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To Corki, for standing by me all these years.

To Vincent J. McMahon, for giving me the chance of a lifetime.


FOREWORD BY “ROWDY” RODDY PIPER

I was barely twenty years old.

Bob Backlund was the world champion from New York. He had come in to the Olympic Auditorium in Los Angeles, where he always drew a lot of money. On this night, however, he had just arrived from Tokyo, where he had just completed a tour with Antonio Inoki’s New Japan promotion the night before. Promoter Mike LaBell had asked Vince McMahon Sr. if his champion could stop over in Los Angeles on his way back from Japan and defend the World Wide Wrestling Federation’s Heavyweight Championship at the Olympic against his America’s Champion.

Vince Sr. agreed.

I was the America’s Champion.

The hype for this match had been terrific, and the building was completely sold out. In fact, I think because of fire code issues they had to turn people away from the box office that night.

At the appointed time for the main event, we climbed into the ring, went through the pre-match introductions, and then started tussling back and forth and back and forth. The time limit was sixty minutes, and Bobby took me with him for fifty-nine minutes that night. I know I got some frequent flyer miles from that match.

Bobby and I had never met before in the ring anywhere, in any promotion, so it was a real testament to his skill in the ring that he could come in there cold, against a guy he had never been in the ring with before, having just gotten off a long and grueling Japanese tour and a long plane flight from Tokyo to Los Angeles, and to then go fifty-nine minutes with me and make me look good. And you know, for Bobby to be going around like that, not just around the WWWF territory at the time with the same few guys, but to Japan and wrestle guys who don’t speak English, and to Toronto, or Florida, or St. Louis, or to the West Coast where we were—and to wrestle guys he had not worked with before—that’s not easy to do. And unlike a lot of champions before and after him, Bobby would not come into a territory and give you a cheap fifteen minutes where he did a few signature moves, took most of the match, and then got the hell out of there. To the contrary—Bobby would give you whatever the fans wanted—and if that meant he was out there for forty-five minutes or an hour, then that’s the way it was. And he’d make you look like a million bucks doing it.

The night I got to wrestle him, and I remember the night like it was just the other day because it was that memorable a night for me, I learned a lot. To be able to keep the people on the edge of their seats for fifty-nine minutes, now that’s saying something. And you know given Bobby’s style—there weren’t a lot of rest holds or running away and stalling outside the ring and killing time. You were working hard all the time, chain wrestling from high spot to high spot. We were throwing arm drags and dropkicks and leapfrogs and monkey flips and body slams and hip tosses and vertical suplexes. Bobby was so pure in there and so quick and could string moves together so quickly and with such precision—trust me when I tell you—you had to be on your toes to keep up with Bobby Backlund.

And the people were screaming. They were digging it!

To be honest, that night in the ring with Bobby was probably one of my better pieces of work from an artistic and technical point of view that I ever had—because later on, as the business started to change, that old-school honest style became dwarfed and eventually totally eclipsed by show business and standard set pieces night after night after night. But that night, wrestling Bob Backlund at the Olympic taught me not just how to get over with the people, but to stay over with the people. And Bobby did that, seemingly with ease.

The night that I got to go wrestle Bobby Backlund was, for me, a showcase for promoters all around the country. It advanced me in my career, because LaBell raved about it, and the promoters understood, okay, this kid Piper can go. You know, a lot of wonderful things happened for me after that. For Bobby to be that generous with me, stopping over on his way back from Japan and giving me as much of the match as he did, that left me on top of the world. I was more over with the fans after that match—even though he pinned me—than I had been before he came. And it takes a lot of psychology, a great wrestler, and a great storyteller to do that. It was such an honor for me, especially then as such a young kid, to have had that opportunity to learn from him and to have had that kind of experience with him in a one-off match that he totally could have mailed in.

Sometime after that match, he sent me a wheel—you know, the Bob Backlund workout wheel that you’ve seen him use on television. I tease my son, Colt Toombs, who is an MMA fighter, because to this day, he still uses that wheel that Bobby gave me thirty years ago. I used to tell Colt stories about Bobby and our joke was always that the wheel Bobby gave me could have been used as the front wheel of an airplane. It was built so solidly that it was impossible to wear out. And you know what? That is kind of a metaphor for Bob Backlund.

When I was asked to do something for this book, Bob approached me in such a polite and humble way, that I had to remind him that the honor was mine. The honor in being able to give something back to this man is mine.

Back in the day when Bob Backlund was the world champion, there were many talented guys that had been brought up in the old territory system. Back then, you would stand on the shoulders of the guys that had come before you, and who taught you how to wrestle, and how to understand ring psychology and crowd psychology and pacing. The competition in those days was heavy, man. And Bob Backlund managed to cut through all of that, and to work his way up, the honest way, to become the world champion, and then to stay there for almost six years. Six years was like a lifetime in our sport.

And even in our “sport,” where the outcomes may have been predetermined, the competition for who got to occupy that spot was as fierce as it was in any sport or any profession. You know, with pro wrestling, people tend to think that it is a “team” sport—that you rely on everyone, but indeed it’s not. To become truly successful, you have to be able to cut the line. Everyone wants to kind of try and do business and get along, but everybody also wants to be on top. So the question is: how do you get to the top?

That’s not so easy to do.

But Bob Backlund did it.

And the bigger question is, once you’re there, how do you find a way to stay there for all of those years, stay healthy, and still get along and be able to work with people?

That’s even harder to do.

But Bob Backlund did that too.

For almost six years, he was the world champion of the most lucrative territory in the wrestling business, filling the biggest buildings night after night after night. To get to that kind of a place, you need all the legs of the table: the technical part, the psychology part, the showbiz part, and the ability to talk people into the seats by making them want to suspend disbelief and buy what you are selling them. They have to believe in you. And believe me when I tell you, the fans believed in Bobby Backlund.

But how do you get to the top of the business, manage to stay there, and then also manage to have a legacy where practically everyone in the industry, to a man, thinks highly of you? Well that’s the hardest thing of all, and Bobby Backlund did that too.

For a world champion to take some twenty-year-old regional champion fifty-nine minutes and make him look like a million bucks and leave him a stronger force in the territory than before the match … well that is the epitome of what a world champion is supposed to do. Bob Backlund came to Los Angeles that night and did his job masterfully. He personified everything that the world’s heavyweight champion should be—in the way he lived, in his diet and work ethic, in the way he carried himself as a man, in the way he interacted with the people and the promoters, and in the way he acted in the dressing room. And that’s why everybody in the business has so much respect for him.

Backlund was a shy guy, but he was also the first person to break the ice and come up to people he didn’t know and shake hands and say hello. If you wanted suggestions on training or health, he was there to help you. Yet at the same time, despite being such a nice person, he could hold his own anywhere. No one was going to take anything from Bobby Backlund inside the ring or outside the ring that he didn’t want taken. He had all the elements that a real-deal champion should have. If I had to compare Bobby with somebody, I’d compare him to Lou Thesz. Lou Thesz was as real as they come—and so too was Bob Backlund.

A lot of people don’t know that Bob Backlund was the guy who set my career on its path, but in that one hour in Los Angeles all those many years ago, he did just that. And I have never forgotten it.

Bob Backlund was a true gentleman and a champion in every sense of the word. He was the epitome of what a champion should be. He was, and is, a credit to our business. More of all, though, you know, Bobby Backlund has a heart of gold.

Just a heart of gold.

—“Rowdy” Roddy Piper


INTRODUCTION

Every child needs a hero.

Growing up in a middle-class neighborhood in suburban Manchester, New Hampshire, in the late 1970s, my friends all idolized someone whose poster could be found taped up over their beds. For my athletic friends, these heroes were the Boston sports legends of the time: Orr and Bird; Grogan and Yastrzemski. For others, who tempered the awkwardness of those years by taking up an instrument and starring in a neighborhood garage band, it was Daltrey and Townshend, or Jim Morrison, or Mick Jagger, or Geddy, Alex, and Neil.

My hero, though, was someone totally different.

I first discovered him while flipping channels after swim practice on one nondescript, drizzly Saturday morning late in the autumn of 1980. There, at age nine, somewhere on the dial between the Bugs Bunny/Road Runner Hour and Candlepins for Cash, I got my first introduction to the “sport” in which he had the starring role.

Initially confused by what this spectacle was all about, I watched as this guy used a dazzling array of athletic moves to deftly pin the shoulders of a much bigger and scarier-looking opponent to the mat for a count of three, delighting the people who had jammed into the dingy fairgrounds arena to cheer him on. A guy who had the lean, strong body and chiseled but kind young face that plainly came not from a bottle or a syringe as they often do now, but from years of dedication and hard work in the gym and on the mat.

With the battle behind him, I watched as this man approached the microphone held by a very young Vince McMahon Jr., and calmly described his plan for beating someone named Sergeant Slaughter. This Slaughter, he said, was a Marine Drill Instructor who would do anything to win the championship belt. Furthermore, Slaughter was the master of an unbreakable submission hold, known as the “Cobra Clutch,” which, when applied, would render its victim unconscious … But with hard work and dedication, and with all of us behind him, said the man being interviewed, he would do everything in his power to avoid the Cobra Clutch, and find a way to win and keep the championship belt for all the fans that deserved a proper role model … a champion they could be proud of. He hoped we’d all show up to watch the battle at the Boston Garden that night and cheer him on to victory.

I was totally hooked.

At the time, I was a serious young athlete—a swimmer competing on the same team with people who would go on to win gold medals at the Olympics and the Goodwill Games. I believed in training hard, playing fair, and “saying my prayers and eating my vitamins,” long before Hulk Hogan would go on to popularize that phrase. My new hero spoke to me because he was all about those things, albeit on a much bigger stage.

