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¢ Time Magazineeview fa Million Dollar Mermaid(1952)

On June 6, 2013 America lost beloved mermaid, not perhaps
such an eartkshattering event to those who only knew

Esther Williams by the movies she made. Many were, in
fact, forgettable fluff; the entire premise behind their
wafter-i K & ¥ @ WY S plat dedidhtedith fidding
unique ways of getting Esther into a sltight one piece
at least a couple of times before the final fade out.

OnlynowK | & WFI RS 2 ded With k goesibrividit &
yet unassuming @at ladies the movies have ever known. Esther
terms. She was more honest about her place in history, cinematic ¢
of the tributes immensely She was a woman who liked to laugh, at
and through adversity; but especially whiames were grand. She
a4dza LSOOG akKSQff ¥F2NB O®ydpbyIMGNE Y S
AlGQa T A G naohdldoked MdEedzvidhty i@ I one piece

- the sassiest, brassiest, funniest, most charming
LINPOIlof e g2dZ RyQid (K.
otherwise. But she would have enjoyed all
herself¢ primarily, at life in general
alsoknew how totell a good story.l

B R, fnposdd dnkhér ¢ @ndin a way

LINSIYFyhde ¢NE tdsi
infrequently threatened to dismantle
R A a AhighyQ firized commaodity among
but Esther had it in spades.

She starred and swam in her aquacade mayregjuently while

easy as it loks. And she made lighdf her hardships, even when they
the image of a dewinay-care just outon alarkbD NI OS dzy RS NJ
Hollywood stars these dayst elsewhere in the world for that matter,

Perhaps this wathe secret to her longevity. She lived @d. But her )é memory is likely to live on a lot longer;
dangerous when wet, with the thrill of a romee, and thistime-¥ 2 NJ 1 SS LJa @ I F i S NJn EdtherWilliamisQ 2
is sobeloved. But she ought to be remembered for other qualities too: for her gregarious sense of humor, for her ebulli
sense ofself and her compassionate approaward others BecauSen the end Esther Williams never took anything for
granted. She just took it all in stride. ] X . e

- Nick Zegarac




If she were still aroundEsther Williams would be among the first to
admit that any snap analysis of her cakge I & | & SNR 2 dz3
gSwpad t GKS&8 SOSNI RAR F2NJ YS I
FYR GKS 461 GSNIAY Yé L2t o¢

Although she was a ravishing beauty, seemingly flawless (at least ol
the surface) and groomed in the halcyon days of the staresysstill

g GSNBR NIy @GSNEB RSSLI Ay 020K 9a
' she had goert frankness about herself and no nonsense, some might
sayWdzy @ Ny AaKSRQ 2LIAYA2Yy 2F aK260

For example, she once described her first swimmiry aopposite

L Johnny Weissnfuf SNJ Ay . Aff & aw28% Q@AY R |j ld:
talent scout from MGM offered her the chance at a movie audition, an
I dZRASYOS 4AGK GKS ANBIG FYyR LR2g!
reply ofd b 2 { K| gtdod fdrdmizstéa year while she pursued
another career aasales girl for a local Los Angeles department store.

G.dzi GKS 2yS GKIFG &l AR Egftier rdasoned K
years later in an interview with Robert Osborne. The other sales girls a
I. Magnin where Estherworked were utterly horrified at herabject
NEFdzalfd !''yR a2 gSENARY3I | 02NN
Cinderellalike transformation from sales girl to movie star had its

" auspicious beginning.

GL NBYSYOSNIAKRY Aly GBA MBE B SADA OF |
to walk fifty yards to get to him and in that time he could healtudy
SOSNEGKAY I Wi 2Exher, dMaydedwas undoubtedly
impressed. At five feet, eight inches, she whaasth slender and
statuesque¢ a musular, G G N» OG0 A @S g2YFyod LT
to making moviesin a pool was tepid, his immediate response to
Esther was anything but. Mayer offered her a contratta hundred
dollars a weekon the spot. Reluctant, though accepting, Esther
returned to the department store to inform her kss that she was

jdZA GGAYIXEFYR (2 NBGdzZNY GKS / KI y S

Top: looking stunning a happy 1944 the same year as hdivorce fromfirst husbandLeonard
Kovner. Only two years before she Hzat a little no nothing parhi y ! yR& | I NR& Qa
opposite Mickey Rooney (bottom). But then there were bigger par#s Buy Named Jo€1943)
and her first starring role irBathing Beauty(1944) just the sort of escapist fluff wartime
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forgotten or happily buried for many years, though not
because Esther herself has been secretive about her past.
FTLHOGzE GKS 2L aAidS Aa GNUHSo
behest of Cary Grant, shettempted radical psychotherapy

with LSD (then a legitimate prescription medication) to
FftSOAFGS RSLINBaaAzy Aa odz
reflections.

When asked in the mideventies by a reporter to talk about
her life, Esther directly regld, & 2 KA OK 9 ams$ 8oS/0L)
gl yi (2 KHdedd dy aFHaitk ber MGM career
- LI NG 2F KSNJ RAaAGEHY(d LI ad
WdzLJA (i S NIas in 3956Y,tharg vilere many other sides to
the woman who had emerged from beyond theéudio-
ayOUA2YySR ! YSWA DS D a § WY KASE
Williams was much more than simply a swimming star, movi
' star and the most popular postar pin up of the 1950sShe
had a knack for comedy, a yen for drama and the good sen:
to know what woked for her. Sheshot from the hip with
clairvoyant precision; gal with a solid sense of self, a razor
sharp wit and a good head on her shoulders; a beauty wh
could withstand the waves as well as the wolves in Hollywoo

* and manage herself both in and toof the water.

