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3. CovENTRY ViIiLLAGE ToDAY

3.1 ExisTinGg CONDITIONS

A, INTRODUCTION

The many different aspects that contribute to the character of the Village
today mmnst be understood and evaluated to plan intelligently for the future.
This section of the report examines the Village in the framework of the
following topics:

* The natural environment

s The built environment

» Public infrastructure

» Economic conditions

* Citizen participation in Village life

The Town of Coventry covers about 38 square miles, most of which is

farmland or undeveloped, and it has a population estimated to be 9,700 as of
1989. It lies 18, mileés east of Hartford, just beyond the end of Interstate 384, in
a location that is attractive for growth as a commuter suburb of the capital
city. The University of Connecticut, a few miles to the east, is another major
presence affecting the town’s future; it can be expected to generate new
housing and economic development in Coveniry, particularly along Route 44
and in the vicinity of Coveniry Village (see Fig. B).

B. Tue NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

1. Assets

The key natural feature of the Village, and perhaps the most important
factor in its historical development, is Mill Brook. While'no longer playing
the traditional role of power sourcewmmdjng, rock-laden course,
picturesque falls and ponds, and plentiful stone retaining walls and ruins
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associated with the 19th-century industries, are a strong visual element. The
significance of Mill Brook may be the Village’s best-kept secret, since pass-
ersby on Main Street are afforded only occasional and fleeting glimpses of the
brook, the surrounding wetlands, and the extant mill buildings. From Mason
Street, Bradbury Lane, and the other roads traversing the stream, its impact

and high visual qualities are clear.

With the exception of the mills themselves and the remnants of their
power systems, the wetlands along Mill Brook have acted to limit develop-
ment in most places close to the stream. Some of the old retention ponds -
survive, although many that were drained have filled in with natural growth,
_ This continuous, albeit fragile, system of undeveloped open space is a signifi-
cant asset to the Village, aesthetically, recreationally, and environmentally
through natural drainage and replenishment of ground water, State statutes
call wetlands such as these “an indispensable and irreplaceable but fragile
natural resource...essential to an adequate supply of surface and under-
ground water; to hydrological stability and control of flooding and erosion;
to the recharging and purification of the ground water; and to the existence
of many forms of animal, aquatic, and plant life.”

The topography is an important part of the environment. The sharp
descent and curve in Main Street near the Deknatel facilities create a dramatic
enfrance to the Village. On the side streets to the north and south, the hilly
terrain encloses the Village, giving it an unusual sense of cohesion and
offering scenic vistas from many points.

Coventry Village is fortunate in the amount of fields and woodland that
survive in and around the Village center. This open space, coursed with old
stone walls and, according to Nicholas Bellantoni, the state archaeologist, the
possible repository of notable archaeological resources, is a crucial part of the
historic visual character of Coventry Village, Much of the open land remains
in private hands in the form of large holdings. The development of these
properties would mark a major, and certainly to some extent adverse, change
in the ambience of the area. The plan of Millbrook Associates to develop a
residential and commercial complex on Main Street at Armstrong Road is an

example, and a precursor of the future.

Large parcels of property are also in public hands, including Patriots
Park, the adjacent state boat launching site, the 822-acre Nathan Hale State
Forest, the 7-acte Nathan Hale Cemetery, the 3 1/2-acre Town Garage site,
the Village fire station, and the Green. Utility rights-of-way cross the study
area in several places, assuring the long-term preservation of large, otherwise
undeveloped, tracts that have recreational potential for passive purposes.

3.1 Bxsve
CONDITIONS
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3.1 Extstng 2. Problems

CONDITIONS

, Coventry Village’s natural assets are not adequately protected from

ﬁ5 _ encroachment and adverse change. Public regulatory mechanisms that exist,
|

I

while effective in many respects, have certain limitations. For example, the
town’s Planning and Zoning Commission js charged with regulating actjvi-
ties within wetlands, but much of the MilI Brook stream bed falls outside thi
category. The integrity of the stream and its surroundings, therefore, is not
protected to the extent desirable.

The open lands in the Village are candidates for development that may

)‘ seriously alter their visual characteristics and restrict their public benefit and
R recreational potential. The new “Ridge Pines” subdivision af Main Street and

j : Snake Hill Road will create large-lot housing and, more completely than

| heretofore, cut off Mill Brook from public access and enjoyment. The

| Millbrook Associates plan nearby may have a similar impact. In each case,
conservation easements that have been offered the town along Mill Brook
have drawbacks as to public access, size, and location. Each of these propos-
als also exhibits, to varying degrees, one of the most significant problems of
conventional zoning: the creation of a small number of housing units in
- relation to the amount of land invelved. The public aesthetic and environ-
. mental benefits of open land in its natural state, even though privately
owned, are lost when development occurs in this form, The implications for
Coventry Village, given the importance of open land as an asset and the
expectation of its “privatization” over time, should be clear.