He was known as the “All-American Boy” because of his clean-cut, youthful good looks, humility, and plainspoken manner. As I would soon learn, he was also drawing overflow crowds into the East Coast’s largest hockey arenas and civic centers. From Bangor to Baltimore, Madison Square Garden to the Tokyo Dome, crowds of men, women, and children, young and old, were coming out in droves to cheer him on to victory.

Somehow, this straight-shooting guy was finding a way to hang in there for twenty or thirty minutes nearly every night with challenger after challenger, one more imposing, nefarious, and downright scary than the next. There were Russian strongmen and Samurai warriors; Wild Samoans and tough-talking cowboys; street fighters, masked men, and giants. Through it all, each night, this All-American Boy would dazzle the crowds with elaborate displays of wrestling holds, bursts of quickness, and jaw-dropping feats of strength. He would also withstand unspeakable beatings until he found the moment when he could capitalize on his opponent’s one passing mistake. Then, with a single dazzling move, he’d pin his opponent’s shoulders to the mat for the fatal three-count that would allow him, once again, to retain his title.

In these matches against these formidable foes, he was forever the underdog—and I identified with him, because I suppose I saw myself that way too.

In 1980, I was a nine-year-old boy growing up in the anonymity of middle-class suburbia, and my hero was Bob Backlund—the Heavyweight Champion of the World Wrestling Federation.
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For the next several years, I didn’t miss a week of wrestling on television, as I closely followed the career and exploits of my new hero. Wherever I went in competition, Bob Backlund came with me. As I sat quietly in the locker rooms of aquatic centers around New England, mentally preparing for my big races, I would think about Bob doing the same in the bowels of a nearby arena before a title defense. Whenever an older kid tried to bully me on the playground or in the neighborhood, I would think about Bob standing up to any one of the scary, bigger guys (“heels” in wrestling parlance) he was forced to wrestle in defense of his world championship. With that in mind, no playground bully ever seemed to be quite as tough.

When I first tuned in to all of this as a happy-go-lucky nine-year-old, I didn’t know that the outcomes of these professional wrestling matches were prearranged, and the fact is, it wouldn’t have mattered much if I had known. Nor does that fact matter much in the telling of Bob Backlund’s story, because the meaning of Backlund’s life isn’t as much about the outcomes of his wrestling matches as it is about the man and his journey and the defining choices he made along the way. Choices that left an indelible mark on him, on all of those he touched with his remarkable acts of generosity and kindness, and on the entire wrestling industry.

Of course, the stories Bob Backlund was “telling” in the ring mattered mightily to the fiscal bottom line of the World Wrestling Federation, to the livelihoods of his opponents in the ring with whom he split a percentage of the gates each night, and as such, to his own viability as the champion. For in professional wrestling, the world championship match was always the main event of the evening, and because of that, the champion was heavily relied upon to draw the house. Knowing this, Vince McMahon Sr., the majority owner and Chairman of the Capitol Wrestling Corporation or what was then known as the World Wide Wrestling Federation, had searched the world for an iconic “All-American Boy” to replace the wildly successful but aging Italian superman and “Living Legend” Bruno Sammartino as his champion—and McMahon had gambled big on the relatively unknown Backlund to be that man.

There were smoky backroom machinations that led to McMahon finding Backlund, and inside politics that nearly derailed McMahon’s carefully scripted plan. There were colorful opponents that Backlund faced as he criss-crossed the globe in defense of his world championship belt looking to deviate from the promoters’ booking strategies and “go into business for themselves.” There were unsavory promoters that Backlund was forced to deal with in all corners of the world, road stories from the infamous pro wrestling fraternity, temptations visited upon him, and a remarkable degree of worldwide fame and recognition that made it nearly impossible for him to go anywhere without being mobbed by fans. All of these stories are a huge part of Backlund’s life story. But of equal importance were the positive messages of personal courage, confidence, and hope that Bob Backlund was delivering, by his own example, to me and to hundreds of thousands of young kids my age across the country and around the world.
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I managed to coax my father to take me to a couple of the seasonal wrestling cards held locally every six weeks during the summer at the John F. Kennedy Memorial Coliseum in my home town of Manchester, New Hampshire. The decrepit 2,500-seat half-moon community hockey rink served as the venue. There, we sat ringside, cheering my hero Bob Backlund on to victory and successful title defenses against the likes of George “The Animal” Steele, “Golden Boy” Adrian Adonis, and “The Russian Bear” Ivan Koloff.

As we grew older, my friends and I anxiously awaited the turn of the season and the announcement of the spring’s first wrestling card, which would inevitably turn into a bicycle-driven pilgrimage to Fred’s Tackle Shop on the Saturday morning when tickets went on sale. Fred had fewer teeth than he had fingers (and he was missing several of both), but his odd-smelling Army-Navy surplus supply shop, crammed to the gills with survival supplies, was the exclusive presale location for wrestling tickets in those days. Fred was always waiting with a jagged smile for us to fork over the twelve dollars that each of us had carefully saved up from our paper routes or allowances in order to secure a cherished ringside seat to the matches.

[image: images]

Eventually, though, as it does for all sports heroes, Bob Backlund’s championship reign and his time in the spotlight came to an end. On the day after Christmas in 1983, back in Madison Square Garden where it had all begun, the “All-American Boy” entered the Garden ring with a “neck injury” suffered in a just-televised attack at the hands of his hated archrival, The Iron Sheik of Tehran. Backlund’s injury had just been broadcast to the millions of viewers of the WWF’s television programming that very morning. The Sheik had challenged Backlund to attempt to swing his Persian clubs over his head—a feat which, the Sheik claimed, no American was tough enough to pull off. Backlund, of course, answered the call in defense of his country to the delight of the fans who chanted “USA! USA!” in unison and urged Backlund to put the Sheik in his place. Backlund succeeded in swinging the clubs, only to have the Sheik attack him while he was performing the exercise, causing one of the legitimately 50-pound wooden clubs to (not legitimately) fall on the back of Backlund’s neck.

With that as the setup, the badly “injured” Backlund valiantly battled the Sheik in the main event that night at the Garden, but was eventually trapped in the Sheik’s dreaded “camel clutch”—an unbreakable submission hold wherein the Sheik sat on Backlund’s back and pulled upward on his chin, bending his neck and back nearly into a right angle. Backlund refused to submit and relinquish the title, and instead hung there limply, on the edge of consciousness, with the TV announcers screaming into their microphones that Backlund had to submit or risk permanent injury.

Then, suddenly and without warning, a white towel came flying into the ring—thrown reluctantly by Backlund’s longtime manager, “Golden Boy” Arnold Skaaland, signaling Backlund’s submission and relinquishment of the championship to The Iron Sheik. “I had to save Bobby’s career,” Skaaland later maintained in the televised post-match interviews. “He would never have given up. Sheik woulda had to kill him.”

Bob Backlund’s reign as champion was over. After nearly six years, the “All-American Boy” had lost the world championship to an Iranian madman on the night after Christmas. The wrestling world and, indeed, “all of America” was left in a state of shock and turmoil.

One month later, Hulk Hogan substituted for an “injured” Backlund, pinned the Sheik at Madison Square Garden, and “Hulkamania” was born. This swept into being a new era of sports entertainment complete with a “rock and wrestling connection,” MTV, Cyndi Lauper, dancing girls and Wrestlemania, where TV-star Mr. T donned the tights as Hogan’s partner. Pursuant to Vince McMahon Jr.’s master plan, rasslin’ had gone mainstream.

Amid all of this new glitz and glamour, the people just seemed to forget about their plainspoken hero, Bob Backlund. And that, of course, is when the true measure of a man is taken.

When the lights go out and the crowds have moved on, too many heroes fall.

But not mine.

With Hogan catching fire nationwide, Vince Jr. offered Backlund a lucrative contract to stay with the company provided that Backlund would turn his back on the fans, dye his hair, become a “jealous heel,” and spend the rest of his days attempting to vanquish Hulkamania.

Backlund, however, knew that the “All-American Boy” he had portrayed in the ring for so many years was less a character in the McMahons’ passion play than it was his authentic self. He also knew that the credibility and influence that he built up in the real world in the previous six years was far more important to him than money. During those six years, Bob Backlund the professional wrestling character and Bob Backlund the man had become one and the same. To “turn heel” and destroy that character, as Vince Jr. was asking him to do, would be to repudiate the very essence of the person he had become in real life. And once done, there would be no going back.

Faced with this choice, Bob Backlund opted to walk away. Backlund returned home to Glastonbury, Connecticut, to raise his young daughter with the wife who had been his college sweetheart.

From there, Backlund watched as professional wrestling exploded into a billion-dollar worldwide industry. But with that new cross-cultural exposure and evolution into a pop culture phenomenon, the once passable “sport” evolved into farce, and the ever-increasing physical demands on its characters led to rampant steroid and drug abuse and premature deaths too numerous to count.

For most of the next decade, during pro wrestling’s pop culture heyday, Bob Backlund absented himself from the international stage. And in those intervening years, while Bob Backlund was home raising his family, my interest in professional wrestling likewise faded. I moved on to other things, and admittedly, I lost track of the man who had once been my childhood hero.
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Fast-forward to the spring of 1993—my junior year of college. One night, upon hearing that the WWF was in town, a group of my roommates and friends made plans to head over to the New Haven Veterans Memorial Coliseum to see the show. As I had discovered, even at a rarified place like Yale, there were professional wrestling fans among the ranks. Professors of American Studies, psychology, and sociology studied it as a cultural phenomenon. My friends, roommates, and fellow students—doctors, lawyers, entrepreneurs, and political leaders-to-be—readily admitted a previous (and in some cases, ongoing) fascination with “the sport.”

Word of our planned adventure got out, and by the time the evening rolled around, our posse was a dozen strong. I had no idea what the matches were that night, or even who was scheduled to appear, but was just happy to recapture a moment from my earlier childhood: to feel the excitement of that first glimpse of the three-roped wrestling ring standing empty in the middle of the arena, with the smell of stale popcorn and cheap beer in the air. A haze of cigarette smoke hung low over the crowd as we walked into the arena, and there was a buzz in the air as the 12,000-seat New Haven Coliseum filled to capacity.

