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 FOREWORD


In the long, glorious history of World Wrestling Entertainment, there have been many incredibly gifted and legendary athletes, but only a select few have ever received the upright distinction of being called legends. There is, however, a fine line between being a legend and being legendary. A legendary person is famous and popular. A legend is someone who inspires others and is looked up to by his peers not only for his accomplishments but for his success; not just for getting his picture on the cover of magazines and cereal boxes, or appearing in commercials and movies. A legend is only interested in and satisfied by results. He is not a politician, and he doesn’t look to win a popularity contest. A legend is a one-of-a-kind, unique originator and motivator who is well respected by those before him for keeping open the road that he pioneered, and helps to pave it for others to follow. A legend is a born leader, whose hard work and dedication has given those presently making the journey the same opportunity to one day become legends themselves.

As a young fan of wrestling in the Midwest, World Wide Wrestling Federation was a place that I never knew much about. We did not get their shows in our region, and only knew about them from reading wrestling magazines. The American Wrestling Association was what I saw on TV when I was growing up. But after I got into the business of professional wrestling, I soon learned that World Wide Wrestling Federation was the mecca; it was the company that you wanted to work for one day. That’s where all the big stars were, that’s where the big money was. That’s where you could become a legend.

Your goal—at least, it was mine when I first got into professional wrestling—was to some day get to New York City and work for WWWF. That was a young wrestler’s dream. You would see the names, people like Killer Kowalski, Bobo Brazil, and Bruno Sammartino, and later on, Andre the Giant, Pedro Morales, Superstar Billy Graham, and Bob Backlund. It was the major league of professional wrestling. All the others were kind of minor league.

To be recognized as a legend, especially by WWE, the leader in sports entertainment, is a great honor and puts you in an elite class. However, the road to becoming a legend is not an easy one, and it involves many hardships and sacrifices. Not only do you work through injuries and illness, but you are constantly away from home, traveling countless miles on the road. Very seldom do you celebrate birthdays, anniversaries, or holidays with your family. Your time away from your loved ones, and their time without you, is very difficult. You could never achieve the title of legend without their love, their support, and an understanding of your passion.

Another strong characteristic of a legend is his ability to be a ring general, both inside and outside the squared circle. As an entertainer, you have to be able to feel the crowd, feel what the crowd wants, and give it to them. That’s something you can’t teach. It’s something you’re born with, an instinct. Being a ring general is like being an artist, a storyteller. Although there are still a few ring generals in today’s world of sports entertainment, it is becoming a lost art. An audience wants to be told a story; they want to believe. And the reason they are there is to be entertained. Nothing more, nothing less. They want to cheer for the heroes and boo the villains, and your task as a performer—and what eventually determines your status as a legend—is your ability to feel and control your audience at each particular event, because each audience is different.

As a true master of entertainment, the ring general would have his audience in the palm of his hand before he would set one foot into the gladiatorial combat zone. He evaluated the attitude and emotions of his awaiting audience, especially if he was the villain—which is what many ring generals are, and the character most legends preferred to portray. Being the hero is a much more complicated, strenuous, and difficult personality to establish. Only a handful of legends have had the ability to grasp and enact the role of the beloved hero. A performance between a hero ring general and a villain ring general doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it is truly a classic in the art of storytelling. One of those special and magical moments took place in 1981 at Madison Square Garden, in a battle called the Alley Fight between myself and Pat Patterson.

Another reason legends were held in such high esteem was their ability to fill venues to their capacity. There are no two greater words to hear, when you are in the main event at Madison Square Garden, the most famous building in sports history, than “SOLD OUT!” The only other words that come close, especially from your peers, are “Thank you.” It is so important to remember the accomplishments and sacrifices the legends put forth for all of us who are in WWE today. If it wasn’t for these people, who tried something different and wanted to develop this type of entertainment, it might not be here today. You have to remember that. It’s wonderful to know those days are indeed still remembered. It means that those people were successes, that they truly were legends!

—Sgt. Slaughter




 INTRODUCTION


Before there was WrestleMania, before there was Hulkamania, there were WWE Legends….

