Writing for a “Princess” #ACCESS901:
FedEx advisor doubled as Memphis Jazz Workshop
speechwriter for rolls on with drummer
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GritGrindGrizz:
Grizzlies out of playt
race, but there’s still
plenty of reasons to
watch.
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New day dawns for Universal Life building St

Renovation kindles sense of history, community pride work, SCS boal

by Dr. Sybil C. Mitchell members say
Special to The New Tri-State Defender

by Laura Faith Kebec

When the oppressive grip
of Jim Crow imposed racial
prejudice and societal ex-
clusion upon millions of Af-
rican-Americans across the
South, the traditions of col-
lectivism and a deep sense of
community created “a way up
for blacks.”

“We thrived in a world all
our own, with black-owned
businesses, black doctors and
attorneys, black schools and
black churches,” said Jim-
mie Tucker of Self + Tucker
Architects. “Leaders, like Jo-
seph E. Walker, showed our
people how to build a commu-
nity based on faith, education,
hope and self-sufficiency so
that our children could dream

Juan Self

. Jimmie Tucker

their own dreams of success,
and achieve them.”

So what does any of that have to do with reno-
vating an old building? Everything, according to
Tucker. “It means everything.”

Self + Tucker Architects is determined to return
the Universal Life ‘Insurance Co. building to its
former glory, and to revive the “spirit of a beloved

The Universal Life Insurance Co. bullding opened to great fanfare at the intersection
of Dann Thomas Boulevard and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue in 1949. This

s the men who founded the company in 1923. (Courtesy photo)

fagade. Tucker and partner, Juan Self, are native
Memphians who witnessed firsthand what the
structure meant to “black people in Memphis.”

when they were committed to God and receiving
a good education,” Tucker reflected. “This renova-
tion is more than just restoring an old building. We

community.”

want to create a space where new businesses are “That building meant something to our people,”

born and a real sense of community lives again.”
The Universal Life Insurance building now

boasts new life, thanks to the renovations that

have changed the face of its Egyptian revival-style

While excluded from mainstream society, “we
nurtured our children with love, support and so
many positive examples of what was possible

said Self. “It represented the success and pros-
perity of an African-American businessman who

Chalkbeat Tennessee

Members of the Shelby C
ty Schools board are pus
back on the state’s plan t
tervene in two low-perfor
schools.

In their first public discu
of an intervention plan out
this month by the Tenni
Department of Education, ¢
bers of Shelby County’s t
of education said they 2
convinced the most drastic
ommendations will work
Hawkins Mill Elementary
American Way Middle sche

The state has recomme
closing Hawkins Mill bec
of its low enrollment and
academic performance. Ai
can Way is on the state’s
either for takeover by
nessee’s Achievement S¢
District or transfer to a ch
organization chosen by St
County Schools beginning i
fall of 2019. '

But school board men
said they’d rather move
schools to the Innovation Z
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employed hundreds of people and pro-
vided services that others denied. We
believe it can mean that once again.”

During the first week in April, Self
+ Tucker will move their offices in the
building, and will invite Memphians to
come and view the renovation of the
iconic structure.

“We want everything about this proj-
ect to be meaningful in terms of the
building’s history,” said Tucker. “The
doors will open just as the city and the
nation marks the 50th anniversary of
Dr. King’s death.

“Timing is everything. The magni-
tude of this endeavor must be worthy
of its historical context,”
Tucker added. “That has
been very important to us.”

“My mother worked in
the bookkeeping department
for many years,” said Rhon-
da Yates. “She retired from
there, but I can remember us
riding down to the building
to pick my mother up from
work. I’m really happy to
know that building will be
open again soon. I see that
clock is gone. I hope they
will preserve it, along with that neon
sign.”

In addition to the architecture offic-
es, the building will be the new home
of the downtown Renaissance Center,
a city-run office that incubates and
assists small business owners as well
as those aspiring to be small business
owners.

“About 20 percent of the build-
ing space will be ours,” said Tucker.
“Nearly 50 percent of the total space
will be the Renaissance Center where
new businesses can be nurtured and
launched. Only about 7,000 square feet
will be available for occupancy.”

A 100-seat auditorium will be avail-
able for business presentations, work-
shops and training opportunities, said
Tucker.

The history of the Universal Life
Insurance Co. begins with the

_]L roots of Joseph Edison Walker...

e .Joseph Edison Walker was born in

vg73n}q,(farmers William and Maggie
alker‘in Tillman, Miss., a small town
in Claiborne County. His parents saw
to it that their children received an edu-
cation from a very young age.

Universal Life’s
A. Maceo
Walker Sr.

founded Universal Life Insurance Co.

ternal Bank at Thll'd and B ;-;:‘:» {
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‘When he was just 17, Walker moved
to Lorman, Miss., to attend Alcorn
A&M College (now Alcorn State Uni-
versity), an African-American institu-
tion built as part of Reconstruction in
1871.

