
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

άLΩƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦ  
.ǳǘ ƛŦ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΦέ  
 

ς Time Magazine review for Million Dollar Mermaid (1952)  
 
On June 6, 2013 America lost its beloved mermaid, not perhaps 
such an earth-shattering 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-ǘƘƛƴ Ψōƻȅ ƳŜŜǘǎ ƎƛǊƭΩ plot dedicated to finding  
unique ways of getting Esther into a skin-tight one piece  
at least a couple of times before the final fade out.  
 
Only now tƘŀǘ ΨŦŀŘŜ ƻǳǘΩ ƛǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ Ŧƛƴŀƭ, and with it goes one of           the sassiest, brassiest, funniest, most charming, 
yet unassuming great ladies the movies have ever known. Esther              ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ  
terms. She was more honest about her place in history, cinematic or                 otherwise. But she would have enjoyed all  
of the tributes immensely.  She was a woman who liked to laugh, at      herself ς  primarily,  at  life  in general,  
and through adversity; but especially when times were grand. She            also knew how to tell a good story.  I  
ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ ǎƘŜΩƭƭ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛŎonography MGM      imposed  on  her ς and  in  a  way  
ƛǘΩǎ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎΦ !ǊƎǳŀōƭȅΣ no one looked more ravishing in a one piece.  
 
She starred and swam in her aquacade movies, frequently while                ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΦ ¢Ǌȅ ƛǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎƴΩt as 
easy as it looks. And she made light of her hardships, even when they              infrequently threatened to dismantle 
the image of a devil-may-care just out on a lark.  DǊŀŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŦƛǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ             a highly prized commodity among 
Hollywood stars these days, or elsewhere in the world for that matter,           but Esther had it in spades.   
 
Perhaps this was the secret to her longevity. She lived to 91. But her                 memory is likely to live on a lot longer; 
dangerous when wet, with the thrill of a romance, and this time - ŦƻǊ ƪŜŜǇǎΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻn Esther Williams 
is so beloved. But she ought to be remembered for other qualities too: for her gregarious sense of humor, for her ebullient 
sense of self and her compassionate approach toward others. Because, in the end, Esther Williams never took anything for 
granted. She just took it all in stride.   
 

- Nick Zegarac 



 
 
 
 
  
If she were still around, Esther Williams would be among the first to 
admit that any snap analysis of her careeǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ Ψŀƭƭ 
ǿŜǘΦΩ ά!ƭƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǾŜǊ ŘƛŘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ŀǘ aDa ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ Ƴȅ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǇƻƻƭΦέ  
 
Although she was a ravishing beauty, seemingly flawless (at least on 
the surface) and groomed in the halcyon days of the star system, still 
ǿŀǘŜǊǎ Ǌŀƴ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴǎŜǘ 
she had a pert frankness about herself and no nonsense, some might 
say, ΨǳƴǾŀǊƴƛǎƘŜŘΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƘƻǿōƛȊ ŀƴŘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΦ  
 
For example, she once described her first swimming job ς opposite 
Johnny WeissmuƭƭŜǊ ƛƴ .ƛƭƭȅ wƻǎŜΩǎ !ǉǳŀŎŀŘŜ ŀǎ άǘŀŎƪȅέΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ 
talent scout from MGM offered her the chance at a movie audition, an 
ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ [Φ.Φ aŀȅŜǊ ƴƻ ƭŜǎǎΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎǳǊǘ 
reply of άbƻ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳΣέ stood for almost a year while she pursued 
another career as a sales girl for a local Los Angeles department store.  
 
ά.ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƛŘ ƴƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜΣέ Esther reasoned 
years later in an interview with Robert Osborne. The other sales girls at 
I. Magnin where Esther worked were utterly horrified at her abject 
ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭΦ !ƴŘ ǎƻΣ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ōƻǊǊƻǿŜŘ /ƘŀƴŜƭ ǎǳƛǘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƪΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
Cinderella-like transformation from sales girl to movie star had its 
auspicious beginning.   
 
άL ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ L ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǊƴƻǳǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΧȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ 
to walk fifty yards to get to him and in that time he could really study 
ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳΦέ With Esther, Mayer was undoubtedly 
impressed. At five feet, eight inches, she was both slender and 
statuesque ς a muscular, ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΦ LŦ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ 
to making movies in a pool was tepid, his immediate response to 
Esther was anything but. Mayer offered her a contract at a hundred 
dollars a week on the spot. Reluctant, though accepting, Esther 
returned to the department store to inform her boss that she was 
ǉǳƛǘǘƛƴƎΧŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƴŜƭΦ  
 
Top: looking stunning a happy in 1944 the same year as her divorce from first husband Leonard 
Kovner.  Only two years before she had had a little no nothing part ƛƴ !ƴŘȅ IŀǊŘȅΩǎ 5ƻǳōƭŜ [ƛŦŜ 
opposite Mickey Rooney (bottom). But then there were bigger parts in A Guy Named Joe (1943) 
and her first starring role in Bathing Beauty (1944), just the sort of escapist fluff wartime 
ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǎƛǎǘΦ  Iƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛǘ ƳƛǎǎΚ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǎǘŀǊΗ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



άL ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ L ŘƛŘ ŀ ƳƻǾƛŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǾƛŜΣέ 
Esther admits, άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ нс ǎǿƛƳƳƛƴƎ 
ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦέ 
 
There is ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ 
forgotten or happily buried for many years, though not 
because Esther herself has been secretive about her past. In 
ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜΦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǇŜƴ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
behest of Cary Grant, she attempted radical psychotherapy 
with LSD (then a legitimate prescription medication) to 
ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴƻ ƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜ 
reflections.  
 
When asked in the mid-seventies by a reporter to talk about 
her life, Esther directly replied, ά²ƘƛŎƘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛams do you 
ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘΚέ Indeed, by 1979, with her MGM career 
ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ Ǉŀǎǘ ό9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǎǿƛƳƳƛƴƎ ƳƻǾƛŜΣ 
WǳǇƛǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎ was in 1956), there were many other sides to 
the woman who had emerged from beyond the studio-
ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ ƻŦ Ψ!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ aŜǊƳŀƛŘΦΩ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ǇǊƛƳŜΣ 
Williams was much more than simply a swimming star, movie 
star and the most popular post-war pin up of the 1950s. She 
had a knack for comedy, a yen for drama and the good sense 
to know what worked for her. She shot from the hip with 
clairvoyant precision; a gal with a solid sense of self, a razor 
sharp wit and a good head on her shoulders; a beauty who 
could withstand the waves as well as the wolves in Hollywood 
and manage herself both in and out of the water.  
 
