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This book is dedicated to my parents, Charles and Donna Williams.

My dad, for all the times he took my young self to wrestling matches when he would rather have been watching gravy congeal.

My mom, for getting me my first typewriter and a subscription to Writer’s Digest, and for reading every goofy piece of writing I ever came up with.

They have both supported me through every problem I created for myself and with every crazy aspiration I chased. They were the only two people who never doubted when, as early as age eight, I said I would write a book, so this one’s for them.

Dedicating a book to the two of them is not nearly thanks enough.



FOREWORD

MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN about the wrestling revolution that began in Philadelphia in the early 1990s. Much of it has been covered with the sands of time, but even today whenever an action looks remotely legit, legions of fans worldwide chant with raised chests, “E-C-Dub! E-C-Dub! E-C-Dub!”—a fact that has bedeviled the princely Vinnie Mac.

Only a handful of those legions, though, were first-round players in that revolution. Today, the path that wrestling has taken since ECW’s inception seems to be almost universally known. The shelves of DVD distributors are littered with volumes that repute to tell the story of ECW, even its “rise and fall.” However, the complete story has gone largely untold—until now.

Scott Williams, the co-author of the Terry Funk and Bill Watts autobiographies, has painstakingly researched the revolution that changed wrestling and even continues to hold sway over the loyal legions who call themselves wrestling fans. Williams has approached the retelling of the revolution with the zeal of a prosecutor preparing to indict a mob kingpin. Much of the story was news to me, the central figure of what was this new organization of extreme—its Franchise.

As a 23-year veteran of our great sport, I am proud to say that the crowning achievement of my career was spent as the main evil antagonist of this revolution. Professional wrestling has been, since its inception, the male version of a soap opera. Loved by generations, its following has grown larger with each successive generation that has watched it. That was until the early 1990s.

Following the titanic success of wrestling in the 1980s with its larger-than-life superstar, Hulk Hogan, it seemed as though wrestling could grow no larger. The personification of “Train, say your prayers, take your vitamins!” had run out of evildoers to combat. Or had he? The genius behind the then-World Wrestling Federation, Vince McMahon, believed he could use his Midas touch to create an even more menacing set of villains for his superstar Hulkster to face and vanquish. Sort of a wrestling meets Star Wars. On paper it sounded fine. In practice it was dreadful. Suddenly those of us who grew up loving wrestling were being inundated with grown men in turkey costumes who were called—and I’m not joking here—the Gobbledygooker. Garbage men, mad plumbers, and every sort of inane character were being introduced to endanger Hulkster’s rule. There was only one tiny problem with this business plan.

At this time reality TV was in its infancy and growing fast. Shows like Cops were just beginning to peak the interest of the same target audience as professional wrestling, the 18- to 49-year-old male demographic. Reality was all the rage, and grown men dressed as chickens were not even close to reality!!!

Enter the era of extreme!!! Using the blue-collar feel of shows like Cops, a band of largely unknown wrestlers was setting the stage to wrest the reins of wrestling away from the WWF’s Vince McMahon and place them solely in the hands of a man who even those of us who worked for him would call insane—Mr. Paul Heyman.

On my first trip to Philadelphia for then-Eastern Championship Wrestling, I was picked up at the airport with the true legend of our sport, Terry Funk.

“Terry,” I asked on our way to the arena, “how long do you think we’ll ride this train before it runs off the tracks?”

“Hopefully,” he responded, “we’ll get a couple of weekends of pay out of it.”

In actuality my career would reside at ECW for more than seven glorious years. Seven years that would transform wrestling from the corniness of the WWF’s Gobbledygooker to the “New Attitude,” which would literally save the federation.

ECW took a violent Japanese style of wrestling and built it upon a core of largely unproven or untested wrestlers. Few of us had ever been on U.S. television, let alone main-event players. But what we lacked in resumé, we more than made up for it with attitude, and loads of it.

I once coined the phrase, “the island of misfit toys” in referring to the band of brothers who would become the foot soldiers who brought the revolution to life and carried it to its ignominious end. We were the boys who didn’t fit in the WWF or WCW. No, we were just the names that would ignite the flame of the sport of professional wrestling in that little bingo hall at the corners of Swanson and Ritner streets in Philly.

This is the book of the story of that revolution. This is as complete a retelling of that story as you will find. Read on and engage the revolution that was ECW, ECW, ECW! Long live the revolution!!!

—“THE FRANCHISE” SHANE DOUGLAS
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CHAPTER 1

TRI-STATE WRESTLING ALLIANCE

“Joel Goodhart was insane.”

—TERRY FUNK FROM A 1998 INTERVIEW

FOR THE WRESTLING INDUSTRY in the United States, early 1991 was the worst of times, and pretty much every fan knew it. Vince McMahon’s World Wrestling Federation was serving up a watered-down version of the cartoon-character soap opera that had been more successful in the 1980s. The biggest departure from this approach was a main-event angle (storyline), in which Sgt. Slaughter became an Iraqi traitor. Many saw this as exploiting the Gulf War and tuned out. Wrestlemania VII, the WWF’s biggest show of the year, moved from the Los Angeles Coliseum to the much smaller L.A. Sports Arena. The company line was (and still is) that security concerns over threats to Slaughter forced the move, but the fact is ticket sales were abysmal.

Behind the scenes, McMahon was also distracted, staring down a double-barreled problem—allegations of sexual improprieties in his company and the arrest of a Pennsylvania doctor who would become a lead witness in an eventual federal trial for McMahon on steroid charges.

The closest thing the WWF had to a business rival, the Turner Broadcasting-owned World Championship Wrestling, made McMahon’s company look like the pinnacle of success by comparison. With a talented athletic cast that included the Steiner brothers, Brian Pillman, Barry Windham, and Vader (not to mention WCW’s connection to New Japan, which provided access to such incredible performers as Keiji “The Great Muta” Muto and Jushin Liger), WCW had the tools to give fans a product that was as stiff and athletic as the WWF was farcical. Instead of offering counter-programming, however, WCW tried to imitate the WWF with zany characters and implausible scenarios aimed at attracting a younger audience. Tensions between world champion Ric Flair and WCW head honcho Jim Herd were about to come to a head with the legendary Flair on his way out of the company.

