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EVIDENCE EXAMINED 
 
I. Testimony Heard 
 

Gretel Case Stephens, M.D. 
 

II. Exhibits Examined 
 

A. Presented by the State 
 

1. State’s Exhibits 1A through 1G:  Procedural exhibits. 
 
2. State’s Exhibit 2:  Certified copies of documents maintained by the Tennessee 

Board concerning Dr. Stephens. 
 

B. Presented by the Respondent 
 

1. Respondent’s Exhibit A:  Copy of a January 19, 2005, news article from The 
Tennessean. 

 
2. Respondent’s Exhibit B:  Copy of Dr. Stephens’ 2005 application to renew her 

Tennessee medical license. 
 

3. Respondent’s Exhibit C:  Copy of Dr. Stephens’ September 26, 2005, Affidavit 
of Retirement from Practice in Tennessee. 

 
4. Respondent’s Exhibit D:  Copy of the Tennessee Board’s October 5, 2005, 

confirmation that Dr. Stephens’ Tennessee medical license has been retired. 
 

5. Respondent’s Exhibit E:  Copy of the Tennessee Board’s July 27, 2005, Letter 
of Reprimand to Dr. Stephens, and copy of the envelope in which it had been 
mailed. 

 
6. Respondent’s Exhibit F:  Copy of October 17, 2005, letter to Dr. Stephens 

regarding the Tennessee Board’s assessment of civil penalties and costs, and 
copy of the envelope in which it had been mailed. 

 
7. Respondent’s Exhibit G:  Copy of the Tennessee Board’s Affidavit of Costs, 

and copy of the envelope in which it had been mailed. 
 

8. Respondent’s Exhibits H and I:  Handwritten notes of Dr. Stephens. 
 

9. Respondent’s Exhibit J:  August 16, 2005, letter from Dr. Stephens to opposing 
counsel in the Tennessee disciplinary action. 
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SUMMARY OF THE EVIDENCE 
 
All exhibits and the transcript, even if not specifically mentioned, were thoroughly reviewed and 
considered by the Hearing Examiner prior to preparing this Report and Recommendation. 
 
1. Gretel Case Stephens, M.D., testified that she had received her medical degree from the 

University of Tennessee.  She did a residency in anatomic and clinical pathology at the City 
of Memphis Hospitals and the University of Tennessee.  (Hearing Transcript [Tr.] at 8-10) 

 
 After completing her medical education, Dr. Stephens worked as a pathologist at a hospital in 

the Memphis, Tennessee, area, during which time she also served as an assistant medical 
examiner in Shelby County, Tennessee, where Memphis is located.  In 1983, she moved to 
Nashville where she worked as a pathologist at Nashville Memorial Hospital, and also 
worked as a part-time medical examiner for Davidson County, where Nashville is located.  
Dr. Stephens’ husband at that time, Dr. Charles Harlan, was the medical examiner for 
Davidson County.  In 1986, Dr. Stephens left her position at Nashville Memorial Hospital 
and began working full time as an assistant medical examiner.  Subsequently, in 1994, she 
left that position and began doing locum tenens work.  In 1998, Dr. Stephens moved to 
Johnson City, Tennessee, where she worked as a forensic pathologist at East Tennessee State 
University.  Finally, in 2005, Dr. Stephens moved to the Cincinnati area where she is 
currently employed as a deputy coroner for Hamilton County, Ohio.  (Tr. at 8-10, 13, 24-26)   

 
 Dr. Stephens testified that she obtained board certification in forensic pathology in 1994.  

