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In the ring, wrestlers remain gods because they are, for a few moments, the key which opens Nature, the pure gesture which separates Good from Evil, and unveils the form of a Justice which is at last intelligible.

—French literary critic Roland Barthes (1915–1980)

I have a tendency to take the business personally because it’s my life and it’s the life of my daughter and my son and has been the life of my family. So when people say, aw, come on, it’s just business, I don’t subscribe to that. It’s personal. It’s damned personal.

—Vince McMahon, owner of the World Wrestling Federation


INTRODUCTION
KANSAS CITY: MAY 23, 1999

As Owen Hart arrived at the Kemper Arena in Kansas City, he felt queasy about what his paycheck required of him. Most of the wrestlers, or the Boys, employed by the World Wrestling Federation were willing to do anything that Vince McMahon, its dimple-chinned owner, asked. But Owen had recently begged off of performing a seduction scene with a former Miss Texas named Debra Marshall. The WWF had just come through the May sweeps having notched the four highest-rated shows in all of cable television. And Hart knew that the children in his son’s private school in Calgary—like those in schools across America—watched its show on Monday nights. He didn’t want to confuse his son, who was just seven, or his three-year-old daughter, by flirting with another woman before 6 million viewers.

Unfortunately, his request for an alternative yielded something that was only slightly more appealing. McMahon had ordered him to resurrect the Blue Blazer, a silly superhero that Owen had used when he was starting out in the mid-eighties, when the business was still about cartoon costumes and simple morality plays. It required him to wear a full-face mask with dollops of silver and red, a blue leotard with a red spider on it, and a feathered shoulder cape, all of which he found extremely embarrassing. But he assumed that was the point. McMahon wanted to use him to needle all the moralists and handwringers who were accusing the WWF of peddling pornography and violence to kids. The more self-consciously pious the Blazer looked and acted, the better he served that purpose.

Because this was one of twelve pay-per-views that the WWF staged a year in addition to its regular cable TV shows, McMahon also wanted a little something extra from the Blazer tonight. Owen and his wife, Martha, had discussed it before he left for Kansas City, while they were walking through the five-thousand-square-foot home they were building in Calgary’s pristine and woodsy Elbow Valley. Owen liked to quip that he was probably the cheapest man in wrestling, though he rarely joked when he sidled up to the younger Boys and implored them to be smart with their money, to save it for when their star eventually faded. He could have done without all those nights sleeping in cheap motels, eating bad buffet food. But at least he knew where it had gone—into this lakefront spread. Too many wrestlers his age had woken up with no clue. (And no house.)

As he looked at his wife, however, he could see she was worried about what the job required this week. Vince’s writers wanted the Blazer to descend on a steel cable from the arena’s rafters, looking clumsy and comical on the way down. Martha was concerned because her husband was afraid of heights; the whole thing just seemed absurdly risky to her. But Owen said that he’d made one stink already this month. He wasn’t going to land deeper in Vince’s doghouse by making another one so soon.

If there was any consolation, it was that the evening would end with him winning the Intercontinental belt, a mid-card honor that assured he’d be kept in the limelight. The writers had arranged that he’d get it from Charles Wright, a popular three-hundred-pound ex-Vegas bouncer whose character, a pimp called the Godfather, was escorted to the ring by faux hookers in a ho train. Once he made it into the ring he’d be fine, Owen told his wife.

But as the thirty-four-year-old walked past the guard station at the Kemper Arena, he had to admit he still felt uneasy. After making his way backstage, he grabbed a bite to eat at the preshow buffet and decided to use his spare time to climb up to the catwalk and look over the rigging. It featured a harness with a release mechanism similar to the kind used on a parachute; once he’d gotten all the way down, all he had to do was pull a lever and it would release him. It sounded simple, but neither three successful trial runs nor the backstage food had completely settled his stomach by show time.

The pay-per-view was called Over the Edge, and in order to boost the number of buys that night, McMahon used a tried-and-true gimmick: On Sunday nights, the USA network broadcast another of his cable shows, which was called Heat. On the one airing tonight, he created a cliff-hanger ending that viewers had to pay to see resolved. He’d personally climbed into the ring to face a brawler with a tattooed forehead and in the process supposedly had his ankle shattered. As the show ended at 8 P.M., viewers saw the fifty-three-year-old writhing in pain, offering the lure of three more hours of similar action for just $29.95.

For the two hundred and fifty thousand viewers who bought Over the Edge, the next image they saw was of a hooded devil worshiper with white eyes, bathed in pink smoke and intoning, “Tonight, darkness will seize the land and destroy all you hold dear.” This was the Undertaker, promising that later in the evening he would meet the company’s biggest star, Steve Austin, and “devour your soul.”

Owen was already on the catwalk by the time that part of the show went to air. Wearing coveralls to mask his costume, he’d made his way unnoticed through the crowd, reaching a ladder that took him to a juncture where three stagehands were waiting to help him get ready for the stunt. Before he’d arrived, he’d taped a video clip of his own, declaring, “The Blue Blazer is back because the WWF needs the Blue Blazer.” Now, as he watched it flicker on two huge video screens in the arena, he breathed evenly and thought about how he was going to make the twenty thousand fans watching it laugh after he’d dropped down and released the harness.