Meanwhile, a generation of wrestling fans who had spent their formative years watching Flair and Hogan had grown up. Unfortunately, wrestling had not grown up with them. Many of these fans were reading publications such as the Wrestling Observer Newsletter and the Pro Wrestling Torch. Unlike the wrestling magazines that were popular in the 1960s and 1970s, these newsletters (or dirt sheets, as many in the wrestling business came to call them) made no pretense that pro wrestling’s outcomes were anything but predetermined. With that out of the way, the newsletters were free to discuss the business and the politics behind what fans saw in the ring. Fans who followed the wrestling business to this degree were called smart marks or hardcore fans.

In Philadelphia, a man named Joel Goodhart had decided that he could fill the niche left open by the two majors. Although he never intended it, the creation of this new wrestling network would set off a chain of events that would give hardcore a whole new meaning.

IT ALL BEGAN IN PHILLY

Whoever dubbed Philadelphia the “City of Brotherly Love” never attended an athletic event there. For years, Philadelphia fans have been known within the sporting world as among the most demanding, bloodthirsty fans in North America. They were the fans who cemented their reputation as America’s most vicious in 1968 when they booed Santa Claus, pelting the jolly symbol of Christmas goodwill with snowballs and profanity in Veterans Stadium. They were the fans who gave a loud cheer when Dallas Cowboys receiver Michael Irvin suffered a career-ending neck injury during a 1999 game in the same stadium.

Philadelphia’s wrestling fans were cut from the same sweet-natured cloth. In the 1980s when the WWF’s cartoon show version of wrestling was stamping out regional promotions around the country, one of the most competitive cities was Philadelphia, because WWF national rival Jim Crockett Promotions put on more serious shows, which gave those fans what they wanted to see—blood and lots of it.

Philadelphia fans could also be merciless, particularly to heavily pushed babyfaces, or wrestling good guys. Clean-cut babyfaces who talked about “giving 110 percent for all those great fans out there” routinely heard profane indictments of their masculinity when they went to Philadelphia.

These passionate, demanding fans were the ones Joel Goodhart was trying to reach when he launched his independent promotion, the Tri-State Wrestling Alliance in 1990. The name represented the states of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware.

Tri-State quickly gained a following among the hardcore fans in the northeastern United States. The shows were quarterly four-hour spectacles, with names like Gory, Gory Hallelujah, and they earned the favor of a small, but rabid group of fans.

However, each of Goodhart’s shows was loaded with some of the top talent available to independent promoters, so much so that his payroll made profitability a remote possibility, even as he was drawing the best independent crowds in the United States. Take, for example, his March 2, 1991, show. It drew 1,735 fans, making for a gate of $32,629. The main event was a match between Terry Funk and Jerry Lawler, in which the fans acted as lumberjacks. That show also featured a match with Cactus Jack versus Eddie Gilbert, whose feud became a favorite of hardcore wrestling fans. Other name wrestlers on the card—Ivan Koloff, The Sheik, Abdullah the Butcher, and Manny Fernandez—each of whom came with a hefty price tag, ensured that Goodhart was going to have a hard time making a profit even with a sellout.

Further, Goodhart’s relatively impressive crowds did not seem that impressive in the Philadelphia Convention Hall, where he ran shows. The building, which was demolished in 2003, could hold more than four times as many as the best crowds Goodhart ever drew.

“It was just too big a place,” fan Bob Barnett said. “He could have put a couple thousand people in that building, and it looked empty, because it was just too big a place.”

Barnett, a California attorney who had been a wrestling fan since childhood, said he flew across the country for Goodhart’s March 2, 1991, show, after hearing how good the previous show was. Barnett said he also believed his time to see a Goodhart show was short.

“And I sort of had a feeling, because of the overhead he must have had with all that spending on talent, he wasn’t going to be around long,” Barnett said. “Plus, he had The Sheik versus Abdullah the Butcher, and The Sheik was the main guy at the first card I ever saw, so I had to go.”

Barnett said that once he got to the hotel in Philadelphia, The Sheik was already there and came to him with an offer that was more like an order.

“He said he was going to follow me to the arena, and if I got him lost, he was going to cut me,” Barnett said, laughing.

The threat might not have been an idle one, however, because The Sheik was notorious in his heyday for taping razor blades to his fingers to use on fans who tried to attack him on his way to and from the ring.

They got to the arena with The Sheik riding in the same limousine that transported him in the 1970s pseudo-documentary I Like to Hurt People. Driving the car was The Sheik’s nephew, whom hardcore fans would soon come to know as Sabu and who was in the background of the wrestling scene.

Goodhart went into Tri-State with a fan’s enthusiasm for putting together quality shows, but without a clue as to the running of a wrestling company. Some of the big names would even inflate their asking prices when Goodhart called—at least according to the independent wrestling rumor mill—because they were all aware Goodhart did not know any better than to pay those inflated rates.

THE DOWNFALL OF TRI-STATE

Quickly, things fell apart for Goodhart and Tri-State Wrestling. With increasing frequency, Goodhart started promising stars who never appeared, running bloodier and bloodier shows, and getting into battles with his own talent. One involved Missy Hyatt, the blond bombshell who had made a name for herself as a bratty valet in the Von Erich family’s World Class and Bill Watts’ Universal Wrestling Federation in the 1980s. Goodhart and Missy had a shouting match at Tri-State’s May 4, 1991, show, over Goodhart making money by selling pictures of Hyatt at the show without her knowledge.

That May 4 show in Newark also included Gilbert, Abdullah, Bam Bam Bigelow, and Buddy Landel. Goodhart knew Funk was injured and would not be able to wrestle, but continued to advertise him anyway, for all the good it did him. The show drew about 300 fans.

A September 21, 1991, show in Philadelphia drew 1,500 fans, good for $27,900, or triple what WCW drew the last time it ran the same building, but the talent costs were starting to eat Tri-State alive, even though the show featured Sabu, who was rising up the independent ranks. Little-regarded local wrestler The Sandman was also a regular on the cards.

Backstage at Tri-State events, everyone called The Sandman Hak. Funk said he grew to have a lot of respect for the way Jim “The Sandman” Fullington reinvented himself as the “Hardcore Icon” down the road, but said “The Surfing Sandman” left a lot to be desired.

“Yeah, he damn near left me feeling like I’d been beached just watching his match,” Funk said, laughing.

