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EVANSVILLE — On Christmas day
1984 it was packed wall-to-wall with
family and friends in Bonita “Bonnie”
Jones’ Evansville home. The atmos-
phere was vibrant. There was laughter,
good food and gifts.

But her best gift that year, a home.
She was Evansville’s first Habitat for

Humanity recipient. Bonnie, along with
her husband Norman and four children,
were the first to go through the Habitat
homeowners program. 

How Habitat for Humanity has
changed throughout the years 

Like so many Habitat homeowners
since her, Jones couldn’t afford what
she was paying in her living expenses
before she went through the program. 

Bobbi Hoy, a former Habitat for Hu-
manity representative, encouraged her
to apply for the then-brand new pro-
gram. Once Bonnie was approved, she
spent hours helping to build her home
on Governor Street in 1983 along with
students, neighbors, community mem-
bers and friends.

“It was amazing because your friends

could come and help you,” she said.
“You didn’t have to wait until you got so
many hours like you do now. We didn’t
pick get to pick a lot. They told us, ‘This
is where they’re building the home.’
Things started coming together then.”

Construction of their four-bedroom
brick home took less than a year. Her fa-
vorite thing about her house was watch-

ing it grow every day. 
“I was so excited just to have a home,”

she said. “We would go every day and
look at the lot. We’d say, ‘That over there
is going to be the dining room.’ It was
just so amazing and so exciting. We
were able to save money to buy new fur-
niture because the furniture we had was
here, there and everywhere.”

Why she still lives in the 1984
house 

And 35 years later, Jones is still there
in the home she helped build.

She enjoys spending time with her
neighbors, gardening, going to work at
MJ’s Cafe, playing with her 10 grand-
children and 18 great-grandchildren and
attending her prayer group meetings at
Faith Temple Church of God in Christ
four to five days per week. 

Her husband passed away almost 10
years ago, but she remains in the home
she helped build with him. 

“I still love that home and will always
love that home,” Jones said. “It has a
nice backyard, and neighbors always
watch out for each other. There was no
color. We just loved one another.”

Jones said she encourages her family
members to look into Habitat. Her
daughter went through the process with
a home build a few years ago. And Jones’
granddaughter was Habitat for Human-
ity of Evansville’s 499th homeowner,
she said.

“The more you do for yourself, the
more value you take in,” Jones said. “To
see your children’s eyes light up because
we’re going to actually have enough
money to do this, that and (building
your home) — was the best.” 

Journey to Evansville’s first Habitat home
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Bonita “Bonnie” Jones stands in her dining room March 25, 1985. She and her
husband Norman where the first to receive a Habitat home in Evansville. FILE

“It was good watching the children
come in, do homework and then have
dinner,” he said. “It was really a beauti-
ful thing. Out of the blue she said she
was coming to move in. I said ‘Uh no.’
But she came anyway.” 

While it did present some unique
challenges, Bradley was happy to be
there for Tamisha and her kids in their
time of need.

“I’m proud of my daughter,” he said.
“I’m grateful to be able to offer what little
I had to help and it was a wonderful ex-
perience. I’m glad to help her through it
and that someone was there for her.”

Family is at the center of everything
for Tamisha. She works as a Certified
Nursing Assistant, working long hours
only on the weekends so she can spend
more time with her kids during the
week.

Tamisha has always dreamed of giv-
ing her kids – Aliyah, 12, Travon, 9, Tere-
sa, 1 – their own home. But as a young
single mother, it’s something she wasn’t
always sure she’d be able to provide. 

“This is going to be a new journey for
everyone,” she said. “We are going to
start our memories here. Teresa is going
to grow up here. Aliyah is going to re-
member when we picked the lot for our
house. She’s old enough for that; Travon
is too. So hopefully that makes them
cherish it more when it’s their turn to
take care of it.”

While Tamisha walked around the
still-empty house after the December
Habitat dedication she was already
planning all the family get-togethers,
imagining where the Christmas tree
would go, talking about the basketball
goal she wanted to get and planning the
summer birthday party she’d throw Te-
resa in the backyard.

“I’m just looking forward to getting
together with our family, coming togeth-
er to celebrate; being together again,”
Tamisha said. “We’re all kind of separat-
ed here and there and kind of every-
where. But now we can all be back to-
gether in one place. So that’s exciting.”