Ringside announcer Jim Ross was in the arena viewing Hart’s pre-taped segment on his monitor when Owen started his descent, as was his partner, the acerbic colorman, Jerry Lawler. It was Lawler who first heard the words “Look out!” and glanced up to see Hart hurtling eighty feet down the rigging. Fans who saw the same thing thought they were seeing a mannequin falling headfirst off one of the padded buckles that connects the ring ropes, flipping over and collapsing in a heap in the corner of the ring.

Lawler elbowed Ross and mouthed the frightened words “He fell,” then leaped from his seat and raced to the ring. When he found Hart lying on his back with his left arm extended in the air, Lawler’s first reaction was relief: He thought the wrestler was signaling that he was still alive. But then the announcer looked more closely.

Hart’s eyes were open, but they were lifeless. A gash had been torn in his arm, but there was little blood, a sign that his heart had stopped beating. As Hart’s body changed in color from purple to blue to gray, Lawler cradled the dying wrestler’s head in his arms, waiting for the paramedics to arrive.

A backstage producer feverishly screamed for someone to call the ambulance—the one that had been used in the night’s earlier stunt with McMahon—to get it to turn around and head back to the arena. A child in the front row, assuming it was all part of the act, gleefully pointed at Hart’s body, waving the Styrofoam middle finger he’d bought earlier. In the broadcast truck, the show’s director screamed to cut back to the continuation of Hart’s taped interview. And in that instant, the Blue Blazer reappeared before tens of thousands of television viewers, mugging for the camera and proclaiming that “the Godfather is everything that is wrong with the WWF. But the Blue Blazer will triumph over the evildoers.”

Lawler got a sick feeling as he heard the chant “Owen, Owen” from fans who assumed the men in the EMT uniforms rushing into the ring were actors. “It doesn’t look good at all,” he said as he returned to the announcing table. As if the point needed embellishing, a fan behind him pointed to the ceiling and made a cutthroat gesture across his neck for the camera. Realizing that it was his job to fill the time, a shaken Ross told viewers, “This is not part of the entertainment tonight. This is as real as it can be.”

In the seven minutes that the ring lay still and silent, McMahon called his crew together, forced to make the most difficult decision of his career. What should he do? Cancel the show? Christ, he was afraid he’d have a riot. No, he told his staff, they’d keep filming while Owen got aid. If anyone couldn’t go on, he’d understand. Jeff Jarrett, Owen’s tag-team partner, didn’t have time to reply. As the stretcher carrying his old friend passed by, stagehands corralled him and Marshall, the former Miss Texas, to keep the show going. He rushed through a few unconvincing boasts, then made his way to the ring to meet a porn star character with slicked muscles named Val Venis and his butch-looking paramour, a muscular six-foot-two, 230-pound woman named Nicole Bass. Quickly getting down to business, Jarrett and Venis threw one another across the ring while Marshall jumped on Bass’s back, wiggling provocatively for the camera. As soon as the act was done, Jarrett slid past a bloodstain on the mat and out of the ring, flagging down a cop to drive him the four miles to the Truman Medical Center.

The rest of the show continued the confused blur between fact and fiction. As Hart was being sped to the hospital, the ambulance that carried him was appearing to television viewers in the time-delayed skit involving McMahon’s broken ankle. An even more disquieting match followed it in which one wrestler sealed his rival in a casket and smashed it with a sledgehammer. Backstage, the Boys waited for word on Owen’s condition. Shortly after 8:30 P.M. central time, the word reached them. He’d been pronounced dead.

Should McMahon have stopped the show then? That was a question he’d get grilled about in the morning, when the front page of the New York Post screamed, “Death in the Ring: Thousands Watch TV Wrestler’s Tragic Plunge.” For now, he just knew he had to find a phone to reach Martha Hart.

By the time he got through, Martha had already heard from the Truman emergency room. She sat frozen when she hung up the phone, looking at the wedding ring she’d slipped on ten years earlier. She took a few long breaths before summoning the nerve to call Owen’s parents.

Eighty-four-year-old Stu Hart was sitting down to dinner with his wife Helen when she called. A friend who was watching the pay-per-view from a sports bar had already told them that there had been an accident. Martha began the call with the words “This is the worst thing I’m ever going to have to say.”

Stu and Helen raised eight boys who’d gone into wrestling and four girls who’d married wrestlers. How had the business come to this? They asked themselves that question over and over that night, as did many of the other people who remembered when wrestling belonged to a much simpler time.


ONE

ON JULY 14, 1948, the six men who controlled most of the wrestling in the Midwest met in a small room at the President Hotel in Waterloo, Iowa. None trusted the other more than was absolutely necessary, but they’d agreed to come here to discuss the kind of thing that can bind even the most suspicious rivals—money.

Arrayed around the room were P. L. “Pinky” George, a former bantamweight fighter who ran all the shows out of Des Moines; Al Haft, who liked to book big names in Columbus but couldn’t keep them for long because he was notoriously cheap; Orville Brown, a 250-pound brawler from Kansas City; Max Clayton, a genial Omaha businessman who paid only $25 for a main event but made up for it by buying his favorite wrestlers straight whiskey and steaks; and Tony Stecher, who ran the Minneapolis territory while managing his brother Joe, a three-time world champion who could dent a sack of grain with his thighs. Finally, there was the man who’d called them together, a forty-two-year-old ex-sportswriter named Sam Muchnick.

