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Grand Rapids spent much of the twentieth century as a
furniture-manufacturing city best known outside Michigan, if known at all, as
the hometown of President Gerald Ford. Two developments changed that: a
brewing scene dense enough that the city won an online popular vote for 'Beer
City USA' in 2012 and 2013, and ArtPrize, a radically democratic public art
competition that has, since 2009, turned the entire downtown into a temporary
gallery each fall.

ArtPrize and a Downtown Built for Walking

ArtPrize installs contemporary artwork throughout downtown Grand Rapids
each September and October - in museum galleries, but also in restaurant
windows, hotel lobbies, and public plazas - and lets the public vote alongside a
juried panel to determine winners, an arrangement that has drawn both
enthusiastic participation and periodic debate over populist versus curatorial
judgment. Whatever one makes of the format, the event has left a lasting civic
habit of treating downtown's riverside pathways and bridges as exhibition
space year-round.

The Grand River itself runs directly through downtown, and a series of low
rapids that gave the city its name are being restored as part of a long-running
project to remove low-head dams and reintroduce whitewater to the urban
core, alongside a fish passage meant to let sturgeon and other native species
migrate upstream again.

Beer City Reputation

Founders Brewing and Brewery Vivant, among a dense cluster of others,
helped cement Grand Rapids' reputation as a serious beer town, and the
concentration of breweries within a compact, walkable downtown remains
unusual even by Michigan's already brewery-dense standards. The city's craft
beer trail has become a legitimate tourism draw independent of any single
brewery, with several offering tours that double as informal introductions to
the neighborhoods surrounding downtown.

Gerald Ford's Hometown

The Gerald R. Ford Presidential Museum sits directly on the riverfront
downtown, its collection covering the Nixon pardon, the Ford administration's
response to the Vietnam War's final collapse, and the broader Cold War
context of a presidency that began under unusually difficult circumstances. It
remains one of the more substantive civic anchors of a downtown that has, in
the past two decades, rebuilt itself around exactly the kind of walkable density
that many mid-sized Midwestern cities lost decades ago.
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Spring Lake sits along the body of water that shares its name, just inland from
Grand Haven and Lake Michigan's open shoreline, a quiet West Michigan
village whose nineteenth-century origins as a lumber-mill settlement have long
since given way to a considerably gentler identity built around its sheltered
lake and walkable small downtown. The town's name traces back further than
its recorded American settlement, rooted in local tradition tied to a natural
spring that predates the sawmills and factories that would eventually define its
industrial era.

From Hopkins Mill to Spring Lake

Captain Benjamin Hopkins purchased land along the lake in 1837 and built a
mill there, giving the earliest settlement the practical, if uninspired, name
Hopkins Mill, a designation that lasted until the community eventually adopted
the more evocative Spring Lake name already attached to the water itself.
Local tradition holds that the lake's name derives from a natural spring
discovered by Native American inhabitants long before European settlement, a
source of clean drinking water significant enough to leave its name
permanently attached to the surrounding landscape regardless of who came to
live beside it afterward.

Spring Lake incorporated formally in 1869, and the following decades brought
a genuine lumber and manufacturing boom to the young village, with the dense
forests surrounding the lake providing ample raw material for a growing
collection of sawmills and factories that anchored the local economy through
the latter half of the nineteenth century.

Heritage Festival and Lakeside Life

Modern Spring Lake has settled into a considerably quieter identity than its
industrial-era peak, its walkable downtown and lakeside parks drawing both
year-round residents and warm-weather visitors from the broader Grand
Haven area just a short drive away. The village celebrates its layered history
each June with the Spring Lake Heritage Festival, an annual community event
that gives residents an explicit occasion to revisit the town's lumber-era roots
even as its present-day economy has shifted decisively toward the kind of
easygoing lakeside tourism that defines so much of West Michigan's Lake
Michigan-adjacent shoreline communities.
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Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park:
A Unique Michigan Attraction

Nestled in the heart of Grand Rapids, Frederik
Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park is a remarkable
destination that combines the beauty of nature,
the creativity of art, and the wonder of
horticulture. Spanning over 158 acres, this
popular attraction features a diverse collection
of gardens, sculptures, and indoor and outdoor
exhibits, offering visitors a rich and immersive
experience. With its ongoing events and
seasonal celebrations, Frederik Meijer Gardens
& Sculpture Park is a must-visit destination for
art enthusiasts, nature lovers, and families alike.

Discovering the Gardens: A Journey
Through Nature and Horticulture

Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park is
home to a stunning array of gardens, each
showcasing a unique aspect of horticulture and
landscape design. As you explore the grounds,
you'll encounter a variety of plant life, water
features, and beautiful landscapes that cater to
diverse interests and tastes.

The Richard & Helen DeVos Japanese Garden:
This tranquil garden features traditional
Japanese design elements, such as bridges,
waterfalls, and a tea house, creating an
atmosphere of serenity and harmony.

Michigan's Farm Garden: Celebrating the state's
agricultural heritage, this garden showcases an
authentic farmhouse, barn, and various crops
native to Michigan.

The Lena Meijer Children's Garden: Designed to
engage and inspire young minds, this interactive
garden offers hands-on activities, such as a
rock quarry, butterfly labyrinth, and treehouse
village.

The Gwen Frostic Woodland Shade Garden:
Wander through this peaceful garden and
discover an array of shade-loving plants, along
with a beautiful stream and woodland path.

