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The Wrestling


‘Garfield weaves a beautiful story, making full use of the rich vernacular of his interviewees and pursuing his own obsession to meet the legendary reclusive Les Kellett. A gripping yarn chock full of the dangerous and the damaged.’ Maxim




 





‘Giddily funny … this is a brilliant exploration of a sub-culture both cosily familiar and utterly bizarre.’ Glasgow Herald




 





‘Garfield allows his subjects to describe the rise and fall of their sport with humour, intelligence and affection. He could mock them, and he does not. Extended journalism of this sort is a subtle art. Striking the correct balance between the general and the particular, between gentle irony and due respect, is not easy, but Garfield does just that. An honourable achievement.’ The Times




 





‘Brilliant … a heartbreaking account of British professional wrestling’s decline … Read this book and weep.’ The List




 





‘Those of us who weren’t around for the coronation can be thankful that British history offered up another equally memorable ceremony some thirty years later – the unmasking of Kendo Nagasaki … A historical artefact and a tragic, fascinating book.’ Loaded




 





‘A wonderful tribute … Richly evocative and very funny, this is a book to delight anyone with fond childhood memories of hammerlocks, half-nelsons and the irresistible Haystacks.’ Time Out




 





‘The use of the definite article in the title is a telling touch, a sign both of Simon Garfield’s familiarity with the territory and his affection for his material … Redolent, like pot dogs in parlour windows and nicotine-kippered fingers, of a culture that is rapidly disappearing.’ Times Literary Supplement




 





‘As close as anyone will get to the authentic voice of British wrestling.’ Financial Times




 





Simon Garfield was born in London in 1960. His award-winning and highly acclaimed books include The End of Innocence: Britain in the Time of Aids, Mauve and Our Hidden Lives.
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The Wrestling







Featuring:


Bill Abbey, a promoter


Bobby Barnes, a heel


Roland Barthes, a semiologist


Big Daddy, a blue-eye


Big Jim Harris the Mississippi Mauler, a heel


Peter Blake, an artist, a fan


Dave Soulman Bond, a heel


Don Branch, a blue-eye


Wayne Bridges, a blue-eye


Robbie Brookside, a blue-eye


Frank Casey, a blue-eye, a maker of bedroom furniture


CB Cochran, a promoter


Brian Crabtree, an MC


Max Crabtree, a promoter


Dickie Davies, a broadcaster


Doc Dean, a blue-eye


Alan Dennison, a strongman





Brian Dixon, a promoter


Joe D’Orazio, a referee


Ian Dury, a singer, a painter


Greg Dyke, a television executive


Brian Howard Finkel, an American expert


Simon Garfield, a narrator


Giant Haystacks, a heel


Brian Glover, a heel, an actor


Steve Grey, a blue-eye


Georges Hackenschmidt, a strongman


Diana Hart, a wrestler’s partner


Bobby Heenan, a commentator


Hunter Hearst Helmsley, a heel


Hulk Hogan, a blue-eye


Les Kellett, an iron man


Kendo Nagasaki, a masked man


Mucky Mal Kirk, a heel


Ilona Kirk, his widow


Klondyke Kate, a heel, an accident waiting to happen


Johnny Kwango, a head-butt specialist


Ken Livingstone, a politician





James Mason, a blue-eye


Vince McMahon, an American promoter


Mick McManus, a heel


Paul Merton, a comedian


Shawn Michaels, a blue-eye


Miss Linda, a blue-eye, a valet


Mitzi Mueller, a blue-eye


Sir Atholl Oakeley, a blue-eye, a promoter


Jackie Pallo, a heel, a promoter


Jackie Pallo Junior, his son, a heel


Steve Prince, a heel


Pat Roach, an actor, a blue-eye


Rollerball Rocco, a heel


Lloyd Ryan, a drummer, a manager


Mal Sanders, a heel


Jimmy Savile, a broadcaster, a blue-eye


Davey Boy Smith, once a blue-eye, now a heel


Adrian Street, an effeminate heel


Tony Banger Walsh, a heel, a grass


Kent Walton, a commentator
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The Reunion: ‘I only want pleasant things to happen’
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‘That fat bastard – I could kill him!’ said Jackie Pallo





Simon Garfield: In August 1995, more than 150 professional wrestlers gathered at a pub in Greenwich to talk about how things used to be – a reunion. They looked all right apart from the ears, but their walking was terrible, and when they got up to order a drink you saw that many had bad limps or ruined backs. It was like a reunion of people with hip replacements. A friend of mine took a group photograph; we positioned some of them outside the pub in several rows, with some kneeling at the front, and Mick McManus looking like the team captain, and when we finished a couple of them had to be hoisted to their feet because their knee joints had shattered.


