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For Mary, always





Author’s Note

This book is a story told through my perspective, and I’ve done my best to tell it as accurately as I can. In some areas, I relied on public documents, news reports, and interviews with colleagues, friends, and family to fill in gaps or enrich my own memory. When quoting people, I’ve done my best to record their words accurately. In some cases I’ve used news reports, which are referenced in the notes at the end of the book. Other times, I tried to capture the spirit of conversations.

I received the help of many people to review portions of the book for accuracy. Where the story is imperfect, I’m solely responsible for any errors.





 Part I  Landing





 Chapter 1  From the Valley to the Prairie

On a windy fall day on the back patio of Eggy’s Red Garter in Eveleth, Minnesota, I stood in front of twenty-five angry small business owners. Sitting on folding chairs perfectly spaced six feet apart, they glared at me with a collective grimace.

Proprietors of bars and restaurants of this and a handful of other small towns on Minnesota’s Iron Range, they’d gathered for a town hall to discuss the governor’s COVID-19 restrictions. It was October 6, 2020.

Margie Koivunen, owner of the Roosevelt Bar next door, took a microphone attached to a portable karaoke machine. Tall and somber, she’d become a leading voice in a local hospitality community that was fed up with pandemic restrictions. She held tightly to the yellow legal pad pages of a handwritten speech that flapped in the wind as she began.

“Your one-size-fits-all restrictions on businesses don’t make any sense up here,” she said. “We don’t have the same COVID cases here like you have down in the Twin Cities.”

For the last several months, the state government’s business closures and limits on capacity in bars, restaurants, and other businesses had generated no end of controversy. Especially in rural parts of Minnesota. “I’ve tried to call the governor’s office several times and got no answer,” she complained.

Then she turned to her fellow small business owners. “Could all of you please stand up?” she asked.

As everyone rose to their feet, the intensity of their disgust felt suddenly stronger. “Now, please sit down when the following statement applies to you: How many of you have taken out a bank loan?”

Several people sat down.

“How many of you have laid off or terminated employees?” Several more sat down.

“How many of you have dealt with stress, anxiety, or depression?” Margie joined the rest of the small business owners as everyone took a seat. “I’ve long since sat down,” she concluded.

The wind was really blowing now, and suddenly the pages of her speech fluttered from her grasp. I jumped forward and grabbed them off the ground before they blew away.

“Nice reflexes,” I heard someone mutter. I handed Margie her speech back and hoped the moment provided a bit of levity.

But this was not a crowd in a mood to smile.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. For months I’d been hosting roundtables like this one with business owners across Minnesota, sharing the latest pandemic news and hearing their feedback on our efforts to slow the spread of the virus. Most of these conversations happened in my basement, over video conference. But being here in rural Minnesota, in person, felt a lot different. Looking someone straight in the eye who might be losing their business felt a lot different than seeing them on a screen.

Dave Lislegard, the Democratic state representative from this area seated behind me, had invited me to come to his district a few weeks earlier. Getting the commissioner of the state’s economic and workforce development agency to come listen to his constituents would make a difference, he said. He didn’t have to tell me, but I knew he was also in a tough reelection battle.

Margie handed the microphone to other business owners who expressed their frustration. They talked about having to take second jobs to keep their restaurants afloat. They complained about lack of government assistance. One business owner said his cooks were getting so overheated from wearing masks in the kitchen that they had to cool off in the walk-in freezer.

But mostly, they groaned about the restrictions coming out of the capital, St. Paul. They argued that it was different in Greater Minnesota (what Minnesotans call the parts of the state outside the Twin Cities metropolitan area) and therefore the same restrictions need not apply to them.

Why couldn’t we see that?

The pandemic had started seven months earlier, but it felt like seven years. When I joined the governor’s cabinet to help grow the economy of my home state the year before, I’d been excited to focus on growth. Success would be measured by the number of startups we could help get off the ground, or the number of small businesses that succeeded under our watch. Our wins would come in the number of innovative businesses we could attract to Minnesota and the jobs we’d create.

But now my job was exactly the opposite. To slow the spread of this deadly new virus, we were shutting down small businesses to keep people safe. I was helping hundreds of thousands of people leave the workplace and get on unemployment insurance. We weren’t creating jobs—we were killing them. Minnesota lost over 416,000 jobs in the first month alone.

From the first days of the pandemic, our newly elected governor, Tim Walz—whom I’d known since his upset victory for a congressional seat back in 2006—had asked me to serve as his point person with the business community. Alongside our state’s health commissioner, I was tasked with advising him on what our economic approach should be in the crisis, and communicating those decisions to the public.

Like every state government, we were operating without a playbook. Meetings ran around the clock, where we debated our approach to school closures, business restrictions, social-distancing protocols, PPE disbursement, and more.

