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AMERICANS are creating the biggest change in a hundred
years in how we build cities. Every single American city that is
growing, is growing in the fashion of Los Angeles, with multiple
urban cores. o

These new hearths of our civilization—in which the majority
of metropolitan Americans now work and around which we live
—look not at all like our old downtowns. Buildings rarely rise
shoulder to shoulder, as in Chicago’s Loop. Instead, their
broad, low outlines dot the landscape like mushrooms, sepa-
rated by greensward and parking lots. Their office towers, fre-
quently guarded by trees, gaze at one another from respectful
distances through bands of glass that mirror the sun in blue or -
silver or green or. gold, like antique drawings of *“the city of the
future.” - ‘ - '

The hallmarks of these new urban centers are not the side-
walks of New York of song and fable, for usually there are few
sidewalks. There are jogging trails around the hills and ponds of

their characteristic corporate campuses. But if an American

finds himself tripping the light fantastic today on concrete, so-
cial scientists know where to look for him. He will be amid the
crabapples blossoming under glassed-in skies where America
retails its wares. We have quaintly if accurately named these’

places after that fashionable tree-lined promenade created in
the late 1600s—the Mall in London’s St. James’s Park. Back
then, its denizens even had a name for the hour when the throng
of promenaders *giggling with their sparks” was at its height.
They called it High Mall. Pity we’ve not picked up that usage. We
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have certainly picked up the practice, because malls usually
function as the village squares of these new urbs.

Our new city centers are tied together not by locomotives and
subways, but by jetways, freeways, and rooftop satellite dishes
thirty feet across. Their characteristic monument is not a horse-
mounted hero, but the atria reaching for the sun and shielding
trees perpetually in leaf at the cores of corporate headquarters,
fitness centers, and shopping plazas. These new urban areas are
marked not by the penthouses of the old urban rich or the
tenements of the old urban poor. Instead, their landmark struc-
ture is the celebrated single-family detached dwelling, the sub-
urban home with grass all around that made America the best-
housed civilization the world has ever known.

I have come to call these new urban centers Edge Cltlcs
Cities, because, they contain all the functions a city ever has,
albeit in a spread-out form that few have come to recognize for
what it is. Edge, because they are a vigorous world of pioneers
and immigrants, rising far from the old downtowns, where little
save villages or farmland lay only thirty years before. '

Edge Cities represent the third wave of our lives pushing into
new frontiers in this half century. First, we moved our homes out
past the traditional idea of what constituted a city. This was the
suburbanization of America, especially after World War II.

Then we wearied of returning downtown for the necessities
of life, so we moved our marketplaces out to where we lived.
This was the malling of America, especially in the 1g6os and
1970s.

Today, we have moved our means of creating wealth, the
essence of urbanism—our jobs—out to where most of us have
lived and shopped for two generations. That has led to the rise
of Edge City. '

Not since more than a century ago, when we took Benjamin
Franklin’s picturesque mercantile city of Philadelphia and ex-
ploded it into a nineteenth-century industrial behemoth, have
we made such profound changes in the ways we live, work, and
play.

Good examples of our more than two hundred new Edge
Cities are:
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+ The area around Route 128 and the Massachusetts Turn-
pike in the Boston region that was the birthplace of applied high
technology;

« The Schaumburg area west of (’Hare Airport, near which
Sears moved its corporate headquarters from the 110-story
Sears Tower in downtown Chicago;

+ The Perimeter Center area, at the northern tip of Atlanta’s
Beltway, that is larger than downtown Atlanta;

» Irvine, in Orange County, scuth of Los Angeles.*

By any functional urban standard—tall buildings, bright
lights, office space that represents white-collar jobs, shopping,
entertainment, prestigious hotels, corporate headquarters, hos-
pitals with CAT scans, even population—each Edge City is.
larger than downtown Portland, Oregon, or Portland, Maine, or
Tampa, or Tucson. Already, two thirds of all American office
facilities are in Edge Cities, and 8o percent of them have materi-
alized in only the last two decades. By the mid-1980s, there was
far more office space in Edge Cities around America’s largest
metropolis, New York, than there was at its heart—midtown
Manhattan. Even before Wall Street faltered in the late 1980s
there was less office space there, in New York’s downtown, than
there was in the Edge Cities of New Jersey alone.

