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Chapter 1 Introduction and Overview: 

Executive Summary: 
 
 The Drake Neighborhood historical and architecturally survey project had a number of goals, one of 
which was rather revolutionary in terms of historic preservation.  That was to establish a comprehensive historic 
properties database, one that would potentially contain historical and visual information about every residence 
in the survey area.  In support of that goal, the innitial project effort placed an emphasis upon gathering baseline 
information about every residence.  The State Historical Society of Iowa’s survey files were searched to secure 
digital copies of all historical survey photos, dating from 1974 to the present day.  The Drake University 
yearbook, the Quax, was searched and all historical photographs were digitally copied.  Newspapers and other 
sources were searched to secure both historical information and historical images.  In the end, the visual 
database was a huge one, containing an estimated 700-1,000 images.  Most of these were already identified by 
address, while many others were not.  Baseline historical information, in the form of a master building permits 
database, was also amassed.  Municipal building permits survive from 1917 on.  Earlier permit data, from 
newspapers was combined with the former, in a WORD table.  Such a table can be sorted by column and could 
be sorted by address, house owner, date, builder/architect and so on.  Volunteers worked to corroborate the 
permit data, particularly the incomplete entries (entries having no specific house number for example).  The 
permits database provided accurate building dates as well as information about major residential modifications 
(such as adding apartments, exterior fire escapes). 
 
 The next major goal was to deal with Drake University and its significance and impact on the survey 
area.  A second goal was to develop individual property and historic district recommendations that are related to 
that Drake University association.  This matter has been a problematic one since the early 1980s when the first 
residential historic districts in the Drake area were proposed.  No progress was made for the next 30 years, apart 
from the National Register listing of the core original campus and a scattering of individual residences. 
 
 It is the finding of this survey that Drake University was and remains the dominant influence in a variety 
of ways over the neighorhood area and the city as a whole.  No other context comes anywhere close to that of 
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the university.  One direct measure of the university’s impact is the fact that over 500 area houses have been 
demolished or relocated, largely in response to campus expansion.  This direct university influence does 
diminish with distance from campus of course, so it was incumbent upon this study to seek out other relevant 
historical contexts.  The ususual suspects were investigated (transportation, commerce, religious institutions, 
municipal growth).  Transportation ranked high in its impact on the survey area, largely due to the devastation 
that was unleashed on the southern edge of the survey area by the construction of the MacVicar Freeway 
(Interstate 235) in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  The new arterial demolished a broad swath of housing, 
eliminated almost all of a substantial commercial node that flanked the east end of Cottage Grove Avenue (to 
the southeast of the survey area), and contributed directly to the deterioration of the housing and sense of 
community in the area to the south of the Drake campus. 
 
 The context of residential architecture was employed as the best means by which the nether areas of the 
survey area could be researched and evaluated.  The online Polk County Assessor’s Office colored house photos 
were examined individually (and the Assessor’s building dates were compared with the building permit data, to 
a great extent, they matched) and approximately 500 houses were selected on the basis of design and integrity, 
to describe the survey area’s residential and other architecture. 
 
 The building permit data that identified house designers and builders was sorted and mapped.  The 
clusters of houses built by the same builder were identified and was compared to the clusters of architecturally 
interesting buildings.  This allowed for a comparison of who were the builders of that better range of buildings. 
 
 The findings from this architectural comparison were several.  First assessor’s and building permit data 
largely agreed.  Second, a high proportion of post-1917 building permits were never secured.  This was a major 
surprise.  Third, the better residential designs, built by a number of builders, tended to cluster and they further 
tended to cluster along the major streets and not just streetcar arterials.  Fourth, and very important, the survey 
area was replete with interesting and exceptional residential designs.  Clearly this part of the city, representing a 
large swath of what constituted west side 20th century residential growth, contained a broad range of style and 
type variations, particularly for housing that was pre-tract housing in its composition.  Tract housing, which 
began to be built along the northern edge of the survey area, tends to be more “cookie-cutter” in its design and 
other components (lot size, use of materials, setback).  While few residences merit individual National Register 
of Historic Places eligibility, a great many are of historical importance as they represent evolving cottage and 
house styles, particularly between the world wars.  For the purposes of this report, some 500 examples were 
assembled into a “best of show” class, while hundreds of others were evaluated as being good examples.  Yet 
another survey finding is that the Tudor Revival style was the experimental style of choice for this area during 
the latter part of the 1920s and throughout the 1930s.  Colonial Revival is almost non-existant.  The Craftsman 
style and cubic/square cottage/house forms were also tweaked and reinterpreted.  The survey findings confirm 
earlier ones that found that Des Moines housing is purposely varied from lot to lot, and that house and cottage 
forms are used as contrasting elements within every streetscape. 
 
