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For the ones who were there all along,
under everything that was laid on top of them.



“A great city is not to be confounded with a populous one.”
Aristotle, Politics, Book VII

“We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.”
Winston Churchill, address to the House of Lords, October 28, 1943

“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”
William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun, 1951
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Author’s Note

This book began on a sidewalk in the Jersey City Heights in late September
2013. I was photographing red squares on abandoned buildings for a blog
and stepped onto Baldwin Avenue to find cobblestones exposed beneath
stripped asphalt. A road crew was burying them under fresh blacktop. I asked
the operator why. He said, "Tires."

That exchange has stayed with me for thirteen years. The operator was
not wrong. Asphalt is better for tires. But the cobblestones beneath it were
150 years old and structurally intact, and the asphalt that replaced them will
crack and pothole within twenty years. The burial of something durable
beneath something disposable, for the convenience of the least permanent
users of the road, struck me then as a precise physical enactment of a larger
institutional habit: the preference for covering failure rather than studying it,
for smoothing the surface rather than examining the substrate.

The Failed City is the result of that observation extended across twenty
case studies, five taxonomies of urban failure, including one regional case
(the Appalachian coal belt) examined within the economic exsanguination
framework. The book engages the urban planning literature and relies on
historical evidence throughout, but its purpose is criticism: an argument that
failed cities, abandoned plans, and collapsed communities deserve the same
rigorous study that we lavish on the cities that worked, and that our refusal to
conduct that study is itself a form of institutional failure, one that guarantees
the repetition of errors that have already been committed and documented
and then filed away.

The case studies in this book draw on published sources, government
records, journalistic accounts, census data, and my own observations. I have
walked the streets of Jersey City, Camden, and the Jersey City Heights
neighborhoods described in the opening chapter. I taught at Rutgers-Newark,
NJIT, and UMDN], and my students' warnings about photographing Camden's
buildings are reported as I remember them. The Laurent, South Dakota
material draws on my years of work in the Deaf community through
HardcoreASL.com, ASL-Opera.com, and the founding of the CUNY-SPS ASL
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Program, and on the insights of Janna Sweenie, whose characterization of
Laurent as a "Deaf Utopia" captures the arc of enthusiastic communal
aspiration followed by collective inaction that the chapter documents. The
coal belt material connects to years of writing about rural America through
Prairie Voice.

A note on the colleague. The philosophical foundation of this book, the
argument that failed scholarship deserves publication with the same velocity
and seriousness as successful research, was delivered to me in conversation
by a former colleague whose name I have chosen not to use. We taught at the
same university. He was not a person I admired, and the reasons for that are
his own business, not this book's. But the argument he made that day was
better than the person who made it, and that fact is itself a version of the
thesis this book advances: useful knowledge does not confine itself to
attractive sources. The most valuable data sometimes comes from the least
appealing places. There is no published version of his argument to cite. It
entered my thinking through a single conversation that took place decades
ago, and it has shaped the way I think about evidence, about failure, and
about the institutional habit of filing away what does not confirm the
hypothesis. I have carried it forward as an intellectual commitment. This book
is, in a sense, the publication he argued for: the negative results, assembled
and analyzed, offered to anyone willing to look at what lies beneath the
blacktop.

The population figures, dates, and institutional histories cited throughout
this book are drawn from the sources listed at the end of the text. Where
sources disagree (as with the Laurent reservation count, which varies from
roughly 100 to 160 depending on the date and the source, or the Galveston
death toll, which ranges from 6,000 to 12,000), I have noted the range and
used the most commonly cited or most carefully documented figure. Where I
am uncertain, I have said so. This book is an argument, not an encyclopedia,
and its thesis is analytical rather than archival: the data is the evidence, and
the evidence supports the diagnostic framework, and the framework is
offered as a tool for anyone who wants to use it.

David Boles Jersey City, New Jersey 2026
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Part |: Beneath the Blacktop

The red squares appeared on the buildings in the Jersey City Heights during
the summer of 2013, nailed to the front doors of houses where no one had
lived for months or years. They were two feet by two feet, painted red with
white reflective stripes, and they carried coded markings that most people
walking past them could not read. An "X" meant do not enter this building
under any circumstances. A single diagonal slash meant you could enter, but
with extreme caution. "F/O" meant the floor was open, which is a clinical way
of saying that if you stepped inside, the floor might not be there to receive
your weight. "R/O" meant the roof was open. "F/E" meant the fire escape was
damaged. A red square with no markings at all meant the building was vacant
but structurally stable enough that a firefighter could enter it without
expecting to fall through the floor or have the ceiling come down.

These were not decorative warnings. They were a language, developed by
fire departments and codified in the International Fire Code beginning in
2006, designed to communicate in seconds what might otherwise take
minutes of radio traffic to convey. A firefighter arriving at a structure fire in
the dark, with smoke already banking down from the eaves, has no time to
consult a database. The red square on the front door tells the story in a
glance. The "X" says: this building will kill you. Stay outside. Fight the fire
from the street. The genesis of this system was specific and grievous. In
December 1999, six firefighters died inside an abandoned warehouse in
Worcester, Massachusetts. They entered the building, became disoriented in
the interior, and could not escape before the structure collapsed around
them. The building had been known to be abandoned. It had been known to
be structurally compromised. Nobody had marked it. There was nothing on
the door, no coded warning, no reflective square visible from the street. The
six men went in because the building did not announce what it was. Vacancy
marking systems had existed in limited form in New York City and other
major metropolitan departments, but Worcester became the catalyst for their
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wider adoption and eventual codification in the International Fire Code. After
Worcester, the marking became standard.

I was living in the Heights that year, a block from the streets being
resurfaced, and I had been walking the neighborhood regularly for a blog I
maintained called Urban Semiotic, which was the original name and
animating idea behind what is now BolesBlogs.com. The premise of Urban
Semiotic was simple enough: cities speak in signs. Not only in their official
signage, their traffic signals and street names, but in the wunofficial,
inadvertent, and often unintentional messages that their surfaces transmit to
anyone willing to read them. A crack in a sidewalk is a statement about
municipal priorities. A boarded window is a sentence in a longer narrative
about capital flight. Graffiti is a territorial claim. I walked the Heights with a
camera and tried to record what the streets were saying.

The Heights is an old neighborhood, perched on the western edge of the
Palisades above Hoboken, with views of the Manhattan skyline that feel close
enough to touch but require an hour of transit to reach in the body. It was
incorporated as its own municipality, Hudson City, in 1852, during the period
when the greater Jersey City area was still a collection of independent towns
that had not yet merged into the single consolidated city they would become
in 1873. The Heights was part of the colony of Pavonia in New Netherland,
and the Van Vorst family, whose American patriarch served as
superintendent of the colony, built a stone house on Palisade Avenue in 1742
that still stands as the oldest house in Jersey City. In the second half of the
nineteenth century, the Heights was a German enclave. The churches held
services in German. There were German butchers, grocers, social halls, and a
brewery. Pohlmann's Hall, built in 1874 by a German immigrant on Ogden
Avenue, served as an athletic club, a theater, a welcome center for fellow
immigrants, and an event space for the community. Prosperous families of
German descent, bankers and doctors and business owners, built Victorian
houses along Summit Avenue and Sherman Place, some of which still stand,
their beamed ceilings and turrets and wraparound porches intact after a
century and a half. Sherman Place was considered the finest street in the
Heights, and its property lots ran deeper than the standard hundred feet, a
rarity in Jersey City that permitted the kind of grand construction that density
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ordinarily prohibits. The neighborhood had been built, in other words, by
people who expected it to last, who invested in materials and craftsmanship
that assumed a future measured in generations rather than budget cycles.
The streets they walked on were paved with granite that had crossed the
Atlantic Ocean in the holds of merchant ships. The houses they built were
framed in old-growth timber and finished with hand-painted door numbers
and intricate rooflines that no contractor working under contemporary cost
constraints would agree to reproduce.

By 2013, the Heights was in the early stages of a gentrification that had
already transformed the waterfront neighborhoods below the Palisades. The
elevator at Congress Street and Paterson Plank Road, which descends from
the Heights to the light rail station below, had become a threshold between
two economies: the Hoboken side, already gentrified into a grid of renovated
brownstones and coffee shops and yoga studios and craft cocktail bars, and
the Heights side, still transitioning, still uncertain which version of itself it
would become. On the Hoboken side, a one-bedroom apartment rented for
prices that would have been inconceivable a decade earlier. On the Heights
side, a one-bedroom could still be had for a fraction of the Hoboken rate,
which was precisely the condition that attracted the developers and the
renovation crews and the young professionals who were willing to ride the
elevator to the light rail every morning in exchange for lower rent. The
gentrification was arriving by elevator, one floor at a time.

Demolition dumpsters lined the quieter streets. Old houses were being
gutted and renovated or torn down and replaced. On Ogden Avenue, at the
edge of the Palisades cliff, where the views of the Manhattan skyline are
spectacular and the walk to Hoboken is a matter of descending a flight of
outdoor stairs known as the "100 Steps," new construction was appearing
beside the restored Victorian rowhouses, the first block in the Heights to
catch the gentrification wave because it was the closest to already-gentrified
Hoboken. On Central Avenue, the commercial spine of the Heights,
storefronts that had served the neighborhood's Dominican and South
American communities for decades were beginning to share the block with
the kind of establishments that gentrification produces: a specialty coffee
shop here, a farm-to-table restaurant there, each one a signal to the real
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estate market that the neighborhood was in transition and that the direction
of transition was upward. But a few blocks in from the cliff, the
transformation thinned and stopped. The red squares were appearing on
buildings that no one was renovating, buildings that sat outside the radius of
investment, buildings that the gentrification had not reached and might not
reach in time. A neighborhood can gentrify one block at a time, but
abandonment does not wait for the renovation to arrive. The red squares and
the demolition dumpsters coexisted on the same streets, separated
sometimes by only a few addresses, the invested and the abandoned
occupying the same postal code and the same sewer line. The gap between
the two conditions was the diagnostic gap that this entire book investigates:
the distance between what a city is building and what it is losing, measured
not in abstractions but in the number of addresses between a renovation
project and a condemned structure.

The red squares were the loudest thing I had encountered in years of
walking. They pocked the facades of houses on street after street, block after
block, each one a frank and public admission that the building behind it was
dying or dead. Jersey City's municipal code required building owners to post
these placards on vacant and abandoned properties. When an owner failed to
comply, or when the owner had long since vanished into the same void of
disinvestment that had swallowed the building, the Jersey City Fire
Department posted its own signs. The official JCFD placards were printed,
not hand-lettered. They carried the department's name and a phone number
for reporting violations. They included a printed warning: do not remove this
sign.

The residents removed them anyway.

On one walk in late September, I found a red square that had been torn
from the front of a house and left on the sidewalk, facedown, covering a pile
of dog waste. On another block, an official JCFD sign that had been properly
nailed to a front door the previous week was now ripped from its mountings
and shoved between the broken posts of a porch railing, as though someone
had wrenched it free and then, not knowing what to do with it, stuffed it into
the nearest crevice. The old nails were still visible below the empty space
where the sign had been, rusted heads flush against the wood, waiting for a
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hammer that would not come. I walked the same streets on different days and
observed the signs appearing and disappearing in what seemed to be an
ongoing, quiet contest between the fire department, which kept posting them,
and someone in the neighborhood, who kept taking them down. On one
occasion I photographed a red square on a Tuesday and returned on
Thursday to find it gone, replaced by nothing, the bare door presenting the
false impression that the building behind it was not condemned. On another
street, I found three consecutive houses with red squares, the middle one
freshly installed and the two flanking ones clearly recent replacements, the
nail holes from previous installations visible around the new mounting points.
Someone had removed all three, and the fire department had come back and
reinstalled them, and the cycle was continuing.

The contest between the fire department and the unnamed removers was
a dispute over the management of public information, conducted without
words, by people who had reached opposite conclusions about whether the
visibility of failure was more dangerous than its concealment. The fire
department's position was clear: the signs save lives. Without them,
firefighters enter buildings that may kill them. The Worcester fire of 1999, in
which six firefighters died inside an unmarked abandoned warehouse, was
the founding argument for the marking system, and the argument was
irrefutable. The residents' position was equally clear, though unstated: the
signs kill property values. A red square on a vacant building communicates
not only to firefighters but to appraisers, real estate agents, insurance
underwriters, and prospective buyers. Every red square on a block reduces
the assessed value of every occupied building on the same block, because real
estate valuation is comparative, and a building flanked by condemned
structures is worth less than a building flanked by maintained ones. The
residents who tore the signs down were, in all likelihood, protecting their own
economic survival, which depended on the marketability of their homes,
which depended on the perceived condition of their block, which depended on
the absence of the official designation that the red squares provided.

The impulse was not difficult to understand. The red squares were a
medical diagnosis nailed to the front door in full view of the street. They said,
in a language anyone could decode even without knowing the specific codes:
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this building is abandoned. This building is damaged. This building is a
danger to anyone who enters it. For a firefighter approaching in the dark,
that information saves lives. For the person living next door, or across the
street, or three houses down, that information does something else. It
announces the condition of the block. It names the sickness. The
neighborhood that displays its own red squares is a neighborhood that has
been officially designated as containing structures too dangerous for
professionals with protective equipment to enter. What does that designation
communicate to the family raising children on the same street? What does it
say to the landlord contemplating a renovation, the buyer considering a
purchase, the business owner thinking about a lease?

The red squares were intended to protect. That was their entire reason
for existing. They were designed after six men died because a building did not
identify itself. But protection and stigma are not mutually exclusive. A
quarantine sign protects the healthy by identifying the sick. It also marks the
sick for avoidance. The red squares marked buildings, but buildings do not
exist in isolation. They share streets and sidewalks and sewer lines and
property values with every other building on the block. The diagnosis was
never confined to the structure it was nailed to. It radiated. And the residents
who tore the signs down were not in denial about the condition of the
buildings. They knew the houses were empty. They could see the broken
windows and the sagging porches for themselves. What they were resisting
was not the fact of abandonment but the formalization of it, the public,
official, reflective-white-on-red declaration that their street had been
cataloged as containing the architecture of failure.

This is what cities do with their failures. They mark them, or they bury
them, and sometimes they do both in the same week.

Three days after I documented the red squares, I was walking the same
neighborhood when I turned onto Baldwin Avenue and found the street torn
open. A construction crew was resurfacing the road, and they had begun by
stripping the old asphalt from the surface. The machine that does this work is
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a milling machine, a massive thing with a rotating drum studded with carbide
teeth that grinds the top layer of pavement into rubble. It had removed
roughly six inches of material from the street, and beneath the asphalt,
exposed for the first time in what may have been decades, were the
cobblestones.

They were not what you would picture if your reference point for
cobblestones was a European postcard or a preserved street in SoHo. They
were black, the same approximate color as the asphalt that had been sitting
on top of them, as though the stone had absorbed the identity of its covering
over the years and forgotten its own. But where the milling machine's teeth
had scratched across the surface, the original color showed through: a
lighter, brighter granite, almost pale where the scratch was deepest. The
stones had been worn and compressed and darkened by decades of
load-bearing under asphalt, but they had not broken. They had not shifted.
They were, in every structural sense, intact.

What struck me was the way they had been set. These cobblestones were
not laid flat, in the horizontal position you see in preserved historical streets
where the stone presents its broadest face to the sky. They were set on end,
vertically, with the narrow edge pointing up and the long body of the stone
extending down into the substrate. This is an engineering choice, not an
aesthetic one. A flat-laid cobblestone covers more surface area per stone, but
it wears from the top down and has only its own thickness to sacrifice before
it is ground through. A stone set on end covers less surface area (you need
roughly three end-set stones to cover the same ground as one flat-laid stone)
but it has the full length of its body available as bearing material. The wear
surface can erode for decades, for a century, and the stone still has structural
depth in reserve. Whoever laid these streets was building for a time horizon
that extended beyond their own lifetime and beyond the lifetime of anyone
they knew.

The technical name for these stones, or at least the name that has
persisted in common usage, is Belgian block. The history of the term is
tangled with the history of Atlantic commerce. In the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, ships leaving European ports, many of them departing
from Antwerp, needed ballast for the westbound crossing. A ship traveling
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without cargo rides too high in the water, becomes unstable in heavy seas,
and risks capsizing. The center of gravity must be kept low, and the hull must
be sufficiently loaded to keep the waterline at the depth for which the vessel
was designed. The solution was to fill the hold with heavy material that could
be offloaded upon arrival and replaced with whatever goods the ship would
carry back to Europe. Stone was ideal for this purpose: dense, heavy, inert,
and available in quantities limited only by the willingness of dockhands to
load it. Granite blocks, rough-cut to roughly rectangular dimensions, were
loaded as ballast in European ports and unloaded in American ones.

The economics of ballast stone shaped the built environment of every
major port city on the eastern seaboard. A ship arriving in New York or
Philadelphia or Charleston with a hold full of granite had two options: dump
the stone in the harbor (which port authorities increasingly prohibited,
because the accumulated ballast was silting the channels and reducing the
navigable depth) or sell it to the city for use as paving material. The stone
was essentially free. It had already been transported across the Atlantic at
zero marginal cost, because its function had been structural (stabilizing the
ship) rather than commercial (generating revenue). The port city that
received it had access to a paving material that was denser, harder, and more
durable than anything locally quarried, at a price that reflected only the labor
of unloading and laying it. The granite arrived as waste and was transformed
into infrastructure. The transformation was so routine, and so widespread,
that the streets of lower Manhattan, the waterfront districts of Brooklyn, the
commercial roads of Jersey City, the wharves of Baltimore, Boston,
Philadelphia, and Savannah were paved with stone that had crossed the
Atlantic as dead weight in the belly of a merchant vessel. The name "Belgian
block" stuck to the material regardless of whether any particular stone had
originated in Belgium, because the association between Antwerp, ballast, and
rectangular granite had become a category rather than a provenance. Some
blocks were quarried in Scotland. Some came from Sweden or Norway. Some
may have been cut in quarries along the Rhine. The name identified the
function, not the geology: it was the stone that ships brought, and the ships
that brought it sailed from the ports of the Low Countries often enough that
the name attached itself permanently.
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The ballast stone is the cobblestone's deeper history, and it matters to
this book because it establishes a principle that every subsequent chapter will
illustrate: the most durable elements of a city's infrastructure are often the
ones that were valued least at the time of their installation. The Belgian
blocks were not imported as a civic investment. They were not the product of
a municipal planning initiative or a capital improvement program. They were
the byproduct of a commercial system that treated them as disposable
weight. And yet they have outlasted every deliberate improvement that the
city has made to its roads since the day they were laid. The cobblestones
were accidental infrastructure, and the accidental infrastructure is the
infrastructure that survives.

By the mid-nineteenth century, Belgian block paving was standard urban
infrastructure in the greater New York area. Jersey City, founded in 1630 as
part of the Dutch colony of Pavonia and incorporated as a city in 1838, built
its commercial streets on this material. The Heights, the elevated
neighborhood atop the Palisades that overlooks Hoboken and the Hudson
River, was incorporated as the separate town of Hudson City in 1852 and
merged into Jersey City in 1873. Its streets were paved during the period of
most intensive Belgian block installation, and as late as the twenty-first
century, the Jersey City Landmarks Conservancy was still advocating for the
preservation of the city's six remaining nineteenth-century cobblestone
streets: Holland Street, Manning Avenue, the Seventeenth Street Viaduct,
High Street, Audrey Zapp Drive, and Provost Street. Six streets out of an
entire city. Holland Street, near Riverview-Fisk Park in the Heights, is the
only surviving cobblestone street in the neighborhood, a single block of
original granite that functions as a museum exhibit of what every street once
looked like. I had walked Holland Street before I walked Baldwin Avenue. The
difference between the two was the difference between remembering and
forgetting. Holland Street's cobblestones were visible, maintained, protected
by their proximity to a park and the advocacy of preservationists. Baldwin
Avenue's cobblestones were invisible, buried, remembered by no one until the
milling machine scraped the covering away. Both streets were paved with the
same material in the same era by the same kind of workers using the same
engineering method. The only difference was whether anyone had decided to
look.
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I stood on Baldwin Avenue and watched the crew work. They were rolling
new asphalt in two-block sections, working one half of the street at a time,
the traffic diverted to the other half. Before each new section of asphalt went
down, a worker walked ahead with a hose attached to a tank of hot tar,
drizzling the liquid in thick lines across the exposed cobblestones and along
the juncture points where the new material would meet the old. The tar was
the bonding agent, the adhesive that would hold the asphalt to the substrate.
It was also, I discovered, aggressively migratory. Despite my best efforts to
avoid stepping in the drizzle lines, the hot tar found my shoes and adhered
itself to the soles with the tenacity of something that intended to stay.

The man operating the road roller, who had been flattening the fresh
asphalt with the enormous steel drum of his machine, stopped working and
looked at me. I was the only person on the block who was standing still,
pointing a camera at the ground. He asked why I was photographing the
streets. I told him I was writing about the cobblestones being covered up and
that I thought it was a shame they could not leave the old stone exposed. He
was not unfriendly. He said the city around the old street was "higher now,"
meaning that the grade of the surrounding terrain, the sidewalks, the curb
heights, the thresholds of the buildings fronting the road, had all been raised
over successive layers of paving and repaving. The street surface needed to
match the elevation of everything around it. The cobblestones, sitting at their
original nineteenth-century grade, were now several inches too low.

I asked the obvious follow-up question. Why not add more cobblestones
on top of the existing ones to bring the street up to grade? He looked at me
with the expression of someone being asked to explain gravity.

"Tires," he said.
I did not immediately understand him.

"Tires," he said again. "Cobblestones eat up tires. Blacktop is smooth and
beautiful, you'll see, plus, it doesn't damage tires."

He went back to work. The road roller pressed forward over the new
asphalt, which steamed faintly in the September air as it compressed. Within
an hour, the cobblestones on that section of Baldwin Avenue would be
invisible again, sealed beneath a surface that the road roller operator had just
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described, without irony, as beautiful.

The word he gave me was "tires." Not cost, though asphalt is cheaper per
square foot than stone. Not speed, though asphalt lays faster. Not regulation,
though building codes favor it. The answer, delivered with the authority of a
man who had been paving streets for years and had never been given reason
to question the logic of the operation, was that the infrastructure of the road
exists to serve the rubber of the tire. The granite that had survived 150 years
of freeze-thaw cycles, horse-drawn wagon traffic, the weight of early
automobiles, and the compression of successive asphalt layers was being
buried because it was inconvenient to vulcanized rubber. The tire is the
client. The street is the service. The stone, which will outlast every tire that
will ever roll above it, is the obstacle.

There is a word for this in medicine. When a treatment addresses the
comfort of the patient at the expense of the long-term structural integrity of
the body, when it suppresses a symptom rather than correcting its cause, the
word is "palliative." The asphalt on Baldwin Avenue was palliative paving. It
made the surface smoother and the ride quieter and the tires happier, and it
did so by burying the only material on the street that would still be functional
in another century. The cobblestones were not the disease. They were the
skeleton. The asphalt was the painkiller.

This is not a complaint about asphalt. Asphalt is a serviceable material
with legitimate engineering advantages: it is faster to lay, cheaper per square
foot, easier to repair, and more accommodating to the subsurface utility work
that modern cities require. Water mains and gas lines and fiber optic cables
run beneath every urban street, and when they need repair, the surface
above them needs to be opened, the work completed, and the surface closed
again. Asphalt makes this process manageable. Cobblestones, by contrast,
must be individually removed, cataloged, stored, and reinstalled after the
subsurface work is finished, a process so labor-intensive that most
municipalities abandoned it by the middle of the twentieth century. There are
practical reasons for the dominance of asphalt, and pretending otherwise
would be dishonest.

But the road roller operator did not cite any of these reasons. He did not
mention utility access or repair costs or the speed of installation. He said
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"tires." Whether or not that was the city's full engineering rationale, his
answer revealed which consideration sat at the top of the hierarchy in his
experience of street work. The practical reasons for asphalt are logistical.
The operator's reason was accommodational: the infrastructure of the road
exists to serve the rubber of the tire, and the granite that had survived 150
years was being buried because it was inconvenient to vulcanized rubber.

The city went further. In the years following the resurfacing, Jersey City
began installing decorative brick inlays at pedestrian crosswalks on several
downtown streets, most visibly along Columbus Drive. These were not real
bricks. They were thin sheets of stamped material, a surface treatment
applied over existing asphalt to create the visual impression of a brick-paved
crossing. The stated purpose was pedestrian safety: the reddish color and
textured appearance of the inlays would signal to drivers that they were
approaching a crosswalk, prompting them to slow down. The unstated
purpose was cosmetic. The city wanted its intersections to look as though
they were paved with something better than what they were actually paved
with.

Residents on the Jersey City List, a community forum that functioned as
the city's informal public record, documented the result. The faux brick inlays
cost approximately $120,000 per intersection. One poster described them as
"lipstick on a pig." Another observed that the material was already worn away
in the tire tracks after four weeks, the places where rubber met surface
showing the black asphalt underneath, like bone through abraded skin. The
city, wrote another resident, installs "faux everything," from faux bluestone
on Newark Avenue to faux crosswalk brick, and had not wanted to create
anything with "lasting curb appeal or style for decades." Yet another noted
that Columbus Drive, the street receiving these cosmetic treatments,
functioned as a high-speed commuter corridor for Goldman Sachs workers
leaving the waterfront financial district, and that no amount of decorative
paving would transform a superhighway into a pedestrian-friendly street. The
city was dressing a wound that required surgery.
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Then the utility company came. PSE&G;, the public service electric and
gas provider for northern New Jersey, needed to lay new gas lines under Erie
Street. They ripped up the recently installed faux brick crosswalk to access
the subsurface infrastructure. When the work was completed, they patched
the torn section with black asphalt. No one reinstalled the faux brick. The
intersection was left with a visible scar of blacktop running through the
decorative surface, which itself was already disintegrating under the tires it
had been designed to aesthetically complement.

The descending sequence is precise enough to function as a formula. The
cobblestones, installed in the nineteenth century, lasted approximately 150
years and were still structurally sound when they were buried. The asphalt
covering them has a functional lifespan of fifteen to twenty years before it
cracks, potholes, and requires resurfacing. The faux brick crosswalk inlays,
installed at $120,000 per intersection to make the asphalt look like something
it was not, lasted four weeks. Each replacement was cheaper to install, faster
to lay, shorter-lived, and further removed from the original material it was
imitating. The cobblestones were granite. The asphalt was petroleum
product. The faux brick was a decorative stamp on top of petroleum product.
Three generations of surface, each one thinner, each one less durable, each
one more committed to the appearance of quality than to the fact of it. The
road roller operator called the asphalt "beautiful." The city called the faux
brick "safer." The tires destroyed them both and the cobblestones kept
existing beneath them, unseen, unmarked, and unremembered.

A former colleague of mine, whose name I will not use because the argument
deserves to outlast the man who made it, once made a case for the
publication of failure that has stayed with me for decades. His field was
research methodology, and his contention was that failed scholarship,
research that had been rigorously conducted but had ended by disproving its
own thesis, deserved to be published with the same velocity and seriousness
as research that confirmed its hypothesis. The academic world, he argued,
was structurally biased toward positive results. Journals published findings.
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Careers advanced on discoveries. Grants were awarded to proposals that
promised to find something. The experiments that did not find what they were
looking for, the projects that invested years of careful work only to
demonstrate that the initial premise was incorrect, were filed away, archived,
forgotten. They were not published because they had not succeeded. And this
filing-away constituted a loss not only of the researchers' labor but of the
knowledge that the failure itself contained.

The problem, he argued, was not merely inefficiency. It was
epistemological corruption. If the published literature contains only positive
results, then the published literature does not represent reality. It represents
a curated subset of reality in which every experiment succeeds, every
hypothesis is confirmed, and every research program moves in a single
direction: forward. The negative results, the experiments that failed, the
hypotheses that were disproven, the interventions that did not work, are not
part of the record. This means that future researchers, who rely on the
published literature to design their own experiments, are working with a
systematically distorted picture of what has already been tried and what has
already failed. They may repeat experiments that have already been
conducted and have already failed, because the failure was never published.
They may avoid approaches that appear unpromising based on the published
record but that are, in fact, no less promising than the approaches that
succeeded, because the failures that make them look unpromising are not in
the record. The publication bias does not merely waste the labor of the
researchers whose negative results go unpublished. It wastes the labor of
every subsequent researcher who would have benefited from knowing what
did not work.

The argument was epistemological, not sentimental: the data generated
by a well-conducted failed experiment is as informative as the data generated
by a successful one, and in some cases more so, because a negative result
eliminates a possibility. Every hypothesis that is competently disproven
narrows the field of what remains true. The failure to find what you are
looking for is itself a finding. It tells you where the answer is not, which is a
prerequisite for determining where the answer is.
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He drew a further distinction that I did not fully appreciate at the time
but that has become central to the investigation in this book. He
distinguished between two kinds of failed experiments. In the first kind, the
hypothesis itself is wrong: the premise is incorrect, the predicted relationship
does not exist, and no amount of better execution would change the outcome.
In the second kind, the hypothesis may be correct but the execution is flawed:
the experiment was underfunded, badly designed, poorly staffed, or
conducted under conditions that prevented a fair test. The first kind of failure
tells you something about reality. The second kind tells you something about
the experimenters. The distinction matters because the response to each is
different. A wrong hypothesis should be abandoned. A botched execution
should be corrected and the experiment run again. Confusing the two,
treating a failure of execution as though it were a failure of hypothesis, is one
of the most common and most costly errors in the interpretation of negative
results.

I did not immediately connect his argument to streets and cities. That
connection came later, and it came on Baldwin Avenue, standing in hot tar,
watching granite disappear.

Cities are experiments. They are hypotheses about how human beings
can organize themselves spatially, economically, and socially to produce a
sustainable collective life. Some of these experiments succeed. Paris, London,
New York, Tokyo, Singapore: these are the published results, the positive
findings, the experiments that confirmed the hypothesis. We study them in
detail. We teach courses about them. We write books that analyze the
mechanisms of their success and extract principles that we believe to be
transferable. The literature of urban studies is overwhelmingly a literature of
what works.

But for every Paris, there is a Pripyat, a city of 49,000 people that was
alive on a Tuesday and dead on a Thursday, evacuated in thirty-six hours after
the Chernobyl reactor melted, never reinhabited. For every New York, there
is a Gary, Indiana, founded by U.S. Steel in 1906, populated to 178,000 by
1960, and now a city of 69,000 living among the ruins of infrastructure that a
single corporation built and a single corporation's departure destroyed. For
every Singapore, there is a Laurent, South Dakota, a city that was proposed,
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celebrated, supported in principle by an enthusiastic community of Deaf
Americans who saw in it the possibility of a place where American Sign
Language would be the primary language of daily life, and then never built
because nobody moved there. The enthusiasm was real. The support was
vocal. The financing was pursued, the land was identified, the media wrote
stories about it. And then nothing happened. Everyone forgot.

These are the failed experiments. They are the research projects that
disproved the thesis, the hypotheses about human organization that turned
out to be wrong, or premature, or dependent on conditions that did not
materialize. And like the failed scholarship my colleague was advocating for,
they have been filed away. We do not study them with the same rigor we
bring to the successes. We do not publish their findings. We do not extract
from their failures the knowledge that those failures contain. The filing-away
is not passive. It is an active institutional choice, as deliberate as the asphalt
on Baldwin Avenue, and it costs us in precisely the same way: by burying data
that we will eventually need and cannot recover once the surface is sealed.

This book digs them up.

