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To my best friend, biggest fan, and the love of my life … my wife Jan. I miss you dearly.


We would like to take a moment and offer a special thank you to Scott E. Williams, who passed away suddenly on August 17, 2016. He was forty-six years old.

Scott was instrumental in the foundation of this project, from gathering facts and source material to interviews which appear in this book. There are no words for the appreciation we have for him, his hard work, and his writing—not only on this project, but the numerous wrestling books he wrote during his career.

We lost a good one, and his memory will live on through his family, friends, and stellar work.

Thank you, Scott. We miss you.


FOREWORD BY VINCENT K. MCMAHON

When Jim Ross first came to work for WWE back in 1993, little did I know then that nearly a quarter century later “JR” and I would still share a bond built on mutual passion for the business we love—and even more importantly, an enduring friendship based on respect for each other.

For the better part of two decades, The WWE Universe has embraced JR as “The Voice of WWE.” It is JR’s voice that painted the pictures, crafted the stories, and created a whole new dimension to all our favorite superstars each and every Monday night. Indeed, JR was our tour guide through an era that changed sports entertainment forever. In fact, JR is still considered by most to be the greatest announcer of all time.

Jim’s contributions behind the scenes were equally as impactful. As head of Talent Relations, Jim proved an insightful, creative, and dedicated senior executive, signing a plethora of legendary talent during his tenure who were essential to building WWE into what it is today.

No one appreciates what Jim Ross has done for WWE more than I do. His contributions to our industry are as legendary as his character, and will leave an indelible mark for generations of WWE fans to come.


WRESTLEMANIA XV: 1999

“Courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway.”

That John Wayne quote stuck with me so much over the years that I even had it printed on my coffee cup at home. “The Duke” always faced down his fears; always won in the end. But as I hid backstage at Philadelphia’s First Union Center, I didn’t much feel like saddling up at all. As a matter of fact, I was so terrified of what was about to happen that I began puking in the sink in front me.

What am I doing here? I thought to myself between heaves. The biggest professional night of my life and I was alone, in full tuxedo, having a Tony Soprano-like panic attack in an empty shower room. By my time, the main-event was next and I knew I would soon have to leave my hideout and go before the world. Twenty thousand in attendance and millions watching at home was a scenario that I had dreamed about as a boy—and worked hard to achieve as a man—but this night it terrified me.

WrestleMania XV, March 28, 1999, was, at that point, the biggest night in our business. World Wrestling Federation was on fire and its two top stars, “Stone Cold” Steve Austin and The Rock—two of my all-time most memorable signees—had independently lobbied management for me to return and announce their main-event match. Their stratospheric professional rise intersected starkly with my own personal low. While Austin and the Rock were demolishing box-office records and pay-per-view buy-rates, I had been off TV a few months after suffering a devastating family bereavement—and my second bout of Bell’s palsy. Because of the resulting facial paralysis, I had been primarily working from home as I wanted as few people as possible to see the way I now looked.

This grand entrance back to pay-per-view was going to be the first time anyone other than close family and friends would see me. I was vulnerable, self-conscious, and sick with worry.

The paralysis affected my speech, and I had no idea if I could still do the job I loved the way that I loved to do it. As much as I wanted to return Austin and Rock’s faith in me, I certainly didn’t feel ready. Not one little bit. I made my living from telling stories as a commentator—coloring in with words that the audience was seeing in pictures. How could I do that when I had to literally hold one side of my face up to help me enunciate; to simply be understood?

As my time drew closer I couldn’t help feeling that this was all a huge mistake. I just wanted to run out of there; make my way home where I knew I could hide or avoid people if I wanted to.

I wanted to find Vince McMahon, the Chairman and owner of the company, so I could tell him that I couldn’t do it. But to admit such a thing would be admitting weakness, and the Chairman detested weakness and negativity from anyone around him. McMahon believed in the old law of the jungle: that “only the strong survive,” much like my father had instilled in me as a boy.

So I left the shower room and walked the busy corridor with my head down. I tried to block out the sounds and noises coming from the packed arena. I was merely hoping to get through my performance without stinking up the joint. I didn’t want to embarrass myself, my family, my company, or the two Superstars who requested my presence on their biggest night. And I didn’t want to disappoint Vince.

Everyone was expecting the “Good Ol’ JR” that they’d come to know, but I knew that the version of me that was walking to the curtain wasn’t what people remembered.

I got to the packed “Gorilla Position”—the waiting area just behind the curtain—and made an effort to keep my head down, blend in, and review my bullet-pointed notes. I made a list on my first day as an announcer and the practice of bullet-pointing had followed me every day since.

I peered up to briefly exchange glances with Austin and the Rock. Both men were already where I was trying to get to: “in the zone.” Rock flashed his million dollar smile and Austin was painted with that look of dogged intensity that became his trademark. They weren’t talking. Not to me, not to anyone. They were focused and looked confident. I wanted to give them their space, and I certainly did not want them to be able to detect my apprehension of my return to ringside. They had enough on their plate without me adding to it.

