ARTS 310 INTERVIEWS ON ASHEVILLE’S DEVELOPMENT T, DNe.

Interview With Reid Thompson

Conducted by Katie Fuller and Kendra Eaves

Location: Mr. Thompson’s House on Maxwell ST, located behind Greenlife Grocery in
Asheville, North Carolina :

Katie Fuller:...I spraigned my ankle dancing.

Ok, so I guess we can start with um just, are you an Asheville native?
Reid Thompson: Uh, Western North Carolina.

KF: Where are you from?

RT: Uh I grew up in Brevard. My grandfater was the Methodist Minister here in the 40s
and 50s so I spent a lot of time here growin up.

KF: Did you, is there are reason you moved back here?

RT: Um, I moved back here in *91 from Boston after having lived there for six years.
And uh, just, basically, uh moved back to Western North Carolina because I just thought
real estate would be good here. I didn’t know how to do anything else so I started doing
real estate

KF: Is that you profession? Owning homes you buy and restore?

RT: Uh, I did some development in the 90s, did some sub divisions, and then I uh became
a real estate broker, thinking I was tired of giving away deals to my friends and uh, that
kind of slowed me down for 2 or 3 years. Most of what I do now is uh, invest for myself
and I have probably 4 or 5 investor clients that I work for. That’s it.

KF: How many houses do you own?

RT: Uh, in Asheville...... uh, what, 9?

KF: And you rent them out?

RT: I just rent them.

KF: And that’s how you make your living?

RT: Uh, I actually make my living with Landtrust, which is uh, a tax vehicle for the rich
which is uh basically [construction noise in background] I have a background in real

estate appraisal and that was the reason I bought all the properties on Maxwell Street.
uh I went to Appalachian in the 80s and majored in Real estate management, finance, and




insurance and then uh I went back to Appalachian and I got a certificate to be an
appraiser and then I did that for a while until I realized there was more money in owning
real estate than writing a report about someone else’s real estate. So I took what I learned
about appraisal and I uh went out and I figured out a way to buy a piece of property with
no money down and I took that ...... and bought a house........... and bought more houses
and that’s sort of the way I built it.

KF: How do you see Asheville? Do you see it as a tourist city?

RT: Oh, definitely. Well, let’s see, 10 years ago, has it been that long? Yeah maybe 10
years ago, you heard people talking about us as the Boulder of the East or uh, how they
used art to sort of revitalize Asheville. The music scene did just as much as the art scene
for revitalizing Asheville. Myself, I uh remember, you know before Be Here Now, the
day before Be Here Now opened, WNCW?’s first year anniversary party was actually the
day before Be Here Now opened, and you know, I remember when Warren Haynes and
his Christmas Jam and all of his charities were his broke musician friends so...

KF: Do you think, um, that development happening right not is solely because of the
tourism or..?

RT: Uuuuhhbh, let’s see I would say that the demographics of the baby boomers is what’s
driving our economy, I mean, more than anything. And those demographics are, I was
born in 64, so I am the last year of the baby boomers. And there are more people who
are going to retire in the next 20 years than ever before in history. And they have more
money than anyone has every had. And so, what you saw in the 70s was urban flight,
which is exactly, uh, people moving from the cities to the suburbs because they had too
much crime so their way of getting away from the city was, well, “I’m going to the
suburbs so I can have a yard with a fence for my dog and 2.3 children and I’ll commute
back and forth to work. And what we’re seeing, uh, what we’re seeing now, and what I
think is going to happen in the next 20 years is the complete opposite of that. We’re
seeing people come back to the cities because they don’t want spend all of their time on
the highways, they are becoming aware of their carbon footprint and so we’re going to
see the exact invert of what happened in the seventies. The suburbs that are out in the
county, uh, 20 years from now, 15 years from now, if there’s ever a pandemic or anything
like that you are going to see that’s going to be the new ghetto. And in particular the
poorly done subdivisions and the a perfect example of already happening to small degree
are the land-own packages that came along for mobile homes and 95 where they qualified
for fanny-may financing You can look around and see where all other real estate in the
county has a appreciated in value and the land underneath those mobile homes has
appreciated. But what you see is people coming in and pulling homes of those properties
now because they want the lot underneath them. I see people moving back into the city.
I’'m for smart growth, I’'m for buildings downtown. I think this Horizon project that got
approved yesterday is all about connected people knowing connected people in this town.
Bottom-line is if you hire the right attorney who happens to be the right ex-mayor, Lou
Bisset, represents the Horizons project and the way that the boards are stacked you can
get anything approved. The code clearly says that things have to be on an urbanomic