It was Wayne Bridges’s pub. Wayne’s other name was Bill. People had come down from Scotland to attend, and it turned into the biggest single gathering of wrestlers there had ever been. I was told that whenever wrestlers get together they just sit around and lie to each other, but it wasn’t all like that.


Pat Roach: Now the photo’s done it’s time for the roll of honour, lads. It’s wonderful that we’re all together. I’m thrilled to bits. It’s time for our dearly departed who have gone before. We’ve got a list. If we miss anyone out we’ll talk about them after.


Big Bruno Elrington, Johnny Kwango, Frank Joyce, Bob Joyce, Tony Mancelli, Peter Maivia, Bert Assirati, Johnny Dale, Tony Carr, Lou Marco, Sam Stone and, bless his heart, Catweazle. Was anyone here at Catweazle’s funeral? Wasn’t it just the most wonderful funeral you’ve ever seen in your life? A very brave man. Count Bartelli, Frankie Blake, Steve Clements, Roy Bull Davis, John Foley, Alan Garfield, King Kong Kirk – Mucky Mal Kirk, Mike Marino – bless him – Archie O’Brien, George Relwyskow. Can you imagine George saying to Archangel Gabriel, ‘You’re my pal. Me and you are going to do it together.’ Tibby Szakacs, George Drake, Jack Dale, Bill Brennan, Dave Armstrong, Johnny Lipman. Just this week, gentlemen, Zimba passed away. Very sad, now Honey Boy’s gone and all. That’s what I’ve got. Now you. Now don’t all shout at once, so we can hear the names.


The Wrestlers: Ken Cadman! Dean Briscoe! Alan Dennison! Ian Campbell! Bill McDonald!


Pat Roach: No chance that Jim Breaks is dead, is there? Now here’s someone else who would like to say a few words.


Mick McManus: Ladies and gentlemen, lovely to see everybody here again. A marvellous turn out, and what a day. A special thanks to all the fellas who have travelled a long long way. Thank you to Wayne and the organizers Tony and Joe.


Joe D’Orazio: I like to think we should all be friends now. There was a lot of jealousy back then, and people didn’t have nice words for each other. But now I want only pleasant things to happen. People say they didn’t like McManus, but we got a lot of money from McManus. Because people went to see McManus we got a job on that bill as well. People didn’t like Pallo – a lot of people. But because Pallo worked that night, we all worked that night. We’re all brothers now.


Kent Walton: It’s a lovely occasion seeing all these old friends, but I’ve been shocked by a couple of them. Wayne Bridges, the way he turned when he walked really worried me. And Vic Faulkner told me, ‘I’ve got to watch it, every morning I have to get up slowly.’ And he was one of the most agile athletes I’ve ever seen. Now Tug Holton – it took him twenty minutes to sit down in the pub, with two sticks. It was a relief when he managed it. He had a brain tumour as well. He was in a hell of a state. George Kidd – I think every bone in his body had been broken at one time. He had one calf smaller than the other. Everything about him resulted from this game.


Do you remember Johnny Czeslaw? One of my favourite people, great sense of humour, lovely showman and a beautiful wrestler. And tough with it. He’s now in a hospital permanently, can’t see. He had a brain tumour; the front of his head sticks right out, and he sees shadows. I said, ‘Shall I go and see him?’ and they said, ‘He wouldn’t recognize you.’ That’s a result of his time in the ring.


And someone like Alan Dennison, who died just after a match at Southport … These are fit men, at the peak of their skills, and then, suddenly, not.
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Joe D’Orazio and Johnny Kwango:


‘So he became a wrestler like his mum’








Mick McManus: Johnny Kwango died recently, but not during a fight. Of cancer. He did the flying head-butt. I went to his funeral. He lived in Peckham. Nice funeral. Well, silly thing to say, ‘nice funeral’, but it was very well attended. His real name was John Lagey. He joined the African ballet, but his mum said it was undignified. So he became a wrestler like her.


Kent Walton: Mick I see more than anyone. I like these reunions because it saves having to chase up people that you don’t want to spend too much time with. At the reunions you’ve got three or four hours with nothing else to do but meet people.


Jackie Pallo: I don’t see many of the old luvvies. I’ve pissed some of them off. If anyone ever has a go at me about wrestling I say, Look, I made it, I know everything there is to know about wrestling, I’ve been there. I was a big, big star, the biggest, and I dragged Mick up there with me. He’d admit that. They used to go potty for us when I fought Mick. Why? Because we were both very good. You can’t beat the quality. Mick had that know-how: a great performer. Horrible bastard, but a great performer.
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Mick McManus attacks Jackie Pallo: ‘The whole fight he just kept nutting him’








I’ve seen him three or four times in the last ten, fifteen years. We were like pros, like double acts who don’t talk to each other. Laurel and Hardy hated each other. It’s a job. When you’re finished, you’re finished. Never been in Mick’s house, and Mick’s never been in mine.