The hundred-and-thirty-year-old American phenomenon most commonly known as professional wrestling has a rich and fascinating history. And perhaps no other entity in wrestling has a greater history than World Wrestling Entertainment. True to the forward-thinking philosophy that has made it the most powerful sports entertainment company on the planet, WWE is always hard at work promoting the next big event or the newest sensation. After all, the future is the lifeblood of the industry. As a result, there isn’t always time to reflect on the past and the accomplishments of those who came before.

That’s where WWE Legends comes in. Think of it as a time-out, a break from that forward momentum to take a look at those individuals who helped build WWE as we know it today, and have known it for much of the past two decades.

The purpose of this book is to celebrate the careers of forty of the most influential and important figures from WWE’s early “territorial” period, ranging roughly from 1953 through 1983. The reason I have chosen to confine this book to that period is simple. In the last twenty years, WWE has become an international powerhouse, a cultural phenomenon whose Superstars are literally household names. Thanks to the mainstream promotional machine the company has become, today’s fans are well aware of the exploits of men like Hulk Hogan, Roddy Piper, Randy Savage, Bret Hart, Shawn Michaels, Undertaker, Stone Cold Steve Austin, and The Rock. These legends were created during a time when WWE had taken the game over almost completely, and their stories have been well told many times over the years. Fans feel they know them inside out.

But what about those individuals who made their mark during the days when the company was but one of an array of regional territories spread out across North America? Those who spent the majority of their careers during a time when WWE was confined primarily to the northeastern United States, “from Maine to Maryland”? These are people whose stories are not as well known. These are the people who helped to build the foundation on which that later empire would be built. And these are the people whose lives are chronicled here.

I have chosen as the dividing line Hulk Hogan’s January 23, 1984, Heavyweight Championship victory over the Iron Sheik. Although the company’s national expansion had already been set in motion by that point, that title change was the symbolic changing of the guard, ushering in an entirely new era for the company and the business as a whole. The tradition of WrestleMania, the annual extravaganza that has become the Super Bowl of sports entertainment, would soon follow. The territorial days were over, and WWE was on the road to becoming something different from what it had been before. From UHF to Pay-Per-View, and from smoke-filled armories to the Pontiac Silverdome, the explosion was dramatic.

Therefore, in order to be included in this book, a performer is required to have been a major performer in WWE who made his name primarily, if not entirely, prior to the so-called modern era. In certain cases, individuals lingered on well into the Hulkamania era and even beyond, but their greatest moments took place earlier.

Other than that, what makes someone a “WWE Legend”? Quite simply, being a WWE Legend is different from being any other kind of wrestling legend. From the start, WWE was a unique organization, full of color and flamboyance. It took a lot more to make it there than it did anywhere else, and rightfully so, since it was the biggest and most successful territory in America. More than just knowing how to wrestle, you had to be a personality, someone who connected to the fans. You had to have charisma in abundance. No other organization took the entertainment aspect of the business to heart as much, which is why the company later renamed their product “sports entertainment.” And that’s why these legends are so unique. More than musty, dusty old faces from the past, they are all vibrant, unforgettable characters.

It’s certainly not required that you lived through all this in order to enjoy this book. Rather, I hope it appeals to fans of many varieties. In fact, it probably will hold more interest for those not as well acquainted with wrestling history than those who are “authorities” on it. Maybe you’re someone who doesn’t know much about these folks but are interested, as I was, in finding out more about these names you’ve heard mentioned. Maybe you remember many of them from when you were younger and are looking to relive your past a little. Or maybe you’ve even lost touch with the business as it stands today, but still relish the memories of those greats of yesteryear. If any of these is the case, then this book is for you.

The concept behind WWE Legends began six years ago as an idea for a trading card set. However, WWE’s ongoing partnership with Simon & Schuster created the opportunity to execute it on a much grander scale, one that would be able to do it justice. Much has changed since the beginning, specifically the list of legends itself—along the way, some tough choices were required.

