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Origins of the South Memphis Renaissance 
Collaborative (SMRC)  
 
 In the summer of 2008, Reverend Kenneth S. Robinson M.D., Pastor of 
the St. Andrew African Methodist Episcopal Church, invited representatives of 
The Works Community Development Corporation Inc., Self-Tucker Architects, 
the Memphis Regional Design Center, the Consilience Group, and the University 
of Memphis to become part of the participate in South Memphis Renaissance 
Collaborative (SMRC). With support from the Hyde Family Foundations, the 
encouragement of the City of Memphis Housing and Community Development 
Department, and the Memphis/Shelby Division of Planning and Development. 
SMRCôs focus is to assist St. Andrew in designing and implementing innovative 
economic and community development projects to strengthen the health and 
vitality of the area located west of Interstate 240, north of Person Avenue, east of 
Lauderdale Avenue, and south of Trigg Avenue. 

 

                              
 
SMRC is committed to achieving the following objectives: 
 

1) To assist St. Andrew A.M.E. Church in enlarging its campus to 
accommodate the expansion of both the Ernestine Rivers Childcare 
Center and the Circles of Success Learning Academy; 

2) To encourage the development of new neighborhood-oriented retail 
businesses that will expand employment and entrepreneurship 
opportunities for local residents while improving the availability of high 
quality consumer goods and services within the community; 

3) To identify and nurture a new generation of civic leaders capable of 
providing effective direction and stewardship for the neighborhoodôs 
ongoing revitalization efforts. 
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In an effort to assist the SMRC in achieving these objectives, a team of 
faculty and students from University of Memphis initiated a highly participatory 
neighborhood planning process designed to bring about a more vibrant, just, and 
sustainable South Memphis. 

 

Getting Started 
 
 In the fall of 2008, more than 75 anthropology, architecture, city and 
regional planning, and engineering students and faculty from The University of 
Memphis worked with SMRCôs leaders to investigate the historical evolution of 
South Memphis. They inventoried existing physical conditions, gathered local 
residentsô and leadersô opinions regarding the community and its future, and 
documented and evaluated the extensive network of educational, health, and 
social services currently being offered to the community by St. Andrew and other 
educational, social service, and faith-based organizations in the area.  
 
 Working under the supervision of Reverend Kenneth S. Robinson, SMRC 
Chairman, and Professors Katherine Lambert Pennington and Kenneth M. 
Reardon of The University of Memphis, the students completed the following 
research, planning, and design activities during the fall of 2008: 
 

1) An examination of the historical origins and socio-economic and physical 
evolution of South Memphis; 

2) Development of a detailed population and housing profile of the 
community using 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census data; 

3) A visual analysis of the communityôs street layout, building architecture, 
and urban design characteristics and cultural resources; 

4) An assessment of the current land uses, building conditions, and site 
maintenance levels for the 2,000 building parcels located within the study 
area; 

5) Face-to-face interviews with two dozen St. Andrew leaders and staff and 
one dozen community leaders regarding existing physical and social 
conditions and their hopes and aspirations regarding future development 
and programs; 

6) Alternative designs for a childcare facility, community/cultural center, 
senior housing complex, and mixed-use building corridor along Mississippi 
Boulevard accommodating retail stores, commercial offices, and 
residential housing; and 

7) A preliminary analysis of the safety and aesthetic quality of the primary 
routes taken by area children to and from local schools. 
 

Recognizing the need for a broader array of voices and participation in any 
economic and community redevelopment activities in the SMRC area, and in 
keeping with the St. Andrew and the SMRC became the catalyzing agent of 
South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan Project. 
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South Memphis Revitalization Research and 
Planning Activities 

 
In the spring of 2009 approximately 40 anthropology, architecture, city and 

regional planning, and public health students collected additional information 
regarding South Memphis and its people. This information was used by local 
residents, business owners, institutional leaders, and elected and appointed 
officials to create this seven-year revitalization plan which is designed to enable 
current and future South Memphis residents to realize their most ambitious 
hopes and dreams for themselves, their families and their community. Among the 
additional research activities carried out in the spring of 2009 were: 
 

1) Organization and convening of a South Memphis Revitalization Action 
Plan Project Advisory Committee, as well as facilitation of ongoing 
meetings. 

2) Face-to-face interviews with an additional 35 local civic leaders regarding 
their perceptions of the community and its future; 

3) In-depth interviews with 174 residents, using an 11-page survey 
instrument, to elicit their perceptions of current physical and social 
conditions and future development opportunities; 

4) Organization and facilitation of a day-long Neighborhood Summit involving 
more than 50 local residents, leaders, business persons and officials 
which focused on the development of an overall vision statement and 
specific community development goals to guide the communityôs future 
development; 

5) Best practices research to identify innovative policies, programs, and 
projects from across the country that can assist local residents in 
achieving their specific neighborhood improvement goals in the areas of: 
environmental protection, economic development, job generation, 
affordable housing, youth empowerment, public safety, municipal services, 
transportation alternatives, urban design, energy conservation; health 
services, and education initiatives. 

