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Laura Scott, Negress,
San Quentin Prisoner #23187
by Mariame Kaba

This publication is part of an exhibition titled 
Black/Inside: A History of Black Incarceration 
in the U.S. which opens in October 2012 at the 
African American Cultural Center (University 
of Illinois at Chicago).

Black/Inside considers how a system of impris-
oning Black men and women in the United 
States has been sustained from colonial times 
to the present. The exhibition provides insights 
into how the U.S. became a Prison Nation, 
incarcerating over 2.3 million people.

Laura Scott’s story figures prominently in the 
exhibition as an example of the experiences of 
black women prisoners in the early 20th cen-
tury. As will be underscored in the publication, 
the stories of 19th and early 20th century women 
prisoners have until recently been neglected 
and invisible.

It is my sincere hope that everyone who reads 
this publication and/or visits the exhibition 
will leave with more knowledge about the 
impacts of incarceration and will also be moti-
vated to address our current epidemic of mass 
incarceration.

Thank you for taking time to read the publica-
tion. If you have any questions, please address 
them to me at projectnia@hotmail.com.

In peace and solidarity,

Mariame
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Introduction

It was the hat that did it for me…

I first met Laura Scott on January 1, 2012 on 
the internet. One of my hobbies is collecting 
prison-related artifacts like old postcards and 
photographs. Over the past few years, I have 
built up a collection of police mug shots. I was 
searching for more mug shots in an online 
store when I came across Laura Scott’s face on 
a Bertillon card. Bertillon Cards were named 
after the French law enforcement officer, 
Alphonse Bertillon, who pioneered criminal 
identification techniques such as anthropom-
etry (measurement) and the mug shot itself. 
The cards usually include key descriptors about 
criminal suspects as well as a mug shot photo. 
In her photograph, Laura, who is wearing an 
ornate hat, stares impassively ahead. Across her 
neck, a tag reads “23187.” 

The following key details were also listed on 
her Bertillon card:

Criminal Name: Laura Scott

Reg No: 23187

Age: 40

Birthplace: Alabama

Height: 67.8 inches

Weight: 150

Hair: Black

Eyes: Brown

Complexion: Black

Race: Negress

Occupation: Dressmaker

Crime: Pt. Larceny & Prior

Sentence: 5 years

Measurements taken: August 8, 1905

I immediately purchased the mug shot and 
card for seventy-five dollars. I never look into 
the backgrounds of the individuals on the 
mug shots that I collect. This time, however, 
something about Laura Scott called out to me. 
I was fascinated by this black woman with the 
beautiful hat; she seemed to be looking right at 
me through the camera lens. I became curious 
about Laura. Who was she and how did she find 
herself coming into contact with the law?

Since I am based in Chicago, I relied on the 
internet to begin my search for any information 
about Laura Scott. I initially didn’t find very 
much: only a small mention in the Los Angeles 
Herald about a “negress” named Laura Scott 
who was sentenced to 1 year in San Quentin for 
grand larceny in 1905. 
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I was encouraged by this to think that other 
newspapers might also have covered the same 
1905 incident and perhaps in greater detail. 
Before continuing with a more comprehensive 
newspaper search though, I turned to Ancestry.
com hoping to learn about Laura’s origins. I 
knew from the Bertillon card that she was born 
in Alabama and I could estimate her date of 
birth based on the age that was listed on that 
card. This led me to a couple of possibilities. 
Next, I wanted to locate primary source docu-
ments so I turned to the California Archives to 
access Laura’s prison records. I requested court 
records from the archives of the Los Angeles 
Superior Court and asked for jail documents 
from the L.A. Sheriff’s department. I also 
sought information from the Bancroft Library 
at the University of California at Berkeley. 
Finally, I hired a research assistant in Los 

Angeles who could scour the microfilm of local 
newspapers at the Central L.A. library.

My inquiry into Laura’s life story provides 
important information about black women in 
early California history and about women pris-
oners at the turn of the century. I couldn’t have 
known how colorful a life Laura Scott led when 
I first started searching the internet for more 
details about her.

This incomplete story of Laura Scott’s life is 
primarily based on information from her law 
enforcement & prison records, court docu-
ments, and accounts in newspapers. Living 
with Laura over the past few months has been 
frustrating, sad, joyful, but always interesting. 
I now invite you to spend a little time with this 
incredible 19th-century woman.

A Woman On The Run…

On a hot July day in 1905, officers Leon and 
Randolph rushed to the Arcade depot in Los 
Angeles.

They were in pursuit of a 5’6”, 150-pound black 
woman named Laura Scott who was boarding 
a train headed for El Paso, Texas. The night 
before, she had invited a white miner named 
Charles Carson, newly arrived from Arizona, 
to what the Los Angeles Times described as 
“her room in a cheap lodging-house.” While he 
slept, Laura allegedly robbed Carson. When 
she was found by police, she had a ticket to 
Galveston, Texas and $109 on her person.1 The 

1 Los Angeles Express (July 14, 1905) “Admits She Robbed An Arizona 
Miner.” Retrieved from microfilm 5/22/12.

Los Angeles Times reported on the incident as 
follows:

“Laura Scott, a bad colored woman, got 
away with the belongings of Charles Carson, 
who arrived in the city from Globe, Ariz, 
yesterday, and the officers got on her trail 
in the nick of time. Carson put up at a cheap 
lodging house on Wednesday night and in the 
morning reported to the police that he had 
been robbed. Officers Leon and Randolph 
were put in charge of the case and quickly 
learned that a colored woman named Laura 
Scott had just started for Texas. A rush was 
made to the Arcade depot and the negress 
pulled from the train just as it was about 
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to pull out. Carson lost $180, a gold watch 
and other articles, most of which were in 
the possession of the woman when she was 
searched.”2

So what led the L.A. Times to label Laura Scott 
“a bad colored woman?” She was certainly 
a woman already known to the Los Angeles 
Police Department (LAPD). A few months 
earlier on a Wednesday night in March 1905, 
a man named Frank McVeigh had taken an ax 
to her head and almost cracked her skull open. 
The L.A. Times reported that: “The blow from 
the ax fractured her skull, and caused a ghastly 
scalp wound.”3 It was a miracle that she sur-
vived the assault after she “was taken to the 
receiving hospital where it was found that her 
skull had been laid bare.”4

Frank McVeigh, who is described as a “burly 
negro” in one press report, was apparently a 
neighbor of Laura’s living in the house adjoin-
ing hers on San Pedro Street. Laura Scott 
offered at least a couple of versions of what 
happened that evening. In one newspaper 
account, she reportedly told the police desk 
sergeant that she went over to McVeigh’s place 
on the evening of March 22nd to collect some 
money that he owed her. She learned that he 
was not home but instead at 131 Central Ave. 
She followed him there. He was “drunk” and 
“quarrelsome” according to Laura and other 
witnesses. She asked for her money and he 
began to verbally assault her and threatened 
to kill her. She stood her ground and McVeigh 
grabbed a hand ax and “struck her with a 
vicious blow to the head.” He was apparently 
prepared to finish the job but was restrained 

2 Los Angeles Times (July 14, 1905) “Robbed by Negress.” Retrieved 
from Proquest 2/2012.
3 Los Angeles Times (March 23, 1905) “Negro Splits Woman’s Head.” 
Retrieved from Proquest 2/2012.
4 Los Angeles Record (March 23, 1905) “Struck Woman on Head with an 
Ax.” Retrieved from microfilm 5/22/12.

by other people who held him until the police 
arrived. McVeigh was taken to police head-
quarters where he was booked on “a charge of 
assault with intent to commit murder.”5

In her account to the police, Laura main-
tained that Frank McVeigh was “in the habit of 
borrowing small sums of money from women 
in the neighborhood.” She went on to tell the 
police that:

“Tuesday night he had borrowed from her 
and she gave him more than he asked, he 
promising to return the change the following 
morning. He did not do so and so she went to 
him and asked for the money and the assault 
followed.”6

Unsurprisingly McVeigh had a different story 
to tell. According to him, Laura Scott “had been 
persecuting him, threatening to kill him and 
otherwise making his life miserable.” When 
he saw her coming on Wednesday, “he thought 

5 ibid.
6 Los Angeles Times (March 23, 1905) “Negro Splits Woman’s Head.”

