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Mayor of Rust By SUE HALPERN



At the Aspen Ideas Festival in Colorado last July, John Fetterman, the mayor of Braddock, a small Pennsylvania town 10 miles upriver from Pittsburgh, was introduced by Dana Gioia, former chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, as a man who demonstrates “how ideas can change the world.” It was four days into the weeklong festival, and Fetterman, a 41-year-old, 6-foot-8 white man with a shaved head, a fibrous black beard and tattoos up one arm and down the other, was presenting a slideshow about how art could bring social change to a town where one-third of its 2,671 residents, a majority of whom are African-American and female, live in poverty. Fetterman projected pictures of old, bustling Braddock, which steel made until the middle of the 20th century and unmade throughout the rest. Its main street was packed with shoppers, its storefronts filled with wares. Then he turned to Braddock as it is today. “We’ve lost 90 percent of our population and 90 percent of our buildings,” he said. “Ninety percent of our town is in a landfill. So we took a two-pronged approach. We created the first art gallery in the four-town region, with artists’ studios. We did public art installations. And, I don’t know if you consider it arts, exactly, but I consider growing organic vegetables in the shadow of a steel mill an art, and that has attracted homesteading.” Fetterman displayed a picture of a furniture store, which the nonprofit he founded bought in 2009 for $15,000, and an abandoned church, which is being turned into a community center, and former building lots that are now green spaces, and an outdoor pizza oven, made with bricks from a demolished building, and a house belonging to two of the homesteaders who have moved to Braddock from “all over the country.” “They bought this house for $4,300,” Fetterman told the crowd, “and put in a lot of sweat equity, and now it looks like something you’d see in a magazine.” The audience was enchanted. Here was a guy in biker boots bringing the Park Slope (Aspen, Marin, Portland, Santa Fe) ethos — organic produce, art installations, an outdoor bread oven — to the disenfranchised. “What was Braddock like before we took office? Braddock was a notorious community that was steeped in violence. But as of — knock on wood — today, we are now 27 months without a homicide.” The audience began to clap and didn’t stop for a long time. As the event wound down, Gioia asked Fetterman to explain the numbers tattooed on his arms. “This one,” the mayor said, holding out his right forearm, “is the Braddock ZIP code, 15104. And this one,” he said, switching arms, “are the dates of the five people we lost to senseless violence in Braddock since I took office.” The audience clapped again. When the applause died out, people swarmed the mayor. A woman from a foundation in Dallas wanted to make a grant. “Whatever you’re interested in, we have projects up the wazoo,” he said. A sculptor offered one of her pieces. “We use art to combat the dark side of capitalism,” Fetterman replied. A man asked how many people had made the move to Braddock. “It’s the same as 4,000 people moving into Pittsburgh,” Fetterman said, not offering a real number. Then Lynn Goldsmith, a photographer known for her portraits of rock stars, asked if she could take his picture, and in the shade of the building, the mayor struck a pose, unsmiling, arms out. With appearances this past year or so on “The Colbert Report,” CBS News Sunday Morning, PBS and CNN, John Fetterman has become the face of Rust Belt renewal. He was dubbed America’s “coolest mayor” by The Guardian and the Mayor of Hell by Rolling Stone. The Atlantic put him in its “Brave New Thinkers” issue of 2009. In contrast to urban planners caught up in political wrangling, budget constraints and bureaucratic shambling, Fetterman embraces a do-ityourself aesthetic and a tendency to put up his own money to move things along. He has turned a 13-block town into a sampling of urban renewal trends: land-banking (replacing vacant buildings with green space, as in Cleveland); urban agriculture (Detroit); championing the creative class to bring new energy to old places (an approach popularized by Richard Florida); “greening” the economy as a path out of poverty (as Majora Carter has worked to do in the South Bronx); embracing depopulation (like nearby Pittsburgh). Thrust into the national spotlight, Fetterman has become something of a folk hero, a Paul Bunyan of hipster urban revival, with his own Shepard Fairey block print — the Fetterman mien with the word “mayor” underneath. This, the