TO MARKET, TWO MARKETS

A Conversation with the Market Masters of the

Washington and Des Moines Farmers’ Markets

BY EUGENIA E. GRATTO

This month, Iowa’s farmers markets reappear across the region,
displaying locally grown produce, baked goods, plants and flow-
ers, and crafts. Some markets consist of a few tables; others fea-
ture dozens or hundreds of vendors, entertainment, or education
programs for kids and adults. Visitors can stop in for a quick
shopping excursion, or can extend the outing by meeting friends
for a cup of coffee and conversation while they examine the sea-
sonal wares.

Although market goers might think of farmers markets as
a seasonal tribute to controlled chaos, it is a dedicated Market
Master that manages all the market logistics, from selecting and
recruiting vendors to working with the local municipality to
secure space. They’re responsible for creating a market’s vibrant
atmosphere.

Kelly Foss, Director of Special Events for the Des Moines
Downtown Community Alliance, serves as Market Master for
the Des Moines market. This market is the biggest and oldest
in the state, featuring approximately 200 vendors each Saturday
morning during the market season and covering approximately
12 blocks on and around Court Avenue. This year marks her
eighth season in her role with the market.

Bob Shepherd has served as Market Master for the Wash-
ington Farmers Market since 1987. Washington has a Thursday
evening market that operates from mid-May until just after the
first hard freeze in October, and a Sunday afternoon market that
begins after July 4. The Washington Market, held in the down-
town park square, features 45 to 65 vendors on its busiest days.
Shepherd has also served as president of the Iowa Farmers Mar-
ket Association for the past two years.

EIRV: How would you describe the market master role?

KELLY: I'm the balanc-
er of all the great things
a market can be. I’'m bal-
ancing the quality of the
product accepted into
the market, the amount
of space we consume on Court Avenue, the entertainment, and
the variety of product at the market in a given week. I also write
policies and work with my board to make sure were constantly
looking to the future. I'm always striving to move the market in a
direction to grow and be great.

BOB: I'm the market master year-round, and I chew off a little
bit at a time so it doesn’t become overwhelming. I manage the
market by walking—I get around and talk to everybody at ev-
ery single market. The integrity of the market and what it stands
for is always in the back of my mind. As part of that, I've delved
deeply into food safety. If I could make every market in the state
reach their potential, I would.

EIRV: How have your customers changed over the years?

BOB: It used to be a tomato was a tomato—now customers ask
for certain varieties. They ask if the farmer has any of the pink
ones because they’re lower acid. The people are much more sup-
portive of the local growers.

KELLY: When I started, our demographic fit with the state
average for market visitors—people in their 50s and 60s. We've
geared toward educating a variety of audiences so we're attract-
ing more people from the community. There’s definitely a big-
ger age range now, including young families, singles and college
students. We want this to be a community event where everyone
feels a part of it and feels welcome.

EIRV: What kinds of community partnerships does the mar-
ket have?

KELLY: We team up with different non-profits throughout the
community for promotions and marketing opportunities. We
work very closely with the Court Avenue Association, which is
made of merchants and retailers. The Des Moines Register and the
Des Moines Radio Group help us promote the market, also.

I have about 200 local non-profits on the Saturday Salute ros-
ter, and they can come twice a year. We offer them free space.
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