The Sculpture Park: A Fusion of Art and
Nature

The Sculpture Park at Frederik Meijer Gardens is
a world-renowned outdoor gallery featuring
works by celebrated artists such as Auguste

Rodin, Alexander Calder, and Ai Weiwei. With
over 200 sculptures thoughtfully integrated into
the landscape, the park offers a truly unique and
inspiring experience for art lovers.

The American Horse: Standing at an impressive
24 feet tall, this bronze sculpture by artist Nina
Akamu is a testament to the power and grace of
the equine form.

Spider by Louise Bourgeois: A large steel
sculpture of a spider that symbolizes the artist's
mother, who was a weaver. The sculpture is 23
feet high and has a sac containing 26 marble
eggs. It is located in the Sculpture Park.

The Grand Rapids Arch: This red sandstone arch
by British sculptor Andy Goldsworthy is a
striking addition to the park, symbolizing the
dynamic relationship between art and nature.
(It's a different piece from Alexander Calder's
steel sculpture "La Grande Vitesse," which
stands separately at Grand Rapids' City Hall
Plaza downtown.)

Iron Tree by Ai Weiwei: A realistic sculpture of a
tree made of 99 iron pieces cast from different
tree parts. The sculpture represents the
diversity and unity of life and culture. It is
located in the Sculpture Park.

Seasonal Events and Exhibitions: A
Celebration of Art and Culture

Throughout the year, Frederik Meijer Gardens &
Sculpture Park hosts a variety of events and
exhibitions that cater to a diverse audience.
These events showcase the best of art, nature,
and culture, offering a dynamic and engaging
experience for all visitors.

Butterflies Are Blooming: This annual springtime
event features thousands of butterflies from
around the world, fluttering through the Lena
Meijer Tropical Conservatory.

Chrysanthemums & More!: Celebrate the beauty
of autumn with this stunning display of
chrysanthemums and other fall-blooming plants.

Christmas and Holiday Traditions Around the
World: Immerse yourself in the festive spirit with
this holiday exhibition, featuring more than 40
international trees and displays.
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Concerts at the Gardens: Enjoy an evening of
music in the beautiful outdoor amphitheater,
with performances ranging from classical to
contemporary artists.

Experiencing the Wonders of Frederik
Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park

A visit to Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture
Park is an unforgettable experience that
combines the best of art, nature, and culture.
Whether you're admiring the exquisite gardens,
marveling at the world-class sculptures, or
attending one of the park's many events and
exhibitions, there is truly something for
everyone at this Grand Rapids gem.

Take the time to wander through the lush
landscapes, learn about the diverse plant life,
and appreciate the creative genius behind the
awe-inspiring sculptures. As you explore the
park, you'll discover a celebration of creativity
and nature that is sure to inspire a deeper
appreciation for the world around us.

Don't miss the opportunity to visit Frederik
Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park and experience
the incredible fusion of art and nature that
awaits within its grounds. Whether you're a local
or a visitor to the area, this Michigan treasure is
a must-see destination that will leave you with
lasting memories and a newfound appreciation
for the beauty and creativity that define this
remarkable attraction.
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Holland, Michigan is a charming destination with
plenty of activities and attractions to enjoy all
year round. Whether you're looking for a taste of
Dutch culture, a scenic nature retreat, or some
family-friendly fun, Holland has something for
everyone. This travel guide highlights the best
of Holland's attractions, ensuring a complete
and memorable experience for all visitors.

Dutch Experiences

Nelis' Dutch Village (Seasonal) - Step back in
time and experience the Netherlands of over 100
years ago at Nelis' Dutch Village. Enjoy
costumed dancers performing in wooden shoes,
traditional Dutch shops, and demonstrations of
delft pottery, wooden shoe, and farmhouse
cheese making. The village also offers old-world
amusements for the whole family, including a
1940s windmill Ferris wheel, a chair swing ride,
and a pedal-pumping car race. Be sure to try
some authentic Dutch food and drinks at the
Thirsty Dutchman Pub.

Windmill Island Gardens (Seasonal, grounds
open year-round) - Visit this 36-acre botanical
paradise featuring the only authentic Dutch
windmill operating in the United States. The
windmill, De Zwaan, is over 200 years old and
offers stunning views from its 4th-story deck.
Enjoy the beautiful gardens, which change
themes annually, and visit the website for
special events throughout the year.

De Klomp Wooden Shoe & Delftware Factory -
Discover the fascinating world of wooden shoes
and delft pottery at the De Klomp Factory.
Watch as shoes are carved on machines
imported from the Netherlands, and observe
artists hand-painting Dutch designs on delft
pottery. The factory offers free admission and a
wide variety of authentic items for sale.

Veldheer Tulip Gardens (Seasonal) - Stroll
through Holland's only tulip farm, which boasts
over four million tulips in the spring. In addition
to tulips, the gardens feature daffodils, crocus,
and hyacinths, providing a vibrant display of
color. From June to mid-October, visitors can
also enjoy the 10-acre garden filled with
thousands of rare perennials and Dutch lilies.

Art and Historic Tours

Public Art Around Holland - Explore the many
outdoor art installations scattered throughout
the city. From colorful murals to life-sized

bronze statues, Holland offers a diverse array of
artistic experiences for visitors to discover.

