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WEST ROXBURY

Business strip revived 4 years
after deadly fire; permanent
memorial eyed
Posted by Matt Rocheleau June 22, 2011 12:09 PM

Landlord and business owner Jack Kennedy, 59, sits on a patio bench holding his dog, "Junior," behind his
grooming and kennel business in a retail strip he owns and rebuilt after a deadly fire broke out along
Centre Street in West Roxbury four years ago.

By Matt Rocheleau, Town Correspondent

On a warm night in late August 2007, the world came to a standstill for many
people in and around West Roxbury. Neighborhood business owner and
landlord Jack Kennedy was among them.

It was a Wednesday. Roger Clemens was facing off against Josh Beckett at the
old Yankee Stadium. And Kennedy and his young son David sat at home on
the couch to watch the televised ballgame.

Around two hours into the contest, after his son’s cell phone display lit up
with an unknown number, the elder Kennedy decided to check his own phone.
He had 61 missed calls.

A fire had broken out in the middle of a strip of retail property Kennedy owns
along Centre Street.
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The Chinese restaurant where the fire began, and one business on each side,
rented commercial space from him. Two storefronts down from where the
blaze had ignited was the dog grooming and kennel shop Kennedy owns and
operates.

He arrived at the scene around 45 minutes after the first fire trucks. The
employees of all four businesses had evacuated safely. The several dozen dogs
at the kennel were rushed into vans and received a clean bill of health.

Standing on the sidewalk opposite his commercial property alongside his son,
his then-teenage daughter Lauren and his wife Karen, Kennedy watched
officials hose the flames, allegedly fueled by grease buildup, as emergency
sirens blared and several helicopters whirled overhead.

It was there he learned the unfathomable, devastating news – two firefighters
had perished.

“I was speechless. I didn’t know what to say. Where do you go; where do you
even begin,” Kennedy said in a recent interview. “I know it’s a cliché thing to
say, but: it just became surreal.”

(To see photos from the 2007 fire scene, click here.)

Earlier this month, nearly four years after that horrifying evening, the last of
the four properties Kennedy owns opened its doors, making the business strip
whole once again. But the rebuilding process won’t be complete until a bronze
plaque is installed – Kennedy hopes by this coming fall – to commemorate
Firefighters Warren J. Payne and Paul J. Cahill, who paid the ultimate
sacrifice trying to salvage the complex.

(To see photos from the firefighters’ memorial services, click here.)

“It’s going to be something that a fireman would be proud of. That’s next on
the agenda,” said Kennedy, leaning against a tree on a Centre Street sidewalk
Tuesday outside his own shop, “The Continental - Bed Bath and Bone.”

Fire department spokesman Steve MacDonald called the West Roxbury fire a
tragedy. He said the fallen firefighters’ legacies will be carried on not only
through such memorial plaques, but also through some potentially life-saving
toughening of regulations for how restaurant duct and ventilation systems are
cleaned and inspected. The 2007 fire led to those rule changes.

The firefighters' deaths also led to a hard-fought push for random drug and
alcohol testing for firefighters, which the city launched last fall. When
responding to the fire, autopsies showed Cahill had a blood alcohol level three
times the legal limit to drive, according to news reports. Payne had traces of
cocaine in his blood.

Kennedy opened his dog grooming business in his native Roslindale 34 years
ago. In 1994, he relocated it to the current space in West Roxbury. Two years
later he added the kennel service. Eight years after that, he bought the four
business properties from 1723 to 1729 Centre St.

Kennedy’s business is the only one of those four has not shut down since the
deadly fire. The shop made use of some undamaged space and, for the first six
months, parked a dog-grooming-equipped trailer out front to continue to take
in dogs.

“The neighbors rallied around us.” In addition to fund-raising efforts for the
fallen firefighters’ families, area residents brought food, offered to help clean
up the damage or write a check to help the small business owners.

