











Arts and Literature Room. Famous for her “books for everyone” attitude, Mary
Francis brought light to thousands of soldiers and left behind the legacy of a

library system that lends more books than any other in the United States except

New York City.
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The Shogren Sisters: Modistes Fashioning a Business in Portland

In the closets of a 1908 arts and crafts bungalow near Ocean Park,
Washington, some threads of Portland history hang unseen. They are the tea
gowns and calling dresses fashioned and worn by Ann and May Shogren,
spinster sisters and dressmakers. For Portland, Oregon’s turn-of-the-century
genteel, the Shogrens fashioned high-waisted opera gowns of blue and beige
satin and draped necklines trimmed with ecru lace and little bustles, dresses
subtle and beautiful enough to have earned their place in the Smithsonian and a
few Northwest museums. Today, the un-archived handiwork worn by the
Shogrens themselves hang in wardrobes, vulnerable to the salty sea air, mold
and dampness permeating an ocean cabin, aging ungracefully and seen only by
an occasional guest. Left exposed, this will be a sad ending for the remnants of
M & A Shogren, Importers, Dressmakers and Ladies Tailors; a story that began
in 1885 of two sisters, May and Ann Shogren, and their American dream.

| first heard the story of the proprietors of M. & A. Shogren Dressmakers
from a friend who worked at the Oregon Historical Museum. She told me about
beautiful dresses, made by the Shogren sisters, that had been included in an
exhibition titled “One Hundred Years of Oregon Fashion” held at the Museum
many years earlier. Her words were “These old spinsters were way ahead of

their time and did all the things women weren’t supposed to do!”
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What she didn’t mention was that over 100 years ago, May and Ann
Shogren were among Portland’s celebrated citizens. Unmarried and
independent in a world where there were three to four men for every woman,
they made themselves women-of-independent-means by becoming purveyor’s of
high fashion, equal to anything found on the East Coast or in Europe. In an era
when gender boundaries were capricious, Ann and May crossed them all. They
travelled. They bought and sold real estate They climbed mountains with the
newly formed Mazamas, rode horses with the Hunt Club and enjoyed every
aspect of Portland’s thriving arts and social scene.

Their story began when Portland was flooded with nouveau riche
businessmen who wanted their homes to look like European villas or Southern
colonials. Their wives were women who felt proper attire was essential for every
event whether it was chintz at breakfast or donning their satin and lace tea
gowns to visit a friend’s home. These women expected their clothes to make a
statement, to set them apart as different and special. This was a tall order. The
two sisters, Ann and May Shogren, frequently described as aggressive, smart,
tall and elegant all in the same sentence, would be the ones up to the challenge
of dressing Portland’s highest society.

May Shogren, born in 1861 and eldest of the two sisters, led the way. Her
first job, at age 20, was working for Henry Litt, a local tailor. She was a star and
quickly promoted to forelady. This was a good, secure job for a respectable,
unmarried woman and she could have stayed there but she wanted more. By

the time May was 28 she was in business for herself making beautiful dresses for
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the finest ladies. Ann, May’s younger sister, joined her and their business
prospered. This led to a series of moves that reached its zenith in a beautiful
Victorian house at 10™ and Yamhill where horse-drawn carriages waited outside
the Shogren establishment while their mistresses were inside, being measured,
pinned and draped.

“When Drip City society women (a comment on Portland’s rainy
reputation) dressed to thrill, they sported the best label money could buy and it
was made in Oregon,” said an Oregonian article in 1998 in describing how
essential, albeit expensive, it was to own a Shogren dress.

Molly Grothaus, Oregon Journal fashion writer, defended the expense,
explaining that Shogren dresses involved an “amazing amount of handwork,
especially in the detailing. Hundreds of hours went into each dress with their
personally designed intricate trims.” While a young lady could buy a well-made
street dress for $25 to $50, a woman might pay $100 for a Shogren gingham
housedress and anywhere from $500 to $1,000 for the most expensive Shogren
gowns. [In 1905, one of their custom-made day dresses cost about $400 — the
same price as a Model A Ford.]

This snippet of the Shogren story is not just the province of costume
historians. The dresses they created are merely backdrops to a short moment in
Portland women'’s history and the two young entrepreneurs who created the life
they wanted in a rapidly changing society. Ann and May walked through every

door that was left slightly ajar and never looked back.

