
NELS CHRISTIAN NELSON, 1875-1964 
J. ALDEN MASON 

ON MARCH 5, 1964, death brought rather 
welcome relief to Nels C. Nelson in his 

eighty-ninth year; he died peacefully in his sleep 
at the Lynwood Nursing Home in New York 
City. Here he had been living for less than a 
year, following two weeks' hospitalization which 
had caused him to abandon the apartment 
where he had lived alone for several years after 
the death of Mrs. Nelson, the former Ethelyn 
G. Hobbs, who was once secretary to A. L. 
Kroeber. 

To most American archaeologists today, Nel
son is a name from the more or less distant past. 
He did his major work and published his most 
important articles before 1930; he published 
very little after 1940. After his retirement as 
Curator of Prehistoric Archaeology at the 
American Museum of Natural History in 1943 
at the age of 68, he continued to visit his office 
regularly, to read, to consult, or do research. 
Then, as failing eyesight made travel hazardous 
and reading difficult, he stayed more and more 
in his apartment near the Museum, enjoying his 
independence, corresponding with old friends, 
his mind as alert and wide-ranging as ever. He 
refused sympathy for his physical handicaps and 
found a measure of happiness when others 
would have despaired. Naturally, for some years 
he had attended no scientific meetings. 

Nelson's life was a classic Algeresque epic 
of triumph over handicaps. He was born April 
9, 1875, the eldest of many children of an indi
gent Danish farm family near Fredericia and 
was bound out to a farmer. He went to school 
only briefly and, as he put it, "just enough to 
read the catechism." In 1892, an uncle who 
needed more assistance on his farm in Minne
sota sent him a steerage steamship ticket, and 
in May of that year, having survived the hard
ships of the voyage and having thrown his mat
tress and old clothes into the New York harbor, 
he passed through Ellis Island immigration and 
finally reached Minnesota. Here he found only 
slight improvement over Denmark because he 
could attend school only part time. Speaking 
no English, he entered the first grade at the 
age of 17, but he graduated from high school 
in 1901 at the age of 26, at which age most of us 
had our doctorates. 

As he had already acquired a local reputa
tion as a scholar, it was presumed that he was 
destined for the ministry, but much of theologi
cal dogma left his inquiring mind unsatisfied. 
He was offered the opportunity to accompany 
some returning Californians to their earthly 
paradise, at no expense beyond nine days in a 
freight car tending to their livestock. Once 
there, he worked at several unskilled jobs while 
saving money to attend Stanford University. 
Even after entering the university, the problem 
of sustenance was ever present, and for much of 
this time Nelson solved it by working as janitor 
for a local bank. 

At Stanford he pursued philosophy in par
ticular and even followed his preceptor in trans
ferring to Berkeley, but he was not satisfied in 
that field either. However, one day in 1906 a 
graduate-student friend, doubtless S. A. Barrett, 
invited him to help in the excavation of a shell-
heap, and thenceforth Nels's interests centered 
in archaeology and anthropology. He received 
the B.L. degree at the University of California 
in 1907 and the MX. in 1908. His thesis was 
a report on the shellmounds of the entire San 
Francisco Bay region, of which he located about 
400 as a result of tramping some 3000 miles of 
littoral. His first post, in 1908, was as Field 
Assistant in the U.S. Geological Survey. He 
was given the position of Assistant Curator in 
the Anthropological Museum of the University 
of California (then in San Francisco) in 1909 
and that of Instructor in Anthropology in 1910. 

One of the major events in Nelson's career 
was his transfer in 1912 to the American Mu
seum of Natural History in New York as Assist
ant Curator of Anthropology. He remained 
here most of the rest of his life, as Associate 
Curator of North American Archaeology, 1921-
23; Associate Curator of Archaeology, 1923-28; 
and as Curator of Prehistoric Archaeology, 
1928-43. Here he found larger scope for his 
interests and enthusiasm. For the first few years 
his field work was mainly in the American 
Southwest, with minor excursions to Kentucky, 
Missouri, and Florida. Later, in accord with the 
great interest of Henry Fairfield Osborn (then 
the President of the Museum) in European 
prehistory, he studied that field intensively, 
made excavations in Europe, and compiled and 
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organized the data for Osborn's "Men of the 
Old Stone Age." His most publicized discov
eries, however, beginning in 1925, were made 
while he was a member of the Roy Chapman 
Andrews expeditions to Mongolia and the Gobi 
Desert, where he found a Neolithic or Meso-
lithic archaeological culture which he termed 
the "Shabarahk culture" or the "Dune Dwell
ers." Of course, the hours devoted to cura
torial duties and the care of collections far ex
ceeded those spent in field work. 

