
The Grande Nelson Family of Tazewell County 
How many families do you know that had 19 children? None, you say? Well, here’s one 
of the largest and most incredible families I’ve encountered. William Nelson (the 
paternal great grandfather of the author’s paternal 1st cousin) fathered at least 19 
children between 1859 and 1901 - 42 years. The first was born when William was 24. 
The last was born when he was 66. The logistics of managing a household with that 
many children must have been enormous. The house alone must have been something 
to behold. 


Much has been lost to history about the William Nelson family of Tazewell County, 
Virginia. And, there are continuing misconceptions and misinformation that have 
passed along through the years to descendants. I've spent considerable time 
researching and restoring the lives of each member of this enormous family. 


Here's a summary of what I learned with a few mysteries yet to be resolved.


Principals


William Nelson 
BIRTH about 1835 • Ashe County, North Carolina

DEATH Mar. 1902 • Tazewell County, Virginia


	 Married: 1859


Rutha-Susan Altizer 
BIRTH 21 DEC 1839 • Tazewell County, Virginia

DEATH 8 AUG 1889 • Tazewell County, Virginia


	 Married: 1896


Sarah Jane Cosby Price 
BIRTH MAY 1870 • Elk Garden, Russell, Virginia

DEATH Aug. 1904 • Tazewell County, Virginia


William Nelson


We know that William Nelson was likely born in Ashe County, North Carolina about 
1835. Many trees suggest he was specifically born March 22, 1835, with no supporting 
evidence. Some think his name was William Armistead Nelson. This is not correct. That 
William A Nelson (1818-1902) was a surgeon in the United States Navy 1839-1858 and 
the Confederate States Army 1861-1863.




He may have been a William A Nelson. But, in a June, 1902, 
Clinch Valley News and Richlands Press, “Estate Claims 
Notice”, his name was stated as ‘William B Nelson’. In fact, 
in all other known public records, he was known only as 
William Nelson - no middle name.


And, here, we have our first mystery - who were the 
biological parents of William Nelson? There are two 
conflicting documents that state different parents. When 
William married Rutha Altizer in 1859, the marriage register 
stated his parents to be Issac Nelson and Susan (Susannah 
Young) - which is likely true.


However, when he married Sarah Jane Cosby Price in 1896, the 
marriage register stated his parents to be Reuben and “B” Nelson. 
Checking, I found no evidence of a Reuben Nelson being associated 
with this Nelson family. So, what was going on?


William and his 1st wife, Rutha-Susan Altizer, married in 1859 in 
Tazewell County. He was 24 and she was 19. There's no evidence 
that Rutha was pregnant when they were married. And, William’s 
father, Issac Nelson, was still alive, his mother had passed.


When William married Sarah Jane Cosby Price in Dec. 1896, he was 
61 and she was 26 - a 35 year age gap. And, it's likely that Cosby 
was pregnant with son, Larry O’Knight Nelson, born June 1897. All in 
all, an unusual set of circumstances.


So, my theory is that, in the 1896 marriage registration, William lied 
about who his parents were. In fact, the parents names he used were 
the names of Cosby’s parents: Reuben and ‘B’arbara Nelson (aka 
Price). Why William Nelson was motivated to lie about his parents is 
unknown.


During the Civil War, William Nelson served in the 29th Virginia Infantry Regiment, 
Company H, on the side of the Confederate States of America for about three years. 
He enlisted in Tazewell County, VA May 29, 1862 and mustered out (surrendered) Apr. 
9, 1865 - at Appomattox Court House, VA. 


According to Wikipedia; “In March, 1863, it totalled 732 men. Attached to General 
Corse's Brigade the unit participated in Longstreet's Suffolk Expedition and during the 
Gettysburg Campaign was on detached duty in Tennessee and North Carolina. In the 
spring of 1864 it returned to Virginia and took its place in the Petersburg trenches north 
and south of the James River and ended the war at Appomattox. Many were lost at 
Sayler's Creek, and only 1 officer and 27 men surrendered on April 9, 1865.” 


