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Introduction






SO HERE IT IS: my first solo book in seven years. That’s more than enough time, wouldn’t you agree? 






If you haven’t read the original book in this series – NITRO: The Incredible Rise and Inevitable Collapse of Ted Turner’s WCW – stop what you’re doing now! NITRO is a chronological tour-de-force of the era for which WCW is most famous – 1995 to 2001. It is available via e-book, audiobook, paperback and hardcover formats, so check that out first – and then meet me back here.






Okay, so now for everyone else…it’s time to go beyond all that. 






It’s time to go Beyond Nitro, my friends.






This book is a unique collection of insightful writings about WCW, informed by over 100 new interviews, hundreds of internal company documents, confidential corporate materials, and never-before-seen financial records. On a later reading, most of the chapters can be read on a standalone basis, but to begin, note that the sequencing here is deliberate. The content is divided into three parts, as outlined below:










Part 1: Untold Stories – a series of engrossing personal profiles of people with a unique connection to WCW;






Part 2: Where The Big Boys Played – an examination of various aspects of the WCW story which often escape introspection, such as the byzantine nature of its corporate accounting system, the company’s historical Southern lineage, and the impact of its pioneering production team;






Part 3: A Wrestling Odyssey – a look at some of the changes which occurred in the wrestling business post-WCW, including a noticeable change to the mainstream wrestling style, the proliferation of what is sometimes called ‘the wrestling bubble’, and the phenomenon of WCW experiencing a ‘second life’ through the waves of ‘90s nostalgia. 










To supplement this rather weighty structure – and to break up the presentation more generally – six ‘interlude’ chapters are included of various lengths, ranging from incredibly detailed (e.g., ‘Spiked!’) to relatively direct in scope (e.g., ‘Don’t Touch That Dial’). In all cases, these ‘interludes’ relate to a theme (or set of themes) explored in the preceding chapter. In the process, the book is able to delve into some thrilling uncharted waters, relative to the world of late ‘90s WWF - and even TNA during the 2010s. 






But let’s not spoil all that. 






Now, many people have often observed that the research which informed NITRO was incredibly thorough and exhaustive. After three-and-a-half years of interviews, writing and research, the book was published in July 2018...but quietly, the work only continued! To illustrate, the first interview for Beyond Nitro was conducted on May 6, 2020 – almost five years ago to date!






Deliberately, I have solicited input in this book from a wide variety of sources. As such, you will hear in these pages from wrestlers, announcers, executives, marketing professionals, television producers, cameramen, fans, promoters, athletes, coaches, college professors and everyone in between. Enveloping it all is an unprecedented amount of objective, quantitative, and even revelatory data – including an unprecedented look at WCW’s financial affairs. All in all, it’s a pretty sweet deal.






Too sweet even. 






Frankly, Beyond Nitro is the most ambitious project of which I have ever embarked. It has been a decided labor of love from start to finish, and I am delighted to finally present it to you. I promise that it won’t be another seven years until the next book comes out in this series. 






Wait - did I just think that…or did I just type that?






In any event, please enjoy – and as ever, thank you for all your support.






Guy Evans


Tampa, FL


April 2025
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PART ONE:


UNTOLD STORIES














A series of engrossing personal profiles of people with a unique connection to WCW.




Chapter 1:
All in an Hour’s Work



Jenni Sloan
Creative Director/Graphic Design Artist at 
Disney i.d.e.a.s/MGM Studios






A NATIVE OF WINTER Park, Florida – the charming city of ‘Old World’ repute, home to some 30,000 residents north of Orlando – Jenni Sloan developed her artistic abilities from an early age. “I trained in fine arts my whole life,” she begins, in this – her first-ever published interview – “and my dad - knowing that I wanted to utilize my art as a career – really made an impact on me. He said to me at one point, ‘Okay, if you want to use your art...you need to learn a trade.’






Sloan started her career journey during the relative infancy of modern, computerized graphic design. “Today, you have Full Sail University which trains people in post-production [for instance],” she says, “but this was way prior to that…my high school graduation was in ‘87. Back then, the University of South Carolina had one of the first computer labs, and that’s where I picked up the skills of Photoshop and Adobe Illustrator. I really liked the idea of where things were going with graphic design on computers, and during my junior year, I had the opportunity to get an internship at Channel 9 – the local ABC affiliate – where I did some ‘over the shoulder’ graphics that were used on the news. I kind of parlayed that into working at some of the other news stations, but once I got out of school, I decided to move back to [Central Florida]. 






“Once I was home, I talked my way into an internship at Century III at Universal [Studios - the exclusive vendor of post-production services on the lot]. They ended up offering me a job, and I worked my way up to become Art Director – running equipment which very few people had access to – although now, you could do that stuff on your phone!”






Subsequently, Sloan says, her diligence was rewarded further with a job opportunity at Disney i.d.e.a.s., an elite post-production facility located on the backlots of the Disney-MGM Studios (now known as Disney’s Hollywood Studios). “All manner of…visual effects are possible at the facility,” reported a contemporaneous article in the Orlando Sentinel. “The acronym stands for imagery, design, editorial, art and sound…Disney-MGM is [now] emphasizing its expanded capabilities in graphics and visual effects.”  






During her time at Disney – and in addition to becoming one of the few female flame operators in the country – Sloan developed ad campaigns for brands such as Presidente, Coca-Cola, and Budweiser. “We also did special effects for anything on the back lots,” she adds. “We did a lot of the episodic television series that were filmed there…and that’s sort of how things happened – in terms of wrestling being filmed there, too.”






Indeed, by the summer of 1996 – less than six months into Sloan’s new role – Disney-MGM was hosting live episodes of WCW Monday Nitro, a consequence of the ongoing logistical juggling act caused by the Summer Olympic Games in Atlanta. At first, the alliance between Mickey Mouse and wrestling (officially christened on July 7, 1993, when the park began hosting tapings of WCW’s syndicated programming) may have been perceived as somewhat ill-fitting, but in time, the benefits of the co-branding effort became more obvious. As the Nitro era began, the association received specific attention in a strategic planning document of the time. “During the last two years,” read the note, presented as part of a corporate exercise detailing WCW’s future plans, “WCW has established a mutually beneficial agreement with Disney World in Orlando. WCW Worldwide and portions of WCW Pro are produced at the Disney-MGM Studios. A more permanent arrangement offers [a number of] advantages.”






Under the recommendation, ‘Explore Deeper Strategic Alliance with the Disney Organization’, the document highlighted the merits of the partnership to WCW:










  	Post Production strength and availability will be limited in Atlanta during 1996 because of the Olympics. Resources are readily available at Disney.


  	An action based daily attraction at a major entertainment park complements our programming. 80% of people who view production in progress at a studio become viewers.


  	Disney legitimizes our product. Database development and research opportunities become more significant. Potential savings from Disney production, post production, and theme park participation can yield net savings up to $500,000 per year.


  	SUMMARY: A move to the Disney/MGM Studios for post production strength offers a major strategic advantage as WCW moves to close the perceived gap in production quality.












Ironically, however, no amount of strategic planning could have predicted what happened next. “One of the things that I loved to do - at that time - was logo development,” reveals Sloan. “I really liked to dive into who a company was, what they were about…kind of problem solve, [in my head], the best way to do a logo.






“So I remember being called into a meeting and being told that we would be working with WCW,” she continues. “I was really not familiar with it – I didn’t follow wrestling personally – [although] my younger brother watched some of it way back in the day…with Hulk Hogan and all those guys. So that resonated with me…[plus] the fact that there was this sort of ‘breakaway group’ [with the New World Order].”






Although in its infancy, the New World Order storyline, sparked by a group of invading wrestlers (many of whom, at least initially, possessed strong associations to WCW’s real-life competitor, the WWF) was already setting the industry ablaze. With a number of favorable preconditions acting as catalysts for the plot (including the long-held ambition of wrestling fans to witness ‘dream matches’ involving WCW and WWF talent, the decision to leverage Hulk Hogan’s equity as the ultimate ‘good guy’ in the direction of a shocking heel turn, and the fortuitous expiration of Kevin Nash and Scott Hall’s WWF contracts), Nitro featured the villainous group terrorizing WCW’s stars on a weekly basis, often in the manner of a street gang. 






Without warning, what had first been conceived as a “six-month program” (as per the contemporaneous comments of Eric Bischoff, WCW’s then-Executive Vice President) quickly evolved to become the overarching narrative informing every WCW broadcast. In one early Nitro episode, for example, the phrase ‘New World Order’ was uttered by various WCW/nWo characters over 60 times. So ubiquitous were the invaders, in fact, that together, they appeared to comprise more than just a wrestling group, or stable in industry vernacular. On the contrary, the purpose of the New World Order, it appeared, was to form an entirely new organization - one that threatened, in kayfabe, the very existence of WCW itself.








We originally figured the [New World Order] would be a six-month program.


- Eric Bischoff, as quoted in the Chicago Sun-Times, June 15, 1997









Quite naturally, the formation of this new organization or brand – as per Bischoff’s behind-the-scenes vision for the group – precipitated the need for a brand identity. Clearly, the unsanctioned group of wrestlers had to differentiate themselves from their WCW counterparts; however, in the aftermath of Bash at the Beach ‘96, a key element in the effort was missing. 






Enter Jenni Sloan.






“I remember the day well,” she says. “Tony and Amy in our scheduling department would often tell me in the morning who would be coming in, what I would be doing…that kind of thing. [On this particular day], they mentioned that WCW was asking for something on a ‘shoestring budget’. They said, ‘They can’t afford much…only an hour of time – that’s all they’re going to pay for.’ [Evidently], they couldn’t afford some of the more expensive equipment in my suite. 






“I thought, ‘Great. This is not how I want to do things…but...alright.’


 


“They said to me, ‘This is going to have to be mass generated...but you’re going to have to do this logo in black-and-white.’






“I thought, ‘Alright. Well…I’ll figure it out...’”






“I only had an hour to do the whole thing.”






As the basis for her remarkable creativity, Sloan recalls receiving little in the way of specific details. “I remember just being given the direction of, ‘We want it in a type-written face’,” she says. “They said, ‘We want it to be rough…something with ‘ragged edges’…and I mean…that’s sort of all I had to go on. I don’t recall being shown anything else, except maybe some rough designs…[and those] weren’t based on anything else [really].






“I think it’s the quickest logo I’ve ever done in my life! It was really just down-and-dirty, super quick. There was a version that I did first, but [WCW producer] Rob Wright and [another WCW staffer] were like, ‘Uh-uh. It’s gotta be rougher.’ I specifically remember that.






“They asked me to make it even more rough - really jagged - so I remember going in and hand-drawing some of the edges.”






In a particular masterstroke, Sloan then decided to stylize the group’s initials – N.W.O. – using a format that would become as famous as the group itself: nWo.






“I don’t remember the reason for that,” she shrugs, in reference to her creative decision, “other than I thought it looked cool! 






“In my head, when they were telling me what they wanted, I was thinking, ‘Okay, ‘80s…‘90s…’, I was thinking of going out in high school…when I was really attracted to things like new age…punk…things like that. 






“I was thinking of like a Sid and Nancy type of [feeling]. In my mind, that’s how things were translating to me when they were explaining the concept. 






“The reaction I got was like, ‘Cool – thanks. That was great.’






“It wasn’t like, ‘Woah - this is going to be amazing!’ 






——






Taken from the Ancient Greek word logotype, the mass proliferation of logos have come to be viewed as essential tools in marketing. Almost without exception, many of the world’s most famous logos – Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Apple and the like – are widely considered as being synonymous with the associated brands themselves. 






In that sense, an appropriate investment in graphic design can clearly pay off, as it has – to enormous effect – in several notable instances. 






The value of Nike’s inescapable ‘Swoosh’ logo, for example (which in concert with its ‘Just Do It’ tagline, comprises the core of its brand identity) has been estimated at around $15 billion. The design of the ‘Swoosh’, incidentally, is credited as being the brainchild of Carolyn Davidson, then only a student (in 1971) at Portland State University. Famously, Davidson was said to have charged the upstart company – then known as ‘Blue Ribbon Sports’ – a total of $35 as compensation for the logo, the equivalent of around $275 today. “I don’t love it,” Nike co-founder Phil Knight is reported to have said of the design, “but maybe it’ll grow on me.”






(At a company ceremony in 1983, Davidson was subsequently presented with a ‘golden swoosh’ and 500 shares of Nike stock, which after a number of stock splits, currently exceeds four million dollars in value).






In the world of professional wrestling, there is perhaps no imagery as iconic as the nWo logo. Nonetheless, Sloan reports receiving “nothing” in additional compensation for designing it – a typical arrangement, she highlights, relative to her status as a salaried employee. “I got zero,” she says, matter-of-factly. “I think I have a T-shirt in the back of my closet…but it was just normal salary compensation [via] Disney-MGM. 






