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To Jesus Christ, the lord of my life.

Thank you, my king, for loving me and saving me.

All that I am, and all that I hope to become, is meaningless apart from you.

To Rebecca, my Proverbs 31 virtuous wife.

No one person has impacted my life more than you, my love. God chose you for me before he laid the foundations of the earth. I’ve loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you. I promise to lead, provide, and protect you all the days of my life.

I am honored to be your “Tender Warrior.”

And to Cameron. The moment I held you, my life was forever changed.

The innocence of your words have done more than anyone’s to inspire me to become a man of Godly character. I’ve known no greater joy than the day I became your father.

And to Cheyenne, my “Sugar Britches.”

“It’s a girl!” My eyes filled with tears and my heart was stolen forever. You now lead Daddy around by the finger—a sign of things to come, I’m told. As you grow to find the Lord’s plan and purpose for your life, know in your heart that all you will ever have to do is reach up and Daddy’s hand will be there.

To the three of you, my family. You are my life.

You are my reason for being: all I have, all I have ever hoped to have, all I have ever wanted, and all I will ever need. To have you is to have everything.

The words “I love you” will never truly describe your worth to me.

Thank you for loving me as I am, and thank you for making me whole.

Amazing Grace, how sweet it is that saved a wretch like me.

I once was lost, but now I’m found,

Was blind but now … now I see….
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prologue

November 9, 1997

Montreal, Quebec, Canada

The day you win the World Wrestling Federation
Championship should be among the happiest days of your life.
It’s a reward for all the hard work you’ve put into your job and
recognition that you are one of if not the best at what you do.

A little over a year and a half ago, I won it for the first
time. After all the public celebrating was done, I had a few
moments alone in my hotel room. I sat on my bed and stared
at the championship belt. I had never felt so good in all
my life.

Ten months later, I won my second championship. This time I did it in front of more than sixty thousand people in my hometown of San Antonio, Texas. When I started out in this business, I dreamed that someday I would come home and have people recognize me when I walked through the local mall. It’s safe to say that this had more than fulfilled that dream.

Tonight, I was going to win the championship for a third time. Only this time, I knew there would be no celebrating, no happy or peaceful moments, and no dreams fulfilled. There might be some angry words, a fight, or maybe even a riot might break out. Whatever was going to happen, I knew it wasn’t going to be good.

Something big was about to go down in Montreal, and I was going to be at the center of it. Vince McMahon wanted Bret Hart to drop the World Wrestling Federation Championship to me. Bret, a native of Calgary, Alberta, Canada, didn’t want to. Bret Hart believed he was a hero in his country and that if he lost a wrestling match in Canada, the country’s collective psyche might shatter—I am being totally serious here. He also didn’t like me, or more accurately, he hated me. I didn’t care for him either.

Normally, these issues would not have caused any trouble. Vince was the boss, and whatever he said happened. Vince had a problem though. Bret was leaving to wrestle for our archrival, World Championship Wrestling (WCW), and had a creative control clause in his contract that basically allowed him to do what he wanted in his last thirty days. If Bret didn’t want to lose the title, Bret wasn’t going to lose the title—or so he thought.

The night before, Vince, myself, my friend and fellow Superstar, Triple H (Paul Levesque), and Jerry Brisco—one of Vince’s close associates—met to confirm that we were going to swerve Bret out of the championship. He had left us no choice.

There is a time-honored tradition in this business that when you leave one wrestling company to go to another, you “do the favor”—lose—on the way out. It’s a sign of respect and gratitude for those who have put you on top in the first place. Bret was leaving, but he was refusing to lose. For all we knew, he might take our championship belt down to WCW and make a mockery of it and us. We couldn’t afford to take the chance.

It may not seem like much to an outsider, but in the wrestling world, what we were going to do was the equivalent of a mafia hit. And I was going to be Jack Ruby. It may have been Vince’s decision to swerve Bret out of the title, but I was going to be the one pulling the trigger. I had to figure out how it was going to happen, and I was going to be the one in the ring that everyone would see do it. Vince was going to try to do everything he could to put the focus and responsibility for the swerve on himself, but both he and I knew that I would catch most of the heat.

I already had an awful reputation within the industry because guys had been spreading rumors and lies about me for years. There was, and is, a wrestling subculture that lives off of gossip. They print newsletters—dirt sheets, as they are commonly referred to—post stories on Internet sites, and record telephone hotlines. I was not very popular in this subculture and had been targeted by them for years.

Soon after I began to be vilified in this world, I made the decision that I wasn’t going to respond to the lies and half-truths. I wasn’t going to play my detractor’s game of “he said, he said.” I’d been brought up to believe that if you had a problem with someone, you told them to their face, and that’s what I did. This didn’t win me many friends, but I had realized long ago that friends were a rare commodity in this business.

I knew most of my peers, and the small percentage of fans, who read the gossip were never going to like me. I didn’t care. My philosophy was, “You may not like me, but I am going to be so good at what I do, you are going to have to respect me.” So I poured everything I had into my craft and rose to the top of my profession.

I succeeded because I could wrestle. No one ever had any plans to go with Shawn Michaels. I was a small guy with a hateable gimmick. Ric Flair was cool. Hulk Hogan made you feel good. Steve Austin gave you the chance to be a rebel. Me, The Boy Toy? The Heartbreak Kid? What redeemable qualities did I have? Who really wanted to be me?

When I was just beginning my rise through the ranks, Tully Blanchard told me that the key to making it in this business is simple: you make them yell the loudest for the longest. And that’s what I tried to do every time I stepped into the ring. It didn’t matter if I was wrestling a champion or some no-name jobber—a wrestler hired to lose. I gave it everything I could.