Through most of the Roaring Twenties, Muchnick covered the Cardinals for the St. Louis Times, becoming close friends with the slugger Rogers Hornsby and weaving his way into a luminous world of late-night parties where he rubbed shoulders with Babe Ruth, Mae West, and even Al Capone. In 1932, when the Times was folded into the St. Louis Star, he lost his job, said good-bye to the news business, and went to work for the local wrestling baron in town, a Greek named Anthony Pakiotis whom everyone knew as Tom Packs.

Wrestling was at least as popular as baseball in St. Louis, and that was due to the biggest star on Packs’s roster, a rock-jawed wrestler named Lou Thesz. Born Aloysius Martin Thesz to a Hungarian family that settled in a rural Michigan village called Bonat, the wrestler made his name driving a Model A Ford to as many gigs as he could reach with a tank of fifteen-cent-a-gallon gas. By the early 1930s, he’d played enough athletic clubs to develop a sizable following among émigré Europeans who’d landed in the Midwest looking for work. In his job for Packs, Sam Muchnick became an advance man for Thesz, hawking his matches from train platforms and saloons in tiny towns.

From the time Thesz became champion in 1937, the sportswriter and the wrestler were frequent traveling companions. Then in March of 1942, Muchnick began to feud with Packs and left to form his own touring company across town. He managed to mount just three shows before he was called into service for World War II, and when he returned the landscape in St. Louis had changed. An investor group fronted by Thesz had bought out Packs, assuming they could take control of the town without too much trouble. That was why Muchnick was in Waterloo, Iowa.

As he scanned the faces of the bosses, he knew he wasn’t the only one who was having troubles. They all had problems keeping talent and avoiding bidding wars. Perhaps they should consider formalizing their ties. Surely they could see the money that could be made if they agreed to share their headliners, unite around a single champion, fix the wage scales, and blacklist any wrestler who refused to toe the line. Of course, what he was suggesting sounded an awful lot like a violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, but they all had friends in high places and wouldn’t be afraid to use them if the need arose.

No sooner had Muchnick left the President Hotel with their collective okay than his fortunes turned. Through the early part of 1949, he presided over a string of sold-out houses. As more promoters began to join the ranks of the Waterloo cartel, which they’d dubbed the National Wrestling Alliance, Thesz could see that he’d been outflanked. Unable to compete for long with the larger group, he broached to Muchnick the idea of merging their two outfits. Muchnick, who still harbored some doubt about the long-term prospects of the NWA and was eager to avoid a protracted battle with Thesz, quickly agreed. There was just one condition: He wanted Thesz to lose a title match to Orville Brown of Kansas City, whom the bosses had selected to wear their cartel’s belt. In the interests of unifying the various factions, Thesz agreed.

As it happened, Brown never made it to their showdown. In early November 1949, he and his business partner, Bobby Bruns, were seriously injured when their car collided head-on with an eighteen-wheeler. (Brown and Bruns had wrestled each other in Des Moines earlier in the night. When the news broke that two “blood enemies” had been traveling together in the same car, it created an instant scandal in the press.) Days later, the cartel held their second convention in St. Louis and voted Thesz in as their new champion.

Thesz was no fool. He knew that one of the best ways to keep from being cheated was to make friends with the athletic commissioners in the towns he played, since they were the only ones who would give him straight answers about the number of tickets that had been sold. Thanks to those relationships, he frequently got 10 percent of the take for each show he worked. (An average wrestler was lucky to get a paycheck, let alone a percentage.) He could have made more, but he insisted on reserving another 3 percent for one of his idols, Ed Lewis.

In the 1920s, every child fan of wrestling aspired to be Ed “Strangler” Lewis, a five-foot-ten mountain with a twenty-two-inch neck whose drawing power was so immense that he demanded and received $125,000 guarantees to perform. The insouciant Lewis cut a wide figure in the social and sports pages, drinking late into the night with friends like Jack Dempsey and then waking up the next afternoon ready to wrestle for four hours at a stretch. Thesz was still making his way up the ladder in 1936 when Lewis happened by the Business Men’s Gym in St. Louis and offered to mix it up with him for fun. Lewis may have been twice as old as Thesz, but he was also twice as fast and dropped him in their first clench. The Hungarian amateur was humiliated, but Lewis provided instant balm, kindly encouraging him to persevere and even calling his father to say it was his considered opinion that the boy would go far. The call quelled any doubts that Thesz’s father, a shoemaker, had about his son’s choice of career.

By the time Lewis was in his fifties, the star had become a tragic figure. He was nearly broke, prone to staph infections from all the time he’d spent on dirty mats, and suffered from an eye disease that was causing him to go blind. Remembering the champ’s kindness, Thesz made it his personal mission to keep Lewis alive and well when he took over the NWA title. He took Lewis away from a job working as a greeter at a Los Angeles athletic club and hired him as advance man with the 3 percent take. The arrangement infuriated the bosses but Thesz held it inviolate, arguing that Lewis’s celebrity and connections helped them in any town they worked, especially in Washington, where he frequently lunched with J. Edgar Hoover.

During the 1950s, the spread of television made Thesz a wealthy man while increasing the powers of the NWA. Celebrity-hungry executives looking for low-cost programming loved pro wrestling; it was easy to understand and inexpensive to produce, requiring only an announcer and a camera focused on a twenty-by-twenty ring. Between 1948 and 1955, each of the three major television networks broadcast wrestling programs at one time or another, with the longest-running one aired by the DuMont Television Network from the Marigold Arena in Chicago.

