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Introduction



If you had to select one word to describe what Extreme Championship Wrestling—ECW—was, it would have to be passion.

Long-lasting passion, if you happened to be at the Hammerstein Ballroom in New York on June 12, 2005.

What happened that night was a remarkable tribute to everything that made ECW such a passionate entertainment experience for everyone involved—the wrestlers, the support staff, and the fans alike.

It was ECW One Night Stand, a Pay-Per-View that paid tribute to ECW, and it was as if the year was 1995 again and we were back at the old bingo hall that served as the ECW Arena in South Philadelphia.

It had been four years since ECW had its last event, a show in Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Yet a sold-out crowd paying top dollar packed the ballroom on this June night to welcome back an old friend, and many more paid to watch it on Pay-Per-View.

From the moment Joey Styles came out to the ring to kick off the festivities, it was “Oh, my God!”—Styles’s signature call as the ECW television announcer—from the first bell to the end of the final match. Fans were in the throes of what was basically a three-hour passion play, screaming at the top of their lungs, “ECW! ECW!” as if it was the response in a gospel mass.

They welcomed back many of their old friends—The Blue Meanie, Lance Storm, Justin Credible, Mikey Whipwreck, Sabu, Rob Van Dam, Francine—and many others who had given so much of their hearts and bodies to ECW, and still had something left to give to fans on this night, whether it was action in the ring—sometimes resorting to chairs, tables, ladders, and even cheese graters—or their words to the crowd. Van Dam, for example, told the crowd his time in ECW was the best of his career. Many other wrestlers who spent time in the promotion will say the same thing.

“There was no other experience like it,” Francine says. “It was the best experience of my life. I would have worked there until I couldn’t work anymore. I didn’t care what offer came at me. I would have never left Paul and ECW. I was offered to leave a couple of times, and I would not go. I would have died working for that company.”

That sort of passion was played out in the ring between wrestlers and in the crowd among the fans on a regular basis during ECW’s glory days, and the fans tapped into that passion and showed their loyalty to ECW by their reaction to One Night Stand.

Of course, the “mad scientist” behind ECW was there as well, Paul Heyman, who gave a great shoot speech about what made ECW so special, and the fans showed their appreciation for creating this force of nature that had a huge impact on the wrestling industry.

A lot had happened since Heyman was invited in 1993 into this small Philadelphia promotion, which at the time was not much beyond a sports bar show. He had come into the right place at the right time to take his vision of wrestling and turn it into a reality. Three years later, Heyman had turned this tiny outfit into the white-hot promotion of the industry. It would eventually burn out, but not before becoming part of the cultural landscape for a generation of wrestling fans.

“If somebody got a ring and a show together, and Tommy Dreamer made a call saying, ‘Guys, we’re getting the band back together for a night in, let’s say, Peoria,’ guys would show up and wrestle like it was WrestleMania,” observes Mike “Super Nova” Bucci, who was part of Raven’s Flock and would team up with Stevie Richards and The Blue Meanie to form the Blue World Order.

ECW was just like that—it created memories to cherish for both wrestlers and fans.

Thom Loverro








Chapter One

The Roots of ECW




To look at the history of ECW, it is important first to examine the history of the business itself, and the steps that led to the ECW phenomenon. It is particularly important in the context of the allure of ECW, because a good part of the attraction of the promotion was that it bucked wrestling tradition, going out of its way to distance itself from the practices of the past.

Wrestling was one of the first competitions men engaged in. They didn’t need any tools or equipment, nothing except their hands to lock up with each other and start wrestling. Cave drawings of wrestling matches dating back an estimated 15,000 years were found in France, and early Babylonian and Egyptian reliefs show holds that are still used in modern times. Wrestling was one of the most popular sporting events in Greek society and was considered among the elite competitions in the early Olympics. The Romans helped maintain the tradition of wrestling, and it continued through the Middle Ages throughout Europe and the Far East, particularly as sporting entertainment for royal families.

When settlers came to America from England, they brought wrestling with them as part of their culture, but it was also already here, practiced among the Native Americans. It became part of the new American culture, and became more popular as German and Irish immigrants arrived in the new country. It began to take form as a professional spectator event at local carnivals, where a few wrestlers would fight each other and also challenge the crowd to see if any local tough guys could last, let’s say, fifteen minutes in the ring with one of the professionals.

Even as professional wrestling grew to be a major urban spectator event in the twentieth century, it was still making the rounds on the carnival circuit in small towns, particularly in the Midwest. Some of the more popular wrestlers of the 1960s and 1970s even got their start in the carny shows. The legendary Sputnik Monroe tells this tale about his days wrestling at traveling carnivals and the wild and woolly situations wrestlers could find themselves in:

“One time I had a guy down with his arm up behind him, and I told him to give up. He said, ‘I can’t.’ He didn’t say it loud enough for everyone to hear, so I said again, ‘Give up or I’ll break your arm.’ Everyone heard me, including the local sheriff, who threatened to shoot me if I broke this guy’s arm. I said, ‘He’s gonna give up, or I’ll hold him here until he starves to death.’ I held him down until the sheriff counted to three.”

Those carny roots are still deeply ingrained in the business, even today, as terms from those raucous days—work, shoot, angle, mark, and kayfabe—are still used today in the business.

