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  On November 8, 1964 the Wisconsin State Journal published an interview with Madison 

resident Muriel DeMars. Fourteen years earlier, Ms. DeMars purchased a Lustron home, a 

factory-made, prefabricated house made almost entirely out of porcelain enamel steel. The article 

titled “After 14 Years, Steel Home’s Good as New” starts with a question, “Remember in the late 

‘40s when Lustron homes were being introduced to Madison and many wondered how long 

they’d hold up?”1 As indicated in its title, throughout the article Ms. DeMars, and a handful of 

other Lustron owners in Madison, reported that their homes continued to have lasting quality and 

easy upkeep. The article also implies the common uncertainty of whether the experimental 

Lustron home would last. This paper continues to analyze Lustron houses after they left the 

factory. Using surviving homes on the Westside of Madison, Wisconsin as case studies, this 

research interrogates how these structures have endured over the last 65 years and how they 

currently operate in their lived environment. Lustron houses are best understood as honest 

objects. Their uncommon materials allow the buildings to show layers of past and continued 

wear. Employing elements of art historical connoisseurship with site visits and oral history 

interviews, this study blends the contemporary resident’s individual experience with changes in 

the physical buildings. In doing so, it contextualizes the Lustron house, and thereby other 

innovative building practices, within the fabric of today’s landscape.2 

Operating between 1947-1951 the Lustron Corporation built porcelain enamel steel, 

prefabricated houses that embodied post-World War II trends of optimism and growth. Although 

                                                
1 “After 14 Years Steel Home’s Good as New,” Wisconsin State Journal, November 8, 1964, Page 6, 
Section 2. 
2 Acknowledgments: This paper is largely made possible by residents of six West Madison homes who 
generously volunteered their time and shared their stories. 
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only lasting four years and never coming to full fruition, 2,498 houses were built and 

approximately 1,200 still remain, primarily in the Midwest.3 Before the company’s rapid demise, 

the Lustron Corporation was unprecedented in scope and scale.4 Driven by a housing shortage 

and bolstered by governmental support, Lustron was projected to revolutionize mass-produced 

homes akin to Henry Ford’s automobile assembly lines. Preceding Lustron houses, porcelain 

enamel architectural panels were produced in the United States beginning in 1924 and started 

being developed for commercial uses in the early 1930s.5 Porcelain enamel steel homes were 

featured at the 1933 Chicago Century of Progress Exposition and during that period a handful of 

other companies experimented with how the material could be used in a residential setting.6 

Many of these buildings maintained a wood frame interior but covered the exterior and roof with 

porcelain enamel tiles.7 Since several of these firms were enamel corporations, they had a 

financial stake in finding a new way for the material to be used. 

 The Lustron Corporation has a similar origin story. Its founder Carl G. Strandlund, a 

gifted and entrepreneurial inventor, worked at Chicago Vitreous Enamel Products Company, or 

Chicago Vit., and rose to the position of vice president and general manager.8 Chicago Vit. 

produced enamelware for companies that manufactured household appliances and later 

                                                
3 The number of remaining Lustron houses varies depending on the source.; Douglas Knerr, Suburban 
Steel:  The Magnificent Failure of the Lustron Corporation, 1945-1951 (Columbus:  The Ohio State 
University Press, 2004), 1.; “Advocacy Guide, “ Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/help-for-lustrons/advocacy-guide. 
4 Knerr, Suburban Steel, 1.  
5 Thomas C. Jester, Twentieth-Century Building Materials:  History and Conservation (New York: The 
McGraw-Hill Companies, 1995), 256. 
6 Thomas T. Fetters and Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated 
Housing Experiment (Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 8. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 12. 
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developed high-grade architectural panels for commercial exteriors including White Castle 

burger restaurants and Standard Oil stations.9 During and after World War II, the United States 

federal government regulated the distribution of steel, which had become more precious during 

wartime.10 Strandlund traveled to Washington D.C. in 1946 in search of steel to build more gas 

stations but found the federal government was more interested in reducing the severe housing 

shortage.11 With fewer homes built during the Great Depression and a burgeoning baby boom 

after the war, an estimated three million homes were needed in 1946 and 1947 with another 

twelve million in the following decade.12 From this visit Strandlund gained crucial government 

connections and the impetus to found the Lustron Corporation. Three months later he returned to 

