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Praise for Business Is About to Pick Up!

“Some of the most electrifying and iconic moments in the history of pro wrestling (including many of my own) have been called by legendary Jim Ross. Jim’s masterful play-by-play commentary has always been driven by his passion, deep wrestling knowledge, and, most of all, his ability to make the audience FEEL the action of the wrestling match.”

—Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson

“Jim Ross doesn’t just call a match, he makes you believe. He has the ability to take less-than-stellar writing and elevate it to something unforgettable (trust me, I know).”

—Brian Gewirtz, Hollywood writer, producer, and former head writer for WWE

“If you were to ask my generation, ‘What are your greatest memories as a wrestling fan?’ I have no doubt that most were elevated in that moment by Jim’s call. It’s in these moments, we remember where we were, what we were doing, how his enthusiastic delivery excited us—or made us sad, or made us laugh, or made us feel compassion when we perhaps otherwise wouldn’t have. Jim hasn’t just been the narrator guiding us along our journey in pro wrestling—he has become the voice synonymous with wrestling. It’s been the greatest honor to have experienced his work as a fan, and to also have benefitted by working alongside him in AEW.”

—Kenny Omega, former IWGP and AEW champion

“Jim Ross has an incredible ability to identify grit and inner character. Through the years, he has been not only the voice of some of the greatest stories ever told in sports entertainment, he has identified and helped a great number of successful professionals. Jim was a strong advocate for me when very few were and I’m extremely grateful for all his guidance through the years.”

—John Cena, sixteen-time WWE champion and member of the WWE Hall of Fame

“On countless occasions throughout my career, I would visualize big moves and big moments—ways to make a lasting impression on wrestling fans. On most of those occasions, I would also imagine the type of call Jim Ross might make for those moves and moments. With his inimitable announcing style and unmatched passion for pro wrestling, Jim Ross has the ability to turn a good match into a great match, and a great match into the stuff of legends. For an entire generation of wrestling fans, Jim’s immortal calls were part of the soundtrack of their lives; eclipsing wrestling itself to become an indelible part of popular culture.”

—Mick Foley, three-time WWE champion and member of the WWE Hall of Fame

“When I look back on Jim Ross, I can think of few men who truly impacted the wrestling profession more than he did leaving his own indelible yet unseen thumbprint everywhere going back to the mid-80s. Jim was often right there in the room during the most crucial years when so much was happening. Jim Ross has always spoken the truth to me. His deep-rooted love and passion, first as a fan, then announcer, and eventually as a booker were always visible from the start from Mid-South, WWE, and now AEW. To my memory, Jim was the greatest play-by-play wrestling commentator there is, was, and ever will be; simply said he was the Excellence of Execution. He brought TV’s greatest wrestling matches to life, and the many unforgettable memories that come involving each superstar on each telecast, taking you there word by word, guiding you carefully to the finish for one more wild ride. Jim’s unique ability to translate wrestling theory and logic, as well as his down-to-earth analysis made so many rich memories for fans all over the world. That gift was making something worthy to carry all one’s lifetime as a cherished moment unlike any other. I know wrestling wouldn’t have been the same without his unique ability to simply spell it out. I have no doubt he has much to say about all things wrestling, shedding light with honesty, passion, and a splash of zesty southern humor.”

—Bret Hart, five-time WWE champion and member of the WWE Hall of Fame
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INTRODUCTION

Professional wrestling.

You say those words to people and it’ll probably elicit a myriad of different reactions. Some might throw out their favorite Kenny Omega match, some might try an eyebrow from The Rock, while others will shake their head and tell you it’s not real. Me? I have loved professional wrestling my whole life—long before it ever became my career. I was drawn to the irony of how the friction on my TV could bring people together. I loved that, at its core, wrestling fulfilled a human desire to see conflict have a satisfying conclusion: good versus evil, right versus wrong, heel versus babyface.

In looking back to write this book, I’ll never forget how lucky I was as a small-town farm boy fan to break in at all, and how blessed I continue to be to stay in. I found my way in at the most unlikely time, in the most unlikely place, with the most unlikely chance of lasting. I wasn’t connected to anyone who would protect or vouch for me. I didn’t have any of the undeniable attributes that wrestling coveted, like a sculpted body or freakish athleticism. In a world of sequins and showboats, I was just a chubby guy in a polyester suit.

