
To local businessmen the much-
improved access to rail lines of the 
early 1900’s and the increased ser-
vice on those lines turned out to be a 
mixed blessing. The revolution in the 
transporting of goods allowed for 
the explosion of retail opportunities 
in small towns, while at the same 
time the seeds were sown for the 
eventual decline in rural retail. 
 The same service that brought 
goods to the stores in Boissevain 
and Napinka could take customers 
to the big city to shop. The trains 
could also be used to deliver goods 
right to the customer and the T. 
Eaton Company 
took full advan-
tage.  
 Not con-
tent with just 
selling us 
“everything for 
the home,” 
they moved on to selling the home 
itself. Delivered right to your door so 
to speak, with quite a bit of assem-
bly required. 
 The house portion of Eaton's 
merchandise was a Western Cana-
dian phenomenon only. Houses 
were advertised only in the Winni-
peg catalogue and in special plan 
books. The service started in the 
early 1900's, in re-
sponse to the 
population boom 
on the prairies. 
 The lumber 
came by boxcar 
from British Colum-
bia and the mill-
work came from 
Winnipeg. Freight 
was paid to the 
nearest railway 
station. Step by 
step instructions 
were included. 

 A common miscon-
ception about the 
Eaton's houses is that 
they were prefabri-
cated. Although they 
were shipped as a single 
item, the lumber was 
not even precut. Other 
companies, such as the 
Canadian Aladdin Co. 
Ltd., did have precut 
houses and one com-
pany shipped prefab 
materials. 
 For a time after 
WWI, Eaton’s Catalogue offered a 

complete farm – 
everything but 
the horses – to 
returning veter-
ans taking up 
land offered in 
the prairie prov-
inces. Other com-

panies offered other options. More 
than one bank in western Manitoba 
was delivered as a package, and a 
few schools as well. 
 Although Eaton’s was the most 
widely known provider of the mail-
order buildings, the largest company 
in the business in Canada was the 
Canadian Aladdin Co. Ltd. with its 
head office in the CPR building in 

Toronto.   
 Canadian Alad-
din houses were 
precut at the fac-
tory. The lumber 
and materials were 
accompanied by a 
detailed set of blue-
prints and construc-
tion manual. Aladdin 
boasted that any-
one who could 
swing a hammer 
could build an Alad-
din Home and they 
offered to pay $1 per 
knot for every knot 
you could find in a 
carload of Aladdin 

lumber.   
 In general, the mail-order house 
business worked like this: A few 
houses were listed in the catalogue as 
a teaser. The catalogue advertised 
free plan books that gave complete 
details about the houses: an artist's 
sketch, floor plan, and information on 
lumber, doors, windows, flooring, 
and hardware. Once the customer 
selected a house, the blueprints were 
purchased from the plan book for 
$2.50, although when competition 
appeared, the cost dropped to $1.00. 
When a house was ordered, the cost 
of the blueprints was subtracted from 
the invoice. 
 Many of these homes can still be 
found on farms and in towns across 
the prairies. It was an attractive idea 
to some, but it never did become a 
threat to the local lumberyard. In fact, 
in this instance the improved train 
service probably helped the local lum-
beryard compete. They also com-
peted by offering more than just 
boards and nails. Unlike some of the 
items in the Eaton’s Catalogue, most 
of the materials for house building 
became readily available closer to 
home. 
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Not content with just sell-
ing us “everything for the 
home,” they moved on to 

selling the home itself.  

► From an ad in  
the 1913 Eaton’s  

catalogue.. 

▲ An assembled house in Melita, still attractive in 2018. 


