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INTRODUCTION

Each year, thousands of young men step into wrestling rings around the world with hopes of one day reaching the top of the sports-entertainment mountain. But only the absolute elite earn entry into the global phenomenon of WWE; and of these select few, only a fraction possess the drive, determination, and innate skill required to capture the industry’s richest prize: the WWE Championship.

Over the course of its nearly fifty-year history, WWE and its flagship title have gone through several name changes. In its earliest days, the company was known as the Capitol Wrestling Corporation, a small promotion governed by wrestling powerhouse the National Wrestling Alliance. Capitol Wrestling broke away from the NWA in 1963 to form its own stand-alone company called World Wide Wrestling Federation. In 1979 the name was shortened to World Wrestling Federation. And finally in 2002, the company adopted its current name, World Wrestling Entertainment. For the sake of consistency, this book will mainly reference both the company and the championship under their current labels (WWE and WWE Championship), regardless of the time period.

In the pages that follow, the story of the WWE Championship will be told like never before. Along the way, you’ll relive the events that helped elevate the title to its lofty status, as well as learn the true stories that unfolded behind the scenes. The Iron Sheik’s refusal to be bought off by the rival AWA. Sgt. Slaughter’s threats on his life. Ric Flair’s internal struggles before finally jumping to WWE. Steve Austin’s meteoric rise to super-stardom. John Cena’s battle for respect. Every champion’s true story gets told here.

The WWE Championship has no equal. It represents the absolute pinnacle of the wrestling world. And for its holders, it means instant access into the most elite fraternity in all of sports-entertainment.

Less than fifty men have successfully etched their names into the record books. And this is their story. It’s time to grab your front-row seat and be guided through the long and storied history of the WWE Championship.
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NORTHEAST SUPREMACY

There are only a handful of matches that sports-entertainment historians regularly point to as the most pivotal performances in WWE Championship history: Bruno Sammartino’s quick defeat of Buddy Rogers in May 1963; Hulk Hogan’s drubbing of the Iron Sheik in January 1984; Shawn Michaels’s highly controversial victory over Bret Hart in the now-infamous November 1997 Montreal Screwjob. But amazingly, the most influential title match in WWE history may have actually taken place before the company ever existed.

On June 30, 1961, nearly two years before WWE sold its first ticket, Buddy Rogers challenged Pat O’Connor for the National Wrestling Alliance World Heavyweight Championship at Chicago’s Comiskey Park. In front of more than 38,000 fans, the cocky Rogers claimed the prestigious title that fateful night, thus ending O’Connor’s remarkable two-and-a-half-year reign. While winning the gold was certainly impressive, on the surface the victory simply appeared to be your run-of-the-mill title change. But in reality, Rogers’s NWA Championship win actually helped set the wheels in motion for the creation of the global phenomenon known today as WWE.

To fully comprehend how Buddy Rogers’s victory eventually resulted in the formation of WWE, it is important to understand how the Northeast wrestling territory was operated during this time and, most important, Vincent J. McMahon’s rise to power within the region and his subsequent use of Rogers.

Vincent J., the father of current WWE chairman Vincent K. McMahon, grew up in and around the businesses of boxing and wrestling. As the son of popular promoter Jess McMahon, he was afforded a firsthand education that other promoters could only dream of obtaining. This behind-the-scenes access into the wrestling world’s inner workings helped catapult Vincent J. into a very prominent position at a relatively young age. At just twenty years old, he began promoting his own fights out of Hempstead, New York, in 1935. But before he could make a serious name for himself within the Northeast territory, the up-and-coming promoter was shipped to North Carolina to serve in the United States Coast Guard during World War II. The move set McMahon’s professional career back several years, but he refused to let it permanently derail his dreams.

When the time came for McMahon to get back into the business, the New York territory was already under the control of successful promoter Joseph “Toots” Mondt. This forced McMahon to take his passion for the squared circle elsewhere. He eventually landed in Washington, D.C., where he began managing Turner’s Arena, a dilapidated old building once owned by former middleweight wrestling champion William “Joe” Turner. Over the next four years, McMahon promoted concerts and weekly wrestling events out of Turner’s Arena before eventually buying the facility outright in December 1952.
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Pat O’Connor (left).

