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I n s i g h t  A l e x a n d r i a

spiritindependent
The electric current that  

		      makes Alexandria so  

	   lively is homegrown.

Faces of commercial Alexandria (clockwise from left): 
the Birchmere music hall; Cheesetique; Evening Star 

Cafe; Torpedo Factory Arts Center; and Burke & Herbert 
Bank. Opposite page: Marian Van Landingham was  

one of the driving forces behind the creation of  
the Torpedo Factory.



The Birchmere music hall, in 
the northern part of the city on 
Mount Vernon Avenue, has 
hosted a long list of legendary 
entertainers in its 41 years and 
has launched many a career. 
But the Birchmere itself is a 
legend in Alexandria, where it’s 
been located since 1981.

Unlike many clubs where 
people stand while listening to 
performances, the Birchmere is 
a small venue where the 
audience is seated (except for 

“Band Stand shows,” where some tables are cleared to make 
space for a dance floor). Top artists who usually play larger 
venues on weekends often come to this smaller stage during 
the week, performing country, folk, jazz, rock, blues, bluegrass, 
R&B, and more. 

Besides the likes of Mary Chapin Carpenter, Suzanne Vega, 
Dave Matthews, and Sweet Honey in the Rock, talented but 
lesser-known artists with devoted followings also play here: 
Antigone Rising, Jonny Lang, Oleta Adams, and the Nitty Gritty 
Dirt Band, to name a few. Performances take place most 
nights, and most shows are in the $30 range. Order dinner, 
drinks, and dessert from your table.
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S
mall independent shops, 
artists, and businesses give 
Alexandria much of the charm 
that attracts residents and 
visitors—from the eclectic 

boutiques that line the streets of Old 
Town to the unique mom-and-pop 
stores of Del Ray and Arlandria to the 
Torpedo Factory Arts Center, where 
visitors can watch painters, jewelry 
makers, sculptors, printmakers, and 
other artists at work.

“Tourism is a large part of our 
economy,” says Laura Overstreet, vice 
president for communications at the 
Alexandria Convention & Visitors 
Association. “Our small boutiques and 
shops and galleries are one of the 
strongest draws to the city.”

Artists are also a major contributor to 
the local economy, says Pat Miller, co-
owner of retail store A Show of Hands 
and chairwoman of the Alexandria 
Commission for the Arts.

According to a recent report by 
Americans for the Arts, arts and culture 
in Alexandria contribute $80 million to 

the economy—far more than the median 
of $27.9 million in similar study regions.

Take the Torpedo Factory, which 
started life in the first half of the 20th 
century as, well, a torpedo factory. Now 
an arts center where visitors can also buy 
art and take classes, the Torpedo Factory 
is a magnet for tourists, says Miller. And 
that benefits the city. “When people come 
from outside the city to the Torpedo 
Factory, you can count on them having 
lunch and paying for parking,” she says.

The creation of the Torpedo Factory is 
a perfect illustration of the creative 
thinking and independent spirit charac-
teristic of Alexandrians. Marian Van 
Landingham, an artist and then-president 
of the Art League, a membership group 
of artists, saw the dilapidated, abandoned 
factory as a solution to the shortage of 
studio space in the city. 

Many area residents wanted the 
eyesore torn down for a park, but Van 
Landingham persuaded the city in the 
mid-1970s to let artists paint and repair 
the building and turn it into temporary 
studios. The facility was so well received 
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A Show of Hands
2204 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-683-2905
Locally Made Craft 
and Artwork
www.AShowofHands.biz

Birchmere
3701 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-549-7500
America’s Legendary 
Music Hall

Clay Queen Pottery
2303 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-549-7775
Featuring Hand-Made Pottery
by Renee Altman

Del Ray Artisans
2704 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-838-4827
www.TheDelRayArtisans.org

Del Ray Farmer’s Market
Oxford & Mt. Vernon Avenues
703-683-2570
Local Produce, Cheese,
Meats, Bakery Goods

Eclectic Nature
1503 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-837-0500
Unique Home and 
Garden Furnishings

Eight Hands Round
2301 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-518-3058
Eclectic mix of antiques and 
new gifts, housewares

Potomac West Interiors 
& Antique Gallery
1517 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-519-1911
Great Assortment of Furniture,
Art, Jewelry and Collectibles

Purple Goose
2005 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-683-2918
A Unique Children’s Boutique

The UPS Store in Del Ray
2308 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-739-9100
Ship Your Purchases Home!

YMCA Alexandria
420 East Monroe Avenue
703-838-8085
We Build Strong Kids, Strong
Families, Strong Communities

RESTAURANTS & 
CULINARY TREATS!

