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New owner describes plans for
Masonic Temple building

TOM BAILEY
The Daily Memphian

The new owner of Downtown’s
historic Masonic Temple building
plans to lease the structure’s richly
detailed spaces for film and TV pro-
ductions and event space.

That’s William “Bill” Townsend’s
short-term plan, and he has already
started restoring the few spaces
within the six-story building that
the Masons remodeled.

Asforlong-term plans, Townsend
has engaged brg3s architects to
help generate ideas. That firm trac-
es its lineage to the Jones & Fur-
bringer Architects, which designed
the 107-year-old building.

“What I'd like to do is buy the
lots to the east of there and evalu-
ate building some kind of tower
attached to the temple,” Townsend
said Tuesday, April 13, in a phone
interview from his second home in
Los Angeles.

The former food industry exec-
utive with a passion for old build-
ings plans to return permanently
to Memphis later this year.

“So the temple would stay in-
tact as a hotel lobby, restaurant,
or conference room for the tower
next door,” he said of one long-term
possibility.

An attached tower could also
provide something that the Masons
didn’t need to build in 1914: struc-
tured parking for motorized vehi-
cles. The Masonic Temple building
has no parking lot.

Townsend bought the 81-year-
old Luciann Theater building at
2432 Summer early last year and
plans to preserve it as an event
center also.

He had plans for a couple of oth-
er development projects in Mem-
phis last year when the pandemic
hit and slammed the brakes on his
intentions.

But by August, Townsend re-
newed his interest in starting a new
project.

“One Sunday morning, I had
been looking at a commercial prop-
erty website,” he recalled.

Specifically, Townsend searched
for properties in Opportunity Zones
so that he could draw out-of-town

investors for a project. In Oppor-
tunity Zone districts like the area
the Masonic Temple building is in,
investors can avoid paying capital
gains taxes because the projects
they support create jobs in neigh-
borhoods that need employment.

“I drove by this building and
said, “What'’s that? I've never seen
this building in my entire life.”

He called Sowell Realtors agent
David da Ponte, saying, “I'm leav-
ing for LA tomorrow but I need to
see this building next week when I
come back.”

On his first tour inside with
da Ponte and the Masons’ Avison
Young brokers James McCraw and
Jeff Higdon, Townsend recalled ex-
claiming, “This thingis amazing.”

Townsend also recalls saying out
loud during the tour, “

T need to buy this building,’
and “We are going to put an offer
on this.”

To which da Ponte responded:
““What? We haven't talked about
that.

“I said, ‘T don't care. This needs
to happen.™

Townsend all but recoiled when
the Masons’ brokers told him that
other prospective developers had
talked of dividing the temple build-
ing into condos or hotel rooms.

“That building does not need to
be altered,” Townsend said.

The sale, for $2.225 million, in-
cludes three-fourths of the build-
ing’s original furniture, and even
the archives for many of the nine
Masonic lodges that were housed
in the building over the decades.

“They took their Masonic furni-
ture, and they took certain other
items like kitchen tables and their
personal possessions,” Townsend
said. “They left the vast majority of
other furniture.”

The space already has a history
with TV and film productions, in-
cluding the short-lived “Bluff City
Law” TV series that filmed scenes
inside.

Townsend envisions the build-
ing as part of a grander plan for ac-
commodating the nation’s growing
industry of TV and film production.
He will package the temple, his own
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he 1914 architecture of Downtown's Masonic Temple building, at Court and Fourth, drew

from neo-Classical and Egyptian inspirations.

1912 English Tudor house in Mid-
town, the Luciann Theater build-
ing “and two or three other places”
into a portfolio to offer filmmakers.

Such productions can cost tens
of thousands of dollars a day, he
said. His plan is to provide afford-
able and efficient accommodations
for film locations, storage and other
production needs. “With film and
TV production, you need to make it
easy, Townsend said. “... You have
to be efficient in that business.”

The Masons left him typewrit-
ers from the 1940s and desks from
the 1960s.

“I can make this look like NASA
in 1962 or a Memphis courthouse
in 1890,” Townsend said of the Ma-
sonic Temple. The building also
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has ample space for Townsend’s
antiques, which he is moving from
the Luciann Theater building. He
no longer plans to open an antique
store in the Luciann.

Besides improving the roof and
HVAC systems, his No. 1 priority is
restoring the original, second-story
balcony that overlooks the first-
floor ballroom. At some point, the
Masons erected a wall where the
balcony overlooked the ballroom.

Otherwise, Townsend said, the
building “has never been remod-
eled and has its original furniture.

“It’s a time capsule. I bought a
time capsule,” he said.

“Ilook at it as if I'm a conserva-
tor of a time capsule. And it will be
here for 100 more years.”



