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Don Nelson ~ swimmer, fisherman, wheelman and retired
South San Francisco Fire Department Battalion Chief
says wife was greatest love of all

Written by Jean Bartlett, January 31, 2022
____________________

"I've lucked out with a lot of things in my
life," Don Nelson said. "I grew up in a nice
home in San Francisco. I made it through the
Second World War. I thoroughly enjoyed
working with the South San Francisco Fire
Department. I've done a lot of fishing. But the
best thing of all, my greatest love of all, was
my late wife Devota. How wonderful that she
and I had a life together. I miss her."
***
Donald Bellman Nelson was born on
December 9, 1923 to George and Anita
(Bellman) Nelson. Don was the second of
their two children. His big brother George was
exactly "two years and nine days older than
me!"
"My dad changed his name from Nielsen to
Nelson when he came to the United States,"
Don recalled. "Born in 1893, he was the 16th
of 16 children. He was born in SchleswigHolstein"
{Jean Bartlett photo)

Don Nelson, at home in South San Francisco, January 24, 2022.

Once a part of the Danish realm, the German
state of Schleswig-Holstein is located at
Denmark's only land border. (It borders
Southern Denmark to the north.) The Nielsen
farm, still in the family, is a large estate in the
town of Flensburg.

"My wife and I stayed there. It is a beautiful place and their backyard is the Baltic Sea. My father's father
was the town's Bürgermeister (mayor) at one point, when the town was in Denmark. I do know that my
grandfather did very well."
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This painting of the Nielsen home in Schleswig-Holstein is in the living room of Don's home.

Like his father and his mother, Don speaks German fluently. He noted that he can read and write in
German as well, but it doesn't come as easily.
Don's mother, Anita, was born in San Francisco in 1895. She was the only child of Heinrich/Henry and
Augusta Bellman. Like the paternal side of Don's family, the Bellmans also changed the spelling of their
last name, which originally ended with a double "n." Born in 1863, Anita's father was from Germany and
immigrated to the U.S. in 1883. A naturalized citizen, Henry was a professional musician and played
trombone with the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra. Anita's mother listed her birthplace as Austria in
the 1910 U.S. Census.
"My maternal grandmother was also a musician. She and her sister traveled with a women's orchestra in
Europe, this was before she married. My mother inherited that music gene from both of her parents. She
was a classically trained pianist. She could play anything. I remember her playing in the Bandshell in
Golden Gate Park's Music Concourse when I was a kid. Did I inherit any of their music talent? I can still
sing, but before my voice changed everyone told me my voice was exceptional. After my voice changed
everyone lost interest!"
In the 1920 U.S. Census, not long before she married Don's father,
Anita reported that her occupation was "music teacher." She lived
with her parents at 142 10th Avenue in San Francisco's Inner
Richmond District.
"My dad had the first combination grocery store in San Francisco,
in the Sunset District – 815 Irving Street. It had both groceries and a
butcher shop. It was known as Nelson's Grocery but on his business
card it was more formally, 'Associated Food Store.'
"The best way to describe my father is he was all business. He did
not have much of a sense of humor. Succinctly, he was a successful business man. Tall for those times
too, almost 6 feet, and big. My mother and he were not particularly compatible."
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Don and his parents lived at 136 10th Avenue. Don's brother George, however, was raised next door by
his grandmother.
"My mother had such a hard time when my brother was born, that my grandmother took over and brought
George to her house. This was my mom's childhood home. Later, my grandmother didn't want to give
George up and didn't. My brother George and I got along great even though we were raised next door to
each other." On the other side of Don's home was his grandmother's sister's home.
Anita and George Nelson, early in their marriage, circa 1920.