The growth of the business, though, took place when contests started to take place in arenas and stadiums in big cities, the personalities in the business began getting acclaim and the attention of the press, and titles were created and recognized. The first generally recognized modern pro wrestling match came in Cleveland at the Central Armory in 1897, when Tom Jenkins defeated Martin “Farmer” Burns in two falls to win the United States championship. Burns would remain a major figure in the early history of wrestling, becoming a mentor for a young up-and-coming wrestling star named Frank Gotch, who excelled at the “catch-as-catch-can” wrestling style. In 1904, Gotch won the United States heavyweight title by defeating Jenkins, and four years later, perhaps the first superstar match in professional wrestling took place, between Gotch and the man who had become a European wrestling star, George Hackenschmidt, a wrestler with remarkable upper body strength who came into the bout reportedly undefeated.

The match, which took place before a large crowd at Dexter Park in Chicago, became one of the legendary contests in wrestling history, drawing national attention. According to reports, the match lasted more than two hours before Hackenschmidt finally surrendered. The New York Times, which covered the match, reported that Gotch “side-stepped, roughed his man’s features with his knuckles, butted him under the chin, and generally worsted Hackenschmidt until the foreigner was at a loss how to proceed.” Of course, since this was wrestling, there was controversy. After the match, Hackenschmidt charged that Gotch had soaked his body in oil, and that Gotch “dug his nails into my face, tried to pull my ear off, and poked his thumb into my eye.”

Sounds like an ECW match, without the tables and chairs.

Gotch and Hackenschmidt met in a rematch in 1911, again in Chicago, at Comiskey Park, where another large crowd was on hand to watch Gotch win again, and again there was controversy and the sort of behind-the-scenes business that would always surround professional wrestling and eventually turn the sport into its current acknowledged status as scripted entertainment. Hackenschmidt had an injured knee and wanted to cancel the match. But it was such a highly anticipated event that promoters tried to salvage it with an agreement between the two wrestlers whereby Hackenschmidt would be allowed to win one of the three falls to save his reputation, but would go down in defeat to Gotch in the best two out of three falls match. However, Gotch is supposed to have double-crossed Hackenschmidt, winning the match in two straight falls. Gotch kept the United States title until he retired in 1913.

The next big star in professional wrestling was a Greek-born good-looking strongman named Jim Londos. He would be one of the stars to bridge the era where “shoot” matches—legitimate contests—began to disappear, and performers like Londos began to dominate the scene. He remained the business’s biggest draw during the golden era of sport in this country, in the days of Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey, and Bobby Jones. Londos was the first NWA heavyweight champion.

As football began to emerge as a popular sport, there were a number of professional players, who crossed over and wrestled, the best known being Hall of Famer Bronco Nagurski, whom Londos met in the ring. The other big star during from the 1920s and 1930s was Londos’s nemesis, Ed “Strangler” Lewis, who worked for midwestern promoters and often defeated Londos, who represented the eastern promoters. Lewis, one of wrestling’s biggest draws, had a public feud with Dempsey, demanding a match against the boxing champion. It never happened, but Dempsey did once referee a match at Chicago’s Wrigley Field between Lewis, whose use of the headlock was so effective and controversial that the New York State Assembly tried to ban it, and Londos.

Former Dartmouth football star Gus Sonnenberg defeated Lewis for the world heavyweight championship in 1932, and Sonnenberg’s style—he was known for the flying tackle—is believed to have started the trend toward more acrobatic showmanship and less use of strength and pure wrestling. Five years later, a young wrestler named Lou Thesz—whom Lewis would later train and manage—won the first of seven world heavyweight championships. Thesz, a well-known catch wrestler, or hooker, would go on to wrestle until 1990.

While all this was going on inside the ring, there was a man named Jess McMahon who was promoting a number of sporting events, including boxing at Madison Square Garden, and, among other ventures with his brother Ed, also owned several Negro League baseball teams, including the famous Lincoln Giants in New York. He would eventually branch out into promoting wrestling, and that part of the business would be nurtured by his son, Vincent Jess McMahon, who would eventually change the business and become one of the most influential promoters in the history of professional wrestling. At the same time, another wrestling promotion in North Carolina began to take shape—Jim Crockett Promotions. Other promotions popped up across the country, and eventually the most powerful ones divided the United States up into regions to conduct the business of wrestling, under the auspices of the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA), a group of independent professional wrestling promotions formed in 1948 under the direction of St. Louis promoter Sam Muchnick.

Another promoter who emerged as a force in New York was Toots Mondt, who would join forces with a young Vincent Jess McMahon to establish the dominant wrestling promotion in the northeastern United States, called Capitol Sports, in 1948, and would also join with the NWA that same pivotal year in the business.

Like most spectator events, wrestling suffered during the war years of the 1940s, but bounced back strong in the 1950s because it turned out to be the perfect show for the new medium that was sweeping the nation—television. Wrestling was made for television, and stars like Gorgeous George and Antonino Rocca emerged as TV stars. Vince McMahon, who saw the power of television, used it to syndicate wrestling shows throughout the northeastern United States, and eventually broke away from the NWA and changed the name of Capitol Sports Corporation to the World Wide Wrestling Federation (WWWF) in 1963. That same year, “Nature Boy” Buddy Rogers lost the WWWF heavyweight title to a young Italian star named Bruno Sammartino, getting pinned in less than a minute at Madison Square Garden, and a new era in wrestling was born.

