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larendon resident Timo-
thy Worrell often visits 
Ballston Common Mall 
with his kids to skate at 

the Kettler Capitals Iceplex or take in a 
movie at the Regal Cinemas. But when 
Worrell, an independent retailer of 
high-end home furnishings, decided to 
open his company’s first Timothy Paul 
boutique in Northern Virginia, he never 
considered the mall as a location.

Instead, he opted for a showroom at 
Mosaic, an up-and-coming shopping, 
dining and entertainment district in 
Merrifield that opened this fall. With the 
launch of his third store (he already has 
two in Washington, D.C.), Worrell hopes 
to attract discerning customers on this 
side of the Potomac who are looking for 
hard-to-find imported rugs, textiles and 
bedding. It helps that those customers 
will be able to step outside his new shop 
at Mosaic and stroll to other high-end 

stores, including Last Call by Neiman 
Marcus, Dawn Price Baby, Anthropolo-
gie and South Moon Under. 

Ballston Common, which is 61 years 
old, doesn’t have quite the same cachet. 

“I don’t even know what’s in this 
mall,” Worrell says one Sunday in 
August as he waits with his daughter, 
Vivienne, 7, and son, Holden, 5,  on a 
poorly lit footbridge that extends to the 
mall’s glass elevator. Having just caught 
a movie, they’re headed back to the 
Metro for the quick ride home.

Worrell acknowledges that the mall 
has its pluses. “[It’s] an unbelievably 
desirable piece of property in terms of 
location,” he says. “It’s above a Metro, 
and three major [traffic] routes come 
together here.” 

Still, those perks weren’t enough to 
lure him in as a tenant. “I need to be in 
with a certain type of retailer,” he 
explains tactfully.

With shops such as the J&J Dollar 
Store and an “As Seen on TV” outlet, 
Ballston Common doesn’t have the types 
of retailers he’s talking about.  

Therein lies what many locals consider 
to be the mall’s fundamental weakness—
one that local comedian Remy Munasifi 
summarized in his infamous 2009 You-
Tube music video, “Arlington: The Rap.” 

We kinda got a mall, yeah, you know 
you can’t stop us. It’s got everything, but 
nothing good, man…it’s kinda like tapas.

Why Ballston Common has 
been passed over by so many upscale 
retailers seems a mystery when you con-
sider all that it has to offer. Nestled in 
the heart of a thriving, urban-style tran-
sit district, the mall is surrounded by 
thousands of well-to-do residents with 
money to spend. Metro is just a hop-
skip from its entrance. The Washington 
Capitals hold their practices at its ice 

Ballston Stall
By Patrick ross

It’s got the location and the   
        demographics. Why doesn’t    
     Ballston Common Mall  
               have better stores?
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complex. “Ovie” sightings are a com-
mon occurrence. 

Caps owner Ted Leonsis certainly 
views those elements as a recipe for suc-
cess. “[I]t has been exciting to witness 
all of the construction in the Ballston 
area,” Leonsis said in an email. “We 
hope the Washington Capitals profile 
and continuing branding efforts help to 
attract fans and top-notch stores to the 
mall and surrounding area.”

In addition, the neighborhood has 
evolved into a science, technology and 
research hub with the presence of 
employers such as the National Science 
Foundation, the Office of Naval 
Research and the Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA). 
Employees from those organizations 
and other nearby businesses frequently 
hit Ballston Common’s eateries for 
lunches and happy hours. 

But it’s not clear what else the mall 
has to offer to the 32,000 workers who 
descend upon Ballston every weekday, or 
the tens of thousands of residents who 
live in Ballston and its surrounding 
neighborhoods.

Many fashion-minded trendsetters 
see its retail offerings as stale. 

Wendy Pilch, a professional stylist 
and personal shopper (her company, 

Spendalla, helps assemble budget-
friendly wardrobes for both women and 
men), says the mall is largely hit-or-miss. 
“I don’t really shop [there] with clients…
although I like the new store, Fornash, 
that just moved there from George-
town,” says Pilch, who lives in Dominion 
Hills. “And I do visit the movie theater 
and Panera with my family.”

Others aren’t so even in their assess-
ment. “Other than the emergency run to 
Victoria’s Secret for stockings, I don’t 
think anyone intentionally shops there,” 
says one Lyon Village mom (who pre-
ferred to remain anonymous). “They 
seem to have squandered the opportu-
nity to do something cool or useful.”