Currently, Dr. Stephens is licensed in Ohio, and has inactive licenses in Tennessee and 
Mississippi.  (Tr. at 11-12; State’s Exhibit [St. Ex.] 2 at 6; Respondent’s 
Exhibits [Resp. Exs.] B and C) 

 
2. Dr. Stephens testified that, in June 1999, her marriage to Dr. Harlan had ended in divorce.  

Dr. Stephens had moved to Johnson City, Tennessee, at that time.  Dr. Stephens stated that 
she had vacated the marital home in Nashville and allowed her husband to have it.  
Moreover, Dr. Stephens testified that the terms of the divorce required that, beginning three 
years after the divorce, and over a period of five years, her husband would reimburse her 
for half of their equity in the house as it had existed at the time of the divorce.  (Tr. at 14) 

 
 Dr. Stephens testified that, in June 1999, at the time the divorce had become final, she had 

already moved her possessions out of the house.  She thought that she had also removed all 
of her work-related materials from the house.  (Tr. at 14) 

 
 Dr. Stephens testified that, in 2004, the house was sold.  Because she was still a co-owner, 

she returned to Nashville to sign the necessary papers.  Dr. Stephens testified that she had 
seen no reason at that time to go back to the house to look for anything.  She did not realize 
that anything from the Davidson County medical examiner’s office, or anything else that 
she would be interested in, remained in the house.  Moreover, she had believed that her ex-
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husband, who had had possession of the house, had gone through it and cleaned it out.  
(Tr. at 15) 

 
3. Dr. Stephens testified that, in January 2005, while living in Johnson City, she had been 

contacted by friends from Nashville who told her that her former home had been on the 
news.  Dr. Stephens then learned that the new residents had discovered some items that had 
been left behind in the house.  (Tr. at 15-16, 21-22)  A January 19, 2005, article in The 
Tennessean quoted the “Metro[] medical examiner,” Dr. Bruce Levy,2 as stating, “‘We 
have some original medical examiner case files from 10 to 15 years ago[.]  * * *  We have 
some photocopies of files.  We have glass slides.  We have a jar of tissue in preservative.”  
(Resp. Ex. A)  Although the article largely focused on issues concerning Dr. Harlan, it also 
stated that Dr. Levy had spoken to Dr. Stephens and that she had told him that the files had 
probably belonged to her.  Moreover, the article stated that Dr. Stephens had advised 
Dr. Levy that the jar of tissue was probably from an autopsy of a pet dog, and that Dr. Levy 
had agreed that the size of the tissue was consistent with her explanation.  (Resp. Ex. A) 

 
 Dr. Stephens testified that she had learned from Dr. Levy that her ex-husband had not 

cleaned out the house prior to its sale as she had believed he had.  Moreover, she learned 
that the buyer of the house had rented it to a woman and her daughter with the agreement 
that part of the rent would be discounted if they would clean out the house.  During the 
cleaning process, the tenants had found the items in question.  Furthermore, Dr. Stephens 
testified that “what really assailed their sensibilities [were] three autopsy files that had 
photographs in them.  And then, when they found the tissue samples, they thought they 
were human.”  (Tr. at 21-22)   

 
4. Dr. Stephens testified that, other than her conversation with Dr. Levy, she has never been 

provided with a list of the items that were found in the home.  She further testified that she 
had contacted the Tennessee State’s attorney multiple times asking for that information.  
Moreover, Dr. Stephens testified that, when she was still working at East Tennessee State 
University, she had been interviewed by an investigator.  During the interview, Dr. Stephens 
asked the investigator what had been found, and learned that the investigator had not 
received a list of those items either.  Finally, Dr. Stephens testified that “apparently the only 
time anybody generated any kind of list or anything was for the news media.”3  (Tr. at 24-25) 

 
5. Dr. Stephens testified that the jar of tissue found in the home had probably come from 

autopsies of two of Dr. Stephens’ and Dr. Harlan’s dogs.  Dr. Stephens stated that she had 
never taken human tissue home, except for slides.  (Tr. at 16-18) 

 
                                                 
