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Praise for The New Pioneers

“I predicted years ago that the idiotic and unreformable over-burden of building and zoning codes would eventually have to be ignored by anyone seeking to rebuild this country at the small scale and the fine grain. That outcome has now been realized in Lean Urbanism, a set of ingenious work-arounds for those determined to rescue our dying towns and cities. This book is the first herald of that momentous revolution.”

—JAMES HOWARD KUNSTLER, author of
The Geography of Nowhere and The Long Emergency

“This book is one of the few collections of real world case studies showing that if you reduce regulations and move toward a more libertarian model, huge creative energies will be released and wealth created. This book tells that story in a highly readable and concrete way that makes the abstract principles of a free society very real and immediate.”

—JENNIFER GROSSMAN, CEO of The Atlas Society
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preface

THE BIRTH OF LEAN URBANISM

 

There was a time in this country when young, energetic people could get things done, and that time was not long ago. When I began my career as an architect we could actually get things built—and fast. My colleagues and I, then in our mid-twenties, did not know how good we had it. We thought it was perfectly normal that people of our age, with some training, could get on with it.

That was forty years ago, when nothing could stop young, energetic people. My partner Elizabeth and I had been driven to the Sunbelt by the recession of 1974, and within four years we were building high rises in Miami. The local zoning code was less than half an inch thick and the planning department inhabited wooden WWII barracks, each office entered from a long porch. There were no hurdles to getting permits.

In the early 1980s, when we designed a whole new town called Seaside in the Florida Panhandle—one of the places visited in this book—Walton County didn’t even have a bureaucracy to submit the plan to. It was enough to notify the county of commencement of construction, and so long as we followed the codes, we could call in the bulldozers and start to build. As it happened, the developer, Robert Davis, had to help set up a county planning office so that he could get an approval stamp—to show the bankers who were anxious about giving him a loan. Robert was thirty-five years old.

In that same Walton County, the most recent of our town plans took a year of bureaucratic wrangling by an army of lawyers and consultants. It had become almost impossible—at least for young, inexperienced people—to get anything done, even if they were energetic. That was only twenty years later.

Such a weight of regulation, back when Seaside started, would have crushed us. And in Miami today, the bureaucracy is housed in an enormous labyrinth of high-rise office space; the codebook they administer is ten times as thick. If I handed it to one of our young colleagues at the office today they would smirk with millennial sarcasm, “Really?”

I understand them perfectly. At their age I would not have picked up that bloated monster either.

But the young are not sitting still. One of my youngest colleagues, Mike Lydon, went off to start a movement called Tactical Urbanism. It was a method through which small, evident things could get done, bypassing the bureaucracies, the impediments, and the hurdles—few of which existed in my time. Mike and other tactical urbanists like Tony Garcia are marvelous, sanctioned or unsanctioned, at getting stuff done.

And yet, as I compare them with us at their age, their projects are too small and too temporary for such bright young minds. We are no longer enabling the energy of youth. We have forgotten that WWII was won by twenty-year-olds.

The architects, builders, and urban planners of my generation lived through the gradual growth of red tape, and we absorbed it as a slow drip. We never leapt out of the pot as it warmed. Now, it seems, the new generation will not step into the scalding situation. They actually can’t.

So a movement called Lean Urbanism has emerged. This is what J.P. Faber has latched on to: the folks who have figured out—and can teach us—how it is possible to bypass the impediments.

The phenomenon of the young encountering the codified world (as New Pioneers) has an interesting parallel that we noticed in Miami (and across America): that construction crews consist largely of immigrants. Many of them are extraordinarily skilled, the kind of workers who would have built their own houses in their native countries; here they are just labor for subcontractors.

They are also more than that. In Miami and other US cities, they build and modify their own houses without permits. They can’t navigate the permits, nor do they need to. Imagine if the thirty million penniless immigrants who in the nineteenth century pioneered the west had required permits! We would not have crossed the Appalachians.

Our new immigrants now operate in a gray market, hoping not to be noticed as they build for themselves and start informal businesses. And our youth—what are they doing? An inordinate number now channel their energy into the arts and the Internet, among the few areas where you can do things without a permit. But a pioneering few are not asking for permission to build or make things. Like new immigrants to America, they are just doing it.

