












On 2/11/65, Source advised that on the previous date, 2/10/65, he, in company with [an unidentified individual] had…exhibited a motion picture which depicted deceased actress MARILYN MONROE committing a perverted act on an unknown male. According to Source, he claimed that former baseball star JOE DIMAGGIO in the past had offered him $25,000 for this film, it being the only one in existence, but that Source had refused the offer. The above is being furnished to the FBI Lab and the NYO [New York Office] for information purposes in the event reports are received from other divisions describing an obscene film which might be identical to above.
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Introduction




Whether we like to admit it or not, we all secretly enjoy reading the latest, salacious gossip about Britney and Kevin, Brad and An-gelina, and Paris and, well, whoever this week’s star attraction happens to be. But in addition to perusing the pages of the glossy magazines, or tuning into television’s nightly exposure fest of Hollywood’s finest, there is another avenue that allows us to learn all about the entertaining secrets of our heroes of TV, the big screen, and the stage. That avenue is called the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA).


A very useful piece of government-created legislation, the FOIA allows members of the public access to official files from agencies such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the military, and a host of others, if the government decides that those files can be released, of course. As will shortly become apparent, in those cases where agencies have declassified their surveillance records on the rich and the famous, the FOIA has provided us with a unique, insight-ful, intriguing, outrageous, sometimes hilarious, but always controversial look at the secret world of the celebrity.


For the most part, a person has to be in the unfortunate position of being dead before the government will reveal its once-secret files to the public. Therefore, it is likely to be several decades before we will get to learn which current pop princess secretly enjoys hot, lesbian action; which rocker is hanging out smoking pot with members of the Communist party; or which actor is having sex with the girlfriend of a Mafia bigwig. From the files of numerous government agencies that were compiled from the 1940s to the present day, however, we learn precisely these types of things, and much more besides, about some very big celebrities of the recent past.


The government’s motivation for their surveillance and interest in celebrities has been both wide and varied. In some cases, the celebrity spying was undertaken to find dirt on Hollywood’s finest; on other occasions it was to protect famous people who were friends with government officials. Racism and homophobia were unfortunate motivating factors at times, as was the suspicion that some stars were supporters of communism, or were even spying for Russia.


Celebrity Secrets answers some intriguing and notable questions, including: Why did the United States Navy have a file on acclaimed writer Jack Kerouac? Was Frank Sinatra really in league with the Mob? Was the FBI keeping former Beatle John Lennon under surveillance for years because it feared he was donating money to Irish terrorists? And what secrets lay behind the government’s interest in, among many others, Abbott and Costello, Marilyn Monroe, Rock Hudson, Mickey Mantle, Jimi Hendrix, Elvis Presley, and Andy Warhol? The revelations are startling, to say the least.





Note from the author


Unless otherwise stated, all the material in this book comes from officially declassified government files.
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Abbott and Costello





“Costello ‘had it running out of his ears.’”


Next to Laurel and Hardy, the most well loved comedic duo of the Golden Age of Hollywood was, for many people, Abbott and Costello. A brief FBI document of January 10, 1948, titled “Lou Costello, Information Concerning,” provides background on Costello and reveals how the two met and developed their career:





Lou Costello was born March 6, 1908, and was christened Louis Francis Costillo. While in his teens, he quit high school and began to work in a haberdashery, which job he soon quit to become an actor. His first attempts were unsuccessful and he then decided to become a prizefighter. Fourteen fights later he ended up on the West Coast where he became a Hollywood stunt man. He met Bud Abbott in 1929 at the Empire Theater in Brooklyn, when his regular straight man was taken ill. Bud agreed to substitute and they have been together ever since. They have played most of the burlesque and many of the vaudeville circuits together. Their first break came in 1938 when they were given a 10-minute spot on Kate Smith’s program. Their real success came when they began making movies in Hollywood. Since then they have made numerous pictures and their success is well known.





Indeed, their success was well known: having signed to Universal in 1939, Abbott and Costello went on to make a wealth of hit movies, including Buck Privates, In the Navy, and Hold That Ghost. At the height of their phenomenal career, however, Abbott and Costello had more than just faithful fans following their exploits and antics. None other than the all-powerful Federal Bureau of Investigation was secretly doing likewise. Indeed, declassified FBI memoranda on the pair are almost as entertaining as their cinematic output, albeit for very different reasons. Stories of covert wartime espionage, “lewd” girl-on-girl action, deep-running Mob ties, impressively huge porno collections, prostitution, and more all made their way to the desk of bureau head honcho J. Edgar Hoover after the duo caught the attention of government intelligence agents.