The Arcade Depot in Los Angeles.
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she was armed and intended to kill him, and in 
order to defend himself he knocked her down 
with the ax.” The police did not find any cor-
roborating evidence for McVeigh’s story among 
the witnesses to the assault and as such he was 
jailed. 

Another contemporaneous article published in 
the Los Angeles Examiner offers the follow-
ing headline in describing the incident: “Pious 
Colored Woman Struck with an Ax.” The sub-
title is “Laura Scott Wanted Money for Prayer 
Meeting Contribution.” The piece quotes Laura 
as follows: 

“I was just going to church,” says the woman. 
“I wanted some money for the contribution 
box and called at McVeigh’s house for the 
dollar which he owed me. Without replying, 
he grabbed an ax and tried to kill me.”7

No other article describes Laura as a church-
going woman who was only looking to recover 
some money that she had lent Frank McVeigh 
in order to contribute to her local house of 

7 Los Angeles Examiner (March 23, 1905) “Pious Colored Woman Struck 
With an Ax.” Retrieved from microfilm 5/22/12.

worship. So it seems highly unlikely that this 
was Laura Scott’s motivation for approach-
ing McVeigh. The article cited above is also 
the only one that directly quotes Laura’s own 
words and as such it is important for what it 
illustrates about the way that Laura perhaps 
wanted to be perceived by others. This incident 
tells us something about Laura’s personality 
and also about the self-image that she wanted 
to project to the public. Regardless of who was 
telling the truth, it is clear that Laura Scott 
was a tough woman who would not back down 
from a fight. In fact, the Los Angeles Herald 
described her demeanor at the police station 
after the assault in this way: “Although she 
had been hit a powerful blow and the scalp 
had been cut open the Scott woman did not 
lose consciousness for an instant, and after she 
gave her testimony to the desk sergeant walked 
out of the station as though nothing unusual 
had occurred.”8 One wonders what in Laura’s 
upbringing and background gave her such a 
strong will and seeming confidence.

8 Los Angeles Herald (March 23, 1905) “Negress’ Head Too Hard Even 
For Ax.” http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn85042462/1905-0-23/
ed-1/seq-4/

Laura Scott was born in Alabama in either 
1868 or perhaps 1872. Her exact birth date 
is unknown because there are various ages 
listed for her on different documents. San 
Quentin prison records list her age as 37 years 
old in 1905 and then as 40 years old in 1908. 
Her Bertillon criminal card lists her age as 40 

years old in 1908. However, two years later, the 
1910 Federal Census where she appears as a 
prisoner at San Quentin lists her age as 38. She 
is identified as being 28 years old in a 1907 Los 
Angeles Herald newspaper article covering her 
second trial. 

A Childhood in Alabama
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It was common for many people in that era not 
to be certain of their exact date of birth. The 
question is whether it is more plausible that 
Laura Scott would inflate her age when she 
was younger or whether she would decrease 
her age as she got older. By all appearances, it 
seems that Ms. Scott paid close attention to her 
looks. Her outfits in her mug shot photos attest 
to this. Therefore one would infer that the San 
Quentin prison documents and the Bertillon 
card were probably more accurate than the 1910 
Federal Census or a newspaper article.

Based on Census research, if Laura Scott was 
actually born in 1872, it is possible that her 
parents were Silas (Cye) and Jane Scott. She 
would have lived as a child in Perry County 
which was part of Alabama’s rural black belt. 
Laura might have been one of 10 children. Her 

father Silas and mother Jane 
were listed as laborers in the 1870 
and 1880 Census and it is likely 
that they had both been slaves. 
However, we can’t be sure that 
this is in fact Laura Scott’s family 
because of the uncertainty about 
her actual date of birth. A search 
of Ancestry.com did not produce 
information for a black woman 
named Laura Scott who would 
have been born in Alabama 
around 1868.
 
We do know for sure that Laura 
Scott was born in Alabama 
after the Civil War and during 
Reconstruction. The Alabama 
of Laura’s birth was roiling with 
conflict and social transforma-
tion. Reconstruction offered 
many black Alabamans a first 
taste of freedom. Yet the white 
population resisted and imple-
mented new laws seeking to cur-

tail black rights. Some of the laws, namely the 
“Black Codes,” that were passed in the South 
post-Emancipation sought to criminalize black 
people. In his book “Worse Than Slavery,” 
David Oshinsky (1996) suggests that the goal of 
the Black Codes was:

…to control the labor supply, to protect the 
freedman from his own “vices,” and to ensure 
the superior position of whites in southern 
life…The Black Codes listed specific crimes for 
the “free negro” alone: “mischief,” “insulting 
gestures,” “cruel treatment to animals,” and 
the “vending of spirituous or intoxicating 
liquors.” Free blacks were also prohibited 
from keeping firearms and from cohabitating 
with whites…At the heart of these codes were 
the vagrancy and enticement laws, designed 
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to drive ex-slaves back to their home plan-
tations. The Vagrancy Act provides that 
“all free negroes and mulattoes over the 
age of eighteen” must have written proof of 
a job at the beginning of every year. Those 
found “with no lawful employment…shall 
be deemed vagrants, and on conviction… 
fined a sum not exceeding…fifty dollars.” 
The Enticement Act made it illegal to lure a 
worker away from his employer by offering 
him inducements of any kind.

In Alabama, even before the Civil War, prison-
ers were responsible for their own court and 
incarceration costs at the county level. After 
the Civil War, this continued with one day in 
prison costing thirty cents. If prisoners could 
not pay, they served extra time and labored to 
pay the fees. While Alabama state prisoners 
had always worked, the state had never made 
a profit off their labor. This changed in 1875 
when the state began to lease out prisoners for 
their labor to coal mines and to railroad com-
panies. This money was essential to Alabama 
as the state was broke in the 1870s and prisoner 
labor helped to fill its coffers.

One cannot understand the racial subordina-
tion of black people after Emancipation without 
also exploring its links to the need in the south 
for a cheap and stable labor supply. Like many 
other Southern states, Alabama desperately 
needed laborers for the lease system to work 
and they used the criminal code as a tool of 

racial discrimination. Adolph Reed (1996) has 
described the state post-Emancipation as a 
“collective slavemaster.” This is an important 
insight that underscores the link between slav-
ery and the continued subordination of black 
bodies.

Using the criminal code to steal free labor from 
black people allowed many Southern states, 
including Alabama, to recover economically 
after the civil war. The convict lease system 
was brutal and the lessees had little incentive 
to safeguard the lives of prisoners. If one died, 
he/she could easily be replaced by another. The 
Lease system engendered a great deal of resis-
tance from black people and their allies. 

When Laura Scott left Alabama, she was leav-
ing behind a mostly rural, poor, and deeply rac-
ist society. It is likely that Laura left Alabama 
during a migration of black people that began 
in 1900. Between 1900 and 1910, over 22,000 
Black Alabamans left their homes in search 
of new opportunities and better lives. This 
exodus of black people leaving Alabama only 
intensified over the next three decades of the 
20th century as white Democrats proceeded to 
disenfranchise and terrorize the community. 
For an adventurous black woman like Laura, 
Alabama must have felt deeply oppressive and 
constraining. Los Angeles would likely have 
been seen by a woman like Laura Scott as “the 
land of milk and honey” by contrast. 
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El Pueblo de Nuestra Senora la Reina de Los 
Angeles Del Rio de Porciuncula (The Town 
of Our Lady the Queen of the Angeles on the 
River Porciuncula) was established in 1781. 
The majority of the city’s founders had African 
ancestry. Paul Robinson (2010) explains:

“The original settlers of Los Angeles came 
from areas that are now states in Western 
Mexico, a region where the Spanish empire 
relied heavily on African and mulatto pop-
ulations as soldiers (black militiamen) and 
laborers in agriculture and 
mining.”

The arrival of white American 
settlers in the early to mid-19th 
century changed Los Angeles in 
many ways, not least of which was 
to upend the racial order of the 
city. The first English-speaking 
blacks arrived in the L.A. area in 
the early 1800s but their num-
bers were very small. A census in 
1850 found only 15 black people 
recorded in a city of over 3,500 
people. The English-speaking 
black community grew from 134 in 
1870 to 188 in 1880. By 1900 there 
were over 2,000 blacks in the city; 
a more than tenfold increase from 
1880. This growth took place as 
Los Angeles was becoming an industrial city. 
By 1910, the black population in L.A. was over 
7,500.9 Still black people made up less than 2 
percent of Los Angeles’ total population until 
after World War II.

