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To my grandmother Virginia and my mother Barbara, who are both an inspiration in strength, courage, and unyielding love.


I. The Pioneers Blaze a Trail

Pro Debut Between 1850 and 1920

At the heart of the professional wrestling business, more important than the weekly television ratings, pay-per-view buy-rates, and even attendance numbers, are the wrestlers themselves, who, in many cases, have devoted their entire lives to the industry. At great personal risk, these men and women have stepped through the ropes to entertain audiences, and their profound love for the sport cannot be equaled by any other form of athletics. While grappling is a time-honored tradition of combat with roots in Ancient Greece and India, modern professional wrestling has rapidly evolved over the last 150 years, and the wrestlers themselves have transformed in many imaginative ways.

With courage and sensibility akin to bare knuckle fighters, wrestlers going back to the American Civil War were tough to the bone and adept at battling opponents in a raw, brutal fashion that ended with the toughest competitor winning. There was very little flashiness, no grand match entrances, and the wrestlers didn’t achieve success because of their “look” or by the push of a promoter. At some juncture, and historians don’t exactly know when, the sport went through an important metamorphosis, and wrestlers heightened their performance in matches with predetermined finishes. Audiences responded positively to the adjustment, although the modification of its genuineness was kept from fans. For those inside the business, the overhaul of the fundamental blueprint for wrestling was almost necessary to keep it relevant to the public. In fact, the implementation of creativity into what used to be exhaustively contested matches that could last hours turned wrestling into a multi-million dollar business.

Colonel McLaughlin, William Muldoon, Tom Jenkins, and Farmer Burns were key athletes during the latter part of the 1800s. They were world-class wrestlers in both the Greco-Roman and catch-as-catch-can styles and had a heavy influence on the next generation of wrestlers—which included Frank Gotch—the greatest American wrestling champion in history. Through shear invincibility and magnetism, Gotch garnered mainstream attention in the 1900s and 1910s, and made professional wrestling respectable for middle- to upper-class followers. He was an indomitable spirit, and his legitimate wrestling knowledge, quickness, and aggressiveness made him unbeatable. Gotch was also able to work matches and create tension-filled situations that kept fans on the edge of their seats. Gambling was prevalent during this time-frame, and Gotch was as informed as anyone when it came to making money.

The business turned toward three men during the mid-to-late 1910s: Ed “Strangler” Lewis, Earl Caddock, and Joe Stecher. Each brought a unique personality and talent to the ring, and continued to build upon the strengths forged by their predecessors. Forward-thinking promoters were trying to stay ahead of the game by implementing intriguing concepts and introducing new wrestlers who’d keep the sport popular. Gimmicks and vociferous hype were on wrestling’s doorstep, and fans embraced both the perceived competitive nature of the sport and the theatrical atmosphere of vaudeville. It all combined to create a world-wide phenomenon that is still being appreciated today.

Make no bones about it, anyone who undertakes the painstaking journey as a pro wrestler should be lauded for their commitment. Legends of Pro Wrestling honors the men and women who have awed and inspired fans everywhere through their actions on the wrestling mat, and these heroes will forever be cherished.



Americus

[image: images]

Photo Courtesy of the Collection of Steve Yohe








	Born:

	December 25, 1883




	Height:

	5’10”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	August John Schoenlein




	Career Span:

	1902–21




	Died:

	July 17, 1958, Bowleys Quarters, MD 74 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3




	Days as World Champion:

	55




	Age at first World Title Win:

	30




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Stanislaus Zbyszko, Fred Beell







A natural athlete from an early age, Gus Schoenlein grew up in Baltimore, Maryland, the son of German parents. When he began wrestling professionally, after a successful stint as an amateur, he adopted the name “Americus” to hide his occupation from his father, who wanted him to follow in his footsteps and become a building contractor. But Americus enjoyed the challenge of wrestling, and although he was but 145 pounds when he started, he was fearless against larger opponents. He was quick, aggressive, and possessed astonishing conditioning, able to wrestle matches lasting several hours in length. Through the years—and as he gained weight—he advanced through the various divisions, finally winning the World Light Heavyweight Title twice, the first time over Fred Beell in 1908 and then over Charles Olson in 1910. On March 13, 1914, he beat Beell again, this time for the World Heavyweight crown in a match supported by the retired champion, Frank Gotch. His reign was brief, losing to Stanislaus Zbyszko less than two months later. Upon retirement, he finally joined his father’s contractor business while also coaching both the Maryland State Police in hand-to-hand combat and Princeton’s wrestling squad.

Beell, Fred
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	Born:

	January 17, 1876




	Height:

	5’6”




	Weight:

	170




	Real Name:

	Friedrich A. Beell




	Parents:

	Wilhelm and Augusta Beell




	Wife:

	Anna Beell




	Military:

	Company A, Second Wisconsin Regiment




	Trained by:

	Lee Tepfer, Louis Cannon, Evan Lewis, Farmer Burns




	Nickname:

	Wisconsin Wizard, Wisconsin Whirlwind




	Career Span:

	1896–1919




	Died:

	August 5, 1933, Marshfield, WI 57 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 4




	Days as American Champion:

	16




	Age at first American Title Win:

	30




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Tom Jenkins, Ed Adamson




	Halls of Fame:

	1







There have been scores of acknowledged upsets in professional wrestling history, but none were more spectacular than the December 1, 1906, match between the unconquerable American champion Frank Gotch and Fred Beell, the pride of Marshfield, Wisconsin. The championship bout saw Beell, outweighed by 35 pounds, defeat Gotch and win the title in dramatic fashion. Born in Saxony, West Prussia, in 1876, Beell developed his athletic prowess by engaging all comers across Wisconsin while displaying an extraordinary cleverness. He beat a laundry list of renowned foes including Harvey Parker and Americus, and his stunning win over Gotch was undoubtedly a landmark moment in his illustrious career. Sixteen days after his remarkable victory, Beell traded the title back to Gotch in Kansas City, but what the general public didn’t know was that the two matches were part of a coordinated effort by the Gotch–Beell–Farmer Burns syndicate to cash in on the gambling opportunities surrounding the matches. It was all a rouse that worked perfectly, and Beell reportedly made $4,000 alone on their first match. At other times, Fred claimed the middleweight and light heavyweight championships, and was always known for his extraordinary strength. After retirement, he became a police officer and was killed in the line of duty when he confronted robbers at the Marshfield Brewing Company in 1933. His 1906 win over Gotch still ranks amongst the greatest shockers in grappling history.

Bothner, George
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	Born:

	June 5, 1867




	Height:

	5’6”




	Weight:

	125




	Trained by:

	William Brown




	Finisher:

	Scissors hold




	Career Span:

	1897–1918




	Died:

	November 20, 1954, Bronx, NY 87 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2




	Best Opponents:

	Tom Jenkins, Harvey Parker, Eugene Tremblay







An icon in New York sporting circles for decades, George Bothner was regarded as one of the best lightweight professional wrestlers in the sport’s history. The son of a piano maker, he grew up in borough gymnasiums and trained in a number of different combat styles, including jiu-jitsu, catch-as-catch-can, and Greco-Roman wrestling. A legitimate shooter, he took on all challengers while touring with bare-knuckle legend John L. Sullivan, and had a long-running feud with Harvey Parker. In 1901, he claimed the World Lightweight Title and, two years later, won the Richard K. Fox belt with a victory over Tom Riley of England. Although he was without a formal education, Bothner was incredibly wise and loved to impart his wisdom as an athletic coach, initially at the Pastime and Knickerbocker Athletic Clubs and later at his own private institution on West 42nd Street in Manhattan. Upon his retirement from active wrestling, Bothner became a leading referee and was the third man in the ring for most of New York City’s most important matches during the 1920s and ’30s. In 1949, just five years before his death, the eighty-two-year-old Bothner engaged in a gymnasium wrestling workout session with “The Russian Lion” George Hackenschmidt, a former champion himself, then in his early seventies. The two, never having lost their original competitiveness, put on a clinic of old school wrestling science that left their spectators in awe.

Caddock, Earl
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	Born:

	February 27, 1888




	Height:

	5’10 ½”




	Weight:

	190




	Real Name:

	Earl Charles Caddock I




	Parents:

	John and Jane Caddock




	Wife:

	Grace May Caddock




	Military:

	United States Army (WWI)




	Amateur Titles:

	National AAU Heavyweight Title (1915), National AAU Light
Heavyweight Title (1915), AAU Light Heavyweight Title (1914)




	Trained by:

	Martin Delaney, Ernest Kartje, Ben Reuben




	Nickname:

	The Berea Tiger, Man of a 1000 Holds




	Career Span:

	1915–22




	Died:

	August 25, 1950, Walnut, IA 62 years old














	Titles Won:

	3




	Days as World Champion:

	1,026




	Age at first World Title Win:

	29




	Best Opponents:

	Joe Stecher, Ed Lewis, John Pesek




	Halls of Fame:

	4







Born in Huron, South Dakota—the third of four children to English settlers—Earl Caddock was, pound for pound, one of the greatest wrestlers in history. Shy and unusually reserved, he pursued amateur wrestling as a boy in Iowa, and later more formally while a member of the Chicago Athletic Association in the 1910s. In 1915, he won National AAU championships in two different weight divisions and turned professional a short time later. Known as the “Man of 1,000 Holds,” he was an exceptional genuine grappler, ingenious in the ring, and was credited with inventing dozens of new maneuvers. When on top of his game, Caddock was unbeatable. Ironically, though, he was only in his finest form as a pro wrestler for three years, between 1915 and ’18, prior to being shipped off for Army duty in France during World War I. But in that time, he proved invincible, and on April 9, 1917, he beat Joe Stecher for the World Heavyweight Title. Caddock went overseas to fight while still reigning as champion, and was gassed in the trenches. Despite his courageous efforts to resume his career, he was never the same. He lost his title to Stecher in New York on January 30, 1920, wrestled until 1922, and then retired. He maintained a garage back in Iowa until the early 1930s, and lived a quiet life away from the spotlight until succumbing to cancer in 1950.

Cutler, Charles
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	Born:

	September 2, 1884




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	225




	Real Name:

	Charles Leroy Cutler




	Parents:

	Wallace and Christine Cutler




	Wife:

	Marie Cutler




	Trained by:

	Frank Gotch, Jack Coleman




	Identities:

	Kid Cutler




	Career Span:

	1905–30




	Died:

	December 25, 1952, Paw Paw, MI 69 years old














	Titles Won or Claimed:

	At least 6




	Days as World Champion:

	135 (plus unknown time for other claims)




	Days as American Champion:

	Around 726




	Age at first World Title Claim:

	28




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, George Hackenschmidt, Joe Stecher







The third of five siblings born to a Coopersville, Michigan, blacksmith, Charles Cutler built his strength as a logger as a young man and began training in regional gyms as a boxer in the early 1900s. By 1906–07, he began traveling with the legendary John L. Sullivan as a sparring partner in theatrical exhibitions. Wrestling was a natural progression, and like his younger brother Marty, Charles worked as a “combination man,” appearing before crowds in dual roles as both a boxer and wrestler. Physically powerful, Cutler was picked by Frank Gotch as his replacement to the heavyweight championship throne around 1912–13, and Charley also held the American title at least four times. Before captivated sportswriters in the offices of the Chicago Tribune on February 20, 1915, he boldly asserted that he was the rightful World champion over and above anyone else, and initiated a new lineage separate from that of Gotch. He ended up losing the title a few months later to Joe Stecher in Omaha. Notably, Cutler was an early manager and trainer for the “Great White Hope” Jess Willard, and his brother Marty was a sparring partner for boxer Jack Johnson. Cutler retired in 1930 and passed away in the small village of Paw Paw, Michigan, near Kalamazoo, in 1952.