Some town-owned lands are not realizing their full potential for public
! benefit and use. Patriots Park, Occupying an excellent lakefront Iocation,
: !ﬁ : | offers residents only limited recreational opportunities, The Town Garage

| property on Bradbury Lane represents the under-utilization of an attractive
A site next to Mill Brook.
f

Hazardous waste drainage and ground water pollution are problems of
unknown extent atfecting the Mill Brook generally and some sites in particu-
E lar. Efforts now being pursued to reuse the Kenyon Mill have run into this
i problem, and drainage of oil wastes is poliuting Mill Brook near the Town
Wi Garage, according to town officials. The expansion of the sewer system has
=;;J j lessened the threat of diminished water quality from this source, but any
' Village growth and development must address the threat of pollution.

¥ 3. Issues

oW The key issues affecting the quality of Coventry Village's natural environ-
T ment, therefore, may be summarized as foliows:
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* Protecting and enhancing the Mill Brook and surrounding wetlands
for public benefit, which might include public access and limited
recreational use;

* Conserving adequate open space to maintain the Village’s well-
preserved historic character;

* Improving use of town-owned properties for recreational purposes;

* Identifying and preserving scenic vistas, the Village topography, and
stone walls;

* Defining opportunities for using utility rights-of-way for public
enjoyment; and

* Confronting the problems of hazardous wastes and water pollution.

C. THE BuiLt ENVIRONMENT

1. Assets

Coventry Village’s major asset is the continued existence of most of its
historic architectural heritage, still in relatively good condition and in the
original context of a compact, intimate village setting (see Fig A). The impor-
tance of the area has long been recognized. The Capron-Phillips House (c.
1864) is already listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and the
Village was recommended for local designation as a historic district in 1974.
That proposal was defeated in public referendum, in part because of public
misconceptions about the economic advantages of such a designation.

The strongest sense of Coventry Village’s historic character comes from
the integrity of Main Street. For much of its history, this thoroughfare has
been the commmercial, economic and social hub of the surrounding rural area.
Buildings are clustered closely together at the sidewalk line for easy access by
pedestrians. Today, Main Street is still a diverse mix of uses and styles rang-
ing in age from the mid-1700s to the early-20th century, with relatively few
modern commercial structures,

Prospect and Wall streets, paralleling and overlooking Main Street, are
remarkable in the integrity of their 19th-century residences. Hardly a 20th-
cenfury exception breaks the continuity from one end to the other. The
undeveloped slope down to Mill Brook offers a direct visual connection to
the stream and Main Street, enhanced by stone walls, remnants of mill ponds
and natural vegetation. Expanses of woodland in and around the Village
contribute to the 19th-century atmosphere.

3.1 Exssting
CoNDITIONS
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Both sites take advantage of existing sewer capacity and OCCUpY areas
relatively free of steep slopes and wetlands, This would allow population
expansion in the Village without visually impacting on its historic character.

,f D. ExamrLEs oF HISTORIC MILL REVITALIZATIONS
i
g (SEE ILLUSTRATIONS ON ForLowING PAGES)

E. ENHANCE SIGNIFICANT NATURAL RESOURCES

Coventry Village can be appropriately described as a rural center, having
'+ relatively low density in a small town setting with much open space and
| original vegetation. The challenge before the Town of Coventry is to maintain
© the Village's scenic beauty and historic character while encoura ging in-
creased use. The first step is to protect these resources from unplanned
development and the second is to make the public more aware of the natural
assets available to them.

A Presidential Comrission study in 1987 showed that natural beauty is
the most irmportant criteria people use in choosing recreation areas and
| optional travel routes, because it gives pleasure, reduces stress and promotes
mental health. Half of those surveyed considered walking for pleasure,
picnicking and sightseeing to be major recreational activities, with jogging
cited by almost a third. Coventry Village’s natural resoutrces could be devel-
oped to serve these needs.

1. A Linear Park Along Mill Brook

The town has an unusual opportunity to capitalize on the existence in its
natural state of almost the full length of Mill Brook. It is one of the most
important features in the Village historically, although visually it has not
been as prominent in recent years as the auto-oriented town tumed its focus
toward Main Street. The existing mills are the strongest visual reminder of
the brook’s existence; the stretches between them, while highly scenic and
unspoiled, have not been recognized or treated as an asset, The wetlands area
between the Village and the Willimantic River is unused and unappreciated
because of inaccessibility.

An interpretive linear park along the full length of Mill Brook would
highlight these natural features as a scenic, recreational and educational asset
to the Village, the town and visiting tourists (see Figs. C and D). The historic
features from the Village's industrial past should be highlighted and the
ponds, dams and remnants of previous mill sites should be restored. A
pathway, along the banks of the brook, elevated above the wetlands in some
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places and lighted for evening use and safety, would be a central feature.
Benches would mark rest and observation points, and exetcise stations could
be included. Connecting paths to Main Street and Prospect and Wall Streets
would link the park with the Village's architectural and commercial high-
lights. Interpretive signage or displays would be an attractive way to focus
on the stream's industrial heritage. Ideaily, the mill ponds should be restored,
at least to a shallow depth, to recreate the historic ambience; environmental
hazards unfortunately may prevent this from occurring (see Fig, 24).

