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The Incredible Life of Jack Boleyn 

Jack Boleyn was a larger than life Arizona Territorial character who ran a successful 

hauling business in Tucson for thirty years, helped organize the volunteer Tucson Fire 

Department, was the TFD’s most respected early Chief for eleven and a half years, and 

died a hero, fighting a fire, twelve years after his retirement.  Boleyn was also a 

multiple bigamist, who changed his name at least three times, and who twice 

committed the last of his four wives to an insane asylum. 

This article focuses on the life of former TFD Chief, Jack Boleyn, from 1842 to 1910.  For perspective on 

what was happening in Tucson and with the TFD during that period, please read the previous articles in 

this “Reflections” series. 

Early Years 

David John “Jack” Bolen was born March 21, 1842 in St. Lawrence County in northern New York along 

the Saint Lawrence River on the Canadian border.1  His father was born in England, his mother in Ireland. 

As a young man, Bolen worked along the Great Lakes, loading 

and unloading sailing ships, progressing to first mate and then 

captain of a sailing ship, transporting goods between Buffalo, 

New York and Chicago, Illinois. 

On February 14, 1868, Bolen married Catherine Davis in 

Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.  They later moved to Buffalo, New 

York, where they had three children, and after that moved to 

Dundas, Ontario, where they had a fourth child and started a 

hotel and bar. 

After having his saloon license revoked, in about 1875 Bolen 

left Catherine, abandoning her and the four children, and 

travelled to California to seek his fortune, working at odd jobs2 with a former shipmate in San Francisco, 

San Pedro, San Grogonio, and San Bernadino.  Initially, Bolen apparently wrote to Catherine and 

occasionally sent her money, but soon all contact ceased.  Bolen ended up in Los Angeles, where he 

went into business3 with a woman named Alice Gill, who became Bolen’s second wife on July 6, 1878. 

                                                           
1
 Much of what we know about the personal life of Jack Boleyn was disclosed in court testimony during the 1911 

probate of Boleyn’s will, after his death in 1910, and Boleyn researcher Melanie Sturgeon’s survey of newspaper 
and court records, and personal reminisces.   
 
2
 Including playing a violin in dance halls, saloons, and similar resorts. 

 
3
 Historian Sturgeon concludes that the business was a brothel and that Alice Gill was a prostitute and/or brothel 

owner. 

Jack Bolen captained a three-masted 

barque like this one.  (Courtesy of 

Wikimedia) 
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Jack and Alice moved to Tucson in 1879; Alice gave Jack $2,000 to buy wagons, horses and mules, and 

property to start a hauling business.  

Life in Tucson  

At age 37, Jack started a new career.  Now using the spelling 

“Bolyn,” he quickly established himself as a solid citizen.  

According to Tucson pioneer merchant Harry Drachman, “Jack was 

a big man physically and with a heart as big as his body, he soon 

made many friends and had not been long located here before he 

had become one of the most prominent men in the city affairs.” 

Bolyn’s hauling or drayage business was a success from the start.  

Soon he was maintaining a large stable of horses and mules.  His 

specialty was delivering goods around town that had arrived on 

the railroad.  In April 1882 he advertised his services and “the 

largest truck in town” called the “Daisy” in the Arizona Weekly Star 

and Tucson Daily Citizen.  He began putting his profits into real 

estate. 

 

 

 
Jack Bolyn sitting in his big “Daisy” wagon in front of Manager’s Dry Goods store.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 

This ad ran in the Tucson Daily 

Citizen on June 4, 1882. 
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Tucson Fire Department members pose in front of their new fire station on Church Street in 1883.  Chief Jack 

Bolyn is at far left of the group.  Assistant Chief Frank Saladin is next to Bolyn.  (Courtesy of the TFD) 

Meanwhile, in June 1881 Bolyn helped organize Tucson’s first volunteer firefighting group, Hook & 

Ladder Company No. 1, and was elected its Foreman.  That group disbanded in May 1882, but was 

immediately reborn in June as the Tucson Volunteer Fire Association - retaining Bolyn as Foreman of the 

Hook & Ladder Company.  

