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For my mother, who custom-stitched me a tearaway T-shirt after I first saw Hulk Hogan on TV when I was six






 “It’s still real to me, damn it!”

DAVID WILLS








OVERTURE SHOOT


We begin at the end of the world.

It’s April 14, 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic has killed roughly thirty thousand Americans. The unpredictable US president has done nothing of substance to contain the virus and is, per usual, issuing bizarre and contradictory statements via Twitter. The ruling Republican Party is working overtime to attack the idea that public health should even be a function of government. People are cowering in their homes, terrified and angry, eager for distraction, guidance, or both. Only essential businesses are open. All sports seasons have been canceled. All filming of movies and shows has been called off. All of which means the nation is facing an unprecedented, world-historical threat: there’s nothing good on TV.

“People have been starved for content,” says Florida’s arch-Republican governor, Ron DeSantis, at a news conference that day. “I mean, if you think about it, we’ve never had a period like this in modern American history, where you’ve had such little new content, particularly in the sporting realm. I mean, people are watching—y’know, we’re watching, like, reruns from the early 2000s.”

But there is nothing to fear. The governor has a solution: wrestling will save us.

Five days prior, without announcing anything to the public, DeSantis had amended his state’s COVID work restrictions, authorizing in-person work for “employees at a professional sports and media production with a national audience,” if such a company meets certain criteria. As it turns out, there’s only one athletic entity that fits, according to DeSantis’s office: World Wrestling Entertainment, the multibillion-dollar firm that has dominated pro wrestling for decades.

If you only had a passing familiarity with WWE, you might be baffled. How on earth could this spectacle—not quite sports, not quite theater, and not quite palatable for the highbrow snobs of the world—be in the same category as hospitals and groceries? But if you talked to an astute political analyst or any wrestling fan, they’d tell you that it all made perfect sense. This was just Vince McMahon, WWE’s then-CEO, in action.

It helps, for example, to know that Vince’s wife, Linda McMahon, was an influential Republican donor and former cabinet member whose super PAC, America First Action, had just announced it would spend $18.5 million on Republican ads in Florida.

It also didn’t hurt that Vince’s longtime friend Donald Trump was the first—and very possibly not the last—member of the WWE Hall of Fame to occupy the Oval Office.

Whatever the reasoning, the message was simple. No matter how bad things got, no matter how many people perished, no matter how great the threat to the American experiment, the nation could rest assured of one thing: we would be entertained.



There is no art form more intrinsically and blatantly American—in its casual violence, its bombastic braggadocio, its virulent jingoism, its populist defiance of respectability, and its intermittently awe-inspiring beauty—than professional wrestling. This lucrative enterprise is not a legitimate competition, but it is indisputably an expression of creativity. Its practitioners have a time-worn saying: “This ain’t ballet.” But it’s not that far from ballet: a kinetic method of storytelling, one that requires tremendous skill (and physical pain) to perform.

Although a wrestling match is infinitely customizable, the typical setup is as familiar as apple pie. Two wrestlers enter a raised square platform—the ring. Its floor is made of canvas and foam, stretched so tight that it looks like a hard surface but, in reality, left loose enough that it acts as a kind of weak trampoline. At each corner are metal ring posts, with thick elastic cords stretched around them. The wrestlers tussle inside the ring, grabbing each other for semi-choreographed, semi-improvised attacks, flips, and falls (“bumps”) that require cooperation and mutual expertise to execute. If the match isn’t scripted as a draw for one reason or another, one of the wrestlers “wins” by either pressing their opponent’s shoulders to the canvas until a referee counts to three (a “pin”), or by putting their opponent in enough fictional—or at least exaggerated—pain that they give up (a “submission”).

There are, broadly speaking, two roles wrestlers can play in the ring: that of the face and that of the heel. “Face” is short for “babyface”: the innocent, unblemished hero. The etymology of “heel” is more complicated, but one theory holds that the term has its roots in the Hebrew Bible, where Jacob grabbed his brother Esau’s heel during their birth in an attempt to come out first and steal his twin’s birthright.

Traditionally, fans are supposed to root for the face. But in wrestling—as is the case in much of the best fiction—the good guy isn’t necessarily the protagonist. Just as important, and sometimes more so, is the heel, the one who seeks to get ahead through malice, who feeds off the hatred of the crowd, and who often gains the upper hand at the match’s end, breaking the hearts of all who want to see justice done.

In the initial phases of his career, as a hidden-hand executive, Vince McMahon created and deployed many heels in the standard fashion. But then he did something remarkable: he made himself into one. He wrote himself into his company’s own show as a crude, sadistic exaggeration of himself, becoming the saga’s supreme supervillain. He thrived on the fact that he made countless millions of fans love to despise him, even as they shoveled money into his pockets.

He was the head of the operation in real life, but also in the realm of what is known as kayfabe.

Kayfabe (rhymes with “Hey, babe”) is a term of unclear linguistic origin. It emerged from the world of carnivals in the 1800s and, in its original definition, simply denoted the public-facing fictions of professional wrestling.

If two wrestlers are billed as brothers despite not actually being related, that would make them kayfabe brothers.

As a verb, to observe the forms is “to stay in kayfabe” or simply “to kayfabe.”

As a noun, it referred to the business’s central conceit: that it was a legitimate, unscripted athletic competition.

For nearly a century, this illusion was maintained at all costs, in a kind of industry omertà. A heel and a face who were sworn kayfabe enemies couldn’t be seen drinking together in their off-hours; a wrestler billed as Iranian couldn’t be known to be Italian.

Even wrestlers themselves sometimes had trouble keeping track of what was kayfabe and what was not, so they developed two more terms: a work was anything that was kayfabe, and anything that was real was a shoot.

These days, if you’re a wrestling fan, you understand that wrestling is fiction. You know that the wrestler who is crowned champion got that title not because he “won” it in an unscripted competition, but because he has the talent as a performer to carry the role. But then again, he might also be there solely because of political maneuvering behind the scenes. That ambiguity is where the fun begins.

Maybe you heard that another guy should have been champ, but was snubbed because of a personality conflict with the boss. But then you also heard that the so-called personality conflict is just what they want you to think is the truth, to build drama for the show. But wait, maybe it is real—they could be passing it off as a work, but maybe, actually, those guys really do hate each other…

This new status quo is what we might call neokayfabe. It says that pro wrestling, with all its spectacle, is a lie—but that the lie encodes a deeper truth, discernible to those few who know how to look beyond what’s in front of them. To those fans adept in reading the signs, another narrative emerges, and another beyond that. Suddenly, the pleasure of watching a match has less to do with who wins than with the excitement of decoding it.

Maybe a heel gets caught in a sex scandal, or is accused of beating his girlfriend; no matter, just have him own it as part of his gimmick. The fans may be offended by his continued presence on their screens, but their offense can only make him more successful—and there will always be those who respect him, even like him, for his “honesty” about his vices.

Neokayfabe exists in the tension not just between fantasy and reality, but also between revulsion and attraction, honor and hedonism, irony and earnestness.

Call pro wrestling low art, if you must, but it is art, nonetheless. And if wrestling is an art, one man is both its Michelangelo and its Medici.

Vince McMahon’s forty-year reign as the central figure of American wrestling was largely defined by his consolidation of mainstream pro wrestling into a single entertainment. When he began his rise in the early 1980s, wrestling was a parochial industry, divided into dozens of local fiefdoms across the country; Vince demolished or absorbed all of them and created the first truly national operation. When challengers appeared, Vince annihilated them—and often assimilated and co-opted the survivors, no matter how loudly they had once cursed his name. For many years, in his industry, Vince achieved something every tycoon dreams of, but few achieve: he made himself the only game in town.

Nearly all the living household names of American wrestling were molded into global icons under his guidance and at his whim: Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, “Stone Cold” Steve Austin, John Cena, Dave Bautista, Bret “The Hitman” Hart, and Hulk Hogan, among many others. There’s a longer list of people whose names he ground into dust. He has reinvented and saved his industry over and over again, never apologizing for the pain his ambition has caused.

Scandals and accusations have accumulated around him over the decades. He is alleged to have raped his company’s first female referee, Rita Chatterton, and to have sexually assaulted a tanning salon employee. He employed two men who were accused of making sexual advances on underage children, only firing them after a media furor. He has been accused of pushing the steroid use and allowing the head trauma that ravaged the bodies and minds of his performers; meanwhile, he fought tooth and nail to keep those same performers from organizing against him. That’s not to mention the open bigotry of the characters and story lines he has crafted and pushed, and the impact they had on the countless young fans who grew up watching them.

The allegations against Vince reached a crescendo in the summer of 2022, when reports emerged of well over $12 million in alleged hush-money payments he’d made to former female employees with whom he’d had sexual relations. When those payments were reported, regulators launched investigations and Vince, after about a month of trying to wait it out, abruptly resigned. His time at the top was over.

Even then, the wrestling industry was still regarded by many as a joke, something so silly that it’s beneath analysis or investigation. But Vince and wrestling are hardly sideshows. Major public figures have had their careers launched or significantly boosted thanks to Vince. Artists, athletes, and industrialists have been inspired by his programming and ethos. Officeholders have won elections with the help of his largesse. And, lest we forget, there’s the Trump factor.

Vince is likely the closest thing to a friend that Donald Trump has. So intimate are the former WWE CEO and the forty-fifth president that Vince is said to be one of the only people whose calls Trump takes in private, forcing his retinue to leave the room so the two old chums can chat in confidence. There are profound differences between them, to be sure, but they’ve each been heirs to difficult fathers and share both a disregard for respectable morality and an uncanny habit of bouncing back from defeat. For more than three decades, Trump has watched and admired Vince’s product. He has been both host and performer at many of Vince’s wrestling extravaganzas, honing his abilities as a rabble-rouser. Through Trump, Vince’s wrestling-infused mentality has reached the highest levels of the American system.

This is a story about how a country built a man, and how that man reshaped his country.

This is a story about evil and its uses, and what you can get away with when you sledgehammer down the walls between fact and fiction.

This is a story about a heel.
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“McMahon Junior is the modern-day Hitler of professional wrestling, and if you told him that to his face, he’d take you out and buy you the biggest steak you could eat.”

“NATURE BOY” BUDDY ROGERS










 1  FALL (1945–1957)


Vince McMahon, like many of his wrestlers, didn’t grow up with the name he now uses. His father ran a successful wrestling promotion that stretched throughout the Northeast, but Vince was born and raised far away from that empire. He wasn’t even a wrestling fan as a child. WWE has often highlighted the boss’s adoration for the man everyone now calls “Vince Senior.” But until young Vince was an adolescent, he’d never met the man. He was Vinnie Lupton, and he didn’t know if he loved his dad or not.

In his formative years, Vinnie was the son of two people of whom he rarely speaks: Vicki Hanner and Leo Lupton Jr.—his mother and stepfather.

Which is to say, he was a son of North Carolina, however much he may obscure that fact. The sizable Hanner and Lupton clans had been in the state for generations. The Hanners arrived in the colony before it became a founding component of the United States, and by the time of the Civil War, they had settled in as farmers—some of them slaveholders. For example, the most renowned member of Vince’s maternal family prior to him was John Henry Hanner, who, when he died in 1850, held ten people in captivity, making his 614-acre farm (located in what is now Greensboro) one of the area’s larger forced-work camps.

But by the time Victoria Elizabeth Hanner was born in 1920, the family had been in a decades-long decline. Her mother was a farmer’s daughter; her father an itinerant mechanic who rambled back and forth between North and South Carolina, barely making a living while working on automobiles.

Vicki appears to have been born in Florence, South Carolina, and raised in Sanford, North Carolina. She then did a jaunt at Bob Jones College in faraway Cleveland, Tennessee. However, a North Carolina birth index of 1939 informs us that Victoria Hanner—who would have been either eighteen or nineteen at the time—gave birth to a child many miles from both home and school, in Charlotte. In the column for the father’s name, there is only a series of dashes. The baby—Vince’s oldest sibling—was named Gloria Faye Hanner, and there is no record of what became of her.

