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First Ward Alderman Hamery, was credited with making the sewer a reality (Des Moines Daily News, July 8, 
September 30, 1906).

The system, finished it was said at a cost of $19,000, was reported ad done by mid-January 1907.  The 
news noted “This is the most important sewer improvement of the year.  The system extends from Twenth-
fourth to Thirty-fifth streets and from University avenue to State road” (Des Moines Daily News, January 17, 
1907).

What is known as the North branch of the Ingersoll sewer has been completed and a very large 
portion of the Northwest city now has sewer connections, and is being used (Des Moines Daily 
News, November 10, 1907)

A number of more minor sewer projects are enumerated in the following table:

Location Citation/Date Description
20th south of School Capital, July 1, 1899 Contractor Hurley to start digging
Clark Street, 20th-21st Daily News, March 25, 

1901
Contracts let to John Hurley, 12 inch diameter

Cottage Grove, 19th –
31st

Daily News, January 6, 
1906

Alderman Hamery having plans made for First Ward, 
$15,000

Drake Stadium, north of 
Forest Avenue

Daily News, March 24, 
1907

Culvert being built to drain the stadium

Water Mains
Location Citation/Date Description

24th at Cottage Grove, 
1.5 blocks south

Capital, March 29, 1902 Alderman Dorr files resolutions with City Council

23rd and Clark, 1.5 
blocks north

Capital, March 29, 1902 Alderman Dorr files resolutions with City Council

29th, University to 
Carpenter

Capital, March 29, 1902 Alderman Dorr files resolutions with City Council

Chapter 6: Retail and Commercial Services:

The only extant historic commercial node is located at University Avenue and 25th Street, adjacent to the 
Drake University campus.  Accordingly this context focuses upon that area only.  A few Forest Avenue 
businesses survive from post-World War II and scattered individual commercial properties are found within the 
district, but there are no other commercial historic districts.

The Commercial Node at 24th and 25th streets and University Avenue or “Dogtown”- By John Zeller

Studying the Drake neighborhood revealed a surviving portion of the oldest suburban commercial 
district in Des Moines. This area just east of Drake acquired its name, “Dogtown,” sometime in the 1920s after 
Drake’s sports mascot was changed from a duck to a bulldog. The shopping district is bounded by 24th and 25th 
streets and along University avenue from 23rd street westward to 25th street. By 1900, only 19 years after 
Drake’s founding, the district had reached these boundaries and now 110 years later it still resembles the earlier 
footprint. 
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Figure 6-1: Save the Medic’s Parade, view northwest, University Avenue at 24th Street (1912 Quax)

An earlier commercial node had sprung up along Cottage Grove Avenue from 19th street through 22nd 
Street. Bordered on the east end with Hawthorne school on the west by Grant Elementary school, this shopping 
area included Grace Methodist Church (1885) and a district fire station. The district followed the University 
Place street car line that reached Drake in 1884. Today the only remnants of this commercial center   is the 1901 
rebuilt Grace Methodist Church and Smokey Row Coffee Shop at Martin Luther King and Cottage Grove 
Avenue. The district vanished for various I-235 and Martin Luther King expansions. 

The earliest mentions of the Drake environs mention it being hidden in a grove of trees. A photo of 
Drake’s “Old Main” taken during construction in 1883 shows it being built among a thicket of second growth 
timber. The land surveys in 1847 indicated the terrain to be “second rate,” in contrast to “first rate” in nearly 
every other direction. This land seems to have been cleared early and then allowed to return to timber. Early 
farmers Kingman, Knox and various members of the Fagen families largely lived south and west of the Drake 
campus. In its early years, Drake intended to keep a patch of trees on University Avenue west of campus 
preserved as a park for the town of University Place. The farms that existed were mostly small orchards, grazed 
prairies and nurseries. In short, the area in the vicinity of Drake was surprisingly vacant of farms, farm houses 
and large fields of grain.  By the time of Drake’s inception, the truck farms and dairies that serviced the city of 
Des Moines had moved a mile north to an area surrounding 30th and Hickman Avenue and to farms south of the 
city. University Place had no coal mines or other smoke stack industries to boast of. All these factors added 
together suggest Dogtown was created entirely in response to Drake University, its students and faculty living 
nearby. 

