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PROLOGUE: Although there have been many articles written
aboutVictorS.Johnson, Sr.in the Aladdin Knightsnewsletter, almost
all of them have covered his business ventures. So far as I know,
none have told the personal and human side of this man, who
trademarked Aladdin Lamps in the United States, and marketed
them all over the world. Mr. Johnson and T have atleast two things
in common—our Swedish ancestry and our native rural Nebraska
roots. Because of those facts, I decided to write his personal and
family story, or atleast as much of it as T have been able to research
and reconstruct. This biography is written in two installments:
This first part covers what I call “The Prairie Years”, which tracks
his ancestry and his first 22 years of life to about 1904. The second
half I call “The Young Entrepreneur,” which covers age 22 to his
death in 1943. T hope our “Aladdin Knights” readers will enjoy
sharing this compelling life story.
—Gordon Peterson, Knight #7729, Omaha, NE

Ancestry

We all come from somewhere, and our ancestry
does shape us, at least to some degree. The Johnson fam-
ily members were post Civil War immigrates to the United
States, like so many others. During the late 1860s, 1870s
and 1880s, there was a large immigration of Swedes and
Scandinavians to many parts of the United States, and this
included south central Nebraska. Immigration and census
records from this time show that Victor Johnson’s father,
Daub (possibly Deib) Olaf Johnson was born March 10, 1833
in Ostenslof, Sweden. He married Kjersti Hakansdotter
on January 11, 1859 in Sweden and with four children im-
migrated to the United States arriving in Chicago (where
they had family relatives) on August 8, 1868. The children
were: Hanna born September 9, 1860, Jons born January 19,
1862, Nils born January 18, 1864 and Anders born August
10, 1866.

The Johnson family left Chicago on August 11* for
Galva, Illinois (southeast of Davenport--Quad Cities), near
the Swedish Community of Bishop Hill. Unfortunately,

BIOGRAPHY OF VICTOR SAMUAL JOHNSON, SR.

The Prairie Years
By

Gordon Peterson®

Bishop Hillis alarge Swedish farming community founded
in 1846 in Henry County, Illinois. The community was
established as a utopian society destined to become a
“New Jerusalem.” From 1846-1856, some 1,400 colonists
left Sweden for new homes in western Illinois. Galva
was established north of Bishop Hill as a railroad town
because the Swedes would not let the new railroad cross
their land.

Kjersti died there in childbirth on Sept. 23,1868 leaving a
baby girl. Their daughter, Hanna, died 5 days later on Sept.
28, and the new baby girl died after only about 2 weeks, on
Oct. 7. Talk about tragedy stacked on top of tragedy!

Daub and his three surviving boys returned to
the Chicago area on October 17, where his sons were “ad-
opted” by three separate families. Daub lived for awhile
with Kjersti’s stepfather N. M. Wester who took in Jons as
a fosterson.

It appears that Daub later moved to the Galesburg
area where he and Kjersti had other relatives. Census and
naturalization records show Daub settled in Henderson
County, Illinois in the 1870s. In 1877 hebecame a naturalized
US citizen in the state Circuit Court, Oquawka, Illinois.

We do know, at the very latest, that Daub met his
second wife Christina in 1873 (but don’t know where). The
historical record is not clear, and family oral history
does not give definite answers.




Pleasant View School 1888. Victor is #10 and his brother Oscar is #1 in the photograph.

Daub Johnson married Christina Brigitta Samuel-
son (b. Dec. 6, 1844) in 1875. They moved west to Kearney
County in south central Nebraska, arriving there sometime
around 1879 or early 1880. He purchased an 80-acre farm in
section 12, Sherman Township, located about 5 miles south
of what is currently Minden, Nebraska. Oral family history
indicates the family started living in a sod house.

The Kearney County population “exploded” dur-
ing the 1880s, growing from 1517 in 1878 to 4072 in 1880 to
9061 in 1890.

Daub and Christina had six children born between
1874 and 1882. Unfortunately, and all too commonly in that
time period, three of these six children died young, one after
just two weeks of life, and two others at about ages 8 and
10. The last child was Victor S. Johnson, born on February
6, 1882 in the family’s sod farmhouse. A Nebraska state
census in 1885 (3 years after Victor’s birth), shows the fol-
lowing family members:

Name Age Birth Place
Father Daub O. Johnson** 52 Sweden
Mother Christina B. Johnson** 40 Sweden
Son John O. Johnson 23 Sweden
Son Nicholas Johnson 21 Sweden
Son Andrew Johnson 18 Sweden
Daughter Jennre Mathilda Johnson** 11 Illinois
Son Henry Oscar Johnson 9 Ilinois
Son Carl Alfred Johnson** 7 Nebraska
Daughter Hulda Olivia Johnson*™* 5 Nebraska
Son Victor Samuel Johnson 3 Nebraska

Notes: The oldest three sons, John, Nicholas and Andrew, born in Sweden
during his first marriage, were not shown as living at home. However, in
the 1880 census John and Nicholas were reported working on the farm,
Andrew was in school. John O. Johnson was living near Minden when
his father died.

**Buried in the Fredricksburg Cemetery, Kearney County, NE.

NAMES
Swedish American
Anders Andrew
Jennre Jennie
Jons John
Nils Nicholas

The Formative Years

We know very little about young Victor during
his early formative years, because there are few written
records, and with the passage of time, the family oral history
has faded. But from general knowledge of that period in
Nebraska history, and the early development of the State,
his life is not hard to reconstruct.

