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PRAISE FOR THE LAST HART BEATING



“Nattie is a one-of-a-kind, living, walking legend who has chosen to share her story of the fight inside and outside of the wrestling ring. A unique story that is rich in history and truly captures it all, from self-love, self-discovery, family, heartbreak, lessons, relationships, losing and gaining people, forgiveness, empathy, and unconditional love!


You will laugh as you can hear Nattie’s voice and sense of humor pop off of the page; you will cry through the hard times, clap and cheer through the good; but most importantly you will feel, heal, and learn through the lessons, insight, and stories that show what is truly important in life by defining your own happiness and success. This is more than just a wrestling story. This book isn’t just wanted. It’s needed.”


—Bianca Belair, WWE Superstar


“As soon as I started reading this book, I wished it was an audio version so I could hear it in Nattie’s voice. I’ve known and loved Nattie for over twelve years. Not only for her mentorship or how much she’s always looked out for the girls, but because she is one of the greatest storytellers of all time! When Nattie is in story mode, she does not skip a beat, an emotion, or a detail. And EVERYONE in the locker room listens. And laughs. A lot! As a longtime wrestling nerd, I think this book has everything and then some. But as a forever Nattie nerd, I promise this book will make you love her even more.”


—Bayley, WWE Superstar


“Reading this book felt like having wine with Nattie on the couch—if that wine came with tears, belly laughs, and a crash course in resilience. I thought I knew everything about her (she’s one of my best friends!), but I found myself laughing, crying, and texting her mid-chapter like, ‘Wait, what?!’ She’s raw, real, hilarious, and truly one of the most badass women I know.”


—Leah Van Dale, former WWE Superstar and influencer


“I could not put this book down. Nattie has such a beautiful gift of telling stories. I laughed, cried, and yelled while reading this book. It’s a true story of courage, strength, perseverance, and true love”


—Nia Jax, WWE Superstar


“Nattie Neidhart was not just a part of the women’s revolution, she was the architect of its design. Nattie’s longevity and unrivaled grit has produced a career unlike any other in sports entertainment. Her tender account of her family, tragedy, and triumph provokes both perspective on a woman succeeding against all odds and inspiration on finding your own self-worth within.”


—Beth Phoenix, WWE Hall of Famer


“Most second- and third-generation kids are arrogant, egotistical, and delusional. But readers of this funny, poignant, and revealing book will now see what everyone in the wrestling business has known all along: Nattie is none of those things.


I can count on one hand those who are universally respected by their peers in this business, but Nattie will receive a three-minute standing ovation for that reason when she’s inevitably inducted into the WWE Hall of Fame. You read about it here first.


I’m so excited for everyone to finally learn how Nattie took on the incredible task of furthering the Hart legacy, and not only did she succeed in proving herself, she created a whole new generation of fans along the way. What a read. What a story. What a book.”


—Cody Rhodes, WWE Superstar


“People are going to be obsessed with this book! There are so many moments that it had me crying out loud laughing. It’s so funny! This book is such an honest read. It’s SO good.”


—Liv Morgan, WWE Superstar
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For my dad 










PREFACE



It’s probably safe for me to say that Nattie is my favorite of my nieces and nephews. I always felt we had a unique and special bond, and that, as her uncle, I had a duty to look out for her.


When I first heard that Nattie was training to become a wrestler, I thought it was innocent enough. She was being trained by Tokyo Joe, an excellent teacher and one who taught the most vital intricacies of wrestling—specifically and most importantly, how to protect your opponent and yourself. But when she came and told me she was interested in entering the ring professionally, it was during a dark time for me. My brother Owen had only recently fallen to his death in a tragic and poorly thought-out stunt in 1999. His death all but dashed any love I had for being a pro wrestler.


Nattie was always a very sweet, funny, and smart girl, so when she first approached me asking for any advice or support, I was blunt with my words. Knowing how much potential she’d always had, I was quick to tell her that she had far better options than to wade into the ugly, hurtful world of professional wrestling, especially as a woman. I told her that it was a tough life, that girls like her are “swallowed by lowlifes and predators . . . and spit out. You have so much going for you. Don’t waste it trying to make it as a wrestler. It’s not for you, Nattie.”


I looked deep into her eyes and could see my words weren’t what she was hoping for. She accepted what I told her, but carried on pursuing her dream.


Initially, I was certain I’d given her the right advice, but over the next few days, I began to second-guess myself. Who was I to shoot down her hopes and dreams? Did I not live my dreams, when so many saw pro wrestling as a black hole? I realized that it was unfair for me to be so negative when clearly she had that same fire in her eyes that I once had.


About a week later, I went down to the Dungeon and found Nattie. I told her that everything that I said was the truth, but then again, it wasn’t fair to pour water on her dream. Despite all the heartache, there were many positives: the chance to make a lot of money, see the world, stay fit and strong, and most importantly, defy expectations and live your dreams. “If you really want to do this, I promise to always help you in any way I can. It’s not right for me to be unsupportive and negative.”


I could see that big sweet smile on her face and I was glad I came around in my thinking. Why not? In truth, I loved my life as a professional wrestler, despite the tragedy, the deceptions, the false hope, the slimeballs, and the constant pain of tumbling and bumping around in hard rings, onto floors, and into walls, chairs, railings, tables, hockey boards, and so on.


Nattie was a dark pony among her cousins Harry and Ted and even her future husband, TJ. Despite having the least-best chance to make it, she outworked, outlasted, and outsmarted all those who doubted her. She’s been at the front of the herd for twenty-five straight years, leading the way. She’s always followed her heart and lived her dreams, and her proudest claim is that she’s never injured one opponent in her long, illustrious career. She’s one of WWE’s all-time greats, and she can boast as proudly as I ever did that she is the best there is, the best there was, and the best there ever will be.