People passed with greetings of “Good luck JR” and “Welcome back JR” as I distilled all my nervous thoughts down into one line of comfort: get through this match and you won’t have to endure this stress ever again.

In that second I had made my mind up that this would be the end of my broadcasting career in WWF. I had a head full of great memories and experiences in the business that I grew up loving. I remembered where I began; how I used my army figures as a kid to “play wrestling”; my time as a driver, a referee, the good nights and bad. I remembered it all—my time in this crazy business. And all I wanted for my last shot was for them to like me.

I just wanted the people to like me and to not notice that I was different. That I had changed.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Michael Cole said over the PA system in the arena. “Here to announce the main event … JR, Jim Ross.”

Ready or not, it was time to saddle up.

My beloved University of Oklahoma fight song, “Boomer Sooner,” began playing through the sound system in the arena to usher me out through the curtain. It was now or never. Please go easy on me, I thought as I took a deep breath and cracked open the curtain.

I could feel the energy from the crowd, and it immediately raised my confidence a little.

“Don’t worry if they boo you,” a stage hand said from the darkness.

I stopped immediately. “What? You think they’ll boo me?”

“Maybe. This is the city that booed Santa Claus. Have fun out there.”

I peeked out through the curtain at the raucous crowd in the arena. “Well, fuck,” I whispered to myself as I walked out to face the world.


PART ONE

Before Wrestling

1952–74


Chapter One

GROWING UP

1952

Right from the start I was defying expectations. I wasn’t even supposed to be here—as in, here on this planet. I was born at only five pounds, six ounces, and when they brought me home from the hospital I was small enough to fit in a shoebox.

This was the last period of my life where I was ever considered small … except when I skinny dip in cold water.

I was born on January 3, 1952, in Fort Bragg, California. My mom and dad—Elizabeth Ann Sheffield and J. D. Ross—had been high school sweethearts. By my math, they might have been a little too sweetheart-y because they suddenly got married, bolted from their hometown of Westville, Oklahoma, and had me eight months later. In that era, conceiving a child out of wedlock in a small town of about a thousand people could have created issues for my folks, as everyone knew each other’s business. As I grew up, if my mother was ever asked about the timeline by someone who was nosy and had done the math, she would say that I was born premature.

Not only was my birth a delicate issue for my folks, it was also a tricky one for my mother’s parents, who were very well established in their small Oklahoma community. They were involved with the bank and also ran the town’s dry-goods store—or mercantile as it was known back then. As part of the normal day, various workers would come into the store to buy the sandwiches that my grandmother made. They would stay to tell various tales of their hunting and fishing trips, or their experiences serving our country in combat. Talk could easily turn from fishing and war stories to matters a little more prying, a little more personal—say, like a child being conceived out of matrimony. So to avoid the prying eyes and the listening ears, my folks decided the best thing would be to take their pickup truck—and their delicate situation—and drive 2,000 miles from Westville, Oklahoma, to Fort Bragg, California.

This trip would mark the beginning of a few return trips between my mother’s family in Oklahoma and my father’s family in California. Fort Bragg was a natural destination, as my dad had family there and knew he could get a job in the logging business.

In our first couple of years there, my parents had another baby boy who unfortunately died during childbirth. Delivering and losing a baby made my mom even more protective of me—and living around my father’s father certainly put her protectiveness to the test sometimes.

My grandad, James Dee Ross, gave me my first alcoholic drink—some of his Falstaff beer—when I was three. My mother was livid when she realized that something was a little “off” on my return to the house. James Dee had taken me to his favorite tavern and snuck me some sips of his drink while we were there. When my mom finally realized that I was a little more uncoordinated than usual, she put two and two together and exploded.

Little JR was buzzed and Grandad Ross was in real hot water.

Such was her anger on that day that it became something of legend in our family, told and re-told over the years. I grew up to learn that my grandad’s judgment wasn’t always the best, and his own drinking created many uncomfortable family situations. As a result, my own father rarely drank, save for the occasional cold beer in the summertime.

My grandad was ambidextrous and could drive nails using two hammers simultaneously if required. He was 6-foot-1, 200 pounds with huge hands and was wiry and strong. A sober, clear-headed James Dee Ross was a hilarious storyteller who had a way with words. An inebriated James Dee Ross, however, was another matter entirely.

I didn’t know it then, but alcohol would lead to several embarrassing, dangerous, and downright stupid situations in my own future, too.

My family returned from California to Oklahoma when I was six, but I was only there from first to third grade before we packed to move back out to California. On this occasion, the move was more strategic. It was simply to raise the capital for an opportunity that presented itself. My mother’s aunt and uncle offered to sell their 160-acre Oklahoma farm to my parents. California was where my parents could accumulate the money needed for the down payment in the quickest amount of time. All that moving might have been jarring for someone else, but I never had issues making new friends and had a lot of cousins in Northern California to keep me company.

Once my parents had saved enough money for the down payment for our farm, I was mid-way through the fourth grade. We returned to Oklahoma for good and bought the land where my parents grew a massive garden and raised livestock while we resided in a four-room, concrete block house. Now when I say house, what I mean is that it was an old dairy barn that had a concrete floor and raw block walls. But luckily my parents hired Oklahoma’s finest interior designers to come into the space and make it “fabulous.”

