
THE LIFE STORY OF OSCAR SifllENSON 

On n e a r l y any g i v e n morning, i n the sleepy l i t t l e v i l l a g e 
of Newfolden, Minnesota, Oscar Swenson can be spotted making 
h i s way uptown. He walks the four blocks from h i s apartment 
n e a r l y every day -- to get h i s mail, to get h i s g r o c e r i e s f o r 
the day, and -- most importantly of a l l -- to have some coffee 
w i t h any "old j i g g e r s " he happens to encounter along h i s juant. 

At 82 years of age, Oscar may not be a s p r i n g chicken 
e i t h e r , but h i s p e r s o n a l i t y and general good h e a l t h seems to 
make him a c l a s s i c example of the old adage "You are only as 
o l d as you think you are". 

Oscar W i l l i a m Swenson was born on A p r i l 27 , 1904, i n 
S t e t t l e r , A l b e r t a . S t e t l e r i s a small town i n Canada, and i s 
near the c i t y of Edmonton. His family farmed there, and Oscar 
can remember that c o a l and n a t u r a l gas were so abundant th a t h i s 
f a m i l y dug enough c o a l from the r i v e r bank nearby to heat the 
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house comfortably even through the f r i g i d t u n d r a - l i k e winters 
of Northern Canada. 

When Oscar was h i s parents, G u l l i c k and C h r i s t i n a , moved 
t h e i r f a m i l y to Athabaska Landing where they l i v e d f o r 6 years. 
The Swensons owned a h o t e l i n Athabaska Landing and G u l l i c k 
owned a taxidermy shop a l s o . Oscar helped the f a m i l y whenever 
he could, and remembers that by the time he was eight or nine 
years olif he was c l e a n i n g heads and such things i n h i s f a t h e r ' s 
shop. 



At the time Oscar Had s i x brothers; Sam, Richard, Martin, 
Hilmer, A l b e r t and A r t . He al s o had three s i s t e r s ; H i l d a , Lena 
and Ann. You can t e l l Oscar has fond memories of Athabaska 
Landing by the s t o r i e s he t e l l s of h i s years there and by the 
excitement i n h i s voice when he t e l l s them. He t e l l s of p l a y i n g 
b a s e b a l l w i t h h i s brothers and other k i d s at the town b a s e b a l l 
diamond. He t e l l s of s l i d i n g n e a r l y a mile downhill onto the 
roaens R i v e r on a toboggen during the f r i g i d Canadian winters and 
then walking back u p h i l l to do i t again. Of a l l the memories he 
holds dear though, those he probably enjoys to t a l k about most are 
those of h i s f a t h e r . 

Although Oscar d i d not see the Red Riv e r V a l l e y u n t i l 1 9 1 ?i 
h i s f a t h e r had homesteaded i n East V a l l e y Township, near what i s 
now the v i l l a g e of H o l t . Before he sold h i s homestead and 
emmigrated to Canada i n 1900 - or "i/tfhen Hilmer was a baby" as 
Oscar put i t , G u l l i c k d i d much to improve the township. One of 
h i s achievements was to d i g the f i r s t w e l l i n the area with a w e l l 
d r i l l i n g machine operated by a horse c i r c l i n g the device and 
deepening the hole. 

G u l l i c k ' s move to Canada had done nothing to s t i f l e h i s 
in v e n t i v e mind e i t h e r , as he i s c r e d i t e d with d i s c o v e r i n g a safe, 
perpetual l i g h t f o r the town of Athabaska Landing. E l e c t r i c i t y 
was s t i l l not a v a i l a b l e , and G u l l i c k decided to use a copper pipe 
and the wealth of n a t u r a l resources i n the area, to create a lamp 
which never dimmed. The pipe had a small hole i n i t and when 
d r i v e n i n t o the ground i n the c o r r e c t spot i t tapped the reserves 
of n a t u r a l gas j u s t below the ground. 



Although l i f e f o r the Swensons was very good i n Athabaska 
Landing, G u l l i c k and Christingu decided i t was time to p u l l up 
stakes and move on again. They s o l d the h o t e l and taxidermy shop 
and used part of the money to t r a v e l across the border and i n t o 
America. 

When they f i r s t moved down from Canada, the Swensons spent 
s i x months i n the town of E v a n s v i l l e , Minnesota, where G u l l i c k and 
h i s o l d e s t sons - Martin, Sam and Richard worked f o r a logging 
company. 

In 1915 while the f a m i l y was s t i l l i n E v a n s v i l l e , Lewis, the 
baby of the f a m i l y was born. S h o r t l y a f t e r h i s b i r t h t h e i r next 
move took them to B i g Fork, which was also i n Minnesota. Each 
move seemed to b r i n g them c l o s e r to where they wanted to spend 
t h e i r l i v e s and a f t e r only one year i n Big Fork, the f a m i l y moved 
once again. This move led them to a small farm e i g h t miles out 
of H o l t , Minnesota. 