Washington D.C. with plans and building drawings, and by 1947 Lustron received $15.5 million 

dollars, the first of many loans from the federal government.13 As Strandlund outlined in his 

report, “The rapidity and efficiency with which the basic material can be rolled, formed, welded, 

shaped and finished lends itself to mass production.”14 With an attractive design, a building plan, 

and financial support from the federal government, Lustron promised the full production of 100 

houses per day and possibly the answer to America’s housing crisis. Unfortunately, the Lustron 

Corporation had high upfront factory costs leaving them vulnerable. After a shift in Washington 

                                                
9 Ibid., 4; 11. 
10 H. Ward Jandl, John A. Burns, and Michael J. Auer, Yesterday’s Houses of Tomorrow:  Innovative 
American Homes 1850-1950 (Washington D.C., The Preservation Press, 1991), 183. 
11 Ibid., 184. 
12 Tom Wolfe and Leonard Garfield, “‘A New Standard of Living’: The Lustron House, 1946-1950,” 
Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture Vol. 3 (1989): 53. 
13 Ibid., 54. 
14 Thomas T. Fetters and Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated 
Housing Experiment (Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 17. 
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D.C. politics, the federal government withdrew their funding, and the Lustron Corporation 

collapsed during foreclosure and bankruptcy proceedings.15 

Lustron, a name derived from ‘luster on steel,’ sought to transform what materials homes 

could be made out of and the way in which they were built. Strandlund’s houses were 

manufactured on a factory assembly line, delivered to an empty lot, and completed within a 

matter of days. This contrasts other mass-production building efforts from the period, such as 

Levittowns, that delivered bundles of building parts at vacant lots where homes were built on 

site.16 By standardizing each component and constructing houses in a factory, Lustron aimed to 

streamline production. The company boasted custom-built quality at mass production prices, 

making them both appealing and obtainable for the average middle class American. An iconic 

promotional photograph by free-lance photographer Arnold Newman (Figure 1) nicely captures 

Lustron’s promise. The image depicts a down view of all of the parts for a Lustron house, laid 

out in a geometric pattern. Newman’s photograph accomplishes three important things. First, the 

image captures the staggering number of components that go into the Lustron house. The five 

men standing at center provide scale to the vast scene. Second, the organized pattern of the 

approximately 3,000 parts and the proud stance of the workers conveys competency. The 

Lustron Corporation was poised and ready to house America. Lastly, the photograph portrays 

Lustron materials as straightforward and uniform. The sea of building parts is noticeably 

                                                
15 Douglas Knerr, Suburban Steel:  The Magnificent Failure of the Lustron Corporation, 1945-1951 
(Columbus:  The Ohio State University Press, 2004), 1. 
16 Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside:  Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American 
Environmentalism (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2001), 15. 
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homogenous, a fact also evident in the finished home. With the exception of windows and other 

small accessories, the entire house was made out of steel.17  

Striving for efficiency, the Lustron Corporation offered customers just a handful of 

models and customizations. Each Lustron house is a single-story building, modern in 

appearance, with a low-gabled roof and front picture window. Gridded two-foot square steel 

panels make up the exterior façade. The two-bedroom Westchester, the company’s biggest seller, 

measures approximately 1,000 square feet with a relatively open-concept living space (Figure 

2).18 Vertical interior enamel steel wall panels run throughout the entire home. The recessed front 

porch leads in to a living room and dining nook with built-in china cabinet. This room has entry 

and a pass-through into the kitchen, which in turn bleeds into the open utility room and broom 

closet. The other half of the house is split up into two bedrooms, a master with built-in vanity, 

storage space, and closet as well as another room with closet, a bathroom, and two common 

closets.  

