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About the Author

Jim Smallman is a writer and award-winning stand-up comedian. Performing comedy around the world since 2005, he has established a loyal following amongst those who enjoy hearing his brand of silly storytelling and improvised idiocy.

He has been published in The Guardian, The Mirror, FSM, The Leicester Mercury, Skin Deep and The Huffington Post.

He is the co-owner of PROGRESS Wrestling in London, now one of the most successful independent wrestling promotions in the world.


About the Book

For too long, people like comedian Jim Smallman have had to be apologetic about their love of professional wrestling. Yes, they do know it’s fake. No, they don’t care. Why? Because, at its core, wrestling is the most thrilling form of sports entertainment in the world.

There have been many wrestling biographies, and books that trash certain eras and promotions, but here, for the first time, is a book that celebrates pro-wrestling in all its forms. Part history, part love letter to a much misunderstood form of entertainment, join Jim as he brings you tales of early twentieth century pioneers like ‘Farmer’ Burns and Frank Gotch, bizarre gimmicks, phenomenal finishing moves, Mexican and Japanese innovators, the McMahon dynasty, the Montreal Screwjob, the ‘attitude’ era, André the Giant, Ric Flair, Mick Foley, Stone Cold Steve Austin, The Undertaker, CM Punk, Daniel Bryan, and many more, as he attempts to nail down just why this ludicrous, over the top, compelling quasi-sport means so much to so many.


For my wonderful wife and children.

Thank you for understanding that I adore professional wrestling; the only thing I love more than it is you three wonderful humans. You guys are my world.
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Preface

I’m Sorry, I Love You: a Note on the Title

I know the subtitle to this book is A History of Professional Wrestling. That’s what it’s about, honest. But I feel the need to explain the main title before we get started, just in case you’ve been expecting a Mills & Boon novel rather than a man from the Midlands detailing over a century’s worth of grappling.

Before I get to that, I’d like to give you a mission statement of sorts as well. I’m fully aware that if I go into extreme detail about everything that has ever happened ever in the entire history of wrestling then this book will run to about five hundred volumes. I know I’ll skip over a few things and that a lot of the focus will probably be from 1984 onwards, for reasons that will become apparent as you read on.

I’m not a historian or a scholar. I’m a huge wrestling fan who has been watching for decades, and I’ve managed to start making my living working within the world of wrestling (as well as my original field of expertise, stand-up comedy). If you want a scientific dissection of any year since wrestling began, then trawl through the archives of Dave Meltzer’s Wrestling Observer Newsletter. I’m here to have a laugh, walk you through some of the defining moments in wrestling history and try to nail down why I – and so many other people – adore this quasi-sport so much.

So here’s my statement:

There’s far too much history in professional wrestling to go through the full history of professional wrestling in this history of professional wrestling. Let’s keep it fun, shall we?

Anyway, the title . . .

The Citrus Bowl in Orlando (now renamed as the much less iconic Camping World Stadium), 30 March 2008. WrestleMania XXIV. Following immediately after a match that lasted all of 11 seconds (Kane winning the ECW (Eastern Championship Wrestling) title from Chavo Guerrero), two legends took to the ring. Ric Flair, the bleached blond veteran who somehow survived a plane crash at the start of his career in the 1970s to go on to be considered the greatest of all time by millions. His opponent, Shawn Michaels, nicknamed ‘Mr WrestleMania’ because of his knack for having the best matches at the annual showcase, another man who is considered by many to be one of the very best to lace up a pair of boots.

Under a cloudy central Florida sky, the two legends went at it. The storyline mainly concerned Flair, who had been wrestling for most of 2008 with a cloud over his head. The next time he lost a match, he would have to retire. After being told he would be entering the WWE (World Wrestling Entertainment) Hall of Fame in February, he challenged Shawn Michaels to a match with both men knowing the emotional stakes at hand. You don’t retire from wrestling like you do from working in a building society branch in Yorkshire, as far as I’m aware.

