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To my mother and father, who put up with my irrational

decision to be a wrestler twenty-five years ago;

to my beautiful wife, Linda, who has put up with two

decades’ worth of emotional highs and lows;

and to my kids Brooke and Nicholas, for treating

me like a normal dad when I’ve been

anything but normal.
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A Rock and a Hard Place




You can be the Babe Ruth of wrestling and still have something to prove.

That’s the way I felt on March 17, 2002, at WrestleMania X8 in the Toronto SkyDome. I had something to prove to myself and a lot of other people, and there was only one place I could do it—in the ring. Against a guy called The Rock. In front of nearly 70,000 screaming fans.

It was already preordained that The Rock would win this clash of titans. We both knew he was going to come out on top that night.

But that didn’t make my job easier. If anything, it made it harder. It would have been simple if all I had to do was put a boot in his face and lay a legdrop on him and strut around afterward like I owned the place.

Yeah, that would have been a piece of cake.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the way it was supposed to go down. I was supposed to lose the match, but I was supposed to do it in a way that made even bigger stars of both of us. And that was going to take some doing, brother. Losing this match the way I needed to lose it was going to be a lot harder for me, a lot more complicated, a lot more demanding of my skills as a wrestler and as an entertainer than anything I had done before.

Because this wasn’t just a wrestling match. It wasn’t just two guys tossing each other around in a ring for a piece of leather with a buckle on it. This was our shot at immortality. This was our chance to create something that people would talk about for a long time to come. Nobody had ever had an opportunity exactly like this one in the whole, long history of wrestling, and maybe no one ever would again.

It wasn’t like all the movies I’d done where you could roll the cameras over and over again until you got it right. This was one time, one chance, don’t screw it up or else.

And for me, there was something even bigger at stake in that arena. Immortality is great, but before you can even think about that you’ve got to get respect—and the person I’ve always found it hardest to get respect from is myself.

I’m always asking myself, “What’ve you done for me lately?” And before that WrestleMania, as I paced the long, curving corridor backstage like a lion in a cage, my answer had to be, “Not much.”

Two years earlier, I’d left another wrestling organization under a black cloud. Basically, I was kicked out on my ass and told I’d never wrestle for them again—that I was a has-been who could never be the attraction I used to be.

They had got me doubting myself. I was forty-eight years old. I’d had three knee surgeries over the past year and a half and I would eventually need to replace the knee joint altogether. And what they had said about me in public was dragging me down like a boulder hanging from my damn neck.

But I hadn’t gone under the knife three times just to accept the verdict they’d laid on me. I did it to have an opportunity to make things right again, to end my career on my own terms and not someone else’s.

I didn’t want people to remember me as the guy who wrestled until he was washed up. I wanted them to remember me as the guy who wrestled longer than anybody and went out on top. I wanted that to be the ending of the movie.

That whole time I was sitting at home and recuperating from my surgeries, all I ever wanted was one more chance. Just one shot at making things right again. And here I had gotten one.

Of course, it wasn’t just my knee that was giving me trouble. I’d just gotten over a hundred-and-three-degree fever that damn near killed me and eventually landed me in a Florida emergency room, so I wasn’t as strong as I wanted to be. Plus I had cracked a couple of ribs a few weeks earlier and I hadn’t given them a chance to heal, so it hurt like hell just to breathe.

But I wasn’t going to let that weak crap keep me from wrestling. I told myself, “Save the drama for your momma. There’s seventy thousand people out there waiting to see you face The Rock. A fever doesn’t mean a thing. Cracked ribs don’t mean a thing. You’ve got a job to do, go out there and do it.”

I was wearing black and white, the colors of the New World Order—a gang of street-cool, renegade wrestlers—with a matching feather boa and sunglasses. I had been wearing the same thing since I came back to the World Wrestling Federation as a bad guy in the beginning of the year.

But people had been cheering me anyway. It didn’t seem to matter what I said or did, or how badly I treated them. They still cheered for me and booed my opponent. And that was the problem I had to face in the ring that night in Toronto.

Not just to lose. Not just to lose in a way that didn’t diminish me. But to get people cheering for The Rock again too, so when the match was over we would both come out smelling like roses.

I knew a bunch of the other wrestlers thought I was going to fall flat on my face out there. I hadn’t had to prove anything since I came back. This was my first chance to show them I could still hack it.

To show them…and to show myself.

Vince McMahon, the guy who runs the company, came over to join me as I waited for my music to start. I was so nervous and pumped up at the same time, I looked at him and I told him, “Everybody screws with me, brother. My wife makes me work hard, my kids make me crazy, the government screws with me, the IRS screws with me…and sometimes even you screw with me, Vince. But out there, that’s my damn house and nobody can mess with me. Now I’m going out there to collect my money. I’ll see you when I’m done.”

[image: image]

He looked at me like “Huh?”

As soon as I said it, I regretted it and I wanted to take it back. It sounded cocky and arrogant, and I hadn’t meant it to sound that way. I was just trying to tell Vince that I was focused, that I was as ready as I could be.

And instead I sounded like an ass.

All of a sudden, my music started and I walked through the curtain and down the ramp, an ocean of people waving signs and cheering for me at the top of their lungs, and millions more watching on Pay-Per-View at home. And I was thinking, “Way to go, brother. If you had a ton of pressure on you before, you’ve got two tons now.”

It was bad enough all these people in the wrestling business were waiting for me to slip on a banana peel so they could say, “We told you so. He’s too old, he’s too crippled, he’s too bald-headed, he doesn’t have it anymore.”

Now I had Vince wondering about me.