Thoughtfully designed storage space was, and is, crucial. Lustron houses are set directly 

onto a concrete slab foundation and therefore do not include a basement. In one of their many 

informational brochures, Lustron includes a cartoon of a woman panting as she heaves laundry 

up the basement steps (Figure 3) and notes, “A basement – the old necessary evil – is not 

needed.”19 Lustron assured its customers that they anticipated their laundry needs upstairs for 

                                                
17 “Lustron Master Specifications, Revised June 1, 1948,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/master-specifications.pdf. 
18 Thomas T. Fetters and Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated 
Housing Experiment (Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 70. 
19 “Things You Want to Know About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/0000-lustron-corporation-brochure-
know.pdf. 
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greater convenience. Additionally, each house features an in-ceiling radiant heating system 

instead of offering the attic for storage space. Lustron marketed this as an added benefit to 

consumers, “This means no chilly drafts where children play, no moving currents of heated air to 

carry dirt through the house, no dust-catching radiators and grilles to eat up valuable floor 

space.”20 The company communicated that the absence of bulky radiators meant less of a need 

for attic space. Lustron also considered the home’s footprint in other design choices. Interior 

sliding pocket-doors maximize space and small touches such as built-in medicine cabinets and 

drinking glass holders in the bathroom, maximize storage.21 Since utility space was limited for 

multiple large appliances, all homes included a combination clothes and dishwasher made 

exclusively for Lustron by Thor appliances.22 In the company’s promotional brochure “Things 

You Want to Know About the Lustron Home,” Lustron advertised the benefits of its built-in 

features: “Every inch of space is utilized…These quality features have never before been 

available in houses in this price class, and are made possible by Lustron’s modern mass-

production methods.23 By directing attention to the Lustron house’s conscientious design and 

factory innovations, the company attempted to persuade customers of the benefits of living in a 

prefabricated home. The company’s tagline, “A New Standard of Living” implied that Lustron 

homes marked a break from traditional building models of the past.  

                                                
20 Lustron advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, January 22, 1949, reprinted in Thomas T. Fetters and 
Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated Housing Experiment 
(Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 68. 
21 Ibid., 70. 
22 Ibid. 
23 “Things You Want to Know About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/0000-lustron-corporation-brochure-
know.pdf. 
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Themes of permanence and ease also saturate the Lustron Corporation’s mass-marketing 

campaigns. In order to market the use of this radical material to the average American, the 

Lustron Corporation highlighted the benefits of porcelain enamel steel. For the company the 

material allowed for large volume mass-production, but they needed to make it appealing to a 

general audience. Lustron promoted porcelain enamel steel as “the strength of steel and the 

permanent colorful beauty of porcelain, inside and out.”24 Another brochure includes a cartoon 

of an anthropomorphized piece of porcelain enamel paneling with boxing gloves and a fighter’s 

stance (Figure 4).25 This portrays the material as tough, determined, and durable. As a part of the 

Lustron Corporation’s marketing strategy, the company also melded steel’s permanence with 

easy upkeep. Their marketing brochure notes, “Permanence – fireproof, decay-proof, rustproof, 

termite-proof, vermin-proof, rat-proof. Your only cleaning materials are soap, water, and a damp 

cloth.”26 While these two sentences may at first seem disparate, both speak to beneficial qualities 

inherent in porcelain enamel steel. As sturdy and easy to clean, Lustron houses were advertised 

as almost maintenance-proof. 

 How do these midcentury American promises hold up in the twenty-first century? As a 

qualitative, case study approach, this research uses site visits at six Madison, Wisconsin Lustron 

homes with oral history interviews to elucidate how the buildings function in their contemporary 

                                                
24 “Camera Tour Through the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/000-lustron-corporation-brochure-
camera.pdf. 
25 “Things You Want to Know About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/0000-lustron-corporation-brochure-
know.pdf. 
26 “Camera Tour Through the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/000-lustron-corporation-brochure-
camera.pdf. 
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lived environment (Figure 5). According to LustronPreservation.org, 118 Lustron houses remain 

in Wisconsin with approximately 21 within Madison’s beltline highway.27 12 of those are 

concentrated in the Westside neighborhoods of Westmorland and Sunset Village. Both part of 

the post-war suburban building trend, these two neighborhoods offer examples of the typical 

surroundings for a Lustron house. Although these represent an isolated sample of the remaining 

Lustron houses in the United States, this study is meant to draw comparisons and further inquiry 

into buildings elsewhere.  

 Each of the buildings from this study has aged in their own way. Individual residents, 

who have lived in the home during its material life, directly shape how the houses exist in their 

current state. Some of the Lustron houses in this research have been renovated or altered more 

than others in the 65 years of the building’s lifetime. These disparate deviations provide insight 

into how specific owners negotiated the advantages and constraints inherent in Lustron houses. 

