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			Foreword

			A funny thing happened in the early years of the millennium. A rising global economy, alongside powerful new technologies that connected corners of the globe in an instant, would make it possible for us to live and work virtually anywhere we wanted. It seemed all but certain that the forces that were connecting our world would flatten it, too, and continue to push people apart.

			Well, those forces did the opposite. They drove us closer together, not farther apart. They brought us back to cities and to urban life.

			The twentieth century was the century of suburbanization: the flight from cities of people and industry, commerce and jobs as far from downtowns as our cars and highways could take us. The American Dream was then a vision of a big house and a car followed by a bigger house, two cars, and more. A big plot of land you could call your own. It was life on America’s next great frontier, what the urban historian Kenneth Jackson called the “crabgrass frontier.” As a young boy growing up in New Jersey, I watched my hometown of Newark decline. I saw the city erupt into riots; I saw the factory where my father worked shutter; I saw the newspaper where my mom worked, The Star-Ledger, ringed with barbed-wire fences. Between 1950 and 1980, Boston lost almost 30 percent of its population. After the “Boeing Bust,” Seattle’s unemployment reached as high as 25 percent. In 1975, New York City—while still arguably the world’s most powerful global center of business and corporate finance—nearly declared bankruptcy. One of my professors at Rutgers wrote an article provocatively titled “The City as Sandbox,” which argued that America’s cities had become hollowed-out shells, having lost their core economic functions to the suburbs.

			But now, shockingly, the twenty-first century has been deemed the “century of the city.” Young people, professionals, and a growing predominance of scientists, techies, knowledge workers, and artists, designers, and media types—a group I named the “creative class”—have streamed back to cities in ways no one anticipated. Major companies are heading back to cities in droves. And even start-up companies are abandoning their tech-driven “nerdistans” in suburban office parks for the vibrancy and hubbub of urban centers.

			So far, it is fairly clear that large cities and metropolitan areas have benefited disproportionately from this urban shift. The first two decades of this urban revival have been marked by “winner-take-all urbanism” wherein a relatively small number of superstar cities like New York and London and knowledge centers like San Francisco, Boston, and Seattle have attracted the largest concentrations of talent, ideas, investment, and economic activity.

			However, the reality is that the new urban knowledge economy is not determined by size alone. In fact, population size and population growth are poor predictors of innovation and economic growth. And as our largest urban centers become increasingly expensive, unaffordable, and divided, they price out and drive away the very diversity that powered their innovativeness and growth to begin with. As the late great urbanist Jane Jacobs once told me, “When a place gets boring, even the rich people leave.”

			It’s a big mistake to write off small places. College towns in particular have boomed, as have a host of smaller and midsize cities, even rural areas. Size may be an advantage but it is not the sole determinant of success. Smaller places that cultivate innovation and creativity, have abundant natural or urban amenities, and connect to larger centers in the United States and the world are thriving.

			The reality of our time is that the world is spiky—not flat. While technology may have flattened access to ideas and information, the reality of our time is that access to opportunity has become increasingly spiky in this urban century. And this spikiness occurs across all scales. Some large places—the ones we all know and talk about—are doing fine, but others are struggling. And the same goes for small and medium-size cities and rural areas. Some thrive, others coast along, and many others decline.

			After years of study, I’ve concluded that the key thing that distinguishes the thriving places of any and all sizes is surprisingly simple. Successful places are intentional. They undertake efforts to leverage and build upon their own unique assets. They mobilize their anchor institutions, their own civic organizations, and their people. They build true public-private partnerships. And, large or small, they create a genuine quality of place that all can see and feel.

			As I travel to places like Milwaukee and Des Moines and Boise and Oklahoma City, my former hometown of Pittsburgh, my wife’s hometown of Detroit, and countless others across America, I see the incredible progress many so-called flyover places have made. And now I watch as even smaller communities—like Bentonville or El Dorado, Arkansas (the latter chronicled in these very pages)—do much the same to leverage their own knowledge assets or lakefronts and hillsides or arts communities to create their own renaissance. It can be done. It is being done. It does take money. And smart policy. And great local leaders. But above all, it takes intentional leadership to mobilize the energy of the community to do it.

