
The Lustron Home: An Experiment in Steel

MICHELLE C. SAXMAN

After living through the hardships of the Great Depression and World
War II, Americans craved a return to normalcy and looked forward to
better times ahead. Veterans came home eager to pursue the "Ameri-
can dream" of family, career, and home ownership. Many, however,
had their plans set aside because of a critical shortage of affordable
housing. With the help of the federal government and technological
advances developed during the war, a number of companies began
producing prefabricated homes that could be quickly and affordably
produced and assembled. Among these firms was the Lustron Corpo-
ration, which promoted its porcelain-coated, steel-paneled houses as
the "new standard for living." Hundreds of thousands of Americans
placed orders for the ultramodern homes, but the Lustron Corpora-
tion faced production and distribution challenges that ultimately
proved insurmountable. In the end, fewer than twenty-five hundred
Lustron houses rolled off the company assembly lines. Approximately
forty of them came to South Dakota, where they stand as time cap-
sules of the late 1940s and early 1950s.'

The first prefabricated elements used in building houses date to the
early nineteenth century. Pattern books filled with designs from

This article is based on research conducted in 1997 and 1998 by the author and by Mark
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I. Carrie Scupholm, "Sioux Falls Historic Sites Survey: Final Project Report," July 1993,
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which prospective homeowners could choose a style began appear-
ing in the 1830S and became highly popularized with the Gothic-
revival cottages of Andrew Jackson Downing, an important designer
of the pre-Civil War period. Sears, Roebuck and Company capitalized
on consumers' enthusiasm for the prefabricated home "kits" sold
through pattern books to become the leading American supplier of
manufactured housing during the first three decades of the twentieth
century.^

The need for inexpensive, easily constructed housing after World
War 1 helped to ignite the interest in préfabrication. Similar circum-
stances followed World War II, as large numbers of service men and
women returned to their communities only to find affordable housing
in short supply. Not only had few new homes been built during the
war due to a shortage of materials, but the preceding decade and a half
had seen a downturn in house construction because of the Great De-
pression that followed the stock market crash of 1929. From a peak of
937,000 new homes built in 1925, new construction fell to just
93,000 new units in 1933, Housing starts rebounded to 603,000 in
1940 but fell again to 141,800 by 1944. The housing shortage, com-
bined with new innovations in design, materials, and manufacturing,
offered Garl G. Strandlund a window of opportunity to pursue his
plans for producing the all-metal, state-of-the-art prefabricated house
that became known as the Lustron.'

The first all-metal house had been constructed of cast iron in Eng-
land in the early 1800s, but it took another one hundred years for the
idea to gain practical application. In 1928, L. W. Ray, construction su-
perintendent for the White Gastle restaurant corporation, pioneered a
significant innovation in metal-building design—a movable, porce-
lain-enameled, steel-paneled building. The all-metal structures proved

2. U,S,, Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register of Historic
Places, Multiple Property Documentation Form, "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E,
p. 1, SHPO.

3, Robert A. Mitchell, "What Ever Happened to Lustron Homes.'," APT Bulletin: The Jour-
nal of Preservation Technology 23, no. 2 (1991): 45; U.S., Department of the Interior, National
Park Service, Nationai Register of Historic Places Nomination Form, "Maurice Nelson
House, Rapid City, S.Dak.," sec. 7, p. 3, SHPO.
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cost-effective and became the standard building form for the com-
pany's restaurants throughout the Northeast. Another innovator in
the realm of porcelain-enameled steel construction was the Ferro
Enamel Corporation of Cleveland, Ohio. In 1932, the company erected
two metal houses in the Cleveland vicinity. One utilized a steel frame
and sheathing along with porcelain-enameled steel-shingle siding and
roofing. The second house utilized load-bearing walls rather than
a frame for its structural system and was also clad in porcelain-enam-
eled shingles. Together with Armco Steel, the Ferro Company created
a frameless, porcelain-enameled steel-paneled house and introduced
it to Americans at the 1933 Chicago World's Fair, or "Century of Pro-
gress" exposition.''

At the same time, large corporations such as U. S. Steel, Republic
Steel, Homasote Company, General Electric, and Westinghouse be-
gan looking at the success of American car companies such as Ford
and General Motors and adapting their mass-production techniques
for the housing market. Upstart companies, including General
Houses in Chicago, American Houses in New York, and National
Houses in Lafayette, Indiana, began experimenting with the manufac-
ture of steel prefabricated housing, as well. The use of metals in hous-
ing, however, came to an abrupt halt with the onset of World War II as
supplies tightened due to the demands of the war. Attention then cen-
tered on wood as the primary material in the manufacture of prefabri-
cated houses.'

