CHAPTER 4

A Community Created:
Chicago Swedes, 1880-1950

ANITA R. OLSON

We do not want to form a state within a state; but we want the Swedes
(0 be a salt in America that has a savor.

Vilhelm Lundstrom (1922)

v 1880 the presence of Swedish immigrants had' bee1.1 evident in the city ohf
¢ lucago for nearly forty years. Countless carly lml?ugmnls pnsscq throu.g

¢hicago on their way to the rich farmland in the Mldwest, but an increasing
number began to realize the opportunities that Chlcagu' off‘crcd.and remau?ed
i the citv. As Chicago grew in population and in area, its Swedish population
likewise increased. Tn 1880, Chicago —a city f"!lﬁ,,{"!’t)»"'.b'f??,Xe,m:f,ild—
hoasted halt a million mhabitants.neatlythinteenthousand.ol whpgu.v_grq born
i Sweden. Most of these Swedes,lived inucentralized enclayes, but this péuu:m
oToeniTement changed in subsequent years. By 1920 the nylmbe‘r of Swedfsh
immigrants and their children in Chicago had veached 121,32(1.—‘As Swedish
mﬁniéran& moved to Chicago’s newly developing suburbs, they .br(.)ught stror:s
cthnic organization affiliations with them. These voluntary a§soc1at|ons — bo

religious and secular — gave the city greater personal meaning a.nd pr().v1'ded.a
ans of uniting the immigrants’ past in Sweden with the reality of living in

me
uthan Chicago. ' ' .

Ul Beijbom has provided tb,g,mus.t,.comprghenswc,apuly:\ns of Swedlslh
wettlement in Chicago. His book Swedes in Chicago, delving into the e‘arh y
swedish community in Chicago, between an .YRSU‘, B'Feaks c_iqwn the
ccttlement pattern of Swedes in Chicago inta three distinet periodss the squatter

pet tod. the formation of three main enclaves, and-theera.of the.suburb. During

| Stabsties diawn from e People of Claaage: Whe W Ve and Where We Have Tleen

g ol
i sen Dienartment o Developiment and Planning, 19761
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the carly squatter period, slum conditions predominated and life was marred
by poverty and epidemics of cholera. By 1860, as Swedes became a bit more
economically secure, they were moving to newly developing cthnic enclaves.
The largest enclave became known as Swede Town and was located on the near
North Side of the dity, The other enclaves, numerically Tess sipnificant, were
found on Chicago’s South and West sides. When Beijbom leaves the Swedes in
1880, they are living largely in these three main ethnic clusters.?

The era of Swedish suburbanization, however, was at hand. From 1880 to
1920, Swedes settled in suburban regions throughout the greater Chicago area.
Better economic conditions and the changing ethnic composition of the city
encouraged Swedes o move-to-these-new regions, where-they-could Quild and
own their own homes. And movement to suburban regions was accompanied
by a proliferation of Swedish churches and clubs, institutions that provided the
means for them to transfer their ethnic affiliations to new, scattered arcas of
Chicago, adding continuity to their lives and reaffirming their ethnicity.

The decade of the 1880s witnessed the merging of two separate trends: a
surge in the number of people immigrating to the United States [fom Sweden
and an explosive growth in the physical size and population.of Chicago, Between
1879 and 1893, ncarly half a million Swedes arrived in the United States, an
average of over thirty-two thousand per year. A number of economic conditions
created this mass cxodus from the homeland, including crises in the timber and
iron industries and the devastation of Sweden’s agricultural sector.® By contrast,
Chicago was a boomtown, offering jobs and plenty of space in which to live.
During the 1880s alone, Chicago’s population doubled, reaching a total of a
million people; in that decrde the number of Swedes living in the city more
than tripled. This population explosion occurred simultancously, with signili-
cant changes i the structure ol the city of Chicago. The trend of population
movenment away lrom centeal Chicago, which had begun with the Chicago e
in 1871, continued with the great influx of people during the 1880s and led to
the ultimate annexation of these arcas to the city in 1889. In this process, the
size of the city grew by 125 square miles. Chicago’s inhabitants lived in widely
scattered areas, and population hubs remained interspersed with small truck
farms ofien isolated from cach other and removed from the city.t

The 1884 Chicago school census shows that Swedes were only beginning

2. Ul Beitbom, Swedes i ¢ hicago. A Demographic and Social Study of the 1846- 1880
Immigration (Chicago: Chicago Historical Society, 1971).