Local advertising by PaperG

West Roxbury
Headlines

BOSTON: West Roxbury
teen fatally struck by car

Richard Brooks; WWII
pilot, POW became
telecom specialist 

In tech-savvy Boston,
some schools slow to
utilize Web  

Madison Park 7, West
Roxbury 2: Madison Park
wins third straight City
League baseball crown

Also From West
Roxbury

FOREIGN SERVICE

West Roxbury native is
president of Catholic Relief
Services

BRAMBLE ON

Cupcakes, cookies, and
pastries at Sugar Bakery

COMMUNITY

A cultural remix in West
Roxbury

REVIEWS

Find restaurants in West
Roxbury

(6/16)

(6/14)

(6/3)

(5/31)

http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2007/08/30/2_firefighters_die_12_hurt_in_west_roxbury_blaze/
http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2007/08/30/2_firefighters_die_12_hurt_in_west_roxbury_blaze/
http://www.boston.com/news/local/gallery/west_roxbury_fire/
http://www.boston.com/news/local/gallery/west_roxbury_fire_II/
http://www.bedbathandbone.com/
http://articles.boston.com/2011-04-05/news/29389399_1_drug-testing-random-drug-firefighters-union
http://articles.boston.com/2011-04-05/news/29389399_1_drug-testing-random-drug-firefighters-union
http://www.boston.com/news/local/breaking_news/2010/09/boston_firefigh_17.html
http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2007/08/31/in_small_businesses_time_of_need_centre_st_community_steps_up/
http://www.paperg.com/
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/1860871829/LOGO2/boston/default/empty.gif/52777232756b34465957594144497242?x
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/1868208718/LOGO3/boston/default/empty.gif/52777232756b34465957594144497242?x
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/1064956466/LOGO4/boston/default/empty.gif/52777232756b34465957594144497242?x
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/67378052/LOGO5/boston/default/empty.gif/52777232756b34465957594144497242?x
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/846619996/LOGO6/boston/default/empty.gif/52777232756b34465957594144497242?x
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/?camp=misc:on:wire:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/?camp=misc:on:wire:westroxbury
http://b.globe.com/ijbvHp
http://b.globe.com/ijbvHp
http://b.globe.com/k1sqhz
http://b.globe.com/k1sqhz
http://b.globe.com/k1sqhz
http://b.globe.com/kZEFMr
http://b.globe.com/kZEFMr
http://b.globe.com/kZEFMr
http://b.globe.com/iXFrdV
http://b.globe.com/iXFrdV
http://b.globe.com/iXFrdV
http://b.globe.com/iXFrdV
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/13/foreign_service?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/13/foreign_service?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/13/foreign_service?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/13/foreign_service?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/13/foreign_service?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/09/bramble_on?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/09/bramble_on?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/09/bramble_on?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2010/06/09/bramble_on?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2009/09/02/a_cultural_remix_in_west_roxbury?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2009/09/02/a_cultural_remix_in_west_roxbury?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2009/09/02/a_cultural_remix_in_west_roxbury?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/westroxbury/articles/2009/09/02/a_cultural_remix_in_west_roxbury?camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://calendar.boston.com/search?acat=&cat=&city=Boston&commit=Search&new=n&search=true&sort=0&srad=50&srss=10&ssrss=5&st=restaurant&st_select=restaurant&svt=text&swhat=&swhen=&swhere=Boston,MA&trim=1&nbh=5474&p12=ttd_events_bylocation_westroxbury&camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://calendar.boston.com/search?acat=&cat=&city=Boston&commit=Search&new=n&search=true&sort=0&srad=50&srss=10&ssrss=5&st=restaurant&st_select=restaurant&svt=text&swhat=&swhen=&swhere=Boston,MA&trim=1&nbh=5474&p12=ttd_events_bylocation_westroxbury&camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://calendar.boston.com/search?acat=&cat=&city=Boston&commit=Search&new=n&search=true&sort=0&srad=50&srss=10&ssrss=5&st=restaurant&st_select=restaurant&svt=text&swhat=&swhen=&swhere=Boston,MA&trim=1&nbh=5474&p12=ttd_events_bylocation_westroxbury&camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://calendar.boston.com/search?acat=&cat=&city=Boston&commit=Search&new=n&search=true&sort=0&srad=50&srss=10&ssrss=5&st=restaurant&st_select=restaurant&svt=text&swhat=&swhen=&swhere=Boston,MA&trim=1&nbh=5474&p12=ttd_events_bylocation_westroxbury&camp=misc:on:inside:westroxbury
http://www.paperg.com/jsfb/inc/flyerviewer.php?cid=222&bid=2689&pid=584&wid=0&rand=1308975761&view=&edit=&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fwest_roxbury%2F2011%2F06%2Fbusiness_strip_revived_4_years.html&nj
http://www.paperg.com/jsfb/inc/flyerviewer.php?cid=39283&bid=2689&pid=584&wid=0&rand=1308975761&view=&edit=&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fwest_roxbury%2F2011%2F06%2Fbusiness_strip_revived_4_years.html&nj
http://www.paperg.com/jsfb/inc/flyerviewer.php?cid=34648&bid=2689&pid=584&wid=0&rand=1308975761&view=&edit=&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fwest_roxbury%2F2011%2F06%2Fbusiness_strip_revived_4_years.html&nj
http://www.paperg.com/jsfb/inc/flyerviewer.php?cid=43124&bid=2689&pid=584&wid=0&rand=1308975761&view=&edit=&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fwest_roxbury%2F2011%2F06%2Fbusiness_strip_revived_4_years.html&nj