Previous page: anatomy of a mega Ithing Beautyg & 9 a4 G KSNDa ¥
aDa glayQd GF1Ay3 Lye OKIFIyOSa gAaAlK Al
pros; expertly doing what they do best, with Esther feathered ingmod measure
YR S@Sy o6SGGSN) SFFSOloe 9aiKSNRa Sya
orchestra (top center), Latin tenor Carlos Ramirez (top right), band leader Harr
James (middle left), character actor Donald Meek (middle with Red Skelton)apopul
organist, Ethel Smith (middle right), Ann Codee as ballet tutor, Mme. Zarka, nightclt
singer, Helen Forrest (middle right), and even Sherlock Holmes himself, Ba
Rathbone, herein cast as an unscrupulous agent.

. I G KAy 3 plot & kodwigrdtiadao a fault. Esther igetired swimming instructor,
Caroline Brooka/ho has just married Tin Pan Alley song writer, Steven Elliot (Skelton
who has decided to retire. Sinbésagent George Adams (Rathbone) cannot have his
moneymaker quit on him, he decidds wreck the marriage so that Steve will
continue to work on his see. Instead, Steve hightails2 / I N2t Ay SQa
alaANI Q&8 OF YLIza 6K2aS OKINISNI I Oldz t¢t e

The faculty tries their best to discourageS3S s odzi y 20 dzy (At
Caroline does Steve agree to gBathing Beaut & ¥/ Yavish @ater ballet set
LINBOSRSYyOS T2N GKS NBad 2F 9aiKSNRa
Busby Berkeley had already done an opulent watef Bali  F2 NJ 2 | NJ/ ¢
Footlight Parade (1933). ButBathing Beauty had Esther and Technicolor to
recommend it¢ an irresistible combo that audiences could not resist. The rest of
9a0GKSNNE GSydaNB (i aDa emed dafl RrmolsSestdished i |
in this movie. Viewed todayBathing Beautyremains pure sparkle and all magic.



Perhaps some of the credit for toughening thmat resolve
early on can be attributed to a little known screen test Esthe
| didfor{ 2YS 6 KSNB U @f1942Ceuk GaRlelana
Turner melodramaEsther had desperately wanted the part
¢ dzNY SNJ S@SyilidzZ ftte LIXI&SRo ¢
was definitely an upgrade from eiar Mickey Rooney, whom
Esther had just cstarred opposite il Yy R& | DoNdkee
Life¢ a Bbudget programmer in the popular MGM series. On
the day of the screen test Esther had been told by flamboya
KFANBRGeftAalx {ARYyB8¢20NBt I N
Guillaroff reportedly told herg ¢ KS& Qf f  NXzAgf
I t234 2F INARST ¢

- Undaunted, Esther hurried to the set, incredibly nervous tha
‘DIofS ¢g2dZ RYyQi akKz2g¢g (G2 (Sa
equally unnerved when heidl with spouse, Carol Lombard

watching from the wingsReportedly, after planting a biget
kiss on Esther, Gablswaggered outbefore Esther cold
respond with her lines, turningonchalantly to Lmbard and
muttering in his inimitable waya 2 St f o6l 0&3% L
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(Previous page) a spectacular overfsel shot of swimmers presented in a
kaleidoscopic pattern a la Busby Berkeley. Bottom: in oneéBathing Beautp a
funniest sequences Steven Elliot (Red Skelton) must try to rid his fingers of the stic
wrapper froman errantO Yy R& 6 | NJ dzy R StsbifubeyeS Khe ditchedt by Q
inadvertently slapping his belové@Villiams)in the face.

This page (top): the first of manjute meet§with a frequent costax, Van Johnson.
After Bathing Beautpda Y2y dzySyidlt adz008&da abDa 2d
crdting original material for Williams to star in. Instead they gave Edfasy to Wed
(1946) a tired remake of what had once beeot@mrmingromantic comedy/.ibeled
Lady (1936). Esther is cast as Connie Allenbury and JohnsdillaShandlerthe
newspape editor desperate to have her lawsuit againstnhidropped In this scene
Bill has love on his mind, or at least deceit. Connie would prefer a game of marbles.

RetoolingLibeled Lady- & | Ydza A OFf RARY QU SWilabs f &
could notmatch Myrna Log&d A O2y A O (i dzNJwhibe Yucille B!, cRiNK
thepartasW2 Ky 82y Q& f2y3 adzZFFSNAYy3I FAlLyOSSs
by the late Jean Harlows | & | O2YLX SGS o6dzadGd 2 2NBESS
seaned ill at ease in finding ways to insert production numbers into the nhig; t
T A { Yogeat rednkingEsther with organist Ethel Smith and Johnson, crooning in
Latin,BonaPixieg a garish, but playful and rhythmic South American ditty.

Carlos Ramirewas also in it. Reusing sets and costumes from other MGM product
Easy to Wedad plenty of gloss but little sparkle and worse, no originality. It also did
not feature Williams in a lavish water balle misfire the public never forgave.




GL LY Ad0GAtft GNBAY3I (2Estd? dgdetel RsiRlatéKE NS Kli KESYySRAzAKA y 3
a2NB FT2NIAGdzZRS 41 a YdZAGSNBR F2NJ 940§ KSNRA 7FANE lostdiny Fanp
opposite Gable, Williams graciously declingctiting her brief tenure athe studio and her contract thatrohibited her from
appearing in a movie for the first nine months. She had barely been at Metro for three weeks. Mayer was eohsanno
tolerated being told what he could and could not do with his stars, who he regarded as his personal property. So Esthe
NEFR GKS NA2G +FOG 0ST2NB al @8SNR& LINAGFGS aSONBULF NE ZadL
been rightabout its stipulations

Esther hadho illusions aboutHollywood in general oher own moviecareerin particulat Some would say she walked away
from the movies.Yet Esther wouldbe the first toadmit to the fact thatby 1956movie musicalsn general werevaningin
popularity with audiencesTheyhad become @&ostly commodity to productoo.

Top: Esther was infinitely better served by two movies she made in the early 248@m Dollar Mermaid (1952) andEasy to Lové1953). In thdormer, Esther was cast as
reaklife aquatic sensation Annette Kellerman in a largely fictionalized bio pic costarring Walter Pigeon and Victor Matur&strteorglibly dubbed as A O i 2 NJ WIh Y |
beefy matinee idol liked to have fun and Williams Hyiefidulged in an affair.

