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Introduction

Project Description:
In March of 2007, Bedford County Parks and Rec-
reation Department (BCPRD) contacted the Com-
munity Design Assistance Center regarding assis-
tance in helping determine alternative uses for a
1930s barn, referred to as the “Red Barn”.

“The ‘Red Barn’ is a Sears & Roebuck kit barn pur-
chased by Bedford County in the mid 1930s to func-
tion as a dairy barn in association with the County’s
first farm operations.  The farm land is currently be-
ing developed as Bedford County’s first public park
and options for the barn are being considered.  From
just securing the barn to prevent visitors to Falling
Creek Park from accessing it, securing the barn with
exterior repairs, converting it to offices for Bedford
County Parks and Recreation Department, convert-
ing to BCPRD offices with a loft area for meetings
and special events, to offices with loft repairs and a
caterer’s kitchen, a variety of options exist.

The ‘Red Barn’ is a structure of significant historical
value and with restoration can be a valued asset to
Bedford County and its future.  Bedford County citi-
zens and visitors to the area will be afforded a view
of rural history and depending upon the extent of
the renovations, may be able to schedule a recep-
tion, reunion, or some other special event in the barn.
The structure could serve as the offices for BCPRD,
being adjacent to Falling Creek Park, and provide
indoor space for programming while still providing
space for other public and private events.  There
are currently few public facilities in Bedford County
available to the public for the type of events identi-
fied above.”1

The Community Design Assistance Center (CDAC)
assisted the BCPRD in the four following aeas:
• Determining how the community would like  to

see the Red Barn used;
• Measuring the building to prepare a rough  as-

built drawing;
• Developing a conceptual design depicting  those

uses;
• Preparing rendered sketches of the design ideas

for use in fundraising.

1. Quoted directly from the client application fo CDAC.

Southern view of the Red Barn

Northern view of the Red Barn
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Project Location:
Bedford County is located in south central  Vir-
ginia somewhat between Roanoke County and
the City of Lynchburg.  To the north are Botetourt,
Rockbridge, and Amherst Counties.  To the
south are Franklin and Pittsylvania Counties while
to the east is Campbell County.  The Red Barn
is located approximately 1 mile from US Rt. 460
on County Farm Road (formerly Poor Farm
Road) behind the Bedford County Nursing
Home and near the entrance to the newly cre-
ated 250 acre Falling Creek Park.  It is also lo-
cated in close proximity to the old County nurs-
ing home and various other smaller structures
owned by the County including a small historic
brick structure.  The Barn overlooks a portion of
the 250 acre site.

Virginia map with Bedford County highlighted

Property boundries of the County Property

Aerial view of the County PropertyGeneral location of the
Site within the County

County Farm Rd.

Location of the site a long Falling Creek Road
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Design Process

The process generally involved a visit to the site
and barn, obtaining base map materials to create a
base map, photographing and measuring the barn,
conducting a community meeting to obtain ideas
for reuse, developing two concepts and present-
ing to the public for comment, and revising the con-
cepts into one final conceptual design.

Bedford County Parks and Recreation was inter-
ested in both “green” architecture and preserving
the architectural integrity and character of the build-
ing.  Basic research was conducted on LEED
(Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design)
and a site visit made to the Homestead Dairy.
 LEED “… encourages and accelerates global
adoption of sustainable green building and devel-
opment practices through the creation and imple-
mentation of universally understood and accepted
tools and performance criteria.  It is a third-party
certification program and the nationally accepted
benchmark for the design, construction and opera-
tion of high performance green buildings. LEED
promotes a whole-building approach to
sustainability by recognizing performance in five
key areas of human and environmental health: sus-
tainable site development, water savings, energy
efficiency, materials selection and indoor environ-
mental quality.”2  The United States Green Building
Council (USGBC) created LEED as a rating sys-
tem for green building.

This report summarizes the design process and
concepts developed throughout the process.

2 U.S. Green Building Council, 9/29/08
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CategoryID=19
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Historical Information

In the mid-1800s about 95% of Bedford’s popu-
lation lived on farms and about 70% of those
families owned land.  Crops grown during this
period of time included primarily tobacco, corn,
oats, and wheat.  Corn was consumed by people
and livestock.  “..the shelled grain could be pro-
cessed into liquor, which was used as a medi-
cine for practically any and all ailments.”3  Lesser
amounts of buckwheat and rye were also grown
as well as hops, which was used in making al-
coholic beverages.  Vegetables grown included
primarily Irish and sweet potatoes, beans, and
peas.  Apples and peaches were grown after
about 1850.  In the mid-century, Bedford led all
other counties in the Commonwealth in the pro-
duction of hemp and flax.  Small quantities of
sugar, made from maple sap and beets, was
also produced. After about 1860 cane was
grown and made into molasses. A very small
number of people raised silkworms and pro-
duced small quantities of cloth.  Farmers also
grew clover and a variety of grasses that were
used for livestock.

Typical livestock of the mid-1800s included
horses, mules, oxen, cattle, sheep, and swine
with pork serving as the most common form of
meat in people’s diets.  The sheep that were
raised in the area were raised for meat and wool.
Around 1847 one of the local farmers introduced
a new type of sheep to the area.  “Testimonials
from wool merchants in New York and elsewhere
described the Bedford wool as comparable to
‘the best German wool’…”.3

The Bedford Agricultural Society was created
in the 1830s.  The Society sponsored an an-
nual exhibition in Liberty of livestock and “do-
mestic manufacturing” along with a contest for
exhibiting one’s skill in ploughing.  Awards were
given in eight areas: grain and flour; roots (po-
tatoes, carrots, sugar beets); grasses and clo-
ver; horses; ploughing; cattle, swine, and sheep;
domestic cotton, wool, and silk manufacture; and
butter and cheese.

3 Daniel, W. Harrison.
Bedford County, Virginia, 1840-1860: The history of an upper
Piedmont county in the late antebellum era; 1985 (printing date).
pp 78-84 (publisher or printing company unknown)
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According to the Bedford Democrat dated May,
1937, the barn, (the Red Barn) which was con-
sidered a “’ model’ structure” was “modern in ev-
ery detail”, and was built in about 1936 at a cost
of about $5,000.  Three buildings comprised the
Bedford County Almshouse including the (Red)
barn, the superintendants home, and the dormi-
tory.  At the time of the article, the dormitory was
“taxed to capacity” housing 29 adults and 14 chil-
dren.  A large farm tract surrounded the “institu-
tion” that helped provide food for residents.  Each
person had his or her “duties to perform…making
the work light and well distributed.”(See article in
Appendix)

Though the barn building is thought to be a Sears
Kit Barn building, the Design Team, along with
Michael Stokes, Director of Parks and Recreation,
wanted to see if it was possible to determine
whether that was accurate of not.  According to
The Book Of Barns, a Sears Roebuck reprint of
the 1919 catalog, authenticating Sears barns is
one of the great challenges for architectural his-
torians and researchers.  Sears no longer has
sales records and hence the locations of most
Sears barns are not known.

Sears Barns that were not pre-cut are more diffi-
cult to authenticate than those that were pre-cut
as the wood on pre-cut barns was stamped some-
where toward the end of each board in dark blue,
black, or gray ink.  The size of the letters and num-
bers are just over 1 inch high.  They typically in-
cluded a capital letter followed by one or more
numerals.

Several other companies also made mail order
barns.  These included Gordon-Van Tine out of
Davenport, Iowa (1906-1946); Harris Brothers out
of Chicago (1912-1931); and Montgomery Ward
out of Chicago (1910-1931).  Gordon-Van Tine
and Montgomery Ward used grease pencil to
handwrite the numbers usually on the middle of
the board.  Harris Brothers boards are stenciled
in ink usually in the middle of the board.

A brief review of The Book of Barns, does not
show any barn that exactly matches the Bedford

Pre-cut wood stamped near the end of the board

Image on the front cover of The Book of Barns

Pre-cut wood stamped in the middle of the board
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Red Barn.  The roof line is slightly different and
all of the Sears Barns appear to come with “Fire
Chief Shingle Roll Roofing”. The images be-
low from the Sears catalog and of the Red Barn
show the similarities and differences.  The
Bedford Red Barn currently has a sheet metal

This image depicts a similar roof line, though aspects of
the roof differ and the window and door layout differ greatly.

Cross-section of athe Red Barn; approximately 32’ wide

roof.  Fire Chief  roofing was guaranteed for
15 years, so if it is a Sears barn, it may be
that the roof was later replaced with metal.

The southeastern corner of the Red Barn

This image depicts some similarities to the Red Barn in-
cluding the hay doors and how they open and the sliding
main doors.  However the roofline differs.

Cross-section of a Sears barn with a braced rafter roof
construction based on a 36’ wide barn

Cross-section of a Sears Barn with a trussed roof con-
struction for a 36’ wide barn
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In addition, the Design Team and Michael Stokes,
did a basic review of interior wood and did not
find that any of the wood was stamped.  Also all
the Sears Barn floor plans in this catalog include
doors at both ends of the building whereas the
Red Barn does not include any access at the
western end.  The floor plans indicated on page
40-42 of the 1919 catalog are the closest to the
Red Barn layout, but do not exactly match the lay-
out of the Red Barn or the exterior dimensions of
the Red Barn.

There are a few floor plans that are similar in lay-
out and close in exterior dimensions.  The Design
Team measured the exterior dimensions of the
Red Barn as 72’6” X 31’9” or roughly 73’X32’.

It is important that a thorough investigation be con-
ducted to determine if the Red Barn is a Kit Barn,
a pre-cut barn and if so, from which company it
came.  An architectural historian or representative
from the Department of Historic Resources may
be a good starting place to first determine if the
Red Barn is in fact a kit barn and if so, from which
company.  The National Trust for Historic
Preservation’s Barn Again! program or the Virginia
Department of Historic Register nomination is an
appropriate step.  The plusses and minuses of such
a nomination should be carefully considered and
discussed.

Feedway

Feedway

Gutter
Driveway

Gutter

Stalls

Area not to scale

Original use
unknown

Original use
unknown

Ladder to
loft

Area not to scale

Slope
up

Slope
up Slope

up

Slope
up

P
as

sa
ge

Milk
Storage
area

Former cow stalls

Former cow stalls

32’

73’

The above three floor plans are examples of Sears kit
barn floor plans.

Above is the floor plan layout of the Red Barn.
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Existing Conditions

The Red Barn used to serve as part of the
County’s poor farm at which residents could work
in the dairy barn.  One view from the barn is to-
wards the park and fields that are reminders of
the barn’s agricultural past.  (see pullouts for pan-
oramic views)

The Red Barn is situated between the new nurs-
ing home and the Falling Creek Park.  Nearby
are the former nursing home, a large parking lot
that serves the park, an old home that now serves
as administrative offices for the County, and a
small historic, brick structure.

The side of the Red Barn most visible upon ve-
hicular entry is the north side.  This side includes
a small separate structure, likely a milk storage
room, that is attached the main building via a cov-
ered walkway.  The façade includes several win-
dows and a door into the barn’s dairy area (at the
eastern end of the building), a door into the cen-
ter area of the building and a door and a sliding
door into the stall area (western end of building).
The main entry point to the building is from the
east.  The eastern side also includes a few win-
dows and two hay doors.  The southern side of
the barn overlooks a large expanse of open park
property and receives much southern exposure.
It has a similar door and window layout as the
northern side.  The western side, which is the lo-
cation of the stall area, does not contain any doors,
but does have a number of windows and only one
hay door.

The Red Barn appears to retain its structural in-
tegrity and does not appear to have suffered sig-
nificant water damage throughout the years.  The
first floor has stalls and concrete troughs from its
days as a dairy barn.  The hay loft, accessible via
a steep set of stairs, is a large open space.  Both
floors have windows and doors throughout creat-
ing large bright spaces that could lend themselves
to any number of uses.  The foot print of the barn
is approximately 73’ x 32’.

The building was measured and photographed
by the design team.  Dimensions of main aspects
of the structure were taken and used to create
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conceptual as-built drawings. These drawings indi-
cate the foot print, general floor plan, and locations
of windows and doors.  A conceptual site plan was
also created that indicates the location of the barn
in relation to other nearby structures and includes
a basic layout of the road system and parking ar-
eas. No floor plan or measurements are known to
be available prior to this time.  This information may
be very helpful as the County investigates applying
for historic register nomination and applies for
grants.

On the following pages are images and measured
drawings of the building.  The panoramic views pro-
vide a sense of the structure itself as well as the
context.  Included are: panoramics of each side of
the building and one panoramic of the view from
the southern side of the barn.  The barn overlooks
both a large expanse of open space as well as a
portion of the park.  Several other images are in-
cluded in the pullouts and depict aspects of the
exterior of the building and the site.  Other pullouts
include images of the interior of the barn.  Lastly is
a pullout of images of an historic structure on the
site that possibly served as servants quarters.

Included are:
• Panoramics of each side
• Exterior images
• Interior images
• As-built first floor plan and cross-section
• An historic structure on the site that possi

bly served as a Sevants’ quarters
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The Red Barn -  North Side Panoramic

Falling Creek Park and parking lot The Red Barn New Nursing Home
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The Red Barn - East Side Panoramic

Open Space The Red Barn New Nursing Home                    Old Nursing Home
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The Red Barn - South Side Panoramic

 Old Nursing Home
Faling Creek Park Parking

Red BarnCounty Offices
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The Red Barn - West Side

 Old Nursing Home Red Barn Open Space
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The Red Barn - Southern View Panoramic

Looking from the south side of the Red Barn: A view of Falling Creek Park and the open space behind the Red Barn



The Red Barn Bedford County, VA

The Red Barn - Existing Conditions Exterior

Window detail in the milking area of the barnHay door detail eastern sideDormers on the roof on northern side of barnShouib Ma’bdeh and Antonia Ciaverella measuring the
exterior of the barn

Dormer on roofSouthern sideSouthern sideSouth side of barn
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The Red Barn - Existing Conditions Exterior

Antonia Ciaverella and Shouib Ma’bdeh measure one of
the doors

Western side of adjacent building; perhaps
formerly a milk storage room

Eastern side of the adjacent building

Siding on the southern side of the barn Southern side of adjacent building Window detail

Northwest side of the Red Barn with adjacent building Overhang detail - southern side
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The Red Barn - Existing Interior Conditions First Floor,  Eastern End

Within the milking area looking northeast

Looking west through the milking area to the center of
the barn.  The original gutters and the medicine cabinet
are intact (to the right of the open doors).

First floor feedway and windows Lighting in the ceiling Ceiling detail

Looking southwest from about the location of the main
doors. One of the two gutters from the cow milking area
can be seen in this image.

Looking from the dairy area to the stables on the
western end.

Taken from the southeastern corner looking northwest.
On the far left is the feedway area, just to the right of the
feedway area is the cow stall area with gutters visible.
The double doors lead to mid-barn.  Just to the right of
the double doors is a small cabinet area that was used to
hold medicines and other treatments for the animals. The
door to the far right, on the northern side of the building,
leads to the adjacent building (perhaps a milk storage
area).

Bottles of old cattle medicine
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The Red Barn - Existing Interior Conditions - First Floor, Middle Area

Middle section looking southeast

Middle section of the barn, looking east into the milking
area

Stairs to the loft; the original
ladder to the loft can be seen
under the stairs.

Middle area looking west toward the stalls;
stairs lead up to the loft.

Stairs to the loft area
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The Red Barn - Existing Conditions Loft

Loft western wall

Western wall

Constrcution wall detail Vent Construction detail close up

Roof and western wallEastern wall Construction wall dtail

A panoramic view of the way the
rafters arch in the center of the roof

Southwest corner
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The Red Barn - Existing Interior Conditions - Stall Area

Stalls of the western end of the barn; door at left is on the southern face of the barn The stall area

Stall area looking northwest
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The Red Barn - Miscellaneous

Joists and beamsDoor frame and studs on concrete
wall

Construction detail with bolt Bolt Stud detail

The Red Barn - Existing Conditions - Construction Details

View looking south out back of barn Old Pepsi bottles
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Red Barn - Conceptual As-built Drawing

First Floor Plan

Not to scale
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Red Barn - Section with dimensions

Not to scale
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Servants’  Quarters

Front right window

Left rear window and rotted roof Right rear window and rotted roof

Left side and front Front

Right rear crumbling foundation

Left side

Cracked foundation at back of building
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The old dairy barn at Homestead Dairy

The “hyphen” area that connects the tile silo (left) to the
barn (right) at loft level

Information Gathering

Examples of Renovated Barns:
Before beginning design work, the Design Team
researched other similar examples of renovated
barns and obtained information about the National
Registry of Historic Places.

Old Dairy Community Center; Homestead Pre-
serve, Hotsprings, VA

On April 16th, 2008 members of the Design Cen-
ter team and Michael Stokes, Director of Parks
and Recreation for the County, were given a tour
of the renovated Homestead Dairy complex by Sally
Johnson, Executive Director of the Virginia Hot
Spring Preservation Trust.  The team thought it im-
portant to look at a successful renovation and re-
use of another barn.  The Homestead Dairy Barns
Complex is listed on the National Register of His-
toric Places.  The gable-roofed main barn is vis-
ible from Route 220.

Currently located on about 12 acres, the Home-
stead Dairy Barns were built in 1928 by the Vir-
ginia Hot Springs Company to support the opera-
tions of the nearby Homestead Resort.  The op-
erations ran continuously from 1928 until 1956.
“The seven contributing buildings of the Home-
stead Dairy Barns complex display elements of
both the Colonial Revival and Craftsman styles …
and are arranged in a manner consistent with dairy-
ing practices in the second quarter of the twentieth
century.  The complex is anchored by the Main
Barn with its attached tile double silos, from which
emanate a Bottling Building, Milking Barn, Calving
Barn, and Ham House.  The Main Barn is a three-
story frame structure built on cement sills and mea-
sures eighty feet by thirty six feet (about 7’ longer
and 4’ wider than The Red Barn).  A stucco-clad
frame hyphen connects the Main Barn to a pair of
tile silos to the South.  In 1947, trucks began mak-
ing twice-daily trips to Washington and Baltimore
for meat, seafood, and produce, a practice that con-
tinued throughout the remainder of the twentieth
century.  However, the dairy continued in produc-
tion with a remodeling and expansion of the Milk-
ing Barn completed in 1962.  The dairy continued
in operation, serving The Homestead’s culinary
needs, until the 1970’s when employee costs and

The renovated barn with tile silos
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government regulations ceased to make these
operations economically viable.”4

(www.homestedapreserve.com)

The renovated structures now include uses
such as a community gathering place, meeting
rooms, fitness center, swimming pools, and a
spa.  The main floor of the Main Barn includes
administrative offices.  The loft of the Main Barn,
now called Trimble Hall in honor of one of the
long time dairy Barn employees, contains a spa-
cious area that is often used for large gather-
ings/functions.

The tour of the Homestead Dairy was very in-
formative.  As can be seen from the images on
these pages and on the pull-out pages, the ag-
ricultural and architectural character of the facil-
ity was kept intact.  This helps honor and pre-
serve the agricultural heritage of the area, while
now serving as a showpiece.  Much attention
was paid to small details such as utilizing pe-
riod-appropriate lighting styles, meticulously
refinishing wood, incorporating period appro-
priate architectural character of the barn into
seemingly mundane aspects of design (office
space dividers, restroom stall doors, etc), and
making modern-day needs as inconspicuous
as possible.  This includes, for example, “hid-
ing” sockets in the walls and floor, a large screen
in the wall, and duct-work in the ceiling.  On the
construction end, insulation was added to the
exterior of the existing roof and new roofing of
the same exact style added on top of that.  Re-
movable storm windows were added so exist-
ing windows could remain, but have more insu-
lation qualities.  Stairs were added in an incon-
spicuous location that also allowed for them to
address fire code requirements.

The facility is 3 floors including a basement, a
first floor, and a second floor (the loft area).  An
elevator was incorporated for handicapped ac-
cessibility and for aiding the transport of food
and other items for catering.  Restrooms are

Community room in renovated support barn building

Administrative offices in “stalls”

Trimble Hall - The grand hall in the renovated loft space

4 Scripps, Beth. Frazier Associates. Homestead Dairy Barns,
National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 5/1/
06.
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located on the first floor close to the elevator and
a reasonable distance from the stairs.  From the
discussion with Ms. Johnson while on the tour and
reflecting on what could have been done differ-
ently, it seems the largest drawback they have run
into is not having any food preparation space in
the loft for caterers.  What they have ended up
doing is putting up temporary dividers in the loft
and creating a temporary preparation area behind
the divider for the caterers.

The following are a few images comparing the Red
Barn to the homestead, and images of the interior
and exterior of the Homestead Dairy Barn.

Red Barn loft center view Homestead Dairy Barn loft center view. A large screen is
hidden within the horizontal piece of wood.  Rather than
hurt the architectural integrity of the building by formally
hiding ductwork, it was unobtrusively incorporated.

