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Rivertront Park Now

By STACLY STOWE

NE hundred vyears ago,

Hartford's Riverside Park

and its meandering river-

bank walk were leafy es-
capes for [amilies who lived in con-
gested downtown tenements. But
since the jate 1980's, Hartford police
said the area had become, among
other things, a ptace for gay men to
cruise,

A uniformed ranger noy roams
the area and a gate that closes
promptly at dusk has been installed.

The 62-acre park is almost com-
pletely restored at a cost of $2.1
mititon and a three-quarter-mile riv-
erwail is under construction, restor-
ing pedestrian access f{or city fam-
ilies and workers 10 this waterside
idyll with country views, running and
Diking trails, a playground and pub-
lic boat launch.

in June, a $3.6 million boathouse

openca, tinanced through donrations.
When (he river overflows in the
spring, the park is underwater b
the concrete boathouse on pylons is
unaffected. The architecis accepied
this seasonal evanescence, much as
the early park planners did.

The park is onc of several water-
front projects that Kiverfront Becap-
ture has seen actualized, Twenty-one
years ago the private, nonprofil or-
ganization envisioned linking the
Connecticut River to Hartford and
not even a massive dvke and the
tentacles  of  Interstate 1 that
gripped the river bank and walled off
the city from the river, were constd-
ered msurmountable.

Indeed, 1-31 was actually lowered
in the fate 1990°s to make way for a
plaza and better river
accessibility.

“"Riverside PPark was
originally ¢reated as an
outdoor living room
along the water for the
people of Hartford,”
sald Joseph R. Mar-
fuggl, president  and
chief operating officer
of Riverfront Recap-
ture. “We're putting
pepple right on the wa-
ler in an even more
dramatic way today.”

Mr. Marfuggi was re-
ferring to the network
of parks, three in Hartford and one in
East Hartford that border the river
and have undergone varying degrees
of renewzl. A ratsed concourse called
Riverfront Plaza spans 852 feet in-
¢cluding the pcedestrian bridge over
Columbus Boulevard. The plaza ulti-
matefy connhects to a footbridge, the
Founnders Bridge Promenade, (hat
leads over the river to East Hartford.

The riverwalk will be built in three
phases, including the completed, $3.4
million Bulkeley Bridge Walkabout.
Riverwalk: Downtown, a new $1.3
million park between Founders
Bridge and the south side of Buikeley
Bridge is under construction and is
expected to the completed in Decem-
ber 2002. Next sumimer, the river-
walk connection from the north side
ol Bulkeley Bridge into Riverside
Park will begin and expected to be
completed by the end of 2003.

Kristin Beth Ferris, director of
evenes and markeung for Riverfront
Recapture estimated that 850,000
people boated, pichicked or attended
fishing derbies, triathlons or con-
certs at the park in 2001.

“There is soniething scheduted ev-
ery day of the summer for River-
watk Downtown,' she said,

Nex{ year, 33 million of improve-
ments will be made to the ares
around the boat housc and boal
taunch and an access road will be
installed for publing the shelis,

Some $£80 million has been spent by
the Metropoiitan District an improv-
ing water quality, My Marfupgi said.
The waler is rated "Class 37 on o
scale of A to D but Lthe problem of
untreated sewage mixing with storm
water runofl in heavy rainsg hasn't
becn entirely solved., said Sally
Nyiren, a staff engineer of the Metro-
politan District Cammigsion.

“Thec redevelopment of the river
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has, without question, spurred other
downlown projects, most specifical-
Iy, Adriaen's Landing,”' he said, as he
gesiured to the massive area under
construction adjacent to Riverfront
Plaza. The Landing will include a
hotel, science center and retail and
Housing units.

Gov. John G. Rowland, described
Riverside Park and the new hnat
house as "huge altractions for all
downtown development projects and
onc of (he great catalysts in generat-
g mterest in revitaizing the ciy.”

