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Introduction

Imagine a sold-out arena teeming with spectators. The curtain rises amidst a
shower of red, white, and green fireworks. Emerging from the bevy of pyrotechnics,
Mubar Hassan, “The Insanian Iranian,” strides menacingly toward the ring. A song
which is a hybrid of traditional sitar folk music, heavy metal, and the theme from a horror
film blares from the stadium speakers but is nearly drowned out by ten thousand fans
chanting catcalls at the enormous muscle-bound Iranian grappler. Already in the ring is
Oklahoma-born Lee Stevens. Nearly a foot shorter than the giant Persian, Stevens
bounces off the ring ropes and eyes his opponent with a look that suggests fear
intermingled with repulsion. Hassan climbs onto the ring apron and steps over the top
rope, accentuating his enormous size in the process. Just as he does so, Stevens rushes
him and begins slamming forearms into the giant foreigner’s chest and face as the bell
rings to signal the beginning of their match. The blows have no effect. Hassan grabs the
Oklahoma boy by the neck and tosses him over the top rope and on to the announcer’s
table at ringside. The audience responds with a chorus of boos and catcalls. Stevens,
badly rattled but not defeated, tries to launch another attack but once again finds the
Iranian impervious to damage. For five minutes, the relentless assault continues. Hassan
strangles his opponent, throws him over the top rope, gouges his eyes, and picks him
completely up over his head, only to let him flop unceremoniously on to the ring canvas
eight feet below. The audience is incensed at the tactics of the giant. Some throw cups
filled with beer into the ring while others threaten to jump over the barricade at ringside
and enter the fray. The “Insanian Iranian” responds by screaming insults in Persian at his

opponent and the crowd around him. Just as it appears that the audience is going to riot,
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Lincoln Brody, the “Marine Machine,” decked in khaki pants, undershirt, and dog tags,
emerges from backstage. The crowd, nearly half of whom are wearing t-shirts with his
likeness or brandishing signs with his name, goes wild with cheers as he marches
purposefully toward the ring. Hassan sees Brody and begins to shout anti-American slurs
in his direction. With all of Hassan’s attention directed at the “Marine Machine,”
Oklahoma’s Lee Stevens is able to recover his senses. He shakes his head clear of
cobwebs, trips the giant Persian from behind, and rolls him into a pin. The referee counts
three and the audience explodes in laughter and applause. Stevens runs quickly from the
ring as Hassan explodes into a tantrum, tearing apart the turnbuckles, smashing television
monitors at ringside, and swearing revenge on the American patriot, Lincoln Brody.
Though a fictionalized account, most people in contemporary society are well
acquainted with scenes like the one described above. Such histrionics are the dramatic
stock and trade of the twenty-first century world of professional wrestling, a televised
spectacle witnessed by millions of people every week and by tens of thousands of fans at
live venues across the continent. Professional wrestling is a billion dollar business,
whose story lines and carefully-scripted displays of athleticism, violence, and acting are
presented to the public by World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE), which has a virtual
monopoly on the wrestling industry in North America. In strict contrast to the world of
professional wrestling is the sport of amateur wrestling. Amateur wrestling, largely
confined to high schools and colleges, captures little of the spectatorship or media
attention granted to its professional counterpart. With its emphasis on finesse and
technique instead of violence and drama, amateur wrestling bears little physical

resemblance to the wrestling presented by the WWE. Although they both bear the name
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of wrestling, there are few other connections between the two branches of the sport.
Such was not always the case.

In contrast to the antics presented to the public today, professional wrestling
during the 1910s and 1920s was considered a legitimate sport and was covered by the
sporting pages of newspapers with the same degree of respect accorded other athletic
endeavours such as boxing, hockey, and baseball. Professional wrestlers of the period
used a combination of classical wrestling techniques and submission holds in their
matches, to the complete exclusion of the stomps, foreign objects, and high-flying
acrobatics that characterize the present incarnation of their craft. In the Northern Ontario
communities of Fort William and Port Arthur, collectively known as the Lakehead,
wrestling emerged as one of the most popular spectator sports in the region by 1913 and
remained so for the next thirteen years. Far from Being under the dominion of a single,
multi-national corporate entity, professional wrestling was a business that was locally
controlled and functioned on the basis of strong local talent. The growth of professional
wrestling at the Lakehead directly bolstered the sport of amateur wrestling, and the two
branches of athletics enjoyed a strong and mutually beneficial relationship during this
period. Wrestling’s rise to popularity, however, occurred at a time when class
antagonism, ethnic tension, and inter-city rivalries threatened the social fabric of the
region. Many of the divisions that were present in Fort William and Port Arthur were
also mirrored in the sport of wrestling. Wrestling therefore existed not merely as an
isolated spectator and participatory sport but as an activity that reflected, was influenced
by, and at times took advantage of, the social tensions that were present in the