Now with an established arena as part of his portfolio, McMahon went right to work creating his own wrestling company; and on January 7, 1953, he put on his first show under the Capitol Wrestling Corporation banner. Like most startups, Capitol Wrestling experienced its fair share of uncertainty in the beginning. But the company’s fortunes eventually solidified when McMahon embraced the power of television, a new media that many promoters didn’t necessarily understand at the time.

On January 5, 1956, McMahon aired the first-ever Capitol Wrestling television program. The show was an instant hit, and within six months Capitol Wrestling was in high demand as far north as the coveted New York market. This was the opening McMahon needed: With Joe Mondt—New York’s chief promoter—temporarily sidelined, he was able to promote his product at famed Madison Square Garden.

Capitol Wrestling proved very popular with the MSG fans, which infuriated Mondt. But once the public got a taste of McMahon’s company, there was very little anybody could do to stop the momentum coming from the nation’s capital, and by 1960 McMahon had emerged as the clear victor of the battle for the Northeast.

Following the fight for Northeast supremacy, McMahon shocked the wrestling world when he welcomed former adversary Toots Mondt into Capitol Wrestling as a partner. Together, the duo accomplished countless successes, but none were as important as the acquisition of Buddy Rogers.

At the time, the original “Nature Boy” was regarded as one of the greatest wrestlers in the world, complete with more than forty championship reigns from promotions all over North America. He was also one of the most hated, largely due to the arrogant aura he emitted while competing in the ring. But despite his less-than-favorable personality, Rogers had a knack for drawing sellout crowds wherever he went. And once McMahon and Mondt assumed his booking rights, those sellout crowds became their sellout crowds, as the duo booked the majority of his matches to take place in their Northeast territory.

In June 1961, Capitol Wrestling joined forces with Chicago’s Fred Kohler to promote the historic encounter that saw Rogers end Pat O’Connor’s epic reign as NWA Champion. NWA promoters nationwide saw Rogers’s win as a golden opportunity to bring wrestling’s biggest draw to their territories, as it was commonplace during this period for the NWA Champion to travel from promotion to promotion defending the title. But McMahon and Mondt saw things differently. Utilizing their booking power over Rogers, they scheduled nearly all of the champ’s matches to take place in their territory. In fact, from March 1961 to May 1963, Rogers main-evented twenty-three of the twenty-six MSG events put on by Capitol Wrestling. As a result of this unusually protective style of booking, legendary names such as Stu Hart, Jim Crockett, and Don Owen were deprived of the chance to promote championship matches in their territories. Unfortunately for them, there was very little they could do to better their situation. Instead, they were practically forced to stand idly by as Capitol Wrestling got rich off of Rogers’s NWA Championship reign.

Having had enough, the other promoters within the NWA eventually decided that Rogers defending the title almost exclusively in the Northeast was no longer acceptable. They banded together in the search for an adversary lofty enough to unseat the Nature Boy. In the end, they reached out to the great Lou Thesz, who agreed to come out of retirement for another opportunity at the title he had proudly held four times prior. Much to the joy of every wrestling promoter outside of the Northeast, Thesz was able to dethrone Rogers in Toronto on January 14, 1963. By this time, though, Buddy Rogers and Capitol Wrestling had outgrown the NWA. During Rogers’s nineteen months as the titlist, Capitol Wrestling used its unique stranglehold on the NWA title to help solidify itself as the preeminent wrestling company in the nation, regularly sell out MSG, and produce the most popular wrestling product on television. The title was no longer theirs, but the attention of the ticket-purchasing public certainly was.
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Buddy Rogers, the first-ever champion.
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THE BREAKAWAY

While NWA promoters celebrated Buddy Rogers’s loss, Vincent J. McMahon and Toots Mondt were busy planning their next move. Their first course of action was to protest the way in which the Nature Boy lost the title. At the time, it was commonplace for all championship matches to be contested under two-out-of-three falls rules. Rogers’s loss, however, occurred in a single-fall contest.
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Bruno Sammartino defeats Buddy Rogers.

 

The protest caused what appeared to be a certain degree of conflict between Capitol Wrestling and the NWA. In reality, though, McMahon and Mondt were simply using the controversy as the excuse they needed to finally break away from the NWA. In the end, after a well-orchestrated argument over the validity of Rogers’s loss, McMahon and Mondt chose not to recognize the title change. Instead, they withdrew Capitol Wrestling from the NWA as planned and formed their own promotion, which they called World Wide Wrestling Federation.

