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“I enjoy destroying lives. It turns me on.”

—WWE co-owner Vince McMahon, regarding his upcoming Royal Rumble match with Ric Flair. (January 10 SmackDown!)

“This injury has taught me that if you have the desire to do it, you could come back from just about anything. How bad do you want it? What sacrifices are you willing to make? Seven months with nothing to do but rehab and train…live like a hermit…every second of it was worth it if I get back in the ring and get back to doing what I love to do.”

—Triple H


Ready to “Rumble”

The Superstars of World Wrestling Entertainment left 2001 behind with a furious Vengeance, and welcomed 2002 with a violent Rumble.

For the WWE’s biggest and baddest, the key to winning the Royal Rumble was about desire. It was desire that saw “Hacksaw” Jim Duggan throw the One Man Gang over the rope to become the winner of the first-ever Rumble in 1988, and it was desire fifteen years later that would inspire one man to stand alone in the ring and outlast twenty-nine human obstacles standing in the way of undisputed immortality at WrestleMania X8. Stone Cold Steve Austin, Undertaker, Kurt Angle … all of the Superstars entered in Royal Rumble 2002 had that desire to win. But first they would have to play The Game.

After 2001’s foiled Invasion by the Alliance—an amalgam of two now-defunct organizations, World Championship Wrestling and Extreme Championship Wrestling—it was agreed to unify the WCW World Championship with the WWE Title at the Pay-Per-View Vengeance. It was there on December 9, 2001 that Chris Jericho achieved a lifelong dream, defeating The Rock and Stone Cold Steve Austin on the same night to become the WWE’s first-ever Undisputed Champion. Y2J would carry both belts into the New Year, and a staunch desire to keep them after the Royal Rumble.

Jericho’s opponent for the January 20 PPV was determined at the first SmackDown! main event of the New Year, a No. 1 Contender’s match between former five-time WCW World Champion Booker T and former six-time WWE, three-time WCW and always the People’s Champion , The Rock. A loyal underling to WWE co-owner Vince McMahon of late, Booker prepped for his match by joining Boss Man in a beatdown of Stone Cold Steve Austin. Notwithstanding backstage interviewer Jonathan “Coach” Coachman’s awful rendition of Barry Manilow “Copacabana,” it was The Rock who—d roll into Washington, D.C.’s MCI Center, overcoming interference from McMahon and Boss Man to deliver a Rock Bottom that nearly drove Booker through the canvas. That he and a returning Austin were laid out by the McMahon henchman after the match was moot; the Great One was headed for the big dance at the Royal Rumble.

Y2J didn’t seem overly concerned; he’d beaten The Rock four times in 2001, a fact he conveniently reminded “best buddies” Test, Lance Storm and European Champion Christian while giving them presents simply for being the kind of friends “that will watch each others’ backs.” Besides, he had bigger concerns impacting him before the Pay-Per-View, starting with a DDT-styled Edgecution during January 3’s Tag match against Rob Van Dam and Intercontinental Champion Edge. Though he’d crawl onto Edge for a three-count thanks to an Angle Slam assist from partner Kurt Angle, there was almost no climbing past the threat of going face-to-Stinkface with three hundred and fifty-pounder Rikishi on January 7 Raw. Narrowly avoiding the cheeky finisher due to one-sided officiating from referee Nick Patrick, Y2J resorted to an undisputed cheap shot, using one of the heavyweight belts on the Phat Man for a “larger than life” victory.

Fancying himself a “living legend” around which the entire world should revolve, Jericho’s Raw arrogance toward WWE co-owner wrestling great Ric Flair, and the “chaw chewers” inside Dallas’ American Airlines Arena earned the Nature Boy’s legendary Figure-Four Leglock on January 14. A surprise attack from Flair’s Royal Rumble opponent, fellow WWE proprietor Mr. Vince McMahon, spared Jericho from injury, though his impaired judgment in bragging backstage to Lance Storm and Christian quickly drew the ire of proud Texan Bradshaw, APA partner Faarooq and Rikishi. The Undisputed Champ would finally do more than talk during the back-and-forth Six-Man Tag match, catching Faarooq in a Breakdown maneuver and scoring the pin for his team.

Meanwhile, momentum seemed to be shifting The Rock’s way. Putting aside their past differences (including their classic WrestleMania XV and X-Seven encounters), he and Stone Cold Steve Austin hoisted Steveweisers inside Madison Square Garden on January 7 to celebrate their Raw tag win over Boss Man and Booker T. Rock would enjoy even more MSG tag success January 10 SmackDown!, partnering Rob Van Dam against Test and Royal Rumble adversary Chris Jericho. RVD’s Van Daminator kick and Five-Star Frog Splash from the top rope had outdone Test in their singles match three nights earlier, though they were still working out plenty of aggression as their battle spilled out into the crowd. With Rock and Jericho still in the ring, the Brahma Bull would use his knees to block a Y2J Lionsault off the ropes, then “pinebustered” the Undisputed Champion before turning him over with the sharpshooter, forcing Jericho to submit.

In a postmatch interview backstage, the Great One guaranteed the same result at the Rumble, since he had something “huge” waiting for the “larger than life” Y2J. It wasn’t what “sick freak” interviewer Jonathan Coachman thought—Rock was going to take his size-fourteen boot, “… shove it up, pull it out, shove it up, pull it out, rub it all over Coach’s face, ’cause he likes it, then take a big step back, turn it sideways and shove it straight up Chris Jericho’s candy ass!”

“It doesn’t matter who’s going to win the Royal Rumble! The only thing undisputed is gonna be The Rock leaving the Royal Rumble as the Undisputed Champion!”

The people inside Louisiana’s CenturyTel Center believed Rock could beat Jericho, as did several of the WWE Superstars who confronted him backstage at January 17 SmackDown! each warning him they’d prevail in the Royal Rumble and meet again at WrestleMania X8. But the People’s Champ headed ringside with a message for them and any other tournament “winners” in the crowd (including a jabroni SmackDown! cameraman, a six-year-old in the front row, “a hot little mama” with a sign asking what Rock was doing after the show, the entire arena Section 108 and so on): “It doesn’t matter who’s going to win the Royal Rumble!” he yelled. “The only thing undisputed is gonna be The Rock leaving the Royal Rumble as the Undisputed Champion!”

LAST MEN STANDING

[image: Image]

World Wrestling Entertainment’s first Royal Rumble didn’t start as a Pay-Per-View affair, instead airing live on USA Network in 1988. But the simple concept of throwing opponents over the the top rope proved so popular it earned its annual January spot the following year. By 1993, winning the tournament became even more important to the entrants involved, since it automatically secured a WWE title opportunity against the Champion at that year’s WrestleMania.

Over the year, some stipulations have changed, as has the size of the tournament. In 1992 it went from twenty combatants to thirty, when a then-vacated WWE title was up for grabs. The tournament remains as exciting as ever, especially for the winning participants whose names will always remain inside the squared circle. ■


	ROYAL RUMBLE WINNERS, 1988-2002



	Winner (Entry Number)

	 

	Eliminated



	*Hulk Hogan was WWE World Heavyweight Champion when he won the Royal Rumble 1990.


	**Ric Flair became the WWE World Heavyweight Champion after winning the Royal Rumble 1992.


	***Both Lex Luger and Bret Hart went over the top rope simultaneously, and were named cowinners of the Royal Rumble 1994.



	“Hacksaw” Jim Duggan (13)

	1988

	Danny Davis (9), Nikolai Volkoff (12), One Man Gang (19)




	Big John Studd (27)

	1989

	Akeem (23), Ted DiBiase (30)




	Hulk Hogan (25)*

	1990

	Jimmy Snuka (17), Haku (14), Honky Tonk Man (24), Ultimate Warrior (21), Rick Rude (28), Mr. Perfect (29)




	Hulk Hogan (24)

	1991

	Smash (15), Greg Valentine (3), Crush (20), Warlord (29), Tugboat (30), Brian Knobs (28), Earthquake (22)




	Ric Flair (3)**

	1992

	British Bulldog (1), Texas Tornado (9), Big Boss Man (13), Sid Justice (29)




	Yokozuna (27)

	1993

	Tatanka (19), Carlos Colon (24), Earthquake (23), Tito Santana (25), Owen Hart (28), Bob Backlund (2), Randy Savage (30)




	Lex Luger (23) Bret Hart (27)***

	1994

	(By Luger:) Great Kabuki (22), Crush (13), Adam Bomb (30), Shawn Micheals (18) (By Hart:) Tenryu (24), Fatu (28)




	Shawm Michaels (1)

	1995

	Duke “The Dumpster” Droese (4), Dr. Tom Prichard (7), Bushwacker Luke (13), Jacob Blu (3), Bushwacker Butch (18), Aldo Montoya (21), British Bulldog (2)




	Shawn Michaels (18)

	1996

	Vader (13), Yokozuna (9), 1-2-3 Kid (10), Jerry “the King” Lawler (4), Owen Hart (17), Issaac Yankem, D.D.S. (27), British Bulldog (29), Diesel (22)




	Stone Cold Steve Austin (5)

	1997

	Phineas I. Godwinn (4), Bart Gunn (6), Jake “the Snake” Roberts (7), Marc Mero (16), Owen Hart (13), Savio Vega (19), Jesse James (20), Vader (28), Undertaker (30), Bret Hart (21)




	Stone Cold Steve Austin (24)

	1998

	Marc Mero (13), 8-Ball (7), Thrasher (15), Kama Mustafa (23), Savio Vega (26), Chainz (29), The Rock (4)




	Mr. McMahon (2)

	1999

	Stone Cold Steve Austin (1)




	The Rock (24)

	2000

	Big Boss Man (9), Crash Holly (16), Al Snow (20), Big Show (26)




	Stone Cold Steve Austin (24)

	2001

	Haku (29), Billy Gunn (28), Kane (6)





“This is not a joke! I am not a joke, and you will not look past me, you stupid son of a bitch!”

