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Vice is doing a series of documentaries about the heavier aspects of the history of Pro
Wrestling called The Dark Side of the Ring. These docs are taking a look at tragedies in the
wrestling, and there are quite a few to choose from. The first one they released, and one of
the finest true crime docs if you like the human side instead of the hard core investigative side,
is about Bruiser Brody.

And thus, having finished watching it, | realized I'd never done an issue dedicated to
him.

This issue, more than any other Claims Department I've ever done, will be the story of
what it means to be a genius, to live in a world that has rules that are not those of the outside
world. This is a story of an American who was a giant star in Japan, partly because he had so
much trouble getting along with promoters in the US. This issue tells the story of a man who
was an incredibly brawler, who bled in so many matches, who helped re-define what brawling
was in an era when wrestling was completely being redefined. He was also an amazing wres-
tler, could go on the ground , work a match that would make you believe he was a former
Olympian. In short, it is the story of a man who was a master of his craft, and a man who
knew he was a master of his craft.

Yes, it has a tragic ending.

In other news, I'm happy to report that the Boys are turning 4 shortly, and that’s a
good thing! JP is reading. Let me say that again—my son |P can read. | couldn’t read at the
level he’s at now until | was about 7, though | had memorized much of the Guiness Book of
World Records by that point.

Speaking of the Guiness Book, a picture | took is in the 2019 edition! It’s of an IBM 360
computer at the museum! | may have more to say on that subject soon...

Vanessa and | are going to Dublin, though as of right now, we still don’t have member-
ships. We were gifted the plane and hotel, and now we’re having trouble coming up with the
cash for the memberships. Sigh. We'll figure it out.

Cinequest was great! Met a lot of great filmmakers, and was happy that one of my fa-
vorite films, called Nazi VR won the Best Documentary Short competition. It’s an amazing film
about the way the last Nazi War Crimes trial recreated Auschwitz using VR technology. That
was a powerful statement, and the film was just phenomenal. | hope it makes it on to PBS or
something, because folks need to see it.

Geri Sullivan won TAFF this year! |, for one, believe that | am certain she won at least
two decades ago! | mean, she’s deserved it at least that long! My heart goes out to those who
came up short, especially Sarah Gulde. Sarah’s amazing people, and | am so glad | got to be one
of her nominators. | hope she’ll stand again, because | really liked voting for her! Geri’ll be a
great delegate, no question. | just realized it's been more than ten years since | was the Ad-
ministrator. That was a wonderful for me, and I'm glad to see that the fund is doing so well in
the time of GoFundMes and the like.

OK, there’s also wrestling. For the first time ever, | haven’t watched WrestleMania. |
watched the NXT show the Friday before, which was amazing, but | didn’t watch Mania. | was-
n’t too excited, and though | did manage to watch the great Kofi Kiingston win the World Ti-
tle, that was all I've seen. Go figure.

OK, enough about me! Now it’s time for ME to talk about the legend—Frank Goodish,
aka, Bruiser Brody.
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This is likely the first match | ever saw Bruiser Brody in. | can’t be certain, | was about
4 at the time, but | distinctly remember this match, largely because | loved Dusty so much. My
early memories are almost all wrestling related (and one of a Taco Bell catching fire when |
was 3.5) and this one was burned into my brain.

Because they were both so perfect at his role.

Bruiser is the American champion at the time, the biggest title in Texas, and Dusty was
one of the biggest stars in the world. He had swagger. No wait... SWAGGER. Watching the
early collar-and-elbow tie-ups, Dusty plays cool, fluid, and jive-y, as it were., and Bruiser, a gi-
ant of a man, sells it like he’s not wanting any piece of the man. When Dusty hits an elbow
early on, Bruiser makes it seem like he just took a shot from a baseball ball. In 1978, Dusty
could still move, so when he drops an elbow to Bruiser on the ground, he does a bit of a
jump.

And it leads to the first fall!

Today, winning via an Elbow Drop seems ridiculous, but it was a legit finish in the
1970s, and the way that Dusty delivered it actually kinda looked like it was a real finisher.
Bruiser, of course, sells it so well.