It was good to be back.

Later that evening, the “Heartbreak Kid” Shawn Michaels, then the federation’s Intercontinental Champion, came to the ring for a title defense. The challenger, who came running out of the locker room in his old red, white, and blue American Flag ring jacket, to an oddly tepid response from the crowd, was none other than my childhood hero.

Bob Backlund was back!

Bob and Shawn put on a true wrestling clinic for the fans—a twenty-some-minute match (rare for the “cartoon era” of wrestling) which Bob won after Shawn Michaels could not answer the ten-count and was counted out of the ring. This, of course, allowed hometown hero Backlund to win the match, but allowed Michaels to hang on to the championship—which could still only change hands via a pin or submission—just like in the old days.

As the crew dismantled the ring after the matches, I recognized Tony Garea, a babyface from the past now serving as a road agent for the company, standing by the exit. I walked over and struck up a conversation, and mentioned to Tony how Bob’s match with Shawn had been a wonderful reminder of the old days—and wondered aloud whether Bob would be able to “get over” with the people and recapture that old magic again.

“The fans don’t appreciate the same things anymore,” Garea lamented.

Turns out, he was right. In 1993’s postmodern, dawn of the Internet world, Bob Backlund’s wholesome, play by the rules, All-American hero persona wasn’t selling anymore. In many cases, the crowds were now cheering for the immoral heels to beat the good guys. Vince McMahon Sr. was gone, and so too his reliable old model of good always triumphing over evil in the end. In fact, in the WWF of 1993, good and evil were, in many cases, no longer even distinguishable.

That night, however, I began what was to become an eighteen-year odyssey to recapture the magic of my childhood. Seeing Bob Backlund again made me want to relive the matches and interviews that had so entranced me when I was young. To hear the dramatic ring announcements from the old carny Joe McHugh, young upstart Gary Michael Cappetta, or Madison Square Garden’s Howard Finkel. To listen again to Vince McMahon Jr. and Gorilla Monsoon’s compelling play-by-play on the live wrestling cards then-broadcast through the miracle of early cable television on HBO, Madison Square Garden Cablevision, the PRISM Network in Philadelphia, and, later, on the USA Network.

In the years since then, and with the help of many others, I reached back across time and pieced together one of the most complete videotaped collections of Bob Backlund’s matches. Watching those live wrestling cards and their supporting TV shows again, it is remarkable how well the stories stand up, both the “angles” drawn up by the “bookers,” and the stories told by Bob and his opponents in the ring.

I followed Bob’s return to wrestling with renewed interest, but noted with sadness as Tony Garea’s comment that night in New Haven proved correct. Try though he did, my then-forty-two-year-old hero couldn’t sell his story of hard work, clean living, and perseverance to the kids growing up in Generation X. Instead, this generation of wrestling fans cheered a group of “heels” like Michaels that broke the rules, defied authority, objectified women, and referred to themselves, appropriately, as “Degeneration X.” Backlund’s George Foreman–like resurgence upon the wrestling scene he had once captivated for more than six years was, in this new era, sadly failing to catch fire.

By then, however, Backlund’s daughter Carrie and his legions of young fans had grown up into adulthood, and Backlund had been privately pondering how he could get his message across to this new generation of wrestling fans. One night, on cable television’s leading show, the WWF’s Monday Night RAW television program, it all came together. I watched in amazement as Backlund “snapped,” locked his deadly Chickenwing Crossface submission hold on his towel-throwing former manager Arnold Skaaland, and began to rant and rave about the moral depravity of the modern wrestling fan. I watched with a smile of appreciation in subsequent weeks as my old childhood hero “got heat” with this new generation of fans by becoming an “out-of-touch,” eccentric, and highly volatile force, donning a red bow tie and suspenders reminiscent of your former high school principal, and lecturing everyone about their vices and failings.

As Bob put it, “I just decided to be bad by being good.”

I must admit that I was never a fan either of Hulkamania, or of the crazed, bow-tie-wearing, lunatic heel “Mr. Backlund” character that Bob invented and assumed in the 1990s. For me, as a fan, the magic spell that pro wrestling had cast on me was broken that night in December 1983 when Arnold Skaaland threw the towel ending Bob’s reign as the champion.

My childhood hero was, and always will be, the soft-talking, clean cut, sportsmanlike Bob Backlund—the underdog World Champion entering the ring with his loyal manager Arnold Skaaland and vanquishing challenger after challenger. That is the Bob Backlund that I will always choose to remember. And in Bob’s heart, that is the authentic Bob Backlund that he hopes we will never forget.

But to his peers on the inside of the business, the “Mr. Backlund” character that Bob created is revered to this day as one of the most remarkable strokes of creative genius the industry has ever seen. It was, of course, at its essence, a social commentary on the changed and blurry mores of the fans and society at the time.

Vince Jr. had wanted to turn Bob Backlund into a jealous heel back in 1984 and have him try to stop the spread of Hulkamania. Although Backlund could have made millions doing so, Backlund turned Vince Jr. down because he had a young daughter who wouldn’t have understood why her friends suddenly hated her father, and because, he believed, the legion of children who idolized him wouldn’t have been able to understand and process why their hero suddenly turned his back on them, became “evil,” and started cheating, breaking rules, and acting without principle. Cynics will say that Backlund cost himself a fortune by becoming a “mark” for his own character. Others, this author among them, would say that Backlund understood that his wrestling persona had grown to transcend the world of professional wrestling—and his place as a role model for young people became bigger and more important to him than his role in the World Wrestling Federation.

So Backlund had waited, bided his time, and stayed in peak physical condition until his daughter was older and his young fans had grown up. Then, in his forties, Backlund re-emerged, defied all odds by returning to a wrestling world that hadn’t seen him for nearly a decade, and became the most hated heel in the sport by becoming its conscience.

It was a story that took the wrestling world by storm and once again, “put butts in the seats” all over the world—culminating in Backlund’s world title victory over then-champion Bret “The Hitman” Hart at the 1994 Survivor Series. Backlund’s second title run would prove to be brief—but it introduced him to a whole new generation of fans, and a whole new generation of professional wrestlers who grew to admire him, for his remarkable physical conditioning, his knowledge of the business, and for his ability to read a crowd and induce passion—the three old-school hallmarks of what a professional wrestler was supposed to be.
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Fast-forward again to 2009. I am now back in New Hampshire as a partner in a prominent, old-line New England law firm where I have once again discovered unlikely wrestling cohorts—old wrestling fans who will gladly put down their pens to reminisce about seeing Bruno and Backlund and Andre and Pedro at the old Boston Garden. I am now a dad to two young boys, and married to a woman who views all of this “wrestling stuff” with a sort-of bemused fascination—wondering how her otherwise serious-minded litigator husband could possibly be drawn into this fantasy world of men in tights playing out a battle of good versus evil.

“It is a soap opera for men,” I try to explain to her—“a microcosm of the world’s problems and ills played out in a wrestling match.” I have to smile when I realize how ridiculous this sounds when you say it out loud.

In reality, though, it is really much more than even that.

For me, and I suspect for a great many others out there, remembering the glory years of the “All-American Boy” Bob Backlund evokes memories of a far simpler time, before computers, and the Internet, and smartphones—and before the world got itself in such a hurry. A time before “playdates,” and before every minute of every day of a child’s life was scheduled. A time when kids would still gather in the streets and neighborhoods on lazy summer days to play stickball or kick the can, collect and trade baseball cards, play Atari in each others’ basements, and then congregate on a neighbor’s front porch to discuss how Bob Backlund was going to get past the new challenge of “King Kong” Mosca, “The Magnificent” Muraco, or whatever seemingly insurmountable new heel had been groomed on Vince Sr.’s “Storyboard” for a run at the underdog “All-American Boy” and his championship belt.

For me, and for many others like me, Bob Backlund was, like Star Wars, Atari. and MTV, an iconic emblem of a place in time that we now look back on with more than a little nostalgia. Surely I am not the only one who drives past the dilapidated half-moon ice rink in town with my kids in tow and, looking back over my shoulder, sees myself as a still-idealistic child, chattering in a group of friends outside the arena’s back door on a muggy summer night, waiting for that first glimpse of the ring set up in the center of the building. Waiting and wondering how Bob Backlund would even survive his match this time against the 315-pound insane cowboy Stan “The Lariat” Hansen, never mind find a way to actually pin him.

You see, for me at least, remembering Bob Backlund is like remembering our childhood—recalling old friends, and coming of age, and a simpler life that seemed much more black and white than the myriad shades of gray we now know life to be. Bob Backlund was someone to cheer for. A true to life hero. Someone who was unambiguously good, and just, and right. Always the underdog, and yet, somehow, someway, ultimately, always the winner.

There was just something right and comforting and reassuring about that.

And of course, that was precisely the way Vince McMahon Sr. wanted it: his vision of what the story of the All-American Boy should be. That is exactly the way he drew it up in his “Storyboard”—and that is what he searched the world to find, and what he ultimately found in Bob Backlund—the boy he hand-picked to play the role. And Bob Backlund was, of course, the last great story in Vince McMahon Sr.’s long and wildly successful life of storytelling—the hero he created for us at a time in history at the height of the Cold War when America, and particularly America’s kids, needed one most.
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And so, it was against this backdrop that one day, in the fall of 2009, I found myself up very late one night re-watching the wonderful baseball movie Field of Dreams. Near the end, there are two moments in that film that always bring me to tears. The first is the moment when Moonlight Graham pauses for a moment on the baseline before making the choice to step across it in order to save Ray Kinsella’s daughter from choking, knowing full well that the choice would mean that he could never go back to being a ballplayer. And the second is the moment where the haunting line “if you build it, he will come” finally pays off, and Ray gets to have the catch with his father that he never got to have as a kid.

