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JAMAICA PLAIN

Regular programming eyed for long-
unused Curley House in JP
Posted by Matt Rocheleau  June 22, 2011 01:12 PM

The Curley House dining room has an intricately-detailed ceiling and walls.

By Matt Rocheleau, Town Correspondent

After two decades of being nearly completely empty and unused, officials hope
to soon breathe life back into “the house with the shamrock shutters” that the
legendary Massachusetts politician James Michael Curley had built and called
home for 41 years.

Situated in Jamaica Plain’s residential Pondside neighborhood off the
Jamaicaway and overlooking Boston’s largest freshwater body, the two-and-a-
half story, red-brick mansion constructed in 1915 was purchased by the city in
1988 to keep the historic one-acre estate preserved.

(To see photos inside the James Michael Curley House, click here.)

Curley lived in the 18-room, Georgian Revival-style home from when it was
built until two years before his death at age 83. In 1956, he sold the house for
$60,000 to the Society of Oblate Fathers for Missions Among the Poor, which

 MORE TOWNS  MORE BOSTON NEIGHBORHOODS|
Preferences | Log out

Jamaica
Plain

(Matt Rocheleau for Boston.com)

Connect to Your Town Jamaica Plain on Facebook

Like You like Your Town Jamaica
Plain. · Admin

  i h   

Click here to follow Your Town Jamaica Plain on
Twitter.

Connect to Jamaica Plain

Follow @JPUpdate on Twitter

ADVERTISEMENT

JAMAICA PLAIN REAL ESTATE

142
Homes 
for sale

40
Rentals
available

27
Open houses

this week

1
New listings
this week

SPECIAL ADVERTISING DIRECTORY

CAMP GUIDE »
A camp for every kid!
Adventure, sports, theater, music, arts or
technology—find the perfect camp for
your child at boston.com/campguide.

ADVERTISEMENT

http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/news/
http://townevents.boston.com/search?swhere=jamaicaplain ,ma
http://www.boston.com/community/forums.html?plckForumPage=Forum&plckForumId=Cat:6c01a490-c7ba-4966-9f40-dee114ec90afForum:af899e3a-f547-4178-971f-3555ae319eeb
http://twitter.com/search?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fjamaica_plain%2F2011%2F06%2Fregular_programming_eyed_for_l.html
http://twitter.com/search?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.boston.com%2Fyourtown%2Fnews%2Fjamaica_plain%2F2011%2F06%2Fregular_programming_eyed_for_l.html
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0)
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/06/regular_programming_eyed_for_l.html?comments=all#comments
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/06/regular_programming_eyed_for_l.html?comments=all#comments
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/06/regular_programming_eyed_for_l.html?comments=all#comments
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaicaplain/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/assets_c/2011/07/curleyhouse25-45576.html
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/gallery/curley_house/
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/06/regular_programming_eyed_for_l.html&t=Regular programming eyed for long-unused Curley House in JP
http://www.boston.com/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/index.html?ytmap=boston
http://www.boston.com/?__goto=mcenter&Header_Regi_Preferences
http://www.boston.com/?__goto=logout&p1=Header_Regi_LogOut
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/boston/jamaicaplain/
http://boston.com/deals/subscribe
http://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=JPUpdate&related=BostonUpdate
http://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=JPUpdate&related=BostonUpdate
http://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=JPUpdate&related=BostonUpdate
http://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=JPUpdate&related=BostonUpdate
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/Jamaica-Plain-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/for-rent/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/for-rent/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/for-rent/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/for-rent/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/OPEN-house
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/OPEN-house
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/OPEN-house
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/OPEN-house
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/NEW-LISTINGS-FROM-PAST-7-DAYS-newlisting
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/NEW-LISTINGS-FROM-PAST-7-DAYS-newlisting
http://realestate.boston.com/homes/JAMAICA-PLAIN-Boston-MA-USA/NEW-LISTINGS-FROM-PAST-7-DAYS-newlisting
http://www.boston.com/campguide
http://www.boston.com/campguide
http://www.boston.com/campguide

http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/230680059/INTRO/boston/default/empty.gif/474e6f546e6b3461467a384144653772?x
http://rmedia.boston.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/www.boston.com/news/hyperlocal/town/default/1104779474/BILLBOARD/boston/default/empty.gif/474e6f546e6b3461467a384144653772?x



Regular programming eyed for long-unused Curley House in JP - Jamaica Plain - Your Town - Boston.com

http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/06/regular_programming_eyed_for_l.html[7/10/2011 6:36:58 PM]

The home's shamrock shutters.

used it as a novitiate and a regional headquarters.

When the city purchased the property in a
last-minute deal more than three decades
later for $1.5 million, officials proposed
possibly converting it into an “immigrant
museum and intercultural center,”
according to Globe archives. That has not
happened. And, despite being open to rent
for both private and public functions, few
events have ever been held at the home,
likely due to a lack of marketing about the
space’s availability, officials said.

