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Profile

The New Pulse 
of the Heartland
Des Moines’ vibrant business environment is  
matched by its growing cultural cachet. 
by Jennifer Miller

▶ As recently as 20 years ago, it’s fair to say that 
Des Moines, Iowa, was part of that vast green 
blur known as  “flyover land” to coastal big-city 
dwellers. You know, the place with all the corn 
and those green and yellow tractors. And even 
though Des Moines was then, as it is now, a city 
with thriving private-sector specialties such as 
insurance and finance, its low-key reputation 
was not entirely unearned. 

These days, though, you can’t swing a corn-
stalk in Des Moines without hitting a national 
accolade. For its business climate. For its arts 
scene and farmers market and chefs. For its af-
fordability. For, really, just its sheer coolness.

Influential list makers, from Forbes to A view from the Greater Des Moines Botanical Garden.
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DRAFT (a beer aficionados’ magazine) have flung 
laurels in Des Moines’ direction. The city—often 
considered the crossroads of the country because 
of its locale right where I-80 and I-35 meet—has 
garnered a collection of national nods and its 
many spots on many “best of” lists are impressive 
and growing.

That’s no accident, according to Des Moines 
mayor Frank Cownie. Starting about a decade 
ago, he says, “the city said, ‘What do we need to 
do in Des Moines to make it better?’ ” The answer 
boiled down to one basic tenet: collaboration.

The city’s main question was, Cownie says,  
“How can we collaborate with the business com-
munity and focus our efforts together to figure 
out how to make it a good place for businesses 
and keep it attractive for young people? That col-
laboration has made Des Moines what it is.”

And what it is, is a thriving, growing  
business climate with enough quality-of-life  
amenities to attract and keep a productive work-
force. Since 2011, Des Moines has been included 
in 12 of Forbes’ lists of best-of rankings, including 
spots as the No. 2 city for business and careers 
and one of the three best cities in which to start 
a business. 

Des Moines also got a nod from Forbes as the 
No. 1 city for young professionals. “Greater Des 
Moines’ population is growing at a faster rate 
than other Midwest metro areas,” says Jay Byers, 
CEO of the Greater Des Moines Partnership, 
which works across industries and municipal 
boundaries. “A large part of that growth has 
stemmed from our ability to attract and retain 
young professionals. In fact, the average age in 

Greater Des Moines is actually younger than in 
Silicon Valley. Even the National Journal has  
recognized our evolving reputation by stating, 
“Do the most hipster thing possible—move  
to Des Moines.” 

That’s not to say the city lacks gravitas. It’s 
famous as an insurance, financial and biosci-
ence hub, but the metropolitan area is also home 
to media giant Meredith Corporation; Hy-Vee, 
a home-grown chain of more than 235 grocery 
stores in eight states; and manufacturing facili-
ties such as John Deere. 

For travelers coming to do business (as well 
as casual visitors), the Des Moines International 
Airport offers easy ins and outs, with 19 nonstop 
destinations. Starting September 1, Delta Air 
Lines will offer a nonstop flight from Des Moines 
to Salt Lake City. Most passengers leaving Des 
Moines head west, according to the airport’s ex-
ecutive director, Kevin Foley, and the new route 
will help streamline their travel.

Assistant city manager Matt Anderson says 
these kinds of quality-of-life features are part of 
what makes Des Moines a great city for business 
and for millennials. 

“We have world-class architecture, art and 
cultural amenities that attract workers. And the 
workforce here is recognized as hard-working, 
educated and productive,” he says. “Whatever it 
is you want to do, you can do more of it here. You 
get a lot for your money.”

An Insurance Hub
As the second-largest insurance hub in the 
nation, Des Moines and environs are home not 

from left to right: Street painting is a colorful annual tradition at Drake University; Research at Kemin Industries.  

