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    Preface


    


    When you hear the name Anita Ekberg, you immediately visualize the sensual blonde in the strapless black dress, wading through Rome’s Trevi Fountain. Anita Ekberg is forever immortalized through the Fellini film as the sensuous Scandinavian glamazon, The Iceberg that melted in the Italian sun. But Anita Ekberg was of course far more than the part that sky-rocketed her to film stardom immortality. She was a Miss Sweden, a celebrated Hollywood movie star, an international phenomenon when it comes to her jet set life in Rome and Spain, a daughter, sister, spouse and secret lover. Anita had spunk, guts and she was a survivor in the true sense of the word; someone who picks up after disaster has hit her. In 1973 Marie Therese-Blanc interviewed her and summarized it nicely: “It is not fifteen years since La Dolce Vita and Anita Ekberg has changed a lot. The sixth child in a family of eight is now 43 — and for once the figure is not referring to her bust, which has been ‘measured’ over the years at everything from 45 to 39 ½ inches. Her eyes are just as blue, the smile just as bright, but she’s a lot heavier and her face is singed with the mishaps of life. Despite all the headlines, the photos, the stories, for instance, of nude love making films being taken of her by zoom-lensed Confidential magazine cameras, Anita remains very tight-lipped about herself as she always did. She is Swedish after all, and the Swedes are rather reserved, private people, despite their supposed freedoms. Anita acknowledged this homegrown trait but has nothing to do with home anymore. She is then today perhaps more sensitive than ever; a woman who has suffered a lot an suffers still.”


    Primary research sources for this book included interviews, newspaper and magazine articles, and publications from the 1950s and 1960s. Accounts from people personally acquainted with Ekberg were limited, though two close friends provided significant perspectives — one of whom authored a book about her. Another important reference was a book by Else-Marie Lundin, though contact with the author and publisher was not established. My work provides an overview of Anita Ekberg’s biography, including a filmography and a gallery of magazine covers featuring her. All of the photographs are from the author’s collection, with the exception of several rare images contributed by Lars Hector, a long-time friend of Ekberg. All images are the property of their respective owners and creators and are utilized solely for illustrative purposes.
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    Introduction


    


    “A sex-bomb? I never considered myself that way. One shouldn’t confuse an actress with her roles. One should differentiate between private life and the roles of a film star. I make a clear distinction. I would never behave in my private life the way I do in films.”


    


    When talking about Anita Ekberg, we recall the statuesque, voluptuous body, the beautiful face and the long blonde hair. Her vital statistics were promoted in The Miss Sweden and Miss Universe beauty contests, as well as in Hollywood, Italy and Spain, where she lived and made a career as an actress. Actress Monica Bellucci likened Ekberg’s arrival in Italy to a “tornado” — “this blonde, sexy, free woman, with a convertible car and her own house, in a country where a woman’s place was still in the kitchen…It was a massive cultural contrast, which was scary for some.” [1] And ‘scary’ is a description which was also used by those who encountered Anita’s fierce personality, for she had a sharp tongue and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind bluntly. In many ways she was a trailblazer, as she paved the way for the women, actresses who came behind her, to speak their mind and shape their own life and career. During the 1950s and 1960s, Italian, as well as American, society was largely conservative, with traditional gender roles firmly in place. Anita Ekberg’s independence and assertiveness challenged these norms.


    Before Anita Ekberg shook-up Italy, she arrived in Hollywood as Miss Sweden of 1951. Being the representative of Sweden in the beauty contest, opened new doors for the curious and lively young woman. Anita was eager to get to know the American way of life and furthermore, become an acknowledged movie star in the film capitol of the world. What she found when she arrived in Hollywood, was a conservative, men-runt people-factory. Young men and women were groomed to personify a stereotype, in Anita’s case: “the sex doll.” The young Swede very quickly learned that her film persona had more freedom than her private self. Anita was a free-spirited woman, flirty, enjoying her beauty and youth and she indulged in the admiration she received. The studios wanted to shape her, but she refused to let her teeth be worked on, she refused to take a stage name. Maybe she was stubborn, she was found to be difficult, something she did recognize from her upbringing. As a child and teenager, she was not encouraged to speak her own mind, to have an opinion. But the urge to live life to the fullest had always been there, and in the land of the free, Anita let herself go and made sure she had a hell of a time, for as long as it lasted.


    Hollywood films were the ones Anita had grown up with, and the Hollywood standard of making movies were the ones she achieved to. Still, the young woman had a hard time to adjust. Columnist Dorothy Manners recalled meeting the hopeful starlet in those early days. “Anita said she was disappointed in her Hollywood start. She had won the “Miss Sweden” in our Miss Universe contest the year before and while she hadn’t picked off the big prize, she had expected more than pin-up attention from Hollywood scouts who had interviewed her.” Anita told Manners, “I think perhaps I should return to Europe for my career. In Hollywood I’m just a body, even though I have a small contract with Batjac Productions, they think of me only as a sex-actress. Yes, I think I should go back to Europe.” [2]


    Looking back on her participation in the Miss Sweden competition, Anita recalled: “That was my biggest mistake. It took years to live down that I was just the Body Beautiful. I was rarely allowed near a studio, except to pose for cheesecake. My studio seemed to have forgotten me. I tell you I was all set to go back home, although I had by this time learnt fluent English. Then everything started to go right. That was after I met John Wayne, a gentleman as well as a fine actor. He signed me up with his production company. I appeared with him in Blood Alley, a story about Formosa in which I played the role of a Chinese girl. No one will ever know what it meant to me to have a part in which I did not have to display my body.” Nonetheless, the American and British publicity men referred to the blonde starlet as “The Girl Who Makes Jane Russell Feel Like a Boy” and “The World’s Best Reason for Wide-Screen Films” respectively.


