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Introduction: human being whose
story demands more
The Woman than sensationalism.
Behind the One of the most
intimate windows into
Headlines her life is the collection

Few names in criminal
history evoke as much
fascination, horror, and
pity as that of Aileen
Wuornos. To many, she
is simply the “first
female serial killer” in
the United States, a
woman who murdered
seven men in Florida
between 1989 and
1990. But behind the
tabloid headlines and
the Hollywood
dramatizations lies a
profoundly complex

of letters she wrote
while on death row,
later published under
the title Dear Dawn:
Aileen Wuornos in
Her Own Words. This
article delves deep into
that correspondence,
exploring the person
behind the crimes, the
context of her life, and
the raw, unfiltered voice
captured in those
pages. Understanding
Aileen Wuornos requires
going beyond the
myth—it means reading
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the words she herself
chose to write,
especially those
beginning with “Dear
Dawn.”

The phrase “Dear
Dawn Aileen
Wuornos” might seem
like a paradoxical
salutation—a mix of the
recipient and the
sender. Yet it perfectly
encapsulates the dual
nature of this
correspondence: letters
written by Aileen to her
childhood friend Dawn,
but also letters that
ultimately reveal
Aileen’s own interior
world. In this article, we
will examine the content
and  significance  of
these letters, the life
story of Aileen Wuornos,
and the broader
questions they raise
about trauma, justice,
and humanity.

The Origins of
“Dear Dawn’: A
Window into
Death Row

The book Dear Dawn:
Aileen Wuornos in
Her Own Words,
edited by Lisa Kester
and Daphne Gottlieb, is
a compilation of letters
Aileen Wuornos wrote to
her friend Dawn (Dawn
Bohde) during her final
years on Florida’s death
row. The title itself
comes from the opening
salutation of many of
those letters: “Dear
Dawn.” But the phrase
“Dear Dawn Aileen
Wuornos” is a creative
construct that
underscores the
autobiographical nature
of the correspondence.
In these letters, Aileen is
simultaneously
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addressing Dawn and
telling her own story—a
story she wanted the
world to understand.

Dawn Bohde was a
childhood friend who
reconnected with Aileen
after she was
incarcerated. Their
correspondence became
a lifeline for Aileen, a
way to process her past,
express herself, and
attempt to control her
own narrative in the
face of media distortion.
The letters are raw,
emotional, sometimes
contradictory, and
always brutally honest.
They cover everything
from her traumatic
childhood and her life of
survival sex work to her
anger at the justice
system and her
reflections on the
murders she committed.

Aileen Wuornos:
A Life of
Trauma and
Survival

To fully appreciate the
letters collected in Dear
Dawn, one must
understand the life that
produced them. Aileen
Wuornos was born in
1956 in Rochester,
Michigan. Her mother
abandoned her as a
toddler, and her father,
a diagnosed
schizophrenic,

committed suicide in
prison. She was raised
by her grandparents in a
household she later
described as
abusive—both physically
and sexually. By age 14,
Aileen was pregnant and
gave birth to a child who
was put up for adoption.
She became a drifter,
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turning to sex work to
survive.

Her life on the road was
marked by violence,
addiction, and repeated
victimization. She
claimed (and evidence
supported) that several
of the men she killed
had attempted to
assault or rape her. The
first murder occurred in
1989, when Richard
Mallory picked her up as
a trick. Over the next
year, she killed six more
men. Her trial became a
media circus, with
debates over whether
she was a cold-blooded
killer or a victim of
decades of abuse who
snapped. The jury
convicted her, and she
was sentenced to death.

The letters she wrote
from death row reveal a
mind grappling with
these contradictions.

She never denied the
killings, but she
consistently maintained
that each act was self-
defense against
attempted rape or
murder. Whether or not
one accepts that claim,
the letters make clear
that Aileen saw herself
as a survivor, not a
predator.

The Letters:
More Than a
Chronicle of

What makes Dear
Dawn: Aileen
Wuornos in Her Own
Words so compelling is
that it transcends true
crime genre
conventions. These are
not just letters about
murders—they are
letters about life, love,
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loneliness, and the
search for meaning
under the sentence of
death. Aileen writes
about her relationships,
her struggles with
depression and her
mental health, the
monotony of prison life,
and her desperate hope
that someone outside
the bars truly
understands her.

The writing style is
unfiltered and often raw.
She wuses slang,
profanity, and stream-
of-consciousness

narration. In one letter,
she might express deep
remorse for her actions;
in the next, she lashes
out at the system that
she believes failed her.
The phrase “Dear
Dawn Aileen
Wuornos” could almost
be her speaking to
herself—a way of
doubling the narrative,

writing to a friend but
also writing to the
person she once was,
trying to reconcile her
past with her present.