My Uncle Tom keeled over while watching me and Mick in the ring. We were on TV, and he was up in Sunderland. He died during the match. Terrible thing, but that was the sort of heat we generated.


Mick McManus: I haven’t seen Jackie for about a year. His book soured a lot of people against him, but he’s all right. Had his hips done. The book actually had very little impact. The public are very strange. They only believe what they want to believe. People used to come up to me and say, ‘Do you really get hurt or is it all fixed?’ Some nights I’d say, ‘It’s all fixed, obviously.’ And then they’d say, ‘No, no, of course it’s not.’


Jackie Pallo: Half the stuff in You Grunt, I’ll Groan we had to cut out for legal reasons. People didn’t turn against me just because of that book, it was much much earlier. By the time the book came out the average fucking moron knew it was bent. It’s like asking a jockey does he ever have any bent races. They’re all fucking bent! You’ve never heard of a poor bookmaker, have you. With wrestling it just happens. It’s a business. But I never damaged a wrestler with that book. I wrote it to get back at the promoters.


Max Crabtree: Jack actually went insane with the job. He needed psychiatric treatment. Jack wrestled for me all over the country. The problem was that bitterness crept in. What happened was that you can stay around too long. He had a glorious run in wrestling, and he was a real superstar, such a good servant. Jack would go anywhere, and he’s never ever let a promoter down. But unfortunately things changed: nothing is forever.


In the case of Jack, he was getting older and he’d been seen and been around a long time. Once the halls would be full to see him, but it ended up where people saw his name as the main event and they wouldn’t come. They’d seen enough of him. When a wrestler is wanted every night, there’s only so much he can give. Banging about, sweating, travelling. And in the case of Jack, the poor lad was burnt out and he didn’t bloody know it.


His performances had got very suspect, very tired. He just couldn’t come up with it. Jack was aware of it, but there was nothing he could do. And then he foolishly went and brought his son into the job. Jackie Junior was never ever intended to be a pro wrestler. In my opinion he hadn’t got it. So it was like adding insult to injury when they went around together.


Jackie Pallo Junior: You know what killed it in the end? Big Daddy – this big fat man in nappies. People had seen Big Daddy belly-button people on the floor for ten years, and you had to be a complete moron to think there was any credibility left in the damn business.


Max Crabtree: Jack didn’t like my brother Shirley, who you’ll know as Big Daddy. My brother was having a lot of success, and everywhere Jack went people would say, ‘Bloody hell! How ya keeping Jack? Have you seen Big Daddy – ain’t it marvellous?’ Jack would say, ‘That fat bastard – I could kill him!’


Jackie Pallo: But that’s the past. I retired twelve years ago when I had my hip done. I was fifty-eight and now I’m seventy. And at seventy I can say that the only thing that’s straight in life … is death. Everything else has got an angle.
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‘So that was the ears business,’ said Mick McManus
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Mick McManus: ‘The thickness is just blood that’s congealed’
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The Terrible Turk, CB Cochran and Hackenschmidt: ‘There was a nasty sounding crack’








Mick McManus: These days I play golf all year round. My handicap’s eighteen. I do pro-ams. I do a bit of public relations for a company called Anixter. They’re in the distribution of wire and cable and various networking systems, and I look after some of their clients on golf days, dinners and lunches, that sort of thing … I’m taking some people in February to St James’s Palace which is nice. In March it’s the eve of an England rugby game, a dinner. So, you know.


I got into it when a friend who runs the company said, ‘Come and do some work – I’m sure people would like to see you at the exhibitions. They’ll all remember you.’ He was right.
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I was a big star in the sixties and seventies, when it was on the television. We used to get regular audiences of six million, and then the idiots who decided what was what on TV said it was too downmarket for them. I find that a bit laughable really.
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Simon Garfield: Mick McManus travelled to the reunion from his flat in Denmark Hill. His apartment was warm and chintzy, furnished with fat sofas and porcelain figures and gloomy landscapes in oils. In the lounge there was a portrait of the wrestler by John Bellany. It was as abstractly splashy as much of Bellany’s colourful work, and could have been any one of two hundred aging men walking around Clapham that day. ‘Not a bad likeness,’ Mick told visitors. Antiques are a passion of his. When he came off the television with wrestling there was a gap of a year or two, and then he started popping up on a lot of antique shows.


Mick McManus I used to love the crowds, especially the way I’d wrestle. I used to get a kick out of manipulating the hordes. I’m not being big headed, but I could really bring them up and drive them mad and then tone them right down, keep them quiet and sort of wrestle sometimes, not doing anything particularly bad, just wrestle nicely and it was like waiting for the other boot to drop, they never knew when I was going to start doing something which I shouldn’t do, something which they didn’t like, something which they could scream and shout at.