The cobblestones under Baldwin Avenue are still there. The asphalt
above them will crack and pothole and be resurfaced, and the granite
beneath will continue to bear the weight without complaint, and no one
driving over the smooth blacktop will have reason to suspect that something
older and harder and more durable is holding everything up from below. The
red squares on the abandoned buildings may or may not still be nailed to
their doors; some of them have been torn down, some replaced, some
defaced, some covered with dog waste on the sidewalk. The buildings behind
them have not been repaired. The floors are still open. The roofs are still
compromised. The fire escapes are still damaged. The signs are gone, or they
are not gone, and either way the condition persists.

This book is about the condition. It is about the cities that failed, the
cities that were planned and never built, the cities that were built and then
collapsed, the cities that are dying so slowly that the dying looks like normal
life. It is about what we lose when we cover the cobblestones with asphalt
and tear the red squares from the doors: not just the stone and the signs, but
the information they carry. Every failed city is a data set. Every abandoned
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plan is a disproven hypothesis. Every collapsed community is a negative
result that, if studied with the same attention we lavish on successes, can tell
us something about where the next failure is forming and whether it can be
prevented.

What follows is an autopsy. Not of one city but of many, organized by the
manner of their dying. The taxonomies that structure the chapters are
dominant modes of failure, not exclusive categories; most cities exhibit more
than one, and several of the cases examined here could have been placed in a
different chapter without distortion. The organization reflects which mode of
failure was primary, not which was sole. Some were killed instantly, by a
volcano or a nuclear meltdown or a fire that has been burning underground
for more than sixty years and will burn for two hundred and fifty more. Some
bled out slowly over decades as the single industry that sustained them
packed up and moved, leaving behind a population that had never been
taught to need anything else. Some were imagined into existence by
visionaries who assumed that a beautiful idea was the same thing as a
functional community, and discovered that enthusiasm does not plow fields or
balance budgets. Some are dying right now, in plain sight, their symptoms
visible in every vacant storefront and deferred road repair and shuttered
school, and we are paving over the evidence as fast as it appears.

The refusal to study failure is the most expensive form of ignorance
available to a civilization, because it guarantees that the same errors will be
repeated by people who never learned that the errors had already been
committed. We pave over the cobblestones. We tear down the red squares.
We bury our failures and forget where we put them, and then we build on top
of them, and when the new construction sinks, we cannot understand why.

The answer is beneath the blacktop. It has been there the whole time.
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Part lI: Catastrophic Erasure

Some cities die all at once. Not from the accumulated weight of bad
governance or economic decline or the slow draining away of population that
characterizes the more common forms of urban failure, but from a single
event so total in its destruction that the city ceases to exist as a functioning
entity within hours, or days, or in one case, minutes. These are the
catastrophic erasures: the cities killed by volcano, by nuclear meltdown, by
fire that cannot be extinguished, by water that rose faster than anyone
believed possible.

The study of catastrophic erasure is, at first glance, the least useful
category of urban failure analysis, because the triggering events appear to be
beyond human control. You cannot prevent a volcano. You cannot un-split an
atom. You cannot extinguish a coal seam fire that has reached a temperature
and a depth beyond any available technology. The catastrophic erasure seems
to belong to the domain of natural disaster rather than the domain of urban
policy, and the standard response to natural disaster is not analysis but
sympathy: we mourn the dead, we aid the survivors, we rebuild what we can,
and we move on.

The analytical question worth asking is what happened afterward. Some
catastrophically destroyed cities rebuilt and recovered. Others did not. And
the divergence between the two outcomes, which this chapter will examine
through paired and individual case studies, turns out to be a question not of
geology or physics but of structure, capital, geography, and political will. The
trigger is natural. The outcome is institutional. A city destroyed by an
earthquake in a favorable structural environment (geographic monopoly,
large economic base, no nearby competitor, institutional capacity for growth)
rebuilds and thrives. A city destroyed by a hurricane in an unfavorable
structural environment (geographic vulnerability, small economic base,
aggressive competitor, institutional orientation toward survival rather than
growth) rebuilds its buildings and loses its reason for existing. The
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catastrophe tests the city's structural conditions in the same way that a stress
test evaluates the integrity of an engineering system: not by measuring
normal performance but by measuring the system's response to maximum
load. The cities that pass the stress test are the cities with structural reserves
sufficient to absorb the shock. The cities that fail are the cities that were
operating without reserves, and the catastrophe exposes what was already
missing.

The case studies that follow span two millennia, three continents, and
four distinct mechanisms of destruction. Pompeii was buried by a volcano in
79 AD and forgotten for 1,669 years. Pripyat was evacuated after a nuclear
explosion in 1986 and has not been reinhabited. Centralia, Pennsylvania, has
been burning underground since 1962 and will continue to burn for 250
years. Galveston, Texas, was destroyed by a hurricane in 1900 and rebuilt
itself physically but lost its economic position permanently. Paired against
Galveston is San Francisco, which suffered a similarly devastating physical
catastrophe in 1906 and recovered its economic status within a decade. The
pairing of Galveston and San Francisco is the comparison that most sharply
isolates the variables separating recovery from permanent decline when both
cities were physically destroyed on a scale that threatened their survival.

Pompeii, 79 AD

The city was buried on a day in late October of the year 79, though for
centuries the accepted date was August 24, based on a transcription of Pliny
the Younger's letters that has since been challenged by archaeological
evidence including autumnal food remains, heating braziers in use, and a
charcoal inscription dated to October 17. Vesuvius erupted in a column of
volcanic ash, pumice, and gas that rose approximately twenty miles into the
atmosphere before collapsing under its own weight and descending on the
surrounding landscape as a series of pyroclastic surges: superheated clouds
of volcanic material traveling at speeds that may have exceeded one hundred
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miles per hour, at temperatures sufficient to carbonize organic matter on
contact.

Pompeii was a prosperous Roman city of approximately 11,000 people,
situated on the Bay of Naples in the Campania region of what is now southern
Italy. It was a commercial center with a functioning forum, an amphitheater
that seated 20,000, public baths, a water distribution system fed by aqueduct,
a grid of paved streets with raised crosswalks and stepping stones for
pedestrians, and a political apparatus that included elected magistrates and a
city council. It was not a backwater. It was not a military outpost or a colonial
experiment. It was a mature, self-governing municipality that had been
inhabited continuously for at least seven centuries before the eruption.

The eruption buried Pompeii under approximately thirteen to twenty feet
of volcanic material. The city was not destroyed in the way that a fire destroys
a building, by consuming its substance. It was preserved, sealed beneath a
layer of ash and pumice that hardened over the buried structures like a cast
around a broken limb. The organic matter inside the city decomposed, but the
voids left behind by decomposing bodies retained their shapes in the
compacted ash, producing the hollow molds that, when filled with plaster by
nineteenth-century excavators, yielded the famous casts of Pompeii's dead:
people frozen in the postures of their final moments, curled on the ground
with their arms over their faces, crouched in corners, holding children.

What makes Pompeii relevant to the study of urban failure is not the
eruption. It is the silence that followed. Pompeii was not rediscovered until
1748, nearly seventeen centuries after it was buried. For 1,669 years, a
complete Roman city lay beneath the surface of the earth, and the people
living above it, farming the rich volcanic soil that the eruption itself had
deposited, building their own houses and roads and churches, had no idea
what was underneath them. There had been hints. Workers digging a water
channel in 1592 uncovered inscriptions and fragments of buildings, but the
discovery was not pursued. In 1689, an inscription containing the word
"Pompeii" was found during the construction of a well, but it was interpreted
as a reference to the Roman general Pompey rather than to the buried city.
The site was not systematically excavated until the Spanish military engineer
Roque Joaquin de Alcubierre began digging in 1748, initially at Herculaneum
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and then at Pompeii. The early excavations were, by modern archaeological
standards, destructive. Alcubierre was more interested in recovering portable
artifacts, statues, mosaics, and decorative objects that could be displayed in
the royal collection, than in documenting the context in which those artifacts
were found. Walls were broken through to access rooms. Frescoes were cut
from walls and removed. Entire buildings were excavated, stripped of their
contents, and then reburied because there were not sufficient resources to
maintain the exposed structures. It was not until the appointment of Giuseppe
Fiorelli as director of excavations in 1860 that the site began to be treated as
a unified archaeological document rather than a quarry for collectible
objects. Fiorelli developed the system of numbered regions, blocks, and
doorways that is still used to navigate the site. He also developed the
technique of pouring plaster into the voids left by decomposed organic
matter, producing the casts of Pompeii's dead that have become the most
viscerally affecting artifacts of the ancient world: human beings frozen in the
postures of their final moments, preserved not as skeletons but as
three-dimensional records of the soft tissue that had long since disappeared.

The excavations have continued, intermittently and with varying degrees
of care, for nearly three centuries since. Roughly a third of the city remains
unexcavated, a decision that reflects the modern understanding that future
archaeological techniques will be capable of extracting information from the
buried portions of the site that current techniques cannot. The unexcavated
city is, in effect, a data reserve: evidence held in trust for investigators who
do not yet exist, using methods that have not yet been developed. The
decision not to excavate is itself a form of the argument my colleague made
about the publication of failure: the evidence is more valuable when it is
preserved intact than when it is extracted prematurely. The buried third of
Pompeii is a reserve of knowledge held in trust for the future, and the
restraint required to leave it in the ground is a form of respect for what the
ground contains.

The cobblestone parallel from the Jersey City Heights is direct, but the
scale is different by orders of magnitude. In Jersey City, the cobblestones
were buried under six inches of asphalt and forgotten within a generation. In
Pompeii, an entire city was buried under twenty feet of volcanic tephra and
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forgotten for sixty-seven generations. In both cases, the substrate was more
durable than anything built above it. In both cases, the burial was discovered
accidentally during routine construction work. And in both cases, the
discovery raised a question that the discoverers were not prepared to answer:
what do we do with what we have found?

The analytical value of Pompeii lies in what its preservation revealed.
Because the city was sealed rather than destroyed, it provided evidence of
Roman urban life that no surviving city could have offered. Surviving cities
evolve. They tear down old buildings and erect new ones. They repave their
streets and reroute their plumbing and modify their public spaces to
accommodate changing populations and changing technologies. The physical
record of what a city looked like at any given moment in its history is
progressively overwritten by subsequent moments, until the original text is
illegible. Pompeii was never overwritten. The eruption froze the city at a
single point in time and preserved it in a condition that no amount of careful
archival work in a living city could replicate.

From the preserved remains, archaeologists have reconstructed the daily
operations of a Roman commercial city with a specificity that would be
impossible from literary or epigraphic sources alone. The arrangement of
shops along the streets. The thermopolia (fast-food counters serving hot food
to customers who ate standing up, a detail that would be familiar to anyone
who has purchased a slice of pizza from a storefront window in modern New
York). The campaign graffiti painted on exterior walls by supporters of
candidates for municipal office. The brothel with its menu of services
depicted in frescoes above each doorway. The water distribution system that
fed fountains at regular intervals throughout the city, providing public
drinking water within walking distance of every residence. The ruts worn into
the stone streets by cart wheels. The stepping stones that allowed
pedestrians to cross the street above the level of the water and waste that
flowed through the roadway.

None of this information would exist if Pompeii had survived. A living
Pompeii would have renovated its thermopolia, repainted its political graffiti,
modernized its water system, repaved its streets. The evidence of daily life in
the first century would have been obliterated by the daily life of the second,
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third, fourth, and every subsequent century. Pompeii's failure, its total
catastrophic erasure, produced its most enduring contribution: a complete
evidentiary record of how a functioning city actually worked. The dead city
tells us what the living ones cannot. Failure, when it is preserved rather than
buried, is evidence. And evidence, when it is studied rather than paved over,
is knowledge.

Pripyat, Ukraine, 1986

The city of Pripyat was founded on February 4, 1970, sixteen years before it
died. It was the ninth atomgrad, the Soviet designation for a closed city built
to house the workers of a nuclear facility, and it was constructed to serve the
Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, located approximately three kilometers to
the southeast. By January 1986, the city had a population of 49,400. The
average age of its residents was twenty-six. The projected population, had the
city continued on its growth trajectory, was 75,000 to 85,000. There were 160
apartment blocks containing 13,414 apartments. There were eighteen
dormitories housing over 7,600 single workers. The city had a Palace of
Culture, a cinema called Prometheus, a department store, a hotel, a hospital
with a maternity ward, three indoor swimming pools, a technical school,
multiple kindergartens, and an amusement park with a Ferris wheel that had
been scheduled to open for May Day celebrations on May 1, 1986. The city
was served by 167 urban buses and had a railway station and a river port on
the Pripyat River. It was a city built for young families working in a
high-technology industry, and it carried the particular optimism of
purpose-built Soviet settlements: planned, orderly, fully serviced, and utterly
dependent on the single facility that justified its existence.

On the night of April 25 to 26, 1986, engineers at Reactor Number 4 of
the Chernobyl plant were conducting a safety test that required the shutdown
of critical safety mechanisms. The test simulated a station blackout to
determine whether the reactor's turbines could produce enough residual
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power to keep coolant pumps running during the gap between a power loss
and the activation of emergency diesel generators. The operators, working
under pressure to complete a test that had already been postponed,
proceeded despite an accidental drop in reactor power that destabilized the
system. When they attempted to shut down the reactor, a design flaw in the
control rods caused a catastrophic power surge. Reactor Number 4 exploded.
The explosion blew the 1,000-ton concrete lid off the reactor and released
more than fifty tons of radioactive material into the atmosphere. The Soviet
government did not publicly acknowledge the accident until April 28, two
days later, and only after the radioactive plume had drifted northwest across
Scandinavia and set off radiation alarms at the Forsmark Nuclear Power
Plant in Sweden, more than a thousand kilometers away.

Pripyat, three kilometers from the burning reactor, was not evacuated
that night. The intercity telephone network was cut. Workers and engineers
returning from the plant were prohibited from sharing information about the
accident with their families. Rumors circulated, but no official warning was
issued. On the morning of April 26, the day after the explosion, children
played outside. Weddings were held. Gardeners worked their plots. Residents
prepared for the upcoming May Day holiday. Some climbed to rooftops and
bridges to watch the glow of the burning reactor, exposing themselves to
radiation doses that would prove fatal. The smoke rising from the plant was
explained by officials as routine steam. Within hours, dozens of people fell ill,
reporting severe headaches, metallic tastes in their mouths, uncontrollable
coughing and vomiting. The first victims were treated at the city hospital,
their clothing so radioactive that the garments they wore that night are still
stored in the hospital basement, too contaminated to handle.

At 11:00 AM on April 27, thirty-six hours after the explosion, the Soviet
government ordered the evacuation of Pripyat. The announcement was
broadcast over loudspeakers throughout the city:

"For the attention of the residents of Pripyat. The City Council informs
you that due to the accident at Chernobyl Power Station in the city of Pripyat
the radioactive conditions in the vicinity are deteriorating. The Communist
Party, its officials and the armed forces are taking necessary steps to combat
this. Nevertheless, with the view to keep people as safe and healthy as
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possible, the children being top priority, we need to temporarily evacuate the
citizens in the nearest towns of Kyiv region."

Residents were told to bring documents, personal belongings, and
enough food for a short trip. At 2:00 PM, 1,200 buses arrived. By 5:00 PM,
the entire population of the city, 49,000 people, had been loaded onto buses
and transported out. The queue of buses stretched twenty kilometers. Pripyat
was empty by evening. The promise of a temporary evacuation, a return in a
few days, was never honored. The city has not been reinhabited. In 1986, the
replacement city of Slavutych was built fifty kilometers away to house the
plant workers who continued to operate the undamaged reactors until the
plant's final shutdown in 2000.

Pripyat is the purest modern example of instantaneous urban death.
Unlike Pompeii, which was buried and therefore preserved in a sealed
environment, Pripyat was abandoned and left exposed to the elements. The
distinction produces a different kind of evidence. Pompeii demonstrates what
a city looked like at the moment of its death. Pripyat demonstrates what
happens to a city when human maintenance ceases.

The answer, documented across nearly four decades of observation, is
that the city consumes itself. Without human beings to repair roofs, clear
drains, seal windows, maintain heating systems, and prevent water
infiltration, the buildings of Pripyat have been progressively colonized by the
forces that human habitation ordinarily holds at bay. Water enters through
cracked windows and failed roof membranes, freezes in winter, expands, and
opens the cracks wider. Trees root in the accumulated sediment on flat roofs
and in the seams of exterior walls, their root systems prying apart concrete
and masonry. The interiors of apartment buildings, schools, and public
facilities are carpeted with fallen plaster, broken glass, and the decomposing
remains of furniture, books, and personal possessions that the evacuees left
behind. Gas masks litter the floor of a kindergarten, scattered where children
dropped them during evacuation drills that turned, on April 27, from practice
to reality. The Ferris wheel in the amusement park, which never officially
operated (though some accounts suggest it was opened for a few hours on the
morning of April 27, before the evacuation, in a last attempt to calm the
population), stands rusting in a plaza reclaimed by birch and pine. Paint peels
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from walls in sheets. Metal corrodes. Glass breaks under thermal stress.
Concrete spalls. The forest that surrounded Pripyat at its founding has begun
to reclaim the city, and the trees do not distinguish between parkland and
parking lot, between boulevard and building.

A city, Pripyat demonstrates, is not a permanent structure. It is a process.
It is the continuous application of human labor to the problem of entropy.
When the labor stops, the entropy wins, and it wins faster than most people
would expect. A reinforced concrete apartment building that was designed to
last for decades begins to show serious structural degradation within twenty
years of abandonment. The forests that have grown through the streets and
into the buildings of Pripyat are not a sign of nature's triumph over human
engineering. They are a sign of how little stands between a functioning city
and the dissolution of its physical fabric. The only thing holding any city
together is the daily, unglamorous, invisible work of people who fix what
breaks. Remove the people and the city has no immune system. The disease is
time, weather, gravity, and vegetation, and without maintenance, these
forces are terminal.

The city's death was briefly revisited during the 2022 Russian invasion of
Ukraine, when Russian forces seized the Chernobyl plant and the
surrounding exclusion zone during their advance toward Kyiv. Russian
soldiers dug trenches in the contaminated soil of the Red Forest, the area
immediately adjacent to the reactor where the trees had absorbed so much
radiation in 1986 that their needles turned red and died. Reports indicated
that Russian troops suffered radiation sickness from the exposure. The
occupation lasted from February to March 2022, when Russian forces
withdrew from the Kyiv axis. Pripyat had been a dead city for thirty-six years,
and yet it was still capable of harming the people who entered it. The
contamination that killed the city does not decay on a human timeline. The
radiation will outlast the concrete. The concrete will outlast the memory. And
the memory, for the evacuees who returned in February 2020 for the fiftieth
anniversary of Pripyat's founding, the first organized return since 1986, is all
that remains of a city that was alive for sixteen years and has been dead for
forty.
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The dark tourism industry that grew up around Pripyat before the
invasion attracted approximately 125,000 visitors per year. Tour operators in
Kyiv ran day trips into the exclusion zone, guiding groups through the
abandoned schools, hospitals, swimming pools, and apartments. Visitors
photographed the gas masks on the kindergarten floor. They posed in front of
the Ferris wheel. They bought souvenirs. Pripyat, which generated economic
value during its life as a nuclear company town, generated economic value in
its death as a destination for people who want to look at what happens when
a city dies. The dead city was a commodity. Its failure was its product. Since
the full-scale Russian invasion of 2022, the exclusion zone has remained a
restricted military area, and civilian tourism has not resumed. The commodity
has been withdrawn from the market, though the product, the spectacle of a
city consuming itself in the absence of human maintenance, continues to
accumulate whether or not anyone is watching.

Centralia, Pennsylvania, 1962 to the Present

Centralia was not killed all at once. It was killed slowly, by fire, over the
course of decades, and the slowness of its dying is what distinguishes it from
every other case in this chapter. Pompeii died in a day. Pripyat died in a
weekend. Centralia has been dying since 1962, and as of this writing, the fire
that is killing it has not stopped. It is burning now, as you read this sentence.
It will be burning when you finish this book. It will be burning when your
children finish school. The best estimates project that the Centralia mine fire
will continue for at least 250 years. The fire is not a metaphor. It is a physical
process, occurring at depths of up to 300 feet across a subterranean area of
3,700 acres, and it cannot be stopped.

Centralia was a coal town in Columbia County, Pennsylvania,
approximately sixty miles northeast of Harrisburg. It was founded as a
borough in 1866, during the anthracite boom that made Pennsylvania the
energy capital of the nineteenth-century United States. At its peak population
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in 1890, Centralia had 2,761 residents, seven churches, five hotels,
twenty-seven saloons, two theaters, a bank, a post office, and fourteen
general and grocery stores. Its founder, Alexander Rae, a mining engineer
who laid out the town's streets and lots, was murdered in 1868 by members
of the Molly Maguires, the secret society of Irish-American coal miners whose
violent resistance to the mine operators remains one of the most contested
episodes in American labor history. The town's coal was anthracite, the
hardest and most carbon-dense variety, and it burned hotter, longer, and
cleaner than the bituminous coal mined in western Pennsylvania and West
Virginia. Anthracite was premium fuel. It heated the homes and powered the
factories of the urban Northeast. Centralia existed because anthracite existed
beneath it.

By the time the fire started, Centralia was already diminished. The coal
industry had been declining since the Wall Street Crash of 1929, when the
Lehigh Valley Coal Company closed five of its local mines. Bootleg miners
continued working in the idle shafts, using a technique called
"pillar-robbing," in which they extracted coal from the support pillars that
held up the mine roofs, causing collapses that would later complicate every
attempt to contain the fire. By 1950, the population had dropped to 1,986.
Rail service ended in 1966. The mines that were still operating were
marginal. Centralia was already a town in slow decline when the fire arrived
to accelerate it.

On or about May 27, 1962, the Centralia borough council authorized the
burning of accumulated trash in the town landfill, which was located in an
abandoned strip mine pit. Open burning of municipal waste was standard
practice in small-town America in 1962. What was not standard was the
location: the pit, approximately seventy-five feet wide and fifty feet deep, had
been excavated around 1935 and left open without the construction of a
noncombustible barrier between the landfill material and the exposed Buck
Mountain coal bed beneath it. The fire, intended to clear the trash before
Memorial Day, entered the coal seam through the unsealed opening. The coal
ignited. The fire spread into the labyrinth of abandoned mine tunnels that
honeycombed the substrate beneath the town.

39



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

No one realized what had happened for weeks. The fire was underground
and invisible. It produced no smoke at the surface, at least not initially. But by
August 1962, carbon monoxide was detected in nearby mine shafts, and the
remaining operational mines in the area were shut down, eliminating what
was left of Centralia's coal industry. Early attempts to extinguish the fire
were underfunded and inadequate. The initial response demonstrated a
pattern that would recur for the next two decades: each proposed solution
was cheaper than the previous estimate of the problem's actual scale, and
each failed for precisely that reason. A local strip mine operator named
Alonzo Sanchez offered to dig out the fire free of charge if he could keep any
coal he recovered, but his offer was rejected, reportedly because the coal
company that held the mineral rights did not want to surrender them. A local
mining contractor, Daniel Bridy, was hired instead, but the state limited his
crew to weekday shifts of eight hours and provided equipment insufficient for
the scale of the problem. The state would not authorize work on weekends or
holidays. Work stood still for five days over the Labor Day weekend in early
September while the fire continued to spread underground at a pace that did
not observe the holiday schedule. Bridy excavated nearly 59,000 cubic yards
of earth before the project ran out of money and was terminated on October
29, 1962, five months after the fire started. A proposal to flush the mine with
a slurry of crushed rock and water, estimated at $40,000, was considered and
then abandoned.

The fire continued to spread. Over the next two decades, the state and
federal governments launched a series of containment projects that read, in
retrospect, like a catalog of bureaucratic paralysis. In 1965, a flushing project
attempted to fill the mine voids ahead of the fire with a slurry of
non-combustible material. It failed because the mine voids were larger and
more interconnected than the engineers had mapped, and the slurry drained
away from the intended locations. In 1969, a trenching project attempted to
dig a barrier across the fire's projected path, a physical firebreak in the earth
deep enough to reach below the burning coal seam. The trench was not dug
deep enough. The fire passed beneath it. In the mid-1970s, bore-hole
quenching was attempted: water was injected into specific hot spots
identified by surface temperature measurements and gas monitoring. The
injections cooled the targeted areas temporarily, but the fire, burning across
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a front miles wide and hundreds of feet deep, simply flowed around the
cooled zones and continued advancing. Each project was documented in
government reports that were filed, archived, and consulted by the engineers
planning the next project, which also failed. The total federal and state
expenditure on Centralia fire management, relocation, and monitoring
exceeded $42 million by the mid-1980s and has continued to accumulate in
the decades since. The fire, meanwhile, has spent nothing. It feeds on coal
that costs it nothing to extract, requires no labor, observes no budget cycle,
and answers to no oversight committee. The institutional response to the
Centralia fire is the most sustained example in this book of the diagnostic
indicators that the final chapter will enumerate: the gap between identifying
a problem and committing the resources required to solve it, maintained for
decades, while the problem grows beyond any realistic possibility of solution.

The moment that forced national reckoning came on Valentine's Day,
1981. A twelve-year-old boy named Todd Domboski was playing in his
grandmother's backyard on East Park Street when the ground opened
beneath him. A sinkhole, heated by the mine fire below and venting carbon
monoxide and steam, swallowed the earth where he was standing. Domboski
fell into a hole approximately four feet wide and 150 feet deep, a shaft of hot,
toxic air descending into the burning mine works. He survived because he
managed to grab a tree root as he fell, and his older cousin, who was nearby,
reached down and pulled him out. The rescue took seconds. A few seconds
more and the boy would have been dead, not from the fall but from the
carbon monoxide that filled the shaft. The sinkhole continued to vent gases
after Domboski was extracted. It was, in the most literal sense, a hole in the
earth through which the city was being consumed from below. The incident
made national news and became the image that defined Centralia in the
public mind: a town where the ground could open beneath a child and drop
him into a burning mine.

After the Domboski incident, the political calculus changed. In 1984,
Congress allocated more than $42 million for the relocation of Centralia's
residents. Most accepted the buyout and left. The homes of those who left
were demolished, the lots graded and returned to bare earth. But a handful of
families refused. They had been born in Centralia. Their parents were buried
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in Centralia's cemeteries. Their identities were bound to a place that the
government had declared unfit for habitation, and they did not accept the
declaration. In 1992, Pennsylvania Governor Bob Casey invoked eminent
domain on all properties in the borough, condemning every building. The
remaining residents were classified as occupants of condemned structures.
They sued. They lost. They appealed. They lost again. The cases went to the
county court, the state supreme court, and back. Finally, in 2013, an
agreement was reached: the last remaining families could stay in their homes
until death, after which their properties would revert to the state. They were
permitted to live out their lives in a condemned town above a burning mine,
and then Centralia would belong to the fire.

Route 61, the state highway that ran through Centralia, was closed
indefinitely after the road surface buckled and cracked from the heat below.
The abandoned stretch of highway became known as the Graffiti Highway, a
quarter-mile corridor of cracked asphalt covered in spray-painted messages,
names, declarations of love, memorials for the dead, and the occasional crude
drawing. It became a destination, drawing tourists and curiosity seekers to a
ghost town to photograph the surface of a road that was being destroyed
from beneath. The parallel to the cobblestones on Baldwin Avenue is
structural, not metaphorical: in both cases, the surface tells you nothing
about what is happening underneath. Baldwin Avenue's smooth asphalt
conceals granite. Centralia's cracked asphalt conceals fire. In 2020, the
property owners buried the Graffiti Highway under mounds of dirt to
discourage trespassing. The burial of the road that was being destroyed by a
buried fire was, in its way, the most Centralian act imaginable: covering the
evidence of a problem that could not be fixed by covering it.

As of the 2020 census, five residents remained. Some recent sources
suggest the number may now be zero. The 2013 agreement that permitted
the last holdout families to stay until death has begun to reach its natural
conclusion, and with each death the state moves closer to full ownership of
what was once a borough of nearly three thousand people. The municipal
building still stands. St. Mary's Church still holds weekly services, its
congregation arriving from elsewhere to worship in a town that no longer
generates a congregation of its own. Three cemeteries are maintained, their
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headstones tended by descendants of the people who built the town, even as
the town itself has been mostly erased. The fire burns at 900 degrees
Fahrenheit in places and spreads at a rate of fifty to seventy-five feet per
year. It has been suggested that the cost of extinguishing it, if extinguishing it
were even possible, would exceed $660 million. The state's official position,
stated through the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, is
that visitation to Centralia is not recommended. The program is called "Stay
Out, Stay Alive."

Centralia is the slow-motion catastrophic erasure. Where Pompeii was
killed in a day and Pripyat in a weekend, Centralia has been dying for more
than six decades, and its death is expected to continue for centuries after the
last human being has left. The fire is not a discrete event. It is a condition.
The town exists in a state of permanent dying, and the people who lived
through it experienced not a catastrophe but a degradation: the ground
getting warmer, the sinkholes opening, the gas readings climbing, the
property values falling, the government studies accumulating, the proposed
solutions failing, the buy-out offers arriving, the neighbors leaving, the
streets emptying, the buildings being demolished, and all of it happening
gradually enough that at any given moment, the situation felt less like an
emergency and more like a chronic illness. The red squares that the Jersey
City Fire Department nailed to the doors of abandoned buildings in the
Heights would have been redundant in Centralia. The entire town was the red
square. Every street, every foundation, every remaining structure was a
warning: the floor is open, the ground is open, the fire is beneath you, and no
one is coming to put it out.

The Centralia case raises a question that Pompeii and Pripyat do not:
what happens when a city dies slowly enough that its residents must decide,
in real time, whether to stay or go? The Pompeiians had no choice. The
Pripyat evacuees were ordered onto buses by the Soviet state. The
Centralians were offered buyouts and urged to leave, but they were not
physically removed until the eminent domain action of 1992, thirty years after
the fire started. During those thirty years, the remaining residents made a
calculation every day: is the risk of staying worth the cost of leaving? For
some, the answer was no, and they took the money and left. For the holdouts,
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the answer was yes, and they stayed in houses above a fire that will burn for
two and a half centuries, in a town with no zip code, no commercial district,
no school, no functioning government, and a population that could fit in a
single living room. Their choice is not irrational. It is the rational response of
people whose identity, community, and sense of home are bound to a specific
place, and who refuse to accept that the place has been designated unfit for
them. The fire is a geological fact. The refusal to leave is a human one.
Centralia is the city where those two facts coexist, indefinitely, beneath the
surface and above it.

Galveston, Texas, 1900, and San Francisco, California, 1906

These two cities suffered similarly city-defining catastrophes within six years
of each other, each losing a substantial portion of its physical plant in a single
event. The comparison isolates the variables that determine whether a
catastrophically damaged city recovers or permanently declines.

On September 8, 1900, a Category 4 hurricane struck Galveston, Texas,
with sustained winds estimated at 130 to 145 miles per hour and a storm
surge of fifteen feet. Galveston was a barrier island whose highest natural
elevation was approximately eight to nine feet above sea level. The surge
overwashed the entire island. Between 6,000 and 12,000 people died, a range
that reflects the impossibility of a precise count when bodies were swept out
to sea, buried in rubble, or lost entirely. The official figure most cited in
historical literature is 8,000. The dead represented approximately twenty
percent of the city's pre-storm population of 38,000 to 40,000. More than
3,600 buildings were destroyed. Every dwelling in the city sustained some
degree of damage. Ten thousand people were left homeless. A messenger
dispatched from the wrecked city by ship reached the telegraph office in
Houston on September 10 with a single sentence for the governor: "I have
been deputized by the mayor and Citizen's Committee of Galveston to inform
you that the city of Galveston is in ruins." The estimated death toll of five
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hundred that accompanied the message was initially considered an
exaggeration. It proved to be an undercount by a factor of twelve to twenty.