That’s not true. Actually, my dad spent a few weeks using basic carpentry skills and grandad’s help to partition that barn into two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a living room.

And that was our home.

You’ll also notice that nowhere in my description did I use the word bathroom. We had an “outhouse,” which is like a bathroom, only more rural. And less warm. And further away from the house. And a little scarier at night-time in the middle of winter. Ah yes, there’s nothing quite like having to get fully dressed on a perishing night just to use the facilities. I soon figured that the bush at the back of the house was nearer if only a pee was in order. I’m not saying I have superhuman DNA or anything, but that bush never even wilted, never mind died, in all my years living there. Having said that, if you want to know what fear is, try pointing your delicate bits in the direction of dark shrubbery at one in the morning with only moonlight to guide you.

It’s funny, growing up I had a lot of friends who hosted sleepovers, but they never wanted to stay over at my house. No idea why.

I graduated high school in 1970. Westville High was a smaller school, which meant the teachers could help each student more and give individual attention when needed. I never felt like “just a number.” I was somebody the teachers knew. I even had a couple of teachers who taught my mother and father a generation earlier. It was a very comforting environment and I involved myself in a lot of school activities. Senior year, I was president of both the student body and the State VP of the Future Farmers of America. The FFA was a national organization which aimed to make its youth membership leaders by giving them tools for career success in the agriculture sector. I was the State FFA Speech Champion in my junior year at Westville High.

As you can imagine, a position like that was just laden with chicks … or not. And the thing was, even though I had a huge desire to be a leader, it just wasn’t in the agriculture sector. Even though we lived on a farm and my extended family owned a lot of land and worked extensively in agriculture, that wasn’t the life I wanted. I didn’t like the fact that so many of the factors that determined my success were out of my control. I grew up seeing the frustration in the faces of my dad and grandparents; the heartache of finding a dead animal that had not yet yielded the return on the sizable investments that livestock require. Even though most people I knew who farmed also worked other jobs, many counted on that farm income just to get by. I knew from an early age that I wanted to find myself in a whole other line of work.

Little did I know just what kind of work that would be.

In Oklahoma, a lot of people usually went into the family business, but neither of my parents’ career paths appealed to me. My mom had a variety of jobs including a retail sales clerk and a bookkeeper at the farmers’ co-op. My dad worked for Adair County on a road crew, making next to nothing. From there, he went on to work for the Oklahoma State Highway Department; he was one of the guys in the yellow trucks who would remedy unsafe road conditions, like salting an icy bridge. He eventually worked his way up to head of the department in our county.

With my parents working so hard, I essentially grew up a latchkey kid. Maybe it would have been enjoyable if I’d had a brother or sister, but the isolation was no fun. There was also no visiting with neighbors, as the closest one was a mile or two away. It was basically me, in the house, on my own, till my parents came home.

Now, being an only child wasn’t all bad. The solitude gave me a chance to cultivate my imagination and encouraged me to read more books. My mother taught me at a very young age how to read. Ever since I could remember, both she and her father would read to me, give me books, and generally spark my love of language. So much so that by the time I was five, I was reading the sports pages of the newspaper.

Friends at school would tell me about all the fun things they’d been doing outside of school. The conversation would come around to me.

“What did you do this weekend, Jim?”

“Well, I picked up some rocks. Put ’em back down again.”

“Oh.”

It was around then that I knew I needed some more hobbies or things to do.

Much more so than the other kids who lived in town, chores were a big part of my non-school time. But the more time I spent working around the farm meant I got to spend more time with my father. My dad, whose birth certificate read, J.D. Ross—as in J(only) D(only) Ross—was a big, strong guy, about 6-foot-3 and 275 pounds. He wore a size 15 ring and a size 14 shoe, and was blond-headed with a slightly red beard. He looked like the classic image of a lumberjack, the Swedish giants who immigrated to California to work the logging camps. He was always a hard worker and took that work ethic to our farm. As we’d move from one chore to the next, he’d use situations or scenarios to teach me how the world worked. Some of those lessons were tough and others seemed small at the time, but a lot of what I learned I still hold dear to this day.

He wasn’t one for talking much if it wasn’t needed—he was a natural sound bite guy who rarely showed on his face what might have been going on in his head. He was tough, quiet, and sometimes hard to read. I loved just simply fishing in our pond together, not saying much. Not having to. He wanted me to be independent, wise, and trustworthy—like he was. He believed in the bond of a handshake; the strength of a person’s word, and those were traits he took time to instill in me.

As I got older, he’d give me more responsibilities as he saw I could handle them. Some I took to like a duck to water, and others he knew he needed to check up on with me.

“Did you get the hog watered?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. I watered Charlie about an hour ago.”

He stopped suddenly and looked me right in the eye. “Charlie? You can’t be getting attached to these animals.”

“I—”

“Because they’re there to feed our family for the next few months. That’s it. You understand, son?”

I nodded my head.

