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in this country and globally
forever.”

Mitchell made stops in
South Miami, downtown
Miami and Miami Gardens
as part of a national assess-
ment he’s doing of local
dance communities. During
the intro at Krop, one stu-
dent whispers to another,
“It’s really him.”

The Arthur Mitchell. A
ballet superstar.

George Balanchine, co-
founder and choreographer
for New York City Ballet,
created Agon for him. And
after the death of Martin
Luther King Jr., Mitchell
formed the Dance Theatre
of Harlem, an African-
American classical ballet
company, in a race-divided
America.

After a few more minutes
of introductions, Mitchell
grabs his black cane and
stands up. He’s here to
teach.

“Let’s start by facing the
barre in first position,” he

D ance icon Arthur
Mitchell is sitting
in the dance stu-
dio at Dr. Michael

Krop Senior High School in
Northeast Miami-Dade.
He’s 81 years old. And even
seated, he has the presence
of a dancer. Head high.
Chest out. Back straight. 

Ruth Wiesen, director of
the Thomas Armour Youth
Ballet, is reading excerpts
of his lengthy biography to
about two dozen students.
Wiesen, who helped orga-
nize Mitchell’s trip to Mia-
mi, tells the students that
he was the first black prin-
cipal dancer with the New
York City Ballet in 1955.

“This was historic in
pre-civil rights America,
and he set the stage for
many firsts,” she tells them.
“He actually went on to
change the future of dance

says. Like a true New York-
er, he’s wearing all black.
“Just do demi-plié and
straight. Demi-plié and
demi toe.”

Former Dance Theatre of
Harlem dancer Paunika
Jones is demonstrating the
movements.

Mitchell’s style is no-
nonsense, old-school and
blunt. In the middle of a
tendu exercise, he gets
frustrated and pounds his
black cane into the wood
floor. The dancers are mov-
ing, he says, but they’re not
present.

“You’ re going into a
catatonic state like you’re
not thinking. Think,” he
says. “You’re just staring
like this — zombies in Mia-
mi. Here we go! Five, six,
seven, eight.”

Bernadette Pierre, the
dance teacher at Krop, is
following Mitchell’s every

move from a corner where
she’s recording with her
Ipad. She says she’s con-
stantly evoking Mitchell’s
name when she encourages
her dancers to consider
classical ballet as a profes-
sion.

“I have a couple of kids
that really love to do ballet,
but they always ask me that
one question, ‘Do you really
think I’m going to make
it?’ ”

She says many of her
students are hesitant to
consider ballet even though
they excel at it, because

they don’t see themselves
represented in classical
ballet companies. Many of
the larger ballet companies
still look as they did when
Mitchell joined the New
York City Ballet in 1955. 

Pierre says her students
quiz her, “How many black
dancers or how many His-
panic dancers do you see in
the classical world?” she
says.

And while she can point
to a few ballerinas with
brown or dark brown skin
like her students, she con-
cedes there aren’t many.
Her students go for modern
dance companies or com-
mercial dance opportunities
instead.

At the end of class, the
dancers form a cluster
around Mitchell, who opens
up about his personal expe-
rience as a black man in
ballet.

“I went to auditions,” he
says. “They wouldn’t ac-
cept me because they
weren’t accepting any
black dancers.”

He tells the students not
to let the color of their skin
or anyone’s shortsighted-
ness stop them from pursu-
ing their dream of dance.

“You’re working to be
the best,” he says. “Well,
I’m black. So what? Black
is beautiful. They keep
saying that over and over
again.”

He adds: “I’m black. I’m
a pretty black.”

The dancers are relaxed
as they listen to Mitchell
speak. Some are leaning or
slightly slouched over. For
a moment he stops talking
and surveys the room. He
bangs his cane several
times on the floor.

“Sit up. Up more. More.
From the base of the
spine,”

Satisfied the dancers are
present, he picks up where
he left off.

“Don’t let anyone dis-
courage you,” he says.

