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The Filthiest Man Alive

The Evolution to Smut Peddler


At the premiere of Hairspray on Broadway, Harvey Fierstein’s mom said to my mom, ‘Didn’t we raise great sons?’ and my mother just started sobbing, because I’m sure they’d both been through other nights when people didn’t say that.

— John Waters to Terri White



What we know of John Waters, we know through John Waters. Not that Waters isn’t a wallflower when discussing his past, but what he does discuss is obviously in very controlled allotments. A comparison of his anecdotes in his books to those told in interviews clearly shows that he has a set number of stories about his background that he wants to tell. These are the ones that he has perfected and feels worthy of sharing. John Engstrom of The Advocate once stated, “Waters is an engaging but elusive fellow... (he) presents himself primarily as a storyteller and entertainer,” and we as his audience buy into that—or, rather, perhaps we settle for that—because the stories are so funny and vivid. What we get is enough to satisfy our curiosity.

Sometimes, however, Waters will slip in a story that may seem out of the norm of his standard stories about growing up, but such moments are rare gems. As noted throughout much of this book, for someone who has ballyhooed his life for decades, Waters is, in many ways, a very private man. He is also like most other storytellers in that if a story needs a slight tweak in order to make it funnier or connect with another story more eﬀectively, so be it. It is tempting at times to even wonder if certain stories are merely that—stories—rather than the truth.

Yet over the years, there have been enough facts that have leaked through about John Waters’s life, and these facts can help give us a somewhat better understanding of the man, or, better yet, an understanding of how a man who came from a wholesome, pedestrian background could end up becoming the man who would create films that would shock us so much as well as make us laugh. Thus, to really understand a journey through Waters’s films, it’s best to take a look at certain elements of his life before and even a little into his career.

Of course, in that regard, family should always come first.


Family

John Samuel Waters Jr. was born on April 22, 1946, in Baltimore, Maryland, the first of four children for John Samuel Waters (1917–2008) and Patricia Ann Whitaker Waters (1924–2014), and a troublemaker from day one. “I was even born six weeks too early, premature,” Waters mentioned in an interview with James Egan in 2010. “The first child. They were scared of me, basically, because I weighed a pound or something. So I caused trouble from the very beginning.”

Waters’s father grew up in Baltimore and earned a degree in economics from Johns Hopkins University—a college that would later be the location of one of his son’s biggest mishaps while filming. After military service during World War II, where John Sr. obtained the rank of corporal as an Army finance officer, he worked for a short time as a stockbroker until 1947, when he started the Fireline Corporation, a company that sells and services fire extinguishers and fire-prevention equipment. “We would deliver the fire extinguishers on the way to school in the morning,” John Jr. told the Guardian in 2015. Although Waters would reflect in some interviews that his father had eyes on Waters taking over the company someday, his parents told the New York Times in 1991 that Waters only lasted three hours before he was asked to leave. “I worked there for one day,” Waters told the Guardian, “but I had bleached hair and I was listening to rhythm and blues music with the workers.”

Born in 1924, Waters’s mother, Patricia, lived in Victoria, British Columbia, until the mid-1930s, when her family moved to Guilford in northern Baltimore. In early February 1944, the Baltimore Sun announced Waters Sr.’s engagement to Patricia Ann Whitaker, and they married in June of that same year, just days after she graduated from Sweet Briar College with a degree in French. In 1947, a year after the birth of John Jr., the family moved to a home in what is now part of the Lutherville Historic District, located north of Baltimore.

John Jr. summarized the family in various interviews as “upper-middle-class at best,” although they lived in a large home with an acre of land surrounding it, so they were doing quite well for themselves. As such, it was not completely illogical for the family to have their own maid; Waters has discussed how he, as a child, once scared their maid while dressed as Captain Hook from Peter Pan. In later years, after the children were out of the house, Waters’s parents were well oﬀ enough to vacation for a month each year in rural England—clearly a sign that the pair had little difficulty with finances. It is also evident from Waters’s book Shock Value that his mother’s side of the family came from money and influence, with Patricia’s brother, John C. Whitaker, eventually working as an aide to President Richard M. Nixon while he was in office as well as helping to form the Environmental Protection Agency. Such juxtaposition of the careers of John C. Whitaker and his nephew John Waters appeared to cause little strain on the family, however. “We called him Uncle Buddy,” Waters recalled to the Baltimore Sun in 2016, “and he always gave me incredible support in my career. He was hilarious. I loved to hear his inside stories about the Nixon reunions, and he loved to hear mine.”