The buildup to war and the need to house American military per-
sonnel overseas prompted the federal government to provide gen-
erous subsidies to private industries engaged in the production of
prefabricated housing. The Lanham Act of 1940 enabled seventy com-
panies to produce two hundred thousand housing units for the gov-
ernment during World War II. While some of these units used steel
structural systems, all employed standardized parts and modular de-
sign. Government officials also estimated that in the decade following

4. Mitchell, "What Ever Happened to Lustron Homes.^" p. 45.
5. Burnham Kelly, The Préfabrication of Houses (Cambridge, Mass.: Massachusetts Insti-

tute of Technology, 1951), pp. 38-41.
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the war, the country would need fifteen million houses to accommo-
date returning veterans and their families and make up for the hous-
ing shortfall of the 1930s. In an effort to build as many homes as pos-
sible as quickly as possible. Congress provided funds in 1946 for
research into prefabricated housing and production subsidies. The
Veterans' Emergency Housing Act of 1946 made wartime manufac-
turing plants available to firms specializing in préfabrication and re-
warded them with access to resources, such as steel-making materi-
als, that remained in short supply. The Reconstruction Finance
Corporation (RFC) was set up to provide govemment loans to the pre-
fabricating companies, making affordable homes for returning veter-
ans and others a national priority.'̂

Of the scores of firms that entered into prefabricated housing pro-
duction, the Lustron Corporation was the most heavily capitalized and
industrialized. Carl Strandlund, an industrial engineer, formed Lus-
tron as a subsidiary of the Chicago Vitreous Enamel Products Com-
pany, where he served as vice-president and general manager. Born
in 1888. the Swedish immigrant had studied engineering through a
correspondence school and won acclaim for his innovations in agri-
cultural machinery while serving as president of the Oliver Farm
Equipment Company. By the 1930s, Strandlund had joined Chicago
Vitreous, a manufacturer of enameled steel panels used in products
such as refrigerator doors and storefronts. In the summer of 1946, he
visited officials in Washington, D.C, to ask for an allocation of mate-
rial to produce five hundred enameled-steel gas stations.^

Given the housing shortage, the Civilian Production Administra-
tion saw little need for steel gas stations. Executives with Chicago Vit-
reous subsequently decided to change their proposal to request mate-
rials for building steel homes. Later that year, Strandlund was back in
the nation's capital with plans for a house constructed of enameled
steel panels. The homes were to be produced by the new Lustron Cor-

6. Kelly, Préfabrication of Houses, pp. 60-63, ^8; Tom Wolfe and Leonard Garfield, *"A
New Standard for Living": The Lustron House, 1946-1950," in Perspectives in Vernacular Ar-
chitecture, vol. 3 (Annapolis, Md.: Vernacular Architecture Fonim, 1989): 53.

7. Kelly, Préfabrication of Houses, p. 132; Mitchell, "What Ever Happened to Lustron
Homes.^," p. 45.
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poration, a name derived from Lusterlite, the trade name for a type of
porcelain coating that Chicago Vitreous manufactured.^

Wilson Wyatt of the National Housing Administration embraced
the concept with enthusiasm and agreed to support Strandlund's re-
quest for government financing. Wyatt also offered the Lustron Cor-
poration the use of a large Dodge automobile plant in Chicago that
had been converted for wartime production and promised to under-
write the first fifteen thousand homes the firm produced. Strandlund
planned ultimately to manufacture thirty thousand houses a year that
would sell for seven thousand dollars each.^

The first house created under Strandlund's guidance was a two-bed-
room prototype called the Esquire, designed by architects Roy Blass
and Morris Beckman and constructed at Hinsdale, Illinois, in 1946.
Strandlund would build no more homes for nearly two years. By 1947,
his original request for $52 million in loans had shrunk to $15.5 mil-
lion, the Dodge plant had been turned over to an automobile manu-
facturer, and Wyatt had left his post under pressure from Republican
politicians. Despite these setbacks, the Lustron Corporation gained
the use of a vacant Curtiss-Wright aircraft plant near Columbus, Ohio,
and garnered the largest financial commitment the federal govern-
ment had ever given to a housing firm. The company even won con-
cessions from the American Federation of Labor, a craft union that
generally opposed prefabricated housing.'"

