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Foreword

 

 

You’ve heard of the most likely to succeed - well, David Penzer was the least likely to succeed in the wrestling business. 

 

David wasn’t a wrestler, but make no mistake about it - he grew up in the business the hard way. As you will read about in the pages ahead, he was really on the ‘outside looking in’ for a number of years, working extremely hard just to get a break. Once he got that break, David definitely made the most of his opportunity - and I applaud him for how far he took it.

 

For a while, David and I used to ride in the same car together, and I always enjoyed those times on the road. You could throw out different ideas to him creatively, and he was really good at seeing details that maybe you didn’t see, or helping you get back on track in that department.

 

He was just very good at his job - a quick learner, reliable, and smart enough to stay away from confrontation. David caught on very quickly to some of the bullshit that goes along with the wrestling business. He didn’t fall into the locker room bullshit - the ‘he said/she said’ type of stuff. He was like Switzerland in that aspect - neutral - knowing not to give a stupid opinion, or to get swayed too easily by the guys.

 

David was smart - having grown up in a very intelligent family - and after a while, he would kind of direct the younger wrestlers: Don’t fucking do that around this guy, or hey, be more professional - that type of thing. In the wrestling business, you need people like that to have around, and David was a positive model of what an employee should be. He helped us all to weather the storm.

 

What I really appreciated is that David understood and respected the history of the business. Everybody likes to talk about the “greatest worker of all times,” but the great workers of today are built on the great workers of before. David grew up watching myself and Dusty in Florida, and I don’t think he ever forgot that. He gave everyone respect - and that’s why he excelled from the position that he started at.

 

So well done, David - you did well, and you’re still doing well today.

 

Congratulations on your book!

 

Kevin Sullivan

March 2024


Preface

 

 

Sitting Ringside Vol. 1 is the story of David Penzer’s personal and professional life, from his early years growing up in South Florida, to the lofty heights of WCW and the ‘Monday Night Wars’, and eventually, the collapse of the entire company. 

 

A couple of editorial notes:

 

1) Please note that this e-book is a text only edition;

 

2) We made the decision to limit, for the most part, discussions of key events and people to a specific time frame (ending in 2001). In other words, events which may have occurred post-2001 (both positive and negative) will be discussed, at great length, in Volume 2 of this series. That fact is helpful to keep in mind when David remembers Bobby ‘The Brain’ Heenan, or ‘Mean’ Gene Okerlund, or ‘Rowdy’ Roddy Piper - or sadly, a long list of other such legends who have since passed on. 

 

I consider it a privilege to help write anyone’s life story, and for that, I would like to thank David for his trust in making this happen. He showed a level of dedication, enthusiasm and accessibility that is simply a dream for any collaborator. His story is unique, inspiring and captivating - and I was grateful to help him tell it.  

 

I would also like to thank Kevin Sullivan for writing the foreword, and most importantly, you - the reader! Your ongoing support is much appreciated.

 

And with that, it’s time to take you ringside…

 

Enjoy!

 

Guy Evans

March 2024

1:

Introducing…David Penzer

 

 

You know what’s funny? I’ve been talking in front of crowds from the start.  

 

In a galaxy far, far away - long before you ever heard my voice on a professional wrestling broadcast - you could find me somewhere addressing people on a microphone. Even back in elementary school, I was already getting started on honing my public speaking skills, although at the time, I probably just thought talking on the mic was cool. Believe it or not, I actually did the morning announcements at my school. Typically, I would also recite the pledge of allegiance to start each day. In fact, the more that I think about it, I kinda ran things at Tropical Elementary in Plantation, Florida - even as a fourth grader!

 

I mean, think about it: do you know anyone who organized a ‘Presidential Primary’ as a ten-year-old? I don’t want to date myself here, but this would have been back in 1976 - the year that Carter ran against Ford for President. At the time, please understand that I was very, very (very!) into current events. I’d read the newspaper cover to cover. I’d watch the six o’clock news at home. I pretty much followed everything I could that had to do with politics. 

 

Evidently, so fanatical was I about the election that I basically organized - with maybe a little help from a couple of teachers - our own version of it at school. I didn’t get anything for doing that, by the way - but then again, I wasn’t expecting to get anything for it, either. It was just something that I wanted to do. The assignment was to go home - to Mom, or Dad, or to your brother or sister, whoever - and discuss who you thought was the best candidate. You had to talk with your family about what each candidate was for - what each candidate was against - and ultimately make a decision (because as ten-year-old kids, we had that kind of insight, apparently) about who was the best option.

