
At first glance this volume appears to be an odd assemblage. Con-
sisting of prose meant to introduce an urban history textbook, 
autobiographical essays reflecting on relationships with an urban 

historian, and original essays on urban history itself, this collection 
mixes genres around one unifying theme: the work of Zane L. Miller. 
A book is a fitting form for honoring one of the most important prac-
titioners of urban history, one who had faith in the power of books to 
shape ideas and, in turn, the power of ideas to shape history. By of-
fering fragments of his last and uncompleted work, combining it with 
contributions from a few of his students, and offering thoughts  
on how much his work as mentor and editor shaped individual careers 
and the field as a whole, this assemblage makes the case for Zane’s last-
ing influence. But it accomplishes more, by demonstrating how Zane 
achieved his success: through the creation of a community of scholars 
that crossed generational, ideological, and disciplinary boundaries.

Zane was committed to the process of scholarship and engaged in 
it up to the moment of his passing. As all good scholars do, he read 
widely, absorbing and learning from good writing regardless of genre. 
He was particularly keen on anything that might help him refine his 
thinking on how cities worked, although that placed little restriction 
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on his reading list. As a researcher, his engagement with primary 
documents meant not just fact finding but interrogation, the identi-
fication of the ideas that structured the details that populated the 
pages. He was a prolific writer, the author of five monographs, a text-
book, and dozens of articles, introductions, and essays, all of which 
reveal his attention to the clarity of prose as much as to scholarly 
contribution. In these ways, Zane was a typical, if highly successful, 
scholar.

What set Zane apart, what made him truly exceptional, was the 
depth and range of his correspondences. During his thirty-five years 
at the University of Cincinnati (1965–1999), Zane had extensive com-
munications with colleagues, students, prospective authors for his 
book series, and the authors who had already appeared in his series. 
He wrote long, detailed letters in the early decades of his career. He 
typed up memos to his students, capturing what otherwise would 
have been fleeting thoughts on their work. (I was the beneficiary of 
many of these famed Zane-O-Grams, as we called them). In recent 
decades he wrote thousands of emails, even in retirement. It wasn’t 
just the volume of these communications that mattered. They were 
seldom chatty, and although they could contain references to college 
basketball, the weather in Florida, or his golf game, they were mostly 
serious in tone and in purpose. They formed the basis of important 
intellectual relationships, including with me and my coeditor Larry 
Bennett from the Urban Life, Landscape, and Policy series at Temple 
University Press. They also created a community of scholars, as Zane 
commonly connected us with each other by sharing historiography, 
ideas, and (when he figured out how to use it) through the cc function 
in email. Indeed, this is the phase of scholarship, so often ignored in 
the academy, in which Zane thrived: the discussion and formation of 
ideas outside published venues.

This volume perfectly captures the result of Zane’s scholarly meth-
od. A collective work with distinctive voices, it comes out of the schol-
arly community Zane knit together with his ideas, his curiosity, and 
his goodwill. Among the authors are Zane’s students and mentees, 
including Patty Mooney-Melvin, Robert Fairbanks, and Charlie Les-
ter; and his colleagues, including John Fairfield, who teaches at neigh-
boring Xavier University in Cincinnati, and Larry Bennett. 
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I too am a part of this community of scholars. For nearly a decade, 
I worked with Zane and Larry Bennett as coeditor of the Urban Life, 
Landscape, and Policy book series. Nearly the entirety of this work—
annually hundreds of hours for each of us—occurred at a distance. 
Zane and Larry never did meet in person, as Larry describes in his 
remembrance of Zane, and although I knew Zane from our time to-
gether in Cincinnati, I saw him only once in the nine years we coed-
ited. Oddly, I don’t think the lack of physical meetings slowed us 
down, and in fact, I suspect Zane preferred it. Indeed, as many of his 
colleagues at the University of Cincinnati have told me, Zane pre-
ferred to write rather than speak, especially about important matters. 
This should not be mistaken for a lack of interest in personal connec-
tions—far from it. Zane was among the most congenial colleagues I 
have ever had. I shared hundreds if not thousands of conversations 
with him over the years, nearly all of them in writing.