“hoW many people are 
walking around with bags?” asks Kelly 
Shooshan, chief operating officer for 
local real estate developer The Shooshan 
Company. The answer—at least on the 
Sunday that Timothy Worrell and his 
kids are passing through—is few.

Shooshan, who counts herself among 
the mall’s loyal shoppers, wants Ballston 
Common to thrive. She serves as trea-
surer of the newly created Ballston 
Business Improvement District (BID), 
an economic development consortium 
funded by commercial properties in a 
25-block radius around Ballston.

Shooshan’s family-owned business is 
also the developer of Founders Square, 
a new mixed-use complex located 
directly across from the mall on Ran-
dolph Street, that is soon to include a 
183-room Residence Inn by Marriott; a 
430,000-square-foot office tower; and 
The Place, a 257-unit apartment build-
ing with 8,000 square feet of ground-
level retail. Founders Square, she 
believes, will complement Ballston Mall 
and its offerings.

Perhaps it will also provide some 
impetus for the mall to better leverage 
its assets. Many area business owners 
have placed high hopes on Cleveland-
based Forest City Enterprises, which M
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“one of the issues with the 
   mall is that it’s not failing. 
The movie theater does 
   okay, the mall does okay, 
     Macy’s does okay, so  
  there’s no emergency to do   
     something drastic.”
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owns the mall’s core retail space, to mod-
ernize the venue and make it more of a 
destination. (Forest City was part of the 
partnership that opened a renovated  
Ballston Common Mall 1986; it acquired 
full ownership of the mall’s leased retail 
space in 1993.)

Forest City certainly has the track 
record to do so. An urban redevelop-
ment powerhouse with offices in nine 
states, the District of Columbia, and 
London, it has built dozens of thriving 
“lifestyle centers” (blending residences, 
retail and entertainment) nationwide. 
One of its newest ventures is The Yards, 
a mixed-use complex on the Anacostia 
waterfront near the Washington Navy 
Yard and Nationals Park. That project 

has already converted a former indus-
trial building into the swanky Foundry 
Lofts, which includes 170 luxury apart-
ments.  Subsequent phases will convert 
a former factory (one that made ship 
boilers and torpedo tubes) into a retail 
center. And a former Navy building will, 
in 2013, open as the Lumber Shed, a 
glass pavilion with restaurants and 
office space.

Locals who are frustrated with 
Ballston Common’s apparent inertia say 
that kind of creative thinking would be 
welcome in Arlington, although it’s hard 
to know what Forest City’s plans or 
timeline for a mall makeover might be. 
“It is our policy not to discuss redevel-
opment plans that are under negotia-

tion,” says Forest City’s John Moore, 
who serves as the mall’s general man-
ager, adding only that the company is 
“aggressively pursuing several redevel-
opment strategies.”

This isn’t the first time in recent years 
that the languishing mall has landed on 
the drafting table. In 2010, Jessica 
Miller, then a graduate student pursu-
ing a master’s degree in real estate from 
Johns Hopkins University (she’s also a 
director at Cushman & Wakefield in 
McLean), drew up an ambitious pro-
posal to revamp the mall for her mas-
ter’s thesis. Her 100-page plan, which 
would have re-branded the mall com-
plex as “Ballston Center” proposed the 
addition of a dramatic glass-walled 
entrance on Wilson Boulevard, a “res-
taurant rotunda,” an “art alley” with gal-
lery space, and a second-floor entrance 
to a revamped entertainment complex. 
The plan also proposed replacing the 
current Macy’s Furniture Gallery with a  
new 287,000-square-foot, LEED-certi-
fied (green-built) office tower. 

But Miller’s proposal—which would 
have come with a price tag of roughly 
$116.8 million for the office tower, plus 
$68 million for mall renovations—was 
never seriously considered. One of the 
many reasons may have been this: To 
build that new office tower, Forest City 
would have had to purchase the Macy’s 
Furniture Gallery space and tear it down. 

