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Displacement and emplacement in New Sweden 
and colonial Middle Atlantic (1638–1750)

Introduction – the perils of 
trans-Atlantic migration

In 1639, nineteen year old Anders Svensson Bonde from 
the countryside outside of Gothenburg made a decision 
that changed his life forever. For the pay of 2 Riksdaler a 
month he agreed to go to America and serve as a soldier 
in Fort Christina, a principal settlement in the colony of 
New Sweden. Anders was not alone. Between 1638 and 
1655, when Sweden laid colonial claim to a stretch of land 
along the Delaware River in North America, several hund
reds of Swedish and Finnish settlers made the perilous 
journey across the Atlantic to settle or serve in the colony. 
The reasons to migrate were various. Some individuals and 
families hoped for a better life; some, swayed by curiosity 
or the spirit of adventure, wanted to see and experience 
the new world for themselves. Others had considerably 
less choice. They were sent to America in punish ment for 
their crimes – desertion, evading drafting to the army, re
peated adultery, unlawful hunting and use of forest and 
encroachment on royal prerogatives (Johnson 1911: 239; 
Carlsson 1995).

Regardless of the motives, migration to the new conti
nent proved to be a challenging move. This chapter analyses 
some of these challenges and ways of dealing with reloca
tion among the Swedish community in colonial America. 
Using the example of Anders Svensson Bonde, his family 
and his neighbors, this chapter pays attention to the strate
gies of homemaking undertaken by the Swedish settlers and 
to the ambiguous and complicated reaction to the alien, 
colonial landscape. I argue that this reaction involved si
multaneous insistence on preserving certain traditions and 

transforming others, reshaping identities and renegotiating 
ideas of belonging.

Before the 1650s, when little firsthand accounts about 
America reached Sweden, the popular images of the con
tinent were vague. Early Swedish ideas and depictions 
of America were influenced by reports published in the 
first Swedish newspaper Ordinari Post Tijdender, and 
stories supplied by foreign travelers and prints. In these 
stories America figured as a confusing place. Its natives 
were portrayed as utterly barbaric, ignoble and revengeful 
heathens and cannibals, but also innocent, noble and kind 
(Lindeström 1925: 191f, 233ff, 239ff; Sayre 1997; Columbus 
2004). The country was often judged as materialization of 
biblical paradise and a land of plenty, or as a dangerous 
and barren place where no European crops would grow. 
For most of the Europeans who saw themselves as moder
ate people living in a temperate climate, relocating to the 
unknown of such extremes meant not only severing ties 
with wellknown landscapes and routines but it also posed 
a risk of losing the familiar self (Hofer 1934 [1688]: 381, 385ff; 
Kupper man 1984: 213ff; Moogk 1989: 473). Considering 
these mixed feelings and uncertainty surrounding Amer
ica it is perhaps not surprising that many hesitated to mi
grate and once they moved they were overtaken by longing, 
apathy and malcontents (Cressy 1987: 191ff; Moogk 1989; 
Naum 2013: 168ff). Anders Svensson Bonde too might have 
had his doubts about the decision he made. Being a soldier 
in the colony was a difficult task plagued by monotony and 
boredom, insecurity and awareness of possible outbreaks of 
conflict with the neighbors, the outcome of which would 
have hardly favored the meager colony. In the correspond
ence sent from the colony the soldiers were singled out as 
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place-making in the colony and pays attention to the ambi-
guities in the settlers’ lives: the degree to which old traditions 
and cultural sensitivities shaped their everyday practice as well 
as the increased disconnection of the Swedish communities in 
America from their old homeland.

In the first half of the seventeenth century several hundred 
Swedish and Finnish settlers arrived in the Delaware River 
valley in America’s Middle Colonies. Regardless of the circum-
stances of their move, migration to America had a significant 
impact on their lives. Using the example of Anders Svensson 
Bonde and his family, this essay scrutinizes the processes of 
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the ones who felt particularly homesick, unhappy and wish
ing to return to Sweden (Johnson 1930; Naum 2013: 170).