"It was and still is a nice neighborhood where I grew up,
between Lake Street and California Street. And we were all fine
financially. I was lucky in that I personally did not know any
hardship during the Depression."
Don went to Sutro Elementary School, Presidio Middle School
and High School of Commerce. He chose the latter because he
wanted to work for a newspaper as a linotype operator. (Using a
90-letter keyboard, the operator punched the keys and a brass
matrix, with a letter, dropped in place to create a composed
form for printing.) As it happened, Commerce was the only high
school in San Francisco that had that sort of printing equipment.
While Don already understood quite a bit of German, he also
took German in high school.
"In those days, you had to take a language course and when I
was in high school, we were all watching what was happening
in Europe. We knew the United States would rightly go to war
against Germany. I figured my really knowing German might
prove useful.
"What I thoroughly enjoyed in high school and middle school was the marine life. Swimming and fishing,
I loved them both. I used to swim from China Beach to Point Bonita Lighthouse and back." (The
Lighthouse is at the entrance of San Francisco Bay.)
"As to fishing, I can't really remember when I started because once I did it, it was second nature. I used to
catch striped bass more than any other thing and they are very good eating. I went fishing in the San
Francisco Bay and Suisun Slough near Benicia – that was a definite favorite. Striped bass, largemouth
bass, white sturgeon, Suisun Slough is a wonderful place to fish. I've been lucky to fish all over the
world."
By the time Don was in high school, his parents had divorced and his mom was renting out one of the
rooms in their home.
"This fellow, who rented the room, worked at Jerry's Bait & Tackle Shop, 1675 O’Farrell Street at
Fillmore. He got me a job there. That was lucky! I made good money – 50 cents an hour. Back then that
was a lot of money."
Don's mom remarried when he was in high school and Don really liked his stepfather, Frank Milsulek.
"He was just a good guy."
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Photos from Don's childhood in San Francisco.

Don and his father George.

Clockwise from bottom left: Don, his mom Anita
and his brother George.

Don in the backyard, San Francisco, circa
1929.

Don before a vocal performance, circa 1934.
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"I didn't graduate from High School of Commerce. I graduated a little later through a series of
examinations via Galileo High School (now Galileo Academy). When the U.S. Army decided to draft the
18 and 19 year olds, I was number 12 so off I went. I went through basic training in Cheyenne,
Wyoming."
After Don finished training, got all his shots and was active-duty ready, he was sent home. His mother's
mom had died and his stepfather Frank had died, within three days of each other. His mom went into a
coma.
"Under the circumstances, my mom became my dependent. I stayed with her in our family home on 10th.
Thankfully she came out of the coma.
"One day I bumped into one of the big wheels, a Commander, at Fisherman's Wharf. 'Don,' he said. 'What
are you doing here?' I explained my circumstances and he said, 'Can you sail tomorrow?' And I said,
'Sure.' He told me I was signed up for the duration of the war and six months. The next day, I went aboard
a troop transport and headed out of the Golden Gate."
The U.S. Army Private First Class served with the Army Transport Service.
"I was a quartermaster, a non-com seaman. My duties were to steer the ship. Over time, we delivered
thousands of troops to battle. It was hard because you knew many of those troops would not make it
home.
"Bob Hope, who was a great human being, he performed on one of the ship's I was on. I remember when
it was over, when he had stepped away, I saw him break down. He just started bawling. He said, 'Half of
these fellows I've entertained will be dead in a few days.'
"I was involved with 11 or 12 invasions. You drop your troops off in battle and then you go off and get
another load. You have to be careful. You have to be fast. We also dropped wounded off at hospitals. I
worked with good people. They were sharp. They had to be."
Don served on the U.S. Army Transport
(USAT) Fred C. Ainsworth. After a
furlough he served on the Ainsworth's
sister ship, the USAT David C. Shanks.
At one point, Don spent six months on
ship without touching down on land.
USAT David C. Shanks, after the war.
(Photo courtesy of the US Naval Historical
Center.)

