
You   Can’t   Spend   Your 
Medals   at   Sainsburys!  

 

We’ve just passed the anniversary of Wayne Bridges’ first 

World Heavyweight Championship victory. Martin Campbell 

reflects on the career of a true Golden Years great we sadly 

lost last year. 
 

Preface : 

 

In late January last year I pulled 

up at The Bridges public house in Kent, the venue 

of so many memory-jerking British Wrestlers’ Re-Unions … and the 

venue proudly carrying the name 

of its landlord, the great Wayne 

Bridges. 

 

I had in mind a 

podcast venture for 

which Wayne 

would be ideal. A 

man who had met 

and beaten the best 

not only in this 

country but in Japan 

and across the Atlantic. 

And a great raconteur to 

boot. Unimpeachable credentials 

indeed. 

 

I was greeted by his devoted wife, Sarah, with whom I had set up the interview. Mine 

host was seated at one of his tables with an outstretched hand, warm smile and a 

warning not to slip on the newly washed floor. 

 

Early eighties he may be, but this is still a big man … with an 

enthusiasm for talking about the glory days of wrestling. 

 

Given the march of time I was surprised that he was still 

recognisable as the former World Heavyweight Champion, 

although known to his regulars simply as Bill. 

 

The drayman certainly recognised him when he arrived with his 

young sidekick. “See that gent there,” he asked his young 

companion, pointing him in our direction. “That’s Wayne Bridges.”  



The youngster looked bemused. The drayman looked embarrassed. “Don’t worry,” 

says Wayne. “I’ve got underwear older than he is!” 

 

Well, you can’t blame the kid. It had been over 50 years since Wayne became a 

World of Sport regular, and over 40 years since he first wore a World Heavyweight 

Title belt. December 19, 1979 to be precise. We spoke about that match and his 

career, agreed to meet again and I left with so many exciting ideas for the podcast. 

Wayne’s dark brown voice was made for broadcast. 

 

Five weeks later Wayne was dead. And for Sarah, because of lock-down, the double 

tragedy of having to say farewell without all the people who wanted to say goodbye to 

one of our greatest sportsmen.  

 

His death was a great shock and a great loss. I am sure he would want to share some 

of the memories we stoked up when discussing plans for the podcast. The podcast that 

would never be … 

 

Wayne Bridges speaks …. 

 

“I was a fair swimmer,” said Wayne Bridges with masterly understatement. In fact, he 

represented his country numerous times across Europe and twice caught the eye of the 

Great Britain Olympic Selectors. That’s his idea of “fair.” 

 

The love of swimming was soon twinned with the love of wrestling. “The Ashdown 

Baths (in London) were next to the wrestling hall and I’d go and see Mike Marino . I 

watched him a lot.” 

 

In 1959 he had started amateur wrestling and Mike (right) 

was very supportive as he grew, both in stature and skill. 

The medals came thick and fast. 

 

“He still helped me although it was amateur,” said Wayne. 

“He had faith in me. And then, in 1964, he talked about me 

turning professional. He said : ‘Medals are all very well …. 

But you can’t spend them at Sainsburys!’. 

 

“That was the turning point. I turned pro under Mike’s 

wing. His name opened all the doors for me, and I was 

known as Mike’s boy.” 

 

“It was in 1964 that Mike thought I knew enough to go to 

France.” But the young grappler hadn’t quite come to terms 

with the main difference between amateur and pro wrestling 

… as a French wrestler painfully discovered. 

 

“Mike told me it would be different from what I was used 

to. He briefed me on the walk from the hotel to the arena … 

and when he talked about ‘putting over’ I thought he just 

meant I needed to get the job done well! The poor guy I 

faced finished up with torn ligaments and an injured shoulder.  



 

“The crowd went wild but when the promoter came to see me afterwards he was 

furious! He swore he’d never use me again. And he never did! I often returned to 

France and he once took me out for a meal and told me how impressed he was with 

the way I’d got on … but he still never used me again.” 

 

Back in the UK after lesson one, Mike introduced Wayne (now, no longer Bill 

Woodbridge) to Paul Lincoln. The push began (below). “Paul and I got on very well 

from day one. I did do some bodyguard work for him and helped at his nightclub. It 

was my job to look after Dusty 

Springfield for a time. 

 

“Ray Hunter had just come back 

from touring with a fair bit of 

money in his pocket and 

convinced Paul that coffee bars 

had a great future, so they bought 

one in Old Compton Street from 

two guys who’d not made a go of 

it. It was not far off derelict. There 

were just two “I”s left from the 

name plate that had fallen to bits, so 

they called it The Two I’s.” 

