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Elizabeth Dickinson, Addie Wilson, and W. J. Miller were arrested in late January 1899 for the 1896 murder of Daniel H. Wilson in Suisun, California.

Detectives believed Miller was the killer, and his aged mother, Elizabeth Dickinson, and his sister, Addie Wilson, assisted or conspired with him to kill Wilson.

The San Francisco Call didn’t have anything good to say about them. 

They reported Elizabeth Dickinson “is counted as a dangerous woman who will shoot as quickly as a man. The daughter, hard-visaged, scowling, sullen with wickedly gleaming eyes, showed absolutely no emotion. If she felt any fear, she gave no sign. The son, ill-looking, uncouth, bitter in his rage, loudly proclaimed himself guiltless, and he defied anyone to prove him otherwise.”​[1]

W. J Miller suffered from an “affliction of the eyes that gives him a sinister expression.” He paced the corridors of the Fairfield County Jail like a “caged animal.”​[2]

The reporter for the Call had no doubt Miller was a killer. He looked the part, as did his sister, Addie Wilson. Her eyes gleamed hate while she “sat silently in her cell like an insane beast.” And all the while, Elizabeth Dickinson cried, trying to understand what had happened.

All three came from poor families and had lived most of their lives as hermits, secluded in their solitary farmhouse on Suisun Road. They didn’t understand how to deal with people.

Miller told detectives he was at home in Vallejo when Daniel Wilson was murdered. He spent the day with his neighbor Maggie Sheehan and her daughters. When she told him about Wilson’s murder, he decided to rent a buggy to go up there, so he was nowhere near Suisun Road when the murder occurred.

Besides, what was his motive? He had nothing to gain from killing Wilson. Not that he cared much for “old man” Wilson. “He probably deserved his fate.”​[3]

And yes, he and his sister accused each other of killing Wilson. But those accusations were made in the heat of anger. They were mad and would have said anything to hurt each other.
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The San Francisco Call printed this illustration of Daniel Wilson’s murder and the key players in the case. (San Francisco Call. April 20, 1899.)

The facts were: 

Daniel Wilson was shot to death outside the door of his home on October 9, 1896. Addie Wilson, his former wife, and her mother, Elizabeth Dickinson, lived on a ranch just over a mile away from Wilson’s place. W. J. Miller lived in Vallejo, about an hour and a half away, round trip.

Wilson rode into town earlier in the day to settle accounts on his almond crop. He returned home at about 7 p.m. and sat down to dinner. A few minutes later, something struck the door. Again and again. 

After the second thud, a scantily clad Lucy Owens walked toward the door, saying she was going to get some water. Wilson stopped her and said he’d handle it with his shotgun if it happened again. 

Lucy continued to the door and disappeared into the dark. Unknown to her, Wilson followed her out.

Lucy filled a pitcher with water and returned to the house. A moment later, she heard someone knock on the door. Then Wilson screamed, “Don’t lock me out, Lucy.”

She heard the report of a rifle and saw a flash of light as she opened the door. Daniel Wilson fell dead at her feet with a bullet through his head.

And even though it was dark out, Lucy swore she saw a man and a woman hurrying away.

The following morning, searchers followed the killer’s tracks to a little bridge on the ranch’s edge. They figured a horse had been tied to the bridge, waiting for his owner’s return. From there, the killer disappeared.

Lucy Owens and her brother, John Hanchard, were held as suspects but quickly released for lack of evidence. Detectives suspected W. J. Miller, Addie Wilson, Mrs. Dickinson, and Mr. McEwen (Elizabeth Dickinson’s lover), might have had a hand in Wilson’s death. But, as with Lucy Owens, they didn’t have any evidence to press a case

Lucy Owens was in a mood, anyway. She’d just learned it was her last day working at Wilson’s place. The old man had coaxed Virgie O’Brien, his former housekeeper, back by promising to deed his property to her. 

Addie Wilson was just as surprised as Lucy Owens. Her son had brought her news of the impending transfer a week before her former husband’s murder. She had expected her children would inherit the property, providing a home for her. Now, her hopes were gone.

Sheriff George Savage spent over two years piecing the clues together. The only problem was that W. J. Miller had disappeared immediately after his release in 1896. Savage finally found Miller working as a switchman between Porta Costa and Benicia. 

“I know who killed Wilson,” Miller told Sheriff Savage, “and I can hang him.”​[4] But, of course, he had no idea. He was just blowing off steam.

Sheriff Savage figured Daniel Wilson was murdered to keep him from deeding his property to his new girlfriend and mistress, Virgie O’Brien. She had started out as his housekeeper and worked her way into his heart and pocketbook. 

O’Brien eventually left Wilson, so he hired Lucy Owens as his new housekeeper. On the night Wilson was shot, Owens was in the house with her niece, Ada Rice.

