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The history of Pendleton Woolen Mills 

provides a case study of how an 

understanding of a company’s history, 

culture, and ownership has contributed to 

the firm’s survival as an entirely US-

based operation for more than a century, 

long after most of Pendleton’s 

competitors either failed or moved their 

operations overseas.  
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EARLY DECISIONS:  

Five distinctive features of the 

company’s culture are interwoven 

throughout its history: 
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(1) Alliance with Native American tribes and use of 

native-inspired designs; 

(2) corporate organization based on vertically 

integrated structure, from raw wool to finished retail 

products—combined with thorough understanding of the 

woolen industry;

(3) a commitment to making and selling premium 

quality merchandise; 

(4) ownership’s value system centered on loyalty and 

the “Golden Rule”; and 

(5) fiscal conservatism +  flexibility.  

The Winthrop Group, Inc.



These early decisions became features 

that form 

the core of the corporate identity

—a platform of constraints that have

served the company well for 107 years. 
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Their evolution in response to 

Changing  economic conditions and 

historical events

is an instructive story of 

innovation, adaptation, and success.
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 An iconic American company 

 Founded in 1909 

 Family owned and managed, and

 Traces its roots back 6 generations to 

the Arrival of English weaver Thomas 

Kay in Oregon in 1863

 HQ in Portland, Oregon
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A quick visual snapshot
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Kay + Bishop

=

Manufacturing

+

Retail
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1924
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1933
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1949
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1955-90
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1960s
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1980s
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1990s
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2000s - TODAY
 Pendleton since 1990s is a presence in global 

markets—Europe, Japan, China, Canada

 Contemporary fashion industry -- ecological issues

 Wool popular again -- a quality, natural outdoor fabric

 Pendleton “eco-wise wool” – environmentally friendly 

dyes; and washable wool—long-lasting, easy-care, 

and natural. 
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TODAY
 PWM owns and operates 7 facilities, manages 75 

Pendleton retail stores, and publishes apparel, and 

home direct mail catalogs, plus has a very active 

online catalog sales.  

 The great-great grandsons of Thomas Kay continue 

the legacy of hands-on management in the company: 

C.M. Bishop III is President; 

John Bishop, Charles Bishop, and Peter Bishop are 

vice presidents.  
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SUMMARY  -- A.  Overview of PWM History

B.  The Woolen Industry and PWM
Vertically integrated woolen and worsted weaving and finishing mills = dye, 

weave, finish

 1918 - Mills in U.S. are in their heyday. The fortunes of the 

industry begin to decline over the next 30 years. 

 Post-WWI I - demand for woolen goods declines, many U.S. 

woolen mills close doors.

 Foreign competition.

 Relatively high costs and low productivity.

 After 1950, growing use of synthetic fibers. 

 Many remaining U.S. mills closed. 

 Lower-cost, overseas producers began to emerge.
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TODAY:  Most remaining U.S. wool mills are small- to mid-sized 

businesses, which makes tracking their numbers very difficult. 

Statistics  Major commercial vertical woolen and worsted weaving and 

finishing mills

 1955:  over 200

 1984:  33

 2016:    5

Faribault

Woolrich

American

ITG

PWM
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PWM:  

 1940s - 1980s:  general growth, peak sales 1980s

 1990s - today:  period of contraction

- consolidation of big department stores

- overseas competition

 PWM RESPONSE:

- New businesses:  Retail stores, WW Catalog, 

Internet, Home Expansion, Home Catalog

- Global impact:  Europe, Japan, China, Canada
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 Cultural appropriation issue?:  Native community is 

benefiting in some real, tangible manner whenever 

its culture is invoked?

 Pendleton’s record:  100+ years, maintained a 

reciprocal relationship with Native tribes by trading 

with them and involving them in the design process
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1.  Alliance with Native American
tribes and use of native-inspired designs; 



1.  Alliance with Native American tribes and use of native-inspired designs

“We have had natural relationships with Native Americans and we have kept our 

designs appropriate.  Pendleton is considered the “gold standard” for corporate 

relationships with Native Americans.”—Mort Bishop III
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1.  Alliance with Native American tribes and use of native-inspired designs
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1.  Alliance with Native American tribes and use of native-inspired designs