Its first business was a grocery store in 1883 owned by a Mr. Reynolds at the southwest corner of 24th 
and North (University) Street. (North Street was the original northern boundary of Des Moines. Its name 
changed to University Avenue in 1894 after the death of Chancellor Carpenter in 1893. University Street one 
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block north was changed to Carpenter Avenue in the same year). In 1884, the Mershon brothers bought the 
grocery store and Reynolds left to attend Drake University along with many of the Mershon children. 

                        Figure 6-2: Commercial District, University and 24th-25th streets, 1892 (Zeller, 2011)
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By 1888, both Dogtown and the Cottage Grove district had about 15 businesses each.

    Dogtown     Cottage Grove
Bakeries 0 1
Barbers 1 0
Blacksmiths 0 1
Books 0 1
City Scales 0 1
Drugs 1 1
Florists 2 0
Flour & Feed 2 1
Hay 1 0
Grocers 2 2
Ice Cream 0 1
Jewelry 1 0
J of the Peace 1 0
Livery 1 0
Meat Market 0 2
Newspapers 1 0
Physicians 2 1
Well Digger 0 1

The first map showing the district was drawn in 1891 by the Sandborn & Perriss Co. The district was 
shown as a detail of the area east of the Drake campus. In that map we see three groceries, a bakery, two shoe 
stores, a laundry, millinery, meat market, book store, black smith, photo studio, harness maker, two coal stations 
and a fuel and feed store. Many residents nearby are listed in the City Directory as having many Drake boarders 
or roomers. The increase in groceries, bakeries and meat markets reflect the fact that Drake did not possess any 
student housing beyond its “students’ home” which only housed a fraction of its students. The next year the 
University tore down this structure and was out of the dormitory business for 40 years. By 1896, both the 
Dogtown and Cottage Grove districts had grown slowly to about 20 businesses each. Development near Drake 
may have slowed in response to the rapid development of Highland Park in north Des Moines. 

By 1900, Dogtown had grown to 30 businesses including for the first time a fire station, a bank and two 
restaurants. Ten years later in 1910, it could claim 50 businesses, boasting for the first time a bicycle shop, four 
dress clubs (dry cleaners) and three dentists. The new University State Bank housed in their 1905 bank building 
dramatically increased the number of apartment dwellers living in Dogtown. 
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                            Figure 6-3: new business blocks (Des Moines Register, September 24, 1916)

Figure 6-4: Commercial District, University and 24th-25th streets, 1900 (Zeller, 2011)
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Figure 6-5: Commercial District, University and 24th-25th streets, 1920 (Zeller, 2011)

New businesses in 1920 included three auto garages and a motion picture theater (the “Varsity” then at 
2427 University Avenue), and Newlen’s Sanitary Dairy. Interestingly, there were no gas stations in Dogtown in 
1920. Forest Avenue had become more of an auto thoroughfare when the Highway 6, which ran east on 
Hickman and then down Beaver Avenue to Forest Avenue and onto Keosauqua Way to downtown, was 
completed in the 1920s. Gas stations and some of the first ice cream and hamburger stands that catered to auto 
traffic appeared on Forest Avenue. 