His entrance music suddenly filling the stadium, Jericho went ballistic on stage—he resented everyone’s “foregone conclusion” that Rocky would beat him, as if he were merely “some kind of fluke champion, or transitional champion.” It hurt to think he might be the most overlooked champion in WWE, history, but he insisted that by WrestleMania, “I’ll still be the champion!” Rock continued pressing Jericho’s buttons, telling him that everyone just knew that he was better than him. “This is not a joke!” he screamed, “I am not a joke, and you will not look past me, you stupid son of a bitch!” Remaining composed as he approached Y2J, the Great One calmly replied, “The Rock is taking you very serious, Chris Jericho…dead serious, Chris Jericho…and cannot wait to whoop your candy ass at the Royal Rumble.” Looking straight at him, he added, “If you smell…what The Rock…is cookin’.”

Vincent Kennedy McMahon, Time magazine’s “Person of the Year.” Almost. The co-owner of World Wrestling Entertainment boasted on January 3 SmackDown! that he was a strong candidate for the accolade, second only to another “individual of great integrity,” New York City’s former Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. Like Giuliani, McMahon would be a “man of action” when it came to his primary New Year’s resolution: “To embarrass Ric Flair at the Royal Rumble. To annihilate Ric Flair at the Royal Rumble. To beat Ric Flair beyond recognition at the Royal Rumble!”

Mr. McMahon’s hatred for the former sixteen-time World Heavyweight Champion stemmed back to November 2001, when Flair publicly declared himself fifty percent owner of the WWE after purchasing its stocks from Shane and Stephanie, McMahon’s estranged children and the foiled masterminds behind the Alliance. McMahon’s backhanded business practices, topped by Flair’s discovery of Vince’s contract stating him as an owner/wrestler, would result in the Nature Boy challenging him to a match at the Royal Rumble, for which he’d offer some ring advice January 3. “You’ve got to walk that aisle!” Flair yelled in front of the MCI Center crowd. “You’ve got to style and profile! You’ve got to get your eyes poked out! You’ve got to get kicked in the balls! You’ve got to get your nose broken! Your eye cut! In other words, you’ve got to learn to bleed, sweat, and pay the price to be a wrestler!”
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Mr. McMahon struts his stuff as “the Nature Boy.”



Vince’s first installment—eight stitches to his left eye—came later that evening, after Flair punched him in the face for breaking up a three-count that would have given The Rock the No. 1 Contender’s spot over Booker T. But McMahon would avenge the “unprovoked attack” four nights later on Raw—after airing an extraordinary video montage of “The Man’s” career on the TitanTron, the billionaire ridiculed the moment, claiming, “Flair, I’m already The Man … and now I’m going to prove it.” He then proceeded to mock the famous Nature Boy strut while wearing a Flair-like wig and one of his championship robes. Irate, the genuine article confronted Vince, who suddenly produced a lead pipe and cracked open Flair’s skull. Pounding away and humiliating the concussed Flair, McMahon left the dirtiest player in the game lying in the ring, in a pool of his own blood.

“I want his family, and I want the whole world, to see what I do to Ric Flair,” expressed a somewhat-deranged Mr. McMahon in a January 10 SmackDown! conversation with Jim Ross. “Flair will be humbled at the Rumble… and then Flair will beg me to buy his stock.” Admitting to the Raw fans in Dallas on January 14 that he had been humbled, Flair pointed out that Vince wasn’t the only WWE co-owner who knew how to abuse power, and changed the stipulations of their Royal Rumble match to a Street Fight. “No rules! No countouts! No disqualifications!” he roared. “Nothing stops that match! We are going to fill our boots! We’re going to bleed, we’re going to sweat, and we’re going to pay the price until one of us walks out a winner, guaranteed!”

[image: Image]

Half-brothers at arms; D-Von, Bubba and Spike.

Unfortunately, Flair’s altercation with Chris Jericho minutes later would leave the Nature Boy open to a second lead-pipe attack from Mr. McMahon. As he and the Undisputed Champion celebrated over the fallen ring legend, Vince McMahon felt damn good; he may not have been Time’s 2001 “Person of the Year,” but he was one step closer to being “The Man” at the Royal Rumble.

Desire comes in all shapes and sizes in the WWE. In the case of Tag Team Champions D-Von and Bubba Ray Dudley, their all-extreme demeanor and taste for wood placed the half-brothers atop the WWE Tag Team table…usually by putting their opponents through one. But the unlikely tandem of the Dudleyz’ half brother Spike and Sunday Night Heat cohost Tazz—both known more for their toughness and heart than their size and strength—would shock the champs with a nontitle win at the end of 2001, then follow up with a near-upset for the belts during January 3’s SmackDown! Instead, the underdogs had to settle for some underwear, pulling down the skirt of the Dudleyz’ personal Diva, Stacy Keibler, before Bubba powerbombed Spike from the second rope for the one-two-three.

OF TWO WORLDS

Some might say Chris Jericho is in a world of his own. But the fact is, for several months in early 2002, he was. At the Vengeance PPV in December 2001, Y2J became sports entertainment’s first Undisputed Champion in over forty years, and the WWE’s first ever, by unifying the organization’s Heavyweight Championship with the defunct WCW World Championship. The WWE title (then recognized as the WWWF, or World Wide Wrestling Federation) was first held by “Nature Boy” Buddy Rogers in early 1963, the result of the organization’s decision to split from the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) and its recognized champion, legendary grappler Lou Thesz. With a proud history dating back October 1948 and its first title holder, Orville Brown, the NWA World Heavyweight Championship would become the WCW World Title in 1991, recognizing “Nature Boy” Ric Flair as its official champion in January of that year.

Six Superstars would wear the WWE Undisputed Championship, which would remain so until September 2, 2002, when Raw GM Eric Bischoff decided to reinstate the World Championship as its own entity again, and awarded it to Triple H. The WWE Championship, held by Brock Lesnar, remains on SmackDown! ■


	WORLD HEAVYWEIGHT CHAMPIONSHIP HISTORY



	WON BY

	DATE WON

	WON BY

	DATE WON



	WORLD TITLE HISTORY NOTES


	1 “Nature Boy” Ric Flair defeats Sting as the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) Heavyweight Championship is now recognized as the World Championship Wrestling (WCW) Heavyweight title.


	2 Ric Flair recaptures the championship, made vacant after a double pinfall between him and Rick Steamboat a week earlier.


	3 The Giant wins the championship via DQ, made permissible by a contract stipulation. WCW later refuses to recognize the stipulation, and declares the title vacant.


	4 Randy Savage is the final man in a three-ring, sixty-man battle royal to win the World Championship.


	5 Sting recaptures the championship, declared vacant following a controversial ending in his December 29, 1997 match against Hollywood Hulk Hogan.


	6 Bret “Hitman” Hart wins a thirty-two-man tournament to capture the World title, declared vacant after previous champion Sting’s October 24 assault on ring official Charles Robinson.


	7 Bret Hart vacates the championship twenty-four hours after a controversial match with Goldberg. Hart then defeats Goldberg to win the belt back later that night.


	8 Chris Benoit wins the World title vacated by the injured Bret Hart, then revacates the championship within twenty-four hours to join the WWE.


	9 Sid Vicious beats WCW Commissioner Kevin Nash for the World Championship, has it stripped away by Nash, then defeats Nash and Ron Harris to win it again in the same evening.


	10 Jeff Jarrett wins the World title one week after Eric Bischoff and Vince Russo declare all titles vacant in the “new and improved” WCW.


	11 Actor David Arquette defeats Eric Bischoff in a stipulation Tag match that awards him the championship. The belt is vacated May 1, 2000.


	12 One week after winning the championship, Kevin Nash presents it to Ric Flair, who loses it to Jeff Jarrett.


	13 Hollywood Hulk Hogan defeats Jeff Jarrett for the World Championship, but the victory isn’t recognized by Vince Russo. Jarrett remains champion, only to lose the title to Booker T.


	14 Kurt Angle becomes the first WWE Superstar to win the World Heavyweight Championship.



	Ric Flair

	1/11/911

	Kevin Nash

	5/9/99




	Lex Luger

	1/14/91

	Randy Savage

	7/11/99




	Sting

	2/29/92

	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	7/12/99




	Big Van Vader

	7/12/92

	Sting

	9/12/99




	Ron Simmons (Faarooq)

	8/2/92

	Bret Hart

	11/21/996




	Big Van Vader

	12/20/92

	Bret Hart

	12/20/997




	Sting

	3/11/93

	Chris Benoit

	1/16/008




	Big Van Vader

	3/17/93

	Sid Vicious

	1/24/00




	Ric Flair

	12/27/93

	Kevin Nash

	1/25/00




	Ric Flair

	4/24/942

	Sid Vicious

	1/25/009




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	7/17/94

	Jeff Jarrett

	4/16/0010




	The Giant (Big Show)

	10/29/953

	Diamond Dallas Page

	4/24/00




	Randy Savage

	11/26/954
 	David Arquette

	4/25/0011




	Ric Flair

	12/27/95

	Jeff Jarrett

	5/7/00




	Randy Savage

	1/22/96

	Ric Flair

	5/15/00




	Ric Flair

	2/11/96

	Jeff Jarrett

	5/22/00




	The Giant (Big Show)

	4/22/96

	Kevin Nash

	5/23/00




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	8/10/96

	Ric Flair

	5/29/00




	Lex Luger

	8/4/97

	Jeff Jarrett

	5/29/0012




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	8/9/97

	Booker T

	7/9/0013




	Sting

	12/28/97

	Kevin Nash

	8/28/00




	Sting

	2/22/985

	Booker T

	9/17/00




	Randy Savage

	4/19/98

	Vince Russo

	9/25/00




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	4/20/98

	Booker T

	10/2/00




	Bill Goldberg

	7/6/98

	Scott Steiner

	11/26/00




	Kevin Nash

	12/27/98

	Booker T

	3/26/01




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	1/4/99

	Kurt Angle

	7/24/0114




	Ric Flair

	3/14/99

	Booker T

	7/30/01




	Diamond Dallas Page

	4/11/99

	The Rock

	8/19/01




	Diamond Dallas Page

	4/26/99

	Chris Jericho

	10/21/01




	Sting

	4/26/99

	The Rock

	11/5/01






	WWE CHAMPIONSHIP HISTORY



	WON BY

	DATE NOW

	WON BY

	DATE WON



	WWE TITLE HISTORY NOTES


	1 Lou Thesz defeats Buddy Rogers January 24, 1963 for the National Wrestling Alliance Championship. WWE (then known as WWWF) promoters refuse to recognize the title change, and name Rogers their champion after breaking from NWA.