 The eligibility recommendations that have resulted from this project involve districts more than 
individual buildings.  Half of the recommended districts are related to the history of Drake University, while 
half are architecturally based. 
 
Survey Evaluation and Intensive Survey/Nomination Recommendations: 

 
 From the start of this project an emphasis has been placed upon the identification of historic districts 
rather than individual significant buildings.  There are several reasons for taking this approach.  First, a historic 
district is the best platform for producing a comprehensive contextual National Register listing that speaks to a 
broader historical context.  Second, the survey area is strongly influenced by its historical association with 
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Drake University and that influence is best interpreted using a district approach.  Finally, because of the Drake 
University association, a great many buildings have substantial Drake-related individual histories, but these tend 
to fall short of warranting individual significance.  The Drake campus has already been addressed using a 
district approach and all previous efforts to enlarge upon the earlier nominations have used a district approach. 
 
 The research design necessarily used a comprehensive approach that sought to document all buildings 
within the survey area.  Consequently an all-building permit database and a historical photo set that included 
700-1,000 photos was amassed.  The building permit data was used to separate out the many overlapping house-
based historical contexts.  This separation involved distinguishing pre-Drake University residences, early 
Drake-induced residences (many of which started out in a lesser scale, but were then enlarged over time), and 
modified residences (as apartments or Greek social system residences). 
 
 Figure 1 identifies the National Register listed and eligible districts and individual properties that are 
located within the project area.  Two historic districts, Kingman Place and the Drake University Campus, are 
listed, while Forestdale, Iola Place and the square house district at 41st-42nd streets have been recommended as 
being eligible with State Historic Preservation Office concurrence.  A number of individually listed residences 
were nominated in 1988 as a thematic package having Drake University historical associations. 

 

 
Figure 1-1: Survey/project area and current National Register listed/eligible districts, buildings 

(City of Des Moines, Community Development Department, 2010) 
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Historic Districts: 
 
 The following new or amended historic districts were identified, or reaffirmed from previous surveys, 
and were recommended for National Register of Historic Places listing: 
 

29th Street Historic District 
34th Street – Greek Row (34th Street, University Avenue to Forest Avenue) 
Dogtown Commercial Historic District (University Avenue and 25th Street) 
Drake University Campus (adding the pre-1960s buildings to the west and northwest of the listed  

campus) 
Grace United Methodist Church and Cottage Grove Avenue Historic District 
Kingman Boulevard Historic District (38th Street to 42nd Street) 
University Land Company Historic District (northeast of campus, 21st-24th streets, Forest Ave. to  

University) 
University Place Historic District (south of campus, 21st to 31st streets, University Avenue to School  

Street) 
University Avenue Apartments Historic District (south side, 3910-4004 University, five buildings) 

 
These previously identified historic districts were re-confirmed: 
 

Ernhurst Residential District (formerly called 41st-42nd Street, University Avenue to Forest Avenue) 
Foresdale Plat (previously identified and being nominated) 
Iola Place (Iola and School streets, 33rd to 35th streets) 

 
 The following individual buildings were recommended as being National Register of Historic Places 
eligible and Iowa Site Inventory forms were prepared for these: 
 

1045 22nd Street-William and Jennie Bell Residence 
1000 24th Street-Iowa Telephone Company Exchange Building 
1080 31st Street-Charles A. Thompson Residence 
2912 Kingman Boulevard-William J. and Grace Henrietta (Kingman) Residence 
3500 Kingman Boulevard -Thoreau Center-George A. Duffield Residence 
1124 35th Street-Dr. Clarence A. Webb (?) Cottage 
2700 University Avenue-Chancellor William Bayard and Mary Craig Residence 
3438 University Avenue –Yocum Apartments 
4023 University Avenue-Custer Apartments 
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Figure 1-2: New district recommendations 

 
 A number of potential architectural historic districts have been identified.  In addition a number of 
“strings” of interesting house designs have also been specified.  The latter usually occur on just one side of a 
street, and it is not recommended that they are National Register eligible.  Many small clusters of houses built 
by individual builders have also been documented, but these too are not deemed to be potential districts unless 
they comprise a portion of a larger district. 
 
