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Christian Hansen, "The Fairy Tale Man"
by JOHANNES KNUDSEN
Translated by Gudrun Nielsen

INTRODUCTION
My grandfather, Christian Hansen, came to Tyler, Minnesota, 100 years ago (1888) to make his home and to assist
Pastor H. J. Pedersen in the building and founding of a folk
high school. Pedersen had just been selected to be the first
pastor of the newly formed congregation and the area was
beginning to develop from virgin prairie to an agricultural
community. Christian Hansen was a member of the first
faculty of the folk school and throughout his long life he
contributed much to establishing a Danish-American
cultural enclave which became known as Danebod.
He had a great gift for story telling, but it was his nature
not to seek the limelight. - He was never president of the
congregation. Instead he was more likely to be the treasurer
or secretary of community organizations. As treasurer of
B0rneskolen he kept the school alive at a time when the use
of the Danish language was disappearing among the grandchildren of the immigrants. When he died the school died
with him.
The following article by Johannes Knudsen tells his story
as well as it is known by any of his descendants. He died in
the springtime of 1939, three and one half years after the
publication of the article. He lies buried in the Danebod
cemetery in a grave adjacent to that of his mentor, H. J.
Pedersen. On his gravestone there is but a single word,
.IEVENTYRMANDEN, the inscription being paid for by contributors who wanted him thus remembered.
Ove U. Johansen
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Fifty years ago a half-breed "Molbo" came to America
from Denmark, with a bag full of fairy tales. He came because his desire was to become a farmer - and a farmer he
became for many years in the Tyler, Minnesota, community.
But it was the bag full of fairy tales that especially made him
known and loved far beyond the boundary of Tyler. That
bag full never gave out and to this day it entrances both
children and adults.
The small eyes of the fairy tale man still twinkle with
expectation as his finger is raised to warn the listener to pay
attention to the story that's now beginning: "Listen, once
there was a king who had three sons." The listeners smile
understandingly to one another, and settle down in their
chairs. The children follow intensely the movement of the
finger and the facial expressions of his alive, but serious face.
Even the most skeptical adults are enamored and soon the
fantasy net of the fairy tale entwines the group. Little by
little it emerges from the bag and is distributed in the room.
It is revealed through the sometimes lowered and mysterious
voice and the many wrinkles in his forehead and corners of
his eyes, it sparkles from the revealing motions of his hands
and fingers.
The fairy tale bag has never been empty, for two generations it has amused and enriched thousands of children and
adults. It has never brought its owner any financial gain, but
it has brought happiness to many, so it has been a happiness
bag that has made its owner known far and wide. And now
that it will soon be fifty years since that treasure came to
America, we will pay tribute to it and its owner.
Christian Hansen, the fairy tale man, has lived in Tyler
as long as Danebod Folk School has existed, and that was 47
years this fall. On September 28 he was 84 years old, but this
summer he still trotted over to the Folk School to listen to a
lecture or tell a new group of students his old fairy tales. He
is still well and active - even though last winter he was
seriously ill. But sick? No, to that he will not give his consent
- "Sick!" he says, "No, I certainly wasn't sick - yes, I was
in bed for a time after a herina operation, but I certainly
wasn't sick. I did have a little fluid in my lungs and some
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infection in a blood vein, but sick, no - yes, there was one
night I didn't feel good, but aside from that I wasn't sick."
It is difficult to make Christian Hansen talk about himself. "Why should that be in the newspapers, there is nothing
interesting to that. I have told some fairy tales but otherwise
I am very unimportant; it is not necessary to put my autobiography in the papers like the ministers do before
ordination, no, let us not do that." But little by little, we got
started and we make the agreement that Christian Hansen
himself shall decide if what we have written shall be printed,
and then he starts telling his life story.