During his time as a
dancer with the New York
City Ballet, he says, some
of the parents of the white
female dancers objected to
him joining the company.
They didn’t want their
daughters dancing with a
black man.

Balanchine told those
parents that if they didn’t
like it, they were free to
take their daughters out of
the company.

Mitchell says he always
shares his personal story
with students to show that
while there is still a color
barrier to break through in
classical ballet, they
shouldn’t let those barriers
stop them.

He advised students
trying to join an all-white
troupe to internalize this
mantra:

“I will be the first.”

NADEGE GREEN WLRN/Herald News

Iconic dance figure Arthur Mitchell was recently in Miami to assess the local dance scene.
He spent time at Dr. Michael Krop High School teaching a master class to students.

Dance legend
Arthur Mitchell
tours Miami’s
dance
community
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Master dancer Arthur Mitchell visits Miami-Dade high
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He was the New York City Ballet’s first black principal
dancer
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Mitchell teaches a dances class with a stern hand
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‘‘DON’T LET
ANYONE
DISCOURAGE YOU.
Arthur Mitchell

ARTS 

the collar and no tie, like almost everyone
else around him.

When I asked him for the secret of Sil-
icon Valley, he gave me a three-word
answer that was not at all what I expected.
“It’s the people,” he said. “The secret of
Silicon Valley has nothing to do with the
government, or economic incentives or
science and technology parks, which are a
useless waste of money. The secret is the
kind of people who concentrate here.”

I looked at him with a certain skepti-
cism, not really understanding what he
was trying to say. What’s the difference
between the people in Silicon Valley and
other parts of the United States, I asked
him. Wadhwa replied that Silicon Valley
has a peculiar agglomeration of creative
minds from around the world, attracted by
the climate of acceptance of ethnic, cultur-
al and even sexual diversity.

At least 53 percent of Silicon Valley
residents are foreigners, and many of
them are young engineers and scientists
from China, India, Mexico and other parts
of the world who find the area conducive
to developing their own ideas, Wadhwa
explained. “The California mentality, the
open mind and the worship of what is
‘different,’ has a lot to do with the success
of Silicon Valley,” he said. “The presence
of Stanford University, and its excellence
in research and development, no doubt
contributed to so many technology compa-

This is the first of three excerpts from
‘Innovate or Die,’ by Miami Herald col-
umnist Andres Oppenheimer. More excerpts
will be published on Tuesday and Thursday.
PALO ALTO, CALIFORNIA

T he first place I visited when I
started to write this book was
Silicon Valley in California, the
undisputed heart of global in-

novation and home to Google, Apple,
Facebook, eBay, Intel and thousands of
other high-tech companies. I wanted to
figure out the secret to Silicon Valley’s
success and learn what other countries can
do to follow in its footsteps. I had a thou-
sand questions in my head.

Why is there such an impressive concen-
tration of globally innovative enterprises
in that part of northern California, near
San Francisco? Has the U.S. government
designated this area as a center for tech-
nology development and does it provide
technology companies with enormous
benefits to settle there? Is it that the state
of California gives them tax breaks? Or are
technology companies attracted by de-
fense industry contracts or its proximity to
Stanford University, one of the world’s
best in science and technology research?

My first stop after renting a car at the
San Francisco airport was Singularity Uni-
versity, one of the key centers for the
study of technological innovation. I had an
appointment with Vivek Wadhwa, a vice
president for innovation and research at
Singularity, a professor at Duke and Emo-
ry and an innovation guru who writes
regularly for The Wall Street Journal and
The Washington Post. Wadhwa re-
ceived me cordially and led me to
a small conference room
where we could talk
quietly. He was mid-
dle-aged, wearing a
white shirt open at

nies coming here.”
“But the No. 1 factor is the people,”

Wadhwa insisted. “You can see it for your-
self. Take a walk on Castro Street, the
main street of Mountain View, and you
will see what I’m telling you with your
own eyes. The cafes are full of young peo-
ple with their laptops, totally immersed in
their startup projects, going from table to
table to figure out how to fix software
problems even if they don’t know each
other. All these young people want to be
the next Mark Zuckerberg.”