Even the old-fashioned Ozzie and Harriet commute from a
conventional suburb to downtown is now very much a minority
pattern, U.S. Census figures show. Most of the trips metropoli-
tan Americans take in a day completely skirt the old centers.
Their journeys to work, especially, are to Edge Cities. So much
of our shopping is done in Edge Cities that a casual glance at
most Yellow Pages shows it increasingly difficult’in an old down-
town to buy such a commodity item as a television set.

These new urban agglomerations are such mavericks that ev-
eryone who wrestles them to the ground tries to brand them.
Their list of titles by now has become marvelous, rich, diverse,
and sometimes unpronounceable. The litany includes: urban
villages, technoburbs, suburban downtowns, suburban activity
centers, major diversified centers, urban cores, galactic city,
pepperoni-pizza cities, a city of realms, superburbia, disurb,

* For quick information on sources, calculations, and methods, see *The List,”” “The
Words,” “The Laws,” and the Notes at the back of this book.
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service cities, perimeter cities, and even peripheral centers.
Sometimes it is not clear that everybody is talking about the
same thing. My heart particularly goes out to the San Francisco
reporter who just started calling whatever was seething out
there, past. the sidewalks, Tomorrowland. -

The reasons these places are tricky to define is that they rarely

have a mayor or a city council, and just about never match
boundaries on a map. We’re still in the process of giving each
Edge City its name—a project, incidentally, that could use more
flair. In New Jersey, for example, there is one with only the
laconic designation “287 and 78.” The reason there are no
“Welcome to” signs at Edge City is that it is a judgment call
where it begins and ends.

Take the traditional measure of urban size—population. The

out-counties where Edge Cities now rise are almost by definition
larger than the cores they surround. After all, these places we
thought of until recently as suburbs are where the majority of
Americans have been living for decades. Fairfax County, Vir-
ginia, is more populous than either Washington, D.C., or San
Francisco. Ninety-two percent of the people in the New York
metropolitan area do not live in Manhattan.

A more narrow, and I think more accurate, comparison is to
take Edge City—that acreage where the huge growth in jobs and
other truly urban functions is centered—and compare it with the
old central business district, the old downtown. Even by that
tight measure, Edge City is almost always more populous. How
many people in America, after all, live right in the old down-
town? Fewer than live within sight of that Edge City landmark—
the office monument so huge it would have been unthinkable to
build one anywhere but downtown only thirty years ago.

- That is why I have adopted the following five-part definition
of Edge City that is above all else meant to be functional.

Edge City is any place that:

* Has frve million square feet or more of leasable office space—the
workplace of the Information Age. Five million square feet is more
than downtown Memphis. The Edge City called the Galleria
area west of downtown Houston—crowned by the sixty-four-
story Transco Tower, the tallest building in the world outside an
old downtown—is bigger than downtown Minneapolis.

§
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* Has 600,000 square feet or more of leasable retail space. That is the
equivalent of a fair-sized mall. That mall, remember, probably
has at least three nationally famous department stores, and
eighty to a hundred shops and boutiques full of merchandise
that used to be available only on the finest boulevards of Eu-
rope. Even in their heyday, there were not many downtowns
with that boast.

« Has more jobs than bedrooms. When the workday starts, people
head toward this place, not away from it. Like all urban places,
the population increases at g A.M.

o Is perceived by the population as one place. It is a regional end
destination for mixed use—not a starting point—that “has it
all,” from jobs, to shopping, to entertainment. :

o Was nothing like “city” as recently as thirty years ago. Then, it was
just bedrooms, if not cow pastures. This incarnation is brand
new.