Each home is unique in the way it is lived in and worn, however each are fundamentally a 

Lustron home and therefore share many commonalities. Similar to the patina of use heirloom 

wood furniture inherits over its lifetime, Lustron houses candidly show each scratch, hole, or 

modification.  While traditional architectural fieldwork frequently includes tracing the history of 

a building’s use and wear, Lustron’s uncommon materials allow the houses to honestly show 

layers of use in a manner different from conventional buildings. 

 From the sidewalk, Lustron houses appear noticeably different from their neighbors. As a 

single-story modified ranch with low-pitch roof and front picture window, the Lustron shares 

                                                
27 “Lustron Locator Map, Wisconsin,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/lounge/locator/lustron-locator-map?stateId=59. 
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several characteristics of other midcentury homes, however its gridded porcelain enamel tiles 

and recognizable atomic drain spout set it apart. In the contemporary landscape, other noticeable 

elements make Lustron houses distinctive from the other homes in the neighborhood. The 

Lustron’s front picture window is now commonly striped with vertical rust striations (Figure 6). 

Accruing over the house’s lifetime, these lines are likely caused as the gutter system becomes 

more porous with wear and time. The gutter system is built-in to the roof and therefore is 

frequently not remodeled. Nancy, a Lustron homeowner in Sunset Village, outlines these issues, 

“The gutters are going to be the next thing that will have to be addressed…wherever there is a 

seam in the gutter is where it leaks first. And the last couple of winters have been so bad for 

ice…The gutter’s don’t hang (laughs), they are integral to the roof, so I haven’t asked around to 

see if they can be repaired yet.”28 Since the gutter is embedded within the base of the roof, it is 

nearly impossible to reconfigure, therefore compounding ongoing rust issues on the house’s 

façade. 

 There are other exterior indicators that differentiate Lustron houses from their 

surroundings. Although porcelain enamel steel was used in part for its durability, the material 

can be dented or chipped. The exterior walls trace patterns of past use by its homeowners. As the 

buildings were retrofitted with newer technologies, cable cords clumsily sneak into the houses 

through holes in their porcelain enamel panels (Figure 7). Residents periodically choose to 

change the placement of the mailbox or house letters that requires more holes to be drilled into 

the steel panels. These additions or subtractions are visibly seen on the building itself. 

Homeowners can fill each hole but it is almost impossible to get an exact color match to the 

                                                
28 Nancy Ronk, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
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exterior finish. Instead, light spots dapple where holes have been created and closed over the 

years (Figure 8). Moreover, since the Lustron Corporation did not anticipate residents would 

need to drill and cover holes they did not provide instructions on how best to proceed. Without 

explicit instructions, individual homeowners were left to their own devices. A text on the history 

and conservation of twentieth-century building materials elaborates that these can be precarious 

to fix, “…it may be difficult to achieve a suitable color match and sand the filled-in areas without 

scratching the surrounding glass surface. Such repairs are made principally for aesthetic 

reasons.”29 One resident in Westmorland, John, spent an extensive amount of time filling all of 

the holes and nicks in his home using Bondo, a common type of auto body filler.30 Although 

most homeowners used similar methods of filling and painting, the way each hole is filled varies 

in technique. These spots map the history of wear and use directly on the panels themselves.   

 Throughout the interior of Lustron houses, similar scars reveal where other previous or 

existing holes were drilled. At 418 Critchell Terrace, the kitchen ceiling contains a rectangular 

outline, resembling a watermark, or even a ghost, and suggests where track lighting was once 

installed (Figure 9). The same home has traces of where smoke detectors were first set up and 

then moved. The Lustron house’s straightforward materials disclose how needs and tastes change 

during the building’s lifetime. 

