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“The world is fake, and wrestling is real.”

—Rick Rubin







INTRODUCTION

The sun hadn’t come up yet when I got to Los Angeles International Airport. It was May 2, 2023, and I had arrived about ninety minutes early for a 6 a.m. flight to Newark, New Jersey.

Another UFC fight week was awaiting me on the other side of the cross-country trek. I had already been covering combat sports for a decade. And sometimes, in that fast-moving world, it feels like a decade can go by in a month. So I was already tired.

I checked in my bag, walked through the TSA PreCheck line to security, and put my backpack and belongings on the conveyor belt. As I passed through the metal detector, I could hear the TSA agent humming a familiar, twangy tune.

I looked down and realized I was wearing a black hoodie with the white New World Order logo on the chest. The agent was, evidently, giving me my own entrance music to Terminal 4: the nWo theme. On the other side of the metal detector, he flashed me the signature nWo Wolfpac hand gesture and I reciprocated.

No words were exchanged. None were needed.

After I started working on this book in 2021, I flew down to Florida, visited Hulk Hogan’s Beach Shop in Clearwater, and picked up the hoodie. I wore it on just about every work trip I made thereafter for the next few years. More than half the time, someone either commented on it or flashed the Wolfpac sign. One time, in Toronto, a gentleman waiting for his bags pulled up his sweater and showed me a giant tattoo of WWE legend Shawn Michaels on his rib cage.

Millions of wrestling fans are walking among us, even if we don’t realize it. Some of them stopped watching at a certain age, but it still left an indelible impact on them from their childhood—enough of one, in some cases, to permanently put a reference to it on their bodies.

I moved to Atlanta in 2024 to cover the NFL’s Falcons for ESPN. While getting a haircut in my new neighborhood, I struck up a conversation with the barbers, which inevitably led to the topic of pro wrestling. One of them pivoted his leg to show me a tattoo on his calf. It was the nWo Wolfpac hand gesture accompanied with the words “Too Sweet.”

It’s everywhere if your antennas are up to receive it.

All of these occurrences only underscored to me how important this book would be to many, not to mention how significant it could be to those who haven’t quite understood just how much professional wrestling has penetrated the American psyche.

I couldn’t help but laugh when, in 2024, there was controversy surrounding a photo of Republican vice-presidential candidate (and Donald Trump’s running mate) JD Vance. In the picture, which surfaced on X (formerly Twitter) and appeared to be taken sometime in the 2000s, Vance was wearing a red shirt adorned with a Soviet hammer and sickle.

Was Vance a supporter of communism as a youth? Hardly. Just one look at the other people posing with him—three of whom were wearing nWo shirts—and that theory would easily be disproven. Any wrestling fan could have pointed out that it was probably Halloween and Vance’s buddies were dressed as Scott Hall, Sting, and “Macho Man” Randy Savage. Fitting with the motif, Vance was confirmed by his representatives as wearing a costume inspired by wrestler Nikolai Volkoff, who played a Russian character during the Cold War.

It has become a prerequisite to understand pro wrestling in order to wrap your head around United States politics in this era. How else can you explain the rise of Trump, a WWE Hall of Famer who has hosted WrestleMania events and once shaved WWE owner Vince McMahon’s head in the ring during a storyline? In 2025, Trump nominated McMahon’s wife, Linda, the former WWE CEO, for U.S. Secretary of Education. Naturally.

The influence of wrestling goes far beyond politics. Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson is the world’s highest-paid actor and one of the most recognizable people in the world. He got his start in his family business: professional wrestling. Johnson’s grandfather and father were wrestlers, his grandmother was a wrestling promoter, and his daughter is now in WWE.

Music? You’d have to look pretty hard to find a hip-hop artist who has never rapped a lyric about pro wrestling. Latin reggaetonero Bad Bunny grew up watching wrestling in his native Puerto Rico, has titled songs after wrestlers, and has even gotten into the ring himself several times in WWE. He said, with complete sincerity, that his WrestleMania match made for the best day of his life. Hell, Taylor Swift used to babysit the kids of wrestling legend Jeff Jarrett, and Kendrick Lamar used the line “sweet chin music,” Michaels’s finishing move, in his definitive Drake diss track “Not Like Us.”

Sports? San Francisco 49ers tight end George Kittle uses pro-wrestling taunts when he gets first downs and touchdowns. New York Knicks star Jalen Brunson and Indiana Pacers standout Tyrese Haliburton are huge wrestling fans and have actually faced off against each other in a WWE segment. Just about every major UFC headliner has some kind of connection with pro wrestling, including former champions Ronda Rousey and Brock Lesnar, who have both performed extensively for WWE. Legendary boxers Muhammad Ali, Mike Tyson, and Floyd Mayweather have all been involved with wrestling.

It goes on and on. To understand pro wrestling is to understand America itself. It’s capitalism, it’s materialism. It’s bombast. A wrestling program is like a TikTok algorithm come to life.