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Sailor%27s_Creek


William Nelson was one of those 27 men that 
surrendered at Appomattox Courthouse. He 
was never captured but was wounded several 
times, e.g., shot in the right ankle at 
Richmond, VA. His service record shows he 
was awarded a Gold Star.


William Nelson fought in the following 
engagements:


Battle of Middle Creek

Siege of Suffolk

Battle of Proctor's Creek

Battle of North Anna

Battle of Totopotomoy Creek

Battle of Cold Harbor

Siege of Petersburg

Battle of Dinwiddie Court House

Battle of Five Forks

Battle of Sailor's Creek

Appomattox Campaign


Supporting the military service absence evidence of William Nelson from Tazewell 
County, VA during this period, May 1862 to Apr 1865, is the fact that his 2nd child, 
Mary Y Nelson, was born April, 1862 (before his enlistment) and his 3rd child, John R 
Nelson, was born March, 1866 (after his surrender/discharge).


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Middle_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Suffolk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Proctor%27s_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_North_Anna
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Totopotomoy_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Cold_Harbor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Petersburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Dinwiddie_Court_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Five_Forks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Sailor%27s_Creek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Appomattox_Campaign


William Nelson, following his Civil War service, returned to Tazewell County and was a 
farmer. We have one deed showing that in Feb., 1871, William and Rutha Nelson 
purchased 60 acres of land from the parents of Rutha Nelson for $30. We know that 
William was also a landholder in Buchanan County, VA - north of Tazewell County.


What did he farm? According to an 1880 special agriculture census, William Nelson 
was managing beef cattle, sheep, and swine in considerable numbers. To support 
these animals, he was growing several cereal crops, including, corn, oats, rye, and 
wheat.


Below are maps of the Bandy and Maiden Spring areas of Tazewell County, VA; general 
location of the William Nelson farm(s).




The Will of William Nelson


In January, 1902, William Nelson filed his Last Will and Testament in Tazewell County, 
VA. He was 67 and must have been in poor health (likely consumption/tuberculosis), 
perhaps knowing he was at death’s door. His 19th child, Dora L Nelson (adopted and 
name changed to Helen Nelson Deisher) had been born one year earlier. We will get 
into the details of the lives of Helen and several other of his children in a moment.


Turning to the Will, it would helpful to see key transcribed sections. This, because two 
years after his death, the Will was contested by his children.


“I William Nelson of the County of Tazewell and State of Virginia being of sound 
mind and Lawful age do this the 27th day of January nineteen Hundred and two, 
1902, do make this my last will and Testament, Amen. 

First, I bequeath to children and heirs of my first wife all of land lying in the County 
of Tazewell and State of Virginia on the following conditions, to wit; that they pay 
my three youngest boys and one girl the children and heirs by my last wife one 
Hundred Dollars each, the sum of Four Hundred Dollars, also to pay interest at the 
rate of 6 per cent, or one third of the grain raised on said land to the guardian of 
said heirs until said four Hundred be paid which sum can be paid to this guardian 
at any time. 

Second, I bequeath to my four youngest children and heirs by last wife all of my 
land lying in the County of Buchanan State of Virginia also all the money and cash 
paper notes etc after all my indebted are paid if any also one house that I have 
shall be sold and they to have the proceeds of sale. 

Third, I bequeath to my wife Cosby all my milk cows, also that out of my personal 
property where sold that the money be put put on interest, and that the interest be 
paid to her yearly for her and the children’s support. 

I also bequeath to my four youngest Children by my last wife my three beds and 
steads with the necessary clothing for same with the furniture in the room in which 
I sleep, including press Trunk & chairs also my cook stove and table dishes.” 

To summarise, the children of William Nelson’s 1st wife, Rutha-Susan Altizer-Nelson, 
would inherit his Tazewell County property. But, they must pay each of the children of 
his 2nd wife, Sarah Jane Cosby Price-Nelson, $100 each. And, though it’s not exactly 
clear, he sets a payment for his executer (Chapman H Peery) @ $400 plus a yearly 
percentage of what the property can produce.


Further, the four children (then under five years old) of the 2nd wife of William Nelson 
(Cosby Nelson), would inherit the land he held in Buchanan County, VA. - plus cash 
from the sale of the family home.