Demetral, William
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	Born:

	October 22, 1886




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	205




	Real Name:

	William Diaman Demetral




	Nickname:

	Greek Demon




	Career Span:

	1904–39




	Died:

	August 13, 1968, Oak Forest, IL 81 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2, claimed to be champion of Greece




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Stanislaus Zbyszko, Adolph Ernst







In 1904, eighteen-year-old Vassilios Demetralis disembarked a passenger ship from his native Greece and stepped on American soil for the first time. Within months, he had changed his name to “William Demetral” and began what would ultimately be a 35-year career as a pro wrestler. Along with Jim Londos, he was an idol for his countrymen and gained a prominent role as a headliner all over the United States. Demetral held versions of the World Light Heavyweight and American Heavyweight championships while battling all of the greats, including Londos and Ed “Strangler” Lewis. During the 1920s, he became known as an independent grappler or a “trustbuster” for his status outside the established syndicates. He was denied top-tier bouts for that reason and quickly became disgruntled by the business. As a result, he publicly exposed insider secrets in 1927 and effectively broke kayfabe, confirming the crookedness of wrestling to many people who already suspected its dishonesty. His outsider role ended later in the 1920s and he returned to the national circuit, ending his career as a journeyman in 1939. Demetral was a longtime resident of Chicago and he died in suburban Oak Forest, in 1968.

Eklund, Clarence
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	Born:

	June 3, 1887




	Height:

	5’9 ½”




	Weight:

	180




	Real Name:

	Clarence Gust Eklund




	Parents:

	August and Julia Eklund




	Wife:

	Florence Eklund




	Trained by:

	Farmer Burns




	Career Span:

	1908–34




	Died:

	January 4, 1981, Buffalo, WY 93 years old














	Titles Won:

	14




	Best Opponents:

	Earl Caddock, Mike Yokel, Ad Santel




	Published Books:

	1







Clarence Eklund was a nine-time World Light Heavyweight champion and retired as the undisputed titleholder in 1930. Born outside Miltonvale, Kansas, he left home and got a job as a teacher when he was just eighteen years old. However, Eklund had the spirit of a nomad and went on the road, ending up at a Canadian lumber camp. It was there that he learned how to wrestle, and debuted as a pro a few years later. He won titles in two weight divisions in Canada, and settled in Johnson County, Wyoming, around 1916. With victories over A. A. Britt, Sam Clapham, and others, Eklund claimed the World Light Heavyweight crown in early 1917, and affirmed his claim by defeating Pet Brown later that year. Over the next ten years, he lost and regained the title four more times, and then won a major tournament in Australia to determine the undisputed champion on November 20, 1928. In 1934, as his career was winding down, he told a reporter: “I haven’t exactly quit wrestling on my own account, but it isn’t often I can get matches with fellows of my class.” He wasn’t being conceded—it was true. Eklund, among light heavyweights across the globe, was simply in a class by himself. He settled in Buffalo, Wyoming and, in 1947, released a book entitled Forty Years of Wrestling. Eklund passed away at the age of ninety-three in 1981.

Farmer Burns
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	Born:

	February 15, 1861




	Height:

	5’10”




	Weight:

	165




	Real Name:

	Martin Burns




	Parents:

	Michael and Mary Burns




	Wife:

	Amelia Burns




	Career Span:

	1869–1913




	Died:

	January 8, 1937, Council Bluffs, IA 76 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2




	Days as World Champion:

	920




	Age at first World Title Win:

	34




	Best Opponents:

	Evan Lewis, Dan McLeod, Tom Jenkins




	Number of Wrestlers Trained:

	Estimated at 1,600 over a forty-five-year period




	Halls of Fame:

	4







During the early twentieth century, a vast number of people ordered the Farmer Burns School of Wrestling correspondence course, and paid one dollar a month to be provided with the same instruction the legendary Frank Gotch had received, albeit in the written form. Of course, the hands-on training Burns gave to hundreds of athletes was far more effective, and his lessons produced many superior grapplers. His name was synonymous with wrestling greatness and his reputation is still pristine today, over a hundred years later. The third of seven children to Irish immigrants, Burns grew up in Springfield in Cedar County, Iowa. Legend has it that he wrestled his first pro match as early as eight, competing with a schoolyard friend and winning fifteen cents. Quick and strong with a 20-inch neck, Burns dedicated himself to building his body into a machine, and refrained from alcohol and tobacco. By the latter part of the 1880s, he had substantive backing for his claim to be the Iowa champion.

Helping popularize the catch-as-catch-can style in America, Burns won the world championship of that form when he beat the original “Strangler,” Evan Lewis on April 20, 1895; although he would lose his title to Dan McLeod on October 26, 1897, in Indianapolis. Two years later, he met a youngster named Frank Gotch in Fort Dodge, Iowa, and was impressed by his natural strength and skill. He took Gotch under his wing and coached him to the American and World Heavyweight Titles, including two historic victories over George Hackenschmidt. Burns and Gotch traveled the country as part of an organized combine, working with a number of other top wrestlers of the era, making bundles of money in the process. Reportedly, Burns himself wrestled thousands of matches and crossed the continent twenty-seven times during his career. He was also known for his unusual hangman stunt that saw him survive a six-foot drop with a noose around his neck, which exhibited his extraordinary neck muscles and defied the laws of both gravity and rationality.

Gardini, Renato
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	Born:

	March 10, 1889




	Height:

	5’10”




	Weight:

	200




	Olympics:

	Greco-Roman Wrestling (1912) (Representing Italy) (DNP)




	Career Span:

	1914–40




	Died:

	September 29, 1940, San Paulo, Brazil 51 years old














	Titles Won:

	None known, claimed Italian Title




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Joe Stecher, Ed Lewis







Among the international contingent migrating to the US in the 1910s to wrestle professionally was former Olympic star, Renato Gardini. Gardini was a highly-recognized Greco-Roman grappler from Bologna, Italy, and was the winner of several major tournaments in his home country. In December 1914, he arrived at Ellis Island just in time for the big tournaments in New York City, and quickly made a name for himself. A hero for Italians across the nation, Gardini claimed the championship of his native country, and was a significant challenger for world titleholders Ed “Strangler” Lewis and Joe Stecher, as well as holding wins over Jim Londos and Wladek Zbyszko. Acknowledged as a “pal of Mussolini” by a reporter in 1933, Gardini spent a lot of time in South America, where he helped popularize the sport. He promoted and mentored innumerable young wrestlers and, while in Brazil in 1940, suffered a fatal heart attack. Notably, NWA Official Wrestling called Gardini the “first millionaire wrestler” in its October 1952 issue.

Gotch, Frank
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	Born:

	April 27, 1877




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	215




	Real Name:

	Frank Alvin Gotch




	Parents:

	Frederick and Amelia Gotch




	Wife:

	Gladys Gotch




	Finisher:

	Toehold




	Career Span:

	1899–1917




	Died:

	December 16, 1917, Des Moines, IA 40 years old














	Titles Won:

	5 (Claimed other titles while barnstorming)




	Days as World Champion:

	3,544 (until death)




	Age at first World Title Win:

	30




	Best Opponents:

	George Hackenschmidt, Tom Jenkins, S. Zbyszko




	Halls of Fame:

	5







Frank Gotch was an American wrestling icon. He was the first man to garner widespread celebrity status, and his popularity rivaled the top athletes from any other professional sport of his time. He was the face of wrestling as it evolved into a more socially acceptable form of entertainment, and was an invincible force of nature who dominated the profession. His unrelenting style of catch-as-catch-can wrestling inspired audiences from coast to coast, and there was no one, either home-grown or from an international location, who could beat him. Gotch’s presence became so much that he demanded five figures per appearance later in his career, and his two defeats of strongman George Hackenschmidt will forever be part of wrestling lore. In terms of talent, he had it all, and reigned as the unconquered heavyweight champion of the world from 1908 until his death in 1917. Arguably, he is the most important American wrestler in history.

The ninth child born to German parents, Frank Gotch grew up in Springvale (later renamed Humboldt), Iowa, and was a child of the farm, building his muscles and stamina doing hard labor on the family homestead. In 1899, he matched up against the renown ex-champion Farmer Burns at Fort Dodge, and held his own, impressing the veteran so much that he took him as his apprentice. Gotch was rough around the edges and needed to zero in on the fundamentals, while retaining his natural instincts. Burns helped bring out the best in him and the two devised well-crafted plans to not only boost Gotch’s reputation, but to make money. Gotch later admitted that he was only in the business to make a living, and understood from an early stage of his wrestling campaign that there were many different ways to earn cash. Some were in straight matches, while others were in bouts against members of his own touring troupe. There is no better example of this than Gotch’s 1901 trip to the Yukon Territory during the gold rush.

Under the guise “Frank Kennedy,” Gotch wrestled two of his partners, Joe Carroll Marsh and Colonel James McLaughlin in a series of matches, winning some and losing others, and there was a remarkable amount of gambling going on. When it was all said and done, Gotch earned as much as $30,000 during the tour. The lessons he learned on how to work the emotions of crowds, mixing athleticism and showmanship, and the substance of gambling in matches, were invaluable. On January 28, 1904, he beat Tom Jenkins for the first of three American Heavyweight Titles, defeating his opponent in two straight falls. Jenkins regained the championship at Madison Square Garden in New York on March 15, 1905, but lost it back to Gotch on May 23, 1906 in Kansas City.

Another example of Gotch’s unparalleled mastery when it came to making money came on December 1, 1906 when one of pro wrestling’s greatest upsets occurred. That evening in New Orleans, he was beaten by an opponent he outweighed by 30 pounds, and needless to say, was the heavy favorite going into the affair. An estimated $10,000 changed hands when Fred Beell, the “Wisconsin Wonder,” won two of three falls and captured the title. Gotch and his cronies made a bundle of money and sixteen days later, he regained the American championship in Kansas City, winning with two straight falls.

The next major obstacle for Gotch was George Hackenschmidt, the World Heavyweight champion and a man he’d been after since 1905. Their supremely anticipated match occurred on April 3, 1908 in Chicago, and Gotch won the undisputed championship when the “Russian Lion” gave up after more than two hours of action. There was no denying that he was the best wrestler in the world and his fame increased to a level not seen by any professional wrestler to date. Over the next few years, Gotch toured when he wanted to make money, and spent time on his farm when he yearned for life away from the public eye. A rematch against Hackenschmidt was the most logical moneymaker and Gotch agreed to it once he was guaranteed upwards of $21,000 for the September 4, 1911 bout. More than 25,000 people turned out to see the Chicago match, and once again, Gotch proved victorious, winning in two straight falls. The gate of $87,953 was the largest ever for a wrestling match.

Gotch announced his retirement from the mat numerous times, and after every instance, he returned for one last match … but he was smart, waiting for the right payday, and unfortunately for him, the wrestling landscape lacked another foe like Hackenschmidt. Rather than rushing into another match, Gotch bided his time, proclaiming other grapplers champion, and enjoyed farm life with his wife and young son. Just as Joe Stecher was rising to fame and a potential match of the century was on the horizon, Gotch suffered a broken leg in an exhibition, and then became deathly ill. He passed away in 1917.