But once I found my voice, I found my place.

In 1974, I left my parents’ home in Oklahoma for a summer job in wrestling, but that summer ran into Christmas, then another year came, then a decade, then another. I was Dorothy who found herself a long way from Kansas—but the difference for me was, I didn’t want to find a way home. I was happily lost in a world of tough guys, kind souls, weary travelers, grifters, sweethearts, liars, and friends. From all parts of the world, we arrived backstage through many paths, from many places, but come showtime we all waited together behind that curtain to entertain and excite. Didn’t matter our nationality, age, sex, or beliefs, we were bonded by the live reaction, and judged by the dollars we drew and the ratings we garnered.

From the outside, professional wrestling can present itself as a glamorous and alluring proposition, but it can also be a cruel machine that constantly needs to be fed with fresh faces, stories, and personalities. Thousands and thousands have come and gone while very few build a decades-long career, but somehow, throughout the various twists and turns in history, I managed to do just that. I worked across several companies through several eras, giving me a front row seat to all the major start-ups, mergers, signings, and takeovers that led wrestling itself to grow into a multibillion-dollar business.

My wonderful wrestling odyssey has led me from regional crowds of tens of people to a global audience of millions. As the business grew, changed, and thrived, I was right there with it, watching, narrating, evolving from role to role, company to company, talent to executive, and back again. And I did it while making mistakes, trying to be decent, failing, climbing, struggling, and calling my heart out.

Over the last fifty years, I have kept my passion for professional wrestling—and thankfully maintained a fan base who wants to hear me call it. Now, I’d like to take you with me, across my half century in the business, as I drop in to some of wrestling’s biggest events, happenings, and history-making moments, narrating the action the way I have my whole career: with the words that left my mouth at that moment, at that time, in that place.

And just as I’ve crafted my words at the announce desk over the years, I’m excited to do so here now.

So sit back and relax as we journey back through the last fifty years of professional wrestling using calls you may have heard, some you may have forgotten, and others that might be completely new to you—each of which meant something in the context and era in which I had the privilege to say them.

Ladies and gentlemen, business is about to pick up!




“ATTENTION, WRESTLING FANS!”


1974

College Radio

Northeastern State University

Tahlequah, Oklahoma



To understand my fifty years in wrestling, you might need to first understand the years that came before it. Right up front I’m going to say something that would have earned me an ass-kicking when I broke into the business: professional wrestling is entertainment. And like all entertainment, it has always only been as potent as the vessel that carried it. Whether it was the first pressed record, or the birth of the cinema, or the first TV satellite launched into space, the entertainment industry has always strived to develop better, more efficient ways of bringing its products to the masses—and the wrestling business is no different.

In the beginning, wrestling was 100 percent a live-ticket business that thrived or died on its ability to promote itself locally. Whether it was the carnival barker outside the tent, or flyers around town, converting attention into ticket sales was what led to either a good night at the box office or a bust.

So in the 1940s, as wrestling became a proven moneymaker and began popping up all across the US, a business pact was reached to carve up North America (and other parts of the world) into regional territories that would act as independent fiefdoms. This arrangement meant each promoter would respect the boundaries of their colleagues’ territory and not trade on their turf, while also adhering to the other rules and business practices set forth by a new collective governing body known as the National Wrestling Alliance.

The NWA consolidated all the titles across the regions into one, crowning one recognized and touring world champion. The working theory was—having the world champion come to your town and wrestle your local hero boosted your ticket sales considerably, and built up your hero to become a box-office draw in his own right.

This privilege, of course, would cost you a percentage to the NWA—which usually made financial sense, until it didn’t.

You see, the NWA wasn’t an independent body, but a select pool of the most powerful promoters it was supposed to oversee. And those promoters wanted what people who sit around political tables always want: what’s best for themselves. So even with full control of where the world champion wrestled—and the outcome of the match—the spoils weren’t always shared equally across the territories.

As time went on, the “lesser” territories knew they couldn’t rely on the champion stopping by to keep them alive. It was every territory for itself. They needed to understand their local audience, give them what they wanted—and then find a way to do the same in the next town, the next week.