“Obviously, if I had done this as a freelancer, it would have been a totally different thing…but [WCW] paid MGM an hourly fee…and I didn’t get a piece of that at all. 






“It would have been nice though!”






——






Although admittedly, Sloan was unaware of the impact which resulted from her design, the day it was created – rather strikingly – has stuck in her memory ever since. “It’s interesting,” she says, thinking back on the construction of the now-famous logo. “I remember some of my feelings about it…I remember talking about it…where I was sitting and things like that. Looking back, by the way, the [environment] was crazy to me. They had me in a nice, large office, but my desk was located on the backside of the MGM tour. This big light would go on and people would be on a moving sidewalk…kind of going by my window! But I remember more about that day than a lot of other workdays.






“It made it into my core memories, I think…because maybe I knew this was kind of important or cool…but it might have just been that I was feeling so out of my element in doing it. That probably struck a chord with me too.






“I saw variations of the logo after I was done with it – where they added red and other different colors – but I had nothing to do with that. [Originally], it had to be mass produced in different ways, and they wanted the least expensive thing possible. This was before we had digital printing, so you really had to think through everything. As a graphic designer, I had to think, ‘Okay - how is this going to be used?’ Obviously, for video post-production, you can use all the color in the world, but if you were going to be using something for print…for T-shirts or whatever, it was going to be much less expensive to do black-and-white. Anytime you added in a color, the price went [significantly] up.






“I did a lot of things for WCW at that time…but I don’t know if the popularity of ‘nWo’ ever really hit me too much. I designed a few other good logos for various companies at that time, but this will probably be the one which people know the most.” 






Almost 30 years later, Eric Bischoff himself marvels at Jenni Sloan’s creation. “I really wasn’t involved in it,” he admits of the process by which the logo was created. “It came together very quickly, and it wasn’t something that we at WCW spent a lot of time talking about, [at least] before we went over to Disney to get their help. 






“So it’s not like we had a great idea in our heads of what we wanted. It was pretty much, ‘Let’s go sit down with them and see what they come up with.’ 






“In hindsight, [however], that was such a critically important set of circumstances. The fact that we just so happened to get really, really fortunate…I mean, we were really lucky that we found her. 






“We had a young person who was eager and wanted to think outside of the box. She wanted to do things a little differently, without looking down her nose at the fact that this was a wrestling idea. 






“If that logo hadn’t been right – and you never know with these things – I’m not sure that the identity of the nWo would have had the same magnitude that it did…because of that logo. The nWo logo made the wrestling audience recognize that brand for what it was – and what it represented – this kind of anti-establishment [thing]…leaning into anarchy a little bit. That logo represented that [particular] creative idea in such a powerful way. I often wonder, ‘Would the nWo have been as successful if we didn’t have the same clear identity?’ 






“That’s really a question of branding. And that’s what this was: creating a graphic[al] image that represented an idea. Jenni Sloan did such a fantastic job. It’s not like she spent a week figuring it out…but she had the right vibe, the right interests, the passion and the willingness to do something for wrestling that a lot of other people would have just gone, ‘Eh – maybe this person over here would do a better job, because they follow wrestling – and I don’t.’ 






“She didn’t do that. She took it - and she knocked it out of the park!”






——






In the spring of 2019, a YouTuber named Stephan Reese revealed that improbably, he had acquired an unreleased WCW video game (known only as ‘UWC’, as per the original legal name of the company) which had been developed, some 30 years earlier, for the classic Nintendo Entertainment System. While showcasing various demo footage from the game, Reese explained that the cartridge had initially been given to a sole Nintendo employee for the purposes of beta testing, although shortly afterwards, it was scrapped and seemingly forgotten about. Needless to say, the video game community reacted to the discovery with a mix of intrigue and astonishment. “When we talk about obscure or ‘lost’ games,” wrote Luke Plunkett for Kotaku.com, “we normally need to have known about them in the first place…[in order] to know they were missing. It’s not often we see a case like this - where a collector buying a cartridge [from] a former Nintendo employee is the first time anyone has ever heard of a game.”






With precious little information available on the game (other than relating to its developer, SETA, a small Japanese studio which has since been shuttered), fans analyzed the available frames with a forensic intensity. Of particular note was a logo featured on the game’s title screen, a design which appeared to bear resemblance to a successive innovation. In red, serrated, spiky text, the letters ‘UWC’ were displayed in an unmistakable format, with a lowercase ‘u’ and ‘c’ enveloping an uppercase ‘W’. From a distance, it looked a lot like the nWo logo which followed some seven years later:






uWc






Understandably, some users pondered whether the uWc symbol (developed in 1989, as previously stated) could somehow have influenced what ultimately followed: Had the emblem been seen by the designer of the nWo logo? Could it have ended up in a pile of designs somewhere? If so, was it really a case of divine inspiration – or was it divine imitation? 






The answer, quite simply, appears to have been something of a remarkable coincidence. Sloan acknowledges that she has never before seen the ‘uWc’ design, but that doesn’t mean – after a serendipitous event which occurred years later – that she doesn’t believe in fate. 






“It’s funny,” she says, referencing the event in question. “I recognized it immediately. My husband did, too. We were just standing there, getting ready to check in to the Waldorf Astoria – over by Disney at Bonnet Creek. There were a couple of people in front of us.






“All of a sudden, one of the people turns around, and we notice something: he’s wearing an nWo shirt. 






“I thought to myself, ‘What the heck? Has this guy been keeping this shirt in a closet? Have they reintroduced it after all this time?’






“He ended up walking past me and I said, ‘Hey, that’s so funny…






“…I designed the logo on your shirt’.”






“I was like, ‘So, I’m just wondering…where did you get that?’






“He looked at me and said, ‘It was my Dad’s.’






“It was Hulk Hogan’s son who was wearing it!






“He actually asked me for my card, because he wanted me to do something for him, too…and I thought, ‘Oh my gosh. I gave up all those tools a long time ago.’ [Of course], I gave him my information [regardless].






“He never called me, but it was kind of funny how that all happened. It was a nice full circle moment for me.” 






Indeed, from now until the foreseeable future, reminders of Sloan’s design will continue to reappear, from wrestling arenas all around the globe, and even to the lobby – evidently – at the Waldorf Astoria. 






“I guess it’s a part of my legacy now,” concludes Sloan, almost in disbelief of the circumstances. “I mean, really - who would have known?’”




Chapter 2:
Under the Surface



Lash LeRoux
WCW wrestler






A FAMOUS WRESTLING CATCHPHRASE posits that everyone has a price, but on closer examination, it appears that everyone has a story. 






All across America – and indeed, all over the world – the former stars of WCW carry with them memories of a life before wrestling; before the glitz, glamour and the people chanting their names. 






On the surface, Mark ‘Lash’ LeRoux – a perennial WCW performer during its turbulent final years – is perhaps no exception. On the other hand – and though it may not be visible at first – he personifies the very word. 






Exception. 






In consideration of his barely believable background, ‘The Ragin’ Cajun’ is all that and then some.






“I was a huge wrestling fan as a kid,” LeRoux begins, ostensibly setting the scene for a run-of-the-mill story. “When I was super young, I had a stepfather that turned me on to wrestling…right around the time of WrestleMania 1.






“So it started [for me] right when it was blowing up culturally in the ‘80s. I jumped on that train – and just happened to be introduced to it at the exact time it got hot.






“Back then, Hulkamania was hitting,” he reminisces, “and Hogan had just won the title. I was a huge Hulkamaniac, but [equally] – because I also lived in the South – I was tied into Georgia Championship Wrestling and the NWA. Alabama was a big territory, and we got Continental Championship Wrestling [on WYTV]. I was watching Saturday Night...and I got a healthy dose of the Von Erichs [with] World Class. I also got to see a lot of the AWA in the afternoons – on ESPN – when I got home from school as well.






“Good ol’ Southern wrestling is what I grew up on – along with the ‘Rock and Wrestling’ of the ‘80s with the WWF.”






It didn’t take long for LeRoux to become enamored with the one-of-a-kind spectacle. “I’m one of those people,” he explains, “where if I take an interest in something, I absorb everything I can [about it]. So I was a fan that would go out and try to get his hands on every wrestling magazine I could. I was interested in the wrestlers – who they were, or recognizing when somebody went to this company or a different territory. I could kind of figure that out…and I wasn’t fully 10 years old!”






By the time LeRoux entered his teenage years, he – like many others of the period – found his interest to be waning. “In the early ‘90s…the product wasn’t as hot,” he laments. “It kind of corresponded with my [loss of] interest.”






By now a high schooler, LeRoux threw his energies into competitive athletics – a pursuit that provided, he recalls, an abundant set of life lessons. “I remember being in the ninth grade,” he offers, “when I started [amateur] wrestling for the first time. I was wrestling a kid that was a senior…a kid that had won the state championship in my weight class the year before. 






“The offensive line coach on the football team was helping out the wrestling coach, because they [happened to be] understaffed that day. He was working the scoreboard. But I start wrestling the kid…and dude – I’m outclassed. He’s a much better athlete than I am. He’s bigger than I am. He’s stronger than I am. There’s nothing that says I’m going to win this thing at all.






“As soon as we go to start circling each other – and the referee starts the match – the guy starts slapping me in the head. He’s playing with me…like a cat-and-mouse game. Right then, something switched in my mind. I said, ‘You know what? This guy might beat me – but he’s not gonna pin me.’ 






“I thought, ‘I’m not gonna win this, but he’s gonna know [that] he was in a fight.’ 






“I fought, and I fought, and I fought…and he just annihilated me in the match. He took me down at will – because he was better than me – but I would not let him pin me. 






“…After it was over, the kid looked to the hometown crowd and shot ‘pistols in the air’ – like it was freakin’ WrestleMania or something – blowing his fingers like he just fired off some shots! He did the old spinning-the-guns-into-the-holster gimmick, just showboating that he [beat me]. 






“I walked off with my head down…dejected…but the offensive line coach – who I had never met before in my life – walked up to me and goes, ‘LeRoux – if you’ll show me that same kind of heart on the football field, you’ll be a starting offensive lineman next year.’”






From that day forward, LeRoux – an eventual four-year starter for the Oxford High Yellow Jackets – showed a tenacity of spirit that would become his trademark. “My mentality was,” he says, ‘I may not be the most talented. I may not be the biggest. I may not have the best opportunities…but I can control whether or not you outwork me. I’ve got control over that.’






“Every time I tried out the attitude of, ‘I won’t let anybody outwork me,’ it was always positively reinforced…and by my junior year of high school, all that stuff paid off. We won a state championship and went undefeated as a football team. My high school wrestling team got second place in state. I [even] won a state championship in my weight class. 






“It was like a movie unfolding before me. I had gone through all this adversity, and I realized that hard work always pays off.” 






When asked to expound on this adversity – and the circumstances which preceded his athletic career – LeRoux becomes ever more candid. “I grew up extremely poor,” he states, opening a window to a world of hardship, misfortune and difficulties unknown to most of the population. 






“My mom had five kids that she was trying to raise, and I started working at nine years old…”






——






The arduous nature of LeRoux’s upbringing was first explored in an April 2000 profile in WCW Magazine. In a piece entitled Beating the Odds, editor Ross Forman informed WCW fans that in regard to Lash, there was certainly more than meets the eye: 








Mark LeRoux returns to the football stadium at Oxford (Alabama) High School on a regular basis. After every WCW road trip, LeRoux drives his 1998 Toyota RAV4 to Oxford Stadium off Interstate 20. He parks his vehicle, walks to the top of the bleachers, and reflects for about five minutes, pondering such things as where he’s been, the hardships he’s endured and the glowing future ahead of him. He rarely cries, although tears would be believable, and [he] rarely speaks to the coaches on the field.


The man known to the wrestling world as Lash LeRoux, the ‘Ragin’ Cajun’, is at peace in these settings, at peace with his past. He hasn’t forgotten what he’s gone through and never wants to, but it’s a childhood LeRoux wouldn’t wish on anyone.









“My mom quit school in the eighth grade,” remembers LeRoux today, who never knew his biological father. “We were so poor that we often didn’t have houses that even had running water, or electricity…let alone cable or television. 






“[Early on], we moved to this place called Oxford, Alabama – right outside of Talladega Superspeedway – and right about halfway between Atlanta and Birmingham, off of I-20 there. When we moved to this area, it was the most stability I’d had in my [very] young life. My stepfather took us back to his home church – as he was from the area – and it really became life-changing for me. I met a gentleman there named Don Sills, and he immediately took a liking to me.






“[Don] was one of the leaders in the church, and he was an affluent businessman there in the area. He had clothing stores…some restaurants at the time…and he also built houses and did residential construction in the area. He had built a lot of the neighborhoods [in fact].






