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    Dedication


    


    To the memory of Sam Muchnick, and for Larry Matysik, both of whom made St. Louis wrestling the greatest promotion in history.

  


  
    A Very Special Thank You


    


    Jack Adkisson, aka Fritz Von Erich, died in 1997 and unfortunately can no longer grant interviews to fans and respective writers who desire to research and publish books on the man’s life and career. Author Don Smith never met Jack Adkisson nor spoke to any member of his family when researching the information for this book, so nearly all the biographic and anecdotal information appearing herein documenting Jack Adkisson’s early life, before he became a professional wrestling star, would not have been possible without permission from authors Ron G. Mullinax and Kirk Dooley and their three books — Mullinax’ The Secret of the Iron Claw, published by Trafford Publishing, 2002, in Victoria, B.C and revised and re-published as Fritz Von Erich: Master of the Iron Claw by Hats Off Books, 2005, Tucson, Arizona; and Kirk Dooley’s The Von Erich Family Album by Kirk Dooley, published by Taylor Publishing, 1987, Dallas, TX.


    We are grateful that Jack Adkisson’s personal involvement with Mr. Mullinax and Mr. Dooley, telling his personal history to these two individuals, stands as a testament to Fritz Von Erich’s incredible life, not only as a professional wrestler, but also as a family man, a man of great religious faith, a businessman and, most importantly, a father. We are indebted to Mr. Mullinax and Mr. Dooley for allowing us access to Von Erich’s life story, as personally told by Jack Adkisson.


    We hope to maintain the legacy of Fritz Von Erich, aka Jack Adkisson, and to continue to add research and scholarly opinion to what has already come before.


    


    Gary J. Svehla


    President, Midnight Marquee Press, Inc.

  


  
    Preface


    


    I want to thank many people for their aid in the production of this book. I will undoubtedly miss a few, but those who come immediately to mind are Brian Blair, Waldo Von Erich, Ida Mae Martinez, Jimmy Valiant, Al Costello, Larry Matysik, Manny Fernandez, Baron Von Raschke, Freebird Buddy Roberts, Kevin Sullivan, Paul Jones, Ole Anderson and a few who chose to remain anonymous. They know who they are. In addition, I want to thank my wife Karla, who put up with me sitting for hours in front of the computer while she would have preferred my company. To her I am eternally grateful. Last, but certainly not least, I thank Penny Harris, Karla’s daughter, whose knowledge of computer intricacies helped make this book possible.

  


  
    Introduction


    


    To read most accounts of Fritz Von Erich’s career as professional wrestler, one would think that his legacy is that of fathering six sons, five of whom followed in his footsteps as pro wrestlers, all but one of whom died tragically. Of those five, three committed suicide. This book is dedicated to preserving Fritz’ legacy as a great professional wrestler and outstanding wrestling promoter in his own right. I will address Fritz’ sons as they were a big part of his life, but I leave it to others to detail their lives. This book focuses on Fritz in what I truly believe will be the last book written about him. Everything factual that has been printed about Fritz along with much new material is seen here for the first time. This book also features the most comprehensive record of Fritz’ wrestling match results ever compiled in one place. Some readers are uninterested in match results because the bouts were all pre-arranged. To me, to leave out a pro wrestler’s record is like writing a book on an actor and not listing or discussing his movies. While the results of matches were pre-arranged, a listing of those results allows the reader to judge how other promoters used Fritz as a performer and how he used himself, both as promoter and wrestler, thus throwing light on the trajectory of his career.


    To date, two books cover Fritz as a pro wrestler, father and promoter. The first was a 1987 book titled The Von Erich’s Family Album by Kirk Dooley. Dooley, commissioned by the Von Erichs to write the book, presents an overly positive account of the famous family. The family album portrays the Von Erichs as a virtuous Christian family that has successfully overcome tragedy on the foundation of their faith. There is both truth and falsehood in this portrayal. Input from members of the Von Erich family is heavy in Dooley’s book, but the final result nevertheless contains numerous errors corrected here. The Family Album is now long out of print and sells for hefty sums on eBay.


    The second book was The Secret of the Iron Claw by Ron Mullinax, who was a close friend of Fritz during the wrestler’s final year. Except for an account of Fritz’ last months, Mullinax repeats much that is available in Dooley’s album, errors and all. Still Mullinax’s book is a labor of love, and it is worth reading for the personal aspect he contributes.


    Both of the books mentioned above devote much if not most of their space to an account of Fritz’ sons. My book is largely focused on Fritz, but I address his children since they were such a big part of his life. I delve as deeply as possible into what made the Von Erich family both great and dysfunctional.


    My book obviously relies heavily on factual information gleaned from Dooley and Mullinax. Some reported events are highly controversial, and I have studied them in detail from a variety of sources in order to provide what I believe is most accurate.


    In this book quotes coming from Dooley and Mullinax are identified. In the case of Mullinax, the Trafford first edition, is the source used. The hype surrounding Fritz’ matches and career as they appeared in souvenir programs and wrestling magazines of the time is also discussed. When speaking of pre-match hype or simply hype, I am referring to bulletins and souvenir programs mailed out before the matches and sold on the night of the event. In examining this material, I attempt to separate fact from fiction and give a flavor of how wrestling matches were promoted and how wrestling magazines covered the sports/entertainment spectacle during Fritz’ active years (1953-1983). I also rely on interviews that I have done since the publication of the Dooley and the Mullinax books, and to some extent, I try to place Fritz’ life into the context of broader historical events. In addition, I relate what the underground wrestling sheets said about Fritz and his family, most of which was, in my opinion, overly negative.