* % % * %
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It was the cusp of the twentieth century when the Shogren business was
at the height of its prominence. The shipping, lumber and banking industries
were making a lot of Portlanders very wealthy and many of them wanted nothing
more than to mimic eastern society. Their houses were mansions, their attire
was formal and they vied for memberships in social clubs like the Arlington Club,
The Multnomah Athletic Club and the Waverly Golf Club. Wives were active in
the arts, their churches and joined women-only social clubs and the ladies guilds
attached to the men-only clubs. These cultured, well-mannered and elegant
women were known as the “ladies of Nob Hill.” They garnered that nickname
because of where they lived. In the late nineteenth century, the wealthy Portland
businessmen built their homes on the rising slope of land northwest of central
downtown Portland. It was called Nob Hill because it was the place where the
nabobs of commerce went home for the night (and to their wives, the Nob Hill
ladies).

An Oregonian’s Handbook, published in the 1890s, described Portland as
a city that attracted wealth, the best elements of society and as the home of
progressive, intelligent and cultured people. In a 1963 recollection on the elegant
history of early Portland, Mrs. Barbara Hartwell, daughter of one of the Shogrens’
customers, said Portland was settled largely by New Englanders who balanced
plain-living with high-thinking, read The Atlantic Monthly and Emerson’s Essays
and attended fashionable balls with string orchestras playing Strauss.

In reality, Portland was more a city of contradictions than the cultivated

city it wanted to be. While the elite continued to amuse themselves with fancy
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dress balls, theater and music clubs or driving fast horses, city coffers were
almost empty. Public services, such as clean water, sewers and streetlights,
were very slow to meet the demands of the rapidly growing population.

Portland could not shed all of its “old west” character. In 1889, the same
year Portland tagged itself the “rose city” because of its freshness and beauty,
Rudyard Kipling came to visit and is said to have commented, “Portland is so
busy that it can’t attend to its own sewage or paving.” He thought Portland was a
great place to make money but its unwillingness to spend it kept the “town
several measures short of civilization.” As late as the 1905 Lewis and Clark
Expedition, when the Shogrens were stitching together a profitable business,

visitors were still complaining about the city’s “sorriest and shabby streets.”

Ann and May were the daughters of Henry and Sophia Shogren, Swedish
immigrants who were both born on the same day, August 31, 1835. Although
they spent their childhoods only a few miles from each other in rural Sweden,
they didn’t meet until fifteen years later in Douglas County, Minnesota, where
both of their families had settled. Sophia and Henry brought their family to
Oregon as part of a wave of foreigners who migrated west when the
transcontinental railroad made that journey much easier. In 1872 their trip would
have taken them to San Francisco by train and then a stagecoach north to
Oregon.

Although there are no early records of their first home, the family most

likely lived in a boarding house in downtown Portland. After the completion of the
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Morrison Bridge, in 1887, Portlanders no longer had to rely on a ferry to cross the
Willamette River. Henry and Sofia moved to East Portland, a more rural setting
reminiscent of their European childhoods. Their first home was in an
undeveloped area on Southeast Grand Avenue where they were surrounded by
lots of trees.

Henry was a jack-of-all-trades and an old-fashioned craftsman. As early
as 1883, he was listed in the Portland City Directory as a carpenter, a blacksmith
and a patternmaker for industrial machinery. In 1890 Henry went to work as a
patternmaker for Willamette Iron Works. He used his skill as a pattern maker to
make his own violin, which he played and always kept several hanging in his
garage. Henry was a potter and a glassblower and had probably apprenticed with
artisans before he left Europe. Ann and May spent some of their earliest profits
buying their father a kiln.

There were seven Shogren children: Ida, Ann, May, Daisy, Ruth, Lizzie
and Fred. Beyond public school records, very little is known about their early
years. Ann and May attended the Harrison Street School and Portland High
School. Their home must have been an innately creative environment. Henry
and Sophia taught all the children to appreciate music and art in a classical
Renaissance manner. All the children played a musical instrument. There are
photos of one of the daughters playing the violin. It was not uncommon to see the
Shogren children named in the Oregonian’s society columns as they participated

in church or theatrical events around the city.
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With such a large family, Henry’s wages could not cover family expenses
so the children were expected to work and contribute to the family income. Fred
found his artistic talents lay with a camera, becoming a well-known photographer
for the Oregonian. (It is because of his photography that a Shogren archive
exists.) Ida was the daughter who stayed home and helped her mother until she
got married. Ruth was regularly listed as the guest or church organist for at least
two of the largest churches in Portland, the Unitarian Church and the Baptist
Church where her family was a member. Daisy was said to have been a talented
milliner but like her sister Lizzy, she went off to teach school. And May and Ann,
of course, became seamstresses.

