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			“An incredible, entertaining and insightful story of one of the most important—and also underappreciated—promoters in wrestling history. A must-read for any wrestling fan, promoter, executive or any of the boys looking to laugh and learn.”

			—Alfred Boima Konuwa III, Forbes

			“Sean Oliver has consistently found ways to add intrigue and light to the business of professional wrestling. A masterful storyteller, he and Tod Gordon have crafted a must-read story here detailing the colorful history of ECW.”

			—Justin Barrasso, Sports Illustrated

			“Tod is God is the true, raw and unvarnished journey of an extreme influencer who changed the entire trajectory of the professional wrestling industry.  The letters ECW never cease to fascinate fans and Tod Gordon finally reveals all the inner workings and machinations that came with the creation, rise and fall of the most influential wrestling company of the 1990s. Tod’s deep diving, introspective autobiography brings you inside the greatest achievements and frustrations that come hand in hand with an unparalleled, chaotic ride into the upside down of pro wrestling and beyond.”

			—Mike Johnson, PWInsider

			“ECW was figuratively (and occasionally literally) the match and accelerant that took the wrestling business from being a niche product to a staple of broadcast and cable television. Without Tod Gordon, there never would have been a WWF Attitude Era. He ended up changing an entire industry.”

			—Dave Scherer, PWInsider

			“If there was ever such a thing as an honest promoter, it was Tod.”

			—Bill Alfonso, referee/manager

			“Tod is God…He always had the boys’ backs, even if he didn’t always agree with us.”

			—Pitbull Gary Wolf

			“If Tod hadn’t sacrificed his own personal wealth to start a promotion, God knows how many careers might’ve been lost or might not have been discovered.”

			—Blue Meanie

			“That man put his life on the line in the beginning of ECW, let alone his money, his job, and his family, and set that thing off. I don’t think a lot of people realize what he did to get that rolling.”

			—John Finnegan, referee

			“There wouldn’t be a Sandman if there wasn’t a Tod.”
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Foreword
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			ECW certainly made its mark. It was a necessary thing for the athletes in the business at that time. They needed a place to establish themselves, create themselves. And that’s what ECW was. It was a very creative place.

			I was attracted to ECW because of the challenge. I was bound and determined that we would not fail as a group of individuals. It was a challenge for us, and for Tod Gordon too. It was a rough row to hoe, but I stuck with them and would like to think I gave them a rub, as it was my intention to do so while also putting a little scratch on Vince McMahon’s arm. I did whatever I could to agitate that asshole up north.

			I was very proud of all the people in ECW. They wanted to do something, to be a part of something, and Vince damn sure wasn’t going to let them in WWE. They had only one choice, so I gave myself one choice also—to help make ECW. Eventually, Vince got a whiff of ECW, and he didn’t like it at all. We went in other directions, and he had no choice but to accept us as a pain in the ass.

			I look back at my time in ECW fondly. It was a marvelous time, and Tod was the one who stepped out onto that diving board and jumped right into the deep end—the one guy who could compete with Vince McMahon.

			—Terry Funk
Nine-time Hall of Famer and 
Multi-time World Heavyweight Champion
July 2022





Introduction

			I was warned.

			It happened at the Philadelphia Airport Marriott in 1993, just before the explosive grassroots surge in popularity of my independent wrestling company.

			I had no idea I would be meeting the world heavyweight champion when I woke up that day. In the early ’90s, Ric Flair was the most recognizable name in wrestling, maybe second only to fellow bleached-blond megastar Hulk Hogan. Flair had held world titles more than ten times by then, having worked in a pro wrestling ring with just about every living legend of the sport. He’d toured the globe as the NWA world champion, facing top talent in every promotion under the sun, and was a top draw himself. This was at a time when world titles were reserved for the few elite wrestlers who could represent the business well and do huge box office. In all ways, Ric Flair represented the legitimate pro wrestling world.

			I, in sharp contrast to Ric Flair in every way, was barely in the business.

			I did own a wrestling federation, though that by itself was not sufficient grounds to share space with Flair—independent wrestling companies had popped up all over the country, each run with varying degrees of competency and professionalism. That’s putting it mildly; most were a shit show.

			Eastern Championship Wrestling, the company I’d recently started, was, at its heart, a regional independent promotion. But we began to pull away from the pack, garnering television coverage on SportsChannel Philadelphia and eventually SportsChannel America and popping up on all strange ends of the TV dial, literally. Remember UHF? It was for stuff like this and Bulgarian cooking shows. If you made it through Anastasiya baking strudel at midnight, you could catch Johnny Hotbody battling Jimmy Snuka at one in the morning.

			Having TV distribution, any TV at all, is the single most important ingredient in keeping a wrestling federation afloat. The boys—wrestling parlance for the talent, also called “workers”—were far more willing to stay loyal to a company giving them televised exposure. It added an element of cachet to both the product and the individual workers in the ring.

			From the promoter’s standpoint, it allowed wrestling storylines to continue on a weekly basis. You could draw out more intricate feuds over time, advancing the intrigue weekly as opposed to having to tie everything up with a neat bow on top by the end of each monthly show. Television was what distinguished a wrestling promotion from a gaggle of day workers flipping each other in VFW halls before the locals. As limited as our broadcasts may have been, we had TV, baby. You could count the number of promotions that could say that in 1993 on one hand.