Through my work, I ended up earning the respect of my peers. They may have been saying bad things about me behind my back, but they wanted to wrestle me. They knew I would bring out their best. I didn’t care about doing something in the ring that would make me look “weak.” I figured if I had a great match, I would get over anyway.

The fans could tell how much effort I was putting into my craft, and they rallied behind me. I became their darling, the one they wanted to see at the top. When I beat Bret Hart for my first World Wrestling Federation Championship at WrestleMania XII, they celebrated with me.

Soon, however, things changed. My world came crashing down. Everyone and everything seemed to turn against me. The gossip and the lies increased. I tried to block them out, but I couldn’t. The world was changing too. I was a white-meat babyface, the kind of good guy that was popular in the seventies and eighties but was fast becoming hated in the rebellious nineties. Despite my successes in the ring, many fans turned against me.

I was devastated and responded by lashing out at just about everyone. I pushed buttons and became a real lightning rod. If someone started spreading rumors that I was refusing to put people over, I’d walk into the locker room and start shouting, “I’m not doing any jobs!” When I was hurt, it was often reported that I was faking the injury. So when I’d come back from my injury, I’d do something in the ring that no one else in my condition could possibly have done.

I’ll be the first to admit that I was no saint, before, and after, my first title run. I could be obnoxious, cocky, and rude, but I never did anything malicious. I never spread rumors about other people. And, I always owned up to my shortcomings. If I did something wrong, I accepted the punishment I received. If I was punished for something I didn’t do, well, that was a whole different matter, as you shall see. You could call me a lot of things, but you couldn’t say I was a hypocrite. Most of the people who were spreading untruths about me were.

Business also fell off during this time. WCW was putting the clamps on WWE, and quite honestly, they were more with the times during this period. As the champion and the face of the company, the blame fell on my shoulders. I responded by doing the only thing I could do. I worked my tail off and put on great match after great match. It didn’t matter though. Our product was not connecting as well as WCW’s.

The downturn in business fed my detractors’ seemingly insatiable desire to destroy me. Unfortunately, I let them get to me and lashed out even more. I’d yell at Vince and his right-hand man, Pat Patterson, who had always been so good to me. It was a horrible cycle that was destroying me inside.

As if all this wasn’t enough, a whole series of crazy things started happening. The power would go out at a Pay-Per-View, a doctor would tell me that my knee was so badly damaged that I could never wrestle again, and then of course, there was Montreal. I tried to escape it all by taking vast quantities of painkillers. They could mask the pain for a short time, but in the long run, they nearly ended my life.

Two years after I first became champion I was completely broken—emotionally, spiritually, and physically. Randy Savage had once told me to slow down in the ring because he thought I’d never last. “I’m Superman,” I told him. “I can do anything.”

I wasn’t Superman anymore. I was a thirty-two-year-old man with a back so messed up that I couldn’t get out of bed in the morning without taking pain pills. All I ever wanted to do, all I knew how to do was wrestle. And now, I couldn’t.

I retired from the ring, went home, and wallowed in my misery. I was angry, confused, and wracked with guilt. So many bad things had been said and written about me that I wasn’t sure who I was anymore. I was raised in a decent family, and I always thought I was a decent guy. I wasn’t sure of that anymore. Part of this feeling came from taking too many pills. Was I a bad guy because I was taking drugs? Or, was I taking drugs because I was a bad guy?

One thing I did know was that I was not a quitter. I never had been. Sometimes my never-say-die attitude led me into trouble, but I was never one to say, “I give up.” I wanted to be a better person. I wanted to kick the pills.

Eventually, the darkness subsided. I met the woman of my dreams, my wife Rebecca. We had our first child, our son Cameron. To the outside world, I had everything: a loving, gorgeous wife, a beautiful son, and a lot of money in the bank. But there was still something missing.

I had never been a very spiritual person, but I began to feel that the Lord was calling out to me. I began calling out to him. He opened my heart and I became born again. I accepted Jesus Christ as my personal lord and savior and I began living a spiritual life.

There was now an unspeakable joy in my life, and I became the man I should have always been. Thanks to the good work of doctors and the healing power of the Lord, my back healed. I thought about wrestling again, and four and a half years after I was forced to give up what I love doing more than anything else, I returned to the ring.

When I came back, I apologized to Vince and Pat and everyone else who I had wronged or made life difficult for. The old-timers who were still there saw I was a different person. The young guys had probably read about me and weren’t quite sure what to make of me at first. It wasn’t long, though, before they saw that I was much different from what they had heard about me in the past. From the moment I came back, work has been nothing but fun.

The fans too have seen that I am a better person. They have been nothing short of wonderful. They have been cheering me nonstop for the past three plus years despite the fact that my gimmick is more hateable than ever. I repay them the best way I know how. Every night I go out, I try my best to make them yell the loudest for the longest.

[image: Image]

I suppose history will ultimately judge my place in this business, and I’m sure nearly every time my name is mentioned, Bret Hart, Montreal, and the match that changed the course of this industry will come up. (And I’ll get back to Montreal, I promise.) But there is a lot more to my life and career than my relationship with him and that day in 1997.

You’ve never heard my side of the story, but now here it is. It has Kliqs and Curtain Calls, vacated titles and unwarranted suspensions. I’m going to tell you about tearing down houses and tearing up hotel rooms. You’ll read about Vince McMahon, Marty Jannetty, Kevin Nash, and a whole lot of people you may not have known who have helped me along the way. I’ll take you inside a Ladder match, a Hell in a Cell, and a Bloodbath in Vegas. I’ve even tossed in a little rock ’n’ roll and Graceland. You’ll also learn about my family and friends, and how cultivating a personal relationship with Jesus Christ changed my life.

