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Disclaimer

This book is provided for general informational and educational purposes only. It is not, and should not be relied upon as, legal, financial, tax, investment, real-estate, insurance, medical, or professional advice of any kind. The author is not acting as your attorney, financial advisor, realestate professional, or any other licensed professional, and reading this book creates no such relationship. The grades, scores, rankings, and commentary in these pages reflect the author’s own analysis and a clearly stated editorial point of view (see the Author’s Note that follows). They are interpretive opinions, not statements of objective fact, and they are deliberately value-weighted toward freedom, self-reliance, and resilience. Reasonable people weighing different priorities will reach different conclusions — which is exactly why this book includes a weighting system that lets you rescore every place against your own values.

Conditions on the ground change constantly. Tax rates, gun laws, land-use rules, abortion and family law, energy policy, insurance markets, crime trends, and budget and fiscal health can shift between the time this book is written and the time you read it, and they vary widely by county and municipality. Risk assessments — including those concerning natural disasters, strategic targets, and other hazards — are informed estimates, not predictions, and no method can foresee future events. Always verify current law and current conditions for any location yourself, and consult qualified local professionals before making any relocation, purchase, financial, or safety decision. The author and publisher make no representations or warranties as to the accuracy or completeness of the information herein and assume no liability for any loss or damage arising from your use of, or reliance on, anything in this book. All decisions, and all responsibility for those decisions, are your own. Do your own due diligence.




Author’s Note: The Lens

Every relocation guide answers a single question: Where should I be? This one answers it through a particular lens, and I want to tell you what that lens is before you read a single grade — because a book that hides its point of view is more dangerous than one that states it plainly. This atlas grades places through the lens of freedom, self-reliance, and resilience. When I rate a state or a country, I am asking: How free are the people who live here to keep what they earn, defend themselves, raise and educate their own children, build on their own land, and be left alone by their government? How well could you feed yourself, power your home, and secure clean water if the systems most people depend on stopped working? How exposed is this place to the disasters, both natural and man-made, that turn a comfortable life upside down? Those are the questions that drive every score in this book. That is a point of view, and I won’t pretend otherwise. But here is the discipline I’ve held myself to: the facts stay honest. A high-tax state gets credited for being safe if it’s safe. A place I’d never live gets full marks on water or food or low crime when it earns them. I don’t bend the data to flatter a conclusion. What the lens decides is not what’s true — it’s what counts as good. A low tax burden scores well here because this book values keeping what you earn. Easy gun ownership scores well here because this book values the right of selfdefense. You may weigh those things differently, and the book is built to let you. This book began the day that question stopped being abstract for me. My family and I had reached the conclusion a lot of Californians come to sooner or later — that it was time to go — and I went looking for one serious, current source that would let me compare all fifty states through the

lens I actually cared about. I couldn’t find it. What existed was out of date, scattered across a hundred browser tabs, or quietly trying to sell me a place. So I built the reference I needed, and graded the whole country as honestly as I knew how. This is the book I wish someone had handed me. I came to it from both of the worlds this subject demands. By trade I work in aerospace research, where the job is making sense of messy, incomplete information and turning it into something solid enough to bet on. The rest of my life is spent outdoors: I’ve built off-grid solar by hand, I keep a few acres, and I’ve scouted states on the ground — living on the dirt for weeks to see whether a place felt the way its data promised. The grades in these pages have been checked against weather and lived experience, not just sources. And I’m not writing from the comfortable far side of a decision I’ve already made — I’m running these same numbers for my own family’s next chapter, right alongside you. I won’t pretend the lens is arbitrary, either. I was raised in a Scouting family on a simple creed — be prepared, be useful, leave a place better than you found it — and I’m at work now on the story of my father, who came of age in the Second World War: a story about freedom and survival that sharpened how I think about the very freedoms this Atlas measures. So when I weight a place toward liberty and self-reliance, it isn’t a pose. It’s the question my own life kept asking — where can a person actually live free? — and this book is my honest attempt to help you answer it for yourself. Which brings me to the most important thing I can tell you about how to use this atlas: the letter grade on each profile is a starting point, not

a verdict. A place that earns a C across the board might be an A for you and an F for your neighbor, depending on what you’re actually optimizing for — riding out a collapse, raising a family, working remotely from somewhere beautiful, or planting roots on land you can farm. That’s why the introduction walks you through a weighting system, and why every factor is scored separately rather than blended into a single number you have to take on faith. Turn the dials toward what matters to you, and the rankings rearrange themselves. The companion calculator at thesurvivalatlas.com

does this instantly across every place in the book; the worksheets in the back let you do it by hand. So read this as a tool, not a prophecy. I’ve done the research, applied a consistent method, and called it as I see it. The rest is yours: weigh it against your own priorities, verify what matters before you act, and go see any place for yourself before you commit to it. The goal isn’t to tell you where to go. It’s to help you decide — clearly, honestly, and on your own terms. — David Andrews Pasadena, California, 2026




Part I — How to Use This Book


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK





Chapter 1 — Why Position Matters


The Most Important Decision You Never

Made



Geography Is a Force Multiplier

Here is the thing that’s easy to miss: location doesn’t just add to your life, it multiplies it. The same income, the same family, the same effort and values produce dramatically different outcomes depending on the ground they’re standing on. Consider the most measurable example. Some states take none of your income; others take a doubledigit share of it, year after year, for decades. That difference is not a rounding error — over a working life it is the price of a paid-off home, a college education, a comfortable retirement. The exact same career earns two completely different fortunes depending on nothing but the side of a state line it’s conducted on. Now multiply that across every dimension of your life at once. A family that educates its own children is unremarkable in one state and under suspicion in another. A person who keeps a firearm for self-defense is exercising an ordinary right in one place and committing a felony a few hours’ drive away. A retiree’s savings stretch decades further in a low-cost, low-tax town than in a high-cost city offering the same square footage. A homesteader can build, drill a well, and raise animals on their own land in one county and be buried in permits and prohibitions in the next. None of these people changed who they are. They changed where they are, and the same choices produced opposite lives. That is what it means to call location a force multiplier. It sits underneath everything else you do and quietly scales it up or grinds it down. Get it right and ordinary effort goes further than you thought possible. Get it wrong and you spend your life swimming against a current you can’t even see.

