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Words: Michael Hamflett

A show-closing standoff between
The Undertaker, Brock Lesnar and
Bill Goldberg concluded a passable
Royal Rumble go-home edition
of Raw, but as the cameras faded
out on the behemoths as a tease
for Sunday, it was a stark reminder
that WrestleMania season will al-
ways favour stars over stories. The
three didn’t even utter a word to
one another, with WWE letting
their big-money visual do the talk-
ing six days before the Battle Roy-
al.  All-too-literally representing
how real stars can do more in three
seconds than others can in three
hours, the Red Brand’s final push
to Rumble gave the minutes that
mattered to the real main eventers,
and left the regular crop of scrubs
to play at being superstars.

Which appropriately brings discus-
sion around to Roman Reigns and
Kevin Owens. Opening Raw with

REVIE

another dreary téte-a-téte, the two
drowned in their own verbiage as
usual, save for some interruptions
from the typically brilliant Chris
Jericho (“I got a prediction for you,
you're a stupid idiot!”). Setting up
a US Title rematch with Y2J’ for
later in the show, Roman did some
‘shootin’ cowboy’, inferring that
Owens would never be “The Guy’,
which may foreshadow the inevi-
table vexation WWE were bound
to feel with ‘KO’ as their Universal
Champion following another view-
ership slump in the winter months.

Of all the permutations moot-
ed for the Royal Rumble and the
Road to WrestleMania, the most
common prevailing thought is
that Reigns will ascend back to the
summit on Sunday, presumably
leaving the eventual ‘Best Friends’
payoff with a consolation US Title
programme. And whilst there are
indeed arguments to be had over
the probable demotion of Owens,

what they neglect to consider is the
weight of the title in the eventual
conflict. Jerichos delusion around
their Universal Title co-ownership
was the acorn of an eventual col-
lapse between the two, so a belated
babyface turn for him to defend
a secondary title is maybe not the
oak tree he envisaged growing.
Relations remain strained between
the two, but after Jericho and
Reigns went to a non-finish when
Roman outwitted both goons yet
again, it appeared WWE have de-
cided a loss of the Universal Title is
their one true breaking point. And
while Roman does look a shoo-
in for another spell as top dog, it
feels as though precisely zero of the
original problems with his prior
runs have been addressed. His pro-
mo content and delivery remains
consistently woeful, and he will
continue to be surpassed in terms
of support by any of his peers on
either side of the divide.

Floundering in his own unique
way, Seth Rollins lost his own Roy-
al Rumble spot this week thanks
to defeat against Sami Zayn in
a match Stephanie McMahon
booked through her sock puppet
Mick Foley. Suffering the dreaded
theme music distraction at the con-
clusion of a fabulous TV match,
Rollins fell to a Zayn roll-up as Tri-
ple H’s light and sound show took
over the Raw stage. Whilst some-
thing identical was expected for
Rollins’ eventual Rumble elimina-
tion, this more cynical crushing of
the ‘Architect’s dream was a crueller
move by The Authority, and has
actually reheated Seth’s lukewarm
quest for redemption ahead of his
WrestleMania confrontation with
“The Game'.

Eradicating the memory of the
abysmal poetry section of her pro-
mo last week, Bayley was back on
message this week in the understat-
ed setting of a sit-down interview

with Corey Graves. Succinctly neatening up the last
loose ends of a storyline WWE have actually handled
pretty well, she trotted out the usual ‘childhood dream’
stuff and pledged to take Charlotte’s Women’s Title in
San Antonio. Flair responded in kind later on, firmly
putting the challenger in her place and promising to
replicate her father’s 1992 Rumble heroics with her
own success on Sunday. Also in the Women’s division,
Nia Jax and Sasha Banks had their best scrap so far
ahead of their match on the Rumble kickoff show.
“The Boss’ will face her biggest test dragging something
watchable from her extremely limited opponent, but
Bayley and Asuka have shown what can be achieved
with the right story, so here’s hoping Banks™ knee in-
jury can be an emotional crutch big enough for both
to lean on.

Elsewhere, Neville and Rich Swann briefly brawled
in the final charge to their Rumble clash following
Swann’s victory over Noam Dar, whilst more shenan-
igans abounded in a match between Cesaro and Luke
Gallows to promote
Sunday’s battle be-
tween their respective
sides. The Club will
get their fair fight in
a ‘two referees’ match
that only sounds ex-
citing in a Gorilla
Monsoon wet dream,
and with the Tag Ti-
tles already relegated
to the pre-show at the
first event of 2017,
the shadow of the
New Day’s historic
championship  reign
looms larger by the

Big E and Xavier drummed up Rumble bluster for the
outsiders with Enzo Amore, Big Cass, Rusev, Jinder
Mahal and Titus O’Neil. With some passable WWE
comedy around The New Day’s bug-eyed incredulity
at the constant interruptions and Rusev’s consideration
of ‘Handsome Rusev’ as a new name in the vein of ‘Big
Cass’, it almost felt like an attitude-era segment, as the
bulk of the cast got great reactions for their schtick,
despite the universal certainty that nothing of signif-
icance was ever going to occur. The climax of all this
was a thrown-together eight man tag including Braun
Strowman, who waited his turn for five minutes then
convincingly disposed of Enzo in short order.

Kept separate from the real stars in the main event, it
felt a bit of a demotion for Strowman, but his post-
match face-off with fellow Rumble entrant The Big
Show advertised a likely confrontation between the
two that will probably afford Braun one of his standout
moments in the match itself.

Of all the
permutations mooted
for the Royal Rumble
and WrestleMania,

the most common

Speaking of possibly
the most over act to
not serve a single pur-
pose anymore, Kofi,

thought is that

Reigns will ascend
back to the summit

on Sunday
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Words: Jamie Kennedy

Since the brand split, it’s safe to say that SmackDown
Live has been the more concise show. It’s all up to
personal opinion which show is better, although Raw
often feels like the writers are struggling to fill three
hours. That theme continued this week, the blue brand
delivered a much better level of hype building towards
the Royal Rumble.

As the show began, GM Daniel Bryan could be seen
trying to enjoy an apple. Bursting in, The Miz and
Maryse demanded better working conditions, claim-
ing they didn’t even have a private dressing room. This
all led to Bryan trying to placate Miz by giving him a
rematch against Dean Ambrose for the Intercontinen-
tal Title. There was just one catch, the bout would be
a Lumberjack Match. That encounter was the show’s
main event, but it wasn’t the best match on the show.
By far the most interesting aspect came when The Miz
mimicked/mocked Daniel Bryan, using many of his
moves and mannerisms. In the end, they didn’t get the
job done, Ambrose won with a Dirty Deeds DDT after
all the Lumberjacks ran in to brawl.

Importantly, Baron Corbin looked the best of the
Lumberjacks here. Similarly, he also excelled on guest
commentary during a throwaway Battle Royal held
to secure a slot in the 30-man Royal Rumble. Mojo
Rawley was the winner, lastly eliminating Tyler Breeze
to progress. On announce duties, Corbin kept things
short and simple, claiming he would win his first ever

Rumble.

oownn

If Ambrose vs. Miz and the aforementioned Battle
Royal came across as placeholders killing time before
storylines move on post-Rumble, other segments on
the show fared better. The strongest match on Smack-
Down this week involved Randy Orton and Luke
Harper, and there was some crucial storyline develop-
ment in there too. Driven along by the ongoing issues
between Wyatt Family members, Orton vs. Harper was
a fine bout that also set the scene for more. Dropping
Luke with an RKO, Randy picked up the win and then
watched as Bray Wyatt smashed Harper with his Sister
Abigail move.

There’s still a chance Orton will turn against Wyatt at
some point and the pair will resume their feud, yet the
opportunity also exists to bring Erick Rowan back into
the fold, realign him with Harper and pit both teams
against one another. At the very least, WWE have op-
tions, the benefit of such a multi-layered story.

Another good rivalry that motored along without
much fuss was Natalya vs. Nikki Bella. Just as Nev-
ille has been on Raw, Natalya has been reinvigorated
by her recent heel turn. As a babyface, she was floun-
dering, but as a villain the Canadian feels like she has
purpose.