Those shows hastened the emergence of the wrestler as performer. The greatest heel heat (negative crowd response) was generated by wrestlers portraying stereotypical roles of America’s enemies—whether it be Nazi Germany, Japan, the Soviet Union, or later on, Iran or Iraq. A pair of goose-stepping, swastika-sporting Nazis were more likely to hail from Berlin, Wisconsin, than Berlin, Germany. One of the early Nazi heels, Fritz Von Erich, was actually a Texan named Jack Adkisson who had shared the field with Doak Walker at SMU. “Russian” villain Boris Malenko was a Jew from New Jersey named Larry Simon. In some cases, the ethnic terrors were in charge of promoting their own territories. The Sheik of Araby, who used a prayer rug to pray to Allah before each match, was Ed Farhat, a Detroit native who ran things in Michigan.

The first man to break out of this genre was George Raymond Wagner, the son of a house painter from Seward, Nebraska, who perfected the role of the imperious narcissist by dubbing himself Gorgeous George. Forever trailed by a perfume-pumping valet, the villainous George preened around the ring dressed in a lace and fur-trimmed robe, biting ears and gouging eyes and lustily insulting the fans who helped turn him into one of the first icons of television’s golden age. Those were the days of wrestling board games, pulp posters, and cereal prizes, and Wagner was on all of them.

But by the late fifties, the networks had overexposed big-time wrestling and started dropping it from their lineups. The novelty of television wrestling faded, as did George. Shortly before he retired in 1962, the alcohol-ravaged showman opened Gorgeous George’s Ringside Bar in Van Nuys, California, only to sell it off to pay for his hospitalization for liver damage a year later. He died after suffering a heart attack on Christmas Eve in 1963, hours after bumming drinks from the very bartender he’d hired. He was forty-eight years old. The wrestlers he’d once worked with passed around a hat to help bury him in an orchid-colored casket, beside which his last girlfriend, a stripper, collapsed crying.

The men who buried him were members of a closed society that had its own set of rules, even their own way of speaking. Their language hailed from turn-of-the-century carnivals, where house brawlers would take on challengers, also known as marks, from the crowd. When the best of them wrestled one another, they couldn’t afford to go at each other for real, lest they get hurt. So they rigged their matches, deciding who’d win beforehand. Since more than a few were already on the lam from the law, conning the public came naturally. They even developed a secret language that allowed them to guard their secret—a pig-Latin dialect called carny. Whenever an outsider was in their midst, they’d quiet each other by saying kayfabe. In time, kayfabe became a metaphor for the wall of silence that wrestlers built around their business.

The business that employed them took place behind closed doors, in the locker rooms of smoke-filled auditoriums, in the offices of regional promoters, and at the conventions where the power brokers met to choose their world champion. Straight shooters like Thesz called those annual gatherings “meetings of a pack of thieves” for a reason. Most were hustlers who had ice water for blood, and allegiances could shift in the blink of an eye. As for real blood, it was commonplace to use it in this new world for ratings. Blading, or cutting one’s self with the tip of a razor blade, not only roiled a rabid audience but allowed less-talented performers to connect with the fans. Those who got color (intentionally cut themselves) would get more green from their promoters.

Getting green also meant putting up with an endless calendar of one-night stands, making six bucks and spending four while spilling blood on canvasses in dingy union halls, some as far away as western Canada. “Those roads took a lot of people’s lives,” recalled Wayne Coleman, who wrestled as Superstar Billy Graham. “The oil would cover the ice and you couldn’t see anything but black. It was legitimately sixty degrees below zero. Between Calgary and Edmonton and Saskatchewan, you had to stop at these horrible, horrible pit stops for food. It was like living on the edge of the earth.”

On those trips to the middle of nowhere, wrestlers would dream about playing Sunday afternoons at the Chase Hotel in St. Louis, where Muchnick taped three installments of his flagship show, Wrestling at the Chase. It was held in the elegant Khorassan Room, in which linen-covered tables were arrayed around the ring and couples arrived in their Sunday best to hear a young sportscaster named Joe Garagiola emcee the show.

Muchnick demanded that his wrestlers behave like gentlemen outside the ring, down to wearing coats and ties on airplanes. He also enforced a widely accepted prohibition against heels (villains) and babyfaces (heroes) traveling together to maintain the facade, though occasionally a good guy would get caught socializing with an enemy. (He probably never knew that his heels and babyfaces would walk over to the corner of Eighth and Olive streets after a show and party together at the lounge of the Senator Hotel. They figured that since Sam would never be caught entering the joint, neither would they.)

In many cases, the Boys wouldn’t even let their own families in on their secrets about rigged matches and role-playing. Most opponents of the long-haired, earring-wearing ruffian Mario Galento hated working with him because they feared his wife would be at ringside, toting a gun in her purse just in case things got out of hand—which they often did. The promoters who worked with Galento finally had to ask him to smarten up his wife by telling her the business was a work, or a con. She wouldn’t speak to him for three days after he told her the truth.

The threat of being shot by a family member was rare. But the prospect of being attacked by an irate spectator wasn’t. Women would jump from their seats to stick hat pins into the wrestlers they believed were villains, and their dates might throw rocks or even bottles. One evening in South Carolina, a seventy-eight-year-old fanatic with a hawk-bill knife stabbed one of the great heels, Al Rogowski. Though he received a hundred stitches across thirteen inches of his chest, he refused to be admitted to a hospital and drove back home, returning to the ring a day later.

