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INTRODUCTION



Sports achievements have the capacity to inspire and excite watchers, whether through athletic brilliance or magnificent team performance. Sports fans root hard for their favorite individuals and clubs, building strong allegiances.
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Championship victories can spread joy across a city, state, region, even a nation. We may be enthralled by the rare or unique play when the seemingly impossible becomes reality, but sometimes we are reminded that games are merely games and the players are all-too-human. There are times our athletes and teams go wacko on us, and the most peculiar things break out with no warning to provide wide-eyed astonishment, or laugh-out-loud responses. Those spontaneous combustions can be memorable.
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While those occasions may result from someone rising from the weird side of the bed, there are also actual sports competitions that are so far out there it may take a little open-mindedness to even classify them as sports. They provide built-in weirdness.
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Sometimes this built-in weirdness merely stems from cultural differences, as in what may be a big deal in Scandinavia may not be a big deal in Cleveland. Other times, by any standard of normal behavior, a performance or event cannot escape the definition of weirdness.

—Lew Freedman






CHAPTER 1

WEIRD SPORTS



WIFE CARRYING

We have all heard of the newlywed tradition of carrying a wife across the threshold of the house following a wedding, but in Finland, picking up the Mrs. and carrying her a much longer distance is popular sport.
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Wife carrying originated in that Scandinavian country, perhaps in the 800s, though that is murky. Back then, it was called kidnapping when bad men raided villages and stole food and carried off local women. Apparently not every sport has a proud (or legal) origin.
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More recently, wife carrying has gained an aura of respectability in the form of an annual world championship contest in Sonkajarvi, Finland. Men throw women over their shoulders and try to run through an 831.7-foot obstacle course as fast as possible. Rather than being derided as criminals, as occurred in the old days, the men are feted like kings, or at least drunkards. First prize is the wife’s weight in beer.


“While the sport is still referred to as wife carrying, apparently rules have loosened up sufficiently so that contestants must only be a him and a her, regardless of wedding bands being involved or not, though they must be at least 17 years of age.”



Just how a dude carries his “wife” along the course is up to him. Experiments in form efficiency have varied from the piggyback ride to the woman hanging upside down and backward on the man’s shoulders, with head and torso draped over his back while wrapping her arms around his waist, labeled Estonian style. That’s guaranteed to leave the Miss or Mrs. dizzy.
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While definitely not for everyone, the “sport” has caught on selectively in other locations, including Estonia, but also in Australia, the United States, England, India, and Hong Kong. While the North American championships take place in Maine, other hotbeds of US wife carrying can be found in Minnesota, Michigan, and Wisconsin.
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In at least a single race in England, the roles were reversed, with the woman carrying the man. And once in Finland, a male contender carried another male in drag who stood 7-foot-4 and weighed 308 pounds.

COMPETITIVE EATING

In a world where serious-minded, concerned people say 1 in 9 people go to bed hungry and 34 million children suffer from severe malnutrition, it can easily be argued that the existence of competitive eating as a sport is unseemly. But if anyone can figure out a way to instantly transport the hot dogs devoured on July 4 directly from Coney Island, New York, to Niger, Sudan, or Zambia, they should email the State Department.

[image: images]

If conscience is removed from the equation, many aspects of competitive eating, not only in the flagship event, but as mere slapstick site gags and digestion of statistics, can be viewed as super weird. While no doubt aspects of competitive eating can be construed as being in bad taste, a temporary willing suspension of concern for those less fortunate may leave the observer open to laughs and certainly to disbelief.
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George Shea, commissioner of Major League Eating, is a gifted gabber who can rattle off one-liners with the speed of a Gatling gun. In his distinctive straw boater, he is the epitome of a huckster from years gone by, but very much a funny man, as well. As the July 4 master of ceremonies on the boardwalk at Coney Island, Shea is the front man for the all-you-can-eat competition.
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The entire deal is weird, but it can also be pretty darned humorous when Shea twists the language to his advantage, uttering a comment about a contestant being “the Evel Knievel of the alimentary canal” because he escaped from being buried in popcorn by eating his way through the pile.
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Competitive eating counts volume and measures speed, as in how many hot dogs did Joey Chestnut eat in 2018? The man nicknamed “Jaws” devoured 74, with buns, in 10 minutes, an event record. He was presented with a mustard-colored championship belt. There once was a popular TV commercial about hamburgers asking, “Where’s the beef?” Apparently, it is all in Chestnut’s stomach.
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It should be noted that the holiday hot-dog contest dates back to July 4, 1916, founded as an advertising gimmick. Only in recent years after the Major League Eating organization was formed has the contest received attention and TV exposure.
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The countdown to the eat-off resembles a heavyweight title fight, albeit with many more than 2 combatants poised to enter the ring. The devourers’ credentials are read aloud, just as if they were being recited from the back of a baseball card. For those on a diet whose hands accidentally paused on the clicker while looking for another show, and who never knew such things existed, being grossed out by some accomplishments may come with the territory.