	2 Bob Backlund defeats Antonio Inoki in Tokyo December 6, 1979, but match is declared a no-contest due to interference from Tiger Jeet Singh. Inoki refuses the championship.


	3 Andre the Giant wins the Heavyweight title, then surrenders it to Ted DiBiase, prompting President Jack Tunney to declare the championship vacant.


	4 Randy Savage becomes champion after winning four matches in a tournament held at WrestleMania IV.


	5 Ric Flair wins the championship at the Royal Rumble 1992, one month after the title is made vacant following controversial wins for both Undertaker and Hulk Hogan over a one-week period.


	6 Yokozuna defeats Bret Hart at WrestleMania IX, then loses the title within minutes to Hulk Hogan.


	7 Shawn Michaels’s knee injury vacates the title, which Bret Hart wins in a four-way contest.


	8 Bret Hart loses the championship to Shawn Michaels in the most controversial decision in sports entertainment history. Referee Earl Hebner calls for the bell after Michaels puts Hart in the sharpshooter.


	9 The Rock wins the title in a Survivor Series tournament, almost two months after a Triple-Threat match resulted in Stone Cold Steve Austin being pinned simultaneously by Kane and Undertaker, in effect vacating the championship.


	10 Triple H wins a Six-Way Challenge match, claiming the title made vacant one month before by previous champion and WWE owner Vince McMahon.



	Buddy Rogers

	4/631

	Sycho Sid

	11/17/96




	Bruno Sammartino

	5/17/63

	Shawn Michaels

	1/19/97




	Ivan Koloff

	1/18/71

	Bret Hart

	2/16/97




	Pedro Morales

	2/8/71

	Sycho Sid

	2/17/97




	Stan Stasiak

	12/1/73

	Undertaker

	3/23/97




	Bruno Sammartino

	12/10/73

	Bret Hart

	8/3/97




	Billy Graham

	4/30/77

	Shawn Michaels

	11/9/978




	Bob Backlund

	2/20/78

	Steve Austin

	3/29/98




	Antonio Inoki

	11/30/79

	Kane

	6/28/98




	Bob Backlund

	12/12/792

	Steve Austin

	6/29/98




	Iron Sheik

	12/26/83

	The Rock

	11/15/989




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	1/23/84

	Mankind

	12/29/98




	Andre the Giant

	2/5/883

	The Rock

	1/24/99




	Randy Savage

	3/27/884

	Mankind

	1/26/99




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	4/2/89

	The Rock

	2/15/99




	Ultimate Warrior

	4/1/90

	Steve Austin

	3/28/99




	Sgt. Slaughter

	1/19/91

	Undertaker

	5/23/99




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	3/24/91

	Steve Austin

	6/28/99




	Undertaker

	11/27/91

	Mankind

	8/22/99




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	12/3/91

	Triple H

	8/23/99




	Ric Flair

	1/19/925

	Mr. McMahon

	9/14/99




	Randy Savage

	4/5/92

	Triple H

	9/26/9910




	Ric Flair

	9/1/92

	The Big Show

	11/14/99




	Bret Hart

	10/12/92

	Triple H

	1/3/00




	Yokozuna

	4/4/93

	The Rock

	4/30/00




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	4/4/936

	Triple H

	5/21/00




	Yokozuna

	6/13/93

	The Rock

	6/25/00




	Bret Hart

	3/20/94

	Kurt Angle

	10/22/00




	Bob Backlund

	11/23/94

	The Rock

	2/25/01




	Diesel

	11/26/94

	Steve Austin

	4/1/01




	Bret Hart

	11/19/957

	Kurt Angle

	9/23/01




	Shawn Michaels

	3/31/96

	Steve Austin

	10/8/01






	UNDISPUTED CHAMPIONSHIP HISTORY



	WON BY

	 

	WON BY

	DATE WON



	UNDISPUTED WWE CHAMPIONSHIP NOTES


	1 World Champion Chris Jericho defeats Champion Stone Cold Steve Austin at Vengeance, thereby unifying the two titles and forming the Undisputed Championship.


	2 Undisputed Champion Brock Lesnar’s exclusive contract with SmackDown! prompts Raw General Manager Eric Bischoff to recognize the World Championship as a separate entity. Triple H represents the Raw brand as its champion.



	Chris Jericho

	12/9/011

	Undertaker

	5/19/02




	Triple H

	3/17/02

	The Rock

	7/21/02




	Hollywood Hulk Hogan

	4/21/02

	Brock Lesnar

	8/25/02




	WORLD HEAVYWEIGHT CHAMPIONSHIP

	WWE CHAMPIONSHIP




	WON BY

	DATE WON

	WON BY

	DATE WON




	Triple H

	9/2/022

	Kurt Angle

	12/15/02




	Shawn Michaels

	11/17/02

	Brock Lesnar

	8/25/022




	Triple H

	12/15/02

	Big Show

	11/17/02





Going nose-to-chin backstage on January 7 Raw, the foursome agreed to another championship match, this time under Hardcore rules. It was a throwback to their ECW days, as was their conversation: “Beat us if you can,” dared Bubba, to which Tazz replied, “Survive if we let you.” Not surprisingly, the match proved just as extreme, though when the Dudleyz brought in a table to silence their opponents, if was Bubba who was struck speechless by a suggestive ring-apron pose Stacy had intended for Tazz. The thug from Red Hook suplexed Bubba, which Spike followed up with his Bulldog finisher, the Dudley Dog, through the table, pinning Bubba and winning the Tag Team titles.

“Survive if we let you.”

Despite the monumental upset, no one believed Spike and Tazz could remain the champions. That included January 10 SmackDown! challengers Lance Storm and Christian, until a Tazzmission promptly choked out any misconceptions the European Champ had of them. Spike and Tazz showed even more resiliency moments after the match, fending off a sneak attack from D-Von and Bubba with a Dudley Dog and suplex respectively before hightailing it from the ring.

Inside New York’s the World nightclub for January 13’s Sunday Night Heat, Tazz told cohost Michael Cole that winning the Tag titles in Madison Square Garden was “a dream come true” for the Red Hook native. Spike added they had “no fear” about granting the Dudley Boyz a rematch at Royal Rumble. Meanwhile, D-Von and Bubba’s misfortunes continued, eking a win against WWE Hall of Famer Sgt. Slaughter and Perry Saturn that night (and only after the “has-been” Sarge was disqualified for literally belting them around with a strap). Bubba almost turned their luck around in a one-on-one with Spike during January 14 Raw, until Tazz broke up D-Von’s flying headbutt off the top rope, allowing Spike to catch his half brother off-guard with the victory roll pin.

Since they couldn’t gain momentum inside the ring, D-Von and Bubba chose to blindside the champions outside the CenturyTel Arena during January 17 SmackDown!, throwing Tazz inside a car trunk and injuring Spike’s neck with a 3-D finisher onto the concrete ground. Leaving the scene of the crime, Bubba reiterated Tazz’s January 7 comment to them, “At the Rumble, survive if we let you!”

[image: Image]

Stacy Keibler “knocks out” Bubba Ray Dudley.



With the Royal Rumble looming closer, tension was in the air for many of its participants. Though whatever was in the air inside the bathroom during January 10 SmackDown!, Booker T really didn’t like the smell of it. He’d dislike it even more when Rikishi came out of the stall and informed him they’d be squaring off that night. Booker held his own during the match, only to literally lose his lunch all over announcer Michael Cole after catching a Stinkface from the Phat Man!
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Business as usual for Bradshaw and Faarooq.

The embarrassing incident hadn’t gone unnoticed on January 14 Raw—inside the APA’s office, Big Show turned a conversation with Faarooq and Bradshaw about kicking ass into a joke about Booker licking ass. Hardly appreciating being the butt of the joke, Booker would challenge Show to an ass-whooping that night. The ensuing contest went back and forth until Big Show’s face hit an exposed turnbuckle, putting him out for the count and allowing Booker to stand tall over the giant.

With only three days to go before the Royal Rumble, Diamond Dallas Page was not entered in the tournament, and he didn’t even have a spot on the WWE roster. But he was positive that would all change when he faced the Boss Man at January 17 SmackDown!; a victory would give him a job with the company. Some might have looked at having to face Mr. McMahon’s henchman as a bad thing, but DDP saw it—not to mention everything else—as a good thing. And he’d make the most of it, working his way out of a Boss Man slam to deliver the Diamond Cutter. As quick as one-two-three, DDP had become the WWE’s latest employee, and the Royal Rumble’s latest entrant.

