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CHAPTER 1

My Life in a Narrative

THREE DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS 1952, May Swenson, then thirty-nine
years old, was restless and dissatisfied. She had left her Mormon fam-
ily in Utah sixteen years earlier to settle in New York and to establish
herself as a poet. She had published a few poems since coming east,
and one had appeared in the Saturday Review of Literature. During
sessions at Yaddo, the writers’ colony in Saratoga Springs, New York,
May had assembled what she considered three “books” for inclusion
in a volume of collected poems, but she was unable to find a publisher.
In frustration, May wrote in her diary:

In 2 months or so I must get a job again—save money. Mean-
while this plenitude of leisure, solitude—the perfect environ-
ment, it would seem, for creation. I'm not yet using it anywhere
near fully. . . . The 3 books—Another Animal, Thing & Image,
Sky Acquainted—can I do anything with them? Are they good
enough? ... I want to do new work, the chimpanzee with four
hands; the kiss; the heart; the dream-machine. I want to confirm
my life in a narrative—my Lesbianism—the hereditary background
of my parents, grandparents, origins in the “old country”—When
my brother Roy was here 2 weeks ago we talked of our childhood—
the rocking horse with no ears & a real brush tail our father made.

In her diaries, May gave voice to her deepest thoughts as well as to
casual observations. She wanted to “confirm [her] life in a narrative,”
beginning with her Swedish forebears. But May Swenson, who became
one of the most important poets of her generation, never composed a
formal autobiography, though she left an abundance of raw material
in diaries, letters, prose, and poetry. Others have provided accounts
of May’s ancestry and early years in Logan, but in 1935, the voice of
twenty-two-year-old May first emerges in real time from her earliest
surviving diary.
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May Swenson’s immigrant parents raised their American child to
speak in Swedish and to think like a Mormon. This particular cultural
fusion percolated through two generations before reaching May. Her
Swedish paternal and maternal grandparents had converted from Lu-
theranism to Mormonism in the late nineteenth century and endured
poverty and religious persecution before sailing to the United States
and traveling to Utah, to Zion, the spiritual home and promised land
of the Latter-day Saints.

Swen Swenson, May’s paternal grandfather, was born into a Lu-
theran family in Grodby, Sweden, in 1850.! The youngest of seven
children, Swen was the only one to leave his village to attend university.
Determined to be a teacher, twenty-year-old Swen enrolled in a sem-
inary in Lund, nearly four hundred miles from home. He lodged in a
boarding house, where he fell in love with Thilda Pehrson, his landla-
dy’s daughter. Thilda and Swen were married in 1873. Swen became a
schoolmaster near Lund, but in 1890 he suddenly and inexplicably lost
his teaching position and his comfortable home in the schoolhouse.
Swen and Thilda, now the parents of eight children and plunged into
poverty, rented a tiny three-room cottage owned by a Mormon widow.

The Swensons, still practicing Lutherans, were visited repeatedly
by LDS missionaries sent to them by the owner of their cottage. They
gradually became interested in Mormonism, attracted to the church’s
teachings of love, goodness, and generosity, and to the emphasis on
family, both in this life and in the next. They were also drawn to the
concept of Zion, a holy gathering place and refuge from persecution
where believers lived righteously and studied scripture to prepare
communally for the imminent second coming of Christ.

In June 1892 Mormon missionaries baptized Swen and Thilda
and their four oldest children. Among them was May’s father, Dan
Arthur, then eleven years old. Fearing local anti-Mormon sentiment,
the couple had arranged a secret, late-night baptism ceremony at a
lake within a dense forest. But despite their precautions, reports of
the event circulated in the village, and the Swenson family incurred
“the hatred of the whole [ Lutheran] community.”2
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Swen, publicly scorned and consequently unemployable as a
teacher, relied on Thilda, a nimble seamstress, to provide for their
family. She designed elaborate aprons and wove fabric for them on a
loom made by her husband, and soon the family’s weaving concern be-
came a moderately successful business. But the ever-present threat of
religious persecution made the Swensons “fear for our lives if we had to
leave home to do an errand.”® The hostility they endured became intol-
erable and, within a year of their conversion, Swen and Thilda alerted
the missionaries of their intention to immigrate to Zion, the land in
the Salt Lake Valley established in 1847 as a refuge for Mormons.

Alocal network of Mormon missionaries—Americans about to re-
turn to their home in Zion and some wealthy Swedish Mormons plan-
ning to immigrate there—arranged to sponsor three of the Swensons’
teenage children, a son and two daughters. Lutherans in the village
doubtless believed that the children were destined to become victims
of the “depravity of the Mormons, their practice of polygamy, and
[their enslavement of ] all who they could entice to emigrate to Utah
(mainly young girls . . . ).* In fact, LDS president Wilford Woodruff
had banned the practice of polygamy two years before the Swensons
converted, and, according to Dan, his siblings were treated with kind-
ness by their sponsors, who paid expenses and accompanied them
to Zion. In exchange, the children worked for their benefactors as
housemaids and farmhands until they repaid their debt. Three months
after the departure of the last teenage child, a local Swedish couple
whom Thilda had converted to Mormonism agreed to take the Swen-
sons’ seven-year-old daughter to America “for safekeeping” and to be
a playmate for their own young daughter.

