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This book is dedicated to my fans.


The blood, sweat, and tears were all for you.










INTRODUCTION


by Paul Levesque, aka Triple H
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There’s a scene in Fast Times at Ridgemont High where one guy is giving his friend advice on how to be cool, telling him to make wherever he is the place to be. Ric Flair did that naturally. Whether he was wrestling a sixty-minute match, dancing with a harem of women in a nightclub, or just telling stories in some shithole airport in the middle of nowhere, Flair transformed wherever he was into the only place to be on the planet.


Even as a kid, I could tell that there was a quality about Ric Flair that made the people around him look special. He’d get in the ring with somebody, and when the match was over, his opponent had become a star. Ric had greatness, and those who came close to him took some of it with them. 


Even though he was a bad guy—my dad hated him—I just loved Ric Flair, with his “stylin’ and profilin’” and his talk. To this day, I consider him the greatest interview in the wrestling business.


When I became a wrestler myself, I didn’t want to be a guy who just got in the ring and earned a paycheck. I wanted wrestling to be my life. I wanted to be great. I wanted to be the “Nature Boy.”


No one ever could, of course. But I’ve tried to emulate things that I saw in him—his work ethic as a wrestler, dressing the part of a champion, showing up on time no matter how much he had partied the night before. In every way, he’s the supreme professional.


Let me state this categorically: Ric Flair is the greatest wrestler of all time. He’s spanned generations, wrestling everybody from the original “Nature Boy,” Buddy Rogers, to Dusty Rhodes, Hulk Hogan, Bob Backlund, Jack Brisco, Shohei “Giant” Baba, Harley Race, Roddy Piper, Antonio Inoki, Terry Funk, Ricky “The Dragon” Steamboat, Randy “Macho Man” Savage, Bret “Hitman” Hart, Bill Goldberg, Vince McMahon, and Undertaker. His personality and talent continue to endure. In the arena, at fifty-five years old, the Nature Boy gets one of the biggest reactions on our show—not because of what he’s done in the past, but because he’s still so entertaining today.


I laugh when I’m driving with Ric—we’ll enter some town and he’ll mention, almost wistfully, “This is a great place. I used to have a lot of fun here.” I can only look at him and say, “Ric, did you ever not have fun in a town?”


The man has so many stories to tell. If he were just talking about the part of his career that everyone saw on TV, it would be riveting. Then there are the backstage tales—the crazy things that people in our universe tend to do, Ric’s role at the center of that, and all the political intrigue that goes on in the wrestling business. After that, we have his private life—the way he was allegedly stolen from his birth parents and put up for adoption; his inner torment as he saw his legacy demeaned and cheapened in World Championship Wrestling (WCW); and his struggle to reconcile his wild lifestyle with his quest to become the ultimate husband and father.


Despite his public persona, Ric has managed to keep so much of this stuff a secret from even his closest friends. Now, because of this book, it’s all out in the open.


Invariably, people become disappointed when they get to know their idol. Everyone’s human, and the image that you build up in your mind is often unachievable. Well, I put Ric Flair on a very high pedestal. Then I got to work side by side with him every day, hear him talking on the phone to his family, and become his friend. Today, I’m one of the few people who can say that his hero exceeded the expectations.


I hope you feel the same way. 





RIC FLAIR TO BE THE MAN
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CHAPTER 1
BLACK MARKET BABY



I don’t remember crying much as a kid. But that was a long time ago, before I left Minnesota for Charlotte, bleached my brown hair blond, and became “Nature Boy” Ric Flair. That’s before I let my self-esteem depend on people with power in the wrestling business.


For the last fifteen years or so, I’ve been told that I’m the greatest professional wrestler who ever lived. Better than Frank Gotch or Lou Thesz, Bruno Sammartino or Verne Gagne, Gorgeous George or Hulk Hogan. Ric Flair can call himself a sixteen-time world champion. Ric Flair went on the road and wrestled every single day—twice on Saturday, twice on Sunday, every birthday, every holiday, every anniversary—for twenty straight years. I’ve spent more than thirty years of my life—some days good, some bad—trying to prove to myself, to my peers, and to the fans who paid anywhere from five to five hundred dollars that I could be the best at what I chose to do for a living.


When you have no equal in professional wrestling, you have no equal in the sports world. Because—despite what outsiders may think—we are not ninjas or warriors. We are a special breed who can withstand pain, exhaustion, and injury without ever coming up for air. There is no off-season in our business, and we’re the toughest athletes alive.


In the ring, I’ve always been at home. It’s what lurks outside of it that scares me. For every legitimate punch I’ve ever taken to the head, every bone I’ve ever dislocated or every chair that’s been bent across my spine, nothing can be as ruthless as the political sabotage inside the dressing room or promoter’s office. While fans were saying that I could have a five-star match with anyone at any time, behind the scenes I’d be called an old piece of shit that didn’t understand the public, couldn’t read ratings, and deserved to be bankrupted along with my family.


These weren’t things I heard once or twice; it went on for years. And after a while, it almost broke me. I felt myself losing the Ric Flair strut and, in many ways, my joy for life. When I came to World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) in late 2001 after spending most of my career representing the competition, I didn’t know if the wrestlers liked or respected me, or knew about my legacy. Hell, I began to wonder if I even had a legacy at all.


So that’s why on May 19, 2003, at fifty-four years old, I was standing in the center of a ring in Greenville, South Carolina, in boots and trunks, crying like a little boy. The Raw TV cameras were off. This was something personal between myself, the “boys”—as the members of our fraternity like to call each other—and the fans.


“I went through a period where the Nature Boy wasn’t the Nature Boy,” I started, confessing to people who had watched me trade knifeedge chops with Wahoo McDaniel in 1976 after I came back from a plane crash; take Dusty Rhodes’s bionic elbow in 1987 while my cohorts in the Four Horsemen circled the ring; and return in 1998 after my old company, World Championship Wrestling (WCW), tried to sue me out of my profession. Either these fans had been there personally, or their fathers had been there, or their grandfathers or great-grandfathers had told them about it. For nearly thirty-five years, it had been me and them. And when the tears came down my face, I was just letting it out to a group of people who, in some ways, knew me like a part of their families.


