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FEATURE

Temporary 
handrails on 
the Whiting 

Forest Canopy 
Walk will be 

replaced by a  
nearly invisible 
stainless steel 

mesh, designed 
for safety, 

durability, and 
an unobstructed 

view of the 
forest.

Photo by 
Kyle Bagnall



54-acre parcel of land 
is being transformed 
by the generosity 
of the Herbert H. 
and Grace A. Dow 
Foundation as part 

of Dow Gardens in Midland. Known as Whiting 
Forest, the property was owned for many years 
by Macauley (Mac) and Helen Dow Whiting, 
the granddaughter of Herbert H. Dow, founder 
of the Dow Chemical Company. Part of Dow 
Gardens since 1994, the area is transitioning 
from simple footpaths through the forest to an 
unforgettable experience in nature for visitors of 
all ages and abilities. 

“The project began with the Whitings’ son, 
Macauley (Mike) Whiting Jr., president of the 
trustees of the Herbert H. and Grace A. Dow 
Foundation, wanting to connect the public with 
the property that he grew up on,” says Elizabeth 
Lumbert, director of Dow Gardens. “Mike’s 
childhood memories are full of adventures in the 
forest, and he desired to reconnect families to the 
unstructured play that was inspired by nature.” 

“My brother and I would spend countless 
hours in Whiting Forest creating our own 
adventures, climbing trees, and skating on the pond, 
[and] we even built our own cabin,” says Mike. 

Mike and his wife, Sara, believe that there 
is almost something magical that occurs when 
people wander into the woods and immerse 
themselves in nature. “A forest works on your 
spirit. It will change you,” says Sara. “But the 
challenge today is how do you get people off 
technology and back into the woods.”

The Canopy Walk 
Inspired by the canopy walk exhibit at Morris 
Arboretum of the University of Pennsylvania 
in Philadelphia, Sara envisioned having a 
canopy walk at Whiting Forest that would 
evoke a sense of adventure. “We wanted to 
create a canopy walk that was fully accessible 
and intergenerational,” she says, “but something 
that also encouraged that daring, invigorating 
experience you get from being up in the trees.” 
To accomplish this, in 2015 the Herbert H. and 
Grace A. Dow Foundation commissioned the 
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Visitors are invited to engage with nature by looking at the woodland floor and up through the treetops at the sky.

Visitors will find themselves 30 feet above Lake Margrador on the 
Whiting Forest Pond Overlook. Nearby, two play structures known as 
“pods” will provide fun for all ages in the trees.
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same design group that completed the Morris 
Arboretum, Metcalfe Architecture & Design, to 
begin in Midland.

“The goal was to create a space that was 
exciting and a contrast to the classic Dow 
Gardens,” says Alan Metcalfe, principal of 
Metcalfe Architecture & Design. “The forest 
[topography] is unlike any similar property 
in town. It’s hilly, and there’s a ravine that 
encourages exploration.” 

The Bridges
Whiting Forest will be connected to Dow 
Gardens by a pedestrian bridge, which will 
go from the gardens, up and over West Saint 
Andrews Road, and down onto a pathway 
that will lead to the Visitor Center. A second 
pedestrian bridge will guide guests from the 
Visitor Center, over Snake Creek, to additional 
parking at Grace A. Dow Memorial Library.

The Pond Arm of Canopy Walk 
From the beginning, Canopy Walk was designed 
to be innovative and fully accessible to visitors of 
all ages and abilities. The result is a 1,400-linear-
foot canopy walk, the longest in the nation, with 
three branches, each providing a unique way to 
engage within the treetops of Whiting Forest.  

The first arm, fondly called the Pond 
Arm, overlooks Lake Margrador, a pond dug by 
Herbert H. Dow to irrigate his apple orchard, 
which he named for his daughters, Margaret and 
Dorothy. From that point, visitors will enjoy a 
reflective experience immersed in the beauty of 
the forest. 

From the Pond Arm, guests can view in the 
distance the notorious tree that Mike fell from 
as a young child. “We used to love climbing that 
tree,” Mike says. “When you reach the top, you 
can see in all directions.”

The Orchard Arm of 
Canopy Walk and Orchard
Visitors who wander onto a second arm of the 
canopy walk, the Orchard Arm, will emerge from 
the forest into the open sky and find themselves 
40 feet above the newly planted apple orchard. 
At the end of the arm is an overlook area that 
features a glass floor and railings. Within the 
orchard is an iconic apple tree believed to be 
the Mother variety and from Herbert H. Dow’s 
original orchard. “This will be a highlight of the 
area,” says Charles Martin, senior horticulturist 
at Dow Gardens, referring to the apple tree. “I’m 
guessing that Mr. Dow planted it, himself; it’s 
over a century old.”

