










“. . . the Road Warriors are the most recognized name in the history of tag team wrestling, and more importantly, Animal and Hawk were great guys—just fantastic people.”

—“NATURE BOY™” RIC FLAIR®

“The Road Warriors revolutionized the way we all looked at characters in our industry.”

—“THE AMERICAN DREAM” DUSTY RHODES

“All I can do is shake my head and smile at the memory of a spiked up Joe saying, ‘Tell ’em, Hawk!’ and Mike with that crazy mad look on his face, his tongue hanging out, barking out, ‘Oh . . . what a rush!’ Both Joe and Mike were first-rate pros who were loved and respected by all who knew them.”

—BRET “THE HITMAN” HART

“Joe and Mike weren’t polluted by politics, maintained the ethics of the business when it needed it most, and their convincing style made people proud to be wrestling fans. No one could’ve done a better job.”

—“ROWDY” RODDY PIPER

“The first time we saw them on TV, my brother (Stevie Ray) and I were like, ‘Whoa!’ Hawk and Animal were way bigger than anyone else we’d seen, and they were just killing everybody. And that’s what people wanted to see. . . .”

—BOOKER T

“The first time I witnessed Animal and Hawk entering the arena to take care of business, I was in awe. From their hardcore music to the welcoming roar of the crowd, I felt the immense energy build as they approached the ring, and I had no doubt that these guys earned massive expectations from their fans. And the Warriors didn’t disappoint. . . . Animal and Hawk earned legendary status with their extensive careers and have influenced wrestlers for many generations to come.”

—ROB VAN DAM

“. . . they’ll be remembered by historians of professional wrestling as one of the all-time great tag teams.”

—JIM ROSS “J.R.”

“Animal and Hawk are unmatched by any other team in wrestling. . . . The Road Warriors were . . . the most dominating force to ever come out.”

—“THE RUSSIAN NIGHTMARE” NIKITA KOLOFF

“. . . the Road Warriors were two tough, take-no-shit guys with the right look and just exploded onto the scene. . . .”

—“THE LIVING LEGEND” LARRY ZBYSZKO

“The Warriors will go down forever as the greatest, most imitated, most influential tag team of all time, and you can’t just say that about anybody. . . . At the end of the day, it’s the people who decide who the best is, and they chose Hawk and Animal.”

—SEAN “X-PAC” WALTMAN

“They came out with those spikes, that look, and that size and completely changed professional wrestling. . . . I think tag team wrestling died when Mike passed. It was the end of not just a great life but a big chapter in the wrestling history book itself as well. . . . They took on a bigger-than-life status and carried it like pros, always making sure the crowd was just as much of the match as they were, and that was the difference.”

—TERRY “WARLORD” SZOPINSKI
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The Monsters of the Midway were ready to smash everywhere we went, even the park! Spring ’84.


Foreword

Monsters of the Midway

With great pleasure, I take this opportunity to tell you about an unbelievable human being and a good friend. Animal, aka Joe, became a world-class athlete by being dedicated and tough. He was the Legion of Doom’s rock and continues to inspire and encourage all who have known him.

In the course of human events, when the fusion of time—past and present—occurs, those talented and lucky enough carry the banner of the new generation and become the face of the new paradigm.

In 1983, Animal, Hawk, and “Precious” Paul had an appointment with destiny. Cable TV was spreading across the landscape of America. Macroeconomic realities became the catalyst for the change to come in wrestling. The Road Warriors were positioned to become a pop culture phenomenon.

Wrestling requires a willing suspension of disbelief, right? Then along came the mavericks, stunning in their boldness, who altered the face of the game. Fans could not believe their own eyes. The Road Warriors personified the pursuit of pleasure from misery.

Promoters, being human, naturally balked. They tried to mold us, not understanding that conventional wrestling theory was flawed.

Chemistry bonded Animal, Hawk, and me like the three musketeers. “All for one, one for all.” We went independent and became the greatest attraction in the business. The boys were the train; I was the whistle. I became their last shooting manager as Animal and Hawk went forward with courage and confidence.

Behind the scenes, a complex web of interrelationships characterized life for the three of us in our wrestling family. We lost our brother Mike in 2003, and hardly a day goes by that I don’t think of him. Life for Mike was a circus and the Fourth of July all rolled into one. It’s why everyone liked him. Joe and I learned forgiveness being around Mike.

Thanks for the ride. I enjoyed my years being the punctuation mark at the end of the sentence.

Here’s to the greatest tag team of our time.

The greatest of all time.

—“Precious” Paul Ellering,
mastermind of the Legion of Doom
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PROLOGUE

August 26, 1991. SummerSlam. New York City. There we were, Hawk and Animal, the mighty Road Warriors, the Legion of Doom, putting our gear on in the dressing room at Madison Square Garden. Then it hit me: we were taking on the Nasty Boys, Brian Knobbs and Jerry Sags, for the World Wrestling Federation (WWF) Tag Team Championships. I looked at Hawk, who was strapping his boots up tight. “Hey, man, can you believe this?”

“Animal”—Hawk looked up with a smile—“I’m shaking, brother.”

I looked at his hands as he buckled the last strap. They were trembling. I looked at mine. They were shaking, too. It was crazy.

There was a knock at the door, and Captain Lou Albano came barging in. He reeked of booze. “Hey, Animal. Hey, Hawk.” He was huffing and puffing, out of breath. “Holy shit, fellas, did you see the crowd out there?”

We hadn’t.

“Twenty thousand. Sold out,” he said. “They’re hanging from the rafters.” His eyes were wide, and he was nodding. “Kick some ass tonight, boys.” And he bolted out the door.

Hawk and I started laughing.

Then there was another knock. The door barely cracked open when a voice announced, “Five minutes, guys.”

This was it. Hawk and I stood up from the bench and grabbed our trademark spiked shoulder pads. We slipped them on over our heads, snapped the clasps, and walked into the hallway.

As we marched down the corridor to the staging area, everyone saw us coming and pressed their backs against the walls to give us room. We could hear the sound of the fans. The people in MSG sounded like they were having a full-scale riot above us. You could feel the stomping of their feet shaking and swaying the foundations of the building, like 20,000 soldiers marching across a small suspension bridge. It was pandemonium out there.

When we finally came to the Gorilla Position,1 our boss came up to wish us well. “Good luck tonight, boys,” Vince McMahon said in his deep baritone voice. A big smile stretched across his face. “This is your night. Remember this moment.”

The Nasty Boys had already gone down to the ring for their entrance and were getting booed relentlessly, giving us the perfect setup. In a flash, I heard our theme music start with Hawk’s unmistakable growl, “Oooooooohhhhhh, WHAT A RUSH!” When the guitars and drums kicked in, the MSG crowd erupted into a deafening crush of noise. My arms and back exploded into chills.

Hawk yelled, “Are you ready for this?”

I hollered back, “Hell, yeah,” and we burst through the curtain.

Hawk led as we stormed the short distance to the ring, making our way through a sea of reaching arms and open hands. When we climbed through the ropes and looked around at the crowd, it was overwhelming. I remember thinking, It doesn’t get any bigger than this.

And it doesn’t. MSG was the holy Mecca of professional sports, and so many great moments happened there. Ali feuded Frazier for the first time there. WWF legend Bruno Sammartino wrestled “Nature Boy” Buddy Rogers there. WrestleMania started there. And now the Road Warriors were there.

After we climbed through the ropes, Hawk and I each went to a corner and climbed the second turnbuckle to pose for the crowd. When we hopped down, I looked over at Knobbs and Sags, who were defiantly staring at us and yelling trash from the other side. I said to Hawk, “Let’s throw ’em out!”