My Des Moines

frank 
cownie
mayor of  
des moines

local roots: I was  
born and raised in  
Des Moines, and I am  
a second-generation 
family business owner.

favorite eats: Des 
Moines has evolved into 
a vibrant culinary scene 
with a variety of cuisine 
from around the world. 

must-see: John and  
Mary Pappajohn 
Sculpture Park and the 
Principal Riverwalk.

travel advice: I always 
use the Des Moines In-
ternational Airport—they 
provide great amenities 
for business travelers. 
Bring a good pair of walk-
ing shoes; Des Moines 
is a walkable city with 
lots to do and see within 
walking distance of most 
downtown hotels. The 
summer festival season 
celebrates everything 
American—food, art, cul-
ture; and it is paired with 
the marathon and running 
events that extend into 
the fall season.

must-do: After you 
arrive, hit the recreation 
trails for miles of outdoor 
fun, making sure to 
stop by one of our many 
cultural districts. No bike? 
No problem. Des Moines 
B Cycle has you covered.
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only to insurance giants such as Nationwide and 
The Principal Financial Group, but to long-lived 
smaller companies such as EMC Insurance, 
founded in 1911, and Grinnell Mutual Reinsur-
ance Company, started in 1909. Based in Grinnell, 
Iowa, about 50 miles east of the Des Moines 
metro area, Grinnell Mutual operates in 12 states 
and employs about 750, about 10 percent of whom 
commute from Des Moines. 

Larry Jansen, the president and CEO of 
Grinnell Mutual, counts his employees as the 
company’s most valuable asset and the head-
quarters features an on-site cafeteria, fitness 
facility and a free medical clinic, which saw 5,000 
visits last year and saved the company between 
$250,000 and $500,000 in insurance costs and 
lost work hours. And employees love one other 
perk: “It’s the only antihealth thing I do,” Jansen 
says, laughing. “Free ice cream at lunch.”

Jansen says the company is primed for 
growth. “There are a lot of great things happen-
ing here and we’re a growing company with a 
great future. Our best financial years have been 
the last two. Right now, we have half a billion dol-
lars in total annual premiums and my vision is to 
double that. We are really growing our commer-
cial business in the Des Moines metro area.”

Though The Principal Financial Group has 

nearly nine times the number of employees  
in Des Moines—6,472—as Grinnell Mutual, it, 
too, prides itself on employee satisfaction.  
Forbes recognized The Principal as one of  
“America’s Best Employers,” ranking 63rd out  
of 503 companies and fourth among banking  
and financial services companies. 

The Principal’s CEO and chairman, Larry 
Zimpleman, says he considers the company one 
of the “legacy” businesses in Des Moines. “There’s 
no doubt that being located in Des Moines has 
been a big part of our success,” he says. “The 
quality of the workforce—that access to highly 
talented employees—has been key.”

Focused on Finance
The Principal Financial Group is also a large 
provider of financial services, a major industry in 
Des Moines, in employment terms. Financial ser-
vices companies such as The Principal, as well as 
other big players including Wells Fargo, employ 
16 percent of the area’s workers. 

Another fixture in the finance sector, Banker’s 
Trust—a full-service bank for both consumer and 
commercial accounts—has been in Des Moines 
since 1917. It employs about 500 people and 99 
percent of its holdings are locally funded. It is 
Iowa’s largest independently owned bank.

“We have 
world-class 
architecture, 
art and 
cultural 
amenities 
that attract 
workers. 
and the 
workforce 
here is 
recognized as 
hard-working, 
educated and 
productive.”
— matt anderson,  

assistant city 
manager

Where keen minds meet capital ideas. 

A powerhouse of academic rigor, Drake University has been an integral part of the Des Moines community since the  

University’s founding in 1881. The metro area is our expanded campus, where Bulldog curiosity, intellect, and determination 

are matched with extraordinary opportunities for learning, living, and leading. Visit us at www.drake.edu.
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from left to right: Des Moines International Airport; Doctors with a young patient at Des Moines University. 

The Sophistication of Science
Though it’s true that Iowa is inextricably tied to 
agriculture and its rural heritage, the uninitiated 
might be surprised at the sophisticated research 
and development in bioscience happening in and 
around its capital city.

Kemin Industries is a bioscience company 
that makes nutrition-boosting ingredients for 
both animals and people. Five hundred employ-
ees in Iowa help create more than 500 products 
that are used in 90 countries. Kemin’s president 
and CEO, Chris Nelson, says the company is try-
ing to meet the future head-on with its research 
and development. “A lot of basic science develop-
ment in feeding the world is done here,” he says, 
adding that there are three key driving factors.

