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Frog Hollow paren wan
so they fought for - and got -

By JOIINNY MASON JR. 8 Special to The Courant

b "4/23410; TR
hen you thi of a playground activity, you .- -

don't usually think of kids flipping off a sec-

ond-floor back porch onto a heap of torn-up

mattresses.

But that's one of the gymnastic tricks

Juan Perez, 13, and his neighborhood buddies used to per-
form routinely from a Zion Street apartment building. The
kids took great delight in challenging each other to see who
could do the most daring feat, Juan said.

“Sometimes we even jump from the roof,” said Juan’s
best friend, Angel Santiago, 12. “But that can get danger-
ous.”
The new $5 million Pope Park Recreational Center,

which opened in November, has replaced his backyard
playground, Juan said. He and friends haven’t collected any

more beat-up mattresses. Instead, they’re at [ 3
the center after school and on Saturdays. . .- 5 el

On a recent Saturday morning, the ~What's there -

- youths shot pool at the center, which was P oo T
bustling with kids talking and laughing and -/ i al na s GIY
the sound of pool balls clicking and basket- ¥ Among the facul_ntle:s:. "p
balls bouncing. - . at the new Pope’:

. The bright-gold Frog Hollow center, . Park Recreational =«
located in Pope Park, has an indoor . Center.in Hartford's 2
Olympic-size pool, a gymnasium, a multi- ! : R B
purpose auditorium, a kitchen, a weight i FI’(?Q HQ"OWZ'-' DA e

~ - room, and a game room with Ping-Pong " ‘neighborhood: s+ -
tables, pool tables and Foosball games. by LTS AR i 9 n
~ «we're here all the time," said Juan, an (S b | - )

<" eighth-grader at Quirk Middle School, “I" . ol 2 indoor, . -, Lo

can't believe this is here.”” cislels Rk O[ymp'_c;s,‘zed pool *

Just who first had the idea to build a ©. W a gymnasium “ o

Frog Hollow area recreation center isopen ¢ ‘Ha WEighl rOOI'ﬁ s

to debate, but nearly everyone agrees that L .’ “auditoriu &t

the project’s completion was possible only - anau itorium -

through the combined efforts of communty -~ B a kitchen

mem-}:.}eurs and city hall. B a game room

“This is how the process is supposed to : e

work,” said Mayor rv?ichael Petersp.p“'l'he with Ping-Pong,

community and city hall made this happen. pool and Foosball °

It's fantastic.”
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*.* It was more than five years ago when parents, communi-
ty activists, city and state officials and members of Hartford
Areas Rally Together teamed up to create what one city 3: 7 .
official called an “explosion of hope.” -\ Mt A

Although the process seemed long and and even impos-
sible at times, it succeeded because of the neighborhood's
desire to give their children a safe and first-class recreation
and community center, said Nancy Galarza, a Russ Street
resident who helped start the campaign to create the cen-

During the more than five-year building process,
Galarza learned how to fight for what she wants and not to
be intimidated, she said.
There were a lot of meetings. First there was money, then
there wasn't enough money,” she said. .

“It took so long and it was scary.

Frog Hollow neighbors were fed up with
gang violence that raged in the area’s
streets during the early 1990s, Galarza
said. Fearing for the safety of her four chil-
dren, she, like many parents, protected her
children by keeping them inside.

With temperatures ranging in the 90s,
Galarza remembered those hot summer
days and nights when her children cried
and complained about not being able to
play outside. ; .

It was the summer of 1992 when neigh-
bors decided they wanted to find a safe
place for their kids to play.

“I was in a bad mood that summer,” she
said. “Then all the neighbors decided to get
together.” = TRy

. The neighbors sought the help of Edgar
Villarroel, a community organizer with
Hartford Areas Rally Together, who in turn
helped get neighbors to meet with city and
state representatives to express the need
for a center.

The coalition of parents canvassed the

Please see Frog, Page H6

'Zsfibdhted.a j)'lac'e for thei kzds,
the $5 million-
Pope Park Recreational Center ¥
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neighborhood, made phone calls
and visited several recreation and
community centers to get ideas on
what they wanted their center tobe

like .