 Today, Native Americans still view  Pendleton’s woolens as signs 

of love and care in ceremonial life. 
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1.  Alliance with Native American tribes and use of native-inspired designs

Pendleton Tribal Partnerships -- examples

 Since 1990 PWM supports the American Indian College Fund

 Blanket design:  In 2016, 11 blankets by 9 tribal artists

 Pendleton Round-up, since 1910:

 Tribal dances sponsor; celebrates tradition of dance, music, 

and community

 American Indian Beauty Pageant; contestants and horses in 

traditional regalia

 Happy Canyon; sponsor custom wardrobe for princesses
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2.  Corporate organization

based on vertically integrated structure, 

from raw wool to finished retail products—

combined with thorough understanding of 

the woolen industry;

PWM:  “from fleece to fashion”
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corporate organization

“Fleece to fashion”
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corporate organization

“Fleece to fashion”

Control quality of product

Cost savings

Production efficiency

“Made in America”

Ownership involvement
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3.  Premium quality products

Commitment to making and selling premium 

quality merchandise
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3.  Premium quality products
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 Thomas Kay:  uncompromising standard 

of exceptional fabric, extraordinary quality, 

working for the long pull, and conducting 

business by the Golden Rule.



3.  Premium quality products
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“The best thing to have is a good name.” 

C.M. Bishop to his son, C.M.B, Jr.



4.  Ownership’s value system

 Centered on loyalty and the “Golden Rule”

 Quality, Loyalty, Owner involvement, 

“Employee engagement”

 Employee Longevity
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4.  Ownership’s value system

 The Golden Rule:  Verna Ashton:  
(36 years, Executive Assistant):  

“It is a good company; they stand behind their 

product.  And, “Made in America” is a part of that too.  I 

think people are attracted to work at Pendleton because 

they too live by the Golden Rule.”
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4.  Ownership’s value system

 Employee Longevity

o Bishop family, 14 family members

o Dale Backes (Washougal) 13 family members

 1998:

o 25-year club: 605 employees honored for 25 years

o 40 years or more (89) 

o 50 years or more (15) 

o 60 years or more (3)
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility

 “Pendleton is not trying to be a fashion 

setter,  but we believe in style.”  

 “We don’t consider ourselves trend-

oriented, but we are often cited for 

representing “American style.”

 CMBIII

The Winthrop Group, Inc.



5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility

 “The company is well aware of its core competency -

- wool,” though it’s integrated with other fabrics, wool is 

the heart of the company.” -- CMBIII

 PWM’s world-class wool fabrics are cutting edge and 

versatile, moving from relaxed to refined in styling.

 Pendleton remains committed to consumer interests, 

adapting their lines to be fresh and fashion-setting but 

always around wool.  
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility

Paradox:  “how closely Pendleton is implicated in 

American fashion,… while the Company focus 

remains on quality and longevity, it has 

consistently remained in step with American 

style” – Beverly Gordon
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility

 PWM Partnerships:  exciting collaborations with Nike, 

Vans, Hurley, Adidas, Opening Ceremony.

 Other companies seeking out Pendleton to capitalize on 

American heritage trend.

 “One thing we look for in collaborations is trend 

appropriate, where we can create an exciting product, 

where we have compatible corporate cultures, like 

Nike.” -- CMBIII
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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“Heritage with contemporary attitude”



5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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Home Products: National Parks Initiative



5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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5.  Fiscal conservatism + flexibility
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 “Insight to our past gives us foresight to 

the future of how we can bring historical 

distinction to life and give relevancy to new 

ideas for the marketplace.”

-- CM Bishop III



 PWM is unique; an example to learn from not imitate

 Lessons:  the value and constraints of history

 “Path-dependent decision making”

 Early decisions became elements of corp. identity:

(1) Alliance with Native American heritage

(2) Vertically integrated corporate organization 

(3) a commitment to premium quality merchandise; 

(4) value system of loyalty and the “Golden Rule”; and 

(5) fiscal conservatism +  flexibility.

RESULT:  conscious adaption, innovation within heritage
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“Our heritage is a lot more than a simple 

matter of using historical materials in marketing and 

branding for the sake of profit.  It’s our DNA.  

“It’s who we are, where we’ve been, and where 

we’re going.  Our history, heritage, and authenticity are 

continually evolving in contemporary ways.”

-- CM Bishop III
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Thank You

.


