
I have always hated writing articles, but this will be 

the one I hate the most.  I had the opportunity to work 

with Nelson for a quarter of a century.  We spent 

countless hours in the field surveying together, and 

lots of hours driving to and from those survey sites, 

talking about everything under the sun.  You learn a 

lot about a person doing that.  From what I learned 

about Nelson over those years I was proud to call 

him my friend. 

He taught me a bunch about surveying and designing 

conservation practices.  He also tried to teach me his 

philosophy on life, but it didnôt always take.  For 

example, Nelson did not like cussing, so for a while, 

when he worked for the district, after he retired from 

SCS/NRCS, he convinced us in the office to have a 

cuss kitty.  For every cuss word we used 

in a day we would put a quarter in this 

jar, up to a maximum of a dollar per 

day.  After a while, I just put a dollar 

in the jar when I came to work to 

save me from getting up four times 

to walk to the kitty!  Iôm 

not sure if he was trying 

to get me to cuss less, or 

use it as a way to come 

up with donut money.  

We seemed to eat a lot of 

donuts back then. 

One of the things I liked 

best about Nelson was 

his irreverence for man-

agement.  I donôt know if that is where I got that quality from myself 

or, since I felt the same way, why 

we got along so well.  For years 

he had a ñblack drawerò where he 

kept track of every employee in 

the state and how fast they moved 

up the ladder, how many manage-

ment people there were in rela-

tionship to how many field peo-

ple there were, things like that.  It 

made good conversation material 

at lunch time.  And yet he was 
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Boy, when you ask what I remember about Nelson Torbeck, what donôt I remember?  

I remember playing softball at church with Nelson in 1964 or 1965.  He played first base and also was an excellent um-

pire.  Whenever our church 

youth group played in a tourna-

ment and was to furnish an um-

pire, our first choice was al-

ways Nelson, he called them 

the way he saw them and did 

not play favorites.  If a call 

went against us, it was because 

it was the right call.  Nelson 

was a good ball player but an 

even better umpire. 

Nelson loved his God and his 

family.  He always wore a tie to church and usually a sport jacket.  

Whenever anyone else wore an open neck shirt, he wore a tie and 

once told me that he could not go to church without a tie. 

I donôt think that he missed a game that his son or grandsons played in any sports.  He was always there cheering them 

on regardless of the weather or the score.  This included seeing his grandsons play in the marching band on the football 

fields. 

I had his grandson in class and he thought that I was too rough on my fourth graders, expecting them to know the times 

tables to ten and be able to do a times table test of one hundred facts in two minutes or less.  He came to the soup sup-

per and I gave him the test.  He finished it in less than two min-

utes.  I asked if he thought his grandson should also be able to do 

it in two minutes or less, and he laughingly agreed. 

Nelson went to a one room parochial school and would be the first 

to admit that he was not the best student, not that he couldnôt have 

been, but he had too much fun in school to let his studies get in 

the way.  He could tell school stories all day and have everyone 

laughing so hard that they cried. 

Nelson could also tell stories about his military experiences, and 

again this led to much laughter.  Letôs face it, Nelson could tell a 

story like no one else. 

I was also fortunate to serve as a church officer with Nelson.  He 

served as Chairman of the congregation for over twenty-five years 

and I was the recording secretary for the entire time.  He ran or-

derly meetings and kept everyone on task.  He was known for his short, well-run meetings. 

Nelson was also musically inclined.  I have a memory of him playing the mandolin at a wedding in 1958.  His group 

was very popular and they played as long as anyone 

wanted to dance, especially the ñBunny Hopò.   I remem-

ber at the end of one evening, he had to shake his right 

hand as it was cramping up on him, but he never missed a 

beat. 

I am sure that even now Nelson is telling stories in 

Heaven and the Good Lord and angels are laughing 

harder than they ever have beforeé..Gale Meseke 
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very proud of his trainees and how well they had done.  