Red Barn looking into corner Homestead looking into corner
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Homestead loft wall

Red Barn loft ceiling Homestead loft ceiling

Red Barn loft detail Homestead loft detail

Red Barn loft wall
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Homestead Dairy Barn - Exterior

Homestead Dairy panoramic viewPlantings and fencing Door in tile silo

Homestead panoramic view to pool View of the Homestead Dairy Barns
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Roofing detail

 Homestead Dairy Barn - Exterior

Exterior  lighting Exterior  lighting Milk jug and signage

Exterior  lighting Barn roofDrainage
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Homestead Dairy Barn - First Floor

Interior construction detail

Interior lighting

Interior office space Office area Homestead wall decor

Interior decor - ham Sliding door Interior lightingDoor lock detail Restroom door
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Mooseum; Montgomery County, MD

The Mooseum was formerly a dairy barn and now
functions as a museum.  The museum contains
exhibits and events that teach about the dairy in-
dustry and significance of the industry to local heri-
tage and economic development.  Types of events
at the Mooseum have included a Family Picnic on
the Farm, an Ice Cream Social, and a Heritage
Farm Tour.  School groups frequently visit for tours.
The museum includes, in part, a shop selling dairy
cow related items and crafts, a childrens’ library,
and a model of the original farmhouse on the site.
Mooseum staff conduct oral histories and are cur-
rently working on a mapping project.  The oral his-
tory project is to preserve the dairy industry through
the memories of those who lived it.  For the map-
ping project, they are mapping locations of dairy
farms in the county for a particular time period.
Information about the Mooseum is included in the
Appendix.
(www.mooseum.com)

Yoder Barn Theatre; Newport News, VA

Yoder Barn Theatre is a renovated barn that is now
used as a performance venue.  The Theatre pro-
vides a variety of entertainment including musicals,
concerts, plays, and folk operas.  The barn was
given to Christopher Newport University by the
Yoder family and the Yoder Preservation Trust, Inc.
in March 2007.
(www.Vptheatre.com/aboutus_auditorium.html)

The Barns of Rose Hill; Berryville, VA

This renovation process is currentlyunderway.  The
purpose is to create a community space that re-
flects the community’s agricultural heritage and
speaks to community character.  It is planned the
space will be used for learning, creativity, enter-
tainment, and celebration.
(www.barnsofrosehill.com)

Mooseum Interior (www.mooseum.com)

Mooseum Barn On Hill  (www.mooseum.com)

Yoder Barn (www.Vptheatre.com/boutus_auditorium.html)

Yoder Barn (www.Vptheatre.com/boutus_auditorium.html)
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Barns at Rose Hill proposed renovationsBarns at Rose Hill before renovations

Barns at Rose Hill 2nd floor
(source for all images above: www.barnsofrosehill.com)

Barns at Rose Hill  first floor

Deck
Above

Changing Room

Mechanical
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Barns at Wolf Trap National Park;Vienna, VA

The Barns at Wolf Trap are comprised of two ad-
jacent 18th century barns.  Unlike other examples
of renovated barns described in this report, these
barns were moved from upstate New York with the
specific goal of creating an informal setting for a
concert space that utilized the acoustical quality
of the wooden barn.  The Barns is a gift from
Catherine Filene Shouse, Wolf Trap’s founder.
(http://www.wolf-trap.org/
Learn_About_Wolf_Trap/History/
Barns_History.aspx)

Dorey Barn; Varina, Henrico County, VA

“The 400 acre property consisted of a farmhouse,
dairy barn, bunk house, tenant farmhouse, chicken
house, spring house, silo, and a small barn.” (from
web site)  Widow Belle Ferguson Dorey, whose
husband Fred Orwin Dorey died in 1973, sold the
property to Henrico County in 1979 and opened
as a park in 1984.  The renovated dairy barn
opened to the public in 1992 and now serves as
the Dorey Recreation Center.
(http://www.henricohistoricalsociety.org/
varina.doreybarn.html)

Barn at Wolf Trap Learn_About_Wolf_Trap/History/
Barns_History.aspx)

Dorey Barn (http://www.henricohistoricalsociety.org/
varina.doreybarn.html)
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Historic Register:
The Community Design Assistance Center rec-
ommends contacting Mark Wagner with the
Department of Historic Preservation, as the im-
mediate next step in the process.  Mr. Wagner
specializes in old barns.

The DHR web site offers a good bit of informa-
tion as well (www.dhr.virginia.gov).  The formal
recognition of an historic property means that
the property is listed on the National Register
of Historic Places.  One benefit of Historic Reg-
ister listing is the historic tax credits that become
available for building rehabilitation, which can
make the rehabilitation more affordable.  Income
tax credits of 25% of eligible expenses are avail-
able through the Virginia Rehabilitation Tax
Credit Program and an additional 20% credit
available through the Federal Tax credit Pro-
gram (www.dhr.virginia.gov/homepage_general/
finance.htm).

 “Property owners who …participate in the fed-
eral or state tax credit programs, or accept a
federal or state rehabilitation grant, must abide
by certain restrictions on alterations or demoli-
tions associated with those programs.  Other-
wise, only local building codes and permit re-
quirements must be satisfied, as with any prop-
erty.” (www.dhr.virginia.gov/registers/
register_faq.htm)  This can be discussed fur-
ther with a DHR representative within the con-
text of the Red Barn.

The DHR web site also has a section on “In-
centives and Grants”, including information
about the tax credits and on state grants avail-
able to local governments and non-profit orga-
nizations for rehabilitation, maintenance, and
operation of sites or facilities.  Information from
the web site that is included in the Appendix
includes Frequently Asked Questions, Incen-
tives and Grants, Federal and State Rehabilita-
tion Tax Credits, and Facts About Virginia’s His-
toric Rehabilitation Tax Credit.
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Another benefit of registration is the “legitimate”
recognition of the historic value of a property and
which can also encourage future commitment to its
stewardship.  There is no fee for the registration
process unless a consultant is hired to complete
the nomination paperwork.  The DHR web site, un-
der Frequently Asked Questions (included in Ap-
pendix), includes a link of consultants.

The Homestead Preserve utilized Frazier & Asso-
ciates to prepare their Historic Register nomination
paperwork.  Such consultants can also prepare His-
toric Structure Reports (HSR) for historic structures.
“The HSR typically contains a detailed history of
the property, an architectural history and evolution
of its construction, an assessment of its historical
and architectural significance, and an assessment
of condition.  It then provides recommendations for
treatments of its materials and features along with
photographs and drawings to document all of the
above.”1  As there is question about whether or not
The Red Barn is a Sears Kit Barn, or perhaps an-
other brand of kit barn, it is recommended that a
professional be hired to do a thorough analysis of
the structure and research as to whether it is in fact
a Sears Kit Barn. Since Sears did not keep records
about sales, if it is a Sears Kit Barn, it may have
additional historical significance and could bring
greater awareness to the barn at a broader level
(state and national).

Valuable information included in the Appendix in-
cludes:
• Information about the Virginia Department of

Historic Resources
• Frequently Asked Questions about the Historic

Register
•  A Listing of Incentives and Grants
• Rehabilitation Tax Credits
• Facts about Virginia’s Historic Rehabilitation Tax

Credit
• The National Trust for Historic Preservation’s

“Barn Again!” Program
•  Answers to Barn Again! Questions
•  Financial Help for Barn Preservation

Projects

1 www.frazierassociates.com
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• Barn Again! Publication and Merchandise
Listing

• National Barn Alliance Information
•  Barns by Mail: Pre-cut Kit Barns by Mail-

Order  Catalog in the Midwest from
1900-1930 “Preservation Success Sto
ries” in Virginia.
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Initiation of Design Process

The design process began with a Stakehold-
ers meeting on 4/2/08 followed closely by a
community meeting on Friday April 4th.  Notes
from both meetings are included in the Appen-
dix.  At both meetings participants brainstormed
thoughts and ideas about the barn.  General
discussion included that Bedford has no area
for banquets, local sports teams, or other as-
sociations, and that the barn should be a com-
munity space.  There is not enough room at the
Visitors Center and hotels don’t have banquet
halls.

Additional Comments:
• Keep the use as a working barn and use it

as an educational opportunity for children
• Do we want an income generator or an in

come drainer?
• Determine how we want the barn used in a

general sense: Education? Multi-use?
Community events? Theater?  How can the
barn be tied to the park?

• The barn should be multi-generational just
like the park is.

• Could a farmers’ market be at the site in
conjunction with the barn?  It would be con
venient if bringing children to the park and
would be educational in terms of rural heri
tage a(what crops used to be grown here).

• Could part of the barn be used for crafts
(looming, weaving) that were typical of 100
years ago?

• Could live animals be outside and available
for educational demonstrations, such as
sheering?

• Could there be farm demonstration
days?

• Use the barn for storage.
• Check into placing the barn on the historic

register.
• Hold the County fair at the site.
• Exhibit farm equipment.
• Have a rural life museum.
• Make it appealing to a large percentage

of people.

Shouib Mabdeh meets with a stakeholders
group to brainstorm ideas about the Barn
on April 3rd.
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Initial Conceptual Designs

On May 15th, 2008, Shouib Ma’bdeh and Antonia
Ciaverella presented preliminary conceptual ideas
at a community meeting.  The following is a sum-
mary of both the concepts presented and com-
ments.  Full notes/comments from the meeting are
included in the Appendix.  The preliminary
onceptual designs are located on the next few
pages.

Concept One:
Site Plan
The site plan includes primary access from the cur-
rent parking lot to the east side of the building and
to the site on the southern side of the building.  On
the southern side in the back are a farmers’ market
off of the southwestern corner of the building, a
paved sitting area, a tensile tent (see Appendix for
a detailed description) centrally located on the
grass, and a tensile tent located on a paved area.
A coffee shop is located at the eastern end of the
building with access onto the green space.  The
farmers’ market is partially located inside the west-
ern end of the barn and also includes an exhibit
space (for exhibiting local crafts or educational dis-
plays, etc).

Concept One Floor Plan:
One enters the building from the eastern side (park-
ing lot side).  Once inside there is a gathering area,
reception area, media center, and coffee bar.
Stairs to upstairs are located in the northeast cor-
ner, just to the right upon entering the barn.  A door
on the southern side of the building near the cof-
fee bar opens to the outdoor greenspace.  About
mid-building are two small classrooms.  In the west-
ern area of the building are restrooms and a farm-
ers’ market/exhibit space.  The small structure to
the north of the building serves as storage space.

The gathering area is proposed to be a place where
people can sit and enjoy their coffee or tea, read
newspapers, and socialize with one another.  The
recommended style of furniture is steel and glass
to make a contrast between the old structure and
the new materials.  The Media Centers will contain
community publications, announcement space for
local events, books about the area, a photographic

An example of a tensile tent

Sitting area (shaded and paved) +
raised from surrounded levels to be
used as stageSitting areas

(shaded and
paved)

Sitti
ng
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exhibit, and a small craft gallery.  The coffee
bar Corner is for in the cooler weather when
people would like to sit inside and serve them-
selves coffee or tea.  The small classrooms
could also serve as meeting spaces.  The farm
exhibition area can be easily connected to the
outside as overflow for the weekly farmers’ mar-
ket or can serve as a stand-alone shop for crafts
and local productions.

This concept suggests keeping as much of the
original materials as possible in the floor while
creating a flat floor for easy movement and cir-
culation.  Recommended materials include con-
crete, timbers, and two small areas of glass.
The floor includes two grooves.  It is recom-
mended that light sources be included in this
space with thick glass on top of it.  This would
illuminate the space at night and could be used
for visual aesthetics.  Labels could be put un-
der the glass in selected areas to explain the
original function of the barn.

It is suggested that the south facing façade be
changed slightly to provide more window space
and hence natural light.  On the south facing
wall at the eastern end of the building, it is sug-
gested that all the windows be removed and a
continuous panel of windows be installed.  This
will help create a better view to the outside.  It
is suggested that these windows be installed
between existing windows on the south west-
ern side of the building.  Likewise it is recom-
mended that the three dormers be changed to
a system that will allow natural light.  The instal-
lation of the windows will help the entire barn
with natural light, ventilation, and help with pas-
sive heating in colder weather.

Concept One Second Floor Plan:
The area near the stairs is open to the area
below.  If more space is needed, this open area
could be changed to an area for food prepara-
tions or for more storage.  On the southeast-
ern corner is an area for storage.  The rest of
the upstairs is recommended to remain open
for large gatherings (see drawing 4).

Community Gathering Sapce

Upper loft

Concept One Second floor plan

An elevation of the south face of Concept One.  It is
envisioned that the additional windows would help with
passive heating and cooling.
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It is recommended an air handling unit be added
in each of the two cupolas and that ducts be in-
stalled in the structural system in the ceiling.

Exterior:
It is recommended that a Double Envelope sys-
tem be installed in the roof.  A metal layer is added
to the exterior of the roof, that looks like the origi-
nal roof.  Air will heat up under this layer thus cre-
ating a vacuum.  When hot air reaches the highest
point, the air handling unit will blow hot air through
the ducts and into the upstairs space (see Ap-
pendix).

Comments:
• Like the idea of a deck better than a patior

area.
• Add historical fencing to the farmers’

market area.
• Flip the floor plan so eastern uses are on the

western side and vice versa.
• The classroom spaces are too small.  Up-

stairs could be used for classroom space
• Too much distance between upstairs and

restrooms.
• If there are sky lights, a shading system will

be needed.
• Add an elevator.
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Kitchenette
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Concept Two:
The second option also has main access from
the east side of the building and secondary ac-
cess at the southern side.  Visitors enter into a
museum space (the former milking area).  The
original double doors leading from the milking
area to the center of the building are retained.
The southern, center of the building contains
restrooms and storage, while the northern, cen-
ter area of the building contains an elevator and
restrooms.  Located nearby the elevator is the
former milk storage building.  The concept rec-
ommends this become a kitchenette/food
preparation area for caterers or for functions re-
quiring food preparations.  Based on discus-
sions with Sally Johnson, Executive Director, Vir-
ginia Hot Springs Preservation Trust, a drawback
of the renovated Homestead Dairy Barn was the
lack of a food preparation area.  The food prepa-
ration area is proposed near an elevator for con-
venience to the second floor of the barn.  The
western end of the building is proposed for the
farmers’ market, a display area, and for people
to display and demonstrate various local crafts.

Outside there is a large garden area that has
trees and other plants grown that are represen-
tative of what was historically grown.  The gar-
den would serve both as a park-like setting as
well as be an educational tool.

Comments:
• Like the demonstration area with the

antiquey items
• Like having a bathroom downstairs.
• Like the garden space for the community

to experience and learn from.  A question
is who would maintain it.  Suggestions in
cluded in part, Liberty University, Future
Farmers of America, 4-H, Central Virginia
Community College Horticulture Program,
and Master Gardeners.

• Can the downstairs be open during the day
and access to the upstairs be closed off?

• Like that the integrity of the building has
been kept.

Concept Two first floor plan
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Meeting with Architects

On 5/16/08 Elizabeth Gilboy and Antonia
Ciaverella met with architects Brenda Landes and
John Shields of MarshWitt Associates in
Roanoke.  Brenda Landes is an alumna of the
Community Design Assistance Center and serves
on the Design Center’s Review Panel (a group of
professionals that reviews student work).  John
Shields is a colleague who also attended the meet-
ing.  The following are generalcomments about
the initial two conceptual designs.

• The building will most likely need a point per
son or docent, meaning there should be a
space for that person

• Check building codes regarding assembly
use

• The building must have 2 exits (both en
closed)

• The square footage of the upstairs provides
enough space for a max imum of 320 people.
Floor loads must be taken into consideration.

• There must be a lot of toilet facilities.
• A3 Occupancy is the most restrictive.  That re

quires 3 water closets for women and 2 for men.
It also requires the facility be sprinkled.  One
question is where will the water come from?
Does the County have access to water?  An
other question is whether there is enough flow/
pressure from the source.  This question should
be answered now rather than getting through a
lot of design work and then finding out the reno
vations cannot happen because there is not
enough water pressure for the sprinkler system.
Get a mechanical engineer out there or contact
Magic City Sprinkler or East Coast Fire Protec
tion.  They could tell you.  [It was subsequently
confirmed with Michael Stokes that water is avail
able and water pressure would be adequate.]

• There are code requirements about mixing oc-
cupancies.
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The architects had the following comments spe-
cific to the two intitial concepts.

Concept #1:
• The stairs are too close to the wall.  Look at

the stairs in relation to the structure.
• The base of the stairs near the main entry

is not good.  Stairs must be enclosed by
fire resistant material.  Put them discretely
to the outside. The silo idea is good.  The
height distance for any stair area is 6’8”.

• The “pit” areas in the dairy area may sim-
ply be “dung channels”.  Get a dairy
farmer out there to look at it.  If it is a “dung
channel” there might not be any need to put
light ing in it and cover it with plexi-glass.

• Storage would have a higher load require
ment.  Keep this in mind when designing
storage for upper area.

• A ground source heat pump would be good.
It is expensive at the outset, but will save
money in the long run. It is very green.

• The duct system in the roof as proposed
won’t work.  Look into fabric ducts.  The air
leaks through the fabric.  They are more ex
pensive, but visually less obtrusive.

Concept #2:
• ADA – At the end of a set of stairs, the hand

rail must extend 12” for ADA  requirements.
The minimum width of stairs is 44”.  The
US Dept of Justice has information online
for ADA design standards.  It is free to
download.  There is a charge for the ANSCI
standards.

• Elevator – the standard size is 5’9” x 7’4”
for the interior shaft.  The pit for a hole-less
hydraulic elevator is 4’.  Move the elevator
to the outside of the building.  The move
ment from the loads in the elevator effects
the building.  There is also a fire code is-
sue.  It is more expensive to put it outside,
but not much more.  It needs to be away
from the outside wall.

• Insulation – foam board insulation over the
exterior of the concrete walls could work.
Take off the existing roof and put insulation
(as suggested in Concept #1).
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• Check out the old mill building in Purcellville
that is now a restaurant.  They left the inte-
rior as it was and added insulation to the exte-
rior then put new siding over that.

• Mechanicals –a location for mechanicals will
be needed.

• Natural gas – is natural gas available?
• Parking - Check the Bedford County Zon-

ing Ordinance to compare the number of
people in the facility and the number of park-
ing space required.  Ask if the park parking
spaces could be used or if spaces have to
be added. Magnolias at the Mill Restaurant (www.purcellvillerestaurant.com)
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Conceptual Designs: Revision #1

On June 9th Shouib Ma’bdeh and Antonia
Ciaveralla presented revised concepts based
on comments received at the previous meet-
ing and feedback from the CDAC Review Panal
architects.  Below are descriptions about the
concepts along with a summary of comments
from the client team.  A few general comments
included having roofing over any decking that
leads to the upstairs and the need for signage
to direct people to the main entrance and park-
ing.  It was suggested that zoning may need to
be checked to determine if the park parking lot
would provide enough parking for the barn fa-
cility once a final use and maximum number of
possible attendees is determined.  Full com-
ments are included in the Appendix.  Com-
ments specific to each design are noted be-
low.

Concept One:
Design Statement:
The barn has played an important part of most
farms and agricultural communities. Renovat-
ing an existing barn is usually justifiable if build-
ing a new barn is more expensive or when the
farm has a great historical value, like in this case.
The first goal of this concept is to create a
space for the Bedford community to share and
use for their daily activities and special events.
Bearing this in mind, the second goal incorpo-
rates environmental (or green) design concepts.

Two main aspects are kept constant through
the development of this proposal: These in-
clude keeping the Red Barn visually consistant
and embodying “green” design in the concepts.

Keeping the Barn visually consistant to the maxi-
mum possible level means the main structural
system and form of the Barn’s body will stay
the same as it was built in the 1930s. The main
elements taken into consideration are: the roof-
ing materials and colors, the outside cladding
color, and the unique and amazing visual expe-
rience of the upper loft. The aim of all these
considerations is to maintain the historical value
of the Barn for the senior citizens, and to keep

A view of the proposed entry area.  The elevator stairs
are located within the silo.
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Barn’s image in the new generation’s minds and
culture.

Embodying environmental design concepts in the
designs begins with conserving the Barn itself.  This
is a great and appreciated environmental decision.
Introducing other new concepts like natural ventila-
tion, day lighting, and passive heating and cooling,
will raise the environmental level of the Barn and
make sure renovating and up-keeping the “new
barn” is, over the longer term, not costly.

Concept one can be divided spatially into four main
zones:
1. Ground floor for daily community activities:
Breakfast, coffee, newspaper reading, and a small
welcoming center.

2. Upper floor for special events: gatherings, wed-
dings, movies, shows, and dinners.

3. Farmers market: Where local products can be
presented and sold.

4. Outdoor areas: Where people can linger, enjoy-
ing the great view with some relief and fresh air,
while their children are playing in the nearby park.
It is a new community space where people can
meet and gather as it was during dairy barn days!

Revisions from the previous meeting to the site
plan include adding a deck area on the southern
side of the building, paving from the parking lot to
the main entrance, formal paved areas for gather-
ing spaces on the southern side of the building, a
flower garden, and a paved area for the farmers’
market.

Revisions to the building concept included adding
two sets of external stairs and an elevator.  One
set of stairs and the elevator are hidden within a
silo that has been recommended to the northwest
area of the barn.  A covered walkway has been
added that connects the silo with the stairs and el-
evator to the barn building.  The first floor concept
also entails removing the small classroom spaces
and putting restrooms mid-building (which in-

A birds eye view depicting the proposed windows on the
southside and skylights

A birds eye view of the entry area, silo, and decking

A view of the western end showing an external set of stairs

A prespective of the sitting areas, market area, and deck
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creases the farmers market/exhibition space), flip-
ping the media center and coffee/snack areas, and
putting a food preparation area in the former milk
storage area.  A sidewalk leads from the food
preparation area to the elevator and stairs.

The second floor serves as the space for special
functions and large groups and includes an area
that is open to the first floor.

