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    Dedication


    To my sister Heidi and my wife, Diane. They were, and are, the guardians and the standard-bearers. In their own times, and in their unique ways, they brought and bring honor to the name Weissmuller.

  


  


  
    Foreword


    My grandfather was Edgar Rice Burroughs, the man who created Tarzan. He came to writing late in life, beginning that career when he was thirty-five. He’d been restless in the other professions he’d tried, be it railroad policeman in Idaho or member of the Seventh Cavalry chasing Apaches in the last years of the wild Wild West in the 1800s. Finally, he tried writing, and his third novel was Tarzan of the Apes. That was in 1912.


    For me, however, the first Tarzan wasn’t what my grandfather wrote, because before I could even read I’d seen Tarzan come to life on the movie screen. When I was a small child in the 1940s (my grandfather died in 1950), the family would gather at my grandfather’s home on weekends, where he’d screen sixteen-millimeter Tarzan movies, and that’s where I first saw Johnny Weissmuller. It was only later that I came to understand that other actors had played Tarzan. As a small child, however, all I knew was that Johnny Weissmuller was Tarzan. There was something about him. Even when he was less robust, in the 1940s, he still had a screen presence that commanded your attention. He made us believe in Tarzan.


    Looking back now, at both the films and the memorabilia, I can see that in the earliest of his motion pictures, Tarzan the Ape Man and Tarzan and His Mate, Weissmuller was at his peak. Fresh from his Olympic victories, he—and costar Maureen O’Sullivan—radiated youth, strength, power, and—dare I say it—even beauty. I have a Coca-Cola tray from the early 1930s that features Johnny and Maureen from Tarzan and His Mate, and it’s a toss-up as to which is the more attractive, because they’re both stunning examples of the Hollywood glorification of youth. Leonardo DiCaprio at twenty-two has nothing on Johnny Weissmuller when he was twenty-eight or thirty. DiCaprio should pray that he looks as good at thirty as Johnny Weissmuller did.


    There is a mystique that surrounded Johnny Weissmuller, and it followed him all of his life. When he left Tarzan films to play Jungle Jim and other roles, it was as Tarzan that people always remembered him, particularly after the films were revived on television.


    Tarzan’s call, as immortalized by Johnny Weissmuller, has to be one of the most recognizable sounds on the face of the Earth. Today, that same Tarzan yell is a registered trademark owned by Edgar Rice Burroughs, Inc.


    In the 1970s, Johnny attended a gathering of Edgar Rice Burroughs fans in Los Angeles and, standing on a balcony overlooking the hotel lobby, he let loose with the immortal yell. Everyone within earshot stopped what they were doing to look up at him, because they instantly recognized the sound—whether they were hotel clerks, bellhops, or tourists. Moreover, when they saw that it really was him (and not an incredible simulation), they smiled and applauded elatedly.


    Johnny Weissmuller became a legend in his own time, and this book is his story as only his son could tell it.


    Danton Burroughs,


    Secretary, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Inc.

  


  


  
    Introduction


    Johnny Weissmuller was universally idolized, both during and after his lifetime. Fans not only adored him as the greatest Olympic champion swimmer of his time, but they also remember him to this day as the greatest Tarzan of them all.


    Why? I have asked myself that question many times. In the documentary film Investigating Tarzan, George McWhorter, curator of the Burroughs Memorial Collection, Louisville University, Kentucky, suggested that it probably had a lot to do with the times. The more I thought about that, the more I tended to agree.


    My father’s classic films encompassed the period of the Great Depression in the United States, which started with the Wall Street Crash of 1929. It was not only a national economic depression, but it was also a period of emotional and mental depression for the breadwinners whose families were going without food. They wanted to work; they wanted to provide for their families; they wanted to succeed in life; but there was no work, and there was no way that they could avoid, eventually, the personal shame of the breadline. But for ten or fifteen cents, they could watch Tarzan, Lord of the Apes and lord of his environment, succeed time and time again against all odds. Tarzan was a symbol of hope. Times would get better. They, like Tarzan, would be free and independent men, in charge of their own destinies. As McWhorter commented, “Tarzan is a survivor—Tarzan is a winner—every generation has, and needs, a Tarzan image.”


    Mark Goodman perhaps sums it up best in an article published in 1984, just after my father’s death:


    
      I want to remember Weissmuller as the Tarzan, swift and strong, of those lambent days of my youth, when we would pedal down to the Majestic Theater to watch him perform his jungle wonders. Tarzan called us back to a simpler, primitive world, where right was clean and sharp, and wrong redeemable; where justice could be dispensed with a jungle mandate, a stone-sharpened knife, and a little help from diverse animal friends. Tarzan let us believe that there still exists, somewhere, nature’s own knight-errant to catch our children in the rye, and to slay the Beast from the treetops, every blessed Saturday morning.

    


    Tarzan was all of that, but he was more than that. He was also a man, with the strengths and weaknesses of all men. He had a great sense of humor, so much so that Red Skelton once told him that he had missed his calling; he would have made a good stand-up comedian. But, like most stand-up comedians, he also had his dark side. He was a kind man who could at times be cruel. He was an honest man who could at times be deceptive. He was mostly a giver but sometimes a taker. He was a man of peace and a man of conflict. He was optimistic and pessimistic, and he experienced—in the blink of an eye—monumental emotional highs and dramatic lows. In short, he was a lot like the rest of us, although perhaps on a larger scale. Johnny Weissmuller was bigger than life. He reaped more than his share of glory, and he also endured more tragedy than almost any man I have ever known. That’s what this book is all about: the glory and the tragedy of Johnny “Tarzan” Weissmuller.


    ---------------------------


    When I was sixteen, Dad took me on a fishing trip to Acapulco, Mexico. While we were being photographed with our catch—two large sailfish—a little Mexican boy no older than nine, who had been staring at us for some time, inquisitively pulled on Dad’s pant leg. Dad glanced down at the barefoot boy, who was beaming up at him, his two front teeth missing.


    “Perdón señor, ¿Tarzán? ¿Tú eres Tarzán?”


    My dad, whose best Spanish was “buenos morning,” cocked an eyebrow. “Sí, me Tarzan.”


    Dad followed this with the famous Tarzan yell, at full throttle. Within minutes, the entire village, now suddenly awake from their afternoon siesta, gathered on the pier, gawking and pointing. For a teenager, this was a thoroughly embarrassing experience, but it made such an impression on me that I never forgot it. You see, my father believed he was Tarzan, and so did nearly the entire planet.