An example of the authentic, California-like experience of
encountering such an Edge City is peeling off a high thruway,
like the Pennsylvania Turnpike, onto an arterial, like 202 at King
of Prussia, northwest of downtown Philadelphia. Descending
into traffic that is bumper to bumper in both directions,.one
swirls through mosaics of lawn and parking, punctuated by of-
fice slabs whose designers have taken the curious vow of never
placing windows in anything other than horizontal rz?ﬂective
strips. Detours mark the yellow dust of heavy construction that
seems a permanent feature of the landscape.

Tasteful signs mark corporations apparently named after
Klingon warriors. Who put Captain Kirk in charge of calling
companies Imtrex, Avantor, and Synovus? Before that question
can settle, you encounter the spoor of—the mother ship. On
King of Prussia’s Route 202, the mark of that mind-boggling
enormity reads MALL NEXT FOUR LEFTS.

For the stranger who is a connoisseur of such places, this
Dante-esque vision brings a physical shiver to the spine and a
not entirely ironic murmur of recognition to the lips: “Ahl
Home!” For that is precisely the significance of Edge Cities.
They are the culmination of a generation of individual American
value decisions about the best ways to live, work, and play—
about how to create “home.” That stuff “out there” is where



8 EDGE CITY

America is being built. That “stuff” is the delicate balance be-
tween unlimited opportunity and rippling chaos that works for
us so well. We build more of it every chance we get.

If Edge Cities are still a little ragged at the fringes, well, that
just places them in the finest traditions of Walt Whitman’s “bar-
baric yawp over the rooftops of the world”—what the social
critic Tom Wolfe calls, affectionately, the ‘hog-stomping Ba-
roque exuberance of American civilization.” Edge Cities, after
all, are still works in progress. :

They have already proven astoundingly efficient, though, by
any urban standard that can be quantified. As places to make
one's fame and fortune, their corporate offices generate unpre-
cedentedly low unemployment. In fact, their emblem is the
hand-lettered sign taped to plate glass begging people to come
to work. As real estate markets, they have made an entire gener-
ation of homeowners and speculators rich. As bazaars, they are
anchored by some of the most luxurious shopping in the world.
Edge City acculturates immigrants, provides child care, and of-
fers safety. It is, on average, an improvement in per capita fuel
efficiency over the old suburbia-downtown arrangement, since it
moves everything closer to the homes of the middle class.

That is why Edge City is the crucible of America’s urban

future. Having become the place in which the majority of Ameri-

cans now live, learn, work, shop, play, pray, and die, Edge City
will be the forge of the fabled American way of life well into the
twenty-first century.
There are those who find this idea appalling. For some who
'recognize the future when they see it, but always rather hoped it
might look like Paris in the 1920s, the sprawl and apparent chaos
of Edge City makes it seem a wild, raw, and alien place. For my
sins I once spent a fair chunk of a Christmas season in Tysons
Corner, Virginia, stopping people as they hurried about their
holiday tasks, asking them what they thought of their brave new
world. The words I recorded were searing. They described the
area as plastic, a hodgepodge, Disneyland (used as a pejorative),
and sterile. They said it lacked livability, civilization, community,
neighborhood, and even a soul. : ‘
These responses are frightening, if Edge City is the laboratory
of how civilized and livable urban American will be well into the
next century. Right now, it is vertigo-inducing. It may have all

i
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the complexity, diversity, and size of a downtown. But it can
cover dozens of square miles, and juxtapose schools and free-
ways and atria and shimmering parking lots with corporate
lawns and Day-Glo-orange helicopter wind socks. Its logic takes
a while to decode.

Will we ever be proud of this place? Will we ever drag our
visiting relatives out to show off our Edge City, our shining city
on the hill? Will we ever feel—for this generation and the ones
that follow—that it’s a good place to be young? To be old? To
fall in love? To have a Fourth of July parade? Will it ever be the
place we want to call home?

Robert Fishman, a Rutgers historian who is one of the few
academics successfully to examine Edge City, thinks he knows
the answer. “All new city forms appear in their early stages to be
chaotic,” he reports. He quotes Charles Dickens on London in
1848: “There were a hundred thousand shapes and substances
of incompleteness, wildly mingled out of their places, upside
down, burrowing in the earth, aspiring in the earth, moldering
in the water, and unintelligible as in any dream.”