Nelson is generally believed to be the first man 
in America to demonstrate the value of careful 
excavation by artificial levels in determining 
chronological cultural changes. Possibly Gamio 
was actually the first, but his work had attracted 
little attention at that time. At the 24th Annual 
Meeting of the Society for American Archae
ology in 1959, a symposium on "Developments 
in Dating Techniques" was dedicated to Nelson 
as one of the founders of the technique. (See 
"Nels C. Nelson and Chronological Archae
ology" by Richard B. Woodbury, American An-
liquity, Vol. 25, No. 3, pp. 400-01, 1960; "Nel
son's Stratigraphy," Vol. 26, No. 1, pp. 98-9). 

Nelson had of course practiced rough stratig
raphy in his excavations in California shellheaps 
and had been greatly influenced by the work of 
Uhle, Obermeier, Breuil, and Merriam. In his 
excavations at Galisteo, New Mexico, in 1914, 
he located a thick accumulation of refuse and 
took advantage of it. He dug the lO-ft.-deep 
midden in levels of 1 ft., gathering the sherds 
from each level himself so that there would be 
no confusion. He then classified his sherds in 
seven types and calculated their frequencies by 
levels. The plotted results resembled normal 
distribution curves and proved that statistical 
analysis of data by arbitrary levels could indi
cate chronological change just as well as data 
from natural strata. Nelson's reports on the 
results of his work (1914, 1916a) attracted the 
greatest attention, and his method has been 
used ever since. 

Nelson received merited recognition from his 
colleagues and fellow scientists. He was presi
dent of the American Anthropological Associa
tion in 1937, having served as vice-president in 
1936, and he was president of the Society for 
American Archaeology in 1942. He was presi
dent of the American Ethnological Society in 
1929, and in 1935 was vice-president of the 
American Association for the Advancement of 
Science and chairman of Section H (Anthro
pology). In 1929, he was elected a trustee of 
the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe. 
He was secretary of the International Congress 
of Americanists in New York in 1928 and a 
delegate to the International Congress of Pre
historic and Protohistoric Sciences in London in 
1932. He was one of the 20 anthropologists 
who was awarded a star in the old volumes of 
American Men of Science. 

A fuller and most appreciative account of 
Nelson's life and accomplishments can be found 
in D. R. Barton's "Mud, Stones, and History, 
the Rise of N. C. Nelson from Danish Farm 
Boy to One of America's Outstanding Chroni
clers of the Life and Times of Prehistoric Man" 
(Natural History, Vol. 47, No. 5, 1941, pp. 293-
6, 303). In it, Barton quotes Walter Granger, 
one of Nels's closest companions on the Gobi 
expedition, as saying: "If I were going out on a 
desert island where I would have to be satis
fied with the • company of only one man, I'd 
choose him." Surely no greater commendation 
could be accorded to any man. Quiet and re
served, but with a dry sense of humor, he was 
universally liked and respected. His curious, 
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inquiring mind was ever eager for new informa
tion on almost any subject, which, however, had 
to satisfy a logical testing. He left no close rela
tives to mourn him, but those who knew him 
well remember him with great affection. 

PUBLICATIONS OF NELS C. NELSON 

1909 Shellmounds of the San Francisco Bay Region. 
University of California Publications in American 
Archaeology and Ethnology, Vol. 7, No. 4, pp. 310-
56. Berkeley. Reprinted in: R. F. Heizer and M. A. 
Whipple, compilers, The California Indians (Uni
versity of California Press, Berkeley, 1951). 

1910 The Ellis Landing Shellmound. University of Cali
fornia Publications in American Archaeology and 
Ethnology, Vol. 7, No. 5, pp. 358-426. Berkeley. 

1913 Ruins of Prehistoric New Mexico. American Mu
seum Journal, Vol. 13, No. 2, pp. 63-81. New York. 

1914 Pueblo Ruins of the Galisteo Basin, New Mexico. 
Anthropological Papers of the American Museum of 
Natural History, Vol. 15, Pt. 1, pp. 1-124. New 
York. 

1915 European Caves and Early Man. American Museum 
Journal, Vol. 15, No. 5, pp. 237-47. New York. 

Ancient Cities of New Mexico. The American Mu
seum Journal, Vol. 15, No. 8, pp. 389-94. New York. 

