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‘Into this house, we’re born
Into this world, we’re thrown’

The Doors, ‘Riders on the Storm’
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The Hero of Hayling Island

‘So, I’ll pick you up, lift you above my head, and then throw you across the ring. He’ll catch you. One . . . two . . . three . . .job done,’ says Chris.

‘Should we practise it first?’ I say nervously.

Chris laughs. Andy and the other wrestlers laugh.

It’s 2007, the summer after my first year at university and I’m spending it living in a caravan and working as an entertainer at Hayling Island holiday park.

Chris is quite intimidating. He has a bleached-blond beard with some black streaks through it. He’s six foot and I don’t know how much he weighs but it’s substantially more than the skinny nineteen-year-old standing in front of him, cowering in his muscly presence. He has ribbons tied around his biceps and piercings in both ears. He is exactly what I’d expect a professional wrestler to look like. He goes by the name ‘The Fearless Flatliner’.

The wrestling was a family entertainment activity scheduled for the afternoon. The seats in the main venue had been set up to surround a wrestling ring and families were beginning to come in, buy foam fingers and other inflatable items, and sit down to watch the action.

I was something of a minor celebrity to the audience having ‘entertained’ them all week. This involved calling the bingo, singing tortured cover versions of popular chart hits, and standing on the stage doing party dances with a giant costumed seagull. On some occasions, I was the seagull. They had no clue who any of the wrestlers were.

The idea was Andy Simmonz – no reason given for the ‘z’ – playing the bad guy, would defeat Flatliner and then grab a microphone to berate and challenge the audience. At this point, I would stand up and they would then proceed to hurl me across the ring to send the crowd home happy.

I was nervous about the lack of rehearsal time they were willing to dedicate to my unexpected role in all of this. It was a significant step up from what I thought I’d be doing today, which was opening doors and possibly introducing people on the microphone.

An hour or so later, Andy loses to Flatliner and the moment comes. ‘No one can beat me!’ Andy screams at the children. I stand up, attempting to look bold and defiant (I haven’t had time to workshop my character in any detail). The crowd emits a bigger cheer than I am expecting. These wrestling pros know what they’re doing.

I’m encouraged to enter the ring. Flatliner tears off my bright yellow T-shirt (a key part of the holiday-park uniform that I need to return in one piece to avoid getting it deducted from my pay at the end of the summer) and, to my shock, he starts rubbing baby oil on my chest.

He then proceeds to lift me above his head and throws me, quite safely, into the arms of Andy, who falls to his back wriggling his legs in the air like an upturned woodlouse.

Flatliner joins the referee in counting to three and the crowd celebrates, foam fingers and inflatables waving in the air.

My arm is raised in victory.

Into the annals of holiday-park wrestling I go.

The hero of Hayling Island.

My first real foray into the high drama of professional wrestling.
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Try this at home

Like most of the boys at my school, I watched wrestling religiously.

I hadn’t lived in the days of the British ‘Golden Age’ or watched World of Sport on ITV before the classified football results were read out, but I had been present in conversations when the topic of wrestling would arise. My grandad would lean forward and say, ‘Big Daddy?’ and someone else would confusingly, but excitedly, respond ‘Giant Haystacks!’ as if it was some odd, spinoff version of the Marco Polo game.

I had narrowly missed out on Hulkamania and the rise of wrestling in the eighties and early nineties.

My wrestling era began with the pink-and-black heroism of Bret ‘The Hitman’ Hart and the cockiness of Shawn ‘The Heartbreak Kid’ Michaels, through to what became known as the ‘Attitude Era’ with the beer-swilling anti-authority figure ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin, Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson and the hardcore legend Mick Foley. It was a time when everything was edgier, sexier and more violent than before, appealing to the male teenage audience of which I was part.

Throughout all of these eras and into the more family-friendly version that it would become, wrestling seemed to adapt with its audience and endure.