 

Now come on, that’s pretty funny. Can you even imagine a kid doing that today? Back then, things were a little bit more civil, I guess - but even still, I look back on that now and think, ‘If I would’ve done that years later’ - you know, ran my own Presidential Primary at school - ‘I could’ve been on the Tonight Show…or Good Morning America…or something!’ 

 

So you’re telling me, responds my son whenever I recount this story, that you basically peaked in elementary school. 

 

Very funny, Jarrett.

 

I guess if I did peak back then - given the events which ultimately transpired - I must’ve made one helluva comeback.
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Famously, the ‘76 election ended up as a narrow win for Carter, who often gets talked about as the worst President in the history of our country (probably because he was the nicest President we ever had, but that’s a different story). In any event, by the time Carter was settling into his new surroundings, I was soon to be enamored with an engrossing new interest: professional wrestling.

 

I find myself saying this a lot, but it was a totally different world back then. In terms of entertainment options, we only had six TV channels to choose from, and for the most part, no one ever heard of getting another TV set - or even the concept of watching multiple shows in multiple rooms. Therefore, as kids, we pretty much watched whatever Mom and Dad were watching. If that meant Monday Night Baseball, for example (and yes, there was a Monday Night Baseball at one time), it was basically either that - or no TV at all. 

 

The exception to that rule, as people who grew up in that era will remember, tended to happen on the weekends. One Saturday around noon, my cousin Jeff and I had the remote in our hands, but we couldn’t find anything to watch. Finally, Jeff turned to me and said, ‘Hey, let’s turn on wrestling.’

 

Wrestling, I responded quizzically. 

 

What’s wrestling?

 

He turned the dial to Channel 6, and lo and behold, there it was - Championship Wrestling from Florida (CWF). I’m going back 47 years in my memory bank now, but I still remember that very first episode. There was a wild brawl with all the babyfaces and heels coming out. You had two of the most charismatic wrestlers getting involved – ‘Superstar’ Billy Graham and ‘The American Dream’ Dusty Rhodes, who were feuding with each other - and they were bleeding all over the place. Let me tell you, if you had even the slightest inclination to like professional wrestling, this kind of stuff was going to get you hooked.

 

And hooked I was - seemingly in an instant. 

 

Ever since I watched that first episode with my cousin, there’s never been a time when I wasn’t hooked on this business. Even as I write this, I’m thinking about an amazing piece of business which went down just yesterday - the press conference for WrestleMania 40. While on Thursday nights, I usually spend some time at my community clubhouse - you know, hang out for a bit, have a couple of drinks, play a little trivia - I was glued to my TV at home instead. I sat there captivated by four of the greatest entertainers in the industry (‘The Rock’ Dwayne Johnson, Cody Rhodes, Roman Reigns and Seth Rollins) as they played out an incredible story of their own - and let the record show that it was a hell of a moment!

 

At this point, I’ve been around pro wrestling for decades. I haven’t just watched it - I’ve lived it. Nevertheless, it still fascinates me - just like that 11-year-old kid who watched CWF on Channel 6, every Saturday from noon-to-one, each and every week without fail.
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As wrestling fans will be aware of, Eddie Graham was the owner, promoter and booker of CWF. Eddie had a well-known shoot background, and accordingly, he liked to bring in wrestlers of a similar description. Most of the matches on the one-hour CWF TV show were one-sided ‘squash’ matches (presented as such to build up new talent or occasionally, promote an angle here or there), with a characteristically stiff style of holds and counterholds. Usually, the finishing move to a match would be something like a body slam or an elbow drop - much different than the mainstream style of today.

 

Eddie’s son Mike formed a tag-team with Steve Keirn, and they did about as much of the high-flying stuff as you could see back then. Now let me be clear: when I say ‘high-flying’, they did spots like a ‘dropdown, leapfrog, dropkick’ kind of sequence - and that, by the way, would pop the crowd tremendously. In comparison to the rest of the show, they would come out and do these crazy matches, and although people would probably yawn at what they did today, it was really quite incredible for the time. 

 

Subsequently, provided he was in the main event, Dusty would come out and do his style, where he would brawl, bleed, and, of course, go over! 

