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THE FEBOLD FEBOLDSON LEGEND

BY ROBERT F. CHAMBERLAIN

that its originator is known and is still living. He is

Wayne T. Carroll! In answering an inquiry as to
whether he was the originator or not, Mr. Carroll replied:
“I will have to admit I created this character.”?

However, because Wayne Carroll did not make his crea-
tion very widely known, others who have written tales about
Febold, or who have gathered stories about the great
“Swede” together into books, have been said to have cre-
ated the hero of the Great Plains. This is particularly true
of Paul R. Beath, who, while living for a short time in Goth-
enburg, Nebraska, heard and read and contributed many
of the tales, and later on collected a number of them into
a book entitled Febold Feboldson: Tall Tales from the
Great Plains. That he is the originator of the legend he has
denied:

Because I have published Febold more widely than
either of his champions, Carroll and Holmes, I have been

credited with creating him. I did not. Febold . . . [was]
in existence when I came upon the legend.3

THE Nebraska legend of Febold Feboldson is unique in

1 Mr. Carroll lives at 555 North Chester Avenue, Pasadena 4,
California. (Mrs. E. E. Evans to the writer September 30, 1950.)

2 Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, November 6, 1950.

3 Paul R. Beath, Febold Feboldson: Tall Tales from the Great
Plains (Lincoln, 1948), p. viii. However, as Louise Pound says,
it would seem that Mr. Beath is greatly responsible for the growth
of the legend. She writes: “The fact is that Febold . . . owes most
of his fame . . . to Mr. Paul R. Beath, who, though not his creator,
has spun many stories about him and floated him into fame.”
{Louise Pound, “Nebraska Strong Men,” Southern Folklore Quar-
terly, VII [September, 19437, 135.) See also her review of Beath’s
Febold Feboldson: Tall Tales of the Great Plains, Nebraska History,
(March, 1949), 77-80.

[95]
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Consequently, there is no doubt that Wayne T. Carroll is the
originator of Febold Feboldson.

Legends, like everything else, have to have a beginning.
If one would study them, he could probably get some general
idea when most of them began; but a definite date would
be hard to establish. This is partly true of the legend of the
mighty “Swede.” No exact date can be set, but a fairly close
idea of it can be arrived at.

Mr. Carroll, in reply to an inquiry as to whether the
legend began in 1928, and whether the beginning of the
depression in 1929 had anything to do with the starting of
the legend, answered: “Febold dated quite some years before
the depression. . . . I can’t give you more accurate dates but
I would guess 1923 or 1924.”¢

Don P. Holmes, however, the man who continued weekly
to write stories about the mighty “Swede” in The Gothen-
burg Times after the Carrolls moved away from Gothenburg,
Nebraska,” says that the legend began in February 1928.%

But, from the statements that other people have made
who have written about the legend, it would seem that
Febold Feboldson had been in existence prior to 1928. In
“Nebraska Strong Men,” Louise Pound maintains that the
“Febold stories ‘caught on’ about 1928.”7 If the stories
“caught on” around 1928, it would seem that they would
have to have been circulating prior to this date, as it would
take some time for the “hero” to become popular among
the people.

Furthermore, in looking through the issues of The Goth-
enburg Times for the year 1928, one finds that when Wayne
Carroll first mentioned Febold in his column “The Two by
Four,” he said:

Eldad Johnson’s® great uncle, Febold Feboldson, came
to this country in the early days. It would be interesting

+Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951.

5 The Carrolls moved from Gothenburg, Nebraska, to California
in August 1928. (Ibid.)

6 Don P. Holmes to the writer, February 14, 1951.

7 Pound, op. cit, p. 135. Paul R. Beath also holds this view.
(Beath op. cit., p. ix.)

8 It seems that Wayne Carroll also created some minor charac-
ters, nephews of Febold. Some of them were Bergstrom Stromberg,
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to collect the stories told about him as part of the history

of this country. If you know of any stories, we will be

glad to publish them. . . . [signed] W. T. Carroll,?
It would seem from this, then, that tales about Febold were
being told before 1928; otherwise the people would not have
been acquainted with the legend, and would not have been
able to submit stories.

From these facts it may reasonably be deduced that the
legend of Febold Feboldson had begun prior to 1928. Conse-
quently, the statement of Mr. Carroll, the originator, that
the legend began somewhere around 1923 or 1924 would have
to be accepted, it seems.!?

Having established the originator and when the legend
began, it would seem proper to show next how the legend
came about.