 A clear pattern emerges wherein the better house designs (defined by scale and elaboration of design and 
detailing) are located along key streets.  While this pattern is generally expected and accepted, it is documented 
in this instance.  Key streets include streetcar right-of-ways and other main streets. 
 
 A related pattern is a finding that better house designs tend to cluster.  The identified districts are 
architecturally based and in each case, the district is defined by the dominance of one type or style and the usual 
expectation that the plat or plats developed rapidly with a consistent scale and quality of houses.  The 
University Place district is primarily classical revival in style, while the other districts are later in date.   
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An Amended Drake University Residential Historic District: 
 

 
Figure 1-3: Early proposed Drake neighborhood historic district, c.1984 

 
 Neighborhood interest in a primarily residential historic district, adjacent to the university, developed as 
house restoration developed as a neighborhood movement and priority during the early 1980s.  At that time this 
interest focused on restored single-family houses and the historical context of Drake University’s initial use of 
real estate to fund the school.  The proposed district focused upon Cottage Grove Avenue and Kingman 
Boulevard, an area that was somewhat detached from and south of the university campus.  Nothing came of the 
district idea despite the completion of an intensive survey by John Neubauer and Judy McClure in 1984.  The 
problem was that the real estate claim required a comparison with other university/college developmental 
histories to determine if it was unusual or significant.  Barbara Long’s 1988 series of Drake-related 
nominations, including the core campus, dodged this issue by focusing on properties that had direct and 
significant university ties.  Given the timing, the “50-year cutoff” provision required that any significance claim 
had to pre-date 1938. 
 

The proposed broader National Register listing of Drake University related properties has the advantage 
of a 1960 cut-off point and this approach abandons the geographical and contextual limitations of the 1980s. 
 
 This recommended district takes advantage of the passage of time with the current 50-year cutoff date 
being 1960.  The associated contexts are1960.  The district as initially identified will actually comprise three 
sub districts, the surrounding residential area, the expanded Drake University, and several small commercial 
nodes located on Forest and University avenues. 
 
 The district approach might be a tad innovative in that it breaks up the range of applicable historical 
contexts and sets integrity standards and rates contributing/non-contributing buildings for each context.  This is 
the norm for a district, assuming multiple eligibility arguments are being used, but the intention here is to more 
overtly parse each building based on which context, period of significance, and which set of integrity standards 
applies to it.  Thus a restored single family house, formerly a five-plex or a fraternity house, will likely be 
contributing because it is associated with the contexts that address real estate or neighborhood development.  A 
much-modified house, converted for students, would have a later period of significance and would be associated 
with the context of university off-campus housing.  The broader proposed district will be defined based upon 
the collective overlay of all of the associated contexts, after judging where a sufficiently substantial historical 
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association exists for each of those contexts.  The evolving pattern of faculty/staff housing will be overlaid with 
Greek house usage, off-campus student living, and so on. 
 

The following contexts will be applied in determining district boundaries, historical integrity, significant 
dates and a period of significance: 
 
 Town of University Place 
 Early Drake institutional history 
 The real estate sales and promotional associations with Drake University. 
 Housing construction and expansion in response to the university. 
 Transportation responses to the presence of the university. 
 The periods of campus expansion with a particular emphasis on post-1908 building. 
 The evolution of area housing in response to the needs of student housing 
 The growth and final concentration (on 34th Street) of the Greek fraternities and sororities. 
 The displacement of houses within and near the campus to expand the campus. 
 The commercial buildings that developed in response to the market offered by the university. 
 Town and gown associations (faculty housing, non-Greek residential use, etc) 
 Later Drake University institutional history (Drake Relays, Pharmacy School, role in World War II) 
 Drake University as a sponsor/agent of apartment house construction 
 
 It was belatedly recognized that the existing Kingman Place Historic District is the same warp and 
weave as is the University Place district.  The difference is that the latter is defined by its association with 
Drake University, while Kingman Place was plat-defined in terms of its architectural development.  There is no 
reason to duplicate the nomination of Kingman Place so the proposed University Place district wraps around the 
existing district. 
 

