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“The Ken Keltner Test for Pro Wrestling’s Hall of Fame”

In one of his landmark books in the field of baseball research, Bill James, arguably the sport’s best analyst, established a new methodology for determining a player’s qualifications for the Hall of Fame. James dubbed his series of 15 yes-or-no questions the Ken Keltner Test, after its initial subject. There are no strict guidelines by which the test determines a player’s Hall qualifications: no minimum number of yes answers, no point values or weights assigned to each question, etc. The test mainly serves as a stimulus for discussion and debate while at the same time giving the user a reasonable feel for a player’s qualifications. 

With voting for our sport’s most prestigious Hall of Fame, that created by Dave Meltzer of the Wrestling Observer Newsletter,  around the corner, I have decided to create a wrestling version of the Keltner test modifying James’ questions to fit pro wrestling. I will apply the test to several candidates who fell just short of inclusion in WON Hall last year, looking only at North American candidates since my expertise does not extend to Japanese or Mexican wrestling. Firstly though, let’s establish the questions and see how a no-brainer Hall candidate, Hulk Hogan, would score.

1. Was he ever regarded as the best wrestler in the country?

2. Was he ever the best wrestler in his promotion?

3. Did he main event a number of major events?

4. Was he a good enough wrestler that he could continue wrestling effectively after passing his prime?

5. Is he the very best player in wrestling history who is not in the Hall of Fame?
6. Are most players who have comparable career statistics (drawing, workrate, etc.) in the Hall of Fame?
7. Is there any evidence to suggest that the player was significantly better or worse than is suggested by his statistics?
8. How many wrestler-of-the-year type years did he have? 
9. If this man were the most-pushed wrestler in the promotion, could the promotion be viable on a national level?
10. Did the wrestler impact the sport’s history in any unique, unconventional way? Did he change it in any way?
11. Did the player uphold the standards of professionalism and character throughout his career?
I’ll give longer responses for the borderline candidates, but for Hogan the responses are: yes, yes, yes, yes, N/A, yes, no, several (1984-1990, 1997), yes, huge, no. So, he scores 10 out of 11 on the test. How would a man already in the Hall but not of the same stature of a Hulk Hogan, Ric Flair or Fred Blassie score on the test? Let’s consider Ted DiBiase: maybe (1988?), maybe, yes, no (many wrestlers succeed well after 40 which will be my unofficial cutoff for past-prime), N/A, yes, yes (never given a run as champion and certainly is better than many who have), one, unlikely, no, yes. DiBiase scores five yeses, three nos, and three maybes. It’s fair to say any deserving Hall of Famer would have to score at least comparably to DiBiase to merit induction on the basis of the Keltner test. Without further adieu, let’s apply to this year’s candidates, listed are the candidate and the percentage of the vote received last year and the year previous. 60% is necessary for induction. 

Jesse Ventura – 58%, 59%

1. No, not even close. But as a broadcaster, yes is an acceptable answer. One could argue Jim Ross or Lance Russell as the better broadcaster in the 1980s, but Russell was not national and Ventura created a style as a heel color commentator that will be mimicked in perpetuity. (Roddy Piper did the heel commentator role before Ventura but it was only brief and local.)

2. No, the closest he would come would be his time main eventing in Portland, but Jimmy Snuka, Bull Ramos and others would be better answers.

3. Not as a wrestler, but he broadcasted on the first six WrestleManias and greatly aided the buyrate for SummerSlam 1999 with his appearance.

4. No.

5. I would argue, that based on the overall body of his work, yes. Considering only his wrestling exploits, no.

6. No as no color commentators have been honored and as a wrestler, absolutely not.

7. Yes (see #10).

8. None.

9. Maybe, he could have been a viable top heel to feud with Hulk Hogan in the WWF’s expansion era.

10. His rise to governor of Minnesota drastically increased the profile of pro wrestling in this country in a way never done before or even to be likely done since. As Meltzer himself has noted, many of the electorate simply do not understand the nature of the Ventura candidacy and the impact he has had. Instead many have chosen to penalize him for being a poor worker when his candidacy should augmented by even having a modestly successful career as a wrestler. He also played a large role in an attempt to unionize pro wrestlers and won a landmark lawsuit against McMahon that changed company contract policy. 

