
	

	

 
Saving the Savoy: Developer Buddy Gadams steps in to 
renovate "leaning tower of Granby" 
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The Savoy building on Granby Street in Norfolk is surrounded by scaffolding on Friday, March 6, 2015. 

 
NORFOLK 
A long-beleaguered downtown landmark, known by some as the “leaning tower 
of Granby,” may have a second chance to shed its scaffolding. 
 
Developer Frank “Buddy” Gadams wants to restore 161 Granby St., the site of 
the former Hotel Savoy, and convert it into 42 apartments above street-level retail 
space. Marathon Development has the building under contract, Gadams said, 
with the purchase slated for this fall. The building was last sold for $1.65 million 
in 2013. 
 
The proposal is the second project Gadams has swooped in to take over from 
South Carolina developer U.S. Development Co., led by Tom Prioreschi. It 
follows Marathon’s completion of The Rockefeller, a luxury apartment building on 
Brooke Avenue that was once a homeless shelter run by Union Mission 
Ministries. After Prioreschi’s group struggled to gather financing, Gadams bought 
and renovated the building. 
 
Prioreschi did not return calls from The Virginian-Pilot on Friday. 



	

	

 
Gadams said he is taking on the Savoy, beset with the engineering challenge of 
straightening a one-foot lean toward City Hall Avenue, as “the last man standing.” 
“I’m not crazy about doing it, just like I wasn’t crazy about doing the Union 
Mission building,” he said. 
 
Despite his reservations, the developer said the new project is necessary to “put 
a bow” on Granby Street. 
 
“I was waiting for someone to do it, and no one did it,” he said. 
 
In addition to the Savoy project, Gadams bought the adjacent three-story 
building, 151 Granby St., for $1 million in July. Marathon plans to turn the 
upstairs of the 12,500-square-foot building into eight apartments and renovate 
the two retail spaces below. Plans call for two new cornices to re-create the old 
facade and a rooftop terrace. 
 
Famous Uncle Al’s would move into the closed pawn shop space, and the former 
hot dog spot would be gutted and put on the market for a new tenant, Gadams 
said. 
 
Both proposals have been submitted to the city for review and will be presented 
to the Architectural Review Board on Aug. 22. The developer will seek historic-
property tax credits for the projects, according to application records. 
Kevin Murphy, president of the Downtown Norfolk Civic League, said he’s 
encouraged to know that after years of changed owners and dormancy, the two 
buildings will be in the hands of Gadams, who has a local track record. 
 
Gadams has developed about 1,000 apartments in downtown Norfolk within the 
past few years. In addition to The Rockefeller, his company was responsible for 
The Law Building, The Virginia Building, The James, the Wainwright and the 
Tazewell. Earlier this year, Marathon acquired the former Bank of America 
complex with plans to create hundreds of apartments as well as office and retail 
space. 
 
“Buddy has demonstrated repeatedly that he starts – and finishes – projects,” 
Murphy said. 
 
Though the neighborhood is just learning of the plans, Murphy said he hopes to 
see the developer focus on selecting special businesses to occupy the street-
level spaces. 
 
“There’s always that fear that they’re going to stick a 7-Eleven in a beautiful 
space,” he said. 



	

	

 
The purchase of both properties will give Marathon ownership of the entire block. 
 
Gadams said that with approvals, the small building’s construction would begin in 
October and take about six months to complete. He hopes to begin the Savoy 
also this fall, first with a two-month, $2 million straightening project. The 
conversion to luxury apartments will require a year or more of construction and 
cost about $10 million, he said. 
 
Built a century ago, the Savoy served visitors to the 1907 Jamestown Exposition. 
Its first floor was at one time a jewelry store, and for many decades, the upper 
levels housed Bankers Trust. 
 
Gadams said he anticipates more public scrutiny than some of his previous 
projects because of the high-profile nature of the city’s tilted tower. 
 
“There’s more pressure any time that everyone’s watching,” he said. 
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