    One might expect that the people in her motherland were enthusiastic about their newest Hollywood star, but the Swedes proclaimed they weren’t. Stig Torslow, the director of the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm told a German reporter that Anita “seemed to be confusing famous with infamous.” Greta Garbo and Ingrid Bergman were graduates from his acting school, for which he was very proud. But this scantily clad, playgirl was condemned by him and in many reports from the Swedish press as well. You can call this a hypocritical opinion. Sweden was one of the first countries to give sex education in primary and secondary schools. As early as the mid-forties, the Swedish parliament suggested that biology classes were to inform students about the male and female sexual organs, reproduction and contraception. On the other hand, the Swedish people were morally strict, and they’d been taking a rather dim view of Anita’s reported romantic escapades. Mark Johnson writes in an article about Anita: “As a nascent celebrity in Hollywood, Anita Ekberg was connected directly with this discourse on Swedish morality. Playboy (10/55) suggested that Ekberg, as a sample of Swedish womanhood, made it clear why “sin” in Sweden created such a sensation.” [3] The Swedes reacted to Anita’s success, based on her sex appeal, that Sweden was full of beautiful girls, making Anita in no way special. On her return to Sweden, after four years in Hollywood, Anita experienced their hostility towards her. While leaving Stockholm, Anita caught sight of director Alfred Hitchcock. Anita dashed over and introduced herself and her parents. Hitchcock seemed puzzled, but politely shook hands. He listened attentively as Anita chattered on, still not recognizing who this lady was. After Anita had gone, Hitchcock was to have asked a bystander, who in the world was this girl? What began as a charming initiative was quickly twisted by the Swedish press, who mocked the encounter and turned it into the so-called “Hitchcock incident.” This episode perfectly illustrates how the Swedish media often responded to Anita — not with celebration, but with ridicule and skepticism toward her ambitions. Author Ann-Kirstin Wallengren, wrote a chapter about Anita in a study of Nordic film culture, [4] titled: “Celebrated, Contested, Criticized: Anita Ekberg, A Swedish Sex Goddess in Hollywood.” Wallengren provides an analysis of how Anita was represented and perceived as an emerging Swedish star within American press and media, exploring the negotiation and reproduction of concepts related to Sweden, sexuality, gender, and stereotypes. The study also examines the Swedish response to Anita’s image, noting that it tended to be more critical and, at times, approached harassment. This chapter therefore investigates the ways in which notions of Swedish sexuality and the ‘Swedish blonde’ were constructed, disseminated, and sustained within American cultural discourse.


    Anita Ekberg’s relationship with fame was complex — she was often defined by her beauty but consistently sought to be more than a “sex symbol.” Starting out in Hollywood, in 1955, she told Picturegoer magazine: “It’s ridiculous. When a girl comes to Hollywood, the first thing she’s asked is her measurements. If they’re good, the men whistle, women sigh, and press agents shout them around the world. So, what happens? You come onto a movie set in a costume showing a nice line of cleavage. The censor sees you and makes you cover up, right up to the neck.” She confessed that her appearance helped her to get a foot in the door. “After looking through American magazines, it occurred to me that I had physical properties that were just as good as Dagmar and a few others. I figured my bustline would carry me far. Up to that point, I hadn’t paid much attention to my measurements. So, you can really say that I owe it all to a tape measure.”Anita decided to flaunt with what nature had given her, following in the footsteps of the starlets and actresses that had become famous before her. “A lot of girls pretend to have a big bust. I have it. I don’t have to undress down to the waistline. I have it.” Anita said that Jayne Mansfield and Marilyn Monroe were bigger busted then she was. Considering they were tiny. Jayne Mansfield was somewhat like Anita, the two were friendly and Anita showed Jayne appreciation, felt she was trapped in the Hollywood system, partly by her own doing. She recognized that Jayne was the product of 20th Century Fox and saw how she was used and mis-used. Anita, under contract to Batjac Productions, was loaned out to Warner Bros. and Paramount. She was never built up by a studio, although her contract at Columbia could have been lucrative, artistic-wise, but it wasn’t. Anita took the parts that were offered to her. Mostly these roles emphasized her figure and gave her little to do, acting-wise. There are some exceptions, like Back from Eternity and Paris Holiday, but for the most part she was conceived as a sexpot. Anita never considered herself as a stereotype: “I never thought of myself as a sex symbol. It’s the other people who considered me being one. I laughed about it and thought ‘how stupid.’ ” [5]