			On this particular day, I was invited to lunch with Kevin Sullivan and his wife, Nancy. They were both ring veterans who’d come to do some shots for my company, Eastern Championship Wrestling. I knew Kevin couldn’t stay—he was heading back to World Championship Wrestling (WCW), one of the two remaining major national federations at the time, and would eventually be given a spot on their booking team. Bookers are the writers and decision makers for wrestling shows; they’re a crucial part of any wrestling company’s office, as they make decisions like who wins, loses, and becomes champion. But they’re even more important for big-time televised companies because they control everything that airs on the shows. In addition to fan reactions, TV ratings are their real barometer. It’s a big job.

			Besides being known as a booker, the short and stocky Sullivan was also a high-profile wrestler. He’d perfected an evil in-ring persona, conjuring references to the occult and black magic, with the statuesque and stunning Nancy at his side playing a character known simply as Woman. They’d done some work for me and, before heading back to WCW, Kevin asked me to have a bite with them at the Marriott. I was only too happy to oblige. Despite my owning ECW, there was still a wrestling fan living inside me.

			I was open to picking Sullivan’s brain, as the future direction of my company was a tad unclear. I’d recently lost my booker Eddie Gilbert for reasons I’ll go into later, and I’d just asked his friend Paul Heyman to stay on board and help me with the creative decisions. Heyman, known to all as “Paul E” in reference to his WCW persona as manager Paul E. Dangerously, was a talented young man. He was great on the microphone, with a wit so sharp and an inherent knowledge of the business and how it all worked. The talent seemed to like him and, more importantly, I was finding we had a lot in common.

			For starters, Paul was a fellow Jew. His mother, Sulamita, was a Holocaust survivor at Auschwitz—a fact that endeared her to my own mother when she came to know her. We had identical senses of humor, likely fostered by similar ethnic, big-city upbringings—me in Philly and Paul in New York. Well, Scarsdale, but close enough. I didn’t know him that well at the time, but he’d offered to help me out in Eddie’s absence and was doing a great job at his primary duty—keeping talent away from me so I could run the company.

			Paul and I started sharing creative ideas, and soon enough we were seen as the one-two punch in Philly’s fledgling, independent alternative to the sleepy WWE and moribund WCW. We were soon making waves, building a reputation among veteran, world-famous talent and getting some ink in the wrestling newsletters, known in locker rooms as the “dirt sheets.”

			Kevin Sullivan no doubt saw the potential in ECW, and I suspected that’s what this lunch was about. Wrestlers are opportunists—creatures wired to position themselves for survival in an unfriendly and perilous habitat. I knew my company was different from the others, and I knew Kevin knew it too.

			I entered the Marriott at the appointed time and sat with Kevin and Nancy for lunch. After a few minutes of conversation, I saw “Nature Boy” Ric Flair step off the lobby elevator and head toward our table. This was historic. Prior to my starting Eastern Championship Wrestling, I would’ve only been able to meet Flair as a fan. But now I was here to dine with Kevin Sullivan, a major creative player for the very federation Flair sat atop. I’d hopefully be introduced as a company owner, and there was a chance Flair had even heard of us. Maybe he’d even seen the product after closing the bars last night and turning on the hotel TV at 4:00 a.m. Perhaps he was flipping around the deep channels hoping for free porn and instead found Don Muraco winning our heavyweight title.

			Flair’s blond locks bounced as he strutted across the lobby, enrapturing all in his sphere. Ric Flair had that effect on a room. Hell, an arena.

			“Hey, Devil,” Flair called as he approached our table. It was the first and only time I’d heard Kevin referred to as such. The world champion got to our table, and the first thing Kevin did was make the introduction.

			“Ric, this is Tod Gordon,” he said. “I told you about ECW.”

			Before I could extend my hand and begin talks about why Ric needed to add the Eastern Championship Wrestling heavyweight title to his list of belts, he looked down at me.

			“Brother,” Ric started, “your piece-of-shit partner Paul is a fucking pathological liar.”

			I was too flabbergasted to protest that Paul wasn’t really a partner. It was my company, and he was helping me book. I wasn’t even paying him; he just showed up with his friend Eddie Gilbert one night and kept coming down to shows, even after Eddie was gone. I didn’t know what had happened between Ric and Paul. They obviously knew each other while working at WCW together, but the source of this heat was unknown to me.

			This was Ric Fucking Flair, royalty in the business, and he’d just officially given the thumbs-down vote on my new choice of booker.

			Eh. What the hell did he know?





Chapter 1

			Business

			“Don’t cheat anybody. Don’t lie.”

			This was the only explicit business advice my father, Charles Gordon, ever gave me. It was a serious business we were in, taking responsibility for someone’s jewelry and lending them money against it, and if you were not ethical and word got out, your whole business was shot. It was all about integrity. That’s probably true of any industry, but pawnbroking in particular is a business of relationships. You had to foster strong ties with your community of potential customers, especially if you were running one of Philadelphia’s institutions, which we were.

			Carver W. Reed was a company started in 1860 by Carver Reed himself. My grandfather established a retail jewelry store on Philadelphia’s Jewelers’ Row in 1902 called Harry Gordon and Sons that he ran with his three sons—my dad and two uncles. He bought Carver W. Reed in 1949, increasing his portfolio to two locations. When he died in 1968, the two stores were split between the sons, with my uncles getting Harry Gordon and Sons and my dad getting Carver W. Reed. The Philly institution landed in my family’s control, where it remains to this day.