			In the decade or so since writing The Rise of the Creative Class, I watched Mick Cornett mobilize his community in just that way during his four terms as mayor of Oklahoma City. If you’ve heard of him at all, it’s likely from the time he famously energized his community by putting the entire town on a diet to encourage fitness and vitality—long before “wellness” became a watchword of the new urbanism. His accomplishments go far beyond that single story, however. Cornett was the longest serving in a long line of fiscally conservative Oklahoma City mayors that have understood the importance of a city investing in itself in this new urban, talent-driven age. While maintaining his focus on balanced budgets and sound economic policy, this Republican leader understood when, and how, local taxes could effectively and uniquely fund local infrastructure and improve the quality of place and quality for his community.

			You see, local leadership really does defy party. As I like to say, when I meet a national politician, it is immediately clear which side of the political divide they’re on. But when I travel to cities across the United States, I am amazed I can never tell who is a Democrat and who is a Republican. Is it any wonder that at a time when less than a fifth of Americans have any trust and confidence in our federal government, that as many as three-quarters of us still have trust and confidence in our local governments? That’s because we get to pick where we live—we “vote with our feet,” to use that famous phrase—to pick the kind of place that best suits us and our families. We get to choose our local leadership, and we are close to that local leadership too. Localism, not nationalism, is the essence of the American experiment.

			The incredible efforts to revitalize America’s great, small, and medium-size places are revealed in this book, The Next American City. It shows the enormous potential of smaller cities—and how that potential can be, and is being, unlocked. America is different from other nations precisely because it is not dominated by a single city. New York, for example, produces just 10 percent of America’s economic output, while Toronto produces 20 percent of Canada’s, London more than a third of the UK’s, and Seoul more than half of South Korea’s.

			One of the great sources of strength and diversity in America is its constellation of great communities, large and small, urban and rural, with unique strengths and capabilities. What truly distinguishes America and really makes it great is the incredible diversity of its more than 350 metro areas and thousands of communities of various sizes and shapes. These are the true laboratories of democracy, where new and transformative ideas, strategies, and visions of the future bubble up.

			Above all, this book offers a vision of America made up of great places full of creative people producing big ideas, building their own communities, and creating new purpose. That, in a nutshell, is the new American Dream—and in these pages you will find a rallying call for urban optimism at a time when it is so badly needed.

			Richard Florida

		

	
		
			Preface

			The Next American City: Three Transformations, Under Way

			A new frontier is opening in America. As our nation’s population grows, and our cities swell with ideas, energy, and creativity, the world is changing before our eyes. Over the past twenty years, I was fortunate to serve my city, travel the world, and witness three incredible transformations under way.

			The first has been the rebirth of my own hometown. What was once a hopeless place on the brink of collapse has become a vibrant, growing, diverse American city. For generations, we rode the waves of boom and bust, and our fortunes rose and fell with the price of a barrel of oil. After suffering a devastating attack on our nation and way of life in 1995, Oklahomans did as Americans often do. We joined hands and dared the world to tear us apart.

			The reinvention of Oklahoma City has been nothing short of a miracle. We rebuilt every school in the inner city. We revived “the downtown ditch the grown-ups called the river.” We redesigned our city and downtown around people rather than the automobile—constructing enough sidewalks and trails to walk to Dallas if we laid them in a straight line. We changed in a matter of years from a wounded city with no national brand to a truly “big-league city.” The tide has turned in OKC. And we are proud of it.

			The second transformation surprised me even more. As momentum built in my hometown, I crisscrossed the country and traveled the globe to spread word of the city’s renaissance. On those trips I thought I might be teaching others—but I learned much more than I could ever have hoped to share.

