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For Jacqueline and Will, beloved godchildren,
that you may inhabit a better world








INTRODUCTION




IMAGINE MOVING TO A PLACE WHERE YOU CAN LEAVE YOUR front door unlocked as you run your errands, where the community enjoys a winning ratio of playgrounds to potholes, where you can turn your kids loose at 3 P.M., not to worry, then see them in time for supper, where the neighbors greet those children by name, where your trouble-free high school feels like a de facto private school, where if you decide to play hooky from work, you can drive just twenty minutes and put your sailboat on the water, where the outdoor serenity is shattered only by each seagull’s cry, where you can joyride your off-road vehicles (Snowmobiles! ATVs! Mountain bikes! Rock crawlers!) on Nature’s bold terrain, where your family and abundant friends feel close to the soil, and where suburban blight has yet to spoil your vistas. Just imagine.

If you could move to such a place, would you?

If so, you would join a growing number of white Americans homesteading in a constellation of small towns and so-called “exurbs” that are extremely white. They are creating communal pods that cannily preserve a white-bread world, a throwback to an imagined past with “authentic” 1950s values and the nifty suburban amenities available today.


Call these places White Meccas. Or White Wonderlands. Or Caucasian Arcadias. Or Blanched Bunker Communities. Or White Archipelagos. I call them Whitopia.

A prediction that made headlines across the United States ten years ago is fast becoming a reality: By 2042, whites will no longer be the American majority. A related, less-reported trend is that as immigrant populations—overwhelmingly people of color—increase in cities and suburbs, more and more whites are living in small cities and exurbs.

“So many of the people that are here have come from areas where they have seen diversity done badly,” says Carol Sapp, a prominent civic and business leader in St. George, Utah, a bona fide Whitopia.

Christine Blum moved to St. George in 2004 after living for twenty-four years in Los Angeles. “When I lived in California, everyone was a liberal, pretty much,” recalls Christine, the president of the local women’s Republican group. “I wanted to be around people who shared my political views.” She groans remembering the conversations in California where liberals bashed the GOP and the social settings in which she felt censored. “It’s like, I don’t want to say what I really think, ’cause they’re going to think I’m an evil, right-wing fascist.” In California, she worked in the animation field, mostly for Disney, and as an assistant director on King of the Hill. She came to St. George to escape the big city and to start a new career as a cartoonist and illustrator.

Christine says she doesn’t miss the many hues in L.A.’s population: “For me it’s just the restaurants.”

Denise Larsen moved to the St. George area from Milwaukee with her husband and young daughters in 1997. “When we heard the gang shootings, we thought ‘It’s time to move,’” Denise tells me over soda pop at Wendy’s. “This kid tried to leave a gang; they shot up his dad down the block from us. I guess you don’t try and leave a gang. We could no longer let our kids ride their bikes around. Here, they could ride all the way down to the Virgin River, and we don’t have to worry about it.” For a mother frustrated with having her daughters bused across town due to a desegregation order, fed up with shoveling snow, and terrified of the gunshots ringing out, her new, Whitopian community is the perfect elixir.

 

PRESIDENT OBAMA’S MOTORCADE winds its way down Pennsylvania Avenue, magnified on the JumboTron like an armored, twenty-foot centipede. The cavalcade delivers our leader to the Capitol this Inauguration Day. I text some friends to come find me where I’ve staked a small patch of history among the crowd: “base wash. mon’mt, n.e. side.”

The skinny white man to my right shimmies his hips, pumps his flat palms in the air, Ludacris-style. He whoops at the JumboTron, scarfing down a peanut butter sandwich, cloud puffs escaping his chomps into the 19-degree Fahrenheit cold. He offers me a bite. “No thanks,” I say. He needs the protein more than I.

The President’s inauguration feels like a rave and a political sacrament, part Lollapalooza, part affair of state. A palimpsest of images, choreographed to awesome effect, flicker across the large screen. Ambling down the Rotunda steps onto the dais are 40 (Carter), 41 (Bush Sr.), 42 (Clinton), and Secretary Clinton. Sasha and Malia, swaddled in bright coats, descend the Capitol stairs, a bit wary. Like an apparition, President Obama suddenly appears. He looks nonchalant but purposeful. As Aretha Franklin takes the stage, her bowtie hat, so big and gracious, winks at me. Will Bush board that hat to fly back to Crawford? I, Barack Hussein Obama, do solemnly swear…

After the oath, the masses erupt: more clapping, more dancing, more singing. Gaawwd bless Ah-mericaaah…Catharsis, thick as pea soup, envelops the crowd—such relief, so collective and palpable, that America has turned a corner by inaugurating its first black President. We see ourselves on the JumboTron. We too are the history. It’s not just Obama the crowd beams at, but itself.

Not every American or every community, however, is swept by the currents of catharsis or ObamaMania. Obama’s presidency has roused pointed disdain across vast swaths of America, expanses whose majority-white locals dismiss the audacity of hope as the banality of hype. Such scorn might confront any Democrat in the White House, but particularly a black one with a “Muslim-sounding” name, who “isn’t one of us.”

Despite two global wars, a flatlining economy, the most unpopular incumbent President in the history of polling, McCain handily beat Obama among white voters, 55 percent to 43 percent. Many Whitopias voted more Republican in 2008 than in 2004.

Some racial minorities wonder with bated breath: Does a black President mean that whites will turn their backs on racial injustice, conflating the advent of Obama with the end of racism?

Some white Americans wonder with bated breath: Doesn’t a black President mean that racial discrimination has been vanquished? Can’t minority grievances finally be buried? If not, when? When will white people no longer be made to feel responsible for the sins of our ancestors? When will white females no longer be held to higher admission standards than black males? When will racial minorities scrap race as an excuse for failure? Four years? Eight years? Fifty years? When will racial equality be considered achieved? When? See? There’s a black President.

Having shattered a glass ceiling, Obama personifies a nation’s giant social strides. But he is no panacea to lingering economic and racial inequality. “I have never been so naïve as to believe that we can get beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy,” the President said in his infamous race speech in 2008.

That is the dark side taunting the bright side: Despite Obama’s historic milestone, America remains a highly segregated society in which whites, Latinos, and blacks inhabit different neighborhoods and attend different schools of vastly different quality.

Obama’s presidency raises the stakes in a battle royal between two versions of America: one that is segregated yet slap-happy with its diversity, ObamaNation, and an America that does not mind a “little ethnic food, some Asian math whizzes, or a few Mariachi dancers—as long as these trends do not overwhelm the white dominant culture,” Whitopia.

 

WHAT EXACTLY IS A WHITOPIA? A Whitopia (pronounced why• toh • pee • uh) is whiter than the nation, its respective region, and its state. It has posted at least 6 percent population growth since 2000. The majority of that growth (often upward of 90 percent) is from white migrants. And a Whitopia has a je ne sais quoi—an ineffable social charisma, a pleasant look and feel.

Bill Frey, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, a prestigious nonpartisan think tank based in Washington, D.C., has been documenting white population loss from ethnically diverse “melting pot suburbs” for decades. And that loss is significant. During the 1990s, the suburbs of greater Los Angeles lost 381,000 whites, and other California suburbs, such as Oakland and Riverside–San Bernardino, and also the Bergen-Passaic suburbs in New Jersey, lost more than 70,000 whites each. The rate of white population loss from the melting pot suburbs of Honolulu, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Miami, and several other major suburban areas exceeded the rate of out-migration from their central cities.


“The Ozzies and Harriets of the 1990s are bypassing the suburbs or big cities in favor of more livable, homogenous small towns and rural areas,” Frey presciently forecast in 1994, when this phenomenon was nowhere near its maturity.

To be sure, race and immigration are not the only factors pushing whites from cities and “melting pot suburbs.” Whites, like Americans of all races, have felt pushed by stagnant job opportunities, pricey housing markets, congestion and traffic, crumbling public facilities and services, and neighborhoods that seem hostile to raising children. Quality-of-life and pocketbook factors matter greatly.

Matthew Dowd, a founder of Vianovo, a blue-chip management and communications consulting firm with clients worldwide, who also served as chief strategist for Bush-Cheney ’04, explained to me in a telephone interview that Americans don’t trust the unfolding economy, regardless of who is in the White House. “Unemployment numbers, inflation rates, and all those figures don’t really tell the story anymore, because people have lost some faith in all the major institutions of the country—from churches, to political parties, to the government—and so they have this great deal of anxiety about what they can count on.” Dowd believes this anxiety has bred a longing for strong communities, though he doesn’t get into the racial traits of those communities. “Part of what’s happened in our society over the last twenty years,” he adds, “is that people have lost their connection to each other and to the community organizations that they or their parents or their grandparents participated in. So they’re looking for this sort of new community.”

This type of “new community” is really back-to-the-basics, placing as it does a premium on sporting, volunteerism, neighbors, friends, faith, family, and hearth. People inhabiting this “new community” are bonded by a common investment and vision. This vision matters as much as economics—Whitopia has grown briskly during past recessions and throughout the economic roar of the late 1990s.

“I wish I could go back in time,” says Lynn Jensen, a middle-class mother in Livingston County, Michigan, a Whitopian exurb. “We had stable lives. Mom could stay at home, and we could afford it. Life was slower. God, I’m sounding like my parents—all nostalgic for the old days. But it’s true: There wasn’t trouble then like there is today.”

“The California I grew up in was a little paradise,” says Phyllis Sears, an eighty-three-year-old resident of St. George, Utah. Other St. George residents compare the dry mecca to the Southern California of decades past.

The high tide of Whitopian migration typically crests at two pivotal moments in the life cycle: when residents start raising children and when they retire. Children and senior citizens face very different challenges, but both age groups are more vulnerable than young and middle-aged adults. Children and seniors particularly require physical and emotional security in their homes and communities. Hostages to the dictates of time—the demands of the future and the spells of the past—parents carve idealized lives for their kids, just as the elderly guard idealized memories, perhaps eager to leave their particular legacy. Thinking seriously about childhood, one’s children’s or one’s own, whisks a potent undercurrent of nostalgia into Whitopian dreaming.

Whitopian migration results from tempting pulls as much as alarming pushes. The places luring so many white Americans are revealing. The five towns posting the largest white growth rates between 2000 and 2004—St. George, Utah; Coeur d’Alene, Idaho; Bend, Oregon; Prescott, Arizona; and Greeley, Colorado—were already overwhelmingly white. Certainly whiter than the places that new arrivals left behind and whiter than the country in general. We know why white folks are pushed from big cites and their inner-ring suburbs. The Whitopian pull includes economic opportunity, more house for your dollar, a yearning for the countryside, and a nostalgic charm you will soon see.