In the 1960s, wrestling moved from its old home on broadcast television to the local scene. Independent stations and network affiliates paid nominally for wrestling, if at all; they held their noses and put it on as cheap late-night filler. But promoters quickly realized that even if they gave their shows away for free, they could still make a handsome profit. They used their shows as infomercials, acquainting fans with their stars first, then selling tickets to the local arena shows where the real money was to be made.

One of the savviest exploiters of the arrangement was Vincent James McMahon, who controlled much of professional wrestling’s activities in the Northeast from his office in Washington, D.C. McMahon understood that a pro wrestling match, properly executed, was like a beautiful dance that told a story. But to adapt to the cultural confines of television, he wanted to tell that story more intimately and quickly. Like most promoters, he’d pledged loyalty to the National Wrestling Alliance for the first dozen years of its existence. But by the early sixties, he was joining a growing minority that believed the pendulum had swung back to favoring regional champs. The East Coast crowd that bought his tickets loved colorful pulp performers like the blond-haired villain Dr. Jerry Graham and an Olympic-style weight lifter from Pittsburgh named Bruno Sammartino. McMahon’s personal favorite was an ex-police officer from New Jersey who traded in his name (Herman “Dutch” Rohde) and uniform for bleached-blond hair and the stage name Buddy Rogers.

Also known as the Nature Boy, Rogers played a central role in the founding of the NWA. On the July day in 1948 when the Midwest bosses met in Waterloo to form their cartel, Al Haft had agreed to loan Rogers to Muchnick, and it was Rogers who accounted for Muchnick’s first sold-out show. But even the soft-spoken Muchnick had trouble putting up with Rogers, who started believing the world of make-believe in which he lived was real and refused to lose matches or take orders about whom he should wrestle. Over time, Rogers drifted away from St. Louis and toward the brighter lights of New York, where control of his bookings passed to the company run by McMahon. By late 1962, Rogers was the champion of the NWA, but McMahon was making noises about yanking him out of the group to start a breakaway faction. Seeing that he was on the wrong end of a power play, Muchnick decided to make a preemptive move and strip Rogers of his title. In a curious realignment of old adversaries, Muchnick called on forty-seven-year-old Lou Thesz to defeat the Nature Boy in the ring.

Thesz was happy to come out of retirement for the job, if only because he thought McMahon was poisoning the business with a new breed of acrobatic heavyweights. Asked about another one of them, Argentina Rocca, he remarked, “Blessing him in the jockstrap was the Lord’s way of compensating for not giving him any brains.”1 The trick to making the match was getting Rogers to show up. Fortunately the NWA’s bylaws required champs to post bonds for just such contingencies. Muchnick was straight with Rogers: If he didn’t lose to Thesz in Toronto on January 24, 1963, he could count on having his personal $25,000 bond donated to charity.

Rogers lost the world title that evening and, just like Muchnick predicted, was pulled from the NWA by McMahon shortly afterward. Severing the relationship finally and completely, McMahon formed the World Wide Wrestling Federation in May 1963 with Rogers as its standard-bearer. (To explain how he suddenly showed up with the belt, a story was concocted about Rogers winning a phantom tournament in, of all places, Rio de Janeiro.)

Astoundingly, Rogers only wore the belt for two weeks, after which the word went out that he’d suffered a heart attack and could no longer perform.2 On May 17, 1963, he walked into the ring at Madison Square Garden for forty-eight seconds—long enough to submit to a few halfhearted moves and a bear hug from Bruno Sammartino.

Sammartino would hold the WWWF title for eight years. And by the end of the 1970s (when the company’s name was changed to the simpler World Wrestling Federation), he’d helped McMahon turn it into one of only two legitimate rivals to the NWA.
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THE NWA’S other rival was the American Wrestling Association, which was run by a Minnesotan by the name of Verne Gagne.

Though he was fifty-eight in December of 1983, Gagne could still look in the mirror and see the body of one of the most decorated college athletes of the 1940s—a University of Minnesota letterman in football who went to the 1948 Olympics as a star wrestler. In the 1950s, he found his way onto the DuMont Network’s wrestling show and with the looks of a young Rock Hudson became a sensation. By February 1957, his main event match at New York’s Madison Square Garden was as big as the Ziegfeld Follies. It nearly caused a riot on Seventh Avenue among the five thousand fans who’d been turned away and waited in the frigid cold for a glimpse of him.

In 1960, Gagne used his celebrity to acquire the Minneapolis Boxing and Wrestling Club and headline weekly matches there under the banner of the American Wrestling Association (AWA). In a pioneering move, he filmed each match and mailed the reels to any television station that wanted to air them. Gagne wasn’t paid for the tapes; instead, he tailored each one for a specific market with custom ads hawking the shows he planned to hold there months in advance. Twenty years after he’d filmed his first match, Gagne had headlined enough bouts and sold enough tickets to move into an eight-thousand-square-foot building in downtown Minneapolis with a state-of-the-art television studio that tailored reels for the 128 stations he supplied.

In mid-December 1983, the reel he’d just sent out included a commercial featuring Terry Bollea, who was better known to his audience as Hulk Hogan, telling fans to buy tickets to a tour he was going to headline in a few weeks.

Gagne first became aware of Bollea in the mid-seventies, after he’d been discovered playing guitar in a Tampa nightclub and given the stage name Sterling Golden. Bollea was a six-foot-five, gentle giant of a man with doe eyes, a beach-bum tan, twenty-two-inch arms, and a comic book cleft chin. The first person to give him a job was Gagne’s good friend and the man who controlled all of Florida’s wrestling, Eddie Graham. Upon seeing Bollea for the first time, Graham took two steps back and said under his breath, “Jesus Christ, he’s huge.”

