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What’s “Right” With America 

 
Profile:  Harlyn & Dorothy Griffiths 

 
Harlyn Griffiths was born in Mankato, Minnesota in depression-era 1931, the sixth of eight children in his family.  On 240 acres Harlyn 
describes as a “sandy-soiled dirt farm”, his father and mother grew most of their own food, raised some milk cows, some chickens and 
turkeys, and they scratched out a relatively meager living by selling what they couldn’t eat.  Like many rural families of that time and 
place, Harlyn says his family was “poor, but never neglected”.   
 
Dorothy Pass was born around the same time in Minneapolis to lower middle class parents.  One of four children, her mother would 
divorce her alcoholic father when she was in the eighth grade.   
 
This soon-to-be couple would meet one another while both were just 15 years old, and while each worked at “The Milk House” a local, 
Hopkins, Minnesota establishment Harlyn described as “a combination convenience store and ice cream parlor”.   Dorothy was beautiful, 
smart, and hard working.  In addition to holding down her job at The Milk House, she was the very popular Head Cheerleader at her high 
school, a Majorette, and sung in her church’s Choir.  Harlyn was immediately smitten by her, but being painfully shy as a young man, it 
took him a while to find the courage to even speak to Dorothy.  Fortunately for him, Dorothy must have seen something special in this 
young man.  They began dating in March of their junior year, and married in 1951, a little less than a two years after graduating high 
school, and just months shy of their 20th birthdays. 
 
Dorothy’s mother had eventually remarried, and about this time she and Dorothy’s step-father had relocated to the Phoenix area.  When 
Harlyn and Dorothy visited her parents in Arizona for the first time the following year, they fell in love with the desert’s beauty, warmth, 
and the wonderful aroma of orange blossoms that Harlyn noticed as they drove into town.  Dorothy also found the drier climate a benefit 
to an asthma condition she had.  Not long after returning to work in Minnesota, Harlyn asked for, and received a medical leave of absence 
from his job at Minneapolis-Moline, a tractor and farm implements manufacturer, allowing he and Dorothy to return to the desert for 
health reasons.  During this hiatus in Phoenix, Harlyn looked for gainful employment, and he was quickly offered a permanent position at 
Air Research’s Phoenix plant in their quality control area.  (Air Research eventually became Allied Signal, and ultimately, Honeywell.)     
 
Rising to a Shift Supervisor’s position within Air Research’s Quality Control Department in three short years, a mentor of his within that 
organization approached Harlyn with the opportunity to move into sales for the company.  Harlyn hesitated briefly before accepting the 
change in responsibilities, since he knew he would have to overcome a stutter and his severe shyness in order to make sales calls.   
Recognizing the potential for advancement that comes with sales production however, Harlyn decided to take the leap, and soon proved 
to be more than willing to outwork his competition.  He quickly rose to the position of Supervisor of Military Support for all of Phoenix, 
overseeing the efforts of 15 to 20 sales people.   
 
While working at Air Research by day, Harlyn continued his education in the evenings, taking classes at Phoenix College, then Arizona 
State University, ultimately earning his degree in American Law & Procedure from LaSalle Extension University in 1968.   
 
While Harlyn was working by day and studying at night, Dorothy was busy caring for their growing family, which would eventually 
include three daughters, Holly Ann, Debbie, and Linda, and a son, also named Harlyn.  The young couple physically built their first home 
in Phoenix in 1952, paying just $625 for a plot of land in Phoenix.  On that lot they built their first home, a 1500 square foot, three-
bedroom, two bathroom house.  All in, they had a whopping $7,500 invested in the home when it was finished. 
 
In 1956, while Harlyn was still working at Air Research, the Griffiths invested in 160 acres of undeveloped land in a small town called 
Casa Grande, located right around the mid-point between Phoenix and Tucson, a town which boasted a population of less than 7,000 at 
the time.  They paid just $50 an acre for the land.  In 1960, Dorothy’s step-father started construction of a couple of homes on the 
property in partnership with the Griffiths, under the corporate name, “Mi Casa Builders”.   
 
While still at Air Research, it soon became apparent to Harlyn that he would need to take day-to-day operational control of their little 
residential home building business, and in August 1963, he quit his job, consolidated ownership in Mi Casa Builders to himself and 
Dorothy, and they moved their young family to Casa Grande to develop the acreage they owned.  The residential project, known as 
Rancho Grande, was very successful, and firmly launched their construction company and its reputation for quality.      
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Over the years that followed, the Griffiths grew Mi Casa Builders into a very successful residential construction and development 
business that would one day employ 22 – 24 permanent workers, and countless more sub-contracted laborers hired to build their quality 
residential communities.  Over that 30 year period, Mi Casa Builders (and the Griffiths’ commercial arm, Tierra Rica Development) grew 
to become one of the largest general contractors, residential or commercial, in Arizona’s Pinal County. 
 
