By Rudolph Bell
dbali@greenvlllenaws com

The weight of the GreatReces-
sion crushed The Cliffs, the
string of luxury real estate com-
~ munities that Jim Anthony creat-
" ed in the Upstate and western
North Carolina.

As lot sales plunged, the com-
pany couldn’t pay its bills.

Itsmany lendersbegan seizing
the property that had been used
as collateral for their loans.

Eventually, Anthony turned to

bankruptcy court for shelter. Ul-

timately, he lost control, and his
portfolio broke into pieces.
Nearly five vears after the re-

‘cession hit, a trio of out-of-state

companies has re-assembled
many of the pieces of Anthony's
former empire under a new ven-

‘ture called Silver Sun Partners.

Other interests control other
pieces and are going their own
way.

Time will tell whether the
humegr_nwn.mmpan}rthat gener-
ated $450 million in real estate
sales in 2005 and enlisted Gary
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Player and Tiger Woods as partof
itseffortscanreturn toits former
glory.

What is clear is that the new
owners are investing in the busi-
nessatatime when the market for
luxury real estate is beginning to
stir from a long sleep.

Attemptstointerview Anthony
for this article were unsuccess-
ful.
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Importance of The Cliffs

Community leaders say the impor-
tance of The Cliffs tothe Upstate goes be-
vond the jobs that the communities pro-
vide, more than 500, according to Silver
Sun's chief executive.

Tn addition to the payroll, The Cliffs
generates property tax revenue for local
governments and draws affluent new-
comerswhodonatetoschools and patron-
ize downtown restaurants.

Cliffs property owners include execu-
tivesofmajor corporations“and younev-
er know what influence they could have
on afuture business decision for our com-
munity or region,” said Ben Haskew,
president of the Greenville Chamber.

Cliffs marketing — amounting fo
more than 510 million ayearinitsheyday,
according to 4 former top salesman —
gave the Upstate national exposure and
meant business for local advertising
firms.

And conservationists say The Cliffs
plays a key role in maintaining the char-
acter of scenic State 11.

Six of the seven Cliffs communities —
thousarids of acres — are located in the
Upstate along State 11, which is also
known as the Cherokee Foothills Scenic
Highway,

The Cliffs’ owners "are a major force
inthe Highway 11 area becauge they own
and control so much land, and how they
develop that land is critically important
to the scenic beauty and natural re-
sources of the area," said Brad Wyche,
founder and executive director of Up-
state Forever, a conservation group that
has protected more than 17,000 acres in
the Upstate, including mountain views
along State 11,

The issue isn’t whether The Cliffs'
owners will develop their property, but
how that property will be developed,
Wyche said.

“We know they are a development
company, and they're not going to be pro-
tecting all of their property,” he said. *
That's not their business. That's fine. But
how they develop the land is important,”

Not the same company

The Cliffs of today isn't the same eom-
pany that Anthony built from scratch be-
pinning in 1991 afteranearlier careerasa
telephone company lineman,

Development is frozen at High Caroli-
na, the Cliffs community in the moun-
tains near Asheville where Woods zaid
he'd put his first U.S. golf course design
during a press conference with Anthony
in2007.

Today, Silver Sun owns two-thirds of
the site, about 2,000 acres, but haan't de-
cided whether to develop the property,
which consists of raw land and gravel
roads, said Brett Johnston, chief execu-
tive plficer of the partnership,

Silver Sun already has seven ether
Cliffs communities to “sell and monetize
and market,” Johnston said. “You just
can't dothat at High Carolina without put-
ﬁ.!}'g & tremendous amount of money in
it.

The former Cliffs headquarters atthe
intersection of U.S. 25 and State 11 in

northern Greenville County is now
owned by Dan Zinke, a resident of the
nearby Cliffs Valley community, and his
wife.

Zinke said they bought the 27.000-
square-foot office building from the
Bank of Georgia and now lease it to vari-
ous tenants that profit from Cliffs-relac
ed business;

Zinke zaid he's willing to lease 13,000
square feet of available space in the
building for a “pretty reasonable” rate.

