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WHY I DO WHAT I DO
My late father said several times that if you can find something you enjoy doing, can make money 
at, and are good at, you will not work a day in your life. I found the first three to be true. However, 
there have been many days that have been extremely hard work and thought-provoking challenges. 
Today, I view them all as lessons learned:

Keep sharpening your saw. Learn all you can about that area (specialty) of real estate that you do 
most often. Spend money on training, less on advertising. Become an expert. Give back to your 
community with your skills, your time, and your money. Give some of your market insight to your 
clients on a regular basis. Stay in touch. 

What follows is the story of my career (so far). In it, you’ll see that the real 
estate industry has grown and changed for the better, with many bumps 
along the way. Its trajectory mirrors my own. But I hope to reassure you 
through this story that there are still many bright days ahead.

Our comprehensive marketing efforts are results 
focused and multi-channel in nature. For a more 

complete outline of our marketing strategies, 
refer to our Buyer’s Guide or Seller’s Guide. 

CONTACT RICK TODAY! 

Accredited Land Consultant and
Certified Residential Specialist

(828) 329 5565 | merrillr@beverly-hanks.com

512 N. Main Street, Hendersonville, NC 28792

Beginning my real estate 
career in mid-1971 as 
a $50-a-week assistant 

to my future broker in charge was exciting and a 
bit scary. He saw something in me that I had yet 
to see. When I finally got my salesman’s license in 
November that year, he still paid the $50 a week, 
but it became a draw against my first sale, even 
scarier. I was 19, soon to be 20 in April. It was 
January of 1972 before I closed my first sale. By 
the third quarter of 1972, I got married and we 
took a three-month honeymoon. Life was good.

Back then, the MLS was a loose-leaf notebook of 
printed pages that included a single black and white 
picture. Changes, pending, and closed sales each 
had their own half-page white, pink, or blue color 
report. The MLS office was a cubical in the corner 
of Flanagan Print Shop. It was the business and 
cultural center for both the Board of Realtors® and 
the MLS. It was a place we all went to regularly. This 
picture is of the space today. Back in the 1970s and 
early 1980s, there were temporary walls and a door.

We kept our own MLS notebooks, trying to 
stay current on new listings, changes, pending 
and closed sales. It was a requirement to 
post the buyer’s name on the closed sheets. 
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This was usually the first thing you looked at, 
sometimes learning that “your” buyer had 
bought elsewhere. The process was tedious 
and the data was out of date within hours.
 
A property search was turning pages in your loose-
leaf notebook and finding their location on a paper 
street map. Every new listing had only one, usually 
poor quality, picture. There was no Geographic 
Information System (GIS), and tax maps at the 
courthouse were very close to being useless.

MLS was a privately held corporation owned by 
the major firms in town. To buy in, you needed to 
acquire their approval, and the price was based on 
the then listing count in the system. I paid around 
$3,000 for Merrill Land Co to access MLS in 1977, 
the year I started my own firm. I had become a 
broker some years earlier, but back then you had to 
work as a salesman under a broker for four years 
before you could apply to become an independent 
broker. Today, it is called a “broker in charge.”

There were perhaps 12 real estate firms in 
Hendersonville then and maybe 70 agents in 
total. Typically, they were one to three agent 
offices. Firms like The Eudy Co., Ewbank & 
Ewbank, Staton Realty & Insurance, Haile & Haile, 
Sutherland Realty & Insurance, General Realty, 
Land of Sky Realty, and Barnette & Coates all 
come to mind. Nobody was franchised yet.

We all met monthly at the Chariot, which then 
was just west of today’s Umi and east of the 
church on 6th Avenue and the corner of Church 
St. These meetings were well attended and 
usually had good speakers. Sometimes they 
turned ugly as we thrashed out new policies. 
The old guard did not take to change well. MLS 
had its own meeting of office principals often 
at the end of a Board of Realtors® meeting. 

No lockboxes. We had to chase all over town 
to get and return keys, sometimes to find 
that the last agent had not yet returned the 
only key. Then you had to chase them down. 

MLS office in the corner of Flanagan Print Shop
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A lot of unproductive time was spent.

There were no cell phones; some folks had crude 
answering machines, most did not. You had to keep 
trying, guessing the hours the client might be home. 
Prime phone time, therefore, was 5:00–7:00 pm. I 
purchased radios and expensive access to a radio 
signal repeater tower on Bearwallow Mountain. This 
was like a 1950s telephone party line. Ours was a 
frequency shared with a landscaper, travel firm, 
and others. Care had to be taken to not “walk over” 
another user. Nothing was private. Use was limited 
to vehicles, offices, and homes. The equipment 
was heavy and not portable. Tall antennas were 
required at home and office base stations. But it 
was particularly functional if you had someone at 
the office or home with a landline telephone.

