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Other longstanding tenants of the lodge rooms included the Vasa Fylgia Lodge No. 119, formed
in 1907 as a branch of the largest Swedish American fraternal organization in America.’® A
historic neon sign relocated to the third floor elevator alcove appears associated with this group.
City directories also point to extended use of the building by parlors of the Native Sons of the
Golden West, Native Daughters of the Golden West, and the Ancient Order of Druids.

Singing groups also made extensive use of the building. A Swedish singing group was at the
heart of the formation of the Swedish Soéiety, and singing remained a vital part of the Swedish
ethnic identity well into the twentieth century. In 1892, the Swedish Singing Society was
organized as a stand-alone singing society. As with other fraternal organizations, singing groups
provided a social outlet for members, while also providing a link to the homeland.

As related by Irving Babow in a history of the Swedish Singing Society of San Francisco:

The interest in the mother country and its folk music is sentimental and poetic rather than
political.... The nostalgic Swedish chorus, unlike the protest type of singing society found in
some other immigrant groups, does not perform songs which reflect immigrant experiences in
this country, advocate changes in the institutions or social order, or move outside its
immigrant community in its identifications. The stress is on kindling and keeping alive
pleasant memories of the homeland.... In the content of the folk music which it performs and
helps to keep alive, the singing club is a way of transplanting and maintaining in the
immigrant community part of the cultural environment of the homeland.?’

The Swedish Singing Society, along with other singing groups, regularly practiced and
performed in the Swedish American Hall. From the turn of the century through 1933, the singing
society was under the direction of Axel Pihlstrom, who also directed Danish and Norwegian
male choruses in San Francisco.?® These groups also formed a local federation, the United
Scandinavian Singers, for pan-Scandinavian celebrations, such as Leif Ericson Day. In 1915, the
Swedish American Hall hosted other west coast singing groups visiting San Francisco for the
Panama-Pacific International Exposition (PPIE).

1915 Panama Pacific International Exposition (PPIE)

The Swedish American Hall served a vital role as the central meeting place for organizing the
construction of a Swedish Pavilion at the PPIE. Although this world’s fair was ostensibly held to
celebrate the opening of the Panama Canal, it also offered an opportunity for San Francisco to
celebrate its recovery from the 1906 Earthquake. The fair opened in February 1915 in what
became the Marina District, featuring scores of halls showcasing technological achievements, as
well as pavilions representing various U.S. states and nations around the globe. By the time the
fair closed in December 1915, more than 15 million persons had attended.

36 Muriel N. Beroza, Golden Gate Swedes, (Yosemite, CA: The Range of Light Works, 2000). 66-67.
37 Irving Babow, “The Swedish Singing Society of San Francisco,” The Chronicle, Vol. 1. No. 3 (Autumn 1954), 6.
38 Ibid: 3-7.
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When San Francisco was chosen to host the fair in 1911, the Swedish American Patriotic League
soon formed an exhibition committee to work on fundraising for the construction of a Swedish
pavilion. In addition to these efforts, William Matson, owner of the Matson Navigation Company
and Swedish Consul General at San Francisco, announced in 1913 that the Swedish government
was appropriating $160,000 for construction of the pavilion.* Ferdinand Boberg of Stockholm,
architect of the Malmo Exhibition of 1914, was engaged to design the building, with August
Nordin—architect of the Swedish American Hall—serving as the supervising architect on site.

Throughout 1915, the Swedish American Hall received numerous Swedish visitors, and,
according to a golden jubilee history, “Banquets and festivities of all kinds were frequent, and it
might not be too boastful to say that all citizens of San Francisco of Swedish birth or descent,
whether members of the Swedish Society or not, pointed with a great amount of pride to the
beautiful building at 2174 Market Street.”*’ An important outgrowth of the fair was continued
fundraising efforts by the Swedish American Patriotic League to purchase Sveadal, a recreational
and retirement facility located on 110 acres in Uvas Canyon near Morgan Hill, California. Since
its purchase in 1926 the land continues to be used as both a resort and the site for the
Midsummer celebration, which includes raising a maypole and a parade celebrating the election
of a queen and court drawn from various Swedish clubs.*!