    Over the years, and especially after Dad’s death in 1984, a great store of historical Tarzan and Weissmuller family information and documents came into my possession, including numerous family diaries, letters, and photographs. My wife, Diane, and I collected and preserved a cache of material relating to Johnny Weissmuller. Much of this is quite personal, revealing, and sensitive, which is why we chose, for many years, not to share it with anyone—until now. Several years ago, we made the decision that it was time to tell the world. We simply could not hope to keep the family secrets buried forever—best that they come from us rather than surface in distorted forms in the National Enquirer.


    We gathered together our boxes of information: newspaper clippings from as long ago as 1922; passports; original birth certificates; private-investigator reports; personal letters; hundreds of family photographs dating back to the late 1800s; scads of printed information, handwritten notes, and even a few tape recordings that I made with my father when I was a young man.


    Due to the intimate nature of much of this information, we decided to work with some friends we could trust to write about Johnny Weissmuller’s life from a personal perspective and not turn this book into yet another glamorous dissertation on his swimming and film careers, or degrade it into a scandalous “paparazzi” article. I contacted my writer friends, historian-biographer William Reed and his son W. Craig.


    William Craig is also a computer-research whiz. Together, we began to make sense of this mountain of historical information. I had no idea that such a wealth of material had been collected about Johnny Weissmuller and was now available from numerous sources, including many Web sites on the Internet: Weissmuller swimming and Olympic data; Tarzan minibiographies, memorabilia, and fan clubs; Jungle Jim fan clubs; Edgar Rice Burroughs bios and fan clubs; and even data concerning my own family history of which I had not been aware. The 1999 Disney animated film Tarzan was a smash success, and books and articles about Tarzan were appearing almost monthly, most simply regurgitating erroneous information that had been printed as many as fifty years earlier. We agreed that it was time to tell the true story.


    We also agreed that there was a plethora of information on public record—available to anybody who was interested—regarding the Olympic and other national and international swimming records held by Johnny Weissmuller; repeating it here would serve no purpose. And there were certainly far too many clinical, sterile dissections of every film Weissmuller ever made, and antiseptic psychological studies of the Tarzan “mystique,” and lists of technical film history and data. It boggled the mind. We decided to forgo that route.


    By design, this is not a long book, because it is a simple narrative concerning Tarzan the man rather than a lengthy tome concerning Tarzan the Olympic champion or Tarzan the Ape Man. I have attempted to tell this story in the way that my father told it to me, and to others, spanning many years. His memory was not always good about certain events, and of course he had his own side to tell. My research, and the family documents that I possess, convince me that he was often wrong. So be it. I decided to let Tarzan tell his story in his own way.


    To compensate for possible discrepancies in my father’s account, I have offered different quoted opinions throughout the text where appropriate. Much of this material (gleaned from people who knew him well, lived with him, worked with him) contradicts the way that Dad remembered his life. Readers may draw their own conclusions.


    It would be a mistake to ignore previously published data about my father, or attempt to discredit it all, and start from scratch. Some of that material (such as accounts of his early days in Chicago and the information covering the last tragic years of his life) is pure bunk. Intermixed with that bunk, however, is a lot of fact. Obviously, a weeding process was in order. I have included herein only those stories that my father, over the years, confirmed to me as being authentic—to the best of his memory—or those of which I have personal knowledge from immediate family members, or those that reflect my firsthand experience.


    Some of the “behind the scenes” information in this book is painful to remember, let alone write about, but a true understanding of the Tarzan whom I called my “Old Man” can’t be found without it. The nickname “Old Man” is not meant to be disparaging. It’s what I called him for as long as I can remember, and he’s the one who taught it to me—“You listen to what your ‘Old Man’ says, kid.” I just picked up on it, and it became a habit.


    If I have made mistakes in this book, I assure you that they are honest mistakes. Nobody living today, with the possible exception of Johnny Weissmuller’s fourth wife, Allene, knew my father as well as I knew him. Anything that Dad’s fifth wife, María, has ever said about Johnny Weissmuller should be viewed with a jaundiced eye.


    This is not a biography of Johnny Weissmuller. There have been too many of those written already. I include biographical material only as a framework for supporting the Weissmuller family story, which is mostly about me and my dad.


    —Johnny Weissmuller Jr.
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    Ripples


    
      Family History


      Books, magazine articles, newspaper accounts, Internet files and Web site data purporting to be “the true story of Johnny Weissmuller, from birth to death”—I have read them all. Most of them are flawed, and many are pure fiction.


      Ambrose Bierce once said that history is “an account mostly false, of events mostly unimportant, which are brought about by [persons] mostly fools.” There’s a lot of horse sense in that caustic definition, and I suppose that this family history also contains errors as well as information that will be deemed trivial by picky critics. Be that as it may, it is the closest thing to the truth that family records, diligent investigation, and good intentions by this well-meaning fool can make it.


      ---------------------------


      My grandfather, Petrus Weissmuller, met my grandmother, Elizabeth Kersh, in the year 1902, in the small town of Szabadfalu (later renamed Freidorf, meaning “free village” in German), which was located in the Banat region of Hungary. He was twenty-five, and she was twenty-two. Petrus was a captain in Franz Josef’s Austro-Hungarian Army, and he was on leave with a fellow serviceman who lived in Szabadfalu. Petrus and Elizabeth were introduced following a Sunday church service. The chemistry was there.


      
        [image: Young Grandpa Petrus with family members.]

        Young Grandpa Petrus with family members.

      


      Petrus courted Elizabeth by mail and promised to come for her when his enlistment in the army expired. The following year he did so, and they were married in Szabadfalu, in the Catholic church where they had first met, on the 18th day of April 1903. The newlyweds lived with Elizabeth’s parents in the same town.


      Szabadfalu and other small towns in the Banat region—such as Timisoara, Gottlob, Johanisfeld, and Liebling—like most towns in neighboring Transylvania, had been populated by Germanic settlers as early as the thirteenth century. As late as 1919, Banat’s population was a mixture of Romanians, Austrians, Serbs, and Hungarians, with the German-speaking Austrians comprising twenty-three percent of the total. The Weissmuller clan (originally Weiszmueller, then Weissmüller—translated as “white miller”) were ethnic Austrians.