He really was a ñpeopleò person.  He would talk to the 

State Conservationist the same as he would a customer 

at the counter ï well, actually he would probably be 

nicer to the customer, but you know what I mean. 

Nelson was a dedicated conservationist.  He was very 

proud of the conservation practices he installed over 

the years, especially the structures and ponds.  I think 

he could tell you 

where every one 

heôd designed 

was, who he sur-

veyed it with, and 

probably the high 

temperature on 

the day it was 

installed.   

Everyone should 

leave a legacy - 

something they 

did that lives on 

after them that makes the world a better place than it 

was before.  Nelson has his sons and grandsons 

(with Janiceôs help, of course).  He also leaves all of 

those conservation practices, protecting the soil and 

helping our water quality.  Many of them are going 

to be here for a long time. 

He hadnôt come into the office as much the last cou-

ple years as he did when he first retired, but about 

once a month he would still come by and have a 

cup of coffee with us.  Iôm going to miss 

thaté...Tony Pals 

Nelson always had a true connection with the 

land and enjoyed helping others in taking care 

of it. The thing I remember, as do many I am 

sure, was his barking drill sergeant voice which 

was called upon frequently to get meetings back to order. 

He will be missedé.Ray Coombes, former technician  

and retired DC at Paris 

Nelson was a great co-worker, teacher and friend.  His conservation legacy will live on for many years not only in 

Fayette County, but throughout the state.  I and other trainees who have worked with Nelson continue to promote con-

servation and share in his passion of leaving the land better 

for the next generation.  He did his part for conservation; and 

now it is our turn to carry on that same work ethic, dedica-

tion and most of all, positive attitude that he shared with all.  

He said that I always did my best and it was because I was 

raised that way.  I feel the same way about Nelson and his 

family should be very proud. He will be greatly 

missedéé.Jill Keeton, trainee under Nelson, present DC in 

Jacksonville 

The first time I met Nelson was in December of 1990.  I 

remember entering his office and hearing him recap my 

career with SCS/NRCS.  He had all my moves, up-

grades and position changes documented. 

I always enjoyed working with Nelson.  He was a great 

NRCS employee.  He remembered how things were 

done in the past but could still make changes to keep up 

with the times.   He was the area sergeant at arms.  

When Nelson spoke it was time to start the 

meetingé.Manny Wei, Area Engineer 



I first met Nelson Torbeck in 1972 when assigned to the 

Vandalia Field Office as a soil conservationist.  Nelson was 

a very positive influence on me and I will always remember 

his down to earth and practical approach to getting conser-

vation on the land.  Things needed to make sense to Nelson 

and he looked at conservation practices from a farmerôs 

perspective, which helped all of us to better relate to our 

customers when assisting them with various projects.  Nel-

son approached every day with a positive and helpful atti-

tude and working with him was fun as well as productive.  I 

learned a lot about how to deal with people from my time 

with Nelson which I used throughout my career with SCS/

NRCS.  He had a very positive influence on me. 

As I moved on to other positions with SCS/NRCS I tried to 

keep in touch with Nelson to continue to benefit from that positive attitude and practical approach to getting things 

done.  Nelson used to tell me that if I ever became a State Conservationist he was going to come to my office, walk 

right in, sit down, and visit about old times.  Many years later when I was State Conservationist in Colorado I often 

thought of his comments and wished he could have been there at times to just walk in and help me approach a prob-

lem using his practical and down to earth approach.  I will always remember Nelson calling me on the last day that I 

worked before retiring in 2001.  It was hard to believe that 30 years had passed since I first met Nelson and I appre-

ciated that call on my last day; but that was just like Nelson to take the time to think of someone else. 

It was people like Nelson Torbeck that made SCS/

NRCS what it was over the years and gave the 

agency its good reputation.  Nelson knew that the 

most important goal was conservation applied on 

the land and he was an integral part in making 

that happen.  He was dedicated to that goal 

throughout his career and the people of Fayette 

County were fortunate to have him providing 

conservation assistanceé..Stephen Black, Re-

tired Colorado State Conservationist 
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