Trust me, it’s been one crazy ride. Then again, what else should I have expected? I wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place. And right after I was born, my mother didn’t even want to see me.
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1 roll call

My mother didn’t want to see me … at least that’s the
story she loves to tell.

Now before you start thinking bad things about my
mom, or wonder how she could say something like that, you
really have to know her. She is and always has been very
over-the-top, and even though she sometimes pretends to be
an angry lady, she’s incredibly sweet, and I don’t know if
more than two weeks have gone by in my entire life that I
haven’t spoken to or heard from her. I am, and have always
been, a momma’s boy.

The truth is, though, I was not supposed to be here. I wasn’t planned. My parents already had my older brothers Randy, who is ten years older than I am, and Scott, who is six years older, as well as my sister Shari, who is four years my senior. They were a happy family and didn’t plan on having a fourth child. But, I came along.

My mom wasn’t angry that she became pregnant with me, she was more like, “Unbelievable! I’m having another child!” Plus, if she was going to have another child, she wanted it to be a girl. After all, she already had two boys.

Well, she got another boy, and I ended up being born Michael Shawn Hick-enbottom on July 22, 1965, at Williams Air Force Base in Chandler, Arizona. And no, my mom didn’t want to see me. Shortly after I was born and taken to the nursery, the nurses asked her, “Do you want to see the baby?”

“No,” she replied, “because he’s not supposed to be here.”

They were a little taken aback by my mom’s comments and couldn’t quite figure her out. A little while later, they figured they could break her down and told her this story about a beautiful baby in the nursery who was all alone because his mother didn’t want to see him. “Can you believe that?” they asked her.

My mom couldn’t. “Who is this woman who would do such a thing?” she asked.

They just looked at her for a second and then said, “You!”

She felt awful, of course, and asked the nurses to bring me to her. They brought me in, and try as she might to pretend that she didn’t love me, she couldn’t keep up the façade for long. As I sat there cooing and looking up at her she fell in love with me, and I’ve been spoiled by her ever since.

[image: Image]

My dad was an officer in the air force at the time, and it wasn’t too long after I was born, just six months in fact, that he took part in an exchange program with the British Royal Air Force. So Mom packed up the family, and we moved to England. It was the first of many moves I would make as an air force child.

We lived near Reading, England, for two years. Then Dad volunteered to go to Vietnam, and Mom took the family to Storm Lake, Iowa. This was where she grew up and where her mom, my Nanna, still lived. We moved into a house down the road from Nanna’s and lived there until my dad came back to the States a year or so later.

I was just an infant when we lived in England and only three when we were in Storm Lake, so I don’t really have any recollection of time spent there. I do have great memories of Iowa, but those are from years later when our family would visit Nanna for a few weeks during the summertime. I was Nanna’s little boy, and we would spend time together in the kitchen making grebbles—fried dough and sugar. I also got a glimpse of farm life, driving the tractor and being outdoors a lot. It was always a lot of fun, and I looked forward to visiting her every summer.
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My dad is the pilot on the left.



My first real memories start when I was four and my dad came back from his overseas tour. Besides being a pilot, he was also an expert on the Middle East. He began working at the Pentagon, conducting research and preparing position papers for the Defense Department, the State Department, and even the president of the United States. We moved to Camp Springs, Maryland, which wasn’t too far from the Pentagon.

I don’t remember the actual move, but I do remember my first impressions of the house we moved into. To me, it seemed like the biggest house in the world. At four, everything seems big, and looking back now as an adult, I realize that it wasn’t a mansion or anything, but at the time, it just seemed huge.

One great thing about our house was that it was situated in a really neat neighborhood. At the end of our block, the neighborhood ended and it was all woods and forest. For a little kid who liked to run around and play, we couldn’t have lived in a more perfect place.

When I turned five, my parents threw a birthday party and set up a treasure hunt for me and all my friends. It may have seemed like a small thing to them at the time, but it’s one of my fondest memories. My parents placed clues all around the house and up and down our street. We would find one clue, my older brother Randy would read it to us, which would lead us to another and then another. They put clues under rocks, on trees, anywhere that five-year-olds would like to look. At the end of it, there was going to be this great treasure that we would find.

The clues took us up and down the block and into the woods where there was a big oak tree in which the local kids had put a tree house. We followed the clues past the tree house and then along a stream that ran nearby. At one point, we thought we had spotted the treasure. We ran across the stream with great big smiles on our faces, thinking we would soon be opening a secret chest. It turned out to be just a bunch of rocks, but that didn’t deter us one bit from continuing the hunt.

We kept collecting clues and eventually made our way back to my backyard. And there, sitting before us, was a big trunk stuffed full of toys. We were all so happy. We had found the treasure and there was something there for all of us.

I’ve lived a pretty crazy life and been through a lot of stuff, but I’ve never forgotten the treasure hunt. Now as a father of two beautiful young children, I’d like to be able to put together a treasure hunt for them on one of their birthdays. I only hope it will be as fun and as memorable as the one my folks gave me.

[image: Image]

Football played a big part in my childhood and teenage years, and it was in Camp Springs that I began playing. My older brothers played, and I thought it seemed like a neat thing to do. I started out by playing with my brothers in our basement. We had this little rubber grip toy that we used as the football. I would start with the ball on one side of the basement and have to fight my way through them to get to the other side and score a touchdown. I think they had a blast picking me up and tossing me about. Unbeknownst to me, I was already learning how to take bumps and fly around.