6) Organization and convening of a series of public meetings to provide local 
stakeholders with an opportunity to review, amend, and adopt a 
preliminary draft of the SoMe Revitalization Action Plan. 
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The Overall Structure of the SoMe Revitalization 
Action Plan 
 
 Part I of the SoMe Revitalization Action Plan (SoMe RAP) provides a brief 
introduction to the history of South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative, 
including its origins, evolution, and major research and planning activities. It also 
provides a brief description of the historical development of South Memphis. 
 
 Part II of the Plan presents a detailed profile of the community. Included in 
this section are: a physical description of the study area, a summary of recent 
population and housing trends, an analysis of the South Memphis retail market, 
and an overview of South Memphis residentsô and leadersô perceptions of current 
community conditions and preferred future development opportunities. 
 
 Part III of the Plan presents a comprehensive redevelopment action plan 
created by local residents and leaders to guide the future growth of this important 
area of our city. This section of the plan presents an overall vision statement 
describing the kind of community local residents and stakeholders would like to 
see South Memphis become during the coming seven years. This section offers 
eight specific development objectives that residents view as critical to achieving 
their future vision for the community.  
 
 Part IV of the Plan outlines detailed strategies for achieving each of the 
eight community development objectives described in Part III. Each strategy 
features a set of immediate, intermediate, and long-term improvement projects 
designed to improve specific aspects of South Memphis. Short-Term Projects are 
to be implemented during Years I and II of the plan, Intermediate-Term Projects 
are to be carried out during Years III and IV of the plan, and Long-Term Projects 
are to be carried out during Years V, VI, and VII of the plan. 

 
A Brief History of South Memphis 
 
 Until the middle of the 19th Century, the area currently comprising South 
Memphis was dominated by small-scale vegetable and dairy farms that served 
the City of Memphisô rapidly expanding urban population. This situation changed 
dramatically in the 1870s and 1880s as Memphis developed into a major railroad 
hub with depots and warehouses built on the cityôs south side, which created the 
need for additional worker housing. In the second half of the 19th Century, South 
Memphis was incorporated as the regionôs first industrial suburb that was home 
to a growing number of manufacturing and warehousing facilities as well as a mix 
of working and middle class housing for individuals laboring in these industries. 
 
 At the end of the 19th Century, Cornelius Clancyôs family farm was located 
at the edge of what was then South Memphis.  His Victorian Homestead, which 
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still stands at 911 Kerr, currently houses The Works Community Development 
Corporation.  Aware of the need to provide additional housing for the areaôs 
rapidly expanding industrial workforce and inspired by the City Beautiful 
Movement that was gaining popularity throughout the nation, Clancy, an engineer 
by training, sub-divided his family farm, creating building lots along a series of 
curvilinear streets that followed the areaôs naturally rolling topography. Shortly 
thereafter, the City of Memphis annexed South Memphis, connecting this newly 
developed residential area to the remainder of the city and region by means of a 
circumferential parkway system designed by the nationally acclaimed landscape 
architect George Kessler which was completed in 1909. 
 
 In the 1910s and 1920s, the majority of Clancyôs South Memphis building 
lots were developed with smaller Craftsman bungalows of varying architectural 
styles, a lesser number of small apartment buildings, and a series of commercial 
centers located at major intersections along South Parkway East. With the 
construction of a Ford assembly plant and several other large-scale 
manufacturing and warehouse facilities along the rail lines located just south and 
north of the community, South Memphis evolved into one of the cityôs most stable 
and desirable working and middle class white ethnic communities. In the late  
1930s and early 1940s, World War II-related manufacturing activity produced a 
vibrant residential housing market and neighborhood-oriented retail sector in 
South Memphis. 
 
 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, South Memphis burst onto the national 
cultural scene when Jim Steward and Estelle Axton created the STAX Records 
label. The extraordinary pool of talented Gospel, Rhythm and Blues, Country, 
Jazz, and Rock and Roll artists present within the neighborhood and city 
established STAX as the leading producer of the Memphis Sound, challenging 
Berry Gordyôs Detroit-based Motown label for national dominance during the pre-
Beatles (British Invasion) period of Rock and Roll. Among the talent produced by 
STAX were Aretha Franklin, Otis Redding, Booker T. and the MGs, the Staples 
Singers, Sam and Dave, The Bar-Kays, Rufus Thomas, Carla Thomas, and 
Isaac Hayes. While the STAX Records label ceased production in the mid-1970s 
ï the victim of an ill-conceived corporate merger and changing musical tastes, 
the Soulsville Foundation was established in 2002 to preserve and celebrate the 
Memphis Sound made famous by STAX. Recently, the Foundation created the 
highly regarded STAX Music Academy, an after-school program and a charter 
high school, to introduce Memphis youth to the cityôs rich musical history.  
 