According to Kyle Bagnall, Whiting Forest’s 
program manager, H.H. Dow’s original orchard 
covered more than 100 acres and included 5,000 
trees, from which Dow both sold and generously 
donated apples to the local community.

“Many heirloom varieties of apples are 
becoming endangered, so the biodiversity story 
is important and relevant today,” says Bagnall. “It 
also connects us to the history of Dow Gardens 
and Herbert H. Dow.”  

The orchard will be divided into four zones, 
each highlighting a portion of the history of 
the apple while immersing guests in the sights, 
scents, and tastes that fueled H.H. Dow’s passion 
for growing apples. The journey begins with 
First Apples Ever, “apples that originated from 
Kazakhstan,” says Martin. “We were able to 

FEATURE

Sara and Mike 
Whiting inspect 
a Mother apple, 
picked from the 
only remaining 

tree of the 
historic 

Herbert H. Dow 
orchards at 

Whiting Forest. 

30  Great Lakes Bay | April 2018



The ponds at 
Whiting Forest 
were dug by 
Herbert H. Dow 
in the early 
20th century to 
provide irrigation 
for his extensive 
apple orchards. 
Today, they are 
home to a variety 
of wildlife.

Kyle Bagnall, 
Whiting Forest 
program 
manager, walks 
with Elizabeth 
Lumbert, director 
of Dow Gardens, 
along a wooded 
path at Whiting 
Forest.

Whiting Forest Canopy Walk is supported 
by a steel superstructure, locally 

manufactured by Magnum Construction 
Company and carefully erected to 

preserve trees in the surrounding forest.



obtain stock from those plants, so that we can 
showcase where the story of the apple began.” 
In zone 2, Early Domestics, visitors will see the 
16 varieties of apples that the Europeans initially 
brought to the United States.  

Over the years, H.H. Dow grew approximately 
100 varieties of apples, but there were only a few 
that remained near and dear to his heart, including 
Wagener, Grimes Golden, and Baldwin.  These are the 
apples that people will view in Homestead, zone 3 
of the journey in the orchard. 

“Herbert H. Dow loved growing all 
apples, but there were six he recommended for 
growers in the Great Lakes Bay Region, both 
in his journal and a pamphlet he wrote, ‘Apples 
and Their Adaptation to the Light Soils of 
Michigan,’” says Terence Moore, author of “The 
Apples of Herbert H. Dow.”

The journey down the apple path will 
culminate in zone 4, Modern Commercial 
Apples, which “highlights the various production 
methods used today in growing apples,” says 
Martin. In addition to apples, the orchard will 
include cherries, pears, plums, and the native 
Michigan fruit, pawpaw. 

The hope is that the orchard experience will 
both educate and encourage guests to meander 
off the path, touch the trees, immerse themselves 
in the scents, and perhaps even take a bite.  

The Spruce Arm of Canopy Walk
Spruce Arm of Canopy Walk is geared toward 
guests who are looking for a bit more of a 
challenge. Reaching 35 feet above ground, this 
branch features aluminum grate decking and ends 
in large cargo nets, offering those who venture 
out on them a perceived sense of risk. Above the 
netting, water misters will provide some playful 
relief from the heat on a sultry summer day. The 
hope, shares Metcalfe, is that guests will not only 
climb on the netting, but take a moment to lie 
down and look up. 

The Snake Creek Restoration
Snake Creek meanders for about half a mile 
through the edge of Whiting Forest property. 
During the past couple of years, trees in the 
floodplain were ravaged by the invasive emerald 

ash borer, which resulted in the removal of 1,200 
white ash trees for visitor safety. Through the 
decades, the waterway of Snake Creek had also 
become severely eroded, changing the creek 
banks and threatening a roadway. As part of the 
Whiting Forest project, Snake Creek is being 
revitalized by Jonathan Alderson Landscape 
Architects of Wayne, Pennsylvania, led by 
landscape architect Jonathan Alderson. The 
restoration project includes putting mechanisms 
in place to stop erosion, adding diversified plant 
life, and placing large rocks on the creek bank 
that will encourage visitors to sit and linger.

The Whiting House Visitor Center
Back on the ground, guests will find the 
Whiting House, originally designed by Alden 
B. Dow in 1947, which is being reconstructed 
into the Visitor Center. It’s a classic mid-century 
building that was extended by Alden B. Dow 
on separate occasions. “My parents had two 
children when they first moved to this house. 
I was number six, the youngest child,” says 
Mike. “Each time my mom found out she was 
pregnant, she would call Dad first to share the 
news—and then call Uncle Alden to build an 
extension on the house.” 

