
A  G R E E N E R
GARFIELD
One hot, spring day in early June, Popular Mechanics teamed up with Rebuilding Together 
Philadelphia and some dedicated volunteers on a Block Build that not only brought repairs 
to houses in need, but also brought a little bit of green to the inner city.
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TALKING ABOUT COMMUNITY
the Block Build on June 5 kicked off with a press conference organized by rebuilding 
together philadelphia (rtp), featuring city and state representatives, members of  
rebuilding together’s national organization, local neighborhood action committees 
and popular Mechanics. 

each speaker stressed the sense of community required for a project like this.  
according to city councilwoman donna reed Miller, “if it wasn’t for the residents  
of this block working hard together and wanting to make things better, this wouldn’t 
be happening.”

hen you think of living in the city, “green” may not 
be the first word that comes to mind—especially 
one as historic as Philadelphia. The Germantown 
section of Philadelphia is a city unto itself, dating 
back to the 1700s. Germantown was the site of 

a pivotal battle during the Revolutionary War and later a stop 
on the Underground Railroad. Many of the homes, including 
those on East Garfield Street, where this project took place, 
were constructed in the 1800s. It’s against this backdrop that 
Popular Mechanics (PM), and Rebuilding Together Philadelphia 
(RTP) commenced work on providing this historic area a green 
upgrade. The approach to this project was somewhat novel  
from the outset: instead of working on one home at a time, the 
leaders at RTP decided to take on an entire city block. According 
to Executive Director Carrie Rathmann, a block build “can  
increase the impact of individual repairs and modifications.” 

 Making homes green is a priority for the broader Rebuilding 
 Together organization. “It’s something we’ve always done;  
making things energy-efficient,” states Tiffanie Kinney, Associate 
Director, Green Housing for Rebuilding Together. “What’s more 
green than rehabilitating a home? It provides a great return on 
investment for local Rebuilding Together affiliates and saves  
the homeowner money.” Rebuilding Together estimates that 
with the general energy efficient improvements they provide, 
homeowners can save up to 20-30% on their utility bills.

 To get started on PM’s Philadelphia-based project, RTP 
sought out Residential Energy Solutions, an independent home 
energy assessment company, to perform home audits on two 
homes on East Garfield to gauge the extent and types of repairs 

rebuilding together philadelphia (rtp) is one of 200 
independent affiliates of rebuilding together, a national 
organization based in Washington, d.c., that works 
to provide warm, safe, dry housing to the elderly, the 
disabled, veterans and those displaced by natural disaster. 
While some local affiliates have a large infrastructure in 
place to manage projects and volunteers, rtp relies on 
the power of three: executive director carrie rathmann, 
operations Manager Jim coburn, and administrator and 
program coordinator Jen Wootten. “We rely on each 
other very heavily,” reflects rathmann, explaining how 
they manage with a small team. “and, we’re very  
appreciative of our volunteers.” 

CARRIE And JIM OF
REBUILdInG TOGETHER PHILAdELPHIA
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needed throughout the block. Basic repairs, such 
as caulking, applying weather stripping, installing 
smoke and CO2 detectors, installing hot water heater 
blankets and furnace filters, were done to nearly 
every home. And certain areas of the block received 
custom touches, where project sponsors like Minwax, 
Johns Manville, Frog Tape, Kilz, Delta Faucet, 
Cooper Lighting and Lee Jeans contributed with 
generous product donations.

East Garfield is made up of row houses. However, 
there are a few empty lots on the block which had the 
potential to be transformed into something useful 
and green. 61 East Garfield was one such lot. And 
thanks to the volunteers from PM, 61 East Garfield 
was turned into a community garden. 

The plot was littered with trash, broken glass, 
concrete blocks and other debris. Once the land was 
cleared, volunteers began to build six raised flower 
beds, two to a row. Planks were nailed together into  
7’ x 4’ rectangles and supported with wood screws  
to accommodate expansion from the fresh dirt that  
was shoveled into the beds. 

