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Foxmoor's businesses could serve as an example for Town Center 

   WASHINGTON — As Ira Guttman and his wife, Bernadette McTamney, were preparing treats in their coffee bar and treat shop, Take 5 Gourmet, a young woman walked in to the store.

   Immediately, they both knew she was going to order a "zinger" — a homemade frozen "hot" chocolate with two shots of espresso — before she even spoke.

   This close attention that the couple and other business owners in the Shoppes at Foxmoor pay to their customers, together with a mixed variety of businesses and a good location off Route 33, is what keeps the plaza healthy after 20 years, they say.

   Down the street, along Route 33, there is Town Center — a new kid on the block, where apartments, condos and retail shops are under construction right now. And while Town Center and Foxmoor are two separate concepts, business owners say there are a few things businesses coming to Town Center can learn from Foxmoor once it's fully complete.

   Mr. Guttman, who's been in the food industry for 30 years, said opening up shop three years ago in Foxmoor has been a great choice. Even though the town is growing, it still keeps its small-town feel, he said. A mix of people — younger couples, people moving in from big cities, folks who have lived in Washington all their lives — can find something to suit their needs in the plaza, he said. 

* * *

   There are a few vacancies in the Foxmoor plaza, most notably where Chicken Holiday and a Chinese restaurant once stood. Mike Dural, owner of Bagels n' Cream, attributes the vacancies to a lack of commitment to operating a business. Those two restaurants recently changed management before closing, he said.

   In contrast, Bagels n' Cream has been in the same location for more than 13 years, and Mr. Dural worked his way up from baker to owner. And more than the hard work and longevity, Mr. Dural says his success stems from a basic customer service-oriented philosophy — a customer shouldn't have to wait in line for long and should always be treated with respect. About 85 percent of his customers are regulars, and he says it's because he still bakes his bagels the old-fashioned way, and not the quick generic way offered by chain stores.

   Like Mr. Dural, others say service, quality and individuality helps businesses compete with bigger shopping centers, particularly the Hamilton Marketplace, which opened up a few years ago.

   Carol Owens, owns Short Cuts, a salon catering only to children age 12 and younger. After 17 years in Foxmoor, Ms. Owens says the stores that survive best, like hers, offer better quality than bigger chain stores and have a niche.

   Her stylists are mothers themselves, who take time to perfect their work — something she says hair salons in big marketplaces and malls don't offer.

   For Helen Lewis, who operates her jewelry and gift shop, Gifted, along the section touching Route 33, it's the personalized gifts that make the difference. She also hosts parties, where everyone can create a piece of hand-crafted jewelry they make in the store's workshop.

   Ms. Lewis has operated her store here for a little more than a year and moved from her previous location in Allentown because she needed more space. So far, it's working out.

   "For us, it's been a very good move," she said, adding she was able to retain her existing customer base in Allentown and gain new customers.

   






* * *

   As construction on Town Center continues, Foxmoor's business owners say offering variety of stores will be the key to success there. So far there is one business in Town Center — Injeanous, a boutique that opened in November.

   By December, about seven stores are scheduled to open in Town Center, including Maggie Moo's, Santino's Bar-One, DeLorenzo's Tomato Pies, It's A Grind Coffee, Yammy Sushi, VC Salon and Spa, and a financial services store, according to information provided by Township Councilman Tim McGough, the council's economic development liaison.

   Foxmoor business owners say their own shopping center and Town Center are two separate concepts. Town Center's storefronts, with residential lofts above, are designed to look more like Princeton's downtown area in an already-growing town, Mr. Dural said. On the other hand, when Foxmoor opened up more than 20 years ago, with housing units and businesses in the community built together, there wasn't much competition from the surrounding area, as much of that area consisted of farms, he added.

   Still, personalized attention is what Foxmoor's business owners believe will be the ticket. Mr. Guttman said that because of the area's mixed population, as long as Town Center offers a variety of independent stores who cater and adapt to their clients' different styles, it will do fine.

   In Injeanous, people can ask for a particular type of clothing and the workers there will try their best to find it for them, Mr. Guttman said. "You can't go into the Gap and tell them what you want," he added.

   The large residential population, where an estimated 500 homes have already been occupied, that has already moved into Town Center is actually helping out business in Foxmoor. Mr. Dural said he has seen a 30 percent increase in sales since the project began. Other business owners said that the Town Center will draw more people to the area in general, and could provide some healthy competition.

   But they also say business owners should be cautioned about opening up stores that are too similar to each other in Town Center.

   "If you're going to be like every other downtown ... you'll lose what's special here," Mr. Guttman said. "You need to make a nice mix of things. You can't open up 100 pizza places."

   In Foxmoor, this doesn't happen because when business owners apply to rent space there, they have to explain what type of business they have, so that they won't overlap with other stores already in the plaza, Ms. Lewis said. She said that is a good thing because it keeps Foxmoor unique and builds camaraderie among fellow merchants.

   Ms. Owens said that she has heard about a lot of restaurants that will be locating to Town Center, but not that much retail, and Mr. Dural said there might not be as much parking as there is in Foxmoor.

   Still, even though the residential part of Town Center has taken off sooner than the commercial, Ms. Owens said that "if you build it, they'll come, if you can appeal to some of their needs." 