On December 6, 1941, just a few hours before the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Vicki married an Ohio-born soldier named Louis Patacca, who was stationed at a nearby military base. That marriage, her first of four, was doomed. Patacca was shipped up to New York City, and Vicki found someone else to occupy her time.

We don’t know how she met Vince’s father, but they may have had their first tryst around June 30, 1942, while New York–based Vincent James McMahon was doing his own military service in Wilmington, North Carolina—a local newspaper item mentions that a visiting “Victoria Patacca” had lost a diamond ring. As of January 1943, Vicki was pregnant with her lover’s child.

Patacca filed a vitriolic divorce petition on August 18, 1943, claiming his estranged wife had withheld the fact of Gloria’s birth from him and had cheated on him with other soldiers. Vicki didn’t respond; the divorce wasn’t resolved as of at least four years later. The military moved Vincent James McMahon back to New York, where his and Vicki’s first child, a boy dubbed Roderick James “Rod” McMahon, was born out of wedlock on October 12.

We do not know what happened between these two young parents for the next eleven months. But we know they got married on September 4, 1944, in South Carolina’s Horry County, where authorities didn’t seem to note that Vicki’s divorce was still pending in the next state over. By the end of November, she was pregnant again.

On August 18, 1945, three days after Japan laid down its arms, Vincent J. McMahon was discharged from the New York base that had been his final station. Vicki was about to give birth in North Carolina.

The couple’s second son entered the world at 7:14 a.m. on August 24, in Pinehurst, North Carolina’s Moore County Hospital. Vicki named the child after its father: Vincent Kennedy McMahon. Kennedy was her mother’s maiden name.

On September 16, young Vince was baptized in a Moore County Catholic church. The Hanners were Presbyterians, but the McMahons were Catholics, so this was probably the last influence the father would have on his son’s life for years.

By the time young Vince was old enough to remember anything, the man was gone.



“You know, I’m not big on excuses,” Vince told an interviewer from Playboy in the latter half of 2000. “When I hear people from the projects, or anywhere else, blame their actions on the way they grew up, I think it’s a crock of shit. You can rise above it.”

The topic of conversation was Vince’s own upbringing. He was talking about being sexually abused as a child.

The reporter pointed out how terrible it must have been for him. Vince bristled. “This country gives you opportunity if you want to take it, so don’t blame your environment,” Vince replied. “I look down on people who use their environment as a crutch.”

The reporter brought up Vince losing his virginity. Vince paused. “That was at a very young age,” he said. “I remember, probably in the first grade, being invited to a matinee film with my stepbrother and his girlfriends, and I remember them playing with me. Playing with my penis, and giggling. I thought that was pretty cool. That was my initiation into sex. At that age you don’t necessarily achieve an erection, but it was cool.”

He also recalled incidents involving a local whom he described as “a girl my age who was, in essence, my cousin”: “I remember the two of us being so curious about each other’s bodies, but not knowing what the hell to do,” Vince said. “We would go into the woods and get naked together. It felt good. And, for some reason, I wanted to put crushed leaves into her.” He told the interviewer he didn’t actually remember when he putatively lost his virginity.

“Your growing-up was pretty accelerated,” the reporter said.

“God, yes,” said Vince.

The interviewer brought up Vince’s childhood family unit. Vince said he lived with his mother “and my real asshole of a stepfather, a man who enjoyed kicking people around.”

“Your stepfather beat you?” the interviewer asked.

Vince’s reply: “Leo Lupton. It’s unfortunate that he died before I could kill him. I would have enjoyed that.”



 Leo Hubert Lupton Jr. was born in New Bern, North Carolina, in 1917 and dropped out of high school after his freshman year. He trained as an electrician and married a girl named Peggy Lane in 1939. Their marriage was troubled, to say the least. In May of 1940, Peggy gave birth to their first child, Richard. But scarcely a year later, Leo had been convicted of abandoning his family and was sentenced to “two years on the roads,” according to a brief, cryptic newspaper item. However, a later newspaper item implies he and Peggy were back together three months later, when their daughter, Ernestine—better known as “Teenie”—was born in September of 1941.

Leo’s troubles were compounded upon enlisting in the Navy for service in the Pacific in August of 1944. Although he held the honor of being on a boat that was present in Tokyo Bay when the Japanese instrument of surrender was signed, his wife had a stillbirth while he was at sea. Upon returning to North Carolina, he and Peggy separated, and he held on to the kids. He appears to have moved with them into his parents’ house in the South Carolina town of Mount Pleasant. Vicki’s parents were also living in Mount Pleasant at the time, making it likely that a parental connection was how the couple met.

Vicki filed for divorce from young Vinnie’s father on grounds of desertion, but in a curious way: she filed in faraway Leon County, Florida, the region in the Panhandle that contains Tallahassee, and her listed residence was in Lakeland, Florida—roughly 250 miles even farther south. Divorces were easy to obtain in Florida back then, so it seems likely that she somehow feigned to move there in order to obtain residency, then sought the legal separation, all while actually living in the Carolinas.

Whatever the details, the divorce was granted on March 18, 1947, and, on April 5, Vicki walked the aisle for the third time in less than six years, marrying Leo at her parents’ house. Suddenly, Vinnie, not yet two years old, had two new siblings and, more consequentially, his first father figure.



“He hit you with his tools, didn’t he?” the Playboy interviewer asked, referring to Leo.

“Sure,” was Vince’s reply.

“He hit your brother, too?” came the follow-up.

“No,” Vince said. “I was the only one of the kids who would speak up, and that’s what provoked the attacks. You would think that after being on the receiving end of numerous attacks I would wise up, but I couldn’t. I refused to. I felt I should say something, even though I knew what the result would be.”

Some of that speaking up, according to Vince, was advocating on behalf of his mother after Leo would hit her. “That’s an awful way to learn how a man behaves,” the interviewer said.

“I learned how not to be,” Vince mused. “One thing I loathe is a man who will strike a woman. There’s never an excuse for that.” That said, the woman in question was not without blame, in Vince’s eyes.

“Was the abuse all physical, or was there sexual abuse, too?” the interviewer asked.

“That’s not anything I would like to embellish,” Vince said. “Just because it was weird.”

“Did it come from the same man?”

“No,” Vince said. “It wasn’t…”—a pause—“… it wasn’t from the male.”

“It’s well known that you’re estranged from your mother,” the reporter pointed out. “Have we found the reason?”

Vince paused. He nodded. All he could bring himself to say was, “Without saying that, I’d say that’s pretty close.”

Not long after the Playboy interview was published, Vince appeared on The Howard Stern Show to talk up a pay-per-view event, WrestleMania X-Seven, and promote his failing proprietary football league, the XFL. But Stern, as is his wont, wanted to talk about sex. The shock jock led off the interview by saying he’d read that Vince was molested by his mother.

“I didn’t say that,” Vince countered in a tone that suggested a rising shield. “That was the inference.”

Stern’s cohost, Robin Quivers, asked, “What did she do?”

Vince didn’t answer.

Stern posited, “I don’t know, but, whatever it was, it was not good.”

Vince blurted out an obviously forced laugh.

“Vince, you get all choked up when you talk about it, right?” Stern asked.

“I’d rather not talk about that stuff,” Vince replied.

Quivers: “Your mother is around and you don’t talk to her?”

Vince: “Uh, not a lot.”

Stern: “Boy, did she blow it. Because man, you’re a billionaire!”

“Does she get any money from the WWF?” Quivers asked, referring to WWE by its then-current name.

Stern interrupted the question to add, “I just realized, when I said, ‘Did she blow it’—that’s the question!” Everyone in the studio yelled out a mock-disapproving “Ohhh!” at the host’s dick joke.

Well, everyone other than Vince.

“Vince, I apologize,” Stern said. “That would be traumatic.”

“That would be traumatic,” Vince said. “Right.”



I once tracked down Terry Lupton, Leo’s grandson through Richard, and spoke to him on the phone. He didn’t remember much about Leo, but what he did wasn’t flattering.

“The only time that I met him was when I was a little, little, little guy,” Terry said. “And I just remember vividly how it was around Leo, and how my dad was around Leo. Even as a grown man with kids and a wife, my dad was still completely scared of Leo.”

The occasion was a fishing trip. “I remember, vividly, my dad talking to us,” Terry recalls, “and saying, ‘Don’t say a word [to Leo]. Nothing.’ Kind of warning us.” Terry did as he was told. “We went fishing with him and, sitting around, eating the fish we caught for the day, I didn’t say a word.”

In the Playboy interview, after Vince had gone on his tangent about not using trauma as a crutch, the reporter offered up a thought: “Surely it must shape a person.”

“No doubt,” came Vince’s reply. “I don’t think we escape our experiences. Things you may think you’ve pushed to the recesses of your mind, they’ll surface at the most inopportune time, when you least expect it. We can use those things, turn them into positives—change for the better. But they do tend to resurface.”



Shortly after they got married, Vicki and Leo were back in North Carolina’s Moore County, building a life for their blended nuclear family, all of whom were now known as Luptons. Indeed, a childhood friend of Rod’s recalls Rod and Vinnie not even knowing how to say their Irish birth surname: according to him, they pronounced it “Mack-Mahone.”

Vince would later say he didn’t know why his parents were separated or what the terms of the separation were. He admitted to occasional fantasies that somehow his mom and his “real dad” would get back together. “Bizarre,” he added. “Obviously, they didn’t.”

Vinnie Lupton first came up in Southern Pines, a poor township with a population of roughly four thousand, snuggled next to the better-known Pinehurst, an affluent golf resort city. Like most southern towns of the time, Southern Pines was segregated: there was a Black side of town and a white side. West Southern Pines had briefly been an independent township entirely comprised of the descendants of enslaved people, from 1923 to 1931, making it one of the first Black-run cities to be incorporated in the state. Southern Pines proper, on the other hand, had long been a “sundown town”—a place where Black people were barred from living or owning businesses.

Vinnie’s first house was right on the dividing line. It “was what we would call a ‘sketchy area’ now,” says Sarah Mathews, a white resident of Vinnie’s generation. She recalls babysitting just a block or two away from the home where Vinnie first lived: “I mean, there were just some trees separating where I was babysitting from the Black community,” she says. “I sat on the floor next to the table with the telephone on it because I was so frightened, so that I could call my parents if I heard any noise. I never babysat there again.”

Vicki volunteered with the town’s Boy Scout troop, played tennis in local tournaments, and even participated in community theater: in August of 1953, she was in On Stage America, which the local paper described as “an old-fashioned musical minstrel [show] with a modern patriotic twist.” She performed as a member of the so-called Pickininny Chorus, presumably in blackface.

In 1956, around when Vinnie was ten, the Lupton unit packed up and moved to distant Weeksville, North Carolina. Located just outside of Elizabeth City, up on the northeast coast, Weeksville was largely farmland, though it seems probable that Leo was hired to do electrical work for a nearby Coast Guard base. There was slightly more contact between the Black and white populations there than in Moore, but it was largely restricted to Black farmers doing underpaid labor for white farmers. The schools were still totally segregated, and Vinnie attended the white one, in a sixth-grade class of just thirty-two kids. It is here that we get our earliest independent glimpse of Vinnie’s personality.

The mythological youth of Vince McMahon is that of a rough-and-tumble hoodlum who barely got out alive. “I was totally unruly,” he told the Playboy interviewer. “Would not go to school. Did things that were unlawful, but I never got caught.” Or, as he put it on another occasion, “It’s frustrating for a child to know that you’re different and you don’t fit in. Maybe you’re not quite as bright and you’re made fun of, and kids will do that. I guess, maybe, I always resorted back to the one common denominator when I was terribly frustrated like that. And that, of course, would be physicality.”

However, the picture that emerges from those who knew him is, surprisingly, of a kind child who made friends with ease. “He was, from what I can remember, fairly popular, and he was liked by the girls as well as the boys,” recalls classmate Shell Davis, who became the boy’s best friend in town. “Most everyone knew him, liked him, that sort of thing.”