As they built their business and raised their family, they fully integrated themselves into the fabric of the rapidly-growing Casa Grande 
community.  Harlyn was active in the Casa Grande Chamber of Commerce for more than ten years.  He served on the Industrial 
Development Commission for the area, and even served an elected four-year term on the Casa Grande City Council.  Included among 
their many business endeavors was the purchase, and management of five cotton farms.  Dorothy was very active as well, working with 
the residential builder’s home buyers in the interior design aspects of their new homes.  At the same time, she served in various capacities 
(including President) on “The Casa Grande Valley Cotton Wives” civic organization, on the local hospital’s Auxiliary Board, and in 
various other sororities and organizations of civic intent.  When her children were older, she began a successful second career as a 
residential realtor in the early ‘80’s, and actively remained so until just a few years ago.   
 
The Griffiths were also among the founders of a local bank created to better serve their growing community, a single branch bank they 
originally called, The Bank of Casa Grande, a bank that would eventually grow to an eleven branch, $300 million regional bank they 
ultimately renamed Sun State Bank.  In 2007, after many years of profitable operations, the Griffiths and their partners sold their interests 
in the bank to Omaha-based, Great Western Bank. 
 
If one drove through the community of Casa Grande today, they’d find a city whose population has grown to more than 45,000 folks, and 
you couldn’t drive through too many neighborhoods without finding a building Harlyn and Dorothy Griffiths had a hand in constructing.  
In addition to their many residential developments in the area, they were involved in the construction of the Casa Grande Regional 
Medical Facility, branches of four different banks in the city, a couple school buildings, two churches, the city’s library, and many more 
projects of similar size and scope.  Outside of Casa Grande, their building projects included a five-story, 125-cell jail for Yuma County, 
and the City of Scottsdale’s Headquarters building.  
 
I was professionally introduced to the Griffiths by a mutual friend of their son’s in 1985, and I’ve been serving as their financial adviser 
ever since.  They were already successful when I met them, and they haven’t really slowed down since.  Today, the Griffiths are “retired”, 
and living in Scottsdale, tending to their extended family, which has grown to include thirteen grandchildren, now ranging in age from 31 
to 12.  They travel extensively, and remain very active in their church.  Harlyn continues to “wheel and deal” in local real estate 
development, often in partnership with his son.  To look at them today, you would never, and I mean never ever believe either of them to 
be in their late 70’s.  Incredibly fit still, and exercising daily, the Griffiths are simply full of life.   The expression, “they’re incredibly 
sweet people” is commonly used in society to describe a lot of really nice people, but when you hear it said about the Griffiths, and you 
do, you know that it’s really true.  Despite their many successes in life, the Griffiths are genuinely sweet, wonderful, down-to-earth 
people, as non-pretentious as they come.  People from all walks of life and from every rung of the socioeconomic ladder call them 
‘friends’ and I’m privileged to do so as well.  They have lived their lives as real-life advertisements for what has become commonly 
referred to as “The American Dream”, a dream fueled, and ultimately fulfilled, by hard work, entrepreneurial vision, devotion to family, 
and civic contribution. 
 
When I was gathering data for this profile, Harlyn spoke longingly of “the good old days” when development deals were often bound 
with a handshake, or with single-page, handwritten agreements.  Local and state governments back then were more welcoming of 
development efforts, and they sought to encourage entrepreneurs, and to recruit them to local projects that inevitably led to new jobs.  
Today, he laments the bureaucracy and red tape that adds so much cost and delay to such projects, and ultimately, discourages job 
creation.  He voices concerns over the direction of today’s local and national governments, and wonders if the next generation of 
entrepreneurs can further grow the region to meet population growth demands as easily as he and his contemporaries were able to, or if 
they’ll be able to shoulder the increased tax burden small business owners will (apparently) be asked to bear.  I share those concerns, and 
I suggest, Americans everywhere should share them as well.  Small business owners and entrepreneurs like Harlyn and Dorothy Griffiths 
are community builders.  They add to society.  They are job creators.  They meet payrolls.  They pay fees and taxes, and in their 
commercial pursuits, they give back to their communities.  I would suggest that government should be helping people like these to add 
workers to the ranks of the employed, instead of adding to their burden.  In my humble opinion, government would do well to nurture 
today’s entrepreneurs, and avoid over-taxing and over-regulating them, because without people like Harlyn and Dorothy Griffiths, little in 
this country gets built. 

 