Gotch was inducted into the WWE Hall of Fame as part of its inaugural “Legacy” class in 2016.

Great Gama, The
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	Born:

	Around 1878




	Height:

	5’7 ½”




	Weight:

	250




	Real Name:

	Ghulam Mohammad Baksh




	Family:

	Brother of Imam Baksh




	Identities:

	Gama Pahalwan




	Nickname:

	Lion of the Punjab




	Career Span:

	Debut unknown, retired around 1955




	Died:

	May 21, 1960, Lahore, Pakistan 82 years old














	Titles Won:

	2 (Indian and world championships)




	Days as World Champion:

	Claimed title for around four decades




	Best Opponents:

	Raheem Baksh Sultani Wala, Stanislaus Zbyszko




	Halls of Fame:

	1







Modern stories of The Great Gama are almost folklore and it is difficult to separate fact from fiction when researching this cultural icon from India. The tales of his otherworldly commitment to training, the remarkable five-figure crowds that always attended his matches, and the way he beat his foes with such ease make him a figure of such unique importance to pro wrestling history. Even if only a quarter of the stories are true about Gama, he is still a no-brainer for any Hall of Fame. He was undefeated during his entire career, beating Dr. Roller and Stanislaus Zbyszko without any trouble, and wrestled into his early 70s, still claiming to be the undefeated World Heavyweight Champion. Although Gama never toured the US or faced Frank Gotch when both were in their prime, his status as a wrestling legend is very secure.

Grobmier, Fred
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	Born:

	February 19, 1896




	Height:

	6’3”




	Weight:

	200




	Real Name:

	Fred Joseph Grobmeier




	Parents:

	Joseph and Eva Grobmeier




	Trained by:

	Farmer Burns




	Nickname:

	Legs, Grubby




	Finisher:

	Figure four hook scissors




	Career Span:

	1918–44




	Died:

	March 24, 1970, Harrison, AR 74 years old














	Titles Won:

	None known, claimed regional honors in Iowa




	Best Opponents:

	Joe Stecher, Jim Browning, Jim Londos







Fred Grobmier of Harlan, Iowa, looked more like a string bean than a wrestler and, throughout his career, sportswriters would comment on his tall and lanky appearance. His modest look and country boy attitude worked perfectly at carnivals and AT shows, where he wrestled and usually beat touring champions who assumed he didn’t have an athletic bone in his body. As “Toots” Mondt later explained, “[Grobmier] would go into towns, hang around the pool halls, and drink soda water out of a bottle so you’d think he was drunk. When some fellows would try and help him home, he’d say, ‘I’m not drunk, I can lick anybody.’ And they’d say, ‘Oh, yeah, well we got a wrestler here in town…’ And that’s how he’d get most of his matches.” He’d take the local champion out, twist his long legs around them like a vine, and squeeze the courage out of them, winning money from gambling bets in the process. The truth was that Fred was an extraordinary shooter, and few wrestlers had a chance with him in legitimate matches. During the 1920s, he was known primarily as an independent grappler, meaning that he wasn’t tied to the syndicates and was sometimes referred to as a “trustbuster.” He worked his way east and joined the major circuits, performing in a journeyman capacity while making others look good in the ring. Grobmier mentored many wrestlers, including a young Buddy Rogers, and worked as a guard for the New York Shipbuilding Corporation during World War II.

Hackenschmidt, George
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	Born:

	July 20, 1877




	Height:

	5’9”




	Weight:

	230




	Real Name:

	George Karl Julius Hackenschmidt




	Parents:

	George and Ida Hackenschmidt




	Wife:

	Rachel Marie Hackenschmidt




	Military:

	Russian Army (WWI)




	Trained by:

	Vladislav von Krajewski




	Nicknames:

	The World’s Strongest Man, Hack




	Career Span:

	1900–11




	Died:

	February 19, 1968, London, England 90 years old














	Titles Won:

	2, won several tournaments and claimed various other championships




	Days as World Champion:

	1,065 (catch title only)




	Age at first World Title Win:

	27




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, George Lurich, Stanislaus Zbyszko




	Halls of Fame:

	4







The “Russian Lion” George Hackenschmidt was a wrestling phenomenon at the beginning of the 20th century. He was also a noted strongman and weightlifting pioneer, often compared to the legendary Sandow. Between 1905 and 1911, he crossed the Atlantic from England to the United States four times and cemented his role in grappling history by meeting Frank Gotch in two of the most momentous matches ever staged. Of German and Swedish parents, Hackenschmidt was born in Dorpat, Estonia and possessed above average intelligence. In fact, he extensively studied psychology and philosophy and learned to speak six languages fluently. As an amateur wrestler at the Reval Athletic and Cycling Club in Estonia, he was a quick learner in the Greco-Roman style, and proceeded to win tournaments all over Europe. His extraordinary strength set him apart and he consistently improved in his weight training, developing his body into one of the most impressive physiques in the world.

By the time Hackenschmidt made his professional debut in June 1900, he was already a feared matman, able to overcome his lack of experience with his remarkable power. That applied to matches in the catch-as-catch-can style as well since he’d primarily trained in the Greco-Roman form. Tom Jenkins, the Cleveland catch great, ventured to London to face Hackenschmidt in July 1904 and agreed to Greco rules, where Hackenschmidt won in two straight falls. They faced off a second time during “Hack’s” first tour of the US on May 4, 1905 in a bout for the catch-as-catch-can World Title. The match, at Madison Square Garden in New York, was again won by Hackenschmidt in two straight falls. There wasn’t a more acclaimed wrestler in the world, and it would be nearly three years before he returned to the United States to meet a credible opponent. Gotch, the American king, was a national hero to wrestling fans, and his prime challenger. The match was being promoted as the biggest in history—and it truly was.

Chicago’s Dexter Park Pavilion hosted the April 3, 1908 contest and Hackenschmidt was extended two hours and one minute before he gave in, surrendering the title to Gotch. In October 1910, he returned to the US to rebuild his reputation, and beat many top stars in the hopes he’d land a big money rematch with Gotch. Some of the victories he logged were against Henry Ordemann, Americus, and Charles Cutler. Once the financial terms were established, the contest was staged on September 4, 1911, again, in Chicago. Little did the fans know that Hackenschmidt had suffered a severe right leg injury during training that should have postponed the bout. With so much money on the line, he decided to go forward despite his handicap, and lost in two quick falls, the first in 14:18 and the second in 5:32. It was an embarrassing performance and the audience of 25,000-plus, paying a record $87,953, was wholeheartedly disappointed. Hackenschmidt retired from the business and became a scholar.

In 2016, he was inducted into the WWE Hall of Fame as part of its inaugural “Legacy” class.

Jenkins, Tom
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	Born:

	August 3, 1872




	Height:

	5’9 ½”




	Weight:

	195




	Parents:

	Thomas and Mary Jenkins




	Wife:

	Lavinia Jenkins




	Nickname:

	Ham, Pop




	Career Span:

	1891–1914




	Died:

	June 19, 1957, Norwalk, CT 84 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3




	Days as American Champion:

	1,146




	Age at first World Title Win:

	29




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Dan McLeod, Farmer Burns




	Halls of Fame:

	3







An outstanding catch-as-catch-can grappling phenomenon, Tom Jenkins bridged the gap between the era of “Strangler” Evans and Frank Gotch. Training under Mark Lamb at the latter’s Ontario Street gym in his hometown of Cleveland, Ohio, Jenkins made his debut at twenty years of age, and obtained his first real taste of fame when he downed the great Farmer Burns on November 17, 1897 in two straight falls. On November 7, 1901, Jenkins met champion Dan McLeod in Cleveland and won in two straight falls, capturing the American Title. McLeod won a rematch on Christmas in 1902, but Jenkins regained the championship on April 3, 1903. He also traded the crown with Gotch in 1904 and 1905, and then lost a match for the vacant World Title against George Hackenschmidt in May 1905. Gotch beat him for the American claim for the final time on May 23, 1906. Two months later, Jenkins became the wrestling instructor at West Point and taught over 13,000 cadets over his thirty-seven years at the military academy.

Kallio, Gus
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	Born:

	May 16, 1891




	Height:

	5’7”




	Weight:

	155




	Real Name:

	August Kallio




	Career Span:

	1916–42




	Died:

	March 2, 1962, Monroe, LA 70 years old














	Titles Won:

	8




	Best Opponents:

	Clarence Eklund, Charles Fischer, Jack Reynolds







The quickness and technical abilities displayed by Gus Kallio turned the welterweight division upside down during the latter part of the 1910s, and his ability to counteract any maneuver was extraordinary. A devoted student of Farmer Burns, Kallio beat Jack Reynolds for the World Welterweight Championship on October 3, 1921, and he held the title for several years. By 1927, the Finnish superstar was a full-fledged middleweight, and with a decision over Charles Fischer in Chicago, he was recognized as the disputed champion of the middleweight division. Kallio later won a tournament in 1930 for NWA backing, and reigned as a claimant through the late 1930s, losing and regaining the title several times. He also promoted wrestling in Monroe, Louisiana for twenty years.

Karasick, Al
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	Born:

	June 24, 1890




	Height:

	5’7”




	Weight:

	170




	Real Name:

	Alexander Karasick




	Trained at:

	Olympic Club in San Francisco




	Nickname:

	Russian Lion, Gentleman Al




	Career Span:

	1920–36




	Died:

	May 24, 1965, Honolulu, HI 74 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 1, claimed others




	Best Opponents:

	Ted Thye, Walter Miller, Mike Yokel







A colorful wrestler in the ring and a leading authority behind the curtain, Al Karasick was involved in professional wrestling for over forty years. He was born in Babruysk, Russia, and was a member of Anna Pavlova’s Ballet Company before settling in Oakland, California, in the 1910s. After becoming a member of the famed Olympic Club in San Francisco, he took to wrestling, claiming local honors in the welterweight, middleweight, and light heavyweight division thereafter. On December 30, 1925, he beat Ted Thye in Portland for the World Light Heavyweight championship, but lost it two weeks later to Mike Yokel. Karasick was often unorthodox in his style, utilizing methods often associated with heel wrestlers. It was part of his ring repertoire, and he was quite successful. But his fame didn’t end when he hung up his boots. He continued as a promoter, opening up the Civic Auditorium in Honolulu to weekly wrestling, and brought all of the big names to the Islands, including Lou Thesz, the Sharpe Brothers, and Rikidozan. Beginning in 1949, he was a member of the National Wresting Alliance and was instrumental in the spread of the American style of wrestling to Japan. He sold his promotion to Ed Francis in 1961 for $10,000, and passed away four years later at the age of seventy-four.