In April 1963, McMahon and Mondt launched the new brand with their hand-picked Superstar, Buddy Rogers, leading the charge as champion. It didn’t take much for fans to buy into the new promotion. They loved to hate the flamboyant Rogers and fully expected to spend the next several years vociferously jeering him.

But shortly before the new promotion officially kicked off, Rogers’s career and life nearly came to an end when a heart attack stopped the Superstar in his tracks. The incident, coupled with nearly a quarter-century worth of ring action, was beginning to take its toll on the forty-two-year-old champion. But as long as the gold was around his waist, the Nature Boy was going to fight, and his first true challenge came in the form of twenty-seven-year-old Bruno Sammartino.

The two Superstars met on May 17, 1963, inside the hallowed Madison Square Garden. After just forty-eight seconds of action, Sammartino used his Italian backbreaker to force Rogers into submission, thus ending the first-ever WWE Championship reign.

Nearly fifty years later, despite its brevity, Rogers’s time with the gold is looked upon with great fondness. The credibility his powerful name and résumé helped bring to the young title, coupled with his fearless trail-blazing efforts, are major reasons why today’s champions are held in such high esteem.
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SEVEN YEARS, EIGHT MONTHS, ONE DAY

Despite Bruno Sammartino’s age and strength advantage, many fans were shocked to see the newcomer manhandle such a legendary competitor as Buddy Rogers. But to those who knew Sammartino intimately, the victory was a mere formality. The Bruno Sammartino they knew was a fighter who had spent much of his life overcoming insurmountable odds just to survive. After watching him stare death in the eye without even blinking, they knew there was no limit to what Sammartino could accomplish.

[image: image]

Bruno Sammartino.

As a young boy, Bruno and his family spent fourteen months hiding from the Nazis in the mountains of Abruzzo, Italy. During that time, rheumatic fever nearly claimed the future WWE Champion. But he refused to give up, and when World War II finally ended, the Sammartinos traveled to Pittsburgh with hopes of starting anew.

For fourteen-year-old Bruno, life was considerably easier than what he was forced to endure in the mountains. However, he wasn’t exactly living the American dream; his schoolmates regularly tormented him for his inability to properly speak English. At just eighty pounds, the foreign newcomer could do little to stop the physical harassment of the larger bullies.

One day, after being pushed around one too many times, a determined Sammartino walked into his local YMCA. He began an extensive weight-lifting program, and within two years he had bulked up to an impressive 257 pounds. Needless to say, the bullying ceased, but Sammartino’s growing passion for weightlifting did not. By the end of 1959, he had owned world records for the bench press (569 pounds), squat (715 pounds), and deadlift (700 pounds).
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Ivan Koloff vs. Bruno Sammartino.

A professional wrestling career was the logical next step for the accomplished weightlifter. Sammartino made his pro debut in 1959, defeating Dmitri Grabowski in a mere nineteen seconds. The large Italian fan base in New York became instantly enamored by their hulking countryman, and within six months he was headlining Madison Square Garden. But his career hit an unexpected speed bump after being suspended by many states’ athletic commissions for unknowingly missing a match due to a scheduling snafu. As a result, finding work in the United States became a difficult task, so he took his game north of the border. The move proved seamless for Sammartino, who was welcomed with open arms by Toronto’s large Italian population.
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After learning that Sammartino’s popularity transcended borders, McMahon and Mondt quickly paid his state athletic commission fines and lured him back to Capitol Wrestling fulltime in February 1963. Three months later, he defeated Buddy Rogers to become history’s second-ever WWE Champion. For Sammartino, the win kicked off a meteoric rise in popularity that reached well beyond the ring. Even the pope was a fan: After learning of Sammartino’s exploits, Pope Paul VI happily welcomed the champ to the Vatican for a private visit.

Alongside manager Arnold Skaaland, Sammartino tirelessly toured the globe, helping to give the newly formed championship its prestigious world title recognition. But it was in New York’s Madison Square Garden where the champ had his greatest successes against the likes of Gorilla Monsoon, Hans Mortier, Gene Kiniski, Dr. Jerry Graham, and Killer Kowalski, who was generally regarded as the biggest threat to Sammartino during the 1960s. The two Superstars battled in some of history’s most brutal matches, most notably a vicious Stretcher Match under the stars at Boston’s famed Fenway Park. The champ successfully retained the title that night after nailing Kowalski with a wooden chair.