DAGSY GKIG GKS TAfYQa OK2NB23INF LKS Niluded some simctactilar w@kNdclGding & waterl-ballef bvgr atd\kamher BresitaBet dzN.
something of a mystery thd#lillion Dollar Mermaidfeaturedonly tworather lacklusteraquaballets. In the first, (top left and center) Williams is briefly glimpsed in gold lame
RAGAY3 2FF | NREAAYTI LI TFGF2NY Ayid2 GKS abDa Glyl1e Ly (&tpeYeolR diling intddhéderied of yief 2
another kaleidoscopic centerpiec&/hat setMillion Dollar Mermaidapart was its superior melodrangheartrending and poignant in spots.



(AboveY 9adKSNRa GNFY Ol NBO2NRdE2 M @S Ay NBY IRRNHK
these photos were taken of her secosithkingmarriage tofailed actorBen Gage. It might have workec
out if Gagea relatively congenial and gogtitured sortl f 82 KI Ry Qi 6 S Sy BytheO
time he and Esther parted company in 1959 he had squandered $10 million of herchaned cash.
At left, Esther seems genuinely bored with hubbymber two, a feeling Gage all too willingl
reciprocatesas Estheprepares to cutheir fourth weddinganniversary ake at fartop right.

(Right): Fernando Lamas tried to seduce Esther during the makDgngferous When Wef1953). She
kept him at bay for nearly sixteen yearthen endured the tyranny of their turbulent romance fo
thirteen more. Esther dedicated hésiography to her childremt 6 K2 KI @S Sy RdzNB H
LX S| & dzNB 2 FSherarely saimteMulRre cYikirenduring her marriage to Lamas at his reque
odzi O2y &2t SR KSNESEF LIXFeAy3d Y2iKSNI (2 nkbanl

VLY ESENYAY3I 2F 9460 KSNKaK LI aalash yiak § 20Nyl 28 6Oh

(Bottom): Esther and Fernando entertain Lana Turner at their table in 1952, thd-geeas costarred
with Turner in the badly received remake Tfie Merry Widow Given his professed love for Williams
Lamas certainly seems more than interested in Turner instead.

YR 9aiKSNna flFgrakK g GSN aLSoi

St O02YST aSSYAy3a Y2EIRY/ XK SIRND N;Iaﬁﬁilfflgié
had been for a time after 1944, the yeBathing Beautyhad its theatrical \\
debut. Many today forget thatBathing Beautyg & y 20 9 &
RSodzid b23x o601 GKSy 1 2ffteg22R R
cameras. They groomed indvdzk £ & RS SY SR githrigltHeds
acting, singing and dancing lessons. Esther was a quick study. And w
one would ever suggest that her vocal styling could rival a Jane Pow
Judy Garland, she most definitely held her own opposite suclaciive
leading men as Ricardo Montalban, Howard Keel, Peter Lawford

Fernando Lamas, whom she would later marry.

i
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Gl 26 GKS KStf R2 @2dzLB IMafr repardh
0Stt26SR ¢gKSy GKS LINR2SOG ¢Fa % .
ZardzO | R2Sa sAlGK {2yel | SYyAS YR SO0 2 |
ddz3asSaiSRo LYRSSRX FTAYRAY3 g = 3

worth of creativityand profitsh |, SG 2 Af f Al Ya LINR QD
tank of water to keep her audience intested. She was dynamite as t
heart-sore love interest irA Guy Named Joél943), exercised a rare spl
second approach to comedy Easy to Wed1946) andlake Me Out to the
Ballgame(1949), and even managed a convincing bit of melodrama in
genderbending finale toFiesta(1947).



; ./‘

Behind the scenes and back on dry land Esther embraceddlens
mother that, unlike many in hemprofession, she found just as
rewarding ¢ if not more ¢ than acting. When husband Fernando

Lamas inquireds K SG KSNJ aKS O2dz R adz2L) WS

simply hung up her bathing sujtat least publicly and settled down.
But she swam every dayfor exercise and for the sheer joy of it. Yet
there must have been some regret over the fact that ghever

career she had plenty else to occupy her time.

AFGSNI GKS Y20ASa 6SNB 2FFAOAL
small screen debut i1960 inW9 & (i K S NI 2| AlGf /A8 LINE &
the most watched televisiospecial in its time slo¢ proving that the
countNE Qa T I & OA y I (i Aadd/craifbeliwkthe W&edihed f
had endureddespite changing times angublic tastes. Asavvy §
businesswoman, Williamsalso attachedher brand to asuccessful
poolcompanyl YR &A6AY@#SIEN tAySd ¢KS
kept her name alive. It also indirectly led Williams being asked by
ABC to beome a spokeswoman and ecomentator for synchronized
swimming at thel984OlympicGames

(This page)Easy to Lovg1953) has been called the quintessential Esther Williams musical
perhaps because it at oadefined he on screen personand put a definite period to her reign
Fa ! YSNAOFQa YSN¥YIAR® /I ad 2LI1R&aAGES =y wi
between a trio of suitors that also included 50s beefcake John Bromfield and crooner, Tof
Martin (top right); miscast as an oily lotharikcasy to Lovefeatured Esther in an utterly
spectacular9 minute water-skiing finalestaged by Busby Berkeley afitmed on location at
Cft2NARI Q& /@LINBaa 3IIFNRSyazr 7Tt y| 68Rwvata-skingl
professionalsd , 2 dzQR 0SS GG SNIKSESHFNY YDRazA QNEREADOSNI w2 a
4. SO0FdzaS (kKSe s2yQil SELISOG &2dz (2 Cdaripdufidng &
matters was the fact that Esther was pregnant once again. rhriage to Ben Gage was
ending and so was her career. But what a send up it proved to be, skiing in and ountf twe
foot geysersvhose needle jets could have easily and fgtatipaled her