While the WWWF grew in popularity under Vince McMahon, with Sammartino as his champion, wrestling flourished in other parts of the country as well. Amateur wrestling great Verne Gagne led the newly formed American Wrestling Association (AWA) in the midwest, featuring legendary wrestlers such as Dick the Bruiser and the Original Sheik (who was also a promoter in the Detroit area), while on the West Coast and in the South, various NWA-linked promotions were home to legends such as Freddie Blassie, Pat Patterson, Dory Funk, and Sputnik Monroe.

While the WWWF grew, Vincent Kennedy McMahon began working in the promotion and would eventually take it over from his father in 1982, in a move that would change the landscape of the business in ways that no one had ever seen before. Vince McMahon had a vision for his promotion that went far beyond the traditional way of doing business. He began expanding into other territories, turning the promotion into a national one, and took the use of television and the entertainment value of wrestling to a new level.

The WWWF became simply the World Wrestling Federation in 1979, and fell under the auspices of Titan Sports when Vincent K. McMahon took over. He had a plan to take wrestling into mainstream entertainment, and one vehicle for doing this was an idea for a mega wrestling show known as WrestleMania. On March 31, 1985, Vince McMahon put everything he had into one of the most successful ventures in the history of the business: WrestleMania at Madison Square Garden. The show featured matches between some of the greatest wrestlers of the era, including Andre the Giant vs. Big John Studd, and a main event consisting of Hulk Hogan and his tag-team partner, the actor Mr. T, who had played Clubber Lang in the film Rocky III—the same movie in which Hogan raised his profile beyond wrestling circles by playing a wrestling character named Thunderlips—against “Mr. Wonderful” Paul Orndorff and “Rowdy” Roddy Piper. McMahon added all sorts of entertainment touches that attracted new fans: baseball manager Billy Martin was the guest ring announcer, Liberace was the guest timekeeper, and Muhammad Ali was the guest referee. Pop singer Cyndi Lauper was also part of the show, helping Wendi Richter win the World Wrestling Federation Women’s Championship from the Fabulous Moolah. In the main event, Hogan and Mr. T won, and Hogan was on his way to becoming one of the most well known and popular wrestlers in the history of the business. WrestleMania became an annual live Pay-Per-View event that set the standard for the new era of wrestling, and spawned numerous other wrestling Pay-Per-View events.
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The first WrestleMania: Hulk Hogan with his tag partner, Mr. T.

Two years later, WrestleMania had become something the likes of which the sports and entertainment business had never seen before. WrestleMania III drew 93, 173 people at the Pontiac Silverdome in Detroit. With Aretha Franklin singing “America the Beautiful,” the show featured the historic showdown between Hogan and the great Andre the Giant, whom Hogan bodyslammed and then legdropped to win the match.

Drawing Pay-Per-View numbers that are often over one million buys, WrestleMania has been running now for twenty-two years. WrestleMania XXI was held in Los Angeles at the Staples Center, drawing more than 20,000 fans to the venue, and was seen in more than ninety countries. It is one of the most popular entertainment events in the world, and has helped turn the WWE, World Wrestling Entertainment, into a powerful media empire.

Success didn’t happen without a fight, as WWE battled many entities along the way, including World Championship Wrestling (WCW), led by the powerful media honcho Ted Turner.

WCW originated from two companies operated by Jim Crockett Promotions—Georgia Championship Wrestling and Mid-Atlantic Championship Wrestling. In November 1988, Crockett sold the promotions to TBS Superstation in Atlanta and Turner, the flamboyant but visionary media mogul who created CNN. Turner had used wrestling shows as part of his programming for TBS Superstation, but he wanted to own the programming and expand it to his other network, TNT. He dropped the organization’s affiliation with the NWA and created a new name for the promotion, World Championship Wrestling. With that, a new era of wrestling wars began.

WCW began raiding talent from other companies, wooing some of the biggest stars in wrestling, such as Hulk Hogan, Bret Hart, and Kevin Nash. And developed a stable of performers such as Sting and Ric Flair. Hogan turned heel while in WCW, with a storyline in which he joined a supposed invading renegade faction of WCW led by Kevin Nash and Scott Hall, called the New World Order—nWo.

WCW took on WWE head-to-head in what was known as the “Monday Night Wars,” when WCW programmed a show called Monday Night Nitro against Raw. With former announcer Eric Bischoff running the WCW promotion, Nitro eventually passed Raw in the television ratings. Monday Nitro beat Raw in the ratings for eighty-four consecutive weeks. The rivalry grew so fierce that Bischoff challenged Vince McMahon to a fight on Nitro, and Bischoff put Nitro on a couple of minutes before Raw so he could give away the results of the taped Raw program, giving fans no reason to watch the competition. Nitro became a three-hour show, something never seen before in a live wrestling show.

But the tide turned when Vince McMahon developed a new generation of wrestlers that caught the attention of a new generation of wrestling fans, with stars like Triple H, Mankind, The Rock, and an outlaw rebel wrestler named Steve Austin, who became one of the biggest stars in the history of wrestling. WWE eventually won enough battles to win the war. Their storylines were fresher and more provocative, and WCW’s proved to be stale and boring. Eventually, to the victor would go the spoils. Nitro went off the air in March 2001, and Vince McMahon would purchase what remained of the WCW, the last man standing in the battle of the 1990s in the business, and he remains in that position today.