"Yes, I am a half-breed Molbo. My father was a full
blooded Molbo and I am sorry I am not; he was born in
'/Ebletoft' and that is the capitol of Mols, and that exempted
him from being a soldier. I have never known my father's
parents, but I know my mother's. My mother was not a
Molbo, she was, as far as I know, confirmed by Pauline
Worms' father. My home was 1 1/2 miles south of Kolind
Sound. My father was a farmer; he really was a 'husmand' (a
very small farmer). He had enough land to have two horses
and six or seven cows.
"From the highest point on our farm we could see Hjelms
Light House to the south and when we looked east we could
see the ships sailing in Kattegat.
"At that time Vilhelm Beck was minister in 0rum and
Ginnerup, and we often walked over to hear his sermons.
"In the summer we paid to be sailed across the sound or
bay, but in the winter we could walk across on the ice.
"Did we tell fairy tales in my home? Yes, we certainly
did, in the evening when we were busy making something
with our hands, we told fairy tales and old myths, pirate and
ghost stories. I attended the public school and later teachers'
college.
I wanted to be a farmer, but had no money. So then I
attended Lyngby Teachers College for three years. (It has
since been discontinued.) At that time it was one-half mile
south of Kolind Sound. Then I became a teacher, I was a
teacher ten to fifteen years, in several different places, but I
was on the wrong shelf. I really wanted to be a farmer.
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"Have I been a soldier? Yes, that you can be sure of, even
though for awhile it was a little uncertain because of both my
height and weight, but then they said, 'He has a pair of good
legs,' and then I was drafted into the infantry. I was in the
camp at Hald (close to Aarhus), there I have marched
around like crazy while we sang our camp song.
"Crown Prince Frederik, who later became King Frederik
the VIII, was a general or something similar, and was much
admired by the soldiers. One morning all ten battalions,
8,000 men, were ordered to line up in two long lines out in
the field, maybe they wanted to see how long the line would
be. Then the command was 'deling front, bag om opmarch
til hri,jre,' first battalion was at the front of the long line, 20th
battalion, to which I belonged, was at the far end where the
Crown Prince and his staff were lined up on their horses. As
I was at the end of the line, I was the last to swing around
and had the farthest to go, now I really had to do my best.
When a whole line has to swing around the man at the head
of the line, the ones on the end, the small men have to take
the longest steps to keep the line straight. On the field there
was no heather but some short, wilted dry grass. My shoes
were smooth and slippery, and all of a sudden they slipped
out from under me, my gun flew away from me and I fell on
my back on top of my square knapsack, right in front of the
Crown Prince. I couldn't turn over on my side to get up, but
did my best by kicking and scratching in the grass, first on
one side and then the other. The Crown Prince smiled a sly
smile, and so did the other officers, finally I got up, but was I
ever embarrassed.
"Later in the day we had target shooting. I was No. 13,
and was given permission to select a prize when it came to
my turn. There were 10 watches, 10 telescopes and 10 pipes
with the 'tapre-landsoldat' made of amber. My choice was a
pipe and the Crown Prince gave it to me. I saw he was
smiling and I thought, I wonder if he remembers it was me
that was lying there sprawling and kicking in the grass, but
luckily he said nothing.
"In 1886 I went to America. Pastor H. J. Petersen in
Ashland, Michigan, had advised me to go to Muskegon,
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Michigan, and work in the saw mills. My intention was to
make some money so I could buy some land in the Danish
colony at Lake Benton, Minnesota. Petersen suggested that I
work for some American for the winter and attend the public
school so I could learn the English language. I milked cows
for my room and board and went to school with the children
that winter. I advanced to fourth grade, and never got any
further. On Sunday after church I stopped in at Pastor
Petersens and he said, 'I will give you your dinner every
Sunday if you will tell fairy tales for my children and the
students at the Folk School.' I agreed to do that all winter
and that was how I started telling fairy tales in America.