In Florida, Bollea wrestled in high school gyms and tiny VFW halls for twenty bucks a match under the name Terry “the Hulk” Boulder. He was so green that he had to learn how to bounce off the steel cable ropes. Sometimes he’d get tangled in them; sometimes he’d fall right through them to the arena floor below. But with each night he spent on the road, he got a chance to study the older wrestlers and watch how they told tales with their bodies. When a veteran showman got hit, he didn’t just fall down. He’d flail his limbs like his heart had received a fifty-volt shock, selling his suffering so that when he finally rose the fans believed he was a man filled with fury and not just a guy who took pratfalls three hundred nights a year.

Bollea learned enough moves in Florida to move to Memphis, a city so rabid about wrestling that on Saturday mornings, seven of ten televisions were tuned to the NBC affiliate that aired an hour of matches. He stayed on as a minor character there for six months, then received an invitation from Vincent James McMahon to work for the WWWF. McMahon bought Bollea his first thousand-dollar sequined cape and a pair of boots with lifts in them so he could lie about his height and call him the Incredible Hulk. For Bollea, it was the next step in his schooling. He learned how to grab a rival’s ankles and yank them up so that his opponent got twisted into a backward crescent—a move known as the Boston crab. He watched how his elders locked their legs around him and flipped him like a fish (the flying head scissors). He saw that each move had variants, like dialects of a language. As far as storytelling goes, it was like learning adjectives.

But in the summer of 1981, Bollea was beginning to get stale in New York so he moved once again, this time to Minneapolis and a trial run with Gagne’s AWA. He also began using the ring name Hulk Hogan.

Wrestlers come in two stripes: talkers and workers. Workers are the ring technicians who keep the action fast-paced and believable. The opposite of a good worker is a stiff—someone who needs to be helped, or carried, by a better-trained, better-conditioned worker. When Gagne first laid eyes on Hogan, he could see he was still a stiff. His reactions were a half-second late and his fists or elbows often missed their target, forcing his ring partners to work twice as hard as usual to sustain the illusion that they were wrestling. Gagne doubted that he could make Hogan a better worker. But he was sure he could make him a better talker. Like an acting coach, he started drilling Hogan in cutting promos (delivering his lines), teaching him to be more animated. “How come you never show off those muscles?” he chided one day. After that, Hogan started flexing and preening.

What put him over the top was a small cameo he’d snared in the movie Rocky III. Though Hogan got the part while working in New York, the film debuted in May 1982, while he was working for Gagne, and made him an even bigger star for the AWA. Gagne spliced a clip of the cameo into his TV show every time Hogan wrestled. As audiences started responding, Hogan refined his act, racing into the ring, striking a cartoon pose and cupping his ear, waiting for the crowds to roar at him. When they did, he’d point into the dark as if he’d heard each clap and saw the face of each one of the clappers. In 1982, Hogan helped Gagne sell out every arena show that he staged, from St. Louis to San Francisco.

But, to Hogan’s increasing dismay, Gagne made sure that the AWA heavyweight title eluded him. Because Gagne had worn the belt for the better part of twenty years, he believed it should go to a rock-solid athlete cut from the same cloth as he was, not a showy ex-rock musician. That was why he kept it on an aging former University of Oklahoma football player named Nick Bockwinkel. By early 1983, however, it had become evident to Gagne that the fans who were fueling the sellouts were tired of seeing Hogan lose to a man twenty years his senior. So he ordered a series of screw-job finishes—matches with a bait-and-switch result. The fans would see Hogan pin Bockwinkel and win the title, then find out the next week that the denouement had been reversed on some technicality. Gagne may have thought the solution was crafty, but he ordered so many screw-job finishes over the next year that his ticket buyers began to expect that they’d never get to see Hogan win the title. In April 1983, they nearly rioted at a heavily hyped Super Sunday show in St. Paul when he beat Bockwinkel in the main event, only to have the call reversed. After several more months, Hogan began to believe he wouldn’t get the strap, either.

On December 15, 1983, Gagne was opening his mail when he came across a telegram from Hogan. As he read its one line, he was sure it had to be a joke. “I’m not coming back” is what it said.

Gagne sank back in his chair and let out a long, slow whistle. Then he looked at the return address and started to feel better. It was from Florida. Gagne knew for a fact that Bollea was appearing in Japan, making some spare change as Hulk Hogan. Someone, he decided, was pulling his leg.

Just to make sure, Gagne called Hogan’s hotel room in Tokyo. No answer. Then he dialed his friend Eddie Graham in Florida. The telegram was probably one of Graham’s famous pranks. When he heard Graham’s answering machine, he chuckled and said, “Great prank, Eddie.”

As Gagne studied the telegram some more, he knew it couldn’t possibly be real. How could Hogan leave? In the last week alone, he’d cleared $17,000. But then Graham called back to say he had nothing to do with the telegram. Another week went by with Hogan ducking Gagne’s calls. Then a second wire came from the same Florida address with the same four words: ”I’m not coming back.”