During the years prior to 1925, Wayne Carroll occasion-
ally wrote a column for The Gothenburg Independent, which
was edited and published by Charles Botkin.}! It seems that
Botkin had quite a struggle in getting enough material to
fill the columns of his paper without a little outside help.
So, occasionally Wayne Carroll wrote a half column or so
for him.12

This half column was intended to be humorous, and at
times it was somewhat satirical. According to Mr. Carroll:

The problems of the day, except a possible shot at a
local politics [sic], were entirely ignored Now and then
we would curl the hair of some local activity and no

Herebold Farvardson, Hjalmar Hjalmarson, Kjontvedt Peterson,
and Eldad Johnson. The exploits of Febold were usually recounted
by these nephews who knew Febold in the old days. (Beath, op. cit.,
p. viii.)

9 The Gothenburg Times, March 7, 1928, p. 6.

10 When Don P. Holmes says that the legend was started in
February of 1928, it may be that he means it was that year that
tales about Febold Feboldson first appeared in The Gothenburg
Times; for in 1925 The Gothenburg Independent, for which Wayne
Carroll occasionally wrote under the pseudonym of Watt Tell,
merged with The Gothenburg Times. (Don P. Holmes to the writer,
February 14, 1951.)

11 No relation to B. A. Botkin, who edited A Treasury of Ameri-
can Folklore. (Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951.)

12 Ibid.
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one knew who “Watt Tell”?3 was and we had a bit of
fun.14
It was while he was writing this column that Mr. Carroll
got the idea that the Great Plains needed some folklore.

For a long time Wayne Carroll had been interested in
folklore, and he had noticed for quite some time that the
Great Plains, and in particular Nebraska, were without any
native folk hero. Tales of strong men had come in from all
sides. Stories of Paul Bunyan and his ox had come down
from the lumber camps of the North; Easterners moving
West had brought in the tales of Johnny Appleseed; and
tales of the colorful hero, Pecos Bill, had drifted up from
the South. There was Nebraska, surrounded by all types of
folklore, but without any of its own. That is the reason why
Wayne Carroll decided that some sort of character should
be created.!® But that posed a problem. How would one go
about creating a folk hero?

Writing for Wayne Carroll was only an avocation. By
occupation he was a lumber dealer.'® Since he was a lumber-
man, it was evident that he should have sooner or later
heard of Paul Bunyan; for in whatever stage lumber is
handled—whether it be in the lumber camps, in the planing
mills, or in the lumber yards where the finished products are
sold—there the tales of Paul Bunyan eventually make their
way. The stories of Bunyan appealed to Mr, Carroll, and
he thought that there should be someone like him on the
Plains. That Febold Feboldson was patterned after Paul
Bunyan, the originator affirms: “He [Febold Feboldson]
grew somewhat after the manner of Paul Bunyan. . . . His
early life included some training under Paul. . . .7 The

13 Rather than use his own name, Wayne Carroll used this pseu-
donym. (Don P. Holmes to the writer, February 14, 1951.) This
pseudonym was arrived at by the rapid pronunciation of “What
the hell.” (Statement of Don P. Holmes, personal interview.)

14 Wayne T. Carroll to the author, February 28, 1951.

15 Ibid. February 6, 1951.

16 Statement of Don P. Holmes, personal interview.

17 Wayne T. Carroll to the author, November 6, 1950.
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similarity between the two strong men can readily be seen
once one has read stories about both of them.'®

It is evident, however, that this new hero could not be
patterned exactly after Paul Bunyan, because Bunyan has
always been associated with lumber camps. At the time
when Febold is said to have made his appearance (around
1858),"" the Plains were a treeless, desert-like region.”! Thus,
Febold could hardly have “become a lumber hero because
there |{were| so few trees on the Great Plains. Instead, he
wrestled with regional adversities which beset the early
settlers—tornadoes, hostile Indians, drouths, extreme heat
and cold, unsavory politicians and floods.”>!

The next thing was to find a name. The name of this folk
hero, as probably did the names of all other folk heroes,
arose from the locale in which he originated.

Gothenburg, Nebraska, the town where Mr. Carroll lived
when he first started writing stories about Febold Feboldson,
was mostly settled by Swedes who had come directly from
Sweden. It had been “settled by many Swedes mostly
[around] 1880 and 1890 and |was| named after that famous
Swedish city.”?* For this reason Wayne Carroll “thought a
Swedish name . . . would be appropos |sic].”*?