    The final thing I try to do is rate Fritz among wrestlers of his era as well as the greatest ring-masters of all time. This, of course, is highly subjective, but I do offer a rationale for my ratings.


    I have been a fan of wrestler Fritz Von Erich since first seeing him regularly on St. Louis’ Wrestling at the Chase television program in the early 1960s. I admired Fritz in the ring and on the microphone. With the exceptions of Mike and Chris, I have seen all the Von Erich brothers and Fritz wrestle live and have seen Mike wrestle, as well as many of their contemporaries, on television and tape. The few I have missed in person have been seen on video or DVD. The only Von Erich I have not seen wrestle in any format is Chris. While this book, on the whole, gives a fairly positive view of Fritz, I have tried my best to be objective and to interpret the events of his life in a way I believe the facts demand. I asked for an interview with Fritz’ son Kevin on two occasions and even offered to let him review the manuscript of this book, but got no reply. I cannot say I was surprised. As the Von Erichs have been badly burned by people wanting to write about them, Kevin does not know me personally. And Kevin has a reputation for protecting the family, almost at all costs. But hopefully he will decide to write a true account of his life and family as he sees it.


    Note One: I will refer to Fritz by his real name, Jack Adkisson, until he takes on the ring name of Fritz Von Erich. I will also refer to his wrestling sons as Von Erichs rather than as Adkissons.


    Note Two: Dates and matches in which Fritz won a championship are in bold print.


    Some who read this book may be unfamiliar with “insider” wrestling terminology. Inside wrestling lingo refers to crowd favorites, or heroes, as “baby faces” or “faces” and rule breakers are identified as villains or “heels.” I will use this lingo throughout the book. I also talk about matches that were “shoots.” This means that the pre-arranged match results were not followed, and the matches broke down into a real contest between the wrestlers. I also refer to some wrestlers as good “shooters,” meaning that they could beat most other wrestlers in a real wrestling match, and other wrestlers knew it. In almost all cases, however, the results were pre-arranged before the wrestlers entered the ring. Once in the ring, heels usually acted as ring generals, calling the match and setting up “high spots,” or moments that fuelled the crowd’s emotions. This, however, was not always the case. Sometimes the hero or baby face did this. In fact, nothing in pro wrestling was always the case! So return with me now to the early 1950s when Jack Adkisson, aka Fritz Von Erich, was on the path to becoming a professional wrestler and on his way to becoming one of the world’s greatest wrestlers and wrestling promoters of all time.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Jack Adkisson’s Early Years


    


    The following is an account of Jack B. Adkisson, aka Fritz Von Erich, telling his childhood story to Kirk Dooley and Ron G. Mullinax. I have added some comments and additional information in an attempt to better tell the back-story of one of professional wrestling’s most iconic names.


    


    Let’s let Fritz introduce himself: “I was born Jack Bernard Adkisson on August 16, 1929, in Leon County, Texas during the Great Depression. My father [Benjamin Rush Adkisson] was a sheriff and my mother [Coren Bessie Newberry Adkisson] a homemaker, and I the only child” (Mullinax 17). Jack’s father was named after Benjamin Rush (1746-1813), an American physician and political leader, a member of the Continental Congress and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. As Jack was growing up in Jewett, Texas, Granddaddy Ross took Jack hunting (especially duck hunting), fishing and walking in the woods. Jack later gave Ross credit for his lifelong love of the outdoors and outdoors sports. Jack spent much time with his beloved Granddaddy Ross: “We couldn’t even afford a football or a baseball to throw around, and there were very few kids around who owned one. So what did we do? Granddaddy Ross and I made a football out of a bunch of rags that we tied together with string, and we played baseball with an old broomstick and rocks” (Mullinax 183).


    As we see, Jack grew up poor during the Great Depression. In fact, the Stock Market Crash occurred just two months after Jack was born. Millions of Americans were out of work and lost their land and homes. There were no welfare programs, and families had to rely on themselves for their spiritual and physical survival.


    Producing and selling moonshine whiskey was a way of making a little money during the Depression. Jack’s father was the local sheriff who knew how dangerous moonshiners could be. According to Fritz, his earliest memory was as a seven year old riding around with his father in the sheriff’s car hunting down moonshiners. When Jack went on such rides, both he and his father were putting their lives in danger. Jack reported later that they were sometimes fired on, something that greatly upset his mother. We cannot help but wonder why Jack’s father took his only child along on such dangerous excursions! At the age of seven, Jack probably figured that his father loved him enough to take him on such searches.


    At least Jack’s father had a job, which is more than could be said for many fathers at that time. It is possible that Sheriff Adkisson’s status, though lowly, generated resentment in Texans of lesser fortune.


    In his revelations to Mullinax, Fritz told a story of pulling a joke on his father. At about the age of eight, young Jack was living in the country with his family in a small frame house without running water. To find the outhouse at night, his father would follow a string he had tied from the corner of the house to the outhouse, which was about 200-feet away. One evening, Jack moved the string about 70 feet into the woods so that his father would follow the string only to find himself in the woods in total darkness. His father took the bait, and Jack got the “worst spanking I ever had in my life” (Mullinax 17).


    According to a much later account by Fritz’ son Kevin, Benjamin Rush Adkisson also took his son into town to fight for the father’s own amusement and to toughen Jack up (DVD: Heroes of World Class Wrestling: Director’s Cut, 2006). It was here that Jack learned to fight and be “a man” and that some seeds of Jack Adkisson, school athlete, and professional wrestler Fritz Von Erich were sown. Many times, the boy was beaten badly, tasting blood and dirt in his mouth after being knocked down by bigger fighters, but he bounced back to make his father proud. He learned to be physical, and he learned to fight. He also learned courage, which would serve him well as a football player and pro wrestler. These ordeals must have had a great impact on Jack since they were what taught him what it was to be a man. Being a man’s man would be important to Jack, both in his early life and when he became Fritz Von Erich, wrestler and father.