“You don’t need to be giving names to these animals because one day you’re going to see me shoot that hog, and it’s not good for a boy to be affected like that.”

My father could see in my face that I knew exactly what he meant; no need to elaborate further. Because we were on a working farm that functioned to feed and sustain a family, I knew he was right. If we didn’t have animals, we didn’t eat. They were going to be used as food or sold for money. But not all animals on the farm were seen that way.

As cut-and-dry as he was about the role of the hogs on our farm, he was completely different when it came to his pets—especially his bird dog, a short-haired pointer named Lady. She was a great dog who had her own pen and doghouse that always had fresh straw. She ate well and drank fresh water because Dad would breed her with another pedigree dog and make good money from the resulting offspring. Such was the pedigree of the resulting litters; we ended up with a waiting list of people looking to buy one. Working full-time on a road crew was making my dad less than $100 a week. Selling those puppies would net him $25 each, so I knew it was big money for us.

“What age are you now?” he asked.

“Eleven,” I answered.

“You’re old enough to look after Lady, so,” he said.

I couldn’t have been more proud that he asked me to look after his prized dog. I saw it as a sign of just how much he trusted me and how much responsibility he thought I could now handle.

My father decided to keep one of Lady’s pups to train, as he hoped that the pup would be a chip off the old block. My job eventually expanded to both dogs; I had to make sure Lady and her pup were tended to several times a day. Over the course of a couple of years I brought food and water daily, fresh straw weekly, and the odd treat for both when nobody was looking. They were worked, trained, walked, and looked after. I kept them together for company a lot, but separated them when Lady entered her breeding period.

Well … except when I forgot to close Lady’s gate.

She was in heat and, unfortunately, the young male dog got into her pen. Dad discovered the male dog in a compromising position with his valued matriarch, and he knew exactly whose mistake it was. Even more unfortunately, their brief union produced a litter. Dad was not going to sell those inbred dogs without telling his buyers about the parentage, because that would have been dishonest. He didn’t do business that way and he wasn’t going to risk the reputation of his prized dog. He remained strangely silent about the situation, and I never broached the subject with him; I knew that I had screwed up, and I knew the situation had affected him.

Shortly after the puppies were born, my dad called for me. He was standing in Lady’s pen with a tow-sack in one hand and a hammer in the other. Inside the tow-sack was the entire litter of inbred puppies.

“Take them to the dump,” he said. “Take the pups out and, one by one, destroy all of them.” He put the sack in one of my hands and the hammer in the other. I looked over my dad’s shoulder and could see my mom standing in the kitchen doorway, crying. My dad was trying not to cry as well. In the sack, the pups were tiny; just a few days old; they hadn’t even been weaned yet and their eyes were barely open.

“Go on,” my father said.

As I walked from my house, I too broke down.

About a mile south was a patch of uneven land that had been used for years as a sort of dumping ground. As I walked there I thought, What if I don’t do it ?

Maybe there was a fairytale ending—maybe they’d all find homes? But I knew the landscape well enough to know that they were too young and small to defend themselves from predators. Also, if I didn’t do what I was told to do, my dad would never trust me again. So I sat at the edge of the waste-ground with my eyes blurry from tears. I couldn’t let them go and I couldn’t bring them home.

So I did what I was told to do.

When I returned back to the house with the bag empty, I could see my father was waiting for me. He was quiet. Even more so than usual.

“Everything in life has a consequence, son,” he said. He couldn’t look down because I could see he was trying to hold himself together. I had never heard or seen him like that before. “We have to take care when we have responsibilities,” he said before guiding me toward the house. He stayed outside; I watched him from my window and he never really moved from his spot. Just sat there with his head down until it grew dark.

The next morning he was waiting for me. “Wake up, son. We’re going to town,” he shouted.

For all the hardness that sometimes came from working on a farm, there were also rewards for a boy and his father—especially when we had potatoes to sell in town.

“Here’s your share,” he said as he put a dollar in my hand. That was my cut of the sale. “There’s enough money there for a haircut and a movie.”

“A movie?” I asked.

He nodded and smiled when he saw how excited the thought of seeing a movie on the big screen made me.

I said, “On my own?”

“Yeah, why not,” he replied.

My first movie on my own. Like a man. The haircut was a quarter, and admission to our local theater was a quarter. That left me a nice piece of change for popcorn and a drink.

“Thank you,” I said.

His smile grew wider. I think he was happy to see me excited—not that he could bring himself to say it.

“I’ll be across the street,” he said. “Come and find me when you’re done, son.”

I knew Dad sometimes went into the hall opposite the Sunset Theater, where he’d play snooker, dominoes, or pool. I even saw him a couple of times slip over to the bar and have his occasional cold beer with some of his buddies.

I, on the other hand, had a date with whatever double feature was playing at the single-screen cinema. No matter what the movie was, it sure beat the hell out of picking up rocks.

I gladly sat in the theater with the last of my hard-earned dollar sitting on my lap in the form of a soft drink and popcorn.

