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AURORA — Even without working plumbing — and with a hole in the roof leaking water into a bucket in the kitchen — 75-year-old Celsa Martinez did not want to leave her home.

It is the place she has called home for nearly 40 years. 

Others, who knew the senior citizen did not have any family members living nearby to help her, knew better. 

"When I stepped in, I was thinking, how could she live this way?" Alderman Juany Garza said. As 2nd Ward alderman, Garza was familiar with the dire living conditions. 

"The city was close to condemning the house," she said, standing in the back yard as saws were buzzing, old boards swinging into the dumpster and paint chips flying. 

On Saturday, dozens of workers from Rebuilding Together Aurora — formerly Christmas in April — devoted a full day's work to help in the renovation of the home in the 700 block of East Galena Boulevard. 

Martinez , 75, was obviously delighted to see all of the commotion. 

"I am very happy," she said in her native language of Spanish. 

She has a new donated oven (the old one didn't have a door) and the leak in the roof has been repaired. It won't be long before she gets a new kitchen counter and sink with working plumbing. The plumbing in the rest of the house was cleaned out. 

"Thank God someone listened to me," she said. 

Martinez gets around with a walker, and her 79-year old husband, Joe, is in nursing home care. 

On Saturday, workers replaced a dilapidated porch with a deck and built a protective roof over the side porch to make it safer for her to walk outdoors in inclement weather. They also replaced the home's side-yard concrete walkway. 

Organizers of Rebuilding Together Aurora earlier in the week had a new roof put on and the house covered in white vinyl siding. The windows were weatherized, and the front porch was being painted and old screens replaced. 

On rainy days, runoff would drain into her kitchen, and the windows could not retain the warmth, leaving her with a $900 January heating bill. That's been fixed, too. 

"The porch looked haunted because the screens were flapping in the wind," said volunteer house captain Scot Dutler, who organized a group of approximately 80 volunteers from Lucent Technologies who worked over the course of two weekends. 

"People should not be living in these conditions," Rebuilding Together Aurora president Dave Ballis said, adding that the city of Aurora has been extremely supportive in their efforts. 

Although part of a national organization, Rebuilding Together Aurora works independently, relying on unskilled volunteers working with skilled tradesmen doing carpentry, painting, weatherizing and painting work. 

Ballis said Bradco Supply Corp of Aurora donated $5,000 in roofing and siding materials, and a host of other donors contributed time and resources, as well, he said. 

"There are good people out there — it almost makes you want to cry," Ballis said. 

As assistant director of Aurora's Department of Neighborhood Standards, Mark Anderson said he's aware of the importance of having well-maintained residences, but he's also aware of the human element. 

"Enforcement and fines are not always the appropriate form of action," Anderson, a founding past board member of the program, said. "There are people who are deserving and meet the qualifications; it's wonderful we have people to step in and help; there are repairs that have gone above code compliance." 

Rebuilding Together's mission is to repair and revitalize neighborhoods, assuring low-income homeowners, the elderly and disabled live in warm, safe dwellings. The organization that began in 1988 as Christmas in April will repair 17 houses this year. 

While a crew sawed wood to finish a porch, another scraped old paint around the exterior windowsills. 

"Scrape and then sand," said volunteer Sarah Leja of Aurora, who was among a crew of Starbucks employees from Aurora, North Aurora and Naperville, willing to spend their days off helping someone in need. 

It was obvious the volunteer workers were building camaraderie within the community, as well as rebuilding a house in desperate need of repairs. 

"My husband bailed out on me so I brought my friend — she's a better worker, anyway," Leja said with a laugh. "With all these people working, this house will be safer and look better. Why not? It's just another day," the volunteer said. 

Tax-deductible contributions may be sent to Rebuilding Together Aurora, P.O. Box 4936, Aurora, IL 60507. Aurora, 05/02/06 

