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“The land possessed by the Commission on the west side of the river has been 

purchased primarily in order to prevent the possibility of buildings being 

erected upon it, and the plan of the plantations has been made with the object 

of shutting out of view buildings and constructions that have been, or that may 

be in the future, established on ground beyond the property. This not alone 

because such buildings might be ugly, but because it is the intention to give the 

people of the city in this part as complete an escape as possible consistently 

with convenience in its use, from artificial objects. This motive applies more 

particularly to that part of the park above [south of] the mouth of Red Creek. 

All the ground held by the Commission north of this district has been regarded 

as a vestibule, approach and ante-room to it. In this narrower northern district 

therefore, constructions of convenience for the keeping and use of the park, 

including club houses, have, as far as practicable, been located, and it has 

been thought advisable to make a place for the most of them on the north 

side of the bridge, and where they could be hardly discerned by visitors on the 

broader and more open part of the park; that is to say, from the park proper, in 

distinction from its approaches and appendages.”

F.L. Olmsted to Dr. E.M. Moore (Parks Commissioner)

August 17, 1891

Historic Tree 
Locations

+125 years  (1888)

+100 years (1913)

+80 years (1933)

Olmsted’s primary goal was to 
protect the river as a scenic asset.

Rochester is one of only four American cities 
that can boast a comprehensive park system 
designed by Frederick Law Olmsted. 
The other three cities are Buffalo, Boston, and Louisville.  In addition to this 

significant distinction, Rochester (along with Louisville) had the longest 

involvement with the Olmsted firm (including his sons successor firms), 

resulting in more than 300 plans for the City alone. 

Olmsted preferred to work on the “river 
lands” over Highland Park.
Olmsted stressed this preference in correspondence with the Parks 

Commission in 1888. He went so far as to suggest names of those who 

may be able to assist in the design of Highland Park if he could work within 

the “river lands” (later to become Genesee Valley Park and Seneca Park) 

to create his distinctive Pastoral and Picturesque landscapes. His name 

suggestions to the Parks Commission included (among others) Calvert 

Vaux, Olmsted’s partner in designing Central Park.

Historic vegetation is an important 
part of the cultural landscape.

1918: Barge Canal 
complete and 

opened to river

1915: Public Athletic Club building 
moved to new location in park

c.1888
Survey of the “South Park” 
(Genesee Valley Park) site 
provided to Olmsted once the 
firm was selected by the newly 
developed Parks Commission 
to work on Rochester’s parks. 
In personal correspondence 
to Dr. E. M. Moore (president 
of the Commission), Olmsted 
recommends that the City 
purchase as much land as 
possible along the river.

Above all, Olmsted’s desire 
was to work with the land on 
the river at Genesee Valley 
Park, even at one point 
suggesting to the Commission 
that the Highland Park project 
be given to someone else.

Courtesy of the National Park Service, Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site

For the western “recreational” 
component of the planned 
Genesee Valley Park, the 1890 
General Plan included ball fields 
south of Elmwood Avenue and 
clustered the high-intensity 
recreational infrastructure (such 
as boat houses, track and field 
sports and other structures) north 
of Elmwood. This arrangement 
was meant to preserve the 
wide river plain vistas of the 
pastoral river plain - experienced 
both east and west across the 
Genesee River.

The idea is consistent with 
Olmsted’s design principles, 
including promoting the 
soothing pastoral experience, 
management of views and the 
subordination of individual park 
elements to the overall broader 
design.

1893

1890 General Plan

1892
revised plans showing 

proposed location of 
athletic grounds

The General Plan included 
landscape treatment for areas 
as far south as the present-
day City limits. The small wide 
meadow area on the western 
side of the river at the south 
end is the present-day location 
of the Monroe County / City of 
Rochester Police / Fire Training 
Facility. 

1890
working drawing of athletic 
grounds and boat facilities, 
north of Elmwood Ave 
(overlay onto current aerial 
photo)

Plans for athletic grounds on 
south side of Elmwood Avenue. 
Olmsted initially and repeatedly 

advised against placing the 
boating and athletic infrastructure 

south of the Elmwood bridge in 
order to preserve the grander 

vista between the western and 
eastern banks of the river. With 

much documented protest, 
Olmsted ultimately agreed to the 

Park Commission’s demands and 
designed the facilities shown here.

Planting plan for GVPW area 
from south side of Elmwood 
Avenue to areas beyond present-
day City limits. Plan shows “ball 
ground” area near present-day 
Ice Rink Complex, which is 
consistent with 1890 General 
Plan. Western limit of plan (top) 
is rail road right of way. Land 
area west of the railroad that 
is present-day park (known as 
the Frost parcel) was not yet 
acquired. 

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

1895

Inset: Original planting (trees 
and shrubs) purchase order for 
Olmsted’s 1893 “Planting Plan 
for North Side of River”. Shows 
quantities and species that are 
keyed onto planting plan.