The San Francisco Call described Wilson as “an ignorant, rough, uncouth old farmer.” He didn’t give a damn what people thought. As long as he could care for himself and pay his bills, he would live with his mistress. Let the world be damned.​[5]

He divorced his wife in 1893. After that, Addie Wilson went to live with her mom on H. W. McEwen’s ranch.
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Detectives suspected Addie Wilson assisted her brother-in-law with killing her former husband. But unfortunately, they didn’t have enough evidence to bring the case to trial. (San Francisco Call. January 11, 1899.)

Sheriff Savage thoroughly searched H. W. McEwen’s place after he arrested Dickinson, Wilson, and Miller. At first, it looked like a bust. He couldn’t find any evidence to tie them to the murder. Then he checked the shotgun pellets. The lead pellets used to kill Wilson were made from a strange mold that investigators had not seen before. And then, when they searched McEwen’s ranch, they found a matching mold. 

McEwen admitted the gun that fired the shots that killed Wilson was his. After that, he just shrugged his shoulders. Possessing the murder weapon didn’t mean he pulled the trigger.

Sheriff George Savage did some more investigating. He discovered Addie Wilson’s son, Daniel Wilson, Jr., had told her about the change in her ex-husband’s will a week before the shooting. Shortly after that, McEwen and Mrs. Dickinson went to Vallejo to talk with W. J. Miller. That tied the conspirators together.

Then the sheriff dug a little deeper. He found a witness who could place Miller and McEwen at the Wilson ranch the Sunday before the murder. He believed they were exploring the lay of the land, planning their crime.

He also had a witness who would testify that Dickinson and McEwen were at Miller’s Vallejo home at 2 a.m. on October 9. The San Francisco Call suggested it “wasn’t difficult to draw the inference that some conference of moment had been in progress in the Miller household that night.”​[6]

It was little more than circumstantial evidence, but the paper took it as proof of a conspiracy.

The sheriff learned that Miller rented a horse and buggy from Callender Stables in Vallejo at 5:30 on the afternoon of the murder. And then, at 6 p.m., a woman saw him pass her house on Suisun Road, going toward the Wilson ranch.

Miller returned the horse and buggy at 6 a.m. the following morning. Investigators can only speculate on his whereabouts and what he did in the intervening twelve hours.

What the sheriff did know was the shoe imprints found in the soft ground around Wilson’s ranch matched Miller’s shoes. And they were a size 7—the same size worn by Miller.

Miller insisted he was home watching his children when he was supposed to have rented the team. Mrs. Sheehan and her daughters backed him up.

The sheriff didn’t believe her, but...he still couldn’t prove Miller pulled the trigger.

Addie Wilson’s daughter told Sheriff Savage her mom was restless and uneasy the entire night. She paced around the house nervously. And then, finally, she went outside and started walking toward the Wilson ranch. When she heard the gunshot, she returned home and threw herself on the bed, fully clothed.

That made it seem like she knew what was going on.

And then, just when it seemed authorities had the case against W. J. Miller sewed up, they arrested John L. Owens, Lucy Owens’s husband.​[7]
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Nearly four years after Daniel Wilson’s murder, the authorities arrested John Owens. He confessed to killing “old man” Owens in hopes his wife Lucy Owens (Wilson’s housekeeper) would return home. (San Francisco Call. April 21, 1900.)

The sheriff figured Owens left his home in Healdsburg early on October 8, carrying a double-barreled shotgun of no. 10 bore. When detectives searched Owens’s house, they found a bullet mold that molded the same size bullets used to kill Wilson.​[8]

After that, it was just a matter of sweating a confession out of him. It didn’t take long to break him. John Owens made a full confession on April 20, 1900. 

He said his wife left him to care for their three small children. “I worked hard to feed and clothe them, and my failure to do so properly made me brood over the affair. I worried myself almost to death. I wrote to my wife to come back, but she refused. I also wrote to Wilson. He never answered my letter. So, I made up my mind to kill Wilson.”​[9]

Owens said he drove his buggy within a mile of Wilson’s house. Then he walked toward the house and waited for Wilson to come out. When he did, Owens pulled the trigger and shot him. 

His wife didn’t know anything about it.

The sad part was that Lucy Owens had received her notice and was leaving Wilson’s home the next day. If John Owens had waited another day or two, his wife would have been back home with him.

On July 12, 1900, Judge A. J. Buckles sentenced John Owens to life in Folsom Prison. It was the best he could do since Owens had agreed to plead guilty if the prosecution promised he would not receive the death penalty.​[10]

Owens was quiet after his conviction. Finally, he told deputies, “I made a mistake and will have to take my medicine.”​[11]
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