But it’s also something that has a certain set of rules and a belief system, not unlike religion. Pro wrestling’s faith is called “kayfabe,” the idea that everything that happens in the art—and it is a performance art—is completely real. Almost everyone has been aware for decades that pro wrestling isn’t a legitimate sports competition, but Robert Downey Jr. isn’t actually Iron Man, either.

Modern-day wrestling lives on the razor’s edge of kayfabe, with elements of reality and fiction blended together as part of the show and on social media. Characters are like your favorite influencer. There’s no telling where the real person ends and the persona begins. It’s no wonder that Logan Paul has become a regular in WWE. Pro wrestling is a living, breathing meme.

Professional wrestling is fake, though the “f” word is a dirty one in the industry, understandably. The athleticism is real. The risks are real. The workload and travel are real. Surely, the injuries are very real. But pro wrestling is not a real sport. It’s a simulated sport with melodramatic storylines and at-times ridiculous characters.

Some critics have called it lowbrow entertainment; others have questioned why anyone would watch pro wrestling rather than an actual sport. You know it’s fake, right? The UFC has real fights, after all. But people saying those things are missing the entire point. Pro wrestling is a niche, albeit unconventional, medium of entertainment, like many others. Movies and television series aren’t “real,” either. They’re made up of actors on sets reading scripts written by writers. I regret to inform you that Luke Skywalker isn’t more real than The Undertaker, a six-foot-seven wrestling dead man. They’re both characters played by men named Mark.

The biggest difference between wrestling and those other genres is that in wrestling, they’re doing it live. It’s one take, whether it be a match or acting out an interview, in front of a real crowd. No canned applause (most of the time) or laugh track.

So maybe in that way wrestling feels more real, even if it’s not. Or maybe it is. That’s the idea Eric Bischoff became obsessed with in the mid-to-late 1990s as the senior vice president of World Championship Wrestling (WCW). If everyone knows pro wrestling is a show—and by that time it was no longer a well-kept secret—how do you elicit an emotional reaction from the crowd? Bischoff’s answer to that question was simply: manipulate people into thinking certain things they are seeing are indeed real, even if wrestling itself is not. Bischoff wanted to blend reality and fiction until he found what he refers to as a “sweet spot” where fans were entertained but also curious about the authenticity of what was happening.

That’s where the nWo was born, at the intersection of genuine and phony. Lines became blurred. The antiheroes became the main characters. And pro wrestling was never the same again.

The nWo—the brainchild of Bischoff that came to life through the performances of Hogan, Hall, and Kevin Nash—was the catalyst for a wrestling boom period that was watched by millions, mostly young men. The kids, teens, and young adults who grew up watching the nWo in WCW from 1996 to 1999—and there were millions—are now leaders of industry, politicians, writers, producers, entertainers, musicians, and professional athletes, all of whom are helping to shape American culture right now. Many, like Trump, have learned from pro wrestling.

In 2022, I was wearing my nWo hoodie in Tokyo, in line for a breakfast restaurant with my wife, Wendy. When we reached the front of the line, the host, a Japanese man in his fifties, saw the logo and recognized it instantly. He didn’t speak English and I can’t speak any Japanese, but we were able to connect through memories that meant something to both of us.

The nWo really mattered to people back then. It still matters to people now. In this book, I’ll attempt to do justice to the tale of how the nWo started, what made it so big, and how and why it has made a lasting impression on pro wrestling and beyond.

I hope you enjoy it.





PART I





CHAPTER 1 THE SPECTACLE OF EXCESS

Hulk Hogan fidgeted in his seat. The world-famous professional wrestler was sitting on a gray sofa on the set of The Arsenio Hall Show. The host filled a chair adjacent to him. Hogan adjusted his oversized belt and pulled on his skintight jeans with his massive hands.

“I’ve got my shorts in a wad,” he said with a forced smile.

Hogan knew exactly what Hall was going to ask him. The World Wrestling Federation (WWF), the company Hogan helped build into the biggest in the industry, was embroiled in a steroid scandal. Hogan was by far the WWF’s biggest star, a six-foot-five blond muscleman who achieved mainstream fame in the 1980s. He had also been tied in reports to George Zahorian, a doctor facing federal charges for the distribution of illegal steroids to wrestlers.

Earlier in the day, in July 1991, WWF owner Vince McMahon held a press conference, admitting to prior steroid use himself and announcing that the company would start to implement anti-drug protocols.

Hogan going on Hall’s show was another vehicle for the WWF’s public relations. Hogan and Hall ran in the same Hollywood circles, and Hogan had been interviewed by him several times before. McMahon wanted Hogan to admit to his past steroid use or not sit down with Hall at all.

But Hogan had other plans.

For years, Hogan had been the most popular good guy—or babyface—in wrestling. His entire character was based around how he always did everything the right way. Hogan would tell kids to train, eat their vitamins, and say their prayers. He was terrified that if he admitted to using steroids, he would be labeled a hypocrite.

Hogan’s audience was mostly children. And even the adults, while knowing the choreographed nature of professional wrestling, still believed in him. He was the blue-eyed hero facing down evildoers while never compromising his white, Christian principles.