11. Yes.

The Verdict: Ventura’s exclusion from the Hall is a shortcoming on the order of Ron Santo’s, Bill Dahlen’s, or more fittingly Marvin Miller’s from the Baseball Hall of Fame. The Keltner Test is not designed for such a unique and multi-talented candidate, but he ought score well by any established criteria. 

Dick Murdoch – 56%, 39%

1. No, as he was never a world champion though he challenged for it on several occasions.

2. Yes, you could logically argue he was the best wrestler in Florida and in Mid-South at one-time. Of course, those were only regional promotions. He was very successful and famous in Japan but never the best wrestler in the promotion, however. 

3. No, he did main event one Superdome show and was second-from-the-top on the first one in 1976, but that does not suffice.

4. Yes, he headlined consistently into his forties in smaller promotions and was tag team champion with Adrian Adonis in the WWF.

5. No.

6. Not as a draw, but there are few better workers not in the Hall of Fame.

7. No.

8. Zero.

9. No.

10. Nothing stands out.

11. No as Murdoch’s reputation is filled with taking nights-off, phoning in big matches, and no shows.

The Verdict: Murdoch receives only two yeses and one maybe which fall comfortably short of my standards. 

Rock ‘n Roll Express – 48%, 29%

1. No.

2. Yes, as they were the biggest drawing cards in Smoky Mountain Wrestling and helped keep the well-reputed but fledgling promotion alive. 

3. No.

4. No, Morton and Gibson turned 40 in 1996 and 1998, respectively. A key part of their appeal was to younger audiences including teenage girls and by that age, that was long gone.

5. No.

6. All four of the Hall tag teams drew more but none were better in the ring. Drawing > Workrate so this is a no.

7. No.

8. None.

9. No.

10. They created the formula for tag team wrestling in the 1980s and it has yet to be surpassed save for the occasional TLC match. Their tapes are a must in the collection of any aspiring tag team or small-man worker. Their act was replicated in several places, most notably and successfully by the Rockers. Of course, that team’s Shawn Michaels is in the Hall of Fame. Perhaps most importantly, they showed decision makers that smaller wrestlers can draw in the Hulk Hogan era.

11. Yes, through Gibson has encountered troubles in recent years.

The Verdict: Only three yeses, but it’s a yes on what I believe to be the most important question. Ultimately, they face the problem all tag teams face and that is, while valuable, they can never serve as the primary draw or lynchpin of a promotion. Virtually all Hall of Famers meet that qualification. I see them as viable candidates but ultimately have to vote no. 

Midnight Express – 46%, 33%

1. No, though they were regarded as the best tag team in the country but that is a very different question limited to a small subset of wrestlers.

2. Yes. They set attendance records in Mid-South wrestling while feuding with JYD and Bill Watts.

3. They drew the aforementioned big crowds in Mid-South. Still these were not pay-per-views or evenly nationally viewed. Maybe for this question.

4. No, the biggest knock against them is that the gimmick stretched only six years.

5. No.

6. The Kangaroos and Road Warriors definitely drew more in terms of total dollars, I can’t say for sure about the Duseks though their induction is largely due to their pioneer status. They were similar to the Freebirds in terms of drawing power because of doing it in multiple southern territories for a short-period of time. But they were more like the Freebirds-lite. Their WWF counterparts of the time actually performed in front of bigger crowds and no one is banging down the door for the Hart Foundation or Demolition to be included. A reluctant no. 

7. No, in fact the opposite as much of their success can be attributed to Hall of Fame manager Jim Cornette.

8. None.

9. No.

10. They didn’t have the same impact as the Rock n’ Rolls stylistically. 

11.  Yes.

The Verdict: They fall well short and I frankly do not see them as nearly as strong as the Rock n’ Rolls with whom they will be eternally linked.

I like this exercise quite a bit and will return next week with a look at candidates who score well on the Keltner test but have fared poorly in Hall voting. Thanks for reading and a special thanks to Dave Meltzer for creating a Hall of Fame that the most astute wrestling fans can be proud of. 