 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, a combination of powerful economic 
and social forces combined to undermine the stability of many of the cityôs older 
residential neighborhoods, including South Memphis. The collapse of the nationôs 
cotton industry in the face of cheaply produced overseas synthetics dealt a 
devastating blow to the cityôs working-class neighborhoods, whose residents 
were employed in this critical sector of the regional economy. The growth of the 
interstate highway system prompted many manufacturing and warehousing firms 
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to relocate to ñgreenfieldò locations outside of the city where they could build 
more efficient single-story production facilities, enjoy lower property taxes and 
benefit from better access to the regionôs rapidly expanding interstate highway 
system. The nationôs dramatic shift from railroad to truck transportation further 
reduced employment for local residents working in the cityôs once-thriving 
railroad and warehouse sectors. Federal mortgage assistance for World War II 
Veterans eager to purchase homes was unfortunately restricted to new homes 
typically constructed beyond the city limits. Finally, the mechanization of 
Southern agriculture displaced millions of African American farm workers and 
tenant farmers who migrated to the central cities of the South and North, 
including Memphis, in search of living wage jobs, prompting many white families, 
who had grown up under the segregationist ideology and practices of the Jim 
Crow era, to flee to the suburbs.  
 
 This process of ñwhite flightò was further encouraged by the block-busting 
activities of unscrupulous realtors, who convinced many working-class white 
families to sell their homes at deep discounts, and re-selling these properties at 
stiff mark-ups to African American families seeking the stability, safety, status, 
and superior municipal services perceived to be available within majority white 
neighborhoods. The reluctance of many financial institutions to lend to families 
moving into what was rapidly becoming a racially integrated neighborhood, given 
their perceptions of the higher risk associated with such loans, further 
accelerated the decline of South Memphis, an area that had long been viewed as 
one of the cityôs most desirable neighborhoods. The departure of white families 
from South Memphis and other areas of the city was also fueled by court-
mandated school integration achieved, in part, through redistricting and busing 
which many white families in Memphis found objectionable. White flight was 
further exacerbated by block-busting tactics pursued by some unscrupulous real 
estate firms and red-lining by many area lenders. 
 
 By the mid-1960s, these processes had served to destabilize significant 
parts of South Memphis. The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. on the 
balcony of the nearby Lorraine Hotel in 1968 as he waited to go to dinner at the 
home of the South Memphis pastor, Reverend Billy Kyles, caused shock waves 
throughout the city, prompting large numbers of Memphisô remaining white 
population to flee to the suburbs in fear of urban riots. As the 1970s approached, 
South Memphisô rapidly expanding African American population began to 
experience serious employment challenges as the regionôs cotton-related, 
railroad transportation, industrial manufacturing, and retail sectors continued to 
experience significant declines. The quality of life within South Memphis was 
further compromised in the 1980s and 1990s by the Cityôs escalating financial 
problems, which resulted in significant spending cuts for core municipal services 
including education.  
 

The Cityôs financial problems were further intensified during this period by 
reductions in Federal spending for domestic social programs, intergovernmental 



 

South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan (SoMe RAP)                Page 8 
 

aid to counties and cities, and the ongoing transfer of responsibility for critical 
urban programs to state and local governments. This ongoing process of 
devolution, along with the Federal governmentôs increasing tendency to enact 
unfunded mandates, has placed enormous pressure on the Cityôs budget. This, 
in turn, has limited the cityôs ability to respond to the critical economic and 
community development challenges confronting its older residential 
neighborhoods, including South Memphis. The human impacts of these 
processes were highlighted in the 1980s and 1990s by artists representing South 
Memphisô vibrant hip-hop scene, including Three 6 Mafia, Gangsta Boo, and 
Crunchy Black, who spoke in eloquent, if not always civic terms, about the 
challenges of living in South Memphis. 
 
 Despite the many problems confronting South Memphis, the vast majority 
of its current residents, business owners, and civic leaders display great pride in 
the community, a high level of optimism regarding its future, and a strong 
commitment to working with their neighbors to revitalize the area. In recent years, 
they have worked with city, county, state, and Federal officials, philanthropic 
foundations, and private donors to: 
 

¶ Establish The Works Inc. Community Development Corporation that has 
successfully rehabilitated nearly 80 units of housing and built an additional 
40 units of quality new housing. 

¶ Create the Soulsville Foundation that has established the STAX Museum 
dedicated to celebrating the Memphis Sound; the STAX Music Academy 
to cultivate the next generation of inspired Memphis composers, 
musicians, singers, and producers; and the STAX Charter School to 
increase the number of South Memphis youth going to college. 

¶ Replace more than 400 units of badly deteriorated public housing with a 
mix of beautifully designed and well maintained affordable and market rate 
housing through the Hope VI funded College Park. 

¶ Develop three highly acclaimed charter schools serving the elementary, 
middle, and secondary school needs of South Memphis residents. 

¶ Stabilize LeMoyne Owen College, an important Historically Black College, 
which has educated many of the city and regionôs most accomplished 
African American civic, cultural, and business leaders. 

¶ Devise a highly effective faith-based approach to community organizing, 
planning, design, and development that is gaining increasing regional and 
national attention. 

 

Community Assets 
 
 Participants in the South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan Project seek 
to build upon the momentum created by these and other recently completed 
improvement projects to implement a comprehensive revitalization plan that will 
transform South Memphis into one of the regionôs premier residential 
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neighborhoods of choice. Participants in this planning process are committed to 
leveraging the following community assets to achieve this goal. 
 