(Above): These overhead shots from the final&dy to Lovdllustrate a confident, zesty Esther. Behind the scene
she had her misgivings about the whole affair, particularly since water skiing stretched the back and diaphra
unnatural ways. During one take Esther was forced to abandon her tow K&y a4 KS adzRRSyf &
boat, traveling at 35 mph, was a mere ten inches away from her ékis. ¢ & NXzyy Ay 3 2 dzijs
Williams would later recounts ¢ KSNB g1 & | GNRdAK 2F ¢ (SN {KI dedde2
2F GKS 6118 6AGK Y& ailA Lkwas shakiigiwithanygér Because &ll Buid Bated$ dbd
gl a GKS akKzios

CKAE ¢la y2i 9aGKSNRA TFANERG o0 NUZagan hovei FonflRI0)EStBeNMad
narrowly averted being run over by an outrigger. ®iilion Dollar Mermaidd KS K| R & dz0OOdzy6 &R
her lungs collapsing while holding her breath for an underwater sequence. Mistaking her drowning for si
|nept|tude director Mervyn LeRoy plcked hp: microphone and shouted through the underwater speaker systel
G9aGKSNE 6KIFG GKS KStt FNB @&2dz R2Ay3IK 2S5 OlyQid 19

(Right): Not her best work, but adequate fluffonetheless, costaimg opposite Johnnie JohnstonTinis Time For
Keepo Mcbn T @ W2Kyaiz2yQa OFNBSNI (i aDa 6Syi y2éKSNB
presence. The same, of course, could never be said-efacalimmy Durantévho also appeared ith Williams in
On An Island With Yod949)whose il YA (G 6t S O0NI yRhaDRBERDANR2YBEeZFTWOKS
blessings.

(Second from bottom): adjusting her accoutrements while an adoring Van Johnson look$totiliof a Romance
(1945) a turgid programmer costarring operatic tenor Lauritz Melchior and featuring Glenn Miller and
Orchestra. Good company, but an altogether placid movie. (Bottom): looking rather austere in toreador pant
the most curious Esther Willianrmsovie of tte lot: Fiesta(1947); playing one half of a set of twins, defending he
ONRGKSNDE K2y2NJ Ay GKS o6dzZf FAIKGAYI NAYyI Ay KAa
memorable for his pas deux witaggydancer Cyd Charisse thanydining Esther did.

Of her three pragmatic divorcesom husbands Leonard KovneéBen Gageand
Fernando LamasEsther has since reassessed hey' | 0SS SELIS O |
GNHza G LI aaiazyl aS € 2 dBe mayidges yidrBore thaakelJ L g L C 1L (1 C\/ g
Esther on an emotional roller coaster ride. They kept her pregnant, though ha F"“n

barefoot as the little woman. In fact, Esther worked almost without break w :
having her children; keeping her figure lean through vigorous exeicite. R 2 y
to this day how | managed to fit into those bathing suits when |
LJNBEI)/I- yij XRA DA ya 2¥F Ltk 6}‘32an;{§@§@0&1¢

Iearnlng how to water ski wh Susie (daghter #2) inEasy to LoveSmehow |
atireSR + aAl S Sy GKNBdAAK Al |ff oé

LG O2dz RYyQi KIF@S 0688y S$23&DadKIERD/(
infrequently troublesome, emotionally unstable and occasionallydsdtructing.

"Leonad was smart, handsome, dependable ... and dull. While my film career
beginning, a segment of my personal life was ending. | found, much to my relief,
all | needed for my emotional and personal security was my own resolve
determination. | didit need a marriage and a ring. | had come to realize all t
quickly that Leonard Kovner was not a man | could ever really love. Ben wag
F dzy X0 2 & A Pppylike, fand 2xadily what | neededafter all of Leonard's




The formulag S+ NB G KAY 0Fo02@S0Y  AadSyer y1aSEHiNG  w i bNSRIAG b
Daughter (1949); a transparent little nothing desperately attempting to recapture the magiBabfiing Beauty
(1944). Esther played Eve Barrettsaccessful d@ A 3y SNJ 2F 62YSyQa ol GKAy3 &
scenario. Behind the scenes the entrepreneurial spirit had already hit. Esther had attachewhrherto a
manufacturer of aboveground swimming pools and would later commit herself to thengent industry.

b S LG dzy S Q dalsé deslaidd iR&Dkelton in a thankless role lwelorn suitorJack Spratg K2 R2 Say
a chance with the divindls. Barrett but just might get eaten alive by her remazy sister, Betty (Betty Garrett).
Theft YQa FtlakKolOl FyR yIFNNYGA2Y RS@A O SdEvotedpieds ager Syl
MC was awkward at best. Todady,S LJi dzy’ S Q ais Khdwdzatirariy fd the debut dhe Oscamwinning song,
WIoe LiQa ¢huddbRalhkdg aLINSSYOOA LI Sad LG Qa | f & 2-thetBpSiyerbgag
finale (top middle). Incidentally, when MGM hosted itd"2nniversary luncheon, the now worfdmous gathering
of star talent, the riverboat set served as the grand antre to the dining areg the pool drained and lined with
row on row of some of the most popular names in the industry; everyone from Mario Lanza to Lassie.

(Middle right and bottom): thinner stit costarring with Peter Lawford and Jimmy Durantéin An Island With
YouompnyoX | GK2NRdAKfe& F2NBSGGFotS FAELY Ay sKAOK
engaged to cestar Ricardo Montalban, whoof courseg is more interested in bit player Cyd Charisse.

darknessButeven thogh | had a lucrative MGM contract my husband was drinki
and gamblingmy moneydwé¢ Fl aGSNJ GKIFIy L O2dZ R Y

FernandoLamasc the most highhIN2R FAf S 2F 934G KSNRa K
ANBFG W FGAY t20SND | G a Dhdacthdd pbpbseddoN
Williams onthe set ofDangerous When Wein 1953. Realizingis penchant for
carousing with starlets had yet to cool Esther reportedly told b & Q& ayfic®
meant what she said. It would be sixteen years before she changenhind But n
retrospectit wasa bigmistake

Lamas, who could be both demonstrative, yet consumed by jealousy, all but for
Esther to see her children with any frequency during their marriage that lasted fi

1969 to 1982. Instead Williams dutifi @ LJX F @ SR Y2 G KSNJ (i 2§
from his previous marriage to actress Arlene Dahl. Bienv Lamas died offy

pancreatic cancer in 1982 Williams became more relatatifrankin her reflections
on their relationship.d a F NNRA F 38 (2  €nhSlted/ahd/sRcRirity 2 BufFt

shackle was the price | paid. Once | married Fernando | became invidiald. g

absolutely no idea just how cruel euld be about my children. The truth is that
was terrible beyond my worst fears. Fernando didn't likerthand they didn't like
him. As you can see, widowhood has done nothing to curb my smart mouth. So
for diplomacy?!

