Feather Frenzy

Three Extraordinary Years in
St. Paul Millinery: 1908, 1909, 1911

JANICE R. QUICK

P rosperous St. Paul milliners in the early
1900s periodically traveled to Milan, Paris,
and other fashion centers of Europe, where
they viewed the latest styles in ladies’ hats and
purchased luxurious materials for construc-
tion of similar hats at their downtown St. Paul
businesses. St. Paul belles flaunted the finest in
millinery fashion, and millinery establishments
flourished, amid a fashion fad that survived
flames and felons, but soon fell to a new fad.

The word “millinery” originated centuries
ago, in the fashion center of Milan, Italy. It de-
scribed fine fabrics and ribbons that came from
Milan and were combined to create fashionable
hats. Over time, in the United States, the word
came to mean the making and selling of ladies’
hats. In St. Paul, a bustling Midwest fashion
center in the early 1900s, the word “millinery”
described enormous wide-brimmed ladies’ hats
that local milliners trimmed with mounds of ar-
tificial flowers and genuine bird feathers. Some
hats were elaborately decorated with the wings
of birds or even entire birds.!

Feather Fashion
Across the United States in the early 1900s,
more than 83,000 wholesale and retail milli-
ners decorated hats with the colorful feathers
of North American birds, such as pheasants,
orioles, ospreys, woodpeckers, blue jays, quails,
egrets, eagles, swans, and turkeys. But the most
prized plumes were the graceful fluffy feathers
of the North African ostrich. Ostrich feathers,
in lengths of six inches to three feet, promised
elegant height and pomp for any lady’s hat and
could be bleached to a stunning white or dyed to
complement the color of any gown.?

Ostrich farms flourished in California, Ari-
zona, Texas, Arkansas, and Florida, and they
supplied coveted ostrich plumes for millinery
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shops in St. Paul and throughout the United
States.> Hats made of millinery straw and
adorned with ostrich feathers were featured
in newspaper ads for large department stores
and wholesale millinery establishments in
downtown St. Paul. Stores with spacious retail
millinery departments included: M. Philips-
born Co., advertised as “women’s and children’s
outfitters,” located at the southwest corner of
Seventh and Cedar Streets; J. Rothschild & Co.,
awomen’s fine clothing establishment at Fourth
Street near Sibley Street; and Mannheimer
Brothers, a five-story department store that
offered millinery, furs, dry goods, shoes, car-
pets, furniture, and interior decorations, at the
northwest corner of Sixth and Robert Streets.*
Prominent wholesale milliners included:
Stronge & Warner Co., which occupied a sev-
en-story building at 65-73 East Seventh Street;
Robinson Straus & Co., “importers and jobbers
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OMENS AND CHILDRENS OUTFITTERS ™

‘Speaal Sllk Dresses $16.50 and $25]

This elaborate showing of Dainty Silk Dresses is offered

as a feature of our great May sale of Suits and Dresses.
Six out of many pdc(ly models are illustrated above, and, although accurately pictured, one can
only get a slight idea ol their beauty, for the colorings and patterns of the silks add so much, and

the work has beca so fully exccuted. o appreciate their lines and cut they must be tried op.
If. you bought the mmmnls and tried to have one made the cgst would be almost double.

Tailored Suits in a Great Variety of Styles, $25.00
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A 1908 newspaper ad for
Philipsborn’s featured
line drawings of lovely
urbane ladies wearing
elaborately decorated
hats and “dainty silk
dresses” priced from
$16.50 to $25, the equiv-
alent of $566 to $857in
today’s economy. In the
St. Paul Pioneer Press,
May 17, 1908.
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Elizabeth Goodell Scott, 33, is
pictured wearing a fashionable
Merry Widow hat in 1910. A Merry
Widow was typically black, with

a very wide brim and a profusion
of black ostrich plumes. The
name referred to a similar hat,
designed by Lady Duff Gordon of
the designer house Lucille, and
worn by the British actress Lily
Elsie in the 1907 London premiere
of the operetta The Merry Widow.
Elizabeth Goodell Scott resided
at 286 Nelson Avenue (an adjunct
of Summit Avenue) with her
husband, Louis Napoleon Scott,
manager of the Metropolitan
Opera House at Sixth and

St. Peter Streets. Following

her husband’s death in 1929,
Elizabeth managed the theater.
She was also on the board of
directors of the St. Paul Business
and Professional Women's
Association. Photo courtesy of
Minnesota Historical Society.