One of the most visible examples
of the river's revitalization is the
COMNIURIY rowing program that mn-
traduces Harlford teenagers Lo crew,
a4 sporl that has traditionally been
the provinee of prep schonls. Some 64
shells can be stored on the first (loor
of the new boual house, Upstalr are
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The revitalization of Hartiord's
riverfrant includes the 62-acre
Riverside Park, a three-guarter-
mile riverwall running and biking
trails, a playground and a public
beat launch. Riverfront Plaza
includes a pedestrian bridge,
which leads to East Hartford.

Jocker reoms with showers and a
reception room with views of the
river that can he rented for fund-
raigsers and weddings

There is also the Mark Twain and
Lady Fenwick, two boals thal seat
150 and 120 respectively and are
docked under Riverfront ?laza,
where many c¢ity workers cat hunch
in mild weather.

At albl five riverfront parks,, anger

Running and
biking trails, a
playground and a
pubilic boat launch.

patrol and the park maintenance is
paid {or by the Metropoiitan District
Commission. Hartford Poiice Sgt
Maura Hammick said Riverside
Park was never dangerous bul Lhe
former cruising activity, enhanced
by a sex shop and cheap maotels jusi
one mile away, reduced its appeal.

It costs $5 to launch a beat at
Riverside Park; 13 boat trailers sat
in the lot on a weekday afternoon.

Marclion Shilleh-Mcitikle took her
lunch hour on the river bank.

“I used to look at the park from
afar and finally decided to start com-
ing at lunch,” she said, ''It is sort of
cozy sitting here hut they could use a
few benches.”

The five-mile bike trail that wends
along the river through the woods
was quict but for the maple leaves
that rustled like stik skirts in the
slight breeze. One city resident, Ger-
ald Waite, who stood under the cano-
py of trees, was digging for worms
but registered some concerns.

“They're recapturing the river for
people on the outskirts to come back
into Hartford,” he said. *'Like they
put in a boat ramp. How about a boat
rental for people who can't afford
their own?"" Kavaks may be avail-
able for rentai in the future, Mr.
Marfoggi said.

The recent restora-
Lion of parks has a his-
toricai  antecedent in
Hartford. By the 183(Vs,
it had amassed the
largest park acreage
per capita in America,
according to John Alex-
opoulos, author of "' The
19th Century Parks of
Hartford: A Legacy (o
(the Nation,”” (Harlford
Architecture  Conscr-
vancy, [983). Bushnell
Park was created in
1853, the same year as
Central Park, both be-
ing the first in the nation to have
been planned from the start as urban
parks,

When it was completed at the turn
of the 20th cenlury, Riverside Park
was a break for residents of the
gritty Front and Market street tene-
ments. Created by the firm of Fred-
erick Law Olmsted, the Hartford na-
tive who designed Central Park, the
park featured an ouidoor summer
school, school vegetable gardens,
and indoor infant nursery, play
equipment and pocols. The “Little
Folks Lawn,'” a broad piay area, was
adjacent to a vading pool and bor-
dered to the north by the railroad. A
riverwalk, framed by trees planted
to prevent erosion, extended the en-
tire length of the park.

But by 1857, the tenements were
gone, demolished to make way for
Constitution Plaza, an unmspired
plane of concrete completed in 1963
with office towere ag centinels., Park
attendance started to dip. The tmmi-
grants, primarily ltailians, relocated
to Lthe city's South End, leaving a still
gaping hale in the city’s downtown
residential population. The criginal
plan for Constitution Plaza called for
a mix ¢f office, residential and retail
but uitimately retaii was diminished
and residential abandoned,

“It's too easy to say that plowing
down the tenements was the wraong
idea,” saig Tyiler Smith, whose (irm
SmithEdwards Architects has a long
history of building and renovating in
the vity. “'Hartford did need to move
forward. The mistake was in {aking
housing out of the mix and separai-
ing it from the downtown.”™

Part of the city's redeveloprment
includes enticing pcopie to tive in (he
city by restaring neighborhoods, Cily
advocates say 2 river vista just may
sweeten the h:vitation.