You have made thousands of careful decisions in your life. You researched the car. You compared the mortgage rates. You read the reviews before you bought the refrigerator. You probably spent more deliberate thought on your last phone than most people have ever spent on the single largest variable in their lives: where they live. Not the house. The place. The county, the state, the country — the set of laws, costs, risks, and resources that surround everything you do from the moment you wake up. That choice quietly determines how much of your paycheck you keep, whether you can defend your own home, how your children are educated, what you pay to put a roof overhead, how exposed you are when something goes wrong, and how free you are to simply be left alone. And most people never made it. They inherited it. They were born somewhere, or a job pulled them somewhere, or family kept them somewhere, and there they stayed — running an entire life on top of a foundation they never chose. This book is about choosing it on purpose.



The Accident of Place

Ask people why they live where they live and you’ll rarely hear a reason that would survive scrutiny on any other major decision. It’s where I grew up. The job was here. My parents are nearby. We just never thought about leaving. These are not bad reasons to love a place. They are terrible reasons to assume it’s the right place — because none of them asks the only question that matters: Does this location actually serve the life I’m trying to build? The accident of place is so normal that we stop seeing it. We treat the lines on the map as fixed features of reality, like weather, when in fact they are the most consequential and most changeable circumstance of your life. You cannot move your body to a different bloodstream or trade in your own history. But you can, in a way our ancestors would have envied, pick up your family and stand them on better ground. People have done exactly that for all of human history — every migration, every frontier, every founding — and they did it for the same reason you might: because where you stand changes what’s possible.

You Cannot Prep Your Way Out of a Bad Location There’s a particular kind of reader this book is written for — someone who has already started thinking about resilience. Maybe you keep some food and water on hand. Maybe you’ve thought about power, or selfdefense, or what you’d do if the systems most people depend on stopped working as reliably as they do today. If that’s you, here is the hard truth that organizes this entire book: Resilience is overwhelmingly a function of geography.

“I Can’t Just Move” — and Other Reasons People Stay Put

You can stack supplies in a closet, but you cannot stack a watershed. You cannot store your way to farmland, or to a low population density, or to distance from the targets and chokepoints that make some places dangerous in a crisis precisely because they’re valuable in good times. When supply chains strain, when the grid is tested, when public order frays at the edges, your real exposure is set by facts you can only change by moving: Is there water here? Can food be grown here? Is the power independent or imported? Are you packed shoulder to shoulder with millions of strangers, or spread out among neighbors who can actually do things? How far are you from the places an adversary would strike first? No amount of gear compensates for the wrong answers to those questions. The most prepared person in a fundamentally exposed location is less secure than an unprepared person in a fundamentally sound one. You cannot prep your way out of a bad location — but you can prep your way into a good one, and that single move does more for your resilience than every gadget you will ever buy. Position is the prep that makes all the other prep work.

The most common response to everything I’ve just said is a quiet yes, but I can’t actually do that. Let me take the real objections seriously, because they deserve it. “I can’t just pick up and move.” Most people overestimate the difficulty of moving and badly underestimate the cumulative cost of staying. You don’t have to move tomorrow, and you don’t have to do it all at once. Positioning is something you do over time — you decide deliberately, you build toward it, you put yourself in a better place when the window opens. But all of that starts with knowing where you’d go and why. Even if you never move, knowing your options changes how you live where you are. The trap isn’t staying. The trap is staying by default, having never once asked the question. “Isn’t this just fearmongering?” It’s the opposite. Panic is what happens to people who never thought ahead — who are forced to make the biggest decision of their lives in a hurry, under pressure, with no plan. Deliberate positioning is the calmest thing in the world. You insure your home without expecting it to burn down. You wear a seatbelt without planning to crash. Thinking clearly about where you’d want to be, and why, is insurance on the largest possible scale — and like all good insurance, its main payoff is that you stop being afraid. Clarity is the cure for dread, not the cause of it. “Things are fine where I am.” Maybe they are. If so, this book will tell you that too — and there is real strength in staying by choice rather than by inertia. The reader who works through these pages and concludes “I’m already in the right place” has gained something the reader who never asked will never have: the certainty that they’re standing where they are on purpose, with their eyes open, having measured it against the alternatives. That’s not wasted effort. That’s peace of mind, earned.



Freedom Has an Address

We talk about freedom as if it were a single national fact — as if a country either is free or isn’t, uniformly, from coast to coast. In a large federal nation, that’s simply not how it works. “The law” is not one thing. In the United States it is fifty-plus different things, layered with thousands of local variations; in Canada, more still. The freedoms you actually care about — to keep what you earn, to defend your family, to raise and teach your own children, to build on your own land, to make your own medical decisions, to go about your life without being watched, licensed, and fined for it — are distributed across that map as unevenly as rainfall. This is, oddly enough, good news. It means freedom is not an all-or-nothing national lottery you’re stuck with. It means there are better and worse jurisdictions, and you are allowed to choose. Changing the law where you are is slow, uncertain, and often hopeless; you can spend a lifetime voting and organizing and watch things move the wrong way regardless. Changing your jurisdiction is fast and certain — the law you’ll live under tomorrow can be different from the law you live under today, and the only thing standing between them is a decision and a move. Throughout history, the most powerful vote ordinary people ever cast was the one they cast with their feet. This book is a map for casting it deliberately.



Choosing Your Tradeoffs

Let me be clear about what deliberate positioning is not. It is not a fantasy of bunkers and bug-out bags and a perfect hidden valley where nothing can ever reach you. That place does not exist. Every location is a tradeoff. The freest places often sit in the harshest climates. The safest are sometimes the most expensive. The most beautiful may be the most exposed to disaster, and the most affordable may ask you to give something up in return. There is no perfect square on the board, and any book that promises you one is selling a daydream. What there is — and what this book exists to give you — is the ability to choose which tradeoffs you make. The whole point is to stop inheriting someone else’s com3

promises and start making your own, with full knowledge of what you’re trading and what you’re getting. A young family, a remote worker, a homesteader, and someone preparing for hard times are optimizing for genuinely different things, and the place that’s ideal for one may be wrong for another. None of them is making a mistake. They’re making different bets, on purpose. That is what good positioning looks like: not the absence of tradeoffs, but the deliberate ownership of them.

etly determine a life — the taxes, the freedoms, the water, the food, the costs, the risks, the resilience of the ground itself — and you assess every place against all of them, honestly and consistently, instead of by reputation or rumor or the way it looked on vacation. Then you weight those measurements against your own priorities, because the right answer for you depends entirely on what you’re trying to build. That is exactly what the rest of this book does. The next chapter lays out the method: the twenty-five factors this atlas grades, the scale they’re scored on, and the honest reasoning behind the letter grade on every profile. After that, you’ll learn how to tune those grades to your own life — because the single most important idea in this book is that a place that’s merely average for everyone might be perfect for you. Let’s get into how it works.