We ran over, grabbed each one of them, and sent them sailing over the ropes to the floor. Boom! The match was on.

I went after Knobbs while Hawk went for Sags with vicious chops and punches. I quickly took Knobbs by the neck and rolled him back into the ring and followed. He was waiting for me and we locked up, with Knobs whipping me into the ropes. I came running back full steam, ducked his clothesline, hit the ropes on the other side, and came back with a big kick to the stomach. Bam! While he was bent over, I shoved his head between my legs and picked him up for a huge powerbomb, then smashed him down. I went for the cover but only got a two count before Sags kicked me in the head.

From that point, the action was all over the place and completely nonstop. This particular match was a Chicago Street Fight, a no-rules contest we specialized in, named after our hometown billing of Chicago. Within seconds, the crowd was chanting “LOD, LOD!” and it was the only thing we could hear. I remember Sags had Hawk in the corner at one point. Knobbs and Sags’ manager, “Mouth of the South” Jimmy Hart, threw a can of hair spray up to Sags, who sprayed Hawk all over his face. Blinded, Hawk dropped and rolled out of the ring as if he were on fire.

In one of the most memorable spots of the match, Sags followed Hawk down to the floor, reached for a big cooler of freezing cold ice water and soda, and dumped it all over him. Hawk was writhing in agony, still blinded, and tried to get away by rolling back into the ring. For the next five full minutes, I watched helplessly as the Nasty Boys double-teamed my partner over and over while Hart distracted the ref. Every time I came charging in to help, I’d get sent back to my corner. The crowd was going insane, and so was I.

Finally Hawk was able to make it over to me and fell down as he gave me the hot tag. The people went nuts as I jumped through the ropes and took both Nasty Boys on at the same time. Punches, kicks, and clotheslines were flying everywhere as I cleaned house. I threw Knobbs into the ropes, caught him with a great powerslam, and went for the pin. Only two. I took Sags’ boot to the head and was now getting double-teamed.

As Hawk was still recovering down on the floor, Jimmy Hart threw a motorcycle helmet up for Sags to hit me with while Knobbs kept me down. Knobbs covered me, and I kicked out at the two count. I pushed Knobbs up so hard he went flying out of the ring. While I was trying to get my bearings back, Hawk was back on his feet and went running after Hart. He threw him to the ground and grabbed the helmet Sags had been using. Hawk launched it into the ring. As soon as I caught it, Hawk smashed Sags in the back of the head. This was it!

As Sags hit the mat, I looked at the capacity crowd and gave them a double thumbs-up high in the air. They knew what was coming: the Doomsday Device. The Doomsday Device was our finishing move: I’d duck down behind an opponent and pick him up on my shoulders. As soon as he was balanced in an upright position, Hawk would come off the top rope with a big clothesline and knock the guy for a backflip. Our victim crashed to the canvas in a spectacle that more than lived up to its name.

With adrenaline pumping through me, I grabbed Sags and lifted him up so quickly he felt like a little kid, and Sags was a 280-pound guy! As I saw Hawk jump up from the floor to the side of the ring, I turned Sags to face the nearest corner. In a flash, Hawk was on the top turnbuckle and leapt into the air, catching Sags with a perfect clothesline. Sags went head over heels in a spectacular flip, landing in a crumpled heap. I pinned him. One, two, three!

Announcer Howard Finkel came over the PA system with an announcement I’ll never forget: “Here are your winners and new WWF tag team champions, the Legion of Doom.”

Pandemonium erupted.

Hawk and I hugged as the people in MSG gave us the most uproarious standing ovation we’d ever received up till that point.

“Never forget this moment, Animal,” Hawk yelled to me.

And I never would.

As we stood in the ring on that fateful summer night making history, I thought of how far we’d come. Hawk and I had been in every major wrestling organization across the world and won every championship dangled in front of us. Winning the WWF titles was the last of the great accomplishments we had yet to achieve. This was the pinnacle, the top of the world.

But things weren’t always this great. There was a humble beginning. In the ’60s, the seeds of a future Road Warrior Animal were planted in a punk kid on the streets of Philadelphia. That’s when and where I cut my teeth.

I can remember it like it was yesterday.


1

ANIMAL’S ABRIDGED PREHISTORY

I’m no dummy. There’s no question that everyone who picks up this book wants to jump right into the story of Animal and Hawk and read the tales of the Road Warriors through the good, the bad, and the unbelievably ugly. So I’ve smashed my early years down to size for you here.

I was born Joseph Michael Laurinaitis to proud Lithuanian parents Joseph Anthony and Lorna Ann in Philadelphia on September 12, 1960. Following not too far behind me were my two brothers, John (1962) and Marc (1965).

As I grew up, I had memorable times learning how to play street hockey and football, squashing everyone who got in my way, including my poor brothers, and girls, too. I also developed a monstrous taste for fighting anyone who messed with us, whether they were coming from rival streets to take our toys or making fun of my last name (you can imagine). I also went to Catholic school, where the nuns’ rulers brutalized my knuckles. My offense? Being my good ol’ charming self.

When I was thirteen, we moved from Pennsylvania to Tampa, Florida, where I perfected my baseball skills, was voted best-looking guy in school, and discovered the world of weight lifting. The last discovery changed my life forever.

But as I was settling in, not even two years later, I had to trade my flip-flops for snow boots as my dad was transferred again, this time from Florida to Minnesota. It was like moving to Mars. I hated it . . . at first.

Everything started making sense when I quickly proved myself at Irondale High School in Minnesota. At sixteen years old, I bench-pressed 300 pounds, beat out the baseball team’s captain for his catcher’s position during tryouts, and on the football team went from tight end to starting fullback my senior year. I was also still beating the hell out of anyone who messed with me and my brothers. Ask the poor sap who thought it would be funny to egg John’s prized ’66 Mustang.

In 1978, after being offered a partial scholarship to the football program, I entered Golden Valley Lutheran College in Golden Valley, Minnesota. By now I was six feet one and 225 pounds. As offensive guard, I was slamming the defense, helping our team go 6–0 my first year. By the end of my second and final year, I was twice named First-Team Junior College All American guard and a Second Team linebacker.

While at Golden Valley, I also met a guy named Scott Simpson, my cocaptain, my best friend, and the future National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) professional wrestling star “The Russian Nightmare,” Nikita Koloff.

But everything changed before I was to begin my junior year at Brigham Young University. My serious girlfriend from Golden Valley, Nancy, was pregnant. I dropped out, got a dead-end job, married Nancy, and on February 22, 1981, welcomed my first son, Joey, into the world.

After six months, both Nancy and I realized we were in way over our heads and agreed we could do the best job raising Joey separately. We shared equal custody.

At twenty-two years old, I was making a name for myself as a potential powerlifter. I weighed around 250 pounds and was benching 500 pounds. A couple of guys at The Gym, the most popular facility in the area, introduced me to the anabolic steroid Dianabol. Soon my strength and size skyrocketed even further.

At this point, my life really picked up steam, so hold on tight and prepare yourself for a hell of a ride . . .

[image: image]

I WAS ONE CLUELESS ROOKIE IN GEORGIA CHAMPIONSHIP WRESTLING AS THE ROAD WARRIOR. 1982.
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BOUNCING AROUND AND TAKING A CHANCE

One night I had finished repping out a set on the incline bench press with 365 pounds and was sitting up to stretch, when I felt an open-handed whack in the chest. Crack! That got my attention really fast. I looked up and saw this guy with the curliest mop of orange hair and a funny-looking goatee. He was staring at me and smiling, and it took me a second to figure out who he was.

Then I heard his booming, grizzly voice. “Hey, Laurinaitis, how you doin’?”