And every day at 2:00 p.m., we addressed the public in statewide press conferences live on television, sharing the latest information we had and explaining our approach. Under the bright lights of local news media and reporters, my job was to articulate what our business restrictions were, how they worked, and why we were doing what we were doing. I also had to introduce how unemployment insurance worked to thousands of people who never imagined that they’d need it. I myself had only been vaguely aware that the unemployment insurance program was part of the agency I was being asked to lead when I started this job, until my first day, when I had to sign a piece of paper to capture my signature to print on the checks that we issued to people.

Now I was the face of the program to more than 5 million Minnesotans, many desperate for a lifeline. Every customer service complaint mattered, and our system and team were overwhelmed. I heard countless tragic stories of people struggling every day.

How had I found myself here?

My story is a story about coming home. It’s a story about taking a very different turn in life, trying something different, and letting it take me somewhere new. It’s a story about reinventing myself and investing in community at a time when America often feels unmoored. It’s a story that, I hope, offers a fresh perspective to those who are looking for a new way forward in their lives at a time of great upheaval.

Just a few years earlier, I wasn’t even living in Minnesota. My wife, Mary, and I were firmly planted in an area of California that’s bustling with new ideas and flooded with sunshine. In the heart of Silicon Valley, we lived in Menlo Park—just a few miles from Meta and a few more miles from Google, where we both worked. We’d met at the company, were married in Mary’s hometown of San Diego, and had begun a comfortable life together in the Bay Area. We were happy living in the cradle of American innovation.

Every day, I would ride my Vespa scooter fifteen minutes to the Googleplex in the sun, where I led a team that I had started, called the Google News Lab, focused on using Google’s resources to help the news industry. Mary was the founder of Google for Startups, a similar outreach effort with a different target—startup companies around the world who would use Google tools to grow faster.

We had incredible colleagues, big budgets; we built global teams and traveled the world. In our living room hung a map with pushpins for every country we’d visited for work, either alone or together. After a while, there were too many pushpins to count.

I loved working in tech, even if I’d stumbled into it. I was a journalist and a teacher who spent much of my twenties doing what I might generously describe as “focused wandering.” I taught English in Japan, worked for my dad’s small landscaping business, and moved to Boston to do freelance journalism for a few years. Then I went to grad school for public policy, thinking it might make me a sharper journalist. By then, I’d racked up a considerable amount of debt and wasn’t sure how I was going to pay it off. Truth was, I didn’t really know where I was headed.

And then I discovered YouTube while posting clips for a class project in grad school. I became enthralled with the new phenomenon of online video. Watching people create videos by themselves seen by millions, defining “viral” for the first time in the internet age, I became transfixed. A British senior citizen with the handle Geriatric1927 posted a two-minute video called “First Try,” where he shared his “geriatric gripes and grumbles,” and quietly racked up over a million views. A pair of high school pranksters calling themselves “Smosh” posted goofy songs and skits and suddenly become stars. It seemed like, overnight, everyone had a broadcast TV truck in their pocket. And the phenomenon instantly started shaping news and politics.

In the 2006 midterm elections, the incumbent senator from Virginia, George Allen, was caught on video calling his opponent’s campaign staffer a “macaca”—a clip that was uploaded to YouTube and became the first viral political video to make national news. The racist quip unearthed deeper issues with Allen’s views that commentators claimed swung the election toward his opponent, Jim Webb (though just barely). Not only did that hand the seat to Democrats, but it flipped the entire U.S. Senate.

YouTube Politics was born.

I’d never worked in technology, but was blown away by how this new medium was changing the world around me. With nothing to lose, I sent a one-page letter to info@youtube.com, pitching myself for a position as “news and politics editor,” which somehow caught the eye of the right person. The team brought me on board to figure out how, exactly, YouTube should play a role in this new space.

I arrived as one of the first one hundred employees of the company, just as global attention was turning to YouTube and a sudden influx of new cash was coming in from its new owner, Google, to fuel growth.

For the next four years, I built a small team and was shocked when everyone kept answering our calls. I found myself in places I really had no business being. We landed a debate partnership with CNN, the first-ever web-to-TV presidential debates, where YouTubers got to ask questions. Sitting in the front row of the CNN-YouTube presidential primary debate, watching YouTube questions from hospital patients, college professors, schoolkids, and even snowmen (How will you combat climate change?) play on the big screen as Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and eight other candidates looked on, I pinched myself. Was this really happening?

Sitting next to me were YouTube’s founders, Chad Hurley and Steve Chen, and Google’s CEO, Eric Schmidt. When the debate was over, Eric turned to Steve and Chad and told them, “Gentlemen, you’ve arrived.”

And that’s what it felt like—that technology’s moment had arrived on the biggest stage and I was lucky to be a part of it. In those days it all looked like upside. Those already in power now had to answer to those who’d gained power through new platforms. Giving power to the powerless, a voice to the voiceless, felt deeply meaningful.

What could go wrong?

