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Old library to be home of World Food Prize

By JASON CLAYWORTH
Register Staff Writer
03/29/2004

A renovation worth nearly $20 million at Des Moines' 101-year-old Central
Library building will revamp the structure into a museum that will also be
the headquarters of the World Food Prize Foundation.

The renovation of the historic building will begin in 2006 after the new
$32.3 million library at 1000 Grand Ave. is complete.

Project officials promise that renovation of the old building will preserve its
original architecture.

They also say the building will remain a public facility with regular public
hours for tours.

"When people walk in here, they should go, "Wow, I'm in a spectacular
place," " said Ken Quinn, president of the foundation.

The World Food Prize is a nonprofit organization largely supported by Des
Moines trucking, banking and real estate magnate John Ruan. The group
holds symposiums on world food production. The foundation also offers
one of the most prestigious awards in agriculture: the annual World Food
Prize, which includes a $250,000 gift for the winner.

The foundation is currently located on the 17th floor of the Ruan Building
in downtown Des Moines.

Quinn, a retired U.S. diplomat, says the new location will enhance the
group's standing among other prestigious award programs such as the Nobel
Prize, which is based in Stockholm, Sweden.

The new headquarters will include interactive exhibits that revolve around
food production and information about people who have contributed to
solving world hunger, and will showcase lowa's pivotal role in agriculture,
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he said.

"Our sense is this building's architecture lends an element to the prize that
we can get in few other ways," Quinn said. "It's status and prestige."

The Central Library building was constructed in 1903 largely of salmon
pink Kettle River limestone.

The four-story building has a leaded glass dome and is located on the site of
Towa's Civil War arsenal. About 25 years ago, gold leaf stenciling on the
original walls was re-created, and a mural that depicts the Great Depression
was restored.

Consultants anticipate restoring the building's original staircase on its east
side, which faces the Des Moines River, and adding a landscaped mall to
the west.

Architects have called for the addition of gold leaf trim, bronze railings,
stained glass, wood wainscoting, and art and sculptures throughout the
building.

The building is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, which has
helped the foundation win millions of dollars in federal grants for its
renovation. Federal restrictions prohibit major tampering with its original
architecture, said Jerome Thompson, bureau chief for museum and
education services in the lowa Department of Cultural Affairs.

"There are a number of buildings along the river that have their origins
along the same time period." Thompson said. "The library is one of those
key signature structures."

Des Moines' Central Library staff will move out of the building in April
2006. Library Director Kay Runge has compared the move from the
building to death.

"It's like when an older person dies," Runge said. "You really hate to have
them gone, but you know they're going to be in a better place. These people
will be able to put the money in it and bring it up to its original glory."

The foundation has not concluded an agreement with the city to take the
building over. The agreement will probably result in a 50-year lease, which
allows the city to retain ownership, Quinn said.

Downtown Des Moines resident Kenneth Bradt said the World Food Prize's
future location will add to the atmosphere of other projects, such as the

planned $26.4 million Principal Riverwalk.

"It strikes me as an appropriate use of the building, and I'm certainly
pleased someone is going to do something constructive with it," Bradt said.
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So far the food foundation has raised $12.3 million for the project. The
Ruan family pledged $5 million, as did Polk County as part of its lowa
Events Center agreement with the state's Vision lowa grant board.

About $2.3 million has come from federal grants. The group hopes the
remaining money will come from more federal grants and private donors.

An endowment of nearly $9 million has been budgeted into the project to
pay for everyday operations, maintenance and security.

Renovations will take about 18 months before the foundation's staff of
fewer than 10 people move into the building.

"This is not something we're doing because we need the office space,"
Quinn said.

"We want to do this because we want to restore it, and we want the building
to have its luster and grandeur."
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Learn more

ONLINE: You can read more abeut the World Food Prize Foundation at

www.worldfoodprize.org.

SLIDE SHOW: A free slide-show presentation largely about the Central
Library building and its history is shown weekdays at the library, 100

Locust St.
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Reporter Jason Clayworth can be reached
at (515) 699-7058 or
|clayworth@dmreg.com
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