3. Sten Carlsson, “Why Did They Leave?”™ in Perspectives on Swedish Immigration, ed. Nils
Hasselmo (Chicago: Swedish Pioneer Historical Society, 1978), 25-35; Carlsson, “Chronology and
Composition of Swedish Emigration o America,” in From Sweden to America: A History of the
Migration, ed. Harald Runblony and Flians Norman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1976), 114-29.

A. The People of Chicace; Historie Citv: Settlement of Chicage (Chicago: Department of
Development and Plannmg, 1908 Resadentdd ¢ hacago: € acago Land U Survey (Clncapo. ¢ ln
cage Planning, Commession, Works Progress dmmistration, 19:4)
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trespond to this trend in outward migration. '”'liS census g,ivcs a cnmlprchcln-
ave listing of population by ethnic group, making it pnss!hlc to analyze }?e
Jewsity of Swedes and other ethnic groups in wards and in snxnan!lcr L!lSll‘\lL!S
vithin those wards, According 1o the 1884 census, 23,755 S.\-vodcs' lived in (..lu-
a8 prereent on the Notth Side, 2o pereent o the West .‘\ulc. and 16 p«"lwncll
“on the Sonth Side, On the North Side the Swedish population 'ccn'tcrcd aroun
the area designated as Swede Town, concentrating most heavily in the rcgm:
hordered by Division, Superior, Franklin, and Larmbet: s‘treet's, and the Nort
Branch of the Chicage River. Other important arcas of S:\\'thsh scettlement on
ihe North Side surrounded this core; only one ward district as far n‘(‘)rth as
Lincoln Park reflected any significant Swedish sclllcmcm.‘ On lhc.West bld.(‘, no
wich tight clustering of the Swedish population existed. The Iw.m::s( dcnsuly.oi
Swedes occurred in the southeast portion of North Lawndale, with other sig-
niticant areas located on the near West Side, and in Gc.rm:m and Norwegian
wetions of West Town. On the South Side, no census dISlI'.lL'l held more than
thiee hundred Swedes; the largest concentration of Swedm.h populatlm? oc-
arred inan east-west corridor through Armour Square, McKinley Pnr}(. Bn(“lge-
wrt,and Douglas. On the whole, in 1884, Swedes most n!lcn settled in rcgmnsl
{4 ¢ hicago with other immigrants, usually those from Germany, ll'cl.illld. and
ITRTLY ‘\In Gwede could be sheltered from interacting with other ethnic groups

|

mothe city.? . '
\fter this time. both the Swedish population and the population of the

v of Chicago continued to grow. 1n 1890, when lhe. number of p'eople in
{ "h.icuun rcucl;ed the million mark, Swedish-born il]h'tlhllzll'ﬂs zn?d their An‘ler-
an-horn children represented nearly 6 percent of Chicago's entire populatl.on,
canking as the third Jargest ethnic group — behind the ('-crnmn.\f and the Insl_‘l.
\Ill\m;uh immigration from Sweden declined durin‘g the Am.cru:'an economlccl
prulwlmﬁs in the 1890s, it resumed from 1900 until l'he l‘wc'glnnn.lg of Worl

War 1 During the 1890s, the Swedish-born population in Chicago increased 14f
percent, and from 1900 to 1910 it grew another 30 percent, t}\ a peak of
“ixtv-three thousand people. By the end of the next decade, this pattern o
crowth reversed itsell, as the Swedish born population m'llmll?' d(‘(‘lmcrd hy'7
.|.w|u:n|. In 1920, over filty-cight thousand /\II\L‘l'iLdIIAl)(lII‘I Swedes !wcd in
Chicagoe. By this time, Chicago's incorporated area was fully integrated into the