So as I made my way down to the ring with the music thundering and all the lights on me, all I could think was, “God, I’m such an idiot. Now I’d really better not screw up.”
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Growing Up




My mom and dad met about as far away from the Toronto SkyDome as you can get, down in Central America, in the Panama Canal Zone. My dad, Pete Bollea, had gone down to Panama to work as a pipe fitter. My mom, whose name is Ruth, was a secretary working for the Navy.

She had been married before and had a son named Kenneth Wheeler. He’s thirteen or fourteen years older than I am and wound up going to military school, so I didn’t see much of him when I was growing up. I was closer with my brother Allan, who was my full brother and only seven or eight years older than I was.

For a while, our family lived in Augusta, Georgia. I was born there on August 11, 1953. But about nine months later we all moved to Tampa, which wasn’t nearly as built up as it is now. It was more like a small town in those days. Kids would roam around all day on their bikes and not come home until the streetlights came on, and their parents wouldn’t ever have to worry about them.
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We lived in a little two-bedroom, wooden frame house that my dad bought for five thousand dollars. Our neighborhood was what you might call lower middle class. Every ethnic group was represented—Italian-Americans, Puerto Rican–Americans, Irish-Americans, all across the board.

My dad worked for Cone Brothers, a construction company that was laying in storm drains for all the major malls around Tampa. He wasn’t especially big, five feet eleven and maybe two hundred and ten, two hundred and twenty pounds, but he was tough in his way.

He grew up in a place called Hanover, New Hampshire. His parents had six or seven girls and he was the only boy. His mother was real heavy-handed, a strict disciplinarian. You didn’t want to cross her. But on those occasions when I went up to visit them, it was my grandfather who really fascinated me.

He was a farmer, a big guy with real big hands, and he had a picture of this rock he once picked up. The thing had to weigh six hundred pounds, maybe more. It was just a superhuman feat.

I remember watching him cut wheat and corn and tend to the cattle. He had a lot of cattle. And a lot of milking machines in his barn, I remember that. I don’t think his life was anything glorious, but he worked hard to give his family some security.

I’m not sure why my dad left New Hampshire. I never asked him. But I know he was a hard worker too, a guy who took pride in what he did.

I went on the job with him a few times when I was a kid. He was a foreman at that point and he had a couple of key guys who he relied on. There was one guy in the crane who would dig the ditches and another one in the hole who he trusted to bend the pipe and make everything fit.

But sometimes the guys in the hole were assholes who were lazy or didn’t know what they were doing. Then my dad would get impatient and he would jump into the hole and do the work himself. And that was dangerous sometimes, because we had a lot of soft sand in Florida and holes had been known to cave in. I remember my mom worrying about my dad being way down in a twenty- or thirty-foot ditch with all that soft sand around him.

And it wasn’t just the danger that I remember. Sometimes guys would laugh at my dad for working so hard. The guys he had kicked out of the hole because they weren’t doing the job right, they would be looking down at the old bald-headed man working his butt off and cracking up because he was doing their work for them. I’ll never forget that.

But my dad was good at what he did. I used to watch him working with trigonometry tables, bending the pipe to just the right angle because sometimes he was the only one who knew how to do that, and make the water flow x number of miles in y amount of time.

He worked until the sun baked his brains out and he put up with a lot of stuff on the job, but he never said a bad word about anyone. He might have had a nip of cream sherry or a couple of beers now and then, but you never heard him say, “That guy’s no good,” or “That guy’s an asshole.” To this day, he’s the only person I ever met who never said a bad word about anyone.

Unfortunately, as hard as my dad worked and as good as he was at his job, construction workers didn’t make a lot of money. Since there were only two bedrooms in the house, my brother Allan and I had to share one of them growing up. But Allan was a big guy, as big as I am now by the time he was grown. After a while, we got too big for the bed and ended up sleeping on the floor.

It wasn’t exactly luxurious, but somehow my mom made us feel like we weren’t deprived of anything. I remember every Friday, she would make minute steaks for us. That was a big deal, brother, getting a skinny little steak on Friday. That was a main event kind of deal.

My mom is a tall woman, about five feet, eight inches in her prime. Before she met my dad, as a teenager and into her early twenties, she was a real good dancer. She even taught it at some point. I remember seeing pictures of her when she was a kid with a little dance uniform on.

My mom always used to tell me that she thrived on stress, that stress was her energy. She was always trying to figure out how she was going to pay the bills or take care of some family crisis.

And before long, there were plenty of them.

You see, when my brother Allan became a teenager it was cool to be a redneck, and if you were a redneck you drank a bunch of beer and you went out and got into fights every weekend. Allan got real good at street fighting. He had this reputation around the Port Tampa area that if he fought you he would kick your ass.

This was back in the old days, where if you got into a fight and got arrested, you’d spend the night in jail and get out the next day for a twenty-five-dollar fine. That was the pattern with Allan. Hardly a weekend went by when he wasn’t either fighting or hurting someone or getting hurt himself, so he was constantly getting thrown into jail and getting bailed out. It was an ongoing saga with him.

I remember how upset my mother and father used to get when they found out my brother had gotten into another fight. They were always trying to figure out why he was getting into trouble, always trying to piece it together. They would always say they weren’t going to help him anymore, but of course they helped him anyway. So there was a lot of turmoil in my house, a lot of talking to and about Allan.

Being a lot younger than he was, I had other things on my mind. I was too busy playing corkball and stickball and running around with my friends to really think about the trouble my brother was getting into. But on some level, it made me uncomfortable. I didn’t like the turmoil. I just wanted things to be normal.

One of the things I liked to do most was play with this black Tonka truck I’d gotten for Christmas. I would take it out and play construction in the dirt all day long, from the time I woke up until the time I had to go in for dinner. I made believe the truck was the big red one my dad drove when he was laying pipe. I would use Popsicle sticks for people and dig holes in the ground and make a whole construction site with that one Tonka truck.