I used to feel good about that. Even at the end, in my fifties, I used to like to feel that I was still good enough to pull them in.


Simon Garfield: The first thing you noticed was his ears, the way they seemed solid and swollen, three times the thickness of the ears on ordinary people. Then there was his physical stature, bullish and still rather menacing, his lungs like drained beer kegs. He walked around slowly so as not to crash into things, but you couldn’t help wondering if he didn’t spend a lot of time breaking and then replacing his figurines.


And then there was his hair. For several decades the one question everybody had about professional wrestling was, ‘Is Mick McManus’s hair fixed?’ You could spend hours trying to work it out. His hair seemed not to have changed in thirty years, always flat and firm and brushed forward into tiny spikes at the sides, forever tar black with no grey, the Dracula look. There seemed little doubt that it was not his natural colour.


Max Crabtree: Believe me, when the wind blows there’s not much there. I travelled all over with Mick, and he ended up working for me. He was complex. He didn’t like it when people made fun of his size. We’d be walking down Princes Street and people would come up to him and say, ‘You are, aren’t you? You’re Mick McManus!’ The next thing they’d say was ‘Bloody hell, I thought you were bigger than that – you’re a little bugger aren’t you!’ At this point Mick would say ‘Fark orff!’ He liked having someone like King Kong Kirk with him to ward off any trouble. But Mick would shake their hand, and he had hands like a woman. In British wrestling, the body beautiful side of it was never very big. You look at Mick. He was full of bloody cysts.
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Mick McManus: People used to say it was fixed, but you should have seen the injuries. Sometimes it was impossible to get out of bed the next day, because you were battered so badly. I didn’t enjoy that and I didn’t like waiting on railway stations at Crewe, like at one o’clock in the morning waiting to catch the train to King’s Cross or Euston. I used to get knocks and torn ligaments, shoulders and ankles. You’d have to take a week off but you knew you’d recover.


I broke my collar-bone and my wrist falling out of the ring. And the cauliflower ears were so painful, people don’t ever realize. Cauliflower ears are caused by the breaking of little blood vessels in the ear and the ear fills up with blood. A single blow can do that. Or when you see rugby players, especially fellas in the pack, in the second row or something, it’s the rubbing and bending of the ear. By bending it you break the blood vessels inside.


That’s why you see a lot of rugby players now with headbands. It keeps the ear back so they don’t get the bending. It was a surprise it was so painful because it’s only blood. You could have them drained, the blood drained off and flattened out, because they became a nuisance. But then unless you really rested for a long time you knocked them again and then they’d fill up again, so really it was a combination of draining off a lot of the blood and hoping the rest would harden and congeal. That’s where the thickness comes in. The thickness is just blood that’s congealed, just solid blood. So that was the ears business.


Max Crabtree: Even when he was at his height in the ring, Mick McManus also had what was called the office hold in London, that was he did the datesheets, the matchmaking. If you annoyed Mick, you might find you only got two dates in February.


Mick’s background was that of a printer. Mick was a good professional, one of the all-time greats of that period. The other boys knocked him, but fuck what the boys said. They wanted him out because they hated him. He was successful, the public liked him, arses on seats. He annoyed them. Most of the other boys just couldn’t do it. They thought they could. But they weren’t like Mick.


Mick McManus: I was born in the Old Kent Road. I left school when I was sixteen, nothing special. I joined this weightlifting club and the fellow who used to run it was called Fred Unwin, a strong fellow and a part-time wrestler. He said the best thing was to join an amateur club and get to the learn the basics. So I joined the John Ruskin in Walworth, and I went there for about a year and I learned. I never won any championships or anything, but amateur wrestling is the best training you can have.


The key to wrestling is that you’ve got to have a pretty strong neck. There’s no submissions in amateur, so it’s all a question of pinfalls, of just touching the shoulders to the floor. To get the advantage you had to get behind the fellow so that you could take him to the ground a lot easier, and then have the possibility of turning him over. In order not to be pinned, if you were going to be turned you tried to go into a bridge and that way you’re stuck on your neck so it had to be bloody powerful.


In training you pushed and pulled around just to get the feel of things and to build up the muscles, just shoving and pushing the other fellow, and he would do the same with you. I remember doing that with Freddie Mills the world champion boxer, and he thought it would be easy because he was so fit, but he got absolutely knackered so fast. Wrestlers use a different form of muscles.


