
chuck outta luck Words adam thorn

He stunned Ali, André 
The Giant and a bear. 
Meet Chuck Wepner: 
Stallone’s inspiration 
for The Italian Stallion 

Chuck lands that  
punch on  

Muhammad  
Ali in 1975
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chuck wepner

The real-l ife rocky 

arch 24th 1975: A young, 

struggling actor has just blown 

his last few dollars to cram into 

the Wiltern Theatre in Los 

Angeles, where he’s watching 

something impossible take place 

on the big screen. Heavyweight champion 

Muhammad Ali has just been sent crashing 

to the canvas in the ninth round after taking 

a fierce hit from Chuck Wepner: a 36-year-

old wine salesman who was considered 

little more than a joke. Nicknamed ‘The 

Bayonne Bleeder’ simply because he cut so 

easily, Chuck had fought as many men on 

the streets as he had in the ring. 

Of course, a pissed off Ali soon got back to his feet 

and spent six rounds pummeling the hell out of him. 

But the New Jersey brawler survived all the way 

until an agonising 19 seconds from the end, when 

the ref stopped the fight deep into the 15th round. 

That actor was a certain Sylvester Stallone, who 

rushed home to write Rocky in three caffeine-fuelled 

days. Chuck meanwhile, after fighting Ali (the film’s 

Apollo Creed), went on to battle wrestler André the 

Giant (Thunderlips in Rocky 3), a grizzly bear, and 

serve jail time for a nasty coke habit. Chuck and Sly 

got involved in a three-year legal dispute, but now, 37 

years since his big fight, loaded tracked down Chuck 

to his home in New Jersey, where he talked Sly, street 

brawls and losing to Victor… the bear. 

M



“He’s eight and a half feet tall and 1250lbs,” Chuck 
Wepner tells loaded of his second fight with his 
hairy, grizzled adversary. “It was over a year since 
the first time and everyone was dressed up as it was 
a late-night dinner event,” he continues. “They put 
him in the middle of the floor and I said to my 
manager before the fight – because this bear was 
looking at me with those beady eyes – I said he 
remembers me and he doesn’t like me! The bell 
rang and he made this huge ‘roooaaar’ sound, and  
I said, ‘oh man are you kidding me!’ 

“Before I even got a chance to get out of the ring, 
Victor had me! Two leaps and he was on top of me, 
and then he literally threw me out of the ring.  

But while the on-screen ‘Italian Stallion’ spent his days 
collecting debt for local gangsters, Chuck worked either 
selling wines or manning the doors of the town’s toughest 
nightspots. “I worked a couple of local clubs as a bouncer 
and one day I’m on the door and a guy comes up to me 
and says, ‘You know we’re putting a team into the Golden 
Gloves [a boxing tournament] in New York and we need  
a heavyweight’. I went to the tournament in 1965, and won 
five straight bouts and the local championship. I had about 
eight or 10 more bouts in the amateurs and I won all of 
them, so then they turned me pro in 1966.” 

Going the distance
But while gobshite boxers like David Haye and Dereck 
Chisora can spend their days quaffing champers in their 
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I landed on a dinner table at ringside – all the dishes 
flew everywhere, the chairs got knocked over and the 
table broke in half. My friends picked me up and said, 
‘Go get him, Champ,’ while he was still standing on his 
hind legs and roaring. They counted me out.”

Chuck’s jaw-dropping survival against Ali meant  
that not only did he get to fight that grizzly but boxing 
greats Sonny Liston and George Foreman. But just  
like Rocky Balboa, Chuck started off as just another 
journeyman fighter struggling to pay the bills in his 
sleepy hometown of Bayonne in New Jersey. While he 
used to box with the other kids when he was nine-years-
old, it wasn’t until he joined the marines in 1956 that 
he discovered his talent for er, taking a 
bloody-good hiding. “I was never a good 
fighter,” laughs Chuck. “I was in great 
shape and I trained hard because  
I knew I didn’t have a lot of talent.  
I used to wear guys down and I could 
take a hit. In 22 years and over 100 
fights, I was never once down  
– except for Ali and that was more 
from exhaustion.” Being the best 
fighter stationed in South Carolina was 
a ticket to the bragging rights and, more 
importantly, the birds.