“One: By 2050, the world will have 9 billion 
people to feed. Current levels of production won’t 
feed that many. Two: Climate change. The ag and 
farming communities recognize it as a reality 
and they need new technologies to deal with it. 
And three: Sustainability. We need to deal with 
the things that affect climate change. 

“That’s the challenge we put in front of  
ourselves,” he says. “My vision is to touch one 
half of the people in the world every day with  
our products.”

Another major bioscience business headquar-
tered in the Des Moines metro area is DuPont 
Pioneer, which produces advanced seeds for 
agriculture. “The essence of what we do is to de-
velop seed products and services, locally adapted 
for farmers around the world, to increase global 
grain production,” says DuPont Pioneer presi-
dent Paul Schickler.

The Education Foundation
Des Moines’ hard-working and well-educated 
workforce is widely appreciated by CEOs, and the 
city’s higher education institutions deserve a lot 
of credit for that.

Drake University, founded in 1881, just hired 
a new president, Marty Martin, who took up his 
post July 1. He has already discovered the allure 
of the school’s hometown. “I’ve lived all over the 
country and in two cities outside the country and 
Des Moines is as vibrant and civic-minded a city 
as any I’ve encountered,” he says. 

His students are also civic-minded. Mar-
tin says that during the 2013-14 school year 
alone, they gave 233,000 hours of service to the 
community. The school is also a major economic 
player—to the tune of about $267 million of eco-
nomic impact annually. The school draws most 
of its students from out of state, and though 30 
percent of them are from Iowa, many stay in 
state after graduating—55 percent of the 2013 
graduating class stayed put. “That’s a huge influx 
of talent and skill,” Martin says, “and a lot of the 
credit goes to the vibrancy of this community.”

Drake’s board of trustees has also impressed 
Martin. “We have so many business leaders and 
it’s clear that they are all in for this city. They all 
understand that their success is tied into Des 
Moines’ success.” A newly launched certificate 
program for private-sector executives will imbue 
new generations of leaders with the same knowl-
edge; the first program cohort started in August.

A unique presence among the city’s higher ed 
institutions is Des Moines University, a medical 
and health sciences university with a worldly 

My Des Moines

Angela 
Franklin
President and 
CEO, Des Moines  
University

local roots: I am 
originally from South 
Carolina. I completed 
graduate school in 
Atlanta and worked there 
for approximately 20 
years prior to moving 
to Nashville. Three 
years after arriving in 
Nashville, I was recruited 
to Des Moines, where I 
have served as president 
and CEO of Des Moines 
University for four years.

favorite eats:  
I really enjoy La Mie  
and all of their omelettes 
and quiches.

must-see: The  
World Food Prize Hall  
of Laureates and the 
State Capitol.

only here: The best 
farmers market, in  
downtown Des Moines.

travel advice: You 
need to bring your bike 
or your walking shoes to 
experience all the many 
trails around the area.

must-do:  You have  
to experience the Iowa 
State Fair. My guilty 
pleasure is the pork chop 
on a stick.

perfect night: A bike 
ride on the High Trestle 
Trail bridge to see the 
amazing light display.
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Clockwise from left:  Banker’s Trust offices at Ruan Center; Meeting at The Principal Financial Group; 
Seedlings at DuPont Pioneer. 

point of view. Its nine graduate degree programs 
are informed by the school’s mission of improv-
ing lives in the global community. Among all the 
medical schools in the nation, DMU has one of 
the most active global health programs, and it is 
the second-oldest school of osteopathic medicine 
in the country. 

DMU president and CEO Angela Franklin  
is the school’s first president of color and its first 
female president; part of her mission has been  
to improve graduates’ cultural competency.  
“Diversity is one of our core values,” Franklin 
says, “and we want to prepare students for the 
world as it’s evolving.”

One example is the school’s La Clinica de la 
Esperanza, which is a UnityPoint Health Clinic. 
Under Franklin, the clinic moved from an outdat-
ed building to the Des Moines University Clinic, 
where it now has a state-of-the-art floor to itself.