For me personally, the moment of insight was my fifth visit to Detroit. Within that oceanic ruin, Mark Nickita showed me an archipelago of success. Hundreds of young people were renovating buildings, starting businesses, and opening restaurants—without engaging the bureaucracy. It seems that when Detroit went bankrupt it wasn’t just the police the city couldn’t pay; it couldn’t pay the bureaucracy either. The young and the energetic emigrated from cities like Brooklyn, Chicago, and San Francisco—all places where getting anything done was difficult, if not impossible.

The head of the James L. Knight Foundation heard me raving about this and suggested that I apply for a grant to study the phenomenon. This study would become the study of Lean Urbanism.

The first year of the grant was dedicated to finding out where people were getting things done and how they were doing it. What were the workarounds, the techniques, and the ways to circumvent impossibly oppressive situations? That is what J.P. Faber is reporting on here.

The second year was dedicated to formalizing these techniques, while the third year has been dedicated to half a dozen pilot projects. These areas are called Pink Zones: sectors where the red tape has been lightened.

Please remember that the mission of Lean Urbanism is for permanent, growing projects, in between the demonstration pop-ups of Tactical Urbanism and the long-term commitment to reform of New Urbanism. Lean Urbanism works cunningly on the real with the art of the possible.

There are many Lean bumper sticker slogans, among them “Making the small possible.” But in the end it will be the weight of many stories where frustration has led to heightened wit—more and more stories like those of the people described in this book, people dancing in the sheer delight of overcoming stupid impediments. That is what will drive Lean Urbanism to the mainstream. And it is inevitable. The energy of the American youth and of the new American immigrant will not be strangled by red tape. The mission of Lean Urbanism is to allow the coming generations to breathe free.

—ANDRÉS DUANY


introduction

THE NEW PIONEERS AND THE LESSONS OF LEAN URBANISM

 

When I was a student at New York University, my best friend and I rented an industrial loft in an old brick building. The entire loft was 4,000 square feet and occupied the whole floor. We only wanted half of it, the front half that had huge circular windows straight out of Captain Nemo’s Nautilus submarine.

Unfortunately, the half we wanted had no bathroom. The loft was a commercial space used previously as a sweatshop for seamstresses. All of the bathrooms were clustered at the far end.

It was not legal for us to live in the loft. The zoning was strictly for industrial use. But why should we care? We were in our twenties and had what you would call an extremely high tolerance for risk. We had nothing invested so we had nothing to lose. If someone showed up to evict us, we would simply move on.

As for the lack of bathroom, we hired a maverick plumber named Leo Press. He was a slovenly man who lived illegally in his basement shop on Houston Street. He arrived one day with a bag of tools and an assistant who spoke no English. They punched holes in the wall until they found the requisite pipes. Leo and his subaltern then installed a toilet, a sink, and eventually a bathtub. We were in business, living in a run-down business district used by egg wholesalers, odd-lot jobbers, rag sellers, and cardboard manufacturers.

Others soon joined the community—students, artists, musicians, and bohemians of all stripes—attracted by incredibly low rents and huge spaces. We rode up and down in freight elevators, our heat in winter was questionable, and we sometimes shared electricity by dropping extension cords out the windows to friends above and below.

As the years went by, we slowly improved the places in which we lived. We added walls and kitchens and carpets. We spackled and painted and insulated. We turned a raw and edgy neighborhood into a coven of galleries and studios and artists’ lofts. Today this neighborhood—dubbed SoHo because it lies south of Houston Street—is among the city’s most trendy and expensive, including in its midst a Trump hotel.

What I didn’t realize at the time was that this phenomenon—the arrival of risk-oblivious urban pioneers, willing to rebuild forgotten neighborhoods with nothing but elbow grease and youthful energy—was a blueprint for creating new businesses and revitalizing dead zones. What we saw was opportunity. What we didn’t comprehend was the overarching principle at hand: that the absence of oversight and code enforcement makes it possible for young, undercapitalized urban homesteaders to build their dreams.

America has always cherished the idea that any individual, given sufficient freedom, can create wealth and personal prosperity. We call it the American Dream. Hand that immigrant an axe and a bag of seeds, open the frontier, and just watch as the ingenuity and hard work of the lone citizen creates a new world.