The first real inkling of FBI interest in Abbott and Costello surfaced in 1943, when, on February 23 of that year, Arthur H. Crowl, the special agent in charge of the bureau’s office at Springfield, Illinois, forwarded a highly unusual report to his boss Hoover and to the FBI Technical Laboratory titled: “BUD ABBOTT and LOU COSTELLO, Radio Program on February 4 And February 18, 1943. ESPIONAGE.”


According to Crowl, he had been recently contacted by a woman from Illinois who was described in the documentation “as writer of radio script and an author,” and who had come to the distinctly strange conclusion that Abbott and Costello were carefully and secretly inserting “key words” and phrases into their radio shows that, when correctly interpreted, could potentially be utilized for espionage purposes by unfriendly nations. Given that this was at the height of the Second World War, this could really only mean the Axis powers of Germany, Italy, and Japan. Declassified FBI files demonstrate that the woman had gone to truly extraordinary lengths to carefully record for the bureau’s Springfield office no less than eighty-five words and phrases that she believed were directly relevant to her distinctly odd theory. As Special Agent Crowl noted, those same words and phrases included:





“Fog,” “Boats,” “Rocky coastline,” “Kick in the France,” “Fire,” “South,” “Turn north quickly,” “Two weeks,” “High-powered boats,” “Dive bombers hit a rock,” “Hole in Boat,” “Army and Navy,” “Camel caravan,” “Telegram,” “Important,” “Platoon,” “Parachute,” “Cartographer,” “Rand McNally,” “T-Zone—Test,” “Dead of night,” “Twenty miles of desert,” “Egypt,” “Rommel,” “Sphinx,” “Battle,” “Moonlight,” “Guard”[and] “Eleven camps.”





Crowl further advised Hoover that the woman was “very nervous and upset over the long illness and loss of her husband,” that she was acquainted with “several government officials in Washington,” and more intriguing, that she was “distantly related to Mrs. Roosevelt, and assisted in preparing material for the President’s recent campaign.” Top secret messages and codes, international espionage, and even allegations of presidential links to the story inevitably led Hoover to take a keen and personal interest in the matter. However, after having done so, the crime-


fighter-in-chief came away hardly impressed by the woman’s so-called incriminating evidence, and he made this clear to Crowl two weeks later.


Stressing that the bureau could “draw no conclusion from the information furnished concerning her reliability,” Hoover explained to the Springfield office that “although she has furnished eighty-five key words, she has furnished definitions of only twelve of these words. From the information furnished the Bureau does not understand how or why [she] chose the words contained in the list, labeling them key words, and was only able to give definitions of a small fraction of these.” Hoover also rightly noted that selecting such “key words” in such a haphazard fashion “could be similarly applied to practically any radio program.” Hoover’s final word on the affair was: “No further action is being taken by the Bureau in this matter.”


One and a half years after this particularly bizarre episode, the FBI was still carefully watching both Abbott and Costello, but by this time allegations of wartime espionage had been replaced by a plethora of other issues. This is made abundantly clear in a bureau report of 1944 that focused its attention on Costello’s private life:





In October of 1944 during the course of an investigation of a purported ring of obscene motion picture operators in Hollywood, information was received that the best-known customers for obscene film in Hollywood were Red Skelton, Lou Costello, George Raft and others. One informant, who, it has been shown, tends to exaggerate the facts, said that Lou Costello had the largest library of obscene film in Hollywood. The informant remarked that Costello “had it running out of his ears.”





Somewhat amusingly, while J. Edgar Hoover was privately looking at Lou Costello with distinctly disapproving eyes, at a public level he pretended to be a big fan of the man and his partner, Bud Abbott. “On February 28, 1946,” according to an FBI internal memorandum, “the Director wrote a letter to Abbott and Costello in Beverly Hills, stating that he had the pleasure of listening to their radio program the preceding night and enjoyed their play on words on the meaning of the FBI. Costello answered this letter on March 8, 1946, and invited the Director to be his guest at lunch should he come to California.” Hoover declined the invitation.


Of greater concern to the FBI, however, was the fact that bureau agents had learned that Lou Costello had disturbing links with some distinctly dangerous characters within the dark and feared world of organized crime. On October 22, 1946, the Los Angeles FBI office had informed Hoover that Costello had then recently “requested assistance” from a New Jersey-based crime lord who was going to secretly arrange for a “hoodlum” in Los Angeles to “take care of” a man who was apparently “making a play for Mrs. Costello.”


In monitoring the situation, the FBI learned that Costello had been given a guarantee that the matter would be “handled” to Costello’s satisfaction, and that the unnamed Casanova would “cause no further trouble.” Given the fact that Costello was later told that the man hadn’t been “touched,” it seems reasonable to assume that, at the very least, the fear of God was placed in him by the criminal underworld. Ominously, however, Costello’s criminal contact elaborated that if stern words were ultimately not enough to convince the man to leave Costello’s wife alone, and “additional trouble” loomed on the horizon, he would “hurt him.”