Comments/Questions:
• Roofing may need to be researched further
• How would the insulation in the walls be

done?
• For the tensile structure, would it have to be

permanent or could the post holders be in
the ground and posts be removable?

• Is the heating system in the floor?
• Make the silo look a little better.

Included on the following pages are:
• Site Plan
• First Floor Plan
• Second Floor Plan
• South and West Elevations
• North and East Elevations
• Building Sections

A birds eye view of the barn and site
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Concept Two:
Concept Two includes a Museum, Farmers’ Mar-
ket and Artisan Gallery, a Public Garden, Picnic
and Theater Space, and an Assembly Hall.

Design Statement:
Arrival to the barn becomes a departure as one
first enters the museum space. Recollections of
1930’s dairy farming surround the visitor, engag-
ing his imagination as he traverses the history
presently before him. Feeling as though time
stands still within these red walls, the visitor is
suspended;  she bridges time while walking the
museum. Once, she milks a cow! And smiling,
proudly sips the freshly bottled milk while others
enjoy homemade milkshakes, ice cream, and hot
chocolate from the barn’s market.

The market is extraordinary! Farmers and artisans
display their wares on transformable stalls; locally
grown fruits, vegetables, herbs, flowers, jams,
cheeses, and baked goods fill the space on mar-
ket day. Hand-crafted pottery, quilts, stationery,
purses, and shawls accompany them. This room
is never empty; when market is not present, the
visitor discovers an art gallery, or a workshop for
learning crafts, or yet still, a family celebrating a
birthday! The space seems boundless, uncon-
fined, transformable, ever-changing, and ener-
getic.

The visitor experiences this microcosm expand-
ing towards the horizon, at every direction extend-
ing its floor beyond the structure, reaching for the
ends of the earth. “How it must yearn to climb the
distant mountains!” perceives the visitor. The floor
reaches out, blanketing the ground as it travels
its topography, leading the feet of the visitor to-
wards a garden. A familiarity presides within this
gentle space. The visitor picks fruit from the trees,
and watches others collect berries and flowers.
Children run over from the nearby playground and
scurry up a tree for a snack; tree-climbing was
always the visitor’s favorite childhood pastime.
He listens to all the birds’ songs, trying to prop-
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erly identify them; he thoughtfully consults a bro-
chure obtained from the museum. Here, she
reads not only about the wildlife native to
Bedford, but also about the agriculture repre-
sented by this garden. The nature trail leads the
visitor around the grounds and back to the barn.

Music fills the air! As the visitor approaches, she
notices a crowd upon the blanket of floor; find-
ing a spot, she sits cross-legged, continuing to
savor what was gleaned from the walk, followed
by a swift gulp of the milk earned earlier. The
band played through dinner, and the visitor no-
ticed families with picnic baskets arriving for the
festivities. The children found it difficult to con-
centrate on food with a playground so nearby.
With the band’s final song, came evening.

Accompanying evening, was a party of elegantly
dressed men and women who proceeded up-
stairs to a most majestic space! Uninterrupted
views of the expanse of the barn, its structure,
craftsmanship, and beauty overwhelm the
guests.  Night falls, and as the visitor turns to
leave, he glances once more at the dairy barn
now illumined with a soft glow, and the sound of
smiles.

Floor Plan Layout:
The floor plan drawings on the following pages
depict the proposed arrangement of uses within
the barn.  Visitors enter from the eastern end of
the building on the main floor.  Handicapped ac-
cess is through the silo on the western side of
the building.  An elevator within the silo brings
the visitor to the second floor.  When entering
from the main entry, the visitor enters the mu-
seum space, which is the former milking area.
A food preparation area is proposed in the
former milk storage building.  Mid-barn storage,
mechanicals, and restrooms are proposed.  A
Farmers’ Market and Artisan Gallery are pro-
posed in the western end of the barn.  The large
event gathering space is proposed for the sec-
ond floor.  The elevation drawings depict the
location of the proposed silos.
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Comments/Questions:
• Regarding the silo, it might be a long way to

get to the elevator from the main door.
• Try moving the silo to the northeast corner of

the barn?
• Put the elevator inside the building.
• Put handicap parking at the northwest area of

the building?

It was recommended that the design team move
forward with Concept Two and incorporate com-
ments into that concept.
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Final Draft Conceptual Design

On June 23rd, a final draft concept was pre-
sented based on feedback at the previous
meeting.  The main purpose of this meeting
was to review, discuss, and decide on locations
for the two silos and on the general layout of
the vehicular road system, especially as it re-
lated to handicapped drop-off (see sketches
on the following page).  All of the options in-
clude an elevator in the western silo for ADA
accessibility to the second floor community
space that is connected to the second floor with
an enclosed pedestrian walkway.  Each option
also includes stairs in the southern silo and are
also connected to the second floor via an en-
closed pedestrian walkway.

Option 1:
Option 1 includes a silo on the western end of
the barn with an elevator for handicapped ac-
cessibility that connects to the large commu-
nity gathering space on the second floor of the
barn.  The walkway is an enclosed pedestrian
walkway.   Another silo is located on the south-
ern side, about two-thirds of the way toward the
eastern side of the building.  This silo includes
stairs and is also connected to the second story
community gathering space.

The proposed vehicular circulation responds
to the silo at the western end of the building by
recommending a drop-off circle that would pro-
vide the opportunity to drop people off at the
northern side of the silo.

Option 2:
Option 2 includes a silo at the northwest corner
of the barn, includes an elevator for ADA ac-
cessibility to the second floor community
space, and connects on the second level via
an enclosed pedestrian walkway.  Another silo
is located on the southern side, about two-thirds
of the way towards the eastern side of the build-
ing.  This silo includes stairs and a covered pe-
destrian walkway to the community space.
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As the western silo is positioned more to the front
of the barn, it calls for a vehicular drop-off area
that brings people further into the site and drops
them off at the western side of the silo.

Option 3:
Option 3 concept includes a silo at the northwest-
ern corner of the barn and another at the south-
eastern corner.  The location of the second silo
differs from the previous concepts. The vehicular
drop-off sequence is similar to coption 2, however
does not bring the vehicles as close to the silo for
drop-off.

Comments about options:
• Have a rustic looking building outside that

can be used for storage.
• Include stairs in the silo.
• Use the downstairs space for a demonstra

tion area
• Close off access to the upper space when

not in use.
• Keep the integrity of the building!



The Red Barn Bedford County, VA

The Red Barn - Concept comparisons

Automobile Entry Sequence

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3

Pedestrian Entry Sequence and resulting
silo locations
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Final Conceptual Design

Green Building Systems:
It is generally recommended that green build-
ing systems be kept in mind for the future con-
struction.  Additional information about green
building systems can be found in the Appendix.
Applied examples can be found on web sites
related to the Virginia Tech Solar Houses
(http://vtsolar.arch.vt.edu/ and
www.vtsolar.arch.vt.edu).

Posibilities  include:
Geothermal Systems
Utilizes stable underground temperatures (up-
per 10’ maintains at 50-60’ year round) to heat a
facility.  In winter, heat from the warmer ground
goes through a heat exchanger into the house.
In summer, hot air from the house is pulled back
through the heat exchanger into the cooler
ground.

Radiant Cooling System:
Relies on chilled water pipes to distribute cool-
ing throughout a building rather than relying on
cooled air.  Pipes can be run though flooring or
ceilings and maintain surface temperatures at
about 65’.

Displacement Ventilation System:
Provides conditioned air and ventilation.  Sup-
ply air mixes with room air to provide a nearly
uniform temperature throughout the space in
comparison to HVAC which sends air out at high
velocity at about 20’ below the desired room
temperature.

Final Design Concept:
The following pages contain the final drawing
for the Red Barn.  Descriptions of these draw-
ings are:
1. The Storyboard: This describes the general
idea for uses and character of the Red Barn.

2. Site Plan with possible handicap drop-off sce-
narios.  This decribes general locations for vari-
ous existing and proposed uses on the site.  It
also includes two possible scenarios for handi-
cap drop-off near the western silo. Two options



Bedford County, VA 37

for vehicular circulation are provided.  Both sug-
gest removing parking along the entrance road to
narrow the entrance road, reduce visual clutter, and
hence provide a more scenic entry sequence that
better frames the historic, renovated Red Barn.
This is to  give the sense that one is arriving to and
seeing the Barn as it may have been in the past.

The first option retains most of the new Nursing
Home parking.  The drawback is that entry and
egress to the parking area is not as clear cut as
Option Two and the Nursing Home and Red Barn
share the same entrance (only for handicapped ac-
cess for the Red Barn).

The second option uses a portion of the Nursing
Home parking lot to create the drop-off circle by
the northwestern silo.  The benefit is that the Nurs-
ing Home and the Red Barn handicapped access
area both have their own entrance and egress,
making for clearer vehicular circulation.  The draw-
back is that it uses a portion of the Nursing Home
parking spaces to create this circulation pattern.

3. The Public Garden: This concept diagram lists
and provides images of possible plants and annu-
als to include in the public garden area.  The Pub-
lic Garden includes the area located behind the
Red Barn and wraps around the back of Falling
Creek Park.   It is comprised of three sections in-
cluding a crop area, a livestock area, and an area
for fruit trees.  All of the areas are connected via
various paths, which also connect to Falling Creek
Park.

The crop area would be planted with crops that
were historically grown in the Bedford area, such
as corn, oats, wheat, and tobacco.  This can be
used both as a recreational area as well as an op-
portunity to complement the displays in the barn
that capture, reflect, and educate, about the his-
tory of the area.  The livestock area would include
cows, goats, chickens, and pigs, and serve a simi-
lar purpose.  Fruit trees would be grown in another
area also reflecting that which was historically grown
in the area, but also providing a lovely area for rec-
reation and for children to play.
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4. Farmers Market Collage: The collage depicts
a sense of character recommended for the
Farmers Market.

5. First Floor Plan:  The plan indicates both by
labels and character sketches, proposed uses
for the renovated Red Barn.  The plan incorpo-
rates comments from attendees at the 6/9/08
public meeting.

Museum Space:
Visitors enter on the east side of the building
through the same doors that now exist (though
renovated).  Inside is a museum area that
keeps the integrity of the milking area, includ-
ing keeping the medicine cabinet to the right
of the doors that enter into the middle sec-
tion of the barn.  The museum area includes
an exhibit of farming and dairy practices from
the early years of the Bedford area.  To keep
the historic character of the interior space, ex-
isting windows and beams are kept.  The
ramped flooring is also kept allowing a circui-
tous walkway around the exhibit.

Kitchen Preparation Area:
The former milk storage area now serves as
an area for caterers, or others, to make final
food preparations before and during events
held upstairs.

Central-Barn Area:
The central area of the barn includes mens’
and womens’ restrooms, a mechanical room/
storage area, and the original ladder to ac-
cess the upstairs area.    It is recommended
that the ladder remain for historical and edu-
cational purposes and be sectioned off in
some manner to prevent users, and espe-
cially children, from attempting such a temp-
tation.

Farmers Market Area:
The central area of the barn is separated by
historic doors and includes an open area for
an indoor farmers market.  When the market
is not in season or being used for this pur-
pose, the open space can be used for local
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artisans to display and demonstrate historic crafts
(such as weaving, sewing, etc).  The center of
the eastern wall opens to the western silo.

Western Silo:
The western silo is located about mid-point along
the western wall.  It includes an elevator and set
of stairs to the second floor.  The stairs follow
the curvature of the silo.  The exterior door to
access the silo can either be on the south face
or the north face depending on how the vehicu-
lar drop-off for handicapped access is ultimately
designed.

Southern Silo:
The second silo is located about mid-point on
the southern wall of the barn.  Stairs within follow
the curvature of the silo.  Access is through the
museum space or on the western side of the
silo.

6. Second Floor Plan:  The second floor contains
a large community gathering space that can be
rented out for large functions. This drawing indi-
cates the use of the second floor as an assembly
hall and includes an elevation sketch of each side
of the proposed renovated Red Barn.  This space
can be rented out for functions such as reunions,
weddings, or large community gatherings.

7. Autumn Perspective: This rendered perspec-
tive sketch depicts what a visitor might see upon
approaching the Red Barn from the main vehicu-
lar access area.

8. Summer Perspective: This rendered perspec-
tive sketch depicts what a visitor might see when
out in the community garden.
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Conclusion

The information provided in this report, such as
contacting the Department of Historic Re-
sources (DHR), information from DHR, ex-
amples of other successful renovated barns,
and conceptual measured drawings of the barn,
provide a strong foundation of information.
Combined with a conceptual design that hon-
ors, celebrates, and revisits the agricultural his-
tory of the County, while also being forward
thinking through green renovations, this provides
an opportunity to create an exceptional com-
munity facility that can become a showcase at
both the state and national levels.
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Appendix

• View of the Farm Home where Bedford County cares for its indigent citizens
• Bedford Red Barn Stakeholders Meeting  4/2/08
• Bedford Red Barn Community Meeting 4/4/08
• Examples of Renovated Barns
• DHR No.2 Insulation
• DHR No.3 Retrofitting Historic Windows
• Historic Register Frequently Asked Questions
• Historic Register Incentives and Grants
• Historic Register Federal and State Rehabilitation Tax Credits
• Facts About Virginia’s Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit
• National Trust for Historic Preservation Recognition Award Winner’s Iverson Farm
• National Trust for Historic Preservation Recognition Award Winner’s Waywood Farm
• National Trust for Historic Preservation: About Barn Again!
• National Trust for Historic Preservation: Answers to Barn Again! Questions
• National Trust for Historic Preservation: Financial Help for Barn Preservation Projects
• National Trust for Historic Preservation: Publication merchandise





Bedford County, VA 42

Bedford Red Barn Stakeholders Meeting
Wed, 4/2/08
11:30-1

Name Organization   Phone   Email

S. Adams Bedford Visitors Center  434-299-7299
Michael Stokes BCPRD  540-586-7682       m.stokes@co.bedford.va.us
Wyatt Woody Bedford County Associations     540-875-8889      w.woody@co.bedford.va.us
Penny Champaign BCPRD  540-586-7682
Herb Crowder Bedford Retired  540-586-4875
Allyna Jones Citizen  540-586-6864        jgjones@msc.com
Sharon Rose BCPRD  540-586-7682      s.rose@co.bedford.ca.us

Comments:
• Check out Wolftrapp up by Washington DC.  It is a former barn that is now an arts/amphithe

ater
• Keep the use as a working barn!  That is what it was historically so keep it that way.  It could

be a good educational opportunity for the children.  Have live animals there.
• We need to think about whether we want an income generator or an income drainer (which
a  working farm/barn would be).
• Funding – Michael Stokes has requested seed money.  To date, the Board of Supervisors

has not dedicated any money to this project at this time.  The project will need donations
and grants.

• Use – the use may depend on what funding we can get (the funding dictates the use).  Are
Southern States and the Farm Bureau possible sources for funding?

• Could this be similar to the D Day Memorial in that the goal is education?  Though who
would then sponsor would be a question.

• Old Deed – Michael Stokes thought he had a copy of the old deed for the poor farm.
• How will the park be used?  Education? Multi-use? Community events?  Theater? What is

the whole concept for the park?  How can the barn be tied into the park?  The park is:
- multi-generational with the playground, picnic, shuffleboard, exercise stations, ADA
  paved trail, opportunities for the entire population, and passive vs active.
- cultural - It also has opportunities for cultural events (one picnic shelter is shaped
   like an amphitheater)
- educational – interpretive trails

• The Barn use should be multi-generational just like the park.
• The Bath County barn has been renovated for use as a community center with areas for

classes.  Bedford has no area for banquets, local sports teams, or other associations to
use.

• Could a famers’ market be at the site in conjunction with the barn.  Not to have it in the barn,
but outside.  T would be convenient if bringing children to the park.  This could provide an
opportunity for incorporating educational aspects (the rural heritage of the area and what
crops used to grow here).

• The barn should have a community purpose.  Could boy scouts rent for events?  Wed
dings? Reunions?
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• Could there be a deck off the back side for such events?
• There is already an arts center in Bedford, but it is for the fine arts.  Could part of the barn be

renovated something like the barn in Floyd with “stalls” for looming, weaving, crafts as they
were done 100 years ago.  Could live animals be outside and available for such things as
sheering?

• Other ideas for the “stalls” include:
Display areas for history
Community room upstairs
Multiple educational rooms
Make the lower space so it can be rotated (quilting a few weeks, stained glass a few
weeks, etc)
Use partitions instead of walls
Make it into a computer lab

• Make the barn as much of a community building as possible
• How would it be heated?
• There are so few places to have large meetings, reunions, or wedding receptions.  We

keep getting calls.  It is needed for all ages.  It’s a good central location.  The Welcome
Center meeting room is not large enough.  Hotels don’t have banquet halls (the new hotel
can only hold 100).

• The barn could provide an economic boost  to hotels if people come to reunions and
weddings at the barn.  Special Olympics also needs a place.  The Visitors Center has to
turn people away as well because the space is not big enough.  There is a tourism/eco
nomic benefit if we draw people to hotels.

• The building should be checked for termite damage and to make sure it is structurally
sound.

• Are there environmental waste issues?  Underground tanks or trash piles?
• Could there be Farm Demonstration Days?  We could obtain donations of equipment from

farmers then put it all out on display.
• Sports equipment is stored all over the County.  The former nursing home could be used

for offices and to store equipment.
• The road used to be called Poor House Road.
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Bedford Red Barn Community Meeting
April 4, 2008

• Purpose of meeting was to discuss thoughts, ideas and best use of old red barn at Falling
Creek.  The Board of Supervisors had requested that this be looked into for different uses.

• Kathleen Guzi explained purpose of meeting and asked that everyone be respectful of
other peoples’ ideas – that this was just the beginning.

• Michael explained about Virginia Tech Community Design Assistance Center being involved.
Other communities have turned older buildings into areas of interest and useful purposes.
We also want to preserve our rural heritage.

• Randy Nixon from the City of Bedford asked what condition the inside of the building was
like.  Michael stated it had about 2,000 square feet of wooden floors.  A community center
could be an option which is a real need in the area.  This could be used for wedding
receptions, banquets or community events.

• Herb White asked why the old nursing home was not being used and if the recreation
department was going to be able to use it.  He suggested possibly using the old barn for
storage.

• Betty Gereau stated the barn might be able to be placed on the Historical Register.  It was
built around 1935 for $5,000 and thought to be a “Sears’s kit”.  Betty spoke about other
areas and possible funding due to the historic nature.

• Michael stated we were looking at this as a shared endeavor with private and public funding.
• Someone else suggested maybe holding a county fair at the site.
• Most people thought we should at least fix the outside first to maintain it.  Another sugges

tion was to have a forestry and equipment exhibit or a rural life museum or historic district.
• Ruby Dooley agreed that it should be preserved, but we needed a large room for meetings.

She felt it should only be used by adults – that children would tear it up.
• Others spoke in favor of preserving barn, but were opposed to any tax funding for this

project.  Felt it should be a community effort.
• Someone asked who would make the final decision on the use or future of the barn.  It

would be the Board of Supervisors.
• Scott Baker of the Extension Service stated that Madison County had a master plan that

incorporated the use of an older building with Parks and Recreation for a mixed use.  He
thought maybe having a weekly or monthly farmers market would be a draw for citizens and
visitors.

• Whatever we do it should be appealing to a large percentage of people.
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Bedford Red Barn Stakeholders Meeting
5/15/08

Present:
Lynn Scott, Tourism, 540-587-5683, lynn@visitbedford.com
Michael Stokes, Bedford County Parks & Recreation
Mike Trussell, Stellar One, 540-587-6611
Sue Trussell, Bedford Woman’s Club/Tourism, 540-587-6611, buffie133@verizon.net
One other not listed

Comments about Concept #1:
Site design:
• Like the idea of a deck better than a patio area unless the paved seating area could have

some kind of rustic feel to it so it blends into the barn character.  Perhaps a 10’ deck off the
back?

• Add historical character fencing to the farmers market exterior area to separate uses?

First Floor:
• Flip your floor plan so that the farm exhibitions and restrooms are on the right/east side of

the building and the gathering area is on the left/west side.
• The classrooms are too small.  Upstairs can be used for classes.  One suggestion is to use

the top/north side classroom space for the catering prep area.  Another is to use the bot
tom/southern side classroom as a restroom.

• Build a rustic looking building outside that looks like some kind of farming support building
and use that for a storage area.

• There is too much distance between the restrooms and the upstairs/stairs to upstairs.
• What is the Media Center/what function does it serve?
• Like the steel/glass concept as long as steel has an antique look.  No art deco!
• If the restrooms are at the right/east side of the building, it’s ok to have only one of the

indentations in the floor preserved.
•
Second Floor:
• If there are sky lights, a shading system will be needed.  If the light is coming in the side

dormer area, should be ok.
• Add an elevator; perhaps an exterior one made to look like a silo.
• Add exterior stairs; maybe include stairs in silo as well?
• Comments about Concept #2:
• Like the demonstration area with antiquey items
• Like the bathrooms downstairs
• Like the garden space for the community to experience and learn from.  Have plots to show

what is grown locally?  Question is who will maintain it?  Suggestions included Staunton
River group, Liberty University, Future Farmers of America, 4-H, CVCC Horticulture w aith
Claire Robinson, Master Gardeners.

• Really like the interior open space.  Keep upstairs open.  Downstairs doesn’t have to be for
functions.  Lots of kids have never been in a barn.

