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SPUTNIK

The true story of how professional wrestling integrated Memphis, TN



CHARACTER NAME BRIEF DESCRIPTION AGE GENDER

Roscoe "Sputnik" Monroe A professional wrestling, 235lbs 30s Male

of twisted steel and sex appeal. Has

a forelock of white in his otherwise

black hair.

Radio Announcer Memphis, TN radio announcer Any Male

unseen

Woman White, racist, Southern Woman 30s-60s Female

Scene:

Ellis Auditorium, Memphis, TN

Time:

1960



SCENE ONE.

Over black, a "Rockabilly" song is heard as the lights rise. 

A MAN sits center stage, tapping HIS foot. SPUTNIK 

MONROE is a big man, described as 235 lbs of "twisted 

steel and sex appeal" with a streak of white in HIS black 

hair and an intense, killer look in HIS eye. At one side is 

an old fashioned radio, and SPUTNIK quietly turns it off, 

but HIS  foot is still tapping to the beat.

SPUTNIK MONROE

Lemme ask ya'll a question, ya'll ever hear the story of the bad guy, who did bad things 

but were actually good things and that made him a hero? Yeah, I 'magine that's a helluva

question right there, ain't it? I don't know if I can properly make heads or tails out of it 

myself, least I couldn't if'n I hadn't actually lived it.

HE reaches over and turns the radio back on, as HE does 

there is a burst of static and a radio announcer's voice 

comes on.

RADIO ANNOUNCER

(Off)

News flash, Memphis Tennessee. While temperatures continue to climb in the River 

City, so does the local population, record sales coming out of our own famed Sun Studios 

and attendance records at the Ellis Auditorium...

SPUTNIK turns down the radio again.

SPUTNIK MONROE

The Ellis Auditorium, hell I'll never forget that shit hole or the shit heaps that booked us 

there. Bunch of greedy, redneck motherfu...

The radio bursts to life again.

RADIO ANNOUNCER

This week at the Ellis Auditorium, you don't want to miss the exciting wrestling action 

going down. It's been a sold out crowd every week as we lead to the inevitable collision...

SPUTNIK hits the radio.



SPUTNIK MONROE

Damn thing, it's like it's got a mind of it's own. What was I talking about? Oh yeah, the 

Ellis Auditorium. Every week, the promoters crammed as many people in as they could, 

stacking them one on top of the other. All there to see me, well me and Billy, tie up, but 

specifically me. Sputnik Monroe.

RADIO ANNOUNCER

Sputnik Monroe, hailing from Wichita, Kansas, has to be one of the toughest competitors 

to step inside the squared circle and will give hometown favorite Billy Wicks a run for his 

money as we approach the finals for the NWA Tennessee State Wrestling Champion...

SPUTNIK hits the radio again. HE then reaches under 

HIS chair and pulls out a bottle of...something, pours a 

shot and takes a long swallow.

SPUTNIK MONROE

If this thing keeps going off, I'm going to go down to the store that sold me this damn 

RCA and beat the shit out of them, then I'm going to go the radio station, find this pencil 

necked geek and do the same to him. They don't know shit about me, that I don't tell 

them.

(beat)

I wasn't born with the name Sputnik, I hope ya'll know that. My mama wasn't no damn 

Russian and that lil Russian satellite that would change my life wasn't even a glimmer of 

an idea when I was born in 1928, not in Wichita like I liked to be billed from, but in 

Dodge City. My pa, well I never knew him. He died before I was born and I spent most 

of my life living with my Ma's folks, that was until Ma got remarried and my new old 

man adopted me. I went from being Roscoe Merrick to Roscoe Brumbaugh with the 

stroke of a pen. I thought that would be the last time I changed my name, but little did I 

know...

RADIO ANNOUNCER

This young man from Wichita, Kansas, Rock Monroe is really taking it to his opponent 

tonight. I've never seen such a thing. The only way to describe it scientifically rough.