“Chestnut alone has eaten 47 grilled cheese sandwiches in 10 minutes, 390 shrimp wantons in 8 minutes, 141 hard boiled eggs in 8 minutes, and 121 Twinkies in 6 minutes.”



Eric “Badlands” Booker, a former 365-pound NFL player, has eaten 49 glazed doughnuts in 8 minutes and 2 pounds of chocolate bars in 6 minutes. According to another guy’s résumé, he consumed 47 ears of sweet corn, and someone else downed 170 chicken wings—on the clock. There must have been a whole lot of burping going on.

CHEESE ROLLING

Eating grilled cheese appeals to those of all ages. Putting cheese on a burger to turn it into a cheeseburger is a common practice. And the most popular sandwich in Philadelphia is the legendary cheese steak.
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However, it is a lock that few Americans have heard of the sport of cheese rolling. Clearly, the main implement must be shaped differently from much of the cheese people devour. Cheese Whiz comes in a can. Tiny pieces of cheese are often mixed into Caesar salads. But for cheese rolling competitions, something more substantial in size is required.
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Cheese rolling is quite popular in a place called Gloucestershire, England. It is not a team sport, but an individual pursuit. The event is called Cooper’s Hill Cheese Rolling, the name applied because of the location.
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Once a year (something to look forward to), large cheese wheels are rolled out. Perched upon a very steep hill, the wheel is set loose to roll down the hill, picking up speed, as a crowd of humans gives chase. The first person to make it to the bottom of the hill earns first place and first prize. Naturally enough, the reward for first place is the cheese itself.
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Initially an entirely local event scheduled for Spring Bank Holiday (the last Monday in May), cheese rolling caught enough of the world’s attention for people from other countries to visit the town to compete, although it does not seem to have caught quite enough of the world’s attention that widespread knowledge of the event is out there on the tip of everyone’s tongue in, say, Ghana.


“While many in the region believe the tradition dates back even earlier, the semiofficial origin of cheese rolling is given as 1826.”



Encased in wood, the cheese weighs 9 pounds and is rolled off the top of the hill with a 1-second head start in front of the humans massed behind it. Turns out cheese so wrapped has the balance and staying power of a tire, and the wheel has been known to reach speeds of 70 mph. After the cheese caused some injuries due to the weight of the object, coupled with the speed attained, a substitute cheese made of foam assumed the role of being chased. Still, the winner is awarded real-deal cheese.
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As more and more people turn out for a shot at the cheese, the 1-race cheese roll has been separated into categories, including a women’s division. Most recently, there have been as many as 5 cheese-chasing competitions on race day.


“Likely, winners respond to the command of “Say cheese” when having their pictures snapped.”



EXTREME IRONING

The old television show Wide World of Sports was known for introducing viewers to sports activities that were considered out of the mainstream, far removed from such well-known competitions as baseball, football, and boxing.
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But even Wide World of Sports likely would have kept its distance from Extreme Ironing. For 1 thing, nobody would believe such an event existed; and for the other, taking a step back, the suspense and action of running a hot iron over a pair of pants to eliminate wrinkles does not seem to get the juices going.
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Yes, there is such a thing as Extreme Ironing. Whether more than a dozen people in the world would call it sport is another thing altogether. “Athletes” are required to tote ironing boards to remote places, whip out an iron, and smooth articles of clothing.
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Every sport must have a governing body (being consistent with the Olympic model and all that), and the Extreme Ironing Bureau proclaimed itself “the latest danger sport that combines the thrills of an extreme outdoor activity with the satisfaction of a well-pressed shirt.” But of course.
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Events like this often are created when a bunch of friends with a sense of humor are sitting together in a bar till closing time and they are on their 12th beer and issue ever-more outrageous challenges. One might surmise. However, this is not how Extreme Ironing was jump-started. Extreme Ironing origins are as easy to trace as the origins of basketball and the legendary Dr. James Naismith inventing his YMCA game.
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Credit for the birth of Extreme Ironing goes to an Englishman named Tony Hiam. In 1980, Hiam observed that his brother-in-law was such a neat freak that he even ironed his clothing in a tent on a camping trip. Trying to prove to his relative this was absurd behavior, Hiam began ironing clothing in airports and on top of telephone booths, and invading charity clothing collections and straightening them up. A movement was born, though basically all about making fun.