• Able to keep lower level open during the day and close off access to upstairs?
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• Could interior farmers market area be flexible enough to be used for functions as well?
• Could volunteers be used to monitor the space?
• Like the restrooms as designed with east access to the outside.  Take away the closets to

make the bathrooms larger.
• Like that the integrity of the building has been kept.
• Have information about local birds and plants that can be seen at the park.
• Silo – have an outdoor space with a view like at Homestead Dairy

























































































www.agriculture.com  
 

• Return to Story Financial help for barn preservation projects  
 
The BARN AGAIN! program does not provide grants to private
individuals to fix
up their barns. It would be impossible for us to
give grants for every barn in the
country that needs to be
rehabilitated! That's why we developed BARN AGAIN!
Using an older
building is an economical alternative to building new. Our
statistics
show that on average barn rehabilitation costs one-third as much as
constructing a comparable new building.

Some federal, state, and local programs are available, however, to
help defray
the costs of a barn preservation project. Some states offer
property or income
tax relief for the rehabilitation of historic
buildings, and a few localities have grant
or loan programs for
preservation.

 
 

 
Federal investment tax credits
A 20% rehabilitation tax credit is available for certified
rehabilitation of buildings
listed on, or eligible for, the National
Register of Historic Places. To qualify, a
building must be used for
income-producing purposes, and the rehabilitation
costs must be greater
than $5,000 or the adjusted cost basis for the building. A
10% credit
is available for buildings built before 1936 that are not on the
National
Register. For more information about the 20% (historic) tax
credit, contact your
State Historic Preservation Office. For
information about the 10% credit, request
Form 3468 Investment Credit
from the Internal Revenue Service. More
information on how to benefit
from tax incentives is available in A Guide to Tax-
Advantaged Rehabilitation, which can be ordered from BARN AGAIN! for $8.00.

Link to State Historic Preservation Offices at www.ncshpo.org.

 
 

 
State tax incentive
Some states offer property tax relief for the certified
rehabilitation of historic
buildings. These may consist of freezing
property taxes at the pre-rehabilitation
level or an exemption for a
specific time period. A few states offer state income
tax credits as
well. Listed below are examples of state tax incentives from a
selected
number of states. Contact your State Historic Preservation Office to
find
out if your state has any special tax incentives for historic
preservation.

Link to State Historic Preservation Offices at www.ncshpo.org.

For more detailed tax incentive information or if your state is not listed, please
click below:
•
Tax incentive information from the National Trust for Historic
Preservation >>

 
 

 
Income tax credit
Colorado
Residential and commercial structures earn a 20 percent income tax
credit for
rehabilitation expenses, up to $50,000 per year with a
minimum of $5,000
investment. There is no limit to the amount of
reduction taken in the first year,
and there is a carry-over period of
10 years. A property qualifies if it has been
designated as historic at
the local, state, or national level. The property owner
may take both
federal and state tax credits and projects already commenced

http://www.agriculture.com/ag/
javascript:history.go(-1)
http://www.nthp.org/help/taxincentives.pdf


before
applying may still take credit if the work is approved by the SHPO.
Partnerships may divide tax credit resources pursuant to their
partnership
agreement.
•
Colorado History >>

Indiana
With a minimum investment of $5,000 over two years, a property may
earn a 20
percent income tax credit of up to $100,000 of the
rehabilitation costs with a cap
of $20,000 per project. Pre-approval of
the project is required by the SHPO.
•
Historic Landmarks >>

Iowa
Income Tax Credit - A 25% income tax credit is available for
eligible commercial,
income producing residential and non-income
producing residential properties.
The cap is $2.4 million state-wide in
any given year. The Secretary of Interior's
standards apply.

Kansas
Income Tax Credit - A 25% income tax credit is available for
commercial and
residential properties. There is no cap limit to the
project. It may be carried
forward 10 years. There is a $5,000 minimum
investment on qualified
expenditures.

Michigan
Farmland Preservation Tax Credit - A farmer may place the
land under provision
of a state contract with the Department of Natural
Resources. The farmer may
only use the land for agricultural purposes
for the duration of the contract. The
farmer then earns a state income
tax credit for the property taxes paid on the
property that exceeded
seven percent of the household income.

Barns and other agricultural structures may be eligible for a 25
percent state tax
credit on rehabilitation expenses if the following
two conditions are met:

You must be the owner or long-term lessee of a historic
property that
(depending on your community's size) is included in a
locally protected
historic district, listed on the State Register, or
the National Register.

The rehabilitation work planned will cost at least 10 percent of the
property's State Equalized Value.

Missouri
Missouri offers a 25 percent rehabilitation tax credit for
commercial or residential
properties listed individually in the
National Register of Historic Places. The
rehabilitation costs must
exceed 50 percent of the property value and must
comply with the
Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation.

New York
New York offers a 25 percent tax credit for rehabilitation of
historic barns that
were built before 1936. Building must be
depreciable, and expenditures must
exceed $5,000 or the adjusted cost
basis of the barn. All roof and foundation
repairs are qualified
expenditures, but adding or enlarging doors or windows are
not.

North Carolina
North Carolina offers a 30 percent tax credit for historic
homeowners and a 20
percent credit for commercial property owners.
Homeowners must spend at least
$25,000 on their home's rehabilitation.

Virginia
The Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit begins at 10 percent of the
costs for
residential or commercial rehabilitation of certified
historic structures when those
costs amount to at least 50 percent of
the assessed value of the building. The
credit will increase by 5
percent a year until it reaches 25 percent for work
beginning in the
year 2000. The credit is currently at 20 percent.

Wisconsin
A 25 percent income tax credit is available for renovation expenses
with a
$10,000 minimum investment. There is a $10,000 cap on the
credit. The owner

http://www.coloradohistory.org/
http://www.historiclandmarks.org/


forfeits some of this credit if he/she sells within
four years. The project requires
pre-approval from the SHPO. The
historic properties must first be determined to
be eligible for the
State Register of Historic Places. There is also a 5 percent add
on to
the federal tax credit for residential rehabilitation. Unused barns may
qualify for this option.

 
 

 
Property tax incentives
Many states have a "local option" for property tax incentives, which
means that a
local government must approve the use of the incentive
within its jurisdiction.
Check with your local government and State
Historic Preservation Office to find
out if you can take advantage of
property tax incentives.

California
Local governments have the option of reducing assessment values up
to 50
percent. They might require a minimum investment. The owner must
then sign a
ten-year contract to maintain the structure.

Florida
There is a local option for property tax abatement if the
improvements equal 50
percent of the value of the property before
rehabilitation. Barns may qualify for a
greenbelt classification which
offers incentives, however, if the farmer does not
use the farm
structure, he/she loses this classification.

Georgia
Property value increases from rehabilitation have an eight-year
assessment
freeze and a two-year phase out. To qualify the property
must have a 50 percent
value increase for owner occupied residential, a
75 percent value increase for
mixed-use property and a 100 percent
increase for commercial property. The
statutes do not clearly identify
which category barns fall into.

Indiana
Indiana has tax abatement legislation, which allows a 5 year abatement for
improved properties.

Iowa
Value assessments freeze for increased value from rehabilitation for four years,
and then phase out for four years.

Michigan
Matthew Gast Act - Property taxes may not go up as a result of maintenance.

Homestead Property Tax Credit - A household that earns less
than $82,650
yearly and spends more than 3.5 percent of its income on
property taxes may
earn a credit up to $1,200. The credit is determined
by the difference between
the actual tax paid and the 3.5 percent
taxable income. Senior citizens earn 100
percent of the difference. All
others earn 50 percent of the difference.

Missouri
All agricultural property gets assessed at 12 percent of its value
based on the
land's productivity (versus residences, which get assessed
at 19 percent of their
value).

New Hampshire
A new state law, RSA 79-D, creates a mechanism to encourage the
preservation
of historic New Hampshire barns and other agricultural
buildings by authorizing
municipalities to grant property tax relief to
barn owners who (a) can
demonstrate the public benefit of preserving
their barns or other historic farm
buildings, and (b) agree to maintain
their structures throughout a minimum 10-
year preservation easement.

New York
The first year assessment value does not increase on barn
restoration projects.
It then increases 10 percent per year.
Legislation passed in 1997 offers local
governments the option to pass
local property tax incentives.



North Dakota
Improvements to barns older than twenty-five years receive
exemptions from
increases in assessment value for three years. There
are no property taxes for
agricultural buildings where over half of the
income derives from the farm and
over half the time worked is on the
farm.

Oregon
Oregon gives a 15-year freeze of value assessments for residential
and
commercial properties listed on the National Register for Historic
Places.

South Carolina
A nationally or locally designated property may earn a two-year
freeze on
assessment value. For the following eight years, the owner
may pay 40 percent
of the taxes of the post-rehabilitation assessment
value or the pre-rehabilitation
assessment value, whichever is greater.
There must be an investment of 50
percent of the property's
pre-rehabilitation value.

South Dakota
Properties listed in the National Register can apply for an
eight-year assessment
moratorium on certified improvements.ÊProperty
tax assessments may not be
increased due to certified rehabilitation or
restoration of the building.

Washington
There is a local option for a special valuation, with a minimum
investment of 25
percent of the building's value before the
rehabilitation. Nineteen cities and ten
counties participate.
Properties are taxed according to their current use rather
than the
"highest and best" use.

Wisconsin
Farm building values are assessed according to their agricultural operation.

 
 

 
Grants and loans for private individuals
Very few grant and loan programs exist for private individuals, but
it's worth
checking to see if your locality has any help to offer. A
few examples are the
State Historical Society of Iowa's Historic Site
Preservation Grant Program, Iowa
Barn Foundation's matching grant
program, the Massachusetts Preservation
Projects Fund, the Colorado
Historical Society's State Historical Fund, and
Vermont's barn
assessment and barn restoration grants. Contact your local
preservation
organization, county development office, state historic preservation
office, and/or statewide preservation organization for more information.

If you have any additional questions, feel free to contact our
office for more
information. The BARN AGAIN! hotline is (303) 623-1504.
You may E-mail
questions to barn_again!!@nthp.org. You can also write
to us at:

National Trust for Historic Preservation
BARN AGAIN!
535 16th St., Suite 750
Denver, CO 80202
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• Return to Story Barn preservation programs  
 
The National Barn Alliance
The National Barn Alliance (NBA) started as an informal network of
Cooperative
Extension educators, historic preservationists and
concerned citizens interested
in barn preservation programming.
Initially, the land grant universities of Illinois,
Indiana, Michigan,
Ohio and Wiscoinsin were involved. The organization has
since grown to
include other states, State Historic Preservation Offices,
statewide
barn preservation organizations and national organizations such as
the
National Trust for Historic Preservation. By sharing information on
initiatives
and strategies being used throughout the country, the NBA
expects to strengthen
the efforts of all our rural partners, for more
information, go to the NBA website at
barnalliance.org or email at barnalliance@gmail.com

 
 

 
State preservation programs
Iowa
The Iowa Barn Foundation was formed in 1997 to preserve historic
barns and
other agricultural buildings in Iowa. The Foundation provides
matching grants for
barn repair and rehabilitation and publishes a
quarterly newsletter. Contact
Sherry Gribble, The Iowa Barn Foundation,
3109 - 155th Street, Fort Atkinson,
Iowa, 52114, (866) 575-8483.
Roxanne Mehlisch, (641) 487-7690. Jacqueline
Schmeal, (505) 988-5917,
jschmeal@earthlink.net;
www.iowabarnfoundation.org.

The Iowa Historic Preservation Alliance has initiated a barn survey
project as a
result of the Iowa Proclamation of 2005 as "The Year of
The Barn and the Family
Farm". This county by county level survey is a
simple
photographic/reconnaissance effort that local volunteers can
complete with local
funds. Contact Rod Scott, (641) 648-4570,
rodscott@iowaconnect.com;
www.iowapreservation.org.

Illinois
The Illinois Barn Alliance was formed to promote and facilitate the
identification,
protection and preservation of barns and the rural
heritage of Illinois. In
conjunction with the Illinois Extension
Service and the Landmarks Preservation
Council of Illinois, the
Alliance conducts an annual informational workshop for
barn
enthusiasts. Contact Jean Follett, (630) 654-9717;
jafollett@comcast.net.
Wes Winter, (815) 235-4125; wwinter@uiuc.edu.

Indiana
Historic Landmarks Foundation of Indiana in cooperation with Purdue
University
Cooperative Extension Service sponsors BARN AGAIN! in
Indiana, a series of
workshops for owners of historic rural buildings.
Contact Tommy Kleckner, (812)
232-4534;
tkleckner@historiclandmarks.org; www.historiclandmarks.org.

Maine
The Maine Historic Preservation Commission has administered Historic
Barn
Preservation Grants beginning in 2000 funded through the New
Century
Community Program, an Initiative of the Maine Cultural Affairs
Council, a joint
planning body of seven Maine arts and cultural
agencies. Requests are being
taken for when funding has been allocated
for the program. Contact Christy
Mitchell, (207) 287-2132;
Historic.Preservation@Maine.gov;
www.state.me.us/mhpc.

Maine Preservation conducted a barn preservation workshop in the
fall of 2002
to bring together a wide variety of interests and answers
to help preserve one of
the state's most threatened historic resources.
Lessons learned from the
workshop are posted on their website and
resources are compiled and

http://www.agriculture.com/ag/
javascript:history.go(-1)
http://www.barnalliance.org/
mailto:barnalliance@gmail.com


distributed through their office. (207)
775-3652; maineprs@gwi.net;
www.mainepreservation.org/barn1.htm.

Massachusetts
The Preservation MASS Barn Preservation Task Force is a non-profit
alliance
dedicated to the preservation of Massachusetts' historic barns
and outbuildings
in their agricultural settings. Working with regional
planning agencies and other
statewide organizations, the task force
identifies funding sources and provides
technical assistance to promote
cost-effective barn stabilization and
rehabilitation. Contact Erin
Kelly, Preservation Mass, (617) 723-3383;
ekelly@preservationmass.org;
www.preservationmass.org/BarnTaskForceWorkshop.shtml.

Michigan
Many Michigan residents have participated in county-wide barn
preservation and
rural revitalization workshops, cosponsored by
Michigan State University, the
Michigan Bureau of History, and the
Michigan Historic Preservation Network. A
non-profit organization, the
Michigan Barn Preservation Network was formed to
promote barn
preservation within the state. Contact Vera Wiltse, Michigan Barn
Preservation Network, (989) 772-0911 x302; wiltsev@msu.edu;
www.mibarn.net.

Minnesota
Formerly operating as a barn preservation program under the
Minnesota
Historical Society, the Friends of Minnesota Barns
organization was a reaction to
the 2003 state budget cuts. Its mission
is to educate the public and raise
awareness to the importance of
historic barns and farmsteads in Minnesota, and
to help advocate for
barn preservation. They offer educational workshops and
assist others
in finding resources for preservation and/or restoration of historic
barns and farmsteads. Contact John Hagel, (763) 428-2100 or Christina
Harrison (612) 870-9775; (612) 338-BARN (2276);
FriendsofMinnesotaBarns@yahoo.com; www.friendsofminnesotabarns.org.

New Hampshire
The New Hampshire Preservation Alliance conducts an NH Old House and
Barn
Exposition each year and operates an assessment grant program. The
Historic
Barn Assessment Grant Program provides matching funds for an
expert in the
field of barn restoration to comprehensively assess a
barn's needs and issue an
in-depth report. Competitive matching grants
are available on a rolling basis.
Contact Jennifer Goodman, (603)
224-2281; admin@nhpreservation.org;
www.nhpreservation.org/html/barns.htm.

The New Hampshire Division of Historical Resources has a matching
rehabilitation grant for barns on the National Register when funds are
available.
Contact (603) 271-3483 or (603) 271-3558;
preservation@nhdhr.state.nh.us;
www.state.nh.us/nhdhr/barn.html.

New York
The New York State Barn Coalition was formed in 1997 to increase
public
awareness of historic barns in the state and to promote the
appreciation,
preservation, rehabilitation and reuse of older and
historic barns. The Coalition
sponsors meetings and conferences and
shares information about barn
preservation. Contact (607) 255-7412;
info@preservenys.org;
www.barncoalition.com.

North Dakota
The North Dakota Historical Society has sponsored a series of barn
preservation
rehabilitation workshops and has encouraged the state's
farmers to apply for
national BARN AGAIN! Awards. The society also
produced an exhibition on
historic barns of North Dakota which has
traveled through the state. Contact
Historic Preservation Division,
(701) 328-2672; histsoc@state.nd.us;
www.state.nd.us/hist/ahp.htm.

Ohio
In early 1996, BARN AGAIN! in Ohio was launched by the Ohio State
University
Extension and the Ohio Historical Society's Preservation
Office. The program
offers workshops, publications and technical
information for barn owners.
Contact Dr. Ann Christy, OSU Extension,
phone: (614) 292-6131;
christy.14@osu.edu;
http://fabe.osu.edu/~barn.htm.



A new non-profit organization, Friends of Ohio Barns, has been
formed to
support and promote through education the awareness and
understanding of the
significance of Ohio's historic barns within their
agricultural and architectural
context, as well as their maintenance
requirements. Annual Ohio Barn
Conferences and a newsletter help keep
members and interested individuals
informed about better ways to
conserve and maintain their barns. Contact Rudy
Christian, (330)
624-7282; friendsohiobarns@aol.com; www.ohiobarns.osu.edu.

Vermont
The Preservation Trust of Vermont awards small matching grants to
barn owners
for barn condition assessments. Contact Paul Bruhn, (802)
658-6647;
paul@ptvermont.org; www.ptvermont.org. The Vermont Division
of Historic
Preservation awards matching grants for barn repair and
restoration. Contact
Eric Gilbertson, (802) 828-3043;
eric.gilbertson@state.vt.us;
www.historicvermont.org.

Wisconsin
The Wisconsin Barn Preservation Initiative was formed by the
University of
Wisconsin-Extension, the State Historical Society of
Wisconsin and the
Wisconsin Trust for Historic Preservation to help
preserve and protect many of
Wisconsin's historic agricultural
buildings. The program includes workshops and
technical information. A
statewide barn preservation organization, Barns NOW!,
was formed to
focus public and political attention on barn preservation in the
state.
Contact Chuck Law, University of Wisconsin-Extension, (608) 265-2501;
chuck.law@uwex.edu; www.uwex.edu/lgc/barns/barns.htm.

 
 

 
County preservation programs
Kane County, Illinois
Kane County's That Darn Barn program is sponsored by the Kane County
Development Department and the Kane County Farm Bureau. In addition to
publishing a barn restoration guide book and actively promoting barn
preservation in Kane County, That Darn Barn offers awards for
successful barn
rehabilitation projects. Contact Mark VanKerkoff, Kane
County Development
Department, (630) 232-3480.

McHenry County, Illinois
The McHenry County Historical Barn Preservation Association was
formed and
incorporated as an Illinois non-profit organization in
January of 1999. The
association is an agricultural and educational
body formed to protect McHenry
County's agricultural heritage by
promotion and assistance in funding of historic
barn preservation and
restoration. The association has produced educational
programming on
barn history and restoration techniques, a video, poster, and a
traveling exhibit. Contact Ken Fiske, FAX (815) 338-2773;
historicbarns@aol.com, www.mchenrycountybarns.org.

If you have a barn preservation organization you would like us to know about,
please e-mail barnagain@nthp.org.

King County, Washington
The picturesque barns in the Snoqualmie Valley are rapidly
vanishing. As the
dairy industry in the valley has died out, these
buildings, a critical component of
dairy operations, have become
obsolete. Many of those that have not already
been lost are in poor
condition and are threatened by demolition by neglect.
Recognizing the
severity of this situation, the King County Landmarks
Commission has
initiated a campaign to try to save some of these icons of our
agricultural history. The Commission will work to develop financial and
other
incentives to encourage property owners to restore and preserve
the barns, and
to find adaptive re-uses that will support their
on-going preservation. Contact
Julie Koler, King County Historic
Preservation Officer at 206-296-8689,
Julie.koler@metrokc.gov, or visit
their website

 

http://www.metrokc.gov/exec/bred/hpp/projects/barnAgain.htm
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BARNS BY MAIL: PRE-CUT KIT BARNS BY MAIL-ORDER CATALOG
IN THE MIDWEST FROM 1900 TO 1930

By
  JOY  E. SEARS

(Excerpts Reprinted With Permission From: Thesis Presented to the Interdisciplinary Studies Program: 
Historic Preservation and the Graduate School of the University of Oregon, March 2001.)

With the events of the last half of the twentieth century, the United States seems bent on 
leaving a legacy of Walmarts, strip malls and overall sprawl for future generations.  We are losing our 
barns, our “cathedrals of the prairies.”  We seem intent on destroying our windows to the past, and what 
images of tradition that are still standing seemed doomed to be relics and romantic ruins for our 
nostalgia.  Our once agrarian society has come full turn to become one of an urban mindset.  

The gambrel-roofed barn that I remember from my childhood seems to be destined for neglect 
and demolition.   Our current agricultural environment consists of metal pole “neo-barns,” round bales, 
and agri-business that has engulfed our once- proud farming families and communities.   Since the turn 
of the twentieth century, the rural population has radically decreased as people moved to urban centers. 
It is common for people not to have stepped foot on a farm and not know a combine from a manure 
spreader.  Are barns and family farms going to become a forgotten aspect of our society?

