
INTRODUCTION

Because of space limitations in my book, I could not include all the information that may
be of interest to readers about the six-year (and continuing) investigation I have
conducted of the handling of Natalie Wood’s case by the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s
Department (LASD) and the Los Angeles County Department of Medical
Examiner-Coroner (coroner’s office).

There were thousands of pages of letters, court pleadings and public records generated
in my effort to use the federal Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) to obtain U.S. Coast
Guard records and the California Public Records Act (CPRA) to obtain records from the
sheriff, coroner and Los Angeles County Executive Office. But I only included some of the
most interesting and revealing that demonstrate how law enforcement officers, agency
officials and others relentlessly obstructed my efforts to learn the truth.

And I thought I would show you the lengths people went to prevent me from exposing
the fraud and deception that has been used by some people in the printed media and
publishing business over the past 40 years to manipulate the facts and sensationalize
pieces of evidence and events.

Production companies and media publishing companies tried to obtain what I
discovered by making promises they never intended to keep. They failed, but it was
disappointing to witness. Furthermore, after Natalie’s death, certain authors worked with
the LASD who thereafter obstructed me and others from getting fair access to
information and records the LASD shared with them.

The same agency employees also worked with writers and the TV media to attempt to
upstage my book publication. Some of the scheming was addressed in my book
(Chapter 19), but there were other instances of people playing favorites in an effort to
keep certain authors as “the authorities” on Natalie’s case. I have my suspicions about
why this occurred, but I will keep those to myself for the time being.

THE BEGINNING

Following my instincts and training as a prosecutor, I set out on a trail that led in the
direction of the only logical homicide suspect—Natalie’s husband Robert J. Wagner Jr.
My object was simple. I wanted to corral as much of the truth as I could and present it in
a logical, straightforward fashion. Next, I wanted to see if there was any credible evidence
out there that would suggest Natalie’s death was in fact a homicide and, if so, the
identity of the culprit.



Finally, I wanted to know, Why? Doesn’t the answer to that question most always lead to
the perpetrator of any crime? Some people kill just to kill. But there is still a reason—be it
mental illness, terror or revenge. I have successfully defended many people in court on
the basis of lack of motive, and I have convicted people as a federal prosecutor with that
same type of evidence.

Official files surrounding the investigation had been concealed in agency archives for
decades. After reading Suzanne Finstad’s 2001 book Natasha: The Biography of Natalie
Wood in 2015, I knew in my gut something was not right, including her portrayal of the
evidence as pointing in the direction of accidental death. So, I outlined a strategy and
gathered as many official records as I could online. And each time I found something,
there was always a question about it—Was it complete, altered or unofficial?

Then I researched the California Public Records Act. All 50 states have public records laws
that allow the public to request documents from state and local governments. You need
to read the entire law for the state you are interested in and look at court cases
interpreting that law, because some states, like Arkansas, limit access to current citizens
of the state. After satisfying myself that California had no such limitation, I sent CPRA
requests to the LASD and the coroner’s office for their files on Natalie Wood’s death.

I want to add a footnote here. Before sending the CPRA requests, I wrote to Finstad and
Sam Kashner, the author of an article about Natalie that appeared in Vanity Fair
magazine in 2000. I wanted to see if they would share the LASD and coroner files they
purportedly used to write their respective stories. I did not receive the courtesy of a
response from either of them.

Furthermore, as stated in my book, I gave all three men aboard the yacht the night
Natalie went missing—Wagner, Christopher Walken and Dennis Davern—an opportunity
to talk with me. Likewise, there was no response or cooperation.

I knew going in some of the records were probably protected under California law, even
though I seriously doubted there was still an active investigation as the LASD would
claim. But I was also confident that both agencies had waived any claims of exemption
when their agents/employees gave records access to Finstad, Kashner, freelance writer
Marti Rulli, chief pathologist Dr. Thomas T. Noguchi and coroner’s consultant Paul Miller.
None of those people were state employees or agents at the time of the disclosures, but
four out of five were making money selling presumptive facts about Natalie’s death.



When the agencies stonewalled my repeated requests for disclosure, I sued to access
critical records and photographs. When the litigation ended, I had uncovered many
details concerning Natalie’s death that had been hidden from public view for decades.

I also explored the existence of a cover-up in 1981 and the LASD’s motives for reopening
Natalie’s investigation in 2011. But my solitary mission was to aid the public in
understanding why Natalie’s death happened and permit facts and reasonable
inferences to guide my readers’ judgments on who, if anyone, was responsible for her
death.

Approaching the investigation like an actual criminal probe, I feel I have presented a
hard-hitting, take-no-prisoners account of what likely transpired on Catalina Island
during Thanksgiving weekend 1981 and what the authorities did about it in 1981 and 2011.

THE FIRST CPRA CASE

I did not want to represent myself in my lawsuits. It is a difficult thing to do successfully.
So, I did some research on 10 California lawyers who I believed had experience in CPRA
litigation. I sent them an email outlining the issues and explaining that I wanted to
associate with local counsel to assist me. When I was in private practice, I used to do that
from time to time as a courtesy to my fellow out-of-state lawyers. I only billed for
out-of-pocket expenses. The agreement was usually that they would do most of the work
and I would ensure things were shepherded through the court procedurally. Most of the
time, my associates or paralegals would handle the filings.

I received one response. One out of ten! Of course, I was very disappointed by the lack of
respect and courtesy. In fact, I was shocked. The attorney who did respond practiced law
in a city 350 miles from Los Angeles, so it was not very practical for her to help me. But
she did give me some good suggestions, and I appreciated her help. After that, I had my
assistant contact two more lawyers. One wanted $450 per hour with a $5,000 retainer,
and the other wanted $500 per hour and a $10,000 retainer. They also did not want my
assistance, even though I had more public records act trial experience than they did. So, I
decided to do it myself. Frankly, I believed I could present an effective case without local
counsel.

∞∞∞∞

From the beginning, I was baffled by the legal maneuvers over representation by Los
Angeles County Counsel. After filing suit, I had been communicating with the Office of
County Counsel over service of process on the respondents—the sheriff and coroner.



County Counsel was insisting I spend several hundred dollars to serve the county in
person as required under the Code of Civil Procedure. A lawful option existed where
respondents could accept service by registered mail or County Counsel could accept
service on behalf of the county.

The insistence on my engaging in an expensive and captious exercise made my first
encounter with county representatives most unpleasant. Personal service was a
complete waste of time and money—my time and money. By being unreasonably
disagreeable, it forced me to hire professional process servers to perform the task.

County Counsel has its offices in the Late Moderne designed, “lavishly appointed”
Kenneth Hahn Hall of Administration in the Civic Center district of downtown Los
Angeles. According to County Counsel’s website at the time, the deputy attorneys are
government employees paid by the taxpayers of Los Angeles County to represent “the
Board of Supervisors, the County and its departments/agencies on legal issues and in
litigation involving complex issues of public agency and civil law.”

Mary Wickham, County Counsel during my lawsuits, says her office “is one of the largest
municipal civil law offices in the country, with more than 300 attorneys and 500
employees.” (It now has 600 employees.) Wickham also boasts, “We have consistently
enjoyed the reputation of being among the finest public law offices.”

Predictably, this “law office” costs a considerable amount of money to operate. According
to the 2019-2020 Annual Litigation Cost Report prepared by the County Counsel
“Litigation Cost Manager,” Los Angeles County taxpayers shelled out $151,900,000 for
“litigation expenses” during the fiscal year. That was nearly eight times the
recommended budget to “provide for the development and preservation of affordable
housing” in Los Angeles County for the same fiscal year.

In my case, instead of doing its job, County Counsel hired a private law firm to defend the
case. I could not understand why one of the “finest public law offices” with “300
attorneys” would feel the need to spend taxpayers’ money to defend the mighty forces of
Los Angeles County against a hard-of-hearing, retired Arkansas trial lawyer with one
part-time assistant. It continues to be a mystery to me, because when the dust settled, it
cost the taxpaying citizens of Los Angeles County more than $300,000 for the private
lawyers in the first lawsuits.