“His two sons were youth volunteers in the church, and they were both college age at the time. So I gravitated towards that family. Idolized them. Looked up to them. They were a big influence on me.






“Not long after we started at that church – I was [still] about nine years old – my Sunday school class was going to take a trip. It was to the Six Flags over in Atlanta as a matter of fact. I didn’t have money for a ticket, but Don found out…and that was the first time I learned that I’ve got this thing called labor. He invited me to come to his house on a Saturday, where I could wash his cars, cut his grass…and he’d pay me for it…[which meant] I could take this trip.






“That was a game changer for me – an epiphany. I went, ‘Okay, I don’t have to not have money in my pocket. If I’ve got work ethic – and I’m willing to give my most to people – they’ll pay me for it!’






“I worked so hard for him – and I impressed him so much with my maturity at a young age – and my work ethic and perseverance…that he invited me to come and cut the grass, wash his cars and [so forth]…whether I had a trip coming up or not.”






Over the next two years, LeRoux embedded himself further in the Sills family, gaining some serious work experience in the process. “[Don] invited me to the job sites where they were building houses,” he remembers, “to keep the excess lumber cleaned up around the site. They’d lay down things like sub flooring and I’d go in behind them, sit on my butt, scoot across and nail down all the floors. By the time I was 11, anytime I wasn’t in school, I was working [there].”






Using the resultant income to buy school supplies, clothing and groceries, LeRoux was still living mostly by candlelight. Nonetheless, by virtue of his relationship with the Sills family, he could start to envision a better future. “Don was like a father figure to me,” Lash recalls, “and his sons were like brothers to me. But during the same time, my mom and stepdad got a divorce.”






All of a sudden, LeRoux’s fortunes took a dramatic step back. “We began bouncing around and doing very poorly again – economically,” he says, “and when I was about 12 years old, my mom had a [new] boyfriend that beat her up. The only reason why I found out is because back then – when they did a police report – they would take photos with an old-school Polaroid camera. That would be part of the police report. I ran across the report and saw the photos of her beat up…and found out later on what had all happened. All I knew [previously] was that my mom had disappeared for about a week in her room. She didn’t want to come out, and she didn’t want anybody to see her.






“Fast forward a [little bit], and we were not doing well at all financially…just barely getting by. But the guy came back into her life, and he kind of ‘wooed’ her with a combination of showing up at Christmas – giving her some money for us kids – and also saying, ‘I’ve got this house that I’ll rent out to you for five dollars a month.’ He said, ‘If you’ll just let me live on the property there in a trailer, I’ll leave you alone. We don’t have to be in a relationship or anything.’






“Well, of course, my mom took that opportunity because of her family, and because of her kids. So we lived in that house for a couple of years. [Then] when I was maybe 15, he came in one day drunk and knocked on the door…at about three o’clock in the morning. He wanted to talk to my mom.






“I woke my mom up, and [then] I heard her screaming. He was trying to pull her out the door. What went through my mind was, ‘When I was 12, I was too young to do anything about this. Now I’m 15, and now I’ve got a baseball bat.’






“So I beat him with the baseball bat.”






——






While certainly understandable, LeRoux’s actions left his family without a home – again. “Because [the boyfriend] owned the house,” he explains, “my family scattered – with no place to go, and no resources to move anywhere. [My siblings] were kind of stuck with going to whatever family would take them in.






“For me, I didn’t want to leave the area, because [by now] I was playing sports, and I was heavily involved in the community. Everybody knew me as ‘the overachiever’. I was the ‘Rudy’ of my high school [really]. I was never the best athlete – I was just a kid with a big heart that would never give up.






“So I didn’t want to leave the area, and – to be honest – by that point, I was feeding myself with the money I made with my jobs on the side.”






Looking for guidance, LeRoux returned to the man he was now calling Pops: Don Sills. “I explained to Pops what was going on,” he remembers. “Pops sat me down and goes, ‘Alright, son – this is what you need. You need a vehicle. You need a place to sleep. And you need some money in your pocket, so you can continue to pay for food and everything else.’ That’s when we came up with [the idea] of me working security at one of [Pops’] clothing stores. 






“I would sleep behind the cash register at night – from midnight to 5:00am. I had a company vehicle, so I could drive from that store – at 5:00am – to the school…[where] I could take a shower in the athletics department. I’d go to school…and after school, I’d go to football practice…and then I’d go home with a friend who I played with. His family would feed me, and I’d take another shower there. I’d do homework…whatever else I needed to do…and then I’d go back up to the store at midnight. 






“I did that both my junior and senior year of high school. They paid me to be security, gave me a place to sleep, and during that time…that’s when I met my wife.”






LeRoux audibly glows when discussing the subject. “My buddy’s mom found out it was my 16th birthday,” he says, “[so] she threw me an impromptu party. That’s where I met my wife. By the next year, I was engaged to her.”






Only later would Lash discover the highly unlikely details – relative to how he met his beau – and their supposedly chance encounter. “Pops’ wife,” he begins, painting the backdrop fittingly, “had a women’s clothing store in that same shopping center. One of their sons – the college-age kid who was a little bit older now, and now had a family of his own – owned a men’s clothing store, too. If it got slow in [one location], they’d trade me back and forth on weekends. I’d be there like a greeter in Walmart, opening the door and saying, ‘Hi’ to people.






“Well, I did that for one woman that came in with her four daughters. She said, ‘That’s such a polite young man. What’s his story?’ Pops shared the story with her, and she pulled him to the side. I found all this out later, by the way. But she pulled him to the side and said, ‘I wanna help this young man out – that’s such a powerful story.’ She said, ‘I want him to charge $100 a month in clothes to my store account, and I’ll take care of it.’






“This was a pretty affluent woman in the area as well. It was explained to me that I [couldn’t] know who the [benefactor] was. They said it had to be completely anonymous, so we referred to that as the ‘Racer X’ account – like the old Speed Racer mystery driver! 






“Well, fast forward, and [as stated], I’ve met my [then-fiancée] at my birthday party. We’ve started dating. We’ve gotten serious. I’ve gotten to know her family, and after about ten months down the line, her mom comes to us and explains that she was the anonymous person!”






Such experiences strengthened LeRoux’s faith like nothing else could. “People in the outside world call these things ‘coincidences’,” he says, “but I believe the Bible when it says that men move by the hand of God. That doesn’t mean we’re forced in any direction. It means we have free will…but God opens these doors [for us].






“You can either be bitter or you can be blessed,” LeRoux points out. “You can say, ‘I’m a victim, and I don’t know what to do about any of this stuff,’ or you can say, ‘Oh, God’s giving me an opportunity here to make my life better.’ 






“For me, I had all these people in my life that wanted to help me succeed.”






After enrolling in college with his bride-to-be, LeRoux moved into her family’s finished basement. Now able to enjoy a measure of relaxation, he sat before the TV set one day and picked up the remote control. What he found in front of him was a familiar sight. 






You are looking at a capacity crowd, fans!






WCW Monday Nitro is live on the air! 






——






In yet another twist of fate, LeRoux’s change of accommodation had precipitated a reunion with wrestling. “It was right around the time of Bash at the Beach and the nWo hitting,” he recalls. “Hulk Hogan – who I’d grown up idolizing – was now turning into a bad guy. I’m processing all this, and I’m really drawn to the WCW product, because all the guys I had grown up fans of – and could recognize – were now working for that company. 






“…That got my attention, and then the wrestling on the undercard – with guys like Juventud [Guerrera], Rey Mysterio, Jr., Eddie Guerrero, Chris Jericho, and Chris Benoit – [captured me] from a wrestling standpoint. I was probably not three months from being re-introduced to the product…when I made the decision to chase some dreams in my life.”






After viewing an in-show commercial for the ‘Power Plant’ (WCW’s training facility for hopeful wrestlers), LeRoux decided to put his collegiate studies – despite being on a pre-med path – firmly on the backburner. “By this time in my life,” he relays, “[I thought], ‘What’s the worst thing that can happen?’ If I fail at something – and just start working in fast food – I’m not going to be as poor as I was growing up. I’d seen enough of life [already] to realize that people struggle no matter what it is they’re doing for a living, so [I figured] I might as well chase my passions.”






With admittedly few expectations, LeRoux called the facility and recorded the relevant details. “I was so naive,” he chuckles. “I thought maybe I’d get to shake Ric Flair’s hand, or Hulk Hogan’s hand…[like] they hung out at the Power Plant [or something]! I didn’t know any better than that. 






“…My fiancée’s family were kind of my patrons. They really supported me a lot. I lived close enough to Atlanta that I could drive over, and they paid for the gas money so I could go try out. 






“I was barely old enough but met the criteria. You had to be at least 18, at least 5’9”, and at least 180 pounds. I think I was 18, just under 6’0”, and weighed probably 230 at the time…coming out of high school. So I went over there for a three-day tryout.”






Describing himself as a “fish out of water,” LeRoux showed up to the building as the youngest applicant present. “From where I lived in Alabama, it was about a two-hour drive,” he says. “I got there and I was the smallest guy [in the building]. The mix you had was…guys that were former college football players that weren’t quite good enough for the NFL. Guys that were bodybuilders and were looking for a way to make money in the off-season. Guys that were naturally 6’8”, 350 pounds with [plentiful] tattoos and mohawks! But you could tell that the attitude of each of those people was, ‘This is an audition. As long as I’m athletic, they’re gonna see that I check all the boxes.’






“[Meanwhile], I’m thinking, ‘Man, I don’t even belong here. 






“And then Sarge walks in.”






As the Power Plant’s head trainer, DeWayne ‘Sarge’ Bruce – all of 5’8” but with a giant’s grit and resolve – directed the proceedings with a military man’s mentality. An article in the February 16, 1997 edition of the New York Times painted a vivid picture of how Sarge and co. ran the ship:








Once a month in Atlanta, World Championship Wrestling, one of the two dominant pro-wrestling federations in the country, holds open tryouts for wannabes between the ages of 18 and 29. The odds of success are very slim, but the hopefuls keep coming. On a recent Wednesday, 10 jumbo men arrived at the Power Plant, W.C.W.’s drafty warehouse gym. The crew included Paul, a portly former high-school wrestler from Michigan; Sam, a 460-pound correctional officer from Florida; Rick, a large, bearded Mississippian, and Dale, seemingly the hottest prospect, a seven-foot, 300-pounder from Ohio who declared himself “the future of pro wrestling period!” Here’s how they fared.






…10:10 A.M. The devastation begins. “No Twinkies in here!” screams Pez Whatley, a merciless W.C.W. trainer who weeds out Twinkies with squats, squats and more squats. 






…Overconfident Dale is the first to quit. He is soon spotted piloting his minivan out of the parking lot.






10:40 A.M. Actual pro wrestlers sidle up to taunt the new meat. Big Sam is labeled “fat boy” and “butter bean.”






11 A.M. Big Sam’s efforts at squats are so pathetic that he is ordered to lie on his back, wiggle his limbs and say: “Sir! I’m a dying cockroach!”






…11:25 A.M. Rick goes down. “My legs and back ain’t in enough shape,” he laments, panting. “But I’ll be back. I’ll be back.”






11:50 A.M. The recruits are sent outside to run wind sprints in the parking lot. Two fall face first into the pavement; the rest stagger as if grossly inebriated.






12:15 P.M. Paul throws up on the asphalt.






12:30 P.M. Back inside for more squats. Paul throws up on the gym floor and a trainer steps in it. Paul quits, announcing, “I feel like I’m gonna die.”






12:45 P.M. The recruits finally take to the ring to “run the ropes,” which means throwing soft bellies against ropes made of three-quarter-inch steel. Blood is seen soaking through one man’s T-shirt.






…1:25 P.M. The trainees waddle out to a lunch wagon in the parking lot. Pez Whatley says the class is a bust. “They sit on the couch watching TV, drinking beer, and think, ‘I can do that,’” he says with obvious disgust. “Yeah, they thought they could do this.”









“It’s funny,” remembers Brad Lanoue, a former WCW intern, “these guys would come in – these big guys who were out of shape as hell – and say, ‘Yeah, I’m gonna be a wrestler. I’m gonna be the next big thing!’






“The first thing Sarge would say is, ‘Okay – squats!’ These guys would get to a hundred and their legs would be burning. They’d be dying out there! Then they had to do sprints at the end. They’d do sprints up and down…and then they had to carry each other out back! I was like, ‘Holy crap, man. If you make it through this…you are the shit.’”






“At the height of the Monday Night Wars,” remembers Justin Leeper, a former hopeful at the Power Plant, “I desperately wanted to wrestle. I was 19 and not in great shape…but I didn’t know it. I saved up the $250 [tryout] fee and drove up to Atlanta from Key West, Florida. I didn’t even have a proper breakfast before showing up to this nondescript industrial park. 