"In the spring I went to Muskegon again and when fall
came I had made enough to start thinking about buying
land. I wanted to be a farmer, that was what I had been used
to since I was a child. I wanted to go to the Danish colony at
Lake Benton, Minnesota. So I went by steamship to
Chicago, and then joined a tour that was going to Balaton,
Minnesota, four miles east of Tyler, to lock at land. We
looked at land for two days and then the group on the tour
left again by train. I did not buy land because I wanted to go
to Lake Benton, so I stayed on in Balaton.
"It was the fall of 1887 and I looked for work in Balaton
for the winter. An old woman close to Balaton needed a man
for the winter, she would pay $5.00 a month for the four
winter months, that was all right, but I did not like to be the
only man there with all the responsibility. I heard there was
a Swedish farmer out by Current Lake, seven miles south,
that needed a man, so I walked out there on Sunday through
the snow that was deep enough to cover the tall grass. I
found the Swede, but he did not need a man, but he pointed
and said, 'Over there is a farmer that needs a man.' I walked
over there, it was two miles, but he was not in need of a man
either, 'but over there,' he said and pointed, 'I think he needs
one.' So I went over there. And there was a Yankee, and he
hired me for $25.00 for the winter. There were two things
about that place I didn't like. They only ate twice a day, and
I was used to three meals a day. The lady did say I could ask
for more if I was hungry, but I was used to eating when other
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people ate, and they told me I couldn't smoke tobacco in the
house, and it was too cold outside, so I smoked a pipe of
tobacco in my room that night. The next day when I came up
in my room there was a big sign: NO SMOKING
ALLOWED IN THIS ROOM. Then I decided to leave.
"I walked to Balaton, and took the train to Lake Benton.
I walked to a store up on a hill and asked the storekeeper if
there were any Danish farmers in the vicinity. 'No,' he said,
'There are no Danish farmers close by, but out by Diamond
Lake and around Tyler you can find some.' There was
nothing I could do, so I took the train back to Balaton and
went out to the old lady. She hired me for $20.00 for the
winter. I was treated well there. There was only one thing
that was bad and very strenuous. I had to drive out on the
prairie and get the hay because there was only room for one
load in the barn. The stack was always drifted over with
snow. Then there was the big blizzard on the 12th of
January. In the morning the weather was very nice and I
took the cattle down to the lake to drink. All of a sudden
they came running home and wanted to get in the barn all at
the same time. I didn't know what was wrong, but then
when I looked out it was like looking into a sack of flour.
When I got the cattle in the barn, I went up to the house and
into the kitchen and asked, 'Is that a blizzard?' Yes, it was a
blizzard and it lasted three days.
"The next summer the lady wanted me to rent the farm,
but I took a job with the neighbor. I wanted to make another
summer's wages so I could buy the land, but already the first
month I was there I saw in the paper that Rev. Petersen was
to be installed at Danebod Church in Tyler on a certain
Sunday. I took the train to Tyler and walked up Main Street.
It was terribly muddy except when I crawled upon the platforms in front of the stores. Rev. Petersen's house was one
block east of Main Street (just east of where the Chevy
Garage is now located) and there was a large window to the
west. When I came closer I saw many faces in the window.
It was Mrs. Petersen and all the children, then I heard them
yelling at the top of their voices. 'There is the Fairy Tale
Man, there is the Fairy Tale Man!' They did not know I was
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there, and then I had to come in and tell a fairy tale.
"In May, Rev. Petersen bought 160 acres of land south of
Tyler, where Danebod is now located, for $1,000 . First he
built a barn to live in, but it was not true when the Danish
paper, 'Kors og stjerner' (Cross and Stars) said he lived with
the cattle. On the ground floor there was a kitchen and a
bedroom. On the second floor was sleeping space for his
hired man, Soren Olsen, and the boys and a guest room. To
get to the second floor you had to go outdoors and climb up
a ladder to a low door and into the loft. It was so cozy up
there because the stove pipe from the kitchen stove below
went through the loft and up through the roof. When we
woke up in the morning, we could smell the pancakes.