communities during the early twentieth century.
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Wrestling’s emergence as one of the most popular sporting pastimes at the
Lakehead occurred during a period when sport, as a social phenomenon, was becoming
increasingly important throughout Canadian society. Reflecting society’s interest in
sports, newspapers began dedicating substantial portions of their space to the coverage of
sporting events after the turn of the twentieth century. Many newspapers, including the

Daily Times-Journal of Fort William and the Daily News-Chronicle of Port Arthur,

developed sports pages shortly after 1900 to keep the public informed of the latest
happenings in local, national, and international sporting events. By the 1920s, sport, in
all its myriad forms, was emerging as the dominant leisure pursuit in Canadian society.’
Despite the important role that sport has played in Canadian history, serious
academic study of the subject is a relatively recent phenomenon, dating back only to the

late 1960s. As noted by Morris Mott in Sports in Canada: Historical Readings, this was

owing to a general view among historians that political, economic, and military topics
were of greater importance to study than the seemingly frivolous subject of a people’s
pastimes.? As early as the nineteenth century, however, some recognized that the study
of recreational activities such as sport could provide considerable insight into the nature
of a society. Joseph Strutt writing in 1801 noted:

In order to form a just estimation of the character of any particular people

it is absolutely necessary to investigate the Sports and Pastimes most

generally prevalent among them. War, policy and other contingent circum-

stances, effectually place men at different times, in different points of view;

but when we follow them into their retirements, where no disguise is neces-
sary, we are most likely to see them in their true state, and may best judge

! Colin D. Howell, Blood, Sweat and Cheers: Sport and the Making of Modern Canada (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2001), 65.

2 Morris Mott, ed., Sports in Canada: Historical Readings (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman Limited, 1989), 1.
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them of their natural disposition.’
Though Strutt’s words long failed to move historians, by the 1960s academics
were beginning to examine the subject of sport and society more closely. One of the

earliest studies of Canadian sport was Henry Roxborough’s One Hundred- Not Out: The

Story of Nineteenth Century Canadian Sport. Roxborough’s study provided a general

overview of how sport was practiced in Canada, highlighting the struggle between
amateur and professional sports that was developing during the nineteenth century as well
as the desire of the middle class elite to curtail unsavoury working class sporting
activities. Since his work covered such a broad timeframe and range of subjects,
however, it represents more a survey of Canadian sport during the nineteenth century as
opposed to an in-depth analysis of sport as a social phenomenon.* Maxwell L. Howell
and Nancy Howell’s Sport and Games in Canadian Life: 1700 to the Present was another
early attempt to document the history of Canadian sport. Howell and Howell’s work on
the subject was a rather ambitious undertaking, given its professed goal of covering
nearly three hundred years of Canadian sporting activities. Their study, even more than
Roxborough’s, represented a survey of the numerous sporting activities engaged in by
Canadians during various periods of time as opposed to an examination of the social
importance of sport.’> Roxborough, and Howell and Howell nevertheless provided a
foundation for future study in Canada by highlighting the nature, if not specifically the

significance, of sport throughout the nation’s history.

3 Joseph Strutt, The Sports and Pasties of the People of England; Including the Rural and Domestic
Recreations, Mau Games, Mummeries, Shows, Processions, Pageants and Pompous Spectacles, from the
Earliest Period to the Present Time (London: William Reeves, 1801), 17-18.

* Henry Roxborough, One Hundred- Not Qut: The Story of Nineteenth Century Canadian Sport (Toronto:
Ryerson Press, 1966).

5 Maxwell L. Howell and Nancy Howell, Sport and Games in Canadian Life, 1700 to the Present (Toronto:
Macmillan of Canada, 1969).
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Since the groundbreaking work of the 1960s, various scholars have added to the
body of literature on Canadian sport history by examining sport as a social phenomenon.
Allan Metcalfe has written several works focusing specifically on the tensions between
amateur and professional sports in Canada, and how the justification for the exclusion of
individuals and groups from participation in amateur sport changed according to the
perceived pressure being placed on the middle class by working-class interests.®
Historian Frank Cosentino has also focused on how the middle class powers that
controlled amateur sport in Canada sought, over time, to exclude certain elements of
society from participation. What has made Cosentino’s work particularly unique,
however, is his focus on race, as opposed to class, as a vehicle for discrimination and
exclusion at the turn of the twentieth century.’