Such a pian would depend on ensuring public pedestrian access withina
buffer zone of 30 to 50 feet from the brook. This could be implemented by
acquisition of coriservation easements allowing public access, which would
avoid further privatization and uncoordinated development, and would
asstire preservation of the natural character of the brook’s course and wet-

lands.

For added protection, a buffer zone of 150 feet on either side of the brook
is recommended in which any building activity would be subject to a special
permit review for its compatibility with the linear park. The Town of
Mansfield, for example, imposes a similar review process on all development
within 150 feet of the outer edge of wetlands.

Stowe Village in Vermont has had experience with a longer but similar
walkway. The people of the Village were involved from the beginning in
raising money, helping with the construction, and sponsoring segments or
special features along its route, such as plantings or rest areas. Civic groups,
school children and town organizations in Coventry could be similarly
involved, resulfing in a sense of pride and ownership.

Two examples of park planning in Connecticut are particularly instruc-
tive as to technique and funding. Based on its Open Space Plan, which has
been a part of both its 1972 and 1982 master plans of development, the Town
of Mansfield has pursued a 20-year effort to expand its parks system. 7 grants
from the state’s Outdoor Recreation Fund have covered up to 75% of the
costs of park land purchases, and have helped create a trail system along the
Fenton River and other streams over a combination of town-owned land and
conservation easements, Keys to this successful effort have included a staged
program of moderate funding requests to the state and extensive citizen

volunteer involvement,

Since 1934, Mansfield has regulated all development within 150 feet of the
edges of wetlands. On at least 10 occasions, the town has also commissioned
advisory reports from the the Eastern Connecticut Environmental Review
Team, During the fall of 1990, Mansfield plans to seek voter approval of a $1-
2 million bonding authorization for further open space acquisitions. (For
more information, see the Appendix.)
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Several lower Connecticut towns are cooperating in plans to create a
recreational greenway along the path of the historic Farmington Canal, which
ran northeastward from New Haven. The greenway is being put together
through a combination of fee simple purchases and easements, with funding
from state, town, and non-profit entities. Two grants from the National
Endowment from the Arts have helped pay for the design of paths and a

pedestrian bridge.
2 Recreation Resources

The linear park should be anchored at either end by recreational facilities,
with Patriots Park at one end and an area along the Willimantic river near
Depot Road developed at the other. The latter would be an appropriate
eastern terminus of the linear park and would link it to the proposed Heri-
tage Corridor being studied by the National Park Service. A parks design
study should be undertaken to recommend improvements to Patriots Park,

" including better parking, signage, and active recreational facilities, and to
. suggest design concepts for a Willimantic River park, in which the focus

would be more passive uses such as picknicking.

The utility rights-of-way which cross the study area in several places

' should be explored as a resource for passive Tecreation. The utility companies

1
!
!

should be contacted for information regarding access and acceptable uses.
3. Enact an Archeological Protection Ordinance

The presence of important archaeological resources in the survey area,
related to its mill heritage and pre-European inhabitants, should be safe-
guarded through the enactment of a protective ordinance. This legislation
chould require that, within the survey area, an investigative report be pre-
pared in the case of any application for subdivision or site plan approval, ot
in the case of any building construction and/or site improvements involving

i ground disturbance. The report would research and evaluate the impact of

the proposed work on archaeological resources, and would recommend
measures to mitigate adverse impacts.

Administration of this ordinance could be the responsibility of an existing
town commission, such as the Planning and Zoning Commission or the
Conservation Commission. If the Village is designated a local historic district,
then the historic district commission appointed o administer the district
might be charged with this responsibility. Ideally, a professional archaeolo-
gist would be appointed to the appropriate municipal commission or board.
The Eastern Connecticut Environmental Review Team would be a candidate
for assisting the town with compliance review.
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A number of other Connecticut communities, such as Westport, have set
up some form of archaeological review similar to the one proposed for
Coventry. Helpful resources in sefting up a protection program are two
publications of the Connecticut Historical Commission, the Archaeological
Resource Protection Handbook and Environmental Review Primer for Connecticut’s
Archaeological Resources, which contains a set of professional standards for
archeological surveys and research. Excerpts from the Archaeological Resource
Protection Handbook are contained in the Appendix.

4. Preserve Open Space Through Zoning Allowances
and Easements

Open space designation for zoning purposes and conservation easements
are fwo techniques that Coventry should utilize to ensure the preservation of
a desirable amount of land as open space and/or woodiand in the survey
area. Other techniques are available, but these are two of the most effective,
and they offer important tax benefits to the owners of the affected properties,

Using the authority of Connecticut Public Act 490, Covehtry should, if
possible, designate key properties as “open space.” The parcels thereafter are
taxed based on their current use, rather than the customary “highest and best
use,” which is an important benefit to the owners and an incentive to reten-
tion in their undeveloped state. The designation is for a period of 10 years,
and penalties apply if the owners sell the properties before the end of the

period.