    It was not until she arrived in Europe, Rome, that Anita experienced she was in demand as an actress and that this allowed her to pick the parts she wanted. Unguided by a good advisor, she took some good roles but also starred in more mediocre movies. Sometimes the roles were too much dramatically, and Anita could not provide what her part needed. But most of the time, she was up for the parts’ demands and for the first time in her career she was in the realms of the celebrated movie stars. In 1963 she decided to return to Hollywood for a couple of pictures. Anita stepped in her old film persona again, when her old buddies Bob Hope and Frank Sinatra asked her to play the sex bomb type in two tame movies. They weren’t bad, but she was mostly cast as decoration, again wearing costumes that emphasized her figure. Meanwhile, the blonde bombshell had gone out of fashion. Marilyn Monroe had passed away, Mamie Van Doren and Jayne Mansfield were filming in Europe and Kim Novak had taken the dramatic route before she withdrew herself from film making. In the mid-sixties, societal changes occurred, including the emergence of “second-wave feminism,” which advocated for equal rights for women and self-determination. While these movements challenged traditional views of gender roles, Hollywood maintained its established beauty standards and continued to uphold conventional expectations and stereotypes about women. Anita, then in her thirties, chose to remain in Italy. America had brought her recognition but that didn’t result in significant career advancement. She experienced typecasting and was not satisfied with the trajectory of her Hollywood career. Fed up with the American and Swedish double morality and lack of recognition, Anita filed for Italian Citizenship in December 1964. Asked what she liked about Italy, she answered: “I like the Italian people. They are charming, proud and vitally alive. I like their way of life. They are uninhibited and they enjoy life. I believe, like the Italians, that life is here, now, and you might as well enjoy living it.” About her feelings for Sweden, Anita was very clear. “What do I dislike about Sweden? Everything. I dislike the people. They are too materialistic. And I dislike their way of life. They don’t know how to enjoy life. They are too gloomy.” She added in another interview: “I have no hatred for my homeland, but the Swedish press and motion picture industry seem to hate those who leave the country to find a career. I have returned to Sweden many times to visit my family, and each time have been severely criticized and hounded by the press. I have taken the last abuse from them.” Anita recalled an incident involving Swedish director Bo Widerberg. “Mr. Widerberg flew to Madrid, where I was vacationing while my husband was appearing in a film, and outlined a film he wanted me to star in. He sent air tickets for me and attorneys to come to Stockholm to complete arrangements. There, he reversed himself, point by point, and when I no longer thought the outlined picture was even so much as in good taste, he threw a fit on stage, and we left. The press didn’t even show me the courtesy of seeking the truth. It didn’t matter to them that I had spent two and a half days patiently listening to his plans, hoping to discover at least a little of what we had discussed in Madrid. They simply saw in this situation another chance to smear me, in my opinion.”Anita even went so far to refuse to work on a film she made in Hamburg in 1966, if Swedish journalists were on the set. Asked what she had against the Swedish press, she replied, “Their nasty questions.” She continued: “They keep putting me the nastiest questions. For example, they want to know why I don’t have children, whether I don’t want any or even whether I’m not able to get any. They’ll ask me when I’ll divorce my husband and so forth. The Swedish press has written particularly vicious things about me.” [6] In a press conference after her first marriage, Anita showed her estrangement from her Swedish upbringing, something the Swedes didn’t receive positively. “I have six brothers, remember, back home in Sweden. I used to help Mama about the house. In Sweden every girl is trained to take her place with her husband in her home. But I won’t be a housewife, we’ll have a maid and servant for that.”


    Anita’s relationship with the Swedish press changed somewhat for the better from the seventies and on. When questioned about why she seems harsh and unapproachable, Anita explained: “I don’t want anybody too close to me, I’m very protective of my private life, and I only make unimportant things known to people. The rest belongs to me. A lot of people like to make friends with me, only because I am Anita Ekberg. This kind of friendship doesn’t interest me at all, so why should I simulate?” The interviewer asks Anita if this is a typical Swedish reaction? “As you know, I don’t feel like a Swedish woman, not too much, at least, but perhaps my reaction is. It is true, it is difficult for a Swede to consider someone a friend. We observe each other, we test each other out for a while. But when a Swede gives his friendship to somebody, then it is marvelous.” [7] Anita was headstrong, as a child she already knew what she wanted, and although she was said to be shy and reserved, she was determined to make something out of life. When she became a celebrity and movie star, her self-assured posture and stubbornness were regarded as arrogance and labeled as un-professional behavior. Anita herself would later comment on her autonomous nature: “I choose my friends. I choose the men I want to go to dinner with. Maybe my best asset was my honesty; saying what I thought; straight to the face. And I did that to producers and directors as well.” [8] In 1994, Peter Loewe interviewed Anita for the Swedish magazine INTRIG. About her two failed marriages Anita said: “None of my two marriages were happy. I was never in love with either of my two husbands. I married to get revenge on people (men) who rejected me. Nobody has ever left me. It has always been me ending it.” Anita was a self-made woman, she was not to be directed by men or studios, or producers who wanted to direct her career and appearance. She made her own decisions and decided with whom she slept and who she refused. Close friend Gwen Perry describes the nature of her dear friend: “Anita was a generous, down-to-earth person with a very good sense of humor, but she could be just the opposite if you lacked in respect for her.” [9]