			What I learned was this: Smaller cities across the country and around the world are changing at a breakneck pace. Technology and talent are flourishing. Next-generation infrastructure is being built. People are flocking—by the hundreds of thousands—from our coastal capitals to the nation’s new growing home in the heartland. And the one hundred or so rising metros are adding immeasurably to the diversity of our country’s culture, richness of opportunities, and widened access to the American Dream. It may be hard to see from the Silicon Valley, a Wall Street boardroom, or an ivory tower, but I assure you the reinvention of Middle America is real.

			The third transformation has been my own. My career began as a sportscaster for a local TV station in a happy and hopeful but declining city that had no major-league team and was failing to share its story with the outside world. I loved my hometown, but as I got older, I started to understand that most of the kids I attended high school and college with were leaving Oklahoma behind. On-air, my persona evolved into a lighthearted, comedic style, but behind the scenes I burned out and cut a path to public service. I wanted my life to mean something. And I knew my city was capable of so much more. Taking that leap taught me a lot. About hard work, leadership, and what it takes to make a difference.

			I learned these lessons leading a city that once bled graduates, investment, and opportunity to bigger cities and faraway places. We have become a magnet for talent, companies, and big ideas once again. And we did it primarily by dreaming big, working hard, and choosing to invest in ourselves.

			In this, Oklahoma City is far from alone. We are, I believe, in the early days of a new golden age for the American city, where a hundred cities, maybe even more, will find their way to a future brighter than they could have ever imagined. How it works, who’s in charge, and where it is happening fastest may surprise you just as much as it has surprised me.

			Mick Cornett

			Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

		

	
		
			Introduction: Leading from the Middle

			By the winter of 2008, I knew the drill. With four years as mayor of Oklahoma City and twenty years as a sportscaster and news anchor under my belt, I had done twenty thousand newscasts and thousands of interviews. I’d interviewed hundreds of people myself—and sometimes those people were not in a very good mood. As mayor, I’d won heated campaign debates, faced angry citizens in city council meetings, testified in the United States Congress, and talked policy with the president of the United States.

			But sitting backstage that day, I was as nervous as I had ever been. I was about to go on Ellen.

			Interestingly enough, I wasn’t the only one making my first appearance with Ellen that day. Ellen’s “headline” guest was a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old country singer I had never even heard of before. But her stories about breaking up with one of the Jonas Brothers mesmerized the crowd. It was probably going to be a breakthrough day for Taylor Swift. I was crossing my fingers that it would be for me, too.

			Besides the fact that I was just some mayor of a small city in the middle of nowhere, I faced a deeper challenge: the subject I’d been invited to talk about. I was there to talk about being fat.

			Or I guess more accurately, about getting real and losing some weight. And not just my personal weight-loss journey, either. Other politicians had done that much before.

			I was there to talk about an oddball idea I’d had just a couple months earlier. Without any authority, or reason to know for sure it would work, I’d done something that was borderline nuts. I’d gone to our city’s zoo, stood in front of the elephants, and put my entire city on a diet.

			Being a relatively new mayor, I had reasons to be risk-averse. This was—no doubt about it—risky. A calculated choice, but risky nonetheless. A lighthearted take on a serious subject. The country was beginning to focus on obesity. I figured we could either be an example of the problem or an example of a city that was not afraid to do tough things.

			My feeling was that the first step toward actually dealing with obesity was to start a conversation about it. But as I sat backstage in my oversize dressing room waiting for my chance to talk to a few million people all at once, I started second-guessing myself.

			It was pretty lonely back there. This dressing room had my name on the door and was large enough for an entourage of ten people. I guess most guests on Ellen bring a couple of limos full of support staff. I was all by myself. Just me, my backpack, and my doubts—the last of which were growing by the minute. If I’d wanted to distract myself, the table and the refrigerator were fully stocked with snacks. But that was no help at all. Like the rest of my city, I was on a diet.