 
Previous page: anatomy of a mega hit. Bathing Beauty ǿŀǎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǉǳŀŎŀŘŜΦ 
aDa ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƴŜǿ ŦƛƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ ƛǎ ŀ ŎŀǾŀƭŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŜŘ 
pros; expertly doing what they do best, with Esther feathered in for good measure 
ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜƴǎŜƳōƭŜ ƘŜǊŜƛƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ·ŀǾƛŜǊ /ǳƎŀǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 
orchestra (top center), Latin tenor Carlos Ramirez (top right), band leader Harry 
James (middle left), character actor Donald Meek (middle with Red Skelton), popular 
organist, Ethel Smith (middle right), Ann Codee as ballet tutor, Mme. Zarka, nightclub 
singer, Helen Forrest (middle right), and even Sherlock Holmes himself, Basil 
Rathbone, herein cast as an unscrupulous agent.  
 
.ŀǘƘƛƴƎ .ŜŀǳǘȅΩǎ plot is conventional to a fault. Esther is retired swimming instructor, 
Caroline Brooks who has just married Tin Pan Alley song writer, Steven Elliot (Skelton) 
who has decided to retire. Since his agent George Adams (Rathbone) cannot have his 
moneymaker quit on him, he decides to wreck the marriage so that Steve will 
continue to work on his score.  Instead, Steve hightails ǘƻ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ ŀƭƳŀ ƳŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƴ 
all-ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳǇƛƭΦ  
 
The faculty tries their best to discourage StŜǾŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜΩǎ ǿƻƴ ōŀŎƪ 
Caroline does Steve agree to go.  Bathing BeautyΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƭŜ ς a lavish water ballet set 
ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΦ 
Busby Berkeley had already done an opulent water balƭŜǘ ŦƻǊ ²ŀǊƴŜǊ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
Footlight Parade (1933). But Bathing Beauty had Esther and Technicolor to 
recommend it ς an irresistible combo that audiences could not resist.  The rest of 
9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ŀǘ aDa ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘemes and formula established 
in this movie. Viewed today, Bathing Beauty remains pure sparkle and all magic.   



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Perhaps some of the credit for toughening up that resolve 
early on can be attributed to a little known screen test Esther 
did for {ƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ LΩƭƭ CƛƴŘ ¸ƻu, a 1942 Clark Gable/Lana 
Turner melodrama. Esther had desperately wanted the part 
¢ǳǊƴŜǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǳƴŘƛǎǇǳǘŜŘ ΨƪƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ 
was definitely an upgrade from co-star Mickey Rooney, whom 
Esther had just co-starred opposite in !ƴŘȅ IŀǊŘȅΩǎ Double 
Life ς a B-budget programmer in the popular MGM series. On 
the day of the screen test Esther had been told by flamboyant 
ƘŀƛǊǎǘȅƭƛǎǘΣ {ƛŘƴŜȅ DǳƛƭƭŀǊƻŦŦ ǘƻ ΨƎƻ ƘƻƳŜΩΦ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ƎƛǊƭΧέ 
Guillaroff reportedly told her, ά¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ Ǌǳƛƴ ȅƻǳΦ {ŀǾŜ ȅƻǳǊǎelf 
ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƎǊƛŜŦΦέ 
 
Undaunted, Esther hurried to the set, incredibly nervous that 
DŀōƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ŀ ōƛǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ 
equally unnerved when he did with spouse, Carol Lombard 
watching from the wings. Reportedly, after planting a big wet 
kiss on Esther, Gable swaggered out before Esther could 
respond with her lines,  turning nonchalantly to Lombard and 
muttering in his inimitable way, ά²Ŝƭƭ ōŀōȅΣ L ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ L ǿŀǎ 
Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƪƛǎǎ ƳŜ ŀ ƳŜǊƳŀƛŘ ǘƻŘŀȅΦέ   
 
(Previous page): a spectacular overhead shot of swimmers presented in a 
kaleidoscopic pattern a la Busby Berkeley. Bottom: in one of Bathing BeautyΩǎ 
funniest sequences Steven Elliot (Red Skelton) must try to rid his fingers of the sticky 
wrapper from an errant ŎŀƴŘȅ ōŀǊ ǳƴŘŜǊ aƳŜΦ ½ŀǊƪŀΩǎ ǿŀtchful eye.  He ditches it by 
inadvertently slapping his beloved (Williams) in the face.  
 
This page (top): the first of many Ψcute meetsΩ with a frequent costar ς Van Johnson. 
After Bathing BeautyΩǎ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ aDa ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
crafting original material for Williams to star in. Instead they gave Esther Easy to Wed 
(1946) a tired remake of what had once been a charming romantic comedy, Libeled 
Lady (1936). Esther is cast as Connie Allenbury and Johnson as Bill Chandler, the 
newspaper editor desperate to have her lawsuit against him dropped.  In this scene 
Bill has love on his mind, or at least deceit. Connie would prefer a game of marbles.   
 
Retooling Libeled Lady ŀǎ ŀ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƻŦŦ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘΦ Williams 
could not match Myrna LoyΩǎ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŦƛƭƳΣ while Lucille Ball, cast in 
the part as WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƛŀƴŎŞŜΣ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀǳƴŎƘȅ ǎŀǎǎ 
by the late Jean Harlow, ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ōǳǎǘΦ ²ƻǊǎŜΣ 5ƻǊƻǘƘȅ YƛƴƎǎƭŜȅΩǎ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǇƭŀȅ 
seemed ill at ease in finding ways to insert production numbers into the mix; the 
ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ōƛggest reuniting Esther with organist Ethel Smith and Johnson, crooning in 
Latin, Bona Pixie ς a garish, but playful and rhythmic South American ditty.  
 
Carlos Ramirez was also in it. Reusing sets and costumes from other MGM product, 
Easy to Wed had plenty of gloss but little sparkle and worse, no originality. It also did 
not feature Williams in a lavish water ballet ς a misfire the public never forgave.     



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

άL ŀƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΣέ Esther suggested years later, ά²ŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŜΚ ²ŀǎ L ŀ ƧƻƪŜΚέ 
aƻǊŜ ŦƻǊǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǿŀǎ ƳǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ [Φ.Φ aŀȅŜǊΦ ¢ƻƭŘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǾŜǘŜŘ Ŏo-starring part 
opposite Gable, Williams graciously declined it, citing her brief tenure at the studio and her contract that prohibited her from 
appearing in a movie for the first nine months. She had barely been at Metro for three weeks. Mayer was not someone who 
tolerated being told what he could and could not do with his stars, who he regarded as his personal property. So Esther was 
ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛƻǘ ŀŎǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ LŘŀ YƻǾŜǊƳŀƴ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƻ aŀȅŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ Ƙad 
been right about its stipulations.  
 
Esther had no illusions about Hollywood in general or her own movie career in particular. Some would say she walked away 
from the movies. Yet Esther would be the first to admit to the fact that by 1956 movie musicals in general were waning in 
popularity with audiences. They had become a costly commodity to produce too.  
 
