. Several streams and wetlands can be found throughout
the Six Lakes property. Photo: Judy Benson

Six Lakes: will this notorious
brownfield ever become an
urban oasis?

Nestled in the bustling community of Hamden lies an
unlikely landscape.

About halfway up Putnam and Treadwell avenues, you can
catch a glimpse of what seems to be a hidden forest. From
the road, the place looks quiet and unassuming. Inviting,
even. A pond can be seen between the winter branches.
Birds fly back-and-forth between the treetops.

Looking closer, though, a chain link can be seen along the
forest edge. The fence extends as far as the eye can see in
either direction, along with several “No Trespassing” signs.

Apparently, there is more to this space than meets the eye.
A tarnished hidden jewel

This area, formally known as the Olin Powder Farm—and
more recently as Six Lakes—is a 102-acre parcel of land in
Hamden. Only eight miles north of New Haven, the town

is a diverse community with 60,000 residents, of whom
25% are black and 12% Hispanic, making it one of the most
diverse in the state.

By Margaret Cozens

Named for its glacial “kettles” or pond-like bogs, Six

Lakes is a combination of oak and pine forest and red
maple swamps. One of the bogs is even “floating,” a
buoyant mat of living vegetation that floats atop a water
body, an unusual feature for Southern New England. The
150-year-old forest surrounding the ponds is home to a rich
ecosystem including otters, muskrats and countless birds.

“It's a beautiful spot for anybody who lives in this heavily
developed place to step into and feel like you're in a
different world,” said Kathy Czepiel, Hamden resident
and Land Protection Specialist at Save the Sound. “It’'s
just shocking what’s hidden in this heavily developed
neighborhood.”

Despite the parcel’s natural beauty, the public is not
permitted to access the site. Public walks, once permitted,
have been prohibited for over a decade.

“It has so much potential as a wonderful rejuvenating
space for people in the neighborhood,” Czepiel said.

“But, of course,” she added, “it's very contaminated.”
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Horrible black smoke

Beyond the seemingly placid surface of Six Lakes lurks an
insidious legacy of environmental injustice.

Originally owned by the Winchester Repeating Arms

Co., Six Lakes served as attractive testing ground for the
prominent arms manufacturer: all those ponds provided
insurance against the flammable materials getting out of
control. In 1932, Winchester was purchased by the present
owner, the Olin Corp. chemical company, which used the
area primarily for waste dumping. Batteries, hazardous
byproducts, and other industrial debris were incinerated
and buried on the property in the decades before
environmental laws prohibited the practice. Highly toxic
chemicals including polychlorinated biphenyls or PCBs
accumulated over time, with the potential to remain in the
environment for years to come.

In 1966, a neighbor called the town health department

to report “horrible black smoke” coming from the Olin
property. Upon further investigation, the Hamden director
of health issued an abatement order to Olin, citing the
severe health threat that the ongoing burning and burying
of materials was having on adjacent communities.

Among the communities touched by this contamination

is the Newhall neighborhood, an 11-block area abutting
Six Lakes and a state-designated environmental justice
community. Originally swamps and wetlands, the area was
drained and filled in the 1800s and again in the 1950s.
The fill, dug up from the adjacent Olin Powder Farm, was
heavily contaminated. By the 1950s, the area was built up
with suburban homes and businesses. These structures
were built directly on the contaminated and structurally
unsound fill, which were then sold to primarily black and
brown residents.

A public health and environmental justice crisis ensued.
Soil testing of the fill revealed significant levels of lead,
arsenic and other carcinogens. Many homes were reported
to be crumbling directly into contaminated soil, due to the
unstable nature of the landfill they were built on. By 1986,
the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection
(now CT DEEP) ordered Olin to clean up the property, a job
that remains incomplete.

After much public outcry, remediation of the Newhall
neighborhood took place in the early 2000s. At the same
time, CT DEEP and nearby residents began re-investigating
the remediation of the adjacent Olin Powder Farm.

“The legacy of the Newhall and Six Lakes is intertwined,”
said Justin Farmer, former City Councilor for Hamden’s 5%
District. “Without Newhall, the Six Lakes project may have
never happened.”

Years of back-and-forth between CT DEEP and Olin
regarding the site’s cleanup yielded little movement. Olin
officials did not respond to a request for comment for this
article.

Justin Farmer, former member of the Hamden City Council, leads a
community meeting about Six Lakes in 2024. Photo: Judy Benson

By the time Farmer was elected to the City Council in 2017,
progress at the site had all but stalled.

The Six Lakes Park Coalition

Farmer, 31, has lived in the Newhall neighborhood for most
of his life. Growing up in the area, he was familiar with the
Olin property, having seen it from the Farmington Canal
Rail Trail, a recreational pathway. He even admits to having
snuck onto it very briefly as a kid.

“Just once or twice for a couple of seconds,” he explained
with a laugh.

When he was elected to the City Council at the age of 21,
members of the community approached him about the
deserted property.

“People were coming up to me, saying something should
really be done about this space,” he said. As Farmer began
to uncover the history of property, several alarming truths
emerged, along with excitement about the opportunity the
property held.

He recalled thinking: “You mean there is a whole entire
100-acre forest in the middle of the hood where black and
brown folk don’t have access to green spaces?”

