
ALABAMA REGISTER OF LANDMARKS & HERITAGE 
NOMINATION FORM 

FOR OFFICE USE ONLY - DATE ADDED; 

I. NAME OF PROPERTY 
Historic: Fain Webb House 

andlor Common: Sears Ma~nQlia House 

2. LOCATION 
Street & Number: 31 I North Center Avenue 

City: Piedmont 

State: Alabama County: Calhoun Zip: 36272 

USGS Quad Map: Piedmont Township/Section/Ran,e: 13S·IOE·S 

3. CLASSIFICATION 
Category: 

Ownership: 

Status: 

X Building(s} 

Dpublic 

X Occupied 

OOiStrict DStructure OSite 

X Private DBoth 

DUnoccupied X Work in progress 

Public Acquisition: Din process OBeing considered 

Accessible: DNa X Yes: restricted Dyes: unrestricted 

4. OWNER OF PROPERTY 
Name: Deborah Dornbush 

Street & Number: 31 I North Center Avenue 

City or Town: Piedmont State: AL 
Email: debidorobush@aol .com 

5. FLOOR PLAN & SITE PLAN 

Telephone: 256-447·0 128 

Zip: 36272 

Attach sketched floor plan. If the property includes more thon one building, submit a site pIon 
showing the locations, dates of construction, and uses of the buildings. 

See next page 
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6 PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION . 
Construction Date: 1921 Source: Sears Honor built homes 

Anniston Starf Piedmont Historiall Society 

Alterauon Date: 1985 Source: Anniston SarI Piedmont Historical Society 

Architect I Sea~ Roebuck Homes Builder. Mr Loyd and Mr. Boyd Morgan 

Physical Condition: FairfPoor Remaining Historic Fabric: I H igh - Exterior 

(Excellent. Good, Fair, Poor) (High. Medium. Low) Medium · Interior 

No. of sto ries: I 3 No. of front bays: 

Historic use of property; Restaurant 1960's 
Home - Present 

Current use of property. 
Private home - occupied 

Architectural Style: Greek Revival Building Form: I Four Square 

Main roof conflgur.ltion: Gable Roof fin ish material: I Rubber/Composite Shingle/Asphalt 

Exterior wall materials: 
I WoodJ Aluminum siding over Original wood 

Porch type: I Open terrace 
I Foundation material: I Brick/concre te 

Window type and materi~ls: 

WoodJ Glass - 9 over I 

Describe alterations: 

Number ~nd type of all outbuildings: 

Partial Carriage house! shed 

Exterior Architectural Description: 

Three Story Greek Revival with six massive twO story fluted columns made of tongue and groove hard wood capped by R.oman Corinthian capitols. 

Original wood siding. now covered with aluminum siding adorned by dentil molding. with an extending sunroom on south side of the house and an 

extending sunroom on south side of the house and an extending pone cochere. Also. single nory de~ched woodJcinder block storage shed. 

Description of Setting: 

The house is situated on a main city street. surrounded by smaller craftsman style homes. The lot is basically flat with various trees ranging from 

Oak to Pecan and Pine. There is no planned landscaping. the bulk of the land is covered by grass. 



7. SIGNIFICANCE 
Criteria (check all that apply and explain below). See Inst ructions for more information. 

O C r-iter-ion A: Associated with historical events and activities relating to the property that are important to the history of the 

community. state. or n.uion. 

D C riterion B: Person or group with whom the property is associated is imporunt to the hiStory of the community, state. cr 

nation. 

r8]Criter ion C: Type. period. or method of construction represents architectural features that are significant in the development 

of the community, state, or ""tion. 

O Criterion 0 : Property has yielded or may be likely to yield, information important in Alabama's history or prehistory. 

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE (check a ll that apply and explain below) 
Darcheology-prehistoric Ocommunity planning D industry Dreligion 
Oarcheology-historic Oconservuion Dlandsape architeCtUre Dscientific 

Dagriculture Deducation Dlaw Dsculprure 
X architecture Oengineering Dliterature Osocial history 

Dart Dexplontion/settlement Dmilitary Dtheuer 
Dcommerce Ofunerary art Dmusic Dother. ___________ _ 

D communications Dhumanitarian Dpoliticslgovernment 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 
For each area of Significance checked above. explain why this property is important. Use additional sheeu as necesQry. 

The Fain Webb House is eligible for the Alabama Register under Criteria C for architecture. It is a locally 

Significant example of a Sears and Roebuck Magnolia model house constructed in 1921 . 

The beauty of this house alone is Its significance. However, the fact that in the entire Inventory of National Houses, only three of these particu l~r 

houses (!)(ists. All three homes arne in boxes, to the local railroad )'3rd. had to be assembled like ~ li~w puzzle. <lind were nude from some of 

the finest construction m<llterbls that were available at the time. Materials that are either no longer "'tillable, or would be con prohibitive today. 