We always knew it was staged, of course; a cartoon soap opera where every storyline ended in a fight, sometimes within the confines of a steel cage. I didn’t really watch wrestling pretending it was a sport as such. I considered it more a TV show about wrestling. It didn’t centre on whether it was real or not. It was about the performance, the stories, the cliffhangers, the characters.

The ‘don’t try this at home’ disclaimer didn’t get much cut-through in Looe, Cornwall, the little fishing town where I grew up. We would haul mattresses down the stairs and set up sofas either side of the room to act as the ropes. The action was limited – we were untrained and injury prone – and we would quickly revert to watching instead.

As I got older, friends grew out of wrestling. For some reason, I didn’t. Others dipped in and out and went years between watching. I stuck with it, thick and thin. My curiosity had been piqued. There was something about it that was just so compelling to me.

How does this hybrid sport of staged matches that started in carnivals and circuses in Europe, Russia and the US, and popularised now as this fragment of Americana, find itself in the most unlikely of places all around the world? Not least a small fishing town in Cornwall and a holiday park on Hayling Island.

The wrestling world turns out to be much smaller than I had thought and soon after I was sent hurtling across a wrestling ring, to my surprise, I see my fallen opponent Andy Simmonz on TV, playing the role of an extra and getting repeatedly pummelled into the side of a steel cage.

Andy’s opponent is a face-painted tribal Samoan wrestler called Umaga. His character is presented as a bad guy, a savage ‘wildman’.

The violent steel cage pummelling of poor Andy aside, I wonder what Umaga has done to be a bad guy, or if he is a bad guy to the audience simply because of his characteristics. And if the crowd are booing him just because he’s a wildman, what does it say about them? Is the man playing the role of Umaga comfortable with all of this?

I have lots of questions but no clear answers. The more I watch, the more I see these exaggerated stereotypes everywhere; the absurd, the racially problematic and everything in between. There are Irish wrestlers with leprechauns, Soviet villains loyal to Putin, Mexicans coming to the ring on lowriders and lawnmowers (specifically, the Mexicools on their rebranded ‘Juan Deere’ mowers), and red, white and blue American heroes. I hadn’t thought twice about this as a child, blinded by the lights and enjoyment of it all.

I want to find out why wrestling is presented in this way and what it tells us about our society and culture.

Being hurled across the ring by the Fearless Flatliner that day had plunged me into a sort of wrestling vortex, pulling me into a world entangling sex, lies, gender, race, identity and politics.

One thing was clear: I had to talk to these people.
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Red Lion

Isit on the train to London and look at the message on my phone.

‘I’m having a lunch with several historians at 2 p.m. It’s a Red Lion but I don’t know the address.’

Dave Meltzer, a prolific wrestling journalist and cult figure for wrestling fans, is over from the States to watch a show and says he’ll give me some insight on the world I’m heading into.

I’m travelling to meet him but I just don’t know where exactly. I’d gambled and jumped on the train in the hope he would text again with more details. The Red Lion is not a unique name for a pub in London. Looking at the pins on the map on my phone, I’ve narrowed it down to twenty-one potential options but time is ticking on.

I found out online that he’s doing a Q & A and a meet-andgreet on a boat moored on the Thames. Even within that smaller radius, it isn’t clear cut. I’m playing a weird version of Guess Who? but with Red Lions rather than faces, and I’m not very good at it.

I get off the train and switch to the tube. But which tube to get on? I decide the most likely option is the closest Red Lion, on Parliament Street.

I sit down on the carriage and finally get a text from Dave. ‘Parliament Street near Scotland Yard. We’re on the second floor.’

Phew.

I make it to the pub and head to the stairs. The pub is small and crowded, no elbow room. This Red Lion had been around since the 1400s and, in its time, had considered Charles Dickens a patron. They also claim to have served every British prime minister – Winston Churchill and Clement Atlee included – up to Edward Heath in 1970. I’m curious as to whether they stopped writing the history in the 1970s or prime ministers just stopped coming for some reason.

