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7.   MY PARENTS
Dad
My father was born on July 20, 1905, while his family was living at 32 Hull Street in the North End in
Boston.  The full name on his birth certificate was Guiseppe Harold Reginald Levis, but he hated that name
and, sometime before entering high school, he received permission from his parents to start using the name
Joseph Louis Levis.  “Guiseppe” is Italian for “Joseph”, but it is not clear how he came up with the middle
name of “Louis”.  He always joked that he had named himself after the famous boxing champion, Joe Louis,
but the boxer was 9 years younger than my father and did not make his boxing debut until 1932.

As chronicled on page 33, Dad was the fourth in the line of six siblings. It was a tight knit family revolving
around two very active, enterprising, and tireless heads of household who, even as they worked relentlessly

to improve their status in life, they dedicated the time and effort to raise children that all grew to lead very
happy and successful lives.

The family moved to 30 Bellevue Street in Dorchestor in 1914. It was in the basement of that house that
Dad started receiving his first fencing lessons from his father.  His mother would instill in him deep Roman
Catholic teachings and traditions and he would absorb as much knowledge as he could from his father, older
brother and sisters.

His first job was working in a butcher shop.  It was there that he gained his substantial knowledge of beef
cuts and their quality.  Later, our family would always enjoy delicious sirloins, tenderloins, or other other
beef cuts, chosen expertly by my father.

He graduated from Boston English High School in 1922. At that time, Boston English was one of the two
premier schools of the Boston system. The other was Boston Latin School, the high school from which I
graduated.  Naturally, the two schools have always been intense rivals.  The annual Latin-English football
game is the high school equivalent of the Harvard-Yale game.

After high school, he was admitted to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and enrolled in
Course I, Civil Engineering.
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Immediately after starting classes at MIT, he signed up for the fencing team.  His father had given him a
solid foundation in the sport but he had never had an opportunity to participate in an organized competition.
Now, he was to have his chance.  Shown below is the earliest known photograph of my father in a fencing
pose.  He is at the left as a freshman crossing swords with an upperclassman.

An assistant coach on the team at that time was, a fellow
Bostonian and fellow English High School graduate, Lt.
George C. Calnan, who had been captain of the United
States Naval Academy fencing team and was 5 years older
than my father.  Calnan was taking graduate courses in civil
engineering at MIT and had volunteered to assist the head
coach with the fencing team.

Calnan immediately recognized my father’s innate talent
in the sport and began to dedicate himself to giving him
many hours of advanced lessons and training tips in foil.
By the time he was a sophomore, my father could compete
successfully with any fencer in the country and, by the time
he was a senior, he was the best collegiate fencer in the
nation.  Calnan was always his mentor and coach.  They
became great friends and teammates.  They were on the
same Olympic teams in 1928 and 1932, and competed on
many national championship teams.  They also competed
individually against each other in national foil
championships, Calnan winning in 1928, 1930, and 1931
and my father winning in 1929 and 1932.

Dad often spoke to us about George Calnan. He would say, in so many words, that all that he had become,
all that he had achieved in the sport of fencing, he owed to George C. Calnan.  He would tell us how much
he regretted that his wife and sons never were able to get to meet him.  The only time I ever saw tears in
the eyes of my father was the day he told us of the crash of the Akron.  Lieutenant George C. Calnan
perished when the navy dirigible, USS Akron, crashed into the ocean in a terrible storm off the coast of
New Jersey on April 4, 1933.

Lt. George Calnan, left, with my father, 1932
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Dad went on to have a storied fencing career.  There are three weapons used in the sport, foil, epee, and
sabre.  My father competed mainly in foil.  Overall, he won nine National Foil Championships (in 1929,
1932, 1933, 1935, 1937, and 1954 and National Outdoor Foil Championships in 1929 and 1933). In
addition, he also won the National Three-Weapon Championship in 1929.

Dad participated in three Olympic Games; specifically, the 1928 Amsterdam, the 1932 Los Angeles, and
the 1936 Berlin Olympics.  He was captain of the 1936 team. In the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics, he won
the Silver Medal in Individual Foil, defeating the famously tall (6 foot 7 inch) Giulio Gaudini of Italy in
the crucial bout for the silver medal. In that same Olympics, he won the Bronze Medal in Team Foil
alongside his mentor, George C. Calnan.