Which brings up one overarching 
obstacle to a large-scale overhaul. For-
est City, doesn’t have unilateral deci-
sion-making power. There are other 
stakeholders in the mix. Macy’s Inc. 
owns the two department stores that 
bear its name at either end of the mall. 
The Bernstein Companies, a D.C. -based 
real estate firm, owns an existing office 
tower that sits on top of the mall. Arling-
ton County owns the parking garage, as 
well as Kettler Capitals Iceplex (which 
it leases to Leonsis’s company, Monu-M
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 “I like to shop in Arlington 
and be supportive of Arlington     
    businesses…but I never 
     shop [at Ballston Common].   
       There are no stores  
 there that offer anything  
     I want or need...”
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mental Sports & Entertainment). 
“The community doesn’t fully under-

stand why the mall is this way,” Shooshan 
says. “It’s not because the mall owner-
ship isn’t smart enough.” One of the sig-
nificant challenges, she explains, is the 
number of parties that need to work 
together to come up with a mutually ben-
eficial redevelopment plan.

things Weren’t alWays 
so complicated.

With the opening of Hecht’s (now 
Macy’s) in 1951, Ballston quickly 
became a thriving suburban shopping 
district. J.C. Penney followed in the 
space that is now occupied by the 
Macy’s Furniture Gallery. The Ballston 
Metro station opened in 1979, and not 
long after, Arlington County built the 
parking garage, connecting the three-

level mall and its two department stores. 
Originally called “Parkington,” it was 
one of the first malls in the country to 
adjoin a multilevel parking structure. 

The mall itself was renovated in 1986 
and renamed Ballston Common Mall as 
the result of an area-wide naming con-
test. (The Ballston name references the 
Ball family, relatives of George Wash-
ington who were among Arlington’s ear-
liest settlers.) 

But by then, the mall had competi-
tion. Seven Corners had emerged as a 
retail destination, followed by Tysons 
Corner Center and the Fashion Centre 
at Pentagon City.

“The story of America’s malls,” 
observes Arlington Economic Develop-
ment Director Terry Holzheimer, “is 
that the newer, better, bigger ones crowd 
out the older ones.”

Tysons Corner Center, which debuted 
in 1968, went on to welcome the world’s 
first Apple retail store in 2001; then it 
expanded in 2005. Today the “super 
regional mall”—as it is referred to by its 
owner, Macerich—boasts more than four 
times as many stores as Ballston Com-
mon, including A/X Armani Exchange, 
Brooks Brothers, Michael Kors, Restora-
tion Hardware, West Elm, American Girl 
and Bloomingdale’s. It’s got a Macy’s, too. 

Macerich, which owns more than 70 
malls nationwide, is further expanding its 
footprint in Tysons Corner in anticipation 
of the arrival of Metro’s Silver Line.

 The Fashion Centre at Pentagon City, 
which opened in 1989 and is anchored by 
Nordstrom and Macy’s (yep, another 
Macy’s), now houses twice as many stores 
as Ballston Common, including high-end 
shops such as Kate Spade, Lucky Brand 
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Jeans, Coach, Bose and Microsoft. It’s 
owned by The Simon Property Group, a 
publicly-traded S&P 100 company that 
owns roughly 330 retail real estate prop-
erties in North America and Asia.

Arlington County has continued to 
invest in Ballston Common—most nota-
bly with the construction of the Kettler 
Capitals Iceplex, which Holzheimer says 
has increased mall sales by about 15 per-
cent since it opened in 2006. 

But this marginal increase in sales 
may be part of Ballston Mall’s problem. 
It isn’t dying, like Alexandria’s Land-
mark Mall. Nor is it officially dead, like 
Fairfax County’s Springfield Mall. 
Rather, it’s in limbo. Although the 
roughly 60 stores that occupy its retail 
space don’t see much action, the ice rink 
and movie theater, along with restau-
rants such as Union Jack’s and Rock 
Bottom Brewery, continue to draw 
healthy crowds. 

“One of the issues with the mall is 
that it’s doing well enough…it’s not fail-
ing,” Holzheimer says. “It’s kind of mid-
level in terms of square-foot sales. The 
movie theater does okay, the mall does 
okay, Macy’s does okay, so there’s no 
emergency to do something drastic.”

In other words, it’s not dead enough 
to warrant wholesale resurrection. 