 

The coffee bar etched itself into rock’n’roll history, with early appearances from Cliff 

Richard, Tommy Steele, Marty Wilde, Terry Dene and the Shadows. (Bruce Welch 

often poured out the coffee!) A blue plaque now commemorates the site of the Birth 

of British Rock ‘n’ Roll. 

 

The coffee bar tills were ringing happily, but Paul (left) never let his 

attention to wrestling drift. He bought a trattoria opposite the Two 

I’s to set up offices … and then Elmo Lincoln (that was his name 

when wrestling for the Dales) formally set up shop in opposition 

and soon had a roster of wrestlers to rival the big boys. The most 

notorious, of course, was Paul himself who made Doctor Death a 

household name without the help of TV. 

 

“The thing was, Paul offered more money than the 

Dales. He thought ahead. He brought over the 

midgets. And then he met the man in charge of the Granada 

network, and he was off and running. 

 

“I was a full-timer. No other day job. There was an awful lot of 

travelling, but I travelled with the bosses and I had a great time … so 

busy … although Les Bristow’s wife, Nora, often took pity on me 

and kept me going with bread and soup!” 

 

Dennis Dean, Judo Al Hayes, Mike Marino, Don Steadman, Ray 

Hunter, Gori Ed Mangotich and Wayne headlined along with a fascinating array of 

midgets, Doctors, Hunchbacks, Professors, Japanese and Wild men. 



 

The Lincoln merger with his opposition is well documented in Heritage, so I won’t 

dwell on it. For Wayne it was all a bit strange. For some of the others it was like 

traitors returning. 

 

“There was an odd atmosphere in the dressing room at first,” said Wayne. “We 

weren’t exactly welcomed by the other boys. But the fact of the matter was that we 

were the ones putting bums on seats. Management had worked out it was the Paul 

Lincoln men boosting returns and when the other lads got that message we just all got 

on with it.” 

 

The ‘push’ for Wayne was a big one and by 1966 he’d been 

elevated to headlining with Billy Robinson (left) in 

Liverpool, and the youngster came away with a draw! 

 

Robinson, of course, is regarded by most historians as 

one of the best wrestlers to come out of the UK, but 

that’s coupled with a reputation for being something of a 

bully if he felt the opposition 

wasn’t worthy of sharing the 

ring. 

 

“I’d heard all the talk, and I’ve heard a lot since,” says 

Wayne. “But I never saw this side of him at all. And he 

certainly never tried anything on with me.” 

 

Later in 1966 the World of Sport TV public got their first 

sighting of the future champion in a bout against 

Masambula (right). It was to be the first of many TV 

appearances over the following year against the biggest 

names and men around …. Like Mal Kirk, Billy Howes, 

Big Bruno Elrington, John Lees, John Cox, Crusher Verdu 

and Le Grand Vladimir. 

 

Soon after a televised loss to Kendo Nagasaki Wayne packed his bags for the first of a 

number of visits over the years to Japan as well as Canada and the 

US.  

 

His first visit to Japan for the newly-formed New Japan 

Pro Wrestling company caused real controversy … 

after he ‘sorted out’ a master who was thrashing 

novices needlessly in Wayne’s eyes. After that, his 

reputation soared. He shared the ring with Antonio 

Inoki and spent a great deal of time with the 

Japanese legend.  

 

Most of his appearances were in tag matches … 

sometimes with other UK grapplers who’d made good 

overseas, such as Sean Reagan and Dave ‘Fit’ Finlay. At 

other times he tagged with Andre the Giant and Shozo Kobayashi.  



 

With no internet or social media, the only news fans in the UK ever got of their 

heroes’ exploits overseas tended to be in the American wrestling magazines and they, 

of course, concentrated on US home-grown talent rather than the interlopers.  

So, Wayne’s exploits, along with those of Reagan, Finlay, Albert Wall, Pat Barrett 

and Tony Charles didn’t make headlines. The exceptions were the ones who more or 

less set up shop in the US, like Wayne’s mate Al Hayes and Billy Robinson. 

 

His Canadian work included tag wins with the great Gene Kiniski in the opposite 

corner, and he also tagged alongside Kiniski. In 1974 he 

recorded a win over the Stomper, who was wrestling then as Mr 

X. In the US, Wayne got on well with Vince McMahon Sr, who 

set up the WWF, and with his main ‘name’, Hulk Hogan. 

