








known Hollywood actor a regular guy who was 
easy enough to work with, but said Connery 
"couldn't care Jess" about anything underwater. 

''I'd show him how to do something," 
McLaughlin said. "I'd take him down and they'd 
get all their close-ups in one day and then he'd 
be gone and it would all go out of his head. I'd 
have to teach him all over aga in [he next time." 

In Tlwl1derball, where Largo plans to nuke 
Miami [had it worked, he might have stopped 
the political corruption problem, if only tempo­
rari !y], there 's a memorable scene where 
skydiving scuba divers battle the diabolically­
evil criminal's wetsuit-clad henchmen. 

The close-up shots of Bond 's men landing in 
the water were accomplished with Big John and 
other parachute-clad divers jumping 30 feet into 
the water off a house on stilts perched atop a 
barge. Their spearguns were supposed to be 
dummies, but the diver right behind McLaughlin 
had somehow picked up a loaded pneumatic. The 
weapon accidentally fired as they were leaping. 

"There was no way to avoid it because I was 
already jumping when I saw it go over my head," 
McLaughlin recalled. "It was so close it blew 
the air up around my head. But it wasn't a big 
deal. It was just an accident that missed," 

"I've gone through 
16 tanks in one day." 

He said Thlillderball probably couldn ' t be 
filmed today, because [he production e lements 
were so huge. fn one scene, there were a total of 
60 divers underwater. "And some of them didn't 
know how to dive," McLaughlin acknowledged. 

Big John doubled for 18 characters in the 
movie, killing people and getting killed. Only 
eight of his cameos made it on screen. One was 
as a stand-in for actor Richard ](jel, who played 
Tluillderball's dentally-overachieving villain, 
Jaws. The scene required McLaughlin to bite a 
tiger shark - as he gripped the predator by the 
pectoral fin s - and then spit blood from a 
capsule in his mouth. 

"I must have bit that shark a dozen times," 
McLaughlin said. "My lips were all chapped." 

Director Ricou Browning a lso as ked 
McLaughlin to place a 14-foottiger shark inside 
the bay of a mockup Vulcan bomber. 

" It was the biggest shark I had ever worked 
with and it didn't fit ," McLaughlin said. Alleast 
not until he managed to curl the shark 's tail and 
stuff it, like a huge sardine, into the plane. Even 
still , its huge head still hung out the bomb doors. 

To keep the shark under control , a rope is 
kept ti ed to its tail, even during filming. That's 
why the shark's tail is rarely seen in most 
scenes. 
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HARD HAT AREA: Big John gears up in an old diving suit and helmet, which he used to 
shoot several television spots. "A lot of commercials like to use it for advertising," he said. 

That was just fine with Big John. 
"It's hard to get that rope back on," he said. 
McLaughlin prefers to work with tiger 

sharks, because their movements are morc pre­
dictable. They also have more endurance than 
other shark species, such as hammerheads, 
which "die on you because of their high ner­
vou s system." The wors t are bull sharks , 
McLaughlin said, because "you never know 
what they're going to do." 

McLaughlin first encountered sharks as a 
boy growing up in Charleston, South Carolina, 
where he dove under shrimp boats to scrape 
barnacles off hulls or untangle lines. 

"The sharks would come around because the 
nets were full of fish," he recall s, saying he 
would push the annoying sharks out of the way 
as he went about his work. 

From a stint in the Navy during World War 
II to his own lucrative bus iness as a commer-
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c ial oil rig diver, diving school master and trea­
sure hunter, McLaughlin acquired skill s in 
welding. hydraulics , engineering, mechanics 
and underwater photography. This broad range 
of expertise, as much as anyth ing, contributed 
to Big lohn 's movie success. 

He likes to use local talent whenever pos­
sible on hi s movie production assignments and 
keeps a file of people he has met in area dive 
shops who "can get the job done." You may 
want to think twice before volunteering. While 
on location, McLaughlin likes to break up the 
monotony of endless retakes and delays by 
playing around with the other divers. 

"We cut each other's air off, pull masks off, 
things li ke that," he said. "It makes a better 
diver of you and you find out how good the 
other d ivers you're work ing with are." 
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HOWDY PARTNER: In one his non-diving cameo roles, Big John 
films a beer commercial with Jack Palanceand Jackie Gleason. 