Natalya’s scheduled match with
Naomi didn’t end up taking place,
Bella attacked her enemy back-
stage. This followed a complete
reverse earlier in the day, a pre-
taped skit showed Natalya ram-
ming Nikki’s head into a WWE
production truck emblazoned with
the face of John Cena. Sending
out an open challenge, Naomi was
answered by Alexa Bliss. The reign-
ing SmackDown Women’s Champ
said Naomi wasn’t worth her time
though, retreating to the back.

Speaking of Alexa, she had the
main event spotlight during last
weeK’s show in a Steel Cage Match
opposite  Becky Lynch. Mickie
James returned during that seg-
ment, and the comeback queen
delivered a sterling in-ring promo
this week. Interviewed by Renee
Young, James explained why she

had decided to side with Bliss and
attack Lynch. Pointing out that
Becky and others have disrespected
her generation by crowing about
a female revolution, Mickie also
said that Alexa was the only one
on the entire roster to show her
any respect. From there, things got
heated when Lynch marched to the
ring for a fight. Bliss interfered on
Mickie’s behalf, before the return-
ing veteran ended things by saying
Becky should learn from Alexa and
always be one step ahead.

Another who has turned heel re-
cently, Dolph Ziggler made short
work of Kalisto in less than a min-
ute. Nailing the masked man with
a sweet Superkick, Dolph then
pinned his foe and went to grab
a steel chair for more post-match
punishment. Rising from his po-
sition behind the announce desk,

JBL tried to talk Zig-

Disg’usted by a gler out of things. This

distracted Dolph just

enough to allow an am-

Rumble POSte?' bush by Apollo Crews.

Fighting off Ziggler,

Pquing Cena to Crews saved his friend

Kalisto from more

seen what’s next for a

the fbrqﬁﬂont’ s P Tt remains o be

’ heel Dolph, but this
well as ] Ob ns was largely inoffensive.

appeﬂrﬂnce on ne The same can be said

for Carmella’s (admit-

Today Show where < biuro wion

with James Ellsworth.

the hosts called ™ = * &

geous female took her
odd-looking chum

St:)/les a “g'uyﬁ0m clothes shopping, a
Atlanta”, AJ] was

on fire bere...

situation that created some typi-
cal WWE-style comedy. Siill, as
cheesy as it was, Ellsworth always
plays his character to the hilt and
pair have some chemistry.

Finally, AJ] Styles called out John
Cena for a little chit chat around
halfway through the show. Even
though this wasn’t in the main
event slot, it must be considered
the most important part of this
week’s SmackDown. After all, Cena
and Styles collide for the WWE
Title at Royal Rumble, a match
people should be excited for given
their history on pay-per-view. Dis-
gusted by a Rumble poster pushing
Cena to the forefront, as well as
John’s appearance on The Today
Show during which the hosts called
Styles a “guy from Atlanta”, AJ was
on fire here. That kind of passion
only brings out the best in Cena,
he works best when his promos are

dipped in reality.

Both made good points. AJ claim-
ing that Cena was a bad wrestler
and John himself saying Styles was
only champion because he had let
him be. Vitally, WWE held back
just enough to prevent this from
going overboard. Not peeling the
curtain back too far, the back-and-
forth barbs still felt natural. Instead
of ruining the feud, these touches
actually helped the Rumble title
showdown. Win or lose, AJ Styles
deserves to stay in the headline
mix on SmackDown. His 2016
was amazing, and 2017 will be the
same if WWE management dont
shunt him down the card during a
busy WrestleMania season.
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THIS WEECK 111 WRESTLING

HISTORY

As if to confirm the Berenstein Bears alternate universe conspiracy, Konnan defeated the One Man Gang for the
WCW United States Title.

JANUARY 30, 2005

At the Royal Rumble event, Vince McMahon tore both of his quadricep muscles after both John Cena and Batista
crashed out of the match, unscheduled, at the same time. Marching out to rearrange the finish, McMahon suffered
the dual injuries when the fury of his own momentum caused him to slam his thighs against the metal frame of
the ring. Perhaps the post-traumatic stress of the ordeal might be why we are today reminded, constantly, that
it is the hardest part of it. Though the agony forced him to bark orders, sat on his a*se, it did not preclude him
from thinking on his feet. The match was restarted, and Batista threw Cena over the top. As the next twelve years
demonstrated, Cena was never banished to the doghouse.

FEBRUARY 1, 2000

WCW taped the February 2 edition of Thunder, the site of one of wrestling’s funniest ever botches. Veteran Di-
amond Dallas Page was tasked with carrying Emory “The Machine” Hale through his debut match, but the hoss
was a lost cause. A massively-muscled giant, The Machine’s first contributions were inauspicious. Throwing Page
into the corner following a collar and elbow tie-up, he looked almost like the destroyer he was promoted as. That
aura was soon drained. Perched on the top rope, he called for an aerial attack of some sort. We never did learn
what that would be; Page scrambled to the opposite end of the ring, which should have caused Machine to crotch
himself on the turnbuckle he stood on. Instead, he launched himself three feet across the ring, straddled himself
across the top rope, and let out a scream that was paradoxically blood-curdling and hilarious.

FEBRUARY 2, 2010

Vince McMahon announced the cancellation of WWE’s ill-fated ECW revival. Addressing the audience, McMa-
hon thanked “all the technicians, cameramen, directors, producers, everyone, and certainly all the Superstars who
made ECW the success that it truly was.” It was, categorically, not a success. Ratings had dwindled to a third of
the number the show attracted on its debut episode, and the show was unrecognisable from the outlaw league
from which, by the end, only its initials were borrowed. The show was headlined by Christian’s disqualification
win over Zack Ryder - a match which contained two wrestlers and a finish that were never found in the bingo hall.

FEBRUARY 3, 1989

The Mega Powers exploded in a killer angle - one of the best Vince McMahon ever produced. Booked in the
halcyon days when Vince McMahon thought more than 24 hours ahead, the alliance, which stretched back two
years, was forged with the eventual break-up in mind. And what a break up it was: hinged on Savage’s real-life

sense of jealousy, tensions boiled over when MacGuffin Miss Elizabeth was decimated at the close of their match

opposite the Twin Towers. An enraged Savage, having slapped Hogan, accused him of having “jealous eyes” and
“lust for Elizabeth” in the backstage medical area - before cracking him in the face with his WWF Championship
and flinging Elizabeth halfway across the room and into oblivion.

WRESTLER
OF THE

WEEK

KRTSUYORI
SHIBNTH

On Saturday, RevPro’s High Stakes event culminated in a fight. Katsuyori
Shibata and Matt Riddle kicked, slapped, wrenched, and generally hurt

one another over the British Heavyweight Championship — and after

Words: Jack G. King

a breathless encounter, the NJPW man was able to retain. Absorbing a
world of punishment, Shibata kicked out of his own Penalty Kick finisher,
clamped on a rear naked choke, and forced the challenger to tap out.

The card also featured Zack Sabre Jr. vs. Marty
Scurll, a 40-minute technical masterclass between
two men who know each other inside-out. It even
saw the triumphant return of Pete Dunne to the
British indies, fresh off his star-making perfor-
mance in the WWE UK Championship Tourna-

ment.

And yet, most agree that Shibata and Riddle put on
the match of the night. That’s pretty astonishing.

On the other hand, it could simply be seen as the
latest brilliant bout in the fascinating career of Kat-
suyori Shibata. A 15-year veteran of the business,
he was anointed one of NJPW’s ‘new Three Mus-
keteers’ alongside Hiroshi Tanahashi and Shinsuke
Nakamura (a pair who fulfilled their potential in
spades, of course). Unlike his peers, Shibata left the
company during tough times, unsuccessfully pur-
suing an MMA career in the late 2000s.

Returning to New Japan in 2012, he has never been
able to fully shake that stigma of betrayal. While his

fellow ‘Musketeers’ have enjoyed years of populari-

ty and multiple world title reigns, Shibata hasn't ascend-
ed further than the upper-midcard. Most ironically, the
youngster who rose to fill the hole left by his departure is
now taking over the wrestling world.

Shibata has always wrestled with a rebellious chip on his
shoulder, but over the last five years he’s become one of
the stiffest, most visceral in-ring performers in the world.
The clash with Riddle was a perfect example of that — two
legitimate fighters exchanging brutal strikes and painful

holds at breakneck speed.