Unfortunately, Jack’s second marriage was not going as well as the hauling business.  In May 1882, as 

the fire department was suffering its organizational “hiccups,” Alice left Jack and went back to Los 

Angeles. 

A year later, in May 1883 Tucson adopted a revised City Charter that officially created the Tucson Fire 

Department.  In August the Mayor and Common Council elected Jack Bolyn as Chief of the TFD.  Jack 

served two terms as Chief, the first from August 1883 to June 1884, and the second, from January 1888 

to September 1898.  All told, Jack served as Chief of the all-volunteer TFD for a total of eleven a half 

years.  Between terms as Chief, he served as a volunteer firefighter, sometimes as Foreman of one of 

the fire companies.4  

  
                                                           
4
 For the complete story of TFD operations during this period, read the second article in this “Reflections” series, 

“The First 20 Years:  1881-1900.” 
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Tucson Fire Department members in 1892.  Chief Jack Boleyn is in bottom row, just right of center, with the 

“CHIEF” designation on his chest.  (Courtesy of the Arizona Historical Society) 

As a firefighter, Jack was the strong arm of the department, leading volunteers battling flames in fire 

after fire over the years.  He was also inventive in difficult situations; a local newspaper credited him 

with not giving up when water was not available, but directing the use of 100 blankets (from the stock of 

the burning building) to smother a fire that threatened to engulf the William Zeckendorf & Company 

Store.  

As TFD Chief, Jack presided over the initial operation of Tucson’s first fire station and acquisition of a 

chemical engine apparatus.  He was an early advocate and supporter of the need for training of 

firefighters, effective fire alarm systems, and improved water delivery systems.  He managed a 

department with an average membership of 20 volunteers in his first term and 50-60 volunteers in his 

second term. 

He was also a ready and passionate defender of his firefighters.  As Tucson railroad historian William D. 

Kalt III wrote, about an instance when criticism of the fire department mounted, “[He] blasted the 

Mayor and City Council … Blame for his sagging department’s woes rested on elected officials … not with 

his ‘fire laddies.’” 
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During Jack’s terms as Chief, the TFD fought tens of fires, most in Tucson’s more crowded, commercial, 

central downtown area.  Local newspapers covered the fires in detail; an oft-repeated theme from many 

articles was, “The fire company fought the flames with great determination, and kept it from spreading 

to the adjacent properties.”     

But, the soap opera of Bolyn’s personal life continued to intertwine with fire department operations.   

On October 13, 1883, two months after being elected TFD Chief, Jack Bolyn wed for the third time - on 

this occasion to Susie Kile, a recent Bolyn house guest, who in fact had married one Harry Von Bonhurst 

in Yuma on September 8th.  Bolyn’s wedding took place in Tucson’s Congressional Church while Harry 

was out of town.  When Harry returned to Tucson to find his wife married to Bolyn, the distraught man 

went to Bolyn’s corral and supposedly tried to commit suicide (unsuccessful) with a 22 caliber target 

rifle. Hearing of this wedding while back in California, Alice Gill spilled the “bigamy beans” to the Pima 

County Attorney. 

Bolyn was arrested, put on trial, admitted he was guilty of bigamy, fined $500, and sentenced to 30 days 

in the Pima County Jail.  But, as researcher Melanie Sturgeon put it, “Within days [of the trial verdict], a 

group of Tucson citizens, including members of the Grand Jury and the County Officers, filed a petition 

with the Secretary of the Arizona Territory, asking the Governor to pardon Bolyn.  In January 1884 

Territorial Governor Frederick Augustus Tritle granted the pardon.5  This entire “Susie-bigamy” episode 

occurred during the Bolyn’s short first term as Chief of the TFD. 

Bolyn’s conviction for bigamy did not seem to matter to Tucsonans; he remained a popular and 

respected man around town.  Right after the pardon, he was reported in the local newspapers to have 

attended the Firefighters ball in February 1884, and helped erect poles that carried electrical wires in 

March.   