Galveston, at the time of the hurricane, was the largest and wealthiest
city in Texas. It was the state's primary port, handling nearly two-thirds of
Texas's cotton exports, more than two million bales shipped in 1900 alone. It
was, by some contemporary accounts, the third wealthiest city in the United
States per capita. It had an opera house, a deep-water harbor, and the kind of
elaborate Victorian architecture that suggested permanence and prosperity.
It was the commercial gateway to the state and the economic engine of the
Gulf Coast. Galveston was also, as its boosters preferred not to emphasize, a
target. Hurricanes had struck the island at least eleven times during the
nineteenth century. In 1818, the entire island had been flooded to a depth of
four feet, leaving only six buildings habitable. After a storm inundated the
city in 1837, a local carpenter had suggested rebuilding the destroyed
customshouse on four-foot pilings to raise it above the flood level. The
suggestion was implemented for one building but not for the city.

On April 18, 1906, a magnitude 7.9 earthquake struck San Francisco,
California, followed by fires that burned for three days and destroyed
approximately eighty percent of the city. Approximately 3,000 people died.
More than half the city's population of 410,000 was left homeless. The
financial losses, adjusted for inflation, exceeded $10 billion. The physical
destruction of San Francisco was, by almost any measure, more extensive
than the destruction of Galveston. A larger percentage of the city's structures
were destroyed. The fires continued for days. The rupture of water mains
made firefighting impossible over large areas, and the dynamiting of
buildings to create firebreaks sometimes spread the fires rather than
containing them.

Both cities rebuilt physically. Galveston constructed a seawall seventeen
feet above mean low tide, eventually extending it to ten miles in length, and
undertook a grade-raising project that was one of the most extraordinary
engineering feats in American municipal history. The project required raising
the grade of the entire city by as much as seventeen feet in some areas,
pumping a slurry of sand and water from the Gulf beneath elevated buildings
and structures to create a new, higher ground level. More than 2,100
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buildings were jacked off their foundations and raised on timbers while the
fill was pumped beneath them. The largest building raised was a 3,000-ton
brick church, lifted five feet off the ground with jacks while services
continued on schedule inside. Trees, shrubs, and flowers had to be removed
and replanted afterward. Streetcar tracks and fire hydrants and water pipes
were raised. The project required years and reshaped the physical character
of the city. It worked. When a hurricane of comparable intensity struck
Galveston in 1915, the seawall held, and the city survived with a fraction of
the damage. The engineering was a triumph.

San Francisco cleared its rubble, rebuilt its commercial district,
modernized its fire-suppression systems to prevent a recurrence of the 1906
conflagration, and in 1915 hosted the Panama-Pacific International
Exposition, a world's fair attended by eighteen million visitors over nine
months. The exposition was an explicit declaration of recovery: San
Francisco, less than a decade after losing eighty percent of its physical plant,
was inviting the world to visit and see what it had built in the ruins. The fair
occupied 635 acres on the city's northern waterfront and featured the Tower
of Jewels, a 435-foot structure covered in 102,000 cut-glass gems that caught
the sunlight. It was architecture as assertion: we are not only recovered, we
are magnificent. The exposition generated revenue, attracted investment, and
cemented San Francisco's reputation as a city that could not be destroyed.

But the outcomes diverged decisively. San Francisco recovered its
economic position and eventually became one of the most valuable real estate
markets on Earth, the financial capital of the American West, and the
technology capital of the world. Galveston did not. The city rebuilt its
buildings and raised its grade and built its seawall, and none of it mattered.
Galveston never recovered its pre-storm economic status. It lost its position
as the primary port of Texas to Houston. It lost its population primacy. By
1910, Galveston's population had dropped to 36,891 while Houston's had
jumped to 78,800, nearly doubling in a decade. Galveston transitioned from
the commercial gateway to the state into a tourist destination, the "Coney
Island of the South," a city that sold its beachfront and its history to visitors
rather than exporting cotton and capital to the world. What had been the
wealthiest city in Texas became, within two decades of the storm, a
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secondary city, and it has remained one ever since.

The question is why. Both cities suffered catastrophic destruction. Both
rebuilt aggressively. Why did San Francisco recover its economic status and
Galveston lose its permanently?

The answer is structural, and it has at least four components.

The first is geographic wvulnerability versus geographic advantage.
Galveston was a barrier island. Its maximum natural elevation was nine feet.
It existed in the direct path of Gulf hurricanes, and the 1900 storm was not
the first to hit it. The seawall and grade-raising project reduced the
vulnerability but could not eliminate it. Any investor, insurer, or shipping
company calculating long-term risk after 1900 had to account for the
near-certainty that another major hurricane would strike the island
eventually. San Francisco was also geologically vulnerable, sitting on the San
Andreas Fault, but the economic advantages of its location, the natural
deep-water harbor, the gateway position to Pacific trade, the mild climate,
the proximity to the agricultural wealth of the Central Valley, were so
enormous that the risk of future earthquakes was absorbed as a cost of doing
business rather than treated as a disqualifying liability.

The second is the presence or absence of a competing city positioned to
absorb the damaged city's economic function. Galveston had Houston.
Houston, located fifty miles inland, was less vulnerable to hurricane damage,
was already developing as a railroad hub, and was actively pursuing the
deepening of the Houston Ship Channel to accommodate oceangoing vessels.
The 1900 hurricane eliminated the opposition to the channel project. By
1914, the Houston Ship Channel was operational, and Houston had become
the primary port for the region. The timing was compounded by geology: in
January 1901, less than four months after the hurricane, the Spindletop oil
gusher erupted near Beaumont, Texas, inaugurating the Texas oil boom. The
oil flowed through Houston, not Galveston, because Houston had the inland
infrastructure and Galveston was still rebuilding. Oil transformed Houston
from a modest railroad town into the energy capital of the Western
Hemisphere, and it did so during the window when Galveston was spending
its capital on seawalls and grade-raising rather than on port expansion and
industrial recruitment. San Francisco had no equivalent competitor. No other
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city on the Pacific coast could match its harbor, its financial infrastructure, or
its labor force. Los Angeles was a fraction of San Francisco's size in 1906 and
would not emerge as a serious rival for decades. Oakland, across the bay,
served as a temporary refuge for displaced San Franciscans but had neither
the capital nor the infrastructure to permanently absorb the city's economic
function. San Francisco's monopoly on West Coast economic centrality
protected it during the recovery period. Galveston's monopoly on Texas port
traffic did not survive because a competitor was ready, willing, and
positioned to take it.

The third is the scale of the pre-disaster economy relative to the cost of
recovery. Galveston's pre-storm population was approximately 38,000. San
Francisco's was 410,000. Galveston lost roughly twenty percent of its
population to death. San Francisco lost less than one percent. The economic
base available to fund recovery in San Francisco was more than ten times
larger than Galveston's, even though the physical destruction was
proportionally comparable. Galveston could raise its grade and build its
seawall, but it could not simultaneously fund these defensive projects and
maintain its competitive position against Houston, which was investing in
port infrastructure rather than storm defenses. San Francisco could rebuild
and expand at the same time because it had the population, the capital, and
the economic momentum to do both.

The fourth is institutional innovation versus institutional limitation.
Galveston, in the aftermath of the hurricane, invented the commission form of
city government: a small group of appointed commissioners, each responsible
for a specific municipal function, replacing the traditional mayor-and-council
structure. This innovation was widely adopted by other American cities and is
Galveston's most lasting contribution to municipal governance. But the
commission form was designed for efficient recovery from disaster, not for
long-term economic competition with a rival city. It was a crisis-management
structure. San Francisco, by contrast, used the earthquake as an opportunity
to modernize its infrastructure, expand its fire-suppression capacity, and plan
for growth rather than mere survival. The Panama-Pacific Exposition was an
offensive investment in the city's future, the opposite of a fortification against
the next disaster. The difference is between a city that rebuilt itself
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defensively (Galveston, building walls against the next storm) and a city that
rebuilt itself offensively (San Francisco, building capacity for the next boom).

The Galveston-San Francisco comparison yields a principle that applies
beyond catastrophic erasure: the survival of a city after a triggering event
depends less on the severity of the event than on the structural conditions
that precede and follow it. A city with geographic monopoly, no nearby
competitor, a large economic base, and institutions oriented toward growth
can survive the destruction of eighty percent of its physical plant. A city
without these advantages can build a seawall that withstands the next
hurricane and still lose its economic position permanently. The catastrophe is
the trigger. The outcome is determined by everything that is not the
catastrophe.

The Threshold

Catastrophic erasure, taken as a category, poses a question that the rest of
this book will continue to refine: what is the threshold beyond which a city
cannot reconstitute itself?

The question is not academic. Every city that has ever suffered a major
disruption, whether natural, industrial, or social, has faced a version of it. The
threshold is the point at which the damage exceeds the city's capacity to
repair itself, the point at which the cascade of compounding failures becomes
self-sustaining and the decline becomes irreversible. Identifying that
threshold in advance is the purpose of the diagnostic framework that the final
chapter of this book will develop. Identifying it in retrospect, from the
evidence of the four case studies in this chapter, is the purpose of this
section.

Pompeii crossed the threshold instantly and permanently. There was no
possibility of rebuilding because there was nothing to rebuild from: the city
was buried under twenty feet of volcanic material, and the survivors, if any
fled before the final surges, had no incentive to return to a landscape that
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was now a featureless plain of cooling ash. The threshold in Pompeii's case
was physical totality. The destruction was so complete that recovery was not
an option. But Pompeii's threshold also includes a temporal element: the
1,669 years during which the city was forgotten. Other cities have been
buried and rebuilt on the same site. Lisbon was destroyed by an earthquake,
tsunami, and fire in 1755 and was rebuilt within decades under the direction
of the Marquis of Pombal, who used the destruction as an opportunity to
redesign the city center on a modern grid with earthquake-resistant
construction. The difference between Lisbon and Pompeii is not the severity
of the destruction. It is the continuity of occupation. Lisbon's population
survived, largely, and the survivors had nowhere else to go and every reason
to rebuild on the same site. Pompeii's population was killed or scattered, and
the volcanic material that buried the city also buried the memory of its
location. Continuity of human presence is the variable. A destroyed city with
a surviving population is a construction project. A destroyed city without one
is archaeology.

Pripyat crossed the threshold through contamination. The buildings are
still standing. The infrastructure is physically intact, if degraded by decades
of abandonment. But the radiation makes permanent reinhabitation
impossible for a period measured in centuries or millennia. The threshold
here is not structural but chemical. The city is poisoned. You could repair
every roof and replace every window and it would make no difference. The
obstacle to recovery is invisible, tasteless, and lethal. Pripyat demonstrates
that a city can be structurally sound and functionally dead, which is a
condition that no architectural assessment or infrastructure audit would
identify. The buildings pass inspection. The air fails it.

Centralia crossed the threshold through duration. The city could, in
theory, be rebuilt somewhere else, and its residents have in fact been
relocated. But the fire beneath the original site will burn for 250 years,
making the land itself unusable for any purpose. The threshold here is
temporal. The city was not destroyed in an instant. It was rendered
uninhabitable over decades, and the condition that rendered it uninhabitable
has a timeline that exceeds the lifespan of any institution that might attempt
remediation. No government, no foundation, no corporation plans on a
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250-year horizon. The Centralia fire exists beyond the temporal reach of
human governance, and the city that sits above it has been abandoned not
because the problem is unsolvable in principle but because the solution
requires a commitment of time and resources that no institution in the
American system is designed to provide.

Galveston crossed the threshold economically, even though it survived
physically. The seawall held. The grade was raised. The buildings were
rebuilt. But the economic function that justified the city's existence as a major
port migrated to Houston and never returned. The threshold here is
functional. A city can survive the loss of its buildings and still die if it loses
the reason it was built. Galveston's functional threshold is the most relevant
to the chapters that follow, because it is the threshold that operates in the
majority of American urban failures. Gary's buildings are still standing.
Cairo's levees still hold. Detroit's street grid is intact. The physical city
persists. The economic function that sustained it does not. The functional
threshold is crossed not when the buildings fall but when the reason for the
buildings disappears.

San Francisco did not cross the threshold, even though the physical
destruction it suffered was, by most measures, worse than Galveston's. It
retained its geographic monopoly, its economic base, its institutional capacity
for growth, and the absence of a competitor positioned to absorb its function.
San Francisco's survival demonstrates the negative space of the threshold:
the conditions under which a city does not cross it. These conditions,
geographic monopoly, economic scale, institutional orientation toward
growth, absence of a competitor, are the same conditions that the final
chapter will identify as the baseline determinants of urban vulnerability. A
city with all of them can survive catastrophic destruction. A city without them
can be destroyed by a storm from which it physically recovers.

The threshold, then, is not a fixed point. It is not determined solely by the
magnitude of the triggering event. It is determined by the interaction
between the event and the conditions that surround it: the presence or
absence of a competitor, the size of the economic base, the geographic
replaceability of the city, the institutional orientation toward recovery or
mere survival, and the duration and character of the disabling condition.
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Some thresholds are permanent (Pompeii, Pripyat). Some are temporary but
so extended that they exceed the planning horizon of any human institution
(Centralia). Some are economic rather than physical (Galveston). And some
are never crossed, despite destruction that appeared, at the moment of its
occurrence, to be total (San Francisco).

The catastrophically erased city is the extreme case, the city killed by a
single identifiable event. In the chapters that follow, the killing will be slower,
quieter, and harder to pinpoint. The economic exsanguination of a company
town, the utopian fantasy that nobody shows up to inhabit, the decades-long
decline of a municipality that everyone can see dying and no one can agree on
how to save. These failures lack the dramatic clarity of a volcano or a nuclear
explosion. But they cross the same threshold. They reach the point beyond
which the city cannot reconstitute itself, and they stay there. The trigger is
different. The outcome is the same.
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Part lll: Economic Exsanguination

A city built on a single industry is a city built on a single bet. If the bet pays
off, the city prospers for as long as the industry holds. If the industry fails, the
city has nothing to fall back on, and the failure is not a temporary setback
from which recovery can be plotted. It is structural. The city's tax base, its
workforce skills, its institutional infrastructure, its physical plant, and its civic
identity were all calibrated to serve one economic function, and when that
function ceases, every system calibrated to it ceases with it. The schools
trained workers for the mill. The roads were built to carry freight to the mill.
The housing was constructed on a timeline and at a price point that assumed
mill wages. The city government collected taxes from the mill and from the
workers the mill employed and from the businesses that the workers' wages
sustained. Remove the mill and you do not remove one element of a
diversified system. You remove the system itself. The diversified city, by
contrast, absorbs the loss of a single employer the way a body absorbs a flesh
wound: the damage is local, the bleeding is contained, and the surrounding
tissue compensates. The monoeconomic city absorbs the loss of its primary
employer the way a body absorbs the severing of an artery: the damage is
systemic, the bleeding is catastrophic, and the surrounding tissue has no
capacity to compensate because it was all downstream of the same blood
supply.

The medical term for this is exsanguination: death by bleeding. The body
does not fail because any single organ has been damaged. It fails because the
blood that supplied every organ has drained away. The organs are still there.
The heart is still there. But there is nothing left for the heart to pump. An
economically exsanguinated city retains its buildings, its streets, its schools,
its churches. The physical infrastructure remains standing. But the economic
blood that circulated through every institution and sustained every function
has left, and what remains is a city-shaped object that performs none of the
functions that a city is supposed to perform. The exsanguinated city is, in this
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respect, the inverse of Pripyat. In Pripyat, the population departed and the
buildings remain. In the exsanguinated city, the population remains (at least
some of it, at least for a while) and the economic function departs. The
buildings are occupied. The economy is not. The residents are present. The
reason for their presence is gone.

My former colleague, the one who argued for the publication of failed
research, would have recognized the pattern instantly. The failed
diversification attempts in these cities, the convention centers that do not
attract conventions, the casinos that do not revitalize neighborhoods, the
baseball stadiums that do not generate secondary investment, are precisely
the kind of evidence he wanted published. Each attempt was conducted with
some rigor, funded with real money, and premised on a hypothesis (that a
single large investment can catalyze broader economic recovery). Each
attempt failed. And each failure was filed away rather than studied, which
meant that the next city facing the same crisis made the same bet with the
same result, because the negative data from the previous attempt was sitting
in a municipal archive rather than in a published analysis. The casino that did
not revitalize Gary was not studied by the planners who proposed a casino for
another declining city. The convention center that did not revitalize one
municipality was not cited in the feasibility study for the convention center
proposed for the next one. The publication bias that my colleague identified
in academic research operates with equal force in municipal policy: the
positive results are promoted, the negative results are buried, and the same
errors are repeated by people who never learned that the errors had already
been committed.

This chapter examines four cities and one region that bled out after the
loss of a single industry, and one city that should have bled out and did not.

Gary, Indiana
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The United States Steel Corporation founded Gary in 1906 on approximately
10,000 acres of swampland along the southern shore of Lake Michigan,
twenty-five miles southeast of downtown Chicago. The city was named after
Elbert Henry Gary, the corporation's founding chairman, a lawyer who had
never worked in a steel mill and who, by most accounts, never intended to
live in the city that bore his name. Gary was not built because people wanted
to live there. It was built because U.S. Steel needed a place to put a mill, and
the mill needed a place to put its workers.

The Gary Works, once constructed, became the largest integrated steel
mill in the world. The city that served it grew with corresponding speed.
European immigrants arrived in the first decades: Poles, Serbs, Croats,
Czechs, Hungarians, Italians, Greeks, drawn by wages that were, by the
standards of their countries of origin, extraordinary. By 1920, nearly thirty
percent of Gary's population was foreign-born, and another twenty-six
percent had at least one foreign-born parent. African Americans arrived
during and after the Great Migration, leaving the Jim Crow South for
industrial employment in the urban North, though what they found in Gary
was not the racial egalitarianism they had been promised. The city was
segregated from its founding. Black workers were confined to the dirtiest and
most dangerous jobs in the mill. Black families were confined to specific
neighborhoods. The schools were segregated. The public accommodations
were segregated. Gary was a northern city with a southern racial
architecture, and this architecture would prove as consequential to its failure
as the steel market itself.

By 1960, Gary's population reached 178,320. The Gary Works employed
over 30,000 people. The city had a functioning downtown with department
stores, architecturally significant movie theaters, churches serving
congregations of thousands, and a commercial district along Broadway that
rivaled any in the region. The Palace Theater, with its 3,000 seats, was one of
the legendary show halls of the industrial Midwest. The City Methodist
Church, a Gothic Revival cathedral built in 1925, served a congregation of
more than 3,000 parishioners, its stone nave and vaulted ceilings an assertion
that Gary was not a temporary camp but a permanent city with permanent
institutions built to last. Time magazine, in a less flattering assessment,
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described the city as sitting "like an ash heap in the northwest corner of
Indiana," but the ash heap was generating wealth, and the wealth was
sustaining a middle class, and the middle class was sustaining a city.

Then the steel market contracted. The causes were multiple and mutually
reinforcing: foreign competition from rebuilt Japanese and European mills
that were newer and more efficient than the aging American plants, the rise
of the electric arc furnace (which could produce steel from scrap metal at a
fraction of the cost of integrated steelmaking), automation that reduced the
labor required per ton of output, and a broader deindustrialization in which
American manufacturers moved production overseas to exploit lower labor
costs. By 1959, the United States had become a net importer of steel for the
first time. In 1973, a global recession in the steel market crashed prices and
shuttered mills across the country. None of these forces were unique to Gary.
They affected every steel-producing city in the industrial Midwest. But Gary
was more exposed than most, because Gary had nothing else. The city had
been designed, from its founding, as a single-purpose instrument. U.S. Steel
built it to make steel. When the steel-making contracted, the instrument had
no other use.

The racial dimension of the decline cannot be separated from the
economic dimension because they were the same event experienced from two
perspectives. In 1967, Gary elected Richard Gordon Hatcher as its mayor,
one of the first African Americans to lead a major American city. Hatcher's
election was a landmark of the civil rights era, but it occurred at the precise
moment when the city's economic foundation was cracking. White residents,
already uneasy about the city's shifting racial demographics, began leaving
Gary in accelerating numbers. The departure was given a geographic
destination by the state of Indiana, which passed legislation removing the
three-mile protective buffer zone that had prevented suburban development
immediately adjacent to Gary's borders. The suburb of Merrillville
materialized at Gary's southern edge, absorbing the departing white
population and the commercial investment that accompanied it. The first
enclosed shopping mall in the region opened in Merrillville. Department
stores relocated from Broadway to the new suburban corridors. The
Merrillville that was rising was the photographic negative of the Gary that
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was falling: white, commercial, growing, and positioned to capture every
dollar that Gary lost.

The workforce at Gary Works dropped from over 30,000 in 1970 to 6,000
by 1990 to 5,100 by 2015. The population of the city dropped from 178,000 in
1960 to approximately 69,000 in 2020, a loss of sixty-one percent. The
physical evidence of the collapse is architectural. The City Methodist Church,
the Gothic cathedral that once served 3,000 congregants, closed in 1975 as
the congregation dwindled. It has stood empty for fifty years. The roof has
partially collapsed. The sky is visible through the nave. Vegetation grows in
the sanctuary where pews once held families who believed they were building
something permanent. The walls are covered in graffiti. The stone and
masonry, still structurally formidable, enclose nothing but weather and
debris. To stand inside the ruins of City Methodist is to understand what
exsanguination looks like in architectural form: the structure is intact, the
engineering is sound, and the building is dead because the community that
used it is gone.

Attempts to diversify the economy failed. A Holiday Inn hotel was built. It
did not reverse the decline. The Genesis Convention Center was constructed.
It did not reverse the decline. Two casinos opened along the lakefront in the
1990s, Majestic Star Casino and a second vessel-based operation. They
generated revenue for the city through gaming taxes, approximately $50
million per year at their peak, but they did not reverse the decline. The
casinos employed workers, many of them commuters from outside Gary, and
the gaming revenue helped fill budget gaps, but the secondary economic
development that the casinos were supposed to catalyze did not materialize.
The neighborhoods surrounding the casinos did not attract restaurants,
hotels, or retail. The casino patrons drove in from the surrounding suburbs,
parked in the casino lots, gambled, and drove home without entering the
city's residential or commercial districts. A minor league baseball stadium,
the U.S. Steel Yard, was built in 2002 as the home of the Gary SouthShore
RailCats. The stadium was clean, modern, and reasonably well attended
during the baseball season. It did not reverse the decline. Each project was
premised on the theory that a single large investment could catalyze broader
economic activity, that building a hotel or a casino or a stadium would attract
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visitors who would spend money that would circulate through the local
economy and generate secondary investment. The theory failed because the
preconditions for secondary investment did not exist. A casino does not
generate a restaurant district if the surrounding blocks are vacant. A stadium
does not attract retail development if the streets leading to it are lined with
abandoned buildings. The investments were placed into a system that had
already lost its circulatory capacity. They were transfusions into a patient
who was still bleeding.

The physical landscape of Gary in the twenty-first century is unlike
anything else in the American urban experience. Large portions of the city
have reverted to what urban ecologists call "urban prairie": former
residential and commercial blocks where the buildings have been demolished
or have collapsed, where the foundations and basements have filled with rain
and sediment, where grasses and wildflowers and invasive species have
colonized the empty lots, and where the street grid, still maintained at
minimum levels by the city, runs through open fields that bear no visible
evidence of ever having been built upon. You can drive through Gary on
streets that were laid out for a city of 178,000 people and see nothing on
either side but tall grass, broken sidewalks, and the occasional fire hydrant
standing in a meadow, connected to a water main that serves no building. The
hydrants are the most disorienting artifact: painted yellow or red, still
functional, bolted to the infrastructure of a city that no longer exists above
ground, markers of an invisible system beneath a landscape that has been
returned, by default rather than by design, to a condition that resembles the
swampland that U.S. Steel purchased in 1906.

By 2015, roughly twenty percent of Gary's single-family homes were
unoccupied. The total number of abandoned buildings was estimated at
nearly 7,000. Thirty-seven percent of all buildings in the city were classified
as blighted and in need of visible repair. The environmental contamination
left behind by decades of steel production added a dimension of failure that
the census data and the vacancy rates could not capture. The soil around the
Gary Works and throughout the industrial corridor along the lakeshore was
saturated with heavy metals, slag, and sulfur. Workers who had spent careers
in the mill carried the toxins in their lungs: pneumoconiosis, silicosis, and the
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general respiratory degradation that comes from breathing metal dust for
decades. The air quality, once so poor that the sky above Gary appeared
yellow from the particulate matter, improved after the Clean Air Act forced
reductions in emissions, but the ground retained what the air had released.
The Gary Works still operated, on a reduced scale, with approximately 5,100
workers as of 2015, and the area around the slip where barges docked for
loading was coated with a visible film of slag and sulfur. You could see
metallic flakes floating in the air if you stood near the loading areas long
enough. The environmental contamination was not a separate problem from
the economic collapse. It was the same problem expressed in chemistry
rather than economics: the industry that had built the city had also poisoned
it, and the poisoning would persist long after the industry had contracted to a
fraction of its former scale.

A resident quoted in a news article captured the condition with a
precision that no statistical analysis could match: "We used to be the murder
capital of the U.S., but there is hardly anybody left to kill. We used to be the
drug capital of the U.S., but for that you need money, and there aren't jobs or
things to steal here."

Gary demonstrates what happens when a city is built as a subsidiary of a
corporation, with no identity or economic function independent of the parent
company. The corporation did not build Gary because Gary needed to exist. It
built Gary because it needed a labor pool adjacent to a mill. When the mill's
labor requirements declined by eighty-three percent, the city's reason for
existing declined by the same proportion, and no amount of convention
centers or casinos could supply a replacement reason, because the city had
never been asked to develop one. The chairman of U.S. Steel had said it
plainly in the 1980s, when the corporation changed its name to USX: "The
duty of management is to make money, not steel." The city that had been built
to make steel was not included in the revised mission statement.

Cairo, lllinois
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If Gary disproves the theory that corporate investment alone can sustain a
city, Cairo disproves the theory that geographic advantage alone can sustain
one. Cairo is also the case study in which racial injustice is not a contextual
factor in urban decline but the primary mechanism of destruction: the
instrument that killed the city, wielded by the city's own residents against
itself.

Cairo sits at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, at the
southernmost tip of Illinois. The pronunciation is "KAY-ro," not the Egyptian
"KY-ro," a local distinction that marks insiders from outsiders before the first
sentence of conversation is finished. The location is, on paper, one of the
most strategically valuable in North America. It is the point where two of the
continent's largest navigable waterways meet. Before the railroad era, and
during the early decades of it, the city that controlled this junction controlled
the movement of goods through the interior of the country. During the Civil
War, Cairo served as a major Union staging ground. Ulysses S. Grant used it
as the launching point for his campaigns down the Mississippi. The city had a
natural harbor, a strategic military position, and an economic logic that
seemed incontestable.

Cairo's peak population was 15,203 in 1920. By 2020, it had 1,733
residents, a loss of roughly eighty-nine percent over a century. The city has
decreased in population for eight consecutive U.S. census reports. Its
commercial district is abandoned. Its housing stock is deteriorated or
demolished. It is, by any functional measure, a ghost town with a residual
population.

The racial history is the history. It begins not in the 1960s but at the city's
founding as a destination for freed slaves after the Civil War. An influx of
African Americans changed Cairo's population from approximately fifty Black
residents to nearly forty percent of the city, heightening racial tension as new
arrivals competed with whites for the few available jobs in an economy that
was already struggling with the decline of steamboat commerce. Race
relations were not merely strained. They were homicidal. On the night of
November 11, 1909, two men were lynched in Cairo. The first was William
James, a Black man accused of the murder of a young white woman named
Anna Pelley. The second was Henry Salzner, a white man who had been
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accused of killing his own wife. A mob of thousands, whipped into collective
fury, seized both men and hanged them. The lynching of James drew the
investigative attention of Ida B. Wells, the journalist and anti-lynching
activist, who traveled to Cairo and documented the event. The governor of
Illinois dismissed the local sheriff for failing to protect the prisoners. Cairo
entered the twentieth century with a reputation for racial violence that would
prove to be not an aberration but a defining characteristic.

For the next six decades, Cairo operated as a segregated city in a
northern state. Black residents were confined to substandard housing,
primarily the Pyramid Courts public housing project, which had not been
maintained since its construction in 1939 and was infested with rats, plagued
by lead-contaminated water, and physically deteriorating. Black residents
were excluded from all municipal employment except menial labor. No Black
person served on the county Housing Authority, the Cairo Public Utility
Commission, the Building Commission, or the Library Board. Black children
attended segregated schools. When the Supreme Court ruled school
segregation unconstitutional in 1954, Cairo did not integrate its schools until
1967, thirteen years later. When Black residents attempted to use the city's
public swimming pool, the pool was converted to a private club to exclude
them. When that failed, the city shut the pool down and filled it with concrete
rather than allow Black children to swim in it. The concrete that filled the
pool was the same material that the Red Squares in Jersey City were
designed to warn against: a permanent sealing of a public resource,
performed not for safety but for exclusion.

In July 1967, nineteen-year-old Robert Hunt, a Black soldier home on
leave from the military, was arrested on disorderly conduct charges and
placed in a cell at the Cairo police station. He was found dead in his cell,
hanged with a rope made from his own T-shirt. The coroner ruled it a suicide.
The Black community did not believe the ruling. Hunt was nineteen years old,
had no history of mental illness, and had been alive and healthy hours before
his death. The protests that followed escalated into three days of
firebombings, shootings, and confrontations with police. On the first night, six
firebombings struck across the city, destroying three stores and a warehouse.
On subsequent nights, a lumber yard was bombed, and the foreman's house
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with it. Firefighters responding to the blazes were shot at by snipers. A Black
community leader warned city officials that Cairo would "look like Rome
burning down" if their demands were not met.

The white community responded with militarization. Approximately six
hundred white residents formed a vigilante group called the Committee of
Ten Million, which became known as the White Hats after the white
construction helmets they wore to identify themselves. The White Hats were
deputized by the county sheriff without the governor's authorization. They
patrolled Cairo's streets with firearms and police dogs. They conducted
paramilitary drills. They harassed Black residents in the Pyramid Courts
housing project and in the surrounding neighborhoods. Their activities were
not covert. They were visible, organized, and sanctioned by local law
enforcement. By 1969, the United Citizens for Community Action, an
organization composed largely of White Hats members, numbered
approximately 2,000 people in a city whose total population had already
dropped below 10,000.

In 1969, the Black community formed the Cairo United Front, led by
Reverend Charles Koen, and launched a boycott of white-owned businesses
that demanded the integration of public services, the hiring of Black police
officers and firefighters, and the renovation of Pyramid Courts. The boycott
was sustained for years. Throughout 1969 and into the 1970s, the city
experienced dozens of firebombings and shooting incidents, month after
month. In 1969 alone, the city endured 170 days of reported sniper fire.
Between 1968 and 1972, Cairo's high school teams played every game as an
away game because no other school would willingly travel to Cairo to
compete.

The boycott worked, in the sense that it destroyed the businesses it
targeted. White-owned stores on Commercial Street, the city's main
commercial thoroughfare, closed. The department stores, the shoe stores, the
music shops, the Hallmark store, the photography studio, the restaurants, the
auto dealerships, the gas stations: they shut down, one after another, not
because the boycott forced a negotiated settlement but because the boycott
eliminated their customer base. The white residents who had owned and
patronized these businesses left Cairo. They did not relocate within the city.
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They left entirely, many of them moving to Kentucky and Missouri, preferring
to cross state lines rather than share a city with Black neighbors who
demanded to be treated as citizens. And the businesses that closed were not
replaced by new businesses, because there was no one left to patronize them
and no capital left to invest. The boycott ended not because of Black victory
but because few businesses remained to be boycotted. By 1971, there was
minimal left to picket. Commercial Street, which had once been lined with
shops and elegant old street lamps and a Hamburger Wagon serving popcorn
and greasy burgers and flavored sodas, was empty.