I go straight up the stairs to an even smaller restaurant space and I’m met immediately by an already perturbed maître d’.

‘We’re full up here,’ he says tersely. ‘Do you have a reservation?’

‘Erm . . .’ I muster.

I see Dave, his partner and presumably the journalists and wrestling historians Dave had said he’d be meeting, and give them a wave. I head over and pull up a chair from another table to join theirs. As I shuffle it forward, a firm hand lands at the top of the chair.

‘You can’t do that. The table was booked for eight, not nine.’

It’s the maître d’ again. First, I have the temerity to arrive and now I’m moving furniture? He’s furious.

Dave’s partner offers me her seat.

Everyone is eating and none of the historians know who I am or why I am there. I feel like an imposter.

‘We must get a picture,’ someone says, handing their phone to another restaurant patron.

I don’t even need to look over, I can feel the scowl of the maître d’ simmering against my cheek.

‘Ah, I feel like I shouldn’t be in this,’ I offer, awkwardly.

The photos are taken. The journalist, the historians and me.

Who was that guy? I can imagine them all saying, looking back on it in the future.

I sit down next to Dave and eventually introduce myself to the group. Dave’s eating fish and chips and, by the look of his plate, he’s just getting going with it. It’s hard to have a proper conversation with a group of people who are eating, waiting for mouthfuls to finish.

From the conversation happening around me, it’s clear they’re hugely knowledgeable. There’s Brad with a strong Scottish accent, an expert in British wrestling from the Golden Age, and Allan, a historian with a big following on social media. Also around the table is a journalist, an expert in European wrestling, and Mo, who headed up international distribution for Dave’s publication The Wrestling Observer when it started in 1982.

The group welcomes me in, referencing niche old matches across the US, Japan, Europe and the UK, and speculating on who might be appearing at the show later.

Everyone is talking to Dave, courting his opinion. Between this and the eating, I’ve barely had a moment to speak to him.

Brad, sitting opposite me, looks at his watch. ‘We better get to the show,’ he says.

The maître d’ is on the scene, immediately cleaning the table. His relief is palpable.

Everyone gets up to go.

As I talk to Dave on the tube on the way to the show, there are interruptions every couple of minutes from passengers asking for photos with him. He’s important to wrestling fans. I play the role of the photographer before attempting to pick up the conversation, and finally we can speak.

Dave tells me how he looks at live attendance to track wrestling’s popularity and it’s super popular right now. He says the way in which WWE are selling out arenas with such high ticket prices means that people are willing to spend far more on wrestling than they have before.*

Dave’s such an oracle on wrestling data that even wrestlers seek his advice. Hulk Hogan once felt he had been underpaid for a match and called Dave to ask how many people had bought the pay-per-view and whether Dave also felt – at $250,000 – he had been underpaid. Dave told him that unfortunately he had.

Dave says television ratings are down for everything in general but wrestling is higher up the pecking order than it has been in years.

‘It’s probably among the top shows on American television almost every week,’ he says. ‘And it never was.’

It’s hard to hear him as the tube loudly screeches into its final destination.

‘Let’s catch up soon,’ says Dave as we emerge from the station and ready ourselves to walk to the show. I nod and thank the historians as Dave puts his hood up and heads stealthily into the hordes in front of us, not to be bothered by any more selfie searchers.



 

__________

* The World Wrestling Federation (WWF) was renamed World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) in 2002 following legal action from the World Wildlife Fund. Both are referenced in the book depending on what they were called at the time, but they relate to the same organisation.
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Big Business

There’s been a coup on Wembley Way.

The throngs traipse up towards the stadium like a Lowry painting. But there’s no sea of football shirts pledging allegiance to one colour or another. Instead, there are catchphrases, logos and cosplayers; Hulk Hogans in red-andyellow feathered boas, Randy Savages in sunglasses and ribboned jackets, masked Mick Foleys with socks covering their hands, and denim-clad Orange Cassidys.