May was twenty-two when she went to work at Henry B. Litt, Cloak and
Dressmaker, tailor for Portland’s growing Jewish community on Southwest
Morrison Street. Litt’s was like most customhouses: a man owned it but women
did the work. In general, tailor shops had reputations as sweatshops because the
work was hard, the hours were long and the pay was poor. Fortunately for May,
who would spend the next four years there learning about the custom-dress
industry, Litt’s did not have that reputation.

If May’s training followed a standard course, she was hired as an
apprentice and worked her way through four sets of skills: the fitter who cut the
dress, the sewer, the draper who fit the dress and the finisher who handled the
delicate materials and had the ability to do delicate handiwork. By the time May

was 26-years-old she was a forelady. In 1889, two years after making forelady,
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May was tired of working for someone else and was ready to start her own
business.

Chances are that before either sister was old enough to think about
supporting herself or her family, she was taught basic sewing skills by her
mother, Sophia. It is likely that May passed on the more sophisticated skills she
learned at Lift to Ann, subtly tempting her into the business. In 1893 Ann was
working beside her sister and in 1895 the business name changed from Miss
May Shogren to M. & A. Shogren.

Seven years younger than May, Ann was the businesswoman and had a
talent for behind the scenes organization. While she preferred to work more with
paper than fabric, she shared in the task of helping clients choose their dresses
by presenting them with elaborate loose-leaf fashion plates to see dress styles
and detail ideas.

May and Ann were attractive women. They wore their brown hair swept
up into stylish chignons and kept their own clothing quiet and understated using
cotton ticking, broadcloths and chiffons instead of the rich satins and lace
preferred by their clientele.

According to fashion historians, the uniqueness and desirability of the
Shogren designs was due to cleverly bringing together the elements of color,
embellishment, silhouette and fabric. This is true but it doesn’t go far enough;
the sisters had real design talent. Ann and May looked around and saw women
wearing beautiful European-like clothing with long skirts, full sleeves and lacy

ruffles that couldn’t stand up to a city where dust, mud and unpaved streets were
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the norm. They were inventive enough to nudge those basic European designs
into ones fit for Portland streets without compromising their patrons’ needs to
demonstrate both their social status and individuality.

Because of the dirt and grime and a minimal expectation of propriety,
brown was a mainstay in every woman'’s closet (sort of the “little brown dress” of
the 1890s). Relying on an innate sense of what looked good and what would
wear well in Portland, Ann and May took it upon themselves to change the tastes
of Portland’s grande dames. Whether it was a European worldliness or the
artistic genes they inherited from their father, the sisters began to move the local
women into everything from tweeds to dark rich grey satins to kidskin leather;
clothing more suitable for the lifestyle of Portland than New York City.

In the 1909-1910 Portland Blue Book, the caption for M. & A. Shogren
read “Importers and Designers of Evening, Street and Tailor Gowns/Hand
Embroidered Blouses, Lingerie, Frock/Evening Coats and Wraps.”

As their clientele list grew so did their need for space and a sequence of
moves from a studio to the Dekum Building to their Victorian salon. These
moves not only gave them more space to work but it taught them the basics of
the local real estate business and made them comfortable in an arena that was
not readily open to women.

The dignified old Victorian house was a dressmaker’s paradise. The
downstairs, with its main entrance, was divided into a hall with a grand stairway,
a reception room, two fitting rooms and a restroom. May always tried to greet

her clients in the downstairs parlor, decorated like a private home with
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upholstered chairs, desks and big mirrors. On the second floor were the
bookkeeper’s office, the tailor's room, another restroom and a room to store bolts
of fabric. They had added a large room to one side of the house with big
windows that faced east and west. The room was state-of-the-art with gas irons,
several electric sewing machines, a hemstitching machine and worktables.