Artfully Chocolate
116 East Del Ray Avenue
703-635-7917
Chocolate Shop Art Gallery

Bombay Curry Company
3110 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-836-6363
www.BombayCurry
Company.com

Caboose Café & Bakery
2419 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-566-1283
Serving Breakfast, Lunch 
and Dinner

Cheesetique Specialty
Cheese Shop
2403 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-706-5300
Artisan Cheeses and
Accompaniments

Dairy Godmother
2310 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-683-7767
Frozen Custard – 
Nostalgic Treats

Evening Star Café & 
Planet Wine
2000 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-549-5051; 703-549-3444
Delicious Food in a
Neighborhood Setting; 
Great Selection of Wines 
and Cheeses

FireFlies Restaurant
1501 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-548-7200
www.FireFliesDelRay.com

Hector’s Place Ristorante
3100 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-837-0666
Northern Italian Cuisine

Los Tios Grill Restaurant
2615 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-299-9290
Fine Tex-Mex and
Salvadorean Food, Full Bar

St. Elmo’s Coffee Pub
2300 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-739-9268
Community Gathering Place

Sundae Times
2003 A Mt. Vernon Avenue 
703-683-9818
Pamper your taste buds 
with sweet offerings of
Gifford's Ice Cream

Taqueria Poblano
2400 B Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-548-8226
Fresh California 
Mexican Food

Thai Peppers
2018 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-739-7627
Traditional Thai Cuisine

SPAS & SALONS!

Anne Welsh Salon
2100 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-683-2400
A Bumble and Bumble 
Network Salon

Body, Mind, and Sole LLC
2111 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-739-2111
Footbath, Massage 
and Bodywork for the 
whole family

The Healing Tree
2101 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-706-9500
Offering Therapeutic
Massage, Acupuncture,
Counseling

Vital Body and Mind
Therapies
2214 Mt. Vernon Avenue
703-683-8333
Acupuncture, Massage,
Psychotherapy, Coaching

Well Body Well Being
2002 Mt. Vernon Avenue #12
703-836-9447
Promoting Wellness through
Therapeutic Massage,
Bodywork & Botanicals 

One of Alexandria, Virginia’s most exciting neighborhoods, Del Ray offers you a little bit of everything
Eclectic stores and boutiques, a variety of restaurants, and a myriad of services create a Main Street atmosphere
on Del Ray’s Mount Vernon Avenue. So, come visit for an hour, an afternoon, or a day! Del Ray has it all!
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where main street still exists.
Start your visit here: www.visitdelray.com

Del Ray was named among the Top Ten Cottage Neighborhoods by Cottage Living magazine.
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that it became permanent. Now the 
center hosts nearly 160 resident artists 
and more than 80 associate artists as well 
as six galleries and three Art League 
School classrooms.

It isn’t just artists who thrive in 
Alexandria. The Burke & Herbert Bank 
& Trust Company, which opened its 
doors in 1852, and whose president, E. 
Hunt Burke, is the great-great-grandson 
of one of its co-founders, has its 
headquarters in Alexandria. As it  
has grown and thrived, the bank has 
maintained its original charm, as well as 
historical artifacts: Trunks belonging to 
Robert E. Lee’s daughter were recently 
found in the bank’s vault.

Business is alive and well in other 
parts of town, too. Del Ray, an ethnically 
diverse neighborhood that was built near 
a railroad yard in 1894, exudes a friendly 
kind of charm, with single-family homes, 
many of them bungalows, and mom-
and-pop businesses and restaurants lining 
the main road, Mount Vernon Avenue. 

One popular hangout in Del Ray is 
St. Elmo’s Coffee Pub, owned by Cuban-
born Nora Partlow, who has built her 
business into a cozy gathering place. St. 
Elmo’s features live music—jazz, urban 
acoustic, rock, folk, world music, and 
more—and serves light fare.

Other shops in the area: Cheesetique, 
which sells specialty cheeses; home 
furnishings store Eight Hands Round; 
and Bodywave, a hydrotherapy studio.

The secret to their success, notes 
Partlow: “Most businesses here are 
operated by their owners,” so they are 
knowledgeable about their merchandise, 
a quality that’s hard to find these days. 

“We’re giving what the people  
want, what they can’t get anymore in  
the big malls.”
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Invent the Future ®

Surprises Await

At Hotel Monaco, the world is full of possibility.

With its dramatic design, whimsical atmosphere 
and magnifi cent service, it’s a bewitching place 

where anything can happen.

See what fortunes await you at Hotel Monaco Alexandria, 
opening Fall 2007.

It’s not Make Believe. It’s Hotel Monaco Alexandria.
703.549.6080 | MONACO-ALEXANDRIA.COM
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“We’re giving what the 
people want, what they 
can’t get anymore in the 
big malls,” says Nora 
Partlow, who owns a coffee 
shop in Del Ray.


