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Welcome to Minnesota’s Best Shoe 
Store! At Peterson Shoes, you’ll find a 
stand-out, all-women customer service 
team, Certified Pedorthists providing 
custom orthotics, and a cobbler with 40 
years of experience. This fourth-genera-
tion family business has been a staple to 
the Anoka, Minn. community since the 
1800s, and clearly has carried on its leg-
acy over time as it recently was recog-
nized as the best shoe store in the state 
by the Minneapolis Star Tribune in 2021.

Located on Main Street in the heart 
of downtown Anoka, Peterson Shoes 
is a single-location, 5,000 sq.-ft. store 
offering popular brands such as New 
Balance, Haflinger, Birkenstock, 
KEEN, Aetrex, Brooks, Smartwool 
and Superfeet. Twelve years ago, the 
retailer expanded to occupy the entire 
building in which they are located and 
added a section with fun tops, jewelry 
and purses to complement their foot-
wear. Store manager Dawn Purtle says, 
“Locals often stop in to see what fun, 
new clothes we have added in this 
section. While we’re in the back room 
getting shoes for customers, this area of 
the store gives them something to do 
as an add-on while they wait.”

Dawn, who handles customer service, 
ordering, buying, and more, is one of 
the many family members involved 

in the Peterson Shoes business. Her 
mother-in-law, Sandra Purtle, currently 
owns the store and is the daughter of 
the late Melvin and Estelle Peterson, 
who originally established the Peterson 
brand. Melvin and Estelle are believed 
to have originally purchased the store in 
1940. Prior to that, the store was known 
as Gillespie Shoes, which had been the 
longest-running shoe store at one loca-

tion in Minnesota. Melvin’s dad worked 
for Gillespie’s as a shoemaker, and when 
Melvin and Estelle learned the business 

was closing, they purchased it and cre-
ated Peterson Shoes. Sandra’s daugh-
ter, Michelle, has worked at Peterson’s 

for over 35 years. Dawn’s daughter has 
recently taken up a role, and even her 
granddaughter makes frequent appear-
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Peterson Shoes: 

Well-organized shoe displays  
greet customers at the front of the store.

Of NSRA, Dawn says, “They’ve been a great asset. We’ve 
used everything from their credit card processing to their 
shipping partnership, and we’re looking into signing up for 
Fitted for online sales.”
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ances. “We’re an all-female staff – not by design, just by coin-
cidence,” says Dawn. “The ladies who work here are fabulous.”

Customer Service Helps Win Award
Peterson Shoes’ customer service played a key role in earning 

their Best Shoe Store award. “We are what people remember 
from years ago, when you’d come into a business, be greet-
ed, and receive one-on-one customer service,” Dawn explains. 
“We walk customers through the process of measuring them, 
getting them fitted, and understanding their issues. We help to 
problem-solve and figure out the best footwear for a customer’s 
needs. Whether they need a shoe for their job, to alleviate planter 
fasciitis, or simply to go to a wedding and look good while feeling 
comfortable, we find the perfect fit. We just had a first-time cus-
tomer send us a letter about how struck she was by how patient 
and helpful our staff was. This is exactly the experience we want 
our customers to have. We want them to rave about us, to come 
back, and to tell their friends. We treat our customers like family 
because our customers are why we’re here.”

Staff is the Store’s Greatest Advantage
Many of Peterson Shoes’ customers have been visiting the 

store for decades. “We have customers who we used to put 
baby shoes on when they were little, back when we carried 
children’s shoes, who now come in with their own families. 
This place is rooted in our town’s community. We’re involved in 
the Chamber of Commerce, town events, and charitable giv-
ing. But, overall, what we’re really known for is treating people 
how they want to be treated,” Dawn proclaims. “Once people 
visit us, they’re hooked. We have out-of-state customers who 
have moved or visited us once with friends who make our 
store a destination when they travel to the area.”

Peterson Shoes has two Certified Pedorthists on staff – 
owner, Sandra, and her daughter, Michelle, who are trained 
to evaluate people’s feet and to provide the best orthotics 
for resolving foot issues. The retailer carries many over-the-
counter orthotic brands, including Superfeet and PowerStep. 
However, they are unique in being the only store in Minnesota 

that also carries Quadrastep – a line of prefabricated orthotics 
which Dawn says “are as close to custom as you can get” but 
without the cost or a needed prescription (in Minnesota, a 
doctor’s prescription is required for custom orthotics). It’s a 
great solution for people who haven’t been able to find relief 
from over-the-counter orthotics. “They are a life-changer for 
some people. Our team becomes detectives – we figure out 
what will alleviate someone’s pain, help them do their jobs 
better, care for their families better, and overall have a better 
quality of life. We’ve had people break down and cry because 
they’re finally comfortable again, and it’s very gratifying to help 
people in this way,” remarks Dawn. 

continued on page 33

The sales staff played a key role in the store earning its Best Shoe 
Store award from the Minneapolis Star Tribune.

Bill Oestreicher, a fourth-generation cobbler, runs his shoe repair and 
custom orthotic business out of the store.