			By 1970, I was working there through my summers, beside my dad. My sisters, Nancy Beth and Leslie, had no interest in working at the store, so it was always Dad and me running the place along with around ten workers. My father was a master craftsman, a gifted jeweler with a killer work ethic and a reputation for honesty. He was the classic gentleman of a bygone era—he wore a suit and tie until the moment he got home, wherein he’d slip into his smoking jacket and the damn tie would stay knotted beneath until he was ready for bed. He might’ve slept in it, for all I knew.

			I was a teenager without a care or a damn plan in the world. The shop was a place for me to kill time and hang out during the summers without any real responsibility. I could call in sick when I wanted without repercussion. It didn’t matter to me—I saw no future there. There were almost a dozen employees making their entire living through the shop. But for me it was mainly a place to make a hundred bucks a week for pot money.

			Carver W. Reed’s legacy was very important to my father. That was something he drilled into my head not so subtly as decades passed, and I eventually told him I was starting a wrestling company. He saw my involvement in pro wrestling as nothing more than a pastime, which, quite frankly, I did too when I started. He would constantly remind me Carver W. Reed was my “bread and butter.” It must’ve resonated because throughout my tenure running ECW, I never stopped working full time at the store.

			There was a part of me that hoped my father would see ECW as a success story, my starting a business from nothing and growing it into a powerhouse. He didn’t understand any of it—ECW, the business, or wrestling in general. He would say it was like roller derby, and truth be told, it kind of was. I loved it, but I understood it was an acquired taste. Pop was a serious guy, a hardened businessman, so watching Wild Samoan Afa ball-shot Dominic DeNucci was understandably beyond his purview.

			“That’s not real salt they’re throwing,” he would say to me as Mr. Fuji blinded some poor schmuck in the ring. I tried to argue but he wasn’t hearing it. He’d shake his head and ask me when I was going to outgrow “that wrestling crap.” It was a question he started asking me when I was nine years old and continued for quite some time afterward, to be exact, all throughout ECW.

			No one in my family ever saw ECW, even though it was on TV weekly. But, later on, when ECW was at its height, my dad began to tell people about it. “My son,” he’d brag, “he has a wrestling business!” The federation’s success and press coverage suddenly justified the pursuit. But did Charles Gordon ever watch the thing? Never. Did he ever turn on the damn TV and watch one match? One promo? Not even once. Maybe it was better that way—ball shots were the least of what we did in ECW. My father definitely would’ve thought my lying bloodied in the ring or arranging catfights between scantily clad valets violated his singular commandment: “Don’t you let that wrestling crap kill Carver W. Reed’s legacy.”

			In all fairness, though, Mr. Reed never saw Francine’s tits. I think he would’ve loved EC f’n W.

			***

			I was a wild kid. Not a bad kid, per se; I didn’t start fires or strangle field mice. I was just undisciplined. I no doubt had ADHD, but nobody had heard of that in 1962. My teachers would excuse me from class when I got too disruptive and make me run laps in the courtyard until I couldn’t breathe. I’ll repeat that for anyone who isn’t now wondering what exactly the state of Pennsylvania required of one applying for licensure as an educator, beyond a pulse.

			My teachers would send a misbehaving, uncontrollable six-year-old outside, alone, in the cold, to run in circles until his tongue was wagging out of his mouth.

			I guess I’m being too critical—it actually worked. When I returned and sat down to thaw, I was too tired to act up.

			In truth, my behavioral issues really amounted to an early display of leadership skills. That’s how I saw it, anyway. I was kicked out of the car pool in first grade when I convinced all the other kids to punch Bonnie Wright in the stomach. True to society’s mistreatment of leaders, I was the one punished, and I hadn’t even touched the girl. My mom was less than thrilled, as she now had to drop me off and pick me up every day. But if you want to call that a behavioral problem, so be it. I tried to convince my mom it was leadership.

			I lasted until third grade and then I was off to private school. Everyone had lost patience with me, and my parents hoped this would be a remedy. I can’t say that I actually heard Drexel Hill Elementary School administrators celebrating when I was walked out the door for the last time, but I swear I heard champagne corks pop behind me.

			My sisters seemed to escape such corporal punishment, but that didn’t make them any holier. Leslie, the younger of the two and my senior by four years, was usually my partner in crime. She remained so throughout adulthood, as evidenced by the rearrangement of seating plans at family functions. Even into our sixties, everyone knew if Tod and Leslie were seated beside each other, it was only a matter of time before the giggles would begin, soon devolving into outright cackles and guffaws. We had the same irreverent sense of humor that was often appreciated by us alone. God bless her, Leslie was my evil twin.

			Nancy Beth and Leslie couldn’t have been more opposite. Nancy Beth was a reader, more of a loner like Dad. On your average day, if Nancy Beth was sitting at the table with a book, Leslie and I were choking ourselves with laughter while trying to make milk come out of our noses. Sophisticated humor was our specialty.

			Around this time, I saw pro wrestling on TV for the first time. We got the WWWF product in Philly. This was the era of wrestling territories, and cable TV had not yet entered our lives. In fact, having never even seen a wrestling magazine, I didn’t know wrestling existed outside Philadelphia. It would be many years before TBS would carry Jim Crockett’s Mid-Atlantic shows and ESPN would send Verne Gagne’s American Wrestling Association into our homes. Back then in Philadelphia, it was all Bruno Sammartino, all the time, baby. Throw in a little Bulldog Brower, Killer Kowalski, and the Graham Brothers and you have the recipe that got me hooked.