The match lasted a shade over 20 minutes. With his career on the line, Flair kept kicking out of pinfall attempts and escaping submission holds, matching the younger Michaels hold for hold, counter for counter. Flair had already kicked out of Michaels’ signature move – ‘Sweet Chin Music’, a superkick to the jaw – once when Michaels caught him with it again. As Flair got to his feet, groggy, Michaels wore a look of concern, but did what needed to be done. A 35-year career was about to end.

Flair circled around the ring, on unsteady legs, ready to be beaten. His eyes locked with Michaels, who seemed to be welling up. Time stood still, the near 75,000 crowd lowered their voices and Michaels said to his foe:

‘I’m sorry, I love you.’

With that, a third superkick connected with Flair and he was pinned in the centre of the ring, ending his career on the grandest possible stage with a moment that fans like me still speak of now. I’ve seen it parodied countless times, and other wrestlers try to better it. For me, it’s one of the finest and most emotional moments in wrestling history and it’s just a few words at the end of a match. But wrestling isn’t just oiled-up guys in spandex having a scrap, it can take you on the same rollercoaster that any good film, book or album can. When done well – like this match – it can make you cry your eyes out.

Of course, this is professional wrestling. You’ll learn from this book that it frequently skips from the sublime to the ridiculous quite quickly, and a few minutes after this landmark moment in the sport the crowd was watching a Playboy Bunnymania Lumberjill match. I was too busy crying to know what that was, and I still don’t. You’ll also learn that nobody ever retires. Ric Flair was wrestling again a couple of years later, slightly taking the gloss off what I consider to be the greatest retirement of all time by, you know, not actually retiring.

This book takes its title from that one moment because it encapsulates one of many reasons why I love wrestling. Anyone as nerdy as me already knows what it refers to, but probably got a little twinge reading through the events again.

There’s a double meaning though. My dad has no idea why I love wrestling. When I worked in an office, pre-stand-up, I never told any of my colleagues that I had a whole room full of video tapes that I’d sent off to the USA and Japan for, so I could absorb as much wrestling as possible. Until I became a comedian, I always hid it. Now I’m genuinely not sorry that I love it so much, but I think that some people may need to know the full scale of the wonder of wrestling to understand why I and millions of others adore it so.

So that’s the title explained. If you accidentally bought this book for your sister Maureen to read after her hip operation, then I’m truly sorry. But she’s about to learn a heck of a lot about wrestling. Lucky Maureen, I say.


A Glossary of Useful Wrestling Terms

I won’t lie, dear reader. I am probably going to slip into using a few specific wrestling terms here and there, and while I’ll always try to explain them and give them context, if you’re new to wrestling then you may wonder what on earth I’m talking about. So, I present this absolutely non-exhaustive list of terms for you to dip into before you dive in to the main event.

Please don’t use them in real life though. Everyone involved in wrestling cringes when we accidentally do that from time to time.

Agent: a backstage person, usually an ex-wrestler, who helps the wrestlers put their matches together, come up with their spots and finish and so on, acting in accordance to what the booker wants out of the match.

Angle: a wrestling storyline that can span the course of a show or two, all the way up to several years. Also surname of Kurt, Olympic gold medallist, Atlanta 1996.

Blading: cutting oneself (or allowing a trusted opponent to do it for you), usually on the forehead or in the hairline, in order to bleed to further the drama of a match or angle.

Booker: a person within a wrestling promotion who is responsible for setting angles and making matches between wrestlers. It’s part-writer, part-director. I’m one of the three people that books PROGRESS, the wrestling promotion I founded in 2011. Also, forename of T, many-time world champion.

Botch: a move that goes wrong inside the ring, recently expanded to include anything within wrestling that goes wrong thanks to the YouTube video series Botchamania, which I have been in.