From the Ground Up
Headquartered in Des Moines, MidAmerican 
Energy Company provides service to nearly 1.5 
million customers in a 10,600-square-mile area 
that includes much of the state of Iowa and parts 
of Illinois, South Dakota and Nebraska. 

The company is known in the industry as a 
leader in the development of renewable sources 
of energy, particularly wind generation, and it 
now owns more wind-powered generation ca-
pacity than any other regulated, investor-owned 
utility in the United States. 

It makes sense that in an agricultural state 
such as Iowa, bioscience and the technology and 
research needed for the field are top priorities.

To address those needs and to position Iowa 
at the forefront of ag-based bioscience and tech-
nology, the Cultivation Corridor, an economic 
development initiative focused on growing those 
areas, was launched in April 2014.

Brent Willett is the executive director the 
of the corridor, which represents 11 counties in 
Central Iowa and is anchored in Ames, the home 
of Iowa State University, and Des Moines. “The 
goal is having a united message,” Willett says, 
to join business and government leaders from 
Des Moines, Ames and Iowa State and “make the 
group more than the sum of its parts. It provides 
a new brand identity so we can gather people to 
move the whole region forward.”

Top of the Lists
Business leaders around the metro all agree they 
value Des Moines’ business climate, its laid-back 
lifestyle and its cultural amenities. To a person, 
they cite civic pride and the area’s spirit of collab-
oration. The City of Des Moines’ Anderson adds 
that the cherry on top of this municipal sundae 
is something more elusive: access. “There are not 
too many cities where you can get a meeting with 
the mayor next week. You have a voice here; you 
can get plugged in and make a difference.”

GDMP’s Byers sums up Des Moines’ charms. “I 
often get asked why Greater Des Moines contin-
ues to land on all of these top 10 rankings lists,” 
he says. “My answer is always the same: The 
secret sauce that enables us to continually fight 
above our weight includes strategic public/pri-
vate partnerships, regional collaboration, strong 
community leadership and focused visioning.” 

My Des Moines

Chris 
Nelson
President and 
ceo, kemin 
industries

local roots: I have  
deep roots in Des 
Moines. Our family-
owned business is here, I 
was born in Des Moines 
and it’s been my home 
for 52 of my 61 years.

favorite eats: Hands 
down, the place to go 
is Baru 66. The chef is 
excellent and you’ll have 
a dining experience  
you’ll long remember.

must-see: Definitely 
the Science Center of 
Iowa and the Iowa State 
Capitol. People of all 
ages will enjoy visiting 
these great venues.

only here: Visit the 
Iowa State Fair and mark 
one item off your list of 
“1,000 Places to See 
Before You Die.” 

travel advice: If you 
love presidential politics, 
Des Moines will be the 
place to be in January! 

must-do: The World 
Food Prize Hall of 
Laureates. In addition 
to the Hall of Laureates, 
visit the “40 Chances” 
photography exhibit. 

perfect night:  Dinner  
at the Des Moines 
Embassy Club and a night 
at the symphony.
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Cultivating 
Creativity
Des Moines is so much more than presidential 
politics. It’s blossoming, thanks to a creative 
take on restaurants, retail, events, even  
bike trails—and the time to experience it is now. 
by Shawn Gilliam

▶ Every four years, just as the presiden-
tial campaign season picks up, Des Moines 
primes itself for the national spotlight.  
After all, this is where candidates and the  
media base themselves as they canvas Iowa  
in advance of the Iowa caucuses, the coun-
try’s first real reading of the presidential  
race. But Des Moines is so much more than 

a political testing ground: It has a culture of 
creativity that’ll stick around long after the last 
candidates leave—and it’s never been stronger.

Artful Environs
Easily the top city sight on the Instagram 
charts, the world-class John and Mary Pappa-
john Sculpture Park packs a major punch with 
pieces by 22 renowned artists, all donated by the 
Pappajohns, including the nearly three-story-
high Nomade by Jaume Plensa. That sculpture’s 
commanding presence has made it an icon for 
the city; meandering paths connect it with other 
crowd favorites by Louise Bourgeois, Willem de 
Kooning and Yoshitomo Nara. The park was cre-
ated in a partnership between the Pappajohns, 
the city and the Des Moines Art Center, located 
just west of downtown in verdant Greenwood 
Park. The center’s focus on art from the 20th 
century through today has helped it build a 
beautifully curated collection. 