Historic Tours - Take a self-guided walking tour
to explore Holland's historic downtown, or join a
guided tour with Holland Tasting Tours. For a
unique experience, embark on an Antique Joy
Ride in a Ford Model A, taking in the sights and
sounds of West Michigan's most cherished
locations.

Parks and Nature Centers

Laketown Township Parks - Enjoy a variety of
parks in the Holland area, featuring nature trails,
bird-watching, equestrian trails, sports facilities,
and more.

Michigan State Parks - Visit Holland State Park
and Saugatuck Dunes State Park for beautiful
beaches, dune landscapes, hiking trails, and
more outdoor activities.

Park Township Parks - Discover parks in Holland
featuring picnic areas, nature trails, boardwalks,
and playgrounds for a relaxing day outdoors.

Outdoor Discovery Center - This 155-acre
nature preserve offers an extensive network of
trails, birdwatching opportunities, wildlife
viewing, and hands-on learning experiences for
the whole family. Don't miss the ODC's live birds
of prey exhibit and their visitor center, which has
interactive displays and exhibits.

Festivals and Events

Tulip Time Festival (Seasonal) - Celebrate
Holland's Dutch heritage and the beauty of
spring with a week-long festival showcasing
millions of tulips in full bloom. Enjoy parades,
concerts, art fairs, and various cultural events
throughout the week.

Downtown Holland Street Performer Series -
Experience the excitement of live street
performances every Thursday evening from
mid-June to late August in downtown Holland.
Enjoy a variety of acts, including musicians,
dancers, magicians, and jugglers, as you stroll
through the vibrant downtown area.

Holland Farmers Market (Seasonal) - Discover a
wide range of fresh, locally-grown produce, as
well as artisanal foods, flowers, and plants at the
Holland Farmers Market. Open every
Wednesday and Saturday from mid-May to early
December.
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Winter Fun

Outdoor Ice Skating - Embrace the winter
weather and enjoy ice skating at the outdoor rink
in downtown Holland. Rentals are available
on-site, and the rink typically operates from late
November to mid-February, depending on
weather conditions.

Holland Winter Market (Seasonal) - Find unique
gifts, handcrafted items, and festive treats at the
Holland Winter Market. This indoor market takes
place on select Saturdays from November
through December.

Sledding and Snowshoeing - Venture out to Van
Raalte Farm Park or Pigeon Creek Park for some
winter fun. Enjoy sledding on the park's hills or
explore the snow-covered trails with a pair of
snowshoes.

Regardless of the season, Holland, Michigan,
offers an abundance of activities and attractions
for visitors to enjoy. From exploring Dutch
heritage and vibrant gardens to engaging with
art and history, there's always something to
discover in this charming city.
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Holland, Michigan, a picturesque city on the
shores of Lake Macatawa, is renowned for its
Dutch roots and strong ties to its heritage.
Established in 1847 by Dutch Calvinist
separatists, Holland continues to celebrate its
origins through various events, attractions, and
museums. This article delves into the history of
Holland, Michigan, exploring its founding,
growth, challenges, and the continued
celebration of its Dutch heritage.

Founding and Early History

In 1847, Holland was settled by Dutch Calvinist
separatists led by Dr. Albertus van Raalte. Dire
economic conditions in the Netherlands and a
desire for religious freedom compelled them to
emigrate and settle together as a group. The
settlers established their colony amidst the
Ottawa (Odawa) people's Old Wing Mission
Colony, near the Black River and Lake
Macatawa, which connected to Lake Michigan.

The Relationship with the Ottawa People

The Dutch settlers and the Ottawa people
initially struggled to coexist peacefully. Disputes
over resources and the Ottawa people's mix of
Catholic and Native culture led to tensions.
Eventually, the Ottawa people, led by Chief
Peter Waukazoo and Reverend George Smith,
decided to move their community north to
Northport to preserve their way of life and
culture.

Growth and Challenges

In Holland's early years, Van Raalte was a
spiritual, political, educational, and financial
leader. In 1847, he established a congregation of
the Reformed Church in America, which later
became the First Reformed Church of Holland.
On March 25, 1867, Holland was incorporated as
a city, with Isaac Cappon as its first mayor.

One of the most significant challenges Holland
faced was the Great Fire of 1871, which occurred
simultaneously with the Great Chicago Fire and
the deadly Peshtigo Fire in Wisconsin. Despite
these hardships, Holland persevered and
continued to grow and evolve.

Celebrating Dutch Heritage

Today, Holland, Michigan, embraces its Dutch
heritage through various events, attractions, and
historical sites. The Tulip Time Festival, first
proposed in 1927 and held for the first time in

1929, is an annual event that showcases
thousands of blooming tulips throughout the
city. The festival features Dutch costumes,
wooden shoes, and traditional Klompen dancing,
making it a unique and picturesque event.

The Holland Museum plays a significant role in
preserving the city's past and imagining its
future. Its vast collection of over 100,000
artifacts and archival materials tell the stories of
Holland's residents, businesses, organizations,
churches, and schools. The museum also
houses the historic Pere Marquette Caboose, a
symbol of the train line connecting Chicago to
Holland and beyond.

Other historical sites in Holland include the
Settlers House, which offers a glimpse into the
lives of early Dutch settlers, and The Pump
House Museum, dedicated to preserving the
history of Ottawa Beach. The city's Dutch
heritage is further showcased through
attractions like the Windmill Island Gardens,
home to De Zwaan, a centuries-old, authentic
Dutch windmill, and the Nelis' Dutch Village, a
theme park that recreates a traditional Dutch
village and offers an immersive experience of
Dutch culture.