There were no fax machines and no computers. 
We had to go in person for initials on the smallest 
change to a contract or wait on an expensive 
several-day delivery. FedEx was in its infancy. Postal 
delivery was about the same as today: slow. Copy 
machines were pricey and could do only one sheet 
at a time like the flatbed scanners of the 2010s. 
Carbon paper and typewriters ruled the day. Press 
hard, this is in triplicate. We started seeing “smart” 
typewriters late in the decade. You could program 
them to remember parts of a letter where you 
manually filled in the blanks, as for a mass mailing.

The prices were incredibly low in retrospect. 
Basic, “starter” houses and new construction 
were available for $38,000 with 3 bedrooms 
and 1.5 baths, about 1200 SF, and a single-car 
garage. Farmers Home Administration (FmHA) 
would finance 100%. It was difficult to build them 
fast enough. Rough remote mountain land went 
for about $200 per acre, while prime rolling 
development land was about $2,500 per acre. 

English Hills’ land before development located on 
Kanuga Road was purchased by Donald Thompson 
from Bob Winkler for $2,500 per acre in 1974. 
Donald sold the timber for nearly that much before 
developing it. That was the last time Bob ever 

sold a piece of land with any timber left on it.

Bob was a playboy with a huge inheritance. He 
once owned many 100’s of acres in Flat Rock mostly 
along Little River Road. Of all the clients I have 
had over the last five decades, he was by far the 
most extravagant, and he would be proud to read 
this. One mid-week day, he called around 9:00 am 
and asked me to lunch, “meet me at the airport at 
10:30.” That was the Hendersonville Airport. No 
radar, no control tower, no lights. But he owned 
it. He, his two local attorneys, and I boarded 
his twin-engine BeechCraft, and off we went to 
Charleston, SC for lunch. When I sold the remaining 
lots and undeveloped land in Canarian Estates, 
it was so he could buy a new, faster airplane. 

Listing paperwork was a single legal-size, two-
sided piece of paper. The offer to purchase/
contract form likewise, and only the front had 
blanks to fill in. The back was a list of definitions. 
There were no disclosure forms of any kind.

Public records, deeds, and tax records were at the 
courthouse. Some deeds prior to 1957 were in 
longhand and with measurements in poles (16.5 ft). 
Tax maps were best guesses and on paper in very 
large books. Their ownership data was likewise in 
big books. A few courthouses had copy machines. 
Those there cost around fifty cents a page, the 
equivalent today of perhaps three or four dollars. 

I hired a technician to do courthouse and tax office 
research, plat out deeds, and create up-to-date 
paper files of closed comparable land sales on the 
USGS topographic maps. She transcribed from the 
records rather than copy them as it was cheaper.

There was no title insurance. Attorneys did 
their own title work in the record room and 
clerk of court’s office. Then they did a rough 
estimate of what money the buyer would need 
at closing and did the closing statement on 
a yellow pad at the closing table. They took 
personal checks, perhaps calling the bank if it 
was over $100,000, but that was a BIG closing.

Rick Merrill, Charles Waters, WBW Howe, and Bob Winkler

1974 brought the Arab Oil Embargo. We could 
only buy gas on alternating days, if we could find 
it. Nobody wanted to think about real estate, 
and we agents were very tight with our gas 
use. We learned quickly to better qualify and 
counsel buyers in office before touring them.

The late 1970s and early 1980s brought very 

high inflation and higher interest rates. Can you 
imagine selling a house with a 16% mortgage? 
There were not many takers. The folks who had 
to relocate with their jobs often negotiated a 
buy-down of the rate with their employer.

The school of hard knocks lessons learned 
that first-decade stick with me today.



Two game-changers that 
improved our efficiency 
over the following decade 

were cell phones and fax machines. The early cell 
phones were like the field radios you have seen 
in World War II movies: big, bulky, and expensive. 
Then came the bag phones which plugged into 
the cigarette lighter of your car. Less big, but still 
expensive. The reception with both was spotty 
at best. Nonetheless, they were wonderful. We 
learned to stop and talk where we had reception.

Fax machines gave us the ability to do quasi-
contracts over fax distances. However, contracts 
signed over fax were not legally binding and 
had to be followed up with hard copy, which 
was getting a little easier as FedEx and UPS 
had improved overnight delivery service.