Top: Esther was infinitely better served by two movies she made in the early 1950s; Million Dollar Mermaid (1952) and Easy to Love (1953). In the former, Esther was cast as 
real-life aquatic sensation Annette Kellerman in a largely fictionalized bio pic costarring Walter Pigeon and Victor Mature, whom Esther glibly dubbed as ±ƛŎǘƻǊ ΨLƳƳŀǘǳǊŜΩ. The 
beefy matinee idol liked to have fun and Williams briefly indulged in an affair.  
 
DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ŎƘƻǊŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ .ǳǎōȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΣ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ƘŀŘ included some spectacular work including a water ballet over at Warner Bros. it remained 
something of a mystery that Million Dollar Mermaid featured only two rather lackluster aqua-ballets. In the first, (top left and center) Williams is briefly glimpsed in gold lame 
ŘƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ŀ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ aDa ǘŀƴƪΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀǘŜ ΨŦƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƳƻƪŜΩ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǘǳƳōƭŜ ƻŦŦ a trapeze before diving into the center of yet 
another kaleidoscopic  centerpiece. What set Million Dollar Mermaid apart was its superior melodrama ς heartrending and poignant in spots.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

(Above)Υ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ Ǝǳȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ΨƻΩ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
these photos were taken of her second sinking marriage to failed actor Ben Gage. It might have worked 
out if Gage, a relatively congenial and good-natured sort, ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ǎǇƻƴƎŜΦ By the 
time he and Esther parted company in 1959 he had squandered $10 million of her hard-earned cash.  
At left, Esther seems genuinely bored with hubby number two, a feeling Gage all too willingly 
reciprocates as Esther prepares to cut their fourth wedding anniversary cake at far top right.  
 
(Right): Fernando Lamas tried to seduce Esther during the making of Dangerous When Wet (1953). She 
kept him at bay for nearly sixteen years; then endured the tyranny of their turbulent romance for 
thirteen more. Esther dedicated her biography to her children άǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǎǘŀǊŘƻƳέ. She rarely saw her own children during her marriage to Lamas at his request 
ōǳǘ ŎƻƴǎƻƭŜŘ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŦǊƻƳ [ŀƳŀǎΩ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ !ǊƭŜne Dahl.  
¦Ǉƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ά{ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǎǿƛƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳƭ ƳƻƳΦέ  
 
(Bottom): Esther and Fernando entertain Lana Turner at their table in 1952, the year Lamas costarred 
with Turner in the badly received remake of The Merry Widow. Given his professed love for Williams, 
Lamas certainly seems more than interested in Turner instead. 

 
!ƴŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǾƛǎƘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜΤ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎ ΨƻƭŘ ƘŀǘΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƴŜǿ-ŦŀƴƎƭŜŘΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴƻǎǘ Ŏertainly 
had been for a time after 1944, the year Bathing Beauty had its theatrical 
debut. Many today forget that Bathing Beauty ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǾƛŜ 
ŘŜōǳǘΦ bƻΣ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜƴ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘǊǳǎǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘŀƭŜƴǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
cameras. They groomed indiviŘǳŀƭǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ΨǊŀǊŜ ŦƛƴŘǎΩ ς giving them 
acting, singing and dancing lessons. Esther was a quick study. And while no 
one would ever suggest that her vocal styling could rival a Jane Powell or 
Judy Garland, she most definitely held her own opposite such attractive 
leading men as Ricardo Montalban, Howard Keel, Peter Lawford and 
Fernando Lamas, whom she would later marry.  

 
άIƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭƭ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻƻƭΣέ L.B. Mayer reportedly 
ōŜƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ 
ZanǳŎƪ ŘƻŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ƻƴƧŀ IŜƴƛŜ ŀƴŘ ƛŎŜ ǎƪŀǘŜǎΣέ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ DŜƻǊƎŜ {ƛŘƴŜȅ 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΦ  LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǿŜǘ ȅƛŜƭŘŜŘ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΩs 
worth of creativity and profitsΦ ¸Ŝǘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ 
tank of water to keep her audience interested. She was dynamite as the 
heart-sore love interest in A Guy Named Joe (1943), exercised a rare split 
second approach to comedy in Easy to Wed (1946) and Take Me Out to the 
Ballgame (1949), and even managed a convincing bit of melodrama in the 
gender-bending finale to Fiesta (1947). 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Behind the scenes and back on dry land Esther embraced her role as 
mother that, unlike many in her profession, she found just as 
rewarding ς if not more ς than acting. When husband Fernando 
Lamas inquired ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƻǇ ΨōŜƛƴƎΩ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ 
simply hung up her bathing suit ς at least publicly - and settled down. 
But she swam every day ς for exercise and for the sheer joy of it.  Yet 
there must have been some regret over the fact that she never 
achieved her girlhood dream of becoming an Olympic swimming star; 
the Olympics canceled after Adolph Hitler invaded Poland. But Esther 
was always a forward thinking gal. And in the absence of a sports 
career she had plenty else to occupy her time. 
 
AŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ΨŘƻƴŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ƘŜǊ 
small screen debut in 1960 in Ψ9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ŀǘ /ȅǇǊŜǎǎ DŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ; 
the most watched television special in its time slot ς proving that the 
countǊȅΩǎ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƎƭŀƳƻr and craft below the waterline 
had endured despite changing times and public tastes. A savvy 
business woman, Williams also attached her brand to a successful 
pool company ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛƳǿŜŀǊ ƭƛƴŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ψ9ǎǘƘŜǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ 
kept her name alive. It also indirectly led to Williams being asked by 
ABC to become a spokeswoman and commentator for synchronized 
swimming at the 1984 Olympic Games.   
 