A 6’ wooden fence was erected to give the garden 
borders on the side and the back, next to another 
neighborhood house. A wide three-person bench 
for visitors to sit on was built by the volunteers and 
a young boy from the neighborhood. The bench was 
placed at the front of the garden near four newly 
planted holly bushes. White gravel around the beds 
provided a simple walkway for visitors.

To help maintain the garden, volunteers con-
structed two rain barrels for water and a compost 
pile to help replenish the soil. Later on, residents will 
choose what to plant in their new community garden.
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PM CREATEs A  
COMMUnITy GARdEn.

1. The lot at 61 East Garfield 
before work started.

2. The new community  
garden at 61 East Garfield.

3. Volunteers shoveling dirt 
off of the dump truck and 
into the garden.

4. A PM volunteer wearing 
Lee Jeans plants a bush 
in the new community 
garden.The green effecTs of  

a communiTy garden  
include more oxygen 
in The air and less  
air polluTion. 
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vERnOn ROBERTs
77 E. Garfield // Years in home: 13
Vernon Roberts is a Philadelphia native 
and has lived at 77 East Garfield for  
13 years. He is blind in his left eye and 
has chronic arthritis, limiting his ability 
to work full-time. Roberts is very  
appreciative of the work that’s been 
done to his house. “I couldn’t wait for 
this to happen,” he says. “All this is 
making my house livable. I’ll be able to 
save money with the energy efficient 
things being done.”

For the exterior of the house, volunteers 
primed the door frame, windows and  
trim using Kilz® premium primer before 
a fresh coat of paint was applied. the 
front door was stained front and back 
with MinWax® Wood Finish. one of the 
volunteers, a general contractor by trade, 
provided a helpful tip—stain both the  
top and bottom of the door to help  
prevent rot and moisture from seeping 
into the wood.

PRIMInG And sTAInInG  
FOR PROTECTIOn

HOUsEs HAd wIndOws THAT wERE CAULkEd, 
REPAIREd OR COMPLETELy REPLACEd.

17out 0f22 

the home at 77 east garfield required the most work of any 
home on the block. the roof had major holes. the front steps 
were nearly unusable. the front door was damaged and the 
faucets were leaking. 

on the outside, volunteers installed cooper lighting’s  
precision plus doppler radar™ Motion-activated security 

Floodlights. new cement stucco front steps were built to replace the broken 
brick steps. screens were put into the windows of the above-ground basement 
for ventilation. inside the home, lead-based paint was removed from the walls, 
and holes in the plaster were repaired. the walls were then given a new coat 
of paint, with Frogtape for edging. a delta allora single Handle pull-down 
Kitchen faucet replaced an old, leaky faucet in the kitchen.

R e pa i R s  c o m p l e t e d :

Patched and installed cool roof, rePlaced windows, stained new 
front door, added new faucets, built new front stePs, installed 
exterior lights, new Paint throughout house
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nowhere is the green effect more apparent than at 106 east 
garfield. the application of a cool roof coating to this house 
took energy efficiency to the next level. cool roofs help reflect 
heat from the sun instead of allowing it to seep into the house. 
according to the cool roof rating council (www.coolroofs.org), 
cool roof coating can result in energy savings of 10–30%, as 

well as a longer roof life. cool roofs also reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 
conserving electricity for air conditioning use—resulting in less co2 emissions 
from power plants.

in addition, Johns Manville Formaldehyde-free™ fiberglass building insulation 
was installed in the refurbished basement, the foundation was resealed and a 
delta addison two Handle centerset faucet was placed in the bathroom. to top 
it off, there’s a full garden along the right side of the house, complete with rain 
barrels and a cooper lighting precision plus doppler radar™ Motion activated 
security Floodlight. 