1916 Chronology of the Tano Ruins, New Mexico. Amer
ican Anthropologist, Vol. 18, No. 2, pp. 159-80. Lan
caster. 

Flint Working by Ishi. In: Holmes Anniversary Vol
ume, pp. 397-402. Washington. Reprinted in: A. 
L. Kroeber and T. T. Waterman, compilers, Source 
Book in Anthropology (University of California 
Press, Berkeley, 1920; revised edition, 1931). 

New Mexico Field Work in 1915. EI Palacio, Vol. 
3, No. 2, pp. 43-52. Santa Fe. 

1917 Archaeology of Mammoth Cave and Vicinity: A 
Preliminary Report. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, Vol. 3, pp. 192-5. Washing
ton. 

Archaeology of the Tano District, New Mexico. 
Proceedings of the Nineteenth International Congress 
of Americanists, pp. 114-18. Washington. Reprinted 
in: El Palacio, Vol. 7 (Santa Fe, 1919). 

Contributions to the Archaeology of Mammoth Cave 
and Vicinity, Kentucky. Anthropological Papers of 
die American Museum of Natural History, Vol. 22, 
Pt. 1, pp. 1-73. New York. 
Excavations of the Aztec Ruin. American Museum 
Journal, Vol. 17, No. 2, pp. 85-99. New York. 
Kentucky and Her Cave Men. American Museum 
Journal, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 221-33. New York. 
(with Earl H. Morris) The Ruins at Aztec. El 
Palacio, Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 43-69. Santa Fe. 

1918 Chronology in Florida. Anthropological Papers of 
the American Museum of Natural History, Vol. 22, 
Pt. 2, pp. 75-103. New York. 
A Recently Discovered Art Cavern in France (trans
lation). Science, Vol. 48, No. 1251, pp. 620-1. New 
York. 
Additional Studies in the Pleistocene at Vero, Flori
da. Science, Vol. 47, No. 1216, pp. 394-5. New 
York. 

Review: Primitive Man, by G. Elliott Smith. Ameri
can Anthropologist, Vol. 20, No. 4, pp. 437-46. Me-
nasha. 

1919 The Archaeology of the Southwest: A Preliminary 
Report. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, Vol. 5, pp. 114-20. Washington. Re
printed in: EI Palacio, Vol. 8 (Santa Fe, 1920). 

Human Culture: Its Probable Place of Origin on the 
Earth and Its Mode of Distribution. Natural History, 
Vol. 19, No. 2, pp. 131-40. New York. 

The Southwest Problem. EI Palacio, Vol. 6, 132-5. 
Santa Fe. 

1920 Gustaf Retzius (obituary). American Anthropolo
gist, Vol. 22, No. 2, pp. 173-7. Menasha. 

Notes on Pueblo Bonito. Anthropological Papers of 
the American Museum of Natural History, Vol. 27, 
pp. 381-90. New York. 

1921 Swiss Lake-dweller Discoveries. Natural History, 
Vol. 21, No. 2, pp. 172-4. New York. Reprinted 
in: EI Palacio, Vol. 11 (Santa Fe, 1921). 

Recent Activities of European Archaeologists. Natu
ral History, Vol. 21, No. 5, pp. 537-41. New York. 

Succession of Prehistoric Ages in Egypt and in 
Europe from the Close of the Old Stone Age Up
ward. In The Hall of the Age of Man, by Henry F. 
Osborn. New York. Reprinted in: American Mu
seum of Natural History, Guide leaflet Series, No. 
52, p. 23 (New York, 1921). 

Review: Looking Backward, by J. M. Tyler. The 
Freeman, Vol. 3, No. 75, pp. 548-9. New York. 

1922 Emile Cartailhac and Oscar Montelius. Science, 
Vol. 55, No. 1412, p. 68. Garrison, New York. 
Wixi of the Shellmound People. In American In
dian Life, edited by E. C. Parsons, pp. 273-88. New 
York. 

1924 European Prehistory, with Special Reference to the 
Work of the American Museum. Natural History, 
Vol. 24, No. 6, pp. 665-72. New York. 

Review: European Prehistory, by R. Moir. Natural 
History, Vol. 24, No. 5, pp. 628-9. New York. 

1925 Reading the Rocks of Asia: Early Oral Reports of 
the Roy Andrews Expedition. The Living Age, Vol. 
327, No. 4246, pp. 393-400. Boston. 

Archaeology of the Gobi. Peking Leader, September 
27, 1925. Peking. 