But the bad days were over, and here in Greenville, South Carolina, I finally saw it—by the way the boys had hugged and honored me after my opponent, Triple H, carried me to one of the most satisfying matches of my career, and by the way the fans had stood and screamed and looked into my watery eyes, letting me know that, when the Nature Boy was in the ring, they’d never stopped believing.


“To be the man, you’ve gotta beat the man,” I’d said so many times, taunting my opponents while I shoved my title into the camera. Well, I’d beaten myself, but now—in my mind, at least—I won back the crown. I was still “Slick Ric,” “Space Mountain,” “Secretariat in Disguise,” a kiss-stealing, wheeling, dealing, jet-flying, limousine-riding son-of-a-gun.


This is my story. And, as I’ve proclaimed during many an interview, whether you like it, or whether you don’t like it, learn to love it.


Wooooooo!


MY MOTHER PROBABLY thought I was stillborn.


That’s what they told a lot of the girls whose kids ended up with the Tennessee Children’s Home Society in Memphis—their babies were dead, and they just needed to sign a couple of papers. Adoption papers. Most of these girls were poor and uneducated. Some were even under sedation.


They had pulled the same scam on single mothers, promising that their kids would be kept in a nice, safe place until the girls could come and get them. A corrupt judge had been in on the whole scheme, taking away infants from people on public assistance. One woman in the Western State Hospital for the Insane had a new baby with a different inmate every year. When you handed her a pen, she’d sign anything.


Years later, 60 Minutes would do an exposé on the case. Mary Tyler Moore would win an Emmy Award for her performance in Stolen Babies, a cable-TV movie about the scandal. But until the governor of Tennessee called for an investigation in 1950, five thousand children had been taken away and adopted by parents from all over the United States, including Joan Crawford (whose Mommie Dearest daughter supposedly came from the Tennessee Children’s Home Society), June Allyson, Dick Powell, and the people I grew to love as my mother and father, Dick and Kay Fliehr.


My parents were both born in 1918, and had met at the University of Minnesota. My mother, Kathleen Virginia Kinsmiller, was from a town called Brainerd, Minnesota. She was a cultured woman who wrote articles for newspapers and magazines, and in 1968, she authored a book, In Search of Audience, about the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis, a place where she introduced me to people like Jessica Tandy, Henry Fonda, and Elizabeth Taylor.


My father, Richard Reid Fliehr, was salutatorian of his high school class in Virginia, Minnesota. Like my mother, he loved the theater, but he ended up taking pre-med courses, becoming a medic in the navy during World War II, and then a successful obstetrician and gynecologist.


I thought my dad was the most intelligent guy in the world. While working as an ob-gyn, he went back to school and got his master’s and doctorate both in theater and English. He went on the road, performing in plays, and became president of the American Community Theater Association. Meanwhile, his practice—Haugen, Fliehr and Meeker—was one of the biggest in the Twin Cities. My dad probably delivered thousands of babies, among them wrestling promoter Gary Juster, former National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) Heavyweight Champion Gene Kiniski’s kids (including his son Kelly, who wrestled in the World Wrestling Federation in the 1980s) and Superstar Billy Graham’s daughter Capella.


Sadly, my parents weren’t able to start a family of their own. In the mid-1940s, my mother gave birth to a daughter who died so quickly, I’m not sure if she had a name. Afterward, my mother couldn’t become pregnant again, so in 1948 she began corresponding with the Tennessee Children’s Home Society.


My father’s salary was a bit of an issue. He was only making $3,000 a year, but my mother explained that he was doing his residency in Detroit, and that any child they adopted would live a relatively privileged life, and most likely go to college.


On the form the agency sent them, my parents were questioned about their reasons for adopting. “Unable to have one of our own,” my mother handwrote, “and our love of children.”


“Will you treat the child as a member of your family?” they were asked. “Yes,” my mother replied. 


“If the child is returned,” the questionnaire inquired, “will you pay the expense of bringing it back?” My parents agreed to the condition. But once they laid eyes on the Nature Boy, I wasn’t going anywhere.


DEPENDING UPON WHICH documents you read, my birth name was Fred Phillips, Fred Demaree, or Fred Stewart, and I was born in Memphis on February 25, 1949. My biological mother’s name was Olive Phillips, Demaree, or Stewart. My biological father is listed as Luther Phillips.


Given all the deceit that went on between the Tennessee Children’s Home Society and the authorities they paid off, I’ll never really know the circumstances surrounding my birth, or what happened to me immediately afterward. The agency reported that, on March 12, 1949, “Olive Phillips and Luther Phillips did abandon and desert said child.” A court later ruled that I was “an abandoned, dependent and neglected child,” to be placed “under the guardianship of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society,” which now had the right to find me “a suitable home for adoption.”


They didn’t keep me around Memphis for long. On March 18, I was delivered to my adoptive parents at 6439 Devereaux in Detroit, just as the agency had dropped off other children at hotels like the Biltmore in Los Angeles—an extra amenity, I guess, for preferred customers. My parents renamed me Richard Morgan Fliehr, and eventually took me home to Edina, Minnesota, just outside Minneapolis.


Believe it or not, I never bothered looking at my adoption papers until I started researching this book. The documents were sitting in a safe in my house, and I didn’t even know my birth name. I was never curious. I’m still not. I’m an only child, and as far as I’m concerned, my parents have always been my mom and dad.


They never kept my adoption a secret from me; in fact, they described it as one of the happiest events of their lives. I’d have a birthday party and then, every March 18, my parents and I would go to an Italian restaurant (I always liked Italian food) by ourselves to celebrate my “anniversary.”