“What a tie-up to the underworld,” Hoover noted, in a handwritten response to the story. The available FBI files contain no further data on this episode, which strongly suggests that whoever the man “making a play for Mrs. Costello” was, he wisely decided to back off.


Although Lou Costello was fully determined to ensure that his wife did not play away from home, those rules seemingly did not apply to the Hollywood funnyman himself. The FBI knew that the comedian was more than partial to a bit of girl-on-girl action when he was out of town on business. In December 1946, and “during the course of the investigation of a White Slave Traffic Act case in the Portland Division,” the FBI learned that “two prostitutes put on a lewd performance for Lou Costello, the movie actor, while he was in Portland in connection with the premiere of a motion picture. The girls were paid $50 apiece for their part in the show.” Four months later, on April 17, 1947, the FBI uncovered information to the effect that Lou Costello was a member of a “local Italian-American Citizens Committee” that “planned a banquet for Ferruccio Parri, the non-Communist former premier of Italy.” Interestingly, the FBI noted that Parri was touring the United States under the sponsorship of the American Society for Cultural Relationships with Italy, an organization that, according to the FBI, was “under investigation at the present time as a Communist front.”


The following year, 1948, the pair really hit it big with their movie, Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein—a movie that remains a true favorite among aficionados. That movie also led to a series of highly successful spin-offs, including Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy, and Abbott and Costello Meet the Wolf Man. Their television series, The Abbott and Costello Show, aired in 1952, and the pair continued to work together through 1957, when they amicably went their separate ways.


The FBI’s surveillance continued, however. Like his partner Lou Costello, Bud Abbott also had a great fondness for porno flicks and also possessed a truly huge collection of such movies, something that is borne out by the FBI memorandum of March 5, 1958, titled “Bud Abbott, Interstate Transport of Obscene Matter:”





On 3/3/58 Los Angeles PD [Police Department], advised that a police informant furnished information to the effect that Bud ABBOTT, the well known motion picture and TV star, is a collector of pornography and allegedly has 1,500 reels of obscene motion pictures which he shows in his home where he has a projector of his own. The police informant was approached by ABBOTT to furnish some girls for a private party he is having at an early date.





On 3/4/58 [the police informant] advised he had received no further specific date as to when the party is to be held but stated that Vice intends raiding the party when and if it is held and will confiscate all films they are able to find in their search incidental to their arrests.


Although Abbott is an alleged collector and there is not an allegation of interstate transportation of this matter, a case is being opened in this office as a control file to follow and report to the Bureau information coming to the attention of this office through police liaison with Vice, LAPD. [The police informant] is well aware of the Bureau’s interest in this category and any films obtained will be submitted to the FBI Lab for examination and comparison purposes.





This affair ultimately fizzled out, however, and while fans always hoped that the duo of Abbott and Costello would reunite, it was not to be. Lou Costello died from heart failure in 1959 at the tragically young age of fifty-one, and Bud Abbott passed away from cancer in 1974. But hot sex, porn, Mob links, and international espionage would become all-


too-familiar themes to the FBI as it delved into the lives of Hollywood’s glitterati.
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Jack Kerouac





“He imagines in his mind whole symphonies.”


Born in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1922, Jean-Louis “Jack” de Kerouac was the youngest of three children in a Franco-American family and became arguably the finest of those writers that defined the so-called Beat Generation of the postwar era. Kerouac had attended both Catholic and public schools and earned himself a football scholarship to Columbia University, New York City, where he mixed with such luminaries as Neal Cassady, Allen Ginsberg, and William S. Burroughs. After a year, however, Kerouac quit school and joined the merchant marine, ultimately embarking upon the numerous and varied wanderings and road trips that not only defined his life, but also his career as a writer—a career that ultimately inspired and captured the imaginations of millions of like-minded souls across the planet.


While Kerouac’s legacy will continue to live on for as long as people devour the written word, the United States Navy has also left us something that is destined to ensure that the legend of this unique wordsmith will always be with us: military medical records from Kerouac’s brief time with the navy’s reserve in the early 1940s before he joined the merchant marine. Like Kerouac’s books, the once-secret documents in question chronicle the life of a man with an infinitely complex mind, a mountain of inner struggles, a wealth of emotional turmoil, and a tortured soul that could never, ever rest.


