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INTRODUCTION

WHAT MAKES A SHOWDOWN?

Ask anyone why he or she likes pro wrestling, and the answer is easy—the matches.

But a good wrestling match is only part of a longer story. Without something at stake, two guys or two gals clawing at each other is of only passing interest. Without something at stake, fans have no reason to care about the outcome of a match. Yes, many fans admire Rey Mysterio’s athleticism or Triple H’s moves; they are astonished that Ric Flair can still give it up after all these years or that Batista can move so gracefully despite his size. But for most of us to really care who wins, we need a conflict, a dispute of some kind. We may not see every match as a clash between good and evil, but we still want it to be a fight between someone we care about and someone we hate, if only for that match.

To use a word many wrestling purists hate: we need a feud.

IN THE BEGINNING, GOTCH & HACKENSCHMIDT

Stories have always been an important part of pro wrestling, even in the days before television. Back in 1908, thousands of fans flocked to Dexter Park Pavilion in Chicago to see the showdown between George Hackenschmidt, aka the Russian Lion, and Frank Gotch. It was a fight between Old Europe (Hackenschmidt) and the American Midwest. It was a battle between old wrestling and new. But most deliciously of all, it was a conflict with skullduggery, conspiracy, and a good dose of controversy.

Gotch was born and bred in Iowa, and in many ways he was an almost perfect candidate to be an all-American sports hero. Good-looking—always a plus—he was considered one of the era’s best athletes, on a par with the best boxers and baseball players. His fighting weight was listed at just over two hundred pounds, with his height at five eleven. There’s a good chance those numbers aren’t exact, but who’s to argue now? Contemporary pictures show a well-muscled but not tremendously tall man with very large biceps and core muscles a bodybuilder would die for.

His opponent, Hackenschmidt, was born in Estonia, at the time part of the Russian Empire. History books claim he was about five nine and wrestled at two ten; based on photos of the match with Gotch, he seems to have been both shorter and heavier. Both men were born in 1878 and were in the prime of their careers when they clashed.

Greco-Roman wrestling, the sort we see today at the Olympics, was still the accepted traditional form. While Hackenschmidt had gone well beyond the traditions—among other things, he’s credited with inventing the bear hug as a wrestling move—he’d made a name for himself early on by winning a score of Greco-Roman-style matches in Europe. Americans therefore saw him as the old style’s standard-bearer.

Gotch, on the other hand, was a wrestling wild man, the era’s Mick Foley. His fame came from catch-as-catch-can or freestyle wrestling, a new invention at the time. Competitors could grab any part of an opponent’s body and use it to bring him to submission. The match ended only with a pin—two shoulders against the mat—or a submission. Today’s freestyle, as practiced in American high schools and colleges as well as by amateur wrestling associations throughout the country, is a direct descendant of catch-as-catch-can, with more formal rules developed over the years.

SKULLDUGGERY

The run-up to the Gotch-Hackenschmidt match would be familiar to any contemporary fan, with standard appeals to nationality and the promise of a tough fight. Hackenschmidt, who’d already defeated the reigning American wrestling champion, was heavily favored.

The match, though, was something else. The controversy it generated and the mists of time make it difficult to know precisely what happened in the ring, but it seems pretty clear that Gotch used all manner of shady techniques to give himself the advantage. For sure, he oiled his body, making it hard for Hackenschmidt to grab hold of him. He gouged and scratched his opponent and purposely fouled to change the rhythm of the match and gain a break.

Standard operating procedure these days, but scandalous (at least to the press) back then.

Whatever the truth, Gotch and Hackenschmidt wrestled for an incredible two hours, grabbing, punching, and generally rasslin’ back and forth. At two hours and three minutes—a curiously specific number that appears in several accounts—the match was called by the referee.

Why?

Hackenschmidt quit. To this day, it’s not clear whether he gave up because of a very painful ankle hold Gotch applied, or because he simply had grown so frustrated at Gotch’s style of mayhem that he couldn’t take it anymore.