poster suggests, is what a mayor should be. I met Mayor John, as he likes to be called, for the first time on a warm summer day. We sat on the porch of a former convent, across the street from Andrew Carnegie’s first American steel mill, the Edgar Thomson Steel Works, which now employs fewer than one-tenth of the workers it used to and was sending a steady cloud of steam and particulates into a perfect blue sky. Next door, at a school-turned-gallery, two New York artists were taking down a show. Nearby, on a parcel of land called Braddock Farms run by the Pittsburgh nonprofit Grow Pittsburgh, a lone young man pulled weeds. Behind the convent, students from a charter school a couple of towns over were tending a bee colony. Mayor John, who wore lowhanging jeans and a black T-shirt, said the bees were found in one of the town’s many abandoned buildings and “repurposed.” Had I sat there all day, as the beekeepers and artists and farmer wandered in and out of view, listening to Fetterman explain how the population of Braddock had gone from 20,000 people crammed into houses built fast and cheap in 1920, to less than 2,700 now, and how, as the population dwindled, the stores all closed, too, and how he paid a guy out of his own pocket to drive around town giving out ice cream to poor kids because their town was “a food desert,” and taken in his



explanation that Braddock was gentrification-proof because “even if housing prices tripled, which they’d never do, a house would still only cost $15,000,” I might have been so convinced of the answer that I would have forgotten to ask the question: Is Braddock a model for bringing a Rust Belt town back to life? Urban decline has been around just about as long as there have been cities, but the degeneration of America’s industrial heartland, because it cuts across a wide swath of the country and is as much about jobs as it is about habitation, has seemed both intractable and inevitable. Earlier efforts to address it involved razing whole neighborhoods and erecting Robert Moses-inspired projects. But in places like Youngstown, Detroit and Pittsburgh, as well as satellites like Braddock, where urban blight was not just a matter of run-down neighborhoods but of manufacturing plants packing up and moving away, even such radical solutions offered little hope. It’s one thing to replace substandard housing stock, quite another to reinvent an economy. Typically, when John Fetterman talks about his town, he starts with the long list of businesses that once lined its main street. “In 2010,” Fetterman then invariably says, “those numbers have dropped to zero.” It is a stunning, almost unfathomable decline, and it suggests why Braddock has become a favorite media stand-in for Rust Belt devastation, even if what Fetterman says is not precisely true. A medical clinic, auto garages, a florist, an optometrist, three markets, a preschool, a parochial school, a dollar store and Carnegie’s first public library continue to do business alongside empty buildings wrapped in barbed wire. John Fetterman showed up in Braddock in 2001. He had tried the family business, insurance, but it didn’t take, and he ended up joining AmeriCorps and moving to Pittsburgh in the late ’90s. After a two-year interlude at Harvard’s Kennedy School studying education and social policy, Fetterman was hired to start a program for at-risk youth in Braddock, a town beset by violence. Two years later, Fetterman bought the church that was part of his Aspen slideshow, which he planned to turn into a community center. He squatted in the church for a while, then, entranced by the town’s “malignant beauty,” bought the warehouse next door and turned it into a Dwell-worthy loft, topped by two remodeled shipping containers for additional living space. Four years after arriving in town, he ran for mayor. In Braddock, executive decisions are made by an elected six-person borough council, and day-to-day municipal affairs are run by a nonelected borough manager. The mayor, who works for a salary of $150 a month, has two main functions: to break a tie and to oversee the police (he has veto power but can be overruled by a majority council vote). Fetterman knew this, of course, but he thought being mayor would give him a “bully pulpit.” Fetterman made no attempt to hide his belief that most of the borough council members had little interest in furthering the fortunes of the town and were using their positions mainly to benefit themselves. The borough manager, Ella B. Jones (who was later charged with forgery and theft of $178,000 of the town’s money, a charge to which she pleaded not guilty), considered Fetterman to be a wealthy