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Wright Paving for $3 million, and 
it was tough on our budget. (This 
prolonged dispute was over a pro-
posed rock quarry. The $10 million 
suit went to the Tennessee State 
Supreme Court, and the Wrights 
eventually got permission for the 
quarry.)
	 Jay, Jamey and the department 
heads have really worked hard to get 
us in the position we’re in now. We 
still have money to take care of our 
everyday operations, but we’ve set 
aside just about everything else in 
the budget. We had to come up with 
$500,000 this year and $1.5 million 
last year (toward the lawsuit). If 
we didn’t have the leadership that 
Jay has given us, I just don’t know 
where we’d be. Settling the Wright 
Paving lawsuit finally is a step for-
ward. It’s hard to take $3 million 
out of the budget without it hurting 
us. We are working out the situation 
now, and it’s getting better.

TT&C: You have worked toward 
getting an industrial park in 
Shelbyville for years. How is that 
effort going?
WC: We appointed a committee to 
look for a park we’re calling Com-
merce Business Park. Everyone 
worked for a few years to find a site. 
It took time to select the best loca-
tion. A recommendation was made 
for an 89-acre property across the 
road from a private industrial area. 
It’s an area where there’s quite a bit 
of industry — a Walmart distribu-
tion center, an automotive supplier, 
a hospital and doctors’ clinics. We 
have water and sewer available at 
this location, and there’s a TVA 
power substation there.
	 Bedford County is going in with 
the city on the project. We both have 
committed $600,000, and we’ve 
also been approved for a $350,000 
TVA grant. This all means that we’ll 
have enough money to purchase the 
property and take care of additional 
infrastructure needed. We’re going 
to have to do the rest of it as we 
go, but we can get a good portion 
of it started. Allen Pitner, our local 
chamber of commerce president, 
has already started the procedure 
of getting Commerce Business Park 
classified as site-ready. We hope to 

be able to start on it by next year. 
It means we’ll be competitive with 
surrounding counties. 
	 Typically, the people who own 
industrial property set the price, and 
sometimes they drive the industries 
off. They’ll find out there’s a lot of 
interest in a property, and they’ll 
jack the price up. It kills the deal. 
With this new park we can have 
a better handle on the price of the 
property. Hopefully, the new park 
will put us in the same ballpark as 
adjacent communities and allow us 
to grow more industry here. This 
is the first time the city and county 
have been involved in a business 
park. It should make a very big 
difference to our economic devel-
opment. 

TT&C: What is the growth like in 
Shelbyville? 
WC: We are definitely growing. 
According to the 2010 census, our 
population is about 20,000, up from 
about 14,000-16,000 in the previous 
census. Bedford County is about 
45,000, so that means close to half of 
our population is in the city. I’d like 
to see more growth in the city. The 
services we provide offset what it 
costs to live outside the city. We are 
blessed to have several industries 
here. Tyson Chicken is our largest 
employer with about 1,300 work-

ers. We also 
have Newell-
Rubbermaid, 
C e n t u r y 
Mold,  Na-
tional Pen, 
Josten and 
many others. 

T T & C : 
You’ve been 
success fu l 
i n  s e c u r-
ing quite a 
few grants 
for city im-
provements. 
C a n  y o u 
give details 
on some of 
the most no-
table ones? 
WC: We’re 
very proud of 
a $3.2 mil-
l ion  gran t 

that helped us 
upgrade the 
Shelbyvi l le 

Municipal Airport. We improved 
the taxiways and parking ramps 
on the south side.  It has really 
improved the airport’s appearance. 
We’re working at another $1.2 
million grant for new LED light-
ing. We have another $1.2 million 
grant coming up that will take care 
of the taxiways and ramps on the 
north side of the airport. We like the 
airport projects because of the 95/5 
grant that we get with them. We can 
get a dollar for every nickel! 
	 Right now we have three al-
ternative program transportation 
grants the state has given us through 
the Tennessee Department of Trans-
portation for sidewalk, crosswalks 
and accessibility improvements in 
the downtown area. The first one 
we have underway is a $315,000 
grant.  There’s another one that’s 
going to be let this fall for $361,000, 
and Gov. Bill Haslam just came to 
town a few weeks ago and gave us 
a $597,000 grant for the same area. 
We are pouring new sidewalks and 
coloring them to look like bricks. 
Everything adjacent to the down-
town public square is upgraded. It 
looks really good. Hopefully, we’ll 
a get a fourth grant that will further 
improve everything within two 
blocks of the square. 
	 We have several projects going 
on. Our Parks and Recreation De-
partment bought additional 58 acres 
to Griffin Park.  North Main Street 
is being widened. We are putting a 
turning lane in there, too. We are re-
doing the sidewalks, paving, curbs 
and gutters on Lane Parkway. We 
are looking at grants all the time, 
and we want to continue to do so. 
We just got a $196,000 for new air 
packs for the firefighters. The Shel-
byville Police Department got state 
accreditation last year. I think we 
are one of about 34 cities in the state 
with accreditation. That accredita-
tion should help tremendously with 
getting grants in the future. 

