Chief Josiah Purdy and Sergeant Jacob Nohl: Lightning from a Clear Sky
On August 23, 1879, one of the most tragic and fascinating stories in the history of the department occurred. It is a story of a life
forfeited too early and, in the aftermath, the department losing one of its bravest and most respected chiefs.
Sergeant Jacob Nohl was appointed to the department on October 6, 1875. He was a Civil War veteran who had been captured by
the enemy during a battle near Atlanta and relegated to the notorious Andersonville prison camp. He made his escape during a
prisoner transfer to Savannah and, after several days spent in the swamps, succeeded in reaching the Savannah River where he
found an old, leaky boat without oars. Using a salvaged box lid as an oar, he paddled the river eluding Rebel soldiers until he reached
safety. Nohl was described in the Toledo Blade as “a noble-hearted, generous, brave man, with high conceptions of duty, and
fearless in doing it.”
Captain (the rank of captain was equivalent to chief at the time) Josiah Purdy was also a veteran of the Civil War who had been
captured by Confederate soldiers in a battle near Murfreesboro, Tennessee, on April 13, 1862. Purdy made a daring escape and
eventually made his way to the safety of a Union camp. He was one of the original 19 men appointed to the department in 1867 and
was respected not only in the community, but by the rank and file whom he commanded.
On Saturday, August 23, 1879, Jacob arrived at the station with a basket to be used for his family's provisions later that day. One of
his colleagues showed him a letter in the Toledo Daily Commercial written by a well-known local crook and confidence man, Ross
Saulsbury. Saulsbury had been arrested by Jacob the Wednesday before and was holding a grudge. The rambling letter was insulting
to Jacob and after reading it, he became furious.
Jacob’s gun was broken, so he took it to be fixed by a
fellow policeman, urging him to do it quickly. He then
went to see Josiah Purdy and requested bullets from
him, saying he was going to find Saulsbury and
demand that he retract his statements. Jacob stated
that if Saulsbury did not agree, he would likely kill
him. Purdy urged Jacob to reflect on this and to think
of his family, and believing himself successful calming
Jacob, gave him the bullets. Jacob then picked up his
newly repaired gun and left the building, telling others
on his way what he intended to do.
Nohl found him at a saloon that Saulsbury owned with
his brother-in-law. Witness accounts stated that Jacob
faced Saulsbury and asked him if he would recant
what he had written. When Saulsbury refused, Jacob
raised his revolver and shot Saulsbury twice and then
raised the gun to his own head and pulled the trigger.
Both men were rushed to the police station where
Saulsbury died first. Jacob lingered for some hours
and finally succumbed.
Jacob's funeral was attended by three thousand
citizens lining the street to Woodlawn Cemetery. The shock waves rippled for many days after. When it was learned that the Police
Board was planning to remove Purdy as Captain, a protest was signed by businessmen and citizens denouncing the move, and his
men planned endeavors to prevent his removal. As for Purdy, he stated “I’m not going to resign by a long ways. If they want to
prefer charges or declare the office vacant, they can do so, but there is too much game about me to beat an inglorious retreat.”
Purdy was eventually relieved of his command.
The strong bond that Nohl and Purdy shared became poignantly evident in this Toledo Blade article, when Chief Purdy was quoted:
“‘Sergeant Nohl was a brave man, one of the very bravest of the very brave men with whom I have met and been associated.
Wherever I had to go where I wanted only men of iron nerve and unfailing courage to depend upon, the first man I always called for
was,’ and here the stout voice of the old chief melted away to a sob. ‘Many a night,’ continued the Captain, ‘have we stayed
together all night in some store where burglars were expected to work, and where their entrance upon the premises meant a
terrible hand to hand struggle with the reckless outlaws, and perhaps death of someone. At the time of the first express robbery
case some five years ago, he was along with me where we had the fearful struggle on the icy platform of the car.’”
It is highly probable that fourteen or more years after the Civil War, Jacob suffered what we know today as Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder. Of course there is no way to prove this, but it would explain what the August 25th article in the Toledo Blade reported of
the tragedy “coming as suddenly and unexpectedly as lightning from a clear sky.”
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