Bolyn returned to court on December 2, 1886 to initiate divorce proceedings from Alice Gill, on the 

grounds of desertion, adultery, keeping a house of prostitution, and excessive and habitual 

drunkenness.  The Pima County Court granted the divorce in September 1887. 

Just a few months later, on January 14, 1888, two days before being elected TFD Chief for the second 

time, and with the final spelling change of his name,6 Jack Boleyn entered into his fourth marriage - the 

bride being Anne Frederick.   

                                                           
5
 At the time, bigamy was a misdemeanor crime in U.S. territories, punishable by five years in prison or a $500 fine 

or both.  However, bigamy was not uncommon in the less-settled areas of the far west.  According to historian 
Beverly Schwartzberg, many couples separated without benefit of divorce, moved apart geographically, formed 
new relationships, and married again.  Use of alias names was common.   
 
6
 At least four additional spellings of Boleyn’s name, “Bolin,” “Bolan,” “Boylen,” and “Boylan” appear occasionally 

in official documents (e.g., “Bolan” in the 1880 US Census), newspaper stories, and even TFD records.  These 
appear to be mis-spellings rather than the purposeful spellings, “Bolen,” “Bolyn,” and “Boleyn” that were used for 
years at a time.  
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This marriage appeared to be working well through most of Boleyn’s second term as TFD Chief, until July 

11, 1896, when, as historian Sturgeon describes it, 

“The Probate Court issued a warrant [presumably at Jack Boleyn’s request] to arrest 

Anne Boleyn for insanity.  … She had been suffering from homesickness and melancholia 

for about two weeks … kept insisting that she had to go to her mother in Illinois.  The 

Probate Judge ordered her to the Insane Asylum in Phoenix. Two years later [having 

been released as cured in December 1896] she was again arrested … at Boleyn’s 

request.  He claimed that she was a danger to herself.  On September 2, 1898 Sheriff R. 

N. Leatherwood escorted her back to the insane asylum where she died about a year 

later.”7 

“Years later, Harry Drachman recalled that Jack Boleyn, ‘being a heavy drinker and a 

brutal man when under the influence of liquor, his married life did not last long.’” 

The year 1898 was a terrible year for Jack Boleyn 

and the TFD.  On February 25th Boleyn’s hauling 

stables on Fifth Avenue were destroyed in a fire; 

several tons of hay stored there by merchants 

burned.  The water pressure from nearby fire 

hydrants was too low for effective service.  

Throughout 1898 the availability of water for 

fighting fires was a serious issue. Things came to 

head on September 17th when the TFD was unable 

to effectively fight the enormous Radulovich 

Building fire at Stone and Congress that engulfed several businesses.  The Tucson Citizen in an article 

headlined, “Good Lesson for the City,” wrote, 

“The fire proved the utter worthlessness of the so-called water supply … and the utter 

helplessness in which the city would find itself in another conflagration.  Had it not been for the 

prompt and noble attendance of the railroad boys [the Southern Pacific Railroad had its own fire 

brigade] with their matchless stream, perhaps a good portion of the city would be in ashes 

today.”   

The morale of the TFD was crushed; membership dropped to just six men, and the department was 

disbanded within the month. 

                                                           
7
 In the mid-to-late 1800s, married women were expected to be dutiful, subservient housewives; many had no 

input on decisions concerning their lives, especially their mental health.  Divorce rates were very low.  If women 
opposed the views of their husbands, the husband could declare the wife insane.  As one writer put it, “Insane 
asylums essentially were used as storage units for unsatisfactory wives.” 
 

This notice appeared in the September 3, 1898 

Arizona Republican. 
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On October 2, 1898, hopeful about new pumping improvements to the water system and looking 

forward to combining operations with the Railroad firefighters, the TFD was reorganized with Frank 

Russell, hardware store owner, as Chief.   

At age 56 Jack Boleyn was essentially “retired” from the TFD.  However, department roster records show 

that he served intermittently as a volunteer firefighter over the next twelve years. 

Boleyn continued his trucking business, made a reputation for building brick barns, continued to make 

occasional real estate deals, and even dabbled unsuccessfully in mining.  For recreation, he was a 

timekeeper at local boxing matches and enjoyed gambling. 