Immense credit must also be given to the good-natured
American. A promising UFC prospect, Riddle was re-
leased after twice testing positive for marijuana, and de-
cided to instead become a pro wrestler. The progress he’s
displayed in just two years is nothing short of staggering,
and he could well become the biggest breakout star of
2017.

Ultimately, though, this has been Shibata’s week — mainly
for his excellent title defence, but also for the momentum
he’s rapidly building. A rematch with Sabre Jr., the man
he defeated for the British Heavyweight Championship,
was teased at the end of the show; he'll also defend the
title against Will Ospreay in Osaka next month. Both of
these bouts could easily be Match of the Year candidates.

2017 may just be the year Shibata finally breaks into
NJPW’s top tier, fighting to reclaim the spot he sur-
rendered to Kazuchika Okada a decade ago. Equally, it
could simply be another year of anger, frustration, and
unfulfilled vengeance. As long as he continues to wrestle
on this level, I'm perfectly fine with either.
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SHARP

SH  TING

THE RESURRECTION OF THE ROYAL RUMBLE

It’s sacrilegious - so whisper it - but the Royal Rumble, since 2013, has had all the pageantry of a regicide.
Careers have been killed more than they have been made - just ask Boo-tista - but this year promises more...

Words: Michael Sidgwick

In 2016, barely a week went by
without the death of a major cul-
tural institution. David Bowie,
Prince, George Michael, Alan
Rickman, Carrie Fisher - the world
of popular music and film was al-
most literally plagued. Ironically,
it was an uncharacteristically quiet
year for wrestler deaths. And yet,
the bell tolled on the Royal Rum-
ble match.

The death of the Rumble was not
a surprise. Its condition had been
terminal for years. Moribund since
2013 through a spate of winners
as predictable as they were unwel-
come, the January Classic, once
the most anticipated date on the
wrestling calendar, was anticipat-
ed with dread in the weeks prior
to January 24. As if itself dreading
the fan backlash that had become
synonymous with the failed Ro-
man Reigns push, WWE literally
stipulated that there was no need
to pine for a deviation from the

script. The one versus all marketing
ploy guaranteed one winner: Triple
H, who would (and did) win the
match in order to set up Reigns’
Dallas coronation. Later that year,
the cardiac monitor beeped with a
sign of life - the introduction of the
Universal Championship. If noth-
ing else, it broadened the scope.
Even if both red and blue brands
telegraphed those in WrestleMania
Season championship contention,
there would at least be two pro-
spective winners.

That isn’t the case. For the first
time in years - perhaps ever - the
outcome is nigh-on impossible
to predict. Even the star-studded
1992 field acted as a MacGuffin
for the “not fair to Flair!” narra-
tive through line. Most observers,
perhaps through sheer optimism,
can’t let themselves believe that
Braun Strowman’s flattering arc
has been plotted to result in a Uni-
versal Title bout - a Strowman Vs.

Reigns match is a punchline to
the most cynical of Vince McMa-
hon-hates-his-fanbase jokes - but
the Royal Rumble is the event at
which hopes go to die. Just because
youre paranoid, it doesnt mean
Vince isn't after your threatened
Network cancellation.

On the January 9 RAW, Strow-
man watched with interest the
Undertaker’s declaration of enter-
ing the Rumble match. Was this
a smokescreen or telegraph? Those
in the know have noted that a
match might be on the cards. It’s
one few wish to see - but then, no-
body wanted to see Triple H Vs.
Roman Reigns. A match between
Undertaker and Finn Bélor has also
been mooted, but the Demon has
not yet been cleared. WWE rushed
Edge back prematurely, in 2010, so
there’s that, but would WWE make
a big song and dance about ‘Taker’s
return, only to have him eliminat-
ed in unassuming style? That very

same tease and fate befell Danial
Bryan in 2015, so it’s not without
precedent.

Goldberg Vs. Brock Lesnar II has
been nailed on since Goldberg Vs.
Brock Lesnar I, so expect some
form of double or nefarious elim-
ination ruling both men out of the
Universal Title picture. That is a
spot custom-built for an enterpris-
ing heel to facilitate - someone like
The Miz could crow for years about
how he eliminated them both on
the same night - but it’s part-tim-
er season. WWE rarely allows its
full time roster to flourish until
the spring, by which time theyve
already been stunted. On Monday’s
edition of RAW, WWE channelled
the spirit of Daniel Bryar y po-
sitioning Sami Zayn in the senti-
mental favourite role. The Under-
dog From The Underground seems
poised to enter a stature-enhancing
iron man performance, having

stolen Seth Rollins’ spot - but his
min-arc adds yet another interest-
ing wrinkle to proceedings.

Randy Orton is high in the betting
odds, but the man seems destined
for a date with Bray Wyatt in Or-
lando. Chris Jericho and Kevin
Owens are also fated for a divorce
- but will the Universal or United
States Title cause a headache in the
settlement? Dean Ambrose and The
Miz are outside bets - but one gets
the impression that their featured
storyline will get relegated to a
multi-man ladder match sub-plot,
come April. Elsewhere, the top-tier
title picture is similarly obscured.
The WWE Championship match
has been rendered equally unpre-
dictable by Vince McMahon’s de-
cision to abandon the heavily-ru-
moured John Cena Vs. Undertaker
dream match. Many expect Samoa
Joe to appear as a surprise entrant
in the Rumble match itself - and
what a statement of intent it would
be, if he won it - but his rumoured
match opposite Cena also creates
scope for interference in his re-
cord-tying title chase. It is a tried,
tested and maligned Rumble trope,
but the prospect of their first major
match would equalise for such a
tainted finish.

But then, a tainted finish surely
beckons for the Charlotte Vs. Bay-
ley RAW Women’s Title match,
which has a faint odour of incon-
venience about it. Bayley factors
into the draft plans of the ‘Mania
title scene, but Charlotte doesn’t
lose the big one. Victory on Sun-
day would unravel the division’s
strongest narrative thread. There’s
also WWE’s rule of +1 to consid-
er. A first-time pay-per-view match
between two top stars exists only
to promote the second, and WWE
invariably promotes that by creat-
ing controversy around the first. If
Bayley wins cleanly, she will have
created a rule-proving exception.

Just because
you're
paranoid,
doesn’t mean
Vince isn’t

after your
threatened
Network

cancellation

The undercard is as strong as the
Rumble field itself. The Neville Vs.
Rich Swann Cruiserweight Title
match has been promoted expertly,
for the benefit of the few who watch
205 Live. It promises to kickstart
the greatest Rumble card in years,
and of course, it poses more ques-
tions than answers. WWE have
gone all-in on the Neville heel turn
- but will Swann suffer the same,
marginalised fate as T] Perkins so
soon after supplanting him? As
counterproductive as that might
seem, there is only one match from
the 205 Live crew that is remote-
ly ‘Mania-worthy - and that is top
heel Neville Vs. top babyface Jack
Gallagher. For four years, there was
little to look forward to beyond
Kofi Kingston’s trademark elim-
ination escape, and the guessing
game of which relic WWE would
exhume for a cheap laugh. Royal
Rumble 2017, conversely, poses
so many unanswerable questions.
But, since it has become synony-
mous with inscrutable idiocy, the
subversion is almost impossibly
refreshing.
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DEVELOPMENT AL

DISORDER

Triple H understands better than most how tough it is to remain
on top in wrestling, but as his beloved NXT wearily limps into
TakeOver: San Antonio, can be find the formula to return the

brand to its former glory?

Words: Michael Hamflett

s the crown jewel in the company’s supershow
A?utput since the launch of the WWE Network,

he NXT: TakeOver moniker has become the
industry standard for quality and consistency. But that
reputation may suffer a knock this weekend, as the San
Antonio card looks on paper to be one of the weakest
ever. Only the headline clash between Shinsuke Naka-
mura and Bobby Roode appears capable of matching
the lofty standards set by two years-worth of electric
broadcasts, and even then, the build-up for that has
failed to inspire.

Emblematic of the brand’s current malaise, the me-
diocre line-up highlights the enormous gulf in talent
left by the long-awaited promotions of some of its top
stars. With the weight of expectation now becoming
a lumbering burden rather than an exciting challenge,
it may be time for WWE to re-establish NXT as the
minor league it was designed to be, rather than the su-
per-indie it became.