As an alternative, owners should be encouraged to donate conservation
easements on their properties, either to the town or to a suitable non-profit
recipient, such as the Joshua’s Tract Conservation Trust, the regional land
trust. Conservation easements place long-term restrictions on development; if
they are written in perpetuity, owners may receive significant federal tax
benefits, along with the concomitant property tax reductions because devel-
opment is limited.

The Preservation Flan identifies two places within the project area that
should be targeted for open space protection because of their critical locations
and scenic value: the large parcels that extend in a curve northeastward from
Lake Street to Wall Street, and the large properties just northwest of the
intersection of Depot Road and Main Street (see Fig. D), Other places within
the project area also have high scenic and aesthetic value; in many cases, their
preservation will be encouraged by the implementation of other recommen-
dations in the report.

I
4.2 SpecrFic
RECOMMENDATIONS
AND TrHETR
DMPLEMENTATION
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heels of the Great Depression, served the deach
knell for village indi.cries as many factories
closed after severe flooding. By 1930, the entire
town’s population had fallen to 1552, fewer rhan
the total jn 1756. Since that time the village has
never recovered irs industrial base.”

(ovenrry Vi”ggg I ngg

“Coventry Village today s an area of impressive
architecrural and natural beaury, retalning, to a
high degree, the significant culturzl assets asso-
ciated with its 18ch- and 19th-century life a5 an
industrial mill village. A few woodframed
19th-century mills still stand along Mill Brook’s
banks, while the stone foundations of others are
scatrered nearby, Mill ponds with stone dams of-
fer additional physical evidence of the area's
once vitzl economic base. The old homes and
buildings lining Main Street and side lanes help
preserve the ambiance of the community’s pas,
and their high architecrural quality suggests che
Village’s prominence and prospericy.”

“The landscape features of the area around Mill
Brook also contribute in good measure to its sie-
nificance. The rolling, even hilly, terrain is dra-
matic, descending into extensive wetlands and
crisscrossed by old stone walls. With the excep-
tion of the mills themselves and remnants of
their power systems, the wetlands along the Mill
Brook have acted to limit development in most
places close to the stream. This continuous, al-
beir fragile, system of underdeveloped open
space 1s a significant asset to the village, aestheri-
cally, recreationally, and environmentally
through natural drainage and replenishment of
ground water. Taken together, these built and
natural elements form a highly significant inter-
locking environment that is worthy of preserva-
tion and careful planning for the furure.”
Recommendations for the Future
“The rown has an unusual opportunity to capi-

talize on the existence, in its natural state, of al-
most the full length of the Mill Brook. The

existing mills are the strongest visual reminder
of the Brook’s existence; the strerches between
them, while highly scenic and unspoiled, have
not been recognized or treared as an asser. The
wetlands area berween the village and the Willi-
mantic River is unused and unappreciated be-
cause of Inaccessibility. The Mill Brook is
Coventry’s best kepe secrer.”

“An interprerive linear park along the ful] length
of the Mill Brook would highlight these narural
features as a scenic, recreational and educarional
asset 1o the village, the town and visiting tou-
rists. The historic features from the village’s in-
dusirial past should be highlighted and the
ponds, dams and remnants of previous mill sites
should be restored. A pathway, along the banks
of the brook, elevated above the werlands in
some places and lighred for evening use and safe-
ty, would be a control feature. Connecring paths
to Main Streer and Prospect and Wall Streers
would link the park with the village’s archirec-
tural and commercial highlights.”

“Stowe Village in Vermonrt has had experience
with a longer but similar walkway. The people
of the Village were involved from the beginning
in raising money, helping with construction, and
sponsoring segments or special features along its
route, such as plantings or rest areas. Civic
groups, school children and town organizarions
in Coventry could be similarly involved, result-
ing 1n a sense of pride and ownership.”

A copy of this comprehensive, award winning
80+ page preservation plan for Coventry Village
is avatlable at the Booth and Dimock Library.

SAVING THE MILL BROD¥, PART III

Sources for this article include the Mill Brook
Herizage Study, the Village Preservation Plan
and inrerviews with Fred §’a£es, Plant Manager
at Deknatel and Chuck Conkling, Facility Main-
tenance Foreman for the Town of Coventyy.
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The second mill privilege along the Mill Brook
is the Porter Grist Mill now owned by Dekna-
tel. This was the earliest mill in Coventry, estab-
lished in 1714 when the town granted 50 acres to
a millwright by the name of Hartshaw 1o erect a
grist mill. Later he sold the mill 1o the Porter
family and it became known as the T. E. Porter
Grist Mill. By 1869, when Daniel Green oper-
ated a shoddy mill on the site, a portion of the
mill remained in operation as a grist mill.