“Des Moines has a history of expecting 
excellence and participating on a global level, 
whether in business or education or the arts,” 
says Jeff Fleming, director of the Des Moines 
Art Center. “And it’s made this city a great place 
to live, work and visit.”

Initially founded by the center but now a 
standalone production, the Des Moines Art  
Festival, the single-largest art event in town, 
brings some 200 artists and 200,000-plus 
visitors to the city every June. It sets up shop in 
Western Gateway Park, right next to the sculp-
ture park, and last year landed the International 
Festivals & Events Association’s coveted Gold 
Grand Pinnacle Award, an honor bestowed on 
the best festivals in the world. 

Visitors and residents alike converge daily on 
the innovative Des Moines Social Club down-
town. The club’s wide-ranging programming 
brings theater, live music, art courses for kids, 
trivia competitions and the like together, often 
simultaneously. National touring productions, 
on the other hand, call on the Des Moines 
Civic Center. The adjacent plaza, completely 

From Left to Right:  
The John and Mary 
Pappajohn Sculpture 
Park; Shopping in 
the East Village; The 
Walking Ched burger at 
Zombie Burger + Drink 
Lab; Fresh produce 
at the Downtown 
Farmers’ Market.

DSM

Profile

overhauled and rechristened in 2015 as Cowles 
Commons, hosts concerts and events amid art—
namely Crusoe Umbrella by Claes Oldenburg and 
Coosje van Bruggen as well as a new suspended 
LED sculpture by Jim Campbell. Activities take 
to the Walnut Street Bridge a block away for 
the 11th Annual World Food & Music Festival 
September 18 to 20.

Shop Local
The quirky, hotter-than-ever East Village near 
the State Capitol has in recent years reinvented 
itself as a destination for shopping. Among the 
60 or so independent boutiques, find the lofty 
design studio/shop Raygun, which has built 
quite the fan base for its graphic tees (with 
slogans such as “Des Moines: French for The 
Moines” and “Iowa: 75% Vowels, 100% Awe-
some”). Close by, expert advice and a spirit of 
adventure have attracted a robust customer 
base at Ichi Bike, which specializes in one-of-a-
kind custom bikes. For handmade home décor, 
including Des Moines souvenirs with an Etsy 
spin, hit Domestica.

Food Culture
Considering Iowa’s rich agricultural economy, 
it’s no surprise that the Downtown Farmers’ 

Market, now in its 40th year, ranks as one of 
the country’s top farmers markets (last year, 
The Daily Meal ranked it No. 15 on its list of 101 
top markets). Held every Saturday from May 
through October, the market’s 300 vendors 
come from more than 50 of Iowa’s counties 
to sell fresh produce, meats, baked goods and 
crafts. Agriculture is also at the heart of the 
Iowa State Fair, held every August at the historic 
State Fairgrounds in Des Moines, where this 
year’s new food-on-a-stick options included 
apple pie and fried peanut butter and jelly.

Pastries of a more European variety draw 
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Recognized by international art critics as a world-class 
museum, the Des Moines Art Center has an important 
collection with an emphasis on contemporary art. The 
collection is housed in three buildings, each designed by a 
world-renowned architect—Eliel Saarinen, I. M. Pei, and 
Richard Meier. In 2009, the Pappajohn Sculpture Park 
opened in downtown Des Moines.

Des Moines Art Center & 
John and Mary Pappajohn Sculpture Park

desmoinesartcenter.org

Check in. Breathe out.
Enjoy an Urban Oasis in the Heart of the City.

The Solheim Cup is proud to be coming to the 
Des Moines area in August of 2017! Join us and 
be a part of the most prestigious match play 
event in women’s professional golf! 

BE PROUD. 
BE PASSIONATE. 
BE THERE.