Their time i n Holt was a period of great g r e i f f o r the 
Swenson f a m i l y . F i r s t , Oscar's o l d e s t brother, Sam, who was 
only twenty-four, died of pneumonia on the farm. A l i t t l e over 
a year a f t e r Sam's death, another of Oscar's brothers was k i l l e d 
during a German bombing r a i d on a bridge i n France. One ^ E y / r ^ r ^ \ 

l a t e r , on November 11, 1918, Germany surrendered and Armistace 
Day marked the end of World War I. 

I t i s hard to imagine the r e a c t i o n of a f a m i l y anxiously 
awaiting the r e t u r n of t h e i r own, only to f i n d he too had been 
taken by t h i s "War to end a l l wars". 

G u l l i c k bought a farm i n East V a l l e y Township i n 1919 and 
Oscar remembers that he was happy to s e t t l e down and farm again. 



Since h i s f a t h e r was always working on a new machine, or 
hunting, or t r a v e l i n g , Oscar and h i s brothers found themselves 
doing most of the m i l k i n g , p l a n t i n g and other farm jobs. But 
they weren't alone! G u l l i c k hated manual labor and would o f t e n 
make bargains with neighbors under the terms that he would shoot 
game f o r them, or l e t them use h i s machines, and they would 
repay him with work hours r a t h e r than cash or goods. For G u l l i c k 
t h i s agreement worked very w e l l , as he was a master hunter, and 
had guided many European nobles on hunting expeditions i n t o the 
Canadian Wilderness. 

Oscar i s proud of h i s f a t h e r ' s a b i l i t i e s and worked hard to 
emulate them. Although Oscar, l i k e many c h i l d r e n of h i s day, had 
only an eighth grade education, lias was very c l e v e r and had an 
extremely keen mind. He could f i x anything, was able to q u i c k l y 
understand e l e c t r o n i c s - which at that time was a v i r t u a l l y new 
f i e l d - and seemed to be a born a d m i n i s t r a t o r and leader. 

Oscar and h i s brother A l b e r t were both i n t e r e s t e d i n 
e l e c t r o n i c s and had bought parts and b u i l t t h e i r own radios - they 
enjoyed b u i l d i n g them, l i s t e n i n g to them and there was a demand 
f o r the product but they could not s e l l them because of a l i t t l e 
known law. 

When Oscar was i n h i s e a r l y twenties, he worked many d i f f e r e n t 
jobs i n c l u d i n g l a y i n g steamshovel t r a c k i n the Hibbing mines, 
working i n the North Dakota harvests and doing carpentry work with 
h i s b r other Martin. These jobs may have been the source of the 
$ 1 9 0 . 0 0 Oscar used to buy h i s f i r s t car, a Model 'T' Ford Coupe. 
He describes the car as being "About Eight Feet t a l l , an awful 
o u t f i t " ! Even so, he drove i t o f t e n and hard. T i r e s were made 
of poor m a t e r i a l s and only l a s t e d about 500 miles. 



When Oscar was about 25 years old, he decided to r e t u r n to 
'ull-time farming. He bought a 1530 I n t e r n a t i o n a l t r a c t o r and a 
S2 Case t h r a s h i n g machine. He was farming on h i s parents farm 
.n East V a l l e y and the nearest town to get to was H o l t . Although 
LOW only a specter of a town, H o l t was once an important place to 
>eople i n the area. I t had 2 h o t e l s , an el e v a t o r , grocery s t o r e s , 
:afes, creamery and many d i f f e r e n t shops. Oscar - who i s a 
;reat t a l k e r - made a l o t of t r i p s to Holt and although he t e l l s 
i f many reasons to go i n t o town, those who know him get the idea 
;hat he probably sometimes j u s t went to town to f i n d someone to 
;ab with. The c r e a t i o n of the Agassiz Refuge, however, drove away 
iany people from t h e i r farms and soon i t was obvious that t h i s was 
;he beginning of the end f o r H o l t . 

In 193^» while the r e s t of America was s u f f e r i n g from the 
;reat depression, Oscar bought h i s f i r s t new car. The Plymouth 
leluxe that put him back $ 8 2 5 - 0 0 but i t was worth i t , as the car 
:erved him f a i t h f u l l y f o r years. The depression, says Oscar, had 
.ess e f f e c t here than i n many parts of the country. His worst 
xperience d u r i n g the depression was getting only $ 7 . 0 0 f o r a good 
ow. I t s t i l l aggravates him! 

In 19^4, when he was Ô years old, Oscar married Berget Hanson 
f Oklee, Minnesota. They made t h e i r home on the East V a l l e y farm 
i t h Oscar's a i l i n g parents, brother, s i s t e r - i n - l a w •& niece. On 
ul y Ik, 19^7f Oscar's f a t h e r , G u l l i c k , passed away a f t e r a b a t t l e 
i t h cancer. As so often happens, h i s mother C h r i s t i n a died soon 
f t e r , on A p r i l 18, 19*1-8. 