“It was not until somewhat later a fellow named Phil Shaw took ironing to new extremes. Pressed for time when he wanted to go rock climbing in 1997 yet also feeling the obligation to keep up appearances, 1 day in the interests of time efficiency, Shaw took his ironing into the wilderness. Voilà! A 2-for-1 time savings.”



Once was not enough for Shaw. He actually saw a potential new sport in his outing. After that, it might be said things began sizzling. Shaw traveled to several countries promoting Extreme Ironing, and while certainly many deemed him a lunatic (particularly women who felt the assignment was more drudgery than competition), those with amusement in their souls began trying to 1-up others by seeking out the most extreme and ridiculous places to carry along their ironing.
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Thus, with only a limit on imagination, Extreme Ironing has taken place high above cliffs, in canoes, on highways, on top of a tree, and even underwater. Also, somewhat stunningly, a wardrobe was ironed slightly above Mount Everest Base Camp at about 20,000 feet of altitude.


“Twelve teams from 10 countries competed in the 1st Extreme Ironing Championships in 2002 in Germany.”



A top-notch competitor nicknamed “Steam” dreamed up a new way to iron on the fly. While running a half-marathon in England in 2012, this gentleman strapped an ironing board to his back, and, performing double duty, he periodically paused during the run to iron clothing. The approach did not do much for his finishing time, but he did have fresh clothes to change into when done.

TOE WRESTLING

Neatly following the pattern of just what can emerge from a skull session when spirits run freely through the bloodstream, the invention of toe wrestling really did stem from some guys sitting around a tavern letting their tongues wag freely.
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Sure enough, this occasion also took place in England, birthplace of both cheese rolling and Extreme Ironing. Out for a ­convivial visit to a pub in Staffordshire in 1974, this gang of 4 had no idea it was poised to make history. A foursome of friends, perhaps thinking back to their schoolboy history lessons when the British Empire stretched from sea to sea, complained how their favorite country never won world sporting championships anymore.
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They set about creating a sport they hoped could make Great Britain great once again. Hence, toe wrestling. Next to trying to outrun the guy next door, wrestling is probably the oldest sport known to mankind.


“So why not toe wrestling? From the start, it appeared minimal equipment would be necessary. And unlike some other sports where innocent observers might say, “Are you crazy? You could get killed doing that!” toe wrestling seemed fairly safe from serious injury.”



The fundamentals of the sport are stripping off shoes and socks to reveal naked feet as the implements of destruction. In the world of professional boxing, a second, or handler, often observes the taping of an opponent’s hands before he inserts them into padded gloves. In toe wrestling, the opponents generally take off the foes’ shoes and socks for him.
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The starting position for a match has players sitting down. The legs are outstretched, right foot extended, and then placed flat against the opponent’s right foot. Toes are linked. Players have 3 seconds to pin the other’s foot. Don’t blink. In the 2nd round of the best 2-out-of-3, the left feet are used. Then, it is back to the right feet.
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An annual world championship is conducted, but nobody is holding their breath waiting for the International Olympic Committee to designate toe wrestling as an Olympic sport.

NAKI SUMO

Since so few Americans speak fluent Japanese, the words “Naki Sumo” may at first blush sound as if they could be describing something in the alcoholic beverage family like saki. But no. The translation of Naki Sumo into English represents a sport apparently confined to the island of Japan: competitive baby crying.
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While this showdown seems as if it should be conducted on an airplane, since that’s what seems to happen every time you board a flight, in reality jets are not the playing fields for these events. Rather, the sport is contested at a Crying Baby Festival. The king of Crying Baby Festivals takes place in Tokyo, but there are others of lesser prestige. Overall, this sport offers a new definition of tag-team wrestling.
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Under the rules, 2 sumo wrestlers attired in their usual diaper-like outfits and nothing more hold the little ones and pit the babies against each other to see who can cry the longest. One basic criterion is the babies must be born within the previous year. The setting is actually a sumo ring, and the protagonists stand opposite each other holding up the children. Then, each gigantic sumo man tries to scare the other’s kid into crying.


“Parents vie for the chance to have their baby so displayed and can pay entry fees of 10,000 yen or more to get into the mix. It is not known if anyone has ever suggested that the babies wrestle and the sumo wrestlers be cajoled into crying.”