Deknarel, under private ownership, began pro-
ducing surgical thread ac this location 1in 1936,
The company was sold to the Phizer Corpora-
rion in 1978 and in November 1991, it returned
to private ownership. Ar thar time, 1t was ob-
vious to an enlightened management that a ma-
jor cleanup effort was needed. Believing thar a
business is judged by its outward appearance,
Plant Manager, Fred Yates, went abour the am-
bitious task of wransforming this neglecred, over-
grown eyesore into an attractive area for his
employees and the community to enjoy. Al
thoueh he had no knowledge of the Mill Brook
Heritage Park Study or the Village Preservation
Plan, he did have a strong desire to improve the
Company’s community image. Brush and trash
were hauled away; the Mill Brook was cleaned
out and restored; the entire area was graded and
landscaped; buildings were painted and repaired
and extensive Interior LMprovements were made.

At the upper parking lot on Main Street, the
Mill Pond spills over into the Mill Brook form-
ing abour 10 foot waterfalls. Further down the
driveway, a wooden walking bridge crosses the
brock providing a breathraking view. A picnic
area for employees overlooks the Mill Brook
which rushes through the property, running un-
der a portion of the main butlding and Monu-
ment Hill Road, resurfacing on the other side.

Completing their work during the summer of
1992, Yates indicates that he found the town of-
ficials and the Planning and Zoaing Commission
to be very cooperative. However, the second

phase of the project was yet to be done, He
wanted to extend the cleanup effort to the adja-
cent town owned property that Deknatel is rent-
ing. Working closely with Chuck Conkling,
Facility Maintenance Foreman, the next section
of the Mill Brook was cleaned out and restored
and zdditional grading and landscaping work
was completed. Most significant 'was the removal
of the Town sandpile to a more appropriate
location. In its place a small, inviting public park
area was developed. While Deknatel provided a
large portion of the funding for these improve-

- ments, Chuck Conkling was able to secure an

"America the Beautiful” federal grant through
the State D.E.P. and a smaller grant for the pur
chase of trees from Connecticur Light and Pow-
er. This phase of the project was completed
during the summer of 1993. The public is wel-
come to tour both sections of the property
which has been further enhanced this season by
the planting of 500 daffodil bulbs.

SAVING THE MILL BROOK, PART IV

Sources for this article include the Historical and
Architectural Resources Survey of Coventry (July
1990) and the National Register of Historic
Places Brochure.

A major component in saving the Mill Brook
occurred on May 6, 1991 when the South Cov-
entry Historic District was placed on the Na-
tional Register of Historic Places. Within thus
district 182 contributing resources were cited,
including all of the surviving m:ll buildings.

It was noted in the nomination that Coventry
Village, known historically as South Coventry,
was one of the first areas of setrlement within
the Town of Coventry, and during the 19th
Century it developed as an industrial center be-
cause of the water power of the Mill Brook.

“Some of the earliest structures are locared
around the gréen at Lake and High Streers,
where settlement first sccurred, and the
19th-Cenrury industrial ewa is reflected in the
mills along the Mill Brozx and the residential,
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commercial, and the institurional buildings on
Main Street and the roads off of it to the norch
and south, The village archirecrure is also stgnifi-
cant because of the fine examples present of sev-
eral distinct architectural styles, ranging from
the 18th-Century Colonial to the 20th-Cenrury
Georgian Revival,”

The Narional Register of Historic Places is the
official list of the Nation’s cultural resources
worthy of preservation. It was authorized under
the Narional Historic Preservation Act of 1964
and is part of a national program to coordinate
and support public 2nd privare efforts to jdenti-
fy, evaluate, and protect our historic and archeo-
logical resources. The National Register s
admunistered by the National Park Service.

National Recognition is an honor and should be
a source of pride for our communiry. Histaric
properties are tangible links to our past and help
to provide a sense of community dentity and
stability. The Narional Register listing has
helped many to appreciate the richness and vari-
ety of their herirage.

Listing in the Nartional Register has the follow-
ing results which assist in preserving historic
properties:
Recognition that a property is of
significance to the Narion, the Stare
and the Community;
2)Considerarion in the planning for federxi or
federally assisted projects;
3) Eligibiliry for federal tax benefirs;
4) Qualification for federal assistance for
histone preservation, if funds are available,

SAVING THE MILL BEROOK, PART V

The Village Improvement Society is a private,
grassroots group of Covenuy residents who
formed in March 1993 to advocate for the pres-
ervarion, protection and enhancemenr of the vil-
lage and to create an awareness of the uniqueness
of the area and its status as a National Historic

District.