Most whites are not drawn to a place explicitly because it teems with other white people. Rather, the place’s very whiteness implies other perceived qualities. Americans associate a homogenous white neighborhood with higher property values, friendliness, orderliness, hospitability, cleanliness, safety and comfort. These seemingly race-neutral qualities are subconsciously inseparable from race and class in many whites’ minds. Race is often used as a proxy for those neighborhood traits. And, if a neighborhood is known to have those traits, many whites presume—without giving it a thought—that the neighborhood will be majority white.

As much as creative elites in Manhattan and Hollywood might like to dismiss this trend as “corn-fed racism,” or to ridicule it as “boringly bourgeois,” it is our present and future. Sorry, city sophisticates. Between 1990 and 2000, America’s suburban periphery grew by 17 million people. By contrast, city cores grew by a fraction—only 3 million people. In the years since, outer suburban and exurban counties have grown at triple the rate of urban counties. For all the noise over gentrification, skyscrapers, and metrosexuals, the real action is happening on the periphery: remarkable white migration, resilient economies, and significant political power.

 

TO LEARN WHAT MAKES a Whitopia tick, I packed my bags and trekked 26, 909 miles to see, listen, and learn. I lived in three such communities for three months apiece: St. George, Utah; Coeur d’Alene, Idaho; and Forsyth County, Georgia.

Statistics can tell you only so much. Understanding the spirit of a people and the essence of a place requires firsthand experience. I threw myself into these communities with gusto—no Howard Johnson or Motel 6 for me. In St. George, I lived in a delightful rented villa at the Entrada, one of the town’s premier gated communities, burrowed among sandstone cliffs, rolling dunes, and ancient black lava fields. In Coeur d’Alene, I homesteaded in a split-level cabin on Hayden Lake; its owners, California expatriates, hung a small sign above the door leading to the lakefront deck: “Almost Heaven.” In Forsyth County, I divided my time between two rented homes to get a flavor of the north-south divide plaguing that county. First I resided in a two-bedroom ranch home in Stonebrooke Commons, a working- to middle-class subdivision of tract houses with vinyl siding (south). Then I decamped to an enchanting fifteen-hundred-square-foot “cottage,” nestled on three quarters of a wooded acre on Lake Lanier (north).

In St. George, I fell in with a hospitable, if rowdy, poker crew, gathering for Texas hold ’em at least twice a week. Being a proud Episcopal, I regularly attended the Sunday services at Grace Church. When I hiked up Taylor Creek in Zion National Park with the Episcopalian Seniors social group, I felt a bit humiliated. After the 7.2-mile, two-hour-and-fifty-four-minute hike, I was wheezing; most of the fit, old Whitopians barely lost their breath. (I was the youngest person in our hiking expedition by at least twenty-eight years.) In Coeur d’Alene, I fraternized with retired LAPD cops, attending their annual charity golf tournament to support wounded brethren. Since the early 1990s, at least five hundred white LAPD officers and their families have fled Southern California for North Idaho, forming an expat community complete with bowling tournaments, potluck suppers, and monthly camping trips. And in Coeur d’Alene’s Whitopian satellite, Sandpoint, Idaho—where Mark Fuhrman and Ben Stein have homes—I attended a three-day retreat with a religious outpost of avowed white separatists. Finally, in Forsyth County, I got to know IgNite, the youth ministry of First Redeemer, and attended the Baptist mega-church’s main service every Sunday morning. This drew me into a whirlwind: lunch with the youth after service, Friday night socials, volleyball and pickup basketball in the church’s gleaming indoor gym.

A gung-ho entertainer, I hosted about ten dinner parties and luncheons throughout Whitopia, some spontaneous, some formal. I feel that my best culinary effort was one of my St. George dinner parties, which had an “Islands” theme: blackened jerk chicken braised with Australian barbecue sauce, “dirty rice” flavored by sautéed kidney beans, grilled whole corn on the cob, and, for dessert, a single-layer flourless chocolate cake with a thin ganache, garnished with a scoop of mango sorbet. Ben, a twenty-six-year-old cobbler who arrived with Kina, his longtime girlfriend, teased me because he felt the meal was “fancy.” To this day, I wear a handsome pair of sandals that Ben cobbled for me: a maze of brown, pit-tanned cowhide straps with a solid brass buckle. Among the other invited guests were Derek and Steve, and Margi and Karen, the only gay couples I ever met during my year in Whitopia.

Not only did I entertain, I received a flurry of invitations: to a Memorial Day pool party, to BBQs, to birthday parties, to family suppers, to demolition derbies, to the Kootenai and Bonner County fairs, to “bowling nights,” to multiple hikes, to volunteer benefits, and more. The only social invitation I ever declined was when Lisa and Derek (who married after my departure) invited me to go horseback riding and cattle roping with their family at the St. George arena. I had some issues with that invitation. Visions of Christopher Reeve, post-accident, danced in my head. And the certainty of getting out-rodeoed by their six-and eight-year-old daughters was too much to bear.

Beyond the gabfest and all the fun, there was work to be done. This involved taking notes at an endless parade of community meetings hosted by the local Democratic and Republican clubs, the parties’ official county organizations, grassroots groups like the Citizens Council on Illegal Immigration and the Utah Minute Men, adult prayer groups like Pray Forsyth, county planning and zoning boards, smart growth organizations like Envision Dixie, business groups like the Forsyth Network for Business Professionals, and the like. More, I made a point of speaking with real estate insiders and law enforcement. There is no better way to see the underbelly of a community—glory and warts—than to learn from a Realtor and a cop.

Researching these communities required a few ground rules. When meeting individuals, I introduced myself as a writer, explaining that I was researching a book on small towns, boomtowns, and dream towns. I elaborated that I was interested in the environmental, psychological, economic, political, social, and racial implications of their community’s growth. I never reported the book’s title, concerned that its brio, or perceived cheekiness, might send any given white person screaming in the opposite direction.

And forgive for a moment two quick, pedantic housekeeping details. First, while describing life in Whitopia, I use the commonsense term “white” and not the official Census designation “non-Hispanic white.” Why? To keep distinguishing between a “non-Hispanic white” and a “Hispanic white” in these white monocultures is statistically unwarranted and sociologically pointless. Only when addressing America’s more statistically diverse metropolitan regions do I mind the Census-designated category “non-Hispanic white.” Second, every person mentioned in this book is white, unless I specifically indicate otherwise. You’d be irritated if you kept having to read descriptive phrases like “Mary, a thirty-two-year-old mother, who is white…”

I am black. Let me warn you by saying: The “black-white race divide” bores me. My family descends from and now lives across three continents and about a dozen nations. My cousins, nieces, and nephews, resplendent in their honey-hued skin, have supple ethnicities you couldn’t even name (Pakistani? Sephardic Jew? Puerto Rican?).

With growing and intermixed minority populations, the United States is following California, whose pluralism has turned the notions “majority” and “minority” inside out. Texas, New Mexico, Hawaii, and the District of Columbia also have “minority” populations that are in the “majority.” Twelve other states have populations that are more than a third Latino, black, and/ or Asian. By 2042, the words “majority” and “minority” may have no meaning. This journey is about our nation’s future, not about how white and black people are getting along.

 

“AMERICANS SAY THEY LIKE Diverse Communities—Election, Census Trends Suggest Otherwise,” declares the title of a 2009 study released by the prestigious Pew Research Center. “Despite most respondents’ stated preference for ‘diversity,’” the study concludes, “American communities have grown more racially, politically, and economically homogenous in recent decades, according to the analyses of 2008 election returns and U.S. Census data. When the subject is community diversity, Americans talk one way but behave another.”

When those pop-up lists beckon you from your Web browser (“Retire in Style: Fifteen Hotspots!”), or those snappy guidebooks flirt with you from the bookstore shelves (America’s 25 Best Places to Live!), ever notice how white they are?

Think of Whitopia in three ways—as small towns, boomtowns, and dream towns. Some Whitopias are fiber-optic Mayberries, small towns and counties that take pride in their ordinariness. Other Whitopias are boomtowns, entrepreneurial hotbeds that lure a steady stream of businesses, knowledge workers, and families. In the low-tax, incentive-rich boomtowns, the costs of living and doing business are cheaper than in the big-shot cities (even during the present recession). Finally, there are dream towns, Whitopias whose shimmery lakes, lush forests and parks, top-notch ski resorts, demanding golf courses, and deluxe real estate trigger flights of ecstasy, luring the upscale whites who just love their natural and man-made amenities.

In short, the lure of Whitopia includes affordable mortgages and old-time values for modest-income families (small towns), economic prospects for blue-collar and high-income professionals (boomtowns), and luxuriant recreation and choice homes for the privileged (dream towns).

Cell phones, BlackBerrys, laptops, networked file servers, point-’n’-click travel booking, e-mail, and the Internet make physical offices more obsolete and permit much of the skilled workforce to telecommute. And though Americans grow increasingly enamored of virtual offices, they are just as enamored of real communities. Geography matters less than it once did in the workplace, but more in Americans’ personal lives. The digital revolution has intensified people’s ambivalence over physical offices precisely as our attachment to our homes and natural surroundings is becoming more dear. As such, Whitopia flourishes as a constellation of small towns, boomtowns, and dream towns made possible by the digital revolution, and made “necessary” by long-standing social and cultural anxiety.

America has more than a few towns stagnating in the Rust Belt and boarded-up whistle stops dotting the Great Plains that are 95 percent white or more: Scranton, Pennsylvania, or Marquette, Kansas, say. Offering “homesteading programs” and post-college perks, such places are practically bribing their bright kids with incentives to stick around. They do not qualify as Whitopias.


This is a story about motion, the movement of people, opportunities, capital, and ideas. The headline here is the fascinating and growing set of upwardly mobile and already-rich white folks who are on the go, homesteading in America’s small towns and exurbs. This country itself is moving in many different directions. In this moment of global economic flux and domestic uncertainty—where the elevator to the American dream seems out of service—mobility, or immobility, takes on new urgency. This is a story of haves and have-nots, of migrants and pioneers, of the new white flight, of refugees of diversity—a story of how moving west, south, up, down, or nowhere, is shaking out according to different groups. So I set out on this journey to observe and explain all this traffic.

Kudos to all the people who opened their lives to me, revealing their likes and dislikes, fears, problems, and ordinary happiness. They speak complicated truths. Their words spring as simply as dinner-table conversation, their actions as authentically and subtly as the meaning of our lives. The men and women you will meet on this journey are not digits in a poll but real people who share their aspirations and adventures living in our dramatically changing nation. Searching for Whitopia looks into their hearts, homes, wallets, and votes.