(This page): Easy to Love (1953) has been called the quintessential Esther Williams musical, 
perhaps because it at once defined her on screen persona and put a definite period to her reign 
ŀǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƳŜǊƳŀƛŘΦ /ŀǎǘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ±ŀƴ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜΩǎ Ǉƭƻǘ ƘŀŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǘƻǊƴ 
between a trio of suitors that also included 50s beefcake John Bromfield and crooner, Tony 
Martin (top right); miscast as an oily lothario. Easy to Love featured Esther in an utterly 
spectacular 9 minute water-skiing finale staged by Busby Berkeley and filmed on location at 
CƭƻǊƛŘŀΩǎ /ȅǇǊŜǎǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎΣ ŦƭŀƴƪŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀǊƳŀŘŀ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŜŘ ōƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ 68 water-skiing 
professionals. ά¸ƻǳΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΣέ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ WƻǎŜǇƘ tŀǎǘŜǊƴŀƪ ǘƻƭŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ 
ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŦŀƭƭΣ ǎƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǳǇ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ Ŏǳǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǊƛōōƻƴǎΗέ Compounding 
matters was the fact that Esther was pregnant once again.  Her marriage to Ben Gage was 
ending and so was her career.  But what a send up it proved to be, skiing in and out of twenty 
foot geysers whose needle jets could have easily and fatally impaled her.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Above): These overhead shots from the finale of Easy to Love illustrate a confident, zesty Esther. Behind the scenes 
she had her misgivings about the whole affair, particularly since water skiing stretched the back and diaphragm in 
unnatural ways. During one take Esther was forced to abandon her tow line ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 
boat, traveling at 35 mph, was a mere ten inches away from her skis. άL ǿŀǎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎƪƛ ƻƴΣέ 
Williams would later recount, ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ DǊŀƴŘ /ŀƴȅƻƴΦ LŦ L ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƘe edge 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎƪƛ LΩŘ Ŧŀƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘΦ I was shaking with anger because all Buzz cared about 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǘΦέ 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōǊǳǎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Yŀǳŀƛ ǎƘƻƻǘ ŦƻǊ Pagan Love Song (1950) Esther had 
narrowly averted being run over by an outrigger. On Million Dollar Mermaid ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǎǳŎŎǳƳōŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŀǇǘǳǊŜΩ ς 
her lungs collapsing while holding her breath for an underwater sequence. Mistaking her drowning for simple 
ineptitude director Mervyn LeRoy picked up his microphone and shouted through the underwater speaker system, 
ά9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭƭ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƛƴƎΚ ²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻƭΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΗέ   
 
(Right): Not her best work, but adequate fluffy nonetheless, costarring opposite Johnnie Johnston in This Time For 
Keeps όмфптύΦ WƻƘƴǎǘƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀǘ aDa ǿŜƴǘ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŀǎǘΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ȊŜǊƻ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ 
presence. The same, of course, could never be said of co-star Jimmy Durante (who also appeared with Williams in 
On An Island With You 1949) whose inƛƳƛǘŀōƭŜ ōǊŀƴŘ ƻŦ .Ǌƻƻƪƭȅƴ ΨŎƘŀ-cha-ŎƘŀΩ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ƛƴŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ 
blessings.  
 
(Second from bottom): adjusting her accoutrements while an adoring Van Johnson looks on in Thrill of a Romance 
(1945); a turgid programmer costarring operatic tenor Lauritz Melchior and featuring Glenn Miller and his 
Orchestra. Good company, but an altogether placid movie. (Bottom): looking rather austere in toreador pants for 
the most curious Esther Williams movie of the lot: Fiesta (1947); playing one half of a set of twins, defending her 
ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƴƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳƭƭ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŜŀŘΦ wƛŎŀǊŘƻ aƻƴǘŀƭōŀƴ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƭŦΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ 
memorable for his pas deux with leggy dancer Cyd Charisse than anything Esther did. 
 

 Of her three pragmatic divorces from husbands Leonard Kovner, Ben Gage and 
Fernando Lamas, Esther has since reassessed her άƴŀƠǾŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘ 
ǘǊǳǎǘΣ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŀŦŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΦέ The marriages did more than take 
Esther on an emotional roller coaster ride. They kept her pregnant, though hardly 
barefoot as the little woman. In fact, Esther worked almost without break while 
having her children; keeping her figure lean through vigorous exercise. άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 
to this day how I managed to fit into those bathing suits when I was 
ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΧŘƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ .Ŝƴ όƘŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƻƴύ ƛƴ bŜǇǘǳƴŜΩǎ 5ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ, going 
underwater in silver lame with Kim (her first daughter) in Pagan Love Song and 
learning how to water ski with Susie (daughter #2) in Easy to Love. Somehow I 
ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǎƛȊŜ ǘŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ŀƭƭΦέ 

 
Lǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜŀǎȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻǳŘƻƛǊ ǿŜǊŜ 
infrequently troublesome, emotionally unstable and occasionally self-destructing. 
 
"Leonard was smart, handsome, dependable ... and dull. While my film career was 
beginning, a segment of my personal life was ending. I found, much to my relief, that 
all I needed for my emotional and personal security was my own resolve and 
determination. I didn't need a marriage and a ring. I had come to realize all too 
quickly that Leonard Kovner was not a man I could ever really love. Ben was into 
ŦǳƴΧōƻȅƛǎƘΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ  puppy-like,  and  exactly  what  I  needed  after  all  of  Leonard's  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The formula ǿŜŀǊǎ ǘƘƛƴ όŀōƻǾŜύΥ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ wƛŎŀǊŘƻ aƻƴǘŀƭōŀƴ ŎǊƻƻƴ Ψaȅ IŜŀǊǘ .Ŝŀǘǎ CŀǎǘŜǊΩ from bŜǇǘǳƴŜΩǎ 
Daughter (1949); a transparent little nothing desperately attempting to recapture the magic of Bathing Beauty 
(1944). Esther played Eve Barrett; a successful deǎƛƎƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŀǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǳƛǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ΨŀǊǘ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜΩ 
scenario. Behind the scenes the entrepreneurial spirit had already hit. Esther had attached her name to a 
manufacturer of above-ground swimming pools and would later commit herself to the garment industry.  
 
bŜǇǘǳƴŜΩǎ 5ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ also co-starred Red Skelton in a thankless role as lovelorn suitor Jack Spratt, ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 
a chance with the divine Ms. Barrett but just might get eaten alive by her man-crazy sister, Betty (Betty Garrett). 
The fiƭƳΩǎ ŦƭŀǎƘōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ YŜŜƴŀƴ ²ȅƴƴ όǊƛƎƘǘύ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ 9ǾŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊ-devoted press agent and 
MC was awkward at best. Today, bŜǇǘǳƴŜΩǎ 5ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ is known primarily for the debut of the Oscar-winning song, 
Ψ.ŀōȅ LǘΩǎ /ƻƭŘ hǳǘǎƛŘŜΩ ς sung by all ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊ-the-top riverboat 
finale (top middle). Incidentally, when MGM hosted its 25th Anniversary luncheon, the now world-famous gathering 
of star talent, the riverboat set served as the grand entrance to the dining area ς 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 still ς costarring with Peter Lawford and Jimmy Durante in On An Island With 
You όмфпуύΣ ŀ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘŀōƭŜ ŦƛƭƳ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻǾƛŜ ǎǘŀǊ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ [ŀǿŦƻǊŘΩǎ ōǊŀǾŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ōǳǘ 
engaged to co-star Ricardo Montalban, who ς of course ς is more interested in bit player Cyd Charisse.  
 

darkness. But even though I had a lucrative MGM contract my husband was drinking 
and gambling my money awŀȅ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘΦέ 

 
Fernando Lamas ς the most high-ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 
ƎǊŜŀǘ Ψ[ŀǘƛƴ ƭƻǾŜǊΩ ŀǘ aDa ŦƻǊ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ, in fact, had proposed to 
Williams on the set of Dangerous When Wet in 1953.  Realizing his penchant for 
carousing with starlets had yet to cool Esther reportedly told him ΨLǘΩǎ ƴƻ ƎƻƻŘΩ and 
meant what she said. It would be sixteen years before she changed her mind. But in 
retrospect it was a big mistake.  
 