A photograph of Peterson Shoes from 1941.
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Another Peterson Shoes differenti-
ator is fourth-generation cobbler, Bill 
Oestreicher, who runs his shoe repair 
business inside of Peterson’s store. When 
the Peterson team needs custom orthot-
ics for a customer, Bill is able to fabricate 
them on site. With over 40 years of expe-
rience under his belt, Bill repairs every-
thing from shoes and purses to hockey 

bags and baseball gloves. “People bring 
in all sorts of unusual things – Bill even 
fixed clown shoes one day! He’s really 
good at his job and we’re lucky to have 
such a great asset,” explains Dawn.

Everyone in the Peterson Shoes build-
ing works together to make a great 
team. “Our staff is our greatest advan-
tage – they’re unsung heroes. Without 
them, our customers wouldn’t be com-
ing back. Our philosophy for treating 
our staff is the same as what we do with 

our customers. Our staff becomes family 
(if they aren’t already!) and we focus on 
creating a fun environment and job that 
also fits in with their family life. We make 
sure our staff has the time to do what’s 
important in their lives – and it seems 
to be working, as we do not have a lot 
of turnover. The best piece of retailing 
advice I can give is, whether with your 
staff, vendors, or customers, treat people 
how you want to be treated. This will 
always come back to you,” says Dawn. ■

of the art” store. The retailer opened its 
second store in 1969 in an enclosed 
mall, then all the rage. Though profit-
able, it closed in 1985 because of mall 
mismanagement. From 1970–1991, it 
had a men’s Florsheim shoe store next 
to the flagship. The independent’s 6,000 
sq.-ft. Portage store opened in 1980 in 
a strip mall that is now a lifestyle center 
with big boxes and smaller retailers. 
V&A expanded to Grand Rapids and St. 
Joseph but closed those stores a few 
years ago.

V&A’s stores are classic and upscale vs. 
Okun Brothers’ utilitarian vibe. Years ago 
department stores helped draw shop-
pers to the downtown shoe stores, but 
those anchors are long gone – now the 
long-standing Kalamazoo shoe stores 
are anchors of the revitalized area’s thriv-
ing specialty shopping scene.

Fourth-Generation Leadership
After working at V&A for years, Bill took 

the helm in the early 1990s, when com-
petition from big boxes loomed large for 
independents. The second generation 
had consisted of his dad and two uncles 
(one was really a cousin, but they were 
all raised together as brothers). “I was 
excited when I took over as third-gen-
eration president, but I was even more 
excited when my son Dan became the 
fourth-generation president,” says the 
proud father. Yet he and his wife never 
pressured Dan or his older brother to 
join the family business. Both worked 

there as youths, though the elder son 
followed a different career path.

Initially, so did Dan. He earned a mas-
ter’s degree in sports management 
from Western Michigan University in 
Kalamazoo and coached football for 
a year at Kalamazoo College. But he 
worked at V&A while in graduate school 
and in 2007 joined the family business 
full-time as a sales associate, working 
up to store manager, buyer and vice 
president before becoming president 
in 2019.

For the past 10 years or so, father and 
son have taken part in NSRA’s NextGen 
Leadership Program, which helps fami-
ly-owned shoe stores tackle succession 
issues and provides networking oppor-
tunities for the up-and-coming genera-
tion. “While the learning and education-
al part of the program is fantastic, the 
networking is the best part,” reflects Dan. 
“I’ve made so many great connections 
and gotten wonderful ideas from the 
members of the NSRA NextGen group.”

Earning Praise
Under Dan’s tutelage, V&A continues 

to be one of Clarks’ “top retail partners,” 
says Laura Salvini, who serves the retailer 
as a Sales Representative for the large, 
diversified women’s and men’s footwear 
brand. She praised V&A’s ecommerce 
expansion and willingness to try new 
fashion-forward styles. “It’s a different 
sort of mindset,” she says. “Everyone I’ve 
ever interacted with there is wonderful.”

Sylvia Jensen, Sales Manager for Taos 
Footwear, a casual women’s brand, 

says the younger Van Dis’s thought-
fulness and willingness to listen and 
learn helped him evolve as an execu-
tive. “Dan has grown so successfully by 
applying a focus to the 3 Ms, as I say: 
great merchandise, strong margin and 
smart marketing, plus a heavy dose of 
great service,” she says. “As of the last 
five years, you could really see Dan 
stepping into the driver’s seat, giving 
the feedback, asking the questions to 
ensure that what we at Taos Footwear 
were presenting was appropriate for 
their business.”

Carol Yager, who’s shopped at V&A’s 
downtown store for some 30 years, 
loves V&A’s spaciousness, smart styles 
and attentive staff, who know her by 
name and feel like “special friends.” They 
greet customers yet know when to 
leave them alone to browse, she says, 
adding that the retailer will stretch or 
pound shoes to adjust the fit. “I like the 
hometown vibe of a downtown where 
the owners are part of the community. 
That certainly describes V&A Bootery,” 
she adds. “They support the arts and 
whatever community events are taking 
place. They are a presence!”

V&A and Okun Brothers together have 
25 employees; 15 are full-time and many 
have been with the business 15 to 20 
years. Benefits include health care and 
401(k) plans and an employee discount. 
“There are many challenges in our 
industry today,” says Bill, “but our values 
of treating our customers and employ-
ees as part of our V&A family continue 
to be keys to our success.” ■
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