I started laughing. I knew this guy. It was Mike Hegstrand, the future Road Warrior Hawk. Although we didn’t really know each other that well, we were both bouncers on the local scene with reputations of not taking any crap. Back then, guys like us were always aware of each other.

Mike told me he’d heard how big and strong I’d been getting, but when he actually saw me, he couldn’t believe it. “You’re not right,” he said. “You ain’t supposed to be doin’ 100 pounds more than me.”

I might have been stronger than him, but Mike had been growing, too, and he looked great. He had these traps practically growing out of his ears, these big, ripped arms, and that orange hair. At six feet two and about 240 pounds, Mike was a sight to be seen.

After talking for a while, we exchanged numbers and agreed to get together soon for a workout. The next time we met in the gym, we talked about getting even bigger and stronger and decided to see what a regular steroid regimen could do for us. Mike suggested we talk with a doctor friend of his first to make sure we knew exactly what we were getting ourselves into. We took a very cautious approach to steroids, working our asses off in the gym between cycles to maintain our gains.

Mike and I had very different goals in the gym and, therefore, very different approaches to training. I liked to go extra heavy and spend a few hours in the gym. Mike would be in and out within an hour. He called it “fast and furious” training and was interested in getting ripped. I wanted to get as massive and strong as possible. My workouts were intense. If I didn’t throw up on any given night, I didn’t accomplish my goal and would be disappointed with myself.

In a short amount of time, I developed a real respect for Mike and we became good friends. Mike’s reputation had preceded him. I’d heard he was an absolute wild man with a mean streak. The rumor went that it didn’t take much to make Mike lose his temper and start swinging for the fences. He’d freak out, hit like a mule, and get in anyone’s face that got too close. He was the perfect guy to bounce with.

When I first met him, Mike was working at this real dive strip joint called Roaring ’20s. It was a tough, dingy old dump. It was the kind of place where when people would come in and sit down, you’d go over with a bat, tap the table, and say, “Okay, you’ve got three choices. Buy your booze here now, over at the bar now, or get the hell out now.” Seriously, that’s the kind of place it was and why they had people like Mike working there. He was in his glory in that kind of environment.

While Mike was laying down the law there, I was at a place called Thumper’s. This is where I had my most memorable run-in with a bar patron. It was happy hour, maybe about five in the evening, and a group of girls came in. Before you knew it, this sloppy, drunk creep made his way over to their table and made himself known.

By the looks on the girls’ faces, it was more than obvious that they weren’t interested. Eventually he started becoming loud and belligerent, so I walked over and asked him if there was a problem. He said no and walked away. Fine. I returned to the front door and resumed a conversation with a cop who’d stopped by. Less than a minute later, I saw the guy walk back over to the table.

I charged right over there. “Hey, buddy,” I calmly said, “I asked you before to leave these girls alone. I’m not going to ask you again.”

No sooner had the words left my mouth than this guy was reaching up and putting his cigarette out on my forehead.

I saw red! I grabbed him by the throat, lifted him off the ground, and ran him across the floor like a rag doll. Thumper’s had these long rows of picnic tables, and I swear that guy’s head slammed against most of them on his way to the door.

As I was about to toss my new friend out on the sidewalk, the officer I had been talking with earlier decided to cuff him and take him away instead. To top it all off, after the guy was thrown into the back of the cop car, he thought it would be a great idea to kick out the back windshield. As a reward, he got a nice beating with a police baton before being taken away.

Eventually things took an interesting turn when Mike and I both wound up working regularly at a place called Gramma B’s. What a cool place Gramma B’s was! It was a pretty good-sized space, with two levels, and although it was only licensed to hold 3,000 people, there’d easily be close to 4,000 jammed in there on a good night.

During the day, they would put plywood on the pool tables so they could run a strip club, but then at night it was an all-out bar atmosphere. Usually upstairs they’d have a rock band, and downstairs they’d have country. But at all times you could count on it being rowdy. Gramma B’s was smoke-filled and booze-packed, and anything went, which is why Mike and I were there: we kept a lid on things.

And we had help. There was a literal wrecking crew of us at Gramma B’s that you wouldn’t believe. It was like all the local badasses decided to get together and work under the same roof. At one point in time, there was me, Mike, and guys like Rick Rood, Barry Darsow, John Nord, and Scott Norton all keeping an eye on things. Each one of us was a notorious powerhouse and future professional wrestling superstar.

Rick Rood was from Robbinsdale and actually went to high school there with Barry Darsow as well as my Golden Valley football buddy Scott Simpson (Nikita Koloff). Without a doubt, Rood was a chick magnet. Girls flocked to him like he was the first man they’d ever seen. He would later flaunt his machismo as Ravishing Rick “Rude,” a one-of-a-kind heel2 who became not only the WWF Intercontinental champion but the World Championship Wrestling (WCW) International World Heavyweight champion as well.

Barry Darsow was someone I’d seen around at The Gym from time to time, and we got along great. We were both powerhouses near 300 pounds and respected each other without having to say a word. It was like that among big guys in the gym sometimes. Barry is best known today for having been Smash, half of the very successful WWF tag team Demolition. Demolition went on to win the WWF World Tag Team Championships. They were also one of the teams considered to be clones of the Road Warriors.

But that’s a story for a much later chapter.

Then there was Scott Norton, who attended Patrick Henry High School with Mike and was a 330-pound super-heavyweight arm wrestling world champion, whose victory in a match with Cleve Dean earned him a slot in the Sylvester Stallone movie Over the Top. In the wrestling business, Norton caught on big in Japan, becoming one of only five Americans to hold the biggest honor in New Japan Pro Wrestling: the International Wrestling Grand Prix (IWGP) Heavyweight Championship.

Last but not least was big John Nord, a 300-pound giant, another product of Robbinsdale, Minnesota, who towered above everyone at six feet five. Nord broke into the business first as Nord the Barbarian in the AWA before finding most of his notoriety as the Berzerker in the WWF.

Although we each had a different approach to bouncing, as a group we complemented the hell out of each other. As soon as we’d walk in for a night of work with our Gramma B’s T-shirts on, it was time to punch in to see if there was anyone whose lights needed to be punched out.

When it came to bouncing, the six of us ran the place. We didn’t care who you were. Whether you were a Hells Angel who didn’t want to take off your colors before coming in or a drunken patron with a big mouth, we took care of business.

Once, a guy didn’t want to take his colors off, so we took his ass upstairs and proceeded to grab him by the ankles, turn him upside down, and shake him up and down until he agreed. You had to see it. Some of us wore biker colors, too, and in some cases even knew the guys we had to corner. But at Gramma B’s, we were the enforcers and tended to be very hands-on. Hey, we had a job to do, and that was that.

Of all the guys, though, my chemistry with Mike was particularly strong. I remember hearing stories about him long before we actually met. One was about Mike getting rowdy at high school football games. “Hey, did you hear last night? Patrick Henry High was getting killed 42–0, but Hegstrand was 5–0 under the stands knocking heads!”

Working with Mike made me realize I wasn’t the only tough guy in town, or the most charismatic. He had personality off the charts and was always on the microphone yelling something crazy. When Mike used to host the wet T-shirt contests, he’d be on the mic rambling all night long, making the whole place roar with laughter. He was never at a loss for words. Ever.

Behind all of this great madness at Gramma B’s was a bartender named Eddie Sharkey. Eddie had trained wrestlers back in the ’60s and even wrestled for a brief time himself. He had two big claims to fame he’d talk about all the time. The first was that he’d wrestled Harley Race for the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) World Heavyweight Championship. The other was that he once shot up Verne Gagne’s office. That one was my favorite.

