ELEGANCE ON ICE:

RICHARD DWYER

MR. DEBONAIR

When a performer succesds in creating
amd  communicating a charscter  that
apdicnces respond to and connect with,
the result is often standom. Omn screen,
Bogurt was the inriguing Tough Guy;
John Wayne, the Hero: James Dean, the
Rebel.

On the jce, Richard Dhwyer brought
his distinctive personality, and heartfelt
enthusiasm, to “Mr. Debonain” creating
his own legend. Abways impeccably
groomed in mxede and top hat, he was
charming, handsome and charismatic;
with flair and finesse, he brooght to
American ice shows his own version of
what Fred Astaire brooght w the screen
— elegunce, artistry, showmunship and
a seemingly effortess command of his
medinm. One gquickly forgot about any
superficiul resemblance o Astuire once
Dnwyer's performances were underway.

Power and speed. deep edges, long,
drumatic slides scross the ice, spread
cugles — performed with un all-envelop-
ing “Let"s enjoy oursel ves!™ smile — were
amoeng his mademark moves, skated to
such romuantic pop classics us “The Very
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Thought of You" and “As Time Goes
By.” He possessed an additional gift —
the whility to enable wodiences to share,
us oppused to just observing, his joy of

skating.
“Aundiences  wdored  him,”  recalls
former  dwo-time  World  champion,

European champion and four-time Czech
champion Aja Zanova Steindler (2005 loee
Theatre honoree). “Pleasing an audience
is un art unio itself, and Richard was a
measter at it — still is.”

Shipstad and Johnson's lee Follies was
where Richard met Aju, and other skaters
who  would become  lifeleng  friends
— "We were o fumily” he notes. The
show, which was the first of all ruveling
ice shows, was a glitiering in-person
extruvaganza, complete with its own live
worchestry wmd bresthtaking costumes by
Helen Rose, who was concurrently head
dzsigner ut MGM (Grace Kelly's wedding
pown, for her marriage w Prince Rainier,
wits umong her ereations).

Ice Follies wuas an endertainment
staple for decudes that played to millions
throughowt the country. “Mr. Debonair”

&

by EDWARD Z. EPSTEIN

wis 4 consistend highlight. Richard wusn't
only a scloist; e also partnered o number
of “lending ladies™ (thineen owver the
course of his Ive Follies carcer). And there
were “The Dwyer Girls.” u line of skating
beautics,

“The Swing Waliz" cnsemble wus
another hugely popular sudience faverite,
When, at the end of every perfurmance,
he presented un armful of roses woa locky
ludy seuted rinkside, it stopped the show,
Afterwands, his dressing room was always
vverflowing with fans, whe could count
on receiving un autograph.

Female skating stars, with rare
exception, wers usually wp-billed in jce
shows; Richan] occupied his own niche.
Singer Tony Bemnett and, yes, Fred
Astuire, were among those who applauded
his performances. Along the way, Richard
weeomplished the impossible: secording
to Guinness World Records, be has hud
“the longest cureer us a professional ice
skuter — sixty-two years”

Huwe did he oo it?

Richard is & clussic example of
u person deing what he was bom i

WNS12 45T PR I

TLOE ¥IV0 HEOA MIN 30 FRIVIHL 31



o, Santa Monice, California, was his
birthpluce, and when he wus nine months
wld the family moved to Burbank. Richard
discoversd skating — “My father doved
skate as 4 kid” — when his purents ook
him, his brother Ron, and sister Dolores,
te see the Iee Follies at the Pun Pucific
Auditorium in Los Angeles. It was 1943,
and Richard was almost eight. He couldn't
wait to try skating himself

There were fumily visits on Friday
nights to the local rink. Richard was
hooked. His purents, Muary and Tomy,
both mid-westerners (his Dud was from
Nebrasky, his Mom from Mlinois)y, were
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the untithesis of stage parents. Richard
exhibited such an aptinde for the sport,
und derived such enjovment from it, that
bt had the unwavering support of luis
fumily from the beginning.

Rivhurd"s Dad was head of the sheet-
metil department at Warner  Brothers
studios, und Richuard recalls that “T had
support on the Wamers lot, too. My
parents were wonderful. My mother's
main concern was that T get a good
education, and she wanted me abways to
be well-mannered, to be o ‘nive kid." She

Dear Richard,

Wih many fond memories
of good times and winning
Maticnal Ir. tites the

same Yaar.

You are the bast —
never stopped giving
to our beloved sport.