That’s nearly three times what the average Los Angeles County street lawyer makes in a
year. And for what? The private lawyers did nothing but frustrate my efforts to get what I
was legally entitled to. So, what was the county hiding? I was not looking for a case to



litigate. All I wanted was for them to treat me like the writers who came before me. But
they arrogantly offered this Arkansan nothing and, thereafter, I prevailed against both
the sheriff and the coroner.

Here is some of what happened.

THE CORONER

My first battle started with a simple request of the Los Angeles County Department of
Medical Examiner-Coroner for the file for Natalie Wood Wagner, and in particular, the
Paul Miller report mentioned in Dr. Noguchi’s 1983 book Coroner. After seven weeks and
two additional requests, the coroner’s office sent me an incomplete microfilm copy of
Natalie’s autopsy report.

I wrote and told the coroner’s office how much I appreciated the gesture but noted that
the office forgot the Paul Miller report as well as other sections of the autopsy report. I
heard nothing. Over the next three months, I wrote four more letters. After the third
letter, I received a letter from Lev Levon, Chief of the Public Services section of the
coroner’s office.

To begin with, based on my interactions with the coroner’s office, the designation “Public
Services” must have been an attempt at humor. Secondly, Mr. Levon said, “…the
‘consult/evaluation report’ of Mr. Paul Miller is not a public record and was not generated
by this Department (my emphasis), and, therefore, not disclosable by this Department.
Additionally, any information considered from Mr. Paul Miller’s original evaluation for the
reevaluation of the coroner’s report has been incorporated in the disclosable
supplemental autopsy report completed on May 20, 2012.” Come again???

Of course, Mr. Levon was sadly in error. He obviously had not read Dr. Noguchi’s
book—which I had previously brought to the office’s attention—before he wrote his
letter. So, I wrote directly to Dr. Mark A. Fajardo, the coroner at the time, explaining my
travails with his office. I received the following response:





Being left with no other choice, I sued Dr. Fajardo on November 10, 2015. Four months
later, Dr. Fajardo, who had been coroner for 2-1/2 years, abruptly resigned. He claimed it
was because his department was understaffed due to lack of funds to operate.

Apparently, however, Dr. Fajardo was under scrutiny by the Board of Commissioners for
mismanagement in the department’s toxicology lab that led to a backlog of over 100
cases. If you have read my book, you know our old friend Michael Antonovich, who held
his position for 36 years and was making more than $300,000 per year, was the
commissioner charged with overseeing the coroner’s office.

It looked like nothing had changed in the coroner’s office since Dr. Noguchi was under
Antonovich’s supervision, nearly 35 years earlier.

THE SHERIFF

My dealings with the sheriff’s department were even more unpleasant. I sent my first
request for records on May 19, 2015. Although the Public Records Act mandates that an
agency respond in ten days, I received no response. So, on July 2, 2015, I sent a second
request. This request elicited the following response:





Once again, my point of selective disclosure fell on deaf ears. So, I wrote directly to Jim
McDonnell, the sheriff at the time, to explain my position and offer a reasonable
compromise:





Of course, I was ignored by high potentate. So, I sued him, in the same lawsuit with the
coroner.

THE LAWSUITS



“What a colossal display of arrogance,” I exclaimed in private to my assistant. Both
departments were flaunting the law and had no qualms about it. They offered no
compromise. No acknowledgement that there may have been some merit in what I was
saying. So, therefore, I had little downside.

I had exhausted my efforts to grasp an understanding of what happened on Catalina
Island that fateful Thanksgiving weekend in 1981 without records. I needed evidence
detailing what the key witnesses said in 1981, instead of what they said decades later or
what was reported in the newspapers or tabloids. I needed memories that were fresh,
not memories that had been distorted by time, their friends, the media and whether
they believed in foul play or not.

I had successfully handled Arkansas Freedom of Information Act cases. I knew the
nuances of that type of litigation. All states and the federal government have public
records laws. And they all work basically the same. If the government possesses a public
record and a citizen makes a request to see it, the government must disclose it unless it
is exempt (protected) under the law. Of course, as you might imagine, the exemptions
can get complicated. But the basics are still the same. Once a citizen establishes that a
disclosable record exits, the government entity has the burden of proving that an
exemption under the law applies to deny the citizen access to the record.

While the procedural rules in California for handling a CPRA case proved most peculiar,
and in my opinion, unconstitutional, its public records law was basically like all the others.
My theory was simple and very straightforward.

To begin with, I claimed the entire 1981 files of both departments were subject to
disclosure because there had been no “criminal” investigation. There is an exception
under the CPRA for investigatory files for law enforcement purposes. I claimed it did not
apply. My argument was that from its inception Natalie’s case was handled as a “search
and rescue” of an international celebrity. At no time, I argued, was the investigation
handled as a homicide investigation. Sure, homicide investigators were called in. But
only because the law required it, and it was Natalie Wood.

Like the massive law enforcement and military sea search for John F. Kennedy Jr. when
his plane disappeared off the East Coast, it was more about finding a national treasure
than gathering evidence for a criminal case. I strongly believed the dismissive way both
departments handled Natalie’s case was intentional, but that did not make it any more
than a non-investigative matter.



My second argument had two prongs. First, I contended both departments waived their
rights to use the investigatory file exemption because they had disclosed 1981 file records
to Dr. Noguchi and his writer Joseph DiMona for their book Coroner;  Kashner for his
Vanity Fair magazine article Natalie Wood’s Fatal Voyage; Finstad for her book Natasha;
Gavin Lambert for his book Natalie Wood: A Life; Marti Rulli and Dennis Davern for their
book Goodbye Natalie, Goodbye Splendour; and Paul Miller, during a 2012 coroner’s
office conference before the coroner changed Natalie’s autopsy report from “accident” to
“drowning and other undetermined factors.”

I also contended that the current file was disclosable because there was no “on-going”
investigation as claimed by the sheriff. And, since 2011 the sheriff had not been
conducting a “murder investigation” of Natalie’s death. The case was “reopened” for
show, I maintained.

The only crime the LASD could have been investigating, since all others had been lost to
the statute of limitations, was murder. And the sheriff’s department had specifically said
Wagner was not a homicide “suspect” in 2011 and shortly thereafter stated there was no
evidence Natalie’s death was a homicide.

I had evidence to back up my claims of waiver, and the onus was on the departments to
prove the investigative exemption. At least that was the law in California when I filed my
case. It turned out not to be the way the law was interpreted for me, but I will get to that
later.

∞∞∞∞
My case was assigned to Superior Court Judge James C. Chalfant. Under California law, I
had the right to use a preemptory challenge and have my case assigned to another
judge, with my only basis being that I did not think the assigned judge would be fair and
impartial. So, I researched this judge on a remarkable California website called “The
Robing Room.” His reviews were mixed. But other than the suggestion by some that he
favored the city/county when one of them was a party in a case (which turned out to be
true), I did not get a bad feeling about Judge Chalfant.

He was a tall building lawyer before becoming a judge, but he had also served as an
Assistant United States Attorney. That suggested to me he understood criminal law
investigations, having at least been in an office that handled them. Plus, there was no
guarantee I would end up with a better judge. So I decided to keep him.

With that decision behind me I prepared myself for the first hearing in the case. It was
merely a hearing to set a trial date. The rules gave me an option to appear over the



phone, but since I could not understand people over the phone, that was not a
meaningful option for me. Aside from that, I wanted to lay eyes on the judge, personally
meet opposing counsel and get a feel for the courtroom and the personnel.

I have included the transcripts of some of the hearings I had before Chalfant. You can
decide for yourself whether he treated me fairly over the many months my cases were
pending before him. As a postscript, at the end of the last hearing, I thanked the judge
and the staff for the assistance they gave me with my hearing disability. I also told the
judge that even though I prevailed against both agencies, I did not believe I received a
fair trial because of “false and misleading testimony” that prevented me from proving my
case.