What worked in one place might get booed out of the building in another. Southern parts of the country enjoyed a more realistic, rough-and-ready flavor of wrestling, while WWE’s northeast region preferred the larger-than-life spectacle. But as far-flung as one promoter might have been from another, they all shared the same common problem: how to put an ass every eighteen inches. After all, the greatest wrestlers in the world, having the greatest matches, didn’t mean shit if nobody knew about it. So, no matter the time period, or the territory, gaining exposure was still the key to making money.

It was no surprise, then, that when along came TV—the greatest vessel for entertainment the world had ever seen—wrestling hit its first boom.

Heading into the 1950s, when regional promoters could only hit hundreds of eyeballs, television reached twelve to fifteen million people across the country. The American Broadcasting Company (ABC), the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS), the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), and the DuMont Television Network were looking for cheap “event” programming to occupy those same eyeballs—and paying a wrestling promoter who already had their own ring and wrestlers was a whole lot cheaper than paying a Hollywood producer who had to hire writers, actors, a director, crew, and pay for sets, props, and on and on.

So, in the age of Superman and Lucille Ball, in strutted a lightning rod from the wrestling world called Gorgeous George. By God, Gorgeous George made people from San Francisco to New York City feel something. And when the people feel something, they become invested; they stay tuned in; they spend their money.

Now, it just so happens that most of the feelings they had toward George were those of rage and anger—but that’s the beauty of wrestling: the anger was induced by design. In a time of tough guys and wise guys, Gorgeous George glided into America’s homes with dyed platinum blond hair and sequined robes; as manservants misted the audience with perfume, valets threw rose petals at his feet.

George Wagner was a good amateur wrestler who understood what was needed to become a great professional wrestler. And as Gorgeous George, “the Human Orchid,” he became a household name across the country.

He became the toast of Hollywood, as all the top stars wanted to be seen at his matches. He wrestled for the NWA, and other less powerful promotions like the American Wrestling Association. Originally a depression-era small-town carnival wrestler, his star finally shone so bright that he was able to command half the box-office returns while wrestling in all the major cities, working with whatever promoters could afford him, making George not only the highest paid wrestler of the time, but the highest paid athlete, period. Many other famous names were influenced by him, including Muhammad Ali, Bob Dylan (weird, I know), James Brown, and just about every pompous blond wrestler who’s come since.

All boats rose together, and wrestling became hotter even in the smaller territories where George didn’t wrestle. But, like any boom, the “Golden Era” went bust as, at the end of the 1950s, overexposure took hold and the numbers fell. As wrestling’s national TV time dwindled, the business mostly retreated back to its regional roots, where the promoters waited for a pathway to national exposure once again.

And that’s where this chubby farm boy drops into wrestling’s timeline in Oklahoma, 1974—a long time after any boom, and a long time after any Golden Era.

Now, how does a fan like me with no connections to the notoriously closed-off business get inside? I tell the promoter in my region that I can bring his company free exposure, that’s how. I mightn’t have been NBC calling, and I sure as hell wasn’t promising national exposure, but I was a college kid who could reach people in their homes in our area, and tell them about the matches that were coming to their town.

Now, 1974 wasn’t just a different time; it might as well have been a different planet. Richard Nixon was forced to resign as president of the United States; Muhammad Ali and George Foreman beat the living shit out of each other in Zaire. It was the year that Matt Hardy and Rey Mysterio were born, and legends like Ricky Steamboat and Jesse Ventura debuted. In the northeast territory, Bruno Sammartino was on top in what was then called the World Wrestling Federation (now WWE, World Wrestling Entertainment), who were separate from but friendly to the NWA, while Jack Brisco ruled the National Wrestling Alliance proper as their world’s champion.

And somewhere right at the very bottom of that giant, golden ladder of greats and greatness, I sat in Tulsa, in my flared pants and standard-issue haircut, and explained to NWA Tri-State’s co-owner, the huge, no-nonsense “Cowboy” Bill Watts, just how I could be of help to his territory.

I was twenty-two years old, married, working three jobs, and close to graduating college. And it was in that same college that I had access to a pipeline that had somehow never been used in an Oklahoma wrestling promotion before: radio.