In his early wrestling days, The Sandman was far from the dark-clad, chain-smoking, beer-drinking rebel he would become. Although The Sandman name later communicated the bloody concept of a man who would put you to sleep in violent fashion, it originally had a more literal connotation. The Sandman started out as a bleach-blond surfer, an apparent knockoff on Sting, at the time WCW’s top babyface. Like Sting, The Sandman entered the ring wearing bright tights, and lively guitar music served as his entrance theme. Ring announcers even introduced him as WCW’s did Sting, by saying, “This … is … The Sandman!”

And if his thick Philadelphia accent did not seem to jibe with his stated hometown of Venice Beach, California (same as Sting and Hulk Hogan), The Sandman was not deterred. He would ultimately reinvent himself as a blue-collar ass-kicker, who would become one of the area’s most popular performers among the hardcore fan base.

The September 21 show was a bloody affair, even by Philadelphia standards. It started in the opening match, a “last blood” battle royale, in which wrestlers were eliminated from the match by bleeding. The only match not to feature crimson was a technical showcase between Owen Hart and New Japan star Takayuki Iizuka.

As Tri-State was vying to stay afloat, another small company—Smoky Mountain Wrestling—held its first show about a month later. Smoky Mountain was the brainchild of Jim Cornette, who had made his mark in the business as a manager. Cornette’s approach, however, was the diametric opposite of Tri-State. Although the Philadelphia group aimed for hardcore fans and offered spectacle over storytelling, Smoky Mountain was reminiscent of an old-style territory, although it ended up being a favorite of the hardcores.

By November, Goodhart, problems and all, did not sound like a guy who was going to be out of business within a few months. Goodhart announced his lineup for a January 25, 1992, show, which he promised would feature some of the top stars in wrestling, including the stars of All Japan Pro Wrestling, one of Japan’s top promotions.

“When Goodhart announced that next show from the lineup, it sounded like an All Japan show,” Barnett said. “I knew it would never happen, but I remember thinking if it did, I would definitely make another trip to Philadelphia.”

As the wrestling business’ “dream match” series of Hulk Hogan–Ric Flair matches drew decent, but disappointing crowds, Goodhart also announced that the upcoming January 25 show would feature another dream match of sorts—71-year-old Buddy Rogers, wrestling’s original “Nature Boy” and one of the biggest-drawing heels of all time, would battle “Nature Boy” Buddy Landel, a talented regional star who never seemed to live up to his main-event potential, but remained a favorite of hardcore fans.

The show never happened, and Rogers only outlived Goodhart’s promotion by a few weeks. Goodhart also announced his intentions of running five shows in Florida within the space of a month, but they never happened either.

“They promoted that January 25 show right up to the weekend before,” said Ernie “Stately Wayne Manor” Santilli, a wrestling magazine columnist and minor wrestling personality. “The boys were still selling people tickets, but I don’t think they were scamming anyone. I don’t think they knew he was folding.”

Goodhart had made a fair amount of money in the insurance business. By the end of 1991, he had torn through just about all of it on the wrestling business. In addition to the cost of the events, Goodhart was also paying money to local sports talk station WIP 610 AM to let him host his weekly wrestling show.

The wrestling magazines had historically lived and died by their photography, but most were barred from WWF events. Goodhart’s Tri-State shows became a favorite of magazine photographers for the sheer amount of star power on display.

“Joel’s shows had more of a supercard atmosphere,” Manor said. “He’d bring in guys he thought were cool, but they weren’t all wise business moves. The magazine guys loved getting passes there. [Bill] Apter and [George] Napolitano could get great pictures with a million different guys, but everyone knew how expensive the fly-ins were. I mean, why fly in Austin Idol? He had tons of charisma, but he was a Southern star—he didn’t really mean anything in Philadelphia.”

Manor also said that Goodhart was missing out on an easy revenue stream by not videotaping the shows for sale later.

“I asked him why he wasn’t taping this stuff,” Manor said. “He said he was not allowed to, because it was part of the lease agreement, which sounded strange to me.”

In addition to making questionable business calls, Goodhart apparently started getting wrapped up in his own role in the wrestling world, according to some insiders. More than once, Goodhart was seen walking around backstage, shirtless and with a championship belt over his shoulder.

Although there was much a local wrestler could learn from the legends who came in for Tri-State shows, many of the regulars likely had their professional growth stunted by working for so long in an atmosphere where promos were low on the list of priorities.

“You had guys like J.T. Smith, who was a great hand in the ring, but he just never learned to talk there, because there was no mike time,” Manor said.

By the end of the year, the writing was on the wall. Tri-State had sold fans packages of season tickets, guaranteeing the most loyal ones the same seats. Fans who had bought these packages still had tickets when Goodhart went under. In the end, they would receive an average of 30 cents on the dollar.

Philadelphia fan John Bailey remembered hearing the news that Tri-State was calling it quits live on Goodhart’s weekly wrestling radio show. He made the announcement about a week before the planned January 25, 1992, show.

“That was also the last time he was doing the radio show, and he told all of the listeners he was done,” Bailey said. “I thought it took a lot of guts to do that.”

Manor said he saw that final broadcast as a moment of venting for the beleaguered promoter.

“Joel started getting kind of frustrated,” Manor said. “That last radio show he was shooting. He wasn’t pleased with the public for not supporting his promotion, and I really can’t blame him—he was out tens of thousands of dollars. He really meant well; he was sincere about putting something on that he as a fan would freak out for. It’s just that when you’re trying to promote, sometimes that just doesn’t work.”

Kevin Sullivan, one of the stars who came to Philadelphia for Goodhart’s shows, said Goodhart was an often-overlooked part of wrestling history.

“It all started with Joel,” Sullivan said. “I always liked him, thought he was a good kid. He must have had some kind of initiative to get started. He ran a good show.”

Sullivan said he seemed to vanish after the end of his Tri-State promotion.

“I never heard from him again after that last show. This is a hard business, and if it isn’t your full-time job, it’s especially difficult. I mean it’s a difficult business anyway, but to try to do it part-time is even harder.”

Barnett echoed Sullivan’s sentiments.

“I think he meant well, but he was also full of shit like every other wrestling promoter,” Barnett said. “You can’t make any money in wrestling if you’re not in it for any long term.”