Of course, the entire movie is really about bringing a hero back to life by telling his story. Watching Field of Dreams that night got me thinking, once again, about Bob Backlund. I wondered where he was, and if he was getting old, and whether he was living somewhere in obscurity, in a place where no one remembered him. My own father had recently passed on, and as I watched that night, I found myself in the middle of something of a midlife crisis, longing to find my childhood hero, and to relive some of those old times again.

So I did what everyone does today. I Googled him.

I learned that Bob Backlund had staged a respectable but unsuccessful run for Congress in 2000 as a Republican in Connecticut, that he was running a heating oil company (Backlund Energy) in Glastonbury, that he was still married to his college sweetheart, and that his daughter had grown up to be a marine biologist. I saw that he looked very much as I remembered him, perhaps with a few more laugh lines and crow’s feet—but still in fantastic physical condition. Most importantly, as I Googled further, I learned that no one had ever written a book about the story of his remarkable life.

And that was the moment when the strands of a new dream started to come together.

It started with a simple letter—written from the heart of an old fan who was missing his dad and wanting to recapture a bit of his childhood. In that letter, I explained to Bob what an impact he’d had on my life, what an inspiration he had been to me, and to so many of my friends, and I asked him if he’d be interested in telling his story. I dropped the letter in the mailbox, smiled, shook my head at the goofiness of it all, and never expected to hear anything back. It was cathartic, though, and that, I told myself, would have to be enough.

About three weeks later, I took a call on my cell phone, appropriately, as I was driving home from the gym.

“Mr. Miller, this is Bob Backlund calling,” the caller said. I pulled the car over into the breakdown lane to avoid running off the road.

He’d been waiting twenty-five years for a letter like the one I sent him, he said … but it had never come. Although many different sportswriters had approached him to do a book—none of them seemed to really “get” who he was or what his life had really been about. My letter, he said, had reached into his heart, justified the difficult choices he had made, and confirmed for him that he had done the right thing. We had a great first talk, and agreed to meet up in a few days at the Glastonbury Town Library to discuss the project.

That meeting was supposed to last an hour. We ended up talking all day.

When I first met Bob, he gave me a big hug, thanked me for finding him and affirming the life choices he had made, and hoped aloud that the man he actually was and the life he had actually led would live up to the expectations of someone who had once called him his hero.

It wouldn’t take very long to determine the answer to that question.
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It is true that every child needs a hero. But sometimes, adults need them too.

At the time I met Bob Backlund again, what I needed most was a return to basics and fundamentals—someone with standing in my life to look me in the eye, and remind me about choices and responsibilities and the importance of making good decisions. The message Bob Backlund delivered to me in 2009 wasn’t much different from the message he delivered to me in 1982, but the second time around, it proved to be far more meaningful. And it is humbling indeed to know that I arrived in Bob’s life at a time when he, too, needed something: one of his oldest fans to emerge from the mists of time to remind him of the reason why he had made the choices he did, and that those choices were, indeed, the right ones.

Writing this book has been a dream come true for me in many ways. It has allowed me to relive my childhood one more time. It has allowed me to meet and get to know great people like Bruno Sammartino and Harley Race and Terry Funk and Roddy Piper, and to talk to them about their experiences as pro wrestlers and in life. It has been a chance to learn about the history and inner-workings of the always-fascinating pro wrestling industry.

But best of all, it has been a chance to say thank you to my childhood hero. Thank you for making the choices you did. Thank you for staying true to your principles. Thank you for not selling out when nearly everyone else did. And thank you for being a role model so worthy of the many years of work that have led to this day.

—Robert H. Miller

Hopkinton, New Hampshire

June 2015
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The Die Is Cast

“Render more and better service than you are paid for, and sooner or later, you will receive compound interest from your investment.”

—Napoleon Hill, “Go the Extra Mile”
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“Bobby, can I speak with you for a moment?”

Vincent James McMahon Sr., founder and chairman of the World Wide Wrestling Federation, was always impeccably dressed in a suit and tie. His silvering hair was perfectly coiffed, and although he smiled easily, his piercing eyes conveyed the message of serious business.

He was a master of human psychology and an astute observer of people, frequently lurking unobtrusively in the shadows, riffling a stack of quarters in his hand, his eyes always trained on people’s faces and his ear listening intently to the crowd’s reactions. Although by this time, he flew up from his home in Florida only for the monthly show at Madison Square Garden and for the two days of television tapings that occurred every three weeks, he was constantly on the phone with his deputies. Not much got past Vince McMahon Sr.’s meticulous attention to detail.

He was the most powerful and successful professional wrestling promoter in the United States, controlling the country’s most populous region, its largest arenas, and its biggest television markets. The World Wide Wrestling Federation was the most lucrative wrestling promotion in the country, and Vince McMahon Sr. was the man whose business savvy and creative genius had made it that way. He was rarely seen on camera, but he commanded significant respect from his business partners, his fellow promoters around the country with whom he collaborated, and of course, from the stable of professional wrestlers who worked for him.

Vince McMahon Sr. was also a man of purpose and of very few words. When he asked to speak with you, it always meant something.

“Come with me, Bobby.”

It was April 1977, and we were standing in the cramped and dirty locker room of the old Philadelphia Arena on the corner of 45th and Market Street in West Philadelphia. That was where the World Wide Wrestling Federation held its television tapings every third Tuesday before they were moved to the Allentown Fairgrounds and the Hamburg Fieldhouse in the name of cheaper rent and better lighting.

I had been flown up to Philadelphia from Atlanta, where I was working for Jim Barnett and Georgia Championship Wrestling. A few weeks earlier, Barnett had called me into his office to tell me that Vince McMahon had his eye on me and wanted to give me a “tryout” at the next set of WWWF television tapings. Vince Sr. and Jim Barnett often shared talent, so Barnett had encouraged me to accept Vince’s invitation.

I wrestled three tag-team matches and a singles match at that first set of TV tapings, and things had gone well. Before I left to go back to Atlanta, Vince Sr. shook my hand and invited me back for the next set of tapings in three weeks.

At the time, those television tapings were the lifeblood of the World Wide Wrestling Federation, and the way that Vince Sr. got his storylines across to the fans. There were two television shows, called Championship Wrestling and All-Star Wrestling, which were essentially hour-long ads for the live wrestling events they supported. Each show featured five or six “squash” matches where the territory’s newest villains, known as “heels,” would be introduced and hyped to the fans in quick three-or four-minute matches against local guys known as “jobbers” they would “squash” with little or no trouble. Each heel would typically have a terrifying final move, called a “finishing hold,” that he would showcase in these matches, and which the announcers would hype to the moon. The territory’s established heroes, known as “babyfaces,” would also appear in televised matches against these jobbers, and would also be made to look quick, dynamic, and unstoppable.

The hottest heels and babyfaces would then appear separately, in pre-taped interview segments with Vince McMahon Jr., where they would hype the matches they were going to be having against each other in the upcoming weeks, in the arenas and civic centers and high school gyms around the territory. Wrestlers and their managers would arrive at the television tapings around nine in the morning and spend all day cutting these promos for the upcoming three-week itinerary of matches up and down the East Coast from Bangor, Maine, to Washington, D.C. The federation’s entire roster would be there, reading, eating and drinking, or playing cards, waiting for their turn to cut promos.

Tapes of these one-hour television shows would then be “bicycled” to the various television stations up and down the East Coast, with each local television station getting the geographically specific voice-over announcements and interview segments for the upcoming matches in their local area, which had all been pre-booked and listed in Vince McMahon’s master calendar and storyboard. A quick glance ahead in that calendar would tell you who you were wrestling, where, and on what day—while a quick reference back would tell you what had happened in that town in the prior month, so you could make reference to it in your interview and personalize it for the fans who would be watching the interview. That would make it feel like the match was just happening exclusively in their town. The WWWF had perfected this system of hyping their house show matches better than any other promotion—and that definitely contributed to the federation’s considerable success.

On my return trip to the second set of tapings, I wrestled a series of matches to be aired sequentially on the WWWF’s weekend television programs during the subsequent three weeks. This was done to give the viewers the illusion that I was actually wrestling in the territory and building up credentials and a winning streak even though I was still wrestling full-time for Jim Barnett down in Georgia Championship Wrestling and hadn’t actually set foot in a single WWWF building outside Philadelphia. In the days before the Internet, social media, and the nearly instant way that news travels now—it was easy to perpetuate an illusion like this.

I had just finished wrestling “Pretty Boy” Larry Sharpe—one of Vince Sr.’s most skilled in-ring guys, and a guy who Vince frequently used to “test” the talents of new, would-be stars. Larry, who went on to run a successful wrestling school near his hometown of Paulsboro, New Jersey, was a great worker and could anticipate and respond well to whatever moves and maneuvers you tried to put on him, and “sell” those moves convincingly. That would allow Vince Sr. to examine how well you could put an offensive series of moves together, and how good your timing was. Larry also had a wide repertoire of offensive moves at his disposal, which he could string together with ease, and which would make you demonstrate how convincingly you could sell an opponent’s offense. This, likewise, would allow Vince Sr. to evaluate how realistic your in-ring work appeared to the fans.

Many wrestlers failed to make the cut in these “tryouts” because they either hadn’t mastered how to build a match with a series of offensive moves, or because they couldn’t effectively and convincingly “sell” their opponent’s offensive moves. When that happened, these “tryout” matches would go “dark”—and never actually appear on the television broadcast.

As I toweled off after my last match, Vince. Sr. touched my elbow and led me quietly into the men’s room. The men’s room in any arena’s locker room always served as Vince Sr.’s mobile office. It was the location he chose for every important conversation I ever had with him because it was the one place in an arena where you could reliably get a bit of privacy. Even at Madison Square Garden, as I would later learn, this is where Vince preferred to conduct his private business—away from the ears of the boys in the locker room, the probing eyes and ears of the newspapermen, photographers, and magazine writers who would prowl the back halls of the larger arenas looking to “expose” the business, and out of earshot of anyone else who might be listening.