The power of technology in our lives, of course, only increased with each passing year that I was at YouTube, and continued when I moved on to Google. Rising the executive ranks in the world’s most innovative company was exhilarating. A sense that anything was possible ran through the company, a feeling that we had the power to do anything. We were moving fast and focused on the upside more than any unintended consequences.

After more than a decade at Google, my view slowly began to change. Being in the cradle of innovation was starting to feel oddly confining. It wasn’t just Google, it was Silicon Valley. As a region dominated by one industry, the Valley was starting to feel like a bubble. Yes, tech companies in California were building things that changed the world, but it felt like sometimes we weren’t connected to it. Highly affluent and professionally obsessed, the culture of Silicon Valley doesn’t look much like the rest of the country, let alone the world that it seeks to change through its groundbreaking innovations.

I worried that I was starting to lose some perspective. Free breakfast, lunch, and dinner at the Googleplex every day is a luxury. So is a campus with everything from a wave pool and climbing gym to a concert hall. But I started to ask myself if the magical kingdom that Google had created was making me smarter about the world or more insulated from it.

I grew up in Northfield, Minnesota, in a family that had to work hard to make ends meet. My dad started a landscaping business with nothing but a wheelbarrow and a shovel, and my summers working for him gave me a front-row seat to what it meant to grind out a living as a small business owner in a small town.

It was hard. I remember my dad bartering landscaping services with our town doctor to pay for the hospital bill that came with my youngest sister’s birth. We didn’t have health insurance for most of my childhood.

Every day at Google, I felt further and further from my roots.

At the same time, I started seeing how the influences of platforms like YouTube that had drawn me to Silicon Valley in the first place were not, in fact, all upside. When the Arab Spring exploded on YouTube in 2010, we scrambled to develop a curation process that could get verified videos of the protests to news organizations to use in their coverage. The mere existence of YouTube gave protesters the confidence to document their struggle to the world and build support for their cause. But those same clips also gave the Egyptian government the ability to identify the protesters and jail them—or worse. YouTube wouldn’t create a face-blurring technology to help protesters protect themselves in videos for several more years.

The technology was moving too fast for us to keep up.

And then came “fake news.” The Russian attempts at online interference in the 2016 election shocked us at Google, and changed forever our understanding of how technology’s power could be manipulated. It also changed how we engaged with the media industry, who had gone from telling us to leave the truth-telling to them, to being outraged that we allowed people to access fake news on our platforms.

Things were shifting under our feet faster than ever. I remained an optimist about technology, but there was something about the changes underway that made me wonder if these new problems, along with other major challenges that seemed to be rushing toward America at breakneck speed, were best solved in Silicon Valley. Maybe other places had perspectives to offer.

Mary was starting to feel similarly. She’d spent the last five years building startup ecosystems around the world and saw innovation happening everywhere. From Milan to Milwaukee, she was building partnerships with local startup incubators, and in some cases building physical coworking spaces for Google to help the next generation of startups get off the ground. Often I’d travel with her and noticed the energy and excitement that existed outside Silicon Valley. Those tech economies felt different from California. More connected to other industries. More focused on solving people’s real problems. And free of coastal elitism.

And then, five years into our marriage, our lives changed when Mary became pregnant with twins. We’d struggled for many years to get pregnant, and finally succeeding after multiple rounds of IVF gave us a new perspective. Every parent is changed by their kids, but for those who’ve struggled to build a family the process takes on a new gravity. We felt lucky. And the process also made us more deliberate people.

What would be the best life for our new little girl and boy? Where did we want to raise them, and what did we want to expose them to? Did we want to live near our extended family?

Answers to questions like these are different for everyone, but the questions got us talking. Mary is the daughter of Thai immigrants—entrepreneurs who found their way to San Diego to start a chiropractic business. Her mother passed away after a long illness a few years into our marriage, and her father still lived in San Diego. Her sister, Annie, was in Chicago and her brother, Joe, in the Bay Area, though he wasn’t sure he was there for the long haul.

Meanwhile, my family was all concentrated in the Midwest. I’m the oldest of four kids and have fifteen cousins, most of them in the middle of the country. My sister Kelly lived about one mile from my parents’ farm in Northfield, with her husband and five kids.

What if we actually moved to Minnesota? I hadn’t lived there in twenty years, and Google didn’t have offices there. Mary had been born in Iowa, but hadn’t lived in the Midwest since she was two. Nothing was forcing us to move other than our own conversations about what we wanted the next chapter of our life to look like.

We stumbled around that conversation for months. Growing up, I had always wanted to leave Minnesota and seek new horizons. But the more we spoke, coming home was beginning to feel just as exciting.

As I talked with others, I realized we weren’t alone in our thoughts. The Bay Area has seen some of the highest out-migration in the country over the past ten years. Minnesotans in particular are famous for moving back home because the quality of life in the state is so high. Minnesota always finds itself on top-five lists of places to live in the country, based on everything from education and infrastructure to amenities and professional opportunity.