Review: Human Origins: A manual of Prehistory, by 
G. G. MacCurdy. American Anthropologist, Vol. 
27, No. 3, pp. 447-51. Menasha. 

1926 (with C. P. Berkey) Geology and Prehistoric Ar
chaeology of the Gobi Desert. American Museum 
Novitiates, No. 222, pp. 10-16. New York. 

The Dune Dwellers of the Gobi. Natural History, 
Vol. 26, No. 3, pp. 246-51. New York. 

Notes on the Archaeology of the Gobi. American 
Anthropologist, Vol. 28, No. 1, pp. 305-08. Me
nasha. 

Prehistoric Man of Central Asia. Natural History, 
Vol. 26, No. 6, pp. 570-9. New York. 

1927 Archaeological Research in North China: A Re
view. American Anthropologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, pp. 
177-201. Menasha. 
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The Jacob's Cavern Mastodon Again. Science, Vol. 
66, No. 1707, pp. 258-9. Lancaster. 

1928 Pliny Earle Goddard, 1869-1928. Natural History, 
Vol. 28, No. 4, pp. 441-2. New York. 

Pseudo-artifacts from the Pliocene of Nebraska. 
Science, Vol. 67, No. 1734, pp. 316-17. Lancaster. 

Origin and Antiquity of Man in America. By Ales 
Hrdlicka, with discussions by Nels C. Nelson and 
others. Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medi' 
cine, 2nd Series, Vol. 4, No. 7, pp. 816-28. New 
York. 

Review: The Antiquity of the Deposits in Jacob's 
Cavern, by V. C. Allison. American Anthropologist, 
Vol. 30, No. 2, pp. 329-35. Menasha. 

Review: Antiquity of Man in East Anglia, by J. R. 
Moir. American Anthropologist, Vol. 30, No. 4, 
696-9. Menasha. 

1929 First Steps in Human Culture. Eugenical News, 
Vol. 14, No. 6, pp. 83-6. Lancaster. 

Louis Capitan. Science, Vol. 70, No. 1825, pp. 598-
9. Lancaster. 

(with J. H. McGregor and W. K. Gregory) The Hall 
of the Age of Man. American Museum of Natural 
History, Guide Leaflet Series, No. 52. New York. 

Review: The Upper Paleolithic Age in Britain, by 
D. A. E. Garrod. American Anthropologist, Vol. 31, 
No. 1, pp. 152-4. Menasha. 

1930 Review: Magic Spades, by R. V. D. Magoffin. New 
York Sun, January 18, 1930. New York. 

Review: The Aurignacians and Their Culture, by 
G. L. Collie. American Anthropologist, Vol. 32, 
No. 4, pp. 671-5. Menasha. 

Review: Paleolithic Man and the Nile-Faiyum Di
vide, by K. S. Sandford and W. J. Arkell. Ameri
can Anthropologist, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp. 677-8. Me
nasha. 

1932 The Origin and Development of Material Culture. 
Sigma Xi Quarterly, Vol. 20, No. 3, pp. 102-23. 
Easton. 

Archaeological Reconnaissance in the Yangtze River 
Gorges. In Natural History of Central Asia: Central 
Asiatic Expeditions, Vol. 1, The New Conquest of 
Central Asia, pp. 542-8. New York. 

Archaeological Studies and Problems in Central Asia. 
In Natural History of Central Asia: Central Asiatic 
Expeditions, Vol 1, The New Conquest of Central 
Asia, pp. 598-600. New York. 

1933 The Antiquity of Man in America in the Light of 
Archaeology. In The American Aborigines, edited 
by D. Jenness, pp. 85-130. Toronto. 

1935 (with Fay-Cooper Cole and others) The Value of 
Archaeology to the Advancement of Mankind. Bre
vard College Archaeological Society Bulletin, No. 1, 
pp. 7-13. Brevard. 

Review: Paleolithic Man and the Nile Valley in 
Nubia and Upper Egypt, by K. S. Sandford and 
W. J. Arkell. American Anthropologist, Vol. 37, 
No. 1, pp. 146-8. Menasha. 

Review: Adam's Ancestors, by L. S. B. Leakey. 
American Anthropologist, Vol. 37, No. 3, pp. 510— 
11. Menasha. 

1936 Notes on the Santa Barbara Culture. In Essays in 
Anthropology Presented to A. L. Kroeber, edited 
by R. H. Lowie, pp. 199-209. Berkeley. 

The Lure of Archaeology. The Scientific Monthly, 
Vol. 42, pp. 255-7. Lancaster. 