Billy Gunn and Chuck Palumbo were both enrolled in the Royal Rumble, but they were two Superstars who decided to share each other’s desire…to wear more Tag Team gold. Both had the tools—Billy was an eight-time coholder of the WWE Tag Team titles (five of them as “Mr. Ass” with the New Age Outlaws), and Chuck was a three-time WCW Tag Team Champion. It was only a matter of time when these Superstars saw themselves on top.
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Big Boss Man humbles Diamond Dallas Page.

The odd couple of Scotty 2 Hotty and Albert weren’t among the Billy and Chuck devotees, having built up some singles Heat with them on January 6 Billy’s Fame-Ass-er drove Scotty’s face to the canvas for the win, then Billy serviced Chuck’s victory by nailing Albert behind the unsuspecting official’s back. There’d be payback when the two teams met on Raw the following night, including an Albert splash that induced Billy’s painful landing into Chuck’s groin and a Scotty Worm that just about turned off Billy. This time Chuck would rescue his partner from a three-count, allowing Billy to drop Scotty with Fame-Ass-er for the victory.
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Tajiri—the Japanese Buzzsaw.

Billy and Chuck’s blossoming relationship would also help others connect on January 13 Heat. WWE Diva Torrie Wilson couldn’t halt Chuck’s ringside contribution to Billy’s nontitle win over boyfriend and Cruiserweight Champion Tajiri. But their mood to double-team him afterward would be ruined by The Hurricane, the superhero Superstar who the Japanese Buzzsaw had feuded with previously. Forming a Raw partnership on January 14, Hurricane and Tajiri made quite the dynamic duo, until Chuck caught Tajiri with a superkick that powered them to victory. The Buzzsaw would avoid that maneuver while facing Billy in singles action three nights later on SmackDown!, though Chuck’s distraction was enough to set him up for the Fame-Ass-er and another loss.

Few are as desiring than the Divas of World Wrestling Entertainment, and not just in a physical sense. Their natural beauty, athletic talent and urge to excel made for much hot and heavy competition within both the Women’s and Men’s Divisions in 2002. And who better to ring in the New Year as Women’s Champion than the Diva Internet fans voted as “Babe of the Year” for 2001, Trish Stratus.

Trish had come a long way from her days as the valet for “T & A” (Test and Albert) and the cohost of WWE Excess. She’d trained hard, transforming herself into a fighting Diva. Her determination paid off when she won the then-vacant Women’s title in the Six-Pack Challenge at the Survivor Series 2001, going through past champions Ivory, Jacqueline, and Lita. Willing to take on all comers and deliver “Stratusfaction Guaranteed” to her fans, Trish answered a Raw challenge from rival and new Excess cohost Terri Runnels to compete in a wet T-shirt contest on January 7. A wet dream come true for Raw co-announcer Jerry “the King” Lawler and his cocked Super-Soaker gun, until the Women’s Champion was assaulted from behind, then dealt a vicious DDT by former Alliance member Jazz.

A muscular female, Jazz debuted at the same Survivor Series match that saw Trish win the Women’s title. However, Jazz was more interested in being a champion than a Diva, and made those feelings known to Lilian Garcia at January 3 SmackDown!. “I’m not like all these other bleach-blonde sluts who sleep their way to the top,” she said. “I fight my way to the top. Because I can. Because I will. And there’s not one woman that can stop me!” Jazz backed up her words that evening in a match against The Hurricane’s superhero sidekick Mighty Molly, driving her into the mat with a mighty brain buster for the easy victory.
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Billy tosses The Hurricane over and out.

Trish would get a better look at her attacker on Raw the following week, sitting at ringside while Jazz and Jacqueline Fought over the No. 1 Contendership for the Women’s title at Royal Rumble. Jacqueline, herself a powerhouse and experienced grappler, fell to Jazz’s well-executed fisherman’s suplex, though Trish didn’t hesitate about hooking up against her new Royal Rumble challenger when she tried intimidating the champion Diva after the match. With the title shot already hers, Jazz look took the escalating hostilities past the breaking point at January 17 SmackDown!, attacking Trish backstage and smashing a crate door down on her left hand. Walking away as Trish held her hand in agony, the smug antagonist told the champion she’d see her at the Rumble.
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Diva Terri instigates a wet T-shirt contest.
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A legdrop on Mighty Molly courtesy of Jazz.
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RVD goes Five Star on Kurt Angle.

Edge’s star sinned brightly throughout 2001—after a seventh go-round of Tag Team gold with brother Christian, he went on to win the King of the Ring tournament, then enjoyed a second, third, and fourth reign as Intercontinental Champion. It was a tide he continued to hold going into 2002, despite dropping his first match of the New Year, a January 3 SmackDown! tag affair with Rob Van Dam against Undisputed Champ Chris Jericho and one-time friend Kurt Angle. Edge would successfully defend his crown with an Edgecution on Lance Storm at Raw the following week, only to get crowned on the runway moments afterward, courtesy of the brass knuckles of William Regal.

Regal made his intentions known from the TitanTron immediately following Edge’s January 10 SmackDown! victory over Boss Man. He’d lost a title shot to Edge at Vengeance one month before, but now he was motivated by revenge more than desire, after a bloody Edgecution to a steel chair at the December 13 SmackDown! resulted in three separate surgeries to Regal’s busted nose. “You gamble with the devil, and the devil always wins,” Regal stated. “And unfortunately for you, sunshine, the devil has come to collect.” Having no idea what Regal was talking about, Edge suggested a “novel” idea—“Speak English!” to which the Brit asked if the Intercontinental Champ “man enough” to put his title up at Royal Rumble. Edge pointed out that he wasn’t the guy stuffing things down his pants to win his matches, “But I guess you need those brass knuckles,” he added, “because you definitely don’t have a set of brass balls!” Edge accepted Regal’s challenge, then added, “I hope that big schnoz is fully functioning, because you’re gonna need it to smell me totally reeking of awesomeness!”

“I hope that big schnoz is fully functioning, because you’re gonna need it to smell me totally reeking of awesomeness!”

Unfortunately for Edge and partner Rob Van Dam, their January 14 Raw Tag match reeked of a setup by Regal, joined in his corner by Test. Though the official wouldn’t find any brass knux on the Blackpool wrestler, both RVD and Edge discovered them soon enough; Regal had positioned the weapon under the ring before the bout, supplying a knockout blow to the champion’s jaw for an easy pinfall. Van Dam didn’t make it so simple for Regal in their SmackDown! singles contest three days later, keeping the Brit off-balance with the educated feel that made him a leading contender to win the Royal Rumble. But when the battle winning would catapult them to the main event at WrestleMania X8, and none of them would let that slip through their fingers.

JANUARY 20, 2002

Philips Arena Atlanta, Georgia
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2002 ROYAL RUMBLE

Triple H threw Kurt Angle over the top rope to win the tournament and become the No. 1 Contender at WrestleMania X8

UNDISPUTED CHAMPIONSHIP MATCH

Chris Jericho defeated The Rock via pinfall to retain the Undisputed title

OWNER VS. OWNER STREET FIGHT

Ric Flair defeated Mr. McMahon via pinfall

WOMEN’S CHAMPIONSHIP MATCH

Trish Stratus defeated Jazz via pinfall to retain the Women’s title

INTERCONTINENTAL CHAMPIONSHIP MATCH

William Regal defeated Edge via pinfall to become the Intercontinental Champion

TAG TEAM CHAMPIONSHIP MATCH

Spike Dudley & Test defeated the Dudley Boyz (w/ Stacy Keibler) to retain the Tag Team titles

Thirty men. One match. One winner. It was only January 20…but 2002 was already adding up to be quite a year in World Wrestling Entertainment.

The Royal Rumble kicked off from Atlanta’s Philips Arena in extreme fashion, with WWE Tag Team Champions Tazz and Spike Dudley (sporting a neck collar after suffering a concrete-driven 3-D during the January 17 SmackDown!) defending the belts against previous champions the Dudley Boyz, accompanied by Stacy Keibler. Bubba Ray and D-Von’s size and strength controlled the match early, but ever-durable Spike’s two Dudley Dog Bulldogs on Bubba would eventually leave D-Von no choice but to tap out to the Red Hook thug’s Tazzmission. Once again the Tag Champions had entered the ring as the underdogs, but it was the heavily favored challengers who left as “just another victim.”

Tired of being on the receiving end of the brass knuckles in recent weeks, Intercontinental Champ Edge was prepared to reacquaint William Regal’s face with a steel chair, like he’d done on SmackDown! a month before. Though no chair entered into the contest, the match proved brutal enough, as both Superstars punished one another with suplexes, powerbombs and mat submission holds. Edge finally gained the upper hand with a spinning heel kick from the top rope, but as he went for the spear Regal used the ring official to absorb most of the impact. Regal pulled the brass knux from his trunks while the referee recovered, then used “the power of the punch” to clean Edge’s clock, picking up the easy three-count and the Intercontinental Championship.

Jacqueline serve as the special guest referee for the Women’s title match between Jazz and Champion Trish Stratus, whose left hand was bandage up as a result of the challenger’s backstage attack only three days ago. Jazz quickly exploited the injury, pounding Trish as she tried to remove her jacket. From there, the Divas engaged in a series of pinning combinations and counters until Jazz again went for the injured hand, using the ropes for additional leverage. Jacqueline, who had no love for Jazz after losing the No. 1 Contender’s spot to her less than a week before would prove pivotal to the match, first arguing with the count on a likely winning pinfall for Jazz. Trish would also establish herself as a tough champion, withstanding a powerful DDT to deliver a second Stratusfaction on Jazz and retain her title.
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Stone Cold Steve Austin opens up a can of whoop-ass on Kurt Angle.



