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Lacking down on the wonderand of the world's largest Bass Pro Shops stom that opened this year inside the Memphis Pyramid after a multimillion-dallar rehab project.

Memphis mega-makeover

Blues capital enlivens old dead spots, including the city’s run-down Pyramid

BY JosH NOEL
Chicsgo Tribane

MEMPHIS, Term. — I woke ot
%:30 one Friday momingina
pitch-black hote] room, shipped
onarobe, pul ack the cur-
tains between me and my balcony
and stepped out for a sunning
Memphis view: hundreds of
people ambling through the aisles
of a Bass Pro Shops store.

It wosn't just arry Bass Pro
Shops outet. It was the world's
largest, and the only one houssd
in a big, shiny pyramid along the
Mississippi River where the floor
is packed with things like fishing

oles, guns, sunglasses, boats
ating in water, fake cypress
trees, real alligators, the tllest
free-stunding elevator in North
America and, of eourse, camou-
flage for men, women and chil-
dren of all shapes and sizes.

And, literally, my hotel baleony
lnoked onto this teeming mass of
shopping humanity. That Friday
morning, as Trelaxed in a wood
rocking chair and sipped a cup of
room-breved coffee, a woman in
culomes and a flowered shirt
bronecsed the T-shirt selection
below me. About 50 yards ow
young family board ed one of the
boats parked at the dock built
within the Bass Pro ecosystem.
Formunarely, the gun counter was
beyond ny vie

The unlikely, if slightly surreal.
Thotel experienes was the culmi-
nation of s Memphis makeover
that has caught fire in recent
yearsand brought fresh life not
only to the city’s leng-dormant
Pyramid but to Memphis itself.
Tennessees largest city long
has been a destination: Elvis’
Graceland, the National Civil
Rights Museurn (which previ-
ously was the Lorraine Motel,
where Martin Luther King was
assassinated), the 00-year-old
Peabady hotel, the tourism mag-
net that is Beale Street, arich
barbecue landscape and the Sun
and Stax record studias,

But recent years have been
good to Memphis and made ira
ity worth visiting for much more
than barbecus and Beale: restau-
rants, breweries, bars, art galler-

Chicago and Las Vegas, respec-
tively). Bur when they decided to
open their own brewery, which
they named Wiseacre, they came
‘home. Wiseacre quickly has gar-
nered a national reputation, and
the taproom tills up swiftly after it
opens Thursday, Friday and Sar-
urday afternoons.

Wiseacre sits on a stretch of
Eroad Avenue in central Mem-
phis, where the Bartosch brothers
admit they never would hmve
suessed that they would owna
business. Kellan Barwsch called it
“a post-apocalyptic wasteland”
when they were kids. Now it's
home toWisescre, ahip new
coffee shop called City & State
and one of the city's most buzzed-
abour new restaurants, Bounty
On Broad.

Orverton Square, about 2 miles
from Broad Avenue, has sesn a
similar revitalization. One of the
city’s more popular areas in the

The rehabbed National Civil Rights Museum is housed in what used to
be the Loraine Motel, where Martin Luther King was assassinated

is” =aid Jake Hall, “‘J.whom] met

mudes have become looser and

ar the coffee shop near d maore Hall cited a
\\hm he worked, He ‘lesmh'd meare vocal uu:l wbmanGBP
1f os o “dlie -hard N i i thriv-
7" wha moved away for cukl-'gg Ing thar, 10 \mam\. wouldn't

hen came back to a city that was
in the midst of slow change. In
recent years, thar change has
accelerated,

“It's totally a different place,”
Hall said. “It's crazy how much
more open-minded things feel
here"

‘The first thing he cited, when

have stood a chance.
‘Construction and rehabilita-
tion pm'ecm are dorted through

1-5 million-square-foot Sears

Memphis Made Brewing is part of
the city's food and drink revival

hoods are getting jolts from new
buslnesses, especially restanrants
that boast menus full of fresh and
locally sourced ingredients. The
ghosts of old Memphis still hang
over the city, in the weathered
and lovely brick buildings that fill
downtown. But these days,
they're hame to restanrants with
freshideas, like l'.xmp I‘a&‘e

which

‘building, whichs!
Jusn.-m of downtown, Hall said
b and his buddies would break
into the building during their
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from a tajp and has a menu geared
maore toward “fresh and local
fare” than, say, fried olra.