"For their time, these were fast ships. We
cruised at 17 or 18 knots.
"When we participated in the invasion of
the Philippines, we were in convoy. I
hated convoy because you go so slow.
But it does help you when you are under
attack. Most of the time, we did not
travel with protection.
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"The first invasion I was in was the Solomon Islands. The next place was Port Moresby."
Port Moresby is the capital of Papua New Guinea and the Battle of Port Moresby was one of WWII's
most significant battles. The Japanese believed that once they captured Port Moresby, a vital port, they
could neutralize their enemy's air strength in northeastern Australia. An aerial battle, it was fought
between the U.S. Army Air Force and the Royal Australian Air Force on one side, and the Imperial
Japanese Navy and the Imperial Japanese Army on the other. It began February 3, 1942 and ended
August 17, 1943. The Battle was fierce and the casualty numbers, across the board, were devastating. In
the end it was an Allied aerial victory.
"I was part of so many invasions.
The Battle of Hollandia was
another."
The Battle of Hollandia was part of
the New Guinea campaign and
took place April 22, 1944 through
June 6, 1944. It resulted in the
Japanese abandoning all positions
in the east of the island. It was
another success for Allied forces.
Several old ship arrival logs show
a sampling of Don's time at sea. On
July 29, 1944, crew members of
the Fred C. Ainsworth arrived in
San Francisco from Milne Bay,
Papua New Guinea, which
included A.B. Seaman Donald B.
Nelson, having served three
months at sea that particular
transport. On June 11, 1945,
Wheelman Donald B. Nelson
returned to San Francisco aboard
the
David C.
Shanks
from
Finschhafen, Papua New Guinea,
having served one year of sea
service.
"The last invasion I took part in
was at Leyte, in the central
Philippines.
The U.S. aim in the Invasion of Leyte was to isolate Japan from the countries it had occupied in Southeast
Asia, all which provided Japan with crucial industrial and oil supplies. The Battle of Leyte Gulf involved
over 200,000 naval personal and is believed to be the largest battle in naval history. This Pacific
campaign was under the overall command of General Douglas MacArthur. Going into battle, the Japanese
Navy considered it a "victory operation." But in the end, the losses to the Japanese Navy—which included
three battle ships, one large carrier, eleven destroyers, three light carriers, four light cruisers and three
light carriers—seriously disabled the Imperial Japanese Navy and allowed for the return of the Allies
control in the Pacific.
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Don's home study is filled with medals and acknowledgments from a country grateful for his service in
the Pacific Theater operations.
"Oh, there's not much there," he said in typical WWII veteran fashion.
A short, unguided glance reveals a WWII Participation Medal, a South Pacific Participation Medal, and a
Philippine Liberation Medal.
"At just about the end of my time overseas, I couldn't do it anymore. Your life is four hours on and eight
hours off. You never get eight hours of sleep and things happen when you're trying to sleep. It is wearing.
"Now the funny thing that happened during the war was that my brother George, through the entire war,
never left the United States. He was in the Army and he was sent to the Midwest where they made the
Mitchell Bomber."
North American Aviation, with its main plant in Inglewood, California, developed the B-25 Mitchell
Bomber. NAA had an additional plant in Kansas City, Kansas, at Fairfax Field. The Kansas City plant
built more than 6,600 B-25 Bombers.
"The day the war was over, George gets shipped over with MacArthur as part of the U.S. occupying
forces in Japan. George told me that one of the first things MacArthur did was have a talk with Emperor
Hirohito. MacArthur told the Emperor, 'You are not a god. You are a human being like anyone else and I
want you to broadcast that.'
"My brother said the Emperor was glad to do that because the Emperor understood he was considered a
living god by his people and the worry was Japan's defeat might cause a lot of suicides or continued
fighting. My brother believed, as do I, that that broadcast saved lives. Now, many of the military that
surrounded the Emperor were bad asses and they could not accept defeat. They were all executed."
(Seven former WWII Japanese leaders were executed having been found guilty of "crimes against
humanity." Sixteen others were sentenced to life in prison.)
"What happened to our family that still lived in Germany? Being on the border of Denmark and Germany
worked in their favor and not a one of them liked Hitler. Plus, as far as my dad's siblings went, they were
too old to be drafted, though there was one of my father's brothers who did fight with the Germans. He
was an idiot. Another brother of my father's was a member of the Lutheran clergy. He helped Jews escape
through Denmark. He was captured and killed.
"The family over in Germany was very involved in the Lutheran religion. My parents did not raise either
my brother or me with any religion. But when I came home from the war, I found I had a real need for
God and faith, and I began studying the Catholic faith. It is the religion that works for me.
"My experiences in the Second World War were harder than some and lighter than others. Knowing that
so many of the troops that I transported didn't make it home—and you'd get to be friends with some of
these guys—that was difficult. But I do have one story that still makes me smile.
"When I was at Leyte, in the Philippines, the Colonel comes up to me and says, 'I've got two soldiers for
you.' They were Japanese soldiers, dressed up in Japanese uniforms, but when you looked at them you
knew at once they were kids, too young to be in anyone's military. Plus, they spoke English like they
grew up in the States – because, as it turns out, they did grow up in the States. They were American
citizens from San Francisco. They were very Pro-American.
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"The two boys were maybe 7 and 9 when they went with their parents to visit relatives in Japan. Then the
war broke out. They did not know what happened to their parents but I'm sure their parents were killed
and these two little guys were taken into captivity. I don't recall the details of what brought them to the
Philippines, but my job was to be sure that when we returned to port in San Francisco, that they were
safely taken down the gangway and from the dock to a Japanese community that knew all about them and