Chronolos:iC~J history of 3 J I North Center Avenue. Piedmont. AL 

The home appeared for the first time on the cover of "Honor Bile Hodern Homes" Se<lirs Roebuck and Co. in I,)IB. The house wu 

erected In 1921 by Dr. and Mrs Fain Webb Sr. Dr. Webb ~ socially prominent Dentist in the PIedmont <lIre<ll wu killed in ~n ~utomobile accident in 

Octobef' 1927. Mrs. Webb continued to live In the house until her de~th In Harch of I,)M. In lue 19M the house wu sold to Ber-nud ~nd H~e 
Woolf who in janu<llry 1965 opened <lI dinner reSti!urant on the first noor of the house. Mrs. Woolf died rwo yQrs J~ter. In 1970, the nouse was 

sold to Catvin and Patricia Wingo. In C>«:ember of 1976. Chutie and Lin<b Grissom bought the house. The Grisoms failed to pay the w:es. lost 

the house and in I ')84 Winford and Doris Kines boUght the hou$(!, but gave it up in july 198<4 when the Grissoms redeemed it. In September 

1999. Howard ~nd Frances 8r"own took possession of the house. And again. for fQSOn unknown, W. Kines owned the house from july of 2003. 

until August of 200·4, when the house was sold to jeffrey ~nd T~n Brown. My Husband. Tom ~nd I bought the house from the Brown5 in July of 

2005. 
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History of Sears Homes 
htf:t>:lIwww.searsarchives.com/homeslindex.htm 

The Magnolia (Model No. 2089); ($5.140 to $5.972) 

What is a Sears Modern Home? 
From 1908-1940, Sears. Roebuck and Co. sold about 70,000 - 75,000 homes through their mail-order 

Modern Homes program. Over that time Sears designed +47 different housing styles, from the elaborate 

multistory Ivanhoe, with its elegant French doors and art glass windows, to the simpler Goldenrod. which 

served as a quaint, three-room and no-bath cottage for summer vacationers. (An outhouse could be 

purchased separately for Goldenrod and similar cottage dwellers.) Customers could choose a house to suit 

their individual tastes and budgets. 

Sears was not an innovative home designer. Sears was instead a very able follower of popular home designs 

but with the added advantage of modifying houses and hardware according to buyer tastes. Individuals could 

even design their own homes and submit the blueprints to Sears, which would then ship off the appropriate 

precut and fitted materials, putting the home owner in full creative control. Modern Home customers had the 

freedom to build their own dream houses, and Sears helped realize these dreams through quality custom 

design and favorable financing. 

Designing a Sears Home 

The process of designing your Sears house began as soon as the Modern Homes catalog arrived at your 

doorstep. Over time. Modern Homes catalogs came to advertise three lines of homes. aimed for customers' 

differing financial means: Honor Bilt, Standard Built. and Simplex Sectional. 

Honor Bilt homes were the most expensive and finest quality sold by Sears. JOiSts, studs. and rafters were to 

be spaced 14 3/8 inches apart. Attractive cypress siding and cedar shingles adorned most Honor Bilt exteriors. 

And. depending on the room, interiors featured clear-grade (i.e .. knot-free) flooring and inside trim made 

from yellow pine. oak. or maple wood. Sears's catalogs also reported that Standard Built homes were best for 

warmer climates, meaning they did not retain heat very well. The Simplex Sectional line, as the name implies. 

contained simple designs. Simplex houses were frequently only a couple of rooms and were ideal for summer 

cottages. 

While browsing the Imagebank. you may see many houses that partially or even closely resemble a house that 

you own or have seen. Look closely, because the floor plan may be reversed, a dormer may have been added. 

or the original buyer may have chosen brick instead of wood siding. Plumbing may look like it was added after 

construction. or storm windows may appear on the house but not in the catalog's illustration. 

All of this and more are possible, because the Modern Homes program encouraged custom designing houses 

down to the color of the cabinetry hardware. The difficulty in identifying a Sears home is just a reflection of 

the unique design and tastes of the original buyer (see FAQs). 

6 



Construction 
As mentioned above, Sears was not an innovator in home design or construction techniques: however. 
Modern Home designs did offer distinct advantages over other construction methods. The ability to mass
produce the materials used in Sears homes lessened manufacturing costs, which lowered purchase costs for 

customers. Not only did precut and fitted materials shrink construction time up to 40% but Sears's use of 
"balloon style" framing, drywall. and asphalt shingles greatly eased construction for homebuyers. 