R e pa i R s  c o m p l e t e d :

installed cool roof, sealed foundation, rePaired Plumbing, 
Put in new bathroom faucet

sAndRA sMITH
106 E . Garfield // Years in home: 19
For the 19 years she’s lived at 106 East 
Garfield, Sandra Smith hasn’t been 
able to sleep in her 2nd floor bedroom. 
“The drafts are overwhelming. It’s 
either freezing or sweltering up there,” 
says Sandra. But the cool roof has 
changed that. “Now I can actually 
walk up and down the stairs without a 
sweater or breaking a sweat. What a 
wonderful thing!” Sandra is an active 
member of the community in and 
around East Garfield. She is the Block 
Captain for East Garfield and has 
served a variety of roles in the  
neighborhood action committee. 
“We’re a very active block,” says  
Sandra. “This whole project is  
amazing to us.”

products for 
A MorE EnErGY 
EffIcIEnt HoME
as with any repair, you’ve  
got to have the right products 
to do the job right. and 
that holds true for the work 
done to make east garfield 
more energy efficient. these 
products helped rebuilding 
together Philadelphia provide 
homeowners with warm, safe, 
dry and green homes.

kilz preMiUM

KILZ® Premium is a low-odor, 
water-based stainblocking 
primer perfect for indoor and 
outdoor surfaces. It enhances 
topcoat appearance and 
durability and stands up to 
everyday wear-and-tear. 
The advanced formula can 
be topcoated with latex or 
oil-based paint and is ideal for 
moisture-prone areas. 

www.kilz.com

FroG Tape

FrogTape® is a pro painter’s 
masking tape and the only 
tape treated with PaintBlock® 
Technology. FrogTape was 
designed for use with latex 
paints. PaintBlock reacts with 
the water in latex paints to 
form a micro-barrier along the 
edges of the tape. This makes 
FrogTape more resistant to 
paint bleeding.

www.frogtape.com
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joHns Manville

Johns Manville is the only 
manufacturer to offer a  
complete line of certified 
Formaldehyde-free™  
fiberglass building insulation. 
Reducing the amount of  
formaldehyde in the home 
can provide improved indoor 
air quality and a healthier 
environment for those inside.

www.JMhomeowner.com 
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sOLAR wATER HEATERs PAy 
FOR THEMsELvEs wITHIn 4 TO 
8 yEARs, And LAsT BETwEEn 
15 And 40 yEARs—THE sAME 
As A COnvEnTIOnAL wATER 
HEATER.

delTa FaUCeT

At Delta® Faucet, we believe 
there are better ways to  
experience water and better 
ways to live with water. This 
conviction goes beyond 
excellent design to incorporate 
smart thinking. With products 
that range from magnetic 
docking spray wands that 
stay put and faucets that 
turn on or off with a touch, to 
DIAMOND™ valves that help 
the faucets last up to 5 million 
uses. These features, when 
paired with beautiful design, 
make it easy to understand 
why Delta® is more than just 
a faucet. 

www.deltafaucet.com

Minwax

For more than 100 years, 
the name Minwax® has been 
synonymous with making  
and keeping wood beautiful. 
 Our rich wood stains and 
clear protective finishes make 
it easy to enhance the beauty 
and warmth of natural wood. 
Whether you’re a professional 
contractor or a first-time  
do-it-yourselfer, there’s a 
Minwax product that’s perfect 
for you. That’s because our 
complete line of stains and 
protective finishes provide 
easy solutions for every type 
of wood—in every room of 
your home. 

www.minwax.com

lee jeans

Now, with Premium Select, 
Lee® is stepping up its game, 
introducing its strongest, 
most comfortable jeans. As 
always, they are bringing 
consumers the quality, value 
and good looks consumers 
demand. Lee has also teamed 
up with Mike Rowe, host of 
Dirty Jobs. Together, they will 
show regular guys every-
where that Lee® designs jeans 
that fit great, are comfortable 
and will allow them to get the 
job done, whatever it may be.

www.lee.com

like 77 east garfield, the house at 80 east garfield 
needed a lot of work, both inside and out. the siding 
and flooring needed repair, and some basic electrical 
work was in order. With such extensive repairs, there 
were many opportunities to make this house more 
energy efficient. 

the energy-efficient renovation started with 
the addition of a solar water heater. installed by 
arvak energy solutions in philadelphia, this solar 
water heater has two panels, or collectors, on the 
roof which transfer heat to a rheem 80-gallon 
solar storage tank in the house. solar water  
heaters have a reduced impact on the environment 
and increased savings on energy bills compared 
to electric or gas water heaters. they can save a 
resident an estimated 40-50% on heating costs.

 other repairs included putting Johns Manville 
Formaldehyde-free™ fiberglass building insulation in 
the remodeled back laundry room to insulate against 
drafts and to reduce energy costs. damaged windows 
and porous window frames were replaced or repaired. 
an exhaust fan, washer/dryer vent, a low-flow toilet 
and second floor ceiling fans were installed to increase 
energy efficiency and promote water conservation.

