
by Rick Sapp
Bedford Falls is a wonderful place to live and 

work. Not much changes year to year while the 
Bailey Building & Loan, the beating heart of a 
true community, just keeps puttering along. It’s a 
friendly, walkable place with tree-lined streets and 
successful neighborhood businesses.

Sometimes, though, the citizens of Bedford 
Falls imagine their evil twin, the ruthlessly 
commercial Pottersville, lurking behind the mirror. 
Bursting with screeching vitality, it is a wild, 
anything-goes town dominated by bars and pawn 
shops, empty buildings and poorly planned growth.

Some would say Gainesville is not unlike these 
two views of Bedford Falls, the mythic town in 
the movie It’s a Wonderful Life. Static, historic 
neighborhoods on one hand and ever-expanding 
suburbs on the other. Pockets of quiet juxtaposed 
with screaming crowds and bars and empty 
buildings. 

Bridging all those elements—and pointing the 
city toward a thriving future—is a challenge. City 

officials have to balance pressure from citizens 
on one side for low, or no, growth against a push 
by people who want to develop the city and its 
suburbs to attract more prosperity. It’s a tough give 
and take. But, it can be done successfully, as other 
cities have shown. 

To consider what Gainesville’s future could be, 
The Business Report looked at several cities that 
are in the process of reinventing themselves.

by Kevin Ireland
To the casual observer, S. Clark Butler was 

just the man behind Butler Plaza—a successful 
developer who shaped Gainesville’s retail districts 
while creating the largest shopping complex in the 
Southeast.

But Butler, who died October 19 at the age of 
89, was more than that. As a businessman and 
developer, he had few equals in the state. As a self-
made success, his story harkened to Horatio Alger. 
And as a citizen, he was quietly compassionate and 
interested in doing what he thought was best for the 
community at large and people individually.

For all those reasons, the Gainesville Area 
Chamber of Commerce decided to honor him in 
January with its Legacy Award. 

“Clark Butler was a pillar of the business 
community,” says Brent Christensen, the chamber’s 
chief executive officer. “He started from humble 
beginnings and as an entrepreneur faced adversity 
time after time while building a successful 
company. He always wanted to do what was best 
for his community and his family. He didn’t want 
any credit or anything else in return.” 

This is just the third time in its 85-year history 
that the chamber has given a Legacy Award. 
Previous awards went to builder Charles Perry and 
banker C.B. Daniel. 

It’s no surprise Clark Butler would join this elite 
group, given the breadth of his accomplishments 
over a 70-year career. But it’s not so much what he 
achieved as the way he achieved it that stands as 
his greatest success.

THE POWER OF PERSUASION
Clark grew up on a family farm in Plant City 

and first came to Gainesville around the age of 17 
to visit his older brother Bob, who was working 
his way through the University of Florida. Clark 
saw opportunity in selling fresh produce here, 
especially to the boarding houses where most 
college students lived. Also, it was the height of 
the Depression and he thought his family could 
do much better in Gainesville than they could 
trying to make a living on a small farm. So after he 
graduated from high school, he talked his family 
into moving to Gainesville to open a fruit and 
vegetable stand. It was perhaps the first indication 
of his persuasive powers: His parents were in their 
70s and he was the youngest member of the family.
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Paducah, Kentucky’s thriving riverfront features Robert Dafford’s life-size floodwall murals, 
which depict the city’s rich history. 

UF’s Theft Prevention Experts

Gainesville’s Indiana Jones
Hunts for Sunken Treasure
How to Be a Better Negotiator
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Members of the Gainesville Area Chamber of Commerce 
receive a free subscription to The Business Report.

Chamber Honors Clark Butler with Legacy Award

What Gainesville Could Be
High-Tech Dynamo? Art Haven? 
Gainesville’s Options for Growth Are Wide Open

“People are looking for experiential
tourism where they can do hands-on
events or invest time in themselves.”

ROSEMARIE STEELE
MARKETING DIRECTOR FOR THE PADUCAH 

CONVENTION AND VISITORS BUREAU
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S. Clark Butler
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