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The mystery of Edith Irene Wolfskill: Part 1

By Emma Johnson
Published July 12, 2018 in the Winters Express

Edith Irene Wolfskill, born in 1872 to a family of wealthy pioneers, was good at

disappearing. She would disappear several times in her life before she was never seen
again.

Edith Irene was the granddaughter of Mathus Wolfskill, an early Anglo-American
settler in Yolo county. Mathus was a native Kentuckian who travelled to California after
his older brothers, John Reid Wolfkill and William Wolfskill, acquired a 17,755 acre
Mexican land grant known as Rancho Rio de Los Putos.



The Rancho covered land to the north and south of Putah Creek. John Reid, the
first anglo settler in Solano county, built his home on the southern bank of the creek. He
reported that he spent his early days on the property clearing brush for his future
orchards and shooting grizzly bears. He claimed to have once shot five bears in the span
of a mile.

After John Reid began cultivating land to the south of Putah Creek, Mathus
joined him. John Reid granted Mathus the land directly to the north of the him, where
Mathus would continue to expand the family’s growing agricultural empire.

This land would eventually become Winters. Mathus’ orchards were the first in
an industry that would dominate the town’s economy for over a century.

This was the family that Edith Irene was born into. It was a family that held great
economic and political power all the way from the fruit orchards of Yolo county to
William Wolfskill’s profitable vineyards in Los Angeles. Her family even had the funds
to send her away for a European education.

When she returned from Europe Edith’s friends reported that she began acting
strangely.

She would be overtaken by what the newspapers later described as “religious
mania”, and at times would kneel to pray in the middle of a busy street. Crowds would
gather to watch her.

Edith was taken to stay at the California General Hospital, at 18th and Douglass
Street in San Francisco.

“Her mind became wrecked recently by overstudy,” the San Francisco Call
claimed.

Edith disappeared for the first time in Aug. of 1903, when she was 22.

On the night of Aug. 27, Edith’s nurse settled the young woman into bed and,
after stepping out for only a short time, returned to find the room empty. The nurse
raised the alarm.



The news of a young heiress, clad only in her nightgown, running through the
streets of San Francisco spread quickly. Maybe it was her seemingly charmed life that
caused so much public interest when she left it.

“DEMENTED YOUNG WOMAN ESCAPES” read the headline in the San
Francisco Call and the Woodland Daily Democrat.

A Pinkerton detective found Edith two days later. Someone reported seeing the
young woman at Mussel Rock, in the sparsely populated region of Colma. After leaving
his carriage and searching the area on foot, the detective spotted Edith kneeling,
apparently in prayer, at the bottom of a deep ravine. Her nightgown was ripped by the
tall brambles, but she seemed otherwise unharmed.

The man clambered down the steep sides of the canyon only to find that Edith did
not want to leave. He had to drag the woman to level ground, with her fighting him the
entire way. Once they reached the carriage Edith refused to enter it.

She spent the trip back to the Pinkerton office kneeling on the carriage floor.

“On the trip to the city, the girl refused to speak to anyone and showed in her
manner that she resented being found,” the San Francisco Call reported.

Edith was returned to the California General Hospital, where she remained until
she was relocated to Los Angeles to be closer to her mother and father.

Decades later, after her mother died, Edith was put under the care of her
brothers, Matthew and Ney Wolfskill. The two men were estranged, and were not known
to have spoken for several years. However, their mother’s will required them to use a
portion of her estate to care for Edith while she lived.

They settled their sister into a small ranch in Solano county. The brothers took
turns living on the property with her, scheduling their stays so that they would never
meet.

It was during one of the transitions between the brothers that Edith walked out of
her home and was never seen alive again.

Her final disappearance would lead to a statewide search, national headlines,
accusations of murder and an ending that raised more questions than answers
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By Emma Johnson
Published July 19, 2018 in the Winters Express

On Sunday, July 13, 1929, Mary Coughlin arrived at her first day of work in
Solano county. She had travelled from San Francisco to take a position as a nurse to a
wealthy 57-year-old woman living on small ranch several miles south of Lake Curry.