After our chat, we went to Mountain
View, a small city a five-minute drive from
Singularity University, to see for ourselves
what Wadhwa was talking about. Along
Castro Street, the main street, there were
Chinese, Indian, Vietnamese and Mexican
restaurants, together with acupuncture
clinics, macrobiotic food markets and an
unusual number of bookstores. Nearly all
the tables at the nearby Olympus Cafe
were taken up by youths with long hair,
ponytails or shaved heads. Just as Wadhwa
had told me, they were hunched over their
laptops, many of them using earphones,
totally focused on God-knows-what soft-
ware they were trying to develop. But the
most significant image was the racial
hotchpotch: At nearly all the tables, young
people from the United States, China,
India, Latin America and other countries
sat together. And on the streets, nearly all
the couples were mixed: Americans with
Chinese, Indians with Mexicans, Chinese
with Indians, etc. The diversity in eth-
nicity, culture and relationships that
Wadhwa had talked about was visible
everywhere, and much more so than in
other multicultural cities like New York or
Boston.

The experience of Silicon Valley and
the most recent research on innova-
tion show that the concentration of
creative minds is by far the principal
driver of collective creativity, even

more important than tax incentives, ven-
ture capital or the economic environment.

One of the first to call attention to this
fact was University of Toronto economist
Richard Florida. As Florida himself told
me over several interviews, in the future
companies will not attract creative minds
but rather the other way around — concen-
trations of creative minds will attract com-
panies. The idea that creativity is linked to
individual genius is a big myth. The truth
is that creativity is a social process. Our
greatest achievements come from people
from whom we learn, from our compet-
itors and from our collaborators.

And cities are real centers of creativity.
It was always that way. The Athens of the
classics, the Florence of the Renaissance,
the Vienna and Paris of the late 19th Cen-
tury, New York after World War II, all
experienced an incredible flowering of
genius in several fields, in large measure
because of their condition as cities.

Florida reached these conclusions when
he was a visiting professor at Harvard.
One day, he read a report in The Boston
Globe newspaper that caught his attention.
The story said that the Lycos company had
decided to move from Pittsburgh to Bos-
ton. Florida, who until then had lived in
Pittsburgh and taught economics at Carne-
gie Mellon University, was dumbstruck.
Lycos was the pride of Carnegie Mellon.
The Internet company had been founded
by Carnegie Mellon professors and re-
ceived many economic incentives from the
city of Pittsburgh. Why had Lycos decided
to move to Boston?

The professor began to research the
issue. When he returned to Pittsburgh, he
asked his students if they planned to stay
in Pittsburgh after graduation. “None of
the students raised their hands,” Florida
said. “And when I asked where they want-
ed to live, their answers were the same. ‘I
want to live someplace that has energy,’ or
‘I want to live in a vibrant place’ or ‘I want
to live in a place with a good vibe.’ ”

Florida began to study the movement of
cutting-edge companies and discovered the
Lycos case was not unique. Companies were
migrating to places with creative minds.
“Lycos had moved to Boston for only one
reason: to have access to a permanent
source of innovative people, not only on its
technology side but also for its marketing,
business development and other functions.
Those people were in Boston,” he said.

And where do creative people gather?,
Florida asked himself. The answer he
found is that innovative people don’t al-
ways gather around the best universities or
the biggest companies. He concluded that
innovators tend to gather in places that
allow them to work “outside the rules of
traditional corporations, outside the bu-
reaucracy, in those spaces where they can
control the means of production and
which offer them venture capital that is
capital and not just debt.” In the following
years, Florida told me in an interview, he
found several promising places in Latin
America, and in U.S. cities such as Miami.

‘Innovate or Die’ is available on Amazon,
Kindle and iTunes.

What’s behind
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It’s the people
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Excerpts from Andres Oppenheimer’s new
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