In the middle of this war, another fighter rose up and lit a fire under the wrestling business, shaking both of these giants who had been battling for total control of the industry. It was lit in Scarsdale, New York, in the late 1970s, when an enterprising son of a trial lawyer, Richard Heyman, and a concentration camp survivor, Sulamita Heyman, wasn’t satisfied with simply watching wrestling. Paul Heyman wanted to be near the show, around the show, part of the show.

Paul Heyman wanted to be the show.

By the age of 11, Heyman was an entrepreneur, collecting movie memorabilia and then selling them in a mail order business. “I used to collect movie posters, lobby cards, 8-by-10s and stuff like that,” he said. “I opened up a mail order business with a P.O. box. I used to sell movie posters. I would go down to the city and buy them wholesale and then sell them through the mail.”

By the time he was 13, wrestling had captured his heart. Shortly after midnight one night he was watching a show that competed with McMahon’s; it was produced by Eddie Einhorn, one of the owners of the Chicago White Sox. “I saw Argentina Apollo and Luis Martinez, against Hartford and Reginald Love, managed by George ‘Crybaby’ Cannon,” Heyman said. “At the end of this match, Argentina Apollo stole Crybaby Cannon’s army helmet and smacked him in his big belly with it. Crybaby Cannon was crying in his corner as they went off the air. I thought it was the greatest thing I ever saw.”

The next time he saw wrestling on TV, it was a McMahon show, and it featured an interview with “Superstar” Billy Graham. “I can’t tell you what he said,” Heyman claims. “It didn’t really make any sense, but I didn’t care. He was so charismatic. He came right through the television. He blew me away. It was an amazing moment. I thought he was great television, and I was hooked from that moment on.

“I sold out my inventory and bought some photo-developing equipment and a printing press, and started doing newsletters, called The Wrestling Times—‘All the wrestling news that was fit to print.’”

Heyman kept trying to get access to wrestling shows as a journalist-photographer, and eventually hustled his way into what is now, looking back, a famous meeting between himself and the boss of the World Wide Wrestling Federation, the elder Vince McMahon. Remarkably, Heyman was only 14 years old. McMahon had little idea he was talking to the future of the business. But he must have realized Heyman was something special.

“Right after I turned 14, I called and asked for Vince McMahon,” Heyman recalls. “I had a deep voice when I was 14 and sounded a lot older than I was. So I said, ‘This is Paul Heyman, calling for Vince McMahon.’ I guess since I had the attitude like I owned the joint, after about five people I got through to him. I was 14 and totally full of shit, with braces on my teeth and pimples on my face, and a whole lot of chutzpah.”

Heyman said to McMahon, “Hi, it’s Paul Heyman.”

McMahon replied, “Who?”

“Paul Heyman, from The Wrestling Times,” Heyman said.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Heyman?” McMahon asked.

“You told me to call you for a press pass for Madison Square Garden,” Heyman said.

“I did?” McMahon asked, perplexed, since he didn’t remember telling the young Heyman any such thing—with good reason, because he never had.

“Yes, you did,” Heyman said.

So McMahon told Heyman to go to the second floor of the Holland Hotel in midtown Manhattan, where they had an office for credentials and other business, and ask for Arnold Skaaland, a former wrestler and manager and a long-time fixture at the WWWF, for a press pass.

Heyman took the train into town and went up to the second floor of the Holland Hotel. There he found Skaaland, smoking a cigar and playing cards with Gorilla Monsoon, a legendary WWWF wrestler who would go on to be an announcer. When they saw this 14-year-old kid with pimples on his face and braces on his teeth asking for a press pass, they laughed at him.

“Who told you to get a press pass?” Skaaland asked.

“Vince McMahon,” Heyman answered.

“Okay, kid, I’ll look for you,” said Skaaland, winking at Monsoon about the joke.

But it was no joke. There was a VIP press pass there for Paul Heyman.

“Well, what do you know,” Skaaland said, befuddled.

So on the night of the show, Heyman made his way into the Garden, wearing his press pass and carrying his camera. “A lot of the photographers already knew me because I had made such a pest of myself already trying to get in,” he said. “They asked me, ‘How did you get that press pass?’ I said, ‘I called Vince, Senior.’”

He began taking pictures, and took one particular shot of Andre the Giant and the elder McMahon talking in a hallway. “I knew that the McMahons had an affinity toward Andre,” Heyman said. “They genuinely liked him and he genuinely liked them.”

So the next time he saw McMahon, he had ready for him an 8-by-10 print of the photo.

Heyman walked over to McMahon and said, “Here, this picture is for you.”

“Who are you?” McMahon asked.

“Paul Heyman,” he replied, and McMahon sort of shooed him away.

A few minutes later, McMahon’s public relations man, Howard Finkel, cornered this kid who had given McMahon the photo, and gave Heyman $50.

“Mr. McMahon really liked that picture,” Finkel said. “Now see if you can stay out of sight and out of mind and confine yourself to the press locker room and ringside, and thank you for the picture. Do you mind if we use it in a program?”

Heyman said sure, use it. “I will send you a bunch more pictures,” he told Finkel.

So the kid from Scarsdale began sending photos to the WWWF for use in their program, and he began to get to know people in the business.