Ketonen, Waino
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	Born:

	July 5, 1888




	Height:

	5’6 ¾”




	Weight:

	155




	Real Name:

	Waino Alexander Ketonen




	Wife:

	Selma Ketonen




	Career Span:

	1910–34




	Died:

	December 1, 1974, Boylston, MA 86 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 4, claimed others




	Best Opponents:

	Mike Yokel, Joe Carr, Billy Riley







Recognized as “one of the most scientific wrestlers in the world” by a sportswriter in 1916, Waino Ketonen was a dominant natural wrestler with expert proficiency. He began grappling in the Greco-Roman style in his home country of Finland, where he won a number of medals. In 1910, he sailed from Tampere to the United States and began his pro career, adjusting to the more popular catch-as-catch-can style. His transition was flawless, and by 1915 he was claiming the world middleweight championship. With fierce, cat-like speed, Ketonen was respected throughout the sports community for his outstanding grappling knowledge, and when he wasn’t performing in arenas he often worked carnivals, taking on all comers in genuine matches. If Ketonen had been larger in size, his level of skill would have put him in the exclusive Joe Stecher-Earl Caddock class of heavyweights, but as it was, he performed memorable matches against Mike Yokel, Ira Dern, and Joe Turner. In Europe during the early 1920s, he beat the invincible Billy Riley, and spent many years as a coach. Once praised by the legendary Farmer Burns, Ketonen retired to his Rutland, Massachusetts, farm in 1934.

Lewis, Ed “Strangler”
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	Born:

	June 30, 1890




	Height:

	6’1”




	Weight:

	210-290




	Real Name:

	Robert Herman Julius Friedrich




	Parents:

	Jacob and Molla Friedrich




	College:

	University of Kentucky




	Military:

	United States Army (WWI) (Physical instructor at Camp Grant)




	Trained by:

	Fred Beell, Billy Schober, Charlie Olson




	Finisher:

	Headlock




	Managed by:

	Billy Potts (1910), Jerry Walls (1912–15), Billy Sandow (1915–32)




	Career Span:

	1906–48 (approximate debut year)




	Died:

	August 7, 1966, Muskogee, OK 76 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 12, claimed others




	Days as World Champion:

	Over 1,927




	Age at first World Title Win:

	26




	Best Opponents:

	Joe Stecher, Stanislaus Zbyszko, Earl Caddock




	Halls of Fame:

	5




	Movies:

	5







The illustrious Ed “Strangler” Lewis was a physically gifted man who was known for being full of life. He tackled pro wrestling with an enthusiasm the sport lacked and leapt over all of his peers to become an icon, adored by fans and press alike. His outgoing personality got him places his wrestling ability couldn’t, and was able to make connections throughout the sporting world so high that he was considered a peer of celebrities from other sports. It was recognition that mostly eluded professional wrestlers. Although Lewis wasn’t the only superstar of his era, he received the best press, and his story has been told and retold so many times, some of it has become myth. Lewis was, without question, the truest of wrestling legends—a one-of-a-kind force that shaped the industry for decades. He also remained relevant even after stepping away from the ring himself. His story was atypical, but indicative of a sporting idol with far-reaching influence.

Born in Wood County, Wisconsin, Lewis was the third of five children, and a natural athlete. As a teenager, he played baseball with the Nekoosa city team and labored at Johanna Gutheil’s general store in Nekoosa, handling stock and making deliveries. In early matches with locals, he displayed great strength and coordination, and with that, his confidence rose. He journeyed to neighboring states for contests with wrestlers of greater skill, and ultimately went to Lexington, Kentucky, where he adopted his trademark name, “Strangler Lewis.” Sports writers in Chicago were soon calling him one of the great young stars in the sport, and Lewis’ manager, Billy Sandow, a gregarious veteran, added that he was already better than world champion Joe Stecher. Lewis versus Stecher soon became the match everyone wanted to see. However, the two matches between them in 1915 and 1916 were horrible failures. The second, in Omaha on July 4, 1916, ended up going five hours to a draw and was an abysmal exhibition.

On May 2, 1917, Lewis beat John Olin for his first claim to the heavyweight title, albeit a secondary championship to the main line titleholder, Earl Caddock. Even after he lost to Wladek Zbyszko, Lewis and Sandow continued to claim he was champion, furthering their media manipulations. Over the next two years, he beat both Stecher and Zbyszko and held the strongest claim to the title outside Caddock, but then was defeated by Stecher in July 1919. It wasn’t until March 3, 1922 that Lewis regained the world championship, beating Stanislaus Zbyszko, and was finally universally accepted as the king of the heavyweights. For nearly three years, Lewis was champion, demonstrating time after time that his headlock could hospitalize opponents. He went out of his way to draw the ire of crowds, laying the foundation for heel wrestlers, and adding to the passion of frenzied audiences. This component was revolutionary, as was the way they used dramatic angles to prepare challengers in cities on their circuit.

In 1925, Lewis and Sandow propped up a former football player named Wayne Munn and temporarily passed the title to him in an attempt to resurrect declining houses. The idea went south when Munn was double-crossed out of the championship by Stanislaus Zbyszko, and in an instant, the momentum of the wrestling war shifted to an opposing faction. Lewis, in 1928, regained the World Title with a defeat of Stecher, and then sold the crown to Gus Sonnenberg. The loss to Sonnenberg was contingent on the basis that when he was ready to lose the title, he’d do so back to Lewis. That didn’t happen, and Lewis had to shoot on Sonnenberg’s successor, Ed Don George, to physically take the title back in April 1931. Ironically, Lewis himself was the victim of a shady deal in Montreal the following month, and lost the title to Henri DeGlane. Although he was suffering from an eye disease, trachoma, and had fallen far out of shape, he was still a box office attraction, and returned to the World Title again in New York in 1932.

Lewis was so important to the business that promoters utilized him whenever they could, either as a wrestler, referee, or ambassador to help with publicity and spike attendance … and this went on well into the 1950s. Of course, by that point, he was no longer lacing up his boots, but he still was on the road, teaching guys like Lou Thesz and Bob Ellis, and promoting whatever needed to be promoted. Financially crippled, Lewis relied on a special salary from members of the National Wrestling Alliance from 1949 to 1956, and eventually needed donations from old friends to help him survive. When he stepped away from the limelight, he was completely blind and often spoke about religion from the heart. His love of life was apparent, and what he brought to pro wrestling was unlike anyone else in history. Ed “Strangler” Lewis was a game changer, a man who added new levels of ingenuity to the sport, and defied the odds by leaving his small Wisconsin town and rising up to the utmost pinnacles of professional wrestling.

In 2016, he was inducted into the WWE Hall of Fame as part of its inaugural “Legacy” class.

Londos, Jim
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	Born:

	January 2, 1894




	Height:

	5’8”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	Christopher Theophelus (many spelling variations)




	Wife:

	Arva Londos




	Trained by:

	George Miehling, Al Lavene, Pete Loch




	Identities:

	Chris Londos




	Finishers:

	Japanese sleeper, Airplane Spin




	Career Span:

	1914–59




	Died:

	August 19, 1975, Escondido, CA 81 years old














	Titles Won:

	5, claimed various other titles




	Days as World Champion:

	Over 9,600




	Age at first World Title Win:

	36




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, Joe Stecher, Dick Shikat




	Halls of Fame:

	3







During the Great Depression, while people surged toward arenas to be absorbed by the colorful wrestling business and distract themselves from the harsh realities of life, Jim Londos was king of the mountain. He was the heart of the business as World Heavyweight Champion between 1930 and 1935, and was the catalyst for the largest period of growth wrestling had ever seen. His ability as a showman to draw around the country was extraordinary—everyone knew his name and even non-fans were stricken by the urge to see him in person. For Londos, a man who didn’t know the proper way to spell his birth name or what year he was truly born, all the success was coming naturally after years of dedication to the sport he loved. Initially an amateur for the San Francisco YMCA and then the Olympic Club, Londos had the spirit to be a champion from day one. He captured the Pacific Athletic Association Light Heavyweight Championship in March 1912 and made his debut as a professional two years later in Oakland.

Londos engaged in years of straight competition and picked up many tricks of the trade, effectively making him a dangerous shooter … the only drawback being his size. However, Londos was bigger than life, and overcame that obstacle time and time again. He began touring, picking up wins from many established wrestlers, even earning a two-hour-and-thirty-minute draw with the mighty Ed “Strangler” Lewis in 1918. Londos was mainly wrestling in secondary cities, and even though he was gaining respect, he didn’t rise over the hump until he impressed the New York market with his January 5, 1920 victory over William Demetral. However, promoters kept him out of the upper echelon, and throughout the 1920s, he bowed against the principal class of heavyweights, losing matches to “Strangler” Lewis, John Pesek, Joe Stecher, Earl Caddock, and others. He bided his time and gained key promotional allies in St. Louis, Philadelphia, and New York, which would catapult him to the top of the ranks.

On June 6, 1930, he beat Dick Shikat for the World Heavyweight Title, and was later recognized by the National Wrestling Association. Unlike his early years, Londos was now unbeatable, toppling opponent after opponent, and winning matches with a flamboyance that sealed his legendary status. His fame at this juncture was comparable to any superstar athlete in any other pro sport, and Londos drew thousands and thousands of fans regularly. He was a true icon during a terrible economic period. Jealousy reared its ugly head, and Londos was faced with a severe backlash after breaking from New York promoter Jack Curley to form his own syndicate in 1932. In retaliation, he was double-crossed in Chicago by a Curley wrestler, Joe Savoldi, on April 7, 1933—and Londos lost a match by pinfall in an unsatisfactory manner. The defeat did little to hurt his reputation.

Following the unification of rival promoters into the “Trust,” matches that were previously off limits were being held across the nation, and on June 25, 1934, he beat the New York champion Jim Browning for local recognition. On September 20, he wrestled a dream match against Ed Lewis in Chicago. The affair set a new national gate record when 35,265 fans paid $96,302 to see Londos win. A substantial amount of money was needed for Londos to drop the title, and he was handsomely paid to lose to the “Trust’s” next big thing, Danno O’Mahoney, on June 27, 1935 at Fenway Park, ending his reign at 1,847 days. Initially threatening to retire, he quickly changed his tune, and toured Europe and South Africa before returning during the summer of 1937. Within three months, he won a claim to the World Title and was once again doing his part to lure fans to arenas, especially those who’d turned their backs on the sport following the double-cross of O’Mahoney. Huge crowds turned out in Detroit, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles.

Because of his outstanding success, promoters had no other choice but to elevate Londos to the heavyweight throne once again. On November 18, 1938, he beat Bronko Nagurski to win the championship, and would never give up this claim to the world title—maintaining it until his retirement in 1959. Times had changed, and because of the down-slope of the marketplace, he was unable to recapture the same sort of glory he attained in the early part of the 1930s, although he continued to be successful. His athleticism and conditioning were always tip-top, which was surprising for his age, and he had a number of solid showings at the box office, particularly against Primo Carnera and Maurice Tillet. He initially retired in 1954, but had one final run five years later in Australia, of course, going undefeated. Londos’ clean cut image and immortal legacy as the undefeated champion are as important to wrestling history as any other single figure to ever grace the ring.

Malcewicz, Joe
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	Born:

	March 17, 1897




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	Joseph Malcewicz




	Parents:

	Anthony and Helen Malcewicz




	Family:

	Brother of Frank Malcewicz




	High School:

	Utica Free Academy (NY)




	Identities:

	The Black Terror




	Nicknames:

	Utica Panther




	Finisher:

	Flying Scissors




	Promoted:

	San Francisco, California (1935–62)




	Career Span:

	1913–38




	Died:

	April 20, 1962, San Francisco, CA 65 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3, claimed several others




	Days as World Champion:

	Claimed World Title three times for unknown period of time




	Age at first World Title Claim:

	Around 24




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, Joe Stecher, Earl Caddock




	Halls of Fame:

	1







Born and reared in Utica, New York, Joe Malcewicz was the son of local grocers and began wrestling and playing football at a young age. Joined by his brother Frank, he starred on the gridiron for the Utica Knights of Columbus, and took up training under Herbert Hartley to enter the pro wrestling ranks in 1913. He was a standout light heavyweight competitor and, after honorable service in the US Army during World War I—achieving the rank of sergeant—he rejoined the wrestling field in and around New York. In 1926, he was a last-minute substitute against World Heavyweight champion Joe Stecher in an attempted double-cross in Boston, and after the latter left the ring in protest, Malcewicz was named a title claimant. Press accounts attributed two other claims to the title as well, but none held any real weight. He was also the California champion on two occasions. From 1935 to ’62 he promoted San Francisco and booked the Northern California territory with great success, and was known for his honest payoffs and leadership. Malcewicz was compassionate as well—a rarity in wrestling circles—and helped Bill Longson with his medical expenses after “Wild Bill” suffered a broken back in 1937. Malcewicz died a short time after his retirement in 1962.