There was one set of rigid rules for me and one set of pliable rules for the local lawyers
who defended the agencies. But you read the pleadings and transcripts and decide for
yourself if I am being too hard on the judge. And if you think I am, let me know and tell
me why.

However, before I move to another section of this narrative, I want to discuss the lawyers
who represented the agencies—Anna Birenbaum and Daniel Barer.

During my first conversation with Birenbaum, I made a conscious effort to be civil. But I
could tell she wasn’t interested in reciprocating. Our brief conversation ended when I
asked her a question about the judge’s courtroom procedures, and she smugly insulted
me by saying she could not “give me legal advice.” As you might imagine, our
relationship went downhill from there. Take a look at the depositions, and see what you
think about her role in the case.

If you read the depositions of Lt. John Corina, LASD Homicide Bureau spokesman;
Detective Ralph Hernandez, lead detective in LASD’s 2011 investigation; Captain David
Smith, retired Homicide Bureau commander; and Dr. Noguchi; you will see that
Birenbaum instructed those witnesses not to answer questions posed by me over 100
times. Instructing a witness not to answer is taboo in civil discovery unless you have a
legitimate privilege under the law. Her objections were for the most part questionable,
and the sad part was I believe the transcripts show she knew better.

When I tried to stop the blatant obstruction with motions to compel, the judge
sanctioned me $3,000 for allegedly failing to file a pleading with the motion to enforce
discovery called a Separate Statement. In fact, I filed the pleading, but I did not include
legal reasons in the Separate Statement to demonstrate how the objections were
improper because I had filed a 15-page brief with my motion citing authorities as



required by the rules. Frankly, it seems decidedly redundant to require a brief with the
motion and a Separate Statement citing the same legal authorities. But, according to the
judge, that is what the California rules apparently require.

However, the law is clear that if you substantially comply with a civil procedure rule, you
cannot be faulted. Without that, the rule becomes a mere technicality. But the judge
ignored my point.

I believe he was trying to intimidate and embarrass me (in front of a whole courtroom of
lawyers) into not filing any further discovery motions. I know the judge knew it was
wrong to sanction me, but he never failed to bring up his sanction in future orders, even
when it had nothing to do with the issues in front of him.

Also, as further support for his sanction, the judge ruled there was no discovery in CPRA
cases. Seven months later, the Court of Appeal for the Second District disagreed with
him citing the same rules I had cited when the defense attorneys in my case raised the
issue. (City of Los Angeles v. Superior Court, March 2, 2017, 9 Cal. App. 5th 272.)

But, as the hearings progressed, the judge would come to recognize the error of his
ways. For example, during the September 27, 2016, hearing, we were discussing what
Finstad told Hernandez about her file review in 2000. I said they refused to let him
respond based on privilege. The judge responded, “…there is no privilege there.” Id., page
25, line 23. Yet, he did nothing to remedy the situation. Instead, his inaction merely
emboldened the defense attorneys in my case (and all CPRA defense attorneys) to
obstruct discovery with impunity and distort the record with contradictions. Id., pages
25-26.

For the record, Judge Chalfant is the only judge in my 47 years of law practice who has
sanctioned me over an alleged violation of the rules of procedure.

On another occasion, the judge allowed Birenbaum to attempt to block a scheduled
deposition in my second case without filing a mandated Motion for Protective Order.
When I raised the issue, the judge ignored me.

The danger with a judge like Chalfant is that he is a smart man. He knows how to make
the playing field fair, but he also knows how to game the system. He let the defense
attorneys and LASD representatives make a mockery of the rules of procedure and the
mandates of the CPRA. And the Court of Appeal for the Second District let Chalfant get
away with it by dodging serious issues (one being the petitioner’s burden of proof when



a selective disclosure question was present), and hiding their constitutionally inadequate
decision in an unpublished Order.

The Constitution of California provides that an appellate court must state the “reasons”
for their decision. Do you think the Court of Appeal complied?

With the agencies involved, it was like pulling teeth every step of the way to get the
records I was clearly entitled to. Sure, I obtained many public records in my first lawsuit.
But that was directly related to my relentless persistence and spending a small fortune
litigating in Los Angeles. The mission of the CPRA is to secure the “people’s right to
access.” All the agencies wanted to do was keep Natalie’s records secret, and the judge
was going to make sure this retired lawyer from Arkansas got no more than what the
judge wanted him to get—the facts and the law be damned.

I sincerely believe that if I had been a California author with a tall building lawyer
handling my case, things would have been different. But, notwithstanding my
frustration, I enjoyed being back in the courtroom sparring with another dogmatic
judge.

∞∞∞∞

In 2017, I also encountered resistance in obtaining Natalie’s probate file. I have outlined
the events in my book. Needless to say, it was another astounding process. But it proved
invaluable in my establishing a motive other than jealousy.

∞∞∞∞
THE PRODUCERS
My litigation in Los Angeles was interrupted by publicity that led to something I cherish
to this day.

The National Enquirer articles about my CPRA lawsuit against the sheriff and coroner let
everyone know I was out there sniffing around. This eventually sparked a friendship with
two remarkable British filmmakers.

I had been poring over the sheriff’s department’s records for weeks, including the
painstaking process of deciphering each word of the investigators’ personal notes with a
magnifying glass. Sometimes, when I got stuck on a word, it became a team effort to
figure it out. I would photograph and enlarge the page and broadcast it to my team or
send it to my experts who could assist me in understanding what had been written. I
would then print the words in red above what was written in the printed text.



My wife, Pat, and I were planning a winter trip to Cabo San Lucas, Mexico, and I was hard
at work deciphering the notes when I received a surprising email from Dave Nath, one of
the principals of a London-based independent documentary and drama production
company called Story Films.

In the email, Dave told me he had been doing some research on Natalie Wood when he
saw an article that said I was conducting an independent investigation of Natalie’s death.
He explained he was interested in visiting with me over the phone. My heart raced at the
prospect of working with them, but I was only cautiously optimistic that it would work
out.

By this time, I had uncovered some gripping motive evidence and at least two reporters
and one network had attempted to entice me into revealing what I had uncovered for
their planned TV shows and articles. I declined on each occasion when they refused to
sign a confidentiality agreement that had been drawn up by my lawyer friend, Bob
Hardin. It protected disclosure of my sources and efforts without my permission.

Of course, I replied to Dave that I would welcome a discussion by video teleconference.
Dave was agreeable and the meeting was arranged within a couple of days. As soon as
we began talking, however, I knew that my new British friend was someone I could trust.

Before our teleconference, I located the Story Films website where I was pleased to learn
that Dave Nath is a three-time British Academy of Television Arts (BAFTA)-winning
director. His 2015 trilogy The Murder Detectives was celebrated as the “documentary of
the decade” earning him a BAFTA Best Factual Director honor. Trained as a print
journalist and executive producer before concentrating on directing, I would soon learn
his demand for excellence.

I explained to Dave that I did not want to disclose anything about the information I had
found or how I obtained it and I wanted to keep it that way without an agreement. Dave
had no problem with that. He told me he and his partner, Peter Beard, would be
traveling to America to visit with representatives of TV and movie production companies.

Peter, known by his friends as Pete, is an Emmy-nominated and BAFTA-winning director
and producer. He is also a superb cameraman. Pete’s 2015 film My Son the Jihadi was
described as “near perfect television” by The Times of London and won a BAFTA for Best
Documentary. That film has since gone on to be nominated for, or win, six additional
awards. The Story Film website said Pete, “has always sought to make visually distinctive,
intelligent films.” Natalie’s case needed that since most of the reporting to date had



reduced the facts to shambles, and the articles and TV creations hadn’t helped things
much.

Dave was hopeful that he and Pete could get together with me sometime during their
trip to America. I informed Dave that I would be in Cabo for at least two to three months
and if he and Pete wanted to meet with me anytime soon it would have to be there. I
explained the geographical location of Cabo to LA, and Dave was going to discuss the
matter with Pete and get back with me. It did not take long before I heard from him. The
meeting was scheduled for January 2017.