interloper, the “great white hope” of Braddock, as Jones put it. “Council makes the laws,” Jones said in 2006. “They do it all. They have the vote. They make the rules. And he doesn’t.” So Fetterman built a back door — he started a nonprofit organization called Braddock Redux, financed until recently primarily by family money. (His father is its largest individual donor.) Because Fetterman is the head of a nonprofit that uses Fetterman money, and because for the longest time it had only two other members, Jeb Feldman, a friend, and Helen Wachter, the head of the countywide KEYS-AmeriCorps program (which supplied volunteers to the nonprofit, including an assistant for Fetterman), Braddock Redux is known around town as John’s Nonprofit. Before it became part of Braddock Redux, the Fettermans put up the money for the church next to the mayor’s house, which is popularly called John’s Church. Braddock Redux owns the convent across the street from the steel mill, which is known as John’s Convent. Feldman has the title to the convent school, which is known as Jeb’s School. The church houses the county’s summer program, the Braddock Youth Project, among other things. The convent sometimes serves as a hostel for potential “urban pioneers,” and the middle school as a gallery and studio space. By heading a nonprofit that is a major property owner, the mayor was able to advance what he calls his “social-justice agenda” without having much political power, or the burden of it, either. In 2009, when the Levi’s jeans company wanted to use Braddock to promote a line of work clothes, it approached Fetterman, not the borough council. The million and a half dollars Levi’s offered in exchange went to John’s Nonprofit, for John’s Church and community center, rather than the town’s coffers. It was a closed loop that didn’t sit well with some of the mayor’s constituents, even those who voted for him in the last election, in 2009, which he won, 294 to 103. “I came back to Braddock because I was interested in what John was doing,” Pat Morgan, a church musician told me one evening after a borough council meeting. “But he doesn’t play well with others. He decides we need a youth center, and he’s going to put it here, but I never hear him come to one of these council meetings and say, ‘You know what, I’ve got some money, what should we do with it?’ If you’re casting yourself as the mayor who speaks for Braddock, we want him to at least pretend that we have a say in any of this.” It was a sentiment I would hear numerous times, from longtime residents like the filmmaker Tony Buba (“John’s idea of grass roots is Astroturf”) as well as from transplants. Because he ran a nonprofit, Fetterman operated with limited public accountability. It was efficient — Braddock Redux could buy a building and get the H. J. Heinz Company Foundation to donate $100,000 to put a green roof on it and bypass the pesky part where people debate the pros and cons. But as a consequence, no matter how sincere Fetterman’s “social justice agenda,” it is, in the end, often perceived as his.



“The key to urban reclamation is citizen participation,” David Lewis told me when I visited him in Homestead, another struggling Mon Valley borough across the river from Braddock. An architect and urban planner known for his emphasis on community participation, Lewis was instrumental in a massive redevelopment project there called the Waterfront. “You start with the people,” Lewis said. Fetterman, who did convene a group of residents to plan the community center, likes to say that he won the last election 2 to 1. “The election was a referendum on the things I’ve done,” he said. Levi’s Braddock ad campaign had its debut in movie theaters across the country on July 4 weekend. “We were taught how the pioneers went into the West. They opened their eyes and made up what things could be,” a girl intoned. “A long time ago, things got broken here. People got sad and left. Maybe the world breaks on purpose so we can have work to do. People think there aren't frontiers anymore. They can’t see how frontiers are all around us.” That same weekend, billboards with Braddock, Pa., along the bottom appeared in Times Square and across the country. They featured portraits of some of the finer-looking denizens of the town, like Dave Rosenstraus, whose company, Fossil Free Fuel, was the one new business in town (which recently spawned another, still with the same partners); Jack Samuel, a member of a straight-edge-vegan-punk-rock collective; and Deanne Dupree, whose boyfriend was the last homicide in town. They carried the affirming slogan “Everybody’s Work Is Equally Important,” which had a touch of irony