S Report of the School Census, City of Chicago ((f!\ic;lgu: Bmmllnf F:(luc;ni(:;lt 1884?. l;:::
wighborheod boundaries were determined by sncinlngml? at the Ufnf'crsn,\' nf ( nc?{go mrOn
posng and published in Frnest W, Burgess, ed., Community Iwu‘flm’nk: ((.,l'ncngo: (_,Im.:gnl .‘Sc}r\era'.l.“n
Commission. 1938), The 1884 census lists the “Nationality “n! W hl‘lf- Persons by \\.\r(.‘.s‘.' “Ax IL.' :
sonenean and Asians are nat induded in these population |I)"!I|l'.\. I'he TS “.".(""f‘_”“\ ! n.\‘:.rn
LansTasa sepa ate ethuie eronp, and thus includes native whites 'mlf.. N-.num:ﬂllh'(‘\‘d‘l;(‘ F::“fll:“
o mnnates ab orphanasy lems, hospitads, THomes tor the boendless ™ and penal institutions,

v e pennle are inclnded in total popolation figures
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metropolitan region by a public transportation network that linked the outlving
neighborhoaods to the central business district.6
A ook at the 1920 United States census reveals how the Swedes living
Chicago distributed themselves, reflecting an overall process of outward imigia
tion and population dispersal. Previonsly important regions of habitaon, wich
as Swede Town, West ‘Town, and the arca on the South Side between 218t and
39th sticets, reflected a remarkable decline in their importance (o Swedish
settiement. These arcas came to be dominated largely by immigrant groups
from southern and castern Furope and by African Americans. By 1920 most
Swedes lived in a ring outside the city's core, away from industrial arcas along
the North and South branches of the Chicago River. The primary arcas where
Swedes were the largest single ethnic group included the North Side neighbor
hoods of Lake View near Belmont Avenue and Clark Street, Andersonville at
Clark Street and Foster Avenue, and North Park, located farther west on Foster
Avenue. Inwestern Chicago, Swedes dominated the Austin and Belmont-Cragin
communitics. In the southern part of Chicago, primary arcas included one
census tract in Armour Square — an old Swedish ncighborhood —— and several
arcas on the far South Side of Chicago: Hyde Park, Woodlawn, | nglewood and
West Englewood, Sonth Shore, Greater ¢ wand Crossing, Fast Side, Morgan Park,
and Roscland. A number of other arcas on the outskirts of the « ity held signit
icant Swedish settlements, On the whole, despite the mtlox of unnigrants rom
southern and castern Europe, Swedes were least likely to settle in census districts
dominated by Greeks, Czechs, Hungarians, Russians, Poles, Yugoslavians, and
Italians; instead, they continued to settle near Germans, Irish, and Norwegians.”
The creation of the Swedish community in Chicago occurred in the con-
text of this outward movement of the Swedish population. Although clusters
of Swedish people were a necessary ingredient of institutional life, the commu-
nity itself went beyond the purely territorial dimension of enclave settlement
patterns. The voluntary associations created by the immigrants in the form of
churches and social organizations transcended neighborhood boundaries, creat-
ing a complex institutional web throughout the city. From 1880 to 1920, the
Swedes built more than 72 churches and more than 130 secular clubs. The
varicty of churches established  Augustana Lutheran, Mission ¢ ovenant, Frec
Church, and the Swedish branches of the Methodist and Baptist churches,
among others veflected the particolar denominational interest of the Swedish
people. Secular societics tended to develop in neighborhoods after the estab

6. CL Catlsson, “Why Did They Leave?” and “Chronology and Composition of Swedish
Emigration to America.” See also The People of Chicago: Land Use Survey, 5:and “Lrom Intramural
1o 1," Chicago Historical Society Pamphlet Collection, 1923,

7. AIEY920 census data estracted from Ernest W, Burgess and Charles Neweomb, vds, ¢ o
Data of the Criv of Chicago, 1920 (¢ hicago: University of Chicago Press, 19300, b this censis sty
American bonn are convdered separately thiecething ponpe reflec only the o borne Ane
icans donmnated nearly all the census tracts.,
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lishment of the mainline Swedish churches at a point when the Swedish popu-
lation was large enough to sustain a variety of organizational interest. The result
was the creation of diverse Swedish enclaves in widespread areas of Chicago.?

