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The Naugatuck River - A Storied Past 
The Naugatuck River is the largest tributary of the Housatonic River, and is the 
largest river entirely within the state of Connecticut.  The name “Naugatuck” 
is derived from an Algonquian term meaning “lone tree by the fishing place”, 
hinting at the bounty of Salmon, Shad, Alewife and Herring that once inhab-
ited the river.  The steep grade of the Naugatuck and its tributaries provided 
an ideal source of power for early mills, powering the production of textiles, 
metal and rubber products and driving the economy of the valley for nearly 
two centuries.  

An Industrial Legacy
For decades, the river was a dumping ground for sewage and industrial waste.  
The waterway became known for its odor and changing colors depending on 
what dyes and wastes were being discharged upstream at the time. The river 
no longer supported aquatic life and became toxic to humans.  Residents 
were physically separated from the river when a railroad was built along it 
in the 1840s, when flood controls were developed as a response to the dev-
astating flood of 1955, and when the Route 8 Expressway was constructed 
shortly thereafter.

A Remarkable Recovery
Following the passage of the Clean Water Act in 1972, sewage treatment 
plants were upgraded and industrial wastewater discharges were regulated.  
These actions, in addition to a general decline of certain industries in the 
region, greatly reduced pollution impacts to the river and improved water 
quality.  Over the past several decades, the Naugatuck River has made a re-
markable comeback.  Fish, birds and other wildlife have returned and the 
river is increasingly a destination for anglers, paddlers and sightseers.  Work 
to protect and improve river water quality continues.

A Bright Future - The Naugatuck River Greenway
The Naugatuck River Greenway (NRG) is an officially designated Connecticut 
State Greenway consisting of the open and green spaces along the Naugatuck 
River.  The NRG Trail, a non-motorized multi-use trail is being developed that 
will follow the river for 44 miles through 11 communities from Torrington to 
Derby, connecting those green spaces.  It will provide a non-motorized trans-
portation option, support tourism and economic development, and improve 
the health and quality of life of residents. 

Open sections of the NRG Trail are already providing a high quality and at-
tractive corridor accessible to users of all abilities, once again harnessing the 
vitality of the river for the benefit of the region’s residents. Work to connect 
existing sections is underway with parks, waterfront promenades, overlooks, 
and river access all figuring into plans.

Visit www.nvcogct.org for more information.