So Hogan lied in an attempt to preserve his perceived values. He said he never abused steroids, nor was he a steroid user. Hogan said he used physician-prescribed steroids in the past to treat injuries, but that was it. For more than thirteen minutes, a stammering Hogan blamed the media, feigned ignorance about steroids, and intimated his size was due to genetics. Ironically, he was wearing a white “World’s Gym” T-shirt with a jacked-up gorilla illustration in the middle of it.

McMahon was pissed off at Hogan’s denials, and Hogan regretted lying before he even left the building. He has referred to the interview as his “biggest mistake.” Hogan later admitted to steroid use while under oath, saying he started with the drugs in 1975.

“I see now that I should have taken all the bullets out of Arsenio’s gun and said, ‘Yes, I used steroids to bulk up,’ ” Hogan said. “I should have come clean. It probably would have hurt my career but not as badly or for as long a time. So I screwed myself.”

Hogan traded in the feeling of being a charlatan for the feeling of being a liar. Fans saw through the platitudes in the Hall interview and, while it didn’t necessarily hit Hogan in the pocketbook immediately, the relationship he had worked hard to build with the fan base had been damaged. He came off slimy and disingenuous, not befitting a role model to kids.

An even more important relationship had also been affected: the one between Hogan and McMahon, the two most significant figures in the history of the industry. The two of them—the promoter and the superstar—teamed up to grow the WWF into a pop-culture phenomenon in the eighties.

Once close friends and confidants, Hogan and McMahon started to drift apart after the Hall interview.



In the late 1970s, Terry Bollea debuted as a wrestler in his home state of Florida. He worked the territory circuit for two years in Memphis and Atlanta, but also in places like Jonesboro, Arkansas, and Booneville, Mississippi. Prior to McMahon consolidating the industry, there were thriving regional and local promotions throughout the country. That’s where Bollea got his start, on the back roads of the southeastern United States.

Bollea wasn’t a star at that time. But he stood out. He had long blond hair, a blond goatee, and was simply a large individual. A bodybuilder for years, Bollea was billed as six-foot-seven and weighed in the neighborhood of three hundred pounds. Steroids, which weren’t made illegal in the United States until 1990, were pervasive in bodybuilding, some Olympic sports, and, of course, pro wrestling.

While already a large man by any standard, Bollea understood that injecting himself with steroids would allow him to increase his muscle mass. Strength is important in pro wrestling, but aesthetic is everything. It’s show business. Bollea had an innate feel for that—what fans reacted to—from the beginning and the unique charisma to carry it out.

That included adapting things as part of his character from his own squared-circle heroes like “Superstar” Billy Graham and Dusty Rhodes and making them his own. From Graham, he borrowed poses and catchphrases, like referring to his bulging arms as “pythons.” From Rhodes, he picked up in-ring mannerisms like finger wagging and pointing.

In 1979, Bollea was promoting one of his matches on a morning talk show in Mobile, Alabama, and the other guest was Lou Ferrigno. An actor and bodybuilder, Ferrigno had been portraying the live-action version of Marvel Comics’ “The Incredible Hulk” on television for two years. The host of the show joked that Bollea was “bigger than the Hulk.”

Bollea started working under the name Terry “The Hulk” Boulder from there, until he began with the WWF (which is now WWE), then promoted by Vincent James McMahon, the father of the McMahon who guided the WWF to national prominence.

The elder McMahon thought Bollea looked Irish, so he handed him a bottle of red hair dye and renamed his character to Hulk Hogan. Bollea’s father was Italian, and his mother was French, Italian, and Panamanian. That didn’t matter. Vincent James McMahon’s characters in the WWF were defined by their nationalities, like Italian immigrant Bruno Sammartino, and Bollea was close enough. The New York–based WWF wanted to sell tickets to the area’s substantial Irish community.

Bollea ditched the red-hair dye bottle. But the new name stuck. Bollea would be known as Hulk Hogan from then on.

With a new moniker, Hogan started carving out a path for himself in the WWF. But he was portraying a bad guy, or heel, which would likely only limit how big of a star he could become.



Professional wrestling features a fairly elementary framework for storytelling. There are heroes, called babyfaces, and villains, called heels. The babyfaces, in most cases, are the stars of the show, the ones who prevail in the end. The heels are the ones cheating and trying to do everything to overthrow the babyfaces’ dreams of being champion or attaining whatever goal the storyline is outlining.

Heels have to win matches and establish credibility as legitimate threats to their enemies, the babyfaces. Heels can be champions and sometimes ascend to becoming a promotion’s biggest star. But, especially in pro wrestling prior to the 1990s, the heel characters are mostly there in service to the babyface characters.

The babyface is the wrestler the fans are supposed to get behind, the one the audience is cheering for to emerge victorious. The heel is there for the fans to boo, to stack the deck against the babyface so that when the babyface finally wins, there is a feeling of catharsis. But that therapeutic reaction can only be achieved if the heel is effectively malevolent enough that fans want the babyface to dish out comeuppance.

Pro wrestling, at its core, is a morality play. It’s Shakespeare in a ring.