			The irony continued. This should have been one of the most exciting times of my life—a TV journalist turned mayor of my hometown! About to go on Ellen! I had been preparing for this for my whole life.

			Ellen DeGeneres was already a red-carpet, A-list celebrity at the top of her game. This interview would be in front of a Los Angeles studio audience (not to mention millions of viewers at home) who were all expecting something good. I had arrived with material I thought would be funny. But as her producers rehearsed with me how the interview would go, I realized I didn’t need to be funny. I was the straight man, and she was the comedienne. I just kept telling myself, “Relax.”

			For all that pressure, I couldn’t lose focus. Somehow, I needed to break through the noise and turn this five-minute interview into some real positive attention for my city.

			I reminded myself that I was a veteran of television. I had thousands of hours of TV news and sports under my belt. Most of them had gone exceptionally well. Sure, every once in a while, there would be a disaster. Twenty-five years earlier, my first TV boss once tried to console me after my sportscast completely fell apart live on the air.

			“You know, when you are in a car wreck, sometimes you don’t get to get up and walk away,” he reminded me. “That’s the good thing about television,” he continued. “No matter how bad it is, you can always get up and walk away. So it can’t be that bad.”

			There was a knock on the dressing room door. It was time. A stagehand was ready to walk me toward the stage. He seemed surprised that I was all alone in that big room. I asked if I could leave my backpack and get it on my way out. He thought that was funny.

			As I stood behind the curtain waiting to be introduced, Ellen joked about what the city’s weight-loss plan might actually be.

			“I hope he isn’t just asking them to move away!” she cracked.

			That was funny. I could tell by the crowd’s laughter, and I laughed myself as I stood backstage. But what really hit me in the interview was that she and her audience were not laughing at us. They were laughing with us.

			Then Ellen brought me onstage.

			“When a survey ranked Oklahoma City as one of the fattest cities in the nation, our next guest sprang into action, asking the residents to lose one million pounds. Please welcome the mayor of Oklahoma City, Mick Cornett.”

			The Wrong Lists at the Wrong Time

			The plan worked. Something about this initiative put our city on the national stage for a moment. And for the first time in a long time, if we played this thing right, it could be the kind of attention we wanted.

			I’m not sure I would have seen it then, either, but a lot of cities across Middle America were on the cusp of big ideas and bigger changes. The willingness to take a risk and invest in our future was a bigger trend than I could have ever seen on my own.

			But those bigger changes in smaller cities were already afoot. Around the time I was elected in 2004, Oklahoma City was starting to emerge as a community worth noticing. The city was just on the verge of coming out of the economic slumber and boom-and-bust cycle that had driven many young adults and highly productive professionals of my own generation—and the companies they worked for—to leave town for bigger and brighter places.

			How did I know we were turning the corner? We were starting to show up on “the lists.”

			The lists? Take a look at the bottom of any webpage, and you’ll probably see a link to one of those top-ten lists and city rankings the mainstream media and clickbait bloggers love to put out every week.

			Bloggers love to rank cities. And mayors, and evidently readers, too, like to see where we stack up against the competition.

			Up to that time Oklahoma City had so rarely made any positive list that when I first noticed us appearing anywhere them, it was kinda cool!

			
				#4 Best City to Get a Job!

				#2 Best City to Start a Business!

				#7 Coolest Downtown!

				#5 Best-Tasting Drinking Water!

			

			At the time we weren’t number one on any of these lists, but just to appear on them was great PR for the city. We joked at city hall that we were finally “somebody”!

			And then came the one list on which no mayor wanted to see their city. The list of the Fattest Cities in America.

			There we were, right near the top. OMG.

			Now, I’d like to point out that we were on that list with a lot of really cool places! Dallas, Houston, Atlanta, New Orleans, Miami. All places I’d love to take a vacation. These weren’t cities that you’d typically be afraid to be associated with.