The racial conflict consumed Cairo's economy with a completeness that
neither the decline of steamboat traffic nor the rerouting of railroads could
have achieved alone. The white power structure preferred the destruction of
the city's commercial life to the integration of its institutions. When faced
with the choice between sharing economic power with Black residents and
allowing the economy to collapse, the white establishment chose collapse.
The pool was filled with concrete. The businesses were abandoned. The
population fled. And by the time African Americans gained full political
inclusion in Cairo in the early 1980s, the city that they had fought to be
included in no longer existed in any functional sense. They had won the right
to govern a ruin.

A United States Civil Rights Commission investigation in 1972
documented the conditions: half the families in the Cairo area had
poverty-level incomes, unemployment stood at nine percent (nearly double
the national average), a third of the population received some form of public
assistance, and more than half the city's dwellings were classified as
deteriorating or dilapidated. The Commission's testimony showed that over
the decades, Black residents had comprised roughly forty percent of the city's
population but had been excluded from every governing body and every
category of non-menial employment. The Commission's report was published.
It changed nothing. Cairo continued to decline.

The decades that followed were not a recovery. They were a prolonged
diminishment. The population dropped from over 6,000 in 1970 to
approximately 3,600 by 1990 to approximately 2,800 by 2000. The
infrastructure that had sustained the city during its peak, the waterworks, the
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roads, the levees that protected the low-lying delta land from the rivers that
surrounded it on three sides, continued to deteriorate. Cairo is not merely
surrounded by water. It is enclosed by it: the Ohio on one side, the
Mississippi on the other, and a system of levees and floodwalls that must be
maintained continuously to prevent the rivers from reclaiming the land on
which the city sits. In 2011, the Army Corps of Engineers detonated a levee
upstream at Birds Point, Missouri, to relieve flood pressure on Cairo,
deliberately flooding 130,000 acres of Missouri farmland to save the city. The
act was controversial. Missouri farmers sued. But it kept Cairo above water,
which was more than the city's own resources could have managed.

In 2017, the federal government announced the closure of the Elmwood
and McBride public housing projects, the last significant residential
complexes in Cairo. Approximately 400 people were affected. The
Department of Housing and Urban Development, under then-Secretary Ben
Carson, visited the city and acknowledged the conditions. The housing
projects were shuttered. The residents were given vouchers to relocate. Some
found housing in the surrounding region. Others did not. The closure of the
housing projects was, in effect, a second evacuation: not as sudden as
Pripyat's, not as dramatic as Centralia's, but structurally identical. The
federal government had determined that the housing was unfit for habitation
and had removed the residents, and the city that remained behind the
departing buses was a city with almost no one left to serve.

Cairo today is a landscape of shuttered buildings, empty lots, and a
handful of remaining residents who stay because staying is what they have
always done. The Customs House, built in 1872, still stands on Washington
Avenue, a three-story Italianate structure that once served as the federal
government's administrative presence in the city and that now serves as a
monument to the scale of the ambition that Cairo once represented. The
Magnolia Manor, a Victorian mansion built in 1869, operates as a museum.
The levees still hold. The rivers still meet. The strategic advantage that
justified the city's founding has not diminished. The river junction is as
valuable today, in terms of navigable waterway geography, as it was in 1860.
But a city is not a geographic coordinate. It is a population, and Cairo's
population has chosen, one household at a time, over the course of a century,
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to be somewhere else.

Cairo demolishes geographic determinism. The city sits at the most
strategically valuable river junction in the interior of the continent, and it is a
ghost town. Location is necessary but not sufficient. A city needs more than a
good address. It needs institutions that function, a population that stays, and
a governing class that prefers the survival of the city to the preservation of its
own racial prerogatives. Cairo had the address. It had nothing else.

Flint, Michigan

Flint adds a third variable to the analysis. Gary demonstrates what happens
when the industry leaves. Cairo demonstrates what happens when racial
conflict drives out the population and the capital. Flint demonstrates what
happens when the loss of the industry and the collapse of the tax base
produce a governance failure so severe that the city poisons its own
residents.

Flint's relationship with General Motors was, if anything, more intimate
than Gary's relationship with U.S. Steel. GM did not merely employ Flint's
workers. It built Flint's identity. The company was incorporated in Flint in
1908. William C. Durant, the co-founder of GM, was a Flint native. Buick
Motor Company, which became the core of the GM empire, was
headquartered in Flint. The city was, in the most literal sense, the birthplace
of the company that would become the largest corporation in the world. In
1936-1937, Flint was the site of the Great Sit-Down Strike, a forty-four-day
occupation of GM's Fisher Body plants that became one of the defining events
in American labor history. The strike, which ended with GM's recognition of
the United Auto Workers, established the principle of industrial collective
bargaining that would shape American labor relations for the next
half-century. Flint was the city where the American working class won the
right to negotiate the terms of its labor. The irony of the subsequent
half-century, in which the same corporation progressively withdrew the
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employment that the labor movement had organized, is not lost on the people
who stayed.

At its peak, GM employed approximately 80,000 workers in the Flint
area. The city's population reached 196,940 in 1960. The decline began in the
1970s, accelerated through the 1980s, and continued without interruption
through the early twenty-first century. The layoffs came in waves. In 1978,
GM employed approximately 80,000 in Flint. By 1990, the number had
dropped to approximately 45,000. By 2006, it was approximately 12,000.
Each wave of layoffs sent a shock through the local economy: the bars and
restaurants that served factory workers lost their customers, the suppliers
that manufactured components for GM's assembly lines lost their contracts,
the landlords who rented apartments to autoworkers lost their tenants.
Michael Moore's 1989 documentary Roger & Me, which depicted Moore's
unsuccessful attempts to interview GM Chairman Roger Smith about the
company's decision to close eleven Flint plants and lay off 30,000 workers,
gave Flint national visibility as a symbol of deindustrialization. The
documentary was criticized for selective editing and chronological
manipulation, but its core observation was accurate: the company had left,
the city was dying, and the people who ran the company were not interested
in discussing the consequences.

The population dropped to approximately 87,000 by 2020, a loss of more
than half. The decline in tax revenue forced the city into fiscal crisis. Flint had
experienced emergency financial oversight repeatedly: it had been placed
under state financial supervision in 2002, exited state control in 2004, was
placed under a consent agreement in 2011, and was subjected to a full
emergency manager in 2011 under Michigan Governor Rick Snyder,
superseding the authority of the elected mayor and city council. The
emergency manager's mandate was to balance the city's budget. In April
2014, as a cost-saving measure, the emergency manager approved the
switching of Flint's water supply from the Detroit water system (which drew
from Lake Huron) to the Flint River, a local source that was known to be
more corrosive. The switch was intended to be temporary, pending the
completion of a new pipeline to Lake Huron.
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The Flint River water was not treated with corrosion inhibitors. The
treatment would have cost approximately $100 per day, a sum so small that
its omission suggests not a financial calculation but an institutional
indifference to the population being served. Without those inhibitors, the
river water corroded the lead service lines that connected the water main to
individual homes, leaching lead into the drinking water. Within months,
residents began reporting discolored water, water that came from the tap
brown or yellow or opaque, with foul odors and a taste that made it difficult
to drink. The city and state governments dismissed the complaints. When a
local pediatrician, Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha, published data showing that the
blood lead levels in Flint's children had doubled and in some neighborhoods
tripled after the water switch, state officials did not thank her. They attacked
her findings. A state spokesperson called her research "unfortunate" and
accused her of causing "near-hysteria." The Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality disputed her methodology and her conclusions. She
was correct. They were not. The eventual acknowledgment took months,
during which the children of Flint continued to drink lead-contaminated
water.

The crisis was eventually acknowledged. Federal emergency declarations
were issued. Criminal charges were filed against state and local officials,
including the emergency manager, Darnell Earley, and the director of the
Michigan Department of Health and Human Services, Nick Lyon, who was
charged with involuntary manslaughter for his role in the government's
delayed response. Former Governor Rick Snyder himself was charged with
two counts of willful neglect of duty in January 2021, the first time in
Michigan history that a former governor had been criminally charged in
connection with actions taken while in office. In 2023, the Michigan Supreme
Court ruled that the one-judge grand jury that had issued the indictments was
unconstitutional, and the charges against Snyder and other officials were
dismissed. No former governor, no emergency manager, and no state health
official was convicted. The criminal proceedings ended not in accountability
but in procedural dissolution, and the people whose children were poisoned
received neither a verdict nor an explanation. A $600 million settlement was
reached in 2021 to compensate the victims, with eighty percent of the funds
designated for children who were exposed to the contaminated water. The
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settlement was the largest in Michigan history. It was also, by any reasonable
accounting, inadequate. Six hundred million dollars divided among 100,000
affected residents amounts to approximately $6,000 per person, a sum that
does not begin to address the lifetime medical, educational, and economic
costs that lead exposure imposes on its victims.

But the damage was done. An estimated 100,000 residents, including
approximately 12,000 children, had been exposed to lead-contaminated
drinking water for eighteen months. Lead exposure in children is associated
with irreversible neurological damage, including reduced IQ, learning
disabilities, behavioral problems, and elevated rates of involvement in the
criminal justice system in adulthood. The consequences of the Flint water
crisis will persist for a generation. The children who drank the water in 2014
and 2015 will carry the neurological effects for the rest of their lives. They
did not choose to drink the water. Their parents did not choose to give it to
them. The decision was made by an emergency manager whose mandate was
to cut costs, and the cost that was cut was the health of children who had no
voice in the decision and no recourse against it. The lead service lines that
should have been replaced decades earlier, the corrosion inhibitors that
would have cost $100 per day, the independent testing that any responsible
water utility would have conducted before switching supply sources: each of
these failures was a deferred maintenance item, no different in kind from the
deferred road repairs and the deferred water main replacements that
characterize every slowly dying city in this book. The difference in Flint was
that the deferred maintenance was not a pothole or a leaking pipe. It was a
neurotoxin, administered through the municipal water system, to the most
vulnerable members of the population, by the agency that was legally
responsible for their safety.

Flint is the case where the diagnostic categories converge. The economic
exsanguination (loss of GM) produced the fiscal crisis. The fiscal crisis
produced the emergency management structure. The emergency
management structure, designed to cut costs above all other considerations,
produced the water switch. The water switch produced the public health
catastrophe. Each link in the chain was a governance decision made under
conditions created by the previous link. The failed city does not just lose its
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economy. It loses the capacity to govern itself without doing further harm.
The emergency manager who switched the water supply was not incompetent
in the conventional sense. He was executing his mandate: reduce costs. He
reduced costs by poisoning children. The mandate was the problem. The
mandate was a product of the fiscal crisis. The fiscal crisis was a product of
the economic exsanguination. The economic exsanguination was a product of
monoeconomic dependency. The chain runs all the way back to the founding
premise: one city, one industry, no backup plan.

The Coal Belt

Gary, Cairo, and Flint are individual cities whose failures can be analyzed in
terms of specific local conditions: a single corporation's departure, a racial
conflict that destroyed the commercial base, a governance decision that
poisoned the water supply. The coal belt of West Virginia and eastern
Kentucky presents a different scale of failure: not one city but an entire
region, not one industry leaving but one industry exhausting the land and the
people simultaneously.

I have written about rural America for years through Prairie Voice, and
the coal belt is the subject that recurs most forcefully in that work: the places
where the extraction economy consumed the extractable resource and then
departed, leaving behind a population and a landscape that were both used
up. The coal belt is not a metaphor for urban failure. It is urban failure
dispersed across a geography so large that no single municipal government
can address it and no state government has chosen to.

McDowell County, West Virginia, is a useful proxy for the region. At its
peak in 1950, the county had a population of approximately 98,900. By 2020,
the population was approximately 18,600, a decline of more than eighty
percent. The county seat, Welch, which once had a thriving commercial
district serving the mining communities of the surrounding hollows, is now
largely vacant. The main street retains its buildings, some of them handsome
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stone and brick structures from the early twentieth century, but the
businesses they once housed are gone. A visitor walking Welch's main street
in the 2020s would find closed storefronts, a few holdout businesses, and the
physical evidence of a town that was built for a population five times its
current size: the sidewalks are wider than the foot traffic warrants, the
buildings are taller than the remaining commerce requires, the parking is
more abundant than the cars that need it. The scale of the infrastructure is a
record of the population it was designed to serve, and the gap between the
infrastructure's capacity and the population's size is itself a diagnostic
measure, as precise as any census count.

The towns that served the individual mines, War, Kimball, Keystone,
Northfork, have contracted to fractions of their former size or disappeared
entirely. The infrastructure of extraction that once defined the landscape, the
rail lines, the tipples, the processing facilities, the company-owned housing,
cannot be repurposed for a post-extraction economy because it was designed
for one function and performs no other. The company housing is particularly
telling: rows of identical frame houses, built to a single floor plan, spaced at
regular intervals along the hollows, each one a unit in a system designed to
house workers who would spend their productive lives underground and
come home to a structure that the company owned, on land that the company
controlled, in a town that the company had built. The houses are still there in
many of the smaller coal towns, their porches sagging, their roofs patched or
failing, occupied by descendants of the miners who first rented them or
abandoned to the weather and the vegetation that reclaims unoccupied
structures in the Appalachian climate with an efficiency that Pripyat's forests
would recognize.

The land itself is often too damaged for alternative use. Mountaintop
removal mining, which became prevalent in the late twentieth century, is the
most physically dramatic form of resource extraction practiced in the United
States. The process involves detonating the rock and soil that sits above a
coal seam, removing the overburden with enormous machines called
draglines (some of them twenty stories tall, with buckets capable of scooping
100 cubic yards of earth in a single pass), extracting the exposed coal, and
dumping the overburden, now fragmented rock mixed with soil and
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vegetation, into adjacent valleys. The valleys are called "valley fills." They
bury the streams that ran through them, permanently. The mountaintop that
was removed is not restored. What remains is a flattened plateau, often
hundreds of feet lower than the original summit, covered in compacted
rubble and reseeded with grass that does not resemble and cannot replace
the hardwood forest that grew there before the mining began. The
transformation is visible from satellite imagery: where the topographic maps
once showed ridgelines and hollows and the dendritic pattern of mountain
streams, the post-mining landscape shows flat gray platforms surrounded by
the remnants of the terrain they replaced. The Environmental Protection
Agency estimated that by the early twenty-first century, mountaintop removal
had affected more than 500 mountains in Appalachia and buried more than
2,000 miles of headwater streams.

The health consequences are commensurate with the physical
destruction. Communities near mountaintop removal sites report elevated
rates of cancer, cardiovascular disease, birth defects, and respiratory illness.
The dust from blasting operations carries silica, coal particles, and heavy
metals into the air and water supplies of surrounding towns. The streams that
are not buried are contaminated by the runoff from valley fills, which carries
selenium, arsenic, and other toxins into the drinking water. The people who
live in the hollows below the mining operations are the same people who
worked in the mines, or whose parents and grandparents worked in the
mines, and the accumulation of occupational and environmental exposure
across generations has produced a population with health outcomes that
resemble those of a developing country rather than the wealthiest nation on
Earth. McDowell County's life expectancy is among the lowest in the United
States. The opioid epidemic, which devastated Appalachian communities
beginning in the late 1990s, compounded the health crisis by addicting a
population that was already medically underserved and economically
desperate.

The coal belt raises the question of whether regional monoeconomy is a
categorically different problem from municipal monoeconomy. In Gary, the
failure is contained within a single city. The surrounding region (the greater
Chicago metropolitan area) remains economically viable, and the failed city

71



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

exists as a pocket of collapse within a functioning landscape. In the coal belt,
the failure encompasses the entire landscape. There is no surrounding region
to absorb the displaced population, no adjacent economy to provide
alternative employment, no institutional base outside the extraction industry
capable of generating replacement activity. The schools trained miners. The
roads carried coal. The health system treated mining injuries and black lung
disease. The political apparatus served the coal companies. When the coal
industry declined, every institution calibrated to it declined simultaneously,
and there was no adjacent system to catch the fall.

The result is a form of regional abandonment that has no clear remedy
within the conventional toolkit of economic development. You cannot attract a
technology company to a hollow in McDowell County because the hollow has
no broadband, no housing stock suitable for a professional workforce, no
airport within reasonable distance, and no educational institution producing
the graduates that a technology company would need to hire. The
preconditions for economic diversification do not exist, and creating them
would require an investment of a magnitude that no state government has
been willing to make, because the return on that investment is uncertain and
the political constituency for it is small and shrinking. The coal belt is the
case study for the failure that is too large for any single intervention and too
dispersed for any single institution to address.

Pittsburgh: The Counterargument

Pittsburgh is the city that should appear in this chapter as a case study in
failure and does not. It was a steel city. It was a monoeconomic city. It
suffered the same deindustrialization that destroyed Gary, devastated Flint,
and hollowed out the coal belt. Its population declined from approximately
677,000 in 1950 to approximately 303,000 in 2020, a loss of more than
fifty-five percent, which is comparable in percentage terms to Gary's decline.
By the metrics that define failure in every other case study in this chapter,
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Pittsburgh should have failed.

It did not. And the question of why it did not is as analytically important
as the question of why the others did.

The conventional narrative of Pittsburgh's survival is built around two
words: "Eds and Meds." Education and medicine. The University of Pittsburgh
and Carnegie Mellon University provided the institutional base for economic
diversification. The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, UPMC, grew
from a regional hospital system into one of the largest nonprofit health care
systems in the world, employing over 92,000 people and functioning as the
city's largest employer, a role formerly held by the steel industry. Carnegie
Mellon's research programs in robotics, computer science, and engineering
attracted technology companies: Google, Uber, Meta, Aurora Innovation,
Duolingo, and dozens of smaller firms established research facilities and
offices in Pittsburgh to be near the university's talent pipeline. The old steel
mill sites along the Monongahela River were redeveloped into mixed-use
complexes housing research labs, office space, and residential units. At
Hazelwood Green, a 178-acre former LTV Steel mill site, the structural
skeleton of the original 1943 rolling plant was incorporated into the design of
Mill 19, which now houses Carnegie Mellon's Manufacturing Futures
Initiative and the Advanced Robotics Manufacturing Institute. The skeleton of
the old economy holds up the body of the new one. It is, unintentionally, the
most precise physical metaphor in this book: the cobblestones beneath the
asphalt, the substrate that endures.

This narrative is accurate as far as it goes. But it raises a question that
the narrative itself does not answer: why was Pittsburgh able to make this
transition when Gary, Flint, and the coal belt were not?

Pittsburgh possessed structural advantages that the failed cities lacked,
advantages that preceded the crisis and that made the transition possible
once the crisis arrived. The distinction has nothing to do with leadership
quality or civic vision.

The first advantage was institutional density. Carnegie Mellon University
was founded in 1900, six years before Gary was founded and sixty-two years
before the Centralia mine fire. The University of Pittsburgh dates to 1787.
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These were not institutions created in response to the steel crisis. They were
institutions that existed independently of the steel industry, with their own
endowments, their own research agendas, their own national and
international recruitment networks, and their own economic gravity. When
the steel industry collapsed, these institutions did not collapse with it,
because they had never been dependent on it. Gary had no equivalent. Gary's
institutions were subsidiaries of the steel economy: schools that trained
steelworkers, commercial districts that served steelworkers, a tax base
derived from steelworker wages. When the steel economy contracted, every
Gary institution contracted with it. Pittsburgh's universities were not
subsidiaries. They were independent economic actors with the capacity to
attract investment, talent, and federal research funding on their own terms.

The second advantage was philanthropic capital. Andrew Carnegie and
Andrew W. Mellon, both of whom made their fortunes in Pittsburgh's
industrial economy, invested enormous sums in the city's educational and
cultural institutions before the steel crisis occurred. Carnegie founded
Carnegie Mellon University. Mellon endowed the University of Pittsburgh and
established the Mellon Institute of Industrial Research. The R.K. Mellon
Foundation, the Hillman Family Foundations, and the Heinz Endowments
continued to fund research, community development, and institutional
growth throughout the decline. This philanthropic infrastructure provided a
source of capital that was independent of the tax base and independent of the
steel economy. Gary had no Carnegies and no Mellons, because Gary's wealth
had always flowed through U.S. Steel's corporate structure and out to
shareholders, not into local philanthropic endowments.

The third advantage was the gradualness of the decline relative to the
city's institutional capacity. Pittsburgh's steel industry did not collapse
overnight. The decline unfolded over decades, beginning in the 1970s and
accelerating through the 1980s. This timeline, while devastating for the
workers who lost their jobs, provided enough lead time for institutional actors
(the universities, the foundations, the civic leadership) to begin planning and
executing a transition strategy. Gary's decline occurred on a similar timeline,
but Gary's institutional capacity was insufficient to use the time productively.
A slow decline is only an advantage if you have institutions capable of
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responding to it. Without those institutions, a slow decline is just a slow
death.

The fourth advantage, and the most uncomfortable to name, was that
Pittsburgh's transition was not a transition for everyone. The city's population
loss of fifty-five percent represents hundreds of thousands of people who left
and did not benefit from the "Eds and Meds" economy that replaced steel.
Many former steelworkers lacked the education and skills required for
employment in healthcare or technology. Reskilling programs existed but
could not accommodate the scale of the displaced workforce. The community
college system offered retraining, but a fifty-year-old millworker who had
spent thirty years pouring molten steel could not be retrained as a software
engineer or a surgical nurse in a twelve-month certificate program. The skills
were too different. The cognitive demands were too different. The social
world was too different: the steel culture was physical, collective, and
male-dominated, organized around the shared experience of dangerous
manual labor in extreme conditions, and the replacement economy was
cerebral, individualized, and credentialed, organized around degrees,
certifications, and the kind of institutional affiliation that steelworkers had
never needed. The men who had walked into the mill at eighteen and
expected to walk out at sixty-five with a pension found themselves at
forty-five with no mill, no pension, and no place in the economy that had
replaced the one they had built.

The neighborhoods that had housed the steelworkers, the Homesteads
and the Braddocks and the McKeesports, the boroughs along the
Monongahela that had been company towns in all but name, did not
participate in the Eds and Meds transition. They declined on the Gary
template: population loss, vacancy, deferred maintenance, closing schools,
deteriorating services. Braddock, the site of Andrew Carnegie's first steel mill
and the birthplace of the company that would become U.S. Steel, had a
population of approximately 2,200 by 2020, down from over 20,000 in 1920.
Its main street was largely vacant. Its most famous recent resident was the
mayor, John Fetterman, who lived in a converted car dealership and who
parlayed his visibility as the mayor of a dying steel town into a career in
national politics, eventually becoming a U.S. Senator. Fetterman's trajectory

75



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

was, unintentionally, a precise illustration of the Pittsburgh transition: the
individual who succeeds by leaving the community that could not succeed by
staying. The Pittsburgh that emerged from the transition is smaller, wealthier
per capita, more educated, and more economically diverse than the
Pittsburgh that entered it, but it is also a city that shed more than half its
population in the process. The question of whether this constitutes "success"
depends on whose perspective you adopt. For the University of Pittsburgh
Medical Center and its 92,000 employees, Pittsburgh is a success story. For
the steelworker who left for Texas or North Carolina because there was
nothing left in Pittsburgh for someone with his skills, Pittsburgh failed in
exactly the same way Gary failed. It just failed more selectively.

The honest assessment of Pittsburgh is not that it avoided failure. It is
that it contained failure. The city lost its steel industry, lost more than half its
population, and suffered decades of economic contraction, but it retained
enough institutional infrastructure to build a replacement economy on the
ruins of the old one. Whether this outcome was the result of deliberate
planning, accumulated institutional advantage, philanthropic luck, or some
combination of all three is a question that the evidence does not conclusively
answer. What the evidence does answer is that the preconditions for
Pittsburgh's survival, the research universities, the philanthropic
endowments, the diversified institutional base, were in place before the crisis
began. They were not created in response to the crisis. They were inherited
from an earlier era of investment, and they proved sufficient to absorb the
shock.

This is the most important finding in the chapter, because it reframes the
problem of urban survival. By the time a city's primary industry collapses, it is
too late to build the institutions that would have made survival possible. The
work must be done while the primary economy is still healthy: the
construction of institutions that have no obvious purpose during the boom
years but that become the only source of economic oxygen when the boom
ends. Pittsburgh's answer to that question was Carnegie Mellon and the
University of Pittsburgh and the Mellon philanthropies. Gary's answer was
nothing. Flint's answer was nothing. The coal belt's answer was nothing. The
cities that failed did not fail at the moment of crisis. They failed decades
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earlier, when they chose not to invest in institutions independent of their
primary industry. The crisis merely revealed the failure. The cobblestones
were already buried. The asphalt was already cracking. And beneath both,
the rusting pipes were older than anyone's memory of what the street used to
look like.
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Part IV: The Utopian Misfire

The cities examined in the previous two chapters, those killed by catastrophic
erasure and those killed by economic exsanguination, were organic cities.
They were not designed from first principles. They were not built to embody
an ideology. They grew, as most cities grow, from the convergence of
geography, commerce, and the accumulated decisions of thousands of
individuals who chose to live and work in proximity to one another for
reasons that were practical rather than philosophical. Pompeii was a Roman
commercial town. Pripyat was a Soviet nuclear worker dormitory. Gary was a
steel mill's labor pool. Cairo was a river junction settlement. None of them
were intended to demonstrate a theory about the correct organization of
human social life. They were intended to function, and they functioned until
they did not.

The cities in this chapter are categorically different. They were built, or
proposed, or partially constructed, from ideological first principles: a
conviction about how human beings should live, what language they should
speak, what economic system they should practice, what spiritual framework
they should inhabit, what dietary regime they should observe. In each case,
the founders believed that the conventional city had failed them, and that a
new community, designed from scratch according to correct principles, would
succeed where the compromised, inherited, organically evolved city had not.
The utopian tradition in city building is old. Plato described an ideal city in
the Republic. Thomas More coined the word "utopia" in 1516. The Shakers,
the Rappites, the Owenites, the Fourierists, the Icarians, the Oneida
Perfectionists, and dozens of other communitarian movements built
settlements in North America during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, most of which lasted less than a generation. The twentieth and
twenty-first centuries added their own variants: the company town, the
planned capital, the eco-city, the Deaf community, the spiritual commune.
The names change. The pattern does not.
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The former colleague whose argument about the publication of failure
opened Part I used to make a further distinction that bears directly on the
utopian cases. He distinguished between two kinds of failed experiments. The
first kind fails because the hypothesis was wrong: the premise is incorrect,
the predicted relationship does not exist, and no amount of better execution
would change the outcome. The second kind fails because the execution was
wrong: the hypothesis may have been correct, but the experiment was badly
designed, badly funded, badly managed, or badly staffed, and the failure tells
you nothing about the hypothesis and everything about the experimenters. If
the hypothesis is wrong, you abandon it. If the execution is wrong, you fix the
execution and try again.

Utopian cities fail in both ways, sometimes simultaneously, and the
difficulty of diagnosing which mode of failure is operative makes them the
most analytically complex category in this book. Every one of them failed. But
the question in each case is whether the failure discredits the idea or only the
attempt. The medical analogy is useful here: a community that endorses a
vision but will not act on it is a body that produces antibodies but never
deploys them. The immune response exists. The pathogen remains. The
disease is not the absence of knowledge about how to fight it. The disease is
the failure to fight.

Laurent, South Dakota

In 2003, Marvin T. Miller, a Deaf journalist who had been deaf from birth,
co-founded the Laurent Company with M.E. Barwacz, his hearing
mother-in-law, to develop a planned community for Deaf, hard-of-hearing, and
American Sign Language users in McCook County, South Dakota, south of the
small town of Salem. The community was to be named Laurent, after Laurent
Clerc, the French educator who brought sign language to America in the
early nineteenth century and whose pedagogical legacy remains foundational
to Deaf cultural identity. The choice of name was itself an argument: Clerc
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had bridged French and American deaf traditions and had advocated for
manualism over the purely oral methods that had marginalized sign users for
generations. Naming the town after Clerc was a declaration that Laurent
would continue his work, not in a classroom but in the built environment of an
entire community.

The vision was specific and considered. Laurent would be a town of
approximately 2,500 permanent residents, built on 320 acres of farmland
near the Interstate 90 and U.S. Route 81 interchange, with additional
capacity for 5,500 visitors, students, sports enthusiasts, workshop attendees,
and travelers. ASL would be the primary language of governance, education,
commerce, and daily life. Town officials, educators, and service workers
would be required to use ASL proficiently. Buildings would be designed with
wide open spaces and clear sightlines to facilitate visual communication. Fire
trucks and police cars would rely on lights rather than sirens. Streets would
be narrow, designed for walking rather than driving, with a town square at
the center. The town would be bilingual (ASL and English) and open to
hearing residents who wished to live in a signing community, but the cultural
and linguistic center of gravity would be Deaf. Miller envisioned Laurent as a
place where his children could see Deaf adults in positions of authority:
mayors, business owners, postal workers, factory managers. "Society isn't
doing that great a job of, quote-unquote, integrating us," Miller told the
Indianapolis Star through an interpreter in 2005. His children, he said, did
not see role models in their lives. The town was not a retreat. It was a
corrective.

South Dakota was chosen for specific reasons. The state has no corporate
or personal income tax, which would make the town financially attractive to
businesses and residents. The rural location meant that businesses could
qualify for federal rural development loans of up to $25 million. The land was
affordable. The soil was good. The topography was flat and buildable. And
McCook County, with a total population of fewer than 6,000 spread across
five small towns, offered the possibility that Laurent's projected 2,500
residents could exercise significant political influence at the county and state
level, giving the Deaf community a governing voice it had never possessed
anywhere in the United States. This last point was the one that most alarmed
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the opposition.

The idea was not without precedent. Deaf communities have historically
formed enclaves, sometimes deliberately and sometimes through the
gravitational pull of residential schools and Deaf social institutions. Martha's
Vineyard, from the seventeenth century through the early twentieth,
sustained a hereditary Deaf population large enough that a local sign
language was widely used by both Deaf and hearing residents. Gallaudet
University in Washington, D.C., the only university in the world designed for
Deaf and hard-of-hearing students, functions as a de facto Deaf community
within the larger city. Laurent was an attempt to formalize what had
historically occurred informally: a community where Deaf people constituted
not a minority accommodated by the hearing majority but a majority served
by institutions designed for them.

The project attracted enormous media attention. The New York Times ran
a front-page story under the headline "As Town for Deaf Takes Shape, Debate
on Isolation Re-emerges." CNN, BBC, People Magazine, NPR, and Swedish
Deaf television all covered it. By mid-2005, more than 100 families had
submitted reservation forms, representing over 150 adults and roughly 100
children. The number continued to grow. At the peak of planning, the waiting
list reached approximately 160 families. Designers from the firm Nederveld
drew up master plans, and the developer Terry Sanford, who described
himself as someone who builds utopias, visited the site and pronounced the
soil good, the topography favorable, and the zoning manageable. McCook
County commissioners passed new zoning regulations to accommodate the
development. A town hall meeting in the county drew a packed room and
ended, by Sanford's account, in something close to a celebration. "I think at
the end it was almost a celebration," he said, "like when can this get started?"

The response within the Deaf community was what Janna Sweenie, a Deaf
ASL performer and educator with whom I have collaborated for years through
HardcoreASL.com and ASL-Opera.com, described as a "Deaf Utopia." The
phrase was not hers alone. It circulated widely through Deaf media, Deaf
forums, and Deaf social networks. The idea of Laurent was roaringly
supported, as an idea, by many in the Deaf community. A place where ASL
was not a concession or an accommodation but the default mode of
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communication. A place where the hearing world's structures, its phone
systems and its spoken announcements and its assumption that sound is the
primary medium of social exchange, would be inverted. A place where Deaf
people would not be the ones adapting. Everyone else would adapt to them.
The enthusiasm was genuine and widespread.

