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= you could order just about everything you needed
¢ from the Sears, Roebuck and Co. catalog—
including a house.

In the early 20th century, the massive Sears
catalog (often 500 to 1,000-plus pages, a hard-
copy equivalent of what Amazon.com is today)
made it possible for people to get just about
everything they needed within its pages. From
1908 to 1942, Sears sold approximately 75,000 mail-order home Kkits.

The Sears catalog homes were called "modern" at the time because they included the latest in home
conveniences—like indoor plumbing and electricity. But they were also a feasible and affordable way for a
middle-class family to live in quality housing.

Shoppers perusing "Sears Modern Homes and Building Plans" could pick a home from the catalog and write
a check for a few thousand dollars. A few weeks later, all of the housing parts would arrive by railway train—
often including 10,000 pre-cut pieces of lumber, screws, nails, paint, and even doorknobs and drawer pulls.
It was truly a home in a box (which would then have to be built, of course, usually by a contractor for an
extra fee).

Today, these catalog homes are something of a historic phenomenon. Not only have they beautifully stood
the test of time in most cases, but the people who live in them form an unofficial niche housing

club. Realtor.com® decided to reach out to some of these
The Villa (Aladdin home kit) homeowners to get the scoop on what it's really like to live in a
home that originally was ordered from a catalog.

Before moving into their catalog stunner in Lorain, OH, in
January 2025, Trish and Tim Mills didn't know anything about
these mail-order homes from days of yore. But now, they're
delighted to be a part of the rich history that their catalog home
possesses. This particular house, which was built in 1921 from
an Aladdin home kit called "The Villa," has quite the story.

This beautiful Ohio home, built in 1921, originally came from a mail-order catalog. TRISHA
MILLS
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"Though we paid $330,000 for our

house today, I believe it was shipped The Villa
here on a train in 1920 for a little less $3,420.00
than $4,000, and then they paid the ) w*
construction crew $1,000 to put it l s 2nd ¢

together," Trish told Realtor.com.

For years, this catalog home was called
"Wickens Manor" after the owner and
one-time mayor of the area, George
Wickens. It's also noteworthy for being
one of the few homes to survive a

violent F4 tornado in 1924 (the WOrSt  "The Villa" catalog ad showed what the Aladdin mail-order home kit could become when
purchased and assembled. COURTESY OF ROSE THORNTON

tornado to date in Ohio's history) that leveled
most of the town, thus giving the home its
current nickname, "The Tornado House." "This

house is in better shape and sturdier than
new-built houses—I love the secure feeling,"
says Trish. "We live on Lake Erie, and if I am
inside the house, I cannot hear the worst
storms—it's extremely solid with thick walls
that also keep the house cool even in 90-

This catalog home stayed standing after the worst tornado in Ohio history. COURTESY
DANIEL BRADY

degree weather." el S Yig % '\:;;‘
While it was the Lake Erie view that initially drew Trish
and Tim to attend an open house, it was the old-world
details that made them want to buy it—which they
did that day. "We walked through, and both of us
immediately fell in love with the house—it had
everything we had been looking for and reminded me of
my grandparents' home," says Trish. "So much of the

house is original, so I did research and found out the
best way to clean the wallpapers and floors and care for
the chandeliers and so on."

Trish says she also decorated the home based on photos
of the house from when it was first built, which she was
able to do thanks to the Lorain Historical Society, The  This catalog home survived a violent tornado in 1924, and it's still standing today. TRISH
organization provided the new homeowners with ==

historical information about the property. "Curtains were a challenge and had to be custom-made because

the many, many windows were so many different sizes, but we had a blast traveling to Philly and other
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places to find the perfect items for this house," says Trish. "We also added a flagpole and outdoor carpet to
mimic pictures of the house when it was the Mayor's Manor."

The Palmyra. When Wendy and Terry Bell first looked at their Lincoln, IL, home, the real estate agent
said it was a Sears kit home built in 1912. The Bells didn't know what she meant, so Wendy went to the local
library to do some research. "I found the book 'Houses by Mail," which includes photos of all the Sears
house plans and where they were shipped to/presumably built," Wendy tells Realtor.com. "We learned our
home was the Palmyra model from the book and that [there were other homes of this type] located in
Lincoln, Paxton, and Ransom, IL." That discovery was just the beginning of the Bells' Sears catalog home
journey. In 1997, after moving into their Palmyra model—for which they paid $119,000 and which is now
valued about double that—they started to
connect with other Sears catalog homeowners
i s s ot in the area and beyond.