Man Mountain Dean
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	Born:

	June 30, 1891




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	310




	Real Name:

	Frank Simmons Leavitt




	Identities:

	Soldier Leavitt




	Nickname:

	Hell’s Kitchen Hillbilly




	Career Span:

	1916–40




	Died:

	May 29, 1953, Norcross, GA 61 years old














	Titles Won:

	None known




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Ed Lewis, Vincent Lopez




	Movies:

	8







Truly a “Man Mountain,” Frank Leavitt was a giant man with a giant personality. Originally from New York City, he was first known as “Soldier Leavitt” based on his military background, but was repackaged as “Man Mountain Dean” in 1932. The hillbilly gimmick worked perfectly, and his lengthy beard made his appearance even more imposing. Weighing upwards of 310 pounds, he tossed opponents around the ring with ease and the wrestling drama played out in exciting fashion as wrestlers worked to knock him off his feet. He was surprisingly agile and, during a run in Southern California in 1934, was a massive box office attraction. On October 10, 1934, for a match against World Champion Jim Londos, Dean helped draw a record house of more than 38,000 people to Wrigley Field in Los Angeles. He was defeated in two-straight falls, however. Three years later, he suffered a broken leg in a bout and quietly retired. A veteran of both World Wars, Dean was an actor in seven films while doing stunt work in another. One of his appearances came in the 1949 movie Mighty Joe Young, in which Dean fittingly portrayed a strongman.

McLaughlin, Colonel James
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	Born:

	June 8, 1842




	Height:

	6’1”




	Weight:

	240




	Real Name:

	James Hiram McLaughlin




	Parents:

	Martin and Elizabeth McLaughlin




	Military:

	24th New York Cavalry (1864)




	Career Span:

	1859–1902




	Died:

	September 11, 1905, Fairbanks, AK 63 years old














	Titles Won:

	Won several, claimed others




	Days as World Champion:

	Held collar and elbow title for years




	Age at first World Title Win:

	27




	Best Opponents:

	James Owens, William Miller, Homer Lane







James McLaughlin lived a full life; he was a railroad conductor, gold prospector, military leader, and, last but not least, a champion wrestler. After service in the Civil War, he wrestled all the greats over the next few decades, and in 1901, while in the Klondike, he faced Frank Gotch during their infamous gold-rush tour. McLaughlin scored impressive victories over Louis Ainsworth and Homer Lane early in his career en route to claiming the collar and elbow title of America. On March 10, 1870, he won a tournament in Detroit, capturing a diamond belt, one of the first ever produced. Along with his championships, he also had memorable matches against John McMahon, Henry Dufur, and James Owens. In February 1874, McLaughlin had a notable bout in San Francisco versus a local hero named “Corduroy” Michael Whalen. Gamblers wagered an astonishing $15,000, but McLaughlin likely disappointed many of them when he won with two straight falls. He was on business in Alaska when he died, and was survived by his widow and daughter.

McLeod, Dan
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	Born:

	June 14, 1861




	Height:

	5’6 ¾”




	Weight:

	170




	Real Name:

	Daniel Stewart McLeod




	Identities:

	George Little, Dan Stewart




	Career Span:

	1890–1913




	Died:

	June 19, 1958, Los Angeles, CA 97 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3




	Days as American Champion:

	1,571




	Age at first American Title Win:

	36




	Best Opponents:

	Tom Jenkins, Farmer Burns, Frank Gotch







Sturdy Dan McLeod was an authority of catch-as-catch-can wrestling at the turn of the twentieth century. Born in Illinois to Scottish parents, McLeod enjoyed a whirlwind journey that took him across the US and Canada, and ended up in San Francisco, California, around 1890. He joined the famous Olympic Club and awed contemporaries in a number of track and field events, including the hammer throw and pole vault, as well as on the mat. He worked out regularly with boxing champion James J. Corbett and, between 1897 and 1903, held the American Heavyweight Wrestling Championship twice—engaging in a spectacular feud with Tom Jenkins. His sheer gracefulness in competition was inspiring, and many pros idolized him. As a trainer, he was just as influential, and trained scores of athletes while instructor at the Los Angeles Athletic Club between 1913 and ’20. Among his students were Pet Brown and future women’s champion Cora Livingston. He was nearly killed in an auto accident later in life, and his unbelievable fitness contributed to his recovery. In October 1957, he appeared as a special gathering of athletic figures in Southern California, and the ninety-seven-year-old reflected on his long athletic career. A friend at the event summed it up when he said: “[McLeod] was as great a wrestler as there ever was.” Everyone wholeheartedly agreed.

McMahon, John
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	Born:

	July 7, 1841




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	180-197




	Parents:

	Hugh and Bridget Owens McMahon




	Military:

	Company G, 13th Regiment, Vermont Volunteer Inf. (1862-1863)




	Career Span:

	1861–92




	Died:

	April 3, 1911, Bakersfield, VT 69 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2, claimed several others




	Days as World Champion:

	Claimed collar and elbow title for over 2,900 days




	Age at first World Title Win:

	Around 38




	Best Opponents:

	Henry Dufur, James Owens, James McLaughlin







Civil War veteran John McMahon of Vermont was an early American wrestling legend. He was a master at the collar-and-elbow style, and demonstrated his profound athletic prowess by throwing seventeen of his fellow soldiers one evening at Brattleboro. As a member of the Vermont Volunteer Infantry, McMahon served in combat for two years and gained his earliest fame as a grappler in 1873 when he won matches against Homer Lane and Perry Higley. In November 1878, McMahon won an exciting contest from Colonel McLaughlin and then topped his cousin James Owens on August 6, 1879. McMahon claimed the World Title, and carried a belt to signify his status. He ran into perhaps his greatest opponent, Henry Dufur, in 1880. Dufur also claimed to be champion and their first match was a competitive six-hour draw. Their second bout in December 1883 ended when McMahon forfeited, and then Dufur won the title from him on September 3, 1887. McMahon retired in 1892 and suffered from rheumatism before passing away on his brother’s farm. At the time of his death, McMahon still held his prized collar and elbow belt.

Mondt, Joe “Toots”
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	Born:

	January 18, 1894




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	225




	Real Name:

	James Ervin Mondt




	Parents:

	Frank and Lula Mondt




	Wife:

	Alda Mondt




	Trained by:

	Farmer Burns




	Identities:

	The Masked Marvel, Tudor Mondt




	Career Span:

	1910–32




	Died:

	June 11, 1976, St. Louis, MO 82 years old














	Titles Won:

	Claimed a variety of regional titles




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, John Pesek, Joe Stecher




	Halls of Fame:

	2







The history of Joe “Toots” Mondt is a complicated one, full of impressive achievements and dramatic catastrophes. Born in Iowa, Mondt grew up in Weld County, Colorado, and was one of eight children. Along with his brother Art, he appeared in vaudeville shows throughout the region, and featured exhibitions of strength and colorful wrestling demonstrations, which mixed light drama and comedy. Mondt gained a sense for entertaining audiences and fulfilling the desires of paying customers, playing to their emotions in the athletic realm. Soon, he was also wrestling in carnivals and testing his physical abilities in straight contests. These contests carved out the “shooter” he’d become, a dangerous wrestler in possession of genuine abilities. Mondt mixed his legitimate skills with fanciful showmanship, becoming a uniquely powerful figure in the business, particularly as it related to his position in the Ed Lewis combine between 1922 and 1927.

In addition to being a sturdy challenger to Lewis, Mondt was an intelligent force outside of the ring. His knack for drama helped conceive what are commonly known as “angles,” devised to stir up interest through in-ring disputes or other means. This built up a system of challengers for Lewis throughout their circuit, creating a buzz and spiking attendance. His innovative ideas were embraced by top managers and promoters, and by the late 1920s, he was working behind the scenes in New York City. “Toots” spent time in Los Angeles before returning to New York in 1940, and managed a sizeable booking office, including lucrative operations at Madison Square Garden. By 1954, however, Mondt had driven his company into bankruptcy, and his infatuation with the race track was at the heart of his issues. Still looked to for wisdom, he acted in an advisoral role in Vincent J. McMahon’s WWWF (forefather to the WWF, then WWE). He retired to St. Louis in the early 1970s.

Muldoon, William
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	Born:

	May 25, 1845




	Height:

	5’9”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	William H. Muldoon




	Parents:

	Patrick and Marie Muldoon




	Family:

	Brother of Martin Muldoon




	Trained by:

	Professor William Miller




	Nicknames:

	Solid Man




	Career Span:

	Early 1870s–94




	Died:

	June 3, 1933, Purchase, NY 88 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3




	Days as World Champion:

	Over 2,700 days (not counting 1886–90 claim)




	Age at first World Title Win:

	34




	Best Opponents:

	William Miller, Evan Lewis, Duncan Ross




	Halls of Fame:

	2







Perhaps no man has had more of an impact on both professional wrestling and boxing than William Muldoon. His influence was far reaching, inside the ring and out, and lasted more than fifty years. These statements are not embellishments of the facts, but revealing of a man, known as the “Iron Duke,” who was known as the best Greco-Roman wrestler of his day and the czar of boxing. He didn’t hold both distinctions concurrently, but did so over the span of his career. Beginning as a young man, Muldoon wrestled initially for the athletic challenge, later on for financial gain, and continued after becoming a police officer in New York City around 1876. He was versed in a number of different styles, but none more than the Greco-Roman, and began to make a real name for himself at the annual Police Athletic Games in 1877-1878. Taking a win from James Quigley, a patrolman on the force, he annexed the club’s heavyweight “challenge” medal, only to vacate the title of champion to challenge the known professionals of America.

Muldoon won a gold medal with his January 19, 1880 victory over Thiebaud Bauer and claimed the World Heavyweight Title. He accepted the challenge of Professor William Miller two months later and the two men wrestled to a seven-hour draw at Madison Square Garden. His quickness and clever abilities fended off Miller’s size advantage, and neither was able to secure a fall. Muldoon’s conditioning was tested again in a six-hour match against Clarence Whistler the following January. He often wrestled in mixed-style matches and was occasionally defeated, but Muldoon remained the closest to undisputed Greco-Roman champion until June 28, 1886, when he was defeated by Evan “Strangler” Lewis in Chicago in a controversial bout. Upon losing the first fall and then winning the second, Muldoon gave Lewis the match, claiming to be sick. However, it was also reported that Muldoon quit because the crowd was small, and that his title wasn’t on the line. Lewis believed otherwise, but Muldoon continued to claim his title.