was thrilled to welcome them home. I also got them some other clothes."
When Don returned after his service overseas, like his fellow crewmates, he was honorably discharged
the 11th Day of June 1945. But then he was immediately reminded by his friend, the Commander, that his
service time was duration plus six months.
The Commander offered the Army wheelman two choices: tugboats or working on the fireboat in the
Benicia Arsenal.
The Benicia Arsenal served the United States as the primary U.S. Army Ordnance facility for the West
Coast. It opened in 1851 and closed in 1964. It was located next to Suisun Bay where the striped bass
fishing is excellent.
"I liked tugboats but when I found out the fireboat crew mostly fished all day that became my
assignment!"
During WWII, the Arsenal supplied weapons to the "theaters of operation served by the ports of San
Francisco, Los Angeles and Seattle." The Arsenal also stored various classes of ammunition and
explosives. During Don's six-month assignment, the Arsenal cleaned and rebuilt arms and vehicles for the
War Assets Administration. They destroyed unrepairable or antiquated ammunition. The fireboat crew
was at the ready to use its powerful water pumps to stop any fires at the Arsenal, in addition to working
with every ship that came in. They also washed tanks down and stored them – and, they fished.
"While I worked there, I lived with a very kind Jewish family in San Francisco who opened their doors to
me. At that point, my mother had moved to Los Angeles. It was better for her asthma.
"Six months after the war was over, the Commander comes up to me and says, 'Nelson, you're done!'"
Don went to work at San Francisco's Union Square Garage for "Old Man Panzini." The Union Square
Garage is located in the heart of Union Square right under Union Square Park. When it was built in 1941,
it was the first underground parking garage in the world.
"We handled 3,000 cars a day and I was a salesman there. I sold garage work – lubrication and gasoline.
People would come in to leave their car, and I gave them their parking ticket and then generally sold them
something. We kept a counter with various auto supplies and we often carried this particular turnabout toy
car. That toy car was incredibly popular."
Don began taking classes on Catholicism through St. Boniface Catholic Church on Golden Gate Avenue.
The oldest German Catholic church in San Francisco, St. Boniface was established in 1860 and has been
run by Franciscans since 1887. Around the corner from St. Boniface was the YWCA (Young Women's
Christian Association).
"Half the building was for the YWCA and the other half was for the YMCA (Young Men's Christian
Association)."
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One day Don walked around that corner from St. Boniface and discovered that the YMCA/YWCA had
dances – and so he went. It was at a dance that he met Devota Rensch.
Devota Marie Rensch was born in Ramona, South Dakota on May 12, 1925. Her parents were Conrad and
Marie (Gruber) Rensch.
"Population 200," Don noted, "and still is. Devota came from a very large family and just one of her
siblings, her brother Merle, is alive now. They were all wonderful – her parents and every one of her
siblings. If my memory serves correctly, she was one of 12 children."
According to Devota's obituary in the Sioux Falls, South Dakota Argus Leader (May 1993), Devota left
behind: five brothers – Merle, Conrad, Carroll, Kenneth and Graydon; and six sisters – Georgine Bowlin,
Maxine Newcomb, Phyllis Rogers, Ava Mae Peniran, Jean Mineart and Joan Hoftiezer.
"Devota's father was a well digger in Ramona and he was very successful. They had a big place in
Ramona and they grew their own vegetables. They were deeply good people, very religious, very
Catholic. Their family roots originated in Switzerland."
Before Devota moved to San Francisco, she worked for the weather bureau in the State of Washington,
and specifically worked at the Hanford Site along the Columbia River. That is where plutonium was
being produced for the atomic bomb. At the end of the war, Devota was transferred to San Francisco. She
eventually went to work for the County of San Mateo as a bookkeeper. She did that for 25 years.
"Devota and I would meet at these dances and of course we'd dance and we dated. We hit it off
immediately. It didn't take long for me to know that Devota was the one for me."
The couple married at St. Boniface on May 1, 1947. "Marrying Devota was the greatest decision I ever
made – and St. Boniface will always be a special place to me."
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The couple's first address was 1086 Post Street, Apartment 402.
"At that time it was hard to find a place, but an old friend of my family got us our apartment. Then we got
a place with my cousin, who lived next door to where I was born and raised. So we were in the Richmond
District again on 10th Avenue.
"I was still working for the Union Square Garage and I made good money. Devota and I were ready to
buy a house. They were doing a lot of building in South San Francisco and we were watching this area
where I live now. One day we happened to come by and we saw that they were selling the block. 'Let's
take a look!' We saw one and we thought, 'We'll take this one.' But literally, before I could get the words
out, the guy that was over my shoulder said, 'We'll take that one!' Then we saw the house that I still live in
today. 'We'll take that one.'"
Their home was built in 1950. "I think we paid $10,035. Times have changed!"
Growing rapidly, South San Francisco was in need of fire department staff.
"My boss at the Union Street Garage was really a nice man, and again, I made good money. But there
were no retirement benefits. When the fire department opened up in 1955, I was there to apply and my
background working on the fireboat was a real plus. I was hired. It was a lot different then than it is now,
because we learned 'how' on the job."
Don found his calling with the South San Francisco Fire Department. He went to school, College of San
Mateo, and earned his Certificate in Fire Service Training. In 1962 he was promoted to the position of
Fire Captain and in 1973 he was promoted to Battalion Chief. Don additionally taught a course in
Hazardous Materials at the College of San Mateo for 10 years.
Don and Devota, longtime members of St. Veronica's Catholic Parish in South San Francisco, are the
parents of two children, Donald C. and Devota A. They are also grandparents to one grandson.
"Both of our children are very smart, good human beings and interesting people. They always made us so
proud and now that I am not a kid anymore, wow, do they take good care of me."