By 1971, Sammartino’s nearly eight years with the gold saw him turn back all comers, large and small, leaving many spectators to assume he would simply never lose. But with the Cold War at its height, those fans saw their worst fears realized when the Russian Ivan Koloff stunned a sold-out MSG crowd, pinning Sammartino in the middle of the ring following a kneedrop from the top rope.

Bruno Sammartino didn’t have the charisma of The Rock, nor did he possess the technical prowess of Bret Hart. But he had the power of an ox and the uncanny ability to draw the fans’ support. For an unprecedented seven years, eight months, and one day, those fans stood behind their champion as he reached heights never before seen. But on January 18, 1971, it all came crashing down when the WWE Championship fell into the possession of the dreaded Russian Bear.
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Pedro Morales, the fourth WWE champion.

 


4

A REASON TO CHEER

As Ivan Koloff was pinning Bruno Sammartino’s shoulders to the mat, a young Superstar was back in the Madison Square Garden locker room packing his bag after a successful debut. With just one WWE match on his résumé, not many Northeast fans knew much about the newcomer. But in three weeks time, the entire nation would soon be celebrating Pedro Morales.

Originally from the small Puerto Rican island of Culebra, Morales moved to Brooklyn to live with his aunt when he was just a boy. Like most young Latinos in his borough, he grew up idolizing Miguel Perez, a mainstay on the MSG wrestling scene. Once he became old enough, Morales decided to follow in his hero’s footsteps and become a professional wrestler.

Still a teenager at the time, Morales bounced around New York’s smaller venues for several years. It wasn’t until January 1963 that he received his big break, teaming with his idol Miguel Perez to battle the Tolos Brothers at Madison Square Garden. His brief time in the spotlight caught the eye of legendary West Coast competitor Fred Blassie, who urged Morales to take his game to Los Angeles.

While wrestling in the City of Angels, Morales really started to hone his technical skills, as well as develop that fiery temper he would later become famous for. He went on to capture the territory’s heavyweight championship on two occasions, defeating The Destroyer and Luke Graham. This valuable time at the top of the card offered Morales his first taste of the main event, an experience he would later draw from to gain WWE success.

With a wealth of wrestling knowledge now under his belt, Morales returned to New York on January 18, 1971—the same night Ivan Koloff ended Bruno Sammartino’s historic reign. The Russian Bear’s shocking victory kicked off the most terrifying title reign WWE fans had ever seen. Luckily for them, though, their fears would soon subside.

A mere three weeks after capturing the WWE Championship, Ivan Koloff put his gold on the line against newcomer Pedro Morales at MSG. A late-match belly-to-back suplex by the champ appeared to give Koloff the win, but he failed to take his own shoulders off the mat while the referee made the three count. Morales, on the other hand, did manage to get a shoulder up at the last second. For a brief moment, a sense of confusion fell over the audience; everyone had not witnessed Morales lift his shoulder late in the count. But when the referee finally walked over to Morales and raised his hand in victory, the crowd erupted. Even Bruno Sammartino joined in the celebration. Unable to contain his emotions, the former champ bolted from the locker room to congratulate the fourth Superstar to ever hold the WWE Championship.

After toppling the hated Russian, Pedro Morales became an instant hero to fans everywhere, especially the large Puerto Rican population in New York. At the time, a good portion of the area’s immigrants were living in poverty. To them, Morales as WWE Champion provided a reason to cheer, a chance to temporarily leave their worries behind.
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Pedro Morales vs. Ivan Koloff.

“Ethnicity played a big role in Pedro’s success,” recalls WWE Hall of Famer Howard Finkel. “He was a god. I was a fan back then and I would attend a lot of shows; there were always a large number of Puerto Rican fans there. They believed in him. That is one of those things that is so pertinent.”

Behind the support of his fellow Latinos, Pedro Morales proudly defended the WWE Championship for nearly three years. Only Bruno Sammartino, Hulk Hogan, and Bob Backlund have held the title longer. Over the course of his epic reign, Morales successfully turned back such future Hall of Famers as George “The Animal” Steele, Baron Mikel Scicluna, and Ernie Ladd. He even battled fellow fan favorite Bruno Sammartino to a seventy-five-minute time-limit draw at New York’s Shea Stadium.

Like Sammartino, it appeared Morales would hold the gold forever, which is why the events of December 1, 1973, were so unexpected.

