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Home of green conscience
Recycling advocate's home is true to her passion for reducing waste and reusing everything.

From sustainably harvested cedar siding to native landscaping and reused cement blocks, Karyn Kaplan’s home is eco-friendly
By Joel Gorthy
Photos by Bryan Wesel 
Special Publications
Clinging to a forested slope in southeast Eugene, eclectic homes line a winding road. Perhaps because they don’t have to overcome
subdivision-style sameness in this unplanned but charming development, the houses here seem strikingly original and full of purpose.
They’re all here: A glass-covered modern house; a rambling ranch; a quaint cottage; a custom craftsman with a prized view.
Even in this funhouse of home styles and sizes, Karyn Kaplan’s place stands out. Nestled deep into the steep hillside and fronted by a cedar fence,
the rustic two-story home doesn’t command a big presence from the street. But it does make a big statement, hinted at by the rich glow of the cedar
siding.

Old skis make up a memorable gate.
Kaplan’s all-new home is a demonstration of “green” building principles, its environmental footprint limited by careful material choices and design
considerations. Sustainability is a guiding force in life for Kaplan, who is the environmental resource and recycling manager at the University of
Oregon.
“I did everything possible to make this a green house,” she says. “I really wanted to do something that uses as much sustainable building materials
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as possible. It really challenged everything I teach everybody else. I thought, ‘I have to have this house with all these elements.’”
Kaplan built her modest 1,300-square-foot home on the site of the 300-square-foot converted garage where she previously lived. Of course, much
of that old building still is here — its materials reclaimed for another chance to serve their structural purpose.
Second chance for everything
In appearance, and in a calendar sense, Kaplan’s home is all-new. In another sense, the John Tuttle-designed home is mature beyond its years
thanks to the prevalence of reused, recycled and all-natural materials.
With the help of Aaron Whitney, a principal with Habitats, an eco-minded design/build firm in Eugene, Kaplan scored some prime reused building
supplies.
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Tight old-growth, vertical-grain fir that once formed the bleachers at Coos Bay High School has a new home in stairway railings and interior trim
throughout Kaplan’s house. In a fun testament to its previous incarnation, the wood still displays old seat numbers along the second-floor stairwell
railing.
This type of vertical-grain fir is “stuff you just can’t get anymore — it’s like gold,” says Whitney, who also helped Kaplan find other sources for
reused wood. For example, the exposed beams throughout the house were remilled from a tobacco warehouse built 100 years ago in North
Carolina.
“There is not a bottomless pit of reclaimed materials, but there is enough to go around for a while,” says Whitney. The key to finding reusable
supplies, he says, is plugging into the network of builders, suppliers and deconstruction specialists who keep an eye out for such things.
Homeowners who are remodeling or rebuilding may be surprised to learn just how much material they can reuse from their own project. BRING
Recycling of Eugene, for example, deconstructed Kaplan’s old house and preserved much of the wood for reuse in the new building. A shed in
front of the new house is made almost entirely of this reclaimed wood.
Contrary to popular belief, deconstruction and preservation of old materials is not expensive nor terribly time-consuming, emphasizes Kaplan. “It
was cheaper for BRING to deconstruct the old house than to hire someone to bulldoze it down” and haul it away, she says.
Kaplan “recycled” the fence that existed in front of the old house; reused several of her old doors inside the new house; and refinished a vintage
clawfoot tub for her bathroom.
A ski nut, Kaplan also created a whimsical gate faced with “retired” skis in a rainbow of colors.
And local artist Kiersten Oliver foraged through the back room at Tile by Design for surplus and discarded tiles, which she turned into a striking
tree mosaic in Kaplan’s shower.
Not wanting anything to go to waste, Kaplan even found someone in the neighborhood who wanted the considerable fill dirt that was removed
during excavation for her house. And a few oak trees felled to clear the steep slope behind the house were cut up and used to build stairs and
terracing that support new plantings of native vine maple, strawberry, sword fern and Oregon grape.
Consider the source
Beyond the reused materials, Kaplan and her builders with Habitats made an effort to find sustainable or nontoxic alternatives for every part of the
construction process.
They used formaldehyde-free insulation; paint with no volatile organic compounds (VOCs); granite counters; and flooring surfaces that include
sustainably harvested bamboo, linseed oil/wood flour-based Marmoleum; and natural stone. Diverse natural stones also appear in shower surrounds
and wainscoting, along with outdoor pathways.
The builders largely avoided man-made materials, particularly vinyl and PVC products — the manufacture of which releases damaging dioxins into
the environment. They weren’t able to avoid PVC entirely, though, as code requires it for certain drainage and plumbing applications.
“One of the keys to building green is working hard to source all the materials,” Kaplan says. “Consider whether they are toxic, reclaimed, recycled
or reused.”
Look at choices in terms of “embodied energy,” she says — in other words,consider the overall environmental and energy costs associated with
something and whether there may be an alternative with less impact.
Kaplan chose a Rinnai natural gas on-demand water heater in place of a traditional tank-style heater, a decision that cost a couple thousand dollars
more up-front. Eliminating the need for constant heating of a big tank of water, however, the ultra-efficient on-demand unit will pay for itself
within the first few years and save a great deal of energy over its lifespan.
In terms of energy waste, materials harvested or made locally also are a better choice than those transported from far away — even so-called green
materials — because of the energy costs associated with moving things long distances. For that reason, Kaplan and Whitney used as many local
materials as they could. They bought an attractive slab of maple in Cottage Grove that became a small counter/bar in the kitchen, and used local fir
lumber that was horse-logged by a landowner restoring part of
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Discarded tiles were salvaged to create this beautiful shower mosaic.