In 1889, Muldoon was the primary trainer for legendary bare-knuckle boxing champion John L. Sullivan, preparing the latter for his famous bout against Jake Kilrain. Their camp was at Muldoon’s childhood home in Allegany County, New York. On May 28, 1889 in Cincinnati, the two men even wrestled an exhibition, and went ten rounds to a draw. Muldoon shaped Sullivan into a warrior, giving him the tools he’d need to withstand seventy-five rounds against Kilrain in Richburg, Mississippi. In 1891, Muldoon announced his intention to retire, specifically telling his longtime foe, “Strangler” Lewis that he wasn’t going to defend the Greco-Roman title anymore. He touted his star pupil Ernest Roeber, his successor as claimant, and backed him financially. Muldoon ran an athletic combination for some time, appeared as an actor, and, in 1921, became an original member of the newly-established New York Athletic Commission. He remained a pivotal voice in athletics until his death in 1933.

Nichols, Hugh
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	Born:

	December 6, 1898




	Height:

	5’10”




	Weight:

	175




	Real Name:

	Clifford Hugh Nichols




	Parents:

	George and Lucile Nichols




	Wife:

	Elizabeth Nichols




	Finisher:

	Double Japanese toehold




	Career Span:

	1919–38




	Died:

	December 15, 1956, Hollywood, CA 58 years old














	Titles Won:

	8, claimed others




	Best Opponents:

	Clarence Eklund, Ted Thye, Billy Edwards







Speedy Hugh Nichols was a rare breed of wrestler, capable of holding world championships in two separate weight divisions simultaneously. Born in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, he was discovered by Jack Reynolds, and further trained by the legendary Farmer Burns. Destined for greatness, Nichols ventured to Dallas and built a strong following of fans, and then beat Billy Edwards for his first World Light Heavyweight Title on March 7, 1927. The following September, he defeated Joe Parelli for a claim to the World Middleweight belt, becoming a double champion. Over the next decade, he’d win the light heavyweight championship at least five more times. In 1939, he became the matchmaker at Hollywood Legion Stadium and also promoted shows in San Diego until his suicide in 1956. During his career, he was an important and influential advocate for non-heavyweight wrestlers. His clever, scientific approach to wrestling was lauded, and yet he was willing to get down and dirty and fight with the best of them.

Ordemann, Henry
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	Born:

	June 26, 1882




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	Henry Gyntner Ordemann




	Wife:

	Margaret Ordemann




	Finisher:

	Toehold




	Career Span:

	1907–24




	Died:

	June 8, 1947, Minneapolis, MN 64 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3, claimed others




	Days as World Champion:

	Unknown




	Age at first World Title Win:

	32




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Jess Westergaard, Stanislaus Zbyszko







Decades before Verne Gagne ruled Minneapolis wrestling rings, Henry Ordemann was the local hero and a heavyweight sensation. Originally from Bergen, Norway, where he was an accomplished bicyclist and oarsman, Ordemann came to the United States in 1903. He built upon his strength as a blacksmith and joined a Minneapolis gym, training with well-known police wrestler John Gordon. In 1908, he met Frank Gotch and went on the road with the champion, learning many aspects of the business, including how to be successful with the toehold. Ordemann beat Dr. Roller, Fred Beell, and Charles Olson, and then won the American Title on October 25, 1910, when Gotch gave up the championship to the winner of Ordemann’s bout with Charles Cutler. The latter defeated him for the crown he following February, but Ordemann reentered the championship picture in December 1911, when he toppled Jess Reimer (Westergaard) for the title in Minneapolis. Cutler again beat Ordemann for the championship—this time at the Globe Theater in Chicago—on March 25, 1912. Over his career, he wrestled every great wrestler of the era, from Frank Gotch to Ed “Strangler” Lewis, and stood among the finest legends of the sport. Following retirement in 1924, he entered the insurance business in Minneapolis and passed away in 1947.

Pendleton, Nat
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	Born:

	August 9, 1895




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	Nathaniel Greene Pendleton




	College Ach.:

	Two-Time Eastern Conference Champion (1914–15)




	Amateur Titles:

	Two-Time AAU Champion




	Trained by:

	George Bothner




	Finisher:

	Japanese armlock




	Career Span:

	1920–32




	Died:

	October 12, 1967, San Diego, CA 72 years old














	Titles Won:

	None




	Best Opponents:

	John Pesek, Wladek Zbyszko, Ivan Poddubny







Wrestler-turned-actor Nat Pendleton performed in more than 100 television and film projects, while wrestling professionally for a dozen years. Originally from Davenport, Iowa, he was educated at Columbia University and was an amateur grappler at the New York Athletic Club. He won a number of titles, and then took the silver medal at the 1920 Olympics in Antwerp. Later that same year, he turned pro, and began an impressive winning streak. In 1923, he confidently went to Boston to face an unknown wrestler promoted by a rival troupe, and was thrashed by “Tigerman” John Pesek, suffering torn ligaments in his leg during the brutal contest. The loss, his first on the pro mat, shattered the mystique of invincibility surrounding Pendleton, and Nat ultimately became more interested in what Hollywood had to offer. He acted alongside many legends of the screen to include Lionel Barrymore, James Stewart, Humphrey Bogart, and the Marx Brothers between 1924 and 1956.

Pesek, John
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	Born:

	February 3, 1893




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	185




	Parents:

	Martin and Anna Pesek




	Wife:

	Myrl Pesek




	Family:

	Older brother of Charles Pesek, father of Jack Pesek Jr.




	Trained by:

	Clarence Eklund




	Finisher:

	Toehold, bar-arm wrist lock, double-wristlock




	Career Span:

	1913–59




	Died:

	March 12, 1978, Ravenna, NE 84 years old














	Titles Won:

	4, awarded and claimed others




	Days as World Champion:

	Over 3,816




	Age at first World Title Win:

	38




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, Joe Stecher, Earl Caddock




	Halls of Fame:

	4







In wrestling history, very few have had comparable talents to the “Tigerman,” John Pesek of Buffalo County, Nebraska. Sporting cat-like reflexes and speed, and a mastery of holds, he was nearly unbeatable. Pesek’s aggressive style had widespread box office appeal, and had wrestling been completely on the level, he would’ve been a hard man to topple from the mountain. At a time in which reputations were everything, Pesek was thoroughly respected by his peers for what he was capable of on the mat. One of seven children born to a Bohemian farmer, Pesek was naturally gifted and relied heavily on his instincts. His extraordinary ability shone through during his first couple years in the profession, and he was already far more advanced than the veterans in the region. Pesek showed no fear going into matches against opponents of greater repute or weight, and beat one after another. The vanquished reads like a who’s who of pro wrestling: Clarence Eklund, Charles Cutler, and Wladek Zbyszko were among them.

Pesek joined the Ed “Strangler” Lewis combine in 1921 and became one of the top challengers to Lewis’ world heavyweight championship. Lewis utilized Pesek’s otherworldly talents as his protector against independent wrestlers, meaning that if an outsider wanted a crack at the title, they’d have to earn it by beating Pesek first—and that wasn’t happening. Having Pesek around was a major deterrent. In 1931, after years of being dubbed the uncrowned champion, he was recognized as the MWA World Titleholder in Ohio, and he’d hold MWA recognition three separate times, and in September 1937, he was also supported by the National Wrestling Association as World Champion. Away from the squared circle, Pesek was a champion greyhound racing owner, leading hall of fame dogs “Gangster,” “Just Andrew,” and “Tell You Why.” During the last twenty years on the mat, Pesek was never defeated clean in the ring, and he’s since been enshrined in four halls of fame, recognizing his remarkable achievements.

Plestina, Marin
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	Born:

	July 20, 1887




	Height:

	6’2”




	Weight:

	240




	Wife:

	Lucritza Plestina




	Trained by:

	Charles Cutler, Farmer Burns, Frank Gotch, Pete Loch




	Nickname:

	Tarzan of the Mat, Marin the Mauler




	Career Span:

	1910–39




	Died:

	December 26, 1945, Chicago, IL 58 years old














	Titles Won:

	None, claimed world title in 1920




	Days as World Champion:

	Unknown




	Age at first World Title Claim:

	Around 32




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, John Pesek, Joe Stecher







Out of middle of the chaotic Frank Gotch era came Marin Plestina, a Yugoslavian transplant to Chicago who was a common headliner, but played second fiddle to many of the more well-known heavyweights. Powerfully built, he worked out of the Gotch camp early in his career, gaining victories over Fred Beell and Ed “Strangler” Lewis, but losing to Joe Stecher, Charles Cutler, Earl Caddock, and Stanislaus Zbyszko. By 1918, Plestina had gained boisterous J.C. Marsh as his manager and announced that everyone of importance was dodging him. After failing to overcome the syndicate policeman, John Pesek, in two controversial matches, Plestina eventually decided to end the charade of being a trustbuster and went to work for the major troupes, but he never again made headlines like he did when he was besmirching every champion and declaring them unworthy.

Pojello, Karl
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	Born:

	Around 1883




	Height:

	5’8”




	Weight:

	205




	Real Name:

	Karl Antonovich Pojello




	Wife:

	Olga Pojello




	Career Span:

	Unknown debut year–1945




	Died:

	August 3, 1954, Chicago, IL 71 years old














	Titles Won:

	Claimed at least two




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Jim Browning, Yvon Robert







Commonly described as being unsuspecting in appearance, Karl Pojello was a dangerous wrestler with all the tools to break an opponent’s bones with ease. Originally from Steigvilai, Lithuania, he wrestled the Greco-Roman style exclusively before venturing westward across Siberia and into China and Japan, where he practiced jiu-jitsu and other combat forms. Pojello toured the United States beginning in 1923, and was acknowledged as the Lithuanian Light Heavyweight champion. During World War II, he gained national notoriety after battling a Japanese jiu-jitsu expert to a bloody draw before military officers in attempt to show that old-fashioned wrestling was a more effective hand-to-hand fighting style. Pojello was sixty-years-old at the time and was facing a man half his age. His greatest accomplishment was the discovery of the extraordinary “French Angel” Maurice Tillet in Singapore. Tillet possessed unusual strength and had such a unique appearance that he became a worldwide sensation. Pojello managed Tillet for the remainder of his life and the two were inseparable friends. During the last year of their lives, both were bedridden and cared for by Karl’s wife, Olga, in their adjoining rooms in Chicago. And after Karl died of lung cancer on August 3, 1954, Tillet, heartbroken, died only hours later.

Reynolds, Jack
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	Born:

	February 7, 1894




	Height:

	5’6 ½”




	Weight:

	145




	Real Name:

	Charles Voris Reynolds




	Parents:

	William and Nancy Reynolds




	Wife:

	Alice Dale Reynolds




	Family:

	Brother of Art Reynolds




	High School:

	Center Point High School (IA)




	Career Span:

	1910–38




	Died:

	January 9, 1945, Covington, KY 51 years old














	Titles Won:

	15




	Best Opponents:

	Matty Matsuda, Bobby Chick, Robin Reed







In 1936, Bruce Dudley of the Louisville Courier Journal revealed that multi-time World Welterweight champion Jack Reynolds smoked cigarettes, drank alcohol, and shunned regular training practices. His behavior was completely abnormal for a pro wrestler, let alone a man considered one of the best at his weight (145 pounds) in history. Clever, fast, and scientific, the Cedar Point, Iowa, product was the youngest of seven sons, and trained with Farmer Burns and Frank Gotch early in his career. On January 8, 1914, he beat Cyclone Parker in Idaho Falls to capture his first welterweight title, and would hold the championship a total of fourteen times. Nicknamed the “Fox,” Reynolds was also a capable showman and a successful draw all over the country. In 1934, he was charged with second-degree murder after a man died in a bar fight he was involved in, but was later acquitted. Later in the 1930s, he ran a wrestling outfit of non-heavyweights on the West Coast, sometimes staging athletic (AT) shows at carnivals, and retired from the ring in 1938. Following his death in 1945, a Louisville promoter said that “[Reynolds] was to wrestling what Jack Dempsey was to boxing.”