I started playing organized ball, Pop Warner, when I was six. I was a stocky little boy who liked the physicality and contact of the sport, so my coaches started me out as a fullback. I was pretty good, but I did have one major problem that limited my enjoyment of the game. I had a hard time telling my right from my left. When they called a play that went right, I often went left, and when they called a play to go left, I often went right.

You might be thinking that a kid my age ought to know the difference between his right and his left, but there’s a reason I had a bit of difficulty with this. I’m ambidextrous, and while this can be advantageous in many ways, for a six-year-old trying to learn his right from his left, it can be quite a source of frustration.

When a coach explained a play where I was supposed to go right, he would tell me to run between the guard and tackle on that side. When I asked which was right, he would tell me it was the side of my writing hand. When I asked another coach, he would tell me it was the side of the hand I drew with. Well, I wrote with my left and colored with my right, so I’d get confused. To try and help matters, one coach had seen me placekick, and he’d tell me it’s the same side that you kick the ball with. Normally this would have helped, but while I kicked the ball off the ground with my right foot, I punted with my left. Unfortunately, his instructions only confused me more and I became very frustrated.

[image: Image]

I’ve already been playing for a year.

The coaches told my parents that if I wanted to play I needed to work on knowing my right from my left and where the holes I was supposed to run through were. So my dad and my brothers went to work to straighten me out. In our yard, they set up trash can lids where the offensive lineman would be and pointed out where all the holes were. We practiced a lot, and thanks to their patience I learned where to run.

Once over the right/left hurdle, I started doing pretty well. Then, I ended up hurting my leg. I’d like to say I pulled my hamstring, but I’m not sure if that’s possible for a six-year-old to do. In any event, I hurt my leg somehow. We were at practice running laps. I was limping, crying, and just trying to make it around the field as best I could. I could hear my dad yelling, “C’mon Shawn, you’re not hurt. You can do it!” So, I gutted it out and kept running.

I can also remember my mom then turning to my dad and really laying into him for pushing me like that when I was obviously injured. She couldn’t stand to see her baby hurting, so she really gave my dad a piece of her mind. She also went over to my coach and told him in no uncertain terms, “You get him off the field!”

Well, Coach came over to me, picked me up, and carried me over to my mom. She took me right home. The next year, I played defensive lineman. Not so much running, and plenty of contact.

There were no great lessons that I learned from getting hurt, but this is a good example of how my parents related to me as I was growing up, my dad forceful and pushing, telling me to gut it out, and my mom not wanting to see me hurting at all.
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At the time, I didn’t really understand what my dad did for a living. He was always in his uniform, and he looked sharp all the time. He was very clean, very strict, and very proper. People saluted him a lot, I remember that. It seemed like a pretty cool thing to have people salute you. He worked a lot and wasn’t home much, but if one of us was playing sports, he was usually there.

Later on, I would find out that he was a pretty good athlete in his day, and a great amateur wrestler, having wrestled for the University of Iowa, one of the top programs in the country. As a kid, though, I didn’t really talk that much with my dad. He was from the generation where the father went to work and came home, had something to eat, and then relaxed on the couch. He basically kept to himself and would go to bed pretty early. I can’t remember many intimate conversations I had with him as a kid.

My mom, on the other hand, took a very active role in raising the kids, and she was always very protective of me. She could get angry like all moms do, but when push came to shove, I was her baby and she almost always sided with me. One thing I learned very early on was that being a full-time mom is a real job, worthy of as much respect as a husband who works full-time outside the house.

My brothers were a lot older than me, and we didn’t really have much of a relationship until recently. Both are college graduates and both are smart men. I always felt a little inferior to them, first because they were so much older than me, and then later on because they went to college and earned degrees. I felt they were smarter than me and that we would never have anything in common. I especially felt that way about Randy because he was a real brain. I was more of a jock, and because of my insecurity, I felt like a dummy around him. It used to drive him crazy, and that more than anything kept us from having a real relationship until very recently.

These days, because I’ve lived such a different life than my brothers and have gone through so much, I find myself giving them advice. For the first time, even though I’m their little brother, they make me feel their equal.

While I had a distant relationship with my brothers, I was real close to my sister, Shari. I thought she was the cat’s meow and I just loved her so much. With my brothers out doing their own thing, we grew up together. She used to comfort me all the time and watch over me. Every night I would snuggle in bed with her. She provided a great sense of comfort.
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We lived in Camp Springs until I was eight years old and there was really only one aspect of my life that I didn’t like: school, or at least the first day of school. Not my actual first day in kindergarten, but every first day after that until seventh grade. It wasn’t the classes that bothered me, or even meeting new kids when I changed schools. It was roll call, and sitting in my seat, dreading the moment my name would be called. With a name like Hickenbottom, it’s not hard to figure out why. It is a funny name, and kids would make fun of it and me all the time.

I also didn’t like the name Michael. My parents thought about naming me Shawn Michael Hickenbottom, but they decided Michael Shawn rolled off the tongue a bit better, so that was my official name. Everyone who knew me, though, called me Shawn.

I can’t honestly say that I remember my first day of kindergarten at Middle-ton Valley Elementary, but I have no doubt that I cried leaving my mom for the first time to go to school. I also know that I got over leaving Mom real soon when I met my kindergarten teacher, Ms. Musgrave. She was spectacular and I adored her. She was my first love. When I went to first grade, she became my first grade teacher, and I couldn’t have been any happier. My only disappointment with her was when she got married. I was heartbroken, but somehow I pulled it together and managed to move on with my life.