George Kesslerôs ñCity Beautifulò Urban Designs 
 
 The South Memphis community is organized around a gently curving 
boulevard, called South Parkway East, which was designed by George Kessler, 
one of the iconic figures in early American landscape architecture and city 
planning. The roadôs generous width, ample right of ways, extended sidewalk 
system, street lighting, mature landscaping, and distinctive homes connect South 
Memphisô individual neighborhoods, provides these areas with easy access to 
the city and region, and gives the area one of its most attractive and 
distinguishing features. Memphisô city-wide parkway system, which was 
completed in 1909, is an outstanding example of the City Beautiful movement. 
Inspired by Charles Mulford Robinson, the movement used inspired urban design 
and public art to counterbalance the negative impact of rapid industrialization and 
urbanization of the 20th century. 
 
South Memphisô Bungalow Architecture 
 
 One of South Memphisô most distinctive and attractive features is its large 
collection of beautifully designed Craftsman Bungalows. The majority of these 
homes, which were built between 1910 and 1930, reflect various styles of 
bungalow architecture ï including English Tudor, California Mission, and Swiss 
Chalet designs. The Arts and Crafts movement was popularized in the United 
States by Gustav Stickley, who celebrated its commitment to affordable 
homeownership for working families, the use of local building materials, a high 
quality of architectural design, an emphasis on hand- rather than machine-made 
home furnishing, the integration of indoor and outdoor spaces, an open and 
flexible floor plan, and an emphasis on built-in furniture elements. The compact 
nature of these homes allows families with limited resources to maintain and 
enjoy these beautifully designed structures. Throughout the United States, Arts 
and Crafts communities have tended to remain more stable because of their 
design quality, level of workmanship, low-cost maintenance, and peoplesô 
affection for these homes and communities. 
 
The Local Faith-Based Community 
 
 Many different religious communities have chosen to build and maintain 
church homes in South Memphis. A significant number of these institutions have 
long histories of providing critically-needed social services and advocating social 
justice for the poor. Two of the communityôs most engaged religious 
congregations are St. Andrew AME Church, founded in 1865, and Monumental 
Baptist Church, established in 1948. St. Andrew, which is co-pastored by 
Reverend Kenneth S. Robinson M.D., and Reverend Marilyn S. Robinson, Ph.D., 
has an active membership of more than 1,700 members, and has initiated more 
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than thirty-five social ministries under their organizational umbrella - The Saint. 
Among St. Andrewôs most significant outreach programs are the Ernestine Rivers 
Childcare Center, the Circles of Success Learning Academic, The Works Inc. 
Community Development Corporation and the Family Life Center. These 
programs serve hundreds of Memphis residents each week and are consistently 
identified by local residents as vital community assets. 
 
 The Monumental Baptist Church, located at 704 South Parkway East, has 
played a pivotal role in the American Civil Rights Movement. Its long-time pastor, 
Reverend Samuel ñBillyò Kyles, was one of the first employees hired by the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference founded by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Following his work with Dr. King, Reverend Kyles returned to Memphis, where he 
organized church support for the efforts of Memphis garbage men to secure a 
living wage, basic benefits, and collective bargaining rights. It was Reverend 
Kyles who convinced Dr. King, over the objections of his senior advisors, to take 
out time from organizing the National Poor Peoplesô Campaign in the spring of 
1968 to come to Memphis to lead a non-violent march of strike supporters to 
secure justice for the cityôs long suffering garbage men. It was on the balcony of 
Memphisô Loraine Motel on April 4, 1968, that Dr. King was killed as he prepared 
to come to the Kylesô South Memphis home for dinner. Reverend Kyles and his 
congregation have continued to work towards Dr. Kingôs notion of the ñbeloved 
communityò by providing a wide range of human services, including adult literacy 
classes and substance abuse training, and supporting national and international 
human rights campaigns through their participation in Reverend Jesse Jacksonôs 
Operation PUSH. 
 
LeMoyne Owen College 
 
 LeMoyne Owen College was formed in 1968 when LeMoyne College, a 
historically black college, was merged with the predominantly white Owens 
Baptist Seminary. Drawing upon the strengths of two institutions with early roots 
in the Abolitionist Movement, the new college has, since its inception, been 
committed to being ñan exemplary historically black college providing excellent 
liberal arts education that transforms urban students, institutions, and 
communities.ò Shortly after the Collegeôs founding, its students and faculty 
played a critical role in supporting the successful efforts of Memphis garbage 
workers to achieve union recognition and collective bargaining rights. Many of 
Greater Memphisô most recognized African American educators, politicians, 
businessmen, clergy, and performers have attended LeMoyne Owen College. 
The LeMoyne Owen Community Development Corporation (LOCDC) has played 
a catalytic role in rehabilitating area housing, constructing new homes, nurturing 
start-up businesses, and training unemployed workers for new jobs. The LOCDC 
is currently in the process of completing a 42,000 square foot, mixed-use project 
on McLemore Avenue directly across from the STAX Museum. The soon-to-be-
completed Town Center Project will feature a full-service grocery store, drug 
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store, restaurant, city and county offices, a national call center serving Veterans 
and their families, as well as eight townhouse units. 
 