The Nelson family, left to right: Donald C. and Devota A. with their parents Devota M. and Donald B.
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Not given to elaboration regarding his Fire Department service with South San Francisco, Don simply
said he was proud of his service and loved his crew. Like many of his generation, the details were in the
doing not in the telling. The City Council of the City of South San Francisco, however, adopted and
presented "A Resolution Commending Donald B. Nelson" on the 5th day of January, 1983. The
Resolution was signed by: Roberta Cerri Teglia, Mayor; Mark N. Addiego, Vice-Mayor; Ronald G.
Acosta, Councilman; Emanuele N. "Midge" Damonte, Councilman; and Gus Nicolopulos, Councilman. It
is presented below.
Resolution
City Council, City of South San Francisco, State of California
A Resolution Commending Donald B. Nelson
WHEREAS, Donald B. Nelson is retiring on December 15, 1982 after twenty-seven (27) years and
two and one-half months of service with the South San Francisco Fire Department, and has been a
member of the International Association of Firefighters, Local 1507; and
WHEREAS, he was first employed by the South San Francisco Fire Department as a Firefighter on
February 16, 1955; and
WHEREAS, Donald B. Nelson demonstrated outstanding leadership abilities and was promoted to
the position of Fire Captain on September 1, 1962, and was promoted to Battalion Chief on
January 16, 1973; and
WHEREAS, he served as one of the first instructors of a course in Hazardous Materials at the
College of San Mateo for a period of ten (10) years, and at that time established a record of
attendance for a non-required subject at the College; and
WHEREAS, he has served as the Chairman of the South San Francisco Energy Conservation
Committee, and has implemented many conservation items for the City; and
WHEREAS, he has served as the Secretary of the South San Francisco Widows and Orphans
Association, and as the Boy Scout Master for South San Francisco; and
WHEREAS, Donald B. Nelson has been a member of the State Association of Fire Educators, and
has further distinguished himself as a faculty member of the College of San Mateo, and has
received a LIFE Standard Designated Subjects Teaching Credential by the California State
Department of Education; and
WHEREAS, Donald B. Nelson and his lovely wife; Devota Marie have two wonderful children
Donald C. and Devota A; and
WHEREAS, he has helped protect this City for more than twenty-seven (27) years of service, and
his dedication to justice, fairness and high morals are in the highest tradition of the Fire
Department;
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by City Council of the City of South San Francisco that it does
hereby express appreciation to Donald B. Nelson for his dedicated services to the City of South San
Francisco and does order this Resolution incorporated in the official records of the City as this
Council's expression and its wishes for his long and happy retirement.
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Something else that Don has long been involved with is Pacifica American Legion Post 238 and Pacifica
VFW Post 10245. A lifetime member of both posts with more than 40 years in, he has often served as
Chaplain.
"I joined Pacifica's American Legion and VFW because way back when, I got to be great friends with
Pacifican Herb Youngdahl and he was with both Pacifica posts. Herb and his wife Doretta were dear
friends of ours. We had a lot of fun together. Herb is gone now and so is my wife. She died in April of
1992. Her heart never fully recovered from a childhood bout with rheumatic fever. Just like me, Doretta is
still going and she's even a little older than me. She'll be 100 in May. She's pretty darn impressive!"