In addition to the criteria already mentioned, I used other methods to narrow down the candidates. For example, many individuals who may have plied their trade in WWE before 1984 nevertheless achieved their greatest glory afterward, and were therefore disqualified. This is why people like Tito Santana, Big John Studd, Greg “The Hammer” Valentine, and Jesse “The Body” Ventura are not here. Also, performers who achieved the vast majority of their fame outside WWE were not included. This eliminates people who built their legacies primarily in other places, such as Dusty Rhodes (Florida/Mid-Atlantic), the Sheik (Detroit), Ray Stevens (San Francisco/AWA), and Mil Mascaras (Mexico).

For each legend, I’ve made every attempt to provide “official stats.” In the case of heights, weights, and hometowns, it’s important to remember that this refers to the original promotional stats billed at the time the performer was active, which is why, for example, Ivan Koloff is listed as being from Moscow, Russia, even though his profile gives his birthplace as Canada. Since wrestling has always been about illusion, the “accuracy” of such stats will always be open to debate.

The use of the company’s name may also be a source of confusion, and a brief history lesson is in order to help dear that up. In 1952, Vincent J. McMahon—father of current chairman Vincent K. McMahon—started up a company called the Capitol Wrestling Corporation, a member of the national body known as the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA). In 1963, Capitol broke away from the NWA and created its own independent “brand,” called World Wide Wrestling Federation. In 1979, that name was shortened to World Wrestling Federation. And finally, in 2002, the name was changed yet again, to World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE). In the course of the biographical profiles, I’ve chosen wherever possible to give the name of the organization that was in use at the given time. For example, when Antonino Rocca was headlining, it was just Capitol Wrestling; when Bruno Sammartino won the Heavyweight title, it was WWWF; during much of Bob Backlund’s reign, it was World Wrestling Federation. When discussing the company and its history as a whole, I use the current name, WWE.

So now let’s take a closer look at those giants of the ring who thrived and prospered in WWE’s early days. Most of them never had the chance to perform on the mainstream, worldwide stage enjoyed by today’s Superstars. Yet they were legends nonetheless, gods to the thousands and thousands of fans who had the honor and privilege of watching them work. Their greatest achievements took place before there were national broadcasts, or the Internet, or merchandise galore. Yet without them, there would not be any of those things today. These are the people who started it all.
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Vince J. McMahon’s final night at Madison Square Garden was the night Hulk Hogan won the Heavyweight title in 1984.



	
McMahon is responsible for naming Hogan, Andre the Giant, the Fabulous Moolah, and Haystacks Calhoun.



	
Vince Sr. was known for jingling change in his pocket whenever he was concentrating.





The entity known today as World Wrestling Entertainment was previously known as the World Wrestling Federation. Before that, it was the World Wide Wrestling Federation. And it started with the company called the Capitol Wrestling Corporation. At the beginning of it all stands one man: Vincent J. McMahon, the founder of WWE. It was this McMahon who, from the 1950s through the ’80s, created the most successful wrestling territory of his era, building the foundation upon which his son would one day construct a worldwide empire the likes of which the sport had never before seen.

The elder Vincent McMahon was not the first of the family in the promotional business. Rather, he was introduced to it by his own father, Jess McMahon.
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Roderick James “Jess” McMahon was born in New York City in 1880, the son of Irish immigrants who had come to the United States the previous decade. His father had worked hard to establish the family in their new homeland, saving enough money to open up his own tavern and to put Jess through college, a first for the family. However, he could not have predicted what Jess would choose to do with his education after he graduated from Manhattan College in 1902.

Jess McMahon had long been interested in the promotional business. By the time he got out of school, he knew full well what he wanted to be: a promoter. But that became a source of serious family strife.

“Once he went into the promotions business, which was full of charlatans, his father disowned him,” recounts WWE chairman Vincent K. McMahon, Jess’s grandson. “Because here he had scraped and put his son through college, and was so proud he graduated, but when Jess took his college degree and went into the promotion business—especially, in those days, boxing—his father thought, ’Oh my God, how could you get involved in that sleazy business?’ Jess was disowned. And his old man kept to his word. When he died, every nickel he had went to Jess’s sister Lottie.”

Jess first began making his mark as a promoter in 1911, when he formed the Lincoln Giants, a black baseball team that predated the Negro Leagues by more than a decade. Based out of the Olympic Park ballfield in Harlem, it became one of the most successful ball clubs of its kind. It was also around this time that Jess met his wife, Rose.