A third electronic device, one-way pagers, came into 
widespread use early in the 1980s. They alerted 
you to someone wanting to talk with you. Your 
challenge was to find a way. Much of my business 
then was rural land. Being miles from the nearest 
phone made prompt response impossible. I 
threw mine away after six months of frustration.

Progressively over the years, MLS sheets evolved 
into softcover paper-bound books, once a month, 
then once every two weeks, then once a week. 
They had a printing lead time of 3–4 days, so data 
was never up to date. 
We continued to pick up 
the change, pending, and 
closed half sheets in order 
to try to be current.

The number of agents and 
agencies grew. There were 
over 150 agents in the 
Hendersonville Board of 
Realtors® by mid-decade. 
Today it is ten times that 
or more. Century21 and 
ERA franchises started to 
appear. Lockboxes entered 
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the scene late in the decade. No longer did we have 
to drive all over town picking up and dropping off 
keys. They too were expensive, but worth their cost.

Our MLS found its business model weak in 
assurance of compensation and cooperation.  
Litigation elsewhere mandated change. MLS had 
to become an information sharing entity open to 
all Realtors where participants agreed by joining 
that they would abide by the rules. No more 
privately held one county local corporation. My 
$3,000 investment was toast. The current system 
which has evolved to serve some 30 counties 
is better. Forms gradually got more complex as 
the “left coast” (California) lawsuits over their 
interpretation and content forced change, mostly 
to the betterment of consumer interests. Even so, 
the changes were tiny compared to today’s forms.

New members of the Board of Realtors® were given 
a thoughtful and useful in-person orientation class. 
This practice went by the wayside sometime after 
2005. We had lavish open bar annual Christmas 
parties, often at the Hendersonville Country Club. 
We socialized as a group much more than we do 
today. You had a chance to get to know each other.

The Hendersonville Board of Realtors® built their 
own building in 1984, which was a banner year. No 

Hendersonville Board of Realtors 1984

Computers began 
to appear. These, 
even in their 

primitive state, were the most significant 
game changers in my half-century career.
Like early cell phones, they were clunky and very 
expensive. They enabled email and many new 
email provider companies. An aggressive computer 
vendor would try to link and discount your new 
computer purchase with the email service from 
whom he earned a bonus. Today, I believe, the only 
two such services that survived are AOL and Yahoo.

Cell phones got better and smaller. The flip 
phone was popular and included a basic camera. 
It fit in your pocket! Small portable cameras 
soon became unnecessary. Photographic 
film was replaced with memory chips.

The vast quantity of data we Realtors® have to 
sift through became more organized. Eventually, 
the tax maps evolved into the GIS we now use 
many times a week. The first such systems were 
crude, but soon evolved to high functionality as 
computers and their programmers got better.

Most Realtors® invested in a computer. Owning 
one was just the beginning. We had to learn 
how to operate the darn things. The Board of 
Realtors® and many others offered computer 
classes. It was the beginning of a new world.

Soon our MLS data was coming through on 
the computer and books were being phased 
out. A few diehards refused to change and 
stuck with the books, which became very 
expensive as the number of users dropped like 
a stone. Kicking and screaming, the diehards 
came to the computerized MLS. And the 
total MLS access cost actually dropped.

1990’S
more picking up sheets or books out of a cubicle 
at Flanagan Printing. We had our pick-up boxes 
at the board office. It became somewhat a social 
center, for you were sure to meet a fellow agent. We 
were quite proud of being financially able to build 
it. This is what it looked like just after completion.

In the mid-1980s, new connections to 
Hendersonville’s sewer system were rationed 
because the sewer plant was frequently out of 
compliance with state and federal standards. 
It was releasing poorly treated and untreated 
sewage into Mud Creek. To get a building permit 
for a site accessible to the sewer was a matter 
of patience, timing, and luck. Ultimately NC State 
Senator Bo Thomas got a bill passed that forced 
Hendersonville to build a new treatment plant. 

Then came the 1987 Savings & Loan crisis. All 
builders and developers who owed 1% or more 
of the lender’s net worth had their notes called. 
Locally, First Federal Savings & Loan was acquired 
by First Citizens Bank because First Federal would 
have otherwise been insolvent. A prominent local 
builder who was in a joint venture with First Federal, 
as the developer of The Oaks, then Carriage Park, 
fell victim to the financial crunch. A year or so 
later, Carriage Park sold for dimes on the dollar 
and the builder retired earlier than planned. 

I too had been active in land and condo 
development in the 1980s. While I could not 
retire, I departed the development business, 
leaving it to others with deeper pockets.