‘After visiting city recreation cen-
ters such as the Kelvin D Anderson
Center in Hartford's North End,
neighbors started to expand their
expectations. Their initial idea of
creating a recreational center in an
abandoned store front grew, said
Penny Leto, who has overseen the
project for the parks and recreation
division of the city department of
human services.

“The whole process was step-by-
step,” Leto said. "Because it'salong
process and there’s a lot of commu-
nity involvement, you get a lot of
new people along the way ‘who
might want to do something differ-

ent.”

In November 1992, Hartford vot-
ers approved the $4 million bond to
build the recreation center in Pope
Park. The city also obtained money
from a park trust fund to build the
center.

James Vance, of James Vance &
Associates of Hartford, the archi-
tect who designed the building, said
because of the project’s limited
budget, he tried to utilize all the
buugtng's space. The game room
serves as the center’s main area and
is connected to three other widely
used areas: the gymnasium, pool
and multi-purpose room.

The entry way and several outside
walls, such as in the pool area and
game room, have glass sections that
allow more natural sunlight while
giving visitors a picturesque view of
the surrounding park, Vance said.

“You want to put light into the
building where it will be used and
appreciated. but you don’t want it
where i(willhaveanegalivc impact,
like the gymnasium, " Vance said.
“I'mreal proud of it. I think it turned
out really well.”

After two years of meetings and
false starts, Maranba Builders Inc.,
of Hartford, started construction in
late 1994. A series of delays pushed
back the completion from its sched-
uled December 1995 date until late

last year.
The planned project was rede-
signed to cut building costs in Feb-

r_ua:{ 1994, after all the construc-
tion bids came in about $1.3 million
over budget. City officials met with
with Frog Hollow neighbors to talk
about the changes to the center.
Residents were upset that cutting
costs would mean eliminating pro-
grams or major attractions, such as
the indoor swimming pool.
Although city officials said most
of the savings came from changing
interior building matenals anﬂe-
ducing room sizes, many residents

23, 1997 7

€€ This is how the
process is supposed. to
work. The community
and city hall made this
happen. It's fantastic.
Hartford Mayor
Michael Peters
-

disagreed with the city's cost-cut-
ting design ch ;
was trimmed by 3,000
feet when architects re-
ose room,
esigned the

building
square

duced the multi-pu
weight room and re
pool area. ,
“In reality there's no difference,”
said Frank Vernile, facilities man-

ager for the deﬁnnmem of public *

works. “It's really functional. Peo-
ple are really enjoying it.”! )

Frog Hollow residents met with
city officials several times during
1993, expressing concern about
plans to demolish the existing out-
door pool in Pope Park to make
room for the center. Changes were
made when architects and ci offi-
cals decided to rotate and elevate
the center to save the outdoor pool.

The naming of the building also
generated controversy.

In April 1995, the city council
passed aresolutiontoname the cen-
ter in honor of Samuel Vincente
Arroyo, a 22-year-old Hartford man
who had been killed in a drive-by
shooting two years earller.

The young man was a School
Street resident and the son of Ra-
mon L. Arroyo, a 3rd District Demo-
cratic town committee member and
Puerto Rican activist. Samuel Vin-
cente Arroyo died after he was shot
in the head while sitting in a car
outside the home of his wife’s par-
ents. Arroyo, who worked as an as-
sistant .manager of a Carvel ice
cream store and had been elected a
da‘Y constable in 1991, had no crimi-
n;

parents

nngcs.
e planned 3,000-square-foot *

& Ellezer Castro, 17, left, and Jool Echevarria,

come a political football.

“The rr:ponnn( thing is my com-
munity has a new center,” Arroyo
said. “We can't lose sight that kids
have a safe place to play.”

The city council and the commu-
nity compromised, and the center
was dedicated to Samuel Vincente
Arroyo. A large bronze plaque me-
morializing him hangs on a wall in
the center’s game room.

At the center’s dedication cere
mony in November, about 60 com-
munity leaders, city politicians and

bers of various nei hood

record and was ken for a
gang member, police suspected.