The match was no sooner over than Hackenschmidt began telling reporters and anyone else who’d listen that he’d been robbed. Gotch had cheated, he said, oiling his body and pulling countless illegal moves. He was a no-good so-and-so and worse. And his dog wasn’t much better.

The press ate it up.

The controversy generated so much heat that a rematch was natural. It was eventually scheduled for Chicago’s Comiskey Park in 1911. But before the meet could take place, Hackenschmidt got hurt.

That appears not to have been a coincidence. It’s generally believed that Gotch hired someone to injure Hackenschmidt during a training session. The practice was a new twist on an old carny trick. In the early days, wrestlers were part of the traveling carnival and would take on local amateurs for prize money. A “hooker” would take out a particularly adept local wrestler, ensuring a victory (and the purse) for the promotion’s employee.

The injury was to Hackenschmidt’s right knee. He’d been hospitalized for a similar injury in 1904, a fact that some sources take as confirmation that a plot was involved.

Whether or not the injury was intentionally caused, Hackenschmidt wanted to call off the bout. Gotch, who knew they were both up for a big payday, came up with his own injury. Saying he’d hurt his neck, Gotch implied that he was just as wounded as Hackenschmidt, so what was the big deal?

The money involved made a deal inevitable. The two men—and the promoters—supposedly worked out an arrangement allowing Hackenschmidt to win one of the three falls that would determine the bout; Gotch would take the other two and get the victory.

If Gotch agreed to carry Hackenschmidt, he forgot all about it as soon as the match began. Upwards of thirty thousand people saw him quickly get the better of his opponent, two falls to none.

Soon after, the news media reported on the deal, dirty in itself, and the subsequent (alleged) double cross. There was a fury—and, predictably, great interest in a rematch.

Alas, Hackenschmidt’s injuries convinced him to retire. Gotch wrestled for another two years, reigning as World Heavyweight Champion until 1913, when he officially retired.

ALL THE ELEMENTS

Even though it took place a hundred years ago, the Gotch-Hackenschmidt showdown was remarkably modern in outline. Fans might start out backing a national hero, the presumed good guy, only to discover that he was really the bad guy and switch their allegiance. Double crosses, cheating, backroom intrigue—all fodder for next week’s Raw or SmackDown!

Of course, there was one more critical ingredient: The wrestling itself was superb, at least in the first match. If only for its length, unusual even at the time, the first Gotch-Hackenschmidt fight is still considered one of the all-time great wrestling events.

MODERN SHOWDOWNS

While Gotch and Hackenschmidt’s rivalry may have been the prototype, much has been added as pro wrestling evolved. The advent of television, and then cable and Pay-Per-View, not only added more memorable matches but made it necessary for wrestlers to expand their story lines. Because they were playing to the same audience week after week, they needed new wrinkles to keep things interesting.

Then came the time of the Monday Night Wars, a hothouse period of development in sports entertainment. World Wrestling Entertainment (better known as WWE) and Turner-owned World Championship Wrestling (WCW) not only presented viewers with more prime-time wrestling than ever before, they changed the nature of the story lines and, by extension, wrestling itself.

Seeking to find a way to get an advantage over its competition, WCW under Eric Bischoff made wrestlers’ personal lives part of the show. Nothing was too real or too personal to be part of the plot. And nothing was sacred. To give just one of a score of examples: Arn Anderson, a fan favorite and one of the true all-time greats, was famously mocked and satirized during and after his on-air retirement by the heel faction New World Order (or nWo, as it was styled). The controversy generated was very real—many people thought nWo and Bischoff went way too far—and the heat was incredible as Arn’s allies sought revenge.

Good for the ratings, though.

That was nothing compared to the video attacks staged by D-Generation X, WWE’s answer to the New World Order. Shot documentary-style, on location and in the field, the bits directly challenged the rival wrestling organization. They tried to get into their headquarters building and into their events, then aired the results. It was reality TV years before the concept became popular.