“Inside, I changed near Prince Iaukea, and I went to stretch with dudes who were more mature and more fit than me. But I had…I don’t know, five years of taekwondo on my side? When Sarge came in, he started with his drill-instructor gimmick. From there, it was a blur of pushups and free squats. 






“It didn’t take long for my legs to flat-out stop working. When I couldn’t get up, they told me to leave…so I did. I also left what little I had for breakfast in the front-office trash can – since I puked on the way out.”






When it came time for his tryout, Lash watched in awe as Sarge took center stage. “So you have this fireplug of a guy that walks in,” he says, speaking of the trainer, “and he doesn’t say a word to anybody. He just throws down his bag and says, ‘Grab a bucket.’






“[People] were like, ‘Grab a bucket? What are you talking about?’






“You look around and there’s five-gallon buckets scattered all around this place. You have to pick them up, flip them upside down, and have to do a ‘touch and go’ squat. Just touch the bucket, and then back up. 






“You do 50 of those. Then drop down, 50 push-ups. Roll over, 50 crunches. Jump back up, run in place. Now you’re doing 100 squats…and you do that ‘til you get up to 500 squats [in total]. Once you get to 500 squats, you’re cranking those things out constantly. 






“We’re half a day into this – there’s 24 guys in the tryout class – and I realize [that] these guys are not prepared for this. Their legs are cramping up…especially the guys that have taken a little ‘juice’ and that sort of thing. They’ve got no cardio, and they’re complaining and falling out. Sarge would treat it like it was Navy BUD/S training or something for the SEAL team. He would get in their face and go, ‘You called us – we didn’t call you! If you can’t do this, get out of here!’






“[He’d yell], ‘We don’t need wrestlers! We got wrestlers!’






“That was the mentality, but once I started seeing people drop, I looked around and went, ‘Ohhh. This is a gut check. This is to see who’s got heart. If that’s the case, then I’m the one who’s got the advantage…because by this point, I’ve been through some stuff in my life.’ 






“I thought, ‘You know what? You may run me off. I may not be good enough for WCW – but I won’t quit. There’s no way I’m quitting. I’m not that guy.”






Although the aspirant attendees wondered aloud at the obvious – Hey, when do we get to go in the ring? – Lash maintains that the ‘gut check’ marched on regardless. “We never got in the ring!” he says. “It was exactly what I just described – from nine o’clock in the morning to five o’clock in the evening. 






“I drove back home that night, [and I was] cramping all night long. But I got up and drove back again…and the second day was the exact same as the first, except this time, only about 16 guys [down from the 24] showed up. By the end of that day, there were maybe only eight guys left.






“The third day, I show up…and it’s me and one other guy. That’s all who shows up.”






Mercifully, remembers LeRoux, the third day was designated as a “half-day”, providing at least some respite from the previous two. “We did the exact same [routine] for about two hours [that day],” he recalls, “and then for the next two hours, they got us in the ring for the very first time. They told us how to run the ropes. They told us how to take a back bump. They told us how to take a front bump. Then they brought us into the office.






“At this point, they separated us…and I don’t know what happened to the other guy. I never saw him again after that! But they brought me into the office, and that’s where I met Jody Hamilton for the first time. Jody leaned back with that Winston Churchill demeanor, folded his hands over his stomach and said, ‘Alright, kid. We don’t promise you’re gonna be a wrestler. We’re not telling you [that] you’re hired. You sure as hell are not a WCW wrestler. There’s no promise you’ll ever be on TV. The only thing we’re telling you is you showed us enough out there – and proved you’re athletic enough – that we think we can train you to be a wrestler.’






“He said, ‘If you’re interested, training costs three thousand dollars and you can start whenever.’






“My mentality at the time was, ‘Alright. This is the top company in the world right now in wrestling. This is the top training center [right now] – the Harvard of Professional Wrestling. I’m not going to get a better opportunity than this.’






“As far as the money goes, was that expensive? Yeah, but I thought, ‘I’m going to have to go back and pay for college if [this doesn’t work out].’ If I wanted to go to trade school – and learn how to be a plumber – I was going to have to pay for that. You pay for any training you get in this life, so I thought, ‘Why should I not take this seriously?’






“I talked to my fiancée about trying it. I had $1500 in my savings account, so I gave WCW half the money up front. The other half, I worked off in the CNN Center, moving furniture around. Then I drove back and forth – five days a week, 10 hours a day for the next 10 months.”






——






After 10 months of training, Lash had developed his skills to the point of being TV ready. The process by which he made this determination was largely self-driven; in other words, there was no structured procedure to make the decision for him. “At the time, WCW was still doing the TV tapings in Orlando,” he recalls. “They would do the syndicated shows – about three months’ worth – over the course of five days.






“The culture in WCW was [such] that they would make it known in the Power Plant: Alright, if you think you’re ready, you can drive down there on your own dime. You can find yourself a place to stay down there, and if you show up in Orlando at the studios, they will let you in backstage. You can let them know you’re with the Power Plant and that you’ve been training. If they need someone to throw around out there, tell them you’d love to work.






Ultimately, Lash’s first televised match would occur on the August 22, 1998 edition of WCW Worldwide. In a bout taped several weeks earlier, the competitor billed as “Mark LeRoux”, his legal name – succumbed to Perry Saturn in a one-minute squash match. Soon after, Lash would return to TV under the guise of a new persona. “I’m nothing if not a quick learner,” he laughs, “and I know how to read a room. My entire life, people have called me Lash LeRoux – because of the old cowboy [the movie star Alfred ‘Lash’ LaRue]. 






“…Even before I ever had my first match, Jody Hamilton pulled me aside one day in training and said, ‘Hey, kid – do you think that you’ll wrestle as Lash LeRoux?’






“‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Probably so.’






“He goes, “If I were you, I would just go down there to your probate office back home, and I would fill out a form – just like a woman that has just gotten married – and just petition to change your name.’ He said, ‘In fact, I wouldn’t even change my name. I would just add Lash legally to my name.’






“So from the time I’ve been 18 years old, my name has legally been Jonathon Mark Lash LeRoux. But when I went down there to Orlando [the first time], I wasn’t thinking that far ahead yet. I was just happy to be there, and they went with what they already had on the call sheet: Mark LeRoux. 






“It was Terry Taylor who [finally] caused me to make that conscious decision. Terry’s a great guy – and I like him, because I know how to take him. But if you don’t know how to take Terry, he’s an extremely sarcastic guy. That’s just his humor, and that’s just the way he is.






“When I was there [in Orlando], I wanted to make sure I introduced myself to all the bookers and producers [and so forth]. I walked up backstage and saw Terry, who I knew from being a kid and watching him wrestle. I said, ‘Hey, Mr. Taylor – my name is Mark,’ and I stuck out my hand to shake his hand.






“He looked at my hand and he goes, ‘I’m sure you are, kid,’ and walked off.






“That’s when the lightbulb went off: You know what, Mark is probably not the best name for the wrestling business! 






“So the next time I had a match, I just walked up to Terry and said, ‘Do you mind if I wrestle as ‘Lash LeRoux’ instead of Mark LeRoux?






“Literally, he turned to me and goes, ‘I don’t give a fuck what you wrestle as.’






“I learned a couple lessons in that. I learned to be assertive in the wrestling business, but I also learned that if you’re that low on the totem pole…man, you’ve got nothing to lose…by any change you can make that’s positive. 






“It didn’t make a difference to them, because I was still going to be a five-minute job guy [regardless].”






In short order, Lash began to construct the building blocks of an entirely new character. “First, I didn’t wait on them to make the change,” he emphasizes. “I walked to the production truck, knocked on the door and asked them [to change the chyron for me]…and then I built off of that.






“With me having an artistic background, I had already come up with my own ‘Double L’ logo. I’d already made the decision that everything I did was going to tie-in to that logo. I developed the ‘Ragin’ Cajun’ character, and because of the ‘Double L’, I thought, ‘Where’s my ‘hometown’? Lafayette, Louisiana!’ That’s a double ‘l’ – and that’s in Cajun country – so that’s where I’m from!”






LeRoux would also develop a signature catchphrase – a veritable requirement for any wrestler of his era. Laissez les bon temps rouler, he would exclaim, a Cajun French phrase which translates to ‘let the good times roll’. “I built this whole backstory for myself,” he acknowledges, “and I fed into the character as I went out. I didn’t have to have the bookers say it was okay to wrestle as the ‘Ragin’ Cajun’ Lash LeRoux. Why? Because if I went out there with Ragin on one side of my tights – and Cajun on the other – Tony Schiavone, Mike Tenay, Scott Hudson and Larry Zbyszko were going to have to call me that. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy at that point.”






Over the next few months, LeRoux graduated to appearing on WCW Saturday Night, impressing in losing efforts to Roadblock, Lenny Lane, Scott Steiner, Glacier and Kaz Hayashi. Already, his look, gimmick and style was being well-received among fans on the Internet, with various tribute pages being established in his honor (at the time of this writing, at least one page – located at https://www.angelfire.com/al2/WhipLASH – is still alive and well!). “LeRoux was 0-5 in WCW matches…in 1998,” reported DDTDigest.com, a dedicated WCW fansite, “and hasn’t fared any better as we’ve moved into 1999. Despite his unimpressive record, he has managed to impress us at DDT Digest with his ability. 






“As (just barely) a cruiserweight, he has been able to muster very little offense against larger opponents. Yet against opponents closer to his weight class, he has shown some tremendous offense and demonstrated great skill. His breakthrough performance came during the 10/3/98 edition of WCW Saturday Night. Despite losing to Lenny Lane, LeRoux was efficacious connecting on an unorthodox Michinoku Driver, a flying headscissors and a missile dropkick. Since then, LeRoux has picked his spots. Even in matches where he has taken a sound beating, he has shown flashes of brilliance, even surviving almost being snapped in half by the Steiner Recliner.”






Despite connecting with fans online, Lash suspected that with WCW’s huge roster, he ran the risk of spinning his proverbial wheels. “There were some fans showing a little love to me,” he chuckles, “but the Internet was so small – at that point – that I didn’t know what to do with that. So I just printed off a bunch of these pages from the websites, made a folder and said, ‘Obviously, I’m getting somebody’s attention.’






“I handed the folder to Paul Orndorff, who was the Talent Relations guy at the time. I said, ‘Look, I just need to know whether I’ve got a future here, or if I need to pursue other options.’






“I didn’t have any other options! I just thought that sounded good. I didn’t have any connections to the WWF to make a call, or ECW or anybody else. I didn’t know what else there was [out there] – except going back to Alabama and digging ditches.”






Still wrestling without a WCW contract, Lash next confided in Ted DiBiase – the former ‘Million Dollar Man’ still on payroll – during a heartfelt hotel room summit. “I went to [Ted’s] room and I laid it out for him,” LeRoux recalls. “I said, ‘Look, dude – I’ve been at the Power Plant now for almost a year. They’re booking me in some matches. I’m in the best shape of my life. I couldn’t be more ready physically for this. I understand ring psychology, and there’s not a move in the wrestling book I can’t do. I’m ready mentally [for it too]. I just don’t understand why I don’t have a contract yet.’






“He goes, ‘Well, I don’t know about all that…but I would ask you this. You say you’re ready physically for this, and you say you’re ready mentally for this. But I wonder if you’re ready spiritually for this. You’re barely 20 years old, and you’re going to encounter this rock and roll lifestyle. You’re gonna be around drugs, women, partying and everything else. It’s going to be more temptation than you’ve ever experienced in your life, so I’d just make sure that you’re ready – spiritually.’






“I took that to heart, man. And I just have to be honest…I sat down, prayed on that, and the next week...I got my very first contract from WCW.”






——






On February 1, 1999, LeRoux made his way finally to the big stage, getting booked to wrestle Billy Kidman – then the company’s cruiserweight champion – in a well-received match on Nitro. “At the time, I still felt obligated to be at the Power Plant – as a trainer,” Lash says. “So I still considered myself a Power Plant guy – and not an active wrestler. [But] I was at the Power Plant on a Friday when I got the call. Literally, it was like getting a call in the bullpen. Someone said the call was for me and I went, ‘For me?’






“I answer the phone, and they asked me if I could be in Minneapolis, on Monday, to wrestle Kidman for the cruiserweight title. I said, ‘Absolutely, I can.’ They go, ‘Alright – we’ll send you a ticket.’






“I can remember them telling me, ‘Look, we’re trying to build Kidman up and get him some respectable wins. So you’ll just go out, have a good match with him…and we’re not expecting anything flashy. Just have a good back and forth match that makes Kidman look strong at the end.’