First we know he was not lonely, with the above
large family. There were extended family and friends all
around him, because in that day there were several fami-
lies living on each section (square mile) of land. We know
he attended the District 27 Pleasant View School with his
brothers and sisters, probably starting around age 5 or 6,
and he continued through the 8" grade, completing his
formal schooling in Nebraska at about age 14.

Pleasant View School was of sod construction. A
high school opened in the early 1890s in Minden, but very
few students went on to high school. This was also true for
the Johnson children.

There would have been other social outlets in Min-
den, the closest town just 5 miles away, and also through
the family’s local Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church
(located 2 miles away).

Because Victor grew up in a Swedish household in
the early settlement days of Nebraska, surrounded by other
Swedes and Scandinavians, he was fluent in Swedish. In
draftboard documents signed in September, 1918, he listed
Swedish as one of the languages he speaks and writes.

One of the most impressive things about the John-
sons is that they were truly a pioneer prairie farm family.
They arrived in south central Nebraska in the late 1870s,
about 12 years after the Union Pacific laid the first rails
westward across the plains toward the Rockies and Utah.
Land in this area was being broken by the plow for the first
time. Roads were either non-existent or just trails. Living
conditions were primitive. Towns were small and provided
the most basic supplies.

Most people, like the Johnsons, lived insod houses,
partially because the mostabundantand cheapestbuilding
material was the broken sod itself. Although primitive, sod
houses did have their benefits—one of them was that the




Sod farm house, Ortello Valley, Nebraska, 1886.
Courtesy Nebraska Historical Society.

thick sod walls gave inherent insulation, which made those
houses cool during the hot summer months, and warm in
the winter.

The prairie did not give up its bounty willingly. It
took years of hard work to establish and grow crops. But
eventually, those crops generated enoughincome to purchase
the better things in life. By the late 1800s, farmers were able
to build wood frame farm homes and buildings, and life
gradually became more civilized. Roads and transporta-
tion improved. But through it all, each family member
was kept busy with farming, raising livestock and a whole
host of other daily chores. Young Victor was notidle. With
these demanding living conditions, a strong work ethic was
ingrained at an early age.

Young Victor did not stay in Nebraska very long.
After he graduated from 8" grade at Pleasant View School,
at roughly age 14 in 1896, he left home and moved to Bur-
lington, Iowa where he entered Elliott’s Business College.
We think this was not the usual career path for a young farm
boy from Nebraska. In Nebraska’s early farm economy;,
young men were sorely needed to do farm labor, and most
young men stayed on the farm.

According to family oral history, there seems to
have been a strong impulse in the Johnson family to bet-
ter oneself, and young Victor probably left home with his
parents’ blessings. Business college certainly would have
been that kind of betterment. Again, we do not know the
details, but we think he attended Elliott for one to two years,
from roughly 1896 to 1898.

During thatsame period of time he alsoundoubtedly
worked to supporthimself. By 1898, or very soon thereafter,
he was working in Burlington, Iowa. In 1904 he was both a
bookkeeper and a salesman for the Towa Soap Company in
Burlington. Certainly from 1904 onward, Victor Johnson's
work life revolved around his many business interests.
These included founding the Western Lighting Company
(in Minneapolis, MN) in 1907 and then The Mantle Lamp
Company of America in Chicago in 1908.

Reading between the lines: the 1911 newspaper
account of D. O. Johnson’s death suggests: John, a leading
citizen of Minden, took over the family farm as oldest son;
the three boys born in Sweden followed their father to Ne-
braska after he remarried; Nicholas (Nels or Nils) kept the
last name (Holmberg) of his adoptive family in Chicago;
we know Oscar (H. O.) worked in the lamp business in
Portland, we do not know if other family members were
employed in Western Lighting or by The Mantle Lamp
Company of America.

NEXT: “The Young Entrepreneur.”

*Gordon Peterson, is Aladdin Knight from Omaha, Ne-
braska. He grew up in a rural area of Nebraska about 100 miles
north of Minden and Kearney County. His grandparents used
kerosene lamps to light their rural home in the late 1800s and up
to the early 1950s.
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Died in Chicago.

D. (. Johrson, a pieocar of this
county and the father of Joha 0. Jokn-
son, living south of Minden, passed
away at hig homeo in Chicagw, Ill., on
Thuareday, Jenuary 18, 181l. He enmd
bia wife bed left Minden laat spring to
make their home with a son, Vietor 5.
Johnson, mod Mr. Johnson had continued
in poor bealth all summar snd aotumn;
consequently, bia death was pobt onex-
pected to the family. He waa born in
Sweden, March 10, 1558, and war aged
al the time of death T7 yeara, 10 moa.
and 9 dayn.  Hia damise was due to ad-
vanced age and the gradusl enfeebling
of natorsl facultivs. His wife and five
sons morvive him. One daoghter, Jen-
nie M. Johneon, died several ywars ago.
The sona are John O, Juhnson of Min-
den, Mebr.; Kels Johnson, Andrew
Helmberg aod Vietor 5. Johoeon of
Chicago; snd Cacar H, Johoson of Part-
labd, Ore. The wideow was gnable, on
account of poor health, to mttand the
faneral, and the body wwe brought to
Minden by the youngest son, Victor,
prriving Sondsy. Foneral sarvices wers
bald in Fredrickaborg church, Sunday
afternoon, January £7, at three o'clock,
Rev. P. Berg sondoeting the obssquien.
[ntarment waa made in the Fredrickes-
borg cemebery.  \inden News Jan. 27, 1911 .