The funny thing was as I sat there in the dirt I’d look for rocks of a certain size, bigger than a BB but not as big as a dime, and when I found them I’d stuff them up my nose. I don’t know why that type of thing appealed to me. I just knew I could be happy stuffing rocks up my nose all day long. It was like my hobby or something.

Then one night as I was lying in bed I couldn’t breathe all of a sudden. My parents panicked and stuck a flashlight up my nose and saw I’d stuffed a rock way up into my sinuses. They had to take me to the hospital and have it pulled out. That was the first inkling they got that their son was a rock stuffer.

Another thing I liked to do was pick these little orange spotted caterpillars off the oleander trees and collect them in glass jars. I remember having a fight with one of the kids in the neighborhood over them. His name was Roger and he was a red-haired, freckle-faced kid who was usually one of my good friends. But that one day he decided to steal my caterpillars, so I picked up a rock and as he was running home I plunked him in the back of the head. The rock split his head open and he bled like a stuck pig.

But then, I’d always had a strong throwing arm. When I was eight, I started putting it to good use in Little League. I was pretty good at baseball. When I turned nine, I became one of the few kids my age ever been allowed to play in what they called the majors.

I was a hard-throwing pitcher and a pretty good third baseman. The problem was that I was fat and really slow, so if I didn’t hit the ball over the fence I couldn’t get an extra base hit. The other team would always throw me out at second.

And let me tell you, brother, it didn’t take a genius to figure out why I was fat. Even when I was really young, I was a serious candyholic. My favorite vice was Baby Ruth candy bars. They used to make them real big, like about six or nine inches long. I just remember I’d buy two or three of them at a shot and shove them down my throat one after the other.

By the time I got to first grade, I was pretty chubby. I couldn’t do as many push-ups as the other kids, I had a problem when it came time to climb a rope, and I ran like I was pulling a piano.

At Ballast Point Elementary School, we had a football field. One of the phys ed teachers, was real strong but had a short leg and would walk funny, used to make the kids run across the field and back again. But not me. I was so fat he put me at the far goalpost and had me run just one way. And even with my head start, the other fifty kids would still beat me.

Whatever games we played at school, I was the last one to be picked. Nobody wanted a kid on their team who looked like the Goodyear blimp. And it wasn’t just in sports that kids didn’t want to pick me.

Every other Friday, this teacher would roll out an amplifier and a record player and make us dance with the girls. Of course, the girls got to choose who they danced with, and they never wanted to dance with me. They’d dance with just about anybody but me.

Out of all thirty boys in phys ed class, I would be one of the two or three that got snubbed. Our reward, which we thought was great at the time, was that the coach told us to go and play soccer. So we’d get a ball and go kick it around and laugh at all the boys who had to dance with the girls. I thought I was lucky. It didn’t sink in that I hadn’t been picked because I was a fat kid.

And it wasn’t just my weight that made me different. I remember in first grade, a girl named Sarah with glasses and curly blond hair shared a desk with me. On the first day of school, she sat down and stared at me for a minute like I was some kind of freak. Then she said, “Has your head always been that big?”

My head was huge all right, probably the same size that it is now. But I didn’t need her to point it out to me. Before I got to first grade, a neighborhood bully named Butch had teased me about the size of my head every chance he got.

In school, I figured I was finally safe from that stuff. Then along came Sarah.

But she didn’t get the last laugh. See, she had a sweater tied around her waist that she was really proud of. By the end of that first day of school, Sarah ended up peeing in her pants and peed all over her sweater. I figured it was her punishment for being mean to me.

It’s weird the things you remember as a kid.

Fortunately, there were ways I could excel even if I was a fat kid with a big head. One of those ways was bowling. From the time I was eight years old until I was twelve, I teamed up with a kid named Vic Pettit, who later became a professional bowler. We were the Florida state doubles champions five years in a row and one of us—Vic more often than me—was always the singles champion too.

When I turned nine I started using a sixteen-pound ball which was a little crazy. Adults use sixteen-pounders. The damn thing should’ve torn my arm out of its socket, but I was a big kid and somehow I was able to handle it.

One of the reasons we became such good bowlers was there was a bowling alley just five blocks from my house. It was called Pin-A-Rama and Vic and I would go there every week without fail. I never thought about it at the time, but we must have spent quite a bit of money in that place.

Vic’s parents must have thought so too because they eventually bought the bowling alley. Unfortunately, that was about the time I lost interest in bowling and got caught up in other things. Good timing, huh?

The other sport I continued to play for a long time was baseball. I remember one day they installed a brand-new electric scoreboard. In our town, where kids didn’t have much in the way of toys or bikes because their parents didn’t have much money, it was a real big deal to hit a home run. Then you got to take the whole team to Burger King for a Whopper or something.

Sure enough, the first night they had the scoreboard, I hit a ball right over it for a home run. That was a good day. A real good feeling.

When I was twelve, my last year in the Interbay Little League, I was named to my town’s All-Star team. We were playing a real good team from West Tampa and I was batting fourth in the lineup.

The first three guys on my team all got up and hit home runs. Bam, bam, bam! You want to talk about pressure? I was the cleanup hitter, brother. I wanted to hit a home run so bad my stomach was tied in knots.
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The first pitch to me was high and inside. I didn’t care. I just stepped back out of the box and jacked it over the left-field fence. It was a rocket. I just blind drove it out of the park. I was two hundred pounds by that time so all I could do was wallow around the bases, but I’ll always remember hitting that home run in that inning with my boys.

I stayed with baseball after Little League through Pony ball and then Babe Ruth ball. And I probably would have kept at it, maybe even tried to make a career of it, if I hadn’t gotten hurt.