“…By this point, I knew Kidman well enough – and he knew me well enough from the [syndicated] tapings – that I knew we were capable of having a good match…to his credit, Kidman gave me a 50/50 match – and he made me look good.






“But also,” LeRoux adds, returning to the topic of wrestlers advocating for themselves, “I didn’t just go out there and wrestle Kidman. I said [to myself], ‘Okay, whether they like it or not, they’re gonna get the ‘Ragin’ Cajun’. I’m gonna do my [verbal taunts], and I’m gonna play to the crowd [and so forth]. So I didn’t just do my moves. I would do my moves, look at the crowd, and try to show a little charisma. I would do the ‘in-between’ stuff, and I think the agents and bookers saw that.”






On the subject of how his Nitro debut was received, Lash chuckles when considering the prevailing culture of the time. “The way the wrestling business worked – at that time,” he begins, “[and this is] for guys on my level…they didn’t pull you to a side and say, ‘Man, that’s tremendous! We think we can do something with you!’ They would just kind of ‘wink and nod’, [like], ‘Alright, that’s good.’ They would make a mental note of it, and then you’d be on the next show – and getting another opportunity.”






By the summer, LeRoux was a fixture on WCW programming, appearing on Nitro, Thunder, and Saturday Night on a regular basis. In the process, he squared off against everyone from Rey Mysterio, Jr. to Norman Smiley, to Chris Benoit and all comers in between. “To these guys, I was so unselfish,” he says. “I recognized my position. I realized that I was there to make them look good, and [that] this was their time.






“I was never a diva [either]. There was nothing I wasn’t ever game for, and I would try to make guys look great every single time. The older guys respected that [approach]. They wanted to give you some stuff in the match and make you look good [in return].”






Behind the scenes, LeRoux had also ingratiated himself with a variety of company veterans, partially due to his eminent skills as a talented artist. “I grew up just loving to draw,” he recalls. “A lot of kids do…but for me, I wasn’t as impressed with comic books, as I was with Mad Magazine when I was a kid. That [really] got my attention, and I would copy what I saw in there. I just kind of taught myself as a hobby – just for fun.






“At WCW, we’d be in a different town every night, and you’d have to be there at noon for a show that didn’t go live on TV until seven or eight PM. I was never the guy that played cards, or dominoes, or anything like that…so I started carrying dry erase markers with me and drawing ‘the boys’ on the white boards in the back.”






One night before a show, Lash recalls Curt Hennig doubling over in hysterics as LeRoux – responding to a request from ‘Mr. Perfect’ himself – drew an aging Hulk Hogan up on the white board. Draw Hogan, Hennig implored. Draw him really old. Now, draw him with an oxygen mask. Now add a walker!






Before long, LeRoux’s handiwork caught the attention of the WCW Magazine staff, leading to the creation of a monthly illustration in the publication: Lashing out! 






“Each month, I would just try something new,” he recalls. “I kept trying to progress, taught myself Photoshop and would play around with colors. I would just experiment [before] every deadline that I had.”






The practice would come in handy later on, but for now, LeRoux focused on climbing the ranks in the crowded WCW locker room. On December 31, 1999, he took to his website – LashLeRoux.com – in order to preview the ‘Year of the Cajun’ ahead:








Yes, dear Lash Lovers, I realize that I did make a few errors in the past year. But, we’ll just chalk that up to rookie mistakes. You see, right now I could very easily be basking in the glory of the Cajunweight Title (as promised), but instead I foolishly chose to give aid to that John Travolta throw-back, the Disco Infernal. 






…Disco, don’t think for a moment that the Man from the Bayou has forgotten about you!






Now that the ‘Ragin’ Cajun’ has clarified that, on to bigger and better business. Where will the coming Millennium take the “Big Mac Crawdaddy?” Only one place: straight to the top, Cher! You see, I have come to grips with the fact that I will most probably never hold that Cruiserweight Title. Why? Because I’m TOO GOOD for it! Hell, I can’t even make the weight limit anymore, LOL! It looks as if the “Cajunweight” scale has risen from 225 lb., to 232 lb. So, the Lash Lovers’ “Cajunweight Champion,” is now officially a heavyweight. Lookout, WCW!









Once the new year arrived, Lash was consistently being identified as one of WCW’s most promising future stars. In one write-up – featured in the book, WCW: The Ultimate Guide, published in 2000 – he received plaudits of gigantic proportions:








Were you there when a young Michael Jordan first stepped onto the basketball court? How about the first time Aerosmith ever performed on stage? Well, the feeling you would have had then is the same feeling you get from watching Lash LeRoux now. You are seeing the earliest days of an inevitable legend. It seems hard to grasp, but in 15, 20, 25 or more years from now, people will look at Lash LeRoux and see the standard bearer for the sport. Like Sting in the late ‘80s, Lash is a breakout performer just waiting to show the world what he’s got. 









“I remember being a bit overwhelmed,” LeRoux says upon reading the passage back, “and extremely flattered when I first read that description. I knew in my heart at the time those words were a bit overstated when viewed through the lens of WCW’s plans for my future – mostly because the company had not expressed to me any plans for my future! I did, however, hold high hopes for a long career, that in the aggregate, would hopefully live up to that hype. Now, it serves as a fun snapshot of how exciting my life and future prospects were at the time.”






In May 2000, LeRoux was repackaged as ‘Corporal Cajun’ in the fan favorite Misfits In Action group, so named due to the commonality of its membership being ‘disgruntled’ – in storyline – with the lack of opportunities on the WCW roster. It was in this setting where LeRoux enjoyed his most success, winning the World Tag Team Championship (albeit momentarily) and feuding with the company’s Team Canada heel faction. As part of his new role, LeRoux also witnessed one of his favorite moments in the wrestling business – a testament, he says, to the camaraderie that existed behind the curtain. “They put the U.S. title finally on Hugh Morrus, when we were in the Misfits In Action,” he recalls wistfully. “We all emptied out of the locker room, came out on the stage and gave him an ovation. That was organic and genuine…it happened in the moment. Everybody was legitimately happy for [Bill DeMott, the man behind the persona], because he had the reputation of somebody that was a hard worker…a ‘gamer’ who would do anything you asked him to do. Everybody loved him…and people were happy for him.






“I remember when Booker T won the Heavyweight title for the first time,” he continues. “I made sure I was standing there on the other side of the curtain when he walked through – just to congratulate him. Even though it’s a work…it still means something. Hey, acting is ‘fake’ too…but it means something when you win an Academy Award. It’s a recognition from your peers that you’re ‘that guy’. 






“…And that type of bonding is what I miss the most. My happiest times were when we had something to celebrate together. Look, I don’t care what anybody says about politics and everything else, [because] I think that usually stems from people being dissatisfied professionally. Overall, backstage…it felt like every other locker room I’ve ever been in my life. I felt wanted…like I was a part of the team…and I felt like it was a brotherhood [between us].  






“I miss being part of that fraternity.”






——






In the early part of 2001, the MIA was disbanded, and LeRoux returned once more to the cruiserweight division. Before the February 19, 2001 Nitro event in Huntsville, Alabama, he was  given a rare window into his future creative plans. “Towards the end of WCW, they were so certain that Eric was going to buy the company,” he remembers. “Everybody was so convinced of that…[to the point] where we actually started looking to him and regarding him in his old role again backstage. He was still kind of calling the shots backstage. 






“I had a match that night against Rick Steiner. Eric had never really said much to me [before] because he mostly dealt with the main event guys, and he was [often] busy being a talent [as well]. This particular night, he walks by me in the back, and they had just kind of squashed the ‘MIA’ gimmick…so I was back to being Lash LeRoux in my old tights and everything. But Eric walks by me and goes, ‘Hey, kid – cut your hair. You look goofy.’






“I’m thinking, ‘You never say anything to me…and that’s what you got to say to me?’






“That’s what went through my mind, but I went, ‘Yes, sir.’ [All the while], I’m ‘game planning’ like, ‘Why do I need to cut my hair?’






“To his credit, Eric came back about 45 minutes later. He goes, ‘Hey, come here.’ I walked over to him and he said, ‘I’m sorry if that came off dickish. I didn’t mean for it to. That was probably rougher than I meant for it to be.’






“Eric’s vision at the time was, ‘We want you to go out there and wrestle Rick Steiner. He’s going to squash you…just kill you…and we’re going to give you a reason to be written off TV.’ He said, ‘If you’ll go home, cut your hair…lose a little bit of weight and lean back down, you’ll come back strictly as a cruiserweight, and we’ll put the title on you…and give you a little bit of a run with it.’






“I said, ‘Yes, sir – you got it.’






“The way he explained it to me was that [previously], some of the older, established guys – like Rick – had lost some of their credibility as wrestlers…because they’d been put in goofy roles. He said they wanted people to believe in someone like a Rick Steiner again.”






As instructed, Lash went out to face Steiner in the ring, before appearing to get pummeled – legitimately – in a one-sided squash match. Reports soon followed that it had all been a set-up, as per this contemporaneous account, for example, in Tennessee’s Daily News-Journal:








Lash LeRoux was said to be telling other wrestlers that management called him at home and ordered him to drop 20 pounds right away. He later confided that they might send him home until he does the weight. Other wrestlers are talking behind the scenes, saying that LeRoux had scratches on his face following his Nitro match against Rick Steiner.






Lash told some WCW wrestlers that Steiner punched and kicked his head twice during the match. Wrestlers who were told about this believe management booked LeRoux to wrestle Steiner as punishment for LeRoux’s weight problem.









While agreeing that the action looked ‘snug’ (“fans still send both Rick and I messages about it”), Lash denies that the veteran ‘took liberties’ with him in their match. “They believed it,” he marvels, “which is what the wrestling business is supposed to be. He never [actually] hurt me.”






Nonetheless, LeRoux returned to Alabama where he cut his hair, leaned down and started training for an eventual return. “I started doing the whole deal,” he says. “Exactly what they asked me to do.”






Setting the scene for a comeback, Lash addressed his devotees with a post on February 24, 2001. “My match on this past Monday Nitro against Rick Steiner has left me with concussion number four and some badly bruised ribs,” he wrote. “So, let me warn you now; it will probably be between 3-4 weeks before you will see the Ayatollah of Shrimp Creola return to WCW television. But, in the meantime, I am planning THE comeback of the year. When the Ragin’ Cajun returns, it will without a doubt be a new and improved Lash LeRoux. I vow to take the cruiserweight division by storm! I WILL bring the Cajunweight title back to the Bayou!”






——






According to company records, LeRoux – yet still in his early twenties – enjoyed a WCW salary, circa March 2001, of approximately $8,333 per month (equivalent to around $15,047 in 2025 dollars), or roughly $100,000 on a yearly basis (now $180,575 when adjusted for inflation). Although this gross amount was subject to the usual expenses accrued by a wrestler on the road, it represented a remarkable turnaround for someone who just a decade earlier, had found himself often without a reliable source of sustenance. In evaluating his journey, LeRoux habitually credits those who helped him escape his former circumstances. “I was just surrounded by people,” he shrugs, “that saw a young kid that didn’t have much, [but] who was willing to work hard. 






“…Those people are everywhere if you’ll just open your eyes. They don’t have to be some millionaire sweeping in – like the movie The Blind Side – or they don’t have to be some well-off, affluent family or something. They are there, and they’ll help you as much as you’ll let them help you, and as much as you’ll show gratitude. The way you show gratitude is not only by being genuinely thankful, but by doing the most you can with the help they give you. 






“That’s what I tried to do. Because of that, even when I failed, I succeeded – because somebody recognized the effort.”






LeRoux would soon require his commendable perspective more than ever. “I was off TV for those three or four weeks,” he remembers, thinking back to the spring of 2001, “and then they sold the company to the WWF. I watched it live on Nitro like everybody else did.”






Although Lash would be signed as one of the first 23 WCW wrestlers assumed in the transaction, he soon realized – with respect to his eventual landing in the Heartland Wrestling Association (HWA), a WWF developmental territory – that he was firmly back to square one. In the midst of signing a three-year deal with the WWF, LeRoux believed the pact to resemble a traditional talent agreement – thus leading to appearances, eventually, on the company’s main roster – as opposed to a developmental deal per se. But with no movement out of the HWA looking feasible, LeRoux negotiated an early release from the WWF in late 2001. “It became apparent that the company didn’t have any plans for me,” he lamented in a contemporaneous interview. “That’s when the WWF and I parted ways.”






“There’s really not much to tell,” added LeRoux when pressed by Wrestleview.com for further details. “I mean, you have to realize that the WWF now has all of the top talent from the WCW, WWF, and ECW. That means that if they have a hundred guys on their roster, they have a hundred of the best wrestlers in the world. That’s a lot of talented wrestlers competing for the same amount of TV time that the WWF had before they bought [WCW]. There’s just not enough room for everyone on the roster – and that’s cool with me. 