After completing his undergraduate
degree, Walker moved to Nashville to
attend Meharry Medical College. He
moved back to Mississippi in 1906 to
start a medical practice in Indianola. In
1912, Walker became president of the
Delta Penny Savings Bank of Indiano-
IF: N

According to historian Thomas
Ward, it was quite common for lead-
ership positions to be considered a
natural fit for black doctors because of
their revered status in the comimunity.
The bank provided loans for
home and land purchases, as
well as seed money for black
businesses.

Five years later, Walker be-
came president of Mississip-
pi Life Insurance Company.
Both Delta Bank and Mis-
sissippi Life were owned by
Alcorn alumnus and longtime
friend, Wayne Cox.

Because of their success in
the insurance industry, black
insurance salesmen were
threatened with forced labor
and imprisonment during World War I.
Bogus “work-or-fight” laws were en-
acted across the South, but insurance
salesmanship was not deemed essential
employment.

These tactics, along with violence
and intimidation against insurance
salesmen, only galvanized racial soli-
darity and inspired blacks to only pa-
tronize an insurance company of their
own.

Walker led an expansion of Mis-
sissippi Life into Alabama, Arkansas
and Tennessee during World War L
In 1920, the company established its
headquarters on Beale Street in Mem-
phis. The building became a hub of Af-
rican-American business success and
cultural enrichment.

A few years later when Mississip-
pi Life fell under the control of white
administrators, Walker, along with Ar-
chie W. Willis Sr. and Mark W. Bonner,

in 1923, on the second floo: Lmu © I'T

"Finding financial backer:
cult since Walker was relatively new
to Memphis. So he sold shares in the
company throughout Tennessee, Ar-

Right: The Walkers
held a 25th Anniversary
Celebration at Universal
Life Insurance Buildin
in 1977. (L-R) Harol
Shaw Sr., Pat Walker-
Shaw, A. Maceo “Tony’
Walker Jr., Harold Shaw
Jr., Mrs. Harriet Walker,
A. Maceo Walker Sr., Ms. |
Johnetta Walker-Kelso.

(Photos courtesy of :
- Harold Shaw)

kansas and Mississippi.
When the company finally began to
grow, its impact on the lives of black
Memphians was astounding.

Universal Life quickly expanded into
Texas, Arkansas, Mississippi, Kansas,
Missouri, Louisiana and Oklahoma.

By 1926, a larger headquarters be-
came necessary, and the company
moved into a building at 234 Hernando
St. That same year, Walker organized
the Memphis Negro Chamber of Com-
merce and also helped create the Com-
munity Welfare League (later became
the Memphis Urban League.)

In 1945, Walker’s son, A. Maceo
Walker, who was now president of
Universal Life, met with the McKiss-
ack & McKissack’s Moses McKissack
111, to discuss-building an expanded
headquarters;,Tha use of the Egyptian

son, A. Maceo, founded Tri-State

Llfe Insurance Oo. We
“coming back to Iuo."
(Photo: Karanja A.
Ajanaku)
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Bank to make loaning money to Afri-
an-Americans easier. In the first 10

years, the bank made $10 million in
loans to more than 2,000 families.

In 1949, the Universal Life Insurance
Co. building opened to great fanfare
at the intersection of Danny Thomas .
Boulevard and Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. Avenue. It was a monument that
sent a clear message of representation
of the very best in African-American
innovation and entrepreneurship, po-
litical savvy and years of resistance to
white oppression.

At its pinnacle, Universal Life em-
ployed more than 700 people across
the South. The enterprise, in effect,
served as a catalyst for social equality,
business development and prosperity
in the African-American, Mid-South
community.

The Umvs:rsgl ‘Life_Insurance Co. ;

is now listed on ?e Natlonalg
ter of Historic Place
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Just days into
lease, Marvel’s
Panther” is
breaking records.

With a $235
U.S. opening o
four-day weeker
film became just 1
movie in history
north of $200 mill

That doesn’t
another $199 mil
foreign box off
ciepts — meaning
just five days, the |
grossed nearly ha
lion worldwide.

That’s BILLIO!
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“Black Panthe:
has a near pristine
cent on rottento:
com, which agg
movie review
from across the In

A considerable |
of the movies traf
driven by the #bl:
therchallenge, a
media campaigt
went viral. Cel¢
activists and eve
groups bought o
atres to take unc
ileged youth to !
film, the first mait
movie to feature |

superhero.

“Black Panthel
the story of T
(Chadwick  Bos
the new ruler of tl
er-colonized Afric
tion of Wakanda. ]
la’s alter ego
Wakanda  from -i1
ers who want to
its precious and n
metal called

um.




