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By Mary Claire Kendall
John Ten Broeck t is said - our strength is
Tracy I our weakness. In the case
of Spencer Tracy and his
son John Ten Broeck Tracy,
who died in Acton, California
— five days after the 40th
anniversary of his father's
death on June 10, 1967 —
nothing could be truer.

"Spence was considered by
many to be the greatest actor
the screen had ever seen,”
his good friend, 80-year
Paramount veteran, A.C. Lyles
told me.

Yet, the painful emotion he
felt upon learning, in 1925,
that his baby son, John,
was deaf was the hardest
of blows. The only thing
Spencer Tracy was not good
at, he candidly admitted, was
“life.”

His son John, on the other
hand — dealt a whole series
of setbacks, in what, at age
22, he would term “My
Complicated Life” — was great
at life.

If only Spencer Tracy could
have read the script, he
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would have discovered John
would soon hear the voice of
God a little more loudly; see
with the eyes of faith a little
more clearly; and grow a big
heart, drenched with hope
and optimism.

As John’s daughter-in-
law Cyndi Tracy said, “he
just always had an uncanny
ability to accept God’s
love and always knew (his
suffering) was going to be
for a greater good.” It was
never “Why me?” or “Poor
me."”

God, he felt certain, had a
plan.

The Plan’s Unfolding

When Louise Treadwell met
Spencer Tracy, her theatrical
star was rising. Spencer, four
years her junior, was just
starting out.

It was early 1923. They
were both arriving in Grand
Rapids, Michigan to play in
the same stock company.

As fate would have it, they
alighted the train station
platform simultaneously.

The attraction between
these two polar opposites,
descended from, respectively,
English blue bloods and
working-class Irishmen, was
immediate. Six weeks later,
in between the matinee and
evening shows in Cincinnati,
Ohio, they got married.

Nine months and two weeks
hence, on June 26, 1924,

in Spencer's hometown of
Milwaukee, their little bundle
of joy arrived.

Turning Point

One day, while John lay
napping, the screen door
accidentally slammed

behind Louise and he kept
peacefully slumbering on.
She immediately, instinctively
knew he was deaf. The
diagnosis came back as
nerve damage of unknown
origin. Unbeknownst to
them, he had what's known
as Usher Syndrome, which
also causes gradual blindness
due to Retinitis Pigmentosa -
starting at birth.

The doctors said the Tracy's
best option was to place
John in an institution for
retarded children at age six.
The Tracy’s would hear none
of that and promptly went to
work talking to him, reading
him nursery rhymes, playing
games with him... loving
him.

"Spence,” said Lyles, “was
absolutely marvelous with
him;” but “gave all credit to
(Louise)” for John's progress.

Early on she “kept
repeating the word ‘talk’... a
hundred... sometimes three
hundred times” in twice or
thrice daily “exercises.” One
day, said Lyles, when she
finished, John, then 3 or 4,
leaned his head close to hers
and said, "talk” — his very first
word.

Tragedy again visited when
John contracted polio at
age six, leaving him with a
withered right leg. That same
year, Lyles recounted, Louise
“gave up her career to devote
herself entirely to her son