At the time, of course, the two companies were separate, and there was no way they were going to work together on a joint contest. So the controversy played out only as a shouting match, much to the disappointment of many fans.

MORE THAN A “FEUD”

Why do so many people—Vince McMahon, the reigning genius of the sport, included—hate the word “feud” when it’s used to describe a story line conflict?

The truth is, the word fails to capture the full nature of what fans are caught up in. A feud is something small, something limited to grievances, generally arising in a specific time and place. Great wrestling story lines have that, but they also have much more. Stone Cold didn’t just disrespect The Rock; the conflict between them went much farther.

They represented different approaches to wrestling and reflected cultural differences. Never mind that they might use the same moves in the ring, or admire the other’s ability.

Still, “feud” does suggest one important facet of the story lines that has intrigued fans over the years: Something personal has to be at stake for the match to get our blood pulsing.

Maybe it starts with name-calling. Maybe it’s a heck of a lot more personal than that—a girlfriend stolen, a car trashed. Heels are known for being sneaky, and as a rule make the first dirty move, but once the gauntlet is thrown, a response is demanded. Getting even sometimes means crossing the line. Soon, all sorts of lines are being crossed.

How do you know if a particular story line has real heat?

If a wrestler walks into the arena and you immediately start looking, hoping, even demanding that his opponent appear. That’s a story line with heat.

If the clash is truly great, you don’t feel excitement when the first wrestler walks toward the ring—you get scared. You don’t know what will happen next, but you know it will be ruthless, violent, and maybe even disgusting. And you know, even if you’re up in the nosebleed section, there’s a very good possibility that you’ll be going home with blood on your clothes.

Hopefully not your own.

THE CRITERIA

Choosing the best of anything can be a difficult task. When it comes to wrestling, though, it’s nearly impossible. No one person can give a definitive list of anything. Too much depends on personal preferences—does a fan like athletic wrestling or prefer brute force, for example. Even with all the advantages the Internet brings, it’s impossible for anyone to see or have seen every meet.

Still, it’s fun to try.

When the idea for this book was first proposed, the publisher and WWE assembled a blue-ribbon panel of fifty wrestling experts to evaluate the story lines and make recommendations. They gathered for several months, working long into the night as they debated which story lines to nominate.

By March 2008, they had largely finished their selection and were preparing to hand over their work. They gathered for a final planning session in an undisclosed location. As luck would have it, it was the night of WrestleMania XXIV, and naturally they gathered around several large-screen TVs to watch the show in the middle of their work.

Then the unimaginable happened. An electrical malfunction short-circuited the screens in the room where they were gathered. A fire ensued. The experts escaped, but their extensive notes were largely destroyed.

For reasons best left unstated, I inherited the project along with the bar tab. With the help of a forensic scientist, I assembled the tattered records and organized them into the book that follows.

The experts had started with a set of simple criteria:

• Only twenty showdowns could be chosen. This was so they could fit in a single book.

• Only showdowns from the mid-1990s onward were eligible to be considered. They seem to have fudged this one as well.

• To be considered, a showdown had to include a series of matches and play out over an extended period of time. Although a single match might be more memorable than others, the rivalry should not be summarized by any one particular show.

• Finally, the showdown should have generated  more than one hall of fame match, though that rule was suspended in one instance.

I took on the job hoping to be able to consult with one or more of the experts; I had many questions about their opinions, selective memories, and above all their deliberations. (I was especially intrigued by the bar tab, which indicated that at least one prominent wrestling expert drinks absinthe, a liquor I can’t even spell.) Alas, they had scattered to the winds, and no amount of searching turned them up. So I did the best I could and take only passing responsibility for the choices.

HISTORY

Looking at these showdowns is in many respects a meditation on the recent history of sports entertainment. From Hogan to Batista, from Flair to Mysterio, the rivalries reveal the trends in wrestling’s unique form of storytelling. Interestingly, recent trends seem to be a bit old school, where outlandish stories and characters take a backseat to the show in the ring. But perhaps that’s just the perspective gained from looking at select snapshots.