Hogan got his big break in 1981—and it wasn’t in the wrestling ring. While working for the WWF, Hogan received a Western Union letter backstage from Sylvester Stallone, one of the biggest action stars of the decade. Stallone said in the letter that he wanted Hogan to play a role in Rocky III.

Stallone was looking for a wrestler to be paired against the Rocky Balboa character in a charity exhibition match in the film. Hogan was a fan of the first two Rocky movies, both of which did well at the box office. Stallone was a megastar. He believed it was a no-brainer to take the part.

His promoter felt otherwise. Vincent James McMahon told Hogan that he was in the WWF’s storyline plans and there just wasn’t time for him to jet off to Hollywood to film a movie. The elder McMahon issued Hogan an ultimatum: If you do Rocky III, don’t bother coming back to the WWF.

Believing that sharing time with Stallone on the silver screen would do wonders for his profile, Hogan walked out on the WWF and took the role.

Rocky III ended up doing very well at the box office, becoming one of the highest-grossing movies of 1982. The only two films that made more money were E.T. and Raiders of the Lost Ark.

Before Rocky III even had a chance to premiere, the American Wrestling Association (AWA) in Minnesota, promoted by highly respected former amateur and pro wrestler Verne Gagne, came calling for Hogan’s services. So Hogan headed up to Minneapolis for another shot with a major wrestling company.

The problem was, the fans did not view the bronzed Hogan, billed from Venice Beach, California, as a bad guy, despite how his character was being scripted to act. He was booked to be a villain, but movie star and bodybuilder Arnold Schwarzenegger had made Venice—he trained at an outdoor gym there called Muscle Beach—a recognized and cool place in the 1970s, especially to parka-wearing Midwesterners. Hogan also had a personality that connected with the audience as something more than a one-dimensional, meathead heel.

Before the end of 1981, spurred by audiences, the AWA made Hogan a babyface. When Rocky III came out a few months later, Hogan started walking out to the ring with the Rocky theme song, “Eye of the Tiger,” playing over the PA system. When he got to the ring, he ripped off his shirt, exposing his substantial pectoral muscles. Hogan also began a side hustle, printing T-shirts at the local mall and selling his own merchandise with catchphrases on it out of the back of his truck. Hogan’s name was growing so much that Johnny Carson had him on The Tonight Show in 1982.

“That’s where I started planting the seeds that would grow into Hulkamania,” Hogan said.

A McMahon reached out to Hogan in 1983. But it wasn’t Vincent James; it was his son, who had purchased the WWF from his father a year earlier. The younger McMahon wanted to take the WWF national, with Hogan as his lead character. He was signing some of the top stars from around the country, away from the regional, territory promotions. This was the opportunity Hogan had been waiting for, and it wasn’t difficult for him to depart the AWA.

Hogan returned to the WWF in December 1983 and, in his fourth match back, on January 23, 1984, he won the WWF World Heavyweight title, beating hated villain The Iron Sheik, who played an anti-American character from Iran. The relationship between the United States and Iran fell out after the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and the two countries have not had diplomatic relations since then.

The Sheik, a real-life former national-team wrestler from Iran, represented America’s biggest political foe at the time. Hogan would begin walking out to a new theme song called “Real American” in 1985.

Cyndi Lauper, one of the hottest pop stars of the time, was brought into the WWF fold that same year. Her then-boyfriend and manager Dave Wolff was a lifelong wrestling fan. Hogan, wearing a white tuxedo shirt (sleeveless, to show off his preternaturally large arms) and black bowtie, accompanied Lauper to the 1985 Grammy Awards as her bodyguard and came up onstage with her when she won in the best new artist category. The WWF and MTV soon joined together for a collaboration that was called the Rock ’n’ Wrestling Connection.

The next step for McMahon’s wrestling revolution and Hogan’s burgeoning fame was a supershow at New York’s Madison Square Garden that would be called WrestleMania.

The WrestleMania I headliner was built around a storyline involving Lauper. At a WWF event, Lauper awarded WWF manager Captain Lou Albano with a gold record. Albano played Lauper’s father in the music video for her hit song “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” “Rowdy” Roddy Piper, the promotion’s top heel, interrupted the ceremony, cracked the record over Albano’s head, and then “kicked” Lauper. Hogan came out to save her and ran Piper off.

The angle, the pro-wrestling term for a non-match storyline development, was everything McMahon could have hoped for and more. WrestleMania just needed a little more star power to complete McMahon’s vision to take wrestling mainstream.

McMahon looked down on what wrestling had been, events where storytelling took place in the ring through simulated fights. What he wanted to build was an entertainment company, so much so that he later banned the use of the words “professional wrestling” on WWF television, with “sports entertainment” as the substitute. Wrestlers could not be called wrestlers; they were “Superstars.”

McMahon didn’t think he could grow his promotion on the back of fake fights. He needed glitz and glamour. The first Wrestle-Mania needed celebrities with the hope that their presence could elevate McMahon’s “Superstars” to that same status.

Peter Young, Hogan’s agent, also represented Mr. T, who was brought in to be Hogan’s tag-team partner for the big main-event match. At the time, Mr. T was starring in the hit show The A-Team. That wasn’t all. Muhammad Ali was hired as special referee. Billy Martin, the controversial then-manager of the New York Yankees, was a guest ring announcer. And Liberace, the flamboyant pianist, was guest timekeeper.