One day when I was sixteen, I was playing third and a batter on the other team hit a slow grounder down the line. I picked the ball up with my right hand and threw it on the run, fired it sidearm as hard as I could to the first baseman. Big mistake. As soon as I released it, I knew I had messed up my arm. It turned out I had broken something. After that I was never the same as a baseball player.

Of course, there was one sport I loved to death but never in my wildest dreams thought I’d participate in. That was wrestling.

From the very first time I saw it on TV, as a very little kid, I was hooked. By the age of six or seven I was looking for it every week. My hero was Dusty Rhodes, the American Dream. I’d sit home on Sundays to watch the local wrestling show and if they didn’t have Dusty Rhodes on I’d be really pissed. I’d start stomping around the house and cussing under my breath.

Pretty soon, I talked my father into taking me to see the matches at the Armory on Tuesday nights. It was better than TV, that’s for damn sure. The wrestlers were like Greek gods to me. They were giants, larger than life, and the combination of entertainment and physicality that I saw in the wrestling ring was something I had never seen in other sports.

And that, I guess you’d say, was where it all started for me.

Of course, I had other heroes. If you were a baseball player when I was a kid, you had to worship the New York Yankees. There was Mickey Mantle, Roger Maris, Yogi Berra, Joe Pepitone…and because the Cincinnati Reds had their spring training camp in Tampa, I liked Pete Rose and Johnny Bench a lot too.

But Dusty Rhodes…he was it, brother. He was the real deal. Dusty Rhodes was the first guy in Florida to do the show business thing in the ring. He had a Muhammad Ali–type rap—“Dusty Rhodes, the tower of power, the man of the hour, too sweet to be sour.” He was a white guy but he talked like a black guy, and it worked for him.

And then there was the promoter Eddie Graham. I didn’t know he was the promoter at the time, of course—I thought he was just a wrestler like everybody else. But Eddie Graham was one of my heroes too.

The bad guys came through the Armory like a revolving door. Ox Baker. Pak Song. The Giant Korean. The Missouri Mauler. The Assassins. Jos LeDuc. Crusher Verdu. Every bad-guy monster wrestler showed up at one time or another. And they were all big men, three hundred pounds, and hairy as hell. What I know now is that a lot of the good guys lived in Florida and the bad guys’ job was to come in from time to time and make the good guys look like bigger stars than they really were.

I saw Andre the Giant wrestle at the Armory. I saw Haystacks Calhoun. The parade of talent was awesome. It was unbelievable.

By the time I got to high school, I was watching wrestling in person twice a week. On Tuesday nights I’d go to the Armory and on Wednesday afternoons I’d see the same guys at a place called the Sportatorium, on Albany Avenue just north of Kennedy Boulevard in downtown Tampa. That’s where they taped the weekly Sunday wrestling shows in front of what was basically a studio audience before the wrestlers moved on to Miami, which was always the next town on their itinerary.

The Sportatorium was an old, dimly lit wooden building with a tin roof on it. It was a couple of stories high, probably five thousand square feet of space altogether. As you walked in the front door, there was a little box office window manned by an old-timer named Charlie Lay. Charlie would give all the wrestlers their schedules and their instructions.

Over to the side was a double set of doors with a hot dog stand and a popcorn stand alongside them. That’s where the “marks” (what the wrestlers called the spectators) would walk into the arena—if you could call it an arena. It looked more like a garage with a ring set up in the middle of it.

The bleachers, which ran maybe seven rows deep, held about fifty people—but even that was too many for comfort because there wasn’t any air-conditioning and it was no big deal for the temperature to get up to a hundred degrees in Florida. If I said it was hot as hell, it would be an understatement.

Still, the people would ignore the heat and yell and scream for their heroes to beat the bad guys, who I learned early on were known as “heels.” And when you bodyslammed somebody in that ring it was really loud because of the size of the Sportatorium and the way it was built.

When you were done with your match, you could roll out of the ring and take about ten steps and walk over to the announcer’s table where you’d find Gordon Solie, the commentator for Florida Championship Wrestling. You could walk over there and pop off at Gordon or sit down and talk about what was happening in the ring. Or if you wanted, you could have a confrontation there with one of the other wrestlers. You could jump the guy or scream in his face or whatever you had to do. Gordon’s table was the hot spot where all that took place.

I was always running down to the Sportatorium, every chance I got. Hell, I purposely set up my schedule so after lunch I would have phys ed, a shop class, and then a study hall—nothing classes. I could blow off to go see the wrestlers. Then, at about two o’clock when the matches were over, I’d haul my ass back to Robinson High School and park my car without anybody noticing. The last thing we had to do is go back to our home room and I always managed to make it back there in time.

Watching those matches at the Sportatorium, seeing the wrestlers up close…it was as attractive to me as getting that glimpse of the girl you’re in love with or waking up in the morning to see the present Santa brought you. It was like somebody who had never been to Disney World seeing the fireworks or the Magic Kingdom for the first time.

But make no mistake, I never ever imagined I’d become a wrestler. I knew my physical limitations. If I was so fat I couldn’t outrun anybody or climb a rope, how could I ever get into a ring and wrestle? So I put that possibility out of my mind—even though at the same time, I was drawn to it like a hunk of iron to a giant magnet.
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The Ranch




If you cruise around the Internet and check out what’s been written about me, you’ll read that I was arrested for street fighting at the age of fourteen and sent to a reform school called the Florida Sheriffs Boys Ranch.

I’m here to tell you it’s not true. It’s absolutely not true. I was never arrested for fighting and I never wound up at that type of place.

The idea may have been concocted by a promoter as part of a wrestling story line and got picked up by the press, or it might have come from somebody confusing bits and pieces of my life. Who knows? But I’m going on the record and saying I never got sent to the Florida Sheriffs Boys Ranch.

