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Building for the Future
by Burton Laine

When Tom Clayton
moved from Mississippi
to Aurora, Minnesota in
2003, he was moving for
recreation and climate
purposes. He didn’t
know it would lead to a
love for helping others
by building houses for
Habitat for Humanity.
“My wife grew up in Hoyt Lakes. As I got older
the humidity and heat index in Mississippi started
sapping my strength. We started visiting up here,”
he says (all subsequent quotes are from Tom). They
did recreation and made new friends who were also
active. “We love this weather. January and February
aren’t as nice.”
Tom didn’t jump into volunteering right away. “I
watched a house built [in Aurora], but I just watched
it at that time. Then later I decided I wanted to get
involved with it because I like using my hands and
giving back. I’m kind of a technical sort of person
and happen to be blessed with some skills that I
can use in house building. Later they were doing
a rehab on a house near the Thunderbird Mall in
Virginia, and I walked in and said, ‘Can I help?’.
That was in 2010 and 15 houses ago.”

Visiting a house that is just being completed in
Mountain Iron, Tom talks about the Habitat building
philosophy. “One of Habitat’s goals is a low energy
bill. The new builds all have in-floor heat. It isn’t
uncommon for a $300 monthly bill for electric,
utilities and a house payment. We try to get upkeep
to be no more than 30 percent of their income. It’s a
0 percent interest, 30-year mortgage. The objective
is to get the house to be affordable. We generally
exceed building codes. They are sealed as airtight as
possible. The insulation is R60. We put air exchangers
in because the houses are so tight.”
“We build to the family.” It’s obvious that Tom is proud
of helping families in need. “Last year we had the
blessings of serving three families with a handicapped
child. One mother had been in a situation where
she had to carry the child upstairs to the bedroom,
and we put in a roll-in shower in the house for the
wheelchair. Just the look on their faces!”
continued on page 6

“Pretty soon they asked me to be on the
construction committee, and then later on the
board of directors. I’m on my second term on
the board of directors. There are over 20 people
on the board, very diverse. We just finished our
strategy meeting for the year, making our plans
for the next two years.” Tom is 67 years old.
Tom talks about Habitat for Humanity with
a sense of pride. He knows the staff and other
volunteers very well. “The retired guys are
the Tuesday-Thursday work group. Working
together we can solve some pretty complex
problems.”
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“Habitat families have to put in 200 hours of sweat
equity into their homes and also bring in family and
friends to help. We get to know the families, and
that’s nice. That’s one of the benefits of being a fulltime or heavy volunteer.”
“This affiliate builds four to five houses a year. They
have a huge area. We’ll be building one in Ely this
year, two here in Virginia and one in Hibbing.”
“The fun part is the trim carpentry and finishing.
It’s very precise, and I like that sort of thing. We’re
getting to the end and putting the lipstick on.
Initially a house moves fast and ‘boom’ it’s there.
Then it seems to stop. That’s when we have to tell
ourselves to keep moving. Then at the end when
the doors are on and we’re painting and doing the
trim—it’s a lot of fun. Different people like different
things. We find a niche.”
He marvels at the community groups that show up to
work on projects. He mentioned that a community
college class and a high school class get involved
every year working on electrical and building parts of
a house. “There was a group of ladies who came for
a build day. The leader came in with her tool belt on
and it was just like HGTV. She started giving orders
and that group put the roof on the house that day.
You are never quite sure who is walking up.” For more
information on volunteering, contact Susan Garrett,
Community Resources Manager, at 218.750.7391 or
susan@nslchfh.org.
Although Habitat for Humanity does very few
rehabilitation projects, two of them have been his
favorites. “They were great folks both times. I love
old things. With rehabs you have to have your
McGiver hat on because you run into some really
crazy stuff that’s been done to houses over the years.
Our procedure is to take everything down out to the
studs. Every one of them has a surprise waiting to
be discovered. You just have to move that board and
there it is—like a monster hiding in a box. These two
houses worked out great. We have an architect on
the board [of directors] and she helps with plans for
the house. We had to do engineering plans to make
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sure it would support everything. We don’t do a lot of
rehabs. It has to be just the right opportunity.”
Habitat for Humanity has moved into a new office
and warehouse facility that was dedicated this
year. “This facility is a blessing. We now can buy
materials by the trailer truck load. It cuts down on
costs. This facility was almost entirely interior-wise
volunteer built. They had volunteer heating and air
conditioning contractors; the electrical was partially
done by the community college in Hibbing and
partially by an electrical contractor who volunteered
his time.”
“The blessing of the warehouse is that we can build
the walls of houses when we have downtime. We can
store an entire house worth of trim on racks. The
family can do some of their work in the warehouse
also.” Outside of the warehouse are two plasticcovered piles. “This is two houses worth of walls. We
were able to build them here and it will really save
us time on the build site. The work crew plans are
already set up for this summer. We try to look out
two years in advance so we know where the houses
are. But we can’t start a house without a family.”
“I enjoy Habitat more than anything I’ve ever done.
It’s a community. Hopefully I’ll keep working for
many years.”
continued on page 8

The new Habitat for Humanities headquarters in Virginia

Insulation being cut by a volunteer, who puts in almost
full time hours.

Kitchen view of cover image.

Walls are assembled at the
Habitat warehouse in the winter,
for summer construction.
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Caroline Owens
Originally from Minnesota, when Caroline Owens
and her husband moved from Washington, D.C.
to Ely, she wanted to do volunteer work for some
organization. “A neighbor asked me if I’d be interested
in volunteering with Habitat for Humanity,” she
says. That was 13 years ago. “I’ve been on the board
about 12 of those years.” Caroline does the overall
accounting as a volunteer, and there is a bookkeeper
on staff who does the day-to-day work. “Preparation
for the audit is two weeks of solid work. I do monthly
reports and oversee the books. I do special reports.
I’ve been out on a build site. Interacting with the
homeowners helps to understand why I’m doing this.”
Habitat for Humanity has become part of Caroline’s
community. She explains, “I know I’m doing
something worthwhile. I get to know people from
across the Iron Range. I’m actually going to turn 75
the last day of the Habitat 500 bike ride this year. This
is my 10th time. We usually have a pretty good group
from this Habitat affiliate. We get to know people
from all over the state and other states also.”
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