    The late sixties proved to be a hard time for Anita, where she struggled to get worthy parts. She gained weight, mainly because she loved to eat Italian food and didn’t care to look after herself because she had reached her late-thirties, and in the film world that meant that she no longer could depend on looks to receive good parts anyway. The years before, she had always tried to keep in shape, to prolong a career that was for the most part based on the way she looked. In an interview with Louella Parsons, Anita told her about the medicine that was subscribed to her by the studio. “I have such a big appetite, this is to cut it down. I have to watch my weight all the time. I don’t dare eat all I want.” [10] As early as 1956, Anita’s love of (Italian) food caused British Picturegoer magazine to remark: “One look at the weighing machine and she decided that a girl can have too much of a good thing. So she’s going on a diet. While in Italy filming Interpol, she had a fat chance of getting thin. In Rome her favorite dishes are cannelloni, a rich pastry stuffed with meat, and devil’s chicken — wickedly rich. But devil’s food is no use for an angelic figure. So Ekberg has to curb her appetite, which also runs to monster choc ices and candy floss. People are beginning to talk.” [11] When she made The Sign of Rome, the press started making nasty remarks about her weight. The Los Angeles Times wrote: “Let’s fervently hope that whoever supplied the English titles of this American-International release had a sense of humor. The unwary spectator will need one. And so will the hefty Anita Ekberg if she doesn’t start easing up on contemporary bread and potatoes.” [12] Her whole career had been built around her figure, and although the Europeans appreciated her as an actress, her physical appearance was always in synchronicity with her movie work. Anita, like British bombshell Diana Dors, laughed at it and worked throughout the seventies in horror films and sex comedies. She would say: “It’s not really fatness. And a woman does not need to fear that. I’m proud of my breasts as every woman should be. It’s not cellular obesity, it’s abundant woman-ness.” When Anita was filming North East of Seoul in 1970, it was rumored that she had become obese and that she was shot only from the chest up. Paul Ross, who produced the film, said: “Let’s just say that her face is still so beautiful we felt it unnecessary to move into other areas. Anita has put on a lot of weight and even though she is miserable about it, she cooked her own pasta while we were on location.” [13] While filming in and around Seoul, Anita stayed at the Westin Chosun Hotel. She upset the staff when smoke tipped them off to the fact that she was using a hot plate in her room to cook, which was forbidden. But in the mid-seventies, when her career had seemed to have come to a halt, the remarks about her heftiness got nastier. In 1974 it was printed that: “Anita Ekberg is now so fat she lives like a recluse outside Rome.” It hurt her and at the same time gave her motivation to work on herself. She picked up her career and confronted the press with their sexist remarks about women. In 1978 Anita commented on questions about her declining film career: “In Italy, I have very few job prospects left. Directors and producers only offer me scripts that involve nudity, it’s really disgusting. I absolutely cannot understand why I should undress at my age, if I didn’t do it when I was twenty.” [14] In 1979 she’d pared down to 145 lbs, bringing her weight back from 220 lbs. To show that she still had it and to put up her middle finger to sexist producers and nasty critics; she posed semi-nude and the photos were printed in the Spanish Playboy of June 1979.Later in life, Anita became more relaxed with gaining weight. Gwen Perry recalls talking to her friend about those difficult times when dieting was needed to prolong her career, “Although I didn’t know her in this period she spoke about it sometimes, but had accepted her fate. She would even laugh when she would try a belt or some other article from the “good old days,” just to find out that it no longer fit.” [15]


    Behind the glamour and the headlines, Anita Ekberg’s life was marked by an unwavering pursuit of authenticity. Her beauty opened doors, but it was her candor that often slammed them shut — or, just as often, left them ajar for only the worthy to pass through. Unlike many of her contemporaries who courted public adoration, Anita seemed at times to hold it at arm’s length, fiercely protective of the private self she guarded beneath the surface. Though the press never ceased to focus on her physicality, those who knew Anita best cherished her quick wit, her generosity, and her refusal to be anything but herself. She was, as the saying goes, “larger than life,” not merely for her stature or screen persona, but for the courage with which she faced the world — unapologetic, sometimes misunderstood, always unforgettable.


    In her later years, Anita found solace in the quieter rhythms of the Italian countryside. She loved her garden, her animals, and the simple pleasures that had always eluded her during the whirlwind years of stardom. Friends and neighbors in Italy remember a woman both grand and earthy, her laughter echoing across the hills, her presence as formidable as ever but softened by time and hard-won wisdom. In her life she’d reached many highs but also experienced betrayal, sadness, grief and loss. In difficult times she always straightened herself up, picked up right where she’d left off and put herself out there. She always rose from her ashes like a phoenix. A totally self-made woman, way ahead of her time and a feminist by her own terms. When she passed away January 11, 2015, at the age of thirty-eight, Anita Ekberg had lived a long and rich life. Entrepreneur Lars Hector and Jazz singer Gwen Perry, among others, experienced themselves how loyal and generous Anita was in her friendship. Gwen Perry: “I met Anita in 1988, in Amalfi, Italy, where she was a judge in a beauty contest and I was one of the entertainers. Having ascended all those steps of the Amalfi Cathedral, I was finally rendering my last song, “My Way.” After a break Anita approached to congratulate me for the song, saying that before me, she had only appreciated the version of Frank Sinatra. She then invited me to sit at her table for lunch. We bonded over a plate of smoked salmon, as I ate it like she did, with sliced onion and black pepper. She gave me her telephone number and her address and invited me to visit her. A few months later, when I was between contracts, I drove down to Rome from Bologna to spend a long weekend. I was actually there for three weeks. I would have stayed longer, but I got a gig and had to leave. There would be many more visits, and she would take me with her to television interviews both in Italy and in Spain. We always found something interesting to talk about, without talking about our careers and there was much laughter. Our friendship lasted until her death in 2015.” Miss Perry adds: “I still miss her. I was proud to be friends with Anita Ekberg, the person. All the rest was just trimmings.” [16]