Lamas, who could be both demonstrative, yet consumed by jealousy, all but forbade 
Esther to see her children with any frequency during their marriage that lasted from 
1969 to 1982. Instead Williams dutifuƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ [ŀƳŀǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǎƻƴΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ 
from his previous marriage to actress Arlene Dahl. But when Lamas died of 
pancreatic cancer in 1982 Williams became more relaxed and frank in her reflections 
on their relationship. άaŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ CŜǊƴŀƴŘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ shelter and security. But the 
shackle was the price I paid. Once I married Fernando I became invisible. I had 
absolutely no idea just how cruel he would be about my children. The truth is that it 
was terrible beyond my worst fears. Fernando didn't like them, and they didn't like 
him. As you can see, widowhood has done nothing to curb my smart mouth. So much 
for diplomacy!" 
 
Then, after some convincing Esther married for a fourth time in 1994; this time to 
French literature professor Edward Bell, άΧŀ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊship which has expanded and 
opened my life in more ways than I knew were possible. Besides, I always took it for 
granted that there would be a life for me after Hollywood. And wisdom acquired 
through the passage of time is, after all, useless, unless you sƘŀǊŜ ƛǘΦέ 



DANGEROUS WHEN 
WET 
 
 
 
 
 ά²Ŝǘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǊΦ 5ǊȅΣ ǎƘŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ 
down and have babies.έ 
                       ς Fanny Brice on Esther Williams  
 
 
Born in Los Angeles on August 8, 1922, Esther Williams grew 
up with an innate love of the water fostered by frequent visits 
to her local playground pool and beaches. By age 16 she had 
already racked up three national swimming championships. 
Although she qualified for the 1940 Olympics, the 
encroachment of World War II forced a cancellation of the 
ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǇŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ 
professional swimmer. Cheesecake photos taken for local 
newspapers caught the eye of legendary showman Billy Rose 
who co-starred Esther with another hopeful, Johnny 
Weissmuller in his lavish San Francisco Aquacade.   
 
Weissmuller was already trading in on his success ŀǎ aDaΩǎ 
Tarzan, and with Williams he proved mildly flirtatious, 
particularly during one of their aquacade routines. Esther has 
described the swim as mildly erotic; performing a backstroke 
while Weissmuller swam towards her, thereby suggesting that 
he might swim on top of her at some point. Each time the 
routine was performed Weissmuller would attempt to do just 
that with Esther doing her best to outrun him from one end of 
the pool to the other.  
 
The overwhelming success of this spectacle was not lost on 
MGM executives and talent scouts who offered Esther a screen 
test. However, when ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛǎǘǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ aDaΩǎ front 
offices with the concept of an entire film built around a 
swimmer L.B. Mayer was initially skeptical.  
 
(Left top) Poster art for Dangerous When Wet (1953), a modest movie musical that 
introduced Williams to Fernando Lamas ς a cute meet that in retrospect Esther would 
probably rather forget.  PerƘŀǇǎ ŎƻƳŜŘƛŀƴ Cŀƴƴȅ .ǊƛŎŜΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ 
made before seeing what she looked like on dry land. Given the MGM glam-bam in 
these Technicolor stills from Bathing Beauty, Thrill of a Romance and On An Island 
With YouΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀd assets beyond her aquatic talents. (Middle 
left) Posing for pictures on the set of Texas Carnival (1951) with costar Howard Keel, 
who is unimpressed by the spectacle. (Middle right) On the beaches of Kauai in a 
sarong for Pagan Love Song (1950), the other movie that co-starred Keel. Keel and 
9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǇƭŀǎƘΦ bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŦƛƭƳ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦƻƴŘƭȅ 
ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘΦ .ƻǘǘƻƳΥ ǊŜƎŀƭŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊǳƴŎŀǘŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōŀƭƭŜǘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ aDaΩǎ ƭŀǾƛǎƘƭȅ 
absurd Ziegfeld Follies (1945); splashy in Technicolor, morbidly dull in its execution.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Ricardo Montalban and John Carroll hoist an exuberant Esther on their shoulders for this publicity photo taken for Fiesta όмфптύΣ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ¢ƘƻǊǇŜΩǎ bizarre tale of 
sibling loyalty. Right: Howard KeŜƭΣ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŎǳǊƭȅ ǿƛƎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƪŜ ōŜŀǊŘ Ǉƭŀȅǎ Iŀƴƴƛōŀƭ ǘƻ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Amytis in WǳǇƛǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎ όмфррύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ ǿŀǎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
last for MGM and a real downer, its anti-war message becoming mired in the underwater ballet. It was also a consolation prize of sorts for Esther who had been on 
maternity leave, but had returned to the studio believing her next project would be Athena ς a tale about an ethereal Grecian spirit reincarnated in the modern world to 
espouse the benefits of healthy living on an unsuspecting mortal. Esther had worked with screenwriter Dorothy Kingsley just prior to getting pregnant on the concept for 
the movie. In her absence the project was reassigned by Dore Schary, who had replaced L.B. Mayer as head of the studio in 1951. Worse, the part had been heavily 
rewritten for Jane Powell and bore no earthly resemblance to the project as original begun. άLƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ Řŀȅǎ aŀȅŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŀǊŜŘΣέ Esther later musedΣ ά.ǳǘ 5ƻǊŜ 
ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǘƻ ǊǳƴΩΧŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴ ƛǘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ς ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦέ Esther did WǳǇƛǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜǊ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛƴ ƛǘ ς at least 
not the dramatic sequences, and the absurdity of the screenplay had her requisitioning Hannibal to paint a herd of elephants in a bright multitude of colors, presumably 
because her Amytis did not care for gray! 

 
 
At the time of its release Bathing Beauty was both a colossal critical and commercial success ς second only in box office 
ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ мфппΩǎ ǊŜƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ Gone With The Wind.  However, contrary to popular rumor, it was not the first time a poolside 
ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŀŎŎƻƭŀŘŜ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ {ŀƳǳŜƭ DƻƭŘǿȅƴΩǎ The Kid From Spain (1932), and 
then Warner Brothers Footlight Parade (1933); the latter featuring a chipmunk-faced Ruby Keeler staying afloat amidst a 
small army of bathing beautiesΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛǊƻƴȅ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōŀƭƭŜǘǎ ǎǘŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ same man responsible for this 
aforementioned spectacle ς Busby Berkeley ς was not lost on L.B. Mayer who, though a gambling man, always believed in 
hedging his bets.     
 
