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Present bathroom at Culpepper Garden with mockup projection of
efficiency renovation.

Major Renovation Begins at Culpepper Garden

By SHIRLEY RUHE
THE CONNECTION

ust a shovelful of dirt tossed in the

air. But it will mean renovation of

204 apartments at Culpepper Gar-

den for low and very-low income
seniors age 62 years and older so that they
can age in place. A groundbreaking event
will be held on Wednesday, April 11 from
1:30-2:30 p.m. at Culpepper Garden located
at 4435 N. Pershing Drive. Katie Cristol,
chair of the Arlington County Board, will
give opening remarks at the brief program
and ceremony.

The Unitarian Universalist Church of Ar-
lington founded Culpepper Garden in 1971.
It currently includes 340 apartments built
on four acres in three phases in the heart of
Arlington using three Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) programs. In 1975,
204 independent living units opened fol-
lowed by 63 independent units added in
1992. Finally 73 assisted living units were
added in 2000.

Susan Philp, chair of Arlington Retirement
Housing Corporation (ARHC), the non-
profit owner of Culpepper Garden, says the
ARHC Board began working on the project
in October 2012 and it is expected to be
completed in early 2021.

Linda Kelleher, executive director of
ARHC, adds that action had been ongoing
when she arrived in October 2015 and the
architect had already been chosen as well
as the selection of Wesley Housing Devel-
opment Corporation, the nonprofit partner
who would lead them through the process.

Apartment renovations will include the
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installation of individual
cooling and heating controls
as well as new windows,
bathroom fixtures, new
kitchen cabinets and fixtures
and new floors as well as
walk in showers instead of
bathtubs.

Dee Bevins, president of
the Resident Association,
says one of the big positives
for her is “having real kitchen
cabinets. We have two little
shelves right now that can’t
hold much and since most
people are short the shelves
are too high to reach.”

Bevins adds another posi-
tive is the walk-in showers.
“Even as agile as I am, I use
cream rinse on my hair, and
the floor gets slick. I have a
fear of falling.”

Kelleher explains that
when the original units were
designed years ago they
didn’t understand the needs
of this age group. Ten per-
cent of the apartments will
be fully handicapped acces-
sible with such accommoda-
tions as lower counters in the kitchen and
turnaround room for wheelchairs.

In addition, there will be extensive build-
ing renovations including a new roof, re-
placement of major systems and substan-
tially upgraded elevators. Kelleher says el-
evators breaking down were a significant
problem.

Residents will be temporarily relocated
on site during the renovation with phased
renovation on 14-16 apartments at a time.
Kelleher says they estimate it will take 6-8
weeks for each apartment to be completed.
She said it could be completed quickly since
they are not tearing down any walls

Bevins said, “But for me it’s no big deal.
I'll just put everything in boxes and they’ll
move it for me and then move it back.”

Kelleher says one of the most important
changes for the residents will be the ability
to control their own heating and air condi-
tioning. While the second and third addi-
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tions have PTAC units, the original 204 old-
est units had to decide as a group every year
when the heat went off and the air condi-
tioning was turned on.

And Bevins says, “having your own hot
water. It used to get cold from everyone
using it. Now we’ll have an on-demand sys-
tem.”

In terms of the bigger public space, one
thing the residents requested and they were
able to accommodate was a change in the
laundry facilities. Currently 267 apartments
are sharing five washers and dryers. “Now
washers and dryers will be located on each
floor and the residents can use a table in-
stead of chairs cramped in a corner.”

She adds they will also be relocating ser-
vices together on the lower level including
things like the computer room, doctor
space, meeting space for programs and a
physical therapy area. Bevins said, “We
don’t’ really know what’s going on with the
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public space but one improvement will be
the mailboxes. A lot of people are too short
to get their mail. I have to stand on tiptoes.”

Culpepper Garden is Arlington’s largest
affordable community for low-income eld-
erly and the only one that offers both inde-
pendent and assisted housing. There is cur-
rently a year waiting list for the indepen-
dent living units. Culpepper Garden in-
cludes a diverse population with 48 percent
Caucasian, 12 percent Hispanic and the
Asian and African American populations
both 8 percent. The oldest resident is 101
years of age and the average age 77 years
old in independent living and 87 years old
in assisted living.

Bevins says the affordability of Culpepper
Garden is the big positive for her because
she grew up in the Midwest where living was
cheaper but moved here for her daughter and
grandchildren. “And I'm just a country girl,
and lots of little trees here is wonderful.”

Kelleher explains that
Culpepper is committed to
creating a community of ser-
vices to reduce social isola-
tion and increase wellness
amonyg its residents. But they
are also committed to charg-
ing the lowest rents that are
necessary to fulfill their mis-
sion and little is left over to
support these programs. “So
we rely heavily on volun-
teers.” For instance they have
two people who work with
residents on their needs such
as health, transportation or
confusion about insurance
forms.

In addition, Culpepper
Garden provides a medical
suite for doctors on site but
forgives them their rent. ‘A
beauty shop, the same
thing.” She added, “we have
chair exercises but no one
teaches it right now. We just
have a video. We can’t afford
it.” So they work with volun-
teers, faith-based communi-
ties, volunteers from the
business community and
nonprofit partners to provide
what they can.

The average income of Culpepper resi-
dents is less than $18,000 a year with 89
percent of the residents having income of
less than $30,440. Rent is based on the
building, HUD program and rental subsidy.
For instance, Kelleher explains that they
have applied to HUD to get vouchers, which
would reduce the rent for 141 of their resi-
dents. “This has been particularly difficult.
We know we qualify and we know the
money is there but we can’t even get a re-
sponse from this Administration.”

She says they are getting closer and closer,
and ARHC has expectations that they will
receive approval of the voucher, which will
mean residents will only be required to pay
30 percent of their income for rent. “But if
we do not get the voucher, the ARHC Board
has a short term and a long term plan to
subsidize all residents. They are commit-
ted to ensure that no current resident is
unable to live at Culpepper Garden.”