The closed·set commercial, done for trade industry executives, never 
aired. Arrow in picture pOints to Big John. 



CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11 

Despile the fun, the work is tiring. During a 
typical1 2-hour day when ocean scenes are shot, 
McLa ughlin will spend up to eight hours 
underwater. 

"I've gone through 16 tanks in one day." 
While the lure of mov ie work was too 

templing for McLaughlin to ignore, the same 
can't be said of other Hollywood temptations. 

"He's big and handsome and rugged and he 
could have had half a dozen of the popsies 
[Editor's nole: We're pfelly sure this means 
babes] in all those movies he's been in, but he 
stays with his wife Dorothy," said McAllister, 

, Big John 's friend . "I'm really impressed with 
that." 

-

"Yeah, ' always did come home," McLaughlin 
deadpans. 

"Getting underwater is 
not a profession. You have 
to know what to do when 

you get there." 

Ask McLaughlin about movie stars and he'll 
tell you that most of them are "prima donnas ." 
Those are the printable words. He lumps exotic 
James Bond beauty Barbara Carrerra, Sylvester 
Stallone [The Specialist] and film di rector Mike 
Nichols [Day of the Dolphin] into the category 
of Hollywood people he just didn 't plain like. 

"Nichols would sit inside his little air-condi­
tioned trailer the whole time, never come out to 
talk with anyone except the assistant director," 
McLaughlin said. '" spent days one time mov­
ing around several big yachts and float planes 
for one scene, painstakingly getting all the lines 
running the right way and arranging everything 
just so. Four hours later, he walks out of the 
trailer, takes one look at what I've done, then 
tells his ass istant that's exactly how he wants 
things, but it all needs to be faci ng the other way." 

Mclaughlin had nothing but kind words for 
the late Don Ameche ["one of the nicest people 
I've ever met"], who starred in Cocoon, a Florida 
film where McLaughlin des igned the 
underwater alien light pods. 

Broo ke Shields [Wet Gold] and Brian 
Dennehy also rate high praise for their down-to­
earth personalities. Another actor tops with 
McLa ughlin is th e late Lloyd Bridges. 
McLaughlin was Bridges' stunt double in the 
later Sea Hunt television episodes. The physical 
resemblance between the two men is remarkable. 
even down to their icy blue eyes. 

"They could use close-up shots of me in a 
mask, which is very unusual," McLaughl in said. 

Bridges was one of the few stars who wanted 
to \earn everything about diving and eventually 
became certified. Bridges' relaxed demeanor 
made him one of McLaughlin's favorite actors. 
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DIVE LEGEND: Big John doubled for Lloyd Bridges in Sea Hunt. They posed here on the 
set of Around The World Under The Sea, where Big John doubled for Bridges again, 

"Lloyd was the type of guy you'd want for 
your next door neighbor." 

SOlue of Big .John's 
Movie Credits 

Dr. No 
The Spy Who Loved Me 

Thunderball 
Never Say Never Again 

Goldfinger 
License to Kill 

True Lies 
The Specialist 

Around the World' Under the Sea 
Donnie Brasco 

Fair Game 
Mako: Jaws of Death 

Lady in Cement 
Day of the Dolphin 
Raise The Titanic! 
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Another one of McLaughlin 's close calls 
occurred during Sea Hunt, a 1950s television se­
ries filmed in Nassau and Sil ver Springs, Fla. 
Bridges' character, Mike Nelson, was supposed 
to free dive to 120 feet to save a fr iend trapped 
inside a sphere [mini-sub] perched perilously on 
the Lyford Cay wall in the Bahamas. 

The cameras rolled as McLaughlin, clad in 
swim trunks, perfo rmed the stunt in 110 feet of 
water, breath ing between takes off a safety diver's 
regulator. Unexpecte.dly, the sphere began to 
tumble down the wall. Even more unexpectedly, 
the safety diver took off afte r it, leaving 
McLaughlin alone and without ai r. 

"It was a long way up," he said. 

Joan Durbin is editor of The Observer in Deerfield 
Beach. She is a certified movie-buff who confessed to 
growing lip wanting to be the first female James Bond. 
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