In 2006, the Roll of Honor at the US Fencing Hall of Fame (USFA) credited his individual Olympic silver
medal in foil (1932) as the finest accomplishment ever by an American fencer and his victory in the 1954
nationals, after a 16-year layoff from competition, as the greatest comeback in the history of American
fencing.
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1932 Los Angeles Olympics  My father won the silver medal in individual foil
in the 1932 Olympics by defeating the legendary Giulio Gaudini of Italy.
Gaudini competed at the 1924, 1928, 1932 and 1936 Olympics and eventually
won three gold, four silver, and two bronze medals. At the world championships,
he earned 17 medals between 1929 and 1938.  Gaudini was a giant of of man,
measuring, by all accounts, six feet and seven inches tall (Note: However, by
extrapolating from the photograph shown here, and taking into account that my
father was six feet tall, it would seem to me that he was closer to seven feet  tall).
My father defeated him 5-3 and became the only American ever to have medalled
as high as silver.  He went on to meet Gustavo Marzi, also of Italy, in the gold
medal match and lost 5-1.  Many years later, Dad would tell us that he had been
so elated and so complacent that he had already clinched the silver medal that
he lost his concentration and competitive spirit against Marzi.

Subsequently, the U.S. Foil Team, comprising of Calnan, Levis, Hugh Alessandroni, and Dernell Every,
won the bronze medal in those same Olympic games in Los Angeles.

1936 Berlin Olympics  But my father’s most dominant performance was in the Olympics of 1936 in
Berlin, Germany.  But to the shock and dismay of all his teammates, he was denied a medal.  My father
vaguely told me the story without the details.  In general terms, he told me that he was virtually unbeatable
in those Olympics but was robbed by the Eastern European judges in the semi-final round because he had
refused to “throw” a bout against a Hungarian in the previous quarterfinal round. I was always intrigued
by this story and so, for these memoirs, I have done meticulous research on the incident.

There was no electrical scoring equipment for foil bouts in those days (it was not used in foil competitions
until the mid-1950s).  Hits on opponents were decided by a jury of four judges and one Director.  Human
error, whether intentional or not, was always a factor in deciding the winner of bouts. Although, supposedly,
there was an unwritten honor code among judges, sometimes, emotions, favoritism, or antagonism, would
somehow affect a judge’s “eyesight”.  Records show that it is possible that my father was denied victories
in the semi-final because of antagonistic judging.  Of course, I have no proof, I can only give the facts I
have discovered in my research.

My father swept through the first, second, and quarterfinal rounds, winning 15 of his 16 matches in
dominating fashion.  He had won more matches than any other competitor.  It must have seemed to all
that he was unbeatable.

There were six fencers in his quarterfinal, only four would be able to qualify for the semi-finals. Going
into Dad’s last bout against Maszlay of Hungary, the standings were as follows: Ljungquist of Sweden
had lost all his bouts and had no chance, Gardere of France had only lost once (to my father) and had
assured his qualification for the semi-finals, my father had won all his bouts and was also assured of
qualifying for the semi-finals.

But Raymon Bru of Belgium, Josef Losert of Austria, and Lajos Maszlay of Hungary were battling for
the last two spots.  My father had told me that before his last bout (against Maszlay), a  group (assuredly,
Hungarians and most probably some Austrians) approached him and asked him to “throw” (i.e. lose on
purpose) his last bout (against Maszlay so that the Belgian Bru could be eliminated and the Hungarian and
Austrian could qualify).  One must remember that the consortium of Germany, Austria, and Hungary had
had a history of conflict with the western European nations of France, Belgium, and Great Britain.  This
certainly was especially true in the Nazi Germany of 1936.
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My father told them that he would not throw the match and that he would check with his teammates to
confirm.  His teammates emphatically confirmed that he should not throw the match.  After that, somehow,
the Hungarians received a mysterious message, which was either erroneous or misinterpreted, that the
American team had agreed that Levis would throw the match.  Well, Levis went out and crushed Maszlay.
The Hungarian had been eliminated and the Belgian had qualified.  The Hungarians, and, we must assume,
the Germans and Austrians, must have been livid.  They must have felt betrayed. Revenge was next on
the agenda.

Most of the judges in the semi-finals were all from the eastern European countries. The bias shown against
my father was blatant and outrageous.  As the saying goes “the fix was in”, Levis had to be eliminated
because he had, purportedly, betrayed the Hungarian. My father could barely get the judges to call any
touches (hits) in his favor. After having won 15 of his first 16 matches, he suddenly had lost four matches
in a row in the semi-finals and was eliminated.  The Americans protested vehemently to no avail.