 

At the time that I started watching, Dusty was absolutely on fire as a babyface. He pretty much drove the entire promotion - he was the star, the man…the top guy in the Florida territory. When CWF would do shows from the old Fort Lauderdale National Guard Armory, which I attended, we would get Dusty about twice a year. When they announced he was coming back at the shows, it would be an automatic sellout - either you got tickets during intermission, or you didn’t get ‘em at all. 

 

People often talk about what Dusty meant to the fans in Florida, but he really transcended the state. He went to Georgia Championship Wrestling - where he became the star of that show - and then he would pop up in the WWF. I remember word spreading about Dusty among hardcore wrestling fans (the ones who would trade tapes, put out newsletters and organize fan clubs), around the time promoters started booking him as a special attraction. There would be times when he’d be gone from Florida for a couple of weeks, but he’d always have a presence on that show regardless. He would tape promos in order to extend whatever feuds were going on, and after a while, you’d start to recognize where he was by the sets used in the videos. He’d tape something in front of the WWF ring, for example - on the floor where Vince used to interview people - and he’d say something like, ‘Next week, I’m coming back - and don’t forget Joe Leduc, we got unfinished business!’

 

Sitting at home, you’d say to yourself, ‘Okay, he taped that in the WWF, and then he taped that in Georgia Championship Wrestling - that’s their set.’ At the same time, Dusty would also tape a bunch of stuff in Florida to use in those other territories! Consequently, by the time his star started to rise, Dusty was seemingly everywhere, enjoying a status that was - outside of maybe Andre the Giant - relatively unique in the wrestling business. 

 

I actually attended one of Dusty’s most famous matches - the night in which he wrestled (under the guise of his masked ‘Midnight Rider’ persona) Ric Flair, for the NWA World Heavyweight Title, at the Miami Beach Convention Center. Prior to the match, Dusty had lost a ‘lights out’ cage match to Kevin Sullivan, with the stipulation being that the loser had to leave the state of Florida for sixty days. In Miami, however, the ‘Rider’ showed up to beat Flair for the belt, seemingly avoiding the condition - as agreed to in advance - that he would reveal his identity if defeated (and face a one-year suspension as a result).

 

When us fans left the arena that night, we all thought that the ‘Midnight Rider’ was the World champion. That was on a Wednesday, but once we turned on the TV come Saturday, the storyline took an unexpected turn. CWF viewers were told that as President of the NWA (the largest governing body for wrestling in the country), Bob Geigel needed to know who was really behind the ‘Midnight Rider’ mask. After all, it was explained, Geigel needed to make travel arrangements for the new champion - and plane tickets couldn’t be bought for an anonymous wrestler!

 

Ultimately, Dusty refused to take off his mask for Geigel - at the risk of triggering that one-year suspension - and therefore, he was forced to relinquish the belt. That was brilliant booking, by the way. It established that Dusty could beat Flair for the title, while also raising anticipation for a repeat championship match between them.

 

Man, I still get goosebumps thinking about that stuff.
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Once Dusty left the promotion, Championship Wrestling from Florida - in my opinion, at least - never fully recovered. In its heyday, however, its shows were drawing between 3000-5000 people - every Wednesday Night in Miami Beach, mind you - all based upon a one-hour TV show. 

 

Looking back, while CWF’s production quality (if I can use that term) was pretty much horrible, that’s what sort of made it cool, to be honest with you. Nowadays, I suppose you could say it was the epitome of an old-school wrestling promotion, especially with how it was run, by Eddie Graham primarily, as a truly professional organization (You give the same effort, Eddie reportedly instructed many of his talent, whether you wrestle in front of five people - or five thousand). 

 

In terms of how he represented Florida wrestling, Eddie (previously a huge draw himself as a wrestler) developed an incredible amount of credibility statewide. His untimely death in 1985 was a front-page story on the local sport pages, and numerous editorials were written on his impact both in and out of the ring. “Eddie Graham…real name Eddie Gossett,” reported the Tampa Tribune, “…had the image of a man in a relentless and often brutal pursuit of victory in the ring… [but he] was also known for his compassion and benevolence beyond it.

 

“…In 1980, Senator Richard Stone awarded to Graham - [for his civic contributions] - an American flag which flew over the White House.” 

