1500-Word Description – In-State

Grand Rapids: A Grand Destination

Grand Rapids, Michigan is a city of contrasts. With more than one million residents in the metro area, it offers all the excitement you expect from a big city. Yet it’s also a region of abundant natural wonders, where outdoor recreation is a year-round pursuit. And it’s all served up with a heaping helping of small-town friendliness, safety and affordability. 

This unique mix of attributes has made Grand Rapids one of the Midwest’s hottest convention spots!

The big-city experience begins in downtown Grand Rapids, where a state-of-the-art convention center, DeVos Place, is connected to several luxury hotels via climate-controlled skywalk. One of these hotels, the Amway Grand Plaza, was named the 12th best in all of North America by Condé Nast Traveler Magazine. The Amway houses six tempting restaurants, including The 1913 Room, Michigan's only AAA Five Diamond restaurant. 

Just across the street from the Amway is the J.W. Marriott Hotel. This is the Midwest’s first J.W. Marriott, and at the time of its completion, was one of just 37 in all the world ​– ranking Grand Rapids with such international cities as Hong Kong, Rio de Janeiro, Dubai and Jakarta. 

A Walkable Downtown

Just outside these and other downtown hotels, within a five-minute walk of the convention center, you’ll find nearly 60 restaurant choices: upscale steakhouses and seafood restaurants, exotic ethnic eateries, casual family-style cafés, pizzerias, sandwich shops, and much more … including San Chez, named one of America’s Top 50 Hispanic Restaurants by no less an authority than Hispanic Magazine.

If it’s nightlife you’re after, you’re in the right place – smack dab in the middle of a vital entertainment district offering everything from chic jazz clubs to rollicking sports bars. On any given night, you can attend a football or hockey game, see a touring Broadway show or superstar singer, even attend a professional opera, ballet or symphony presentation.

Make sure you check out The B.O.B. before or after the show. The Big Old Building is a 70,000-square-foot, four-story renovated warehouse that houses several restaurants, a cigar lounge, microbrewery, comedy club, dance club, billiards hall, jazz stage and wine cellar. You can easily spend the whole evening there!

There’s plenty to do before the sun goes down, however. The Gerald R. Ford Museum, located directly behind DeVos Place, pays tribute to the life and times of our 38th president, a longtime Grand Rapids resident. Permanent exhibits include an Oval Office replica, an authentic Vietnam-era UH-1 Huey helicopter and the actual staircase that sat on top of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon when that city fell to the Communist Army of North Vietnam.

You might follow up your Ford Museum visit with a trip to Van Andel Museum Center, the Public Museum of Grand Rapids. Just a few hundred yards away, it features three floors of exciting exhibits, including an actual section of the Berlin Wall, a working antique carousel, seven galleries of West Michigan habitats, and much more.

A Treat for the Eyes

Walk another couple of blocks and you’ll discover the brand-new Grand Rapids Art Museum. This 125,000-square-foot facility was the subject of New York Times and USA Today articles even before it opened in October 2007. Located adjacent to an urban park that transforms into a community skating rink during winter months, the museum showcases an impressive collection that spans Renaissance to Modern Art. 
But art isn’t relegated to museums here – as you’ll see on a self-guided walking tour of the sculpture and historic buildings of downtown Grand Rapids. You’ll be amazed at the breadth and variety of art that lines downtown streets – from a “floating” astronaut to a park designed by Vietnam War Memorial architect Maya Lin to the mammoth red Calder sculpture that has come to symbolize the city.

For art of a different kind, take a 10-minute stroll “up the hill” from DeVos Place to the Heritage Hill historic district. Its 1,300 lovingly preserved homes date from 1848 and represent more than 60 different architectural styles.
If natural beauty is more your style, stroll the two-mile riverwalk as it winds its way through the heart of downtown. You’ll overlook the Grand River, where anglers cast lines for salmon, trout and steelhead as businesspeople traverse the bridges overhead. Stop at the fish ladder to watch our finny friends “climb” their way upstream. Keep your eye out for kiosks that relate how Native Americans, loggers, millers and railroad workers all made their mark on Grand Rapids.