The reality is that America today is a highly regulated country. There are laws that control virtually everything we do. You can’t set up a lemonade stand these days without violating local and state ordinances. The land of the free? Not so much anymore. The land of Lincoln is now the land of litigation.

In 2014, I was approached by a group of architects who were exploring an idea called Lean Urbanism. It was based on a simple premise: half a century ago the building regulations in the average American city were minimal, whereas today they are, relatively speaking, “the size of a room compared to the size of a pea,” said the group’s leader, architect Andrés Duany.

What Lean Urbanism sought to understand and solve, he explained, was the deadening effect of overregulation, especially for small new builders and businesses. He felt that young entrepreneurs were being gamed out of the system and needed help to overcome the odds.

Lean Urbanism puts it this way: Whereas our ancestors could build as they pleased on any land they owned, today it is against the law to build anything anywhere without first satisfying a panoply of city, state, and federal regulations, along with their various permits and fees. These requirements have grown so complicated that only highly paid professionals can steer us through the morass. Indeed, builders no longer present their plans to city officials; they hire lawyers to do that.

Backed by a grant from the Knight Foundation, Duany and his cohorts set out to provide entrepreneurs with a toolbox of tactics to overcome, escape, or work around the worst of the regulations that were killing small-scale enterprises. For my part, they asked me to visit ten places in the US—five large cities and five small towns—where examples of Lean Urbanism were already under way.

I am not an architect, which is why the proponents of Lean Urbanism wanted me to travel to these locations. They didn’t want someone weighed down by architectural theory and jargon. They wanted a journalist practiced in the art of observation. They wanted me to experience Lean Urbanism up close.

What I discovered over the better part of two years were clutches of people, mostly young but not always, who were bending, breaking, or ignoring the rules in order to homestead the forgotten corners of our towns and cities. They were creating wealth from this new wilderness—our broken municipal landscape—by building or rebuilding under the radar, in bubbles where regulation was lean.

I also discovered something not on the lean agenda, at least not consciously: That these urban (and sometimes rural) homesteading entrepreneurs were driven by the same passions as the early pioneers in America. They were bushwhackers of a new frontier, hungry for the same things as our first immigrants—a level playing field where hard work and ingenuity, free from the shackles of the Old World, could pay off. They were our nation’s New Pioneers.

The dream of the lone pioneer has never really left America. It persists today in our love affair with small business. While most Americans think poorly of the federal government, financial institutions, and large corporations, the vast majority harbors positive feelings about small businesses. According to public opinion surveys, Americans think more highly of small businesses than they do of universities, churches, or tech companies.

Despite this sentiment—and the pledges of innumerable politicians to help “the little guy”—our world is, as Duany declared, gamed in favor of the large. From Apple to Walmart, massive corporations dominate the economic landscape.

Nowhere is the reign of the large more apparent than in the context of small builders and small businesses in an urban setting. On the streets of our cities, and even in the commercial centers of suburbia, small businesses—especially start-ups and small-scale developers—are at a big disadvantage compared to national chains and large-scale developers.

The upper hand enjoyed by big business has numerous foundations. An obvious one is access to capital. Banks and investment groups tend to favor larger clients. It’s much easier to lend $100 million to a single borrower than it is to lend one million dollars to 100 different borrowers.

Less obvious but of greater significance is the regulatory environment. Small entrepreneurs and start-ups are far more vulnerable to suffocation by excessive regulations. This is truer today than ever before. Our regulatory codes, from business permits to worker compensation requirements, have blossomed out of control. In this dense regulatory environment, only those armed with professional expertise can navigate the thickets. Large businesses with sufficient scale can field an army of experts, but the individual is outgunned.

Our cult of hypercoding affects everything today, from banking and finance to education, health care, and the environment. But it is in the urban setting, the tangible world where we work, live, and play, where the suffocating blanket of overregulation is easiest to observe and understand.

It is arguable that young professionals can start a “business” without too much cost, especially if they are among the millions of self-employed, single proprietors, like a consultant, an accountant, a freelance designer, or an online word processor. These are the proverbial denizens of the home office.

What we are talking about here are the four million small US businesses that hire employees, and require a physical space—anything from an art gallery or café to a bookstore or bakery. These are the small retail enterprises that make our towns and cities interesting places to live. “A lively city scene is lively largely by virtue of its enormous collection of small elements,” wrote Jane Jacobs in her seminal The Death and Life of Great American Cities. “Wherever we find a city district with an exuberant variety and plenty in its commerce, we are apt to find that it contains a good many other kinds of diversity also, including variety of cultural opportunities, variety of scenes, and a great variety in its population and other users.”