PART ONE
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Chapter 1

UTAH’S DIXIE




DRIVE AN HOUR AND A HALF NORTHEAST OF LAS VEGAS, through epic desert vistas, and St. George, Utah, a town of 65,000, glints on the horizon. Tidy St. George is tucked in a dusty crevice between the Black and Pine Valley Mountains and the Mojave Desert, near the point where Arizona, Nevada, and Utah meet.

The Virgin River flows through this rocky plain. St. George’s recreational crown jewel, Zion National Park, is just an hour north. With wind-sculpted sandstone arches and jagged, color-rich canyon walls, the 150,000-acre park shouts “paradise” to rock climbers and other outdoorsmen. Picture the red mountains and plateaus of the Grand Canyon, and you’ll begin to understand how color and topography beautify this Whitopia.

Just as the Civil War began in 1861, Mormon leader Brigham Young dispatched 309 families to this area to grow cotton and other crops conducive to the warm climate. This cotton mission was hatched from the Church’s larger ambition to become self-sufficient. The Mormon settlers who dubbed this southwestern Utah canyon country “Little Zion” imagined a promised land.

But because of the warm climate and the fleecy white gold, settlers came to call the region “Utah’s Dixie.” Even after the nation officially declared the Utah Territory a state in 1896, the area kept its nickname, which remains to this day. The Dixie region is now the better part of Washington County, including St. George, its county seat and largest city.

Averaging at least 300 sunny days a year, Dixie is regularly cited by the press and consumer groups as one of the nation’s best places to retire. Utah can’t take credit for the weather, but the state can take credit for offering several property tax exemptions that lure retirees. In 2006, AARP conducted an intensive nationwide search for five cities that offer “culture, cachet, or, in some cases, just peace and quiet”: St. George was among the top five choices.

The Mormons built this town from scratch on previously undeveloped land along the Virgin River. Utah’s Dixie still has the whiff of unspoiled terrain, as waves of retiring baby boomers, young families, and second-home buyers settle it as their new Zion. Residents of Dixie saw their best-kept secret balloon from 11,350 people in 1980 to 28,502 people in 1990—a 151 percent leap in a mere decade. Later, between 2000 and 2006, St. George’s population increased from 90,354 to 126,312, a 39.8 percent spurt. In the middle of my 2007 stay, the Census Bureau and USA Today both anointed St. George “America’s fastest-growing metro area.” Its growing pains continue. By 2035, Dixie is expected to triple in size to a ripe 450,000 residents.

Meanwhile, St. George ranks number one among metropolitan areas for the fastest white population growth between 2000 and 2004. Of its current estimated population, 90 percent are white.

 

OH, HOW THE RETIRED old ladies of Dixie are sweet as taffy to me! They hug me without warning, scold me teasingly, invite me to lunch. I call these senior ladies the Clouds, classifying them according to the formation of their hairdos. There are the Low Clouds (with neatly cropped pageboys); the Medium Clouds (with modest curlicues and demure swirls); the High Clouds (with bouffants that poof up to five inches high); and the Cumulonimbi (with big, dense affairs, jetting up in bright, powerful bursts). I call their husbands the Q-tips (white hair, white orthopedic sneakers).

But Dixie is not just Cloud City, a retirement playground. Over the last five years, the region’s fastest population growth segment has been twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds, followed by eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds, and then sixty-five-plus-year-olds. Attached to the married couples are gaggles of kids. It’s impossible not to notice the abundance of families and the value St. George places on them, illustrated by the scores of kids who cram into story time at the public library, where the librarians dress up as book characters, or the hordes of boys who play baseball at my neighborhood Snow Canyon Little League complex on weekday nights, or the army of youngsters who zigzag the fields at the Kicks soccer leagues on Saturday mornings, or the crops of teens who compete in calf tying, bull-and-bronc roping, and steer wrestling at the rodeo arena. On my daily power walk after supper, before the sunset hits the colored canyons announcing dusk, I see teens bike the winding trails and parents holding toddlers’ hands on family strolls, waving me “Hello.”

I marvel at my good fortune in Dixie—so many kind people. Charlie and Jeannie, retired grandparents, invite me to stay at their Sky Mountain golf home while they are traveling. Lori, the head of the Sky Mountain community watch group, pops by the house and welcomes me with banana-nut bread. I invite her to sit on the porch, where we have an impromptu thirty-minute conversation, watching the golf carts dawdle by. Joe and Cathy, thirty-something parents of two boys, have me over for pork chops and mashed potatoes, insisting I leave with a doggy bag of leftovers. Dick and Audrey, retired high-powered attorneys from California, prepare me a home-cooked meal in their elegant million-dollar ranch house. Mike and Carol take me to dinner at a restaurant where the owner, a gregarious Hungarian immigrant, serves delights such as venison with blueberry sauce. The place is hidden off a remote dirt road, and misnamed the Cosmopolitan. Dean, a fourth-generation native and chairman of the county Republican Party—and pilot of a small, private plane—offers me an aerial tour of Dixie.

In these kind, sunny moments, this newcomer experiences firsthand what old-timers call the Dixie Spirit. “I ask new individuals and businesses, ‘Why did you come here?’” says Dan McArthur, the mayor of St. George. “The answer always comes back to this feeling, this sense of community. I call it the Dixie Spirit. The Dixie Spirit, to me, is what it’s all about.”

In bursts of pride, Dixie locals like to clap a chant: “Red Rock, Blue Skies, God and Golf!”

 

I BOUND OUT OF my car and thrust my hand at the Realtor, on one of those vibrant spring mornings that St. George is known for.

“Hi, Sarah? Rich Benjamin! Glad to meet you.”

“Well, glad to meet you!”

“Are you ready to show me some homes?”

My undercover journey to find real estate in Utah’s Dixie begins at RE/MAX, with a real estate tour by Sarah. I am posing as a home buyer for a thorough look into Whitopian homes. If a house is not just a piece of infrastructure, but a temple that tells the story of our pocketbooks and our souls, what better way to learn about Dixie, I figure, than to “hire” a Realtor?


I love Sarah instantly. She sports an impressive head of braids, none of which is out of place. Her smart pantsuit hints at the meticulous professionalism I will soon witness. She’s all charisma and competence. Her smile is a grid of flawless white Chiclets, which complement her large, almond eyes and punctuate her dark espresso complexion. Her impeccable French-tip manicure cuts a nice contrast to her skin. This extroverted, thirty-something, statuesque Mormon is as cute as a bug in a rug and just as darling. As one listing agent tells her later on, “I could look at you all day.”

I made my first appointment with Sarah over the phone from my Manhattan office. Given her name and her voice, chirpy like Kelly Ripa’s, I assumed Sarah was white. How perfect. Normally, I am on the receiving end of Black Surprise: That is when I schedule an appointment by e-mail or phone and, never having seen me, the prospective employer, landlord, or loan officer stares past me and says, “Oh, I’m expecting Richard Benjamin.”

“This is Richard,” I say. I’m black. Surprise! Who knew that my encounter with Sarah would spark a double-reverse case?

On the way to our first showing, we chat about our experiences living in California, our families, and Utah’s Dixie.

The first stop on our house search is a 4,226-square-foot rock-and-stucco home in the Stone Cliff gated community. Syrupy songbird Celine Dion bought a home in this gated community, so I’m a bit apprehensive about its “taste.” Before we reach our destination though, a monkey wrench impedes us. We get lost in Stone Cliff. Even my seasoned Realtor has to stop and consult the internal gated community map to find number 1874. We drive lost for a good ten minutes, navigating the enormity of the neighborhood, its tangle of private roadways and driveways spidering from one another, according to no apparent rhyme or reason. “Where the heck is this custom-built home in the Paragon Cove subdivision of Stone Cliff?” I chuckle.


We finally arrive at the home, perched on a hill. Its “great room” offers floor-to-ceiling views of the town below and of the Pine Valley Mountains beyond. Cherrywood cabinets, granite countertops, and Sub-Zero appliances adorn the gigantic kitchen. This home features two amenities that are now the rage in Dixie: a “casita” and a “spool.” “Casita” is fancy real estate speak for an attached guesthouse, where you can dump your mother-in-law and not get nagged. A “spool” is a spa—as opposed to a mere hot tub—adjoining the pool. A monolith to the owner’s ego, the house leaves me feeling cold.

The second stop of today’s home search is a 4,428-square-foot ranch house in the SCF-9 subdivision of the same Stone Cliff gated community. As we approach the house, Sarah notices me wrinkle my nose, and looks away. Oversized picture windows clash with stones, which then clash with brick (is it real?), creating an eyesore. I peek inside the front door. The great room is an even louder cacophony of faux building materials, uneven proportions, loud colors, garish fixtures, and mismatched “historical influences.” This home looks like a casino tycoon tried to imitate the Bilbao Guggenheim on the strip in Vegas.

I ask Sarah that we immediately move on, because there’s no point wasting time. Who would pay $999,990 for that?

As we ride in her Honda SUV on the way to our next stop, we happen upon one of the town’s “bad” neighborhoods, Dixie Downs. “Put on your bulletproof vest,” says Sarah. “Just kidding!”

“Manufactured home, trailer home, modular home, senior home, manufactured home, trailer home,” she rattles, pointing to a string of dwellings on Dixie Downs Drive. The mixed type and value of the houses, she elaborates, makes Dixie Downs “less desirable.” More so than other St. George neighborhoods, Dixie Downs has a higher share of renters, single mothers, single men, and Latino immigrants.


“Without being too rude, I guess,” and here she grimaces, “you sometimes might not have the best quality, um—neighbor.”

“I guess it’s like Compton or Costa Mesa,” she adds. “Does that analogy help?”

“Gotcha.” I wink.

But to me, Dixie Downs does not look like the dicey community of gangster lore, it looks like your garden-variety working-class neighborhood. I’d feel perfectly safe walking there alone after midnight.

The third and last stop of today’s house hunt is a two-story custom-built home within the French Quarter subdivision of the Sunbrook golf community. This $1.2 million faux-French country home sits right on the Sunbrook Golf Course, which I later grow to love; while in Dixie, I golf there at least twice a week.

The home’s seller, a well-tanned, courtly gentleman appearing to be in his late sixties, opens the door. Spotting Sarah’s Realtor tag, Robert introduces himself to her and immediately objects, “I thought you were bringing a client.”

“This is my client,” she trills, gesturing at me. He assumed I was just her relative.

“Oh, OK. Great!” he smiles sheepishly.

A retired aerospace executive from Southern California, Robert offers us “the royal tour,” describing each amenity in careful detail. “The custom paneling on the kitchen cabinets costs $60,000 alone,” he says. He spends an entire ten minutes showing us two cavernous storage spaces with “built-ins.” Seniors just love their storage, I come to learn.