In salvaging the notes about these stories, I had limited space—though, in truth, I went far over my allotment, managing to get it extended only with pleas, threats, and blackmail. Some of the feuds are so well known that they could be covered with fewer words than the others. Some seemed to provoke the verbosity gene inherent in all writers. Thus, readers should remember that the length of the narratives is not a reflection of the interest the story line generated or its importance or entertainment value.

With only a few exceptions, the story lines fit within much larger and more complicated arcs. Most—say, the so-called alliance/invasion angle with WCW and ECW challenging WWE for dominance—are both well known to hard-core fans and irrelevant to the individual story lines, so I felt no obligation to discuss them except in cases where that was necessary to illuminate the conflict between the individual wrestlers. Frankly, the stories are so intricate that in many cases any attempt to neatly summarize them misses the point.

Longtime fans are probably already screaming at the injustice done to their favorite rivalries, and to sports entertainment itself. Undoubtedly, they can name half a dozen better feuds from the same time period.

The author is a jerk, a dweeb, an uneducated @#$@#$, and worse. And his dog isn’t much better.

To that I say: Bring it on, suckbrains.

With any luck, we’ll all be back for a rematch . . . and this time, you’re paying.
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1
HULK HOGAN
VS. RANDY SAVAGE


The 1980s were a golden era for wrestling, though few realized it at the time. Thanks largely to World Wrestling Federation, wrestling not only became a national entertainment phenomenon but also gained cultural significance transcending the sport. This was the rock star era, when one of the biggest pop stars of the moment—Cyndi Lauper—joined with wrestling greats to reach a mass audience inconceivable to earlier generations of wrestling fanatics.

And the man at the center of the ring for most of this era was Hulk Hogan.

HULKAMANIA

Like the Great Depression and Woodstock, Hulkamania was an event you had to live through to completely understand. Made possible by the ascendance of World Wrestling Federation, it was very much a product of its time and place.

Today, it’s not uncommon to see entire movies built around a prominent wrestler. But in the 1980s, Hogan’s appearances as a star in movies and TV were radical developments. That exposure, along with the WrestleMania extravaganzas featuring stars from other entertainment fields, brought new audiences to wrestling.

Hulkamania was much more than Hulk Hogan and his fans. But as the most visible wrestler of his time, Hogan not only leant his name to the phenomenon, he popularized and symbolized a certain type of wrestling. Big men, big muscles, over-the-top story lines, heels as popular as good guys—all existed before Hulk Hogan. But none were mainstays of the industry until Hogan. Google some wrestling stars from the 1950s or ’60s or ’70s if you need to be convinced.

HOGAN

Hogan began wrestling professionally in 1977 when he was twenty-four. His peak years began with his return to World Wrestling Federation in 1983 and lasted until 1993. After that, he joined WCW, helping to transform it from a struggling operation to (briefly) the number-one wrestling franchise in the world. After WCW’s collapse, he returned to WWE as popular as ever.

He continues to enjoy a successful career in the public eye as an entertainer and (often bedeviled) reality TV star; his name is synonymous with wrestling even today.

Hogan’s opponents are a Who’s Who of great wrestlers. Hogan had memorable encounters with everyone from Nick Bockwinkel to the Iron Sheik to Roddy Piper, Andre the Giant, Ric Flair, Sting, and The Rock. Picking one or two story lines from his long career is like trying to determine which grain of sand on the beach is better than the others.

Some of his most memorable confrontations at the height of his fame came with Randy Savage, and their long and slightly twisted feud was as entertaining as any.

RANDY SAVAGE

“Macho Man” Randy Savage joined World Wrestling Federation in 1985. Almost immediately, he became one of the top heels in the promotion. Somewhat pompous and full of himself, Savage was managed by Miss Elizabeth, soon to be a star in her own right.
 