Vinnie was not a loud or abrasive child: Rod’s best friend from the period, James Fletcher, says that, despite encountering Vinnie at some length, the younger kid didn’t make a big impression. That said, as Davis puts it, Vinnie “was more extroverted than introverted”; not a show-off, but “very sociable, very friendly, very outgoing to his peers.”

Indeed, despite his claims to the contrary, it appears Vinnie was more of a lover than a fighter until well after he’d entered the world of professional adults. Whatever trauma he endured, it had not made him cruel. Not yet.

After just about a year, Leo moved his family once again, this time to Craven County, where he’d been born. Within just a few months, a belated reunion would, in its way, tilt the axis of history.



For millennia, people around the world have engaged in legitimate wrestling, where people grapple with one another, unaided by weaponry, until one of them is the victor. It has often been called our species’ oldest sport, and it may well be. The Epic of Gilgamesh, the Sumerian epic written more than four thousand years ago, prominently features wrestling. The biblical Jacob (or Ya’akov—“God’s heel”) gained the name “Israel” after a wrestling match. One possible translation of Isra’el is “wrestles with God.”

The Greeks and Romans famously prized the sport. Wrestlers have been heroes in West Africa since time immemorial. Settlers wrestled in America’s colonial days; so did enslaved people. George Washington wrestled, as did Abraham Lincoln, who fought in roughly three hundred matches—indeed, a famous one in New Salem, Illinois, in 1831 made Honest Abe a local celebrity and was a key factor in putting him on the path to politics. Perhaps wrestling, however uncivilized it may seem, is inextricable from civilization.

Irish immigrants of the 1830s and ’40s popularized a native form of Irish wrestling called “collar-and-elbow” in the American Northeast. It was a popular way to defend your Irish region’s honor, in addition to being a hell of a lot of fun to watch. The Civil War and its attendant conscription brought Irish Americans and their customs into contact with countless other men from around the Union. Soon, people from all backgrounds were fascinated by collar-and-elbow. Just two years after the peace at Appomattox, the first American wrestling champion, James Hiram McLaughlin of New York, was crowned.

That’s all well and good, but the real fun was just starting to percolate. English immigrants brought another new style from Europe, called “catch-as-catch-can,” and its holds became the foundation of what we think of as pro wrestling. Yet another style, this one from France but erroneously referred to as “Greco-Roman wrestling,” arrived soon afterward. In all these forms, one would extract a win through a submission or a pin—a “fall,” in the parlance of the trade.

Excitement about wrestling was high and the time was ripe for innovation. However, there is no one person who came up with the idea of staging matches with predetermined outcomes. Rather, it seems to have been an organic convergence of two institutions: athletics and the traveling circus.

Wandering entertainment caravans were another long-standing human creation, and the post–Civil War growth of interest in organized sports opened the door for entrepreneurs and showmen to combine those models and create journeying athletic troupes. In order to guarantee a good time for the spectators, people in charge of the troupes started to covertly stage what were then known as “hippodrome” bouts: matches for which the ending was, unbeknownst to onlookers, mapped out in advance. However, this was never to be divulged to the general populace.

This was when the term kayfabe emerged. Possibly a garbled version of Pig Latin for “fake,” it became a secret code word and one of the core tenets of the trade. Hippodroming was not confined to wrestling—it was, in fact, a general problem in the early days of organized sports in the US—but kayfabe belonged to wrestling alone. While artifice withered away in other sports industries, what became known as “professional” wrestling only got more and more fake.

An oligarchy of promoters started to emerge in the 1910s and early ’20s, when wrestlers like Evan “Strangler” Lewis, Joe “Toots” Mondt, and Robert H. Friedrich (who, confusingly enough, also went by the name “Strangler Lewis”) were national superstars. Soon, characters were the order of the day. Promoters, having abandoned athletic legitimacy behind the scenes, instead made their wrestlers work the crowd into a froth through archetypes. The matches—still billed as legitimate contests—now had clearly differentiated good guys (clean, fit, American) and bad guys (dirty, ugly, often foreign).

It was a genius idea. The nascent motion picture industry capitalized on the soaring popularity of wrestling by regularly putting wrestlers in movies—a tradition that continues to this day, often to great success for all parties involved. Wrestling was a chaotic industry: there was no central governing body, which led to territorial disputes and multiple brawlers claiming to be the national champion. But it was lucrative chaos.

So it’s little wonder that, come 1931, an Irish American named Jess McMahon was interested in getting a piece of the action.



Roderick James “Jess” McMahon— Vince’s grandfather—was born in 1882 to a pair of Irish immigrants. His father, Roderick, died when Jess was only six; his mother, Eliza Dowling McMahon, never remarried and raised the entire family of six children from there on out as a single mom. But Eliza was the heiress to a wealthy real estate developer, and her late husband had also made a small fortune as a landlord. Their lives were softened by their money and by America’s expanding definitions of whiteness.

As a young man, Jess started promoting sports at an athletic club in his home neighborhood of West Harlem and gained a college degree. He married a woman named Rose McGinn. By July 6, 1914, when their second son, Vincent James, was born, Jess was rising to become one of the most successful promoters in New York boxing. He soon put up fights featuring legends such as Jack Johnson and Jess Willard and became matchmaker at the legendary Madison Square Garden in 1925. The venue would become a center of McMahon power.

As of 1929, Jess, Rose, and their kids were living in Rockaway Beach, Queens, and teenage Vincent was studying at the pricey La Salle Military Academy on Long Island. A news item about Jess in the New York Evening Post quoted a letter allegedly written by Vincent to his older brother from a summer camp in Massachusetts, where he wrote that he had “learned how to follow up a left-jab with a right cross knockout punch” and made his brother swear not to tell their father, “for I want to surprise him one of these days.” Fighting was now a family business.

And the business was diversifying: in 1931, Jess, lured by a colleague, made the historically consequential decision to promote his first professional wrestling match. Over the next decade and a half, he would continue working in the world of boxing, but also built out a wrestling fiefdom. He began by setting up pro wrestling matches on Long Island; by decade’s end, he was booking them throughout Kings County, too, becoming one of the leading promoters in the New York City area. In the mid-1940s, he expanded his operations to Washington, DC. In 1946, he sent his son Vincent to live in the nation’s capital and be his man on the ground.

It was good timing for Vincent. He was a year out of the army, unencumbered by the ex-wife and two children he’d left behind in the South. His twenties, before the war, had been spent aimlessly, but now he took to the family business with a fervor. In less than three years, he was hired as the general manager of DC’s Turner’s Arena, the heart of wrestling in the city, where he’d stage matches, as well as basketball games, concerts, and dances. He did well enough that in 1952, he subleased the arena for himself, and secured exclusive rights to promote wrestling in the city. He got married again, to a petite, glamorous local woman named Juanita Wynne.

On November 21, 1954, at age seventy-two, Jess died. He’d had a cerebral hemorrhage at a wrestling match in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, a few days earlier. The business he’d built was firmly in his son’s hands.

Vince Senior was a tall man with pudgy cheeks, a dimpled smile, and voluminous hair. When he was dealing with wrestlers and fellow promoters, he was all smooth edges and easy charm. “He was always in a suit and tie, always dressed impeccably,” recalls one old-school wrestler who worked extensively with Vince Senior. “He was someone who was basically revered by everybody in the industry, just from the way he treated everybody.”

“You could be angry at [Vince Senior] for a payoff; you’d walk in, you’d voice your complaint, you’d walk out, you’d feel great—and yet, you got no more money,” another of his wrestlers would later say. “When he was sticking it to you, he always made you feel good while he was doing it.”

The mid-1950s brought with it the advent of mass television ownership, and wrestling shows—cheap to produce, delightful to watch—became some of the most popular programming of the day. Vince Senior renamed Turner’s Arena as the Capitol Arena and started broadcasting his shows through the DuMont network in 1956. Heavyweight Wrestling from Washington was a smash, airing every Wednesday night in markets across the country.

There were promoters who thought TV would kill live wrestling because people could just watch it remotely without buying a ticket. Vince Senior saw things differently: “We are getting reservation orders from as far north as Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, and as far south as Staunton, Virginia,” he told the Washington Post and Times Herald in March of 1956. “If this is the way television kills promoters, I’m going to die a rich man.”



Within two years, three events changed professional wrestling forever.

One came in August of 1957, when Vince Senior and business partners Toots Mondt and Johnny Doyle founded Capitol Wrestling Corporation—a business entity that would one day be known as WWE.

Another was the release, that same year, of French literary theorist Roland Barthes’s book Mythologies, which included an essay called “The World of Wrestling.” It was a forceful, lyrical meditation on the artifice and glory of the pseudo-sport, and the first great justification of wrestling as art.

“The virtue of all-in wrestling is that it is the spectacle of excess,” Barthes began. “Here we find a grandiloquence which must have been that of ancient theatres.”

He ironically described legitimate, nonstaged combat as “false wrestling”; it was only by faking it that the event could become transcendently real.

“There is no more a problem of truth in wrestling than in the theater,” Barthes declared. “In both, what is expected is the intelligible representation of moral situations which are usually private.” It was now safer for everyone, high or low, to take wrestling seriously.

The third event came with no fanfare and no documentation. Yet, in the long run, it was one of the most pivotal events in wrestling history.

Vinnie Lupton met his real father.






 2  JUICE (1957–1970)


Vinnie was twelve. He and the rest of his Lupton family unit were now ensconced in Craven County, North Carolina, where Vicki’s parents had also settled. Possibly to stay away from Leo, Vinnie was living on and off at his grandparents’ house— as Vince would later put it, Vicki’s mom, Victoria Kennedy Hanner, “helped rear me” and “always had a home for me whenever I needed it.”

Meanwhile, in DC, Vince Senior was living a life young Vinnie could barely have imagined.

His second wife, Juanita Wynne McMahon, never bore children. But the couple were not precisely childless. Only a few years after vanishing from his own sons’ lives, Vince Senior stepped in to become paterfamilias—emotionally and financially—to a different abandoned family: that of his wife’s niece, Hazel Miedzinski, whose husband had left her alone with three children. Carolyn Miedzinski and her brother and sister were about the same age as Rod and Vinnie—indeed, Carolyn was born just a few months after Vince.

To the Miedzinski children, Vince Senior was a reliable, affectionate parent.

He was “there almost daily,” Carolyn, now in her mid-seventies and known as Carolyn Reardon, remembers. “Uncle Vince is the only father I ever knew.”

Vince Senior lived near the Miedzinskis in DC most of the year, and in the summers the family—Vince, Juanita, Hazel, and the kids—would take off to the seashore. First, they would stay at a rented house in Atlantic City; later, Vince Senior purchased one in Rehoboth Beach, Delaware. The two-floor Rehoboth residence, painted gray with yellow window shutters, was a vacationer’s paradise, worlds away from the hovels of Vince’s simultaneous childhood.

“When you walked off the deck, you walked directly into the sand,” Carolyn says. “You’d go over to a little dune, which was a couple hundred feet away, and you were on the ocean.”

These summers together were celebrations of familial affection. They’d swim, they’d laugh, they’d play cards in the sweltering night. “We used to go around the house and just say, ‘I love you! I love you!’—kind of announcing to everybody that you loved them,” Carolyn says.

Tall, calm Vince Senior presided over it all. “Uncle Vince was the most loving person you’d ever want to know,” she says. “He was very genuine. He’d sit and listen to whatever you had to say, no matter what. Extremely a family man. Family, family, family.”

What happened in 1957 that made Vince Senior decide it was time to finally reunite with his biological sons? It’s hard to say. Vince Senior’s mother, Rose, was sixty-six that year and would die in February of 1958; perhaps she wanted to meet her only grandchildren before she passed.

Vince has sometimes told a version of his first meeting with his father in which Vince Senior and Rose were the first to arrive in North Carolina for what could only have been an awkward visit with the Lupton clan. But in a previously unpublished interview, Vince laid out a version of events in which it was Juanita, not Vince Senior, who made the pilgrimage with Rose.

“She was very interested in the two children he had fathered,” he told a reporter in 2002. “She came down to North Carolina with my grandmother Rose, and I was living with my grandmother on my mom’s side at the time. She met myself and my brother Rod, and then subsequently everybody went to New York. My dad was living in Washington, DC, but we went to New York first. My dad came up [from DC].”