Bump: the art of a wrestler taking a fall to the mat or ground in order to sell the move of an opponent. Most bumps are taken either flat-back or on the stomach. More dangerous bumps include head drops, where a wrestler is taking much more of a risk by landing on their upper back and neck to sell that they’ve been dropped on their head.

Bury: relegating a wrestler further down the card in order to lower their worth, sometimes deliberately as punishment for their actions, sometimes out of spite. Methods of burying someone include long losing streaks, taking away promo time or giving someone a silly gimmick.

Card: a set of matches at a particular event. The main event would be at the top of the card, everything beneath that is technically the undercard.

Carry: an experienced wrestler will often carry a newer, green opponent. Ric Flair was notable for being able to carry anybody to a good match, with it often said that he could wrestle a broom to illustrate this point.

Catch-as-catch-can: sometimes just shortened to catch wrestling; a style of grappling that originated in regions of the UK like Lancashire and was popularised by travelling carnivals in the late 19th century. Mainly submission-based, it remains a big part of mixed martial arts.

Championship: a wrestling title, usually in belt form. Most often awarded to a wrestler who is a good draw, so you would expect one of your most beloved faces or most despised heels to hold the company’s championship.

Curtain jerker: a derogatory term for wrestlers who have to go out first at the start of a show, often in a dark match. It symbolises that they’re not main event level yet.

Dark match: a contest that takes place before the cameras are live for a TV recording or pay-per-view event. In the past, many wrestlers earned their contracts in companies after first performing in dark matches. These days, WWE often has dark matches after the cameras have finished rolling at shows like Smackdown in order to send the fans home happy with a quick, unfilmed win from a popular face.

Deathmatch: not a literal fight to the death. Used to describe more extreme hardcore matches, often including the use of terrifying objects like glass, barbed wire or, in some circumstances in Japan, crocodiles.

Double cross: something that happens within a match that leads to a change in result without one party being aware of it previously. For example, the famed Montreal Screwjob that we’ll discuss at length in these pages is an example of a double cross, where one man (Bret Hart) definitely didn’t think that he was going to be beaten by Shawn Michaels, but ended up losing.

Draw: anyone within wrestling who makes the company he works for money. A draw is somebody who sells tickets and fans want to see win (if a face) or lose (if a heel). Veteran wrestlers will often complain about newer talent by insisting that they ‘never drew a dime in this business’.

Dusty Finish: a term popularised by veteran NWA (National Wrestling Alliance) wrestler and booker Dusty Rhodes, used often in the 1980s. A face looks like he/she has won a big match, only for the decision to be reversed, either there and then or the next night, on a technicality and awarded to the heel.

Face: a good guy; also known as a babyface or, in the UK, a blue-eye. In the past, usually heroic and brave; since Steve Austin changed wrestling in the 1990s, it’s now more down to if the fans cheer for you rather than your actual behaviour.

Fall: the end of a match, be it obtained by pin or submission. Some matches are two-out-of-three falls. Wrestling fans like to shout ‘one fall’ when announcers say it to introduce contests; I refuse to say it for that reason.

Finish: the planned series of events that lead to the fall at the end of a match.

Foreign object: any weapon or hidden item that a heel wrestler (usually) uses in order to gain an illegal advantage in a match. Can range from a baseball bat or a chair, to a pencil, roll of quarters, knuckleduster or brick conveniently hidden in a handbag.

Gimmick: broadly speaking, the character that a wrestler portrays. Can also be used in reference to any particular character traits, their costume and so on. A wonderfully overused word by some older wrestlers, who will often say the word ‘gimmick’ 17 times in one sentence.

Gorilla position: named after Gorilla Monsoon, WWE legend; the area behind the curtain right before the wrestlers enter the arena. In WWE, it’s where the producers and agents watch the matches on TV screens. In smaller companies, it’s probably just a dark place behind a curtain.

Green: term used to describe a new, inexperienced wrestler.