 

Wayne backed up the line in William’s Regal’s book that 

American wrestlers were wary of meeting UK opposition 

because of the different styles and attitudes. “They often 

thought they were going to get hurt facing Brits,” he said.  

 

“But there were, in fact, lots of differences. Hulk Hogan said 

he would rarely sign up for more than ten minutes in the 

ring. He would often see me in action – doing much longer 

in the ring - and he’d say : ‘I don’t know how much you’re 

being paid, Bridges, but it’s not enough’.” 

 

In the UK Wayne flipped around from hero to heel and back again with ease … but 

was certainly the hero when he faced Spiro Arion for the ‘World Title’ at the Albert 

Hall in December 1979. Arion was the ‘real deal.’  Here was a man who had beaten 

Bruno Sammartino twice at the Boston Garden. He’d been to the UK once before in 

1965 when he drew with John Da Silva at the Albert Hall and beat Roy ‘Bull’ Davis. 

His claim to a World Heavyweight Title in 1979 doesn’t bear too much scrutiny, but 

Max Crabtree obviously felt it was about time we had sight of one over here! 

 

 

 



Much has been written about this match. Conventional wisdom has it that Arion, on 

learning that he was expected to drop the title to Big Daddy, decided to pull Wayne 

onto him to get the winning pin and take his title, without Wayne’s prior knowledge. 

 

Wayne’s version is slightly different. As I understand it there was a visit to the office 

on the day of the fight by both men, with an ultimatum. They both made it clear that if 

Max wanted the fight to go ahead, he needed to know that neither would be jobbing to 

Daddy with the title at stake. So, the ‘unplanned’ fight went ahead and Arion left the 

country ultra-quick after dropping the belt, to go into retirement. 

 

For Wayne Bridges the next few years were dominated by to-ing and fro-ing with his 

World Title involving in the main Mighty John Quinn and Kendo Nagasaki as well as 

to-ing and fro-ing between Joint Promotions and Brian Dixon. Joint Promotions got as 

much publicity from the rivalry as they could … 

 

 



 

The two main battles against Quinn were in 1980 when Quinn emerged victorious 

after Wayne had been badly cut … to see not only his title disappear, but Big Daddy 

lumbering into the ring with a challenge to the new champion. Not happy does not 

describe it. That challenge turned into a disappointing tag match between Wayne with 

Big Daddy against Quinn and his cornerman Yasu Fuji.  

 

A year later Wayne was awarded a ‘World Title’ after beating Big Jim Harris 

(Kamala) at Wembley … but he eventually thanked his masters for the title by 

following Quinn to All Star Wrestling.  In 1986 Quinn dropped the original title back 

to Bridges  who then lost it to Nagasaki on TV a year later. 

 

His friendship with John Quinn would last for years, until Quinn’s death last year, in 

fact. Wayne was at ringside when Quinn finally agreed to get into the ring with Big 

Daddy at Wembley. This notorious battle lasted less than two minutes and probably 

helped one of the last nails embed itself into wrestling’s coffin. 

 

I, along with most others watching, concluded the promoters hadn’t even bothered to 

work out a half decent script, showing contempt for the fans who’d packed into the 

arena. Wayne saw it differently. “At first I didn’t realise what was going on,” he said. 

“I even shouted : ‘Go on .. get up, you bugger’ when John Quinn was slammed for the 

last time.  

 

“What had happened was that there had been a glass broken in a corner and he’d 

landed on it, cutting his back. That’s why it ended.” I’ve looked at video again and 

again and couldn’t verify it one way or the other as there’s no footage of Quinn 

leaving the ring. But you don’t argue with Wayne Bridges!  



 

His last appearance on TV would be with Rollerball 

Rocco facing old foe Nagasaki alongside Shane 

Stevens. A good battle … and a good win for 

Wayne. 

 

When his career ended his place in the 

record books was assured. 

 

His role in the re-unions at The Bridges 

became vital in keeping so many people in 

contact with contemporaries. Keeping the 

Golden Years alive. 

 

His interest in today’s wrestling was limited 

to say the least. “You had to know what you 

were doing in my day. To know how to react. 

To read the other guy as you go along.  

Today … well, it’s clever, but it’s choreography, 

isn’t it?” 

 

 

We wound up the chat and agreed to meet again to discuss more plans. It was never to 

be. Then, as he rose from the table and struggled slowly across the floor with the aid 

of a stick it was an oh-so-poignant reminder of the high price the Golden Years 

wrestlers paid to keep the likes of us entertained. RIP, Bill. And thank you. 
 

Martin Campbell 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


