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The Challenge: 
 
In Hartford Farmington Avenue on Asylum Hill once thrived with commercial activity. The blocks bounded by 
the Aetna Insurance Company, The Cathedral of St. Joseph and both Mark Twain’s and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
houses boasted elegant apartments, restaurants, a pharmacy, super markets as well as once home to the Hartford 
Architecture Conservancy, Hartford Ballet, Opera and the Symphony. The street was and still remains a major 
corridor linking downtown Hartford with suburbs to the West. Multiple historic buildings lined Farmington 
Avenue having been built during the decades of the Gilded Age giving witness to the prosperity of the City.  Now 
much of the commercial activity has dwindled, restaurants are gone, so too the pharmacy and arts organizations.  
Farmington Avenue is still a major transportation route however now used to get away to somewhere else.  Many 
historic buildings are now vacant and abandoned. 
 
Perhaps the most iconic historic building is the Comet Diner.  This classic stainless steel diner built in the 1940’s 
stands as testament to the lost days of economic vitality of Farmington Avenue.  Abandoned for ten years the 
Comet, one of the best-known destinations until its closing, struggles with no feasible reuse in a neighborhood 
which has no restaurant or coffee shop.  Given the depressed condition of the surrounding community, a 
sustainable reuse as a diner is remote.  In fact, the block on which it sits is occupied by other vacant and 
abandoned buildings, two of which are historic as well.  In terms of historic preservation, the buildings are 
protected by an historic district which prevents their demolition; however, patience is running out by their 
owners.  A viable economic alternative needs to be found and one such idea has begun to surface. 
 
The Opportunity: 
 
Food!  Access to good quality food has become the guiding principle to a sustainable community.  Locally-sourced 
food can be obtained through the distribution from regular farmer’s markets (Hartford has several). Education on 
how to procure and prepare things which are less expensive and are far better nutritionally has gained adherents 
around the country, but is less accessible here in Hartford.  The USDA has several grants to encourage the 
production and distribution of food to low and moderate income individuals and families.  Further food trucks 
are taking the U.S. by storm by creating exciting and delicious access to locally-sourced products, often ethnic and 
presenting a wide variety of lunchtime (and evening) menus, things not found in established restaurants.  Food 
entrepreneurs have become a primary economic engine in many cities, taking organic produce, meats and fish to 
prepare them and sell through stores, markets and by mail.  In addition, home-based caterers and personal chefs 
need a place from which to market and prepare events.  There is a common denominator to the preparation of 
food through access to a certified commercial kitchen or more commonly known as a “Kitchen Incubator”.  A 



kitchen is the lifeline for food trucks which are required to pass inspections, a place where washing up can take 
place as well as the daily preparation of menu items.  For the entrepreneurs a license and inspected commercial 
kitchen is required for sales to take place. Access to a facility 24/7, affordable with all the right equipment and 
proper food storage (cool, cold, frozen and dried) does not exist in Hartford.   
 
And so to the concept of reusing the Comet.  The property offers a unique opportunity to be reused as a food 
destination.  Creating a kitchen incubator and commercial kitchen becomes the backbone of the Asylum Hill 
Community, aiding in the revitalization of Farmington Avenue.  A dining space to be used for events comes with 
the project.  Sufficient parking can offer both the access necessary for food trucks but can do double duty as a 
space for a farmers’ market or a festival.  Tremendous flexibility exists at the site and is only limited by the 
imagination.  Funds can be procured to renovate and rebuild an adequate commercial kitchen.  The former diner 
can also be used as a pop-up dining space, a neighborhood coffee shop, an event space and a rental facility for any 
sort of occasion.  The location is good to attract the 8,000 employees working at the Aetna headquarters.  
Mornings can find a coffee shop, potential bakery, at lunch a corral of food trucks can be located for a quick two-
block walk.  Attracting a variety of food entrepreneurs can bring vitality back to the corner of Laurel Street and 
Farmington Avenue.  A marketing effort common to all would be organized with an eye toward making this 
location a destination.  We would work with both Twain and Stowe to organize events to attract visitors who can 
visit the centers and then stay to eat locally.   
  
A national study of U. S. Kitchen Incubators was published in March 2016 and provides the history of these 
enterprises, financial data, profiles, geographic distribution, wage and employment as well as activities engaged 
within the incubators. 1 
 
The Economic Impact:  
 
One such operating example of an incubator is located in Indianapolis known as “Indy’s Kitchen” 
(www.IndysKitchen.com). We inquired about their history and financial performance since opening in 2010 with 
a 2,600 square foot facility, dining room and coffee shop.  An economic impact study was conducted in 2014 
indicating the following with 60 current customers and 9 alumni:2 
 

o generate yearly revenue of $5,077,211 
o generate economic activity by acquiring goods and supplies from other local businesses for an estimated 

amount of $2,483,528 
o provide a total 256 direct jobs with combined annual salaries of $1,939,208 

o 44% full time, 56% part-time 
o 60% low-income residents, 29% minority and 54% women 

o generate $529,252 in state sales tax 
o generate $574,426 income tax revenue 
o alumni occupy 27,000 square feet of commercial space in Indianapolis 

 
Of particular note is the page entitled “Our Entrepreneurs” on their website. The community economic impact is 
impressive and one which we believe can be replicated here in Hartford.  As we struggle with economic 
development an engine such as this could be a tremendous resource on Asylum Hill, Farmington Avenue and the 
City. 
 
The Partners: 

http://www.indyskitchen.com/


 
Although the Hartford Preservation Alliance has taken the lead in exploring an adaptive reuse of the Comet, we 
also believe it is a project best organized as a collaboration.  Several key organizations have expressed an interest in 
working together to make this vision and make the Comet come alive again as an economic engine.  
Conversations of partnership have been held with organizations with food-related missions and which have 
experience in successful operations.  To begin, Hartford Public High School would like to have students engaged 
in learning skills which lead to careers and a path to success.  St. Francis Hospital is keen to marry proper eating 
and nutrition to wellness.  The West End Farmers’ Market desires to expand its activities beyond selling good 
food but also teach consumers how to plan meals and to cook to improve their access to good nutrition.  Hartford 
Food System which already has many programs benefiting people in Hartford wishes to work with a kitchen 
incubator once again as a path of having food secure jobs and careers and to end hunger.  Billings Forge 
management has significant experience in restaurants and how they can be run successfully.  Its training programs 
for individuals can link to additional career paths in food and hospitality.   Knox provides guidance in growing 
food which is the key ingredient of making the first step toward jobs in urban gardening. 
 
The Next Steps: 
 
Much needs to be done to move this vision forward.  To be sure there are many moving parts however The 
Preservation Alliance has made a commitment to explore the many exciting opportunities to be created through 
historic preservation of an iconic diner.  This presents an excellent model to teach about adaptive reuse of vacant 
and abandoned properties.  In Hartford, preservation must be about community economic development and jobs. 
 
We will seek funds to assemble a business plan.  Reaching out to existing kitchen incubators is also a priority; to 
learn from others who have found success is altogether an important tool.  Organizing a structure which can own 
and manage the facility will require time and skill. 
 
We are excited at the potential and will make the effort to fulfill our mission:   
 
 Revitalize the historic fabric of Hartford 
 Connect us to our heritage and 
 Collaborate to impact community economic development 
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