This hallowed path is usually reserved for cup finals, England matches, Oasis and Taylor Swift concerts. Not today. Today they’re here for the wrestling.

At markets outside the station, knock-off football shirts have been replaced by knock-off foam fingers, if there is such a thing, and hats with no.1 fan printed on the front. I don’t see anyone buy them, but I think about the poor souls who peak at the merch stands too soon.

As I shuffle past the food outlets, I notice a vendor erase ‘£8’ on their menu board and chalk ‘£9’ in its place next to the word ‘fries’. Cold-blooded, live-action dynamic pricing. It’s getting busy and there’s money to be made.

Inside the stadium, the atmosphere is euphoric. The UK audience has been longing for the wrestling to come and now, for the first time since 1992, it’s here and a crowd somewhere in the region of eighty-thousand strong is watching. It’s one of the biggest crowds in wrestling history. There were possibly a few WrestleManias that were bigger, and there was definitely a show in North Korea that had more than double this audience, but they were mandated by the government to attend, and cheer they must. Here, in London, the shackles are off.

While wrestling is booming, I’m over here in the cheap seats sitting, and intermittently standing, so far at the back of the stadium I can almost touch the wall. I feel like how I imagine an operagoer would feel, looking at the action through a pair of borrowed binoculars.

There are roars of approval for the somersaulting ants in the ring below. There are cheers, boos and bespoke chants with an over-reliance on the riff from ‘Seven Nation Army’.

As a teenager, I bought a bass guitar from eBay. I wanted to be in a band but the guitar looked difficult to learn and, anyway, everyone played guitar. There was no room for an amateur. Nobody played bass and it had two less strings so presumably was easier. This bass came with a small amp and a How to Play Bass with Jools Holland DVD. My self-taught bass journey lasted one week and two songs: Feeder’s ‘Buck Rogers’ and the White Stripes’ ‘Seven Nation Army’.

Here is that riff again, ripping through the Wembley crowd.

The crowd is loud, urgent and in uproar. Sometimes it’s joy, sometimes it’s anger, but there’s a rawness to it all. An excitement. How did wrestling get to be as popular as this?

The action is at breakneck speed. There are characters: Mexican luchadores, hard-hitters from Japan, American patriots, rappers, an emo skateboarder, someone simply labelled as a ‘bastard’, an ‘aerial assassin’, a dentist and a human dinosaur. A montage of heavy metal, death-defying dives and multiple ladders. Of streamers, confetti, pyrotechnics and fireworks. A spectacle of blood, sweat and piledrivers.

The wrestling is back, or maybe it never really went away.

Maybe it’s been hiding in plain sight the whole time.
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Here Comes the Stink Face

Ray Traylor, or ‘The Big Boss Man’ as he’s known in these circles, has just taken a large forearm to the neck in the corner of the ring and he falls to the ground, sitting up with his head leaning against the point where the bottom ropes meet at the turnbuckle pad.

‘Turn around and stick your butt in his face!’ screams an elderly lady enthusiastically from the crowd in Mobile, Alabama.

Rikishi Phatu turns around slowly and stares at the Big Boss Man for a minute.

Rikishi is a heavyset Californian-born Samoan, with short, wet, bleached-blond hair combed back across his head. He wears a black mawashi – traditional sumo wrestler attire, a silky fabric wrapped around the groin, with the appearance of a thong at the back.

His name Rikishi also means sumo wrestler, so perhaps his imagined backstory is one of failure in the sumo profession and somehow ending up here, his cheeks exposed in Alabama, at an untelevised WWE show on a Sunday evening.

Rikishi takes a step towards the Big Boss Man and the crowd roars with approval. He takes a second step and they get louder. As he gets closer, Rikishi hears the loudest ‘pop’ – parlance for a crowd exploding into cheers – he has ever heard as a performer.