After the lengthy tour, he invites us to sit in his living room for a follow-up discussion. A funny, affable retiree, Robert barrages me with lively questions. When I mention my interest in politics, his eyes light up. He scurries to his upstairs office and returns with a guest column he’d just published in the Deseret News. I begin to place it in my folder, but he insists that I read it on the spot. The Washington County Republicans are too bureaucratic and hierarchical, his article complains. For a full half hour, we chat about everything but the house!

Meanwhile, Sarah keeps looking at her watch.

 

IN 2005, PHYLLIS ANN SEARS decided to take an informal poll of the sixty or so people gathered for a meeting of the Citizens Council on Illegal Immigration, her brainchild. Seventy percent of attendees had arrived in Dixie from California and 20 percent from Arizona. “What this means to me is you know what’s on its way here,” Mrs. Sears said, as the refugees of illegal immigration and multiculturalism nodded their heads. “My point is, locals who have lived only here don’t have a clue what’s on the way if illegal immigration isn’t stopped.” Having lived in California, New Mexico, and Arizona before arriving in Dixie, she speaks from experience, she explains.

Phyllis Sears, born in 1927, is a bit of a lightning rod in Dixie. Public officials tell me she is a thorn in their side. The business plutocracy wishes she’d stop pressuring them to verify their employees’ working papers. Todd Seifert, editor in chief of Dixie’s main daily paper, the Spectrum, refuses to discuss her on record. A white filmmaker complains to me that she randomly stops Latino-looking people on the street asking to see their papers. (His wife is originally from Argentina.) But in Dixie’s online forums, editorial pages, and even on its streets, ordinary citizens cheer her and her efforts on behalf of the Citizens’ Council for Illegal Immigration.

One bright afternoon I ring the bell of Mrs. Sears’s home in the Kayente residential community. Homes in this community blend harmoniously with the land. While spectacular, the houses barely stand out from the red desert. Strict design and zoning rules guarantee that every structure conforms to the color and texture of its natural setting. Kayente homes are expertly built and landscaped to appear as if floating among the red rock canyons. Mrs. Sears welcomes me in.

“Hi, Mrs. Sears.” From the moment we meet, something about my Old World upbringing instinctively leads me to call this Medium Cloud, octogenarian Daughter of the American Revolution “Mrs. Sears.”

Mrs. Sears is sporting all black, from her T-shirt down to her espadrilles. Her neatly coiffed bright white hair highlights her tan. Her blue-gray eyes stand out behind small, fashionable eyeglasses that appear to be wireless. Though she’s toting a small portable oxygen tank, it’s more like a handbag than life support. Mrs. Sears is fit, trim, and physically agile. That’s likely because she and Mr. Sears swim daily before they sit to breakfast.

As you walk into the Searses’ sand-brick home, the desert stretches out before your eyes. Sunlight floods the abode. The living room’s floor-to-ceiling windows showcase an expansive view of a desert box canyon. The master bedroom, shrouded by glass, affords the same spectacular desert vista. In the couple’s den sit “his and her” desks, a handsome abacus, and Mr. Sears’s military medals in a glass case. An antique rifle hangs on the wall.

No tchotckes, banal landscape paintings, bulky throw rugs, or even window treatments clutter this home. Beautiful, twenty-four-inch, hand-scraped ceramic tiles grace the floors and the ceiling. Hunter green sofas and classic wooden chairs, upholstered in eggshell cream, are sprinkled throughout. A rustic, built-in wood bench sits in the living room, with a seat cover upholstered in fine afghan cloth. The objets accenting the living room include a gorgeous driftwood-and-leather Native American ornament hanging prominently, photos of the Sears children and grandchildren, and Aspen wood bowls masterfully crafted by a local artisan.

Make no mistake: This is not a replica of the yuppified Southwestern “adobe” style infesting the region. This million-dollar-plus habitat is an original. An earthy, comfortable place, it does not scream money. It whispers serenity and refined taste. In its breezy effortlessness, the Sears home is a triumph of the sublime.

After eyeballing the entire home, I stop to chat with the designer, Mrs. Sears’s husband of more than fifty years, Robert Sears, retired Colonel, Infantry, U.S. Army; retired engineer; alumnus of the United States Military Academy, class of 1952; and a fellow Episcopalian.

At a majestic wood dining table, looking out on the front veranda, Mrs. Sears and I sit to talk. Her former stint as a teacher is evident, as she quizzes me on my knowledge of history and politics. She apparently loves the Socratic method. A delightful conversationalist, she peppers her discourse with rhetorical political questions, self-deprecating wisecracks, and inquiries about my life.

“I come from pioneer English stock,” she says. “My ancestors were westward bound farmers and pioneers, moving from Virginia to Kentucky to California over the course of three hundred years. I got involved with this issue because of my genealogy. There are twenty million Americans who can trace our ancestors on both sides back to the colonies.”

Mrs. Sears is a lifelong political creature. As a little girl in Depression-era Missouri, where she was born, she listened in on the political debates engulfing the dinner table.

Eventually, her family moved to Berkeley, California, where she graduated from Berkeley High. She went on to UC Berkeley, earning her bachelor’s degree in industrial engineering and management; there were eight females in her graduating class. “I’ve been a liberated woman all my life.” She laughs.

But in 1950, it was difficult for college-educated women to compete with returning GIs for jobs. She could find work only as a secretary at Boeing. Her budding career then took her to IBM School to learn to computerize accounting systems and to program code. Back in northern California, while enjoying a ski vacation, she spotted a handsome West Point graduate on his way to Korea. She and the future engineer married at the historic Swedenborgian Church of San Francisco.

“When I went to Berkeley High and Bob to Washington High [in San Francisco], California had the best public school system in the country,” she says fondly. “You know where it is now?”

“No.”

“Forty-seven. Right above Mississippi.”

She pauses. “Among the illegal immigrants, certainly there have been gems, but they are few and far between. The majority are poor and uneducated. We are importing poverty and illiteracy. Unless illegal immigration is stopped immediately,” she adds, “it will take America three generations to recover,” financially, educationally and culturally.

“If you go down to Mexico”—she clears her throat—“they roll a window down and toss the dirty diaper and the garbage bag out. So everything is strewn with litter all over. Nobody goes along and picks it up. There’s big graffiti all over everything. That’s the first thing that I noticed in Phoenix was the graffiti, which usually means gangs marking territory.

“If you were to go to the inner city, among the very, very poor,” she adds, “you would see similar behavior, because it is that behavior that keeps you poor.”

She pauses. “I believe that you are what you are and I am what I am because of the way we think—not you, ‘Rich,’ but the global ‘you.’ The way I value life and what’s important in life then controls how I behave. We can’t observe each other’s thinking, but we can observe behavior.”

When Mrs. Sears would visit her two sisters and their families in Southern California in the early 1980s, she began to observe “the graffiti all over and the trash on the ground. Californians didn’t do things like that. One thing that’s in the culture of the Hispanics is to have Saturday night cul-de-sac parties with the boom boxes going and all that. Americans didn’t do things that way. It was not in our culture to disturb the whole neighborhood partying with no consideration of other people.”

She is not the only person, of course, to voice such dread. “Today, LA, with its litter-strewn, billboard-cluttered boulevards, its business-unfriendly reputation, its lack of green space, and its congestion—even on residential streets now jammed with development—is driving out many who can vote with their feet. And the data show that LA excels at drawing in the poor,” the LA Weekly, a left-leaning alternative publication, noted in 2009. Earlier, the article unambiguously identified “the poor” as “Latino.”

In 1989, two thirds of undocumented immigrants entered the United States through the El Paso and San Diego areas. When the U.S. government tightened those corridors in 1992, Mrs. Sears predicted a huge flow of illegal immigration from Mexico through the next logical passage—Arizona, her home at the time. “I knew exactly what was gonna happen, so I went right up to the border and saw them. They drove up with their Sonora trucks and their license plates and all. The workmen were building a lot of homes in Paradise Valley and you knew they were illegal. Sure enough, they just started coming in like mad.”


There’s a canny correlation between the flow of illegal immigration and Mrs. Sears’s moving history. “Of course, you have to realize,” she says, “that Bob and I came here in 1997 knowing what had happened to California and seeing what had happened to the Phoenix area.”

Mrs. Sears says that over the past three decades, all but one of her living family members has fled California, due to the overpopulation, inflated home prices, and “effects of illegal immigration.” Mrs. Sears points out that even a nephew recently moved from Southern California to Idaho. Some might say her family history is a tale of pioneer manifest destiny, others a saga of perpetual white flight.

Mrs. Sears maintains that illegal immigrant women purposefully have “anchor babies” to gain a toehold in America, then game the system. “If we grant illegal aliens amnesty,” she warns, “they will grab a political foothold and then vote. They will vote with their hand out”—here, she thrusts out her hand like a panhandler—“and you and I will pay the bill. Look at Southern California—[Los Angeles Mayor Antonio] Villaraigosa, MEChA [the Chicano Student Movement of Aztlán], and La Raza have a stranglehold on California.”

She adds, “What’s happening in LA is the native-born population is being driven out, in effect—669,000 left last year, but they were replaced by that many out-of-country immigrants.

“What I’m saying is logical.” Mrs. Sears smiles, shooting me a maternal Of course that fifth cookie was gonna give you a stomachache look. “Our opponents don’t like to debate on logic or the facts. The only way opponents like to counter this is to shout ‘You’re a racist!’ It shuts down debate.”

Mrs. Sears’s maternal kin were ninth-generation “Jeffersonian” Democrats. But in 1972, when the party nominated George McGovern as its presidential candidate, her mother faced a dilemma. “I was sitting on the couch,” Mrs. Sears recalls, “and Mother was sitting on a rocking chair. And I remember she groaned, ‘Ohhhhh, I’m gonna have to vote Republican for the first time in my life!’” Thankfully, she says, her mother died just before the election. Mrs. Sears claps her hands together and busts out laughing.

Mrs. Sears calls herself a “Gingrich Republican.” The government and corporations “just want worldwide unfettered trade and to build one free highway from Mexico through the U.S. and up to Canada,” she says, referring to the Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America (SPP), a trilateral initiative purporting to “increase security and enhance prosperity among the United States, Canada and Mexico through greater cooperation and information sharing,” according to its literature. “Basically,” Mrs. Sears adds, “the powers that be want Mexico, Canada, and the U.S. to become one entity—like the EU.”

Mrs. Sears stares out at her tranquil front patio and practically whispers: “We are at a very scary time and I fear for our country. At this rate, the people who understand its basic values will be a minority.”