The injection of luminaries from the worlds of music, sports, and television worked wonders for McMahon’s marketing of WrestleMania. And Hogan himself.

The week of WrestleMania I was a whirlwind of trying to drum up interest for the event. Hogan and Mr. T were all over TV, especially news programs after an incident that occurred on the Lifetime show Hot Properties, hosted by Richard Belzer. The man who went on to become most famous for playing a television detective was something of a victim that night.

Hogan reluctantly agreed to placate Belzer when the host asked him to demonstrate a wrestling move. Belzer had been talking trash jokingly with Hogan and Mr. T and actually asked Hogan why he was a “bad guy” and then became a “good guy,” somewhat alluding to pro wrestling not being real, which was a no-no then. Belzer then asked Hogan to perform a submission on him.

Hogan, his hairline already betraying him before he became a household name, towered over Belzer as he explained that he would put the skinny comedian in a front headlock. Hogan gently grabbed Belzer’s shoulders and pulled him downward, bent at the waist. Hogan then wrapped his giant right arm around Belzer’s head and neck and connected his right hand with his left bicep.

Belzer looked like he was struggling as Hogan and Mr. T talked some smack. Then, Belzer’s arms went limp. Hogan let him go and the comedian’s body snapped to the floor, the back of his head cracking against the ground. The live audience gasped.

“You all right, brother?” Hogan asked as Belzer came to.

Hogan helped Belzer up and Belzer quickly seemed to regain his senses, throwing the telecast to commercial. Then Belzer turned around—and blood could be seen dripping from the back of his head down onto his blazer.

Belzer ended up going to the hospital. Hogan and McMahon were lucky. If Belzer had been severely injured or worse, the outrage might have gotten WrestleMania canceled. Instead, all that happened was the incident getting the WWF much more media attention.

Hogan and Mr. T hosted Saturday Night Live the night before WrestleMania I, which took place March 31, 1985. Pro wrestling was Hollywood suddenly, with Hogan playing the role of leading man.

The Associated Press reported the next morning that one million people watched WrestleMania I on closed-circuit television (the predecessor to pay-per-view). Several reports have put the attendance figure at 19,121. McMahon invested millions—his daughter, Stephanie, said years later that her mother and father “mortgaged everything they owned”—and the first WrestleMania was a massive success.

“It was funny, because nobody ever talked about wrestling except wrestling fans,” said wrestling journalist and historian Dave Meltzer, who has been writing the Wrestling Observer Newsletter since 1983. “And then, that week everybody talked about wrestling. It was just the thing in pop culture.”

Belzer ended up suing Hogan, a personal injury lawsuit that was settled out of court for $400,000. But the scene playing on news shows and hosting Saturday Night Live only helped the WrestleMania promotional tour’s momentum—and Hogan’s budding stardom.

Hogan’s peers were noticing the changes in the business, too. Wrestlers did not have guaranteed contracts then, instead getting paid a percentage of whatever the ticket sales were for the shows they were on.

“We’d sometimes run two or three cities a night with different people [in the main events],” said Jimmy Hart, a legendary on-screen wrestling manager and Hogan’s longtime confidant. “Well, all of us wanted to be on the show that Hulk was on, because we were going to make more money…. We knew if Hulk was on [the show], no matter where it was, it was going to sell out.”

If Hogan was a master at manipulating a crowd and getting them to pay good money to see his matches, he was every bit as shrewd of a businessman behind the scenes, with his attorney Henry Holmes and Young backing him up.

Holmes said the first time he got into a verbal battle with McMahon was over merchandise and how much Hogan was getting for sold items with his name and likeness. There was one particularly combative meeting at the WWF offices in Stamford, Connecticut, that Holmes recalled vividly. McMahon was sitting at his desk and Holmes and Hogan were opposite him.

“Well, so you don’t like this clause on merchandising?” McMahon said, according to Holmes. “I don’t have to listen to any fucking lawyer about merchandising. This meeting is over.”

But Hogan was too valuable to the WWF, and McMahon had to compromise. The two sides eventually came to an agreement that gave Hogan a larger percentage of his merchandise revenue and control of his name and likeness. Originally, the WWF owned the Hogan intellectual property (along with a percentage given to Marvel initially due to use of the Hulk name), but keeping Hogan happy and headlining events was paramount. Hogan was already the highest-paid wrestler in the world by several degrees. He had leverage, due to crowd demand, that no one else did. And Hogan never had any issue using that leverage.

“A lot of it was, initially the wrestling contracts were really, really one-sided,” Holmes said. “And the control is owning the character and all that stuff.”

Hogan headlined the second WrestleMania in 1986, beating King Kong Bundy in a cage match. It was a big event, but it paled in contrast to what came next.

In 1987, the WWF put together the biggest match in wrestling history up until that point, one many would argue remains the most significant ever.

