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The Servant of God, Father Nel-
son Baker

By Sister Mary Monica, M.I.C.M., Tert.

In these days of Big Brother taking from the pockets of his tax-paying
citizens to support millions on the government dole, it is delightful to

consider the true charity of the subject of our story, Father Nelson Baker.
This tireless priest, whose faith in Our Lady never wavered — not for a
moment — accomplished more in his long life of ninety-five years than a
hundred average men together might achieve.

Unfortunately for us, the adult Nelson Baker was very reluctant to talk
about himself and his family, although he was a talkative and outgoing man
— very much a “people person.” Even the year of his birth is uncertain,
though it is generally accepted as 1841. He was the second of four sons born
to an Irish Catholic mother, Caroline Donnellan, and a German Protestant
(probably Lutheran) father. The family lived in the small, but growing, city
of Buffalo, New York. Lewis Baker was a retired mariner who took advan-
tage of the increased commerce that the 1825 opening of the Erie Canal
brought to the Great Lakes, becoming the proprietor of a grocery and general
store in Buffalo’s downtown. As was customary in those days, the family
lived behind the store. 

Strangely, the child Nelson was not baptized until he was almost ten years
old. Since very little definitive information exists from his early years, the
reason for that fact is unknown. To be sure, his mother was a devout Catholic,
and we do know that as a child Nelson loved to accompany her to Mass.

The childhood of Nelson Baker and his brothers seems to have been a
very happy one. They attended public school and had their assigned chores
in their father’s store and in the house. But they still found time for boyish
pranks, and a tale of one survives. Above Lewis Baker’s store was housed the
local Republican Party headquarters, outside of which hung its flag on a pole.
Just down the street was the local Democratic Party headquarters, with its
flag hung in like manner. Nelson and his younger brother Ransom cooked up
a plan to stay awake until the neighborhood was asleep; then when all was
quiet, they took down the Republican flag, ran down to the Democratic head-
quarters, lowered their flag and replaced it with the Republican flag. Then,
hastening back to their property, raised the Democratic flag at the Republican
headquarters. They quietly went to their bedrooms and slept the sleep of the
innocent and the just! The next morning, when the prank was discovered,
fisticuffs nearly ensued. It was Lewis Baker who diffused the situation before
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3Father Baker on his 95th Birthday.

the police had to be called. 

Lincoln’s War
After graduating from high

school, Nelson joined his father and
older brother in the store. He was
bright, good with figures, outgoing,
and he had a wide range of interests.
His future looked promising.

For a number of years before the
outbreak of the War Between the
States, the citizens of Buffalo had
been involved in the “Underground
Railroad,” helping runaway slaves
from the South make it safely across
the border to Canada. In June, 1863,
Confederate General Robert E. Lee
and his army were on the move in
southern Pennsylvania. Fearful that
the enemy would soon move into

New York, the state called for 20,000
new recruits. Nelson was one of the
first young men in Buffalo to enlist.
On the evening of his enlistment, the
recruits were sworn in and boarded
the train for Harrisburg, Pennsylva-
nia. The 74th Regiment of New York
served with bravery and distinction
there, protecting bridges and an
aqueduct and forcing the Confeder-
ates to retreat.

Since the term of enlistment was
only thirty days, the 74th expected to
return to Buffalo in mid-July, but a
dire emergency arose in New York
City when rioting mobs began to
loot, rob, burn and create general
mayhem in the streets. They were
protesting the draft, and in doing so,
were hanging or shooting every