scale. I think four stories, five story maybe six story on a lot as big as the Del Buick site,
would be pushing it for having some scalability with a two-story house across the street,
but I think ten stories is absurd. It’s all about the almighty dollar, I mean the developer
bought the property for $8 million dollars, it’s advertised on a commercial site, lube.net.
For 20 million. There is this new partner and there all these local guys are going to
develop this and blah blah blah, but what the local guys are basically doing it is getting it
rezoned. So a developer from Chattanooga that’s really form Atlanta can get what he
wants and then they are not going to do it as a normal land transfer, they are going to sell
the shares in the LLC, so that’s how our local people are going to make their money. 1
sort of think that’s an obscene profit in three years, to triple you money. Especially at the
expense of a neighborhood when the adjacent property owners bought their property, the
zoning was different.

The biggest gift council can give anybody is upzoning.

Take our current zoning to develop from the new chamber of commerce to the river, you
can put 18,000 unites of housing there with our current zoning. So to cram 313 housing
units onto an 8 acre site with 9 other retail buildings, one of which is a 150 room hotel, to
me seems like we are bring Atlanta or Charlotte. If that want to put something like that
downtown that’s fine, but when you start moving away form downtown, look at Chicago
or Boston, all of those places pretty much developed with 4 story 5 story buildings once
you move away from the central downtown districting. To use the term “urban village”
when there is a ten-story building is to me, a little disingenuous.

What I see happening in Asheville is the same thing that happened in West Palm Beach,
which is we are getting ready to destroy Asheville and we are going to overdevelop it in
condos in 300 *thousand) square foot condos. The building that’s going up behind me I
talked to the developer and he told e that he had sold half the residential units and all but
one retail spaces, and it went from between 374-396% a square foot. What that tells me is
as more and more of that product comes into the market, when you can build something
like West Palm Beach, you got Joe speculator he bought condos in the first unit, and
when more condos are built, he’ll flip it and resell it and make his profit. Then you got
the next person along you can get a new unit or they can buy a unit on the resell, well
more people want the new unit. What happened in WPB the people that paid x amount of
dollars would have $2000 a month mortgage payment on their condo are now renting
them for 1200 dollars a month, because that’s better than nothing and losing 800 hundred
a month

What I think we are getting read y to do to ourselves is an oversupply, especially in the
mid price range.

Portion omitted

I think people with money aren’t really that stupid you know, what I do think is that the
demographics of Asheville are there and our chamber of commerce and advertising out of
town that the majority of people in town don’t know about are sort of interesting.

There is a billboard somewhere that says, “You like San Francisco, try Asheville.” It’s
right on the side of their major expressways. I was in airport in San Francisco recently
and uh I was talking to couple at the table next to me and they were asking me, and I
brought up that I was from Asheville, and they were like “Oh yeah, Tiger Woods is
building a golf course there, blah blah bblah.” You know this is in San Francisco and this




is Asheville and I really think Asheville is at a crossroads and its kind of like the think
that gives us character and makes us who we are, we are about to sell out with unchecked
development. That’s what I see happening, You know the Ellington, I’m not a huge fan
of the Ellington but if you are going to do a building like, at least they’re putting it
downtown. I would like to see a historical downtown and then if you want to do bigger
buildings, lets work with the I-26 project and south of say oh the federal building,
moving towards the river. You know, go ahead and rezone that district and put taller
buildings down there. But like the historic part of downtown I think it would be
interesting to keep it like it is. Like I was in Charleston this weekend. I went there in high
school, hadn’t been there in a long time, and I was expecting, more you know the tallest
building in the entire city was seven stories and it just seems to me if you start getting
everything out of scale and everyone says well the BB&T building, ok yeah, it’s a
disaster, I’ll give them that, but just because we have one disaster, does that mean we, uh,
have to complement more? [He chuckles]

KF: The Horizons project will the retail be located at the bottom? Will it with
Merrimon’s new codes?

RT: Well the whole thing is that the Merrimon Avenue study group worked for two years
they contacted business owners and basically you know a lot of people put time and
effort into that and city council basically said if you don’t own property then you don’t
have a say so and they threw that whole study out. You know, but basically, they were
talking 3, 4 story buildings with the Merrimon Ave Study group and if you look at what’s
on Merrimon now, I mean, 3 or 4 stories, that’s a pretty good re-development, that’s like
doubling, like allowing a property owner to double the square footage of their unit. It’s
like uhh, yah, the Horizons project, I bet you it would be viable, that it would be a viable
project, with 100 less housing units, you know, which you could bring the scale of the
building down, you know, and I think, I think, that developers just ask for everything and
[...1... I cant think of one project [construction noises again] that city council said no
to....  mean, I’d be interested...but [ mean, I can’t think of one project.