Hazel Prudence Patrick, 20,
modeled a wide-brimmed
hat trimmed with the body
of a stuffed black bird and
a fetching flurry of white
ostrich feathers. She was
employed as a hat trimmer
at a millinery shop owned
by her sister Besse May
Berkheimer. The shop was
located at 49 East Sixth
Street in downtown St. Paul.
Besse might have purchased
the stuffed bird from one
of three taxidermy shops

in downtown St. Paul, but
similar items were also con-
veniently available through
wholesale milliners.?

Photo courtesy of Minnesota
Historical Society.
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Celia Theresa Tauer, 19, donned a stunning hat adorned
with black ostrich feathers as she posed for a studio photo.
In 1910, she was employed as Second Cook at the home

of railroad magnate James J. Hill, 240 Summit Avenue;
during the Christmas season of that year, she received a
decorative hatpin holder as a gift from the Hill household.
In the spring of 1912, she married her New Ulm hometown
sweetheart, Henry Forstner, an enterprising auto mechanic
who later owned an auto repair shop in Madelia. Photo
courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society.

A lady of the early 1900s arranged
her hair in a nest of curls and swirls
atop her head, sometimes with an
additional hairpiece. The additional
volume allowed her to use decorative
hatpins to secure a large elaborate hat in
place. Hatpins as long as eighteen inches
could be skewered through her hat and hair in
order to stabilize the hat. Photo courtesy of Janice
Quick and Ramsey County Historical Society.
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of ribbons, silks, millinery goods,” filling 10,000
square feet of floor space in a six-story building
at 213-223 East Fourth Street; and S. W. Weiss &
Co., 234 E. Fourth Street. These ambitious, pros-
perous wholesalers actively participated in a
Midwest fraternity of milliners and feather mer-
chants, established in 1892 as the Millinery Job-
bers Association. Through their leadership and
business expertise, the city of St. Paul became
known as a hub for feather fashion. In 1908,
delegates of the association eagerly accepted an
invitation to visit St. Paul and Minneapolis as
part of an elite annual convention.®

Feather Fellowship
The Millinery Jobbers Association proudly
held their sixteenth annual convention in the

Twin Cities, housing out-of-town guests at the
elegant Ryan Hotel, located at the northeast
corner of Sixth and Robert Streets in downtown
St. Paul. On Wednesday evening, May 13, 1908,
early arrivals gathered for a smoker in a hotel
lounge. More of the forty-three attendees ar-
rived by train, early the next morning, at nearby
Union Depot. They arrived from: Chicago, Illi-
nois; Omaha and Lincoln, Nebraska; St. Louis
and Kansas City, Missouri; Dallas, Texas; Des
Moines and Cedar Rapids, lowa; Milwaukee,
Wisconsin; Fort Wayne and Indianapolis, Indi-
ana; Cincinnati, Ohio; and Louisville, Kentucky.
Coveys of spouses and other female guests of
these prosperous businessmen likely dazzled
onlookers with impromptu style shows as they
traveled from the train station to the hotel,

Feather Frenzy

Milliners in the early 1900s purchased electrotype illustrations from The Milli-
nery Trade Review, for inclusion in local newspapers. The January 1908 issue of
the trade journal declared:

There is nothing more attractive in an advertisement of a mil-
linery establishment than trimmed hats. The average woman
looking over a newspaper to learn what is being advertised by
dealers in her city or town will be attracted by an illustration of a
trimmed hat. Her eye lights on that at once. Whether she wants
a hat like the one illustrated or not, she is interested and that is
sufficient. She reads the balance of the ‘ad’and a customer may
be made.

Millinery retailer Charles Lembke purchased electrotype engravings of
fashionable feather hats. He ordered the engravings from The Millinery Trade
Review for fifty cents each ($14 each in today’s dollars), and the Albert Lea
Evening Tribune used them to illustrate Lembke’s advertisements. For the
1908 grand re-opening of Lembke’s store, he displayed an ostrich feather that
was six feet long and valued at $14,000 in today’s dollars.