As Goodhart petered out in early 1992, the person who picked up the pieces and tried to move on was Goodhart’s ring announcer—a man named Tod Gordon.



CHAPTER 2

EASTERN CHAMPIONSHIP WRESTLING

“We didn’t want to see it die.”

—BOB ARTESE, ECW RING ANNOUNCER

AS IT TURNED OUT, Goodhart had not been the only person throwing money into Tri-State, and Tod Gordon had been more than just the guy who introduced the wrestlers.

“Tod had been the ring announcer and silent partner,” Manor said. “Tod told me himself he was a partner.”

Apparently, Gordon was not eager to see his vision of local wrestling die.

Eastern Championship Wrestling was born in Gordon’s Philadelphia office, days after Goodhart folded Tri-State.

“Tod and I had been the ring announcers for Tri-State, and Tod was also one of the investors,” said Bob Artese, longtime ring announcer. “When Tri-State closed up shop, Tod and I kept our friendship going, and we both decided we didn’t want to see it die, so we met at Tod’s office, with Larry Winters and Steve Truitt, and we started ECW that day when we all decided to keep going.”

Winters, one of the Philadelphia-area wrestlers who was a mainstay of Goodhart’s, would become ECW’s first booker, while Truitt would handle the sound, his job with Tri-State. Gordon, the businessman of the group, would continue to be the moneyman and decision-maker.

THE NEW LEAGUE IN TOWN

Gordon’s vision was not quite as grandiose as Goodhart’s had been. Gordon’s promotion, christened Eastern Championship Wrestling, resembled a more traditional vision of an independent wrestling promotion—smaller arenas, mostly local wrestlers, with one or two big names brought in for each show. The origins were apparently too humble for the group to claim once it got “extreme;” ECW announcer Joey Styles, in later years, would make repeated references to ECW starting in 1993, not a year earlier.

Stately Wayne Manor said Gordon was much more discriminating about who he would bring into ECW than Goodhart had been. Sometimes, he was perhaps too picky.

“At one point, I was trying to bring in The Lightning Kid,” Manor said. “Tod said, ‘That skinny guy will never sell tickets.’”

At the time, Sean “The Lightning Kid” Waltman was the talk of the U.S. independent scene, coming off a high-flying series against fellow Minnesotan Jerry Lynn. He would go on to minor stardom as the 1-2-3 Kid in the WWF, before defecting to WCW in 1996. By 1998, he was X-Pac, a key member of the WWF’s “Attitude” era as part of the Degeneration X faction.

Generally, however, Gordon’s selectiveness was probably a key reason his company survived where Goodhart’s could not.

“I always saw Tod Gordon as a more thought-out version of Joel in terms of having a game plan for his promotion,” Manor said. “He wasn’t going to fall into the same traps.”

Early ECW shows in Philadelphia were held at Mike Schmidt’s Sports Bar, at Eighth and Market, where the atmosphere was radically different than in the large hall where Goodhart had run shows.

“The club only held about 250 people, and it was a tables-and-chairs setup instead of bleachers,” Artese said. “As ECW started getting a little bigger, we moved out of there.”

The first ECW champion was Jimmy “Superfly” Snuka, an aerial innovator whose best days were clearly behind him. The top tag-team was the Super Destroyers, crowned champions on June 23, 1992. Behind the masks were Doug Stall and A.J. Fritzoid. If those names don’t ring a bell, don’t worry—you’re not losing your memory. After losing the titles, they briefly feuded with each other and then vanished from the wrestling world.

Longtime wrestling magazine writer Bill Apter said the early days of Eastern Championship Wrestling had obvious influences.

“When Gordon took over, there was a little injection of [1970s and 1980s NWA promoter Jim] Crockett, before ECW became this sort of ‘Can you top this?’ extreme promotion,” Apter said.

As Gordon got the company rolling, Ernie Santilli contacted Gordon about Stately Wayne Manor becoming a manager in ECW. Gordon was not interested, but he had a counteroffer for Manor.

“I knew Tod was using a bunch of [Tri-State] guys: Rockin’ Rebel, Johnny Hotbody, Tony Stetson, who were all decent quality independent guys, a lot of guys I felt like I could work with,” Manor said. “Gordon told me there were no spots to be manager, but ECW was going to start on TV, and how would I like to do color commentary? When I got there, there were already really too many managers. This guy might be a manager because he does photography, and that guy might get to be a manager because he helped with something else behind the scenes. I felt some of them weren’t managers who really had any business being managers, which was pretty common among independent promotions.”

ECW’s first television announcer was Dick Graham, an announcing veteran who had called matches with the WWF broadcast crew when the Philadelphia cable network Prism broadcasted Philadelphia Spectrum cards.

Graham, who did not seem to know what to make of the ECW product and only lasted a few weeks, was replaced by former Pro Wrestling Illustrated writer Bob Smith, who left after a short stint as well.

Another short-lived commentator was Stevie Wonderful, who had worked on the lower half of ECW cards, before Gordon tapped him to try his hand at color commentary. Only a few weeks into his stint, however, he was apparently fired on the air. Paul Heyman, in his “Paul E. Dangerously” persona, joined Wonderful at the announcer’s position and invited him to “go to the back and let a professional show you how it’s done.”

And that was the last ECW fans saw or heard of Stevie Wonderful, who had also worked backstage, helping to coordinate events by doing grunt-level logistics. According to ECW insiders from that period, he had even turned down a job working in a similar capacity in WCW in order to remain loyal to ECW.

The game of musical chairs centered around the announcer booth would continue for more than a year before the June 1993 arrival of a Pro Wrestling Illustrated intern named Joseph Bonsignore, who would become better known as Joey Styles. Styles would ultimately play a huge role in ECW’s acceptance among hardcore fans with his enthusiasm, his seeming knowledge of every hold and maneuver, his sprinkling of insider terms and humor, and his turning a horrified “Oh my God!” into a catchphrase.

Although ECW seemed to be on firm footing with Gordon’s business sense and the initial run of shows, it was evident to those behind the scenes that Gordon was not exactly a student of the wrestling business.

“No, I didn’t get the impression he was one of the guys who was trading for Japanese tapes,” Manor said, laughing. “We had a guy do a leg lariat, and I called it, and Gordon just marked out on it.”