TT&C: With so many pressing 
civic needs and demands, have 
you been able to keep property 
taxes at a reasonable rate? 
WC: We are about the lowest city 
for property taxes in our area. Fay-
etteville may be a little less than 

what we are, but they also have a 
wheel tax. Property taxes have been 
one of my biggest frustrations over 
the years. I’ve always thought the 
best approach is to increase taxes 
modestly, just one or two cents. You 
want to avoid waiting until you get 
to a desperation point.  Right now 
we are looking at adding a 16 cents 
tax, and it’s come about because of 
the lawsuits we’ve had to face and 
other unexpected expenses. We had 
about 200 feet of an underground 
flume system collapse recently. 
We’d already borrowed $500,000 
to repair the first part of it and then 
we had another 156 feet collapse. 
We are now looking at borrowing 
at least $1 million to fix that portion 
of it.
	 We figure it’s going to take 6 
cents added to the property tax to 
pay loans for the flume system over 
a 10-year period. We are also look-
ing at adding 10 cents to the prop-
erty tax to get our emergency funds 
back up.  If we have a tornado come 
through here — or another disaster 
of some sort — I don’t know how 
in the world we’d fund the clean-up. 
We have pretty well exhausted our 
emergency funds.  Right now our 
property tax rate is $1.65, and the 
proposed increase would put it at 
$1.81 per $100 of assessed value. 

TT&C: Shelbyville has long been 
known for the Tennessee walking 
horse industry. In recent years, 
there’s been controversy around 
the practice of soring, the use of 
chemicals or pressure to cause 
pain to a horse’s feet when they 
touch the ground. How has this 
impacted the local walking horse 
industry? 
WC: I will be honest. The horse 
industry has really been hurting 
around here. It typically brought in 
about $40 million a year into our 
community, but it’s surely gone 
down from that number. There were 
so many problems with the soring 
controversy and with the USDA 
(United States Department of Agri-
culture). Our civic clubs and school 
groups had booths at the horse 
events. That’s where they all made 
their money for their projects.  It’s 
really had an adverse affect on them. 
	 I went to the spring show and 
they had great looking horses there. 
All the trainers I know who are still 
in the business don’t participate 
in soring. They know they will be 
reprimanded and suspended from 
showing. The whole soring contro-
versy became a little like mad cow 
disease. There were problems, but 
there was also an overreaction that 
hurt the industry. A few bad apples 
reflected terribly on everybody. 
We’ve got a lot of empty horse 
barns now. A lot of them are owned 
by people from out of state. We’re 
hoping for an upward swing, but 
we’ve needed time to recover. On 
the bright side, we have a great event 
called the Great Celebration Mule 
and Donkey Show in July. It draws 
a crowd from 25 states or more. It 
is really a growing event, and we 
think it’s going to pick up the slack 
that we are losing from the walking 
horse shows. 

TT&C: Where do you see Shel-
byville in five years? 
WC: I believe we are on the verge 
of moving forward at a rapid rate. 
We are only about 15 minutes 
from Murfreesboro and there’s a 
good four-lane highway for back 
and forth travel. More people are 
coming here to live, and there’s 
spillover from all the surrounding 
areas. When we get our industrial/
commercial park up and running, 
we’ll create more jobs and attract 
even more attention to the area. We 
have a lot of retirees moving here, 
and that’s a plus. We also hope to 
eventually build a sports complex 
so we can attract sports events and 
ball tournaments to Shelbyville. 
People coming into town for sport-
ing events will need to eat and have 
a place to sleep, so it would be great 
for our local economy. 

TT&C: You were the first Shel-
byville official to serve as a di-
rector-at-large for the Tennessee 
Municipal League. You were 
recently selected as one of three 
vice presidents of TML during 
the League’s annual conference 
in June. Can you talk about your 
commitment to TML? 
WC: TML is one of the best things 
that ever happened to the state of 
Tennessee. I’m really honored to be 
elected third vice president. I look 
forward to serving in a leadership 
position on the TML board. 

BY LINDA BRYANT

	 Mayor Wallace Cartwright of 
Shelbyville, Tenn., isn’t the sort of 
politician who puts a lot of “spin” 
on the issues. He describes himself 
as a straight shooter who prefers a 
no-nonsense approach to leadership 
and honest dialogue with his constit-
uents.
	 “I really do believe that honesty 
is the best policy, even if it makes 
you unpopular with some people,” 
Cartwright said. “I don’t try to paint 
a rosy picture, and I don’t tell people 
I can do things for them when I really 
can’t. I will always try my best, but I 
will also try to be realistic and fair.”
Mayor Cartwright, 80, took office in 
2007. In late 2014, he won reelec-
tion, fighting off two opponents. In 
recent years, he’s focused on helping 
the city recover and stabilize from 
unexpected expenses, including a 
major lawsuit, a crisis in the local 
walking horse industry, and the 
collapse of an underground flume 
system that drains local stormwater 
into the Duck River. 
	 Even in the midst of these formi-
dable challenges, the city is on the 
way up. 
	 Shelbyville Municipal Airport, 
considered a regional gem among 
small airports, is in the midst of a 
major upgrade, a new city/county 
industrial park is on the horizon, 
and the historic downtown square 
area experiencing a significant re-
surgence. 
	 Cartwright, who delegates 
much authority to his City Manager 
Jay Johnson and to his department 
heads, doesn’t like to take much 
credit for the city’s accomplish-
ments. But the stamp of his leader-
ship is on many things locally and 
regionally. His civic engagement is 
impressive.
	 He has served as a director-at 
large for the Tennessee Municipal 
League and was recently elected 
a TML vice president, one of three 
such positions. He serves on the 
South Central Tennessee Devel-
opment District board; the South 
Central Human Resource Agency 
executive committee; the South 
Central Tennessee Tourism Associ-
ation board; the South Central Area 
Transportation Service (SCATS) 
board; the Shelbyville Chamber of 
Commerce board; the Economic De-
velopment and Tourism Committee; 
Bedford Railroad Authority; and 
Bedford County Health Council.  He 
is also an active member of Bedford 
County Farm Bureau, and a deacon 
of Fair Haven Baptist Church.