    Jack’s ego had been on the line many times when his father took him to town to fight. How must he have felt on those nights when he came out beaten? Did he ever cry? Or did he grit his teeth and resolve that the next time he would make his father proud? Regardless, he felt he had something to prove to the man he admired most. And he fought hard, continuing to earn his father’s approval. Keep this in mind when we examine Fritz as a father. I get the sense that he was more than a little like Benjamin Rush Adkisson.


    The Adkissons moved from Jewett to Dallas when Jack was nine. Jack wanted to stay with Granddaddy Ross rather than move to the big city, but his pleas were to no avail. When Jack was 12, Granddaddy Ross died. Jack never forgot the great times he had with his grandfather, and vowed that if he had sons, he would rear them to appreciate the outdoors, especially duck hunting. In Dallas, Jack attended Crozier Tech High School and trained in discus throwing and shot-putting under Coach “Uncle Rosy.” We must assume, therefore, that Jack was a powerful adolescent who showed promise in field events. Uncle Rosy always told Jack that he would be a great athlete if he trained hard. Jack proved him correct by becoming All-City defensive tackle in football and All-State in track, setting the state discus record of 179’ 9” in the process. In football, Jack played tackle and guard, and was runner-up for all-state honors at those positions. Jack discovered anyone could accomplish anything he wished if he worked hard enough. Of course, this part of the American Dream is only available to those who are both capable and tenacious. Jack was both, and he would pass on this lesson to his sons.


    While Jack attended high school, America was immersed in World War II. Jack never publicly revealed his real feelings about that war or its impact on his family. After all, his ancestors were German and he was 100% American, so as a youngster, he must have been concerned about the progress of the war just as all other Americans were. Ironically, he would later use the war to launch his career as a villainous axis-loving professional wrestler.


    When Jack graduated high school, World War II had just come to an end, and scholarship offers came his way. Looking forward to a sports career, Jack accepted an athletic scholarship to Southern Methodist University in Dallas. As strange as it might seem, this man, who would become one of the world’s “most feared wrestlers,” turned down a music scholarship to the University of Texas at Austin. The truth was that Jack did not spend all of his time on track and field or football. Thanks largely to his mother’s encouragement, he was not only a fine athlete but also an accomplished clarinet player. Doubters need only check the Crozier Tech High School Yearbooks to see a picture of Jack with his clarinet. Later, as a successful villain in pro wrestling, Fritz would say, “I like classical music, never miss a concert in Dallas when I’m home” (Wrestling World, Dec. 1963, pg. 34). Fritz also was a member of the Speaker’s Club while at Crozier. Perhaps his participation in the club contributed in some small measure to his later interview ability as a pro wrestler.


    Jack became a starter on the freshman football team at SMU. Besides excelling at football, he also set the national freshman discus record and probably would have won the Southwest Conference Title for the rest of his university career had that career not been interrupted. Later, he was a part-time lineman on the varsity football team. As he said, “All the work I had put into track in high school, and all the training that my Uncle Rosy had given me all those years, was really paying off” (Mullinax 19). This tells us that Jack attributed most of his success to hard work and good coaching, attributes he would rely on when rearing his athletic sons.


    In 1949, Jack played in the game in which SMU upset Notre Dame 27-20 in the closing minutes of SMU’s biggest win. Fritz said later: “Greatest game I ever played in or saw. We finished third in the Southwest Conference and were ending the season against Notre Dame” (Wrestling World, Dec. 1963, p. 34). In Jack’s junior year his career at SMU was sidelined by love when he met 17-year-old Woodrow Wilson High School student Doris Juanita Smith, who planned to attend SMU after graduation. Jack fell so madly in love with her that sports, for the first time, took second place in his life. Shortly after Jack and Doris met, they decided to get married. Unfortunately, SMU coach Mattie Bell had a rule barring married football players from playing. Knowing that he risked his football career and scholarship, Jack nevertheless tied the knot with Doris on June 23, 1950, with the intent of keeping the marriage secret. The ceremony, officiated by a justice of the peace, took place in Denton, Texas, with Doris’ mother, brother and sister as the only witnesses. The newlyweds then rented a small cabin on the Texas side of Lake Texoma for a brief honeymoon. As the newlyweds returned to Dallas, Jack stopped at a service station for a fill-up while Doris used the ladies room. While returning to the car, Doris bought a Dallas Morning News emphasizing the headline “Adkisson loses scholarship at SMU.” Jack figured that a reporter recognized his name on a Denton County marriage certificate and phoned Coach Bell. The coach was sorry to see Jack go, but rules were rules. Bell did, however, arrange for Jack to try out for a spot on Coach Bear Bryant’s football team at the University of Kentucky. So off to Kentucky Jack went. According to Jack, Coach Bryant at first ignored him but then became impressed with his great speed and ability to play the game, and he offered him a scholarship. Jack informed the coach that all of his and his wife’s family were in Texas and that he would have to talk over the offer with Doris. Upon returning to Texas, Jack visited a friend in Corpus Christi and checked out the university there. What impressed him most was the wildlife around the city: more ducks and geese, and maybe even more fish than he had ever seen before. Jack immediately decided he wanted to attend the University of Corpus Christi. He didn’t mention the wildlife to Doris but simply explained that he would be happier at Corpus Christi than in Kentucky. Doris agreed, and in early 1952, the two loaded their belongings into their decrepit 1941 Mercury and chased the American dream in Corpus Christi.