On top of the uncertainty about the continent came the 
perils of the transAtlantic crossings. Deficient geographi
cal and navigational knowledge and the unpredictability 
of the Atlantic coupled with the difficult living standards 
on board of the ships led to numerous accidents and high 
mortality rates. In the history of the colony there were two 
particularly dark moments –the shipwrecking of Kattan in 
1649 off Puerto Rico, which resulted in the death or en
slavement of the majority of the crew and passengers and 
the crossing of Örnen in 1654 during which onethird of 
about 350 passengers died. For those who made the journey 
the odds of survival were disheartening. Malnourished and 
exhausted by a long journey, the migrants often fell prey 
to diseases of the socalled ‘seasoning period’. Even slim
mer were the chances of ever returning to the old coun
try. Our protagonist – Anders Svensson Bonde – was one 
of the lucky exceptions. He did survive the first difficult 
year in the colony and continued to live and serve in New 
Sweden, advancing to the position of a gunner and mov
ing from the Fort Christina to the Fort New Gothenburg. 
In 1653 he was finally released from his service and boarded 
a ship bound to Sweden. But two years later, shortly after 
collecting his long overdue salary, he made a seemingly un
expected decision. In 1655 with a chest full of money and 
necessary tools and utensils to start a farm he boarded the 

Mercurius bound for New Sweden. One can only speculate 
what has propelled this move. Perhaps he realized that his 
prospects of becoming a freeman were better in the colony. 
Perhaps the fourteen years he spent in America made it dif
ficult to come back and feel at home in Sweden. Whatever 
his reasons, Anders was crossing Atlantic again – this time 
to never return to Sweden.

Homemaking in the colony

The first physical encounters with the new continent in
spired a mixture of awe and contempt. “It is a remarkably 
beautiful country, with all the glories which a human be
ing on earth ever at any time may wish” – wrote Gover
nor Johan Printz to Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna (John
son 1930: 152ff). “Such a fertile country that the pen is too 
weak to describe, praise and extol it [sufficiently]; yes in
deed, on account of its fertility it may well be called a land 
flowing with milk and honey” – seconded Per Lindeström 
who visited the colony in 1654–55 (Lindeström 1925: 172f).

The splendid fertility and exotic abundance of the coun
try was not without its perils. The lack of knowledge about 
indigenous flora and fauna led to deadly encounters with 
poisonous plants and animals. In summertime boggy areas 
along the Delaware were infested with mosquitos causing 
outbreaks of malaria (Lindeström 1925: 157). But most of 

Figur 1. A detail from Thomas Holme’s “A Map of the Improved Parts of the Province of Pennsilvania in America” (1681) showing property 
of Anders and Anna Bonde and the settlement in the vicinity of Philadelphia.
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the curiosity, anxiety and fear was caused by the encoun
ters with the Native inhabitants of the country (Lindeström 
1925; Johnson 1930; Fur 2006).

Whether admired or feared, the landscape of America 
appeared utterly foreign. To become a replica of the old 
Sweden, as the colonial company and the Royal Council 
have envisioned it, the newly purchased land needed to be 
domesticated. Rising to the task with diligence and tire
less effort Governors Johan Printz and Johan Risingh di
rected a wholesome process of turning the newly acquired 
colony into a recognizable and orderly space. This pro
cess started with setting boundaries marked with national 
emblems, clearing the land and inscribing the landscape 
with familiar sounding names. Places known by the local 
Lenape as Hopokehocking, Chamassung, Meckoponacka 
and Tenakong were renamed as Christina, Finland, Upland 
and New Gothenburg (Acrelius 1874: 67ff). Renamed, the 
colonial landscape was further transformed by diverse pro
jects. Churches, water mills, forts, docks, and plantations 
dotted New Sweden’s countryside (Johnson 1930: 127ff).

Equally crucial to the process of domestication were 
more mundane endeavors of clearing the land and estab
lishing farms undertaken by the settlers themselves. Turn
ing foreign and unpredictable surroundings into recogniz
able and comfortable spaces was achieved through material 
means of house building and home making, appropriat
ing the landscape for agriculture and by connecting the 
farmsteads through the network of pathways and neigh
borly ties. When choosing suitable places for plantation, 
freeholders tried to find places that would offer possibili
ties comparable to those in the old homelands and were 
drawn to the areas offering a versatile economy, enabling 
agriculture, husbandry, fishing and hunting. The architec

ture and layout of the farms resembled the rural settings of 
Sweden where many of the colonists came from (Ekengren 
et al. 2013: 174ff).