That is also the best one-sentence description of Edge City
extant. '

Edge City’s problem is history. It has none. If Edge City were
a forest, then at maturity it might turn out to be quite spiendid,
in triple canopy. But who is to know if we are seeing only the
first, scraggly growth? I once heard an academic with a French
accent ask Fishman, seriously, what the ideal of an Edge City was.
What a wonderfully French question! Who knows what these
things look like when they grow up? These critters are likely only
in their nymphal, if not larval, forms. We've probably never seen
an adult one. :

If Edge City still gives some people the creeps, it is partially
because it confounds expectations. Traditional-downtown
urbanites recoil because a place blown out to automobile scale is
not what they think of as “city.” They find the swirl of functions
intimidating, confusing, maddening. Why are these tall office
buildings so far apart? Why are they juxtaposed, apparently
higgledy-piggledy, among the malls and strip shopping centers
and fast-food joints and self-service gas stations? Both literally

* and metaphorically, these urbanites always get lost.

At the same time, Edge City often does not meet the expecta-
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tions of traditional suburbanites, either. Few who bought into
the idea of quarter-acre tranquillity ever expected to take a
winding turn and suddenly be confronted with a 150-foot colos-
sus looming over the trees, red aircraft-warning beacons flash-

_ing, its towering glass reflecting not the moon, but the sodium -

vapor of the parking lot’s lights.

The question is whether this disorienting expectation gap is
permanent or simply a phase, a function of how fast we've trans-
formed our world. I discussed this with scholars who had ex-
amined the history of Venice. Venice today is venerated by
American urban planners as a shrine to livability. What was
Venice like when it was new?

“People forget that Venice was built by hook or by crook,”
replied Dennis Romano, a social historian of the early Renais-
sance. “Venice was just as mercantilist as Tysons. It was full of
land speculators and developers. The merchants’ primary con-
cern was the flow of goods, of traffic. Those who now romanti-
cize Venice collapse a thousand years of history. Venice is a
monument to a dynamic process, not to great urban planning.
It’s hard for us to imagine, but the architectural harmony of the
Piazza San Marco was an accident. It was built over centuries by
people who were constantly worried about whether they had
enough money.”

In his plan for the urban future that he christened Broadacre
City, that most relentlessly American of urban visionaries, Frank
Lioyd Wright, anticipated with stunning accuracy many of the
features of Edge City.

“Nonsense is talked by our big skyscraperites in the blind alley
they have set up, defending urban congestion by obscuring the
simple facts of the issue,” he trumpeted in the 1950s in The
Living City. *“Their skyscraper-by-skyscraper is . . . the grave-
stone of . . . centralization.”

Wright viewed as interchangeable the concepts of individual-
ism, freedom, and democracy. He saw them as fundamentally in
opposition to the despised, exploitative “monarchy” of the old
downtowns. He yearned for a system in which all men fled the
evils of big capital, big authorities, big cities—troglodytes of
every stripe—for a connection with nature, the earth, the
ground. He thought an acre per person was about right. He saw
individuals newly freed coming back together in totally modern

i
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agglomerations, on new terms, stronger, growing together “in
adequate space.” He saw the automobile and aircraft as the
glorious agents of that dispersion and reintegration, and he
knew exactly what would happen when, inexorably, we blew
Edge City out to their scale:

- “After all is said and done, he—the citizen—is really the city.
The city is going where he goes. He is learning to go where he
enjoys all the aty ever gave him, plus freedom, security, and
beauty of his birthright, the good ground.”