9 According to the 1910 Census, there were 319,200 people living in Los 
Angeles overall.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, blacks 
in Los Angeles experienced discrimination in 
several spheres. Some restaurants refused to 
serve blacks and some stores would not cater 
to them. At the same time, L.A. may have 
appeared to be a land of opportunity in com-
parison to the Deep South. Because of a hous-
ing boom, those who had the means were able 
to purchase and own property. Many black peo-
ple took advantage of this opportunity. Even 
in Los Angeles’s early history, there existed a 
black elite. These free blacks established their 

own businesses, bought up acres of land, and 
formed cultural and social organizations. One 
of the most well-known black Angelenos of the 
19th century was a woman named Biddy Mason 
who was born a slave, became a nurse/midwife 
and went on to make a fortune by investing in 
real estate.

Laura Scott in Old Los Angeles
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Women comprised the majority of blacks in 
Los Angeles from 1900 through 1920 (de Graaf, 
1980). Most of these black women were mar-
ried. Historian Lawrence B. de Graaf (1980) 
explains that: “In Los Angeles, at the turn of 
the century, single women were so scarce that 

black men ‘inspected’ incoming trains for pos-
sible mates (pp.288-89).” Western black women 
also tended to be older and more urban than 
their counterparts in other regions of the U.S. 

Laura joined other black people in traveling 
West in search of more freedom and bet-
ter opportunities. De Graaf (1980) describes 
the journey west as “dreary and dangerous 
(p.290).” It is one that most black women didn’t 
attempt. The difficulty of traveling was only 
one reason. Many black women also had strong 

ties to their families and were very reluctant 
to be separated from them. This led to many 
of them remaining in the South even after 
Emancipation (Guttman, 1977). For whatever 
reason, Laura Scott did not feel the same need 
to remain near her kinfolk in Alabama. She 

decided to make her way 
out West. Why she did this 
and exactly when she first 
arrived in California are 
unknown to us.

The first documented sight-
ing of her in California may 
have been in 1902. According 
to a newspaper account, a 
Laura Scott was arrested for 
shoplifting in San Francisco 
in December 1902. It hasn’t 
been possible to definitively 
confirm that this is the same 
Laura Scott.
 
According to the 1910 
Federal census, Laura was 
literate; she could read 
and write. Available prison 
records describe her educa-
tion as poor or fair (depend-
ing on the year), she seems 
only to have completed grade 

school at a public school.10 It is possible that 
she received her grade school education at one 
of the Freedmen Bureau schools established in 
Alabama after the Civil War. Regardless, Laura 
Scott did not have the benefit of being highly 
educated. 

What type of work could a poorly educated 
black woman secure in Los Angeles? In an 

10 Descriptive Registers of Prisoners 1851-1940 (housed at the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley) - http://oskicat.berkeley.edu/
record=b11254305~S1 – retrieved by David Kessler, librarian at Bancroft 
(Jan 12, 2012)

View of Main Street Los Angeles, ca. January 1, 1907
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essay in the anthology “Black Los Angeles,” 
Paul Robinson (2010) explains how limited the 
employment options were for blacks in the city: 

“Early twentieth-century Los Angeles did 
not offer the abundance of industrial jobs 
that characterized other major U.S. cities, 
and as a result blacks were disproportion-
ately represented in the menial services. 
Nearly a third of employed black males in 
Los Angeles in this period worked as janitors, 
porters, waiters, or house servants. Others 
worked as horsemen and later as chauffeurs, 
but only a few were conductors or motormen, 
the higher level transportation jobs. Even 
greater discrimination occurred in the boom-
ing retail trade industry. By 1910 retail trade 
had become the largest source of employment 
in Los Angeles. At that time there were 6,177 
store salesmen working in the city, of whom 
only eight were black…Blacks seeking retail 
employment faced overwhelming compe-
tition from European and Mexican immi-
grants in the early twentieth century, which 
was accompanied by discriminatory hiring 
by management.”

Employment opportunities for black women in 
early Los Angeles were even scarcer than they 
were for men. De Graaf (1980) suggests that 
“servant, laundress, dressmaker and midwife 
were four of the leading occupations of western 
black women (p.298).” It wasn’t until 1918, for 
example, that Los Angeles County Hospital 
opened the doors of its training program to 
the first black woman. On various official 
documents, Laura Scott’s occupation is listed 
as “house-girl/dress-maker/seamstress.” How 
much money was she able to make by cleaning 
houses or sewing? Was it enough to support 
herself? If not, one has to wonder about how 
else Laura supplemented her income. By all 
accounts, she was a woman living alone in a 

boarding house. It seems unlikely that the men, 
like Charles Carson, who she brought to her 
room to spend the night were there to simply 
play cards. 

Some Southern Black women who migrated 
after the end of slavery found themselves 
enticed or drawn to prostitution as a way to 
survive. Darlene Clark Hine (1994) suggests 
that: “Too many autobiographies and other 
testimony document the place and the eco-
nomic functions of prostitution in urban society 
to be denied (p.99).” She adds: “Young, naïve 
country girls were not the only ones vulner-
able to the lure of seduction and prostitution. 
Middle-aged black women also engaged in sex 
for pay, but for them it was a rational economic 
decision (p.100).” Nevertheless, prostitution 
among black women in the West was not par-
ticularly prevalent. Lawrence de Graaf (1980) 
observes that: “[It] deserves consideration less 
as a condition which was widespread than as 
a potential image which many of them [black 
women] feared could be imposed upon all of 
them (p.303).” In other words, black women 
in the West were concerned about being 
viewed as sexually promiscuous and worried 
about the negative impact that this percep-
tion would have on their lives. The “politics 
of respectability” have always had particular 
relevance for black women with respect to 
sexuality (Higginbotham, 1993). It’s hard to 
know whether Laura Scott was stigmatized as a 
“loose-woman.” All indications seem to be that 
she was popular in her community, with many 
friends. This suggests that she wasn’t an outcast 
but rather a valued member of her community. 

On the whole, women’s gender roles in early 
20th century California were prescribed and 
rigid. Historian Linda Parker (1992) provides 
some insight into life for women in California 
during this period:
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“Before 1910 the women of California, like 
people in other states, lived under state laws 
that favored male dominance. Many towns 
enacted laws prohibiting women from wear-
ing men’s clothing even though shirts and 
trousers were more comfortable and practical 
for a number of occupations, including farm 
work. In a typical marriage, fathers assumed 
sole guardianship of all children, including 
their care, education, custody and services. 
Community property of a marriage was also 
controlled by the husband. He could not sell 
it without the wife’s consent but he could will 
one-half of it away. If the wife died first she 
had no rights to convey her share of the prop-
erty. Although women paid taxes, they could 
not vote in California until 1911. Women 
accused of law violations were ‘arrested by 

men, imprisoned with men...tried in a court 
by men lawyers, jurors, and judges according 
to man-made laws.’” 11

Laura Scott seems to have eschewed the con-
ventions of her time. She was divorced and 
apparently did not have any children. Prison 
records and press reports suggest that Laura 
drank regularly and perhaps even heavily. She 
was also a smoker. These habits would have 
put her outside of the boundaries of acceptable 
behavior for a woman of her time. It isn’t far-
fetched to consider whether her drinking may 
have contributed to her numerous encounters 
with the law.

11 Parker, Linda. “Murderous Women and Mild Justice: A Look at Female 
Violence in Pre-1910 San Diego, San Luis Obispo and Tuolumne Counties.” 
The Journal of San Diego History vol. 38 no. 1 (Winter, 1992). http://www.
sandiegohistory.org/journal/92winter/women.htm

Laura Scott: San Quentin Prison 1905-1906

On July 18th 1905, Laura Scott was held for trial 
in superior court on $1500 dollars bail for the 
Charles Carson robbery. On August 4th 1905, 
standing in court before Judge Smith, Laura 
first claimed to be innocent of the charges 
against her. By that afternoon, however, she had 
pled guilty. Judge Smith sentenced her to one 
year in San Quentin Prison for grand larceny. 
 
