



University Mall was first of its kind in state 

In the beginning it was The Mall. 

Later, it became University Mall. 

Today, it’s no longer a busy retail center, as it was for many years after its birth in 1967. 

University Mall in Little Rock is still open, but only a handful of stores remain in it. The few customers on the empty concourse on a recent weekday were looking for good buys in the clearance sales. 

The anchors will all be gone soon. In a few weeks, J. C. Penney, the anchor on the west end of the mall, will move to the new Shackleford Crossing shopping center at Shackleford Road and Interstate 430. The owner of M. M. Cohn, the mall’s east end anchor, announced in June that it was closing the store, and all of its Cohn stores. The store is still open, with everything from goods to furnishings and shelving on sale. A few weeks ago, Franke’s Cafeteria, one of the original mall tenants, abruptly closed. Montgomery Ward, also an original anchor, closed years ago. The mall is in the midst of legal wrangling between its landowners and the company that built and owns the mall structure. It’s a mess, and the few remaining tenants are in limbo. They know that a federal judge recently ordered the mall owner to spend millions of dollars on renovation and repair. That’s about it. There has been no indication that the mall is going to close. 

REVOLUTION This is a history of the rise and decline of University Mall — a historic structure in Arkansas retail and the first modern mall structure in the state to be air-conditioned and enclosed. The announcement of the mall’s construction was made in May 1965, with the mall opening scheduled for the fall of 1966. 

The developer was Melvin Simon & Associates, the Indianapolis-based real estate developer and management company now known as Simon Property Group Inc. It was the company’s first venture into Arkansas. At the time, the company had built about 40 shopping centers around the country. 

Floyd Fulkerson, the longtime Little Rock real estate man who helped put the property together for the owners, said construction included the removal of a cemetery. 

“It was revolutionary,” Fulkerson said of the enclosed mall. 

The landowners were the stockholders in a corporation listed as Developers Inc. They included “Judge” William J. Smith, the prominent Little Rock attorney and adviser to Gov. Orval E. Faubus.; Smith’s wife; their daughter and son-in-law, Mr. and Mrs. William L. Patton Jr.; and John Cella of St. Louis, who owned Oaklawn Jockey Club, the thoroughbred racetrack in Hot Springs, and who had extensive other real estate and business interests. (The corporation dissolved in January 1965, a few months before plans for the mall were announced. Stockholders of the former corporation became the owners, according to newspaper accounts. ) 

Smith and Cella died some years ago. But their early corporation explains the connection of the two men whose names are mentioned in current actions regarding the mall — Charles Cella and Bill Patton. 

Charles Cella is John Cella’s son and is active in running the family business. Bill Patton is Smith’s son-in-law. 

At the announcement that Montgomery Ward would be a major mall anchor, Smith told a reporter how the idea for a mall came about. 

He said that in the early 1950 s, University Avenue was just a “ribbon of gravel” called Hayes Street. He said he was driving home one evening “trying to pick my way over Hayes” when he saw a for sale sign on 4 acres. He said he felt it was a good buy and called John Cella and told him it would be a good investment for them. 

In the intervening 15 years, Smith said, other parcels were acquired to fill out the 28-acre mall site. 

That was the acreage Simon has leased through 2026. 

Melvin Simon apparently was high on Little Rock. When it was announced in 1965 that the company would build a mall, Simon said Little Rock offered “the best potential” he had ever seen in a city of its size. 

The entire mall complex comprised 1. 3 million square feet, some 350, 000 square feet for leasing, the rest for parking for some 2, 500 cars. It was a single-level structure when it opened. M. M. Cohn, one of the big three locally owned department stores in downtown Little Rock, was the first major department store to sign a lease at the new mall. A few weeks later, Montgomery Ward and J. C. Penney came aboard, building their own stores, just as M. M. Cohn had done. Montgomery Ward built a one-level, 145, 700-square-foot store on the southeast corner of the mall. It marked a return of the national store to full-scale operation in Little Rock, where it had operated only a catalog store downtown for 11 years. The addition and a 37, 000-squarefoot warehouse took up about 40 percent of the mall’s square footage. The J. C. Penney store, at the west end of the mall, contained some 175, 000 square feet and a free-standing auto center, making it the largest department store in the state. In the beginning, 35-40 stores were scheduled for the enclosed air-conditioned mall concourse, which was about 80 feet wide and 400 feet long. 

OPENING The mall officially opened in November 1967, recalls Robert Forsythe, one of the mall’s first tenants. Because construction work continued, there was no real grand opening fanfare, he said. 

“There were piles of lumber, and saws and hammers and equipment were still all over the place,” he said. There were only a few stores open, with many of them moving in over the following months. 

“The mall probably was not complete until the spring of 1968 — that’s when the majority of stores were in,” Forsythe said. 

His Forsythe’s Ladies Apparel, which became one of the city’s popular women’s stores, remained in the mall until about seven years ago when it moved to Breckenridge Village on Rodney Parham Road. A number of other stores in the mall also were moving out at that time, he said. 

The Mall brought to Little Rock some of the first mall marketing efforts — from arts shows, to automobile displays to a “domino drop” of some 8, 000 dominoes. Smaller shops appeared — candy stores, men’s and women’s stores, boutiques, shoe stores and children’s stores. 

By 1975, The Mall had undergone some cosmetic renovation and was renamed University Mall. A grand opening under the new name was held in March of that year. News accounts say special emphasis was placed on a security program. By this time, an Osco drug-and-notions store had become a tenant at the mall’s south entrance. 

University Mall drew thousands of shoppers yearly and was known for its holiday displays and programs. It also became a favorite place for many walkers, including retirees and heart patients. 