How about that. We've done it! Just as he said. But are we in
our new Edge Cities ever going to reap the benefits of what he
knew we’'d sow? :

“Try to live . . . deep in nature,” he exhorted us. “Be native
as trees to the wood, as grass to the floor of the valley. Only then
can the democratic spirit of man, individual, rise out of the
confusion of communal life in the city to a creative civilization of
the ground.” o

Edge City has quite clearly released us from the shackles of
the nineteenth-century city—out into that valley and wood, just
as Wright foresaw. It is common for a first-generation Edge City
to arise ten miles from an old downtown, and a next-generation
one twenty miles beyond that, only to attract workers from dis-
tances forty-five minutes beyond that. At this rate, it is easy to
see how a field of Edge Cities can easily cover more than ten
thousand square miles. This is why the San Francisco area now
statistically is measured as halfway across California, pulling

commuters out of Stockton, in the Central Valley, into its Edge

Cities east of Silicon Valley.

Whether that spatial liberation leads to Wright’s “creative
civilization of the ground,” however, came to be my main con-
cern, for it is central to the battles being fought in America today
over such amorphous essentials as “‘growth” and “quality of
life.” oo

The forces of change whose emblem is the bulldozer, and the
forces of preservation whose totem is the tree, are everywhere at
war in this country. The raging debate over what we have lost
and what we have gained, as we flee the old urban patterns of the
nineteenth century for the new ones of the twenty-first, is con-
stant. Are we satisfying our deepest yearnings for the good life
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with Edge City? Or are we poisoning everything across which we
sprawl? .

Getting to the bottom of .those questions leads directly to
issues of national character, of what we value. They come down
to who we are, how we got that way, and where we're headed. It
is why, when the reeling feeling caused by Edge City finally
subsides, I think it is possible to examine the place as the expres-
sion of some fundamental values. Nowhere in the American
national character, as it turns out, is there as deep a divide as
that between our reverence for “unspoiled” nature and our
enduring devotion to “progress.”

In The Machine in the Garden, the cultural historian Leo Marx
writes about our complicated attitudes toward utilitarian versus
pastoral landscapes. For Americans, he observes,

regenerative power is located in the natural terrain: access to un-
defiled, bountiful, sublime Nature is what accounts for the virtue and
special good fortune of Americans. It enables them to design a com-
munity in the image of a garden, an ideal fusion of nature with art. The
landscape thus becomes the symbolic repository of value of all kinds—
economic, political, aesthetic, religious . . .

A strong urge to believe in the rural myth along with an awareness of
industrialization as counterforce to the myth—since 1844, this motif
appears everywhere in American writing . . . Itisa complex distinc-
tively American form. ‘

One springtime, over lunch near his MIT office, Marx ob-
served that Edge City represents “an escape from the negative
aspects of civilization. Too much restraint, oppression, hierar-
chy—you justify building out there in order to start again and
have another Garden. You want the best of both worlds. This
would be Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia; he very explicitly wanted
a land that is midway between too much and too little civiliza-
tion.” ‘

In fact, says Marx, the whole thing goes back to the very dawn
of our civilization. Captain Arthur Barlowe, captain of a bark
dispatched by Sir Walter Raleigh, described Virginia in 1584 in
what became a cardinal image of America: an immense garden

of incredible abundance. Virginia is a land of plenty; the soil is

“the most plentifull, sweete, fruitfull, and wholsome of all the
worlde™: the virgin forest is not at all like the “barren and

i
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fruitles” woods of Europe. We “found shole water,” Barlowe
wrote, “wher we smelt so sweet and so strong a smel, as if we had
bene in the midst of some delicate garden abounding with all
kinde of odoriferous flowers . . .”

What Barlowe was describing, of course, was Eden. That im-
age inflamed the popular imagination as the first English settle-
ment succeeded in America, in Jamestown, Virginia, 1607. It
drove Shakespeare when, three years later, he wrote The Tempest.

What is so striking about these reports depicting Virgiria as
Paradise Regained—tapping a deep and persistent human de-
sire to return to a natural idyll—is how sharply they conflict with
the views of the second set of Englishmen to show up in America
to stay. Those were the Pilgrims of the Massachusetts Bay. When
the Mayflower hove to off Cape Cod in November 1620, what
William Bradford saw shocked him. He described it as a “hidi-
ous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and willd men.”
Between the Pilgrims and their new home, he saw only
“deangerous shoulds and roring breakers.”