A 1943 document prepared by staff at the National Naval Medical Center, Bethesda, Maryland, and titled “John Louis Kerouac Admitted from U.S. Naval Hospital, Newport, R.I., ‘Constitutional Psychopathic State’” reveals some notable facts about the twenty-one-year-old Kerouac’s personality and state of mind:





A review of this patient’s health record reveals that at recruit examination he was recognized as sufficiently abnormal to warrant trial duty status, and that during this period, neuropsychiatric examination disclosed auditory hallucinations, ideas and reference of suicide, and a rambling, grandiose, philosophical manner. At the Naval Hospital this patient appeared to be restless, apathetic, seclusive [sic] and described experiences which were interpreted to be visual and auditory hallucinations. The diagnosis Dementia Praecox was established and upon the approved recommendation of a Board of Medical Survey, the patient was transferred to this hospital, arriving here on May 20, 1943.





As a result of the “visual and auditory hallucinations,” a careful study of Kerouac’s character was conducted while he was in the care of the navy’s medical experts. Interestingly, Kerouac was quick to deny assertions that he was suffering from such hallucinations, asserting that they were merely “echo effects in his mind of conversations he had had previously.” However, the navy’s records continued to paint a notable portrait of Kerouac:





According to the patient, he had made a very poor adjustment in school and in work. He impulsively left school because he felt too stilted [sic] and held back in there. Without any particular training or background, this patient, just prior to his enlistment, enthusiastically embarked upon the writing of novels. He sees nothing unusual in this activity. Physical and neurological examinations are negative and mental examination reveals no gross evidence of psychosis. At a Staff Conference on June 2, 1943, the diagnosis was changed to Constitutional Psychopathic State, Schizoid Personality, it being unanimously agreed that this patient has shown strong schizoid trends which have bordered upon but which have not yet reached the level of psychosis, but which render him unfit for service. His discharge from service is recommended. This patient is considered fully competent to be discharged into his own custody. He is not considered to be a menace to himself or to others and is not likely to become a public charge.





We may never know to what extent Kerouac was really plagued by inner voices in his early twenties, but perhaps wisely Kerouac was keen to play down this aspect of his character and was very reluctant to discuss such matters. A “Medical History” document of April 2, 1943, prepared by Lieutenant J. J. O’Connell, adds to our understanding and appreciation of the man himself. “He complained of headaches and asked for aspirin,” said O’Connell, adding that Kerouac had informed him, “They diagnosed me Dementia Pracecox and sent me here. I was frank with them. I was in a series of ventures and I knew they’d look them up; like getting fired from jobs and getting out of college.”


And it did not help Kerouac’s position when he advised O’Connell that he was not suited to the military lifestyle and regime: “I just cannot stand it; I like to be by myself.” Indeed, a note-to-file from O’Connell added: “He was in the Merchant Marine and was fired because he was bucking everybody.” From his conversations with Kerouac, O’Connell was able to determine that the writer’s mother was “nervous,” his father “emotional,” and that at the age of fourteen Kerouac “had a sex contact with a 32 year old woman which upset him somewhat.” O’Connell also added that while Kerouac’s appearance was “neat,” and he was always “cooperative,” he was “inclined to exaggerate.” O’Connell closed his report on Kerouac in a highly descriptive fashion: “He imagines in his mind whole symphonies; he can hear every note; he sees printed pages of words.”


In an interview with medical personnel on April 23, 1943, Kerouac grudgingly conceded that, “I get nervous in an emotional way but I’m not nervous enough to get a discharge. I don’t hear voices talking to me from nowhere but I have a photographic picture before my eyes; when I go to sleep and I hear music playing I know I shouldn’t have told the psychiatrist that, but I wanted to be frank.”


No one who has ever read any of Kerouac’s work could accuse him of being anything other than devastatingly open and honest when it came to describing his life, his loves, his adventures, and his experiences on the road. And a series of notes attached to the file provides yet further insights into the unique world and mind of Jack Keroauc:





Patient’s father, Leo A. Kerouac, states that his son has been “boiling” for a long time. Has always been seclusive [sic], stubborn, head strong, resentful of authority and advice, being unreliable, unstable and undependable…Feels that he has improved. His nervousness had decreased. The first impression that the doctors got of him was incorrect, he states, for he did not take them seriously. Likes the sea and will join the Merchant Marine if he can get out of the Navy…Interested in world affairs and political theory. Is gregarious. Has many boy friends. Mother believes him heterosexual but interest in girls shallow. Broods when unhappy or lonely.


In a section of the document titled “Family History,” a wealth of further fascinating data on Kerouac and his family was revealed:





Father, French-Canadian birth, living and well, works as a printer, and has always been a pal of the patient’s—“more like a big brother.” He has worked as a printer most of his life. During the depression years, was on WPA for a time. In 1941, lost his job because his employers wanted him to send his boy to Boston College whereas the boy had already registered at Columbia University. Since then has obtained other satisfactory employment but according to the patient the father feels that the whole town is “against” the family.