As time passed in my childhood, my father and I would come into town most every Saturday for a haircut, a movie, and a game of pool for him. I watched some of the all-time greats on that single screen—sometimes with my school buddies, or with a girl as I moved into my teen years.

Growing up outside of a small town, the big screen became a place of escape for me. But as much as I loved watching my idols on the big screen, it was the small screen where I found my true heroes.


Chapter Two

WATCHING WRESTLING

1963

I discovered Oklahoma’s wrestling territory TV show largely through my maternal grandparents—the ones that owned the mercantile. I stayed with them many Saturday nights so my parents could socialize with their friends and take a break from their work.

We had three choices for TV in Oklahoma, and pro-wrestling in America was divided into regional offices, with each area promoter effectively running a monopoly business producing their own, locally produced, weekly TV shows.

We’d watch the courthouse drama Perry Mason, followed by the western series Gunsmoke. Then when the local news came on we’d have a bowl of vanilla ice cream, with Hershey’s Chocolate Syrup poured on top. But 10:30 p.m., right after the local news, was the time that I waited for the most: wrestling time.

I was immediately drawn to wrestling because the action usually followed the same rules as the movies I loved so much. Good guy versus bad guy, with the good guy usually finding a way to win in the end. It was easy to get behind the titles because they were always presented as prestigious, and only the very cream of the crop became champions. What made it even more of an obsession of mine was that the issues between the wrestlers were personal, logical, and felt like “a happening.” Wrestling combined the two things I loved most in the world: sports and storytelling.

From the moment I first saw it, I was hooked.

When I wasn’t watching, it was all I could think about. I’d worry about the well-being of my favorites when they were in trouble, or when the bad guys did something dastardly to get the upper hand I’d wait all week to see them get what they had coming. I would take my army men and make a pretend ring on my bed and spend hours acting out the matches and commentating on the moves.

It didn’t take long before my parents quickly took notice of my new fixation and, while they were never fans themselves, they didn’t discourage me from being one. In fact, it became a powerful incentive. I was really motivated to do all my chores and do them right because, if I did, one reward at the end of my week was getting to watch that weekly hour of televised wrestling.

But as much as I loved to watch wrestling, I was also pulled in by what I heard during the events.

Danny Williams handled play-by-play, while Leroy McGuirk was the color analyst. Danny would describe the action as it occurred in the ring while Leroy would explain the backgrounds of the wrestlers and logic behind the moves being used. Danny oozed legitimacy as he was already an established radio and TV announcer and everyone knew Leroy McGuirk had been the world’s junior heavyweight champion. Just being associated with wrestling fanned rumors about Leroy and his ever-present sunglasses. Most people accepted that it was because he was blind, but the “wrestling is fake” crowd bet their lives that he wasn’t truly blind—as if it were a gimmick of some sort. And that was the thing about wrestling in general: most cynical people wouldn’t believe what was actually true, and most fans were willing to accept what wasn’t. It was when wrestling managed to land in that magic spot of convincing you what you were watching was indeed the real deal—that’s where the money was made.

And that’s how wrestling got me as a fan.

I sat down with my grandparents—the ice cream and Hershey’s chocolate topping already dealt with—and saw something I had never seen before on TV: real blood, real anger, real outrage.

It was The Kentuckians versus The Assassins. The Kentuckians were two huge country boys—the 6-foot-6 Luke Brown and the 6-foot-10 Grizzly Smith, who was also the father of wrestlers Jake “The Snake” Roberts, Mike “Sam Houston” Smith, and “Rockin” Robin Smith. Their bitter rivals were The Assassins who were masked, devious cheap-shot artists who always looked for an unfair advantage. Joe Hamilton and Tom Renesto were a magnificent “heel” duo. Both teams were set to do battle on TV, and I couldn’t wait to see the match unfold. During the melee, Hamilton punched Grizzly Smith over the left eye, busting him open the “hard way.” Griz was bleeding like a stuck pig. The match ended in a disqualification and when they came back from commercial, Danny was interviewing The Kentuckians, who were vowing revenge.

I looked to my grandparents and they were as mesmerized by what was happening on TV as I was.

Danny seemed somewhat incredulous about the cut over Grizzly’s eye. The camera zoomed in as Danny took his fingers and gently pulled on the gash, which he appeared horrified to learn was all too real.

Now I was pissed, too. How could The Assassins get away with something like that? I wanted to take them on myself. The bad guys couldn’t just get away with something like that. That’s not right. I would pay money to see those guys get theirs.

“I apologize to the management of this station and to the viewing public,” said TV announcer Leroy McGuirk. The same Leroy McGuirk who secretly owned the company and had signed off on the bloodshed before the show went on air. However, his public persona was horrified. “I assure you that nothing like this will ever happen again and these two teams will be kept apart.”

“Until next time,” my grandfather muttered.

He obviously knew something I didn’t. “What do you mean?” I asked him.

“Give it a week and they’ll be telling you where you can buy a ticket to see these men get their revenge.”

“But Leroy said it wouldn’t happen again.”

My grandfather smiled, patted me on the head, and left the room. I looked back at the TV and tried to figure out what was going on.


