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Bob Crane : Hollywood's Unsolved Murder

Bob Crane, for anybody who doesn’t know, was the actor who played Colonel Hogan in Hogan’s Heroes. He reprised the role for six years, between 1965 and 1971.

Hogan’s Heroes was Crane’s first real taste of fame, but it was also his last. Though he toured the U.S. afterwards as part of a theater group, and starred in another sitcom, his career took a sharp downward turn after the cancellation of the show he was famous for.

But in a turn of events that turned his minor stardom to notoriety, Crane was murdered in 1978, in his own home. He was brutally beaten, maybe even strangled, in what seemed like a senseless attack. What made his death confusing was that there was no explanation for it- Crane was a family man, with no known enemies.

What came out of his case was a shock to the nation. Bob Crane, who was by all accounts a regular family man, had been living a debauched double life... One that could have led to his death.

Early Life

Crane was born in Connecticut, on July 13th, 1928. He was born in Waterbury, around the center of the state, but moved west to the border with New York State to live in Stamford as a child, and this is where he grew up.

From a young age, he showed an aptitude and affinity for music. He played drums in both junior high and high school, for the marching band. But following his graduation from high school, Crane chose not to go to college. Instead, he enlisted in the Connecticut Army National Guard, aged 20, and was given an honorable discharge two years later. 

It was his enjoyment of music that led him into his first career: Crane began his career not as an actor, but as a radio host. His first shot at a broadcasting career was as a host for WLEA, a radio station in New York, not far from his Connecticut home in Stamford. He was hired in 1950. Around the same time, in 1949, Bob married his childhood sweetheart, Anne, and they settled down together.

His next jobs were in Bristol and in Bridgeport, working for WBIS (today WPRX) and WICC, Bridgeport’s first radio station. By 1956, he had been noticed by CBS Radio, and he was flown out of the East Coast to host the morning show on KNX, the L.A. news radio station. As a radio show host, he received such notable names as Bob Hope, Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Monroe as guests.

Shot at Fame

Bob Crane’s claim to fame was that he played Colonel Robert E. Hogan in WWII comedy Hogan’s Heroes. He was offered the role in 1965.

The sitcom was based in a German P.O.W. camp, and starred Crane as the leader of a group of prisoners using the camp as a base for special operations. It was an instant hit, one of the top ten most viewed shows of the year according to ratings. With his experience drumming for his high school band, Crane even played the snare drum in the show’s instantly recognisable introduction. 

The show ran for six years, from 1965 to 1971, and can be considered a success. Crane was twice nominated for an Emmy Award, and Wener Klemperer (Colonel Klink) won twice. The show’s best ratings came in the first 2 seasons, where it was number 9 and 17 in the ratings, respectively. It trailed out of the top thirty for the next four seasons, however, and so was cancelled. Despite being originally aired so long ago, the show still makes regular appearances on cable TV.

While the show was popular at the time, later critics have given it a hard time for making light of the real experiences of POWs, and trivializing German prison camps generally. But whatever our opinion of it today, the show was a success that lives on in popular culture. 

After Hogan’s Heroes

Following the cancellation of Hogan’s Heroes, Crane struggled to find a way to revive his career. Rather than stick to just TV roles, he sought to broaden his experience with roles in films and on stage.

Around the same time, he also appeared in two lesser known Disney films: Superdad, produced in 1973, and Gus three years later. The first was a box office flop about a father (Crane) concocting a plot to prise his daughter away from her bad-influence friends. Paradoxically, Gus was a successful film about a football-playing mule. Crane did not take on the starring role (which would have certainly taken all of his acting skills), and it was his last ever film appearance.

One of his projects, the Bob Crane Show, seemed like it may have been the way back for Crane. The series was initially, aptly, named Second Start. The show hit the airwaves in 1975, four years, and was aired on NBC. Bob Crane’s role- which was, of course, the starring role seeing as the show was named after him- was a step in a new direction for the actor. He played Bob Wilcox, a suburban family man who quits his day job to go to medical school. 

But the series only lasted for 14 episodes, and was cancelled following very poor Nielsen ratings. This convinced Crane to stick with his theater production instead, Beginner’s Luck, a play to which he had bought exclusive rights and began touring around the country. Bob, naturally, was both star and director. This seemed to satisfy him, and he toured it for five years, starting in 1973.