It happened organically enough. Main roster spots
were at a premium for a while, with NXT having an
overwhelmingly stronger group of superstars regularly
outperforming those on Raw and Smackdown. Whilst

that was a nice problem to have, the reality was that
Charlotte, Kevin Owens et al were far too strong to
leave behind in Full Sail. However, with very few in
today’s NXT fitting that bill, the timing seems perfect
to eradicate the promise of call-ups almost entirely,
and give below-average talents like Liv Morgan and
The Drifter ample time to mould a fanbase and carve
out a genuine niche of their own beyond ‘jobber-to-
the-stars’.

Furthermore, the brand’s old model of only juggling
one or two bonafide stars in each division was already
on borrowed time, but when Finn Balor, Bayley and
American Alpha got their main roster spots last sum-
mer, it aggressively highlighted just how light each
league was. Since those call-ups, there has been no-
where near the quality of performer available to step
in and fill their shoes. NXT’s eighteen month golden
era from mid-2014 through to 2015 happened not just
because of those at the summit of the brand. With the
Full Sail feeder two years into it’s lifespan by then, the
cream of the talent had indeed risen to the top, but
they were supported by an exciting second string that
were able to pad out the TV and TakeOver shows until
an opportunity to shine came their own way.

But with the immediacy of NXT’s crisis, what are some

possible solutions for the problems
the show has made for itself?

The NXT title suffered its first sig-
nificant devaluation in late-2016,
traded needlessly between Naka-
mura and Samoa Joe in order to
spike ticket sales for flagging Aus-
tralia and Japan tours. But with Joe
now likely to be joining the main
roster, “The King Of Strong Style’ is
left a poorer champion for the rap-
id-fire switches, and should proba-
bly just drop the belt at the earliest
possible point to signal his own
elevation. San Antonio could offer
an out, with Bobby Roode look-
ing an excellent candidate for next
leader of the brand. As a credible
titleholder, an extended run with
the belt could furnish months of
defences against admittedly weaker
opponents until the right person
is in place to unseat the ‘Glorious’
one. Though less spectacular than
a Samoa Joe, Finn Balor or Shin-
suke Nakamura, Roode would ad-
equately represent the scaled-back
NXT as it began building a fresh

new crop of main roster hopefuls.

Elsewhere, The Revival can stake
a claim to being the best team in
the entire industry, but now find
themselves frozen out of anything
significant following their defini-
tive feud-ender against #DIY, who
will have to work out of their skin
to replicate a shred of the Dash
and Dawson magic with The Au-
thors of Pain. Beyond that, only a
combination from middling trou-
blemakers Sanity offers any sort of
alternative, which still falls some
distance short of the standards set
by last year’s choice cuts. Despite
rumours to the contrary, it seems
only fair to elevate Gargano, Ciam-
pa and The Revival, and regrettably
go all in on The Authors of Pain.
The Ascension were a hugely over
act in NXT, so it could be just the
shove the Authors need to find the
spark they've so far badly lacked.

The Women’s

e Yo As unrealistic as

the worst of the
damage has been
done. Relying

it seems now, it’s

heavily on Bayley a dut:)/ as dﬁn to

before her call-

up, Asuka be-

e s et Show patience with

earth champion,
and the TakeO-

ver Fatal Four-

the Peyton Royce’s

Way will either andAlz:’)ld’s Ofthe

see “The Empress
of  Tomorrow’

fop e world, and with

without  taking

2 pin, or smash  Eymber Moon still
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of just one. It’s

harder to scc how @& Second gOIden

this gets fixed

with so few ex- genemtz'on may not

perienced hands

working regularly be a sfar away as

with the newest
girls to help them
move  forward.
That said, the
Four Horsewomen were once in a
similar position. As unrealistic as
it seems now, its a duty as a fan
to show patience with the Peyton
Royce’s and Aliya’s of the world,
and with Ember Moon still on the
ascendency, a second golden gen-
eration may not be as far away as
everybody assumes.

A battered and bruised victim of its
own success, the hope of a rapidly
improved overall product seems re-
dundant under current restrictions.
WWE would be best served to look
at this downward trend as an op-
portunity to re-educate their audi-
ence, reminding viewers that this is
still the training school first and the
hottest product in the world sec-
ond. If 2016 was a banner year for
Vince McMahon’s old credo that
‘Anything Can Happen in WWE’,

everybody assumes

maybe 2017’s NXT should to see
to it that nothing really happens,
instead taking time and care to
grow a ‘new roster completely
from the ground up.

Amidst heavy clouds, cracks of
light still shine through, with the
three champions still prominent
figureheads of their respective di-
visions and star-in-the-making Tye
Dillinger seemingly ready to own
the main roster or the Orlando
brand depending on where bosses
think he fits best. But WWE owe it
to their own talent to remind view-
ers exactly the purpose of the show
they’re watching, or risk irrecover-
ably damaging the mythical repu-
tation of the three yellow letters.
TakeOver: San Antonio may give
some clues as to which direction
they intend to go.
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THE

SHAR
CAGE

With Kevin Owens vs. Roman Reigns on the horizon,
we take an affectionate look at the history and rele-
vance of the seldom-seen shark cage stipulation...

Words: Jack G. King

his weekend’s Universal
Championship match will
see Kevin Owens take on

Roman Reigns with a particularly
unique stipulation. Chris Jericho
— the ever-meddling ‘best friend’
of the champ — will be suspend-
ed above the ring in a shark cage,
ostensibly to prevent him from
interfering in the bout. At first
glance it might seem a convoluted,
Russo-esque quirk; a slightly more
presentable cousin of the derided
‘on a pole’ match type. Wouldn
it be more practical to simply ban
Y2] from ringside, perhaps under
threat of removing his Royal Rum-
ble spot? The fact that WWE have
recently released a playset featuring
the exact set-up of the match may
have something to do with it...

However, dig a little deeper, and
it becomes apparent that the stip-
ulation is due a lot more respect,
particularly in the eyes of tradition-
alists. Its roots can be traced back
to the era of the territories, where
meddling heel managers would
be strung up to even the odds. In-
terestingly - despite pro wrestling
being the very embodiment of the
saying ‘rules are meant to be bro-
ken’ - the shark cage often proved
an effective measure. The stipula-
tion was a satisfying one for fans,
who delighted in seeing irritating
loudmouths such as Jim Cornette
and JJ Dillon suspended in such
an undignified manner. A babyface
win usually followed. Although
characteristic of NWA promo-
tions in Memphis or Atlanta, the
shark cage made a bold leap north
to WWF in the late 80s. It even
cropped up on numerous occasions
in the Attitude Era, imprisoning
figures as diverse as Paul Bearer and
Chyna (although the latter was able
to conquer her steel prison, forcing
the bars apart and jumping down
to interfere on Triple H’s behalf).

Despite being a natural-
ly restrictive stipulation,
the best inhabitants have 3 S Shou
been able to add their own Relgn

charm to the structure. Paul
Heyman still yelped in-
structions at his charge (one
Steve Austin) at Clash of the
Champions XX, while Jimmy

e gyond chetP
from the Honky Tonk Man in lug status
chanks 10 the

Madison Square Garden. The
sheer foree ?

king of shark cage improvisation,
however, must be the fittingly re-
[d
Chris Jer
l .

gal figure of Jerry Lawler.

Subjected to the cage treatment
during a 1995 match between Bret
Hart and Isaac Yankem (an early
gimmick of Glenn Jacobs’), Lawler
worked himself into a vertigo-in-
duced frenzy, begging Vince McMa-
hon to get him down. He then picked
a small scab on the inside of his nose, causing blood to spatter onto the
canvas far below. The nature of the ploy was so subtle, even Vince assumed
that King was genuinely afraid of heights - a fallacy Lawler was all too
keen to play along with, given the company ban on intentionally drawing
blood. This incident was the first time blood had been seen on WWEF
programming for over two years, and acted as a catalyst for the eventual
reversal of their stance — thereby giving the shark cage match another sig-
nificant tie to the history of the business.

Clearly the stipulation is not only more traditional than many newer fans
may realise, but more versatile as well (given the right personnel). De-
spite the unfortunate tie-in with WWZE'’s playset release, Owens vs. Reigns
should find itself elevated beyond cheap plug status thanks to the sheer
force of Chris Jericho’s personality.