In the summer, we’d take vacations that lasted three weeks and drive all over the United States, from Disneyland to the Rocky Mountains to Washington, D.C., and into Canada. My dad would take me camping up in the Great Northwest. He was a strong swimmer and could swim right across the lake. When we were thirsty, we’d drink the water out of the same lake. It was tremendous.


Every year for my birthday, my father would take me to the wrestling matches. I loved watching the old American Wrestling Association (AWA), based in Minneapolis, and remember seeing guys like Verne Gagne, Bobo Brazil, Ray Stevens, and Red Bastien. I liked the interviews better than the matches, especially when the Crusher was on. Reggie “Crusher” Lisowski called himself “the man who made Milwaukee famous,” and claimed that he trained by running with a beer keg on each shoulder and dancing with fat Polish women afterward. He was a big, barrel-chested guy who called chubby girls his “dollies,” and his opponents “sissies” and “turkey necks.” Sometimes he and his tag-team partner, Dick the Bruiser, seemed to get so excited after winning a match—Crusher liked to use the Bolo Punch and Stomach Claw—that they’d start slugging each other.


Whenever I saw the Crusher on TV, chomping on his cigar, I’d call my father over—“Dad, Dad, come watch this interview.” He’d look at it for a little while, then walk away and laugh. He knew that wrestling made me happy, but it really wasn’t his thing.


This is one example of how I sometimes sensed that I didn’t have a lot in common with my parents. I don’t know if it had anything to do with biology, or with the things we cared about; it just seemed like we lived in different worlds. They loved the theater and education. I had no interest in anything except sports. My father was incredibly handy; he could build and wire a house. I don’t think my wife has ever seen me hammer a nail. And I don’t want to.


FROM THE TIME I was twelve years old, I was Ric Flair. The teachers at Golden Valley Elementary School and Golden Valley Junior High School might have called me “Fliehr,” but I was just a younger version of the guy fans later saw stylin’ and profilin’ on WRAL in Raleigh, then on SuperStation TBS and TNT, and today on Spike TV. I was always a chief, never a follower. I was center stage at every party, and the girls were everywhere. And, just like in wrestling, my craziest friend in junior high school was a guy named Piper.


Dan Piper came to Edina from Nashville, Tennessee. He was at least a year older than us—I think his parents kept him back—had a southern accent and rolled-up sleeves, smoked, carried a Zippo lighter, and knew how to drive. I must have been in eighth grade when the two of us stole a car and drove some girls to the dances at the Hopkins Roller Rink. It was something like thirty below zero and I didn’t know how to work the car, so when I turned on the air-conditioning instead of the heater, I completely froze the engine block.


Piper was also with me the night I took my dad’s car to where some girls were having a slumber party. We sneaked out a few of them in their pajamas and were in the car when one girl hit the brake pedal and a cop came over to investigate. The police had to contact the girls’ families, and one of the fathers was so irate that he wanted to press charges. It was Father’s Day morning when my dad arrived at the jail.


“Happy Father’s Day,” I said, a little embarrassed.


“Thanks,” he grumbled, and took me home.


I’m sure that if I attended school now, I’d be diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, ADHD. I was the epitome of the disease. I couldn’t concentrate and kept getting into trouble for not listening. No one ever said that I wasn’t intellectually gifted. I just couldn’t slow down enough to read or study. Even today, I don’t really read books; I prefer USA Today, Time, Sports Illustrated, and boating magazines. And back then, there was no treatment for students like me.


Sometimes kids who can’t handle academics take out their frustration by getting into fights. Not me, though. I may have had a few fights, but I didn’t have a chip on my shoulder. There wasn’t much to be angry about. I was an only child with parents who couldn’t do enough for me, and a good athlete with a huge wealth of friends.


Looking back, my parents were far more lenient than I am with my younger kids. They were constantly out of town doing plays, and supposedly leaving me under the supervision of family friends. But I could always figure my way around that.


I started having sex when I was about fourteen, and just kept going. The rotation stayed in place; I never went looking for it. My priority was going out and being the party. At the end of the night, when all was said and done and the last bottle drunk, I just let things happen. Pretty soon, I was working on a numbers game, and the numbers piled up fast.


Over time, my little scrapes with the law also began accumulating. I got caught riding our Honda 50 motorcycle around the lake (without a license) while my parents were out of town. Then I got busted trying to use a phony ID at a liquor store. The owner was an ex-football player in a wheelchair, and the cops made me feel terrible, telling me how I nearly caused this handicapped guy to lose his business.


It all became too much for my parents, so they decided that I’d be better off in boarding school. After the ninth grade, I left Minnesota to go to Wayland Academy in Beaver Dam, Wisconsin, an exclusive school that was founded in 1855 and, according to its promotional material, “seeks to foster the development of personality, responsibility, self-discipline and friendship” among its students.


The school has a reputation for sending its graduates to places like Wellesley, Stanford, Harvard, Princeton, Northwestern, and Duke. The kids who went there for the academics got their money’s worth—we were in accelerated math programs, and had to take Latin and French. But the students I hung around with were mainly wild rich kids with family problems, or they’d been in trouble at school or with the police, and this was an alternative to military school. We were fifteen-year-olds, the school was coed, and all of us were players. I was there about two months when I realized that my parents had sent me to heaven.


My academics still sucked, but I lettered in three sports. I played middle linebacker and fullback on the football team, threw the shot put, and wrestled, first at 181 pounds and then as a heavyweight. Since the drinking age in Wisconsin was eighteen, it was easy to get into bars with a fake ID.


It only made sense that my friends would become a bigger part of my life than my family. During the school year, I came home only for Christmas and a couple of other days. My parents would attend one of my football games every season, but they never saw me wrestle, so I felt like I was on my own. Today, I could never imagine sending a child away like that. My youngest boy, Reid, is an accomplished high-school wrestler, and one boarding school has tried to recruit him. But I won’t let him go. How could I recapture that time apart from my son?