“It was just obvious that the WWF didn’t have any plans for me in the immediate future. So, it was better for me – personally – to pursue other options rather than be stuck in limbo in the HWA.”






Later that summer, LeRoux appeared on the inaugural pay-per-view for TNA Wrestling, and eventually, he made sporadic appearances for the company over the next two years. After competing for a number of independent promotions, he then hung up his tights for good in 2006, beginning a long hiatus away from the wrestling spotlight. “I just let fans sort of forget about me,” Lash later explained, “and I moved on with my life. [I] tried to find a new identity for myself…and tried to figure out what’s going to be next for me personally.”






Returning to his faith-based roots, LeRoux became a youth minister at West Weaver Baptist Church in Calhoun County, Alabama. “Wrestling gave me a lot of tools that I’d use in the ministry later on,” he explained to The Anniston Star. “Talking to people, working a crowd, encouraging people and sharing my story – it’s not a conscious thing. It’s just who I am…it’s who God has created me to be.” 






In another poetic turn of events, LeRoux would also re-embrace his artistic passions, developing a reputation, over time, as the premiere caricature artist in the state of Alabama. Today, his caricature business – that which entails regular travel to weddings, conventions and other private events – operates as a highly successful enterprise. “Right now, I’m on the road as much as I was when I was wrestling,” he laughs, “and I’m doing about as well financially as I did my best year in WCW.






“I don’t have to take any bumps either!”






Engaging, articulate, erudite, and genuine, LeRoux continues – in his new successful vocation – to put smiles on faces all over the country. In doing so, he offers an inspirational example of overcoming adversity – no matter how severe the circumstances. “All these things happened for a reason,” he shrugs, looking back on the road less traveled. “I’m just very grateful that I had the opportunity, and [with WCW], I felt like I was able to be a part of something special. That’s no small thing.”






In listening to LeRoux, one gets the impression that his story is far from complete. “Trust me,” he says, “I’ve only just scratched the surface.”






Whether in regard to his past – or a potential future ahead – the sentiment still lingers.






To be continued…? 








Chapter 3:
Red River Pete



Keith Mitchell
WCW producer extraordinaire






AT A CERTAIN POINT in the production of a WCW telecast, Keith Mitchell – the legendary producer whose tenure in the business, rather famously, goes back to the era of World Class Championship Wrestling – prepared himself to deliver a familiar message to the rest of his staff.






“I’d get on all the channels of the truck,” laughs Mitchell, “always before the last match of the night.






“I’d say, ‘And now…the match that we’ve all been waiting for.’ 






“They’d all get on headsets and say, ‘What match is that?’






“And I’d say…






“‘The last match.’ 






The humorous repartee comprised a tried-and-true routine that Mitchell repeated, by his estimation, “hundreds, if not a thousand times” during a highly acclaimed 40-year career. “It all started as something very accidental,” he shrugs, in reference to his comparatively humble beginnings in television. “I had a strong interest in film when I was a kid. I majored in cinematography at Stephen F. Austin State University, and [upon graduating], I just got a job at a local TV station. 






“The general manager there was big on getting different sports [to air] – that was his big thing. As a UHF [Ultra High Frequency] station, you kind of had to stand out, so we did a lot of football, basketball…some Southwest Conference, and a little Golden Glove Boxing-type events [as well]. We were going by bus to work on different events, and we had a good team of people that did sports together.






“The GM was always looking for new programming, and [eventually] we got the opportunity to tie it in with Fritz [Von Erich] and do the wrestling, too. What really brought wrestling into the company was Bill Mercer and Mickey Grant having worked together at a radio station. Bill had done lots of sports production as well as pro wrestling, and he told me that he always wished someone would do wrestling like a sports production. 






“Bill was a real north Texas legend. He was [famously] the person who told Lee Harvey Oswald that he had been charged with murder. Oswald basically said, ‘I have not been charged with anything!’ and Bill said, ‘Yes you have!’






“But the two of those guys – Bill and Mickey – talked the GM into bringing the wrestling show on to the TV station. We taped two shows once every other week, so [at first], it was a rather small part of our production schedule.






“By the time we got the opportunity to do wrestling, I was doing more single camera stuff with the ‘mini cam’ – shooting commercials and different things like that. We started doing packages and features with the talent – as far as outside elements within the show – that other programs weren’t doing.”






Indeed, the fabled WCCW territory brought forth many innovations that would soon become standard in the business. In particular, the promotion utilized elements such as entrance music, vignettes taped from outside of the ring, multi-camera set-ups, and strategically placed ‘boom’ microphones to capture the realistic sound of the ring. “We basically applied the production techniques that we’d used for regular sports to wrestling,” Mitchell explains. “People hadn’t really done that in the past.






“[Consequently], I kind of got on Fritz’s good side because I did several things that he really liked. He and I got tight together, and pretty quickly, I was the [main] producer on the show. Over the years, it got successful, and that’s kind of how I stumbled into wrestling.”






In what is not a surprise given Mitchell’s reputation, his description of his impact – as well as WCCW’s footprint in general – is rather unstated. When asked to expound on the matter, he acknowledges that the promotion was, in fact, extremely successful. “It was amazing,” he says. “We hit our stride in probably ‘82 or ‘83. [By then], the boys – especially the Von Erichs – were superstars. They were treated like rock stars everywhere they went. They would just get swarmed by people.






“It was a time, obviously, where there was not a lot of cross-communication between different parts of the U.S. National stories were hard to get out, and the whole world of wrestling was divided into territories. Dallas was just one of many.






“[Nevertheless], the boys traveled between the different territories and became those rock stars. The TV station that I worked for owned a station in Beirut, Lebanon, so our show aired over there, too. From what I heard from people that went there, it was like ‘must-see TV’…[for example], when the Von Erichs went over there to tour, they couldn’t even travel through some of the towns. A couple of the towns even asked if they could go around them, [purely] because of the crowds they were drawing while they were there!”






In a retrospective piece for D Magazine, Skip Hollandsworth expressed his awe at the Von Erich’s remarkable, transcendent appeal. “They had become,” he wrote in amazement, “one of the legendary families of Dallas. Even those who cared nothing for the netherworld of wrestling would find themselves fascinated…by the lives of the Von Erichs. Here they would come, the virtuous family in tight wrestling shorts, storming into the ring to battle their evil opponents.”






When prompted to describe the popularity of the Von Erich family, Mitchell contextualizes the subject adeptly. “A lot of it had to do with their look,” he points out, “and their age, and because…although wrestling has always been popular…the stereotypical wrestler was [usually] some overweight brute, or some cocky asshole or whatever. To have a rock star-type personality or aura was rare…but the Von Erichs had it.”






The Von Erich’s ‘rock star’ appeal was further demonstrated, albeit rather sadly, when in February 1984, David Von Erich passed away in a Tokyo hotel room. In D Magazine, Hollandsworth described the resultant scene:








David’s funeral was simply astonishing. Anyone who still doubted the impact of the Von Erichs could no longer deny it then. More than 1,000 people packed First Baptist Church in Denton, and 2,000 more gathered outside. The balcony was like something out of a Beatles concert – teenage girls sobbing and hysterical. On each side of the closed casket were portraits of David. One minister’s eulogy described how David was in the end victorious because he won his “match with the Devil.” Channel 39 later ran an hour-long television special on David’s life.









On May 6, 1984, WCCW presented a ‘Parade of Champions’ event which doubled as a memorial for David, headlined by a clash between Kerry Von Erich and Ric Flair for the NWA World Heavyweight Title. In a match witnessed by some 32,123 fans at Texas Stadium, Kerry pinned Flair with a backslide to precede one of the loudest ‘pops’ in pro wrestling history. It capped a memorable card presented in conditions which reportedly approached 105 degrees at its peak. “Nobody anticipated the heat,” recalled Ric Flair in a 2023 interview, “[and] they were carrying people out on stretchers from dehydration. The mat cover…when I got in the ring with Kerry, and we were last…the mat cover was [so hot that] you couldn’t lay on it. It was that hot.”






For the moment, the WCCW promotion appeared to be just as hot, but due to several subsequent factors – including the tragic death of Gino Hernandez, the promotion’s decision to depart from the NWA, and the increased competition caused by the WWF’s national expansion – Fritz’s enterprise started its own backslide by 1986. Although various attempts were made to take the promotion national, WCCW ended up merging with the AWA (American Wrestling Association) and CWA (Continental Wrestling Association), following a deal in which Jerry Jarrett, the CWA owner, assumed 60 percent ownership of World Class. “The Jarretts came in,” Mitchell remembers, “and then Jerry let me go. He considered himself a producer, and he basically thought – since my title was producer – that it was all that I did. I was also physically doing the editing on the show as well as a lot of other stuff, but he wasn’t aware of all that. 






“Years later, Jerry told me that he didn’t make the decision, and that Max Andrews, the person who had taken over the WCCW syndication, told Jerry that I quit. At any rate, we parted ways…and a month or so later, I got a call from the folks at WCW.”






The call followed an earlier occurrence when Mitchell had first been approached to make a dramatic career move. “I had some contact with the guys in Charlotte,” he says, speaking of the old Jim Crockett Promotions territory, “through Ric Flair coming in to Dallas. He and I hit it off, and he was always [saying], ‘Hey, you need to come to Charlotte and work for us.’






“There were a couple of guys who I had talked to in the promotion, but kind of out of the blue, I got a call from Bill Shaw, the Human Resources guy at Turner [Broadcasting]. Bill said they were interested in starting their own promotion…not that they were looking to buy Crockett. 






“Anyway, Bill said he wanted to meet with me, which was a pretty ‘heady’ event for me at that time. I didn’t know what to expect…but I [soon] flew to Atlanta. So they pick me up in a limo and take me to CNN Center. I get out of the limo, and they take me to the top floor to meet with Bill and Bob Bartholomew. 






“The office was right next to Ted’s, so I walk in…and here’s all these souvenirs from the old MGM movies [and so forth]…Dorothy’s slippers from the Wizard of Oz, in a case with an Academy Award trophy. For some kid from Arlington, Texas, it was a big deal. 






“We talked about wrestling and what I was doing…and Bill wanted me to put together a proposal, [regarding] how I would go about starting a wrestling promotion…how I would build between pay-per-views…how I would run house shows, all that stuff. The pay-per-views were just coming ‘online’, so it wasn’t [necessarily] common knowledge at the time.”






Due to Mitchell’s loyalty towards Fritz, his initial dance with Turner ended up becoming fruitless. “I called Bill back,” Mitchell recalls, “and told him that I knew I could get done the things he wanted to get done…but I thought it would be a conflict of interest for me to help them draw up a business plan…you know, to help [Turner] put him out of business! 






“I didn’t really think about [promotions] going ‘out of business’ in those days, because the territories were too big for that…but I felt like it would have been backstabbing. So I turned them down. I said, ‘I’m happy to have talked to you about the job, but I’m not going to put together a proposal about how you can compete with the company I’m working for.’ 






“Shortly after that, I got a call from Rob Garner at Crockett. He said they were looking to hire somebody to produce a magazine-type show, so I met with Jimmy Crockett [about that]. We were sitting in a conference room talking, and I kind of put ‘two and two’ together. I realized that Jimmy didn’t know that Turner was looking at doing their own thing – without him. 






“I told Jimmy that I had that meeting with Bartholomew [and Shaw]…and Jimmy turned white as a ghost. The next thing I know – within a month or two – they were putting a deal together for Turner to buy Crockett.”






By the summer of 1989 – and following Mitchell’s release from the Dallas territory – Turner’s upstart new promotion came knocking again. “Rob – who had called me from Crockett,” Mitchell says, “was now working for WCW [as the company’s VP of TV programming]. He said that Jim Herd was at the [old Crockett] offices in Dallas and [wanted to talk]. Jim had basically taken the job at WCW that I didn’t follow up on. 






“I had an interview with [Herd], who needed somebody to run his production. We had a relatively good talk, I thought. I was interested in the job, but I didn’t really want to go to Atlanta. I had just built a house in Dallas, and I think I might have turned him down in the beginning. Eventually, [however], he did talk me into coming to work for them.






“In July of ‘89, I started working for WCW. The first show I attended was Bash at the Beach, but I wasn’t really on staff until the next day [July 24, 1989]. I think my initial title was production manager, and that was kind of a ‘catch-all’ thing. I was in charge of the entire production department, and it was kind of like getting thrown into a tornado!






“It was such a whirlwind. I moved into the Omni Hotel there at CNN Center [in Atlanta], flew to that first show in Baltimore, came back…and everybody [in production] was going somewhere else. They were leaving to shoot the syndicated shows, because in those days – during every other week – we shot Worldwide on Monday, and WCW Pro on Tuesday. So 90% of the people who were going to be working for me were [immediately] on the road. It was like, ‘Why didn’t somebody tell me that I needed to be going to this other town?’” 