The Boss Man hears it too. Seizing the crowd’s excitement, he looks at Rikishi and says under his breath, ‘Come on, boy, stick your ass in my face!’

Rikishi doesn’t need to be told twice. He turns around and the large cheeks emanating from the back of his mawashi are now at the same level as the Boss Man’s nose. They’re about three or four times the size of his head.

Rikishi revels in the moment. Like a composer just before the crescendo of his orchestra, Rikishi feels that he is controlling the noise. He makes the fans sing and sing and then, all of a sudden, he pushes his bottom backwards into poor Boss Man’s face.

‘It was like a volcano erupting it was so loud in there,’ says Rikishi. ‘This happened on a Sunday and the next night, the ‘Stink Face’ was introduced live on Monday Night Raw.’

It was the year 2000 and the ‘Stink Face’ propelled Rikishi to the top of the wrestling industry.

‘There was nothing ever given to us, Dan, and I want the world to understand that,’ says Rikishi.

Rikishi is a WWE Hall of Famer and from one of the most prolific families in wrestling.

The Anoa‘i family includes ‘The Wild Samoans’ Afa and Sika, Yokozuna, Roman Reigns, Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson and many more. Rikishi even has three sons that now wrestle in WWE; Jimmy and Jey Uso and Solo Sikoa. As a family, they are collectively known as the Samoan Dynasty and, more recently, have been popularised on television as ‘The Bloodline’.

Rikishi, whose name is Solofa Fatu, was also the older brother of the ‘Samoan Bulldozer’ Umaga – the same wrestler bedecked in tribal face paint that I had watched absolutely demolish holiday park wrestler Andy Simmonz in a steel cage years earlier, which had started this journey. Eddie Fatu, who played Umaga, had died of a heart attack in 2009, aged just thirty-six.

Rikishi is a likeable guy whose eyes light up with passion when the topic of his family and the legacy of Samoans in wrestling comes up.

‘Every single person that’s in this family has worked their tail off,’ he says. ‘Nobody gave us nothing. We worked our butt off, we are that damn good, and we understand the industry and that is the reason why we were booked and put in certain matches.’

Since retiring he lives in Los Angeles, where he runs a wrestling school and, like many wrestlers, tours conventions signing autographs and posing for photos.

‘You can look back and, in every storyline in history, there was always an Island guy to get over the great white hope, whichever guy they were pushing at the time.’

Umaga’s portrayal of a wild savage-like character was not new to wrestling or Rikishi’s extended family.

His uncles, the Wild Samoans Afa and Sika, were one of the most intimidating tag teams of the 1970s and 1980s. According to their storyline, they were savages and, upon reaching the World Wrestling Federation, they had been civilised enough to be able to fight within the structures of the wrestling environment. All the stereotypical attributes were there: a tribal drumbeat to the ring, wrestling in bare feet and a general aura of unhinged craziness. In backstage interviews they would communicate through grunting and eating raw fish. They were bad guys, the dastardly foreigners to be overcome; ‘the other’.

Given their success, the Wild Samoans would be the model for others to follow in terms of these savage, tribal characters. When starting out, Rikishi was part of his own version called the Samoan SWAT Team, later renamed the Headshrinkers. All the traits were there again; the music, the bare feet, necklaces made of bones and teeth. Once more, they were being educated.

‘He’s trying to civilise these two morons,’ the commentators would say as they were led to the ring. ‘You’ve got to feed these guys with a whip and chair.’

I ask Rikishi how he felt about playing a character from the wild.

‘I think we are way past that now,’ he says. ‘It was very hard to play that savage character coming up behind my uncles Afa and Sika. With the Headshrinkers, we were doing things like biting raw chicken and raw fish. Hell, I don’t bite raw fish and raw chicken, you know?’

He says things have moved on significantly with how Samoans are presented on television now. ‘Today there are educated, handsome, big-boned, beautiful Polynesians all across the world. Look at what The Rock is doing. Look at what Roman Reigns is doing. We are not what they portrayed us to be back in the day.’