What Comes Next

So how do you actually do this — turn a vague, nagging sense that you should probably be somewhere better into a real decision you can stand behind? You measure. You take the dozens of things that qui-





Chapter 2 — How the Scoring Works


A Method, Not a Mood

Freedom & Governance — how free you are to live by your own judgment. - Politics — does government here lean toward limited power and the rule of law, or away from it? - Personal Liberty — how free are you from surveillance, licensing, and interference? - Gun Liberty — can you exercise the right of self-defense? - Education — can you choose, direct, or opt out of how your children are taught? - Alternative Medicine / Health Freedom — how much say do you have over your own body and care? Safety & Threat — how dangerous the place is, by accident or by design. - Crime — how safe are your person and property? - Corruption — can you trust the institutions you have to deal with? - Strategic Target Risk — how likely is this place to be hit in a serious conflict? Nuclear Accident & Fallout Risk — how exposed is it to reactors and fallout corridors? Living & Resilience — the daily quality and the staying power of a place. - Health Environment — access to and quality of care, and a clean place to live. - Traffic — how much of your life congestion will quietly steal. - Energy & Grid Resilience — is power reliable, affordable, and independent? - Infrastructure & Connectivity — roads, broadband, and the bones of modern life. Cryptocurrency / Financial Freedom — can you hold and move wealth on your own terms? - Demographics — is the population stable, cohesive, and sustaining itself? Twenty-five questions. Together they cover the ground you stand on, the money you live on, the freedom you live by, the dangers you live near, and the daily texture of the life itself. Part II of this book devotes a full chapter to each one — what it really means, why it matters, and how to judge it. For now, all you need is the shape of it: every grade in this book is built from these twenty-five honest answers.

Most opinions about places are built out of almost nothing. A good vacation. A bad traffic day. A headline. A cousin who moved there and either loved it or didn’t. We carry around strong convictions about entire states and countries assembled from a handful of impressions, and then we make life-altering decisions on top of them. A place “feels” expensive or “feels” free or “feels” dangerous, and the feeling does the work that careful measurement should be doing. This book refuses to work that way. Every place in these pages is graded against the same twenty-five factors, on the same scale, by the same reasoning, so that you can compare Idaho to Florida to Alberta the way you’d compare three cars on a spec sheet instead of three rumors at a barbecue. The goal is not to tell you what a place feels like. It’s to tell you what a place actually is, on the dimensions that determine whether you can live there free, self-reliant, and secure. That requires a system. Here is exactly how it works — and, just as important, where its limits are. I’d rather you understand the method and trust it than take the grades on faith, because a grade you understand is a tool, and a grade you don’t is just another rumor.



Twenty-Five Factors

A place is too big a thing to judge with a single glance, so this atlas breaks it into twenty-five separate questions — twenty-five factors, each scored on its own. They fall into five natural groups. Land & Climate — the ground itself, and whether it can sustain you. - Climate — is the weather livable, and can you work and grow in it? - Water Security — is there reliable, abundant fresh water, today and in a crisis? Food Production — can this place feed itself and you, by farm, ranch, or homestead? - Private Land Availability — can you actually own and use land here, affordably and freely? - Natural Disaster Risk — how exposed is it to earthquakes, storms, floods, fire, and the like? Cost & Economy — what it costs to live here, and how sound the finances are. - Cost of Living — the everyday price of existence. - Cost of a Home — what it takes to put a roof over your family. - Taxes — how much of what you earn and own the government takes. - Business & Economic Freedom — how easy it is to work, hire, and build here. - State Fiscal Health — is the government itself solvent, or quietly going broke?



One Simple Rule: Higher Is Always Better

Each factor is scored from 0 to 100, and there is one rule that never breaks: higher is always better. A 90 is always good news; a 20 is always bad news; and this holds for all twenty-five factors without exception. That sounds obvious until you reach the dangerous factors. Natural disaster, strategic-target exposure, nuclear fallout — for these, a high number would naturally mean a high threat, which would flip the meaning of the score and force you to remember which factors

The Honesty Principle: Facts Stay Facts, the Lens Decides What’s Good

are “good high” and which are “bad high.” So this book inverts them. On every risk factor, the score measures safety, not danger: 100 means lowest risk, 0 means highest. A place with a Natural Disaster Risk of 90 is one of the safest on that front; a 30 is dangerously exposed. The payoff is that you never have to do mental gymnastics. Anywhere in this book, on any factor, a higher number is a point in the place’s favor and a lower number is a strike against it. Scan a scorecard and the high numbers are the strengths, the low numbers are the weaknesses, and you’ll never once have to ask “wait, is high good here?”

This book has a point of view — I told you so in the Author’s Note, and I’ll never hide it. It grades places through the lens of freedom, self-reliance, and resilience. But a point of view is only dangerous when it’s allowed to corrupt the facts, and that is the one thing I won’t permit. So the system runs on a single discipline I call the honesty principle: The facts stay factual. The lens only decides what counts as good. Take taxes. The tax burden of a place is a number — a measurable share of income and property that government takes. I do not inflate or shrink that number to suit anyone’s politics; it is what it is. What the lens decides is the direction: in this book, a lighter tax burden scores higher, because this book values keeping what you earn. Someone writing from the opposite worldview would take the identical, honest tax figure and score it in reverse. The data is the same. Only the question “is this good?” is answered by the lens — and I tell you, openly, which way the lens points on every factor, so you can mentally flip any score whose direction you disagree with. The same goes for gun liberty (permissive scores higher, because this book values self-defense), for education (choice and parental control score higher), for politics (limited government and rule of law score higher), and for the rest. None of these bend the underlying facts. They only state, out loud, what this book is optimizing for. A few questions, though, divide readers so sharply that folding them into a single number would mislead more than inform. Abortion is the clearest example. Rather than bury it inside a score where you couldn’t see it, this book reports it as a plain factual descriptor on each profile — what the law actually is in that place — and leaves the weight of it to you. You’ll find it stated, not scored. That keeps the composite grade honest for readers across the spectrum and puts the most personal calls back where they belong: in your hands.



From Numbers to a Letter: The Grade

Bands Twenty-five scores tell a rich story, but the eye wants a single verdict, so each place also carries a letter grade — A through F — based on the average of its twenty-five factors. The bands are these:


	A — Prime (90–100): Rare air. Excels across nearly



everything, with no serious weaknesses. Very few places earn it.


	B — Strong (75–89): A genuinely good fit for a free,



self-reliant life, with only minor tradeoffs to manage.


