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Preface

In October 1887, a young woman named Hattie Woolsteen was accused of murdering her married lover, a Los Angeles dentist named Charles Harlan. The crime and Hattie’s subsequent trial captivated the public as few incidents had done before. The female murderer was a particularly disturbing character in nineteenth-century America, and Hattie was quickly labeled a fiend and a “she-devil.”

The circumstances surrounding Charles Harlan’s death, particularly the possibility of a female assailant, created a local sensation. The desire for details about the case was intense. And yet today “Doc” Harlan and Hattie Woolsteen are completely forgotten. I came across a brief reference to Hattie and her troubles while researching the experiences of women in Southern California in the years following the Civil War, a period of dramatic change in the region. During the decade of the 1880s Los Angeles was on its way to becoming a metropolis, its population expanding nearly 400 percent—from roughly 11,000 to more than 50,000 residents. Among those adding to this phenomenal growth were large numbers of women, many drawn by the area’s economic opportunities and others carried there by husbands and fathers and determined to use their feminine influence to bring civilization to the west. I was interested in the ways that class and gender intersected and shaped the lives of these women. And that’s when I found Hattie. Women, it seems, enthusiastically crossed the class divide separating middle-class matrons from those in the working class in order to support Hattie and to use her experience as a cautionary tale about gender inequality and the absolute necessity for moral reform, a cause close to the hearts of the educated and affluent. Hattie’s trial reveals much about attitudes toward women, gender, class, and sexuality during the Victorian era.

This study is much more than a retelling of the crime, the trial, and its outcome. The case against Hattie Woolsteen is a lens through which to examine nineteenth-century attitudes about working-class women, a group that did not fit neatly into gender conventions. As young women entered the workforce in increasing numbers, concern for their moral well-being grew. These girls, living apart from their families, were feared to be “women adrift,” easily drawn into the burgeoning sexual service sector in American cities due to lack of male support, economic need, seduction and betrayal or temptation. By the late nineteenth century middle-class women, seeking a greater measure of autonomy and a real political voice for themselves, sought to break down the barriers of class in an effort to establish a sense of gender solidarity among all women. Middle-class reformers viewed the plight of working-class women as an obstacle to the introduction of a more humane, maternal social order. That, finally, seems to be what saved Hattie Woolsteen from what appears to be a well-deserved fate as a convicted murderess. In the end, gender trumped class and common sense.

Chapter 1, “IT WAS MURDER,” provides the details of the crime and the trial. In it the story is told, with all of its plot twists and various permutations. As the public came to realize, there was nothing straightforward about this case. Nothing was perfectly clear, and no one was who she or he seemed to be.

Chapter 2, “True Women and Women Adrift,” addresses popular notions of women and the public’s insistence that by virtue of her gender a woman could not be a cold-blooded killer.

Chapter 3, “The Unwritten Law,” further addresses the public’s discomfort with the image of Hattie Woolsteen as a murderer. That led to wild speculation and even the fabrication of a male perpetrator.

Chapter 4, “Sex and the Victorian City,” examines the role of rapid urbanization in the public’s response to the case. In the booming new metropolis of Los Angeles, issues of class, gender, and identity took on heightened importance.

Chapter 5, “Reaping the Whirlwind,” addresses the public’s response to Hattie Woolsteen by comparing her fate to that of a young woman named Ella Amadon, who was convicted as an accomplice to the murder of her husband at the hands of her lover and sentenced to five years imprisonment at San Quentin.

Chapter 6, “The Story, Not the Facts,” is a study of the role of the press in the late nineteenth century. Los Angeles had four daily newspapers in circulation in the 1880s, and each of them covered the case in detail. This chapter examines that coverage and the press as a shaper of public opinion.

Chapter 7, “Getting Away with Murder,” addresses the verdict, the climax in what amounted to a real-life morality play.

The Epilogue, “She told such a plausible story … ,” revisits the evidence surrounding Charles Harlan’s death and Hattie Woolsteen’s shifting narrative. In spite of her notoriety, she was able to fully reimagine herself and lay claim to Victorian respectability. Such is the mark of a truly successful con artist.
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CHAPTER 1

“IT WAS MURDER”

On the morning of October 7, 1887, the charred remains of Los Angeles dentist Charles Harlan were discovered in a burned-out barn in Compton, just south of the city. He had been shot, stabbed, bludgeoned, and set on fire. The prime suspect was a 21-year-old woman, Hattie Woolsteen, with whom it was said Harlan had been having an affair. There was widespread speculation that this was a lover’s quarrel gone bad. Hattie was soon facing murder charges amidst the public’s cries of outrage. The indictment read “Hattie Woolsteen is accused of the crime of murder committed as follows: That on the 6th day of October, 1887, the said Hattie Woolsteen did maliciously and feloniously, deliberately and with premeditation, murder Charles N. Harlan by shooting him in his head with a pistol, killing him then and there.”1 Initially the local newspapers labeled her “Wicked Woolsteen,” the “fiendish murderess” and a “she-devil.” But within weeks of her arrest, Hattie’s public image underwent a profound transformation, thanks in large part to the efforts of a number of prominent women from the community. They presented another image of Hattie Woolsteen, that of the “woman scorned,” a symbol of female victimization and gender inequality. Though the evidence against her was compelling, Hattie was eventually acquitted of the charge and became an unlikely champion of women’s rights.