Then of course you learned the various moves and throws and holds, and how to distribute your weight. That was the other key: how to balance, how to fall right. I was about seventeen. By that time I realized that I liked it, and thought perhaps I’d try and get a living out of it. I went to see Les Martin, one of the directors in the Dale Martin group, and I said, Any chance of a match? I knew that pro was a lot more exciting than amateur.
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Peter Blake: The first match I ever saw my mum and aunt took me. Just after the war there was an enormous need for sport, and after they’d been to Bexley Heath Drill Hall a couple of times they said to me, ‘You’d probably enjoy it, come with us.’ It was about 1947. I’d go to art school during the day, and then come home and go to wrestling with them in the evening.


It was a small hall, packed, with a ring in the middle. We used to stand in the corners, almost under the ring. In the interval you’d go and have a cup of tea and piece of cake, all very innocent and nice. On that very first bill was Mick McManus fighting a wrestler called Al Lipman. I don’t think I saw Lipman again, but of course McManus went on. It was all black versus white in the moral sense, and I fell in love with this wonderful theatre. There were people I am sure who were convinced that it was a genuine fight to the finish.


Mick McManus: I’ve still got the marks on my head from a lot of fights. I had loads of energy, all this power inside me, something I was born with. Some people are born with weak eyes or partially deaf, but I just happened to always have bags of energy.


I think you could say that a lot of my fights thrilled the audience. In letters I got people used to say how hard I was … secretly they admired my style. They told me to drop dead and all this business, but I meet people now and perhaps they’ll say, ‘Cor blimey I remember you, used to drive my mother mad on Saturday afternoons, oh God she used to carry on about you but she loved it and she wouldn’t miss it for any money in the world.’


Women did seem to like it. First of all, in my experience, women are always a bit bloodthirsty. They’re not always the demure type, they like a little bit of blood and thunder. If you go back to the old days of the old guillotine, you usually found women in the front rows, they weren’t always hiding their heads in shame at the back. And of course they probably used to identify with us wrestlers, maybe looked upon the young ones as their sons or those a bit older as their lovers. God knows what they saw in me. They just used to hit me.


There was a certain sexual attraction, because a lot of the fellas were nicely built and looked good. Wrestling was also something at which you could really let yourself go. You could scream and shout. No one ever took any notice, because it was the norm. If you went somewhere else, they’d say ‘bloody lunatic’. But in people like me they could perhaps see the traffic warden or the income tax man, the foreman at the works or the governor or all the nasty people. There was a therapeutic value, I suppose.


It was a sport which was entirely different. It was what I call a low-budget sport, not terribly expensive and quite within the bounds of people, whatever they earnt. At the ringside, the ladies would be running up. I used to make sure that I didn’t get too near the ropes, otherwise someone came up and banged you on the head with a shoe or a bag. If you get banged on the head with a high-heeled shoe, especially with the heel, it can give you a nasty lump. And although they used to think we were superhuman, you still feel pain.


Peter Blake: I felt a kind of affinity with McManus, and after one fight, when everyone was screaming at him, as he walked back from the ring I said, ‘Nice fight, Mick!’ and he said to me, ‘How you going, son?’ as though he knew me. I remember it now, so I think I must have been quite touched.


I liked to support someone who was always a villain, never anyone else’s favourite. McManus had a lot of arrogance and there was something genuine about him, certainly a strong wrestler. You felt that if it genuinely turned into a fight, he’d win.
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Simon Garfield: McManus would never denigrate the game or expose its secrets, but everyone who talked to him about wrestling seemed to find him obliging. He enjoyed taking you through the photographs he’d collected – Mick and the celebrities of the day. And he would prepare a four- or five-page history lesson in blue biro, a brief outline pulled from books or the chat over the years. It began with the observation that wrestling was the oldest sport in the world – Greeks, Romans, all of that. He liked to mention that wrestling was the sport of kings, practised by Richard the Lionheart, and that Henry VIII wrestled the King of France on the Field of the Cloth of Gold.


Mick McManus: Wrestling became popular in the USA in the mid-1800s. William Muldoon was the first official world champ. The wrestling was in travelling sideshows with challengers from the ground. The American Civil War interfered to some extent, but in 1861 it came back and did very well. 1900–14 was the golden age of wrestling. It became the major sport in the English-speaking world, dwarfing boxing and other sporting activities. In the years 1899 and 1900 the British music halls had strongman acts with Sandow and Sampson – these were very popular but after a while the interest waned.


Jack Carkeek, a Canadian Cornishman, travelled the music halls giving wrestling exhibitions and made a steady living. At the Alhambra Theatre in Leicester Square he was challenged by Georges Hackenschmidt, the Russian Lion, a very impressive wrestler and strongman. For whatever reason, Carkeek refused the challenge. But CB Cochran, an impresario, was impressed by the Russian Lion and became his manager. 