If we co-promoted some shows as charitable events, I told Cowboy, I could get radio spots for free by making them public service announcements. That word, “free,” was all that the budget-conscious Watts needed to hear. It was a no-risk situation for him, and if I managed to pull it off, he’d have a powerful tool in his arsenal for no money down.

I was immediately given the green light.

So I sat in my college radio booth at Northeastern State University, Tahlequah, Oklahoma, knowing that as long as I stayed useful, wrestling might keep me around—and that the second I wasn’t, I was back to the farm.

That feeling is something that has never left me, my whole fifty years in wrestling. If I wanted to stay in, I had to constantly figure out ways to reinvent, to recalibrate, and most importantly, to evolve with wrestling’s ever-changing nature.

That bright dusty day in my college booth, I pulled the microphone to my lips and first said the words I knew would either sink me or give me passage.

And how fitting they were:


“ATTENTION, WRESTLING FANS!”






“Hello, everybody, and welcome to another exciting hour of wrestling. My name is Jim Ross and I’ll be your host . . .”


1975

Tri-State Championship Wrestling

KTBS Studios

Shreveport, Louisiana



I sometimes walk backstage in my role as a broadcaster for All Elite Wrestling, just like I did in WWE and WCW before it, and I think of all the roads people took to get where they ultimately ended up. What decisions did people make, or not, to get to where they ended up? What did a decision-maker see in them, or not, for them to get to the place they’re at? Out of all the people we’ve seen come and go, why did this particular group of people make it to “the show” and not others?

How does a water delivery guy become AJ Styles? How does a bail bondsman become Big Show, or a limo driver become John Cena? I mean, I know he was John Cena back then, too, but he wasn’t John Cena.

Some paths are easier to trace, like pro baseball player Randy Poffo following his father’s footsteps into wrestling to become The Macho Man, or Paul Bearer going from being an undertaker to managing The Undertaker. I guess the thing about wrestling and life in general is, you just never know where it’s going to take you, or who you’ll be traveling with.

My radio ads were such a hit that Bill Watts offered me a job with NWA Tri-State as soon as I finished college. The shows I had promoted on-air sold out, and Watts got a sense that I could be a low-cost, high-reward hire. In other words, he could pay me little and I would work a lot—and standing right at the edge of my dream job, I was happy to take that deal. So I did what I tell people looking to get into our business not to do: I left college right there and then. With just a few credits left, I wished my school all the best in its future endeavors and joined what my father described as “the circus.”

Little did he know that wrestling was more like a nonviolent mafia. Cash business, no contracts, secret deals, bribes, bosses on top of each region, and once you were in, you never talked about the inner workings of the business to anyone outside the business. And I say “nonviolent,” but there was plenty of blood, broken bones, and pulled guns along the way. But because it was mostly in-house and between the wrestlers (The Boys,) law enforcement never really got involved.

On my first day “inside,” I had the same feeling in my guts as I had on my first day of elementary school: that I might not be cool. Or maybe the word is welcome—that I might not be welcome. This feeling was, you can imagine, a sharp adjustment to make. I went from the bosom of acceptance in school to the backside of rejection in wrestling.

I’ve since learned that a big part of longevity in the wrestling business is having the ability to stand out. And in 1974, I sure stood out. Among the toughest, coolest guys on the planet, in seas of beer, clouds of smoke, and miles of mustaches, I looked like a guy who had stumbled backstage to sell them aluminum siding.

I mean, it’s hard to impress upon those of you who weren’t around in the ’70s just how sweaty and hairy that decade was. It was a time of war, inflation, and oil crises, civil unrest, and our president embroiled in a historical scandal. (Actually, I’m guessing you do know what those things feel like, as history has a funny habit of repeating itself.)

Our entertainment went from Happy Days to Taxi Driver, music swung from ABBA to Led Zeppelin, and the wrestling business was a dark, stripped-down affair with no music, no lighting—and if you can believe it, no baby oil.

And there I stood in the middle of it, the former vice president of the Future Farmers of America, dutifully being ignored by world champions and childhood heroes alike. In my cheap suit and bowl haircut, I began to wonder just how I was going to be earning my $125 a week. I hoped it was at least a role that would put me in the trenches with The Boys, so I could show them I was there to get my hands dirty and . . .

