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work in the Cascade Mountains in '86 and '87 was very severe on 
me and I shall always feel the effect of it." 

In 1888 N. J. Blagen built a structure, unmentioned in "A Short 
History," which is today a landmark in the historically important 
architecture of Portland, Oregon. At the comer of NW 1st Avenue 
and Couch Street stands the "Blagen Block," a four-story 
commercial structure built for $50,000 to house the business of W. 
C. Noon and Co., a manufacturer of canvas and canvas products. 
For this project Blagen hired the prominent Portland architect 
Warren H. Williams, who chose cast-iron for the building material. 
In so doing he was following the mode of his time. Decorative cast
iron fronts were a feature of architecture in San Francisco already 
in the 1850's. By the 1880's both San Francisco and Portland were 
notable for the number of cast-iron fronted buildings gracing the 
cities. But the disastrous earthquake and fire of 1906 severed San 
Francisco's architectural link with its past. Today Portland vies 
with New York City in its collection of preserved iron-fronted 
structures, and among these the "Blagen Block" is a fine example. 
The embellishments of the iron front - eleven-foot columns and 
three-foot-high arches - bespeak the commercial prosperity of late 
nineteenth-century Portland. The Blagen Block is a grand survivor 
from a period when its style was typical of the city's appearance. 2 

In the final decades of his active career Blagen turned again to 
lumber, the paramount industry in the Pacific Northwest and the 
one to which so many Scandinavian immigrants were attracted. In 
1904 Blagen built a modern sawmill in Hoquiam in Grays Harbor. 
Grays Harbor, famous and infamous for its wild mill towns 
(Aberdeen, Cosmopolis, Hoquiam), thrived on immense stands of 
prime Douglas fir in the vicinity. One particularly dense stand, 
measuring thirty-six square miles, was profitably logged 
continuously for thirty years.3 Blagen's plant - Grays Harbor 
Lumber Company - eventually had a 1, 100-foot wharf for the 
water-transport of timber and employed up to 850 people. In the 
1920's the sawmill was converted to electric power, and its 
independent production was sufficient to supply electricity to the 
Grays Harbor Railway and Light Co. when the need arose. When 
N. J. Blagen retired to Portland in 1919, his sons Clarence, Henry, 
and Frank continued the thriving business in Hoquaim. 4 

Niels Jensen Blagen and Johanna Marie Erickson (born in 
Holmestrand, Norway) were married in San Francisco in 1876. 
They were the parents of seven children: Emma, Walter, Clarence, 
Florence, Henry, Frank, and Celeste, of whom Walter died in 
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childhood. The printing here of "A Short History" has been made 
possible by N. J. Blagen 's daughter Celeste B. Blomquist and a 
nephew , Frank Blagen. Mrs. Blomquist's memories of certain 
details appear as footnotes to the text. 

The text has been edited to the extent that some punctuation has 
been added or changed to improve readability . A few sentences 
have been slightly modified in the same spirit . In the interest of 
space two short sections have been deleted. In the first pages of "A 
Short History" Blagen provides his very critical view of Christian 
IX as Danish monarch. While interesting, it is not in the least 
autobiographical. The story of a fight with a mill owner's 
pampered son was dropped; it does not materially add to our 
picture of Blagen's youth. Finally, Blagen's list of his children was 
moved to this introduction. 

by NIELS J. BLAGEN 
I was born July 18th, 1850, at Rabylille S0, Stege, M0en, 

Denmark , Europe . I was born during the time when my father , Jens 
Peter Anderson Blagen, was serving in the war with Germany 
during the years 1848 and 1851 when the Germans were trying to 
take Sleswig-Holstein from Denmark . As Denmark was compara
tively unprepared for war, the Germans with an army of 40,000 
men overran all of the western part of Denmark. This came 
unexpectedly upon the Danish Army , but in a short time they 
organized 8,000 men that drove the Germans back into their own 
country and won a decisive victory, but in 1864 they renewed the 
fight after the death of King Christian VII . . ... 

While the foregoing has nothing in particular to do with the 
history of my life, yet the chances are that it has had a material 
influence on my whole life's career for the reason that Denmark 
was a military nation just for the reason that they never knew when 
Germany was going to fall upon them and kill and destroy them 
and take as mu~h of the country as they wanted. This meant that I 
would have to.be drafted in the military service in a very short time 
had I remained in Denmark, and having heard my father tell of the 
horrible experiences in the four years of war in which he was 
wounded three times, I had my mind fully made up that I would 
not serve a country that was training their young men to military 
service and then have the King who controlled it sell out part of 
their country to the Germans just for political honor and position, 
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and, therefore, I left for what I considered a more prom1smg 
country for a young man, which I will explain more fully later. 