In my study of rural and barn preservation and my love of book collecting, I happened upon a 
book during the summer of 1997, entitled The American Barn by Randy Leffingwell.  In the chapter titled 
“Barn Renaissance,” the author contrasts the highly individual barn designed by world-renowned 
architect Frank Lloyd Wright for his aunt’s Spring Green, Wisconsin farm and the mass-produced mail-
order kit barns by Sears, Roebuck and Company.  I had read about mail-order kit barns in Barns of the 
Midwest published two years earlier.  I was thrilled to see in The American Barn, there were pictures, 
not just advertisements, of the actual Sears mail-order barns and that is what sparked my interest.  

I was born and raised in largely agricultural central Minnesota; and, as the daughter of someone 
whose dream was to be a farmer, this upbringing provided my early preparation for barn research.  After 
moving to Eugene for my graduate study in Historic Preservation, my scholarly research of barns began. 
Since then, I have written numerous articles and papers on barns and rural preservation, including 
articles for the Associated Students for Historic Preservation (ASHP) graduate newsletter.  I also had 
the opportunity to visit the Orange, Virginia area in April 1999, to stop at the barns discussed by Randy 
Leffingwell in The American Barn that inspired this thesis.

The midwest section of the United States was open to settlement in varying degrees by the mid 
1800s.  Some settlers were immigrants just in from the other countries while others were second-
generation transplants from the already settled eastern United States.  Where possible, early pioneers 
built small traditional structures from locally available materials.  Some immigrants, such as the Czech 
and German-Russians that settled in areas of southeastern South Dakota, built combination house-
barns from chaulkrock and adobe for these unique multi-purpose buildings.  

Barns built in the nineteenth century were typically traditional in design and function having few 
or no windows and doors.   The settlers honed their skills of log construction to create timber-bent 
frames held together with mortise and tendon connections and hand-wrought hardware.  The one-story 
or one-and-one-half-story barns mainly stored crops and a few animals but overall the livestock 
weathered the elements, as they had in the Europe or the eastern states.  On average, however, the 
climate was much harsher in the Midwest and the self-supporting farmer required many small 
specialized farm structures to take raise a variety of crops and livestock.  

The progression to a cash-crop economy necessitated replacement of their little village of 
structures.  The pioneer structures were too small for large herds of livestock and often were hard to 
adapt because the barns accommodated livestock and crop storage on the same level.  The late 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century barns are characterized by a gable or later gambrel roof 
of varying framing techniques, few windows, square wooden cupolas, lightning rods, timber frames or 
modified built-up frames and doors with commercial hardware.  These barns were increasingly not built 
according to tradition or passed-on inherent wisdom from past generations, were ever-changing as 
advancements in agricultural practices proliferated through literature and education.

After the first decade of the twentieth century, the commonly painted red “modern” barn was a 



large two-story structure with either a gambrel or gothic roof.  The ground level of the barn housed 
animals and large capacity hay storage on the second level.  There are a number of factors that 
contributed to the development of the “big red barn” or the “modern” barn.  Dr. Lowell Soike identifies 
these factors as new framing skills of log construction to create timber-bent frames held together with 
mortise and tendon connections and hand-wrought hardware.  The one-story or one-and-one-half-story 
barns mainly stored crops and a few animals but overall the livestock weathered the elements, as they 
had in the Europe or the eastern states.  On average, however, the climate was much harsher in the 
Midwest and the self-supporting farmer required many small specialized farm structures to take raise a 
variety of crops and livestock.  

The progression to a cash-crop economy necessitated replacement of their little village of 
structures.  The pioneer structures were too small for large herds of livestock and often were hard to 
adapt because the barns accommodated livestock and crop storage on the same level.  The late 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century barns are characterized by a gable or later gambrel roof 
of varying framing techniques, few windows, square wooden cupolas, lightning rods, timber frames or 
modified built-up frames and doors with commercial hardware.  These barns were increasingly not built 
according to tradition or passed-on inherent wisdom from past generations, were ever-changing as 
advancements in agricultural practices proliferated through literature and education.

After the first decade of the twentieth century, the commonly painted red “modern” barn was a 
large two-story structure with either a gambrel or gothic roof.  The ground level of the barn housed 
animals and large capacity hay storage on the second level.  There are a number of factors that 
contributed to the development of the “big red barn” or the “modern” barn.  Dr. Lowell Soike identifies 
these factors as new framing systems and other innovative techniques for rehabbing old barns; new 
construction materials; influence of the United States Department of Agriculture and state agricultural 
colleges especially the Agricultural Experiment Station and the Extension Service; and the impact of 
professional and popular agricultural journals, pattern books, mail-order catalogs and other product, 
dealer and manufacturer promotions.

Other factors, in no particular order, contributing to making mail-order architecture a twentieth 
century phenomenon include: 

• Standardization of cut-lumber.
• The Rural Free Delivery Act of 1896.
• Expansion of the rail lines.
• Increasing population of the United States.
• Modernization of the agricultural situation.
• Continuing development of prefabrication technology in the U.S.
• Rising costs associated with labor and materials. 
• Increasing scarcity of large-dimension lumber. 
• Standardization of barn designs.

After the turn of the twentieth century, new legislation increasingly pushed for new or remodeled 
barns that were well built, properly lit and well ventilated to provide a healthier environment for the 
farmer and his animals.  Because planning a barn or farm building on paper eliminates many of the 
problems or concerns before construction begins, it became unacceptable to not seek advice on 
properly building a modern barn that met the newly implemented sanitary standards and laws.  

Although house pattern book publishers, such as Palliser, Palliser & Co., prospered in the late 
nineteenth century, the few barns and farm buildings they offered to customers seem to have minimal 
impact on the agricultural environment.  Other companies also marketed mail-order building plans. 
Prefabricated and mail-order housing existed in the nineteenth century, but difficulty in shipping 
prevented them from being widespread until the beginning of the twentieth century when railroads were 
reaching even isolated areas.  Since the building materials arrived via railroad cars, they were available 
at the station, or a drop-off point, and taken by horse-drawn wagon or later by truck to the actual 
destination. 

The United States population increased from just over sixty-two million people in 1890 to over 
ninety-one million people in 1910.  With a flood of new immigrants and a skyrocketing birthrate, the 
need for new buildings, such as houses and barns, rose sharply across the country.  Because of the 



trials of westward expansion, the early settlers would not spare a large amount of time for immediate 
shelter.  People did not have the available cut lumber, other raw materials or tools to build any buildings 
quickly or inexpensively.  The construction of small temporary buildings, such as sod houses or log 
cabins, established claims on the land.  Even before widespread electrification and convenient power 
tools, hand tools of any kind were a luxury for anyone other then a working carpenter.  

Farmers wanted to replace their temporary buildings after a certain period and build modern 
barns that showed their wealth and dedication to the land.  Tradition had been to build post-and-beam 
barns utilizing large timber bents.  This construction was no longer feasible as the locally existing 
supplies of large-scale timber were decreasing and becoming more expensive across the nation; plans 
for barns using small-dimension lumber and requiring smaller work forces were ideal and became a 
growing trend.  

Consumers could buy small-dimension lumber from the local lumber mill, or yard, and thus 
forced to pay the going rate for the grade of lumber the mill had available.  The other option was to buy 
from mail-order catalog companies and receive standard dimensional lumber at a less expensive price, 
with a money back guarantee.  Up to 1909, mail-order general merchandise catalog companies such as 
Sears, Roebuck and Company already carried a wide variety of building supplies, but they did not carry 
complete structures.  Sears is the most well known of the mail-order houses, but Sears was not the first 
company to enter the mail-order housing business or the first to offer pre-cut kit houses.

Schweitzer and Davis, in America’s Favorite Homes, hail the Aladdin Company of Bay City, 
Michigan as the “pioneer” of the twentieth century pre-cut catalog houses.  In 1906-07, they appear to 
be the first to use the pre-cut idea for buildings.  Starting in 1910, the Gordon-Van Tine Company of 
Davenport, Iowa, claims to be the first to offer a commercial line of mail-order pre-cut, prefabricated 
houses.  Prefabrication was less expensive because it eliminated the additional middleman cost and 
material waste normally associated with standard building.  Hand-built construction allows for up to 
twenty percent waste of raw materials, and that rate could be higher depending on the competency of 
the carpenter or builder. With prefabrication, however, the waste was near zero.   Sears had already 
offered building materials and plans but it was not until 1916, according to Schweitzer and Davis, that 
Sears offered pre-cut lumber.  

This thesis will focus on brief histories of several mail-order companies that offered kit barns; 
the advertising, terms, and specifications of these companies and a comparison of designs offered by 
the various companies.  It will be limited to barns, though these were not the only farm buildings offered 
by the companies.  In addition, there is no discussion of companies that offered farm buildings and 
barns composed of materials such as cement and various masonry materials.

The discussion of the thesis will focus on the period 1900 to 1930.  For the most part, the 
companies that offered mail-order architecture began after the turn of the twentieth century.  The 1910s 
brought the advancement of mail-order architecture, and for a brief period, World War I slowed this 
growth.  The climax of the mail-order architecture was during the 1920s when buildings were 
prefabricated and sturdy, but not portable.  Once the prefabricated buildings were constructed, they 
looked very much, if not exactly, like their hand-constructed counterparts.  With the start of the Great 
Depression, the 1930s forced most of the companies to curtail or end production and virtually all the 
companies had ceased production by or during World War II.  Prefabrication earned a bad reputation for 
inferior quality and construction towards the end of the 1930s and into the 1940s.  However, after World 
War II, the massive housing crunch opened the way for revolutionary prefabrication construction 
techniques (not discussed), such as manufactured homes.  

For the purpose of this thesis, the definition of a mail-order barn is as follows: a pre-cut or 
sectional kit barn purchased from a manufacturer through a catalog and delivered by railroad, truck, or 
wagon to its final destination.  

Prefabrication refers to those barns constructed of pre-cut lumber or composed of 
preassembled sections. 

The definition of the pre-cut method of building construction is that all measuring and sawing is 
completed at the factory; the pieces are numbered or marked and bundled accordingly for easy 
assembly.

The definition of the panel or sectional method of building construction is that the materials are 
pre-cut then assembled into solid-unit sections that can be set up for easy assembly.

By Midwest, the author means the area encompassing North and South Dakota, Nebraska, 
Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois and Indiana



Plank-frame (heavy plank) framing of a gambrel-roofed barn refers to a barn where the heavy 
framework extends from the top of the platform wall construction of the first level.

Braced rafter (light truss) framing has the “framework made from 2-inch lumber, and the studs 
extend from the sill to the eaves.”

This thesis research is a survey of the mail-order barns offered through various commercial 
farm building sales and plan services of the Midwest in the first two decades of the twentieth century. 
These barns are assumed located virtually all over the continental United States.  Canada could be 
figured in this equation but this has been dealt with in G. E. Mills’s Buying Wood & Building Farms: 
Marketing Lumber and Farm Buildings Designs on the Canadian Prairies 1880 to1920 (Ottawa, 1991).  
From research to date, there has been a great deal written about the mail-order kit homes that were 
marketed, especially by Sears, but little or nothing about barns or other structures.

Research to this point has indicated that Sears, Roebuck and Company of Chicago; 
Montgomery Ward & Company of Chicago; Gordon Van-Tine Company of Davenport, Iowa; Chicago 
House Wrecking Company / Harris Brothers Company of Chicago; and the Aladdin Company of Bay 
City, Michigan, offered mail-order barns through their house catalogs or in separate farm building 
catalogs.

Some of their competitors, who offered barn plans and planning services, included the Louden 
Machinery Company of Fairfield, Iowa; James Manufacturing Company of Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin 
(which offered the Jamesway line of equipment); and Hunt, Helm, Ferris, and Company of Harvard, 
Illinois (which offered the “Star Line” of equipment).  Even though these companies sold barn plans, 
their main purpose was to offer up-to-date advice to sell their company’s lines of modern farm 
equipment.  Specifications and complete working plans could be obtained for a nominal fee, such as 
$5.00.  The books published by the Louden Company, James Manufacturing and Hunt, Helm, Ferris, 
and Company illustrated successful farm buildings built by farmers, gave advice on advances made in 
barn design, and especially showcased their barn equipment.  Testimonials, accompanied by farm 
building photographs, were included from past customers praising the virtues of the designs and 
equipment.  William Radford and his Radford Architectural Company of Chicago published scores of 
books in the late part of the nineteenth century and the early part of the twentieth century.  Books such 
as Radford’s Practical Barn Plans were packed with agricultural and farm-building advice.  Various 
chapters in the books are dedicated to different types of farming and livestock raising.  In fact, Radford 
developed a specialized and separate farm-building department in 1909.  The “Department of Dairy 
Barns” a chapter in Radford’s Practical Barn Plans offered blueprint plans of featured farm buildings for 
$15.00.  All the barns introduced showed elevations, plans, and details along with much discussion of 
the advantages of that particular design.

In the early part of the twentieth century, both Orange Judd Publishing Company, New York and 
the Sanders Publishing Company, Chicago / The Breeder’s Gazette, offered building planning advice 
and up-to-date information about barns and a range of other farm buildings through their numerous 
books and periodicals.  Over the years, Sanders compiled contributions and published them in The 
Breeder’s Gazette describing “actual constructions from practical men.”  The published barn plans were 
intended as guides and the compiler stressed that the featured farm buildings might not suit a farmer’s 
individual needs.  Orange Judd featured a large number of actual barns and farm buildings and wrote in 
detail about the buildings and the operations on the farm.

Companies like the Weyerhaeuser Sales Company, in attempting to market their “4-Square” 
brand of lumber, incorporated barn and farm building plans designed by agricultural colleges into their 
own massive 11 inch by 17 inch hardcover catalogs that were available for preview at the local 
lumberyard.  Full-size working plans could be ordered from the sales division in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Since the material lists were included in the catalogs, farmers could get a reasonably accurate estimate 
of the cost of new farm buildings from the lumberyard or mill.  Once the working plans arrived, the 
farmer bought his supplies and followed the plans to build his new farm building, safe in the assurance 
that the design had been tested before being offered for sale.

For the most part, the farm buildings and farming literature of the period provided farmers with 
adequate information to build barns with their own hands.   Published examples of early modern barns 
and changing agricultural practices that were available in the same time frame as the mail-order kit 
barns include: Sanders Publishing Company’s Farm Buildings (1907); Ekblaw’s Farm Structures (1917); 
Halstead’s Barn Plans and Outbuildings (1918); Roberts’s The Farmer: His Own Builder (1918); 
Hopkins’s Modern Farm Buildings (1920); and early editions of Carter and Foster’s Farm Buildings.  



No discussion of mail-order kit barns was mentioned as an option; instead, the literature shows 
examples of barns and farm buildings already built by farmers.  Although companies advertised in 
popular magazines, it seems unlikely that the information was disseminated adequately; perhaps the 
companies relied additionally on word of mouth since most catalogs were not sent out unless requested. 
Farming literature also offered up-to-date information about barns that are similar in nature to the mail-
order kit barns.  The farmer still had to acquire the lumber and, using the company’s information, build it 
himself.   

Another development in barn evolution was the creation of land-grant agricultural colleges, 
which, in turn, opened experimental research stations.  The experiment stations gave detailed thought 
to the design of new barns, other farm buildings, and farming practices to be used in the twentieth 
century.  Old barns were never dismissed as they could be adapted or re-equipped to become modern, 
sanitary barns that were healthy for the farmer and his animals.  Companies like Louden Machinery 
Company published examples of barns that had been refitted, or to use Louden’s slogan,  “To 
modernize your farm, Loudenize your barn,” with their equipment and brought up-to-date for a 
reasonable price.

Previous studies that the author has researched (other than the actual manufacturers’ catalogs) 
have certain limitations.  Little is said about barns in Jandl and Stevenson’s Houses By Mail, or Hanou’s 
A Round Indiana (where Chicago House Wrecking is refereed to as Chicago Wrecking House).  There 
is a chapter about Sears mail-order barns in Randy Leffingwell’s The American Barn, some coverage in 
Noble and Wilhelm’s Barns in the Midwest and Soike’s Without Right Angles: The Round Barns of Iowa. 
Schweitzer and Davis’s America’s Favorite Homes deals mainly with the pre-cut and sectional kit home 
building industry in the Midwest but does mention and illustrate some barns.  

With the study of the mail-order kit barns in the Midwest from 1900 to 1930, the author hopes to 
accomplish several objectives:  First, to provide a historical overview of the mail-order companies that 
provided barn plans and mail-order barns.  Second, to document the variety of designs and plans in 
illustrations, drawings, and text.  Third, to document the comparison and contrast of the barn designs 
and plans offered by the various companies; lastly, to determine the actual extant of the pre-cut barn’s 
regional popularity and determine what factors promoted its selection.  This information will be of 
interest to a broad audience including but not limited to agricultural experts, barn experts, vernacular 
architectural historians, and mail-order catalog collectors and enthusiasts.

COMPANY HISTORIES

Massive amounts of timber attracted many people to the Midwest around the turn of the 
twentieth century.  Mills and yards sprang up all over the region to take advantage of the vast untouched 
resources.  An abundance of timber meant that people now wanted to discard old building practices. 
The public looked forward at the beginning of the twentieth century and not backward.  One way of 
looking forward was the application of new building techniques such as balloon framing or light framing 
to barns and farm buildings to make them more modern and efficient.  This was the boom era of the pre-
cut and sectional kit-building producers.  

The starting point for the author’s research was those companies listed by Schweitzer and 
Davis in America's Favorite Homes.  The companies that the author examined are: Sears, Roebuck & 
Company; Montgomery Ward & Company; Aladdin Company; Hodgson Company; Lewis Manufacturing 
Company; Gordon-Van Tine Company; Sterling; Mershon & Morley; Chicago House Wrecking Company 
(CHW) / Harris Brothers, and the Ray H. Bennett Lumber Company.  Most of the companies were 
Midwestern with the exceptions of both Hodgson Company from Dover, Massachusetts, and Bennett 
Lumber Company of Tonawanda, New York.  To this point, the author can only say for sure that Sears, 
Ward, Gordon Van-Tine, Chicago House Wrecking / Harris and Aladdin offered barns either in their 
house catalogs or in separate farm building catalogs.  To come up with a complete list of all the 
companies that produced pre-cut or sectional buildings would be nearly impossible today.

Hodgson Company
The first company to offer a prefabricated house line and stay in business, according to 

Schweitzer and Davis, was the Hodgson Company of Dover, Massachusetts.  Ernest F. Hodgson of 
Boston began selling chicken coops made of door-like panels that fastened together.  After the turn of 



the twentieth century, he expanded to include single car garages which lead to the expansion of 
panelized vacation homes in 1902.  In later years, he would expand his line to include year-round 
houses.  He stayed in business selling by catalog until the 1970s unlike many of his competitors. 
Failure to locate any catalogs from this company produced little certainty of farm building listings.

Gordon-Van Tine Company
The Midwest was a thickly forested area that boasted a great deal of quality lumber; it was an 

area ready for the mail-order building businesses to begin business.  The Gordon-Van Tine Company of 
Davenport, Iowa, was no exception, started in 1865 in Wisconsin as the U. (Uriah) N. Roberts Co., a 
wholesale building materials company.  Moving to Davenport a year later, Mr. Roberts opened a small 
shop selling millwork.  The company created Gordon – Van Tine as the selling corporation in 1906-7. 
Within four to five years, the company had expanded from just supplying millwork to selling 
prefabricated precut-type homes through their mail-order catalogs.  A discrepancy exists here because 
according to Schweitzer and Davis, “the Roberts Company merged with another firm to form the Gordon 
– Van Tine Co.” In 1908, Gordon – Van Tine opened a branch lumberyard, mill and factory in St. Louis. 
By 1915, the company had opened a plant in Chehalis, Washington to take advantage of the timber 
resources there.  To compensate for the dwindling lumber resources in the Midwest, the company 
opened a lumber mill in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, in 1919.  The company’s glory days were primarily the 
1910s and 1920s.  After celebrating their 75th anniversary in 1940 and having grown to 350 employees 
and 5 plants in 4 cities, the company appears to have quietly disappeared during World War II.  

According to Ralph Christian and Dr. Lowell Soike of the Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs, 
Division of the State Historical Society, there appears to be little available information about Gordon – 
Van Tine.  There was an effort several years ago to compile information during a historical and 
architectural survey of Davenport, Iowa, which turned up surprisingly little data.  Dr. Soike and Mr. 
Christian concluded, “what company records existed apparently were discarded in the 40's, and 
surviving catalogs issued by the company are relatively few and for a scattering of dates.”  Most of 
Gordon – Van Tine catalogs owned by the historical society are photocopies.  To date, a complete 
history of the company does not exist. The company stressed, “We guarantee satisfaction or money 
back” and “We guarantee to furnish enough of the various kinds of material to build each building 
according to the picture, the plans shown and the specifications given.”  On the top of every odd page 
appeared the phrase “Guaranteed Prices – No Extras.”  The company proclaimed “Seeing is believing” 
and they encouraged farmers to come to Davenport and inspect the facility.  They were so sure that the 
potential buyer would be totally satisfied that the company would pay the railroad fare if a buyer felt 
misled in any way.

The company dedicated an entire page to “Why Gordon – Van Tine Are Best Able to Plan Your 
Barn.”  Gordon - Van Tine created a “ Farm – Building Department” filled with farm specialists and 
headed by W. Kirkpatrick  “The Barn Man.”  All the specialists had first hand knowledge of some aspect 
of building to deal specifically with the farm buildings found in their separate farm catalogs.  The 
company offered barns from about 1915 and continued through the late 1930s.   