      After boundary changes were made in 1919, following World War I, the Banat area of Hungary became a part of Romania and Yugoslavia (bounded on the north by the Marcos River, on the east by the Transylvanian Alps, on the south by the Danube, and on the west by the Tisza River). It was at this time that Szabadfalu was renamed Freidorf. This caused much confusion in later years concerning records of birth. Many people from that region, to this day (depending upon their birth dates), don’t know whether they are legal citizens of Hungary, Romania, or Yugoslavia. Most Austrians, however, don’t seem to care so much: “Austrians are Austrians!” they affirm.


      On June 2, 1904, Grandmother Elizabeth gave birth to an eleven-pound boy, whom his parents named Janos (John) Weissmuller. Her pregnancy had not been terribly difficult, but Elizabeth did complain, in a letter to her mother, that the baby was “just too heavy.” Photocopies of the records of the Roman Catholic Parish of Freidorf, Temes County, Hungary (now Romania), include the following entry:


      
        Baptism Record: Janos (Johann) Weiszmueller, a male, legitimate child, was born 2 June, 1904 and baptized in the parish church on 5 June 1904. His parents were Petrus Weiszmueller, a day worker from Varjas, and Ersebert (Elisabetha) Kersch, of Szabadfalu. The Godparents were Janos Borstner and Katharina Erbesz.


        Ref: Romanian National Archives, Freidorf Parish Records Baptisms Band 7, No. 40

      


      My grandfather was, apparently, a bluff, hearty man who loved life and people and had grandiose dreams of success and fortune. Mostly, it amounted to just that: dreams. After his marriage, he worked on farms surrounding Szabadfalu, but the work was not steady and generated little income. He began to pressure Elizabeth to emigrate to the United States of America. Elizabeth, who knew that Petrus possessed more imagination than drive, worried that a move to America would change nothing except their location. But Petrus persisted, and, in the fall of 1904, Elizabeth finally agreed. Petrus eventually managed to accumulate enough money to purchase passage for his family on the S.S. Rotterdam, which is recorded in official files as having left the City of Rotterdam on January 14, 1905.


      While at sea, Elizabeth wrote a letter to her mother, which she sent after arriving in New York:


      
        I don’t know what it will be like there mother. The same for me, I suppose, as it was at home. . . . I’ll be busy caring for Petrus and Janos. Maybe I’ll work somewhere. Petrus talks of living in Chicago for awhile. He has some cousins somewhere in the city. I hope things will be good for Petrus there. And I hope Janos will have a life that will make his father and me proud.

      


      The manifest of the S.S. Rotterdam records the arrival in New York on January 26, 1905, of “Peter Weissmuller, age 27, German race, from Szabadfalu, Hungary. Elisabeth, wife, age 24. Johann, child, age 7/12 [seven months old, out of twelve]. No occupation was given for Peter W., and the family was going directly to Windber, Penn. to brother-in-law Johann Ott. Peter W. was in possession of $13.50 and the condition of health is recorded as good for all three members of the family.”


      Things didn’t work out as Elizabeth had hoped. After a brief visit with friends and family in Chicago, my grandparents moved on to Windber, Pennsylvania, at the urging of other relatives who lived there. There was good money, they assured Petrus, to be made in the coal mines of Windber.


      Grandfather Petrus went to work in the mines, working long, hard hours. By doing so, he defied local folklore; the people of Windber believed that after the stroke of midnight, the ground shifted and demons appeared—demons who could change human intruders into dust. Ignoring this fable, Petrus worked overtime. He needed money. He was determined to return to Chicago and open a beer saloon. He was, after all, a former captain in Franz Joseph’s army, and mining was no career for a man of such distinction. In the meantime, Elizabeth gave birth to my uncle and christened him Petrus Weissmuller, after my grandfather. Uncle Pete came into the world in 1905, and he was the first Weissmuller born a United States citizen.


      
        [image: 1897 passport of Petrus Weissmuller. Issued just prior to his first visit to the United States. ]

        1897 passport of Petrus Weissmuller. Issued just prior to his first visit to the United States.

      


      Upon his eventual return to Chicago, Grandfather Petrus, in affiliation with Keely’s Brewery Company, opened his beer saloon, and Grandmother Elizabeth took a job as a cook at Chicago’s famous Turn-Verein Society. Located in northwest Chicago, the society sponsored many social events; it offered gym classes, had a fencing team as well as a fife-and-drum band, and ran a public playground. Moreover, the society fed just about everybody who attended its events. Elizabeth was a wonderful cook, and in that capacity she prospered. She was a respected and valued employee of Turn-Verein for many years.


      Petrus, however, went bust after squandering money on friends and strangers alike and, presumably, drinking up large quantities of his stock. Elizabeth paid off his debts after the saloon closed, but by that point the marriage had soured. Petrus resented the fact that his wife was a success and he was a failure. That’s when the drunken rages and beatings began.


      My father, who almost never talked about those early years in


      
        [image: Divorce decree of Elizabeth and Petrus Weissmuller, Johnny Sr.’s parents. ]

        Divorce decree of Elizabeth and Petrus Weissmuller, Johnny Sr.’s parents.

      


      Chicago (other than recalling his swimming experiences), once told me that he used to cover his ears so that he could not hear the screaming and slapping when his father came home drunk and beat his mother. Dad was then only about ten years old, so there was nothing he could do about it, but he sure didn’t want to hear it. He began to sneak out of the house at night—sometimes all night—and he often slept underneath the elevated railroad on Cleveland Avenue, covering himself with newspapers. Although he dreaded it, he usually came home in the morning and took the inevitable beatings and cursings from Petrus. Bloodied lips and blackened eyes became almost normal for young Johnny Weissmuller. He once confessed to me that he felt guilty because there were times when he really wanted to kill his father.


      He didn’t have to. Grandfather Petrus deserted his family in 1916. Grandmother Elizabeth, good Roman Catholic that she was, spread the word that her husband had contracted tuberculosis from working those long shifts in the mines of Windber. The “demons,” she swore, had finally tracked him down, and he died a horrible, hacking death of the black lung disease around 1918. I suppose she wasn’t up to the tribulations of a Catholic divorce, and this seemed a simple way for her to lay her husband to rest; or perhaps she simply made up the story of his dismal demise to make herself feel better.