2  The article noted that Dr. Levy had succeeded Dr. Harlan as medical examiner and is a “chief critic of his 
predecessor.”  Further, the article noted that Dr. Harlan “has been fighting a long-running state effort to strip him of 
his medical license” and that Dr. Harlan “has been accused of poor medical practices and unprofessional conduct.”  
Moreover, the article stated that the Tennessee Board had been hearing evidence concerning Dr. Harlan’s practice of 
forensic medicine during “monthly meetings, a few days at a time, since 2003.”  (Resp. Ex. A) 
3  Dr. Stephens testified that she has learned that Dr. Harlan left other items behind in the house, including old 
tax records.  (Tr. at 23) 
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 Dr. Stephens further testified that, from the way a box of slides had been described to her, 
she believes that it had either contained slides from her dogs’ autopsies or “recut slides 
from a couple of cases” on which Dr. Stephens had worked as a consultant, as well as 
peripheral blood smears.  Moreover, Dr. Stephens testified that there may have been, 
at most, “two tissue slides on humans that were sectioned.  There were probably four or 
five sections of dog autopsy tissues.”  (Tr. at 16-17) 

 
 Moreover, Dr. Stephens testified that she had had a box of peripheral blood smears that had 

been in her office at Nashville Memorial Hospital.  Dr. Stephens stated that peripheral 
blood smears are typically discarded after one week.  However, one of the physicians at the 
hospital who was treating leukemia patients needed to compare current slides with slides 
from earlier blood smears.  Accordingly, she had retained slides of his patients and had 
“allowed those to stack up in [her] office.”  When she left Nashville Memorial Hospital, the 
box of slides had been inadvertently placed in a container with her belongings and she had 
taken them home.  Dr. Stephens testified that the container “had never been completely 
emptied” and she had never returned the slides to the hospital or discarded them.  
Accordingly, Dr. Stephens testified that she believes that the majority of tissue samples 
referenced by the Tennessee Board had been peripheral blood smears.  (Tr. at 18-19, 37) 

 
 In addition, Dr. Stephens testified that there had been copies of “ME sheets,” which are 

reports of investigations by the county medical examiner.  Dr. Stephens further testified 
that Dr. Levy had told her that these dated primarily from 1990 and 1991.  Dr. Stephens 
testified that, at that time, she had started taking some work home with her to enable her to 
spend less time in the office and more time with her children, and that copies of some of 
the ME sheets that she had worked on at home may have remained in the house.  However, 
Dr. Stephens stated that, under Tennessee law, such documents are considered public 
records.  (Tr. at 20-21, 38) 

 
 Finally, Dr. Stephens testified that she had been told by Dr. Levy that there had been three 

out-of-county case files that included autopsy reports and crime scene photographs.  
Dr. Stephens testified that she believes that two of them had been her cases and the other had 
been Dr. Harlan’s.  Dr. Stephens stated that, at that time, Dr. Harlan had been the custodian 
of records for autopsies performed by the Davidson County Medical Examiner’s office for 
outlying counties.  Dr. Stephens testified: 

 
 When I was allowed to—to have those case files, he would bring them home 

and then I would go over them with attorneys in the cases, the prosecuting 
attorney and/or defense attorney, whoever had scheduled a pretrial 
conference, and then I would testify with that original record at that outlying 
county and then return it to Dr. Charles Harlan at the house. 

 
 (Tr. at 19)  Dr. Stephens testified that, because she had returned the files to Dr. Harlan, she 

believes that it had been his responsibility to return the files to the medical examiner’s office.  
(Tr. at 20) 
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6. Dr. Stephens testified that around August 5, 2005, after having relocated to the Cincinnati 

area, she had received a document entitled “Letter of Reprimand” from Thomas M. Miller, 
Assistant General Counsel for the Tennessee Department of Health.  The letter was dated 
July 27, 2005, but Dr. Stephens testified that it had been delayed because it had been 
mailed to her former address in Johnson City.  (Tr. at 25-26)   

 
 The Letter of Reprimand stated, in part,  
 

 The Department of Health’s investigation revealed that numerous documents, 
including, but not limited to, autopsy reports and crime scene photographs 
[footnote:  ‘not including those out of county cases returned to Dr. Charles 
Harlan at the home.’], in addition to human tissue specimens and several 
miscellaneous items from dozens of cases all relating to [Dr. Stephens’] 
former position as Assistant Medical Examiner, were discovered in [her] 
vacated, former personal residence.  This discovery was reported by a local 
news outlet on or about January 17, 2005. 