 

Similarly, as the iconic voice for each and every broadcast, Gordon Solie legitimized the entire promotion. We probably took Gordon for granted back then, but he was absolutely amazing in his ability to tell a story with words (and sometimes, his mere inflections alone). If you didn’t know any better, you might have thought Gordon wasn’t excited about the action, but when you go back and watch those old shows, you can see that he was - he just wasn’t over-the-top about it. He treated wrestling the way it should be treated by an announcer - he called it like a sport.

 

My favorite aspect of CWF used to happen twice every hour. Gordon would have something pre-taped for every town in the territory that week: Ladies and gentlemen, Championship Wrestling from Florida is coming to Fort Lauderdale and the Fort Lauderdale National Guard Armory, this coming Friday night. Match time is eight o’clock - tickets on sale at the box office. 

 

Now keep in mind, you didn’t know what the card was until Gordon told you what it was. Neither did you know what the feuds were - you had no frickin’ idea. You couldn’t predict when the big angles were going to happen; in fact, you didn’t even know what ‘angles’ were!

 

But if you tuned in, Gordon would run down the card, which in those days, may have only been four matches or so. For the Florida Tag Team titles, he’d say, Mike Graham and Steve Keirn will defend against Mr. Saito and Mr. Sato with Masao Hattori in their corner. Also, the Polish Power Ivan Putski will take on Big, Bad Bobby Duncum... 

 

And so on. As simple as it sounds, the way he did that was a thing of beauty.

 

Then, during one of the commercial breaks – and this was my favorite part - they’d have all the heels talking about the upcoming matches in pre-taped interviews, and in the other commercial break, all the babyfaces would do the same. It was just one of the elements that made me obsessed with professional wrestling, the larger-than-life characters, and how it was all put together.

 

Obsessed is definitely the right word. I made my parents get cable just to see Georgia Championship Wrestling. I read every wrestling newsletter there was. I got every wrestling magazine. I would actually sit on the floor of the store reading those magazines - to the point where if I bought ten of them, the owner would let me take the rest for free. I used to cut out ads in the paper for wrestling shows, look at them and say to myself, ‘This is the one I’m gonna go to!’

 

Before long, I started to daydream a little. 

 

Was it possible - as far-fetched though it seemed - that someday, I could be a part of this?

2:

Mind Games

 

 

For the longest time, the wrestling business was a mystery to me. This might sound ridiculous in hindsight, but if you were only reading about a wrestler in another part of the country, you probably didn’t even know how to pronounce their name (case in point: Ole Anderson was Ol’ Anderson, as far as I knew, and Verne Gagne was pronounced Verne Gange). 

 

Throughout my early years of being a fan, my dad (better known to others as Dr. Bill Penzer, PhD, a clinical and organizational psychologist) would usually take me to the matches. When I think about those memories now, it’s hard not to crack up a little, mostly because Dad would sit there calmly in all of the chaos! Irrespective of the fans jumping up and down, he would relax and enjoy some reading material - something like a Time Magazine, a Newsweek or a Psychology Today. It was just a little bit different than the type of literature that I loved - Inside Wrestling, The Wrestler, Apter mags…

 

My dad was born in the Bronx, as was I, on May 21st, 1966, and we lived in New York until I was six (my mom, also a Bronx native, didn’t work, but she raised my brother Michael and I at home). On the surface, it may have seemed like a fairly conventional arrangement for the time, but in fact, we had a pretty unique family dynamic. I actually grew up with another sibling - and she was born in Korea.

 

Back then, a lot of babies had sadly been abandoned in Vietnam and Korea. A campaign was started for American parents to adopt some of those children, and while it never became as well-known as USA for Africa, for example, the program helped a lot of Asian kids find new homes in the States. Both of my parents were very involved in that effort, and they ended up adopting Jodi when my brother and I were still young. 

 

Jodi had been abandoned on the streets of Taegu, and subsequently, she spent time in a foster home before my parents adopted her. Without going into too many details - she’s a very private person and would rather I didn’t - her story has a very happy ending. Jodi went on to have a wonderful life, and we all count adopting her as the best thing to ever happen to our family.  
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Given what I ended up doing with my life, one of the few memories I have of New York is pretty ironic in hindsight. We lived in an apartment in Yonkers, and often my Grandma Sadie would take me outside in my carriage. What’s funny is that she had this way of introducing me, in this very kind of formal manner, to the people we encountered on our travels. Hello, Mister Policeman, she would say. Meet David.