Hardcore: a match that involves weapons like chairs and tables, and a lack of rules such as disqualifications or count outs. Matches like ‘street fights’ or those conducted under ‘extreme rules’ are hardcore matches. Anything even more violent and bloody could be considered a deathmatch.

Hardway: blood that arrives, usually from a broken nose or a busted eyebrow, from an actual physical blow (be it accidental or otherwise) rather than blading.

Heat: both used to describe the negative reaction from a crowd that a heel receives, and also to sum up ill-feeling between wrestlers and/or management backstage. ‘I can’t believe that I’m getting heat because I went out there and got good heat’.

Heel: a bad guy, also known as a villain or in Mexico, a rudo. Traditionally someone who was underhand and devious, but those traditional, easily defined boundaries are long gone these days.

Hooker: a legitimate tough guy who can be relied upon to injure someone for real if need be. Not as in demand as they were in the 1950s, when they were very handy to have around.

Hot Tag: what most face v heel tag team matches are built around. A face takes a long, sustained beating (Ricky Morton of the Rock ’n’ Roll Express was the best at this) but eventually swings the match in his team’s favour by making the hot tag to his partner, and crowd (hopefully) goes wild.

House: the money that a show makes. A good house would mean you sold out or thereabouts, everyone got paid and you made a profit. A bad house means you may well lose your actual house.

House show: not something that your partner drags you around to look at new interior design trends. An untelevised show. WWE puts on several of these a week, often having the same matches each night for that week. They’re often a lot of fun.

Independent promotion: a wrestling company that doesn’t have a television deal and doesn’t tie wrestlers down to exclusive contracts. PROGRESS, PWG (Pro Wrestling Guerilla) and Evolve are independent promotions. WWE and NJPW (New Japan Pro Wrestling) are not.

Jobber: a wrestler whose main job is to lose to more established wrestlers to make them look credible. Some wrestlers become career jobbers like Barry Horowitz or the Brooklyn Brawler. If you’re slightly higher up the card but still lose, just to bigger names, then you could be called a jobber to the stars.

Kayfabe: the pig Latin term used for trying to maintain that wrestling is a real sport and protect the secrets of how it is run from the fans. Until the advent of the internet, kayfabe was a much more important thing. Now many more fans are aware of how wrestling works, but good companies still keep a level of kayfabe, even if it isn’t as strict as it used to be.

Legitimate: a wrestler who has a real background of being a tough competitor in real life. Kurt Angle, Brock Lesnar, Matt Riddle and Minoru Suzuki are all legitimate competitors as well as professional wrestlers.

Lucha libre: meaning ‘free fight’ in Spanish, is the main way of describing Mexican wrestling which is recognisable by its use of masked competitors, a sometimes more choreographed style and a fair bit of high flying.

Main event: the final match on a card, and often the contest that most of the fans have come to see. A wrestler who regularly appears in these matches and is a good draw would be called a main eventer.

Manager: someone who accompanies a wrestler to the ring, often acting as a mouthpiece for a talent who perhaps isn’t the best talker. Bobby Heenan would be a great example. Traditionally, it is more common for a heel to have a manager, but some face wrestlers do too.

Mark: a fan who absolutely, 100 per cent believes everything that happens inside the ring is real or is often over-enthusiastic for one wrestler or brand. The term comes from old carnival speak. Nearly always used in an insulting way, usually by people on Twitter.

Mid-carder: a wrestler who is not a jobber or curtain jerker but has not yet found his or her way to the main event.

Monster: an often massive and/or terrifying wrestler who gets pushed as being unstoppable. It’s more common to have a monster heel than face.

Muta Scale: the level of blood generated after a bladejob, named after the gory crimson mask donned by The Great Muta in 1992 in a match against Hiroshi Hase in Japan. 1.0 on the Muta Scale would be incredibly gory, like that match or Eddie Guerrero v JBL in WWE in 2004, whereas, say, 0.2 is just a trickle of blood.