And, for his 2nd wife, Cosby Nelson, he bequeathed his milk cows, and interest on any 
personal property sold, but, unfortunately, no house to live in.


All in all, it was, as written, a somewhat confusing and complex Will that would be 
difficult to execute. And, it assumed Cosby Nelson would live - which was, as we will 
see, an incorrect assumption.


Many family trees show William Nelson died Mar. 22, 
1902. According to recently obtained documents (see 
Nelson Children Adoption Reference below), William died 
in Mar. 1902. And, starting on June 6, 1902, the executer 
of his estate, Chapman H Peery, posted an Estate Claims 
Notice in the Tazewell Republican newspaper. By that 
date, William Nelson had passed from this life, leaving 16 
children and his 2nd wife, Sarah Jane Cosby-Nelson, still 
alive.


In Feb. 1904, Moses "Mose" M Nelson, 10th child of 
William and Rutha Nelson, listed all Nelson children on a 
challenge to his father’s Will. One child was missing, 
Elizabeth, born 1894-1895. It’s assumed she died prior to 
1904. More on her in a moment.


The goal of the challenge was to proceed with a sale of the 
properties of William Nelson in Tazewell and Buchanan 
Counties. This, to best satisfy the requirements stipulated in 
the 1902 Will. There are two observations of note in the 
challenge: 1) Only the children are listed as defendants. There 
was no mention of Cosby Nelson. 2) Will Executor, Chapman 
H Peery, was stated as being the Guardian of the four infant 
children of William and Cosby Nelson. If Mr. Chapman was 
the children’s Guardian, Cosby Nelson must have recently 
died.


And, there’s this clue from the Clinch Valley News and 
Richlands Press (Bristol, Virginia), Aug. 26, 1904.




Here we see that Chapman H Peery, as the Guardian of the children of William and 
Cosby Nelson, was attempting to find adopting homes, via the nascent Children’s 
Home Society of Virginia (more on this organisation in a moment), for three Nelson 
children. We will get into the details of the adoptions in a few moments. For now, we 
take note that it was clearly stated - “the late William and Cosby Nelson”; implying 
both husband and wife were deceased by Aug. 26, 1904. And, according to recently 
obtained documents (see Nelson Children Adoption Reference below), Cosby did 
indeed die in early Aug. 1904.


Sarah Jane Cosby Price-Nelson


The Aug. 1904 ‘Homes for Children’ want-ad clearly stated - "three children of the late 
William and Cosby Nelson”. Thus, this ad suggests that Sarah Jane Cosby Price-
Nelson died before this ad was placed.


Newly discovered adoption documents (see Nelson Children Adoption Reference 
below) indicate that Cosby Nelson personally signed off (April 1903) on the adoption of 
her children. So, she may have known then she was mortally ill (perhaps also with TB) 
and was seeking to resettle her children. This is an active mystery. More on this as we 
investigate the documents. 


NOTE: Hundreds of Ancestry.com family trees have Sarah Jane Nelson dying in Ritchie 
County, West Virginia, July, 1938. This is absolutely incorrect. That was another 
Sarah J Nelson (maiden name 'Lane') - married to a William Franklin Nelson 
(1873-1940). This is a name coincidence only.


We know little of her early life, except she was born in Russell County, VA May, 1870 to 
Reuben Price and Barbery Lewis-Nelson. In the 1900 census for William Nelson. Cosby 
reported she was the mother of four children, four living; Elizabeth, Irby, Lawrence, 
William Clayton. This was the last reported information we have for Elizabeth Nelson. 


Was Elizabeth actually a biological child of Cosby Nelson? After all, Elizabeth was born 
about 18 months before William and Cosby married. We will return to this mystery in a 
few moments.


Rutha-Susan Altizer-Nelson


Born in 1839 in Tazewell County, VA to William Altizer and Alice Harman-Altizer, Rutha 
was the first born from a family of eight children. The Altizer’s were farmers on about 
140 acres of land in Tazewell County. Little else is know about Rutha’s early life. She 
was the mother of 14 children during her 30 year marriage to William Nelson.