These efforts of domestication using cultural references 
of Sweden are well illustrated in the decisions and actions 
of Anders Svensson Bonde. When he returned to Amer
ica he purchased livestock and large plots of land south of 
Philadelphia in the predominantly Swedish neighborhoods 
of Carkoens Hook and Kingsessing including an island on 
Delaware River, which was renamed after him to Bonde (or 
Boon – after his Anglicized name) Island (figur 1). The land 
offered him versatile economic possibilities to grow cereal 
and flax, keep bees and above all to rear his sizable livestock. 
He married one Anna who migrated from Nya Kopparber
get in Örebro County. Anna’s sister and her family were 
immediate neighbors of the Bondes. Anna and Anders built 
together a house – a twostory high double cottage (Swed
ish parstuga ) – which was comfortably furnished with ob
jects brought from Sweden and purchased in the colony: 
beds for all members of their family (Anders and Anna 
had nine children that reached adulthood), chests, a table, 
chairs, necessary tools, pots, pans and tableware (figur 2). 
The house was decorated with a mirror, curtains, bed cov
ers and tablecloths (Inventory of Andreas Swanson Boon, 18 
April 1696; Inventory of Ann Boon, 1712/13).

The material decisions, the wholesome process of 
transforming the landscape and creation of communal 
networks, were of great importance to the Bondes and 
other settlers. They helped to recreate a sense of belong
ing, security and familiarity. Displacement subjected the 
colonists to the loss of confidence and ease with which 
they would conduct their daily lives and forced them to 
sever intimate ties with wellknown landscapes. Cul

Figur 2. Furnishings of Anna and Anders Bonde’s home reconstructed from their inventories. Drawing: Magdalena Naum
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tural norms and traditions that were upheld in the colony 
helped to counter these feelings of alienation and fuelled 
‘homing desires’, hopes that what was declared as a new 
home would eventually feel like home (cf. Brah 1996: 193, 
197). For the colonists, whose lives were disrupted by mi
gration, engagement in wellknown material practices and 
the ability to reconstruct patterns of everyday routines 
contributed to the act of emplacement (Brah 1996). This 
place making and production of locality and community 
meant to keep at bay an innate sense of anxiety and in
stability caused by displacement and to create a sense fa
miliarity and continuity (Casey 2001; Turton 2005: 267ff, 
276ff; Naum in press).

Swedish community in colonial America

New Sweden was a short lived experiment. In 1655 it was 
seized by the Dutch, who never recognized the Swedish 
rights to the Delaware, and incorporated into New Nether
land. The last governor of the colony, Johan Risingh, with 
thirtyseven soldiers and colonists returned to Sweden. The 
majority, about three hundred people, stayed under the 
Dutch, and then from 1664 the English rule, forming “the 
Swedish Nation” a community united by a common lan
guage, Swedish customs and adherence to Lutheranism 
(Johnson 1911: 657ff; Lindmark 2005).

Throughout the late 17th century the majority of Swed
ish families lived in dispersed farms along the Delaware 
River between New Castle and the southern outskirts of 
Philadelphia. Yet despite the lack of towns and larger vil
lages the settlements were close enough to each other to 
create and maintain a tightly woven fabric of communal 
relationships. Although the settlers came from different 
areas in Sweden and espoused certain regional cultural 
differences, in the eyes of the outside observers (Swedish 
pastors who arrived in the last decade of the 17th and first 
half of the 18th century, and English and Dutch travelers 
and colonial officials) the community was described as rela
tively uniform and conservatively Swedish (e.g. Dankers & 
Sluyter 1867: 175, 177; Stebbins Craig & Williams 2006b).

Pastor Andreas Rudman shortly after his arrival to 
Pennsylvania in 1697 described his congregation in the 
following way:

The [Swedish] people live far scattered, yet all along the water 
(…). Round about them, and partly in between them, English 
people live, which language they know, as well as the Indian 
and Dutch [languages], and on top of that their mother ton
gue as clear as it was ever spoken in Sweden, but they break 
somewhat on the Östgöta and Västgöta ending (…). All the 
houses are timbered in the Swedish manner. The women cook 
food according to the Swedish custom and brew fine and plea
sant tasting drinks (Stebbins Craig & Williams 2006b: 65f).