TT&C: Can you talk about your 
background and tell us a little 
about your family? 
WC: I was born and raised in Shel-
byville and Bedford County. I have 
been married to my wife, Martha 
Trolinger Cartwright, since 1955. 
We have three children, six grand-
children, six great grandchildren 
and several step-grandchildren. My 
father and I started Ewing Cart-
wright & Son General Contractors 
in 1956. We specialized in resi-
dential, commercial and industrial 
building. We stayed within about a 
125-mile-radius of Shelbyville and 
built mostly nursing homes, schools 
and churches in this area. We went 
out of business in 1980. Then I 
worked for the National Gypsum 
Corp., Gold Bond Division, for 
three years covering 33 counties in 
Middle Tennessee. I worked with 
J.R. Warren Contractor for about 10 
years as a general superintendent, 
and with Fogleman Properties as an 
inspector and project manager.
	 I found out I had colon cancer 
in 1997, and I retired from my pre-
vious work.  Fortunately, everything 
turned out well. The Lord took care 
of me. I also decided to run for Shel-
byville City Council in 1997. I can’t 
say that it really felt like I actually 
retired. I just changed jobs. I served 
as a council member for 10 years, 
and then I ran for mayor in 2007. 

TT&C: Why did you want to go 
into public service when you could 
have just retired? 
WC: My grandad and dad were both 
county magistrates. I had an uncle 
who served as a city councilman and 
another uncle who served as a city 
manager and a city mayor. They all 
worked for the people. Their service 
influenced me. I was raised around 
people who give back to the commu-
nity, and I want to do the same thing. 

TT&C: You decided to run for 
mayor after serving on the Shel-
byville City Council for 10 years.  
WC: I wanted to bring some peace 

and harmony into the community. 
We had some good mayors, but we 
also had some leaders who were 
caught up in good old boy politics. It 
didn’t matter to them who they hurt. 
My feelings were, and still are, this: 
If the city has ordinances and laws, 
then we need to work within them. 
Shelbyville belongs to everybody, 
not just a small group of people 
over to the side. Not just to a select 
group who gets to do everything 
they want. I really felt like all of the 
people in our community needed 
representation. 
	 I had a lot of support the first 
time I ran. There were some people 
who felt like they could tell me 
what to do and how to operate once 
I got into office. I had several folks 
tell me, “You’re the mayor. Now 
you have the power to do what you 
want.” I always said, “No, we’re 
governed by rules and regulations. 
We can’t go outside guidelines.” I 
haven’t had quite as much backing 
since my first term, but that’s fine 
with me. I like it because I don’t 
feel obligated to any one group. I 
just want to serve the people.  
	 Mine is a “weak” mayor po-
sition. I have to give much of the 
credit to our city manager, Jay John-
son. Jay is the one with the ability to 
get things done in our city, and the 
department heads work under his 
direction. I try to let him do his job. 
When I’m made aware of things, I 
take them to Jay. Shelbyville City 
Council appointed Jay about four 
years ago, and we are extremely 
fortunate to have him. He has done 
a fantastic job. We also have a great 
city treasurer, Jamey Owen.  She 
watches the pennies and the dollars 
like they are coming out of her own 
pocket. Jay and Jamey really work 
well together. 

TT&C: Have you gotten more 
done because of Jamey and Jay? 
WC: It’s my opinion — and it may 
be different than some — yes, we 
have. We have had several lawsuits 
against the city over the years, some 
of them going back to the early 
1990s. We’ve been going through 
the process of trying to get all 
these lawsuits settled. They have 
cost us dearly. We settled one with 

Shelbyville was awarded a $315,000 TDOT transportation grant for sidewalk, crosswalks 
and accessibility improvements in the downtown area. Pictured are Gov. Bill Haslam, state 
Sen. Jim Tracy, and Shelbyville Mayor Wallace Cartwright.

Wallace Cartwright
Shelbyville Mayor

Cartwright’s no-nonsense leadership style has helped Shelbyville flourish
Mayor believes in trusing city employees and making government work for all people