Then nothing happened.

Nobody moved. The approximately 160 families on the waiting list
remained on the waiting list. The reservation forms were non-binding
expressions of interest, not contracts. They cost nothing to sign and
committed the signers to nothing. The anticipated investor-backed financing
that Miller had been depending on to fund construction failed to materialize.
Miller and Barwacz exhausted their personal finances. The Laurent Company
owed $300,000 to Nederveld Associates, the town planning firm that had
drawn up the master plans, plus $16,000 to the project architect, debts
accumulated against revenue that never arrived. Miller wrote in an online
journal of the need to raise $300,000, and the donations trickled in at a pace
that could not sustain the project's overhead, let alone its construction
budget.

The failure of Laurent was not caused by opposition, though opposition
existed. The Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf and Hard of
Hearing, which has historically advocated for oral education and cochlear
implants over sign language, criticized the project as isolationist. Todd
Houston, the association's executive director, told the New York Times that
he believed "there is a greater benefit for people to be part of the whole
world" and described Laurent as "a little bit of circling-the-wagons
mentality." Some local McCook County residents worried about the viability
of the development and its impact on existing communities. Martha Sherman,
who co-owned a campground, co-founded McCook Citizens United and
publicly accused the developers of being more interested in gaining political
control of the county than in becoming part of it. "I don't think that the
developers are interested in being a part of McCook County as much as their
agenda is one of gaining political control," Sherman told South Dakota Public
Radio. Another local resident was less diplomatic: "It just seems like they
want their own little world. Well, they decided that McCook County was a
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place to carve it out. And I wish they would have found a place in Timbuktu
and leave our lives alone." Others worried about the loss of farmland, about
the McDonald's that had expressed interest in building at the Laurent
interchange, and about the proposition that 2,500 new residents with their
own cultural priorities would transform a county of 6,000 people who had not
asked to be transformed.

The opposition was not trivial. It was also not fatal. McCook County
commissioners passed the zoning changes. The town hall meeting ended in
near-celebration. Local resistance could have been managed. The money
could not.

By 2007, a combination of financial depletion, the collapse of the primary
funding source, and Miller's growing dissatisfaction with the quality of
education his children were receiving at the South Dakota School for the Deaf
led him to dissolve the Laurent Company and relocate his family to Indiana.
The project shifted briefly to the possibility of redeveloping Spencer, South
Dakota, a tiny existing town with available lots where the infrastructure of
streets and water and sewer already existed and would not need to be built
from scratch. Spencer's town officials confirmed that Miller and Barwacz had
inquired about lots. The interest did not translate into action. Miller also
explored sites in Montana, Wyoming, and Kansas, asking supporters in online
polls which state they would "perceive" to be the best alternative. The polling
itself was diagnostic: you do not ask your community to rank hypothetical
locations by desirability if you have committed to a specific site. The polling
was an exercise in aspiration. The move to Indiana was the action.

Laurent was never built because the people who wanted it to exist were
not the people who were willing to move to South Dakota to make it exist. The
aspiration was universal. The commitment was absent. Approximately 160
families signed non-binding reservation forms. Zero families moved. The gap
between those two numbers is the entire story.

This gap, which I have come to think of as the Aspiration-Action Gap, is
not unique to Laurent. It is the defining structural flaw of utopian city
planning, and it recurs in every case study in this chapter. The vision attracts
enthusiasts. The enthusiasts declare their support. The support is real in the
sense that the emotion behind it is genuine. But the support is not
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operational. It does not translate into the physical act of packing a household,
quitting a job, enrolling children in a new school district, and driving to a
soybean field in South Dakota to begin the work of building a town. The
enthusiasm exists at the level of aspiration. The town requires action.
Between the two, there is a void that no amount of media coverage or
community celebration can fill.

The online Deaf community forums captured this dynamic with a clarity
that the media coverage missed. Respondents expressed admiration for the
idea and immediately followed it with reasons they personally would not
participate. The South Dakota winters were too cold. ("Brrrr, cold! Not a
place for me to live!" wrote one forum member. "The winters in Dakotas can
get down below zero, how exciting is that?") The location was too remote. The
economy was too uncertain. The schools were inadequate. Some questioned
whether the project was really about building a Deaf community or about
imposing an ASL-only ideology on a captive population, including hearing
children of Deaf adults who might grow up without learning to speak at all.
Each objection was individually reasonable. Collectively, they constituted a
community that had endorsed a vision and then declined, one household at a
time, to inhabit it. Laurent did not fail because of the Alexander Graham Bell
Association. It did not fail because of McCook Citizens United. It failed
because support without action is not support. It is applause. And applause
does not dig foundations.

Fordlandia, Brazil, 1928 to 1934

Henry Ford wanted rubber. The global rubber market in the 1920s was
dominated by British and Dutch colonial plantations in Southeast Asia, and
the British government, through the Stevenson Restriction Act of 1922, had
imposed production quotas on its Malayan and Ceylonese plantations that
artificially constrained supply and drove up prices. Ford, who needed vast
quantities of rubber for the tires on his automobiles (each Model T required
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approximately 100 pounds of rubber in its tires, hoses, gaskets, and other
components), was paying inflated prices to a cartel he could not control. His
response was characteristically Fordian: he would grow his own rubber, on
his own land, under his own management, and he would build an American
town to house the workers who tended the trees. Vertical integration, which
had made Ford the richest manufacturer in the world by controlling every
stage of automobile production from the iron mine to the showroom, would
now be extended to the source of rubber itself. In 1928, he acquired a
concession of 2.5 million acres along the Tapajos River in the Brazilian
Amazon, an area roughly the size of Connecticut, and began constructing a
rubber plantation and an American town to house its workers. The investment
would eventually exceed $20 million, equivalent to roughly $350 million in
twenty-first-century dollars.

The town was called Fordlandia, and it was designed to replicate the
social conditions of a small midwestern American community. Ford was not
merely extracting rubber. He was exporting a civilization. The workers were
required to live in American-style bungalows arranged on streets laid out in a
grid. They were required to eat American-style food, including hamburgers,
whole wheat bread, canned peaches, and other products of Ford's conviction
that the American diet was universally optimal, served in a mess hall that
observed American mealtimes. Alcohol was prohibited. Tobacco was
discouraged. Square dances were organized on weekends. Ford required his
workers to wear identification badges, to submit to physical examinations,
and to attend classes on hygiene and nutrition. The community was, in Ford's
mind, a demonstration project: proof that the principles of industrial
efficiency that had produced the Model T assembly line could be applied to
the organization of human social life in any environment, including a tropical
rainforest.

Ford believed, with the conviction of a man who had never been told he
was wrong about anything important, that the American small-town social
model was universally applicable, and that Brazilian rubber tappers working
in the Amazon basin would thrive under the same conditions that had
produced the middle class of Dearborn, Michigan. This belief was not tested.
It was imposed.
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The rubber failed first. Ford's plantation managers planted the rubber
trees in tight rows, following the logic of midwestern agriculture, where
crops are planted in dense, orderly formations to maximize yield per acre.
Rubber trees in the wild grow dispersed through the forest, separated by
dozens of other species. The spacing is not accidental. South American leaf
blight, a fungal disease endemic to the region, spreads rapidly when rubber
trees are grown in proximity to one another. The wild rubber trees survive
because their dispersal makes transmission difficult. Ford's closely planted
monoculture was an incubator for the blight. The trees sickened and died.
The caterpillars and insects that the dispersed forest canopy would have
contained in small numbers exploded in the monoculture and devoured the
leaves. Production never approached the levels Ford had projected. Ford's
managers had not consulted local experts on rubber cultivation. They had not
studied the patterns of wild rubber growth. They had assumed that what
worked for wheat in Michigan would work for rubber in the Amazon. The
assumption was agricultural imperialism, and the leaf blight was the forest's
response.

The social experiment failed simultaneously. The workers, who were
Brazilian, did not want to eat hamburgers. They did not want to attend square
dances. They did not want to observe American mealtimes. They did not want
to live under a prohibition regime in a tropical climate where the traditional
diet included cachaca (sugarcane liquor) and where social life revolved
around customs that had nothing to do with the Midwest. In December 1930,
simmering resentment erupted in a revolt that began in the mess hall.
Workers smashed dishes and kitchen equipment, overturned tables, and
chased the American managers out of the camp and into the surrounding
jungle. The managers hid in the forest for days until Brazilian military forces
arrived by boat to restore order. The soldiers found the camp trashed but the
workers calm. The revolt had not been an attempt to destroy Fordlandia. It
had been a refusal, expressed with the only tools available to workers who
had no formal grievance process, to live according to rules that bore no
relationship to their lives. The revolt was suppressed, but the underlying
tensions were not, because the tensions were structural: Ford had designed a
community for people who did not exist. The workers he imagined, sober,
orderly, grateful midwesterners who happened to live on the Tapajos River,
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bore no resemblance to the workers he actually employed.

Ford relocated the operation to a new site called Belterra, closer to the
river, where conditions were slightly more favorable for rubber cultivation.
The housing was improved. Some of the more draconian social controls were
relaxed. But the leaf blight followed, because the blight was a function of the
planting method, not the location, and Ford's managers never changed the
planting method. By 1945, when synthetic rubber developed during World
War II had made plantation rubber economically irrelevant, Ford sold the
entire operation back to the Brazilian government for a fraction of what he
had invested. Fordlandia was abandoned. The American-style bungalows
stand empty in the jungle, their architecture increasingly absorbed by the
vegetation that was always going to win. A water tower bearing the Ford logo
rusts above the canopy.

Fordlandia is the case study for ideological imperialism in urban
planning: the assumption that the planner's culture is universally applicable
and that the failure of the plan must be a failure of the people rather than the
plan. Ford never revised his assumptions. He never asked his workers what
they wanted. He never consulted local agricultural expertise about rubber
cultivation. He imposed a template and then blamed the template's subjects
when it failed. The Aspiration-Action Gap in Fordlandia takes a different form
than in Laurent. In Laurent, the aspiration belonged to the community and
the action was absent. In Fordlandia, the aspiration belonged to one man, and
the action was imposed on a community that had never shared the aspiration.
Both outcomes are the same: a town that exists on paper and in ruins, and not
in the daily lives of the people it was designed to serve.

New Harmony, Indiana, 1825 to 1827
Robert Owen was a Welsh textile manufacturer who had made his fortune at

the New Lanark mills in Scotland, where he had implemented labor reforms
that were radical for the early nineteenth century: reduced working hours,
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improved housing, prohibition of child labor under the age of ten, and the
establishment of schools for workers' children. His success at New Lanark
convinced him that the correct social environment could produce a correct
society, and that the correct social environment could be designed from first
principles. He was not modest about the claim. He described his project as
nothing less than the creation of a "New Moral World."

In 1825, Owen purchased the town of Harmonie, Indiana, from the
Harmonist Society, a German Pietist communal group that had built and then
abandoned it. The Harmonists, led by George Rapp, had been remarkably
successful: they had constructed approximately 180 buildings, including a
dormitory, a granary, a church, and workshops for textile production, along
with cleared agricultural land, planted orchards, and a functioning vineyard.
The community was orderly, productive, and celibate, the last of these
conditions being one of the reasons the Harmonists decided to relocate to a
new site in Pennsylvania, where they built the town of Economy. Owen paid
approximately $125,000 for the entire settlement, a price that included the
buildings, the land, and the agricultural improvements. He renamed the town
New Harmony and invited the world to join him in building a community
based on shared labor, egalitarian principles, and cooperative economics.

Owen's promotional campaign was extraordinary in its ambition and its
reach. He addressed the United States Congress twice, in 1825, with the
outgoing President James Monroe and the incoming President John Quincy
Adams both in attendance. He displayed a six-foot architectural model of the
ideal community he intended to build, designed by the architect Stedman
Whitwell, showing a symmetrical complex of residential, educational, and
industrial buildings arranged around a central square. The model was, like
the architectural renderings of never-built cities that would follow it for the
next two centuries, more compelling than the reality it was meant to predict.
Owen also recruited what became known as the "Boatload of Knowledge," a
keelboat called the Philanthropist that traveled down the Ohio River in
January 1826 carrying approximately forty scientists, educators, and artists
from Pittsburgh to New Harmony. The passengers included William Maclure,
a Scottish-born geologist and philanthropist who became known as the father
of American geology; Thomas Say, the entomologist and conchologist who
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would become one of the founding figures of American natural history;
Charles Alexandre Lesueur, a French naturalist and artist; and Marie Duclos
Fretageot, a Pestalozzian educator who had run a progressive school in
Philadelphia. The Boatload of Knowledge was, by some accounts, the single
greatest concentration of scientific talent in the United States at that
moment. It was also, in retrospect, a diagnostic symptom of the community's
eventual failure: Owen was recruiting thinkers, not farmers.

What Owen did not attract, or did not attract in sufficient numbers, was
people willing to do the physical labor required to sustain a community that
had to feed itself. New Harmony was an agricultural settlement. The fields
that the Harmonists had cleared and planted needed to be plowed, tended,
and harvested. The livestock needed to be managed. The buildings needed to
be maintained. The firewood needed to be cut. These tasks required people
who knew how to do them, who were willing to do them, and who would do
them consistently over the course of months and years, through heat and
cold, through rain and drought, through the monotony that agricultural labor
requires. Owen's recruits were overwhelmingly people who wanted to think
about the ideal community, not people who wanted to hoe its rows. The
Harmonists, whose buildings and fields Owen had purchased, had been a
religious community with a shared spiritual discipline that governed daily
labor: they worked because their faith required it, and their faith was
reinforced by the communal structure that organized every hour of every day.
Owen's community had no equivalent discipline. The intellectuals gave
lectures. The reformers debated. The educators designed curricula. The fields
went unplowed. The gap between the community's consumption and its
production widened with each season.

The community fractured within months. At least seven distinct factions
formed around competing visions of what the cooperative should look like.
Some wanted full communalism with no private property whatsoever. Others
wanted a modified system that preserved individual ownership of tools and
personal effects. A faction led by Maclure wanted to focus exclusively on
education and was willing to separate from the main community to pursue its
own pedagogical agenda. A group of artisans and tradesmen, who had the
practical skills that the intellectuals lacked, wanted fair compensation for the
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labor they contributed to the community's physical maintenance, an
expectation that contradicted the cooperative principle of shared output.
Owen attempted to organize the community into a "preliminary society" that
would eventually transition to full communalism, but the timeline for the
transition was never specified, the criteria for readiness were never defined,
and the governance structure that was supposed to manage the transition
was never clarified.

Owen himself was frequently absent, traveling to give lectures, to recruit
more members, and to promote the New Harmony experiment to audiences in
Philadelphia, New York, Washington, and London. His absences created a
governance vacuum that the remaining leaders could not fill, because Owen
had not delegated authority and the community had no constitution, no
bylaws, and no mechanism for resolving disputes in the founder's absence.
When Owen was present, his personal authority held the factions together.
When he departed, the factions resumed their disputes with the intensity of
groups that have been temporarily suppressed rather than permanently
reconciled. Owen's promotional tours, which were intended to attract new
members and new capital, actually weakened the community by removing the
one person whose charisma was sufficient to paper over the structural
contradictions that his economic model had created.

Owen had funded the initial purchase and much of the operating cost
from his personal fortune, but the transition to a self-sustaining cooperative
economy never occurred because the community never produced enough to
sustain itself. The deficit between what New Harmony consumed and what it
produced was covered, month after month, by Owen's wealth, and Owen's
wealth was finite. By 1827, approximately two years after its founding, New
Harmony had effectively dissolved as a cooperative enterprise. Owen had lost
approximately eighty percent of his personal fortune, roughly $200,000, a
staggering sum in the 1820s. The property remained, and some of the
intellectuals stayed and contributed to the cultural and scientific life of
Indiana for decades afterward. Say continued his taxonomic work and
published major studies of American insects and shells. Maclure funded a
library, a geological survey, and a working men's institute that provided free
education to laborers. Lesueur produced hundreds of natural history
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illustrations. The town itself survived as a community and eventually became
a National Historic Landmark. But the utopian experiment that Owen had
envisioned was gone, consumed by the same force that would consume
Laurent 180 years later: the gap between the people who loved the idea and
the people willing to do the work.

Auroville, India, 1968 to the Present

Auroville is the utopian project that did not die. It also never lived, not at the
scale its founders envisioned, and the sixty-year gap between its founding and
its current condition raises the question of whether a project that survives
indefinitely without achieving its stated purpose is a success, a failure, or
something for which we do not yet have the correct term.

Auroville was founded in 1968 in Tamil Nadu, India, by Mirra Alfassa,

known to her followers as "The Mother," a French-born spiritual figure who
was the collaborator and spiritual successor of Sri Aurobindo, the Indian
philosopher and independence activist who had retreated from political life to
pursue a spiritual practice centered on what he called the "supramental
transformation" of human consciousness. Alfassa, who had managed the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram in Pondicherry since the 1920s, conceived of Auroville as
the physical manifestation of Aurobindo's philosophy: a place where human
beings of all nationalities, religions, and political persuasions would live
together in dedicated pursuit of human unity, free from the constraints of
national identity and the accumulated failures of conventional social

organization.

The founding ceremony, held on February 28, 1968, was attended by
representatives of 124 nations and all the states of India. Each delegation
brought a handful of soil from their homeland, and the soils were mixed
together in a marble urn at the center of what would become Auroville's
amphitheater, a symbolic fusion of the earth of every participating nation into
a single substrate. The ceremony was a conscious echo of the Aspiration that
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would define Auroville's self-understanding: the belief that if the intention is
pure and the commitment is genuine, the material reality will follow. The urn
of mixed soils is still there. The material reality has followed only partially.

Auroville was endorsed by UNESCO, which passed a unanimous
resolution supporting the project in 1966, and by the government of India,
which provided land and institutional recognition. Its charter declared that
Auroville would belong to nobody in particular, that it would be a place of
unending education and constant progress, and that it would serve as a site
of material and spiritual research for a living embodiment of an actual human
unity. The planned population was 50,000. The architectural centerpiece was
to be the Matrimandir, a golden spherical meditation hall at the center of the
community, surrounded by four zones: residential, industrial, cultural, and
international. The design was a mandala rendered in concrete and
landscaping, a spiritual blueprint expressed as urban planning. The French
architect Roger Anger developed a master plan that organized the community
into a galaxy-shaped spiral radiating outward from the Matrimandir, with the
four zones occupying defined areas of the spiral. The plan was beautiful on
paper. Sixty years later, the galaxy is approximately six percent populated.

The early years were arduous in the most literal sense. The land that had
been acquired for Auroville was barren, eroded laterite plateau, stripped of
vegetation by centuries of deforestation. The first residents, many of them
young Europeans inspired by the countercultural idealism of the late 1960s,
lived in basic shelters and devoted years to an afforestation project that has
become one of Auroville's few unqualified achievements. Over the decades,
the community planted more than two million trees, transforming the barren
red earth into a lush tropical forest that now sustains a rich ecosystem of
birds, insects, and mammals. The afforestation is genuine environmental
restoration, and it is the one aspect of Auroville's mission that can be
evaluated without equivocation: the trees are there, the forest is real, and the
ecological transformation is measurable.

As of the mid-2020s, after nearly sixty years of existence, Auroville's
population is approximately 3,200, roughly six percent of its target. The
Matrimandir was completed, after decades of construction, and it stands as
the community's most recognizable structure, a golden sphere surrounded by
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gardens that are, by all accounts, well maintained and visually striking. The
twelve gardens surrounding it are named after qualities: sincerity, humility,
gratitude, perseverance, aspiration, receptivity, progress, courage, goodness,
generosity, equality, peace. The names are beautiful. The population that was
supposed to embody them has not materialized.

The population that does live in Auroville skews heavily toward European
expatriates, particularly French, German, and Dutch nationals, rather than
the international cross-section the charter envisioned. The community has
been mired in governance disputes for decades. The Auroville Foundation Act
of 1988 placed administrative control of the community under the Indian
government through the Auroville Foundation, which includes a governing
board and a secretary appointed by the government. Residents have
repeatedly contested this arrangement, arguing that government control
contradicts the charter's declaration that Auroville belongs to nobody in
particular. In recent years, the Indian government has pushed for
development projects within Auroville, including road construction through
forested areas, that residents have opposed on environmental and spiritual
grounds. The conflicts have escalated to the point of physical confrontations
between government-contracted workers and Auroville residents attempting
to block construction equipment.

Land acquisition conflicts with surrounding Tamil villages add another
layer. The villages that existed in the area before Auroville was founded
regard the community's land holdings with a mixture of resentment and
pragmatism. Auroville employs Tamil workers from these villages and
provides some services to them, but the economic relationship is unequal: the
European residents of Auroville live in a community funded by international
donations and Indian government subsidies, while the Tamil villagers live in
conditions that reflect the rural poverty of the surrounding region. The
charter's aspiration to "human unity" has not extended to economic unity with
the people who live closest to the community's boundaries.

Auroville is the zombie utopia. It is technically alive. It has residents,
buildings, schools, a visitor center, and an economy of sorts (guest houses,
handicrafts, renewable energy projects, an organic farming operation). It
receives funding from the Indian government and from international
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donations. But it has not achieved, and shows no trajectory toward achieving,
the purpose for which it was created. It was designed for 50,000 people
united by a shared commitment to human unity. It contains 3,200 people
united primarily by their willingness to live in Auroville, which is a tautology
rather than a mission. The original vision has not been disproven, because it
has never been tested at scale. It has simply been deferred, indefinitely, while
the community that was supposed to embody it continues to exist at a fraction
of its intended capacity, sustained by external funding and the residual
prestige of its founding documents.

Auroville's form of failure is the most insidious in this chapter, because it
does not look like failure. It looks like a project that is still in progress. But a
project that has achieved six percent of its stated goal after sixty years is in
stasis, and the Matrimandir's golden sphere, gleaming at the center of the
twelve gardens of sincerity and humility and perseverance, presides over a
population one-sixteenth the size of the one it was built to inspire.

The Pattern

Four utopian projects. Four failures. And in each, the same structural flaw,
expressed differently but recognizably identical.

In Laurent, the community wanted the city but would not move. In
Fordlandia, the founder wanted the city but the community would not comply.
In New Harmony, the community arrived but would not work. In Auroville,
some of the community arrived, some of the work was done, and the project
settled into a permanent state of not-quite-existing that has lasted longer
than any of the others.

The common element is the Aspiration-Action Gap: the distance between
wanting a community to exist and doing the daily work required to make it
exist. Every city, utopian or otherwise, requires a population that does not
merely endorse the idea of living there but actually lives there, and having
lived there today, lives there again tomorrow, and the day after, and the year
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after, and the decade after. A city is not a declaration. It is a repetition. It is
the daily act of showing up, of maintaining the infrastructure, of performing
the labor, of paying the taxes, of sending the children to school, of fixing what
breaks. Utopian founders design the declaration. They draw the master plan.
They write the charter. They hold the town hall meeting. And then they
discover that no one has volunteered to fix the plumbing.

The Aspiration-Action Gap is not a failure of will. It is a failure of
structure. The people who endorsed Laurent were not lazy or insincere. They
were people with jobs, families, mortgages, school enrollments, medical
providers, and social networks in the places where they already lived, and the
act of uprooting all of those attachments to move to a soybean field in South
Dakota required not merely enthusiasm but a willingness to absorb an
enormous personal cost for an uncertain collective benefit. The gap between
the aspiration and the action is the gap between the collective good and the
individual cost, and that gap is the fundamental structural problem of every
voluntary community that has ever been proposed. The people who would
benefit most from the community's existence are the people who would bear
the highest individual cost of making it exist, and the rational calculation for
each individual, taken separately, is to let someone else bear the cost while
reaping the benefit of the other person's sacrifice. This is, in economic terms,
a free-rider problem. In urban terms, it is the reason that utopian
communities attract admirers and not residents.

My colleague's two-failure distinction, introduced in the first chapter,
finds its sharpest application here. Was Laurent a wrong hypothesis or a
botched execution? Was the idea of a Deaf-centered community inherently
unviable, or was it a viable idea that was underfunded, poorly located, and
dependent on an investor who could not deliver? The evidence suggests the
latter. Martha's Vineyard sustained a Deaf community for centuries.
Gallaudet sustains one now. The hypothesis that Deaf people can build and
maintain a community organized around their language is not disproven by
Laurent's failure. What Laurent disproves is the assumption that a community
can be built from enthusiasm alone, without capital, without a committed
founding population willing to relocate, and without the institutional
infrastructure that every functioning city requires.
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Was Fordlandia a wrong hypothesis or a botched execution? Both. The
hypothesis that the American small-town social model could be transplanted
to the Brazilian Amazon was wrong. The execution, which ignored local
agricultural expertise, imposed alien dietary and social norms on a resistant
workforce, and planted rubber trees in a monoculture that invited the very
blight it was designed to prevent, was also wrong. When both the hypothesis
and the execution fail, the failure is total, and Fordlandia's ruins in the jungle
are the most complete physical embodiment of total utopian failure in this
book.

Was New Harmony a wrong hypothesis or a botched execution? The
hypothesis, that cooperative economics could replace competitive economics
as the organizing principle of a community, remains untested at the scale
Owen envisioned, because the execution collapsed before the hypothesis
could be fairly evaluated. Owen attracted thinkers instead of farmers, left the
community leaderless during extended promotional tours, and failed to
establish the governance structures that would have been necessary to
manage the transition from aspiration to operation. New Harmony was a
botched execution of an untested hypothesis, and the distinction matters
because it means the hypothesis is still open.

Was Auroville a wrong hypothesis or a botched execution? Neither and

both. The hypothesis, "human unity," is so vaguely defined that it cannot be
tested, which is itself a diagnostic finding. A hypothesis that cannot be tested
cannot be disproven, which means it cannot fail, which means the project that
is organized around it can persist indefinitely in a state of
not-quite-succeeding without ever being forced to confront its own
inadequacy. Auroville's survival is a function of its vagueness. A project with
a specific, measurable goal (Laurent's 2,500 residents, Masdar's zero carbon)
can be evaluated against that goal and declared a failure when the goal is not
met. A project whose goal is "human unity" can declare itself in progress at
any population level, at any stage of development, for any duration, because

"human unity" has no metrics and no deadline.

Laurent was an unfunded idea: the hypothesis was sound, but the capital
and the committed population were absent. Fordlandia was an imposed idea:
the founder's culture was projected onto a community that had never asked

96



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

for it. New Harmony was an unexecuted idea: the intellectuals arrived but the
farmers did not. Auroville is an undefined idea: its goal, "human unity," has
no metrics and no deadline, which means it can persist indefinitely without
ever confronting the distance between its aspiration and its achievement. And
the difference between these four modes of failure is the difference between
a hypothesis that should be abandoned and an experiment that should be
tried again, better.

The cobblestones on Baldwin Avenue were laid by people who set each
stone on end, by hand, in a pattern designed to last beyond their own
lifetimes. They did not write a charter about the importance of durable street
surfaces. They laid the stones. The asphalt that buried them was faster,
cheaper, and required less labor per square foot, and it will need to be
replaced in fifteen years. The utopian misfire is the civic equivalent of the
faux brick crosswalk in Jersey City: a beautiful idea laid over an inadequate
foundation, destroyed by the first real contact with the forces it was designed
to withstand.
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Part V: Slow Municipal Death

The cities examined so far were killed by identifiable agents. Vesuvius buried
Pompeii. The Chernobyl explosion emptied Pripyat. U.S. Steel's departure
bled Gary dry. Racial conflict burned Cairo's commercial district to the
ground. In every case, the failure can be traced to a specific event or
condition that disrupted the city's capacity to function. The cities in this
chapter are different. They were not killed by a single blow. They were not
killed by the departure of a single industry. They were not built on utopian
fantasies that collapsed under the weight of their own abstraction. They
simply declined, over decades, through the accumulation of compounding
failures, none of which was individually fatal and all of which were
collectively lethal. These are the cities dying of slow municipal death: the
chronic illness of the urban body, in which the patient deteriorates so
gradually that at no single moment can anyone point to the disease and say,
there, that is what is killing it.

This form of urban death is the most common and the least studied. It is
the most common because it describes the trajectory of dozens of American
cities since the middle of the twentieth century: not only the four cities
examined in this chapter but Hartford and Rochester and Cleveland and
Newark and Youngstown and Scranton and dozens of others that have lost
between a third and two-thirds of their peak populations over the past seven
decades. The Census Bureau tracks the numbers. The housing vacancy
surveys document the empty buildings. The school enrollment data records
the departing families. The evidence is public, longitudinal, and
unambiguous. And yet the slow municipal death receives a fraction of the
analytical attention devoted to catastrophic events or to the success stories of
urban revival.

The reason is visibility. A volcano makes the news. A factory closing
makes the news. A city that loses two percent of its population per year for
thirty consecutive years does not make the news in any single year, because
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two percent is not a story. Two percent is a statistical noise margin, an
adjustment factor, a rounding error. It is only when you line up thirty years of
two-percent annual losses and discover that the city has lost more than
forty-five percent of its peak population that the cumulative effect becomes
visible, and by then the decline has been underway for so long that it has
been normalized. The residents who remain have adjusted their expectations.
The businesses that survived have adjusted their business plans. The city
government has adjusted its budget. The decline is no longer an emergency.
It is a condition, and conditions, unlike emergencies, do not generate the
urgency that produces intervention. A house on fire receives a response. A
house that is slowly rotting does not, until the rot reaches the structural
members and the building collapses, at which point the emergency response
arrives too late and the responders stand in the rubble wondering why no one
noticed.

Before examining specific cities, it is worth assembling the diagnostic
indicators into a framework that can be applied across cases. No single
indicator is sufficient to diagnose slow municipal death. But the convergence
of multiple indicators over sustained periods constitutes a pattern as
recognizable as any clinical syndrome.

The Diagnostic Framework

The indicators of slow urban death, drawn from the urban studies literature
and from the case studies that follow, include the following:

A declining tax base, measured not over a single budget cycle but over
intervals of ten, twenty, and thirty years. A city whose tax revenue declines
for a decade may be experiencing a recession. A city whose tax revenue
declines for three decades is experiencing structural failure. The distinction
between the two is temporal, not qualitative: the same symptoms present
differently depending on how long they have been present, and the treatment
for a decade-long decline (targeted stimulus, fiscal tightening, recruitment of
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replacement industry) is categorically different from the treatment for a
three-decade decline (wholesale institutional restructuring, if such a thing is
even possible at that stage).

Deferred infrastructure maintenance. Water mains that should be
replaced every seventy to one hundred years are not replaced. Roads that
should be resurfaced every fifteen to twenty years are patched rather than
resurfaced, and the patching covers but does not repair the substrate, in
exactly the manner that the asphalt on Baldwin Avenue covers but does not
replace the cobblestones beneath it. Bridges are classified as structurally
deficient and left in service because the cost of replacement exceeds the
available capital budget. Each year of deferral increases the eventual cost of
repair and reduces the reliability of the system. The deferred maintenance is
the most insidious indicator because it is invisible. The water main that
should have been replaced ten years ago looks the same from the street as
the water main that was replaced last month. The failure is underground,
beneath the surface, and it announces itself only when the pipe bursts or the
road collapses or the bridge is closed. Flint's water crisis was the most
catastrophic example: the lead service lines that poisoned the city's children
were infrastructure that should have been replaced decades earlier, and the
cost-cutting that triggered the crisis was itself a consequence of the deferred
replacement of the water system's most vulnerable components.