			But still . . . I didn’t like being on that list. What I decided to do about it defied the laws of PR in a way and brought national attention to one of these forgotten Middle American cities. Not for showing up in the middle of the pack on some arbitrary ranking, but for our willingness to face our flaws and then do something about it.

			That day on Ellen, Oklahoma City was worth talking about. And since then even more cities and metros, as small as ten thousand and as big as one million, that most Americans call home are doing the same. Facing their weaknesses, deciding to see them as opportunities, and taking action. This may just be one of the most exciting trends in America in generations.

			From Good to Great? Try “Worst to First”

			It took several years of work before my hometown started showing up on “the lists.” But in the twenty years since the Oklahoma City bombing, our city has gone through a lot of change. Almost all of that change has been for the better. Most of it has been truly remarkable.

			I like to say it this way: Our community of change-makers has taken our economy, our downtown, our city, our standards, and our view of the future “from worst to first.”

			In just a few short years, the people of Oklahoma City built a beautiful new downtown baseball park, saving our AAA baseball team. We also built a new central library; rebuilt our performing arts center, convention center, and fairground facilities. We built the Bricktown entertainment district along a canal (that we also built) next to what for decades had been a dry patch of grass that adults had a habit of calling “the river.”

			We rebuilt every school in the OKC school district, with tremendous support from our suburban communities to focus on the inner-city schools in greatest need of investment.

			And there’s more. A lot more, really, but in the end we invested over $5 billion (and what feels like as many hours) in public and private money, creating what National Geographic called the “Pride of the Plains” on its 2015 list of the best vacation destinations in the world. Trust me—growing up in Oklahoma City, we thought of ourselves more as a truck stop than an international vacation destination.

			From the depths of our financial struggles of the early 1990s and the devastating attack on the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, Oklahoma City has risen from very likely the worst economy in the country to one of the strongest, most resilient, diverse—and proud—places there is. But this transformation is a lot more common than you’d think: and maybe even a little bit easier than it looks.

			The Big Idea: Small Places, Punching Above Our Weight

			Some version of the “turnaround” story is at the heart of the history of most of the great cosmopolitan capitals and global gateway cities in our nation today. Cities like Boston were rocked, not necessarily for the first time in their history, by globalization in the middle of the twentieth century. Between 1950 and 1980, populations shifted south and west and textile and manufacturing jobs moved overseas. Boston shrank by nearly 30 percent in population. As this trend grew nationwide, many city leaders and national pundits wondered aloud if the age of urbanism was over.

			Not only has Boston turned around its population growth—something any mayor will tell you is absolutely essential for a city’s future—they have found their footing for the next century in a diverse economy, inventive higher education, incredible institutions, and an increasingly global reach.

			In this transformation, Boston is not alone—nor will it be the last city to find its competitive advantage in the needs of growing companies and families in a quickly changing world. In truth, this pattern has played out in its own way in almost all of the great cities Americans treasure.

			For example, in Seattle in the early 1970s times were much darker than they are now. Boeing, following years of growth in a dramatically expanding economy, suffered major setbacks and laid off more than forty thousand workers in a year’s time. Unemployment in the Emerald City reached as high as 25 percent. Business leaders were seriously worried the city would clear out completely. And long before there was such a thing as an Internet millionaire or anything called Amazon.com, there was a billboard on the road to the airport that read WILL THE LAST PERSON LEAVING SEATTLE—TURN OUT THE LIGHTS.

			We know the rest of the story there. Seattle has found its way. And the same basic narrative has played out in cities like Charlotte, Portland (Oregon), Denver, Atlanta, Nashville, and my own city.

			When times are tough, good places with great people dig deep and find a way to blaze a trail to the future. And it is this sort of adventure that hundreds of mayors and cities find themselves in the beginning stages of today.