Morales agreed to put the WWE Championship on the line in Philadelphia against Stan “The Man” Stasiak, a Superstar who gained much of his notoriety competing in the Pacific Northwest and Canada. He had already had a few brief runs with WWE but nothing that stood out as exceptional. On this night, though, The Man would forever etch his name in the annals of sports-entertainment history when he pinned Morales to claim the championship. News of Stasiak’s win swept like wildfire across the nation, and fans everywhere began to loathe the man who had knocked off their champion. At home, however, the new champ was a bit of a hero.

“I was only three years old at the time, but I have a vague memory of my father bringing that shiny belt home,” recalls Stasiak’s son and former WWE Superstar, Shawn Stasiak. “As a toddler, I thought it was a toy belt. I remember carrying it around the house, playing with it and pretending I was the king of the house.”

Unfortunately, playtime lasted only nine days. On December 10, 1973, Bruno Sammartino defeated The Man to reclaim the WWE title. For the Italian strongman, the win made him the first-ever two-time WWE Champion. But for Stasiak, it meant the end of one of the shortest reigns in history.

“It doesn’t matter if he held it for nine days, nine seconds, or nine years. He held it and was one of the original WWE Champions. His reign will always be cemented in WWE history,” boasts Shawn, whose father passed away in 1997. “I would imagine that he would have liked to have held it longer, or at least on some other occasion, but I’ll always remember him referring to it as the happiest nine days of his life. He felt blessed and was very grateful for the opportunity and experience.”

By Bruno Sammartino’s second WWE title reign, most of the champ’s adversaries from the 1960s had either retired or moved on to other promotions, making way for a whole host of new challengers. Despite the fresh faces, however, Sammartino was able to mirror the same success he gained during his first run with the gold.

Ken Patera. Bruiser Brody. Nikolai Volkoff. They all tried to knock off the mighty champion, but all fell short. Stan Hansen came closest in April 1976. While competing at MSG, Hansen lifted Sammartino for a bodyslam, a move he had executed successfully thousands of times in the past. This time, however, the champ’s sweaty body caused Hansen to lose his grip, and he dropped Sammartino on his head.

The failed slam broke the champ’s neck.

Miraculously, Sammartino continued with the match, despite the injury making him a prime target for Hansen’s signature Lariat clothesline. In the end, the referee was forced to stop the match, due to excessive blood loss by Sammartino. Had the official not made the controversial decision, there’s a very real chance today’s list of WWE Champions would include the name Stan Hansen.

After only two months of rehabilitation, a courageous Bruno Sammartino returned to the ring seeking vengeance. At the second Showdown at Shea Stadium, he beat Stan Hansen mercilessly. Eventually, the massacre became too much for the challenger to withstand, and he ran toward the safety of the locker room. Hansen’s cowardly act gave Sammartino the count-out win and allowed him to proudly carry the WWE Championship into 1977, his fourteenth calendar year with the gold strapped firmly around his waist.

[image: image]

Bruno Sammartino vs. Stan Stasiak.
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“Superstar” Billy Graham.
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF CHAMPION

By 1977, the image of the ideal WWE Champion had been set in stone, thanks to the efforts of Bruno Sammartino and Pedro Morales. For nearly fourteen straight years, fans in the Northeast knew the champion was somebody worth admiring.

Then came “Superstar” Billy Graham.

With bleached-blond hair, tie-dyed ring attire, and a perfectly chiseled frame, Graham was unlike anything anyone had ever seen before. Most competitors at this time wore single-colored trunks that rode high enough to cover the bottom of their potbellies. And their interviews were dreadfully predictable and boring. But Graham was none of this. Instead, “Superstar” was a colorfully flamboyant character with unmatched charisma. Influenced by boxing great Muhammad Ali, Graham would regularly break out into rhyme, which the fans loved to hate: “I am the man of the hour. The one with the power, too sweet to be sour.”

On April 30, 1977, Billy Graham walked into Baltimore’s Civic Center with hopes of ending Bruno Sammartino’s nearly three-and-a-half-year WWE Championship reign.