FEATURE

The Whiting family home is being fully renovated and transformed into a new Visitor 
Center at Whiting Forest. Guests will find a reception area, exhibits, meeting rooms, 

and amazing views from the expansive terrace. Designed by Alden B. Dow, the home 
was originally constructed in 1948. Photo by Kyle Bagnall

In many places, trees grow right through the 
Whiting Forest Canopy Walk, designed with 

extra room for them to grow through the years 
and to sway back and forth on windy days. 
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The Spruce Arm of Whiting Forest Canopy Walk will be an adventure-lover’s 
paradise. These large, triangular openings will be spanned by large cargo nets 
to climb on, designed for visitors to feel suspended above the forest floor.  



In the Visitor Center, the project team aimed 
to create a space that embodied the welcoming, 
inviting spirit of Helen and Mac Whiting. 
An iconic piece of the original home will be 
showcased: the front door that was created from 
squares of wood that Helen collected during the 
couple’s travels around the world. “We still have the 
[identification] key of which wood is where, and 
we’re going to place both door and key as a display 
inside the Visitor Center,” says Mike. The house 
is divided into four breakout rooms, including a 
meeting space that can seat up to 40 individuals 
and be an area for conferences and retreats. 

The Playground and Café 
For local families that are looking for a bit of 
recreation, Whiting Forest of Dow Gardens will 
also feature a playground and café. “It’s a dynamic 
playground that will bring children one step 
closer to the forest,” says Sara. The playground 
includes many interactive elements such as slides, 
swings, tunnels to crawl through, cargo netting, 
logs and rocks to climb on, and a fully accessible 
water table. Within the space is a toddler area, and 

the entire playground is encircled by a protective 
barrier, providing a safe place for young children 
to explore and take calculated risks. 

The addition of a café offering food service to 
Dow Gardens and Whiting Forest visitors became 
an important element of the project. The concept of 
the café is being refined by graduate students from 
Northwood University. The intent is to offer space 
where visitors can grab a snack, drink, or light meal. 

.   .   .

There’s no doubt that Whiting Forest, a 
native Michigan forest, meadow, and wetland 
environment, will offer both an education in 
natural habitats and a history lesson—providing 
new experiences for visitors to Dow Gardens. 
But the hope of all those involved with the 
project is that it will also be a place where 
guests can explore, create, or simply spend time 
immersed in nature. •

Imagine being 
able to recline 40 
feet in the sky, as 
you close your 
eyes and listen to 
the breeze gently 
moving through 
the branches. 
The 1,400 feet 
of the expansive 
Canopy Walk 
entices adults and 
children alike to 
explore, play, feel 
as if they’re taking 
risks, or simply 
spend a moment 
staring up into the 
clouds or down at 
the forest floor. 

“Canopy 
Walk is a place 
where you’ll find 
children fearlessly 
leaping into the 
net, challenging 
their parents to 
follow,” says 
project architect 
Alan Metcalfe 
of Metcalfe 
Architecture & 
Design. 

The planks 
in the 6-foot-wide 
walkway are built 
from Ipe, a durable 
Brazilian wood, 
providing a strong 
foundation that 
is fully handicap-
accessible. The 

journey on the 
arms of the walk 
is enhanced with 
low-light lighting 
to help guide 
travelers who are 
traversing the path. 

Each of the 
three arms of 
Canopy Walk 
promises a unique 
experience for 
exploration and 
adventure, inviting 
guests to linger. 

People 
today are looking 
for something 
exciting, a place 
where they 
can become 
fully engaged, 
disconnect from 
technology, and 
reconnect with 
each other. The 
hope is that 
Canopy Walk 
will become 
that exhilarating 
structure that will 
entice people to 
Whiting Forest. 
Once there, 
however, it’s more 
than a good bet 
that visitors will 
be entranced by 
the beauty of the 
forest and spend 
some time on the 
ground, too.  

FEATURE
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Families can disconnect from 
technology and reconnect with 
each other.

THE CLOUDS
A  M O M E N T  I N

Workers install canopy walk decking, made from durable and sustainable 
Brazilian Ipe wood, chosen for its naturally rot-resistant properties. 

At the time of this article’s publication, the anticipated grand 
opening is scheduled for spring 2019. For the latest information 
and to follow project progress, visit www.dowgardens.org
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