Considerable excavation set the house deep into the hillside, which improved energy efficiency by helping to keep the interior a constant
temperature.

A fun example of reuse is the stairwell railing, where wood from old high school bleachers still bears seat numbers.
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Builder Aaron Whitney leans against a fir post harvested during a local landscape restoration. The beams above are from a 100-y ear-old
tobacco warehouse.
his land to native oak savannah.
Even the non-local wood products they incorporated into the home bear green certification from the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). For
example, the high-grade cedar siding came from Vancouver Island, B.C., forests managed by an indigenous tribe that emphasizes long-term healthy
ecosystem management over profit.
Long-lasting, minimal impact
Habitats crews avoided using toxic materials in Kaplan’s house — for instance, limiting chemical adhesives in favor of more traditional building
techniques that involve more nails or screws. The goal was to rid the home of all the solvents, glues and manmade materials that would slowly
off-gas vapors into the living space.
“Anything that off-gasses at all off-gasses forever, just in decreasing quantities,” Whitney says. “This house never off-gassed.”
Where they did compromise, however, is on the exterior to achieve long-term durability — a sometimes overlooked part of sustainable building.
“Anything that lasts a really long time is more sustainable than things that don’t,” explains Whitney.
On the exterior siding, for example, they used a preservative from Sikkens that is anything but nontoxic — but will last far longer than “greener”
wood treatments and require fewer reapplications in the future. “It’s about the best treatment you can put on something,” says Whitney. “The
off-gassing while you’re applying it is the worst part of it,” he adds. To minimize that impact, they had the coating pre-applied in a booth where the
vapors could be contained and the excess product reclaimed.
The builders also used 40-year composition roofing instead of steel, which some people see as “greener,” but which requires more maintenance.
While the composition material can’t be recycled, exactly, it can be reused as road bed material.
And they opted for a WeatherBest engineered decking product made from a wood-plastic composite, which has a far longer lifespan than wood and
requires no preservatives.
“It’s like a new 100-year-old house. We’re not going to have 100-year-old houses that were built in 1970,” Kaplan says, noting the prevalence of
low-grade building materials and techniques often employed in the ’70s.
Whitney says more people are looking to green materials and long-term craftsmanship, both as ways to be good stewards of the earth and to create
structures that will last.
“Now we get more people like Karyn who are interested in building green from the start,” he says, and adds that manufacturers and suppliers are
starting to catch up to the demand. “There are more consumers who want these products than there are suppliers for them, but the supply of
sustainable and reused products continues to evolve.” In the meantime, Kaplan’s green house will start its graceful aging process on its quiet little
street, intent in its purpose — to be gentle on the earth.
Home & Garden staff writer Joel Gorthy may be reached at 338-2298 or by e-mail at jgorthy@guardnet.com.
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