This wasn’t heaven. Quite the opposite.

“Which way soever they turnd their eys (save upward to the
heavens) they could have litle solace or content . . . The whole
countrie, full of woods and thickets, represented a wild and
savage heiw.” ‘ S

His people, said Bradford, had “no freinds to wellcome them,
nor inns to entertaine or refresh their weatherbeaten bodys, no
houses or much less townes to repaire too, to seeke for suc-

coure.”

There was, in short, no civilization. Bradford found this void
horrifying, hellish. ‘

Here, then, is established the enduring divide in the way
Americans have related to their land ever since. The hideous
wilderness appears at one end of the spectrum, and the Garden
at the other. These are such antithetical ways for man to under-
stand his relation to his environment that Leo Marx calls them
“ecological images. Each is a kind of root metaphor, a-quite
distinct notion of America’s destiny.” These vastly different sys-
tems of value, noted Ralph Waldo Emerson, would “determine
all their institutions.” .

It comes to this. One vision of the American natural landscape
was that it had inherent value and should be treasured for what it
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already was and had always been. The other saw in the land
nothing but satanic wastes; there could be placed on it no value
until it was bent to man’s will—until civilization was forced into
bloom.

The history of America is an endless repetition of this battle.
We are fighting it to this day, nowhere more so than in our
current frontier, Edge City. In the unsettled, unsettling environ-
ment of Edge City, great wealth may be acquired, but without a
sense that the place has community, or even a center, much less
a soul. And the resolution of these issues goes far beyond archi-
tecture and landscape. It goes to the philosophical ground on
which we are building our Information Age society. It’s possible
that Edge City is the most purposeful attempt Americans have
made since the days of the Founding Fathers to try to create
something like a new Eden.

Edge City may be the result of Americans striving once again
for a new, restorative synthesis. Perhaps Edge City represents
Americans taking the functions of the city (the machine) and
bringing them out to the physical edge of the landscape (the
frontier). There, we try once again to merge the two in a new-
found union of nature and art (the garden), albeit one in which

“the treeline is punctuated incongruously by office towers.

If that is true, Edge City represents Americans once again
trying to create a new and better world—lighting out for the
Territory, in the words of Huckleberry Finn. If that new world
happens to be an unknown and uncharted frontier, well, that’s
where we’ve headed every chance we’ve had—for four hundred
years. Frank Lloyd Wright genuinely believed that Americans
continued to be the sons and daughters of the pxonecrs He
called us ‘“‘the sons of the sons of American Democracy.” Wright
saw us as heading out of our old cities, freed from old verities,
creating a new spiritual integrity in community. The enduring,
exhilarating, and frightening themes to be examined in Edge
Cities are if, whether, and how we are pulling that Utopian vision
off.

This goes to the ultimate significance of Edge City. The bat-
tles we fight today over our futures do not have echoes only back
to 1956, when Dwight D. Eisenhower changed America forever
with the creation of the interstate highway program. Nor does it
go back only to the New Deal of the 1g30s, during which Frank-
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lin Delano Roosevelt shaped America into a society of home-
owners. It goes to the core of what makes America America,
right back to the beginning, with the Pilgrims in 1620 and the
Virginia Cavaliers of 1607.

It addresses profound questions, the answers to which will
reverberate forever. It addresses the search for Utopia at the
center of the American Dream. It reflects our perpetually unfin-
ished American business of reinventing ourselves, redefining
ourselves, restoring ourselves, announcing that our centuries-
old perpetual revolution—our search for the future inside our-
selves—still beats strong.

It suggests that the world of the immigrants and p;oneers is
not dead in America; it has just moved out to Edge City, where
gambles are being lost and won for high stakes. It adds another
level of history to places already filled with ghosts. That is why
one day Edge City, too, may be seen as historic. It is the creation
of a new world, being shaped by the free in a constantly
reinvented land.