Mother, 48, living and well, closely attached to patient. Also French-Canadian by birth. Sister, 24, divorced just recently joined the WAAC’s. At 18 she married a man of 30 but divorced him after one year. Because of this she was considered the “black sheep” of the family. Patient remarks that in years past he was the favored child but that recently his role has been reversed so that he is now looked upon as the “black sheep.”


Developmental: Denies enuresis, somnambulism, temper-tantrums, nail-biting, etc.


Pre illness personality: Patient enjoyed company of others, but also had periods when he would want to be by himself. Patient believes a change in his personality occurred when he left Columbia.


Sexual and Marital: Has masturbated up until one year ago. Enjoys rather promiscuous relationships with girl friends and is boastful of this. No apparent conflicts over sexual activity noted.


Habits: Enjoys reading and writing. He did enjoy athletics very much and practiced regularly. More recently however is chiefly interested in writing. No drug habits. Has drunken sprees once or twice a year lasting about one week.


On May 20, 1943, an updated summary of the navy’s medical assessment of Kerouac was prepared, after it had become abundantly clear that Kerouac and the navy were destined to part ways in the very near future:





The patient was readmitted 4-2-43 to the sick list at the U.S. Naval Training Station, Newport, RI, because at recruitment he exhibited vague, disconnected thoughts. He has been fired from every job he had except newspaper reporting. The latter was for a small paper at $15 per week, which he quit. He has been discharged from steamship job, garage job and waiter job. He is irresponsible not caring. He found it difficult to adjust to the recruit-training program “because of the regimentation and discipline.”





Naval medical experts were careful to add that Kerouac had been “cooperative ever since his admission to this hospital,” adding that he was, “well-dressed, neat, tidy and appears to be in excellent physical condition. Although alert and attentive most of the time, occasionally he appears somewhat manneristic [sic] and preoccupied. He gives all information readily and does not appear to be evasive, although a moderate amount of circumstantiality [sic] is noted.”


The navy then turned its attentions to Kerouac’s plans to embark upon a career as a writer:





Patient describes his writing ambitions. He has written several novels, one when he was quite young, another just prior to joining the service, and one he is writing now. Patient states he believes he might have been nervous when in boot camp because he had been working too hard just prior to induction. He had been writing a novel, in the style of James Joyce, about his own hometown, and averaging approximately 16 hours daily in an effort to get it down. This was an experiment and he doesn’t intend to publish. At present he is writing a novel about his experiences in the Merchant Marine. Patient is very vague in describing all these activities. There seems to be an artistic factor in his thinking when discussing his theories of writing and philosophy. Patient believes he quit football for same reason he couldn’t get along in Navy, he can’t stand regulations, etc.





From an individual described as an “outside source,” the navy learned more about Kerouac’s complex character: “This patient has had marked conflicts about his religion. He is trying to resolve, according to his parents, a religious philosophy that will be satisfactory to himself. Also he tends to brood a good deal.” Then, finally, on June 2, 1943, the navy’s conclusions on Kerouac came to the fore. Stressing that Kerouac was still showing strong “schizoid trends,” the official verdict and recommendation was summed up in twelve concise words: “He is considered unfit for the service and his discharge is recommended.”


And thus ended the short military career of Apprentice Seaman John Louis Kerouac, United States Naval Reserve. But the life of Beat writer Jack Kerouac had barely begun. Kerouac’s first novel, The Town and the City, was published in 1950. However, he is perhaps most widely identified with On the Road, which was published in 1957 and which went on to make Kerouac one of the most controversial and cherished writers of his era. But it was his classic Big Sur that brought to the fore Kerouac’s infinitely complex character, and his many anxieties, hopes, dreams, and thoughts on women, religion, death, living life to its fullest, friendship, the nature and purpose of human existence, spirituality—and a whole lot more.


In Big Sur, Kerouac wrote: “My work comprises one vast book like Proust’s except that my remembrances are written on the run instead of afterwards in a sick bed. Because of the objections of my early publishers I was not allowed to use the same personae names in each work. On the Road, The Subterraneans, The Dharma Bums, Doctor Sax, Maggie Cassidy, Tristessa, Desolation Angels, Visions of Cody, and the others including this book Big Sur are just chapters in the whole work which I call The Duluoz Legend. In my old age, I intend to collect all my work and reinsert my pantheon of uniform names, leave the long shelf of books there, and die happy.”


Sadly, and perhaps inevitably, it was not to be. A keen lover of the grape at the best of times, by middle age Kerouac, once the proud, handsome, athletic football star that made the girls’ hearts beat faster, had turned into an overweight alcoholic. Kerouac died prematurely in St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1969 at the age of forty-seven following a massive, alcohol-induced abdominal hemorrhage.