			Look at those three names I mentioned—Brower, Kowalski, and the Grahams. What characters. That’s the very thing I was most attracted to in wrestling—characters, guys who would grab the mic and cut a captivating promo. The guys I hung out with years later in ECW were unique personalities, like Sandman and Johnny Grunge; they were extreme characters, no pun intended. They were so different from me, and I was fascinated by that lifestyle on the edge, that shirking of responsibilities life thrusts on most people. I was jealous of guys that could disappear for days at a time without consequence. I couldn’t understand how they lived that way—it was a stark contrast to my regimented life running Carver W. Reed and my responsibilities at home. I always wanted to know what that felt like. I got one vacation a year; these guys were on vacation all year long.

			I realized early on that wrestling was built on characters. Without it, storylines didn’t mean anything, fans wouldn’t care, and talent would forever be interchangeable. Paul E and I would meet new talent and try to find the authentic character living inside them. That’s exactly the reason I fought Paul to allow Sandman to come to the ring with a cigarette and a beer, but more on that later.

			I was alone with my love of pro wrestling in my childhood home. The only family member who enjoyed watching wrestling was my grandfather on my mother’s side. I showed it to him, and he got such a kick out of it he would leave the TV tuned to UHF channel 17, where it aired on Saturdays. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to find it again, and he’d bark at my grandmother in his charming Romanian/Yiddish mix if she tried to change the channel. To him, every blow in the ring was real.

			My prankster expertise no doubt developed due to him. At some point in the 1970s, when he was about seventy-five years old, my grandfather was headed to a doctor’s appointment without a ride, so he hitchhiked on City Avenue and snagged a ride from some dude in a sports car. Upon being dropped off at the doctor’s, he turned to his ride and said in his thick accent, “Thank you. I’ll be out in about an hour.”

			The guy was dumbfounded and began to protest when my grandfather began yelling at him until he sped away. My grandfather would throw his head back and howl in his guttural guffaw. He was always up to some shenanigans, even at home when that old rascal would chase my grandmother around the dining room table, grabbing at her boobs in front of me and my friends. We thought it was funny as hell, and that was all the encouragement he needed. That was my guy, Grandpop. He’d slide me pickles under the table throughout family dinners after my father barked I was ruining my appetite eating too many of them. He was great. I laughed all the time around him.

			My father was not outwardly funny, but he would occasionally do something more low-key, like changing the table numbers on his friends’ seating cards when he was checking in at a wedding. I eventually used that one myself. I love to see the reactions on people’s faces. Even now, I do shit like that. I was in the doctor’s office recently for an epidural in my back when the nurse told me, “Lie on your stomach.” I lay down and said, “I was really tall in high school…I married a movie star…I had blond hair.” I kept going until the doctor figured out what I was doing and laughed. That crass nurse didn’t crack a smile and is still probably trying to figure it out as I write this. I’m definitely a cross section of Grandpop and my dad.

			***

			I graduated without incident and went to Pitt, where I majored in psychology, business, and drug use, pushing myself further from a pursuit in something creative. Word on the street said psychology was the easiest degree to get. It was really just knowing people, and I had an innate sense of that.

			My only experimentation with illicit substances to that point had been some pot in high school, which, for the ’70s, might as well have been chocolate milk. College was different—there was shit available to me all over the campus. They say the ’70s were all sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, and I can confirm it was indeed the best era to be a teenager. Women were experimenting with a newfound freedom, and much of it was sexual. There was no AIDS, but plenty of burning bras.

			I tried my hand at acting, doing some shows at the college theater in an effort to scratch that itch. One semester, I loaded my schedule with acting and creative writing classes. I got a 4.0—my highest GPA ever, by at least a three-point margin. Doing those shows and taking the acting classes satiated my hunger for a creative outlet, but as soon as they were over, it was back to the doldrums. Then, quite by accident, I got a unique opportunity to exercise some creative muscle. One night, while out at a local watering hole, my friend Pete Theodorous and I started yukking it up with some older guys who were starting a comedy magazine called Rag. They pitched the idea as a National Lampoon magazine for sports. They planned to write parody articles about real-world pro athletes and sports teams, like a fictional, sarcastic Sports Illustrated.

			I was all in. This fit me perfectly—I loved sports as much as I loved sarcasm. We jumped in and got working on issue number one, featuring the cover story, “Women in Sports.” Our tasteful first cover was a woman sitting on a bench in a locker room wearing a baseball uniform, beside a bloody tampon.

			Yeah. It lasted one edition.

			Though Pete Theodorous had no comedy writing work on the horizon for me, he did throw a job offer my way. His father had a pipe painting business in Cleveland, and it seemed he was looking for workers to put on the payroll at $500 a week. That was nothing to sneeze at for a twenty-two-year-old in 1977, added to the fact that I still had absolutely no plans after graduation. It sounded like a million dollars to me. Pipe painting—sounded fun.

			I ran it by my father, who wisely shot holes in it. He was thinking long term, whereas I was thinking about the next paycheck. He made the tired old pitch again—work at Carver W. Reed. He went through the litany of old person things that reinforced responsibility, a future, and a way to put food on my table. It was like nails on a chalkboard. Worse—it was like Shane Douglas’s nails on a chalkboard while dressed in his Dean Douglas gimmick. Oof.