I followed him into the men’s room, as requested. He turned and locked the door, and then turning back to me, looked me square in the eye and then dropped the bombshell.

“Bobby, I’ve decided to put the belt on you.”

His words hung in the air. I wasn’t even sure I had heard them correctly.

Given that I had only wrestled six matches in front of him and had not yet set foot inside a WWWF arena, I was astonished, and struggled to find words. I opened my mouth to try and respond, but no words came.

“Next February at the Garden,” he said.

My mind was racing. Bruno Sammartino still had the WWWF championship, and the look on my face must have communicated my uncertainty of how this was all going to take place.

“Billy Graham is going to beat Sammartino in Baltimore next month and run with the belt for a while. You’ll get it from him at the Garden next February.”

I had just been entrusted with one of the most closely guarded secrets in wrestling—knowledge of not one, but two pending world title changes. Vince’s hottest heel, “Superstar” Billy Graham, was poised to stun the wrestling world by defeating Vince’s aging Italian superhero, “The Living Legend” Bruno Sammartino, for the championship on April 30, 1977, at the Baltimore Civic Center. Sammartino had, for many years, been box office gold. But Bruno, then forty-one years old, had held the title for two reigns totaling eleven years, and had informed Vince Sr. that he wanted some relief from the grind of traveling the territory and around the world month after month defending the title.

Graham was going to be allowed to run with the title for several months—enough time to give some of the territory’s top babyfaces the rub of some world title matches and a chance at some main-event money going around the territory. Vince had already told Graham that he would only be serving as an interim champion and would only hold the belt for as long as it took Vince to find and establish his next babyface champion.

Apparently, that had just happened.

“I’ve been looking all over for an All-American Boy,” Vince explained. “Someone who can play the role of the underdog, but take care of himself in the ring, and protect the title. Everyone you’ve been working with says you’re the guy, and I think they’re right.”

“Thank you so much,” I managed. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“Don’t worry about anything,” Vince said. “You just keep wrestling for Barnett and come up to do television for me every three weeks. We’ll be building you up over the next several months, and exposing you to the fans slowly. We’ll let you know when the timing is right to come up and start working the house shows.1 Okay?”

With that, he shook my hand, looked me in the eye, and smiled.

“Congratulations. This is going to be great.”

With that, he whirled on his heel, turned the lock on the bathroom door, and was gone. This entire life-altering conversation lasted less than two minutes. There were no contracts. Money was never discussed. Just a look in the eye, a firm handshake, and a smile, and the deal was done.

Vince McMahon Sr.’s word was his bond—and that was just fine with me.

I would later learn that there was much more to this story.



1 The “house shows” were the regularly monthly schedule of matches in the big-city arenas, smaller city civic centers, and small-town gymnasiums around the WWWF territory from Maine to D.C. that was the federation’s bread and butter.
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Where It All Began

“Who remembers the people whose weak wills kept them mired in mediocrity?”

—Napoleon Hill, “Self-Discipline”
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To really understand me, to understand why Vince McMahon Sr. chose me to be the “All-American Boy” he was searching the world for, and to understand why I made many of the decisions I did in professional wrestling and in life, you really have to start way back at the beginning. For me, that beginning lies back in the heartland of this great country, in a place where life was, and for the most part still is, pretty simple and straightforward.

Although a lot of wrestlers’ hometowns were kayfabed2 to fit the characters they played in the ring, my in-ring character and my real persona were pretty much one and the same. I really was born in a little town called Princeton, Minnesota—a small farming community of about 2,500 people located about 45 miles north of Minneapolis. I grew up on a small farm, in a rustic little clapboard farmhouse. My mom cooked meals at the school, worked around the farm, and otherwise spent her time raising us. She had flaming red hair and a positive attitude no matter what was happening around her. I definitely got my outlook on life from my mom. She was the glue that kept our family together.

I have two siblings. My older brother Norval is four years older than I am, and my younger sister Mary is four years younger. Neither was very athletic. Norval was a prettyboy who loved spending time with the ladies and always had to have a fast car. I think he used those things to escape the reality of our lives. He worked in construction most of his life. Mary was a nurse at a local hospital. Both still live in Princeton.

My parents were first-generation Swedish immigrants who were used to working hard for every dollar and saving everything that they possibly could—but the truth of it is we pretty much lived day-to-day. There were no luxuries in our lives as we grew up in the ’50s and ’60s. We didn’t have a television, and we only had one old car, and we ate whatever we could grow off the land or raise in our barn.

Until I was two years old, I rarely left my crib and didn’t get the opportunity to socialize with other toddlers. I was left to just lay there, which, I was later told, may have affected the structure of my spine, giving me my unusual upright posture. Because I just laid there, I never raised my head up, and because your head is the heaviest part of your body, this prevented my spine from forming a proper “S” shape.

We had outdoor plumbing, and I can remember, even as a small child, going outside to pump the water from the well and hauling it into the house in buckets. You’d always want to make sure you went to the bathroom before it got dark out because it was a long, cold walk to the outhouse. During the long Minnesota winters when I was growing up, my brother and sister and I would huddle around the fireplace with our mother at night and listen to Gunsmoke on the radio. It was really cold in the house, which wasn’t very well insulated and was heated entirely by wood. At night, we slept under piles of heavy covers trying to stay warm.

As I was growing into a boy, my father’s three brothers would often come over to the house, and they would all start drinking. Eventually, one of them would say, “there is something wrong with him,” referring to me. I would often overhear them talking, which made me feel really bad about myself, and I would retreat to the basement to get away from them. I felt worthless and unloved and very much alone.

I got my first pair of shoes from Ernie—the man at the dump. They were cowboy boots, and one of them had a hole in it that I patched with a piece of cardboard, which didn’t help much. In the winter, the snow would get into my boot so my foot would be cold and wet all day at school, but it was all I had.

My dad worked at a concrete fabrication plant that made bridge beams, and also did some farming and worked on various construction crews. He was a good man when he wasn’t drinking—but that wasn’t very often.

We never knew when the “monster” was going to come home. Dad had a violent temper, and that was very hard for my mom. Dad wasn’t a good drinker, and when he came home in that condition, anything could happen. There were far too many nights growing up where we would wake up in the middle of the night to hear my mother screaming, and things crashing in the house. When our father was finished with our mother, I would hear his heavy, shuffling footfalls on the squeaky stairs of our house as he trudged up to the second floor where my bedroom was. Some nights, he was so drunk that he would fall on the stairs and tumble heavily back down to the bottom and lie groaning there for awhile until he managed to pick himself back up and try again. When I heard him coming, I would always pull the covers over my head and try to hide. On the nights when he made it to the top of the stairs, he would come into my bedroom, stinking of alcohol, and sit on the edge of my bed mumbling to himself or talking gibberish while I hid there under the covers shaking.

I couldn’t ever have people over, because I never knew when my dad might come home in that violent condition. In all the years I was growing up, I only had a person stay over one time—and that night was so horrible, he never wanted to come back again. The next day at school, he told everyone what he had seen and heard at my house, which made me want to crawl into the deepest hole and be away from everyone making fun of me and my family. After that, I was too embarrassed to have anyone over and no one would come over anyway. One time, when Norval was seventeen or eighteen, my father was beating my mother so severely that Norval had to jump into the fight to save her. That was the night that years and years of anger came out of Norval, and he beat my father so severely that the next day, my father had bruises all over his face.

We suffered in silence for years, trying to block out the horror of what was happening in our home.

People have often wondered why I was so shy and reserved, kept to myself so much, and had trouble being confident, or looking into the camera. The fact is that when you grow up in an environment like the one I grew up in, you are constantly hiding from the world, not wanting anyone to know the truth about what is going on in your life. I went to school hoping it would be a better and a safer environment than I had at home, but school was just as bad for me, but for a different reason. In school I was very scared because I couldn’t answer the questions the teachers were asking me. I was a very poor reader and I couldn’t remember anything, so I was always looking down at my feet, trying to hide, hoping that the teachers would call on someone else, and praying that I could just get through another day without being noticed. I got held back in third grade, which made things even worse, because I was no longer even with the same group of kids. All of this just reinforced my feelings of being a complete and utter failure.

When I was seven years old, I started playing tee-ball in the local town league as a way of getting out of the house. To get to tee-ball practice, I would ride an old rusty bicycle I found at the dump about 4 miles to town over the soft, sandy farm roads. The roads were so soft that the tires of that bike would sink down into the sand so I had to stand up almost the entire time just to keep the bike moving. I’d have to stop and rest a couple of times on the way, so I was always exhausted and late by the time I got to practice. The coach was an impatient and unkind man, and he would yell at me for being late and tell me to go play right field—but I didn’t know where right field was, so he would yell some more and embarrass me about that. Every time he yelled at me, it reminded me of the monster I was living with at home, which made me even more anxious. I was a very uncoordinated child. During my first tee-ball game, I struck out twice despite the fact that the ball was sitting motionless on a tee right in front of me—and everybody laughed at me.

After tee-ball practice, I would stop on the way home and visit my grandmother at the old-age home in Princeton. She was totally blind by the time I was born, so she never actually saw me physically, but she used to love having me sit with her, and hold her hand, and tell her about my games. I was often reluctant to go see her, because I was so embarrassed that I never had anything positive to tell her. She loved baseball, and I wished so much that I could tell her about getting a hit or making a good play so she would be proud of me. But I never made plays like that, and I didn’t want to lie to my grandmother. I would then ride my bike back home through the sand again, and by the time I got home, I was so tired, I would often fall asleep. One time I fell asleep in the barn next to my bike, and when my father found me, he whipped me for sleeping before I brought the wood in for the night.

My mother did what she could to protect me. One day she tried to save me the ride on my bike by dropping me off at practice. The problem was, our car was so old it made a lot of noise and was falling apart, and when the kids at practice saw us, they all made fun of our car and of how poor we were. Things just felt so hopeless to me.