I expected this visit to take thirty minutes, but now two hours have flown by. I announce that I must leave to make my golf date. So Mrs. Sears escorts me to the garage to say good-bye to Mr. Sears, who tinkers on a gadget. Would I like to come to the next meeting of the Citizens Council on Illegal Immigration? they wonder. “Oh,” she says. “I want to show you my favorite protest sign.” With that, Mr. Sears lumbers onto a crate, pulls down a placard from a high shelf, and holds it up for me to read: “He who puts country before commerce is a patriot. He who puts commerce before country is a traitor.—Benjamin Franklin.”

 


TWICE A WEEK, I GATHER with my newfound poker crew, a highlight of my Dixie experience. Our raucous Texas hold ’em games rotate among the members’ living rooms. Ranging in age from twenty-one to sixty-three, the poker crew spends hours on end hanging out at one another’s pads playing poker. Many even keep their own custom-made poker tables, like you see on TV.

They call and text me with invitations to play. It brightens my day to be strolling down Main Street only to glimpse Chas* leaning out of his beat-up Chevy shouting, “Hey, Rich! You coming to poker?!,” a grin plastered to his mug, as he peels off.

Often we gather at Chas’s. A recovering drug addict, Chas is now a drug counselor for troubled youth. Like the other young fellows in the poker posse, he sports short, buzzed hair, a bevy of tattoos, and a sailor’s tongue.

One night, we play as Spike TV blares in the background—Cheick Kongo is battling Assuerio Silva in the Ultimate Fighting Championship. Ribald comments fly about the Mandingo wrestler’s abs and “package.” As we distribute chips, Ryan asks me to spring for his $10 buy-in, because he doesn’t have ten bucks to spare.

The crew—even Amy, a vocational student in her early twenties, with soft makeup, long hair, and porcelain beauty—likes to chew tobacco between drags on their cigarettes. One night, outside the Sunset Bowling Alley, Amy reaches into her tiny purse, then clicks her tin of Skoal. “It’s for bowling, movies, and poker.” She smiles. “That’s how I roll.”

In his twenties, Krispy has the vibe of a beach bum, the look of a rapper. I call him Hip Hop Surfer. A one-man peanut gallery, rarely at a loss for words, he keeps us in stitches and follows his wisecracks about me with a refrain: “You know I love you, Rich!”


Then there’s Ed, a late-middle-aged self-declared “liberal Republican,” who occasionally turns up. One night he briefs us on his lady friend. “Boy, that woman likes to suck dick more’n she likes to eat chicken.” He sighs, pretending to sound exhausted.

Another night, Chas regales us with tales of how he fooled his parole officer seven times during drug testing. Chas would “pee” through hidden tubes or swap his urine for a friend’s, among other gimmicks. One time, he even bought a penis—“a real Whizinator and strapped it to my butt, hoping my PO wouldn’t look too close. But that there’s the first time I done got myself caught!”

“What’d your PO say when you dropped your pants?” Krispy asks. “‘Hey, that cock’s black! That ain’t the same penis I seen in bed last night!’”

“Hardy, ha,” Chas deadpans. “Leave me outta your fantasies, gaywad.”

Their ribbing keeps me guffawing, except when they heckle Krispy as “poor white trash.” I wince. Why do some whites love that putdown so?

Peppering me with questions about New York, the younger guys are incredulous that I would voluntarily come to St. George. “Here?” they say. When I recite the town’s multiple charms, the young adults are unimpressed. “Yeah, St. George’s OK to visit,” Ryan says and rolls his eyes. “But if you live here, it sucks!” You can enjoy beautiful nature only so much—for its young people without spouses or children or gracious, entertainment-ready homes, Dixie, alas, lacks a rousing social scene and places to go. Hence, the Texas hold ’em.

So hospitable is my poker crew that the only time I ever feel self-conscious is the occasion of my first potluck night: I show up with Zeigler’s All-Natural Old-Fashioned Lemonade and a pint of gourmet red-cabbage Greek slaw—zesty, but challenging to the palate. It hadn’t occurred to me to bring the favored goodies: Mountain Dew, Skoal, boneless wings, or chips.

This New Yorker is like a fat, slow pitch sailing over the plate for these guys. Apparently I “drive like a senior,” my adopted neighborhood is for “foolish rich folks,” and my salmon-colored hoodie is for “bee-atches.”

 

ANOTHER BLUE-SKY-PERFECT DAY in Utah’s Dixie. Such days are so common that their novelty tapers off. Like the locals, I start taking good weather for granted. With my newfound ingratitude, I embark on the second outing of my Dixie house hunt.

The first stop on this tour is a 6,408-square-foot, $1.4 million home. Dubbed by RE/MAX as the “most prestigious home” in Coral Canyon, a master-planned community run by Capital Consultants, Inc., the home sits on the 18th hole of the Coral Canyon Golf Course.

The owner, a baby boomer businessman from Colorado, greets Sarah and me at the door.

The interior is contemporary Southwestern: Brown and burnt sienna glazed-plaster walls envelop the common space. Carved into the entry gallery’s slate tiles is Kokopelli, the Native American fertility deity. Tray ceilings, crafted from choice wood, give the formal living and dining rooms the feel of a ski lodge. “Formal living and dining rooms are passé,” the owner says. “But we like ours!” One hundred and forty lights, embedded in the ceiling and suspended like spiders, illuminate this home even though it is daytime.

“My heavens! You sure are ready to show your home!” Sarah says.

Having inspected the spool, the desert-landscaped backyard, and the patio view of the 18th green, we head to the garage. “I’ve had a Hummer, two sports cars, a motorcycle, and an RV all in here at the same time!” says the owner. At 925 square feet, this garage is bigger than most of my friends’ apartments in Manhattan.

Next, Sarah and I traipse to a home that is only several blocks away within the same community, Coral Canyon, “a custom Tuscan” four-bedroom affair, constructed from stones, stucco, and wood. “That brick can’t be real,” I blurt out, walking to the front door.

“Sometimes synthetic brick costs more than your natural brick or stucco,” Sara says. “With your Dixie heat, there’s more wear and tear on natural brick, so synthetic is popular.”

The listing agent for this home looks all of twenty-two years old. With his tie and long-sleeve French-cuff shirt, in ninety-degree weather, he’s trying hard to look official. His business card reads “Fine Home Specialist.”

The youngster cheerfully tours us through the “modest” 3,600-square-foot $945,975 home. Despite enjoying some very fine features—its eighteen-foot dining room ceilings, fireplace “Heatilator,” and etched terra-cotta flooring in the garage—I just can’t get over all that fake brick.

Our next to last stop of the day is a 5,645-square-foot Mc-Mansion wedged onto a .29-acre lot, beckoning like a fat hooker in spandex. When I point out that the house has spent 114 days on the market, the selling agent, a middle-aged woman, exclaims, “This is a sleeper!”

The living room of this two-level house leads through glass doors to a spool, a shaded patio, and an outdoor kitchen, all squeezed into a tiny “backyard.” The listing agent disappears to take a cell phone call, while we venture outdoors.

All is peachy keen until I glance at a bright decorative fixture to the right of the spool. A Sambo figure, black as coal with those red inner-tube lips, grins at me, shucking his tasty syrup: “Dis Sho Am Good!” Suddenly glimpsing ole Uncle Remus, Sarah grimaces, then turns sharply, averting her gaze. “The countertop in the pool’s changing room is split granite, too, just like in the master suite bathroom,” she sputters helpfully. I giggle, intrigued by this interloper, who, even though inanimate, threatens to torpedo Sarah’s “sale.”

This home’s first-floor rooms (living, dining, den, and master) have the cavernous feel of empty gymnasiums. Their strained “grandeur” feels wasted—big just for big’s sake. The basement floor, all 2,520 square feet of it, is accessible by elevator. Submerged in the red-rock country, the basement has an eight-seat home theater, three bedrooms, two full bathrooms, a game room, and a storage room. It feels like a nuclear bunker. There is no craftsmanship or character to this residence, tucked deep into the Northbridge gated community. As we bid farewell, the listing agent slips in her last pitch: “This is a sanctuary. You can hide here. You wouldn’t have to do much while living in this home, except to go to Costco and relax!”

On the twenty-minute drive to our next appointment, neither Sarah nor I bring up ole Sambo.

We pull up to our final tour of the day, a Spanish-style ranch house in Whisper Ridge, a “prestige community” of roughly sixty homes.

The outdoor courtyard leading to the house has a stone archway. An antique-looking gas lamp swings from the archway, like a suspended church bell.

Inside, the entry hall has gabled ceilings and exposed wooden beams, as if you are in a rustic horse stable. Large travertine tiles decorate the entire floor space, except for the four carpeted bedrooms. The angel is in the details: quality raw materials; bright, authentic Mediterranean tiles in the bathrooms; three elegant chandeliers symmetrically lining the grand hall; and first-rate workmanship in the stone fireplaces. Melodious violins purr from the subwoofer surround sound.

“Are we looking good compared to other homes you’ve seen?” the listing agent eagerly asks.

“Yes,” I say.

The architectural details of this 3,716-square-foot charmer, custom built in 2007, make it one of the few homes whose canny craftsmanship successfully conjures another diction (Spanish) in another century (nineteenth) in present-day Utah. I picture a prosperous merchant—transporting wool and textiles on the Old Spanish Trail from Colorado to California before revolutionaries created the republic of Mexico in 1821—inhabiting this gloriously provincial Spanish ranch house.

 

ONE EVENING AFTER SUPPER HOUR, Dixie residents file into the county commission chambers for the monthly Citizens Council on Illegal Immigration meeting. Manning the sign-in table, Marge Robinson, a strawberry blond High Cloud, calls out, “Hello, Richard!”

“You sure get around,” chimes Ginny, a blond Medium Cloud, from her senior electric scooter.

Inside the chamber, Mrs. Sears, one of the group’s founders, sits in the chairman’s throne, a grand black leather chair, stage left. In the audience gallery there is standing room only. A convocation offered, the Pledge recited, the meeting begins promptly.

Steve Swann—a businessman who moved to Dixie from Orange County, California, three years ago—takes center stage. With his Joe Friday, Just-the-Facts-Ma’am demeanor, he delivers a PowerPoint presentation peppered with clips from Lou Dobbs. Despite his monotone, his “facts” elicit audible gasps and sighs of disgust from the audience:


	♦ 2 percent of illegal aliens in the United States are picking crops, but 41 percent are on welfare.

	♦ 71 percent of cars stolen in New Mexico, Nevada, Arizona, and California were stolen by illegal aliens.

	♦ A large number of Islamic individuals have moved into homes in Nuevo Laredo, Texas, and are being taught Spanish to assimilate into the local culture.