This woman, Edith Irene Wolfskill, was an heiress to the fortune of two
prominent families, but she had spent much of her life living in a psychiatric hospital.

Edith lived with mental illness, a fact would be written about incessantly over the
following weeks. Articles often referred to Edith a “eccentric,” and headlines across the
country dubbed her “the mad heiress.”

At some point journalists got the idea that Edith believed herself to be the
“Empress of the World.” This phrase, whether it came from reality or invention, spread
like wildfire.

Dozens of newspapers claimed the Edith held the delusion that she was exiled
royalty, who had been forced to leave her kingdom and her fortune behind when she
moved to Solano. There were never any sources cited for these stories.

But on July 13 Edith was still relatively unknown outside of Solano county. There
was no “mad heiress” or “Empress of the World.”

When Coughlin arrived at the Wolfskill property there were only two people in
the main house: Edith and her niece, Mrs. Reid Wolfskill. Edith had no interest in
meeting the new nurse. She had been comfortable with her previous nurse, Bessie
Ritchards, before her brother Ney had fired the woman.

Edith kept her distance from Coughlin, and seemed to be agitated. At one point
Coughlin overheard Edith speaking to someone on the front porch, but could not see
who else was there.



Several hours after the new nurse arrived, Edith disappeared.

When Sheriff John B. Thorton came to the ranch Edith had already been missing
for several hours. By this point Ney and Reid Wolfskill had returned to the ranch. The
family told the sheriff the events leading up to Edith’s disappearance.

At some point after Coughlin arrived, Edith left the house. The sheriff was told
that Edith had left wearing a light shirtwaist, casual shoes and a “coolie” jacket. She
wore her hair, which she had never cut short in the fashionable style, in long braids. Her
head was uncovered.

It was not uncommon for Edith to take walks in the area. Local children often
spotted her on the paths. She sometimes walked with a small piece of chalk, and the
evidence of her presence was found in small, disjointed notes scribbled on fences and
rocks.

Ney was convinced that Edith had gone on such a walk and gotten lost in the
hills. His theory was that Edith had wandered from her usual path and become hurt or
scared.

Sheriff Thornton had a different idea. From the very beginning Thornton was
suspicious of Edith’s sudden disappearance. He believed that the woman had been
kidnapped, and based this theory on the conversation that Coughlin had overheard
between Edith and an unknown person earlier in the day.

The Woodland Daily Democrat, as well as newspapers across the country, printed
Edith’s last known statement.

“I will not leave,”Coughlin had overheard Edith say.

“This is my home.”
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This is the third part of a continuing series dedicated to the story of a
mysterious disappearance that happened in Solano county. To read the previous
installments of this series, visit wintersexpress.com.

Sheriff Thornton had suspicions when Edith Irene Wolfskill, a wealthy
57-year-old woman living in Solano county, disappeared in July, 1929. Her brother, Ney
Wolfskill, insisted that the woman had simply gotten lost on a lengthy walk, but Edith’s
nurse had heard the woman tellings someone that she would not leave her home.

Then Ney’s brother, Matt Wolfskill, arrived. The two men met with the sheriff
shortly after Matt travelled from San Francisco. During the meeting it became even
more apparent that something strange was happening.

The brothers quarrelled loudly in the sheriff’s office. It was revealed that the two
had been estranged for the past 20 years. Since Edith moved to Solano they had taken
care of her by hiring nurses and coordinating their own visits so that they would never
meet. The two had not spoken for decades.

Now that they were brought together by their sister’s disappearance, they
clashed.

Matt insisted that Edith had been kidnapped. Ney believed that she had died of
exposure in the hills. Ney was quoted in The Tribune sharing his theory.

“They seem to think we know something about sister’s disappearance,” he said of
law enforcement.