 
Figure 1-4: Proposed Drake University Historic Districts 
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 In preliminary discussions with SHPO staff, it was thought that these proposed boundaries were too 
large, and too irregular.  It was also determined that any district nomination would have to separate property 
types in a series of separate districts.  Thus there would be an expanded campus district, a commercial district 
and several smaller residential districts. 
 
 The district(s) will be refined based upon the Drake-related historical data that has been assembled.  
This data includes historic distribution patterns for Greek houses, and the same for off-campus housing and 
faculty/employee residents. 

 

 
Figure 1-5: Proposed Kingman Boulevard Historic District 

 

 
Figure 1-6: West End Proposed Historic Districts (Jacobsen, 2010) 

 
Field Methodology: 

 
 The basic methodology was to use an inductive research approach, one that focused on amassing 
building permit data as well as plat and builder data.  The survey area was seen to comprise a range of plats, 
some of which were large enough and “successful” enough to have generated residential architecture that was 
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both of higher quality in terms of design and more tightly unified in terms of its period of construction.  Some 
plats had strong historical significance claims such as those that were associated with funding Drake University.  
Some builders were more involved with this part of the city and some focused on particular plats.  These were 
deemed to be good candidates for having houses that had historic district potential.  Previous survey findings 
were also taken into account, particularly that of the square house and bungalow investigations. 
 
 Initial field survey work sought to identify potential Drake University related districts, both residential, 
commercial and institutional.  Preliminary district boundaries were identified but appear to have been too 
ambitious to yield actual listable districts.  The next and main fieldwork phase will be based on the master list 
of building permits, sorted both by builder-architects and by street address. 
 

The Survey Area: An Overview: 
 

            The project survey area (see Figure 3) is bounded by Franklin Avenue (north), 41st-42nd streets (west), 
Interstate I-235 (south) and Martin Luther King Boulevard (east).  The area is predominantly residential in its 

land use and comprises approximately 3,600 houses and the Drake University campus.  The physical 
topography of the area is generally level.  Slight north/south oriented ridges follow 31st and 35th streets.  The 

northern third of the survey area consists of undulating land with numerous deeply cut gulleys. 
 

 
Figure 1-7: 1939 Topographical Map, Des Moines (1939 Comprehensive Plan) 

(the black rectangle, left of center, denotes the approximate survey area) 
 

 Figure 1-7 shows that the City of Des Moines consists of a number of upland areas that are separated by 
current and ancient river drainages.  The Des Moines and Raccoon river drainages are of recent vintage, 
geologically speaking.  They both date to the most recent glaciation period.  A more ancient river drainage that 
predated that glacial advance, once flowed from the northwest corner of Figure 7, to the southeast corner.  The 
downtown area (below center, Figure 7) is located on a floodplain terrace.  Historically the city had its origin on 
the west side of the Des Moines River, and north of the Raccoon River’s confluence with that river.  
Geographical influences, as represented in Figure 1, determined that the principal city expanse and its most 
substantial and expansive residential area, would be located on the uplands to the west of the Des Moines River. 
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Figure 1-8: Survey area map with original land survey map and survey grid superimposed  

(Iowa Geographical Map Server, 2009, annotated with north arrrow) 
 

          Figure 8 superimposes the original land survey map over the survey area.  Three important features that 
were recorded in the land survey, during the mid-1850s, are depicted.  Most important is a substantial drainage 

that cuts to the northeast across the upper one-third of the project area.  Naturally this drainage follows the 
deepest cuts in the landscape.  Related gullies continue south below Forest Avenue.  A curved ridgeline is 
traced along the west end of the survey area, running north/south between 39th and 41st streets.  Finally a 

historical component, the Fort Dodge Road, appears as a straight diagonal line in the southeast quadrant of the 
area.  This was the precursor of Cottage Grove Avenue.  An important point to note is that the established road 

vanishes at a point between Rutland and Brattleboro avenues.  Apparently beyond that point, seasonal 
alternatives (upland or not) diverged from that point to the northwest. 
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Figure 1-9: The Federal Land Survey impacts the survey area layout 

(Iowa Geographical Map Server, 2009, annotated with highlighted section lines) 
 

 Figure 1-9 underscores the obvious, that the rectilinear pattern of the original land survey dominates the 
subsequent street layout within the survey area.  This is the case here, even down to the fractional section parcel 
boundaries.  The fractional sections that are demarked in Figure 9 are all mirrored minutely in the current street 
pattern.  One unusual feature applicable in this instance is the fact that a township adjustment line that bisects 
the survey area resulted in offset section lines and as a result, offset north/south streets.  Major streets trace the 
section line perimeters and University Avenue is the township dividing line. 
 
