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Foreword
by Wendell Nelson

Before the 1976 bicentennial, few Americans seemed to care about preserving old buildings, and few books were published on our architectural history. In 2002, however, many buildings are being restored, preserved, and written about. And many books are available on American buildings, especially old houses: the histories of styles in general, on one or another particular style, and on the old houses of a specific city, state, or region.

The Vintage House Book is a unique addition to this growing body of architectural history, and it is an ambitious book. While whole books are now written on the houses of a small city or on a single style or even a single feature like a cupola or veranda, this one covers nothing less than a whole century of a dozen or more basic styles, with numerous variations and combinations. 

But the book is even more than that. It is also a history of American material culture from 1879–1980, including not only our houses, but also our garages, toilets, water heaters, thermostats, kitchen ranges, chairs, building materials, bicycles, cars, hats, and toys. Houses of many social and economic classes are also represented: shanties, cabins, apartment buildings, middle-class houses, local mansions, and grand palaces. A few images even show houses being built and remodeled.

The format of this book is as distinctive as its content. It is not a straightforward history, but a kaleidoscope of hundreds of pieces of information, verbal and visual, scattered around each page and loosely organized chronologically. It reminds one of newspaper cartoons, with each panel having pictures and words, often laid out, seemingly haphazardly, around the space.

A Sears, Roebuck or Montgomery Ward catalogue, part illustration and part text, also comes to mind. Those were vintage and quintessentially American popular formats, so this book is in fitting company.

It informs us by impressionism, much as do the paintings of Monet and Seurat. We look around each page, and slowly we absorb and become aware of objects and patterns and themes. And we gradually find ourselves drawn into the world of these vintage houses, as if we were walking down a 1910 street, looking at them: new and old, big and little, simple and ornate. We feel what it was like for, say, a bank teller to look in plan books and catalogues for the design and furnishings of the new house he wants to have built for his family.

As you’ll notice, styles did not begin and end abruptly, but gradually merged one into another. One gets a sense of the passage of history in our everyday world. This eclectic slice of American architecture entertains us while leaving us better-informed and more observant of houses and many other features around us.
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Wendell Nelson, who also wrote the chapter introductions for this book, is an old-house expert currently living in Portage County, Wisconsin. Nelson has given hundreds of tours, classes, and slide talks on many aspects of the history of Portage County and Central Wisconsin. He is also a consultant on old-house research and restoration. He has published many articles on local history and buildings and has written three books, including Houses That Grew: Old Houses of Stevens Point, Wisconsin. He is now writing two more books on the history of Portage County and the houses of its villages and farms.

Nelson received a B.A. in English and history from St. Cloud (Minnesota) State University in 1963, and an M.A. in English from Southern Illinois University in 1966.
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Won’t you come in? Open the pages of The Vintage House Book, and tour 102 years of old houses, inside and out, year-by-year, from 1879 to 1980 (the title states “1880 to 1980,” but I tossed in a bonus year).

See thousands of houses of all styles, plus rooms, kitchens, bathrooms, basements and attics, appliances, and other features that will help you determine the age of nearly any older house that hasn’t been heavily remodeled. If you’ve never seen the inside of a really old house, here’s your chance! Many floor plans are also included!

There are many illustrations, including original advertising of very early plumbing fixtures—weird-looking, primitive ones that are entirely different from what we see today! Many kitchens from bygone years are also featured, with their old-fashioned (and now collectible) appliances.

If you own and plan to restore an old house, this book will be helpful in showing you items you may want to hunt down in order to return the house to its original look. Pages that look at doors, windows, light fixtures and switches, thermostats, and heaters will give you many options.

And, did you know that several companies used to sell “house kits” by mail order so people could assemble these kits on their vacant lots and build their own house, or have it built, at well below the going market price? Everything needed to build a complete house could be ordered and delivered by train or truck in one big package! There were many such providers of kit houses: Sears, Roebuck is the best remembered, offering dozens of different house kits from 1908 to 1940. And there were others, such as Aladdin, Lewis, and Montgomery Ward. Sterling System, Bennett Homes, Pacific Ready-Cut, Gordon-Van Tine, Carey, and Hodgson Houses were sold throughout the U.S.A. They can all be seen in this book!

For an immensely detailed and complete history of Sears, Roebuck kit houses, with pictures and floor plans of all their models, I recommend the book Houses by Mail, by Katherine Cole Stevenson and H. Ward Jandl. It’s still available, as I write this, from Preservation Press, John Wiley and Sons. It contains valuable information and even names the many cities where certain Sears kit house types were sold and built!

The Vintage House Book is the culmination of decades of detailed research and collecting thousands and thousands of rare pictures, photos, and ads dealing with old houses, appliances, plumbing fixtures, and building materials. This started as a hobby back in the 1960s, as I began collecting all kinds of old pictorial and reference material to build up an eventual “book mine” from which I could harvest irreplaceable material for future non-fiction books.
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As a boy, I accompanied my parents on many tours of old houses for sale or rent, and my interest grew. I even worked in real estate sales for a brief time, but my real interest was in writing and illustrating. There was a long-unfulfilled need for a book like
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