			Big Enough for Scale, Small Enough for Change

			The turnaround story for cities is by no means a special territory of smaller or midsize cities, to be sure. Who can forget the heroic efforts of Mayor Rudolph Giuliani in New York or Mayor Ed Rendell in Philadelphia in the 1990s? At a time in our nation’s history when cities were far from the hubs of innovation and opportunity we see them as today, leaders like these truly achieved the impossible.

			But in part because the reality is that most Americans live in our country’s smaller and midsize cities, and in part because of some new, exciting ideas growing in these places, a true revolution is coming that will shape the way we think about the fabric of our nation for decades to come.

			For the sake of this book, I’d like for you to think of Middle America not so much as the Midwest, or “flyover” landlocked places, but as the cities wherever they sit where most of our citizens and families live, work, and play.

			Those smaller markets and cities that the vast majority of Americans call home. Now, a range between ten thousand and a million residents might seem quite wide, but just ask anyone from Indianapolis or Columbus (both about eight hundred and fifty thousand residents) whether they feel more at home in Manhattan, New York, or Manhattan, Kansas.

			The city turnarounds and stories of new growth you’ll read in these pages are not just more common than you’d think. They are increasingly replicable, and build on assets that hundreds, maybe thousands of cities have. The tools and allies are more practiced and available than ever. And what really drives this change is our communities’ openness, optimism, resilience, and diversity. These exceptional traits of our country and our economy are the only tools you’ll ever really need.

			The truth is that hundreds of mayors and other leaders are sparking the changes at the individual level that are getting everybody “pulling on the same rope” to make the impossible happen. Individual people, with simple ideas, can move the dial and inspire hundreds, even thousands, to focus their work. Or, like me, to change their cities in positive ways.

			The track record is long as well. Each of the great Middle American cities we all think of today have suffered great losses and come to the edge of disaster—or in a few cases way over it. In those times of trial, we find our footing and create new pathways to progress.

			Partly because of the inspiration these stories provide—and partly because of some important new force that makes them simultaneously more possible and more powerful—these kinds of lasting turnarounds are on the horizon in many cities across the country, with big implications for the deepest challenges our country faces.

			From my view, not from the top of a skyscraper along the nation’s coastline, but from a city with more than a hundred thousand new residents with the energy and insight to match, I see a great future for this country and for the millions of Americans who call fast-growing cities like mine home.

			Western cities like Tacoma, Tulsa, Salt Lake City, Fort Collins, and Boise are finding their footing in the global economy. Strong Midwest tech scenes are sprouting up in Fargo, Madison, Grand Rapids, and Bloomington. Across the Southwest, Las Vegas, Tucson, Albuquerque, and Santa Fe are growing in diversity, creativity, and economic strength. And across the South, Fayetteville, Memphis, Jackson, and Birmingham offer an incredible quality of life, at a price that an aspiring middle class will flock to for a generation.

			In a word, cities that once might have remained on the sidelines, hoping to benefit from the offshoots of opportunities born in New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago, now have the ability to take center stage. It is entirely possible to create a truly innovative company with a truly global reach that attracts (or builds) world-class talent in a place far away from the country’s cultural and economic “capitals.”

			In fact, there is an advantage in working away from the spotlight. In these emerging mid-market dynamos like Chattanooga, Tennessee, or Provo, Utah, or Boise, Idaho, you find yourself in a place where your ideas can truly take flight, yet have the time to live and the space you need for your biggest ideas to come together.

			Another way of putting it is that these new, powerful mid-market cities are places that are plenty big for ambitious ideas to scale, yet small enough to embrace change, and act fast, when the time for our great ideas has come.

			“The Middle” Is Where the Action Is

			That was a pretty inspiring little speech, right? A nice new look at Middle America. Far beyond cities like mine in the center of the country, these new middles can inspire a lot of hope for a lot of people.

			But are we really supposed to believe that the frontier for America’s future is “the middle”? Not a very exciting place to be, right? Who wants to be in the middle of the pack? Who wants to be in between anything? The word itself is kind of anticlimactic. Middle school is a total horror. The middle child gets left out of everything. The middle finger? We won’t get into that.