It was desire that powered Undertaker to over a decade of destruction, and most recently the Hardcore Championship. The American Badass had annihilated everyone in his path during his month-long tenure when he faced an extraordinarily large challenge from Big Show. At seven feet, two inches and weighing five hundred pounds, the giant didn’t show any fear of Undertaker, though some questioned if Deadman, Inc. felt likewise during their Hardcore title match on January 3 SmackDown!. Big Show dominated much of the contest, until an underhanded blow allowed Undertaker to cinch on his new Dragon Sleeper hold, giving the big man no choice but to tap out.

Before Triple H’s anxiously awaited return on January 7 Raw, several of the Superstars who’d faced him in the ring were asked to comment. Undertaker only had one message for The Game, “Don’t forget who runs the yard. At the Royal Rumble, when I win, I’ll be the only dog standing in the middle of the ring.”

Stone Cold Steve Austin had just one thing to say when it came to desire, the Royal Rumble, the return of Triple H, his ongoing battles with WWE co-owner Vince McMahon and just about any other topic in 2002, “What?”

The Texas Rattlesnake’s latest catch phrase had done precisely that with fans—the four-letter word appeared on T-shirts and signs inside arenas everywhere, with crowds shouting it incessantly throughout every show. Not everyone liked it; gold medalist Kurt Angle hated it, and Mr. McMahon despised it. The “Person of the Year” didn’t want to hear from the rude “What?” chanters in the MCI Center another minute, and ordered the lights inside the arena shut off. He threatened to keep the entire January 3 SmackDown! in total darkness…until Stone Cold’s music hit. Vince screamed for the lights to be turned back on, but by then the Bionic Redneck was already standing behind him, screaming “What?” in his face and rallying the crowd against the “Jackass of the Year,” Austin, like McMahon, had New Year’s resolutions, and he sounded, off each one of them to the billionaire, accompanied by a chorus of “What?” from the audience:
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The Texas Rattlesnake and his fans ask, “What?”

“At the beginning of the year, Stone Cold Steve Austin was gonna drink more beer!”
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The most popular word.



“What?”

“Drink more whiskey!”

“What?”

“Drink more tequila!”

“What?”

“More vodka!”

“What?”

“More red wine.”

“What?”

“And the biggest thing I said I was gonna do?”

“What?”

“’Cause of what you’ve done the past couple of weeks?”

“What?”

“This year, the first time I laid my eyes on you …”

“What?”

“… I was gonna knock you flat on your ass!”

“I was gonna knock you flat on your ass!”

Booker T and Boss Man would rescue the WWE co-owner, in the process busting Austin open with the microphone. Despite being taken to the hospital to remove microphone fragments lodged in his skull, the Rattlesnake would return later that night, following The Rock’s victory over Booker T, only to catch another beatdown at their hands. But he’d tag up with the Great One for some Raw retribution on January 7, nailing Boss Man with the Stone Cold Stunner for the win, then started on one of his resolutions with a few Steveweisers.

Austin had other business to discuss with interviewer Michael Cole before his Tag match that night, including the much-anticipated return of Triple H, with whom he had a long history. “I’m not here to wish that man good luck,” he said. “Stone Cold can’t wait to look that man right in the eyes, face-to-face.” The other matter was the Royal Rumble, “that match where you take a sonuvabitch and throw him over the top rope.” Officially entering into the tournament, that was exactly the three-time Rumble winner’s intent: counting off twenty-nine SOBs—each one followed by a “What?” from the crowd—d he’d throw all of them over the top rope and advance to WrestleMania!

Kurt Angle’s desire brought him Olympic gold back in 1996, and he carried that same passion into his rookie year with the WWE, winning King of the Ring 2000 and the European, Hardcore, Intercontinental and WWE Heavyweight titles in a twelve-month span. Angle was instrumental in Vince McMahon putting an end to the Alliance Invasion at Survivor Series 2001. Kurt started 2002 strong with his and Chris Jericho’s SmackDown! Tag victory over Edge and Rob Van Dam. So when Angle had an important announcement to make on January 7 Raw, why was everyone making such a big deal about Triple H? “Tonight is my night,” he told Jonathan Coachman backstage. “It’s true.”

“Triple H tore his quad? Big deal! I tear my quadriceps all the time!” Angle complained to Christian backstage. “I tore it this morning. I’m fine. I’m here, I’m jumping around.” And to hear Big Show, Tajiri and Torrie Wilson talk about Hunter “… like teenagers at a Ricky Martin concert” made him sick. Regardless, it was going to be Kurt Angle’s night, and Triple H wasn’t going to steal his thunder.

Stephanie McMahon-Helmsley was persona non grata at the January 3 SmackDown! in Washington, D.C. Her father Vince certainly wasn’t about to invite her, and despite her insistence to a backstage staff member that she was a guest of WWE co-owner Ric Flair, her name didn’t appear on the guest list. She couldn’t even gain access from a family friend whose name was on the list, nor could she use her feminine charms to turn on the staff member, who revealed he was gay and was more impressed seeing Billy and Chuck enter the building. “If they ever came out with a calendar,” he told her, “it would be unbelievable!”

Still, McMahons have an uncanny ability of getting their way. And when Ric Flair addressed the MCI Center later that night, Stephanie would be at ringside, jumping a barrier and fighting off security guards until the Nature Boy invited her to speak her mind. Stephanie had no doubt that Flair would destroy her father in their Royal Rumble match. “In this ring, you are The Man,” she said. “When it comes to business…I’m The Man.” Slick Ric didn’t take Stephanie or her business proposition seriously, strutting around the ring until she slapped him across the face. “You need me on your side,” she warned, since she was bringing with her one of the WWE’s crown jewels: her husband, Triple H. And if Flair wasn’t on Stephanie’s side when Hunter returned, “The Game will really begin”
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Triple H returns.
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Stephanie attempts to come to an arrangement with Ric Flair.

Raw. January 7. Madison Square Garden. Twenty-two thousand fans. After an eight-month absence. The Game was on.

Few thought Hunter Hearst-Helmsley, Triple H, could return to the ring after the May 21, 2001 episode of Raw, when he’d torn his left quadriceps muscle from the bone. But it was Hunter’s desire that made him one of the WWE’s elite Superstars. It was his desire that pushed the badly injured Cerebral Assassin to finish that match. And it was his desire that spurred him on to endure months of torturous physical therapy.

“I. Am. The Game. And you can bet your ass I’m back!”

A five-minute standing ovation honored the returning Superstar as he entered the squared circle, but Triple H wasted no time when he finally spoke. “Just in case you’ve forgotten, let me tell you just who in the hell I am: I. Am. The Game. And you can bet your ass I’m back! And I’m the guy that tonight officially enters the Royal Rumble!”

Kurt Angle’s entrance music started before the crowd could respond to Hunter’s declaration, with the gold medalist making his way to the ring and telling Hunter his “big comeback” wasn’t so impressive. “I won an Olympic gold medal with a broken freakin’ neck!” he said, adding that, he had an even bigger announcement to make: “I, Kurt Angle, will also enter the Royal Rumble.” His first ever, he noted, since “I was too busy pinning your ass to the mat” at last year’s Rumble. “What do you think of that?”

Triple H answered with an explosive spear to Kurt’s midsection, then drove the Olympian’s face into the mat with a Pedigree moments later. If anyone else had doubts about The Game, he’d quickly silenced them as he stood over the unconscious Angle.

Mrs. McMahon-Helmsley walked tall at the January 10 SmackDown!, baring her backstage pass around Madison Square Garden as proudly as Kurt Angle wears his gold medals. She’d quickly add to an already exceptionally hot climate indoors, first telling Stone Cold’s wife Debra that Hunter would kick the Rattlesnake’s ass at the PPV. She next headed ringside and spelled it out for the fans: her husband was back in the WWE, and Stephanie’s business savvy and brains would once again catapult him to the top, starting with the Royal Rumble. “I point my finger, and Triple H destroys,” she warned. “And nobody in the WWE wants me pointing my finger in their direction.”

Backstage with Lilian Garcia, Kurt Angle’s finger was pointed not at “glory hound” Triple H, but at Austin—it was his catch phrase that urged the MSG attendees’ nonstop “What?” chants after every sentence, driving him to distraction. Kurt decided to teach the spilled outside, Regal found his “power of the punch” around the timekeeper’s table, then grounded the high-flyer with a hard shot to pick up another win.
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Kurt Angle has no sympathy for Triple H’s injury.



As Ric Flair promised, he and WWE co-owner Mr. McMahon would pay for their Street Fight in blood and sweat. The Nature Boy paid first outside the ring, where McMahon busted his head open after repeated shots from a street sign and garbage can. After grabbing a camera from Flair’s daughter at ringside and taking a picture of himself with the crimsoned Nature Boy, McMahon threw him back in the ring, setting him up in his own figure-four. Flair countered, then low-blowed his business partner as he brought a lead pipe in the ring. From the outside floor, Ric smashed Vince’s head with a monitor, then dragged him over to his daughter for some better quality photos. Back in the ring, Vince begged for mercy, but Flair showed none—after a second low blow, he nailed McMahon with the lead pipe, then enjoyed hearing the billionaire squeal as he tapped out to the figure-four!

It was Chris Jericho’s hand in The Rock’s face, telling him to “just bring it” to their Undisputed Championship match. Y2J gained the early advantage with a body press on the Great One, then removed a top turnbuckle before attempting the Walls of Jericho. The People’s Champ fought out of it, then withstood a missile dropkick and reverse chin lock before mounting some offense, which Y2J quickly snuffed with a Bulldog and two Lionsaults off the second rope. Unable to pin the Brahma Bull, a frustrated Jericho got into a shoving match with referee Earl Hebner, which Rock capitalized on with a sharpshooter that made the Undisputed Champ tap out. But Lance Storm and Christian’s sudden arrival distracted the official, buying Jericho time to catch Rock with his own Rock Bottom.