"The owners of the 1914 Palmyra on the other
side of Lincoln sent us a nice note shortly after
we moved in, and we visited the Palmyra house
in Paxton, IL, and found that their back porch
was enclosed rather than open with just stairs,
a landing, and a roof," says Wendy. It inspired
them to also enclose their porch since their
property abuts a cornfield. Other than that, the
original details of their home remain intact.

The Palmyra model home kit as it appeared in the Sears, Roebuck and Co.
catalog COURTESY OF WENDY BELL

"The woodwork was not painted, which was a big thing for us, and the dining room has a built-in china
cupboard that is flanked by a leaded-glass window on each side," says Wendy. "Only one of the original
light fixtures was hanging when we moved in, but all of the ones that had been on the first floor were in
the basement, so we rewired them and replaced the 1990s ceiling fans."

The home has a gas fireplace in the parlor, a
beautiful archway from the hall to the living room,
a stained-glass window on the stairway landing, a
mirrored console from the 1910 Sears catalog, and
the original claw-foot bathtub and built-in
medicine cabinet in the upstairs bathroom.

Only standard upgrades like HVAC, central air, a
water heater, siding, and storm windows make it
more 2025 than early 20th century.

On a fun note, the home is known in the area less
as a Sears catalog home and more as Santa's
House’ because Terry Isa prOfeSSional santa and The photo of this Sears Catalog home was taken in July, showing that it keeps a touch of
Spends the hOllday season at W’hlte OakS Mall i1’1 Santa alive all year—making it doubly unique. WENDY BELL
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Springfield, the Children's Hospital, two parades, and various other events. "Our house is Christmas 365
[days a year] inside. As our seasonal activities begin in October, I've found it easier to leave the decorations
up all year than trying to figure it out during the traditional holiday months ... and nobody who comes is
ever surprised as it's 'Santa's House," says Wendy.

Those decorations include seven Christmas trees on the first level, a large vintage Santa Claus collection,
a lighted village, and a Macy's-inspired "Believe" sign that stays up year-round on the front of the house.
"We love our home—it's warm and inviting, has a very open floor plan, lots of windows for sunlight to stream
through, and every one of them open," says Wendy. "We're caretakers that will someday leave it to someone
else and want it to retain its character."

The Osborn. When Linda Rice and her husband moved into
their New Port Richey, FL, home in 2013, they were unaware
they were also acquiring a piece of history. "We did not know
it was a Sears home until after purchase, when my brother
researched this house in the historic downtown city of New
Port Richey, FL," Rice tells Realtor.com. The couple then
learned of the history of Emil Nyman, who settled in the area
with his family around 1915. He became the original
waterman, owned the grocery store in town next, and had
this home built—The Osborn model from the Sears catalog.

Christmas is year-round at this Lincoln, IL, Sears catalog house because *Santa" actually
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Our home was updated, but original features [were] s SUE SR .y

maintained, and it was verified to be an Osborn by Rosemary
Thornton, the Sears home expert, by sending photos of the
doors, hardware, and layout," says Rice. "Our porches have
been enclosed, and after the war, an apartment was added on
the back."

The Rices also built a large garage (to address the lack of
storage in this bungalow model) and a new boat lift and dock
after they purchased it for $250,000 in 2013. Beyond that, it has
stood the test of time since it was constructed in 1924-25.

"We love our home—especially the great location downtown
and Gulf access, and that it isn't like others," says Rice. She and
her husband recently decided to downsize and put their Sears =
catalog home on the market. "We would like to sell our home § | ‘ ]h'
to someone that appreciates the unique history and & = Rgf_ 4302 ENadn Way-- Offer - n
significance to our little city." | S

Kimberly Dawn Neumann is a journalist based in New York City and the author of hundreds of articles on home-related topics for
major publications, including Forbes, Real Simple, and Realtor.com. For more information, visit www.KDNeumann.com or IG
(@dancerscribe.
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