It is fitting to close this tale with the words of poet, novelist, and biographer, Aram Saroyan: “Jack Kerouac was the American hero in looks and deeds who dared to have a series of long, tender nervous breakdowns in the prose of his dozen or so books. His work at its best brought something of the luminous pleasures of the French Impressionists into American writing, and something too of the brooding syntactic circuitry of Proust. Above all, he was a tender writer. It would be hard to find a mean-spirited word about anybody in all his writing.”
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Errol Flynn





“He is generally regarded in


Hollywood circles as a ‘wolf.’”


For people with a love and appreciation of cinematic history, the late actor, Errol Flynn, was the ultimate swashbuckling star of the 1940s. In movies such as The Adventures of Robin Hood, Captain Blood, The Adventures of Don Juan, and The Charge of the Light Brigade, Flynn earned his reputation as a force to be reckoned with in Hollywood, and became one of the most loved and admired screen stars of that bygone era. Behind the glossy, celluloid image that Flynn was careful to cultivate, however, there existed a far more intriguing, secretive, and controversial persona.


From the previously classified files of numerous government, intelligence, and military agencies, comes a truly astonishing body of data on Flynn that covers such controversial issues as allegations of rape, extortion attempts, Hollywood scandal, and most intriguing of all, links with both wartime Nazi spies and the Cold War-era activities of Cuba’s Fidel Castro. It’s no wonder that Flynn’s FBI file alone runs to almost four hundred pages.

[image: 18]


Errol Leslie Thomson Flynn was born on June 20, 1909. He arrived in Hollywood in the early part of 1935, having traveled from Tasmania via New Guinea, London, and New York. Even at that stage, Flynn was embroiled in controversy: his departure from New Guinea, for example, was hastened by the fact that a warrant had been issued for his arrest on charges of illegally procuring native labor. He was twenty-six years of age and in the prime of his life. Not surprisingly, for someone thrust into the Hollywood lifestyle of fame, fortune, and glamour, Flynn lived life to the fullest: wine, women, and adventure were the order of the day, both on and off screen.


At times, however, Flynn’s adrenaline-driven lifestyle of nonstop parties, drugs, and booze went too far even for him. Declassified police records demonstrate that during the latter part of 1942, Flynn was accused of unlawful sexual intercourse with a striking seventeen-year-old blonde named Betty Hansen. According to Hansen, Flynn had raped her at the Bel-Air home of one of his friends, Freddie McEvoy. Hansen’s graphic testimony was presented in Los Angeles County Court on January 14, 1943, along with that of another girl, Peggy LaRue Satterlee, who was also alleging rape by Flynn. But records show that the allegations were summarily thrown out, and Flynn lived to fight another day. His problems, however, had barely begun.


It was during this period in his life and career that Flynn received the first of two extortion notes that found their way to the FBI’s Technical Laboratory. The first note, sent only weeks after the rape controversy had died down, advised Flynn that if he “valued [his] life and career” he was to “send ten thousand dollars in cash wrapped in a small package” to a particular drop-off point, which was a malt shop in San Bernardino, California. Obviously concerned, Flynn contacted the authorities, and the declassified records show that the FBI made a detailed study of both the letter and its contents. Not only that, but FBI agents and local police initiated a stakeout of this malt shop.


As demanded by the extortion note, a package was duly left at the malt shop on the day in question, and the FBI patiently waited for its quarry to come along. All involved in the entrapment were utterly amazed, however, when the person turned out to be a thirteen-year-old boy named Billy Seamster. According to the FBI’s files, young Billy was a fan of Flynn’s and he maintained, rather weakly, that he had really only wanted the movie star’s autograph. For their part, both the FBI and the police decided not to prosecute Billy because of his young age. In April 1943, Flynn received yet another extortion note. This time, however, it bore all of the hallmarks of something far more serious than a schoolboy prank.





MR FLYNN!!!! If you know what is good for you, you will pay attention to the girls you raped. I know you did it. You cannot fool me, so you better fork over some dough. Put your answer in the BOSTON DAILY RECORD. Put it near WEINCHELL [sic] column and just say anything but give a hint you received this and in a week if you don’t want trouble. Get what I mean chum. Be hearing from you don’t forget a week from today. That will be April 29 and then I will send you your instructions on where and when to leave the money and how much. Do not worry it will not be over $15,000 for that’s all I need to skip town.





Again, the FBI launched an extensive investigation through the bureau’s Los Angeles office, with a wealth of assistance provided by FBI special agents in Boston, and by local police. Once more, the perpetrator was ultimately caught and revealed this time to be one Robert Street, a mental patient then on parole from the Medfield State Hospital. But far worse things were to come for Flynn.