By 1942 the eastern half of the district had become related to general services, plumbing, auto repair, 
upholstery, electric, woodworking, and weather stripping businesses. While on the western side of 24th Street, 
retail shops and entertainment dominated. The Varsity Theatre in 1937 was moved to its present location on 
25th Street,  and a bowling alley was located on the south side of University Avenue. The district had grown to 
74 businesses in that year, including a branch city library, a hat shop, beauty parlors, barber shops and cafes. 
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                     Figure 6-6: Commercial District, University and 24th-25th streets, 1953 (Zeller, 2011)

Our last available map charts Dogtown sometime in the early 1950s -- probably 1953. The map and City 
Directories show an increase in retail stores for appliances, radios and TVs, musical instruments, paint and 
glass, jewelry, flowers and furs. This map shows perhaps the high point for Dogtown. The Uptown Shopping 
Center, one mile west at 42nd Street and University Avenue, would remodel in the 1950s, building a large 
parking lot for its contemporary Super Value store. Within five years the state’s first shopping center, Merle 
Hay Plaza, would open three miles northwest of Drake and begin a sharp decline of neighborhood shopping 
districts [Conclusion of John Zeller’s section].



Drake Neighborhood Architectural and Historical Survey:

157

Figure 6-7: By 1919 the commercial center of the district had shifted eastward to 24th Street 
and University, where two banks were located.  All of the images shown above were taken from that corner 

(Des Moines Register, June 8, 1919)

Figure 6-8: Sketch of Dogtown, Jack O. Smith (1950 Quax, inside covers)
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Figure 6-9: View northeast from First Christian Church, pre-traffic lights, 25th Street and
University Avenue (1950 Quax, p. 172)

Figure 6-10: Traffic lights in place, view southeast, 25th Street and University Avenue (1951 Quax)



Drake Neighborhood Architectural and Historical Survey:

159

Figure 6-11: University bookstore, Varsity Theater, view east from campus (1943 Quax, p. 159)

Figure 6-12: view northeast, 25th Street and University Avenue (1952 Quax, p. 236)

Figure 6-13: View east from First Christian Church, along University Avenue (1957 Quax, p. 268)
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Drake University and Area Commerce:

Eateries having student boarding as a key component in their business plan included the Climax 
Restaurant, located at 1223 25th Street as of October 1900.  Managers Baker and Bealey advertised “student 
board a specialty…Lunches served at all hours.”  Stratton’s Restaurant, located in 1906 at 2330 University 
Avenue, seems to have functioned as a cafeteria, promising “Pay only for what you get).  The University Dining 
Hall, 1161 24th Street, was in operation by the fall of 1909.  A student could buy 21 meals for $3.00 and the 
managers claimed they offered “the best board in University Place.”  It contended with the Drake Café, at 1166 
24th Street.  The café offered twenty-one “25 cents” meal tickets for $3.10 and also offered special Sunday 
dinners (Delphic, October 1900; September 1906; September, October 1909).

The University Lunch was in operation at 1170 24th Street by the fall of 1919 and $3.50 meal tickets 
could be purchased for $3.00 (Delphic, September 30, 1919).

Other simple eating places located near the university included the following, all of whom advertised in 
the Delphic:

            Drake Baker, John Wunch, in the Post Office Building on 25th Street, was also a confectionery and sold 
                       summer drinks and ice cream (May 1889).

University Restaurant, C. F. Cheshire, 1217 25th Street, also offered candy, fruit, cold drinks and cigars 
(April 1901).

Oregaugh’s on 25th Street, offered lunches (March 1906).
University Baker, Cutler & Sons (September 1896)
Dreitzler Brothers Home Bakery, 1206 24th Street offered “fancy baked goods for home, party and 

picnic use” (April 1907-April 1908).
Charles A. Davis Restaurant and Bakery, 2330 University Avenue (April 1907).
George Cross’ Home Bakery, 1210 25th Street, offered “bread, pies and cakes like your mother used to 

make” (October 1909).
Olsen’s Tea Cup Den had a caviar sandwich on its menu for $.25, no hot lunches were served after 2:00 

p.m. however (May 1909).
Rice’s Bakery, 2324 University Avenue offered “old fashioned ginger bread” and “pumpkin pies like 

Mother made” (October 1919).
Louese Lunch, 1215 25th Street, opened October 22, 1919 