Gordon also lacked some understanding as to how to deal with wrestling’s veterans.

“I also think he was a little naïve as to how the business as a whole went,” Manor said. “Tod wanted to book and not be very predictable, so he would have Terry Taylor fly in and put Tony Stetson over. Well, that was unpredictable, but it doesn’t earn you a lot of points with the fly-in crew. I mean you don’t fly Steve ‘Dr. Death’ Williams in and say, ‘Doc, we’re gonna have you do a job (wrestling lingo for taking a fall and losing the match) for the Mulkeys.’”

CHAOS REINS IN THE WRESTLING WORLD

As ECW began its existence, the wrestling world was in a state of upheaval. By late 1992, the federal government was investigating claims of steroid distribution within the WWF. Company owner Vince McMahon was looking at the possibility of federal charges. As this was going on, the most pumped-up physiques in the company started to vanish. By the end of 1992, musclemen Hulk Hogan, Davey Boy Smith, Sid Justice (better known as Sid Vicious in WCW), and the Ultimate Warrior were all out of the WWF. Replacing them in main events were the smaller Bret Hart and Shawn Michaels, among others. Hart and Michaels provided more fast-paced athletic action than what WWF fans were used to, but crowds shrank as did the muscle mass of the top wrestlers in the company.

In WCW, Bill Watts had taken over the post once held by Herd, after a brief stint by executive K. Allen Frey. Watts had not watched wrestling in the five years since he had sold the Universal Wrestling Federation and quickly found himself hamstrung by corporate politics, which left him unable to run the company without interference. In both the WWF and WCW, crowds were dwindling to embarrassing lows.

But this wrestling recession was not worldwide. In Japan, more than a dozen companies were thriving, led by the straight wrestling of All Japan Pro Wrestling and the spectacular performances in New Japan Pro Wrestling.

Also in Japan, a new phenomenon was underway, which had its roots in an incident more than a decade earlier when young Japanese star Atsushi Onita shattered his knee in 1983—not in a match, but in jumping out of the ring after his win. All Japan Pro Wrestling owner Shohei “Giant” Baba had been grooming Onita to become a bigger star, but Baba let Onita go after the injury.

Onita had spent some time with wrestling legend Terry Funk, who got Onita and Masa Fuchi work in the Memphis wrestling territory. Until McMahon took the WWF national in the 1980s, the wrestling industry in the United States comprised dozens of regional circuits, each with its own distinctive flavor. The flavor in Memphis was wild—shows in the territory frequently contained gimmick matches and fast-paced brawls. Onita himself, along with Fuchi, had been in a match in Tupelo, Mississippi, against Ricky Morton and Eddie Gilbert that ended with the two teams brawling all over the arena and ultimately pelting each other with whatever they could get their hands on. The match became known as the second “Tupelo Concession Stand Brawl,” because the four men ended up covered in blood and condiments.

Onita remembered how hot the Southern crowds had been when he created his own wrestling company, Frontier Martial-Arts Wrestling, in 1990. Many of FMW’s shows, particularly the major ones, featured barbed wire, fire, explosives, or some combination thereof. But the major drawing point appeared to be the uniquely charismatic Onita, and on September 19, 1992, 30,000 people came to Kawasaki Stadium to see Onita take on Tiger Jeet Singh in a barbed wire–landmine match. Also on the card was a young man who was making a big name for himself in the States as a high-flying daredevil and who was doing things in the ring no one had ever seen before. His name was Terry Brunk, but wrestling fans knew him as Sabu, and his suicidal flying made him a rare case—a guy who was becoming a huge star in independent wrestling, despite having no “name” from being a WWF or WCW star.

INDEPENDENT AND LOVING IT

As for ECW itself, it plunked along, using veterans like Jimmy Snuka and Don Muraco, as well as inexperienced locals, such as The Sandman. ECW was drawing crowds that generally ranged from 200 to 500 people, fairly typical for an independent group, but nothing to suggest that one of the most influential wrestling entities of a generation was in its infancy.

Snuka started off in ECW as a babyface, playing off his WWF fame, but turned heel—or bad guy—attacking and laying out Gordon in the process. Stately Wayne Manor, who was conducting the interview in which the attack occurred, said he was encouraged to forego the speaking part he had planned.

“Snuka was going to go to the top for his big splash onto Tod, and he turned to me and snarled, ‘You’d better get out of the ring,’” Manor said. “I didn’t know if he was serious or just saying it for the audience’s benefit, but then he said it again louder. Who was I to argue?”

Manor said it was around that time that he noticed a change in Gordon, who was transforming from a man who only wanted to promote a small viable wrestling company into a man who was using his promotion as a vehicle to get himself over.

“Right toward the end of my tenure there, Tod was getting more involved in his own appearances before each show,” Manor said. “He had started out not being swallowed by that star mentality, but he turned into every other wrestling promoter, who had to be a star on his own show. I would joke that ‘ECW’ stood for ‘Ego Case Wrestling.’”

FOR FANS ONLY

Many ECW fans would likely not recognize John Bailey without the straw hat he wore as he sat in the front row of nearly every ECW Arena show.

Bailey’s days as a fan date back to the WWF shows in the Philadelphia Spectrum of the mid-1980s. He was a regular at Joel Goodhart’s events and started attending ECW shows even before the company landed in New Alahambra, the hall that would become known as the ECW Arena.

“Tod’s early shows didn’t rely as much on big names as the Joel Goodhart shows had,” Bailey said. “Tod had his local regulars, like the Super Destroyers, J.T. Smith, and Tony Stetson. He’d bring in a big name every now and then, but it felt like the place was magical then, like everything just worked.”

Bailey said the fan base’s number might have been limited, but those who became regulars came to see themselves as part of the show. That was a trait that never seemed to change throughout ECW’s nine-year life, particularly at the ECW Arena.

“The fans were just as important as the wrestlers,” Bailey said. “There was this great feeling at those shows, like it was a family reunion that was held once a month.”

After attending his first ECW shows as a paying customer, Bailey ended up making a deal with Tod Gordon that continued under Paul Heyman in later years. ECW put Bailey to work, and Bailey would never pay for his front-and-center seat again.

“Bob Artese was doing the ring announcing the first or second time I went to an ECW show, and he said he’d talk to Tod, see what they could do,” Bailey said.