    One thing that stands out regarding Jack’s decisions is that, like many college and university athletes, he apparently cared little about getting a quality education, which held no high place in his deliberations. Colleges and universities were little more than places where he could continue his athletic participation and pursue his private recreations. Later years would prove him very bright and creative, but he apparently had few, if any, scholarly inclinations when young. Later he seemed to rear his children to also be athletes.


    And what did Doris give to her children? Articles and commentary read as though Jack was the only influence on his sons, but forgetting that Doris was a major influence as well. Would pro wrestler Fritz have been happy if his sons had decided to become something rather than athletes or professional wrestlers? The unanswerable question has been a matter of contention over the years among Von Erich watchers. Had Doris objected to her sons being pro wrestlers? Did she ever protest? If so, did Fritz or his sons listen? Unfortunately Doris was unavailable for an interview. In Corpus Christi Jack and Doris enrolled at the university. Having little money, they lived in old army barracks on campus where they slept on a mattress on the floor. Jack later explained that, “We were so much in love that we really did not care, as long as we were together.” Jack’s favorable view of Corpus Christi began to turn sour when the “no kissing or dancing on campus” rules began to increasingly annoy him. Wanting out, Jack arranged for them to stay with a friend in Corpus Christi until they could raise money for an escape. As Jack would later recall, both Doris and he were working two jobs. Doris was getting tired of their situation and wanted a place of their own. Agreeing that Doris deserved a real home, Jack contacted Kyle Rote, a former teammate from his SMU days. Kyle was getting a GI loan, and Jack convinced him to take several hundred dollars and apply for a low-cost Veteran’s Administration loan to build a house. Of course, the house was really for Jack and Doris, but Kyle agreed. When the sawdust cleared, Jack and Doris owned a two-bedroom, one bathroom home. According to Jack, they both loved the place.


    Jack later related this story from those happy days:


    


    Doris and I each had a dog. I have always enjoyed having a good hunting dog. Mine was a retriever named Rebel that I had spent many an hour training, and hers was a mutt she had named Punkin that she had found abandon [sic] on the side of the road one day. I would be out in the backyard on weekends training Rebel and I would say, “Rebel, retrieve Punkin,” and Rebel would run over and pick up Punkin by the back of the neck and bring her to me. That damned dog would start yapping and the next thing I knew Doris would be screaming at me and chasing me around the house. Seems her [sic] and the dog did not think that mine and Rebel’s little trick was too funny. (Mullinax p. 22)


    


    One of Jack’s jobs at that time was a debt collector. He made a deal with an old man who ran the debt collection business that he would collect from the most difficult cases. If Jack were successful, the old man would give Jack half of what he collected. Jack had the advantage of possessing a 6’4” athletic body and the reputation of having played football at SMU.As a result, few people refused to pay when confronted by the imposing Jack. He tried anything he could think of to get the money. Sometimes he would physically threaten the debtor, which usually worked, and sometimes he would say he was the debtor’s last chance before the boys from New York paid a visit. Jack claimed that he was shot at, and on one occasion he and Doris returned home to find curse words painted on their house and all their windows broken out. A fearful Doris convinced Jack to quit his job as debt collector. To please Doris, Jack became a fireman with a 24-hour-on and a 24-hour-off schedule, which gave him plenty of time to hunt and fish. Jack and Doris made a combined salary of over $6,000 that year, a fair income in those days.


    Shortly after becoming a fireman, Jack heard rumors that a professional football franchise was coming to Texas. To try out for the team, Jack and Doris quit their jobs, loaded up the old Mercury and moved to Dallas, where she stayed with her mother. Jack went to a training camp in Kerrville, Texas. While he was at camp, Doris happily informed Jack that a baby was on the way, which strengthened Jack’s resolve to make the football team. Unfortunately for Jack, a knee injury sidelined him after he appeared in a few exhibition games. The team, the Dallas Texans, went broke after five games and moved back to the NFL to be operated by the league until season’s end. The Texans finished a dismal 1-11 and moved to Baltimore in 1953 to become the beloved Baltimore Colts. Jack decided not to return to the struggling team after recovering from his injury. After all, the fate of the team was unknown, and Jack and Doris were expecting a baby. So, Jack returned to Dallas and looked for yet another job. Then came the phone call that changed his life. Karl “Doc” Sarpolis and veteran wrestler Ed “Stragler” Lewis (Robert H. Friedrich) were scouting for professional wrestling talent. Saropolis had held the Southwestern Championship in Texas during the 1930s and was a leading promoter in Amarillo as well as the former president of the National Wrestling Alliance. Lewis was a four-time world-wrestling champion.


    Jack weighed 230 pounds and stood 6’4” at the time, and Sarpolis and Lewis thought that since Jack was well-known in Texas as a football player, he could probably draw people to wrestling matches. They also told Jack that he could make a significant amount of money in the process. Although Jack had never considered becoming a wrestler, he took the chance when promoter Ed McLemore agreed to give him a shot. While wrestling in Texas, he wrestled under his real name Jack Adkisson, the name people knew.


    On September 21, 1952 Doris gave birth to their first child, a son they named Jack Barton Adkisson, Jr. Their plan was to have two children: a boy named Jack and a girl named Jill. No Jill, however, came along. Jack and Doris would have a total of six children — all boys.