Swen and Thilda were desperate to leave Sweden and to reunite
as a family in Zion. They sold their books, clothes, furniture, even
Thilda’s few pieces of jewelry to emigrate with their four sons, but the
proceeds brought only enough to purchase a full-fare ticket for Thilda
and three half-fare tickets for the younger children. At first Swen and
Thilda planned to leave fourteen-year-old Dan with Swen in Sweden
to earn money for their tickets. But Dan looked young for his age, and
his parents hoped he could slip by unchallenged on a half-fare ticket
to help his mother on the journey. So Dan departed with his mother
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and his two baby brothers, while his younger brother stayed behind
with their father. Though he felt guilty for taking his brother’s place,
Dan realized that “mother could never have managed alone on that
journey, with two babies to care for, as well as carrying the luggage.”

They traveled in steerage across the North Sea to Scotland, then
made a three-week transatlantic crossing from Glasgow on a steam-
ship to New York, where they boarded a train to Salt Lake City for a trip
that lasted five days. Thilda suffered from recurring migraine head-
aches on the journey, and Dan’s help with logistics proved crucial. His
two older sisters, who had repaid their sponsors for their fares and
were working in Salt Lake City as housemaids, met the traveling party
at the train station in early September 1894. A few days later, Dan’s
older brother, now a farmworker, joined the rest of the Swensons.
After a brief stay together in Salt Lake City at the home of a Mormon
family, Thilda, Dan, and the babies continued to Pleasant Grove, about
thirty-six miles south of Salt Lake, where Thilda’s Swedish friends
were caring for her youngest daughter.

Thilda, now forty-six, rented a house for her family on the outskirts
of Pleasant Grove. According to Dan, “It was an old adobe house next
to a small canal, so it was handy to get water for the household. There
were two small rooms and they were alive with bed bugs.”® Thilda sup-
ported her family by working twelve-hour days cleaning houses, doing
laundry, and sewing. Within ten weeks, she had saved and borrowed
enough money for her eleven-year-old son in Sweden to purchase a
ticket to America. Once he arrived, she moved the family from “The
Bed Bug House,” as Dan called it, to another closer to town. The new
house, Dan wrote, “was just a one-room dugout, with a dirt roof that
leaked in rainy weather. We called the place ‘“The Cellar’ since that was
actually what the place might have been suited for, a potato cellar.””

Swen left Sweden and joined his family in 1896, the year Utah be-
came a U.S. state. Dan was by then proficient in English, but having
attended school only in the winter, he had barely completed fifth grade.
Within a few years, the now-intact Swenson family purchased a two-
room shanty on eighty acres of dry and stony land in Manila, Utah,
about two hundred miles northeast of Pleasant Grove. They improved
the house, cleared the land, planted fruit trees, maintained beehives,
and eked out a living by raising crops of wheat, corn, potatoes, and
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alfalfa. Swen and Thilda managed this profitable farm with the help
of their younger children, the older ones having married and moved
away. Dan, meanwhile, found employment in a gold mining camp in
Merecur, fifty miles from Pleasant Grove, and boarded nearby with a
married sister.

On a visit home, Dan met a young man who had attended Utah
Agricultural College in Logan. According to Dan, “He told me that at
the school one could obtain a good education and also learn a trade.
The idea appealed to me, but how could I, an insignificant immigrant,
have the nerve to attain to a college education? But the seed had been
planted, and by and by it began to grow. True, my companions at work,
hearing of my aspirations, laughed at me and made me the butt of their
jokes, telling me that I would never be going to school.”®

In September 1901, at the age of twenty and with only a fifth-grade
education, Dan traveled to Logan, 120 miles away, to register at Utah
Agricultural College, where twenty-one faculty members instructed
a student body of between two hundred and three hundred students.
Guided by sympathetic teachers, Dan enrolled in “sub-preparatory
classes” to address the gaps in his education. He performed remarkably
well in English class, and by the end of his first year he was reading
Shakespeare, Milton, Walter Scott, and Washington Irving, although
not without considerable effort. According to Dan, “I didn’t always
have room in the margin for all the definitions, because I often had
to look up the definitions for the definitions.”