Economic and Cultural Development

Holland has experienced significant economic
growth over the years. The city is home to
several major corporations, such as Haworth, a
global leader in office furniture, and Herman
Miller, an innovative furniture and design
company. Holland's downtown area has been
revitalized through urban development projects,
preserving its historical character while
fostering a vibrant, modern atmosphere.

Education has been a cornerstone of Holland's
development, with institutions like Hope College,
a private liberal arts college founded in 1866,
and Western Theological Seminary, a graduate
school founded in 1866 for the Reformed
Church in America, providing quality education
to local and international students.

Preserving the Environment

Holland's natural beauty, with its vast shoreline
and stunning parks, is cherished by residents
and visitors alike. The city has prioritized
environmental preservation and sustainability,
evident in initiatives like the Holland Energy
Park, a natural-gas-powered facility that

Photo: Astridmigu7, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons

generates electricity for the community and
serves as an environmental education center.

Holland, Michigan, has come a long way since
its founding by Dutch settlers in 1847. The city
has successfully preserved its rich history and
Dutch heritage while embracing economic,
cultural, and environmental growth. From the
annual Tulip Time Festival to its vibrant
downtown, Holland remains a testament to the
resilience and determination of its founders and
the generations that followed.
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Zeeland takes its name directly from the Dutch
province its founders left behind, and unlike many
Michigan towns whose European heritage has
faded into architectural detail and the occasional
festival, Zeeland's Dutch identity remains
genuinely load-bearing, visible in its churches, its
civic institutions, and the deliberate, communal
manner in which the town was founded in the first
place. What arrived in 1847 as a single organized
congregation seeking religious and economic
freedom eventually grew into a furniture
manufacturing center whose best-known
company still occupies the same ground it settled
on more than a century ago.

457 Settlers Seeking Religious Freedom

Jannes Vande Luyster, a farmer of considerable
means, and the Reverend Cornelius Vander
Meulen organized a group of four hundred
fifty-seven emigrants from the Dutch province of
Zeeland in 1847, Vande Luyster financing the
considerable expense of transatlantic passage
while Vander Meulen provided the group's
spiritual leadership, and the emigrants left the
Netherlands driven by both difficult economic
conditions at home and religious objections to the
increasingly liberal theological currents reshaping
the established Dutch Reformed church. Their
congregation had already organized as a
Separatist body back in the Netherlands during the
1840s, a movement historians consider one of the
very few instances, alongside the Pilgrims two
centuries earlier, of an entire organized church

congregation emigrating to America as a unified
body rather than as scattered individual families.

The settlers named their new Michigan community
Zeeland in direct honor of the province they had
left, and the town was formally platted in 1849,
with a school district organized the following year,
establishing the deliberate, institution-first
settlement pattern that would come to define
Zeeland's civic character for generations
afterward.

From Farmland to Furniture Empire

Herman Miller, now one of the most recognized
names in American office and home furniture
design, has been headquartered in Zeeland since
the company's 1905 founding, its main campus
eventually growing to nearly seven hundred fifty
thousand square feet spread across more than a
hundred acres of what was originally farmland on
the edge of town. The company's distinctive
low-slung red brick headquarters buildings, along
with the employee courtyards and ponds woven
throughout the campus, reflect a mid-century
design philosophy the company applied to its own
workplace with the same rigor it brought to its
influential furniture lines, giving Zeeland a
genuinely significant piece of American design
history hiding in plain sight just off Main Avenue.

The Dutch heritage and the furniture-industry
prosperity have reinforced each other for well
over a century, with the same civic discipline that
organized the original 1847 migration later
channeled into building museums, preserving

Photo: WMrapids, CCO via Wikimedia Commons

historic architecture at sites like the Dekker Huis,
and maintaining a downtown that wears its Dutch
roots with considerably more sincerity than the
more performative tulip-festival tourism found in
some other West Michigan towns with similar
heritage. Zeeland's Dutch identity, in short, never
really became a tourist product, because the
community that built it never actually stopped
being Dutch in any meaningful civic sense.
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The West Michigan Pike: Built for Tourists
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Most historic highways were built to move
freight and only later acquired romance. The
West Michigan Pike was different: it was built,
deliberately and from the outset, to bring
tourists. When logging collapsed along
Michigan's western shore around the turn of the
twentieth century, the towns left behind needed
a new economy, and the answer they settled on
was Chicago - specifically, Chicagoans with
automobiles looking to escape the summer heat.
The West Michigan Lakeshore Highway
Association formed in 1911 to build the first
improved highway up the Lake Michigan shore,
construction ran through 1922, and the result
was one of the nation's earliest purpose-built
tourist roads. Today the corridor is a Pure
Michigan Byway, and the resort towns it created
are still living off the traffic it brought.

A Road Invented to Replace an Industry

The economic logic behind the Pike is unusually
explicit for a highway. Michigan's western
shoreline had been stripped of its white pine
within a few decades, and the sawmill towns
that lined the coast faced the standard
extractive-industry reckoning: the resource was
gone and the reason for the town went with it.
What those towns had left was sand, water, and
proximity to a very large city across the lake
with a genuinely miserable summer climate.