Verne Gagne was the owner and promoter of the AWA, and I guess one time after a few drinks, Verne hit on Eddie’s wife. Later that night, Eddie responded by driving past Verne’s office and unloading both barrels of his 12-gauge shotgun into it. We laughed our asses off when he’d tell that one.

Eddie was quite the character: a real wheeler and dealer. He was this little guy with a big mouth always talking about the new stuff he had that “fell off the truck.” Whatever it was you were looking for, he’d have it the next day for you in the trunk of his car. Need a TV? It was in the trunk of his car. A ratchet set? Look no further. Steak knives? A Walkman? Some designer jeans? You guessed it. Eddie’s trunk was better than a retail chain.

With his glory days behind him, Eddie had long since gravitated out of the wrestling business and made himself at home behind the bar at Gramma B’s. Night after night, Eddie watched as we sent bodies flying over the bar, out the back door, or through the front. I guess he found us pretty entertaining because he was always saying something to us like, “Jeez, Laurinaitis, you’re a monster,” or “Norton, I’m glad you’re on my side.”

After work one night Eddie introduced his latest big idea. “Hey, guys, I’m thinking about getting another wrestling camp together. You guys interested?”

We weren’t sure about it. In fact, I think the first time he brought it up, I turned and walked away. Another time, I said, “Gee, Eddie, I don’t know.”

But Eddie was persistent. He kept calling Rood, insisting we let him train us. We all discussed it and figured we’d give it a try. There was nothing to lose. We knew that at one time Eddie had a training school, where Jesse Ventura, among others, had trained. Ultimately, the decision was easy. If guys like Ole Anderson, Ric Flair, and Jesse Ventura could each make it out of Minnesota as professional wrestlers, we could too.

We didn’t think much of wrestlers anyway. From time to time, we’d watch the AWA on TV and see guys like Greg Gagne, Jerry Blackwell, and Jim Brunzell. We took one look at those guys and knew we were a lot bigger and stronger than they were. We figured, if we could’ve smoked any of them in a real fight, why not try to make some money wrestling them? We wanted to find out.

The first day of wrestling school was hilarious. You have to imagine it. I chauffeured Barry, Mike, and Rood in my microscopic, two-door 1982 Honda Civic hatchback. The comedy began when I pulled up to Barry’s. He came walking up, all 280 pounds of him, and when he sat down, I swear the car almost bottomed out. I thought, Hmmm, this ought to be really interesting. Then we puttered over to get Mike, who squeezed in. I was kind of laughing to myself as we pulled up to Rood’s place. About the same size as Mike, he crammed himself into the back. You practically needed a shoehorn to pack him in there.

What a scene! It was like a bunch of sumo wrestlers contorting themselves into a clown car. I knew it couldn’t be good for the Honda. As far as I was concerned, I was driving a ticking time bomb. Before we pulled away, I opened the car door and read the specs posted on the jamb. Again, I had to laugh as I read, “Maximum Capacity Weight: 780 pounds.” At a combined weight of over a thousand pounds, we were punishing that little Honda.

Well, after three months of that, the abuse proved too much. One day after I dropped off my son, Joey, at Nancy’s, my car blew up. No shit. The poor little Honda threw a piston rod right through the hood, and that was that. Needless to say, I was back in the market for a newer, sturdier automobile. But it didn’t stop me from calling the local junkyard first. I got $500 for that pile.

I still remember my overall excitement about the possibility Eddie’s school offered. Fame and fortune were going to come my way quickly, I knew, because I was approaching the whole thing like a sport. With my strength, size, and determination, nothing would deter me. Or so I thought.

When we got to the school, though, I had more than a few doubts. Maybe I had envisioned a state-of-the-art facility with all the bells and whistles.

Maybe I was dead wrong.

Eddie’s school wasn’t really a school at all. It was the dank, cold basement of a church in south Minneapolis. Once inside, we saw the omen of things to come: an old, broken-down boxing ring with stuffing coming out of the pads. It was nothing more than four posts with railroad ties lying across a metal framework with a sheet of plywood and canvas covering the top of it. The ring also pretty much sat right on the floor with maybe only a foot of space between the mat and the ground, giving it almost zero flexion.

I remember first stepping through the ropes and walking on the mat, which was shockingly hard. I’d thought it would feel like a trampoline. No dice. The ring was also positioned with one of the posts sitting in the corner of two walls, and the ropes were so close to the walls that when you were thrown into them, your elbows would smash into the concrete behind you. I still have elbow chips from those walls. To put it mildly, the ring totally sucked and was an absolute death trap with no give to it whatsoever.

This is where we learned to wrestle. It was brutal.

Eddie could see by our reactions that we were less than enthused about working in his ring. “Hey, don’t worry about it, guys. We’re only going to be training in learning how to take bumps.”

Yeah, right. Taking a bump onto your back in Eddie’s ring had all of the charm of falling off a building. The Empire State Building.

Our first lessons consisted of simply falling straight back on the mat, making sure to keep our heads up so as not to give ourselves concussions. I quickly found out how it felt to bang your head when taking a bump. Not pleasant. Then we moved onto falling straight back while kicking our legs up to give us air while we took the bump. That added a little dramatic visual and was the way I always took a bump from that point on.

Next, we learned how to do basic moves out of the corner, like a hip toss. I’d be punching Barry, whose back would be in the corner, and I’d hook my right arm under his. Then I’d take a half step, then a big step and flip him over onto his back. It sounded easy at first, but I realized how much of my success in performing the move depended on Barry synchronizing with me. He would have to carefully do the opposite of my footwork by taking a big step first, then a small step and jump in the air doing a flip. In the finished move, it appeared as if I was throwing Barry out of the corner onto his back in the middle of the ring.

There’s no question that learning the right timing of a sequence of moves was the key to everything. It had to look effortless. When you’re watching a couple of guys in the ring perform a series of spots3 and it looks flawless, that means you’re watching two guys who really know what they’re doing.

Eddie was so happy with our progress because we were all getting it the first time around. He’d take a broomstick and hold it out in front of one of the corners and we’d take turns flipping over the stick onto our backs. Bam! We did that every day for a couple of weeks, about fifty bumps per day, to get used to it.

Something else we had to get used to was learning how to throw proper working punches. This was such a gradual process and a lot harder than you’d imagine. We were used to hitting people for real and couldn’t grasp how to properly time it. You had to throw the punch while stomping your foot, making every effort to stop short of actually touching the other guy’s face. Mike was really adept at it. He used to stomp his feet really hard to get that loud ring sound, making his punches come off perfectly. After a few days, our punching may have improved, but we still had no clue.

We’d be in the ring all pumped up, pretty much swinging for the fences, not realizing the damage we were doing. Everybody was bleeding all the time. Whether I punched Rood in the nose or Mike in the mouth, it was only a matter of minutes before it came my way. Although taking bumps and throwing punches took up most of our time, you never knew what the next lesson would be.

I even learned something on the sidewalk outside of the church one afternoon. I happened to be outside taking a break when Curt Hennig, the future two-time WWF Intercontinental champion as Mr. Perfect, came strolling up the sidewalk. Curt had gone to Robbinsdale High School with Barry and Rood and wanted to stop by.

Just before Curt showed up, I had finished learning how to throw a good working punch, so when I saw him, I couldn’t wait. Like a little kid, I ran up and started throwing some punches at him.

A couple of lefts and a right later, Curt quickly started saying, “Kayfabe, brother. Kayfabe. There are people watching us, man.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about. Kayfabe? What the hell was kayfabe? So he gave me a crash course.

In those days, professional wrestling was protected by the philosophy of kayfabe, which was the illusion that wrestling was real. Guys in the business had to “keep kayfabe” at all times, which meant they had to live their gimmicks. It was the bread and butter of being a professional wrestler. One of the greatest examples of kayfabe happened on December 28, 1984.

