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Hamilton Habitat Brings Grassroots Solutions to Housing
Shortage
by Kitty Mayo
A major housing shortage that interferes with
maintaining an adequate workforce has been a
problem in Grand Marais for years. Now two
Grand Marais entrepreneurs are doing something about it: one house at a time.
Sisters, Anna and Sarah Hamilton, started
with the rehabbing of a small rental in 2018
using their own money and formed the nonprofit Hamilton Habitat in 2019.
The Hamiltons have been in the Cook County
restaurant business for the last 35 years, and
Anna says it's the people that work in the
county's restaurants, gas stations, and stores that
keep the town alive.
“This is something we've been talking about
for at least 25 years, we know it's a need in the
city and the county, it was time to do something,” said Anna Hamilton.
The manager at Cook County Home Center,
Dan Fernland, has a unique perspective on the
housing situation in the region. Fernland has
close ties to contractors and the construction
industry through the hardware store, as well as
working with Anna Hamilton at the CCHC.
Perhaps most importantly, Fernland has experienced the housing crunch for himself, up
close and personal, when he moved to the area
a few years ago.
“The way the housing market is, I couldn't
afford to buy anything and just was lucky my
parents owned land here,” Fernland said.
Fernland lived in Cook County with his parents as a teen, then moved away for a job opportunity, but eventually he wanted to move
back home. Finding a job was no obstacle, but
lack of housing nearly stopped him from making the move.
Meanwhile, Fernland says the Hamilton's
housing work is a benefit to the community,

and one that deserves recognition.
“It's hard to afford to live up
here, and what they are doing
is definitely helping the
economy of Cook County,”
said Fernland.
Pre-constructed house shells
are placed on a foundation,
with a covered porch, roof and
siding. The one bedroom
homes have a combined
kitchen and living area, and a
large bathroom that are finMikkel Haas and Jessica Pickett.
ished by local contractors.
(photo submitted by Hamilton Habitat)
Forming the nonprofit
opened the door for a sizable donation that reKeeping the homes owned and lived-in by
sulted in the first home build, with lot purchase,
people in the local workforce is important to
construction and sale all geared to get working
the Hamiltons. Hamilton says they looked for
class people into a home of their own.
a way that gave real ownership, including the
Mikkel Haas and his fiancé are teachers in
land, and equity. Their solution was to put the
Grand Marais, and he nearly did not accept the
property under a deed restriction that prevents
job two years ago because of difficulty finding
it from becoming a property that can be rented.
housing, and in 2019 were considering moving
The executive director of the Cook County/
away when they couldn't find adequate housGrand Marais Economic Development Authoring.
ity, Mary Somnis, says workforce housing is
They turned to Hamilton Habitat, and became
their number one priority.
the proud owners of the first HH home built.
A shortage of buildable lots, lots without utili“The house is amazing and well-insulated so
ties, and a topography that includes ledgerock
we pay hardly anything in heat utilities, and with
and special stormwater runoff considerations
the equity someday when we need something
as a hilly community on the shore of Lake Subigger we'll be able to afford that,” said Haas.
perior are just a few of the challenging highA second home was built and sold to a restaulights.
rant employee during the pandemic. Another
“The cost of construction doesn't match the
existing home on the hill with a view of the harvalue of what you can build, and what people
bor is being remodeled, with buyers already
can afford to pay, that's why accessing grants
eager to line up. In progress is a piece of land
for this work is so essential,” said Somnis.
the Hamilton's plan to put four houses on, with
A newly formed committee with county-wide
one home up before winter.
stakeholders is a step in that direction, says
Somnis, along with the possibility of creating
a Housing and Redevelopment Authority that
could leverage access to grant opportunities.
Looking ahead, the Hamiltons intend to build
housing that is supportive of elders aging-inplace, with two specific projects in mind. A
grouping of several one-level homes with
shared green space for fully independent elders
is Hamilton Habitat's first elder-housing goal.
A follow-up construction project is another
grouping of one-levels for elders, with added
services such as visiting health care staff.
“Our end game is an elder community with
smaller, simple houses where neighbors can
keep an eye on each other, and have their animals, that's vital to keeping people alive,”
Hamilton said.
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The Minnesota Department of Veteran Affairs (MDVA) has started a new way for anyone to make a donation, using an online option. Starting this April, an online donation
function has been added to the MDVA website.
If you wish to make an online donation, go
to MinnesotaVateran.org/Donate, where you
can use a credit card to make a monetary donation. Charitable contributions to the MDVA
are tax deductible, and donations are also welcome by check through the USPS.
Donors can be confident that money they
give to the MDVA will be used to support
projects and services to Minnesota veterans
and their families. Veterans Homes and Veterans Cemeteries benefit from such contribu-

tions.
• During this last week the Silver Bay Veterans Home showed their spirit for staff
appreciation week with colorful celebrations every day. May 10th through 15th
was Minnesota Veterans Home week, and
everybody celebrated with theme days
(crazy hair day, jersey day, and patriotic

Thanks for your service

dress-up day to name a few), along with
some grilling out.
It is also possible to make donations to veterans living in our area, such as directly to the
Silver Bay Veterans Home. For questions or
information on donating, please contact Joyce
Scott
at
(218)
353-8704
or
joyce.scott@state.mn.us.
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