    As memories of the golden age of cinema begin to fade, Anita Ekberg’s legacy endures not only in the celluloid frames of La Dolce Vita or in the faded gloss of magazine covers, but also in the hearts of those who glimpsed the woman behind the legend. Her story remains a testament to the power of self-determination, and to the enduring charm of a woman who insisted on living life — and loving it — on her own fearless terms.


    


     


    
      
        1. Variety, October 22, 2022.


        

      

    


    
      
        2. Los Angeles Herald Examiner, November 10, 1963.


        

      

    


    
      
        3. Outré magazine, #14.


        

      

    


    
      
        4. Nordic Film Cultures and Cinemas of Elsewhere, Edinburg University Press, 2019.


        

      

    


    
      
        5. Dutch TV show, 1994.


        

      

    


    
      
        6. Variety, May 11, 1966.


        

      

    


    
      
        7. Cinema X, 1974, Volume 6, number 2.


        

      

    


    
      
        8. BBC Documentary Arena, Blondes, 2000.


        

      

    


    
      
        9. Source: email contact with author.


        

      

    


    
      
        10. Los Angeles Examiner, May 27, 1956.


        

      

    


    
      
        11. Picturegoer, October 20, 1956.


        

      

    


    
      
        12. December 22, 1959.


        

      

    


    
      
        13. Los Angeles Herald-Examiner, March 1974.


        

      

    


    
      
        14. Gente, March 4, 1978.


        

      

    


    
      
        15. Source: email contact with author.


        

      

    


    
      
        16. Source: email contact with author.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Image63] 

        Publicity photo for Paramount Pictures, 1955.

      

    

  


  
    Biography


    


    YOUTH


    Anita Kerstin was born on September 29, in 1931. She was the sixth of eight children. Her mother Alvah and father Gustaf already had five older sons, Lennart, Bengt, Jan-Åke, Bertil and Torsten. More than a year after Anita’s birth, another girl was born, Inga, and three years later a little brother, Göran, was born. The little baby boy completed the family. Alva and Gustaf had chosen a child-friendly environment to raise their children. Rostorp was then a rural idyllic neighborhood on the outskirts of Malmö. Malmö was a typical Swedish town in the south of Sweden. It had wide streets, rows of trim houses and a population which exhaled well-being and peaceful living. Although Anita held warm memories of her youth in Sweden, she also had conflicting feelings about her motherland and fellow Swedes. Anita’s reflections from her forties indicate she visited Sweden infrequently, citing significant changes in the country and a preference for remembering her childhood environment rather than witnessing its transformation. “Today’s Sweden disappoints me. Everything is so different now. I prefer to keep the golden memories of my childhood. For me, Sweden stopped there, when I was a young girl. Maybe this is stupid, I’m an idealist, I know, but it’s like that. I prefer to see, with my mind, the green Sweden I knew a very long time ago and not to see, with my eyes, the buildings that took the place of the meadows where I played with my brothers and my little friends. I was born in the South, in Malmö. Today, all the places where I spent my babyhood have disappeared, and to see this, makes me awfully unhappy. So, I prefer not to see, not to return there.” [1]


    A year after the Ekberg family had moved to Rostorp, Anita was born. The house they lived in was originally built for two families, for that reason there was a kitchen on both the lower and the upper floors. When they moved in, Gustaf turned the kitchen on the second floor into a bedroom for the two oldest boys. All other bedrooms were on that floor too. Anita shared a room with Torsten, Inga and Göran. On the first floor were the kitchen, dining room and the fine room which was only used on special occasions, for example when the family invited guests. The bathtub was in the basement. Anita’s father Gustaf worked as a foreman for a company that supplied coal to the ships that entered the harbor at Malmö. As warehouse manager he was constantly on duty. He was in charge of the planning when the coal boats arrived and departed, when they were to be loaded and unloaded. Gustaf held no nine-to-five job, since the ships didn’t always keep to the timetable; Gustaf was often called in at all hours of the day.