I started wrestling when I was in fourth grade (ten years old) for Coach Bill Shultz. Technically, I was supposed to spend half of the physical education period playing basketball, and half of it wrestling, but I was so uncoordinated and inept at basketball that he allowed me to spend the entire period on the mats. I really wasn’t any better at wrestling and got whipped by the other boys in the wrestling drills, but something about wrestling felt different to me.
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When I got to sixth grade, we moved to the high school and I started to fall in with the wrong crowd. I was hanging around with people a lot older than I was, primarily kids I met working on the farms. Those kids were a big influence on my behavior, and I started skipping school, drinking beer, getting into a lot of fights, and staying out all night—but any of those things was better than going home.

Fighting became a badge of honor for me. I had so many negative things going on in my life that simply getting some positive attention from someone else, even if it was just someone patting me on the back after I got badly bloodied in a fight felt good to me. Home was a disaster. School was a disaster. My social life was a disaster, but this group of “friends” was giving me a place to go other than home. I finally felt like I had found some people I could trust. My life on the edge continued like that for nearly two years until one fateful night when everything changed for me.

It happened at a place called the Kitten Club, in a little town called Longsiding, Minnesota. You had to be twenty-one to get in, but they didn’t card me, because the owners were really just interested in whether you had money to buy beer. There was a motorcycle gang from Minneapolis there looking for a fight. I was with a group of my older “friends” who agreed to fight the gang and asked me if I was willing to help them, and of course, I readily agreed. The would-be combatants spilled out of the club onto Highway 169, stopping traffic in both directions. As I went out into the middle of the highway and got ready to brawl, I glanced behind me and froze.

I was the only one out there.

None of my “friends” had actually come out on to the highway to back me up. Turning back to the reality in front of me, I looked at the gang of bikers with their chains and tire irons and didn’t know what to do. I stood there, trying not to show that I was paralyzed by fear and praying that someone would come out to help me … but no one did.

After some tense moments, the lead gang member just gestured at me to go. I think they actually respected the fact that I was willing to go out there by myself to fight them. But that was the moment that I finally realized that these “friends” of mine weren’t really going to stand by me, and weren’t the kind of friends I wanted to have.

I was very fortunate that learning that lesson didn’t get me killed.

I walked the 7 miles home from the Kitten Club that night. During those three hours, as I walked in the dark on the side of the road, I struggled to figure out how to know whether somebody was really your friend or not.

After that night, I trusted no one for a very long time.
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The beginning of the eighth grade produced the first of several major turning points in my life. I had been given a football physical exam form but hadn’t yet gone to see the doctor. I was going to give it back to my football coach, Mike Scavinack, who was also my science teacher. I went to see him after school to tell him that I was not going out for the football team because I wanted to spend my time wrestling. That was a lie. The truth was that I wasn’t committed to putting in the kind of time and effort necessary to be successful in sports, or in anything else.

When I left Mr. Scavinack’s room that day, though I still had the physical exam form in my hand. To this day, I’m not sure what he said to me to convince me to go get my physical and channel my energy into football—but that’s exactly what happened. I took the physical, tried out for football, and made the team—and that probably ended up saving my life.

If I had quit football that day, I would have dropped out of school and become a statistic. On a number of occasions, I had been an eyelash away from making that choice. I owe a lot to Mike Scavinack. I hadn’t really shown him anything to justify him spending the time with me trying to convince me to play football, but he was a teacher—and he had that special something in his heart that made him want to try.

I was struggling mightily as a student and was humiliated by my inability to perform in the classroom. I would look at the words in the books but not retain anything. I was only a little better at math but had a really hard time following the lessons. I couldn’t keep up with the other kids in the classroom. Some kids got As, and seemed to be able to get those grades pretty easily. My teachers let me skate by with Cs, even though I wasn’t learning anything, so that I could continue to qualify to participate in athletics. I also joined the wrestling and track teams so I had a sport to concentrate on in every season and someplace to go other than home.

I was committed to not missing a day of wrestling, track, or football practice. No matter how badly things went on the field, on the track, or in the gym, it was always better than facing the reality waiting for me back at home.


He Was Dedicated

Bob Backlund was a quiet, likeable kid. His natural ability was about average as a youth, but the degree of dedication he developed separated him from all the others.

—Jermone Peterson, Bob Backlund’s football, wrestling, and track coach from eighth to tenth grade



Despite my efforts to use athletics to get my life on the right track, things didn’t start happening for me right away. We were too poor to afford to buy any exercise equipment, but around this time I made a barbell out of a pipe and two five-gallon pails filled with cement. When I tried to lift it, though, I was too weak to even move it.

During my sophomore year in football, I was a 170-pound offensive end of little distinction. I also had a mediocre year on a good wrestling team. Wrestling at 154 pounds, I was eliminated from the district tournament in the first round, and winning seemed like an impossibility for me. No matter what I was doing, it seemed like I was being met with failure at every turn.

After the district tournament was over, I went to regionals just to watch the matches and cheer on my teammates who had qualified. When that was over, I went to the state tournament that was held that year at the Williams Arena at the University of Minnesota. There I closely watched a guy named Kirk Anderson, a sophomore like me who was wrestling one class above me at 165 pounds, make it to the finals and win. For a sophomore to win the state tournament at that weight class was virtually unheard of. I thought a lot about what it had taken for him to accomplish that, and about the hard work and commitment he must have been putting in to allow him to accomplish that at such a young age.

Kirk Anderson’s improbable victory became imprinted in my mind. Watching his march to the championship made me realize that I wanted to do that too. I had found a role model; someone who I could really look up to.

Meanwhile, at the same time, a new football coach Ron Stolski had just come to Princeton High. He was a big believer in weight training, and he got me really interested in weightlifting and training in general. My sophomore teammate Ross Johnson and I went to Minneapolis with Coach Stolski and looked at four or five different gyms to determine what kind of equipment they had, and to research the most beneficial programs for high school football players. It was exciting to be asked to travel with Coach Stolski and Ross, just the three of us. It was a great bonding experience, which I had never had before in my life.

When we got back, Coach Stolski started holding weight-training sessions at the school at 6:30 a.m. every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. My mom was a cook at the school, so I would catch a ride with her at 6 a.m. to lift weights until the first bell. Ross and I never missed a day, and then when school let out for the summer, I found myself again having to improvise at home.

I asked Coach Stolski for an old football helmet, and attached a 25-pound barbell plate to the top of it with a bolt and a nut and went for long runs with that helmet on to strengthen my neck. That summer, after doing so much weight training at school, I was also finally able to lift my homemade barbell—which provided me with my first positive reward for my efforts and made me realize that what I was doing was actually working.

Junior year, I had a better season in football. I still didn’t excel, but I played every down of every game. When wrestling season started, I was already in good shape, but I dieted down to 175 pounds from about 190, worked hard with my coaches, and concentrated on technique and improving my balance and quickness. I went unbeaten through the regular season and became a crowd favorite because of my enthusiastic approach to every match. I had become so strong that I was able to throw my opponents around the mat with ease.

Before the Princeton Invitational that year, the coaches met to draw up the brackets. The coach from St. Francis was talking up my role model from the previous year, Kirk Anderson, who was the reigning state champ in the 165-pound weight class—now one weight class below me. Anderson’s coach was doing a lot of chirping that there was no one in the Princeton tournament who could give Anderson any competition. So my coach, Dan Brockton said “well, I have this Backlund kid at 175, and he’s undefeated so far, I bet he can give Anderson a run for his money.” So Anderson’s coach moved him up a weight class, and the coaches put us in opposite brackets so that, barring an upset, we would meet in the finals.

Well, as the fates would have it, Kirk Anderson and I did, in fact, meet in the finals. Anderson was the defending state champ in the 165-pound weight class, and I was the undefeated challenger at 175, where we were both now wrestling. There wasn’t a lot to cheer about in Princeton in those days, so the match was pretty built up in the area newspapers. The match was held at my school, and the gymnasium was packed full of people. When I stepped out onto the mat at the beginning of the match, my mind was strangely clear. I didn’t doubt for one moment that I could beat Kirk Anderson. The crowd was cheering and chanting my name.

It was the first time in my life that anyone had ever cheered for me.

Princeton kids were from the wrong side of the tracks, so to speak. A lot of the spectators at our athletic competitions didn’t like to see the kids from Princeton do well in athletics. They wanted to see some clean-cut, handsome businessman’s son do well, as opposed to the derelict sons of some country farmers. But that’s why it was good that wrestling was an individual sport. You could prove yourself on your own merits, and not have to worry about publicity, or politics, or the whims of the referees. It was just you, down on the mat, all by yourself—and if you pinned your opponent, there was no room for politics or subjectivity.

I liked that.

The match didn’t really live up to all the hype, as I whipped Anderson 7–2 on points. He couldn’t do much at all with me. Given how much I had idolized Anderson the year before, beating him that decisively in that match gave me my first tangible reinforcement that hard work pays off. I was also able to answer the question I had asked the year before about how Anderson had been able to accomplish so much at such a young age. The answer was simple—you just had to work harder than everyone else!

Until that point in my life, almost every lesson I had learned had been a negative one. But this was the tipping point for me, and I was starting to get some recognition for the right reasons! As soon as I realized that, I felt ready to take on the world, and I understood that there was a way out for me if I could simply go out there every day and outwork everyone else.

I won the rest of my matches that season, went on to win the districts and the regionals in my weight class, and then went on to the state tournament at St. Cloud State University—about 30 miles from Princeton.