Further evidence of a higher level of upbringing comes from both John Sr. and Patricia regularly receiving notices in the society pages of the Baltimore Sun, including their engagement notice in 1944, the announcement of their move to Lutherville in 1947, and the notice of each of their children being born over the years. John Jr. was the first in 1946, with their first daughter, Kathleen Neville Waters, born in 1951. After Kathleen came the birth of Stephen Bosley Waters in 1952 and then finally Patricia Whitaker Waters Jr. in 1955.

Of his siblings, Stephen would have the most involvement in John Jr.’s films, appearing in three: Multiple Maniacs, Pink Flamingos, and Polyester. He was also involved behind the scenes in Waters’s early film ventures, taking charge of ticket sales when the movies ran in the University of Baltimore auditorium. “Steve was the only person I would trust to run the box office for my early films,” Waters recalled to the Baltimore Sun in 2009. Once it was clear that John Jr. had no interest in succeeding his father, Stephen took over Fireline Corp. in 1982 and continued to run the company until his death due to a brain tumor in 2009. (Stephen’s daughter, Anna Waters Gavin, replaced him and thus kept the company within the family.) Kathleen (commonly referred to as Kathy) appeared briefly in Waters’s short film Roman Candles as one of the models. Patricia Jr. (typically listed as Trish) also popped up in Roman Candles as well as in Waters’s first short film, Hag in a Black Leather Jacket (as a flower girl in the wedding scene), and Mondo Trasho (as the schoolgirl that David Lochary’s character tries to grab near the end of the film). Trish eventually moved on to work in the art world, both at the Baltimore Museum of Art and the Phillips Collection in Washington, D.C.; she also at one time was dating Vito Zagarrio, who directed the 1985 documentary about Divine and John Waters, Divine Waters.

Perhaps surprisingly for some readers, the Waters could not have been a more traditional portrait of a nuclear family, with John Sr. working and being home by six o’clock each night for a home-cooked meal prepared by Patricia. Both parents were involved with various clubs and activities, making them popular people in the area, which sometimes caused annoyances for them once their son became popular due to his films. In his book Shock Value, Waters noted that once, when his mother was showcasing her home to a reporter for a story, she exhaustedly admitted that the man who did Pink Flamingos was her son, and that John Sr.—because they shared the same name—had to field television calls from several of John Jr.’s more crazed admirers. Neither parent was quite sure what to make of their first-born, admitting to others that he was an “odd duck” even as a youngster. An example of such that Waters has mentioned: after first going to kindergarten, Waters would arrive home and tell his mother about “this weird kid” who drew only in black crayons and didn’t speak to the other kids, only for his mother to find out from his teacher that the boy was Waters himself.

Waters also showed an early interest in what some would consider a rather macabre subject: car crashes. This interest started innocently enough as playtime with toy cars but then escalated. “I... used to be obsessed by car accidents. I used to make my parents take me to junkyards and look at wrecked cars. I think that was the first time my mother called the child psychologist,” Waters recalled to the Soho Weekly News. Even though his parents were concerned, however, Waters’s mother would drive to such scrap yards and nervously ask the bemused owners if her son could play among the wrecks. (Waters would later outrageously exaggerate this interest in a scene in Female Trouble, where even Dawn Davenport thinks a child acting that interested in automobile accidents is extreme.) Other times, he and his father would chase after fire trucks to see the fires they would have to put out, which Waters sensed his father enjoyed as much as he did, although his father never admitted to it. “I always felt closest to my father when we stood together and watched a neighbor’s house burn to the ground,” Waters reflected in his book Shock Value.

Waters’s father tried to steer his firstborn toward more “normal” activities, including sports, but his son took little interest. Once, when his parents reviewed old home movies with a writer from the New York Times and saw footage showing a young John ignoring a football while playing with his father, Patricia scolded her husband, saying, “I don’t know why you felt you had to play football with the child all the time.” Participation in school sports only led to Waters usually being picked last and placed in positions that aﬀorded the team little damage from his neglect, of which he had plenty to give. “Right field was perfect because no balls came there,” Waters recalled to Gerald L’Ecuyer in 1990. “I could just stand and daydream.” Attempts to get their son interested in watching sports led nowhere as well, with Waters being bored and contemplating disasters, such as baseballs slamming into the heads of spectators at baseball games. As for football games, he told the New York Post: “I remember sitting there the whole time trying to imagine what would happen if the stands collapsed and every person would die. And I pictured thousands of ambulances coming in. That’s how I’d sit there, imagining destruction and death, with my father.”