Interestingly, this isn’t Y2J’s first interaction with a shark cage over the
course of his career. One of his first feuds under Vince and co. saw the
brash upstart tussle with Ken Shamrock — or, more accurately, avoid a
tussle with the world’s most dangerous man. Jericho locked himself inside
the structure, an innovative move which infuriated Shamrock to the point
of leaving WWF a short while later (or to resume his MMA career; we're
not sure which).

Sunday’s title match will see the shark cage reach a whole new audience of
newer fans, but those who follow NXT will know that it was rolled out
for a trial run at the last TakeOver special. In Toronto a couple of months
back, we saw the stipulation in the final of the Dusty Rhodes Tag Team
Classic between TM61 and the Authors of Pain. In a very fitting nod to
the history of the structure, old school heel manager Paul Ellering was the
man in the cage — a position he most famously occupied 13 years prior,

icho’s

during “The Last Battle of Atdanta’
between Tommy Rich and Buzz

Sawyer.

Ellering found a way to circum-
navigate the restrictions of the
stipulation, dropping a hidden
chain to his charges with the ref-
eree’s back turned. Although the
weapon didn’t directly factor
into the finish of the match (and
actually ended up being spilled
dangerously into the crowd),
the Authors were able to win.
Would it therefore make sense
to predict a Roman Reigns vic-
tory come the Royal Rumble?
Modern fans have now seen
an instance of the cage fail-
ing; perhaps its main roster
return will see it benefit the
babyface.

Having been initially sceptical of
the stipulation, I'll admit that I'm
now looking forward to Owens
vs. Reigns. The TakeOver: Toron-
to match was a good one, and a
man as entertaining as Jericho can
surely thrive in such a situation.
My ultimate wish, though, is for
Y2] to somehow incorporate the
shark cage into the Royal Rumble
match. Maybe he could stay up
there while being announced as the
number one entrant, or lock him-
self in it at ringside (perhaps an un-
wise move with old foe Goldberg
hanging around, especially after
that glass-shattering Elimination

Chamber spot).

Ultimately I don’t think shark
cage matches should become too
commonplace, given their obvious
restrictions. However, as long as
they’re used sparingly, they’ll surely
find a place as a charming throw-
back to a bygone era. Jericho is the
closest thing to a loudmouth ter-
ritories manager in today’s WWE;
he just happens to be an in-ring
competitor as well. Logic dictates
that he'll do the stipulation justice.
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Words: Benjamin A. Richardson

testling is famous for
its road stories: tales of
highway hijinks have

long been the bedrock of shoot
interviews, offering those on the
outside the most tantalising of
glimpses into the exciting and of-
ten frankly unbelievable lifestyle of
a pro-wrestler. What fans wouldn’t
give to be a fly on the rear-view
mirror during these protracted car
journeys.

So youd think that capturing these
adventures on film and condensing
them for consumption would be
the perfect concept for the Net-
work, a platform often starved for
actually entertaining original con-
tent. Unfortunately, WWE Ride
Along: Dallas Detour is more
like a sedate Sunday drive to the
garden centre with your grandma
than the rip-roaring road trips of
a hallowed, bygone age. Of course,
the whole romp is manufactured -
we’re not going to see Braun Strow-

NETWORK

man hanging out the window and
trying to open car doors, 4 la Rick
Steiner - and with the passengers
acutely aware of the camera trained
on them, the action can never shift
beyond first gear.

Perhaps certain travellers lend
themselves to entertaining antics,
but Daniel Bryan isn’t one of them.
Forced into an SUV with James
Ellsworth, the former ‘Yes’ man
proves to be the ultimate negative
Nigel, immediately complaining
about the 4x4’s carbon emissions,
before pulling out a box of hankies
and snotting all over the uber-job-
ber’s shiny new dashboard. It’s one
thing to ‘go green’, but this takes
it too far.

Bryan really is a blanket wetter than
the sea, instantly calling his wife
Brie the second the car enters the
freeway to let her know he’s safe.
Poor Bella can’t even utter a single
word without being first reminded
that she’s on a TV show (“so watch
your mouth!”) after which Bryan
pedantically nit-picks her pronun-
ciation of ‘lozenge’, as if she cares
one jot. It’s all so sedate, you can
practically see the moss growing.

There’s finally a bit of tension added

JWATCH

to proceedings when it seems Bry-
an is about to piss himself thanks
to one of his borderline-OCD
‘road rules’ which dictates the car
must not pull over undl it needs
gas. A desperate Ellsworth tries to
bribe his companion into taking a
pit stop with the enticement of a
beer, but it’s no use; the American
Killjoy is teetotal. He won't even
pause to restock on tissues, but is
happy to whinge about their de-
pletion. Bryan does touch upon
the out-of-body experience he used
to feel when entering the ring, but
that’s about as close as things come
to the ‘totally off their tits’ road
stories of the past. Ric Flaird be
rolling in his grave, if he was dead.

To break up the pedestrian pace,
we’re also riding along with former
SmackDown tag-team champions
Heath Slater and Rhyno, in what
can generously be described as ‘the
party car’. Its thrill-a-minute as
they drive over a small cone. Will
the capers ever cease? Later, the pair
stop in a service station and inspect
some granite tiles, neither deigning
to make the obvious Rock/ Stone
Cold jokes. Rhyno soon grows
tired of the mounting frivolity, and
decides to school the ignorant Slat-
er on US Presidential history like
a donnish uncle. The ‘cool’ cap is

There’s finally a bit of tension added to

proceedings when it seems Bryan is about
to piss himself, thanks to his ‘road rules’
which dictate the car must not pull over

until it needs gas...

off, and the sweater-vests back on.
As with Bryan, the former ECW
champion isn’t exactly the ideal
candidate for this format: he’s a 41
year old part-time politician whose
real name is “Terry’. You half expect
him to tune into Radio 4 and ask
his impudent pseudo-nephew to
pipe down at any moment.

To totally dispel the flimsy illusion
that we're cruising along with ‘the
boys’, Ride Along contains plenty
of subtle touches which remind us
this is unequivocally WWE-script-
ed. Daniel Bryan mentioning the
word “Russia”
pany’s culturally-insensitive knee
with a hammer, causing Cossack
music to reflexively pipe in. Earli-
er on, the clearly bored Ellsworth
reminisces on his days riding with
‘Adam Ugly’ in a segment designed
to deride independent wrestling
as cheap, hokey fare. The message
is simple: support those ‘other
promotions and this is what you
get. Unlike our champions, those
pure-breds of the WWE system, AJ
Styles and Kevin Owens.

strikes the com-

The tedium is briefly interrupt-
ed by the sat-nav for some added
flavour, but she soon loses inter-
est. You begin to apply all those
‘tiredness can kill: take a break’
signs to this show, when Daniel

Bryan unexpectedly shatters the
coma-inducing torpor like a wasp
on a bowling green. In an atypical
outburst, the world’s toughest ve-
gan suddenly turns stridently sex-
ist, lambasting not just his wife but
all women for being preoccupied
with pointless nonsense. When it
seems like the programme is about
to sluggishly roll to a standstill, a
proverbial deer runs onto the road.
It’s not good, but it is interesting.

WWE should know better than an-
yone: car-crash TV sells.

The sense of injustice following
Jimmy Snuka’s non-conviction for
the wrongful death of Nancy Ar-
gentino - a case for which he was
never legally exonerated - should
have been enough to guide WWE’s
moral compass when it came to
acknowledging his death. For a
company usually so hyper-sensitive
when it comes to negative press
affecting their image, the most un-
derstated of on-screen obituaries
seemed the sensible route. After
all, the organisation scrubbed their
most celebrated legend Hulk Ho-
gan from the record books in the
wake of privately exchanged racist
remarks; how could they give the
full-blown tribute treatment to a
near-certain murderer?

WWE’s eventual eulogy was so
effusive in lionising Jimmy Snuka
that it could almost have passed
for parody, were it not so utter-
ly distasteful. A super-slick and
super-sentimental video package
glorified the deceased in a man-
ner usually reserved for industry
icons, not probable killers. Under-
standably, the company’s tactless
decision was met with widespread
disapproval, held up as yet another
example of their distressingly con-
sistent indelicacy.