Jack also continued to play the violin from time to time.  On 

October 16, 1901 there was big splash in the Tucson Daily 

Citizen about his violin, supposedly a “famous instrument” 

that Jack had inherited 40 years ago from an old shipmate.  

Boleyn loaned the violin to a Tucson violin master to play 

nightly at a local club.  

In the early 1900s, Boleyn continued his passionate advocacy 

of the TFD, with the local papers periodically printing his 

recommendations to Tucson’s Mayor and Common Council for 

a paid fire department, monthly firefighter drilling, and an 

improved alarm system. 

An incident occurred in 1904 that would have far reaching 

impact on Jack Boleyn’s original family in Canada.  Frederick 

Bolen, the last born of Boleyn’s children, hearing from a friend 

in Canada that a “Jack Boleyn” lived in Tucson, visited Tucson 

in 1904 as a part of a travelling band and confronted Jack.  

Frederick said years later that Jack finally admitted that he 

was Frederick’s father, asked him to keep the information to 

himself, and gave him $100 in gold coins.  

Continuing his involvement with the TFD into his 60s, in 1908 

when Tucson took possession of its newest, most significant 

firefighting apparatus to date, a steam-powered pumper 

drawn by three horses, called a Nott Steamer, the TFD honored its popular former Chief by 

affectionately naming the machine the “Jack Boleyn.” 

Death & Probate 

On November 17, 1910, still volunteering his services at age 68, Boleyn was helping fight a fire at 

Goldring’s Furniture Store on East Congress.  He was working inside the building when part of the roof 

fell in and a heavy timber struck him across his stomach, causing internal injuries.  At the same time a 

This headline appeared in the October 

16, 1901 Tucson Daily Citizen. 
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large quantity of boiling water from a rooftop 

tank fell with the roof, scalding Boleyn from the 

waist down.  Boleyn died from his injuries the 

next day.   

Historian Sturgeon eloquently described 

Tucson’s response to Boleyn’s death, 

“The city accorded him a hero’s funeral 

and farewell.  The Mayor and Common 

Council passed a Resolution of Respect, 

acknowledging him as the organizer of 

the Tucson Volunteer Fire Department 

and the city’s first Fire Chief.8  They 

praised his years of service and his 

unflagging interest and energy on 

behalf of the department.  Dressed in 

his chief’s uniform, with a trumpet 

under his left arm, Boleyn’s body lay in 

state at the crepe and flag draped 

firehouse Saturday evening and Sunday 

morning where Tucson citizens filed 

past his open casket.  The flag hung at 

half-mast and an honor guard of 

firemen in full uniform stood behind 

him.  At the Sunday afternoon funeral, 

the firehouse could not hold all those who had come to honor a man who had given up 

his life to defend another’s property.  The entire fire department with their engine and 

hose wagons led the funeral procession, followed by the ‘cortege proper,’ then Boleyn’s 

friends and the members of the many local lodges and orders he belonged to.” 

Boleyn’s will, written in 1908, left all of his personal and real property to several friends and to the local 

Masonic Order.  He bequeathed his horses, wagons, household furniture, books and papers to W. S. 

Bartlett, and all of his stocks in Tucson building and loan associations, all moneys from mortgage 

investments and from credits due him, all of his real estate, and his fine violin to the Masonic Order of 

Tucson.  The bottom line as writer Sturgeon put it, was, “Everyone assumed he had no surviving family 

and the will was admitted to the Pima County Probate Court.”  The estate was valued at $22,592. 

                                                           
8
 As we noted above and discussed in detail in a previous article, “TFD:  The First 20 Years:  1881-1900,” there were 

two forerunner organizations of the TFD (1881, 1882).  Boleyn served both as Foreman of the Hook & Ladder 
Company, but not Chief.  Jack Boleyn was the first Chief of the revised-city-charter-directed Tucson Fire 
Department, established in May 1883.  