 These needs frequently include changes to the house’s heating system. As previously 

discussed, each Lustron home came equipped with an innovative radiant heating system in its 

attic. Marketed as, “The newest kind of heating for the newest kind of house,” Lustron’s radiant 

                                                
29 Thomas C. Jester, Twentieth-Century Building Materials:  History and Conservation (New York: The 
McGraw-Hill Companies, 1995), 261. 
30 John Hanson, Non-recorded interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 2, 2014. 
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panel heating system was meant to mimic heat rays from the sun.31 Since each Lustron house 

was constructed directly on a concrete foundation, the floor can often get chilly. Heating 

mounted into the ceiling increases this issue. Meant to function as a closed system, when 

homeowners installed new lighting fixtures into the ceiling they may have inadvertently 

exacerbated the problem. Five of the six homes studied installed a separate or additional heating 

system but many of these still remain fairly inefficient. Instead of retrofitting another ceiling 

heating system, Nancy opted for narrow wall-mounted radiator units. Of the house, she describes 

the difficulty of finding the right contractor, “It’s hard to find people to repair it. Either they have 

no knowledge whatsoever about how to address [the problem]…I mean they’re looking for 

wooden studs! Or, if they really enjoy the architecture of the place, they’re afraid to touch it.”32 

She experienced a similar situation when finding a heating and cooling specialist. Because 

Lustron houses do not have spacing or insulation between the walls, most of the pipes are 

exposed in the open, mounted on the walls themselves. Copper conduits maze along the sides of 

every room except one in her home (Figure 10). These, along with the other ways in which 

residents reconfigure the heating systems, imprint on the Lustron. With few interior crevasses to 

hide extra cords or pipes, they snake around the house unmasked. 

 In their contemporary context, the interior of Lustron houses may also have been painted 

in opposition to the Lustron Corporation’s original design. In fact, Lustron never intended for 

their houses to be painted or wallpapered. The company’s question-and-answer style promotional 

                                                
31 Lustron advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, January 22, 1949, reprinted in Thomas T. Fetters and 
Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated Housing Experiment 
(Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 68. 
32 Nancy Ronk, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
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brochure, “Answers to Your Questions about the Lustron Home” asks, “‘Can You wallpaper?’ 

[Answer:] ‘No. Wallpaper is not satisfactory. Lustron walls are of permanent, washable 

finish.’”33 It continues, “‘Can Wall Panels Be Painted?” [Answer:] ‘Lustron Homes have a 

permanent porcelain enamel finish and should not be painted. Panel surfaces damaged through 

extreme abuse can be repaired or replaced.’”34 Lustron brought in a renowned colorist to design 

interior and exterior color combinations but he left homeowners with few options.35 Residents 

could choose between a neutral gray, a blue, a yellow, or a pink for the kitchen and bathroom but 

were only offered neutral gray for the main living areas and bedroom. Lacking other options, 

four of the six homes in this study were painted during the building’s lifetime. For most of them, 

painting became a problem. One homeowner, who goes by the nickname Sly, aptly summarized, 

“We have had a difficult time getting the paint to stick to the walls.”36 The white standard 

household paint hangs loosely on the walls and has begun to peel (Figure 11). John’s home 

provides the rare example of a space where new paint smoothly adheres to the porcelain enamel, 

but he and his wife achieved this only after finding a metal specialist. John noted that the entire 

process took about two weeks and that, “It was painted almost like a car with a spray painter. 

The guy came in, we stripped everything down, taped everything…The guy has painted a lot of 

metal things in his painting career.”37 (Figure 12). While John and his wife were able to stay with 

family during their home remodel, not all residents would be able to vacate their home for 
                                                
33 “Answers to Your Questions About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/000-lustron-corporation-answers-
brochure.pdf. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Thomas T. Fetters and Vincent Kohler, The Lustron Home:  The History of a Postwar Prefabricated 
Housing Experiment (Jefferson, NC and London:  McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002), 69. 
36 John ‘Sly’ Sylvester, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
37 John Hanson, Oral History interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 2, 2014. 
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extended periods of time. In comparison to painting a traditional dry walled surface, this process 

is also more invasive, time-consuming, and costly. Instead, in many Lustron houses where the 

steel walls were covered with standard household paint, the steel rejects the paint which bubbles 

or peels in spots. 

