Central Specialty Company (CS) entered the exciting and profitable business of being a supplier/partner with Sears Roebuck & Company about 1931 or 1932 and working together they spent the next 30 years designing, producing, marketing and selling consumer class wood working power tools to the rapidly expanding suburban middle class.

Sears was to become the largest retailer in the world and CS labored away in seeming obscurity with a relatively small, dedicated workforce producing high value low cost, cast iron power tools that the American homeowner as well as skilled tradesmen purchased by the millions.

Founded in 1911 in Detroit, Michigan by John H. Lonskey, CS acquired financial partners, business acumen and machine shop and foundry experience and in 1919 moved to Ypsilanti where they acquired a Foundry to compliment their Machine Shop. We do not know at this point how the relationship with Sears was fostered or who approached whom but we do know that Sears had been selling OEM wood working equipment and rebadged power tools (Walker Turner’s Driver Line is one example) and were seeking a supplier who could produce power tools exclusively for Sears. John Lonskey was the brilliant man who could deliver the goods.

In the 1933 Sears power tools catalog a signal event occurs in power tools history. In that issue a new line of wood working power tools is introduced and the brand names introduced are “Companion” and “Craftsman”. These are the first known power tools produced for Sears by CS.

In ensuing years the brand name “Dunlap” and several new models were added to the line of Saws, Sanders, Shapers, Jointers, Planers, Drill Presses and Lathes. The brand names “Companion” and “Dunlap” would come and go thru the years, sometimes by manufacturers other than Central Specialty, but the “Craftsman” brand would become an Icon. 

In 1944 John Lonskey reached retirement age and sold the company to the King – Seeley Corporation (KS) of Ann Arbor, Michigan. KS was already a supplier to Sears for some small appliance lines. They continued to invest in CS and in the relationship with Sears and as a result the power tools business grew as new products were designed and manufactured over the next 10 to 15 years.

However, as with all manufacturing processes, competition and innovation overtake them and in 1963 Sears informed CS that their contracts with Sears, which were renewed on a 3 year bidding cycle, would be allowed to expire. The entire manufacturing process was transferred to Emerson Electric Corporation and moved to a new, larger facility in Paris, Tennessee, where almost all Sears power tools would be manufactured for the next 25 years. 

KS ceased their manufacturing operations in Ypsilanti at the end of 1964 and an era for power tools came to a close.

Sears introduced their model number system in 1937. This system uses a 3-digit supplier prefix and a 4, 5, or 6 digit catalog number suffix to identify who supplied the equipment to Sears and to some extent, what year or years it appears in the power tools catalogs. If your Sears equipment has a 103 prefix, then Central Specialty Company made it in the Norris St. plant in Ypsilanti, Michigan between 1933 and 1963. KS owned CS from 1945 to 1963 (and were even allowed to put the King Seeley name on the Craftsman badge for a time) but CS was the actual manufacturer of the product.

For a more detailed history of Central Specialty, King Seeley Corporation, and Emerson Electric Corporation see the OWWM wiki.
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