	C — Viable (60–74): Workable, with real strengths



and real weaknesses in roughly equal measure. The honest home of most places on Earth.


	D — Marginal (45–59): Serious drawbacks. Works



only for a specific person who happens to value its few strengths intensely.


	F — Avoid (0–44): Fundamentally hostile to the kind



of life this book is about. Stay away unless you have a compelling, specific reason. One thing will surprise you, so let me say it plainly: most places land in C, and that is not an insult. It’s arithmetic and honesty working together. When you average twenty-five honest scores, the result naturally settles toward the middle — a place would have to be excellent at almost everything to reach an A, or terrible at almost everything to sink to an F. And most real places genuinely are mixed: superb at some things, poor at others, fine at the rest. A C in this book doesn’t mean “mediocre.” It means “this place is a real set of tradeoffs, and whether it’s right depends on which of those tradeoffs are yours.” That’s not a cop-out. As you’re about to see, it’s the most important fact in the whole system. These bands are also tuned to this subject, not to a school report card. A C here is a viable place to build a life, not a disappointing one. Read the band names — Prime, Strong, Viable, Marginal, Avoid — as the real meanings, and ignore the schoolroom reflex that says C is bad.



Why One Number Can Lie

Now the limitation — and it’s important enough that the entire next chapter is built around it. A single averaged grade is useful, but it can also lie by omission. Consider two places that both earn a C. The first is balanced: decent at nearly everything, great at nothing, bad at nothing. The second is wildly lopsided: elite — a 90-plus — on a handful of factors, and dismal on others, with the highs and lows canceling out to the same middling average. On paper they wear the same letter. In reality they could not be more different.

For most people, the balanced C is a safe, unremarkable choice. But the lopsided C is a different animal entirely. If the factors it excels at happen to be the ones you care about most — say it’s among the safest, most water-secure, most self-reliant places in the country, and its weaknesses are cost and climate you’re willing to endure — then that lopsided C might quietly be your A. And for someone with the opposite priorities, the same place is closer to an F. The grade didn’t change. The reader did. This is the trap of any single-number ranking, and most relocation guides walk straight into it: they hand you one verdict as if everyone shares the same priorities. They don’t. A young family, a remote worker, a homesteader, and someone preparing for hard times are optimizing for genuinely different things, and a blended grade flattens all of that into one misleading letter. The averaged grade in this book is an honest starting point — but it is only a starting point, and treating it as the final word is the single biggest mistake you can make with this atlas.

abortion descriptor reported separately; notes on the place’s character; practical strategies for living in its populated areas; recommended retreat areas for the self-reliance-minded; and a bottom line that ends with a single line capturing the whole place in a breath. Read the letter for the quick verdict, the scorecard for the truth behind it, and the bottom line for the soul of the place.



What Comes Next

You now know how every grade in this book is built: twenty-five honest factors, a consistent 0-to-100 scale where higher is always better, a letter grade from their average, and a stated lens that decides what counts as good without ever bending the facts. You also know the system’s one real limitation — that a single grade can hide a place that’s perfect for you behind an averagelooking letter. The next chapter turns that limitation into your most powerful tool. It’s where you stop reading the grades as fixed verdicts and start bending them to your own life — where you learn, factor by factor, how to turn this book’s general scores into your personal rankings. Because the most important idea in this entire atlas is the one we’ve been building toward: a place that’s merely a C for everyone might be an A for you. Let’s tune the dials.



How to Read a Profile

When you reach the profiles in Part III, every place follows the same layout, so you’ll always know where to look. You’ll find the letter grade and score up top; a scorecard listing all twenty-five factors with their numbers and a sentence or two explaining each; the





Chapter 3 — The Weighting Principle: Why a “C” Can Be Your “A”

“C” Can Be Your “A” The Grade Was Never Meant to Be the Answer


	1 — Barely relevant to your life.


	0 — Irrelevant. Ignore it entirely.




At the end of the last chapter I made you a promise: a place that’s merely a C for everyone might be an A for you. This chapter is where I make good on it — and where this book stops being a ranking you read and starts being a tool you use. Here is the quiet assumption buried inside every letter grade in this book, and inside every relocation ranking ever published: that all twenty-five factors matter equally. The flat grade is a simple average, which means it treats your water supply and your traffic, your tax bill and your broadband, your gun rights and your commute as if they carried exactly the same weight in your life. They don’t. They never have. Nobody on Earth values all twenty-five of these things the same amount. The homesteader cares about land, water, and food the way a drowning man cares about air, and barely notices the things a remote software developer can’t live without. The family relocating for their kids weighs schools and safety above almost everything, while someone preparing for hard times weighs distance from danger and the ability to be self-sufficient. Each of them is right — for their own life. And each of them, handed the same flat grade, would be misled by it, because that grade was computed for a person who doesn’t exist: the perfectly average relocator who values everything the same. You are not that person. So the flat grade isn’t your answer. It’s your raw material. This chapter shows you how to turn it into the real thing.

That’s it. You’re simply telling the book how much each of these twenty-five things actually matters to you, and the grade recalculates around your answer. Crank water, food, and self-defense to 5 and drop traffic and broadband to 1, and you’ve just told the book you’re building a homestead, not a home office. The math does the rest. Dial Two: Which Way Is “Good.” This one is subtler, and most readers will rarely touch it — but it’s what makes this tool work for anyone, regardless of where they stand. As you know from the last chapter, this book scores the factual factors in the only direction that makes sense for everyone (more water is better, less crime is better, lower cost is better), and it scores the values factors in the direction of its stated lens (lower taxes better, permissive gun laws better, school choice better). On any factor where your values point the other way, you can simply flip the direction, and that factor’s scores reverse for you. A reader who genuinely wants strict gun laws or higher public spending doesn’t have to throw the book away — they flip those factors and the whole atlas re-grades itself to their convictions. The defaults follow the lens I promised you up front. The direction dial means you’re never stuck with them. Two dials. How much does this matter, and which way is good. Set them once to describe yourself, and every place in this book re-ranks itself for the person you actually are.


Watch a Grade Move

Let me show you this happening with a real state, because the numbers make it real in a way that description can’t. Take West Virginia. On the flat grade — all twenty-five factors weighted equally — it scores a 65, a C: the kind of middle-of-the-pack verdict a normal ranking hands you on your way to somewhere that sounds more exciting. But look at the shape of its scorecard. To see the gears turn, we’ll follow just six of its twenty-five real factors — three of its genuine strengths and three of its genuine weaknesses:



Two Dials

Personalizing a grade comes down to two adjustments — two dials you turn for each of the twenty-five factors. Dial One: How Much It Matters. This is the main event, and the one you’ll actually use. For each factor, you set a weight from 0 to 5:


	5 — A deal-breaker. Get this wrong and nothing else



can save the place.