Riley, Billy
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	Born:

	June 22, 1896




	Height:

	5’10 ½”




	Weight:

	175




	Real Name:

	William Harold Riley




	Parents:

	Patrick and Jane Riley




	Wife:

	Sarah Riley




	Family:

	Father of Ernie Riley




	Trained by:

	Billy Charnock




	Trained:

	Bert Assirati, Karl Gotch, Billy Joyce, Billy Robinson, Jack Dempsey, Roy Wood, and scores of others




	Career Span:

	1909–68




	Died:

	September 15, 1977, Wigan, England 81 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2




	Days as World MW Champion:

	Reportedly claimed title for 18 years




	Best Opponents:

	Jack Robinson, Bobby Myers, Billy Moores







The “Old Master” Billy Riley taught the legitimate art of professional catch-as-catch-can wrestling at the renowned “Snake Pit” training center in England. He kept it up well after the need for real wrestlers had disappeared from the marketplace, as promoters sought hulking and colorful performers. It didn’t matter to Riley. Some of his graduates were among the best catch grapplers in the world. From Wigan, Lancashire, Riley turned pro at fourteen and made a tour of the US in 1923. A year later, he claimed the World Middleweight Title, and his Wigan Observer obituary stated that he remained champion for eighteen years. In 1933-1934, he toured South Africa, furthering his international exposure. Back at his gym, more and more youngsters learned his famous teachings, and his influence was felt in all corners of the wrestling world—and still is to this day.

Roeber, Ernest
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	Born:

	September 18, 1862




	Height:

	5’7”




	Weight:

	195




	Real Name:

	Ernst Roeber




	Managed by:

	William Muldoon




	Managed:

	Ernest Siegfried, Egeberg, Charlie Cutler




	Career Span:

	1885–1903




	Died:

	December 14, 1944, Auburndale, NY 82 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 2, claimed others




	Days as World Champion:

	Around eight years




	Age at first World Title Win:

	29




	Best Opponents:

	Terrible Turk, Bech-Olsen, Tom Jenkins







The powerful Ernest Roeber was born in Wulsdorf, Germany, and settled in New York as a boy in 1870. He found employment in a tobacco factory, but his real calling was as a Greco-Roman wrestler; studying the sport endlessly in local Manhattan gymnasiums. Fearless, he battled the likes of Young Bibby prior to turning pro, and the legendary William Muldoon became his mentor in the late 1880s. For upwards of a dozen years, Roeber traveled and trained with Muldoon, and on July 25, 1892, he beat Apollon for the Greco-Roman World Title. Five years later, in 1897, he trained Bob Fitzsimmons to a victory over world boxing heavyweight champion James J. Corbett in Carson City, Nevada. Danish superstar Bech-Olsen took his World Title in March 1900 at Madison Square Garden, and Roeber retired from the sport in 1903. Roeber retired and operated a pub until Prohibition, while also working as a referee for the New York Athletic Commission during the early 1930s. Robert Edgren of the New York Evening World once described Roeber as a “short, thick set, stocky fellow with no neck and a head like a bullet, perfectly built for his own game.” And as a Greco-Roman grappler, very few were better.

Roller, Dr. B.F.
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	Born:

	July 1, 1876




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	210




	Real Name:

	Dr. Benjamin Franklin Roller




	Parents:

	Phillip and Emily Roller




	Colleges:

	De Pauw University, University of Pennsylvania




	Trained by:

	Frank Gotch, Joe Carroll Marsh




	Identities:

	Frank Roller




	Career Span:

	1906–19




	Died:

	April 20, 1933, New York, NY 57 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3, claimed others




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, Great Gama, Stanislaus Zbyszko







An unsung warrior of the early twentieth century, Dr. Roller’s success as a professional wrestler is often obscured by the legend of Frank Gotch, as is the case for most heavyweights during that period. For Roller of Newman, Illinois, he was a highly distinctive individual and earned his own place in pro wrestling history. Although from a poor family, he earned his way into DePauw University and later the University of Pennsylvania, where he earned a medical degree. He was a standout football player and participated in games throughout college, as well as at the professional level in the early 1900s. Discovered in Seattle in 1906, he became a pro wrestler and entered the industry to make money, pure and simple. He had a natural gift for playing to audiences, working gimmicks, and feeding into the athletic drama. His most famous act was faking injuries during matches, and he sold the storyline all over the country. Roller traveled across North America and Europe, wrestling all the greats—including the Great Gama—and was, notably, one of George Hackenschmidt’s trainers for his 1911 bout with Gotch. He claimed the American Heavyweight Title on several occasions, and intersected with every superstar wrestler from Farmer Burns to Earl Caddock.

Santel, Ad
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	Born:

	April 7, 1887




	Height:

	5’9”




	Weight:

	185




	Real Name:

	Adolph Ernst Santel




	Trained by:

	Dick Sorensen, Joe Rogers, Charles Olsen




	Identities:

	Mysterious Carpenter, Otto Carpenter




	Career Span:

	1908–33




	Died:

	November 10, 1966, Oakland, CA 79 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3, claimed others




	Best Opponents:

	John Pesek, Ed Lewis, Joe Stecher







Although he stood only 5’9”, Ad Santel was a giant in the world of catch-as-catch-can wrestling. He began his career in Chicago under the name “Adolph Ernst” after emigrating from Germany in 1907, and was an astute student of various wrestling and martial arts fundamentals. He was the only man to train with both Frank Gotch and George Hackenschmidt before their two legendary matches. By 1913, he claimed the World Light Heavyweight Title and affirmed his status as the rightful champion into the late 1920s. He successfully toured Japan in 1921, defeating jiu-jitsu expert Tokugoro Ito, and spread interest in American-style wrestling abroad. For over fifteen years he made San Francisco his headquarters and battled all the big names that toured through the city. In 1931, he partnered with his brother-in-law, Ernest Feddersen, to promote Oakland, and he would continue until the region was monopolized by Roy Shire thirty years later. As a trainer and mentor, Santel was a phenomenal influence on a number of wrestlers, including the legendary Lou Thesz. Dory Detton, a well-known grappler and promoter, told a reporter in 1957: “Santel was not only a great wrestler, he was the finest teacher I have ever met. He taught me more about wrestling than all others in my life.”

Sherry, Jack
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	Born:

	October 18, 1894




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	225




	Real Name:

	Ivan Seric




	Trained by:

	Farmer Burns




	Nickname:

	Blackjack




	Finisher:

	Half-Nelson and scissors




	Career Span:

	1917–50




	Died:

	October 11, 1969, Los Angeles, CA 74 years old














	Titles Won:

	None known, claimed at least 3




	Days as World Champion:

	Unknown




	Age at first World Title Win:

	Around 26 when he claimed title in 1920




	Best Opponents:

	John Pesek, Ed Lewis, Henri DeGlane







In the mixed realm of wrestling showmen and shooters, Jack Sherry was as legitimate as they came; a genuine grappler with the skill to hold his own with any of the best heavyweights of his era. Born in Yugoslavia and billed by promoters as an Alaskan Indian, Sherry was trained by the legendary Farmer Burns and began his career in 1917. It didn’t take long for him to develop a reputation of a “trustbuster,” and he found it exceedingly difficult to find matches with the protected grapplers of the major syndicates. For years Sherry chased the acknowledged titleholders without much success, and finally declared himself the “uncrowned champion of the world.” In 1927, he battled syndicate policeman John Pesek in Columbus and scored a rare pinfall on the famed “Tigerman.” Pesek, however, responded by throwing Sherry from the ring in anger and the latter won the match by disqualification. Six years later, he again proclaimed himself champion, stating that “Strangler” Lewis ran out on a bout with him at Philadelphia. Sherry wrestled all over the world and was recognized as titleholder during his tours of England. As late as 1948, Sherry was still confidently issuing challenges, and nearly came to grips with Lewis for a shoot in Hawaii in January of that year, but it was canceled at the last minute. Sherry retired in 1950 and died in Los Angeles in 1969 at the age of seventy-four.

Shikat, Dick
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	Born:

	January 11, 1897




	Height:

	6’1”




	Weight:

	225




	Real Name:

	Richard Scheckat




	Family:

	Brother of Joe and Paul Scheckat




	Wife:

	Ereka Schikat




	Career Span:

	1918–53




	Died:

	December 3, 1968, New York, NY 71 years old














	Titles Won:

	3




	Days as World Champion:

	351




	Age at first World Title Win:

	32




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Ed Lewis, Stanislaus Zbyszko




	Halls of Fame:

	1







From Ragnit, East Prussia, Dick Shikat excelled in the Greco-Roman style of wrestling following his naval service in World War I. Along with Hans Steinke, he came to the US on October 9, 1923, and quickly adapted to the American catch-as-catch-can ring method, proving to be a valuable asset to promoters. His quickness and aptitude earned him the respect of fans, and adding his size and strength, made him a top newcomer. In 1928, he received a significant push in Philadelphia, and, after taking “Toots” Mondt as his manager, was directly in line for a shot at the vacant World Heavyweight Title, supported by the Pennsylvania and New York Athletic Commissions. Before an estimated 30,000 fans at the Municipal Stadium in Philadelphia, Shikat took a popular victory from Jim Londos for the championship on August 23, 1929, and was presented with a belt valued at $5,000. Ironically, a few days later, Shikat left his new belt in the back of a New York City taxi and never saw it again.

The meteoric rise of Londos as a superstar in the industry was not ignored by promoters, and the Greek wrestler succeeded Shikat as the titleholder. Shikat’s reign, lasting until June 6, 1930, was successful, and he reportedly made $250,000 while he was champion. For most of the next five years, he toiled around the wrestling circuit, drawing good houses in big matches, and performing as promoters expected. That would change on March 2, 1936, when he decided to lash out at the wrestling “trust” by double-crossing world champion Danno O’Mahoney at Madison Square Garden, and winning the title by submission. He remained champion until April 24, 1936, losing the championship to Ali Baba in Detroit. After his wife’s unexpected death in early May 1936, Shikat scaled back his commitment to wrestling. He owned a bar in Buenos Aires for a time and became a Merchant Marine. On several ocean liners in the 1950s, he worked as a physical instructor and pool attendant.