Barn prices quoted in the catalogs from the 1917, undated (c. 1920s), 1923, and 1928 were 
strictly for the exteriors of the barns since the interiors would be different due to the varying needs of the 
individual farmer.  The company understood that the needs of the Texas farmer were different from the 
Wisconsin farmer.  Therefore, the floor plans were unique for each order.

Aladdin Company
Another big Midwestern catalog building supplier was the Aladdin Company of Bay City, 

Michigan, founded in 1906 as the North American Construction Company by two brothers, William and 
Otto Sovereign.  Schweitzer and Davis hail Aladdin as the ‘pioneer’ of the twentieth-century pre-cut 
catalog houses because they appear to be the first ones to use the pre-cut idea for buildings.  The idea 
for the pre-cut building stock originated from the pre-cut, mail-order boat kit companies that already 
existed in Bay City.  Aladdin operated many years solely as mail-order taking operation because the 
company owned no lumber mills or yards outside of its immediate area.  

When orders came in, the lumber came from their contract lumber mill, Lewis Manufacturing 
Company.  This continued until 1916 when the Sovereign brothers parted company with Lewis, who 
started to issue their own line of mail-order catalog buildings two years before; the Sovereigns renamed 
their company Aladdin.  “Under Lewis and on their own, Aladdin homes were produced by contract 



lumber mills in Houston, Texas; Portland, Oregon; Wilmington, North Carolina; Hattiesburg, Mississippi; 
Toronto and Ottawa, Ontario; Vancouver, British Columbia; Missouri, Louisiana, and Florida, as well at 
the Bay City mills.” The Aladdin Company had its heyday in the 1910s and 1920s.  The company 
suffered after the stock market crash of 1929.  Unlike many of their contemporaries, the company rallied 
and remained in business through the Great Depression and through World War II.  After the 1950s, 
Aladdin saw a down swing in its sales and by the 1970s was barely in business.  Aladdin managed to 
stay in the business of mail-order housing until 1982, and disbanded early in 1987.  Family members 
cite “high interest rates and inflation” for smothering the housing market. Though numbers are available 
for the number of houses sold, there are no available numbers at this time for barns or any other 
building types.  “Aladdin Readi-cut Barns” appeared in a two-page section in the back of the Aladdin 
house catalogs.  The author located Aladdin house catalogs from 1915, 1917, and 1918.  Aladdin 
offered barns primarily from 1910s through mid-1920s.  

In addition to Aladdin, there were at least two other lesser-known mail-order building suppliers, 
Lewis and Sterling, also based in Bay City.  Founded in 1896, Lewis Manufacturing Company opened 
as a planing mill.  The company initially started offering pre-cut cottages in 1914, and stayed in business 
until 1973, when the company closed due to financial difficulties.  The author was able to make one 
inquiry for a 1936 Liberty Homes catalog but no barns were mentioned.  The Lewis Manufacturing 
Company was lesser known then Aladdin.  Sterling Homes offered by the International Mill and Timber 
Company were the least known though they stayed in business from 1915-16 to 1975.  It is unclear if 
the companies ever offered any barns in their catalogs.

Montgomery Ward & Company
Aaron Montgomery Ward attempted to open his own Chicago mail-order business in 1871.  He 

lost all his stock in the Great Chicago fire, but recovered by the next year and published the world’s first 
general mail-order catalog.  Ward was the first to introduce the “Satisfaction Guaranteed or Your Money 
Back” policy in his 1875 catalog.  This policy would remain central to Wards philosophy of doing 
business.

Montgomery Ward & Company entered the mail-order building business about 1910. 
Schweitzer and Davis claim Montgomery Ward offered barns in their 1912 Building Plans of Modern 
Homes catalog.  The company adopted the name Wardway Homes in 1918 and continued this 
enterprise until 1931.  The author contacted the Montgomery Ward archives located in the American 
Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming, Laramie.  Available were examples of barns from the 
1916 through 1919 house catalogs.  Little information on the Montgomery Ward’s barns, other than 
those shown in the catalogs was available.  Ward’s barns did not appear to be a popular feature, in 
contrast to those of Ward’s major competitor, Sears.  Ward offered barns through their homes catalogs 
until about 1920 (a 1923 Wardway Homes catalog contained no barns).

Ward owned a mill in an unspecified city in eastern Iowa that supplied the millwork for doors, 
windows, frames, trim, and wood materials.  Hardware, paints, and other smaller retail items came from 
the Chicago general merchandise warehouse.  Ward listed the following branch houses in the 1923 
catalog: Chicago; Portland, Oregon; Fort Worth, Texas; Saint Paul, Minnesota; and Kansas City, 
Missouri.  Mills and lumberyards operated out of Portland, Fort Worth, and Kansas City where nearby 
timber resources were still available.  Montgomery Ward had stopped selling pre-built buildings in 1926, 
according to Hoge, who claimed buyers were having problems making timely payments on their 
buildings.  Ward avoided the big scandal of foreclosure that Sears would experience in a few more 
years.  Schweitzer and Davis contend that Wardway Homes existed until 1931 and a catalog of that 
year showing houses suggests Hoge was in error.

Chicago House Wrecking Company / Harris Brothers Company
Contrary to their name, Chicago House Wrecking Company may not have wrecked houses.  Hanou 
claims that the company began business after the Chicago Fire of 1871, when there was a need to 
demolish burned houses.  Another account claims four brothers in Chicago named Harris organized the 
company in 1893 to dismantle the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition.  After dismantling the 
Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago House Wrecking “purchased and dismantled” Omaha’s 
1899 Trans-Mississippi Exposition, Buffalo’s 1901 Pan-American Exposition, and the St. Louis 
Louisiana Purchase Exposition of 1904.  The company bought the expositions, dismantled them, and 
sold the salvaged materials.  This proved profitable and after 1908, the company expanded to selling 



new lumber.  
According to a 1910 catalog entitled simply A Book of Plans, the company went the next step to 

offering stock plans and building materials for houses and farm buildings.  The company supplied 
detailed plans, specifications, and bills of materials; and then offered building materials in sufficient 
quantities to finish the building.  However, the buyer still had to cut the lumber to fit.  In addition to the 
Plan Book of Harris Homes, the company also had a general merchandise catalog that competed with 
Ward and Sears.  Sometime around 1914, the company apparently shifted to using Harris Brothers 
Company, and began offering sectional buildings by 1919.  They appear to be one of the few companies 
that offered building plans first and then moved on to kit buildings.  

The company’s patent-pending system called “Presto-up” and consisted of four by eight foot 
panels bolted together.  These “Wonder Buildings of the Age” shipped directly from their Chicago plant. 
Other than houses and garages, the company offered “General Purpose Buildings” that could be used 
for churches, schools, barns, dance halls, and warehouses.  According to Schweitzer and Davis, the 
company went out of business sometime around 1938.

Sears, Roebuck and Company
Richard Warren Sears started his mail-order business in 1886, with a shipment of watches in 

North Redwood, Minnesota where Sears worked as a Station Agent.  Thus the R. W. Sears Watch 
Company was born.  Business was so prosperous that operations moved to Chicago to take advantage 
of better transportation and a more central location.  This is where Alvah Curtis Roebuck, watch 
repairman, joined the company.  Sears sold the profitable company and returned to Minnesota while 
Roebuck was in Toronto operating a branch of the company.  Back in Minnesota, Sears returned to the 
watch and jewelry business as the Warren Company.  Though this venture was profitable in 1891, 
Sears sold the company to Roebuck who renamed the company A. C. Roebuck Company.  Sears soon 
bought back into the company and in 1893, the mail-order company evolved into the Sears, Roebuck 
and Company and moved back to Chicago as its main base of operations. 

Sears, Roebuck and Company might not have gotten into the mail-order building business if it 
had it had not been for Frank Kushel.  As early as 1895, the company was selling various building 
materials and supplies; however, according to Stevenson and Jandl, these items were not big sellers. 
Sears transferred Frank Kushel, his China department manager, to close out the building materials 
department.  Kushel took the initiative to make this department a success, in the spirit of Sears himself. 
By 1908, the first catalog devoted exclusively to mail-order homes entitled Book of Modern Homes and 
Building Plans premiered.

Sears, like Aladdin, expanded their holdings after the early years and between 1909 and 1912 
the company purchased a lumber mill in Mansfield, Louisiana, a lumberyard in Cairo, Illinois, and a 
millwork plant in Norwood, Ohio.  The lumberyard in Cairo was the key, because it was located on a rail 
line at a rate-breaking point, thus lowering the cost of lumber.  Being near enough to the center of the 
United States, shipping was easy in any direction and the forty-acre yard was more than enough to 
store the pre-cut lumber before assemblage into kits and sent out on boxcars.  Sears offered four barns 
alongside their houses in their 1910 Book of Homes.  Quite similar in appearance is Homes in a Box – 
Modern Homes from Sears Roebuck, facsimile reproduction of an early Sears Modern Homes catalog 
published by Schiffer Publishing Ltd.  The catalog appears to date from either 1912 or 1913.  There are 
four barn models exactly like the ones in the 1910 catalog with increased prices.

Boris Emmet and John Jeuck, in their comprehensive history of the Sears, Roebuck and 
Company, entitled Catalogues and Counters observed, “the company has never been an innovator in 
products” and carried those items that the consumer wanted.  As Leffingwell remarks, “Sears’ success, 
in short, came from giving its buyers a high-quality version of exactly what they asked for at a price they 
could afford.” Almost from the start, Sears offered financing of new buildings.

The separation of the farm buildings from the houses in 1918, into a separate catalog was a 
reflection on the popularity of the farm buildings offered.  Sears published that year The Book of Barns--
Honor-Bilt-Already Cut that offered fifty-six pages of barns, hog houses, chicken coops, granaries, and 
other farm buildings.

Sears kept its architects and lumber millers busy designing and improving their barns.  Sears’ 
own architects sometimes designed barns but the company did not establish an official design 
department until the Architectural Division creation in 1919.  Farmers were not limited to the designs in 
the catalogs but were encouraged to design their own barn.  Sears would develop the material 



requirements from the design and provide them their pre-cut lumber and materials.  Sears aimed to 
please their customers; buyers were encouraged to give the company feedback about their barn 
designs. 

By 1925, with the success of both “Honor-Bilt” Homes and farm buildings, the company 
acquired another forty-acre lumber mill and yard in Newark, New Jersey.  The kit barns shipped on one 
or more rail cars from the yard in Cairo, Illinois or Newark, New Jersey to the nearest rail drop point.  It 
was then loaded on a truck or horse-drawn wagon for delivery to the farm.  
In 1926, the separate “Farm Building Catalog E504MH” was available on request by mail.  There was an 
ad in the Sears, Roebuck Catalog of Houses, 1926 featuring the catalog entitled Modern Farm 
Buildings: Already Cut and Fitted Barn Equipment, which boasted savings of ‘$100 to $500 on your 
barn’ and offered as an example a 28 foot by 34 foot gothic-roofed barn for $695.  By late 1929, Sears 
had extended so much credit for its new buildings that they soon found themselves in the position of 
foreclosing on many of their customers.  The legacy of the Sears mail-order barn business ended in 
1934, when the Modern Homes Department disbanded.  Reintroduced in 1935, with a separate steel-
framing supplier, the company offered no barns.  By 1940, Sears was out of the prefabricated mail-order 
housing business and though the company boasted of selling more than 100,000 houses, no one ever 
counted the barns.
 

All the companies were located on major rail lines and had water transportation available. 
Sears, Ward, and Harris Brothers were all based in Chicago, the big merchandising and shipping center 
of the Midwest and had access to Lake Michigan.  Gordon-Van Tine was located in farming community 
of Davenport, Iowa, on the Mississippi River.  The Aladdin Company was located on the shores of 
Saginaw Bay in Bay City, Michigan, with access to Lake Huron.

In respect to the mail-order catalog companies, there were countless other small companies not 
mentioned.  These small companies could be located potentially anywhere there was an adequate 
timber supply and transportation.  Many of these companies climaxed before the Great Depression and 
if records or catalogs have survived, they are in someone’s private collection.

PROPOGRANDA, SPECIFICATIONS, AND TERMS

Farmers needed substantial barns and farm buildings to be able to carry out their farming 
operations.  Farm buildings were investments for their futures.  A poorly built barn would inhibit their 
earning potential.  The farmer needed a fairly skilled and large crew to build a post and beam barn, as 
well as access to large-scale timber.  The actual building of any farm building consumed a considerable 
amount of time and money.  The farmer had to order the barn plans and lumber from mail-order catalog 
houses or purchase the lumber locally.  In response to this problem, the mail-order catalog companies 
filled the gap by offering complete modern kit barns.  Most of the barns offered required only a few 
simple tools, usually two or three people, and the ability to follow plans for assembly.  Since the kits 
came with everything (excluding masonry materials), assembly was relatively quick and inexpensive 
compared to finding skilled barn builders or paying local prices for questionable dimensional lumber.

Montgomery Ward
The prices listed in the catalogs were f. o. b. (free on board) railroad cars at the mills and factories. In 
addition, all lumber was quoted f. o. b. at the different yards depending on the lumber and location of 
destination.  Each order was filled from the nearest mill to the order’s destination to save the customer 
freight costs.  If the consumer wanted the actual delivery prices on all freight, he/she filled out an 
enclosed “Information Blank.” Ward’s payment terms varied: cash with order, remittance of one-fourth, 
or statement of deposit.  The cash with order allowed the buyer to take a “two per cent [sic]” discount. 
While this method might not be advisable today, Wards said that the buyer was “protected absolutely by 
our binding guarantee of satisfaction.”  The remittance of one-fourth, with the balance being C. O. D., 
did not allow for the discount.  Once the order was at the station, the buyer had five days to inspect his 
freight and pay the balance.  The third option was statement, which allowed the buyer to send $100.00 
with the order and deposit the remainder in the consumer’s bank or a building and loan association. 
The financial institution filled out a supplied statement of deposit form, upon receipt of deposit, which 
specified that the buyer had five days to inspect the freight and express satisfaction with the order.  No 
discount was available with option number three.  



There must have been a great deal of trust in the early part of the twentieth century.  Catalog 
customers sent in orders of varying amounts of cash and total guarantees of satisfaction with their 
orders.  The buyer was at the mercy of the mail-order company, but also the mail-order company had 
everything to lose if they betrayed the trust of their customers.  Wards stressed no extra costs, and if an 
order was short, or if unsatisfactory materials were furnished, they made good on their binding 
agreement.  The word guarantee appears repeatedly throughout the Ward’s catalogs.  Ward was a 
general merchandise company, so it already had a long customer list and a good history with the nation. 
The 1923 Wardway home catalog reasserted their then fifty-year-old motto of  “Satisfaction Guaranteed 
or Your Money Back.”
 “Buy for Cash and Save Money!” advertised as a “double savings” as the company and the 
buyer paid cash for orders.  No extension of credit meant the company lost no money through bad 
accounts.  The buyer paid “the actual cost of materials plus the one small profit we ask on each sale.” 
This may explain why the company did not stay in this venture long.  Wards dedicated many 
promotional pages at the front of their 1923 catalog to explaining why and how they could offer such low 
prices and high quality at the same time.  They told the potential consumer the location of their mills and 
factories.  Total specifications for all buildings, what quality, and variety of lumber needed for each 
section was listed.

Wardway buildings were assembled of “ready-cut” wood construction.  Each plan was 
“perfected” down to the last detail to eliminate waste on the building site.  All parts were clearly marked 
for easy assembly by either carpenters or the buyer himself.  It seems that the mail-order building 
catalogs discounted the carpenter with his hand tools as being wasteful and slow.  The buyer had the 
opportunity, in most cases, of buying the building not “ready-cut,” at a higher cost, with all necessary 
lumber included in standard lengths for regular construction. Each model of barn had a list of general 
specifications on each page.  The prices listed were for the materials that the company furnished.  For 
example, Barn No. 205 pictured in the 1916 Wardway Homes catalog, carried the claim: “For $478.00 
we will furnish the material for this barn, consisting of lumber, sash, hardware, paint and our Radio slate 
surfaced roofing which is guaranteed for 15 years.”  

Each farmer and farm had different requirements so interior features were available for an 
additional cost.  The buyer could include a rough sketch of what he desired, and Wards would create a 
specific building estimate.  Wards did not include cement or any masonry materials with the kits.  These 
materials were expensive to send and more inexpensively obtained closer to the destination.  Included 
on the page was an estimate of the total cost of the barn “allowing a fair estimate for labor and cement.”

The general specifications for barn construction included framing type, information about doors, 
windows and hardware, roofing material and enough for two coats of “our famous Coverall Barn Paint, 
any color we list.”  Equipment, such as a hay carrier, was available from the company.  No information 
from the archives was available and all accessible photocopies were black and white.  All framing 
lumber for Barn No. 205 was No. 1 quality yellow pine.  Window and door frames came unassembled 
for construction on-site.

Wards, as all the other companies, had to diversify their holdings.  The timber resources of the 
upper Midwest were vanishing soon after the turn of the twentieth century thus forcing the companies to 
open or buy new timber operations in the West and South where good timber was still obtainable.  The 
companies had to have operations located where good timber resources were available.  Douglas fir 
and varieties of pine were the most readily available in large quantities.   

Gordon-Van Tine
“We Guarantee Satisfaction or Money Back” and “No Extras” also seem to have been the 

mantras of the Gordon – Van Tine Company.  These claims appeared on every other page of their 
catalog.  Later this would change slightly to “Guaranteed Prices-No Extras.”  In the 1917 Gordon—Van 
Tine farm buildings catalog, there are seven pages of company information, propaganda, and 
information about the materials used in the construction of the buildings.  Following this, numerous 
pages filled with barns and other farm buildings.  An undated catalog and the 1923 catalog open with a 
full page that featured three upstanding letters from local Davenport banks.  Gordon-Van Tine was 
striving to answer all their customers’ potential questions.  The catalog contained a full page dedicated 
to an index of the types of farm buildings, also a list of questions and the location of answers.

The undated catalog and the 1923 catalog have building price pages, pages of propaganda 
filled with what the company offered, why and how they could offer the consumer the best price, and the 



three types of framing methods offered in the various barns.  The 1928 catalog has virtually the same 
opening pages but cites different banks guaranteeing them; and lists only sample price quotes.  The 
buyer had to fill out an enclosed plan sheet with as much information as possible and mail this in an 
enclosed envelope to receive a quote for the particular barn shipped to their station by mail.  

Payment options listed in the 1917 catalog stated: send the full cash amount less two percent 
with order, or submit the order blank with the guaranty section filled out by the banker or Building & 
Loan Association.  No discount was available with the second option.  If the consumer chose the second 
option, the consumer inspected the order upon arrival.  If the consumer was not satisfied upon 
inspecting the shipment, the banker would not pay the company.  If the consumer was satisfied, the 
banker would send the money to the company within five days of receipt.  The undated catalog offers 
the same options on page seven.  The 1923 catalog offered a third option that allowed the buyer to send 
one-fifth of the total order and then send the remainder within five days of receipt of the order.  The 
guaranty section or statement of deposit was no longer on the information blank and moved to the 
bottom of page five.  The order blank information was unavailable because it was not included in the 
copy of the 1923 catalog received from the Davenport Public Library.  The catalog stated that if the 
buyer felt rushed and found it impossible to wait for a price quote, he/she could order straight from the 
catalog, use any of the three terms for payment, and the order processed immediately.  The company 
issued freight charges and expected payment upon arrival of the order.

On the order blank of the 1917 farm building catalog, the company states for the quoted prices 
the following is included: “all lumber, finishing lumber, doors, windows, material for door frames, and 
nails, hardware, flashing tin, complete painting materials and hay carrier outfit where specified.”  The 
specifications were listed generally for every barn model.  All barns came with “Extra Clear 5-2 Red 
Cedar shingles” and instead of “common barn paint”; they shipped “Quality Brand” house paint in a 
selection of colors.  Cypress or “Wood Eternal” seemed to be a popular wood due to its use in virtually 
every barn.   Specifications in the 1920s catalog split into two categories: “Class A” and “Class B.” 
“Class A” buildings were composed of the finest materials.  The catalog states “Class B buildings are 
the same as Class A in strength, general construction and appearance, but have been reduced in price 
by a careful selection of materials for siding, roof, sills, etc.”

Specifications are listed either on the page with the barn design or on the facing page, including 
information about the type of barn and details about the construction.  Specifications in the 1923 catalog 
were as in the undated catalog except “Class A” was renamed “Gold Medal” and “Class B” was 
renamed “Standard.”  There were two different pages of specifications listed in the front of the catalog, 
one for “Standard,” and one for the higher quality “Gold Medal.”  The materials included for each type of 
barn were listed from quality of lumber to type of hardware.  The barns were either “Standard” or “Gold 
Medal” as stated on the barn model pages.  “Standard” barn models came with “strong manufactured 
doors, window frames, finest barn paint and slate-surfaced, fire-resisting roofing.” All “Gold Medal” barns 
came with “strong, manufactured doors, window frames, Quality house paint and 5 to 2 cedar shingles.” 

The main difference between the two barn types was the kind of lumber furnished, the type of 
roofing material, and the quality of paint.  All lumber, no matter what the variety, was described as being 
clear.  The “Standard” barn models only came with red mineral paint for the body and white for the trim. 
The “Gold Medal” barns were provided with house paint and the buyer given their choice of colors.  The 
1928 catalog is no different from the 1923 specifications other than the type of lumber for both the 
“Standard” and “Gold Medal” and this depended on which mill supplied the lumber.