      Her story was so widely believed that it persists in most “biographies” written about the Weissmuller family to this day. But it simply is not true. I have in my possession the divorce decree of Elizabeth and Petrus, dated February 20, 1925. It reads, in part,


      
        . . . subsequent to their intermarriage the Defendant [Peter Weissmuller] has been guilty of extreme and repeated cruelty toward the complainant [Elizabeth Weissmuller] without any provocation or just cause thereof; particularly in the month of February A.D. 1924 when said defendant while using vile language struck the complainant a blow in the face [numerous other accounts of bodily harm are listed and, finally,] . . . again on the 20th day of November A.D. 1924 when said defendant threatened to kill said complainant. . . .

      


      The divorce was granted, of course, and it is rumored that the old reprobate lived to a ripe old age, remarrying along the way and spawning a large brood of little Weissmullers. However, nobody, including close family members, really knows what happened to Grandfather Petrus.


      Elizabeth took complete charge of the Weissmuller family of Chicago after 1916, but Petrus still came around and hassled her often. I am not sure when he finally died, but he was not grieved by the rest of the family.


      The story of my grandfather is a tragic one, but no different from the thousands of other emigrant stories that record dreams, disappointments, and despairs. We praise the successes of those who came to settle in America and try to forget the failures. Sadly, Grandfather Petrus was a failure, and he plays no further part in this story.

    

  


  


  
    Waves



    
      Road to the Olympiads


      My father was once quoted as saying, “Before swimming, there was nothing . . . only surviving.” I never heard him utter those words, but he did tell me that his only intimate contact with water before he was eight years old was during the horrible experience of the Saturday-night bath in a big, old, porcelain bathtub. Then, one wonderful day, Grandmother Elizabeth bought him a pair of water wings and nudged him into Lake Michigan off Fullerton Beach in Lincoln Park. Dad said to me, “I can’t really explain it except to say that it was like coming home. I had found my element. Swimming? Hell, for me it was easier to learn than walking.”


      I have read in various “Weissmuller biographies” that Grandmother Elizabeth took my father to the beach at the advice of her family doctor, who told her, “swimming may be the only thing that can save your sickly son from an early grave!” I once mentioned this to Dad, and he said, “That’s a load of crap! Skinny? Yeah. Sickly? Never in my life!”


      Still, it’s possible that swimming did save my father from a life of juvenile delinquency and perhaps even prison. He was, by his own admission, a wild one in his youth, and he hung out with an even wilder crowd.


      What started out as a series of childish pranks, such as snatching ice-cream cones from little old ladies on the street, progressed to heavier infractions: snapping cables off streetcars, placing Bull Durham tobacco cans filled with explosive potash and sulphur on streetcar tracks on the 4th of July, and, eventually, some rather serious street-gang fights. People got hurt. Some members of my father’s gang moved on to snatching purses and rolling drunks. My father and a few of the others objected to that, and the gang split into factions. Inevitably, they began to fight among themselves.


      As my father told his original biographer, Narda Onyx, and later repeated to me in a somewhat modified form,


      
        I found myself backed into a corner by six punks who decided to teach me a lesson. I had been working out as a boxer in the local gym and fancied myself a tough guy, but this was a tall order. Still, I was winning the match until a local Irish street cop broke up the brawl. He gave me a pat on the head and praised me. The Catholic priest at Saint Michael’s Parochial School gave me a pat on the butt and ordered me into the chapel, where I spent hours on my knees and said dozens of “Hail Marys.” After that, I only confessed very minor sins!

      


      Dad said even that didn’t help much. He had so many cracks across his fingers with the sharp edge of a ruler, and so many kneeling sessions in the chapel, that one day, after being forgotten for hours by an avenging priest, he “passed out.” He told me that he had faked the entire scene, but it was so convincing that Grandmother Elizabeth angrily took him, and his brother Pete, out of Saint Michael’s and enrolled them in Menier Public School, a mixed tutoring place for boys and girls alike. Dad was twelve, and he was still more fascinated with boxing and swimming than with girls, and he said that he wished he could have maintained that kneeling posture.


      My father went through some rough times during his childhood, but he also experienced many happy times. He went to the opera often with Grandmother Elizabeth, and, while listening to the tenors, he decided that it really wasn’t such a bad thing to have a high-pitched voice (at an early age, he’d injured his vocal chords by accidentally impaling his throat while trying to jump a picket fence in emulation of his movie hero Douglas Fairbanks).


      In fact, young Johnny saw a way to make money out of this vocal impairment. He struck a deal with the neighborhood vegetable peddler, who was getting old and hoarse from shouting out his daily sales pitch: if he could yell out “Tomatoes! Potatoes! Fresh beans and cabbages!” in a loud enough tenor voice to attract the attention of local housewives, the peddler would pay him with baskets of fruits and vegetables. It worked out just fine. Grandmother Elizabeth was especially happy. She was desperate for money; in addition to working at Turn-Verein, she cleaned floors or did anything that helped support her family. As she saw it, her son’s new job sure beat blowing up streetcar tracks, and it helped immensely with her household budget.


      As I said, Dad did not often talk about this time of his life, but from time to time he did reminisce, and a few stories slipped out. “I’ll never forget the visits to your grandmother’s relatives who owned a farm somewhere in the country outside Chicago,” he once recalled. “They had cows and pigs and chickens and turkeys and goats and all kinds of other animals we seldom saw in Chicago. These relatives, like almost all of their neighbors, were Germans and Austrians, and they held this thing they called a ‘Schlacht,’ where they roasted a pig, played God-awful music, danced, drank gallons of beer, had potato-sack races and yodeling contests. That’s where I perfected my yodel, by the way.”


      I said, “Dad, I read somewhere that the sound experts in the film studio took your yodel and reworked it and put a lot of other sounds in there to make the Tarzan yell.”


      He answered, “Well, yeah, they did that at first, but then I just practiced it and learned how to imitate it. Like this. . . .”


      I cringed.


      
        [image: A young Johnny, far right, with lifeguard friends.]

        A young Johnny, far right, with lifeguard friends.

      


      How much of the on-screen Tarzan yodel was really Dad’s voice and how much was the sound mixing of Hollywood technicians we will probably never know, but I do know that he could perform one hell of a Tarzan yodel with his own pipes, especially after he’d had a few drinks. I’ve never heard anyone else come close—nor, I’m sure, has anyone in Acapulco.