In July 1916, the San Francisco Chronicle published a feature article on the SWCdlSh Society
entitled, “Swedish Society is a Growing Organization, Big Fraternal Body Strongly Established
Here.” It included a brief history of the organization and its founders, as well as a discussion of
the events of 1906 and the subsequent construction of the Swedish American Hall. The article is
an important source of historical documentation and includes a photograph of the interior library,
later known as the Verdandi club room. The inglenook shown in the photo is virtually
unchanged. The grandfather clock in the image was donated to the Swedish Society by Eric O.
Lindblom and later moved to the Odin lodge room.*?

The article states that the number of first generation Swedish immigrants residing in San
Francisco, Oakland, Alameda, and Berkeley at that time was estimated at more than 16,000. It
also states that, “any able-bodied, morally and physically sound man, born of parents speaking
the Swedish language, is eligible for membership. The initiation fee is $5. »43 At that time, the
Chronicle noted the financial health of the organization, which included assets of $74,000 in
addition to the value of the Swedish American Hall and lot, estimated at $60,000.

3 Frank M. Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International Celebration Held in
San Francisco in 1915, Volume 11, (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons The Knickerbocker Press, 1921), 117.

40 San Francisco Architectural Heritage, “Swedish Society Continues Proud Stewardship of its Historic Home,”
Heritage News, Vol. XXVIII, No. 3 (May/June 2000), 6-7.

41 Muriel N. Beroza, Golden Gate Swedes, (Yosemite, CA: The Range of Light Works, 2000), 85.

42 Swedish Society of San Francisco, The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1975-1925, (San Francisco, Swedish
Society of San Francisco, October 1925, 24.

43 “Swedish Society is a Growing Organization Big Fraternal Body Strongly Established Here,” San Francisco
Chronicle, July 9, 1916, 19.
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In October 1925, the Swedish Society of San Francisco celebrated its fifty-year anniversary,
memorialized in a booklet entitled The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1875-1925. That
document notes the Society then counted 520 active members, and during its existence had paid
out more than $100,000 in sick and burial benefits, as well as donations to members.** The
progress of the Swedish Society’s Oakland branch was also noted, including the construction of
Jenny Lind Hall at 2267 Telegraph Avenue in 1915. This building remains extant as the
headquarters for a Buddhist Association.

From the 1920s through the late twentieth century, the Swedish American Hall continued to
serve as the central meeting place for Swedish social and fraternal organizations in San
Francisco. It was the site of numerous concerts, dances, and social gatherings. On several
occasions, the hall also hosted visits from members of the Swedish royalty, as well as political
leaders, including Prince Wilhelm in 1927; Prince Bertil in 1958, 1960, and 1971; Prime
Minister Tage Erlander in 1961; Crown Prince Carl Gustav—Iater King Carl XVI Gustaf—in
1967; and Crown Princess Victoria in 2001.%°

There are no bound registers available for membership in the Swedish Society. Various
documents, including meeting minutes, demonstrate that the organization remained quite popular
well into the late twentieth century. In 1971, the Swedish Society counted 101 members, while
the Swedish Ladies Society counted approximately 165 members. During this same period, a
logbook for the hall from September 1971 shows it being used twenty-nine times that month by
various organizations including Fylgia Lodge, the Odin Lodge, the Danish Brotherhood, and the
Swedish American Patriotic League.

As late as 1980, membership in the Swedish Society and Swedish Ladies Society remained
robust, with nearly 150 members (56 and 90 members, respectively). Over the following decade,
however, these numbers fell by more than half. In 1990, there were only twenty members of the
Swedish Society, while the Swedish Ladies counted forty-five members. Faced with declining
membership, one of the namesake organizations associated with the Swedish American Hall, the
Balder Masonic Lodge, merged with the non-Swedish Columbia Lodge in 1990.%¢ The use of the
hall dwindled along with the membership. The logbook for the hall from September 1993 shows
only seven meetings that month—less than a quarter of the number only twenty years earlier.
Beginning in 1991, the Cafe Du Nord was reinvigorated as a popular live music club, and
continued to host a variety of shows until 2014.