The danger that Lean Urbanism points out is how our regulatory environment is killing the small in favor of the large, with a consequent loss of individuation on our city streets. Towns and cities are appealing not because of massive developments. Intricate streetscapes created by individual builders and small businesses are what make these areas attractive and interesting. A world usurped by the oversized is a boring world of sameness—cities filled with look-alike buildings and brands.

The painful fact is that it’s extremely expensive for young entrepreneurs to start a business if they intend to play by the rules. The combination of business and occupational licenses, compulsory insurance, OSHA compliance, building permits, fire codes, tax requirements, municipal ordinances—the whole parade of prerequisites and layered costs—makes it prohibitively expensive for a small business to establish itself. And this does not include the process itself, the often arcane and typically time-consuming grind through the bureaucracy of city hall.

Lean Urbanism intends to provide a solution to the straitjacket of excess regulation. Their pundits and theorists have already identified the problems blocking “The Young, the Small, the Maker, and the Immigrant” from “small-scale, incremental community building.” The process, they say:

       •      Takes too long

       •      Costs too much

       •      Requires experts

       •      Requires certification

       •      Privileges high-tech

The Lean Urbanism solutions for these impediments are:

       •      Pink Zones

       •      Thresholds

       •      Work-arounds

       •      Apprenticeship

       •      Vernacular Systems

    Pink Zones are places with few restrictions, where only the most critical safety regulations are enforced. In cities like Detroit, New Orleans, and Miami, and in towns like Starkville, Mississippi, and Seaside, Florida, I saw the energies of the people released when entire areas became Pink Zones.

    Thresholds are the levels that trigger additional code enforcement. They are tipping points for cost and complexity. If you stay below these levels, you don’t trigger the next avalanche of regulations. In San Diego, for example, if you build a four-unit condominium, it triggers a requirement for a parking garage. Instead, you build a couple of side-by-side, two-unit condominiums.

    Work-arounds are solutions based on the use of language to foil restrictions. In Ocean Springs, Mississippi, Orange Beach, Alabama, and Phoenix, Arizona, I saw the simple magic of how calling a certain kind of structure something else freed it from excessive regulations. Don’t call it a penthouse. Call it a covered roof terrace.

    Apprenticeship is a key part of creating a new generation of citizen builders, especially for young professionals (architects and developers) who would otherwise be regimented into the corporate system of gigantism. In Newbern, Alabama, and San Diego, California, I saw the importance of teaching the next generation the forgotten art of self-reliance.

    Vernacular systems are the DNA of the local environment, the solutions that have been developed by residents over time in order to build affordably and sustainably. In New Orleans, Seaside, and Ocean Springs, I saw the importance of using the simple lessons of the past rather than imposing futuristic high-tech solutions.

Using this framework, I traveled to five towns and five cities to see how these solutions were being implemented. I talked to the people who were on the ground, already practicing Lean Urbanism without being aware of it, and in the process, discovered the individuals I call the New Pioneers.

Similar to Lean Urbanism, these New Pioneers manifest certain characteristics and live according to their own distinct playbook. Here’s what I discovered about these New Pioneers:

    New Pioneers are risk oblivious. They jump into new (and sometimes scary) areas without a guarantee of success. They are followed by settlers and professionals.

    New Pioneers seek the new wilderness—the broken cityscapes and the places regulators have forgotten because these areas are too worthless, too poor, too rural.

    New Pioneers are not practicing gentrification. They work from the ground up, not the top down. They don’t invade with wealth; they create wealth from the wreckage.

    New Pioneers are yesterday’s homesteaders dropped into the present world, time traveling from prairies and forests to urban jungles, from sod busting to code busting.

    New Pioneers possess the revolutionary spirit of our forefathers, the same bristle of “Don’t Tread on Me” and don’t bleed me with your taxes, forms, and fees.

