and people get along, for the most part,” Johnny once said.

			When he wasn’t working for an oil company, Johnny played on a semipro baseball club and taught Pat the game at an early age. The expectation, set by Pat’s father, his mother, and his uncle, was to stand out—and not just at baseball. At nearly everything, Pat drew inspiration from Cindy. When he was seven, she had been paralyzed from the neck down in a car accident, but gradually regained some of the movement she had lost and finished a psychology degree. To Pat, everything else seemed easy. By his senior year of high school, Pat was enrolled in college-level English, psychology, and sociology and was a member of the National Honor Society. He occasionally babysat for a cousin and her friend, the future country superstar Miranda Lambert. (The “Good Country Livin’ ” sign has since been replaced by a sign that says, “Lindale, Hometown of Miranda Lambert.”) He was a popular student, too, rarely experiencing racial animosity despite being one of about a dozen Black students in the predominantly white school. “He gets along with everybody. He doesn’t try to be better than anybody else or think he’s somebody special. He just tries to be himself,” a close friend said at the time. As Pat recalled, “A lot of it stemmed from me being so good in sports that I never had anything to worry about.”

			When Pat blossomed from a scrawny five-feet-six sophomore into a six-feet-one senior star at Lindale High School, his athletic career took off. He passed for 1,600 yards as a quarterback, averaged thirty points a game on the hardwood (earning runner-up for Texas’s “Mr. Basketball” honor), leaped six feet six inches in the high jump, and batted over .600 in baseball. The only question was what he would do next. Per National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) rules, Pat had five official college visits to use across every sport, so he knew he had to be selective. And at first he pursued football.

			There was a dalliance with Louisiana Tech University and interest from Kansas State University, but the University of Southern Mississippi proved to be a serious suitor. The coaching staff asked Pat to come down for an official visit. On campus, he sat among a group of recruits who each shared their height, weight, and time in the 40-yard dash. He felt pretty good announcing that he was six-one and 175 pounds and could run a 4.6. But then the guy sitting next to him, a hulking defensive tackle, said that he was six-eight and 296 pounds—and he could run a 4.5. The Southern Miss coaches told Pat they still wanted him, insisting he could start the next year. But Pat was rightfully suspicious that they were engaging in the typical recruiting sweet talk. Southern Miss, after all, had a rising sophomore who had started ten games as a true freshman, a gunslinger named Brett Favre.

			So, by the spring of 1988, Pat, who hated getting
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“The remarkable history of a thoroughly American city and its pathway to the center of professional football.”

—JOE POSNANSKI, #1 New York Times hestselling author of Why We Love Basehall
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