For Mitchell, it would become an ominous sign of what was to come. “It was kind of like, ‘Oh – I see. That’s how it’s going to be,’ he says of his reaction. “I’d just find stuff out, because it was as disorganized as a bowl of spaghetti. It was a mess.”






When asked to describe his initial impressions of the set-up in Atlanta, Mitchell chuckles before emphasizing one particular word. “Chaos,” he says. “It was chaos. It was a lot of people going [in] a lot of different ways. 






“The culture of both the wrestling show and Turner was odd,” continues Mitchell, “because Turner Broadcasting was basically a UHF TV station on steroids. They grew from being this local TV station in Atlanta, which was so similar to where I had worked – at a local UHF TV station in Dallas. As far as the way the departments were structured – and the way the whole business was operated – it was really like a small-town TV station.






“In Dallas, the WCCW organization was [truly] a wrestling company – totally operating separately from the [TV station]. When I went to Atlanta, it was like both of those entities crashing together…with these scattered pieces of two shattered businesses…trying to be constructed into one. 






“You had the structure of Turner that wrestling operated in, with Human Resources and [so forth]…but nobody at WCW really even knew that kind of structure. I mean, you had Jim Herd running it and he was bombastic – as J.R. always called him! At any rate, Herd thought he was running a wrestling company, but he ran it like a local TV station – as that was his background in St. Louis.






“[But otherwise], most people that worked with WCW had little to no contact with Turner Broadcasting – other than at the upper levels of Herd, Shaw and those folks. [Consequently], the interplay between production and wrestling was [compromised]. The guy who had managed the production from the TV station point of view was more of a TBS employee, as opposed to a WCW employee. He didn’t last long, because he made the mistake of putting the wrong TV show on the ‘to be aired’ shelf. [In other words], they put the last Saturday’s show on the tape deck, ‘rolled it’…and then discovered they were re-showing the previous week’s show! By the time they figured it out, it was too late to change it. 






“Within me being there about two or three weeks, he was let go, and that muddied the waters even more.”






When asked for his assessment of the TBS-WCW relationship, Mitchell leaves no doubt as to his perspective. “For TBS,” he says. “wrestling was the redheaded stepchild that nobody wanted to deal with. Nobody wanted anything to do with it! But wrestling was Ted’s ‘baby’, and that’s the only thing we had going for us. Ted Turner considered wrestling to be one of the main reasons he had the network to begin with. He built his company [in part] on the backbone of the ratings from the wrestling show – and he knew that. He knew that it was his bread and butter.






“Ted came from money, obviously, but he was a blue-collar guy down deep. I think he related to the glitz and showmanship of the wrestling, and everybody knew it was his ‘baby’. Because of that, we were able to get away with a lot of stuff that we wouldn’t have otherwise…as far as mismanagement [and so on]. From an intercompany point of view, we were nothing – the redheaded stepchild [like I said]. But based on Ted’s standards, we were the favorite son. 






“It was really hard to maneuver between those extremes. In Ted’s eyes, we could get anything we wanted, but in everybody else’s eyes, it was like, ‘Over my dead body.’ So there was a huge conflict – and it was constant. 






“[For example], I would deal with Turner Home Entertainment who had their own ideas of what the show should look like. [At the same time], they were unsure of how much control they really had over it, so they were pushing – trying to get more control. They wanted us to be more like WWF – with more stuff for the kids. 






“They would feed a lot of this stuff through me because I was their main contact. But the only thing they really needed to know from us was when the pay-per-view was going to come along, and when we were going to have the master [copy] for their VHS. But it was a struggle across the board. There was a lot of conflict in regards to the content and the direction of the shows.”






Mitchell regards the ascension of Eric Bischoff to WCW’s Executive Producer, in 1993, as a marker of when things began to change. “I knew that Eric was very bright…proactive and a go-getter,” he says. “Eric, myself and several other people had interviewed for the job with Bill Shaw. I was working my ass off – because it was a madhouse, as always – and when I interviewed with Bill, I told him, ‘I am probably the only person who truly knows what it will take to do this job.’






“I was dealing with the structure of Turner – up and down with the different divisions – and I was also dealing with the lack of structure of WCW. But I also said to Bill, ‘I believe that anybody who knows what it takes to do this job…will not want this job.’






“I had three kids…Atlanta was still relatively new to me…and home life was already hectic. My wife wasn’t working – because we had determined we wanted to raise our kids that way – and I was traveling a lot. So I told Bill, ‘If I were you, I would hire Eric Bischoff – and here’s why…’






“I recommended Eric for the job – and he got it. I’m not saying he got it because I recommended him, but I could have probably put a stronger push to get it [myself]. But I didn’t want it. You needed to devote your whole life to it, and Eric was ‘gung ho’ enough to do that…[plus] he was a lot more interested in the wrestling side – the storylines, and dealing with the talent [and so forth]. I just didn’t want to work 24 hours, 7 days a week – which is what that job required.”






——






In 1995, the unexpected launch of Nitro provided the biggest challenge yet for Mitchell and the WCW production team. But ultimately, while the show gained plaudits for its iconic look, feel and style, Mitchell asserts that the effort was a continuation of pre-existing production elements – as opposed to a wholesale change in philosophy. “There wasn’t a whole lot of difference between what we did for Nitro and what we did on our other shows,” he says, “except that because we were going live, we could spend more money on it. We could have more ‘bells and whistles’ from a lighting and presentation point of view.






“I mean, the cameras were in the same place! We didn’t move the cameras or anything. We just had more dramatic lighting, so that was the evolution of moving the pay-per-view look – from a volume of lighting point of view – and applying it to another show that was ‘free’. 






“We always looked at the pay-per-views how Dusty always described them – like a movie. Previously, we thought of our [television] shows as the difference between shooting a movie and a sitcom [for example]…in a studio with people in the audience. But this was when the transition occurred. We looked at Nitro as a [weekly] pay-per-view from that point.”






On the subject of what led to WCW’s rise, Mitchell is quick to credit its most recognizable storyline. “I think it would be hard to argue,” he observes, “that it wasn’t the nWo that really popped it.






“Obviously, wrestling was [traditionally] Turner’s highest-rated shows, so we had that position in the market already. But advancing from that position was because of the nWo.”






On the night of Hulk Hogan’s seminal heel turn, Mitchell enjoyed the status of being one of the few WCW employees to be aware of what was coming. “From a production point of view,” he remembers, “We held a pretty tight lid on the information. There weren’t a whole lot of people ‘in the loop’ on the turn, and I don’t believe I knew until ‘day of’ on that one. 






“Me and a couple of other people may have had an indication about the potential, but as far as a, ‘Yeah, this is what’s going on,’ I recall that being ‘day of’. 






“For me, knowing that it was coming, there was an extra excitement, or just the surge of knowing that everybody was going to get a pop out of it – including the people on the crew. Of course, I had to loop in a couple of people, because when you have a surprise, there’s potential music playback [and things of that nature]. 






“But it was very exciting. My family and I were staying right across the street from the building, so everybody in that section of the hotel and beach were [buzzing about it]. It was a big deal. For me, it rated right up there with Kerry winning the belt from Flair at Texas Stadium.






“It was a monumental moment in wrestling history, and you could feel that when it happened – both among the people on headsets, and of course, the people in the audience.”






That Mitchell could be relied upon to oversee the moment was no great surprise. By now, he had solidified his reputation as a smooth operator under pressure, attaining a level of respect – relative to that of his peers – unlike almost anyone else in the industry. “Keith was one of the unsung heroes of WCW,” states Neal Pruitt, the company’s former feature producer. “He was the backbone, I thought, of the whole production…and I don’t know that he ever got the credit that he deserved. He was a terrific boss and a great person with a heart of gold.






“Keith was good at keeping the upper management off the backs of the people that actually had to do the work! We had a plethora of people who came through, from Mr. Herd to Kip Frey to Bill Watts…it would be people coming through all the time, like, ‘Okay, now they’re the boss.’ But Keith was able to be the one to keep it all together – to keep everything straight.






“He was so calm and collected – nothing would rattle the guy! That was just amazing to watch, man. So many people would have cracked under the kind of pressure he had…where we were kind of flying by the seat of our pants – and often without a plan. He was the best truck producer I’ve ever seen.”






An example of Mitchell’s composure under pressure occurred on March 10, 1997, when the location for a live episode of Nitro (Club La Vela in Panama City Beach, Florida, incidentally) lost power while the show was in progress. The incident occurred as ‘Diamond’ Dallas Page was cutting an in-ring promo with ‘Mean’ Gene Okerlund. “It wasn’t the first time I had the power go out on me,” begins Mitchell, reflecting on the night. “That’s for one thing. But I think the thing that really has made me successful in my life is being a problem-solver. I kind of have a different way of looking at a problem than a lot of people do. 






“A problem is like a puzzle to work out [to me]. So when something comes up on headsets that requires immediate attention…you focus your mind on solving the problem as opposed to worrying about the consequences of what’s happening – or what people might say – or down the line, the problems that this situation may cause. So a loss of power…I’m thinking right away what our options are. I immediately focused on talking to the generator people and solving the problem, because I didn’t have time to do [anything else]. 






“You have to have control of your emotions when you’re doing a live television show, because it’s constantly just…people freaking out all around you! So you kind of have to be the one who doesn’t freak out, if you want to be the one to solve those problems.” 






Mitchell adopts a contemplative stance when reflecting on such unforeseen occurrences. “This is kind of a backwards way of looking at it,” he says, “but as important as it was to my livelihood – and all of our livelihoods – no one is dying in those moments. It’s just a TV show, and no matter what that TV show is, it’s not life or death. So freaking out about it – or going off the deep end about it – only makes you less able to solve the problem. Maybe it’s just a God-given way of dealing with things.






“I guess I just got that from my dad. He was very even-tempered and I never saw him lose his temper. I never saw him go off the deep end [either]…so I guess it just comes from him.” 






When pressed further on the issue, Mitchell adduces a significant life experience which came to shape his views henceforth. “I’ve faced death,” he emphasizes. “I have Crohn’s disease, and when I was in Texas, my appendix [was] ruptured for a week when they did exploratory stomach surgery [on me]. Luckily, all of the poison had just stayed in one area, but I was in the hospital for two weeks while they tried to figure out what the hell I had. 






“That was in my late twenties, so I kind of felt like I was living on borrowed time from then on.”






While basking in the post-show glow of another successful broadcast, Mitchell would often sit down, cocktail and cigar in hand, with a curated selection of classic tunes playing lovingly in the background. Any and all comers would be welcomed to join in. Then it was off to the next town, in a professional rhythm that Mitchell came to enjoy. “There were several different time periods when it was happy times,” he says wistfully. “For me, those usually had less to do with the success of the company, and more to do with the camaraderie and the team-building element of traveling and being together.






“[For example], the weeks that we spent at Disney were great. I would have a three-bedroom condo for two weeks down there, and my kids would get free Disney tickets. We would have parties at the pool with some music poolside…so my kind of fun was more [about] taking the time – within the work – to travel with friends and [enjoy myself]. 






“Then from the days when Hall and Nash came in, the excitement of the shows really increased, because we started to do a lot more stunts and those kinds of things. Those were the things that I enjoyed doing…a monster truck crushing a limo [for example]…the added things above just ‘running the ropes’ in the ring. It changed the monotony of the same old [stuff]. 






“But the beginning of the nWo – before everybody became a member and it got way watered down…those days were probably the ‘salad days’ of my whole career.”






——






As Mitchell continued to excel in his indispensable role, he developed a closeness with many of WCW’s most identifiable stars, including – among many others – the ‘American Dream’, Dusty Rhodes himself. Following one fateful conversation with Dusty one night, Mitchell would forever be referred to as Red River Pete, an unforgettable moniker if there ever was one. “I always wanted to know,” laughs one former WCW employee. “Why did Dusty call Keith ‘Red River Pete?’”






“Pete became my nickname right after I was born,” Mitchell explains. “An uncle misunderstood my name, thinking it was ‘Pete’ instead of ‘Keith’. From then on, that side of my family called me Pete!






“My family had to cross the Red River bridge – north of Fort Worth – when we drove from our home in Texas, to my dad’s mother’s place in Oklahoma. The Red River was the only ‘big’ water I ever saw, [as] there were a lot less lakes in Northeast Texas in the mid-fifties. Apparently, seeing the river was a big deal to me, so I would tell everybody about it after a trip. [However], I had trouble saying my ‘Rs’ when I first started talking…so I called it the ‘Led Liver’. They started calling me ‘Led Liver Pete’ [as a result]. Eventually, I outgrew the ’R’ issue and soon after, I became ‘Red River Pete!’






