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Once in jeopardy of demolition, the historic East Village  
now thrives as downtown Des Moines’ hippest neighborhood.  
—By Jennifer Bringle, Photography by Danny Wilcox Frazier

Vogueillage

(Clockwise from left) 
a quirky shirt from 
SMASH; East Village 
Books; eden owner
 Jennifer Hansen; 
eden; lunch at Lucca.
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W hen I stepped out of my rental car 
onto the streets of Des Moines’ East 
Village, I have to admit, I was a little 

amazed. Sure, I’d read the newspaper articles call-
ing it “cool,” and I’d seen magazines lauding its 
array of hip shops and eateries. But, I’m a believe-
it-when-I-see-it kind of girl, and to my pleasant 
surprise, the East Village had plenty to show me.   
 Sandwiched between the Des Moines River  
and the towering, gilt-domed state capitol build-
ing, the six-block East Village reigned as a center 
of commerce in downtown from the late 19th 
century through the 1960s. But as businesses  
left the area for the suburbs, the neighborhood 
fell into disrepair.
 “By 1990, the area was so blighted, the city was 
actually looking to tear down most of the build-
ings and replace them with new development,” 
says Sarah Oltrogge, chair of the Historic East 
Village, Inc.  
 That’s when a group of preservationists and 
businesspeople rallied to save the historic build-
ings. They worked with the city to establish 
the Eastern Gateway Plan, which included an 
improved streetscape with seasonal greenery, 
better lighting and traffic flow. The Victorian-era 
brick-and-stone buildings that once housed meat 
markets, hardware stores and banks were refur-
bished into mixed-use space for both businesses 
and residential lofts.
 I saw evidence of the group’s work everywhere 
in the village. As I walked its pristine sidewalks, 
marble squares engraved with the names of each 
county in Iowa sparkled beneath my feet. Plant-
ers and trees dotted the streets, and whimsical, 
abstract metal bike racks in the shape of dogs  
and wiry people stood on corners. Downtown 
professionals hustled past throngs of college kids 
and tattooed artist-types on their way to lunch. 
 While the streets were nice, I had but two 
things on my mind: eating and shopping. My 
empty stomach growled for lunch, so I ducked 
into The Continental. 
 As I slid into one of the red-and-black leather 
booths rimming the restaurant’s exposed brick 

walls, the savory aroma of my neigh-
bor’s meal—panko-and-parmesan-
encrusted crab cakes, slathered in a lem-
on dill sauce—made my mouth water with 
anticipation. And though the tapas tempted, 
I settled on one of the restaurant’s homemade 
veggie burgers: a crispy-on-the-outside,  
juicy-on-the-inside patty of pecans, mushrooms  
and sweet bell peppers. 
 Belly full, my appetite for shopping took 
precedence as I plotted my next move. Just a few 
doors down from The Continental, I picked up 
a few novels at East Village Books—a cozy shop 
whose performance space once hosted a town hall 
meeting with Michelle Obama—before the flirty 
dresses in the window of Schaffer’s Design Shop 
caught my eye.  
 Like boutiques I’d visited in New York and 
Los Angeles, Schaffer’s had the big names: Tocca, 
ABS Jeans, Nicole Miller. But unlike those big city 
boutiques, Schaffer’s was affordable, and the staff 
friendly. A fixture in Des Moines for more than 50 

(Above) friends at  
the Locust Tap, one of 
the East Village’s most 
popular bars; (below) 
colorful dresses in the 
window at Schaffer’s.
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years, Schaffer’s stuck it out in down-
town through the leaner years while 
other shops left for greener pastures  
at the malls. 
 Unlike at those malls and shopping 
centers, visitors won’t find a Chili’s or 
Gap in the East Village. The district 
prides itself on its independently owned 
and operated businesses, supporting the 
local economy rather than out-of-town 
corporations. And because the business 
owners are locals, they feel a personal 
investment in the district.
  “I think, also, what makes us unique 
is the passion the people who work, live 
and do business here have about seeing 
East Village succeed,” says Oltrogge. “It 

couldn’t have been done without them 
20 years ago, and it can’t continue to 
grow without them now.”
 My shopping frenzy continued at 
several of those locally owned businesses. 
At Pure Paper, I waffled between thick, 
grainy stationery and cards made from 
recycled maps before choosing one of 
the colorful totes made of 100 percent 
recycled paper. At eden, I felt like a lady 
taking her morning toilette as I sampled 
Kiehl’s skin products (eden is the only  
retailer carrying the popular line in 
Iowa) before a whitewashed vanity. 
 Shopping bag full of old-fashioned 
tin lip balm pots and gardenia-scented 
candles, I headed to SMASH for souve-
nirs. The stark, airy T-shirt shop recalls 
hip clothing spots I’d seen in Brooklyn. 
Racks full of button-down western 
shirts, reconstructed dresses and argyle 
sweaters beckoned, but I passed them all 
for SMASH’s signature product: T-shirts. 
Buttery soft and screen-printed before 
my eyes with tongue-in-cheek phrases 
such as  “Iowa: Wave the Next Time You 

Fly Over,” these were just the thing  
to bring back to my buddies. 
 After all that shopping, my stomach 
called again, so I grabbed a table at 
Lucca. One of the most upscale restau-
rants in Des Moines, Lucca’s minimal, 
white linen and exposed brick interior 
smacks of sophistication and style. And 
while the food lives up to its reputation—
the beef so tender and succulent, I could 
cut it with my fork; the chocolate cake so 
indulgently rich, it could’ve been a meal 
on its own—the cheese cave truly stands 
out. Beneath the restaurant, the tempera-
ture-controlled cave houses handcrafted 
artisan cheeses from all over the United 
States and Europe. Diners can tour the 

cave, learn about different cheeses, and 
make selections to pair with a wine flight. 
 As I walked back to my car after 
dinner, I noticed a crowd gathered on 
a corner near the State Historical 
Building, listening to live blues on 
the street.  
 “There are so many free events in  
this area,” says Angelina Gonzalez,  
sales person at Sticks Gallery. “Whether 
it’s bands playing in the summer or food 
festivals or even stuff like the Harley 
night, they (events) bring people who 
might not ordinarily come downtown.”
 Her theory proved true as I witnessed 
everyone from young hipster kids to el-
derly couples to families with small chil-
dren listening to the music and milling 
about on nearby streets. They obviously 
already knew what I’d finally discovered 
that day—the East Village certainly lives 
up to the hype.  

“What makes us unique is the passion  
the people who work, live and do business here have about  

seeing East Village succeed.” 

Jennifer Bringle thinks shopping and eating 

are two of the best vacation activities.