I was quite honored when Zane asked me to join him as coeditor 
when his Urban Life and Urban Landscape book series moved to 
Temple University Press. At the same time, Zane added “Policy” to 
the series title and a third editor, the political scientist Larry Bennett. 
The three of us developed prose about the series, attempting to ar-
ticulate a vision that would shape and limit our list, a statement that 
could be used to attract prospective authors. After much editing, our 
statement fittingly began: “Ideas about what cities have been, are be-
coming, or might yet become have always been of interest to urban 
scholars and policy makers.” Like Zane’s work, the series list would 
feature books that “examine urban and regional planning, environ-
mental issues, and urban policy studies, thus contributing to ongoing 
debates.” It was essential to Zane that scholarship—his own and that 
appearing in his series—contribute to the never-ending task of im-
proving cities.

We began work on the series with a flurry of activity in the early 
months of 2007, as Zane contacted seemingly every urbanist he had 
come to know over the course of his long career. Book writing is al-
ways a community project. For Zane, the community aspect was par-
ticularly strong, as he developed early partnerships with authors that 
lasted through publication, even when that publication happened out-
side the series Zane was editing. Often, he began conversations by 
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proposing book ideas. Some of these ideas were little more than con-
ceptions of books that he had imagined reading, or even writing, if 
he had the time. Sometimes he merely sent a note asking an old ac-
quaintance what they were up to, when their next book might appear, 
and where it might find a home. Some of these scholars had published 
in one of Zane’s earlier series, including John Fairfield, who had pub-
lished in the Ohio State University Press series. Others were simply 
scholars whose past work he had admired, including Frank Cullen, a 
well-known criminologist at the University of Cincinnati. Some of 
these early projects failed to materialize or failed to come to Temple, 
but most are now published, the surest sign of success.

Zane had a very democratic sense of knowledge. Scholarship, he 
thought, should be accessible to everyone, inside and outside the acad-
emy. Zane believed that essentially everyone could understand com-
plex ideas, and accessible scholarship need not simplify the past to 
reach a broad audience, to influence the public. Effective scholarship 
merely required accessible prose, devoid of jargon. Just as Zane be-
lieved anyone could read good scholarship, he also believed nearly 
anyone could write it. Zane acted as though anyone could write a 
book, and more generally, he welcomed any serious thinker into his 
scholarly community. In 2011, he sent me an email letting me know 
he had received the program for our graduate student conference, 
which I had sent by mail. He read through the titles of our graduate 
students’ work with interest and asked, “Can you when you get a 
chance tell Ross, David, Yeager, Hewitt, Bailey, and Keys that I’m in-
terested in their work as potential contributions to our urban series 
(I’ve been in touch with McGee).” He had listed nearly half the par-
ticipants! Most of them were master’s students at the time, but, ac-
cording to Zane, they should have been thinking about publishing a 
book. To Zane, all the process required was a seriousness about ideas 
and a faith in your own perspective, your own voice. Both of these 
characteristics could be cultivated. That’s what Zane did, as a mentor 
and editor.

Unsurprisingly, Zane’s own scholarship followed this ideal. Much 
of his published work focused on his adopted home, Cincinnati, and 
its surrounding neighborhoods. As John Fairfield describes so well in 
the historiographical review contained in this volume, Zane wrote 
book-length treatments of seemingly unimportant places, like Forest 
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Park, a planned and integrated postwar suburb of Cincinnati, and 
Clifton, the in-city suburb he called home for more than thirty years. 
As Zane demonstrated with these works, however, all places are wor-
thy of study, and no place can hide from the trends of the day. Zane 
divined broader meaning from the telling of seemingly narrow sto-
ries. As Fairfield notes, from the publication of Boss Cox’s Cincinnati 
in 1968 through his last essays, included here, Zane demonstrated 
how taxonomies of social reality shaped—and especially impeded—
change over time.