The architects of Lean Urbanism sent me out in search of a theory on how to make small building possible, but what I found was a larger principle that applied to all new ventures, to all small businesses. And it applied to people all over America in search of the same thing that our forefathers (and mothers) sought—a place where they were free to create their destiny without interference. That is why the early pioneers hiked into the wilderness, and that is what the New Pioneers are looking for today.


chapter one

DETROIT: DAWN OF THE DEAD

Urban Destruction Creates a New Wilderness


 




No city in America has come close to the carnage of Detroit, with half the metropolis in ruins and two thirds of its population uprooted. Now it is experiencing a true renaissance, especially in the downtown area. The media gives credit to the arrival of new employers, most notably billionaire Dan Gilbert and his company Quicken Loans. But the reason his and other corporations relocated to Detroit is because thousands of millennial pioneers had already relocated there, starting new businesses, planting urban farms, and rebuilding houses. Why they migrated to Detroit had far more to do with the bankrupt city’s inability to enforce its ordinances than any top-down investments from corporate America.

Detroit epitomizes the potential for New Pioneers, when the landscape returns to wilderness, offering a level playing field for anyone with the energy to homestead new ideas—or simply start a new business without overbearing regulations. Detroit is still a postapocalyptic city, slowly emerging from decades of devastation. But the silver lining is that the city is so stripped of resources that it can no longer enforce its own restrictive regulations. The result has been an influx of millennial urban pioneers in search of liberty from the shackles of the old order. Their unfettered energy is creating a new city.

Detroit illustrates the explosive power of Lean Urbanism and lower thresholds for the young, the small, the new, and the undercapitalized. The waning of barriers has attracted scores of start-up companies, especially in high-tech sectors like software design, app development, computer-assisted engineering, and online commerce. The catchword everywhere is “opportunity,” and that opportunity has encouraged risk-oblivious entrepreneurs to inhabit places without licenses, permits, or even the payment of taxes. They are the New Pioneers of Detroit’s urban frontier.
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After the Apocalypse: Millennials in Detroit are starting new businesses, often without permits, in the abandoned warehouses of the old downtown.

THE POSTAPOCALYPTIC CITY

For anyone who has not visited Detroit, Michigan, the utter destruction of this once-great American city is almost unimaginable. With the exception of the core downtown, the city is checkered with architectural cadavers. Abandoned apartment buildings stand like zombies—the name given them by locals—their windows black holes that stare as blankly as the eyes of the dead. Residential streets are lined with burned-out homes, twisted and tortured as they slowly collapse. Factories and municipal buildings are abandoned, riddled with holes and stripped of all wiring and plumbing. And everywhere—everywhere—there are gaps, empty lots, and open fields where housing and commercial buildings once stood, now razed in the ongoing process of clearing the debris.

To get an idea of how vast and complete the devastation of Detroit has been, consider this: the Black Plague, remembered fearfully as the greatest single catastrophe in recorded human history, killed between 30 percent and 60 percent of Europe’s population. Detroit, by comparison, has lost 65 percent to 70 percent of its population since its peak in 1950.

The destitution is omnipresent. Entire sections of the city have been lost, left crumbling in spectacular architectural graveyards or simply erased. City blocks not five minutes from the GM Renaissance Center, where only one or two houses remain standing, have reverted to grassland. In places it feels far more like rural Vermont than the urban core of a formerly vibrant metropolis.

These empty pastures of neighborhoods just east of GM’s gargantuan downtown complex are soothing, however, compared to neighborhoods to the north and northwest, where more than 75,000 blighted structures are slated for demolition. These streets are not pastoral in appearance but apocalyptic, as though a firestorm had swept through, or a pandemic. Residents who roam the worst areas appear deranged and impoverished, like drugged extras in a science-fiction film about the end of the world. The desolate Packard plant in the city’s northeast section, at 3.5 million square feet, is the single largest abandoned factory in the world. It is such a spectacular ruin that local entrepreneurs operate a “spelunking tour” of the cavernous wreckage.

How Detroit arrived at this destination of destruction is not essential except that it created a lean urban environment where New Pioneers could thrive. Pundits place the blame primarily on the loss of jobs that ensued when the major automakers—Ford, GM, and Chrysler—relocated their factories to other US locales with lower taxes and less tolerance for unions. The loss of employment started a downward spiral of reduced services and higher taxes, leading to the wholesale departure of the white middle class after World War II, many fleeing to the suburbs. A string of corrupt municipal governments compounded the problems and accelerated the city’s depopulation, which bottomed out with the real estate collapse of 2007–2008.