Sometimes my best friend, the General, would invite me to his family’s house for the weekend. His family was very wealthy, and just being around them accelerated my taste for the finer things in life. Don’t mistake me—my father was a doctor, and we were anything but poor. But while my father may have been earning $65,000 a year—a great living in the 1960s—the General’s dad was literally one of the wealthiest men in the Midwest. And my parents were frugal; they saved every dime and didn’t live large—which was the complete opposite of where I wanted to go.


Every spring break, the General and I would hitchhike to Florida. I’d come home to Minnesota and tell my parents that I was going to stay with the General’s family for a few days. Then, after my parents dropped me off at the train station in Minneapolis, I’d start hitching in twenty-below-zero weather until I ended up in Fort Lauderdale. When we were sixteen, we rented an apartment upstairs from a beauty salon. For the whole week, the General did the owner, while I did her daughter.


One summer, I got a job as a lifeguard at a local pool in Minnesota and had my first interaction with pro wrestlers. Maurice “Mad Dog” Vachon, a former AWA Champion with a bald head and a beard and mustache that weren’t quite connected to each other, would stomp and bite his opponents, then growl into the TV camera, baring his bottom teeth. I’d see him at the pool with his brother, Paul “Butcher” Vachon, and their sister, Vivian, who also wrestled. Paul and Vivian were friendly enough—not that they had much to say to a seventeen-year-old kid—but it was impossible to strike up a conversation with Mad Dog. He was very much the character he played.


I was working on becoming a water safety instructor, giving little kids lessons, when I struck up a friendship with one of the mothers. She was thirty-five and stunning. Her husband traveled a lot. We enjoyed each other’s “company.” This was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me in my teenage years. This beautiful woman introduced me to new experiences in the bedroom. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.


When I got back to school, the dean of students called me into his office to tell me that my “aunt” had driven three hundred miles to take me off-campus for the day. She gave me some advice I’ve never forgotten: “Ric, you’re going to learn that older women like a little appetizer before dinner.” I was only too happy to oblige.


I thought our arrangement was great—beyond great—but she apparently felt guilty about cheating on her husband with a minor. One day she broke down in her doctor’s office and confessed everything. The doctor excused himself, went into the next office and told his partner, my father, that it would probably be best if I stayed away from their patient. My father was irate with me for what he deemed to be inappropriate behavior. 


IT TOOK ME five years to graduate from high school, but thanks to my athletic credentials, colleges were still interested in me. In both 1966 and 1967, I was state private school wrestling champion. A lot of people have asked me if that’s when I knew that I was going to become a professional wrestler. Well, I didn’t think that far ahead. I was having too much fun, and I couldn’t imagine anything past college football.


The University of Michigan wanted to recruit me, and I decided to go to Ann Arbor with the General to check out the school. We started out with $110 between us. After two nights at the Michigan Union, we were running low on cash. I heard a knock at the door and opened it. There was a black girl who worked for the hotel; she was there to collect the money we owed for the room. Knowing we didn’t have the cash, I issued her a challenge. “You see my friend over here?” I said, pointing at the General. “His balls are bigger than any black guy’s you’ve ever seen.”


“I don’t think so,” she replied.


The General pulled down his pants. The clerk comped our lodging.


After spending the weekend at the University of Michigan with the football coach, Bump Elliot, and players like Jim Mandich (who ended up on the Miami Dolphins and Pittsburgh Steelers) and Dan Dierdorf (one of the NFL’s greatest offensive tackles before he became an announcer on Monday Night Football), I was ready to become a Wolverine. All I needed was a letter from Jim Fierke, the dean of students at Wayland Academy, stating his confidence in my ability to pass college-level classes. But he refused to cooperate. He told me that I would get into college and just blow it. He was right, but I had hoped he would do me a favor. After all, I gave five years to that school.


Eventually I was recruited by my parents’ alma mater, the University of Minnesota, by the Golden Gophers’ offensive line coach, Mike McGee. I started there in 1968, playing freshman football as an offensive guard. We’d scrimmage with the varsity squad, and the coaches evaluated us. I was definitely good enough to make the team. It was just a simple question of getting my grades right.


Of course, I had other concerns. I joined a fraternity, Phi Delta Theta, and began hanging around with a football player named Mike Goldberg. Mike was a year older than me and helped give the place its Animal House flavor. There was another Goldberg brother, Steve, who began playing football at the school the year after I did. And on September 21, 2003, their baby brother, Bill, defeated Triple H for the WWE World Championship.


No one was really surprised when I was told that I’d have to attend summer school in order to play my sophomore year. I had been there about two weeks when the General invited me out to his house for the weekend. I told my girlfriend, Leslie Goodman—who’d later become my first wife and the mother of my kids Megan and David—that I’d be gone for about three days. It ended up being more like two months, and when I returned, she had another boyfriend. I eventually succeeded in winning her back, and the pattern of our relationship was set.


Unfortunately, that was the least of my problems. Because I cut out on summer school, I couldn’t play football. I ended up hanging around campus for a couple of months with Mike Goldberg and some of my other friends, then dropped out after the fall semester.


My parents were beyond freaking out. They’d seen this kind of thing happen with me again and again, and they worried that I’d never get my feet on the ground. I understood their fears, but didn’t share their apprehension.


Somehow, I sensed that the party was only getting started. 
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Before joining Mid-Atlantic Championship Wrestling, I bleached my hair blond, modeling myself after guys like Superstar Billy Graham and Dusty Rhodes.








CHAPTER 2
BREAKING INTO THE BUSINESS!



After dropping out of college, I got a job selling insurance. I kind of liked it; it was a challenge, but I applied myself and did pretty well. I had friends everywhere, so I took the general agent of the company around, and we began writing up policies on them. He even wrote my dad’s pension plan. In my first year, I made about $30,000, which was big money. If I’d wanted to make a career out of this, I think I would have done okay. I was certainly off to a good start.


