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Leaving a concert at Merriweather, 
you climb that hill to the front gate 
and enter the woods. You’re tired 
and wired all at the same time from 
the excitement of the concert. There’s 
a mass of people all around you and 
when you enter those trees, you en-
ter a daze. For a moment, you forget 
where you are. There’s just the woods, 
the night air brushing against your 
skin, and the muffled noise of chaos 
around you. Then you see the road and 
everything clicks into place. You’re 
in Symphony Woods and headed to 
Little Patuxent Parkway, that long 
stretch of road in front of you that’s 
lined with trees and cop cars. 

Symphony Woods. Those who have 
grown up in Columbia know exactly 
what I’m talking about. If you didn’t 
grow up here, then maybe you know 
about it because you’ve gone to Wine 
in the Woods, Jazz Fest, and the Sym-
phony of Lights. Regardless, Sympho-
ny Woods is the wooded (and lawn) 
area that surrounds Merriweather 
Post Pavilion. It’s been in the local 
news a lot recently because there are 
big plans for it, though not everyone 
is thrilled about it. 

I sat down with Michael McCall to 
learn more about these plans. McCall 
is the President and CEO of the Inner 
Arbor Trust. The Inner Arbor Trust 
leads the design of the new plans, 
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manages the development, and oper-
ates the area now (with little to man-
age) and will continue to operate later 
when the new park is in place. 

Wait, what park? 

The Merriweather Park at Symphony 
Woods is what’s in store for Sympho-
ny Woods. Plans to turn Symphony 
Woods into a park have been a long 
time coming, but in the summer of 
2011, the plans for this park changed 
by order of the Howard County De-
sign Panel. See, all projects within 
Howard County have to go through 
panels and boards to get permission 
to start a development. The original 
plans were approved by the Columbia 
Association, but during the 16-step 
process of getting through the How-
ard County Design Advisory Panel 
and subsequently the Howard Coun-
ty Planning Board, the plans were 
halted. The panel expressed 11 major 
concerns and reservations about the 
plans concerning the concept as well 
as design. They saw it lacking in over-
all information about how the proj-
ect would alter the land and lacking 
a design “idea” or conceptual premise 
for the layout of the park that made 
it easily accessible, enjoyable, and at-
tractive. When even your concepts 
are questioned, there’s a problem. 
There is no such problem with the 
new plans, which was endorsed by 
the Design Advisory Panel this Feb-
ruary.

The plans are extraordinary, both in 
the design perspective and in the en-
vironmental sustainability perspec-
tive. The Merriweather Park will have 
a playground called Merriground, a 
shared-use food pavilion called The 
Butterfly, an old amphitheater re-
built anew into The Chrysalis, an art-
ful boundary between Merriweather 
Post Pavillion called The Caterpillar, 
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2 miles of pathways, 2,000 places to 
sit, 1,835 foot long boardwalk, sonic 
whisper emitting sculpture called 
Merriweather Horns, and a 300 foot 
long picnic table. All of these features 
are designed to be eye-catching and 
artistic in design as well as functional. 
Many, if not all of the architectural 
pieces, look like futuristic sculptures 
when seen in the artistic renderings. 
The Caterpillar is a giant green botan-
ical tube with holes in it where plants 
live inside the tube and grow out 
from the holes to mimic the look of 
a great, hairy caterpillar. The 300 foot 
long picnic table will be a flat plat-
form only 18 inches off the ground 
with no apparent structural support 
that makes it look as if it were float-
ing. As my source Michael McCall 
says, “Merriweather Park is meant to 
be a wondrous, sensuous park.” 

There are environmental benefits 
to the park as well. The Inner Ar-
bor Trust will have a net of 169 trees 
planted on the site, meaning 31 are 
to be removed while 200 are to be 
planted. That’s not all, though. The 
park, in itself, will be 78% restored 
open space. That’s 14 acres of noth-
ing but streams, restored forests, and 
lawn. These streams and lawn areas 

will also be restored, in part by the 
planting of native second story foli-
age. These include bushes, decorative 
trees, and shrubs. Some “lawn areas” 
that do not need to be cut will be left 
to grow natural wildflowers. This in-
crease in open space and plant life 
is part of what will make the park 
94% pervious. The other part of this 
“perviousness”, will be pervious pave-
ments put in for all of the walking 
paths in the park. 

All this makes for a very attrac-
tive and eco-friendly park, which is 
a big part of the design, but some-
thing that shouldn’t be forgotten is 
the whole purpose for the park; it’s 
for us, the people of Columbia and 
Howard County. It’s a beautiful place 
filled with pathways to run and stroll 
through, tables to eat at, benches 
to chat at, and an amphitheater for 
events big and small for the commu-
nity to put on local events, whether 
you’re getting married or the library 
is holding a literary reading with a lo-
cal author. It’s that special place where 
we can get together or escape from 
the daily drum of life. It’s our space 
being built with care for children and 
adults to wonder at for generations to 
come.
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