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NAOP Visits Detroit, MI 

Hosted by the Belle Isle Conservancy, NAOP trustees held their spring meeting in Detroit, Michigan, to see the 

on-going restoration of Belle Isle Park, 982 acres on an island in the Detroit River with design work by Frederick 

Law Olmsted in the 1880's.  The City of Detroit purchased the island in 1879 for $200,000 and four years later 

engaged Frederick Law Olmsted to create a master plan for Belle Isle. 

 

Olmsted's intent to create an urban park surrounded by water, canals, ponds and lakes was partially realized 

and the subsequent tranquility of Belle Isle is notable.  Olmsted’s conception of the Park included picturesque 

landscapes with passive recreational features.  A Central Promenade was designed and installed.  He also 

recommended forest areas should be kept intact, and there are still 200 acres of old growth in the Park.  

 

Belle Isle is a mile from downtown Detroit.  Its many attractions include the Anna Scripps Whitcomb 

Conservatory, the oldest Aquarium in the U.S., and a Casino serving as a shelter and meeting place all designed 

by Albert Kahn.  It also includes the oldest boat club in the U.S., fishing and picnic areas, the Detroit Yacht Club 

and playing fields for sports. 

 

The Belle Isle Conservancy (www.belleisleconservancy.org) was formed after many discussions with members of 

the nearby communities.  Four advocacy groups, which existed to support Belle Isle, merged to form the 

Conservancy.  Over $2.5 million has been raised for restoration of the Park. Sarah Earley, a trustee of NAOP, is 

commended for her leadership in establishing the Conservancy. 

 

The preservation of Belle Isle depends on the help of countless volunteers who participate in environmental 

stewardship of the Park by removing invasive plants, planting trees and engaging in clean-up efforts.  Belle Isle 

is a remarkable example of a community coming together with pride to preserve the legacy of Frederick Law 

Olmsted.   

 

NAOP trustees toured downtown Detroit and its significant architectural treasures such as the Art Deco 

Guardian Building, and the Heidelberg Project; a one-block outdoor installation of work by local artists utilizing 

abandoned houses and vacant lots.  The Project works to provide “hope and inspiration to local children 

through art and education programs and hands-on workshops.” (www.heidelberg.org) 

 

Detroit has many community gardens, most notably Earthworks, a two acre farm founded by Capuchin monks, 

who provide a soup kitchen.  NAOP was warmly welcomed by the Detroit community and well informed of the 

City's history and Olmsted's legacy in establishing this oasis in the midst of downtown Detroit. 

 

Recommended reading: Island in the City: Belle Isle, Detroit’s Beautiful Island. How Belle Isle Changed Detroit 

Forever, by Janet Anderson et al. Detroit Historical Museum, 2001; and Detroit’s Belle Isle: Island Park Gem, by 

Michael Rodriguez and Thomas Featherstone. Arcadia Publishing, 2003. 

 