			Well, I’m here to tell you that the middle is actually a great place to be. These new middles are where most of the country’s growth and innovation are currently happening, and will likely continue to for years to come.

			For four terms and fourteen years, I was the middle-aged mayor of a midsize city that sits in what many people consider the middle of nowhere. Along the way, though, I’ve watched our city go from a place many associated with disappointment and devastation to become a city on the cutting edge.

			When I first took office, if you asked people what came to mind when they thought about Oklahoma City, the next word would be something bad. The Oklahoma City bombing. The Oklahoma City tornado. Not many people had much more in mind about Oklahoma than bad weather, a good musical, a great book, and a moment of tremendous national tragedy.

			Now though, when I meet interesting people, they want to talk to me about Russell Westbrook’s amazing MVP season and how far the Oklahoma City Thunder will advance this year. They ask about the new Devon tower, the largest skyscraper in all of the plains. Visitors to town want to stroll along the Bricktown Canal, ride the exciting class IV whitewater rapids at the USRowing National High Performance Center, attend the annual NCAA Women’s College World Series, or check out the National Cowboy & Western Heritage Museum. They want to see local recording artists like Toby Keith, Parker Millsap, or Wayne Coyne’s Flaming Lips, or visit the Oklahoma City Museum of Art. They might be one of the twenty-five-thousand-plus runners in town each year to participate in the Oklahoma City Memorial Marathon.

			But it’s not just Oklahoma City where the tide has turned . . .

			The Four Hidden Middles of American Life

			How our city changed for the better in the past decade or so is a great story, well worth reading, but the bigger trends that make these urban turnarounds possible are critical for everyone in our country, if not the world, to understand.

			As I’ve traveled across the country this past decade and a half, visiting dozens of mayors and cities, I’ve started noticing something interesting. The most ambitious projects, the most innovative companies, the most exciting changes, and the most inspiring leaders are showing up in the “middles” more often than at the tops.

			And these middles I’m talking about aren’t just in the landlocked states that The New York Times loves to call “flyover country.” There are at least four major middles of American life that are growing and changing in dramatic ways:

			
					
					The seeds of change are blooming in the middle of the country—but also in hundreds of midsize cities that dot the coasts.

				

					
					Our nation’s midsize companies are growing at an incredible clip—in an age when teams of twenty can build a company that takes on the world.

				

					
					Our country’s middle class is moving from mega-metros to smaller, more livable and manageable places. While these people are often out of the spotlight, they still form the backbone of our economy and the foundation of our future.

				

					
					And the pragmatic, productive, visionary politics in smaller cities like my own (and probably yours) is getting things done and raising standards for millions of public servants at the local level.

				

			

			It is in these hidden middles of American life where we are growing fastest, embracing change, solving problems, and making markets work for the best outcomes for all.

			This is a story I have had the opportunity to share in dozens, maybe hundreds, of cities in the past twenty years of my life, and I believe building on this momentum is among the most important ideas our nation should rally behind in the coming decades.

			The Wrath of Grapes: America’s Next Great Move to the Middle

			The story of growth and innovation in these “new middles” of American life is always a fun idea to share as I travel the country and talk with people. But there is another idea I think can help explain the power of the turnaround story and our current move to the middle in our minds. Near the end of just about every speech I give, I ask the audience if they have read a book. But not just any book. The book.

			All right, it’s not the Bible, but the book that went a long way in defining Oklahoma’s image for more than eighty years: John Steinbeck’s Pulitzer Prize–winning The Grapes of Wrath.

			It doesn’t matter if I am speaking to retirees in Rochester or millennials in Minneapolis. Whether I am speaking in Paris, Texas, or Paris, France. It never fails to amaze me that just about every English-speaking person in the audience has at least heard the outlines of Steinbeck’s story.