A reporter named John Stossel was on assignment for the news show 20/20 to investigate the legitimacy of professional wrestling. While walking around backstage at a WWF event at Madison Square Garden, Stossel approached a wrestler named David Schultz with a poor choice of questions. Schultz was a huge guy, like six feet five and 260 pounds, and one of the big heels for the company. When Stossel came up and asked Schultz on camera if wrestling was fake, he had no way of knowing Schultz was in full character.

Stossel had no sooner asked the question than Schultz legit slapped him right down to the ground. Boom! Then Schultz asked him if he thought the slap was fake and slapped him again. It was all over the news in a hurry.

Needless to say, there were lawsuits filed and the WWF eventually fired Schultz, but Stossel had unwittingly convinced a lot of people watching at home that wrestling definitely wasn’t fake. It was a big victory for the credibility of the business.

And that’s exactly what kayfabe was all about.

The days and weeks started to fly by at our little wrestling school, and eventually Eddie decided to put us to the test. It was time for a show. My first match ever was against Rick Rood. Eddie opened up the doors of the church basement for all these little inner-city kids, like thirty of them, so we could show off our stuff. Those kids were great. They knew their wrestling and weren’t shy about letting us know it. They’d boo or cheer depending on how realistic our moves were. They were ruthless. I remember busting Rood’s nose open and blood gushing everywhere. Those kids were yelling, “That’s fake. It ain’t real.”

Ha. Little did they know Rood was in my ear, saying, “What the hell? Fake? This isn’t fake. Look at my nose.”

I think we only went about five minutes and didn’t even have a winner. They just rang the bell and we were done. Man, we were so blown up and out of breath that we couldn’t even talk or move.

My second match was with Barry, who almost destroyed my leg. He had me in a headlock, and I pushed him off into the ropes. He gave me a running tackle so hard that my tibia in my right leg popped out of place. You could actually see the bone protruding against the skin. I thought it was my knee and rolled out of the ring, yelling, “Oh man, my knee. I did something to my knee.”

I’ll tell you what, the kids in the audience were cheering and having a ball while I thought I’d never walk again. Fortunately for me, my legs were strong and big—probably about 30 inches around— from all of my weight training, so I was able to slightly walk.

On my way out to go home, I took a seat on the church steps for a second to rest. When I got up, grimacing from the pain, I wasn’t paying attention and stepped on an uneven section of the sidewalk. As my right ankle turned sideways, the bone popped back into place. I started bending my leg back and forth, relieved beyond belief that I hadn’t blown my knee out.

I looked at Barry, who was with me, shrugged, and said, “Hey, that feels pretty good. See you at the gym in two hours for squats?” And I did.

Aside from being impressed by our in-ring training and first couple of matches, Eddie was always taken aback by our size and was convinced we could make it in the business. He would talk about how he knew people in the business like Ole Anderson, who ran Georgia Championship Wrestling (GCW). “Ole would love you guys. I’ve got to take some pictures of you and see what he could do. I’m telling you, Ole will be interested.”

Ole Anderson was a major wrestling star all of us knew from TV. He’d been in the legendary Minnesota Wrecking Crew tag team with his kayfabe brother Gene Anderson. The Andersons had been a main event attraction since the late ’60s. They’d won every major tag team championship the NWA territories had to offer, many times over.

By 1981, Ole was focusing more on the business side of things and was a small percentage owner of GCW in Atlanta. He was the booker and the man in charge of everything, including hiring new talent. Eddie was convinced that if Ole liked the pictures of us, he’d stop to see us during one of his trips to visit his parents in his hometown of Ramsey, Minnesota.

We humored Eddie. “Okay, Eddie, whatever you say.”

We posed outside of the ring in the church basement for some really rudimentary photos, each of us wearing shorts, our hands on our hips. At the very least, the photos showed how big we were. Add Eddie’s slick descriptions of how we were in the ring, and the plan worked.

I’ll never forget when Eddie ran up to me one day and said Ole was up from Georgia and was going to stop by Gramma B’s for a beer. Now that was big news.

Ole showed up on a particularly busy night, which meant he’d get a good show. You see, at Gramma B’s there was this big electrical box on the ground outside the front door past the sidewalk. Attached to the box was a midthigh-high wire that we all called the trip wire. Whenever someone got rowdy or outlandish, we’d take him by the back of the neck with one hand and the back of his pants with the other and run him out the front door.

These poor guys would go hurtling through the doorway and, without seeing it, hit the trip wire and either flip and land on their faces or bounce back onto their asses. It was the greatest thing ever, and we all used it as often as possible. Eventually we got to the point where we’d rate each other on the landing of our victims on a scale of one to ten. Rest assured, I always scored a ten.

I had just finished sending some jerk into the trip wire, causing a dazzling flip and smash. I was proud.

“Hmm, that was different,” someone off to the side commented. I looked over, and there was Ole Anderson standing with Eddie, admiring my technique. I knew it was him, but I casually walked back inside and resumed my position next to the front door. I was playing it cool, but in my mind I was freaking out. Holy shit, that was Ole Anderson.

About twenty minutes later, I heard Eddie shouting down to me from the upstairs office. “Hey, Joe, get Rood and come up here for a minute.”

Eddie introduced us, and we shook hands. I was much bigger than Ole, but he was a mountain of a man who reminded me of a rugged old lumberjack. He gave me a strong grip, which I gave right back.

Our meeting was casual and pretty brief. Ole told Rood and me he liked our pictures and Eddie had spoken very highly of our athletic ability. “We’ll have to see how things go,” he said, “but I’d like to bring you two down for a tryout in Georgia sometime.” He said he’d give us a call, and that was it.

On a Thursday afternoon a few weeks later, I was hanging out at Rood and Mike’s apartment. We were all starving and decided to victimize the local smorgasbord restaurant, but as usual, we had to wait on Rood to get ready.

One thing you have to understand about Rood is that he had no shortage of lady friends and loved to look good for them all. His hair and Tom Selleck mustache were always a priority when going anywhere.

Mike and I were getting tired of waiting and went out on the front steps. Finally Rood emerged. As we all started to leave, the phone rang. Mike and I moaned for Rood to let it ring and come on, but he couldn’t resist the urge to answer it. After all, he had girls calling day and night.

Rood was in the apartment for a few minutes before coming back out. “Hey, man, that was Ole. He wants me and you to drive down to Georgia and wrestle on the TV tapings Saturday.”

The news couldn’t have been any bigger. Mike congratulated us, and we all left for lunch.

I could only think about how crazy all of this was—and how long that drive to Atlanta would be. It was already Thursday afternoon, and we had to be there by Saturday morning. We didn’t have enough time.

As soon as we got back to Rood’s, I called Ole and told him driving might be a problem. He said not to worry and that two tickets would be waiting for us at the airport the next afternoon. In a rush, we packed and got ready to go.
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EDUCATION OF A ROAD WARRIOR

Before Rood and I headed toward fame and fortune down in Atlanta, I had to call my folks. It’s funny because the day Ole called us, my dad had taped the local classified ads on the refrigerator and told me I shouldn’t bother coming home without a job. By that same afternoon, I had the privilege of calling my dad to tell him his son had indeed gotten a job. “Dad, I’m going to be flying down to Georgia tomorrow to be a pro wrestler.”

He was incredulous. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“Nope, I’m not kidding. This is what I’m going to do for now and see how it goes.”

And that was that. If wrestling had the potential to offer me and my little Joey a good living, I had to check it out.

