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Existing Conditions
Today the overall park is well used but sits adjacent to inhospitable and 
incompatible land uses (airport, warehousing, medical/university campus parking, 
police and fire training facility, a gun range) and includes severely outdated 
recreational infrastructure. 

A metal-sided indoor ice rink and exterior pool sits within view of the river’s 
edge, and a former maintenance building and garage (now serving as an ad-hoc 
boathouse) sprawls out along the most prominent shoreline. Though removed in 
the 1960s, the former rail line has left a constrained impact on park circulation. 

Yet, the underlying character of the landscape – geologically unique topography, 
remarkable champion trees, remaining historic features, and certainly the river 
itself – provides a strong foundation for rehabilitating the original design intent. 

Project Description

The Genesee Valley Park West (GVPW) Master Plan 
is a vision for transforming the City of Rochester-
managed portion of Genesee Valley Park on the 
western side of the Genesee River. The plan is 
guided by 21st century recreation shifts as well as 
Frederick Law Olmsted’s original 1890 vision for the 
park as a whole – that being a place where users 
can experience the pastoral tranquility of the river 
plain with few man-made interruptions.

As a major piece of the Olmsted-designed 
Rochester park system, the 800-acre Genesee 
Valley Park remains the only portion of publicly 
owned riverfront in Rochester that allows for serene 
enjoyment of a bucolic river landscape. However, 
since its establishment, this western bank of the 
park has always served important infrastructure-
intensive recreational needs that began to 
contradict Olmsted’s vision soon after completion. 
These needs continue to transform based on 
ever-changing recreational demands. The project 
goal was to plan for removal of non-compatible 
features, and reorganize and modernize recreational 
infrastructure while at the same time reclaiming the 
critical historic design intent of allowing users to 
experience the natural beauty of the river.

Where possible, and as Olmsted intended in 1890, 
major infrastructure was re-sited north of a long-
existing bridge saving lower intensity infrastructure 
for the more sensitive river plain south of the 
bridge. The resulting plan enhances recreation 
services while rehabilitating Olmsted’s vision. It 
does this by wholly reclaiming critical viewsheds, 
removing barriers, understanding the true capacity 
of the landscape, and fully reconsidering spatial 
organization and circulation. The reorganized assets 
focus on serving as a multi-modal crossroads of 
land and water trails, embrace the recreational shift 
towards community-based health and wellness 
services, and strive to provide higher quality, 
multi-generational, and multi-purpose recreational 
opportunities. 

Role of the Landscape Architect

The landscape architect served as project lead 
and directed a team of allied professionals (civil 
engineer, architect, historic resource specialists, 

and hydrological engineers). Work included 
master planning, recreation analysis, historic 
research and cultural landscape documentation, 
historic tree inventories, utilities and traffic 
investigations, hydrological analysis, site planning, 
boathouse design, phasing, cost estimates, public 
presentations, and comprehensive stakeholder 
involvement. 

Significant and Special Factors

The planning process revealed early on that 
substantial change from existing conditions would 
be required to successfully rehabilitate the original 
Olmsted vision. Over the course of more than a 
year, stakeholders were meticulously led through 
the park history, its cultural significance, the value of 
reclaiming that vision, and what options there were 
to meet recreation demands. A complete Cultural 
Landscape Report was prepared and presented to 
stakeholders. The result was a community-based 
decision recognizing that the carrying capacity of 
the historic landscape was limited and that both the 
region and neighborhood would be better served 
by providing higher quality (vs. higher quantity) 
recreational opportunities in a world-class pastoral 
setting. 

Recognizing the rising demand for both organized 
and individual water recreation and related sports 
tourism, the master plan scope also included 
the design of a community-owned boathouse. A 
1980s-era park maintenance building has served 
as a boathouse for nearly a decade but does 
not meet rowing, kayak, or canoe user needs 
and undermines the rehabilitated park vision by 
sprawling out along the park’s most prominent 
shoreline – something Olmsted intended to 
remain as free as possible from ‘man-made 
interruptions.’ Hydrological studies determined that 
the most suitable place for this type of waterfront 
infrastructure was within the critical viewshed 
however. The resulting concept plan focuses on 
pulling the functional portion of the building away 
from the river edge and using the parks topography 
to integrate the structure into the landscape.  
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The final master plan resulted in a long-term rehabilitation of Olmsted’s 
design intent and, focusing on quality over quantity, a series of 21st 
century recreational opportunities in a world-class historic park setting.

Detail of Master Plan
Multi-purpose / Little League Fields
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Parkway Drive, Expanded Vehicular Access
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1890 Master Plan, F. L. Olmsted Sr. 
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Olmsted’s Crafted View
F.L. Olmsted guided city leaders to choose this spot along the 
Genesee River for new parkland - explicitly for its unique pastoral 
qualities. The park was to be a place where Rochesterians could find 
respite and tranquility close to the City, and to experience the region’s 
most significant natural asset with as few unnatural visual interruptions 
as possible. It was unique as a peaceful river-scape, while Olmsted’s 
other major Rochester parks, with hilltop views and deep gorges, 
have much more exhilarating and picturesque qualities.

A societal shift in recreation and park use at the end of the 19th 
century was imminent however. Knowing this, Olmsted recommended 
visual infrastructure impacts be located north of Elmwood Avenue, 
closest to the urban core, in what he called the park’s Anteroom.

Boathouse (former 
maintenance garage)

Baseball field with lighting

Ice Rink / Pool Building Elmwood Avenue Bridge
University of Rochester

Woodland buffer along portion of river, remnants 
of 1892 planting plan (Olmsted) screening 

nearby industrial uses

Bridge designed by Olmsted Brothers to 
reconnect the park after the canal was re-routed 

from downtown through the park (1918)

Highway overpass, 
built in 1970sBoathouse pressures 

(new construction on 
east side of river)
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Defined by Trees
Through a century of constant change - including four different 
swimming pools, five different boathouses, various public and 
private athletic clubs, and even some alienation (selling-off 
parkland for non-park use) of parkland in the name of “urban 
renewal” - one critical aspect of the park has outlasted everything. 
The park’s significant trees are a much loved part of the park 
experience. The project included a comprehensive inventory and 
assessment of these trees, including dating approximate age using 
nondestructive US Forest Service growth rate calculations.   

Though many of the riverfront trees were removed through years of 
reconstruction, a significant number of trees were identified to have 
existed during the Olmsted period and prior. Many of these are 
within a topographic high point known as the Wooded Grove. Care 
was taken to minimize disruption of trees in the master plan. The 
reorganized long term vision for the park includes removal of only 
four historic trees, none of which were dated prior to 1888. 

SIGNIFICANT / HISTORIC TREES