Then, after some convincingsther marriedor a fourth timein 1994, this timeto
French literature professor Edward Beil, X | LEhiRvyicB Nds expanded ang
opened my life in more ways than | knew were possB¥sides, | always tookfir
granted that there would be a life for me after Hollywodthd wisdom acquired
through the passage of time is, after all, useless, unlessduNB A (0 ® ¢




2SS4 akKsSQa I aidlNW»W 5NEBI &aKS(
down and have babiesg
¢ Fanny Brice on Esther Williams

Born in Los Angeles on August 8, 1922, Esther Williams gre
up with an innate love othe waterfostered by frequent visits

to her local playground pool and beaches. By age 16 she ha
already racked up three nationawimming championships.
Although she qualified for the 1940 Olympics, the
encroachment of World War Il foed a cancellation of the
3rySa FYyR 6A0K AGZ 9a0KSNRA
professional swimmer. Cheesecake photos taken for loca
newspapers caught the eye of legendary showman Billy Ros
who costarred Esther with another hopeful, Johnny
Weissmuller in his lavish San Francisco Aquacade.

Weissmlier was already trading in on his succdsss a Da
Tarzan, and with Williams he proved mildly flirtatious,
particularly during one of their aguacadoutines. Esther has
describedthe swim as mildlyerotic; performing a backstroke
while Weissmller swam towards her, thereby suggesting that
he might swim on top of her at some point. Each time th
routine was performed Weissnllar would attempt to do just
that with Esther ding her best to outrun hinfirom one end of
the pool to the other.

The overwhelming success of this spectacle was not lost ol
MGM executives and talent scouts who offered Esther a screel

test. However, whena OSy I NRA &G & | LIf3OKR | C
offices with the concept of an entire il built around a
swimmer L.B. Mayewas initially skeptical

(Left top) Poster art fobangerous When We(1953), a modest movie musical that
introduced Williams to Fernando Lamas. cute meet that irretrospect Esther would
probably rather forget. P&l LJA O2 YSRALY Clyyeé . NAOSQ
made before seeing what she looked like on dry land. Given the MGMzdamin
these Technicolor stills frorBathing Beauty, Thrill of a Romanand On An Island
With Yo& A G Qa St ae (cassatSteyoridrher dquaidtdeats. (\Widklé
left) Posing for pictures on the set ®exas Carniva[1951) with costar Howard Keel,
who is unimpressed by the spectacle. (Middle right) On the beaches of Kauai in :
sarong forPagan Love Son(l950), the othe movie that cestarred Keel. Keel and
9AGKSNI ySOSNI YIRS YdzOK 2F | &LJXFaK®d b
NBYSYOSNBR® . 2GdG2YY NBIILES Ay I {NHzy Ol
absurdZiegfeld Follieg1945); splashy in Technicolonorbidly dull in its execution.



Above: Ricardo Montalban and John Carroll hoist an exuberant Esther on their shoulders for this publicity photo tBlesiaiorm con T 0 = w A GikarréNtRe of K 2 |
sibling loyalty. Right: Howard & ¥ o6+ NBf & NBO23ay Al o6t S dzy RSNI OdzNIARytisnMWEZLIA ¥i B NBR & hS p SIS K M S LIFIA & :
last for MGM and a real downer, its amtiar message becoming mired in the underwater ballet. It was also a coiesplatize of sorts for Esther who had been on
maternity leave, but had returned to the studio believing her next project wouldthenac a tale about an ethereal Grecian spirit reincarnated in the modern world to
espouse the benefits of healthy living an unsuspecting mortal. Esther had worked with screenwriter Dorothy Kingsley just prior to getting pregnant on the cancept fc
the movie. In her absence the project was reassigned by Dore Schary, who had replaced L.B. Mayer as head of the studiwadrsd98e part had been heavily
rewritten for Jane Powell and bore no earthly resemblance to the project as original bieduy. G KS 2f R Rl 24 al & Edterdagerdriusedl v .O&iNI &
aAaYLXe t2218R YS Ay (KE2S&8 NIARQH INR I KEY § ¥ § PERtifleKABW @ INBABRA NIDES dzd NE 3 MIIK Sdt Ibeist & |
not the dramatic sequences, and the absurdity of the screenplay had her requisitioning Hannibal to paint a herd of eleghanifit multitude of colors, presumably
because her Amytis did not care for gray!

At the time of its releasBathing Beautywas both a colossal critical and commercial sucgessond only in box office
NBGdzNya G2 Medme WiharheNWna HowedeS coBtiry to popular rumor, it was not the first time a poolside
ALISOGKOtS KFR 0SSy GGSYLIWGISR F2NJ GKS YiRedil SrantSpaios2iand OO
then Warner Brother§ootlight Paradg1933) the latter featurirg a chipmuniaced Ruby Keeler staying afloat amidst a
small army of bathing beautigs ¢ KS ANRye& 2F KI @Ay 3 2 AdarheinanYeipansiblé for 8NJ o I f
aforementioned spectacle Busby Berkeleg was not lost on L.B. Mayer who, thdug gambling man, always believed in
hedging his bets.