Brain drain. The educated population leaves faster than it is replaced.
Young adults attend college and do not return. Professionals accept positions
in other cities. The remaining population skews older, less educated, and less
economically productive, further reducing the tax base and the institutional
capacity of the city. The brain drain is self-reinforcing: as the educated
population departs, the institutions that attract and retain educated people
(good schools, cultural amenities, professional opportunities) deteriorate,
which accelerates the departure, which further deteriorates the institutions.
The pattern is identical to the cascade that operates at the municipal level,
compressed into the scale of individual career decisions made by thousands
of people who do not coordinate with one another but whose collective
choices constitute a demographic verdict on the city's viability.
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Rising vacancy rates, both residential and commercial. Vacant houses
attract vandalism, arson, and squatting. Vacant commercial properties signal
to potential investors that the market does not support new business. Each
vacant property reduces the tax revenue of the city while increasing the cost
of policing, fire protection, and code enforcement. Gary's 7,000 abandoned
buildings are the extreme case, but the dynamic operates at any scale. A
block with one vacant house is a block with a problem. A block with three
vacant houses is a block that is dying. A block with five vacant houses is a
block that prospective buyers will not visit.

Loss of anchor institutions. Hospitals close or relocate to suburban
campuses. Universities shrink or leave. Major employers depart. Each
departure removes not only the institution's own tax contribution and
employment but the secondary economic activity that the institution's
employees and clients generated: the restaurants where they ate, the shops
where they bought their clothes, the landlords who rented them apartments,
the schools where they enrolled their children.

School system deterioration. Enrollment declines. Funding is cut.
Facilities are closed. Teacher quality drops as pay stagnates and working
conditions worsen. Families with the means to leave the school district do so,
further reducing enrollment and funding. The declining school system
becomes both a symptom and a cause of population loss, because the quality
of schools is among the primary factors that families consider when choosing
where to live. A city can lose its factories and retain its population if the
schools are good. A city that loses its schools will lose its families regardless
of what else it offers.

Municipal service contraction. Fire stations close. Police response times
increase. Transit routes are eliminated. Parks are unmaintained. Libraries
reduce their hours or shut their doors. Each contraction reduces the quality
of life for remaining residents and increases the incentive to leave. The
contraction is also an erosion of public trust: every service cut communicates
to residents that the city government has decided, whether by choice or by
necessity, that their needs are less important than the budget deficit. The
service contraction has a geographic pattern that mirrors the economic
geography of the city: services are cut first in the neighborhoods with the
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least political power, which are typically the poorest neighborhoods, which
are typically the neighborhoods whose residents are most dependent on
public services because they cannot afford private alternatives. The family
that can afford private school is not affected by the closure of the public
school. The family that can afford a car is not affected by the elimination of
the bus route. The family that can afford a home security system is not
affected by the increase in police response times. The service contraction is
regressive: it falls hardest on the people who can least afford it, and its
regressivity accelerates the departure of those who can afford alternatives
while trapping those who cannot.

Insurance withdrawal is a diagnostic indicator that receives less attention
than the others but that operates with equal force. As a city declines,
insurance companies raise rates, reduce coverage, or withdraw from the
market entirely. Property insurance becomes more expensive or unavailable.
Businesses that cannot obtain insurance cannot obtain loans, because banks
require insurance on collateral. Homeowners who cannot obtain affordable
insurance cannot sell their properties at market value, because prospective
buyers cannot obtain mortgages on uninsured or underinsured properties.
The insurance withdrawal operates as a financial quarantine: the industry
that assesses risk has assessed the city's risk as unacceptable, and the
assessment becomes self-fulfilling, because the withdrawal of insurance
makes the city riskier, which makes the insurance more expensive, which
makes the city less attractive, which makes it riskier still. The pattern is
another instance of the cascade, operating through the financial system
rather than through the municipal one, and it is invisible to residents until the
moment they try to sell their house or obtain a loan or file a claim and
discover that the market has already rendered its verdict on their city's
viability.

Governance instability. Emergency financial managers are appointed,
superseding elected officials. The state government assumes control of
municipal functions. Corruption convictions remove elected leaders. The city
government becomes unable to perform basic administrative functions
without external intervention. Flint and Detroit both experienced emergency
management regimes imposed by the state of Michigan. Camden experienced
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a state takeover of both its finances and its police department. In each case,
the emergency intervention was justified by fiscal necessity and contested on
democratic grounds: the residents of these cities, overwhelmingly people of
color, had their elected governments overridden by state officials for whom
they had not voted. The governance instability indicator is not merely a
measure of administrative dysfunction. It is a measure of the erosion of
democratic legitimacy, and the erosion of democratic legitimacy is itself a
contributor to population loss, because residents who feel that they have no
voice in the governance of their city have one less reason to remain in it.

These primary indicators generate secondary conditions that are not
themselves diagnostic but that accelerate the cascade once it is underway.
The most consequential is the emergence of illicit parallel economies,
particularly the drug trade, which fills the employment vacuum left by the
departure of legitimate industry with a market system that operates on the
same structural logic (supply, demand, distribution, territorial control, capital
accumulation) but contributes nothing to the tax base and destroys its
consumers. The drug economy is not a cause of urban decline. It is a
consequence of it, and the distinction matters because treating the drug
economy as a cause rather than a symptom produces interventions (policing,
incarceration, interdiction) that address the secondary condition while
leaving the primary indicators untouched. The Baltimore case study that
follows examines this dynamic in detail.

Beneath all of these indicators runs a condition that is harder to measure
but equally diagnostic: the erosion of civic trust. A city whose residents
believe that the government is working on their behalf, that the schools will
educate their children, that the police will protect them, that the water is safe
to drink, that the roads will be repaired, that the services they pay taxes for
will be delivered, is a city whose residents have a reason to stay even when
other conditions deteriorate. A city whose residents have lost that trust,
because the government has failed them repeatedly, or because the
emergency manager has been imposed against their will, or because the
water has been poisoned, or because the police have been dissolved and
replaced, is a city whose residents are calculating exit strategies. The trust is
invisible. It does not appear in budget documents or census data. But its

103



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

presence or absence determines whether the other indicators compound into
a cascade or stabilize into a plateau. A city with declining tax revenue and
high civic trust can rally its residents around a recovery plan. A city with
declining tax revenue and no civic trust cannot rally anyone, because the
residents do not believe that the plan will be executed, or that the people
executing it have their interests at heart, or that the city they are being asked
to invest in will still be functional when the investment matures.

No single indicator is diagnostic. A city with a declining tax base and a
strong school system is not dying. A city with rising vacancy rates and a
robust anchor institution may be contracting in one sector while growing in
another. But a city exhibiting five or six or seven of these indicators
simultaneously, sustained over two or three decades, is a city in slow
municipal death. The framework is not original in its individual components.
Urban scholars have identified each of these indicators separately. What has
not been done, in a single sustained analysis for a general readership, is the
assembly of these indicators into an integrated diagnostic instrument and the
application of that instrument across multiple cities. That is what the
remainder of this chapter attempts.

St. Louis, Missouri

In 1876, the voters of St. Louis approved a measure that historians have come
to call the "Great Divorce." The city of St. Louis separated from St. Louis
County and became an independent city, a governmental structure shared
with Baltimore and a handful of Virginia cities but almost no other American
municipality. At the time, the decision seemed rational. The city had 350,000
residents. The surrounding county had fewer than 35,000, most of them
farmers. City residents were paying county taxes and receiving county
governance that they considered duplicative and burdensome. They wanted
control of their own tax revenue and their own services. The new boundary
tripled the city's area to approximately sixty-one square miles, which at the
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time seemed like more than enough room for future growth.

The vote itself was contested. The initial count indicated that the
separation measure had failed by approximately 1,400 votes, having narrowly
passed in the city but lost badly in the county. Opponents challenged the
result in court. The Missouri Court of Appeals, including the vigorously
pro-city Judge Thomas Gantt, eventually ordered the disqualification of more
than 5,000 ballots, most of them "no" votes, for an overall victory margin of
1,253. Historians have described the political maneuvering that produced the
result as procedurally irregular at best and constitutionally dubious at worst.
One historian noted that St. Louisans probably never actually voted to split
the city and county. Regardless, the separation was formalized in March
1877, and every subsequent attempt to undo it has failed.

The sixty-one square miles that seemed generous in 1876 became a
prison by the middle of the twentieth century. St. Louis's population peaked
at 856,796 in 1950, making it the eighth-largest city in the United States,
larger than Seattle, Denver, or Boston. But the city had no room to grow
within its fixed boundaries, and unlike other large American cities, it could
not annex surrounding territory because it was no longer part of any county.
As the postwar suburbanization wave carried residents outward, they crossed
the city boundary into St. Louis County, and St. Louis could not follow them.
The tax revenue they generated went to the county municipalities that
absorbed them. The city retained only the residents who could not afford to
leave or who chose not to, a population that was increasingly Black,
increasingly poor, and increasingly unable to sustain the tax base that the
city's infrastructure required.

St. Louis County, meanwhile, fragmented into a patchwork of tiny
municipalities designed, in purpose and practice, to exclude Black residents.
By 1950, the county contained over seventy-two separate incorporated
municipalities, and the number continued to grow. Each municipality
exercised home rule authority over zoning, housing, and policing, and many
used these powers to enforce racial segregation through restrictive
covenants, exclusionary zoning, and discriminatory law enforcement. The
multiplication of jurisdictions was not accidental. It was, as the urban
historian Colin Gordon documented in his study Mapping Decline, a
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deliberate strategy to insulate white suburban communities from the city's
Black population and from the costs of urban governance. Each new
municipality was a wall built with a zoning code rather than bricks, and the
cumulative effect of seventy-two such walls was the fragmentation of the
metropolitan area into a collection of enclaves, each protecting its own
property values and its own racial composition at the expense of the region's
collective capacity to function. Some of these municipalities were absurdly
small: incorporated villages of a few hundred residents with their own police
departments, their own courts, and their own revenue streams, sustained by
traffic tickets issued on the state highways that ran through their
jurisdictions. The Ferguson crisis of 2014, in which the police killing of
Michael Brown exposed the predatory policing and court systems of St. Louis
County's small municipalities, was not an anomaly. It was the system working
as designed. The municipalities needed revenue. The courts provided it. The
residents, disproportionately Black and poor, paid it in fines and fees and,
when they could not pay, in jail time.

The Delmar Divide, the line of racial and economic segregation running
along Delmar Boulevard, became one of the most documented examples of
residential racial segregation in the United States. The BBC once called it
"the most devastating racial divide in America." North of Delmar:
predominantly Black, with lower property values, higher vacancy rates,
higher crime, and a life expectancy that was, in some census tracts, as much
as eighteen years shorter than in neighborhoods a few miles to the south.
South of Delmar: predominantly white and wealthier, with maintained
buildings, functioning commercial corridors, and institutions (Washington
University, the Central West End medical district) that attracted investment
and professional residents. The divide was not invisible. It was visible in the
condition of the buildings, the maintenance of the sidewalks, the presence or
absence of commercial activity, the age and condition of the vehicles parked
on the street. You could cross Delmar Boulevard on foot and see the line, not
as an abstraction on a census map but as a physical boundary between two
different conditions of urban life, separated by the width of a road. The north
side had vacant lots where houses had been demolished and not replaced,
their foundations visible in the weeds like archaeological remains. The south
side had restaurants and boutiques and rehabilitated Victorian houses with
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fresh paint and landscaped yards. The two sides shared a city government, a
water system, and a postal delivery route. They did not share an economy, a
life expectancy, or a future.

By 2020, St. Louis's population was approximately 301,000, a decline of
sixty-five percent from its 1950 peak. Every indicator in the diagnostic
framework applies. The tax base has contracted for seven consecutive
decades. Infrastructure maintenance has been deferred to the point of visible
decay. The school system has been under state oversight. Vacancy rates are
among the highest in the country. The city's crime statistics, because they are
calculated against the small independent-city population rather than the
larger metropolitan area, rank consistently among the worst in the nation, a
statistical artifact of the 1876 boundary that nevertheless shapes perception
and discourages investment.

Every attempt to reunify the city and county has failed. A 1926
reconciliation carried in the city and failed in the county. A 1962 borough
plan, modeled on New York's system, was rejected by both jurisdictions. In
1987, a new board of freeholders was established to propose a merger, but
opponents sued, and the case rose to the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled
the mechanism unconstitutional. In 2019, a merger initiative called Better
Together, heavily funded by local billionaire Rex Sinquefield, proposed
recombining the city and county through a statewide constitutional
amendment. The plan would have created a single metropolitan government,
merged the fragmented municipalities, and reformed the abusive police and
court systems that had been exposed by the Ferguson crisis of 2014. The plan
was withdrawn before reaching the ballot, defeated by the same centrifugal
forces that had maintained the divorce for 143 years. A civic leader named
Howard Baer had called the 1876 divorce "roughly equivalent in economic
consequence to England's giving up the 13 colonies, only the city did it from
choice, whereas Great Britain at least had the good sense to struggle."

Camden, New Jersey
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Camden is the city closest to my personal geography and my lived experience,
and it is the case study where the diagnostic framework meets the pavement.

I taught at Rutgers-Newark, NJIT, and UMDN], institutions that served a
student body drawn from the urban core of northern New Jersey. Many of my
students were from Camden or had family there. They were the first in their
families to attend college. They worked shifts before and after class. They
were serious about their education in a way that students who have never
questioned whether education is available to them sometimes are not. They
were also, without exception, alarmed when they learned that I walked
Camden's streets alone with a camera.

I walked Camden because I loved old buildings and the physical life of
cities, and Camden's architectural stock, deteriorated as it was, retained the
bones of a city that had once been prosperous, dense, and industrially
productive. The Victorian houses along certain streets still had their original
cornices and window casings, their ironwork and their carved lintels, visible
beneath the peeling paint and the plywood over the windows. You could see,
in the remaining structures, what Camden had been: a manufacturing city
with a middle-class workforce that had invested in residential architecture of
a quality that their wages could support because those wages were sustained
by employers who were not going anywhere. Campbell Soup Company had
been headquartered in Camden since 1869. RCA Victor had built its factory
complex there, the one with the Nipper the dog trademark on the building,
and had manufactured phonographs and radios and later television sets. New
York Shipbuilding Corporation had built warships during both world wars.
These were not marginal employers. They were anchors, and the city's
physical fabric reflected the stability of their presence.

My students were blunt. "You go in with a camera, and looking like you
do, you're going to get shot." They explained to me that a White man roaming
urban streets taking photographs of buildings was read, by the residents of
those streets, as a narc, a cop, or a snitch. The camera was not an instrument
of aesthetic appreciation. It was an instrument of surveillance. The person
behind the camera was not documenting architecture. He was gathering
evidence. My students told me that if anyone asked why I was photographing
old houses and apartment buildings, I should say "I'm a realtor." That would
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be a safe answer, they said, even though it was a lie, because a realtor's
interest in a building is economic rather than institutional, and economic
interest, even in a dying neighborhood, is less threatening than the interest of
someone who might be working for the police.

I stopped taking photographs.

This detail matters analytically, not autobiographically. A city where the
act of looking at a building with visible interest requires a cover story, or
risks lethal consequences, is a city that has internalized its own failure so
completely that aesthetic attention itself has become a threat. The
observation is the danger. The camera is the weapon. The person who looks
too closely at what the city has become is marked, just as the Red Squares on
the abandoned buildings in the Jersey City Heights are marked, and for the
same reason: the naming of the condition is perceived as more dangerous
than the condition itself. In Jersey City, the residents tore the Red Squares
from the doors because the visibility of abandonment accelerated the
abandonment. In Camden, the residents treated any outsider's visible
attention as a potential act of law enforcement, because in a city where the
primary institutional presence is the police, every form of observation is
legible as policing. The residents of the Heights were protecting their
neighborhood's reputation. The residents of Camden were protecting
themselves.

Camden's population peaked at approximately 124,555 in 1950. By 2020,
it had dropped to approximately 71,791. The manufacturing base that had
sustained the city for a century did not collapse in a single event. It eroded in
stages, each departure removing another layer of the economic substrate.
Campbell Soup Company, which had been headquartered in Camden since
1869 and whose factory complex on the waterfront had been one of the city's
most recognizable landmarks, began consolidating operations outside the city
in the 1980s and 1990s. The company maintained a corporate presence in
Camden for decades, but the manufacturing jobs that had employed
thousands of Camden residents migrated to newer facilities elsewhere. RCA
Victor, which had built its first factory in Camden in 1901 and had
manufactured phonographs, radios, and television sets in a complex that
included the famous Nipper-the-dog trademark building, was acquired by
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General Electric in 1986. The Camden manufacturing operation contracted
and eventually closed. New York Shipbuilding Corporation, which had built
warships during both world wars and at its peak employed more than 30,000
workers, closed in 1967. Each departure followed the same pattern: the
corporate entity survived by relocating or merging, while the workers and the
city that had served the corporation were left behind. The departures were
not coordinated. They were not the result of a single policy or a single
economic event. They were the accumulated effect of individual corporate
decisions made over decades, each one rational from the perspective of the
corporation making it and each one contributing to the exsanguination of the
city that had housed the corporation's workers.

When the anchor employers departed, the cascade began. The tax base
contracted. Infrastructure was deferred. Schools deteriorated. Municipal
services were cut. Crime rose as poverty deepened and as the drug economy,
the only growth industry in a deindustrialized city, expanded to fill the void
left by legitimate employment. The neighborhoods that had been built to
house manufacturing workers, blocks of row houses and small single-family
homes constructed at a density and a price point that assumed steady wages
from nearby factories, found themselves without the wages. The houses
remained. The factories did not. The mortgage payments continued. The
paychecks stopped.

In 2002, the state of New Jersey assumed direct control of Camden's
finances, placing the city under the supervision of a state-appointed chief
operating officer. In 2013, the Camden Police Department was disbanded
entirely and replaced by the Camden County Police Department, a county-run
force that effectively removed policing from the city's elected government.
The new department was larger, cheaper (in part because the officers were
not covered by the old department's union contracts), and by some measures
more effective at reducing crime. But the structural fact remained: the city's
residents, who are predominantly Black and Latino, did not vote for the state
officials who now controlled their budget, their police force, and their
municipal operations. The takeover may be justified on fiscal and public
safety grounds. But it constitutes a de facto revocation of democratic
governance for a city whose residents are overwhelmingly people of color,
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and the racial dimension of that revocation is impossible to ignore. When a
majority-white state government dissolves a majority-Black city's police
department and replaces it with a county force, the efficiency argument and
the racial argument occupy the same space, and separating them is an
exercise in motivated reasoning.

Camden also illustrates what I call the proximity paradox. The city sits
directly across the Delaware River from Philadelphia, one of the ten largest
cities in the United States. The skyline of a major American metropolis is
visible from Camden's waterfront. On clear days you can see the individual
windows of the office towers. Philadelphia has a diversified economy,
world-class hospitals, major universities, a port, a convention center,
professional sports teams, and a restaurant scene that attracts national
attention. Camden has none of these things and can see all of them from its
riverbank. The wealth across the river has not pulled Camden upward.
Proximity to success does not confer success.

The economic mechanism of the paradox deserves analysis, because it
operates not through indifference but through extraction. The bridge
connecting Camden to Philadelphia is the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, a
suspension span completed in 1926, and it carries approximately 100,000
vehicles per day. Many of those vehicles carry Camden residents to jobs in
Philadelphia. The commuters earn their wages in Philadelphia, spend a
portion of those wages in Philadelphia (on lunch, on transit, on the goods and
services that cluster near places of employment), and return to Camden with
the remainder. The wages that return to Camden are net of the spending that
occurred in Philadelphia, which means that each commuter who crosses the
bridge is a conduit through which Camden's human capital generates
economic activity in Philadelphia rather than in Camden. The restaurants that
serve the commuters' lunches are in Philadelphia. The retail establishments
where they stop on the way home are in Philadelphia. The tax revenue
generated by their spending accrues to Philadelphia. Camden supplies the
labor. Philadelphia captures the value. The bridge is the mechanism of
extraction, as efficient in its way as the railroads that carried coal out of
McDowell County or the ships that carried cotton through Galveston's port: a
transportation link that moves value from one place to another, enriching the
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destination at the expense of the origin.

The paradox is structural, not accidental. Philadelphia's gravitational pull
extracts talent and spending from Camden without returning equivalent
value, because the mechanisms of urban economy (agglomeration, clustering,
institutional density) concentrate resources at the center rather than
distributing them to the periphery. A job in Philadelphia does not generate a
job in Camden. It generates a commuter in Camden and a taxpayer in
Philadelphia. The multiplier effects that economists identify in functioning
urban economies, the secondary and tertiary spending that ripples outward
from each dollar of primary income, ripple outward in Philadelphia, not in
Camden. Camden is not failing despite its proximity to Philadelphia. It is
failing, in part, because of it. The proximity that should help is the proximity
that hurts, because proximity without economic integration is not an
advantage. It is a drain.

Detroit, Michigan

Detroit is the most extensively documented case of slow municipal death in
American history, and it is the city where the diagnostic framework can be
applied with the greatest precision because the data is the most complete.

The numbers alone constitute an indictment. Population: 1,849,568 in
1950. Population: 639,111 in 2020. Absolute loss: 1,210,457 people.
Percentage loss: sixty-five percent. No other American city has lost more
residents in absolute terms. The bankruptcy filing on July 18, 2013, listed
debts between $18 billion and $20 billion, making it the largest municipal
bankruptcy in American history. The emergency manager appointed to
oversee the restructuring, Kevyn Orr, described the city's finances as a
situation where retrenchment was the only possible cure: cutting the debt to
a level the remaining population could service.

Detroit's decline followed the same deindustrialization pattern as Gary
and Flint, but at a scale that dwarfed both. The automotive industry, which
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had defined Detroit's economy since Henry Ford opened the Highland Park
assembly plant in 1910, began relocating production in stages: first to
suburban plants in the 1950s, then to southern states where labor was
cheaper and unions were weaker, then to Mexico and other countries where
both conditions applied. The expressway system built through Detroit's
neighborhoods in the 1950s and 1960s, part of the Interstate Highway Act's
promise of suburban connectivity, facilitated the departure. The expressways
were highways for leaving. They cut block-wide swaths through residential
neighborhoods, displacing thousands of families and severing the street-level
connections between communities that had sustained neighborhood
commercial life. The construction of Interstate 75, Interstate 94, and the
Lodge and Chrysler freeways required the demolition of thousands of homes,
the majority of them in Black neighborhoods, because the highway routing,
like the highway routing in every other American city that built expressways
during this period, followed the path of least political resistance, which meant
the path through the communities with the least political power. The
neighborhoods of Black Bottom and Paradise Valley, which had been the
cultural and commercial center of Black Detroit, home to jazz clubs,
restaurants, theaters, and the kind of dense, walkable urban life that no
subsequent development has been able to recreate, were demolished to make
way for the Chrysler Freeway and the Lafayette Park urban renewal project.
The community that was destroyed was not replaced. The expressway that
replaced it carried suburban commuters through the space where the
community had been, at sixty miles per hour, with the windows up.

The 1967 Detroit rebellion, one of the most destructive civil disturbances
in American history, accelerated the racial and economic polarization that
was already underway. Over five days in July 1967, following a police raid on
an unlicensed after-hours club on Twelfth Street, the city erupted.
Forty-three people were killed. More than 1,100 were injured. Over 7,200
people were arrested. Roughly 2,500 buildings were looted, burned, or
destroyed. The National Guard and elements of the 82nd and 101st Airborne
Divisions were deployed to restore order, and tanks rolled through residential
streets. The rebellion was not a random explosion of violence. It was the
combustion of decades of accumulated grievances: police brutality, housing
discrimination, employment discrimination, and the systematic exclusion of
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Black residents from the economic prosperity that the automotive industry
had generated for white workers and white neighborhoods. The rebellion did
not cause Detroit's decline. The conditions that produced the rebellion were
the same conditions that produced the decline. But the rebellion accelerated
white flight to an exodus, and the departing white population took with it the
tax revenue, the commercial investment, and the political influence that had
sustained the city's institutional capacity.

What makes Detroit analytically important is that it is the city where
every single indicator in the diagnostic framework applies simultaneously,
and where the indicators can be sequenced to reveal a cascade pattern. The
deindustrialization reduced the tax base. The reduced tax base forced cuts in
municipal services. The service cuts reduced quality of life. The reduced
quality of life accelerated population loss. The population loss further
reduced the tax base. Each indicator feeds the next in a self-reinforcing cycle
that, once initiated, gains momentum with each iteration. The question is
whether this cascade has a point of intervention: a stage at which an external
force (state investment, federal aid, philanthropic capital) could have
interrupted the cycle and reversed the decline. Detroit's bankruptcy suggests
that by 2013, no intervention short of debt cancellation and wholesale
institutional restructuring was sufficient. The cascade had been running for
forty years. The momentum was too great.

The bankruptcy itself was a diagnostic event, and it is worth examining in
detail because the proceedings constituted a forced autopsy of the living
patient. The process required the city to inventory its debts, its assets, and its
obligations with a precision that decades of municipal governance had
avoided. Federal bankruptcy judge Steven Rhodes presided. The creditors
included banks, bond insurers, and, most consequentially, the city's pension
funds, which held obligations to approximately 32,000 retirees and current
employees. The pensions had been underfunded for years, a form of deferred
maintenance as structurally significant as the unpaved roads and the broken
water mains. The city owed the pension funds approximately $3.5 billion,
money that had been promised to workers who had spent their careers in the
city's employ and who had accepted lower wages in exchange for the promise
of retirement security. The bankruptcy put those promises on the table.
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Among the most contested questions was whether the Detroit Institute of
Arts, whose collection included works by Van Gogh, Rembrandt, Bruegel,
Matisse, and Diego Rivera (whose monumental Detroit Industry Murals
occupied an entire courtyard of the museum), should be appraised and
potentially liquidated to pay creditors. Christie's conducted an appraisal of
the collection and estimated its value at between $452 million and $866
million. The creditors, particularly the bond insurers who held billions in
claims, argued that the art was a city asset and should be sold to satisfy the
city's obligations. The museum's supporters argued that the collection was
held in public trust and could not legally be treated as a disposable asset. The
debate was not merely legal. It was the question at the heart of every failing
city: when a community cannot pay its debts, what is sacred and what is for
sale? Is a Van Gogh worth more than a pension? Is a Rembrandt worth more
than a functioning fire department? Is the cultural patrimony of a city a
luxury that a bankrupt government cannot afford, or is it the one thing that a
bankrupt government must protect precisely because it is irreplaceable?

The collection was ultimately protected through what became known as
the "grand bargain," a negotiated compromise in which twelve foundations
(including the Ford Foundation, the Kresge Foundation, and the Knight
Foundation) contributed approximately $366 million, the DIA committed $100
million from its own endowment, and the state of Michigan appropriated
$350 million. The combined $816 million was directed to the city's pension
funds in exchange for two conditions: the art collection would be transferred
to a charitable trust that would keep it in Detroit permanently, removing it
from any future bankruptcy proceedings, and the pension cuts for retirees
would be limited to 4.5 percent, with cost-of-living adjustments frozen. The
grand bargain was approved by the pension boards, the creditors, and the
bankruptcy court. It was, by any measure, a remarkable act of institutional
cooperation. It was also an admission that the city, on its own, could not
protect either its art or its pensioners, and that the rescue of both required
external capital, philanthropic generosity, and a willingness to accept
reduced obligations on all sides. The negotiation was, in miniature, the
central question of every failing city: what do you sell, what do you keep, and
who decides?
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Detroit has shown signs of selective recovery since the bankruptcy. The
downtown and midtown areas have attracted investment, new residents, and
commercial activity. The area around Wayne State University and the Detroit
Medical Center has stabilized. Midtown's vacancy rate has dropped. New
restaurants and shops have opened along Woodward Avenue. But the
recovery is geographically concentrated in a corridor that represents a
fraction of the city's 139 square miles. Drive ten minutes from the revitalized
core and you are in neighborhoods where the vacancy rate exceeds fifty
percent, where streetlights do not function, where emergency response times
exceed the national average by multiples, and where the physical landscape
resembles the aftermath of a war rather than the ongoing life of a city. The
selective recovery raises the same question that the Pittsburgh
counterargument raised in the preceding chapter: recovery for whom?
Pittsburgh survived by shedding more than half its population and building a
new economy that employed a different workforce. Detroit's downtown
recovery follows the same logic. A city that recovers its downtown while
abandoning its neighborhoods has not recovered. It has reorganized its
failure into a smaller, more visible core of prosperity surrounded by a larger,
less visible periphery of continued decline. The cobblestones are polished in
one block and buried in the next, and the tour guides point to the polished
block.

Baltimore, Maryland

Baltimore is the case study that breaks the pattern, not because it has
avoided decline, but because it has declined despite retaining the
institutional assets that the diagnostic framework identifies as protective.

Baltimore's population peaked at approximately 949,708 in 1950. By
2020, it was approximately 585,708, a decline of roughly thirty-eight percent.
The city has suffered deindustrialization (the loss of the Bethlehem Steel
plant at Sparrows Point, which at its peak employed over 30,000 workers,
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was Baltimore's Gary moment), white flight, racial segregation, and the drug
epidemic that David Simon documented in The Wire with a fidelity that no
academic study has matched. Simon's work, set in the neighborhoods of West
Baltimore, depicted a city where the institutions of governance, law
enforcement, education, and public health had not merely failed but had
become complicit in the failures they were supposed to prevent: police
departments that cooked their crime statistics, school systems that passed
students without educating them, political structures that rewarded loyalty
over competence. The Wire was fiction. Its depiction of institutional decay
was reporting.

The drug economy deserves particular analytical attention, because in
Baltimore it functions not as a symptom of the decline but as a parallel
economic system that the decline created. When legitimate employment
disappears from a neighborhood, the population does not cease to have
economic needs. It ceases to have legitimate means of meeting them. The
drug trade, in West Baltimore and East Baltimore and in the corridor of
vacant row houses that extends through much of the city, operates with the
same structural logic as any market: supply, demand, distribution networks,
territorial control, enforcement mechanisms, and capital accumulation. The
difference is that the enforcement mechanisms are violent, the capital
accumulation benefits no institution that contributes to the city's civic life,
and the product destroys its consumers. The heroin epidemic that ravaged
Baltimore's poorest neighborhoods from the 1970s onward, followed by the
crack cocaine epidemic of the late 1980s and 1990s, followed by the opioid
and fentanyl crisis of the twenty-first century, produced a population of
addicts whose medical, social, and criminal-justice costs the city could not
afford, sustained by an industry that generated enormous revenue without
contributing a dollar to the tax base. The drug economy is the shadow image
of the legitimate economy it replaced: equally complex, equally organized,
and equally dependent on a labor force that has no alternative employment.

The row houses that define Baltimore's residential landscape are
themselves a diagnostic artifact. At its peak, Baltimore carried approximately
16,000 vacant and abandoned row houses on its rolls; by 2025, targeted
demolition and scattered rehabilitation had reduced the count of properties
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carrying vacant-building notices to roughly 13,000, a decline that represents
progress in absolute numbers and continued crisis in structural terms. The
row house, which was the building type of the working-class and middle-class
neighborhoods that sustained the city during its industrial period, was
designed for density: narrow, deep, sharing walls with its neighbors, efficient
in its use of lot space and infrastructure. The architecture assumed that every
unit would be occupied, because the economic model that produced the row
house assumed that the factories and the port and the shipyard would
continue to employ the people who lived in them. When the employment
disappeared, the row houses did not. They stand, block after block, in various
states of deterioration: some occupied, some boarded, some open to the
weather, their roofs collapsed and their interiors gutted by scrappers who
strip the copper plumbing and the cast-iron radiators and sell them for the
metal value. A vacant row house is not merely an abandoned building. It is a
structural threat to the houses on either side of it, because the row house
depends on its shared walls for structural integrity, and when one unit
collapses, the adjoining units are compromised. The vacancy cascades along
the row the same way the economic decline cascades through the city: one
unit fails, which weakens the next, which fails in turn, until the entire row is
uninhabitable. Baltimore's blocks of vacant row houses are the cascade made
physical, visible from the street, measurable in collapsing roof lines.

