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Prefabricated homes have been part of United States history for most of the 20" century. Likely the most
recognized name of Kit Homes, as they are often called, is Sears. However, there were many other companies that
got in on this phenomenon as well. The ease of ordering from a catalog and the fact that the homeowner could
build his or her own house made this way of obtaining a home a very attractive and affordable option for many a
would-be homeowner. These homes were typically not fancy and often not roomy. They were mostly modest and
simply built homes that were mass produced to provide a remedy for the voracious need for housing that was a
great concern in post-WWIl America.
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Figure 1: 1943 Gunnison Home Advertisement. The Rotarian 62, No. 5, (May 1943): 25.

Kit Homes came in many models and sizes and included various options for layouts and materials. This
customization was a great selling point. A prefabricated pioneer, Foster Gunnison started Gunnison Housing
Corporation and in 1936 began shipping prefabricated “Magic Homes” from New Albany, Indiana. The location of
New Albany made it an ideal place for this type of company because the town had access to good transportation
networks (the Ohio River) and a long history of wood product production. Despite WW!II temporarily halting
production of the homes, thousands of them were quickly produced and shipped all throughout the country. A
1944 Time Magazine article claimed that Gunnison’s patented “conveyor-belted production methods” produced
all the parts of a house in 25 minutes. These homes were made from insulated plywood panels that were bolted
together at the home site. These panels came to the homesite complete with windows already installed (as seen
in Figure 2) and doors and the walls themselves were already finished.



Gunnison eventually sold controlling interest in his
company to U.S. Steel in 1944. Gunnison retired
completely in 1953 and U.S. Steel continued to
produce these panel homes until the company closed
its housing division in 1974.

One of the main reasons for Kit Homes’ popularity
was their price. Another company with Indiana ties,
Lafayette, Indiana based National Homes, became
popular for its starter homes in the 1950’s with Gl’s
returning to the United States in the post WWII years.
Homeowners purchased the plot, poured a concrete
slab, then constructed housing units starting at $2,000
for a two-bedroom and $2,400 for a three-bedroom.
National Homes Corporation began production in
1940 and was started by a former Gunnison executive,

Donald Lowman. When National Homes’ Lafayette Figure 2: A Gunnison Home in Factory Production, Alfred
plant was working at its maximum capacity, it would Bruce and Harold Sandbank, The Prefabricated House (New
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Figure 3: Left: 1952 advertisement for National Homes. Life Magazine 33, No. 17, (October 27, 1952): 143. Right: 1959
advertisement for National Homes. National Homes, 1959, (National Homes Corporation, 1959), 1, from the Collection of
Floyd Mansberger, Association for Preservation Technology, Inc. Building Technology Heritage Library.



Not surprisingly considering its founder, National Homes produced its homes in a very similar fashion to Gunnison
by taking advantage of ease of an assembly line of panels that could be transported to the sites of what would

ultimately become a new home.

Unlike the prefabricated homes of today, these were accurately cut kits that homebuyers could either build
themselves or hire a general contractor to build for them. In addition to Gunnison and National, there were a
multitude of other companies that jumped on the bandwagon of kit homes. In addition to the well-known Sears
kit homes, Montgomery Ward, Craftsman, Aladdin, Pennsylvania, and Standard Homes were just a few of the
companies that also provided these modest affordable homes.

Based on their many years of popularity
within the 20" Century, it is very likely you
have either lived in a kit home or know
someone that does or did at some point.
There are a few ways to be able to
determine if you are living in a kit home.
The first step is to conduct a record (deed
and permit) search. Also, if by chance you
have original plumbing fixtures, look to see
if they were marked with an indication of
which company they came from. For
instance, Sears homes were marked with
an SR, or an R enclosed in a circle.
Additionally, if you have exposed, original
wood on your home, often this wood had
marks or labels. If you do find out you live
in a kit home, there is a good chance your
neighbor’s house is one as well. Talk to
them and swap stories about your homes.
You may learn a great deal more about the
history of your home as well as your
neighborhood!
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Figure 4: 1924 advertisement for Montgomery Ward’s “The Raymond”
model. Wardway Homes, (Montgomery Ward & Co., 1924), 82, from
Association for Preservation Technology, Inc. Building Technology
Heritage Library.