Bathing Beauty ŘƛŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ΨǿŀǘŜǊ ōŀƭƭŜǘΩ ƛƴ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎƻƭƻǊ; a splashy sequence involving fountains and fire. Esther was 
serenaded by not one, but two of the biggest bands of the swing era; Harry James and His Music Makers and Xavier Cugat 
and His Orchestra.  Its overwhelming success launched 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀŘŜ her the number one pin-up girl in the 
country and the most popular entertainer among film exhibitors for nearly two decades.  LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜΩǎ 
triumphant premiere Esther became privy to an unflattering backstage truth about Hollywood that, in retrospect, she 
confesses she knew absolutely nothing about ς ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾŜǊōƛŀƭ ΨŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳŎƘΩΦ  
 
ά5ŜŀǊ LŘŀ YƻǾŜǊƳŀƴ ό[Φ.Φ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅύ ŦŜƭǘ ƻōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ LΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ 
sleep with (Sam) Katz,έ Esther later explained. Katz, a middle-age paunchy producer/agent with a list of conquests that could 
make even the likes of rocker Jean Simmons blush, ƘŀŘ ŦƛƴŀƎƭŜŘ ŀ ϷрлΣллл ǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ōƻƴǳǎ ŦƻǊ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜΩ, 
άhƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛŦ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǘƘ 
ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǘŀƭΦέ Instead Esther skipped ouǘ ƻƴ YŀǘȊΩǎ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƭǳƴŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳ ǊŜǾŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦŀǘƘŜǊ-
ŦƛƎǳǊŜΩΦ  This, it seems, effectively killed the mood for Katz, whose reputation at the studio had already begun to lean toward 
laughing stock. Hence, when Katz eventually left MGM a few years later amidst a flurry of rumors ς most deserved ς he  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: posing for publicity (left) on the set of Texas Carnival and (right) with costars (from left) Jules Munshin, Betty Garrett, Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly for Take Me Out 
To The Ball Game (1949); the least successful of the Kelly/Sinatra pairings. Esther only briefly appears ŘƻƛƴƎ ƭŀǇǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƘƻǘŜƭ Ǉƻƻƭ ŀǎ {ƛƴŀǘǊŀ ŎǊƻƻƴǎ Ψ{ƘŜΩǎ ¢ƘŜ wƛƎƘǘ DƛǊƭ 
CƻǊ aŜΩΦ  The atmosphere on set was hardly pleasant. Kelly had wanted Judy Garland or Kathryn Grayson as his co-star, but was assigned Esther by Mayer and forever after 
let it be known that he thought her a lousy third choice for the part. Kelly was also getting tougher on his longtime collaborator, Stanley Donen, who would eventually 
break away to forge a lucrative career as a choreographer and director on his own. The two frequently quarreled. Finally, Sinatra was utterly fed up always being cast as 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴŜƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǳǎȅ ΨōŜŦƻǊŜΩ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭ-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƛǘǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ YŜƭƭȅΩǎ ǊƻōǳǎǘΣ ǾƛǊƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇǊƛǘŜƭȅ ΨŀŦǘŜǊΩΦ  άCǊŀƴƪΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ȅƻǳ ƎƻΣέ Esther told 
Sinatra, ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘŀƭŜƴǘΦέ {ƻ ŘƛŘ WǳŘȅΣέ {ƛƴŀǘǊŀ ōŜƎǊǳŘƎƛƴƎƭȅ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ ά¢Ŝƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ Ŧrom the yellow-ōǊƛŎƪ ǊƻŀŘΗέ  

 
 
nevertheless decided to set the record straight where Esther was concerned, telling Mayer, ά¢Ƙŀǘ ƭŀŘȅΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 
ŎƘƭƻǊƛƴŀǘŜŘΧǎƘŜΩǎ ŎƭŜŀƴΗέ  
 
Often overlooked throughout her career was the fact that as a performer Esther was far more diverse than that one note 
wonder concocted by the studio to sell tickets. True enough, her forte was swimming. But Esther was also a spirited and 
vivacious dancer, a convincing dramatic actress and one of the wittiest raconteurs, deftly able to handle romantic comedy. 
Nevertheless, aǘ aDaΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŦŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŘǊȅ ƻŦŦΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ demand to see her hit the waves in lavish 
water ballets even necessitated the inclusion of a very brief swimming sequence in the otherwise period musical, Take Me 
Out To The Ballgame (1949).   
 
The film was a starring vehicle for Gene Kelly, described by Esther as άΧ nothing short of a tyrant behind the camera. As 
much as he resented the fact that I was not a dancer, he resented my height even more. There was no hiding that I was half a 
head taller than he was. I wore flat shoes and curved my spine so deeply it felt like I had scoliosis. In one scene we were 
supposed to sit on an old-fashioned loveseat. But just as we were about to say our lines, Kelly looked past me to Stanley 
5ƻƴŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōƛǘŎƘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎƛǘǎ ǘŀƭƭΗΩ {ƻ L ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨDŜƴŜΧLΩƳ ǎƻǊǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǇƘȅǎƛǉǳŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘΩ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ Ǉlans. I 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦƛǾŜ Ŧƻƻǘ ǘǿƻ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ L Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎƛȄ Ŧƻƻǘ ǘƘǊŜŜΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎŀǘ ǳǇ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘΦ LŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 
enough try tucking one foot under your ass!έ  
 
Initially, Take Me Out The The Ballgame was to have included yet another lavish water ballet, created by Busby Berkeley 
and inserted as a dream sequence.  Whether from spite or jealousy, Kelly vetoed this idea ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǊ ƻŦ Ψ.ŀōȅ 5ƻƭƭΩ ς a reprise 
of a vintage 1911 song he warbles to Esther while she pretended to be a marionette (the puppet master with more box 
office clout that Esther all too willing to pull the strings). The staging of the number was awkward at best and thankfully  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This page: Fernando Lamas ς dangerous ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜǘΧor dry. άL ƪƴŜǿ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭƭ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎΣέ Esther explained, άIŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ψ5ŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ²ƘŜƴ ²ŜǘΩ (1953) when he offered me his 
ŎǊƻǘŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ƘŀƴŘ ǿŀǊƳŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŘŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΦέ Sixteen years later their reunion on the set of Esther 
Williams At Cypress Gardens TV special, and Lamas was visibly thinner, confessing that he was coming off a 
nervous breakdown after his split from wife Arlene Dahl. After the briefest of badinage Lamas had Esther in the 
throes of passion; a spirited all-nighter that kicked off an affair Esther would ultimately live to regret.  
 