Youd think somebody, somewhere,
in Titan Towers must have got the
message. Apparently not: quite
aside from quietly removing the
tribute from further broadcasts of
Raw, WWE made the staggering
decision to upload it to the Net-
work as the exordium to a new
Jimmy Snuka: The Superfly col-
lection. Worse still, the content was
heavily promoted, with subscribers
invited via e-mail to “celebrate the
life of Jimmy Snuka.” Just not the
part where he escaped justice for
fatally injuring his girlfriend. It’s
almost as if by not going whole hog
on the subject, WWE risk tacitly
admitting complicity in the Ar-
gentino death. After all, were they
aware of the facts, why would they
have continued promoting ‘Super-
fly’ for years after?
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WWE VS
THE UK
INDEPENDENT
SCENE

With WWE aggressively expanding into the UK, the scene has rarely had so many major moving parts at
one time. For fans it's fascinating, but for promoters and wrestlers, things are about to get complicated. ..

Words: Jimmy Richards

rofessional wrestling in the United Kingdom has
I)never been in such a state of flux. In the past

three months, significant changes across the
landscape have turned the scene into a battleground,
a political minefield that some promotions and wres-
tlers are struggling to navigate. It started with ITV’s
long-awaited relaunch of World of Sport, the former
Saturday afternoon wrestling show that had not been
on the airwaves since Greg Dyke canned it from the
schedule in 1987, broadly stereotyping the audience as,
“the old English working class sitting around the telly,
staring blankly.” ITV offered its WoS participants good
money by UK standards to be involved, in addition
to exclusivity contracts which prevented them from
working on television anywhere else. Before the two-
hour special was even filmed, wild figures claiming a
potential viewing audience of five million people were
thrown around. It was a potential game changer. Vince
McMahon was staggered when he heard those num-
bers. His instruction to his staff was clear, concise: He
instructed them to, “Kill it!”.

There were other players in the UK wrestling industry
that WWE felt they could no longer ignore either. In-
sane Championship Wrestling, a renegade group based

in Glasgow, Scotland with an extensive cult following,
had been setting the scene on fire for years. ICW an-
nounced in 2015 that they would be holding their
2016 supershow — Fear and Loathing IX — at Glasgow’s
13,000 capacity SSE Hydro. In April 2016, WWE an-
nounced their first ever Raw and SmackDown tapings
at the venue — to be held two weeks before the ICW
show — in what was clearly an intentional attempt to
hurt the group’s draw (They still ended up pulling a

crowd in excess of 6,000).

Also making waves were PROGRESS, based in Lon-
don, who built their foundations on showcasing the
finest British wrestlers and promoting their brand as
“punk rock wrestling”. Down the road was Rev:Pro,
whose modus operandi was quite the opposite. As well
as utilising the best British talent, they also flew in big
names from across the world — they were the super-
show/fantasy match promotion. In the middle of 2016,
What Culture Pro Wrestling (WCPW), the offshoot
promotion of WhatCulture.com’s YouTube channel,
launched, and instantly became a major player thanks
to its unparalleled reach and almost immediate foray
into weekly live television (on YouTube) and pay-per-
view. Streaming service FloSlam got in on the act, sign-
ing British promotions IPW:UK and Lucha Forever to
deals for live streamed shows on their website.

Evidently, McMahon felt that WWE’s hold on the
UK scene was slipping. While they were undoubtedly
still the market leader — their bi-annual tours routinely
draw tens of thousands of fans — there was a definite

uprising taking place underneath. WWE had ever
reason to be concerned, especially about ITV. Flag-
ship show Monday Night Raw only generates around
50,000 viewers on Sky Sports 5 each week. The ITV
show, if the numbers were true, would be pulling
undred times that. Losi
biggest market outside of the United States
McMahon felt he could not afford to
William Regal and McMahon’s son-in-law P
H’ Levesque, the head of WWE Developmental, were
tasked with leading the response, formulating a plan to
put the ball back in WWE’s court: they would create
their own UK promotion.

control of his

While WWE denied it, the formation of the WWE
United Kingdom Championship and the announce-
ment of a tournament to crown the first champion
— revealed at a press conference in December — was a
hastily arranged response to ITV (Levesque has since
claimed that while not influenced by World of Sport,
WWE did strategically bring the tournament forward
because of it). WWE offered several British independ-
ent wrestlers year-long contracts that paid just shy of
$20,000 per annum ($10,000 less than the starting
salary at NXT) to be involved, looking to trump ITV
to talent before World of Sport was greenlit as a per-
manent series. Those offered deals were not contacted
until late November, with the contracts not sent out
until 9/12, less than one week before the announce-
ment of the tournament.

In an interview held at the press conference, Regal,
when quizzed as to what restrictions the deals would
impose on the signed talent in terms of working for
other UK promotions, stated: “There’s zero restriction
on anyone working anywhere except for the companies
that won't let these fellows work for them. They're free
agents, just as long as when we need them for certain
dates — we're gonna give them plenty of notice — we're
gonna possibly need you for this. This is not the big
bad wolf coming in and trying to take away anything
from anybody.” He later clarified, “With certain things
[there is] probably conflict of interest - because other
places’ contracts are no different from us, but I think
that’s only one or two things. So no, go out and work
and do whatever you want to do.”

A precedent had already been set: When WWE signed
Samoa Joe, he was given a unique contract that allowed
him to continue working independent dates while part

of the NXT roster. Within a matter of weeks, WWE
changed their minds and signed Joe to a permanent
deal that removed him from the indies and made him
exclusive WWE property. Those paying attention
to WWE business practices over the years — and this
gOCS \‘Vay b&ck to thC tcl‘l‘itory dﬂys - fully CXPCCtC({
the statements to be rendered moot within a marter
of weeks.

actually only days before WWE went against Re-
proclamat nd began wielding their newfound
power over the UK scene. WCPW were the first victims
of the WWE contracts, with regulars Joseph Conners,
Tyler Bate, Trent Seven, and Pete Dunne all prevented
from appearing on the group’s YouTube shows, iPPV
events, and paid on demand service What Culture Ex-
tra. They were still permitted to work in dark matches,
though secing as WCPW’s entire business model re-
volves around filming its shows, it rendered the quartet
effectively useless to them. The four were pulled from
all future dates effective immediately, starting with the
5/1 live YouTube broadcast of KirbyMania (Conners,
however, was given special dispensation from the com-
pany to work the event and finish up his storyline with
Joe Hendry).

Other promotions began to suffer shortly afterwards.
On 19/1, IPW:UK released the following statement:
“Unfortunately, in the early hours of this morning
we learnt that due to contractual obligations with the
WWE, certain wrestlers will be unable to appear on
our FloSlam live broadcast this Sunday, namely in
this instance, Pete Dunne and Joseph Conners.” Lu-
cha Forever were hit similarly, with they too forced to
remove Dunne from their 17/4 debut show because
of their FloSlam deal. The following day saw further
withdrawals. The Working a Resthold podcast had to
cancel Dunne, Seven, and Mark Andrews from a 28/1
live podcast, citing, “WWE contractual obligations,”
as the reason why.

Elsewhere, on 14/1, video game advertorial vehicle 5
Star Wrestling (which will soon be rebranded Domi-
nant Wrestling Championship) announced that their
28/1 show from Dundee, Scotland featuring a host of
imported stars, would be broadcast live on UK digital
channel Spike TV, which is owned by terrestrial station
Channel 5. After thirty years of wrestling struggling to
secure mainstream television, two came along within
the same month. However, Spike does not have an-
ything like the reach and built-in viewership of ITV
(it’s top rated shows each week pull around 200,000
viewers), so how much penetration it will have remains
to be seen.
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The World of Sport reboot itself
did not do anything close to the
numbers mooted when the ratings
were revealed for the two-hour
31/12 broadcast. Airing from 5pm-
7pm, the show pulled an average of
1.25 million viewers, far lower than
the station’s average on a Saturday
night in that timeslot. However, it

was New Year’s Eve at a time when
many people would be going out to
celebrate, so it is difficult to judge

the number as either a success or a
failure. The belief is that ITV will
renew the series for a proper weekly
run starting in February, but as of
press time no announcement has
been made.