 The survey area comprises a large portion of the residential part of the city that developed between the 
latter part of the 19th century and World War II.  The historical and architectural trends that are associated with 
the survey area are for that reason representative of the broader municipal residential development of the city as 
a whole.  The reason for this is two-fold.  First, this part of the city dominated the whole in terms of residential 
growth and expansion during this period.  Secondly, the establishment and location of Drake University both 
represented the inevitability of that trend and did much to enhance it.  It is a fundamental finding of this study 
that the new university leap-frogged beyond the developed residential areas.  It then functioned as a hub that 
promoted growth in every direction from it. 
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Figure 1-10: detail, 1884 map of Des Moines (Map of the City of Des Moines and Its Environs) 

 
 Figure 1-10 illustrates how Drake University was truly located on the outermost periphery of the city’s 
northwest side.  This map comes the closest to depicting a nearly complete Cottage Grove/Fort Dodge Road 
route.  The key street in terms of access to the area is Cottage Grove Avenue, the angled arterial (which begins 
at the centerpoint of the black circle which is a separate annotation marking the mission church site for the 
Grace Methodist Church).  The horse street car line follows Cottage Grove, turning north on 25th Street.  In fact, 
“Cottage Grove” was used as a generic community reference for University Place.  The avenue terminated on 
North Street, now University Avenue.  Note that North Street as of 1884 was not a through-street to the east.  
Forest Avenue also terminated, just northwest of the campus.  Another curiousity is the Lyon’s Park plat which 
employs a curvilinear street layout.  Lyon’s Park was completely replatted.  Cottage Grove Avenue, west of 28th 
Street, is shown as Wood Avenue.  When Kingman Place was platted, the avenue was turned due west and 
Wood Avenue was incorporated into the avenue. 
 
 Figure 1-11 presents a reconstruction of houses in University Place as of 1892, the reconstruction being 
based on a mapping of listed city directory addresses.  The majority of existing houses were located to the east, 
north, and south (above Cottage Grove Avenue) of the university campus. 
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Figure 1-11: Extant houses as of 1892 (Zeller, 2010) 

 

 
Figure 1-12: Detail, 1909 USGS Topographical Map 
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 Figure 1-12 is a very early 1909 United States Geological Survey map.  The map shows both well in-
filled blocks as well as isolated individual houses.  The survey data is from 1905 so the two sequential figures 
contrast the construction of houses between 1892 and 1905.  The difference in residential expansion, by the 
latter date, is represented by the expansion of housing to the south of Cottage Grove Avenue, some northward 
development, and the establishment of a curious diagonal pattern of plats and house building that linked the 
infilled plat of Kingman Place and the southwest corner of the survey area. 
 
 The same figure nicely delineates the topography of the survey area and shows a plateau that is oriented 
southwest to northwest.  University Avenue runs along the northern edge of that level ground.  Slighter 
drainages to the south, east of 28th Street and west of 35th Street, and the more substantial drainage to the 
northeast, previously discussed, cut into the edges of the plateau. 

 

 
Figure 1-13: University Place (Source: Mills & Co.’s Map of Des Moines Polk County Iowa) 

 
          Figure 1-13 establishes two historical points of importance.  First, the town of University Place leaped to 
the northwest, beyond the established city, let alone platted additions.  Second, the plats to the north of Drake 
campus preceded those to the south of it.  In this depiction, the campus occupies the southwest corner of the 

community.  Note the very confusing range of street names (North Street, University Avenue and North 
Avenue, from south to north). 
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Figure 1-14: Overview, looking southwest, of Kingman Place 

(Des Moines Iowa State Register, April 30, 1891) 
 

 This figure gives a visual idea of the scattered nature of early residential development within the core of 
University Place.  The perspective is west from 28th Street, with University Avenue being visible at the far right 
of the image.  Kingman Boulevard is the southernmost (left) street to be shown.  Note the streetcar spur line on 
29th Street, south of the University Avenue car line. 
 