I also started bouncing at George’s in the Park, the best dinner and dance club in Minneapolis. It was an upscale place, so we didn’t have too many problems. We had one guy, Ron Kane, who we called our “hit man.” He was a legitimate tough guy with a metal plate in his head, and everybody in Minneapolis knew about him. If a patron was acting unruly, Ron would ask him to leave. If there was a problem, Ron issued a verbal warning, “My record’s 300-0, and it’s not gonna change tonight.” That was usually all it took to get the person to leave.


One night, I was standing by the cigarette machine when I saw a big guy, about 300 pounds, walk in smoking a Salem. I gestured to the other bouncer and said, “Man, that looks like Ken Patera.”


The other bouncer shrugged. “Kinda.”


I knew all about Ken Patera because I was a weightlifting fan. I’d just read an article about him becoming the first man to press five hundred pounds. He’d been on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. In 1968, while he was at Brigham Young University, he’d placed third in a National College Athletic Association tournament for throwing a sixteen-pound shot put nearly sixty-six feet. As a power lifter, he bench-pressed 560 pounds, squatted 820 pounds, and deadlifted 785 pounds. In his amateur career, he’d won four gold medals at the 1971 Pan Am Games, and set eighty-four national or higher-level records.


I went over and introduced myself. Ken was from Portland, Oregon, but he was in Minneapolis training for the 1972 Olympics. Verne Gagne, the American Wrestling Association world champion—and promoter—was sponsoring him. Verne had been on the 1948 U.S. Olympic wrestling team and saw potential in Ken, believing that he could have a career in professional wrestling. The plan was for Patera to start wrestling on Verne’s cards after making a strong showing at the Olympic Games.




KEN PATERA: Ric wanted to know what I was doing there. I joked, “Well, you have to be somewhere,” then told him I’d been to Minneapolis before. My brother, Jack, was defensive line coach for the Minnesota Vikings, and later head coach of the Seattle Seahawks.


Ric looked at my cigarette: “You smoke?” I answered, “Yeah, and I drink, too.”


A few days later, Ric’s parents were having a little dinner for his twenty-first birthday, and he invited me over to the house. His family was really nice. And in his room, he had a stack of wrestling magazines about four feet high. He was a real avid fan. 


We ended up moving into a house together in South Minneapolis. We didn’t have any furniture, but I was selling waterbeds, so I put them all over the house. One of them was round, and kids from the neighborhood would come over to jump up and down on it like a trampoline.





I call the entire time I lived with Patera my “endless summer.” Ken didn’t train until the afternoon, so we kept the party going as late as we wanted. For a time, he was also bouncing part-time at George’s in the Park, so we’d bring a group back to the house and meet up with Mike Goldberg, who’d been in another part of town and had some other people with him. I never went to bed.


I was delighted to have Ken Patera as a friend. It was great showing him off to people, and I couldn’t believe the man’s strength. After we both became wrestlers, I remember helping him train for the World’s Strongest Man competition in 1977. We had a harness made, and he pulled a van up and down the street. I’d never seen anyone like him.


I’d started weightlifting in high school and now began working out with Ken. Having the chance to train at his level really inspired me. But once, while we were in the gym, I had to ask him, “How can you drink and smoke and do this?”


“That’s what all the athletes do in Eastern Europe, the East Germans and the Russians,” he said. “I learned more about drinking vodka in Russia than I did about sports. As far as smoking goes, you don’t have to be able to breathe to lift weights.”


Before the Olympics, he was trying to become as big as possible. I began eating like him. We’d drink two gallons of milk and eat two dozen eggs—yolks and all—then go to Burger King for five Whoppers. He transformed everything into muscle. In my case, 40 percent of what I ate became fat.


AFTER THE ’72 Olympics, Verne Gagne was going to train Patera and a couple of other guys to become professional wrestlers. I was interested in joining them, but I didn’t know if Gagne would be willing to consider me. Just before I met Patera, I’d run into Mad Dog Vachon in a bar, reminded him that I’d been the lifeguard at his pool, and inquired about getting into wrestling. Mad Dog sent me to a wrestler friend, Ricky Ferrera. We had one workout in a gym with no wrestling ring, exchanged a couple of holds, went out for some beers, and that was it.


I already knew Verne’s son, Greg. He’d been at the University of Minnesota while I was there, and he was a pretty good quarterback. We had different groups of friends, but I always thought of him as a fun guy. The thing was that we’d never spoken about his father or professional wrestling, and I wasn’t sure if I should approach him.


You have to understand—Verne Gagne was like a god in the Twin Cities, bigger than even Bud Grant, who had led the Minnesota Vikings into the Super Bowl. Verne became the first AWA champion in 1960 and held the title ten times. North America was divided into regional wrestling territories at the time, but the AWA had expanded from Minneapolis to Chicago, Salt Lake City, Denver, Winnipeg, and eventually Las Vegas and San Francisco. Everybody knew that Verne was the power behind the scenes. His television show was one of the highest rated in Minnesota, and he had a reputation as a successful businessman in areas not related to wrestling.


In time, Patera arranged for me to have a meeting with Verne. Here I was, standing in front of this really big star that I’d grown up watching on television, and I was intimidated. I found myself looking at the floor, afraid to even make eye contact.


Verne was about to start a pro wrestling training camp and wanted only top athletes. Patera and Greg Gagne were in the class, along with another acquaintance of mine—“Jumping” Jim Brunzell, who’d later become Greg’s tag-team partner in the AWA and one of the Killer Bees (with B. Brian Blair) in the World Wrestling Federation. The other two students were Bob Bruggers, a former linebacker with the Miami Dolphins and San Diego Chargers, and Hossein Khosrow Vaziri, a great amateur wrestler from Iran who was an assistant coach on the 1972 U.S. Olympic team. Later—as the Iron Sheik—Khosrow would become the World Wrestling Federation champion.