Social reformers began to be interested in the 
plight of women convicts in the 1820s and 
pushed for the establishment of female refor-
matories12 that would serve to rehabilitate and 

12 Historian Nicole Hahn Rafter (1985) points out the mission of the early 
reformatories: “these institutions were established to rescue and reform, to 
restore fallen women to true womanhood (p.240).”

re-educate these wayward women into becom-
ing good wives and mothers. Historian Estelle 
Freedman (1984) notes that in 1850 women 
made up only 3.6 percent of the incarcerated in 
34 states (p.11). In the mid-19th century when 
the use of imprisonment to address female 
criminality became more common though still 
limited, young white women were mostly sen-
tenced to reformatories while women of color 
(in particular black women) were primarily 
remanded to custodial facilities.13

13 Custodial facilities resulted from the gradual separation of women 
(always a small minority) from male prisoners in new 19th century 
penitentiaries.
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Laura Scott was one of the black women 
imprisoned in a custodial facility since there 
were no female reformatories in California. In 
California as in the rest of the country, little to 
no attention was paid to women prisoners in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries. As has already 
been referenced, their numbers were very 
small relative to male prisoners. In 1904, a year 
before Laura Scott first entered San Quentin 
Prison, there were 1,451 men and 27 women 
incarcerated there.14 In 1905, there were 1,558 
prisoners incarcerated at the prison at the end 
of the fiscal year (only 26 were women).15 Every 
woman in California who was convicted of a 
crime was sent to the prison until 1927 when 
the state of California built a women’s facility 
not far from San Quentin. 

Women’s prisons were so few because it was 
rare for women in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries to come into contact with the law. 
Therefore Laura Scott was exceptional. In 
an article about female violence in pre-1910 
California, Linda Parker (1992) writes that: 

14 First Biennial Report of the State Board of Charities and Corrections, 
1903-1904, p. 11
15 Report of the Warden for the year ending June 30, 1905 – Biennial 
Report California State Prison at San Quentin.

“From 1880 through 1910, 
231 women (1.4%) entered 
San Quentin out of approx-
imately 16,630 prisoners. 
Murders, assaults, and rob-
beries represented twenty 
percent (forty-six inmates) 
of the convictions, which 
was less than that for male 
prisoners.” 

Theft was the most com-
mon reason women found 
themselves incarcerated 
in California at the turn 
of the 20th century. Once 
again Linda Parker (1992) is 

instructive: “The San Quentin Prison Register 
from 1880-1910 showed that the women impris-
oned at the facility committed grand larceny 
(forty-seven percent) far more often than any 
other crime.” In this, Laura Scott seems not to 
have been an outlier.

Like other female prisoners of her era, Laura 
transgressed the Victorian “cult of true 
womanhood” which held that women were 
the moral arbiters of society and the buffers 
against social disorder. A woman who devi-
ated from these norms was usually harshly 
punished. Estelle Freedman (1974) notes that 
society “justified harsher treatment of female 
criminals by the argument that female convicts 
were more depraved than men since, having 
been born pure, they had fallen further than 
had their male counterparts in crime (p.78).” 
Women who committed crimes were consid-
ered to be “fallen.” They were no longer fit to 
be wives and mothers. This was ironic because 
as Shelley Bookspan (1991) suggests “many of 
the women incarcerated were married and had 
received their sentences as accomplices to their 
husbands (p.74).”

Old Country Court House, Los Angeles, California
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The perceptions of white women prisoners 
slowly began to shift a bit at the end of the 19th 
century. Female reformers argued that women 
who committed crimes were not irredeem-
able. They viewed them as being influenced by 
poverty and poor home environments rather 
than being simply evil as they had been per-
ceived in earlier generations. Black women, 
however, escaped this revised characteriza-
tion. In American culture, they had always 
been viewed as sexually promiscuous and as 
“immoral.” These ideas were vestiges of slavery, 
colonialism and white supremacy. These views 
manifested themselves in the differential treat-
ment of black and white female prisoners in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. For example, 
in reviewing two books about women prisoners 
of that era, Mary E. Odem (1992) observes that:

“Courts and police were reluctant to pros-
ecute white women for criminal offenses 

like theft, especially when they conformed 
to bourgeois standards of womanhood. At 
the same time, the criminal justice system 
carefully monitored and punished white 
women for inappropriate sexual behavior. 
Black women, who were never included in 
the bourgeois definition of womanhood in the 
first place, faced very different patterns of 
treatment. They were rigorously prosecuted 
for theft and other criminal offenses, while 
their moral transgressions were ignored.”16

 Laura Scott’s story illustrates that the courts 
had no qualms about prosecuting and incar-
cerating her multiple times for theft. As a black 
woman, the law saw her as irredeemable and 
so jail and prison were appropriate punishment 
for her transgressions.

16 Odem, Mary E. “Fallen Women and Thieving Ladies: Historical 
Approaches to Women and Crime in the United States” (Book Review). Law 
& Social Inquiry, vol 17. No. 2 (Spring, 1992). P. 361

Life Inside San Quentin
 
 
San Quentin must have seemed quite intimi-
dating—or even terrifying -- to Laura when she 
first arrived on August 8th 1905. The prison 
built in 1852 was called the “Bastille by the 
Bay” because of its imposing walls and massive 
structure. The prison was infamous for its bru-
tal treatment of inmates and for its extremely 
poor conditions. In fact, J.W. Tompkin who had 
been the Warden at San Quentin was forced to 
resign in 1906 amidst scandal and charges of 
torturing prisoners. He was accused of corporal 
punishment, using straight-jackets as torture 

devices, encouraging the trafficking of opium 
within the prison, and much more. 

In that same year, Griffith J. Griffith17, who had 
been incarcerated for two years at the prison, 
was released and produced his own account 

17 After a highly publicized trial, Griffith J. Griffith was convicted of 
shooting and wounding his wife and served two years in San Quentin Prison 
from 1904 to 1906. Before he was imprisoned, he had beena  very success-
ful California business man and philanthropist. He made his fortune in the 
mining business. Throughout his trial, he consistently maintained that 
the incident with his wife had been an accident. As soon as Griffith was 
released from prison in December 1906, he began working on an exposé of 
the conditions there.
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of his experiences at San Quentin. His writing 
which exposed the deplorable conditions inside 
the prison was published in 1910 in a book titled 
Crime and Criminals. Griffith’s account of his 
time as a prisoner is harrowing. It is supple-
mented in the book by a first-hand account of 
life in the “female department” at San Quentin. 
That account provided by an unnamed former 
San Quentin female prisoner was delivered to 
the Los Angeles branch of the Prison Reform 
League which, in order to verify its accuracy, 
corroborated it with three former and two cur-
rent female inmates. These descriptions of life 
inside San Quentin are rare and offer critically 
important insights about the prison in the early 
20th century that I couldn’t find elsewhere. In 
reviewing the Biennial report 
of California State Prison at San 
Quentin for 1905, for example, I 
only found one sentence in the 
Warden’s report that men-
tioned the condition of female 
prisoners. It read: “The female 
ward is crowded and is devoid 
of the conveniences it should 
have.”

In general, there is a dearth of 
testimony from female pris-
oners in the historical record. 
This attests to their neglect. 
The Prison League’s female 
informant confirms that there 
was very little regard for the 
well-being and safety of women prisoners at 
San Quentin. This is the only account about life 
inside the prison during the time that Laura 
Scott would have been incarcerated there that I 
could uncover. Therefore, I will rely heavily on 
it in the next few paragraphs to offer a portrait 
of what Laura might have experienced in her 
time behind bars at San Quentin prison.
 