      A lot of the information that I have concerning my father’s growing-up period in Chicago came from Grandmother Elizabeth. She told me that Grandfather Petrus had been a bookie on the side, in his bar, and that her two boys eventually got into a little book themselves. For Dad, that didn’t last long. He abandoned the bookie caper and took up swimming so enthusiastically that he had little time left for anything else. Uncle Pete, however, was lured by the excitement of it all and sank deeper and deeper into this shady lifestyle until it finally consumed him. It wasn’t that he was a bad guy—he was just seduced by the fast buck. He was also seduced by a few fast women, which led to a bout with syphilis in his late teens. My father took time off from his regimented athletic training schedule to take care of Pete. The brothers exchanged harsh words over that. Good health and hard work were almost gospel to Johnny Weissmuller.


      Dad dropped out of public school at about the age of twelve. He worked as a bellhop and later as an elevator operator to help with family expenses, and he attended swimming school in his spare time. In 1916, he made the YMCA swim team. A short time later, he met the man who would change his life forever—the man who would set him on the track to swimming and Olympic stardom.

    


    
      “A Stopwatch Doesn’t Lie!”


      The story about how my father met “Big Bill” Bachrach, the head coach of the Illinois Athletic Club of Chicago, has been told in so many versions that the truth may never be known. I never got around to asking Dad about it. A New York Times account, published some time afterwards, is probably closest to the truth:


      
        A little more than a year ago, a member entered the Michigan Avenue home of the Illinois Athletic Club with a slender 16-year-old youth who had ambitions to become affiliated with the Chicago Organization which was famous for its record-breaking swimming teams. The boy knew that he could swim. He had read about the tricolor swimmers, Perry McGillivray, Norman Ross, Hebner, Vosburgh and others and he wanted to cast his lot with them. The member, however, was skeptical of the youngster’s chances of gaining a place amongst the galaxy of stars already in the I.A.C. fold. But after listening to the kid’s appeal for more than a month, he finally promised to introduce him to coach Bachrach, the premier trainer of watermen.


        Finally, one day, the boy’s persistence was rewarded and he was taken over to the I.A.C. pool and brought before coach Bachrach. “Here’s a fellow who thinks he can swim,” was the member’s half-hearted explanation for taking up the coach’s valuable time with an unknown. . . . Slipping into the pool, the skinny youngster traveled through the water with a crude stroke but one that showed unusual power. Immediately Bachrach knew that he had what is known in the sporting parlance as a “find.”

      


      In a later interview, Bachrach explained that the “find,” Johnny Weissmuller, “held his head so high out of the water, and kicked and splashed so that he reminded me of a dog swimming. I don’t think I’ve ever seen worse form in my life. But I held a stopwatch on him, and a stopwatch doesn’t lie! The kid finished the run in just under record time—and he wasn’t even trying!”


      Personally, I think that what made my father such a great swimmer was that same awkward, crude, head-held-high style that Bachrach commented on. Dad developed it on his own. Most swimmers either rotate their heads from side to side, taking gulps of air with each revolution, or they keep their faces down in the water for thirty or forty seconds at a time and then switch to alternating sides to gulp air. These two forms of swimming are somewhat similar to the way a low, squat motorboat moves through the water—pretty to watch but with a hell of a lot of water drag on the submerged hull—as opposed to a hydrofoil, which planes upward and lifts the hull out of the water, reducing drag. I think Dad probably developed this head-elevated style because he swam in dirty waters as a child and wanted to keep floating debris out of his mouth.


      If you watch the Tarzan movies in which he acted, you will better understand what I am trying to describe. That was his natural stroke. Bachrach—or Bach, as some people called him—didn’t try to change this style, because he realized early on what was happening. Instead, he developed it and improved upon it, teaching his new pupil what was to become the famous Weissmuller “six-beat-double-Trudgen crawl stroke,” which Bill Libby described in a Saga magazine article published in January 1965: “He swam with his back arched and his head, shoulders and chest thrust out of the water. He shook his head loosely from side to side, inhaling and exhaling on both sides. He cocked his elbows high, drove his arms down into the water hard and behind him hard. While he kicked six beats to every cycle of his arms, he considered kicking of consequence only to maintain balance, stay high in the water and reduce drag.”


      It was an Englishman, by the way—J. Trudgen—who first demonstrated the overhand-double-arm stroke in 1893, and an Australian named Richard Cavill added the scissor leg kick in 1900.


      His training under Bachrach officially began in October 1920, when my father was sixteen. Bach pushed him hard, first working on the arms and on push-and-pull exercises while Dad’s feet were trapped inside a floating inner tube, then concentrating on leg action. Later came breath-control instruction and, most importantly, trying to teach this excited young pup to relax. Dad often jumped the gun while awaiting the starter’s pistol: “Relax,” Bachrach said to him over and over, “and when you see the guys to your left and right start to dive, follow them, but dive shallow, as you have been trained to do, then stay high and keep high. Within a few seconds, you won’t see the other swimmers, because you’ll be ahead of them. Relax! Relax! Relax!”


      And, of course, the help that Dad got from his teammates and fellow championship swimmers was also invaluable: he learned Norman Ross’s rolling, relaxed, arm-and-body stroke, as well as his starting technique; Perry McGillivray and Harry Hebner worked with him on end-of-the-lane turns. In the end, he adopted the best of all these styles and melded them into Olympic gold.


      Finally, Bachrach’s star pupil was ready. Bach entered him in a tryout race in the junior men’s one-hundred-yard event in 1921. He lost! Dad didn’t like to talk about it—I once pressed him about it, and he grumbled, “The damned bathing cap slipped down over my eyes, and I lost time at the turn trying to get it clear. Yeah, I lost, but it was only an unofficial race. I never lost an official race in my life! Never!”


      And I never brought up that subject again . . . ever.

    


    
      Competition


      Later the same year, my father won his first two official races: the National AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) fifty-yard event at the Duluth Boat Club; and the one-hundred-yard event, where he competed against Stubby Kruger at Brighton Beach, New York, finishing in record time. He was soon being called by newspaper sports reporters such names as “Flying Fish,” “Human Hydroplane,” and “King of Swimmers.”


      In 1922, for a national championship event sponsored by the Shriners, Bachrach took his swim team to Honolulu, Hawaii. Dad was scheduled to race against the “invincible” Duke Kahanamoku (Duke and his brother, Samuel, were at the time considered to be the two fastest swimmers in the world).


      “The Duke refused to come to the States [mainland] to race me,” Dad recalled, “so it was decided that I would go to Hawaii to race him. Some said it was because the Duke thought he really couldn’t beat me, but I think he just wanted to race me on his own turf.”