The Antiquity of Man in America in the Light of 
Archaeology. Smithsonian Report for 1935, pp. 471-
506. Washington. 

1937 Notes on Cultural Relations between Asia and 
America. American Antiquity, Vol. 2, No. 4, pp. 
267-72. Menasha. 

Prehistoric Archaeology, Past, Present, and Future. 
Science, Vol. 85, No. 2195, pp. 81-9. Lancaster. 

South African Rock Pictures. Natural History, Vol. 
40, No. 4, pp. 653-62. New York. 

Geological Premises. In General Anthropology, 
edited by F. Boas, pp. 7-16. Boston. 

Prehistoric Archaeology. In General Anthropology, 
edited by F. Boas, pp. 146-237. Boston. 

South African Rock Paintings. American Museum 
of Natural History, Guide Leaflet Series, No. 93. 
New York. 

Review: Prehistoric Rock Pictures in Europe and 
Africa, by L. Frobenius. Natural History, Vol. 40, 
No. 2, p. 533. New York. 

Review: Ha'nristnmgarnos skeppsbilder (Rock-cut 
Ship Pictures), by P. Dahlgren. American Anthro
pologist, Vol. 40, No. 1, pp. 155-7. Menasha. 

Review: Rediscovering Illinois, by F-C. Cole and 
T. Deuel. Explorer's Journal, June-September. Phila
delphia. 

Review: African Genesis, by L. Frobenius and P. 
Fox. Natural History, Vol. 40, No. 5, pp. 767-8. New 
York. 

1938 Review: The Stone Age of Mount Carmel, Vol. 1, 
by D. A. E. Garrod and D. M. A. Bate. American 
Anthropologist, Vol. 40, No. 3, pp. 514-17. Me
nasha. 

Review: Ten Years under the Earth, by N. Carteret. 
Natural History, Vol. 42, No. 5, pp. 384-5. New 
York. 

1939 Archaeology of Mongolia: Resume. In Report of 
the Second International Congress of Anthropo
logical and Ethnological Sciences, 1938, pp. 259-62. 
Copenhagen. 

1941 Review: The Truth about Leif Ericsson and the 
Greenland Voyages to New England, by W. B. Good
win. Natural History, Vol. 48, No. 2, p. 122. New 
York. 

1942 Camping on Ancient Trails. Natural History, Vol. 
49, No. 5, pp. 262-7. New York. 

Archeological Investigations on the Crow Indian 
Reservation, Montana. Report submitted to the De
partment of the Interior, Washington, D.C. 

Review: Southwestern Archaeology, by J. C. Mc
Gregor. Natural History, Vol. 49, No. 2, p. 124. 
New York. 

Review: Edward Sylvester Morse, by D. G. Wayman. 
Natural History, Vol. 50, No. 4, p. 215. New York. 

1943 Contribution to Montana Archaeology. American 
Antiquity, Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 162-9. Menasha. 
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Review: The Irish Stone Age, by H. L. Movius. 
Natural History, Vol. 52, No. 3, pp. 144-5. New 
York. 

1944 Review: Journey into the Fog, by Cornelia Good
hue. Natural History, Vol. 53, No. 4, p. 189. New 
York. 

1945 Review: Meet Your Ancestors: A Biography of 
Primitive Man, by R. C. Andrews. Natural History, 
Vol. 54, No. 10, p. 442. New York. 

1946 Review: The Lost Americans, by F. C. Hibben. 
Natural History, Vol. 55, No. 7, pp. 302-03. New 
York. 

Review: The Long Journey, by J. V. Jensen. Ameri
can Anthropologist, Vol. 48, No. 1, pp. 94-7. Me-
nasha. 

1947 The Thunderbolt Belief. Natural History, Vol. 56, 
No. 6, pp. 260-2. New York. 

Review: Indians before Columbus, by P. S. Martin 
and others. Natural History, Vol. 56, No. 4, pp. 
149-50. New York. 

Review: Research on Early Man in Burma, by Hel
mut de Terra and others. American Anthropologist, 
Vol. 49, No. 1, pp. 101-05. Menasha. 

1948 Clark Wissler, 1870-1947. American Antiquity, 
Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 244-7. Menasha. 

1949 Review: China: The Land and the People, by G. F. 
Winfield. Natural History, Vol. 58, No. 2, p. 53. 
New York. 

1953 Ancient Rock Pictures in Nevada. Natural History, 
Vol. 62, No. 7, pp. 338, 384. New York. 
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