	♦ Over 1,000,000 sexual crimes are estimated to have been committed in the USA over the past seven years by illegal aliens.

	♦ 20 percent of illegal aliens come to Utah for criminal activity.

	♦ 10 times as many Americans are killed each year by illegal aliens than [sic] by Muslim terrorists!



Naturally, young brown men with menacing looks background the slides.

Dr. Ron Mortensen, a retired Foreign Service officer and founder of the Utah-based Citizens for Tax Fairness, then takes the stage to deliver a presentation warning us “how ID theft among illegal immigrants poses a threat to our families’ future.” His bloated PowerPoint presentation meanders from immigrants stealing Social Security numbers, to sexual predators stealing IDs, to a warning against the special interest corruption rotting state government.

Mortensen chronicles the immigration-related bills opposed by Latino activists during state legislative sessions. “Utah’s Director of Ethnic Affairs was crawling—literally scurrying around on the floor behind committee members,” Mortensen complains, to kill a committee vote on an immigration-related measure.

“She’s being paid out of your money. This is the website for the Office of Ethnic Affairs. Your taxes are funding this. We’re funding the Office of Ethnic Affairs at approximately the same level as the Office of Veterans Affairs. Isn’t that interesting?”

This revelation sends the audience through the roof. I can hear the woman to my right sucking her teeth in disgust.

I, of course, am the raisin in the plain yogurt. As the jeremiad on “Ethnic Affairs” unfolds, I feel people stealing glances at me. Where the packed room lacks racial diversity, it contains other cross sections of life. All ages of adults are equally present. I recognize members of Grace Episcopal Church and the local Democratic club. There are white-collar professionals still in their business attire and folks in denim with deformed or missing teeth. One man complains that the local home builders association is offering “English in a Pinch” lessons to immigrant laborers and “Spanish in a Pinch” classes to contractors. “Illegals are undercutting my living,” one construction worker in work boots shouts. “I’m running out of work and they’ve got plenty.” The audience nods its sympathy.

The formal presentations and audience static give the meeting a bizarre feel, the mixed air of 12-step therapy and a lynch rally.

After an hour of presentations, Mrs. Sears gets the last word. The pressing order of business, she says, is the Dixie Fiesta scheduled for the upcoming weekend. Hispanic organizers, the Spectrum, and El Sol—the local newspaper and its Spanish-language edition—have joined forces to host a festival in a local park. A business expo and block party, Dixie Fiesta will feature authentic Mexican and Argentinean food, music, tango lessons, and roughly forty local businesses and nonprofits advertising their services.

Holding up a full-page newspaper ad for all to see—“St. George Is Throwing a Huge Party!: Dixie Fiesta”—Mrs. Sears says, “This event will teach illegal aliens how to find a job, how to find an apartment, and how to bilk social services.”

“Let there be no doubt,” she continues. “This production is being put on for illegal aliens. And we are spending our tax dollars on it.”

The air crackles with resentment. It’s that same ambient fury you feel in an airport lounge when the airline casually announces it’s canceling your flight. Steve Swann suggests selling “ICE” [Immigration and Customs Enforcement] T-shirts at the Fiesta, with “H2O” printed on the back.

“H2O?” I whisper to my neighbor. “I don’t get it.”

“Wetback,” he says.

The woman in front of me turns around and looks at me, a confused, pained look contorting her face. I stare at the back of her husband’s neck. Wrinkles form deep grooves in the rough-hewn, leathery, crimsoned skin, like ancient gorges in the red canyon country. Looking closely at this square-inch landscape on the nape of his neck, I feel an absurd poignancy about this gathering. In this crowded room in an empty public building closed after business hours, flying the American flag, in this booming corner of southwestern Utah, this citizen’s council is anxiously staking its last stand against what amounts to a fait accompli across the country—diversity and globalization. This room feels more than full to me. It feels claustrophobic. I feel bunkered in with a crowd of determined white folks trying to pull up the drawbridge against an encroaching nation.

 

BEYOND MY POKER CREW, two locals I hit it off with are Randy, in his fifties, and McKay, just twenty-three. One of my most memorable Dixie Sundays is fishing for trout and small-mouth bass in the Enterprise Reservoir, at Randy and McKay’s invitation. I hop into McKay’s dark green pickup and we listen to country music and conservative talk radio on the fifty-minute ride. McKay’s job delivering construction materials requires him to drive a lot, so he is a political talk-radio junkie. A staunch conservative, he spits irritation that Gore’s environmental alarms are overstated and that the Democrats want to “socialize” medicine. But mostly, McKay and I talk about life, not politics. Often smiling, he has a mellow, sunny disposition. McKay is one of those people whose mere presence lifts your mood.

Randy, with his goatee, beer belly, bronzed skin, and Copenhagen chew, jokingly offers me money that day to put a hit on his ex-wife. At first, I have to listen carefully to understand Randy. “Sheeeeee’s a roaster,” he’ll say (with the same cadence as Ed McMahon’s “Here’s Johnny.”). Translation: “It’s hot today.” Randy’s concerned that my head will burn in the sun, so he gives me the baseball cap on his dashboard. I promise to return it; he insists I keep it.

When we get to the lake, Randy supplies me power bait, then helps me cast my line. Randy’s very kind, but there’s no point telling him, because he’ll just deny it.

As we sit fishing on the banks of the reservoir, Randy asks, “Have you met any colored people out here?”

When I tell him how many—countable on one hand—he interjects, “Is ‘colored’ OK? What are we calling you people this month?”

“Black,” I say. “I always prefer black.”

“I never know what to call you,” he mutters. “So when I’m around my buddies, I just use the N-word.”

This is Randy’s irreverent, ornery sense of humor, but I also think he’s serious.

I catch three trout to McKay’s ten bass.

“Call me when you get to New York,” says Randy, the night before I leave Dixie, “so I know you got home safe. Come again in the winter and I’ll take you ice fishing up north.”

 

I MOPE OUT OF my car one scorching afternoon and into Sarah’s SUV, a bit wistful. Today is the last tour of my Dixie house hunt. Sarah ferries us across town to a 3,100-square-foot fixer-upper.

Though the house is presently in shambles—peeling exterior paint, an overgrown lawn, the occupants’ mess strewn about—it is fundamentally a gem. Greeting us on the porch are the male listing agent; five-year-old Bailey; Bailey’s grandmother Inez; and his mom, Gia, who owns this home. Bailey’s two older sisters, eight and thirteen years old, aren’t home. Kind-looking, weathered, and a bit apprehensive, Grandma looks like a character from the Depression-era Walker Evans photos of Appalachia.

On the tour, little Bailey tags us like a shadow. When we arrive at his bedroom door, Bailey dashes in, slams it shut, and shouts, “You can’t come in!” The listing agent can barely disguise his irritation. But when we get to the toolshed in the backyard, which has been converted to the kids’ hideaway, Bailey welcomes us in and plays us a ditty on his little drum set.

Bailey’s home is in the National Register of Historic Places as a national landmark. It was built in 1859 by Robert Covington, whom Brigham Young had dispatched from Salt Lake City to lead twenty-eight families on a cotton mission. It is the oldest remaining home in Utah’s Dixie.

This treasure now houses artists: Grandma says she has just finished her first book; her daughter, Gia, is a photographer and painter, whose lush oils and simple sketches adorn the parlor walls; and Bailey is into his drums.

The upper floor boasts a pretty alcove where I would love to sit and read. The walls soothe the eye with crimson, ochre, and taupe. While Bailey’s and his sisters’ rooms are small by today’s standards, their wooden floors and antique bay windows—leading to the upstairs wraparound porch—delight me. Little wonder Bailey would do his level best to sabotage the Realtor. Beautiful masonry from local stone; the spindly staircase with its aged patina; authentic stone fireplaces; the original wood trim on the windows and around the doors; the trellised gondola by the pool; and the sprawling, old mulberry tree standing guard over the front lawn—this home has soul to burn.

A single mom, Gia confides to me that the house has been on the market for more than eighteen months. Sarah whispers that she can get me $75,000 off the $895,000 asking price, because this home is an “acquired taste.” For all their professed love of the way things were, Dixie’s newcomers don’t want a historic house.

As I compliment her house, Gia reflects. “One thing you have to think of is—um, I always say, ‘Be true to yourself.’ What you like, what you feel, and who you are,” she says. “That’s how I feel about this house. Sit on the porch for five minutes and it’s a feeling you don’t get most anywhere else.”

“Where are you headed off to when you sell?” Sarah asks Gia.

“Um, I don’t know. Maybe Oregon. Maybe Little Falls, New York.” Gia smiles, referring to a community upstate, though she’s not sure where it is.

“You’re not going to be homeless when we have Rich move in, right?!” Sarah smiles.

“No.” Gia smiles. “I mean, my parents have a house here, and—I just, I don’t, um, you know. It’s no big deal.”

After the fixer-upper, Sarah and I drive to visit a new 4,238-square-foot Tuscan home in the Stone Cove subdivision. The sellers are a young couple. The husband, a thirty-something home builder and avid snowboarder, built it in 2006, installed his family for a while, and is now trying to sell it for $1.3 million. He readily admits he’s a speculator: Construct a lavish home, homestead, flip, repeat.

During the nationwide building and buying boom that lasted from roughly 2004 to 2006, the median home price doubled in Washington County from $177,000 (first quarter, 2003) to nearly $350,000 (second quarter, 2006). Sarah is guiding me through Dixie’s real estate after that boom, but before the nationwide recession is officially “declared” in December 2008. At that time, 18.3 percent of American homes, or roughly 10 million households, had “negative equity”—homeowners owed more than the mortgaged home’s value. Meanwhile, 8.5 percent of Utah’s Dixie homes had negative equity.

The wrought-iron front door leads to a circular foyer with glass mosaic inlay tiles, polished with a metallic finish. The showcase stairway leading to a spacious second floor features an iron banister. Each upstairs bedroom enjoys a dramatic circular Romeo and Juliet–style balcony, with curved iron guardrails, looking out over…cobblestone, asphalt, and grass.

Thus the reason more than a few Whitopian homes look silly: This or that detail, rather than crowning the crescendoing power of the architecture, kneecaps it.

When I stroll into the kitchen, the counter island takes me aback. It is so enormous—about eighty square feet—it looks like an elevated disco floor. The kitchen also includes a “fully opening glass wall” that leads to a huge deck, with a spool and two gas fire pits for grilling. On the deck, the listing agent casually points to the empty lot next door and whispers to me: “It’s yours for another $275,000.”

Soon, we make our way out through the garage.

“Oh my word,” Sarah gasps. “Is this just a two-car garage?”