This time, a pit opened in Gagne’s stomach as he thought back to a conversation he had months earlier with the son of Vincent McMahon. The third-generation promoter, who everyone simply called Vinnie, had recently bought out his father and wanted to know if Gagne was having similar retirement thoughts. If so, Vinnie wanted Gagne to know he’d be eager to buy the AWA. Gagne didn’t know much about Vinnie but respected his father enough to invite the younger man to Minneapolis to hear what he had to say. When they met, Gagne observed that young Vinnie McMahon was a lot slicker than his father. He kept his hair in a pompadour and wore custom-tailored, neon-colored suits. What transfixed Gagne most, though, were his eyes. Their irises looked like the nubs of hollow-point bullets.

The first meeting broke up cordially, and when Vinnie called back six weeks later to ask for another, Gagne assumed he’d take their talks to the next level. To his irritation, when Vinnie flew back out to Minneapolis, he asked a number of questions about how the AWA was run and about its stake in an ownership group that had invested in Muchnick’s St. Louis territory. But he never named a price. It was, Gagne decided, all a colossal waste of his time. After a long day, he drove his guest back to the airport and wondered aloud if they would soon start to negotiate in earnest.

As Gagne would remember it, Vinnie was halfway to the departure gate when he turned around, cupped his hands over his mouth, and yelled, “Verne, I don’t negotiate.”

Only later would the promoter learn what he meant. Without Gagne’s knowledge, Vinnie had opened a back channel to the owner of KPLR, the station that aired Muchnick’s seminal St. Louis show, Wrestling at the Chase. Vinnie insisted that if his company, WWF, was allowed to take over the time slot, he would produce a better show for St. Louis while kicking back more money to the station. The owner was intrigued and impressed with the young man as they ate steaks in the Tenderloin Room at the Chase Hotel. At the end of their dinner, Vinnie announced he had to leave because he had a meeting early the next morning. “I’m going to sign Hulk Hogan,” he said. “I’m going to take over the world.”

Not only would the young McMahon take Hogan away from Gagne, he’d lure away another three dozen of his stars, tearing the heart out of the AWA. The telegram was just the start. It was the first strike by the man with bullets in his eyes.


1. Thesz also hated McMahon’s aging partner, the old vaudevillian promoter Toots Mondt. “You could give Toots a million dollars, then come back a week later and he’d be broke,” Thesz says. “He’d go through wrestlers’ envelopes in the office and take out fives, tens, and twenties, saying, Ah, that’s too much for this guy or that one. You couldn’t trust him with a dog’s dinner. The whole operation was being controlled by a thief.”

2. An old friend of Rogers named Tim Woods insists the story was a fabrication, designed to give the tired star a sympathetic way to exit the stage after helping launch the WWWF.




TWO

IN THE MID-1940S, the armed forces condemned tens of thousands of acres in North Carolina to build bases that would help gird the U.S. war effort. In just a few years, Fort Bragg was built for the army, with the Pope Air Force Base attached so the soldiers had a way to fly in and out. Ninety-five miles away, the Marine Corps put Camp Lejeune on forty-five thousand acres and placed the Cherry Point Air Station in a tiny town nearby called Havelock. At the time, it was so small that the U.S. Census Bureau listed its population at just over a hundred people.

That census included the family of Leo Lupton, an electrician with a son and daughter of his own and two other sons by his wife, Vicki’s, first marriage. No one in town knew about the boys’ biological father or what he did for a living. No one asked.

The boys lived in a manner far different from the way their absent father had grown up. Vincent James McMahon was raised in Far Rockaway, Queens, a stable, middle-class New York City neighborhood that was about as distant as his father, Jess, could get from the Commonwealth Sporting Club on 135th Street in the Bronx, where he put on fights, and still get home in time for dinner.

In 1925, when Vincent was just ten, Jess received a prestigious invitation to come to work at Madison Square Garden for Tex Rickard, a legendary gambler who’d promoted all of Jack Dempsey’s fights and at his height built a new Garden on Eighth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street to replace the old one on Madison Square. Needing someone to help him find fighters, Rickard gave the matchmaking job to Jess, a graduate of Manhattan College who knew how to run a tidy nine-to-five office.

The pair worked together for three years, during which time young Vincent James got to explore the catacombs beneath the Garden. It was the golden age of sports, and the eleven-year-old boy had a box seat to it all—at least until a scandal led his father to be suspended by the state athletic commission. It involved a deal between two managers to cheat a fighter out of about $5,000 and a bogus set of contracts that were placed on file with the commission. Jess, who winked at the shady deal but appeared not to take an active part in it, took the fall.

In 1935, Jess helped his son set up a small office that booked fights and concerts in an arena in Hempstead, Long Island, and Vincent worked there until the United States entered World War II, in which he served in the Coast Guard. Though he never publicly discussed how he met Vicki, their brief marriage didn’t survive the war. While Vicki was left in North Carolina, Vincent moved to Washington, where he opened a company called Capitol Wrestling and spent a few thousand dollars to wire for television a dingy theater on W and 14th Streets. At the time, the top wrestling show in the nation was Live from the Marigold Theater in Chicago, which aired Saturday nights on the DuMont Network. In 1956, when DuMont went down, Vincent’s gamble paid off. Since Live no longer had a national outlet, he convinced the DuMont affiliate in Washington to carry his matches. Since its owners had a sister station in New York, WOR (Channel 9), he parlayed the arrangement into a lucrative two-city foothold.

With his father’s New York connections, it was only natural that Vincent would also gain the exclusive contract to book wrestling shows at the Garden.