If Hogan was the most famous wrestler in the world, Andre the Giant was a close second. Andre, whose real name was André Roussimoff, was billed as being seven-foot-four and five hundred pounds. In reality, he was probably closer to six-foot-ten. But his unprecedented combination of uncanny size and charisma made him the most unique athlete in the annals of professional wrestling. It also earned him attention outside the ring. Roussimoff had a role in the 1987 movie The Princess Bride.

For the preceding years, Hogan and Andre were both booked as babyface characters, and friends. They had tag-team matches alongside each other. But then, due to the manipulation of Hogan antagonist Bobby “The Brain” Heenan, Andre turned on his buddy. During one interview segment, he yanked Hogan’s crucifix necklace right off his neck. In storyline, Andre had grown jealous of the attention Hogan was getting, when Andre was the one who allegedly had not been pinned or submitted for the last fifteen years (neither was true). Heenan said Hogan only maintained a friendship with Andre so he didn’t have to defend the WWF title against him.

The WWF built the match as Hogan going up against an unstoppable foe, someone who had not even been body-slammed. In reality, Andre had been beaten outside the WWF and body-slammed several times all over the world, including on several occasions by Hogan himself. But, in pro wrestling, it’s always the promotion and story that trumps reality. The truth hardly matters. The WWF had an audience that likely didn’t know what was happening in wrestling outside its own storylines, and McMahon had no problem using that to his advantage.

The WWF claims 93,173 people packed the Pontiac Silverdome in Michigan on March 29, 1987, for WrestleMania III. The real number was closer to 78,000, but, in pro wrestling, exaggeration is the rule. The actual figure is impressive enough, in the same way the pain from a suplex or slam can be legitimate. But doesn’t it stand out more when it gets embellished?

More than one million more tuned in on closed-circuit television to see if Hogan could topple his most fearsome foe yet.

Of course, he did. Hogan was the WWF’s meal ticket, and people had paid to see the satisfying conclusion of the story: good over evil. Hogan slammed Andre, pinned him, and took Hulkamania to another level of stardom than wrestling had seen before.

The two men had a rematch eleven months later, on a card called The Main Event, which was on free-to-air NBC. The show drew 33 million viewers for a rating of 15.2, according to Nielsen. It still stands as the most-watched wrestling match ever in the United States on television, and there’s almost no chance that record will ever be broken with the deterioration of TV viewership due to other technologies.

“[My wife and I] would be out to dinner someplace and somebody at the next table would be talking about the WWF or Hulk Hogan or Andre or whoever,” said Rob Wright, who was a producer and editor for the WWF in the 1980s. “It was so ingrained in pop culture, there really was no escape.”

Hogan was pro wrestling’s first real brand name in the modern era, someone who transcended the art. There is no formula to recognizing or building a star. Several things can help: someone’s looks or sex appeal, their physical charisma, and how they can engage with fans in interviews. That doesn’t just apply to wrestling; it applies to entertainment and sports, as well. As in Hollywood, the biggest stars are not always the best actors. Hogan was not a mat wrestler who produced classic matches. Tom Cruise has never won an Oscar, either.

McMahon went about building stars like he did most things: with blunt force. Hogan was on prime-time talk shows, Saturday morning cartoons, on the cover of cereal boxes, featured at toy stores with his action figures. Everywhere you looked.

Hogan wore the colors red and yellow. Psychologists have said that those colors are effective in marketing—think McDonald’s—because of how they make consumers feel. And Hogan was indeed like the pro-wrestling version of the Big Mac. He wasn’t a Michelin-starred meal—wrestlers like Ric Flair, Dusty Rhodes, Ricky Steamboat, and Terry Funk were the ones putting on the critically acclaimed matches of the day in the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) and then World Championship Wrestling (WCW). Hogan’s popularity was not because of how good he was in the ring, but because of how he resonated with the public. He didn’t have a long list of attacks in the squared circle, sticking mainly to punching, kicking, a big boot, and a leg drop.

But Hogan had the magnetism and oversized personality to make it work. More important, he was so incredibly driven to be at the top that he put in all the necessary work, which included an exhausting amount of travel for media and promotional events while maintaining his impressive physique. And the latter, of course, involved taking steroids.



In his 1957 book Mythologies, the French philosopher Roland Barthes wrote an essay titled “The World of Wrestling,” in which he described the art as “the spectacle of excess.”

“The public is completely uninterested in knowing whether the contest is rigged or not, and rightly so; it abandons itself to the primary virtue of the spectacle, which is to abolish all motives and all consequences: what matters is not what it thinks but what it sees,” Barthes wrote.

What wrestling really is, to those in the thick of it, is business. It started in U.S. carnivals in the late 1800s as real competition, a veritable toughman contest. People in the crowd of carnival-goers tested themselves on the mat against the touring roughneck. Pretty quickly, organizers started to realize the actual matches weren’t nearly as exciting as the idea of them. By the 1920s, capitalism took over. The winners were predetermined based on what could make the most money, and the action was manufactured to be more pleasing to the eye.

The result was something infinitely more popular than the original idea of having an actual grappling contest. And professional wrestling has been a staple of American society ever since, one that has branched out and gained a big following in places like Canada, Mexico, Japan, Europe, and Australia.