What was it like for the boy who had always been Vinnie Lupton to step into the picture-book world of the McMahon-Miedzinskis? To reunite with a biological father who, for all the years Vinnie was struggling under Leo and Vicki Lupton, had lavished affection on three children who were unrelated to him by blood?

Vince has always told this part the same way, in terms that verge on the romantic, even the erotic:

“When I met my dad,” he put it once, “I fell in love with him.”

“I fell in love with him the moment I met him,” he said another time.

On another occasion: “There was just an instant attraction that my dad felt and that I felt. He was just a wonderful, caring, bright man.”

“I must have behaved myself, because I got invited up to be with him,” Vince told the Playboy reporter.

“You must have been aching for him all that time,” the reporter said.

“Didn’t know it, though,” Vince said. “It’s funny how you don’t know what you’re missing if you never had it….

“There’s a tendency to try to play catch-up, but you can’t,” he continued. “You missed those years. There would always be something missing between us, but there was no reason to discuss it. I was grateful for the chance to spend time with him….

“We got very, very close,” Vince said. “But we both knew we could never go back.”



Vince McMahon’s resentments have powered him to success just as much as his passions, if not more so. Take, for example, one of the most entertaining and popular story lines in the history of American pro wrestling, that of the rivalry between two WWF characters, “Stone Cold” Steve Austin and Mr. McMahon. The former was played by a wrestler born with the name Steven Anderson, and the latter by Vince himself.

At the turn of the millennium, Stone Cold and Mr. McMahon had a long-running feud in which Austin was the archetypal disgruntled employee, a shit-talking Texan in perpetual on-screen rebellion against the boss.

Mr. McMahon, the antagonist in this scenario, was a narcissistic, hyper-macho sadist/billionaire who longed to crush Austin, body and spirit. Vince, like his father, is a tall man— six-foot-two, according to an official WWE encyclopedia—but, unlike Vince Senior, he worked out in the gym. Quite a lot, in fact.

By the time he was playing Mr. McMahon, his pectoral muscles looked as though they had been crafted by a Roman sculptor. So, too, did his gorgeous salt-and-pepper helmet of hair. His rubber face could explode into any emotion he chose. Even when he wore a suit and tie, you could sense how badly he wanted to tear them off and start brawling.

At the time, the WWF was one of the most popular entertainment brands in the country, with well over five million viewers tuning in for its flagship shows every week. This iteration of Vince—crimson-faced, inferno-eyed, unsettlingly buff for a man in his fifties, shouting “You’re fired!” at people with such force that you always wondered whether you were finally watching his vocal cords snap—seared itself into the brains of a significant percentage of American millennials, especially those who were boys. This is the Vince they assume they know and are sometimes ashamed to say they have loved.

Yet Vince, who oversaw and approved nearly every creative aspect of his shows while he was in power, has always maintained that his life was the inspiration for both figures, not just the one he played.

“I’m Stone Cold Steve Austin’s character; that’s really who I am on the inside,” Vince would later say while describing the creation of the feud. “I understand the common man because that’s really who I am.”

He isn’t, he explained, what he appears to be. “You never change who you really are. You put a suit on, and all that kind of stuff, and have some money in the bank,” he said. “I guess some people do change with money in the bank… I’m still the same guy.”

The creative engine of the feud, for Vince, was his attempt to work out his own childhood grudges. “When someone would, as a kid, even growing up, pretend that they were better than me—Oh my god, wow, that made me angry,” he said. “The old thing of, like, they’ve got, quote, ‘money,’ or, ‘So and so’s got money!’ Ugh, man…

“I understood because of my childhood,” he continued. “It’s just really, really screwed up, but I learned from it. It’s what it was, and that’s part of who I am today….

“Understanding is psychology,” he said. “So it was pretty easy for me to do the reversal: Okay, then, I’m going to be the guy that I despised when I was growing up.”



Vince Senior was never quite able to comfortably blend his two families—the children he’d left, and the ones he’d taken in.

As of the summer of 1959, Vinnie became a teenage interloper in the life his father had built for himself. And he was the only one, it seems: Carolyn says she was aware of Rod, and was in cordial contact with him as an adult, but she doesn’t recall Vince Senior’s eldest son ever visiting during their childhood, for reasons unknown. It was Vinnie alone who would show up, occasionally, for a weekend here and there. He was an awkward fit.

“I think Uncle Vince was a very warm, loving person,” Carolyn reiterates. “I never saw any warmth in young Vincent.”

She continues: “I got the impression that young Vincent got in the family and was like, Who are these other people? Were we interference? Were we freeloaders? I don’t know what young Vincent ever thought. I think he tolerated us. I never got close to young Vincent. I think he was definitely not as warm and fuzzy as we are.”

For his part, Vince says he never heard the words “I love you” from his biological father when he was growing up. “He never said it,” Vince recalled. “Maybe he would say something complimentary about me to somebody else, but not to my face.”

If Vinnie couldn’t connect with his father in family settings, he tried to find him through his work.

Vince has never mentioned watching wrestling prior to meeting his father. There was plenty of wrestling on North Carolina TV when he was coming up, but if he ever watched it, it wasn’t a major factor in his life. His love of his father is what led to his love of wrestling.

“I loved it from the day I saw it,” Vince later said. “The characters!”

There was one particular character that he flipped for: Dr. Jerry Graham, the flashy in-ring persona of aging grappler Jerry Matthews. Graham was a bad guy, a heel, doing evil as a matter of course—but he always looked like he was having a hell of a time doing it.

“Oh, boy. It’s 1959 and I’m looking up at Jerry Graham and he’s lighting cigars with $100 bills,” Vince recalled in an interview. “My dad wouldn’t let me spend an enormous amount of time with him, but I’d sneak away when I could and go riding with the good doctor.” Vince went into a reverie about Graham:


He spent more money than anybody I know…. He wore red pants and a riverboat-gambler shirt. The shirt was either white or red: If it was red, it had white ruffles; if it was white, it had red ruffles. He wore red shoes and rode around Washington in a blood-red 1959 Cadillac, smoking a cigar. He’d run red lights, blowing the horn, and people would scatter. If they didn’t get out of the way, he’d… yell. Go off on someone verbally.



Later, Vince said he learned that Graham could be a “mean drunk,” and he started to see through the wrestler’s charisma. But for a time, Vince recalled, “I thought Jerry Graham walked on water.”



Whether or not Vince picked up on it at the time, Jerry Graham was a living example of wrestling’s three-word code, which Vince would learn well:

Protect the Business.

The dominant force in the industry at the time was an organization known as the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA). Formed in 1948, it was no more and no less than a wrestling cartel. Rather than letting the open markets of labor and capital decide where wrestling would go, this tiny handful of leading promoters from across the US and Canada would deal with one another behind closed doors to quietly settle disputes and manipulate the ecosystem as they saw fit.

Vince Senior’s Capitol had an on-again, off-again affiliate relationship with the NWA—it was not a full member, but certainly not an enemy. In 1959, a man named Bill Olivas, who’d once wrestled under the moniker “The Elephant Boy,” tested the NWA by setting up wrestling shows in Virginia—right at Vince Senior’s doorstep. According to Olivas, the NWA helped Capitol out by executing an intimidation campaign; he claimed a promoter’s underling even pulled a knife on him and told him to knock it off.

Olivas complained to the Virginia State Athletic Commission, which, in turn, asked for the FBI’s help in investigating NWA collusion. Vince Senior was accused of participating in the intimidation, and thus became a government target. His main problem was that the loose-lipped Graham knew too much.

The state of Virginia held hearings on the Olivas matter, and they summoned Vince Senior and Graham, among many others, to testify. According to an FBI memo sent to Director J. Edgar Hoover, Graham had been interviewed by an agent and was planning to verify Olivas’s claims, but when he testified, he “denied knowledge of any of the facts charged by Olivas.”

Vince Senior, having done his duty—and, more importantly, having shown impressive ticket-sales numbers—was embraced by the NWA and upgraded to full member in 1960.

The feds were pretty sure they knew why things had gone cockeyed. They had put a hidden microphone in the waiting room for the hearings and picked up Vince Senior telling a fellow NWA promoter that he’d put the fear of God into Graham.

On the tape (which Hoover doesn’t seem to have ever followed up on), Vince Senior said he’d told Graham not to speak out of turn, “because if you do, you’re hanging yourself. You know where your bread is buttered.” He then summed up his philosophy about how a wrestler should think, one his son would later adopt:

“Self-preservation? Fuck it.”



Other than his brief glimpses of another life in his father’s house by the sea, Vince was stuck in Craven County with the Luptons. They lived at one point in a trailer park in the middle of nowhere, and, at another, near Havelock’s recently constructed Cherry Point Marine Corps Air Station, where it seems likely that Leo was working. The cluster of cheaply built military housing where the family lived was known locally as “Splinterville.”

Havelock High School was moderately sized, with graduating classes that hovered around ninety, yet none of Vince’s fellow students that I could track down remember much about him. Go through the archives of the local paper, The Havelock Progress, and you’ll see no mention of him throughout the entirety of his time in the area. This is especially notable because his siblings—Richard, Teenie, and Rod—were all staples of the news outlet, popping up in reports about Teenie’s presence at youth parties or the boys’ high-scoring performances in basketball games. Sports were huge at Havelock High. Vince participated in none of them.

Vince’s description of his days in Havelock is that of contemporaneous America’s chief bogeyman: a juvenile delinquent. “By the time I was 14… I was pretty much a man then,” Vince once said. As an example, he described running moonshine and getting caught by the cops.

Vince has said that rumbles with the Marines stationed at Cherry Point were also on the menu. “They’d pull up and there we were, me and my group of guys, going at it with the Marines,” he said. The interviewer asked him to elaborate. “Most of them were in great condition,” Vince said,


but they didn’t know how to pick a fight. I’m not saying they were easy pickings. They got their testosterone going and they were all liquored up. Some of them were real tough. But me and my guys were street fighters. I mean, maybe you’ve been through basic training and you know how to operate a bayonet. That’s different from sticking your finger in somebody’s eye or hitting a guy in the throat, which comes naturally to a street fighter. And they can’t believe you’re not “fighting fair.” Suddenly they can’t breathe and/or see, and they realize: Oh my god, am I in for an ass-kicking.



Sitting around a table at a Bojangles fast-food franchise in Havelock, some old-timers who remembered Vinnie and the Luptons tell me there were, indeed, occasional scuffles between locals and the Marines—but Vinnie wasn’t in them.

“At the time, the town had some rough people in it,” says William McClees, who overlapped with Vince at Havelock High School. “We were a group of kids that…”—he pauses to choose his words—“… enjoyed the Marines’ company.”

“We liked to antagonize them and engage them in activity,” chimes in Doug Franks with a grin.

Vinnie may have wanted that kind of action, but Franks says he didn’t get it. “He was too young for that,” Franks says. “Vince was not a part of it. But he grouped up with a bunch of wannabes and we just considered him a little punk at the time. That’s the best way I know to describe him.”

I ask if Vince and his wannabes ever got into any fights, or if they just hung around. “They were hanging around in their own group, trying to be tough guys,” Franks recalls. “The only time I ever knew he got into anything was when he broke his hand or his wrist in a fight with a boy named Harvey Helms.” Neither Franks nor McClees recalls what the fight was over, just that it was a very isolated incident.

Vinnie “walked around with a cast on his hand and his wrist for three or four months,” Franks says. “It was his claim to fame.”

“I kinda had a crush on him,” says classmate Sandy Clark. “He just seemed to be older and more mature than the rest of the people at the high school.” Donna Dees, another classmate, used to see him at weekly dances in the local “teen club” and says he never caused trouble; however, “He sure could dance!”

The one person Vince truly connected with in Craven was the woman who would become his wife.

Although Vinnie was not a churchgoer, Vicki sang in a local church choir and he attended one day.

He walked in, sat down, and, as he once told the story, saw a girl in the choir: he “immediately saw these beautiful blue eyes, and it was like, Wow!”