 Changing a room’s color is one of the fundamental ways to personalize a space. Not 

being readily able to transform a room with color can be a frustrating experience, something that 

many homeowners expressed. One resident, Colleen, spoke about her initial hesitations about her 

home. Price and location drew her family to the Lustron but Colleen expressed that, “I never 

would have move in here otherwise. It just wasn’t my thing. I like to change things around, like 

paint…We’ve never painted anything to my dismay…It was hard for me to get used to the dove 

gray walls.”38 In her home, Colleen found small ways to make her own mark. She focused on the 

garden outside the house and filled the built-in bookshelves and cabinets with art, photographs, 

and plants. She also negotiated the house’s restrictions though small touches like changing out 

the midcentury drawer pulls to a more eccentric star shape (Figure 13). John and his wife 

similarly furnish their steel built-in china cabinet with knobs to fit their style. Finding these 

spaces of agency helps Colleen, John, and other homeowners navigate the Lustron house’s 

constricting nature. In their 1989 article on Lustron houses, Tom Wolfe and Leonard Garfield 

describe Lustrons as an integrated but closed system of design, “Each building element – down 

to the window frames, gutters, and bathtub – was fashioned expressly for Lustron and made on 

the factory floor. No other products would fit, nor could individual owners tailor the house to 

                                                
38 Colleen Brulla, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
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meet their own needs.”39  Lustron owners trade the option to easily modify their building for 

permanency.  

 The Lustron Corporation marketed the house’s permanent qualities in the majority of its 

advertising campaigns. A Lustron fact sheet from 1950 states, “The nature of lifetime porcelain 

finish is such that a Lustron Home never needs re-roofing or painting. The Lustron finish will not 

fade, crack, or peel. Damage resulting from abuse can be easily repaired.”40  This is reiterated in 

the aforementioned  “Answers to Your Questions about the Lustron Home” brochure, “‘Can 

Additional Rooms Be Added?’ [Answer:] ‘No. The Lustron Home is a permanent structure and 

cannot be expanded or moved about.’”41 Evidently, Lustron never intended for its residents to 

customize their homes. This tension between the Lustron Corporation’s intentions and the 

homeowner’s ability to modify the building bring Lustron houses into a larger discourse on 

famed architects’ authorial design coming before their client’s interests.42 The Lustron 

Corporation’s speedy dissolution compounds these issues of alteration. The same question-and-

answer promotional brochure gives insight into the company’s expectations on modification. For 

example, “‘Can You Replace Panels?’ [Answer:] ‘Normally this will not be necessary, but any 

                                                
39 Tom Wolfe and Leonard Garfield, “‘A New Standard of Living’: The Lustron House, 1946-1950,” 
Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture Vol. 3 (1989): 56. 
40 Lustron Fact Sheet, 1950 
41 “Answers to Your Questions About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/000-lustron-corporation-answers-
brochure.pdf. 
42 Texts on Frank Lloyd Wright’s The Jacobs House (1936) provides a nice comparison because it is 
located in the same West Madison neighborhood as many of the Lustron houses in this study. Herbert 
Jacobs and Katherine Jacobs, Building With Frank Lloyd Wright, An Illustrated Memoir (San Francisco:  
Chronicle Books, 1978). 
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interior or exterior panel can be replaced at a reasonable cost.’”43 Without Lustron in business to 

provide extra parts or facilitate the Lustron homeowner’s changing needs over time, the 

buildings are challenging to seamlessly alter. Moreover, porcelain enamel steel interior and 

exterior walls never became widely popular, so most handymen and construction companies are 

not familiar with how best to modify the steel homes. This echoes through Nancy’s difficulty 

with finding a repairman who wasn’t afraid to touch the home, an experience many other 

homeowners share. The Lustron house’s inefficiencies produce a problem without one direct 

solution. With few other options, this also means that homeowners are likely to keep their 

original parts which over time show their patterns of wear. 

 Ongoing complications with interior sliding pocket doors and closet doors exemplify the 

difficulty of changing out simple parts. Originally installed to maximize space in the home, the 

Lustron Corporation installed metal sliding doors in the bedroom and hallway closets as well as 

threshold doors to the bedrooms and bathroom. The tracks for the closets have become rusty and 

matter-of-factly display markings from age and use (Figure 14). The rusty floor track now makes 

it difficult to close the doors effortlessly. Wheels on the doors themselves also break, causing 

more damage to the floor track and making the doors nearly impossible to use. As Nancy nicely 

put it, “You know there are sliding doors for cabinets? Well, some of them kind of don’t 

anymore because some of the wheels get broken.”44 At Colleen’s home, the house has shifted so 

that none of the sliding bedroom doors quite line up. As a result, none of these doors latch or 

                                                
43 “Answers to Your Questions About the Lustron Home,” Lustron Preservation, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://www.lustronpreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/000-lustron-corporation-answers-
brochure.pdf. 
44 Nancy Ronk, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
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lock.45 As these original parts wear, narratives about their material life imprint on the objects 

themselves. 