			It wasn’t always immediately clear why the mayor of Oklahoma City might be asking about The Grapes of Wrath. For most people, that book is a distant memory from high school homework. For those that do remember it a bit more clearly, a hard-wrought life on the American Great Plains, the Dust Bowl, the Great Depression, and a family on a long journey to California come to mind.

			For those of us who grew up in Oklahoma, it was a little different.

			Sometimes I joke that reading that book was just something our teachers did to ensure that our kids would feel bad enough about themselves.

			As it turns out, lots of schools think the book contains some real lessons to learn. And now, with surging growth and innovation in cities across Middle America on my mind, I agree even more than ever.

			Remembering The Grapes of Wrath

			The Grapes of Wrath is the story of a poor Oklahoma family in the 1930s. They have lost everything: their farm, their money, and any hope they might have been hanging on to.

			The nation was in the depths of an environmental catastrophe and the midst of an economic meltdown. After a generation of high-flying times and record-breaking stock market returns, the future suddenly seemed dim. Everyday people struggled, while faraway bankers and capitalists controlled vast and growing wealth. Automated work from powerful new machines threatened the country’s core industries. And together these changes cut to the heart of the basic promises that millions of Americans had built their lives upon.

			Any of that sound familiar to you?

			In response, the Joad family did what Americans do. The only thing they could. They moved.

			Ma and Pa Joad gathered up their belongings and their loved ones and headed west. At the end of Route 66 and a thousand-mile journey was California. The Promised Land. There, they were assured, they would find prosperity and work. And a chance for their kids to have a better future.

			Unfortunately, what the Joads found waiting in California was a far cry from what they had expected. Work was scarce and wages thin. Children starved and thousands died. The “locals,” who themselves had arrived only a generation before, even passed a law to keep the Okies out.

			Steinbeck’s grandest irony? The land was verdant and the laborers willing to work. The harvests were incredibly heavy, but the fruit of the land and all that labor died on the vine. These were the grapes of wrath.

			And while Steinbeck’s story ends in California, we cannot forget the impact this chapter in our history had on the places left behind. In my hometown and home state, and maybe yours, this massive move in a single direction reversed generations of hard-won progress in hundreds of American cities.

			And it happened not all that long ago—at the time of this book’s publication, it is only about eighty years gone. It would be foolish to think of these as forgotten times, or circumstances to which our country cannot return.

			There are many morals to Steinbeck’s story. The damage that can occur when politics turns into finger-pointing rather than problem-solving. The dangers that people in power can pose to new and unfamiliar neighbors. The impact of technology and the disruptive changes it brings. The tragedy that unfolds in places left behind.

			One more lesson I think we can learn is this: Too much of a good thing in one place can cause more harm than good.

			A Nation in Search of a Narrative

			While the Joads’ story tells a devastating chapter in our history, it also reflects a key to our country’s greatness. Americans move. We dream. When things get tough where we are, we blaze a trail to a better future.

			First, we moved across the ocean to pursue our freedoms and settle the New World. That same vision pushed Americans across the continent to fulfill the ideal of Manifest Destiny. In subsequent generations, first miners, then farmers, migrants, and aspiring movie stars headed west to California in search of the American Dream.

			Moving hasn’t always been a good thing, though. While our country’s growth across the continent welcomed many millions from around the globe to build a new nation, the forced relocation of Native American people at our forefathers’ hands has created incredible pain that leaders in the American West are still trying to understand and work through today.

			My own father moved west from Oklahoma in the summer of 1941 in search of work and a better life. From the stories he told, the future he found was not much better than the past he’d left behind. Of a group of five friends that made the trip together, only he found work stocking shelves in a drugstore. Occasionally he snuck food out the back door to his hungry friends who weren’t so lucky. Dad’s story has always stayed with me, but it wasn’t until relatively recently I started thinking about how powerful mass movements have been in our national narrative.

			So, it is with some delight that I now pore through the Census Bureau’s statistics, looking at migration in the United States. And it appears that the grandkids of those thousands of families are coming
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