Chapter One

The 1920s

One day in the early 1920s, William B. “Bill” Clark studied a plot of land his father, Dr. John C. Clark, owned on Mitchell Road in the Lincoln Heights Subdivision with an eye to develop residential lots for two houses for the market. His first such house, built in 1924, sold for about $2,000. He would keep photos of his very first residential developments on his office walls for most of his work life, reminding him of his early days. His were some of the 2,400 housing units built that year, the peak year of such activity for the decade.

“Immediately after graduating from high school, I went into the home building business as an individual building very small homes in south Memphis, which at that time sold for $3,000 to $5,000,” he told a woman’s civic group during a speech in 1975. He continued this work and also developed some houses on Forrester and some apartment buildings on North Maury.  A need for single-family homes in the 1920s was evident in the fact that some 71% of Memphians lived in rental units in the early 1920s, according to Robert A. Sigafoos in his book, Cotton Row to Beale Street, written in 1979.

Little did Mr. Clark know at that time that this humble first venture would serve as the spark that would start a chain of developments over the decades. These successive ventures would later turn this teenager of 19 in the early 1920s into a leader in the development industry,at the helm of some of Memphis’ most progressive and far-sighted developments.

“My father owned the land on Mitchell Road and he interested me in going down and developing it,” Mr. Clark recounted in The Commercial Appeal during the 1960s. “I liked it and I’ve been doing it ever since.” Granted, his first foray was relatively modest, but he learned lessons all along the way that honed his planning acumen for future challenges and opportunities. Few of his childhood friends would have imagined Bill Clark would be the one to put Memphis’ first office tower outside downtown on the map. Little did anyone know that one day he would become one of the early recipients of the coveted Lambda Alpha Award for excellence in land use and office development, accorded by the Mid America chapter of the real estate organization.

Mayor Rowlett Paine’s administration at this time spurred the city’s interest in city planning, and downtown began to experience a bit of a building boom. The streetcar system was a chief contributor of the early growth rings for Memphis with downtown as the main connecting point, the heart that tied the city together. Downtown was the unparalleled nexus of retail, hotels, entertainment, the court system, and business in general. It was for a long time to be the home of magnet retail establishments like Woolworth’s, Kress, Lowensteins, Gerber’s, Goldsmiths and Brys. The widespread introduction of the automobile pushed that envelope out further, though, with auto registrations increasing from 19,000 in 1920 to 42,000 in 1925. Enough development was occurring that Memphis introduced its first zoning laws around 1920 to 1922, serving as a byproduct to protect property values. Mayor Paine established the City Planning Commission with Wassell Randolph as chairman. Members included architect Walk C. Jones and Realtor Edward LeMaster. The commission was given powers that no other body had yet held in regulating how the city’s land would be used, according to Sigafoos. In 1922, Harland Bartholomew was recruited to begin work on the city’s comprehensive plan. His team’s work produced A Comprehensive City Plan in 1924.

Bartholomew made major recommendations to increase traffic circulation which improved access from one section of the city to another. Clark enjoyed the business and the budding trend and went on to develop property in many neighborhoods later on, including the Wooddale, Greenway Gardens and Hillddale subdivisions in the early years.

About this time, the Memphis riverfront was inundated by flood waters with the Mississippi Valley Flood of 1927, a time when the levee system was not a force to contend with the rising waters of this major artery. It marked the greatest flood on record on the Mississippi River to that point. Physically, Memphis itself wasn’t impinged, but it became a headquarters for relief operations in the Mid-South, as it would again serve 10 years later with a similar flood situation. The city of some 250,000 citizens and 286 businesses would show it was a survivor indeed. It was a city which had experienced the Yellow Fever Epidemics of the turn of the century and had sent its sons to the battlefronts in the Great War of the teens. Yet one of its greatest economic challenges would confront both the city and the nation some three years hence.

 Mr. Clark received his degree from Southern Law College. “I learned pretty soon that I needed more education,” he recounted in a 1989 Commercial Appeal article. “I attended law school at night.” He passed the Tennessee Bar Exam in 1928 and then resumed his budding development and construction business in this city, which was then associated mainly as a cotton and hardwood market with a good deal of business in the warehousing and transport of bulk commodities. “No, I never practiced (law), but it helped me from a general education standpoint. It taught me how to find a good lawyer when I needed one.”

That was the same year he formed a partnership with Sam Ettinhoff to be called Clark & Ettinhoff. They purchased some raw land and developed several lots on North Barksdale, north of Vollentine and built some 20 houses there. 

This was the decade of the erection of The Peabody and the Sterick Building downtown. Major employers during this decade included Memphis Packing Co. (later Armour), E.L Bruce Hardwood Flooring, Fisher Body Works, Buckeye, Piggly Wiggly and Federal Compress. Sears Roebuck & Co. opened its mammoth retail and catalog store in the Crosstown area in 1927. A couple of years later the city completed its municipal airport. Nationwide, this was the era of the popular emergence of Charles Lindberg, Babe Ruth, Al Jolson and William Faulkner. 

The city saw the decade close with a population of a quarter of a million inhabitants, considered a huge jump from the 162,350 that started out the 1920s. Other factors were afoot, however, as it was to face a diminutive force, with the rest of the nation as the U.S. entered the Great Depression on the heels of the Wall Street Crash of 1929. As most of the 25,000 homeowners entered the 1930s, they were just trying to ride out some very hard waves of the ailing economy. 

The Great Depression served as a catalyst in dissolving the partnership some five years later. “During the Depression, there was absolutely no building of any character that went on in the city of Memphis,” he recalled to the ladies’ group. “We were fortunate enough to pay all of our debts, including the bank; however, we were left with the second mortgage notes on some 20 odd houses, amounting to some $125,000 to $130,000 between us, which were absolutely valueless. You cannot imagine the business conditions relative to the real estate business, which took place during that period. While we had paid off all current creditors, at that time, we personally signed the first mortgages that went on these houses and they were daily being foreclosed, including the apartments which we had built on Maury.”

The decade was not a washout by any means in terms of adorning the city with enduring construction. Memphis would chalk up 10,700 single-family home starts, not necessarily a robust number, though a grouping that included various high-profile neighborhoods such as the Parkway neighborhoods, Hein Park near Rhodes College (then Southwestern at Memphis which had moved there in the 1920s), and the start of Chicasaw Gardens. The subdivision around Galloway Golf Course near Poplar and Highland also was developed at this time as a venture of H. W. Brennan. One hundred and twenty acres of the original 256-acre tract was set aside as a golf course, an attractive course that was enhanced substantially as recently as 2002. Houses fronting the golf course went for a hefty $10,000 in 1923, just a shadow of what they bring today. Clearly, a standard had been set. Still, Shelby County remained as much of a rural scene as an urban or suburban one with some 287,000 acres still being farmed in the county as the 1930s dawned.