The following is a detailed description of the 
women’s quarters at San Quentin prison from 
the account provided by the unnamed female 
prisoner: 

“A door opens from an office, and you enter 
a place that looks for all the world like a bear 
pit, with its thick, gray walls on four sides 
and cement floor. This pit, by actual mea-
surement, is 60 ft. by 90. Out of this oblong 
a building, 40 by 20, is taken; so, if you are 
good at figures, you can see just what room 
is allowed for clothes lines, exercise, garbage 
cans, etc. The feet of these poor women never 
touch the ground of mother earth, and all 
exercise, which is optional, has to be taken 

on this cement floor. Midway in the place is 
the hopper, and on the other side hang the 
thirty or forty buckets used in the cells from 
4 p.m. to 7 a.m. Opposite stand the immense 
garbage cans, and, as they have no covers, 
the aroma that greets the olfactory nerves is 
indeed overwhelming. No benches, whereon 
one might sit to get the sun, are in the pen, 
and the matron will not allow the women to 

Women’s quarters, San Quentin State Prison
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carry out a chair; so, if one must have a little 
sun and air, the only alternative is to squat 
on the stairs leading out of the yard to the 
cells, or sit on the cement flat and let one’s 
feet hang down. Either plan is conducive 
to sorry comfort, helping the rheumatism 
and stiffness of joints so much in evidence 
among the inmates. Why cannot the warden 
allow a few benches to be placed along the 
gray walls?’ was asked many times, and the 
reply was that seats would injure the cement! 
Never mind the women. They are here for 
punishment; and I can add feelingly that no 
stone was left unturned to see that they got 
all that was coming to them.

…The hopper referred to deserves a special 
article. It is situated in the laundry room, 
and is an oldfashioned thing, about eighteen 
inches in diameter. Into this must go the 
contents of the buckets I have mentioned, 
and as this deposit must take place as soon 
as the women are dressed, the scene that 
follows beggars description. There were two 
large holes in the floor of this laundry, and 
as the filth from human bodies accumulated 
and overflowed the hopper, a stream ran into 
these holes and this filth flowed, under the 
dining-room and kitchen, out under an office, 
emitting a stench that finally attracted the 
attention of some officer. The matter was 
then remedied slightly, but the vile conditions 
of the hopper remain.

…The pen, or pit, is also the playground at 
night of an ever increasing army of the most 
gigantic rats, and the stairs, platforms and 
yard bore unmistakable evidence of their 
nocturnal ramblings. As the women emerged 
from their cells in the early morning they 
reminded one of cave-dwellers, and the agil-
ity which had to be used to clear away these 
remembrances of his ratship was something 

long to be remembered. They also invaded 
the kitchen and pantry, and mute evidence 
of their presence was often seen in the beans, 
rice and other foods, if the cook was not care-
ful. Try, if you can, to imagine the air in such 
a place. Small wonder that the health gives 
way, and that tuberculosis, rheumatism, 
sore throat and kindred diseases are preva-
lent; while the only remedies are a handful 
of calomel at night, and a dose of salts in the 
morning, ladled out by the wholesale to the 
miserable creatures.”

These were the conditions that greeted Laura 
Scott when she arrived at San Quentin Prison. 
She spent every day and night from August 8, 
1905 until her June 8, 1906 discharge sleeping 
in one of fifteen 7 by 10 foot cells perhaps with 
one or two other women crowded together. Her 
cell was unheated and would have included: 
“Old-fashioned wooden bedsteads, with boards 
for springs, [that] are covered with hard straw 
ticks and heavy gray blankets.” She would have 
had to roll up her coat for a pillow or “collect 
enough cotton flannel pieces from the floor of 
the sewing-room to form one.” 

Female prisoners at San Quentin were provided 
with only the bare minimum of clothing and 
other items: 

“The state supplies each female prisoner 
every six months with six yards of white cot-
ton, six yards of tennis flannel, and two pairs 
of hose. She is given also two blue denim 
dresses and one heavy blue flannel dress, 
called a “reception dress”. But it does not 
supply any underwear, corsets, underskirts, 
garters, hats, bonnets, coats or overshoes, 
and the sufferings of those who enter without 
such supplies and have no money to buy them 
are extreme (p.100).”
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The women spent most of their days in prison 
idle but the first-hand account provided by the 
Prison Reform League’s informant offers a few 
details about the nature of female prisoners’ 
daily work: “From eighty to a hundred suits of 
underwear have to be made each week for the 

use of the men, but this, like the other work, is 
divided up. One woman acts as cook and there 
is a diningroom girl, whose duties are entirely 
below stairs (p.99-100).” She underscores that 
female convicts learned nothing while they 
were incarcerated aside from cigarette smok-
ing because “every Monday afternoon” she 
received “her sack of tobacco and package of 
papers — and other vices.” She added: 

“Nearly every woman there has voiced the 
sentiment, not once but many times: ‘I shall 
be a thousand times worse a girl when I 
leave this living hell than I ever dreamed I 

could be.’ And it is true, for the viler, lower 
traits are so encouraged, and whatever better 
impulses one possesses are so smothered 
and killed, that the entire nature is changed 
for the worse. This is no idle statement, for 
we all know that constant fear breeds hate, 
and from hate spring all the baser passions 
(p.100).”

Griffith J Griffith’s own account of his expe-
rience in the men’s department of the prison 
gives us a glimpse of the type of food that 
inmates were served:

“In reality the quality of much of the food 
was execrable. The meat was served largely 
in a form known as “deep water stew,” which 
was admirably calculated to conceal its 
tainted condition. The mouldy beans were 
often too rank for cooking and were hauled 
in large quantities to the hog ranch, where 
about four hundred hogs were kept. The 
potatoes were small, watery and full of worm 
holes. The coffee was such that it was diffi-
cult to tell whether it professed to be coffee or 
tea (p.66-67).”

To be a female prisoner at San Quentin in 1905, 
then, was to experience extreme deprivation 
and neglect. This was the norm rather than the 
exception. The unnamed female prisoner also 
provides an interesting and colorful description 
of how female prisoners were treated by prison 
administrators and their relationships with 
each other as well. Based on her account (cor-
roborated by others), the staff at San Quentin, 
specifically the matron in charge of the Female 
Department, was corrupt:

“Numerous instances of favoritism in this, as 
in other regards, are cited, especially where 
the prisoners were able to do embroidery and 
other fine needlework for the matron. There 

View of a woman’s cell, San Quentin State Prison, 1905



18

is supposed to be a stringent rule forbidding 
making presents to or doing work for a prison 
official. ‘If anyone were so interested as to 
investigate he would find ‘Buzzard’s Roost’, 
as the matron designated her abode, literally 
lined with pillows, table covers, pillow shams 
and other articles too numerous to mention, 
forced from the women who hoped by thus 
catering to her greed to enjoy some of the 
favors they knew she could and did give to 
those who worked for her’(p.101-102).”

The matron was apparently also capricious and 
cruel:

“…she is described as having been an incur-
able gossip, of the foulest kind, showing spe-
cial partiality to negresses, and completing 
a day’s work that averaged about five hours 
by leaving the establishment to itself at 4:30 
p.m. (p.102).”

The matron is also alleged to have discouraged 
church services at the prison in favor of gam-
bling and dancing instead:

“Many a time after the California Club 
women or the Salvation Army lassies had 
held their services in the office, the table 
would be rolled back and the negro women, 
and those of the white women who were low 
enough in their tastes to enjoy such a specta-
cle, would be called in and, while one would 
strum on a banjo, the rest would raise their 
clothes and give a leg show. The higher kick-
ers they were the better the matron enjoyed 
it.” At the same time gambling would be in 
progress. An attempt to form a bible study 
class was stopped. No books that could be 
used for educational purposes were obtain-
able, and every effort toward self-improve-
ment was discouraged (p.103).”

One can infer that the unnamed informant was 
a white female prisoner because the account 
is peppered with allegations of reverse racism 
while offering racist descriptions of female pris-
oners of color. For example, “White women who 
are cleanly and neat are next to some vile-smell-
ing negress, Chinese or Mexican women.” The 
writer provides some interesting anecdotes that 
depict “negresses” like a cook who was pro-
moted to “librarian” as terrorizing white female 
prisoners with impunity while being protected 
by the white matron of the prison. Below is a 
specific anecdote that was offered:

It is charged that the abuse of the white 
women by the negresses was deliberately 
encouraged, and that repeatedly, to the 
accompaniment of guitars, the matron could 
be seen waltzing with the big negress cook, 
whose relations with her were a constantly 
discussed and most revolting scandal. This 
negress is said to have ruled the women’s 
department and, “notwithstanding the fact 
that she was one of the worst women there, 
by the matron’s own statement, yet she had 
the most privileges; she was never punished 
or even reprimanded for her dreadful state-
ments and wicked talk; she was given the 
place of cook, which carries with it special 
privileges, such as warmth, baths, good food, 
being unlocked at night, and many other 
favors. The white women were at her mercy.” 
This is the woman whom the matron, as 
mentioned previously, appointed librarian 
(p.103-104).