Don and Devota, in the kitchen of their South City
home. "I like to think we were entertaining Herb
and Doretta in this photo!"

The duties of the Chaplain, which is a nondenominational and nonsectarian office, is to minister to the
spiritual needs of their Post's veterans, without regard to either affiliation or nonaffiliation. They must
value confidentiality as veterans will confide in them. As the spiritual leader for their local chapter's
veterans, they offer opening and closing prayers at funeral services, installations of officers, dedications
of halls, initiations of new members and opening ceremonies, among other events.
"Don has always led with his kindness," said American Legion Post 238 and VFW Post 10245
Commander Allan Hale. "He started up each meeting with a prayer and then closed with a prayer. He
called on anybody who was sick to make sure they were okay. He stopped being active four years ago,
due to age. But even to this day, at the age of 98, he sends out Christmas cards to everyone at the VFW
and American Legion. He remembers everyone. He really cares."
"Because of all that I saw in the Second World War," Don said, "finding faith after the war really kept me
going. I like to think I have been able to share a good sense of spirituality with veterans and that I have
been a good listener.
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"I do believe—which I wrote in the foreword of Herbert M. Youngdahl's personal reflections of his time
in the Second World War, a book titled, "The Other Side of War"— that life is the luck of the draw.
When you were born, what was your environment? What was your niche in life? Most importantly, what
did you do with your circumstances?
"My friend Herb remembered many incidents during his 23 years of military service. He started as a
private and retired as a captain. He chased Germans from North Africa, through the Italian Campaign, to
Germany. He served in Korea. He received the Bronze Star and many other medals.
"The focus of Herb's book was his experiences in WWII. Many men lost their lives during that time and
many made it through. There were prisoners of war and those missing in action. No one can make it
through battles without being scarred in some way. But what lessons there are in this part of life are up to
you to determine. In Herb's case, when he decided to share his war stories, he decided the best way to tell
of his days during those times was by relaying the most humorous experiences. His book is heartfelt
because of it.
"As for me, I've been lucky in life and I definitely had life's greatest bonus, finding the love of my life. I
highly recommend it."

Jean Bartlett is a longtime Bay Area features writer: Pacifica Tribune,
Oakland Tribune, San Jose Mercury, San Mateo Times, Portraits &
Roots, Marin Independent Journal, Twin City Times, Ross Valley
Reporter, Peninsula Progress, Coastal Connections, Contra Costa
County Times, Bay Area Business Woman and Catholic San
Francisco. She is also a former Hallmark Card writer, a produced
playwright and a published author.

(Copyright 2022. Author: Jean Bartlett. This biography was sponsored
by Helen Marlene Broce. It can be found online at
www.bartlettbiographies.com and in a binder at Pacifica American
Legion Post 238, 555 Buel Avenue, Pacifica, CA.)