A “Clod from the Sticks”

A bunch of the coaches were sitting together and started talking about this 175-pounder from Princeton. They didn’t know his name. A coach from one of the more elite programs said, “he’s just a muscle-bound clod from the sticks—don’t worry about him,” and just dismissed him out of hand. That kid was Bob Backlund. In one of the early matches in the tournament, a high-seeded kid charged at Bob like a bull to start their match. Big mistake. Bob thrust his arms forward, mainly in defense, and tossed the kid backward to the edge of the mat. Bob handled him easily. The kid was totally psyched out by that one move.

—Coach Dan Brockton, Bob’s junior year high school wrestling coach



When the tournament seedings came out, it was apparent that if everything played out the way that it was expected to, I would be wrestling a guy named Randy Brekke from Faribault, Minnesota, in the finals. I had already wrestled and defeated two guys during the regular season who had beaten Randy Brekke, so everyone was telling me that I had it made. I had never been the tournament “favorite” before, and I had never experienced that kind of publicity and attention.

I started to believe the hype.

Before all my other matches, I had always gone through the same warm-up routine—but this time, I didn’t take much time to get ready. I was too busy thinking about being crowned state champion in a few minutes’ time. When I went out onto the mat to wrestle, I didn’t stop to shake my coach’s hand on the way out, which I had also always done.

I went to the middle of the mat for the introductions and looked Brekke in the eye.

All season long, I had been very aggressive. I had almost always gotten a takedown in the first minute of action. But Brekke caught me by surprise, took me down, and almost pinned me in the opening moments of the match. Before I knew what had happened, he had built up a five-point lead on me. I tried to make up the points, but even though I had done conditioning work all season long, I felt lethargic, and eventually, that lethargy turned to desperation. I was not yet ready to take on the world because I had not yet learned the critical importance that mental preparation has in sports.

Randy Brekke beat me on points and walked away with the state championship. The truth is, Randy Brekke had taken the match seriously, prepared himself properly, and gave the match and the moment the respect it deserved. I had not—and as a consequence I handed Randy Brekke the Minnesota state championship. Maybe he would have beaten me anyway—but the point is, I didn’t even show up that day, because I had drifted from the principles and behaviors that had put me in the position to win it in the first place.

A lot of my family and friends had come out to cheer me on, and I walked off the mat with my head down for the first time that season. I took a shower, and then came out still with my head down. When I saw my parents standing there, the tears came, and they just started flowing—not because I got beat, but because I knew I hadn’t given it my best. I had allowed myself to get cocky, and had just learned a tough lesson for it.

That felt much, much worse than simply losing.

I turned away from my supporters and walked out of the building. Nothing seemed important to me anymore. I walked around thinking about myself and what a fool I had been to listen to and believe all of the talk about my being “the best.” I remember going to school the Monday following that loss in the state finals and not being able to remember my locker combination. That loss took everything out of me. It took a long, long time for the pain of that loss to fade from my memory.

That was also the second major turning point in my early life.

The loss to Randy Brekke at the state championships was the most memorable and important wrestling match of my entire wrestling career. It was also the match that taught me to never take anything for granted—one of the most painful and important lessons that I ever had to learn.

I would never make that mistake again in any amateur match I ever had in my career. From that day on, I took my matches one at a time, never looking ahead to the future or assuming anything from looking at my opponent’s win-loss record. I was no longer interested in hearing my opponent’s name, where he was from, who he had beaten, or who had beaten him. After that humiliating loss to Brekke, I understood that each time, no matter where I was or who I was wrestling, that I had to simply go out there and give every ounce that I had to give, to never, ever give up, and to never take anything for granted.

Never again would I beat myself.

Looking back over my life now, I’m actually happy that I lost that match to Randy Brekke—because that loss caused me to make a lot of lasting changes in the way I approached athletic competition, and life in general. If I had still beaten him after such lackadaisical preparation on my part, I might have gotten complacent. Instead, that loss gave me a new respect for the importance of preparation and hard work—an ethic that would carry over into my work entertaining fans in the professional ranks as well.

More than a few times, years later, when we were wrestling in a small town high school gym in front of five hundred people on a one-off Tuesday night, some of the guys I’d be in the ring with would want to take it easy and just go through the motions. Any time I was tempted to do that, I thought of Randy Brekke—and it made me remember that the fans in that small town on that Tuesday night had worked just as hard for the money to pay for their ticket to see me wrestle as the people in Madison Square Garden had paid for theirs—and that every fan in every building deserved to see the very best that I had to give them.

[image: images]

Going into senior year, I had been elected captain of both the football and wrestling teams, and I was really looking forward to my final year of high school. Ross Johnson and I continued as training partners that summer. Ross and I were very different people. He was a straight-A student and a very religious guy. He didn’t do wild things, and led a very restrained life. But through our training, we got to be as close as brothers.

We trained hard, and had big dreams.

And I had finally found a friend I could count on and was beginning to trust.

There came a point in our training that summer, though, where I was getting a lot stronger, but Ross was getting weaker. We couldn’t figure out why. We checked his diet and his sleep patterns. He was eating well, and we were doing practically the identical workouts. It was very discouraging for him.

Just before football season started, we found out that Ross Johnson had leukemia.

I had to take Ross’ position as fullback that year. It was a hard year, as Ross couldn’t play football anymore and we all watched helplessly as he got weaker and weaker. Ross battled to the end, insisting on working out with us in the weight room and trying to train with the team and work himself back to health. He came to all of our games to cheer us on.

In the end, though, Ross Johnson lost his battle with leukemia. He died that year at the age of eighteen.

Ross and I had talked about a lot of things while we were training—about life, and our goals for our lives. Ross had a clear picture of where he wanted to go. He was full of dreams and big ideas—of going off to college, getting married, playing professional football, and having lots of children. By contrast, I didn’t really have any idea about what I wanted from my life. I had expected so little of myself for so long, that I had never even really thought about it. But Ross Johnson pushed me to see further, dream bigger, and understand that deep inside yourself, it was okay to set lofty personal goals. A lot of the dreams that I have fulfilled in my life are dreams that Ross Johnson first showed me were okay to dream.

[image: images]

Senior year, I was recruited by a few schools after football season, but I was monomaniacal in my focus to right a wrong during wrestling season. Fueled by the still painful memories of what had happened in the finals of the State Championships the season before, I went 26–0 and won the 1968 Minnesota state wrestling championship at 175 pounds. It wasn’t as exciting as it had been my junior year when it was all fresh and new. Senior year, I was much more cautious. I was totally focused on winning and took no chances. It was certainly exciting to win the state title though. My combined record as a junior and senior was 51–1.

The only blemish on my record was the loss to Randy Brekke.


The Strongest Ever

Bob’s ability to push himself is what made him different. Often, after the regular practice was over and everyone had gone home, he would stay and work. Sometimes he’d ask me to stay with him and just continue to drive himself. He’d come to my house when the gym was locked up on a holiday or something, and ask me to open it up so he could work out. As for wrestling, Bob was the attraction. The crowds just went for him. I’ve heard many, many people say that he was the strongest high school wrestler that they’d ever seen. I can still remember one match in a tournament when another team just conceded a loss to Bob in their match at 175. They put in this kid who was probably 20 pounds lighter, and throughout the match, this kid kept screaming and yelling like he was being murdered out there. I asked Bob afterward how hard he was squeezing this kid, and Bob smiled at me and said, “I didn’t want to hurt him, coach. I could have squeezed a lot harder!”

—Dan Brockton



I had been recruited by quite a few colleges. The University of Minnesota was pushing the hardest, but I made clear to them that I wanted to both play football and wrestle—and their coaches had told me that I couldn’t do both. That didn’t interest me, so I turned them down. North Dakota State’s wrestling coach Bucky Maughan, a decorated wrestler who had won a state high school title in Pennsylvania and an NCAA national championship at Morehead State, was pushing pretty hard too; but he was a new coach up there and was just getting established. I liked Coach Maughan a lot, and I was hoping that he would be able to make things work out for me. In the end, though, he was too new there to exert much influence—so with my dreams of playing both football and wrestling scuttled at least for the time being, I ended up packing my bags and heading to junior college in Iowa.

That is what amateur wrestling did for me. Wrestling took me from the brink, gave me a sense of purpose and confidence, taught me critically important life lessons, and most importantly gave me a future. That is why I have always encouraged kids to become involved in amateur wrestling and why, after I became established, I started the Bob Backlund Kids’ Wrestling Tournaments. Amateur wrestling saved my life—and I wanted to be sure that other kids would have the same opportunities.


Incredible Transformation

Bob and my wife are both from Princeton. In 1965, when I was visiting Princeton, my wife’s younger brother Gary was a member of the Princeton High wrestling team. I had just graduated, so I went over to the high school practice to help out my brother-in-law and to get in a workout. The coach asked me if I wanted to work out with this kid named Backlund. He was a sophomore then, and was about 5’ 10’’ and maybe 155 pounds. I weighed around 145 then, so I said, “Sure!” He didn’t know much about wrestling then, and he tried to muscle me, so I had no problem throwing him around pretty easily. I left the practice not really even remembering the kid’s name.

The next Christmas, which was Bob’s junior year, I was back in Princeton and again attended a practice to work with Gary. I remember asking the coach about this big muscular kid who was lifting weights in the corner of the gym. And he told me, “That’s Bob Backlund—the kid you wrestled last year.” I couldn’t believe it was even the same guy. He had made an incredible transformation over the year since I had seen him. There would be no wrestling with him this year!

I went over and talked with him, though. He was extremely shy, and I had to work really hard to pump even a few words out of him. That year, though, I remembered his name, and made a note to myself to see how he did in the state tournament. As you know, he took second in states that year, and the following year, when I again returned to Princeton, I made it a point to talk to him in practice. He had developed even more by then (his senior year) and he had these large charts that he made to record the weight and number of reps that he did in each lift. I knew right then that he was a wrestler I’d like to have in our program at North Dakota State. And that year, he went on to become Minnesota State Champion.