At this point Farmer reached out to Save the Sound, an
environmental nonprofit based in New Haven where

he had interned in the past. He also reached out to the
Hamden Land Conservation Trust, the original champion for
the property’s remediation. The group tried unsuccessfully
to purchase the property from Olin in 1969.

“I know a lot about how to organize, | know how to agitate,
but | did not know a lot about property and environmental
law,” Farmer said.

With a team made up of Save the Sound, the Hamden
Land Conservation Trust, Congregations Organized for a
New Connecticut (CONECT), and neighborhood residents,
Farmer coalesced a committee focused on creating a
vision for the property. Together, along with many others,
the group formed the Six Lakes Park Coalition, with the
ultimate goal of transforming the space into a public park.
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The first step was determining the extent of contamination
on the site.

“It became evident that there was a lot more contamination
than Olin had let on,” said Farmer.

As a brownfield—one of 450,000 sites nationwide
hampered from redevelopment by contaminants—Six
Lakes would have to undergo a process of remediation
before it could be sold and opened to the public. As a part
of the 1986 consent order, Olin accepted responsibility to
clean up the park, while retaining the right to determine the
level of cleanup, which could be lower than what would be
required for a public park. Cleanup would involve several
phases of testing and hazardous waste removal, which can
be slow-going and expensive. In fact, some of the original
testing done on-site happened so long ago the results
were no longer relevant. Essentially, the team had to start
from scratch.

“Six Lakes Park Coalition has been really instrumental in
getting that process restarted and keeping on top of it
to make sure that years don’t go by between rounds of
testing,” said Czepiel.

Due to the work of the Coalition, testing has been
completed in phases, but there is at least one more round
of testing yet to be completed. After that, the team will be
able to draw up a remediation plan and, finally, a budget for
re-imagining the space.

“Our next step is to make sure that this just moves
along,” Czepiel said. “We’re advocating for thorough and
expeditious testing of the site. That’s our mission.”

A community vision

In 2024, the Six Lakes Park Coalition conducted a robust
visioning process with the community. The team held
four in-person workshops and deployed a survey which
gathered about 175 responses.

Community members indicated they were interested in
connecting to the space. They highlighted access to green
space for passive recreation and access to educational
opportunities, such as after-school programs and field trips,
as their major hopes for the park.

Respondents also indicated the potential park’s role in
facilitating community connectivity.

“[Six Lakes] could be a connector among different
neighborhoods. A way to bring people together,” explained
Czepiel.

Farmer envisions Six Lakes becoming a vibrant cultural
park honoring the history and diversity of the area’s land
and people.

“[Hamden] is a snapshot of what ‘true’ diversity looks like
in its best sense,” he said. “We could potentially have art

Local residents discuss their aspirations for the Six Lakes property
at a community meeting in 2024. Photo: Judy Benson

installations on the property to highlight the major cultures
and communities in the greater New Haven area. We could
center the first nation of Wangunk and Quinnipiac people
who inhabited these lands originally while simultaneously
highlighting new immigrants. We could have celebrations,
food trucks and space for art displays.”

Over time, more than 1,200 members of the community
have signed onto the project to receive the newsletter,
participate in clean-ups and advocate on the Coalition’s
behalf. Public meetings are often well attended, bringing
people from across Hamden’s many communities together.

“When we have a community meeting, 100-plus people
come out,” Farmer said. “When we have a cleanup, we get
people to show up. When we had a perimeter walk, we had
100 people walk two miles around the circumference of the

property.

“I am excited because it shows what the community is
willing to do.”

First affected, first in need

Despite progress, the road to change is a long one paved
with challenges.

“It's hard to keep people engaged,” Farmer said. “The
average brownfield cleanup takes four to seven years, at
least, to remediate. And we’re talking about one acre or
half-acre lots.”

At 100-plus acres, Six Lakes could feasibly take much
longer than that.

Fortunately, the project has enjoyed support from several
elected officials and partner organizations, such as CT
DEEP, the West River Watershed Coalition, The Connecticut
Land Conservation Council and many others.
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“Officials from the Hamden Legislative
Council all the way up to our

federal elected officials have been
really supportive,” Czepiel said. “In
particular, (state) Sen. (Martin) Looney
has been championing this for
decades.”

Currently, the Six Lakes Park Coalition
hosts annual public meetings and
perimeter cleanups. They also provide
updates to members on progress
involving Olin and CT DEEP. The
coalition reached out to CT DEEP
Commissioner Katie Dykes asking

for an honest, factual discussion of
process, barriers, and opportunities
regarding the role the state can

play in creating this public space

for the people of southern Hamden,
particularly those living in the adjacent
Newhall neighborhood. In March
2026, the commissioner agreed to
meet with the Coalition and others

to address questions and hear
community concerns. As of the time of
this article’s publication, the meeting
has not occurred.

As the movement persists, Farmer
stressed that its major strength lies
in its grassroots origins. Maintaining
agency and inspiring active
engagement at the community level
will be essential to the Coalition’s
staying power, he emphasized.

“If any of us are to succeed we need ry b _ —ly
to have seats at the table for the ] 11

first affected, first in need,” Farmer
said. “Ultimately, it’s the people closest A map of the Six Lakes property shows proposed trails and footbridges in a future public
to the problems that are closest to the park. Image courtesy of the Six Lakes Park Coalition

solutions.”
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