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To: Tree Swenson and Hugo House Board of Directors 
From: Anastacia-Renee, Claudia Castro Luna, Dujie Tahat, Harold Taw, Shankar Narayan 
Date: February 8th, 2021 
 
VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL 
 
 
 
 
 
Re: Demand for Removal of Tree Swenson as Executive Director 
 
 
Dear Tree and Hugo House Board of Directors: 
 
With heavy hearts and firm resolve, we write to demand the removal of Tree Swenson on an 
urgent timeline from the position of Executive Director at the Board’s meeting on February 
9th.  While we have made every attempt to work with Tree to envision and enact a future in which 
Hugo House equitably and inclusively serves the full diversity of our region’s writing community, 
there is overwhelming, documented evidence that Tree will not and cannot lead that change, which 
is critical to the future of Hugo House.  In addition to this foundational demand, we also make the 
following demands, to occur after Tree is removed: a community-led equity process; the reopening 
of the Development Director position to a competitive hiring process; and fair compensation for 
those doing the work of equity. 
 
We did not come to this decision lightly, but rather as a last resort.  Despite our reservations 
based on years of hearing near-identical stories of exclusion and racism perpetrated by Hugo House, 
and our own multiple experiences of being ignored, tokenized, and devalued by Tree and by Hugo 
House, we have made extraordinary efforts to allow Tree every opportunity over the past six 
months to demonstrate that she is capable of showing the integrity, transparency, equity, fairness, 
and understanding required to lead Hugo House to a more equitable future.  We supported those 
efforts by donating hundreds of hours of our own labor to document extensively Hugo House’s 
deeply entrenched culture of white supremacy, adding to those years of complaints a sign-on letter 
signed by over 200 writers, two community forums at which BIPOC writers poured out years of 
pain, hundreds of pages of survey responses, and a consultant report. 
 
We brought to this work our hearts as Hugo House’s legitimate community—people who 
truly love Hugo House and have worked hard to support it and make it inclusive.  
Cumulatively, the five of us have spent decades as Hugo House’s teachers, students, writers in 
residence, fellows, committee members, readers, and audience.  In addition to being accomplished 
writers, we also brought to this work our own extensive experience leading and advocating for 
change at nonprofit organizations; our visibility in the literary community through our various 
fellowships and appointments, including as the City of Seattle's first two Civic Poets and the current 
Poet Laureate of Washington State; and our decades of legal and lobbying expertise.  We are 
community leaders with strong visions of equity, who each have experience of leading change in 
nonprofit organizations, away from white supremacy culture.  Far from being radical, we have tried 
in good faith to work constructively with Tree by making eminently reasonable asks and 
collaborating to achieve them. 
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Despite our efforts to give Tree every benefit of the doubt, she has conclusively 
demonstrated her commitment to textbook white supremacy culture.  It is clear to us that 
Tree has no meaningful understanding of either the process or the substance of equity.  Just in the 
past six months, and in our direct experience, she has, among many other harmful actions: 
 

• Consistently undermined our efforts by questioning our credibility as representatives of 
Hugo House’s constituent communities; 

• Hoarded power by pushing back on any efforts towards meaningful power sharing; 

• Engaged in outward false urgency while delaying progress; 

• Falsely projected progress towards equity to the Hugo House community on multiple 
occasions while failing to acknowledge our critiques or credit our work; 

• Resisted the most fundamental changes of collaboration and power sharing while engaging 
in performative tweaks without consultation; 

• Ignored demands for greater transparency and clear communications; and 

• Displayed microaggressions literally too numerous to count. 
 
These behaviors culminated in the damning, behind-the-scenes hire of the critical Development 
Director position without opening it to diverse candidates only days after the organization issued its 
statement acknowledging "We've done harm. We vow to do better"; removal of the fundamental 
requirements of community leadership and compensation in the RFP draft that we rewrote for 
Hugo House; and the threat to send out that RFP without those critical elements, and without our 
feedback, on extremely short notice after weeks of silence.  This list is only partial, and this letter is 
not an attempt to formally document those behaviors, which we have already pointed out to the 
Board on multiple occasions.  If the reasons why these behaviors are inequitable remain unclear to 
you, please reference the following resource, and note that Tree has engaged in behaviors in virtually 
every category listed. 
 
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/uploads/4/3/5/7/43579015/okun_-_white_sup_culture.pdf 
 
Enough.  It is time for the Board to believe the voices of BIPOC writers.  It has become 
extensively clear to us that not just Tree, but a number of Board members—many of whom have 
never taught, read, taken a class at, or otherwise deeply engaged with the daily work of Hugo 
House—lack an understanding of what white supremacy culture is.  This culminated in the sordid 
spectacle at this past Saturday’s community forum of a Board member attempting to defend Hugo 
House’s indefensible actions before quickly being shut down by the several of the nearly 100 people 
present, who urged her to validate and believe the extensive evidence being presented by BIPOC 
writers.  We believe any effort by Hugo House to publicly defend its actions—such as falsely 
claiming, as the Board member did, that Hugo House is a “private” institution unsupported by 
public funds, and attempting to defend the Development Director hire in the context of Hugo 
House’s own statement acknowledging the exclusion of BIPOC writers from such roles—will be 
similarly shut down.  BIPOC writers in this community are no longer willing to wait for the Board 
to educate itself on white supremacy culture.  Instead of demanding further documentation, the 
Board should choose to believe the already overwhelming evidence from literally hundreds of 
voices—even a fraction of which would be cause for grave concern—and understand that Tree’s 
continued leadership position is already untenable.   
 