The vacatipn properties in Chile and
British Columbia that Anthony once
made available a5 an amenity for CLiffs
residents are no longer among their
choices,

The French country inn off TU.S. 25 in
northern Greenville County where An-
thony used to host prospective property
buyers was sold by the Bank of Travelers
Rest to Greenville businessman Rich
}-I_nh'nca pie and his brother, George, the cy-
clist. .

The Hincapies and a Canadian inves-
tor are spending several million dollars
to redevelop the 13-room inn into a bou-
tique hotel with a restaurant and pool,
Rich Hincapie said.

The property, nestled among vine-
yards and mountain views, used te be

called 1.a Bastide, but now it's known as
Hotel Demestigue,

The Cliffs' portfolio no longer in-
cludes property fronting State 11 in
northern Greenville County where An-
thony had planned a commercial village
next to one of his residential communi-
ties, The Cliffs at Mountain Park.

Silver Sun declined to buy the site be-
causeitdoesn't think there's enough traf-
fic on State 11 to support the retail uses
that had been planned, Johnston said.

Cornerstone National Bank recently
tried to auction 19 acres of the property
and hppes to complete a sale soon, said
Dan Bracken, president of Leopardi
Bracken Real Estate, which the bank
hired toliquidate the asset,

Twoofficebuildings at the siteare now
owned by Stewart Spinks, founder of the
Greenville-based Spinx  convenience
store chain,

“We're hoping right now that a devel-
oper will come in and complete the vil-
lage the way Jim had envisioned, but we

 don'tseeany prospectsofthat right now,”
Spinkssaid,

One of the buildings formerly housed
4 health care service that catered to
Cliffs residents, but it's empty now.

The other building houses an of fice of
Player’s golf course design company,
It:én;..h designed the course at Mountain

2arl.
_ Player, the legendary golfer, said dur-
ing a 20006 press conference with Antho-
ny that he would put the North American
headquarters of his business interests at
Mountain Park.

The Player company has operated a
small presence at the State 11 site for
years, but Scott Ferrell, president of Ga-
ry Player Design, declined to say wheth-
er that will continue. He said the golf die-
velopment market is much different
now, and most of his company’s work is
OVErSeas.

“The industry has changed dramart-
ically in North America over the last five
vears and more golf courses are closing
than opening,” he said.

Major assets remain

Silver Sun still comes to a reviving
marketplace with many valuable assets.
Company executives say their portfolio
of seven distinct communities offers an
uncommaon variety of settings for high-
end homes — from Lake Keowee shore-
line to the mountains of the Blue Ridge.

Alsouncommon, they say,is The Cliffs
policy of letting property owners at any
community who buy memberships use
the amenities in all communities — club-
houses, golf courses, wellness centers
with swimming pools, hiking trails, ten-
nis courts, an equestrian center, marinas
and restaurants.

Of The Cliffs’ seven golf courses, two
were designed by Jack Nicklaus’ compa-
ny, two by Tom Fazio’s and one by Play-

er's.

“Most of our
competition does
nothave thevarie-
ty, and then from
there, once you
identify that va-
riety, you have to
beat everybody at
hospitality and the
delivery of the ex-

perience,” said Davis Sezna, chief execu-
tive officer of Cliffs Club Partners, a Sil-
ver Sununit that operates the clubhouses
and other common amenities.

Silver Sun executives also say the
4,500 property owners at The Cliffs, and
the 2,700 dues-paying club members,
constitute a critical mass they can lever-
age.

The communities generated more
than $80 million in real estate sales last
vear, Johnston said.

He said The Cliffs enjoyed $450 mil-
lion in real estate sales in 2005.

Another asset Silver Sun has in The
Cliffsisanationally known brand, thanks
to Anthony's prévious marketing in na-
tional publications,

And Sezna said The Cliffs concept re-
ll?;cinﬁ sound in the post-recession mar-

“We're very fortunate® he said,
"“We're not having to reinvent the con-
cept. We just have to refine if and take it
forward.”

Johnston said Silver Sunis the higgest
owner of land formerly controlled by An-
thony, with about 650 home sites and
5,000 acres of undeveloped land, a 10- to
15-vearinventory.

