Oscar Frederick Nelson (1881 — 1951)
Compiled by Kathy Huston, Lake Minnetonka DAR

BIRTH: 5 November 1881 Minneapolis, Hennepin County, Minnesota
ENTERED SERVICE: 1899 at Minnesota

BRANCH: NAVY

CONFLICT: Interim, 1901 — 1911, San Diego Harbor, San Diego, California
DEATH: 26 September 1951

Early Years
Born 5 November 1881 in Minneapolis, Minnesota to Danish immigrants, Bendt Nelson and Eliza

Glemusestad?, Oscar Frederick Nelson joined the Navy in 1899.2 He married Anna Dahl, and had
one daughter, Beatrice Helen Nelson (Mrs. Edward W. Verbarg), born 7 November 1912, also in
Minneapolis.? The family later lived in Duluth, Minnesota.

The War Years

Nelson was awarded a rare peacetime Congressional Medal of Honor in 1908 for his life-saving
efforts as a Machinist’s Mate First Class in the U.S. Navy aboard the U.S.S. Bennington. While
docked off Point Loma in San Diego Bay, two boilers on the ship exploded; the sailors were killed
or tossed overboard and the ship began taking on water. Nelson rescued many of his shipmates
before the U.S.S. Bennington sank. The disaster killed 66 Naval personnel and maimed 49
others. Of about 30 men working below the decks of the ship, Nelson was the sole survivor.*

His citation, granted 5 January 1906, reads, “Serving on Board the U.S.S. Bennington,
extraordinary heroism on board the U.S.S. Bennington, displayed at the time of the explosion of
a boiler of that vessel at San Diego, California, 21 July 1905.”> From the magazine, Our Navy,
the Standard Publication of the U.S. Navy:

“On July 21, 1905, a boiler of the gunboat Bennington exploded, while that vessel was lying in
the harbor of San Diego, California, killing and wounding more than one-half of the crew. Shortly



after the explosion, the survivors of this dreadful accident formed a society, and elected a
secretary, Mr. F. J. Schopbach, to whom all agreed to write once a year, giving their address at
least. An annual directory was then to be published and mailed to each survivor.”

The editor of this magazine was one of the survivors and asked for readers knowing the
whereabouts of any of the surviving crew whose names were not included to drop him a card.
On the list is “Oscar Nelson, Columbia Heights, Minn.”’

Years later as he was due to revisit the harbor, Nelson related how, in the agonizing moments
following the explosion, he had jammed a piece of waste into his mouth, breathing through it as
he rescued more than half a dozen of his shipmates gulping hot steam as they screamed in pain.
He made several trips to the lower decks, making sure of the men (dead or alive) were out.®

He was one of eleven U.S.S. Bennington crew members to be so honored for their actions that
day, and Duluth, Minnesota’s first Medal of Honor winner.®

Post-War Years

Nelson was discharged in 1911 and later served for 24 years with the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers in Duluth, Minnesota.'® (His WWII Draft Registration, at age 60, lists a Duluth
address.!) In fact, a two-room cabin originally built in 1910 by Oscar Nelson on Lake Superior, is
now home to the Solglimt Bed & Breakfast located on Duluth’s Park Point Beach, the name of
which means “the sun on the water”. One of its suites is named in honor of Nelson, builder of
the home.'? His medal is on display at the Canal Park Marine Museum in Duluth, as part of its
Peacetime Collection (Accession Number 99.57.1).13

He died at the age of 70 on 26 September 1951; his wife died in 1981. Two of his three
grandchildren are still living, Kathy Verbarg Jacoby of Burnsville, MN and Michael Verbarg of
Charleston, SC.

Gravestone
The Nelsons are buried in Fort Snelling National Cemetery in Minneapolis, MN.415
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