As of the 2010 census, a once-mighty Detroit of nearly two million souls had shrunk to 700,000 residents. Some twenty-four square miles of the 139-square-mile city were completely vacant; another nine square miles were occupied by abandoned buildings. Of its original 380,000 properties, 114,000 had been razed. As of 2013, the situation had become untenable, and the city filed the largest municipal bankruptcy in US history.

Detroit’s collapse received reams of mainstream media press. It also spawned a series of radical solutions, the most prominent of which was Detroit Future City. This massive document, produced in 2013 by prominent urban consultants and funded by the Kresge Foundation, envisioned repurposing huge areas of the city as urban farms, solar fields, forests, carbon buffers, and rainwater retention ponds. The remaining population would condense into districts that could be efficiently administered by the city’s diminished municipal services.

While such top-down utopian solutions are mesmerizing, they require enormous investments, prolonged political will, and many years to execute. Before any come to pass—if indeed any ever do—the city will already have been reborn in the cauldron of Lean Urbanism. For, while the city’s dwindling resources have attenuated the protection provided by police, fire, and rescue personnel, they have also evaporated the enforcement of zoning regulations, ordinances, and permits. And rather than enfeeble new business development, this absence of oversight has allowed it to blossom.

DETROIT’S NEW PIONEERS

On a dead-end street about half a mile from the central business district of Detroit stands a 30,000-square-foot warehouse called Ponyride. It’s a block from Rosa Parks Boulevard, a once-grand avenue in the Corktown neighborhood that has given way to empty lots and cheap commercial storage spaces.

Ponyride is an incubator of sorts, a sprawling complex occupied by forty small businesses. The building has an official front entrance, but on the north side, in the middle of a gray wall decorated with graffiti and a few second-story windows, you can find a single doorway with no signs.

Inside is raw, unfinished space. A stack of bulging canvas bags, each stamped GUATEMALA, fills one corner of the room. On the wall next to the bags hangs a chalkboard inscribed with large cursive letters that read ANTHOLOGY COFFEE. Underneath those words, another scrawled sentence declares: COFFEE IS A UNIVERSAL LANGUAGE.

The walls and ceilings are unpainted wallboard, smeared with white Spackle and framed by exposed piping and aluminum ductwork; the floor is raw concrete. Four tables with chairs line one wall. At the first table, a young woman peers into a laptop. At the next, a young man scrutinizes his iPhone. Two tables down, a woman coos to her baby in its carriage. Everyone in the room is clearly under thirty.

A long table with a copper Italian espresso machine and flasks of coffee beans sits in the center of the room. A young man wearing a vest and Panama hat, and sporting a mustache curled at both ends, is talking to the operator; with muttonchop sideburns, he also looks like an outcast from the nineteenth century, a lost Grover Cleveland or Chester A. Arthur.

The operator takes beans from one of the jars, grinds them, and then decants the grinds into a beaker lined with a paper filter. He gingerly pours hot water into the beaker. It looks like a chemistry experiment. He pours the newly brewed coffee into a short glass, and the man with the Snidely Whiplash moustache smells it first, like he is drinking fine wine. He samples it and discusses the taste intently with the brewmaster, whom he then slips three dollars.

Welcome to a coffee shop on the pioneer fringe of future Detroit. The raw space of Anthology Coffee is a café that operates outside the world of regulations. Except for the chalkboard, easily erasable, there are no signs. There are no menus, no cash registers, no exit signs, no sprinklers, and no certificates of occupancy. Yet everyone seems to know just what to do.

The proprietor of Anthology is Josh Longsdorf, a thirty-three-year-old entrepreneur. While his barista sells coffees by the cup, the main business of Anthology is wholesale. Longsdorf supplies beans and ground coffee to a dozen restaurants in Detroit, another half dozen in Ann Arbor, and a handful more scattered in New York, London, and Portland, Oregon.

“We buy large quantities of coffee, then roast them in a way that shows off their properties,” says Longsdorf proudly. “The best way to say it is that we try to not mess up what we have.” He buys only “single-farm coffees,” which means directly sourced from one farmer rather than from a conglomerate.