On July 6, 1915, Vincent James McMahon was born to Jess and Rose in Harlem, New York. It was just at that time that Jess was really breaking into the business of boxing promotion, which would encompass most of his career. He formed a partnership with Jack Curley, a major New York boxing and wrestling impresario, and the two men put together the historic heavyweight boxing match between champion Jack Johnson and “Great White Hope” Jess Willard in Havana, Cuba.

Young Vincent and his family soon moved from Harlem to the quiet Far Rockaway section of Queens. For a while, Jess was the matchmaker for the Commonwealth Sporting Club in the Bronx, until 1925 when he was invited by Tex Rickard, then the nation’s top boxing promoter, to be the exclusive matchmaker for the new Madison Square Garden Rickard had built on Eighth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street in Manhattan. Rickard and McMahon presented the first boxing match ever held in the building, a lightheavyweight championship fight between Paul Berlenbach and Jack Delaney.

Despite Jess’s burgeoning business, he remained a family man at heart, running a strictly nine-to-five business that assured him time with Rose and Vince. He was known throughout the business as a “debonair, handsome gentleman” whose impeccable neatness earned him the nickname “Dapper Jim.” He was also a respectable boxing promoter (which was a rare commodity), even standing up on a number of occasions to the mob, which controlled much of the fight game.

Vincent, meanwhile, was gaining a unique first glimpse of his dad’s business. As a child of eleven and twelve, he was regularly brought backstage at Madison Square Garden, and got to know some of the greatest sports heroes of the age. For three years, Jess worked as matchmaker for Tex Rickard at the Garden, until he went into business for himself in 1928, leasing out the New York Coliseum in the Bronx for ten years.

Meanwhile, in Far Rockaway, Vincent enjoyed a middle-class upbringing even as the nation fell into economic depression. He was an avid swimmer in school, and later worked as a lifeguard at Rockaway Beach.

In the early 1930s, with Vincent coming of age, the McMahon family entered the wrestling business for the first time when Jess went back to work for Jack Curley. Boxing was in a lull, and both men turned their full efforts to the grappling game instead. For much of the 1930s and well into the ’40s, Jess promoted shows on Long Island for Curley, and later men like Rudy Dusek and Joseph “Toots” Mondt, who controlled most of the wrestling in the New York area.

Vince J. McMahon was brought into the promotional business by his father, who set him up in a small booking office in Hempstead, Long Island, in 1935, promoting fights and concerts. Although Vince was only twenty, he had gained valuable experience assisting his father for years. He worked there for nearly seven years, until the United States was drawn into World War II.

Former heavyweight boxing champion Jack Dempsey, a friend of Vince’s, was working as a recruiter for the Coast Guard, and he helped get Vince stationed at the Coast Guard base in Wilmington, North Carolina, where he served throughout the war. There he met a waitress, Vicki, whom he eventually married. They would have two sons, Vincent Kennedy in 1945 and Rod in 1947.

The marriage was an ill-fated one. They split up permanently shortly after Rod’s birth, with Vicki remaining in North Carolina and raising the two boys with her new husband. Vince relocated to Washington, D.C., where soon thereafter he met his second wife, Juanita.

Part of Vince’s reason for moving to D.C. after the war was to set up his own full-scale wrestling promotion. New York was still under the control of the old-guard promoters like Mondt, and McMahon hoped to use Washington as a foothold to eventually expand throughout the Northeast—most importantly, into the Big Apple. In late 1952, he bought Turner’s Arena from Florence Turner, the widow of local promoter Joe Turner, and renamed it the Capitol Arena.

McMahon formed a company he called the Capitol Wrestling Corporation, and presented his first regular wrestling show under the Capitol banner on January 7, 1953. He set up his offices on the seventh floor of Washington’s Franklin Park Hotel. At the time, he was using performers on his cards obtained from both Toots Mondt’s booking office and the Carolinas office of Jim Crockett Sr. But things would soon change dramatically.

In 1954, McMahon would finally get reacquainted with the two sons he had never really known.