Simon Garfield: Most of the protagonists are no longer with us, but their memoirs make much of the impact Hackenschmidt had on the public’s imagination and their own fortunes. CB Cochran met him at the Hotel Cecil (subsequently the Shell-Mex building in the Strand), where the Russian revealed ‘the most perfect specimen of physical manhood’ he had ever seen. He did a few handsprings. He had ‘the smooth rippling muscles of a greyhound’ and a slender waist. But he was ‘as depressed as only a Russian can be’, and determined to leave London immediately. Cochran persuaded him to stay, and set in motion what even modern-day wrestlers refer to as the match of the century. Even wrestling in 1904, myth was everything.


It became known that Hackenschmidt had won tournament after tournament all over Europe, and was probably the finest Graeco-Roman specialist the world had seen (Graeco-Roman, unlike the ‘all-in’ style that succeeded it, allowed only holds above the waist). Cochran set him up at the Tivoli for £150 a week. We learn that he broke all box-office records.


Charles Cochran: All London, all England, had gone wrestling mad. Wherever one went, wrestling was talked – in bars, clubs and at family parties the mystery of the ‘half-nelson’ was discussed, coats were taken off and demonstrations, more or less inaccurate, were given.


One night, at the Canterbury in the Westminster Bridge Road, Antonio Pierri, an old wrestler who had been known as the Terrible Greek, arose from the stalls in company with a giant who wore a long heavy fur coat and a Turkish fez. This man, said Pierri, speaking from his place among the audience, had come to this country for the express purpose of proving Hackenschmidt to be an impostor. He was Ahmed Madrali, the Terrible Turk, the favourite wrestler of the sultan.
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For days the newspapers were full of Hackenschmidt and Madrali. Many discussions took place, and ultimately the match was made in the office of the Sportsman, to take place at Olympia on 30 January 1904. I had given what was at that time an enormous purse for a wrestling match, £1,000 for the winner and £500 for the loser. I have the two cheques, passed through the bank, hanging framed in my office.


Sir Atholl Oakeley: Everyone was sure that the Turk would end the Russian’s long list of fast victories, and the house was sold out long before the day of the match.


Charles Cochran: Such an audience, fashionable and representative of all classes, had never before been seen in England for a sporting clash … high-school mistresses, country parsons who came to admire a perfection of form that comes perhaps once in a century. Hackenschmidt himself had been influenced by Pierri’s propaganda, and I have never seen a more nervous man than he was as he paced up and down his room before the contest.


At the call of time, Madrali very slowly moved towards Hackenschmidt with his hands stretched out before him. Hack rushed at him like a tiger, got him under the arms, encircled his body with a grip of iron, lifted him shoulder high and threw him on the ground with a thud that sounded like a sack of potatoes falling. But there was a nasty-sounding crack. The Terrible Turk lay on the mat with his arm broken. It was all over in a few seconds. It was on that night that the story originated that a spectator, having just taken his seat, stooped down to pick up something he had dropped, heard a shout and as he straightened up the match was over.


When Hack retired from wrestling he devoted his life to philosophy, writing an enormous book which he published in German and English. At his request I arranged a meeting for him with George Bernard Shaw. They talked for a long time and Shaw subsequently wrote to me that although he could not quite follow what Hackenschmidt was driving at, he ‘got the decided impression that he was no fool’. When I last saw him he was living in the south of France, and though I hope it is not true, William Bankier told me that he had heard from a reliable source that Hack was doing forced labour for the Germans.


Bill Abbey: Cochran ran another big show in 1910 at Crystal Palace. Unlike the Hackenschmidt–Madrali fight, this one lasted for a while. It was between two heavyweights, a big attraction. One was much lighter than the other and didn’t have the power, but he had lots of technical wrestling ability. The other fellow wasn’t a great wrestler, but he was heavy and difficult to beat. They went into the ring and they hardly made contact, sitting it out for four and half hours. The crowd were bored stiff. They ended it when it got dark. After that, the wrestling generally went downhill.


Mick McManus: The business dropped off from 1910 to the outbreak of war in 1914, which sounded the death knell. After the war wrestling became popular again in the USA, with men like Ed Strangler Lewis, Toots Mondt and Jim Londos. This must have stimulated interest in the UK because in the early thirties it became very popular, with thirty-nine regular shows running in Greater London.