The West Michigan Lakeshore Highway
Association was founded in 1911 to act on
exactly that observation, promoting construction
of the first improved highway along Lake
Michigan specifically to bring auto tourists from
Chicago north into Michigan and support the
resort industry rising from the logging
economy's ashes. The road was built between
1911 and 1922, running along the lake's eastern
coast from Michigan City at the Indiana line
north toward Mackinaw City. It worked. The
beach-town economy of western Michigan is, in
a real sense, a deliberate invention.

M-11 to the Dixie Highway to US-31

The Pike's administrative history tracks the birth
of American road numbering itself. In 1917 it was
designated one of Michigan's first state trunk
lines as M-11. In 1923 it was absorbed into the
Dixie Highway, the named-highway network
running from the Midwest to Florida in the era
before numbered routes. Then in 1926, when the
federal government established the first national
highway system, the corridor became US-31 -
the designation it still carries.

That sequence is why the Pike can be difficult to
follow precisely today. Modern US-31 has been
straightened, widened, and in places routed
inland for speed, while the original Pike
alignment often stayed closer to the water
through the town centers it was built to serve.
Travelers wanting the historic experience should
expect to leave the modern highway repeatedly
for business routes and old shoreline roads. The
corridor was designated a Pure Michigan Byway
in 2016, and the marked byway runs roughly 184
miles.

The Southern Beach Towns

The southern end delivers the Pike's original
purpose most directly, because these are the
towns closest to Chicago and the ones the road
was most explicitly built to serve. New Buffalo
sits near the Indiana line and still functions
largely as a Chicago beach town rather than a
Michigan one. North of it, St. Joseph and South

Haven carry the classic formula - a harbor, a
pier, a lighthouse, a beach, and a walkable
downtown built to separate visitors from their
money in the most agreeable way possible.

Saugatuck and Douglas follow as the Art Coast,
with galleries, the last hand-cranked chain ferry
in the United States, and Oval Beach. Then
Holland, with its Dutch heritage and Big Red
lighthouse, and Grand Haven with its state park
and musical fountain. This stretch is the densest
concentration of resort towns on the route and
the busiest in summer, which is precisely the
outcome the 1911 association was hoping for.

Muskegon to Ludington

Muskegon marks a shift. It was the largest of the
lumber ports and has the industrial bones to
prove it, with a deep natural harbor, twenty-six
miles of beach, three state parks, and
attractions - the USS Silversides submarine,
Michigan's Adventure - that are larger in scale
and less boutique than the towns to the south. It
is the point where the Pike stops being purely a
resort corridor.

North of it, Whitehall and Montague sit on White
Lake, Pentwater offers one of the more
picturesque small harbors on the coast, and
Ludington anchors the stretch with a
five-thousand-acre state park between Lake
Michigan and Hamlin Lake, the Big Sable Point
Lighthouse at the end of a 1.8-mile sand path,
and the SS Badger - the last coal-fired
steamship operating in the United States, still
crossing to Wisconsin twice a day. Manistee
follows with its preserved Victorian downtown.

North Through the Dune Country

Above Manistee the character changes again as
the route enters the dune country. Frankfort and
Elberta face each other across a harbor,
Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore rises
beyond, and the Leelanau Peninsula and
Traverse City wine country open to the north -
the most heavily visited landscape on the entire
corridor, and the stretch where the original
Pike's promise of scenery is most fully
delivered.

The northern reaches carry on through
Charlevoix with its Earl Young mushroom
houses, Petoskey on Little Traverse Bay, and
Harbor Springs, before the corridor finishes at
the Straits and Mackinaw City. A traveler who
has driven from the Indiana line to the bridge
has covered the entire western shore of the
Lower Peninsula and passed through essentially
every resort economy the Pike helped create.

Driving It Today

The Pike is best treated as a theme rather than a
strict route. Following modern US-31 end to end
is fast and misses the point; following the
original alignment exactly requires research and
frequent detours onto business loops and old
lakeshore roads. The productive middle path is
to drive the modern highway between towns
and deliberately exit into every town center,
which is where the Pike's actual legacy - the
downtowns, the piers, the resort architecture -
survives.

Allow a week for the full corridor and
understand that any single segment can absorb
several days on its own. Summer is the season
the road was built for and brings both the full
experience and the full crowds; September
delivers warm lake water with the traffic gone

Photo: Nanamac47, CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Photo: Notorious4life (talk) (Uploads), CCO via Wikimedia
Commons

and is arguably the better choice. For travelers
who want the history rather than only the
beaches, the Michigan State Historic
Preservation Office has published research
documenting the Pike's development, which
turns a pleasant shoreline drive into something
considerably more interesting.
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A Muskegon Adventure Day: Rides, a Real

Submarine, and Two State Parks' Worth of Shoreline

Published July 13, 2025 - Read the original online

Few Michigan towns pack this much variety into
a single afternoon's driving radius: a full-scale
amusement and water park, a genuine World
War Il submarine open for tours, two distinct
stretches of state park shoreline, and a museum
campus documenting the lumber fortune that
built the city, all within about fifteen minutes of
downtown Muskegon. A family could easily
stretch this itinerary across two full days, or
compress the highlights into one long, ambitious
one.

Michigan's Adventure

Michigan's Adventure combines a full
amusement park with an adjoining water park
under one admission, giving families with a
broad age range of kids a genuinely full day of
roller coasters, midway rides, and water slides
without needing to choose between the two.
The park's scale makes it a legitimate all-day
destination on its own, and families planning to
combine it with any of Muskegon's other
attractions typically treat it as either the opening
or closing anchor of a multi-day visit rather than
squeezing it into a single busy afternoon
alongside everything else.