Bruce Kidd has contributed significantly to the study of sport during the inter-war

years, a period that is often neglected by sports historians. In The Struggle for Canadian

Sport, Kidd explores how the power relationships that existed in Canadian sport at the
end of the Great War had been displaced by 1939. During this period, he argues, the
bourgeois-controlled world of amateur sport was challenged by various sectors in society
that had competing conceptions of the role of sport. By the end of the Depression,

amateur athletics had been superseded in national importance by commercialized, for-

6 See Allan Metcalfe’s Canada Learns to Play: The Emergence of Organized Sport, 1807-1914 (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1987); and “The Meaning of Amateurism: A Case Study of Canadian Sport,
1884-1970,” Canadian Journal of History of Sport 36 (1995): 33-48. Barbara Schrodt has also written on
the subject of the middle class and their desire to enforce their own conception of morality on the whole of
Canadian society. This social phenomenon is examined specifically with regard to the Lord’s Day Act in
“Sabbatarianism and Sport in Canadian Society,” Journal of Sport History 4 (1977): 122-133.

7 An early work by Frank Cosentino addressing this issue is “A History of the Concept of Professionalism
in Canadian Sport,” Proceedings from the Third Canadian Symposium on the History of Sport and Physical
Education, August 18-21, 1974 (Halifax: Dalhousie University, 1974). A more in-depth study of racial
exclusion in sport is provided by Cosentino in Afros, Aboriginals and Amateur Sport in Pre World War
One Canada (Ottawa: The Canadian Historical Society, 2000).
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profit sport. Of particular interest in Kidd’s study is his examination of worker’s
associations, which also emerged during the inter-war period to challenge the middle-
class dominance of sport.8

The most atypical perspective on the role of sport in society in recent years is

offered by Varda Burstyn in The Rites of Men: Manhood, Politics and the Culture of

Sport. Instead of examining sport as an agent for class conflict and control, she instead
focuses on sport as a gender construction. Burstyn argues that the beneficial aspects that
sport may offer to individuals and society are more than offset by its negative attributes,
which in Western culture includes aggression, dominance, and anti-social behaviour.’
The practice of sport, according to Burstyn, “generates, rewards and affirms, an elitist,
masculinist account of power and social order,” that reinforces male dominance in
society according to a set of destructive values.!” Burstyn traces the origin of
contemporary sporting values to the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s when young
middle-class males, being raised almost exclusively by women during their early years,
sought to reaffirm their masculinity through sport.ll

Since the 1960s, the study of Canadian sport has advanced significantly, with
historians examining the subject from a variety of theoretical perspectives. The vast
majority of academic studies on sport have focused on movements at the national, as

opposed to the regional, level. With respect to Northwestern Ontario, few studies of

sport have emerged. To date, the only regional examination of the subject is Joe

3 Bruce Kidd, The Struggle for Canadian Sport (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997). For further
study of workers sports organizations during the inter-war period, see also Andre Gounot, “Sport or
Political Organization? Structures and Characteristics of the Red Sport International, 1927-1937,” Journal
of Sport History 28 (2001): 23-40.

® Varda Burstyn, The Rites of Men: Manhood, Politics and the Culture of Sport (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1999).

" Tbid., 4.

' bid., 53-54.
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Greave’s “Sport and Recreation” in A Vast and Magnificent Land."> Numerous

communities have published popular histories that include sections devoted to local
athletic achievements. Few, however, have ventured beyond providing purely narrative
accounts of the subject.’> Within Thunder Bay, the most prominent survey of local sports
history is Ron Lappage’s “Competitive Spirit in Early Sports.” Though still largely
descriptive in content, Lappage’s work emphasizes how the intense rivalry between Fort
William and Port Arthur, which was an important aspect of life at the Lakehead for most
of its history, was reflected in sport. A second notable theme in Lappage’s study is how
interest in various sports, far from being constant, changed considerably over the course
of time."* In addition to Lappage’s work, efforts have also been made to document the
history of the local sporting pastimes of curling and hockey.!® Other sports, including
wrestling, have not received a comparable level of attention from regional or local
historians.