Where I did end up was a place called the Christian Youth Ranch, and what happened to me there became a turning point in my life.

When I was a kid, my family belonged to Ballast Point Baptist Church, but we didn’t attend on a consistent basis. Maybe we’d show up every other week or so. All I remember about those Sundays was getting dressed in my clean clothes and trying my hardest to stay awake, which wasn’t easy.

Then, when I got to Monroe Junior High School, I began playing football with these twin brothers—Ronald and Donald Saterwhite. Both of them are preachers now. Every day after practice they tried to talk me into coming to some kind of ranch for Christian kids. Finally, I gave in and went with them.

The ranch was about two and a half miles from my parents’ place, in the direction of downtown. It didn’t look like much—just a house that had been built out bigger than the other houses in the area. But there was a bunch of friendly-looking kids there, all of them sitting around and singing, and talking about the Bible. I was curious so I sat down and joined them, and afterward we went out to play basketball and mess around.

It turned out they needed someone to play guitar at the Youth Ranch so they could sing the gospel songs. I was taking guitar lessons at the time and I could play the simple type of chords and progressions that you find in religious songs, so the next time I showed up I brought my guitar. That became my incentive to keep coming back—that I would get to play the guitar while everybody sang.

The guy who ran the ranch was a minister named Hank Lindstrom. He’s the one who explained the lesson of John 3:16 to me. He told me that life isn’t a once-around-the-block type of deal. He said if I accepted the fact that Christ died on the cross to pay for my sins, I’d be cleansed of them. And even better, I wouldn’t perish but would have everlasting life.

That sounded like a hell of a deal to me.

So when I was fourteen, after hanging out at the Youth Ranch for a couple of years, I accepted Christ as my savior. And from that point on, I felt like I had a better understanding of life and why you should treat people the way you want to be treated. I just seemed more aware of everything.

Maybe it was because I was fourteen. Maybe it was because I was getting older. But whatever it was, I saw things differently than I had before.

I’m not sure I would have learned all that if I had ended up at the Florida Sheriffs Boys Ranch.
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Music, Money, and Matsuda




Music’s always been one of the great passions of my life, almost as big as wrestling. If you love something, you usually get good at it, so I guess it was inevitable that I’d turn into a pretty decent musician.

By the time I got to ninth grade, I was known for my guitar playing, and I got my first little band together. We called it Infinity’s End. At first, we were just screwing around. Then we started getting dates to play at parties on the weekends, and we were booked up almost all the time. Our keyboard player was a guy named Gary, whose father was our manager. He would drive us around in his station wagon with a U-Haul trailer hooked up to it.

I remember we had to wear socks when we played, and Gary’s mom painted our blue jeans with black-light paint—so when the black lights came on in front of us, all of the paint would light up. It seemed like a pretty cool idea at the time.

For a bunch of kids, we did all right for ourselves. We played “Ina Gadda Da Vida” and all the old Steppenwolf songs. We knew everything that was on the radio. And we had two guitar players, a drummer, a bass player, and a keyboard player, which was pretty intense for a ninth-grade band.

The music remained an underlying theme for me. When I got to high school, I started playing in even better bands and that became my job, my income. I didn’t go out after school and work at McDonald’s or the hobby shop or something like that. I made money by playing music, and by the time I was in eleventh or twelfth grade—we’re talking 1970 or so, remember—I was making like four hundred dollars a week. That was a lot of bread back then. Nowadays, it would be like a couple of grand.

After a while, I became the only person in Robinson High School who had gotten a brand new car on his own. And before my senior year was over, I had a second new car to add to the first one. Both of them were ’69 Roadrunners, one an automatic with a 383 engine and the other a four-speed.

But I couldn’t have gotten them without the help of Lila Silverwood. Lila was the president of Atlantic Bank on Dale Mabry Street in Tampa, but she had also been my baby-sitter when I was younger. When I went to her for a car loan I was too young to get it on my own, but Lila cosigned it because she trusted me. So because of her, I ended up with not only two cars but a hell of a credit rating.

Even with the car payments, I was pocketing a ton of money. When I started playing regularly with a really good local band at a place called the Islands Club on Davis Island, I moved out of my parents’ house. That was partway through my senior year of high school and I never moved back—though there were times when I had a lot less money than I did in high school, and at those times free room and board sounded pretty damn good to me.

The Islands Club attracted a lot of good-looking women who were too old for me. It also attracted a lot of athletes from the University of Tampa. I remember John Matuszak, who wound up playing for the Oakland Raiders, would come by a lot. The same with Paul Orndorff, another tremendous athlete at the university.

And then something weird happened. Wrestlers started showing up.

These guys I had watched and idolized all my life started coming to the Islands Club. Instead of them entertaining me, I was the one entertaining them. Like I say, it was weird.

It was right about the time the wrestlers started showing up that my friend Scott Thornton’s car broke down and he asked me if I would give him a ride to his gym. It was Hector’s Gym on Platt Street in a really tough area of Tampa, but he was a good friend of mine so after school I gave him a ride down there.

He asked me to come inside with him but I told him, “No way, I don’t want to go inside.” Hell, I was a fat kid with long hair playing in a band. I was embarrassed to walk into a place like Hector’s Gym.

Anyway, he convinced me to go in with him. I saw right away that there were four or five guys in the gym and they all looked up at me like they wanted to kill me. They were like mountain men, each one bigger than the other, with wide, muscular backs and hair all over their bodies. I was scared to death when I saw them look up at me that way.

But it turned out they were nice to me. They told me to come on in and hang out. It was because of how comfortable they made me feel there, that I agreed to stay and keep my friend Scott Thornton company while he worked out. And the next day, I came back to the gym and signed up.