Additional official memoranda of 1943 show that during this same time frame, none other than FBI boss J. Edgar Hoover was out for Flynn’s blood. Hoover wanted him charged under the White Slave Traffic Act because of a trip to Mexico Flynn had made with an eighteen-year-old girl named Nora Eddington (who would later become his wife) that Hoover and the FBI felt was not entirely innocent in nature. As the FBI stated in a wonderfully antiquated style on August 27, 1943: “The Bureau files maintain fragmentary information in connection with National Defense cases which attributed to Flynn a rather depraved character. Information in these files reflect that he is generally regarded in Hollywood circles as a ‘wolf’ who delights in achieving intimacies with young innocent girls.”


Once again, however, the Teflon-like Flynn succeeded in escaping prosecution, as the following memorandum to FBI headquarters made clear: “Flynn and the girl have returned from Mexico: it is pretty much of a personal escapade and that [sic] the girl went to Mexico in company with Flynn with the consent of her parents.”


Hollywood scandal was one thing, but darker allegations linked Flynn with something far more sinister: namely, deep connections to wartime Nazi spies. Flynn authority Charles Higham has stated: “I spoke to Colonel William E. Williamson, former director of demilitarization procedures in Japan under General [Douglas] MacArthur…. Williamson had done his own research at the Pentagon and State Department and the CIA…and had learned that Errol was a spy for the Nazis on a major scale.” Also, nightclub owner, and friend of Flynn’s, Johnny Meyer told Higham: “I believe Errol was not merely in touch with the Nazis in San Francisco but was actively aiding and abetting them.” And the alleged links do not end there.


It is a matter of official record that one of Flynn’s girlfriends was Gertrude Anderson, a key Nazi agent who was the subject of deep FBI surveillance. According to Charles Higham, Flynn’s friend Freddie McEvoy, at whose home Flynn was alleged to have raped Betty Hansen, had been under investigation as a possible collaborator with the Nazis. In the years leading up to the Second World War, he was involved in U-boat refueling operations. Interestingly, the government’s files on Flynn include transcripts of telephone conversations between Flynn and McEvoy that were monitored by the wartime Office of Censorship.


Of particular note is a document that can be found within the Office of Censorship’s files on Flynn that is dated December 14, 1942, and titled “American Film Actor Reported Associating with German Agent in Mexico.” This document details the testimony of an unnamed informant who had provided the office with some intriguing material:





Writer, after telling of three weeks spent in Acapulco…adds, Errol Flynn came up to the hotel for drinks a couple of evenings bringing his girl along—Hilda Kruger, leading German spy here, arranged the date for him. An associate of hers, another Nazi suspect, gave Errol Flynn and Frederik McEvoy as references while spending time in California.





Most controversial of all, however, was Flynn’s friendship with a certain Dr. Hermann Frederick Erben. Born on November 15, 1897, in Vienna, Austria, Erben was described in Lionel Godfrey’s The Life and Crimes of Errol Flynn, as “a specialist in tropical diseases.” Indeed, he was. However, he was much more, according to Flynn authority Charles Higham, who described Erben as “one of the most important and ingenious Nazi agents.”


Erben had graduated from the State High School, Vienna, in 1915, and between that year and 1918 had served with the Austrian army, before being honorably discharged as a first lieutenant. Eight years later, Erben received a fellowship to study in the United States, and while there was granted an immigration visa. In 1927 he was licensed to practice medicine and surgery in Louisiana, and the following year he was also licensed for the state of Washington. But what of Erben’s friendship with Flynn? The files of the Intelligence Detachment Screening Center make for eye-opening reading:


1932: [Erben] went via the Far East to New Guinea on another scientific expedition, which was financed by himself. On this trip he met the film star Errol Flynn and became a very close friend of same. 1937: [Erben] returned from South America and in the same year he and his friend Errol Flynn embarked in New York for London and went via Paris. Being in London [Erben] volunteered with a British ambulance unit, which was committed for the loyalists in Spain. Errol Flynn also went as a journalist and unofficial observer to Spain. After 20 days in Spain, subject went to Vienna and from there to Canton, China.





Erben had a darker side, too. American authorities were able to confirm that he had worked as a Nazi agent during the Second World War. Details of this startling fact can be found within the files of the Intelligence Detachment Screening Center, and specifically in the pages of a document titled Subject Accepted the Job as German Intelligence Agent: “[Erben] claims that he accepted the proposition to become a German intelligence agent, fully conscious of the fact that at the present, he was still an American citizen, and thus subject to the penalty of high treason. [Erben] admits that he was not forced or coerced to accept the job.” Needless to say, because of his close friendship with Erben, Flynn was interviewed by FBI agents who subsequently prepared a two-page report, from which the following is extracted:





Mr. FLYNN at the outset of the interview, admitted being acquainted with Dr ERBEN and regarded him highly. They have been acquainted for about ten years and have traveled extensively together all over the world. Mr. FLYNN stated that heretofore ERBEN had been very much opposed to Nazism and communism and from what he, FLYNN, knows of his background, he does not believe ERBEN would now be a devout Nazi.