“I made the mistake of telling Dusty that story during one of our many, many late nights after a show…but I made him promise to keep it to himself. 






“The promise lasted until the production meeting the next morning. Dusty announced to everybody that I was ‘Red River Pete’ – and I [actually] really liked it when people called me that.






“It became a running joke between us that lasted for years. I would be walking down the concourse in some airport somewhere – or walk into catering at the building – and hear Dusty in a fake deep voice, loudly saying, Peeeeete…Peeeeete…






“It’s like he was haunting me or something!






“Mike Tenay picked up on it too, and still to this day, he will give me the Peeeeete call if he sees me!”






——






While Mitchell deservedly enjoyed the good times at WCW, he maintained a decided cautiousness over the future, recognizing that the company’s run couldn’t last forever. “There’s a lot of similarities between a craps table and the wrestling business,” he says of the subject. “There’ll come a time – when you’re rollin’ dice at the craps table – where the odds kind of go out the window. The numbers come in your favor, and you make a bunch of money. 






“Eventually, the odds catch up with you – and you start losing – but you store your winnings away a little bit and wait for the next hot streak. From my perspective, that’s kind of what wrestling has always been. It was that way in Dallas, and it was that way in WCW, too.”






In January 1998, TBS pushed their chips into the middle of the table with the launch of Thunder, an initiative which Mitchell regards as a colossal mistake. “We had a meeting about it,” he recalls, “and Eric was like, ‘Okay, we got this new show coming, so think about what you want to do, and which show you want to work on. We’ll come back and discuss it.’






“I said, ‘Hey, so I’ll work on Nitro, and…’






“Eric said, ‘No – you don’t get a choice. You’re doin’ both.’






“[I was like], ‘Well, thanks – that’s awesome.’






“But I kind of had a feeling that was the way it was going to go. He had a lot of confidence in me doing live shows, and I don’t think he wanted anybody else to do it.”






With his work responsibilities expanding, Mitchell got an even closer look at the growing dysfunction within the WCW locker room. “There became more of a division between the different factions on the wrestling side,” he says, “and I think it just reached a point where the constant conflict – and fighting over who was going to be on top and everything – just kind of wore down on Eric. He kind of got burned out – which [anyone] would have. 






“Originally, Eric’s main goal was to get a high number for Nitro, and he and everyone were able to focus on that. But our objectives expanded – or shifted – and now we had the other show in there, and a lot more [issues] than we were previously dealing with. So I think it just got to be too much. The two live shows a week started it…and it just continued to fall apart. 






“I think a lot of that had to do with the conflict between Hogan and Nash [in my opinion]. That’s the problem with the egos in wrestling. There’s not room for that large of egos.”






While qualifying his assessment on the basis that to varying degrees, the backstage atmosphere was always “chaos,” Mitchell recalls the problems intensifying in 1999. “Things were a little bit disorganized and ‘helter-skelter’,” he says in a decided understatement. “There were many times when I would start a show and not even have the rundown or the script for the first segment. I would get on headsets and tell ‘em what I knew…‘Okay, we’re gonna go to the ‘open’, and then hit Sting’s music – he’s gonna cut a promo, and this guy’s gonna interrupt, and then let’s go to break. I’ll give you more when I got it.’ At some point during the [first] segment, I would hopefully hear Wendy – our PA – stomping up the stairs of the truck: ‘Here’s segment two.’ During the break I’d say, ‘Okay – this is what we’re doing next.’”






For Mitchell, the years of backstage turmoil crystallized in one night –Bash at the Beach 2000 – when Vince Russo delivered his infamous in-ring ‘promo’ in Hulk Hogan’s direction (following a well-documented ‘match’ between Hogan and Jeff Jarrett, of course, wherein Jarrett ‘laid down’ for Hulk in a farcical non-event). “In the truck, I’m kind of like the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dike,” Mitchell says colorfully. “[In other words], I’m the last point where the product leaves the production [process]. So whatever happens on the show, I’m kind of like the last person who can pull the plug on some asshole in the ring…dropping ‘God-damns’ and et cetera, et cetera. 






“My broadcasting experience has been not to do that…but my biggest takeaway from that show was the fact that…they kind of left me hanging out there. I didn’t know any of that was going to happen, so it was all a surprise to me. They didn’t bother to let production know – which was not that out of the ordinary. 






“I certainly didn’t know that Vince was going to get on the microphone and ‘cut loose’ like he did. So, [I thought], ‘Do I cut his microphone?’ 






“I had heard over headsets that Bischoff and Hogan were leaving, so I opened the door to the production truck and asked Eric…because I don’t know if he even knew what Vince was saying in the ring. I said, ‘Hey, are we gonna stay on air with this? Do you want me to cut his mic?’






“Eric said, ‘I don’t care if you cut his throat.’






“He got in a limo and left.”






Mitchell continued to watch Russo from the truck while pondering his potential next steps. “‘So what decision do I make?’ he asks rhetorically, putting himself back in the moment. “Do I stick with it? What would you do? Do you pull the plug? Do you let him talk? I was just like, ‘You know what? If they can’t tell me not to…I’m not gonna pull the plug – I’m just gonna let it go.’






“The next day, the guy who was our President of the month calls me – Brad [Siegel]. We started talking about it, and I wanted to know: Did I do [things] right? Or what should I have done? 






“Well, Brad – the President of the network – couldn’t answer the question. Did not answer the question. Would not answer the question. No matter how I tried to pin him down. ‘Well, you know,’ [he said]. ‘So much of wrestling is ‘improv’…so for me to be able to tell you what to do…’






“[I thought], ‘So you’re not going to give me a direction to go? You’re just going to hang me out to dry if I go the wrong way?’ 






“That’s pretty much the way I felt a lot of the time, because nobody would ever take a firm position on much of anything. But yet…my job consists of taking firm positions on everything. When your area is responsible for what finally gets produced, it would be nice to have some final decisions on what you’re supposed to produce – [or] how you’re supposed to produce it. But even the President of the network had no clue what to tell me. He didn’t have the balls to tell me what to do.”






Regardless of the intent behind what ultimately transpired, Mitchell remains resolute in his criticism of the entire affair. “I thought that every bit of that was such a huge mistake,” he says. “No matter how they got to that point, if somebody thought it was a good idea…it wasn’t. If it was just how things came together, it was ridiculous – and they probably should have fired all those guys.






“There’s no way you can tell me any of that helped our business – in any way. To me, it was so indicative of so much of what we did. It was stroking individual egos, as opposed to all marching together in one direction, with a common vision and a common goal. That was rare, [by that point].”






——






On March 26, 2001, Mitchell would need all of his trademark composure to handle the final Nitro broadcast on TNT. “It was the same calm demeanor that I had with the power going out [and things like that],” he remembers of his thought process. “It was sad, but to a large extent, we had heard about it coming for so long that it was a relief, if that makes sense. It was kind of like, ‘Okay. It’s finally happening. We’ve defined the problem, and we’re gonna solve it here by turning the page.’






“I will admit to not giving my best on that show. It was probably one of the few times of my career that I definitely…wasn’t that interested in the outcome, or the basic end product. We didn’t want to completely show our ass or anything, but that [was about it].






“The WWF had a couple guys come in, but we pretty much did the show as [planned]. As far as being in charge of several of the elements for the show, they were controlling those. But it was kind of a mutual, shared effort. 






“I was a little miffed when I discovered at the end of the show, [that] they were trying to sneak in a 30-second commercial for WrestleMania. They were trying to cut me off from talking to master control, pretty much. I tried to get word to master control to ‘count out’ 30 seconds early to beat ‘em to the punch. I wanted to avoid that commercial being put on Turner air.”






Despite Mitchell’s valiant efforts, the final 30 seconds of Nitro’s existence were indeed devoted to promoting a WWF pay-per-view – WrestleMania X7 – ultimately one of the more memorable events in the company’s history. All that was left was to pick up the pieces. “I was sad to see all these people that were going to be unemployed,” says Mitchell, “but [at the same time], I was excited about a new adventure. I had 13 months of severance pay, so I was looking at a 13-month time period where I was going to get my full pay with benefits [and everything]. So I wasn’t really concerned about the [immediate] future.”






Given Mitchell’s level-headed decision-making, reliably calm demeanor and encyclopedic knowledge of the overall production process, it ended up as no surprise that post-WCW, he featured prominently in the company’s ‘spiritual successors’ to come – first in TNA, from 2002 to 2019, and later AEW, the company from which he retired (to a grand send-off and plaudits from his contemporaries) in late 2021. 






Even in retirement, Mitchell has maintained a typically low profile. While his sheer longevity would seem to make him adept for the environment of podcasting (“I have all my calendars from the whole time I was there,” he says of his time working for WCW), he has preferred to keep his remembrances private. “I haven’t totally divorced Kay Fabe,” he jokes in a humorous explanation.






Mitchell’s attitude was also shaped, he says, by an early run-in with John Stossel, the former ABC News correspondent, back in the days of World Class in Dallas. “He called me and told me he was not doing an exposé – no, not at all – just a kind of fluff piece on wrestling,” remembers Mitchell of Stossel. “He asked if I would send him some footage and all this and that. He swore to me it wasn’t a ‘gotcha’ or anything like that.






“I said, ‘Fine,’ and called Fritz up. I said, ‘Fritz – this national news guy wants to get some footage…’






“[Fritz] said, ‘Hell, no. Don’t send him any footage whatsoever. It’s a ‘gotcha’ piece. He’s trying to expose the business. We’re not sending him any WCCW footage.’






“I even said, ‘No, no, Fritz – he said…’






“Fritz [interjected], ‘I don’t care what he said. No.’






“I guess [everyone] saw what happened next,” continues Mitchell, alluding to an infamous ‘20/20’ segment where Stossel, after antagonizing wrestler David Schultz, received two hits to the head for his troubles. “It was a big deal when that came out, but you didn’t see any WCCW footage on the story that [Stossel] eventually aired.






“I was very glad that I didn’t go against what Fritz said. I probably would have been fired – maybe hung, drawn and quartered. It kind of ingrained in me early on that I had to be very careful.” 






——






Although officially retired, Mitchell has recently returned to the business with Maple Leaf Pro Wrestling (MLP), where he lends his immense credibility and knowledge to the upstart promotion’s production. “Our producer for the events is Keith Mitchell,” boasted Scott D’Amore, the owner of MLP, in a recent online interview. “Keith did World Class, then went to Turner and launched Saturday Night and Nitro and Thunder. Then he was in the chair to launch TNA and was there in TNA and Impact until AEW launched, and then [he] was at AEW into retirement. This guy, literally, from like 1970 [onwards] produced wrestling on a national, international level.”






Indeed, the breadth of Mitchell’s production experience may never again be approached. But the more things change – apparently – the more they stay the same. Before the main event at a recent MLP show, Mitchell got ‘on headsets’ to communicate with the rest of his crew. And now, the perennial producer announced.






The match that we’ve all been waiting for…




Chapter 4:
Dusty’s Trucks



Ralph Sheheen
Hall of Fame Sportscaster






AT THE PEAK OF its ‘90s boom, the wrestling industry – as had been the case during its ‘80s epoch – made for some strange bedfellows across the entertainment landscape. A curious example could be found in the case of Motor Madness, the short-lived motorsports-based television show which debuted on TNN, The Nashville Network (later to be rebranded as Spike TV and, from 2018 onwards, the Paramount Network) on April 5, 1997. 






At first, the series offered a fairly conventional look at a wide variety of racing events, including monster truck races, demolition derbies, tractor pulls and swamp buggies. In the announce booth, an all-star cast including Ralph Sheheen – one of the most accomplished broadcasters in his field – oversaw the proceedings with a trademark aplomb. Now a member of the prestigious Sprint Car Hall of Fame, Sheheen has since worked for nearly every major network imaginable, including CBS, Fox, NBC, and ESPN. To this day, however, no experience quite approaches his Motor Madness tenure – including the rapport he developed with a WCW legend.






“I got out of college in ’87,” begins Sheheen of his background, “and lied my way – literally – into my first broadcasting job in 1988 on ESPN. I convinced a guy that I’d been on TV before, and that I knew about working on TV…when I’d never been on TV a day in my life! That’s a true story.






“So I’m on ESPN,” continues the native of Sacramento, California, “for my first broadcast. I got through that…and one thing leads to another and another. I got a few TV gigs here and there. At the end of ’89, I got hired by a PR firm and moved to Charlotte. They hired me to move to Charlotte and do PR for them – while still chasing my broadcasting career. 






“[Gradually], the TV stuff started to ramp up and take off a little bit. Eventually, I became fully immersed in it by the summer of ’90. Things were really starting to percolate pretty good there on the TV side, and I was chasing after it pretty hard.