“That came about because my stepmother, Juanita, wanted it to,” says Vince McMahon. “She was very interested in the two children that he had fathered. So she came down to North Carolina with my grandmother Rose. I was living with my grandmother on my mom’s side at the time. She met me and my brother, Rod, and then subsequently invited us to New York, which is not where my dad was living. They were living in D.C. at the time. But we went to New York first, and visited Rose and Jess, and Juanita and my dad came up and visited. I guess in those days it was easier for my mom’s side of the family to accept that we were going to visit our grandparents.”

But it would be much more than a visit, as young Vince Kennedy and Rod would be raised for the most part by Vince and Juanita from that point on.

“I loved him from the moment I met him,” remembers Vince McMahon of his father. “Just a wonderful, wonderful man.”

It was not long after that family reunion that Roderick “Jess” McMahon passed away. At the age of seventy-four, he was still promoting occasional shows, and while in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, to oversee an event, he died in his sleep on November 22, 1954.

Ironically, it was shortly after Jess’s passing that his son’s career would begin a meteoric rise that eventually saw him become the preeminent wrestling impresario in the Northeast, and the most successful one in the entire country. From the start, he knew the key to doing this was the brand-new technology that had been working wonders for a handful of promoters in other parts of the nation: television.

“Without question,” says his son, Vince K. McMahon, “television was everything.”

McMahon began making connections in the TV business, and wired the ramshackle Capitol Arena for TV. In 1955 the Dumont Network (then one of the nation’s top TV conglomerates, along with ABC, NBC, and CBS) canceled Live from the Marigold Theater, the landmark show out of Chicago that had ushered in a golden age for the wrestling business starting in the late 1940s. Ratings had slumped, and Dumont execs spent much of the next year looking for a full-time replacement.

McMahon convinced the local D.C. Dumont affiliate WTTG to air his weekly matches from the Capitol Arena. On January 5, 1956, the first McMahon-produced wrestling TV program hit the airwaves. The show was an immediate hit with D.C. viewers, and by the summer of 1956, the decision was made to bring Capitol Wrestling to other Dumont affiliates, most importantly WWOR in New York (which still exists to this day as a UPN affiliate, carrying SmackDown!).

Capitol Wrestling aired in New York for the first time on June 21, 1956. The success of the show, which featured the white-hot Antonino Rocca as its main attraction, gave McMahon the foothold he needed in the New York market. All he needed now was a way to get past Toots Mondt, the man who controlled all wrestling at Madison Square Garden. The perfect opening occurred when Mondt’s promoter’s license was suspended for six months by the New York State Athletic Commission (apparently his longtime archenemy Jack Pfefer used his clout with the athletic commission to make Mondt’s life difficult).

On November 26, 1956, McMahon held his first event at Madison Square Garden. Wrestling in New York had been in a long slump at that time, and so the Garden was only half full that night. But after word of mouth spread about the colorful, wild and woolly style of wrestling now being presented, the next McMahon engagement drew over 19,000 fans, the largest MSG wrestling crowd in twenty-six years. Vincent J. McMahon was officially a force to be reckoned with.

What followed over the course of the late 1950s was a chaotic promotional war for control of the Northeast. McMahon fought to maintain his foothold in the Garden against the likes of old-guard promoters like Mondt (who still controlled the Manhattan Booking Office, which hired out all the talent) and Pfefer. In addition to D.C. and Manhattan, McMahon would gain sway in places like Baltimore, Philadelphia, Bridgeport, and his home county of Queens. He would also start broadcasting weekly TV shows from the latter two locations as well.

His main advantage was his understanding of television, which many older promoters didn’t fully trust. He created revenue by selling advertising for his own programs, and even extended his influence to movie audiences by filming clips of his bouts to air during theater newsreels. By the end of 1960, the war for dominance, for all intents and purposes, was over. When the smoke cleared, out of the more than twenty promoters who had been vying for a piece of the pie, only McMahon remained.