Why did the murder of a philandering dentist so captivate the public? Why were the residents of Los Angeles so invested in the outcome of the case? The answer can be found in Victorian notions of class, gender, and sexuality. In the nineteenth century most people believed that murder was a crime committed almost exclusively by men. Women were far more often the victims than the perpetrators. And yet Hattie Woolsteen freely admitted that she had killed “Doc” Harlan. Her initial explanation was that it was an accident. But that was only the first of many versions of the story. And as it turned out, nothing was perfectly clear and no one was who she or he seemed to be.

The circumstances surrounding Charles Harlan’s death created a local sensation. The desire for details about the case was intense. Los Angeles had four daily newspapers in 1887, and each covered the case of the body in the barn fully. The Los Angeles Times broke the story and reported on it exhaustively and often flamboyantly. Rival papers—the Los Angeles Herald, the Los Angeles Evening Express, and the Los Angeles Tribune—were no less invested in the case, though their coverage was generally more restrained than that featured in the Times. For these competing journals there was ample material to report. The story changed daily, with an ever expanding cast of characters and a plot with seemingly endless twists and turns.

The first step was to determine the corpse’s identity. It was immediately apparent that this was no transient, as the remnants of a silk undershirt, fine cloth coat and vest, tie, distinctive buttons, and a poker die in one of the suit’s pockets indicated otherwise. Los Angeles was a metropolis by 1887, attracting many wealthy strangers, so there was a chance that the body would never be identified, and the charred remains were quickly buried. But on Sunday, October 9, a missing person report provided a clue. Charles Harlan’s wife notified the authorities that he had been absent from home since Thursday, the 6th. She had enlisted the aid of friends to find him, admitting to them and subsequently to the chief of police that he habitually disappeared for two or three days on gambling junkets, so she was not initially alarmed by his absence. But when the Los Angeles Times broke the story of the body in the barn, Mary Harlan came forward.2 The dead man’s acquaintances quickly identified his remains. His tailor recognized the fabric from his coat and vest. His haberdasher had recently sold him the tie found on the body. His cuff buttons, with their distinctive ship and lighthouse design, were immediately remarked upon, and a fellow dentist who had done extensive work on Harlan’s teeth determined that the body could be no one else.3

The corpse was carefully examined by two local doctors, who agreed that Harlan had met a violent end. There was a bullet hole in his skull, just above his left ear. The Times reported that Dr. W. H. Whaley testified that extensive bruising on the chest and right arm indicated that “the deceased had in his death struggle been severely beaten.” Dr. J. M. Downs also insisted that the bruises were inflicted before death and speculated, given their size and shape, “perhaps an inch in circumference,” that they had been made by blows from a hammer. He also noted that just below the collar bone there was “a deep cut several inches in length and as deep as it could be without cutting through the ribs.”4 Both men provided evidence that the damage to the body could only have occurred before death, and Dr. Whaley believed that the position of the corpse, lying on its face with the right arm folded beneath it and the left arm extended outward, indicated that the victim had been thrown into the barn by the left hand and had been deposited there shortly after he died. He observed that “had the person been dead long, the rigor mortis would have set in, and the remains would have been so stiff that they would have fallen out straight on the ground.” When questioned further, he matter-of-factly pointed out that “ordinarily it will take a body twelve hours to get stiff. It depends on the weather.” On the day after the fire, onlookers found a bloody smear on the trunk of a tree beside the ruined barn, as though someone had wiped a hand there. Clearly, this was no accident. Someone had murdered Doc Harlan, dumped his body in the barn, doused it with kerosene (the clothing remnants were saturated with it), and burned it in an attempt to hide the crime. As Dr. Downs noted, “the remains were cooked.”5

Who was this Doc Harlan and why would someone want him dead? The answers came from interviews with his friends and acquaintances conducted by the authorities and reporters from the local papers, and it was not a flattering picture. He was described by those who knew him as an affable sort, “a man of jovial nature,” a “polite, kindhearted man,” who though a dentist by training actually aspired to be a professional gambler. In fact, his wife advanced a theory to the press regarding his death: that he was killed by another gambler who knew him to carry large amounts of cash. She claimed that he generally carried $800 to $1,000 in his vest pocket. According to one member of L.A.’s sporting set, “He was ambitious to become absolutely perfect as a card sharp.”6 Harlan frequented the Brunswick Billiard Hall and kept a room above a retail establishment called the People’s Store where he operated a skin game—poker played for the purpose of cheating one’s opponents with the aid of another player. In fact, the Los Angeles police department was preparing to raid the game at the time of Harlan’s death.

It was to his sporting friends that he bragged of his sexual conquests, as well. In response to another man’s boast that he had “the finest chippie in the land,” Harlan was heard to say “No
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This portrait of Hattie Woolsteen appeared in the 1888 edition of Defenders and Offenders, a compilation of crime stories from across the country. The attending copy read: “One of the most extraordinary crimes which ever excited California, occurred in a small village, eleven miles East of South Los Angeles. Doc Harlan, a well-known sporting dentist was a victim. His body was found in the ruins of an outhouse, where he lived with two sisters, Hattie and Minnie Woolsteen for some time. Hattie was arrested and accused of murder. Jealousy was supposed to be the cause.” (Defenders and Offenders. D. Buchner & Co. New York, 1888.)
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