	4 — Very important. A major driver of your decision.


	3 — Normal. It counts, like most things count.


	2 — Minor. Nice to have, easily outweighed.


	Gun Liberty (self-defense): 88


	Water Security: 82






Balanced Places Barely Move; Lopsided



Places Swing


	Private Land Availability: 78


	Education (school choice): 60


	Health Environment: 42


	Demographics (a stable, growing population): 42




Once you start turning the dials, you’ll notice something that becomes a kind of sixth sense for reading this book: not every place responds the same way to weighting. A balanced place — one that’s decent at nearly everything and extreme at nothing — barely budges no matter how you set your dials. If a place scores in the 60s and 70s across the board, then weighting some factors up and others down just shuffles numbers that were all similar to begin with, and the grade stays roughly where it started. These places are the safe, dependable, “fine for almost anyone” options. They won’t thrill you, but they won’t betray you either. A lopsided place is where the action is. When a location is elite at a handful of things and poor at others, the dials become a lever with enormous reach. Weight its strengths and it rockets up the scale; weight its weaknesses and it collapses. The very same lopsided place can be an A for one reader and an F for another — and the flat grade, sitting at the average of those extremes, tells almost nobody the truth. These are the places that reward careful reading and punish lazy ranking. Some of the most interesting destinations in this entire book are lopsided C’s and D’s that become A’s the instant the right person picks up the dials. So as you read the profiles, watch the shape of a scorecard, not just its letter. A row of similar numbers means a place that is what it is. A jagged line of soaring highs and sunken lows means a place whose real grade is hiding, waiting for you to reveal it.

Average those six and you get 65 — a C, the very grade West Virginia carries in this book. But notice that it’s a jagged line, not a flat one: elite at being armed, water-rich, and wide open; genuinely poor at health, schooling, and holding onto its people. That shape is the whole story, and the flat average is exactly what hides it. Now turn the dials for a survivalist — someone who weights water, land, and self-defense at the top of the scale and barely registers schools or population. The grade is no longer a flat average; it’s a weighted one, where each score is multiplied by how much it matters to this reader and the total is divided by the weights: (88×5 + 82×5 + 78×5 + 60×0 + 42×2 + 42×1) ÷ (5+5+5+0+2+1) = 1,366 ÷ 18 = 76 — a B. Same state. Same six honest numbers. For this reader, West Virginia just climbed a full letter grade — and across all twenty-five factors, the companion tool ranks it the second-best state in the entire country for a survivalist. Now turn the dials for a family — someone who weights health, schools, and a stable community at the top, and barely thinks about gun laws or raw acreage: (88×1 + 82×2 + 78×1 + 60×5 + 42×5 + 42×4) ÷ (1+2+1+5+5+4) = 1,008 ÷ 18 = 56 — a D.



Four Readers, Four Maps

You don’t have to build your weighting from scratch. Most people fall close to one of four common patterns, and this book provides each one as a ready-made starting template:

Same state. Same six honest numbers. For this reader, West Virginia fell a full letter the other way — and across all twenty-five factors, the tool ranks it twenty-eighth, a middling fit at best. Look at what just happened. One state, one set of facts, and the grade ran from a B to a D — from secondbest in the nation to twenty-eighth — on nothing but who was reading it. The flat C, 65, sat right in the middle, accurately describing no one. That is the whole thesis of this book in a single state: the place doesn’t change. The reader does. West Virginia is what I’ll call a swinger — a lopsided state whose few weaknesses are real but narrow, so the right reader sails right past them. And the real atlas does this not across six factors but across all twenty-five, which makes the swings richer and the personalization sharper than even this demonstration can show. Learning to spot a swinger on sight is the next thing worth knowing.


	The Survivalist — weights self-sufficiency and distance from danger above all: water, food, land,



self-defense, low population, and low strategic risk. Comfort and cost barely register.


	The Homesteader — weights the productive capacity of the land: water, food production, available and



buildable acreage, climate you can grow in, and the freedom to use your property as you see fit.


	The Remote Professional — weights the things that



make a comfortable, connected life: cost, climate, infrastructure, health care, and low daily friction — while leaning on the freedom to live well anywhere.


	The Family / Stability Seeker — weights safety,



schools and educational freedom, cost of a home, community cohesion, and long-term stability over frontier ruggedness.

Hand the same fifty states to these four readers and they will not agree on a single ranking. A remote, rugged, low-cost state can top the survivalist’s list and sit near the bottom of the family seeker’s. A pleasant, connected, expensive state can do the exact reverse. None of them is wrong. They’re reading the same honest data through four different lives — which is precisely what this book is built to let you do.

method and gives you the data; the calculator runs it at the speed of curiosity. Use whichever fits the moment. The point is the same either way: the dials are how you stop reading someone else’s verdict and start computing your own.



Your Grade, Not Everyone’s

Here is the idea to carry into the rest of this book. The letter on each profile is the everyone grade — an honest average computed for a person who values all twentyfive factors equally and therefore describes no one in particular. Useful as a starting point, misleading as a verdict. Your real grade for any place is the one you get after you’ve turned the dials to describe your own life — and that grade can sit a full letter or two away from the printed one, in either direction. So read every profile in Part III twice. Once for the flat grade, to see what the place is on its own terms. And once through your own dials, to see what it is for you. The first reading is this book’s opinion. The second is the only one that counts. Before you can turn the dials, though, you have to know who’s holding them. The next chapter helps you find yourself among the four readers — and figure out, honestly, what you’re really optimizing for.

Doing It Yourself — by Hand or by Click There are two ways to put your dials to work. By hand: the back of this book contains a weighting worksheet and blank scorecards. Decide your weights once, write them down, and you can score any profile in the book against them with a few minutes of arithmetic. It’s deliberate, it’s offline, and it’s yours — no signup, no screen, no battery. For a reference you’ll keep on a shelf for years, that matters. By click: the companion calculator at thesurvivalatlas.com does the same thing instantly, across every place in the book at once. Set your dials, and it re-ranks all fifty states — and the provinces — in real time, resorts the whole atlas to your priorities, and stays current as scores are updated between editions. What takes minutes per profile by hand takes seconds for the entire continent online. The book teaches you the





Chapter 4 — Find Yourself: The Four Reader Profiles

Profiles Before You Turn the Dials

in daily life in exchange for security when it counts. What they crank to the top: water, food production, private land, distance from strategic targets and fallout, personal liberty, and the right of self-defense — the fundamentals of surviving on your own. What they let go: traffic, broadband, the comforts and conveniences of connected modern life, and most of the cost-andeconomy factors, because the survivalist plans to live lean and off the grid regardless. The tradeoff they accept: comfort, convenience, income, and often a hard climate and real isolation — paid every single day — in exchange for security against a disruption that may or may not come. It’s insurance with a steep daily premium, and the survivalist pays it willingly.