Simon Garfield: ‘All-in’ was introduced to Britain in December 1930 by Atholl Oakeley, a professional wrestler turned promoter. Previously a man could only be defeated if his shoulders were simultaneously held down for a count of three, but Oakeley had noticed that many heavyweights developed their bodies until they were oval, making them impossible to pin. So new holds were introduced, many below the waist, and submission moves appeared for the first time. A wrestler could now lock his opponent with his legs or arms in such a way that escape became impossible or pain unbearable. The moves had novel names: step-over toe hold, crooked head scissors, Japanese leg-lock. With these, Oakeley observed, ‘No longer was it necessary for a man to look like an ox in order to be champion. The crowds flocked in.’
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The new rules carried an extensive list of fouls:




a) kicking with the toe or instep;


b) kidney punch or any form of direct knuckle punching involving the third phalanges of the fingers;


c) striking in the groin or abdomen;


d) horizontal pivot punch;


e) elbow in stomach when bridging;


f ) hammer lock with bar, flying mare with palm uppermost, strangleholds, throttle, choke, carotid-artery lock;


g) knee in stomach;


h) gouging, finger-wrenching, scratching, biting, hair-pulling, ear-twisting, hair-plucking and spitting;


i) striking the referee, seconds, officials or members of the audience;


j) oiling, towel sweating, anaesthetics on the hair or clothes, resin or the use of pepper or any noxious drug;


k) throwing the opponent out of the ring over, and without touching, the top rope;


l) failing to apply submission holds gradually, i.e. jerking so as to try to cause an injury and/or death.





Bill Abbey: There was such demand for men when all-in wrestling got big before the war. The kingpin of wrestling in the North was George Relwyskow, the Olympic lightweight champion of 1908. George was bringing up all sorts of men from the South to wrestle in his main venues – Leeds, Edinburgh, Sheffield.


My second eldest brother wrestled for him. His name was Leonard Alfred Abbey, but when he turned professional in the thirties they called him Jack Dale the Brixton Bonecrusher.


George viewed my brother as a reliable fellow, which many of them weren’t, and asked if he knew of anyone in the South who could ensure that his wrestlers got on the train to reach his northern venues on time. Often they’d go out on the drink and perhaps wouldn’t bother. He would never know whether someone he had booked was on the way to Leeds or not.


Our family wasn’t doing that well at that time, so my brother suggested my father. This was 1933/34. The arrangement was that if my father couldn’t get them on the train he’d find a substitute. Moving on from there he began doing a little promoting himself, at the Tufnell Park Palais de Danse. When I was ten I was first taken there by my mother, and we used to come back with my father. A big night out. We used to sit on the danceband stage, a small balcony, and the smoke that came up was poisonous. The biggest names at that time were Bert Assirati, the British champion who wrestled open air at the Ring, Blackfriars. Then there was Lane’s Club in Baker Street, well run, the mecca of wrestling, a bit like a nightclub. The big draw there was Bob Gregory. There was Atholl Oakeley who became a Sir, one of the few genuine titles ever in professional wrestling.


Sir Atholl Oakeley: London gangsters once came into my dressing room at Brixton. ‘We have bets on –,’ they said. ‘Tonight you will lose.’ Threats and requests to lose matches had always amused me. Whatever could be said of other professional sports, no leading fighter in those days ever took a dive in any wrestling match.


Bill Abbey: The big stars were people like Jack Pye and his brothers Harry and Dominic, who wrestled at Belle Vue, Manchester, and the Liverpool Stadium, and Francis St Clair Gregory who wrestled in the Cornish style. Then Izzy Van Dutz, who was billed as a Dutchman. Came from the East End.
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My father’s business expanded, and he was on his way back from looking at a hall in Birmingham when he was killed in a car crash. This was in 1935. My eldest brother took over from him, and he found he could earn a lot more promoting wrestling than as a tallyman for a coal company.


My brother began producing all-in shows all over. All-in wrestling wasn’t licensed or controlled in any way. There were rules, but few kept them. There were many unsavoury and abusive things. By the outbreak of the war people had objected to the abuses, and it had almost collapsed in disrepute and disarray. There were women wrestling, blatant punching and gouging, strangulation holds. People could be kicked in the testicles.


Mick McManus: It became a victim of its own success. What happened was that it became so popular just before the war, and there were so many shows running, and everybody who could find a hole somewhere wanted to put on a show. The supply of what you might call good wrestlers, those who had a good knowledge of wresting, was a bit limited. So consequently some of these promoters didn’t care who they used as long as the fellow was perhaps a bit big or ugly or fat, and could just go in there and make a few sounds and do a bit of punching and kicking. Unfortunately there was perhaps more of that taking place than actual wrestling. The problem was that you can’t suddenly learn wrestling in a couple of weeks or so. Most matches ended in brawls both inside and outside the ring. So wrestling was banned in London just before the war because it was so shambolic.


When it came back in the forties it came back very cautiously, and it was mostly drill halls and baths halls, swimming baths boarded over in the winter. Genuine promoters tried to resurrect the sport but found councils and hall-keepers anti-wrestling. In 1946, Norman Morrell, a former Olympic wrestler and promoter, met with Lord Mountevans, Commander Campbell, a member of the radio Brains Trust, and the MP Maurice Webb, and between them they thrashed out a set of rules to govern professional wrestling. It took off again, but in a controlled manner.