"Balloon style" framing. These framing systems did not require a team of skilled carpenters, as previous 

methods did. Balloon frames were built faster and generally only required one carpenter. This system uses 
precut timber of mostly standard 2_ 4s and 2_8s for framing. Precut timber, fitted pieces. and the convenience 

of having everything, including the nails, shipped by railroad directly to the customer added greatly to the 

popularity of this framing style. 

Drywall. Before drywall, plaster and lathe wail-bUilding techniques were used. which again required skilled 

carpenters. Sears homes took advantage of the new homebuilding material of drywall by shipping large 

quantities of this inexpensively manufactured product with the rest of the hOUSing materials. Drywall offered 
advantages of low price, ease of installation, and was added fire-safety protection. It was also a good fit for the 

square design of Sears homes. 

Asphalt shingles. It was during the Modern Homes program that large quantities of asphalt shingles became 

available. The alternative roofing materials available included. among others. tin and wood. Tin was noisy 
during storms, looked unattractive. and required a skilled roofer. while wood was highly flammable. Asphalt 

shingles, however, were cheap to manufacture and ship, as well as easy and inexpensive to install. Asphalt had 

the added incentive of being fireproof. 

Modern Conveniences 

Sears helped popularize the latest technology available to modern homebuyers in the early part of the 

twentieth century. Central heating, indoor plumbing, and electricity were all new developments in home 
design that Modern Homes incorporated. although not all of the homes were designed with these 

conveniences. Central heating not only improved the livability of homes with little insulation but it also 
improved fire safety, always a worry in an era where open flames threatened houses and whole cities, in the 

case of the Chicago Fire. Indoor plumbing and homes wired for electricity were the first steps to modern 
kitchens and bathrooms. Sears Modern Homes program stayed abreast of any technology that could ease the 
lives of its homebuyers and gave them the option to design their homes with modern convenience in mind. 

History of Sears Modern Homes 
http://www.searsarchives.comlhomes/history.htm 

The hour has arrived. Dad gathers Mom and Sis into the carriage. He hops in the wagon with his brothers to 

ride off to the railroad station. The day and hour have come to greet the first shipment of your family's 

7 



brand-new house. All the lumber will be precut and arrive with instructions for your dad and uncles to 

assemble and build. Mom and Dad picked out No. 140 from Sears, Roebuck and Company's catalog. It will 
have two bedrooms and a cobblestone foundation. plus a front porch-but no bath. They really wanted No. 
ISS, with a screened-in front porch. built-in buffet. and inside bath (!). but SI.I 00 was twice as much as Dad 

said he could afford. In just a few days. the whole family will sleep under the roof of your custom-made 

Sears Modern Home. 
Entire homes would arrive by railroad. from precut lumber. to carved staircases. down to the nails and 

varnish. Families picked out their houses according to their needs. tastes. and pocketbooks. Sears provided 

all the materials and instructions, and for many years the financing. for homeowners to build their own 
houses. Sears's Modern Homes stand today as living monuments to the fine. enduring, and solid quality of 

Sears craftsmanship. 
No official tally exists of the number of Sears mail-order houses that still survive today. It is reported that 

more than 100,000 houses were sold between 1908 and 1940 through Sears's Modern Homes program. The 
keen interest evoked in current homebuyers. architectural historians. and enthusiasts of American culture 

indicate that thousands of these houses survive in varying degrees of condition and original appearance. 
It is difficult to appreciate just how important the Modern Homes program and others like it were to 

homebuyers in the first half of the twentieth century. Imagine for a moment buying a house in 1908. Cities 
were getting more crowded and had always been dirty breeding grounds for disease in an age before 

vaccines. The United States was experiencing a great economic boom. and millions of immigrants who 

wanted to share in this wealth and escape hardship were pouring into America's big cities. City housing was 

scarce. and the strong economy raised labor costs, which sent new-home prices soaring. 
The growing middle class was leaving the city for the-literally--greener pastures of suburbia as trolley lines 

and the railroad extended lifelines for families who needed to travel to the city. likewise. companies were 

building factories on distant. empty parcels of land and needed to house their workers. Stately, expensive 
Victorian-style homes were not options for any but the upper class of homeowner. Affordable, mail-order 

homes proved to be just the answer to such dilemmas. 
Sears was neither the first nor the only company to sell mail-order houses, but they were the largest, selling 

as many as 324 units in one month (May, 1926). The origin of the Modern Homes program is actually to be 
found a decade before houses were sold. Sears began selling building materials out of its catalogs in 1895, 
but by 1906 the department was almost shut down until someone had a better idea. Frank W. Kushel, who 

was reassigned to the unprofitable program from managing the china department. believed the homebuilding 
materials could be shipped straight from the factories, thus eliminating storage costs for Sears. This began a 
successful 25-year relationship between Kushel and the Sears Modern Homes program. 
To advertise the company's new and improved line of building supplies, a Modern Homes specialty catalog, 

the Book of Modern Homes and Building Plans, appeared in 1908. For the first time, Sears sold complete 

houses. including the plans and instructions for construction of 22 different styles. announcing that the 

featured homes were "complete. ready for occupancy," By 191 I, Modern Homes catalogs included 

illustrations of house interiors, which provided homeowners with blueprints for furnishing the houses with 

Sears appliances and fixtures. 