SPUTNIK MONROE

Scientifically rough. Ha! I can describe "scientifically rough" like this, "win if you can, 

lose if you must, always cheat, and if they take you out, leave tearing down the ring." 

Believe it or not, I tore down many a ring, starting as Rock Monroe in 1945, not even a 

year after I became Roscoe Brumbaugh. That was just the first of the name changes. 
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I wrestled in carnivals, taking on local yokels and bending those sons of bitches arms back 

until they gave up or  I heard the sweet victory of bone crunching in my fingers. By '49 I 

was Rocky Monroe and in 1957 I got the nickname that would stay with me the rest of 

my life and change my life.

RADIO ANNOUNCER

Welcome to Mobile, Alabama where another scorcher of a match is heating up. Rocky 

Monroe is squaring off against...

WOMAN

(Off)

You ain't nothing but a damned...SPUTNIK, Monroe, I saw you give a ride to a nig...

SPUTNIK MONROE

(Suddenly standing and addressing the 

memory)

You shut your face, you liver lipped, inbred hillbilly. I gave a ride to a black man and I 

would again. Any day, any place. You want to call me a Sputnik, fine I'll take it!

SPUTNIK sits down, resumes HIS fourth wall breaking.

SPUTNIK MONROE

A damned car ride. Who'd a thought that a damn car ride would result in the desegregation 

of Memphis, Tennessee, but I tell ya, that's how it happened.

It was fall, 1957, and I was driving one helluva stretch of highway, Washington to 

Mobile, Alabama. It was just outside of Greenwood Mississippi, when I see this lil black 

kid hitchin'. I pull up and ask if I could give him a ride.

Now, you gotta understand, in those day, in the Deep South, a white man didn't give a 

black man a ride. It just didn't happen, so this feller, he was a bit nervous. He gave me a 

look and shook his head. I suppose he thought I was going to take him to a lynchin' or 

something but I insisted and together we drove on down to Mobile.

When we got to the area, I went through the crowd with this feller. I had my arm around 

his shoulder and he was carrying my bag and that's when this old lady started cussing at 

me. It was the damnedest thing. The name caught on, just one of those natural things that 

happen in the wrasslin' biz.
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RADIO ANNOUNCER

It's hard to believe folks, that if you had gone to the Ellis Auditorium just two months 

ago, that ticket sales would have exploded like they have. Then, you could have easily 

gotten a seat at the gate as they were averaging about 300 people a night. For tonight's 

bout, if you don't have one of the 4,000 tickets already sold, well then, you aren't getting 

in.

SPUTNIK MONROE

That...that was due to me. Within two months of arriving in Memphis, they went from 

barely making the gate to selling out the arena. It wasn't because of Billy Wicks or anyone 

else, it was all me. And I did it by getting everyone's attention.

First way I did that was by being me, all 235 pounds of twisted steel and sex appeal with 

the body women love and men fear. Next, I did it by taking on everything Buddy Fuller 

threw at me, and that included a damn bear. Gimmick matches. People loved 'em.

Finally, I gave 'em a reason to hate me. Memphis, like most of the South-hell like most of 

the country-was a town divided, racially. You'd see signs as you roll into towns big and 

small, "no blacks allowed on the street after dark". You'd pass restaurants that would 

allow blacks to only eat in the back or some other bull shit. That's exactly what it was, 

bull shit.

Lemme backtrack a lil here, back to when I was a kid growing up in Kansas. Now the 

south has a bad rep for being racist sons of bitches, and they were, but Kansas could be 

just as bad, but my pa, he'd hire black men to work beside us in the bakery he owned. I 

never saw any difference between them and the other help. Still don't.

So what I do after getting to Memphis? I got attention. I'd go down to Beale Street, just a 

couple of blocks from the Ellis Auditorium, but on the "black" side of town and I'd hang 

out. Shop in THEIR stores, eat in THEIR cafes. Pretty soon, six cops came to arrest me. 