Following another kickout, the fight ventured outside, where Rock not only reversed Jericho’s second Rock Bottom attempt on top of the Spanish announcer’s table, but transferred the devastating move over to Jim Ross and Jerry Lawler’s announcer’s table! Back in the ring, a flying clothesline at Y2J would instead knock out the referee, allowing Jericho to nail the People’s Champ with one of the two belts. Out came crooked ref Nick Patrick, who counted to two before Rock kicked out. The Brahma Bull then rolled Jericho up for a pin, but when Patrick refused to count, Rocky issued him the Rock Bottom, and a People’s Elbow on Y2J. As Rock tried reviving Earl Hebner, Jericho delivered a low blow, then smashed him into the exposed turnbuckle and pinned him with his feet on the ropes to retain the Undisputed title!

It was Game Day for Triple H as the Royal Rumble tournament separated the contender from the pretenders. Rikishi (appearing in his eighth Rumble, the most by any active WWE wrestler) and Goldust kicked the tournament off, with a Superstar entering in two-minute intervals. The first victim sent over the top rope was No. 3 entry Boss Man, who might not have wanted to stay in after catching the Phat Man’s Stinkface. Slugging it out on the outside apron, Al Snow’s (6) heads-up superkick eliminated Lance Storm (5), while Billy (7) snuck up and dumped Bradshaw (4) over.

Biking his way to ringside, Undertaker (8) started claiming his real estate, discharging Goldust, Snow, Rikishi and Billy in rapid succession. Out came Matt Hardy (9) with Lita, both of whom hadn’t been seen in over a month. Fighting off their double-team effort, ’Taker tried suplexing Matt from the ring, until new entrant Jeff Hardy (10) raced down and made an incredible save from the outside. The Hardyz and Lita kept ’Taker reeling with the Twist of Fate and a Swanton Bomb, but a Poetry in Motion put Jeff in Dead Man’s land, and he was sent flying outside the ring. Matt soon followed after a Last Ride in the ring center, and the Phenom stood alone in the yard again.
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Goldust at the Royal Rumble.

Fate, cruel as ever, next invited to the ring Tough Enough Champion Maven (11), making his WWE debut against the American Badass, who proceeded to make short work of him until the Hardyz interfered again. Undertaker fought them off, but in the process left himself open to a Maven dropkick that eliminated him! The rookie paid for the shocking feat in blood—’Taker re-entered the ring and beat him senseless, first with fists, then with a steel chair. Though Maven was never officially eliminated, he was hardly able to contest the match results after ’Taker took him backstage and fed him some popcorn—Hardcore-style, through the popcorn-machine glass!

Back inside the ring, Diamond Dallas Page (14) sent over Scotty 2 Hotty (12), then found himself on the outside after a double-team by European Champion Christian (13) and Chuck (15). The Godfather (16), accompanied by the bevy of beautiful women making up his escort service, took his sweet time entering the ring, through Christian and Chuck made sure he wasn’t leaving long after they’d sent Albert (17) over. Stone Cold Steve Austin (19) “What?”-ed and whaled away on anything that moved, eliminating Christian, Chuck and Perry Saturn (18). Either bored waiting for the next competitor or looking to break the Rumble record of eliminating ten men (set by the Rattlesnake in 1997), Austin brought Christian, then Chuck back in for seconds before sending each of them over the ropes again. Val Venis (20) and Test’s (21) Rumble campaigns would also be shortened by the Rattlesnake, Val taking an Austin clothesline over the rope while Test ate a Stunner before leaving.

The crowd erupted as Triple H (22) made his way to the ring and went right at it with Stone Cold. The two broke occasionally, first to turn The Hurricane (23) into Superman and send him flying after he tried chokeslamming the two men, then to put the bite on Faarooq (24) with a Stunner and a clothesline so they could get back to business uninterrupted. Mr. Perfect (25) and Kurt Angle (26) focused on Austin and Hunter respectively, while Kane (28) ended a Chokeslam standstill with Big Show (27) after bodyslamming the five hundred-found giant over the top rope! But not even that amazing accomplishment could prevent the Big Red Machine from going over after a Stunner and Angle Slam. Rob Van Dam (29) came out and launched an aerial assault, only to be grounded by a Pedigree, then thrown to the outside floor by final entrant Booker T. Foolishly celebrating with a “Royal Spin-a-Roonie” in the ring, Booker went bouncing over the top after yet another Stone Cold Stunner. Angle would eliminate Austin as he tried to finish off Mr. Perfect, but the pissed-off Bionic Redneck re-entered the ring and laid out the last three finalists with a steel chair.

Angle’s double-team miscue on Triple H resulted in a Perfect-Plex for the gold medalist, followed by The Game dumping the Perfect One to the outside. Angle and Hunter went toe-to-toe, trading vicious blows with one another until the Olympian sent the Cerebral Assassin over the top rope. Not realizing Hunter had pulled himself back in the ring before his feet touched the outside floor, Angle’s error proved costly as Triple H clotheslined him over the top rope. Against all odds, The Game was back, and he was going to WrestleMania X8! ■
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	The Hurricane

	23
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	24
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	26

	Booker T




	Big Show

	27
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	28

	Mr. Perfect




	RVD
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	Kurt Angle
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A frustrated Edge wouldn’t pull any punches in his nontitle match with Test that night, nailing the big Canadian with an Edge-o-Matic, then a clothesline that sent both men sailing outside the ring. Regal came down to hammer Edge from behind, but the champ caught the Englishman, then smacked him around before trading Test’s steel chair for a spear to his midsection. Yet just when it looked like Edge was in control, he suddenly lost it, unloading the chair on both men, then on the referee after he’d drawn the disqualification. It became obvious to the CenturyTel crowd that Edge’s desire wasn’t just to Rumble with Regal; he wanted to obliterate him.

The Royal Rumble meant something different for its thirty competitors. First-time entrants like Kurt Angle saw it as a chance to add another personal first to an already incredible resume. Seasoned veterans like Undertaker used it as an opportunity to remind the others who ran the yard. Past winners like Stone Cold Steve Austin looked at it as an opportunity to open up twenty-cans of whoop-ass. But all of them realized “rude” fans a lesson by kicking the Bionic Redneck’s butt in the SmackDown! main event. That the crowd switched briefly to a round of “You suck!” during Angle’s entrance music was of no consolation to him; of even less comfort was a brawler like Austin matching the gold medalist in straightforward wrestling techniques. With his match going south, Kurt opted likewise with a shot between Austin’s legs, leaving Stone Cold open to a moonsault and ankle lock. The Rattlesnake struck back, countering an Angle Slam with the Stunner, but the match ended abruptly when Kane entered the ring and delivered a Chokeslam on Austin. For a moment, it looked like Kane and Angle were allies…until the Big Red Machine Chokeslammed the gold medalist!

RETURNING FAVORITES

The Royal Rumble 2002 stood out from its predecessors for reasons, among them being the return of four fan favorites to the WWE. While previous Rumbles have seen its share of one-time returnees and special guests (Drew Carey’s still running away from Kane!), these Superstars’ reinstatements were anything but once only deals; they came back to fight their way to the top and stay there.

VAL VENIS: Quickly rising among the ranks following his 1998 debut, the towel-toting superstar was a two-time Intercontinental Champion and European Champion whose high-flying “Money Shot” satisfied fans everywhere, particularly the ladies after his matches. Val was brainwashed into throwing in the towel and joining Steven Richards’s “Right to Censor” in 2000, then disappeared when the faction disbanded in early 2001. Returning to Royal Rumble in January, the Big Valbowski threw in the towel this November and accepted the position as Eric Bishoff’s chief of staff, and now goes by his given name Sean Morley.

THE GODFATHER: Pimpin’ ain’t easy…but it sure is fun for this conductor of the “Ho’ Train” who adorns more than the gold earned by his hard-workin’ female escorts. A former Intercontinental and Tag Team Champ, the Godfather’s Death Valley Driver steamrolls his way past opponents who don’t want to enjoy a good time with him and his luscious ladies. The “Right to Censor” changed his ways back in 2000, but after recognizing his duty to shake some booty, he returned to January’s Royal Rumble before leaving the WWE in late 2002.

MR. PERFECT: The son of wrestler Larry “The Ax” Hennig and a two-decade veteran in the squared circle, Curt Hennig made his debut as “Mr. Perfect” in 1998, taking the name in reference to his amazing in-ring technical abilities. Hennig’s Perfect-Plex would pin many adversaries during his years with the WWE, his cocky attitude supported by two WWE Intercontinental Championships. The Perfect One also developed into a superb manager, helping Hunter Hearst-Hemsley (Triple H) to his first Intercontinental title before leaving for the WCW in late 1996. Finishing second to then-WWE Champion Hulk Hogan in the Royal Rumble 1990, Hennig returned for a perfect Royal Rumble in 2002, remaining with the WWE until April of that year.

GOLDUST: Fans never forgot the name of the Golden One who premiered In Your House in October 1995. Joined by Marlena, then-wife Terri Runnels, the celluloid Superstar delivered Shattered Dreams to anyone who tried capturing his spotlight, and in the process was thrice awarded with the Intercontinental title. After a three-year hiatus, Goldust penned a spectacular sequel to his WWE career, nominating himself for the Royal Rumble in January. Today his eccentric personality continues to freak out tag partner Booker T as much as his opponents, though nothing has tarnished his desire to produce even more gold for his flamboyant attire. ■
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Test puts the squeeze on RVD.



TRIPLE H

[image: Image]

HEIGHT: 6′4″ WEIGHT: 260 lbs.