The architectural press hailed the Lustron Corporation and its inno-
vative methods as a critical test of the potential success of the factory-
made house. Lustron itself began an extensive promotional campaign
in early 1948, fueling consumer enthusiasm with eye-catching adver-
tisements in general-interest magazines such as Life. Over the next
year, display houses sprang up in one hundred major cities throughout
the East and Midwest. Crowds lined up to inspect models in New York,

8. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 54; Mitchell, "What Ever Happened
to Lustron Homes?," p. 46.

9. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 54; Scupholm, "Sioux Falls Historic
Sites Survey," n.p.

10. Wolfe and Garfield. "'New Standard for living.'" pp. 54-55; Mitchell, "What Ever Hap-
pened to Lustron Homes?." p. 46; Kelly, Prejàbrication of Homes, p. 150.
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Chicago, Columbus, Saint Louis, Miami, Detroit, Milwaukee, and
Washington, D.C. A display house in New Jersey's Palisades Amuse-
ment Park was offered as the prize in a raffle to benefit a charity."

The Lustron homes were designed as single-story, gabled-roof,
ranch-style buildings enclosing approximately one thousand square
feet. The exterior and interior consisted of porcelain-enameled steel
panels fastened to a structural-steel frame. All construction—from the
wall framing to roof trusses—was done in steel, and all surfaces except
the asphalt-tile floors and the concrete slab on which the house rested
were porcelain-enameled steel. The porcelain enameling provided a
glasslike, maintenance-free finish to the two-by-two-foot-square exte-
rior panels, the two-by-eight-foot interior wall panels, and the four-by-

II. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" pp. 51, 55; "Lustron Houses in South
Dakota," sec. E, p. 3.

Lustron workers use the factory's medium-sized steel press to stamp out parts
such as exterior corners and roof panels.
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Workers erect the framing walls and bolt them into place on
the concrete foundation slab. The interior and exterior panels
of a Lustron home interlock and are attached to the frame
with screws.

four-foot ceihng panels. The Lustron assembly line stamped the steel
panels out of material emerging from continuous-feed porcelain-
enameling furnaces. After the panels were enameled and shaped, plas-
tic gaskets were added to seal the joints, and insulation was automati-
cally cemented to the inside. The exterior was composed of twenty
straight wall framing sections (which included openings for doors and
windows) and ten corner assemblies. Ten steel roof trusses, placed at
four-foot intervals, replaced traditional rafters and joists. The wall-
framing sections were composed of interior and exterior studs placed
on two-foot centers and supported by diagonal braces. An anchor bolt
fastened the bottom plate to the concrete foundation,'^

Given the permanent nature of the building material, ornamental
features had to be chosen with care. Carl Strandlund consulted with
Howard Ketcham, a noted color specialist, to develop the Lustron
color schemes. In keeping with the style of the time, the exterior col-

12, Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 55: "Lustron Houses in South
Dakota," sec. E, p, 3,
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ors initially included white, blue-green, green, and pink, with the pa-
lette later limited to four basic shades: surf blue, dove gray, desert tan,
and maize yellow.''

13. Mitchell, "What Ever Happened to Lustron Homes?," pp. 47-48; Historic Preserva-
tion Office, Ohio Historical Society, "Guidance for Lustron Database," enclosed in W. Ray
Luce, Ohio State Historic Preservation Officer, to Mrs. Victor Young, Pierre, S.Dak., 15 Aug.
1988, SHPO.

To advertise its modern steel houses, the Lustron Corporation produced a variety
of promotional materials depicting the homes' unique features and floor plans.

(Opposite, top) The living room, touted as cozy and comfortabíe, featured sixteen-
by-fourteen feet of living space. Built-in bookshelves vi/ere centered on one wall,
leaving the floor space open for flexible interior decorating.

(Opposite, bottom) The master bedroom was designed with a built-in vanity, draw-
ers, cabinets, and a large mirror. Lustron promoted the built-in features as space-
and money-savers that made the purchase of additional furniture unnecessary.
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(Opposite, top) The dining room was accessible from both the living room and
kitchen for better traffic flow. It featured a built-in display cabinet for china and glass-
ware, drawers for linens, and a unique "pass through" counter into the kitchen.

(Opposite, bottom) This left side view of the Lustron kitchen shows the "pass
through" counter, the sliding cabinet doors, and the easy-to-clean porcelain-enam-
eled surfaces.

The right side of the kitchen contained the sink area, which included a combination
dishv/asher-clothes washer. The stove and refrigerator were not furnished, but the
floor space was designed to fit the standard models of the time.

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
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The bathroom came with all of the fixtures shown here, including the built-in
chest with work area at lower left. As with the other interior rooms, the bath-
room had a sliding pocket door to save valuable floor space.