    In late 1952 or early 1953, Jack got some early wrestling training in Dallas, probably arranged by Sarpolis and Lewis. The time frame of events at this time is cloudy. According to Jack, during a workout at the Dallas Sportatorium, he was thrown from the ring and broke his shoulder. Jack said that this injury occurred before his first match (Mullinax 24). Jack said he recovered from the injury and ran up a string of 13 losses in Texas before beating George Pencheff for his first victory.


    In another version, Jack said that, in Corpus Christi, Pencheff threw him from the ring onto concrete and broke his shoulder. Greg Oliver and Steven Johnson report in their book The Pro Wrestling Hall of Fame: the Heels that Jack Adkisson lost his first 12 matches in Texas before finally scoring his first win against George Pencheff. Oliver and Johnson say that the next night in Corpus Christi, Pencheff broke Jack’s shoulder during their return match.


    A third scenario has Fritz breaking his shoulder after losing his first six matches on live television in Texas, recovering, and then heading for Minneapolis where he lost his next six matches before winning his first match. This third scenario seems the most likely, but the truth apparently is anybody’s guess. It was while driving across Texas to one of his matches that Jack says he decided to adopt a ring name. Many of the other successful wrestlers had catchy names such as “Hard Boiled” Haggerty, “Strangler” Lewis, “Haystacks” Calhoun, “Crusher” Lisowski, etc. Jack chose the name Fritz Von Erich because


    


    Fritz had been the name of a close family friend; I had always liked the manly sound of it. Von Erich was my grandmother’s maiden name. Her family was German and I was a blonde-haired young man who looked German” (Mullinax 28).


    


    Fritz would later wonder if the family was under a curse brought on by the early Von Erichs.
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      Jack Adkisson, in 1947, as a member of the Crozier Wolves football team, playing tackle. The future Fritz Von Erich is top left.
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      Jack Adkisson (Fritz), 1947, as a member of the Crozier High Speakers Club — Back row, fifth from the left.
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      Jack as a member of the Clarinet Quartet in the Crozier High School Band.
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      Fritz and Doris in 1954, the early years.
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      Veteran wrestler Ed “Strangler” Lewis (circa 1959) was one of the people responsible for getting Jack into professional wrestling.
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      George Pencheff was the first wrestler that Fritz beat in professional wrestling.

    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Breaking Into Professional Wrestling


    


    To make ends meet while recovering from his shoulder injury, Fritz earned low wages as bookkeeper for the promoter.


    Piecing together newspaper stories from that time, it seems that upon recovering Jack — now known as Fritz — wrestled in Minneapolis with the blessing of promoter Tony Techer. Fritz then lost seven more matches on live television before beating George Pencheff for his first victory. As Fritz later quipped, “I think I just wore him down.” Of course, the real reason Fritz won was because he was starting to show some promise as a drawing card, and the promoter decided to have him win.


    Fritz’ 13 losses in a row was not unusual in those days, since promoters and veteran wrestlers expected newcomers to pay their dues. Many newcomers over the years lost a vast number of matches before being granted a chance at the big time. Dooley claimed that Fritz’ 13 losses in a row was a record for a novice professional wrestler, but there are several examples of wrestlers losing far more matches than that as newcomers. Later, as a booker of matches, Fritz would not require his sons pay their same dues because professional wrestling was changing at the time his sons emerged. Of course, this early in his career, Fritz was not making much money. He was a jobber, a wrestler whose purpose was to make the more marketable wrestlers look good by losing to them convincingly. In 1953, Doris and Jack, Jr. moved to Fort Worth. Fritz was wrestling, but his injuries continued, and Doris had to take occasional jobs to supplement their income.


    Fritz decided he needed more training and experience to become a successful professional wrestler, so he moved to Boston for three months and left Doris and Jack, Jr. to live with Doris’ mother on Mt. Auburn Street in East Dallas. While in Boston, Fritz attended the Santos Professional Wrestling School for a few months and took bouts as a wrestler to earn money. In 1953 Fritz Von Erich devoted himself to becoming a successful pro wrestler. “We were poor as church mice,” Fritz recalled. “I was eating Boston beans for breakfast, lunch and dinner because I could buy them for 29 cents a plate. I tried to send Doris all the money I could, but there wasn’t much” (Dooley). Money was tight because Fritz often wrestled for only three dollars per night.


    Sometimes Fritz spent more money for gas getting to the matches than he was paid for wrestling. This was not unusual for newcomers breaking into the business; in fact, few survived the initiation. Fritz was worked hard to achieve his dream, just as he had done as a football player, only this time his success would be much greater


    While Fritz was in Boston, Doris moved into a small duplex on Hall Street, next door to Fritz’ grandmother. “I was eating peanut butter every day,” Doris said. “My baby was fed well, but there were times when I’d have to do without. Nobody knew how bad off we were during those days” (Dooley). To save money Doris’ cancelled her $9.50 per month diaper service and bought a washing machine for payments of $9 per month. It was during this time that Doris, living alone, suffered a miscarriage.


    Fritz was training during the Cold War as President Truman announced the dawn of hydrogen power and warned of the horrors of war that could follow. Later Soviet official Malenkov announced that Russia had the H-bomb.


    Fritz finally saved enough money to move to Des Moines, Iowa, where promoters were waiting to make him a star. His family was able to join him. When Doris and Jack, Jr. arrived in Des Moines by train, Fritz met them wearing a gray flannel suit and a pair of blue suede shoes. According to Fritz, “When Doris saw me in that new suit, her mouth dropped open and I thought she was going to drop Jack, Jr. on his head” (Mullinax 29). Fritz had even saved up some extra money so he could take his family out on the town that night.