			Dad reminded me that I had free parking at the shop. I’d have health insurance provided for me, and nothing offered quite as much job security as a family business. He asked me to try out Carver Reed again and, without an argument left in me, I capitulated.

			Unwittingly, I’d just moved myself into owning the first of two businesses in my life.

			***

			When I decided that Carver Reed was to be my future, I grabbed it with both hands and never let go. I was now a college graduate—full of piss and vinegar, and convinced I knew more than anyone in the world. Never mind that I’d be proven wrong again and again, as I learned from my dad by being at his side. I brought personality to the job and, in time, I was building rapport with customers. They could go anywhere and pawn that diamond ring, but I made sure they knew they could trust us being responsible with their valuables. It also helps to be able to tell a customer you’ve been in business a hundred twenty years, now a hundred sixty. Customers had a friend in Carver W. Reed.

			The most poignant thing that came from my decision to commit to Carver Reed was the strengthening of my bond with my dad. He became my best friend in the most organic way possible—working with each other and relying on each other. He taught me all aspects of the business.

			Then, in 1985, my father underwent a quintuple bypass surgery, largely putting him out of action from that point forward. I took the business on my shoulders and ran with it. He’d prepared me perfectly in the ten years prior, and the transition felt seamless. His old-time business connections already knew and liked me; it was easy to pick up and move ahead with the company. I was comfortable accepting his contemporaries as my own.

			I also found myself to be a natural manager, as first displayed in the car pool offensive against Bonnie Wright—a skill that would come in rather handy when in a few years I would be dealing with a crop of workers slightly more challenging than pawnbrokers. I was equally comfortable talking with people from any walk of life, whether having martinis with heads of businesses or smoking a doobie with a wrestler at a backstage door. In short time, I was made president of the Pennsylvania Pawnbrokers Association, and I’d go on to become president of the international charity the Variety Club. I soon felt I couldn’t join anything without becoming president.

			I was firing on all cylinders and managed to make Carver W. Reed more successful than I had ever imagined possible. My personal life was in order too, and I was able to provide long-lasting stability and security for my family while preserving the long legacy my father and grandfather had established. I was, by all accounts, a success.

			But one fact remained—Carver Reed was killing my creative side. Someone reading this might intone that I should’ve shut up and been happy. It’s a hard thing to understand unless you have that creative bent inside you. The impulse to create isn’t attached to a switch or a schedule. It’s an inherent part of you. It’s not something you do; it’s something you are.

			I suppressed the creative urge as much as possible and plowed ahead, working at the business nonstop. I took a nighttime improv class taught by a local comic, and that worked as a temporary pacifier. But there was a hankering to do something more, on a much greater scale, but how the hell was that going to happen?

			One Saturday morning, I was listening to Philadelphia Sports Radio WIP 610 AM, and I had a little idea that just happened to change my entire life. It would build and destroy so much of me over the next decade.





Chapter 2

			Goodhart

			A Saturday morning wrestling program on Philly sports radio caught my ear, mostly because that business hadn’t been considered mainstream before. I’d loved the sport since I was nine years old, so naturally I listened to the program with interest, but I also thought I could run some ads on the show. That would be a great opportunity to stick my toe in the business. It was impressive, pro wrestling getting an entire hour on the same radio network that dealt in the Flyers, Sixers, and Eagles all week. What I didn’t realize was that the show’s host was buying the hour from Sports Radio WIP.

			That host was Joel Goodhart, a local independent wrestling promoter using the purchased airtime to advertise his live events. His cards ran Eastern Pennsylvania, Delaware, and South Jersey, thus the federation’s name, Tri-State Wrestling Alliance, or TWA.

			Goodhart was offering talent for personal appearances as well. I tested these waters in addition to running the radio spots, as it would be my first opportunity to meet a pro wrestler. I figured getting a wrestling star fresh off national TV would be a good draw for Carver Reed. I asked Goodhart whom he had access to for such an event, and he had more former WWE and WCW stars than I could shake a Singapore cane at. I thought it would be great to have a ripped, real-life superhero and former world champion hanging at my store some Saturday afternoon, greeting the fans.

			So, after careful consideration, I went with the obvious—the blonde, buxom announcer Missy Hyatt. Made sense to me.

			Okay, in all honesty I wanted to see her—all of her—in person. I’m a man, sue me. But the choice wasn’t without merit—every male wrestling fan in Philly would want to see her in person too, and that was the real purpose here, as I explained to my wife.

			Missy was great. She knew her place in the business and exactly what assets she brought to the table. At Carver Reed, she actually laid those assets on the table as she hopped up and lay across the long counter. Fans lined up and had their pictures taken, making the outing a success from a foot traffic standpoint. Money well spent, though if my father walked in the store that day, he would’ve marched up to me and growled, “Legacy.”

			Legacy schmegacy—Mr. Reed never saw Missy’s tits.

			I got to know Joel Goodhart over the next few months and even headed out to some of his live cards to see his operation in person. Here’s a crash course on the business of assembling a local wrestling show. You are working on a limited budget as a local promoter, so your expenditures have to be chosen wisely. Your income will be derived almost entirely from the gate, meaning ticket purchases. There’s a limit to how much you can charge for a wrestling ticket. Wrestling fans weren’t coming to shows between trips to the opera. Charge too much and no one is coming back next month. The goal is exactly that: keep ’em coming back.