When he returned home, he continued to 
grow his reputation for being the hardest bastard in 
New Jersey. “I had probably half as many fights in the 
street as I did in the ring,” recalls Chuck. “Growing up 
in the projects there were three guys in a 20-block area 
who were meant to be the toughest guys in town and  
I beat all three of them up. Once, I did two in one day.” 

expensive homes, Chuck had to work jobs during the day 
despite turning pro. Just like Rocky, it was Chuck’s brutal 
early-morning training regime that gave him the edge. 
“For 22 years, when I was both amateur and pro, I always 
had a job while I trained,” he insists. “I used to run in the 
morning, come home and shower, go to work all day and 
at night go to the gym. It was pretty tough to hone my 
skills because I was a part-time fighter.” 

Chuck slowly worked his way up the rankings before 
he was gifted a surprise title fight with the champ – a 
bout that was ridiculed as being an easy fight to ease 
Ali back after he won the notorious Rumble In The 
Jungle against George Foreman. Sports Illustrated, the 
American magazine, even put a gormless-looking 
picture of Chuck on the cover with the headline 
‘boxing’s strangest encounter’. Heading into battle 
against the man who had just humiliated the 
previous champ, loaded wonders if even The 
Bleeder was a little nervous? “Oh no, I was never 
scared of him,” recalls Chuck. “I was a tough kid, and 
the only thing I was ever afraid of was not doing well 
– especially with Ali. Stallone used one of my lines in 
the first film, the night before when he was lying 
in bed with Talia Shire [character Adrian]: he 
said, ‘Even if I don’t win, I want to prove  
I belong in there’. That’s exactly how I felt.”

eye of the tiger
Then came the fight, and the controversial 
moment in the ninth round when Chuck 
sent Ali crashing to the canvas in a 

ForreST GuMp
Yes, it’s true that Tom 
Hanks’ character is a 
little bit simple.  
But he met the 
president, went to 
Vietnam, got really 
good at ping pong 
and could probably 
beat Paula Radcliffe  
in the marathon.

BIlly ellIoT
Yes, we are choosing 
Billy Elliot. It’s one 
thing to go toe to toe 
with a heavyweight 
champ, quite another 
to love dancing in a 
brutal northern 
mining town in the 
’80s. Billy beat the 
bullies to win the day.

KArATe KId
Some people would  
say The Karate Kid is  
a poor-man’s Rocky.  
And they’d be right. But 
that shouldn’t take away 
from the 1984 flick that 
gave us Mr Miyagi and 
Daniel Larusso’s crane  
– the greatest finishing 
move ever.

Rocky and Chuck aren’t the only down-and-out losers to sock it to the man and live the dream
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“if you play The sound of 
The ali fighT you can hear 

my fisT connecT. iT was  
a preTTy decenT punch.”

“The bear looked aT 
me and i could Tell 
he didn’T like me’’

chuck goT $100k for 
fighTing  ali, while 

The champ goT  
a cool $1.5m

fact 1 

cineMa’s greatest underdogs

moment that shocked the world. Some claim Chuck 
accidently stepped on Ali’s foot, something he angrily 
denies. “I hit him as he pulled away from a jab, it wasn’t 
great but I hurt him under the ribs, on the left side with 
a right hand,” he insists, getting a little frustrated. “If 
you play the sound you can actually hear it connect, it 
was a pretty decent punch, caught him off balance and 
knocked him down. If somebody knocks you down and 
steps on your foot, you get up and start complaining to 
the referee but he never did. I said to my manager in the 
corner, ‘start the car we’re going to the bank, we’re 
millionaires’. He said, ‘You better turn around, he’s 
getting up and he looks pissed off’. I thought, ‘Uh oh’.  
Ali continued to fight as his guy in the corner was 
screaming, ‘Pick it up, pick it up, this guy is kicking 
your ass.’ For the rest of that fight, and I’m not going to 

lie to you, he did pick it up and it was a war.”
After receiving the battering of his life, Chuck 
was heading for a heavy points defeat but, 

crucially, was on course to go the distance, 
before the fight was stopped just 19 agonising 
seconds before the end. Ali, like a man 
possessed, was giving Wepner a vicious 
beating when, for the first time in the 
match, Chuck was flung back to the 
ropes and slumped straight on to the 

chuck wepner Iain Dowie: 
the early 

years

Chuck says 
hello to André 

The Giant

“I’m feeling  
a little bit  

grizzly today”

André plays 
the role 

of cuddly 
monster
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chuck wepner
canvas. He quickly hauled himself back up, but the 
referee had seen enough and awarded the victory to the 
heavyweight champion. Losing so close to the end, 
that’s still gotta sting even after all this time? “Sure it 
does, there was only 19 seconds to go! I was exhausted, 
and I was mad. But Tony Perez, the referee, told me 
years later that if he had known there was only 19 
seconds left he would never have stopped it. He said, 
‘You earned the right to finish it.’” 