Chapter Three

GOING TO THE MATCHES

1964

I was watching TV and trying to tune out the sounds of Mom and her friends’ “games night” in the room next door. Through the noise of my show and cackling of their laughter I somehow heard my favorite word seep through the wall: wrestling.

Even though Mom wasn’t a big fan, her friends liked wrestling. Leroy McGuirk’s promotion was bringing a show to the high school gym in Stilwell, which was about 15 miles south of Westville.

I put my ear against the partition wall and could hear my mom’s friend saying, “Something, something, something, wrestling, something, something, matches, something, something, this week, something, something.”

This news was big.

I walked to the door to get a better listening position.

Mom’s friend continued, “They’re coming to Stilwell, and I’m going to go.”

Stilwell? That’s only a few miles from here!

I had a shot to get to the matches, but I had to convince my mom to take me.

Besides, how cool would I look if I bumped into some girls from my school there? I’d be cooler than all getup sitting there at a wrestling show with my mom and her friends.

No, wait.

“Please, Mom,” I begged when her friends left. I had my whole speech memorized.

“OK,” she said, cutting me off. “We can go.”

“You mean it?”

That was easy.

I counted down the days, the minutes, and the seconds until show time. I snuck into the local gym and hurried to my seat. I tried to act like I didn’t know who the troop of mothers were beside me. I didn’t want their presence to take cool points away from the chubby kid with the flat-top haircut and plaid shirt that was tucked into his jeans. I’m sure I managed to pull off the bad-ass exterior I was looking for. Pretty sure.

The venue itself only held a few hundred people and, despite my reservations about my party of moms, it was one of the greatest things I had seen; each match told a story and I was glued to the action.

Seems I wasn’t the only one glued to the action. The mothers were pretty transfixed, too—especially to Jerry Kozak. Kozak was a popular wrestler who was a good looking guy with a great physique.

Jerry became a favorite of mine, too, because he gave me my first wrestling autograph. He signed his name and said, “Thank you.”

Jerry Kozak thanked me.

I thought it was the neatest thing that this macho, muscled guy would be so polite to a nobody like me. In a small gym in Stilwell, Jerry Kozak made some fans for life: me, and the group of eyelash-batting women beside me.

As I walked out, I knew I wanted into this crazy business somehow. I just didn’t know how I could find a way in.

Much less with a phone call.


Chapter Four

LEAVING HOME

1969

From the Saturday haircut/movie routine to saving up for a car, my folks helped me place true value on money. I knew it was important, but it didn’t bring happiness and it didn’t come without earning it. We didn’t have much of anything even though my mom worked upward of 60 hours a week and my dad worked full-time on the road crew and another 40-plus hours a week on the farm. But what we did have was the small things that really mattered.

Like watching ballgames with my dad. As much as I loved my late-night radio commentary or the announcing on my weekly wrestling shows, it was my father who sparked my love for sports analysis.

As I got older, he’d break down the game for me, explain why the action we just witnessed had occurred. He’d lay out the difference between one play or another—and why one was more suited than the other given the circumstances. It was over these sporting events that we found our middle ground. Our thing in common.

I wasn’t blessed with the ability to work with my hands like my father and grandfather. I didn’t have their natural size or ability as a farmer or hunter. I even felt a little guilty about that as I was growing up. But one thing I did have was the ability to talk. Soon my father was asking me to break down the games for him. I’d enthusiastically “sell” the various key points of the game, piece-by-piece. I learned to be concise, because that’s what held his attention. I pulled out interesting facts or tidbits about why this game was going to be one for the ages. Or why this team was vulnerable this week even though they had a great record. I learned in those hours, before a game with my father, how to tell a story. More importantly, I learned how to pull that story from the center of a sporting event.

I learned how to make him care about the players, the stakes, the personalities involved.

I began to see that my father didn’t want the farmer’s life for me, just as much as I didn’t want it for myself. He seemed torn by wanting his son to go out into the world—and all the new challenges that the big world presented. For a small-town quiet man like my dad, the post-Vietnam landscape was a hard one to fathom; it was for most of the country. People were divided, unsettled. It was a new world full of dissent and danger. I was his only son, his only child, and he thought the only armor against such upheaval and uncertainty was toughness and steel.

“I want you to be able to stand up for yourself without siblings to fall back on,” he said. “I want you to be able to take anything out there. Life is hard. I wanted to show you how to cope with that.”

Even though my dad never had the chance to attend college—mainly because I had come along unexpectedly—he was a very intelligent man who understood the growing value of higher education as times changed throughout the 1950s and 1960s.

He said, “You know your mom and I will always love you, and we’ll do anything for you that we can. But you need to know that we’re done here, son. You’re your own man now.”

I wasn’t immediately sure what that meant, but I soon figured out that he was telling me it was time to bait my own hooks; cast my own line and see what I could catch. If I managed to run my fishing boat into a pier my folks would be there for me, but in terms of taking daily care of me as their kid, we were done.


Chapter Five

COLLEGE

1970

Even though I left the farm, I still found myself watching a cow. This cow, however, spent the night dancing sexily on its hind legs in a rundown motel.