It’s certainly not in the same category 
as Springfield Mall, which entered a 
death spiral in 2010 when declining foot 
traffic prompted many of its stores to 
close, leaving fewer retailers to draw 
even fewer shoppers. By the spring of 
2012, Springfield Mall had become a 
creepy quasi-ghost mall of boarded-up 
storefronts, with the few stores that 
remained open concentrated into an 
enclave at one end.

Vornado Realty Trust, which owns 
the property, has since shuttered those 
remaining tenants and closed the mall 
to undergo a two-year metamorphosis. 
The planned result will be Springfield 
Town Center, a new mixed-use complex 
with office space, hotel rooms and 
apartments built around a retail hub. 
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From a real estate standpoint, 
Ballston Common’s situation isn’t dire 
enough to start over from scratch.

Some area residents, like Kilian 
Landersman, who is there on a Sunday 
afternoon to get a $17 haircut at The 
Barber Shop & Co., find the mall quite 
adequate. “Mission accomplished,” he 
says, rubbing his buzz cut as he heads 
to f.y.e. to flip through its DVD selection. 
“Honestly, I don’t think there are many 
changes they can make. It seems good.”

For others, the mall in its present con-
dition feels nostalgic. “We’ve been com-
ing to this mall since we were young,” 
says Betsy (who gave only her first name), 
a shopper who grew up in Arlington and 
still visits the mall roughly twice a month. 
“I like the mall as it is.” 

But her companion, James, who is 
dressed in a tie and suspenders, and is 
carrying a Macy’s shopping bag, shakes 
his head.

“It needs more upscale stores,” he 
says. “For example, it needs a men’s 
shoe store. There’s no place to get shoes 
here besides Macy’s.”

if recent  attempts to 
upgrade the mall are any indication, 
James shouldn’t hold his breath. Hol-
zheimer says Ballston Common isn’t 
likely to land any high-end apparel stores 
or tony boutiques in its current state.  
One reason, he says, is that most national 
retailers see the area as saturated.

“We have worked with the mall and 
approached nearly every top-level 
retailer in the country at some point,” 
Holzheimer explains, noting that one of 
the mall’s biggest problems is its geo-
graphic proximity to Pentagon City and 
Tysons. “[The retailers’] approach is, ‘I 
really need to make a choice, I need to 
be at Tysons or Pentagon or both, but I 
can’t be at three of them, and maybe I 
can only be at one of them.’ So Ballston 
has to come in third of those choices.” 

The competition has gotten even 
tougher for Ballston Common with the 
arrival of Market Common Clarendon, 
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which opened in 2001 less than two miles 
down the road and includes stores such as 
Crate & Barrel, Williams-Sonoma, Whole 
Foods and Free People.

Earlier this year, Arlington County 
commissioned a demographic study to 
determine which types of shoppers 
might be likely to patronize a renovated 
Ballston Common Mall. The research 
found that nearly 90 percent of resi-
dents in the mall’s immediate vicinity 
are “metro renters”—urban, young sin-
gles with an average age of 27 and an 
average annual income of $125,000. 
Surrounding them are neighborhoods 
of “high society” residents, which the 
study defined as “affluent, well-edu-
cated, married-couple homeowners” 
earning even more money. 

But many of these potential custom-
ers aren’t so keen on the mall’s current 
offerings—a retail mix that includes 
moderately-priced stores such as Bath 
& Body Works, General Nutrition Cen-
ter and Radio Shack, along with several 
wireless-phone carriers.

“I like to shop in Arlington and be sup-
portive of Arlington businesses…but I 
never shop there,” says Victoria Monroe, 
an executive at National Journal Group 
in D.C., who lives in TK neighborhood. 
“There are no stores there that offer any-
thing I want or need.”

Shannon McCarter, who lives in Lyon 
Village, believes that fresh architecture 
would help. “It could be so much better if 
they renovated it so that the storefronts 
could be seen from the outside,” she says. 
“I don’t think the traditional mall layout 
is a very sought-after place these days.”

But ultimately, McCarter says, the 
mall’s success or failure comes down to 
the retail options. “I think the customer 
base here in Arlington would be chomp-
ing at the bit if good stores came in.” n

Patrick Ross lives in Bailey’s Crossroads 
and teaches at The Writer’s Center in 
Bethesda. He is earning an MFA in Cre-
ative Nonfiction from the Vermont Col-
lege of Fine Arts.