It was a local named Linda Marie Edwards. Her eyes weren’t the only thing he noticed. “I saw this statuesque, relatively buxom young lady, and I said, ‘Yeah, okay! We’ve got some promise here!’ ” Vince was sixteen years old at the time. Linda was thirteen.

The McMahons don’t talk about what happened next between the two teens, preferring to skip to their marriage almost five years later, after both of them had reached the age of consent. But, in Vince’s recounting, as much as he might have admired young Linda’s body, he may have been even more enamored of her parents, both employees at Cherry Point and both apparently quite loving toward their only child.

Despite everything he’d already seen of the affectionate McMahon-Miedzinski family, Vince claims the Edwardses were his first encounter with a loving and functional home. “I had no idea what a family was until I met Linda, and saw how they lived,” Vince once said. “It was an Ozzie and Harriet life. There wasn’t screaming and beating. You see, I thought, there’s something else. I wanted some of that stability and love. And then I wanted more of it.”

As he tumbled through adolescence, Vinnie fell in love with his father, his father’s business, his father’s top heel, and his wife-to-be, all in quick succession. Eventually, there would be no boundary between all these elements in Vince’s life. For him, family is business, business is violence, and violence is, in its way, love.



Vinnie’s fortunes took a whiplash-inducing turn for the better in the early 1960s. The first change was one of scenery. He had done eighth, ninth, and tenth grade at Havelock High, living through a turbulent period when the school became one of the first in the state to integrate Blacks and whites. He says he hated it at the school and was so incorrigible that he was going to be kicked out. “I could go to a state-supported institution,” he later said, “or I could go to military school.”

Vince Senior shelled out the cash for Vince to escape North Carolina. He enrolled at the Fishburne Military School in Waynesboro, Virginia, in the autumn of 1962.

“I had no reputation, so it was a new beginning,” Vince later recalled, “a great chance to start over and create a new reputation.”

One of the first orders of business was throwing his childhood name into the dustbin of history: there was no Vinnie Lupton in Fishburne’s eleventh-grade class—but there was a Vince McMahon. That shift was partly due to his new surroundings offering an opportunity, but it also wouldn’t have been accurate to call him a Lupton anymore. Things had fallen apart for Vicki and Leo, and she sued him for divorce; on June 3, 1963, it was finalized. Vicki became romantically involved with one Harold Askew of Ebensburg, Pennsylvania, and they married about seven months after the divorce.

For his part, Leo absconded to Palm Beach, Florida, and in October of 1966 he married a woman twenty-eight years his junior—almost exactly Vince’s age, in fact. She was Vince’s “cousin,” with whom Vince had sexually played amidst the pines of Moore County as a child. The next year, she and Leo had a child, Kevin. The couple stayed together until Leo died, twenty-two years later.

According to Kevin, Leo never spoke about his past in his lifetime, so Kevin only learned about the Vince connection when he was an adult. Until then, “I never knew he was married to that lady,” he told me, referring to Vicki. “I never knew Vince was his stepkid.”

According to Kevin, Leo was “an average dad” who regularly took him hunting and fishing. “I wouldn’t say he was mean,” Kevin said, referring to Leo. “But he believed that if you fucked up, you got punished.” He declined to elaborate.

When I asked if he’d heard any of Vince’s abuse claims, Kevin demurred: “I’ve heard a few things through the grapevine, but I never took them to heart,” he said. “If Vince says they didn’t get along, maybe Vince wasn’t that good of a person, either.”

Just before we hung up, Kevin said there’s one thing he’d like me to ask Vince, if I talk to him: “I’d like to know why he hasn’t tried to contact me at all.”



Two new wrestling promotions emerged circa 1963, each of them massively significant. One is well known to all in the trade. The other has gone almost entirely unreported until now.

Each was run by a McMahon.

Vince Senior’s first tenure in the NWA ended up being a poor fit. He fell behind on dues payments and even threatened to resign just a year after he was admitted. Late 1962 brought a dispute with the rest of the cartel over who should hold their national championship: Vince Senior wanted to keep the belt on his swaggering, blue-chip heel, “Nature Boy” Buddy Rogers (Herman Rohde), but the others wanted to give it to someone else. Some say the NWA feared Capitol might break away from the organization and take the belt with it, which would have represented a supreme crisis of legitimacy in the age of old kayfabe. Others say it was a mutually agreed-upon divorce.

Either way, a title match was held in Toronto on January 24, at which Rogers agreed to perform the role of the loser and let semiretired legend Lou Thesz become NWA champ. Vince Senior and veteran promoter Toots Mondt decided to strike out on their own and in January 1963 launched their own wrestling federation under the Capitol auspices. In it, Buddy Rogers was billed as the incumbent champion; their kayfabe didn’t accept the NWA’s kayfabe.

They called it the World Wide Wrestling Federation, or WWWF.

While Vince Senior had been navigating those choppy waters, his son was making a mediocre run at legitimate sports.

Vinnie had become a big guy, broad-chested and solid. He used his size to become a not-bad defensive tackle on the football team (“He liked to hit,” says one classmate) and a so-so member of the (legitimate) wrestling team.

“Vince was a good guy,” says Gary Grier, one of Vince’s roommates, “but he never played any sports before he came to Fishburne. He didn’t know a whole lot about football or anything else, really, other than wrestling. And the wrestling he knew was the wrestling his dad was involved with, not collegiate or high school wrestling.”

So Vince set out to recreate his father’s type of wrestling at Fishburne.

He’s never talked about the first, makeshift pro wrestling shows he staged there. No WWE special has ever mentioned it. But it was at Fishburne that Vince McMahon, wrestling promoter, made his debut.

The shows happened in the gym after school hours, apparently with the administration’s approval, complete with costumes and gimmicks. “He would put on little wrestling matches like you see on TV today, the same stuff,” Grier says. “Everybody had a stage name and he had ’em all figured out.”

Vince wrestled under the moniker “Ape Man” McMahon.

“He was marketing wrestling back when we were in high school,” classmate Jeff Lawyer says. “He was just into dress-up, putting on masks or something, and he would wrestle. Just to have fun. Sometimes people would participate, sometimes they’d just come watch…. Vince was Vince: he loved to wrestle.”

Classmate Roland Broeman singles out a specific trait Vince was starting to exhibit at these shows, one that would eventually be immortalized in countless animated GIFs: “He had a walk about him,” Broeman says. “A strut. Like Baby Huey”—an anthropomorphic duck from a popular cartoon. “I used to tease him about it.”

Vince also, surprisingly, dabbled in another kind of all-American spectacle: the medicine show.

“We would go over to Fairfax Hall, the girls’ school across town, and he would put on a healing show over there,” Grier remembers. “He had a fella named ‘Dutch’ Lindsay, Charles Lindsay—Dutch was a kinda short, stocky guy—and he’d grab Dutch by his head and do this healing routine, and Dutch would fall to the ground and Vince would ‘heal’ him.”

For the participants, these shows were just about their only chance to interact with members of the other sex. Rules against male-female hangouts were strictly enforced at the girls school: “It was hard to get someone outta Fairfax Hall” is how Grier puts it. “I mean, they were all as willing as anybody, but it was just tough.”

Vince had a girl back home, of course. “I never met Linda,” says Grier. “As far as I know, she never came to Fishburne. But he talked about her a lot.” In general, Grier says, sex was distant from Vince’s actions and conversations. “He didn’t date a lot,” the roommate concludes. “He was into wrestling.”

On the rare occasions when Vince has talked about his time at Fishburne, he’s described himself, per usual, as a reckless iconoclast who couldn’t be bound by the school’s strict norms. He’s said the full extent of his crimes there will never be known.

“I wasn’t caught for some stuff that would have meant immediate dismissal, like stealing the commandant’s car,” Vince said. “He also had a dog he was nuts about. I love animals, but one day I couldn’t resist giving that dog a laxative. I put the laxative in some hamburger and the dog did his business all over the commandant’s apartment, which thrilled me greatly.”

In Vince’s version of events, such transgressions eventually earned him Fishburne’s first-ever student court-martial. In one interview, he vaguely said the fracas was over “insubordination”; in another, he said it was because there were rumors he was going to sabotage finals week. In one version of the story, young Vince was cleared because of a popular uprising from students and teachers.

“The morning of graduation,” Vince once said, “I walked up to this old colonel we had and said, ‘You thought I was going to fuck up finals. But now, wait and see what I’m going to do.’ He recoiled, and then I said, ‘Just kidding.’ ”

However, no one from Fishburne that I was able to speak to has any memory of Vince being court-martialed. Fishburne, itself, couldn’t provide any confirmation of such an event. Indeed, Vince’s friends say he wasn’t even that much of a problem student, on the whole.

“He was a fair student, but he didn’t work real hard, not at the academic thing,” Grier recalls. “He got good grades, but he never worked too hard at it. I had to wake Vince up to go to his college boards. He’d fallen asleep.”

“He was a character, but I don’t remember him getting into any trouble,” says Lawyer.

Broeman agrees: “I don’t recall him getting into fights or anything like that, no.”

“Everybody bragged a lot and talked a lot, but I can’t remember him being any worse than anyone else,” says Grier. “We all stretch the truth.”

Vince graduated from Fishburne in the spring of 1964 and, that fall, began his college studies in the business administration program of East Carolina University, situated just an hour’s drive north of Craven County, in Greenville. He and Linda were wed in New Bern on August 13, 1966, just after Linda graduated from New Bern High School. She joined her husband as a student at ECU and entered the French program on an accelerated track so the two of them could graduate together, which they did on June 1, 1969. By then, she was pregnant.

Vince “hated economics” and “wasn’t wild about statistics, either,” and it took him five years to get his diploma. He claims he convinced multiple professors to change his grades in order to get him to the 2.001 GPA required for graduation, pleading about his need to support his nascent family.

“Now, they figure this kid has either made up a hell of a story, or maybe it’s true; either way, it didn’t hurt them to change the grade,” Vince would later say, anticipating much about his future artistic strategy. “I delivered it with lots of conviction, because it was true. Not that I couldn’t have delivered it with conviction had it not been true.”

His son, Shane Brandon McMahon, came into the world on January 15, 1970. In time, the boy would become Vince’s heir apparent, then disappear from the wrestling scene in a cloud of confusion. But, as the Me Decade dawned, perhaps the most notable thing about Shane was the fact that he was born in Maryland.

The burgeoning McMahon family unit was now based in Gaithersburg, about two dozen miles northwest of Vince Senior’s DC headquarters. Vince had, after twenty-four intermittently excruciating years, finally and irrevocably escaped North Carolina. Although he would return to the urban centers of the Tar Heel State for wrestling shows later in life, he never lived there again. No one among the dozens upon dozens of residents of Moore, Weeksville, or Craven to whom I spoke has any recollection of him even visiting.

Over a decade and a half after he fled the state, an interviewer would point out that Vince had “a little southern accent.”

“Traces,” was Vince’s response. “I went to school in Waynesboro, Virginia—military school—and grew up, to an extent, around Washington, DC, which, at that time, was very southern.”

And that was it. No mention of North Carolina. Vinnie Lupton and his whole world had been excised from Vince’s biography.

The family unit in which Vince was raised was scattered by then. Rod, Vicki, and Harold had moved to a trailer park in Millington, Tennessee, by 1967; the latter two then moved to Pembroke Pines, Florida, in 1969, while Rod married and wound up in Texas. Teenie went to Virginia. Richard became a Mormon and moved to Utah. None of them returned.



On the last day of my trip to North Carolina, I get up early to meet Shell Davis, Vinnie Lupton’s sixth-grade best friend.

He’d appeared on a 1957 yearbook page from Vinnie’s elementary school in Weeksville, and a local woman to whom I’d shown it had said he was still around. She called Davis and told him I was writing about Vinnie Lupton, the boy who had grown up to become Vince McMahon.

That last bit was news to Davis.

“I know of Vince McMahon, and I have seen him on TV, and I know that he’s the CEO of WWE,” he told me over the phone in advance of our meeting. “But I had no idea that they were one and the same.”