Mary was intrigued, too. Her work building startup ecosystems all over the country gave her the sense that there was possibility outside the Valley. As a native San Diegan, though, could she stand the winters? What was it like to live through five months of snow every year?

We both agreed that we loved having twins and raising them with family around to help could be a big, welcome change.

I don’t know that there was just one reason we decided to take the leap. Mostly, we felt that reinventing ourselves in a new place would be an adventure. And that maybe, in a moment of so much disruption and pessimism, we’d find purpose in it.

What made it possible wasn’t me, but Mary. She’d been offered a new job with a venture capital firm started by AOL’s founder, Steve Case, called Rise of the Rest, focused on investing in startups outside the coasts. It was based in D.C., and the assumption was that she would work from Menlo Park. But living in the middle of the country could be a powerful way to live out the mission of her new job.

What if, she suggested, she did the job from Minneapolis?

I could hardly contain my excitement. The momentum of our discussions had grown and this seemed like the perfect path to give Minnesota a shot. Within a month, Mary had taken the job, I’d agreed with Google to work remotely from Minneapolis, and we were searching for a new place to live in Minnesota. It happened fast.

In fact, it happened so fast that part of me wondered if either of us really understood what we were getting into. Especially Mary, who was taking an even bigger leap than me, something that would present us with some challenges in the years that followed.

In April 2018, we moved to a new home in Minneapolis. We planned our arrival to hit in the spring so we could begin our new chapter by enjoying the precious few months of good weather Minnesota has every year.

A week later, an April blizzard dropped a foot of snow on our new front yard.

This is a story of coming home and reinventing my life in my home state. In reflecting on this major personal transition, I hope my journey might offer an opportunity to look at where American life is going. Reinvention has always been at the heart of the American ideal, but it’s happening in a more uncertain environment than ever before. So much of what we’ve taken for granted in this country is shifting. The headlines of America’s diminished trust in its core institutions can make the way forward seem less and less clear.

Yet I discovered that the way to a stronger country starts, as it always has, with building stronger local communities. With investing in a physical place and finding purpose in it. For all that technology has done to connect us globally, the deepest purpose we can find comes with investing in our chosen communities and making them feel like home.

Moving home to Minnesota was my first step in that journey, but it wasn’t the only one. Eight months after Mary and I moved our young family to Minneapolis, I had the opportunity to leave Google to join Minnesota’s state government, becoming the commissioner of the Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED) under Governor Walz. It was another reboot.

The job was a massive change, for unknown outcomes, with not much assurance of success. Bureaucracies are famously challenging to run, and I would be a complete outsider.

But it also felt like a chance to focus on the very things that inspired Mary and me to move to the heartland in the first place. And when the pandemic hit, that possibility took on a whole new meaning. Leaving the comforts of Google to run a 1,400-person government bureaucracy during a global health crisis gave me more insight into how American life is being transformed than I ever got working in technology. And it gave me a shot at making a real difference in the place I grew up.

I wrote this book to share the insights I discovered to a simple but important question: How can we find purpose in our lives and build community in a modern America that feels increasingly disconnected from its promise?

My journey home taught me many answers to that question. It taught me the power of going local. It taught me that putting yourself in an entirely new situation is often the best way to learn. It taught me that public service is a unique way to make a big impact. It taught me to invest in what makes your chosen community unique. It taught me the benefit of spending time with people who aren’t just like you. It taught me about family, faith, and making friends in your forties. It taught me about reconciling old differences, about the kind of father I wanted to be, and about what it really means to have a partner in life.

And it taught me that crises can bring communities closer—when we invest in strengthening the things that bind us together.

I also got something else from moving home to Minnesota. Bringing fresh eyes to my native state gave me a lens into why this place, I came to believe, is uniquely worth watching for insights on where America is headed.

My new community, I discovered, was both exceptional and paradoxical. For example: Minnesota has boasted the lowest unemployment rate in American history, yet it is home to some of the steepest workforce shortages in the nation. It enjoys the moniker “Minnesota Nice,” yet has some of the worst racial disparities in the U.S. The state has made decades of outsized investments in education and infrastructure that have helped build the densest Fortune 500 metro area in the entire country, yet tense urban-rural divisions are reshaping the state’s political climate—especially since the pandemic. It is consistently named one of the best places to live in the country, despite having some of the coldest temperatures in America. And nestled among a sea of red states in the Midwest, Minnesota has not elected a Republican to statewide office in almost twenty years.

It’s a unique place. But most people probably don’t give much thought to Minnesota, or to the Midwest in general. “Flyover states” don’t get national attention unless they become important in presidential elections. Yet our country ignores the Midwest at its own peril. There is more happening here that has something to say about America’s future during a time of great upheaval than you might think.