Though wrestling has not been the focus of regional or local study, the last decade

has seen a rapid increase in the number of books published on the subject of wrestling,

12 Joe Greaves, “Sport and Recreation,” Matt Bray and Ernie Epp, eds., A Vast and Magnificent Land
(Sudbury and Thunder Bay: Laurentian and Lakehead Univerities, 1984), 183-199.

B See, for example, Jean Boultbee, Pic, Pulp and People: A History of the Marathon District (Marathon:
Township of Marathon, 1980); Edgar J. Lavoie, ...And the Geraldton Way: A History of Geraldton and
District up to 1947 (Geraldton: Corporation of the Township of Geraldton, 1987); and Sioux Lookout
District Historical Society, Tracks Beside the Water: Sioux Lookout (Sioux Lookout: Sioux Lookout
District Historical Society, 1982).

14 Ron Lappage, “Competitive Spirit in Sports,” Thorold Tronrud and Ernie Epp, eds., Thunder Bay: From
Rivalry to Unity (Thunder Bay: Thunder Bay Historical Museum Society Inc., 1995), 160-79. Preceding
Lappage’s work was Joe Greaves, “Aspects of Early Sport in Thunder Bay,” Thunder Bay Historical
Museum Papers and Records 8 (1980): 2-7. Though Greaves’ work is still a valuable source, Lappage’s
examination of sport in Thunder Bay provides greater detail and covers a greater range of time and sports-
related subjects than does his predecessor’s.

13 For institutional histories of curling at the Lakhead, see the Fort William Curling Club’s A History of the
Fort William Curling Club 1891-1949 and the Fort William Curling and Athletic Club, 1949-1986
(Thunder Bay: Fort William Curling and Athletic Club, 1986); and the Port Arthur Curling Club’s A
Century of Curling (Thunder Bay: Port Arthur Curling Club, 1987). John Fell’s “A Study of Junior and
Senior Hockey at the Lakehead, 1948-1975” (Honours Bachelor of Arts diss., Lakehead University, 1980),
critically examines why local hockey teams were unable to win a national championship for nearly thirty
years.
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. particularly of the modern professional variety. The majority of books on the subject
have been either examinations of the WWE organization, or autobiographies of still-
active or retired professional wrestlers.'® Despite recent trends toward documenting the
contemporary professional wrestling scene, a small body of popular literature
nevertheless exists on the subject of wrestling prior to the 1930s. One of the earliest

works devoted to the history of wrestling was contained in the Badminton Library of

Sports and Pastimes, which detailed Britain’s traditional grappling styles of the

nineteenth century.'” John C. Meyers’ Wrestling From Antiquity to Date, published in

1931, examines the sport of wrestling up until the time of publication, with most of the
emphasis being placed on wrestling in the United States since the 1890s."® Five years

later, Meyers’ work was superseded by Nat Fleischer’s From Milo to Londos: The Story

of Wrestling Through the Ages. Fleischer provided far more detail on the history of
American wrestling and, in particular, its most prominent exponents dating back to the
Civil War period.”® Professional wrestling’s first expose piece was Marcus Griffin’s Fall

Guys: The Barnums of Bounce, which documented the inner workings of the wrestling

business, the “fixing” of wrestling matches in the United States, and the transition of the
sport to a more theatrical style of performance during the mid-to late-1920s.*° The most

globally-inclusive treatise on wrestling to date is Graeme Kent’s Pictorial History of

16 See, for example, Mick Foley, Mankind: Have A Nice Day! A Tale of Blood and Sweatsocks (New
York: Regan Books, 1999); Tom Billington and Alison Coleman, Pure Dynamite: The Price You Pay for
Wrestling Stardom (Etobicoke, ON: Winding Stair Press, 2001); Marsha Erb, Stu Hart: Lord of the Ring
(Toronto: ECW Press, 2002); and Gene Lebell, The Godfather of Grappling (Santa Monica, CA: Gene
LeBell Enterprises, 2003).

17 Walter Armstrong, “Wrestling,” in Duke of Beaufort, ed., The Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1889), 175-237.

'8 John C. Meyers, Wrestling from Antiquity to Date (St. Louis, MO: By the Author, 1931).