In 1996, with only a few active members remaining, the Swedish Society was reorganized. This
included adopting new bylaws and cancelling the sick and burial benefits of membership.
Around the same time, the Society began a program of improvements that included a new

4 Swedish Society of San Francisco, The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1975-1925, (San Francisco, Swedish
Society of San Francisco, October 1925), 26. '

45 Muriel N. Beroza, “The Swedish Ameérican Hall in San Francisco,” The Swedish-American Historical Quarterly,
Vol. LVIIIL, No. 4, October 2007, 278.

46 Jbid: 67.
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reception area and management office at the 2172 Market Street storefront, as well as the
installation of fire alarms and security features.

Some of the reasons for the decline in interest in Swedish organizations are observed in Golden
Gate Swedes:

With few exceptions, the old Swedish organizations are passing from the scene.
They are unable to secure new members; most of them are now either the children
or grandchildren of the Swedish immigrants. It can be seen by the diminishing
members and also difficulty in finding new leadership. The new immigrants from
Sweden have formed their own societies as they have different interests. Most of
the new immigrants are fluent in English, are well educated and do not require a
safety net or support from fellow countrymen to make it in the new world. It is
sad and nostalgic to see the older clubs struggling to survive in this modern age
with conflicting activities and many forms of entertainment and social contacts
that are now available. Most of the club members belong out of a sense of loyalty .
to the past and a desire to perpetuate the organizations that were so much a part of
their childhood and such important institutions in the lives of their parents and
grandparents.*’

To promote the rich history of the Swedish Society of San Francisco and the Swedish American
Hall, the Swedish American Hall Archives Committee curates displays within the building
drawn from the society’s collection. The Archives Committee also spearheaded an effort to scan
the local Swedish newspaper, Vestkusten. Containing more than a century of editions, Vestkusten
was the first foreign language newspaper to have its entire publication made available online
through the California Digital Newspaper Collection, administered at the University of
California, Riverside.

Criterion C: Architecture

The Swedish American Hall is significant as an outstanding representative of its type and period.
The building’s exterior design combines Swedish and Arts and Crafts style influences, while the
interior detailing and finishes, particularly the elaborate woodwork, demonstrate a superior level
of craftsmanship. The building is also significant as one of the most notable works of master
architect August Nordin, who was himself a member of the Swedish Society.

Construction History

The Swedish American Hall was constructed in 1907 as a combination social hall and
commercial building for the Swedish Society of San Francisco. It served as a replacement for
Scandia Hall, another social hall owned by various Swedish societies, which was destroyed
during the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. The lot was previously occupied by a two-story flats
building owned by Elise A. Drexler, widow of the millionaire Lomis P. Drexler, who had died in

47 Muriel N. Beroza, Golden Gate Swedes, (Yosemite, CA: The Range of Light Works, 2000), 78.
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1899. Drexler was a noted developer in the city during the early twentieth century, while also
using her fortune for a variety of philanthropic pursuits.

Drexler sold the parcel to the Swedish Society of San Francisco in September 1906.*® Initially,
the Swedish Society considered keeping the existing building on the lot, but it “proved upon
investigation not to be fit for repairs—it could not be altered as to meet the requirements.”*’ The
building was sold and moved by its new owner to another location. ** The Swedish Society
formed a building committee, and “the results were quick and decisive. The well known [sic]
architect, Mr. Aug. Nordin, engaged by the committee, soon had the plans and specifications
ready, and these were accepted.””!

Funding for the land purchase and construction of a new hall was provided by the Swedish
Society, as well as a large sum offered by Erik O. Lindblom, known as one of the “Three Lucky
Swedes” who discovered gold in the Nome mining district during the Alaska Gold Rush (Figure
15). Lindblom invested his considerable fortune in a variety of pursuits, and in 1908 helped
create the Swedish-American Bank, for which he served as vice president.

Plans for the new hall were drawn by architect August Nordin (Figures 16-21). They show the
building much as it still appears, including the unusual twin gables with oversized bargeboards.
Among the various items specified for the primary fagade are storefront windows and transoms
with hinged sashes, leaded glass windows, stucco on metal lath cladding in the gable ends, a
clinker brick chimney, and a galvanized iron roof ridge. Other drawings show that the building
was served by both electric incandescent and gas lighting, and that it was designed to
accommodate an elevator shaft located adjacent to the main stairs.