Lustron interiors were considered ultramodern for the period. All
models included a galley kitchen with an "Automagic" dishwasher
that doubled as a washing machine for clothes. Offered as amenities
were a bay window, built-in bookshelves, bedroom vanity units, and a
pass-through, or serving window, from the kitchen to the dining area.
Space-saving sliding pocket doors were utilized throughout for the
bedrooms, bathrooms, closets, and kitchen cabinets. Most doors car-

Copyright © 2007 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



WINTER 2006 Lustron Home \ 347

ried a modern design element in the form of a streamlined vertical
motif The main entrance door was fitted with a frosted-glass insert
with a striped design motif Radiant heating came from a ceiling
plenum system fired by an oil or gas furnace.'-^

Lustron home buyers could choose from three different models, all
of which incorporated the basic features and came in two- or three-
bedroom floor plans. Approximately 90 percent of all Lustrons sold
were the two-bedroom plan. A luxury model with a fireplace, flexible
interior plan, and attached garage was also developed in 1949.'5

The Westchester and Westchester Deluxe were the most commonly
sold models. The two-bedroom Westchester measured thirty-one by
thirty-five feet and was distinguished by a six-by-twelve-foot cut-out
that formed a corner entry porch. Two windows on the primary facade
characterize this model. The three-bedroom Westchester Deluxe mea-
sured thirty-one by thirty-nine feet. It had no cut-out for the porch and
was entered through the gable side. Three windows on the primary fa-
cade distinguish the three-bedroom model. The standard model was
number 021 or 031 (depending on the number of bedrooms), and the
deluxe model was numbered 02 or 03.'^

Designed after the Westchester as a lower-priced model, the New-
port was the least expensive Lustron available. In fact, few Newports
were sold. The two-bedroom model (032) measured twenty-three by
thirty-one feet and was characterized by the two windows on the pri-
mary facade; it lacked the corner cutout characteristic of the two-
bedroom Westchester. The three-bedroom plan (033) measured thirty-
one by thirty-one feet square and was similarly characterized by the
two windows on the primary facade and no cutout for the porch.'^

The Meadowbrook was conceived of as a "middle-line" model. A
larger variation on the Newport, it was the last Lustron house de-
signed. The two-bedroom Meadowbrook {022) measured thirty-one

14. Kim Keister. "Showing Its Metal," Historic Preservation (|an./Feb. 1995): 93; Mitchell,
"What Ever Happened to Lustron Homes?," p. 49.

15. "Guidance for Lustron Database"; Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for living,'" p.
58.

16. "Guidance for Lustron Database."
17. Ibid.
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(Opposite) The Lustron's Westchester model came in two floor plans. The two-bed-
room home (bottom) had a front entry porch, while the three- bedroom version
(top) converted the porch area into living space.

by twenty-five feet with a similar window and door arrangement as the
Newport. The three-bedroom model (023) measured thirty-one by
thirty-three feet.'̂

Optional for the entire lustron line and available in 1949 and 1950
only was either a one-and-a-half or two-and-a-half-car garage. The mod-
el C-i garage measured fifteen by twenty-three feet; the C-2 model
measured twenty-three feet square. A breezeway designed to connect
the house to the garage was also sold separately. Unlike the Lustron
house design, the garages lacked steel framing and were traditionally
framed using balloon construction to which the porcelain enameled
panels were attached.'^

18. ibid.

19. Ibid.; "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E, p, 10.

Ü,'

Built in 1950, this Westchester Deluxe house at lo i East Quincy Street in Rapid City
is covered in gray enameled-steel panels.
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The detached garage was an optional feature for Lustron homeowners. The win-
dows and doors on the garage at loi East Quincy Street have been replaced with
wooden sashes and doors, but smaller features such as the retractable clothesline
are original.

In addition to designing the minute details of every model, the Lus-
tron Corporation published a planning guide to illustrate the most at-
tractive site layouts for the homes and to address planning and zoning
regulations. In some locales, Lustron owners faced an uphill struggle
to locate their houses within established neighborhoods, where the
all-modern structures did not fit building codes established in an ear-
lier era. The planning guides offered specific site plans for lots of var-
ious sizes and shapes and included advice on proper preparation and
grading of the slab. Landscaping was considered an important part of
the Lustron aesthetic and was recommended for proper drainage. The
company emphasized the importance of the entire setting to best dis-
play the modern house, providing illustrations of trees, grass, and gar-
dens to enhance each site. The planning guides also contained infor-
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mation for builders and developers on how to utilize unimproved lots
and acreages for entire Lustron subdivisions.'°