Professional wrestling is more story than sport. There’s a psychological and sociological aspect to it, too. What compels people to spend their hard-earned money to watch what are basically fake fights?

WWE today is a multibillion-dollar company that reaches every corner of the globe on Netflix. The success of professional wrestling cannot be argued. And the reasons for that success have been applied in just about every aspect of life. Conflict and controversy, manufactured or otherwise, can be powerful and lucrative.

Pro-wrestling promoters were the godfathers of that idea—“the spectacle of excess.”



Hogan was the man on top when the WWF went mainstream. And he had done all the work to help pro wrestling—really, McMahon’s sports entertainment—remain there into the next decade.

So when McMahon told Hogan that the Ultimate Warrior would be beating him to win the WWF title at WrestleMania VI, on April 1, 1990, you could imagine Hogan’s reaction. Hogan didn’t agree with the idea at first, but eventually gave in. Warrior pinned Hogan at Toronto’s SkyDome to become champion. It was the first time Hogan had lost via pinfall without any shenanigans in six years, before WrestleMania I.

McMahon had forced the man who helped him fulfill his vision to pass the torch to someone Hogan deemed unworthy. That was the wrestling business. Promoters are always looking for the new, fresh thing. For McMahon, that was the Warrior, a preposterously ripped bodybuilder with off-the-wall (likely chemically enhanced) intensity and bizarre, snorting interviews.

Hogan had an idea for after the match, something that might continue his momentum despite the loss. He wanted to beat the Warrior up, turn “heel,” and go on a run as a bad guy. McMahon shot it down.

“I wanted to attack the Warrior from behind after the finish at WrestleMania VI and drag him around by the hair and I’d be the worst guy ever,” Hogan said.

Hogan would eventually be vindicated. Realizing that maybe Warrior was not the right guy to lead the WWF into the future, McMahon had Sgt. Slaughter win the title from him in January 1991.

Slaughter, dressed in camo with a drill sergeant’s hat, had played a U.S. military veteran and proud patriot for years. He even had a character in the popular G.I. Joe comic and cartoon based on him with the same likeness. McMahon had the idea to have Slaughter break bad and reveal himself to be an Iraqi sympathizer—right in the middle of the United States’ involvement in the Gulf War.

And who better to reclaim the title from a traitor to his country? America’s hero, of course. Hogan. He beat Slaughter after a particularly jingoistic buildup to win the WWF title back at WrestleMania VII on March 24, 1991.

Hogan dropped the title to The Undertaker, an up-and-coming occult heel character, later in 1991 due to interference from Flair, who came in from WCW with the NWA title.

Flair proclaimed himself to be the real world champion. It seemed like a WrestleMania VIII main event between Hogan and Flair was in the offing. The two were the most popular wrestlers of the 1980s, but didn’t cross paths due to being in different promotions. Even in 1992, that was a big-money match. But it didn’t happen.

Why not? That depends on who you ask. The WWF mythology says Hogan and Flair wrestled on several untelevised events—called “house shows” in wrestling—and those shows did not sell well. In reality, it’s more likely that McMahon and Hogan could not agree on a finish to that WrestleMania match, given what was going on behind the scenes.

McMahon had been roped into the federal steroid case against Zahorian. The U.S. government was accusing McMahon of distributing steroids to his wrestlers and encouraging them to use the drugs. The feds were going to call Hogan as a witness for the prosecution—against McMahon.

At WrestleMania VIII, Flair wrestled “Macho Man” Randy Savage for the WWF title and Hogan was in the main event, a nontitle match, against the six-foot-seven Sid Justice. Hogan beat Justice, then disappeared from WWF television for nearly a year.

Hogan returned to the WWF in February 1993 to set up a match for WrestleMania IX in what would be, in essence, his farewell run. It would end up being his final WrestleMania for nine years. Hogan’s contract was expiring, and he and McMahon were ready to go their separate ways.

Hogan was to team with Brutus Beefcake, Hogan’s longtime friend from Florida (real name: Ed Leslie), against Money Inc., the tag team of Ted DiBiase and Irwin R. Schyster. But the bout almost never happened, and Hogan nearly lost his life before he got the chance to close his chapter with the WWF.

Two days before WrestleMania IX, Hogan went out on Jet Skis with Leslie and their friend Ellis Edwards, who was the stunt coordinator on the popular TV show Baywatch. Leslie had a faster Jet Ski than Hogan’s and offered Hogan a chance to try it out. Hogan made a mechanical error in driving the craft and hit a wave hard. The front end of the Jet Ski stayed down and launched the wrestling superstar headfirst over the top of it.

Hogan would have been fine. Except the Jet Ski then followed and hit him right in the head, near his left eye, at forty miles per hour. Hogan’s orbital bone cracked on impact. Edwards was able to get Hogan onto his Jet Ski and to the beach. He and Leslie then rushed him to the hospital. Hogan was out cold and facedown in the water before Edwards got to him.