Our family consisted of three boys and four girls. I was the 
fourth. As stated, I was born during my father 's absence in the war, 
the youngest of four children. They say I was very delicate and was 
not expected to live. Under the rule and belief of the Lutheran 
Church it was necessary for a child to be baptized or christened in 
order to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, and it was always 
customary to sprinkle little children very young, and in my case it 
had to be hurried for fear I would die. As the minister could not be 
secured in time, the school teacher was authorized under the law to 
administer this ordinance, which was done, but they say that 
immediately after this I refused to die and became better and got 
perfectly well. As my mother had only about $2.50 a month from 
the Government for the support of herself and family when father 
was in the war, it became necessary for her to go out to work, and 
while so doing she locked us four children in the house, I being the 
baby, and I can only imagine what kind of times we all had, but 
nevertheless, that part of it came out all right. 

When I was at the age of four and one-half years the three older 
than I, a girl twelve, a girl eight, and a boy six, ventured out on the 
ice on the ocean one winter day to see a great iceberg that had 
formed about three-quarters of a mile offshore. In approaching the 
iceberg from the shore side they came upon new ice that had just 
been formed during the night and broke through. All three were 
drowned. One of the earliest recollections of my childhood is that 
when I was told my brother was drowned I thought immediately, 
"Swell, I will get his clothes," and I was very anxious to have them 
because I thought he was dressed like a boy and I was dressed like a 
girl. About two days later when they brought in the bodies and I 
saw blood coming from his ear, then I changed my mind and felt 
sorry because then I realized he was hurt. My next recollection was 
where they were laid out, all three of them, and there was a white 
spread over them which was not to be touched, of course, by the 
children, but I would invariably go there and throw off one corner 
so I could see their faces and I could not understand why they 
would not get up and play with me. 

At the age of six I was sent to the public school, which, by the 
way, were very good schools even in that day, but my people were 
comparatively poor and at the age of eight I was sent to herd geese 
for the summer season while I was out of school and my 
compensation for it was $8.00 for the season, which at that time 
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seemed considerable money to me. The beginning of this employ
ment was quite pleasant and I got along fine until one day I 
remember very plainly that while I was out in the field herding the 
geese, about thirty-two of them, I laid down between two potato 
rows and looked up into the clouds admiring them, especially 
because my mother had told me that my two sisters and brother 
were up in heaven, and while looking up and watching and 
thinking about this, and believing, as my mother had told me, that 
I should see them some day, I got sleepy and went sound asleep. 
The geese went into the wheat field and helped themselves until 
some of them were ready to burst, as they had overeaten. At this 
time the proprietor came along and called for his herder, who was 
not to be found, but after chasing the geese out of the field I woke 
and got up, and he took a stick and gave me one of the worst 
lickings I ever had, and while I felt that I deserved it in a way, I 
thought he overdid it and I resented it, and made up my mind then 
and there that I was going to find a way out of it if I could. The next 
morning bright and early, after I had done the chores, I took what 
little belongings I had and I struck out for the ocean beach which 
was only a short distance from the farm, and there I was out of 
sight on account of a bluff that was immediately back of the shore 
line, and escaped to my home which was about three miles away. 
When I reached home I faced another difficulty because my father 
wanted to know what was the matter and why I ran away, and 
when I told him he promised me another good, sound, thrashing, 
which I got, but at the same time I was stubborn enough to refuse 
to go back. A few hours later the farmer appeared and wanted my 
father to compel me to go back, which would have been done had 
they not gotten into a heated controversy and discussion. My 
father got angry and was going to whip him and altogether it 
resulted in my being allowed to stay at home with a promise that I 
was to be treated pretty severely to show me that that kind of 
running away from employment would not be tolerated. 

In the meantime I went back to school again and continued 
reasonably steady during the school months, which were only 
about six months in the year. 

My father was in the fishing business on the Baltic Sea and this 
was not a bad business at all if it had been carefully and systema
tically followed in a businesslike way. When I was twelve years of 
age I contrived some fishing nets which I placed in an outlet from a 
fresh water lake to the ocean where I had noticed there was a large 
amount of fish during certain seasons of the year. The first night 
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