R e pa i R s  c o m p l e t e d :

installed solar water heater, added insulation, 
rePaired or rePlaced windows, window frames, 
and floors, set uP low-flow toilet, reworked 
electrical wiring, Put in ceiling fans 
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Cooper liGHTinG

Cooper Lighting’s Precision 
Plus Doppler Radar™ Motion 
Activated Security Floodlights 
combine the sweeping  
accuracy and range of  
Doppler radar with the  
side-to-side advantages  
of Passive Infrared (PIR)  
technology. This produces 
an outdoor security lighting 
system with more coverage 
and fewer false triggers. 

www.precisionplusdoppler 
radar.com
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“This is going to make people take more pride in this   
 block and in their homes.” — Earl Tribble

PRICILLA JAMIsOn
62 E. Garfield // Years in home: 26
For Pricilla Jamison, the repairs 
made to her home at 62 East  
Garfield not only improved her living 
conditions, but also her working 
conditions. Pricilla is a seamstress by 
trade, doing the majority of her work 
in various carpeted rooms in her 
house where she often stepped on 
loose pins and needles. With the  
installation of the Cooper fluorescent 
light in her tiled kitchen, she can 
now work in a well-lit area and can 
pick up any loose pins or needles 
with a magnet. “This is such a great 
help to me. I just can’t afford a lot 
of this stuff that needs to be done,” 
says Pricilla. “It’s a real blessing.”

FLUOREsCEnT LIGHTs  
LAsT LOnGER, GIvE OFF 
ALMOsT nO HEAT And UsE UP 
TO 75% LEss EnERGy THAn 
InCAndEsCEnT LIGHTs.

It’s through the donations of time, effort and resources, and  
the hard work of so many dedicated people working side-by-side 
that make a neighborhood greener, and the earth better, one block 
at a time. “I’m almost 90 years old,” says Earl Tribble, an East 
Garfield resident of 40 years, “and this means so much to me. I’m 
flabbergasted. This is going to make people take more pride in this 
block and in their homes. And I’m going to have a beautiful garden 
next to my house. And that makes me happy.” 

It goes without saying that none of this would have taken place 
if not for the amazing group of people who run Rebuilding Together 
Philadelphia and their dedicated volunteers. If you would like more 
information about the organization, or if you want to volunteer or 
make a donation, visit www.rebuildingphilly.org. You can find out 
how to volunteer or donate to your local Rebuilding Together  
affiliate at www.rebuildingtogether.org.

GARFIELD
E.

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

GARFIELD
P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

GARFIELD
P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

GARFIELD
E.

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

GARFIELD
E.

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

GARFIELD
E.

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  PA

Popular Mechanics would like to thank Cooper Lighting, Delta Faucet, Frog Tape, Johns Manville, Kilz, Lee Jeans and Minwax  
for the materials they graciously donated to this project. 

block build volunteers from  
rtP and Pm, and the residents of 
east garfield at the end of the day

For the house at 62 east garfield, the primary repair was replacing two existing light 
fixtures in the kitchen and hallway with 4' cooper fluorescent lights. volunteers also 
added cooper lighting’s precision plus doppler radar™ Motion activated security 
Floodlights outside the house and sealed up a large section of the basement’s 
foundation. a smoke detector and co2 detector were installed, as well as some basic 
additional electrical work.

R e pa i R s  c o m p l e t e d :

installed fluorescent lighting, sealed foundation, reworked  
electrical wiring, Put in exterior lights 


