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STONE COLD  Words aDam THORN

 
t’s August 3, 1997, and Steve 
Williams is lying motionless on 
the canvas at the Continental 
Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, 
New Jersey. To the 20,000 

ecstatic wrestling fans who have 
come to see him fight Owen Hart at 
Summer Slam, this is all part of the 
night’s entertainment, another plot 
device in the back-and-forth duel for 
the Intercontinental title, where the 
loser will, in true WWF fashion, have 
to kiss the other’s arse. 

But back in reality, things have gone very, very 
wrong. Steve isn’t acting now, he has lost the 
feeling in most of his limbs, as a horrific pain 
surges up his spine. Just moments before, Hart 
bodged the most dangerous ‘finisher’ move in 
the business – the Tombstone Piledriver. 

It’s a move that should give the illusion of 
crushing an opponent’s head into the mat. 
Except there is no illusion: Williams’ 250lb body 
has just been slammed skull-first, triggering 
axial load – otherwise known as a major impact 
to the spinal cord. He is now all but paralysed.

His lack of movement is causing whispers in 
the crowd. Yet after 90 seconds, Williams starts 
to regain enough movement to lift his head up 
and whisper to the ref, Earl Hebner: “Tell him 
[Hart] not to fucking touch me, I can’t move.” 

The ref relays the message to Hart, who buys 
him time by showboating. Williams now 
manages to contort his body into a crawl 
position, even though he has lost feeling in his 
hands, and finally grabs Hart’s legs from behind 
to instigate the pin to end the match. Fantasy 
now over, three refs surge towards him and 
drag his near-lifeless body out of the ring. 
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my dues and working in a different town every 
night and hanging out with veterans. Those 
were hard times, but they were some of the 
most enjoyable times I’ve had.”

His tour of the lower divisions lasted two 
years before he got a call to the big leagues of 
WCW – where his earnings went from a few 
hundred dollars a month to $300,000 a year.

Adopting the character ‘Stunning’ Steve 
Austin, he got to grapple with icons including 
Rick Flair and Hulk Hogan. But during a tour 
of Japan, while attempting a jump off the 
turnstiles, he tore his tricep right off his elbow. 
As he lay in rehab, WCW’s top producer Eric 
Bishoff sacked him – over the phone. 

“He actually told me I would never amount to 
anything and then he fired me,” he admitted 
years later. It was a huge blow. Bishoff wasn’t 
just a big name in the industry, he was the 
name at the time, and being told you’re pretty 
shit by The Bish is today’s equivalent of, well, 
Simon Cowell spitting in your face. 

Now near-penniless and jobless, 
while also trying to support a family, 
his confidence was at an all-time 
low when he received a call from 
ECW – Extreme Championship 
Wrestling – a cult group in 
Philadelphia popular for its violent 
and hardcore style. 

ECW’s then-boss Paul E – known 
to wrestling fans as Paul Hayman 
– hatched a plan to capitalise on 
Steve’s anger while taking a swipe 
at the rival organisation.

Steve would be paid $500 a 
night, not to wrestle, but to slate 
the boss who fired him. All live on 
cable television. And it was this 
opportunity that let Steve – then 
known as a solid in-ring 
‘mechanic’ – create the character 
that would become Stone 
Cold Steve Austin.

A refreshing 
beverage or two 
after defeating 
The Rock in 1999

“Hang on – I’m 
looking for the 
gents’ toilets. 
Have I taken a 
wrong turn?”

Fast forward 16 years, and a familiar voice is on the line 
to loaded. “Yoooooo Adam! What’s happening?” growls 
Steve ‘Austin’ Williams in that unmistakable Stone Cold 
Texan drawl as we’re introduced, while the office gets all 
giddy with excitement. Because to any self-respecting 
12-year-old growing up in the early noughties, there was 
only one bona-fide hero that dominated talk in the 
playground – and it was the now 48-year-old Texan 
wrecking machine we’re interviewing. 

This writer remembers staying up all night to watch 
whatever bonkers pay-per-view offering the WWF could 
serve up, starring characters like The Rock, Triple H or 
The Big Show. In fact – next to a tug over Britney Spears 
dancing with that boa constrictor – it really didn’t get 
any better for a young nipper marooned in UK suburbia. 