Murder

What stopped him wasn’t a bad run, or poor reviews, but his own death. Crane was murdered at an apartment in suburban Scottsdale, on June 9th, 1978. He had been in the middle of a short run of his play, Beginner’s Luck, at the local Windmill Dinner Theater. 

He had been strangled with an electrical cord, which investigators discovered wrapped around his neck. The killer blow, however, had been dealt by a brutal blow to the skull. The actual weapon has never been identified, although investigators believe it to have been a camera tripod- indicating, perhaps, that Crane had been filming at the time.

He was buried around a month later, on July 9th, at St. Paul the Apostle Catholic Church in L.A, mourned by several hundred attendees. 

The first suspect was Crane’s friend, John Henry Carpenter. He was Crane’s right hand man, some would say his best friend. But he was spotted in Scottsdale on the day of Crane’s death, and was seen by two hotel desk clerks visiting Crane in his room. They recalled that after he left that morning, he appeared nervous while waiting for his cab to the airport.

There were nowhere near enough clues to work with, however, in order to bring about a prosecution. Prosecutors refused to go forward with the case, and so Carpenter wasn’t forced to stand trial.

What kind of a man was Bob Crane?

Bob Crane had been well regarded by his friends, family and fans. An ABC News report, written after his death, described him as “the ideal leading man — handsome, clean-cut, [and] likable,” and they weren’t far off the mark.

Robert Clary, the man who played French POW Louis LeBeau in Hogan’s Heroes, recalled that "Bob was a very charming man. He was easy to get along with — he never acted like, 'I'm making much more money than you do, and you better listen to what I'm saying.' That was wonderful." 

Karen Crane, Bob’s daughter, had similar fond memories of her father. "My dad was an absolute typical family man at home," she recalled. "He was always swimming with us, playing with us. I just have wonderful memories of my dad and my years growing up."

But what shocked the public just as much as Crane’s senseless murder, were the revelations that came out about his life shortly afterwards- revelations that destroyed Crane’s pleasant image.

Image and Reality

What his family and the fans from his Hogan’s Heroes years didn’t know was that Bob Crane wasn’t a wholesome man.. 

Way back in 1993, the Phoenix New Times released an incredible transcript of a conversation between Crane and his friend, Carpenter. In the tape, the pair discuss their favourite ways of striking lucky with women. Both Crane and Carpenter were described as “alley cats who tried their luck with almost anything female that came their way” by the Phoenix Sun Times, which luridly detailed their sexual exploits.

The pair made good friends: because of Carpenter’s social contacts, Crane was provided “with a ready supply of willing women that surely wouldn't have been otherwise available to him”, and due to Carpenter’s expertise in video recording, the pair found an outlet for their desires.

But Crane’s pleasures were unusual, far further beyond normal infidelity. Mark Dawson, son of Crane’s co-star of Hogan’s Heroes Richard Dawson, detailed how one day shortly after turning 17 he was introduced to Crane’s hidden life. 

"He was carting a couple of videotapes and a Polaroid book," Dawson said in an interview to ABC, years after Crane’s death. "He went into the other room and then called me in: 'Hey, come on in ... you want to take a look at this stuff?'" Dawson had no idea what he was coming to see. It was a sordid collection of pornographic movies and photographs- all of them starring Bob Crane himself.

Mark Dawson’s connection was through his father, who had initially introduced Crane and Carpenter.

"The first 10 or 15 minutes, it was very interesting. Unnerving. I gotta tell you: it was a little shocking to see Colonel Hogan au naturel. Couldn't watch Hogan's the same way again after that," Dawson recalled. 

Crane was not just excited, but almost took pride in showing off his collection. "It was like wow, look at this one, look at that one. I don't know if 'proud' is the right word but sort of 'look what I got. She's a real winner, huh?' Some of them were, and some of them weren't. He was excited, he was happy about it. He was like a kid with a toy."

Affairs

Aside from the one night stands, Crane had also had regular affairs with his co-actors in Hogan’s Heroes, and introduced them to his hobby.

He began an affair with Cynthia Lynn, not behind closed doors




















































d2d_images/cover.jpg





