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Small local shows operate in the shadow of WWE but the low-rent version grips fans with a gritty, holdover style 
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Article Text: 

Willie Richardson was getting annoyed. In a ring set up outside a Knights of Columbus hall, a professional wrestler was delivering chest slaps to his dazed opponent, but the dull thuds were barely audible to the crowd 10 feet away. 

"Come on now, don't cheat me, don't cheat me!" Richardson shouted as the wrestler wound up for another shot. 

This time the smack sounded like a wet ham hurled to the pavement, and Richardson let out a joyful scream. 

Windy City Pro Wrestling--a flyweight of a league compared to Vince McMahon's colossal World Wrestling Entertainment--had satisfied another connoisseur. 

"Vince McMahon and those guys, they're just out to get paid," said Richardson, 34, a bear-sized man who also wrestles. "With these guys, they have to work hard every time they step into a ring. 

"They've got to show the people they can actually do what the marquee says--wrestle." 

The melodramatics of Triple H, the Undertaker and other WWE stars might fill arenas and rake in pay-per-view millions, but the hearts of many Chicago pro wrestling buffs belong to small-time grapplers who brawl for peanuts in skating rinks and high school gyms. 

These aficionados relish the intimate view, the old school mayhem and the blue-collar attitude of the wrestlers, almost all of whom work day jobs. 

"It's a classic approach the old fans are used to watching," said Link Seabrooks, 39, of Ford City. "It reminds me a lot of what I used to watch when I was a kid. Kids today need pyrotechnics to know pro wrestling is on." 

Small wrestling federations have existed for decades, and many once had weekend slots on local television. But now WWE has almost monopolized the airwaves with its lurid, soap opera-style productions. 

That has pushed most independent operators--about five of which exist in the Chicago area--to the margins. Without the budgets for splashy productions, their shows focus on the craft's gritty mechanics: forearms to the jaw, flying kicks from the turnbuckle and plenty of interaction with crowds that range from a few dozen to more than 1,000. 

It's a formula that appeals to fans such as Ed Carey, 60, a truck driver from Bensenville who remembers doing odd jobs around the Chicago Amphitheater as a kid in exchange for a free ticket to the matches. The wrestling could be boring--a lot of repetitious moves and quick pins--but Carey appreciated its straightforward approach. 

"Back then, there was basically no one outside the ring to butt in and distract the referee," he said. "Now they're doing it like a comedy act." 

Close to the action 

Smaller leagues also attract some younger fans raised on WWE matches. 

K.J. Mamula, 22, of Hammond attended her first local show when she was in high school and was immediately smitten by its up-close intensity. 

She has since been named "Fan of the Year" by Windy City Pro Wrestling, a federation headquartered in a South Side warehouse. She attends most of the matches, posts photos to a Web site and even enters bikini contests run by the group. 

"I once tried to make a fake tan line with the Windy City Wrestling [logo], but the bronzer went right over the pattern," she said. 

Getting close to the action is the chief perk of indie wrestling. Fans are usually seated within just a few feet of the ring, close enough to feel the tremors of a body slam or jaw face-to-face with a favorite heel. 

"I've paid $10 to be 15 or 20 feet from the ring," said Todd Gerth, 31, a database administrator from Chicago.

"You don't get that at WWE. As a wrestling fan who enjoys the matches, you always want to suspend your disbelief. When you're that close to the action, that helps it along."

But the close proximity can also lead to trouble. 

Gerth said he was at a July show in Highland, Ind., when a wrestler threw a table that almost hit some spectators. Gerth said that when he yelled out in anger, the wrestler charged over and shoved him in the chest. 

The incident sparked an extensive flame war on an Internet message board that follows minor league wrestling in Chicago. Some said the wrestler was out of control, but others suggested that Gerth had it coming. 

"Maybe that'll finally put Gerth in his place and teach him that he's just a fan, and shouldn't come on here talking like he's some wrestling expert," wrote one poster. 

"It's just the Internet," Gerth said, shrugging off the taunts. "I can always turn it off." 

Some indie wrestlers have been known to haunt the message boards, too, a reflection of how they're not that different from their fans. Many are just slightly bulked up from weights, and almost all must earn a living outside the ring. 

Vance Cooley, who runs Midwestern States Professional Wrestling out of Joliet, said most of his 18 wrestlers are in their 20s and hold jobs ranging from police officer to real estate agent. Some thirst for the bright lights of prime time, but many are just dedicated hobbyists, earning $100 or $200 for a show. 

Cooley, who wrestles as Delicious Danny Scott, said the simple thrill of performing is what drives everyone. 

"It's just a total adrenaline rush," he said. 

That passion was evident at a recent Windy City event on the South Side. Fans crowded around a ring mounted in the middle of 112th Street, heaping cheers and curses at a succession of wrestlers. 

Children shall lead--in yelling 

A gang of children massed in one corner got into a high volume, finger-pointing dialogue with "$tudmuffin," a bad guy manager who sported a walking cane, Elvis sunglasses and a sparkly gold shirt open to mid-chest. 

"It's fun because we're yelling at them. It's really exciting," said 9-year-old Kaileyne Krask of Hammond, who was taking in her first live wrestling event. 

Tyrone Ward, 22, of Markham said he'd like to wrestle someday and came to the event wearing a black and silver Mexican wrestling mask. It didn't muffle his whoops when a performer named Baltazar finished off his foe with a choke slam. 

Ward's friend Saad Shalabi, 20, of Orland Park said the little-known Windy City wrestlers--who were paid $50 to $500 for the night--were putting on a far more entertaining show than their famous televised counterparts. 

"It's more action, less story line," he said. "They're willing to do more. They're still hungry. They still want it." 

Work inside, outside the ring 

When the matches were over, the grapplers dressed in the Knights of Columbus hall, signed autographs, then disassembled the ring themselves. Marshe Rockett, a wiry, 19-year-old Columbia College student who was appearing in just his fourth event, said the fans pushed the wrestlers to put on a good show. 

"This crowd was popping all over the place," said Rockett, who wrestles as part of the patriotic, camouflage-clad Special Forces tag team. "If they're not feeling it, I'm not feeling it. Today, it was just everywhere. It was really fun." 
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