			At Goodhart’s TWA shows, I saw local guys like Johnny Hotbody, Larry Winters, and DC Drake working hard for little money. But I also saw former WWE stars like “Cowboy” Bob Orton and “Magnificent” Muraco. Those guys drew the fans while the undercard guys kept them entertained most of the night. The margins were slim, but you could make it work if you really wanted an extremely time-consuming and low-yielding hobby.

			Around that time, I’d become involved in the aforementioned charity the Variety Club. It’s an amazing organization dedicated to raising money for local children with a host of disabilities. The Variety Club bought wheelchairs, walkers, prosthetics, and almost anything those children would need to integrate into society. We ran events and summer camps for them—it quickly became a passion of mine, and little else has come close to impacting me as much. Getting to know the kids and their families made me realize how blessed I was. I had three healthy children at home, and I was inspired to give back. I also wanted my kids to see how blessed they were. There are children I met when I became president of the Philadelphia chapter that I’m still in touch with today, like Steven Cope, who visited me as recently as last summer at a wrestling convention.

			The Variety Club operated exclusively as a result of our fundraising efforts—medical equipment and summer camps were not cheap, so we worked hard at raising a ton of cash. Many members were leaders of business, and our board of directors was an absolute who’s who, featuring executives from Bell Telephone, Philadelphia Electric, the police and fire commissioners, bank owners, and more. Throughout my tenure and presidency, I came to know power players like Mayor Ed Rendell, who would go on to become governor.

			I was working hard to contribute and make a splash in this charitable organization. This was back at the turn of the ’90s, before I became president, and I saw an opportunity in my new relationship with Goodhart and TWA. Through him, I arranged for a charity wrestling card at the Civic Center. That charity show was also an opportunity for me to get in the ring. In a moment of what some would consider delusional ambition, I suggested Goodhart use me as a vehicle to get heat on one of his heels. That’s wrestling jargon for “making fans hate your bad guy.” Goodhart got it. He knew the business at that local level and appreciated any edge, like having a heel throw some local businessman looking to help handicapped kids across the arena.

			At the Civic Center show, I suggested the chosen heel, Johnny Hotbody, take our charity check and tear it up. Then, as I protested, he would toss me across the concrete floor. I figured fans would go white hot seeing the children’s money torn up by some scumbag. Further, I would get physically manhandled when I tried to intervene. Everyone bought it, and I was a performer again. The difference between this performance and my college stage portrayal of Slim in Of Mice and Men was that I didn’t break a rib in the play. I landed on my side when Hotbody tossed me, right on my belt-clipped beeper. I lay on the concrete in great pain, but also flying high from having pulled off what amounted to my first booked angle. Goodhart would no doubt be happy, and Hotbody got all that heat—the crowd wanted to kill him. That’s success for a heel.

			Gary Juster, an NWA representative present at the Goodhart show, ran over to me, concerned as I lay against the steel barricade.

			“Was that a shoot?” he whispered. I had no idea that “shoot” meant “real” in a wrestling locker room. He might as well have asked, “Was that a porcupine?”

			I just stared at him as I lay there with broken ribs.

			“That bump,” he said. “Was it a shoot?”

			“Bump? Uh, sure. A shoot.”

			“Goddamn it!” He stormed off and grabbed hold of Johnny Hotbody and began chewing his ass out for hurting a mark, telling him how much trouble Goodhart could be in right now. Hotbody was protesting that it was “a work” and not “a shoot.” I had no idea what the hell anyone was talking about, but I felt bad as I watched Hotbody getting ripped for doing something I’d suggested. It all got worked out, and Goodhart was happy as a clam. A big bearded one.

			***

			I began spending more time around Goodhart and TWA. As our relationship grew stronger, he confided in me that his company was having financial troubles. I threw him a thousand bucks to get through that month’s show, but then he came back the following month in the same bind. He said his payroll would again be short by another thousand dollars.

			“Joel, I can’t do it again,” I said. “I have a business and a family.”

			“Could you do it for fifteen percent?”

			I thought about it. What would 15 percent of a wrestling show be? I didn’t think I would come close to making my thousand dollars back. As far as investments go, this made buying the Ben Franklin Bridge look like getting a thousand shares of Apple.

			“Fifteen percent of one show?” I asked.

			“No. Fifteen percent of my company.”

			Oh, that was different—15 percent of an entire failing business. That made sense. It’s the old adage, throwing good money after bad, and I knew better. It didn’t take long for me to figure out that’s exactly what I would’ve been doing if I’d spent any more money to keep TWA afloat.

			It was early 1992 and Goodhart was just a week away from the show for which he wouldn’t be able to make payroll, but he was still telling fans on his radio show, “See you all next Saturday night!” Unless the listeners worked at a bank, I didn’t think anyone was seeing Joel the following week. He’d booked the Civic Center, and I knew they charged four grand just to turn on the power in the building. Goodhart needed to cut and run and forget the “see you Saturday” shit.

			Worse than his resistance to canceling was his stacking the card with more stars, i.e., more expenses. He couldn’t afford to pay everyone he’d announced already, let alone all these new names he was promoting—Austin Idol, Abdullah the Butcher, Cactus Jack, the Freebirds, the Sheepherders. It was one thing to seek a loan to bring Hulk Hogan out to your show, but Austin Idol? How the hell was that going to help? I asked him, “Why are you advertising all these names for a show you can’t put on?” All these wrestlers were fly-ins, plane tickets needed for all—there was no way TWA would live to see another day. Naturally it didn’t, and that was the end of Joel and me. The show was canceled, and the poor ticket-buying fans lost their money.