Whoever said, “A Ford assembly line had nothing on these two avant-
garde modistes,” had it right. Each woman working for the Shogren House was a
specialist in her own small area. One young woman cut nothing but petticoats,
one skirts and another sleeves. An apprentice seamstress began by sewing on
hooks and eyes, specially made with a hidden catch. The hooks were
buttonholed on with exactly so many stitches. From here the apprentice
graduated to the hand-sewn bindings that finished the insides of all darts and
seams. Everything was boned. It took a long time before an apprentice worked
up to sewing a petticoat with pleated dust ruffles, a Shogren trademark, or
sewing on the inner waistband that had the hand-written Shogren label woven
into it. Each dress took at least three fittings and the head fitters took instructions
directly from May.

“I went with my mother to her fittings,” reminisced Marie Louis
Feldenheimer in a 1968 Oregon Journal article. “There was a fitter for each
different thing. The client stood while Shogren assistants held fabrics up to her
for the approval of May who sat nearby, never touching anything. She decided
which style dress, fabric and color was suitable for the occasion and her

customer. My mother also went there to be fitted for her sidesaddle riding habits.
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They had a headless dummy horse with a saddle so a woman could be properly
fitted. | loved to play on the horse.”

Every outfit was delivered to the client’'s home, packed in special boxes
with “M & A Shogren” printed on them. The garments were wrapped in so much
tissue paper they could be taken right out of the box and worn. There was never
a wrinkle. “How wonderful for someone eight years old to hook my mother into a
Shogren dress and see her go off in a horse-drawn cab, her tiny feet in carriage
boots,” said Hartwell in 1963.

Ann and May enjoyed using a little theater to get their future customers
excited about their styles. They pulled bolts of fabrics from bookcases for the
customers to see. They offered their clientele damask, lace, tulle, silks, chiffons
and ginghams, ornamented with sequins, beads and lace. They used trumpet
skirts, high-boned collars and bustles to enhance each client’s figure. Before
long, Portland’s fashion-savvy women wanted to be recognized in a dress that
was distinctly “Shogren.”

“‘Miss May had such as sweet face and disposition,” said a grandniece
many years later. “She could just tell the clients what they ought to wear and they
did it!”

May put her all into a creative personal touch for every dress. She turned
out afternoon or reception-gowns using experimental combinations of traditional
fabrics and less common textiles. In 1901 she was taking tulle, ivory lace and

ivory silk and combined them with moiré, a very ahead-of-its-time fabric. (The
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moiré was calendered, an innovative way of processing and folding naturally
smooth fabrics, causing them to look watered or ribboned.)

In the spring of 1912, while most women were focused on the suffrage
campaign, May was absorbed in a heart-stopping evening gown. Its foundation
was champagne silk jacquard with metallic yarns and ivory lace. That would have
been beautiful if she had simply stopped there but she dared to add metallic ball
fringe, rhinestones and wax flowers. She turned the simply beautiful into
something stunning.

Fashion is very personal and Ann and May wanted nothing less than
each client to feel an intimacy and uniqueness every time she stepped into a
Shogren dress. In the 1968 newspaper story, Mrs. Earl Whitney recalled
accompanying her father (dean of the Oregon Medical School) to a convention in
the East. “l had a black and white satin dress with beads hanging from the
bottom of the sash. Everyone back East talked about that beautiful dress.” That
Whitney never forgot the dress or how she felt wearing it confirmed one of Ann
Shogren’s favorite sayings: “The dress that makes the woman feel twice as
beautiful, is a dress that is never forgotten.”

The Oregon Historical Museum houses a profusion of ledgers,
appointment lists and bills that acknowledge the breadth of their client list. Their
clientele included the wives and daughters of Portland’s newly successful
businessmen such as Emma Corbett, Emily Failing, Albertina Kerr and Caroline
Ladd. (One local historian factiously called their customers “street ladies”

because they already had streets named after them.)
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Advertising was word-of-mouth. Events like the Lewis and Clark
Exposition in 1905, with many out-of-town guests, introduced the Shogren label
to a host of new clients from across the country’s social scene. Mrs. Henry
(Emma) Corbett, wife of a U.S. Senator, and Mrs. Charles Carey, wife of a
federal judge, wore Shogren dresses to the opening of the Exposition. Left up to
May, these were probably distinctive black broadcloth dresses, trimmed with jet
black braid and matching single-breasted coat with large buttons or a lavender
silk bengaline with darned net inserts and a lace bodice and sleeves (sort of
knock-em-dead with subtly!).

The Shogren label began to show up on Portland’s elite at parties from
Alaska to New York and the Shogren client list grew beyond the Portland city
limits to include Eugenia Bush, the wife of Salem banker and newspaper
publisher Asahel Bush. Both Dorothy Stimson, wife of the Seattle lumber baron
C.D. Stimson, and the eccentric Sarah Winchester of the Winchester Rifle fame
came to Portland to get their own Shogren dresses.

