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The Past and Future City: How Historic Preservation is 
Reviving America's Communities 
By Stephanie Meeks with Kevin C. Murphy 
The premise of The Past and Future City: How Historic Preservation is Reviving America's 
Communities by Stephanie Meeks is simple: By saving old buildings, we can revitalize cities and 
ultimately save money. She supports that premise, statistic by statistic, real-life example by real-
life example, with logic, clarity, and passion.  

Meeks knows her subject matter, which is no surprise. She is the President and CEO of the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, responsible for several programs that focus on the 
reuse and reinvestment of old buildings in American cities. While it is Meeks’s voice in the book, 
her co-author, speech-writer Kevin Murphy, must be lauded for the excellent writing that causes 
more than three hundred pages of statistics to be so interesting. 

Meeks begins with the history of the modern urban preservation movement. Urban planning in 
the 1940s and 1950s focused on a vision of a sleek futuristic city that glorified the automobile 
and believed in the superiority of rows of high-rise buildings at the expense of smaller 
neighborhoods. New York journalist Jane Jacobs felt that the urban planners in New York and 
Philadelphia, while creating important central landmarks within the cities, were missing the mark 
when it came to developing environments in which people lived and flourished. Working with a 
combination of instinct and empirical knowledge, she wrote a 1958 article and later a book, The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities, that made the case that a mix of old and new buildings 
was of utmost important in an urban environment. Jacobs’s work was among those that led to 
the 1966 National Historic Preservation Act and what preservationists believe today about urban 
development.  

Meeks examines Jacobs’s theories and brings them into the world of today. In 2013, the 
Preservation Green Lab, the research arm of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, used 
state-of-the art analytics to look in depth at three major cities and test the theories of Jane 
Jacobs. The researchers did a deep dive into Seattle, San Francisco, and Washington, DC, with 
a later follow-up of fifty other cities using the same methods, measuring the social, economic, 
and cultural performance of different neighborhoods within the cities. The data, released in a 
report called Older, Smaller, Better, showed overwhelmingly that areas with a mix of older and 
lower buildings performed better than areas with larger, newer buildings. The results surprised 
even the sponsors of the research. Meeks lays out these findings and they are indeed 
surprising. 

The book is packed with interesting and eye-opening facts, which should inform the thinking of 
every city planner, politician, and preservationist. For example, low-rise, mixed-use two- or 
three-story buildings bring in ten times the revenue per acre of an exurban big box store. 
Neighborhoods with a mix of older and newer buildings have what is termed a “hidden density,” 
with more people per commercial square foot than areas that contain only new buildings. These 
areas were shown to foster more entrepreneurialism, creativity, and economic performance, and 
house a higher concentration of new and women- and minority-owned businesses. 
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After providing the findings that show that preservation works, Meeks discusses a wide range of 
methods that today’s planners and preservationists can use to help preserve the fabric of their 
cities. She points out changes that may need to be made, such as revising and relaxing zoning 
policies, to make this happen. As Meeks says, “…rules are not all that preservation is about. 
Preservation is about keeping buildings alive, in active use, and relevant to the needs of the 
people and the cities that surround them.” Preservationists often have a reputation for being 
fussy and enforcing rules at all costs. Meeks believes that today’s preservationists must be 
seen, and see themselves, as agents of positive change instead of as officious rule-keepers. 

The book covers not only the what and why, it gives plenty of how-to. Meeks cites many 
examples of successful downtown revitalization and building reuse across the country and 
explains how these projects were accomplished and how they benefit their communities. 

Three later chapters in the book address important topics.  

Meeks talks about the fact that preservation has not always successfully included diverse 
cultures and communities. She talks about the fact that while preservation had previously 
focuses on saving pretty houses, in particular the houses of famous white men, the sites 
associated with many people’s histories are not always so “pretty” but may be still worthy of 
preservation. She provides many case studies to show why it is important to evaluate the sites 
that are important to various races and cultures, and she discusses why this is important and 
suggests ways to become more inclusive.  

One of the great challenges to preservation is the idea that preservation causes gentrification, 
driving lower-income residents out of their homes. Meeks treats this with the same gentle 
thoroughness with which she addresses all topics, looking at it from all sides, while 
acknowledging the problems that arise from displacement.  

Finally, Meeks devotes a chapter to discussing climate control and why re-use is so much 
greener than constructing a new building. It takes thirty-five to fifty years for a new, green home 
to recover the initially expended carbon. Also interesting is the fact that older buildings, 
designed to function in all seasons without modern air conditioning and heating, are inherently 
green. Her view is summed up nicely with this statement: “It simply does not make sense to 
recycle cans and newspapers to save energy and not recycle buildings.” 

If there is a weakness, and this is a minor quibble with a book that succeeds so well, it is that 
Meeks’s premise could seem too good to be true. Many of the examples of successful reuse are 
for nonprofits that require donations to survive or vaguely artsy functions such as performance 
space or event venue. This type of venture, depending on donations or government funding, is 
not necessarily proof that reuse is cost-effective. Some of the most interesting examples Meeks 
gave were of the high-tech companies that buy and use old buildings. Since most of these 
companies have multiple buildings, examples of how they renovated the interiors and 
comparisons of their costs of old buildings versus new would have fascinating. 

In the final chapter, Meeks says, “The combination of preservation and adaptive reuse is not just 
the best way forward for our cities. It is in many ways the only way forward.”  It is difficult to 
imagine that anyone, after reading this book, would not feel the same way, and now, the reader 
of this book has access to an enormous and well-organized set of data to support the 
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preservationist’s view. Stephanie Meeks makes her case in a compelling manner, with a 
combination of statistics and persuasion, but even more importantly, she provides a solid set of 
tools to the preservationist.  

 