19708, Overton Square fell into
several decades of disarray before
bouncing back during the last
couple of years with new restau-
rants (brand-new burger spot
Belly Acres is a getn), a yoga stu-
dio and a wide concrete court
where people are free to play
cornhole (or “bags” as it also ia
known) throughout the diy.

“There's definitely a F
the youth taking back over,” Davin
Bartosch, 36, “And I'm kind
of old to be saying that!

“Peaple we grew up with are
opening great restaurants,” Kellan
Bartosch, 34, said. “It's mlen a
while, but people s very excited
about what's happening

As several other locals did, the
brothers artributed a plece of the
city’s revival to the presence of
the Memphis Grizzlies, a National
Baskerball Association franchise
that moved from Vancouver in
2001 and has been one of the
league’s berter teams in recent
years. Devin Bartosch admits he
thought the team wouldn't last
five years in Memphis; the city
couldn't,and nuu?ln 't support a

rofessional sports franchise, he
ed Instead, the team added &
new reason for people to spend
time downtown and offered a
eanse o rally around.




Mega-makeover giving Memphls a new Vlbe

Memphis, from Page 1

when I know I need to be at
the brewery at 6 the next
morning.”

And then there is that
pyramid. Excitement, or at
least curiosity, about the
project was Ipalp:lhh1 during
my visit to the city. Every
time I gazed down at the
shopping floor from my
room, there was at mini-
mum a healthy number of
people milling about, and at
most a storm of eager shop-
pers. The second Saturday
afternoon that the store
was open, the aisles were
an absolute madhouse, not
unlike the anthills we can
stare at endlessly as chil-
dren. As I exited an eleva-
tor that's open only to hotel
guests, a woman asked ina
thick drawl, “How are the
rooms?” When out and
about, I mentioned to a
local thar T was staying in
the Pyramid. “The one that
opened eight days ago?” he
asked with awe (as if there
could have been another
option).

Perched at the inter-
section of Interstate High-
way 40 and the Mississippi
River, the Pyramid opened
in 1991 as a basketball and
concert arena. Along with
the oceasional graduation
or religious events, it con-
tinued to live that life until
the city opened a new
downrown arena for the
Grizzlies in 2004. The
Pyramid sat largely dor-
mant for the next decade.

There was discussion
about turning it into a ca-
sino or a theme park. There
was talk of knocking it
down. And there was chat-
ter about turning it into the
world's largest Bass Pro
Shops store. After many
false starts — and tens of
millions of dollars kicked in
by taxpavers — the Bass Pro
outlet opened at the end of
Alprii. There has been
plenty of criticism of the

roject, and questions have

sen raised about whether
it is well-spent tax money;
The Atlantic magazine's
CityLab website asked in
December, “Is Memphis
Making (Another) Massive
Mistake With Its Pyra-
mid?” and concluded most-
ly in the affirmative.

But mistake or not, the
refurbished Pyramid has
landed. In addition to the
massive shopping space, it
includes a howling alley,
gun range, archery range,
two restaurants, an obser-
vation deck at the top of
that 3é-story elevator and
the 103-room Big Cypress
hotel, where most of the
rooms don't face out — they
face the retail.

As I toured the hotel
during the first week it was
open, I asked the manager,
Lana McDonald, to de-
seribe the target audience. I
confessed that T didn't
know many people who
would want to spend at
least $259 a night (that’s the
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Live music, fresh ingredients and iced coffee on tap help make Tamp & Tap a cornerstone of the food and drink revival.
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starting cost) for a hotel
room that looks out onto a
Bass Pro Shops store.

“The target audience is
the extreme outdoor en-
thusiast and families who
want to have fun,” McDon-
ald said.

Wouldn't that cost put
off some extreme nurﬁnor
enthusiasts? McDonald
said the cost reflects more
than a hotel room: It's an
immersive shopping expe-
rience crossed with the
handful of activities, Sort of
like a theme park. I sug-
gested. Exactly, she said.