So Rood and I caught our flight and made it down to Atlanta in plenty of time for the Saturday morning TV tapings. Here we were, completely inexperienced and starting off on GCW’s World Championship Wrestling TV show. This was the show to watch on cable. It came on every Saturday at 6:05 p.m. on Superstation WTBS 17 and was as big as it got.

We were both a little nervous but excited, too. I was ready, or at least I thought I was. When Ole and I discussed what my gimmick4 would be, he already had an idea. The Mel Gibson movie Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior inspired Ole. The characters had a savage and brutal attitude combined with a neobiker image. I would be Ole’s Road Warrior.

The first thing I needed to do was get my image and outfit together—quickly. For whatever reason, I decided my Road Warrior wardrobe would be a little jean jacket vest, black leather gloves, sunglasses, jean shorts, and to top it all off, a Village People-style black police cap.

It seemed right at the time, but looking back, man, was I off.

When I arrived at the studio, Ole quickly hid me in the back. I guess I was kind of like his big secret because he kept me away from everyone throughout most of the taping.

When it was my time to enter the show, Ole made it very clear he wanted me to be vicious as hell: “I want you to go out there and kick the shit out of this guy tonight.”

That sounded good to me.

My first match was with a guy named Randy Barber. Randy was a jobber5 who was short, pale, middle-aged and looked as if he had no business in a ring of any kind. He wasn’t intimidating in the least but was a nice enough guy. I felt bad about what Ole wanted me to do to him. I don’t remember much about that first experience against Randy other than the audience’s reaction to me and how much of a beating I dished out.

Ole and I hadn’t discussed anything about how the match would go. “What’s the point?” he’d said. “You’re going to forget it all the second you get in front of the audience.” He was right.

That night is like a series of quick snapshots in my mind, but I can recall walking up to the interview podium across from the ring. In those days, I wasn’t allowed to say a word. When I went up to the host, Gordon Solie, for my prematch interview, Gordon said, “Any words from the Road Warrior before the match starts?”

I didn’t answer. I stared at him through the sunglasses.

Without missing a beat, the bewildered Solie looked right at the camera and said, “Let’s go to the action in the ring.”

That kind of noninteraction got a hot response from the little studio crowd, which was comprised mostly of young inner-city kids. They booed me incessantly from beginning to finish. I loved it. My big, mean attitude shined right through, which was the plan from the get-go.

When the bell rang, I quickly charged at Randy, grabbed him by the throat, and pushed him into the corner. As I was choking him, I pushed back his head and then forearm smashed him so hard his chest practically caved in. Poor Randy literally didn’t know what hit him. I let him go, and he came groggily walking back. I grabbed him and gave him a giant knee smash to the head for the finish. The match was over almost as soon as it had started, but there it was, my big debut.

As the match ended, all the kids were letting me have it with boos and jeers, so I flipped them all the middle finger. I had so much adrenaline running I didn’t know what I was doing. Oops. Thankfully, Ole said they would edit it out of the tape for the evening broadcast.

I didn’t even get a chance to see Rood’s match. Then, for whatever reason, Ole sent Rood up to Mid-Atlantic Championship Wrestling (MCW) based out of Charlotte, North Carolina. It was like that in the wrestling business, though. One minute someone would be right next to you, and the next he was gone without a trace. I would see Rood again very soon, though.

Little did I realize that while my big opportunity was unfolding, a power struggle was also developing between Ole and a guy named Jim Barnett over GCW. All I knew was that Barnett was a big player in the business and was another stockholder of the company. It was all a big mess I absolutely had no understanding of. Above that, I didn’t care as long as I had a job and kept working. Lawsuits were exchanged, and I remember the constant threat of Barnett trying to shut GCW events down.

As a result of Ole’s troubles with Barnett, Ole told me I was going to be shipped off. “Hey, kid. There’s a lot of crap going on down here. I need to get rid of you for a couple of months. You’ll go up and work at Mid-Atlantic in Charlotte. When this storm blows over, I’ll send for you.”

I didn’t know what to think.

Ole was pretty adamant that he had to shut down operations for a short period and fight to stay in business. “I can either lie down or die trying,” he said, raising his hands, “and I ain’t lying down.”

When Ole told me I was going up to MCW in the Carolinas, I wasn’t sure. It sounded to me like going from the big time in Atlanta to some little hillbilly setup in the middle of the sticks in North Carolina. Ole said promoter Jim Crockett would take care of me, but I didn’t know.

I called Rood, who’d been up there for a couple of weeks and knew the lay of the land. When I told him my concerns, he said, “No, man, you’ve got it wrong. This territory’s a hotbed, man. Mid-Atlantic is the headquarters for the whole NWA. Crockett has a good thing here.”

Rood sold me.

Jim Crockett Promotions out of Charlotte, North Carolina, owned and operated the MCW territory of the NWA. Jim Crockett Sr. had been promoting wrestling, concerts, and minor league baseball since the ’30s and over time built up a local empire. In 1973, when Jim Crockett Sr. passed away, his son Jim Crocket Jr. took the lead.

As soon as I arrived in Charlotte, I met up with Rood and got a small room at this dive motel near the airport. Catching up with him was fun and made me feel at home.

A lot of the other guys stayed there, too. Rood introduced me to Joe LeDuc, a true veteran of the business and a great guy. Joe gave us rides all the time to the studio forty-five minutes away where MCW taped their TV programs. If it weren’t for Joe, I don’t know what we would’ve done.

When the time came for my first match, I was surprised and a little relieved to be booked with Rood. At least I knew his style from our days at Eddie’s school. His in-ring ability was the same as mine at that point: horrible.

We were the second match on the card in front of a packed house at the Fayetteville Civic Center. We were told to go for a twenty-minute Broadway. That meant we’d have to wrestle to a time limit draw of twenty minutes. I got nervous. Twenty minutes is a long time for a match, let alone a match between two rookies.

Rood and I had no idea what to do. We thought we could randomly throw on moves we’d seen the other guys do in their matches. Man, were we wrong.

Five minutes into the match, Rood threw on a figure-four leg-lock, and referee Tommy Young went nuts on us. “You can’t do that. That’s Ric Flair’s finishing move.”

When we got up, I grabbed Rood and put him in a massive bear hug.

“No, no, no. That’s Joe LeDuc’s finish.”

Great. Now what? Rood’s and my repertoire consisted of nothing more than running tackles, hip tosses, and body slams, for the most part. We went out there with nothing to work with.

I know the guys were watching us in the back getting blown up, out of breath, and scrambling aimlessly in the ring and laughing their asses off. During the match, you could see all of their heads poking through the curtain in the back so they could catch a glimpse of us. Lord knows none of them ever tried to show us anything. Back in those days, there was very little guidance for new guys. Most of the established guys were too busy worrying about their t in the company to worry about us.

When it was over, Rood and I went to the back and laughed it off as a learning experience.

Soon after, Rood got injured and went back to Minnesota to rest up.

Another important lesson I came to learn during this time was that it didn’t matter how big and strong I was. Here I was feeling and looking like a monster, and yet I was wrestling nine times a week for about $150. What did matter was how over with the crowd you were. The more over you were, the more money you made. It was that simple.

I might’ve been getting a little impatient at my underpaid jobber status, but I knew it was my time to pay dues. Eventually I started getting more comfortable in the ring and occasionally one of the top guys—like Ric Flair, Jerry Brisco, or Ricky Steamboat—would let me get a little offense in, which helped give me some credibility.

I remember when Ric Flair, the NWA World Heavyweight champion, let me body slam him on TV. We locked up early in the match, and Ric whispered, “Kick me in the stomach and slam me.” So I did. Pow! Then I scooped him up and slammed him down hard. It was a big thrill, even if short lived.