STAX and Soulsville 
 
 Few communities can claim as significant a place in popular culture in the 
United States as South Memphis. Musicians attracted to this community and the 
young people who grew up here helped create the Memphis Sound in Rock and 
Roll that was made famous by the STAX Record Label. Experienced as a bit 
more experimental and hard-driving than its Motown competitors, STAX artists 
such as Aretha Franklin, Otis Redding, Isaac Hayes, Sam and Dave, the Staples 
Singers, and David Porter dominated the R&B and Rock and Roll Top Ten charts 
throughout the 1960s and 1970s.  
 
 The STAX Records label sadly disappeared in the mid-1970s, when its 
catalog was purchased by an international multi-media corporation. However, the 
publicôs appreciation for the music and the artists who wrote and performed it 
never died. In 2002, a small group of STAX artists, long-time fans, area 
foundations executives, and local government officials came together to build the 
STAX Museum, Academy, and School to celebrate the contribution that the 
Memphis Sound has made to the global music scene. Each year, more than 
200,000 visitors spend time at the 50,000 square foot multi-media museum 
whose Board was chaired, until his untimely death last year, by the multi-
Grammy Award winning artist, Isaac Hayes. Currently, nearly 200 young people 
are preparing for college while developing their composition and performance 
skills at the STAX Academy of Music, which has emerged as one of the cityôs 
most successful after-school music and arts program. The Academy Charter 
School has developed into one of the stateôs most successful middle and high 
schools, achieving a 100% college admissions and attendance rate with this 
yearôs class. 
 
The Four-Way Grill and Restaurant 
 
 Unlike many older residential neighborhoods, South Memphis boasts a 
number of long-time minority businesses that are highly valued by local 
residents. On the top of this list is the Four-Way Grill and Restaurant that has 
served home-style Southern fare to area residents, visiting dignitaries, and 
touring performers since 1948. The current owner says, ñHaving a Meal at the 
Four-Way is like eating with kings ï Dr. Martin Luther King, B.B. King, Don King 
and the King of Rock and Roll (i.e. Elvis Presley),ò who always made time when 
visiting Memphis to enjoy a Southern cooked meal at this legendary local eatery. 
 
Local Schools 
 
 The Greater South Memphis area is also home to five public schools, 
several of which are housed in beautifully designed structures on spacious 
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campuses. Douglass Middle School and Lincoln High School hold a special place 
in the collective memory of many current South Memphis residents and their 
families. Teachers in these schools managed, notwithstanding many financial 
and social obstacles, to prepare many of the communityôs African American 
residents for college and successful careers as educators, social workers, 
ministers, elected officials, and business men and women in the pre-Brown vs. 
Board of Education period of segregated schools. While several of the 
neighborhoodôs current schools are currently underutilized, their physical plants, 
administrative and teaching staffs, and loyal alumni represent an important 
development resource for the community. 
 
Southside Park 
 
 South Memphis is fortunate to be served by a large-scale district park that 
occupies an entire city block near the center of the neighborhood. This city-
owned and operated facility offers a wide range of passive and active 
recreational resources, including sitting areas, walking paths, and basketball 
courts. The facility also has public restrooms, water fountains, well-lit walkways 
and public seating areas. While the park is intensively used by adults and older 
teens, other area residents, including the elderly, mothers, and younger children 
whom we interviewed, indicated that they did not feel welcomed and safe in 
Southside Park because of the frequent presence of adults who engage in 
alcohol consumption, illegal drug use, gambling, and fighting. Many of these 
individuals advocated a greater police presence and more organized 
programming by the city for youth of all ages to restore the park to its intended 
use. 
 
South Memphis African American Arts and Cultural Center 
 
The South Memphis African American Arts and Cultural Center is located just 
north of our study area on Bellevue Avenue. The Center offers children and 
young adults a wide range of African-inspired arts, crafts, music, and history 
classes. The Center is equipped with a dance floor, complete with a ballet bar; a 
music studio with in-house piano, organ, drums, and guitars; a painting and 
sculpture space; and a state-of-the-art computer lab with internet access. 
 
Local Social Service Providers 
 
South Memphis benefits from the services of a large number of outstanding 
human service organizations. Among these are the Tate Senior Citizen Center, 
the South Loop Health Clinic, The St. Andrew Community Life Center, and The 
Marcus Garvey Institute and Learning Academy. 
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Organized Citizenry 
 
South Memphis is one of the few areas within our region that benefits from the 
presence of a fully staffed community organization. For more than ten years, the 
South Memphis Alliance has served as an important catalyst for South Memphis 
residents and institutions wishing to organize around common concerns whether 
that is bank disinvestment, police protection, or recreational services. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan (SoMe RAP)                Page 14 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part II: South Memphis Community Profile 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan (SoMe RAP)                Page 15 
 

Physical Conditions 

Location and Boundaries 

The SMRC study area is bounded by Trigg Avenue to the north, Interstate 
240 to the east, Person Avenue to the south, and Lauderdale Street to the west.  
This area is approximately 0.6 square miles. 