Bailey and his brother would set up chairs around the ring, in exchange for comped tickets on the front row.

“And so, for seven years, I did that,” he said. “Also, I started taking tickets at the side door, but that was later, about a year or so.”

Bailey became a front-row fixture and a visible, vocal part of ECW’s shows for the life of the promotion. He said he never thought about what to shout, or whom to shout at beforehand. He also became a favorite target for many of ECW’s heels over the years.

“I would just shout out whatever popped into my mind,” he said. “They knew they could shove at me a little bit, spit at me. So many people were sue-happy, but I went along with anything. They knew they could get the crowd going that way, and they knew they could get away with it.”



CHAPTER 3

HOT STUFF

“Eddie Gilbert was my brother.”

—TOD GORDON AT THE NWA 50TH
ANNIVERSARY BANQUET IN 1998

LARRY WINTERS’ BOOKING OF ECW’S EARLIEST SHOWS was perfectly competent, but his “old-school” attitude contrasted sharply with Gordon’s radical ideas, and Gordon ultimately made the call to replace him with someone new.

“Larry really got phased out with Tod taking over, because he started booking a little and got pretty good at it quickly,” Bob Artese said. “Then Tod got to the point where he realized he needed someone who really had some contacts and know-how, and that’s when he brought in Eddie Gilbert.”

As ECW entered its second year, the turmoil gripping the rest of the U.S. wrestling scene remained. In January, Bill Watts fired Paul Heyman from WCW. Watts accused Heyman of falsifying expense reports, but Heyman told Charleston, South Carolina’s The Post and Courier that the firing had more to do with him refusing to renegotiate his six-figure contract. Heyman’s stock had seemingly plummeted since his return alongside Rick Rude. Within a month, Watts himself would be gone from WCW.

As for ECW, the company had not exactly been making waves. For all of the buzz ECW was generating in the northeastern U.S. independent scene, it was a promotion that averaged less than a show every two weeks during its first year. ECW was not a significant entity in the wrestling world—it was a local group that barely registered in a business sense.

ECW kicked off 1993 with one of the bigger crowds in its history, 670 fans, for Battle of the Belts, a show pitting ECW stars against wrestlers with area promoter Dennis Coraluzzo’s World Wrestling Association.

The union’s announcement surprised many of those who knew both men and knew of their enmity for one another. Coraluzzo’s problems with Gordon predated ECW altogether. Originally, Coraluzzo’s heat was with Joel Goodhart in the Tri-State Wrestling days. While Goodhart was running his infrequent “supershows,” Coraluzzo and Larry Sharpe (area wrestler/trainer/promoter whose pupils included Bam Bam Bigelow) ran more consistent shows, but on a smaller scale.

“When it came to the proverbial bottom line, Dennis and Larry ran shows to turn a profit,” Stately Wayne Manor said. “Unlike Joel Goodhart, they weren’t running events to showcase how many famous people they could bring in.”

For his part, Sharpe prided himself on running clean shows, carried a great deal of respect within the wrestling business, and wanted nothing to do with the burgeoning pissing match between Gordon and Coraluzzo.

When Gordon’s ECW picked up some of the pieces of Tri-State, the tension with Coraluzzo seemed to transfer from Goodhart to Gordon, and they battled over dates and some wrestlers.

“I suspect they both wanted to be the king of the hill in Philadelphia,” Manor said. “They had some healthy ego battles, but it was all really kind of silly.”

Manor was one of the few people who worked for both men at the same time. He said the two men had approaches that were as different as night and day.

“There was a weird dichotomy between Tod and Dennis,” Manor said. “Tod was more the polite businessman, and he was pretty low key. Dennis was the stereotypical, emotional Italian guy, and that’s not a knock, because I’m one of them, too. Dennis was more animated backstage.”

Coraluzzo was able to co-exist with Goodhart though, because each ran shows using his own crew with few intermingling. Gordon’s feud with Coraluzzo seemed more personal and seemed to grow even as the two sides began in 1993, taking steps toward copromoting an event.

One of the lowlights of the show was the unadvertised appearance of Kerry “Von Erich” Adkisson. Von Erich had been one of the biggest wrestling stars of the early 1980s, either with his brothers against the Freebirds or alone and facing NWA world champion Ric Flair. By 1993, his family’s promotion was finished, and his drug use had made him almost impossible to employ in the wrestling business even though he was well liked.

Was Adkisson under the influence on January 23, 1993, the night of Battle of the Belts? Who could say? What people in the locker room that night do remember is Adkisson was manager Woman’s “secret” weapon against “Wildman” Sal Bellomo, an opening-match guy in the WWF a decade earlier, who had found a new lease on life in ECW.

To maximize the surprise factor, Adkisson was to wear a mask to the ring, so that his unveiling would elicit a shocked reaction from the crowd. Adkisson knew the plan, so it was a surprise when he prepared to walk out for his match, wearing a ring jacket with “Kerry” emblazoned on the back.

Someone backstage caught him before he headed down the aisle and got him to take off the jacket. Adkisson walked a few steps toward the ramp before he turned around, grabbed the jacket—as if he realized he had forgotten to wear it, and put it back on, apparently completely forgetting both the booking plan and his earlier removal of it.

Needless to say, Adkisson’s mask was not enough to leave the fans questioning whom they were seeing. Sadly, Adkisson’s surprise-ruining entrance was more memorable than the match that followed. Even more sadly, the match would be Adkisson’s last. The onetime top star in wrestling had been on probation for drug possession and was on the verge of having that probation revoked after getting caught with drugs again. On February 18, 1993, days before his scheduled probation-revocation hearing, Adkisson borrowed a pistol from his dad (legendary wrestler Fritz Von Erich), went out into the woods near his dad’s home, and shot himself in the chest.

Another troubled young wrestler made his first appearance on an ECW show that night. Like Kerry Von Erich, “Hot Stuff” Eddie Gilbert was a second-generation wrestler. Gilbert had been a mainstay on the independent wrestling circuit since his departure from WCW in 1989. Carrying on a feud that had made its rounds in independent wrestling promotions, Gilbert battled Terry Funk that night.

As he did when he was making his Goodhart appearances, Funk flew across the country to appear at the Philadelphia show. At that point, Funk was spending most of his time in California, trying to earn his status as a member of the Screen Actors Guild. Funk said he saw a huge difference between the fledgling promotion and Goodhart’s Tri-State group.