“That’s all nonsense. She ran away because she didn’t like that nurse.”

When local newspapers reported the brother’s fight, the family and their history
was thrown into scrutiny. It was revealed that not only had they fought, they had argued
over the use of the funds that had been granted to them to care for their sister.



After this information was revealed, the Los Angeles bank that kept Edith’s
inheritance hired a private detective to investigate Matt and Ney’s feelings toward their
sister.

In response to the sudden attention, the Wolfskills barricaded themselves in their
home. Reid Wolfskill, Edith’s cousin, sat at the entrance of the property with a shotgun.

The only people who were allowed in were the sheriff, a detective, and a woman
from Fresno named Mrs. Comstock.

Comstock was not associated with the family or with law enforcement. In fact, the
Solano police had turned Comstock away. The Wolfskills, however, were swayed.

She claimed to have invented a machine that could not only locate missing
persons, but determine if they were alive or dead. According to her, all she needed was
one of the missing person’s personal items. She would then place it in a wood panelled
box, and, using the power of electricity, the missing person would be found.

The official searchers were unimpressed by Comstock, but the Wolfskills believed
her wholeheartedly. They insisted that police take the woman seriously. If the police
ever consulted Comstock’s invention during their search, they did not share that
information with the press.

Comstock, while an elaborate scammer, was not an outlier. People across
California were fascinated by the story of the missing heiress. Many tried to find Edith,
others attempted to profit.

A gas station manager in Red Bluff claimed to have seen her walk into his
business, disoriented and unresponsive. The woman left before police arrived. A woman
in Berkeley spotted someone matching Edith’s description sitting on the Cragmont
Rocks and staring off into space. When police reached the rocks there was no trace of
her.

Olive M. Boyce of Santa Clara housed a woman who fit the description of Edith
Wolfskill, but said that her name was Edith Kelly. The woman looked disheveled, and
told Boyce that she was walking to Los Angeles. Edith Wolfskill had been raised in Los
Angeles. Boyce immediately informed the authorities.

As it happened, Kelly actually was who she claimed to be. She had taken up
hiking several years before while recovering from a car accident, and in the weeks



following Edith Wolfskill’s disappearance she had been “saved” and delivered to the
police a total of seven times. She announced that she would write a book about her
experience being mistaken for the missing woman.

Closer to Edith’s home, in Solano county, people had heard strange cries in the
hills the night that she disappeared. Though they didn’t know what it was at the time,
they later assumed that this meant Edith had been attacked by animals. A posse was
formed.

“We are going to ride those hills for six days,” Stratton O’Kell, the posse’s leader
said, “and if we don’t find Miss Wolfskill you can depend on it she’ll not be there.”

Guards were set up on Currey Lake, in case Edith had drowned. Divers were
hired. Pilots scanned the terrain from above.

Even with all of these efforts, the only trace of Edith found that summer was a set
of footprints in a muddy creek bed only five miles from her home. The prints crossed
over a set of tire tracks belonging to a truck that had passed through just a day before.

The prints matched a shoe from her home, and the walking pattern matched her
gait. She was known to stop suddenly at small noises, then take a few steps back before
starting again. The prints in the mud followed that same pattern.

The find was incredible. On July 20, Edith was still alive. The search was
reinvigorated.

Then the clues stopped. The teams of searchers would never find Edith alive. Her
fate would not be known until that October, when her body was found within a mile of
her house, dressed in men’s overalls.
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Bernard Glashoff, an 18-year-old resident of Solano county, was walking through
a dry creek bed on Sept. 19, 1929. Two months earlier the area had been subjected to an
extensive search for Edith Irene Wolfskill, the heiress whose disappearance had
captivated the state. By September, weeks had passed without any new information.
Most people had given up the search, even after the reward was raised to $100,000.

Glashoff was looking for the perfect stick to knock fruit out of a tree. What he
found was a grisly scene that would put an end to the search for the missing woman, and
launch an investigation into her death.