I was in a state of euphoria over a possible joint enterprise. I was impressed with Dave
and Pete’s history and their obvious commitment to producing quality products. While I
was not interested in 15 minutes of fame, I needed something to boost my literary
credibility. Like it or not, many books sell not because they are good or accurate, but
because they have a name that translates into money and success for the publishing
business. Unknown authors have to get a break with some sort of media attention.

The duo’s plan was to fly to Los Angeles, meet with network executives and during their
stay, make a trip South for a couple of days to see me. When the time came for them to
arrive and the trip was not cancelled, I knew just how serious they were. Eager for their
arrival, I agreed to pick them up at the airport.

Pete had a movie camera in tow that he guarded like the Hope Diamond. He literally
never let it out of his sight, including sleeping with it. It must have been unbelievably
valuable, but I didn’t ask. During the 45-minute drive to our home in the Pedregal, we
had a lot to talk about. After greeting Pat and Bella, our friendly spaniel, we quickly got
settled and went to work. Over the next two fun-filled days, we would establish a trusting
friendship that continues to this day.

Dave and Pete spent hours going through my documents, and both had me jumping
during the filming process to create a “sizzle reel,” also known as a “demo reel.” Sizzle
reels are short videos, usually no more than five minutes in length, that are used by
independent film makers to sell their idea for a production “commission,” a contractual
relationship that establishes a budget to produce a film. Of course, everything in the
movie business, or for any business for that matter, revolves around finances and
whether a production will be financially profitable for all concerned.

That is when I understood for the first time that their idea was a documentary about me
investigating Natalie’s case, the evidence I had uncovered that established a potential



homicide, the motive or motives for the homicide, and whether the homicide was
covered up.

I will confess, it scared me at first. I did not want the project to fail because I was not
interesting enough. I was not concerned for me personally. My concern was that I
wanted my two friends to succeed, and I wanted Natalie’s case to be truthfully aired.

While the reel itself is confidential, I can state without equivocation that the demo reel
produced by Dave and Pete for their Natalie Wood project was very well done. Pete’s
camera skills and Dave’s direction made it easy for this hard-of-hearing lawyer to do his
job. We also found time to enjoy the beauty of the jewel at the tip of the Baja and to eat
at our favorite restaurants, and we downed a few Pacificos and margaritas along the way.
When they left, Pat and I were sad to see them go. I am grateful to them for their
kindness to Pat. She had just been diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s. But she
remembered Dave and Pete for a long time after their visit.

The two movie makers also gave me some helpful ideas and leads on additional
evidence. But I can tell you now that I regret not listening more closely to Dave’s
observation about the format I was using for my book. It was hard for Dave to accept a
trial format of someone who had never been charged with a crime. I thought that made
the book unique, but looking back, I should have accepted it as a sign that agents and
publishers would have the same reservations. That is why I shelved the first version and
rewrote it in its present form.

While the commission did not work out for Story Films, in substantial part because the
networks they approached erroneously felt there was not enough interest in Natalie’s
case, I know that if they had been given the funds to produce what they envisioned, it
would have been a well-received film accurately disclosing truthful facts and reasonable
inferences.

THE SECOND CPRA CASE

Another providential association came about when I told Jan Morris, my trusty volunteer
assistant (see photo of Jan with Doug Bombard in the Photo Gallery subsection), I
needed a good research assistant in Los Angeles. Jan was invaluable in locating and
communicating with many witnesses, but occasionally you must have boots on the
ground in a location to get the results you want. So, it was a lucky day for me when Jan
found Kevin Brechner, a kind and gentle soul.



Kevin’s a walking encyclopedia. His IQ must be off the charts. With a Bachelor of Science
degree with honors in psychology and a minor in radio/TV/film from Washington State
University, he understands people and the film industry. He has vast experience in
motion pictures, television and the theater combined with a background that includes
fine arts, archaeology and music. In the true sense of the word, he is a renaissance man.
But best of all, over the years, he has become a true friend.

His first assignment concerned Dr. Noguchi. In my research, I had read about Dr.
Noguchi’s trials and tribulations with Los Angeles County and certain Hollywood
celebrities before and after Natalie’s death. In essence, if you have not read my book, Dr.
Noguchi was fired as Los Angeles County’s chief medical examiner-coroner in 1982 and
he sued for reinstatement.

With a little legal research, I discovered that the case of Thomas T. Noguchi, M.D. v. Civil
Service Commission of the County of Los Angeles was appealed to the Second District
Court of Appeal in 1984 and decided in December 1986. Dr. Noguchi sought judicial
review of the Civil Service Commission’s actions denying his administrative appeal of the
Board of Supervisors’ 1982 disciplinary action against him.

Michael Antonovich was first elected as a county supervisor in 1980 and represented the
Fifth District until 2016. The Fifth District, which covers a northern portion of Los Angeles
County, currently has a population of 2 million people. His job duties included overseeing
the coroner’s office.

In 1981, before term limits, turnover on the board was rare—very rare—as long as the
supervisors didn’t displease powerful people who gave money to their campaigns. By
November 1981, Antonovich, the politically ambitious former California state
assemblyman who had unsuccessfully run for lieutenant governor in 1978, had his eyes
fixed on a United States Senate race that was to take place in November 1986.

Dr. Noguchi had been chief medical examiner-coroner since 1967. And he served as a
deputy medical examiner-coroner for six years before his appointment. With 21 years of
employment with Los Angeles County’s coroner’s office, you would think that Dr.
Noguchi was secure in his job. But on March 12, 1982, less than four months after Natalie’s
death, the Board of Supervisors suspended him without pay for 30 days on five grounds.

First, the operations of the coroner’s office were found to be seriously deficient. Second,
Dr. Noguchi had failed to inform the Board of Supervisors of the problems in the
coroner’s office. Third, Dr. Noguchi’s involvement in outside activities had deprived the
coroner’s office of leadership. Fourth, Dr. Noguchi had inappropriately delegated



authority for medical functions to a professionally unqualified manager, and finally, Dr.
Noguchi demonstrated poor judgment in public statements regarding celebrity deaths.
The fifth reason, in my opinion, was the tail that wagged the dog.

Meanwhile, about the time the board made its decision to suspend Dr. Noguchi, the
grand jury for Los Angeles County began conducting an independent audit of Dr.
Noguchi’s office. The Los Angeles County District Attorney asked the grand jury to
investigate whether Dr. Noguchi had committed a criminal offense while in office. No
indictments were returned against Dr. Noguchi, but as a result of the grand jury’s report,
the Board of Supervisors informed Dr. Noguchi on April 16, 1982, of its intent to demote
him from chief medical examiner-coroner to a position of “Physician Specialist, M.D,”
effective April 28, 1982.

In other words, Dr. Noguchi went from the top of the department to the bottom. The
reasons given for the demotion were the same as the suspension, but a sixth reason was
added.

The supervisors felt Dr. Noguchi had misused the power of his office after a request was
made to gain access to coroner’s department records for a scientific study. Apparently, a
foundation Dr. Noguchi was deeply involved with profited financially before the request
was granted. In other words, a quid pro quo in which a drug company representative was
granted access to official records after the company paid money to the foundation.

After studying the transactions, my experience as a white-collar crime prosecutor
convinced me that Dr. Noguchi technically solicited and received a bribe in return for his
official action. Or worse, he committed extortion by using his authority to extract the
drug company payments. But after understanding the facts, I understood why Dr.
Noguchi was not indicted. It was clearly the DA’s assessment that a jury would not
convict Dr. Noguchi because the money did not go into his pocket. It benefited a charity,
which was probably the scheme’s righteous justification in Dr. Noguchi’s mind.

But I couldn’t help but notice the irony in all of this. Law enforcement didn’t charge Dr.
Noguchi, which they had probable cause to do. Instead, the high-profile matter was
handled by the DA—the way Natalie’s death should have been—with investigators
bringing evidence to the DA for presentation to the grand jury. It’s certainly not an
unusual approach in prominent state cases in which a DA wants the appearance of
fairness.