“Through their combined talent and extraordinary self-confidence they
defied the odds,” recalled the Oregon Journal in 1968. “May had a fashion sense
and Ann had a keen ability for book-keeping and they were both charming!”
Shogren designs became so well known they brought attention to Portland’s
flourishing fashion industry and early in the twentieth century someone coined
the phrase “Paris of the West” to describe the city.

To shop the newest in fabric and style and to see what women on the

street were really wearing, Ann and May made regular trips to Paris and New
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York City. Not that it would have deterred them, but by the turn-of-the-century it
was perfectly acceptable for two women, 32 and 39 years of age, to travel
unescorted and so they did.

Travel from Portland to New York City took at least three days by train via
Chicago. These were long, slow trips but, considering how outgoing both women
were, they probably had no problem chatting and making friends with fellow
travelers. Their stays might last as long as a month and include meeting with
clients and vendors such B. Altman’s, where the Shogrens were one of their
biggest customers for fabrics and trim. They visited the high-end ready-to-wear
stores such as Sterns and Haas Brothers, shopping where their clients shopped.

They did not socialize much while they were in New York but did enjoy
having dinner with Mr. and Mrs. Haas, of Haas Brothers Department Store, at the
Ritz Carlton. They attended concerts and the well-known 5" Avenue
Presbyterian Church. If asked, either sister would have admitted that no matter
how many trips they made, they were still small-town women. On one shopping
expedition to the very large department store Wanamaker’s, May said it was too
confusing and noisy. “So many people tired us,” she wrote in a letter home.

There are no ledgers or records of their trips to Paris but a steamer from
New York City through Southampton to Paris took about a week. They made
every trip a worthwhile journey, always returning with sketches of the newest
styles and the finest French fabrics, English woolens and Irish laces. They did
not just bring home the sketches to reproduce someone else’s dresses, they

adapted them to make their own.
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Ann and May worked hard to achieve their success. Their aggressive,
business-like behavior did not always fit the mold that was expected of young
women in the early 1900s. Not knowing how to respond to their formidable
attitude, friends, relatives and businessmen were not always kind to them. ltis
not hard to imagine why. Business associates were probably caught off guard by
how professional they were and relatives were probably just jealous. Some even
looked for more ulterior motives. One woman, whose mother hemmed and
finished inside seams, remembered May as “a stern old lady in a rocking chair.”
She said the sisters thought they were doing women a favor by hiring them while
outsiders criticized them for taking advantage of the weak and desperate who
needed jobs and would work for cheap.

This appears to have been an exaggeration. The Shogrens’ attitudes
towards their employees and clients were never spelled out but sketching
together notes in old journals, newspaper articles and stories told by family,
friends, employees, the respect was reciprocal. The work environment was such
that employee turnover was always at a minimum even when work required long,
exhausting hours to turn out garments that merited the Shogren label.

The Shogren workforce ranged from fifty to as many as one hundred
women. At its peak in 1905, M. & A. Shogren was the second largest private
employer in Portland. During their busiest years when their payroll included 100
women, the entire state of Oregon only showed 1700 women employed outside

of the home.
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They went out of their way to hire women who were widowed or single and
needed to support themselves. As a seamstress’s skills increased, so did her
wages. They paid above the minimum standard of $9.25 per week that would be
established by the Welfare and Standards Commission in 1916. When domestics
were earning from $2.50 to $7 per week, the sisters paid their employees from $9
for apprentices to $12 for seamstresses. Before there were laws limiting women
to 10-hour workdays, their employees already worked no more than 9-hour days.
There are no old contracts to be found but stories were told that they offered
some sort of medical help and gave their employees vacation time.

To make the cost of doing business even higher, Ann and May never
forgot that many of their employees were the sole wage earners for their families
and they were working in an industry that was seasonal. Fashion time schedules
were determined by the social season rather than the monthly calendar. In this
world it was not unusual for shops like the Shogrens to cut back or lay off their
employees during the slow seasons. Ann and May didn’t do that. They
encouraged clients to bring in clothing they had originally made for alterations.
They remodeled furs and retailored out-of-style gowns to keep their workers
busy.