A coalition of Frog Hollow resi-

dents objected to the resolution,

“calling it a political move. They sald

although the shooting was a trage-
dy, the recreation center should not
favor-any individual or family, ex-
cz%llor the Pope family.

e park was named for Col. Al-
bert A. Pope, the industrialist who
manufactured Columbia bicyles on
Capitol Avenue in the late 1800s.
Pope donated 90 acres of land for
the park.

Ramon L. Arroyo said more than
1,500 people signed a petition sun-
porting the naming of the center for
his son, and said members of the
city council allowed the issue to be-

organizations praised the center,
calling it a blessed moment for
Hartford and example of coopera:
tion and partnership in action

The center served 2,000 people in
the first two weeks it opened and
nearly 400 people use the center
each day. On any given night the
center {5 used by as many as 149
youths, said Ramon Rojano, direc-
tor of the city department of human
services.

Local groups such as HART also
use the mutli-purpose rooms for
meetings, banquets and youth and
adult programs. The city’s recre-
ation and youth services division
offers programs there that include
boys and girls basketball leagues,

arts and crafts, swimming lessons,
soccer classes and gymnastic class-
es

The center is ogcn weekdays
from 3to 9 p.m. and Saturdays from
10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Mostly junfor high
school youths use the center from 3
to 6 p.m. and high school youths use
it after 6 p.m. It is staffed by recre-
ation divison employees

“We have kids as young as 7 years
o0ld,” said Albert Gonzalez, n recre-
ation leader, who works at the cen-
ter six days n week, "If they can
reach the fables, they can play.”

But the center serves as more
than just an alternative to hanging
around the neighborhood, Gonza-
lez said,

Recreation staff members work
with youths to teach them social
skills, such as how to interact with
other youths and staff, settle differ-
ences without fighting and learn
simple courtesies such as saying
lt;;l(?k-yuu and please, Gonzalez
L e

Understanding and cooperation
bewteen youths and the staff is es-
sential, Gonzalez said, especially in
a setting where youths can some-
times outnumber staff 50-1.

“When they understand you,

something happens. It's just a way
of clicking. It's gratifying," he said.

Barry Lubin, an engineer who has
lived nearby on Columbia Street for
13 years, said it’s too early to see the
center's impact on the neighbor-
hood. He said his street has seen
less crime than others in the area
and few youth live there.

His greatest fear is that the center
might become neglected and a
hangout for gang members

“My hope is it can give the kids a
positive forum, somewhere where
they can have positive experiences
and turn around and build on those
successes,” Lubin said

The center’s rules are strictly en-
forced by recreational staff and
anyone who misbehaves is asked to
leave, said Rojano said.

In a community plagued by aban-
doned buildings and crime, Rojano
is determined to keep the neighbor-
hood’s new “jewel” well-main-
tained and to fight against vandal-
ism and crime problems, he said.

His greatest challenge is finding a
way toaccommiodate the huge num-
ber of youths and adults who want
to use it, he said

Traditionally, he said, parents
drop off their kids at recreation cen-
ters, turning them into hangouts for

Rick Martiord / (e Martiord Coutant .
15, both of Hartford, share a game of Foosball at the Pope Park Recreational Center.

youth. .

He envisions a different, more
family-oriented approach for ‘the-
Pope Park center, making it a fami-
ily resource center that will offer
activities for families who want'to
do things together as well” as-

L
1w

oo

i

services for troubled families. ="+

Rojano plans to invite lacal

groups to offer courses for youth’

and adults, such as adult education,

and computer classes. He also *

would like to see the center havé,a,
Friends of Pope Park organizatforf,
similar to the group established to

m
&

support Keney Park in the North™
EnT Ph

*“There is no way to say one si
person reall
cicmel; possible. It was a comb!nl-‘
tion of many hard-working peo vy
he said. “But now we wnngl‘:o nl:x:)?c"
this a place to help to strengthed
families.” Villarroe hopestogel,!he:
pond at the other end of the park,
cleaned up so youths can skate dur-

v
le
made this beau i?ul,

)
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lnF the winter. He'd also like to.
refurbish an abandoned Park Ter- .

race apartment building to houge a
museum on Col. Albert Pope. .
“Those are my two dreams," Vil-
larroel said. “And why not? Look.
what we've accomplished already "