 
Figure 1-15: (State Historical Society of Iowa, Pioneer Photo Collection) 
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 The W. L. Morris greenhouse complex occupied the southeast corner of 27th Street and Cottage Grove 
Avenue as of the mid-1890s.  Still in operation as of 1900, there were three of these establishments scattered 
across the survey area.  They are a part of the large tract and truck farming that typified much of the area 
historically.  The cottage visible in Figure 1-16 might be 2650 Cottage Grove Avenue, now a full sized house 
that has been altered beyond recognition into apartments.  These greenhouses would be infilled with later-date 
housing as the land became available.  Figure 1-16  indicates that as of 1900, there was little residential up-
building around the Morris Greenhouse. 
 

 
Figure 1-16: 1900 Sanborn Map detail, showing the Morris Greenhouse complex and scattered housing 
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Figure 1-17: Developed and platted blocks  

(Huebinger’s Map of the City of Des Moines (Courtesy of Andrea Hauer) 
 

 The 1910 Huebinger’s Map is particularly helpful in tracking residential growth within the survey area 
because it distinguishes platted land (darker gray shading) from unplatted land.  The map shows that a 
“peninsula” of platted land was defined by College Avenue on the north and 34th Street on the west.  Below 
University Avenue, a large tract between 35th and 33rd/31st streets remained unplatted, as did Knox Place, west 
of 35th Street.  An arch of platted land cut across the southwest corner of the survey area, its two terminal points 
being marked by Elmwood School, on University Avenue, and Hubbell School, at 41st Street and Rollins 
Avenue. 
 
 This is a very helpful and somewhat unusual map for the purposes of this study.  Platted residential 
blocks are shaded gray, which distinguishes them from undeveloped parcels.  In the annotated version of the 
same image, shown below, the thrusts of residential development are shown by using black arrows and a darker 
gray perimeter boundary.  Most notable is the diagonal pattern of platting that extends southwestward from 
Grace United Methodist Church to Hubbell Elementary School. 
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Figure 1-18: Directions of residential growth  

(Huebinger’s Map of The City of Des Moines, 1910, Annotated) 
 
 University Place was an incorporated town in its own right and was one of a number of similar 
incorporations that ringed the growing city to the west, north and east.  By the fall of 1889 it was apparent that a 
unified capital city was the only viable option.  At that time, North Street served as the northern municipal 
boundary and 24th Street was the western boundary.  University Place wrapped around the northwest corner of 
the city. 
 

ANNEXATION ALL RIGHT 
  There is no longer any doubt as to the success of the annexation movement, and the Twenty-
third general assembly will settle the matter very soon.  The publication of the bill for the 
proposed law enabling the city to become one unied body has made for the movement many 
friends.  As its provisions become known and are thoroughly digested the people come to its 
support.  A meeting of the committee having in charge the bill was held last Monday evening for 
the purpose of listening to the arguments for and against the bill by those who represent contrary 
views.  The reasons presented for the passage of the bill were so many and so cnvincing that the 
committee was favorably impressed and will certainly make the right kind of a report.  The 
arguments against annexation were such as to have little weight, as compared with the reasons 
for it.  These facts coupled with the results of Monday’s election practically settle annexation.  
The main opposition has come from one or two towns which surround Des Moines.  The one 
supposed to be the most opposed to becoming a part of Des Moines is North Des Moines.  At the 
election on Monday a Democrat was elected mayor in a town which has several hundred 
Republican majority, simply on the basis of annexation.  It had been claimed that the election 
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held regarding annexation some weeks ago was not a fair test of strength, but no one can doubt 
the meaning of last Monday’s election.  In Capital Park, another suburb which has had a large 
element who oppose annexation, there was but one ticket and that an annexation ticket.  There 
were non to oppose it.  In Greenwood Park, to the north [sic] of the city, the town council refused 
last summer to appoint commissioners or take any part in annexation.  At the election on 
Monday none of the old officers were elected, but new blood was infused all along the line.  In 
Sevastapol Mayor Young and others did not want to be cndidates again, but were prevailed upon 
to accept office with the distinct understanding that they will not be in office more than a month 
or two, but the town will be a part of Des Moines.  Even in Des Moines the annexation question 
had something to do with the defeat of the present mayor who had not been an advocate of 
annexation. 
  And thus the Iowa legislature may feel doubly sure that the people who are most interested in 
Des Moines and suburgs really desire that they be made one city.  That is the way the city ought 
to be, and that is the right and duty of Des Moines.  One city, and a good one, is the demand 
which has been heartily endorsed this week by a great majority of the 55,000 people living 
withing four miles of the state house (Iowa State Register, 1890). 
 