If a character wasn’t connecting with the audience or, for some reason, their storyline had stagnated, wrestlers would often be pulled from television and, if they were fortunate enough to keep their job, they would return to training camp and be repackaged into a new character to give it another go. A broken toy sent back to the factory.

Rikishi would have some more characters to play before he found success.

After his savage tag-team days, Rikishi went out on his own.

His solo career in WWF began in 1995 as ‘Make a Difference’ Fatu, a character based on his life growing up in San Francisco. He was himself, and would appear in a rainbow jacket spreading positivity. The character didn’t connect with the audience and he swiftly returned again to be repackaged.

He’d re-emerge in 1996 as ‘The Sultan’. He was now, suddenly, a Middle Eastern character with no tongue, an evil villain switching nationalities with the only similarity being that the character was also not white. With the Sultan, Rikishi’s proud Samoan heritage was thrown out of the window.

The Sultan would enter the ring with a gong, accompanied by ‘The Iron Sheik’, the archetypal wrestling evil foreigner, and also a genuine Iranian as it happens.

The Iron Sheik had become one of the top bad guys, known as ‘heels’ in the 1980s, harnessing the Cold War landscape to get the crowds to cheer for American heroes like Hulk Hogan and army general Sgt Slaughter as they overcame the evil Russians and Iranians. The opening lyrics of Hulk Hogan’s theme tune, in fact, emphasise that he is a ‘real’ American, and will fight for the rights of every man. Because of their storyline feud, the Iron Sheik is widely credited with getting the fans to support Hulk Hogan, leading him to become a household name around the world in that period.

So, with the legendary Iron Sheik in tow as his manager, a gong would chime and, through a misty haze of smoke, a man in a red Hannibal Lecter-style mask with a snake on each cheek would enter. On his head was a gold and black wizard hat, with chainmail hanging down to his shoulders. He wore a gold-plated patterned vest, red silk trousers and a gold sash. His Persian boots had curved toes, footwear you might commonly associate with a genie. On removing the hat, his head would be shaved but for a plaited black ponytail rising out of the top. It was as if Zoltar, from within the antique fortune-teller machine in the movie Big, had come to life. Watching it now and knowing that Rikishi, a proud Samoan from the Anoa‘i family, is somewhere underneath it all, it doesn’t feel quite right.

I put this to Rikishi. He loved playing the Sultan.

‘I do wanna say that the Sultan character was one of my favourite characters,’ he says. ‘It was unique and to be able to have the Iron Sheik, a legend in this industry, in your corner and have him give you knowledge of how to make the character come alive. Unfortunately, everything else went out of the picture after that.’

As the Sultan entered the ring, he would raise his hands and two smoke explosions would go off into the air either side of him, like a magician creating a puff of smoke to disappear into.

‘Tensions are heating up right now in the Middle East, with the dispute between the United States and Iraq,’ said the commentator, unsubtly, ‘. . . and legend has it that the Sultan was captured and held hostage and, when he wouldn’t talk, they cut his tongue out!’

The exposition is always in the commentary.

‘And now he’s here in the United States where there’s freedom of speech, and he can’t talk!’

The cruel irony of the Sultan’s story aside, I think it’s fair to say this storyline was lacking a bit of finesse.

The character did not last long. The sole legacy of the Sultan is being the first WrestleMania opponent of ‘Rocky Maivia’ – Dwayne Johnson, who would come to be known as ‘The Rock’.

‘That was fun,’ says Rikishi. ‘Every time we get to wrestle against family members is a blessing. To people watching on TV, we’re competing but, at the same time, to have family members going back-and-forth is just a blessing.’

Soon after, the Sultan vanished from television never to reappear. Rikishi returned back to the factory to be fixed and reassembled. He would go again another day.

Enter the sumo and enter the ‘Stink Face’.