∞∞∞∞



I did some more legal research while Kevin attempted to find the Court of Appeal’s file. A
record like that would ordinarily include letters, hearing testimony transcripts, pleadings,
exhibits and, perhaps, sworn depositions. The Court of Appeal opinion said the record
was in “20 volumes” containing “3,500 pages.” But those numbers didn’t scare me. To
look for answers, I often had to dig through mountains of records—many times in vain.

Unfortunately, the Noguchi case was too old for the Court of Appeal to have retained any
of the files. However, the court clerk suggested going directly to the County Board of
Supervisors, the Civil Service Commission or the County Attorney. Kevin decided to try
the Board of Supervisors first.

With the help of two county Board of Supervisors’ staff members, Kevin retrieved in
excess of 1,000 pages of records from the California State Archives. I combed through
every page, hunting for clues to help me understand what else was happening in Dr.
Noguchi’s professional life before Natalie died as well as corroboration for the assertions
in his book. What I found presented an illuminating picture of the events that led to Dr.
Noguchi’s demotion and subsequent departure from the coroner’s office.

For seven years in the ’90s, I was a member of the Arkansas State Crime Lab Board.
Serving at the pleasure of the governor, I became the board’s chairman during my final
term. We weren’t compensated. I served only for the privilege of helping make a vital
part of the criminal justice system run better. And I was the first, and perhaps the only,
criminal defense attorney appointed to the board. Historically, the board had been
loaded with prosecutors and doctors.

On the board, I witnessed firsthand the struggles of our state laboratory trying to keep
up with corpses and evidence in need of autopsy and analysis. Our lab was managed by
our medical examiner, and he worked tirelessly to stay on top of things. The facilities
were inadequate and there was a shortage of manpower. The staff earned its pay, no
question about it, and I suspected the Los Angeles County Department of Medical
Examiner-Coroner was no different.

However, in 1981, Dr. Noguchi fashioned himself a celebrity. An insider. A political
untouchable with flair and drama. Someone who enjoyed the limelight and the
attention. A pathologist who cherished his reputation and cultivated it by performing
autopsies on high-profile public figures followed by sensational news conferences. But
he was also a chief coroner in absentia who was oblivious to the mismanagement of the
department.



To Dr. Noguchi, his station in life seemed nearly perfect until Natalie Wood’s case. That is
when he crossed il padrone of Hollywood—Frank Sinatra—as I recounted in my book.

∞∞∞∞

The Los Angeles County Civil Service Commission archive records and known facts
opened my eyes to Dr. Noguchi’s management and medical style and the effort to bring
him to his knees.

In 1981, the coroner’s department had six divisions. The first was the executive office
division, responsible for overall management and administration. The investigations
division was second, providing operational support for all technical, professional and
medical activities. Third was the forensic medicine division, responsible for conducting
autopsies, medical examinations and producing death certificates.

The forensic laboratories division was fourth, and the public services division, which
provided clerical assistance and interacted with the public and next-of-kin, was fifth. The
final division was the inquest division, which was responsible for conducting and
reporting all formal coroner’s inquests.

Dr. Noguchi had apparently failed to fulfill his fundamental managerial responsibilities.
Buttressed by an abundance of testimony at the Civil Service Commission hearing, Dr.
Noguchi was found to be “seriously deficient” in his ability to lead the department and to
exercise discretion and control over its operations. In other words, he failed to make sure
that what was happening in the coroner’s department was what he intended.

All in all, when it came to management, it was determined at the commission hearing
that Dr. Noguchi failed to provide overall administrative direction and leadership because
he was unavailable most of the time. One damning factor was that Dr. Noguchi rarely
attended management meetings or weekly forensic science seminars conducted by and
for the department’s medical and scientific staff. He apparently thought he was above all
of that.

But the thing that jumped out at me was that the lack of coordination and direction in
the department was first identified five years earlier in a 1976 review by the Los Angeles
County Chief Administrative Officer. An auditor studied Dr. Noguchi’s office intensively,
concluding that the flamboyant coroner was “running the department on the side” as he
concentrated on various personal and professional interests. Just about the time the
review took place, the TV series Quincy, M.E. aired on NBC, and the famous forensic
pathologist began to take his celebrity on the road.



In 1978, Dr. Noguchi played himself in the mondo horror film Faces of Death. Now he
really was the star pathologist for the city of stars. On the outside, things had never
looked better for the medical examiner-coroner’s department that year. But on the
inside, the department was moving slowly toward chaos.
I knew these conditions and Dr. Noguchi’s lack of management skills couldn’t have
occurred overnight. The evidence in Dr. Noguchi’s case suggested the problems had
been going on for many years.

As a former prosecutor and state crime lab board member, I witnessed firsthand how
poor evidence handling conditions can create serious problems for law enforcement
agencies. So, I can state without reservation that the conditions in the Los Angeles
County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner in 1981 created considerable tension
and resentment in law enforcement agencies—particularly the LASD. The depth of that
resentment was brought home for me by the number of sheriff’s department witnesses
who testified against Dr. Noguchi at his hearing. There were four past and present
officials in all, including Barry A. J. Fisher, director of the sheriff’s crime laboratory, whose
book about crime scene investigation was relied upon in my investigation.

In 1981, with 7,800 personnel, the LASD was the largest sheriff’s department in the
nation. Its demands were enormous and, as you know if you read my book, it was run by
a powerful politician. There had to have been communications between the LASD and
the coroner’s office about the problems. Yet, as late as September 1981, correspondence
from Dr. Noguchi characterized his department as “one of the most effective and
professional coroner’s offices in the United States.”

The pot began to boil over with the November 16, 1981, death of William Holden, a
beloved and respected movie star and wildlife conservationist. Dr. Noguchi gives his
version of what unfolded in Coroner’s Case No. 81-14582 of his memoir, Coroner.

William Franklin Beedle Jr., also known as William Holden, was described by Dr. Noguchi
in glowing terms in Coroner. Holden’s place in Hollywood stardom was second to done. It
was not only Holden’s acting career that made the death tragic, it was that Holden was
genuinely admired by his peers.

Holden was also the on-again, off-again boyfriend of Stefanie Powers, the beautiful costar
of the hit television series Hart to Hart with Robert Wagner. In 1981, Holden was 63 and
Powers was 39. They had been a couple for nine years, at least.



After reading Powers’ memoir, One from the Hart, it was obvious that she loved Holden
dearly, but was unable to live with him because of his alcoholism. In one instance near
Lucca, Italy, he was driving his Ferrari on a superhighway while intoxicated and had an
accident that resulted in a fatality. Holden was charged by the authorities with
manslaughter, found guilty, but only received a suspended sentence after agreeing to
pay an $80,000 out-of-court settlement (about $560,000 today). You could feel the hand
of a fixer at work. Furthermore, until his conviction, Holden’s homicide charge received
minor attention in the California press.

Holden had been dead at least four days, according to Dr. Noguchi, when he was found
on the bedroom floor of his beautiful Malibu apartment with a 2-1/2-inch gash in his
forehead. At autopsy it was determined that the object that produced the gash
penetrated Holden’s skull. When Dr. Noguchi got the toxicology report showing Holden
had a blood alcohol level of 0.22 percent, he said he had his answer to Holden’s death.

Holden’s death was an accident, but the worst part was he hadn’t died instantly. He fell
on the floor and bled to death. Dr. Noguchi concluded the autopsy with the reasonable
opinion that alcohol played a role in preventing Holden from “responding properly to an
emergency.”

However, because he just couldn’t help himself in high-profile death cases, Dr. Noguchi
held his self-imposed obligatory news conference and told the world that the
internationally famous movie star was drunk when he fell and struck his head on a table
and bled to death on his bedroom floor.

In Coroner, here’s what Dr. Noguchi said happened after the news conference:

The newspaper story which began a professional crisis for me ran on Wednesday,
November 18, 1981, in the Los Angeles Times under the headlines “HOLDEN DIED
FROM BLOOD LOSS. Actor Cut Head in Drunken Fall, Coroner Reports.”