 Gleaning information from the Lustron house’s material life allows for a better 

understanding of how homeowners negotiate the constraints of the home against their own needs. 

Similar to their predecessors who ordered the house from the factory, contemporary residents 

find many things to appreciate about living in a Lustron home. Each of the interviewees noted 

that the house’s modest size and metal materials make the home easy to clean. Residents enjoy 

the open floor plan, built-in cabinets, and other ways in which the Lustron Corporation strived to 

maximize interior space. While there are many parallels among contemporary Lustron residents, 

each have their own distinct story. Sly specifically sought out his Lustron home in an effort to 

own a piece of 1950s history adding, “I’m never going to have a ’57 Chevy but wouldn’t it be 

fun to have a retro house.”46 Nancy has a sensitivity to volatile organic compounds so a Lustron 

home is perfect for her needs.47 Other residents seek Lustron houses for the same reason they 

would another home such as location, price, and lot size.  

 Returning to Ms. DeMars, the 1964 article on her home remarks on the Lustron home’s 

vitality, “Nothing’s rotted, because there’s nothing to rot, as in a wooden house. Nothing’s been 

painted, for there’s no need for paint. Nothing’s sagged, because the steel can’t sag.”48 Since the 

Lustron Corporation mass-produced each house, these tenets prove to be relatively correct. 

However, the Lustron house’s unusual material life allow for each individual narrative to be 

                                                
45 Colleen Brulla, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
46 John ‘Sly’ Sylvester, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
47 Nancy Ronk, Oral history interview by Berit Ness, Madison, WI, April 15, 2014. 
48 “After 14 Years Steel Home’s Good as New,” Wisconsin State Journal, November 8, 1964, Page 6, 
Section 2. 
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easily read along its surface. The building’s materials make the homes difficult to seamlessly 

alter or customize and the company’s collapse leaves owners few options for seeking additional 

parts. With little internal wall space, the homes provide few places to hide retrofitted solutions. 

Like impressions on carbon copy paper, Lustron houses candidly display layers of use. They are 

straightforward objects that earnestly tell their respective stories. In their contemporary 

landscape, the buildings continue to hold and endure. As appropriately stated at the end of the 

1964 article on Lustron homes, “Some day, say the owners of Lustrons, the same type of house 

may come back again. And, in the meantime, they feel that the houses are proving out well.”49 

  

                                                
49 Ibid. 
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Figure 5:     Figure 6: 
Map of homes part of this study   Rust striations on front picture window 

John and Debbie’s Home, Westmorland, Madison, WI 
      Photo by Berit Ness, 2014 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7 (right): 
Cable cord on exterior of building 
418 Critchell Terrace, Madison, WI 
Photo by Berit Ness, 2014 
 
 
 
 
  



Berit Ness 
Art History 867 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 
5.14.14 

“Home from the Factory:  Lustron Houses, Materiality, and Lived Experience” 
 

Page 22 of 23 

Figure 8A:      Figure 8B: 
Exterior Filled Holes     Exterior Filled Holes 
John and Debbie’s House, Westmorland, Madison, WI Nancy’s House, Sunset Village, Madison, WI 
Photo by Berit Ness, 2014    Photo by Berit Ness, 2014   

 
 
Figure 9:      Figure 10: 
Layers of past track lighting    Copper Heating Pipes and Radiator 
418 Critchell Terrace, Madison, WI   Nancy’s House, Sunset Village, Madison, WI 
Photo by Berit Ness, 2014    Photo by Berit Ness, 2014 
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Figure 11     Figure 12 
Example of Paint Peeling   Autobody Spray Painted Walls 
John ‘Sly’ Sylvester’s House   John and Debbie’s House 
Westmorland, Madison, WI   Westmorland, Madison, WI 
Photo by Berit Ness, 2014   Photo by Berit Ness, 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13 Figure 14  
Personalized Drawer Pulls Rusty Closet Door Tracks  
Colleen’s House Tim’s House  
Sunset Village, Madison, WI    Sunset Village, Madison, WI 
Photo by Berit Ness, 2014 Photo by Berit Ness, 2014  