1 Nathaniel Fleischer, From Milo to Londos: The Story of Wrestling Through the Ages (New York: The
Ring Inc., 1936). Also worthy of mention from this period is Hjalmir Lundin, On the Mat and Off:
Memoirs of a Wrestler (New York: Albert Bonnier Publishing House, 1937).

* Marcus Griffin, Fall Guys: The Barnums of Bounce (Chicago: The Reilly and Lee Company, 1937).
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Wrestling. In addition to dealing with the history of the sport in America, Kent
documents wrestling practicés in Africa, Asia, and Europe.21 General surveys of
wrestling are supplemented by several autobiographical and biographical pieces
examining the careers of wrestlers from the pre-Depression era.”* Although all of the
works heretofore outlined constitute required reading for those interested in a general
examination of wrestling prior to the 1930s, their principal weakness, from an academic
perspective, is the absence of citations, making it difficult to confirm the accuracy of the
information they contain. More recently, Mark Hewitt has reversed the trend in Catch

Wrestling: A Wild and Wooly Look at the Early Days of Professional Wrestling in

America by providing a popular history of late nineteenth and early twentieth century
wrestling that gives careful attention to primary research and citation of sources.”
Wrestling, like other sporting pastimes, does not occur in a cultural vacuum.
While popular histories have constituted the majority of the writing on wrestling, a small
number of individuals have attempted to place wrestling within a larger social
framework. John Rickard’s “The Spectacle of Excess: The Emergence of Modermn
Professional Wrestling in the United States and Australia,” examines the social impetus

for wrestling’s evolution into a more theatrical form of entertainment during the 1920s

and 1930s, arguing that society came to demand more “intelligible moments,” in which

! Graeme Kent, A Pictorial History of Wrestling (London: Spring Books, 1968).

22 See Edward Van Every, Muldoon: The Solid Man of Sport (New York: Frederick A. Stoakes, 1929);
Mike Chapman, Frank Gotch: World’s Greatest Wrestler (Buffalo, New York: William S. Hein and Co.,
1990); Hazel Ecklund-Odegard, Wyoming’s Wrestling Rancher: Life and History of Clarence Ecklund,
Champion Wrestler (Buffalo, Wyoming: By the Author, 1993); and George Hackenschmidt, The Way to
Live, reprint ed., (Michigan: William F. Hinbern, 1998). Although his career as a professional wrestler
began in the mid-1930s, Lou Thesz’ autobiography Hooker: An Authentic Wrestler’s Adventures Inside the
Bizarre World of Professional Wrestling (Virginia: By the Author, 1995), due to its heavy emphasis on the
subject of competitive wrestling and the history of wrestling during the 1910s and 1920s, is also worthy of
inclusion in this category.

2 Mark Hewitt, Catch Wrestling: A Wild and Wooly Look at the Early Days of Professional Wrestling in
America (Boulder, CO: Paladin Press, 2005).
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pain, suffering and triumph were more readily apparent in matches.”* Matthew
Lindaman’s “Wrestling’s Hold on the Western World Before the Great War,” explores
American wrestling and particularly the heavyweight championship contests between
Iowa’s Frank Gotch and Russia’s George Hackenschmidt within the context of early
twentieth century society’s obsession with manliness and nationalism.”’> Within Canada
the most prominent work on wrestling history has been done by Glynn A. Leyshon.

Leyshon’s Of Mats and Men: The Story of Canadian Amateur and Olympic Wrestling

from 1600 to 1984, surveys Canadian wrestling history from pre-colonial days to the

early 1980s. Leyshon’s main focus is on the development of amateur wrestling in
Canada, but attention is also devoted to early professional wrestling. The social functions
of wrestling are also assessed, particularly with respect to its role in pre-industrial
societies. Little attempt, however, is made to integrate discussions of wrestling’s social

significance into the main body of his work. Of Mats and Men nevertheless remains

essential reading for the history of wrestling in Canada, and more than twenty years after
its publication, is the only major academic work on the subject.”®

Despite the fact that wrestling, in both its professional and amateur variants, has
been the subject of few academic studies, it would be misleading to think that this is
reflective of its relative importance to early twentieth century Canadian society. In

actuality, wrestling was one of the most popular sports of the era, with few other athletic

*John Rickard, “The Spectacle of Excess: The Emergence of Modern Professional Wrestling in the United
States and Australia,” Journal of Popular Culture 33 (1999): 129-137.