The plot thickened when several
news sites broke the story that ICW
had signed a deal with WWE to be
part of their Network. According
to reports, ICW’s Fight Club week-
ly TV show would feature on a new
“indies” section of the Network,
for which WWE were paying
$50,000 per year for the privilege.
A similar deal with PROGRESS
was said to be close to comple-
tion. The two outlaw groups had,
seemingly, gone corporate. WWE,
ICW and PROGRESS have so far
remained tight-lipped, though it is
widely believed that they are done
deals. Rev:Pro would likely not be
able to do a similar deal — not that
there is any indication they would
want to — due to the nature of its
product, as many of their regulars
already have contractual obliga-
tions elsewhere (such as Ring of
Honor and New Japan) and would
not be allowed to appear on the
WWE Network by their parent
companies. WCPW’s response was
the announcement on 17/1 that
they would be presenting a first-
of-its-kind Professional Wrestling
World Cup, a 64-man tournament
featuring wrestlers from all over
the world, held at various locations
internationally, culminating in a

finals weekender held in the UK

over the summer. While
lictle information has
been made known
outside of the
concept and a

date of 21/3

in  Nottingham
for the English qual-
ifying bracket, WCPW

did announce Matt Striker

as the voice of the tournament
on 19/1.

The group will be hosting a press
conference on 13/2 in London to
formally announce the launch of
the tournament, where they will
reveal several show dates and com-
petitors. All of these fast-moving
developments have left the scene
a political melting pot, with many
questions remaining unanswered.
Piecing together who can work
where is akin to solving an inter-
national peace crisis. What we do
know is that WWE contracted tal-
ent is not allowed to work for ITV
(and vice versa), WCPW, any pro-
motion streaming on FloSlam, and
presumably 5 Star Wrestling now
they have the Spike deal.

ITV contracted talent can appear
elsewhere, including streaming ser-
vices and iPPV but not on another
television network, meaning that
5 Star won't be able to use ITV
talent either. It is unclear what re-
strictions being part of the WWE
Network will cause for ICW, PRO-
GRESS, and any others who sign
up, but it is safe to assume that
TNA, Ring of Honor, New Japan,
and possibly Lucha Underground
would prevent its stars from work-
ing shows on the Network. That
could be a problem for the likes
of Drew Galloway, Grado, and
Bram (TNA stars who are ICW
regulars) and Will Ospreay (Who
is a regular with PROGRESS but
contracted to New Japan). Wheth-
er ICW and PROGRESS would be

able to use

Even once the
dust settles, there is
still the matter of
WWE looking

to run events

in the UK
"V with its

talent
talent.

clear. Based on the
ITv tracts allow-
ing streaming services

on the
Network
shows is un-

it could technically be al-
lowed, but the talent risks violating
its ITV deal or at the very least irk-
ing them by being part of a WWE
Network broadcast, so it could be a
case of having to pick sides.

Even once the dust settles, there is
still the matter of WWE looking
to eventually run regular events in
the UK with its contracted talent,
likely in association with a week-
ly television show 4 la 205 Live
or NXT. History would suggest
that once they do that, there is no
chance their stars will be allowed to
wrestle for anyone except WWE. It
is also difficult to see how WWE
could coexist running the same
markets as its new partners, PRO-
GRESS and ICW. It is tumultuous
times, surely a constant headache
for those deep in the middle of it,
but for wrestling fans in the coun-
try it has never been more exciting.
Like the Monday Night Wars of
the 1990s in the United States,
competition breeds creativity and
forces everyone to be at their best
to stay ahead of the game. It will be
fascinating to see how it all plays
out.

Words: Michael Hamflett

ccepting his richly deserved place in the WWE

Hall of Fame, Kurt Angle is going ‘home’. Re-

urning to the company where he had forged
a reputation as one of the greatest all-rounders in the
history of the industry, Angle’s induction will mark
his official WWE comeback nearly eleven years after
a shock exit and surprising decision to work for Total
Nonstop Action Wrestling.

But simply discussing Kurt’s last sixteen years and thir-
teen World Championships doesnt do justice to the
life and career of the “Wrestling Machine’. His journey
to Sports Entertainment immortality has been a com-
plex and challenging one, and with experiences before
Professional Wrestling so dramatic that they became
the subject of an Oscar-nominated Hollywood block-
buster, it's to Angle’s credit that he still has the health
and wellbeing to soak up the plaudits he'll receive on
Wrestlemania weekend.

After losing his father at just sixteen in a construction
accident, Kurt decided to build on a promising am#
ateur wrestling career by chasing Olympic glory un-
der the tutelage of wrestling coach and adopted father
figure Dave Schultz at the famed Foxcatcher Club.

The magnificent career of one of
wrestling’s most extraordinary
performers comes full circle, as
Kurt Angle prepares to accept
bis latest - and maybe

greatest - award on the
industry'’s biggest stage.

Ob, it’s true...

Mere months before Angle’s Atlanta heroics though,
his world would be turned upside down by the shock-
ing murder of Schultz by multi-millionaire Foxcatcher
founder John du Pont. The Games would at least pro-
vide Kurt a crumb of comfort in the aftermath. Nurs-
ing a fractured cervical vertebrae, two herniated discs
and four pulled muscles (or a ‘broken freaking neck’, as
he would famously declare) Angle miraculously went
on to win Gold in the heavyweight class, dedicating
the award to Schultz in tearful scenes as the American
national anthem played.

With limited opportunities in the wake of his Olym-
pic success, Kurt found himself at a career crossroads.
His body had worked beyond its means during his At-
lanta prep, with Angle later admitting to developing a
Vicodin addiction in order to tackle the intense pain
his injuries were leaving him with. Furthermore, with
endorsements beginning to dry up, the Gold Medallist
just needed to find a way to make a living.

It was.at this point that'he decided to dipra toe'into
Professional Wrestling. A smile-and-wave appearance
at the ECW Arena infamously turned sour when Angle
witnessed the controversial crucifixion of Sandman by
Raven. Though immediately distancing himself from
the Extreme outfit, Angle’s head had now been turned,
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and in October 1998, he signed an eight year deal with
WWE, reporting to their Memphis developmental
territory to work on converting his extensive amateur
attributes into an act fit for sports entertainment.

Outside of a one-off appearance in a jingoistic Sun-
day Night Heat segment with Tiger Ali Singh, Angle
would debut proper at November 1999s Survivor
Series, following intentionally heavy-handed vignettes
that proclaimed him ‘the most celebrated real athlete
in WWE history’. A self-proclaimed role model, the
smarmy ‘Three I's' (Intensity, Integrity & Intelligence)
saw him instantly talking down to crowds. Though a
grinning ‘American Hero’ may have once been a lead
babyface with his own bus, the business had irreversi-
bly changed, and a sanctimonious Gold Medallist was
perfect fodder as a heel in an industry lead by anti-he-
roes ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin and The Rock. Angle
played his role to perfection. Frustrating the audience
by working an amateur style in the early portions of
his first match with Shawn Stasiak, Kurt paused mid-
match to angrily chastise the bored crowd, exclaiming
that “You do not boo an Olympic Gold Medallist’. It
was an inspired character decision, as the boos of indif-
ference turned to boos of anger from being told off by
a condescending Olympian.

Winning the Intercontinental and European Titles in
February 2000, Kurt began a prize-laden rookie year
many commentators consider the best in the history
of the industry. Crowned
King of the Ring in June,
Angle showed remarka-
ble aptitude for someone
so new to the business.
He layered his character
further in a gripping love
triangle storyline with Tri-
ple H and Stephanie Mc-
Mahon-Helmsley. Despite
a disappointing payoff to
the the romance plot at
September’s  Unforgiven
Pay-Per-View, Kurt would
defeat The Rock a month
later to win his first ever
WWE Title, onlyelevenmonths after his debut. Angle
had been a'revelation, ascending lightyears beyond ex-
pectations and rapidly amassing.a body of work to rival
any superstar on the roster.

Dropping the title in a_sensational rematch against
The Rock at February’s No Way Out, ‘Angle contin-

ued working'main events; including a legendary pro-

gramme with Steve Austin in the summer of 2001.
Eventually on opposite sides of the WWE/Alliance
storyline, the two would first clash in a war over Vince
McMahon’s affections, crafting some of the finest com-
edy WWE has ever produced. Each week, Angle and
Austin would engage in an increasingly daft turf war
backstage, with ‘Stone Cold’ becoming increasingly
more paranoid whilst Kurt played his buffoon sidekick.