The funny thing is there’s far less brawling than you’d expect from these two. Dusty
could garbage it up with the best of ‘em in the history of the game, and Bruiser was the great-
est ever, but they have mostly a very late 1970s match instead of a massive roaming brawl.
There is some brawling, including Dusty using a board, but really, they play it mostly straight.
Bruiser delivers a knee drop for a win that isn’t exactly pretty, but it also looks legit as hell.
Brody sold everything pretty dang well, and far more than you’d expect considering Brody’s
reputation.

The match is on YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I5R6cj3Od6éE , and it
holds up. The crowd heat is insane y today’s standards. It’s not what | expected when | re-
watched it, but it was a great document of the times.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l5R6cj3Od6E
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The Interview is a difficult thing. You’ve got to know three things—how to make peo-
ple believe you are what you say you are, which is hard, how to make people believe your op-
ponent is what you say they are, which can be much harder, and make people feel something,
either hate or love or fear or joy, which is next to impossible. There are some folks who are
amazing at it. Jerry Lawler is one. Eddie Gilbert was another. The Rock, famously, made him-
self a massive name for his promos. They say you talk asses into seats, and the folks who are
the best at it are most of the biggest names in the history of the business.

And Bruiser Brody was an EXCELLENT interview.

When Brody came to Georgia Championship Wrestling, he introduced himself on a
show with the legendary commentator Gordon Solie. Brody came out and talked, saying how
great he was and being brusque with Solie. He left, but later in the show, he came back on.

And that’s where the craziness started.

It's worth watching, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zX-wTRIgMWU , and even
though there’s the repeated line of wrestling not being the ‘Folies Ber-Gay’ and deriding flam-
boyant wrestlers in pink tights, it’s still incredible how much he draws out of his promo. He
was more often playing the lunatic, but here, he was playing it closer to a real person, made
one who could be driven to violent outbursts, but not as a Wildman.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zX-wTRIqMWU

The funny thing is that he comments on top of footage of his match with a big ol’

Jobber from a week before. It’s a terrible match, but exactly the kind of match that got folks
like Brody over. He makes it seem like he was simply toying with the guy, and was jumping all
over Solie whenever he tried to get a word in edgewise. That alone is huge because Solie was
an absolute legend and to treat him with so little respect, including grabbing his shoulders
from behind when he walked up to the podium, REALLY made Brody look like a monster.
Treating a legend like that is likely to get you heel heat, but then showing how tough he is,
making him into a monster, THAT’S what promos are all about!
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| can not think of Bruiser Brody without coming to Adbullah the Butcher pretty soon
after. The two of them were the biggest, most important brawlers of the 1980s, and their
feud, which traveled the globe, was absolutely legendary. It’s hard to think of any feud that
matched their violence, and ultimately, the se two had the feud that | really believe helped
pave the way for the wrestling that took over the world in the 1990s.

Abdullah the Butcher’s real name is Larry Shreve. He’s from Toronto, or thereabouts.
In the late 1950s, he was a karate guy who went into wrestling. I've seen 1958 as the year of
his first match, which would have meant he was 17 at the time. He was a pretty decent martial
artist, with Karate and Judo, and he worked those into his matches, specifically judo throws
and karate thrusts, as they were always called. HE worked a lot as various names over the
years, usually as some sort of stereotypical character, until they settled on an interesting idea.

Sudan was much in the news in the early and mid-1960s. The country became inde-
pendent in 1956, but there were near constant coup attempts and unrest, so it was seen as a
wild and untamed place. When a region has that sort of notoriety, wrestling promoters come
up with a way to exploit it.

And thus, The Wild Man from the Sudan, Abdullah the Butcher, was born.

Never mind that Shreve was not from Sudan, and as | understand it didn’t go to the
Sudan until the 1980s (this may have been a tale Abdullah concocted like many others he’s
told over the years) and was, by all acoounts, a pretty typical Canadian kid.

And then he became a monster.

| do not say that lightly, either. There are stories, hundreds of stories, about Abdullah




just beating the living hell out of people. After he became one of the biggest names in wres-
tling, he would take advantage of it. By the 1980s, he was too big to really move too much.
This was a guy who had a beautiful elbow drop in the 1970s that saw him get good air before
crashing down. By the 1990s, he wasn’t interested in doing anything but simple, slow brawling,
using a fork to carve up opponent’s foreheads, supposedly sometimes without telling them.
That’s a MASSIVE issue in the days of HIV, and especially Hep-C, which Abdullah apparently
gave to one Canadian wrestler in the early 2000s. There’s a famous match with Sabu, at the
time one of the highest of high-flyers, where Abby wanted to do nothing, so he simply started
poking at Sabu with a fork and getting lots and lots of blood, which Sabu wasn’t into at the
time.