Oscar's only daughter, O l i v i a , was born on September 18, 19^6. 
scar was k2 at the time and Berget was *ff. 



When Oscar was about 25 years old, he decided to r e t u r n to 
:ull-time farming. He bought a 1530 I n t e r n a t i o n a l t r a c t o r and a 
)2 Case t h r a s h i n g machine. He was farming on h i s parents farm 
.n East V a l l e y and the nearest town to get to was H o l t . Although 
LOW only a specter of a town, H o l t was once an important place to 
>eople i n the area. I t had 2 h o t e l s , an e l e v a t o r , grocery s t o r e s , 
safes, creamery and many d i f f e r e n t shops. Oscar - who i s a 
;reat t a l k e r - made a l o t of t r i p s to Holt and although he t e l l s 
i f many reasons to go i n t o town, those who know him get the idea 
;hat he probably sometimes j u s t went to town to f i n d someone to 
;ab with. The c r e a t i o n of the Agassiz Refuge, however, drove away 
iany people from t h e i r farms and soon i t was obvious that t h i s was 
;he beginning of the end f o r H o l t . 

In 1 9 3 4 , while the r e s t of America was s u f f e r i n g from the 
;reat depression, Oscar bought h i s f i r s t new car. The Plymouth 
leluxe that put him back $ 8 2 5 - 0 0 but i t was worth i t , as the car 
:erved him f a i t h f u l l y f o r years. The depression, says Oscar, had 
.ess e f f e c t here than i n many parts of the country. His worst 
xperience d u r i n g the depression was get t i n g only $ 7 . 0 0 f o r a good 
ow. I t s t i l l aggravates him! 

In 1 9 4 4 , when he was 40 years old, Oscar married Berget Hanson 
f Oklee, Minnesota. They made t h e i r home on the East V a l l e y farm 
i t h Oscar's a i l i n g parents, brother, s i s t e r - i n - l a w :& niece. On 
u l y 1 4 , 1 9 ^ 7 , Oscar's f a t h e r , G u l l i c k , passed away a f t e r a b a t t l e 
i t h cancer. As so often happens, h i s mother C h r i s t i n a died soon 
f t e r , on A p r i l 1 8 , 1 9 4 8 . 

Oscar's only daughter, O l i v i a , was born on September 1 8 , 1 9 4 6 . 
scar was 42 at the time and Berget was . 



I I 
O l i v i a married Bob Newland i n 1965 and now has a daughter, 

Nancy and a son, Dan--that's me. Grandpa Oscar has always been 
a devout f a m i l y man and cares very deeply f o r h i s f a m i l y and 
others. Grandpa and Grandma Swenson were always together when 
you saw them and her death i n 1972 a f f e c t e d him deeply. He 
seemed to some to seclude himself from the world and t r i e d h i s 
best to go on alone. This e v e n t u a l l y began to pass, though, and 
Grandpa 1 s g r i e f was put aside by h i s great love of l i f e . 

Now, at 81, he has moved from the farm and i s l i v i n g i n 
Newfolden, which i s 15 miles from the old home. Grandpa has 
f r i e n d s everywhere, and i s of t e n s u r p r i s e d when people he has 
never met c a l l him by h i s f i r s t name. 

He says h i s mind i s going, but t h i s seems to be h i g h l y deught-
f u l , as he has a keen mind, a sharp w i t , and always seems to know 
what has happened, what i s happening and what the f o r e c a s t i s 
f o r tomorrow. Some of the reasons f o r h i s mind working so w e l l 
may be because he i s i n t e r e s t e d and has worked on many community 
and church o r g a n i z a t i o n s . He was c l e r k of the Ringbo School and 
helped keep i t going when students and funds were both running 
dangerously low. Grandpa was hurt badly when the l i t t l e school 
closed i n 1 9 5 8 . 

Grandpa was a l s o supervisor of the East V a l l e y Townboard 
and i s very proud of h i s part i n road c o n s t r u c t i o n e f f o r t s i n the 
township. He r e t i r e d from the townboard i n 1985 a f t e r 34 years 
of s e r v i c e . He received a f a r e w e l l party and a plaque of thanks 
from the community. He a l s o got h i s mug i n the paper which he 
enjoys, although he'd never admit i t . 



Grandpa has held many jobs at the l o c a l church. He i s s t i l l 
a member even now a f t e r h i s move and continues to hold the job of 
Cemetary Sexton which he has has held f o r over 25 years. 

Grandpa i s s t i l l very a c t i v e , and enjoys to be outdoors. 
He also enjoys reading, watching TV, and most of a l l - ju s t 
f i n d i n g someone to play cards w i t h (he's an expert at smear) and 
he l i k e s to have someone to have coffee with or j u s t to t a l k t o . 

His name won't appear i n a h i s t o r y textbook, or on the 
cover of Time, but Oscar W i l l i a m Swenson has contributed much to 
many, and enriched the l i f e of everyone who knows him. 