After portraying six different characters since he started out in wrestling in 1985, Rikishi had, at last, found something that really clicked with the audience.

‘I think because it was different,’ he says. ‘What you see out there, that was the real me, that’s who I really am. I’m a happygo-lucky kind of guy. I love to dance. I love to eat good food. I’m like your natural cat that you see, one of your family members, I’m like uncle Kishi, like brother Kishi . . . a normal type of dude. I love to have fun and I think I brought that forth to the ring. I felt I was really connecting with the fans and the fans were connecting with me and enjoying what I was doing.’

Rikishi was now a good guy, not a savage stereotype of the past. No longer an evil foreigner to be usurped by the white hero.

He was a bleached-blond sumo who jumped off the ropes to sit on people, squashing the air out of their lungs to victory.

Each week, there was another poor victim of the ‘Stink Face’ as he led the crowd to a crescendo of cheers. And then there was the dancing.

His character had aligned with a tag team called Too Cool – two ironically uncool white 1990s hip-hop fans complete with embarrassing nineties nicknames: Grand Master Sexay and Scotty 2 Hotty.*

After winning matches together, the lights would fade to black, a mirror ball would light up around the arena and the trio would suddenly ready themselves for the start of a dance routine, an impromptu disco incorporating uncle Kishi, brother Kishi . . . a normal type of dude. The fun-loving Samoan sumo.

It wasn’t long until the subject of race returned.



 

__________

* Scotty was at least partly responsible for popularising ‘The Worm’, a dance move where you sort of body-pop along the floor emulating the movement of an earthworm.
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The Wildman and the Great White Hope

‘Idid it for The Rock,’ said Rikishi to gasps from the crowd.

The WWE champion ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin had been hit by a car in the parking lot of an arena, causing him to relinquish the title. It was wrestling’s ‘Who shot JR?’ or ‘Who killed Laura Palmer?’ Steve Austin needed neck surgery, so they had to write him off television for a while. The whodunnit had consumed wrestling fans for months and tonight was the big pay-off.

Rikishi was starting his admission monologue.

‘I took your keys from your bag that night when I went to check into the hotel. And when I jumped into the car, I saw Stone Cold Steve Austin standing in the parking lot all alone. And suddenly everything flashed right through my eyes.’

Rikishi was the reveal. He had become a bad guy, he was turning heel.

It was such a big storyline moment that he’d been worried about how the fans would react to him and even whether he’d make it out the building safely.

‘I really didn’t understand switching to a heel, I was against it,’ he says, still despondent these years later. ‘For once in a long time, I really felt accepted by the fans, and what I mean about that is . . . all the different characters that I went through . . . they knew that it was me but here I come again, here I come again, here I come again, and then finally here is this big, gigantic Rikishi character that is just born.’

He didn’t want to lose the connection he had built with the fans.

It was also in this moment that the idea of using the non-white foreign wrestlers to build up the all-American white wrestlers became integrated into the story itself.

‘You see, the WWF has always been about the great white hope,’ Rikishi said to the live audience in Los Angeles. ‘I’m talking about such people as Buddy Rogers, people like Bruno Sammartino, people like Bob Backlund, people like Hulk Hogan, and now people like Stone Cold Steve Austin. You see the WWF has always let the Island boys in, but we were always held back. Now listen to me, Rock, I’m talking about people like your grandfather – a well-respected man, “High Chief” Peter Maivia, could have become a WWF champion but no, they held him back. People like Jimmy “Superfly” Snuka, could have been a WWF champion but no, they held him back. And people like Afa and Sika, Samu and “The Tonga Kid” . . . they were all held back . . .

‘So you see, Rock, I ran Stone Cold over and I did this for you.’

Yes, in this storyline Rikishi had attempted to murder another wrestler with a car to allow The Rock to become champion. Rather than decades in jail, in wrestling this would usually lead to a couple of matches (three at max) until the issue was resolved and everyone moved on with their lives, starting feuds with others instead.