From the beginning, the Lustron had been conceived of as an in-
dustrial design, itself a product of the industrialized process of manu-
facture. Although Roy Blass and Morris Beckman had drawn up the
original plans, a team of stylists, many with experience in automobile
design, was primarily responsible for the look and function of the fin-
ished house. So strong was the emphasis on production efficiency
that one feature eliminated from the prototype was a jog in the rear

20, Lustron Corporation, "The Lustron Planning Guide," promotional pamphlet, n.d,,
SHPO; "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E, p. 4,

This two-bedroom Westchester at 1218 South Willow Avenue in Sioux Falls was as-
sembled in 1949. Its landscaped setting is similar to those recommended in Lus-
tron's planning guide.
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The dining room of the house on South Willow Avenue shows the built-in cabinetry
and pass-through window. The frosted-glass insert in the main entrance door is vis-
ible at far left.

wall that allowed for more floor space but complicated the manufac-
turing process.^'

Every detail of a Lustron, including the window frames, gutters, and
bathtub, was specially designed and manufactured on the company's

21. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 56; Lustron Corporation, "The Lus-
tron Home," promotional pamphlet, n.d., n.p,, SHPO,

(Opposite, top) Shown here is a rear view of the two-bedroom Westchester Deluxe
home located at 669 Dakota Avenue North in Huron. The Weisenburger Construc-
tion Company, which owned the Lustron franchise in Huron, built the house in
1949.

(Opposite, bottom) This interior view of the Huron home looks into the kitchen area
from the dining room and provides a closer view of buiit-in cabinets, shelving, and
pass-through counter.
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factory fioor. No other products would fit the home, making it difficult
for owners to tailor the house to meet their own needs. Any change to
the established design meant retooling the factory, a complicated and
expensive task, given the precision requirements of the machinery.
Lustron executives planned to build additional assembly plants across
the country, but these plans remained on the drawing board. The im-
mediate challenge lay in refining the production and distribution pro-
cesses in order to build enough houses to meet the existing demand
and get the structures to their building sites.^^

According to Lustron Corporation projections, nine trucks, each
carrying a new home, would leave its manufacturing facility every
hour. As custom-designed trailers moved through the plant, each was
filled with the twelve and one-half tons of parts that would make a sin-
gle house, packed in a manner that enabled workers to unload them
in the correct sequence at the assembly site. Each trailer then served
as a warehouse at the building location until the house was assem-
bled, a process that took approximately two hundred fifty man-hours
to complete. The total Lustron package comprised some three thou-
sand parts, including a key for the front door and an owner's manual.
The plant's proximity to the steel suppliers and strong prefabricated
housing market of the Upper Midwest was ideal, as well.-̂ '

To distribute their product, Lustron created a network of dealer
franchises, each with its own sales territory. Lustron executives quick-
ly granted a number of exclusive franchises over large territories east
of the Rocky Mountains, including the entire New York City metro-
politan area and the states of Connecticut, New Jersey, and Florida.
Lustron dealers, unfortunately, faced major problems from the begin-
ning. Even after two years of promotional efforts, the corporation was
not producing a sufficient number of homes to meet consumer de-
mand. Even when houses became available, dealers faced extra costs,
such as transportation to the site and wages for those hired to do
the onsite assembly. In addition, Lustron required its dealers to pay

22. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" pp. 56, 58; "Lustron Houses in South
Dakota," sec. E, p. 7.

23. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" pp. 55-56; Keister, "Showing Its
Metal," p. 43; Kelly. Préfabrication of Houses, pp. 305-7, 410; "The Lustron Home," n.p.
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for each house before it left the factory. The Lustron dealer had little
choice but to find customers with complete up-front financing or
carry a portion of the costs himself The company dealt with this prob-
lem, to some extent, by arranging to have the Galbreath Mortgage
Company of Columbus, Ohio, offer dealers limited interim financ-
ing.̂ 4

At the root of the Lustron home shortage lay numerous production
problems. The Columbus plant was among the largest in the world,
capable of producing one hundred houses per day. It stood on 107
acres of land and enclosed one million square feet of floor space filled
with presses, welding machines, and furnaces. The factory, however,
was slow to start up and short of materials necessary for manufacture.
Such delays were not only expensive in themselves but caused Lustron
to miss the peak demand of the postwar housing crisis. The first
enameled steel did not emerge from the ovens of the plant until the
summer of 1948, and the first house was not finished until Novem-
ber, leaving twenty thousand orders unfilled/^

24. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" pp. 58-59; Mitchell, "What Ever Hap-
pened to Lustron Homes?," p. 47; Keister, "Showing Its Metal." p. 93.

25. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 55; "The Lustron Home," n.p.;
Keister, "Showing Its Metal," pp. 43, 93.

Located in Columbus, Ohio, the Lustron factory covered more than one million
square feet of floor space and contained the world's largest continuous firing
enameling furnace.
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By 1949, having received government loans totaling more than $37
million, the Lustron Gorporation was producing houses on a regular,
though still insufficient, basis. Production numbers readied a high of
270 units in July of that year. Although Lustron fell far short of its
stated yearly goal of thirty thousand homes, the press proclaimed the
company a success.̂ "^ According to Architectural Forum, the enterprise
was the first to demonstrate that "houses can be turned out like auto-
mobiles."^? Such accolades were short-lived, however. Lustron contin-
ued losing as much as $1 million per month. By 1950, the corporation
was bankrupt and under investigation by Gongress for possible mis-
use of federal funds. By the time its assets were sold at auction in June
1950, it had shipped fewer than two thousand five hundred houses.•^^

Lustron's demise was a blow to the proponents of préfabrication.
The company had financial, physical, and technological resources that
were unprecedented, but Lustron executives made a number of busi-
ness decisions that undermined the firm's potential for success. The
company had underestimated the costs of capitalizing to achieve mass
production, leaving the peak of the housing demand unmet by Lus-
tron products. Despite its early efforts to establish a dealer network,
much in the manner of automobile distribution, the Lustron Gorpora-
tion failed to establish a substantial distribution system to handle
high-volume sales. Because the company sold single houses through
franchised dealers, it never achieved the sales volume that character-
ized large-scale housing developments of the time. Moreover, produc-
tion remained low, making each house more expensive to produce.
The proposed seven-thousand-dollar house quickly reached eleven
thousand dollars, a price greater than that of many traditionally con-
structed small houses. Lustron's individualized approach to sales and
distribution failed to generate the huge sales needed to sustain mass

26, Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. 55; Lustron Corporation, "Dealer
Performance Report," 8 Mar, 1950, SHPO.

27. Quoted in Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,"' p. 55.
28. Ibid.; Mitchell, "What Ever Happened to Lustron Homes.^" p. 48; Keister, "Showing

Its Metal," pp. 37-38,

29, Wolfe and GarfieW. "'New Standard for Living,'" pp. 55, 60; Scupholm, "Sioux Falls
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Such miscalculations proved fatal. By the time Lustron began turn-
ing out homes with regularity, the housing crisis had largely passed
and the Lustron home was competing with traditional wood or brick
houses constructed by independent builders. In a marketplace domi-
nated by traditional housing, the steel-paneled homes had little
chance for real success. Local building codes varied among communi-
ties and often disallowed certain features of the Lustron's innovative
design. Chicago, for instance, completely banned steel houses, while
Detroit outlawed the copper wiring featured in Lustrons. Large-scale
housing developers dealt with the complexities of financing, building
codes, and suppliers by controlling the entire real-estate process. Lus-
tron, however, had to fight these battles with each sale. Finally, crafts-
men and established suppliers of building materials considered metal
préfabrication a threat to their livelihoods, making it difficult for Lus-
tron to find dependable workers for local assembly.^"

Compounding these problems were the lending policies of conser-
vative financial institutions such as the Federal Housing Administra-
tion (FHA), which hesitated to grant or guarantee mortgages for non-
traditional houses, especially those that had not yet arrived at the lot.
With the powerful influence the FHA exerted on housing policy
through its mortgage guarantees, the agency virtually ensured that the
traditionally constructed house would remain the dominant form of
residential construction throughout the United States. The agency
eventually approved of the steel-paneled design, but the move did not
come soon enough for Lustron.''

While some critics cited the corporation's demise as proof that fac-
tory-made housing was doomed to fail, the collapse of Lustron should
not overshadow its successes. The fact that orders for the homes far
outstripped the supply challenged the idea that Americans would
never live in factory-made houses or that prefabricated designs could

Historic Sites Survey," n.p.; Old House Web, "Lustron Homes: Part i," www.oldhouseweb
.com/stories/Detailed/i227o.shtml, accessed 10 Oct. 2006.

30. Wolfe and Carfield, "'New Standard for Uving,'" pp. 60-61; Kelly, Préfabrication of
Houses, pp. 388-90.

31. Wolfe and Garfield, ""New Standard for Living,'" p. 6i; Kelly, Préfabrication of Houses,
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(Opposite, top) The right-front corner of this two-bedroom Westchester house at
303 Farmer Street in Howard was originally a porch. It has been enclosed to in-
crease the interior living space.