One of the priorities over the past 15 months
has been to educate our boards, commissions,
town personnel and the communiry abour che
Preservation  Plan  for Coventry  Village
(Preservation Planning Associates, July 1990).
Part of this plan relates ro the Mill Brook and its
important place in the history of Coveniry, The
group has also been in the trenches, literally,
cleaning out the brook at the Bidwell Tavern.
From there, they undertook the major, ongoing
task of cleaning up the Tracy Shoddy Mill ruins
located behind the fire station. This spring, two
large informational display boards, relating to
Coventry’s history and current tourist artrac-
tions, were placed in the windows ar the Coven-

try Book Shop.

The Village Improvement Sociery continues to
sponsor the Daffedi] Project which resulted, last
fall, in the planting of approximately 12,000
bulbs around stonewalls, fences and front yards
throughout Coventry. The group was recog-
nized recently for this effort by being awarded
first place in the Northeast Connecticut Visitors
District, Pride in the Quiet Corner contest.

Local participation and support is welcomed and
absolutely essential as we know that nothing
will be accomplished in our community if we do
not become involved ourselves. The group meets
the last Wednesday of every month ac 7:30 ar the
town hall. For more information call Par

Pelkey, 742-7847.
July 1994
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SAVING THE MILL BROOK, PART [

The following is a brief overview of a
Master’s project entitled Mill Brook Heritage
Park done in 1989 by Albert Jacob, Universicy
of Massachuserts Depariment of Landscape
Architecture.

While passing through Coventry Village there is
presently no indication that warer mills ever
played a significant part in the town’s history.
Running parallel to Main Street, however seem-
ingly forgotren and unarcended, the Mill Brook
flows along a two-mile stretch from Coventry
Lake to the Willimantic River, dropping a total
of 270 feet along the way. Seventeer water mills
once operated using water power from the
brook to generate mechanical power, No where
else in New England is there such a concentra-
tion of water mills and landscape elements

sich a short distance, |

While the Mill Brook itself continues to flow by
the sheer force of gravity, the landscape elements
which surround it such as lakes, dams, warer-
falls, water channels and raceways have deterio-
rated by 50% as have the mills which created
them. This unique landscape is as important his-
torically as the water mills themselves. This his-
toric landscape is the link between the lake and
the river and should be restored and preserved as

a whole,

These landscape elements should be saved not
only for historical reasons, but as a living exam-
ple of the heritage of this country and the town
of Coventry. Today this area lies in decay and
will continue to rapidly deteriorate 1f this
unique historic phenomenon continues T0 be

ignored.

With the help of state funding, the town could
ralce the first step by working with the Histori-
cal Society to earmark the Mill Brook for resto-
ration. Along with the landseape restoration
plan, the town in its own interest could propose
a pathway starting ac the Tracy Shoddy Mill
making its way along the Mill Brook from mill

to mill, skirting the lakes and ending on Roure
31 berween the Huntington Silk Mill and the
Rawitzer Brothers Mill. The concept of a Mill
Brook Heritage Park which would zrovide low
impact recreational opportunities and areas of
historical and cultural interest for the town’s
people could help ensure that part of Coventry’s
rich historic past is not lost forever.

SAVING THE MILL BROOK, PARTII
The following is agaﬂ:iczl summary of the Pres-

ervation Plan for Coventry Village as it relates
to the Mill Brook. This plan was prepared for the
town of Coventry by Preservation Planning As-
sociares in fuly 1990 throngh a grant from the
Connecticut Historical Commissian,

“The Mill Brook has been a main focus of Cov-
encry Village's development since the first ser-
tlers built their homes near the Village Green on
Lake Street in 1712. During the 19th cenrury it
became the centerpiece of one of the most vital
small mill districts in New England. Unlike
many New England communities of the time,
Coventry was not dominated by a single mejor
manufacturer or industrial product. Among the
industrial uses were grist mills, carding mills,
and rtexeile mills producing corron, silk and
woolens, Other successful ventures manufac-
tured paper, cartridges, boxes, windmills and

wagons.”

“Contriburing to the village’s industrial growth
in the late 19th century was the arrival of the
railroad around 1850, which gave manufacruring
a more efficient means of transportation produc-
tion, thus expanding their market, Combined
with the zbundant waterpower along the Mill
Brook. The rail connection zllowed the industry
of the second half of the 19th century to develop
on 2 larger scale than was previously possible.”

“The village’s growth peaked around the turn of
the century, after which the number of enter-
prises and their ourput stabilized and then de-
clined. The 1938 Hurricane, arriving on the

Sk
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IX, COVENTRY VILLAGE (Memorandum 10 & 13)

Coventry Village has been the traditional social and economic center of the Town, but certain factors and
trends over the past two decades have diminished its role and economic function. One factor is that the Village
is not centrally located in Coventry. Much of the recent residential growth has occurred in northern Coveniry.
Regsidents there have shorter or comparable travel times to commercial areas in nearby communities which
offer a greater range of services. Similarly, the increased mobility of residents throughiout the Town have
enabled them to travel relatively easily to shopping centers with a greater variety of stores in Willimantic,
Manchester, Mansfield and other nearby comrnunities.

