The House

Party
This place can do amazing things with a crowd
by CRAIG SUMMERS BLACK • photos by PAUL GATES

M

ike Vermillion’s home is an amorphous entity,
a shape-shifter that that alters with his every
mood and need.
• “This is an Austin Powers kind of house,”
Vermillion says, extolling its contemporary lines and
high-tech gadgetry.
• “This place is kind of a secret,” he says in appreciation of its
scenery and serenity. “It’s like turning the corner and entering
Vermont.”
• “This is a house made for old age,” he says, emphasizing its
underlying functionality. “It has an elevator, wide hallways for
a wheelchair, handles for hands with arthritis, a studio planned
for a nurse. I’m never leaving.”
• But mostly, he says, it’s a house that’s meant to be shared. “It’s
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Bachelor Mike Vermillion uses his
spacious home and grounds as a
launch pad for entertainment. The
round infinity-edge pool is anchored by
the hot tub. The cabana is next to an
outdoor kitchen – and an indoor bar.
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The expansive patio is lined with
all-new Magic Chef kitchen equipment from the Fireplace Superstore.
This makes three full kitchens for a
guy who doesn’t cook. “I like to invite
people who cook,” he says.

an entertainment house. I have a company and entertain
quite a bit. It’s just myself here. I don’t need a lot of bedrooms.”
That said, however, four bedrooms and 5½ baths are
dispersed across the two-story’s 6,500 square feet. And
since moving in six years ago, Vermillion has had extensive
work done outside, adding a pool, hot tub and cabana with
outdoor kitchen, doubling the size of the deck, adding water
features and contouring the landscape to make the steep
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incline usable.
“I’ve put in about three times as much as what I paid for
the place,” he says. “But I’ve about doubled the size of my
backyard.”
Ted Lare is responsible for transforming the landscape,
and even erecting a stone sculpture as a focal point, but it is
Lare’s vision for the formal swimming pool that makes the
place seem so otherworldly.
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Vermillion’s favorite
piece of artwork is in
the backyard. “I got this
from my friends’ gallery
in Chicago, Anam.
I added the bottle
myself. It’s called ‘The
Bum.’” Yes, a man who
finds people work and
one who refuses to.
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The enclosed pool bar provides a dry
respite and quick access to a cool one
for people with wet feet.

“There is kind of a diamond theme going to this house,”
Vermillion says. “The roof tiles, the windows, even the koi
pond. So I told Ted I thought some kind of diamond shape
for the pool. But he said, ‘No, you’ve got enough diamonds
already,’ and designed this round pool on the hillside. The
pool guy, Rick Beeler, told me there’s as much concrete in
this pool as in 10 other pools.
“It’s got a black bottom and an infinity edge. More than
half the pool is infinity edge. I have a lot of waterfalls here
34
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– even some of the sculptures are waterfalls – and the pool
itself is a waterfall. And it’s self-cleaning. It’s not state-of-theart – it’s better than state-of-the-art.”
Vermillion was drawn to this neck of Urbandale by a
brother who always showed visitors, including Mike, this
tucked-away bit of greenery. So it was a natural for Vermillion to make a pass through here when he moved his recruiting business (“Yes, I’m a headhunter”) to Des Moines to be
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The living room, which is on the lower
level with access to the backyard,
features furnishings and accessories
from Elan in Omaha, M.C. Ginsberg
– “and I’m Calypso’s best customer.”

closer to family. He was leaning, though, toward another
house in another part of Des Moines until his real estate
agent tugged at his elbow.
“I saw it and made an offer that day,” he says. “First of
all, I like contemporary. And this house has lots of unique
features – like the catwalk. The koi were in the fishpond,
and it had a kind of peacefulness to it. I could tell the original
builders put a lot of care into it – like they were into a feng
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shui kind of thing. The doors open to the east.”
The house has kind of a sad history, having been designed
in 1986 by an older couple to spend their retirement years.
But tragedy struck, and it was not to be. The house was
willed to Drake University and sat empty for years, its lone
tether to life a caretaker who kept things up.
“I was told when I bought the place that it came with
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The kitchen is command central in the
vast entertainment area. Appliances
are by Miele, Sub-Zero and KitchenAid. Entry to the home is upstairs,
off the catwalk.

‘staff,’” Vermillion says. “He’s worked on this place since the
beginning, and he knows all the answers. He still helps me
out when I have a problem.”
Vermillion works mostly with employers on the coast,
especially in Silicon Valley. But he is more than glad to be
back in Des Moines.
“I’ve lived all over the United States – Chicago, the West
Coast – and I did move back here because my family’s here,
but this place is great. In L.A., it used to take me an hour to
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get to work. It took a half-hour just to get to the grocery
store. Here, I’m less than 10 minutes from work. I don’t
spend my life in my car.”
Now he spends his life in his backyard as much as possible.
“I enjoy the outside,” he says. “In summer, I’m outside the
house all day. There’s always something going on outside. I
can see herds of deer, and raccoons try to eat my fish. I’ve
had mink. And foxes.
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In the formal dining room, art glass
from Calypso and specialty shops in
Valley Junction play off the more somber tones of the table and chairs from
Elan. The table lamp, too, is from Elan.

“One time I saw a bobcat. I was in the fish pond trying
to pick something up and I heard him screech.” Vermillion’s
eyes widen. “Then I saw him.
“It’s fun to watch Mother Nature do her thing. I even like
the vultures.”
Summer, too, is time for Vermillion’s many pool parties.
“I’m not a good cook,” he says, “so I like to invite people
who cook. My wife used to say, ‘I wouldn’t mind doing the
dishes if the food tasted halfway decent.’”
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Besides a bar room just off the outdoor kitchen
and cabana, a 500-CD player pipes music out to
poolside guests.
“Right now I’m kind of into 1940s swing music.
And I’ve been playing some Santana. I’ve got everything
under the sun.”
But when the visitors have gone – when it’s just
Vermillion and the house and the fish and the diamonds
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Diamond windows, diamond waterfall
for the fish pond, and diamond edge at
its terminus. The diamond roof “tiles”
are rubber in four colors, with seven
variations of each. It is hail-resistant
(“I get a discount on my insurance”)
and has a 50-year warranty.
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– Mike likes to sit in a quiet corner between the
entertainment kitchen and the catering kitchen.
“I spend my time at that little desk that overlooks the
courtyard,” he says. “We made a very nice little view out
there for me to look at.” N
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