Longsdorf, who moved to Detroit in the fall of 2010 with his wife, a baby, and a few thousand dollars in his pockets, exemplifies Detroit’s new pioneers. Having learned the coffee business in Portland, he came to Detroit because he “heard there was opportunity.” Translation: an unregulated environment with low thresholds for entry, the equivalent of an earlier American frontier long since disappeared. He was able to start a business with no license, no permits, and no taxes. He bought a home out of foreclosure for $4,350 in cash and put in less than $5,000 to make it sparkle. He bicycles to work (“we are all avid cyclists here”) from his new home, where he lives with his wife and (now) three small children.

“We moved here after our first kid was born, because we knew we had opportunity. We knew we could get a business started,” says Longsdorf. “They [Ponyride] said, ‘Move in. You can do whatever you want.’”

After tearing out a drop-down ceiling to raise the room height, Longsdorf and crew started their pop-up coffee shop. “We can’t have a real café because someone will catch wind and shut us down,” he says. “I started by roasting in another place, and we made enough money to get this going. We just started operating. When I started wholesaling, that was licensed. But when I came in here to sell cups, no one [in the city government] knew we were here. We took the money and put it back into the business.”

Like Longsdorf, twenty-six-year-old barista Derek Craig is another pioneer who arrived in Detroit because he heard of the opportunity. A California native, Craig met Longsdorf in San Francisco and followed him to Detroit two years later.

Craig lives just a few blocks from Anthology Coffee in a three-bedroom row-house apartment, which he shares with two roommates. Their total rent is six hundred dollars. “I’m like a claim jumper,” he says about his apartment hunting. “I’m always looking for a better deal, and when I find one I move there.”

Despite Detroit’s reputation as America’s murder capital, Craig says he’s never experienced any violence there. He shops at a downtown Whole Foods supermarket, put there as an urban experiment in 2013. For entertainment, he goes to underground music performances. “You go to what someone else is putting on. There is lots of that. I can’t even keep up,” he says. As for the absence of city inspectors: “If you’re not doing anything bad, no one bothers you . . . It’s sort of like living on a frontier.” His brewing philosophy is parallel with his take on living in Detroit under the radar: “Just don’t mess it up.”

Anthology Coffee is kind of a side pocket in Ponyride. The remaining maze of businesses ensconced in the incubator/warehouse can be reached through the proper main entrance, or through a small side door from Anthology.

In this warren are more start-ups—projects cultivated by millennial pioneers in a low-barrier environment provided by local developer Phillip Cooley and his brother Ryan. The Cooley siblings purchased the building out of tax foreclosure at the bottom of the market in 2011 for $100,000, and decided to use it to nurture small, new businesses by offering what Phillip Cooley calls “depression-era” rents.

“Ponyride is a study in how foreclosure can have a benefit on our community,” he says. “We’re offering inexpensive rents to social entrepreneurs and artists so that they can focus on what they do. When you give people space, amazing things happen.”

Ponyride is a jumbled showcase for some of those “things.” Adjacent to Anthology is a dance studio, with mirrors on one wall and, on the other, a black-and-yellow mural of a Chinese woman leaping from a huge star, rifle aimed at an unseen enemy—very Chairman Mao.

“This is an important space because there are no dance studios in Detroit, except at the schools,” says Daron Simon, an intern and local college student who acts as my tour guide, dressed in a gray hoodie and black T-shirt with a skull etched on it. The next space she shows is where the Cooleys keep the equipment they need for Slows Bar Bq, a local favorite the Cooley family launched in 2005—the success of which funded Ponyride. Their storage area looks like a carpentry shop, with sawhorse tables, stacked firewood, high ceilings, and extension cords snaking across the floor. Through an interior window, you can see a small internal space where a tiny two-person company makes and markets “beard balm,” apropos for the hirsute millennial generation.

The Cooley storage space opens onto what appears to be a blacksmith shop, where metal workers are producing kitchen utensils and iron bracelets from old nails extracted from demolished Detroit buildings. Clusters of naked lightbulbs hang from the ceiling; medieval-looking tools and welder masks abound.

And so it goes throughout the labyrinth of Ponyride, one room leading to the next. Climb a narrow flight of stairs and you find the home of Detroit Denim, where the owners make high-quality jeans designed to last a lifetime for $250. These are the clothes of the new frontier, built to last through the worst of conditions. The proprietors decline to give their names and block photos with their hands, annoyed by the attempted breach of their anonymity. A customer emerges from a tiny changing room, also taken aback by the intrusion, wearing a pair of the forever denims they manufacture.