I told 'em I could kick their asses no problem, so they came back with twelve and arrested 

me for "Mopery and Attempted Gawk", whatever the hell that means. So I hired me a 

black lawyer and told the judge the truth. I was a Navy veteran and I figured I could go 

anywhere I damn well pleased in the United States, black or white. Cops didn't bother me 

much after that. And the blacks, well hell, they loved me.

RADIO ANNOUNCER

In national news, the issue of desegregation continues to rage.
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SPUTNIK MONROE
My black lawyer, his name was Mr. Sugarmon, he told me a story about him and his wife 

wanting to go to the theater. They bought season tickets, but when they showed up the 

theater wouldn't let them in, cuz they were black. When they complained, they were told 

to "go slow". But blacks had no trouble getting into the wrasslin' matches, thanks to me.

Buddy Fuller, our promoter, or hell maybe it was the owners of the Ellis, I don't know, 

but someone had roped off a section of the auditorium, high up, in the back, of about a 

100 of the most rickety, broke down, trash ass seats you've ever seen, lined with black 

velvet drapes that everyone called the "Crow's Nest". Any guesses why? Yeah, you 

know why, because that was the section for the blacks. Well, I wasn't going to have none 

of that. I knew that everyone has a price, it's just finding it. I'd go up to the kid selling 

tickets, slip him a twenty and tell him to keep selling to the blacks after those first 100 

tickets were sold. The kid would lie to his boss if numbers were demanded. Then when 

the auditorium manager pitched a fit and started making threats, I started making threats 

back. I knew where to hurt him. A punch in the face wouldn't do shit. I'd have to hit him 

where it'd really hurt, right in the pocketbook. So I told 'em, "if you don't make room for 

my black friends, I'm outta here." I then pointed out that the south side of the stage held 

1,000 people. That became black too. Then I started working the next section. The next 

thing you know, the Ellis is integrated and the promoters saw an increase in profits. It 

didn't take long for the Memphis nightclubs to follow and more behind them. And when 

someone tried to segregate, I just stepped in. There was an auto exhibition that everyone 

wanted to go to, everyone loves to see a fancy new car, ya know, but they were 

segregated. The black leaders were protesting but no one was listening until I did 

something different, something only I could do. I called each of the sponsors and told 

them I was going to open my own auto show up in the all-black part of Mississippi. 

That night, the Memphis dealers announced a change in admission policy on the news.

Another time, I was walking down Beale Street and this black kid comes running up to me 

with a picture in his hand saying he wanted signed. Said he took it off the wall in his 

home where it stood alongside pictures of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King. I'll 

tell ya, that, that touched me in a way no roar of the crowd or the heat of the spotlight 

ever could. I'd pal around with the black cooks from the historic Rendezvous restaurant 

and I'd buy my clothes from the Lanksy Brothers there on Beale Street, same place Elvis 

shopped. Hell for awhile there, I was more popular in Memphis then the King himself, 

hard to believe I know but true. Each of us, those rock 'n' rollers down at the Sun and me 

and others, we each contributed in our own way. There was a...spirit of independence in 

us I guess, but also a spirit of justice.

I outsold Elvis Presley in his hometown and set attendance records that still stand. 
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I was both the most hated man in Memphis and the most beloved. The world was 

changing and you could either go along with the ride or you could be left behind. Those 

that get left behind, those who fight the system, well their hate destroys them, eats away 

at them until there's nothing left.

I didn't say in Memphis long after that, when you live on the wrestling circuit you never 

stay in one place long, but my heart stayed there, my spirit stayed there and I'd return 

when I could. People who never saw me wrestle, black men and ladies both, who never 

saw me wrestle, who only heard the stories from their folks or the grandparents, would 

come up and give me a hug, kiss me and say thank you. It's hell to see the toughest son of 

a bitch in the world cry.

SPUTNIK stands, basks in the spotlight for a silent 

moment before it shuts off.

FADE TO BLACK.
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