    The family loved being together again, but Doris hated the apartment Fritz had picked out in Des Moines. She kept Jack, Jr. in bed for five days while she cleaned and scrubbed the place. A woman who lived in one of the apartments kept having different men in for a few hours at a time. Doris thought the woman had a lot of male relatives until Fritz explained that the woman was a prostitute, entertaining men by the hour. In addition, Doris described the man nextdoor as a peeping Tom and always kept the door securely latched. This became a problem when Fritz came home late at night after wrestling shows because Doris was almost impossible to wake up. Fritz described the solution to the problem:


    


    Finally, we came up with a system where she would put a paper clip in her hair, tie a string to the end of it and run the string out the door, and when I came home late at night I would just pull on the string and wake her up.


    


    Well, this worked out fine until one night when I was riding home with a few other wrestlers, and we had all had a few beers after the show. When they stopped at my place to drop me off, I decided I would be a smartass and said, “Hey guys, watch this.” I walked up to the door and yanked real hard on the string. Well, Doris opened the door all right, calling me names I didn’t think my sweet little wife knew. The guys, of course, were all laughing their heads off. When Doris heard them, she knew I was showing off and she got even madder. I don’t remember for sure, but I think I slept in a chair that night, [sic] we were too poor for a couch. (Mullinax 29-30)


    


    Fritz recalled another incident that he could later laugh about, although it wasn’t very funny at the time. He was driving home from a match wearing his new suit and blue suede shoes when the driver in front of him began to weave. Fritz passed him, after which the other driver tried to run Fritz off the road. Both cars came to a stop, and the weaving driver bolted from his car, swearing in anger and attacked Fritz physically. The man was no match for Fritz, who restrained his attacker at arm’s length while asking him not to mess up the new suit and shoes. As the man ineffectually swung at Fritz, a crowd gathered and began laughing at what appeared to be a comedy routine. The police finally came and took Fritz’ attacker into custody.


    Although it didn’t mean much to Fritz at the time, the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) World Heavyweight Champion was Lou Thesz (Lajos Tiza), who won the Title on November 27, 1949. The NWA was pro wrestling’s most prestigious organization. The champion also earned big bucks for his title defenses. Fritz would later have many a lock-up with Lou Thesz and other NWA champions in the wrestling ring.


    From his Des Moines base, Fritz wrestled in Iowa, Minnesota and Michigan, logging many miles by car. At this time in his career, he wrestled as a hero or baby face. In other words, he was not yet a rule-breaking villain, or heel. One of the earliest existing wrestling programs carrying the name of Fritz Von Erich advertises a card coming to the Coliseum at Cedar Rapids, Michigan, on Thursday, December 10, 1953. Fritz, wrestling in the program’s first match, is billed as coming from Hollywood, California. Fritz had never even been to Hollywood! His opponent, Mel Dove, is described as a “Sensational TV Star” while Fritz is called merely a “TV Star.” The matches billed above Fritz and Dove on the card were Alo Leilani vs. Art Bull and Ivan Rasputin (Hyman Fishman) vs. Ray Gunkel (Al Lolotai).


    Fritz then lined up some big matches in Minneapolis and moved his family there to the Oak Grove Motel — yet another cheap, temporary dwelling. At the time, they befriended a couple whose father created the very successful Sachs Nut and Shelling Company.


    Not enough can be said about Doris and her devotion to her husband during these years. As a great wife will do, she backed him and followed him as he pursued his dream. Of course, he was pursuing a financial dream that he thought would benefit Doris and his son, not just himself. The three were a family in the best sense of the word. The parents grew up during the Depression, and they knew what hard work and deprivation meant. They both desired a level of comfort for their family that they themselves lacked growing up.


    When Fritz appeared at Minneapolis Auditorium on February 23, 1954, he beat Rock Galub in the opening bout. Fritz was listed as weighing 260 pounds, which was about right. But this time, Fritz was billed as coming from Yorkville, Pennsylvania. Why is anybody’s guess! Those topping the bill were


    Ski Hi Lee, Paul Baillargeon, Dick Raines, Abe Kashey, Joe Dusek and Tony Baillargeon. March 6, 1954 (Chicago) — Fritz lost to Hans Schmidt (Guy Larose) as the villainous German stopped the baby face German with a backbreaker. Later in his career, Fritz and Hans would form a successful villain tag-team. Hans would go on to cement his reputation as one of the world’s great heels, but Fritz would later overtake him in reputation as a Nazi villain. About this time, Fritz suffered a serious back injury while wrestling “Killer” Stan Kowalski (not Wladek “Killer” Kowalski) in Minneapolis. Stan would best be known as teaming successfully with Tiny Mills as Murder Inc. and for wrestling as The Masked Destroyer in 1975.


    Although hardly able to walk, Fritz drove back to the Oak Grove Motel, climbed out of his car and fell to the ground, unable to get up. His bruised back kept him out of action for eight weeks and out of paychecks as well.


    When he recovered, Fritz was asked to wrestle in Canada. Doris, who had a sore throat when they moved, worried that the Canadian temperatures would make her illness worse. “Well,” Doris later said, “we arrived in that beautiful cold weather and my sore throat went away in one day. It was lovely, dry snow. You couldn’t even make snowballs. The only place we could find was a little motel. Very clean, very nice. It was a little expensive for us — $50 per month.” (Dooley)


    Once in Calgary, Alberta, Fritz worked out with Stu Hart, the president of Stampede Wrestling, in the basement of Hart’s home. That basement was known as The Dungeon because it was there that Hart trained would-be wrestlers using methods often considered sadistic. There is no record of how Stu treated Fritz, or vice-versa.