After the fight, the once national joke Chuck 
Wepner became an idol who epitomised 
the American dream. He became more 
famous still when Rocky was released 
just the next year in 1976, and Sly 
Stallone was perfectly open that 
Chuck was the basis of his movie. 
Heady on fame, if not fortune, he 
spent much of next ten years mixing 
his training with scoring sniff before 
being thrown in the slammer in 1988. 
But true to his ever-modest form, 
Chuck doesn’t blame anyone but himself. 
“The career was over and I enjoyed 
partying. I enjoyed the recognition… being 
Rocky and being Chuck Wepner and I got caught up in 
the moment. It was my fault, nobody else’s. Yeah, I did 
some time in the joint but now I just look forward to 
getting on with my life.”

In 2006, just before the release of Rocky Balboa, the 
sixth and final movie in the franchise, Chuck and Sly 
agreed an out-of-court settlement. While the exact 
amount is unknown, Chuck was originally hoping for 
nearly £9m. The deal was done after three years of 
negotiation, and loaded wonders if there is still bad 
blood between the pair. “I’ll always be grateful to 
Sylvester Stallone. Sly is a friend of mine. Everyone 
thinks [I hate him] because we went to court… but that 
was just business and he knows that. I never tried to 
jack him up or anything. He made me an offer and  
I took it. I wanted him to admit I was the real Rocky, 
because there was the ESPN documentary and the 
movie coming out.”

And it’s that very same movie, set to be released late 
this year, which gets Chuck the most excited. “It comes 
out late summer and it’s called The Bleeder with Liev 
Schreiber, Naomi Watts and Christina Hendricks as my 
wife, as well as a few other stars,” he says. “It’ll be a 
great movie. I’m going to be a technical 
adviser on the film because I know the 
fight stuff better than anyone else and 
it’s my life story.” And so, against all 
the odds, forgotten legend Chuck 
Wepner is set to yet again became  
a household name 37 years after 
inspiring this loaded writer’s 
childhood hero. After all, it ain’t  
over, till it’s over. n loaded

the hangover II
One angry 
screenwriter, 
Michael Alan Rubin, 
claims that the film 
nicked his idea of  
a character who 
travels from 
America to Asia to 
wed his girlfriend. In 
his version, the male 
character wed a 
Japanese women 
but the 
romance fell 
apart on the 
honeymoon, 
before he 
goes on to 
have some 
crazy 
adventures. 
In a strange twist, 
Rubin claims his ex 
wife handed the 
script to Warner. 
The movie giants 
have yet to 
comment. 

the termInator 
James Cameron 
made a bit of a cock-
up when he named 
sci-fi writer Harlan 
Ellison as one of his 
influences when 
writing The 
Terminator.  Harlan 
wisely sued 
Cameron, 
saying he 
nicked the 
idea off his 
story about  
a time-
travelling 
soldier. They 
settled out of  
court, and an 
acknowledgement 
of the writer 
appears in 
subsequent releases 
of the film. 

the lIon kIng
Claims have long 
been rife that The 
Lion King ripped off 
similar-sounding 
Japanese film 
Kimba the White 
Lion. Disney insist 
it’s a coincidence, 
but as well as Kimba 
sounding like 
Simba, the film 
is about the 
main character 
talking to his 
dead father in 
the clouds, 
just like old 
Liono... 

The stories 
Hollywood ripped 
off. Or did they?

Movie 
copy 
cats?

his lasT fighT was in 
1978 againsT scoTT 

frank. he losT  
on poinTs

fact 2 

“i’ll always be 
graTeful To sly. The 
courT case beTween 
us was jusT business. 
he knows ThaT...”

066 l loaded.co.uk

“Rocky vs 
Rocky: 

IT’S ON!”

Chuck takes 
another one

This man 
knocked 
down Ali

“Who’s a 
pretty boy, 
then?” ad 