I was tired of being fat. I went to the beach a lot but I couldn’t take my shirt off because my pecs looked like a woman’s tits. And I was even more tired of not having a girlfriend. Even with my two new cars, I couldn’t get a girl interested in me. If you’re in high school and you’ve got two brand new cars and you don’t have a girlfriend, you’ve got to face the fact that there’s something wrong with you.

Up to that point, I’d tried to lose weight by drinking Diet Pepsi and Diet Coke and eating crackers instead of food. But it didn’t help much. I was still a tub of lard.

I never pictured myself going to a gym. But when I started working out at Hector’s, I found I enjoyed it. And I kept at it, thinking that someday I might get in respectable enough shape for a girl to give me a chance. So the motivation there was definitely the opposite sex.

Then, right after I started working out at Hector’s, another weird thing happened. Some of the wrestlers started showing up there. So now I was bumping into them at the Islands Club and also at Hector’s Gym.

At first, it was very intimidating working out alongside these guys. Whenever one of them would walk in I would immediately break into a cold sweat. It wasn’t just that they were physically imposing. It was that, in my wrestling fan’s mind, these guys had such a powerful mystique to them.

Still, you eventually get used to any environment, and after a while I started to get accustomed to the one in Hector’s Gym. I became a regular there. And little by little, I got in shape.

I even got up the courage to talk to some of the wrestlers. And the more I talked to them, the more I glimpsed of that world, the more my interest in wrestling grew. Then you couldn’t even call it an interest anymore, because it was starting to turn into an obsession.

I was possessed by it, brother. I ate and slept and dreamed about wrestling twenty-four hours a day. And I got this idea in my head, this crazy, far-fetched idea, that if I lifted enough weights and stuck to my diet and trained hard enough…maybe, just maybe, I could do a little wrestling myself.

It wasn’t that I thought I’d be as good as any of the guys in the gym. Hell, no. But I’d talked to them enough that the fear of them killing me was pretty much gone. I figured the worst thing that could happen is I’d get beat up real bad, and maybe it wouldn’t be too bad because the wrestlers seemed to have taken a liking to me.

So it got to the point where I got enough confidence to start nosing around. What would it take, I asked, to become a professional wrestler?

Meanwhile, in addition to playing music and training at the gym, I attended a couple of institutions of “higher learning.” I went to St. Petersburg Junior College for a couple of years, changed my major about fifty times, and finally graduated with a degree in liberal arts, then went on to the University of South Florida.

Going all the way back to elementary school, the only thing I had ever really been good at was math. Anything with numbers, anything that had a pattern, made sense to me. So I did well in subjects like economics and trigonometry.

The other stuff had always seemed useless. I didn’t see the point of knowing “In fourteen hundred and ninety-two Columbus sailed the ocean blue” or “The first hot air balloon was launched in Munich, Germany in 1902.”

If college had been all math and music courses, it wouldn’t have been too bad. It was all the other stuff that made me think twice about staying in school.

So I was looking into doing some wrestling, I was playing music in clubs, and I was going to school. And at the same time, I was pursuing this one other possibility—banking, of all things.

Lila Silverwood, the lady who had been my baby-sitter, worked at Atlantic Bank in Tampa. She knew I was scrambling, trying to find some direction in life, so she gave me a job at the bank.

Of course, in my heart, I didn’t want to work a real job because I’d been spoiled by making more money than any of my peers at a very early age. But Lila told me I was going to be “swiftly promoted” to the top position in the bank’s loan department, so I figured it was worth checking out.

I went through the training program and everything, making three dollars and seventy-five cents an hour. But there would be a better salary in store for me down the road, and I was thinking this would be a nice, secure way to make a living.

As part of my training at the bank, I had to look up a bunch of files. Some of them were about wrestlers, guys that I knew. And when I looked into their files, I saw that even back in 1971 there were guys making twelve thousand, fifteen thousand dollars a week.

Here I was excited about a job where I’m making three dollars and seventy-five cents an hour and these guys were making that much money every couple of seconds. That pushed me over the edge. When I saw what these guys were making, it pushed me to go hard after this wrestling thing. I said, that’s it, there’s nothing else to talk about.

So I never did become a loan officer. I went through the training for a few days and got to know too much.

Soon after that, I hit on a hard lead with the wrestling. I’d been talking to the wrestlers and made friends with a few of them, and found out there was a bar where they would go after they wrestled on Tuesday nights. It was called the Imperial Room.

So I made it my business to go to the Imperial Room after the matches on Tuesday nights. I would have a drink there with the wrestlers—the ones who were friendly enough to talk to me. Some of them were still playing games with me, saying, “Get out of here, kid,” that type of thing.

But I made enough contacts where I felt comfortable approaching a guy named Mike Graham. He was the son of Eddie Graham, the promoter, and he had been a couple of years ahead of me in school as I was growing up.

One night, Mike Graham came up to me in the Imperial Room and said, “Come on out to the parking lot. I want to talk to you.”

This was back in 1976, the middle of the summer in Florida. Mike Graham took me out to the parking lot, where he had an Econoline van. It must have been one hundred twenty degrees in that sucker, but Mike Graham didn’t start the car or turn on the air conditioning. He just sat down on the engine cover, which was in between the front seats, and looked back at me.

“So,” he said, “you want to be a wrestler.”

I told Mike that I did and how serious I was about it. Of course, he was used to hearing that type of thing a million times a week. He was always getting approached by guys wanting to be wrestlers.

“Well,” he said, “if you really want to be a wrestler I could set you up with Hiro Matsuda, this Japanese guy. He’ll make sure you’re in shape, make sure you’re tough enough. If you can pass his tests, you might have a chance.”