(Delphic, May 1889; September 1896; April 1901; April 1907; April 1908; October 1909; October 1919).
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Figure 6-14: University Boarding Club (Delphic, September 1905)
The referenced Biblical quotation reads “If anyone is hungry, let him eat at home”

The annual yearbooks were inconsistent in their inclusion of advertisements.  The earliest issues 
contained no eateries at all.  The Davis Restaurant and Bakery appeared in 1906 and 1907 and promised “the 
best 15 cents meal in the city.”  McFarland’s Lunch (1901 Cottage Grove) was advertised in 1912 along with 
the C. H. Smith’s University Dairy Lunch (1170 24th Street).  The 1912 listings were repeated in 1913, joined 
by the Cottage Grove Café (1905 Cottage Grove Avenue), R. S. Wilson’s University Bakery (1219 25th Street), 
and D. E. Eggenberger’s confectionery (2330 University Avenue).  The 1914 yearbook advertised McFarland’s, 
the Cottage Grove Café and the University Dairy Lunch.  In the 1915 edition the Cottage Grove Café was 
relocated to 1905 Olive Avenue by 1915 and McFarland’s was the only other eatery included.  John E. Hood 
advertised a grocery-meat market in 1915 (2400 University) but added a bakery by 1916-17.  McFarland’s 
continued to be listed those same two years and Durand and Harlan, also had a grocery and meat store with a 
bakery (1121-23 25th).  M. C. Anderson’s University Lunch (“open all night”) was the sole advertised eatery in 
1920, and it was joined by Louese (“the place to eat”, 1215 25th) in 1921-22, with the latter listing being the 
only one in the 1923 edition.  Hugh Anderson’s meats, grocery and bakery (2400 University), Merson and 
Chamberlain’s luncheonette, and the West End Coffee Shop (19th and Ingersoll) were the 1924-25 listings.  The 
New Coffee Inn Café (2416 University) replaced the West End Coffee Shop in 1925.  The Bluebonnett Coffee 
Shop (1173 25th) was “the clean place to eat” as of 1924.  The Campus Coffee Shop appeared in 1931.  Ma’s 
Coffee Shop (2703 Beaver Avenue) was listed in 1935.  It, the Bon Ton Café (25th and University), and the Vita 
Mix Luncheonette (Harding Road and Cottage Grove) appeared in 1936.  The Bulldog and College Inn (2412 
University Avenue) was advertised in 1939.  The Soda Grill Café (2427 University Avenue) was listed in 1945.  
The 1947 issue introduced a number of eateries that would become legendary near campus.  The Blue Willow 
(2502 Forest Avenue), appears through 1957.  Vic’s Café, founded c.1947, (2404 University, at 2417 by 1957, 
home of the double burger, the “Double B”) survived through 1968.  Peggy’s Café (3020 Forest Avenue) 
remains in business and had morphed into a tavern by c.1966.  Bonson’s Restaurant (2417 University) appeared 
in the same issue, and last appeared in 1953.  Jeff’s Café, first appeared in 1950 and noted that it was just 55.5 
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steps away from the women’s dormitory.  Last listed in 1963, the building on University Avenue (west of the 
dry cleaners) is extant but is scheduled for immediate demolition.  Baker’s Cafeteria (2414 University) was 
listed 1953-54.  Cliff’s Hamburger House (2811 Forest Avenue) was adversed in 1952 but lasted just a year.  
Phil’s Café (2417-27 University Avenue) was similarly listed only in the 1946 issue.  By 1955-57 more distant 
eateries were advertising.  These included Noah’s Ark Restaurant (2400 Ingersoll Avenue), the Quick-E Drive 
in (912 42nd Street),and  Smitty’s Donut Shop (19th and Keosauqua Way).  Grocery stores like Paul Farley’s 
(2809 Forest Avenue) and the Drake Super Value (University Avenue and 42nd Street).  Chicken Royale (4702 
University Avenue) was another distant location, advertised in 1959.  The Village Restaurant (2404 University 
Avenue) is listed 1964-66.  Jolly’s Place and Pizza Emporium (3201 Forest Avenue) appears 1973-74.  Chain 
eateries such as McDonald’s (3116 Forest Avenue) appear in 1964, followed by Pizza Hut, nearby, three years 
later.  Felix and Oscar’s (2424 University Avenue) is listed in 1980.

