Above, Elijah Huskey, center, consults with Walt
Notter, founding member of The Dalles Area Habitat
for Humanity, while working with fellow volunteers
Dave Neitling, Richard Day and Tony Allen.
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On a Saturday morning, with tempera-
tures below freezing, Becky and Elijah
Huskey stand in their kitchen joking with
the builders who have helped them raise
the roof and lay the foundation of their
new house.

The walls and floors may be plywood
now, and the meal spread out on an old
picnic table, but the couple already seems
at ease swapping stories, planning for the
future and creating community in what
will be their new home.

The Huskeys are the 16th family to
achieve home ownership, thanks to The
Dalles Area Habitat for Humanity.

The 17-year-old group—which serves
The Dalles, Mosier, Dufur, Lyle and
Dallesport—is an affiliate of Habitat for
Humanity International. The nonprofit,
ecumenical Christian ministry seeks to
eliminate poverty housing and homeless-
ness from the world.

With volunteer labor and donations
of money and materials, Habitat works
alongside its homeowner families to
build simple houses.

Habitat volunteers have provided
more than 1.75 million people with safe,
affordable shelter in more than 90 coun-
tries. Oregonians completed the 1,000th
Habitat home in the state in October.

Families apply and are chosen based on
their level of need, willingness to partner
with Habitat and ability to repay the loan.

“Those of us who live comfortably
don't realize some families in our town
live in despicable conditions;” says Lucille
Torgerson, who with her husband, Jim,
is one of the groups founding members.
“Habitat homeowners have often endured
substandard conditions, overcrowding or
unsafe neighborhoods prior to joining
the program?”

Each Habitat family must donate 500




hours of volunteer labor—sweat equity—
as a down payment on their house. Half
of the hours must be completed by the
homeowners themselves, while the rest
may be donated by family and friends.

To meet their obligation, the Huskeys
worked on another family’s home in
addition to their own. Elijah also repaired
items donated to ReStore, Habitat’s resale
shop, and Becky worked as a cashier.

The Huskeys will purchase their home
with an interest-free loan from a local
Habitat affiliate. Monthly mortgage pay-
ments will be used to build more houses.

Once selected, it can take two years or
longer before a family moves into their
house. Each is assigned a Habitat part-
ner to help them negotiate the building
process and prepare for home ownership.
While support formally continues for two
years after the family takes ownership of
their house, many partners develop bonds
with families that endure much longer.

“The program is marvelous for par-
ents,” says Lucille, “but the difference it
really makes is for the children”

For those who come from a rundown
rental, an overcrowded one-bedroom
apartment or a neighborhood rife with
violence and drugs, a simple, well-built,
clean home of one’s own can be a haven
where kids can play with friends or do
homework on the kitchen table.

“Often when the kids show you their
house, the first thing they point out is
where their bedroom will be,” says Ken
Farner, former president of the board.

For the Huskeys’ 6-year-old daughter,
the dream of a home became a reality
when the bathtub arrived.

Ken remembers the early days of the
organization, when faith rather than
finances kept the mission moving forward.

“Until 2002, we never had the money
to complete the house when we started
building,” he says, “but by the end, we
always came up with it”

For years, Habitat has benefited
from the generosity of the community.
Some churches tithe a portion of their
offerings, businesses donate labor and
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materials and others give the profits from
yard sales and other fundraisers.

The opening of the Habitat Restore
in April 2008 established an additional
source of income. From doors and carpet
to furniture, tile and bathroom fixtures,
the Restore offers affordable options for
home projects. The resale of new and
used building and home-related materials
also keeps items out of the landfill.

In less than three years, the Restore
has raised $93,000 to fund homes for
people in the community.

Becky admits that before starting on
her home, she had no idea what building
a house involved.

“There are so many little steps that you
don't see on the surface, but when you
add them all up, it really comes together,”
she says.

An organization made up of volunteers
requires the efforts of many hearts and
hands. Everyone’ talents are valued—
whether it is wielding a hammer, provid-
ing legal services, managing finances or
picking up donations, Lucille says.

Lucille admits her talents include
“shameless begging” She has used her
persuasive power to recruit volunteers at
their own retirement parties.

“The people who work with Habitat
are in it for a cause beyond themselves,’
says Ken. “It is the cause that pulls us
together. We really appreciate what peo-
ple are contributing. You feel good about
what you contribute and you meet people
you can depend on”

Becky Huskey admires the view from what will be
her kitchen window.

When house No. 16 is completed this
spring and the keys are handed to the
Huskeys at the dedication ceremony, the
Habitat volunteers will move on to help
a 17th local family realize their dream of
home ownership.

From the kitchen window in the heart
of their house, the Huskeys can see the
homes and businesses of the people in
their community. The view will remind
them of what individuals can accomplish
when they work together. m

The Huskeys’ home—
the 16th built through
The Dalles Area Habitat
for Humanity—takes
shape. It is expected to
be completed by spring.
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