But before we get into the stuff that made his name... 
just how did he survive that near-death incident? 

“Man, I thought I was going to be paralysed,” he sighs. 
“I thought I was going to be a quadriplegic from that 
point on. I figured I was going to be the next Christopher 
Reeve. It was a risky moment, but I never panicked.  
I called a doctor in the ring and concentrated on getting 
some movement back in my limbs so I could crawl.”

Of course, the craziest thing is that, despite being near 
death, Austin risked his life, or at least further terminal 
injury, to finish the match. The injury he suffered would 
see him out of action for three months, forfeit his newly-
acquired title, and cause repercussions from the injury 
that would ultimately cut short his career. 

“A lot of guys try and go above and beyond the call of 
duty. We’re not doctors, we’re wrestlers, and things do go 
wrong – that night I was just trying to make chicken 
salad out of chicken shit.”

But Stone Cold Steve Austin wasn’t the usual breed of 
slightly camp, overweight grappler wearing garish latex. 
This is the man who dragged American wrestling into 
the modern age. Stone Cold was a character who was 
walking, uncensored carnage. He swore at the boss, he 
smashed up the ring, he drove over The Rock’s car in a 
monster truck and, most importantly, he drank a shitload 
of beer. But getting to that point was anything but easy.

born to raise hell 
Originally surnamed Anderson, Steve’s father walked 
out on the family when he was a kid, before his mother 
remarried to country-and-western singer and part-time 
rancher Kevin Williams, who later adopted him.

As a teenager, he would spend Saturday evenings 
watching Houston Wrestling, but he also gained a 
football scholarship at the prestigious North Texas State 

University. He would go on to come just 17 hours 
short of completing his course before – 
spontaneously – quitting to pursue his wrestling 
dreams. It would mean driving a fork lift truck 
during the week and wrestling every Saturday, but 
he was determined to get there.

After five months training he was put forward for 
his first televised match, on May 11, 1989 on World 
Class Championship Wrestling against Cajun 
wrestler Frogman LeBlanc. Despite being 
hopelessly unprepared, he gave his opponent an 
almighty beating in the ring. And as he gained 
more experience, he soon moved up the ranks of 
small-town America’s wrestling circuit. But with 
no money and no career security, amateur 
wrestlers back in the late ‘80s led a life of 
unenviable poverty. 

“When I started, I was eating raw potatoes for 
breakfast, lunch and dinner, peeling them with my 
pocket knife because I didn’t have anything to 
prepare them with,” he remembers. “But they were 
some of the most fun days of my life. I was paying 

“I said 
no more 
photos”

STEVE-a-
maNIa RULES 
After verbally 
trashing Hulk Hogan 
in ECW, he paves the 
way for the “Stone 
Cold” character.

kINg Of THE RINg
Winning the 1996 
title, Stone Cold 
creates a merchandise 
craze with his “Austin 
3:16” speech  – a hell-
raising legacy is born.

HaRT aTTaCk
Austin battles Bret 
“Hitman” Hart in a 
blood-soaked bout at 
Wrestlemania XIII 
– considered Stone 
Cold’s finest fight.

STONE 
COLD CHamP
Overcoming a broken 
neck, Austin wins his 
first world title at 
Wrestlemania XIV to 
kick-start WWF’s 
“Attitude Era”.

TURNINg “HEEL”
Facing The Rock at 
Wrestlemania 
X-Seven, Austin 
shocks the world by 
joining forces with 
enemy Mr. McMahon
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“I had a place to let loose,” he says, “and ECW 
gave me the liberty and the licence.”

Not long afterwards, he got a call from WWF 
supremo Vince McMahon to take him to 
WWF. Only rather than building on the 
character he created at ECW, they instead 
wanted him to play ‘The Ringmaster’. It was a 
financial lifeline, but he was hired to be cannon 
fodder for the other wrestlers on the roster. 