“No, you can fit two cars and a boat,” says the wife, a bit defensive.


While the young snowboarding home builder has pulled off some fine touches in his custom-built faux Tuscan, it is a bit flashy and overripe for my taste.

The final stop on my house hunt is a one-level “golf patio home” sitting on the Ledges Golf Course. Mention the Ledges to any local and you’ll incite hushed reverence or naked disdain: It is the most exclusive neighborhood in Dixie.

Microsoft tycoon Paul Allen and funny man Robin Williams have each purchased property here.

County Commissioner Alan Gardner sold land owned by his family since the early 1900s for a tidy profit to the Ledges Development Group. This “residential golf community” sits on prime land overlooking the gorgeous Snow Canyon State Park. Luke, a twenty-something native, complained to me over coffee that he used to explore the bucolic Snow Canyon for hours as a boy, but now “there’s a big ole $6 million house poking out of nowhere.” “An elevated sense of living,” promises the Ledges’ marketing hook; so elevated, in fact, that I can’t get cell phone reception on the development’s private streets.

Entitled “Morning Sun,” this $1.4 million patio home is indeed fresh and simple: chocolate-colored stucco on the outside, cream-colored Venetian plastered walls on the inside. Its most memorable features—skylights, copper farmhouse sinks, decorative timbers, built-in wooden bookshelves in the foyer (bookshelves are a rarity in Dixie), and an elegant casita—are appealing, not ostentatious.

We venture through glass doors, from the living room to the outdoor patio, touching the 17th green of the golf course. Acclaimed by amateur golfheads, pros, and critics alike, this championship eighteen-hole course features one of celebrity Jack Nicklaus’s signature “academies.” I nod my head and awkwardly wave to the half dozen Latino men in matching “Ledges” polo shirts who furiously work the grass.


As we return indoors, I can’t help but ask about a digital panel, the size of a small laptop monitor, on the foyer wall.

“That’s the security system,” says the community’s director of marketing, who has just joined us for the visit.

I am no Luddite, but when the marketing director explains the home’s security system, wired for six surveillance cameras, I am lost. He explains again. Still utterly lost. The high-tech security “features” make this home seem like Fort Knox. Why such complex trappings of security in this gated community, this town, where I feel perfectly comfortable leaving my car doors unlocked? The only security threat to this patio home is that a stray golf ball might come crashing into the living room through the sliding door.

My Dixie house search so ends. After visiting these Whitopian homes, I get an eerie churning in my stomach since I’m witnessing the type of real estate excesses—housing lust, so to say—that will force America into reckoning over the next few years.

 

JIM’S GREEN EYES DART all over the place as we tour Sky Ranch in his white pickup truck. He points to the handsome houses, the dry grassy meadows, and the grazing horses and explains, “This is what America can be. Peace and tranquillity. This is the prototype of our country’s best future.”

Jim, who takes to bolo ties, is a wisp of a cowboy, folksy and soft-spoken. He was born during the Great Depression in Arizona. “I was raised in the underclass in a little mining town,” he says. “I saw hunger, poverty death.”

After World War II, Jim’s family migrated to and around Southern California. “We’d travel in this old sliver from Cucamonga—a bunch of kids, my cousins, my aunt and my uncle—all our tents packed in, and went to work picking apricots in Hemmett.”


Jim raised his own family in the greater Los Angeles area. While counseling heroin addicts in Los Angeles in the 1970s, he earned a doctorate in social science from UCLA. During the 1980s he returned to Arizona, where he held a professorship at Arizona State University’s School of Social Work and mentored the flock of Chicano students who gravitated to him. In 1988, he took a job with the Arizona prison system, assessing and counseling hundreds of prisoners. “A high percentage,” he says, “were illegal aliens.” He and his wife, June, lived in downtown Phoenix at the time.

“On occasion you would hear screams, big partying, and see bottles being thrown in the street, things rattling around,” Jim recalls. “But the ultimate nuisance was helicopters flying overhead. Gunfire. Ugh.” The copters were combating crime.

In 2005, Jim retired with June to Dixie for the “good air, good water, good people, and low crime.” Having renounced his “touchy-feely liberal do-gooder past,” he became a conservative Republican in 2000. Needling the party’s upper-crust reputation, Jim jokes, “I’m still a low-class. The same slob I ever was!”

Jim and June live in a truly enchanting Southwest-style home, simple, brightly colored, dotted by the kestrels and Katsinas he carves from wood.

“I remember Los Angeles when it was really beautiful,” Jim reminisces as we munch turkey salad sandwiches, enjoying a three-hour talk on his front patio. (June is sore at him, because he put too much water in her homemade ice tea.) “There weren’t drive-by shootings. The schools were decent. Academics were high. Racism was minimal, despite what you read and hear. There was opportunity everywhere.”

Jim says that illegal immigration threatens native-born Latinos, especially their economic livelihood. “There’s conflict, there’s stress, there’s a potential for something to happen. The problem is, Rich,” he says, tapping my forearm, “Latinos can’t openly talk about it. They can’t raise it to the level of awareness and have a dialogue over it, ’cause right away it gets really nasty. Latinos that publicly oppose amnesty get called Tio Taco.”

“Is that Spanglish for Uncle Tom?”

Jim smiles wryly.

“In Phoenix, I could see the Democrats just pandering to the Latino vote. I think the welfare state that the Democrats promote is a big part of the problem. The Republican Party, for now, is more willing to address the immigration issue realistically than the Democratic Party.

“And nobody really wants to confront the class issue or the racial issue,” Jim adds. “Politicians don’t want to touch it. The people on the street level do.”

While illegal immigrants may presently be willing to do low-paying manual labor, coming generations won’t, Jim explains. Instead, they’ll harbor their discontent like a ticking time bomb.

“We’re gonna have a swelled underclass population, and children of the underclass that are not gonna want to pick tomatoes,” Jim says. “They ain’t gonna be happy campers.”

Jim adds, “It’s the same thing that happened in the black community. A lot of young men are like, ‘I don’t want to have the fool’s job flipping burgers at Burger King.’ You dig what I’m saying? We’re gonna have a buildup of a criminal underclass, ’cause it ain’t cool to be a tomato picker or a hamburger flipper.”

As Jim catalogs the threats posed by illegal immigration, it is the danger to the emblems of the United States that makes him most emotional—that lights his eyes, sends his hands waving, and elevates his soft twang.

“What I don’t like is that American symbolism is being tinkered with. When thousands and thousands of illegal immigrants marched with the American flag, and the Mexican flags, and the Salvadorian flags, what I saw was many, many illegals pandering to the media—waving the American flag without having any real meaning behind it. Who was behind buying the flags? Who handed out the flags to the demonstrators? For what reasons?”

“The protests feel cheap to you?” I ask.

“Oh, they feel like an insult. The immigrants weren’t waving the flag out of patriotism. They were pandering. They were trying to do it for the media, to raise the guilt bag. ‘The land of the free, ta-da-da-da-da. Here’s the American flag!’ I almost feel like they went home and wiped their ass with it after the demonstrations, as opposed to waving the Mexican flag, which they probably wave with a great deal of Mexican pride.”

To listen to Jim over this three-hour patio conversation one afternoon is to hear an entertaining medley of homespun parables and a healthy dose of expletives. But this salty fellow, with the rickety handmade fertilizer rack on the flatbed of his pickup, is also an egghead. We talk about semiotics, the nature of psychosis, and “symbolic interactionism,” which was all the rage in sociological theory during the seventies and eighties.

Jim pauses to think. “I say if a kid’s an illegal alien and does military service somehow, fine. Make him a citizen. That person’s putting it out in front, you know? That’s a big difference from the guy that mows your lawn and just thinks he ought to be a citizen ’cause he’s here. Protecting something you value—it’s an emotional issue, Rich, isn’t it?”

What intrigues me most about Jim are his deep roots in the Arizona territory, dating to before its statehood. The grandson of Mexican-American migrant workers, this seventy-four-year-old conservative is a bilingual Chicano. With his fair skin and green-gray eyes, Jim easily passes as white.

 

DIXIE’S PERVASIVE REAL-ESTATE SPEAK is emblematic of the bunker mentality that sweeps its every nook. Since you can only say “gated community” so many times, local Realtors have to hatch an army of Orwellian euphemisms to appease the buyers’ tastes: “master-planned community,” “landscaped resort community,” “secluded intimate neighborhood,” “private luxury community”…No matter the label, the product is the same: homogenous, conservative, safe.

Rhonda Tommer, whom I meet at a Dixie Republican luncheon one day, wrote a well-received essay in the local paper, “Arm Yourselves Legally in This ‘Us Against Them’ World.” Rhonda moved to Dixie in 2004, with her husband (who had a “grueling” thirty-four-year career at the Los Angeles County Probation Department), two teenagers, a golden retriever, and a frog (“You know, the kind that usually dies within two days”).

“Every person who is legally able to obtain a gun permit or concealed weapon permit should do so,” Rhonda advised. “This includes teachers and administrators in our public and private schools. Storeowners and restaurant managers should be prepared to protect themselves and others. I did not have this opinion a few years ago. Now we live in an us against them world—even in our cities. Why should we fear terrorists from other countries when our own fellow citizens think nothing about gunning us down in the street?”

The landscape of this Whitopia reminds me of those Matry-oshka wooden dolls, each cozily stacked inside another. Dixie’s defensive communities evoke this nested doll principle. A “similar object within a similar object” serves as shelter; from community to subdivision to house, each unit relies on staggered forms of security and comfort, including town authorities, zoning practices, private security systems, and personal arms.

Dixie residents’ palpable satisfaction with their town’s virtue, and their evident readiness to trumpet alarm on any given “threat,” creates a peculiar atmosphere—an unholy alliance of smugness and insecurity.


Conservatives in Dixie are not monolithic. The friction between Dixie’s establishment, business-driven conservatives and its anti–illegal immigration social conservatives appears at first blush to be an internal contretemps, but upon closer examination, it is a battle touching class, race, and core philosophical beliefs—resonant conflicting dynamics that will plague the conservative movement for years to come.

Attorney Larry Meyers, founder of Defend Dixie, an anti–illegal immigration local PAC, offers this digest of Dixie’s political scene: “I see three groups in Washington County: the old-timers, who include mostly people who grew up here. They are pretty conservative people philosophically, but they’re mostly interested in making money. It’s ‘Don’t rock the boat, so we can all just keep developing the land and build more houses. We’re all gonna get rich and stay happy.’ The establishment, right now, is the people who own businesses and property and run the county commission and the city councils. The good ole boys. Then there are the hard-core conservatives, like myself. We are driven by principle, especially with illegal immigration. We feel strongly about what’s right and what’s wrong. Then there are the Democrats and the liberals—but that’s a very small group!”