Business strip revived 4 years after deadly fire; permanent memorial eyed - West Roxbury - Your Town - Boston.com

http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/west_roxbury/2011/06/business_strip_revived_4_years.html[6/25/2011 12:25:58 AM]

“It was overwhelming how out of the way people went to make sure we were
OK,” said Kennedy, who is proud he was able to keep his 15 workers employed
and paid on time throughout the ordeal. “The Mayor’s Office and Main
Streets, in particular, were here daily. They were unbelievable.”

It took about a year before Kennedy was able to stomach looking at
photographs from that fateful day and the ones of the somber funerals that
followed. Much of that year was filled with sleepless nights, he said. His days
began at 5 a.m. dealing with insurance phone calls and paper work, litigation,
contractors and construction plans and trying to keep his business
operational. Some days didn’t end until around 2 a.m.

It took around two years and over $1 million, in construction costs alone, to
rebuild the four properties and another two years to see them go back into
operation, he said.

“It’s been a relatively quick time,” the 59-year-old said. “The job was
overwhelming, [but] it was worth it.”

“The thought of not rebuilding never entered my mind. Never did I think: ‘I’m
going to walk away,” added Kennedy. “I had faith that if I did something really
beautiful, the right businesses would come in here and open and the people of
West Roxbury would support it.”

The former Tai Ho Restaurant space was the first to reopen two years ago. It
is now occupied by a well-known, locally-run pizza chain. The former plant
and flower shop next door is now a hair salon, and the former art gallery at
the end of the strip most-recently opened as a bar and restaurant.

“There were a lot of people that wanted to rent these spaces,” he continued,
while watering several potted plants on a patio behind the dog grooming
business. “I didn't want another bank. I didn’t want a coffee shop. I wanted to
put in businesses that people in West Roxbury would want, and that they
could walk to.”

Combined, the locally owned shops employ around 50 workers, most from
nearby neighborhoods, Kennedy said.

“Right now, we have great tenants and businesses,” he added later, sitting on
the patio bench and holding his dog, Junior. “Everybody that has opened here
emptied their savings accounts to open. They took out second mortgages or
did whatever it took.”

District 6 City Councilor Matt O’Malley praised the rebuilding efforts. He also
recalled the night four summers ago when he drove home from working out at
a nearby YMCA toward his home Jamaica Plain and watched ambulances and
fire trucks whizz by in the other direction.

“It was just a horrible, horrible thing that happened. The community came
together as we always do in West Roxbury,” he said. “We’ll always keep those
two firefighters and their families in our thoughts and prayers.”

In the past 17 years, eight Boston fire department members have died while on
duty, including two since the 2007 West Roxbury fire. But Payne and Cahill
are the department’s only two firefighters who have perished in a fire since
1994.

“The fact that the building has been rebuilt and occupied, it’s good to see,”
said the fire department spokesman. “It keeps the community vibrant. The
city thrives on its neighborhoods.”
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Neighborhood resident Dermot Loftus, who has been a firefighter in Brookline
for just over one year, owns the newest business to open of Kennedy’s four
Centre Street properties.

“He did so much for us. We have a tremendous amount of respect for what
Jack did,” to rebuild the retail strip. “Sometimes it’s easier to walk away. But
he didn't.”

E-mail Matt Rocheleau at mjrochele@gmail.com.

The rebuilt business strip along Centre Street in West Roxbury.
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