There’s no question that each time I had a match with those guys I learned a little more, but my biggest lesson came at the hands of an old-time favorite of the Mid-Atlantic region, Johnny Weaver. Weaver had been around since the ’60s and had won single and tag team titles in Georgia, Florida, and North Carolina.

By the time I met up with him in the ring that night, he was pushing fifty years old. I was beating the crap out of him the whole time, and all of a sudden he started shaking his left arm like he was having a seizure. You see, Johnny used to do this thing when he made a comeback during a match. He’d signal to the audience by raising one of his arms straight up, pointing his first two fingers in the air, shaking wildly.

The fans went berserk as Johnny started making his comeback with a flurry of punches to my head. Then he whipped me into the ropes and sank into a sleeper hold. As I was going out, the ref called for the bell, which surprised me.

I mean, I knew from the beginning Johnny was going to win, but I didn’t know it was going to be with a sleeper hold. I felt humiliated. I wondered how the crowd could ever believe that a skinny old man like Johnny Weaver could beat my ass, let alone with a sleeper.

I walked to the back, and there was Sgt. Slaughter and Don Kernodle laughing their heads off at me. Slaughter, or “Sarge” as I called him, was always someone I could approach.

“Man, there ain’t nobody in the world who’d believe Johnny Weaver could put me to sleep,” I said.

Sarge and Kernodle looked at each other and burst into laughter again. “Brother,” Sarge said, “you got your next lesson. This business is a total work. Check your concept of reality at the door. Anything can happen and usually does.”

Something else I had to grow accustomed to was the traveling, the grueling hours spent driving from town to town in cramped rental cars and staying in roadside motels. This was actually the way most of my time was spent, and there were some memorable experiences to say the least.

Once we were staying at some dump motel in Richmond, Virginia, and a bunch of us were having a few beers and unwinding. Roddy Piper thought he’d break me in a little bit and give me some words of advice.

“C’mere, kid,” Roddy said. Then he told the waitress, “Gimme two glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s for my friend and me.”

I didn’t know Roddy from a hole in the wall, but he was a top guy in the company. If he wanted to be generous with drinks, I’d let him. He was sucking that Jack down with beer chasers like it was the last beverage on earth, and he pushed a shot of whiskey my way.

Personally, I always thought whiskey tasted like piss, but out of respect for Roddy, I pounded it down and decided to pick his brain a little. “How do you do it out there?”

Piper was always great in the ring and seemed so relaxed. He looked at me and said, “It’s just experience, kid. Experience.”

Then I asked him a funny one. “Do you think I could ever make it to your level?”

He leaned back and smiled. “I hope you do well, kid, but it’s doubtful you’ll ever make it in this business.”

Talk about a deflation! I was so pissed that I went back to my room, lay down on the bed, and cursed Roddy Piper’s name. Old bastard, I thought. We’ll see who makes it.

When I woke up in the morning, a bunch of wrestlers were running around saying something had happened to Mike Rotunda (WWF superstar Irwin R. Scheister, I.R.S.). I had no idea what the hell they were talking about until Sarge bumped into me and told me the story.

Apparently, Mike had been completely hammered the night before and decided to go skinny-dipping. In order to make it to the pool, you had to scale a chain-link fence. Mike made the initial climb over just fine and had his drunken swim. However, when he was making his return climb over, he caught his dick on a piece of the fence and peeled back all of the skin from top to bottom. Mike was so drunk he didn’t even realize it, staggered to his room, and passed out.

It wasn’t until the next morning, when Rotunda woke up and saw blood everywhere, that he discovered what had happened. As the story goes, Mike performed a little self-surgery and pulled the skin back into place and held it until he made it to the hospital. What a nightmare!

Eventually, the months of traveling up, down, and around Virginia, West Virginia, and North Carolina were wearing me down. With the pittance I was making, I could only afford a half bag of pretzel sticks and a gallon of milk during any given week. Fortunately there were those like Sarge who would treat me to Burger King once in a while so I could have a hamburger and fries. He also occasionally took me to shows in his big camouflaged limo, which was cool, but I was having real doubts about MCW. Contrary to Ole’s words, Crockett was not taking care of me at all.

My morale wasn’t the only thing shrinking. During those three months on the road, my weight dropped from about 275 pounds to 225 pounds. At night I stared at the ceiling and questioned every second of what I was doing. I also wondered how little Joey was doing at home.

While I was gone, Joey stayed mostly with Nancy, but my mom and dad brought him to their house for visits, too. I knew everyone in my family felt my attempt at wrestling was crazy, but I had to try it. I knew I could be a big earner for Joey if things worked out.

Right now, it wasn’t working for us. My frustration finally culminated into a meeting with Crockett. I went right into his office and explained my situation.

Crockett didn’t even blink when he told me there was nothing he could do. “This is the way the business works.” He said he was just doing Ole a favor until things cleared up in Georgia.

Well, I wasn’t waiting any longer. I’d had it. I decided to quit wrestling and go home for Christmas. I arrived back in Minnesota burnt out and with a bitter taste in my mouth. Reluctantly, I moved back in with my parents until I could get back on my feet. I imagined my father putting up job postings on the fridge again, and I shuddered. Feeling the pressure, I started doing any temporary work I could find to bring in some cash.

For a while I was loading boxes onto UPS tractor trailers from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m. Believe it or not, I even went back to my dead-end job and worked in what I called “the cave,” a dismal room where I had to assemble various high-tech machine parts. I wasn’t happy, but it was great to be back home and around Joey. Every time I looked into his eyes, though, I knew I had to get things seriously back into motion.

Back home, everyone wanted to hear about my exploits in the world of professional wrestling. I let my feelings loose and made it clear that going down to Georgia was a horrible mistake and that Ole Anderson had fed me false hopes on the way to a dead end. Word got around quickly, and there was at least one person who took offense and decided to let me know: Rick Martel.

Rick was a well-established French Canadian wrestler who eventually became the AWA World Heavyweight champion before embarking on a run in the WWF as Rick “The Model” Martel. One day while I was working out at The Gym, Rick happened to be there and approached me with his two cents. In his thick French accent, he said, “Joe, I want to give you some advice. I know you went down to Georgia and didn’t have a great experience. But you might want to watch what you say about the business. You might get hurt.”

Oh, brother. Was he kidding? I cut him off. “Rick, let me tell you something. Those guys down there have my number and address. They can find me anytime. There ain’t no one down there I can’t handle, and that goes for you, too.”

Rick jumped back, surprised.

I didn’t mince words as I told him about being shuffled around from Atlanta to the Carolinas, starving. The expression on his face made it clear he didn’t care, so I saved my breath and went about my workout.

A couple days later, I was at my parents’ house with Joey when the phone rang. I couldn’t believe it. It was Ole. I guess his ears had been ringing down in Atlanta.

“Hey, kid. How’s it going?”

I wanted to reach through the phone and wring his neck. “You’ve got a lot of balls calling this house. You brought me down there, pushed me off to Crockett, and forgot about me. I want to break your neck, man.” I had so much pent-up frustration toward Ole that I blew up on him. I cussed him out left and right, calling him every name in the book.

To his credit, Ole listened, apologized, and explained things from his point of view. He said how his hands had been tied while fighting with Jim Barnett over GCW, but he assured me that things had been worked out and Barnett was gone. Then Ole asked me the big question: “Hey, Joe, you want to give it another try?”

Wow. I hadn’t seen that one coming. Truth was, I didn’t know. And that’s what I told him. We agreed to talk again down the road.

In the meantime, I went to work. Dropping weight had been depressing as hell. Now that I was eating and lifting normally, my body’s muscle memory kicked in and the pounds packed on. Before I knew it, I was close to 300 pounds again and feeling good.