Just a few months after COVID-19 had arrived, George Floyd, a Black man, was murdered by a white Minneapolis police officer, and caught on video by a bystander, just a few miles from our new home. I heard sirens all night, and walked through burned-out neighborhoods that had been destroyed the next day. As protests unfolded around the world, Minnesota became the center of global attention. The racial disparities that led to George Floyd’s murder, and the protests and riots that followed, run deep. They are complex or simple, depending on your view. And they exist everywhere.

Minnesota has had a challenging history of racism, I would discover more deeply in the weeks and months that followed. Tasked with negotiating with legislators for state dollars to rebuild the neighborhoods that were destroyed, I saw up close the challenges and controversy that shape our conversations about race. They served to highlight just what an inflection point we find ourselves at as a state, and as a nation.

And so, in the pages that follow, Minnesota itself is a character in my story, as much as the people and family I connected with in my new community. But I’m not here to cheerlead Minnesota or the Midwest. Rather, I hope my home state’s story, like my own, is one worth telling that sheds light on the promise and peril of community renewal.

The story you’re about to read is a personal one. It’s the story of going from riding my scooter in the sunshine to work at the world’s most innovative tech company, to standing on the windy back patio of a bar in northern Minnesota debating the appropriate table size and social-distancing protocols with restaurant owners during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. And how I learned to find purpose and build community along the way.

My story, like everyone’s, is both unique and universal. It’s the story of a place and a country that is reinventing itself—through the eyes of a person trying to do the same.





 Chapter 2  Exceptionalism

On a balmy July evening in Minneapolis, during the brief and beautiful sliver of perfect weather that lands on the Minnesota calendar every year, when the breeze is warm and the twilight lingers past 10:00 p.m., I walked into the downtown Hilton alongside hundreds of local software engineers.

We were here for a technology conference organized by a local meetup group. As we shuffled into the hotel’s large ballroom, I scanned the crowd of mostly white men. There were lots of sci-fi T-shirts, flip-flops, and cargo shorts. It looked more like Silicon Valley than anything I’d seen since Mary, the kids, and I had moved to Minnesota three months earlier in the spring of 2018. Except that I didn’t recognize a single face.

The head conference organizer, an energetic engineer named Bridget Kromhout with bright fluorescent pink streaks in her hair, had heard that we had recently moved here. She’d reached out and invited me to give a talk about my work at Google.

“People would be curious to know why you moved to Minnesota from Silicon Valley,” she told me.

Eager to impress, I spent hours researching Minnesota’s technology sector leading up to the event. I compiled facts about Minnesota’s startup success rate, its strong labor market for talent, and its reputation for a high quality of life. I discovered startups were $25 billion of the state’s economy, and that more startups survived longer than five years here than in almost any other state in America.

I became a student of my new community, and with every word I wrote, my evangelical zeal grew stronger. The more I learned, the more I found to like—and the more I believed we had made the right decision by uprooting our life to move to Minnesota. By the time I finished, my short talk resembled a sermon more than a speech.

I took my seat in the ballroom alongside hundreds of people who all seemed to know each other. As I scanned the list of other speakers, I started to get nervous. Others were covering topics like API development, microservices, infrastructure, and artificial intelligence. My talk stuck out.

When I was introduced, I took a deep breath and walked onstage. With bright lights in my face, I couldn’t see the crowd very well, but I knew the room was packed. Behind me was a giant screen that flashed the slides I’d made about Minnesota’s technology strengths: pictures of big success stories like 3M, Medtronic, and Control Data Corporation; statistics about the number of healthcare businesses our “Medical Alley” boasted (15,000); and rankings about our national status (we were ranked a top-five state for female entrepreneurs, for example). In juxtaposition, I’d found a picture online of Silicon Valley sitting underneath a giant bubble, meant to show how isolated it was from the concerns of the rest of the world. I argued that the Minnesota tech economy was worth paying attention to because it was focused on solving real problems. I spoke with the enthusiasm of the converted.

When I finished, people clapped politely as I returned to my seat. I could hear the voices of a few engineers whispering in the row behind me.

“Is he trying to convince us to move to Minnesota?” one man said, sounding a little confused. “I already live here.”

I could feel my face turn red, grateful it was too dark for anyone to see. I may have gone a bit overboard in making my case. Deep down, I knew that the audience for the short talk I gave that night was not the hundreds of engineers in the crowd, but the person standing onstage holding the microphone: me.

Consciously or not, I was giving myself a constant pep talk that leaving our lives in California and moving to the middle of the country made all the sense in the world. With each passing statistic I came across, the more I convinced myself of our decision to move here. Things were happening in Minnesota!

Perhaps I shouldn’t have felt so out of place in displaying such enthusiasm at the conference. Midwesterners are, after all, some of the most earnest people you’ll ever meet. We hold a certain exuberance for where we live, and our aw-shucks optimism is something that’s celebrated here, not mocked.

