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Jacob V. Holcomb 

Born: 1835, Illinois 

Died: 1925, Denver, Colorado  

 

Jacob V. Holcomb came to Leadville in 1877 from 

Illinois where he had been a lumber merchant.1  

Shortly afterwards he formed a partnership in a 

small Carbonate Camp mine with David May that 

yielded literally nothing in terms of economic 

benefit.  By September of 1877 the two were 

disenchanted with their fruitless mining initiative 

and May suggested they move into more familiar 

territory in the retail field where they had both 

acquired a degree of expertise.2  They formed a new 

partnership with T.B. Dean and began to sell Levi’s 

duck clothing and long red underwear3 from a tent 

structure known as Holcomb, May & Dean located 

at 25 Harrison Avenue where they also resided.4 In 

1878, the firm moved to 108 Harrison Avenue,5 

however in 1879 the storefront is listed back at the 

25 Harrison Avenue location. 6    

 

Holcomb, May & Dean was a successful enterprise, 

but Holcomb and Dean did not share David May’s 

vision for Leadville’s continued prosperity in 

anticipation for the firm’s future.7   In 1880 the 

partnership was disbanded.  Jake Holcomb returned 

to mining very briefly8 before joining his former 

partner’s new enterprise of May & Shoenberg in the 

capacity of company bookkeeper, 9 a position he 

would hold within the David May empire well into 

the 1920s.10 

 

In 1882, Jake Holcomb was listed in the city 

directory as having been in the employ of Fred 

Butler’s Butler & Co. clothing firm.11  May & 

Shoenberg did not operate their store for a period 

between November 1881 and December 1882, 

during which time both May and Holcomb worked 

for the Frankle & Butler venture that operated three 

Leadville clothing stores,12 one of which, Butler & 

Co., was located in the former May & Shoenberg 

retail space at 318 Harrison Avenue.13  There is no 

explanation as to why May & Shoenberg ceased 

operations during this period, however there is some 

evidence that supports that this was simply a 

temporary name change rather than a shift in 

ownership.14 The May & Shoenberg venture 

reopened with two storefronts located at 318 and 

405 Harrison Avenue15 in December of 1882.  In 

1883, May & Shoenberg16 had returned to normal 

operations with Jake Holcomb back at his familiar 

bookkeeping post while residing at 110 Harrison 

Avenue.17 

 

In 1884, David May was appointed to the office of 

County Treasurer and, once again looking out for 

his old confidant, May employed Jake Holcomb as 

his Deputy Treasurer.18  The two would remain in 

these positions until 1886, while Jake fluctuated his 

residences between the Butler storefronts at 108 and 

110 Harrison Avenue.19 

 

After serving the county, Jake returned to his 

bookkeeping position and residence at May & 

Shoenberg, then located at 501 Harrison Avenue,20 

where he remained until 1889.21  In 1890, Jake 

relocated to Denver22 to work for the new May 

Shoe & Clothing Company, 23 May’s first endeavor 

in that city. Jake Holcomb remained there for the 

duration of his life24 and married Millie Cole Nye 

on July 1, 1903.25 
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Jake Holcomb’s friendship with David May was 

deep and stood the tests of time.  In 1952, a May 

Company corporate biographer, Forbes Parkhill, 

wrote of an exchange between May and his 

subcontracted efficiency expert on the subject of his 

longtime bookkeeper’s work performance in 1920 

during Jake Holcomb’s declining years:  

 

“He’s (Holcomb) nearly ninety,” the 

expert pointed out.  “About all he 

can do is draw his weekly 

paycheck.” 

 

“Dave May tilted back in his swivel 

chair, brown eyes staring at the 

ceiling as his thoughts raced back 

over the years.  He was remembering 

Jake Holcomb, his mining partner, 

shoveling dirt into the bucket at the 

foot of the shaft; remembering Jake, 

his first partner in the muslin-

covered Leadville store; 

remembering him, loyally staying 

with Dave May through good times 

and bad, through fires and bank 

panics and business depressions.” 

 

“Don’t you think,” he (May) asked 

gently, the faraway look still in his 

eyes, “that for a man of nearly ninety 

drawing a paycheck is in itself quite 

an accomplishment?” 

 

“Holcomb continued to draw his paycheck, even 

after failing eyesight led to his retirement several 

years before his death in 1925.”26  
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