I graduated among the top kids in my class at Westville High School in 1970, and had earned a President’s Council Leadership scholarship to Oklahoma State.

As much as my dad wanted me to stand on my own two feet, my mom opened a secret account for me with Harold’s, a menswear store in Stillwater. She wanted me to fit in with the guys in the fraternities; to be accepted in this new big-city type environment. I don’t know what made her think that I wouldn’t fit in. You know, naturally.

But her secret account worked as Sigma Chi, an esteemed social fraternity, recruited me out of the gate. They figured between my FFA credentials and high marks in school I could be an asset. Truth was, it was an honor for me to be considered, as Sigma Chi was pretty much the top dog on campus and I was elected president of the fraternity’s pledge class.

The OSU campus was a whole new world for a small-town farm boy like me. It was also a culture shock in the sense that, for the first time in my life, I’d met several people who woke up on third base and thought they’d hit a triple. Daddy had gotten them to third and they thought that made them special. It certainly made them something all right, but special wasn’t it.

Frankly, my own mindset left something to be desired. I’d made all A’s and B’s in high school, but as I exercised my newfound freedom by joining my frat brothers for “nickel beer” night and planning frat-house events, my grades plummeted. I began to see that one or two drinks just weren’t enough for me. If it was there to be drunk, I could stand long enough to drink it.

I only lasted one semester at OSU, though, as my grades fell dramatically. I was coming from a county that had 8,000 people tops, to a campus that had 30,000 students and hundreds more on staff. I saw more beautiful women on my first day than I had in my whole life up to that point. When I added to that parties, nickel-beer nights, and fraternity mixers, there were just too many distractions for a wide-eyed country boy to handle. All of that, plus a lack of money, meant I had to re-think my college plan.

As much as I loved OU, I couldn’t afford to go there, so Northeastern State University, which was in Tahlequah, about 25 miles from where we lived, made the most sense money wise.

And that’s where I’d meet the dancing cow.

I settled into Northeastern State quite quickly. On top of my new surroundings, my new studies, and my new fraternity (Phi Lambda Chi), I also joined the college flag football team. We entered to play in the intramural football league. Our team consisted mostly of guys who were, in one way or another, trying to re-live their high school football glory days. Myself included. Our bellies might have been a little rounder and our legs a little slower because of the college overabundance, but we loved football. We were good, too. We always found another gear when we needed to, played hard and made our way through many tough games, and eventually found ourselves in the intramural league post season game, which for us was about a 500-mile round-trip from Northeastern State to Little Rock.

Preparation was key—not for the game, but for the bus to take us to the game. We immediately bought a keg. And some weed. And a few other things that I didn’t know about.

We boarded our chartered bus and I knew immediately I wasn’t the only wide-eyed farm boy who was trying to hide the fact that he had never been on a big bus like that before. I took my seat—not too close to the front like a sissy and not at the back like a jock. About six rows from the back was where my social standing in life landed me.

Before the engine even started there was rowdiness in the air. The keg was in play and there were some wafts of smoke rising up from various mini-huddles around the bus. I tried my best to not get mixed up too much in anything other than the beer, or “belly wash” as my grandfather called it. I wasn’t too sure what all the other stuff going around was, but I was sure of one thing: I didn’t want anything to do with it.

The first couple hundred miles were almost civil. People were toasting and making little speeches. New friendships were being formed and bonds were strengthened. I’m not exactly sure when it became a little less civil, but I’d hazard a guess that it was right about the time the mescaline came out.

I’d heard something about hallucinogens, LSD, peyote, but never thought to ask more because I didn’t figure we’d ever cross paths. How wrong was I? Very wrong.

“Jim, have you ever tried this?” someone asked.

Sober Jim would run a mile from any drug like that. As a matter of fact, Sober Jim made Drunk Jim promise not to get involved in anything like that. Drunk Jim agreed, of course. Turns out, Drunk Jim is a liar and can’t be trusted one bit.

I put out my hand and someone over my shoulder put something in the palm of my hand.

“Don’t think, just slam them back and wash them down,” I was told.

“No problem,” I dutifully said as I threw them into my mouth and rinsed them down by chugging my beer.

I remember a mini cheer and someone saying that I didn’t take enough “to do shit.”

“Really?” I said as I put my hand out again. “Give me more.”

Drunk Jim was invincible. Or a dumbass. One or the other.

Once again my palm was sprinkled, and once again I slammed the seeds back. I didn’t even look to see how many this time. Another cheer. My back was heartily slapped and comments were made about how I was going to regret that.

I already did.

Not that anyone on that bus would know that. I just sat, my head against the window, waiting for something really bad to happen as I watched the country blur past as we traveled.

An hour passed, and I’m not one bit ashamed to admit I was delighted to find out that it was a false alarm. The seeds had no effect, thank God. My one and only mescaline trip was a false alarm.

A little while later, we arrived at the Little Rock Motor Lodge, which was even shittier than the name suggested. Eighteen drunk college boys spread over just three, $20 rooms was never going to be a good idea, but it was all we could afford. After the initial stampede for beds, toilets, and more beer, I settled by the window and noticed all the cars parked outside the rooms, the stars in the sky—and a cow dancing outside my window.