!ōƻǾŜ ƭŜŦǘΥ ǎŜǊŜƴŀŘƛƴƎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŀōƻŀǊŘ ǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ΨIn aȅ ²ƛƭŘŜǎǘ 5ǊŜŀƳǎΩ. Above middle: appropriately reincarnated 
ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻŎǘƻǇǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΦ !ōƻǾŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΥ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ Ψ!ƛƴΩǘ bŀǘǳǊŜ DǊŀƴŘΩΧǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǎƘŜ ǇƭŀƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 
was nothing natural about Lamas desire to control their relationship. He had tried as much with co-star Lana 
Turner (right) seen here from their failed remake of The Merry Widow (1952). But Turner was too much for 
Lamas, or so it seems. She enjoyed him as a passing fancy, but that was all. 
 
Right: an imperious looking Lamas in this MGM studio portrait circa 1952, perhaps desperate to mask the inner 
demons of his youth in Buenos Aires. Fernando confessed to Esther that his maternal grandmother had forced him 
to view the exhumation of both his parents as a boy; the hideous vision of their skeletal remains haunted him even 
as an adult. άIŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ 
ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƎǊǳŜǎƻƳŜ ·-ray images never went away. He just got used to 
ǘƘŜƳΦέ    
 
Bottom: Lamas takes Esther on a tour of Buenos Aires. άL ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ǿƻǳƴŘǎΣέ Esther later 
confessed, άL ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀƴŘǎƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ 
had troubles I felǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘΦ !ǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜΩ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘƻƭŘ ƻƴ ƳŜΦ L ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƳŜƴΣ 
ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ǇǊƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǇŀȅΦέ 
 
 

never made it into the final cut ς though the number survives today and has been 
infrequently glimpsed as an outtake at various film revivals. 

 
By 1950, Esther had been christened !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ aŜǊƳŀƛŘ. Capitalizing on that 
moniker, MGM exploited her to spectacular effect in the loose biopic of Australian 
swimming sensation Annette Kellerman: Million Dollar Mermaid (1950). Apart 
ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ŦǊŜǎƘ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ψ{ƳƻƪŜ ŀƴŘ CƻǳƴǘŀƛƴΩ sequence staged once again by 
Berkeley, the film also presented Esther with her first real brush with death on the 
set.  
 
¢ƻ ŘŀǘŜΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƘŀŘ been meticulously pre-
planned and storyboarded to allow Esther ample time to dive below surface, hit 
her mark and then come up for air. However, at the behest of Williams, the 
sequences in Million Dollar Mermaid were stacked together, occasionally two or 
three at a time so that she would hold her breath for increasingly longer intervals. 
During one of these stacked sequences, Williams discovered what divers refer to as 
ΨǘƘŜ ǊŀǇǘǳǊŜΩ ς a sudden compression of the lung tissue that does not allow for 
more air to enter its passage ways.  
 
Filming Esther through one of the many underwater portholes in the saucer pool, 
director Mervyn LeRoy and his staff were unaware that Williams was, in effect, 
drowning before their very eyes until she lifelessly sank out of camera range to the  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
!ōƻǾŜΥ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀǿŦǳƭ ǘŀǎǘŜ ƛƴ ƳŜƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΦ {ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƳŜǘ WŜŦŦ /ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊ ƛƴ wƻƳŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ .Ŝƴ DŀƎŜΦ /ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊΣ ōƛlled as a rugged hunk with a distinguished 
head of tight curly gray, had pursued Esther reƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƭƻǾŜǊǎΦ .ǳǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ /ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊΩǎ 
bedroom, expecting to be seduced by this manly man, only to learn that Chandler was an avid cross-dresser, bedecked in full regalia and makeup, and with a closet full of 
ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƭΦ άaȅ ƘŜŀŘ ǿŀǎ ǎǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣέ Esther later admitted, άIŜ ōƭŀƳŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎΧǘǿƻ ŀƴƎǊȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƻȅ ƘŀǘŜ 
Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǎŜȄΦ ΨWŜŦŦΩ L ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƭƻǾŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ς unless you count my lingerie. Do you know how ridiculous you look?Ωέ The affair ended right 
then and there. Three 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, fun-loving but without any sort of sense of propriety or commitment to anything or anyone. He just wanted a good 
time. Mature and Esther became lovers on the set of Million Dollar Mermaid. άL ŦŜƭǘ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ±ƛŎΣέ Esther has said, άL ǿŀǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƴŜΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛǾŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƛǎƳŀǘƛŎ Ǝǳȅ ǿƘƻΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘantly 
ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊƛƴƎ Ψ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŦŀƴǘŀǎǘƛŎΦ L ƭƻǾŜ ȅƻǳΦΩ Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƭƻƻƪ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ L ǎŀƛŘ ±ƛŎ ǎŜŘǳŎŜŘ ƳŜ ƻǊ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ŘƻƛƴƎΦ bothing of the sort. I knew he wanted me. I wanted 
ƘƛƳΦέ The affair did not survive the premiere of the movie, although Mature was doting and ever-ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ 
vertebrae in a terrible fall on the set. 

 
 
bottom of the pool. Reportedly, even then LeRoy was unconvinced as to what was actually happening.  But nothing could 
prepare Esther for the accident that nearly left her paralyzed for life. Hoisted fifty feet above the water tank on Stage 30 with 
a golden-colored aluminum crown affixed to her head, Esther dove 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 until 
Flossie, her wardrobe lady, could run and get help. The accident left Esther in excruciating pain, and, in 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 project, Texas Carnival (1952) Esther again encountered a near fatal calamity during the filming of a dream 
sequence. In it, she is seen as the ƎƘƻǎǘƭȅ ŀǇǇŀǊƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IƻǿŀǊŘ YŜŜƭΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ, effortlessly floating in and out of his darkened 
bedroom in a white negligee. To achieve the effect, two identical bedroom sets were built ς one on dry land, where Keel 
pretended to take his nap; the other inside a pool painted black with a black roof to sufficiently keep out the light. 
Unfortunately, the designers of this set left no space between its ceiling and the water line and only a small trap door that 
was virtually impossible to see once Esther had entered the set.  
 
άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀƴƛŎΣέ Williams later mused, άΧǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ŀƴȅ ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘΦέ  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above: swimming with Johnny Weissmuller in Billy RoseΩs Aquacade, an experience Esther bluntly described as ΨtackyΩ. Middle:  cutting the mustard ς as well as the cake ς at 
1953Ωs Golden Globe awards; voted most popular female star opposite Alan Ladd, most popular male star. Right: giving an interview to the press in 1969 with Fernando 
Lamas. When news broke that Lamas was dying in 1981 the press surrounded the hospital and did everything they could to try and get a picture. Esther kept them at bay, 
allowing her husband to die with at least a modicum of dignity. άThey (the press) want it all,έ Esther later mused, άThe person theyΩre interviewing really doesnΩt matterΧonly 
the story.έ 
 

 
Though she was still a top box office draw and would continue to make aquacade movies well into the mid-1950s, Million 
Dollar Mermaid ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǳƴǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƻǿƴΦ .ȅ мфроΩǎ Easy to Love, changing audience tastes, 
dwindling box office receipts from musicals in general, the end of the star system, and, the infusion of television into popular 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŀƭŜŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘȅΦ In a last ditch effort to resurrect the 
winning formula MGM thrust Esther into WǳǇƛǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎ (1955) an abysmally miscast mangling of history, revamped to suit 
the traditional ƭƻǾŜǊΩǎ ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜ; this time between Fabius (George Sanders) defender of Rome, his lover Amytis (Williams) and 
ǘƘŜ ǾŜƴƻƳƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊƻǊΣ Iŀƴƴƛōŀƭ όIƻǿŀǊŘ YŜŜƭύΦ hǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƛŦǘ ǿƛǘƘ [Φ.Φ aŀȅŜǊΩǎ 
replacement, Dore Schary reached a critical junction shortly before filming began.  

 
άIŜ ό{ŎƘŀǊȅύ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƳƻƻǘƘΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǎƴƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǉǳŀƭΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƘŜ ƳŀŘŜ όŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ƛǘύ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ L ƳŀŘŜ όŀƴŘ L ƪƴŜǿ ƛǘύΦέ  
 
¢ƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳƛǎŦƛǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻƭΩ that had made Esther 
Williams an overnight sensation a mere decade earlier.  Although she infrequently attempted ς and for the most part 
succeeded as a serious actress, first ƛƴ мфрсΩǎ The Unguarded Moment ς ŀƴ ǳƴǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ΨǿƘƻ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘΩΣ ŀƴŘ мфруΩǎ ƳŀǳŘƭƛƴ 
melodrama, Raw Wind in Eden, tepid box office response to both projects effectively killed off the remainder of her options.  
MGM unceremoniously dropped her contract. Worse, mismanagement of her estate by second husband Ben Gage had left 
Esther in a financial debacle. She owed money everywhere and to everyone, but chiefly, to the IRS.  
 
A divorce from Gage in April of 1959 left Esther open to pursue romance elsewhere. Although she would have a few minor 
affairs ς including actor Jeff Chandler, whose penchant for dressing up ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ - for 
the most part, Esther embraced bachelorhood over the next decade. Eventually, she would wed her Dangerous When Wet 
co-star, Fernando Lamas on New Years Eve 1969.  
 
!ǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ мфроΣ [ŀƳŀǎ ƘŀŘ ǇǳǊǎǳŜŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ōƻǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ [ŀƳŀǎΩ 
insatiable penchant for running through starlets almost as quickly as they came under contract at the studio did much to 
Ŏƻƻƭ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ [ŀǘƛƴ ƭƻǘƘŀǊƛƻΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
fidelity in a relationship and was convinced that Lamas could not live up to that expectation. Though the two would remain 
ƎƻƻŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ǿƘƛǘǘƭŜ ŀǿŀȅ [ŀƳŀǎΩ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻƻƪǎ 
and affect his health that Esther finally agreed to marry him. With his own career finished Lamas was, as Esther later put it, 
άǎŀŦŜ ƴƻǿέ ς a romantic has-been who would be faithful to her in marriage, if for no other reason, then he had become 
undesirable to the younger competitioƴΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŀ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ōƻƴŘ ƻŦ ƳŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ǳƴǘƛƭ [ŀƳŀǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мфун, 
though arguably, not a happy one.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: By the time Joan Crawford and Esther posed for these stills in 1953, Joan had already been labeled a Hollywood has-been. In fact, in 1941 MGM had promptly 
dumped Crawford after nearly 20 years as a solid money-maker for the studio. Undaunted, Joan moved to Warner Bros. where she not only made good on another two 
decades worth of films but also won an Oscar for Mildred Pierce (1943). In a weak moment MGM decided to woo back la Crawford for Torch Song (1953) a real hand-me-
down with little if anything to recommend it other than CrawfordΩs return on the back lot. One day, while Esther was preparing in her own dressing room, Crawford 
showed up unannounced to beg Esther to let her have director Chuck Walters help stage and choreograph her numbers in Torch Song. Crawford made it very clear to 
Esther that she also intended to ΨhaveΩ Walters for more than his artistic vision; a curious fascination indeed since Walters was openly gay.   
 
While there was little chance for a great romance between Crawford and Walters, the love affair between Esther and Crawford was definitely on after Esther agreed to 
give Walters over to the production of Torch Song.  Regrettably, Esther decided to play a joke on Crawford after principle photography on Torch Song commenced. 
Because Crawford expected lavish gifts from her sycophantic entourage, Esther decided to present the diva with a half-empty bottle of vodka wrapped in toilet paper as a 
gag. άMy gag gift was a chilling reminder that (JoanΩs) bubble wasnΩt real and she never forgave me for it. She didnΩt speak to me again ς ever. Two weeks earlier IΩd been 
the most wonderful person in the universe when I gave her my director. Now I was on her shit list for life!έ   

 
 
άLǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻƴŜƭȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΧǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǊŘƻƳΣέ Esther would muse in her later years, άΧōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ 
confide in anyƻƴŜΦ  IǳǎōŀƴŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ CǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǎŜŎǊŜǘǎΦ 
Even therapists were known to go to the press. You learned not to trust anyone with your confidences and risk busting that 
pretty pink bubble the studio had constructed around you and your outwardly perfect personal life. The public desperately 
ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊȅ ǘŀƭŜΧŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŦŀƴǘŀǎƛŜǎΣ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴg, 
you tried to believe it yoursŜƭŦΦέ 
 
However, Esther proved that she had a head for enterprise. After MGM, she indulged in lucrative department store 
modeling and attached her name to a line of above-ground swimming pools. She also developed her own line of swimwear. 
At product launches, openings and benefits she was easily the star attraction. 
 
ά²ƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ ǘƻ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΣ ƛǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŦƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǊǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀƴŘ 
pose for pictures. Everyone wants a photo for their store, and I never tuǊƴ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŘƻǿƴΣ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎΦέ 
 
Despite her considerable success post-aDaΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ōƛǘǘŜǊ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ƻƭŘ ŀƭƳŀ ƳŀǘŜǊΦ !ŦǘŜǊ 5ƻǊŜ 
Schary took over from L.B. Mayer in 1950, he made it known around the back lot that musicals in general and Esther 
²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀ ǘƻǇ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŦƛƭƳǎ 
was predicated on the level of success achieved by her previous effortΦ ²ƻǊǎŜΣ ōȅ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ {ŎƘŀry had stolen an 
original script idea for a musical project she wanted to make entitled Athena.  