https://www.dismantlingracism.org/uploads/4/3/5/7/43579015/okun_-_white_sup_culture.pdf
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This is the Board’s last chance to honor its fiduciary duty and remove Tree.  The Board’s 
fiduciary duty is not to Tree Swenson, but to Hugo House’s mission and vision, which is to create a 
place for all writers in our community.  For too long, the conversation about equity at Hugo House 
has been about Tree and not about the BIPOC writers her actions have harmed—and that will 
remain the case until she is removed.  The reality is that it is white supremacy culture itself that 
continues to protect Tree’s current employment—no BIPOC ED would have been allowed to stay 
employed this long against this overwhelming evidence of mismanagement.  Her actions continue to 
do grave harm to excluded and marginalized BIPOC writers, deeply damaging those who should be 
among Hugo House’s core constituencies.  It is time for the Board to look beyond the question of 
the impact of this move on Tree, who has been treated more than fairly, and ask the right 
question—what impact will failing to make this move have on the future of Hugo House? 
 
If the Board fails to act on February 9th, a bruising public battle will accomplish the same 
result, but with much more harm to Hugo House.  Throughout this process, we have refrained 
from “going public” with our concerns in order to allow Hugo House the opportunity to move 
towards equity without damage to its public image.  But even this past Saturday’s limited forum 
resulted in a massive outpouring of support for our position.  Teachers, students, prominent writers, 
donors, PR firms, and others have written to us, expressing their commitment to act for change, and 
we believe the vast majority of the literary community in our region will support us.  In the interest 
of transparency, we want the Board to know—we are not going away.  If the Board fails to act, we 
intend to engage these strong allies with a variety of actions, up to and including a student and 
teacher boycott.  In light of our entire country’s move towards race equity, our extensive networks 
and campaign are likely to result in Hugo House becoming nationally toxic to donors, teachers, and 
students, regardless of any counter-messaging Hugo House attempts to disseminate.  The end result 
will be the same—Tree will be removed, and the work of moving towards equity will be able to truly 
begin. 
 
To suggest that Tree is the only leader who can prevent Hugo House from falling apart is 
unimaginative, racist, and false.  We understand that some on the Board have suggested that 
Hugo House will fall apart without Tree’s leadership and fundraising, and demand to know whether 
we ourselves have the skills or expertise to replace her.  This scare-mongering narrative presents the 
false dichotomy that Hugo House must choose between equity and effective leadership and 
fundraising.  This is utterly specious.  It is the organization's leadership's job—not ours—to find a 
leader who can do both.  Current leadership’s failure to value community relationships means that 
they are not aware of the many capable leaders in our community, including BIPOC leaders, who 
have a demonstrated track record of leadership and fundraising while also prioritizing equity.  In fact, 
it is critical that the organization’s new leadership prioritize new fundraising models that help build 
relationships, including fundraising relationships, with the diverse communities Tree has, by her own 
admission, been unable to reach.  With philanthropic organizations moving towards equity as well, 
that change is likely to bring in new donors from communities Hugo house has little to no 
connection with right now—one of our original complaints to begin with.  With openness and 
imagination there are many potential models that can help Hugo House become an envied model 
for equitable fundraising.  For example, one model could focus on diverse small donors who feel 
welcomed and want to spend their time, energy, and brilliance in service of the organization, as 
opposed to those whose only engagement now is to attend the annual fundraiser and write a big 
check.  And if the fear is that major donors will move away from the organization because they 
support Tree despite overwhelming evidence of her harmful actions, we respectfully suggest Hugo 
House pursue donors that support equity in carrying out the organization’s mission over their 
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attachment to a single individual.  Moreover, public grantors and large foundations are likely to run 
away from an organization whose choice has been to disregard calls for equity from respected 
members of the writing  community and many supporters.  Critical change is ultimately what will 
save and strengthen the foundation of this organization, not tear it apart. 
 
Appointing a competent interim director will allow the organization to unify behind Hugo 
House’s mission of serving all writers in our community.  In each of our own experiences, we 
have seen white-led organizations go through the process of moving towards equity in radically 
different ways—sometimes by wholeheartedly embracing that change and working to make it real, 
and in other instances only after extensive resistance by an ED who was unwilling to accept the 
meaningful accountability and transparency that equity entails.  Organizations in our geographic and 
literary communities represent both ends of the spectrum, from the Poetry Foundation and Artist 
Trust to KEXP, the Children’s Alliance, and OneAmerica.  We choose to focus on the positive 
change we have seen in similar situations—how the replacement of a divisive and harmful ED with 
a competent and steady interim ED instantly can boost staff morale and put the focus where it 
should be—on ensuring an energized, equitable, and accountable future.  Such competent interim 
EDs are numerous in our community and have frequently succeeded in shepherding leadership 
transition.  We strongly urge the Board to consider that option. 
 
We know a more inclusive and equitable future for Hugo House is ahead.  The only question 
is whether that future will come now, or later, after further exhausting and damaging conflict.  Even 
after all this, we still love teaching at Hugo House and are excited to continue doing the real work of 
change, rather than putting our energies into a public battle that will damage Hugo House.  Every 
organization is set up to create the results it produces, and no amount of shifting the hard, necessary 
work of racial equity to the Board, committees, and the community will implement Hugo House's 
commitment to being an anti-racist institution without a change in leadership.  We hope the Board 
will agree that whatever one’s personal views of Tree as a person, her leadership has come up short, 
and she is simply not the leader this organization needs in this moment.  We thank Tree for her past 
service, but it is time for Hugo House to turn a new page.  The road is made by walking.  We look 
forward to working with new leadership to support all of our diverse literary community. 
 
Sincerely, 
Anastacia, Claudia, Dujie, Harold, and Shankar. 
 
 