The historical sources, particularly court reports, church 
books and wills offer glimpses into the dynamics of this 
community: their everyday efforts to provide for the fami
lies, the patterns of socializing and cooperation, their self
definition and mobilization against abusive policies, and 
the intercommunal conflicts and animosity (Naum, in 
press). The lives of Anders Svensson Bonde and his family 
embodied these diverse connections, commitments and 
relationships marked by both friendship and enmity. The 
Bondes socialized with their Swedish neighbors and some 
of them: the Nilssons (who migrated from Skånings härad 
in Västergötland), the Svenssons, the Mårtenssons (from 
Finland) and the Cocks (from Bångsta, Södermanland) 
became their kindred through the marriages of their chil
dren. Like their neighbors, the Bondes were active Luther
ans. Anders did not live to witness the arrival of the Swed
ish pastors and the construction of the Swedish church in 
Wicacoa (Philadelphia). He died in 1696, a year before the 
ministers made it to America. His widow and children 
joined the congregation, helped to build the church and 
to maintain the Swedish pastors (Stebbins Craig & Wil
liams 2006b: 33ff, 146f, 169ff). They regularly sent Ameri
can commodities – furs and pelts – to Sweden to ensure 
the continuity of the mission and the flow of religious 
books to America.

Anders avoided political activism and did not partici
pate in any of the mutinies and protests staged by the Swed
ish communities in the 1650s, 60s and 70s (Haefeli 2006; 
Stebbins Craig & Williams 2006a: 11ff; Naum in press). 
His sons, however, were among those Swedes who com
plained to the General Assembly in Philadelphia and to 
Queen Ann of England about William Penn’s (and the 
English) encroachment on their property rights and free
doms given to the Swedes by Charles II (Stebbins Craig & 
Williams 2007: 118ff).

The Bondes lived relatively peaceful lives following 
the agricultural calendar punctured by religious holidays, 
weddings, christenings and funerals and by occasional fear 
or outbreak of violence between the colonists and Native 
Americans. From time to time, they got involved in dis
putes and conflicts with their neighbors. For over a decade 
Anders was feuding with one Måns Petersson Stäcket (who 
had a reputation of a local drunkard and troublemaker). 
The gravest case was brought to the court by Bonde in 
the fall of 1677. On the way to his property at Carkoens 
Hook, Bonde was called by Lasse Colman to join him and 
others, including Stäcket, in his sauna. Drunken Stäcket 
abused Bonde “with many scandalous words” and “be
ing not satis fied with that fell to beating” him (Harmar 
& Armstrong 1860: 70). The following spring Stäcket sued 
Bonde for damages to his land caused by Bonde’s careless
ness in fen cing off his livestock (Harmar & Armstrong 
1860: 132). Three years later, in another of his drunken rants, 
Stäcket called Bonde and Bonde’s neighbor and brotherin 
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law Otto Ernest Koch hog thieves – a defamation which 
almost cost him a steep sum of 1000 guilders (Harmar & 
Armstrong 1860: 180f).