"The 4th of July I took the train to Tyler for the celebration . I bought half of Petersen's land (80 acres) for
$1,000. Then he had $500 to build a folk school. He said to
me, 'Now you can earn your room and board at the school
by teaching the newly arrived Danes English.' I had reached
the 4th grade in Michigan. Then I told fairy tales and had a
class in gymnastics .We did not have any hall that winter so
we only had two exercises - one was outdoors - at recess
the young men went out and hammered on the granite rock
that had been hauled in with mine and other farmers' oxen,
to be used to build the Stone Hall. The other exercise was
indoors and was called, 'Slag for faedrelandet' (Strike for
your homeland). I did not need to give any instructions in
either class. The following year we had gymnastics in the
Stone Hall. The following summer I broke the prairie with
my plow and oxen. I started at four in the morning, because
the oxen could not stand to work in the midst of the day
when it was too warm. At 9 a.m., I went home for breakfast.
I continued to live at the Folk School and only needed money
for tobacco and that I could charge for half a year at
Hendriksen' s store.
"The spring of 1889 we had a strange experience. When I
got up one morning in May, the ground was covered with
snow. I hitched my oxen to the sleigh and invited all the girls
at the school for a sleigh ride. We were driving south of
Danebod, west of Swan Lake, I did not have any reins on the
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oxen, but when I wanted them to turn to one side I said,
'Gee' and when I wanted them to run to the other side I said,
'Haw.'
"In 1891 I married Anders Utof's daughter, Frederikke. I
didn't have any money to pay the minister, so I hauled a load
of hay into his barn. He said, 'That is the biggest fee I have
ever received.'
"My father-in-law gave me a cow, but it died, and I had
no money to buy another cow. I heard there was a Norwegian close to town that had cows for sale. One day I met
him in town, I said, 'I hear you have some cows for sale, can
I buy one?' He said, 'Yes, you can.' I said, 'But I have no
money.' He said, 'That is worse, where do you trade?' I said,
'At Hendriksen's store.' He said, 'I will talk to him.' He went
in the store and soon came out again and he said, 'It will be
all right.' He found out I had paid for my tobacco. We went
out to his farm. He said, 'You can take any cow you want
and pay next fall.' I picked a cow and he invited me in for
coffee. Then I found out I had bought his young daughter's
cow. She cried, but then I gave her a quarter, and then there
were no more tears."
Christian Hansen built his house right across the street
west of the Danebod Church. His farm was between the
church and the cemetery, and there close to the church and
the Folk School he lived his life, and there his chidren grew
up, Sigrid, Svend, Karen, Gudrun, and Folmer.
His wife died in 1910 and in 1911 he built a new house a
little further south, where he already had built a big barn and
silo.
In 1916 he sold his farm and built a house close to the
church right beside his first home. He took a keen interest in
all that went on at Danebod. He had been treasurer of the
little parochial school since 1909. They owe him a big thank
you for all his work. For many years he was town clerk of
Hope Township. It is interesting to hear him tell fairy tales,
but it is just as interesting to hear him tell about pioneer days
when they started building on the barren prairie.
He will most likely be remembered longest for his fairy
tales. He had a wonderful ability of making a fairy tale come
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alive, both with lively mimicry and facial expressions, and
with his amusing actions but also because of the seriousness
with which he tells even the most funny or unbelievable
things.
Christian Hansen is completely absorbed in his fairy tales
and that is why his listeners also are completely absorbed.
He is very willing to tell his stories and he has a wonderful
treasure of fairy tales. Some of them he brought with him
from his home and some he has gotten from books. He tells
them for what they are, and never tries to explain them or
point out the moral in them. He leaves that to others.
Christian Hansen has a wonderful ability to take people
with him into a rich world of fantasy. It is not real, but it is
experienced as real as he retells it, and in this way he reaches
what all good poets are aiming at and striving toward, to
give relevant values through thoughts that are soaring
toward heaven. His life has been rich in joy and happiness.
Happy is the man who has been able to make others happy.
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