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Owner Ali Amiri, who purchased the house from Meridian Homes last year, says he is impressed with the structure’s tight construction,  
which has lowered utility bills.

idences make most of the big decisions 
up-front—everything from the color of 
the roof tiles to whether to forgo a formal 
living room in favor of a den. 

“Change orders are the exception—
definitely the exception, not the rule,” 
Lerner says. 

But, according to Kay, when changes 
are made after a house is on the assem-
bly line, they can result in even greater 
overruns and technical headaches. “If 
you don’t know what you want, this is 
not for you,” he says.

As with traditional building, the final 
cost depends on the quality and price of 
the materials the buyer selects, plus the 
cost of the land, which can vary widely. 
Bethesda modulars built “on spec” in the 
last couple of years have sold in the $1.1- 
million to $1.5-million price range. For 
people who already own a parcel, Lerner 
says, construction can cost $600,000 to 
more than $1 million. 

Industry sources say the economic 
downturn has helped spur interest in 
custom modular construction among 
homebuyers skittish about cost overruns 
and lavish spending. And modular fac-
tories such as North American Housing 
Corp.—which had to close two of three 
area factories last year—are more willing 
than they might once have been to col-
laborate with upscale developers on cus-
tomizing homes. 

North American’s engineers have 
worked with Meridian’s architects, for 
instance, on adapting to Bethesda’s 
tony but traditional vibe. “Bethesda has 

a look our standard stock plan didn’t 
have,” says Kelly Timmins, director of 
sales and marketing for North Ameri-
can, which built Schlosser’s house. “That 
was the big issue—getting away from the 
traditional colonial look and getting into 
an architectural look [of Bethesda] that I 
think is unique.” 

That has meant “heavy, heavy cus-
tomization and architectural detail,” he 
says, including special interior moldings, 
kitchen and bath upgrades and attached 
garages. The roof-
lines are particular-
ly special, Timmins 
says, incorporating 
“reverse gables and 
a lot of peaks and 
roof curves.”

Beyond design 
finesse, advances in 
technology com-
bined with engi-
neering ingenuity 
have contributed to 
the modular man-
sion’s appeal. For 
instance, engineered beams, which are 
stronger and lighter than typical lum-
ber, have made it possible to build larg-
er “great rooms”—as wide as 23 feet—as 
well as higher ceilings.

Workers at the factory build the walls 
and the roof, add the drywall and other 
structural elements, completing entire 
rooms that are then boxed up. A crew ac-
companies the boxes to assemble them 
into a house on-site. Then a second crew 

does the finishing work, installing tiles, 
flooring, appliances, the heating and 
cooling system, and more. 

One of the biggest challenges for 
modular builders is getting the pieces 
to the site without snagging power lines 
or having to negotiate too many hairpin 
curves. As is the case with North Amer-
ican’s Strattanville, Pa., factory, which 
is more than a four-hour drive from 
southern Maryland, modular factories 
catering to Greater Washington are lo-

cated deep in the exurbs, where space is 
abundant and labor costs lower. Trans-
porting the parts down a highway and 
then onto sometimes curving, tree-lined 
neighborhood streets is always a con-
cern. Because no traffic lane is 23 feet 
wide, the bigger rooms usually come in 
two boxes, and are put together on the 
construction site. 

Timmins says his engineers’ most re-
cent dilemma was how to build the elab-
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orate roof trusses on one home and 
get them to the construction site. They 
eventually figured out how to have the 
trusses fold down on themselves to clear 
power lines and other obstacles. When 
the trusses reached their destination, 
North American’s crew was able to un-
fold the roof and secure it in place.

Once built, a modular home is virtu-
ally indistinguishable from one that went 
up the old-fashioned way. Sandy Spring 
offers a “driving tour” of its modulars in 
some of Bethesda’s most exclusive neigh-
borhoods, enabling perspective buyers 
to judge for themselves. The company 
chose to build its model home on Brad-
ley Boulevard last spring because about 
17,000 cars pass that spot each day. It fig-
ured that was a great way to advertise the 
modular home, Leibovitz says.