For families specifically built around this
itinerary's more low-key, educational stops,
Michigan's Adventure offers the obvious
counterbalance: a purely fun, ride-focused day
that requires no historical context or museum
patience whatsoever, just sunscreen and a
willingness to wait in line.

USS Silversides Submarine Museum

The USS Silversides is a genuine, fully intact
World War Il Gato-class submarine, docked in
the Muskegon Lake channel and open for
self-guided and docent-led tours through its
cramped, mechanically dense interior, giving
visitors a tangible sense of just how physically
demanding submarine service actually was for
its wartime crew. Beyond the standard daytime
tour, the museum also runs overnight sleepover
programs aboard the sub itself, an option that
has made the Silversides a genuinely
memorable stop for scout troops and
history-minded families willing to spend a night
bunked in actual submarine berths.

The submarine's dockside location puts it within
easy walking distance of Pere Marquette Park's

beach, making it simple to pair a couple of hours

below deck with an afternoon in the sand
immediately afterward, one of the more efficient
one-two combinations available anywhere along
this stretch of the Lake Michigan shoreline.

Pere Marquette Park

Pere Marquette Park offers a wide, daily-raked
Lake Michigan beach with free entry, a historic
lighthouse pier extending out into the lake, and
an accessible walkway complete with a beach
wheelchair for visitors who might otherwise find
the sand difficult to navigate, along with food
vendors right on the beach itself for families
who would rather not pack a full cooler. The
park's close proximity to the USS Silversides,
just a short walk up the channel, makes
combining the two into a single afternoon almost
automatic for anyone already in the area.

The pier itself draws a steady stream of walkers
and anglers throughout the summer season, and
the lighthouse at its end has become one of the
more photographed landmarks along this stretch
of coast, giving the beach a genuine sense of
destination beyond simply being a convenient
stretch of sand.

Muskegon State Park and the Luge

Muskegon State Park's Snug Harbor sits on
Muskegon Lake, with hiking trails winding
through wooded dunes toward the separate
Lake Michigan shoreline, giving the park a
genuinely varied landscape within a single set of
boundaries rather than the single-beach layout
more typical of Michigan's smaller state parks.
The park's Winter Sports Complex houses one
of only three luge tracks anywhere in the United
States, a genuinely rare recreational feature that
operates a summer luge track in addition to its
winter programming, alongside a zip line,
sledding hill, and archery range that keep the
complex relevant across every season rather
than just during the colder months.

That combination of dune hiking, dual shoreline
access, and a nationally rare luge facility gives
Muskegon State Park a considerably broader
appeal than a typical single-beach state park,
worth the short drive from downtown even for
families who have already spent a day at Pere
Marquette Park's more central beach.

Photo: JJonahJackalope, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Lakeshore Museum Center

The Lakeshore Museum Center on West Clay
Avenue documents Muskegon's history as the
self-proclaimed Lumber Queen of the World,
tracing the nineteenth-century timber boom that
built the city's fortunes and left behind the
substantial Hackley and Hume mansions still
standing a short distance away. The museum
campus gives families a useful, indoor
counterpoint to an itinerary otherwise built
around beaches, submarines, and roller
coasters, filling in the historical context behind
why a city this size accumulated the lumber-era
wealth that built so many of its other landmarks
in the first place.

Pairing a stop here with a walking tour past the
nearby Hackley and Hume Historic Site rounds
out Muskegon's lumber-baron history in a way
that gives the rest of the day's more purely
recreational stops a genuine sense of place,
transforming a simple beach-and-rides itinerary
into a fuller picture of how the city actually came
to be.
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Grand Haven and Muskegon: A Lakeshore Guide

Published January 5, 2026 - Read the original online

Twenty minutes of shoreline separate Grand
Haven from Muskegon, and between them they
cover almost everything a Lake Michigan
vacation can be asked to include. Muskegon
alone claims twenty-six miles of beach, three
state parks, a deep natural harbor, a WWII
submarine open to visitors, and the largest
amusement park in the state. Grand Haven adds
a beach town with a boardwalk and a musical
fountain that has been drawing crowds to the
same hillside for decades. For families in
particular, the combination is close to
unbeatable - a rainy day has real indoor options,
a hot day has miles of sand, and nothing
requires more than a half-hour drive.

Grand Haven's Beach and Boardwalk

Grand Haven State Park occupies 48 acres of
sandy Lake Michigan shoreline right at the edge
of town, which is the detail that makes it
unusual: this is a genuine beach park within
walking distance of a downtown rather than a
drive away from one. The sand is broad and the
water shallow enough near shore to be usable
by children, and the boardwalk running out
along the channel connects the beach to the
town in a way that lets visitors park once and
spend a full day on foot.

The town's signature attraction sits across the
channel. The Grand Haven Musical Fountain -
described as the largest of its kind - runs
synchronized shows of water, light, and music
lasting about twenty-five minutes, performing
nightly through the spring and summer season.
Audiences watch from a hillside amphitheater on
the opposite bank, and the whole arrangement
has the slightly old-fashioned civic charm of an
attraction built in an era when towns made
things like this for their own residents rather
than for tourists.