Comedy had been a key ingredient in Kurt’s success
getting over as a heel, but as the foil in his ‘Dumb
and Dumber’ relationship with Austin, Angle showed
his incredible versatility as a performer. Able to mesh
the jokes with his intense in-ring persona, Kurt had
become one of the most valuable commodities to
company, and was rewarded with several more World
Title reigns as a fiercely reliable all-rounder atop the
promotion.

Unfortunately, Angle’s in-ring dedication had a price,
and moving into 2003, he would risk paralysis working
a WrestleMania WWE Title main event with Brock Le-
snar. Just about surviving the contest, Angle took time
off to heal, but elected to undergo a non-invasive neck
surgery in order to reduce his recovery time from a
year to three months. Angle seemed superhuman, but
would later reveal spiralling drug and alcohol problems
that would stick with him for over a decade as he con-
tinued to go full throttle in every match he worked.

Angle’s dedication had a
price, and moving into 2003,
he would risk paralysis work-
ing a WrestleMania main
event with Brock Lesnar

Angle’s unravelling physical and mental health lead
to a surprising 2006 separation from WWE. The an-
nouncement just weeks later that hed signed with
TNA subsequently sent shockwaves through the in-
dustry, and raised ethical questions about a company
that would enable the continued suffering of one of it’s
performers. That said, Angle admitted how the lighter
workload adding years to his career, with TNA’s gentler

Despite the innumerable

obstacles the Olympic

Gold Medallist

has encountered,

Wrestlemania weekend

taping schedule at least affording Kurt a slightly im-
proved recovery time.

Spending nearly a decade with the scattergun Orlando
outfit, Kurt would build a second career as the huge
fish in a tiny pond. Continuing to work at the very
highest level, his star aura contributed to the muddled
TNA ascensions of AJ Styles, Bobby Roode, James
Storm, and most famously, Samoa Joe. Alongside a
blistering series of matches to mark Kurts arrival with
the brand, the two would headline one of the highest
drawing TNA Pay-Per-Views ever, as Angle put “The
Samoan Submission Machine’ over clean as a sheet in
their steel cage World Title main event at Lockdown
2008.

The introduction of Kurt’s real-life wife Karen into
storylines underscored a challenging time in his per-
sonal life, as the two would eventually divorce for real
in 2008, shortly before Karen began a relationship with
TNA co-founder Jeff Jarrett. Despite this, Jarrett and
Angle would work together multiple times, normally
in crowd-pleasing brawls that appeared to completely
refresh ‘Double J” as an in-ring performer.

Though still the most consistent professional wrestler
in North America, Angle would struggle to shake the
demons that had plagued much of his career. A raft of
scrapes with police between 2007 and 2013 had many
fans fearing the eventual worst for Kurt, but a rehabil-

will vindicate the
inhuman dedication
Kurt bas always had

for his second life

itation stint after yet another driving charge seemed to
stick, and the Olympian now professes to have been
clean and sober for three years.

Following his TNA departure in 2016, Angle even had
his first ever run on the independent circuit, work-
ing notably for Revolution Pro Wrestling and What
Culture Pro Wrestling, where he will wrestle his final
ever date in the United Kingdom on February 12th’s
True Destiny card in Milton Keynes. Beyond his Hall
of Fame induction, it will be interesting to see if Kurt
remains a presence on WWE television. Though un-
likely to be cleared to work a full time schedule, Angle
may be capable of a showpiece match at the occasion-
al supershow, and could still be relied on to bring his
unique blend of credibility and comedy to a speaking
role, possibly as a mouthpiece or even a General Man-
ager.

Despite the innumerable obstacles the Olympic Gold
Medallist has encountered, WrestleMania weekend
will vindicate the inhuman dedication Kurt had for
his second life post-1996. Wrestling Observer scribe
Dave Meltzer named him “Wrestler of the Decade’ in
2010, highlighting his unprecedented consistency and
substantial gifts far beyond many to ever lace boots.
Regardless of how things pan out now, fans can rejoice
that "The Wrestling Machine’ is personally and profes-
sionally exactly where he deserves to be. It’s true, it’s
damn true.
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NEWS

A fortnight removed from his Hall Of Fame in-
duction announcement, Kurt Angle is still
dominating headlines - bis re lfrom a
prior commitment has set tongues wag-

ging. Over in Japan, as one stream-

ing service grows in popularity, the

seed for another is planted...

In an attempt to boost the ac-
tive subscriber count to over two
million, WWE is once again giv-
ing away the Network to lapsed
subscribers over WrestleMania
season. It makes a degree of sense
— WWE’s retention rate on the
Network is poor. Since launch
they have lost as many subscrib-
ers as they have gained, though
many of those may have been
international sign ups claiming to
be American who then cancelled
when the service was launched
in their respective country. In-
credibly, WWE are offering three
months for free — which will in-
corporate Royal Rumble, Fast
Lane, Elimination Chamber, and
WrestleMania. These free trials
have worked well in the past,
albeit with diminishing returns
each time the company tries it.
Throwing away four pay-per-
views for nothing seems illogical,
but WWE is thinking of Wall
Street. They feel the numbers
must significantly top last year’s
to show growth, even if it does
mean fudging the figures by in-
cluding free sign ups alongside
those who have paid. The hope is
that the majority will not cancel
after ‘Mania, though as noted the
Network drop off rate is histori-
cally terrible, so that is blind logic
at best.

www.whatculture.com/wwe

In the same interview, Triple H discussed WWE'’s failure to secure Zack Sabre Jr. to a deal,

The fluttering of eyelashes in the direction of Kenny Omega continues. In
an interview this past week, Triple H praised Omega’s talent and noted in no
uncertain terms that he is interested in bringing him to WWE. New Japan
officials remain in the dark about Omega’s next move, though they are said
to not be worried and expect him back for the New Japan Cup. Neither party
has publicly commented, and historically when there is radio silence from
two sides it tends to mean that the talent has jumped ship. Many still ex-
pect Omega to appear at the Royal Rumble, but that simply cannot happen.
Omega is still under contract to New Japan, and he is already announced for
a show in Santiago, Chile that date for Wrestling Superstar.

In injury news: Darren Young’s
is a serious one — he will miss six
months of ring action. It may have
been the best thing that could have
happened to him. Young’s career
was meandering, he was surely
one of the names on the poten-
tial chopping block, but because
WWE is always fearful of negative
PR, they are unlikely to release him
while on the shelf. Tajiri suffered
a knee injury at the recent NXT
tapings and is still not cleared to
return. There is no word on when
he is expected to be back in action.
Enzo Amore is back from his knee
injury and has returned to working
house shows. Hideo Itami, whose
WWE career has been so badly de-
railed by injuries over the years —
the most recent being to his neck
— is also cleared to return. Vince
McMahon recently underwent
surgery for a second procedure on
a torn quad he suffered in Septem-
ber. He is currently getting around
on crutches.

In the same interview, Hunter
also discussed WWE’s continuing
foray into the United Kingdom
(see the feature elsewhere in this
issue), talking about the possibili-
ty of a major pay-per-view taking
place in the country. He noted
that while doing that was a goal, it
was a “massive undertaking”. It is
one they have managed more than
once in the past — WWE used to
run bi-annual UK exclusive live
pay-per-view events in the coun-
try between 1999 and 2003. The
two night WWE UK Champion-
ship Tournament was also, effec-
tively, a major pay-per-view event.
So they ability to do it is there.
Now more than ever the time dif-
ference issues mean nothing, and
the gate WWE would draw in the
UK for a major pay-per-view is
guaranteed to be far higher than
what they would do for the same
show in the States. Hunter’s com-
ments seem to be the answer of a
politician, designed to throw peo-
ple off the scent. In fact, we would
be shocked if
WWE did not

noting that it was not the right timing. Nor, it turns out, was it the right deal. Having run a major Net-

already turned down a full-time contract with WWE following the Cruiserweight Classic,
Sabre was then offered one of the $20,000 UK deals — significantly lower than the contract

he had already rejected. Sabre, understandably, refused again.

work event i