Despite all the positive publicity, mod-
ular homes have their critics. Those dis-
turbed by the “teardown” phenomenon, 
in which older homes in densely settled 
neighborhoods are demolished and re-
placed by larger residences, see the bur-
geoning modular trend as more of the 
same—only faster. And some people, 
hearing the word “modular,” fear they’ll 
cheapen the look of a neighborhood. 

“People get a complex; they say, ‘I 
would never buy modular,’ ” says Kay, 
who is a Potomac real estate agent in ad-
dition to being a builder. “This is better 
and quicker and built to code, but they 
are caught in the stigma against modu-
lar homes.” 

Kay, who comes from a family of 
builders going back generations in 
Greater Washington, sees a similar di-
vide in the trade. “If my family ever 
thought I was building modular, they 
would throw me out of the family,” he 
says facetiously. His brother and a cous-
in develop commercial and residential 

properties in Northern Virginia. His fa-
ther, now 82 and retired, built houses 
throughout the region for decades. A 
grandfather was also in the business. Of 
course, Kay concedes, they already know 
he has switched to building “100 percent 
modular” after decades of doing it the 
old-fashioned way. 

Both Kay and Bethesda builder Mark 
Scott expect modular building eventual-
ly will take over the custom homebuild-
ing industry. Scott, president of Mark 
IV Builders, hasn’t considered swapping 
traditional building methods for mod-
ular himself, and he’s not convinced by 
claims that modulars can be built fast-
er than stick-built homes. But as modu-
lar becomes more prevalent, he expects 
lower construction costs to drive the in-
dustry transformation.

Regardless of what traditional build-
ers think, homeowners appear to be 
coming around to the mod squad. Barry 
Shuler is among them. His six-bedroom 
house in Edgemoor, listed for sale at 
nearly $1.8 million, is not a modular but 
it is located near several modular homes 
built by Sandy Spring. “I don’t think 
modular is the issue,” Shuler says. “It’s 
style and quality,” two things he thinks 
the modulars often have.

George Myers agrees. He’s president 
of GTM Architects, the Bethesda firm 
that designed the Bradley Boulevard 
modular as well as a Sandy Spring mod-
ular mansion in exclusive Phillips Park 
in the Foxhall neighborhood of Wash-
ington, D.C. Clients “are more interested 
in what the finished product will end up 
being,” Myers says. Modular, he adds, is 
“really just a different way of building. 
It’s the same two-by-sixes, the same dry-
wall and trim. You just put it together at 
a factory.” In fact, he considers modular 
houses structurally superior, with ad-

ditional layering between floors and a 
reduced likelihood of human error be-
cause they are made in a factory. 

Modular owners tend to agree that the 
result is more important than how it was 
achieved. Julie and John Garel commis-
sioned a modular home in Bethesda’s Ed-
gemoor neighborhood from Sandy Spring 
Builders late in the spring of 2009.

“The fact that we could get the house 
that we wanted, and quickly, was just a 
no-brainer,” Julie Garel says. Her previ-
ous experience with a builder involved 
the renovation of the family’s old home 
in the Virginia Beach area—a project 
that failed to stay on budget or on sched-
ule. “You had to constantly be vigilant,” 
she says. 

No such headaches with the modu-
lar building process, Garel says. Once the 
pieces were delivered from the factory, the 
house was finished in 140 days. The fam-
ily moved into it in January 2010. And 
“once we were in, this whole idea that this 
is a modular home just started to fade 
away. It just became a wonderful home.” 

Schlosser feels the same way after 
being in her modular home for nearly 
a year. She has all the amenities she was 
seeking when she first went looking for 
a home: the big, open spaces, the sec-
ond-floor laundry room, the mudroom 
off the garage, the built-in shelving, the 
top-of-the-line finishes.  

“I’ve been very happy with it,” she says. n
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