      Dad said that to prepare for that race, he swam across the Pacific Ocean while still aboard the boat that was carrying him to Hawaii. Seeing my eyebrows rise at that one, he laughed and explained. Coach Bachrach persuaded the crew to rig up a swimming pool in number-two hold (the second aft of the bow, and usually the largest deck). Essentially, they reversed the tarp covering the hold, tacked it back down again, and half filled it with water. Bach then threw in a half-inflated inner tube tied to a rope and watched as his prize pupil swam in place for some seven hours each day preparing for the event. But the Weissmuller-Kahanamoku contest never happened. The Duke backed out of the race at the last minute. He had developed a sudden “illness.” However, on this trip to Hawaii Bachrach’s team broke thirteen world records, with “the Flying Fish” collecting most of the trophies.


      Harry B. Smith, in a Chicago Chronicle article that appeared shortly thereafter, wrote,


      
        Johnny Weissmuller, world’s champion swimmer and holder of all records, outdoors and indoors, from 50 to 100 yards, is a most bashful youngster for a Chicago-raised lad and one who has seen as much of the world as he has.
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        Johnny Weissmuller at the Illinois Athletic Club, 1923.

      


      
        Johnny, fresh from his recent Honolulu trip, where he smashed more records than anyone can conveniently remember, came to the Chronicle offices yesterday by appointment for photographs and an interview.


        The photographic part of it was run through nicely.


        But when it came to interviewing Johnny, finding out all his likes and dislikes, it was a good thing that William Bachrach, swimming coach of the Illinois A.C. and mentor in extraordinary to Weissmuller was . . . a member of the party.


        As for Johnny, he simply slumped into a chair, hid himself behind a fresh copy of The Sporting Green, and replied, if at all, in monosyllables.


        “Yes,” said the expansive Mr. Bachrach, “Johnny loves the women. He just dotes on them. Haven’t you got any women reporters around here that Johnny can talk to while we are having this interview? You see, Johnny is looking for a wife. But she must possess certain qualifications: Must have money! Must be a good dancer and love hot dogs and ice cream! In addition, if she’s good looking, it will not do any harm!”


        That got a rise out of Weissmuller. “Aw go on . . . quit your kidding. What do I want to get married for?”


        The swim star is only 18 years of age, having celebrated that birthday while in Honolulu. He’s a big chap so far as size goes, but weighs no more than 175 pounds.


        Bachrach [said that this was] Johnny’s greatest asset. “He has the strength of former champions, but without their weight to pack around in the water . . . but he eats too much. He thinks there’s nothing but meat and ice cream in the world. I try to get him to eat more vegetables and the like, but it’s hard work. Still, he’s young and full of life and does so much swimming that he doesn’t need to worry. Four or five years from now he will have to pay more attention to his diet. . . .”

      

    


    
      Legerdemain


      During the remainder of 1922 and throughout 1923, my father won race after race. He was obviously in great shape, but there were other worries. The big event was still ahead: the Olympiad of 1924, scheduled to be held in Paris, France. That posed a serious problem. In order to qualify for the American Olympic team at the final tryouts in Indianapolis, Indiana, in June 1924, contestants were required to prove U.S. citizenship by presenting a valid birth certificate. Dad had no such document.


      Complicating things even further, stories speculating about his birthplace made national headlines. The New York Times reported that Illinois Representative Henry Riggs Rathbone had publicly expressed doubts as to Johnny Weissmuller’s citizenship. Questioned about this by reporters, Grandmother Elizabeth stated for the record that her son “was born in Chicago, will be 20 years of age next June, and has no intention of being anything but an American citizen.” The next day the Chicago Tribune ran the headline “Can’t Bar Weissmuller from Olympiad: Was Born Here!”


      In response to the Tribune’s embrace of the Weissmullers’ assertion, Representative Rathbone softened his stance somewhat by saying, “He may very well have been born in Chicago. It’s just that there’s no record of his birth in the city, and he and his family have produced no evidence to support their claim.”
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        Preparing to take a dive.

      


      But as the Paris games drew nearer, Olympic officials told Dad that he needed to produce legal proof of his citizenship (his mother’s sworn statement was not enough) in order to obtain an American passport. My father and Grandmother Elizabeth (with the full concurrence and connivance of Uncle Pete) then hatched a plot to switch his official birthplace from Chicago to Windber, Pennsylvania.


      Back then, in the baptismal records of Windber’s St. John Cantius Catholic Church, there was an entry for my father’s younger brother, Petrus. Today, that entry records the baptism of my father. “Petrus Weissmuller” is written in one hand, but “John” has been inserted between “Petrus” and “Weissmuller” in a distinctly different ink and penmanship. Church officials, to this day, aren’t sure when or how the record was altered.


      The brothers, in order to solidify the deception, switched names and birth certificates: Peter, though always called Pete, claimed from the late 1920s until his death in 1966 that his “real” name was John Peter Weissmuller and that he was a Romanian born in 1904. My father alleged from 1924 onward that his true name was Peter John Weissmuller and that he was born in Pennsylvania in 1905. I have in my possession Uncle Peter’s certificate of U.S. citizenship, which lists his former nationality as Romanian. Peter, of course, was born a U.S. citizen in Windber in 1905, but—having switched birthplaces with my father in 1924—he became the foreigner and, of necessity, the “older” brother.


      Presented with my father’s falsified records, Olympic and government officials were finally satisfied as to his bona fides. He was allowed to participate in the final Olympic tryouts. The athletes chosen during that event (including “American citizen” Johnny Weissmuller) sailed for France aboard the S.S. America.

    


    
      Olympics and Fame


      In the 1924 Olympiad, my father won gold medals for the one-hundred-meter freestyle (beating out both the Duke and Samuel Kahanamoku—who came in second and third, respectively); the four-hundred-meter freestyle (beating out Arne Borg of Sweden and Andrew “Boy” Charlton, the sixteen-year-old Australian sensation—who came in second and third, respectively); and accepted a third gold medal as team anchorman for the eight-hundred-meter men’s relay. The president of the French republic also presented a special medal to my father in recognition of his incomparable performance.


