
Archer Custom Builders 
Keeping their hands in the Mid-South and their hearts Downtown

By Sally Lyon
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T
here’s an office motto among the staff of 

Archer Custom Builders that goes, “We cannot be 

the cheapest, but we can be the best,” says Tom 

Archer, owner and president of the 13-year-old com-

pany. With his 40 years of professional experience, 75 percent of 

Archer projects coming from repeat customers, and a portfolio 

spanning three states, clearly that mantra rings true. 
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top: Archer Builders’ 
offi ce on South Main Street.
Other offi ces at 431 South 
Main include the Memphis 
Music Foundation (above), 
doug carpenter and 
associates (far right), and 
Design Shop retail (right).
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Archer’s training began early. “When I was 13,” he 
says, “I started helping my father, who was a contrac-
tor, doing the jobs no one else wanted, that no one else 
could stand.” Born in Frankfurt, Germany, on the U.S. 
Army base there, and raised in Lansing, Michigan, 
Archer came to Memphis when he was 17 years old. 
His father had lived at the Porter-Leath orphanage 
as a child and so the family moved back home in 1972. 
For the fi rst 20 years of his professional career, Archer 
worked as the operations manager for a large contrac-
tor in town and eventually, in 2001, started Archer 
Custom Builders. 

“Building is the only thing I’ve ever done,” he says, 
“well, except for bagging groceries one time.”

Archer’s notable buildings around town include the 
award-winning National Civil Rights Museum admin-
istration annex on St. Martin Street, part of the $27.5 
million renovation of the facility. Th e museum itself is a 
stone’s throw from Archer’s headquarters, a handsome 
three-story, redbrick space at 431 South Main. Archer 
and a partner bought 431, as he calls it, seven years 
ago. Th ey renovated the historic 1910 structure, creat-
ing several loft-style offi  ces and updating the building 
to modern standards while protecting its charm and 
recycling as much of the original materials as possible. 
Archer Custom Builders currently inhabits the store-
front facing South Main. 

“All the spaces are leased now, so we’re glad about 
that,” he says. Among the tenants are the Memphis 
Music Foundation and doug carpenter & associates, 
an advertising, PR, and consulting agency. Elsewhere 
in the South Main Arts District, Archer is currently 
wrapping up work at Stock and Belle (387 South Main), 
a high-end dress shop, spa, and general store in a former 
warehouse scheduled to open in October. “At 618 [South 
Main],” Archer says, “we are turning a 20,000-square 
foot warehouse into a bachelor pad.”

Beyond South Main, Archer Custom Builders has 
built several houses in the South Bluff  neighborhood 
and in Harbor Town. Th e sleek, contemporary Waddell, 
Hayden, and Woodard residences have all received ac-
colades in industry publications, and the Hayden home, 
in Harbor Town, won a 2005 Builders Choice Design 
and Planning Merit Award. In 2008, Archer also did a 
full interior renovation of the Ronald McDonald House 
on Alabama Avenue, which hadn’t seen a major over-
haul since it was originally constructed in 1991. Away 
from downtown, Archer built the Kirby Wines and 
Liquors building in East Memphis, and expanded and 
renovated the 1923 Bell-Henslee home in Midtown, and 
the Pi Kappa Alpha Fraternity Memorial Headquarters 
at Southwind in Germantown.

Outside of Tennessee, Archer Custom Builders is 
fully insured and licensed in Mississippi and Arkansas. 

above: Tom Archer 
getting ideas down on 
paper. Archer was born 
in Germany and came to 
Memphis at the age of 17. 
Having worked as a man-
ager for a large contractor, 
he began Archer Custom 
Builders in 2001.
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this page: The Woodard 
residence on Tennessee 
Street, designed 
by archimania and 
completed in 2005.
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“In Arkansas, the buildings tend to be new and reno-
vated homes,” Archer says. “In Mississippi, we tend to 
do more industrial work, although we did rebuild a 
fraternity house at Ole Miss in Oxford about 10 years 
ago.” Other Oxford projects include several dwellings 
built for Memphis families. 

While there is currently no shortage of projects, things 
haven’t always been that way at Archer Custom Builders. 
“In 2007 and 2008, during the down years, it took all we 
had to hang on,” says Archer. “We had enough cash to 
get us through it, but it was close. If it had gone much 
longer, I don’t know what would have happened.” 

Now, in 2014, the company is fi nancially secure, 
“about where we were in 2005 and 2006,” Archer says. 
“We lost a lot of friends then who just couldn’t hang on, 
who retired. We took every job we could get.” 

Perhaps what saved Archer from the economic down-
turn were the relationships he had built with customers 
prior to it and the service and quality Archer provides. 

“We do all the maintenance on our buildings for 
life,” Archer says. “We had a client call one day recently 
who needed a big piece of furniture moved, so I sent 
some guys to do it. If a doorknob falls off , we go put it 
back on.” 

Archer adds that he doesn’t sub out painters and 
carpenters, either. “We have 25 employees. I have direct 
employees who I can move around at will, so I don’t 

have to deal with anyone else’s scheduling.” 
Downtown Memphis is defi nitely where Archer’s 

heart is. “Downtown sort of has its own micro-econ-
omy,” says Archer. “What we are doing downtown,” 
he continues, “restoring old buildings, it is saving our 
city. Th e whole city feels the eff ect. What you’ve seen 
in cities like Nashville is happening here, too.” 

Archer is all over downtown: two river-view ware-
house condos on Wagner Street are in the works, the 
D. Canale & Co. distillery building at 301 South Front 
Street, across from Gus’s Fried Chicken, is currently in 
the demolition stage, and Archer has just been tapped 
to renovate the much publicized Nineteenth Century 
Club on Union in Midtown (not downtown, but close). 

“We are going to restore that building to its original 
condition,” Archer says of the white-columned former 
club headquarters, which has languished in litigation 
and disrepair for years. Th e client’s plans for the build-
ing include a full-service restaurant and event space. 
“You’ll see the fences going up around the property 
any day now.” 

“We love what we do,” says Archer, looking around 
his offi  ce. “Downtown is a boomtown. Downtown’s 
our deal.” 	

For more from the Archer Custom Builders gallery, please visit 
mbqmemphis.com.

above: Kirby Wines and 
Liquor in East Memphis, 
designed by archimania 
and completed in 2006.