“WWF had a plan for me and gave me a 
gimmick,” he recalls “but they never had a 
design to be a main event character. But I 
needed more money than I was making in 
ECW and I knew I had to make the next step. 
When I saw ‘The Ringmaster’, I knew it would 
be a flop and that’s when I started thinking 
and came up with the Stone Cold gimmick.”

Vince McMahon gave the concept the OK 
and the character soon exploded in popularity.

“The fact I unleashed it on them and 
explained it to them meant it was organic; it 
was who and what I am in my competitive 
nature and work ethic,” he recalls. “Had 
someone just said ‘You’re going be this guy’,  
I don’t know if I could have pulled it off.”

But pull it off he did. He won titles including 
three Royal Rumbles, six WWF Championships, 
three Tag Team Championships and one King 
of the Ring. But it wasn’t so much about the 

accomplishments as the moments. He drove 
out in his own (fully customised we might add) 
beer truck, filled up owner Vince McMahon’s 
car with concrete, drove over The Rock’s sports 
car and even got arrested in the ring. He 
flogged more merchandise and sold more pay-
per-view tickets than any wrestler ever. In 1998, 
some reports state he sold 12 million T-shirts, 
generating his paymasters an astonishing $250 
million that year in sales alone. 

last chance saloon
However, as his career went on, the ravaging 
long-term effects from that Piledriver pushed 
him into retirement, with just one fight left 
against The Rock to end a glittering career. 

But there was more drama in store. The night 
before what is still considered the biggest 
wrestling match of all time, Stone Cold found 
himself in a hospital – fearing for his life. His 
legs started uncontrollably shaking and he 
rang his hotel reception screaming down the 
phone: “I think I’m having a heart attack.”

“Physically, I look like somebody who 
deserves the name Stone Cold, but truthfully, 
I’m a walking disaster area,” he commented in 
his autobiography. “My back, neck and knees 
are a mess. I’ve got two fused discs in my back 
and others just barely holding together. When 

I stepped off that elevator [in the hotel], my 
heart started going at 180 beats a minute.  
I thought I was going to die right there... I just 
got lucky that WWF called in the paramedics.”

He was then rushed to hospital as doctors 
noticed his heart beat and blood pressure had 
risen to dangerously high levels.

“They got it settled down and put pints of 
fluid in me, gave me X-rays as I was severely 
dehydrated,” he recalls. “I was running too 
hard and partying too hard and staying up too 
late – I had just run myself ragged. But then 
when you’ve got to perform in a main event, 
you go the hospital the night before and don’t 
sleep – it was a rough day in the office.”

It led to a disappointing last match, despite 
being between arguably the two most 
successful wrestlers of all time. 

“From a performance level I would have loved 
for it to be ten times what it was,” he admitted. 
“But the show must go on. I had to pass the 
torch to The Rock, and I was more than happy 
to do that. I just wished we could have given 
them a better ride, but anyone else would have 
done the same.” 

Now retired, Steve Williams is making the 
bulk of his living from reality shows and action 
movies, including his latest, The Package, 
opposite Rocky IV’s Dolph Lundgren. It’s now 
nearly ten years since his retirement, and those 
spinal injuries have eventually begun to heal.

“Believe me, I can do whatever any of these 
other cats do in their action movies,” he jokes, 
bullishly. “A lot of people tell you ‘I do my own 
stunts’, but that’s total BS – those guys have 
two or three stunt guys – but when you see 
Steve Austin fighting then it’s Steve Austin 
fighting. Anything that anyone else can do,  
I can do too.”

Anything else... well, how about that long-
awaited return to the ring? 

“I have moved on, and what would there be 
to gain? Could it happen? Yeah it could be 
done. If the stars all lined up, and the situation 
was perfect. For me to step back in the ring full 
time, there’s no future. But could I go? If I had 
to, for another couple of years? Absolutely.” 

So maybe our comeback king has one more 
fight left in him yet. And that’s the bottom line. 
Because Stone Cold said so (sorry). n loaded

The Package is out now on Blu ray and DVD

Austin rolls 
over The 

Rock, 2001

The Rock’s 
surprise toe-tickle  

proved subtle  
but efeective
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