The 2017 Solheim Cup
solheimcupusa.com

800-2Solheim

Des Lux Hotel
desluxhotel.com
515-288-5800

catchdesmoines.com
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Clockwise from left: Shopping at Raygun; The Principal Charity Classic at the Wakonda Club;  
Coffee and pastries at La Mie Bakery.

lines of customers to the bright La Mie Bak-
ery. It’s housed in an unassuming midcentury 
shopping center along with The Cheese Shop, 
a hugely popular destination for lunch, early 
dinner and a selection of more than 100 artisan 
and farmhouse cheeses. Close by, crowds have 
been packing Eatery A since its opening day last 
year—they come for exceptional wood-fired piz-
za and other Mediterranean cuisine. And three-
time James Beard Foundation Award-nominee 
Sean Wilson pushes the envelope at Proof, using 
local ingredients in a range of worldly dishes. 

Classic Havana cocktails and fun Latin fare 
give the new Malo (housed in same building 
as the Des Moines Social Club) its twist. Find 
similarly inventive takes on dishes at other hot 
restaurants, too, including Zombie Burger + 
Drink Lab and Fong’s Pizza.

Get in on local craft beer at Exile Brewing Co., 
a lofty beer hall and restaurant run by the Tur-
sis, longtime Des Moines restaurateurs. Another 
hit: Confluence Brewing Co., close to downtown 
and just off a bike trail. 

Good Nights
The movement to creatively redevelop  
historic buildings as hotels comes to beautiful 
fruition at the boutique Des Lux Hotel (a grace-
ful update of a 103-year-old building) and  
the smart Hyatt Place (part of an upscale 
residential redo of the 1923 Liberty Building). 
They join the venerable Renaissance Des Moines 
Savery Hotel, a longtime favorite of presidential 
candidates and journalists, and the 33-story  
Des Moines Marriott Downtown, the city’s  
largest hotel.

On the Trail
The newly revitalized downtown span of the 
Des Moines River has emerged as the Principal 
Riverwalk, a 1.2-mile trail punctuated by two 
dramatic pedestrian bridges, the skyline-facing 
Simon Estes Amphitheater and the sleek Brenton 
Skating Plaza, which switches between concerts 
and ice skating, depending on the season.

The riverwalk connects with more than 300 
miles of trails, including a link to Gray’s Lake, 
the city’s most popular recreation area, just 
south of downtown. Even here on the lake, the 
nearly 2-mile perimeter trail includes a pedestri-
an bridge with an artistic twist—come nightfall, 
lighting reflects off its glass-panel railings, 
bathing the 1,400-foot span in rainbow colors.

Sporting Life
Des Moines’ network of parks and trails makes 
it ideal for sporting events, including the Des 
Moines Triathlon this month, which is attracting 
athletes from 37 states and 23 countries, and the 
IMT Des Moines Marathon next month, which is 
set to welcome more than 9,000 athletes.

The Principal Charity Classic, part of the PGA 
Champions Tour, brings golfers and spectators 
to the city’s Wakonda Club every year in May or 
June. And though it’s two years away, there is 
eager anticipation for the 15th playing of  
LPGA’s Solheim Cup, a biennial golf tourna-
ment matching the best women golfers from the 
United States with the best from Europe. Easily 
the biggest golf tournament ever held in Des 
Moines—and a well-deserved coup for the city—
it will bring international attention to the  
Des Moines Golf and Country Club. 

My Des Moines

Founder,  
chairman  
and ceo of 
equity dynamics 
and Pappajohn  
Capital  
resources

local roots: I was 9 
months old when my 
parents emigrated from 
Greece. We lived in Ma-
son City, where my father 
opened a grocery store, 
and I graduated from 
the University of Iowa in 
1952. More than 50 years 
ago, I asked my wife, 
Mary, where she wanted 
to live. She decided on 
Des Moines because of 
its sophistication and 
friendliness, and it’s been 
our home ever since. 

favorite eats:  
Des Moines offers  
cuisine to satisfy the  
most discerning diner. 
Some of our favorites 
include Centro, Trellis  
and 801 Chophouse.

must-see: Art gives 
Mary and I great joy and 
we have collected many 
wonderful artworks. We 
wanted to share that 
joy with the public. In 
2009 we entered into a 
partnership with the city 
of Des Moines and the 
Des Moines Art Center to 
create the John and Mary 
Pappajohn Sculpture 
Park, which now displays 
28 works by 22 celebrat-
ed artists.

John  
pappajohn
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