“Our other kids are normal,” Waters’s father jokingly put it to the Baltimore Sun in 1998, but parents typically clash with their children even in the best of times, and it certainly was not diﬀerent with Waters and his parents. As Waters became a teenager and, naturally, wished to rebel, he found his upright parents as easy targets to pick on. Waters would later joke about baiting his father at the dinner table with comments about joining a Black Panther rally and rioting just to see him verbally explode. Yet, at the same time, it is easy to see that Waters’s father somewhat enjoyed the back-and-forth tirades as well. Waters Jr. also would be truthful in saying if he were on drugs if asked, even though he knew his parents didn’t really want the answers. Nevertheless, through multiple articles, interviews, and his own books, Waters made clear that his father and mother were always there for him, despite his shenanigans. In Shock Value, he wrote: “No matter how much trouble I got into, they never threw me out of the house. Despite all the hassles, I knew I could count on them if real traumas arose and I think this kept me from taking the final plunge to the deep end.”

Waters later recalled his mother driving him to Martick’s, a bar in Baltimore, when he was underage so he could hang out, which may seem strange on the surface. “She knew I couldn’t get in the bar,” Waters told Steve Birmingham in 2010. “She knew I wasn’t twenty-one and that the owner knew that and she also knew my friend Pat Moran worked there. But it is amazing when I look back on it. She said, ‘Maybe you’ll find people here that you can get along with,’ and I did and they ended up in my movies. It was an incredibly loving and risky thing to do.”

Waters expanded on this to Time Out: “It takes a long time to realize that they made me feel safe when I lived a life which was very not safe. You know, I don’t know how I made those movies. I went out every single night; I smoked pot every single day. I drank. We did everything, but I never became a drug addict or an alcoholic. Other friends are dead, many of them.”

“It was a magical childhood,” Trish Waters said after the passing of Patricia Waters in 2014. In the same Baltimore Sun article, John Waters reflected on his mother: “She taught us to have a good work ethic and a sense of humor. We were a very close family and she always made us feel safe, which really is the only job a parent has to do, and she did it so well.” Waters realized that his father had imprinted upon him as well. “I’m a weird gay version of my father,” Waters told the Guardian in 2015, “and I got my work ethic from him... By the time they died, we had worked out everything and the things that we didn’t, I turned into a career.” As to work ethics, Waters has described his own work schedule as regulatory and precise, just like his father’s regiment of normal working hours through the week. His schedule involves getting up at six o’clock in the morning, with reading and writing in strict time allotments until midday, and having his evenings and weekends free, although he’s usually in bed by ten o’clock. “I’m a Swiss person trapped in an American’s body. I like a very orderly life,” Waters told Vanity Fair in 2010.

Even so, a need to rebel stemming from his upbringing would become the catalyst to his later creative career. “Once I had a shrink who said, ‘Your parents are the fuel you run on,’ because I was raised on the tyranny of good taste,” Waters told Time Out in 2014. “If my parents hadn’t taught me all that, I couldn’t have made fun of it.” Further, his father helped support Waters’s dreams of making movies by helping to finance his films up through Pink Flamingos, a debt that Waters always paid back and would, in retrospect, find surprisingly supportive. Waters later reflected that his parents probably hoped he wouldn’t have been able to pay them, however. “I think I’m probably the only person that, when the parents lent me money to make the movie, they wished I had not paid them back. They could have said, ‘No,’ and it would have ended and I would have gotten a real job,” Waters told the Baltimore Sun in 2017. After his father’s death, Waters would discover that his father kept all the repayment notes Waters had written in a safety deposit box, which he found touching. Even so, they rarely saw his films, which suited Waters fine. “Why force my parents to [sit] through Pink Flamingos? That’s parental abuse,” Waters told The Australian in 2014. In 2015, he expanded on this: “What parent would be happy—like Divine’s mother—what mother would be happy that their son is in drag eating dog shit? Really, no parent’s that liberal.”

His parents did relent on a few occasions, with his mother seeing some of his earlier films first. As Waters recounted in The Talks, upon seeing Mondo Trasho, Patricia went in tears to her son, saying, “You’re going to die, end up in a mental institution, commit suicide, or OD.” Waters responded, “Oh, you liked it?” His father once told him, as Waters remembered in Shock Value, “You’re going to be shot one day, boy. I don’t mean assassinated—you’re not that famous—just shot.” However, as the films became more mainstream, starting with Polyester (as will be discussed in a subsequent chapter) and especially with the success of the PG-rated Hairspray, Waters’s parents would attend the premieres in Baltimore. Later, at a retrospective of Waters’s films at the Baltimore Museum, the pair attended a showing of Female Trouble (Water’s 1974 film), which proved somewhat embarrassing. “We had to stand up, remember?” Patricia asked John Sr. in an interview with the New York Times. “And then they showed a movie. And every time there was anything questionable, all these young people would turn around and look at us to see how we were reacting.”