    On May 14, 1954, Fritz lost his first Canadian match to Karl Karlsson in Manitoba.


    On May 28, 1954, Fritz lost to Dick Raines in Winnipeg. Raines was a veteran who had begun wrestling in the late 1930s. Known as “Dirty” Dick Raines, he was considered a vicious villain. It was probably in 1954 that Fritz adopted his Nazi persona. Fritz himself suggests that the change occurred earlier, but a study of programs, etc. suggests that the change occurred when Fritz wrestled in Canada. According to Fritz, the local promoter thought that the “German” wrestler needed a costume to go with his new identity, so he loaned Fritz enough money to buy a bright red cape decorated with a Nazi swastika. Fritz next added a pair of German marching boots and began practicing the goosestep from, he said, watching World War II films on television. The idea was that Fritz would find success playing a Nazi bent on destroying America via wrestling. This proved to be a lucrative persona for many wrestlers of Fritz’ era. Fans well-remembered Adolf Hitler and America’s sacrifices during World War II. Any wrestler who could portray himself as a credible Nazi was in demand as a heel. Indeed, at this time, only eight years after World War II, Americans were more than willing to boo anyone claiming to be a vengeful Nazi or “a sneak Jap.”


    On Tuesday June 1, 1954, after a string of victories in the upper Midwest, Fritz was elevated to semi-final event status against “Iron” Mike DiBiase, the adoptive father of future pro-wrestling star Ted DiBiase, aka The Million Dollar Man. The result of the match is unknown. Iron Mike broke into wrestling about the same time Fritz did and won his first Title as co-holder of the Tag-Team championship in Chicago in 1956. He died of a heart attack after wrestling Douglas “Ox” Baker in 1969.


    Program hype for the card featuring Fritz and DiBiase said that veteran “Hard Boiled” Haggerty (Don Stansauk) distrusted the likes of Fritz Von Erich because “Haggerty seems to be suspicious of any new and rugged grappler who invades this territory. He seems to have the idea that any such import is a personal threat to his own domination of local wrestling.” The main event that night was Karl Karlsson vs. Dick Raines. Since he would soon be referred to as a “vicious German,” Fritz was apparently wrestling as a heel at this point. This is further evidence that his turn as Nazi heel occurred in Canada. Complainer Haggerty held more championships than can be listed here. His most prestigious championships include the NWA San Francisco Tag-Team championship with Ray Eckert in 1950, the NWA Texas Tag-Team championship with Stu Gibson in 1955, the Canadian Open Tag-Team championship with future NWA world champion Dick Hutton, the Minneapolis Tag-Team championship with Kenji Shibuya in 1958, and the AWA World Tag-Team championship with Len Montana in 1960. Actually, the titles go on and on.


    On Tuesday, July 13, 1954, Fritz returned to Minneapolis Auditorium in the semi-final event to beat


    Tom Bradley. This time Fritz’ weight is again reported at 260 pounds, but his hometown is now reported as Yorkville, New York. In the main event “Hard Boiled” Haggerty opposed Karl Karlsson with former boxing champion Joe Lewis as special referee. According to program hype, Fritz must have gotten himself into a bit of trouble on a previous card because “Fritz von Erich, the vicious German, is back with us after a suspension that may or may not have cooled him off a bit. If Von Erich can stay on anything close to moderate terms with mat arbiters [referees], he should become another Hans Kaempfer or Hans Schmidt, a couple of hard hitters and no-mercy guys who did, or do, rank among the world’s finest.” At this time, Fritz was becoming known for employing an “atomic drop” or “rope drop,” crashing down with his knee from the top rope on to his prone opponent. Of course, a pin, a three count and a victory for Fritz Von Erich was set up first by a successful rope drop.


    Circa July, 1954 (Minneapolis) — Fritz beat Jack Witzig with a rope jump and pin. Witzig would become co-holder of the NWA Southern Tag-Team championship several times in 1956.


    August 17, 1954 (Minneapolis) — Fritz and “Hardboiled” Haggerty won when they double-teamed Karl Karlsson, leading to Von Erich’s infamous rope drop and pin. Before Fritz won, however, Karlsson applied a neck-breaker on Fritz as the aggressor stood outside on the ring apron. This apparently angered Fritz and helped set up the match for next week.


    August 24, 1954 (Minneapolis) — Fritz wrestled Karl Karlsson in a match described as being between “the game’s top Swede and the game’s top German.” Pre-match hype consisted of Von Erich claiming that “the German wrestlers are the ‘supermen’ of the game” and of Karlsson stating that “one Swede of his size can handle himself against any competition.” The rest of the hype centered on a debate as to whether or not Fritz’ rope drop was actually legal. The question was as follows: “The rules clearly state that wrestlers may not use the ropes while applying a hold. But does this rule cover a situation where the ropes are not used at the moment of contact?” The result of this match is unknown.


    We should pause for a moment to note the high level of nationalism that ruled the rings during the 1950s. Americans would pull for the American against the supposed foreigner in almost any situation. Americans were highly patriotic. This would continue until today. The wrestling arena is one place where it is fashionable to be pro-American. It was that way in 1954, and it is still that way today.


    In late 1954, the motel in which the Von Erichs were living raised its rates to $300 per month, too steep for Fritz, even though his wrestling career was slowly improving. To solve the problem, Fritz called a friend in Houston who ran Spartan Mobile Homes and arranged for a mobile home to be delivered to him in Canada. The friend took his family on vacation and delivered the mobile home to Fritz. The 37x8’ home was a welcome change from motel rooms. It also gave little Jack, Jr. his first real home. Fritz parked the mobile home in the Rocky Mountain foothills on land owned by his promoter. He took the car and wrestled during the week, then drove the car back on weekends so Doris could run necessary errands. While she was home alone with Jack, Jr., Doris learned to crochet, sew and knit.


