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Introduction to Pendleton Woolen Mills

Pendleton Woolen Mills has a storied history that intertwines the rich heritage of
American textile manufacturing with the cultural significance of Native American artistry.
Founded in the late 19th century in the Pacific Northwest, the company has grown from a
small mill to a respected brand known for its high-quality woolen products. This article
explores the origins, evolution, and impact of Pendleton Woolen Mills, highlighting its
contributions to the textile industry and its ongoing relationship with Native American
communities.

The Origins of Pendleton Woolen Mills

Pendleton Woolen Mills was founded in 1863 in the small town of Pendleton, Oregon. The
company began its journey as the Pendleton Woolen Mill Company, established by
brothers Thomas and George W. Bishop. The initial goal was to provide local ranchers
with durable, high-quality wool blankets, an essential commodity for the region’s livestock
industry.

Early Challenges and Growth

During its formative years, the mill faced several challenges, including:

Competition from established textile manufacturers in the Eastern United States.

Economic fluctuations and the impact of the Great Depression.

Technological advancements that required continuous adaptation.

Despite these hurdles, the company thrived due to its commitment to quality and
innovation. In 1909, Pendleton introduced its first woolen blankets, which were met with
significant acclaim. By the early 20th century, Pendleton was not just a local supplier but a
key player in the growing American textile industry.

The Iconic Pendleton Blanket

One of Pendleton's most notable contributions to American culture is the Pendleton



blanket. These blankets are celebrated for their vibrant colors, intricate designs, and
exceptional craftsmanship. Inspired by Native American patterns and motifs, Pendleton
blankets quickly became a symbol of the American West.

Collaboration with Native American Artists

Pendleton’s relationship with Native American culture deepened in the 1920s when the
company began collaborating with Indigenous artists to create distinctive blanket designs.
This partnership not only provided a platform for Native American artists to showcase
their work but also helped preserve traditional art forms. Notable designs include:

Chief Joseph Blanket – Named after Nez Perce leader Chief Joseph, this blanket1.
features a geometric pattern inspired by the leader’s traditional clothing.

Thunderbird Blanket – This design is emblematic of the Thunderbird in Native2.
American mythology, symbolizing power and strength.

Woolen Scarves and Shawls – Incorporating traditional patterns, these items have3.
become popular among consumers looking for authentic Native American-inspired
fashion.

Expansion and Innovation

As Pendleton Woolen Mills gained popularity, the company expanded its product line and
geographical reach. By the 1930s, Pendleton was producing a wider variety of woolen
garments, including suits, jackets, and shirts. The company also established a marketing
strategy that emphasized its connection to American heritage and craftsmanship.

The Role of Pendleton in American Fashion

Pendleton’s influence on American fashion cannot be understated. The brand became
synonymous with rugged, outdoor apparel that appealed to a broad audience. During the
mid-20th century, Pendleton shirts gained prominence among the youth culture,
particularly in the 1950s and 1960s when they were embraced by the "beatnik" and later
the "hipster" movements.

Key milestones in Pendleton’s fashion evolution include:

The introduction of the "Pendleton Shirt" in the 1920s, renowned for its wool fabric
and distinctive designs.



Partnerships with prominent designers and fashion houses to create exclusive
collections.

Expansion into home goods and accessories, including pillows and throws, while
maintaining the brand's signature style.

Preserving Heritage and Commitment to
Sustainability

In recent years, Pendleton Woolen Mills has made a concerted effort to honor its heritage
while adapting to modern consumer demands, especially regarding sustainability. The
company takes pride in its practices, such as:

Commitment to Sustainable Practices

Pendleton has implemented several initiatives aimed at reducing its environmental impact,
including:

Using renewable energy sources in the manufacturing process.1.

Implementing recycling programs for wool and other materials.2.

Establishing partnerships with sheep ranchers who prioritize sustainable farming3.
practices.

These efforts reflect Pendleton’s commitment to not only preserving its legacy but also
ensuring the health of the planet for future generations.

Community Engagement and Philanthropy

Pendleton Woolen Mills has also been dedicated to giving back to the communities it
serves. The company has engaged in various philanthropic initiatives, particularly those
that support Native American communities. These initiatives include:

Donating blankets and clothing to Native American tribes and organizations.

Supporting educational programs that promote Indigenous culture and heritage.

Collaborating with Native artists to create limited-edition products, with proceeds



benefiting tribal communities.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Pendleton Woolen
Mills

Pendleton Woolen Mills stands as a testament to the enduring spirit of American
craftsmanship and cultural appreciation. From its humble beginnings in Oregon to its
status as a symbol of quality and heritage, Pendleton has navigated the complexities of the
textile industry while honoring its connections to Native American artistry.

Through its commitment to sustainable practices, community engagement, and innovative
designs, Pendleton continues to adapt to contemporary market demands while remaining
true to its roots. As the company moves forward, it will undoubtedly continue to play a
pivotal role in shaping the future of American textiles, ensuring that the legacy of
Pendleton Woolen Mills remains vibrant for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was Pendleton Woolen Mills founded?
Pendleton Woolen Mills was founded in 1863.

What was the original purpose of Pendleton Woolen
Mills?
The original purpose of Pendleton Woolen Mills was to produce high-quality woolen
blankets for Native American tribes.

How did Pendleton Woolen Mills contribute to Native
American culture?
Pendleton Woolen Mills contributed to Native American culture by creating iconic
patterned blankets and garments that are used in traditional ceremonies and as symbols
of heritage.

What are some of the signature products of Pendleton
Woolen Mills?
Some signature products of Pendleton Woolen Mills include wool blankets, shirts, and
outdoor wear.



How has Pendleton Woolen Mills evolved over the years?
Pendleton Woolen Mills has evolved from a regional manufacturer to an internationally
recognized brand, expanding its product lines and embracing modern design while
honoring its heritage.

What role did Pendleton Woolen Mills play during
World War II?
During World War II, Pendleton Woolen Mills played a role in the war effort by producing
uniforms and woolen goods for soldiers.
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