Before long, the local school district started a busing program. Rather than put me in a bus and have me attend school in a different neighborhood, my parents decided to enroll me in St. Joseph’s, a private Catholic school. This was where I had my first of many uncomfortable experiences of being the new guy in school.

The very first day I was there, the teacher called out my name during roll. “Michael Hickenbottom?”

Everybody in the class started laughing. I can’t remember the kids at Mid-dleton Valley laughing at my name, perhaps a few snickers, but I sure remember these kids doing so. I felt terrible and if I had had one wish in the world at that time, it would have been to get out of that classroom. At Middleton Valley, I would yell out “Shawn” when they called my name and I would be called Shawn from then on. I felt so uncomfortable here that I didn’t even tell the teacher to call me Shawn instead of Michael. For the rest of the year I was called Michael, and I hated every minute of it. I don’t remember making one friend during that year at St. Joseph’s. Thankfully, I still had the kids in the neighborhood that I played with.

By the time third grade rolled around, we had moved to Laughlin Air Force Base in Del Rio, Texas. My dad had been transferred there to be the base commander and once again the Hickenbottom family was on the move. Even though we had moved two thousand miles, my next first day at school would be just as bad.

That fall, I started at another Catholic school, Sacred Heart. This time the laughing and teasing would lead to the first of many fights I would get into. I was by nature a pretty shy boy, and I think I fought mostly out of fear. I can’t ever recall wanting to fight. I fought because I thought I had to. It was just that I got picked on and picked on and picked on some more. I got so tired of it. It takes a lot to make me mad, but once I get mad I have a pretty bad temper, and I was about to unleash it on a kid who teased me at Sacred Heart.

During my first day there, a bunch of us were outside by the basketball courts and a boy starting making fun of my last name. I didn’t like it and I went at him. When you are eight years old and you get in a fight, you’re not going to do much damage, but I did pretty well for myself. We scuffled for a bit before we were separated and marched off to see the principal. Although they gave out spankings at the time, we weren’t spanked. We were reprimanded and shown the paddle, but that was it. The punishment certainly didn’t scar me or deter me from getting in fights in the future.

I stayed at Sacred Heart through the fifth grade. Then, my dad was transferred to Randolph Air Force Base right outside San Antonio. He went to live there while the rest of us stayed in Del Rio. At the time, my brother Randy was already off in college. Scott, however, was going to be a senior in high school. He was a real good football player and had been at the same school for three years. Starting anew as a senior would have been tough and a bit unfair to him. Shari also had a lot of friends in Del Rio and didn’t want to move either. So my parents decided that my mom would stay with us in Del Rio for one more year while my dad lived up at Randolph, 150 miles away.

My dad made a pretty good living as a colonel in the air force, but maintaining two homes, sending a son to college, and sending me to private school was a bit much. So for sixth grade, I went back to public school. Sure enough, I got in a fight the very first day.

It was the same old story. The roll call, “Hickenbottom,” the snickers, and then later the teasing. This time it was a boy named Steve who was doing the teasing. He was lipping off to me at recess, and I really let him have it. By this time I was big enough to do some real damage, and I bloodied him up pretty good.

I must admit that my pugilistic prowess got me over with my classmates right away. They were pretty impressed with how I beat the tar out him. I think it was a respect thing, the other kids were like “Whoa, don’t mess with Shawn, he’s real tough.”

We were taken to the principal’s office, but just like at Sacred Heart, we didn’t really get into any trouble. Back in those days, schools wouldn’t immediately call home and tell your parents that you were in a fight, so the only reason my folks ever knew I was in fights was if I told them.

Steve and I quickly made up. We soon became friends and ended up being teammates on our football team. Later in the year, he died in a tragic accident when his mother ran him over by accident while he was on his bike. I ended up being one of his pallbearers. The whole football team wore our jerseys to the funeral. This was my first experience with death and just a really sad moment.

Now that I have kids, and I’m not saying you have to have kids to realize what a tragedy that was, but nonetheless knowing what it’s like to have kids and just thinking about them dying in such a manner, it’s almost too much to imagine. My heart still goes out to his mother and family.
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As you go back and review your life in the attempt to figure out how you became the person you are and why you acted in certain ways at various points in your life, you often come upon episodes that simply indicate: I was as I was, or, I just always was this way.

This is certainly true for me when it came to being punished for something I did not believe warranted punishment. Later in life during my wrestling career I would often be accused of doing awful things and/or breaking rules. I’ll be the first to admit that I pushed buttons and could be difficult. But one thing I did do was own up to my shortcomings. If I did something wrong, I admitted to it and did not fight the punishment. When I was disciplined for something I did not do wrong, though, I fought the punishment and often made life as miserable as possible for those who I thought were wrongfully punishing me.

My internal sense of justice could be seen shortly after we moved to Laugh-lin. I had gotten in trouble for something—something that wasn’t that serious, like forgetting to tell my mom where I was going that afternoon. If you ask my mom today, she’ll even tell you that it wasn’t that serious. But that day for whatever reason, maybe Mom was in a bad mood, I was going to get “the switch.” My parents didn’t spank us with their hands, they did it with a riding crop. It was my mom that called the crop “the switch.”

Now I was a good kid for the most part and didn’t get the switch very often. I learned real quick that it didn’t pay to get in trouble where the switch was concerned. And more importantly, I was a sensitive kid and it bothered me to do something wrong to my parents or my family. It really hurt my feelings.