We meet just after dawn on a country road that cuts through wide, flat, freshly plowed fields. There isn’t a single other person to be seen. Davis chose the spot because it’s where the Luptons lived. The clan dwelled in a cheap house, surrounded by farmland. They only stuck around for a year.

All that year, Vinnie and little Shell would sit together on the bus, go to each other’s houses, and do the things kids do: “Sports. Riding bikes. Hide-and-seek. You’d go outside and you’d stay all day.”

But Davis, a lifelong farmer, never got to say goodbye to Vinnie. “I didn’t realize that he left,” he says, “until school started in seventh grade and he didn’t show back up.”

A few months later, Vinnie would meet Vince Senior. Davis was the last friend the boy had before he started becoming a McMahon.

Throughout North Carolina, nearly all the buildings in which Vince grew up have been torn down. The sites where they were are now paved over, or, as is the case in Weeksville, overgrown.

“You see the tree up there?” Davis asks.

I say yes.

“The house was right there, by the tree.”

Where he points, there is now only emptiness.

Even if Vince wanted to go home, there would be none left for him to find.






 3  PLAY-BY-PLAY (1970–1982)


In order to know what Vince accomplished, we must know what he destroyed.

By the time of Vince’s college graduation in 1969, the National Wrestling Alliance’s regime had solidified into an amoral but seemingly stable syndicate. It was an oligopoly, with a small cohort of men controlling the whole market, and the keystone of the peace was the so-called territory system. The US and Canada were divided into geographical “territories,” with one promotion allotted to each of more than two dozen of them.

They were their own little universes, no two of them alike. One territory might be known for accomplished technical execution; another might be known for its gimmick matches and rampant bloodletting. One promoter might have a reputation as a hard-ass who’d swindle you as soon as look at you; the promoter in the next territory over might be a real swell guy (right up to the moment he cut you from the roster). The system was weighted against the wrestlers—“workers” in industry lingo—in countless ways, but at least there were enough active companies that, if things didn’t work out at one firm, you might try your luck elsewhere. The territory system had its flaws, but it had far more variety than what would follow it.

There was an intimacy between fan and promotion: these were regional organizations, and, if you liked wrestling, your local promoter’s approach would shape your entire viewpoint about what wrestling was and could be. You might be aware from wrestling magazines that other promotions existed, and wrestlers from other territories would stop by from time to time. But you went to show after show with the same rotating cast, participating in the comfort of catharsis, often in venues small enough that you could get within trash-throwing distance of your local heel.

Wrestling was its own strange bubble, cut off from mainstream respect or attention. Americans generally knew what wrestling was, and children almost certainly watched at least a little of it at live shows or on weekend TV broadcasts. But that was about it, as far as places to find the artform. There was very little crossover between it and forms of media that were deemed hip by the public. Wrestling was a thrill, a hoot, or a curiosity. But it wasn’t cool.

Most of the promotions were NWA members, including Vince Senior’s WWWF, which was welcomed back into the fold in 1971. Promoters were like Old Hollywood studio bosses, claiming wrestlers for themselves and loaning them out to peers as they saw fit. There was still a major non-NWA promotion based out of Minneapolis called the American Wrestling Association (AWA) that had limited presence in other promoters’ regions, but, for the most part, it was a time of centrally coordinated Pax Americana.

Innovation threatened the balance. After American wrestling’s initial period of TV mega-popularity in the 1950s, there had been a glut and subsequent collapse on the small screen. Shows like Vince Senior’s old program on the DuMont network stopped being syndicated nationally. That suited the NWA fine, because each territory could claim hegemony for its respective TV markets, keeping conflict to a minimum. If you lived on the periphery near another territory, your antenna might pick up its shows, but you were generally stuck with whatever local promotion happened to have a deal with your local TV station, often broadcasting on Saturday mornings.

The play-by-play commentary for viewers of the WWWF’s televised programming was provided by a man named Ray Morgan. Morgan was an ace at the job, but he also happened to be a member of the national broadcasters’ union, AFTRA. And McMahons hate unions.

Vince has often said he happened to be backstage in the cloak room with his father at a wrestling show in Hamburg, Pennsylvania, when an altercation took place.

“Ray wanted a raise,” Vince recalled in a typical version of the anecdote. “We’re about to go on the air, and Ray says to my dad, ‘I’m not going out there unless you give me what I want.’ ”

Vince Senior was unfazed. He had a habit, often remarked upon, of carrying loose change in his pockets and jingling the coins in his palm when he was thinking. “My dad had his quarters—he used to have a bunch of quarters in his hands; he’d play with the quarters,” Vince said. “He looked at Ray. He didn’t say anything. And he finally said, ‘I’m not going to give you the raise.’ Ray got up and walked out.”

Vince, in his own telling, was astounded, but not in any way sympathetic to the man who had just been axed. “I’m sitting in this cloak room and I’m saying to myself, Wow, that was awesome!” he said. “I was just proud to be there and listen to all that, and proud of my dad, proud of the fact he told this guy to take off.”

But, of course, the firing posed an immediate problem, as Vince recounted: “About two minutes later, I said, ‘Dad, what are you going to do now?’ He looked at me and he said, ‘You’re going to be the announcer.’ ” Vince says he did as he was told and took over the microphone that night.

Vince claimed he “had no experience whatsoever, none, zip.” He’d been doing odd jobs since graduation; Linda had a paralegal position at a law firm. They were doing okay. But this was his chance to break into his elusive father’s business. By January 31, 1972, in a miraculous leap of nepotism, Vince was announcing at Madison Square Garden.

It appears that Vince’s oft-told tale about his path to the announcer’s table may have been a conflation of a few events, though the counterevidence hardly changes the harsh tenor of the firing. According to arbitration documents from an unconnected legal case involving Capitol, Morgan had negotiated with Vince Senior and AFTRA to get a pay raise. Vince Senior, it seems, agreed to the raise, then promptly fired Morgan and gave Vince the position—but at the rate Morgan had been promised.

In other words, Vince Senior didn’t even save any money by hiring his son instead of giving Ray Morgan what he wanted. What he saved was his reputation as someone who was not to be screwed with. This was, perhaps, the first time Vince had seen such a merciless exercise in raw financial power and spite.

It was not lost on him.



The typical portrayal of the two Vinces McMahon depicts their relationship as healthy and almost blissful: the ambitious, respectful son and the kind, magnanimous father. But, while Vince describes his father glowingly, the stories he tells actually tend to depict his father as a cold man, perpetually dissatisfied with his once-estranged son’s biggest ideas. And while they worked together for a dozen years, Vince has never offered much reflective insight into anything that happened behind closed doors with his dad, be it personal or professional. That said, there are plenty of dots to connect.

There is a story that is illuminating, one passed down by J. J. Dillon (James Morrison), an ex-wrestler who worked for Vince Senior (and, later, Vince). He says Vince Senior was beloved by the Boys, the term of art for a wrestling roster. “The old-timers had such adoration for the father,” Dillon says. “I could even go so far as to say it was almost an impossibility for his son to come along and ever completely fill his father’s shoes and have that same level of respect.”

Sometime later, Vince the younger told Dillon about a conversation he’d had with Vince Senior. The father’s wisdom, as imparted to the son, was: “Wrestlers are like seagulls: all they do is eat, shit, and squawk all day.”

Dillon was taken aback, and never forgot it— he even went so far as to name his memoir Wrestlers Are Like Seagulls: From McMahon to McMahon. “That gave an insight there into how his father truly felt, deep inside,” Dillon says, “though he never spoke openly that way.” Whatever Vince’s relationship with Vince Senior was like, it included tutelage in the cynical art of being an employer.

Vince also started acting as Vince Senior’s emissary in some of the northernmost points of the WWWF imperium, up around Maine and New Hampshire, where, as Vince has claimed in many interviews, the previous guy to hold the job had been skimming off the top. Vince typically raises the stakes on the story by saying he’d been begging his dad for a shot at making it big in wrestling, and that he got it under one condition from Vince Senior: “If you don’t make it, don’t ever ask me again.”

“His father, I believe, was a tough guy,” says John Aldi, a friend of Vince’s from the period. “He was not easy, I don’t think.” Nevertheless, Vince wouldn’t complain. “He’d definitely toe the line with his father,” Aldi says. “When his father called, he certainly did whatever he wanted him to do.”

The gig largely consisted of wooing and wining local vendors and venue owners, then collecting cash from them after the shows—unglamorous work, to be sure. “The money came in a garbage bag,” Aldi recalls.

So, while living with Linda in their new home of West Hartford, Connecticut—he drove as far north as Maine and as far south as Virginia to get to WWWF shows—Vince sought to increase his fortune. Vince and  four people who shared his accountant, including Aldi, formed an investment group. “It was visions of sugarplums,” Vince would later say of the venture. “It was, ‘Look how successful I am! I guess I really am somebody.’ ”

In September 1973, they acquired a Connecticut cement plant from a World War I veteran and a fifty-acre horse farm from a married couple. The ventures rapidly fell apart before the group could finish making the payments on them. The McMahons were not obligated to reimburse the veteran or the couple, so they opted not to do so until their nonpayment was caught, more than thirty-five years later.

It was Vince’s first of many experiences of abject failure in the nonwrestling world. However, he hadn’t invested much emotional energy in this particular endeavor. He had bigger fish to fry, says Aldi: “Vince liked the action and the promotion of the wrestling business.”

Aldi also spent time with Linda, though not as much. He, like most people who describe her, makes her sound like a gentle enigma. “She’s a very nice person, very smart,” he recalls. “Kept a good house. She was a housewife, at the time, but then she helped Vince with the wrestling promotions.”

Vince began having at least one affair, which upset Aldi: “When that happened, I told him that the grass is not greener on the other side. ‘You’ve got a good woman. You should stay by her. You’ve got a good family.’ ” The fling was brief, according to Aldi. But it would not be the last.

Another new chunk of income was supposed to come from a live spectacle, but, surprisingly, not one in the realm of wrestling. Instead, it was going to be a rocket-ship blastoff lasting half a minute—though it was also supposed to be much more than that.

Bob Arum, then and now one of the most successful promoters in boxing, had been doing business with Vince Senior for some time, thanks to the emerging technology of closed-circuit broadcasting. If you couldn’t make it to the place where an event was occurring, you could attend a screening—typically at a movie theater or sports venue—where a live feed would be shown on a screen.

Boxing promoters, long tied to the wrestling industry, used to call upon wrestling promoters to help get turnout up at the screenings. As such, on a few occasions, Arum had collaborated with Vince Senior, whom Arum describes as “a tremendously charismatic guy; very, very honest; a pleasure to do business with.” Then came a fateful phone conversation.

“Sometime in 1974, I think it was, I got a call from Senior,” Arum recalls, “who said to me, ‘My son wants to go into the promotion business, and it might be good if he hung around you guys in the boxing thing so he could learn something.’ And I said, ‘Fine, that’s great.’ He didn’t ask for a salary or anything.” Vince would take up a residency in the offices of Arum’s company, Top Rank, and soak up the lessons of the industry that had initially made the McMahon name great.

Or, at least, that was the plan. As Arum puts it, Vince “wasn’t on the scene for a week when he came to me and he said, ‘I got this great idea: I know this guy who’s been jumping over trucks with a motorcycle, Evel Knievel, and now he wants to, with a space rocket, jump over the Snake River Canyon’ ”—a gorgeous natural vista near Twin Falls, Idaho.

The Montana-born Knievel was by then a national icon for his televised motorcycle stunts, in which he’d leap over rows of large objects, usually vehicles. There were Evel Knievel toys, clothes, even a theatrical biopic starring George Hamilton. For years, Knievel had been threatening in interviews to outdo himself with a jump across Snake River. Now, Vince wanted to make that threat a reality.

Vince says he was the one who initially approached Knievel after seeing the latter perform on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. According to Knievel’s biographer, twenty-eight-year-old Vince made a single phone call to Knievel and was convincing enough that he was granted an audience with the real-life superhero at his Montana home.