The story described my re-creation of the accident, but it was the two words
“drunken fall” which started Hollywood talking. Friends of Holden resented it, and
they were inflamed even more when the Times published a follow-up story on the
case which emphasized Holden’s alcohol problem: “MANNER OF HOLDEN’S
DEATH TROUBLES FRIENDS, FANS.” The subhead read: “Rich and Famous, Yet
Alone and Intoxicated.”

A backlash was perhaps inevitable, and letters charging both me and the Times
with invasion of Holden’s privacy started to arrive at the newspaper, commencing



with one from no less a personage than Daryl F. Gates, the Chief of Police. The two
Times news stories had focused “sharply on a theme that characterized the
deceased as a drunken recluse,” he [Gates] wrote. “Bill Holden can no longer
defend himself. Without doubt the character assassination is still terribly worrying
for his friends and family. In my view what the Times did is snooping at its worst.”

Another Times reader, Theodore Taylor, aimed his wrath directly at me: “The
indignity of [Holden’s] death was…exploited down to the last gory detail by
Coroner Thomas Noguchi, who seems to run for his forensic personal publicity kit
if the celebrity has passed on in other than a hospital bed.”

Hollywood was upset. The chief of the LAPD was openly critical of the way Holden’s
death was reported and Dr. Noguchi’s public was turning against him. But most
importantly, the egotistical “coroner to the stars” was reading every word people were
saying about him in the newspaper. And it wasn’t pretty.

∞∞∞∞

Thirteen days after Holden’s death, Natalie’s body was found floating in the ocean off
Catalina Island and the press and public wanted answers. In Coroner, Dr. Noguchi wrote:
“The controversy grew even more heated when those in Hollywood who believed
Wagner flew to his defense—and I became the main target.”

He wrapped up his description of the public scrutiny by saying:

Thus the controversy surrounding the circumstances of Natalie Wood’s death now
grew to include controversy about me. Some Hollywood stars, still fretting over
the William Holden report, struck hard at me, as well as the Times for printing the
remarks of the “stage-struck” coroner. Frank Sinatra [emphasis added] sent a
letter to the Board of Supervisors which said, in effect, that coroners should be
seen and not heard. And the Screen Actors Guild [emphasis added] dispatched its
own wire lambasting me for invasion of privacy.

In his 2008 autobiography with Scott Eyman called Pieces of My Heart: A Life, Robert
Wagner also expressed his feelings about Dr. Noguchi, and had this to say about Sinatra
and the world-famous forensic pathologist:

Noguchi was a camera-hog who felt that he had to stoke the publicity fire in order
to maintain the level of attention he’d gotten used to. Noguchi particularly



enraged Frank Sinatra, who knew the truth and, in any case, would never have
allowed anybody who harmed Natalie to survive [emphasis added].

Wagner’s remark about Noguchi convinced me that he communicated with Sinatra
before Sinatra wrote to Antonovich and the other supervisors. Knowing Wagner’s “truth,”
Sinatra wasn’t about to let Natalie’s image, and his friend R.J., become embroiled in a
homicide investigation. To send a message, Dr. Noguchi needed to be “clipped,” in a
figurative sort of way.

∞∞∞∞

I was, and still am, keenly interested in the full content of the Sinatra letter. But what I
really wanted to know was the exact date Sinatra mailed or caused its delivery. I knew it
had to have been sometime between November 30 and December 2, 1981, because
another supervisor showed it to the press before Antonovich pasted the trophy on his
office wall.

∞∞∞∞

According to my research, here is a brief timeline of Antonovich’s actions on behalf of the
Board of Supervisors:

December 29, 1981—After a motion by Supervisor Antonovich, the Los Angeles County
Board of Supervisors agreed to conduct a review of all operations of the coroner’s office
because “the Los Angeles Times has raised numerous issues regarding the operation of
the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner-Coroner.”

The board also voted to form a panel of homicide detectives from the sheriff’s
department and Los Angeles Police Department, representatives from the crime lab and
outside experts to study the forensic medicine division of the coroner’s office.

January 19, 1982—After a motion by Supervisor Antonovich, the Board of Supervisors
voted to restrain Dr. Noguchi’s comments on public figure deaths and autopsies. The
unanimously adopted motion read:

In the aftermath of recent media descriptions of causes of death by the Chief
Medical Examiner-Coroner, my office received many letters and telephone calls
from constituents who expressed concern about such comments. The thrust of
this concern was that the Coroner had gone beyond the scope of his purpose in



the substance of his remarks regarding the circumstances surrounding these
deaths. I share the same sentiment.

While the death of a public figure is newsworthy, such a tragedy must be treated
with dignity and respect for the deceased and for the family and friends who have
suffered great personal loss. We must not forget their grief. Death is not an
occasion for editorializing or sensationalism.

I, THEREFORE, MOVE that the Board of Supervisors instruct the Chief Medical
Examiner-Coroner that the policy, when describing the cause of death, will be one
confined to the facts, the determination of the physiological cause of death, and
that such disclosures will be treated with dignity and respect and without
sensationalism or editorializing.

Less than two months after the sensational news conference on Natalie’s death, the
celebrity coroner was officially muzzled in his public comments “describing the cause of
death.” And Antonovich got his sound bite by telling the press that Dr. Noguchi routinely
turned the aftermath of many deaths into a “circus” to “grab the headlines.” However, Dr.
Noguchi’s celebrity news conferences had not seemed to bother Antonovich, or the rest
of the board, until Sinatra expressed his displeasure with Dr. Noguchi’s press conference
on Natalie’s death.

But Dr. Noguchi almost got the message this time. His first test after the board’s order to
confine comment on public figure deaths “to the facts” was the March 5, 1982, death of
comedian and actor John Belushi from a heroin and cocaine overdose. Dr. Noguchi
waited six days after Belushi’s death to issue a three-sentence statement and refused to
return reporters’ telephone calls. However, on March 11, 1982, Dr. Noguchi appeared on
radio talk show host Michael Jackson’s [no relation to the singer] program, and when
asked about the board’s order, described the resolution as a “gag order and somebody
putting a zipper on my mouth.” Understandably, the comment didn’t set well with the
board.

And Noguchi’s handling of the matter also didn’t sit well with Belushi’s manager or
family. Bernie Brillstein, Belushi’s manager, in his scathing book Where Did I Go Right?
You’re No One In Hollywood Unless Someone Wants You Dead, told another sad story
about the famous coroner’s press conferences.

After describing how Belushi’s body was flown back east for his funeral, Brillstein
described what happened after the service:



I caught a plane to New York and went to the Regency Hotel. On the TV news I
watched myself in the funeral procession. The next night we had another wake in
my hotel suite. Everyone showed up.

About midway through, the phone rang. It was Thomas Noguchi, the Los Angeles
coroner. He said, “We found that Belushi died from a speedball”—an injected
mixture of cocaine and heroin. Then he said, “You have half an hour to notify the
family before we release the results.” I hung up and turned around, and before I
knew it Noguchi was on TV, walking out to a press conference, saying it was a
speedball. Some half hour. What a prick. What a bad scene. None of us could
believe it.

January 1982—The Los Angeles County grand jury contracted with an auditor to begin a
top-to-bottom audit of the coroner’s office, and the DA and grand jury began
investigating whether Dr. Noguchi committed any crimes while in office.

January 26, 1982—After a motion by Supervisor Kenneth Hahn, the Board of Supervisors
voted to “address” the 312-body autopsy backlog in the coroner’s office.

By this time, there was no doubt that people were after Dr. Noguchi’s job and, During the
previous two months, the news reporting about Dr. Noguchi had been relentless. In the
following weeks, the fallout would intensify further.

March 11, 1982—The Board of Supervisors voted to send Dr. Noguchi a letter advising him
of its intent to suspend him without pay for 30 days, effective March 19, 1982.