On this day, whatever I did, I didn’t think I deserved to get it. My mom thought otherwise. She started getting on me, and despite my telling her that I was sorry and it would never happen again, she was adamant. I meant what I said, but the words were not good enough. I pleaded one more time with her.

“I’m sorry. I promise I won’t do it again. Please don’t,” I said.

“Put your hands on the counter,” she replied as she readied the switch.

I did exactly as she said. But still defiant and believing I didn’t deserve the switch, I bolted out of the kitchen before she could hit me.

My mom couldn’t believe I had run off. None of my siblings ever had the gumption to run from her. She was yelling at me to come back, but I just kept running and running and running. I ran past the officers’ area, past the noncommissioned officers’ area, through yards and down streets. I ran by the pool and all the youth fields.

Meantime, my mom and my sister had jumped in our truck and started following me. My sister could run like a deer and periodically my mom would pull up close to me and my sister would jump out and try and chase me down. She couldn’t catch me on this day, though.

Eventually, I ran all the way to the end of the base. I was way out in the desert with only another big fence separating me from a vast, endless wasteland. My choices were either to stop and confront my mom, or try and climb the fence and head to Mexico or Del Rio. As I stood next to the fence, thinking what to do, my mom stepped out of the truck. I could tell by her expression that she was no longer mad, only concerned and a bit amused by the entire episode. She quickly said, “Baby, come here.”

“I won’t do it anymore,” I said, obviously exhausted and a bit scared.

“I know you won’t,” she answered.

Then my sister came over and gave me a big hug. Later, my mom told me that Shari was really sticking up for me, pleading my case and telling her that I would never run like this if I had really done something bad. I think my sister standing up for me softened up my mom, and knowing this made me love Shari even more. That was the last time I was ever threatened with the switch. It wouldn’t be the last time I ever ran from a punishment that I felt I didn’t deserve.
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Shortly after we moved to Laughlin, I was spending nearly every day at the pool. I was a big diver and spent hours diving off the boards. I wasn’t afraid to jump off either the low or high boards, and before long I could do flips and even a backflip.

My dad took notice of my diving and one day told me to go up on the high dive and do a two and a half. I had never done this big a dive before, but I didn’t want to disappoint him, so I climbed up the diving board and gave it my best shot.

It turns out my best shot wasn’t good enough. I didn’t make it and landed straight on my face, about knocking myself out. I was crying and selling my pain like nobody’s business. My poor dad, he must have felt awful. And these are the memories I have of him! In any event, it didn’t deter me from getting back on the board. Before long, I was back up jumping for all I was worth, although it’s safe to assume that I didn’t try another two and a half.

I also made friends with a boy who lived near us named Andrew. We were into superheroes and played together all the time. He ended up leaving the next year, and I remember being real sad when he did. Before long, however, I was making new friends and starting to experience the Texas lifestyle. We had moved off the base and I started hanging around with Donny Fletcher and the Sullivan boys. Donny and his family wore boots and Wranglers and drove pickup trucks. They were real country folk. As I made my way through elementary school I was becoming a full-fledged Texan. I spent a lot of time riding dirt bikes and going to the 4-H club and watching the kids there raise animals. I also tried chewing tobacco for the first time. I really didn’t like the taste of the tobacco, but older kids chewed it and I just imitated them.

As far as academics were concerned, I was an average student who didn’t try very hard and wasn’t that interested in any of the subjects we studied. Nowadays, I read a ton of books, but back then, despite my parents’ wanting me to, I wasn’t into reading. I earned mostly C’s and a few B’s. Every now and then I would get a D and be told that I had to “bring those grades up.” My parents never said that my future would depend on my education, and I never felt pressured to do well in school.

One other thing that I discovered in Del Rio was girls, or more exactly, that there was something pretty cool about them. Of course, I had no idea how to act around girls. I was shy and totally unsure of myself. One time in the sixth grade, we were at a party playing truth or dare and I was dared to go into a closet with this girl. We went, but we had no idea what we were doing. We just stood there and stared at each other, completely innocent and completely clueless.

A couple of weeks later I was at another party and a game of spin the bottle broke out. This night I turned out to be very “suave and debonair.” A lot of the girls picked me to kiss them. Again, I had no idea what I was doing, and truth be told, I would have no idea all throughout junior and senior high school and really for a long time after that. But at this moment, it felt pretty darn cool to get picked to be kissed.
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The summer between sixth and seventh grade we moved to Randolph and were reunited with Dad. By this time, moving was no big deal. Everyone in the air force seemed to do it, and I found it easy to make friends at Randolph. I had the summer to settle into life on the base, and by the time school started things were going pretty well. I met a new friend, Tim Roubelard, and was having a good time playing with him. Then it was time for school to start, and I began to brace myself for roll call. My last name was an albatross I couldn’t get rid of.

The first day in seventh grade, I was nervous and dreading the moment when the teacher would call out my name. Fortunately, someone intervened and saved me the agony of a full-fledged heckling. He had black hair and the biggest buckteeth you ever saw. His name was Darren Sutterfield and he liked to go by the name of Scooter.

“Darren Sutterfield?” our teacher called out the first day.

“You can call me Scooter,” he replied.

I guess we all thought that was pretty funny because the whole class broke out laughing. Whether they were laughing at him or the name I’m not sure, but by the time the teacher came to me there was already a bit of levity, and I definitely felt better. I got a few chuckles when my name was called, but it was nothing like the past. I guess Scooter took the heat off of me.

Junior high school turned out to be a really good time. I spent a lot of time riding bikes and skateboards with my friends and hanging out at the base youth center where we would play pool or Ping-Pong. I played football for our base team, the Randolph Rangers, during the fall, and I played baseball in the spring.