But, a nonprofit corporation formed and
led by Curley’s stepson, Richard J. Dennis
Sr., hopes to begin adding regular
programming, including educational,
culture and history-related activities and
house tours this coming fall. Eventually
officials envision the home that became a
city-designated landmark in 1989 will have
its own interactive exhibits chronicling

Curley’s legacy and the history of Bay State politics.

The friends group, established about one year ago and led by officers and a
10-member governing board, will hold a community meeting Monday to
discuss their programming ideas and hear feedback from the neighboring
community.

“It’s a magnificent house. The inside is beautiful,” said Dennis, president and
treasurer of The Friends of the Michael James Curley House, who lived in a
second-floor bedroom in the home for over a decade from age 11 until he
married in 1949. He continued to visit the residence regularly for several more
years until his parents moved out.

“It was very comfortable and quite a magical place to grow up. James Michael
was always very busy,” recalled Dennis by phone Monday, the eve of his 86th
birthday.

He said putting the home to more use will create a new resource that, in
addition to free, public offerings, Dennis hopes can also add ways to generate
revenue to alleviate the cost the city currently pays to upkeep the property.

Two years ago, the Boston Finance Commission, an independent, governor-
appointed fiscal watchdog group, issued a report listing the city's ownership of
the Curley House as a waste of money. City officials with knowledge of the
figures were not immediately available this week to discuss the home’s most
up-to-date average upkeep cost.

But, a review by WHDH-TV last summer found around that over a three-year
period ending in 2009 around $300,000 -- nearly $250,000 of which came
from a charitable trust on the mansion – was spent on the home.

“The general purpose is to have
the house used more actively for
general public access and
educational purposes … and to
get it more prominent as a
historic monument,” Dennis

(Robert P. Burke / 1978)
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Richard Dennis (2nd, left) with James Curley & family.

said. “It’s sitting there more like
a granite monument than a
house that could be hosting
activities.”

While some years were busier
than others, he said the home
averaged between around six
and one dozen events annually
since the city purchased the
home. There was the occasional wedding to the more common, but still very
infrequent, public meeting.

The house across from Jamaica Pond has been “well-maintained physically”
by the city, “but it does not get the attention it deserves as an historic
monument,” he said. “The hope is to have it have a bigger imprint in Boston’s
history.”

Dennis said the programming’s structure and how many events the house
may host are not finalized yet, but he said, “We hope to make it lively.”

He hopes the home and its future offerings will be a draw to area
schoolchildren, college students and history-hungry adults and tourists.

“The historic part is easy enough. Just open the doors,” he said chuckling.

The city currently assesses the tax-exempt property’s worth at $1.8 million --
$1 million of which is the land value alone.

District 6 City Councilor Matt O’Malley helped arrange next week’s meeting
and friends group presentation that will be held at the house at 350 the
Jamaicaway on June 27 at 7 p.m.

“This is an opportunity for us to really explore and discuss ways to open the
Curley House to more people,” said O’Malley, who lives a few blocks from the
house. “It’s fitting that the home to a man known as ‘the people’s mayor’ is
open to the public, to the people of Boston.”

The friends group is comprised of Curley descendants, local historians, the
home’s current manager and real estate experts. The organization is
collaborating with an events planner who specializes in historic properties.

An old Boston Landmarks Commission review of the property includes
excerpts from the 1976 book, “I’d Do It Again” in which Curley writes of the
home, “parting was sweet sorrow in many respects, for my wife and I not only
moved out of the house with the shamrock shutters … but I also parted with
some dear old friends – 1,500 books in my personal library. Many of them are
rare, and many others are autographed with personal messages from the
authors.”

He continues later in the book, “The house on the Jamaicaway will always
have memories for me. Memories of the children who were born there and of
my first wife and my children who died there. Memories of the hundreds of
thousands of picturesque characters and distinguished guests, memories of
defeats and victories.”

(Globe Archives)
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The famed official competed in 33 political campaigns during his career,
which lasted over 50 years. The Irish descendant served four terms as
Boston’s mayor, four as a U.S. Congressman and one as the state’s governor.

Dennis remembered how in the late 1980s, a then-Hyde Park City Councilor
named Thomas M. Menino helped lead a movement to preserve the Curley
House, which has its windows flanked by distinctive wooden shutters that
have the shamrock-shaped cut outs. As a show of support, pins were made for
the campaign to save the home that read “Shutter the thought.”

The slogan meant “shutter the thought that this should be sold or torn down
or tuned into condos,” explained Dennis. “This house is proof that you can be
Irish and succeed here. That’s why the shutters were always very important.
The shamrocks mean a lot.”

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

A photo of the Curley mansion in 1978.
(Robert P. Burke, Boston Landmarks Commission, June, 1978)
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