(Opposite, bottom) This view of the master bedroom of the house in Howard shows
the roomy built-in storage and easy-to-maintain surfaces that made the Lustron
homes so popular.

succeed only as stopgap measures in times of crisis. Furthermore, no
enterprise before Lustron had so completely applied the methods of
the assembly hne to the construction of single-family housing.'^

The Lustron Corporation produced an innovative design that em-
braced efficiency and maintenance-free longevity, but those features
ultimately were not enough to guarantee success in the postwar hous-
ing market. In retrospect, the success of the Lustron experiment de-
pended as much on the particulars of the housing market, such as the
availability of federal mortgage financing and restrictive local building
codes, as it did on generating consumer acceptance of a revolutionary
new type of affordable housing. In January 1952, the RFC dropped its
suit against Carl Strandlund in return for a general release and trans-
fer of all his Lustron stock. The following year, Strandlund found em-
ployment as president of a steel-parts manufacturer. He retired to
Florida a few years later and eventually moved to Minneapolis, Min-
nesota, his wife's birthplace. Strandlund died 24 December 1974."

In 1997, the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) of the South
Dakota State Historical Society discovered two Lustron homes in
Pierre and began to survey the state for more. Of the fewer than
twenty-five hundred Lustron homes shipped out during the corpora-
tion's brief period of active production, company records indicated
that a total of thirty were delivered to dealers in South Dakota: ten to
Huron, nine to Sioux Falls, four to Mitchell, three to Mobridge, three
to Rapid City, and one to Watertown. A publicity campaign conducted
by the SHPO in local newspapers and historical society newsletters ul-

32. Wolfe and Garfield, "'New Standard for Living,'" p. Si.
33. "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E, p. g.
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timately revealed a total of thirty-nine Lustrons throughout South
Dakota. H

South Dakota's first Lustron house is believed to be the one still
standing at 1505 South West Avenue in Sioux Falls. "State's First
Enamel-Steel Home Here, Sioux Falls Builder Granted Franchise for
Lustron Home," announced a headline from a 1948 issue of the Daily
Argus-Leader. Leader's Construction served the Minnehaha County
area as the first South Dakota Lustron franchiser and assembled the
house in 1948. In addition, the Lustron Company gave Leader's Con-
struction authority to finish homes within a 150-mile radius of Sioux
Falls. While nine Lustrons were constructed in Sioux Falls, forty had
been ordered through Leader's Construction for potential customers
during the brief time the Lustron Corporation was in business. All of
the assembled houses were the two-bedroom Westchester model, ex-

34. "Dealer Performance Report "; History Notes 13 {Fall/Winter 1998); i.

This two-bedroom Westchester Deluxe at 1123 East Capitol Avenue is one of two
Lustron homes in Pierre. Built in 1949, it has a bay window (right).
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Both sides of the kitchen, which came complete with a space-saving fold-
ing table, are visible in this photograph of the house in Howard. Because
all of the surfaces are metal, the homeowner has hung her wall decora-
tions with magnets.
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Pictured in this view of the Howard home are the living room, with its built-in
shelving unit, and the hallway access to the bedrooms. The bay window at right
gives the living area additional space.

cept for a three-bedroom Westchester located at 1222 South Willow
Avenue. Of the nine Sioux Falls Lustrons, only one includes a Lustron
garage; it is located at 1509 South Glendale Avenue.í'

Other authorized Lustron home dealers in South Dakota were
Weisenburger Construction Company of Huron, the City of Mitchell,
Sackreiter Development Company of Mobridge, Nelson Implement of
Rapid City, and the Schull Company of Watertown. The Weisenburger
Construction Company franchise based in Huron assembled Lustron
houses in Huron, Miller, Pierre, and Martin. Of the eleven Lustrons
the company ordered, ten were received. The home located at in

35. "Dealer Performance Report"; Scupholm, "Sioux Falls Historic Sites Survey," n.p.;
"Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E. p. 10.
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School Street in Martin is the last Lustron the Weisenburger Com-
pany constructed. It was assenribled in 1950 after the factory an-
nounced its foreclosure sale.'^

Once preservation specialists had documented the South Dakota
Lustrons and their conditions, ten individual homes and one historic
district encompassing four homes were nominated and accepted for

36. "Dealer Performance Report"; "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E, p. lo.