I’d always done well at sports, so I figured that if I kept getting bigger and stronger, I could make it. But Verne told me, “You know, it’s not easy being a professional wrestler. In fact, it’s a task and a half.”


I kept looking at the floor and nodding, like I understood. But honestly, I couldn’t even begin to make sense of what I was about to do. 




KEN PATERA: I told Ric, “You were born to be in this business. This business was made for guys like you.” Verne wasn’t so sure-“I have five guys training already,” he said, “I dont have room for six”-but he eventually agreed to put Ric through the motions with the rest of us.


Our main trainer was Billy Robinson, an Englishman who had a reputation as a shooter, meaning that if a match got out of hand, he could “shoot”-or fight for real-and “hook” his opponent with a hold that could cripple him. Billy did most of the training, with a few assistants like Don “The Magnificent” Muraco.


We’d start off running along this frozen creek, slipping and sliding. I’m not exaggerating-you’d have to wear three sweatsuits. The only way to stay warm was to keep moving and not slow down-the whole day, for six or eight hours.





One day, it was ten degrees. The next, it was ten below. We ran around this farm, not on a track, but on a customized path that went about two miles. The only one who made me look good was Ken; his legs were so big from all the squatting that they were chafing together. We had to do 500 free squats, 200 push-ups, and 200 sit-ups. I’d never trained so hard in my life. Not once had I ever done a free squat. I hadn’t done push-ups in years. I wasn’t used to doing sit-ups.




KEN PATERA: We were doing neck bridges, calisthenics, jumping jacks, everything. Then we went to work out in the ring, which was inside one of Verne’s horse barns. The horses were downstairs, and the chickens were upstairs on the right. It was below-zero temperatures, with one lightbulb in the whole barn, just dangling on a wire. The slats on the barn were about an inch apart, so there were times when we’d show up to four-foot snowdrifts in the place. The chickens would be roosting on the crossbeams of the barn, shitting in the ring, so we’d have to clean the mat.


The ring was all broken down, and the ropes were flicked up. They should be tight because you’re supposed to run off them, but these were actually drooping. Here’s Verne Gagne, a multimillionaire, and he had the worst possible conditions for us to train in. Eventually, when it got unbearably cold, he did rent the St. Paul Armory for us. Finally, we had hot running water and flushing toilets! But before then, I tell you, it was bizarre.


In the ring, we’d do fifty front rolls, then fifty back rolls. After that, we’d give each other fifty turnbuckle reversals-pulling a guy off one set of turnbuckles and throwing him into the set on the opposite side of the ring. Then you’d do fifty shoulder tackles, fifty flying mares, fifty suplexes … fuck, it was unbelievable. When Joe Scarpello, an old-timer who’d been an All-American at the University of Iowa, came up one day, he said, “Verne just took ten years off your career.” He said we took more bumps-falls-in our training than he had in his twenty-five years in the ring. “This is brutality,” he told us. “This is uncalled for.”





I must have been at camp for two days when I quit. I called up Greg and said, “I’m done.” I was dead. Mentally, I couldn’t take it.


Greg told his dad, so Verne came over to my house, grabbed me by the shirt and threw me out on the front lawn. “It took you five years to graduate high school,” he screamed. “You quit college. Well, you’re not quitting this. I didn’t sign you up to be a quitter.”


Verne said things to me that I’m sure my father had always been tempted to say. But my dad never spoke to me like that. It hit a nerve, and it made me want to prove to Verne that I was better than he thought. So I went back to camp. Life didn’t get any easier after that. We’d have to wait in line to wrestle Billy Robinson, who would get behind you and try to turn you on your back, and you’d have to get away. Jim Brunzell would be standing in line behind me, and I’d try to maneuver my body so Brunzell went first. I’d spend the whole time thinking, How can I get Brunzell in front of me? It was that bad.


Out of all of us, Khosrow had accomplished the most as an amateur wrestler. While everyone else was out of breath, he whipped through the exercises. But like a lot of amateur wrestlers, he was always running his mouth, like he didn’t take professional wrestling seriously. “Verne Gagne or Billy Robinson couldn’t beat me on their best day,” he’d brag.


Robinson got wind of this, so he lined us all up one day and told Khosrow that he wanted to wrestle him first. “I heard you said I can’t turn you over,” Robinson challenged.


“You can’t,” Khosrow shot back.


Robinson had him get down, spread-eagle, in amateur position. He got on top, but didn’t have the leverage to turn Khosrow over and pin him. But Robinson was an expert on “hook” style, which was illegal in the amateur ranks, and after about ten minutes, he brought the point of his knee down into Khosrow’s thigh, fucking up his hip. Khosrow was in agony as Robinson turned him over and pinned him. “See? I told you I could do it,” he crowed.




KEN PATERA: Khosrow hated Robinson after that. He had no respect for him. “Billy no coach,” he said. “Coach dont do that to student.”


Robinson was a prick; that’s why he had trouble in different places where he wrestled. Sailor White punched him out in Montreal, then pissed into his wounds. The Rock’s grandfather, Peter Malvia, nearly dug out his eye in another fight. Verne and Robinson were close, but outside the AWA, nobody wanted to work with Billy. They were afraid he’d fuck them up with cheap shots. And chances were that he would.





When I saw what Robinson did to the Iron Sheik, I was shocked, mortified, and ready to kill myself, all at the same time. I thought I was next, so I ended up quitting camp one more time. I told Greg, “Don’t tell your dad I’m not coming back.”


Greg said, “Okay,” and walked away. Of course, the second he saw his father, he told him.


This time Verne didn’t bother going to my house. He just called me on the phone and said, “I hope I don’t have to come back there to get you.”


That was all I needed to hear. I returned the next day like nothing was wrong.