The USS Silversides

Muskegon's Great Lakes Naval Memorial and
Museum is built around the USS Silversides, a
World War Il submarine that visitors can tour end
to end, along with the USCGC McLane, a
Prohibition-era Coast Guard cutter. Walking
through a fleet submarine conveys the physical
reality of the service in a way no exhibit case
manages - the passageways are genuinely
narrow, the bunks genuinely stacked against
torpedoes, and the whole vessel is smaller
inside than almost anyone expects.

The museum also offers overnight stays aboard
the Silversides, which has become a fixture for
scout troops and youth groups and is available
more broadly as well. Sleeping in a submarine
berth is the kind of experience that fixes a
museum visit in a child's memory permanently.
For visitors not staying over, the standard tour is
straightforward and well suited to a morning,
and it pairs naturally with the harbor and beach
time that fills the rest of a Muskegon day.

Michigan's Adventure

Michigan's Adventure, on the north side of
Muskegon, is the largest amusement park in the
state - a combined amusement park and
waterpark with more than sixty rides, slides, and
attractions, including seven roller coasters. It is
the anchor of the area's family draw and the
reason a substantial share of West Michigan
vacations get planned at all, and it operates on a
summer season that peaks predictably with
school vacation.

Visitors should plan around that seasonality and
around weather: the waterpark side depends on
warmth, and a cool July day changes the
calculus of a full-price ticket considerably.
Arriving early is the standard advice and holds
here. The park's presence is also the practical
reason Muskegon-area lodging fills in
midsummer, so families intending to visit should
book well ahead rather than assuming
availability.

Twenty-Six Miles of Beach

Muskegon's shoreline runs to roughly
twenty-six miles of Lake Michigan beach served
by three state parks, which means the area
never really runs out of sand even on a peak
summer weekend. The deep natural harbor that
made Muskegon a lumber port in the nineteenth
century still shapes the waterfront, and the
combination of harbor, channel, lake, and inland
Muskegon Lake gives boaters and paddlers a
genuinely varied set of options within a small
area.

The practical advantage of this stretch of coast
is redundancy. When one beach parking lot fills
- and the popular ones do, by late morning on
hot weekends - there are others within a few
minutes. That is not true of most Lake Michigan
beach towns, where a single access point can
define the whole visitor experience. Families
willing to drive ten extra minutes here can
almost always find room.

Photo: Tichnor Brothers, Publisher, Public domain via Wikimedia
Commons

Photo: JJonahJackalope, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Basing on the Lakeshore

The two towns work differently as bases. Grand
Haven is smaller, more walkable, and more
oriented toward the beach-town experience -
arrive, park, walk. Muskegon is larger, less
immediately charming, and considerably better
equipped, with the museum, the amusement
park, more lodging, and full urban services.
Visitors prioritizing atmosphere should look at
Grand Haven; those prioritizing options and
value should look at Muskegon, and either way
the other is twenty minutes off.

Season is the usual West Michigan story.
Summer delivers everything and brings the
crowds and prices that go with it. September is
the underrated month here - the lake retains its
summer warmth well into early autumn, making
it arguably the best swimming of the year, while
the beaches empty out after Labor Day. Winter
closes the amusement park and quiets the
beaches but leaves the museum, the harbor,
and a genuinely dramatic ice-shelf shoreline for
visitors who dress for it.
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Saugatuck & Douglas: The Art Coast of Michigan

Published 2024-07-13 - Read the original online
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Photo: Robert Moore, Public domain via Wikimedia Commons

Saugatuck and its twin village of Douglas, separated only by the
Kalamazoo River, have marketed themselves as 'the Art Coast of
Michigan' since the early twentieth century, when the Ox-Bow School of
Art established a summer campus on the river's oxbow bend. That artistic
pedigree, combined with a genuinely walkable downtown and one of the
best beaches on Lake Michigan's southern shore, has made the twin
towns among the most visited destinations in West Michigan.

The Chain Ferry and Mount Baldhead

A small hand-cranked chain ferry, one of the last of its kind in the country,
carries pedestrians and bicycles across the Kalamazoo River to the base
of Mount Baldhead, a roughly 200-foot dune that visitors climb via a long
wooden staircase for a panoramic view over the river mouth and Lake
Michigan beyond. The ferry's continued operation is as much a novelty as
a necessity, since a road bridge exists nearby, but its old-fashioned
mechanics have become part of the town's identity.

Oval Beach

Oval Beach, on the far side of Mount Baldhead, has been ranked among
the best beaches in the country by multiple travel publications, its wide
sand shelf and manageable dune backdrop making it more accessible

Photo: tb2bfit, CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons

than some of the steeper dune beaches further north. Summer weekends
bring crowds substantial enough that parking, rather than the beach itself,
becomes the day's real logistical challenge.

Ox-Bow and a Legacy of Galleries

The Ox-Bow School of Art, affiliated with the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago, continues to run a summer residency program on the same
oxbow lagoon it settled over a century ago, and the arts influence
radiates through downtown Saugatuck's dense concentration of galleries
- an unusually high number for a town of roughly a thousand year-round
residents. Douglas, quieter and slightly less commercial than Saugatuck
proper, has become the preferred base for visitors who want the same
walkable access without quite the same density of tourist foot traffic.
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Rockford: A Shoe Company's Hometown on the

Rogue

Published December 9, 2024 - Read the original online

Photo: rossograph, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Rockford sits along the Rogue River roughly ten miles north of Grand
Rapids, a distance close enough that the town functions today as
something between an independent small city and a genuinely upscale
extension of the larger metro area's suburban ring, while still retaining a
walkable historic downtown built directly around the same river that first
drew settlers to the site. What began in 1845 as a modest sawmill
settlement called Laphamville has since become the enduring home of
one of Michigan's more recognizable manufacturing names, a corporate
hometown story spanning well over a century without the company ever
actually leaving town.

