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My first encounter with M1 took place at IIT in Chicago 25 years ago during my Fulbright scholarship, when I saw a
brochure of Sekisui Heim M1. This inspired me to go to Japan in 1984 to do a study on industrialization and
robotics in construction, under the guidance of Professor Uchida at the University of Tokyo. There I met Katsuhiko

Ohno and visited several Sekisui Heim factories and building sites.

Historical significance of the M1 System

Le Corbusier once stated that “it is impossible to wait for the slow collaborations of the successive efforts of the
excavator, mason, carpenter, joiner, tiler and plumber; houses must go up all at once, made with machine tools in a
factory with moving conveyor belts, assembled as Ford assembles cars.” In 1919 he commented that the housing
industry must make a great effort to encourage manufacturers of housing components to produce their products
on a mass—production basis. Walter Gropius believed that more, better and cheaper houses could be built by
utilizing industrialized processes. He was involved with Konrad Wachsmann in an effort to manufacture a
prefabricated paneled house by the General Panel Corporation of California in the 1940s. This project, like

Buckminster Fuller's Wichita house, was an attempt to utilize the latest technological manufacturing capability.

Planning and design diversity



Katsuhiko Ohno and Sekisui Chemical Co., Ltd. took these ideas even further in the 1960s by successfully
combining the best of handmade and factory made production and created “mass customization.” Whereas
conventional prefabrication resulted in buildings of monotonous design, the Sekisui Heim M1 system had not only

the highest degree of prefabrication but also the highest degree of design variability.

The parts for one house can be selected from a total of 2 million pieces, allowing a very high degree of design

flexibility. This advantage was the basis for the successful marketing of over a half million houses.

Pioneering industrialized production in the housing industry

Katsuhiko Ohno and Sekisui Chemical Co., Ltd. developed the Sekisui Heim M1, made of compact prefabricated box

units, 90% of which could be finished in the factory, thus allowing design flexibility and diversity.

The idea for the development of the Sekisui Heim M1 was its greater economy, speed of erection, higher quality
due to factory manufacture and assembly, and a reduction of on—site construction. Before the invention of the
Sekisui Heim M1, the simplest form of prefabrication was the use of standard, commercially available components
in the construction of a traditionally made building, commonly referred to as open building—systems. The other
notion of prefab is more commonly associated with the mass production of large parts of a building. In order to be
beneficial it therefore required a large degree of continuity of appearance, and ultimately, monotonous looking
building forms. However, these building developments were the motivation for mass use of components and for
dimensional coordination. This made the development of mass production possible, as once the component design
was complete and the manufacturing process established, mass production of components by an automated
machine process eliminated the need for some skilled craftsman who produced one—of—a kind components. This
resulted in the reduction of tolerances in the manufacture of certain building components, which in turn reduced

human error.



The introduction of Sekisui Heim M1, which utilized the mass production of components and factory assembly, led

directly to high quality, lower cost housing.
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