Much like Dr. Jerry Graham, Knievel knew how to live the high life at all costs, and picked Vince up from the airport in a customized white Cadillac with wheels so big, they couldn’t easily make turns; they had to take a long, roundabout path to the stunt artist’s home. “You knew he was a different kind of cat right there,” Vince would later recall. “A showman.”

Although their shared love of flashy extravaganzas allowed the two men to hit it off, Vince said something about the visit took him aback. “The only thing that surprised me was the way Knievel treated his family,” he remembered. “I’d never seen anything like it. He was pretty dogmatic with his wife, ordering her around, and he wasn’t all that kind to his kids. I kept wondering if this was a show he was putting on for the guy from New York or what it was. He was particularly rude to his wife.” Perhaps familial alarm bells started ringing for him.

Vince’s instincts were on the money: Knievel was, by all accounts, an abusive and narcissistic bigot. But if Vince detected any of that, it wasn’t enough to deter him, and by the time he spoke to Arum, he had Knievel on board for an event whose very appeal lay in the fact that countless people might end up watching a man die hideously, live over the airwaves.

“I said, ‘Are you fuckin’ crazy?’ ” Arum recalls. “It was ridiculous. So I refused.” But all was not lost: Vince and Knievel were simultaneously speaking to ABC about the idea of broadcasting a replay a week later, and Arum soon got a call from the network. “They thought it was a great idea,” he says, “and that, if we agreed to do it, they would, in effect, make additional dates available for our boxing shows.” He still thought it was lunacy, but televised boxing slots were hard to come by, so Arum acquiesced, and on the weekend of May 25, 1974, he and Vince flew to Ohio to meet up with the touring Knievel.

Arum says it didn’t take long for the conversation to get awkward. “There are three kinds of people I can’t stand,” the daredevil allegedly said. “New Yorkers, lawyers, and Jews.” Arum happened to be all three, but he and Vince were in too deep to back out now—or so Arum thought.

“It took Vince one week to realize what a scumbag nutcase Knievel was,” Arum says. “And that was the last we heard from Vince. He left me with the package, and he decamped.”

To be fair, Vince didn’t financially divest from the event, although his father apparently would have liked him to. Vince Senior wasn’t pleased with the situation and what it would mean for the McMahon reputation.

“He hated the canyon jump,” Vince would later say of his dad. “I had a chance to sell our interest [in the jump] later on, and my father was yelling at me to make a deal. He said I should take any price, sell it all for a couple of dollars, give it away, just get out. I never did.”

Meanwhile, Arum spent the summer touring the United States with Knievel to build up excitement for the jump. It was set to be accompanied by a massive fair on-site and, presumably, long periods of announcers speculating about the jump, then analyzing what had just happened. But the rocket prototype wasn’t working, the money was running out, and Knievel, himself, was a complete nightmare to be around.

To wit: “We were staying at a motel near an army base,” Arum says. “Off-duty soldiers, with their girlfriends, were swimming in the pool. Knievel got out on the balcony and yelled, ‘Shut the fuck up!’ Of course, they didn’t, and he got a gun and fired it into the pool. He was totally out of his fuckin’ mind. But I got stuck with him.”

By the day of the jump, September 8, 1974, the whole thing was already a disaster, with meager closed-circuit ticket sales and minimal crowds in Idaho. The rocket was just barely functional by then, but the jump didn’t even work—Knievel’s parachute deployed early and he and his bike drifted down to the canyon floor below without making it anywhere near the other side (or, for that matter, dying). Vince and Linda are estimated to have personally lost $250,000 on the stunt. It was not the last time that Vince’s shame would be broadcast live around the country.

And yet, despite all that, Arum became the first in a long line of jilted professional partners to find themselves working with Vince again. As is often the case, it was the once-estranged partner who reversed course and came back to Vince, in this case about a year and a half later.



Arum was promoting Muhammad Ali in a boxing match at the time, but Ali’s manager abruptly asked if they could cancel it. “He said, ‘The Japanese people have come to us with a lot of money for Ali to fight this wrestler, Inoki, in Japan,’ ” Arum recalls. Kanji “Antonio” Inoki was, Arum learned, the biggest pro wrestler in the country, and the fight was supposed to take place at Tokyo’s famous Budokan arena. Japan had its own, domesticated form of pro wrestling they called puroresu, with the same basic premise and a thousand little variations. The Japanese public took wrestling seriously as both industry and artform. But Arum was an American.

“I said, ‘What the fuck? How does a boxer fight a wrestler?” Arum was intrigued—it was Ali, after all—but needed guidance on such an unusual pairing. “So I got ahold of Vince Jr. and I said, ‘How do I do this?’ ” Arum says. “And Vince, of course, had brilliance when it came to wrestling, and gave me the scenario.” He recounts Vince’s plan, which involved a well-worn wrestling practice known as “blading,” in which a wrestler will covertly cut their own skin to make it look as though they’ve endured enormous damage:


The scenario was—and I’ll never forget it—that Ali, after two or three rounds, was going to be ostensibly pounding the hell out of Inoki for fake, but make it look real. And Inoki was the kind of wrestler that had a razor, like you shave with, in his mouth, and he would take the razor out, and slit his [own] eyebrows. And, as Ali was punishing him, the blood would be falling down, and Ali would turn to the referee: “Please, stop the fight!” The referee wouldn’t. Then Ali turns around and says, “You gotta stop the fight!” Inoki would jump on his back, pin him—one, two, three count. Inoki would win the fight, everybody’d be happy, Ali would leave with a big paycheck.



Arum loved it, and both Vince and Vince Senior hopped on board to help promote the event. The trouble was, Ali had no interest in being a loser, however unfair the fight. Indeed, there wasn’t even agreement on whether the fight would be staged (à la Inoki—though this was still the age of kayfabe, when no one would publicly admit such fiction) or genuine (as Ali was, of course, used to, though he had long admired ostentatious midcentury pro wrestler “Gorgeous” George Wagner).

Vince, Vince Senior, Ali’s trainer, and a Los Angeles wrestling promoter named Mike LeBell released a set of ostensible rules to an eager press on May 28, 1976. They suggested that this would be a legitimate contest, featuring a mishmash of wrestling and boxing maneuvers. LeBell linked Ali up with an infamous, trash-talking wrestling heel named “Classy” Freddie Blassie for a series of much observed public appearances, including on WWWF television. Budokan sold out, and Vince Senior came close to doing the same at Shea Stadium for a closed-circuit telecast event (tickets were an astounding $10 a pop). You could even catch it on big screens in the United Kingdom. Although confusion reigned about what, exactly, would happen, excitement was high.

Mere days before the Ali-Inoki fight took place, nearly everyone was on the same page: the fight should be fixed and Ali should not emerge as the winner on Inoki’s home turf. Everyone, that is, except Ali, who still refused to take the fall. Vince says he was sent to Tokyo as Vince Senior’s emissary to ensure that things went as planned, i.e., with an inconclusive finish that allowed everyone to save face to one extent or another.

In Vince’s telling, he went to Ali’s room and discussed the matter with him. Ali refused to play ball. So Vince lunged forward and grabbed Ali in a wrestling hold by surprise, then took him down to the floor, just to demonstrate that Inoki might do the same.

Or so Vince says. “I certainly remember Vince being there and spending time around Ali,” recalled Bob Goodman, a publicist who was regularly around Ali at the time. “But wrestling Ali to the ground would have been a little strange to me.”

Vince later said he had updated his plan for the fight to make it Ali-proof: LeBell’s brother, Gene, was going to be the referee, and would sneak the razor blade in. Then, at some point, Gene would use it to cut up Ali’s forehead… but without warning the champ.

“Even Ali wouldn’t know what the fuck was happening,” Vince later recounted. “Ali wouldn’t get hurt, but he would bleed profusely because Gene would do a damn good job, and Gene would have to stop the fight because of the blood. Thus, the fans would want to see a return match or some damn thing.”

If the story is true, Vince was proposing a surprise assault with a potentially deadly weapon—something that was, of course, incredibly illegal, both in the rules of sport and the rules of the law. “I don’t know how my dad found out about this—wind, telegraph, telephone—but he knew I was up to no good over there,” Vince continued. “He said, ‘Goddammit, you’re dealing with Muhammad Ali, and you’re going to get into trouble legally in Japan. Get your ass back here now.’ ”

For what it’s worth, Mike LeBell maintained that Vince didn’t even come to Japan. Mike had just formed a joint company with Vince Senior, called the Atlantic and Pacific Wrestling Corporation, and the two were close. But, as LeBell later put it, “Vince McMahon, Junior didn’t mean much to me at the time.” Someday, not too far in the future, he would.

Whether Vince went to Japan or not, he wasn’t present at Budokan on June 26, the day of the match. Perhaps that was lucky, as the whole thing was a debacle. Right to the very end, no one knew if it was going to be fixed or not. “It ends up with, we have no rules, we have no nothing,” Arum recalls. “And the fight, itself, is a complete dud.” Before the opening bell even finished ringing, Inoki dashed toward Ali and launched himself, feetfirst, at the champ. Ali sidestepped it and Inoki took another chance at a kick, missed, and landed on his back. Then he just lay there.

Inoki refused to stand. “Ali is running around: ‘You yellow motherfucker! Get up and fight!’ ” Arum recalls. “I mean, it was horrible.” Inoki did get up and started a mix of play-fighting and actual attacks. At one point, Ali threw a punch and obviously missed Inoki, but Inoki went against the ropes as if he’d been hit, anyway. This sort of nonsense went on for fifteen rounds before Inoki, who had spikes in his shoes, kicked Ali’s leg, causing it to gash and bleed. Gene LeBell mercifully called the fight a draw before the infuriated Japanese crowd could burn the place down.

Vince, far away at Shea Stadium, had, once again, failed. And, once again, it had been a failure that threatened his father’s reputation and relationships. But all was not lost.

The marketing push had been great until the actual match—maybe, if you had actual high-quality content for a closed-circuit event, you could hit the jackpot. Arum suspects Vince was thinking along those lines: “I think that really introduced him to the fact that he could roll up the wrestling business and present it where you could get a tremendous amount of fans on a national basis.”

On April 19, 1976, just two months before the Ali-Inoki match was set to occur, Vince and Linda declared bankruptcy, saying that they were around $1 million in debt.

In better news, they welcomed a daughter, Stephanie Marie McMahon, on September 24, a few months after the fight. She would grow up to become one of the stars of her father’s programming, bathing in the hatred of crowds who would mercilessly chant “Slut! Slut! Slut!” at her. Undeterred by such treatment, she would go on to become a major WWE executive and ended up succeeding Vince as CEO. There would be no more children for Vince, as far as we know.

When Aldi, Vince’s coinvestor and friend, looks back on Vince in the period of their friendship, he sees a “nice person, a no-bullcrap kinda guy.” He expresses a sentiment that’s common among most who reminisce about Vince, no matter how much trouble he may have gotten them into: “He was always driven.”

But this was not yet the outlandishly boorish Vince of later fame and infamy. How else could he keep getting back up from the mat at this stage of his rise to power, if he weren’t a charmer? “He was always a gentleman, Vince,” Aldi says. “He could be tough, but he was always a gentleman.”

Bob Arum agrees, in spite of all the grief young Vince caused him. “I have only the greatest respect for him, both as a showman and as a principled guy,” Arum says. “You might not like what he says, but you can always trust in his honesty.”



December 17, 1976, brought an ominous development: an up-and-coming media tycoon from Georgia by the name of Robert Edward “Ted” Turner III made his Atlanta-based TV station WTCG nationally available via a new force called satellite television. TBS (short for Turner Broadcasting System) was, as Turner dubbed it, a “superstation,” and it beamed into living rooms of early adopters across America. When it arrived, it bore, among other things, a healthy helping of good old-fashioned “rasslin’,” as the massive southern fan base often referred to the artform.

A cardinal rule of the industry had been quietly shattered beyond repair. Turner, in one fell swoop, had violated every televised territorial boundary. He had already been locally airing shows made by Jim Barnett’s Georgia Championship Wrestling (GCW), and, now, wrestling fans anywhere around North America had that most sacred and dangerous of things: consumer choice.