By then, Vincent’s two boys were living in a mobile home seven miles out of Havelock, under the names of Rodney and Vinnie Kennedy Lupton. Because Havelock revolved around the Cherry Point Air Station, they, like many of the local boys, considered Marines aloof intruders, and the Marines in turn tended to view the town people warily. While families of military officers were allowed to use facilities on the base, such as the pool and athletic courts, locals like the Luptons had to watch with their noses pressed against the fence. The mutual suspicion was in large part fueled by race. The only African American people that several longtime residents could remember living in Havelock at that time were the local sanitation contractor and his family, and they lived far out in the woods. When black Marines started trickling in, the native kids would hang out at the local drive-in, The Jet, waiting for them in the hope of starting fights.

Douglas Franks, a native who stayed in Havelock after many of his contemporaries left, says: “If we thought there would even be a whiff of trouble, we’d dress for combat in blue jeans, cut-off shirts, and big boots.”

Franks remembers Rodney as someone “who didn’t have to work at his charisma. It came naturally.” Vinnie, on the other hand, tried to earn his stripes hanging out at The Jet. “He tried to be one of the gang kids, but he never quite made it,” says Franks. “He was a wannabe.”

By Vinnie’s accounts, the atmosphere in the trailer home he grew up in alternated between moments of normalcy—as when they all watched The Jackie Gleason Show together—and frightful violence. In an interview with Playboy, Vince alleged that his stepfather started beating him when he was six with a pipe wrench. “My stepfather [was] a man who enjoyed kicking people around,” he remarked. “It’s unfortunate he died before I could kill him.”

McMahon described his mother as “a real performer, a female Elmer Gantry,” saying that she was “very striking” and had “an excellent voice”when she sang in her church choir. However, he also said that he was long estranged from her and hinted that the reason was sexual abuse. “Was all the abuse physical, or was there sexual abuse, too?” Playboy asked him.

“That’s not anything I’d like to embellish,” he replied, “just because it’s so weird.”

In separate interviews, two of his longtime acquaintances remembered Vince describing his childhood as so troubled that he once even flirted with the idea of drowning himself by walking into the sea along the Carolina coast.

Vincent James rarely talked about the boys he’d left behind in North Carolina. He’d become a stylish man who liked his limousines and his running reservation at the New York steak house Jimmy Weston’s, where he’d go after a show at the Garden. He’d invite a dozen or so friends there, and they’d eat and drink on his tab late into the night.

In Washington, he ran things from a neat and proper suite on the seventh floor of the majestic Franklin Park Hotel. He also remarried, to a sophisticated native of south Florida. The couple wouldn’t have any children of their own, but his new wife, Juanita, insisted that her husband get to know the children he already had. So in 1957, Vinnie and his older brother got their first look at their father when he came to visit them in Havelock. One can only imagine the two boys, 12 and 14, dressed in their best clothes to meet the father they’d only vaguely heard about, standing in front of the six-foot-five man with a kind, jowly face and a pocket full of jangling change. “I immediately fell in love with him, “Vince once told New York magazine.

But Vincent wasn’t about to let his long-forgotten sons get too close to wrestling, or for that matter too close to him. At the very least, Vinnie was a handful, certainly more than a man in a second marriage and in his mid-forties needed. Still, Juanita softened him up enough that the boys started spending summers with them in Maryland.

Vinnie went from being a military brat to a son of the circus, a wide-eyed kid in a world of new possibilities. His favorite wrestler became Dr. Jerry Graham, who at three hundred pounds resembled nothing so much as an inflated Jerry Lee Lewis with peroxided hair and a bloodred Cadillac convertible that matched the color of his threads. Graham lived life large, lighting his cigars with hundred-dollar bills—just the kind of outsized figure who could forever alter a young boy’s image of what constitutes normalcy. Vinnie was so impressed with Graham in the summer of 1958 that he asked his stepmother to bleach his hair in the kitchen of their summer home in Delaware. She obliged, though her husband was far from amused when he got home. He’d be damned, he said, if his son was following him into wrestling.

At fourteen, Vinnie found himself enrolled in the Fishburne Military Academy, a haven for the sons of the wealthy in the rolling green hills of the Shenandoah Valley. Fishburne’s yearbook from 1963 contains a photo of a six-foot-two, 230-pound Vince in a football uniform, staring off the page toward a future that lay somewhere between the bleakness of what waited for him back in rural North Carolina and the world in Washington he now knew he wanted to enter. Not completely welcome in either, he decided to go to a college that was fifty-five miles away from a girl whom he’d started dating in Havelock.

Linda Edwards, whose mother worked in the same Cherry Point base building as Vinnie’s mom, was thirteen when she started dating the sixteen-year-old tough. “I had no idea what a family was until I met Linda and saw how they lived,” he remarked in an interview with the magazine Cigar Aficionado. “It was an Ozzie and Harriet life. There wasn’t screaming and beating.” Vinnie quickly became a fixture in the Edwards home, and as soon as Linda graduated from high school (with honors), he asked her to marry him. Most of the guests at the small church ceremony were friends of her parents from the base.

Two years after Vinnie entered East Carolina University, Linda joined him there and squeezed her college work into three years so the two could graduate together. On the eve of their graduation day, Linda discovered she was pregnant with their son Shane. It was 1969, and wrestling would have to wait for Vinnie while he lived in Washington, D.C., and worked as a traveling salesman. Six months later, a ring announcer who worked for
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