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Riverfront Recapture: restoring 
the CT River with oars, parks 
and people By Owen Placido

Like many cities on major rivers, Hartford for many years 
turned its back on the Connecticut River, the natural 
resource that led to its founding. But since 1980, the 
local nonprofit Riverfront Recapture has been working to 
reconnect the community to its signature water body.

“The Connecticut River is evolving.”

That’s how Mike Zaleski, the chief executive officer of 
Riverfront Recapture, characterizes the current state of 
Hartford’s signature natural feature. 

That evolution—set amidst the constant writhing, shifting, 
tumbling motion from headwaters in Canada all the way 
to Long Island Sound—isn’t only about the ecology of the 
river. Our communities can evolve too, changing how we 
relate to and interact with the environment. At Riverfront 
Recapture, the evolution of the Connecticut River and 
the communities along its waterfront are always at the 
forefront.

To understand the work of Riverfront Recapture, you must 
journey back in time to the early 20th century, as Hartford 

was shifting from an inland port city to an industrial 
waterfront. The Connecticut River was evolving as it 
always has, but so was the structure of the waterfront in 
Hartford. Major floods in New England in 1936 and 1938 
led to the federal Flood Control Acts, which precipitated 
the construction of dikes and levees throughout the nation, 
and crucially, in downtown Hartford. These barriers were 
constructed to protect the expanding financial district from 
floodwaters but, in effect, sealed Hartford off from its river. 
Add in the construction of the interstate highway system 
some years later, and that disconnection was literally cast in 
concrete. The river was no longer easily accessible to the 
residents of Hartford, and there were not only recreational 
costs, but also extensive ecological damage.

“It was decades of the city and region turning its back 
on the river,” Zaleski said. “The river became a dumping 
ground.”

Ravaged by pollution, industry and disconnection from 
the city, the natural centerpiece of Hartford was no longer 
a place where the community could access the water for 
recreation. 

A crowd gathers at the Mortensen Riverfront Plaza to watch a rowing competition. 
Inset map shows location of future park. Images courtesy of Riverfront Recapture
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“It was not a place that you wanted to gather,” Zaleski said.

Luckily, the story doesn’t end there. Environmental 
legislation of the 1970’s such as the Clean Water Act 
laid the groundwork, and in 1980, Riverfront Recapture 
emerged to bring Hartford back to its waterfront. 
Riverfront’s formation was initiated in part by an insurance 
executive from Chicago, Rory O’Neil. Having experienced 
firsthand how Chicago was linked to Lake Michigan and 
the Chicago River, O’Neil wondered why Hartford couldn’t 
have the same relationship with the Connecticut River. 
After a public seminar, and a partnership between public 
and private local groups, Riverfront Recapture was founded 
as a non-profit organization tasked with generating a plan 
to reconnect Hartford to its waterfront. Federal funding in 
1983 put the wheels in motion, and the rest, as they say, is 
history. 

Today, Riverfront Recapture is an active nonprofit 
organization that manages 452 acres of public parks and 
trails and estimates that more than one million people 
visited its park system in the past year. Powered by a 
small core staff and numerous volunteers, and funded 
through a combination of grants, individual and corporate 
donations, and a partnership with the Metropolitan District 
Commission, the group has continued to expand on 
accomplishing its vision since inception.

The unifying theme of all that Riverfront Recapture has 
worked towards is access: access to the waterfront, access 
to the water, access to gathering and opportunities for 
recreation. 

“Our mission is to connect people to the Connecticut 
River,” Zaleski explained. “We want to recapture access to 
the Connecticut River.”

Why parks?

That goal is manifested in the work that has been done by 
Riverfront Recapture, and its plans for the immediate future. 
Over the past 40 years Riverfront has participated in the 
construction or restoration and now management of public 
parks at Charter Oak Landing, Riverside Park, Great River 
Park and the Mortensen Riverfront Plaza. These places 
have become treasured points of community gathering—

from summer concert series to nationally recognized 
athletic events.

For Marc Nicol, the director of park planning and 
development at Riverfront Recapture, the waterfront parks 
are a critical way to shape the connection between people 
and the Connecticut River. 

“When I first started work on the Connecticut River, the 
river had ‘C’ or ‘D’ water quality grades. Now it is a ‘B’ to 
an ‘A’ depending on the weather and season,” he said, 
referring to the changes he’s witnessed over the past 
couple decades. 

But dramatic improvements in water quality aren’t the only 
ways he’s experienced a shift.

“The feeling in the parks—there’s more and more people 
who come in on a daily basis and feel like it’s their own,” he 
said. “People feel safe in using them, having picnics. That is 
something that has definitely changed for the better.” 

Out on the river

One of Riverfront’s key offerings is the Community Rowing 
Program. The program welcomes thousands of participants 
each year, offering classes for youth, adults and beginners 
year-round.