Toots Mondt, out of necessity, at last succumbed to the old adage, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” He went into business with Vince as a full partner. It was a perfect teaming: Mondt had the wrestlers, and McMahon had the TV. But from the start, it was clear that McMahon was in charge. He divided promotional rights over the cities he controlled among several business associates such as Mondt, Willie Gilzenberg, Phil Zacko, Ray Fabiani, and others, but maintained power over all of them as chief booking agent for the entire Northeast. Most importantly to him, Madison Square Garden, the arena he had revered since childhood, was now his.

Expansion continued as McMahon next moved into Boston, the last holdout in the region. They had consolidated the largest territory in the country. The next step was to assert their independence and disassociate themselves from the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA), a network of promoters that had outgrown its usefulness. Their ace in the hole was the fact that they had a nearly exclusive agreement with the man who was about to become the next NWA World Champion, Buddy Rogers. McMahon partnered with Chicago promoter Fred Kohler to promote the 1961 Comiskey Park match in which Rogers achieved that goal.

“I remember being there for that as a kid,” says Vince McMahon. “That was pretty cool.”

Looking to protect the territory he had worked so hard to build, McMahon made the decision to form his own independent organization, under the auspices of the Capitol Wrestling Corporation, which he would ambitiously call World Wide Wrestling Federation (WWWF). In an attempt to block this move, the heads of the NWA brought in Lou Thesz to dethrone Buddy Rogers as champion, but it was no matter to Vince. Using the excuse that the match had been contested under One-Fall rules (back when most title matches were Two-Out-of-Three)—McMahon and Mondt officially withdrew from the NWA, and recognized Rogers as the first Heavyweight Champion of WWWF in early 1963.

It wasn’t clear if WWWF could survive on its own, but once Bruno Sammartino captured the crown, the answer was obvious. With Sammartino as the star, McMahon’s organization became the most successful independent territory ever seen. Over the course of the 1960s, McMahon became the most powerful man in the industry. He became a man of means, eventually buying a summer home in Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, and a winter home in Coral Springs, Florida. His almost monthly events at the Garden were followed by lavish parties at Jimmy Weston’s Supper Club, a top New York hot spot at the time.

Toots Mondt retired in 1969, selling his stock in the company back to McMahon, who divvied it out to loyal wrestlers Arnold Skaaland and Gorilla Monsoon, as well as longtime associate Phil Zacko. Shortly thereafter, he hired his son Vince as an announcer, also allowing him to get his feet wet as a promoter in Maine, on the northern outskirts of his territory.

Despite a temporary loss of TV coverage at the end of the 1960s, McMahon’s fortunes bounced back in the 1970s. The weekly shows moved from Washington, first to Philadelphia, and then to Hamburg and Allentown, Pennsylvania, where they would remain for the rest of his tenure. Madison Square Garden remained his “home field,” even when it was closed down in 1968 and a new version was constructed over Penn Station on Seventh Avenue.

“I was just about the last person in the place,” recalled Vince Sr. in a rare interview given that year to Wrestling World magazine. “All the front doors were locked and I had to leave by way of the employee’s entrance. I just sat around thinking back. It felt eerie, thinking about the things that I saw there in the forty-two years since my dad opened it.”

In addition to Bruno, over the years McMahon built up top attractions like Andre the Giant, Superstar Billy Graham, Bob Backlund, and Jimmy Snuka. Although his territory remained the Northeast, he would regularly loan out performers like Bruno and Andre to other promoters throughout the country and around the world. His territory, particularly the Garden, was the place where every performer in the business wanted to work. Perhaps McMahon’s most high-profile venture occurred in 1976, when he co-promoted a match pitting Muhammad Ali against Japanese wrestling star Antonio Inoki that was carried around the globe on closed circuit.
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Vince J. McMahon (right) with fellow promoter Frank Tunney.

By 1982, McMahon had decided it was time to get out.

“He had just had enough of the business,” explains his son Vince. “He had accomplished everything he had ever wanted to accomplish in life. He lived like a king, and that was all he needed. The business became aggravating. You see, sometimes when performers’ personalities mature, they get a different mind-set. To quote my dad, ’They get the wrinkles out of their belly.’ Which is an old expression meaning they become less hungry. It required a different set of motivational skills to work with them. My dad was just sick of that kind of shit, dealing with talent that would become ungrateful. You can’t blame the talent, it’s human nature for you to think, ’I did this,’ as opposed to being brutally honest, and saying, ’I did this with the help of all these people.’ Dad just lost his zest for the tough part of the business.”