If the babies are of such strong character that a sumo wrestler can’t provoke them into crying, the referee steps in, puts on a scary mask, and takes a crack at making them cry. Unlike the National Basketball Association in the United States, which did not get its start until 1946 but is known for its whining about foul calls, Naki Sumo competition dates back about 400 years.
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The origin of this activity stems from a proverb that says a crying baby will thrive. It is also said the ritual is a prayer for the baby’s healthy growth. One catchphrase associated with the event is “Crying babies grow fat,” though it is not clear if those words appear on bumper stickers.
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Of course, the healthy and happy parts don’t kick in until the baby gets over the trauma of being frightened by a giant. There is uncertainty about this because postgame interviews with the babies are limited, since they cannot yet talk. After the confrontation, probably all of the adults get together for some saki.

LOG ROLLING

In Wisconsin and the upper Midwest of the United States or other timber productive areas, people might take offense at the notion log rolling classifies as a weird sport, but supporters of baby crying festivals would probably think so if they watched 2 people climb upon a log floating in a body of water, stand up straight, and then attempt to spin the log as fast as they can until either of them splashes down.
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There is a particular set of skills associated with log rolling, from very good balance to quick feet, in addition to a willingness to get wet if there are any defeats in a best 2-out-of-3 competition.


“Log rolling is a staple at the annual Lumberjack World Championships in Hayward, Wisconsin, a gathering of athletic wood choppers and others who excel at timber sports.”



A United States Logrolling Association dictates the rules of the game, but logs are approximately 13 feet long and between 12 and 15 inches in diameter, depending on the professional and amateur categories. Besides being the governing body of this activity, the association also supervises boom running. Boom running involves sprinting over floating logs without tumbling into the water.
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The origins of log rolling date to the 1800s and are an offshoot of the type of work lumberjacks did when logs jammed up on bodies of water. Men jumped aboard to move them along downriver. Ultimately, challenges were issued in lumber camps to see who was the best or fastest at log rolling and other tasks. This caught on, and championships were organized, logging companies forming teams. The first known log rolling championship took place in 1898.


“Many timber-sport events require brute strength, and the competitors are football lineman–sized. Not so in log rolling, where the entries are typically slightly built, more resembling long-distance runners, though with faster feet.”



Unlike some other timber activities where sharp blades are required, kids do try this at home and get their start in log rolling at young ages. Indeed, in 2018, a child named Libby Lu appeared on the American TV show Little Big Shots hosted by Steve Harvey, showing off her log rolling skills.

GURNING

It’s doubtful 1-in-100,000 Americans have heard of gurning, a sport that calls for making funny faces. And about the same number may classify it as a sport. But if that’s what is going through the mind, those people should be careful about insulting gurning around their English friends. Gurning is another United Kingdom invention, at least as competition, as opposed to everyday life.
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Funny faces, grimaces, and extreme facial muscle movement come under the heading of gurning. Competitions of the sort date back at least to 1267, a time when it might be said there was a premium on recreational opportunities, especially in rural village areas that did not get first-run movies. Some of those places may even have Internet access these days, but that doesn’t mean they let the tradition of rubbery-faced posing cease. Naturally, there is a world championship, and it takes place annually at the Egremont Crab Fair.
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At its simplest explanation, gurning is the equivalent of just making a face, something you got into trouble for doing in the 3rd grade when you thought the teacher wasn’t looking. There is no seriousness involved in this sport. People contort their facial muscles every which way, twisting their mouths, raising their eyebrows, wiggling their ears. In a sense, this is lowest-common-denominator humor, most often practiced by children and those who never quite grew up.
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Muscular flexibility appears to be the key to success, demonstrating a variety of tricks with the upper and lower lips. When it comes to competition, some people, apparently viewing their facial performances as works of art, began using horse collars to frame them as if they were paintings. Maybe this is the ultimate selfie.
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Beauty being in the eye of the beholder, it is said that those who have no teeth have an advantage because that offers more freedom to manipulate the jaw. One contender actually had his teeth removed to aid his ability to make more extreme faces in competition. Left unsaid is how those people cope the other 364 days of the year.


“A woman named Anne Woods, who died in 2015, won the women’s division 28 times, making her the queen of gurning.”