You now know how to weight the twenty-five factors. This chapter is about knowing which way to turn the dials in the first place — because the honest truth is that most people have never sat down and articulated what they’re actually optimizing for. They have a vague sense of wanting “somewhere better,” but pressed for specifics, they stall. Is it safety? Freedom? Cost? Land? Self-sufficiency? All of those at once — which is the same as none of them, because you can’t max out every dial. To get you unstuck, this book offers four reader profiles: four common patterns of priority, each with a ready-made set of weights you can adopt as a starting point. Read them as portraits, not as boxes. Almost nobody is a pure example of one — most people are a blend, with a center of gravity nearer one than the others. The goal isn’t to file yourself under a label. It’s to find the profile closest to your real life, start from its weights, and then adjust the handful of factors that are uniquely yours. By the end of this chapter you’ll have a column of twenty-five numbers that describe you — and from that point on, every grade in this book becomes yours to compute. A quick reminder of the stakes, because it’s easy to forget once you’re deep in the profiles: these four readers, handed the very same fifty states, will not agree on a single ranking. A place near the top of one list sits near the bottom of another. They aren’t disagreeing about the facts — they’re reading identical, honest data through four different lives. That’s not a flaw in the method. That is the method.


The Homesteader

What they’re optimizing for: A productive, self-reliant rural life right now — not waiting for a collapse, but building something that feeds and sustains a family off its own land. The homesteader’s question is, Can I build a working life from this ground? You might be this reader if: you dream in growing seasons and water rights; you want to raise animals, plant orchards, drill a well, and build what you want on land you own without a permit for every nail; and you measure freedom partly by what your local government will let you do with your own dirt. What they crank to the top: climate you can grow in, water, food production, and affordable, buildable, usable private land — the four pillars of a working homestead — backed by energy independence, property freedom, and the right to be left alone. What they let go: strategic and nuclear risk (they’re building a life, not a bunker), broadband, traffic, demographics, and financial-sovereignty concerns. The tradeoff they accept: lower income, hard physical work, and rural isolation in exchange for land, productivity, and the deep independence of feeding yourself. The homesteader trades the easy life for the selfmade one.



The Survivalist

What they’re optimizing for: Riding out a serious disruption — economic collapse, grid failure, civil breakdown, or worse — under their own power. The survivalist’s organizing question is, If the systems everyone depends on stopped working, would I make it here? Everything else is secondary to that. You might be this reader if: you think in terms of self-sufficiency and contingency; you’d rather be an hour from a hospital and safe than ten minutes from one and exposed; you value distance from crowds, targets, and chokepoints; and you’d accept real hardship



The Remote Professional

What they’re optimizing for: A comfortable, connected, affordable life in a place they actually enjoy,

funded by work they can do from anywhere. The remote professional’s question is, Where can I live well and keep more of what I earn? You might be this reader if: your income travels with your laptop; you care about climate, lifestyle, and a low cost of living; broadband isn’t a nicety but the foundation of your livelihood; and you’d rather optimize for the life you live every ordinary day than for a disaster you may never see. What they crank to the top: cost of living, cost of a home, taxes, climate, and infrastructure — especially connectivity, which is non-negotiable — plus quality health care and low daily friction. What they let go: food production, private land, off-grid energy, and the entire threat cluster of strategic targets and fallout, which barely register in this life. The tradeoff they accept: dependence. The remote professional’s comfortable life rests entirely on the systems the survivalist distrusts — the grid, the internet, the supply chain, the municipal water main. When those systems work, this is the best daily life of the four. When they don’t, it’s the most exposed. That’s the bargain, and for most people in normal times, it’s a rational one.

dren can count on. The family seeker’s question is, Is this a good place to put down roots and raise kids? You might be this reader if: your decisions run through your children; you weigh school quality and the freedom to direct their education above almost everything; safety is non-negotiable; and you’re thinking in decades — community, stability, and a sound local future matter more than ruggedness or adventure. What they crank to the top: crime and safety, education and school choice, health environment, cost of a home, cost of living, and the long-term stability factors — fiscal health and a cohesive, sustaining community. What they let go: the frontier and survival factors — strategic risk, fallout, food self-production, financial sovereignty — which sit far from the daily concerns of raising a family. The tradeoff they accept: they’ll often pay more — in cost, in taxes — for safety, schools, and stability, and they’ll trade frontier freedom and self-reliance for a settled, predictable, child-friendly life. The family seeker optimizes for the long, steady middle, not the extremes.



The Master Weighting Table

Here are all four profiles side by side, across every factor. Find the column closest to your life, read it as your starting point, then adjust. (Weights run 0 = ignore to 5 = deal-breaker.)

The Family / Stability Seeker What they’re optimizing for: Raising a family somewhere safe, affordable, and built to last — with good schools, a stable community, and a future their chilFactor Climate Water Security Food Production Private Land Availability Natural Disaster Risk Cost of Living Cost of a Home Taxes Business & Economic Freedom State Fiscal Health Politics Personal Liberty Gun Liberty Education Alternative Medicine / Health Freedom Crime Corruption Strategic Target Risk Nuclear Accident & Fallout Risk Health Environment Traffic Energy & Grid Resilience Infrastructure & Connectivity Cryptocurrency / Financial Freedom Demographics

Survivalist

Homesteader



Remote Pro

Family / Stability

Read across any row and you can see the disagreement in miniature. Gun Liberty is a 5 for the survivalist and a 1 for the remote professional. Infrastructure is a 5 for the remote professional and a 1 for the survivalist. Food Production splits the homesteader from the family seeker five to two. Every one of those gaps is a place where the same honest score pushes two readers toward opposite conclusions — which is exactly why a single ranking can’t serve them all, and why this book hands you the dials instead of a verdict.

swings come from the 5s and the 0s, not the middle. When you’ve got your column, write it down — there’s a worksheet in the back of this book for exactly this — or enter it once into the calculator at thesurvivalatlas.com, which will then re-rank every place in the atlas to your numbers in seconds. Either way, you now hold something most people relocating have never had: an explicit, honest description of what you’re actually looking for.