OTHER NAMES: The Game, The Cerebral Assassin

FINISHING MOVE: Pedigree

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: World Champion (2); WWE Champion (5); World Champion; Intercontinental Champion (4); Tag Team Champion; European Champion (2); King of the Ring 1997; Royal Rumble 2002

2002 HIGHLIGHTS: Returning after an eight-month absence to win the Royal Rumble 2002; defeating Chris Jericho for the Undisputed Championship at WrestleMania X8; separating from wife Stephanie McMahon-Helmsley; being declared World Champion on Raw; competing in Elimination Chamber World title match at Survivor Series; defeating Shawn Michaels for the World at Armageddon.

Both out for the count, Austin and Angle’s matchup had evolved into a preview of the Royal Humble, as Big Show next made his way to the ring and cut Kane down to size. Then appeared Triple H, who ended the consecutive Chokeslams with a kick to the Big Show’s groin and a Pedigree to the canvas. The Game stood ready as Undertaker’s music hit, and the Dead Man stood in front of the SmackDown! TitanTron. But ’Taker chose simply to stare at Hunter, then head backstage; he’d pick the time and place to light…and it would be on his terms.

Hearing both Kane and Big Show had officially entered themselves in the Royal Rumble, a visibly annoyed Kurt Angle challenged the Big Red Machine to a match on January 14 Raw. Kane almost won Royal Rumble 2001, and he’d establish himself as a favorite in the 2002 tournament three nights later with an impressive win in a Handicap Over the Top Rope match. But Angle reminded Michael Cole backstage that he was the only man to ever make Kane submit in a match. This time he planned to break the “big red freak’s” ankle, “and it’s very difficult throwing twenty-nine other wrestlers over the top rope with a broken ankle.” Unlike their previous encounter, Kane would break the ankle lock, even putting Angle himself in the hold and making him tap out. Unfortunately, the referee went down moments before, giving Kurt time to recover and reverse the maneuver into a pinfall, using the ropes for leverage and the victory.
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Kane grabs Big Show by the throat.
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Austin’s business with Triple H is interrupted by Undertaker and a chair.

“Uh-uhh! Triple H is gonna do a lot of things in his life, but the one thing he’ll never do is throw Stone Cold Steve Austin over the top rope!”

Stephanie McMahon-Helmsley thought having The Game in her pocket gave her the leverage she needed, and the right to do whatever she wanted. But when Hunter began chewing her out for starting an argument-turned-catfight backstage with Debra Austin, Stephanie said Debra was the instigator saying Stone Cold would kick his ass at Royal Rumble. Meanwhile, Austin told Michael Cole and the “What?” faithful in Dallas the story of a Royal Rumble battle plan he came up with in a bar that would make his posterior harder to kick. By drinking lots of beer, developing a beer belly and filling up on burgers, he’d lower his center of gravity and make it difficult to throw him over the top rope. And if Triple H thought he’d win the tournament, “Uh-uhh! Triple H is gonna do a lot of things in his life,” he explained, “but the one thing he’ll never do is throw Stone Gold Steve Austin over the top rope!”

Addressing the American Airlines Arena crowd later that night, Triple H went over his own “Game plan.” He’d spent the past eight months “going through hell” so he could make it to WrestleMania X8 and compete for the Undisputed title, “the one thing that says beyond a shadow of a doubt, you are the best that there is.” And if getting there meant having to throw Austin and twenty-eight other Superstars over the top rope at the Royal Rumble, then so be it. “That might sound a little bit cocky,” he admitted, “but like the songs says, ‘It ain’t bragging if you can back it up.’ And I can back up every single word I say, because I am The Game, and I am that damn good!”

Deciding to find out for himself, Austin headed ringside. But as the two started trading punches and countering each other’s finishers, Undertaker showed up and clobbered both Superstars with a steel chair. Triple H and Austin could trash-talk all they wanted; with just two swings the American Badass had made his own statement about winning the Royal Rumble.

Ironically, Triple H’s first match since his return would be to partner with Austin on January 17 SmackDown!. Despite a stint as Tag Team Champions in 2001 prior to Hunter’s injury, plus eliminating a potential powder keg by barring their respective spouses from ringside, both men had a hard time being on the same page against Kurt Angle and Booker T, especially with the Rumble only three days away. But Angle and Booker were also caught up in their own power trips while planning their match strategy backstage, and when the bell signaled the end of the match, it was the Rattlesnake and the Cerebral Assassin coming out on top, finishing Booker with a Stunner and a Pedigree. Triple H and Stone Cold squared off to pick up where they left off on Raw, only to be interrupted once again by Undertaker’s music. Staring clown all four Superstars in the ring, the Hardcore Champion didn’t need to tell them that he was going to win Royal Rumble. He was just going to show them.

“It ain’t bragging if you can back it up. And I can back up every single word I say, because I am the Game, and I am that damn good!”

CHRIS JERICHO
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HEIGHT: 6′

WEIGHT: 231 lbs.

OTHER NAMES: Y2J, King of the World

FINISHING MOVES: Walls of Jericho; Lionsault

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: First Undisputed Champion; WCW Champion (2): Intercontinental Champion (4); European Champion; Hardcore Champion; Tag Team Champion (3); WCW TV Champion; WCW Cruiseweight Champion

2002 HIGHLIGHTS: Going to WrestleMania X8 as the first-ever Undisputed Champion; defeating Rob Van Dam for the Intercontinental title; defeating Kane and The Hurricane to become a World Tag Team Champion (with Christian) on October 14 Raw; competing in the Elimination Chamber World title match at Survivor Series.
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“This right here is the future of wrestling! You can call this the ‘New World Order’ of wrestling! Not only are we gonna take over the whole wrestling business … we will destroy everything in our path!”

—Hulk Hogan, joined by Scott Hall and Kevin Nash at WCW’s Bash At The Beach (July 7, 1996)

“Heaven has no range like love to hatred turned, Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.”

—William Congreve’s The Mourning Bride


A new (World) order

Vince McMahon saw No Way Out for World Wrestling Entertainment—it was going to die on February 17, 2002. And the creator and co-owner would be its murderer.

Twenty-four hours after making his business partner tap out in their blood-filled Street Fight at the Royal Rumble, a jubilant Nature Boy “Woooo!”-ed and walked that aisle into “Flair Country”—Greenville. South Carolina’s BI-LO Center—for the January 21 Raw. WWE co-owner Ric Flair enjoyed that his Rumble win had changed the expression “To be The Man, you’ve got to beat The Man,” to “To be the Man, you’ve got to beat Vince McMahon!” Flair celebrated, showing his daughter’s Rumble photos on the TitanTron, especially enjoying the shot of a bloody, battered McMahon. The laughing ceased, however, as the bandaged billionaire made his way to the ring, not to fight Flair, but to get one thing straight. “If I lost at the Royal Rumble, then I wasn’t the only one,” he said. “You see, Ric … you lost, too. Every WWE Superstar lost at the Royal Rumble. Every WWE fan lost at the Royal Rumble. Because I’m about to do something that even I will regret.”

[image: Image]

Mr. McMahon announces a New World Order.

McMahon’s cryptic warning turned downright eerie at the January 24 SmackDown!, where Vince spent the evening talking to himself in a darkened room. Looking completely unhinged by his Rumble loss, McMahon was convinced Flair’s assumption of leadership had given the WWE a “terminal cancer” from which it would slowly die. Through it pained him to do it, he saw no alternative. “I’m not going to let Ric Flair kill what I created,” he proclaimed, “because I’m going to kill it. I’m going to kill it! I’m going to kill my creation! I’m going to inject the WWE with a lethal dose of poison! if anybody’s going to kill my creation, I’m going to do it! Me…,” said McMahon, turning around in his chair, which revealed all in a nearby mirror, “… And the nWo!”

THE NWO

SCOTT HALL: Hey, yo. When it came to being the bad guy in the squared circle, this six feet, six inch native of Miami, Florida, did’nt just sing it. He’d bring it. Joining the WWE as Razor Ramon in 1992, Hall cut down opponents with the Razor’s Edge, a crucifix powerbomb that made him the first four-time Intercontinental Champion in WWE history. Jumping ship in 1996, Hall and Kevin Nash were the Outsiders who stormed the WCW and founded the New World Order with Hollywood Hulk Hogan, developing the faction into the single most dominant force in that promotion. During his tenure at WCW, Hall wore WCW Tag Team gold five times (four with Nash, once with The Giant, aka Big Show), won the WCW U.S. title. Returning to the WWE with fellow nWo “4-Lifers” Nash and Hogan at No Way Out in February 2002, Hall remained with the organization until May of that year.

KEVIN NASH: At six feet, eleven inches and three hundred twenty-five pounds, “Big Sexy” was destined for Heavyweight gold. Within a year of joining the WWE in 1993 as Shawn Michael’s bodyguard Diesel, the big man went on to win the Intercontinental, Tag Team and WWE Championships, the last of which he’d hold for an entire year, the longest WWE title reign of the past decade. Much like they had in the WWE, Nash and his jackknife powerbomb dominated the WCW—in addition to being a seven-time coholder of the WCW Tag titles (four with Hall), he won the WCW World Championship five times, most notably against Bill Goldberg at Starrcade in 1998, ending the former NFL player’s undefeated streak at 173 wins. Nash joined nWo brothers Hall and Hollywood Hulk Hogan in returning to the WWE at February’s No Way Out, and resumed his dominance within the company until a severe quadriceps tear sidelined him in early June. He has since sworn to return in 2003 and pick up where he left off.

HOLLYWOOD HULK HOGAN: Undoubtedly, the man, the myth, the legend that revolutionized professional wrestling. Since winning his first of six WWE Heavyweight Championships in January 1984, hulk Hogan and Hulkamania ran wild everywhere—television, movies, Pay-Per-Views and, most importantly, the squared circle, where his twenty-four-inch pythons “Hulked up” and squashed every threat. Hogan took his signature big boot and legdrop over to World Championship Wrestling back in 1994, where he’d achieve much of the same mat success (including six separate reigns as World Heavyweight Champion). But something had changed; he stopped “saying the prayers” and “taking the vitamins,” and became embitered and angry. At 1996’s Bash at the Beach, Hogan turned “Hollywood,” revealing himself as the third man in Hall and Nash’s New World Order that terrorized, and eventually helped destroy, WCW.