Despite having shown he had dominated the world’s best fencers in those 1936 Olympics, he left Berlin
with nothing to show for it. My father felt robbed.

The 1954 Comeback In my opinion, my father’s amazing 1954 comeback was his greatest fencing
accomplishment.

After winning his eighth national championship (5 Indoor, 3 Outdoor) in 1937, my father retired from
competitive fencing.  The Great Depression had taken its toll on the family marble and tile business and
the stock market crash of 1937 had wiped out my father’s meager savings. He took on a second job as an
assistant fencing coach at his alma mater, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  In 1939, he was
named head coach and, that same year, he married my mother, Yvonne Rodriguez.  Two years later, I
came onto the scene.  That second job became very important.  He even posed for a Granger Tobacco ad
to make ends meet.

In the sport of fencing, professionals, those who receive compensation for the teaching, coaching, or
marketing of fencing, were not allowed to compete, neither nationally nor internationally.  My father had
to forego organized competition, which was something that he loved and could hardly do without.

As he would in everything he tackled in his life, my father dedicated himself intensely to being a successful
fencing coach.  Indeed, he became a very successful coach, having a winning record every year.  In 1947,
his MIT team finished the season undefeated and won the Eastern Intercollegiate Team Championship, at
the time, emblematic of the national intercollegiate championship.

By 1949, the war was over, the marble and tile business had recovered, and the future looked rosier.  My
father resigned from the MIT coaching job and applied to the Amateur Fencer’s League of America
(AFLA), the ruling body of American fencing, for reinstatement as an amateur.  He wanted to compete
once again.

The AFLA dragged its feet on the reinstatement.  Years went by. I remember my father jokingly saying
that the AFLA was delaying his reinstatement on purpose so he would get too old to show up the youngsters
in the nationals.

In 1954, the AFLA finally approved my father’s reinstatement as an amateur.  Almost immediately, he
competed in an open competition in Montreal, Canada and won.  That victory increased his confidence
immeasurably.  He began training in earnest for the national championship, which was scheduled for
June.  I was only 13 years old at the time, but I could feel the anxiousness and anticipation in my parents
as June got closer.
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On June 15, my father and mother left for the championship, which was going to be held in New York
City on June 16 and 17.  I stayed behind in Boston with Mercedes.  Dad wanted to minimize any distractions.

Contrary to the opinions of most non-participants, the sport of fencing is physically demanding.    It requires
explosive speed and stamina from the legs and dexterity and strength from the dominant hand. It is very
much a combat sport, consisting of attacks, defense, and counterattacks, in some respects, similar to boxing
and karate.  As many as 80 to 100 competitors from all over the country vie each year to win the United
States  national championship.  Although experience can be an advantage, few competitors over the age
of 45 have won the national championship.

On June 17, 1954, one month shy of his 49th birthday, and sixteen years after last competing in any
sanctioned competition, my father won his ninth and last national championship in the individual foil class.
He had shocked the world of fencing!  One sportswriter, the esteemed Jerry Hearn of the Boston Post,
called it the greatest comeback in the history of amateur sports!

I remember the day that I turned 49.  I got into the “en guarde” position, tried some painfully rusty fencing
lunges, and wondered, “How in the world was my father able to compete against 80 or more of the best
young fencers in the country and win the national championship at this age of 49 after a 16 year layoff?”.
Truly amazing!

He continued competitive fencing until the end of 1955 and would win several regional competitions. Then
came the advent of electrical foil.  The heavier, relatively cumbersome, electrical weapon changed forever
the technique of handling the foil.  The elegant classical Italian/French style that my father had been used
to his advantage gave way to a more rough and tumble, strength-based technique where getting the red/green
lights to turn on in anyway possible was the key to winning.  My father refused to embrace the new electrical
foil style and retired once again from competitive fencing.

But he continued in fencing for many years, helping to teach and train the collegiate fencers at the fencing
salles of MIT and Harvard University.  He maintained an incredible athleticism as he aged.  I remember
fencing him in 1973, when he was 68 years old and I was in my prime at the age of 32.  We had a hell of
a hard fought match and I still could not beat him. One of the fiercest competitors you would ever know,
even in his eighties, he would always be setting up round-robin mini-competitions in the fencing salle and
he would fight like the dickens to win them all.
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