 

Hello, Mister Trashman - meet David!

 

In 1972, we left New York and moved to South Florida, following my dad getting hired as an organizational psychologist at Eastern Airlines (the original incarnation of the airline - “number one in the sun” was their tagline). Unfortunately, my dad quickly became miserable in the job, and although he had hardly any money in his pocket, he decided to develop his own practice - Center for Counseling Services - based out of Plantation, Florida.

 

At the time, the society-wide stigma around mental health was just starting to go away. There’s no comparison to today, obviously, but at least in our area (and the Jewish middle-class communities we knew in South Florida), there was kind of an understanding that, hey, you can talk things out, and it helps. 

 

Once my dad started helping people, word soon got around, and in time, he ended up having 40 people working for him. He had this big facility with maybe 15 or 20 offices inside, and as the one who started it all, he’d get a piece of the action, so to speak, of what everybody else was making. 

 

That entire industry was rolling in cash back then. This was before insurance stepped in and changed things - back then, believe it or not, they were still paying 100% of the fee. Towards the end of my dad’s active therapy career, he would be lucky to get 30% or 40%, but when he started, it was 100%. 

 

Well, back in the ‘70s and ‘80s, if you were charging $100 an hour, multiplied by 40 hours a week…you do the math, I guess. For a kid from the Bronx, I guess you could say that my dad did pretty well - and before long, he became a sought-after speaker at various professional conferences. He was asked to comment on stories about pertinent mental health topics, and ultimately, he authored three influential books about cancer (specifically, how to deal emotionally with the cancer diagnosis of a loved one). For these reasons, among many others, I admired my father greatly. 

 

Sure, I may have idolized the stars of professional wrestling, but from the start, Dad was truly my hero.

 

“Success in life is not complicated,” he once wrote, “but it demands effort and discipline. Whether it be school, work, a significant relationship, playing a sport or taking up a hobby, it demands showing up, taking action, [and] trying your very best.”

 

While only at the start of my journey, I was determined to carry his advice with me.
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Probably because of my dad, there’s been one consistent factor throughout my life: if I was ever interested in something, I’d usually find a way of making it happen. 

 

I never put these pieces together until later, but I definitely got a certain entrepreneurial streak from him, too. It started real early with me: as a 16-year-old, for instance, I set up a mobile DJ company with my best friend Lenny Horowitz - D & L Sound Productions is what we called it. Before I knew it, I was out DJing every weekend, to the extent that I didn’t really go to any of my school events. I didn’t go to the dances, nor did I show up at the football games. Instead, I was out there working on the weekends, which actually was a lot of fun for me. It wasn’t that my parents said, ‘Hey, you gotta go to work’ - no, I enjoyed doing it. On a good night, Lenny and I could make up to $300 per gig, and soon, with a bunch of weddings and ‘sweet 16’ parties under my belt, I found myself getting more and more comfortable on the microphone.  

 

As a Senior, I then hit the radio airwaves (using the alias ‘Dave Lawrence’) on Piper High School’s student station, WKPX-FM - the first of its kind in the Southeastern United States. Although I was officially enrolled at J.P. Taravella High, Piper offered a two-hour radio class to students across the Broward County district - provided you met certain requirements first. In my case, because I already had my accreditations as a Senior, I only needed to show up to two classes a day, meaning I could do my radio deal from nine-to-noon each morning. 

 

A local reporter observed life at the station in February 1984:

 

Dave Penzer, or Dave Lawrence as he’s known to listeners, talks fast. Real fast.

 

In 16 seconds, Dave, 17, can tell you the record that just played, what the next tune will be and then report a weather update.

 

“When I first was on the air, I would step on some records [talk while the music was playing] because I didn’t have my timing down,” said the clean-cut teen, as he reached for a pre-recorded cassette, flipped a few electronic buttons and pulled the microphone so close to his lips that he almost kissed it.

 

Then the white light blinked on in Studio A at WKPX. This means 20 seconds remain before the currently playing song is over.

 

Twenty seconds is all Dave has to make sure his fingers are going to hit the correct switches and that he isn’t going to flub his lines.

 

“That’s all for Dave Lawrence. Tracy Marlo will strut her stuff next on WKPX, South Florida’s best music.”

 

Tracy winced at Dave’s ad-lib remark.