 

Topography and Hydrology 

Topographic maps represent the height or elevation of the ground surface 
above sea level.  This information is used to determine surface drainage 
patterns, slope, and solar aspect.  The elevation in Shelby County ranges from 
sea level at the Mississippi River to 432 feet above sea level near the north, 
south, and easternmost edges of the county.  The Shelby County Elevation Map 
shows the lowest elevations in blue and the highest elevations in green.  The 
Shelby County Hydrology Map shows areas that are likely to flood in blue and 
other areas in green. 
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The SMRC study area is located near the top of the Fourth Chickasaw 
Bluff that borders the Mississippi River to the west.  This area is generally flat 
with gently rolling hills.  The lowest elevation in the study area is 258 feet above 
sea level where the disused railroad enters the study area in the south.  The 
elevation is highest in the northern portion of the study area.  The highest point is 
328 feet above sea level.  Average elevation is 300 feet above sea level.  There 
are no natural streams or other surface water bodies.  The area is not within any 
flood areas.  There maybe, however, isolated areas within the study area that 
drain poorly. 
 

 

 

Soils 

Three predominant soil types are present within the SMRC study area; 
these are the  Memphis, Adler, and Loring soils.  The Memphis-Adler-Loring soil 
type comprises 25% of Shelby County soils and extends very deep into the 
ground. These soils are well suited for a wide range of uses because they drain 
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easily and are fairly stable. Slopes are a concern on terraces and highland areas, 
where slopes exceed a 50 degree grade. 
  

 

Land Use  

Twelve teams of university students and community members conducted 
a survey of physical conditions within the SMRC study area during the fall of 
2008.  The teams determined land use and building and site characteristics for 
every parcel within the study area and those adjacent to the study area.  This 
section provides a preliminary analysis of what the teams observed. 
 

As shown on the following map, land use in the SMRC study area was 
primarily residential (yellow) with commercial (red) uses generally clustered at 
major intersections and along major roads.   A few mixed use properties (orange) 
also were seen (properties combining commercial and residential uses).   
Institutional uses (light blue) and parking lots (grey) were scattered throughout 
the neighborhood.  A small cluster of industrial uses (purple) was located in the 
southeastern section of the study area.  The MLGW Allen Water Pumping Station 
(dark blue) was located just south of the SMRC study area.  Open space 
includes parks, gardens, and yards associated with an adjacent property.  Vacant 
land is shown in white.  Land locked land has no access to a public street.  Very 
tiny parcels and alleys were classified as undevelopable. 
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The following table shows the number of parcels and total area in acres 
for each land use.  The area of the largest and smallest parcels for each land use 
is also shown.  The table shows that about three-quarters (76.1%) of the area 
surveyed was developed. While land uses can be changed, it may be costly to 
change a high intensity use, such as industrial, to a lower intensity use, such as 
residential.   Of the remaining land, nearly 70 acres provide considerable 
opportunity for infill development.  The Shelby County Assessorôs records 
indicated the vacant land was subdivided into 400 parcels.  While small lots can 
be assembled for redevelopment, it may be difficult to acquire contiguous 
parcels.  Larger parcels are more easily subdivided.  The largest vacant parcel in 
the area surveyed was 10.7 acres.  This parcel and several others are located in 
the southeast of the study area along the former railroad.  This area includes 
dense tree cover and steep slopes.  
 

Land Use by Area 
South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative Study Area 

2008 
 

 
 

Land Utilization by Parcel 
South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative Study Area 

2008 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

# 
Parcels 

% of 
Parcels 

Area 
(acres) 

% of 
Area 

Minimum 
(acres) 

Maximum 
(acres) 

Residential 1,207  63.7% 195.83 51.4% 0.025 6.18 

Commercial 72  3.8% 21.39 5.6% 0.043 2.72 

Institutional 56  3.0% 26.90 7.1% 0.062 7.08 

Parking 36  1.9% 6.87 1.8% 0.043 0.86 

Industrial  8  0.4% 3.12 0.8% 0.142 0.72 

Infrastructure  4  0.2% 32.87 8.6% 0.112 31.69 

Mixed-Use  3  0.2% 3.12 0.8% 0.159 2.77 

Open Space 74  3.9% 18.88 5.0% 0.026 5.26 

Vacant 400  21.1% 69.35 18.2% 0.014 10.67 

Undevelopable 35  1.8% 2.66 0.7% 0.004 0.52 

Total 1,895  100.0%    380.99  100.0% 0.630 68.47  

 

# 
Parcels 

Area 
(acres) 

Developed 73.1% 76.1% 

Open Space 0.3% 11.3% 

Vacant 21.3% 18.2% 

Undevelopable 2.7% 0.7% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 
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Land Use by Parcel and Area 

South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative Study Area 
2008 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just over half (51.4%) of the area surveyed was residential.  This land 
represents 64% of the properties surveyed.  Residential properties were 67.5% 
of the developed land and 87% of the developed parcels.  The residential 
development was predominantly single-family houses and small multi-family 
buildings.  The following table shows the decade in which a residential structure 
was built for all properties classified as residential by the Shelby County 
Assessor within the survey area.  As is clear from the following table, residential 
development in the SMRC study area peaked between 1910 and 1929.  It 
tapered off during the 1930ôs and 1940ôs and picked up again during the 1950ôs.  
Development has increased since the lowest level in the 1980ôs. 
 