“When I first went into that area, I knew Tri-State wasn’t anything that was going to last,” Funk said. “That was just a guy trying to put good matches together from the past. When Eddie Gilbert went into the ECW situation, that was a matter of a bunch of guys nobody knew, who weren’t very damn good. Zero experience, and if they did have experience, it was from God only knows where. And a lot of those guys ended up reinventing themselves and doing pretty well for themselves, so the talent might have been there, but it sure wasn’t showing that particular night. It just seemed like some conglomerate show, where Joe and Fred came in off the street and said they wanted to wrestle, so they got put into the ring. I mean somebody booked the damn thing, but no one was claiming credit for it. Hell, I’d like to know myself, who booked that show.”

Gilbert had been a key player for Coraluzzo, and his defection to Gordon’s Eastern Championship Wrestling group after that show only added to the hard feelings between the two promoters.

Gilbert got some notice for his creativity in booking Bill Watts’ UWF group in 1987 and Alabama’s Continental Wrestling promotion a year later. Already known for his keen booking sense and volatile personality, in 1991 he made his mark on Philadelphia’s hardcore fan base in a memorable feud with Cactus Jack that was one of the high points of Joel Goodhart’s Tri-State Wrestling Alliance. The booker was the person who decided who wrestled whom and who won and lost.

Bob Barnett, who became friends with Gilbert after conducting a videotaped shoot interview with him, said he thought Gilbert’s chances of making a go at it with ECW were better than the more grandiose Goodhart’s had been, particularly with Gordon to rein in some of his wilder ideas.

“I didn’t think Eddie would book it like Goodhart did,” Barnett said. “Eddie was a great guy, but as a booker, he did need someone to control him.”

Gilbert would soon be booking ECW, whose style soon started to resemble that of Memphis wrestling, on which Gilbert had been raised.

THE NEXT PHASE OF ECW

ECW moved into the bigger time with its first television show on March 12, 1993. Jimmy Snuka won a tournament for the vacant ECW TV title at a show in Radnor, Pennsylvania. By April 1993, ECW was running weekly TV shows on Sports Channel Philadelphia, but was still not setting attendance records—the TV title tournament show drew 250 fans.

Under Gilbert, ECW showcased tight booking and a greater emphasis on continuing storylines.

“Eddie booked himself in main events, but he didn’t hog the show,” fan John Bailey said.

Gilbert made a lot of personnel changes in short order, both in the ring and behind the scenes.

“People showed up [for the show], thinking they were still part of ECW, but they weren’t,” Manor said. “Not anymore.”

Making it worse was the weather—many of the wrestlers had fought through a blizzard to get to the arena only to find they were not on the schedule.

Gilbert, who idolized Jerry Lawler in Memphis, crowned himself “King of Philadelphia” and brought in family and former associates to bolster the ranks of ECW.

“It was pretty apparent Gilbert saw ECW as his opportunity to turn Philadelphia into Memphis North with himself as Lawler,” Manor said.

In the ring, Gilbert reprised one of his seemingly favorite tricks—a heel stable he led as “Hot Stuff International.” This incarnation included Snuka and “Magnificent” Don Muraco, another WWF star of days gone by. Another member was “The Dark Patriot,” a masked wrestler who was created to be the nemesis of The Patriot, the lead babyface in the Global Wrestling Federation. (Global had started in 1990, amid ostentatious claims of a $25 million backer from Nigeria, but turned out to be little more than a Texas indie group that inherited a TV slot on ESPN. In fairness, Global did expose fans nationwide to some very talented pro wrestlers, in particular Jerry Lynn and Sean “The Lightning Kid” Waltman.) Behind the mask was Doug Gilbert, Eddie’s brother.

ENTER PAUL HEYMAN

Secure in his power as booker, top heel, and “King of Philadelphia,” Gilbert brought in a longtime friend to help out behind the scenes and work as a ringside manager.

Shortly thereafter, Hot Stuff International also came to include Paul “Paul E. Dangerously” Heyman as his manager.

Heyman had spent a couple of months on the periphery of the wrestling world after being fired by WCW head Bill Watts in 1993. Heyman’s tenure at WCW had been anything but smooth. In late 1991 he was indefinitely suspended by WCW executive vice president Jim Herd. Heyman, a manager in WCW, was accused of leaking plans for a match between WCW champion Lex Luger and United States Wrestling Association champion Jerry Lawler. However, by mid-October, wile Heyman was threatening WCW with legal action, he ended up making a splash with his return at the Halloween Havoc pay-per-view on October 27, 1991, when he debuted as the manager of newcomer “Ravishing” Rick Rude. Rude had been a top heel for the WWF for the past few years before leaving in a pay dispute.

While Heyman worked as an on-air personality for ECW, he was working behind the scenes in another endeavor. Jim Crockett, who inherited the Mid-Atlantic territory in the 1970s and led the main opposition to Vince McMahon’s WWF expansion in the 1980s, had sold his promotion to Turner Broadcasting System in 1988. Crockett’s group had held the NWA name that once represented a coalition of promoters worldwide and offered a more serious wrestling product as counterprogramming to the WWF. Through a combination of his own ineptness, the booking of Dusty Rhodes (who was a short-term success, but was rehashing tired ideas by the end of his booking stint), and the vicious tactics of McMahon, Crockett found himself going out of business. However, TBS valued wrestling as cheap programming that delivered ratings, and Crockett was able to sell to the network itself. Part of the deal included a no-compete clause. As that clause was expiring in 1993, Crockett was readying his return to the wrestling business with a venture called the World Wrestling Network.

The network was to feature Road Warrior Hawk, Jake “The Snake” Roberts, and other big names not locked up by WCW or the WWF. It was also to feature the booking of Heyman. However, the group kept postponing its TV tapings and shows, and Heyman’s side-gig of ECW was seemingly becoming the steadier workplace.

Before Crockett had contacted him, Heyman had been planning on getting out of wrestling entirely. After his bitter departure from WCW in January 1993, Heyman was negotiating to become a radio personality in New York. He was apparently so determined to leave wrestling that he turned down an offer from McMahon to work in the WWF.