 
Figure 1-19: Municipal annexations, City of Des Moines (Des Moines Register, 1954) 

 
 Figure 1-19 shows how the city of Des Moines was substantially enlarged by annexation in 1889-90.  
The eight-square mile rectangle defined the city until after 1900, when the newly-established Federal military 
post at Fort Des Moines was established, and in the late 1930s when the airport was acquired. 
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Figure 1-20: New house construction, April 1919-April 1924 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
 

 Figure 1-20 is the first of a series of maps that depict house construction in and around the project area.  
The figure places the vast majority of house building in the southwest part of the area, most notably in the 
Forestdale Addition.  Considerable house construction is also occuring in the northern one-third of the area.  
Just to the west, Glendale Cemetery and the Waveland Golf Course (the north arrow is on both) formed a public 
boundary to westward residential growth. 
 

 
Figure 1-21: New house construction, 1928-1934 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
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 Figure 1-21 documents new house construction during the late-1920s and early Great Depression years.  
The focus of this construction had moved north and west from the project area, although Forestdale was gaining 
its final new houses.  By this time tract housing was forced to be smaller and cheaper.  Houses to the northwest 
were costing $2,000-7,000 each, while the Forestdale houses cost $7,000-10,000 each.  The cheapest housing 
range was located further out and cost $500-2,000. 
 

 
Figure 1-22: New house construction, 1927-1937 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
 

 While Figure 1-22 largely duplicates the new house construction period depicted as Figure 21, it is 
clearer in its depiction.  In addition to the Forestdale houses, survey area house construction is occuring along 
either side of Lower Beaver Avenue, Franklin Avenue, and Kingman Boulevard and to the south of that 
boulevard. 
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Figure 1-23: Population density, 1930 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
 

          Figure 1-24 depicts population density and the purpose for its inclusion is to contrast the considerably 
smaller households that dominated within the survey area to the west and northwest of the university area.  The 

map data, based on the 1930 census, also reflects still undeveloped parcels within the project area. 
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Figure 1-24: Population distribution in Des Moines, 1910-1930 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
 

 Figure 1-24 depicts the changing population percentages within the broader sub-sections of the city, 
over two decades concluding in 1930.  In short the city’s population was shifting from the city center to its 
suburban fringes.  The real shift overall was to the northwest, where the population more than doubled.  It is 
unfortunate that the city planners did not then have access to the 1940 census figures.  Those numbers would 
have a similar trend, but with heightened growth to the west, south and northeast. 
 

 
Figure 1-25:  Commercial properties distribution, Des Moines, 1930 

(Harland Bartholomew, Des Moines Comprehensive Plan, 1939) 
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 Figure 1-25 appears to depict a broadspread intermixing of commercial and residential activities within 
the project area.  Current building information shows that these are not true commercial storefronts.  The 
majority must have been backyard or alleyway operations.  The vast majority of commercial sites are located 
between Cottage Grove/University and Clark, north and south, and 34th Street and Martin Luther King 
Boulevard.  The Drake University campus is the centerpoint of this concentration, with entire blocks east of the 
campus being shown as solidly commercial.  What is striking is the near absence of non-residential activity to 
the south of Cottage Grove Avenue.  Save for the clustered addresses shown along the north side of that avenue, 
and south of University Avenue, the few dots that do appear represent actual surviving storefronts. 
 

                   
 Figure 1-26:  Rough land a challenge to house-building (Des Moines Capital, May 11, 1916) 

 
 Much of the north portion (and the northwest corner in particular) of the survey area consisted of 
timbered rough ground.  This particular image (Figure 1-26) looks south along what became 41st Place, towards 
Forest Avenue (just to the west of the survey area).  The only feasible way to make this hiterto unfarmed land 
buildable was to lay out curvilinear roads.  Forestdale, located immediately to the east of this image, is the 
premier plat example.  Elsewhere, large tracts remain undeveloped within the cores of many tracts. 
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Figure 1-27: House construction dates  

(City of Des Moines, Community Development Department, 2011) 
 

 Figure 27 provides dates for the 3,600 buildings located within the survey area.  Lighter shading means 
earlier in construction.  Black coding locates the Drake University campus. 
 