Housing, by Year of Construction 
U.S. Census 2000 

 

 
Residential 

Other 
Uses Vacant Total 

% of 
Parcels 

<1900 2 0 1 3 0.2% 

1900-1909 30 2 2 34 2.6% 

1910-1919 260 4 28 292 22.7% 

1920-1929 270 5 15 290 22.5% 

1930-1939 147 3 7 157 12.2% 

1940-1949 66 0 4 70 5.4% 

1950-1959 191 1 3 195 15.2% 

1960-1969 59 0 3 62 4.8% 

1970-1979 50 0 1 51 4.0% 

1980-1989 8 0 0 8 0.6% 

1990-1999 30 0 0 30 2.3% 

2000-2007 50 1 0 51 4.0% 

 

# 
Parcels 

Area 
(acres) 

Residential 87.1% 67.5% 

Commercial 5.2% 7.4% 

Industrial 4.0% 9.3% 

Transportation 2.6% 2.4% 

Infrastructure 0.6% 1.1% 

Institutional 0.3% 11.3% 

Mixed-Use 0.2% 1.1% 

Developed 100.0% 100.0% 
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No recorded 
date 1163 16 64 1243 96.6% 

No date 44 237 336 617 3.4% 

Total* 1207 253 400 1860 100.0% 
 

* This total excludes 35 parcels classified in the visual survey as undevelopable. 
 

The next map shows two very different periods of development occurred 
in the SMRC study area.  Properties shown as the darkest greens were built 
earliest and yellow, orange, and reds were built more recently.  This map shows 
the area north of S. Parkway developed earlier than the area to the south. 

 

 
 

Several distinctive architectural types and styles emerged as dominant 
residential design IN South Memphis during the early decades of the 20th 
century. These are illustrated below: 
 

  

       Queen Ann Cottage     Queen Ann Shotgun 
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               Craftsman Bungalow         American Four-Square 

 

Commercial clusters are identified on the Land Use Map with blue circles.  
Mississippi Boulevard, S. Parkway, and Lauderdale serve as commercial 
corridors.  Mississippi & S. Parkway, S. Parkway & Lauderdale, Mississippi & 
Trigg, and Mississippi & Kerr are intersections with commercial concentrations.  
The commercial uses serve both local and regional consumer markets.  The local 
commercial uses include several beauty and barber shops, dry cleaning 
establishments, shoe shine shops, groceries, convenience stores, and a 
hardware store.  Regional commercial activities include several restaurants, gas 
stations, professional offices, a recording studio and forklift rental. 

 

 

The institutional uses include many churches, three elementary schools, 
and several child care centers. A cluster of industrial uses is located in the south-
eastern portion of the study are along the railroad corridor. Population and 
business losses have left a significant number of vacant lots and abandoned 
buildings, while these tend to be distributed throughout the neighborhood. There 
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is a cluster of vacant lots, abandoned buildings, and poorly maintained structures 
in the southwest quadrant of the SMRC study area. 

 

Building Conditions 

The visual survey showed nearly three quarters of the buildings to be in 
good to excellent condition. 

 
Building Condition 

U of M Survey 
2008 

 

 

# 
Parcels 

% of 
Parcels 

# 
Parcels 

% of 
Parcels 

Excellent 214 15.6% 
1012 73.8% 

Good 798 58.2% 

Deteriorated 282 20.6% 282 20.6% 

Dilapidated 69 5.0% 
77 5.6% Fire-

Damaged 8 0.6% 

Developed 1371 100.0% 1371 100.0% 
 

The following building conditions map highlights, with its many green 
areas, the solid nature of the SMRC building stock. 

 

Site Conditions 

The Physical Conditions Survey also documented the overall level of 
maintenance for the open spaces surrounding structures. As you can see from 
the following site conditions map approximately 68% of the building parcels sites 
in the SMRC study area were in good to excellent. A significant percentage of the 
building lots had been improved through the installation of landscaping and 
outdoor furniture. 
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Zoning 

Zoning is the predominant form of land use control in the United States.  
Zoning was promoted in the U.S. to improve living conditions and promote fire 
safety, and traffic efficiency by separating land uses and limiting development 
density and bulk.  The current Memphis Zoning Ordinance was adopted in 1985.  
Numerous amendments to both the zoning text and map have been adopted by 
the City Council.  The current zoning for the SMRC study area is displayed in the 
following map. 

 

               

 

The following chart from the Memphis/Shelby Office of Planning and 
Development describes, in general terms, what kinds of uses are permitted in 
each of South Memphisôs zoning districts. In general, the area is zoned for low 
density-residential uses.  

 

Zone Goal 

RS 
15 

The development and continued maintenance of single-family residential 
areas characterized by low overall density with lots of at least fifteen 
thousand (15,000) square feet per dwelling unit. 
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R-S6 The development and maintenance of single-family residential areas 
characterized by relatively moderate overall density with lots of at least 
six thousand (6,000) square feet per dwelling unit. 

R-D The development and maintenance of residential areas characterized by 
single-and two-family dwellings on lots of at least six thousand (6,000) 
square feet. 

R-ML The development and maintenance of residential areas characterized by 
a broad range of residential housing types including single-and two-family 
dwelling and multiple-family dwellings up to three stories in height. 

R-
MM 

The development and maintenance of residential areas characterized by 
a broad range of residential housing types including single-and two-family 
dwellings and multiple-family dwellings up to one hundred twenty-five 
(125) feet in height. 