25 Matthew Lindaman, “Wrestling’s Hold on the Western World Before the Great War,” Historian 62
(2000): 779-797.

% Glynn A. Leyshon, Of Mats and Men: The Story of Canadian Amateur and Olympic Wrestling from
1600 to 1984 (London, ON: Sports Dynamics, 1984).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



12

pursuits matching the volume of coverage it received in newspapers across the country.?’
Other historians, most notably, Matthew Lindaman, have also noted wrestling’s
popularity among sports fans across the continent, while simultaneously acknowledging
that the phenomenon, as a social movement, has been grossly understudied.?®
“Headlocks at the Lakehead: Wrestling in Fort William and Port Arthur, 1913-1933,”
represents an effort to fill the current academic vacuum by examining the sport of
wrestling within the context of the complex social and cultural environment that was
early twentieth century Thunder Bay.

Informing the general direction of this thesis is Michel Beaulieu’s seminal work
on early film at the Lakehead, “Reel History: Film Production at the Lakehead, 1911-
1931.” Beaulieu alerted the world to the tremendous amount of work that needs to be
done on early film production in Canada which, during its formative years, was not a
monolithic institution but an industry that was regional in nature.? Mirroring Beaulieu’s
findings on film, wrestling during the same period was organized and promoted on a
local, as opposed to international, level. Much like film, the study of wrestling in Canada
prior to the 1930s is by necessity, as much a study of the communities and regions that
supported wrestling, as it is of the sport itself. Since the Lakehead was among the most

important transshipment centres in Canada, and a point through which all trade and traffic

%7 Janice Waters, in “Sporting Trends in Major Canadian Cities, 1927-1936,”” Proceedings, Fifth Canadian
Symposium on the History of Sport and Physical Education, 1982 (Toronto: School of Physical and Health
Education, 1982), 217, notes that boxing and wrestling, when considered collectively, ranked only behind
hockey and baseball in terms of the volume of coverage that they received in the sports pages of
newspapers across the country. Waters noted that the ratio of coverage of professional to amateur wrestling
was approximately four to one. Though the time frame of Water’s study does not correspond precisely with
the era under examination in this thesis, it nevertheless gives a good indication of how popular the sport
was with Canadians during the first decades of the twentieth century.

2 Lindaman, “Wrestling’s Hold,” 797.

2 Michel Beaulieu, “Reel History: Film Production at the Lakehead, 1911-1931” (Masters thesis.,
Lakehead University, 2003).
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between eastern and western Canada had to pass, it serves as an ideal focal point for such
a study. Wrestlers, far from having to “go out of their way” to entertain an engagement,
would instead have found it practically impossible to bypass the Lakehead if traveling
across the country. Many a grappler therefore stopped in Fort William and Port Arthur to
test his skills against the local champions or made the city his central base of operations.
Additionally, the rich cultural diversity of the two cities, coupled with a strong propensity
for labour organization during the 1910s and 1920s, encourages a detailed examination of
the subject within the context of ethnicity and class.®

In addition to the existing body of secondary sources related to sport, wrestling,
and life at the Lakehead, the local daily newspapers of the twin cities are indispensable to

the study of wrestling in the region. Both the Fort William Daily Times-Journal and, to a

lesser extent, the Port Arthur Daily News-Chronicle, covered wrestling extensively. To
gain insight into the significant individuals and events associated with wrestling in the

region, the sports pages of every issue of the Fort William Daily Times-Journal published

between January 1907 and August 1933 have been scrutinized. The Port Arthur Daily

News-Chronicle, whose coverage of wrestling events within both Fort William and Port

Arthur itself, generally provided less detail than the Daily Times-Journal, has been used

to confirm and expand on the findings in the Fort William paper. The Finnish-language

30 Jean F. Morrison’s two studies, ‘“Community and Conflict: A Study of the Working Class and Its
Relationship at the Canadian Lakehead, 1903-1913,” (Master’s thesis, Lakehead University, 1974); and
“The Organization of Labour at the Lakehead,” Thorold Tronrud and Emie Epp, eds., Thunder Bay: From
Rivalry to Unity (Thunder Bay: Thunder Bay Historical Museum Society Inc., 1995); as well as Donald
Avery’s “‘Dangerous Foreigners:” European Immigrant Workers and Labour Radicalism in Canada, 1896~
1932 (Toronto: McLelland and Stewart, 1979); and Ian Radforth’s Bushworkers and Bosses: Logging in
Northem Ontario, 1900-1980 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987) are particularly informative
with regard to the relationship between ethnicity and labour movements in the region.
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Vapaus and Canadan Uutiset newspapers were also utilized to obtain insights into a

defined ethnic community in the region.