Sir Atholl Oakeley: Nearly all the great competitive heavyweights of the pre-war era seemed to have vanished. While all wrestling promotions with which we had been connected had naturally been closed down when war broke out, others had taken the opportunity to promote in our absence. Some promotions were being held under Mountevans Rules, an abbreviated copy of our all-in rules of 1930. Lord Mountevans, as ‘Evans of the Broke’, had achieved worldwide admiration. Yet here was this man, a peer of the realm, apparently filching our rules.


After travelling north to find out what was going on, I was told that wrestling was now being run as a closed shop, with rights of admission strictly reserved, so eliminating outside challenges. I bought a ticket for one of these so-called tournaments and saw at once that none of the four matches was genuine. Although billed as ‘contests’ they were obviously exhibitions. An amateur could have seen through all of them. Competitors escaped from Boston crabs. One threw his opponent to the ground and then stood back as he got to his feet. Another jerked his opponent’s wrist. His adversary at once turned a somersault.


‘What’s that throw supposed to be?’ I asked the MC.


‘Oh, that was the Irish Whip,’ he replied.


I said, ‘You must be joking.’


Afterwards the promoter said, ‘We have lots of men. Perhaps by your standards they are not wrestlers but they can put on a good show with plenty of action and that is what the public wants.’


‘Very well then, what happens if someone buys a ticket and accuses you of fraud? What if it is held that your bouts are billed as contests but in reality are exhibitions?’


‘I never said our bouts are exhibitions. If anyone said that they would have to prove it. Anyway, what’s wrong with exhibitions? I take the view that, so long as we give the public plenty of action, they won’t grumble. Exhibitions are not a ‘fake’. ‘Fake’ is when you bet on the result of a fight when you know that one fighter has been paid to lose or has been threatened with violence if he doesn’t take a dive. We don’t arrange our results. We pay our boys good wages. What they do is up to them. We don’t want to know. All we ask is a good all-action show.’


‘If results are arranged the press will find out. You know how the papers hate wrestling.’


‘What can they do? Some wrestler with a grouse may tell them a tale. If this happens and an article appears, a week or two later everyone will have forgotten it. No one believes what they read in the papers.’


‘And the position of television if they take it up?’


‘We can cross that bridge later. If we ever get on TV it won’t be your kind of wrestling. It’s much too slow. All that sort of amateur stuff is old hat. Modern people want action.’
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‘Let’s pray to God he doesn’t die,’ said the promoter
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At the Royal Albert Hall: Bill Abbey (far left), The Duke of Kent, Max Crabtree (centre)








Royal Albert Hall Programme Note: Many are the highlights that stand out when one looks back to 1948, the year in which Dale Martin became a limited company. That they were able to promote regular wrestling seasons here at London’s historic Royal Albert Hall, all the while maintaining such a high standard, speaks volumes for the technical skill and enterprise without which such deeds could never have been attempted, much less accomplished … certainly the standard of wrestling we shall expect to see will owe much to the efforts of your promoters who have made it their business to spend a lifetime giving the wrestling public exactly what it wants.


Joe D’Orazio: In 1948 Dale Martin had one of those great old gyms that you don’t see anymore, terrible smell of sweat, sawdust, big signs up saying ‘No Smoking’, and everywhere there was this stench of cigarettes and butt-ends on the floor. Dales had moved into 313 Brixton Road, the centre of the empire. It was from there that they transformed the business, always put on strictly good shows, people who could wrestle.


Bill Abbey: Dale Martin consisted of my family – now all known as Dales – and Les Martin. Brother Jack had wrestled for Les, and my brother Johnny ran some charity shows with Les during the war. When that ended they did more at Beckenham Baths and the Agricultural Halls, Maidstone, and from there it just grew. They asked me to come along one night to be cashier at the door, and gave me £2, good extra money for someone working at the Prudential. I joined them full-time in 1950 when I was twenty-five, two years after Dale Martin had formed. My brother said, ‘We think we can make a real go of this wrestling.’


Suddenly it seemed like a terrible decision. Shortly after I joined, the Chancellor raised entertainment tax to 25 per cent, and we were having a terrible time. To keep it orderly we needed great administration and very tight controls. The LCC came to every show and filed reports. On one occasion we were a man short and had to find a last-minute replacement. So things were running late, and the MC kept the crowd entertained by telling jokes. He said, ‘I understand there’s a captain here from the Salvation Army who specializes in saving wicked women. Would he please save one for me.’ We got an angry letter from the LCC telling us not to tell stories like that. The height of absurdity.
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