Into the Atlas



Build Your Own

That’s Part I. You understand why position matters, how the scoring works, how to bend the grades to your priorities, and — now — what your own priorities actually are. You’re no longer a passive reader of someone else’s rankings. You’ve got a column of twenty-five numbers that turns this entire book into a custom report written for your life. Part II explains each of those twenty-five factors in depth — what it really measures, why it matters, and how to judge it well — so that when you read a score, you understand the truth behind it. Part III is the heart of the book: every state and province, graded honestly and waiting for you to re-grade through your own dials. Read on with your profile in hand. From here, the only grade that matters is yours.

The four profiles are scaffolding, not a cage. Here’s how to make the weights truly yours in about ten minutes: Start by picking the column closest to your real life — your center of gravity. Then change only the handful of factors where you genuinely differ from the template. Maybe you’re a remote professional who also hunts and wants real gun freedom: bump that factor from 1 to 4. Maybe you’re a family seeker with a chronically ill child: push health environment and health freedom up, and let something else fall. Maybe you’re a homesteader who’s also quietly collapse-minded: nudge the strategic and fallout factors up from 2 toward 4. Most people only need to move three to five dials off a template to capture what makes their situation unique. Don’t agonize over a 3-versus-4 distinction; the big





Chapter 5 — There Are No A’s: What the Whole Map Reveals


Whole Map Reveals



What Came Back


	A (Prime, 90–100): zero states.


	B (Strong, 75–89): zero states.


	C (Viable, 60–74): thirty-one states — the great middle of the country, from Iowa at the top of the band




down through the Plains, the Mountain West, the South, the industrial Midwest, and a few outliers.


	D (Marginal, 45–59): seventeen states — a mix of



high-cost coastal states, the dense blue Northeast and Mid-Atlantic, and a handful of interior states with one or two disqualifying weaknesses.


	F (Avoid, 0–44): two states — Hawaii at 41 and California at 37.



You now know how this book works. You know the twenty-five factors and the five clusters they fall into. You know the 0-to-100 scale where higher is always better, the letter grades that ride on the average, the honesty principle that keeps the facts factual while the lens decides what’s good, and the weighting principle that turns a flat grade into your own. You even know, roughly, which of the four readers you are. You have the whole instrument in your hands. This chapter is about what happened when I pointed that instrument at the entire United States and pulled the trigger — all fifty states, every one graded against the identical twenty-five factors, equal weight, no thumb on the scale. Before you walk into the profiles and start meeting these places one at a time, you should see the shape of the whole map at once, because the shape itself is the single most important thing this atlas has to teach. It is also, I’ll warn you now, not what most people expect. Here is what came back. There is not a single A. There is not a single B. Not one, in fifty states. The entire country — every state in the union, graded honestly through this book’s lens — lands in just three bands. Thirty-one states are C’s. Seventeen are D’s. Two are F’s. The best state in America, on this book’s equal-weight grade, is Iowa, and Iowa scores a 71 — a C. The worst is California at 37, an F. The whole nation, all fifty states, every kind of place from the Idaho panhandle to Manhattan, fits inside a band just thirty-four points wide, and the heart of that band is a wall of C’s. In Chapter 2, I told you most places land in C, and asked you to trust that this was honesty and arithmetic working together rather than a cop-out. I can now show you exactly how true that turned out to be. It wasn’t a hedge. It was a prediction, and the data confirmed it past anything I expected: not “most places are C’s,” but “no place in America is better than a C, and most of the rest are D’s.”

The average state scores about 61. The median state scores about 64. Both are C’s. Stack the fifty grades up and you get a tight, top-heavy pile sitting right on the C/D line, with a long thin tail reaching down to the two F’s and nothing — nothing at all — reaching up past 71. Sit with that for a moment, because it runs against every instinct a ranking trains into you. We expect rankings to have winners. We expect a leaderboard with a gold medal at the top, a clear best-in-show, a state you could point to and say that one, that’s the answer. This map has no gold medal. Its valedictorian is a C-plus. The country, graded honestly on whether it lets you live free, self-reliant, and secure, is a country of trade-offs from coast to coast, and the flat grade refuses — correctly — to pretend otherwise.



Why There Are No A’s

This is not an accident of harsh grading. I did not set out to deny anyone an A. The A band is wide open; any state that earned it would have gotten it. The reason the top of the chart is empty is more interesting than severity, and it’s worth understanding, because it’s the deepest truth in this book. An A requires excellence at nearly everything, and no real place is excellent at nearly everything. That’s the whole of it. To average above 90 across twenty-five honest factors, a state would have to be near-elite on water and taxes and guns and schools and crime and health and land and energy and climate and twenty more — with no real holes anywhere. Such a place does not exist, because the things that make a state strong on one axis tend to cost it on another. The states with



The Shape of It

Let me lay the whole distribution out plainly, because you’ll want the picture in your head as you read.

the freest politics and the lowest taxes tend to be the ones with the thinnest health systems and the hardest climates. The states with the best hospitals and schools tend to be the ones with the heaviest taxes and the strictest laws. The cheap, wide-open states are cheap and open because few people want to be there; the celebrated, high-functioning states are expensive and crowded because everyone does. Excellence clusters, and so do its costs. Reality is a blanket too short to cover the whole bed. So when you average twenty-five honest answers about a real place, the highs and the lows pull toward each other and the result settles into the 50s, 60s, and low 70s — the C and D bands — almost every time. A flat A would be a place with no trade-offs, and a place with no trade-offs is a brochure, not a state. The empty top of this chart is the map telling the truth: there is no free lunch, no place that wins on everything, no single right answer waiting to be crowned. Anyone who tells you otherwise is selling you a vacation, or a move they’re trying to justify to themselves. That’s also why the bottom is nearly empty. It takes almost as much consistency to fail everywhere as to win everywhere, and only two states manage it — Hawaii and California, both undone not by one flaw but by a stack of them that this particular lens weighs heavily. Everywhere else, the mix holds, and the mix is a C or a D.

book’s lens weights the handful of things it does poorly — deep-blue governance, the strictest guns in the country, the second-priciest housing — heavily enough to drag a superb place down to a marginal grade. One state is dragged down by what it lacks. The other is dragged down by what this lens refuses to reward. Hold those two states side by side and you understand the thing this entire book is built to make you feel in your bones: the grade measures fit, not quality. It does not tell you how good a place is to live. It tells you how well a place fits a specific way of living — free, armed, self-reliant, lightly governed, resilient. A flat 54 cannot tell the difference between an elite place that doesn’t fit that life and a struggling place that doesn’t either. You are the only instrument that can. And the way you do it is by turning the dials — at which point Massachusetts and New Mexico, identical on the flat map, fly apart. For a family that weights health and schools above all, Massachusetts climbs into the C’s and New Mexico sinks. For an armed homesteader who weights land, water, and self-defense, neither rises far — but their reasons for staying low are completely different, and the profiles will tell you which is which. This is why the flat grade is a starting point and never a verdict. Two D’s can be opposite places. Only your priorities can pull them apart.



