
PREFACE: A CITY IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

The Boston we love is a city that takes care of each other, where hard work 

meets big dreams with grit and resilience. But for too many, it's been impossible 

to dream when you're fighting to hold on. Fighting to afford to stay. Fighting for 

our kids. Fighting a system that wasn't built for us, doesn't speak our languages, 

doesn't hear our voices. (Michelle Wu, as a candidate for mayor) 

On November 2, 2021, Boston achieved a transformative moment, electing 
the first woman and person of color as mayor in its two-hundred-year 
history. Forty-six White men had led Boston since it was incorporated in 
1822. Most were called "Yankees" or were of Irish descent. Before incor­
poration, Boston was led by many White selectmen since being settled 
in 1630.1 In 2021, Boston voters elected Michelle Wu as mayor. She won a 
decisive and historic victory on a progressive platform promising to bring 
the benefits of growth to Boston's long-forgotten residents and respond to 
climate change, lack of affordable housing, inequality, transportation, and 
racism. Her platform would build considerably upon the unfinished busi­
ness initiated forty years earlier by progressive mayor Ray Flynn. 

Harken back to the final mayoral election in 1983 between two progres­
sive candidates: Mel King of the South End, the first African American to 
reach the final election, and Ray Flynn of South Boston. When the 201,000 

ballots were counted, 70 percent of the electorate, the largest turnout since 
1949, voted for a new direction in Boston. The downtown power brokers 
were defeated, leading to decisive changes in the political structure. Flynn 
was elected Boston's fifty-second mayor in 1983 and would go on to lead the 
city for nearly a decade. This book is about the inspiring journey to trans­
form Boston under Flynn into a progressive city where its poor and work­
ing-class residents would have a fair shot in a rapidly changing economy. 

Boston has a well-deserved reputation for racial and ethnic hostility 
and inequality. This book is drawn from many of the stories of Bostonians 
who helped change the story and the city's unlikely champion who led the 