Hell, I knew who Hiro Matsuda was. I’d watched him for many years as a kid, and for some of those years he was the Southern Heavyweight Champion. He didn’t just use the established wrestling moves in the ring. He also used karate moves, which was a pretty unusual approach in those days.

Let me tell you, brother, I was pumped to work out with Hiro Matsuda. I was ready for anything. Little did I know what he had in mind for me.

Anyway, I figured I didn’t need to go to college anymore because I was going to become a wrestler—and not just any wrestler, but the biggest star ever. So I dropped out of all my classes and sold all my books, and quit school.

Then I told the people in my band that I wasn’t going to play with them anymore. By then, I was with one of the best groups in the state of Florida, playing Uriah Heep and the Allman Brothers, all the old Southern rock. We were good buddies with the Blues Image and Iron Butterfly. I even did some studio work with Century Artists out of Atlanta, Georgia.

But I was putting all that behind me. Who needed music? I was going to make money in the ring.

So Mike Graham, out of the “goodness” of his heart, made an appointment for me to go and work out with Hiro Matsuda. When the time came, I met Matsuda down at his gym. I was actually going to get a shot at becoming a professional wrestler. How cool was that?

Man, was I naïve.

I didn’t know that the last thing Eddie Graham wanted was to let local boys into his wrestling promotion. There was a mystique about these wrestlers that they were the biggest, strongest, toughest guys in the world, handpicked from all over the globe. If they let Terry Bollea join this close-knit fraternity, it would mean that they weren’t so special after all. It would mean that just anybody could become a wrestler.

That was the word on the street before I went down to Matsuda’s gym. Unfortunately for me, nobody told me that. So I walked into the place thinking I had a genuine chance of breaking into the wrestling business.

Another thing I didn’t know was that Matsuda was pissed off just having to be there that day. He was wrestling six days a week and this was the one day he wasn’t scheduled to wrestle, so I was basically taking him away from his day off. Hell, I’d have been pissed too.

The first thing he did was get me outside the ring and exercise me. I thought I was in good shape going in, but I quickly found out otherwise. Weight-lifting shape is one thing, wrestling shape is another.

So it didn’t take long for Matsuda to get me to the point where I thought I was going to faint. Everything was turning white and my knees felt like rubber. I told Matsuda I was liable to go down at any second.

“All right,” he said, “now it’s time to wrestle.”

So he threw me into the ring.

Before I knew it, Matsuda was sitting down between my legs and putting his elbow in the middle of my shin. Then he grabbed the end of my toe and twisted my foot until—crack!—my shinbone broke in half. The whole thing took about two seconds.

I had barely gotten into the ring and my damn leg was broken.

I couldn’t even get myself home. I had an Econoline van at the time with a clutch in it and there was no way I could drive it with a broken leg. I had to wait until my dad came home from work and I could call to tell him what happened.

He showed up a little while later and drove me and my van home. He was pissed, brother, and it wasn’t just because I had gone and broken my leg. I had to tell him I’d quit college and given notice to all my professors because I was going to be the next superstar of wrestling—but instead of becoming a superstar, I had let Hiro Matsuda break my leg.

I was hurt and confused. I didn’t know why Matsuda had done that to me. I had a lot to learn.

In those days, more than twenty-five years ago, wrestling was a very barbaric and protective business. The attitude was “Why would we let a nobody like you into this elite club of ours just because you lifted weights for a couple of years? What gives you the right to be part of this?”

Today, you get a pair of wrestling boots for Christmas and you can call yourself a wrestler. Back then, you had to give up everything to even have a shot. If you had a family, a wife and kids, you had to leave all that behind.

So what Matsuda did to me was the correct protocol for a longhaired weight lifter who played in a rock-and-roll band and wore his mother’s jewelry. If I had been an amateur wrestler who hadn’t made it to the Olympics but was a great Florida state champion, the proper protocol would have been to beat me down and wear me out. But since I had never paid any dues at all, they wanted to see how bad I really wanted it.

Now I understand that he did the right thing by breaking my leg. But at the time, I felt betrayed. I had to regroup and think this through. And without school or music, I had plenty of time to do that.

I wound up living in a hotel room down the street from my parents’ house—a place called the Crossway Inn. It was cheap, only about ten dollars a day to live there. I remember when my dad would go to work I would go limp over to their house and my mom would feed me. And when the time came for my dad to come home I would get the hell out of there on my crutches and go back to the hotel.

All in all, I had my leg in a cast for about ten weeks. By the time the cast came off and my leg felt better, I knew what I was going to do. Maybe I should have run as far away from Matsuda’s gym as I could, but I didn’t. I went right back down there.

Having been a musician, I had a mane of blond hair that went halfway down my back. (Back then I still had a full head of hair, not this big, bald head I’ve got now.) I cut that off and made my hair short. And it wasn’t just my hair that had changed. I went back there with a completely different attitude.

They beat me again, of course. But when my opponent tried to break my leg this time I blocked it and stopped him. And all of a sudden they began looking at me a little differently, like I was something more to them than a damn wishbone.

They had me come down to the Sportatorium after that, and every day Matsuda and the other guys beat me up. They chipped my teeth and tore a bunch of muscles and twisted my knee and screwed up my neck and stretched every ligament in my body. They did about everything you can do to a person.

After three months, they figured out that I wasn’t going to quit and their attitudes changed a little. It wasn’t that they lightened up on me. I mean, they were still beating the living crap out of me. I was still their whipping boy and their punching bag. But at least I didn’t see that animosity and hatred in their eyes every time they got ahold of me.

Even Matsuda started to warm up to me a little.

When I first met him, he was very intimidating. He always seemed to have a scowl etched into his face, like he hated you and looked down on you. But really, he was just being protective of the wrestling business. In his view, you weren’t worthy to be in that business until you proved yourself. And to prove yourself to Hiro Matsuda, you really had to go a ways.