A Field Guide to the Patterns You’ll See

The flat map is not random. Once you know what to look for, the fifty states sort themselves into a handful of recurring patterns, and learning to spot them will make you a faster, sharper reader of every profile in Part III. Here are the ones worth carrying with you. Geography sets the floor; politics sets the order. The clearest example is the industrial Great Lakes. Ohio, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Michigan are four neighbors that share the same deep endowment — abundant Great Lakes water, rich and diverse farmland, cheap land, affordable living — and all four land in the C tier, within seven points of one another. What separates them inside that band is not their geography, which is nearly identical, but their governance: Ohio leads the group on the strength of red-trending politics, constitutional carry, and a triple-A balance sheet; Michigan anchors it, having tightened its gun laws and run up the region’s worst roads and priciest power. Same water, same farms, same prices — sorted by politics. You’ll see this again and again: neighbors with a shared landscape, ranked by what they’ve chosen to do with it. Watch for it across the Delaware, where Pennsylvania outscores New Jersey by twelve points on nearly identical ground, and across the upper Midwest, where Wisconsin and Minnesota run as near-twins two points apart.



The Most Important Pair of States in This

Book Now I want to show you the single fact that, once you see it, changes how you read every page that follows. It’s a tie. Massachusetts scores a 54. New Mexico scores a 54. On the flat grade, they are the same place — both D’s, separated by a rounding error. They could not be less alike. Massachusetts has the best health care in the nation, the best schools in the nation, low crime, secure water, and the most concentrated brainpower on earth. New Mexico has some of the worst crime in the country, the thinnest water supply outside the desert Southwest, bottomtier schools, and a nuclear-weapons complex painted across its map. One is, by almost every conventional measure of quality of life, among the finest places in America to live. The other is, by those same measures, among the most troubled. And they earn the identical grade. How? Because they arrive at 54 from opposite directions. New Mexico earns its D honestly, on the merits — it is genuinely a hard place to live free and self-reliant, and the low scores are real. Massachusetts earns the same D not because it’s a bad place but because this

The lens rewards more than red. It would be easy to assume this book simply ranks states by how conservative they are. It doesn’t, and the proof is a three-state ladder down the spine of the South. West Virginia, Mississippi, and Louisiana are all deep-red, constitutional-carry, dirt-cheap states with nearly identical politics and gun freedom — and yet they descend a six-point ladder from West Virginia’s 65 to Louisiana’s 59, crossing from C into D. What separates them is not freedom, on which they tie, but the risk axis: disaster exposure, crime, and corruption. Louisiana has the best energy economy of the three and still grades lowest, because it also carries the nation’s worst hurricane-and-coastal-loss exposure, a top-tier murder rate, and a legendary corruption culture. Within the reddest tier in the country, the safetyand-resilience factors do real, decisive work. The lens has a point of view, but it is not a party registration. Region is not destiny. The deepest-blue corner of the country is New England and the Mid-Atlantic, and most of it lands in the D tier — but not all of it, and the exception teaches the rule. Maine grades a C, a full ten points clear of its blue neighbors, because it is the un-blue Northeast: constitutional carry, the safest streets in the nation, clean government, vast cheap North Woods, and a genuinely independent Yankee politics. It takes the region’s safety and adds the freedoms the rest of the region lacks. Connecticut is actually safer than Maine on crime — but its near-bottom gun laws, scarce land, and deep-blue governance sink it. The lesson: this book is not grading regions or reputations. It is grading policy and geography, factor by factor, and a state in a “bad” region that does the right things scores like Maine, not like its neighbors. Great living is not the same as good fit. Three of the wealthiest, best-educated, best-doctored states in the country — Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Maryland — all land in the D tier, and each is dragged there by a different signature liability. New Jersey’s is the heaviest tax burden in the nation. Massachusetts’s is the strictest-tier gun law atop the priciest housing. Maryland’s is target density — the simple, unalterable fact of sitting on top of the NSA, Cyber Command, Fort Detrick, and the national capital. Three excellent places to live, three different reasons this lens rates them as a marginal fit. When you meet a wealthy blue state in the profiles, the question is never whether it’s a nice place — it usually is — but which specific thing it does that this life can’t abide. Some states swing; some are stuck. This is the pattern that pays off the weighting principle from the last chapter, and it’s the one to watch most closely. A lopsided state — elite at a few things, poor at others — swings wildly depending on who’s reading it. West Virginia is the second-best state in the country for a sur-

vivalist and twenty-sixth-best for a family; Mississippi is a top-ten homesteader pick and a bottom-fifteen family pick. Their weaknesses are real but selective — they don’t touch the reader whose priorities lie elsewhere. A stuck state, by contrast, has weaknesses so universal that no amount of weighting rescues it: New Mexico’s water, crime, and target problems drag it down for nearly everyone, no matter which dials they turn. As you read, watch the shape of each scorecard. A jagged line of soaring highs and sunken lows is a state waiting to become someone’s A. A uniformly low line is a state that’s simply hard for everyone.



The Map Refuses to Pick for You

Step back and look at what the completed map is really saying. A country of C’s and D’s, no winners crowned, the whole nation packed into a thirty-four-point band, the best place barely a C and the differences between most states a matter of single digits. To a reader who wanted this book to hand them the answer — the one best state, circled in red — that flat map looks like a refusal. It is a refusal. And it is the most honest and useful thing this book can do. The map refuses to pick for you because the pick isn’t the map’s to make. The flat grade is computed for a person who values all twenty-five factors equally, and that person does not exist. Every real reader leans — toward land or toward schools, toward low taxes or toward good hospitals, toward distance from danger or toward access to everything — and the moment you lean, the flat map comes alive. The wall of C’s stops being a wall. States that sat shoulder to shoulder at 63 and 64 fly twenty points apart. The lopsided D that the average buried surfaces as your personal A. The celebrated C that everyone recommends slides down your list
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