    The Ekberg children adhered closely to their father’s guidance, particularly regarding physical activity. Gustaf, a former athlete, required daily exercise, which Anita generally enjoyed alongside her siblings. Anita is the little darling of her five big brothers. She’s tough, like a boy. Alvah later recalled: “Having five older brothers certainly leaves its mark on a girl. She always preferred to play with boys. They were out and about in the open areas nearby where we lived at the time.” Anita was also said to be shy and didn’t make friends easily, though she was very close to her sister Inga. Inga recalled: “We always got along beautifully. We seldom fought, but Anita was stubborn, with a mind of her own. When we went bicycling, I would suggest that we take the route back through the woods or by the beach. No matter what I suggested, Anita wanted to do the opposite.” [2] The stubbornness was fairly consistent in the Ekberg family. Gustaf was said to be very determined too. He was once in a motorcycle accident, but he refused to be taken to the hospital. Instead he called the truck drivers from his work to take him home. Luckily Alvah persisted to call a doctor, a former schoolmate of Gustaf. He sent his old friend to hospital where it was found that he had received three cracks in his skull. The hospital wanted him to stay for a couple of months, but after two weeks Gustaf discharged himself. Just a day or so later he was back at work. He was tough and stubborn, character traits that several of his children inherited, not at least his famous daughter. The emphasis on health influenced the children significantly, with Jan-Åke excelling in athletics and qualifying for the 1948 London Olympics before an injury ended his sports career. Anita credited her father’s commitment to physical education for the children’s good health and recalled household competitions involving gymnastic exercises under his supervision. Mother Alvah was softer in her approach to the children. She agreed to the physical education the children got, but she spoiled them without telling her husband. About her dad’s education Anita recalled: “We were healthy, all the Ekberg children. We owed that to dad. He was an old athlete who had taken physical education very seriously. In the living room of the house, Dad had set up rings and, after hoisting us up, he made us hang on them. We children had competitions to see which of us could do difficult exercises best. Dad encouraged us and we were very proud when he came to stroke our heads with a kind smile.” [3] Besides her parents’ strict upbringing, Anita also was indoctrinated by the church pastor who, with the utmost vigilance, fulminated against sin. Every Sunday the family visited church.


    During World War II, Sweden was mobilized and rationed, and in Rostorp the residents of private homes plowed up the large green area of Oranienplan, in order to grow vegetables and potatoes. On June 13, 1940, when Anita was eight-years-old, her father was drafted as captain in the Neutrality Guard. In 1941, it had been a year since the Germans occupied Denmark and Norway; Sweden is on high alert. All Swedish men are drafted, including captain Gustaf Ekberg. In the meantime, Alvah had to try to save the family’s finances. She quickly realized that the captain’s salary was far less than what her husband had made at the coal company. If she didn’t do anything about it, the family would be forced to live on the bare minimum. Alvah took up the courage to arrange a meeting with the head of the coal company, Richard Hein, and explained the matter. Luckily Hein, an understanding man, considered Gustaf a highly valued loyal servant. He promised Alvah to pay her the difference in salary. Gustaf instilled his political view in his children. He agreed with the Nazi view of Jews. Anita remembered that her father told her how he had been a customer at a hardware store in Malmö. When he discovered the store was run by Jews, he never shopped there again. Anita never approved her father’s anti-Semitic beliefs. She was apolitical and believed that all people have equal value.


    The little blonde girl quickly grew up to a lanky 11-year-old. Her schoolmates at grammar school remembered that Anita was quiet and shy, and kept to herself most of the time. Not as strikingly beautiful as she would become, she still attracted much attention because of her golden, wavy hair. At the age of twelve her parents were scared to let her go out alone in the streets of Malmö. Scores of boys stopped to jeer at this fair-haired girl who already looked like a woman. By that time, the shyness had been exchanged for a more assertive manner. Inga Lindholm-Jönsson, Anita’s best friend, remembers that Anita could be quite tough on her classmates, telling them “Who do you think you are?!” when they bothered her. One of Anita’s old boyfriends described her as being very small then. He said: “It seems funny when you realize how tall she is now. She wore skirts and high-necked blouses, mostly, and sometimes sweaters. And yes, they always fitted rather tightly. I had to drop Anita finally, because she was too nice. When you’re seventeen, you don’t want nice girls!” [4] Her newly sister-in-law, Lisbeth, Jan-Åke’s wife remembered: “She was incredibly cute, wearing a blue dress and with her hair slicked back. Anita stood out of the crowd even then.” [5] Underneath her cute appearance Anita kept a dark secret she never told anyone. Many years after the fact, she told Lars Hector that at the age of 12, she was sexually abused within her family. Assumably the assault had happened when Anita and her younger siblings had to be evacuated to the countryside, during the war. For a couple of months, the children lived with a cousin of Alvah, who had a farm in Marieholm, outside of the city of Eslöv.


    There was an exciting and at the same time frightening event when Anita was approximately sixteen years old. Once, she went to the Malmö swimming baths and the police had to intervene to separate her admirers who had started a savage free fight. She had started to notice that, when she left her family home, people would stare at her in the streets. And that the attention of men was an object of disapproval or envy to the women of the small town. She had kissed the policeman’s son, Georg Johansson, secretly behind the bicycle storage at school. Anita made sure that the kissing and holding hands were done discreetly. Father Gustaf kept a firm eye on his daughters. When Anita reached the age of seventeen, she and a good friend stood outside the Ekberg’s garden gate, Anita had to be in a ten o’clock. When it became ten past, Gustaf appeared on the garden path. Without saying anything he walked up to his daughter, he gave her a slap in the face and walked back into the house, leaving Anita in tears, and her friend worriedly watched when she entered the house. Gustaf used to beat his other children too, to discipline them. When Anita turned 18-year-old, Gustaf tried to beat her again. Anita fought back and slapped her father. Later that night Gustaf called his daughter into the bedroom, where he sat crying. He apologized and hugged his daughter. From that day Gustaf never raised his hand to Anita again. Anita’s father’s violence can probably be linked to a drinking problem. Anita would reflect on her strict upbringing and the abuse years later: “My father was terrible. When I was a child I loved him very much, but when I became older, I got more and more close to my mother. You know, my father, for example wouldn’t allow me to come back home at night, if I was only ten minutes after the time he had fixed. I lived like this till when I was 19-years-old when I could not stand it any longer and I left home for good. All fathers are the same, I think. They are consumed with jealousy as soon as their daughters begin to have men chasing after them. From this moment they are not the God anymore, and they can hardly bear it.”


