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NORFOLK

He says it wasn't vindication shining in his eyes.

But developer Buddy Gadams acknowledged the significance of landing downtown
Norfolk's most prestigious award after finding himself, seven years ago, at the
bottom of an expensive hole in the ground.

"I feel like the record has been set straight," Gadams said at his firm's office at 207
Granby St. "I think people realize I can get things done and that when I start
something, I finish it."

Gadams took plenty of heat in 2007 when his $180 million Granby Tower
condominium project, at the southwest corner of Brambleton Avenue and Granby
Street, fell through.

But after winning legal battles in the saga over the site - which had been excavated
but not built upon - Gadams once again caught the attention of city leaders, this time
in a good way.

The Downtown Norfolk Council recently named Gadams the Downtowner of the Year
for significantly building up a neighborhood in the city's central business district.

When Gadams' company, Marathon Development, finishes up the projects it is
undertaking downtown, it will have added more than 650 apartments. They are
expected to bring in 1,000 residents, pushing the city center's population to more
than 5,000.

In the past few years, Marathon Development has spent $131 million in downtown
renovating and preserving historic buildings and constructing new apartments.

Gadams' investment has "resulted in more energy, more talent and more activity
being added to an already vibrant neighborhood," Mayor Paul Fraim said last week
when he presented the award to Gadams. "And, of course, that will also increase
opportunities for improvement in retail downtown."

To be feted by Fraim is quite a turnaround for Gadams, 43.

At one point, he was locked in a legal battle with the city over his $25 million East
Beach Marina project, which drew objections from nearby residents who
complained it would increase traffic and destroy wetlands. The project eventually got
the green light to proceed.
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In 2008, the City Council weighed in on the Granby Tower debacle even though it
had no authority to order the private company to do anything.

"If he wants to do anything in the city in the future, he needs to keep faith with the
council," then-Councilman Randy Wright said in November 2008.

Councilman Barclay Winn, who served on the council at that time, said Monday it
would have been easy for Gadams to walk away from his career in development, but
he persevered through the Great Recession.

"He stayed the course and fought through it," Winn said. "We're better for it, and he's
better for it."

Granby Tower, which would have been Norfolk's tallest building, did not materialize
because condo sales were dampened after the federal government expressed
interest in having his land, Gadams said. Also, the lender that was funding the
project wound up having financial troubles before closing on the loan.

At the time, the country was headed into a real estate crash, and condos, in
particular, were losing their appeal.

Gadams said he would have had to pull the plug on Marathon Development if the
firm had lost either of two major court battles over the tower. One of them involved
the contractor and subcontractors who wanted to be paid for preparing the site for
construction. Courts later sided with Gadams, who had argued that his contract said
he did not have to pay them if financing did not materialize.

In another lawsuit, he fought the federal government for trying to take his property
through eminent domain for an addition to the courthouse. The government thought
the property was worth $6.2 million, but a jury later ordered it to pay him more than
$13.4 million.

Marathon Development didn't work on a single downtown project in the years it was
fighting in court, Gadams said.

He re-emerged in the city center in 2012 with the purchase of the Wainwright
Building, built in 1925.

It was among several properties he had been eyeing that were involved in the
collapse of Bank of the Commonwealth. He bought it at a deep discount and
announced plans to turn it into apartments.

He snagged several other downtown buildings that had ties to Bank of the
Commonwealth, and he set about converting them to apartments as well.

Gadams' latest project is close to the hearts of city leaders who have for years held
out hope that the Union Mission Ministries building on Boush Street would be saved
and used again. Earlier this month, Marathon Development closed on the purchase
of the 1909 property for $4 million. Gadams plans to build 86 luxury apartments in
the existing structure and 50 more in a new, adjacent building.

Gadams believes the downtown apartment market will continue to thrive, but he'll
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likely scale back his development in the city's core. He says his business philosophy
generally pushes him toward projects that other developers avoid. He's tight-lipped
about what's next, but says he's always looking for new opportunities.

He started out in the real estate business with a $10,000 gift from his grandmother.
After making a significant profit on his first property, Gadams quit his job selling
mutual funds to financial institutions. He started Marathon, a name he picked
because of the many races he had run - including a 150-mile run across the Sahara
Desert.

The sixth of seven children, Gadams grew up picking peppers on his family farm in
Lawrenceburg, Tenn., delivering newspapers in Dallas and mowing yards in
Richmond.

His parents, Frank and Barbara, were in town to watch him receive his Downtowner
of the Year award.

He said he would never want to go through a troubled project like Granby Tower
again, but looks back on it now as a valuable experience. It taught him, Gadams
said, that persistence pays off.
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