			A few weeks after TWA imploded, I got a call from the company’s ring announcer, Bob Artese. He, along with TWA sound guy Steve Truitt and Larry Winters, a local talent who worked all the TWA cards, wanted to come talk to me. Goodhart wasn’t returning anyone’s phone calls, mine included, so the guys reached out to me. I hosted them in my office at Carver Reed—an office that would see double duty from that point on.

			“We want to keep this going,” Artese began, “but we need your help.” He went on to explain that they couldn’t get a promoter’s license without a bond for which they couldn’t put up enough collateral. That’s where I came in, they explained. If I secured the promoter’s license, they’d do all the work. Artese said he’d announce for free, Truitt would do sound for free, and Winters just wanted to wrestle. With TWA gone, they’d likely never again get a shot to work in the business they loved, whether or not they ever made a dime from it.

			That kind of passion was infectious and common to the indie wrestling scene. There were no grandiose dreams; they just wanted a place to do what they loved for people. It’s an expensive hobby and impossible to do unless someone sets up a ring and gets people to sit in the bleachers. They wanted me to be that guy for them, and I agreed, never knowing in five years we’d be on pay-per-view.





Chapter 3

			Eastern

			It was TWA’s style, with its touches of hard-core action, that initially attracted me to it. But I had no intention of my new federation being associated with TWA, given the questionable business practices that precipitated the end of the company. I needed a new name. Eastern Championship Wrestling seemed to flow, and in the stroke of attorney Mike Goss’s pen, ECW was born.

			I eyeballed a date in late February for the first show I intended to run at Phillies legend Mike Schmidt’s sports bar on Market Street in the heart of Philly. It was a recurring venue for TWA, so fans would likely return, but with the understanding it was a new federation on more secure footing. They could come back to Schmidt’s bar without the fear of being screwed out of their ticket purchases like had happened at the end of TWA. Never mind that when the ring was set up in the center of the bar, wrestlers couldn’t stand on the top rope without their head going through the ceiling.

			Joel Goodhart had proven a cautionary tale for me, so I managed a slender list of expenses. The venue was free for a Tuesday night—the place would make a killing off the bar tab, so Tuesday night it was. Our sound guy was free, as I’d taken Steve Truitt up on his offer. The ring was free too, as it belonged to wrestler Max Thrasher, who certainly knew the way to get booked on independent wrestling cards. Bob Artese would don the tux and announce our matches at no cost, leaving the wrestlers and advertising as my only expenses. This is where I could get into trouble, so I kept a lean card, offering six matches with almost all local talent. They all got between twenty-five and fifty dollars each, and my ads were basic flyers. I was counting on the local fans that came out every month for Goodhart’s show. There was no need to buy an hour on sports radio.

			As word spread that the local shows were coming back, I began getting incessant phone calls from Mr. Sandman, a local wrestler who did a surfer character in the ring, surfboard and all. Sandman, or Hack as he would come to be known by all in the business, was looking to get booked on the show. I’d seen him work for Goodhart so I had no problem with that, except for one detail. Seemed during a previous show at Mike Schmidt’s bar, Hack had spit on a waitress and was barred from entering the establishment. I told him I’d call the venue back, tell them he’d found Jesus, and see what I could do. I got them to agree to a two-month ban, provided he apologize to the young lady in person.

			“Fuck that,” he said. “I ain’t apologizing to some bitch for something I don’t even remember doing.”

			“That’s fine,” I said. “I just can’t book you now.”

			“All right, what’s her name?”

			Looking back now, it seems I’ve spent half my adult life getting Hack to apologize to people. One time he got himself suspended by the Pennsylvania State Athletic Commission, so I convinced their executive director, Greg Sirb, to come by my office so he could meet Hack and hear his heartfelt apology. I explained that he was playing a character and it was nothing like the real man, Jim Fullington. I then told Hack exactly what to say to Sirb and went over it with him ten times. Within five minutes of the meeting starting, Hack had snatched Sirb, who stands about five foot four, out of his seat and literally had him pinned against my office wall. Pictures and plaques are falling all over the place and I’m trying to cover, acting like Hack is playing a role.

			“Okay, Jim,” I said, invoking his real name for effect. “No more jokes. Mr. Sirb isn’t going to think this is funny for much longer.” My fake-ass laugh was the only one in the room. I could’ve killed Hack. Many times over.

			Sandman apologized to the waitress and was eventually allowed to return for our April show. I booked his wife Lori, ring name Peaches, to come out to the ring in the months before his return and portray a manager taking notes at the events, looking for her next protégé. Once Hack returned, I saw how gifted he really was. Sure, he was a pain in the ass sometimes, but he was so incredibly smart about the wrestling business. He wasn’t particularly big and had no physique. He resembled a hard-living roofer more so than a wrestler. But we hit it off immediately and our bond would continue for years, even as he became considerably more intoxicated and unpredictable.

			I was getting ready for ECW’s first show in February, and I still didn’t have any star power. One of the wrestlers told me that former WWWF champion Ivan Koloff, the Russian Bear himself, was living in Maryland and worked independent shows for $300. I was excited by the prospect—this was the ferocious, bald Russki that had stripped Bruno Sammartino of his world title and stunned the world.

			He hadn’t gone back to Moscow? He chose Maryland? Was I just supposed to call him up? Did he even speak English? Did I need an interpreter?