1900 Plat Map Overlay (Lathrop)

Athletic Grounds area
(not shown on map overlay)

Present-Day
Arvine Heights area

(still undeveloped)

Western park parcel 
acquired from Frost  and 

used informally for ball 
fields and City nursery 

for park trees

First of the “Canoe Club(s)”

Unknown boat house

c.1900

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

Photo of track and field area, looking 
northeast toward public Athletic Club and 
Elmwood bridge. Photo shows banked 
track ends, which are sometimes used on 
indoor tracks to this day. It is thought that 
a banked track end allows runners to run 
through a radius more comfortably, with 
less torque on the body. (Banked ends on 
GVPW track confirmed on grading plans 
within the Olmsted drawing records.)
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1908 Rochester & Environs 
(E. Fisher)

Map overlay showing basic 
park configuration in 1908 
(no park buildings are shown 
on the map). Map includes 
two streetcar lines (which 
both have separate drop-off 
loops for within the park). 
Notice street design of 
present-day Arvine Heights 
(not shown) which includes 
“Oak Circle”, “Elm Circle” 
and “River View” streets. 
This street configuration 
was not realized, however 
the map represents existing 
conditions in 1908. 

1908

View of “Canoe Clubs” on north 
side of park, looking northwest 
from Elmwood bridge

United States Library of Congress

1890
Enlargement of 1890 General 
Plan showing intended uses of 
the western bank of the river, 
including ball fields south of 
Elmwood and more intense 
recreational facilities north of 
Elmwood.

c1900

1896

Boat House in Genesee 
Valley Park (“Durand Boat 
House”)

View looking north at 
Elmwood Avenue bridge 
from a vantage point on 
the east side of the river. 
GVPW shown at far left 
with vegetated shoreline.

1911

1913 1913

Construction of a 
temporary sandbag 
dam on the Genesee 
River at GVP to bring 
the water level higher 
for boat navigation 
during the Water 
Carnival. 

Canoe Club buildings, as seen from Elmwood 
bridge during flood conditions

1912 plan for adjustment to barge canal conditions (overlay)

Plan showing grading and engineering 
features (extensive drain tile system) 
proposed to mitigate impacts of 
water level rise due to Barge Canal 
construction

Boat Livery

Pool and Bath House

Public Athletic Club 
(original location)

Canoe Clubs

Rochester Athletic Club

Durand Boat House

Courtesy of the National Park Service, Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division
Flood damage to Durand Boat House,

view looking south along river edge

1912 Photos from Olmsted records, annotated by Olmsted 
design team in order to show water level rise impacts on 
shoreline vegetation. Red line is original to images and 
represents anticipated water level increase of +/- 5.75’ at 
the Park. 

1912 preliminary plan for relocation of railroad

Study plan showing 
proposed relocation of 

the railroad right-of-way 
in order to increase 

uninterrupted parkland 
area adjacent to the river. 

Canal is shown on plan 
but has not yet been 

constructed. Plan includes 
design studies for areas 

south of the canal and 
near Brooks Avenue.

1918 plat map (hopkins)

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

Boat Livery

Pool and Bath House

Relocated  public
Athletic Club (octagon bldg)

near Street Car Loop 2
waiting room

Canoe Clubs

Rochester Athletic Club

Durand Boat House

Fishing Club

Street Car Loop 1

1913

1917View of Durand Boat House at river edge, 
looking south from Elmwood Bridge

1918

1920

1920

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division  /  City of Rochester Archives

Barge Canal meets Genesee River, 
looking west from east bank

“Olmsted” bridge over Barge Canal, railroad 
bridge in background, looking southwest

View of the Rochester Athletic Club (private), looking north from river
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1926 plat map (hopkins)

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

Boat Livery

Orig. pool and bath house

Relocated  public
Athletic Club (octagon bldg)

Canoe Clubs

Rochester Athletic Club

Durand Boat House

Fishing Club

Street Car Loop 1

c1930 1930

1930

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

View looking south across track and field area, 
flooded track area used for skating, mechanically 
flooded via water connection
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Refectory / Concessions Stand Looking west from east bank of river
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1933 Looking south under Elmwood bridge 
abutment, east bank of river

1933 View of  recreation area north of Elmwood, looking east 
toward Elmwood bridge from former Plymouth Avenue
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1933 Elmwood Avenue (intersection of former Plymouth Ave) 
looking east towards bridge.

Ball field at corner of Elmwood and Genesee St
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Looking north across river from east bank 
toward boat livery area

Looking west across river from east bank ‘34 Pool Complex under construction (showing south side pool)

1936 Looking north. Construction of new Elmwood Avenue bridge.

1937 Looking northeast to University of Rochester. Landscape restoration completed after new bridge 
construction and removal of old bridge. Refectory / concessions building shown near rail road. 