The mayor of St. George, Dan McArthur, whose great-grandfather, Daniel McArthur, was an original pioneer sent by Brigham Young, dismisses Meyers’s comments as anti-growth. “‘I’m here and I don’t want anybody else here. Don’t tell the world about us!’” the mayor mimics. “He’ll probably be upset with you for writing [your book], because if something is written, we’ll grow! Every time California shakes, we expand. If a good ole boy is one that cares about his community and wants to be involved, than I’m glad to be a good ole boy.”

Discerning Dixie without considering Mormomism (the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, or LDS) is like studying the Vatican and ignoring the pontiff. The Church’s grip on local life—especially the area’s conservative social values—is nearly as strong as when Brigham Young first sent his pioneers to settle the region. According to Todd Seifert, editor of the Spectrum, Dixie remains roughly 65 percent Mormon. Dixie has sixty-two churches, twenty-one of which are Mormon, and one bar, the One and Only. And five minutes from my rented villa is the single liquor store for the county, so driving past it on weekend nights, I can see the cash-out line snake out the back door. The majority of newcomers, however, are non-Mormons from out of state, so the county’s social and religious mosaic is quickly shifting. But its conservatism is not. The majority of newcomers I interview compliment the Mormons’ decency and honesty, which are intrinsic to the place’s conservative appeal.

But virtually every non-Mormon I befriend also volunteers a complaint against the active Mormon community. Tom, a retired insurance executive, complains that Mormons run local businesses “like a Mafia.” Lori, a working mother, says she and some non-LDS ladies started their own book club as an alternative to the exclusionary Mormon social scene. Mike, a retired “California Republican,” says LDS retirees have snubbed him on the golf course, because he’s not Mormon. Christian mothers report that their daughters feel rejected, because Mormon boys do not ask the girls on dates. “Since the Mormon boys have no intention of marrying outside the group, why waste time taking a smart, pretty Gentile to prom?” Denise, a Lutheran transplant, sarcastically asks. And these complaints are tame compared to what lapsed Mormons—dubbed “Jack Mormons” and “Diet Cokers”—tell me about active members.

In Dixie, there is a subtle, but unmistakable, impatience with those who do not conform or live up to community “standards” and beliefs. Pride flows thickly enough throughout the county that I can taste it curdle into intolerance and vanity. “Respectable” community insiders measure a brethren’s worth according to how closely that individual mirrors them. I hear the perverse hubris in Dixie, where people essentially ask of community outsiders, “Why can’t you be more like me?” Ostracism doubles as self-congratulation. If you doubt me, just ask the Jack Mormons exiled from the church, the recovering alcoholics and drug addicts, the single parents, the immigrants, and the Democrats, all of whom give me an earful about this town’s smug, but polite, intolerance.

“Did I tell you about my first experience with the chamber of commerce?” asks Margi, a co-owner of the Book Cellar, an independent local bookstore. When the St. George Chamber of Commerce invited Margi to join it, she declined because of the prejudiced vitriol she heard from one of its representatives. She had asked for basic demographic information and received instead “racist reassurances” that the chamber was working to make sure minorities—namely immigrants—were kept out of Dixie. “And I haven’t gone back to the chamber since,” says Margi. “That made me very sad and angry.”

Sheryl Vessey says that her biracial family, gay friends, and local polygamists are subject to prejudice and abuse. A forty-seven-year-old white grandmother earning $8.20 per hour at Wal-Mart, Sheryl has lived in Dixie since 1965. Over soda at Wendy’s, she recounts how her four biracial grandchildren had been recently harassed at a magic show. “I love my grandkids. They’re milk chocolate. They’re my candy babies,” she says, approaching tears, not aware she’s now shouting. At the magic show, a dispute arose over saved seats, Sheryl recalls, visibly shaking. An adult white couple kicked the back of her grandchildren’s chairs, calling them “trailer trash monkeys” and “nigger babies.” Sheryl adds, “The thing that made me more angry than the incident was the fact that there was a whole buttload of people sitting there watching what was going on, and nobody said or did a damn thing to stop it. That pissed me off the most!” Sheryl reported the incident to the local paper, writing, “I can honestly say that in the 42 years I’ve been a resident, I have never felt so sickened by our community as I do right now.”

“In my home, we were never allowed to talk about blacks the way some of my friends did,” says high-profile entrepreneur Carol Sapp. “Because it was just wrong. I do see some venom here that is caused by a fear of the unknown and a fear of losing something that people value.”

Carol is a California native who has lived in Dixie for more than thirty years. If anybody understands Dixie’s boom, it is she; Carol took the debt-ridden, 35-member Southern Utah Home Builders Association (SUBHA) and transformed it into a thriving 850-member guerilla. In 1991, she launched the first local Parade of Homes, a nationally recognized real estate festival, a Disneyland of home shows. Named one of the state’s “100 Most Influential” by Utah magazine, Carol is a broker, player, and consummate insider who has earned many civic awards for her community involvement. I suspect her phone calls get returned as quickly as the mayor’s.

“My daughter has a boyfriend who is Navajo,” Carol says. “And he lives here. When people see him anyplace that we go—a store, the restaurant—they speak Spanish to him. They think he’s Mexican. And I kid him a lot about it. I call him Tonto.”

As former chief officer of SUBHA and board member of the chamber of commerce, Carol has tangled frequently with leaders of the Citizens Council on Illegal Immigration. “Their solution is ‘Let’s go out and blackball every business that has Hispanics working there.’ Please do not ask me to judge a person based upon their appearance. If you’re going to ask me to do a double-check on somebody’s Social Security card and I–9, then require it on every person that comes in my door, not just the Hispanics.” After pausing to think, she adds, “So many of the people that are here have come from areas where they have seen diversity done badly. And quite frankly, I think the snob factor plays into their fear, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

Despite their observations, Margi, Sheryl, and Carol, like virtually every adult I speak to, profess love for this community.

One Saturday night, I ride along with police sergeant Todd Bristol during his shift. Much to my disappointment the exercise is nothing like a crime drama. Our public safety adventure consists only of rescuing a desert tortoise that has strayed onto the road from the protected Red Cliffs preserve; issuing a citation for an illegal lane change; and responding to a marital dispute. As we arrive to arrest the male offender, kids pilot their remote control cars on the cul-de-sac, trying to snoop. Riding plainclothes in the police cruiser, I draw curious stares and knowing glares from motorists who clearly assume I am under arrest. One cheeky lily-white tween riding passenger in a ritzy SUV smiles at me, then flashes me a “gang sign” when her parents aren’t looking.

Indeed, Cities Ranked and Rated (2007) lists St. George number one for “safest place to live” in America.

Rarely do lurid or violent calamities afflict Dixie. It is so tranquil that the infrequent violent crime is credibly dismissed as a statistical and moral anomaly. It doesn’t reflect Dixie’s safety index, or its spiritual condition. The vibe in this Whitopia is as happy as it is paranoid; the cozy warmth inside depends on keeping the enemies without.

 

“OUR GOD—THANK YOU for our being here together with our host, Richard, and we ask that you bless this meal and our lives and our relationships and that we grow together in your name.”

Mr. and Mrs. Sears and I unclasp hands, as I thank the Colonel for his grace.


The Searses and I sit to an outdoor lunch on a shaded patio off the master bedroom suite of my villa. I have prepared grilled salmon, wild rice, freshly shucked corn on the cob, and ice cream floats—homemade ginger ice cream plunged in Pellegrino. That morning I called Mrs. Sears in a panic asking whether she has any dietary restrictions—and does she prefer corn or sautéed spinach?

She says she’s happy with either. “Oh, and thank you,” she sighs. “Sometimes I get so tired of cooking.”

Like the broader community, the Searses make ideal guests. They don’t nitpick the menu. Back in Manhattan or San Francisco, guests will take your dinner party hostage with demands. Not in Dixie. Here, nobody counters my invitations with screeds on animal rights, trans-fat levels, or the virtues of allergen- and hormone-lacking, free-range chicken. Every last guest to my multiple dinner parties cleans the plate.

This luncheon is a mutual send-off; the Searses are going to New York for the Colonel’s fifty-fifth college reunion and my long Dixie visit is coming to a close.

On this June afternoon, Mrs. Sears, Mr. Sears, and I discuss the pending Kennedy-Kyl immigration bill (the controversial 2007 legislation that would give undocumented workers a “path to citizenship”), but mostly we feast on colorful tales from one another’s lives.

Before arriving in Dixie, the Searses lived in a large home, surrounded by open territory and hundreds of coyote, in Paradise Valley, Arizona, an upscale oasis, where Sandra Day O’Connor and the late Barry Goldwater lived, too.

Well, when the Searses’ dog was in heat, the coyotes moseyed right up to the edge of their fence, trying to entice the dog to come out!

Paradise Valley is where Mrs. Sears honed her considerable skills as a grassroots activist. The City of Phoenix took over Paradise Valley’s water distribution and doubled the price, so Mrs. Sears organized locals and orchestrated a ruckus to reverse the price hikes. Ultimately, a state law was passed requiring that any town that supplied water to another town had to sell it at the same rate paid by the water-selling town. This put her on the map, and she was soon elected to the Paradise Valley City Council.

“Yeah, I was going around when she ran for office, knocking on people’s doors,” the Colonel reminisces. “I’d say, ‘Vote for Phyllis!’ They’d say, ‘Who are you?’ ‘I’m her husband.’ ‘Her husband’s doing this?!? Well, I’m gonna vote for her.’”

Then there was the time Mr. and Mrs. Sears had fancy guests in their home, the Netherlands secretary of the treasury and her husband. As the conversation turned to money, Madam Secretary brought up her nation’s tax rate, 70 percent.

Mrs. Sears yelped. “You have to get out of that country right away!”

“Her face just fell,” Mrs. Sears recalls. “And I said, ‘But I’m not kidding. You don’t want to live in a country with those kind of taxes!’”

I get up to check on the salmon—I hate overcooked fish—and the down-to-earth Colonel, who did quite well financially as an engineer, insists on helping me schlep the food and lunch plates from the kitchen to the patio.

On a wooden credenza, between the kitchen and the patio, sits an eight-by-ten grainy, black-and-white photo of my mother and her six black girlfriends—in matching beehives and miniskirts—looking like The Supremes. It was snapped in 1962, well before I was born.

“Guess which of these is my mom?” I ask Mrs. Sears.

“Hmmm,” she says. “I say this one.”

Mrs. Sears points to my mother on her first guess.


“She’s sure cute,” says the Colonel.
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