In 1880, thirteen Swedish churches existed in Chicago: all but one were
located in Swedish enclaves in Swede Town, Douglas-Armour Square, and West
Town. Since transportation networks in the city of Chicago were not fully
developed, members of these older churches who moved to new suburbs of
Chicago could not casily reach their old congregations, so they built new
churches closer to their homes that reflected their particular denominational

SWEDISH NEIGHBORHOODS IN CHICAGO, 1920

1 Albany Park

2 Andersonville
3 Armour Square
4 Auburn-Gresham

< Austin ‘ Beimont i . persuasion. Once built, these churches became magnets for fivst-time members.
A Belmont Cragin 'Y & N ¥i s s )
7 Dougles FESE 7w Swedes organized at least twenty-seven churches in Chicago during the 1880s
B East Blde North ; s o sesliine thse o+ These churdhes were bai s
3 Coguwater E . x :ll()l\(. more than tripling H.n .l.‘{R(l number., l‘lu M..tllllltlh 5 Wen l‘unll Hl‘l(‘;_luux
B e Cioashy Chicags by just beginning to show their importance to Swedish settlement: South Chicago,
12 :my:apm Madson § [Tg ° South Shore, Pullman, Roseland, and Englewood on the South Side; the Lower
13 Hum . . Ve .
14 Hyde Park Boosevet > West Side, Austin, and Humboldt Park on the West Side; and Lake View, Logan
Park § : : .
e Cormak g g Square, and Ravenswood on the North Side. Growth continued during the 1890s
17 Lake View 10t g cade of . siie - ‘ . N 18
B b Pk e and the first decade of the twenticth century, when the number of Swedish
10 Lagan Squme Parshirg foret churches grew by forty two. Additional neighborhoods where Swedish churches
21 Near West Side nm[ were built included the Summerdale Andersonville arca, North Park, Trving
22 North Lawndale . s s
% iorth Dark -.-.m\ Park, Edgewater, Portage Park, Hyde Park, and West Englewood. From 1910 to
s’ owi| 1920, the number of new Swedish-speaking churches established in Chicago
Shore ; Thee .
= :0""‘ O i North Side firol‘)pefi sharply — .only three new churches were founded. T h.c era of rampant
78 Wast Lawn institutional expansion drew to a close as the number of native-born Swedes
20 Weet Town . . . . . .
30 Woodiawn in Chicago dropped and an American-born, English-speaking generation took
- Swodea the lsrgest single their place.”
athnic group . . e e e . .
Swedish organizational life, in its infancy in 1880, matured in the subse-
Fiis| sbors than 300 awedee quent decades. According to Beijbom, forty Swedish organizations existed in
. icago prior to ,varying in purpose from general social interaction aimcec
Chic to 1880 ? from general | interact I
- 100:300 Bwedes at the middle class to trade societies and sports and recreation clubs.'® Most of
1 l Lase than 100 Bwedes 8. Church addresses and listings derived from Tom Hutchinson, comp., The Lakeside Annual
Directory of Chicago (Chicago: Chicapo Directory Company, 1880, 18RG, 1899, 1910, 1915, 1917).
W swismim i sins 9. Statistics and locations of Lutheran churches derived from Protokoll hallet vid Skandi
Map Hustrates current boundaries :__L_}._i.—-:-—i' naviska Fvangeliska Lutherska Synodens arsmiote (1880-94); Referat ofver Yvangelsh Luthersha

of Chicago

Augustana-Synodens arsmote (1895-1920); Almanack (Rock Island: Angustana Book Concern,
UIC Depertment af Geography, Cartograshy Leborewry

1920). For Covenant Churely statistics, see rotokoll, Svenska Evangelisha Missions Forbundet o
Amerika (Chicago, 1885-1920); for Baptist information, see Arshok for Svensha Baptist forsamling
arna inom Amertha (Chicago, 1908, 1909); for Methadist churches, see Protokoll ofver forhandlng -
arna vid Nordvestra Svenska arskonferensen (1877-93); Protokoll fordt vid forsta arliga sammantradet
af Metodist Episkopal Kyrkans Svenska Central Konferens (1894-1920). Free Church information is
found in De forsta tjugo aren eller begynnelsen till Svenska Evangeliska Frikyrkan i Nord Amerikas
Forenade Stater enligt protokoll inforda i Chicago Bladet (1883-1903); Protokoll ofver Svenska Evan-
geliska Fria Missionens arsmote (1904-20).