In April 2015, the death of Freddie Gray, a twenty-five-year-old Black
man who suffered a fatal spinal injury while in police custody, triggered an
uprising in West Baltimore that brought the city's overlapping crises to
national attention. The unrest, which included property destruction,
confrontations with police, and the deployment of the National Guard, was
not a response to a single death. It was a response to the cumulative
conditions that this chapter has described: poverty, vacancy, police brutality,
institutional indifference, and the slow municipal death that had been
consuming Baltimore's poorest neighborhoods for decades while the Inner
Harbor and the Hopkins campuses continued to function. The uprising was
the cascade becoming visible, the buried failure breaking through the surface
the way the underground fire at Centralia eventually vented through the soil.
The federal Department of Justice investigation that followed produced a
163-page report documenting a pattern and practice of unconstitutional
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policing: officers conducted stops, searches, and arrests without probable
cause, disproportionately targeting Black residents; the department used
force that was unreasonable and sometimes retaliatory; and the agency's
response to sexual assault was so deficient that cases went systematically
uninvestigated. The consent decree that resulted, entered in 2017, placed the
Baltimore Police Department under federal oversight, an arrangement that
formalized what the neighborhoods of West Baltimore had known for
decades: the institutions that were supposed to serve them had been
operating against them. The consent decree was, in its way, the institutional
equivalent of the Red Squares in Jersey City: an official designation of
structural failure, nailed to the front of the institution for anyone willing to
read it.

But Baltimore retains Johns Hopkins University. It retains Johns Hopkins
Hospital, one of the top-ranked medical institutions in the country and a
research powerhouse that has produced fundamental advances in surgery,
public health, and biomedical science since its founding in 1889. It retains the
University of Maryland and its medical center. It retains a major port. It
retains federal installations including the Social Security Administration
headquarters. By the Pittsburgh model, these anchor institutions should have
provided the basis for economic diversification and recovery. They should
have attracted the talent, the investment, and the secondary economic
activity that would replace the lost industrial base. The "Eds and Meds"
narrative that explains Pittsburgh's survival should apply equally to
Baltimore.

It does not. Or rather, it applies partially, in specific neighborhoods and
corridors, without arresting the broader decline. The area around Johns
Hopkins University's Homewood campus and the neighborhoods of Charles
Village, Roland Park, and Hampden are stable and relatively prosperous. The
Inner Harbor, developed as a tourist and commercial district in the 1980s
under the leadership of Mayor William Donald Schaefer, attracted
Harborplace, the National Aquarium, hotels, restaurants, and convention
traffic. For a period in the 1980s and 1990s, Baltimore's Inner Harbor was
cited as a national model for urban waterfront redevelopment. But the model
did not extend beyond the waterfront. Walk fifteen minutes north from the
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Inner Harbor and you are in neighborhoods where the row houses are
boarded, the corners are occupied by the drug trade that Simon documented,
and the vacant lots outnumber the occupied buildings. Walk east from the
Hopkins Homewood campus and within a few blocks you encounter census
tracts where the median household income is less than $25,000, the poverty
rate exceeds forty percent, and the life expectancy is twenty years shorter
than in the affluent neighborhoods a mile away.

Baltimore disproves the theory that anchor institutions alone can prevent
urban death. Johns Hopkins University and Hospital together constitute one
of the largest private employers in the state of Maryland. The institution
generates billions of dollars in economic activity. And yet the neighborhoods
surrounding the university's campuses include some of the poorest and most
violent census tracts in the city. The wealth generated by the institution does
not radiate. It concentrates. The campus is a walled garden. The students and
researchers and physicians who work within its perimeter live in a different
city than the residents of the blocks immediately surrounding it. The two
populations share a zip code and not much else. The campus security patrols
stop at the boundary. The city's problems start there.

If Pittsburgh survived because of its institutional density, and if Baltimore
is declining despite anchor institutions that appear, at first glance, to be
Pittsburgh-like in scale, then institutional density alone is not sufficient.
Something else is required. The something else may be the depth of
philanthropic capital and university-industry integration that Pittsburgh
accumulated before the crisis and that Baltimore lacks in comparable
quantity. Andrew Carnegie and Andrew Mellon invested their fortunes in
Pittsburgh's institutions before the steel crisis arrived. Baltimore has no
equivalent philanthropic legacy of that scale. It may be the geographic and
competitive conditions that differ between the two cities. It may be the
severity and duration of the drug epidemic, which hollowed out Baltimore's
neighborhoods in a way that Pittsburgh's did not experience at the same
scale. It may be timing, or political structure, or the specific character of the
institutions themselves. The evidence does not yield a definitive answer. What
it yields is a caution: the presence of a world-class university and hospital in a
declining city is necessary but not sufficient for recovery. The institution can
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survive and even thrive while the city around it dies. The two processes are
not as coupled as the "Eds and Meds" narrative assumes. The walled garden
grows while the city beyond the walls decays, and the gardeners inside the
walls may not notice, or may not care, that the landscape they inhabit is an
island.

The Cascade

Slow municipal death, across all four case studies, follows a recognizable
cascade. The sequence is not identical in every city. The triggering condition
varies: in St. Louis, it was a governance decision made in 1876; in Camden, it
was the departure of manufacturing; in Detroit, it was the automotive
industry's relocation; in Baltimore, it was deindustrialization compounded by
the drug epidemic. But the cascade, once initiated, follows a pattern that is
structurally identical across cases, and the pattern's consistency is what
makes it diagnostic rather than merely descriptive.

Loss of economic base leads to loss of tax revenue. Loss of tax revenue
leads to deferred maintenance and service cuts. Deferred maintenance and
service cuts lead to reduced quality of life. Reduced quality of life leads to
population loss. Population loss leads to further loss of tax revenue. The cycle
repeats. Each iteration weakens the city's capacity to respond to the next
iteration. The cascade is not a metaphor. It is a mechanism, and its operation
can be tracked in the budget documents, census reports, infrastructure
assessments, and school enrollment figures of every city in this chapter.

What makes the cascade lethal is not the individual stages but the
compounding. A city that loses ten percent of its tax base can absorb the loss
by cutting discretionary spending. A city that has lost ten percent of its tax
base for three consecutive decades has cut everything discretionary, has
deferred everything deferrable, has closed everything closable, and is now
choosing between essential services. Do you fund the police or repair the
water mains? Do you keep the library open or fix the potholes? Do you
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maintain the fire stations or fund the school system? Each choice is a triage
decision, and triage decisions, by definition, are made under conditions
where there are not enough resources to serve all needs. The city that is
triaging is already in the cascade. The triage does not stop the cascade. It
manages the cascade's symptoms while the underlying condition, the
compounding loss of economic base, population, and institutional capacity,
continues to worsen.

By the time the decline is visible enough to generate political will for
intervention, the cycle has been running for years or decades, and the
interventions available are palliative at best: treatments that address
symptoms rather than structural causes. The history of attempted
interventions in declining American cities is a catalog of these palliative
measures. Convention centers have been built in cities where the convention
industry cannot sustain them: Camden opened the Adventure Aquarium and
the BB&T; Pavilion on the waterfront, attractions that draw visitors from the
surrounding region who spend money at the attractions and then drive home
without entering the city's residential neighborhoods. Tax incentive zones
have been designated in cities where the tax base is already too depleted to
generate meaningful revenue from the incentives. Enterprise zones have
been created in cities where the infrastructure required to support enterprise
does not exist. Each intervention creates activity in a specific location, a
waterfront, a downtown block, a designated zone, without addressing the
cascade that is consuming the city beyond the intervention's perimeter. The
intervention is the polished cobblestone in a city of buried ones: visible,
attractive, and unrepresentative.

Detroit's bankruptcy is the limiting case. By 2013, the cascade had been
running for forty years. The city had tried every palliative available:
Renaissance Center (1977), a downtown hotel and office complex intended to
anchor a commercial revival; the People Mover (1987), an automated
monorail that connected downtown destinations but served no
neighborhoods; casinos (1999), which generated revenue for the city but did
not arrest the residential decline; tax incentives, enterprise zones, state and
federal grants, philanthropic investments. None of these interventions
reversed the cascade. Some of them generated localized economic activity.
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None of them addressed the structural cause: a city designed for 1.8 million
people attempting to serve 700,000 on a tax base that contracted with every
departing household.

The one finding that emerges consistently is that the cascade is easier to
prevent than to reverse. The cities that survived (Pittsburgh, San Francisco)
survived because structural advantages were in place before the crisis
arrived. The cities that failed had no such advantages and could not create
them after the crisis began. The lesson, if there is one, is that the time to
prepare for urban decline is while the city is still healthy. By the time the
decline is underway, the institutions that might have arrested it do not exist,
and building them under conditions of declining revenue, departing
population, and deteriorating infrastructure is a task for which no American
municipality has yet developed a reliable method.

The Aspiration-Action Gap that defined the utopian misfires in the
preceding chapter operates here in a different register. In Laurent, the gap
was between individual citizens and a voluntary community: private people
choosing, one household at a time, not to relocate. In slowly dying cities, the
gap is institutional: between the collective knowledge that the city is failing
and the collective will to fund, sustain, and enforce the interventions that
might arrest the failure. The agents are different, the scale is different, but
the structural dynamic is identical. The residents, the civic leaders, and the
state officials all want the decline reversed. They commission studies. They
announce revitalization plans. They hold press conferences. And then the
studies are filed, the plans are underfunded, and the press conferences are
forgotten, and the cascade continues. Every city in this chapter has a shelf of
revitalization studies. Detroit has dozens. Baltimore has produced them for
half a century. St. Louis has been studying its own Great Divorce since before
the term "urban planning" entered the American vocabulary. The studies are
competent. Their recommendations are reasonable. Their implementation is
absent. The gap between wanting a city to survive and doing the sustained,
expensive, politically difficult work of making it survive is the same gap that
separated Laurent's approximately 160 reservation forms from the zero
families who moved. It is the defining structural flaw of urban governance
under conditions of decline, and it is as lethal to a slowly dying city as it was
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to a planned community in a soybean field.

The red squares go up on the buildings. The residents tear them down.
The buildings remain abandoned. The diagnosis is correct. The patient
refuses the label. And the disease continues, beneath the surface and above
it, indifferent to whether anyone is watching.
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Part VI: The Never-Built City

The cities examined in the previous chapters existed. They had populations,
buildings, streets, economies, and governments. They failed in various ways
and at various speeds, but they were real. They occupied physical space.
People lived in them, worked in them, raised children in them, and eventually
left them or were evacuated from them or died in them. Their failures can be
measured in census data, vacancy rates, tax revenue, and body counts.

The cities in this chapter are different. They are cities that were planned,
announced, funded (or partially funded), designed (or partially designed), and
in some cases partially constructed, but that never achieved the condition of
being a functioning city. They exist as planning documents, architectural
renderings, promotional materials, and in a few cases, physical structures
that stand empty or radically repurposed from their original intent. They are
the never-built cities: expressions of ideology, ambition, or speculation that
were never contaminated by the compromises of actual habitation.

The never-built city is, in one sense, the purest form of urban failure,
because it fails before it has the chance to succeed. But in another sense, it is
the most informative failure, because the planning documents of a never-built
city reveal the assumptions of their era with a clarity that built cities cannot
provide. A built city is a negotiation between vision and reality. The original
plan is modified by zoning disputes, budget constraints, market forces,
political compromises, and the daily preferences of actual residents who do
not behave the way the planners expected. A never-built city has undergone
none of these modifications. It is the plan in its undiluted form, the hypothesis
before the experiment, the aspiration before the Aspiration-Action Gap opens
beneath it. What the planning documents assume about human behavior,
economic activity, technological capability, and social organization tells us
more about the planners than about cities, and what the planners assumed is
often the reason the city was never built.
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I have seen versions of this dynamic in my own experience. Every
architectural rendering I have encountered in years of writing about the built
environment carries the same implicit promise: this is what it will look like
when it is finished. The rendering is never what it looks like when it is
finished. The materials are cheaper. The landscaping is thinner. The sky in
the rendering is always bluer than the sky above the completed building. The
people in the rendering are always more attractive, more diverse, and more
leisurely than the people who will actually inhabit the completed space. The
trees in the rendering are always fully grown, casting the kind of dappled
shade that requires twenty years of growth from a newly planted sapling. The
rendering compresses time, eliminates contingency, and presents the end
state as though the intervening years of construction, delay, cost overrun,
design compromise, and material substitution do not exist. It is a picture of a
future that will never arrive in the form depicted, and it is deployed as a
financial and political instrument to secure the funding and the approvals
that will produce something different from what was promised.

The rendering is a prospectus, not a blueprint, and the distance between
the two is the same distance that separates the plan for Laurent from the
soybean field in South Dakota where Laurent was never built. The rendering
of Masdar City showed a zero-carbon metropolis with underground transit
and solar-powered everything. The reality is a competent sustainable
development with electric cars on the surface. The rendering of Egypt's New
Administrative Capital showed a gleaming city of seven million. The reality,
for the foreseeable future, will be a government campus in the desert. The
rendering of California City showed golf courses and parks and commercial
districts. The reality is 204 square miles of graded dirt roads leading to empty
lots. In every case, the rendering was more real than the city, because the
rendering was completed and the city was not. The rendering is the only
version of these cities that exists as its creators intended it. The rendering is
the city. The city is something else.
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Masdar City, Abu Dhabi, 2006 to the Present

In 2006, the government of Abu Dhabi announced a $22 billion project to
construct the world's first zero-carbon, zero-waste city. The project was
called Masdar City, from the Arabic word for "source." It was to be built on a
2.3-square-mile site approximately twenty miles from central Abu Dhabi, near
the international airport. The design was led by Foster + Partners, one of the
most prominent architecture firms in the world. The planned population was
45,000 to 50,000 residents and 1,500 businesses, with a daytime population
including commuters of approximately 90,000. The original timeline called for
completion by 2016. The budget was state-funded, backed by Mubadala, Abu
Dhabi's sovereign wealth vehicle.

The vision was technologically ambitious to a degree that bordered on
speculative fiction. The city would generate all of its electricity from a
22-hectare field of 87,777 solar panels and rooftop installations. Water would
be provided through solar-powered desalination and recycled wastewater.
There would be no light switches and no taps. Sensors would manage
everything. The buildings would be constructed with walls designed to trap
cushions of air that would reduce heat radiation, cutting air conditioning
demand by fifty-five percent and maintaining temperatures roughly ten
degrees Celsius cooler than the surrounding Abu Dhabi desert. The design
drew on traditional Arabic urban planning: narrow pedestrian streets that
create shade and channel breezes, dense building placement that minimizes
sun exposure, and orientation to prevailing winds. The city was designed as a
closed system, a controlled environment in which every variable, energy,
water, waste, temperature, transportation, was optimized by design rather
than left to the accumulated inefficiencies of organic urban development.

The centerpiece of the transportation plan was the Personal Rapid
Transit system: autonomous electric pods, each carrying approximately four
to six passengers, traveling through an underground network of dedicated
tracks beneath the elevated city platform. The PRT would eliminate the need
for private automobiles entirely. No cars would enter Masdar City. Residents
and visitors would park at the perimeter and travel within the city exclusively
by pod, by bicycle, or on foot. The PRT was not an accessory to the plan. It
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was the plan's circulatory system, the technological equivalent of the blood
supply that this book has used as a metaphor for urban economic life.

The 2008 global financial crisis arrived two years into construction. The
impact was immediate and devastating. Abu Dhabi's real estate market,
which had been expanding in tandem with the oil-fueled construction boom
across the Gulf states, contracted sharply. The original $22 billion budget
was reduced by fifteen percent. The completion date was pushed from 2016
to 2020. Then to 2025. Then to 2030. Each revision was announced with the
same language of optimism, the same assurance that the project was on
track, the same promise that the delays reflected market conditions rather
than fundamental problems with the plan. The city's chief executive told one
interviewer that Masdar would "complete as fast or as slow as the rest of the
economic environment of Abu Dhabi," a statement that was meant to sound
prudent but that effectively admitted the project had no independent
timeline, no internal momentum, no capacity to build itself faster than the
external economy permitted.

The zero-carbon goal, the defining claim of the entire project, was revised
to a fifty-percent reduction from Abu Dhabi baseline. The revision was not
announced as a failure. It was announced as a recalibration, a more realistic
target informed by lessons learned. But zero and fifty percent are not
calibrations of the same ambition. They are different ambitions. A city that
reduces its carbon output by half is a competent sustainable development. A
city that achieves zero carbon is a revolution in the built environment. The
announcement had promised a revolution. The delivery was a competent
development. The distance between the two is the distance between the
rendering and the building, between the prospectus and the product,
between the plan and the city that was never built. The PRT system, after a
pilot installation of ten autonomous pods operating on a short track within the
first completed building complex (the Masdar Institute of Science and
Technology), was determined to be impractical for expansion. The cost of
constructing the undercroft, the underground level required to segregate the
pod network from pedestrian traffic, was prohibitive at the scale the original
plan required. In October 2010, it was formally announced that the PRT
would not expand beyond the pilot. The circulatory system of the city that

128



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

was supposed to have no cars was quietly replaced by electric cars and
autonomous shuttle buses operating on the surface. The underground
network that was supposed to connect every building in the city was reduced
to a novelty ride for visitors at the research institute.

The progressive abandonment of the original vision continued on every
front. The city was originally designed to be car-free. It is not car-free. It was
designed to be zero-carbon. It is not zero-carbon. It was designed for 50,000
residents by 2016. As of 2025, approximately 15,000 people live and work in
Masdar City, of whom roughly 5,000 are residents. This represents
approximately ten percent of the target population. The city covers less than
a sixth of its intended area. It hosts the headquarters of the International
Renewable Energy Agency and regional offices for Siemens. It contains over
1,300 companies, most of them small. Its buildings have achieved high
energy-efficiency certifications, including LEED Platinum designations. It has
reduced energy consumption by forty percent relative to Abu Dhabi baselines,
water consumption by eighteen percent, and waste by fifty-seven percent
through recycling.

These are real accomplishments. They represent competent sustainable
development that exceeds the performance of most comparable projects
worldwide. And yet. The city was announced as the world's first zero-carbon
city. It is not zero-carbon. It was planned for 50,000 residents by 2016. It has
5,000 residents in 2025. It was designed around an autonomous underground
transit system. The transit system does not exist. Every defining
characteristic of the original announcement has been revised, scaled back, or
abandoned. A Columbia Business School professor, Geoffrey Heal, called
Masdar City "a gimmick, a way of attracting publicity and attention." The
assessment may be uncharitable, but it identifies a real analytical problem: if
the stated goals are progressively abandoned while the project continues
under the same name, at what point does the project become a different
project wearing the original's label? Masdar City in 2025 is not a failure by
the standards of conventional real estate development. It is a functioning
community with residents, businesses, and measurable environmental
performance. But by the standards it set for itself in 2006, it is a failure of the
most particular kind: a vision that survived by becoming something other
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than what it claimed to be. The patient who redefines "healthy" to match
whatever condition he currently has is not recovering. He is recalibrating his
expectations downward, and the recalibration is a form of concealment as
effective as the asphalt on Baldwin Avenue.

The never-built city does not always remain unbuilt. Sometimes it is built,
partially, and the partial construction generates enough activity to sustain
itself as a going concern, and the going concern is then presented as the
fulfillment of the original vision, and the original vision, which called for
something categorically different from what was built, is quietly retired. This
is the Masdar pattern: the city that was never built hides behind the
development that was.

African New Capital Projects

The construction of a new capital city is the political form of the never-built
city. It is a declaration of sovereignty expressed in concrete and asphalt, an
assertion that the nation has outgrown its colonial inheritance and requires a
capital designed for the country it has become rather than the colony it was.
The impulse is understandable. Many African capitals were established by
colonial powers for colonial purposes: administrative control, resource
extraction, and trade with the metropole. Their locations, their infrastructure,
their architectural idioms reflect the priorities of the colonizers, not the
populations they now serve. A new capital, designed by and for the
independent nation, represents a symbolic and functional break with that
history.

The precedent is Brasilia, inaugurated in 1960, which demonstrated both
the possibilities and the limitations of the new-capital model. Oscar
Niemeyer's modernist architecture and Lucio Costa's pilot-plan layout
created one of the most visually striking capital complexes in the world, and
the relocation of Brazil's government from Rio de Janeiro to the interior did
achieve its stated goal of directing national attention toward the undeveloped
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central plateau. But Brasilia also demonstrated what every subsequent
new-capital project has repeated: the planned city attracted a service
workforce that was not part of the plan, and that workforce settled in satellite
cities and informal settlements around the planned core that were denser,
poorer, and more organic than anything the architects had drawn. Brasilia's
planned city serves approximately 200,000 people. The metropolitan area,
including the satellite cities, serves nearly five million. The capital was
designed. The city that grew around it was not. This is the template that the
African projects have inherited, whether they acknowledge the inheritance or
not.

The difficulty is that building a capital is not the same thing as building a
city. A capital is a government campus. A city is an organic economic and
social system that generates its own activity independently of any single
institution. The distinction is critical, because the new-capital projects in
Africa have frequently produced the former while aspiring to the latter.

Nigeria designated Abuja as its new capital in 1976, replacing Lagos, and
began construction in the early 1980s. The design was led by the Japanese
architect Kenzo Tange, and the master plan called for a phased development
that would house the federal government and a projected population of three
million. Abuja was built. Government ministries relocated. The city now has a
population of several million. But the planned city that was designed, with its
monumental boulevards and segregated residential districts organized into
phases and sectors, coexists with informal settlements that house the
workers who built it and the service population that sustains it. These
settlements, some of which have populations exceeding 100,000, were never
part of Tange's master plan. They emerged because the people who
constructed the capital's buildings, who cleaned its offices, who drove its
taxis, who cooked its food, needed somewhere to live, and the planned city
did not include housing for them at a price they could afford. The settlements
are not peripheral. They are embedded in the gaps between the planned
sectors, occupying the land that the master plan designated as open space or
future development. The planned city is the capital. The informal settlements
are the city. The two overlap geographically but not structurally, and the
informal city was never part of the plan. Abuja is a demonstration that you
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can build a capital by decree, but the city that forms around the capital will
be built by the people the decree did not anticipate.

If Abuja demonstrates the gap between the planned city and the organic
city that grows around it, Egypt's New Administrative Capital demonstrates a
different failure mode: the deliberate exclusion of the population the capital
is nominally designed to serve. It is the most ambitious and most revealing
current example. Under construction since 2015 on a site approximately
forty-five kilometers east of Cairo, the project is designed to cover
approximately 270 square miles, roughly the size of Singapore. The estimated
cost of the first phase alone exceeds $60 billion, financed largely through
borrowing, military-controlled construction companies, and Chinese
investment. The planned population is seven million. The capital will house
the presidential palace, government ministries, the parliament, a new Central
Business District with a supertall tower exceeding 1,200 feet (which would
make it the tallest building in Africa), diplomatic compounds, a theme park,
an opera house, and a cathedral. By mid-2023, more than 100 government
agencies, including 30 ministries, had relocated to the new capital, and over
40,000 government employees were operating from the site. The Egyptian
Parliament began conducting sessions there in 2024. The construction is
being executed primarily by the Egyptian military's engineering corps, which
raises governance questions that are not limited to urban planning: the
military's role as developer, contractor, and eventual landlord of the national
capital consolidates economic and political power in an institution that is
already the dominant force in Egyptian public life. The scale is extraordinary.
The question is whether seven million people will follow the government
offices, or whether the New Administrative Capital will become the largest
government campus in the world, populated by bureaucrats during business
hours and empty on weekends, a capital without a city. The apartments that
have been built are priced at levels that the average Egyptian cannot afford,
which means the capital is being designed not for the population of Egypt but
for the segment of the population that the government considers desirable.
The filtering is not accidental. It is architectural.

Dodoma demonstrates a third variant: not the unplanned city that grows
around the capital, and not the exclusion of the population from the capital,
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but the refusal of the government's own institutions to complete the
relocation they announced. Tanzania designated Dodoma as its capital in
1974. More than fifty years later, Dodoma remains only partially functional as
a capital. The National Assembly meets there, but many government
ministries continue to operate from Dar es Salaam, the former capital, which
remains the country's largest city and economic center. Dodoma is a capital
that has not yet fully arrived, a designation on a map that the institutions of
governance have only partially honored. The designation is fifty years old.
The institutions have not followed. The Aspiration-Action Gap, here, is
governmental: the state aspired to a new capital and has spent half a century
failing to fully inhabit it. The parallel to Laurent is striking: the reservation
forms were signed, the commitment was announced, and then nothing
happened, not because the idea was wrong but because the people and
institutions whose participation was required chose, year after year, to
remain where they were.

The phenomenon is not limited to Africa, and the most extreme example
takes the pattern to its logical conclusion. Myanmar relocated its capital from
Yangon to Naypyidaw in 2006, constructing a vast government complex in a
largely unpopulated area of central Myanmar. Naypyidaw is notorious among
journalists and diplomats for its emptiness: twenty-lane highways with no
traffic, enormous government buildings surrounded by vacant lots,
residential districts that are only partially occupied. The capital functions as a
government campus isolated from the country's commercial and cultural life,
which remains centered in Yangon. Naypyidaw may be the starkest
illustration of the never-built city in the new-capital category: it was built,
physically, and it remains unbuilt, socially, because a city is not its buildings.
A city is the life that happens inside and between the buildings, and that life
has not materialized.

The pattern across these cases is consistent. The political will to declare
a new capital exceeds the institutional capacity to build a functioning city. A
government can relocate its offices by decree. It cannot relocate the organic
economic ecosystem, the markets, the supply chains, the informal economies,
the cultural institutions, the social networks, that constitute the life of a city.
The offices move. The city does not follow. What results is a government
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campus in a landscape that does not yet know how to be urban.

The Speculative City

Not all never-built cities were motivated by ideology or sovereignty. Some
were motivated by money. The twentieth century in the United States
produced dozens of planned communities, resort developments, retirement
villages, and corporate campus towns that were announced, marketed,
sometimes partially sold, and then abandoned before construction was
completed or, in many cases, before it began. These projects occupied the
boundary between urban planning and financial speculation, and some of
them crossed the boundary into fraud.

The history of the speculative city in America is inseparable from the
history of the Florida land boom. In the 1920s, the state of Florida became
the site of one of the largest speculative real estate frenzies in American
history. Developers platted entire cities on mangrove swamp and limestone
prairie, sold lots to northern buyers sight unseen, and marketed their
developments with architectural renderings showing palm-lined boulevards,
Mediterranean-revival clubhouses, and golf courses that existed only as
surveyor's stakes in the mud. Some of these developments materialized: Coral
Gables, Boca Raton, and other communities that are now established
municipalities were products of the 1920s boom. But many did not. The lots
that were sold in the Everglades, in the pine flatwoods, on the barrier islands,
remained empty. The buyers who had purchased deeds to paradise
discovered that their paradise was underwater, or unreachable, or zoned for
a community that was never going to be built. The 1926 Miami hurricane,
followed by the 1929 stock market crash, ended the boom and exposed the
fraud that had sustained it. But the pattern did not end. It repeated itself in
the postwar period, when the same model (cheap land, architectural
renderings, lot sales to distant buyers) was applied to retirement
communities, resort developments, and satellite cities across the Sun Belt.
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Cape Coral, Florida, is the instructive counterexample: a speculative
development that actually became a city. Leonard and Jack Rosen, two
Baltimore real estate developers, purchased 103 square miles of scrubland in
Lee County in 1957 and began marketing lots to northern retirees through
newspaper advertisements, free dinner events, and a sales operation that has
been described as one of the most aggressive real estate marketing
campaigns in American history. They dredged over 400 miles of canals
through the property, creating waterfront lots that could be sold at a
premium. They flew prospective buyers to Florida on chartered planes,
showed them model homes, served them steak dinners, and closed sales
before the buyers returned to the airport. The lots cost as little as $20 down
and $20 per month. Cape Coral was investigated by the Federal Trade
Commission for deceptive practices, and the Rosens eventually sold their
interest in the development. But people came. Cape Coral now has a
population exceeding 200,000, making it one of the fastest-growing cities in
the United States. The difference between Cape Coral and the dozens of
speculative developments that failed is not that the Rosens were more honest
than other developers. It is that the conditions in southwest Florida (warm
climate, proximity to beaches, affordable land, growing retiree population)
were sufficient to generate the organic demand that sustains a real city. The
speculation found a market. The market materialized. The city happened,
despite the speculation rather than because of it.

The pattern is recognizable. A developer acquires cheap land, typically in
a rural or exurban location with no existing infrastructure. Architectural
renderings are produced showing a completed community: houses, shops,
parks, pools, golf courses, community centers. The renderings are used to
market lots or units to buyers, often retirees or second-home purchasers, who
put down deposits based on the promise of what will be built. The deposits
finance the next phase of marketing, which attracts more deposits, which
finance the next phase. If the developer is legitimate and the conditions are
favorable, construction eventually begins and the community materializes,
though often in a reduced form compared to the renderings. If the developer
is not legitimate, or the conditions are unfavorable, construction never
begins, the deposits are spent on marketing and overhead and personal
expenses, and the buyers are left with deeds to empty lots in a subdivision
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that was never built.

California City, in Kern County, California, is the speculative city made
geographically visible. In 1958, a Czech-born real estate developer named
Nat Mendelsohn purchased 80,000 acres of Mojave Desert approximately 100
miles north of Los Angeles and platted a city designed to rival Los Angeles
itself. Streets were graded across the desert floor in a vast grid visible from
aircraft and from satellite imagery to this day: miles upon miles of named,
numbered, graded roads leading to empty lots where no buildings were ever
constructed. Mendelsohn sold lots to buyers who never visited the site,
marketing the development through salesmen who described a future city of
100,000 people with golf courses, parks, and commercial districts. The
streets were real. The lots were real. The deeds were real. The city was not.
California City was incorporated as a municipality and technically exists, with
a population of approximately 14,000 people occupying a small fraction of the
platted area. But the overwhelming majority of the city's 204 square miles,
which makes it the third-largest city by area in California, is empty desert
crisscrossed by graded dirt roads that lead to nothing. The grid is visible on
any satellite map: a geometric pattern of human intention scored into the
desert, populated by nobody, maintained by nobody, and slowly being
reclaimed by the sand that was there before the developer arrived. California
City is the ghost of a city that was never born. It is the architectural
rendering made physical, a prospectus graded into the earth, and it will be
legible from the air for decades after the last road has been swallowed by the
desert.

The speculative city is the ur-form of the never-built city, because it is a
city that was never intended to be built. The planning documents exist as
instruments of sale, not blueprints for construction. The architectural
rendering is a prospectus, and the difference between a prospectus and a
blueprint separates the utopian misfire (where the builders intended in good
faith to build but failed) from the speculative fraud (where the builders never
intended to build and succeeded, in the sense that they extracted money from
buyers who believed them). The damage is not only financial. It is epistemic.
Every speculative city that defrauds its investors makes the next legitimate
planned community harder to finance, because the pool of potential investors
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has been contaminated by the experience of being deceived. The speculative
city poisons the well for the utopian one. Laurent's difficulty in securing
financing cannot be separated from the history of land schemes that
preceded it. When Marvin Miller told potential investors that he would build a
town in South Dakota, he was asking them to believe a promise that
resembled, in its structural outlines, promises that other developers had
made and not kept. The speculative city does not only fail on its own terms. It
damages the credibility of every city that follows.

What the Plans Reveal

The never-built city, across all its forms, tells us something that the built city
cannot. The built city is a compromise. It is the result of a negotiation
between what the planners wanted and what reality permitted. The
never-built city is the planner's desire in its undiluted state, and the desire,
examined closely, reveals the assumptions that the planner either could not
see or chose not to examine.