Sammartino was a bit past his prime at this point, but he still fought with the heart of a champion. Now instead of powering through his opponents, he was forced to be more creative with his offense. At one point during the match, Sammartino uncharacteristically threw Graham into the ring post. The impact of the move left Graham a bloody mess. Smelling victory, Sammartino continued his onslaught, pounding his challenger with heavy right hands. The blows were so fierce that the referee had no choice but to warn the champion to stop. At that same moment, with Sammartino’s attention slightly distracted, Graham pulled his opponent’s legs from under him. He then pinned the legendary champ’s shoulders to the mat, but not before illegally placing his own legs on the top rope for added leverage.

Graham’s controversial victory sent the Baltimore crowd into an uncontrollable frenzy. Garbage began to fill the ring, as the new WWE Champion made his way toward the protection of the locker room.

Unfortunately for Graham, security was sparse. En route to the back, Superstar was pelted with kicks and punches from the angry mob. In an attempt to protect himself, Graham continually swung his newly won title over his head, hoping it would deter some fans. It didn’t.

WWE changed forever on this night. Never before had there been such a showman representing the company as champion. In the years following Graham’s reign, however, the type of charisma Superstar exhibited practically became a prerequisite, as evidenced by the likes of Hulk Hogan and Ultimate Warrior.

[image: image]

“Superstar” Billy Graham vs. Bruno Sammartino.

Fans everywhere were obviously angered by Bruno Sammartino’s loss, especially considering the dastardly way in which Superstar pinned their hero. But at least they were able to rest on the thought of Graham quickly losing the gold back to one of their favorites. After all, villains such as Graham never held the title for longer than three weeks.

Superstar battled fan favorite Gorilla Monsoon in his first MSG title defense. Many assumed this was going to be the match in which Graham stumbled. But when that didn’t happen, and Superstar arrogantly walked out of the arena with his championship held high, fans finally came to the realization that they weren’t going to get the short title reign they had hoped for.

Business began to boom as Graham hit his stride as champion. With his title defenses headlining the card, WWE started setting attendance records at the Boston Garden and Philadelphia Spectrum. With Superstar’s name on the marquee, WWE even sold out nineteen of his twenty main events at New York’s Madison Square Garden.

Graham’s emerging popularity eventually led to title defenses outside of WWE’s Northeast territory. He battled Bobo Brazil in Detroit, Dick the Bruiser in St. Louis, Raymond Rougeau in Atlanta; he even traveled to Japan to battle Rusher Kimura in a Steel Cage Match. But it was his fierce rivalry with Florida’s Dusty Rhodes that proved most memorable. Their October 1977 Texas Death Match will forever be remembered as one of the most brutal battles of the decade. In the end, it was Graham picking up the win via pinfall, but it was the events prior to the decision that fans remember most about the match. During the encounter, a hundred-foot-long rope was pulled from under the ring. Rhodes grabbed the weapon and wrapped it around Graham’s body before draping him over the top ring rope. While gasping for air, the champ stretched his arms wide like a crucifix. Graham, a highly religious man, later said it was an extremely spiritual moment for him.

In January 1978, Billy Graham traveled to Florida to battle Harley Race in a very rare WWE Champion versus NWA Champion best Two-Out-of-Three Falls Match. Both men were villains at the time, but the crowd in Miami’s Orange Bowl strongly backed Race, largely because his NWA affiliation gave him more exposure in the Sunshine State than Graham. To ensure the match would be called down the middle, both organizations sent special referees. Gorilla Monsoon represented WWE, while Don Curtis did the job for the NWA. Mother Nature also played a major role in the historic encounter, as rain poured throughout the night, causing both Graham and Race to slip and slide all over the ring.
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Bob Backlund vs. “Superstar” Billy Graham.

Superstar won the first fall, utilizing his rib-crunching bear hug. The second fall went to Race following a suplex. During the third and deciding fall, Race locked a sleeper hold on Graham. The move dropped the WWE Champion to the mat, where Race went for the cover.

There were now just three seconds separating the NWA from bragging rights over WWE. The count began: one… two… and that was it. Just milliseconds before the three count could be made, the bell rang, ending the contest. The sixty-minute time-limit had expired.

Billy Graham returned to New York with his WWE Championship strapped securely around his waist. About this time, fans began to recognize Superstar for the great entertainer he truly was. The boos miraculously started turning into cheers, despite Graham’s natural villainous actions. And fans began to hang on his every word, almost the same way they responded to The Rock two decades later.