 

That summer of 1984, I did the night shift on-air - eight-to-eleven. At the time, I was a big General Hospital fan, and Jack Wagner, the star of the show, had a song out called All I Need, originally made as the ‘love theme’ for Frisco, his character, and Felicia (his co-star played by Kristina Malandro, who would later marry Wagner in real-life). In essence, it was just a backing song for their on-screen romance, and I don’t even know if they intended it for release or not. 

 

Anyway, I called up ABC, the network which broadcast General Hospital, and got in touch with someone from the show. After telling them that I was a Senior in high school - and more importantly, a DJ who kept fielding requests for the song - I convinced somebody (and God knows who it is) to send the song to me. Now, to the best that anybody has ever been able to prove (let’s put it this way: no one has ever proved otherwise), I was the first person to play that song on the radio, and it eventually hit No. 2 on the Billboard 100 - just for the record. If I’m being totally honest, probably four people listened to my ‘breaking’ of the song, but hey - a first is a first.

 

After finishing up with the radio station at Piper, I got a call one day from Tramonte Watts, the evening DJ on Y100 - the number one pop radio station in the Miami/Fort Lauderdale area. I used to listen to Tramonte every night, so just imagine my reaction - the phone rings, and it’s, ‘Hey, David Penzer, this is Tramonte Watts from Y100.’

 

Yeah, right, I thought. Hey Lenny - you need a little work on those impressions, bud.

 

But it was Tramonte, alright - and he was calling to offer me an internship, potentially with the chance to move up at Y100 over time. As I had just enrolled at the University of Florida, I ended up saying ‘no’ to the opportunity - and for a while, part of me regretted that. After all, the dream of the wrestling business seemed like a remote possibility, and I always figured I’d do something on a mic. 

 

Everything seemed to be heading in that same direction, whether it was the mobile DJ business that I ran, or the high school radio gig I had just wrapped up. But regardless of what I was doing, my dad remained firmly in my corner:

 

David, you can do anything you want to do.

 

He really believed that. He really thought that I could do whatever I put my mind to - even if, as I was about to find out, he sometimes had to do it for me.

 

On that note: this story makes me so sad to think about, but it’s the reality of life - it happened. 

 

On December 31st, 1986, I was supposed to be DJing solo at a New Year’s event. There was just one problem: I had a massive anxiety attack before the gig started, to the point where - and I’m not kidding you - I literally had to push myself to do anything. I basically became a spectator standing in the corner, helplessly looking over at the makeshift DJ.

 

And who was the makeshift DJ, you ask?

 

“David!” yelled my dad across the room.

 

“Just tell me what fucking record to play!”

 

That’s what my dad would do for me. 

 

[image:  ]

 

College is where I first developed issues with anxiety. As I was part of a fraternity, I’d gotten into smoking weed, which was somewhat of a bigger deal than it is today (now that it’s legal, I don’t touch the stuff, ironically). I guess that inadvertently, marijuana had the opposite effect on me than advertised, especially after I was given a bad joint and went into a full-blown panic. It was only the first episode, unfortunately, of many to come thereafter. 

 

If you know me, you’ll know that I’m an open book when it comes to the topic of mental health - and particularly, the battle that I have fought (and continue to fight) in that same arena. Quite frankly, it’s a struggle that continues to this very day - to this very minute, as a matter of fact. If you have some knowledge about anxiety and panic attacks, it might make sense to think about potential triggers, but in my case, nearly anything could set it off. Even the simple act of going to the movies, for example - specifically exiting a dark theater and going into the light outside - could be enough, I learned over time, to be an inciting incident. Some mornings, I would wake up in bed and feel wonderful, but other times, the anxiety would hit, and it’d be full-on panic mode.

 

We’ve all heard stories of successful people, at the height of their notoriety, unexpectedly quitting what they’re doing - and often, mental health is the culprit. I may not have been where they’ve been, in terms of their specific career choice or occupation, but I’ve been there - if that makes sense to you. The mind is a very powerful thing, and when you’re in the middle of a battle ‘upstairs’, it wants to win. 

 

In my opinion, there’s a lot of merit to the idea of anxiety having a genetic basis. Before me, my dad had his own challenges – and he was pretty open about what he experienced. “Back in the ‘70s,” he told The Sun Sentinel, “I went through five years of agoraphobia [an anxiety disorder]. So I understand what [people] are talking about. I lived the nightmare.” 