For readers, these
letters provide an
unparalleled look into
the psyche of a
condemned woman.
They also serve as a
primary source for
understanding the social
and institutional failures
that contributed to her
fate. Aileen repeatedly
discusses the sexual
abuse she endured as a
child and young adult,
the lack of support
systems, and the failure
of the legal system to
protect her even as it
prosecuted her.

Key Themes in the
Letters

e Trauma and
Victimization:
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Aileen returns
again and again to
the abuse she
suffered. She
views her entire
life as a response
to that trauma.
The letters are a
testament to the
long-term effects
of childhood
abuse and how it
can shape a
person’s actions.
Survival and
Violence: She
frames her
murders as acts of
survival. While the
court rejected her
self-defense
claims, the letters
show that she
genuinely
believed each
killing was
necessary to
preserve her own
life.

Isolation and
Friendship: Her

friendship with
Dawn is a central
emotional thread.
She often
expresses
gratitude for
Dawn’s loyalty
and fears that she
will be forgotten
or misunderstood.
The letters are a
lifeline of human
connection.

e Justice and
Punishment:
Aileen is highly
critical of the
prison system, the
death penalty,
and the media
that demonized
her. She sees
herself as a
scapegoat for a
society that
refuses to
acknowledge its
role in creating
monsters.

e Identity and

Self-Expression:
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Writing becomes a
way for Aileen to
assert her own
identity against
the labels
imposed on her.
She rejects the
term “serial killer”
even though it fits

the legal
definition—she
prefers
“murderer” or
“victim.”

Literary and
Cultural
Significance of
“Dear Dawn”

The publication of Aileen
Wuornos’'s letters has
been praised by
scholars, journalists,
and readers for its
unflinchingly honest
portrayal. The book has
been used in

criminology courses,
gender studies classes,
and writing workshops.
It challenges readers to
empathize with
someone society has
labeled a monster. The
phrase “Dear Dawn
Aileen Wuornos” has
even become a
shorthand for the
complex intersection of
biography and
autobiography—the idea
that the self one
presents in letters is
both an honest
reflection and a
constructed persona.

Moreover, the letters
have informed popular
culture. Films like
Monster (2003), starring
Charlize Theron in an
Oscar-winning
performance, drew
heavily on the narrative
Aileen crafted in her
correspondence.
However, the letters
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offer a depth that no
dramatization can fully
capture. They are raw,
contradictory, and
human in a way that a
script or trial transcript
cannot be.

For anyone interested in
true crime, psychology,
social justice, or the
nature of friendship

under extreme
circumstances, Dear
Dawn is essential

reading. It is a stark
reminder that behind
every sensational
headline is a real person
with a life story—one
that is often tragic,
complex, and deserving
of careful attention.

The Ethical
Dilemma: How
Should We Read

These Letters?

Reading the letters of
someone like Aileen

Wuornos raises
important ethical
guestions. Are we

voyeurs consuming the
intimate thoughts of a
condemned woman for
our own curiosity? Or
are we bearing witness
to an important piece of
human history? The
editors of the collection
acknowledge these
concerns but argue that
Aileen wanted her story
told. She gave
permission for her
letters to be published,
and she often wrote
with the explicit hope
that others would read
them.

The phrase “Dear
Dawn Aileen
Wuornos” also serves
as a reminder that this
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personal
communication. It is a
letter addressed to a
friend, not to a public
audience. Yet by
consenting to
publication, Aileen made
a deliberate choice to
turn that private
correspondence into a
public testimony. We as
readers have a
responsibility to
approach her words with
empathy and critical
thought, not just as a
true crime spectacle.

Conclusion: The
Enduring Power
of One Woman’s

Dear Dawn Aileen
Wuornos is more than
a phrase; it is a gateway
into the troubled soul of
one of America’s most

notorious criminals.
Through her letters,
Aileen Wuornos
becomes a three-
dimensional  figure—a
woman shaped by a
lifetime of trauma, a
survivor who took
extreme measures to
protect herself, and a
human being who
yearned for connection
and understanding until
her final days. The
collection Dear Dawn:
Aileen Wuornos in Her
Own Words stands as a
powerful document of
the prison experience,
the failures of the
justice system, and the
redemptive possibility of
friendship.

In reading her words, we
are forced to confront
uncomfortable truths

about victimhood,
violence, and the thin
line between

perpetrator and prey.
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Aileen Wuornos was
both a killer and a
victim, a monster and a
mirror of society’s own
failings. And in the
simple, heartfelt
salutation of “Dear
Dawn,” we see the
desperate need to be
heard—a need that
transcends her crimes
and touches the core of

what it means to be
human. Whether as a
historical document, a
psychological study, or
a cautionary tale, these
letters continue to
resonate. They remind
us that even in the
darkest corners of
human experience,
there is a voice crying
out for the world to
listen.



