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Brother and Meredith Rutter


Talk about a power lunch.
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Business owners, civic leaders, government officials and 
community-minded citizens filled the ballroom of the Norfolk 
Waterside Marriott on June 15 for the Downtown Norfolk 
Council’s annual meeting.


Besides hosting a few hundred friends for salad and some light 
organizational housework, the main event of the DNC meeting 
was the honoring of three special guests for their contributions to 
downtown Norfolk.


Brother and Meredith Rutter were presented with the Peter G. 
Decker Jr. Downtowner of the Year Award. The award recognized 
the couple’s ongoing commitment to the arts and acknowledged 
their key role in revitalizing Norfolk’s emerging NEON District.


A video tribute helped tell the story of the Texaco building at the 
corner of Olney Road and Granby Street. The Rutters have 
transformed it into a cultural arts hub that includes Work | 
Release, an arts venue, exhibition and event space and free living 
quarters for visiting artists.


Among those who commented in the video were Erik Neil, 
director of the Chrysler Museum of Art, who said when the 
Rutters are involved, “Ideas spring forth ... and then things 
happen.”


The first order of business for Brother Rutter, lawyer and 
managing partner of Rutter Mills, was to acknowledge his wife.

“Those who know us well know where the energy really is behind 
this vision,” he said. “They know that if you want to get 
something done in this family, you call Meredith.”


He went on to describe how the re-imagined Texaco building was 
designed to combat a “threshold complex” that kept people from 
visiting larger art institutions. The couple’s solution is a street-



level space where people interact with each other and the 
artwork in a more informal setting.


The setup especially appeals to those of the millennial generation 
who have proved key in breathing new life into the formerly bleak 
neighborhood north of Brambleton Avenue.


“What I’ve found in this arts world is I don’t always have the best 
idea,” Rutter said later. “I may have energy, I may have the ability 
to execute a project and I may have capital, but now, the best 
ideas are coming from outside in ... and I love that.”


While the award is confirmation of a concept, Rutter is aware of 
what it will take to maintain the arts district’s momentum.

“We need more people to open businesses in the district,” he 
said. “We need people to vote with their bodies. We need them 
to come down here and participate, because without the 
community participation, nothing endures.”


The second award of the afternoon went to outgoing Mayor Paul 
Fraim, who accepted the Lifetime Achievement Award for his 
three decades of civil service. The Downtown Norfolk Council 
has only handed out the award twice.


Fraim joined City Council in 1986 and became mayor in 1994. He 
will leave office in July and hand the reins to Mayor-elect Kenny 
Alexander.


Those looking for evidence of Fraim’s contribution to the growth 
of downtown saw it clearly in a video tribute. The photos and 
footage of a much more desolate downtown stand in stark 
contrast to the bustling, colorful city center of today.


Even after being called out in the video by City Manager Marcus 
Jones for not taking credit for his accomplishments, Fraim spent 



most of his acceptance speech acknowledging the contributions 
of others.


“Local government is very much like a team sport,” he said. “No 
one gets anything done by themselves.”


Fraim assured the crowd he is not completely retiring. He plans 
to return to practicing law as a member of Fraim & Fiorella – “if 
my partners will have me” – and will continue to serve as 
chairman of the board for the Slover Library Foundation.