Lembke opened the Lembke Dry Goods Company in 1906 in Albert Lea,
Minnesota. Following a devastating fire two years later, he re-established the
store at the same site. A review in the Albert Lea Evening Tribune praised the
new millinery department: “The millinery department on the balcony .. . is
very attractive. Hats of artistic beauty and great value are to be seen on the
display tables, while the showcases are filled with plumes and other articles
of feminine adornment”

Although feather millinery fell from fashion prior to World War |,

Lembke later revitalized the millinery departments of several prominent

St. Paul establishments. Employed as floorman, he assisted customers

and supervised employees in the millinery departments of the Golden Rule
(1926-1929), Schuneman’s & Mannheimer’s (1934-1938), and Field Schlick
(1946-1954).
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Millinery retailers like Charles Lembke would
purchase electrotype engravings of feather
hats such as those in the upper corners of the
first ad. After operating a shop in Albert Lea,
Lembke would become a prominent fixture

at several St. Paul department stores. First ad
from The Millinery Trade Review, January 1908;
advertisement for Lembke Dry Goods Co. from
Freeborn County Standard, March 24, 1909.
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Carling’s Up-Town Café
served sumptuous
meals for members of
the Millinery Jobbers
Association who met
for a 1908 conference in
St. Paul. Photo postcard
from 1909 courtesy of
Janice Quick.

conspicuously modeling hats bedecked with
showy ostrich feathers.
Attendees from St. Paul included:

e Louis]. Rothschild, 28, residence
496 Holly Avenue; vice president of
J. Rothschild & Co., later president of
Louis J. Rothschild Wholesale & Retail
Millinery;

e Hugo Hirschman, 31, residence 648 Hague
Avenue; secretary/treasurer of J. Roth-
schild & Co.; son-in-law of Joseph Roth-
schild; later president of Hugo Hirschman
Co. wholesale dry goods;

» Joseph Stronge, 45, residence White Bear
Lake; president of Stronge & Warner Co.
millinery;

« Frank W. Lightner, 40, residence Min-
nesota Club; secretary/treasurer of
Stronge & Warner Co. millinery;

» William S. Vent, 42, residence 805
Fairmount Avenue; vice president
of Stronge & Warner Co. millinery;
later president of Cook’s Taxicab &
Transfer Co.;

« Augustus W. Ritzinger, 60, residence
661 Fairmount Avenue; vice president/
treasurer of Robinson, Straus & Co.
millinery; and

o William E. Davis, editor of the Twin
City Commercial Bulletin, a weekly
publication for St. Paul and Minneapolis
wholesalers.”

Thursday and Friday mornings at the hotel,
members discussed important business mat-
ters, such as the rising cost of freight, and the
bother of customers who wanted to return
goods. They devoted afternoons and evenings

BIGPIEOWN RESTAURANT, ST. PAULUMINK,
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MENU.
Little Neck Clams .
Olives Radishes Martinés
Clear Green Turtle Soup
Amontillado

Planked Boned Shad
Parisian Potatoes Sliced Cucumbers Haut Sauterne
Mignons of Beef Windsor
Peas
Sorbet au Mint Krug
Roast Jumbo Squab sur Canape
Lettuce and Tomatoes
Frozen Custard and Cakes
Stilton Cheese Toasted Crackers
Coffee

TOASTS.

Liquer

On the closing night of the milliners’ convention, guests enjoyed
a lavish meal at Carling’s Up-Town Cafe. Joseph Stronge, president
of Stronge & Warner Co., served as toastmaster for the evening.

In The Millinery Trade Review, vol. 33, June 1908.

to amusement, camaraderie, and fine dining.
Thursday evening, milliners attended a vaude-
ville program at the new Orpheum theater,
at the northwest corner of Fifth and St. Peter
Streets. Prior to their arrival in St. Paul, mem-
bers had received an advance description of the
convention. The description had hinted that
“many of the delegates will be accompanied by
ladies.” The vaudeville performance might have
been considered inappropriate for ladies, as a
review of the convention noted that “delegates
attended the Orpheum theater,” while “ladies
who had accompanied the delegates spent the
evening at the [Metropolitan Opera House]
where they enjoyed Henry Miller and Margaret
Anglin in their delightful production of The
Great Divide.” The entertainment committee for
the convention had comprised St. Paul delegates
Hugo Hirschman, Joseph Stronge, F. W. Lightner,
A. W. Ritzinger, and Minneapolis delegate Daw-
son Bradshaw of Bradshaw Brothers millinery
establishment. At the close of the vaudeville
program, milliners crossed the street for a late
supper at Carling’s Up-Town Café, at the north-
east corner of Fifth and St. Peter Streets, where
the banquet hall was “decorated profusely with
ferns and American beauty roses, and each
guest found at his place a white boutonniere.”®
Friday afternoon, members boarded two de-
luxe chartered streetcars, including the private
streetcar of Thomas Lowry, president of the
streetcar company. On a sightseeing journey