The original building permit application, number 9876, was filed in May 1907. That same month
the building contract was announced in the San Francisco Call:

The Swedish Society of San Francisco with Andrew Olson Ross & McCormack, Carlson &
Swanson, Victor Stanquist and Richard J. H. Forbes—To erect a three story frame building on
NW line of Market Street... $35,204.%

According to the Swedish Society’s golden jubilee history, Andrew Olson completed the
woodwork, Carlson and Swanson the painting and decoration, Standquist the brick and
foundation work, and Mr. Pontus Franklin installed the plumbing.

*8 The San Francisco Call, “Real Estate Transactions,” September 12, 1906, 12.

49 Swedish Society of San Francisco, The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1975-1925, (San Francisco, Swedish
Society of San Francisco), October 1925, 21.

50 San Francisco Architectural Heritage, “Swedish Society Continues Proud Stewardship of its Historic Home,”
Heritage News, Vol. XXVIII, No. 3 (May/June 2000), 6-7.

5! Swedish Society of San Francisco, The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1975-1925, (San Francisco, Swedish
Society of San Francisco), October 1925, 20.

52 San Francisco Call, May 4, 1907.

53 Swedish Society of San Francisco, The Swedish Society’s Golden Jubilee 1975-1925, (San Francisco, Swedish
Society of San Francisco), October 1925, 22-23.
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By June, the building was under construction. A notice in the San Francisco Swedish language
newspaper, Vestkusten, describes the work:

Up to now the walls are erected to the first floor only, but the work is progressing rapidly
under builder Andrew Olson's leadership. The architect, who as well as the builder is
Swedish, is August Nordin. The building should be completed at a cost of approximately
$40,000 and includes a large basement, two stores and a meeting room on the first floor, a
large hall and two lodge rooms on the second floor. The front of the building is divided into
two floors above the shops and contains a lodge room, pantry, etc. and a clubroom .... No
expenses have been spared in the building’s construction, thanks to Mr. E. Lindblom's
benevolence in placing all necessary means at the society's disposal. The cornerstone of the
building will be placed to coincide with a singing festival here at the end of July.**

The cornerstone for the Swedish American Hall was laid on July 27, 1907, with the attendant
ceremony described in the San Francisco Chronicle the following day:

The Swedish Society of San Francisco and Oakland laid the corner stone of the Swedish-
American hall yesterday afternoon-with much ceremony and great rejoicing. The members of
the society assembled at the Swedish Lutheran Church, Fifteenth and Dolores streets, and
marched behind an orchestra to Veterans’ Hall on Duboce avenue, where the United Swedish
Singers of the Pacific Coast, now holding a convention and singing festival in San Francisco
and Oakland, joined the local society, and the procession then marched to the new structure
on Market Street ... The hall which is in the course of construction covers a site 50 by 100
feet; is of most attractive design and will be quite an ornament to that part of Market street.
The ground floor will contain two stores and a meeting hall. The banquet-room and kitchen
will be located in the mezzanine floor, while the second floor will contain a large assembly
hall, a lodgeroom, ladies parlor, committee rooms and other apartments. The library and
clubrooms will be located on the third floor, and a large banquet hall for special occasions
will be located in the basement, with a separate entrance from the street. The building is to be
completed and ready for occupancy in about four months.*®

The Swedish American Hall was formally dedicated on December 22, 1907. The San Francisco
Chronicle mentions that the dedication for the new building included a holiday themed
celebration:

Evergreen decorations, appropriate to the holiday season and not lacking in
significance to these people whose memories hark back to a certain country of
Northern Europe, were artistically arranged throughout the interior of the beautiful
banquet hall of the new building. President R. Dybergh acted as toastmaster of the
evening, and the responses of the officers and members of the society on whom he
called were all of a congratulatory nature and full of praise for E. O. Lindblom, the

54 Vestkusten, June 27, 1907
55 San Francisco Chronicle, “Corner Stone of Swedish Hall,” July 28, 1907.
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