“Any time I did photos for the programs, the deal was that I had to have an ad in there for my newsletters or fan clubs or whatever other businesses I was doing at the time,” Heyman says. “I took ads out in wrestling magazines, and also got noticed by word of mouth.”

Those around him recognized that Heyman had a style and manner well suited for the wrestling business, and started encouraging him to get on the inside of the industry. “I was always intrigued by the behind-the-scenes aspect,” he said. “I loved how a show was put together. I loved the planning of it and the creation of the characters and the creation of an event and how a match was structured. I always wanted to produce and write and direct, more than performing. But I was getting noticed as someone who could talk fast and draw attention to myself, so I was getting nudged into the business.”

Heyman, now 19 and a student at Westchester Community College, had a number of irons in the fire, none of them very conventional. He was working at the college radio station. He was also publishing several wrestling magazines. And he wound up doing public relations work for one of the most famous nightclubs of the eighties—Studio 54, the place where people went to see people and to be seen.

At the time, there was a promotion called Pro Wrestling USA, featuring a flamboyant wrestler named “Gorgeous” Jimmy Garvin. Garvin had the image of being this party hound, hanging out at all the hot spots from New York to Vegas and Monte Carlo to the French Alps. “I thought it would be great to take pictures of ‘Gorgeous’ Jimmy Garvin all around the hot spots in New York,” Heyman says. “Even in 1985, the world’s most famous nightclub was Studio 54. I called them up and had a messenger take over a bunch of my magazines. I said, ‘Listen, this is an audience that you don’t hit, and if you want to do Blue Collar Wednesdays or Friday Nights, I could promote it in the wrestling magazines. If you are interested, I could bring a wrestler. If not, we could go someplace else.’

“The general manager called me back and said, ‘Yes, we would love to have you,’” Heyman remembers. “‘Come by with your wrestler and take pictures, and we will do something with it.’”

He took Garvin to Studio 54 and did the photo spread, and the nightclub operators offered him a chance to take some photos for them, since their own house photographer was away for the weekend. While Heyman was there that weekend, Boy George came to town and hit Studio 54 with his lover, a cross dresser named Marilyn. Heyman could see that Boy George was under the influence of some substance, and alerted club management of a potential public relations disaster. The press got wind that Boy George was at Studio 54, and the paparazzi were on their way over.

“George was a mess,” Heyman recalls. “He was barely conscious. I pulled the guy aside who gave me the job and said, ‘If the media comes in here and sees this, you’re going to look terrible. This guy is all messed up.’ So we took George up to the VIP lounge upstairs and kept the media away from him.

“I told George when the night was over, I wanted two pictures of him and Marilyn, by the back door, which you can’t tell is different from the front door because it has the same Studio 54 sign on it. ‘I just want to take two pictures, and then no one will bother you all night long.’”

Heyman took the photos, developed them, and dropped them off at offices of the New York Daily News and the New York Post. He told photo editors at both papers that he wasn’t looking for money or credit if they used the photos, which they did. He quickly got a call from Studio 54 managers who wondered how Heyman managed to get the publicity shot in the tabloids. “I told them I’m a hustler,” he said. “I can do that for you all the time.”

It was at Studio 54 that Heyman developed some of his promotional skills and his ability to connect with pop culture—something that would later serve him well in the wrestling business. He went from taking pictures to producing Friday night shows at the nightclub—concerts, record releases, parties, and the like. Heyman eventually worked his wrestling connections into club promotions, and created an event called the Wrestling Press International Man of the Year Award. Running about five magazines at the same time, Heyman made a deal with Jim Crockett Promotions and the NWA that if they could deliver Ric Flair, Dusty Rhodes, and Magnum T.A. to Studio 54 for this ceremony, he guaranteed he would get coverage in USA Today, in addition to the wrestling magazines he was running. So on Friday night, August 23, 1985, the marriage of Studio 54 and pro wrestling, with Paul Heyman presiding, took place. They had Ric Flair get the WPI Man of the Year award, and actually set up a ring in the nightclub for a match featuring a newcomer named Bam Bam Bigelow. It made a number of papers, and Heyman got the promotional itch. “I kind of got a taste for running a wrestling event and really enjoyed it,” Heyman said. “I knew that to have any credibility in the business, I needed to be more than a magazine guy. Otherwise I am just a press guy trying to see the other side of the coin, instead of being an inside guy who knows how to do media.”

One year later, though, Studio 54 closed down, and Heyman decided to get into the wrestling business full-time. So he became a manager, and Paul E. Dangerously was created. Heyman started out as the manager of the Motor City Madmen, a tag team on the independent circuit in the northeastern United States. He soon moved down to Florida and managed some wrestlers there, and quickly moved on to one of the hotbeds of wrestling and the home of the NWA—Memphis, Tennessee. And it wasn’t very long before Memphis got a glimpse of the future of professional wrestling.

“I kind of got fired my first day,” Heyman recalls. “They were kind of conservative, and I’m from New York and I’m not very conservative. I’m pretty liberal and extreme. Jerry Lawler pulled me aside and said, ‘I want you to go out there and have that real New York attitude and tell people how you are going to take over everything.’ I did it in a kind of crass manner, I guess. I told the story about Hotaling’s News Agency, a famous newsstand in New York on 42nd Street. It has newspapers from all over the world. I talked about how I would go there and buy the Memphis Commercial Appeal and how Jerry Lawler is always written up as the big man in Memphis. Now that I have been down here for a day, and now that I have seen what this place is about and what Jerry Lawler is about, if Jerry Lawler is the big man in Memphis, no wonder I have encountered so many lesbians in the state of Tennessee.”