Tucsonans were saddened by this headline in the 

November 19, 1910 Arizona Daily Star. 
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Within months of Jack Boleyn’s death, two of his wives contested the will.  First was wife number 2, 

Alice (Gill) Bolen, who claimed that she was never notified of the divorce in 1887, and therefore was the 

surviving wife and rightfully due Boleyn’s estate.  The second will contestant was wife number 1, 

Catherine (Davis) Bolen of Ontario, Canada, probably alerted to Jack’s death by friends of her son 

Frederick.  Catherine claimed that she was Boleyn’s first and lawful surviving wife.  

Beginning on May 31, 1911 the Pima County Court 

heard 450 pages worth of testimony and on June 

29th ruled that Catherine Bolen was the legitimate 

wife and would receive half of the community 

property.  The Masonic Order of Tucson retained 

the other half of the community property. 

For almost two years, the probate case rattled on in 

Tucson’s Superior Court and then a federal court 

(because some of the claimants were aliens) until April 

5, 1913 when the original decision was upheld.  At that 

time the Masons in Tucson decided to give away their 

half of the estate - less their fees, split evenly between 

wife number 2, who had argued that she had funded 

Bolen’s hauling business start in Tucson, and the 

children of wife number 1.  It wasn’t until 1916 that all 

the complex estate distribution issues were finally 

settled. 

Jack Boleyn was originally buried in an unmarked grave 

in Evergreen Memorial Park.  Funds were raised in 

2008 to erect a handsome modern tombstone to 

commemorate Tucson’s pioneer firefighter. 

Primary Sources 

1. Jack Boleyn:  http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/D.-J.-Boleyn-

4th-Ed.pdf. 

2. “Lots of Them Did That:  Desertion, Bigamy, and Marital Fluidity in Late-Nineteenth-Century 

America,” Beverly Schwartzberg, 2004. 

3. TFD Chronological History:  http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-

down/chronological-history/. 

4. Tucson was a Railroad Town (William D. Kalt III, 2007). 

5. “Where There’s Smoke There’s Fire:  The Secret Life of David J. Boleyn,” Melanie Sturgeon, 

Arizona Historical Convention, 2005. 

6. “Women in Insane Asylums,” kjeancharles@rollins.edu. 

TFD Chief Jack Boleyn’s headstone in Evergreen 

Memorial Park.  (Courtesy of Bill Carr) 

The June 29, 1911 Tucson Daily Citizen announced 

the verdict in the Jack Boleyn will probate case. 

http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/D.-J.-Boleyn-4th-Ed.pdf
http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/D.-J.-Boleyn-4th-Ed.pdf
http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-down/chronological-history/
http://www.tucsonfirefoundation.com/tfd-archive-down/chronological-history/
mailto:kjeancharles@rollins.edu
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Greater Tucson Fire Foundation 
 

Thank you for taking an interest in 
Tucson Fire Department history — 

 
This is one of many sections that contain information, documents, letters, newspaper articles, 
pictures, etc. They have been collected and arranged in chronological order or by a subject. 
These items were collected, organized and entered into a computerized database by Dave 
Ridings Retired Assistant Chief Tucson Fire Department, Al Ring friend of the department, 
Greater Tucson Fire Foundation and with the help of many friends and fellow firefighters.  
 
All graphics have been improved to make the resolution as good as possible, but the reader 
should remember that many came from copies of old newspaper articles. This also applies to 
other items such as documents, letters, etc.  
 
Credit to the source of the documents, photos, etc. is provided whenever it was available. We 
realize that many items are not identified and regret that we weren’t able to provide this 
information. As far as the newspaper articles that are not identified, 99% of them would have 
to be from one of three possible sources. The Arizona Daily Star, The Tucson Citizen and the 
Tucson Daily Citizen, for which we want to give a special thanks.  
 
Please use this information as a reference tool only. If the reader uses any of the information 
for any purpose other than a reference tool, they should get permission from the source.  
 

Should the reader have additional information on the above subject we would appreciate you 

sharing it with us. Please see the names and contact information on the 1st. TFD Archives page 

right below this paragraph. 

 

 

 