While what Rikishi was saying about the ‘great white hope’ didn’t quite add up in this particular story – The Rock had already been at the top as champion four times – the essence of what he was saying was correct. The top championship had been dominated by white wrestlers since wrestling’s inception and there was a real sense that any non-white wrestlers had simply been an obstacle for them to overcome.

I ask if he felt that there was truth to what he had said that night, whether he felt non-white wrestlers were there to elevate this great white hope.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I guess in their eyes they wanted animals and you have a great white hope to slay an animal . . . now the industry has changed, hopefully.’

‘Did you personally feel like that about yourself as a wrestler?’ I ask. ‘That you were just there to elevate a white performer?’

‘I didn’t really think about that,’ says Rikishi. ‘If I would’ve thought about it at the time and looked at it how you are looking at it, yeah, I probably would’ve made a stand about it. Who knows? I probably would’ve packed my bags and walked out the door. Maybe I should’ve stood firm a lot harder, and thought about it a lot harder. But, during that time, the opportunity rose up in front of me and I was happy to be part of such a big iconic legendary story . . . but there was one piece of the puzzle missing and it was me going on to be the champion afterwards.’

This particular storyline, while a memorable moment in Rikishi’s career, didn’t land well with the audience. They felt that Rikishi was a disappointing reveal that didn’t really make sense in the storyline. An underwhelming payoff. It pivoted to something else quite quickly. After a brief period as a bad guy, Rikishi returned to the fun-loving, body-popping Samoan sumo he and the fans had found comfort in.

‘You can build all the characters you want,’ says Rikishi. ‘but if you don’t find the right person to bring that character to life and make people believe that this guy really is this character, then that character will never work . . . take it from a guy who did six different characters.’

In much of our conversation, Rikishi is eager to highlight how the industry has moved on, away from the unrestricted nationalities of non-white performers, away from the savage wildman, away from ‘the other’ and away from the elevation of the great white hope.

He now trains wrestlers in his school in Los Angeles. His three sons – Jey Uso, Jimmy Uso and Solo Sikoa – are all huge stars in modern-day WWE and, along with Roman Reigns and The Rock, they sit atop the wrestling industry not just proudly bringing their heritage to life, but contributing to some of the most compelling and popular wrestling storylines in recent years. Storylines that don’t include them playing ‘headshrinkers’ or sultans.

‘I’ve told my kids: don’t be a gimmick,’ Rikishi says. ‘It’s better for them to be themselves. It’s a good thing what they are doing. They are coming out with their own style. They’re out there representing the culture.’
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On Softer Ground

From the early 1980s onwards, Kamala was billed as ‘the Ugandan giant from the jungles of Africa’.

He was Black, six-foot-seven and 380 pounds, and had all the established savage wildman characteristics. Accompanied by his ‘handler’, he’d make his entrance wearing a big wooden tribal war mask, his face beneath adorned with white warpaint. He had a yellow cartoon half-moon on his belly and a white star painted on each breast. He was barefoot and wore a leopard print loincloth. Sometimes he’d wield a spear.

He played a simple-minded character, slowly approaching his opponent by slapping his belly quickly like a drum roll between slow but urgent strides forward.

On one occasion, on an episode of Tuesday Night Titans in 1984, Kamala pretended to eat a live chicken, the camera returning to him with a mouthful of feathers.

His real name was James Arthur Harris and he was from Mississippi.

‘It might have been a little bit of a disgrace to the Blacks,’ Harris would tell WREJ News Channel 3 in Memphis in 2012. ‘I was just concerned about making a few dollars. But I didn’t want to hurt no nationality.’

For over forty years, Harris was the only connection wrestling had to Uganda.

An hour or so from Uganda’s capital Kampala, Bumbash Daniel is setting up a wrestling ring.

He has rented two acres of land. It’s mainly grass with palm trees here and there, and an office building on the grounds.

The ring posts in the corners
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