Rutha-Susan Altizer-Nelson died of consumption (Tuberculosis) in Aug 1889, about six 
months after her last child, Gertrude Belle Nelson, was born, Jan. 1889. Gertrude died 
in 1958 from an asthma condition. Since Rutha likely had TB when Gertrude was born, 
Gertrude’s asthma condition was likely related to her Mother’s TB.


"Tuberculosis (TB) can increase the risk of asthma and respiratory symptoms in 
offspring, as studies suggest that the immunological effects of TB may influence 
respiratory health. Children with a history of parental TB have been found to have a 
higher likelihood of developing asthma and related symptoms.” 
American Journal of Managed Care® 

FYI: Gertrude Belle Nelson married Lewis Peck in Mar 1904 - she was 15 year old.


14 Children of William Nelson and Rutha-Susan Altizer-Nelson




5 Children of William Nelson and Sarah Jane Cosby Price-Nelson


Alice Nelson - more than one Alice


There seems to have been a mixup about Alice Nelson. Most Ancestry Family Trees 
record just one Alice Nelson. I think there were two Alice Nelson's. The first Alice, the 
1st born child to William and Rutha, Dec. 1859 and named Alice L Nelson, likely died 
before the 1870 census. 


In the 1870 census we find another Alice, age 3, born Aug 1867. This was Alice B 
Nelson and she lived until 1955, and was named in the 1904 challenge to the Will of 
William Nelson. She had one child, James M Nelson in Mar 1894 - father, as yet 
unknown. This, though some trees suggest the father to be John C Matney 
(1847-1931) - with no supporting evidence/documentation.


For Alice's son, James Nelson - The 1900 census clearly shows a birthdate of Mar. 
1894 - not 1892, as some trees suggest. And, his name is clearly stated to be James M 
not James T (Toy or Tay). So, I wonder how he came to call himself James Toy Nelson? 
To date, there's no 1910 census for further reference. This is one of those situations 



that DNA matching could quickly solve. However, one thing is certain - James (M or T) 
Nelson was given the Nelson surname maternally, not paternally.


Alice B Nelson married Ormand Ratliff in 1905 and, with him (no other children known), 
she lived until 1955. Some trees suggest Alice Nelson died Oct 14, 1914 at Richlands, 
Tazewell County, Virginia. This was an unrelated Alice Nelson, maiden name McCoy.


Elizabeth Nelson - a parentage mystery


Returning to Elizabeth Nelson, here, we have a mystery.


A few trees think Elizabeth Nelson lived and married a Linwood Jones in 1922. 
However, Linwood Jones and Gertrude Elizabeth Nelson were African American. 
Clearly, this is not the Tazewell County, VA Elizabeth Nelson.


We know that Rutha-Susan Nelson, 1st wife of William Nelson, died in 1889. We know 
that William married his 2nd wife, Cosby Price, Dec. 1896. And, in the 1900 census we 
find stated that Elizabeth Nelson was born May, 1895 - about 18 months before William 
and Cosby Price married.


And, we know that Larry O Nelson was born June, 1897 - about 6-7 months after the 
Dec., 1896 marriage of William and Cosby. So, likely Cosby was pregnant at the time of 
their marriage. But, was Elizabeth Nelson a biological child of Cosby Price-Nelson?


Was Elizabeth Nelson, born out of wedlock, a biological child of Cosby? Or, was there 
another wife/partner of William Nelson who gave birth to Elizabeth, as yet unknown, 
and cared for by Cosby? Or, perhaps Cosby married the much older William Nelson 
because she was pregnant - with another, as yet unknown, man’s child.


A few trees suggest the following as the biological mother of Elizabeth Nelson:


Amy Virginia Price

BIRTH 12 SEP 1871 • Scott County, VA

DEATH 14 MAY 1894 • Scott County, VA


[Note: Scott County, VA is the next county SW of Tazewell, County, VA. So, it's 
relatively close to where William Nelson lived.]




