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CARY WHEATON

Activism And Acumen At Heart Of Billings Forge Leader’s Success

By MATT ORMSETH

hen a Connecticut

charity asked Cary

Wheaton to move

to Hartford and
open a restaurant in a former
wrench factory, she gave them a
year. It’s been 11

Wheaton is the executive director
of Billings Forge Community Works,
a sprawling network of eateries,
gardens, markets and training
programs that help Hartford
residents with barriers to
employment gain job skills and work
experience.

When she was approached in 2006
by the Melville Charitable Trust to
design arestaurant that could drive
economic growth in a neglected
stretch of Hartford, Wheaton had
already worked in, managed or
owned seven restaurants in the
Boston area. She had a house, a
young daughter and co-ownership of
arestaurant in Cambridge, a
fine-dining spot with a kid-friendly
twist.

But this, she sensed, could be her
life’s work: the chance to marry the
activism of her post-college years
with decades of restaurant
experience.

“I thought, ‘Thave a non-profit side
of my brain. And I have a restaurant,
entrepreneurial side of my brain,””
she recalled. ““So maybe I can bring
these two together.””

Prior to coming to Hartford,
Wheaton had overseen a shared-use
kitchen incubator in an old Jamaica
Plain brewery. The 4,000-square-foot
space was open 24 hours a day to
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Tamarra Carson spruces up the plants on a Friday afternoon at The Kitchen at Billings
Forge on Broad Street in Hartford, where she works as a chef.

aspiring chefs and restauranteurs
who couldn’t afford the overhead on
akitchen of their own; they’d cook in
the old brewery, and either deliver or
sell their food from trucks and carts.

“We had everything from
pastry-makers to pickle guys to
caterers — all sorts of folks,” she
said. “And the idea was they’d have a
safe place to make their food. You'd
incubate them up and out.”

The Boston Globe wrote a story on
the shared-use kitchen, which
crossed the desk of the Melville
Charitable Trust’s then-president.
The trust had bought a cluster of
brick buildings in Hartford that once
housed Billings & Spencer Co.,
toolmakers who’d stood alongside
Colt, Pope and Underwood as the
city’s industrial giants. Wheaton said
she’d find them someone with a
vision for a bold, socially conscious
eatery in Billings Forge.

She tried, and failed, for months.

“People were frightened by the
neighborhood — this is a pretty
low-income neighborhood — and
those who were not frightened by the
neighborhood were not anybody that
was going to be an add-on to the
community,” she said, adding that
one man pitched her a strip club.

And so she opened Firebox herself,
afarm-to-table restaurant in a brick
Billings Forge building on Broad
Street. Firebox, which recently
celebrated its 10th anniversary,
employs 40 to 45 people at a time, she
said, about half of whom live in
Hartford.

“We really wanted to employ as
many people from the community as
we could,” she said. “We didn’t just
open arestaurant and hire
everybody from West Hartford and
Avon.”

The line between revitalization
and gentrification is a thin one, at
times nonexistent. Wheaton said
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