Downtown Hendersonville



The COVID-19 pandemic 
at first seemed like it too 
would put a damper on 

real estate. Within a few months of being confined 
to quarters, those who could afford such sought 
second homes. Then not just the affluent began 
a surge in moving into homes that better suited 
their lifestyle of the pandemic. There was already 
a modest supply and this strong new demand 
created a seller’s market like none I have ever seen.

The decade began 
like the years after the 
1929 great depression: 

foreclosures, short sales, banks dumping toxic 
assets for 50% or less of what they were owed. 
The purging went on in earnest until mid decade. 
Those who had cash were able to acquire sound 
assets for dimes on the dollar. But most of us did 
not have cash. 2008’s crash left us without buyers, 
contracts, or closings for many months. When 
business again began to generate income sufficient 
to feed us, the deals were more complicated. Short 
sales are not fun with many uncertainties and 
delays. Sales of foreclosed bank-owned properties 
do not pay well and have tons of red tape.

Newer to the business Realtors® fled to jobs 
elsewhere with regular paychecks. We long-timers 
dug in and did what business we could. Real estate 
firms contracted, trying to survive. Locally, the 
Hendersonville Board of Realtors® went from some 
1,400 members to about 400. The large crews of 
construction subcontractors shrunk, some from 
30 workers to five. New construction was almost 
at a standstill until about 2016. Even then it was 
tough to find a spec house lender unless you 
could prove you really did not need the money.

The new century was 
upon us, and despite 
predictions, the sky did 

not fall, computers did not crash. But 2001 brought 
the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center which 
shocked us all. We all know today where we were 
and what we were doing when we saw the planes 
fly into the World Trade Center. Commercial 
flights were grounded for weeks. Real estate was 
the furthest thing from people’s minds. It was 
months before business began to happen again.

By 2004, the market was heated and growing 
like there was no tomorrow. By 2005, we saw 
mortgages with no documentation or down 
payment required. Locally we saw land prices 
jump 45% between 2005 and 2006. Crazy times!

Cell phones became smartphones and their 
reception was better. They had computers in 
them. Amazing! Email became commonplace 
and soon, text messaging likewise. Scanners 
took the place of fax machines. New copy 
machines were able to take multiple pages, do 
both sides, and some could do color. The Biz 
Hub became commonplace late in the decade.

Real estate firms got bigger, with more agents, 
more branch offices, and more franchises. It was a 
flush time. Today, in retrospect, it compares to the 
roaring 1920s. Then came the crash of 2008. It was 
ugly. Foreclosures became common, all real estate 
values plummeted. It became very difficult to borrow 
money and lenders were failing left and right.

2000’S 2010’S

2020’S

The future is just as scary as it was back in 1971. I 
have much more confidence now than I did then. 
There will be another slow-down cycle. While the 
momentum of the current market seems never 
ending, it will likely be good for only six to 18 
months. After that, who knows? The long-term 
graph has always been upward, except around 
2008. And that era was fueled by loose lending. 
There are always speed bumps and curveballs 
along the way. In order to survive in this business, 
you have to learn to constantly improve your skills. 
Focus on your clients one at a time, being sure 

you make them happy, one person at a time.

I am often asked when am I going to retire? 
When I am not capable of doing the job well 
is the short answer. I love what I do. I have 
found a work/life balance that is satisfying and 
lucrative. My golf game sucks, and I hate regular 
TV. I give counsel to Conserving Carolina on 
a regular basis. Staying current on the local 
market is vital if I am to continue such. 

Thank you for reading this.

REFLECTIONS

TESTIMONIALS
“Rick Merrill is a premier expert in the 
land market. His extensive knowledge 
and experience were invaluable to us in 
the sale of our property. His guidance 
and insights kept us realistic, and he 
exceeded our expectations in all aspects 
of our land sale.

Rick communicated with us in a 
responsive, timely and effective manner. 
He always made himself available to us.

Rick was terrific, and we cannot 
recommend him highly enough based on 
his expert knowledge, personable style 
and work ethic.

If you’re looking to buy or sell land, Rick 
is your man!”

     - Keith & Teri

“Rick helped make a challenging 
transition much easier for us. We felt we 
were in excellent hands and could count 
on him. He stuck with us in a difficult 
buyer’s market until we succeeded in 
finding a place. When we had questions 
about something that came up during 
inspection, he went above and beyond 
in getting expert opinion. Rick loves his 
work and it shows!”

     - Lynn

See more testimonials at: 
realsatisfied.com/Rick-Merrill



Rick Merrill
LAND & HOMES BROKER

(828) 329 5565 
merrillr@beverly-hanks.com