However, it's not the only company
that owns alot of land that was formerly
controlled by Anthony.

Another major landowner

Worthington Hyde Partners of Atlanta
owns 250 home sites and about 2,500
acres of raw land, mest of it in the Falis
gc;ﬁth section of The Cliffs at Keowee

S.



Abankruptey courtawarded the pro

erty to Worthington Hyde after Antho- o Cliffs Golf Membership,
ny’s operation became delinquent on & yides unlimited access t0
$20 million loan, said Bob Worthington,' ... rees. from the

3! Sunalso cut the initiation feefor
e which pro-
all seven

high of $150,000 to |

chairman and chief executive officer of £50,000.

the Atlanta company.

Worthington said the Silver Sun part-
nersneverapproached himabout joining
their partnership.

However, he said, Worthington Hyde
and Silver Sun recently struck a deal that
gives buvers of Worthington Hyde prop-
erty the right to access Cliffs amenities
onthe same termsasbuyers of Silver Sun
Property.

"Tt really encourages us to be suppor-
tive of them and them to be supportive of
us,” Worthington said.

He said Worthington Hyde is getting
ready to announce new amenities that
Falls South property owners will be able
to use whether ar not they have a Cliffs
membership. He declined to detail the
planned improvements but said they
would include a pool.

Worthington Hyde will also donate
land and maybe cash to Oconee County to
build a new firehouse to serve Falls
homeowners, Worthington said.

“The people in Falls would have ex-
pected to have an active fire station long

before now, but it went into the deep
freeze;” he said,

. Investing in the business
The Silver Sun Partners consist of two
companies from Texas, SunTx Urbana
and The Carlile Group, and one from Flor-

ida, Arendale Holdings. .
_Johnston said the ggartnnrship is com-
mitted to The Cliffs for the long term, an

| expected 1010 12 years,

“If we were someone that wanted to

= new owners are also allowing
prc:l;}t;rw owners to start off with less ex-
pausivememherships@upbagawel]nesré

membership for an initiation fee ©
420,000, and trade up to & golf member-
Ehl‘;[.';af:t::are good moOves, said Dayld
ertson, broker-in-charge at Carolina
Mountain Real Estate and the former co-
director of sales for three of The Cliffs

ities. .
mnﬂlg]hi?‘tsmsaidthe golf membershipis
g “tremendous value” at $50,000, com&
pared with competing offerings around

ﬁiescﬁl&gfgm also relocated The Chft:s
real estate sales operation, basing it
along Main Street in downtown Green-
ville, andislaunching tours withprospec-
tive property buyers from downtowIl.

]t always amazed me before_thatalot
of tours would start at Th's,-1 Cliffs. Aréd
then people would go, ‘What's there todo
arounid here?”” Johnston said.

Starting on Main Street “setsalot bet-
ter tone," he said.:The host community1s

important.

rea.;::};msﬁ said home sales are up 20 per-
cent across the country, year over year,
but sales of second homes are up S0 per-

cent:

flipthe land, we would have already done

that,” he said.
Insteadof selling the realestate quick-
Ly, Silver Sun is investing in the business.
. Johnston said the partnership is

spending $7.5 million to finish the golf

course at Mountain Park.
Thecourseisscheduled toopenin Sep-
tember, but the clubhouse won't be ready

until late this yearor earlynext, acompa-

ny spokeswoman said,

Silver Sun has also made other, less- |

costly improvements, such as turning a
former golf school at The Cliffs at Keo-
wee Springs in Pickens County into a
community center known as The Porch.
Improvements there include a pro
shop and retail center, bar and food ser-
vice, an exercise room and a screened |
porchoverlooking a driving range.
Rutledge Livingston, sales director

for The Reserve at Lake Keowee, a luxu-

ry real estate community in Pickens
County that competes in the same mar-

ketplace as The Cliffs, said Silver Sunis

starting off rightby shoring up club oper-
ations and supporting existing residents.

That's better “than simply coming in

and paving some roads and opening 10
new lake lots to sell,” Livingston said. “I
think they’'ve done something that will
add to the long-term security and stabil-

ity of their membership base, which is *

critical.”
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