At one time or other, Mr. Carroll “knew a young Swede
by the name of Febold something or other, and in copying
John Johnson, Nels Nelson, ete., hit upon Febold Feboldson,

18 Paul R. Beath to Louise Pound, July 1, 1943, as quoted in
B. A. Botkin (ed.), A Treasury of American Folklore (New York,
1944), p. 177. :

19 Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951. Don P.
Holmes maintains that he arrived on the Plains prior to this, some-
where around 1800-1810. (Statement of Don P. Holmes, personal
interview.)

20 Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951.

21 Beath, op. cit., pp. vii, viii. In this Febold had enough to do,
for according to a history of Nebraska, Nebraskans have suffered
floods, drouths, and some of the greatest extremes in weather. See
Federal Writers’ Project; Nebraska: A Guide to the Cornhusker
State (New York, 1947), pp. 9, 10.

22 }ilﬂ)fagne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951,

23 Tbid,
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and later added Bergstrom Stromberg®* as a bit of humor,
a satellite of Febold.”*?

So, with an idea of what this character was going to be
like, and having given him a name, Wayne Carroll began
to write stories about Febold in the column which he wrote
for The Gothenburg Independent.

Febold first appeared in this column with maybe a
couple or three paragraphs of some of his exploits and
early history. Now and then he would reappear until
he became a habit.2¢

However, the legend was not an “overnight success.”
It took a while for the stories about this new character to
catch on, and it seems that about the year 1928 he became
a part of the people. In that year tales of the mighty “Swede”
began to appear regularly every week in The Gothenburg
Times, with which, as stated before, The Gothenburg Inde-
pendent had merged in 1925.

The first mention of Febold in The Gothenburg Times
was made on February 29, 1928, in the column known as
“Squirrel Food,” which was written by Don P. Holmes. It is
as follows:

The Editor of The Two-By-Four dropped into our
private office last week and together with the Editor of
the Squirrel Food column, ran through the back files of
The Times. In the papers of the period of about 1840-
1845 much mention was made of Febold Feboldson.
Feats of his were mentioned. . . . It seems Febold was
the earliest settler in these parts. ... Several .. . stories
of Febold’s feats were copied from The Times’ files and
wﬂi be related now and then. Best keep an eye on the
2x4 2.27

The following week Wayne Carroll made mention of
Febold in his column “The Two by Four,” and he said that
he would be glad to print any tales that the readers might

24 According to Beath, Bergstrom Stromberg is the only one of
the characters that Wayne Carroll created that has any possible
historical basis. (Beath, op. cit., p. viil.)

25 Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951.

26 Ibid., February 28, 1951.

1207 “Squirrel Food,” The Gothenburg Times, February 29, 1928,
p. 10.
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send in.2¥ From then on, stories of the mighty “Swede” were
printed almost weekly in this column until Don P. Holmes
took over the job of writing weekly tales. So the legend
began.

The following presents the facts about the beginning of
the legend more briefly:

Originator................ Wayne T. Carroll
When legend began . around 1923 or 1924

Why legend began.. .Mr. Carroll thought that there was
a need of native folklore.

How legend began ... Mr. Carroll wrote for a small town
newspaper. He had heard the tales
of Paul Bunyan; and while writing
for The Gothenburg Independent,
he began to write stories about Te-
bold Feboldson, who was patterned
after Paul Bunyan.

Origin of name . . taken from the locale in which the
legend originated.

Where the legend in The Gothenburg Independent,
first appeared.......... later in The Gothenburg Times.

In August of 1928 the Carrolls moved to California, and
Don P. Holmes took over where Mr. Carroll left off.?* Tales
of Febold appeared weekly from then until 1935. They fell
off then, and were printed “spasmodically until 1940 or 1941
when service men asked for [them]|. [They have been] con-
tinuous since.”#! '

However, it might be stated in conclusion that if the
legend had depended entirely upon its being printed in a
newspaper for its existence, Febold Feboldson might have
died an early death. It was the people in and around Gothen-
burg, Nebraska, who kept the legend alive once it got
started. In the words of Beath, it was “around the barber
shop on summer Saturday nights—around the parlor furnace
on long winter evenings—at the tables of the threshing crew
and at the church ice cream social-—|that the] stories of a

28 The Gothenburg Times, March 7, 1928, p. 6.
29 Wayne T. Carroll to the writer, February 6, 1951,
30 Don P. Holmes to the writer, February 14, 1951.
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legendary Swede were remembered and retold across the
prairies and in the small towns of Nebraska.”®! So the legend
of Febold Feboldson lives on.

31 Beath, op. cit., p. 14.
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