
Paul Bunyan 

A tall tale retold and illustrated by Steven Kellogg


A tall tale is a story in which unbelievable, often humorous, things happen, but are told 
as being true. Often, these unbelievable stories are based on exaggeration. Things and 
events are bigger, better (or smaller or worse) than they could ever be in real life. 


Long ago, the people who settled in undeveloped areas in America first told tall tales. 
After a hard day’s work, people gathered to tell each other funny stories.


Each group of workers had its own tall tale hero. Paul Bunyan was a hero of North 
America’s lumberjacks, the workers who cut down trees. He was known for his 
strength, speed and skill. Tradition says he cleared forests from the northeastern 
United States to the Pacific Ocean.


Nobody knows for certain when and where the first Paul Bunyan stories were told, but 
they were popular in the mid and late 19th century, mainly in states where logging 
camps were plentiful – Maine, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan. 


Discussion Questions: 

(Teachers, be sure to take time to re-read the story and answer questions about 
vocabulary and meaning.)


Introduce yourself and tell us one thing in the story that made you laugh.


Tall tales usually have these elements:

Superhuman characters

Characters that use everyday language 

Problems that are often solved in a humorous way 

Exaggerated details


What characters in the story are superhuman?


What are some problems that happen in the story? How are they solved?


Give an example of exaggeration in the story.


Some of the characters have interesting names: Sourdough Slim, Creampuff Fatty, Big 
Tim Burr, Hardjaw Murphy, the Hacket brothers. Do you find these names humorous? 
Why?


Life was hard for pioneers, cowboys, and lumberjacks. They did not have the 
protection of a sturdy home or a town. One way they coped was by telling wild and 
funny stories about people who were outstanding and brave. 


The author said, “I believe in the power of humor to help one solve problems, and to 
help one have a perspective on what's important.” Do you agree with this statement?




Has humor helped you through a difficult time?

 

Do stories of bravery help you through difficult times? 


Discuss the illustrations in the book. How do they help to tell the story?


Do you think Paul Bunyan would be a hero today? Why or why not?