Bruiser Brody was actually more of a traditional wrestler in the 1970s. His work was
still based around the big boot with a lot of brawling, but he was really more like a traditional
worker who would incorporate brawling into his matches. He was usually the cool heel, in
that people would love him, but he was usually working against the good guys. That was a
good role for him, and one that would become important going into the 1990s. The ‘tweener’
who is either a good guy who uses rough-neck tactics, or a Bad Guy who is beloved by fans,
became a major thing in the 90s, specifically with characters like Stone Cold Steve Austin, DX,
the Rock, and Mick Foley for much of his run. Bruiser wasn’t the first, but he was one of the
best examples. By the 1980s, he started to take on a wilder style. This was for three reasons.
First, believe it or not, State Athletic Commissions used to regulate wrestling, and often
banned blood, brawling outside the ring, and pretty much anything that makes wrestling fun
for the vampires. This was especially true in places like Maryland. Second, Bruiser hadn’t been
exposed to the place where bloody, violent brawling was a real big deal: Puerto Rico.

I've heard several stories about why PR has so much violent wrestling, but the one that
rings true to me is that they never had a great trainer, and since they didn’t pay particularly
well, they couldn’t bring in great workers to give the locals experience working top-notch




matches. That meant that they had to rely on brawling, blood, and gimmicks to get the crowd
into it. It worked, and Bruiser started showing up there in the 1980s.

Now, aficianados will note that Memphis has always been known for its southern style
of brawling, and Bruiser was known to work Memphis as well. That’s true, but also he was
usually working as a special attraction, which usually meant taking on top talent and not the
violent blood-feuds that Memphis was known for.

Anyhoo, | have no idea why Abdullah and Brody started feuding. It may jus tbe that
they were two guys that audience thought of as maniacs and they ran with that. Regardless,
the two of them had some epic battles. Puerto Rico was the site of many of their best-known
battles, but they worked all over, including Texas, the Carolinas, Canada, and Japan. The
matches were pure violence, some of them having 0 percent wrestling content. Abdullah
would use a fork on Brody’s forehead; Bruiser would use his feet and fists. It was a formula
that didn’t lead to great matches, but they left an impression. The fans would go nuts, Puerto
Rico was known for gimmick matches like Inferno fire hell matches where the ring was sur-
rounded by oily rags set on fire, but they paled in comparison to the visceral violence of the
Abby-Brody brawils.

The best of them weren’t in PR, though. They were in Japan, and few of them are out
there at the moment. There is a very fun little match from Quebec in 1986 (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5kénéub3pg ) and a bunch of the PR matches (I would say start
with  this wild brawl through a baseball stadium—https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=17i8I0RnIFY . It's a good example, and the video quality is great. This gives a great idea of
what their matches were about.

Brody was murdered in 1988. His last recorded match was against Abdullah. Abby con-
tinued to work around the world, including PR, where his other famous feud, with promoter
Carlos Colon, continued. The two of them remained deeply tied together in the eyes of many
fans for the decades that followed.

And, arguably, they were the most important decades in the history of wrestling.

The 1980s had been about WWF eating up the competition, the NWA hanging on
through Jim Crockett Promotions, or JCP, the AWA floundering along, and Indy wrestling at
the most minimal level. The territories were almost all dead by this point, and those that were
hanging on weren’t doing great. Memphis had a few very good years in the 80s, but the strong-
est territories of the 1970s, AWA, San Francisco, LA, Florida, and Oregon, were all taking se-
rious beatings. JCP began offering the strongest alternative to the WWF at the time, by pre-
senting a more violent version of wrestling with many of the biggest stars in the world, largely
built around Ric Flair and the Horsemen, Dusty Rhodes, The Road Warriors, and at the end of
the decade, Sting, Ricky Steamboat, and Lex Luger.