Crockett’s offer was apparently too much for Heyman to resist, however, because it included the chance to do something Heyman had always wanted, but had never gotten to do—be the booker. So he waited for Crockett’s call and bided his time in ECW.

AT HOME IN PHILLY

On May 14, 1993, Mike “Hawk” Hegstrand also debuted for ECW at Viking Hall, the bingo hall that had already become known as the ECW Arena. He had been one half of The Road Warriors, one of the top tag teams of the 1980s, but with his partner Joe “Animal” Laurinatus out of commission with a back injury, Hawk was balancing his time between U.S. independents and Japan, where he teamed with Kensuke Sasaki as “The Hell Raisers.”

That same night might have seen the birth of the “Holy shit!” chant that would become a staple of ECW crowds for years to come. It came during a match between The Dark Patriot and J.T. Smith when the two brawled from the ring to the TV platform. The Dark Patriot hit Smith, knocking him 15 feet onto the floor. The masked man then dove onto Smith, leaving both men splattered on the arena floor. As spectacular a stunt as this was, it was just a precursor of things to come.

The Memphis influence was growing in ECW when Gilbert brought in Kevin Lawler, son of Jerry “The King,” to work as referee Kevin Christian and also to work in the office.

ECW, now armed with the intent to run regular house shows in the Philadelphia area, had a better sense of direction than it had in its short life to this point, but the rest of the American wrestling scene remained in disarray. Here’s a snapshot, to give you an idea of the sorry state of the business. In May 1993, three independent wrestling shows in Texas drew 11, 12, and 18 fans respectively. In the WWF, a noticeably less monstrous Hulk Hogan had toppled Yokozuna to regain the WWF title in what would be his last run for a decade, as the WWF grasped at straws, trying to find something that would draw fans. Before long, the company would fail miserably at attempting to recreate Hogan by turning muscleman Lex Luger into an “All-American hero,” even as McMahon prepared to go to trial on charges of steroid distribution. WCW, with all of the might of Turner Broadcasting that should have been at its disposal, was drawing so poorly that ECW’s June 19, 1993, show brought in more money than WCW’s last show in the Philadelphia area. WCW’s next big venture was to hold 12 weeks’ worth of TV tapings in a single weekend at Disney World in Florida.

ECW’s top feud was between Gilbert and Terry Funk, who performed for ECW in between his tours of Japan, where the 28-year veteran and former world champion had reinvented himself for what seemed like the umpteenth time into an aging gunslinger known as The Hardcore Legend. Funk’s exploding ring match with Atsushi Onita drew 41,000 people to Kawasaki Stadium. On a June 1993 show, Gilbert beat Funk in the match that resulted in Gilbert being crowned King of Philadelphia. The same show got Gordon and company into some hot water, as valet Angel was stripped topless in the ring during a brawl. Gordon insisted to reporters, the public, and state athletic commissioners, who were less than pleased with the revealing development, that he did not know the flash of nudity was coming and that it was inadvertent. Just about no one believed him. Whatever pleas he made must have worked, because ECW kept going and stayed in the ECW Arena.

And Gilbert became even more involved, becoming 49 percent owner by July 1993. He ran an angle where he confronted Philadelphia Eagles player Ron Jaworski, but nothing came of it.

Meanwhile, Crockett’s WWN venture was off to a rocky start, as a planned TV taping in Killeen, Texas, turned into a live event, but not filmed. The relationship between Heyman and Jim Crockett was about to have a major impact on ECW.

SHANE

Perhaps the most important debut was that of Shane Douglas on an August 8, 1993, TV taping. Troy “Shane Douglas” Martin, a longtime babyface, became a solid heel, associating himself with Hot Stuff International. Not yet “The Franchise,” Douglas became “Fabulous” Shane Douglas, yet another rehash of the Memphis scene. (“Fabulous” Jackie Fargo was the city’s all-time wrestling hero before Jerry “The King” Lawler.)

Douglas was a handsome blonde athlete with a world of potential that had never been tapped. His most recent stint, teaming with Ricky Steamboat in WCW, had left him disillusioned about the wrestling business.

“At that point, I was ready to quit, I was so disenfranchised, no pun intended,” Douglas said.

Douglas had gotten injured, and WCW had put Steamboat and him under masks, as a gimmick, but then put other wrestlers under the mask in Douglas’ spot while he was out.

“The problem was my physique wasn’t anything like Tom Zenk’s or Brad Armstrong’s,” Douglas said. “And being the consummate professional he was, Steamboat would make sure the fans saw under his mask, after each match, so they’d know it was him, but his partner couldn’t unmask, because then the fans would know it wasn’t me. It made WCW look bad to pull something like that, but it also made me look bad, like I was a party to it.”

Douglas quit WCW and was planning on staying out of wrestling altogether, deciding instead to make a living teaching.

“I’d been in it for seven or eight years, and it seemed like the more I was in the business, the more I disliked it,” Douglas said. “I finally just said, ‘You know what? You can have this business of backstabbing and bullshit.’”

And then Gilbert started calling. In 1987, Gilbert had given Douglas his first big break, when Gilbert was booking the Universal Wrestling Federation, just before Bill Watts sold the company to Crockett Promotions. A year later, Gilbert brought Douglas into Continental, the Alabama promotion where Gilbert also worked extensively with Heyman.

“I wasn’t even returning calls from people in wrestling, but anytime Eddie called, I took the call,” Douglas said. “But I had convinced myself I didn’t want to wrestle anymore, so every time he called, I would just say, ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’ He kept calling back, offering more money each time. I said it wasn’t about the money.”

When Gilbert called and offered Douglas a spot as a top heel in ECW, Douglas became interested, seeing it as a chance to learn how to handle the other side of the performance end of wrestling.

“I figured, ‘Fuck it, I’ll go in, have some fun, and maybe learn something along the way,’” Douglas said. “I thought that was a bold idea Eddie had, because heels didn’t look like me—young, fresh-faced, blonde hair and blue eyes.”

Douglas said that working as a heel was indeed a learning experience for him. Among other things, he had to learn to call the match in the ring (which means he had to whisper the clues to his opponent to dictate what happened in a match and to determine the pace), a responsibility he’d never had before.

“I was really fortunate to be working with Terry Funk at that point, because he was able to fill in the blanks for me,” Douglas said. “I ended up learning a tremendous amount.”
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