The only way a ‘Amy Virginia Price mother scenario’ would have been possible was if 
Elizabeth's 1900 census reported birth year was off by one year; 1894 instead of 1895. 
Amy died May 14, 1894. Might Elizabeth have been born May, 1894 instead of May 
1895, and mis-reported, intentionally or not?? Amy Virginia Price was unmarried at

the time. Did Amy die in childbirth with Elizabeth with William Nelson and Cosby Price-
Nelson adopting her?


An important clue is the 1900 census for William Nelson. Cosby reported she was the 
mother of four children, four living; Elizabeth, Irby, Lawrence, Clayton. Thus, as 
reported, it's seems Elizabeth, was her child, at least in terms of household.


Did Elizabeth die about 1903-1904? Or, was she adopted again by another, as yet 
unidentified, family and her name changed which is now lost to history?? This may be 
one of those situations in which DNA matching could help solve the mystery.


Henry “Harry” A Nelson - a life restored


About 75 Nelson family trees on 
Ancestry have Henry Nelson dying on his supposed day of birth, Nov 7, 1881. 
However, Henry Nelson is mentioned in the 1904 challenge to the Will of his father, 
William Nelson. And, Henry is mentioned, living in Texas, in the 1928 OBIT of his 
brother, John Nelson. Clearly, he did NOT die in Nov 1881.


I did the research and restored the life of Henry "Harry" A Nelson. He was born on Nov. 
27, 1886, in Bandy, Tazewell County, Virginia. He married Luella Harris (1899-1921) in 
Gila County, AZ. They had one son together, Harry Lee Nelson Sr. Luella died tragically 
at the age of 21 due to a Strep infection. Harry re-married to Lucille Mae Repass 
(1894-1966) in 1936 in Tazewell County, Virginia. 


Harry Nelson died on December 13, 1939, in Richlands, Tazewell County, Virginia, at 
the age of 53. His death certificate indicates he was Restaurant Manager. Henry was 
buried at Monte Vista Cemetery in Bluefield, VA.


[Note: There is an 8 year gap between the birth of Thomas Nelson in 1878 and Henry 
Nelson in 1886. Were there more children born/stillborn in this gap but unknown at this 
time?]




Margarett Nelson - seemingly ageless


Margarett Nelson (daughter of William and Rutha), 
through her entire life, used a variety of birth dates: e.g., 
1869, Oct. 1874, Dec. 1876, 1879. Her official birth 
register clearly states she was born Nov 10, 1868 - with 
no middle name. She must have invented her middle 
initial - "L" - used first in her 1914 marriage registration.


She married Benjamin Harrison Gilbert in 1914. Though 
she stated her age to be 35, born 1879, she was actually 
45 (born 1868) and he was 26 - an age gap of almost 20 years.


When she married in 1914, her name was Mrs. Margaret L Andrews and that she was 
widowed. To date, I cannot find any evidence she was married to anyone named 
Andrews.


Mary Young Nelson - OBIT found


Many Ancestry Family Trees state 
Mary Young Nelson-Asbury 
(daughter of William and Rutha) 
died in Kentucky, Sep. 1 1928, 
with no support documentation. 


In fact, according to her OBIT, 
she died at the home of her 
daughter - Mrs Wilbur Matthews - 
Nancy Hazel

Asbury-Matthews - in Fawn 
Grove, York County, PA, Nov. 1 
1928.




The Adoptions of the Four Nelson Infants


Following the death of William Nelson in Mar. 1902, the living children of William and 
Sarah Jane Cosby Price-Nelson were put up for adoption. 


In April 1903, Cosby Nelson appeared before and petitioned a Tazewell County Court 
to appoint Chapman H Peery as Guardian of Larry O Nelson, Irby Nelson, Clayton 
Nelson, and Dora Nelson. Knowing that Cosby did this suggests that she too was 
mortally ill (likely tuberculosis) and that she was trying to do the right thing by making 
sure the children had good homes before her passing.


Chapman H Perry, in association with the Children’s 
Home Society of Virginia, placed a series of “Homes 
for Children Wanted” ads in local newspapers; e.g., 
Clinch Valley News and Richlands Press (Bristol, 
Virginia), Aug., 1904.