Stecher, Joe
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	Born:

	April 5, 1893




	Height:

	6’0”




	Weight:

	225




	Real Name:

	Joseph James Stecher




	Parents:

	Frank and Anna Stecher




	Wife:

	Frances Ehlers Stecher




	Military:

	United States Navy (WWI)




	Finisher:

	Scissors leghold




	Career Span:

	1912–34




	Died:

	March 26, 1974, St. Cloud, MN 80 years old














	Titles Won:

	6




	Days as World Champion:

	2,224




	Age at first World Title Win:

	22




	Best Opponents:

	Ed Lewis, Earl Caddock, John Pesek




	Halls of Fame:

	4







On a very short list of greatest natural professional wrestlers in history, “Scissors” Joe Stecher, who held the World Heavyweight Title five times, including the undisputed championship in 1920, is most certainly one of them. He was a low-key athlete, very much unlike his number one ring adversary, Ed “Strangler” Lewis, who commanded attention. They were different in so many ways, from personality to body type, but when they faced off, there was a distinct struggle for superiority that neither wanted to give in to. Stecher, from Dodge, Nebraska, was one of ten children born to Bohemian parents, and worked on their farm in his youth. At the age of nineteen, he ventured to Iowa to labor on the farm of Frank Petit, and in April 1912, he opposed a local in a wrestling match at a hall in Berea. His opponent was none other than Earl Caddock, a future world champion himself—and one of Stecher’s greatest all-time opponents. Before thirty-one people, Stecher won the first and third falls, garnered a few bucks, and became a pro wrestler.

Stecher trained exceptionally hard, focusing on his leg muscles, and developed his famous scissors hold that would finish off many of his rivals. He went on a tear following his debut, defeating opponent after opponent, and went undefeated for over four years. In the midst of his run, he toppled Charles Cutler for a claim to the World Heavyweight Title on July 5, 1915. Although he beat Cutler fair and square and was given a $3,000 gold belt emblematic of the championship, Stecher’s rightful claim to the title was still somewhat disputed. That was because American hero Frank Gotch had never lost his title in the ring. Promoters tried every conceivable way to match the two, but Gotch suffered a broken leg in an exhibition, and died a year later, with Stecher versus Gotch being the best match in wrestling history that never happened. As the defending champion, and against all types of opponents, Stecher demonstrated his ring mastery, and lived up to expectations wherever he traveled.

However, there were exceptions, especially when it came to his first two pro losses. While on tour of the east, Stecher inexplicably walked out during a lengthy match against John Olin in Springfield, Massachusetts on December 11, 1916, and the defeat soured his reputation as a title claimant. On April 9, 1917, he was officially stripped of his World Title by Caddock, again, under somewhat dubious circumstances. Apparently, it was claimed that he told officials he was unable to continue, which was later denied. Nevertheless, Caddock was declared the champion. With victories over Wladek Zbyszko and Ed Lewis, Stecher regained a claim to the World Title in 1919, and waited for his return match against Caddock, who’d been injured during the war.

Things came together for a huge spectacular at Madison Square Garden in New York on January 30, 1920, pitting the rival championships of Stecher against Caddock. That night, Stecher became the undisputed titleholder after more than two hours of competition.

Lewis beat Stecher in December 1920, and instead of continuing to chase the title, he went into semi-retirement, focusing more on baseball and other interests. He returned to beat Stanislaus Zbyszko for his fifth and final reign as World Titleholder on May 30, 1925, and held the championship until February 20, 1928, when Lewis won a three-fall encounter in St. Louis. Following his loss, Stecher took a backseat to the next generation of superstars and embraced a role as perpetual challenger. An injury in 1934 sidelined him, and Joe soon announced his retirement. In the years that followed, he was haunted by considerable financial problems. The Associated Press, on July 14, 1937, reported that the forty-four year-old Stecher was near death at a VA hospital in St. Cloud, Minnesota after suffering a nervous breakdown. Once an unbeatable force, Stecher was faltering mentally and physically, and never regained his health. He remained hospitalized until his passing in 1974.

Steele, Ray
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	Born:

	February 8, 1900




	Height:

	5’11”




	Weight:

	215




	Real Name:

	Peter Sauer




	Parents:

	Conrad and Catharina Sauer




	Family:

	Uncle of George Sauer




	Wife:

	Annie Sauer




	Trained by:

	George (Barnes) Sauer, Lloyd Carter




	Identities:

	Roy Steele, The Masked Marvel




	Career Span:

	1918–49




	Died:

	September 11, 1949, Warm Lake, ID 49 years old














	Titles Won:

	7




	Days as World Champion:

	Around 580




	Age at first World Title Win:

	36




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Ed Lewis, Clarence Eklund




	Halls of Fame:

	3







Feared shooter Ray Steele was also a well-liked practical jokester, who was known for keeping things lively behind the scenes. However, his wrestling was anything but funny. Over the course of his thirty-one year career, he was highly successful and influential, winning championships in the ring and teaching others what he knew about the business. Born in Nokra, Russia, Steele was raised by an uncle and aunt in Lincoln, Nebraska, and took an interest in grappling after his older brother George began competing as a middleweight. Steele trained under Farmer Burns, and then wrestled as an amateur before making his pro debut as a teenager. Within a year, he’d travel to Wyoming and had several grueling matches against one of the best in the industry, Clarence Eklund. Despite his age, Steele was very impressive in his bout. Steele was already considered a future champion, and honed his skills in further training with John Pesek, the famed “Tigerman.”

Victories over the British and Canadian claimants set up a rematch with Eklund in October 1922 in Santa Paula, California, which Steele won and claimed the World Light Heavyweight Title. Around 1927, he adopted the name “Ray Steele,” using it in certain cities and his real name in others. Heavyweight champion Jim Londos would become his greatest in-ring rival, and the two met numerous times before huge throngs of people. Little did people know that Steele, in fact, worked as Londos’s “policeman,” meaning that he protected the champion from rogue opponents. Steele was briefly World Champion in Ohio in 1937, and then won the National Wrestling Association championship from Bronko Nagurski on March 7, 1940—holding it for a little more than year. He also held the National Wrestling Alliance Title in Iowa in 1943-1944. The always competitive Steele was planning a comeback when he died unexpectedly in 1949.

Steinke, Hans
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	Born:

	February 22, 1893




	Height:

	6’3”




	Weight:

	250




	Real Name:

	Johannes Steinke




	Nickname:

	The German Oak




	Hollywood:

	Appeared in the films, Deception (1932), Island of Lost Souls (1933) with Constantine Romanoff and Ali Baba, Sweet Cookie (1933), Reckless (1935—scenes deleted), Once in a Blue Moon (1935), People Will Talk (1935), Nothing Sacred (1937), and The Buccaneer (1938)




	Career Span:

	1919–49




	Died:

	June 26, 1971, Chicago, IL 78 years old














	Titles Won:

	Claimed several titles




	Days as World Champion:

	Unknown time as claimant




	Age at first World Title Win:

	35




	Best Opponents:

	Jim Londos, Dick Shikat, Ed Lewis







Incredibly powerful and sometimes unpredictable and unruly, Hans Steinke of Stettin, Germany, was an amateur Greco-Roman wrestling sensation in Europe around the time of World War I. In 1923, he ventured to the US and adjusted to the American catch-as-catch-can form under the tutelage of Johnny Meyers and Wladek Zbyszko. Steinke was embraced by promoter Jack Curley of New York City and especially by the German population in Ridgewood, Queens, where a special “Hans Steinke Social Club” was organized with approximately 3,000 members. After Ed “Strangler” Lewis won the World Heavyweight Title in 1928 and refused to wrestle Steinke, Hans supporters began billing him as the “uncrowned champion.” For several years he toiled as Jim Londos’s policeman and worked the national circuit until retiring to Chicago in the 1940s. Sam Cordovano, a journeyman grappler in the 1930s, told a reporter in 1943: “The toughest man of all was Hans Steinke, the German giant. He hurt me every time he touched me.”

Taylor, Jack
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	Born:

	January 6, 1887




	Height:

	6’1”




	Weight:

	220




	Real Name:

	John Taylor




	Parents:

	James and Euphemia Taylor




	Military:

	United States Army (WWI)




	Career Span:

	1911–39




	Died:

	May 19, 1956, Edmonton, Alberta 69 years old














	Titles Won:

	At least 3, claimed variety of state titles




	Days as World Champion:

	90




	Age at first World Title Win:

	27




	Best Opponents:

	Joe Stecher, Ad Santel, John Pesek




	Halls of Fame:

	1







Legendary Canadian heavyweight Jack Taylor was born in Greenock, Ontario, the second of six children. He made history when he beat Charlie Cutler in a controversial match in Winnipeg on November 25, 1914, defeating the latter by disqualification and taking a claim to the World Title. In February 1915, he lost the championship to Joe Stecher. Taylor bought some land in Buffalo, Wyoming near the homestead of friend and mentor Clarence Eklund in 1917, and served in the Army during the war. He also faced and defeated many top names in the sport, including the Zbyszko Brothers, Ad Santel, and Bob Managoff. In the 1920s and early 1930s, he held the Canadian and British Empire Titles. A difficult man to beat, Taylor was instrumental in the careers of Earl McCready and Stu Hart.

Thye, Ted
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	Born:

	August 26, 1890




	Height:

	5’8”




	Weight:

	175




	Real Name:

	Theodore Thye




	Parents:

	Andrew and Bertha Thye




	Trained by:

	Dave Burns, Dr. John Berg




	Career Span:

	1915–35




	Died:

	March 21, 1966, Portland, OR 75 years old














	Titles Won:

	7, claimed at least one other




	Best Opponents:

	Clarence Eklund, Mike Yokel, Walter Miller







Globetrotting Ted Thye was a celebrated wrestler, and in the 1920s, helped popularize the American style of grappling in Australia. Originally from Frederick, South Dakota, he migrated to the Pacific Northwest and took up wrestling at an amateur club in Spokane, Washington. By 1915, he was claiming the middleweight championship of the Pacific Coast. He beat Walter Miller, a career-long ring nemesis, in June 1919 for a claim to the disputed World Middleweight Title. Rarely did a sportswriter remark that a Thye match was anything but “thrilling,” and he was overwhelmingly popular in his hometown of Portland. A master of leverage and proponent of the wristlock submission hold, Thye moved up to the light heavyweight division, and held the world title six times between 1920 and 1927. He first went to Australia in 1924, and in each of the next three years, returned to that country to headline, drawing huge crowds at shows. Later, he worked as a booking agent in the Pacific Northwest territory, Australia, and throughout the South Pacific.

Westergaard, Jess

[image: images]

Photo Courtesy of the Collection of Tim Hornbaker








	Born:

	February 28, 1882




	Height:

	6’2”




	Weight:

	220




	Real Name:

	Nels Jesse Reimer




	Wife:

	Anna Reimer




	Managers:

	Oscar Thorson, Emil Klank




	Career Span:

	1905–25




	Died:

	September 4, 1956, Houston, TX 74 years old














	Titles Won:

	3




	Best Opponents:

	Frank Gotch, George Hackenschmidt, and Stanislaus Zbyszko







The heartland of the United States was bursting with wrestling talent during the first quarter of the twentieth century. Among them was Jess Westergaard of Des Moines, Iowa, a Swedish transplant and star heavyweight grappler. Having immigrated to the US from Kristianstad in 1901, and with a fine athletic background, Westergaard used his striking size and an education taught by Farmer Burns to tie up opponents. Also known in certain cities as “Jess Reimer,” he ascended up the heavyweight ladder until he beat Chares Cutler for the American championship in 1911, and regained it in January 1913 with a victory over Henry Ordemann. He built a strong Midwest following and trained regularly with world champion Frank Gotch. Westergaard stepped off the mat to serve as a Des Moines deputy sheriff, and later settled in Houston, where he entered the oil business. In 1939, he returned to Des Moines after a fourteen-year absence and the local newspaper remembered him as an “outstanding drawing attraction.” Westergaard retained his interest in pro wrestling until his death in 1956.
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