In 1968, the NDSU wrestling program was just getting off the ground, and scholarship money was practically non-existent. I talked and talked with our football coaches to try and interest them in Bob, but for some reason, they didn’t think that a young wrestling coach who had never played football was their leading talent scout. So they didn’t offer Bob a scholarship, and we couldn’t—so Bob ended up starting off at Waldorf.

—Bucky Maughan, head wrestling coach, NDSU





2 In professional wrestling, kayfabe is the portrayal of facts or events as true or real and not of a fictional or staged nature.
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The NCAAs

“Definiteness of purpose is the starting point of all achievement. Study every person you can think of who has achieved lasting success and you will find that each … had a plan for reaching that goal, and each devoted the greatest part of his or her thoughts and efforts to that end.”

—Napoleon Hill, “Develop a Definiteness of Purpose”
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With no four-year college prepared to allow me to pursue both football and wrestling, I decided to enroll at Waldorf Junior College in Forest City, Iowa—a small Lutheran school about 200 miles from Princeton. Waldorf had very good football and wrestling programs, and had agreed to allow me to pursue both. There were only about six hundred students, and it was very quiet socially, but it kept you on your toes academically. At the time, it was also one of the only junior colleges that had dorms.

I drove down to Waldorf in my ’57 Olds and got there a bit early for preseason football. I met a lot of people from all over the country because Waldorf, being a Lutheran school, drew a lot of students from outside the region. It was a very different atmosphere from Princeton—a town where everyone pretty much knew everyone from birth to death. At Waldorf, I didn’t know a single person.

I earned a starting position on the football team, and played offensive guard and defensive end for Coach Dick Bosdorf, and was on the field for every play on both sides of the ball for every one of our eight games that year. That is also where I earned my nickname “Tiny” because I was pretty muscular when I arrived at Waldorf.


Totally Committed

Even though I’ve placed ten players in the NFL in the past twelve years, Tiny is the player who stands out the most in my mind. He wasn’t the best football player I’ve ever coached, but he was my most totally committed athlete. Everyone looked up to him. He is a totally self-made person, and others tried to follow him because of the example he set.

—Dick Bosdorf, Waldorf Head Football Coach



I also wrestled in my first year at Waldorf for Ron Nelermoe. Coach Nelermoe was very strong and pretty hard to handle. Usually coaches don’t get on the mat with their wrestlers and actually wrestle them—but there really wasn’t anyone else on the team who could push me, so it fell to him to do so. To his credit—he did!

I lost one match that first year, by one point to a kid from Iowa named Joe Hatchett. That was my first loss in almost three years, and I was so upset because of it that I didn’t come out of my room for three days. Eventually, they had to send a couple of football players to come drag me out.

Back then, the national junior college wrestling tournament was almost as strong as the NCAA tournament was. There was some very, very good wrestling done at the junior college level by kids who were really excellent wrestlers, but may not have had the grades or the money to go to a four-year college. By way of example, Chris Taylor, who wrestled in junior college in Michigan, couldn’t win the national junior college tournament. He finished third one year, and second the next year—and then went on to Iowa State, which was kind of the powerhouse of Division I wrestling at the time, where he was a teammate of the legendary Dan Gable. At Iowa State, Chris won the NCAA Division I tournament twice, and then went on to win the bronze medal at the Munich Olympic Games.


He Had Heart

Even though I only coached Bob for one year before I moved on to Concordia, I remember him well. Bob placed third in the JC Nationals that year, losing to the eventual JC champion, and then coming back to win the losers’ bracket. He was the best all-around athlete I have ever seen. He was a workhorse, and he had heart, willpower, drive, dedication, strength, speed … well, he had everything. But that wasn’t God-given. He earned it.

—Ron Nelermoe, Bob’s wrestling coach at Waldorf



In the fall of my second year, everything was different. I tried to be the first one on the field and the last one into the lunch line. I wanted to show them that I was totally dedicated to sports.


Always Worked Harder Than Anyone Else

Oh, he was dedicated all right. I met Bob when we were both freshmen at Waldorf College. It was a new environment for all of us, and it was interesting watching all of the ballplayers size each other up as we arrived. One of us, in particular, stuck out. Backlund. He wasn’t that tall, but man, was he put together. And quiet. The guy didn’t say two words for about the first three weeks of practice. But I knew that if he ran into somebody with that body of his, he was really going to be a show. I think one of the things that really stands out about Backlund was the way he was able to reach down within himself when he really wanted something. He had intestinal fortitude like none of us had ever seen. We’d practice football for two hours a night, get done, and then he’d go to this little side room off the locker room and pump iron and then be the last one into supper—often making it just before the dining hall closed. One day, he asked me and another guy to spot for him and there was this bar on the weight bench that had more weight on it than I’d seen anywhere. It was 405 pounds. I spotted him one rep with that, and his muscles and veins were standing out so tight and the sounds that were coming out of him were sounds that can only come from deep within your soul. That’s how Bob was. He always worked harder than anyone else.

In our freshman year, it was a tradition that all of the freshmen got thrown into the showers by the sophomores. You had two ways to go. You could either go peacefully and let them walk you in and drench you, or you could put up a tussle. But no one escaped getting drenched. I put up a pretty good tussle, but about six or seven of them finally subdued me and got me in there. Well, then, I saw that they were headed for Backlund’s dorm room, so I decided to hang around and watch the show. When they got to Backlund’s door, he opened the door standing there in blue cutoff shorts and no shirt, with his arms folded in front of him. The posse of sophomores informed him that he was going into the shower, and he politely informed them that he wasn’t in the mood to take a shower. They looked him up and down for a few seconds, and then just went to the next door down.

—Paul Felix, Bob’s friend at Waldorf



We went 9–0 that season and Waldorf was ranked ninth nationally. I was named a first team All-American defensive end.


A Standing Ovation

At the Waldorf Athletic Awards Banquet that season, Bob was presented the Honor Athlete Award. I’d been at Waldorf eighteen years, and that was the only time I have ever seen a standing ovation for a student. Bob was just so dedicated and respected.

—Dick Bosdorf



During my sophomore wrestling season, we had a new coach—Neil Boyd. Before that season started, we went over to Luther College in Luther, Iowa, for a scrimmage against their JV team. I was in the locker room getting dressed and watching a guy who was strutting around in there acting pretty full of himself. He looked familiar but I couldn’t place him. Eventually, he came up to me and introduced himself.

It was Randy Brekke.

He had changed quite a bit. Instead of the hardworking humble guy he was when we were juniors in high school, now, he was cocky. I had no idea what weight class he was in, but I was really hoping he was wrestling at 190, because from the moment he introduced himself to me, I was totally focused on getting him onto the mat that afternoon and righting an old wrong.

Unfortunately, it was not to be. Brekke was still wrestling at 177, while I had moved up to 190. If I could have physically done it, I would have jumped into the sauna and sweated off those 13 pounds right then and there just for the chance to take him down. I kept telling Ron Pierce, our 177 pounder, how Brekke had beaten me as a junior and what to expect from him. I think I was more excited for Ron’s match than I was for my own.

When Pierce’s match started, it was clear that Brekke had gone backward rather than forward. Ron went out there and whipped Brekke easily. He was ahead 8–2 on points when he pinned him!

It was obvious to me that day that I had gotten more out of losing that state championship match to Randy Brekke in St. Cloud than he had gotten out of winning it. He had become cocky and less dedicated. I had become hungrier and sharper and more focused—and notwithstanding the very public defeat, had continued to progress forward. Seeing Brekke there at that scrimmage was reinforcement for me of what had already been a very important lesson.

Wrestling season went well that year, and once again, ended with me in the finals of the Junior College Nationals—this time at 190 pounds against Joe Hatchett, who gave me the toughest match I ever had in my wrestling career. We could both bench over 400 pounds, and we both had to cut weight to get to 190. Both of us had breezed through the tournament into the finals. There was serious intensity on the mat that day as we prepared to square off. We were like two bulls out there. It was a total defensive struggle, and neither of us would give an inch. Ultimately, he beat me 2–1 on points.


He Was An Inspiration

I was there in the stands for that epic showdown. You could just feel the energy and intensity when they squared off. And you know, usually, when you wrestle such an incredible match in a national final, even if you lose 2–1 on points, you’d feel good about yourself. I vividly remember Backlund after that match as we headed back to our dorms. I just said, “Nice try, Tiny,” and he responded with a barely audible “yeah” and then went back into his room and stayed there by himself for a day or two. You could just see the wheels turning in his head, thinking of what he had to do to get by Joe Hatchett and claim the NJCAA championship. I had sort of known this all along, but I knew from watching the way he reacted that day that Backlund was going to end up at the top of the heap of whatever he decided to do. He just wanted to be the best, and he was willing to reach deep down inside and get whatever he needed to get to achieve those goals. He was an inspiration to me and to the other athletes around him. To see him working that hard made all of us reach down and get a little more too.

—Paul Felix



After wrestling season ended, I wanted to transfer to North Dakota State University in time for the spring football season so that the coaches could get to know me there, but, unfortunately, we were in the middle of a semester and NDSU was on the quarter system, so the credits couldn’t transfer to permit me to do it.


Dinner Can Wait

Two years later, I was a little more established, and I convinced the football coaches who had dismissed me previously that we should go after Bob Backlund. I was going to Princeton that Christmas so the plan was for me to talk to him about attending NDSU. They also asked me to visit with a running back at the high school that they had their eye on. I invited both athletes and their parents out to eat, and we were to meet at a place called “The Farm”—which was the nicest eating place in Princeton. The running back and his parents showed up but Backlund and his parents were late. The running back knew that Backlund was out running. It seemed that everyone in Princeton knew of Bob’s habit of running endless miles wearing a football helmet with a large weight strapped to the top of it so he could strengthen his neck while he ran. The Backlunds finally showed up and his parents apologized for being late and, in fact, explained that Bob had been out running, that they never knew when he would finish, and that to him, his workouts came before anything, even a recruiting dinner! We convinced Bob to attend NDSU as a football player and a wrestler.
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