Masdar City's planners assumed that technology would advance fast
enough to make zero-carbon urbanism economically viable within a decade.
The assumption was wrong. The technology advanced, but not at the pace the
timeline required, and the 2008 financial crisis removed the surplus capital
that might have absorbed the cost differential between the technology's
actual capability and the plan's projected capability. The never-built
zero-carbon city reveals the assumption: that the pace of technological
innovation is predictable and that capital markets will remain favorable for
the duration of a megaproject's construction timeline. Both assumptions are
routinely made by planners and routinely disproven by events.

The African new-capital projects assumed that a government can will a
city into existence by relocating its offices. The assumption conflates the city
with the state. A capital is a function of the state. A city is a function of the
economy, the culture, and the daily decisions of millions of individuals who
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choose to live and work in proximity to one another. You can build a capital
by decree. You cannot build a city by decree. The never-built city (or the
half-built capital that has not yet become a city) reveals the assumption: that
institutional presence is sufficient to generate organic urban life. It is not.
Institutional presence is a seed. The soil, the water, the climate, and the labor
of cultivation determine whether anything grows.

The speculative city assumed that a rendering is a city. It is not. A
rendering is a picture of a city that does not exist, deployed as a financial
instrument to extract capital from people who confuse the picture with the
reality. The never-built speculative city reveals the assumption at its most
naked: that the appearance of a plan is indistinguishable from the fact of a
plan, and that people will pay for the appearance. California City's grid of
empty roads in the Mojave is the rendering made permanent: a
two-dimensional plan scored into three-dimensional earth, waiting for a
population that will never arrive.

In every case, the never-built city fails because the plan assumes a
condition that does not obtain. The technology does not arrive on schedule.
The population does not materialize. The investors do not deliver. The
government offices move but the city does not follow. The deposits are
collected but the construction never starts. The assumption is the foundation,
and the foundation is not there, and the city that was planned for that
foundation was never going to stand on air.

The never-built city is the inverse of every case study that preceded it.
The cities in the earlier chapters failed because reality overwhelmed the plan.
The never-built city fails because the plan never made contact with reality at
all. It is a surface with nothing beneath it: asphalt without stone, a road that
cannot bear the load of a single tire, let alone the weight of a civilization.
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Part VII: The Diagnostic

This book began with two acts of concealment on the same streets, in the
same week, in the same neighborhood of the Jersey City Heights. In the first,
the residents tore the Red Squares from the doors of abandoned buildings
because the diagnosis was more injurious than the disease. In the second, a
road crew buried 150-year-old cobblestones under fresh asphalt because, as
the road roller operator explained in a single word, "Tires." Both acts
followed the same institutional logic: conceal what has failed, cover what
endures, prioritize the immediate comfort of the surface over the structural
integrity of what lies beneath.

The five chapters that followed examined urban failure across five
taxonomies. Catastrophic erasure killed cities by volcano, nuclear meltdown,
underground fire, and hurricane. Pompeii was buried and preserved,
producing more evidence in death than it could have produced in life. Pripyat
was evacuated in thirty-six hours, demonstrating that a city is not a
permanent structure but a process that requires continuous human
maintenance to survive. Centralia burned from within, its fire starved of
neither fuel nor oxygen, the containment efforts underfunded in every decade
since 1962, and the town will not be habitable for another two centuries.
Galveston was destroyed and rebuilt, its grade raised and its seawall
constructed, and it lost its economic position anyway, because Houston was
waiting to absorb what the hurricane dislodged.

Economic exsanguination killed cities by removing the single industry
that sustained them. Gary was built as a corporate subsidiary and died when
the corporation reduced its labor force by eighty-three percent. Cairo was
destroyed not by the departure of industry but by the racial hatred of its own
governing class, which preferred the annihilation of the city's commercial life
to the integration of its institutions. Flint was poisoned by the governance
structure that was supposed to rescue it from the fiscal crisis that the
industry's departure had caused. The coal belt demonstrated that
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monoeconomic failure can operate at the regional scale, consuming not a
single city but an entire landscape. Pittsburgh survived, the counterargument
that proves the framework's central claim: survival depends on baseline
conditions that precede the crisis.

The utopian misfire killed cities that were never inhabited, or never fully
inhabited, because the people who loved the idea were not the people willing
to do the work. Laurent's approximately 160 families signed reservation
forms and zero moved. Fordlandia's workers revolted against the American
social model that Ford imposed on a Brazilian labor force. New Harmony's
intellectuals lectured while the fields went unplowed. Auroville achieved six
percent of its target population after sixty years and settled into a permanent
state of not-quite-existing.

Slow municipal death killed cities through decades of compounding
decline that no single intervention could reverse. St. Louis locked itself inside
fixed boundaries in 1876 and has spent 150 years failing to undo the decision.
Camden was exsanguinated by the departure of its manufacturing base and
then stripped of democratic self-governance by a state takeover that was
fiscally justified and racially fraught. Detroit filed the largest municipal
bankruptcy in American history, negotiated a grand bargain to save its art
collection and its pensions, and emerged with a downtown recovery that
serves a fraction of its geography. Baltimore retained the anchor institutions
that were supposed to prevent decline and declined anyway, demonstrating
that the "Eds and Meds" narrative is necessary but not sufficient.

The never-built city failed before it began, because the plan assumed
conditions that did not obtain. Masdar promised zero carbon and delivered
fifty percent reduction. The African new capitals moved government offices
and waited for cities that did not follow. California City graded 204 square
miles of desert roads that lead to empty lots. Each plan assumed that the
rendering was the city. It was not. The rendering is never the city.

The purpose of this final chapter is not to predict which cities will fail
next. Prediction requires a precision that the evidence does not support, and
a book that attempted to name specific cities as candidates for collapse would
be irresponsible, because the naming itself would contribute to the decline (a
city publicly identified as "likely to fail" would see its investment climate, its
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property values, and its recruitment capacity deteriorate in response to the
designation, in exactly the way that the Red Squares on the Jersey City
buildings accelerated the deterioration of the blocks they were meant to
protect). The purpose is synthesis: to assemble the findings from the
preceding chapters into a diagnostic framework that can be applied by
anyone, to any city, at any point in its trajectory, as a tool for recognizing the
early indicators of failure before the failure becomes irreversible.

The Integrated Framework

The individual indicators of urban decline have been identified throughout
this book and are well established in the urban studies literature. What has
not been done, in a single sustained analysis for a general readership, is the
integration of these indicators into a unified diagnostic instrument that
accounts for the interactions between them. A city with a declining tax base
and a strong school system is not in the same condition as a city with a
declining tax base and a deteriorating school system, because in the second
case the two indicators reinforce each other: the declining tax base reduces
school funding, the reduced school funding drives out families, the departing
families further reduce the tax base. The interaction is the disease. The
individual indicators are symptoms.

The framework that emerges from the case studies in this book operates
on three levels.

The existing literature on urban decline tends to approach the subject
from within individual disciplines: economists study the economic indicators,
sociologists study the demographic shifts, political scientists study the
governance failures, urban planners study the infrastructure, and historians
study the sequence. Each discipline produces findings that are rigorous
within its own framework and incomplete when applied alone. An economist
can demonstrate that Gary's decline correlates with the contraction of steel
employment. A sociologist can demonstrate that the departing population was
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disproportionately white and middle-class. A political scientist can
demonstrate that the emergency management structures imposed on Flint
and Detroit superseded democratic governance. Each finding is accurate.
None of them, taken alone, explains why Gary failed and Pittsburgh did not,
because the explanation requires all the disciplines simultaneously. The
economist must account for the institutional density that the historian
identifies. The sociologist must account for the philanthropic capital that the
economist measures. The political scientist must account for the racial
dynamics that the sociologist documents. The framework that follows is an
attempt to assemble these disciplinary perspectives into a single instrument.

The first level is the baseline condition: the structural characteristics of
the city that exist before any crisis arrives. These include the degree of
economic diversification (monoeconomic cities are structurally more
vulnerable than diversified ones, as Gary, Flint, and the coal belt
demonstrate); the presence or absence of institutions independent of the
primary economic base (Pittsburgh survived because its universities and
philanthropic endowments existed independently of the steel industry; Gary
had no equivalent); the geographic position of the city relative to competitors
(Galveston had Houston; San Francisco had no competitor capable of
absorbing its economic function); and the governance structure (St. Louis's
1876 separation from its county created a structural constraint that no
subsequent administration could overcome). The baseline condition also
includes the racial and demographic composition of the city and the degree to
which racial segregation has been institutionalized in housing, employment,
and governance. Cairo's racial architecture predated its economic decline by
decades. The White Hats did not materialize in 1967 from nothing. They were
the organized expression of a racial hierarchy that had been operating since
the city's founding. The baseline condition is not a predictor of failure. It is a
predictor of vulnerability. A city with a diversified economy, independent
institutions, no nearby competitor, a flexible governance structure, and a
history of racial inclusion can absorb shocks that would destroy a city without
these advantages. The baseline condition determines the size of the shock the
city can survive.
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The second level is the triggering condition: the event or process that
initiates the decline. This may be catastrophic (Vesuvius, Chernobyl),
economic (the departure of U.S. Steel, the collapse of the coal market), social
(the racial conflict that destroyed Cairo's commercial base),
governance-driven (the emergency manager's decision to switch Flint's water
supply), or self-inflicted (the governance decision that locked St. Louis inside
fixed boundaries). The triggering condition varies from city to city, and it is
the element that attracts the most attention in popular narratives of urban
decline, because it provides a dramatic focal point: the volcano, the explosion,
the factory closing, the uprising. The popular narrative treats the trigger as
the cause of the failure. The framework treats it as the initiator of a process
whose outcome is determined by the baseline. The same trigger
(deindustrialization) produced different outcomes in Pittsburgh (survival
through transition) and Gary (collapse without recovery), because the
baseline conditions were different. The trigger pulled the same lever. The
machinery behind the lever was not the same. This distinction is analytically
critical, because it reframes the policy question. If the trigger were the cause,
the appropriate response would be trigger prevention: build a higher seawall,
negotiate a new trade deal, keep the factory open. If the baseline is the
determinant, the appropriate response is baseline improvement: build
institutions, diversify the economy, invest in infrastructure, address racial
segregation. The evidence from the case studies points consistently toward
the baseline.

The third level is the cascade: the self-reinforcing cycle of decline that
begins after the trigger is pulled and that, once initiated, gains momentum
with each iteration. The cascade was described in detail in the chapter on
slow municipal death, but it operates in every taxonomy. In catastrophic
erasure, the cascade is compressed into hours or days (Pompeii) or extends
over decades (Centralia, where the failure to extinguish the fire in 1962 led to
the fire's expansion, which led to the inadequacy of subsequent containment
efforts, which led to the town's evacuation, which led to its functional
abandonment as a governing community). In economic exsanguination, the
cascade runs from job loss to tax base contraction to service cuts to
quality-of-life decline to population loss and back to further tax base
contraction. In Flint, the cascade ran through an additional stage that no
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other case study in this book exhibits: the governance response to the fiscal
crisis actively harmed the population, adding a public health catastrophe to
the economic one. In the utopian misfire, the cascade runs from insufficient
commitment to insufficient funding to project dissolution, with each stage
reinforcing the previous one: the fewer people who commit, the less funding
is available, and the less funding is available, the fewer people commit. In
every case, the cascade is easier to prevent than to reverse, because the
cascade erodes the institutional capacity that would be required to reverse it.
By the time the decline is visible enough to generate political will for
intervention, the institutions that might have executed the intervention have
been weakened by the very decline they are being asked to reverse. This is
the paradox of urban triage: the patient who most needs the treatment is the
patient least capable of surviving the surgery.

The Findings

Seven findings emerge from the case studies, and they are offered here not as
laws but as patterns, observed across multiple cities and multiple categories
of failure, that are consistent enough to warrant attention.

The first finding is that cities do not fail at the moment of crisis. They fail
before the crisis, when they choose not to invest in the structural conditions
that would make survival possible. Pittsburgh survived because Andrew
Carnegie founded a university in 1900, sixty years before the crisis arrived,
and because Andrew Mellon endowed another, and because the philanthropic
foundations those men established continued funding research and
community development throughout the decades of decline. The brilliance or
mediocrity of the leadership that managed the steel crisis was secondary to
the institutional infrastructure that preceded it. Gary's leaders faced the
same crisis and are often blamed for the outcome, but the outcome was
determined before they took office: the city was founded as a corporate
subsidiary with no institutional infrastructure independent of the corporation.
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The moment of crisis reveals the failure. It does not create it. Galveston did
not fail because the hurricane was too powerful. It failed because Houston
was positioned to absorb its economic function and Galveston had no defense
against the absorption. Centralia's fire could have been contained in 1962 if
the resources committed had matched the scale of the problem; instead, the
containment was underfunded from the first day, with a contractor limited to
weekday shifts and equipment insufficient for the task, and the fire was
allowed to spread beyond any possibility of control. In every case, the failure
preceded the crisis by years or decades. The work of preventing urban failure
is the slow, unglamorous, politically thankless work of building institutions
that have no obvious purpose during the years when the primary economy is
healthy, but that become the only source of economic oxygen when the
primary economy collapses.

The second finding is that monoeconomic dependency is, across these
case studies, the most consistent predictor of urban vulnerability. Every city
in this book that was built around a single industry (Gary, Flint, Centralia, the
coal belt, Galveston) either failed or survived only by replacing the lost
industry with something else before the loss became terminal. Diversification
is not a sufficient condition for survival, as Baltimore demonstrates. But
monoeconomic dependency is a near-sufficient condition for failure. A city
that depends on one employer, one industry, one resource, or one economic
function for the majority of its tax base and employment is a city that has
made a single bet, and the history of urban failure suggests that single bets
are eventually lost.

The third finding is that the Aspiration-Action Gap is universal. It
operates in utopian misfires (Laurent, New Harmony, Auroville), where
communities endorse a vision they are unwilling to inhabit. Laurent's
approximately 160 families signed reservation forms. Zero moved. Auroville's
target was 50,000. After sixty years, 3,200 people live there. The gap
between aspiration and action is measurable, and the measurement is always
the same: the number who endorsed the idea is large, the number who did
the work is small, and the ratio between them is the ratio of failure. But the
Aspiration-Action Gap operates beyond the utopian context. It operates in
never-built cities (Masdar, whose zero-carbon target was progressively
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abandoned while the project continued under the same name), in speculative
developments (California City, whose 204 square miles of graded roads serve
a population of 14,000), and, most consequentially, in slowly dying cities,
where residents, civic leaders, and state officials all acknowledge the decline
and none of them take the actions that might reverse it. Detroit's cascade ran
for forty years while studies were commissioned, plans were announced, and
the decline continued. St. Louis's Great Divorce has been condemned by civic
leaders for 150 years, and every attempt to repair it has failed. The gap
between knowing that something is wrong and doing the work required to fix
it is the gap in which cities die.

The fourth finding is that racial injustice is not an incidental factor in
American urban failure. It is a structural cause. Cairo was destroyed by white
residents who preferred the annihilation of the city's commercial life to the
integration of its institutions: they filled the swimming pool with concrete,
formed a paramilitary vigilante force of 2,000, endured 170 days of sniper
fire, and left the city rather than share it. Gary's decline was accelerated by
white flight that was simultaneously a racial reaction to the election of a
Black mayor and an economic extraction enabled by state legislation that
created a suburb at the city's border. St. Louis's fragmentation into more
than seventy discriminatory suburban municipalities was a racial project
disguised as governance reform, with each tiny jurisdiction serving as a
mechanism to exclude Black residents through zoning and housing
covenants. Camden's state takeover removed democratic self-governance
from a city whose residents are overwhelmingly people of color. In every
case, racial segregation, racial violence, or racial disinvestment contributed
directly to the conditions that produced wurban failure. A diagnostic
framework that treats race as a secondary or contextual variable rather than
a primary causal factor will miss the mechanism of failure in the majority of
American cases.

The fifth finding is that proximity to success does not confer success.
Camden sits across the Delaware River from Philadelphia, close enough to
see the office tower windows, and has not benefited. The bridge carries
Camden's workers to Philadelphia's jobs and carries nothing equivalent back.
Galveston sat at the mouth of the Texas economy and lost its position to
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Houston, an inland city fifty miles away that was less vulnerable and more
aggressive. The coal belt sits within the Appalachian region of the wealthiest
country on Earth and contains some of its poorest counties, counties where
the life expectancy is lower than in some developing nations. The assumption
that economic prosperity radiates outward from successful cities and lifts
adjacent communities is contradicted by the evidence. Prosperity
concentrates. It does not diffuse. The mechanisms of concentration, the
clustering of talent, capital, institutions, and infrastructure, are the same
mechanisms that create the deprivation in adjacent areas, because the talent,
capital, and institutions are drawn toward the center and away from the
periphery. The prosperous city and the failing city are the same phenomenon,
observed from different positions. Philadelphia does not cause Camden's
failure, but Philadelphia's gravitational pull ensures that any talent, capital,
or institutional energy that might otherwise have accrued to Camden is
instead absorbed into the larger, denser, more functional city across the
river. The proximity that should help is the proximity that hurts.

The sixth finding is that institutional density is necessary but not
sufficient for survival. Pittsburgh survived with its universities and hospitals.
Baltimore has major anchor institutions that might, at first glance, look
Pittsburgh-like in scale: Johns Hopkins alone is one of the largest private
employers in Maryland. Yet Baltimore continues to decline, because the
institutions thrive as enclaves while the city around them deteriorates. The
difference suggests that institutional density must be accompanied by other
conditions, among them philanthropic capital independent of the tax base,
deep integration between university research and the regional economy, a
governance structure flexible enough to accommodate transition, and the
absence of a competing city positioned to absorb the failing city's economic
function, in order to translate institutional presence into urban survival. The
"Eds and Meds" narrative, which credits universities and hospitals with
saving post-industrial cities, is incomplete. The institutions are necessary.
They are not enough.

The seventh finding, and the one that animates this entire book, is that
the study of urban failure is itself a form of urban investment. Every failed
city contains data. Every abandoned plan contains a disproven hypothesis.

147



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

Every collapsed community contains evidence of what went wrong, at what
stage, and under what conditions. This evidence, if studied with the same
rigor and seriousness that we bring to the study of urban success, can
identify the patterns that precede failure, the baseline vulnerabilities that
make failure possible, and the cascade dynamics that make failure
irreversible.

The data is specific and recoverable. From the catastrophically erased
cities, we learn the structural conditions that determine whether a city
recovers from total destruction or dies permanently: geographic monopoly,
economic scale, institutional orientation, and the presence or absence of a
competitor. From the economically exsanguinated cities, we learn that
monoeconomic dependency is the single most reliable predictor of
vulnerability, and that the time to diversify is while the primary industry is
still healthy, not after it has departed. From the utopian misfires, we learn
that the Aspiration-Action Gap is a structural problem, not a motivational one,
and that no amount of enthusiasm can substitute for capital, committed
population, and institutional infrastructure. From the slowly dying cities, we
learn that the cascade of compounding decline is easier to prevent than to
reverse, and that palliative interventions (convention centers, casinos,
enterprise zones) address symptoms rather than causes. From the never-built
cities, we learn that the assumptions embedded in urban plans, about
technological pace, about the sufficiency of institutional presence, about the
equation between rendering and reality, are the most common sources of
failure in planned communities.

Each of these lessons is available in the evidence. Each of them could
inform the decisions of city planners, state legislators, federal policymakers,
and civic leaders who are currently managing cities that exhibit the early
indicators of decline. And each of them is, at present, largely unstudied in any
integrated comparative framework accessible to a general readership,
because the study of urban failure is less prestigious, less fundable, and less
politically comfortable than the study of urban success.

The refusal to study failure is not humility or discretion. It is the most
expensive form of ignorance available to a civilization, because it guarantees
that the same errors will be repeated by people who never learned that the
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errors had already been committed. The convention center that failed in Gary
is proposed again in the next declining city. The emergency manager who
poisoned Flint's water supply operated under the same mandate (cut costs,
balance the budget) that will be imposed on the next city that enters fiscal
crisis. The rendering that promised a zero-carbon city in Abu Dhabi will be
used to market the next sustainable development project, with the same
timeline assumptions and the same vulnerability to market disruption. The
errors are not random. They are patterned. And the patterns are legible in the
evidence, if anyone is willing to look.

The Question Beneath the Surface

In late September 2013, three days after I had documented the Red Squares
on the abandoned buildings of the Jersey City Heights, I returned to the same
streets and turned onto Baldwin Avenue to find the cobblestones exposed.
The road crew had stripped the old asphalt, and the granite was visible: black
with age on the surface, lighter where the machine had scratched through to
the original stone, set on end for maximum depth and maximum life by
workers who expected what they built to outlast them. The September sun
was bright enough that I could not see my phone screen while photographing,
and most of the images were taken blind, the camera pointed at the ground
and trusted to focus on whatever the lens could find. The hot tar was drizzling
across the cobblestones in thick lines, and my shoes were already ruined. A
block away, on the same street where I had found a Red Square torn from a
front door and left facedown on the sidewalk covering a pile of dog waste, the
nails that had held it were still in the wood, rusted, waiting for a hammer.

I asked the road roller operator why they could not leave the
cobblestones. He said the city was higher now. I asked why they could not
add more cobblestones. He said, "Tires."

A few years later, the city installed decorative faux brick crosswalks at
$120,000 per intersection. The tires destroyed them in four weeks.

149



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

The cobblestones lasted 150 years. The asphalt will last fifteen to twenty.
The faux brick lasted a month. Each replacement was cheaper, faster,
shorter-lived, and further from the original material it was imitating. The
trajectory was not progress. It was accelerating degradation dressed as
improvement.

This descending sequence is the pattern of every urban failure in this
book. The cobblestones are the original investment: durable, expensive,
labor-intensive, built for generations. The asphalt is the first substitution:
cheaper, faster, adequate for the short term, dependent on regular
replacement. The faux brick is the final substitution: a decorative surface
applied over a declining substrate, designed to create the appearance of
quality without the structural commitment that quality requires. And beneath
all three layers, the cobblestones remain, bearing weight that no one credits
them for, invisible, unremembered, and indestructible.

Every city in this book has cobblestones. Every city has a substrate of
original investment, institutional, economic, social, physical, that was laid
down by people who expected it to endure. Pompeii's forum and aqueducts
were built for centuries. Pripyat's apartment blocks were designed for
generations of young families. Gary's City Methodist Church was a cathedral
that assumed a permanent congregation. Cairo's position at the junction of
the Ohio and Mississippi was an advantage that no amount of human
destructiveness should have been able to negate. Laurent's vision of a Deaf
community where ASL was the primary language was an idea whose time had
come and whose people had not. Every one of these investments was buried,
by volcanic ash or radioactive contamination or underground fire or economic
collapse or racial hatred or collective inaction. And in every case, the burial
was performed by the same institutional reflex: the preference for the surface
over the substrate, for the immediate over the enduring, for the convenience
of the tire over the permanence of the stone.

The question this book has asked, across five taxonomies of failure and
twenty cities and one region and half a dozen plans that never materialized, is
the same question I asked the road roller operator on Baldwin Avenue: why
are we burying this?
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The answer he gave me was "Tires." The answer the case studies give is
longer but structurally identical. We bury the original investment because
maintaining it is harder than replacing it. We bury it because the replacement
is cheaper in the short term, even though it costs more in the long term. We
bury it because the tires, the immediate demands of the people and the
vehicles and the economies passing over the surface, take precedence over
the structural integrity of what lies beneath. We bury it because the Red
Squares are too painful to look at, and tearing them down is easier than
repairing the buildings they are nailed to. We bury it because the swimming
pool must be filled with concrete rather than shared. We bury it because the
emergency manager's mandate is to cut costs, and the cheapest option
poisons children, and the mandate does not include a line item for the health
of the population it was appointed to serve. We bury it because studying
failure is harder than celebrating success, and the data contained in every
collapsed city and every abandoned plan and every ghost town is less
glamorous than the data contained in the cities that worked.

But the cobblestones are still there. Beneath the asphalt and the hot tar
and the faux brick and the tires and the indifference, the granite endures. It
was set on end, by hand, one stone at a time, by workers who did not write a
charter or produce a rendering or launch a publicity campaign. They laid the
stones. The stones held. And they will hold, long after the asphalt cracks and
the faux brick disintegrates and the road roller operator retires and the tires
that demanded the burial have worn through and been replaced a hundred
times.

The failed city is a human tragedy before it becomes a data set. And the
data, if we are willing to dig it up, will tell us what we need to know about the
cities that are still standing, if we can bring ourselves to look at what lies
beneath.
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reports.
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T.H. Weigall, Boom in Paradise (1932); and subsequent histories of the 1920s Florida
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Glossary of Terms

Anchor Institution. A large, typically nonprofit organization (university,
hospital, government agency) whose presence in a city generates employment,
tax revenue, and secondary economic activity. The term is used in this book to
examine the "Eds and Meds" narrative and its limitations, as demonstrated by
the Baltimore case study.

Aspiration-Action Gap. In this book, the term describes the structural distance
between communal endorsement of a vision and communal willingness to do the
work of realizing it. First identified in the Laurent, South Dakota case study and
applied across all five taxonomies of urban failure.

Baseline Condition. The structural characteristics of a city that exist before any
crisis arrives, including economic diversification, institutional density,
geographic position, governance structure, and racial composition. The baseline
determines the city's vulnerability to triggering events.

Belgian Block. Rectangular granite paving stones, originally transported as
ship ballast from European ports and repurposed as street paving in American
port cities. The Belgian blocks on Baldwin Avenue in the Jersey City Heights
serve as the book's controlling image.

Cascade. The self-reinforcing cycle of urban decline in which each indicator of
failure (declining tax base, deferred maintenance, population loss, service
contraction) feeds the next in a compounding loop that gains momentum with
each iteration. Identified as the third level of the diagnostic framework.

Catastrophic Erasure. The first taxonomy of urban failure: cities killed by a
single identifiable event (volcano, nuclear explosion, underground fire,
hurricane). Case studies: Pompeii, Pripyat, Centralia, Galveston.

Economic Exsanguination. The second taxonomy: cities killed by the loss of
the single industry that sustained them. The medical term for death by bleeding
is applied to the municipal condition in which the economic blood supply (tax
revenue, employment, commercial activity) drains away while the physical
infrastructure remains standing.

Functional Threshold. The point at which a city loses the economic function
that justified its existence, even if it survives physically. Galveston crossed this
threshold when Houston absorbed its port function.

157



The Failed City: An Autopsy of Urban Collapse David Boles

Monoeconomic Dependency. A city's reliance on a single industry, employer,
or resource for the majority of its tax base and employment. Identified as the
most reliable predictor of urban vulnerability.

Never-Built City. The fifth taxonomy: cities that were planned, announced,
funded or partially funded, designed or partially designed, and in some cases
partially constructed, but that never achieved the condition of being a
functioning city. The never-built city fails before it has the chance to succeed, but
its planning documents reveal the assumptions of its era with a clarity that built
cities cannot provide. Case studies: Masdar City, the African new capital projects
(Abuja, Egypt's New Administrative Capital), California City, and the speculative
development tradition.

Proximity Paradox. The condition in which a failing city's proximity to a
prosperous city does not produce economic benefit but instead accelerates
decline through the extraction of talent, spending, and institutional energy.
Camden and Philadelphia are the primary example.

Red Squares. Coded placards, typically two feet by two feet with red
backgrounds and white reflective markings, posted on vacant and abandoned
buildings by fire departments to communicate structural conditions to
emergency responders. In this book, the Red Squares serve as a motif for the
formalization of urban failure and the community response to that formalization.

Slow Municipal Death. The fourth taxonomy: cities that decline over decades
through the accumulation of compounding failures, none individually fatal, all
collectively lethal. Case studies: St. Louis, Camden, Detroit, Baltimore.

Triggering Condition. The event or process that initiates urban decline. The
triggering condition varies by taxonomy (volcano, factory closing, governance
decision) but is not the primary determinant of outcome. The interaction between
the trigger and the baseline condition determines whether the city recovers or
dies.

Utopian Misfire. The third taxonomy: cities planned from ideological first
principles that either never materialized or survived in forms unrecognizable
from their original vision. Case studies: Laurent, Fordlandia, New Harmony,
Auroville.
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Chronology of Cities Examined

79 AD: Vesuvius erupts; Pompeii buried.

1748:
1825:
1827:
1876:
1900:
1901:
1906:
1906:
1908:
1909:
1914:
1915:
1925:
1926:
1928:
1930:

Pompeii excavations begin under Roque Joaquin de Alcubierre.

Robert Owen founds New Harmony, Indiana.

New Harmony dissolves as a cooperative enterprise.

St. Louis separates from St. Louis County ("The Great Divorce").
September 8. Galveston hurricane kills 6,000-12,000.

January. Spindletop oil gusher, Beaumont, Texas.

April 18. San Francisco earthquake and fire.

U.S. Steel founds Gary, Indiana.

General Motors incorporated in Flint, Michigan.

November 11. Double lynching in Cairo, Illinois.

Houston Ship Channel opens.

Panama-Pacific International Exposition, San Francisco.

City Methodist Church built, Gary, Indiana.

St. Louis city-county reunification attempt carries in the city, fails in the county.
Henry Ford acquires Amazon concession; Fordlandia construction begins.

December. Fordlandia worker revolt.

1936-1937: Great Sit-Down Strike at GM's Fisher Body plants, Flint; UAW recognized.

1945:

Ford sells Fordlandia back to Brazil.

1956-1960s: Interstate highway construction through Detroit displaces thousands; Black
Bottom and Paradise Valley demolished.

1958:
1962:
1962:
1967:
1967:
1967:
1967:
1968:
1969:
1970:
1981:

Nat Mendelsohn purchases 80,000 acres of Mojave Desert; California City platted.
May 27. Centralia mine fire ignites.

St. Louis borough plan reunification attempt rejected by both city and county.
New York Shipbuilding Corporation closes, Camden.

Richard Hatcher elected mayor of Gary.

July. Robert Hunt found dead in Cairo jail; three days of firebombings follow.
July. Detroit rebellion; 43 killed, 2,500 buildings destroyed.

February 28. Auroville founding ceremony, Tamil Nadu, India.

Cairo United Front boycott begins; 170 days of sniper fire.

February 4. Pripyat, Ukraine, founded.

February 14. Todd Domboski falls into Centralia sinkhole.
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1984: Congress allocates $42 million for Centralia relocation.
1986: April 26. Chernobyl Reactor Number 4 explodes.
1986: April 27. Pripyat evacuated.

1987: St. Louis board of freeholders merger proposal challenged; eventually ruled
unconstitutional by U.S. Supreme Court.

1992: Pennsylvania invokes eminent domain on Centralia properties.

1999: December. Worcester Cold Storage warehouse fire; six firefighters killed in
unmarked abandoned building. Worcester becomes catalyst for national adoption of
vacancy marking systems.

2002: Centralia zip code revoked.

2002: State of New Jersey assumes control of Camden finances.

2003: Marvin T. Miller co-founds the Laurent Company.

2006: Masdar City announced, Abu Dhabi.

2007: Laurent Company dissolved; Miller relocates to Indiana.

2013: July 18. Detroit files Chapter 9 bankruptcy.

2013: Camden Police Department disbanded; replaced by county force.

2013: September 27-30. Red Squares and cobblestone documentation, Jersey City
Heights.

2014: April. Flint water supply switched to Flint River.

2015: April. Freddie Gray dies in Baltimore police custody; uprising follows.
2019: Better Together merger initiative withdrawn, St. Louis.

2020: Graffiti Highway buried, Centralia.

2021: $600 million Flint water crisis settlement.

2022: February-March. Russian forces occupy Chernobyl exclusion zone.

2023: Michigan Supreme Court invalidates Flint water crisis indictments; charges
against Governor Snyder and other officials dismissed.

2024: Egyptian Parliament begins operating in the New Administrative Capital.
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