This seems to be an unusual racial dynamic for 
that era and one that could not be corroborated 
by other similar accounts from other women’s 
prisons. Could it really be possible that a black 
prisoner like Laura Scott might benefit from 
her race in prison in 1905? This seems incredi-
ble and is a puzzle. 
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Some of the most harrowing stories in the 
account address the abusive treatment that 
some female prisoners experienced at San 
Quentin. They were basically tortured. 

“A colored woman named Belle N. was 
serving a term of ten years. At the end of 
three years, after having been accorded the 
privileges accorded to all colored women, she 
turned on the matron and made threats that 
she would do her bodily harm. This woman 
was locked in her cell, and for three years, 
or nearly four, was never allowed to leave 
it save for one hour every Friday. Just one 
month before her release should have come 
she was removed to an insane asylum, and 
in two weeks was a corpse. A great, healthy 
animal she was, but dangerous to the matron 
(p.106).

The unnamed female prisoner who offered 
this testimony ends with these words: “I have 
not, and I cannot, tell one-hundredth part of the 
awfulness of the place, which is fitly described by 
all the women as a ‘veritable hell on earth.’” 

Shortly after this account was written, the 
matron of San Quentin tendered her resig-
nation. Upon hearing about the stories of the 
horrible conditions for female prisoners at San 
Quentin, women reformers mobilized to press 
for improvements and eventually successfully 
advocated for building a separate facility to 
house women in California. This, however, 
would take several more years. Hester Griffith 
(not related to Griffith J Griffith) was a mem-
ber of the Woman’s Christian Temperance 
Union (WCTU) and a prison reformer. She 
states at the end of the published account in 
Crime and Criminals that she had corroborated 
the allegations about the terrible conditions 
for San Quentin’s women inmates. She also 
highlighted the allegation that in 1904 and 

1905 visiting members of the state legislature 
had used the women’s quarters as a brothel. As 
Cristina Rathbone (2005) suggests: “Rape had 
always been a problem – really the problem — 
for women in prison in America (p.66).” So we 
have confirmation that female prisoners at San 
Quentin were subjected to sexual abuse at the 
hands of public officials and perhaps also by 
male prisoners and guards.

The mistreatment and abuse of female pris-
oners was not unique to California. In writing 
about the experiences of women prisoners in 
the 19th century, Randall G. Shelden (2010) 
underscores how terrible the conditions were 
for them in general:

“The conditions of the confinement of women 
were horrible — filthy, overcrowded, and at 
risk of sexual abuse from male guards. Rachel 
Welch became pregnant at Auburn while 
serving a punishment in a solitary cell; she died 
after childbirth as the result of a flogging by a 
prison official earlier in her pregnancy (p.134).” 
The guard who beat Rachel Welch so bru-
tally was Ebenezer Cobb. He was convicted 
of assault and battery and fined $25. He was 
allowed to keep his job. After visiting Auburn 
prison in New York, a prison chaplain, the 
Reverend B.C. Smith, remarked on the condi-
tions for women there: “To be a male convict 
would be quite tolerable; but to be a female con-
vict, for any protracted period, would be worse 
than death” (Rathbone, 2005). 

Interestingly the account provided by the 
Prison League’s female informant about life at 
San Quentin at the turn of the century spans 
the years when Laura Scott would have been 
incarcerated there. As such, when the unnamed 
former female prisoner mentions that a two-
time negress convict worked as the dressmaker 
of the prison, one wonders if this could have in 
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fact been Laura Scott. Remember that her occu-
pation was listed on prison and arrest records 
as dressmaker/seamstress. If Laura was indeed 
the “negress” who had the job of dressmaker in 
the female department, this would have been 
considered one of “the easiest positions, as no 
scrubbing or other hard work was required 
(Crime and Criminals, p.112).” Many of the dates 
mentioned in the account by the unnamed 

informant range from 1906 to 1909. These are 
years that overlap with Laura’s time as a pris-
oner at San Quentin. It is therefore very likely 
that the informant was one of Laura’s fellow 
prisoners. In June 1906, Laura walked out of 
San Quentin prison leaving 24 other women 
behind to endure life inside the prison that was 
denounced in a report released the following 
year as “a breeding place of vice.”

1907 Trial 

Upon her release from prison in June 1906, it is 
unlikely that Laura Scott would have been able 
to immediately find gainful employment. She 
was a convicted felon who had spent nearly a 
year behind bars in the notorious San Quentin 
Prison. Given what we know today about the 
high rate of recidivism for people who have 
been incarcerated, it should be no surprise that 
Laura found herself in trouble with the law 
again a few months after she was discharged. 

On February 18 1907, Laura Scott was arrested 
by detectives Glenn and Stevens (both of 
whom were also black) and charged with petty 
larceny. She was accused of stealing an alarm 
clock from Ms. J.H. Russell. According to the 
L.A. Times: “It was the last of a series of petty 
thefts on her part during the past ninety days 
(2/21/1907).” She allegedly sold the clock for 
25 cents at a local pawn shop. She was bound 
over to the Superior Court and her bail was set 
at one thousand dollars. She was jailed while 
awaiting her trial and jail records find a “Lena” 
Scott booked on Feb 20th 1907.

Laura’s trial took place on April 8th 1907. The 
scene set by the L.A. Herald shows Laura sur-
rounded by friends and allies:

“Yesterday department one was crowded when 
the Scott woman’s case was called. Many of 
those among the spectators had contributed 
their mite to help in defending her and all were 
anxious to testify as to her general good char-
acter up to the time when the alleged purloin-
ing of the clock occurred.”

Mrs. Russell was the chief prosecution witness 
and she told the court what happened:

“On the afternoon the clock was taken 
[February 16] I was ironing when Miss Scott 
came in and sat down and began to talk. We 
had considerable conversation there, and I 
kept right on with my ironing. At that time 
the clock was on a table near where Ms. Scott 
sat. […] When she went out I didn’t notice 
at first that the clock was gone, but a few 
moments after that I discovered that I had 
lost the clock.”
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Throughout the trial, Laura Scott maintained 
that she was innocent of the charges against 
her. The L.A. Times described her as having a 
“sullen and serious countenance” throughout 
the proceedings. This was in stark contrast 
with the demeanor of another key witness 
against Laura: Lizzie Douglas (her last name 
appears as Carroll in court records). Lizzie 
was described as a “mulatto”… “whose mouth 
curved in a wondrously humorous and expan-
sive smile as she cakewalked to the witness 
stand (4/9/1907).” 

In her account, on the morning of February 
16th, she had gone over to her friend Mrs. 
Russell’s home to help with ironing. Mrs. 
Russell brought out an alarm clock and set it on 
the “ice chest.” As she testified on the witness 
stand, Lizzie would periodically break out into 
fits of laughter as she remembered the details 
of the incident. Laura Scott came into the 
Russell home on San Julien Street for a “pall 
of beer.” Lizzie added: “I had whiskey myself.” 
She continued:

“[Laura] began lounging about the room and 
leaned up against the ice box. She picked up a 
piece of paper and looked at it, she said Mrs. 
Russel’s phone bill didn’t read exactly like 
hers. Then Mrs. Raymond came in, and after 
a little while she asked what time it was. As 
soon as she said that, Laura Scott went out. 
Mrs. Russel told Mrs. Raymond to look at 
the clock. Mrs. Raymond said she didn’t see 
any clock. Mrs. Russel asked her if she was 
blind, and told her to look on the ice box. Mrs. 
Raymond said she did, but she didn’t see 
any clock. We all looked then, and the clock 
wasn’t there. Then Mrs. Russel sent her boy 
to tell Mrs. Scott to bring the clock home.”

Upon cross-examination, Lizzie Douglas was 
asked by Laura Scott’s attorney, David Taylor: 

“But you didn’t see her take the clock?” 

Lizzie: “No.”

Taylor: “As a matter of fact, you don’t know that 
she did steal it, do you?”