This was also about the time I started feeling peer pressure or at least realizing that it existed. There were different cliques, so to speak, at school. There was the “cool” group, the “nerd” group, the “goth” group, and then there were “the others.” I didn’t really run within in any one circle. I was sort of an in-betweener, which was fine for me.

Some of my classmates liked to talk about what they were doing with girls. Rumors would start flying around about so-and-so and so-and-so. I assumed they were true because I didn’t really know any better. Later on I realized that there was a lot of lying going on, but at the time I just took what people said as the truth.

Elizabeth was the name of my first girlfriend. She lived off base and didn’t go to Randolph. This sort of raised my profile at school. I was “going with” someone from the outside. In our small world, I had gone big time.

I met her at an arcade, and we spent a fair amount of time there. Sometimes my mom would give me a ride to her house and we’d hang out and be awkward with each other. I certainly liked her, but I was so intimidated around her. I was afraid of doing something that she didn’t want me to do. My shyness made me feel awkward, but in a strange way, I think she and other girls kind of liked me for that.

It’s funny because later on in my career I was known as such an egotistical brash guy because that’s what I put out there for everyone to see. Inside, I was still the shy little twelve-year-old who didn’t quite know how to act and who was afraid that people wouldn’t like me if I showed who I really was.
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2 my little world

In between seventh and eighth grade we moved off
base, and one Saturday night I was at home sitting around
with nothing to do. I decided to turn on the TV to pass the
time. I wasn’t looking to watch anything in particular. I don’t
even remember flipping the channels to see what was on. I
just turned on the television and there it was: Southwest
Championship Wrestling (SWCW).

I had never seen or heard of wrestling before, but I was
immediately and completely captivated by it. I saw wrestlers
like Tully Blanchard and Wahoo McDaniel. Wahoo was the
big Indian and Tully was the number one bad guy. There was action, there was fighting, there was competition. It seemed like the coolest thing in the world. I watched the entire hour and then walked off to the kitchen where my mom was.

“Mom,” I said to her with as much conviction as I could muster at the time. “I want to be a professional wrestler.”

“That’s nice, honey,” she replied in an offhand manner, never dreaming that I was serious and that our lives would be changed forever that night.

Pretty soon, watching SWCW became my little thing every weekend. It was on pretty late, but my folks let me stay up to watch. One night I was watching and they were cutting promos about an upcoming show at the HemisFair Arena in San Antonio. When I realized that I could see this live, I became really excited. I asked my dad if I could go see the matches and he said yes and took me to the HemisFair Arena for my first show.

I’m sure if I looked back at that show now, it would seem so nickel-and-dime. At the time, however, it was huge and colorful and larger than life. Our seats were pretty high up, but that didn’t detract at all from the grandeur of the show. They had this big ring light that shined on the wrestlers and made it all seem like a great spectacle. At that time, the wresters bled often, and when they bled that day, it was as if their blood was the brightest red there was. Tully and Wahoo were in the main event. They brawled and the crowd went nuts. It was just a great, fun experience. If I wasn’t completely hooked before, I was now.

When school started up in the fall, I was the only one I knew who watched wrestling. Then I found out that a boy, Lorne, who I didn’t hang out with, also liked to watch. We fast became wrestling buddies, practicing moves on each other and having matches outside his house and in the base gym. He had a mask and sometimes he would put that on and we would pretend we were certain wrestlers and go do our thing.

We followed the feuds that were going on in SWCW, and I rooted for the good guys for the most part. I also learned about guys like Ric Flair, Dusty Rhodes, Harley Race, Nick Bockwinkel, and Bob Backlund from Lorne. He had quite a few wrestling magazines, and through these, I realized that there was a whole ’nother world of wrestling outside of San Antonio.

In my mind, Bob Backlund was the number one champion. He wrestled in New York, and I figured that meant he must be the best. Nick Bockwinkel, the American Wrestling Association (AWA) Champion, carried himself real well. He had a presence to him, and I would have ranked him right behind Backlund. Harley Race, who was the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) Champion, maybe because of his old rugged look, seemed to me a bit behind those two.

This is by no means to imply that I was smartened up to the business. Heck, I wasn’t even smartened up by the time I had my first real match. It’s just that I began to look at the business and try to figure out how it all worked. There was no Internet, there were no newsletters or “dirt sheets” that I knew of, and the business was real protected. I observed what I could and tried my best to put two and two together.

Mr. Sifuentes, my social studies teacher, was a big wrestling fan. Sometimes he would give the class an assignment and sit up in front of the class and read a book. He was actually reading wrestling magazines he slipped inside his book. After Mr. Sifuentes discovered that I liked wrestling, he would occasionally look my way and let the wrestling magazine slip out. He was really cool, and Lorne, he, and I would discuss what was going on in SWCW before class a lot.
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When I started high school, wrestling took a bit of a backseat to football. To say that high school football is big in Texas would be a huge understatement. Football is the thing in Texas high schools. It certainly was at Randolph, and I was eager to play.

The man who ran our program was Coach Mickler, and he ran it with an iron fist. There was no doubt that he was “the man” at school, and everyone did whatever he said to do. He won eighteen district championships, and he commanded a lot of respect in the community. He was, in fact, the de facto head of the entire school.

Coach Mickler looked straight out of central casting. He was a huge man with a pockmarked face, gravelly voice, and old and leathery skin. He smoked a lot, but you never saw the smoke come out of his mouth. It was as if he was so tough, he just swallowed it. He wore coaching shorts, his three-button Ro-Hawks (our nickname) polo shirt, and a Ro-Hawks hat, and he always had a whistle around his neck. The only other thing he did besides coach was teach golf, and he did that because he liked to play.