Near-fall: a very, very close two-count that the fans believe could well have ended the contest.

No-sell/No sold: when a wrestler chooses to not react to any moves or strikes from their opponent. Sometimes done to be unprofessional, no-selling was also part of some wrestlers’ gimmicks: from The Undertaker sitting up to no-sell because he was a zombie, to Hawk from the Road Warriors no-selling piledrivers because he was Hawk from the Road Warriors.

No-show: a wrestler not bothering to turn up for work. Usually blamed on hard living in the 1980s, and on Southern Rail in modern-day Britain.

Over: how much a wrestler is achieving the reaction that they or their booker want from the fans. For a face, being over means loud cheers, lots of merchandise sales and people naming their kids after you. For a heel, being over means that thousands of people are ready to riot every time you win a match by nefarious means. In Puerto Rico, they may actually go through with that threat.

Open challenge: in the carnival days, this would be what the resident hooker would do: take on all comers for a wager. Nowadays it is used by a wrestler to issue a challenge, usually to ‘anyone in the back’ who fancies having a grapple. Often used to introduce a new or returning star, or to cover for a no-show.

Parts unknown: where nearly all heels with a vaguely mysterious gimmick would claim to be from. Also, where I claimed to be from on Twitter for years, thinking I was the only wrestling fan to do so – I most certainly was not.

Pop: a loud, positive reaction from the crowd. A huge pop can accompany the entrance of a popular face, or a surprise return. A Road Warrior Pop signifies a particularly loud reaction, named after the response that the legendary tag team used to get in the Eighties, especially in Chicago.

Psychology: the actual thinking behind wrestling. Why would a wrestler choose to use one move over another? How would they react after taking a blow? Wrestlers who demonstrate great psychology can bring all of this together inside the ring and tell a story without needing to speak.

Puroresu: the Japanese word for professional wrestling.

Push: using all the elements of professional wrestling to elevate a performer up the card. If someone goes from curtain jerking to the main event in a very short space of time, then you could say that they have been pushed to the moon.

Ref bump: a moment in a match where the referee is accidentally taken out of commission, often leading to other shenanigans. While most wrestlers can be back on their feet a few seconds after a hefty blow, referees are known to lie unconscious for several minutes sometimes after taking the lightest of strikes.

Run-in: one wrestler interfering in another’s match to further their feud or angle.

School: where wrestlers train. They used to be secretive places, now there’s one in most large cities. The most famous currently is the WWE Performance Centre in Orlando, and they stretch all the way down the food chain to weekly classes in a church hall. In Japan, wrestlers will often physically live in their school, or dojo.

Screwjob: the worked finish of a match being turned into a shoot or something similar in order to change the outcome of a match without telling one of the wrestlers. The most famous example of this was in Montreal in 1997 between Bret Hart (screwee) and Shawn Michaels, Vince McMahon, referee Earl Hebner and the then-WWF (World Wrestling Federation) (screwers).

Sell: how you make your opponents offence look good, therefore establishing them as a threat. It is possible to no-sell and also to over-sell, notably Shawn Michaels v Hulk Hogan at Summerslam 2005 where Michaels sold every blow from Hogan like he’d been shot by a sniper with explosive bullets.

Shoot: if a wrestler chooses to go off script, either during an interview or worse still, during a match, that’s a shoot, basically meaning ‘real’. Wrestlers are known to end long stories with the phrase ‘and that’s a shoot, brother’ to give it extra authenticity. Akira Maeda and Bruiser Brody were well known for occasionally choosing to shoot on their opponents in the ring.

Smark: a contraction of the words ‘smart’ and ‘mark’. Didn’t used to be an insult, basically referred to the growing number of fans who enjoyed wrestling but had a good knowledge of how things worked behind the scenes, while never actually being involved themselves. Is now mainly used to sum up any fan who is a tedious know-it-all. I was definitely a smark before becoming a promoter made me see the error of my ways.