In the Tennessee of 1986, that was just not done. “To me, it was nothing, a cheap joke, but to Jerry Lawler and Jerry Jarrett, I might as well have gone on there and talked in tongues,” Heyman says. “They pretty much told me I was finished up the next day. I was advised, finish up tomorrow, go home Monday. I figured my last thing better be a bang, and I was sent out to the ring managing a guy then named Humongous, who actually ended up being a big star—Sid Vicious. I decided that they can’t fire me if I can tear the house down. I did everything I could to drive those people into a frenzy, and by the time we were done, the whole Mid-South Coliseum was chanting, ‘Paul E. sucks! Paul E. sucks!’ I had the place rocking.

“When I got in the back Austin Idol pulled me aside and said, ‘Why are you managing somebody else, you should be managing me?’ I said, ‘I think I am being sent home tomorrow morning.’ Austin Idol assured me, ‘No, no, nothing of the sort.’ He walked into Jerry Lawler’s office and said, ‘I want the New York kid to manage me. I want Paul E. Dangerously to manage me.’ The next thing you know, I am the top manager in the territory, and we are shaving Jerry Lawler’s head and we are front-page news.”

So Heyman was rehired and managed the team of Austin Idol and Tommy Rich. He helped fuel a feud between Idol and Lawler with a match in which the loser got his head shaved. Lawler lost, so they go about shaving Lawler’s head in a sold-out Mid-South Coliseum in Memphis. “The place is rioting,” Heyman says. “It took place inside a cage, and Austin Idol is thinking, ‘We are never going to get out of this cage.’ The cops couldn’t get us out. Fans were barracading the cage. Tommy Rich was drunk. He had just flown in from Japan, and he had helped Austin Idol beat Jerry Lawler. He was too smashed to realize how much danger he was in. I’m 21 years old, these people are trying to kill us, and I am thinking, ‘This is great heat. I have made it.’ I am too young and stupid to realize that these people are really trying to kill me. People wait a long time, a lifetime in this business, to hit a moment like that, and three months in, I am in the middle of it. It was the right place and the right time.”

Wrestling is, by nature, a transient business, and often, to move up, you have to move around. Heyman moved on to work for one of the major wrestling organizations, the AWA, run by wrestling legend Verne Gagne out of Minneapolis. Heyman was sent to Las Vegas to help run the AWA television shows being produced there. And this put him in the middle of the politics of the wrestling industry, which rival or in many cases surpass those of any other business in America.

One of the most popular tag teams in the NWA was called the Midnight Express—Dennis Condrey & Bobby Eaton—and they were managed by Jim Cornette, the high-profile manager and promoter of Smoky Mountain Wrestling. But in 1987 Condrey disappeared and was replaced by Stan Lane. Condrey later resurfaced and contacted some friends in the AWA and said he wanted to team up with a former tag team partner, Randy Rose. The two had teamed up before Condrey hooked up with Eaton, so Condrey wanted to call them the Original Midnight Express. The AWA wanted Percy Pringle, who would go on to WWE fame as Paul Bearer, the manager of Undertaker, as the manager for the Original Midnight Express. But Tommy Rich, who had just joined the AWA, told Gagne that they should use Heyman for the Original Midnight Express promotion. So Heyman flew to Las Vegas, where they would tape four weeks of television shows at once at The Showboat hotel and casino. Heyman was managing the Original Midnight Express, but he was on a short leash. If they didn’t like him, Pringle would manage the tag team.

“I had one chance to impress,” Heyman said. “I went out there and did everything I possibly could to tear down the house and say as many controversial things as I possibly could. After the first hour, they said I was hired. They were on ESPN daily back then, different versions of the show all spliced up. So I had a platform where in a promotion filled with guys who had been seen for the past few years, I am the freshest face. The ESPN time slot is on every day around 4 P.M., and I am there doing the most insane interviews I could. The AWA was so old school in its mentality. A manager would walk on and say, ‘I want to discuss armbars and toeholds and headlocks and dropkicks,’ and I am out there saying, ‘I am walking down the street in New York and hanging out with my friend Jon Bon Jovi, and Bon Jovi has a song out now, called “Living on a Prayer,” and that is exactly what our opponents are, living on a prayer if they think they can beat my men.’ I would tie topical references in with politics or a sensitive issue, and would use it to my advantage. Anything that was a hot button in society, I would talk about. This was not done back then, and it made me stand out and drew a lot of attention to me.”
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Dennis Condrey, Paul, Doug Gilbert.

Staying on the move, six months later Heyman went to work for a small promotion starting up in Georgia called Southern Championship Wrestling. He also helped open a promotion out of Chicago at the same time called Windy City Wrestling. It was there, at the age of 22, that Heyman got a chance to start booking wrestling shows—determining who won, who lost, who was used, how they lost, what they said, basically scripting the entire show. Heyman loved it. “The creativity was great,” he remembers. “I was responsible for not just one segment of the show, but every segment of the show. It was fantastic. Here I am at 22 years old, I am telling these veterans who wins and loses, and why. Windy City Wrestling catches on fire, and we are selling out shows all throughout the Chicago area.”