Coach really wasn’t much of a teacher on the field. Everything was about him. He called me either “Guy” or “Hick,” and referred to other people as “Stu-pid” or “Ignoramus.” Coach Mickler verbally brutalized a lot of players, including my friend Scott Marie. Coach was so hard on Scott that Scott jokingly claims he went to Mickler’s gravesite five years after he had died just to make sure Coach was still there.

It was around football that I formed the core group of friends who I would hang out with throughout high school. Pat Ahman, Paul Silvestri, and Gavin and Troy Rose were four guys I became pretty close with. I still hung out with my wrestling buddy, but that was kind of separate from my jock friends. They weren’t into wrestling.

Our school had a freshman team, so in ninth grade I played on that team and escaped the wrath of Coach Mickler, who concentrated his time on the varsity squad. I played offensive tackle and linebacker and was one of the better players on the team.

In all, my first year of high school was fun. I was running with my friends, starting to get into music a little, mostly bands like KISS, Van Halen, and Rush, and I had a few little girlfriends here and there. But it was going into my sophomore year that things began to really pick up.

We lived off base and whenever I needed to get to base or go to school, I could catch a ride with my sister or one of my parents would drive me. That was fine, but I was fifteen now and wanted to have some freedom. In Texas you only had to be fifteen to get a motorcycle license, and I knew some other kids who had one. So, I asked my folks if I could get a motorcycle. They gave me the big responsibility talk, and I agreed to everything they demanded. They had friends who had a Honda dealership in Tyler, Texas, so my mom, dad, and Scott went up there and came back with a red Honda 100. I loved it and couldn’t have been any happier.

I also started working the summer before tenth grade. I was going to wrestling matches and I had my motorcycle now. My parents felt it was time I started paying for my own things. Gavin and Troy were working at a local pizza place called Mr. Gatti’s, and they put in a good word for me. Before long, I was making pizzas, cleaning the restaurant, and pulling in the minimum wage, which was $3.35 an hour. I worked a couple of nights during the week and on Friday and Saturday nights, which were the busiest times.

When I began working there, my friends started coming in. And my friends were slowly turning into a bigger crowd, mainly because of Pat Ahman and the other football players. Everyone knew Ahman. He was a great athlete and was going to be the future of our team. Before you knew it, we had a dozen or so of us that would hang out there till the end of our senior year.

It was at Mr. Gatti’s that I started to drink beer. I vaguely remember trying a beer in ninth grade, but it was brutal. I didn’t think it was cool, and I just wasn’t into drinking as a rebellious act. At Gatti’s, I felt differently. I was a bit older, it was a cool place to be, and Gavin, who was like a forty-year-old guy in tenth grade, helped bring out that side of me.

We wouldn’t drink during business hours. We were too young for that. But after we closed up, our manager would let us have a pitcher or two—nothing crazy, but definitely enough to catch a buzz. Being young and dumb, we would then drive home. I had my motorcycle, and Gavin had his ’73 Super Beetle with a semi-black hood. We always called his car by its description. It sounds kind of goofy, but that’s just one of those things we did.
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I was one of three sophomores to make the varsity football team that year. The others were Pat, who was the starting quarterback, and Derrick Terrell. Derrick and Pat played a lot more than I did, but just being on varsity in tenth grade was a pretty big deal, and it helped my standing in the school’s social scene.

Tenth grade also happened to be the year I met my best friend Kenny Kent. Kenny was new to Randolph, and we just sort of gravitated to each other. I noticed how the girls were attracted to him and that he was a nice guy. Kenny was easy to talk to, and we became good friends real quick. Most of the guys in our little gang thought he was soft, but I think they were jealous that he was comfortable in his own skin.

Kenny was different from my other friends. He wasn’t afraid to admit that he didn’t know everything. He didn’t pretend to be cool as a way of hiding his true feelings, and he was fun to hang out with. I was never comfortable pretending to know everything, as I did with my other friends. With Kenny, there was never a problem saying, “I don’t know what in the world is going on.” I never felt pressured to do anything or be anyone but myself around him. We did goofy stuff that we knew was goofy and we laughed about it. Our other friends thought it was dumb, but we didn’t care. We were just two teenagers living a pretty cool life, in no hurry to grow up. I broke Kenny into wrestling, which he liked, and we did just about everything together. The only thing we didn’t do together was draw and paint. That’s because I couldn’t. Kenny, however, was a great artist. My other friends would make fun of him for that—I guess they thought it was soft or something—but I thought he was really good.

Barbara was the name of my first serious girlfriend. She was in eleventh grade, was real cute, and had quite a nice figure. We started talking at school one day and took a liking to each other. Eventually, despite my discomfort at uttering the words, I asked her, “Will you go with me?”

She liked me, and I knew that, but I was still afraid I would get turned down. Later on, in the midst of my wrestling career, this same fear of rejection would drive Marty Jannetty, my tag team partner, nuts. We would go into a bar and girls would be looking at me and giving clear signals. Yet I would never make a move until I had a few drinks. Marty would yell at me, “You are on TV! People know who you are. Would you please go over and talk to them?” He could go up to anyone and start talking. I couldn’t do that. It wasn’t in my personality. I was shy and afraid of being rejected even when there was zero chance I would be turned down.

Barbara and I had a lot of fun. She could drive and had a green MG. That’s really when I became “the man.” Pat might have been the best football player in
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