    Former Malmö Latmskola schoolmate Thor Wahlberg, remembered about his old teenage romance: “I remember what a buzz of admiration you aroused when you walked down the street with your friend on Saturday nights in your red coat. But you never stuck your nose in the air, you never became mean. You were mischievous and a good, sweet girl. But you certainly gained attention even then, and perhaps there was also a bit of controversy around you. One afternoon I stood waiting for you outside the Latin school. You came cycling from the Borgar school and was going to give me a pair of gloves that I lend you the day before. When we stood there talking, my Latin teacher came out and saw us. He walked around us twice. Then he stopped, looked at you and then at me and said: “Does Wahlberg like painted girls?” I just wanted to sink into the ground, so ashamed I was in front of you. But you just smiled the smile that since dazzled the world and answered in my place: “Yes he does.” And you were right; I really liked at least one painted girl.” [6] Unknown to Thor and everyone else at school was that Anita was raped at sixteen-years-old. She had been invited to a party at Bellevue by a boy she liked. The boy belonged to a well-known Malmö family. “The party was going on and after a few hours he took me into another room. At first, we kissed, it was quite innocent. But it got hotter and hotter, and I became unsure of what he wanted. He forced himself upon me, he tore my clothes. I remember crying, thinking “what will mother say?” I tried to get away from there, but he forced me to stay. He raped me. I was so ashamed, I felt dirty. I walked home to Rostorp in torn clothes, all the way from Bellevue. I snuck into the house; I tried to wash everything off. I cried myself to sleep.” [7]


    Those who knew Anita in her teenage years remember that she had a twinkle in her eyes. The gleam that wanted adventure and to explore new things. Looking back on her youth, Anita recalled: “I have always dreamed of being someone. When I was a child playing with my siblings in our house in Malmö I already knew that I would do something. I wasn’t pretty; my sister Inga was infinitely more beautiful and smaller than me. I was uncomfortable because I had grown up too quickly. I was happy, but also shy, almost fearful. I went to the movies with the money I earned helping my mother. When I got home, I would cut out photos of Tyrone Power and Gary Cooper from the movie magazines and pin them on the wall. I admired these men who were handsome, who were achieving something, who were someone. In one word; I was a dreamy kid with legs that were too long and who had straight straw-colored hair.” [8] Anita didn’t like school. She was famous for her late arrivals. She also questioned the teachers why something should be done this way and not another way. She didn’t study or do her homework. One student remembered seeing her in the school toilet, smoking during breaks. Every time someone came in, Anita hissed: “Close the door quickly so the teacher doesn’t see me.” Disengagement from academic subjects characterized her final year of high school, particularly due to conflict with a music teacher. She eventually completed her studies to meet requirements, despite familial pressure regarding her future prospects. “I had left school, which I hated. It was the fault of an educator, a music teacher, who had targeted me and tormented me. He accused me of things he made up. Every noise in class, I had caused it; every whisper, I was responsible for it. He would get on the phone and report to my father. As a reaction, I stopped studying.” [9] At that moment, Anita’s parents repeated the same sermon everyday: “You’ll never amount to anything. Today, even to get married, you’ll need a diploma. What will we do with you?” Although Anita had a will of her own, still she appreciated what her parents had taught her. “I was always interested in sewing and making my own clothes. Mom encouraged me, helped me and she was the one who always fixed my mistakes. Mom’s great wish would have been to see me study housework. I think I would have been a very good student, because I had my mom as a teacher. But fate decided otherwise…” [10]


    It was mother Alvah who kept the family together. After school, Anita and Inga assisted their mother with household tasks, fostering a strong relationship between Anita and Alvah. Despite expressing difficulties with aspects of her upbringing, Anita also acknowledged the skills and values learned from her parents. Anita maintained an interest in sewing, encouraged by her mother, who hoped she would pursue domestic studies. Alvah, who was just as beautiful as Anita in her youth, would never stop supporting and defending her daughter. At the same time, it was also Alvah who could speak out bluntly if she thought Anita was wrong or misbehaved. As a child Anita was especially careless about her clothes, after a school day she often came home with a stained dress. Overall, Anita’s early life was influenced by her family’s routines and her developing interests and relationships. Experiences of sexual trauma also contributed to aspects of her behavior, including expressions of indifference and defensiveness. Grown up, Anita discussed sexuality openly, with sexual experiences playing a role in how she perceived her own value.


