
Page 16 • Charlotte Weekly • Jan. 4-10, 2008 www.thecharlotteweekly.com

Community

The men of Pursuit Group are not 
your average real estate developers. 
This is a fact they openly admit and em-
brace. Their Web site enumerates that 
the group’s members are self-described 
risk-takers, real estate developers, inno-
vators, crafty creative types, marketing 
gurus, business moguls, entrepreneurs 
and challenge-seekers. The lingo oozes 
a quirky combination of confidence and 
creative thinking, a formidable formula 
for success that can be found in each 
of the group’s unique endeavors. Be it 
real-estate problems or project market-
ing and development, Pursuit Group 
prides itself on “yoga-like flexibility,” 
striving for the same end goal: “to make 
our client (or product) famous.”

It has worked so far. 

Starting with a salon
Pursuit Group really began four 

years ago when co-founder and man-
aging director Jim Donnelly left Man-
hattan with his wife after selling his 
successful IgoUgo.com travel resource 
directory. After touring dozens of cities 
around the country, the Donnellys fell 
in love with Charlotte and set out to 
find the perfect location for their busi-
ness plan, an upscale men’s grooming 
lounge called Emerson Joseph. 

“We found this quirky 100-year-old 
building on Tryon (Street) between 
Third and Fourth (streets) that we 
loved,” Jim Donnelly said. “We bought 
that building and put the business 
there; the problem was we had to figure 
out what to do with the third floor.” 

The third floor had been pared down 
into small, problematic office space. 
They gutted the area to the original 
wood and brick, restored original his-

toric elements and built a limited num-
ber of exclusive condominium resi-
dences on the third floor and an office 
condominium on the second floor. “We 
had so many people just from Emerson 
Joseph who were interested that I didn’t 
even market it,” Donnelly explained. “I 
got to thinking maybe there are other 
projects in Charlotte that would also be 
cool that people love.”

From there, Pursuit Group’s pas-
sion for rethinking and transforming 
problematic spaces really began. The 
Donnellys turned their attention to 
the Home Federal Savings building at 
139 S. Tryon St., a project that other 
developers had attempted with small 
offices or mid-level condominiums. 
The Donnellys reversed the approach, 
transforming the space into The Trust, 
a collection of eight exclusive “luxury 
boutique” condominium residences, 
ranging from 3,500 to 7,000 square 
feet, and a premier restaurant. All spac-
es are filled and move-in is expected in 
March 2008.

Professional problem solvers
“At that point we were starting to get 

into pretty big projects … (involving) 
many millions of dollars,” Donnelly ex-
plained. “I said, ‘I better find other guys 
who think the same way.’” It didn’t take 
long for the men of Pursuit Group to 
find one another. The additional core 
of three came directly out of relation-
ships made through the Emerson Jo-
seph building.

“All of us have been cut from the 
same mold; (we’re) young, aggressive, 
think differently and are willing to take 
a risk. We have low tolerance for lack 
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Real estate development company Pursuit Group has made its name by finding quirky, cool 
solutions for traditionally problematic, generally historic spaces. The group’s work in Charlotte 
began with the establishment of the uptown luxury men’s grooming lounge, Emerson Joseph 
(at left), and the historic renovation of its building on Tryon Street. At right, Pursuit Group re-
cently made headlines with Encore, a high-rise of 20 luxury condominiums at the corner of Sixth 
and Tryon streets that will include a car elevator and the restoration of the Carolina Theatre.
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of innovation. We see all these projects 
going up around town that are soulless, 
generic and not very interesting,” Don-
nelly said. “We ultimately coalesced 
around a few principles: (1) We would 
only do cool, fun projects. (2) We would 
always have fun doing it. (3) We would 
do things that had some sort of heart 
and soul to them – some unique feature. 
And that’s the mantra of our group.”

It didn’t take long for the heart-and-
soul projects to start finding Pursuit 
Group. Most recently, the company has 
made headlines for its Encore project, 
a collection of 20 boutique residences, 
complete with a car elevator, at the 
corner of Sixth and Tryon streets that 
includes the restoration of the historic 
Carolina Theatre. The group also just 
purchased the historic Grace A.M.E. 
Zion Church and neighboring buildings 
on Brevard Street and plans to open an 
elite child development center by Janu-
ary 2009. 

“We’ll keep doing more and more of 
these projects as long as they fit the basic 
model,” Donnelly said, explaining that 
“if (a site or project) takes more than 
30 seconds (to decide on), it’s probably 
not for us. ... If it’s something we can’t 
instantly wrap our heads around or if it 

doesn’t create a visceral reaction, we’re 
not going to be interested in it.”

Filling the void
Donnelly admits he never imagined 

Pursuit Group would grow this large 
but that he loves the work, his partners 
and the fact that they are filling a need. 
“To this day there’s a void in Charlotte. 
There isn’t anyone singularly focused on 
doing cool things,” Donnelly said. “You 
see lots of developments and buildings 
going up, but you don’t see lots of cool 
developments. You see things like the 
Grace A.M.E. Zion Church sitting there 
vacant. That doesn’t make sense to us. 
We want to fill a void. This is a cool, hip 
town – or it can be – but someone has 
to step up and do these things.”

Donnelly stressed that it doesn’t 
matter if those things include renovat-
ing a building, establishing a business 
or hosting a New Year’s Eve party like 
Pursuit Group’s “Cirque du Theatre” 
party this year, an evening of Moulin 
Rouge-inspired live performers and 
music amid the historic walls of the 
soon-to-be-restored Carolina Theatre. 
“We’re not going to constrain ourselves 
to think we’re a real estate development 
company anymore. We’re entrepreneurs 
who unite to do cool stuff.”

Donnelly said that while it may 
sound cocky, nothing about the group is 

arrogant. “We don’t aspire to be Hugh 
McColl. We just want to have good lives 
and make the things around us a little 
better,” he said, explaining that means 
preserving history, providing basic ser-
vices and offering spaces that are not 
only unique for Charlotte but also note-
worthy for the nation and the world.

“There’s not a lot of history in Char-
lotte that’s easy to find so if you don’t 
save things like the Carolina Theatre 
and the Grace A.M.E. Zion Church 
you’re going to end up with this beauti-

ful, shining city that doesn’t have heart 
and soul,” he said. “There will come a 
day when it gets harder to find the obvi-
ous (projects), but when we first got here 
no one knew us, what we were doing or 
what we could do. It’s totally flipped now 
(and) I get calls every week from people 
saying, ‘Here’s a good project.’

“There’s a long way to go before we 
run out of cool projects in Charlotte.” q

Visit www.pursuitgroupcharlotte.com 
for more information.
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The four-man core of Pursuit Group consists of (from left) Scott Bianchi, Jim Kunevicius, Jim 
Donnelly and Chris Trainor. According to Donnelly, all four are cut from the same cloth: They’re 
ambitious, innovative guys who refuse to be confined by traditional ways of thinking.