 
 (St. Ex. 2 at 2)  Moreover, the letter stated, 
 

 This letter is to serve as a proposed settlement of this matter in lieu of a notice 
of charges and formal hearing.  If you wish to accept this settlement, please 
sign where indicated on the last page and return to [Mr. Miller] by Friday, 
August 4, 2005.  However, if you wish to reject this settlement, you are 
entitled to a contested case hearing pursuant to [Tennessee law].   

 
 As a condition of this reprimand, you shall be required to pay forty-eight (48) 

Type C Civil Penalties in the amount of fifty dollars ($50.00) each, for a total 
amount of twenty-four hundred dollars ($2,400.00) plus the assessment of 
costs.  * * * 

 
* * * 

 
 Upon your acceptance of this reprimand, this reprimand shall be presented to 

the [Tennessee Board] for ratification.  If the [Tennessee] Board ratifies the 
reprimand it shall become final and placed in your official file.   

 
 (St. Ex. 2 at 3)  (Emphases in the original)  In the space provided, Dr. Stephens signed the 

letter accepting the reprimand.  Finally, the letter states that the Tennessee Board ratified 
the reprimand on September 20, 2005.  (St. Ex. 2 at 5)   

 
7. Dr. Stephens testified that she has paid the civil penalties and costs to the Tennessee Board.  

(Tr. at 37) 
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8. Dr. Stephens testified that she did not receive the Letter of Reprimand until after the 

August 4, 2005, deadline for responding.  At first she considered contesting the matter, and 
contacted a few attorneys she knew concerning representation, but none was able to take her 
case.  She further testified that she had recently moved out of state and started a new job, and 
was concerned that the time she would have to invest could jeopardize her new job.  
Dr. Stephens also acknowledged that peripheral blood smears are human tissue and that she 
could not argue with that allegation.  Dr. Stephens testified that she therefore contacted 
Mr. Miller, explained that she had not received the letter until the day following the response 
deadline, and that she was willing to accept the reprimand.  Mr. Miller agreed to accept the 
late response.  (Tr. at 25-29) 

 
 Dr. Stephens testified that she had asked that Mr. Miller remove from the factual allegations 

references to autopsy case files and photographs involving cases that did not occur in 
Davidson County, explaining that such files had been returned to the custodian of record, 
Dr. Harlan.  Dr. Stephens testified that the footnote in the Letter of Reprimand reflects that 
modification.  (St. Ex. 2 at 3; Resp. Ex. J; Tr. at 28-29) 

 
9. Dr. Stephens testified that, after accepting the reprimand, and because she was no longer 

living or working in Tennessee, she had requested that the Tennessee Board allow her to 
retire her license.  By notice dated October 5, 2005, the Tennessee Board acknowledged 
that it had placed her license in a retired status effective that date.  The notice further 
advised that, if Dr. Stephens “should wish to return to practice in Tennessee [she] must 
reinstate [her] license and submit the current year renewal fees.”  (Resp. Exs. B, C, and D; 
Tr. at 30-32) 

 
 

FINDINGS OF FACT 
 
On or about September 20, 2005, the Tennessee Board of Medical Examiners [Tennessee Board] 
ratified a Letter of Reprimand that had been accepted by Gretel Case Stephens, M.D., in lieu of a 
notice of charges and a formal hearing.  The underlying facts found by a Tennessee Department 
of Health investigation revealed that, among the items found in Dr. Stephens’ vacated, former 
personal residence were autopsy reports and crime scene photographs, not including those from 
out-of-county cases she had returned to her husband, Dr. Charles Harlan, the former Medical 
Examiner for Davidson County, Tennessee; human tissue specimens; and miscellaneous items 
from dozens of cases, all related to her former position as an Assistant Medical Examiner. 
 
Further, the Tennessee Board required, as a condition of the reprimand, that Dr. Stephens be 
required to pay forty-eight civil penalties, for a total amount of $2,400.00.   
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