Although newspapers have proven essential in studying wrestling at the
Lakehead, they are not without their limitations. The longitudinal research intrinsic to
this thesis revealed that newspapers were often either vague or inaccurate when
conveying the details of events that did not occur in the immediate past. Further, names
that were not of Anglo-Saxon origin were frequently misspelled in the English language
press, occasionally making it difficult to discern an individual’s identity. It is also
possible, owing to space limitations and to the lack of cultural integration between
immigrant communities and the British establishment who published the English
language papers, that not all wrestling events were covered. Consideration must also be
given, as sport historians Don Morrow and Janice Waters indicate, to the fact that
newspapers were not intended to be historical documents but were designed for
commercial consumption. As a result, coverage of wrestling, or any other event deemed
newsworthy, may have been influenced by the editor’s belief in the marketability of a
story to his audience, as opposed to its longstanding importance as a historic event.*!
Recognizing the limitations outlined above, every effort has been made to confirm the
accuracy of information by using both newspapers and by accessing other available
primary sources of information.*

Keeping in mind Matthew Lindaman’s call for greater scholarship on the sport of

wrestling, “Headlocks at the Lakehead” examines the subject in six parts. The opening

3! Don Morrow and Janice Waters, ‘‘Method in Sport History: A Content Analysis Approach,” Canadian
Journal of History of Sport 12 (1992): 31-32.

32 The other primary sources used for this dissertation include city directories, voters lists, written
interviews, photographs, oral testimony, municipal taxation and property records and ledgers.
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chapter, “Ups and Downs: The Early Development of the Lakehead,” traces the growth
of the Lakehead from a declining frontier outpost of the fur trade to a bustling urban
centre. Far from being a region that experienced a steady growth, Port Arthur and Fort
William both encountered intermittent periods of prosperity and economic lull. This
pattern of development also appeared in sport, as many athletic pursuits underwent
phases of popularity followed by decline. One such sport was wrestling which, prior to
1913, had already experienced several cycles of growth and dormancy.

Chapter two, “The Revival of Wrestling at the Lakehead,” explores how
wrestling, after a local absence of nearly twenty years, re-emerged in 1913 to become one
of the most popular spectator and participant sports in the region. Central to its rise in
popularity were two factors: the development of the YMCA in Fort William and the
arrival in the city of wrestler George Walker. Together, they helped foster the growth of
the sport at the professional and amateur levels. It is also clear however, that the conflict
between professionalism, as represented by Walker, and amateurism, as represented by
the YMCA, led to a rocky relationship between the two branches of sport. It was
nevertheless the interplay between the two branches of sport that helped to establish
wrestling in the region.

Chapter three, “The Fighting Finns,” examines the local contribution of Finnish
immigrants to the sport of wrestling. Finns, more than any other single ethnic community
at the Lakehead, took an active role in wrestling. Owing largely to their propensity for
organization and the existence of values that embraced sport, Finns came to dominate
wrestling locally at both the professional and amateur levels after 1921. Despite their

success, Finnish participation in wrestling occurred in an environment rife with social
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conflict in which forces from outside their ethnic community and from within 1t,
threatened their continued existence.

The fourth chapter, “The Spectacle of Wrestling,” examines the techniques used
to promote the business of wrestling in Port Arthur and Fort William. Though, as
demonstrated in previous chapters, amateur and professional wrestling enjoyed a close
and mutually beneficial relationship in the region, there were distinct differences between
the two branches of sport. Professional wrestling’s profit-driven character necessitated
the adoption of various techniques to ensure its success as a business venture at the
Lakehead. Frequently, promoters took advantage of the values, vices, and tensions that
were present in the communities to facilitate ticket sales prior to a wrestling card.

Chapter five, “Staging and Sustaining Professional Wrestling” continues with the
examination that was begun in chapter four, investigating the strategies used by
promoters and wrestlers to ensure that fans, once in their seats, enjoyed a satisfactory
evening of entertainment. Attention is given to how wrestling cards were designed as
ensemble programs that catered not only to individuals with an interest in wrestling but
also to audiences members with more diverse artistic and athletic tastes. Additionally,
the tactics used to ensure the long term success of wrestling as a business enterprise in the
twin cities are assessed.