This is especially true in Minnesota. It could come from a deep-rooted pride for having carved out a life in one of the coldest parts of America. Or maybe it comes from living in a state with an economy and culture that have been outliers in the Midwest for decades across dozens of measures, from infrastructure to wages to overall happiness. Whatever the reason, Minnesotans are sincere, heartfelt, and at times delusional about how wonderful their home is.

Though no Minnesotan wants to admit it, the thick-accented depictions of “Minnesota Nice” in the movie Fargo hit many of the right notes. Garrison Keillor, the former long-running host of A Prairie Home Companion radio show, captured Minnesota optimism well when he spoke of the fictional town of Lake Wobegon as a place “where all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average.” You could label that optimism as a form of exceptionalism, and of course it can be an Achilles’ heel. But as a native son returning home, I leaned into it.

Reinventing your life, at any age, is hard. People find comfort in habits, and making major changes requires a certain belief that the risks will pay off. It’s a little easier when you’re younger and you have less to lose. I’d moved several times before and found the transition easier. But at forty, I’d already gotten married, had kids, built a career. There was a lot riding on this experiment.

In my first few months back home, I was looking for any kind of momentum I could find. Moments like the conference were a chance to meet new people. While working at Google opened some doors, I wondered what it would be like to work for a company based in my new community. If this experiment in reinvention was going to work, I started to wonder if I should consider looking for a job actually based in Minnesota.

I liked the flexibility of remote work, especially as a parent to young kids, but the trade-off was that I had less time to connect with my new neighbors. Like most people, work was the single biggest time investment in my life. And I was spending it on phone calls or video conferences with people who lived around the world, rather than with people nearby. To give this new life a shot, I didn’t just want to be working from my new home, but in my new home.

I needed to reacquaint myself with my old friend Minnesota. This state I’d grown up in, but hadn’t lived in for twenty years, would take some time to get to know again. It was like building a new relationship with a childhood pal after decades apart. I started reading the newspaper every day, and sought out books and articles that chronicled the state’s history.

An old 1973 issue of Time magazine had Governor Wendell Anderson on the cover, beaming with a freshly caught walleye in his hands next to the headline “The Good Life in Minnesota.” The article’s lengthy profile was titled “Minnesota: The State That Works.” It painted something of a utopian picture:


If the American good life has anywhere survived in some intelligent equilibrium, it may be in Minnesota. It is a state where a residual American secret still seems to operate. Some of the nation’s more agreeable qualities are evident there: courtesy and fairness, honesty, a capacity for innovation, hard work, intellectual adventure and responsibility….

Politics is almost unnaturally clean—no patronage, virtually no corruption. The citizens are well educated: the high school dropout rate, 7.6 percent, is the nation’s lowest. Minnesotans are remarkably civil: their crime rate is the third lowest in the nation (after Iowa and Maine). By a combination of political and cultural tradition, geography and sheer luck, Minnesota nurtures an extraordinarily successful society.



For Mary and me, our decision went beyond statistics or social indicators. Family was the biggest reason we had sought out Minnesota. Back in California, as new parents of young twins, we were overwhelmed. The day after Luke and Violet were born, it became clear we needed reinforcements. We called my parents and they booked the very next flight from Minnesota and stayed for two weeks. It was a godsend.

My parents are the kind of grandparents everyone dreams of having. They’re great with kids, they genuinely enjoy playing with them, and they seem to have a natural instinct about when to get involved and when to step back. Near the end of our parental leave, they moved out to California for a month to look after the kids during the day while we transitioned back to work.

During that stay, we didn’t have enough room in our small house for them, so we booked them an Airbnb about three miles away. Every morning they’d come over and take care of the kids while we went off to work. One afternoon, in the pitch-dark of the nursery, my dad was reaching into the crib to pick up Luke and lost his balance, tipping over headfirst into the crib. My parents told us the story that evening through howls of laughter. They were great sports.

When they went back to Minnesota, we didn’t know the next time we’d see them. On the drive home from the airport, Mary and I talked about how nice it would be to have them nearby. Being a plane ride away made moments like these a luxury, not the norm.

But since we’d moved back to Minnesota, regular visits became our new routine. The first time we invited the entire family over for a meal in our new home, it just felt right. My siblings and their kids ran around the backyard. I smoked an entire rack of ribs that fed all nineteen of us. My parents helped with the food and the dishes. When everyone got ready to leave, I gave my parents a hug and said, “See you next week.”

Another reason we were excited about being in Minnesota was that the community felt more grounded. In California, almost everyone we knew worked in technology, and most held liberal political views. In the 2016 election, 77 percent of Bay Area voters voted for Clinton, the largest percentage of any metro area in the country. At Google, our research team commissioned a study to figure out what we’d missed about the national mood, with researchers traveling to “flyover country” to survey people.