A Habitat home ‘isn’t a handout’

The first Habitat home was built in
1984.

“It isn’t a handout, but rather a hand
up,” said Beth Folz, executive director of
Habitat for Humanity of Evansville. 

That’s kind of the Habitat mantra.
You hear it a lot. From the staff, the vol-
unteers and the homeowners them-
selves. Tamisha said it too.

Everyone says it because so many
people out there think that’s what it is —
a handout.

“I don’t know why, but everybody
seems to think that Habitat just gives
you a house,” Tamisha said. “It doesn’t
work like that at all. They don’t give you
anything. You work for everything. They
just give you the opportunity to get in
the program, and then you’re working
yourself. You’re working for it every step
after that.”

The application, workshop and con-
struction process usually takes about a
year from start to finish. Selected candi-
dates must be willing to partner with the
organization by working 300 “sweat eq-
uity” construction hours on their home
and other candidate homes. Included in

the 300 hours is attending home-own-
ership workshops. 

“With Habitat, you have to make sure
you are keeping up with your stuff,”
Tamisha said. “If you miss a class, you
miss the class. I made sure I stayed up
on that. It was a lot for me because I had
just had my daughter two weeks before I
started (the process).”

Who is Habitat for?

Criteria for applicants:
❚ Must show a need for housing,

which includes: overcrowding, not qual-
ifying for traditional financing from a
bank, overburdened by rent, mold is-
sues, faulty electric and plumbing 

❚ Ability to pay approximately $400
a month with a zero-percent APR, no
liens or judgment on a credit report, no
bankruptcy in the last four years and
household incomes that fall between 35
and 80 percent of Area Median Income. 

❚ Willingness to partner with Habitat
to perform 300 sweat equity hours
through construction, community en-
gagement, volunteering, home-owner-
ship classes and meeting with a finan-
cial adviser. 

Folz said she wants her clients to

graduate from the program with a new
home and outlook on life.

“What we’re really trying to do is get
people to not think about surviving
from day to day to thinking about the fu-
ture,” Folz said. “Where they want to be,
where can they go in life and where they
want their children to go. Those are ma-
jor parts of our sweat equity program.”

During the process, Tamisha had to
save roughly $1,000 dollars to get a
matching down payment from the Indi-
vidual Development and Empowerment
Account (IDEA) Program. She put down
$2,000 towards her home with a 25-
year mortgage payment of $400, which
includes homeowner insurance and
taxes. 

“When you’re living in poverty, it is
stressful,” Folz said. “Trying to figure
out what bills am I going to pay. One of
our applicants said she had to make a
choice between buying formula or her
rent payment. When you’re faced with
those kinds of decisions, it’s really
stressful.”

What’s next? 

Tamisha and her family have been in
their home for less than two months and

are still settling in. It’s finally feeling real
for her now that all the furniture has
been delivered.

From sitting on the floor imagining
the future to living it — Tamisha and her
kids are there.

There’s a beige sectional couch and a
big screen TV that’s played host to fam-
ily movie night. There are bedrooms
with big plans for sleepovers now that
the kids have their own rooms and
brand new furniture. 

There’s the dining room that hasn’t
gotten the first nick yet, but it’s already
been a part of a fair share of memories —
meals, homework, laughs, conversa-
tions and many more to come.

Those plans an exhausted Tamisha
made on the floor during that dedication
back in December, countless hours of
hammering away at obstacles, days and
days of classes, the dedication to saving
and sacrifice — they’ve led up to this
house, these memories.

“I have a lot of emotions that I can’t
explain,” she said about the whole proc-
ess. “I’m overwhelmed. I’m very happy.
I’m also scared and nervous. I don’t
know. I’m just gonna wing it. Just take it
one step at a time. And everything’s
gonna be OK.”

Keys featuring a house-shaped keychain with the Habitat for
Humanity logo dangle from the back door as Dilworth carries a
pillow and a bag full of clothes into her new house on March 4. 

"Get out of my room," Aliyah says as she reacts to
her younger siblings popping in and out of her new
room March 21. PHOTOS BY SAM OWENS/COURIER & PRESS
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A smile spreads across Dilworth’s face as she searches for music to play on the TV set up in her new bedroom before
moving more boxes, March 4. 