Nope, I was going to be working directly with the owner.

Well, that was nice. After all, nothing helps the guy who was just president of the student body fit into the notoriously paranoid wrestling business more than walking in the door and immediately becoming “the office.”

(Little did they know my “office” job was really just driving the blind majority owner, Leroy McGuirk, from town to town while making sure he had enough sustenance to keep him going. And by sustenance, I mean cigars and whiskey.)

So I started in quite the hole in the eyes of The Boys backstage. But over the course of the next year or so, I worked tirelessly to dig myself back out again. I drove the wrestlers from town to town, too (for two cents a mile), so they could relax (get drunk) on their downtime; I joined the ring crews; I refereed the matches to earn extra money for my young family.

Once I got talking, the wrestlers began to understand just how much I loved the business, and how I was in it for life—just like them—if I could find a way to stay there that long.

I began to learn all sides of the business—from talent to booker and back again. Driving every day with Leroy, and every night with the wrestlers, I was in a rolling classroom. And I began to understand why “having the ear” of the boss was a coveted position for wrestlers, because back then your money was aligned with where you found yourself on the card, and where you found yourself on the card was the sole decision of the boss. Politics led to pay. If you weren’t picked to work, you didn’t earn.

It was as simple and as brutal as that.

I did job after job, I was free whenever I was needed, and I took on any extra work that people had for me. In a small touring company like ours, you did whatever was needed to get the show up on its feet every night—even if that meant filling in for the vacationing announcer on very short notice.

I guess I have a scheduling oversight to thank for my start in broadcasting. The regular announcer, Reeser Bowden, was given time off, and nobody seemed to notice until a couple of hours before the taping was to begin. I guess because I showed adaptability, I was asked if I’d do it, and sitting at that announce table did something to me that none of the other jobs I’d done in a business I already loved had.

It made me nervous that I might not get to do this for the rest of my life.

I felt like a million bucks in my fifty-dollar suit as I sat at the announce table beside the owner—a blind man, remember—to call my first match in wrestling. I thought about rehearsing some lines and practicing some catchphrases, but it just wasn’t me. All I wanted to do was to finally introduce myself. To the business, to the wrestlers, to the fans in the seats, and to the audience at home.

And that’s what I did.

With Leroy by my side, and in front of seventy-five fans in KTBS Studios, Shreveport, Louisiana, I picked up my first television microphone and let the people know who I was.


“Hello, everybody, and welcome to another exciting hour of wrestling. My name is Jim Ross . . .”



And just like that my career took off.

That’s not true.

I was back off TV again just as fast as I got on.

And then back on again.

Then off again.

And, you guessed it, back on again.

And off again.

I quickly understood that my road to longevity in this business wasn’t going to be straight, smooth, or without heartbreak. But I was willing to do almost anything to make sure I’d get my chance again. And when I did, I knew I could show a little more of what I brought to the table.

In the meantime, I was just feeling lucky, and broke as hell, but mostly lucky that I got to be in this company, on this learning curve, at this time, working the towns, studying the business, and managing all the personalities that came along with it. I didn’t know it then, but the education I was getting then in small towns for no money, with no Golden Era in sight, helped get me ready for what was to come.

All the paths I took then as Jim Ross helped lead me to where I am now as JR. And while it was hard, and there were bad, bad times along the way, I’m so happy I stayed the course.

I guess I don’t really know all the decisions and sacrifices that John Cena made, or what it took for all the others to get where they ended up. But I know what my journey was filled with: hard work, selfless mentors, hard bosses, and a big streak of luck to hold it all together.




“Everywhere I go . . . people are talking about Mid-South Wrestling.”


March 20, 1982

Debut on Mid-South Wrestling

Irish-McNeil Boys’ Club

Shreveport, Louisiana



Working in professional wrestling is almost like a relay race, where those of us who work in it get on the track and run for as long as we can before passing the baton to the next person to keep it going. The difference for us is, the race is never-ending, and sometimes the hand that’s passing you the baton doesn’t want to let it go.

But, thankfully, it wasn’t like that for me.

I had been picking up pockets of broadcasting experience here and there in NWA Tri-State. But each time I sat at the commentary table there, Reeser Bowden would come back a match or two later tanned and relaxed, and the position, rightfully, would return to him.