His training camp was probably the toughest one to survive. It wasn’t like Tough Enough, the WWE’s reality program where guys compete on TV for a wrestling contract with the company. That’s a baby-sitting service compared to what Matsuda put you through. Matsuda’s camp was the real deal, the real boot camp.

And Matsuda held it against me that I used to go out and chase the wrestlers around every night. He knew if I could get a wrestler to talk to me, I would drink a beer or two with them. Then they would say, “Terry was at the Imperial Room last night having a few beers. That’s why he’s tired today.”

When that happened, Matsuda would glare at me and say, “No alcohol.” And he would proceed to punish my body for drinking those beers.

The funny thing was that Matsuda himself always smelled of alcohol. When I would wrestle him, I could smell it coming out of his pores.

Finally, Matsuda and I got to be on friendlier terms, and he told me he drank two six packs of beer every night before he went to bed. “Well,” I said, “Jesus Christ, how can you be in this type of shape if you drink like that?”

And he said, “That’s why I have to train every day—because I drink like this.”

Brother, I might not have adopted all of Matsuda’s philosophy, but I was happy to adopt that part.

Unfortunately, as time went on, I ran low on money. I was spending almost all my time learning to wrestle, so I had to start selling things to pay for my hotel room. First I sold my van. Then I sold all my musical equipment, all the stuff I had acquired over the past ten years. It was like a yard sale except it went out a piece at a time.

Charlie Lay, the old-timer there, watched me get tortured day in and day out and he had sympathy for me. He kept saying, “Hang in there, kid. I never seen anybody go through what you’re going through. Just hang in there.”

He told me he thought they were getting me ready for something big. All I knew was I was getting killed little by little. There were days when I wanted to cry because I didn’t know what new torture Matsuda was going to devise for me.

But at least two guys got some enjoyment out of it. They were Jack and Gerry Brisco, the tag team champions of Florida Championship Wrestling. They owned a body shop nearby and they would stop in to see Matsuda work me over.

I had originally met Jack Brisco at the Imperial Room. He was a real good-looking guy in a Tom Jones type of way. It turned out he was into rock and roll so he came to some of the clubs I played at and I got to know him pretty well.

I just remember being in excruciating pain and hearing the Briscos laugh at me. I was their favorite form of entertainment. I’m glad I was able to brighten their day because they sure weren’t brightening mine.

But I hung in there, just like Charlie said. And a whole year went by, and I still wasn’t any closer to becoming a professional wrestler than the day Matsuda posted my leg and broke it. Finally, I didn’t think I could take it any longer.

I was out of money and thinking about quitting when Eddie Graham called me up at home. “Terry,” he said, “I’m going to be there tomorrow and I’m going to work out with you. I want to show you a few things.”

Eddie Graham was a former Southern Heavyweight Champion. I said to myself, “Oh God, what are they going to do to me now?”

So, with all my misgivings, I went down there and I trained with Eddie Graham—but it wasn’t at all what I expected.

Hiro Matsuda had taught me a bunch of submission holds, holds that make your opponent give up because he can’t stand the pain. If I locked up with a guy, I was supposed to try to take his arm off. That’s what I’d been told to do for the last year. I was supposed to take my opponent’s arm and post it behind him or try to wrench it out of its socket.

If I got a guy in a headlock, I was supposed to rub my arm bone against his ear to give him a cauliflower ear. If I got a chance to hook a guy—a hook being a hold that was meant to break bones—I was supposed to do that too.

That’s what I thought wrestling was about. I thought you were supposed to be as brutal as possible because that was what it took to win.

All of a sudden Eddie Graham told me I wasn’t going to need any of that stuff anymore. “When you grab a guy’s arm,” he said, “don’t twist it off. Instead of really hurting him, just slide your grip around his wrist a little. It’s up to him to make faces and yell and scream like you’re killing him.”

I looked at him like he was from Mars or something.

“And when you put somebody in a headlock,” Eddie Graham said, “don’t try to give him a cauliflower ear. Grab him with the soft part of your arm against his ear so you won’t hurt him.”

“Why am I trying not to hurt him?” I asked.

That’s when he told me the truth—that you weren’t fighting somebody in the ring. You were cooperating, working together to put on a show. And instead of the tougher guy winning, the outcome was determined in advance.

In wrestling terms, it was a “work” and not a “shoot.” A shoot means you’re really trying to hurt somebody. A work means you’re working with a guy, dancing with him. Eddie Graham told me wrestling was a work.

I was in shock, brother, total shock. I felt like I’d been betrayed. For the last year, I’d been getting the crap beat out of me learning how to hurt people and keep from getting hurt myself.

What I didn’t know was that Eddie Graham and the others thought I was going to be someone special in this business. I had an attitude they had never seen before. I wouldn’t quit. So they wanted to make sure I knew what I was doing.

They wanted to be certain that nobody could pin my shoulders to the mat unless I wanted them to. Or if I got into a confrontation in a bar, I could take care of myself. Or if I was in Japan wrestling somebody, I could survive whatever I would encounter over there.

I see now that they were doing the right thing for me. But at the time, I was devastated.

Eddie Graham showed me how to hit the ropes and run, how to take a backdrop, stuff like that. At another time, I might have welcomed it. But my mind was on how badly I’d been deceived.

Then Eddie Graham told me something I did want to hear. Finally, I had paid my dues. I was going to start wrestling for real.





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg





OEBPS/Images/2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/10.jpg
5 dlse
L





OEBPS/Images/6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/18.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12.jpg





OEBPS/Images/24.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
W‘WMWW

ulk

ogan

Hollywood

Hulk Hogan with Michael Jan Friedman

&

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore

ood