Drug stores most likely included lunch counters and soda fountains.  Drake Pharmacy was advertised 
from 1911 on (25th and University) and was replaced by McNerney’s Drugstore by 1920.  By 1947 it was the
location of Ohnesorge’s Drugstore.  The Putnam Rexall Pharmacy (24th and University Avenue) was advertised 
in 1959 and was still in business a decade later.  Dick’s Pharmacy (“the snack shop,” 31st and Forest Avenue), 
was listed 1973-74.  

A men’s dining hall, conducted in a residence on the corner of 26th and Carpenter, appeared in the 1949 
edition.  It opened in September of that year and had a seating capacity of 90 students.  By 1953 the first on-
campus dining hall was functioning, and was joined by the Hubbell Dining Hall in 1959.  Increasingly the 
university was replacing private sector subsistence for its students (Quax, 1949, p. 171).  

Other Commercial Nodes:

A second smaller grouping of commercial buildings developed along the north side of University 
Avenue, east of 31st Street.  These included a restaurant, Thode’s Sporting Goods, and a blinds shop.  All of 
these were recently demolished.  A Walgreen’s store, on the south side of University Avenue, has replaced the 
demolished Elmwood Elementary School (1886-1979).

Figure 6-15: University Avenue and 42nd Street, view east (Des Moines Register, December 14, 2004)
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Major and early shopping centers developed on the southeast corner of University and 42nd Street and 
along the east side of 42nd Street, opposite Hubbell Elementary School, at Rollins Avenue.  The former, shown 
above, is no longer extant, save for the corner two-story building.  In 1943 a large grocery store building permit 
was awarded to be built to the south of the row of commercial buildings.  The City Council called in the 
building inspector who issued the permit, complaining that the new building was within the right-of-way of a 
diagonal street that was in the city plan, that would have linked 41st and 42nd streets, much as an angled street 
does the same for the 30th and 31st streets, on University Avenue to the east.  The grocery store won the battle 
and the present commercial mall is setback behind the avenue, with parking in the north frontage.

Figure 6-16: Roosevelt Shopping Center, view northeast, ca. 1937 
(State Historical Society of Iowa, Pioneer Club Photos)

The Roosevelt Shopping Center, pictured above was the city’s first commercial strip mall.  It was 
developed in conjunction with a live theater immediately to the south.  While the commercial buildings remain 
in the same massing, they and the theater have been too altered to be deemed historically significant.

Forest Avenue also developed a series of commercial nodes between 20th and 32nd streets.  During the 
post-World War II years most of the restaurants, taverns and grocery stores that directly served the Drake 
University community were located along Forest Avenue.  Farley’s Grocery Store was the most memorable of 
these (non-extant).  The only notable surviving cluster of commercial buildings, including Peggy’s Tavern, are 
located on the south side of Forest Avenue, between 30th and 31st streets.  These buildings have been too altered 
to be deemed historically significant.

The residential areas of the survey area contain very few isolated commercial buildings.  Several occur 
on the east end of Cottage Grove Avenue.  The majority are located in the oldest portions of the residential area.  
Two exceptions are 3715 Kingman and 3835 University Avenue.  The latter, a single-story brick building, was 
started without a building permit in 1926 and the neighbors were caught by surprise.  Their protests went 
unheeded.  The former, a two-story frame grocery and residence, was built in 1921 by M. S. Barnham.  It 
elicited a steady stream of neighborhood protests and zoning challenges, but it too prevailed (Des Moines 
Building Permits, September 27, 1921).


