
 

A towering task: The rebirth of the Sears 
Crosstown building will require hard labor 

By Cassandra Kimberly  
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Dr. Robert Taylor remembers a time when the area near his home in the Crosstown 
neighborhood seemed to have a life of its own. 

He remembers when people from throughout the Delta poured into the vibrant community 
near North Parkway and Watkins for its retail stores, movie theater and Sears Crosstown, a 
massive shopping beacon that stood at the center of it all. 

"It used to be exciting," said the 33-year resident, who can see the Sears building from his 
bedroom window. "I used to avoid driving on Cleveland because there were so many people 
on the street." 

But when the lights went out for good in the 1.4 million-square-foot structure 15 years ago, 
the neighborhood seemed to grow dim as well, Taylor said. 

"Certainly, the closing of Sears had a major impact on our neighborhood," he said. "There 
was no longer an anchor to draw shoppers. There was a sense of depression with the sight 
of a derelict building and the uncertainty for what will happen, and the concern for 
abandoned buildings as a source of crime...." 

A ray of hope lit up the Midtown community a year ago when real estate investor Andy 
Cates, head of Crosstown LLC, bought the landmark Art Deco structure for $3.5 million. 

Opened in 1927, Sears Crosstown was home to the Mid-South regional office of Sears, 
Roebuck and Co., the company's catalog merchandise distribution center and its Credit 
Central operation. The retail store closed in 1983 and the building has been vacant since the 
distribution center shut down in 1993. 

Cates, who returned to Memphis from Texas in 1999 and kick-started the Soulsville 
Revitalization Project -- a $20 million nonprofit venture that includes the Stax Museum of 
American Soul Music, The Stax Music Academy and Soulsville Charter School -- assembled 
a team of architects, engineers and real estate developers to decide what to do with the 
historic structure. 



One year later, no visible progress has been made, but the exploration of uses for the 18-
acre site, including a mixed-use development with retail, office and residential space, is still 
under way. 

"We continue to review various options for the building, and we're facing the same reality that 
everyone else is facing in a discombobulated market," Cates said. 

But even if the real estate market were thriving, Cates would still be facing a project with 
challenges as massive as the building itself. 

Other cities -- often using public-private partnerships -- have had more success in 
rehabilitating former Sears catalog distribution buildings, but even those feats took years to 
accomplish. 

"It's a huge, huge process," said Dave Burrill, director of management with Minneapolis-
based Ryan Cos. "I've managed properties for 28 years, and this was the most difficult 
project I tackled. It took three-quarters of our company to put it together." 

Built in 1928, the Minneapolis building sat vacant for years after its closing in 1994. The city 
acquired the property in 2001, and Ryan was awarded the development rights in 2004. 

In 2005, Midtown Exchange, a $192 million mixed-use residential, office, hotel and retail 
center, opened for business. Ryan Cos. later added on-site parking and a Sheraton Hotel to 
the structure. 

About 418,000 square feet of office space in Midtown Exchange is occupied by Allina 
Hospitals and Clinics, the largest nonprofit health care provider in Minnesota. The project 
also includes townhomes, condos and apartments, and a "global market" with ethnic vendors 
and shops. 

The costs of renovating a historic building are high. Asbestos and lead paint removal are just 
the start. The hardest part is figuring out which uses will get the most out of the building's 
design, Burrill said. 

"In virtually all of (the buildings), there are columns ... high ceilings," he said. "You can drive 
a tank through them, but architecturally if you're trying to lay out your condos or office you 
have to be very creative." 

In Boston, the Abbey Group transformed a 1929 Sears warehouse into a 1.5 million-square-
foot commercial development called the Landmark Center. The building near Fenway Park 
was renovated to include a movie theater, retail stores, office space and housing. 



Seattle touts another successful redevelopment of its 1.5 million square-foot Sears center 
into the home of a little-known coffee company. It's now called Starbucks Center. 

To convert the 1912 warehouse into a Class A office building, Nitze-Stagen & Co. Inc. had a 
number of hurdles, which took 15 years to overcome, said Carl Shumaker, vice president of 
construction for Nitze-Stagen. 

Putting aside a 2001 earthquake that set the project back a few years, one of the biggest 
challenges was the half-finished work of former developers, Shumaker said. 

"The building had no true direction," he said. "There were a number of master plans that 
never went through." 

Several teams of construction companies and architects worked in quadrants of the building 
to complete the multimillion-dollar Starbucks Center project. 

"The biggest challenge was finding a team and getting the team committed," Shumaker said. 

If Memphis developer Andy Cates pays heed to any advice from those other cities, planning 
and organization are the keys, the national investors agreed. 

Slowly but surely, Cates' "feasibility team" is working on a strategy for the Midtown landmark. 
But projects of this caliber don't happen overnight, said Darrell Cobbins, owner of Universal 
Commercial Real Estate and part of Cates' coalition. 

"It takes a lot of time and a lot of effort to do a modest-size project, let alone a larger project," 
he said. "One thing you have to think about in taking on that kind of investment is the 
surrounding area." 

Cobbins said he has been working with business owners and residents to acquire derelict 
properties, to ensure the neighborhood will thrive once the redevelopment is complete. 

"You really need to be able to tell ... users, whether it's a corporate user or a residential 
person, that it will look different three, four, five, 10 years from now," he said. "Part of the 
balancing act is trying to figure out what you as a developer would need to acquire to ensure 
the viability." 

While Cates and his team continue to work, residents like Taylor wait in hope that they may 
see the lights of the Sears Crosstown building from their bedroom windows once again. 

"I hope that the Crosstown neighbors who have monitored the Sears property over the years 
... will remain vigilant and be patient," Taylor said. "I think better times are coming." 



Cassandra Kimberly is a business news reporter for The Commercial Appeal. Contact her at 
529-2786. 
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Even without condering the current depressed real e state market, plans to redevelop the vacant 
Sears Crosstown building will face daunting challen ges, according to developers of empty Sears 
distribution facilities in other cities around the country. 
 
 



 
In 1939, the Sears catalog distribution and retail store anchored the bustling Crosstown 
neighborhood. The 650,000-square-foot building cons tructed in 1927 was expanded over the years 
to 1.4 million square feet.  



 
 