He was still working with Southern Championship Wrestling as well, and while in Atlanta, Heyman ran into a familiar face, someone he remembered from his days as a kid photographer hustling his way into wrestling matches—a wrestler with a magnetic personality and a great feel for the business named Eddie Gilbert.

Gilbert, the son of Tennessee wrestler Tommy Gilbert, broke into wrestling in 1979 as Tommy Gilbert, Jr., in honor of his father. He later changed it to Eddie Gilbert and became a popular wrestler in the Mid-South Wrestling promotion. In 1986, Mid-South changed its name to the Universal Wrestling Federation, and Gilbert added the nickname “Hot Stuff.” He started to play a role as manager as well, and managed wrestlers like Sting and Rick Steiner early in their careers, as part of a stable of wrestlers called “Hot Stuff, Inc.” He also began his career as one of the best bookers in the business, getting the most out of unknown and unproven wrestlers. The UWF was later bought out by Jim Crockett Promotions and the NWA, where Gilbert went to work. But he chafed under the controls there, and wanted the independence to book shows. So he went back on the independent circuit, working for the United States Wrestling Association and then the Global Wrestling Federation. He moved on to the Contintental Wrestling Federation in 1989, where he hooked up with Heyman, whom Gilbert asked to help him with the booking in the CWF. Heyman moved to Montgomery, Alabama, where he worked as Gilbert’s assistant booker and still made trips to Chicago to run two or three popular shows monthly for Windy City Wrestling.

They worked well together, and when Gilbert got an offer to join the old Jim Crockett Promotions—which was now about to become World Championship Wrestling, with Superstation television owner Ted Turner buying the operation. Gilbert told Dusty Rhodes, who was booking for the organization at the time, that they should consider bringing Heyman in the promotion. Heyman met with Rhodes.
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Gilbert vs. Cactus Jack.

“I was offered two different jobs—they wanted to groom me to be the color commentator, and they also wanted me to do something shocking, to shake things up there,” Heyman said. “They were losing talent to Vince at the time, like Tully Blanchard. The deal was that I would bring in my Midnight Express team against Cornette’s Midnight Express. They would be the babyfaces and I would be the strong heel. We negotiated the deal, and on November first, 1988, I went to Atlanta and did this very different type of storyline on television. My team, the Original Midnight Express, jumped Jim Cornette’s Midnight Express.”
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It was at WCW that Heyman, as Paul E. Dangerously, developed that manager character and his signature gimmick—a cell phone. “Back then cell phones were big and cumbersome, weighing about fifteen pounds. I always had a cell phone in my hand. ‘Where’s the phone, where’s the phone?’ I would say. I would crack people in the head with the phone. I would be talking to Wall Street investors on the phone.” On the Saturday night WTBS show, Heyman, as Paul E. Dangerously, hit Cornette with the cell phone and he was gushing blood.

Rhodes was eventually moved out as a booker, and Crockett took over. He started a booking staff, which was essentially a writing staff, with a promoter named Jim Barnett, a wrestler named Kevin Sullivan, Gilbert, and Heyman. It was too many cooks for Heyman, who was gaining a reputation as one of the industry’s up-and-coming creative bookers. The politics of booking by committee caused dissension—Ric Flair would take over booking after a power struggle—and stifled creativity, and Heyman, whose style rubbed some of the old-school members of the business the wrong way, was gone from WCW in 1993.

This would be a turning point for Heyman, and for the industry as well. He was 27 years old and had been in the business, in one form or another, for fourteen years now. “I was burned out on wrestling at the time,” he said. “I was going to get involved in New York radio. I had some offers. One of the things I hated about wrestling was that the guys who had been in it for a long time would bitch and moan and say they could have done this better or that better, and why don’t they do this or that, but they never did anything to change the industry.”

Around that same time, the culture of America was changing. A rock ’n’ roll president, Bill Clinton, took office. Eighty people died in Waco when government agents attacked David Koresh and the Branch Davidian compound. A car bomb exploded in the World Trade Center underground parking garage—all signs of a changing, tumultuous world. Culturally, the country was also going through changes. Johnny Carson had left the Tonight Show, replaced by Jay Leno. The music scene was being influenced by the Seattle grunge movement and groups like Pearl Jam and Nirvana. Hip-hop music had also come onto the scene and was starting to shape the entertainment industry. And the wrestling business, after the growth of WrestleMania in the eighties, was in a down spin, the product having grown stale.

While Heyman was considering his future, Jim Crockett was considering starting a third wrestling company to compete against Turner and McMahon, and do something different, which appealed to Heyman. And Eddie Gilbert called again and told Heyman he needed him to help with an independent Pennsylvania operation, and Heyman could pretty much do his thing there as well. So Heyman began working with both operations.