Chapter six, “Requiem and Re-Birth,” examines the transition of professional
wrestling into a more theatrical form of entertainment following its local demise in 1926.
The reasons for wrestling’s decline, both locally and abroad, are examined. The chapter
concludes by assessing how the re-introduction of professional wrestling to Port Arthur

and Fort William in 1933, though providing more spectacular entertainment, represented
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a clear break from the past, in which the local character of the “sport” and, more
particularly, the intimate connection previously enjoyed between professional and
amateur wrestling were lost forever.

The history of wrestling at the Lakehead is a story not merely of the battles fought
in the ring but also of the various individuals, cultures, and classes of society who
struggled to make the sport one of the most popular and meaningful forms of athletic
expression in early twentieth century society. “Headlocks at the Lakehead” is their long-

neglected tale.
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Chapter |
Ups and Downs: The Early Development of the Lakehead

In 1913, wrestling emerged as one of the premiere spectator attractions in the
Thunder Bay region. In the thirteen years that followed, local sporting enthusiasts
witnessed some of the world’s premiere grapplers engage in one-on-one unarmed combat
before teeming crowds of excited spectators. Although wrestling’s popularity at the
Lakehead was considerable, it could not have occurred without a number of pre-
established conditions already in place. To better understand wrestling’s popularity at the
Lakehead between 1913 and 1933 it is first necessary to have a historical appreciation of
the region’s early development as both a population and a sporting centre prior to 1913.

By 1913, the twin cities of Fort William and Port Arthur were the most heavily
populated centres of Northwestern Ontario, with approximately 40,000 people living in
the two communities.! The level of urban development experienced at the Lakehead did
not occur by chance, but was the product of specific economic advancements that
occurred in the region during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Most
significant were the development of mining, roads and railways during the 1870s and
1880s and the establishment of inland grain terminals for the eastward movement of
prairie wheat. The nature of the economic development in the Thunder Bay region was
not continuous but instead went through various periods of growth and recession.
Mirroring the economic trends in the region, sport within the communities of Port Arthur
and Fort William did not develop in a linear, continuous fashion. While many sports

remained consistently popular at the Lakehead prior to 1913, others, much like the

! James Stafford, “A Century of Growth at the Lakehead,” Thorold Tronrud and Emie Epp, eds., Thunder
Bay: From Rivalry to Unity (Thunder Bay: Thunder Bay Historical Museum Society Inc., 1995), 43-44.
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communities themselves, experienced alternating periods of advancement and obscurity.
One such sport was wrestling.

In 1867, as John A. Macdonald’s government embarked on its first steps toward
building the newly-confederated Dominion of Canada, Fort William, once the gateway to
the northwestern interior of the fur trade, had faded into relative obscurity. Following the
merger of the Hudson’s Bay and North West Companies in 1821, the Fort ceased to be
the central transshipment point for the fur trade, and instead became the base for a
regional trade 2 By 1867, few more than sixty people permanently occupied the facility.?
Further north of the Kaministiquia River, a mail depot had been established in 1860. In
June of 1867, Simon J. Dawson and a group of 400 surveyors and labourers arrived at the
depot to begin surveying a road that would link the Red River settlement of Fort Garry to
Lake Superior. Following Dawson’s departure in November, there stood only a single
log house, owned by the Department of Public Works, and approximately six miles of
road.* Though most of the major centres of southern Ontario had been established by
1867, such was clearly not the case at the Lakehead.

Significant outside interest was once more taken in the region when the Montreal
Mining Company, which held mineral exploration rights throughout the area, discovered
silver deposits on Silver Islet in 1868. This would ultimately prove to be one of the most

profitable silver finds in history, yielding $3,250,000 in ore over the next fifteen years.

2 Jean Morrison, Superior Rendevous-Place: Fort William in the Canadian Fur Trade (Toronto: Natural
Heritage Books, 2001), 122.

? Joseph Mauro, in Thunder Bay: A City’s Story (Thunder Bay: Published by Author, 1990), 13, notes that
following the departure of the Wolseley Expedition of 1870, the number of individuals residing at Fort
William was sixty-three.

4 Joseph M. Mauro, Thunder Bay: A History (Thunder Bay: Lehto Printers, 1981), 38; and K.C.A. Dawson,

Original People and Furo-Canadians In Northwestern Ontario: The Road West, The Hinge of a Developing
State (Th