BathingBeautyRA R ¥ S| (1 dzNB G KS T A NE & splshy saoBadde involvifiyitaind ard fire. Esthér WgsA C
serenaded by not one, but two of the biggest bands of the swingHaiery James and His Music Makers and Xavier Cugat
and His Orchestralts overwhelming succedaunchedd 4 & K SN & O NEeSHeJpumbei oné fing Birl ifYtheR S
country and themost popular entertainer amonfiim exhibitors fomearly two decads L YYSRA | 1St & T2 f 2
triumphant premiere Esther became privy to an unflatterbagkstagdruth about Hollywood that, in retrospecshe
confesseshe knew absolutely nothing abogtl KS LINE @SNB Al f WOFalAy3d 0O2dz0KQd

G5SIF N LRI Y DOENRISYWNRE] aSONBGFNBUV FStd 20f A3SR G2 GSff
sleep with (Sam) KatzEsther later explained. Kata middleage paunchy producer/agent with a list of conquests that could
make even the likes obcker Jean Simmons blugh} R FAY 3t SR | bpnanInnn airA3ayAy,3 03
GhyS Y2NB LASOS 2F KAa OFYLIAIYy G2 O02y@AyO0S YS GKIFG K
K2 NR 1 thsfeiad Hsthef skippedGu 2y Y| G1T Qa Ay iAYIFIGS fdzyOKSa FyR-0S3ty
F A 3 dENS itseemsffectively killed the mood for Katz, whose reputation at the stutid already begun ttean toward
laughing stockHence, wherKatz eventually €IMGM a few years later amidst a flurry of rumarsnost deserved, he






Above: posing for publicity (left) on the setBéxas Carnivand (right) with costars (from left) Jules MunsHietty Garrett, Frank Sinatra and Gene KellyTake Me Out

To The Ball Gamgl949); the least successful of the ligeinatra pairings. Esther only briefly apper@ A y3 £ | LJ& | NRdzy R | KE&E88H LIRSt wi
C 2 NJ Bh8 @mdbghere onset was hardly pleasant. Kelly had wanted Judy Garland or Kathryn Geaykisncestar, but was assigned Esthiey Mayerand forever after

let it be known that he thought hea lousy third choice for the part. Kelly was also getting tougherisridmgtime collaborator, Stanley Donen, who wosaldentually

break awayto forge a lucrative career as a choreographer and director on his dhatwo frequently quarreled-inally, Sinatra was utterly fed up always being cast as
0KS TySYAO FT¥ME Y 20MRIABSEFOKSYHES LIAGOISR 3FAyald rSNIH@IoE NeSEaNS yBatiemddSA -
Sinatrag , 2dz KIF @S (22 YdzOK Gl fSyidodé {2 RAR WdzRenihe yelohdyNAIOW NBSISRHERIA Yy I & NB LI A SR
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neverthelessdecided to set the record straighivhere Esther was concerned telling Mayer,& ¢ KI G f I
OKf 2NRAY I 0SRXaKSQa Of SF yH¢

Often overlooked throughout her career was the fact tlasta performer Esther waarfmore diverse than thabne note
wonder concocted by the studio to sell ticket$rue enough, her forte was swimming. But Esther was also a spirited an
vivacious dancer, a convincing dramatic actress amaf the wittiest raconteurs, deftly able taandle romantic comdy.
Nevertheless,@ aDaX 9aU0KSNJ gl & 3IAGBSY TFSg déahdoNdedsf hitihe Svaves in2avisk N
water ballets even necessitated the inclusion of a very mgmmingsequence in thetherwiseperiod musich Take Me

Out To The Ballgamgl949).

The film was atarring vehicle for Gene Kelly, described by Esthar a8othing short of a tyrant behind the camera. As
much as he resented the fact that | was not a dancer, he resented my height even moravaBheoehiding that | wakalf a
head taller than he was. | wore flat shoasd curved my spine so deeply it felt like | had scoliosis. In one scene we we
supposed to sit on an cfdshioned loveseat. But just as we were about to say our lines, Ktbdipast me to Stanley
52ySy YR &aFARI W¢KAA a2y 2F || o0AGOK S@Sy airida GlHahstiHQ
OFyQi YI1S YeaStT FTAGS F220 (o2 FyeY2NB (KN ABKOKY L&
enough try tucking one foot under your ass!

Initially, Take Me Out The The Ballgamas to have included yet another lavish water ballet, created by Busby Berkele
and inserted as a dream sequence. Whether frorespi jealousyKelly vetoed this idea y T | .0I20N@ 2 SF2dtde Q

of a vintage 191kong he warbles to Esther while she pretended to be a marion@tie puppet master with more box
office clout that Esther all too willing to pull the string§he staging of #gnnumber was awkward at best and thankfully



This page: Fernando Lamadangerouss KSy @ @yiXL 1y Sé¢ KS KIR GKS Ll2gSN
NP dzii EgtteteXpainedd | S OSNIF Ay f & | AR NR K4 (i A F6dyMIen/hs difi@ed me his
ONRBGOK & | KFEYyR gl NYSN Siyeenlyéats latditiriSreudion®@h thelsatEsthét S
Williams At Cypress GardenBV special, and Lamas wasibly thinner, confessinghat he was coming off a
nervous breakdow after his split from wife Arlene Dabifter the briefest of badinage Lamas had Esther in th
throes of passion; a spirited alighter that kicked off an affair Esther would ultimately live to regret.

102@S tSTFlY aASNByIl RAlyaae 92aNifKFENA AbayeMiBdRYaEafKpkidtdly sehdaiated
Fa Fy 200G2Ldza F2N) 6KS TA{YQAARNSI VI E&NBSPREYRRO 2 |
was nothing natural about Lamafesireto control their relationship. He hadi&d as much with cstar Lana
Turner (right) seen here from their failed remake Tie Merry Widow(1952).But Turner was too much for
Lamas, or so it seems. She enjoyed asma passing fancput that was all.