KF: Have you seen drawings for it [the Horizons project]?

RT: I mean, yah I’ve seen drawings for it. And it’s interesting, you know it’s like like
they give you a uh, conceptual drawing and your perception is from the top of a 4 story
building you know in their conceptual drawing. Give me a conceptual drawing from the
streetscape, and then you start to see, you know, what the real scale of it is.

KF: Do projects like the taking over of the Windsor Hotel eventually weed out lower-
income brackets for downtown housing? DO you see or hope that downtown can be a
mixed-income area?

RT: uhhhmmrrugh... Yeah, I mean the whole affordable housing, work force housing,
uh, you know, basically, I used to know the guy who used to run the Windsor Hotel, uh,
Robert, when I say run it, I mean used to run the desk there, and uh, basically, when I uh,
heard, when I read about it, I went by and talked to him about it and then he gave some




interview to the Mountain Xpress, and within 3 hours of that story hitting the newsstand,
he had his eviction notice. Uh, and, so basically, I had a vacant place in Montford I was
getting ready to redo, and three of the guys that were living there are now living in my
place in Montford. So, uh, I don’t know, affordable housing, I think, is a code word that
our progressive city council uses as uh, “Asheville anyway you want it.” In other words,
if you say “Ok, I’m gonna give 1 %%, you know so for every $100,000, you gotta spend
$1,500 to go into an affordable housing thing. To me, that’s like buying indulgences. You
know, in other words, you aren’t really doing anything other than paying money to buy
an indulgence of whatever, and you know, yeah, boutique hotel where the Windsor is,
that will probably be a viable product and sort of, you know, an ok thing. But to like, see
the city of Asheville doing RFQs on their property to partner with developers to work on
more high-end development, when you got people talking about work-force housing, it
seems to me like uh, they should be trying to some of something uh different...uhh, you
know, that’s a complicated social thing. If you put your work-force housing all in one
place then are you building a ghetto? Or, are, it seems like to me, if you do a huge
redevelopment project, on the river, say that 18,000 units of housing, if you instead of
having all of your units in the same place, if you had them spread through all of other
houses and had all different tiers of income living together, than socially you’re doing a
whole lot more because, you know, all the poor kids aren’t hanging out together. You
know, in other words, I tend to think like, what you’re around and the consciousness of
your environment is what you tend to mimic as you grow old so from a child stand point,
if he doesn’t see anything but crack-dealing in Hillcrest then that is what he aspires, you
know, aspires to. But if you had all that Hillcrest housing, I mean Hillcrest is a perfect
example of what could be remixed in, and if you had all of that Hillcrest housing mixed
through, you know a couple thousand units scattered down the river and these people
were not all, clustered into one place together, then you’re breaking up that social
structure that basically perpetuates it self and now this kids whose parents don’t have it
all together and living next door to a middle-class kid whose parents do, then ... I mean
anyway. The gentrification of Montford when I first moved here in *91, I uh, you could
buy a house on Montford in good shape for $80,000. You could buy, I mean $20,000
houses you know and then Gene Allison [name uncertain] had a lot to do with the tax
credits and the historical tax credits for Montford, and you know, basically, that was a
vehicle for people who did hash out to get a little more money and made it more
attractive for people who came in to fix up the old houses as oppose to tear them down.

KF: If you could describe Asheville, as it was when you were coming here as a kid in
three adjectives and then describe it as it is to you today, what would they be?

RT: I don’t know if I could do that...but...uh... in the 60s, Asheville was incredibly
vibrant and going into the 70s and then...hmm....vi-.... Asheville, three adjectives, that’s
a hard one...but, but like in the 70s when the mall opened, the only real store downtown
was Tops for Shoes, that I still remember, I mean there was the cigar shop and some
other things, but the only one that I can still think of that hasn’t moved is Tops for Shoes.
And when we were kids, we would go shopping at the mall for everything except for
shoes because my dad made us go to Tops for shoes because that man bought that
building, he invested in this town, and everyone turned their back on him and he needs to




pay for this building. And so, we would always go to Tops. I remember when Sear’s was
downtown, and when JC Penny’s was downtown, and then when everything moved to the
mall, Asheville was a ghost town. I mean boarded up windows and everything, and that
was, you know pretty much the 70s and the 80s. That the Lanzuis’ you were talking
about, own a lot of Lexington Avenue, that’s when they came in a bought a lot of that up.