in a place where so many people cannot find jobs. The urban-pioneer motif in the Levi’s ads was part of the Braddock revival story from the beginning. One of the first things Fetterman did when he took office was offer free studio space to artists. “It’s hard to appreciate how big a leap of faith it was,” the mayor told me. “No way artists are going to come out to Braddock” from Pittsburgh “at nine at night for studio space. The perception was that it was too dangerous.” It was easy to segue from there to offering — or at least pointing to the availability of — cheap housing to anyone willing to make up what could be. Still, according to Fetterman, “we have never tried to bring people in. It’s just like media interest. They’ve just found us.” That media interest was itself an invitation, and it began with a colorful spread in 2007 in the magazine ReadyMade. In the accompanying article, the mayor declared: “We need to get people excited about living in Braddock again. For D.I.Y.-ers, this town is a dream.” The article, which highlighted Fetterman’s own rugged homesteading experience, flew around the Internet and was picked up by the mainstream media. The Daily Beast did a “live chat.” The New York Times published three separate articles. Japanese and Swiss television crews showed up. So did the curious, the adventurous, the idealistic. “Braddock would not be possible if it were not for the Internet,” Fetterman said. “To be able to type in ‘Braddock’ and pull up this wealth of information and you can draw your own beliefs on it — it’s impossible to overstate that.” In Aspen, when Fetterman was asked how many “modern pioneers” had moved to Braddock, he framed his answer as an equivalence: it was like 4,000 people moving to Pittsburgh, he said, which sounded like a lot. The actual number is currently 23, in 10 households. Modern pioneering turns out to be harder than just fixing a wrecked house, which turns out to be hard enough. Gutting and renovating a structure that wasn’t built well the first time can easily compete with having a regular job. In Braddock, a successful modern pioneer typically requires family money, savings or another outside means of support, and even then it’s often a stretch. And, for “urban pioneers” and longtime residents, it can be challenging to live in a place that is getting so much attention. They resent their town being cast as a wasteland. They resent hearing that it “broke on purpose.” They resent that some of the good things done by groups not affiliated with the mayor, like a new, state-of-the-art senior housing complex, or the 36 new homes and rental units built by the Mon Valley Initiative, which house 89 people and have brought an influx of working families to Braddock (most headed by women employed in a range of jobs in the area), rarely find their way into the prevailing narrative. And they resent that one man’s vision is represented as their collective vision, even while acknowledging that some of his actions, like planting fruit trees in abandoned lots, using Levi’s money to finance a children’s librarian and helping to get a new playground donated to the town make Braddock a more appealing, and most likely safer, place. “I get jealous reading those stories because I want to live in that place,” Jodi Morrison said. Morrison grew up a few towns over and moved to Braddock from Brooklyn in 2008 after learning about its progressive mayor. Morrison, who is 33, was showing me the colossal bank building she bought almost three years ago for $125,000. At the time, Morrison wasn’t sure what she was going to do with it but figured it didn’t matter. She’d come to Braddock, and the spirit of the place would move her. Not long after that, the roof sprang a massive leak. “My life here has become reactionary,” Morrison said. “It’s whatever crisis has come up that week that I have to fix. I’m way overwhelmed. I don’t know how I am going to do this alone.” A few blocks away, Morrison’s friends Jenny and Kevin Fremlin are not just overwhelmed; they’re angry. The couple, who are in their 30s, moved here from Juneau, Alaska, after an exploratory visit. They liked what they saw: arts groups working with kids, a potluck at a neighbor's house and the 17,000-square-foot former Chevy dealership that Fetterman’s sister, Kristin, and her partner, Joel Rice, were converting (for about $250,000) into a magnificent furniture workshop, loft, greenhouse and textile studio. The Fremlins were eager to buy a $5,000 house but agreed to manage John’s Convent in exchange for free housing on its third floor. By the time they arrived from Alaska, dog and possessions in tow, it had been declared uninhabitable.