Elmwood Avenue bridge construction

1940

1956

1979

City of Rochester Archives

Boat Livery

Orig. pool and bath 
house

Refectory / Concessions 
Stand

Canoe Clubs

Rochester Athletic 
Club

Fishing Club

‘34 Pool Complex

Street Car Loop 1

1935 city survey map
1936

Rochester Public Library, Local History Division

1915

1953’ Ice Rink undergoing repairs just 3 years after opening, Above: 1953 Ice Rink architectural sketch

1964 Field House dedication

1950 Sketch plan showing original proposed location of ‘53 Ice Rink (corner of Elmwood Ave and Genesee St.)
It was not built in this location. The final location of the 1953 rink was at the current site of the lighted 
baseball field and adjacent parking lot. 

1953 Top: Looking northeast across the open ball field and newly installed outdoor ice 
rink, towards the University of Rochester campus. Bottom: Looking southwest 
across newly installed outdoor ice rink.

1972 Map of existing conditions in 1972. Taken from the most 
recent park master plan, developed in 1973 by the firm 
Kotz & Schneider.

1979 Photo of last few remaining “Canoe Clubs” on the river bank, north of the Elmwood Avenue bridge. All 
remaining park buildings were removed for new park improvements that were carried out between 1977 
and 1987.

1976 The existing ice rink and pool complex was constructed in phases beginning in 1976. The ice 
rink was covered with the enclosure/roof seen here in 1987. (Photo from 2013)

1977 Interstate 390 was a controversial project that was constructed through the park in 1977. The 
interstate physically and experientially bisected the entirety of Genesee Valley Park. (Photo 
from 2012)

1977 The 1973 park master plan, developed in 1973 by the firm Kotz & Schneider.

1977 The existing pool and “service building” (locker rooms, etc) was completed in 1977.

1888: Birth of 
Rochester Parks 
System, Parks 
Commission 1890: General Plan for Genesee Valley 

Park finished and published, created by 
Olmsted firm 

1892: Construction of the Rochester 
Athletic Club along river in after 
lobbying by Club (desire for views of 
east side of park), against Olmsted’s 
recommendation

1893/94: Public Athletic Club 
constructed (Octagon building), 
Electric streetcar service to park 
begins

1896: Frost Property 
purchased and added to 
park

1895-1905: YMCA, Durand Boat Livery, 
Swimming Pool, Private Boat Houses - all 
constructed in GVPW

1905-1917: Olmsted firm works on plans 
to  mitigate damage to park by proposed 
barge canal route and associated rise in 
river water level

1895: F.L. Olmsted (Sr.) retires , 
transfers firm to F.L. Olmsted Jr and 
John C. Olmsted (Son, Stepson), firm 
continues extensive work with City

+/- END OF “PLEASURE GROUND”  PARK ERA
AND BEGINNING OF “REFORM PARK” MOVEMENT

Olmsted design work progresses for 
Genesee Valley Park, also known as 
“South Park”

1904: Olmsted learns that the proposed 
Barge Canal route will bisect the park, firm 
proposed to “make detailed plans showing 
what is the best that can be made of a bad 
job...”

1917: Olmsted-designed bridges over canal 
completed. The bridges are one of the very last 

contributions of the Olmsted firm to the Rochester 
Park System. Olmsted involvement with City of 

Rochester parks ceased after this time

c.1922: Genesee Aquatic Club builds new 
headquarters between YMCA and Rochester 
Athletic Club buildings

+/- END OF “REFORM PARK” MOVEMENT  AND 
BEGINNING OF “RECREATION PARK” MOVEMENT

Early 1930s: Refectory 
/ Concessions Stand 
constructed, Public Athletic 
Club building removed

1936: Elmwood Avenue bridge 
reconstructed with new alignment

Depression-Era Work Relief Programs added many 
new features to the park, including Arts & Crafts 
Concessions Stand and Two New Swimming Pools

World War II Period & After: Programming and 
maintenance put on hold as priority shifted to the 
war effort. After the war budgets remained low and 
urban development patters changed. Investment 
in infrastructure generally shifted towards 
automobile infrastructure and to the suburbs.

1950: Rochester Fishing 
Club constructed

1964: Field House constructed 1973: Master Plan for GVPW developed by Landscape 
Architecture firm Kotz & Schneider. Plan made no 
mention of Olmsted or relationship to east side of park. 

1966: Monroe County 
assumes management of 
east side of Genesee Valley 
Park, City keeps west side

1953: Artificial ice rink and modernist 
skating shelter constructed. Facility was 
problematic and required heavy repairs 
early on and often.

1954: Police and Fire Training Facility 
constructed on Park Land 1977-1980: Interstate 390 built 

through park. Current pool and ice rink 
constructed  (ice rink covered in 1987)