The cliche, “We have
something for everyone,” is
usually grounds for letting
your attention drift else-
where, but when McDon-
ald said it, she followed
with, “You can spend a
relaxing day in our spa or
bring your gun and shoot in

With locally sourced meat and ingredients, the recently
opened Belly Acres burger joint is making a mark.

The bowling afley Is just one of the d:verslons inside the
Pyramid, which also helds a gun range and archery range.

No redevelopment project has received more attention in Memphis than its Pyramﬂ.
which was funded with tens of millions of dollars from local taxpayers.

our shooting range!” And
that seemed to make the
notion somewhat true.
There still were a few
kinks to be ironed out
when I visited. When
Memphis was hit with a
heavy storm, a drip
emerged on the roof of my
porch, presumably coming
from a erack somewhere in
the Pyramid wall. (Patching
aleak ina pyramid must be
one of life's worst home
fic-it jobs.) Traffic could be
fierce, and parking was like
a competitive sport (though
there seemed to be plenty
of spaces). Though 1 self-

parked, Ilater learned that
the hotel doesn't allow
self-parking and that a
guest's only option is to
spend $20 per night for
valet service, (I've never
heard of such a practice
betore, and the hotel should
dropit.)

But all in all, designers
seem to have succeeded in
the task of converting
535,000 square feet into an
unlikely retail and hotel
space. The store itself has
been made to look more or
less like a big eypress
swarmp, with 80-foot (fake)
oak trees towering about
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the floor. It is a dim space,
with bridges connecting
the store’s various pieces
over waters that include
fish and two alligators
(there were four, but two
didn't take to Pyramid
living).

The chaos that is hun-
dreds of people shopping in
a massive open sr:lce has
been reined in admirably
and turned into a moderate
din of white noise that is
pierced mostly by the ocea-
sional shrieking child or
duck call (emanating from
the waterfowl department,
naturally).

If you go

Stay: Rates at Big Cypress
(1Bass Pro Drive, 800-225-
6343, www.big-cypress
.com) begin at $259 per
night, though that includes
a $40-per-night resort fee,
which includes mandatory
valet parking. Other hotel”
options include The Pea-
body (149 Union Ave., 901
529-4000, www.peabody
‘memphis.com), where

rates start at $219,

e L
Memphis has blossomed in
recent years. Highlights
include Andrew Michael
Italian Kitchen (712 W,
Brookhaven Circle, 901-347-
2560 www.andrew
michaelitaliankitchen
«com), Hog & Hominy (707
W. Brookhaven Circle,
901-207-7396, www.hog
andhominy.com) and
Porcelline’s Cratt Butcher
{711 W. Brookhaven Circle,
901-762-6656, WWW.por
cellinoscraftbutcher
«com), which are next to
one another and have the
same owners. Others worth
checking out include
Bounty On Broad (2519
Broad Ave., 901-410-8131

www.hountyon-
broad.com) and Tamp &
Tap (122 Gayoso Ave., EIIE

2071053, www.t
tap.com), which serves
fresh, quality meals all day
long downtown.

Do: In addition to the old
musical standbys like
Graceland and the Stax and
Sun recording studios,
Memphis is home to two
new music museums: the
Blues Hall of Fame (421
South Main, 901-527-2583,
www.blues.org), which
opened in May, and the
Memphis Music Hall of
Fame (www.memphis
musichalloffame.com),
which opened in June. The
National Civil Rights Muse-
um (450 Mulberry St.,
001-5210600. www.civil
rightsmuseum.org) was
given alarge renovation
F avides a stirring look
at this nation's complicated
history with race,

Designers also paid
admirable attention to
detail in the 103 rooms.
They're appointed with
rustic wood touches and
trim throughout and in-
clude at least a couple of
pieces of taxidermy on the
walls. The hotel notes with
a card placed in every room
that “the mounts on display
have been acquired
through generous dona-
tions and from existing
private and museum collec-
tions.”

Inother words, no ani-
mals were harmed in the
making of this hotel — this
very large and very unlikely
hotel in the heart of Mem-
phis.
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