BE SURE TO SEE WATERTOWN'S FIRST

HOMB

1105 FIRST SI REET N. W.

2 TO 5, AND 7 TO 9 P.M. DAILY

COMPLETELY FURNISHED

FORMODERN LIVING

BY HERBERGER'S

ALL HOME FURNISHINGS ON DISPLAY ARE
CARRIED IN STOCK AND MAY BE PUR-
CHASED AT

To promote sales, the Lustron franchise in Watertown cooperated
with a local department store in showing a fully furnished Lustron
home.
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inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places in 1998. Admin-
istered by the National Park Service, the National Register recognizes
properties that are at least fifty years old and are associated with sig-
nificant historical events or people; exemplify the distinctive charac-
teristics of a type, period, or method of construction; possess high
artistic values; or represent the work of a master.'^

In order to be eligible for listing on the National Register, the Lus-
tron homes' defining characteristics, including the one-story ranch
style with gable roof, had to have been retained. The porcelain-enam-
eled steel interior and exterior, with the defining two-foot-square exte-
rior panels and roof tiles, also had to be intact. Because the Lustrons
are considered significant for their design as well as their construc-
tion, those with additions to the original structure were not consid-
ered eligible for nomination. The most common alteration on South
Dakota Lustrons appears to be the enclosure of the corner entrances
to afford more living space or to help insulate the house. Because this
alteration affects the integrity of the main facade, properties changed
in this manner are generally not considered eligible.'̂ ^

Another feature of the Lustron that must be maintained in order to
qualify for National Register status is the fenestration. Windows may
be replaced, but the style must be similar and the windows' original
opening size and characteristics must be retained. As with the exte-
rior, the enameled panels inside are integral to the home's construc-
tion. Although the function of interior spaces may change over time,
the original arrangement of the rooms, in which space is utilized as
efficiently as possible, is partly what defines a Lustron house. Altering
the original design by replacing facing material, adding new walls, or
subdividing rooms significantly affects the integrity of the original de-
sign and renders the property ineligible for the National Register.''̂

Under the National Register criteria, Lustron houses are significant
for their architectural and engineering contributions as well as their

37. U.S., Department of the Interior, National Park Service. "National Register of Historic
Places: What Are the Criteria for Listing.^," http://www.cr.nps.gov/NR/listing.htm, accessed
10 Oct. 2006.

38. "Lustron Houses in South Dakota," sec. E, p. 12.
39. Ibid.
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South Dakota Lustron Homes
Listed on the National Register
of Historic Places

Huron
669 Dakota Avenue North
1305 McDonald Street

Mitchell Historic District
720 Mitchell Boulevard
824 Vincent Place
819 Vincent Place
813 Vincent Place

Pierre
1123 East Capitol Avenue

Rapid City
lo i East Quincy Street
4121 Canyon Lake Road

Redfield
204 East Second Street

Sioux Falls
800 South Hawthorne Avenue
1509 South Clendale Avenue
I2i8 South Willow Avenue

Wakonda
410 Idaho Street

Other Lustron Homes
in South Dakota

Aberdeen
208 Eleventh Avenue Southeast

Chamberlain
School Street

Howard
303 Farmer Street

Huron
1278 Utah Southeast

Martin
m School Street
2 homes, no street address

Miller
315 East Third Avenue
320 East Fifth Street

Mitchell
510 South Montana

Mobridge
101 Second Avenue Southeast
1109 North Main
1O2O North First Avenue

Pierre
1117 East Capitol Avenue

Rapid City
1909 Ninth Street

Sioux Falls
1505 South West Avenue
604 Gordon Drive
1809 South Crange Avenue
1222 South Willow Avenue
1725 South Menio Avenue
2400 South Covell Avenue

Tyndall
401 Ivy Street

Vivian
South Hwy 53, rural gravel road

Watertown
950 North Lake Drive
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role in federal efforts to alleviate the post-World War II housing short-
age. They form one brief chapter in a long history of federally subsi-
dized housing efforts but are characterized by innovations that seem
remarkably daring in the context of federal housing programs, partic-
ularly given the strength of the conventional homebuilding industry.
Although the Lustron Corporation was not ultimately successful, it
made significant advances in prefabricated housing technology and
production, refining the use of porcelain-enameled steel and adapting
assembly-line production methods used in the automotive industry.
As practical, affordable housing for the average family, Lustron homes
represent perhaps the most ambitious campaign in private residential
construction to infuse modernity throughout everyday life.4° With
their unusual appearance, built-in amenities, and efficient layout, they
are unique features on the residential landscape of South Dakota and
the United States.

40. Ibid.
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