Shopping, Fishing, Golfing and More

Big-city amenities continue as you inch your way outside downtown. John Ball Zoo, one of the nation’s oldest urban zoos, is home to more than 1,100 animals. Millennium Park, one of the nation’s largest urban greenspaces, offers swimming, fishing, hiking and biking galore. Both are on the route of the Fifth-Third River Bank Run, America’s largest 25K road race, which starts and ends in downtown Grand Rapids.

Nearby shopping opportunities abound. Neighborhood retail districts feature one-of-a-kind boutiques and art galleries. Two massive shopping malls each house more than 100 famous brand-name stores. Antique stores delight treasure hunters with high-quality retro, Victorian and primitive pieces at reasonable prices. Keep your eye out for legacies of Grand Rapids’ past as America’s furniture city!
One of the Midwest’s most popular tourist attractions bridges the gap between the urban and outdoor experience. Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park is a 118-acre oasis spotlighting both manmade and natural beauty. Walk the nature trails and boardwalk, see Michigan’s largest tropical conservatory, visit an authentic Michigan farm garden and marvel at the work of more than 30 renowned sculptors in the outdoor sculpture park.

If you’d like to take a more active approach to outdoor enjoyment, consider a charter fishing expedition on one of the area’s many streams, rivers and lakes. Field & Stream Magazine named Grand Rapids the nation’s 6th best fishing city, so you’re sure to get a great catch wherever you go. 

If golf is your sport, you’re perfectly positioned to discover why Golf Digest selected Michigan as the 12th best golf destination in the world. Choose from dozens of courses offering lush fairways and breathtaking vistas.

Family Fun

The small-town values that define Grand Rapids are evident in the many family-friendly attractions that dot the landscape. Downtown, the Grand Rapids Children’s Museum provides an interactive, hands-on environment that inspires learning in kids age 2 to 10.

The Children’s Garden at Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park offers hours of fun for families. Kids can dig for fossils, join in puppet shows, build with giant Lincoln Logs … and taste, touch, smell, see and listen to plants. At John Ball Zoo, it’s the Living Aquarium that proves most irresistible. Here, kids can handle sea stars, urchins and other tough-skinned coastal critters. 

Kids can see stars of a different (pin)stripe at Fifth Third Ballpark, home of the West Michigan Whitecaps baseball team. Five-time Midwest League Champions, the Whitecaps entertain with autographs, free baseballs, mascots, singing vendors, goofy contests and fireworks in addition to excellent baseball.

For a pause the refreshes, head to Millennium Park, where comfy lounge chairs surround a giant Splashpad playground. Kids (and parents) can cool off under shower sculptures and water cannons, build castles on a six-acre beach, fish in lagoons or swim in a clear aqua inland lake. It’s a convenient spot for an hour or two of pure relaxation in the middle of a busy day.

Easy Does It

“Convenience” happens to be one of Grand Rapids’ greatest assets. The city is located at the intersection of two major Michigan freeways, U.S. 31 and Interstate 96. Drive time from Detroit is 2-1/4 hours; from Lansing, 1 hour; from Traverse City, 2-1/2 hours.

Once you get here, it’s incredibly easy to get around. The compact downtown is eminently walkable. Covered parking ramps are connected to hotels by skywalk. One downtown hotel even offers free (uncovered) parking – a rarity in cities in this size. 

Getting from downtown to suburban attractions is never more than a 15-minute proposition, thanks to a well-planned street system and the virtual absence of big-city traffic jams. A wide variety of lodging is available in all outlying areas, including two heavily concentrated retail sectors. 

The 28th Street corridor in southeast Grand Rapids encompasses two major malls, a plethora of brand-name box stores, dozens of chain restaurants, and many homegrown shops and eateries, all within the space of a mile or two. The Rivertown Mall area in southwest Grand Rapids is just as compact, and offers a distinctly different mix of shopping and dining options.

From Rivertown Mall, it’s just a matter of minutes to the awesome natural wonders and charming resort villages of the Lake Michigan shoreline. Along the way, you’ll encounter rural shops and museums, trout-rich rivers and streams, and fertile farmlands where roadside produce stands offer up the season’s bounty. At the shore, you’ll find world-class beaches, historic lighthouses and some of the most glorious sunsets on Earth.

It’s all part of Michigan’s West Coast, a destination unlike any other. There’s so much to see and do here – it’s no wonder Places Rated Almanac named Grand Rapids America’s #3 Fun & Recreation City. You should seriously consider extending your stay before and/or after your event for a vacation you’ll never forget!