April 15, 1982—The Board of Supervisors voted to send Dr. Noguchi a second letter
advising him of its intent to demote him from his position as chief medical
examiner-coroner to that of “Physician Specialist, M.D.,” effective April 28, 1982.

Late 1983—Rather than suffer the humiliation of a demotion, Dr. Noguchi left the
coroner’s office to become Chief of Pathology at the University of Southern California.

In summary, after Natalie’s death, it only took four months for the Board of Supervisors,
spearheaded by the future Republican U.S. Senate candidate Michael Antonovich, to get
Dr. Noguchi’s job. After the demotion, Dr. Noguchi fought hard to save the image he had
forged over two decades, but the Civil Service Commission hearing and appeals that
followed were not only fruitless, they provided fodder for the press for years and kept Dr.
Noguchi’s failures at the forefront.



Seemingly down for the count, in November 1983, Dr. Noguchi countered with his book
Coroner, billed by him as containing “part of the story of Natalie Wood’s last moments
[that] has never been told.” A National Enquirer installment series around his memoir
blared with the headline: “I Told the Truth About William Holden’s Death—And Outraged
Show Biz Big Shots.” He spun the facts to convince the public and his supporters that he
was a casualty of might over right. And it worked. Dr. Noguchi’s book became an instant
bestseller.

However, the prerelease publicity in early November 1983 surrounding Dr. Noguchi’s
memoir prompted yet another Board of Supervisors’ investigation of the embattled
“Physician Specialist, M.D.” by Antonovich. According to press accounts, he wanted to
know “how Noguchi found the time from his new county job…to write ‘Coroner’ and from
where he gleaned his material [emphasis added].” I had the same questions.

Reading Coroner, I immediately noticed that Dr. Noguchi used autopsy file material
belonging to the coroner’s office. It was file material that was deemed confidential.
Natalie’s family members weren’t privy to the material he used, much less the public.
And, no one authorized its use. In my way of thinking, it was a serious breach of ethics
and privacy—and perhaps even illegal—for Dr. Noguchi to profit financially from those
records. But a CPRA request of the Board of Supervisors’ Chief Executive Office for the
results of the 1983 investigation produced nothing. I had a hunch that a serious attempt
was not made to find the records, but I was out of options.

Like Lazarus, Dr. Noguchi was resurrected after his book was released and became not
only a celebrity, but a celebrity victim whose only crime was to “tell it like it is.” The press
loved it. After that, he took his show on the road and became a sought-after speaker and
lecturer on the subject of his famous autopsies—even as he approached 90 years of age.

∞∞∞∞

Four months between the recovery of Natalie’s body and Noguchi’s professional demise
was long enough for Natalie to be buried and the news about her death to die down. It
was long enough for the attention to be diverted from Natalie’s death to Dr. Noguchi’s
mismanagement of the coroner’s office. It was long enough for Christopher Walken to
hightail it back to New York. And, it was long enough for Robert Wagner to lawyer up,
begin the process of probating Natalie’s estate and start seeing actress Jill St. John.

THE THIRD CPRA CASE



The Sinatra letter was the subject of my third CPRA case. I cover the obstruction and
inconceivable outcome in my book. I periodically write to Antonovich asking if he has
found the Sinatra letter. His response is always the same: “If I ever come across the
Sinatra letter, I will let you know.” Fat chance!

THE FOURTH CPRA CASE

In September of 2020, I initiated an action in my first CPRA case to enforce the court’s
prior order regarding one subset of records I requested: the LASD’s entire 1981 file that
had been disclosed to members of the public and, in particular, author Suzanne Finstad.

In my first case, the court ruled that, because of CPRA waiver law (selective disclosure),
whatever portions of the 1981 LASD file that Finstad (or any other author or member of
the public) had been given access to, the same records must be produced to me. As a
result, the LASD produced certain, discrete portions of its file regarding Natalie’s 1981
investigation, but not the entire file.

In March 2020, however, Finstad republished her 2001 book under a new title, Natalie
Wood: The Complete Biography, and claimed that in 2000, she had been given access to
the entire 1981 LASD file, what she referred to as the LASD’s “murder book.” I asked that
the LASD be directed to comply with the court’s prior ruling and produce to the entire
LASD file—or murder book—that Finstad said she received from the custodian of the
LASD archive files.

For over a year, I had consistently maintained that the LASD waived its right to refuse
disclosure of any portions of its 1981 file. At my September 27, 2016, hearing in my case,
the court agreed with my waiver argument. Specifically, the court announced if a
member of the public had been given access to the “whole” file, then the whole file
should be produced to me. Here are excerpts from the hearing:

Court: However, 60—now we get to 6254.5, which provides that whenever a local
agency discloses a public record which is otherwise exempt to any member of the
public, this disclosure is waived. And that codifies the court of appeal decision in
Black Panther Party versus Kehoe, K-E-H-O-E, which stated that the CPRA does
not permit selective disclosure, that is, disclosure to one person, or member of the
public, and not to all.

S.P.: I understand, Judge. But here’s the state of the record. The state of the record
is that in 2000 and 2001 they allowed two authors to rummage through those
files.



Court: Did they? I’m not aware that the authors were given the files to rummage
through. I am aware that they were given documents from the file.

S.P.: No. They were given access to the file.

Court: If they [authors Finstad and Sam Kashner] were given the file to look
through, the whole file is disclosable.

At the trial (using that term very loosely) of my case, I emphasized—and the court
agreed—that I did not have to prove waiver by direct evidence—that waiver could be
proven by circumstantial evidence.

On November 10, 2016, the court entered its earlier decision on the various issues
presented, including the waiver ruling. The court wrote that “Section 6254.5 provides that
‘whenever…a local agency discloses a public record which is otherwise exempt [under
the CPRA] to any member of the public, this disclosure shall constitute a waiver of the
exemptions specified in Section 6254, 6254.7, or other similar provisions of law.’” That is
because, “disclosure by an agency to one member of the public requires disclosure to all.”

The LASD, based exclusively on a July 15, 2016, declaration by Detective Hernandez,
insisted it only provided Finstad and Kashner with “access to portions of the 1981 files”
but not the entire file. On this basis, the LASD produced to me only specifically identified
portions of its file.

Deputy Hernandez stated under oath:

6. I have determined that access to portions of the 1981 files have been provided to
persons, including Suzanne Finstad and Sam Kashner. These individuals were
provided access to portions of the 1981 file in the years between the sheriff’s
department closing of its investigation into the Natalie Wood (Wagner) death in
1981 and its reopening of its investigation.

7. I was able to determine that the persons who were provided access to the
sheriff’s department’s 1981 files were provided access to the following items: the
first complaint report from the 1981 investigation by the sheriff’s department
(Officer Kroll); the supplementary report from the 1981 investigation by the
sheriff’s department (Officer Rasure); photographs of the Splendour without
photographs of Natalie Wood (Wagner) remains; telephone messages; and
investigators’ notebooks. From the 1981 file, no access to autopsy photographs, [or]



photographs of Wood’s remains . . . was ever provided to anyone in the general
public by the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department.

Even with the ambiguities in Hernandez’s sworn declaration, the identified items were all
the LASD produced to me.

After Hernandez gave his declaration, he was questioned by me under oath in a second
deposition on November 8, 2016. Hernandez conceded in his deposition testimony that
he was only able to testify as to what Finstad received because he was simply recalling a
conversation that he had with her, a conversation that he could not remember “exactly”:

S.P.: Relating to paragraph 6, how do you know exactly what Suzanne Finstad and
Sam Kashner were given access to in the 1981 files for Natalie Wood Wagner?

Hernandez: Because I asked Suzanne Finstad and she told me that she had been
given this access and she told me that Sam Kashner had also been given access
to portions of the file.

S.P.: So the answer to that question is you talked to Suzanne Finstad and she told
you that she and Sam Kashner had been given access?

Hernandez: Correct.

S.P.: Now, my next question is: How do you know exactly what documents that
Ms. Finstad and Mr. Kashner had access to as stated in paragraph 7 of your
declaration?