From Laphamville to Rockford

Settler Marlin Hunter arrived along the banks of the Rogue River in 1842,
and it was his relative William Hunter who began work on a dam and
sawmill that Smith Lapham, arriving from elsewhere in Kent County the
following year, helped complete, giving the growing settlement its original
name of Laphamville in honor of the Lapham family's role in getting the
community's founding industry up and running. Additional families arrived
steadily through the mid-1840s, and the settlement received its own post
office under the Laphamville name before the community was formally
platted in 1865 and incorporated as a village the following year, at which
point residents opted for the more geographically descriptive name
Rockford instead.

The Rogue River itself, a forty-eight-mile waterway whose name derives
from a printing error that altered its original French "Rouge" designation
sometime during the nineteenth century, provided the water power that
sustained Rockford's earliest lumber-based economy before the town's
industrial base diversified into a shoe factory and tannery around the turn
of the twentieth century, setting up the very specific manufacturing
identity the town would eventually become known for nationally.

Photo: rossograph, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons

The Shoe Company That Never Left

Wolverine World Wide has been headquartered in Rockford for more than
one hundred forty years, a corporate tenure remarkable enough on its
own that the company's continued presence has shaped the town's
downtown investment and civic identity across multiple generations of
ownership and brand expansion, its portfolio eventually growing to
include Merrell, Saucony, and numerous other recognizable footwear
labels manufactured and marketed under the same Rockford-based
corporate roof. A recent multimillion-dollar renovation and expansion of
the company's global headquarters campus, including a reimagined
space now serving as home base for its largest brands, has reinforced
Rockford's continued relevance as a genuine corporate hometown rather
than a relic of an earlier manufacturing era the company has since
outgrown and abandoned.

Downtown Rockford has leaned into its river setting with a walkable strip
of shops and restaurants clustered around the old dam site, where the
Rogue River's modest rapids remain visible right in the center of town,
giving visitors a continuous, tangible link between the water that powered
the original sawmill and the pleasant small-city downtown that eventually
grew up around it. The combination of genuine corporate substance and
an unpretentious small-town main street gives Rockford a rare kind of
stability among West Michigan communities, neither purely a bedroom
suburb of Grand Rapids nor a town whose signature industry quietly
slipped away decades ago.
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Allegan: An Invented Name and 50,000 Wild Acres
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Photo: Chris Light (talk), CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons

Allegan sits along the Kalamazoo River in southwestern Michigan, a
county seat whose very name is a nineteenth-century invention rather
than any authentic inherited word, coined specifically to sound vaguely
Native American by a historian with a documented habit of manufacturing
exactly that kind of pseudo-indigenous place name across the state.
Beyond that curious linguistic origin story, modern Allegan's biggest draw
by far is what surrounds it rather than what sits within its city limits: fifty
thousand acres of forest, wetland, and river corridor that together make
up the largest state game area anywhere in Michigan.

A Name Invented to Sound Native American

Michigan historian Henry Rowe Schoolcraft coined the name Allegan in
1837 as a deliberate neologism, one of dozens of similarly invented place
names he assigned across the state during a period when American
mapmakers and territorial officials had developed a strong stylistic
preference for names that sounded indigenous, whether or not they
actually derived from any real Native American language or word.
Schoolcraft's practice, well documented by historians studying
Michigan's naming conventions, means that a considerable number of the
state's county and town names carry an air of ancient authenticity that is,
on closer inspection, a manufactured nineteenth-century literary
invention rather than an inherited linguistic artifact.

The actual town took shape around land patented in 1833 by a small
group of investors, its downtown business district platted in 1835 and the
surrounding county organized that same year, during a period of such
rapid Michigan settlement that the county's population multiplied more
than twentyfold within just four decades. Allegan's dense forests, ample
water power along the Kalamazoo River, and useful steamboat trade
routes gave the young settlement a genuinely productive economic base
well before its population growth had fully caught up to its industrial
ambitions.

50,000 Acres at the State Game Area

The Allegan State Game Area sprawls across roughly fifty thousand acres
of west-central Allegan County, a scale substantial enough to make it the
single largest state game area anywhere in Michigan, its gateway sitting

Photo: USFWSmidwest, Public domain via Wikimedia Commons

just west of the city of Allegan itself and its interior encompassing
everything from managed wetlands to dense hardwood forest and open
grassland. The property draws a genuinely broad cross-section of
outdoor recreationists, including hunters pursuing the deer and waterfowl
the area was originally established to manage, alongside hikers, mountain
bikers, horseback riders, snowmobilers, and cross-country skiers who
use the extensive trail network across every season of the year.

That scale of protected land immediately adjacent to a functioning small
city gives Allegan a genuinely rare combination for southwestern
Michigan: a walkable historic downtown built on real nineteenth-century
industrial wealth, paired with direct access to a wilderness tract large
enough to lose an entire afternoon in without ever crossing a paved road.
Few Michigan county seats of Allegan's modest size can claim quite this
much adjacent public land, and the game area's sheer scale has become,
for many visitors, the primary reason to make the trip in the first place.
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