Another factor has been that Coventry Village has not been able to respond to these market forces because of
its layout and configuration, Most of the property is in small lots, which are not conducive to large or
moderate scale commercial development. Assemblage of properties would be necessary for this type of
commercial development, which is logistically difficult and probably not economically feasible for private
interests. In addition, the area has some environmental constraints, such as Mili Brook.

the "Preservation Plan for Coventry Village". The general orientation of the "Preservation Plan for Coventry
Village", as its name implies, was the historical preservation and adaptive reuse of historical buildings, but it
recognized the need for economic activity in the Village and its interrelationship with other factors, As the
village contains many cultural assets associated with 18th and 19th century industrial mill village, it is of
significant impottance to maintain these sites in conjunction with the expansion and development of the village
to accommodate new commercial businesses and to maintain the ambiance of the residences in the area,

The economic role of Coventry Village must change in order for revitalization to occur. The opportunities for
revitalization have been enhanced by the installation of sanitaty sewers which is removing a constraint to

development.
A, Recommendations

1. Preserve the Village's Historical and Architectural Resources:

Create a local historic district and create historic zonmg district;

Conduct site plan review of all land use proposals;

Create a revitalization loan and grant program;

Encourage stronger advocacy for historic preservation by existing groups or creation of a

New Organization,

T

2. Increase Economic and Functional Vitality:

a. Selectively promote more intensive and appropriate uses in the Village, both commercial
and residential;
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b. Plan a careful strategy to combine new uses, including services, especially retail starter
businesses, clustered housing on the Village edges, and infill commercjal development
along Main Street;

c. Target new uses that will have a regional market, including those that will be attractive to
the University of Connecticut:

d. Develop the Village's tourist potential in tandem with the Hale Homestead, Caprilands and
Coventry Lake and Historical Society Sites, Coventry's significant tonrist draws;

¢. Participate actively in the National Park Service's Heritage Corridor planning along the
Quinebaug and Shetucket rivers.

Adaptively Reuse Coventry Village's Historic Mills and Under Utilized Properties:

a. Encourage revitalization of the mills as new centers for commercial growth, each mill
perhaps to serve as a different thematic center or for housing although the appropriate
flexibility of land scale must be allowed.

Enhance Significant Natural Resources:

a. Develop a linear park hike/hike trail along Millbrook between the lake and the Willimantic
River, with public access and open space linkages to Main Street. Restore the old mjll
ponds and dams where feasible, and create a protective zone around the park with
heightened planning review powers;

=

b. Study and implement a plan for improved recreational opportunities at Patriots Park and at
the other end of the linear park at the Willimantic River.

¢. Enact an archaeological protection ordinance;
d. Encourage open space preservation through incentive zoning and conservation easements;
. Designate roads which might be considered under the Scenic Roads ordinance.

Initiate Public Actions and Improvements:

8. Relocate the Town Garage and Volunteer Fire Department, making these buildings_
available for commercial use;

b. Improve traffic control;
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Coventry Village was the traditional social and economic center of South Coventry until the
1970's when economic and demographic factors diminished its role and function.
Residential growth shifted to northern Coventry. Reduced dining and shopping added ta its
decline.

The Village layout of small lots and underused mill sites, is not conducive to large scale
development, and the 40 year-ald zohing regulations made creative development difficult.
Traffic on Main Street, a state road, remains an issue as vehicles tend to exceed the speed
limit the majority of the time, thereby limiting the enjoyment of the Village, )

In 1990, @ Plan of Preservation and
Development was commissioned, and its
recommendations, which still apply today,
have been actively pursued by municipal and
private entities. The aforementioned pian
says: “Coventry Village remains an area of
impressive architectural and natural beauty,
retaining the significant cultural assets
.; associated with its 218" and 19" century life as
an industrial mill village.... The landscape
features of the area around the Mill Brook
contribute to its significance and beauty.”

The 1990 Plan called for a new beginning, Driving development in the Village since then has
been an awareness of its basic qualities of small scale, dense development patterns, multi-
use buildings and shared parking. Most of the Village is served by public water and sewer,
which fits the infrastructure well and enhances smart-growth principles, Zoning changes
facilitated this new approach.

The Village Today
As recommended by the 1gg0 plan,

improvemnents have occurred in the
Village. A seven-acre tract has been
preserved as open space and named the
Mill Brook Park, The new regulations
also include design guidelines to help
preserve the character of the area. The '*
long-envisioned Mill Brook walkway has
been implemented from the lake to
Mason Street or about one fifth of its
goal to parallel the entire brook.
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In recent years, grant money has been used to greatly improve the facades of some twelve
buildings, and it has encouraged private investment totaling an amount greater than the
grant funding. Another grant allowed the placement of fifteen interpretive historic signs in
the Village as an educational and recreational asset.

Two major residential projects, intluding active adult condominiums and a significart
redevelopment of the old Kenyon Mill to condominiums have added to the residential base.
The Village now includes an eclectic mix of shops, personal care options, a general store and
several dining establishments in addition to the existing post office, bank, library and the
Congregational church.