With an MSG crowd firmly behind him, Graham defended the WWE Championship against Mil Mascaras in early 1978. In typical Superstar fashion, he attempted to pin his challenger while utilizing the ring ropes for leverage. Bob Backlund, who was in Mascaras’s corner that night, spotted the injustice and attacked the champ. It was this one moment that eventually led to a match that would send Graham into a downward spiral from which he almost never recovered.

After Backlund attacked Graham, Vince McMahon Sr. set up a WWE Championship contest between the two men. Superstar heavily objected, claiming a “boring” competitor such as Backlund had no business in the ring with the champ. Graham’s pleas ultimately fell on deaf ears. Many believed McMahon wanted more of an All-American boy representing his company as champion, and Backlund certainly fit that bill, and was granted the Championship Match.

In protest to having to defend his title against Bob Backlund, Billy Graham walked to the ring wearing all white that night—a far cry from his normal over-the-top garb. The subtle protest, however, did very little to help him in the ring. Following an atomic drop, Backlund covered Graham for the three count.

Ironically, Superstar’s reign ended the same way it had begun: with his foot on the rope. Normally, this would break the referee’s count. But the official that night failed to spot it, effectively making February 20, 1978, the final day of Billy Graham’s ten-month WWE Championship reign.
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ALL-AMERICAN BOY

Unlike “Superstar” Billy Graham, Bob Backlund wasn’t about running his mouth or arrogantly flaunting his title. Instead, the Minnesota native was more of a silent assassin. At first, wrestling fans found it difficult to switch gears to a more vanilla brand of champion… but in time they found it hard not to appreciate his in-ring athletic prowess and boy-next-door good looks.

Backlund’s first test as champion came mere days after defeating Graham. With company pride on the line, he squared off against NWA Champion Harley Race in a rare Winner-Take-All title match. In the end, a sixty-minute time-limit draw prevented either championship from switching owners. Over the next few years, Backlund confidently represented WWE several more times, battling other outside champions such as Nick Bockwinkel (AWA) and Ric Flair (NWA).

Within WWE, Bob Backlund was faced with equally superior competition. Athletes like Don Muraco, Sgt. Slaughter, George “The Animal” Steele, and Ken Patera all tried to take the champ down. But with manager Arnold Skaaland by his side, Backlund was a tough man to beat.

In November 1979, one competitor proved skilled enough to pin the champ’s shoulders to the mat. While on tour in Japan, Bob Backlund found himself on the losing end of a thrilling title defense against the great Antonio Inoki. While on the same tour, Backlund cashed in his rematch clause and regained the gold. The contest, however, was marred by outside interference, causing WWE President Hisashi Shinma to void Backlund’s win and give the title back to Inoki. Being the proud competitor that he was, the Japanese legend refused to accept the gift in such a nonathletic manner. As a result, the WWE Championship was temporarily vacated.

Back in the United States, Backlund won yet another match to reclaim the title. Considering the gold found its way back around Backlund’s waist, as well as the controversies surrounding the series of matches in Japan, WWE ultimately chose not to recognize Inoki’s victory.

By 1983, Bob Backlund had distinguished himself as the second-longest-reigning champion of all time, an accomplishment that still holds true today. Around the same time, Vincent K. McMahon had purchased WWE from his father. The younger McMahon had aspirations of taking his new property global, which would eventually lead to Backlund’s downfall. The highly-motivated promoter began injecting his roster with larger-than-life personalities that drew the attention of fans worldwide. Within months, names like “Rowdy” Roddy Piper, Jesse “The Body” Ventura, and Hulk Hogan all became international sensations. And with each new name that was added to the roster, it became increasingly more clear that the All-American Boy was going to have a tough time keeping up with the fresh faces.
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The Iron Sheik vs. Bob Backlund.

Backlund knew that all the new Superstars walking around the WWE locker room represented a nearly impossible challenge for him; but after nearly six years with the gold, he refused to stick his head in the sand. Instead, he chose to proudly defend against any of the most capable newcomers. One of the first to step forward was former AWA competitor the Iron Sheik.

One week prior to his showdown with the Iranian Superstar, Bob Backlund agreed to participate in a Persian Club challenge. That seemingly safe decision ultimately led to his undoing. During the challenge, the Sheik viciously attacked Backlund from behind, hitting him about the neck and shoulder region with the oversized clubs. With just days remaining before their title match at Madison Square Garden, some questioned if Backlund would be able to compete. But being the fighting champion that he was, on December 26, 1983, Backlund defended the WWE Championship against the Iron Sheik.
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