Ann and May always found a place for relatives who needed a helping
hand. This generosity was not always appreciated. According to the stories
repeated by the Shogren’s grandnieces, there were relatives who would move
into the Shogren home, take their charity as long as they needed it and then

complain that Ann and May looked down on them. The nieces who were offered
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Shogren dresses accepted them with contempt, saying, “They made dresses for
all the nieces but they had no shoes!”

To help take care of all these people, Ann and May had a full time cook
and a “retainee” who worked as their driver and all-around helper. Some who
knew the family thought he was a relative, others did not know; he was just
“‘Emil.” What is known is that he drove their Model T Ford, did deliveries, took
care of the beach house and was a much relied-upon handyman. Emil lived in
the carriage house on the Mount Tabor property.

One grandniece, Nancy Lessor, recalled visiting them every Sunday.
While her mother played hymns on the piano, Nancy played hopscotch on their
Persian rugs. Lessor admitted that the sisters had worked hard to live a very
comfortable lifestyle. From family stories it appears that the sisters did not talk
about how tough their early life had been. As their success grew, Ann and May
lived comfortably but remained frugal in both their personal lives and their
business.

Lessor learned some of these truths during a visit from the European
opera diva Ernestine Schumann-Heink. Lessor said she listened to the three of
them trying to outdo each other on how poor their childhoods had been.
Schumann-Heink remembered wearing flour sack underwear while May Shogren
said they were “so poor they had to slide down Mount Hood in dishpans because

they couldn’t afford sleds.”

* k % % %

120



The Shogrens became financially and socially prosperous but their
personal lives began to change in 1904 when their lives were overwhelmed by a
series of personal tragedies. Ida, their oldest sister, died that year. A year later
Daisy died in childbirth. Daisy’s eldest daughter, Gladys Hug, was only fourteen
when Daisy died. Ann and May took Gladys in and she lived with them until she
graduated from high school. At her graduation from the University of Oregon,
Gladys wore a “Shogren” dress they had made for her.

Sophia died in 1908, leaving May, Ann and Fred living with Henry in the
Grand Avenue house. Then it was Fred’s turn to move on. In 1904, brother Fred
Shogren had bought “country” property on Mount Tabor for $150. The house
was slow in coming but he finally hired W.L. Morgan, a highly respected
architect, to design the art-and-crafts house that would, eventually, welcome
friends, relatives and anyone who needed a place to stay. It was a bungalow
style, designed with exposed beam and rafter-tail shingle siding, turrets and a
stone foundation. A detached garage was big enough for a Ford car and living
quarters for its driver.

The house had a warm, welcoming atmosphere and was always filled with
guests and music. Many of the Shogren clients were invited to have parties and
weddings on the well-manicured grounds. To this day, the house is a much-
sought-after venue for parties, weddings and other special occasions.

Fred was still not content. He had never wanted the city life and this
lightly populated part of the Portland didn’t fulfill his country soul. He dreamt of

being an orchardist and within a few years he offered to sell the Mount Tabor
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house to his sisters so he could buy acreage in Mosier, Oregon, and move to the
country.

Ann and May had no hesitations about buying the house from Fred. From
their first studio to the Dekum Building, to the big old house on 10" and Yamhill,
the sisters were well versed in how Portland’s real estate world operated. With a
thriving tailoring business and a healthy savings account, Ann and May would
continue to invest in real estate.

In 1908, they built the five-story Madison Park apartment building, which is
now home to the Oregon Historical Society. Eventually their holdings included
the house on Grand Avenue, the Mt. Tabor home, four other houses in the same
neighborhood and a beach house in Ocean Park. (The Mt. Tabor house was
added to the National Register of Historic Places in 1996). In a story covering
the 1996 listing, a local businessman remarked on the Shogrens’ skills as real
estate barons, “If they had been men they would have been in all the history
books.”

Ann and May rose to a degree of social prominence despite their poor
immigrant background in a city that was very class-conscious. The “Nob Hill
elite” did not make it a habit of socializing with the blue collar or working women,
especially those who were in their service. Somehow, the Shogrens set an
example of how women entrepreneurs could succeed and do it with panache.

They attended all varieties of musical events, including both the opera and
theater. They loved to entertain and it was never suggested that someone might

not attend because Ann and May were “in their employ” as seamstresses.
122



The sisters were charter members of the Mazamas mountain climbing
organization. They earned that honor in July of 1894 when they participated in
the Mazamas inaugural climb up the south side of Mount Hood. When the group
climb was delayed because of bad weather some of the party returned to
Portland. Not the Shogren sisters. Undaunted, they stayed at the base and an
expedition leader guided them up the next morning.