In Minnesota, we only had to walk out our front door and start talking with people to understand the national mood. Clinton had defeated Trump only by two percentage points in the state. The hour-long drive to my parents’ house in rural Northfield revealed an equal number of Republican and Democratic lawn signs.

The sheer wealth generated in Silicon Valley was another reason California had felt insular. Every year in the Bay Area, there’s a weeklong break from school called “ski week,” a designated time when families can head to the slopes in Tahoe, or fly to Salt Lake or some other destination, to spend thousands of dollars skiing. For families not swimming in technology cash, the whole concept is comically elitist.

In Minnesota, every week is ski week. Of course, we’re talking about cross-country skiing, not downhill skiing at expensive resorts. Cross-country skiing is something that anyone can do in public parks across the state for free, or close to it. As Mary and I settled into Minnesota, I picked up a pair of skis and, while it took a while to learn, I enjoyed it. The people I saw on the trails came from all walks of life.

I was excited about trading Silicon Valley for Minnesota for smaller reasons, too. Less traffic. Cheaper gas. A bigger house for less money. Four major professional sports teams. Cleaner air. Great parks and easy access to nature. Good public schools. And, of course, more than ten thousand lakes.

But maybe the broadest philosophical reason that I was excited about my new home is that, unlike California, Minnesota couldn’t lay claim to being the center of the universe. Everyone knows about Silicon Valley, and its innovations have changed the world we live in over the last fifty years. The Midwest is different. While my new home’s “Minnesota exceptionalism” comes from a pride about the kind of community the state has created, no one I met here walked around thinking the world revolved around us. That was refreshing. There’s a Minnesota saying that captures the humility that people here pride themselves on: “If you do something good and you tell somebody about it, it doesn’t count.”

These early insights left me feeling optimistic about uprooting from California and landing back home in Minnesota. As I thought about what I might do next, I became less interested in working for another company and instead drawn to do something rooted in my new community. As I searched, I discovered something I’d never thought about while growing up here—that Minnesotans were uniquely committed to civic participation.

The phenomenon was rooted in the state’s history. Settled by Yankees with their love for town hall meetings, and later by Scandinavians, who boast the some of the longest-standing democracies in the world, the state had built a reputation for participatory government. Public service was seen as a duty—some even called the state’s politics “moralistic.” Government was a tool to make life better for your family and your neighbors, and in this cold cradle of the country, looking out for your neighbors was important.

That tradition seemed evident in the Minnesota I was getting to know today. The state consistently boasts the highest voter turnout in the country. It’s in the top three for volunteerism and charitable giving per capita. It has the second-highest number of local units of government in the country, despite having only 5.7 million people. It regularly lands near the top of rankings of the most well governed states in the country, no matter which party is in charge. That’s a lot of top-five lists.

In fact, this spirit of civic engagement is so strong that there’s even a special holiday to encourage generosity, “Give to the Max Day.” Started seventeen years ago, in one day Minnesotans raise over $30 million for local nonprofits every year. It’s the most earnest thing you’ve ever seen, like Christmas for a cause.

It wasn’t just do-gooder exceptionalism that put Minnesota on the cover of Time magazine as a great place to live. The model for success the state built had a distinct approach to it. Keep taxes high enough to build good roads, bridges, and schools. Protect unique natural resources. Invest in education. Use dependable institutions and amenities to attract and keep talented workers. Then let that talented workforce build or work for companies in a state that’s great to do business in. Prosperity grows, and with it, tax dollars. Rinse and repeat.

Call it the “Minnesota Model.” It has been repeated in various iterations for generations. When Wendell Anderson followed it back in the early seventies, architecting legislative and policy changes that brought a progressive income tax to vastly improve public schools while decreasing reliance on property taxes, it was so successful that people called it something else: the “Minnesota Miracle.”

The more I learned about this history for good governance and giving back, the more I thought that maybe the most Minnesotan thing I could do was something in public service.

My curiosity led me to the gubernatorial campaign of Tim Walz, a southern Minnesota Democrat who was basing his bid on a slogan of “One Minnesota.” I’d known Walz from a brief stint volunteering for his campaign over twelve years earlier, when he first ran for Congress as a high school geography teacher. I’d been intrigued by his energetic campaign back then, and spent a few weeks following him around his district with a clunky Sony camcorder, filming him at bean feeds, pancake breakfasts, and campaign rallies.

It was a long-shot congressional campaign, but you could feel his momentum growing. Walz was a first-time candidate, but he was a natural. A high school football coach and military veteran, he had a gravelly voice and an incredulous enthusiasm that got people’s heads nodding wherever he went. His authenticity was refreshing. Even the national media caught notice, with his dot-matrixed headshot landing on the front page of the Wall Street Journal.

My web videos did not exactly go viral. I uploaded them to YouTube, a new site not well known for politics yet, and they got a few hundred views. But it didn’t matter. A few months later Walz upset his opponent, and the geography teacher was headed to Washington.