While there has been significant revitalization progress made in the past eight years,
continuing effort is required to realize the opportunities to improve the quality of life of the
residents and visitors to the Village.

Goal: Preserve the historical and architectural resources in Coventry Village in addition to
increasing its economic and functional vitality.

Recommendations- (Action items include the responsible party, in brackets)

1. Continue to preserve the Village‘s Architectural and Historical Resources, [Planning &
Zoning, Economic Development Commission, Land use staff, Village Improvement Society]

* Conduct a thorough site plan review of all land use proposals and employ the new
design guidelines to their fullest extent.

* Create andfor administer a revitalization loan and grant program.

* Encourage strong advocacy for historic preservation by existing or new groups. The
Village is on the National Register of Historic Places.

2. Increase Economic and Functional Vitality, [Planning & Zoning, Economic Davelopment,
Land use staff]

* Selectively promote intensive and appropriate residential and commercial uses.

* Install sidewalks, on Main Street and Lake Street where possible, to specifically
connect available parking and commerce.

* Continue working with the state Department of Transportation on their planned
contextual reconstruction of a portion of Main Street that will include sidewallks and
streetscapes, and demand that traffic calming measures are included,

* Plan a careful strategy to combine new uses, including services, retail starter
businesses, clustered housing on the Village edges, and infill commercial
development along Main Street,

* Target new uses that will have regional attraction, including those associated with
local universities.
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* Develop the Village's tourist potential in tandem with Coventry's significant tourist
draws; the Hale Homestead, Coventry Lake, Historical Society Sites and the
Farmers Market.

* Participate actively in planning with “The Last Green Valley” Heritage Corridor,

3- Adaptively Reuse Coventry Village's Historic Mills and Under Utilized Properties,
[Planning & Zoning, Economic Development Commission, Land use staff, Town Council]

* Develop adaptive re-use plans for the mills
as new centers for commercial growth,
each mill may serve as a different thematic
center or for housing although the
appropriate flexibility of land scale must be
allowed, Target the two mills on Mason
Street, the Tracy Mill on Main Street and
the potential availability of the Town
garage site on Bradbury Lane,

* Develop and promote a plan for the
following properties: Woodland Road
lakeside parcel, the old building at 44 Lake Street in combination with the
Lakeview Restaurant, potential commercial use of the frant lot across from 1159
Main Street, potential commercial use of the buildings at 1340 Main Street, 41
Stonehouse Road and the corner of Main and Paden Roads.

* Continue working with the Teleflex Corp. for potential expansion adjacent to their
present facilities, and assistin maintaining their presence in the Village.

4. Enhance Significant Natural Resourcaes, [Planning & Zoning, Conservation Commission,
Public Works, Land use staff]

* Continue the development of a linear park hike/bike trail along Millbrook between
the lake and the Willimantic River, with public access and open spaceé linkages to
Main Street. Restore the old mill ponds and dams where feasible, and create a
protective zone around the park with heightened planning review powers,

* Study and implement a plan for improved recreational opportunities at Patriots
Park and at the linear park near the Willimantic River.

* Enactan archaeological protection ordinance.

* Encourage open space preservation through such processes sych as incentive
zoning, conservation easements, outright purchase and other techniques,

* Designate roads that might be considered under the Scenic Roads ordinance.
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5. initiate Public Actions and Improvements. [Town Council, Public Works, Town Engineer]

* Relocate the Town Garage, making the site available for reuse,

* Improve traffic contro! and monitor its progress on Main Street in conjunction with
the Route 31 curve realignment project, Implement traffic calming measures,

* Design and implement and maintain, in conjunction with the Route 31 curve
realignment project, a program of coordinated parking facilities and new
sidewalks, crosswalks, lighting, street furniture, signage, and landscaping in the
Village Center. Develop a comprehensive streetscape plan, with indigenous
plants, which includes sidewalks on the southerly side of Main Street from Post
Office area to Armstrong Road.

6. Establish Financial Incentives and a Revitalization Strategy. [Town Council, Economic
Development Commission, Town Staff]

* Implement the existing property tax incentives for economic development, and
consider same for historic restoration.

* Create a revitalization loan and grant program, with public and private funding and
participation.

* Provide for an economic development director to coordinate projects and citizens
groups’ activities that support the Village and the town.

7. Explore the potential of financing public improvements that may include the creation of a
special assessment district, tax increment financing and Community Development Block
Grants. [Town Council, Manager and Staff]

8. Work to create a pedestrian link from the post office to the high school and from the
Bidwell Village Condominiums to Main Street. [Fublic Works, Town Council and Staff]

9- Review and strengthen, as necessary with experience, the special zoning district which
considers factors such as pre-existing structures, parking and setback constraints, and
existing geographic features. Special attention should be made to design criteria, including
strict standards for signs. [Planning & Zoning, Economic Development Commission, Town

Staff]
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