Roof ventilators and cupolas were available separately because the number and size used on 
the barn varied.  All interior arrangements were drawn up separately by Gordon – Van Tine’s architects, 
or used the buyer’s rough sketch, to best meet the farmer’s needs.  Clarified in the 1928 catalog, the 
information sheet had graph paper on the backside to allow a better quality sketch for the buyer.  This 
transferred into barn plans sent to the potential buyer with no obligation to buy.  Barns sold “Ready-
Framed” to save the customer the most money.  All orders were sent F.O.B.  from whatever mill was the 
closest to the final destination with lumber being slightly different depending on the region.  Douglas fir 
(Coastal) and select white pine (Western) came from the Washington mill and southern yellow pine 
came from Mississippi mill.  

Sears
“Remember, a guarantee is worth only what is behind it.  Sears, Roebuck and Co. stand back of 

this guarantee.”  Sears was always ready to serve their current customers and any potential customers. 



Sears was always looking to expand and attract more customers.  The company strove to be the best 
and show up their biggest rival, Montgomery Ward.  Wards never really had a chance, however against 
Sears in the area of pre-cut buildings.
 The earliest barns located were three barns shown in the 1910 Book of Modern Homes and four 
barn models in the 1911 catalog.  For the least expensive barn, Barn No. 11, the specifications state: 
“For $365.00 we will furnish all the material to build this Barn, consisting of Lumber, Shingles, Framing 
Timbers, Plank Flooring, Sash, Hardware and Paint.”  Sears apparently offered this barn only in one 
size, 46 feet long by 26 feet wide with the floor plan already laid out.  There is no mention of any 
particular framing method used.  The buyer could save $33.00 by choosing “3 ½-Ply Flint Surfaced 
Asphalt Roofing” or “3 ½-Ply Best-of-all Roofing which will last fully as long as shingles.”  The buyer 
could chose the color of the paint.  In contrast, Barn No. 14 is the jack-of-all-trades barn at 70 feet by 40 
feet and designed to stable sheep, horses, and cattle plus plenty of room for feed, and housing for 
wagons.  This was the most expensive barn at $769 and included hay carrier, track and rope.  

An advertisement from about 1910, “Build Your Barn Now on Easy Payments,” listed special 
prices in addition to easy payments.  New payment terms allowed the buyer to pay monthly, every three 
months, or every six months.  Sears charged six percent interest.  The ad shows a large sun-like symbol 
with spikes or rays highlighting a barn or farm building with monthly payments.  The middle of the sun-
like symbol appeared a view of the Chicago plant with a classically dressed woman holding a balanced 
scale and the words “The Homes of Honor-Bilt Houses Where Six Million People Always Get a Square 
Deal.”  This ad encouraged the customer to pick out the building that they wanted, in the size needed, 
fill out the information blank, and arrange for payments over five years.  Sears stressed: “We guarantee 
complete satisfaction and safe delivery.”  Orders came with the stated materials numbered to 
correspond to the detailed plans.  The back of the ad shows “Barn Building Made Easy.”  The 
advertisement highlights H. A. Robers of Lyons, Wisconsin, erecting his barn, and with information 
concerning with how long it took to assemble the barn.  There was also shown a large gothic barn 
assembled at Maple Lane Farm in Indiana with a testimonial from George Kircher, manager.  The lower 
half of the ad shows built barns and quotes from satisfied customers.

In the 1918 Book of Barns catalog, the general specifications shown on two pages with 
illustrated cross sections of the braced rafter and trussed roof construction with highlighted details.  No 
specifications were listed for the gothic barn offered.  Sears uses the United States Department of 
Agriculture as an authority for the best materials for barn construction.  In bold type were the basic 
lumber components spelled out: “Barn Frame – Yellow Pine, outside walls – Cypress, “The Wood 
Eternal” with two grades select and No. 1 common available, mow flooring – tongued and grooved No. 1 
Yellow Pine and Fire-Chief Shingle Roll Roofing guaranteed by us for fifteen years for wear and color.” 
For a full description of other items, the buyer was directed to other pages.  Optional items such as 
ventilators, cupolas, and barn equipment all varied due to the individual farming situations so they were 
not included in the prices.

The 1921 Book of Barns catalog, offers “Eight Good Reasons Why You Should Buy Sears, 
Roebuck and Co.’s ‘Already Cut’ Modern Farm Buildings”:

1. Our farm buildings are constructed scientifically.  They combine the good features of the best 
farm buildings in use now.

2. Our farm buildings are designed according to the latest requirements of sanitation and 
convenience.

3. For every farm building the framing material is already cut and fitted.  This prevents waste of 
material and reduces the labor about one-half.  In addition, all doors are “ready made, ready to 
hang in lace, making doors superior to those produced by hand carpentry.

4. Any handy man can erect our “already cut” modern farm buildings according to our plans.  This 
saves a considerable amount of expert labor.

5. You have our guarantee that at the prices shown in this catalog we furnish enough material to 
complete the farm building.  You will not be required to buy extra material.

6. We guarantee that material to be equal to or better than the grades specified in our general 
specifications.  

7. When you deal with us you have the assurance that you are not paying for an experiment.  We 
were the first to develop the mail order system to sell complete building materials.  We have had 
many years of experience in this line.  Our buildings are not experimental, but, having been built 



many times, have proved correct and practical in every detail.
8. You can buy any buildings in this book costing $500.00 or more on easy payments.  For 

particulars see the Order Blank.

The specifications for the barns in the 1921 catalog were identical to the 1918 catalog.  The 
specifications are listed as sidebars to the cross sections illustrating the braced rafter and trussed roof 
construction.  The gothic roof barns are featured in the catalog but no cross section or detailed 
specifications are available.  The Modern “Pioneer” Barn No. 3008 “Already Cut” and Fit is also featured 
and looks to be a modern timber frame barn but no details are available other than all framing materials 
are No. 1 yellow pine.

In the 1923 Modern Farm Buildings catalog, the general specifications listed across the bottom 
of all four framed illustrations showing examples of braced rafter, trussed, gothic, and timber frame 
construction with details highlighted.  Bold type for visual scanning complimented all four pages.  The 
basic lumber components are the same as the 1918 catalog with the exception of the roll roofing 
guaranteed for seventeen years instead of fifteen.  The pages are somewhat hard to read due to all the 
information.  The first barn model displayed, supposedly the best seller, is “Our Leader,” Modern 
General Purpose Barn No. 2061.  For $655.00, this gothic barn came with “framing lumber, siding, 
outside finish lumber, mow flooring, roof sheathing, roofing, factory made doors and windows, paint, 
hardware, nails, bolts and complete working plans.”  The least expensive siding was “medium” grade 
yellow pine, and the quote was for the smallest barn offered at 24 feet by 24 feet.  “Secero Brand Barn 
Paint” in Oxide Red was the standard paint unless the customer requested another color.  Other 
available colors were French Gray, Yellow, and Maroon.  The “Fire-Chief” roll roofing furnished was a 
long felt roll covered in crushed slate with black asphalt patterned to mimic individual shingles.  A less 
expensive alternative was the “Oriental Slate Surfaced Roofing” which came in long felt rolls covered in 
crushed slate and asphalt but with no patterning.  Two colors were available for the roll roofing: red and 
sea green.  Galvanized nails were included in the price.  

In the 1928 Modern Farm Buildings catalog, the general specifications were listed on the pages 
preceding the three pages of framing methods.  The “Honor Bilt” specifications were listed on the 
sidebar of each of the cross sections illustrating the framing methods used in the construction of the 
barns.  The specifications are in very small type in limited space making it difficult to read.  A description 
about the framing methods and their features acclaimed on the lower half of the page.  The next page 
deals with the “Better Built Doors” and “High Grade Barn Sash and Frames” with illustrations and 
descriptions of the quality construction.  The next page is entitled “ABOUT OUR BARN SIDING.”  There 
are two grades of siding offered: medium grade with some knots and best grade that was clear cypress. 
Both grades are illustrated.  Close-ups provided of both types of tongue and groove siding offered: drop 
siding and double V siding.  On the bottom of the page, there is an endnote that states “Barn Boards 
and Battens furnished, if desired, for all vertical sided buildings.”

 “Our Leader” Modern Barn No. 2061 leads off the cover of the 1928 catalog like all the other 
barn catalogs and was the first barn model displayed inside the catalog (Illustration 20).  The price listed 
as $939 for this barn, 30 feet by 32 feet, already cut and fitted and included all the same components 
offered in the 1923 catalog.  “Honor Bilt” specifications were below each barn illustration.  Standard 
house paint, in varying color combinations in a separate paint catalog, was included.  Sears had 
changed their selling strategy to a modern “Build Your Barn Like a Skyscraper” with a comparison of the 
steel skeleton skyscrapers to the wooden frame skeleton barns.

Chicago House Wrecking Company / Harris Brothers Company
By 1910, Chicago House Wrecking Company began offering building plans in addition to their 

already successful millwork and lumber business.  In their 1910 Book of Plans, the buyer could look 
through the catalog and pick the building that he/she wanted and complete blue print plans; 
specifications and bill of materials sent for a fee of $2.00.  The fee was applied to the bill if the consumer 
chose that particular design and ordered the materials.  “All quotations in this book are made net cash 
F.O.B. Cars Chicago.”  Because of prevailing market conditions, the potential buyer had to write the 
company for a price quote on the exact design delivered to the station or drop off point.  The company 
kept their own experienced architects on staff to draft the plans for the catalog.  Because the actual cost 
was “$25.00 to $100.00 per set,” so the $2.00 fee per set was really a selling item to entice the buyer.  

The proposed specifications for the barns are located toward the back of the catalog in a 



section entitled “Barns.”  The only items not furnished was the paint, foundation materials and materials 
for the arrangement of the interior as this varied widely per farmer and location.  Framing and sheathing 
of 2-inch dimensional Southern Pine was supplied in a sufficient quantity.  For barns that employed the 
joist framing designs, the company supplied No. 1 Arkansas pine 12-inch board with 2 1/2-inch O. G. 
battens employed as siding.  One inch by six-inch Arkansas pine drop or novelty siding covered the 
barns that employed balloon-type framing method.  Quoted prices were based on having “our 
celebrated 3-ply Rubberized-Galvo roofing.”  “Extra Star, A Star or 5 to 2 clear red cedar,” or white 
cedar shingles were available for an extra cost.  If none of these roofing elements was suitable, then 
galvanized roofing, either flat or corrugated, was available for an additional minimal cost.  Sash and 
window frames were of No. 1 stock and came in “knock-down” form.  The materials for the doors were 
Southern pine and supplied in sufficient quantities to create double-thickness.  All hardware and 
galvanized iron work was supplied for the barn.

The Chicago House Wrecking Company / Harris Brothers Company was the only company 
found to have dealt with barns in the sectional building trade.  The company encouraged total cash 
remittance with every order to avoid delaying the processing of the order.  If paying cash, the buyer 
would receive a “two per cent [sic]” discount.  If the buyer objected to paying the full price in cash, the 
alternative was to send half of the money with the rest due C.O.D. upon inspection.  They also offered 
export to foreign companies with a twenty percent surcharge.  Either payment in full or fifty percent paid 
with remainder collectable from any designated United States bank was required for foreign orders.  

Specifications called for single wall construction composed of three wood components: 
studding, cross braces and siding.  Foundation sills were made of yellow pine.  Exterior walls were 
specified Clear Oregon fir.  The barns came painted with one heavy coat of stock paint.  No special 
skills were required for assembly, since the barn came ready to bolt together.  Locally available earth, 
cinders, brick or stone posts / piers or concrete foundation walls were recommended.  Flooring was not 
included in the price but was obtainable for an additional cost.  For use as a barn, the building had 
windows in every panel on one side and every other panel on the opposite side.  The buyer could 
choose the various window arrangements of the front and back elevations.  The windows incorporated 
were the company’s standard garage windows.  

The company offered these “General Purpose Buildings” for use as churches, schools, barns, 
dance halls, and warehouses.  The only difference in the design of the general-purpose building when 
utilized as a barn was the use of five-foot wide wall sections to accommodate stalls.  The company 
offered nine different size single-wall barns ranging from 16 feet 5 inches by 24 feet 5 inches to 24 feet 
5 inches by 48 feet 5 inches.  Barn prices range from $245 to $784.  There was an additional ten 
percent charge for nine-foot ceilings.  If the buyer wanted a different size building or better than single 
wall construction then he/she had to write to the company for a price quote.  Interior arrangements with 
stalls and partitions were available for additional cost.  

Aladdin
The Aladdin Company offered two terms: full cash payment with a five percent discount or 

twenty-five percent cash with the order; balance C.O.D., due upon inspection. The terms remained 
constant throughout the catalogs researched.  

The specifications for Aladdin Readi-cut barns were simple.  All lumber was listed in the sizes 
supplied for each component.  The species of wood was not listed.  The buyer could choose prepared 
roofing or “Extra Star-A-Star” cedar shingles, and the color of paint (enough for two coats).  There was 
also a choice of “perpendicular barn boards or horizontal matched siding.”  All windows, doors, and 
hardware were included.  No masonry or foundation materials were supplied, but figures on how much 
material it should take to complete the job are included in the working plans.  Mangers, stalls, and floors 
were available at an extra cost.  

The red cedar siding was covered by the “A-Dollar-A-Knot” guarantee.  Siding was guaranteed 
to be clear and of the highest grade possible.  It is not certain if this was the siding for the barns.  “The 
Aladdin Board of Seven” consists of the “Master Designer,” the “Master Builders” and the “Factory 
Experts.”  The board examined each design for flaws and for ways to eliminate waste.  Freight costs 
were low because there was no middleman.

All the companies discussed offered barns of varying sizes and barns for various climates and 
uses.  The author had the opportunity to visit a collection of Sears barns located near Orange, Virginia. 
On the outside, some changes had been made, such as the metal shingles and silos added.  All the 



information featured in the catalogs needs critical evaluation because the companies tried to cast 
themselves in the best light possible.  The companies were championing machine-cut lumber as better 
than hand-cut.  Unfortunately, mass production disparages local builders and craftsmen.  The author 
believes that the mail-order companies filled gaps in the barn-building trade in an excellent way with 
their pre-cut and sectional built kit barns.  Exactly how popular were these barns is a question that may 
never be answered.  Mail-order kit barns could be everywhere.  However, a better understanding of 
precisely what these catalog kit-barns were might help them avoid the fate of their hand-constructed 
counterparts.

COMPARISON OF DESIGNS

Barns do not follow the same high style architectural trends that houses follow.  With few 
exceptions, barns built after 1900 are vernacular in style.  Early barns are characterized by their gabled 
roofs and later by their gambrel roofs.  The last great framing method used was the gothic or rainbow 
roofs.  Barns built after World War II increasingly were of the “pole barn” type and are not considered in 
this research.  All the barn designs and options offered by the various companies seem similar to each 
other because there are a limited number of barn designs using three roof types and on a few suitable 
wood types.

Montgomery Ward 
Montgomery Ward & Co. offered four barn models in the 1916 Book of Homes.  Three barns 

had gambrel roofs and the other had a gable roof.  All had board and batten siding, four-pane windows, 
and wooden ventilators.  Joist frame construction was the new framing method “rapidly taking the place 
of the old method of using heavy cross timbers.”  Besides being more economical and less expansive, it 
allowed the entire haymow to be unobstructed.  The siding on the barns was select 10-inch wide No. 1 
cypress boards with joints covered with 2-¼ inch O. G. (sic) battens.  All had haymow floors of 6-inch 
No. 2 yellow pine.  All roofs included “Extra Star-A-Star Red Cedars shingles.”  

The 1917 Book of Homes offered only three barn models.  Options in 1917 included: two 
gambrel roofs and one gable roof.  The barns did not have numbers or titles but each barn page had a 
catchy slogan like “Here’s A Good Practical Barn” and “Good Cattle Should Have Good Housing.”  The 
specifications detailed everything from sills to paint.  All lumber was listed per dimensions.  Plans were 
offered in widths of 24, 28, 32, and 36 feet with varying lengths from 24 to 60 feet.  All the plans listed 
with prices for materials both “not-cut” and “frame cut.”  Any other size barn designed upon request. 
There were no exposed rafter tails in 1917, and the barns featured metal cupolas or ventilators instead 
of wooden ventilators.

The 1918 Book of Homes offered the exact same three barn models with the same slogans as 
in the 1917 catalog.  All specifications are the same from top to bottom.  Stock plans, each with a 
different number, listed with widths of 24, 28, 32 and 36 feet and lengths available up to 144 feet 
depending on the barn model.  The front of the catalog listed complete prices for frame-cut or not cut. 
For barns of larger or different sizes, the buyer had to write to the company for a price quote.
The same three barn models with little change appeared again in the 1919 Book of Homes.  Each barn 
was available in eight or ten popular sizes.  Prices were located on a colored insert in front of page one. 
This insert was unavailable in the catalog examined.  There were still specifications and a description on 
each page featuring a barn.  

Gordon – Van Tine
In the 1917 catalog Gordon-Van Tine Farm Buildings, there are nineteen two-story barns 

offered.  The barn designs fall into the following categories: nine gambrels, four gables, one gothic, one 
combination gambrel barn with gable wings, and two round barns.  Each barn design has a number 
assigned to it.  Most of the barns utilize the plank frame trussed framing method that culminates in a 
gambrel roof shape.  The plank frame barn and braced-rafter barn are pictured with specifications on 
separate pages.  The braced-rafter barn looks more like a Shawver-truss according to research done by 
Soike.  Soike explains that the braced-rafter construction was the standard for barns up to thirty-six feet 
wide.  He also suggests that Shawver plank truss was the preferred frame of choice for barns over 
thirty-six feet wide but under forty-two feet wide.  Some of the other barns had a modernized timber 
frame.  The modernized timber frame barn utilized standard lumber bolted together to simulate 



dimensional timbers and may have been the framing method of choice for some farmers.  
Windows are mainly six-light and nine-light; a few have four-light.  All operating windows are 

equipped with ventilation shields to prevent the wind from blowing directly on the animals.  “Gordon 
Rolling Doors” and “Gordon Dutch Doors” were supplied for all barns.  The hay doors were either single 
drop (the whole door) or double sliding doors.

The undated Gordon-Van Tine catalog features seventeen barns.  The categories of barns 
offered: nine gambrels, four gothics, three gabled, and one round.  As in the 1917 catalog, the “Plank 
Frame Trussed-Roof Style,” the “Self-Supporting or Braced Rafter Roof” and the “Gothic Roof Style 
Construction” are all shown in cross section with details highlighted for both the plank and braced rafter 
styles.  “Gordon-Van Tine Barn No. 434” listed as “An Extra Strong Barn for the Conservative Buyer.”  It 
was a gable-roofed barn with a modernized timber frame.  This was reflected the fact that the other 
framing methods were still new, and some farmers wanted use a familiar framing methods that they 
knew would last.  There was a small cross section of the barn illustrated on the page, surrounded with 
details about the barn.  A half-cross-section was included for those barns that do not follow those on the 
specification pages.  

In the 1923 Gordon-Van Tine Farm Buildings catalog there are nineteen barns offered.  The 
barn models offered included: eight gambrels, eight gothic, two gabled, and one round.  “Plank Frame 
Trussed-Roof Style,” the “Self-Supporting or Braced Rafter Roof” and the “Gothic Roof Style” are all 
detailed on separate pages with specifications.  The Gothic roof exploits “Factory-Built Rainbow Rafters 
Ready to Raise” that was developed by the company.  The gothic roof seems perfected by this time 
because gothic barns equaled gambrel roof barn numbers.  No modernized timber frame barns are 
available in the 1923 catalog.  Self-supporting, balloon frame construction was coming into its fame and 
now was the sensible method for building a barn.

The “Ready-Made” rolling doors have switched the design of the 1917 doors.  The Dutch doors 
feature an “X” or cross bracing on both top and bottom.  A hay door that hinged in the center replaced 
the single drop hay door .  The loft doors are plain.

The 1928 catalog offered eighteen barn models.  The breakdown of the designs included: seven 
gambrel, six gothic, and five gabled barns.  The modernized timber frame barn was in demand again 
because two gabled barns of this framing type were included as in the 1917 catalog.  Sample barns 
were illustrated, one for each framing method, shown in cross-section with details showing sizes of 
materials used for that particular size barn.  Now round barns had fallen out of favor by the late 1920s 
and were dropped from the catalog.

Because of the nearly identical house models found in both companies’ catalogs, Schweitzer 
and Davis speculate that Montgomery Ward may have used Gordon-Van Tine as a supplier of their 
barns.  It seems more likely that the companies followed the trends of their contemporaries and tastes of 
the public.

Aladdin
The Aladdin Company was offering barns as early as 1915, but the earliest verified example is 

in the 1917 catalog.  “Aladdin Readi-Cut Barns” featured in a two-page spread, which offered three 
designs in the 1917 Aladdin Homes catalog.  The barns featured were straightforward.  There was the 
“Aladdin Special Barn,” the gable barn and the gambrel barn.  The “Aladdin Special Barn,” designed to 
house three horses and a wagon, was only available in one size, 16 feet by 24 feet for $290, but with 
the 5% discount, a buyer could obtain this barn for $275.50.  The gable and the gambrel barns were 
available in sizes from 16 feet by 24 feet to 30 feet by 100 feet.  Net cash prices list for the gable and 
gambrel barns together by size, with the first and second floor and stall with the manger being an extra 
$5.50.