10. Beijbom, Swedes in Chicago; Beijbom, “Swedish-American Organizational Life,” in
Scandinavia Overseas: Patterns of Cultural Transformation in North America and Australia, Harald
Runblom and Dag Blanck, eds. (Uppsala: Centre for Multi-ethnic Research 10R6Y 87¢
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i 'vive 80. None
these associations were loosely organized and few sutvnvad he‘yomli 118‘ None
- : ’ . . . . CH - . . .. N . ;] 1
serted positions of leadership in Swedish associational life after l;.\ (t' I
- . [ igni i : s. Function
newer organizations differed significantly from their prede]LcisI:)rQ Iu “O,Ci;r,
‘ ial i “ti ch like earlier ass -
' TV s of social interaction, much
many of them served purposes i asoda
Hons. In the case of fraternal societies, however, that social ag;nda was lkalt iy
{ .
i i efits to workers a
ci rovided sick and death ben '
with a beneficiary svstem that g : ' ; s
i gt a rk environment.
i famili tected in their American we Th
their families who were unpro | t
lent societies
wocial insurance program broadened the appeal of m.‘my‘b'e{ne\;( el
bevond the middle class to include many worlung-classmdllvu uals. Str ‘d; 1;
i I3 arli as groups such a
ssociations departed widely from earlier models,
the new associations departed \ ' ; EPURS alch =
the Svithiod and Viking orders created overarching grand lodges, vi ‘ E “;
' i inated clubs ing to ne
neighborhood lodges functioning as subordinated clubs. Up(;n moving, o new
" , i s lai ; ion of new associ [
" Chic any Swedish settlers laid the foundation
weas of Chicago, many Swedis . ‘ e
m their neighborhoods. This expansion under the guise of Lcnlra! e 'mgct
reated an umbrella effect that kept the structure of large mg.mlmlm!l (I o
created ¢ ! oy ‘ i o dis.
while allowing for branch lodges to follow the Swedish population
«
ity 11
city.
wersed areas throughout the ‘ . N
‘ As Swedes abandoned their older ethnic enclaves for ne\fv nelgfhborlhog to,
oh ; formation from farmlan
i selves underwent a trans
the neighborhoods them i n larmland to
i redish hubs that had beg
ivisi 'e. Both small and large Swe _
subdivision to ethnic enclave. h small S
s outlyving farming regions subdivided into urban settlemm?(s on tl' outsirts
2 : : ’ |
¥ the city. New settlers moved to these arcas to build their own hor : l;are
¢ 4 ; ) . . . ur
mmprove their living conditions. For example, Swedes hvnpg in Arm'o theqarea
in the 1880s worried about their health: the factories springing up in the t(;
) M i 2l - B )
s well as the stockyards, polluted the air. When they had the o) i;.uir ggrmc
. i : : ‘ngle any $0. &
mave farther south to new suburbs such as Englewood, nlmn) Ldltl » Some
: . in E rod, bu
ceonomic stability was needed to afford a new home in h?g ewoc ”. et
i ' “® o M e ¢ e .]L‘
“Swedish immigrants remembered, “It was just as cheap in
son of Swedish immigrants rcinll)tq;:icru : ;C"J.“ A M o
" rer sections and build a new home” as it was  olde
to go to the newer sectio WA 1eh older
home in, Armour Square.'” To Swedes who had any intention of staying
hicag, < s G A ) acceptable. This same man
Chicago, conditions in Armour Square were not .u;gpml;lf.. lI:n ] o lc;q
haerved ' y in the new places,
' “there were lawns and gardens to be founc
observed that “there were lawn Jou il sy
to the sidewalks, «
§ i ; settlement the houses were built
whereas down in the old settle hous ‘ —r Sm—rer
no chance was given for any beautification. The people duw1.1 Ith rcl b{ o b
nething but forcigners who cared nothing for making the neip lh(\lil(\( ¢ e
" bs & h i ) e . o "
tve "M I ds interesting that this comment came from a secone '),L(I;L i
. ; o
i i i nized.
Swede, who apparently considered his family to be quite Americ:

1 icipation in “A Century of Progress” (Chicago:
wedish-American Participation in “A Century of Prog
1. Axel Hulten, ed., Swedish-American : - " Pr oA
AV \l Fc:tc:)mmitlee 1933), in the Swedish American Archives nf(.remcrl(.hlcago. et
g iidis iki Chi : Martenson, 1915).
¢ ollege: Runristningar: Independent Order of Vikings '189()-1915 {Chicago r»_r_ e Gl iarch
) ;‘ t'hictm\LHimvrical Socicty, Documents: History of . . . Cmmr;mul;r., 8 ,
" t ‘ r, Chi v art 1, doc. Ye.
wnder the direction of Vivian Palmer, Chicago, 1925-30, vol. 6. part 1, doc
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Swede Town continued 1o be the largest single hub of Swedish population
during the 1880, after which time its relative importance to Swedish settlement
began to decline. Church membership in that region peaked during 1887 at
Immanuel Lutheran Church and in 1892 and 1893 in (he Covenant and
Methodist churches respectively.™ A German grocer living in the district during
this period noted that “it was an Irish, German and Swedish neighborhood then.
The people didn't live in segregated groups but did live altogether har-
moniously. S The nature of Swede Town, however, soon began to change. A
Jewish business lcader observed that the coming of the elevated train (the “L”)
changed the neighborhoad dramatically: “It became a poorer district and more
commercialized. The ‘I was noisy and people did not fike to live near i,
consequently, rents decreased ™0 A Swedish woman attributed falling rents 1o
“the factorics [that] have heen encroaching upon the district ™17 Swedes were
also unhappy with demographic changes, as ltalians and Alrican Americans
moved into the arca. “Before the lalians came,” claimed this same Swedish
woman, “the district was much hetter and deaner” She noted that the “Swedish
people sold two of their churches to the Negroes very cheaply.”!® The Free
church and Baptist church moved to new locations on the North Side in 1910
and 1911, and Immanuel Lutheran relocated in Edgewater in 1920. A number
of people believed that the “coming of Italians has . . . caused the Swedish and
Irish to move north.”!9 This may have been partially true, but to many Swedes
the possibility of building new homes in atiractive neighborhoods proved 10 he
the most powerful incentive for moving to new areas of the city.

In the 1870s, Lake View was largely a rural community where truck
farming and livestock trading dominated local affairs, Gradually, the area began
to assume the characteristics of an urban neighborhood. 1n the next decade
known as the “Golden Years” in Lake View — building boomed and the popu-
lation soared. The Chicago Land Use Survey, conducted in 1940 and published
in 1942, estimated that 43 percent of all homes in Lake View were built he

tween
1880 and 1894.2 Churches of a variety of denominations

and ethnic persua-
sions were established in [ake View during this time, induding five Swe
churches. From 1890 (o 1919, Swedes established eleven lodges in the arca.
Although the Trinity Latheran Chuorels continued 1o grow after 1920, member

ship in Lake View's Methodist church peaked in 1908, and in the Covenant
church in 1913. By this time, a University of Chicago student ohserved that “the

dish

1. Protokoll lrom Lutheran, Mission ¢ ovenant, and Methodisg denomin
15. Palmer, vol. 3, part 2, doc. 18

16. Ibid., doc. 21.

17. Ihid., doc. 22.

18. Ibid,

19. Ibid,, doc. 23, interview conducted by My, Zorbaugh, 1923,

20. Land Use Survey; Stephen Bedel Clark and Patrick Butler, The Lake View Saga, 1837- 1985
(Chicago: Lakeview Trust and Savings Bank of Chicagn, 1985), p
Historical Society.