      Dad was very happy and very proud, but he was also very nervous. Thoughts about the possible results of the scam that he and his mother had perpetrated haunted him his entire adult life. He worried that they would take away his medals, prohibit him from ever competing in the Olympics again, publicly disgrace him, and possibly destroy his personal and professional lives. All of this, however, he viewed as secondary to what a scandal might do to Grandmother Elizabeth. She had been so proud, and, should the deception become known, it would surely devastate her, especially since the world would certainly blame her for it. Dad decided to take the secret with him to his grave. And that’s exactly what he did. No one—including his five wives, his three children, dozens of relatives, thousands of friends, or millions of fans—ever knew the full truth of the matter.


      ---------------------------


      Upon his return to the United States, Johnny Weissmuller found himself to be a celebrity. He was even invited to the White House to receive congratulations from President Calvin Coolidge and Chief Justice William Howard Taft. Hungarian? Romanian? Austrian? Hell, as long as he kept quiet about it, what did it matter? He was an American hero!


      My father told me that he was invited to visit rich and famous people all over the United States, but Coach Bachrach did not approve of this socializing nonsense at all. He said, “Johnny, you’re in training. Forget 1924, that’s history. We’ve got to think about 1928.”


      Bachrach vetoed most of my father’s invitations. He did, however, approve a 1926 invitation from Douglas Fairbanks to visit him on the set at MGM Studios in Hollywood, where he was working on a film called The Black Pirate. Fairbanks was one of Bachrach’s heroes too.


      My father said that what he remembered most about that meeting was being introduced to a guy who looked much older than he did in his films, seated in a barber’s chair and having his chest shaved. This wasn’t exactly what he had expected, and Dad raised an eyebrow. Mr. Fairbanks chuckled and said, “If you ever get into movies, Johnny, be sure to shave every bit of hair from your body. It looks dirty on screen. In fact, it is dirty, and smelly, and probably not even hygienic.” Dad told me that he wasn’t sure what “hygienic” meant, but he grinned and nodded his agreement.


      Over lunch, Dad was introduced to a man named Sol Lesser, who totally ignored him. Lesser was pushing Fairbanks to look at a film project based on Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Jungle. Fairbanks wasn’t buying it: “I don’t really think so, Sol; it’s just not my cup of tea.” Then Fairbanks glanced at my father and said, “How about this lad? His name is Johnny Weissmuller, he’s a national swimming idol, and he even looks like Tarzan, don’t you think?”


      Dad said that at this point Lesser turned and really looked at him for the first time. “Afraid not,” Lesser replied. “What we need for this role is a star!” Subject closed.


      Six years later, MGM begged my father to sign a contract to play the lead in Tarzan the Ape Man. He refused.


      ---------------------------


      For the remainder of 1924, and from 1925 to 1928, my father continued to set world record after world record in AAU national freestyle swimming competitions. In 1925 alone, he set three world records and nine American records. He continued to be hailed as “the best swimmer in the world.”


      Coach Bachrach had always discouraged Dad from swimming in events longer than five hundred meters, telling him that he was a sprint swimmer, not a long-distance swimmer. In 1926, Bachrach finally relented and permitted him to enter the three-mile Chicago River Marathon. Dad had pressured Bachrach to agree to this because he wanted to beat the record held by Richard Howell of the Chicago Athletic Association. Howell had declined to enter the event that year, but Dad was sure that he could beat his record of the previous year. He almost pulled it off, but he encountered unusually strong winds and waves. Although he did win the competition, his time of fifty-six minutes and forty-eight seconds fell twenty-eight seconds short of Howell’s record.


      In January of 1927, the Illinois Athletic Club sponsored an invitational swimming meet in which my father swam the one-hundred-yard freestyle race in an incredible 49.8 seconds, setting a new American record. Still, Coach Bachrach never let up on his swimming star; he entered him in a host of events, and Dad won them all. Hands down. Then, at last, it was time for the 1928 Olympics.


      My father collected two more gold medals for the U.S. team, which were presented to him by Queen Wilhelmina of Holland. “After presenting me with the gold medals,” Dad recalled, “Queen Wilhelmina said, ‘Just a minute, young man,’ and she held me by the hand as she presented to me her personal medal. She said, ‘You must be proud, Johnny. You have done your country a great honor.’ I was awed, but all I remember thinking was ‘She looks just like my mother!’”


      Immediately following the 1928 Olympics, my father was awarded his second presidential citation, participated in a ticker-tape parade down New York City’s Fifth Avenue, was presented with the keys to the city by Mayor Jimmy Smith, and received yet another medal, this one presented by New York’s Governor Smith. He didn’t have time to use the keys to play around, as he’d wanted to, because Coach Bachrach took him shortly thereafter to Japan to compete against Japanese swimmers.


      Dad told me that luckily, a few days before the event was to take place, Bach learned that the Japanese trained in cold water, and they planned to increase their chances of winning by filling the pool for the match with extremely cold water. Bach scotched that by forcing Dad to sit in a tub filled with ice water until he grew accustomed to it. He won every event.


      The Japanese swimming coaches were so impressed with this new young swimming sensation that they offered him the job of helping to train their students for the next Olympiad. He turned them down, and they told him that he would be sorry. (As it turned out, the Japanese team swept the 1932 Olympic swimming events, for they were trained to endure anything—even the coldest of water.) Dad laughed and said, “We’ll see, but don’t hold your breath. My friend Buster Crabbe will also be swimming in those events, and I’m putting my money on him!”


      My father told me that story, I believe, sometime during the 1950s when I was living with him (and Allene, his fourth wife, and my second “mom”) in their Los Angeles home. He explained that in the four-hundred-meter race, Jean Taris of France was the odds-on favorite, Takashi Yokoyama of Japan was billed as number two, and Buster Crabbe was not thought to have a chance. “Hey!” he added, “I’ve got a clipping of that here somewhere.” Dad bustled over to his desk and returned with his scrapbook. “Here, read this!” One paragraph said it all:
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        Johnny shakes hands with Katsuo Takaishi at the 1932 Olympiad.

      


      
        One of a trio of swift Japanese swimmers, Takashi Yokoyama, lowered the Olympic record to 4:51.4 in qualifying rounds, still well off Taris’s world mark of 4:47. But the Japanese challengers were never threats in the final, where Taris went to the front and held a two-length lead at 200 meters. Crabbe closed the gap with 100 meters to go and caught Taris halfway through the final stretch. The 10,000 fans—including 1924 400-freestyle champion Johnny Weissmuller—jumped to their feet, yelling loudly for Crabbe to get the gold. Weissmuller even climbed a fence to get closer for a better look. As Crabbe touched the wall, he looked up and saw Taris’s head bob, a sure sign the Frenchman had just come in No. 2. Crabbe was the gold-medallist in 4:48.4 to Taris’s 4:48.5. Crabbe commented later that that one-tenth of a second changed his life. Paramount Pictures offered him a $200-a-week movie contract. . . .