Aladdin “Readi-cut barns” of the same three designs appear in the 1918 Aladdin Homes 
catalog.  This “Special Barn” was now available for $375.  The prices are listed net cash (no floors), first 
floor extra, second floor extra, and with stall and manger was available for an extra $7.  No information 
was available on the framing methods used in any of the designs.  These barns were strictly for horses 
or storage only.  The windows were very small and were not suitable for a dairy operation.  “These 
barns have given the greatest satisfaction and service on the western plains of Nebraska and Kansas,” 
the catalog states, “where they are subjected to the heaviest strains of wind and storms.”  Perpendicular 
barn boards or horizontal matched boards were available as siding choices.  The doors featured cross 
braces as designs or were box framed.  



There is again little difference in the company’s 1919 catalog.  Aladdin offered the same three 
barns in their two-page layout and no price list shown.  The specifications and illustrations of each barn 
are the same.  The front few pages show the terms and prices.  Prices jumped considerably following 
1918 after the end of World War I.  The “Special Barn” costs the buyer $590.90.  The 1919 prices list as 
gross price, net price, extra first floor, and extra second floor.  The stall with manger was now an extra 
$10.97.

Sears
Sears was the most popular of all the companies and was well-known for selling houses.  From 

the start, Sears offered barns alongside their houses.  The company followed the trends very carefully 
for all items they sold.  Striving to be the best, Sears was a continually changing company that 
accommodated the customers’ needs and desires.  Richard W. Sears died in 1909, before the climax of 
pre-cut kit buildings era.  The merchandising creed of Julius Rosenwald, now managing head of Sears 
was “sell honest merchandise for less money and more people will buy.”  In stating this, the company 
also believed in maintaining the quality of all the merchandise.  Sears claimed to be the “World’s Largest 
Store” and until mid-twentieth century was definitely a leader in the retail sales world.  

Sears started offering barns in their 1910 Book of Modern Homes.  The company had three 
barn models, ranging from an inexpensive 26 feet by 46 feet, English-style gable Barn No. 11, for $365, 
to the more expensive Barn No. 12 for $522, up to Barn No. 14 for $769.  The other two barns had the 
popular gambrel roof style.  Notable is all barn models featured wooden ventilators (metal ventilators 
would appear in later catalogs).  In the 1911 catalog, not much had changed expect there were four 
barn models that ranged from the Barn No. 11, for $377 to Barn No. 14 which was a
40 feet by 70 feet steep-pitch gable roof barn, with a 14 feet by 40 feet sheep stable for $792.  There 
was no mention of the framing methods used.

The octagonal dairy barn, Barn No. 65, appeared as early as 1914 in the catalog information 
received from the Sears archives.  According to Leffingwell, the 1916 catalog introduced, Barn No. 65 
that looked exactly like Barn No. C65 from the 1917 Sears catalog.  The ad from the 1917 catalog 
repeats the 1916 edition with the exception of the price of the silo, which is now $199.  Sears catalog 
writers claimed:

This is an octagon barn of first class construction and is becoming very popular throughout the 
country.  Our floor plans afford an economical arrangement.  There are stalls for twenty-four 
cows, a box stall, calf pens and room for a silo in the center.  We will furnish the material for the 
silo for $157.00 extra.  This silo will be large enough to hold feed for the entire season.  The 
arrangement of the stalls makes it very convenient for feeding and for cleaning.... A glance at 
the floor plans will show the convenient access to the barn on different sides by means of 
swinging doors.  A large driveway with doors being wide enough to admit a full load of hay 
permits filling from the inside.  There is a large hay loft on the second floor and a grain bin of 
medium size for feed.  Twenty-three windows admit plenty of light.  

The 1918 Book of Barns Honor-Bilt Already Cut had this opening statement: 

During our study of barn building, we have carefully analyzed the methods of the builders and 
the requirements of the owners.  We learned that three different types of construction are very 
popular---the Braced Rafter Construction or, as it is sometimes called, the Balloon Construction; 
the Trussed Roof Construction and the Gothic Roof Construction.  The popularity of these types 
of construction is so great that we did not feel warranted in omitting any of them. 

The 1918 Book of Barns offered twenty-six barns.  The examples showed the broad range that Sears 
covered that year: thirteen gambrels, three gothic, three gables, three bank barns and three small barns 
which highlight each framing method offered, one round, and the octagonal dairy barn mentioned 
above.  There was at least one metal ventilator featured on all barns but was not included in the price. 
Exceptions to this were the round and octagonal barns that had modified wooden ventilators in keeping 
with the character of the barns.  The larger barns featured single nine-light or six-light windows paired 
on the first floor and both had six light windows in the haymow level.  The smaller barns, the round and 
octagonal barns all featured four-light windows.  All first floor doors offered were paired roller type or 



Dutch doors.  The haymow doors were all cross-braced doors.  The doors on the round barn were the 
standard straight doors offered for the other barns.  

The 1921 The Book of Barns Honor-Bilt-Already Cut catalog offers twenty-two barns.  The 
breakdown of barn models included: twelve gambrels, two gothics, five gables, the same three small 
barns as the 1918 catalog, three bank barns offered in three different framing methods and the same 
round barn featured in the 1918 catalog.  The only real change between the catalogs was the prices and 
the dropping of the octagonal barn.  Even though gothic barns and the modernized timber barns are 
offered, only the braced rafter and trussed roof construction are featured in cross section with details. 

The 1923 catalog, Modern Farm Buildings Already Cut and Fitted Barn Equipment, offered 
fourteen barn models and barn equipment in the same catalog.  The breakdown of the barn models 
included: three gothic, seven gambrels, two gables, and two small barns, one with gothic roof and the 
other with a gabled roof.  All four framing methods were represented: braced rafter, trussed, gothic, and 
timber. The “Honor-Bilt” specifications continue across all four pages, illustrating cross sections of the 
four framing methods.  The 1928 Modern Farm Buildings catalog offered a few more examples for a 
total of seventeen barn models.  The breakdown of the barn models that year included: nine gambrels, 
three gothics, three gables, and small barns.  The same framing methods offered as in the 1923 
catalog, although only the trussed, braced, and gothic framing methods were illustrated.  The only real 
changes observed were the prices were not listed in the 1929 catalog, customers were required to write 
to the company to obtain a price quote on a particular barn in a certain size.

Chicago House Wrecking Company / Harris Brothers Company
The Chicago House Wrecking Company offered six large two-story barns and three small 

gabled barns in their 1910 Book of Plans.  All barns used the balloon-type framing or “Joist Frame 
Construction.”  All the barns were given names such as “Star,” “Majestic” and “Premium”.  Individual 
numbers designated the specific sizes.  The smaller barns intended for city or suburban use where a 
few horses and accommodations for feed and carriages was necessary.  Prices ranged from “Our 
Universal Barn Design No. 45,” 16 feet by 24 feet for $178, to the “Majestic Barn Design,” 36 feet by 112 
feet for $975.  It is the individual farmer’s choice to select from all offered floor arrangements.  Some of 
the barns had stable partitions included in the price while others did not.  Wooden ventilators were 
featured on almost all the barns and included in the price (but were not mentioned in the specifications). 
Flooring is included for all barns.  Because everything was included in the price, these nonpre-cut were 
still classified as kits.  

Between 1910 and 1919, the company made a dramatic shift to sectional buildings, using a new 
name.  According to the patent date, Harris Brothers, with a new name and new product line began 
offering buildings (as early as 1918) called “Presto-Up.”  “Presto-Up Patented Bolt-Together Houses-
Garages-Barns Etc.” were based on this new method of construction.  The company offered “General 
Purpose Buildings.”  Their barns were now portable, unlike any other kits offered.  The company offered 
nine different size single wall constructed barns.  All the roofs of the general-purpose buildings are the 
same shallow gabled configuration in varying widths.  

The location of the windows and doors was ultimately up to the farmer.  Their standard “garage” 
windows were “furnished in every section on one side and in practically every other section on the 
opposite.”  “Style B” was the only door choice offered.  The individual decided the configuration of the 
front and back elevations.  A sample floor plan shown with stalls made it more suitable as a horse barn. 

Barns are not one-of-a-kind architect designed products.  So that they could be mass-produced, 
that barn and farm buildings offered by the various mail-order companies were planned down to the last 
nail.  Today, the only places where new hand-made post and beam barns are found are Amish 
communities.  There are a limited number of framing methods, siding, fenestration, doors, roofing 
material and barn types.  The width of the barn was decided by current agricultural practices for the 
proper configuration.  The companies may have wanted to be different but they were limited to these 
variables.  Varieties of wood, colors, and quality of paint differed, but overall the variables compute to 
the same overall designs.  

CONCLUSION

The farms and barns of the twentieth century are a combination of styles and materials that 
have been adapted over time to meet particular needs; this fusion of elements makes them hard to date. 



The framers encountered much the same conditions and had to adapt to evolving technologies and 
ever-changing times.  The wood-frame barns from the early twentieth century seem destined not to exist 
in the current environment of metal pole barns, large round bales, and large-scale agri-business that 
has engulfed farming communities.  Barns and family farms seem fated to become forgotten aspects of 
society.  Old barns transformed into rustic wood paneling for someone’s family room or new homes lose 
their context and become barn byproducts.  The future of wood-frame barns is questionable, but the 
purpose of this thesis has been to preserve some record of pre-cut mail-order kit barns from the first two 
decades of the twentieth century.

It is difficult to answer all the questions posed by this research.  Many years, even decades, 
have passed since some of these companies were in business; and hence records have been lost, and 
details about the mail-order buildings have become unobtainable.  The manufacturers’ trade catalogs 
and the periodicals that the manufacturers published were dispensable in years past and thus not 
saved.  However, in the early 1980s when mail-order homes, especially those by Sears, gained 
attention and press, there was a renewed interest.  Now these very catalogs have become valuable and 
can sell for a minimum of twenty dollars, and often more, depending on their condition.  

Perhaps no one will ever know how many barns the companies discussed here produced.  The 
discarded records for Sears, Gordon-Van Tine, and Ward are lost forever; thus no real numbers or 
location of buildings sold exist.  For Aladdin, however, it may be possible to determine barn numbers 
and find locations because the company closed only about twenty years ago, and the company records 
are now in the archives of Michigan State University.  So far, they have not been processed, but they 
may be available for review at a future date.  

A review of all the catalogs reveals that the barn designs were not especially innovative but 
became standardized as functional requirements, mass production, and costs dictated.  All the barns 
followed three standard roof types: gable, gambrel, and gothic.  Gable roofs were the first type offered, 
and being the simplest to build, are normally the oldest.  Gambrel roofs soon replaced gable roofs in 
popularity as they increased hay storage capacity.  Gothic roofs, once perfected in design and 
construction, soon caught up in popularity with the gambrel roof barns.  Gambrel roofed barns would 
persevere, however, and were the most common roof type offered.  Windows were standardized multi-
light and numerous thus allowing the sun, “nature’s disinfectant,” and air circulation to make barns 
healthier for the livestock.  Doors were all similar in construction with different cross bracing that varied 
in decoration according to the company.  Harris Brothers and their sectional general-purpose barn were 
built in a drastically different way than the kit barns manufactured by any of the other companies.  

 The development of the pre-cut barn was dependent or expedited by the adoption of lighter 
barn-framing techniques.  There were no businesses offering pre-cut heavy timber post and beam barns 
(though there are businesses that sell that type of item now).  The quality of wood offered varied but 
cannot equal the quality or quantity that the mail-order companies used and offered.  The lighter-framed 
barns came into use at the right time.  The barn kits saved the farmer money because the lumber was of 
smaller standard dimension and saved time because he could assemble the barn or farm building with 
much less help compared to the labor-intensive mortise and tendon building technique.

There do not appear to be any significant trends in designs and materials that are identifiable in 
pre-cut barns from 1900 to 1930.  The exceptions are that early barns offered by the companies 
featured wooden cupolas and later barns featured metal ventilators and barn door cross bracing or 
decoration can help identify a mail-order barn.  Overall, standardization of barn designs and certain 
varieties of wood needed for the various components of the barns and farm buildings created a pattern 
repeated throughout the catalogs.  Pre-cut barns do not appear to have any distinguishing physical 
characteristics that identify being pre-cut.  Since pre-cut building designs are not necessarily innovative, 
they followed the current agricultural trends which makes these designs similar to designs shown in the 
agricultural press and literature.

To discover if a barn or farm building is possibly a mail-order building involves some 
investigation of the building (perhaps from a crowbar) and a good deal of research.  The property owner 
or researcher should first take a few representative photographs of the barn.  To possibly identify a barn 
or farm building as a mail-order building:

1.) Check for numbers or letters written or stamped on joists, rafters, or other wood members in 
the barn.

A.) Two methods of labeling were used.



i.) Aladdin marked their lumber by lengths.
ii.) Other companies, such as Sears, stamped or imprinted a code on the ends 

of the lumber that corresponded to the working plans.
2.) Check hardware and equipment for markings, but this is not always reliable as many 

companies also sold hardware and / or equipment separately.
3.) Check for original documentation such as blueprints, working plans, shipping slips, etc. if 

available from present owners or former owners.
4.) Scan published catalogs to determine if the standing barn or farm building matches or 

resembles the illustrations present.

The main investigation method that the author utilizes is the comparison of barn photographs to 
the actual published catalog and the one that is recommended.  If original documentation is not 
available, then investigators may find it difficult to prove that the barn or farm building is a mail-order or 
catalog building.  Companies, such as Sears, did not keep records of people who purchased their 
buildings, so individual owners will have to inform the researcher which company they think built or sold 
a particular building.  With this study of the mail-order kit barns in the Midwest from 1900 to 1930, 
several objectives were accomplished.  First, a historical overview of the mail-order companies that 
provided barn plans and mail-order barns was created.  Second, the documentation of the variety of 
designs and plans in illustrations, drawings and text, was compiled.  Third, comparing and contrasting 
the barn designs and plans of the various companies took place.  Although the author had hoped to 
determine the actual extant of the pre-cut barn’s popularity, conclusive data on this proved most difficult 
to locate.  

Pre-cut mail-order kit barns dating from the first two decades of the twentieth century illustrate 
the modernization and standardization of the barn as a functional building.  These kit barns are 
significant in the areas of architecture and agriculture.  Barns that reflect agricultural practices during 
this period may well meet Criterion A of the National Register.  Barns that are associated with the lives 
of people, particularly if the individual’s contributions were significant within the context of agriculture, 
may meet Criterion B of the National Register.  Barns that retain enough characteristics to be 
considered as representative of a property type may meet Criterion C of the National Register. Once a 
barn is determined eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, the barn may be eligible for tax 
incentives on the federal, state and, possibly, local level.  A twenty percent federal rehabilitation tax 
credit is available for certified rehabilitation of buildings listed on, or eligible for, the National Register of 
Historic Places.  To qualify, a building must be income-producing, and the rehabilitation costs must be 
greater than $5,000 or the adjusted cost basis for the building.  Several states offer property tax relief for 
the certified rehabilitation of historic buildings, which may consist of freezing property taxes at the pre-
rehabilitation level or an exemption for a specific period.  In addition, some states offer state income tax 
credits for rehabilitation and a few localities have grant or loan programs for preservation.  Contact your 
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) for information on these programs and restoration / 
rehabilitation guidance.  Technical advice is also available through the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and Successful Farming magazine’s BARN AGAIN! program.  Several states offer their 
own statewide barn preservation programs, so check with your SHPO for the availability of workshops 
or other assistance. 

For further information on preserving barns, check out Taking Care of Your Old Barn: Ten Tips 
for Preserving and Reusing Vermont’s Historic Agricultural Buildings, the National Park Service’s, 
Preservation Brief 20, “The Preservation of Historic Barns,” and Dexter Johnson’s Using Old Farm 
Buildings.  The BARN AGAIN! program also publishes the Barn Aid Series that offers helpful information 
on barn preservation from the foundation to the roof.  Mary Humstone’s BARN AGAIN!: A Guide to the 
Rehabilitation of Older Farm Buildings and BARN AGAIN! Barn Preservation Information Handbook: A 
Guide for Individuals and Organizations are also excellent references.

On the 2,700-acre Montpelier estate in Orange County, Virginia, are four Sears mail-order 
barns.  William duPont and his family purchased Montpelier, President James Madison’s home, in 1901, 
the duPonts made many modifications and improvements to the estate over the years.  Mr. and Mrs. 
William duPont passed away during the late 1920s, thus leaving the estate to their daughter, Marion, 
who made it her lifelong home.  “Marion developed Montpelier as one of the nation’s leading horse 
training centers…” In the creation of this top-notch horse training facility, Marion bought four Sears 
barns between 1929 and 1931, erecting the barns with her own building crew headed by Mitchell 



Jackson.  She owned a number of famous Virginia racehorses, including Battleship, who won both the 
British and American Grand National Steeplechases, and Mongo, who won more than $800,000 in race 
purses.  In the 1920s, she founded the celebrated Montpelier Races, still held each November at 
Montpelier.  The National Trust for Historic Preservation was transferred ownership of the property after 
Marion’s death in 1984.  A private foundation, The Montpelier Foundation, took over administration of 
the estate in October 2000.  With the estate open to the public and the Trust’s ownership, the barns, 
used for horse stables and educational purposes, are safe.

The Sears barns on the Montpelier estate are near the Sears mail-order barns also located in 
Orange County, Virginia, that had appeared in the book entitled The American Barn.  The visit to these 
barns was overwhelming.  The five Sears, Roebuck and Company barns stood on property previously 
owned by a Sears heir.  The Honorable Helen Marie Taylor, as part of her vast farm in the Shenandoah 
Valley, has accumulated part of the original 13,500-acre land grant from King George II.  She renovated 
and restored the five mail-order barns on her 11,000 acres of rolling farmland named Meadowfarm. 
Meadowfarm has been in the family over 270 years.  The National Trust recognized Mrs. Taylor and her 
barns in 1988 for the Trust’s and Successful Farming magazine’s BARN AGAIN! awards project.  
Pre-cut kit barns still exist today but in a much different context.  Today specialized companies and not 
large mail-order catalog companies sell them.  The materials have changed according to the times and 
technology.  For instance, No. 1 grade wood is no longer used; composite wood products such as 
Oriented Strand Board (OSB) and T-1-11 are provided instead.  The pre-cut kit barns of today are 
usually on a smaller scale, and are mostly multi-purpose backyard barns or shelters for lawnmowers, 
rakes, and garden hoses.

Despite picturesque barn scenes immortalized on calendars, posters and advertisements on 
television and in magazines, farms and barns are still rapidly lost to neglect and suburbanization across 
the nation.  “Barns, like our friends, are often taken for granted until they are gone.”  Not every wood-
frame barn can or will be saved by any means, but over the last twenty years barn preservation and 
rehabilitation has come to the forefront to save quite a few examples of our once agrarian society.  The 
wood-frame barns of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were built to last for generations. 
Unfortunately, the homogenized pole barn structures built since the 1950s, with their framing poles set 
in the ground and metal sheets attached to this pole frame, have a life expectancy of less than fifty 
years.  It is doubtful that society will immortalize these pole barns in paintings, calendars, and posters; 
as a nation, we have divorced ourselves from any romantic or nostalgic feelings for these utilitarian 
structures.

About the author: 
Joy Sears – Restoration Specialist, HCP, OPRD

Joy serves as the Restoration Specialist for the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) that 
is under the Heritage Conservation Programs in the Oregon Parks and Recreation Department.  Prior to 
joining the Oregon SHPO, she served as the Restoration Specialist for the South Dakota SHPO for five 
years dealing with technical advising for historic buildings and tax incentives for historic preservation. 
She received her masters in Historic Preservation from the University of Oregon in 2001.  Before 
moving to South Dakota, she spent a year-and-a-half doing preservation carpentry on Villard Hall, a 
National Historic Landmark, on the University of Oregon campus.  She received her undergraduate in 
fine arts with a minor in American Studies with an emphasis in Heritage Preservation in her native 
Minnesota that directed her to the historic preservation fieldwork.  



Tensile Structures 
 
 
Tensile membrane structures are most often used as roofs as they can economically and 
attractively span large distances.  A tensile structure is a construction of elements carrying only 
tension and no compression or bending. Most tensile structures are supported by some form of 
compression or bending elements, such as masts, compression rings or beams.   
 
A tensile fabric structure can significantly reduce the volume of materials required in 
construction, therefore reducing the carbon footprint of the project. Typically the fabric can be 
PVC, Silicon Glass, PTFE or ETFE. The future of design and construction demands greater use 
of renewable materials and reducing carbon emissions. 
 
Another advantage is Fabric can achieve far greater spans than conventional roof materials with 
minimal supporting structure. Greater translucency and dynamic, organic shapes bring the 
feeling of outside inside, as well as providing shade and protection from the weather. 
 
The shape and the design are open to the architect or designer.  As well, the coverage area is 
open to the needs and the program of the space. There are several providers and manufacturers 
for tensile structures in the United States.   
 
The following websites will provide more information about the tensile structure: 
 
http://www.tentnology.com 
http://www.eideindustries.com 
http://www.meliar.com/ 
http://www.shadesails.com 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Construction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tension
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compression
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bending
http://www.tentnology.com/
http://www.eideindustries.com/
http://www.meliar.com/
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