BATHTUB RACING

Instead of putting your body into the bathtub to wash, this event requires you to transplant your bathtub outdoors and into the Pacific Ocean, followed by you climbing in and revving up a motor.
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Bathtub racing—the bathtubs are not the same superheavy models you might find in the house, but in many cases are hot-rod modified, so to speak—was introduced to the world in 1967 in Nanaimo, British Columbia, on Vancouver Island by then-mayor Frank Ney, an unabashed promoter of his community.
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On the 100th anniversary of the founding of the city, something special was called for to commemorate the occasion, and Ney thought of it. Everyone wants to get noticed and be loved, and Ney felt that way about his city, placing the potential for long-term good, attention, and tourism ahead of any early ridicule.
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Some 200 tubbers entered the 36-mile race when the “Nanaimo To Vancouver Great International World Bathtub Race” made its debut. Interest was obviously present from the beginning. There were many fewer rules and a greater variety of tubs.
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What can we say? The man was right, and the annual July race continues past its 50th anniversary. The race has long outlasted Ney, who passed away in 1992, with a terrific legacy attached to his name. Ney never tired of promoting his baby and dressed as a pirate before casting off in his own vessel. These days, there is a statue of him on the dock.
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As might be expected by inventors with itchy trigger fingers living in a high-tech world, bathtub development has matured over the years. There is more than a single class of boat for racing nowadays, with divisions based on motor power. Each tub must weigh at least 350 pounds. One might think at that weight the pass-as-a-boat-for-a-day tub would sink. The rules are more sophisticated than originally contemplated, but nothing ever stays the same in this world. Some bathtubs are decorated with the same flair as Indianapolis 500 cars.
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It cannot be said bathtub racing has taken the sports world by storm (and storms are to be avoided on the seas), but there are other such races in Washington State, just across the Canadian border, and in New Zealand. Still room for growth elsewhere.
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Meanwhile, the bathtub retains a certain special cachet in Nanaimo. From the start, the city has expressed a fondness for “the spirit of tubbing.”

CAMEL WRESTLING

While animal rights organizations oppose hunting, fishing, the circus, rodeo, dogsled racing, or camel wrestling, their angst is never likely to be soothed. That’s because they can’t count on having the same effect on event sponsors as they do in the United States.


“Camel wrestling is not a big-city US thing, not nearly as popular a sport as long-distance running, or auto racing on July 4 or Labor Day. However, Tulu camel wrestling has been going on in Turkey for something like 2,400 years.”



Although humans have injected themselves into organizing camel wrestling competitions, the rules of the game are very similar to what occurs in the wild amongst other species. Basically, the strong survive.
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The toughest, most attractive male bear mates with a female grizzly. Moose and elk have mating seasons. Get it? Camels also have seasonally adjusted mating times. Left alone without human interference, two big, strong male camels could well fight it out over the charms of a female camel crossing their paths. A female camel in heat is led in front of 2 male camels to arouse their attention, and to simply arouse them. The lady camel is the bait, and once the male camels figure out it’s me or him, they fight it out, using their necks as the primary implements of force. A match is declared over when 1 camel is hurled to the ground.


“Wrestling camels are prized animals, also coming with price tags of $20,000. That’s a pretty big deal when the average annual household income in Turkey was $3,800 in 2016.”



Camel wrestling is a popular sport in sections of Turkey, usually in the most rural of areas. Most camel wrestling is conducted at festivals on Sundays. Matches can run for 10 minutes, but a fighting festival includes several showdowns on the program, much like a boxing card that may have 8 or 10 bouts on it on a given night.
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There is no shortage of camel combat action during a festival where sometimes as many as 100 camels are brought to town. Interestingly, there is no prize money offered to winners. The payoff is pretty much my-camel-is-tougher-than-your-camel boasting.
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Although around for 24 centuries, camel wrestling fell out of favor for a while in the 20th century but is experiencing a resurgence as part of a cultural renaissance. In fact, there are now some camel beauty pageants taking place in Turkey. Turkey remains the hotbed of camel wrestling, but a few other countries have dabbled in the sport. It hasn’t made it to the US yet, though.

SHIN KICKING

Is this boxing with the feet? Is it a toddler tantrum with more damage?
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Those feisty Englishmen have been dreaming up extreme contests for centuries, and this contest is a doozy. Shin kicking has been part of the national psyche since the 1600s and somehow perseveres today as a martial arts-type event designed to inflict pain and suffering. It is soccer without the ball, or many rules, either.


“Although shin kicking is what it is, some British subjects employ synonyms for the sport, “hacking” and “purring” being other choices. Purring seems to be a misnomer. Maybe “screaming.””



Under whatever name, “Ouch” may be the operative word in this sport. Actually, as it turns out, that’s not quite true. In the United States some years back, the verbal signal that a fighter had taken enough punishment was expelling the word uncle. When someone gives up in a shin-kicking contest, they cry, “Sufficient.”
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How this all works is mano a mano. Two guys line up opposite each other, try to grab each other’s collars for purchase, and then kick at the foe’s shins until either of them collapses to the ground, the equivalent of a technical knockout. Presumably, tubs of Neosporin and bandages are standing by.
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These showdowns are conducted on a best 2-out-of-3 basis. There is a referee on the spot governing matters, perhaps if someone kicks too high or low. Points can be accumulated if neither hits the dirt.
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