Hogan had a concussion, so Edwards stayed up the entire night with him, waking him up every hour. At WrestleMania IX, two days later, Hogan sported a nasty black eye and wore a bandage over the area. Hogan told the Nevada State Athletic Commission (NSAC) that it was just makeup, and the injuries were just part of the show. Given what wrestling is, that was surely plausible. But in this case, Hogan was actually hurt, and should not have been anywhere near a ring.

“That’s really what it was,” Edwards said of the injury. “Stitches are all in there. It’s all purple and the eye is slammed, it’s all swollen. He’s got a mild crack up there. It’s a big goddamn deal. And they did let him wrestle.”

Not only wrestle, but Hogan came out after the main event between Yokozuna and Bret Hart and challenged the winner—Yokozuna, a 500-plus-pound Samoan wrestler playing a sumo character—to a title match right then and there. Hogan was booked to win. He pinned Yokozuna to claim the WWF championship for a fifth time.

That was essentially Hogan’s WWF swan song. Hogan lost the title to Yokozuna on June 13, 1993. The two had a series of house-show matches that summer and then Hogan was gone, letting his contract with the WWF run out.

The relationship between Hogan and McMahon by then was completely nonexistent. McMahon felt betrayed by Hogan after all they had been through together. Not only as business partners, but each considered the other a good friend before the steroid scandal. McMahon felt like his company, the one he invested all his money and time into, was at stake, as was his livelihood. He was facing jail time. And McMahon believed Hogan was helping the federal government dismantle all he had built.

The prosecution told Hogan that he would get immunity as long as he told the truth about McMahon. When Hogan agreed to testify, McMahon cut off all communication with him.

“He may have thought that I had turned on him,” Hogan said of McMahon. “I would never have done that. But not being able to speak with him at that time put a tremendous strain on our relationship. And we didn’t talk for a long time after that, even after the trial was over.”

Hogan’s testimony—he admitted to using steroids, but said McMahon never gave them to him nor told him to use them—wasn’t damaging to McMahon in the least. It was more damaging to Hogan himself, who, under oath, finally came clean about what else he did to get his physique besides pumping iron. It wasn’t just the vitamins he was telling kids to take.

Hogan’s testimony also killed the government’s case. They expected him to say McMahon bullied his wrestlers into taking steroids. McMahon ended up being acquitted due to lack of evidence.

It was evident to everyone that Hogan had indeed lied on the Hall show, that he didn’t practice the principles that his character talked about on the air. Somewhat disgraced, even in a profession already treated by many as a disdainful fake sport, Hogan’s career was at a crossroads.

Perhaps more television and film opportunities were in the future. One thing he had always promised to McMahon, though, was that he’d never compete against him in the wrestling business.





CHAPTER 2 BECAUSE THIS IS WHERE THE BIG BOYS PLAY

Eric Bischoff was just a few months into his new job in 1993, as executive producer of WCW, and trying to compete with the WWF was hardly his top priority. The WWF was far and away the biggest wrestling company in the world, and WCW was a distant second. Bischoff was simply trying to keep a promotion that was bleeding money afloat.

One of his first big ideas was to change the structure of WCW television tapings, which were mainly done in front of small crowds in the Atlanta area. WCW was owned by Ted Turner and with one flip of the remote control over to Turner Broadcasting System (TBS), where WCW aired, one could see where WCW stood in the pecking order. Audiences were sparse. Venues, almost entirely in the Southeast, were tiny. Production value was lacking.

In 1993, Bischoff visited Disney MGM Studios (now called Disney Hollywood Studios) in Bay Lake, Florida, near Orlando, and liked what he saw. There were soundstages there that, when filmed, looked bigger than they actually were. The production and lighting were superior to what WCW had on the road. Multiple TV shows could be shot in the same place in the same day, and that could add up to eight to ten shows in a single weekend. WCW could fly talent in to one place for a few days and film television cards for a month or more.

Plus, there was a captive audience. The theme park was full most days and WCW could give away free tickets. It isn’t like they weren’t doing that already. The Disney patrons may not have been wrestling fans, but they “had all their teeth,” Bischoff said. So not only would it cut costs, it theoretically would look less small-time on TV.

In some ways, this was the opposite of what the WWF was doing with McMahon pushing for bigger arenas and larger-scale events. Wrestling shows had been held in every type of venue imaginable for decades, from football stadiums to VFW Halls. Television tapings were a mixed bag, depending on the size of the promotion.

But until the WWF started Monday Night Raw in 1993 on the USA Network, there were no weekly national-level, prime-time wrestling shows that ran (mostly) live on cable television. Even Raw was taped sometimes, which had been the norm previously. The WWF would tape shows in arenas and air them later. WCW would do the same, but in smaller, studio setups.

Bischoff’s idea was to maintain the taped, studio-show model for WCW’s shows, just with a Mickey Mouse–colored coat of fresh paint. It wasn’t a popular idea internally. He got pushback from his higher-ups, as well as from Disney executives. Turner was based in Atlanta and officials weren’t fond of moving production elsewhere. And Disney brass was afraid of kids there to see their characters running into Cro-Magnon wrestling fans.

And why would they have agreed with Bischoff anyway? He was in completely over his head.
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