THE ENTIRE TIME that I was in training camp, I was waiting for the “big secret” of professional wrestling to be unbottled—were the matches real, or predetermined? I kept thinking, When are they gonna tell us? But everybody was so serious that I didn’t dare ask one of the trainers; in fact, I didn’t even discuss it with the other guys. Verne simply wasn’t going to give something like that away until he had to. In my case, that meant five minutes before my first match.


I was beginning to get a feeling for how things worked by hanging out in the AWA dressing room. On Saturdays, we’d head over to WTCN Studios and watch them tape the TV show. If the guys needed a go-fer, I was happy to oblige. Sometimes a few of them would call me over to the bar, just to kind of test me and see what kind of attitude I was bringing into the business. Occasionally “Cowboy” Bill Watts, Dick “The Destroyer” Beyer, or another veteran came into the promotion, and I’d be his designated driver, sitting behind the wheel and grabbing every road story or pearl of wrestling wisdom that he was willing to throw me.


Superstar Billy Graham had a tremendous physique; he’d reveal it by pulling off his tie-dye shirt to flex and kiss his biceps. I loved to listen to him do an interview, talking about his twenty-two-inch “pythons” (yes, he used the term before Hulk Hogan) and rambling on in that smooth-talking voice of his: “I am the reflection of perfection! The number-one selection!”


Whenever Billy had to go out of town to wrestle for another promotion, I’d be assigned to drive him to the airport in his El Dorado. He knew that I liked weight- and power-lifting, and how much I wanted to get into the business. Sometimes he’d invite me out to dinner, just to talk. I was a young guy, but he was a star, so I appreciated the time he took with me.


I also started hanging out with Dusty Rhodes, another maineventer who had a tremendous delivery on interviews. Dusty was playing a bad guy at the time, teaming with “Dirty” Dick Murdoch as the Outlaws, but he was so cool—putting his hands behind his head and wiggling his three-hundred-pound body, or crooking his finger forward and hitting his charging foe with a big elbow.


I was infatuated with being like Dusty. At the end of training camp, Verne told us that we could do any move that we wanted. I had another student lie down on the canvas, then hit the ropes and dropped a Dusty elbow on him. Verne, the wrestling purist, went crazy. “Oh, my God!” he yelled. “Is that what you’ve learned since you’ve been here?”


Just before I had my first match, I asked Verne if I could be “Rambling” Ricky Rhodes, Dusty’s “brother.” I was ready to curl my hair like Dusty’s and everything.


“No, you can’t,” he insisted. “Look at the name you have—Rick Fliehr. Change a few letters around, and you’re Ric Flair. It’s a good name. You don’t want to tie yourself to somebody else before you even get started.”


But to think how things might have turned out if Verne had said yes. 


[image: Image]


Dusty Rhodes, one of my idols when I started in the business. His rapport with the fans was incredible.





LESLIE AND I had gotten married in 1971. She had wanted me to convert to Judaism, for the sake of her grandparents more than anything else. I’d always had Jewish friends and didn’t have a problem with it, but when I went to one of those religion classes and they started speaking Hebrew, I balked. I wasn’t going to sit through that stuff week after week. We ended up getting married at Plymouth Congregational Church in Minneapolis, where my dad was a deacon.


As for wrestling, my parents weren’t sure that I was making a wise career choice. They knew all about Verne Gagne’s achievements; they just weren’t confident that I’d be able to make a living at doing the same thing. Leslie was more supportive. Before my first match, she made me a jacket out of blue satin fabric and put fringes on it. I must have looked at myself wearing it in the mirror a dozen times. I was so proud of it.


On December 10, 1972, in Rice Lake, Wisconsin, I made my wrestling debut against George “Scrap Iron” Gadaski. Just before I stepped through the curtain, Verne instructed me, “Just go out there and do exactly what George tells you to do. You guys are gonna go through.”


I hadn’t heard that term before. “What do you mean, ‘go through’?”


“Nobody wins. It’s gonna be a draw. Simple as that.”


George was the guy who set up the ring every night. In fact, around that period, I’d often ride with him in the ring truck, helping him out. He wrestled “either way,” meaning that he could be the good guy one night and a bad guy the next.


He and I had no conversation beforehand. We just got in the ring and he said, “Give me a tackle.” So I did.


“Slam me,” he said. I gave him a body slam.


“Take a backdrop.”


I bounced off the ropes, and when Gadaski bent down, I did a flip over his shoulders and onto the canvas.


The bell rang when the ten-minute time limit expired. I’d exhausted myself during the match and needed a place to rest, but everything had gone fine. I definitely passed my first test.


GREG GAGNE WAS the promoter’s son, so naturally, Verne had wanted to make him a star. I spent much of my rookie year wrestling with Greg. We had become close friends, learning our trade and having fun at the same time.


In the AWA, to break character and socialize with the wrestler who beat you up on TV last week was considered a grave insult to the wrestling business. You didn’t travel together. If you were in the same bar or restaurant, you didn’t sit at the same table. On the road, guys would occasionally go into each other’s rooms for a drink, but no outsiders were ever allowed at those gatherings.


In 1989, the World Wrestling Federation, in a bid to deregulate athletic commission supervision of wrestling in New Jersey, obliterated that code forever when it admitted, at a public hearing, that we were “sports entertainment.” Believe it or not, I know some guys who are still losing sleep over that. Part of me relates to them. I feel that I’ve been able to make the transition to what wrestling has become today, but once in a while, things do disturb me. I don’t like seeing arena employees sit and watch while my opponent and I work out a match in the ring before the doors open. Recently, I spotted a TV reporter strolling around the building with his kids while the guys were rehearsing. That really aggravated me. We’ve worked hard to create a certain mystique about this business, and it bothers me when so much of the magic is given away.


On the surface, the AWA seemed like a traditional wrestling company. As the public face of the promotion, Verne appeared to be pretty conservative. In reality, though, he was as wide open as anybody. He just picked his spots. When you partied with Verne, you knew this: at the end of the night, you’d have to wrestle your way out of there. He and Robinson always wanted to wrestle somebody on the floor. I figured that out after I was thrown around a few times. I kept hanging out with Verne, but once he got that look in his eye, like he wanted to torture me in front of the girls, I was out of there.


