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Preface

T

he events in this book are real-life stories, most of which are
based on personal interviews I’ve conducted, on location, with
those creating positive change in the places they live. I’ve chosen
not to place footnotes in the book because so many of the examples are
based on these personal conversations.
In most cases, I’ve identified the people being interviewed and where
they live. However, in a few cases, I’ve omitted the name, place, or identifying details because sensitive or critical information was shared. The
purpose is to provide true stories that will be helpful to others but not to
share details that could hurt those willing to share challenging situations
they’ve overcome.
This book also draws on others’ research and writings on the subject.
See the bibliography in the back of the book, which lists these resources
that might be helpful in the quest to create a total town makeover.
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Prologue

W

hat is a large city? As a kid, I thought a “large” city was any
place with a fast-food restaurant or a Walmart. Those cities
had everything you could ever want or need in life.
The closest town to our farm in northwest Missouri didn’t have either
of these big-city “luxuries.” Neither did our entire county, for that matter.
In fact, my county didn’t have a stoplight, unless you counted the one that
blinked yellow at the main intersection in town.
Conversely, a small town was the place where I went to school—
and whom we competed against in sports. Those towns had a one- or
two-block main street. The schools graduated fewer than 50 students from
high school each year.
The difference between “large” and “small” towns is primarily defined
by where we grew up. I struggled with the subtitle of this book because
defining “small-town America” is a matter of opinion. I settled on the
answer that small-town America can be found anywhere in the nation. By
all accounts, the place where I grew up is a small town. In fact, my entire
county has just 6,500 residents.
“Small town” can also be used to describe smaller areas or neighborhoods within larger cities. For instance, Westchester County, New York,
which is just north of the Bronx, the northernmost borough of New York
City, has just under one million residents. Within that county, though,
you will find Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow, each with a population of
about 15,000. Tarrytown still has a volunteer fire department and many
qualities of a small town.
In my mind, a small town is a place where local citizens live, work, go
to school, play, and pray together. It is a place small enough most people
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know one another yet large enough to get things done. Regardless of the
size of your town, this book should provide insights you can use.
Rural America is my home. Most of my travels have taken me to
small towns. They are the places were the local barber is one of the most
important people in town, not because he cuts your hair but because he has
a 15-minute conversation with almost everyone in town every four weeks
and can tell you most of the news you need—or don’t need—to know.
Small towns are places where you can’t put too many people in the annual
homecoming parade or there won’t be enough people to actually stand on
the side of the street and watch it go by.
Small towns are the greatest places on earth to raise a family because
everyone knows one another. Small towns are the worst places on earth
to raise a family because everyone knows one another. This book is really
about two ways to view the place you live. Either way you look at it, you’re
correct. It’s your job—and mine—to make our towns be the best places
they can be.
I remember sitting in the local café in our small town with my family
late one afternoon sometime in the mid-1980s. Directly across the street
a crane was removing the clock from the side of the old two-story bank
building. The bank had closed, a victim of the decade’s farm crisis. The
lady in the booth next to us looked at me and said, “Young man, never
forget this day. That’s a piece of history that’s never coming back.”
Around that same time, my family made our monthly trip to St.
Joseph, Missouri, which was the “big city” to me. Mom would shop at the
mall while my dad, sister, and I went to the bookstore. After that, we ate
at Burger King before making the 50-minute drive back home.
One Saturday was different, though. We walked into Burger King,
but Dad never stepped up to the cashier. He stared at the menu board for
the longest time. He finally turned to Mom, whispered something to her,
and walked out of the restaurant.
Mom bent down to my sister and me and said, “Kids, we’re going to
McDonald’s. Burger King has raised their prices.”
I will always remember that moment—and can still picture it as clear
in my mind as the day it took place. I’m not exaggerating when I say I
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lived the next decade of my life without setting foot in a Burger King.
That was where people with money ate.
We weren’t poor. We weren’t staring at foreclosure. But times were
tough. Dad never said a word about it. He remained positive. He never
gave us a reason to fear.
Perhaps that’s why I’m an optimist, which is a blessing and a curse.
I like to imagine things for the better. But when those things don’t go as
planned, they often crush you even more. Being an optimist doesn’t mean
you ignore the negative; it simply means you choose to see issues with two
sides in the best way possible. Why not look for the positive? This book
chooses to take that view while recognizing the challenges that must be
overcome.
There are several books that take a more negative view on rural and
small-town America. There’s truth in the trends, statistics, and real-life
examples they share, which I’ll discuss in this book. You can’t ignore the
truth, but you can choose to create a better one.
Through the years, I have served on various boards that seek to
improve the health and well-being of our region and state. We must think
beyond our city limits—county, state, and even global perspectives are
important. Otherwise, we will lose sight of the bigger picture around us.
That said, I believe we often miss the importance of the “small” or
“local” view. It’s not “small” because it’s narrow, uninformed, or rigid.
It’s “small” from the standpoint of looking at how local successes change
towns for the better in a relatively short amount of time. This book is also
about how the small/local view makes the bigger view even better.
I started working on this book a couple of decades ago without
realizing it. For more than 20 years, I’ve hosted a syndicated radio and
television feature that mostly focuses on ordinary people and places doing
extraordinary things. The people I interview are often from small towns.
Listeners and viewers have told me they find inspiration in these stories.
As the months and years passed, I really didn’t think about the stories
as a whole as inspirational—I was simply sharing one story after another.
As I reflect now, perhaps we were accomplishing something larger. We
were telling the real-life stories of people living in small-town America
who were positively influencing the place they lived.
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This book is about how people and towns are making themselves
better. In some cases, one person can do it, and the difference can be
remarkable in a short amount of time. Some small towns will survive and
thrive. Some will not. The fate of those places is greatly influenced by how
you choose to look at it and what you choose to do about it.
Several years ago, while serving on a local planning board, we were
discussing a program we were going to create in our town. One person
said, “We can’t be as good as the program they have in that town.” After
all, that town was four times the size of our town.
I replied, “Why not? Why can’t we be just as good?”
Can you imagine a high school basketball coach telling his or her team
they couldn’t win? Would a football coach tell his or her high school team
they should only hope to win a couple of games in a season? Of course not!
We cheer on our local high school sports teams with the hope they can
beat even the best teams. So why put limits on the place you live?
Small towns believe they have a chance to beat just about anyone is
sports. Why do those same towns believe they can’t win when it comes
to more important matters, such as creating the best schools, businesses,
churches, and civic groups? This book features people and places that are
hard to find on a map. The people didn’t look at their town and see the
reasons they couldn’t make it better—they saw all the reasons why they
could make it better!
A few years ago, my dad and I were looking to buy another ranch
horse. We still regularly ride horses to check and herd our cattle. A friend
of ours, Jack, owns and trains horses at his livestock auction, and he had a
horse he thought would be a good buy for us. Jack is a great guy who loves
life and always seems to be upbeat, even in the toughest of times.
He took us to a pen and showed us a small, thin Quarter Horse. “This
horse really knows how to work around cattle,” Jack said. “We’ve been
roping big steers off him. We take him by himself in the pasture, and he
does great all the time. He’s a real go-getter!”
Dad looked at the horse with skepticism. He certainly didn’t have the
frame or muscles to hold his ground with a large steer on the other end
of the rope. Dad laughed and said, “Jack, that horse is too little to do that
work!”
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Jack smiled and said, “That horse doesn’t know he’s little!”
You—and your town—are only little and limited if you think you are.
You’ll be amazed at what you can do. Here’s a look at several people and
places that chose to be a much bigger horse than they appear to be.
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