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Base sending homes 
 
By PETER JOHNSON  
Tribune Staff Writer 

ROCKY BOY — Ursula Russette and her 
husband, Maynard, have been waiting 
several years to get a larger home of their 
own on the Rocky Boy's Indian Reservation.  

They live in a small, one-bedroom house 
where several days a week their three 
grandchildren spend the night.  

"The girls stay on an air mattress in the living 
room, and we have to pump up the mattress 
every night and let the air out and roll it up 
every morning," said Russette, a counselor 
with the Chippewa Cree Housing Authority.  

So the Russettes are thrilled to be getting a 
large, fairly new three-bedroom home from 
the latest batch of 20 surplus Malmstrom Air 
Force Base houses. They will be trucked to 
the reservation just south of Havre today 
through the end of April.  

Susie Hay, longtime executive director of the 
Chippewa Cree Housing Authority, said the tribes really appreciate the homes, which come 
courtesy of the nonprofit program, Operation Walking Shield.  

When all of this batch arrives, Rocky Boy will have received about 185 Malmstrom houses over 
the last seven years.  

"The program has been a godsend, especially for families waiting to buy homes," Hay said. 
"They're inexpensive, affordable and good homes."  

Each house costs the tribes $1; tribal members then purchase the homes for about $35,000 
apiece.  

That covers the expense of moving the house, building a foundation, installing utilities and fixing 
the small cracks that develop as the homes are moved.  

"Even with all those great base houses, plus the 42 the tribe has built in recent years, we still have 
a real need for more housing," said John "Chance" Houle, chairman of the Chippewa Cree Tribal 
Business Council.  

"The number of families on a waiting list hoping to buy or rent houses has grown to 580, with 
many living in crowded conditions with their families and some even living out of vehicles."  

ADVERTISEMENT 
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Dan Liese, an owner of PLK Moving of Harlem, 
directs a truck driver hauling a surplus Malmstrom 
Air Force Base house to an empty field on the 
base. Starting next week and continuing through 
April, 20 of the houses will be hauled to the Rocky 
Boy's Indian Reservation under Operation Walking 
Shield. More than 580 Chippewa Cree families are 
on waiting lists for housing. 
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Malmstrom and other defense installations have hundreds of houses that are in pretty good shape 
but no longer considered large enough or modern enough to meet new standards the military has 
set to help retain its all-volunteer force.  

Indian reservations in several Western states, including the Rocky Boy's Reservation, have a dire 
need for more housing.  

So it seemed a natural fit when, in 1996, the military began transferring its excess housing to 
reservations, with the help of Operation Walking Shield, a California-based nonprofit group.  

"We've helped transfer nearly 1,000 surplus military houses to 14 reservations in four states: 
Montana, North and South Dakota and Minnesota," Walking Shield Executive Director Dennis 
Wynott said during a tour Wednesday at Rocky Boy.  

"It's very rewarding to see houses the military no longer can use go to the reservations where 
there is such a need for good housing."  

Counting this latest delivery, Malmstrom will have provided 234 houses — 185 to Rocky Boy, 22 
to the Fort Belknap Reservation and 27 to the Northern Cheyenne Reservation.  

There could be hundreds more Malmstrom houses freed up for transfer in 2007 and beyond, base 
officials said.  

Col. Everett Thomas, Malmstrom space wing commander, clearly was tickled as he visited a 
couple of houses that already have been moved. He admired the way one family had decorated 
the house, and including their large family room, where they obviously spent a lot of time.  

"This program really makes me feel good," Thomas said. "It's just wonderful for us to be able to 
help out our Montana community at large, and our fellow Americans."  

Several years ago, the military began phasing out its older homes improve living conditions for 
service members and their families. Newer Malmstrom housing has modern kitchen fixtures, air 
conditioning and oak trim.  

New rules even require that Air Force bases in northern climates such as Great Falls have a large 
recreation room to prevent families from getting cabin fever in the winter.  

"With the all-volunteer Air Force, providing larger, more modern houses became a quality-of-life 
issue," said Maj. Laurie Arellano, a base spokesman. "Good housing helps with both morale and 
troop retention."  

But there's nothing wrong with the old base homes.  

"These are good, relatively new houses, with Air Force families living in them until the last few 
weeks. We wouldn't transfer them to the reservations if they weren't in good shape," she stressed. 

All the homes were built after 1960, when asbestos and lead-based paint restrictions were in 
place. And the tribe has contractors encapsulate asbestos when it's found in floor tiles, and put 
new flooring on top, Hay said.  

If the Air Force could not transfer them, it would have to demolish the surplus housing, wasting a 
lot of landfill space, Arellano said. "This program makes a lot of sense for both humanitarian and 
environmental reasons."  

Tribal Vice Chairman Bruce Sun Child praised Montana's congressional delegation, particularly 
U.S. Sen. Conrad Burns, a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, for helping get 
money for new Malmstrom housing. Burns also helped get the transfer of surplus houses 
approved, he said.  
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"Moving the houses and building foundations has helped provide work for people living on or near 
the reservation," Sun Child said.  

Sam Boushie, a Chippewa Cree member from Rocky Boy, was working with the construction 
company, PLK Moving of Harlem, to prepare the houses for the trip.  

"There's quite a need for housing at Rocky Boy, so it feels great to help move them," he said.  

Tribal Chairman Houle said many of the new homeowners have made a special effort to fix up 
their yards and improve the houses.  

"They've really made them into homes," he said.  

Reach Tribune Staff Writer Peter Johnson at (406) 791-1476, (800) 438-6600 or 
pejohnso@greatfal.gannett.com.  
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