EXPANSION In October 1987, Simon, who by this time had also built Mc-Cain Mall, the enclosed air-conditioned mall on McCain Boulevard in North Little Rock, announced a $ 15 million expansion and renovation of the University Mall structure. The expansion would add 70, 000 square feet to the existing 465, 000 square feet in the mall. Several existing tenants also said they would spend another $ 3 million on remodeling and expansion. M. M. Cohn built a second level on its store, and the J. C. Penney store was enlarged. The renovation featured an unusual Teflon-coated tentlike structure over part of the new concourse, which would be on two levels connected by escalators. The new upper level would have a cantilevered walkway overlooking the bottom level and a 9, 000-square-foot food court. 

Because the skylight, as the tentlike structure was called because it would let more light in, reaches nine stories high, a height variance was sought and granted. 

At the announcement ceremonies, Robert D. Spaulding, director of redevelopment for Melvin Simon & Associates, noted that the mall was 20 years old and that “today we are going to enhance that property through this massive renovation and expansion.” Vratsinas Construction Co., the young spinoff company from the old Pickens-Bond Construction Co., joined with a Tulsa firm to handle the renovation. 

Construction started in early 1988 and ended about a year later. 

A four-day grand “reopening” was held in November 1988. Corbin Bernsen, the rising star of the television series L. A. Law, was brought in to help celebrate, and an oversized electrical switch turned on the lights that officially reopened the sprucedup mall. An elaborate carousel was the centerpiece. 

Thousands were drawn to the festive occasion, said Joetta Adams, a marketing director for Simon. 

By then, the mall had about 55 stores and was expecting to eventually house 70. At the time, the mall had some 545, 000 square feet of leaseable space. 

There was other retail activity in the city about the same time that eventually would affect University Mall. Herring Marathon Group Inc. of Dallas unveiled plans for the new Park Plaza mall across Markham Street, just north of University Mall. 

The Park Plaza shopping center was almost 30 years old at the time, by then a landmark for the rapidly growing west Little Rock. 

Park Plaza, Herring Marathon Group said, would be completely rebuilt, enclosed and the total area expanded to 676, 569 square feet. This included 25, 000 square feet of new retail area, plus a new 86, 000-square-foot Dillard’s department store on the east end, in addition to the already-existing Dillard’s store anchoring the west end of Park Plaza. Builders estimated that the work would cost about $ 20 million. Back downtown, Renaissance Properties Ltd. of Little Rock, which had created the Main-Street Mall, a four-level $ 12. 5 million complex on Metrocentre Mall between Capitol Avenue and Sixth Street, announced its 22 initial tenants. For the next decade or so, University Mall rocked along. The MainStreet Mall eventually succumbed to the woes of dying downtown retail. Park Plaza and McCain Mall in North Little Rock emerged as the places to shop. 

DECLINE The first signs of problems at University Mall started cropping up in the 1980 s when tenants voiced concerns about remodeling and marketing efforts. Osco Drug began closing its stores everywhere, with the three in central Arkansas closing by July 1997. 

In 2001, Montgomery Ward went bankrupt and closed all of its stores, leaving a two-story, 140, 900 square-foot vacancy in the mall that has not been filled. 

In 2004, the William L. Patton Jr. Family Limited Partnership of Arkansas and Southern Real Estate and Financial Co. of Missouri sued Simon Property Group Inc. seeking an injunction forcing Simon to “undertake any and all actions necessary” to restore the mall to good condition. 

The landowners said the entire mall was in a state of disrepair and neglect, and that Simon’s failure to maintain the building has been driving away tenants for a decade. 

A team of inspectors hired by the landowners to document the condition of the mall testified in 2005 that the vacant Montgomery Ward space contained puddles, moldy ceiling tiles and dead pigeons. 

In December 2006, Simon presented a proposal to raze the mall and build a 625, 000-to 675, 000-square-foot mixeduse facility with retail, office, medical and residential space. The project would potentially include twin residential towers, each 10 stories high, and a sixstory office building. 

City officials called the conceptual plans “beautiful,” but the property owners said they would not comment on the proposal while litigation over the mall was ongoing. 

In June, U. S. District Judge Bill Wilson Jr. ruled that Simon must make more than $ 7 million in repairs to get the mall into “good and tenantable condition.” Simon has appealed the order, and oral arguments before the 8 th U. S. Circuit Court of Appeals are scheduled for November. Repairs will continue because the court rejected a request for a stay. 

Late last week, the mall’s directory at www. simon. com listed 22 tenants, not counting J. C. Penney Optical and J. C. Penney Salon. 

The landowners declined to comment for this story, again citing the ongoing litigation. Simon officials also declined to comment. 

Many outdated malls have had similar experiences as new retail venues grow up around them and stores leave for greener pastures, said Malachy Kavanagh, a spokesman for the International Council of Shopping Centers. Because the mall is relatively small in terms of square footage, it’s unlikely that new tenants will move in, he said. 

Tenants like Barnes & Noble Booksellers used to need 3, 000 square feet — now they build 21, 000-square-foot stores. Other factors working against a new start include the lessening importance of traditional department stores as anchors. 

“If you’re an older mall, you can’t expand, and your alternatives are to take the roof down and create an open-air shopping center,” Kavanagh said. 

He said $ 7 million is a relatively small amount and wouldn’t be enough to rejuvenate a neardead mall. 

“It’s just like putting a Band-Aid on a major wound,” Kavanagh said. “Simon knows that they have to change the property type to accommodate today’s retailers and also to accommodate today’s consumers.” Simon, Kavanagh said, will “probably take down the mall and rebuild that property as a different type of retail.” 

