Cabins keeping shed builders busy
Downturn in sales of storage sheds gives Christiana manufacturer time to develop trailer-mounted vacation cabins as a new product line. 
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When business was booming before last year's downturn, the Amish carpenters at The Barn Yard were turning out about 5,000 sheds a year.
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The interiors 

of the cabins can be as highly finished as the customer wants, with the price adjusted accordingly. Or they can be purchased as a shell for the owners to finish themselves.
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That was also before the company started building park model cabins — small recreation structures on trailers that campground owners can use as rentals and that consumers can place on their own land or on leased sites as vacation retreats.

In one sense, said Dan Allgyer, Barn Yard's general manager, last year's slowdown was good.

"Otherwise, we wouldn't have had time to branch out into this," he said.

The company has built about 10 of its new brand of Fork Creek Cabins since last fall, including several that are set up as demonstration models at the entrance to the company's plant in Christiana.

"We can do log siding, lap siding, vinyl, whatever atmosphere you're looking to blend into," said Allgyer, who is Amish like most of his employees. "You're out back and in luxury," he said.

Unlike recreation vehicles or the large travel trailers known as three-wheelers because of their truck hitches, the park model cabins are intended for stationary rather than mobile use.

Last week, Barn Yard workers began on two more cabins, which will be used as rentals at Hershey High Meadows Campground next to Hersheypark.

Another pair are scheduled for construction before Memorial Day for Buttonwood Campground along the Juniata River between Harrisburg and State College.

"We have seven other cabins, one of them on a chassis," said Dennis McFarland, Buttonwood's owner. "They're for the folks that do not own an RV and don't want to rough it in a tent. A lot of people try cabins to see if they want to try RV-ing."

Rental cabins are a small but growing part of the campground scene, said Beverly Gruber, executive director of the Pennsylvania Campground Owners Association. About 170 of the association's 230 members now offer cabin rentals, she said.

Economical vacations
The recession has yet to visit most campgrounds. Last year was a good year for the industry, especially destination campgrounds, Gruber said, and reservations for the coming summer have been very good.

"We think it's going to be as good as last year," she said. "We think it's just based on people staying close to home" for their vacations.

Karl Schmidt, owner of Elizabethtown/Hershey KOA, has seen the same thing at his campground west of Elizabethtown and is investing in a $125,000 project this year to upgrade the swimming pool.

"Last year was pretty good," he said. "2007 was a record year, but we were still up last year compared with 2006."

Twelve of the 198 sites at his campground feature cabins, which have been purchased from KOA's list of preferred providers, Schmidt said.

There are about 50 manufacturers of trailer cabins nationwide, said William Garpow, executive director of the Atlanta-based Recreational Park Trailer Industry Association.

Unlike the campgrounds themselves, however, manufacturers have taken a big hit from the recession, with business down about 50 percent since 2005, when the industry produced about 12,000 of the trailer cabins, Garpow said.

"The product is a discretionary product," he explained. "It's not something you have to have."

Still, Allgyer is optimistic about The Barn Yard's prospects on entering the market.

"It's generated some work in the wintertime. That's generally [when] campgrounds and RV people do their buying," he said. "It will be a good complement to what we were already doing."

In 2007, The Barn Yard employed 26 people in its shop and office. With a 30 percent decline in business last year, that dropped to 20 employees.

With the added product, Allgyer said, "we're fully expecting within a couple of months to have to add [more workers.]"

Starting simple
The Barn Yard has been building sheds since 1986, first in a 9,000-square-foot building along Lincoln Highway in Gap and since 1999 at its present 32,000-square-foot plant at 52 Mill St., Christiana.

Having grown up on a farm, Allgyer first tried his luck farming in the late '70s, early '80s in southern York County. When hogs failed to pan out, he said, he went to work for a structural steel shop in Red Lion for a while before moving back to Lancaster County.

He said he was building sheds at Lantz Structures in Leola when the business's owner, Eli Lantz, suggested there was enough demand that he should think about starting his own shed construction company, which prompted him to strike out on his own with a couple of partners.

At first, Allgyer said, the company concentrated on building the little red barnlike sheds so many people put in their backyards.

"Then we moved to bigger ones, to fancier ones, to office units," he said.

The Barn Yard wholesales most of its sheds to about 20 dealers, who in turn provide suggestions for product development.

The company started building what Allgyer calls dog boxes from scraps left over from construction of the sheds. With suppliers now cutting to size, the company has trouble these days finding enough scraps to keep dealers supplied with the small doghouses, he said.

In the meantime, the company also started building bigger doghouses, complete with fenced porches and exercise apparatus, which are being sold as K9 Kastles.

The "Kastles" are made in single and double configurations for homeowners, as well as quadruples for campgrounds to rent as air-conditioned doggie day cares.

In 2005, Allgyer said, the company started making small portable storage units, which resemble commercial storage units more than sheds.

Some customers buy multiple units for rentals, Allgyer said, and The Barn Yard has an array of its own rentals to demonstrate how they can be set up.

Opening door to cabins
Adding to those product lines about two years ago, the company started building cabins with a treated wooden runner system to give them the same type of portability as its sheds.

The company wasn't aware of the trailer-mounted park models when it started building cabins, Allgyer said, and he credits Dennis Burd, owner of Fort Bellefonte Campground north of State College, with providing the inspiration to enter that part of the market.

"He was instrumental in helping us along in developing a model consistent with the campground system," Allgyer said.

Burd said he wanted to go to another level for the cabins at his campground when another Amish acquaintance in Perry County referred him to Allgyer.

"The growth in the industry has been around cabins and park models," Burd said, adding that the height of the trailer-mounted park models is just about perfect for a deck.

The Barn Yard offers modular decks to go along with its trailer cabins in whatever size the customer wants.

The company will also build the cabins themselves to fit a customer's needs, anything from a 250-square-foot shell to 400-square-foot cabins with built-in cabinets, kitchens, bathrooms and bunk beds ready to use as soon as utilities are attached.

Each is built to industry standards established through the American National Standards Institute and carries a certification seal based on third-party inspections.

Prices start at about $20,000 for smaller cabins, ranging up to about $45,000 for a maximum size model. In addition to campgrounds, the company plans to sell factory-direct to consumers.

"Our target market for this unit is someone who has been fifth-wheeling or RV-ing for years, and in their travels has found a favorite spot to rent a seasonal site for a destination," Allgyer said.

"You can put one in the mountains in the North and another in the South for the winter for about the same price as a fifth-wheeler," he said. "Think of all the gas they could save" by not having to tow the fifth-wheeler back and forth.

Allgyer said he has a sense from talking with people that they are tired of hearing of doom and gloom and are done with the wait-and-see attitude of last year, and he is optimistic about the sales prospects for his company's trailer cabins.

"We would expect we've only just begun, that we've just touched the tip of it," he said. "I imagine we're really going to have to streamline our production to keep up."




Dennis Larison is editor of the business section and can be reached by telephone at 291-8753 or by e-mail at dlarison@lnpnews.com.
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