Paradoxically, it can be difficult to find a home in Braddock. Many buildings are slated for demolition, and there is a relatively profitable Section 8 rental market for those that aren’t. Eventually, with the mayor’s help, the Fremlins found a house on one of the more crime-ridden streets. That was more than two years ago. Their $5,000 house has now cost them nearly $60,000, and they are broke. There was drive-by shooting out front. They own a shotgun because it is more intimidating than a handgun.“Most people come here because of the hype that you can get houses cheap and fulfill your dreams,” said Jenny, who runs an online communications design business. “We came here so we could work less and do the projects we wanted, and we’re working more than we ever did.” Kevin, her husband, agreed. “We’ve spent every dime we had and then some,” he said.“It’s a hard pill to swallow when you realize you have squandered your nest egg. Squandered. It’s gone.” Scale is a tricky variable when it pertains to turning around a city, especially one as small as Braddock. From 2000 to 2009, the population has declined by 241; about 600 jobs were lost last year alone when the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center closed the local hospital. Those are big numbers in a small place, and they represent a tide that even a personality as large as Fetterman’s is unable to hold back. Nonetheless, tearing down a single abandoned building and returning the lot to green space, or renovating a dilapidated house, has its own significance: it suggests something else is possible. “We have made our lives here, started a family and support local events and fund-raisers, even if we aren’t always happy about living here and hope to move out,” Jenny Fremlin wrote in a recent e-mail. On their own, she and Jodi Morrison are starting a “friends of the library group” and hope someday to open a used bookstore in an unused part of the library. For the mayor, though, fostering civic engagement is not a necessary corollary to urban homesteading. “If someone wants to buy a house and live their life and pay their taxes, that’s fine,” Fetterman said. “Ninety percent of old Braddock walked away. That left a lot of chaos in town.” Which raises the question: Is urban renewal just a matter of showing up? On Wood Street, Jack Samuel, the 25-year-old straight-edge vegan punk rocker and Levi’s model, was hanging out in one of the two houses he and the six other members of the Some Ideas Collective bought last year. The group wanted an inexpensive “live-work” space where they could play music, write and work on bikes. They bought a house for $6,000 from a filmmaker who was moving on. It was run-down, but for kids whose goal was to “make life cheap enough” so they could “binge work and then be free,” it was just fine. “My goal is to build for myself a life that meets my needs most effectively,” Samuel explained last summer. “So that means the lowest possible overhead costs day to day. If you qualify for food stamps, that’s that much less money you have to make. I’ve been on food stamps for the last few months.” Samuel and his collective did not move to Braddock with the intent of “fixing it.” That idea, he said, “is potentially very colonial or paternalistic.” “I got a little blinded by the image of Braddock that has been portrayed by the media, that all this place is is an artist’s compound. And then getting here, it’s like, ‘Oh, there are just people who live here.’ This is home for a lot of people, a lot of low-income people in particular.” James Smith, a 32-year-old Braddock native, often hangs out in the dollar-store parking lot with a group of friends. A graduate of the local high school, Smith can find only temp work, like cleaning Heinz Stadium after Steelers games. The weekly farmers’ market in Braddock is O.K., Smith says, but even if he wanted to shop there, he couldn’t afford it. Jobs and public transportation to get to them remain in short supply. Nothing that was happening in Braddock — not the green roof on the old furniture store, not the screen printing studio run by members of a socially-conscious arts collective, not beehives, not the Shepard Fairey art installation on a nearby wall, not the Levi’s ad campaign — has changed the most essential facts of his life: he is poor and without prospects. “The mayor is doing good things for the kids, and that does matter most, the future,” he told me. “But what about the future that was neglected? Our generation, the generation before us. There is nothing for us.” One afternoon at the mayor’s house, the former warehouse he shares with his wife and young son, I asked him how having seven underemployed 20-somethings move to town was a strategy for change. “What’s better, having a group of kids like Jack buy a house, or waiting another six years till the buildings fall in on themselves?” the mayor asked. A few weeks later I got an e-mail from Fetterman. “I know I am not Braddock’s savior, never felt that way, and never will,” he wrote. “There’s no ‘Rudy’ style ending waiting for me where I get carried off the field and everything turns out O.K. for me or for Braddock,” he continued, referring to the Notre Dame football legend. I’d heard the mayor use that analogy a number of times before; it had seemed like a throwaway line. Reading it now, though, I realized that it went some way toward explaining why the mayor of such a small town had got so much attention. The Braddock story has the appeal of an inspirational sports movie: we want this guy to win the game against all odds. We want to believe that all it takes to fix a town is — to borrow a phrase from Samuel and his friends —“some ideas.” Sue Halpern is a scholar in residence at Middlebury. Her most recent book is “Can’t Remember What I Forgot: Your Memory, Your Mind, Your Future.” 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Jan 20, 2016 - Master's in Computer Science. Carleton University .... Although Rust 1.0 was released less than a year ago [10], early results are promising.
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