Eddie Gilbert had moved on to Philadelphia to work with a local wrestling operation there run by a jewelry store operator and wrestling fan named Tod Gordon. Gilbert had started running shows at a variety of locations—Philadelphia’s Original Sports Bar, the Chestnut Cabaret, the Tabor Rams Youth Association, and Cabrini College in suburban Philadelphia, Gordon’s promotion—created from what was left of the Tri-State Wrestling Alliance—managed to get some television time on SportsChannel in Philadelphia, starting in March 1993. Gordon used local independent wrestlers who were willing to work for $25 or $50 a show, and then highlight it with an older “name” wrestler, like Don Muraco or “Superfly” Jimmy Snuka—the typical formula that kept independent promoters in business. They called the promotion Eastern Championship Wrestling, and aligned themselves with the NWA coalition of small-town promoters that still existed, although the NWA was a shell of its former self. Snuka, who was once a headliner for Vince McMahon and was known for his high-flying style, was their first heavyweight champion, crowned on April 25, 1992. Two months later, the Super Destroyers were named the Eastern Championship Wrestling World Tag Team Champions, and three months later they created an Eastern Championship Wrestling World Television Champion, Johnny Hotbody.

In May 1993, the promotion moved to what would eventually become its permanent home, a warehouse-style structure in an industrial section of South Philadelphia, just off Interstate 95, at the intersection of Swanson and Ritner streets, called Viking Hall. It was owned by the South Philadelphia Viking Club, the neighborhood mummers group that marched in the Philadelphia New Year’s Day parade known as the Mummers Day Parade. They stored their mummers floats in the building, as well as holding bingo events there. Viking Hall would soon become a wrestling version of the Boston Garden, or the San Francisco Cow Palace—an old, rundown, legendary location that held a special place in the hearts of fans.

Gilbert managed to attract a couple of veterans to Eastern Championship Wrestling—Shane Douglas, who was well-known on the independent circuit but had not been able to make it big in the majors, and Terry Funk, a member of one of wrestling’s royal families and one of those “living legend” type of wrestlers that fans everywhere recognized. Gilbert and Funk helped kick off the new home of ECW by engaging in a Texas Chainsaw Massacre match. But Gilbert was dealing with personal problems (he would die two years later of a heart attack) and would have a falling out with Gordon in August 1993. When Gilbert left Eastern Championship Wrestling, the company was without a booker, so Gordon turned to Heyman for help. Heyman was already committed to the new promotion being started by Crockett, but he made a deal to work with both. Heyman booked shows for Eastern Championship Wrestling, with the idea of developing stars and then moving them up to Crockett’s national promotion.
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Gilbert vs. Funk.

Heyman thought of the ECW job as a temporary arrangement. “I told Tod I was on borrowed time, and this was what I was going to do,” Heyman said. “I am going to introduce all these wild new characters with all these local guys. I want you to know that I am going to piss off your veterans, because they are all going to lose to the young guys. I plan, within a month, to have one or two veterans left. One was Shane Douglas, who was a veteran, but was only 29 or 30 years old and had been in all the territories. He had pretty much burned his bridges wherever he went. He had just come out of WCW, and started there under Eddie. I give him the name ‘The Franchise,’ because in a promotion filled with neither good guys nor bad guys, he will be the one real heel. I will make people hate him. He will be our standard bearer. He will end up being our true heel champion that people will pay to see get beat.”

The other anchor of the promotion was obvious—Funk. “Terry Funk understands this business,” Heyman explains, “and, as an old-timer, Terry Funk will sit there and say, ‘Let me make that kid. Let me build up a feud with this kid and then he will beat me. And then I will go and fight that kid, and I will smack him around, and he will beat me.’ Terry Funk will go through that whole locker room and end up making everybody.”

He would do just that, because, for one thing, Terry Funk was made for eternity in the wrestling business. He had nothing left to prove. And he would do that because he had a love for the business and wanted to see a new generation move the industry forward. It was more than a business for Funk. It was his family’s legacy.

Dory Funk, Sr., was one of the all-time greats. His two sons, Dory Jr., and Terry, followed their father, who became a promoter in the Amarillo area, into wrestling after both of them played football at West Texas State. Terry Funk made his pro wrestling debut on December 9, 1965, against Sputnik Monroe in Amarillo. He would eventually become world champion by defeating Gene Kiniski. Terry and Dory, Jr., became star attractions not just throughout the South, but in Japan as well for a number of years in the early 1970s.

Terry Funk came back to the States and defeated Jack Brisco to win the National Wrestling Alliance World Heavyweight Championship in 1975 in Miami, but would continue to be a presence both in the South and in Japan. In 1983, Terry announced his retirement from wrestling and went on a tour of Japan. His last match was to have taken place in Tokyo, when he and his brother Dory were matched up against Stan Hansen and Terry Gordy. Terry Funk even went as far as giving an emotional farewell speech, but for him to leave wrestling was akin to stopping breathing. Terry Funk returned to wrestle for All Japan promotions in 1984, and also appeared in World Wrestling Federation matches in the mid-1980s. He also began working in movies and television shows, a favorite of Sylvester Stallone, who cast Terry Funk in his wrestling movie Paradise Alley and his film about arm wrestling, Over the Top.

He continued to wrestle, promote, act, and serve as a commentator throughout the business. He faced Ric Flair in 1989 for the NWA World Heavyweight Championship, kicking off a lengthy feud between the two legends. One year later, Terry Funk, wrestling in the United States Wrestling Association, beat Jerry Lawler to win their version of the heavyweight championship, twenty-five years after he broke into the business.

Though he was one of the legends of the business and an established star, Terry Funk continued to work with independent promotions and began making appearances in 1993 in Eastern Championship Wrestling. He would be the foundation that Paul Heyman would use to build a promotion—a legend from the past to create a vision for the future.
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Tod Gordon with Shane Douglas.
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