      


      Dad said that he and Buster Crabbe had never really been close friends because they were both so damned competitive. Later on, Crabbe acted with Dad in a less-than-memorable film called Swamp Fire, and he even played the role of Tarzan in a couple of films, but those roles were also less than memorable.


      “However,” said Dad, “after that Olympic win we became buddies. Well—sort of.”

    


    
      Change of Pace


      My father retired from competitive swimming in 1929, and, by his own admission, he became a beach bum, giving exhibitions and lessons in swank Florida hotels in exchange for room and board. He also teamed up with three other Olympic athletes—Helen Meany, Martha Norelius, and Pete Desjardins, as well as the Clown Prince of Diving, Stubby Kruger—and he worked on a highly profitable filmette, Crystal Champions, produced by Grantland Rice. In their off-hours, Dad and Stubby Kruger went out on wild romps through town, once setting off a battery of fire alarms. “Stubby and I went to a Miami jail over that one,” Dad told me. “It took a lot of high-powered string pulling by Steve Hannigan and other film promoters to get us out.”


      Shortly after getting out of the Miami jail, Dad secured, through Bachrach, a well-paying contract with BVD (Bradley, Voorhies, and Day) swimwear. His days as a beach bum were over. Dad said that Bachrach came down, sometime in 1929, for what Dad thought was a social visit, and then he dropped the bombshell. Bachrach approached Dad as he was climbing out of the pool after a practice session, waited until he had toweled off, handed him a piece of paper, and said, “Sign this.”


      Of course, Dad signed it. He always did everything that Bachrach asked of him. But he was curious. “When I asked Big Bill what I had signed, he said, ‘Johnny, you’ve just become a pro! This is a contract with BVD swimwear for five hundred dollars a week. You’ll act as a representative of their product and travel the country giving swim shows, appearing on talk shows, signing autographs, and handing out literature promoting their products. You’ve got it made, my boy!’”


      Dad was dumbfounded. Five hundred dollars a week? That was a fortune in those days.


      He replied, “My God, Coach, what can I say?”


      Bachrach said, “Say good-bye, you big ox, and get the hell out of here!”


      While recalling this parting, Dad said, “There were tears in Big Bill’s eyes. There were tears in my eyes. But, as always, I did exactly what my coach asked me to do. I was happy, but also sad. The realization that my days as an amateur athlete had just ended hit me hard.”


      Dad loved William Bachrach. I think this man became for him a substitute for the father who had never really accepted him as a son.


      ---------------------------


      All that my father ever really wanted was to be an athlete. Swimming was his life, and he had dreams of starting a swim school when he got too old to compete. In one of our conversations, he said,


      
        I remember a time back in 1927 when I was training for the annual Chicago Three-Mile Marathon in Lake Michigan. My brother, Pete—who tried but never quite made it as a swimmer—was alongside me in a rowboat marking my progress, when a violent storm hit with almost no warning at all. The double-decker excursion boat called The Favorite flipped over a few hundred yards from us and sank immediately, with maybe fifty or sixty people aboard. She settled on the shallow bottom, right side up, and by the time Pete and I reached her, all I could see was the ship’s captain, seated in a chair with a smoking cigarette still in his mouth, holding on to the hand of a little boy. The captain was in shock, and he kept mumbling, “My God! My God! There are people down there, and I can’t swim!”

      


      Dad and Pete both dived and started bringing up passengers as fast as they could. They managed to pull up about twenty, and of those twenty, most were children; nine died. Dad continued,


      
        Those poor little kids never had a chance, because they didn’t know how to swim. What a damned useless waste! I said to myself, “I’m going to teach kids how to swim!” And I had the chance to do so years later, after I stopped competitive swimming and went to work for BVD. Hell, I was making five hundred dollars a week, and with a few years’ savings from that kind of money I could have easily started a world-class swimming school—which is all I ever really wanted to do. Instead, I got greedy and went for the big bucks. Biggest damned mistake of my life.

      


      Dad, who had consumed a few drinks during the telling of this story, got up from his easy chair, walked to his desk, and returned with a small cedar chest, from which he removed a faded envelope. He wiped a tear from his eye and said, “To the day that I die, I will never part with this letter, which I received from a woman in 1962. Here, read it.”
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        Jack Dempsey, left, and Johnny pose in their BVDs.

      


      The letter read as follows:


      
        Dear Mr. Weissmuller,


        I have seven children, and one day my seven children will have their young ones. The circle of life will continue forever or as long as God grants this earth to remain fertile with the atmosphere. But only you, Mr. Weissmuller, are responsible for this vast miracle that has come to touch my life, because it was you who rescued me from certain death, and enabled me to marry and have my children. I shall always impress upon the minds of my young ones to say a prayer of thanks on your behalf and, God willing, these prayers will last through a part of eternity. . . .

      


      In 1930, my father wrote a short autobiographical book for the Houghton Mifflin Company with Clarence A. Bush titled Swimming the American Crawl. He dedicated the book to “William Bachrach, my coach, and to the members of the Illinois Athletic Club.” In the postscript, he wrote, “Anyhow, I’ve certainly had a great time swimming, and if I had my boyhood days to live over again, I can’t imagine anything more interesting to do than just what I have done.”


      ---------------------------


      Dad worked for BVD for perhaps two years, and he never could have imagined himself making so much money. He almost lost it all, however, by making a brief appearance in a Paramount film called Glorifying the American Girl, starring Mary Eaton. John Harkrider (Florenz Ziegfeld’s theatrical designer) talked him into doing it. His was a short scene about great lovers, starting with Adam and Eve. Dad played Adam, and he and Mary were clothed only in fig leaves. When BVD found out about it, all hell broke loose. “Johnny Weissmuller in a fig-leaf swimsuit does not promote our product!” company officials proclaimed.


      They threatened legal action against Paramount and suspension of Dad’s contract. It was all finally worked out when the studio took my father’s name out of the credit line and agreed to show him only in one long-distance shot. That was Johnny Weissmuller’s introduction to filmmaking.
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