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The Obici mansion, which overlooks the Nansemond River, sits next to the 18th
hnlelofths Sleepy Hole Golf Course in Suffolk.

Former mansion of Va.
peanut baron threatened

The Suffolk house could be
removed from golf course as
part of major face-lift of site

BY DAVID FORSTER
The Virginian-Pilot

SUFFOLK — The pull of history and local
sentiment alone will not be enough to save
the former home of Planters Peanuts founder
Amedeo Obici.

It-will take almost $2 million, if not more.
The city, which owns the property, recently
denied a proposal to renovate the mansion
because it said the group failed to show how
it would come up with the money.

That decision marked a fruitless end to an
official search for ways to save the estate with
private funds. It also appeared to clear the way
for the mansion's removal as part of a major
face-lift of the golf course on which it sits.

The rejected. group is still trying to meet
with city staff and elected officials to try to sal-
vage its proposal, even as members question
the city's commitment to the project.

“It appears that the city was just going
through the motions, starting with the require-
ments” in the request for proposals, said Brian
Camden, a principal of Powell Management
Associates, the Virginia Beach firm that was
lined up to manage the project. “In the final
analysis, it appears to have been a disservice to
the citizens of Suffoll.”
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The enviable location that Obici chose for
his rural home in 1924 might hasten its
downfall. It overlooks the Nansemond River,
just yards from Sleepy Hole's 18th hole.

Ronnie Rountree, the 'course operator,
plans to build an expansive clubhouse as part
of his new 20-year lease with the city. His
preferred location for the building is just east
of the mansion, and that will work only if the
house is removed, he said.

“The Obici house either needs to be reno-
vated, which doesn't look like it's going to
happen, or be removed, and that would open
site work up where you can see the 18th hole
or see the river,” he said.

‘Rountree has said repeatedly over the past
year that he would love to see the mansion
restored. If the house were saved, he said, he
would build his clubhouse in a less desirable
spot.
‘Either way, Rountree said, he is awaiting
direction from-the city. He sent a letter last
week asking for-a meeting to discuss the fate
of the Obici house, but as of early this week
he had not received a response, he said.

Mayor Linda T. Johnson, when asked |
what course of action she would like the city
to take on the house, said Tuesday by e-mail
that “the city will continue to explore its op-
tions.”
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Suffolk bought the golf course, the Obici
house and a water utility line in 2002 from
Portsmouth for $4.4 million. The deal in-
cludes a requirement that Suffolk give Ports-
mouth half of any proceeds over $2.7 million
if it sold the land within 10 years of the June
2002 recording date of the deed. After 10
years, the payment would fall to 25 percent of
net proceeds over $2.7 million, according to
the deed.

Rountree and Councilman Robert C. Bar-
clay IV, who represents the borough where
the Obici house is, both said they have not
heard of any discussion of developing the
land. '

Former City Manager Myles E. Standish
said that around the time of the deal with
Portsmouth, Johnson raised the idea in his
office of building condos on part of the golf
course's waterfront property.

Johnson denied that.

“I never ‘raised the idea’ of developing the
park or golf course to him,” she wrote by e
mail. “T have not and do not support develop-
ment of either. Let me be perfectly clear — I
have not and will not support the Sleepy Hole
Park or the Sleepy Hole Golf Course being
anything but open space conservation areas
for this city.”

Standish, who is a member of the group
that submitted the rejected proposal on the
Obici house, called the city’s search “a sham.”

“The community deserves better than
this,” he said.

In denying the proposal, Deputy City Man-
ager Patrick Roberts detailed in a letter to
Citizens for the Preservation of Obici House
four categories where the group fell short of
consideration. They included financing capa-
bility, the property management plan, com-
patibility with the golf course, and the pro-
posed general terms of the agreement and
lease price offer.

Accepting the proposal would have re-
quired the city “to ignore multiple specific re-
quirements,” Roberts wrote. .

Camden, whose construction management
firm specializes in historic renovation proj-
ects, said the city’s requirement for a 10 per-
cent good-faith deposit effectively prohibited
any historical preservation group from sub-
mitting a successful proposal.

That would have equated to a deposit of
about $170,000 from his group.