Love alwaoys,

Sonya Klopfer
Dunfield

wanted b be sure T turned

ot o gentlemun!™
Skuting was  hugely  popular  in
Culiformia.  Television, a8  yet, wus
praviding virtually mo coversge, amd jce
shows were the venue where the public
could fleck to the sport in-persen. As
far us 4 potential skating career wus
concermed, ull choices were Richard's. He
skuted exhibitions in Chicago, the Rotary
clob in Seartde, in Vancouver. He became
best friends with Roy Shipstad's children,
theey all skeaved at the Sonjas Hende Rink in
Westwood (Sonja, thirty-three and still st
the peak of her professional career, would
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abways remind Richard, "You got your start at my fnk!”).

Later, he became friemis with Ozze and Hurriet Nelson
and their two sons, David and Ricky, when they all skaed
at the Polur Paluce in Hollywood (across from Paramount
stadiog).

Things moved fast. He entered the world of amateur
competition. Mot oo long after that first Iee Follies wisit,
Richard, age ten, becume Pacific Coust Juvenile Men's
Champion. Two vears luter, in 1948, 1.5, Novice Champion,
The next year, U.S. Jupnior Champion. In 19530 he competed
in the senior division of the U.S. Nationals, Dick Button,
already 8 World and Olympic champion, won for the foarth
consecutive time. Richard placed second in the free skate,
fourth in figures, third overall (behind Hayes Jenkins). A
INEjOr cureeT us & competiter seemed certain, He was slated
o comipete in his first Worlds.

He has reculled thae Shipstud and Johnson “made me an
offer immediately after the 1950 Mationals in Washington.”
Tum pro wt founeen?! The Dwyers had the benefit of
cxpert advice. Show business veterans Ozzie and Harriet,
among others ("Harmriet wus o skater,” recalls Richard),
recommended w Richurd's parents that be do it — he, like
their sons, was 4 nataral performer.

Competitive skating, with its mind-bogeling mules and
regulutions, would greatly inhibit that aspect of his style.
Skuting-savvy fricods also recognized that Dick Button wus
vinually an unbeatable champion, and would be competing
fur at least the next three years, through the 1952 Olympics.

(Butten, tengue firmly in cheek, finally goes public with
the reason Ive Follies offered young Dwyer the contruct:
“After wutching Dick Dwyer progress from the Novice o
the Junier to the Senior mnks at the Nationals, the other
competiters and T got wgether, raised a lot of cash, und
paid Follies to make him an offer be couldn't refuse. It wus
the casiest way o keep him away from chullenging us in
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amateur competition!™)

Roy Shipstad had something special in mind for Richard —
Shipstad hud created and skated the popular “Mr. Debonair”
character, but he couldn't skate the nole much longer, and suw
Richand as his likely successor. “Playing the young Debonair wus
an exciting prospect.” he reculled; in the beginning, Richard wus
billed us “The Young Debonair” T loved skating the role,” he
says, It gave me 4 wonderful feeling”

His intreduction into the world of big-time professional ice
shows was not always star-like. An emergency arose that first
year: Shipstad and Johnson had gone w great expense w engage
cightesn-yeur-old Aja Zunova (then Vrzanowa), fresh from
winning her second World chumpionship, te star in the 1950
edition of Ice Follies. To present her in spectacolur fushion, an
claborate moving prop was constructed — a platform, arouncd
four feet high, seven feet long, with Aju, plamorously costumed,
sented atop the plutform alongside a glittering globe — the globe
signifying that she wus coment champion of the world.

The problem: only a diminutive person could Gt inside the
platforms — he wooldn't be visible to the sudience — in onder
i drive it around the rink. He would have to lie on his stomach,
and ook through a littde window so that e could see where he
was driving. “If you had claustrophobia,” laughs Aja today, “that
wasn't the job for you.”

Mimess forced the mun who had the job to cancel out. Whe
on garth could fill in for him? Since Richand was still a young
teenuger, he was small enough w physically do it Would he do ic?
He mot only woulbd, he was happy to! “Aja was world champion!
Twice! I'd be part of ber sct!” He reculls one womry — he kept
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telling himself, "Don't drive into the sideboards!” He didn’t
{Richard and Aja huve remained best friemds — “like brother and
sister™ — to the present day.)

The strict Dowyer fumily condition that Richard get a proper
ciucation wus adhered to, no small feat. T went o twenty-six
high schools. 1 went b the Jesuit High Schools and where there
wasn't one in a particubar city 1 went to the Christian Brother”
His Muom, taking ne chances that other interests would intnade
on Richard’s schooling, traveled with him until he graduuted, at
ape eightesn.

The rigorous schedule paid dividends — since Iee Follies
played the sume towns vear after year, "1 mude [and kept] & lot of
friends in all those different cities.” And be became un “honorary
member”™ of many families. (Dwyer received his college degree
from the University of 5an Francisce in 1975, after over twenty
yeurs of taking summer courses between tours.)

bleanrwhile, at the age of twenty-thres, he had joined the Army
Reserves, us a private, and served six months active duty. 1 didn't
shkate for those six months. Then I went right back w the Follies
and made that season's opening.” When be was called up, in 1961,
when the Berlin Wall went up, there was a ten month gap in his
skating cureer; he promptly retrned o the show ufiter fulfilling
his obligation.

