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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 a restaurant 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
a restaurant 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, ‘I have 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

W
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.

“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,
a farm-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 a restaurant and hire
everybody from West Hartford and
Avon.”

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

aspiring chefs and restauranteurs
who couldn’t afford the overhead on
a kitchen 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.
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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. 
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she’s  alw ay s tried  t o lift  u p,  and
never price  out,  l ocal  r esident s,
but  admits  Fire box is  “ at  a price
point  t ha t is  by and  l arg e outsi de
the  r ang e of  folks  w ho  l iv e in  t his
comm unity .”  

“It’s  alw ay s a ch alle ng e and  a
str ug gl e,”  she  said.  “ But  w e also
kne w tha t we  w ould  n eed
somethin g pretty  special  t o entice
people  t o come  i nto  t he
comm unity , and  h opeful ly  i nv est
in  t he  comm unity .”

Aimee  H endrig an,  v ice
presiden t of  pro gr ams  at Melville
Charitab le  T ru st,  said  W hea ton’s
business  acumen  h as k ept Billings
Forg e solv ent,  but  credi ts  h er
hear t with  m akin g it  t he  cat apault
into  emplo yment  and  gro wth  t ha t
it  i s tod ay. 

“She  k no ws  h ow  t o look  at the
bottom  l ine,  and  at the  doub le
bottom  l ine  — w hic h is  social  good

and  social  j ustice, ” Hendrig an
said.  

Once  Fire box got going,
Wh eaton  w anted  t o increas e
access  t o healt hy  and  f resh  food in
the  area  sur round ing  t he
restaur ant  — “ there  i sn’t  r eally  a
super mar ke t here;  people  buy
their  food  at cor ner  m ar ke ts  and
bode gas”  — and  so Billi ngs  Forg e
star ted  a year -rou nd  f ar mers’
mar ke t.

Billings  Forg e also  opened  t wo
cafes,  one  n ex t to  Fire box and
another  at the  H ar tf or d Pub lic
Libr ary  dow nto wn.  The  cafes
of fer  j ob  t ra ining  for  people  w ith
bar riers  t o emplo ymen t — the
homeless , people  j ust  out  of jail,
kids  w ho  didn’t  f inish  sch ool.

Th ough  W hea ton  i s a
restaur at eur  by tr ade,  B illings
Forg e’s  sociall y conscious  m odu s
oper andi  h ar ks  back to  h er
post-col le ge years  w hen  she
wo rke d with  t enant  u nions  i n
Cambridg e in  t he  l at e ’70s  and
ear ly  ’80s.  A s an  acti vist  for  t he
anti-po vert y pro gr am  V IST A,
Wh eaton  fought  t o ke ep
apar tment s rent -contro lled  i n
Cambridg e’s  Summervi lle
neighborhood . In  t he  end,  h er
ef fo rt s and  Summerv ille’s
longtime  r esidents  w ere  swe pt
aw ay  i n an  i nf lux  of new mone y.

“W hen  you  t alk  about
gentrifi cation,  [Summervil le]  i s
the  center  of gentrific at ion  i n
Cambridg e,”  she  said.  She  w ent  on
to  w or k fo r Bosto n’s  pub lic
schools , and  deci ded  she’d  go bac k

MONICA JORGE

Cary Wheaton
leverages programs
at  The Kitc hen to
equip local residents
with  culi nary
exper ience and job
skil ls. 