			Go figure, Ivan was actually a French Canadian and, yes, he was living in Maryland and speaking perfect English to his neighbors. I called him and got the booking done for $300 with no airfare or hotel, as it was just a two-hour drive. I would have a former world champion getting his hand raised in the middle of my ring. Max Thrasher’s ring, technically. And yes, he was on the card too.

			Ivan also taught me another of the million wrestling lessons I’d learn over the years. “Who am I putting over?” he asked me. That means “Who is beating me?” in wrestler-speak.

			“I have you working Tony Stetson, but I was going to have you win,” I said, doing my best to honor a legend. I thought, Have Stetson beat you? You’re Ivan fucking Koloff! He then explained why it made no sense to have him win the match.

			“It does you no good,” he said. “That guy I beat will be there for every show you run. You need to have him beat me. That will build him up for you to use week after week. That’s how you make money.” I was enraptured. It was brilliant, selfless, and true.

			The first wrestling card I ever promoted came together, and on Tuesday night, February 26, 1992, a passionate crowd of a hundred or so fans saw Ivan Koloff lose to local worker Tony Stetson. The opening bout featured a twenty-minute time limit draw between Jimmy Jannetty and a new young talent named Stevie Richards, who would later make his mark in ECW, making his appearance in the first match of the first show a popular trivia question today. Future fan favorite JT Smith was in our tag team main event, and, when the show ended, we’d broken even at the door and sent the crowd home happy.

			The show was unforgettable for one fan in particular—my friend Mark Goldman, who’d come to support me. I asked him how he liked it, and he was absolutely beaming. The show was good, but he looked like he’d seen something he never had before.

			Turned out he did.

			“Oh my god,” Mark said. “Some wrestlers were changing in the men’s room, and Ivan Koloff just washed his dick in the sink next to me!”

			***

			The first ECW show was booked by Larry Winters. That’s another little piece of trivia for the hardcore fan. Here’s another one: the first ECW show was the last ECW show booked by Larry Winters.

			The booker is arguably the most important role in a wrestling organization, and it made sense that I ask Larry to take that job. Of the three men who stood in my office pledging to work without pay if I resurrected the Philly federation, he was the only wrestler. When Bob Artese said they’d handle everything for me, they earnestly intended to do so. Bob had ring announcing covered, Steve ran sound, and Larry would handle booking the matches. In essence, that’s a wrestling show.

			So I was more than a little disappointed when Larry tried to screw me over on our first card.

			Larry came to me with an idea about the tag team main event, which featured him tagging with Johnny Hotbody against JT Smith and DC Drake. They wanted to paint JT, the only black guy in the match, white. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea to start with. Though I hate prejudice of any kind, largely fostered by having pennies rolled toward me by other kids on the school bus, I thought it was just stupid. The black and white thing was the dumbest way to get crowd heat, but I didn’t veto it out of hand.

			“If you’re going to do that,” I said to Larry, “then you have to get painted black.” In some way it made sense to me. The black guy gets painted white, and a white guy is painted black—some moral balance in the universe. It was an arbitrary solution I came up with on the spot, but he agreed and they headed out for their match. I didn’t realize it at the time, but they didn’t even bother to bring the black paint up from the basement. JT got painted white, and that was it. We had just done an angle where a black man was racially humiliated without the counterpoint I suggested, which would’ve made it a little less racially charged.

			I was pissed. It was a diss to the boss on our first show, some stupid power play they might’ve gotten away with on some money mark. I grabbed them as soon as the match was over.

			“That’s it,” I began. “You guys fucked up. We could’ve done something here, but you just blew it.”

			“We’re sorry,” Winters said. “We forgot the paint can when we went out.”

			“No, you didn’t. So now, I’m taking over the booking, starting next month. And if one thing happens in that ring I didn’t call for, that person is gone. I don’t give a shit if I have an empty locker room by the end of the show. I don’t play that shit.”

			They needed to know from the jump that the inmates were not running the asylum. I got right in their faces; I didn’t care how big they were. My authority was not to be fucked with. JT didn’t say anything about being painted white in the angle, but he wouldn’t have; he was a quiet type that just went with the flow. I’d imagine he wasn’t thrilled, though.

			Our door was around eighty people, which meant an $800 gate. Ivan Koloff was my biggest expense at $300, which left me $500 for the other thirteen workers. Do you see why flying in three Freebirds would’ve been certain death?

			Working with Koloff was great, so I parlayed his and Tony Stetson’s match into a return bout the following month in a Russian Chain Match. Ivan was cheap, plus he drove in and saved me airfare, so that was a no-brainer. I wanted to spread my wings and bring in some more name talent, while also being careful. I wasn’t about to start dropping hundreds on airline tickets and follow the Goodhart path off a cliff.

			No federation is complete without a heavyweight champion, so I had to crown one. “Superfly” Jimmy Snuka was a huge babyface name in the ’80s, and he’d just completed a second though much less successful run on WWE television. I knew people would come out to see Jimmy, so if I could get him at a reasonable price, that would be my guy. The name was big enough to hold our first belt, if even for just twenty-four hours.

			I was put in touch with Jimmy, or should I say Jimmy’s wife at the time, Sharon. She handled all of Jimmy’s affairs but, more importantly, I was told that she worked for an airline. Boom. Free flight from Utah for Jimmy. And apparently for Sharon as well. Seemed she was acting as his manager and needed to come out and see our setup before Jimmy could work. That would obviously include accommodations and dinner at a nice restaurant for the happy couple.
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