They must have been terribly conspicuous trudging up that mountain. In
these early days of mountaineering it was common for female climbers to wear
big wide-legged pants (pantaloons). This made scaling rocks and fording creek
beds much easier and more comfortable. But these two sisters of fashion
refused to succumb to pants and continued to climb in very traditional, feminine
attire: heavy woolen tweeds. They remained active members of the Mazamas
and their names were frequently mentioned in newspaper articles listing those
who had completed successful climbs and hikes throughout Oregon and
southern Washington.

Ann and May could spend most Sunday afternoons horseback riding
throughout the undeveloped areas of Portland with the city’s gentry. Both sisters
were accomplished horsewomen but horses were Ann’s passion. She was an
active member of the Multnomah Hunt Club when it moved into town from
Oswego Lake in 1907. She might be seen riding with friends throughout the
inner city one day and competing against them along the west bank of the
Willamette River (John’s Landing area) the next. Riding was the singular activity

that gave Ann a real physical and mental challenge. Ann’s name was frequently
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mentioned in weekly riding wrap-ups in the local newspapers especially on
weekends when she participated in a “paper chase.” (A paper chase can be
described as a “mock hunt” where a paper trail is laid. The rider tries to find the
fox or hare and the route is more of an obstacle course than a clean ride.)

It appears that neither woman ever dated. If there were boyfriends no one
remembered their names. When relatives were asked why, the only story that
survived was that they weren'’t interested, having been “terribly repulsed by the
men in their family.”

In March of 1917, World War | was raging in Europe and Ann and May
were on one of their last business trips to New York City. By the time of this trip,
M. & A. Shogren was struggling. With more and more quality ready-to-wear
available, demand for custom dresses was diminishing and Portlanders were
intent on scaling down their own lives in order to support the war effort and the
soldiers who had gone off to fight. Like most of the Western World, the local
women were knitting socks as fast as they could and shipping them off to the
troops in hopes of warding off the trench foot that was incapacitating many
soldiers, not shopping for one-of-a-kind dresses. Ann and May might have been
caught up in the call to buy Liberty Fund bonds or plant their own Victory Garden
on the Mt. Tabor grounds.

That year, when they got to New York, they were taken aback by how
different things were. The first sign of frustration comes in a letter May wrote

from her room at the Waldorf Astoria. “There are so few exclusive things shown
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and the dresses that are shown don'’t reflect how hard they would be to actually
get.” Her frustration turns increasingly into disappointment the longer they are in
the city.

Both sisters were deeply upset with how many New Yorkers seemed to
be ignoring the war. “Where was this war effort in New York City?” May wrote in
a second letter. It seems the sisters wanted New Yorkers to show their support
for the war just like Oregonians, wearing their patriotism on their sleeves. “When
Ann and | were dining this morning we saw a woman so bedecked with huge
diamonds that it quite astounded us!”

The fashion world as Ann and May Shogren knew it had moved past a
point of no return. Styles were changing. The heavy corseted dresses that
showed a female silhouette were giving way to simplified uncorseted ones.
Hems were moving up. Women wanted the new chemise styles adorned with
beads and rhinestones. Neither Ann nor May wanted to design dresses for the
speak easy society.

The market for custom-made clothes was steadily dwindling. Portland’s
dry goods stores such as Meier and Franks and Olds and King were offering
women off-the-rack garments that were fashionable and well made. When their
close friend and longstanding forewoman Lizzie Dickens left their employ to work
in Meier and Frank’s “better dresses” department, it was time to move on and the
Shogrens called it quits.

By the end of 1918 the Shogren shop had closed and the sisters

disappeared into society. The rare American success story of women in
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business had come to its end. In 1974, Oregon Journal captured the legacy of
their fairytale dresses, writing, “the ‘bustle’ may be gone but never forgotten.”
The bustle is gone but the dresses still exist. Some are surviving because
they are draped over mannequins or in preservative muslin garment bags in
places like the Smithsonian, the Museum of History and Industry in Seattle,
private collections in Washington and Syracuse, New York and the Oregon
Historical Society. Sadly, the Shogren descendants prefer not to share the rest
of these treasures and their stories with any historical society. They remain an

unseen treasure-trove hanging in the cottage in Ocean Park, Washington.
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