Overall, Waters’s family took it with good grace and humor, especially upon seeing Waters achieving success. Waters recounted to the Guardian that when he told his parents that the subject matter of his 2004 film A Dirty Shame would be about sex addiction, his mother replied, “Maybe we’ll die before that one comes out.” His father’s response upon seeing it was, “It’s funny, but I hope I never see it again.”

Ultimately, no matter what Waters did on the screen, no matter if it was disturbing or disgusting, the family was always there for him—even if his father would joke, “When you do interviews, tell them that you’re an orphan.”




Schooling

With the Waters family doing financially well, it is not surprising to discover that John Jr. went to a private school, Calvert School in Roland Parks, located ten miles south of Lutherville. “There were only 27 kids, and you went to school with them every year for six years. In the morning, when you walked in, you had to shake hands with the principal. Girls had to curtsy,” Waters explained to Gerald L’Ecuyer in 1990. “It’s the only place where I ever learned anything. I wish I could have quit school after sixth grade—I’d know as much as I do today.”

A move up to the seventh and eighth grade saw Waters entering Towsontown Junior High School (usually referred to in biographical material as Towson Junior High School). It was in this public school setting that Waters met up with kids from the other side of the tracks—specifically delinquent girls who, according to Waters in his book Shock Value, “were wasting time until they could legally quit school, run away, and become full-time skags.” Skags being a term that would best describe angry, jobless women who end up drinking beers and smoking cheap cigarettes in front of their trailer homes early in the morning. Dawn Davenport and her school friends in Female Trouble, which Waters made years later, are good examples of such characters, and Waters was irresistibly attracted to their sense of danger— besides being “so tired of being good.”

It was this taste of another world, among other aspects, that would convince Waters he needed to rebel by the time he entered Calvert Hall College High School as a freshman. “I decided I was a beatnik and began wearing jeans with elaborate bleach stains and sandals that wrapped up to my knees,” Waters stated in Shock Value. “I never washed my hair and bleached the front of it a sickly orange.” This type of behavior would have caused problems in the early 1960s even at the more liberal schools he had previously attended. Now he was entering a boys-only Catholic school that was strict about preparing the boys for college and certainly did not need Baltimore’s own Maynard G. Krebs (a beatnik character from the comedy series The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis portrayed by Bob Denver) in the school. Forced to “clean up” and dye his hair back to normal, Waters soon tired of the school’s strictness.

He also had little patience for the school’s emphasis on Catholicism in its teachings, which antagonized him. Although both of Waters’s parents believed in a Christian God, they were of diﬀerent religions, with his mother being Roman Catholic and his father not, and that separation of faith led to conflict early in Waters’s life. “When I was at Calvert [School], I had to go to Catholic Sunday school where they had the nuns, and they were evil,” Waters said to James Egan. “These women should be locked up. They knew my parents weren’t sending me to Catholic school and would say, ‘They’re going to Hell.’ I mean, tell a seven-year-old that?” Waters began to vocally question the religion even if he liked some of its other elements. “Don’t get me wrong,” Waters told the Miami News in 1988, “I’m not at all sorry I was brought up Catholic because it gave me that warped view of things that all Catholics have. And a sense of theatricality. But the thing that I like best about Catholicism, the most ludicrous aspect, is that whenever some awful senseless thing happens that can’t be logically explained, what do they invoke? Original Sin.” Even so, as he told James Egan, “Once a Catholic, always you remember it. I don’t believe in what the Catholic Church believes in. I believe they are my enemy.”

The move to a
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[image: Movie poster for Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire. Williams’s writing would be a lifesaver for Waters as he entered his teens.]
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[image: Waters in a promotional still to promote the twenty-fifth anniversary of Pink Flamingos. Styles may come and go, but a pencil-thin mustache is a joy forever and a signature look for Waters as the 1970s began.]








Death of the Peanut Man
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[image: Lili (1953), a musical from MGM, featured Leslie Caron and a plot dealing with puppets, which would lead to young John Waters’s interest in puppetry.]







[image: A DVD collection of later Howdy Doody Show episodes. The series fascinated Waters when he was a child in the 1950s, and when he found out how the show was done, he became interested in hearing more about television and films.]
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