Then along came the ’80s, when transition was in the air.

The territories—and the system that tied them together—were in the midst of change, thanks to expanding national cable TV coverage. The iron grip of ABC, NBC, and CBS was slipping, and as more channels came from more places, the promise of cable TV sounded a dinner bell to all the ambitious and savvy promoters across the territories. A new national race began in wrestling to see who could dominate these new national pathways first.

The year 1982 gave the world Nike Air Force 1, the Commodore 64, Blade Runner, E.T., “Thriller,” and Bud Light. It was also the year my future boss at All Elite Wrestling, Tony Khan, was born, and the year my former WWE boss, Vince K. McMahon, bought the World Wrestling Federation from his father and promptly sought a weekly national telecast on the USA cable network, which debuted the following year.

Vince was new, but already defiantly and directly challenging the old-school way of doing business, as he split from the NWA (his father had split from them in 1963 before rejoining in 1971) to build his own national brand. McMahon’s aggressive strategy involved immediately crossing the boundary lines into other wrestling territories while trying to buy up their syndicated programming.

Back home in Oklahoma, change was also coming fast down the pike, and with the old ways beginning to creak, change was a hard pill for the lifers to swallow. None more so than NWA stalwart Leroy McGuirk.

Before he ever booked a match, Leroy had a stellar career as the longest reigning light-heavyweight NWA champion in history. And he did it all with one eye, as he’d lost sight in one eye as a kid, before a car crash robbed him of sight in his other eye as an adult. After blindness forced him into competitive retirement, Leroy found his power as a promoter and higher-up in the National Wrestling Alliance. But even though he was the majority owner of NWA Tri-State, the overall direction of the company was handled by his forward-thinking booker, and minority owner, “Cowboy” Bill Watts.

Cowboy had been a top heavyweight draw for McGuirk before leaving to headline for the New York and Minnesota territories. When Tri-State’s business fell off, Leroy asked Watts to come back home, and Bill, the ever-working businessman, saw a path to making about the same money for a lot less travel. He would return, but not only as a wrestler; he also wanted to be paid for running the shows as the booker, and get a slice of the overall company, too.

Leroy knew his shrinking ticket sales were inviting the wolves to gather outside his company door, so he and Bill shook hands on a deal. And, boy, it worked. Watts did what he said he would do and turned those shrinking numbers around. He created buzz, amassed a stellar roster, and put asses every eighteen of those precious inches. And Leroy never forgave him for it. This led McGuirk to meddle so much that Bill left again in ’79 to go wrestle in Georgia and Florida before returning with an offer to buy Leroy out completely in ’82.

And that’s when Mid-South Wrestling was born.

And to my surprise, Watts also had an offer for me at that time: to be his full-time announcer. In between him leaving Tri-State in ’79 and coming back in ’82, I had been working on getting all the experience I could in broadcasting, even handling the arena interviews for the first team rodeo concept for ESPN. I knew I wanted to work in this area more than any other, and Cowboy handed me that opportunity.

With McGuirk gone, Watts immediately withdrew from Leroy’s beloved National Wrestling Alliance. Watts simply didn’t want to kick up 7–9 percent for the sole “luxury” of having the NWA champion come to his territory. Especially because he knew he’d still have to pay the champ 5–7 percent directly for that same booking, too.

Bill had the world champion’s number; what did he need the NWA for?

He told the old wrestlers and promoters who ran the NWA office that paying them a percentage didn’t make sense because the NWA didn’t promote, publicize, or put one extra ass in one of his seats. But like all good breakup artists, he did give the NWA a reason to feel better about the split.

“When the government comes knocking on the NWA door, asking about a monopoly in professional wrestling, you can now use me as an example of how it’s not,” Watts told them. “Because I’m going to book your champion directly, and you’re going to ‘let’ me do it.”

And so he did.

On top of business, almost everything else changed and improved in quality under Bill’s watchful eye—me included. Bill wanted every segment and match on a show to build someone up, and it was the commentator’s job, he told me, to help that building process happen.

I guess that that lesson finally clicked for me during my very first Mid-South taping, as I got to experience firsthand what Bill wanted from his commentators when longtime announcer Boyd Pierce helped build my credibility for the people back home.