C-N A mixture of small-scale neighborhood commercial and residential land 
uses. Commercial establishments should be accessible by pedestrians 
from surrounding neighborhoods, and of such a nature as to minimize 
conflicts with surrounding residential uses. 

C-L The development and continued maintenance of commercial retail uses 
and personal services serving the needs of a relatively small area and 
developed either as a unit or on individual parcels. 

C-H The development and continued maintenance of general commercial 
uses located in a linear fashion along highways and near transportation 
facilities and industrial areas. 

O-G Offices and associated administrative, executive, professional and 
research uses in new and existing structures and specified institutional 
and limited retail commercial uses. 

P The development of parking areas, lots, structures, and compatible uses 
at locations where such parking facilities will be complementary to 
surrounding uses or where they will provide a buffer between 
nonresidential and residential uses. 

I-L Manufacturing, wholesaling or warehousing, and which are accessible to 
major transportation routes. The regulations of this district are designed 
to minimize the adverse impact such uses may have on nearby districts. 

 

Source: http://www.municode.com/Resources/gateway.asp?pid=16109&sid=42 
on 05/29/09. 
 

The residential districts also permit other uses, such as schools, churches and 
specified services and institutional uses associated with or compatible with the 
residential uses allowed in this district are also permitted subject to additional 
review. 
 
The C-N district also permits residential development in the form of detached, 
attached, two-family, townhouse, and multifamily dwellings including principal 

http://www.municode.com/Resources/gateway.asp?pid=16109&sid=42
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dwellings incorporated into a structure serving nonresidential uses to promote 
mixed use development. 
 

In Memphis, the Zoning Ordinance generally serves as the land use plan.  
The following map shows the current land use plan for the SMRC study area 
based on the current zoning.   
 

 

 

The City of Memphis is presently considering replacing its zoning 
ordinance with a unified development code.  This code would contain existing 
zoning and subdivision regulations, along with any other development-related 
regulations found elsewhere in the City or County code of ordinances 
(http://memphis.code-studio.com/).  The expected adoption of the uniform 
development code will give neighborhoods the opportunity to shape in a more 
effective way the future development of their area. 
 
 

Urban Form 
 

The streets within the SMRC study area are laid out in a modified grid 
system.  Most of the arterials serving the community are paved, in good repair, 
and have sidewalks, curbs, and storm drains on both side of the street. The 
collector streets are also in fairly good repair, with the majority being well served 
by sidewalks, curbs, and storm drains. The areaôs local service streets are in 
uneven repair, most are served by curbs, sidewalks and storm water drains are 
less likely to be found. The entire neighborhood is served by street lights 
provided by MLGW; many residents, however, have complaints regarding the 
number of lights that are not working and the length of time it takes to repair out 
of service units. 
 

The SMRC study areaôs major north/south arterial is Mississippi Boulevard 
which is heavily used and in fairly good repair. The areaôs major east/west 
arterial is South Parkway East which was designed and built as a ñCity Beautifulò 

http://memphis.code-studio.com/
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Boulevard inspired by Charles Mulford Robinson and designed by George 
Kessler, an iconic figure in American landscape architecture. Over the years, 
many of the defining characteristics of the boulevard have been allowed to 
deteriorate or were removed. While this curvilinear street, along with the houses 
that face it, still have a great deal of latent beauty and charm; its restoration 
represents one of the neighborhoodôs major revitalization efforts. Its improvement 
would greatly enhance the physical appearance of the community; its 
enhancement would also serve to encourage a higher level of pedestrian activity 
which could have a very positive impact on residentsô health, safety, and social 
networks. Restoration of the boulevard would encourage walking, running, and 
biking which would improve residentsô health. By encouraging more people to 
use this important public space residents would be re-asserting control over their 
neighborhood discouraging criminals from using these spaces. Finally, by 
returning for passive and active recreation activities along the Parkway, residents 
would develop new relationships with their neighbors which builds a much 
needed form of social capital. 
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Recent Population and Housing Trends 
 
 The following section offers a detailed population and housing profile of 
the South Memphis Renaissance Collaborative Study Area. This profile is based 
upon 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census data. The statistics reported in the charts that 
follow are the result of combining data from Census Tracks 57 and 59 that 
includes a geographic area slightly larger than the SoMe RAPP Study Area.  
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 We could have chosen to develop our SoMe RAPP Population and 
Housing Profile using statistics from the specific Census Block Groups 
comprising our exact study area (the SoMe RAPP study area is the same as the 
SMRC study area). While this approach would have enabled us to present data 
that was a bit more accurate, it would have limited our profile to the very short list 
of variables that are available at the Census Block level. By developing our 
Community Profile using Census Track data, we are able to present a much 
more detailed picture of population and housing trends in South Memphis while 
sacrificing a modest amount of accuracy by using data covering a slightly larger 
geographic area. 
  
 Population and housing data for the SoMe RAPP Study area is compared 
to several other residential neighborhoods located adjacent to the Cityôs Central 
Business District, the City of Memphis, Shelby County and the State of 

SoMeRA

PP CC 

Tract 57 

Tract 59 