What the hell?

I peeked again, and there it was, like a bovine Michael Jackson, just cutting it up outside my window. The more I watched, the more I thought this wasn’t that unusual.

The rowdy, loud atmosphere faded off, and I wasn’t the only one sitting there entranced by a single sight. By now all of the team were sitting silently in the one hotel room. Someone had run across the street and stolen a traffic cone that had an orange rotating light attached. That light was now almost like the center of the universe. The whole room just sat in silence, staring at its orangeness. It soon pulled me in, too. It was mesmerizing. Like a moth to a flame.

There we were, eighteen college boys on tour, crammed into a tiny motel room, tripping on mescaline, smoking a cone as a dancing cow tried desperately to get my attention from an orange light. It was at that point that I felt confident enough to tell myself that there was a pretty good chance I was probably, completely, and utterly stoned out of my head.

I was so far in that I didn’t care. I felt warm, comfortable, and totally at ease. So much so that I became captivated by a spot of saliva on the side of my fellow teammate’s mouth. It wasn’t anything hugely exciting in the course of a normal day, but on this occasion it was nothing short of fascinating. And funny as hell. Just a spot of saliva.

I slid back onto the bed and put my back against the wall as the TV talked away in the background. The light, the cow, the saliva. Hours gone. Just watching. Just sitting in silence and smiling as my mind went through the process of being completely blown.

It was a beautiful night outside and a sticky hot night in the room. That many people huddled in, sucking in the same air as the last guy just blew out. And the AC was barely there. People just left when they wanted to … or could.

The sound in the background began to pull me in. It was the familiar sound of flesh on canvas.

Wrestling.

I peeled myself from my bed and took a seat front and center and watched as WCIU out of Chicago came through on the hotel antenna. It was snowy and barely viewable, but to me it was perfect. Pat O’Connor versus Dick the Bruiser in a TV classic in black and white. It made everything else disappear. No cone, no cow, no saliva. Just wrestling. Just perfection. Just where I wanted to be. Ringside. Involved. Sweeping the floors, handing out programs. I didn’t care. I just wanted to be there.

Tripping in Arkansas, I had no idea just how close I was to getting in.


Chapter Six

THE CALL

1973

We got destroyed in Little Rock. The next morning, after our mescaline trip, we stood on the field and just got mowed over. For all our ra-ra attitude on the bus on the way down, we were like church mice on the way home. I got a pretty cool looking burst vessel at the top of my arm, though. That earned me some cool points.

We were determined to avenge our loss and become the best, most feared team in the league. And that’s how the dean of students came to know us well—but for all the wrong reasons.

If there was a last straw, it was likely the conflict that broke out during an intramural football game between our team and the men of Alpha Phi Alpha, an African American fraternity. They had a really good team but, in the heat of a championship battle, we had issues over each other’s tactics. It was, to us, as high-stakes as a game could be. For flag football, there was an awful lot of trash-talking, an awful lot of physical contact, and some late hits by players on both sides.

But the real damage was done off the football field. The fall-out of the game became an uncomfortable issue for the administration, simply because it was a heated issue between an all-white fraternity and an all-black fraternity in a politically charged era.

Particularly when it made the school paper.

The optics of the situation meant that people were going to see racial undertones when there were none. The skirmishes; the competition between our teams were motivated solely by a desire to win the trophy. None of us wanted to back down, none of us wanted the other guys to win. It was passionate, it was hard-hitting, and filled whistle-to-whistle with a desire to win. It was this exact desire that got several of us summoned to Dean Baker’s office.

I was such a naïve country boy that at first, I didn’t even realize he held the position of dean of students—I really thought his first name was “Dean.”

Either way, “Dean” quickly let us know that, if we wanted to preserve both Phi Lambda Chi and our own lives as Northeastern students, our best course of action would be to become more civilized and to take on some projects that would rehabilitate our fraternity’s image. Something to do with charity. Something to do with fundraising. Something that people could see.

As my fellow fraternity brothers planned fundraising ideas, I began to think a little differently. They were talking about selling candy bars or cookies to make some cash for a local charity. Maybe a pop-up car wash? But I had another idea. One that I wasn’t sure I wanted to voice. Unfortunately, my mouth seemed to open before my brain could intervene.

The words I had been chewing on all day suddenly fell out of my mouth, “Or we could try something else?”

“Like what?”

I paused. I knew it was kinda out there; a little far-fetched. “How about wrestling?” I murmured.

I waited for the dismissive laughter, but I immediately saw Jerry Donley’s eyes light up from across the room. It looked like he’d been thinking the same thing but just didn’t want to say it. Jerry and I had become great friends, in part because we were both huge wrestling fans, so I knew if there was anyone who would back me and try to get this done it was him.

“We could put on a wrestling event,” I said. “Raise some money that way.”

As the others in our group scoffed and faded off to continue talking about the more traditional fundraising efforts, Jerry and I were becoming even more adamant that we had something—a great idea.
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