The FBI and the IDSC were not the only ones watching the activities of Flynn and Erben. The wartime Office of Strategic Services, a precursor to the CIA, was doing likewise. The OSS stated starkly in its files on the men that “Erben tried to return to the United States as a repatriate. We believe that if he had been successful in so doing, he would have been acting in the United States as an agent of the German government. Erben’s only contact in the United States was Errol Flynn. We know of absolutely no other contact with Dr Erben there.”


The British Daily Telegraph newspaper uncovered highly disturbing data, too, concerning Flynn’s relationship with Erben: “Declassified files held by the CIA show that, in an intercepted letter in September 1933, Flynn wrote to Erben: ‘A slimy Jew is trying to cheat me…. I do wish we could bring Hitler over hereto teach these Isaacs a thing or two. The bastards have absolutely no business probity or honor whatsoever.’”


And as the Daily Telegraph added: “The letter, if genuine, certainly shows anti-Semitism, which was common at the time, but defenders say that Flynn, writing before he was famous and having lost money on a business deal, was not expressing a deep commitment to Nazism. Hitler had only just come to power and the true horror of his policies had yet to be revealed.”


This may well be so. In December 2000, the Daily Telegraph revealed that it had learned that the British government’s Home Office department possessed still classified documents “dispelling claims” that Flynn was a “Nazi sympathizer” and that, in reality, confirmed he had offered his services during the Second World War to British intelligence.


Harry Cohen, a Labor Member of the British Parliament, petitioned Jack Straw, then home secretary of the British government, to declassify the files. Cohen told the Telegraph: “I think there now has to be a great deal of doubt about suggestions that Flynn was a Nazi spy. On the contrary, I think he was probably used by the security services in this country. More likely he was taken up by the British security services towards the end of the war. I know the Home Office has documents on him, which should be released to the public.”


Flynn authority Charles Higham uncovered data suggesting that the British government’s files on Flynn had more to do with perceived pro-Nazi connections. In Higham’s own words: “In early 1980, I was interviewed about Flynn for an American radio program. One of the callers who took part was a woman called Anne Lane…. She said that she had worked from 1946 to 1951 for theMI5 chief Sir Percy Sillitoe…. Lane had been in charge of the Flynn dossier, which she described clearly as a beige, redribboned [sic] concertina file stamped ‘MOST SECRET.’


“The file,” added Higham, “revealed that Flynn had been under surveillance by both MI5 and MI6 since 1934, when he made pro-Nazi remarks at a party in Mayfair. Flynn had also been monitored by British intelligence at a Paris meeting in 1937 with high-ranking German officials and the Duke of Windsor, a meeting clearly inimical to British interests….”


So much for Flynn’s still unresolved and decidedly mysterious wartime activities. But what of the final years of the man’s life? Declassified files from the late 1950s that originated with the State Department, tell an intriguing story. By now, Flynn’s roller-coaster lifestyle had completely and utterly ravaged his once healthy, athletic body. The heartthrob star of the late 1930s and 1940s had, by the 1950s, become a pathetic shadow of his former self. Racked with illness, a drug-and alcohol-dependent Flynn had lost his position as the number one Hollywood box office draw but not his uncanny knack for attracting controversy at an official level.


In 1959, the State Department recorded the details of its surveillance of Flynn’s activities while he was on the island of Cuba:





Fidel Castro has asked Errol Flynn, movie actor, to suggest someone who might be able to take over the Sans Souci gambling casino…. Flynn is modestly displaying a minor leg wound these days which he says was inflicted by government bullets while he was roving with a rebel band last week. Flynn told a press conference here that he had been out three times since Christmas with rebel raiders in the service of Fidel Castro, whom he has known for eight years.





Only months later, Flynn’s past finally caught up with him. On October 14, 1959, he died of a heart attack in Vancouver, Canada, at the all-too-young age of fifty. According to the coroner’s report, Flynn’s death was attributed to “coronary thrombosis of the arteries, degeneration of the liver and infection of the lower intestines.”


Despite the fact that the many and varied files declassified by the FBI, the State Department, the Office of Strategic Services, the Office of Censorship, and the Intelligence Detachment Screening Center all throw intriguing light on Flynn’s career, his wild times, his links with Nazi spies, his time spent covering the Spanish Civil War, his connections to Fidel Castro, and much more, it is fair to say that in some ways those same files, fragmentary as they are when it comes to stating with certainty that Flynn was in league with the Nazis, only serve to deepen the mystery of his truly extraordinary private life. Errol Flynn was, without doubt, enigmatic to the very end.
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