Dan also became a star in the Mechanical Arts Department, where
his favorite class was woodworking. He designed and built an elab-
orate cellarette (a small cabinet for storing wine and other alcoholic
beverages), although, as an LDS member, Dan did not consume alco-
hol. More than sixty years later, he wrote in his autobiography, “I am
sure that my plan contemplated the most elaborate piece of carving
ever attempted at the College up to that time (and for that matter,
since that time, if T do say so myself).”°® Made of “quartered oak, with
carved corner pieces and an elaborately carved panel for a door,” Dan’s
cellarette, cited as “the best specimen of wood carving,” received a
silver medal at the state fair in 1907.!1

Utah Agricultural College provided Dan with a solid education and
a marketable trade. Upon his graduation in 1907, six years after he
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began his studies, Dan was hired as a picture-frame maker in a busy
framing shop in Salt Lake City. At last life held promise. At the age of
twenty-seven, Dan could now save a small portion of his income and
dream of finding a wife and buying a house.

Dan was a devout member of the LDS Church who attended ser-
vices, sang in the choir, and taught Sunday school. Prompted by his
parents, he consistently contributed a tenth of his meager earnings
to the church. Dan was ordained a priest and, in anticipation of
serving a mission, was elevated to the status of elder in 1908, thus
enabling him to perform the sacrament of baptism.!2 The Mormon
community in Sweden was growing rapidly, and in 1909 Dan was
summoned to return to his native land as a missionary. He and a
fellow missionary traveled through the Swedish countryside preach-
ing, selling religious books, distributing devotional pamphlets, and
baptizing converts. After a year and a half of this peripatetic life, Dan
was assigned to work at the mission office in Stockholm to edit the
Mormon journal The Star, as his father had done. For the first time,
at the age of thirty, Dan had a desk job. Describing his work in his
autobiography, he wrote:

I kept plenty busy at my desk, early and late, for I had much to
do. ... In addition to getting out the “Star” on time (which in-
volved correction of the manuscript as it was set up and returned
from the printer, which was done twice before the OK to print it
was given) my responsibility was to wrap and address and send
out a copy to each subscriber within the mission as well as to all
who lived outside of Sweden, and also to have charge of all the
tracts and publications and fill the orders by mail as they came in
constantly from the missionaries throughout the mission. Then
of course there were the meetings and sometimes concerts in the
chapel to attend and an assignment to speak in meeting once in
a while.

At these times there were occasions when a ray of sunshine
made the world seem bright. It was when Greta Hellberg could
get off from her busy duties at the Old Folks Home . . . and come
to attend the meeting and I could greet her and feel her soft
hand in mine and look into her smiling eyes.
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I was [also] made assistant to . . . the new choir leader. . . . He
would often send the sopranos and altos with me to my office to
practice their parts. . . . Greta was by far the best alto. She sang
herself right into my heart.*3

Margaret (“Greta”) Hellberg had been born into a large family. Gre-
ta’s father died when she was seven, leaving her mother to support the
family. “In 1901,” Greta recorded in her autobiography, “great things
happened to us to change our lives.”* The Mormon missionaries found
the Hellbergs, and, when Greta was twelve, she and four other family
members converted.

Shunned by friends and relatives because of her family’s Mormon
faith, Greta left home for Stockholm before she turned fifteen. She
struggled to support herself, working as a housemaid, a waitress,
and a shopgirl. Greta was in her early twenties when she met Dan in
1911. Mutual love and respect and their devotion to the Mormon faith
formed the basis of their strong and enduring relationship. Greta later
wrote, “I can truly say that we two were always sweethearts.”5

But Stockholm’s damp weather weakened Dan’s pulmonary system
to the point that he was no longer able to work. Having reluctantly
left Greta, Dan returned to Utah’s clear air in 1912. There, his lungs
improved and he was able to perform occasional tasks for the church.
Nevertheless, he was bereft without his “sweetheart.” Greta, recounting
their separation in her autobiography, recalled, “[H]e wrote to me
every day telling me of his love so I knew that he felt we should not
wait to get married since he was already thirty-two years old.”’6

Six months after Dan left Sweden, a Mormon family in Utah spon-
sored Greta by paying for her passage to America. “[ It] seemed like
an eternity,” wrote Dan as he awaited her arrival, “for I loved her so
much.”’7 Dan and Greta were married at Thilda and Swen’s house in
Salt Lake City on August 21, 1912. They sealed themselves to each other
according to the Mormon marriage rite and vowed to remain together
not merely “till death do us part” but “for time and all eternity.”

Driven by perseverance, talent, resourcefulness, and faith, May’s
progenitors were the authors of their own success stories. They mea-
sured their accomplishments not in material riches but in spiritual
wealth, for they were deeply religious. They accepted and internalized
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LDS doctrine, sacrificed time and money to support the church, and
led their lives according to Mormon principles. The Swensons also
cherished their Swedish identity, keeping the language and traditions
of their native country alive within themselves. These were May’s an-
cestors, and their influence on her was profound.

Dan had maintained his friendship with his Agricultural College
woodworking teacher, Professor A. J. Hansen. Upon learning that
Dan had married and was back in Salt Lake City, Hansen arranged a
teaching position for his prize student in the Mechanical Arts Depart-
ment at the college. On a cold January day in 1913, Dan and Greta set
out for Logan, eager to begin a new phase of their life together. Greta
was five months pregnant.
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