The Swedes living along the Delaware in the late 17th 
and early 18th century constituted a tightly woven com
munity upholding many traditions of the old country and 
maintaining real and imagined connections with Sweden. 
But the realities of colonial Pennsylvania – its increasingly 
multicultural character, racial ideologies and policies col
oring daily decisions and attitudes, and economic cur
rents connecting local and global markets – affected the 
daily lives of the Swedish settlers. Anders, Anna, their chil
dren and neighbors lived in a rapidly changing world, in 
which Atlantic connections and colonial inequalities and 
entangle ments were very tangible and materialized in the 
consumption patterns, practices and household arrange
ments. In this world, new objects, practices and ideas made 
their way into the daily routines next to carefully guarded 
customs of the old country. The interactions and close co
existence with the Native American Lenape, the Dutch 
and English settlers stimulated cultural borrowings (but 
not necessarily abandoning prejudices about the others). 
New medicinal knowledge and folklore, languages, crops 
and foodways, fashions and ideas of comfort were adopted 
and integrated into existing set of practices (Kalm 1773: 336, 
385ff; Lindeström 1925: 186; Fur 2006: 154f). The material 
everyday world of the Swedish families resembled that of 
other European settlers of the middling sort. Objects listed 
in the inventories of the Bondes and their neighbors, be
sides fairly standard chests, trunks, beds, tools and pewter 
dishes, included more expensive pieces of furniture such 
as chest of drawers and chairs, silver objects, candlesticks, 
mirrors, books, imported ceramics, such as delftware and 
decorative fabrics made of homespun linen and imported 
wool. The excavations at the Morton Homestead, a home of 
Peter Bonde’s brother inlaw, provide another window into 
the purchased objects (Frens & Frens 1989). Deposits dated 
to the late 17th and the first half of the 18th century, besides 
the locally made redware, included German (Westerwald) 
and English white saltglazed stoneware, Dutch and Eng
lish tinglazed pottery and Staffordshire earthenware. Most 
of the identifiable pipes found at the site came from Bristol, 
especially from the workshops of Robert Tippett and John 
or James Abbott. These and other objects were purchased 
with money from selling surplus grain, flour, beeswax, live
stock and meat that were shipped to the plantations in the 
Caribbean, the main market for Pennsylvania agricultural 
products (Schweitzer 1987: 62ff).

The lives of the Swedish community were entangled 
with the Atlantic colonial world in yet another way. The 
use of enslaved African work, introduced in northeastern 
America by the Dutch, was also practiced among the Swed
ish freemen. Although overall relatively infrequent (only 
eight out of 87 inventories dated between 1690s and 1730s 

list slaves) it was in the Wicacoa congregation, to which 
the Bondes belonged, where slave ownership was particu
larly common and more than a quarter of the local Swed
ish families owned at least one slave. Bonde’s son Anders 
bought a male slave, while the spouses of his three other 
sons – Brigitta and Barbara Svensson, and Margareta Cock 
– grew up in households with enslaved Africans. Practices 
and experiences that were unthinkable in the rural settings 
of Sweden became a common place in the colony.

Conclusions: displacement, 
emplacement and cultural ambivalence

In a century between the arrival of Anders Svensson Bonde 
in America in 1640 and the death of his children (last to 
die was his son Nils in 1736) the lives of the Bondes and 
their Swedish neighbors underwent several changes. They 
lived under the jurisdiction of three different colonial gov
ernments, caused and witnessed destruction and gradual 
dispossession of the Native American Lenape, and from 
the most numerous European group along the Delaware 
decreased to a clear minority. Their lives in the colony had 
anxious beginnings. Uncertainty, unhomeliness of the col
ony and homesickness had to be battled and countered 
by diverse projects aiming at domesticating the landscape, 
place making and recreating familiar institutions, customs 
and communal networks. These newly created bonds with 
other colonists sharing similar cultural vocabulary and the 
real and imagined connections with the old country made 
this community think of itself and be seen as a coherent 
“Swedish Nation”.

From the early beginnings the lives of the settlers were 
connected with the currents of Atlantic economy and 
colored by ideologies developed to justify the colonial en
deavor. New Sweden had a clear economic and cultural 
(as well as political) goal: to grow tobacco and purchase 
beaver pelts, to exploit other new world resources and to 
civilize and Christianize the Indians. With the passing of 
time the daily lives of the Swedishspeaking community 
became even more entangled with the colonial and multi
cultural realities of the MidAtlantic. And as the settlers 
and their families became emplaced in America, as the 
new governments came and went and as the Europeans 
flocked to William Penn’s ‘republic of tolerance’ they faced 
a growing predicament of how to preserve a sense of com
munity and particularity while becoming citizens of colo
nial American provinces. The Bondes and their Swedish
speaking neighbors tried to bridge the two worlds – the old 
one that supplied a stock of traditions and a sense of origin 
and the new one that sustained their daily needs and in
formed their decisions. By the middle of the 18th century, 
however, this community grew detached from their Swed
ish and Finnish homelands.
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