 

As I got older, Dad shared some of those struggles with me. Do you remember, he asked me, when I took you and your brother to the Dolphins game?

 

Yeah, I said, curious as to why he brought it up.

 

We had to leave in the third quarter, he said.

 

Right, I replied, you had an emergency that needed tending to.

 

No, David, he revealed, I was having a panic attack that day.

 

I just couldn’t stay there, he said.

 

One time, I witnessed a case like that for myself. During a visit to Boston College, we all thought Dad was having a heart attack in the hotel room. They called an ambulance to come get him – and he went to the hospital as I recall - but it turned out, in the end, that he had suffered another panic attack.

 

Dad used these experiences to propel the writing of Getting Back Up From An Emotional Down, a book I know he was very proud of. “I was the helpless victim,” he wrote in the introduction, “of a very serious and debilitating emotional upheaval. Darkness covered my soul. It was then that I was simultaneously patient and doctor and, strangely enough, doing better treating others than my therapist and I were doing treating me.”

 

Now that I think about it, my dad’s own mental health journey was - at least in part - probably what made him so great as a psychologist (and, in helping him provide guidance to me). I know that every time I’d have an attack of my own, I could pick up the phone and call him. He would sit on the phone with me for hours - or however long it took to talk me down. 

 

It’s hard to understate my dad’s impact on me, and candidly, he saved my life on many occasions. 

 

There was a time in which I had a massive onset of anxiety while driving home from college with all my stuff - to the point where I couldn’t even get behind the wheel. I reached out to my dad, and he had a bunch of appointments on his schedule, so it wasn’t like he didn’t have a ton of stuff to do or anything. Nonetheless, he dropped it all, flew up to Gainesville and drove me back home. 

 

Another regretful episode happened in 1987, when I actually had tickets to go to WrestleMania III with Lenny. I had my plane ticket booked, the hotel reservation ready, but two days in advance, I got horrible anxiety and ended up not going. As my parents didn’t have pay-per-view at the time, I watched the historic Hogan-Andre match at a friend’s house instead. 

 

To coin a phrase from the wrestling business, the anxiety definitely went over on me that night. 
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When it comes to my time at the University of Florida, I often joke - as the former social chair in my fraternity - that I basically majored in partying. I guess I didn’t realize you also had to go to class to get good grades, and I lasted about a year-and-a-half before seeing the writing on the wall. 

 

To this day, I probably couldn’t pass an algebra class if my life depended on it. You know those scenarios where you have to work out how fast Train A is moving, or at what point it meets Train B? Believe me, my tutors would need tutors to help me understand that. 

 

Curiously, I once had a brief vision of being a meteorologist. Working as a weather man seemed like a form of communication that I could excel in, but all that stopped after taking a single oceanography class. I didn’t realize you actually need to know the science behind what you’re talking about – as opposed to just reading something off a teleprompter, pointing to a board and rambling on about the cold front coming in.

 

I figured some nerd at the National Hurricane Center took care of all that. Oh, but how wrong I was! You need to know a ton about atmospheric pressures, tides, marine life, ecosystems, and a whole lot more, buddy. My head was spinning after about six weeks. 

 

Not to steal his gimmick or anything, but realizing that I didn’t know anything about math and science left me, for lack of a better word, in something of an abyss. Someone recently pointed out that I’m listed as an alumnus at the University of Florida, and that’s a pretty hysterical fact to me. In reality, I dropped out of there in unceremonious fashion, and although my dad continued to provide his encouragement, things had definitely hit a snag at this point.

 

Of the few hazy memories that stand out from college, I do remember watching ‘Tuesday Night Titans’ - the short-lived, bizarre, zany wrestling-talk show produced by the WWF - and daydreaming aloud with my roommate. 

 

Man, we would say to each other. 

 

If we could just go and have a drink with Bobby ‘The Brain’ Heenan and ‘Mean’ Gene Okerlund, that would be the coolest thing in the world. If we ever make it in life, maybe there could be an auction or something - you know, with the chance to meet them as a prize. Maybe that chance will come to us one day.

 

Yeah, I’d say while the TV screen flickered. 

 

Imagine that.

3:

Bob’s Promise

 

 

After dropping out of college, there was a period where I really couldn’t manage. Between a shrink that my dad found for me - and the time he devoted personally to the cause - I was in a massive amount of therapy. All I wanted was to start to find my way in life, but unfortunately, I didn’t really know how. 