The original plan was for the successor to be Gorilla Monsoon (Robert Marella), but Vince K. McMahon, who had developed as a businessman and entrepreneur over the dozen years he had been working for Capitol Wrestling Corporation, offered to buy out his father and all his partners, including Monsoon. In the spring of 1982 Vince Sr., along with partners, met with Vince K. in New York and agreed to sell the company in monthly installments. If the younger McMahon missed a single monthly payment, control would revert back to Vince and his partners.

“It wound up with my dad working for me,” says Vincent K. “He threatened to quit on two occasions. And I wouldn’t have blamed him if he did, because he didn’t know what my intentions were when I bought the business. Because in my view, what was working in the Northeast would work all over the country, and all over the globe. He didn’t know I was gonna go in competition with all the cronies he had done business with, his friends. His first and foremost concern was for my longevity; he thought they were gonna kill me. There were a number of threats. But when he threatened to quit the second time, I said, ’Pop, please don’t ever do that again. Because the next time you say “That’s it, Vinny, I’m gonna quit,” I’m gonna have to say okay. I can’t do business with you when you’re threatening to quit all the time. It’s not the right thing to do. When I worked for you, I didn’t agree with everything you said, but I did it. Now it’s the other way around. It would break my heart if you quit on me.’ He finally came full circle. About a month later, he came back to me, and said, ’You know what? You’re right. Fuck all those guys.’ That made me feel so good. He could see the success we were having.”

As McMahon watched his son begin putting into action his plan to go national with World Wrestling Federation (“Wide” was dropped in 1979), he began experiencing health problems that he tried to keep to himself as long as he could. Eventually, this became impossible, and his friends and family convinced him to see a doctor in early 1984. What was originally diagnosed as a minor prostate ailment turned out to be pancreatic cancer.

“In those days, I don’t know that they could have done anything about it, even if it had been properly diagnosed at first,” says Vince McMahon. “By the time they discovered he was really sick, they gave him chemo and his hair fell out. He was always so proud of his hair. He had a hell of a head of hair.”

Recalling his dad’s last days in a 2000 Playboy interview, Vince said, “My dad was old Irish, and for some reason I don’t understand, they don’t show affection. He never told me he loved me. That time in the hospital, I kissed him and said I loved him. He didn’t like to be kissed, but I took advantage of him. Then I started to go. I hadn’t quite gotten through the door when I heard him yell, ’I love you, Vinny!’”

After a four-month hospital battle, Vincent James McMahon passed away on May 27, 1984, at age sixty-eight. He was survived by Juanita, Vince, and Rod, as well as his two grandchildren, fourteen-year-old Shane and seven-year-old Stephanie. Ironically, just as had been the case with his own father, Jess, Vincent himself died just before his son would achieve his greatest success. In the years immediately following, the World Wrestling Federation, under Vincent K. McMahon’s Titan Sports, would ignite a new golden age for the sport, conquer the wrestling business, and become one of the most well known entertainment companies on the planet.

The product that Vince Sr. created would eventually come to be known as World Wrestling Entertainment. And although today’s multimedia sports entertainment giant is far removed from those old Capitol Wrestling days in so many ways, Vincent J. McMahon remains the man who started it all.


	
Some of the stars Mondt helped create from the 1920s through the 1960s included Wayne “Big” Munn, Jim Londos, Antonino Rocca, Bruno Sammartino, and Cowboy Bill Watts.



	
Toots was known for his willingness to eat virtually anything, no matter how disgusting!





He was an ingenious innovator, and a feared enforcer. A brilliant businessman, and a degenerate gambler. He forever changed the very concept of pro wrestling, and his often-cutthroat practices led his enemies to remember him as “corrupt to his soul.” He would help to create the most powerful dynasty the sport had ever seen, only to watch it collapse around him; then go on to become the most powerful promoter in the country, only to be forced out by a virtually unknown newcomer, who would later become his closest ally and benefactor.
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