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dwalker@habitatbw.org
(228) 344-0277

(21 August, 2010 - Bay St. Louis) One week before the anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, a group gathers in a giant lot on Union Street in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi.  It’s been five years since the giant storm pulverized homes and ravaged lives in this community, and these locals have gathered to remember.   While many will observe this occasion through speeches, prayer and song, this group commemorates in a different way, with rollers, brushes and paint.

They’re volunteers and they’re putting the finishing touches on five brand-new homes in Seal Pointe, Habitat’s premiere neighborhood in Bay St. Louis.  The two day build, which drew more than sixty volunteers, was made possible by a grant from Lowe’s of Waveland. 

At one house, Greg Grant takes a break from his mitre saw. “I volunteered with Habitat when they built two houses in my community in January,” says the Diamondhead resident.  “I was really happy when this opportunity came up.  I just love the houses they build.”  

Sam Breden, a senior from Bay High School is caulking an inside wall.  He works the caulk gun with the measured ease of a professional.  That’s understandable, since Sam has spent more than thirty hours volunteering with the Bay-Waveland Affiliate.  “They’re a great non-profit,” he shares.  “They’re a true to heart, humanity builder.”

Outside another house, U.S. Navy volunteers Jeff Melancon and Carlos Veloz glisten in the midday heat while they assemble window frames with a staple gun.  In spite of the 100+ temperatures, they’re smiling.

Across the street, a giant of a man stands blocking the doorway while he paints the frame.  “I’m helping finish this house for my sister,” says Woody Stieffel.  When Katrina destroyed his sister Sally’s house in Bay St. Louis, she and her children were forced to live in a variety of housing conditions, often separated from each other for months at a time.  “When this home is completed they’ll finally be able to live together in a home of their own,” he says.  “I can’t thank Habitat enough for what they’ve done for Sally.”

What these fifty volunteers all have in common is that they’re from Hancock County.  And that’s unique.  During the past five years, most of Bay-Waveland Habitat’s 5,000 volunteers have come from somewhere else, outside the county.  “We’re extremely grateful to friends who’ve come from every state and even a few foreign countries to help us rebuild,” says Wendy McDonald, Bay-Waveland Habitat’s executive director.  “And while we continue to need their help, it’s a gratifying sign that our community is recovering when local residents are eager to pitch in.”

It’s three thirty, and the construction supervisors have decided to end the day a little early, due to the heat.  Tired and happy, the volunteers don’t argue.  There’s still a little work left to do, but the staff isn’t too worried.  The community build continues on Sunday.  “We’ve got ten volunteers from the Coast Guard coming tomorrow,” comments construction supervisor, Dan Reynolds.  “They’ll do a great job.”
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