Hernandez: I can only go off of what Ms. Finstad told me.

S.P.: Well, why don’t you just tell us what Ms. Finstad told you?

Hernandez: Well, she said that she was given access to the first report; Rasure’s
supplemental report; the notebooks; and the photos of the Splendour.

S.P.: You have testified that she also said that Sam Kashner was given access to
these files, to this file, the 1981 file?

Hernandez: Correct.

S.P.: Now, how do you know what Sam Kashner saw in this file?



Hernandez: Well, I don’t know and I don’t recall—I don’t recall what Suzanne told
me exactly. It has been a while and it has been a while since I filled this out. I
believe it is based on my conversation with her, but I don’t know for a fact because
I never spoke to Sam Kashner about this.

S.P.: Did you mean to state under oath in paragraph 7 of that declaration that the
items referred to in that paragraph are the only things that Suzanne Finstad was
given access to?

Hernandez: They are the only things that she said she was given access to.

S.P.: Now, let’s talk about this word “access.” Tell me what you mean by “access” in
your declaration. You said that you determined that persons, including Suzanne
Finstad and Sam Kashner, were given access and that you determined what they
were given access to, and you have told us how you determined what Suzanne
Finstad was given access to. So now I want to know, what is your definition of
“access”?

Hernandez: From what Finstad told me, they were allowed to look at the reports
and look at all of this stuff. So, to me, that is access.

S.P.: OK. So what you are telling me is that when you executed this declaration
and said “access,” you did so because Suzanne Finstad said that she was allowed
to look at things; right?

Hernandez: Correct.

S.P.: In the file?

Hernandez: Look at things from the file.

Importantly, Deputy Hernandez acknowledged in his deposition that the LASD had no
way of knowing exactly what it had given to Finstad beyond Hernandez’s apparent
recollection of her statements to him.

S.P.: Are there any documents in the file that support any of this?

Hernandez: No.



Thus, the LASD’s entire position regarding what it was to produce in response to my
CPRA request and the court’s waiver ruling was based only on what Hernandez recalled,
a hearsay conversation that he could not remember “exactly.” And his statements were
not based on any records maintained by the LASD or any firsthand knowledge of anyone
in the department.

The court ultimately concluded there was “no credible evidence as to what precisely”
Finstad and Kashner had been given access to beyond what Hernandez testified to.

I now had written clarification directly from Finstad regarding what records she received
from the LASD. Her republished book includes 36 new pages detailing exactly what the
LASD gave to her (and to her mother) in November 2000, before the original book
Natasha was published in June 2001.

Finstad explained in her book that Detective Louis Danoff of the LASD provided to her
(and her mother) “access” to the entire “murder book” which consisted of one or two
“boxes” of records. What is contained in the murder book? Finstad wrote it contained
“the file of all the evidence in a homicide investigation, including a summary of the
case, all interviews, investigative reports, field and lab reports, photographs, and
printouts.”

Upon reading Finstad’s new book pages, I knew the LASD had not fully complied with
the court’s ruling. But previous experience with Finstad’s representations about what
witnesses said taught me that I needed verification. So, I communicated in writing with
former Detective Louis Danoff.

Danoff told me he had worked for the LASD from 1966 through 2007. He “was part of a
two-man team that set up the first Homicide Library to house all case files generated by
the LASD Homicide Bureau.” According to Danoff, “this system was operational and
served the Bureau through 2002, when a new automated library system was activated.”

The library Danoff set up in 1981 contained the department’s murder books. Danoff said
the LASD “Homicide Bureau handled all death investigations: Murder, Suicides,
Suspicious Circumstance, Work Place and Accidental Deaths.” Thus, the parlance
“murder book” notwithstanding, not every murder book dealt with an actual murder.

Danoff explained further in an email:

The “Murder Book” was originally called a “Blue Book” due to the blue cover that is
used to contain the information. In the late 70’s, 80’s and 90’s the LA County



Homicide rate exploded, and we started to call any investigation that was booked
for presentation a “Murder Book”, out of convenience. Yes, you are right, there are
a lot of investigations that are not “murders”, but if we book it, it is still called a
murder book, or “Shooting Book” for Officer Involved incidents, even if they do not
involve a gun.

As a result of these procedures, the LASD had accumulated the records regarding
Natalie’s death investigation into a murder book.

Consistent with Finstad’s written explanation of what is contained in a murder book,
Danoff described a murder book for me as containing the following items:

● “REPORTS: By the handling Investigators who detail the steps taken in the
investigation to support a filing of charges.”

● “ATTACHMENTS: All supporting reports related to the investigation, maps,
drawings [,] Search Warrants, Transcripts, etc.”

● “SUSPECT [I]NFORMATION: Personal information, photo, criminal history, booking
slip, Filing information and Arrest Warrant if issued.”

● “VICTIM INFORMATION: “Personal information, photo.”
● “CORONER’S REPORT: The packet of reports and drawings provided by the person

handling the autopsy.”
● “There is a lot of other information collected during an investigation that is

pertinent to the prosecution and Discoverable by the Defense during a trial. These
include, but are not limited to: The investigator note books, crime scene photos,
autopsy photos, subjects developed during the investigation but eliminated,
clues called in and work to a negative conclusion, etc.”
“These items are housed in a manila folder, boxes, or file cabinets, depending on

the scope of the investigation.”

Detective Hernandez’s sworn testimony is consistent with Finstad’s and Danoff’s
independent descriptions of what all is contained in a murder book.

Before my “trial” in 2016, the court reviewed Natalie’s entire 1981 file in camera (in the
judge’s chambers with only Detective Hernandez present), and the judge knows it
contains photographs of Natalie – either at the scene and/or autopsy. Finstad wrote that
Vidal Herrera took photographs of Natalie’s body for the coroner and that after 2011, the
autopsy photographs were reviewed by Hernandez, who allegedly related to her that
Natalie’s “head wounds” were “troubling.”

Beyond Finstad’s new passages about receiving access to the entire 1981 file in
November 2000, other portions of her book identify specific records she said she



received from the LASD that had not been provided to me. First, Finstad wrote on page
462 that the LASD provided her “vintage pink ‘While You Were Out’ telephone note pad”
messages, including one from Marilyn Wayne. Second, Finstad wrote on pages 481 and
554 that she was given a copy of a statement from Vidal Herrera to the LASD. Finally,
Finstad wrote she was provided with “handwritten notes” made by a witness in 1981.
Since Finstad identified specific records that were selectively disclosed to her from the
LASD’s “murder book” that I did not receive, I believed it violated the court’s 2016 order. I
wanted the judge to enforce his order or reopen the case so we could get to the truth.
But consistent with Judge Chalfant’s approach to my case, he seemed indifferent to the
apparent violation of his order by the LASD and the fact that the truth had evaded his
courtroom.

He eventually ruled without authority that he did not have jurisdiction to reopen the case
or to enforce the order he entered in 2016. He said the only way I could present the issue
to him was by making a new request and filing suit if the sheriff refused to produce the
records. And Chalfant ruled we did not produce enough evidence to prove that Finstad
saw the entire file by questioning Finstad’s veracity and assuming former Detective
Danoff told the truth.

So, I sent the sheriff another CPRA request. Of course, the sheriff’s office ignored it, which
resulted in my filing a second lawsuit against the sheriff.

We took the depositions of Danoff and Finstad. Danoff stated flatly under oath that he
had not given Finstad anything, including Natalie’s 1981 file. In fact, he said he had never
met her. Then, in a bizarre approach to her deposition, Finstad, based on a misguided
First Amendment privilege unavailable to her under California law, refused to answer
dozens of questions that could have bolstered her book representations and credibility
with the judge. But she stood by her book representations that she was given access to
the entire 1981 file by Danoff.

As of the launching of this website, the sheriff, through his private county-paid lawyers,
admitted on June 10, 2021, that his office improperly refused to disclose one set of records
I requested. But the case was continued with a possible trial date in late 2021 or early
2022, nearly seven years after my first CPRA a request.