The body was decayed, almost beyond recognition. She wore a pair of men’s
overalls, and grass grew up between the strands of her long hair. An unscuffed pair of
women’s shoes sat parallel to the body, as if placed there neatly.

Glashoff immediately informed his father, who went to Sheriff Jack Thornton.
When the body was identified, their suspicions were confirmed.

It was Wolfskill.
The search was over, but its result only lead to a string of unanswered questions.

She was found less than a mile from her front door. Thornton, along with a
private detective named M. A. Harris, insisted that the creek where the body was found
had been searched over 50 times by hundreds of people. The Woodland Daily Democrat
noted that searchers with dogs had walked the area for weeks.

The family was baffled by the clothing that she was found wearing. A former
nurse insisted that Wolfskill refused to touch other people’s clothing. Where was the
dress she was last seen in, and where did she find a strange man’s outfit?

A search began for the owner of the overalls and for Wolfskill’s missing dress and
jacket. The overalls belonged to a local man who had worked on the property. He
believed that he had misplaced them several months before.



Wolfskill’s jacket was never located, but the dress was found hanging in her
closet. This threw the family’s entire story about the day she disappeared into question.

Law enforcement was also interested in the clean shoes found beside her. After
the autopsy was performed, it was concluded that the woman had been alive for at least
a week after she disappeared. If she had been wandering the hills for over a week, how
could her shoes be unscuffed?

Among the many discoveries that day, the only one that seemed to provide any
explanation was a small, dilapidated cabin standing not far from where Wolfskill was
found. The cabin sat just outside of the Wolfskill property, and was believed to have
been empty for years. It was never searched after Wolfskill went missing.

There was evidence that people had been living in the building. The cots against
the wall looked slept-in, and one area had a pile of eggshells and food scraps.

Words were scribbled across the walls. The handwriting matched the notes that
Wolfkill would leave on fences and rocks as she walked the property.

“Go to heaven,” one read.

Ney Wolfskill, Edith’s brother, identified the body. He recognized her by her long
hair and one gold tooth. From the day she went missing, Ney had insisted that his sister
had died of exposure after wandering into the hills. After her body was found he
changed his mind.

“Don’t ask me for the basis of my new theory,” Ney told a reporter for the
Oakland Tribune.

“I have a very good one. I'm investigating it in my own way. When the proper
time comes, I'll make it public.”

Matt Wolfskill, Ney and Edith’s brother, refused to speak to anyone. He returned
from Los Angeles, where he had just begun a legal battle with Ney over the distribution
of Edith’s share of the inheritance. Their father had stipulated that the remainder of
Edith’s fortune should be split evenly between the brothers upon the event of her death.

They had started fighting over what that meant weeks before her body was even
found.



Thornton and Harris both believed that Edith had been kidnapped. After the
Solano coroner could not determine a cause of death, Thornton called in experts from
San Francisco and Berkeley. They took samples of her clothing and from the grass that
had grown around her.

After weeks of research, it was declared that Edith had died from exposure. There
was no evidence to prove foul play. There would never be a satisfying answer to the
many mysteries that surrounded Edith’s death.

The San Francisco Chronicle called the entire saga, “one of the most baffling
cases in Northern California.”

Glashoff, the young man who had found the body, collected the $100,000 reward
from Edith’s bank. He had to hire a lawyer to retrieve it. The bank argued that because
he had only found Edith accidentally, he was not entitled to the reward.

In 1986, Glashoff’s wife told a reporter for the Vacaville Daily Republic that the
event had affected her husband a great deal.

“It was an ugly thing,” Wenonah Glasgoff said.

Sheriff Thornton was never able to prove his theory that Edith had been
kidnapped. He had believed it since the day she was reported missing, but the forensics
of the time never found the evidence he sought.

That didn’t mean that people agreed with the results of the investigation. There
was a saying in the region at the time:

“If you want to commit a murder, go to Solano county.”