Lizzie: “It couldn’t a jumped down off of there 
and walked away.”

Taylor: “What time did the defendant leave the 
house on San Julian street?”

Lizzie: “How could I know that? The clock was 
gone, and there wasn’t no way to tell the time.”

Rosa Goldberg, who owned a pawn shop with 
her husband on First Street, was called to the 
stand by the Prosecution. The L.A. Times 
reported on her testimony:

“Where is your store,” asked Deputy District 
Attorney Blair.

“At First and Alameda streets.”

“In Los Angeles?” pursued the prosecutor.

“Of course,” returned Mrs. Goldberg, ‘with an 
air of pitying his ignorance.’

When it was the defense’s turn, attorney Taylor 
representing Laura Scott, “asked the witness 
how she could identify that clock.” “Isn’t it just 
like thousands of others you can buy at jewelry 
stores for 75 cents?” 

Mrs. Goldberg: “I never bought any at a jewelry 
store. I paid 25 cents for that one.”

“But how do you know that is the one?” per-
sisted attorney Taylor.
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“That is the clock,” Mrs. Goldberg replied 
decidedly.

Attorney Taylor also tried to impeach the 
credibility of the detectives who arrested Laura 
Scott by claiming that they “tricked her into 
making admissions.” However officer Glenn 
testified that it was Laura who had told them 
where they could recover the clock. He added 
that she offered to pay for it. 

It only took two hours for the jury to find 
Laura guilty of petit larceny. The L.A. Times 
described her disposition during the trial and 
her reaction to the verdict:

“Laura Scott showed little feeling when the 
verdict was announced, and not much at any 
other time during the trial except one. That 
was when her attorney, in his argument, spoke 
of her as Ada Scott. She whispered sharply to 
him across the table with every show of anger: 
‘Laura Scott’. And to her friend Ada Stanley, she 
remarked, ‘The fool’.”

Because she had a prior conviction of larceny, 
the offense that she was convicted of became 

a felony. However, her friends who had packed 
the courtroom on April 8th would “plead for 
a probation sentence instead of a penitentiary 
term (L.A. Herald, 4/9/1907).” Court records do 
not indicate any sentence awarded by the judge 
in this particular case and there are also no 
records to indicate that Laura was re-incarcer-
ated at San Quentin. This leads one to speculate 
that she was perhaps put on probation for her 
crime. Probation records for this time period 
are not available.

The L.A. Herald in reporting on this case 
pointed out that the trial “cost somewhere 
in the neighborhood of $200 to the county 
and probably nearly as much to the woman’s 
friends.” $200 in 1913 was the equivalent of 
about $4,544.22 in 2011. This suggests that 
$200 in 1907 would easily be worth more than 
$5,000 today. It seems like a waste of valuable 
resources to have tried a woman for stealing an 
alarm clock worth 25 cents at a cost of about 
$10,000 (to the state and to the defendant). 
Unfortunately, after seemingly having escaped 
prison, Laura Scott found herself once again 
facing a judge a little more than a year later.

1908 Conviction (Second Incarceration at San Quentin)

On November 11th 1908, a jury once again con-
victed Laura Scott of petty larceny for stealing 
another clock. At this point, one has to ask 
“what’s with Laura’s fascination with clocks?” 
In all three documented cases that she was 
arrested for, clocks or watches were among the 
items that she allegedly stole.

This time, she was accused of stealing a gold 
watch and a chain from Ms. Susie McNary on 
September 12th. The estimated worth of these 
items was fifteen dollars. A warrant was issued 
for her arrest on September 17th, 1908. She 
was brought to court and bail was set at one 
thousand dollars. On September 18th, she was 
booked in the L.A. jail at 1:30 p.m.
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On November 16th, appearing before Judge 
Curtis D. Wilbur, who would later become the 
Secretary of the Navy under President Calvin 
Coolidge, she was sentenced to 5 years at San 
Quentin Prison . She was discharged from the 
L.A. County jail on November 18th at 10 p.m. 
She entered San Quentin Prison to serve her 
sentence on November 20th 1908. 

Laura was paroled on February 1, 1912 and even-
tually released from prison on June 20, 1912.

After her release, the trail runs cold. I could find 
no additional documentation about Laura Scott’s 
life and so her story unfortunately must end 
here. I wonder if she left Los Angeles or even 
California upon her release from San Quentin. 
I wonder if she ever found herself behind bars 
again in another city. I wonder if she lived 
happily ever after (or as close to it as possible). 
We’re left to wonder and likely won’t ever find 
the answers to our outstanding questions about 
what ultimately became of Laura Scott

Reclaiming A History of Black Women Prisoners…

The number of women in prison has increased 
exponentially since Laura Scott’s incarcera-
tion in 1905 when there were just over 13,000 
women behind bars across the country. In 2010, 
there were 112,822 women in state and federal 
prisons in the U.S. Today, women comprise 
about 7.5% of the prisoner population (Guerino, 
Harrison, & Sabol, 2011). While they are vastly 
outnumbered, the percentage of women in 
prison is growing faster than men (7.5% annual 
growth rate, compared to a 5.7% annual growth 
rate for men). 

The significant rise in women’s incarceration 
since the mid-1980s (in particular) is the result 
of mandatory and harsher sentencing laws, 
zero-tolerance policies, and especially the “war 
on drugs.” Between 1986 and 1991, the number 
of women in prison increased by 75 percent. 
Women are usually incarcerated for non-vio-
lent offenses (nearly 60 percent), with about a 
third (26%) locked up for drug-related crimes 
(Guerino, Harrison, & Sabol, 2011). Davis and 

Shaylor (2009) also point out that “between 
1990 and 1996, 84 percent of the increase in 
imprisoned women (2,057) [in the federal sys-
tem] was drug-related (p.197).”

Most incarcerated women are poor and of 
color. Black women are disproportionately 
imprisoned. In 2010, Black non-Hispanic 
females (133 per 100,000 U.S. black female 
residents) had an imprisonment rate nearly 3 
times that of white non-Hispanic females (47 
per 100,000) (Guerino, Harrison, & Sabol, 2011). 
Have black women always been disproportion-
ately impacted by the American criminal legal 
system? Let’s consider the history.

An Abbreviated History of Punishing 
Black Women in the U.S.
Prior to the nineteenth century, women (and 
men) were not subjected to long term impris-
onment. Capital and corporal punishment 
were more common for individuals convicted 
of crimes in the colonial United States. These 
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forms of punishment carried over from previ-
ous centuries in Europe where people accused 
and convicted of crimes were routinely tor-
tured and/or put to death.

Black women under slavery were targets of cap-
ital and corporal punishment, most likely far 
beyond the documented cases tried in courts. 
Beginning with Massachusetts’s execution of 
Maria, a young slave woman, for arson-murder 
in September 1681, officials executed 58 slave 
women before 1790 and 126 slave women from 
1790 to emancipation. Virginia alone accounted 
for 38% of all female slave executions. These 
are only the executions that could be docu-
mented because as David Baker (2008) points 
out: “undoubtedly, authorities executed far 
more slave women than what the historical 
record reveals (p.66).”

It turns out that most of the black women who 
were executed in the era of slavery had killed 
their white masters. According to Baker, “slave 
women mostly strangled, clubbed, stabbed, 
burned, shot, poisoned, or hacked to death their 
White masters, mistresses, overseers, and even 
their owners’ children (p.66).” Poisoning and 
arson were the most prevalent methods slave 
women used to kill their oppressors.

The arm of “justice” came down hard on these 
slave women who chose to resist their oppres-
sion by killing their white owners. For example, 
“Virginia executed Jane Williams in 1852 for 
slashing to death with a hatchet her master’s 
wife and infant. Reportedly, Jane’s owner 
mistreated her badly and had threatened to sell 
Jane without also selling her child (Baker 2008, 
p.67).” One can only imagine the anguish that 
Jane felt in terms of the daily abuse and indig-
nity of her existence, the final straw had to 
have been the prospect of being sold away from 
her child. 