Through another door appears The Dirt Label T-shirt company. Its icon is a little man with Xs for eyes, a helmet, a jumpsuit, and a flag that says DIRT; a poster shows Lil Wayne in Dirt Label fatigues. Next door lies a long room lined with tall windows and occupied by rows of tables where techies can start their company from a single desk; along one wall of this “incubation space” stands a phone booth, recycled from the street where it sat abandoned and useless. Like Maxwell Smart’s “cone of silence,” it serves as a privacy booth for cell phone callers.

Most impressive is a huge space where more than a dozen black women are busy sewing long quilted coats, gray on the outside and red on the inside. It’s part of something called the Empowerment Plan, whereby the coats are given to shelters to distribute to street people. “These are homeless women who they hired to make these coats that can become sleeping bags,” says Simon. “They’re for the homeless.” What about the women—do they use them? “No. Now they can afford to rent apartments,” she says.

FAILURE OF THE TOP-DOWN

Just over a mile from Ponyride is Detroit’s geographic focal point, a lozenge-shaped plaza called Campus Martius. From this hub, the arterial boulevards of the city radiate like spokes—Woodward Avenue to the north, Michigan Avenue to the northwest, Fort Street (from the days when Detroit actually was a fort) to the west, and via a slight twist, Gratiot Avenue to the northeast. Rectangular Cadillac Square, a corridor that leads to the Greek-revival elegance of the Wayne County Building, forms the southeastern spoke.

Though more of a central square than a central park, Campus Martius is nonetheless richly detailed with fountains, bistros, trees, café tables, a bandstand, and even a sandy “beach” that becomes an ice-skating rink in winter. And unlike a half-decade earlier, it bustles with people. The ground floors of surrounding buildings have added restaurants and cafés, and in some cases—at the adjacent Chase Tower, for example—additional outdoor public seating. In front of one building waits a giant chess set, its three-foot-tall pieces available for public play. If this park were all that visitors saw of Detroit, they would find it hard to reconcile its animated bustle with the corridors of dead buildings just blocks away.

Campus Martius is one of the few intelligent large-scale investments in Downtown Detroit, the result of $20 million anteed up in 2004. But it is successful precisely because it was built on a human scale with open access, in stark contrast to the parade of megaprojects installed in Detroit over the years in vain attempts to stem the tide of fleeing residents.

Not unlike the sweeping Detroit Future City proposals, since 1950 civic leaders simply hurled infrastructure investments into the vortex of the city’s implosion, hoping they would somehow reverse that momentum and spark an urban revival.

These projects included the superhighways of the 1950s and 1960s. They were intended to make the city more auto friendly and easier to navigate, but actually resulted in the departure of 300,000 residents to the suburbs. Likewise for the construction of the Joe Louis Arena for the Detroit Red Wings (hockey), Comerica Park for the Tigers (baseball), and Ford Field for the Lions (football): all did little for the downtown beyond leveling historic neighborhoods and periodically swelling its streets with suburban fans.

The same mega-solution mentality manifested itself in projects like the elephantine Renaissance Center, headquarters for a General Motors that had already moved most of its plants and jobs elsewhere. The downtown’s MGM Grand and Greektown Casino-Hotel were similarly constructed as fortresses—Norman towers erected in hostile territory. The Greektown casino complex actually encases brick-lined city streets in an air-conditioned bubble as surreal and antiseptic as a Disney World attraction.

None of these overblown projects proved catalytic for economic growth. Instead, it required the exhaustion of the city’s top-down mentality to create an environment that finally attracted the current wave of entrepreneurial talent.

Campus Martius, the one success of these concepts, is actually not a top-down solution—not if the top is defined as the government or large corporations. Rather, it is an example of a private nonprofit group—in this case the Detroit 300 Conservancy—that designed and built the park with foundation grants (the conservancy now operates it under contract with the city). As Detroit’s government began to pull back from civic obligations during its fiscal descent, more and more public institutions went this way, including the Detroit Institute of Arts, the Detroit Historical Museum, and the Detroit Zoo. All are now run by private nonprofits under contract with the municipal government.

Perhaps the best example of this transition
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