Many years later, now back in Minnesota and living here, I thought volunteering for his new campaign could be a great way to start exploring what public service might look like. I wrote some policy papers for his website that I’m sure no one read. I organized a campaign stop at a job-training center in North Minneapolis. I knocked on doors and handed out flyers. It felt good to do something positive for the campaign in these early months of our lives here.

The national political mood, which felt so polarized and toxic, stood in sharp juxtaposition to the local optimism I felt in the campaign. When the tech community gathered for the Minnesota Cup, the largest startup competition in the state, I organized an informal roundtable with a dozen or so entrepreneurs. As Walz asked them about their ideas, they buzzed with energy about the way the state government might play a role in growing the startup scene.

“Minnesota has a much stronger startup community than people give it credit for,” Melissa Kjolsing, a healthcare startup founder, told him. “If the government worked more closely with us to get venture capital flowing into the state, that would really help us grow.”

Walz nodded, listening intently. He shared a bit about his vision for “One Minnesota.” “It’s more than a campaign slogan, it’s the way I intend to govern,” he explained. “We all do better when we work together.”

If that sounded too idealistic, the entrepreneurs clearly didn’t think so. They swarmed him afterward, thanking him for coming to hear their ideas.

Walz’s campaign continued to pick up speed. More and more Minnesotans were attracted to the promise of “One Minnesota” and seemed to trust he would deliver. All the momentum got me wondering… would working in state government be a good next step for me?

When Walz emerged the winner of the 2018 election that November, I was even more intrigued. It seemed crazy to leave the comfort of a great job at Google with two small kids at home. But it felt like exactly what we’d uprooted our lives to do. It appealed directly to the earnestness I felt in rekindling my relationship with this old friend Minnesota, in the new community that Mary and I were hoping to build for ourselves.

As I talked it over with Mary, she liked the idea. When I shared the idea with friends, they were surprised, but just as encouraging. Leaving the private sector for government is not a well-worn path. Government jobs in general get a bad rap, state governments in particular, perhaps because of their reputation for being difficult bureaucracies, or their low salaries.

But who cares if it wasn’t common? We’d already changed so much by coming all the way to Minnesota, why not go all in and change everything? This was, of course, deeply naive. But naivete can be your best friend when you’re trying to make it in a new place. Getting caught up in all the what-ifs only slows down the momentum you need to find your way. In the following months, I would come to learn that earnestness is actually a secret weapon.

Plus, what I was learning about the unique reputation of Minnesota’s government gave me hope that maybe the transition wouldn’t be so hard. There were lots of good bureaucrats here—maybe I could be one of them. Maybe I could do something meaningful to help my new state. Maybe putting myself outside my comfort zone would be just what I needed to connect with my new community. And even if none of those things panned out, maybe just trying something new would be fun.

By the time Governor-elect Walz had built a transition team and we began talking, I was ready to figure out how.

The only government department I thought I might be remotely qualified to lead was called the Department of Employment and Economic Development, or DEED, as it is commonly known in Minnesota. The agency included both workforce and economic development departments, and employed about 1,400 people. People knew it as the jobs department. If there was one place where an outsider coming from the private sector might offer something new, being the state’s jobs commissioner might be it.

Was I qualified to run a 1,400-person state bureaucracy? No way. But what I’d learned about my old friend Minnesota had inspired some ideas about how to improve the state’s standing and increase growth. Luckily the governor thought I might figure it out. A few days after the interview process, he called and asked me to be the commissioner of DEED.

I flew to Silicon Valley and wrapped up my work at Google. I said goodbye to my team and my colleagues, who were a little shocked, but said they were cheering me on. It was easy for everyone I spoke with to admire the idea of what I was going to do, in principle. But how would it actually turn out?





 Chapter 3  Government Man

My transition into becoming a government official came with an instruction book. A very thick instruction book. The blue binder with my name on it was sitting on a folding table next to twenty-three others in the lobby of a nonprofit a few miles from the capitol, where the governor’s new cabinet had all been asked to come for orientation. I lifted the binder off the table and found a seat in the back of the large conference room. As I flipped through dozens of tabs filled with rules, regulations, and process documents about how to run a government agency, my new colleagues shuffled into the room.

When everyone was gathered, the governor’s new chief of staff, Chris Schmitter, welcomed us. Chris had been working with or volunteering for the governor ever since his first congressional campaign over a dozen years ago. He’d just left a job at a top law firm to help lead the governor’s new administration. Tall and well spoken, with a neatly combed head of blond hair and an exceedingly likable demeanor, he might have been the only person in the room younger than me.

“Before we get started, why don’t we go around the room and get to know each other better,” Chris suggested.

The IT commissioner, Tarek Tomes, had two kids at the Air Force Academy and coached high school basketball in his spare time. The transportation commissioner, Margaret Anderson Kelliher, had once been Speaker of the Minnesota House
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