Volume 60 - Number 2 - Spring 2025




to Minnetonka, they passed Como Park, the
University of Minnesota, and the Minneapolis
Chain of Lakes. At Minnetonka, they enjoyed a
cruise on the steamer Hopkins, and they feasted
in the elegant dining room of the Lafayette
Club House. Friday evening, the group gathered
for a sumptuous meal in the banquet room of
Carling’s Up-Town Cafe.®

Feather Fire
Amid a fierce winter storm on Friday, January 29,
19009, a fire in downtown St. Paul threatened to
destroy the city’s retail district, where M. Philips-
born Co. and other retailers specialized in wom-
en’s clothing and hats. The fire started at 7:30
p-m. from unknown causes, on the second floor
of the four-story White House department store,
on the northeast corner of Seventh and Cedar
Streets. In a short time, flames burst through the
roof, and the entire four floors collapsed.*®

The St. Paul Daily News reported that fire-
man Michael Burns, of steam-powered Fire
Engine No. 8, was severely burned while the
engine company worked directly in front of the
White House store. “His canvas coat repeatedly
caught fire and was finally burned off his back.”
With the help of firefighter Michael Mattocks,
Burns rolled in a “water-filled gutter every few

Firemen of horse-drawn Engine No. 8 were photographed at
Engine House No. 8, located at Fifth and Minnesota Streets.
Photo in the Ramsey County Historical Society archives.

minutes to extinguish the flames.” The clothing
of firefighter William Dunbar also caught fire,
“but his stoker turned the hose on him before
he had been badly burned.”!!

Flames from the White House roared across
Seventh Street and engulfed a three-story
brick building occupied by the California Wine
House, on the southeast corner of Seventh
and Cedar Streets. James Mattocks, engineer
of Engine No. 8, and coal-stoker John Ryan,
were surrounded by flames and their clothing
ignited. They too “threw themselves down in
the running water a foot deep in the gutter and
extinguished the flames.”*2

°P“ ST ROy Mnm.
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The catastrophic 1929
fire in downtown St. Paul
started on the second
floor of the White House
Department Store, which
sat on the northeast
corner of Seventh and
Cedar Streets. Photo
courtesy of Minnesota
Historical Society.
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Peter Juhl, alias John
Lewis, was an escapee
from the state prison at
Stillwater. Prior to his
arrest, he had sported
medium-length black
hair and a moustache.
Photo in the Stillwater
State Prison inmate
records, courtesy of
Minnesota Historical
Society.

Sub-zero temperatures, and winds blowing
at forty-five miles per hour from the northeast,
carried flames across Cedar Street from the
White House, and destroyed the Fey Hotel, a
five-story brick building on the northwest cor-
ner of Seventh and Cedar Streets. Horse-drawn
Fire Truck No. 2, positioned between the White
House and the Fey Hotel, was destroyed by
flames. Heat from the burning truck was so in-
tense that five nearby horses were injured when
the hair was burned from their backs.'3

The local newspaper reported that 274 fire-
men from nineteen engine companies battled
the blaze. Firefighters included St. Paul Fire
Chief J. J. Strapp and Assistant Fire Chiefs John
Devlin, Myles McNalley, Edward Hein Jr., and
Joseph Levagood. Hose Supply No. 5 of Minne-
apolis responded to a call for assistance from
the St. Paul Fire Chief, and the horse-drawn
Minneapolis equipment “made the long cold
drive over Lake Street, to Marshall Avenue,
down Nelson Avenue to Summit Avenue and
thence down town [sic] in forty minutes.”**

Total damage in the city was estimated at
more than $13 million in today’s dollars. Insur-
ance fully covered the loss of the White House.
At other businesses, not all losses were covered
by insurance.

Feather Felons
The first week of August 1911, the owner of
S. Weiss & Co. millinery store in downtown
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St. Paul received an alarming circular from a
member of The Millinery Trade Review, head-
quartered in Cincinnati, Ohio. The flier had been
mailed to all Midwest members of the Millinery
Jobbers Association and to “the chief of police
in all of the larger cities.” It warned milliners
and police officers to be on the lookout for an
interstate thief who had robbed an Indianapo-
lis, Indiana, wholesale milliner of “$1,000 worth
of fine ostrich plumes” ($33,000 in today’s econ-
omy). The flier included a detailed description
of the thief, who was thought to be 29-year-old
John Lewis of Louisville, Kentucky:

“Lewis, which police believe to be an
assumed name, is small in stature, prob-
ably five feet, three inches tall, a bit
stout, weighing probably 160 pounds, has
swarthy complexion, black hair and black
eyes.”1®