I also got back in touch with both Rood and Mike Hegstrand. While I had been gone on my little adventures with GCW and MCW, Hegstrand and a healed up Rood had unsuccessfully gone to try their luck in Vancouver, wrestling for Al Tomko’s NWA All-Star Championship Wrestling. We exchanged stories of our less-than-stellar debuts and had a good laugh.

Mike told me that when those guys in Vancouver got a look at him, they had a revelation: “Let’s give this guy an evil German gimmick.” Mike hated it. They made him shave his head, gave him the claw as his finisher,6 and named him Crusher Von Haig. “Aw c’mon. Not the claw.” Mike groaned. “Anything but the claw.” It was funny as hell. Crusher Von Haig was a typical, cliché gimmick that paralleled Baron von Raschke, a well-known wrestler in the AWA and NWA territories.

After only wrestling three matches, and vomiting after each of them, Mike had had enough. With Rood in tow, Mike fled Canada and came back to Minnesota. He couldn’t get there fast enough. They drove the entire 1800 miles all day and all night until they made it, almost killing themselves several times by falling asleep at the wheel.

Now that the three of us had been reunited, we all picked up bouncing shifts again back at Gramma B’s. There we were, working on a typical night, and who was there talking to Eddie again? Ole. Eddie had invited him back to take a better look at the pictures of all of us.

I said a quick hello but kept it short.

As Ole and Eddie were chatting and flipping through the pictures, one of them caught Ole’s eye. “Hey, where did you get this shot of Joe?” he said. “I haven’t seen this one before.”

Only it wasn’t me. It was Mike.

“Where was this guy the first time I was here?” He kept holding the pictures of Mike and me side by side. You could tell his wheels were turning. He saw something in us.

“Would the two of you be interested in coming down together? We could make you into a team,” Ole said. “I’ll make you my Road Warriors.”

I was hesitant to have a big conversation about the idea until I talked to Mike.

When I did, we both decided that if Ole agreed to treat us right, we’d do it.

Ole and I spoke on the phone, and I made it clear that this was not going to be a repeat of my first trip down to Georgia. “Are you going to take care of me this time?” I asked.

“You two come down here, and I’m gonna make you my champions.”

Champions? That was all I needed to hear to give wrestling another chance. After all, the main priority was to be successful and make good money. Becoming champions would ensure both.

So Mike and I packed, said our brief good-byes, and hauled off to the airport. You can imagine the crazy déjà vu I was experiencing.

As soon as we got to Atlanta, Ole made his intentions clear. “You guys are my tag champions. Get ready. Your first match is coming up on TV, and you’ll already have the belts.”

It was a sudden and shocking revelation. When Ole had told us on the phone that he was going to make us champions, I’d thought he’d meant a little further down the road after we had more experience. Mike and I had to scramble to get ready. I went out and bought us matching outfits that were an upgraded extension of my Road Warrior outfit before. Now we had black leather chaps with long black wrestling tights underneath, matching leather gloves, vests, and hats, black motorcycle boots, and sunglasses (black for me, red for Mike). The image, like us, was raw and in an early stage but much closer to what we wanted to portray: two bad, mean monsters from the streets.

After I got all of our stuff, we went back to see Ole.

“What do you want us to be?” I said. “How do you want us to act and look? Who are we?”

Ole thought about it for a minute, then smiled. “After what I saw you do to Randy Barber last year, you’re going to be Animal.”

I liked it, but then we both looked at Mike and wondered what we’d call him.

As I continued to think, Mike shouted it out. “Well, I fly around like a hawk.”

I answered right back, “There it is, bro. You’ll be Hawk.”

And that’s how it happened. Right then and there, we would forever be known to each other and the public as Animal and Hawk, the Road Warriors. In and out of the ring, as per kayfabe, we pretty much became our alter egos full-time, and the people never doubted it for a second. It was pretty crazy to be given license to walk around looking and acting like the Road Warriors.

Because we were so green in the business, Ole paired us up with someone who would become an integral part of our lives and career for years to come: “Precious” Paul Ellering. Paul had been wrestling for a few years but had recently blown one of his knees out on two separate occasions. He was looking to step out of the ring but stay in the business. Paul was also a genius with an IQ of 162 and was a former junior powerlifting champion with a recorded dead lift in the 750-pound range. For the first few months, Paul was our voice while we stood on either side of him as silent, menacing enforcers. We were a complete presentation now.

The time finally arrived for our big TV debut as the Road Warriors on GCW’s World Championship Wrestling. While we were gearing up in the back, Ole walked up. “We’re gonna shock a lot of people today, boys.” Then he congratulated us and handed over the NWA National Tag Team Championship belts.

It was just like that. Without even wrestling in a single match, we were champions for the first time. It was an unprecedented move, but Ole had needed to make a quick decision.

As it turned out, Ole had been in a real jam with his most recent champs, Arn Anderson and Matt Borne (future WWF character Doink the Clown). Borne had been accused of statutory rape. The impending publicity wasn’t something Ole wanted brought to the company, so he made a change: Arn and Borne were out, and Hawk and I were in.

Officially, it was explained that a few days before our TV debut, we’d won the titles during a tag team tournament in Chicago. It never happened. What did happen was that the Road Warriors became NWA champions without having to wrestle a single match. On June 11, 1983, we made our first ever TV appearance for GCW and came out with the belts around our waists as if we’d always had them.

Having the NWA National Tag Team Championship title was a huge deal. It immediately established us with the fans as legitimate forces to be reckoned with, and the boys in the back realized we were going to be around awhile, too.

Ole later told me that from time to time a few of the guys would complain about our stiff style and instant push. “They wanted you gone,” he said. “I told them if they wanted you fired to go do it themselves because I sure as hell wasn’t going to.”

It was still hard to grasp, though. Only a few weeks before, Hawk and I were in Minnesota debating if we should go to Atlanta or not, and now we were champions. We were in the company of other known National Tag Team champion teams like the Freebirds, Brad and Bob Armstrong, and the Wild Samoans, Afa and Sika.

It really showed how much Ole believed in us, too. He knew we were raw but that with Paul at our side, we’d learn from one of the most brilliant minds in the business. As our manager, Paul developed a vaudevillian carnival ringleader type of gimmick complete with a top hat, blue coat with tails, a pink tie, and his trademark folded up issue of the Wall Street Journal.

Paul hyped us during interviews with quick, creative articulation and a deep, gravelly tone. “Here come the Monsters of the Midway,” he’d yell. “I’m bringing the world something that’s never been seen before. The most dominating tag team of all time! You better run for your lives.” Paul was a phenomenal talent and businessman and exactly what we needed. He made the claims, and we backed them up. It was a perfect circle.

One thing many people don’t know is that Paul was our real manager. All of the managers in wrestling at the time—guys like Bobby Heenan, Jim Cornette, and Jimmy Hart—were playing a character role. Paul, on the other hand, did everything from booking our appearances, flights, and hotel rooms to sitting us down and strategizing our matches.

Almost every night, Hawk and I watched as Paul would sketch out a ring and stick figures on a piece of paper. “Okay, guys, this is the ring. Now, we don’t want to do too much at one time, so pick two moves to add to the match every week. Once you’ve perfected the timing and execution, we’ll move on.” Then he pointed with his pencil and gestured with his hands. “Now, Joe, if you’re here, bring the guy back to the corner and tag Mike. Then throw the guy into the ropes. As you get down and let the guy jump over you, Mike’s going to clothesline the hell out of him.”

Paul was so fluid and easy to follow that we learned something new every night. As a result, our confidence started to increase and we were able to elongate our matches.

Paul was more than a manager to us. He was the third Road Warrior.
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