    MISS SWEDEN


    After her exams, Anita found a job as a fashion model for the famous Malmö fashion shop Fougstedts. She was a so-called travel model. When the spring and autumn collections were to be presented, Anita was constantly on the move. And when the shows were ended, she stayed in hotels, to travel on to the next show the following day. It was a very busy but also lonely time. Because she received the tour schedule in advance, she asked her sister Inga to send a letter to the hotel she would be staying; it gave her something to focus on and to not feel homesick. She befriended one of the other models, Berit, who later would marry the Savoy’s director Olle Bornefors. After Anita became famous as an actress the girls stayed in touch. Berit once told that she knew Anita as a straightforward and solid, reliable girl. Between the assignments for Fougstedts, Anita worked, as a so-called Number Girl, at the famous Malmö theater restaurant The Hippodrome. The owner, Gösta Strandberg, was the one who later claimed that he ‘discovered’ Anita. It was at the Hipp that she made her first steps in show business and was noticed. When Strandberg was looking for a girl who would introduce the following act, holding a sign that announced a new act, he stumbled upon Anita whom he spotted around town. Wearing very short shorts and a sweater, she caused a bit of uproar within the Ekberg family and with acquaintances. But Anita convinced them that such clothing was common for the new generation, everybody was dressed like this at the beach.


    Anita was somewhat of a forerunner, she was ahead of time, in a time when people gossiped and were shocked by a liberated woman who sought out her own boundaries. She was a young woman who enjoyed life and was not afraid to show what nature had given her. Her colleagues at the Hipp remember her as a joyous and pleasant girl. Energetic and happy to join the parties after work. Anita quickly negotiated a higher salary. According to the original contract, Anita would receive twenty Swedish Krones per evening, but towards the end she had raised the sum to one hundred anevening. One night, the star attraction, a Danish dancer whose specialty was as close to a striptease as Sweden would allow, wasn’t able to perform. Anita was asked to step-in and improvise her own dance. She did so in an even scantier outfit than she usually wore. She rehearsed for two hours with the variety’s show manager. Gösta Stranberg, one of the variety show’s directors, says afterwards: “There wasn’t much dancing, of course, but it was still a performance by the girl. Nervous? No Anita wasn’t nervous, not at all.” [11] Anita was not a scintillating success and the next night the Danish dancer returned to take her spot again.


    Seeking further employment, Anita was recommended to fashion photographer Georg Oddner. Oddner was eight years older than Anita and he was once a jazz drummer who had switched to becoming a photographer. When Anita stepped into his photo studio, she told Oddner: “I’m the girl you are looking for.” Oddner examined the self-confidant girl before him and was happy with what was presented to him. After taking some sample photos, he was even more convinced. Anita had a face that worked very well when photographed. She possessed high cheekbones, a well modeled chin and a beautiful nose. And even more, she had long legs and shapes and curves in abundance. She soon became Oddner’s favorite model. He remembered her as a model that never got mad, never complained she was tired. She was at ease in front of a camera and did what she was told without complaint. Oddner taught her some make-up tricks, like darkening the eyes, that she would use from then on. Between takes, Anita read the American magazines like Life, Time and Look. Anita loved everything she could read about the American dream and gushed over the fashion shoots and movie star articles. She admired Oddner because he was educated in the United States. She never grew tired of listening to his stories about New York. Oddner encouraged Anita to go to America too. He told her, “You should go to Hollywood. You’re just the type of beauty they’re looking for.”


    Anita worked hard as a model and when she found the time, she was also a hair model for hairdresser Knut Wulff. Wulff’s salons were well known in Malmö, at the height of his success he owned eight salons. The flagship store was situated in Malmö, he also had salons in Stockholm, Götenborg and Copenhagen. Wulff remembered Anita as a very temperamental girl. “If she didn’t get what she wanted, she just went her own way.” Anita later commented about Wulff, that “If he wanted to cut my hair, I quickly got up and disappeared.” Anita was very proud of her long, blonde hair. Several times a year there were fashion, and coiffure shows at the Savoy, Kramer and Beka department stores. Pierre Robert was responsible for the models’ make-up. In fashion in the early fifties was medium-length hair and heavily marked eyebrows, eyelines, eye shadow and mascara. From Robert Anita learned how to apply her own make-up.


    After work and in the weekends, Anita and her best friend Inga Lindholm-Jönsson went to dance venues like Aveny and Amiralen. From Rostorp, the girls cycled the two miles to the city. It was while going to the clubs, she met book publisher Arvid Bernce. He was twelve years older than Anita, a likeable and experienced man who took a liking to Anita and treated her in a polite manner. Anita referred to him as her first great love. She admired him a lot. Their relationship grew so strong that they exchanged rings. Bernce drove a big black Ford. Together they would visit Anita’s older brother Jan-Åke and his wife Lisbeth, who lived in Svalöv. On one occasion Anita persuaded Arvid to lend her the car, even though she had no driver’s license. Together with Inga, they drove up to Alvah’s cousin in Marieholm, where the sisters had been evacuated during the war. The drive went without any problems, but when the girls lost their way, they stopped and boldly asked a policeman the directions to the farm. Luckily the officer didn’t ask for Anita’s driving permit. Anita and Inga never made it to the farm, but both agreed that they had a really successful daytrip. After a while, Anita and Arvid’s paths diverged, they went their own way. Even after he got married, they stayed in touch and before Bernce passed away in
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        Sixteen year old Anita on the beach of Falsterbo.
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        War and Peace, 1956.
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        Anita in the Trevi fountain.
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        Publicity for Artists and Models, 1955.
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