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The U.S. Bureau of Information File

On Wilfrid Voynich1

During World War I Voynich came to the attention of the U.S. Bureau of 
Investigation, the forerunner of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, as a possible enemy 
agent. The records in the BOI’s declassified file on Voynich suggest at least two informants 
mentioned him to the agency. One, W.S. Booth, was a minor writer-scholar of British origin 
living in Boston with whom Voynich had early on been friendly and to whom he wrote in 
1917 (p. 1) hoping to renew their acquaintance. To judge from Voynich’s letter, he had 
previously given Booth photostats of his “Bacon cypher” and Booth had expressed 
willingness to try decrypting them. Voynich asks Booth if anything ever came of his efforts. 
He tells Booth the War Department in Washington “is working on the subject” and 
expresses hope they will succeed in “transliterating” the manuscript.2 Voynich’s letter 
aroused Booth’s suspicions and he forwarded it to the Department of Justice in Washington3

with a cover letter (p. 3). The BOI file also contains a hand-written, unaddressed, and 
undated note by Booth (p. 4;  a transcription follows on p. 5) arguing both for and against 
Voynich’s trustworthiness. The Department of Justice acknowledged receipt of Booth’s 
letter (p. 6) and there the matter seems to have ended. 

Of more consequence was the rumor, which somehow got started in Chicago, that 
Voynich was in possession of the U.S. War Department cipher. A BOI report of November 
22, 1917 (p. 7) states that Voynich had had dinner sometime the previous year with Walter 
Lichtenstein, a naturalized American citizen of German birth. Lichtenstein was Head 
Librarian of Northwestern University Library and because of his position a likely customer 
for Voynich’s wares.4 Two other persons, unnamed in the BOI document, are reported to 

1 Voynich’s declassified BOI file is held at the National Archives and Records 
Administration, College Park, Maryland as part of “Investigative Records Relating to 
German Aliens (‘Old German Files’), 1915-20.” His file belongs to Record Group 65.2.2. 
According to NARA these files pertain to “German enemy aliens, German sympathizers, 
and other individuals suspected of disloyalty, mainly during World War I.” Voynich’s case 
number is 33354. 
2 Voynich had apparently sent off photostats of his Cipher Manuscript to the War 
Department, possibly to his friend Prof. John M. Manly (see below), hoping to get military 
codebreakers to work on them - this while war was raging in Europe. 
3 Someone at the Department of Justice marked up Voynich’s letter with notes and queries 
about Voynich and his manuscript, including claims that he was anti-British, pro-German, 
and, evidently to his further discredit, a Jew. See p. 2 for a transcription. 
4 In addition to buying books and manuscripts for Northwestern, Lichtenstein made 
purchases on trips to Europe for Harvard University, the University of Chicago, and the 
Newberry Library of Chicago (see letter of John M. Manly, pp. 17-18). In 1918, in the anti-
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have attended the dinner. It is likely that Voynich, as he frequently did, got to talking of his 
Bacon Cipher and, as he did in his letter to Booth, claimed the War Department in 
Washington was at work on it. Someone, probably one of Lichtenstein’s other guests, 
misunderstood Voynich’s table talk and thought he was claiming to be in possession of the 
American War Department cipher (as if there were only one). The conversation was 
reported to the BOI, which ultimately opened a file on Voynich.5 

The BOI documents contain descriptions of Voynich’s sales methods as well as 
impressions others had of the man, not all of them favorable. One document is a letter (pp. 
17-18) from Prof. John M. Manly6 of the University of Chicago to a Lieut. Straus (apparently
of the War Department) in which Manly strongly defends Voynich against rumors of 
disloyalty. Manly is under the impression that it was Lichtenstein who reported Voynich to 
the BOI. 

Voynich also came to the attention of the American Protective League, a gang of 
volunteer snoops who specialized in harassing their fellow citizens, particularly those of 
German descent, and questioning their loyalty.7 Included in the BOI files are reports from 
the APL, one of which (p. 26) implies that its agents clandestinely entered and searched 
Voynich’s offices in the Aeolian Building, 33 w 42nd Street, possibly with the connivance of 
the building management. 

From BOI reporting we learn that Voynich opened his offices on the 16th floor of 
the Aeolian Building on January 1, 1917, had been living in the Waldorf Astoria, then moved
to the Manhattan Hotel (p. 10); that he paid $100 a month rent for his offices (p. 45). 

Others of Voynich’s acquaintance mentioned in these documents are Anne M. Nill 
(pp. 40, 44) and John Manly’s fellow scholar, Edith Rickert (mispelled “Richert,” p. 42). 
Ethel Voynich makes appearances on pp. 7, 20, 40, and 41. 

German climate of the times, Lichtenstein was hounded from his post at Northwestern and 
took a job with the First National Bank of Chicago. He eventually rose to the level of vice 
president. None of the allegations against him ever came to anything. 
5 The documents in the file date from late 1917 to late 1920. 
6 Prof. John M. Manly (1865-1940) had joined the Military Intelligence Division of the War 
Department in 1915 with the rank of captain in the U.S. Navy. He taught cryptology at the 
War College in Washington until 1919, when he returned to teaching at Chicago. 
7 An early exemplar of intelligence outsourcing, the APL  was formed in 1917 by a Chicago 
advertising man named A.M. Briggs. Its main branch disbanded after the Armistice, though 
local franchises lived on for years thereafter. How the APL heard of Voynich is not known. 
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Transcription of Notes on Wilfrid Voynich’s Letter  
 

To W.S. Booth of June 25, 1917 
 

 
 
(Putative) 
 
Roger Bacon  
 
Why? [connected by a line to a phrase circled in Voynich’s letter, thence to 
Voynich’s signature, which is underlined numerous times] 
 
 
 
An Austrian or  
 
a Russian Pole (Jew) 
 
& and pro-German & an anti-British 
 
naturalized British subject  
 
& a pretty slick article 
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Transcription of undated note written by W. S. Booth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I have no reason to 
 
suppose that this man is 
 
not what he is & has been 
 
known to be – a book seller. 
 
But if he has the run of 
 
the War Dept. cipher or signals 
 
rooms he will bear a 
 
close watch.  
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