While an athlete's professional 1ifespan is, with rare exception,
extremely limited, Richard hus certainly defied all odds. OF
course, there have been physical struins, spills and injuries over
the years, ull munaged with that unshakable Dwyer resolve that
has enubled him to survive and Aoorish

"Lats went wrong.” he noted I had my moments, Once,
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during one of my mumbers, 1 fell just
deing simple buck cross-overs — it wus
like something from a comedy film! 1 not
only slipped, but slid under the gowns
of u couple of the beawtifully costomed
wirls, und kept going! I felt like a fool, but
smiled every “step’ of the way!™

There was uncertainty, for years,
regurding the futore of lee Follies. "It
went through five ownerships)” recalls
Richard, “and I never knew how it would
work eut.” “Mr. Debonair” survived cach
time, but finally the show ssccumbed,
Rivhand felt the Boss; he loved the show,
the glumour, the fact that sudiences
knew the skaters. "They didn't have io
wonder, for example, us they did after
the conglomerates took over, who wus
Playing 'Cinderella.”

An attempt to become a television
broadcaster, after he retired from skating
at age forty, didn't pan owt. However, a
call came from Charles Schultz, ereator
wf the ivonic “Peamts™ cantoon character,
amd & tremendons fan and supporter of
figure skating. He wanted to know if
Richard would be interested in bringing
Mr. Debonuir as a goest antist to lee
Capades. “So I was back on the ice, where
I belonged,” recalls Richard. (To date,
he's given over 12,000 performuances us
“Mr. Diehonair™)

Beginning in 1989 — he was Afty-four
— hie skuted full-tme, for four seasons,
with Ice Capades. which was celebrating
its fifticth anniversary. When he reguired
rotator-cuff surgery — “from all those
yeurs of lifting and ‘throwing’ my pair
partners” — he wranged for the surgery
s0 that it would be performed between
scusons, enabling him o be back on the
ice im timee for the next seuson’s vpening.
Everyone was amuzed st his ability w
buunee back.

Richurd has worked with the Ice
Cupades Chalets, the I5L he’s been a
jodge at skating events, and performed
amd coached in Hong Kong und Dubai.
His experiise in ice arena management
included munaging Mew York's Wollman
Rink in Centrul Park. *'1 leved it all” he
says toduy.

Dick Button describes Dwyer as “a
wonderful - skater, a forceful theatrical
personality, amd semecne who's been
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supportive and helpful e others both in
and out of the skating world. 1 have the
greatest respect for him, snd am a huge
fan; but I do have some complaints: How
can I cheer on someone who has more
hair, & thinner waist, und skates better than
I cun7%¥

Dwyer has been elected w  the
International Iee Skating Institute of
America’s Hall of Fame, and was inducted
into the United Stabes Figure Skating
Association's World Hall of Fame in
19493, “Thut was b great moment, being
recognized ulongride all of the other great
spurting chumpions™

People always wonder how he's been
able te maintain such a high level of
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skating over such a long period of time
{he can still jump sn Axel). “I've never
stopped,” he explains. "T've abways found
it a chullenge to keep in shape. That, 1
believe, is the ‘secret’: Dan't dop. I've
wurked diligently w keep my skuting at a
wenain level. I've ulso been lucky — Guod
heas been goosd to me”

He's built up an incredible amount
wf good will over the years. There wus u
huge response to Richard's being numed
this vear's loe Theatre honores, prompting
company foander Moira Morth o exclaim:
“It’s going to be big!™ "Richard is one-of-
a-kind," states Moirw, “He has succesded
in muintwining the highest of stamdards
met only as a skater, but in life — he's

a wonderful humun being. We're tmuly
delighted, and honored., w honor him!™

Edward ¥. Epstein’s hiography of actress
Jennifer Janes, Portrart of fenndfer, has recently
been published in o trade paperback edition
by Simon & Schuster. He's writlen nineteen
hooks to date; his other subjects have ncluded
Lucille Ball, Lana Tarner, Paul Mewman and
Jeamne Weadward, Mia Farrow, and Michelle
Kwan (Horm to Skate: The Michelle Kwan
Stary, published by Ballantine). A dedicated
figure skater, a former Middle Atlamiic Siates
Movice champion, he organized a festival of
Sanjn Hemie's Alms for Mew York's Museam of
Modern At (MoMA), and wrode the museum
notes for the series. He's completed o novel,
K158 & CRY: Skating for Gold, and has wotten
a play, Avr, based on the life of Ava Gardner.
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