“You’ll notice on my left a new face here on Mid-South Wrestling,” Boyd began. “He’s our guest. I know some of his background. He’s educated from Oklahoma State University, and Northeastern State. His name: Jim Ross. Jim, we’re glad to have you with us. But to continue his background: the only person, the only referee, in amateur ranks to referee in the state of Oklahoma: basketball, football, and baseball. That’s really something. And he’s a national commentator for ESPN rodeo professionally. He has his own TV wrestling commentary shows in many areas.

“And, ladies and gentlemen, he called me up and he said, ‘Boyd, wherever I go people are buzzing and talking about the enthusiasm and great grapplers you have on Mid-South Wrestling.’ And asked could he come here to watch it in person. I was only too glad. I invited him not only to come here, but he will be our guest commentator.”

The veteran turned to me, the first-day rookie, looked me in the eye, and said, “Jim, we welcome you wholeheartedly.”

And, man, he meant it. Boyd used his years of trust and capital with our audience to help build me up and launch my career.

I took his lead and, in turn, began to build the product up. Whether “everyone” was actually talking about Mid-South or not, it was our job to make the new company in town seem like a happening. MSW would go on to be a successful territory, but at this point everything was new and rising.

Much like myself.


“Well, thank you very much, Boyd. It’s a pleasure to be here in this great state. Everywhere I go, it’s really the truth: people are talking about Mid-South Wrestling—the wrestling in the Mid-South area. I know many of you people see wrestling from other parts of the country on the cable and other overlapping television systems. And I think that the proof is there. The greatest wrestlers, the greatest matchups of competition, are right here in the Mid-South area, and I’m very excited about this great card that matchmaker Grizzly Smith has prepared today. Some faces will be new to me, but many of them I’ve seen before, and it should be a very exciting hour.”



But Boyd wasn’t finished building me up or guiding me through what to say, and which parts of the storyline to focus on: “Jim, before we get into the actual matches, I’m just a country boy, and all our viewers will tell you, I love them and I appreciate them all. But you can break it down with your knowledge that you’ve attained. You’re a lot smarter than I am. I want you to tell them about the recent surgery of Ernie Ladd. Break it down and explain to them in ways I’m sure they’ll understand it.”

His last sentence stuck with me, because that was the whole job. To break it down and contextualize what people were seeing in brief, memorable sound bites. And in the process, to build people up, just like Boyd had gotten me over in his introduction of me to his audience.

After eight years as a referee, a ring-crew guy, a driver, a literal pair of eyes for our blind co-owner, and a sometimes host and broadcaster—watching Boyd pass me the baton in such a gracious and enthusiastic manner made Cowboy’s mantra—that everything we do is to build something, or someone—click.

I finally realized what a commentator’s role in the machine was.

And it was a role that was now mine.




“Jerry, this one started off like a house afire, just like we knew it would.”


December 24, 1983

Jim Duggan vs. Krusher Darsow, Mid-South Wrestling

Irish McNeil Boys’ Club

Shreveport, Louisiana



I have no idea where working chemistry comes from. I have seen it in people who like each other, and people who don’t. I have seen it in odd-couple partnerships and people who could be family. Two of the greatest WWE Champions of all time, Bret Hart and Shawn Michaels, famously did some of their best work together at the height of their bad blood. Chemistry doesn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason, but we all know that once it comes around, you’d best appreciate it.

I’ve been one half of a duo, or part of a threesome (easy, tiger) my whole career, and building those relationships has been tricky at times, but nearly always ultimately rewarding. In the high-pressure, big-payoff trenches of live TV, you learn to cooperate, accommodate, and gel with the people who are in it with you.

Down through the years I’ve had the privilege to work with some of the greatest of all time: Monsoon, Heenan, Savage, Cole, Schiavone, Taz, Heyman, Excalibur, and others—but I’m proudest to have worked with my longest TV partner, Jerry “The King” Lawler. And I’m even prouder that he’s still my friend today.

As a matter of fact, he just spent the weekend at my place in Florida, where we caught his beloved Cleveland Browns playing the Jacksonville Jaguars, while eating BBQ and talking about the old days. In a business wrought with jealously
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