After a wrestling match, Andre the Giant was another guy who loved to party. One night in Charlotte. I saw him drink one hundred and six beers. That’s a fact. (Frank Valois, his traveling companion and translator, drank fifty-four.) Another time, at a beachfront bar in Norfolk, Blackjack Mulligan and Dick Murdoch were play-fighting with Andre when one of them sucker-punched him. Andre dragged them both into the ocean, stuck their heads under the water, and started drowning them. When he let them up, they all came back to the bar laughing, but that was the business. 
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Andre the Giant truly was an “eighth wonder of the world,” both inside the ring and at the bars.


I used to drive Andre around when he came to wrestle in the AWA. He was billed as seven-foot-four and more than 500 pounds, and he truly was an incredible sight. Larry “The Ax” Hennig once told me that Andre had an extra set of everything—two hearts, two rows of teeth. Every time I had him in the car, I found myself peeking into his mouth, looking for that extra row of teeth.


SIX MONTHS AFTER I broke into wrestling, some of the AWA guys were booked on a tour in Japan. Someone canceled out and Verne asked me, “Do you want to go there with Dusty Rhodes and Dick Murdoch?”


I was so excited. “God, I’ll go anywhere with Rhodes and Murdoch.”


My mistake. From the time we landed, I carried their bags. I had traveled halfway around the world to be a bellhop. They sang at the top of their lungs on the train ride between cities. We drank all night, every night. They broke down my door at the hotel, sprayed the room with a fire extinguisher, and threw all my clothes out of a tenth-story window.


That was how you became one of the boys—you got rode hard. The veterans wanted to see if you would break. I actually had it a lot easier than most.


On June 26, 1973, I was booked in a cage match for the first time in my life, against Rusher Kimura in the Japanese city of Odate. I’d never bled in a match, so Rhodes and Murdoch gave the referee a blade and told him to get some blood out of me. He cut me from one end of my head to the other. Afterward, I went into the back and asked somebody to take a picture. Rhodes and Murdoch started laughing at me—the rookie trying to be big-time. And before I could feel too much pride, I realized that they’d left me at the building, in the middle of nowhere.


After the tour, Leslie was supposed to meet me in Hawaii, but there were a few hours before her plane arrived. Rhodes and Murdoch took me to the beach, and we got so hammered that I ended up falling asleep on the sand. When I woke up, my wife had been waiting in the airport for nearly four hours.




KEN PATERA: Ric loved Rhodes and Murdoch, and he always wanted to be with them. Like him, they were completely out of control.


Rhodes and Murdoch had a cowboy gimmick, and they really played the part. They also had this friend from Louisiana who’d come up to visit them. One night they were so drunk, they drove to Louisiana, got a mule, and brought that fucker back to Minneapolis. Then they put that mule in this beautiful luxury apartment complex they were living in; the place was so new that it wasn’t even finished yet. They had a couple of bales of hay and oats and water in there.


There was this downtown bar, a country-and-western place, where the stage would come out of the floor on hydraulics. A lot of the customers were motorcycle guys, and it was pretty rowdy. Well, Murdoch rode that mule into the bar and shot a fuckin’ pistol off. Of course, the cops came, and a big fight ensued. Gagne found out about it a couple of days later and threatened to fire Murdoch and Rhodes. It was a big hoopla.


I know that Leslie didn’t like the effect this way of life was having on Ric. I was living next door to them when she was pregnant with their daughter, Megan. They were having all kinds of problems, and Ric was pissed off because she wanted him to quit wrestling. I told him, “Listen here, you cocksucker. I went through all this fuckin’ effort to get you into this, and you’re doing good. You’re not quitting now.”





RHODES AND MURDOCH had two saddles, a table, a couch, a few chairs and a TV in their apartment—and about eight cases of beer. I lived in the bottom part of the house for a while. I had to; Leslie kicked me out.


We’d separate, then get back together. Sometimes I’d tell her that I was wrestling in towns where I wasn’t even scheduled, and just take off with Dusty and Murdoch.


Once, Dusty called up to tell me that Kay Noble—a girl wrestler who I thought was pretty good-looking—and Donna Lemke (a female wrestler who he liked) were over at his place. “I’m gonna put Kay on you like lightning on a june bug,” he said, and I drove over there at 100 miles per hour.


On another occasion, we were all supposed to wrestle in Mitchell, South Dakota. Dusty said, “Why don’t you take Patera’s car and come with us?”


Ken had just bought a big Oldsmobile four-door and was out of town. “Ah, fuck, I can drive his car,” I convinced myself. “It can’t hurt to put a couple of hundred miles on it, right?”


We got out to Mitchell—in freezing temperatures, of course—and they threw me out by a farm in the middle of the night. It was pitchblack, and I was starting to look for lights. Three minutes passed, but it seemed more like an hour. Then they came back down the road, with Murdoch shooting his nine-millimeter out the fuckin’ window. I’m lucky I didn’t get shot, or frostbite, or both. It made me miss carrying their bags in Japan.


By the time we returned to Minneapolis, either Murdoch or Rhodes had burned a cigar hole in the Oldsmobile’s upholstery. Strawberry cake was smeared everywhere. It no longer looked like a brand-new car.


I thought Patera was going to kill me.




KEN PATERA: I was furious. I said, “I loan you my car and trust you to take care of it, and now it’s all fucked up.” 





I didn’t have much cash at the time, but I paid $500 to buy Dusty Rhodes an 18-karat gold money clip with a $20 gold piece in the center. Leslie and I were with Dusty at a country-and-western place when I pulled him aside and gave him the present. It was my way of telling him, “Thanks for taking me under your wing and helping me become part of the business.”
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