The final essays of Zane’s career expanded on his theory of “lib-
eration history,” in which Zane emphasized human agency rather 
than broad social forces in explaining human events. He also contin-
ued to focus on cities, for in them he found hope for democracy, the 
civic nationalism that forms the core of his interest toward the end of 
his career. His essay “From Istanbul to Philadelphia” is a retelling of 
the founding of the United States around the ideas that would shape 
the urbanization of the nation. The positive tenor of the essay—in 
tone, reminiscent of old Whiggish interpretations of American ex-
ceptionalism—comes not from Zane’s dismissal of inequality, racism, 
and the other forces that fractured the American experience but rath-
er from his belief that at its founding the United States established a 
culture of participatory politics (civic nationalism) that would be nec-
essary for the creation of a “more perfect union.” From that founding 
era, the actions of individuals—informed and circumscribed by dom-
inant modes of thinking certainly but not merely the result of faceless 
social forces (racism, capitalism, individualism)—have driven posi-
tive change across two centuries. This is empowering history, empow-
ering both the subjects of the narrative and the readers. It moves us 
beyond the chaos, crisis, and conflict that dominate today’s urban 
historiography. A half decade into the era of postfactual politics cata-
lyzed by Trumpism, Zane’s faith in empathy and civility may seem  
quaint to many readers, but his reading of urban history reminds us 
that these traits have always been present, and they have indeed shaped 
our cities at least as much as have conflict and crisis.

This collection also contains two essays of urban history that mod-
el and explain how Zane’s influence continues to affect practitioners. 
Robert Fairbanks, professor of history at the University of Texas at Ar-
lington, presses Zane’s theory on taxonomies of social reality. He follows 
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Zane’s example of studying smaller, understudied cities as a means of 
learning something new about urban America. Here Fairbanks de-
scribes post–World War II suburbanization and the creation of a new 
type of suburban city. His two case studies—Mesa, Arizona, and Ar-
lington, Texas—rapidly climbed the list of largest American cities not 
because automobiles or federal policy demanded that they spring to 
life but because an increasing number of Americans thought subur-
ban-style, isolated communities were the new urban ideal. These in-
dividual actors, following a common ethos of the day, had little sense 
of civic obligation. Their suburban cities would be built by and for 
individuals who thought of themselves as apart from and irrespon-
sible for the problems of older, sometimes nearby cities.

In her contribution to this volume, Patricia Mooney-Melvin, of 
Loyola University Chicago’s History Department, who like Fairbanks 
completed her dissertation working with Zane at the University of Cin-
cinnati, reminds us of Zane’s own sense of civic responsibility. In de-
scribing how ethnic communities staked a claim to the built environ-
ment of Chicago through the creation and installation of celebratory 
statues, she emphasizes the tolerance necessary for the development 
of cosmopolitanism in American cities and the diversity at the core 
of urban vitality. At the same time, Mooney-Melvin describes how 
Zane gave her the tools she needed to interpret the actors in her work, 
allowing her to create a deeper history of urban statuary in which the 
actors were not just celebrating their ethnic identity but claiming a 
place in the broader society. Perhaps ironically, then, the installation 
of ethnic statuary cemented a civic unity, a unity that affirms the di-
versity of contributions to it.

The durability of the statuary—literal embodiments of ideas in 
urban space—poses interesting challenges to scholars, given the chang-
ing interpretations of their purpose. Indeed, new modes of thought, 
ushered in by new realities, call into question the seeming permanence 
of these monuments. Today, these pleas for inclusion might be read 
as assertions of separateness, physical representations of the conflicts 
that ran through urban America. Of course, current debates about 
Confederate statuary remind us that meaning can also persist into 
new eras of thinking. Rebel soldiers placed to honor the sacrifice 
made in defense of white supremacy still remind us of the Jim Crow 
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era’s reestablishment of a racist regime and the imperfect dismantling 
of this regime in the decades since the civil rights movement began.

Finally, Mooney-Melvin makes the case for Zane’s early contribu-
tions to the analysis of urban space as a container of ideas. Indeed, in 
this way Zane’s work has influenced my own thinking about how to 
write and teach urban history. In one formative year, I studied with 
Zane and his many students at the University of Cincinnati, taking a 
seminar he boldly called Frontiers of Urban Research. If Zane had his 
way, all of us in that class would be urbanists; all of us would feel em-
powered to write books about cities. Much more than the specific 
ideas he imparted, Zane gave me and his other students a philosophy 
of how to work. We were engaged in a community project. Zane showed 
us how to improve our work by improving our community of scholars.
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