Right: an imperious looking Lamas in thI&M studio portrait circa 1952, perhaps desperate to mask the inndg
demons of his youth in Buenos Aires. Fernando confessed to Esther that his maternal grandmother had force®
to view the exhumation of both his parents as a boy; the hideous visitdmeafskeletal remains haunteaim even
asanadultd 1 § 2y 0S8 G2fR YS GKIFIG KS O02dAZ R 0S8 GFt1Ay3
Ay an RS (KIFG LISNBR2YyQ& KSI R éraydmages fieveKvint Sy eQustinses o
UKSY®¢

Bottom: Lamas takes Esther on a tour of Buenos Aitds. ¢+ & y 2 ad NI y 3 S Nastieglated K

confessedfi L G K2dzaAK{G Al 62dAf R 0SS SEOAGAY3 (2 08 6AGK & 3 R
had troubles I féi L O2dzZ R RSIf gAGK® 1 az2Y$ S90St WiNRdz - 3§ / i
1y26Ay3a RSSLI Ay Y& KSINI GKIFIdGd GKSNB gla Fftghkea | ¥

never made it into the final cut though the number survives today and has bee
infrequentlyglimpsed as an outtake at various film revivals. ]

By 1950, Esther had been christenedY S NA O Q & CagpitaliXiag ok Ehat
moniker, MGM exploited her to spectacular effect in the loose biopic of Austral
swimming sensation Annette Kellermahtillion Dollar Mermaid (1950). Apart
FTNRY Ada TFTNRAR|ISY R yRNIGRAE biHed Ynde again b
Berkeley, the film also presented Esther with her first real brush with death on
set.

¢2 RIFIGS>S SOSNEB 2yS 27F 9 abeknSiedzdousyyprie
planned and storyboarded to allow Esther ample time to dive below surface,
her mark and then come up for air. However, at the behest of Williams,

three at a time so that she would hold her breath for increasingly longer interva:
During one of these stacked sequences, Williams discovered what divers refer &
Wi KS NlalsliddeNBofpression of the lung tissue that does not allow {4
more airto enter its passage ways.

director Mervyn LeRoy and his staff were unaware that Williams was, in eff¢
drowning before their very eyes until she lifelessly sank out ofeza range to the §



1020SY 9aGKSNRA | gFdAZ GFadsS Ay YSy O02yiAydsSaed { KS KI Rled¥asa rugge Ruhk withka distihguShed
head of tight curly gray, had pursued Esthef 8y (i f Saat e FyR S@Syddzffte GKS (2 o0SOIYS t28SNB® . dzi
bedroom, expecting to be seduced by thisanly man, only to learn that Chandler was an avid edvesser bedecked in full regalia andakeup, andwith a closet full of
SELSyaArdsS o420y $aca KSWRAL NBfa & LIEsthgriaeSadnditledi . Slj dr$ & WSRY 0OKA f RK22R Ay Tt dSyO0Saxisz
KAa 26y ASE® WYWSTTQ LiRKKHNKRE2 3 207 dungsSjodaoGntSdSngdiiel Ddz/eit&now HoW ®liculous youdobhe affair ended right
then and thereThree years later Chandler was dead from gross negligence during routine back surgery that caused him to hemorrhage

Victor Mature was an entirely different matter; playful, flwving but without any sort of sense of propriety or commitment to anything or anyone. He just wanted a go
time. Mature and Esther became lovers on the set of Million Dollar Merndaldi FISf LJ2 ¢ S NJF dzf Hstheli NG QidiA 2 W I &2 YE NDNESRT 06dzi |
2F GKS t2@S Ay GKFIG YFENNARIFIS gla 3F2ySe 1S gFa Ye TANEGENBESY RAYAKIYNIVE Yahbgi2A C
GKAALISNAYI W, 2d2ONB FlydlaGAa0e L t2@0S @2dz0dQ LG YA 3 Kothing o2 tBelsortdl &nei SeNvanked mel. | waritedl |
K A YT affair did not survive the premiere of the movie, although Mates doting and eve@A IAf | yi Rdz2NAYy3 9&aGKSNDA &AE Y2y
vertebrae in a terrible fall on the set.

bottom of the pool. Reportedly, even then LeRoy was unconvinced as &b wds actually happeningBut nothing could
prepare Esther for the accident that nearly left her paralyzed for life. Hoisted fifty feet above the water tank on Stdtie 30
a goldencolored aluminum crown affixed to her &d, Estherdove into the water, snapping her neck and breaking three
vertebrae, rendering her arms and shoulders utterly useless. Somehow she managed to tread water by kicking her feet
Flossie, her wardrobe ladgould run and get help. The accident left Esther in excruciating paahin a full body cast for six
months plagued by headaches for the rest of her life. But she had narrowly averted becoming a quadriplegic.

On her next projectTexas Carniva{1952) Esther again encountered a near fatal calamity during the filming of a drea
sequence. In itsheis seenashe I K2 a G f & | LILI NR G A 2 v, eBoflesslyXldatingdR and QuSdf tekkrkeriedNS
bedroom in a white neglige€lo achieve the effect, two identical bedroom sets were bgitine on dry land, where Keel
pretended to take his nap; the other dide a poolpainted blackwith a black roof to sufficiently keep out thdight.
Unfortunately, the designers of this set left no space between its ceiling and the watemithenly a small trap door that
was virtually impossible to see once Esther hattesd the set

GL R2y Qi GKAY]l @&2dz Wiligns laérin@sedf Sy K ¥ 8 22 dZINPA OBA 2F F AN
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Above: swimming with Johnny Weissmuller in Billy Bo&gquacade, an experience Esther bluntly describéthelkyQMiddle: cutting the mustard; aswell as the cake at
19533 Golden Globe awardspted most popular female staspposite Alan Laddnost popular male staRight: giving an interview to the press in 1969 with Fernando
Lamas. When news broke that Lamas was dyirtP81the press surrounded the hospitahd did everything they could to try and get a pictuEsther kept them at bay,
allowing her husband to die with &ast a modicum of dignitgiThey (the press) want it @lEsther later musediThe person thege interviewing really doe€@matterXonly
the storyé

Though she was still a top box office draw and would continue to make aquacade moviggaville mid-1950s,Million

Dollar Mermaidg & (G KS FAYIlFf dzyfljdza t ATASR Eaxto Savechagiyig aBdieiick BiNG,a
dwindling box office receipts from musicals in general, the end of the star system, and, the infusiowisictelato popular
Odzf GdzNB KIR Fff O2yaLIANBR (2 dzy RS NY AnyaSast dlitchi effStNACYdsurrds thadzi |
winning formulaMGM thrust Esther intaVdzLJA (i S NX1855) &t aldyisrhallyIniscasiangling of history, revanga to suit

the traditionalf 2 @ S NX Athisiti@betweart Fabius (George Sanders) defender of Rome, his lover Amytis (Williams) an
0KS @Sy2Y2dza O2yIl[[dzSNRBENE | FyyAolft o1 2¢6FNR YSStO0od hLILRa
replacement, Dore Schary reached a critical junction shortly before filming began.