 

As far as I was concerned, I had lost my way, once and for all - and I was never going to be okay again. I was truly convinced of it, and I had dozens of conversations - many of them ridiculous, in hindsight - with my dad on the same subject. 


I’m just never gonna feel better, I would tell him. 

 

You say that every time, David, he would counter.

 

After a while, I would sort of laugh whenever my dad would say that, because part of me - somewhere deep down - knew that kind of talk was ridiculous. 

 

Nonetheless, for the moment, my motivation was at an all-time low. I had the anxiety attacks to contend with. Pot was out of the window due to it being an apparent trigger of all those problems. I didn’t drink at the time, and I had precious little in terms of a social life. Overall, it was quite the contrast from being the social chair in a fraternity - and I didn’t quite see a way out.

 

All of a sudden, I viewed myself as a miserable person - and someone badly in need of regrouping. For about six months or so, I would even say that I was non-functional, to be honest with you - unless I absolutely had to go and do something. Even in those situations, I would basically have to fake it to get through things, and consequently, any grand plans, future goals or lofty ambitions were totally off the table. Wrestling was a distant memory - I didn’t think it was achievable, anyway - and I had enough to worry about on a day-to-day basis.

 

Finally, I started to think about my predicament and ponder the obvious question: What the hell am I doing? 

 

In the interim, my dad became a 50% partner in his friend’s limousine rental business. His friend had been looking to expand the company for a while, which originally had only one limo in its inventory. My dad stepped in to buy another one - getting half of the company as a result - and I went to work driving the old vehicle. 

 

Oh, the stories I could tell you about that job. How about two 300lb people having sex in downtown Fort Lauderdale - during lunch hour, I might add - with the limo rocking back and forth. Did I paint a good enough picture for you? I’ll never forget it, that’s for sure…and not in a good way.

 

Outside of those - shall we say, interesting experiences - the driving gig went pretty well. Things were at least starting to head in a positive direction, and gradually, I started finding some ways to cope.
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What happened next is a coincidence almost too good to be true.

 

In kind of a freak situation, we discovered that my dad worked with someone who was connected to the wrestling business. Now, remember - even as late as the 1980s, wrestling was still very much considered a closed industry. There were no internships - that’s a laughable concept - and you couldn’t go work in the mail room of a wrestling company or something. As time progressed, it eventually became easier to establish a foot in the door, but back then, you really needed someone to say, ‘Here, I’ll unlock this door and let you into a world that nobody’s supposed to see.’

 

That person, for me, became Dr. Red Roberts (shoot name: Dr. Michael Brannon, a legit psychologist who still practices in South Florida). It turned out that a guy who worked for my dad’s counseling center was friends with Red, who had portrayed a villainous doctor gimmick locally for over a decade. Essentially, Red’s schtick involved him trying to outwit opponents with his psychological expertise - I believe he once had a wrestler Baker Acted, for example, in order to avoid an upcoming match! Red later formed a tag-team with Rusty Brooks, who had made some appearances on WWF television and consequently, was a pretty big deal on the Florida indy scene. 

 

“Doc was a genius,” remarked one local wrestler of Red, in comments given to the Miami New Times. “He really worked the crowd. He used the…I’m-smarter-than-you, I’m smarter-than-everybody-in-the-room [thing to great effect].”

 

According to legend, Red first got started in the business after working in a youth rehab facility, where many of the occupants were wrestling fans. After completing his undergraduate and postgraduate studies in counseling psychology, he later claimed that becoming a wrestler had helped offset the cost of his medical training. “Wrestling paid my way through my master’s program and doctoral program,” he affirmed to one reporter at the Sun Sentinel.

 

  Beginning in 1987, Red then got involved with an upstart company called the Global Wrestling Alliance (GWA), which had its operations based out of Hollywood, Florida. The GWA took a unique method of raising capital for its new venture: they put the company up on the penny stock market, and an initial public offering raised more than $500,000. Through his contacts in the psychology world, my dad managed to get a message through to Red, and in doing so, he basically let him know: Hey, my son loves wrestling, and he can talk on a mic. If you ever need someone, he’ll be there for you. 

 

The booker for the new promotion was Bob Roop, a pretty big name in regional wrestling during the ‘70s. Joining Bob (and Red) in the endeavor was Larry
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