    The Von Erichs were trying hard to have another baby when the chance arose to adopt a little boy named Benny, whose mother had been killed in an automobile accident. The boy was also badly injured in the accident and was passed on to a sister by the father. The sister, however, wasn’t interested in raising the child. Fritz agreed to adopt the boy, but when the father began demanding money, the transaction fell through. “We had no way of knowing at the time that we would eventually have five more sons!” Fritz said (Dooley).
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      Lou Thesz was the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) World Heavyweight Champion.
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      Early on in his career Fritz adopted his Nazi persona and here is wearing the full red cape.
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      Fritz at the peak of his career.

    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    A Star in Canada


    


    Fritz then had a very successful Canadian wrestling tour. While working in Canada at this time, Fritz was usually billed as coming from Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He had already established himself as a vicious German.


    February 1, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz beat Ferenc Szikszay.


    February 4, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg beat Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff. Ivan was known as the “Russian Strongman” and “The Caribou.” As a weightlifter he was Mr. New York in 1940. He had been a successful tag-team wrestler, winning championships with Doc Gallagher, Pepper Gomez, Boris Kameroff, Red Vagone and Doug Donovan. Ivan, the brother of wrestlers Walter and Joe Kameroff, would later share Tag-Team belts with Soldat Gorky and Art Neilson. Steve Gob, described by Official Wrestling as a “gob of talent,” was generally recognized as the greatest light heavyweight weight lifter in the U.S. at the time. He was ready for the 1940 Olympiad when World War II destroyed his dreams. Gob was also a talented musician who played with several successful bands on ocean liners.


    February 8, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz beat Frank Hurley.


    February 9, 1955 (Saskatoon) — Fritz beat Frank Hurley.


    February 10, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz lost to Pat Meehan via disqualification.


    February 11, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg lost to Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff.


    February 15, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz, Lou Sjoberg and Jim Wright beat Ilio DiPaolo, Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff via disqualification. DiPaolo overcame polio as a child before emigrating from Italy to SouthAmerica in 1949. He was a popular wrestling star in the United States since mid-1951, especially in Buffalo. He was co-owner of several Tag-Team titles in Canada in 1954 and 1955, as well as Ohio champion in 1960. He would become Fritz’ earliest nemesis. Wright became a pro wrestler in the mid-1930s and held the California Championship in 1942. Due to advancing age, this bout and subsequent matches against Fritz were among the last in which Wright would appear.


    February 16, 1955 (Saskatoon) — Fritz beat Sandor Fozo.


    February 17, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz beat Abe Zvonkin.


    February 18, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz beat Ilio DiPaolo. In program hype, promoter Stu Hart listed Fritz among wrestlers who needed a lesson in ring behavior! Fritz apparently didn’t get that lesson against DiPaolo on this occasion or four nights later.


    February 22, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz beat Ilio DiPaolo


    February 23, 1955 (Saskatoon) — Fritz vs. Steve Gob was ruled a no contest.


    February 24, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz drew against Steve Gob.


    February 25, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg lost to Jim Wright and Abe Zvonkin.


    March 1, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz vs. Jim Wright was ruled a no contest.


    March 3, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz beat Pat Meehan, avenging an earlier disqualification loss.


    March 4, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg wrestled Pat Meehan and Earl McCready. The result is unknown.


    March 8, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz beat Jim Wright.


    March 9, 1955 (Saskatoon) — Fritz beat Ivan Kameroff.


    March 10, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg lost to Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff.


    March 11, 1955 (Calgary) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg drew against Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff.


    March 15, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz beat Jim Wright.


    March 17, 1955 (Regina) — Fritz and Lou Sjoberg vs. Steve Gob and Ivan Kameroff was ruled a no contest.


    March 21, 1955 (Edmonton) — Fritz lost to Sky
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The Walves started the 46 footiull sexson
with four lectermen. They suflred mosly from,
injuries susained n practice.

‘The fist ciy series game was the most dis-
asterous of all for the Wolves. Clinton Briendine
was helped from the field with an injured knee.
The team soffered & loss of mersle upon this

“The Wolves struggled through the sezson and
came out with fewer geal pints than usual bt
remenmbering Grantland Rices . . . not that you
won or lost, but how you played the game ..

Billy DuPricst made All-City for the Wolves.

The 47 sesson looks bright for the Wolves.
There are ten letermen returing for the pack.
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FRITZ BEATS FUNK!!

Fritz Pins World Champ “Twice”
In Non-Title Bout In Ft. Worth

A jubilant Fritz Von Erich — fresh from a victory over world
champion Dory Funk, Jr.—agreed at press time to answer
the challenge of Mister Fuji here next Tuesday night.

Fuji has been putting a public blast on Von Erich and the
Oriental is still mad as can be about losing his All- Asian title
to the Iron Claw King.

Fritz faced Funk

a one-fall, non-title event in Ft. Worth

Monday a week ago. Fritz pinned Funk once and it was discovered
that Funk's feet were in the ropes, so the fall was nullified and
the bout continued until Fritz triumphed again!

When Fritz hand was raised his three oldest sons, who were
at ring side along with Dean Ho, all jumped in the ring to
congratulate their idol! Obviously, Fritz is in commanding
position for a world title bout!

FLASH
PAGE 3

FRITZ vs FUJI!!
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