The two Nelson boys in the ad are assumed to be Irby 
and Clayton, the girl to be Helen Nelson. I think by this

time that Larry O’Knight Nelson was living with half-
sister Gertrude Nelson-Peck and brother in law Lewis 
Peck in Bluefield, VA. The other child of Cosby Nelson, 
Elizabeth, as mentioned before, was likely deceased.


Clayton and Helen were adopted together by the following family:

Arlen Martin Deisher 
BIRTH 13 NOV 1875 • Botetourt County, Virginia

DEATH 10 DEC 1949 • Clifton Forge, Alleghany, Virginia

and

Carula Myers-Deisher 
BIRTH 8 AUG 1876 • Eagle Rock, Botetourt, Virginia

DEATH 10 SEP 1940 • Eagle Rock, Botetourt, Virginia




Who, if anyone, adopted, or attempted to adopt James Irby Nelson is unclear at this 
time. He may have been living in NYC in 1930’s. There are no census records for him 
until 1940. So, it’s possible his name had been changed by adopting parents until then. 
And, it's possible Irby Nelson might have been in the household of Chapman Peery, the 
children's Guardian, when he could not be adopted. The author examined each of the 
available census records of his half siblings and did not find him. So, this is an active 
mystery.


Nelson Children Adoption Reference

In 2002, Lauren Koch, (the author’s paternal 1st cousin and granddaughter of Helen 
Nelson Deisher, born Dora Louis Nelson), requested from the State of Virginia and 
Children’s Home Society all available documents related to her grandmother’s 1904 
adoption. Here are selected and pertinent documents.  





 








Adoption Release for William Clayton Nelson, Nov. 23, 1904




Adoption Release for Dora Louise Nelson, Nov. 23, 1904




Children’s Home Society of Virgina


https://www.newspapers.com/image/1008652119/

Clinch Valley News and Richlands Press (Bristol, Virginia) · Fri, 25 Nov 
1904 · Page 2

Downloaded on 24 Feb 2026
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https://www.newspapers.com/image/64301898/

Tazewell Republican (Tazewell, Virginia) · Thu, 21 Nov 1901 · Page 1
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Tuberculosis in Virginia, 1900


In 1900, Tuberculosis was the leading cause of death in Virginia, as well as in the 
United States. This disease was a significant public health concern during that time.


Characteristics of Tuberculosis

• Common Name: Consumption

• Symptoms: Fatigue, night sweats, persistent cough, and coughing up thick white 

phlegm, sometimes with blood.

• Demographics: Most victims were young adults, particularly those aged 15 to 44.


Impact of Tuberculosis

• Daily Deaths: Approximately 450 Americans died from tuberculosis each day at 

the turn of the century.

• Urban Poor: The disease primarily affected individuals living in crowded and 

unsanitary urban conditions. There was no reliable treatment.

• Very few recovered. Those who survived their first bout with the disease were 

haunted by severe recurrences that destroyed any hope for an active life.


Historical Context

The understanding of Tuberculosis improved significantly in the late 19th century, 
particularly after the bacterium causing the disease was identified. This led to changes 
in public perception and treatment approaches, including the establishment of 
sanatoriums for patients.


HTTPS://EXHIBITS.HSL.VIRGINIA.EDU/ALAV/TUBERCULOSIS/INDEX.HTML 

Nelson Family Cemetery - Bandy/Maiden Spring, VA


Finally, where are William Nelson and wives, Rutha Altizer-Nelson and Sarah Jane 
Cosby Price-Nelson, and other Nelson’s with no grave location, buried?


Based on death records of some of William Nelson's children (e.g., 1950 Death 
Certificate of Moses M Nelson and 1932 military burial record of Auvil (Orville) Nelson), 
there is a Nelson Family Cemetery located in the Bandy, Tazewell, VA area - likely on 
former William Nelson owned land - perhaps in Maiden Springs Township. This

cemetery is not listed on Find a Grave - https://www.findagrave.com


The Nelson Cemetery needs to be rediscovered, documented, and added to the Find a 
Grave registry. 

https://exhibits.hsl.virginia.edu/alav/tuberculosis/index.html
https://www.findagrave.com
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