Sports entertainment: how WWE have referred to themselves since the 1990s, instead of calling their product ‘wrestling’. It does sum up what wrestling is about though: about half is about athletic ability, the other half is about drama or comedy or performance skills.

Spot: a planned move during a match. A highspot would be something a bit riskier, possibly leading to a near-fall or the finish of a match.

Squared circle: a fun nickname for the wrestling ring. Because a ring is a circle, but a wrestling ring is a square. Geddit? Also, it’s super-fun to say and pretend to be American.

Squash: seen less these days, a match where an established star or up-and-coming monster rapidly beats a jobber in order to look impressive.

Stable: a team of three or more wrestlers, joined together with a common goal. Some great stables include the Four Horsemen, the New World Order (nWo), D-Generation X and Bullet Club.

Stiff: using a bit more force in your moves and strikes than might be necessary. Some wrestlers are just stiff, some choose to be so when annoyed. Wrestling in some nations is also, broadly speaking, stiffer than others. The style in Japan is very physical; in Mexico a lot less so.

Swerve: a change in plans to what the fans are expecting. They could be expecting to see one wrestler and be given another, or a title and company direction could change hands because of a sudden turn from one wrestler. Vince Russo built his career on swerves.

Turn: a wrestler moving from being a face to be a heel, and vice versa. A double turn is one of the hardest things to do, where two wrestlers turn to their opposite alignment during their match or angle. The most well-known of these is Bret Hart and Steve Austin turning heel and face respectively at WrestleMania 13.

Tweener: somebody who is neither face nor heel. It could be a wrestler who acts like a heel and yet still gets cheered like Pete Dunne; a wrestler who acts like a face and still gets booed like Roman Reigns; or someone who splits the crowd exactly 50/50.

Valet: usually a woman who accompanies a wrestler to the ring. An archaic term; nowadays female managers are as strong characters as male ones.

Visual pinfall: often occurring during a ref bump, a moment where one wrestler pins the other, clearly for a count of three, but there is no official there to count. Can often give a face an excuse for a rematch if they’re then screwed out of a victory.

Work: what wrestling is. Wrestling is a work; it’s pre-planned with the knowledge of everybody involved.

Worked Shoot: something else that Vince Russo enjoyed. Usually a promo where a wrestler sounds like they’re shooting on their co-workers or bosses by using insider terms, but it’s actually just as much of a work as everything else.

Workrate: a performer with a high workrate puts absolutely everything into their matches, works hard, goes all out to please the crowd and make their opponent look good. Low workrate is the exact opposite.


The Rules of Wrestling

The rules vary a little from country to country, but this is a rough guide if you’ve somehow never seen a wrestling match ever before.

To win a match, you must do one of the following:

1. Pin your opponent’s shoulders to the mat for a count of three, administered by the referee.

2. Make your opponent submit to a hold, either by them saying they give up or, more commonly since the rise of UFC (Ultimate Fighting Championship), by them tapping out.

3. See your opponent disqualified because of any form of cheating, such as using a weapon, not breaking when instructed to, interference from another wrestler and so on.

4. Have your opponent not meet a ten count from the referee (20 in some companies and countries) when they are outside the ring and you have returned to the ring before the count has concluded.

A pinfall or submission can be broken by grabbing one of the ring ropes or putting a limb underneath the bottom rope.

The referee can administer a five count if a wrestler does not break a hold when instructed to at their discretion. If they get to five, then that wrestler is disqualified.

In tag team matches, upon tagging their partner in a team they will have five seconds where they are allowed in the ring together. After that the referee must eject the non-legal man.

Usually, championships cannot change hands by disqualification or count out, a method often used to keep a title belt around the waist of a heel character.

Of course, if you’re promoting wrestling then you can make these rules work for you in whatever way you choose, thanks to literally hundreds of different match stipulations being available to help tell stories.
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