It should be noted that suburban families were not the only Modern Home dwellers. Sears expanded its line 
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to reflect the growing demand from rural customers for ready-made bUildings. In 1923. Sears introduced 
two new specialty catalogs. Modern Farm Buildings and Barn. The barn catalog boasted "a big variety of 
sCientifically planned" farm buildings. from corncribs to tool sheds. The simple, durable. and easy-to
construct nature of the Sears farm buildings made them particularly attractive to farmers. 

Modern Homes must have seemed like pennies from heaven. especially to budget-conscious first-time 

homeowners. For example. Sears estimated that, for a precut house with fitted pieces, it would take only 
352 carpenter hours as opposed to 583 hours for a conventional house-a 40% reduction! Also. Sears 

offered loans beginning in 1911. and by 1918 it offered customers credit for almost all building materials as 

well as offering advanced capital for labor costs. Typical loans ran at 5 years, with 6% interest, but loans 

could be extended over as many as 15 years. 
Sears's liberal loan policies eventually backfired, however. when the Depression hit. 1929 saw the high point 

of sales with more than $12 million, but $5.6 million of that was in mortgage loans. Finally. in 1934, $1 I 
million in mortgages were liquidated, and despite a brief recovery in the housing market in 1935, the 

Modern Homes program was doomed. By 1935, Sears was selling only houses. not lots or financing. and 

despite the ever-brimming optimism of corporate officials. Modern Homes sold its last house in 1940. 
Between 1908 and 1940, Modern Homes made an indelible mark on the history of American housing. A 

remarkable degree of variety marks the three-plus decades of house design by Sears. A skilled but mostly 

anonymous group of architects designed 447 different houses. Each of the designs. though. could be modified 

in numerous ways, including reversing floor plans, building with brick instead of wood siding, and many other 

options. 
Sears had the customer in mind when it expanded its line of houses to three different expense levels to 

appeal to customers of differing means. While Honor Bilt was the highest-quality line of houses. with its 
clear-grade (no knots) flooring and cypress or cedar shingles. the Standard Built and Simplex Sectional lines 

were no less sturdy, yet were simpler designs and did not feature precut and fitted pieces. Simplex Sectional 

houses actually included farm buildings. outhouses. garages. and summer cottages. 
The American landscape is dotted by Sears Modern Homes. Few of the original buyers and builders remain 

to tell the excitement they felt when traveling to greet their new house at the train station. The remaining 

homes. however. stand as testaments today to that bygone era and to the pride of home built by more than 
100.000 Sears customers and fostered by the Modern Homes program. 
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8. BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES 
Use attached sheets as necessary 

" The House Sears Built" by Rosemary Thornton/Gentle Beam Publications! Feb 2004 (2M Edition) 

"Houses by Mail" by KC Stevenson & etc .. .IPreservation Press! 1986 

"Cross Plains- Piedmont Doctors and Dentists Past and Presentl Higginbotham Indl986 

" Homes to Remember" Piedmont Historical Societyl Higginbotham Indl985 

The Anniston Star article. "Piedmont boasts a sears Catalog Mansion/Consolidated Publishing! Nov. I. 1984 

http://www.searsarchives.com/index.htm 

9. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 
Acreage of nominated property: _ _ ~ap~pl!:rQQ2!!xi!!lml.la!!Jte~IYy"z%,-ail!c;rr~e _________________ _ 

Attach a mop showing the location of the property. 

10. FORM PREPARED BY 

Name/title: Deborah Dornbush 

Orl:anization: Date: 2123/1 0 

Street & Number: 311 N. Center Ave Telephone: 256-447-0128 
City or T Qwn: Piedmont State: AL Zip: 36272 
Emai l: debidornbush@aol.com 

I I. PHOTOGRAPHS: 
Images are essential to the review process. They can be 4x6 color prints or digital images on a CD/DVD. All 

photographs will become the property of the AHC and will not be returned. 

12. REMINDER: 
Along with this completed application. include attachments for Items S. 9 and II and send them to: 

Alabama Historical Commission 

Attn: Lee Anne Wofford 
P.O. Box 300900 

Montgomery. Alabama 36130·0900 
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