OKIFNBUV ¢la @GSNEB avyz220iKs> lfyz2ald ayARS IyR @SN
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¢CKS FAEYQa ONRGAOLFE YR FAYIYOAIVS OBNEDRRE thihachGdek @Rl &
Williams an overnight sensation a mere decade earlier. Althoughirdhexjuently attempted ¢ and for the most part
succeeded as a serious actrestA Y mhp OrQuarded Momentl Yy dzy NBYF N]J F6f S WgK2 R2)y
melodrama,Raw Wind in Edentepid box office response to both projects effectively killed off the riaaher of her options.
MGM unceremoniously dropped her contract. Worse, mismanagement of her estate by second husband Ben Gage ha
Esther in a financial debacle. She owed money everywdwedgo everyone, but chiefly, tihe IRS.

A divorce from Gagim April of 1959 left Esther open to pursue romance elsewhere. Although she would have a few min
affairs¢ including actor Jeff Chandler, whose penchant for dressilgy 62 YSy Qa Of 24 KSa |jdir O
the most part, Esther embracduhchelorhood over the next decade. Eventually, she would wedlaegerous When Wet
co-star, Fernando Lamas on New Years Eve 1969.

l'a SINIeé& a mMoppoX [FYlFA KIFIR LlzZNBdzZSR 9a0KSNJ NRYFYyGAOl f
insatiable penchant for running through starlets almost as quickly as they came under contract at the studio did much
O22f 9AGKSNRa AYyAUGALf AyOGSNBad Ay GKAa [FOGAYy € 20KFNR
fidelity in a rdationship and was convinced that Lamas cowdtllive up to that expectationThough the two would remain
322R FTNASYR&a (GKNRdAAK2dzi GKS mopnaz Al 6l a 2yte | FGSNJ
and affect his health thaEsther finally agreed to mar him. With his own career finishddamas was, as Esther later put it,

G al T Sc¢a/r@madtic hasbeen who would be faithful to her in marriage, if for no other reason, then he had become
undesirable to the younger competifo® ¢ KSANAR 62dzZ R NBYFAY | fFLadAay3a o2y
though arguably, not a happy one



Above:By the timeJoan Crawford and Esthppsed for these stills in 1953, Joan had already been labeled a Hollywodmbérasin fact, in 1941 @M had promptly
dumped Crawford after nearly 20 yeaasa solid mong-maker for the studio. Undaunted, Joan moved to Warner Bros. where she not only made good on another twc
decales worth of films but alsaon an Osar forMildred Pierce(1943). In a weak moment MGHNecided to woo bek la Crawfal for TorchSong(1953) a real handhe-

down with little if anything to recommend it other than Crawf@deturn on the back lot. One day, while Esther was preparing in her own dressing room, Crawforc
showed upunannouncedio beg Esther to let her hawdirector Chuck Walters help stage and choreograph her numbefrch SongCrawford made it very cledo
Estherthat shealsointendedto HaveQWalters fa more thanhis artistic vision; a curious fascination indesddceWalters was openly gay.

While there was little chance for a great romance between Crawford and Walters, theffaireb@tween Esther and Crawford wesfinitely on after Esther agreed to
give Walters over to the production dforch Song. Regrettably, Esthedecided to play a joke on Crawford after principle photgghy onTorch Songcommenced.
Because Crawford expected lavish gifts from her sycophantic entourage, Esthemddecptesent the diva with a haéfmpty bottle d vodka wrappedn toilet paper as a
gag oMy gag gift was a chilling reminder th&loar®) bubble was@real and she never forgawee for it. She diddspeak to ne againg ever.Two weeks earliefd been
the most wonderful person in the universe when | gave her my directorl iNas/on her shit list for lifé!

aLGQa || f2ySfte oEdtieAwdoddnudelngriater ydaish BB DY HzAS &2dz YSOSNI NB I
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Even therapists were known to go to the press. You learned not to trust anyone with your confidences and risk busting
pretty pink bubble thestudio had constructed around you and your outwardly perfect personal life. The public desperat
gFyiSR (G2 o0StAS@®S GKIG &2dz tAGSR I FLFANER GFfSXF LINgeS
you tried to believe it yougst F & ¢

However, Esther proved that she had a head for enterprise. After MGM, she indulged in lucrative department st
modeling and attached her name to a line of ab@reund swimming pools. She also developed her own line of swimwear
At product launchs, openings and benefits she was easily the star attraction.

G2KSy L 32 (2 odaAySaa O2y@Sydrazysa F2N Y& LINBRAOGAZT A
pose for pictures. Everyone wants a photo for their store, and I neNgftul y& 2y S R2gy s y2 YIF GdGSH

Despite her considerable successpasba =z 2y S 2F 9a0KSNRa Y2al o0AGGSNI RAQ?
Schary took over from L.B. Mayer in 1950, he made it known around the back lot thatalmusigeneral and Esther
2AfEALFYAQ YdzZAAOFfEa Ay LI NIGAOdzZ NI 6SNB y2 f2y3ISNI I+ (2L
was predicated on the level of sucseachieved by her previous effdit 2 2 N&ESS o0& 9 & (nKndd\sken an O C
original script idea for a musical project she wanted to make entiligna