A0,

amphlet collection, Chicago
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Belmont Avenue-Clark Street neighborhood had definitely taken on the aspect
ot a temporary stopping place for immigrants. Since then the older reside{lts
have moved farther north™2! Lake View continued to be an important Swedish
enclave, but it was beginning to relinquish its prominence to Andersonville, its
neighbor to the north. '

" lhe development of a Swedish enclave in the Summerdale-Andersonville
area demonstrates the persistence of ethnicity in a new suburb. Before 1890,
this region was mostly rural, inhabited by a handful of American, German, and
swedish settlers who operated truck farms, blacksmith shops, or carned some
kind of livelilhood from the traffic passing through on its way to the city.
Develapers subdivided the land in 1890, but the boom in settlement came af.ter
1908, when transportation links to the city improved and made Andersonville
A viable residential option tor those people who commuted 1o work. Ifrcd
Nelson, a Swede who moved to Summerdale in 1892, observed that at the time
only a few Swedish families lived there, most of them arriving after 1890: "T.he
influx [of Swedes] was always gradual. . . . | would say the reason Swedish
people came here was because lots were cheap. They came from Swedish settle-
ments further south.”2? ‘

The Ebenezer Lutheran Church, formed in 1892, was the first Swedish
church in Andersonville. Before that time, Swedes had not migrated to‘the area
in any significant numbers, and the Swedish population could not sustain etl‘mlc
institutions. Many of the earliest Swedish settlers, therefore, attended American
churches since no ethnic options existed. A pastor of the Summerdale Congre-
gational Church reminisced about the time when his church was truly a com-
munity church, drawing in its neighbors regardless of their ethnic persuasion.

Ihere were some Scandinavians in the locality when the church was starte'd
i 1890. . .. But after 1900 with the increasc in the Scandinavian element in
our population, the membership decreased, for the Scandinavians very natu.rally
and properly went to their own religious organizations as they were urgumzcd.
In 1914, then, when the Swedish influx assumed its largest proportions, our
httle church was nearly in a state of insolvency."2* A member of another Con-
gregational church in the area remembered that “when the Swedish churches
came and took the Swedish members away from us we couldn’t make the church
pav.” Swedes who had had no alternative but to join American ch.urches
attended their own ethnic institutions once they were built, demonstrating the

strength of Swedish affiliations even after a period of interaction with non-

Swedes. .
By 1920, Swedish arrivals in Chicago were greeted by a complex e.thmc

mmmu‘nity fundamentally different from the community of 1880. The city of

21 Palmer, vol. 3, part 1, doc. 10,

22, 1hid,, vol. 2, part 1, doc. 19, 1.

23, [bid., doc. 28, 1, interview with Rev. Silas Meckel.
24 Ihid, doc, 6, 4, interview with Walter 11 Baster
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Chicago had grown and expanded, and its population had become more ethni-
cally diverse. The Swedish enclaves, no longer as centralized as they had been in
1880, spread throughout the city. Swedes coped with this dispersion by creating
institutions that allowed for continuity of expression in terms of their ideological,
religious, and social values, and which mitigated the possible dislocating and
alienating effects of migration. Instead of shaping Swedish American behavior by
loosening ethnic ties, the newly developing suburban regions allowed Swedish
immigrants to exert power over their environment and recreate their community
affiliations. While reflecting the diversity within the Swedish community, the
existence of these institutions strengthened ethnic consciousness in arcas removed
from central Chicago and asscrted the Swedish presence in the city.

After 1920, the Swedish-born population of Chicago diminished dramatically,
from 65,735 in 1930 (o 7,005 in 1970. The population of Swedes and their
American-born children dropped during these same years from 140,913 to
26,988. Between 1930 and 1950, Swedish immigrants and their children still
ranked as the city’s fifth largest group, behind Poles, Germans, Russians, and
ltalians; but the Swedish-born proportion of Chicago’s population had shrunk
considerably, from 1.95% in 1930 to only 0.86% in 1950. The decade of the
1960s marked a turning point in the cthnic composition of the city: Swedes
went from the seventh largest group in 1960 to the fourteenth in 1970, only
0.21% of Chicago's population. By that time, many more groups had surpassed
the Swedes, including those from Mexico, Greece, Yugoslavia, Ireland, Lithuania,
Cuba, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and the Philippines.2s