Gretchen Gregg, secretary of Riverfront Recapture’s Board 
of Directors and the race director for the annual rowing 
regatta, has long been passionate about Riverfront’s rowing 
programs. She was first drawn to the organization, and 
the parks, when the Greater Hartford Jaycees Community 
Boathouse was built in Riverside Park in 2002.

“The building of the boathouse made you wonder what’s 
down there,” Gregg explained.

That spark of curiosity led her to begin decades of 
involvement with the rowing program.

“It’s something that has mattered a lot in my life,” she said.

Funding obtained by Riverfront allows high school students 
from Hartford and East Hartford to participate in rowing 

The boathouse located in the Riverfront Recapture park holds 
dozens of rowing skulls used in the many rowing programs for 
youths and adults offered by the organization.  
Photo: Judy Benson

Mike Zaleski, chief executive officer of Riverfront Recapture, 
talks about the history of the group and its plans for the future. 
Photo: Judy Benson
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programs at no cost. This allows young people to see the 
world from a different angle, earn college scholarships 
and get out on the water—something that was not safe or 
possible just a few decades ago. 

Gregg is still impressed by the impact she notices on 
participants in the rowing program once they get down to 
the river.

“I’m amazed by the number of people who are so 
impressed with the park and boathouse when they visit 
that have never been there or had no idea it was there,” 
she said. “Parents, people, supporting kids and crews— it’s 
quite spectacular.”

Future park

The latest expansion of the riverwalk and park system has 
been in development for several years and is approaching 
implementation. From the ground up, the as-yet unnamed 
“future park” being planned on the Hartford-Windsor line 
will be an embodiment of the principles of harmonious 
design between community and nature.

The site for the future park, first acquired by Riverfront 
in 2019, didn’t start out as a place for people to enjoy 
and access the water. Much like the historic waterfront in 
downtown Hartford that inspired the formation of Riverfront 
Recapture, it was a relic of an industrial past, cut off from 
nature, separate, isolated and in need of some love.

The site for the future park has a long history—a 
progression from historical agriculture use to degradation 
from industry. A public park with 60 acres of natural 
habitat will be a complete turnaround from what exists 
presently—a vacant lot that was used for storing heavy 
equipment and machinery. In the 1950’s the site was used 
to mine silt, clay and rich floodplain soil for construction 
projects, literally taking the natural environment of the 
Connecticut River and shipping it away, piece by piece. 
Rich, fertile silt that abounds in the floodplain soils of the 
Connecticut was ripped out and delivered elsewhere, to be 
put in use far away from the ecosystem that generated it, 
and the people who call that place home. This separation, 
this disconnect, stems from the same mindset that led to 
the barriers erected between Hartford and the Connecticut 
River historically. It’s a framework that cuts people off from 
the environment.

The location of the new park is crucial. The North End of 
Hartford has not had a waterfront park close to home. That 
was a main motive for choosing this site in the first place.

“This new park helps us accomplish our mission by giving 
the North End of the city an opportunity to access the river 
in their neighborhood,” Zaleski explained.

The new park will be connected to the rest of the 
burgeoning riverwalk system. A 2.2-mile trail will link the 
park to the boathouse in Riverside Park. And just one step 
further north is Windsor Meadows State Park. With this new 

addition, Capital Region residents can conceivably walk 
or bike the 10 or so miles from Windsor to East Hartford all 
without using a public road. Adding the future park to the 
integrated system of trails and parks in the area ensures 
that, like a healthy ecosystem, this piece of the puzzle 
will thrive synergistically with the rest of the nearby public 
space.

“This park will provide a unique opportunity for Riverfront 
Recapture,” Nicol noted. “All our other parks are linear, 
controlled by flood control infrastructure, and may spend at 
times weeks under water.” 

The master plan for the future park proposes to take full 
advantage of that fact by removing contaminated material 
and creating a cove off the Connecticut River where 
beginners can safely enjoy paddle sports. 

“We are going to remediate the property to a standard to 
which we can welcome the public, clean up the mistakes 
of the past and make it a space where the community can 
come to the river,” Zaleski said.

People make the difference

As an organization, Riverfront Recapture exemplifies 
what is so powerful about connecting environmental 
revitalization with the priorities of people living in a place. 
Parks are a huge element of this—actively used sites that 
provide incredible opportunities to communities and to the 
ecosystem at the same time.

“Really successful parks have a community present—
people who live near parks who take pride and ownership,” 
Nicol said. “As more people move into apartments 
downtown, there is more of that sense of ownership 
… it’s them, it’s part of their soul, part of their being … 
neighborhoods are critical for a successful park.”

When asked about the most important guiding principles in 
environmental stewardship, Zaleski summed it up simply.

“We need to continue to support the public parks and 
provide people with the opportunity to get outside,” he 
said. “There are physical and mental health benefits 
to people having access to open space. These are the 
gathering places for the community that contribute to 
quality of life. Don’t underestimate the power of these 
public spaces.”

The Sounds of Summer festival in 2023 drew hundreds of people 
to the Riverfront Recapture park for live musical performances. 

Photo courtesy of Riverfront Recapture