The 1980s ended with the AWA at death’s door, and they would fold in 1990, Jim
Crockett Promotions had sold to Turner, and 1989 had been a huge year, but mismanage-
ment, and injuries, had taken the wind out of the sails. They were limping along while the
WWF was rolling with Hogan on top. There was an obvious need for fresh concepts, and
WCW, as |CP had become under Turner, would keep much of the more violent, blood-based
stuff, though taming down a little. There was a territory that had started in the late-1980s and
early 1990s, called Tri-State. It was home to guys who worshipped dudes like Brody and Ab-
dullah, including his frequent opponent Terry Funk. Eddie Gilbert, Jerry Lawler, Jimmy Snuka,
Cactus Jack, Manny Fernandez, Austin Idol, and many, many more were there, having wild
brawls that caught national attention through the magazines and tape trader networks. Abdul-



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5k6n6ub3pg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5k6n6ub3pg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=17i8l0RnlFY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=17i8l0RnlFY

lah even appeared on a couple of shows. The demise of Tri-State led to the founding of what
replaced it, | believe in late 1992: ECW.

ECW was based around crazy brawling, the type that Bruiser and Abdullah had been so
good at. The shows were nuts, and many, if not most, matches had significant portions outside
the ring. That was a signature of the Brody-Abby matches, and it drew a very particular type of
crowd. This concept was picked up by both the WCw, who mostly just took the big stars
when they could, and WWF, who took some of their stars, but actually took a lot more of
their concepts and developed what came to be known as the Attitude era. That period, the
late 1990s through the early 2000s, was the most profitable period in the history of wrestling
up until that point. The style of match was very much like Bruiser’s; the work could be very
good, and there was bloody brawling mixed in. Sometimes, that bloody brawling was incredibly
over-the-top, though not going into ECW territory.

Then there was Japan.

Japan was on fire in the 1980s, with All Japan having a good run with Jumbo Tsuruta,
Tenryu, Giant Baba, and the Funks and co. on-top. New Japan had a hot run with Inoki, and
co, but the hot ticket in Tokyo was UWF. It presented a style of wrestling that was more legit,
though still worked. They were the hot ticket, but there was a guy named Atsushi Onita who
had a different vision. He had been a decent Jr. Heavyweight in All Japan, but knee injuries put
him out of the game. He came back and started his own promotion, called Frontier Martial
Arts Wrestling, or FMW. This was the opposite of UWF in that it presented violent and crazy
brawling, with major gimmicks using fire, exploding rings, and foreign objects. It’s not too hard
to see that these brawls were majorly influenced by Brody and Abby, and they took that for-
mula and ran with it, drawing huge
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Wrestling documentaries are almost always fascinating. Worestling itself has exactly
what makes for a good doc—a hidden side behind the surface, and stories. The series Dark
Side of the Ring covers stories about pro wrestling’s heavier topics. The first one VICE pro-
duced was the Bruiser Brody documentary that covered his murder. It was a amazing docu-
mentary, but more importantly, it was one that exposed a very dark truth—there is no safety.

The story goes like this—Invader #I, Jose Gonzalez, asked to go and talk to Bruiser
Brody, Frank Goodish, in the showers. This was right before a giant baseball stadium show at
Bayamon, Puerto Rico. The two of them went into the showers alone, which was not unusual.
, as Gonzalez was an insider in the Puerto Rican wrestling promotion WWC. Tony Atlas,
Dutch Mantel, Abdullah the Butcher, and Danny Spivey were all there, along with a couple of
other American wrestlers. They all pretty much got off the island pretty quick after the show.

And yeah, the show had to go on.

The documentary covered info | knew well. | once sat in a high school gym listening to
Dirty Dutch Mantel tell the story once, and Tony Atlas hasn’t shied away from talking about
the events. Abdullah the Butcher did an interview, and it was the first time I've heard him do
an extended interview, probably because he is an old man now. The interviews are great, and
they really get to the bottom of things.

Especially the contradictions.

That’s the thing about wrestling—no one agrees on what the ‘real’ truth is, and it is the
difference between the gimmick they present outside the ring (no one is real outside the ring
in wrestling either...) and the memory that they think makes them look better. No one wants
to be the one who admits they were the bad guy, and there’s a lot of questions here, almost
all of them about the WWC promoters, Carlos Colon and Victor Jovica, and the role they
may have played in covering things up.