[image: Image]

When Vince McMahon decided Ric Flair was wrestling control of the WWE out of his hands, the billionaire decided to bring in Hogan, Hall and Nash and kill his own creation. A month-long reign of terror rampaged throughout the company. During WrestleMania X8’s epic “Icon vs. Icon” match against the Rock, Hogan realized his Hulkamaniacs never abandoned him. Choosing to abandon his nWo ways and focus on cementing his already immortal status in the WWE, Hogan has since enjoyed a run as the Undisputed WWE Champion, as well as his first-ever Tag Team title with Edge, a devout Hulkamaniac since childhood. Once again, “The Hulkster rules, brother!” ■

Hollywood Hulk Hogan. Scott Hall. Kevin Nash. Ric Flair had witnessed firsthand how their “New World Order” helped World Championship Wrestling rise to the top of the sports entertainment industry in 1996. He’d also seen the faction ravage the company from within, until WCW became the dead, lifeless husk that Shane McMahon purchased five years later. That was more than enough of a reason for Flair to appeal to Vince on January 28 Raw, from the ring in Richmond, Virginia’s Coliseum. He’d speak from his heart while airing on the TitanTron a “Desire” video history of World Wrestling Entertainment—this was the company Vince’s father, Vince McMahon Sr., had the vision to start. The same company Vince McMahon had the vision to build into “the greatest sports entertainment company in the world.”

“I want my company back…and I want you out.”

“If I’ve done something so wrong in the last three months that you would bring those people here, then I owe you a huge apology,” Flair said, imploring McMahon to tell him how to heal the problem. The billionaire’s terms were simple: “I want my company back…and I want you out.” He’d give Flair a few days to “do the right thing” and sell all WWE stock to him (“at the price you paid for it,” he emphasized), but if his answer was no, “Then the poison of the nWo will flow through the WWE’s veins, wiping out everything in its path.” And the only solace McMahon would take is that he’d see Flair, every WWE, Superstar and WWE fan in the world in hell, “because on the nWo killing fields, I’ll be the last to survive!”

For the good of the industry, it was an offer the Nature Boy couldn’t refuse. And on SmackDown! three nights later, in an emotional speech from the Norfolk Scope Arena, a tearful Ric Flair bid farewell and thanks to fans everywhere. “I was proud to be a professional wrestler, and proud to be a part of your lives.” But Mr. McMahon decided to rub it in; Flair was going to say good-bye, on his terms and sign the documents inside the ring. “Perception is not always reality,” he explained, and though Flair may be perceived as one of the ring’s all-time greats, “in reality, the Ric Flairs of the world, when they are pitted against the Vince McMahons, the Vince McMahons always win.”

STONE COLD GOES MAD

[image: Image]

Stone Cold confronts his “twin” Will Sasso from MADtv.

Before the Texas Rattlesnake headed for No Way Out, he enjoyed stomping a mudhole in MADtv funnyman Will Sasso at the February 7 SmackDown! so much, he headed out to California and taped an episode of the syndicated variety show. Featured segments of the episode, which aired February 16, included: Stone Cold singing about his feelings to the audience, until his rendition of “Can’t Touch This” incurs the dancing wrath of “M.C. Hammer” (Aries Spears); “Fightin’ Ron” (Michael McDonald) itchin’ for a trailer-park slobberknocker when his girl (Mo Collins) puts the move on his Bionic Redneck buddy; Austin and his “family” (including “adopted son” Frank Caliendo) getting in the Louie Anderson-garbed Sasso’s face again while facing “Mike Tyson” (Aries Spears) and his family of lawyers during “Celebrity Family Feud”; and “Tony Little” (Austin) working alongside “Stone Cold” (Sasso) to promote the cardboard-powered “Ultimate Push-Up Machine.” Fortunately for Sasso, he was funny enough this time to avoid another Stone Cold ass-whooping! ■

Flair stood over the documents, pen in hand, as the crowd begged him not to sign. But there was no begging when Stone Cold Steve Austin came down and interrupted the proceedings, “If you think Ric Flair should lake this contract, tear it into pieces and tell Vince McMahon and the nWo to go to hell, gimme a ‘Hell, yeah!’” The fans obliged, as did Flair, who tore up the contract while Stone Cold signed a Stunner over to a near-maniacal McMahon!

From Las Vegas’ Thomas and Mack Center, Mr. McMahon called Flair out to the ring for February 4 Raw, demanding to know why “the lying SOB” reneged on his word. Flair knew what was at stake; did he do it because he’s selfish? Because he listened to Stone Cold? Why? Flair’s answer: “The fans.” Vince couldn’t grasp it. “They don’t know what’s good for them, and obviously you don’t have any idea what’s good for the WWE.” As the members of the New World Order came up on the TitanTron, McMahon declared that Hogan, Hall and Nash were on their way to the February 17 Pay-Per-View. And if anyone got in their way, “I guaran-damn-tee there will be no way out!”

The spectrum of competition in the WWE has always been extensive, but it seemed especially so in the Tag Team Division of late. Unlikely Champions Tazz and Spike Dudley had retained the belts against the Dudley Boyz at the Royal Rumble, but instead of finally earning the respect of their peers, it just made the smaller tandem bigger targets. As a result, the division would be faced with “Tag Team Turmoil” at No Way Out.
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Ric Flair and Stone Cold share Steveweisers over the fallen Vince McMahon.



Spike (sporting a neck collar after the Dudleyz’ outside attack January 17) and Tazz first slugged it out with the Dudleyz and partner Booker T in a Raw Six-Man Tag match on January 21, with the win supplied by tag ally Rob Van Dam’s Five-Star Frog Splash on Bubba. Scotty 2 Hotty and Albert turned it up against the Champs at January 24 SmackDown!—Scotty’s Worm chop on Tazz might even have resulted in a title change, if not for Spike’s last-second save and a Dudley Dog on Albert that set Scotty up for a Tazzmission.

Two guys not thinking about the Tag Team Championships during the January 21 Raw were the APA’s Faarooq and Bradshaw; they were too busy drinking in New York’s the World nightclub, celebrating the return of The Godfather and his ladies to the WWE. Hearing about the “self-serving, egomaniac, lying, backstabbing sons of bitches” that call themselves the nWo was a sobering thought they’d call to Ric Flair’s attention a week later, but the Nature Boy encouraged them to continue on with their everyday business while he sorted things out with Mr. McMahon.

In the APA’s case, “everyday business” meant drinking beer, playing cards and beating people up, and they’d comply on all counts at January 31 SmackDown!, enjoying an evening of suds and poker with Rollerball stars LL Cool J, Chris Klein and Rebecca Romijn-Stamos until Booker T barged in. Griping to LL Cool J about not being invited to the film’s premiere, or why a five-time WCW World Champion like him wasn’t the lead in the movie, Booker challenged the APA to a match so he could show the actor/rapper “… who the real star is around here, sucka.” Begging to pair with him was Test, who had a different motive—“I just want to impress Rebecca,” he said. “Once she sees me in action, she won’t be able to resist taking the Test.” The big Canadian didn’t look too impressive when Bradshaw’s Clothesline from Hell almost took his head off, or when he was pinned to the canvas for the three-count. Not that Romijn-Stamos or her Rollerball costars cared by that point; they were too busy partying in the ring with the APA.
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Booker T runs into Bradshaw’s big boot.

Having spent the past several years together as a tag team, one could understand why Faarooq and Bradshaw would be tight. Then there was Billy and Chuck, a new team that for all appearances just seemed…tight. Uncomfortably tight. Almost too tight for their fellow Superstars’ liking. Even Kane was disturbed by them, particularly when they tried offering him some Raw fashion tips on January 21 with a big headband sporting his name. Put off by the Big Red Machine’s hostility, Billy and Chuck pounced on Kane, beating him down and sending the message that their feelings were not to be trampled on.
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Big Show works over Billy and Chuck.

No one could argue with the results Billy and Chuck produced in the ring, though not for lack of trying. They’d come up with a huge upset over Katie and Big Show later that evening, then sizzle at the January 27 Sunday Night Heat with a Fame-Ass-er win over Crash Holly and Funaki. And backstage at January 24 SmackDown!, it suddenly smacked Billy harder than his pat on Chuck’s ass—why not just become Tag Team Champions? “Who’s got more tools to be Tag Team Champions than us?” he asked. “Look at the headbands, the cool red stuff…who’s more manly than us?” Divas Torrie Wilson and Stacy Keibler would have something to say about that when the boys showed them their prototype calendar at February 4 Raw, but they’d settle up with them later, after they took the Tag Team belts from Tazz and Spike that night.

Billy and Chuck were defeated by the Champs and the APA in a Three-Team Elimination match, thanks mostly to an outside assist from Bradshaw that allowed Spike to Bulldog Billy. Clearly, the APA didn’t like Billy and Chuck’s overt ways, and were sweet on dishing out some pain after watching the tandem give chocolates to one another prior to their St. Valentine’s Day match on SmackDown! The contest would leave a bitter taste in Faarooq’s mouth after Chuck smacked him with a heavy object from their confections, allowing Billy to cover him for the win.

Not all tag teams play so well together, even if they look great on paper: much like no one had expected Spike and Tazz to beat the Dudleyz for the championship, everyone predicted a long title reign for Kane and Big Show after Vengeance in 2001. Instead, they became a prime example of how power, size and mutual respect don’t always equate to Tag Team gold.
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