Broadcasts that came through satellite TV or another developing technology, cable TV, were a growing concern for the NWA members. Vince Senior had already tested the waters: he’d started running monthly WWWF shows on regional—not national—cable in 1973 through a brand-new channel called Home Box Office (HBO), then through the newly founded Madison Square Garden Network. So he was ready when, in 1977, the latter channel spun off the Madison Square Garden Sports Network, eventually rebranded as the USA Network, which would be distributed nationally via cable. For the first time in two decades, the whole of America could, if they ponied up the cash for an installation, enjoy Vince Senior’s offerings.

GCW and the WWWF had been grudgingly allowed by the NWA to move forward with their distribution leaps. It was a matter of kicking the can down the road: as of 1977, a small fraction of households actually had access to cable or satellite, making the question a lower priority than it would inevitably later become. But with every promoter now facing the prospect of Barnett’s and Vince Senior’s reach increasing, tensions were suddenly ramping up to levels not seen since the 1940s.

None of that seems to have bothered Vince much. The thirtysomething was still one of the main announcers for his father’s company, and he was finding his voice—or, at least, a voice, as he would go on to have more than one of them. With a nasal, theatrical, nonregional baritone largely lifted from Howard Cosell of Wide World of Sports, Vince fulfilled his three jobs, which were to (1) keep the energy of the match flowing for the home audience, (2) do ringside or backstage “interviews” with the wrestlers to push story lines, and (3) reinforce kayfabe by describing the in-ring action with total (faked) sincerity.

If you listened very closely when he got excited, you could hear the faintest trace of a Tar Heel accent.

While doing play-by-play commentary, Vince wasn’t uniquely electrifying, but he was more than competent, acting as a familiar narrator to countless viewers during a period when the WWWF was flush with talent and verve.

“Bobo, with a hard right hand!” he cried at a televised MSG match between wrestlers Bobo Brazil (Houston Harris) and Jerry “Crusher” Blackwell. “And Blackwell, still standing on his feet. Rocked back again, has Crusher Blackwell. Bobo, winding up, giving him another shot—down he’ll go!” As the men tussled, Vince advanced the story with tepid analysis: “Before the match tonight in the Garden, Bobo claims that he really has it all together, probably more so than at any other time in his wrestling career,” he said. “And, from what we’re seeing at the moment, that’s probably true.”

More notable were the interview segments. They weren’t exactly dialogues, per se. The questions in a kayfabe pro wrestling interview are mainly just a chance for the wrestlers to preen and shout, delivering monologued threats to their foes in order to promote future matches—“cutting a promo,” in the argot of the trade. If the wrestler wasn’t so articulate, or even if he was, then some shit-talking would often be performed by a noncombatant “manager,” typically an ex-wrestler or an industry hanger-on. Vince would offer a prompt (“Do you have anything to say to your opponent?” or the like) and then react to whatever was said.

He wasn’t stellar at it. “In a TV show that was filled with really strange people, he was one of the strangest,” recalls journalist Ray Tennenbaum, who grew up watching Vince throughout the 1970s. “He didn’t seem that great at his job, and he didn’t seem very comfortable holding the mic; he seemed a little bit embarrassed about it.”

Vince’s look was a key part of the strangeness: “He was basically as tall as the wrestlers, and he always looked like a bodybuilder wearing a suit,” Tennenbaum recalls. “The suits, I couldn’t really tell if they were designed to emphasize his shoulders or if he bought them off the rack and the fabric just kind of draped off him.”

While interviewing heels—one of the biggest was Gorilla Monsoon (Robert Marella)—Vince would telegraph disdain for their vanity and cruelty. “He’d adopt this indignation and disgust,” as Tennenbaum puts it. “It was hilarious. When he had to interview a heel, he could just spit out the wrestler’s name: Gorilla Monsewwwwn.”

Tennenbaum says the faux-outrage meant Vince was hogging the spotlight and throwing off the natural energy of a promo. He contrasts Vince with latter-day announcer “Mean” Gene Okerlund: “That’s one of the reasons why Okerlund was a better announcer: because Okerlund played it like a journalist,” Tennenbaum says. “Whereas Vince was, like, the arbiter of righteousness.”

It’s important to remember that, as of the late 1970s, Vince still held no real power in the wrestling industry. He was feared by no one. Some reports say he was the one behind the shortening of the WWWF’s initials by one “W,” making it the World Wrestling Federation, or WWF, in 1979. But there is no available proof of his influence on that matter. However, that doesn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention, nor that he was without ambition elsewhere.

He was still doing local promoting for his dad in New England and, around the same time as the corporate name change, he booked a show at the Cape Cod Coliseum of South Yarmouth, Massachusetts. In doing so, he spoke with the venue’s owner and eventually landed on an idea: What if he and Linda bought the place outright? The couple scrounged up the cash to do it and were in control by the summer of 1979. A little later, they bought the local hockey team, the Cape Cod Buccaneers. They ran both entities under the aegis of a new company they formed. They called it Titan Sports.

Vince and Linda decamped to South Yarmouth with their kids. Among their first achievements was bringing the Boston Bruins hockey team to the Coliseum for their first-ever appearance in Cape Cod. Historically, the Coliseum had only hosted events during the summer, when the Cape fills up with people, but Vince and Linda changed course and started booking year-round. They hired the venue’s first marketing director in an effort to drum up excitement. Most controversially, Vince and Linda brought rock concerts back to the Coliseum for the first time after a too-wild Ted Nugent show held by the previous owner had led to an informal ban.

There was resistance from citizens and businesses who said out-of-control audiences were wreaking havoc in their revelry. Vince was unsympathetic to calls for reinstating the ban. “There’s not anything to say I can’t do anything,” he told a local paper, “as long as it’s in good taste.”

Shane and Stephanie were catching early glimpses of their father’s line of work. Shane has said he started working on the cleanup crew after concerts when he was eleven, then graduated to manual labor at the WWF. In that same period, Stephanie had her first encounter with a wrestler: Vince had taken his three-year-old girl backstage at a wrestling show, and the hirsute and feral George “The Animal” Steele (Jim Myers) grunted in her direction, terrifying her.

“I ran straight for my father’s arms—the safest place I knew—and he just laughed out loud,” Stephanie would later recall. “He thought it was the funniest thing.”

However, Vince himself has indicated that his relationship with his kids wasn’t always a breeze. “I’m a disciplinarian,” he told a reporter in 2005. “I’m real big on respect. I was on the road a lot. And I’m sure when I was at home, the kids wanted me back on the road.” He didn’t elaborate further.

The key moment of Vince and Linda’s time on the Cape came in early 1981. Their various changes had worked local officials and politicians into an angry froth, and there had been attempts to rein them in via a modification of their licenses. The biggest proposed change was going to severely limit sales of alcohol—a move that the McMahons thought would be disastrous. So, for the first time in their lives, Vince and Linda got into politics.

On January 27, they hit the town legislators—they’re called selectmen there—with a stunning show of force at the final hearing on the licensing matter. “The hearing brought out the largest crowd of spectators to a Yarmouth’s selectmen’s meeting in recent history,” a local news item declared. “Over 150 supporters of the Cape Cod Coliseum filled the town hall hearing room… and lined the basement steps to hear the board’s decision….

“Four hours later,” the paper continued, “when the smoke had cleared and the selectmen had voted on five motions concerning the Coliseum licenses, owners Vince and Linda McMahon left the hearing with fewer formal restrictions on their operations than had been in effect at the beginning of the meeting.”

Whether or not their tactic of collective intimidation was what swayed the selectmen, the result was a stunning victory for the McMahons. The  town fully ceded decision making on an array of matters—most importantly, which events should or shouldn’t be alcohol-free—to Vince and Linda. The couple had achieved the businessman’s dream of self-regulation, and not for the last time.

These Cape Cod years were a turning point for Vince. They were his first taste of life as an honest-to-God business owner.



The businessman Vince admired most, Vince Senior, had troubles of his own. The peace between the promotions was cracking.

Turner’s TBS was a hit. By early 1981, Jim Barnett leveraged GCW’s national visibility into shows in Ohio, Michigan, and West Virginia—all defunct or dying territories that were ripe for the plucking. The expansion fell apart due to financial mismanagement, but a precedent had been set, and the NWA had been unable to stop it. The year 1981 also saw the AWA invade the San Francisco Bay Area, Salt Lake City, and Las Vegas. Adding to the chaos was the retirement of the aging, long-standing, beloved president of the NWA, Sam Muchnick. The threads that held the system together were being torn asunder, one by one.

Paradoxically, wrestling was also more popular than it had been in decades. Memphis wrestling titan Jerry Lawler had a much publicized, reality-bending feud with popular mainstream actor/comedian Andy Kaufman, bringing a great deal of attention and outré hipness to the artform. The blockbuster film Rocky III prominently featured the titular boxer in an Ali-Inoki-style mixed-rules match against a blindingly blond wrestler, played by an up-and-comer who went by the name Hulk Hogan. Wrestling was a rumbling volcano, as hot as it was volatile.

But Vince Senior, nearing age sixty-eight, was tired. After nearly forty years in the wrestling industry, he was thinking of calling it quits. In Vince’s telling, the WWF “was making more money than it had ever made, and so my dad was thinking, It just can’t get any better than this. And he was looking to get out.”

But that didn’t mean he was planning to leave the company to his son.

Remarkably, Vince Senior had never designated Vince as his corporate successor. It was up to Vince to come to his father and propose that he be the next owner of the WWF. Vince Senior was reluctant. He eventually told Vince he’d allow the sale, but, in typical fashion, he wasn’t overly kind to his child. Vince would have to pay $1 million ($822,132 of it to Vince Senior, himself) in a series of four payments to Vince Senior and the WWF’s three minority shareholders over the course of the year—and, if he couldn’t make all of them, the existing ownership would keep both the company and whatever money Vince had already paid.

Vince has been vague about how, exactly, he raised the cash to make these payments. He would later tell a reporter that he obtained the sums “by using mirrors” with the help of a “guru” and a “real sharp guy.” However it happened, Vince seems to have pulled the money together and, in a meeting that was kept surreptitious so as not to rattle the industry, went to New York to get to brass tacks with Vince Senior and the shareholders.

On June 5, 1982, they signed the documents, the first payment was made, and Vince became the lord-in-waiting of the empire that his forebears had built throughout the previous century. He had been raised with nothing. Now, he stood to gain everything.

Vince was about to smash up the smoke-filled room of honorable thieves and back-channel cooperation that Vince Senior had respected and thrived in.

“I knew my dad wouldn’t have really sold me the business,” Vince would later say, “had he known what I was going to do.”



OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/images/f0008-01.jpg
Shell Davis Lo

Vincent Lupton :






OEBPS/e9781982169466/images/f0009-01.png





OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Overture: Shoot


		Part One: Faces

		Chapter 1: Fall (1945–1957)


		Chapter 2: Juice (1957–1970)


		Chapter 3: Play-By-Play (1970–1982)


		Chapter 4: Get Over, Act I (1982–1984)


		Chapter 5: Get Over, Act II (1984)


		Chapter 6: Get Over, Act III (1984–1985)


		Chapter 7: Get Over, Finale (1985)


		Chapter 8: High Spot (1985–1987)







		Part Two: Turns

		Chapter 9: Push (1987–1990)


		Chapter 10: Heat, Act I (1990–1991)


		Chapter 11: Heat, Act II (1991–1992)


		Chapter 12: Heat, Act III (1992–1993)


		Chapter 13: Heat, Finale (1993–1994)


		Chapter 14: Suck It, Act I (1994–1996)


		Chapter 15: Suck It, Act II (1996–1997)


		Chapter 16: Suck It, Act III (1997–1999)


		Chapter 17: Suck It, Finale (1999)







		Coda: The Job


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452








OEBPS/e9781982169466/fonts/Roboto-Black.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169466/images/9781982169466.jpg
“Ringmaster is riveting, essential reading even if, like me, you have no
taste for professional wrestling. All you need is an appetite for good stories
of how the best—which is to say, the worst—hustlers get over.”

—RICK PERLSTEIN, New York Times bestselling author of Nixonland and Reaganland
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