Late Saturday afternoon, August 12, Samuel
Weiss spotted Lewis loitering at the store, lo-
cated at 234 East Fourth Street. Weiss suspected
that Lewis was casing the establishment in
preparation for a nighttime robbery of ostrich
plumes. Weiss phoned the Central police sta-
tion, and plainclothes detective Frank Fraser,
a twenty-year veteran of the police force, was
immediately dispatched to the scene.®

When the store closed as usual at 5:00 p.m.,
Lewis left the store. Fraser followed him to
Fourth and Wacouta Streets, where Lewis un-
expectedly stepped aboard a westbound Selby-
Lake streetcar. Fraser followed him onto the
streetcar and apparently intended to quietly
arrest the unsuspecting thief as the streetcar
neared the Central police station, located only
eight blocks away, along the streetcar route.
He had no knowledge of Lewis’s true identity
as Peter Juhl, a thief and a desperate armed es-
capee from the state prison at Stillwater, where
he had served only five months of a nine-year
sentence for robbery of a jewelry store owned
by Harry Lunda at 119 Central Avenue in
Minneapolis.t”

As the streetcar approached the police
station at Third and Market Streets, Fraser
approached Juhl from behind “and placed his
hands on [Juhl’s] shoulders, informing him he
was under arrest.” Juhl “wheeled around,
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drawing a revolver from his hip pocket, and fired
at the officer.” The bullet entered the officer’s
abdomen and pierced several internal organs.8

The wounded detective grappled with Juhl
and “tried to wrest the weapon from him. He
called for help, but the passengers were panic-
stricken, and as the [street]car had been stopped
by the motorman (on Fourth Street between St.
Peter and Market Streets), most of them made
a hasty exit, some going out the windows, and
others through the front and rear vestibules.”*?

The commotion attracted the attention of
30-year-old St. Paul Police patrolman Michael
Fallon (older brother of William H. Fallon,
St. Paul mayor 1938-1940), who had been pa-
trolling at Fourth and St. Peter Streets as the
streetcar passed that intersection. He ran a half
block toward Market Street and boarded the
streetcar. According to St. Paul Police Historical
Society records, Fallon clubbed Juhl on the head
several times, knocking him unconscious.2°

An ambulance carried Detective Fraser, age
48, to St. Joseph’s Hospital, where he died of his
wounds. Fallon dragged Juhl a half block along
Fourth Street, to the Central police station,
where records received from Stillwater State
Prison revealed his criminal career as a diamond
thief and a member of a gang of plume thieves,
wanted for robberies in Cincinnati, Louisville,
and Indianapolis, and for sale of stolen plumes
in New York City.?!

Peter Juhl, 29, pled guilty to murder in the first
degree and received a life sentence at the state
prison in Stillwater. However, for three years
prior to his death in 1930, he had been a patient in

a ward for the tubercular insane at St. Peter State
Hospital.22

Feather Finale

Feather fashion fell from favor as social activists
turned their attention to the protection of wild-
life. The National Audubon Society established
bird watching as a commendable pastime for
genteel ladies, and the organization champi-
oned the efforts of conservationists and wildlife
enthusiasts in a campaign against “the destruc-
tive fashion of feathers, which caused the
deaths of millions of birds each year.”?3 Promi-
nent supporters included President Theodore
Roosevelt, an avid outdoorsman and naturalist,
and Dr. Frank Chapman, an ornithologist and
bird curator at the American Museum of Natu-
ral History in New York City. In 1913, Congress
enacted a law which placed all migratory birds
under federal protection.?*

In addition, and of equal importance in
fads and fashion, a huge hat decorated with a
flourish of feathers simply did not fit inside a
compact Model “T” Ford. The practical afford-
able automobile had been introduced in 1908
and had gained rapid popularity. Soon, the
enormous feathered hats faded from fashion,
yet they remain in our collective memory as a
symbol of fun and folly during the lives of our
grandmothers or great-grandmothers.?®

Janice Quick often wears a fanciful hat from her
collection of fifty-five vintage hats. A few feature
fluffy feathers from the breasts of domestic tur-
keys; none were made with ostrich feathers.
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history-audubon-and-waterbird-conservation.

25. Adee Braun, “Roundtable.” The author’s
grandmother Charlotte “Ruth” Maurer (nee Thurs-
ton) (1887-1965) flaunted fanciful feathered hats,
circa 1908-1911. As a St. Paul resident from 1944-1965,
she enthusiastically purchased cosmopolitan hats
in the millinery departments of the Golden Rule,
Schuneman’s, Field-Schlick, and Dayton’s.
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