In another instance, “Virginia authorities 
burned alive Eve for poisoning her master Peter 
Montague with a glass of milk. Executioners 
afterward quartered Eve’s burnt body and dis-
played it publicly (Baker 2008, p.66).” There is 
no information as to why Eve killed her master 
but we could certainly imagine her motives. 
Sexual control over slave women by white 
owners was critical to the perpetuation and 
maintenance slavery and white owners relied 
on the routine sexual abuse of slave women as 
much as they did other forms of brutality. As 
Baker (2008) offers, “One southern planter vul-
garly declared that White rape of slave women 
explained the ‘absence of Southern prostitution 
and the purity of white women’ (p.72).” Slave 
women often reacted violently to the sexual 
violence:

“Seventy-year old Robert Newsome bought 
14-year old Celia and forced sexual relations 
on her immediately and repeatedly. One 
night when Newsome went to Celia’s cabin 
to abuse her, she struck him with a stick and 
killed him instantly. Celia was pregnant for 
the third time by Newsome and was very ill 
when he last approached her. At her trial, 
the court was concerned only with whether 
Celia had a right to defend herself against 
her master’s assault. The trial judge made 
it clear that Celia did not have that right. To 
the court, Celia had no sexual rights over 
her own body because she was Newsome’s 
property and she ought to have submitted 
to Newsome’s demands. Celia was guilty of 
murder and hanged 4 days before Christmas 
in 1855.”

In response to white oppression and brutal-
ity, slave women exhibited the full gamut of 
human emotion and responses. Some obviously 
endured their lot in life, others ran away, still 
others employed forms of symbolic resistance 
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such as meandering, refusing to bring preg-
nancies to term, and finally some just decided 
to fight back by meeting violence with vio-
lence which sometimes meant killing their 
oppressors. 

Since slave owners relied mainly on corporal 
and capital punishment and had near-com-
plete legal control over the bodies of enslaved 
women, the numbers of black women pris-
oners were insignificant until after the Civil 
War. Almost immediately after Emancipation, 
existing prisons began to see an increase in 
the number of former black female slaves. In 
Illinois in the 1850s, 75% of female prisoners 
were foreign-born and of the total over 50% 
were Irish immigrants. 

Black women were only 2% of female prisoners 
in the late 1850s, but in the five years after the 
Civil War they made up 25% of all commit-
ments. By the 1890s, black women represented 
2/3 of the daily prison population in Illinois (L. 
Mara Dodge, 1999). Between 1890 and 1930, the 
proportion of black women in Ohio state prison 
increased from 26% to 52%, while the percent-
age of blacks in the total population of the state 
rose only from 2% to 3% in the same period. In 
Tennessee, over 70% of the women committed 
to the penitentiary in the late 19th century were 
black (blacks only made up 26% of Tennessee’s 
population). 

It is not difficult to understand why this 
increase occurred. Once black women could no 
longer be exploited as slaves for their labor, it 
was easy and politically advantageous to incar-
cerate them and find a new way to lease them 
out as free labor for corporations and state 
governments. In reviewing Nicole Rafter’s book 
“Partial Justice,” Odem (1992) writes about her 
view of the southern prison system: 

“[It] was a form of labor exploitation as well 
as racial control. States used the growing 
pool of black convicts to increase public 
revenues by leasing them to private employ-
ers. Black prisoners, both men and women, 
were forced to participate in the convict lease 
system, where they faced brutal living condi-
tions and labored long hours at backbreaking 
field work (p.356).”

Reflecting on the treatment of black women 
imprisoned in the Midwest and the North, 
Odem (1992) suggests that (according to Rafter) 
while “racial discrimination was less overt, 
black women faced harsher punishments for 
violating the criminal law than did white 
women. They received higher fines and were 
more likely to face incarceration than were 
white women convicted of similar crimes 
(p.356).”

This disproportionate treatment of black 
women in the criminal legal system has carried 
over into the 21st century. 

Telling Stories about Early Black 
Women Prisoners
Until relatively recently, the stories of female 
prisoners in the 19th through early 20th centu-
ries have mostly been ignored by historians 
and social scientists. One reason that has been 
advanced is that their numbers were small 
relative to male prisoners. Another reason is 
that these women were seen for the most part 
as “fallen” women whose lives were not partic-
ularly valuable or noteworthy. Women fell into 
one of two categories: they were either “good” 
or “bad”. Some “good” women’s stories were 
worthy of re-telling while the “bad” ones were 
better forgotten. 

A few scholars have begun to reclaim the lost 
stories of female prisoners of the 19th century. 
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In particular, Leslie Patrick (2000) has written 
about one of the first female prisoners incar-
cerated at Eastern State Penitentiary. In 1831, 
two years after Eastern State Penitentiary was 
opened, four black women were sentenced to 
join the 83 men who were incarcerated there. 
One of these women, Ann Hinson, had been 
convicted of manslaughter. There is hardly any 
mention of her in official prison documents. 
What we know about her time at Eastern 
mostly comes from documentation from an 
inquiry into some scandals that occurred at the 
prison during her time there. Even with such 
scarce information, Patrick uses the story of 
Ann Hinson to illuminate the contradictions 
that were inherent in the imprisonment of 
women in the early 19th century. Hinson’s incar-
ceration at Eastern also underscored the extent 
to which female prisoners were neglected in 
early Penitentiaries. 

Ann Hinson (#100) was sentenced to Eastern 
for manslaughter and received a two-year sen-
tence. Records indicate that she and the other 
three women who were the first to be incarcer-
ated at Eastern were engaged in cooking and/
or washing clothes as part of their daily work. 
Records and first-hand testimony indicate that 
Ann Hinson was basically allowed to freely 
roam through the prison; she was not confined 
to her cell. She seemed to have become friendly 
with the underkeeper’s wife, Mrs. Blundin, who 
had been hired by the prison board to keep an 
eye on the very small number of women incar-
cerated at Eastern. Ann Hinson is said to have 
curried special favors from her and the two of 
them were accused of having sexual relations 
with several male prisoners. It is difficult to 
ascertain whether this portrait of the two 
women as depraved and immoral is the truth or 
a figment of the prejudices of the male authors 
of various reports about the scandals at Eastern 
Penitentiary. William Griffith, who worked in 

the shoemaking department, described some of 
the activities that occurred inside the prison:

“Mrs. Blundin gave a dance party inside the 
walls. It happened on a night that I was on 
duty till 10 o’clock. Mr. Wood came up and 
told me that if I wished to go down and see 
how they were coming on in the front part 
of the building, he would spell me awhile — I 
went down — I found at least thirty persons 
there, male and female, they were dancing 
to the music of the violin — a black woman 
played the violin for them, not an inmate at 
the Penitentiary — a black woman by the 
name of Anne, think [sic] No. 100, a convict, 
was present when I first went down. She 
appeared to be sitting looking on — dressed 
in a calico dress with a turban about her 
head. There was pretty plenty drinking going 
on — some of the females I found pretty well 
intoxicated — I saw them drink (Patrick, 
2000, p.369).”

These activities seemed to be happening with 
the full knowledge and consent of the prison 
warden. They provide an interesting window 
into an aspect of prison life in the early 19th 
century. It does seem clear from the available 
information that Ann Hinson had an unusual 
amount of “relative freedom” during her 
incarceration at Eastern. This seems to have 
derived from her interesting relationship with 
the prison matron, Mrs. Blundin. It also cor-
relates with the former San Quentin female 
prisoner’s account about life in that California 
penitentiary nearly 75 years later in the early 
20th century.

As I’ve mentioned above, women like Ann 
Hinson and Laura Scott have largely been 
absent from history. Yet it seems critical to 
reclaim their stories if we are to accurately por-
tray the conditions of confinement for women 
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prisoners, particularly black women prisoners, 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries. 

In 1905, Laura Scott was exceptional but in 
2012, she would be just one in a crowd. It was 
rare for women to find themselves behind bars 
in the early 20th century but in the 21st century 
it is all too common for some women (particu-
larly those who are black and poor). I hope that 
this necessarily incomplete portrait of Laura 
Scott’s life adds to our understanding of the 
history of black women’s involvement with the 

criminal legal system. If nothing else, I hope 
that it underscores that some of the same social 
forces (poverty, substance abuse, racism, and 
sexism) that led to Laura’s incarceration still 
have purchase in the lives of thousands of black 
and brown women today.

There are likely hundreds of other Laura Scotts 
in the annals of our history. I hope that others 
unearth those stories. After all, for me, it all 
started because of a hat…
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