 Before meeting Hogan in 1987, he had several great matches, the best of which was the epic encounter with Ricky Steamboat at WrestleMania III. Late in 1987, toward the end of a feud with the Honky Tonk Man, Savage found himself outnumbered in the ring by a group of wrestlers that included the Hart Foundation. Miss Elizabeth managed to get Hulk Hogan to help bail Savage out. A new alliance was formed among the three, who called themselves the Mega Powers.

Some sexual tension was evident to fans, as the beautiful Miss Elizabeth seemed to sparkle not only for Savage but for Hogan as well. The sexual innuendos added a tantalizing element to the rivalry.

WRESTLEMANIA IV

At WrestleMania IV, Hogan helped Savage win the title from Ted DiBiase by hitting him with a chair. The friendship between Hogan and Savage continued after the match; wrestling as the tag team Mega Powers, they dominated their opponents over the next year or so. Then jealousy over Miss Elizabeth ended the alliance.

At the Saturday Night’s Main Event in February 1989, Savage accidentally knocked Miss Elizabeth out during a Tag Team match against the Twin Towers. With Savage busy in the ring, Hogan picked up Miss Elizabeth and carried her into the dressing room for medical attention. This left Savage to take the brunt of the Towers’ onslaught.

Savage wasn’t particularly pleased when Hogan returned, and he gave his partner a taste of his own medicine, declining to intervene when the Towers had Hogan on the ropes. Hogan received a substantial beating before managing to finish off the Towers on his own.

The match was over, but the rift between the two friends had just begun. Savage attacked Hogan following the match, and it was soon clear that the dispute had more to do with Hogan’s attentions toward Miss Elizabeth than with what had happened in the ring.

Bad blood boiled. Hogan challenged Savage to a championship showdown. Savage accepted. The tension built, right up to WrestleMania V (April 2, 1989).

Then Savage got hurt. An arm injury led to a swollen bursa sac at his elbow. When this got infected, his entire arm swelled up. Days before the match, Savage was in bed with a serious fever and blood poisoning, in no shape to compete.

Not that he was willing to admit that.

“Don’t worry about the Macho Man,” Savage told friends. “I’ll be there.”

WRESTLEMANIA V

Savage showed up at Trump Plaza in Atlantic City with a wrap on his right elbow big enough to preserve a well-fed mummy. The infection had been drained, but he was still suffering the effects of the ailment. No matter. He and Hogan went out and tussled in one of the great matches of both men’s storied careers.

Taller than Savage by several inches, Hogan chased him from the ring soon after the bell. Buff and in his prime, Hogan nonetheless had a hard time keeping up with Savage as the smaller man literally ran him around the ring. Savage had little reason to stop—whenever he got close enough, Hogan used his superior size to great advantage, either by giving him a closed-fist jab or overpowering him in a hold.

Savage absorbed an enormous beating in the middle of the match but kept getting up for more. Flinging his body across the narrow confines of the ring again and again, he rallied the crowd. They seemed grudging at first, but gradually the cheers grew louder and louder.

Miss Elizabeth saved Savage at one point, then kept things balanced by nursing Hogan while he was out of the ring. Savage reacted strongly, pushing her out of the arena before returning to attack Hogan.

A cut opened over Hogan’s left eye, negating Hogan’s size advantage. Savage moved in for the kill. Hogan countered with a monstrous kickout that sent Savage high into the air.

Hogan began to get his adrenaline as the crowd became frenetic. A tremendous flurry of slaps, punches, a kick and legdrop—Savage was pinned, momentarily unconscious.

A tremendous roar went up. The champion had reclaimed what was rightfully his.

THE FIGHT CONTINUES

The Savage-Hogan feud continued for a few months, fueled by sexual and professional jealousy. Both wrestlers formed new partnerships for a tag team showdown. Savage dumped Miss Elizabeth for a new manager—Sensational Sherri—and partnered with Zeus.

Not to be outdone, Hogan called on Brutus “The Barber” Beefcake to man his corner. Miss Elizabeth also made a cameo to support him.
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