The primary reason for the decline in the Swedish population in Chicago
was the overall drop in the number of Swedish immigrants arriving to American
shores. Swedish immigration never again reached the levels of the 1880s, and
after a bricf surge in the 1920s, it flattened out during the Depression. Despite
the declining numbers, Chicago itself remained a favorite destination of Amer-
ican-bound Swedish immigrants well into the 20th century: in 1940, Chicago
was still the largest Swedish-American city in the United States, with nearly
twice as many inhabitants of Swedish stock as the second largest city, Min-
neapolis.2® Furthermore, as Harald Runblom points out, the Swedish popula-
tion in Chicago was younger than in most other American cities, thus Chicago
“received much stronger impulses from Sweden during the last phase of mass
migration,” resulting in a strong Swedish cultural life.27

25. The Peaple of Chicago.

26. Sture Tindmark, Swedish America, 1914-1931: Studies in Fthnicity with Emphasis on
Hlinois and Mmnesota (Upsala: Studia 1 listorica Upsaliensia, 1971), p. 31; also see Lars Liungmark,
Swedish Exodus (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern [Hlinois University Press, 1979).

27. Harald Runblom, “Chicago Compared: Swedes and Other Fthnic Groups in American
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\fter 1920, social organizations continued to serve as important centers
o1 Swedish ethnicity. Mirroring the decline in Chicago’s Swedish population,
crpanizational membership also diminished, particularly after 1930. Member-
g in the Svithiod lodges, for example, reached its peak in 1927, and after that
e the fodges began to straggle with their role within the Swedish American

mmunity, As different generations of immigrants grew older, became well-
slapted 1o lite in Chicago, and were not replaced by as many new immigrants
nom Sweden, older fraternal arders no longer filled o necessary function of
welpimg the newcomers adapt to the aty. Instead, they served as a means of
promoting ethnic identity within the city of Chicago.~®

Membership in the two largest Swedish denominations, the Augustana
Putheran and Covenant churches, continued to grow after 1920. Perhaps more
dan any other organizations, the churches realized the importance of reaching
wittoa largely English-speaking second generation. The Swedish churches gradu-
iy converted their official language to English, a task that was hotly debated but
~as officially complete by the end of the 1920s. After that time, many churches
supported only one Swedish-language service a month in order to satisfy the older
mmigrant generation. Even as these ethnic institutions embraced the English
lainpage, they continued to serve as important cultural centers for the Swedish
\merican community in Chicago by perpetuating, their Swedish ethnic heritage
through forms of worship, music, and traditional celebrations.2?

As the Swedish neighborhoods of the 1920s diversified, diminishing in
their Swedish character, ethnic organizations continued to serve as important
wources of identity and pride. In fact, the Swedish Americans themselves were
strongly aware of the importance of preserving their own particular heritage

not only their Swedish roots, but their Swedish American legacy. The Swedish
presence in Chicago had reached its centennial year when the Swedish Pioneer
Historical Society was formed in 1948 to “record the achievements of the
Swedish pioneers and to stimulate and promote interest in Swedish and
Swedish-American contributions to the development and life of the United
States of America. . . ™ In the first issue of the Swedish Pioneer Historical
Quarterly that appeared in 1950, Vilas Johnson, the society’s president, noted:
“The Americans of Swedish background hold the keys to unlock the doors to
a full appreciation of the achievements of the Swedish pioneers, the Swedish
mmigrants and their descendants. This vital chapter in the history of America

Cities i Plulip | Anderson and Dag Blanck, eds. Swededt Amerwan e i Chucago: Cultural and
Urban Aspects of an Imnigrant People, 1850-1930 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Hlinois Press,
1992y, 71-72

2R Timothy 1. johnson, “The Independent Order of Svithiod: A Swedish-American Lodge
e Cheago " in Swedish American Life in Clicago, V13 363 See also Lindmark, pp. 304-320.

29 See Lindmark,

W Christopher Olsson and Ruth McLanghbing eds, American Swedish Handbook (Min-

b Swedish Coundl of America, Fleventh Fdition. 1992), p. 115,
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