—Bret Hart











FOREWORD


Nattie Neidhart is not only a trailblazer—she’s a trailblazer in one of the toughest industries in the world to survive in, let alone thrive in: professional wrestling.


While our paths through this business have been different, they’re rooted in something we both understand deeply—family, legacy, and the relentless grind that comes with growing up in the world of pro wrestling.


Our family histories go way back. My grandmother, Lia Maivia, was one of the first female promoters in the game. Nattie’s grandfather, Stu Hart, built Stampede Wrestling into a powerhouse in the territories. My dad, Rocky Johnson, wrestled for Stu’s promotion. And Nattie’s uncles and father—Bret, Owen, Davey Boy, and Jim “The Anvil” Neidhart—wrestled for my grandmother’s. There was always mutual respect between our families and a shared commitment to building something bigger than ourselves.


Like me, Nattie was born into this wild, unpredictable, beautiful business. And when you’re born into wrestling, you quickly learn: It’s not something you win in, it’s something you survive in. And if you’re lucky—and you work your ass off—it’s something you thrive in.


Nattie has done exactly that. She’s carved out a hell of a career—on her own terms. Multi-time WWE Women’s Champion. Six-time Guinness World Record holder. And now, the longest-tenured female athlete in WWE history—eighteen years and counting.


But what I admire most about Nattie isn’t just the records or titles. It’s how she’s carried herself along the way. With heart. With grit. With grace. And always with kindness and a smile—even when things got tough.


In my book, that’s the mark of a real champion.


As a father to three daughters—including Simone, who’s now proudly continuing our family’s wrestling legacy—I have deep respect for women who kick down doors and lead with strength and authenticity. Nattie carries the spirit of the women who came before her—including my grandmother—and she’s helping shape what the future of this industry looks like.


Nattie Neidhart is a trailblazer.


Thank you, Nattie, for everything you’ve given to this business we love.


—Dwayne Johnson


P.S. Cheers to the Anvil and the Soulman smiling away in that squared circle in the sky!









PROLOGUE


I come from a dynasty of professional wrestlers going back to the 1940s. My grandfather, my dad, my uncles, my cousins, and my husband were all wrestlers. My grandparents had twelve children, and their eight sons became wrestlers, and their four daughters married wrestlers. From those marriages came more wrestlers, including me, the first and only woman from my family to wrestle—and I feel the weight of that legacy on my shoulders every day. Part of that weight is always trying to make sure my family’s achievements in this fast-changing business are never forgotten.


When you grow up in a large family like mine, you either make yourself bigger to stand out—or smaller, to fit in. In the middle of the rapid river that is the Hart family, I grew up feeling like smaller was safer, but over time I learned that bigger was who I really was.


If you ask anyone who knows of the Hart family, they’ll probably tell you we’ve been up and down, together and estranged. We’ve been put through the wringer and hoisted on a pedestal—neither of which we probably deserved.


But as someone in the Hart family, I can tell you so much more.


Even though I’ve given many interviews over my career, I’ve mostly kept to myself, and so much of my story has been private.


But now I want to share, and write, and maybe purge a little too. I’ve been body slammed and dropkicked a lot, but this is my story, and this is how I remember it.


Most of all, I want to be open, just in case there’s someone else out there who doesn’t feel right being made to feel small, when there’s something big pulling at their heart.












PART ONE 












HALL OF FAME


On March 25, 2019, I was in Central Park with my mom and two sisters as we tried to hold back our tears. My dad, the three-hundred-pound force of nature Jim “The Anvil” Neidhart, was now just three pounds of ash in our hands.


I don’t know what made us do it—maybe the serendipity of being in his favorite city, on the day he was getting inducted into the WWE Hall of Fame, and finding a giant oak tree straight out of his funeral eulogy—but we opened his urn and scattered his ashes right there in the park.


It was closure.


It was beautiful.


It was fitting for so many reasons.


And, as we were just about to find out, it was also illegal.


“Stop!” came a rattled voice from behind us.


We were filming a reality show at the time, Total Divas, and through my tears I could make out the head producer of the show, Russell Jay, who came running up to us frantically, waving his arms and shouting, “Stop! We can’t film this! It’s against the state law to spread ashes in a public place in New York City!”


“Nattie, did we just use Daddy to commit a crime!?” my now-panicked mom asked from behind her tissue.




“We need to get the hell out of here,” I told her as I ushered her to the park exit.


My dad wasn’t unfamiliar with being arrested, but my mom was a whole other story.


“We can’t just leave him there if it’s a crime,” she said.


“What do you want me to do, vacuum him up?!”


Okay, I’ll admit, I was stressed out. We were only in New York that day for the Hall of Fame induction ceremony, where my dad and his tag-team partner—my legendary uncle, Bret “Hitman” Hart—would be inducted as the Hart Foundation, and I started to envision headlines reading “WWE Wrestler Arrested for Felony in NYC.”


When I looked around, my sisters and the production crew were already in the wind, so I dragged my mom out of there toward our safe house across the bridge (the Barclays Center) where I knew Bret was waiting.


Nine months before, when my dad passed away, I’d worked up the courage to go see World Wrestling Entertainment’s Wizard of Oz, Vince McMahon, to ask him to finally put my dad in the Hall of Fame. Vince’s office was usually packed with people, with even more waiting outside to get a minute of his time, but that day, there was no one waiting; I had a clear road.


The then-owner of WWE had been amazing since my dad died, so I thought it was worth the ask.


“Natalie,” he said, “I thought your dad was in already.”


Vince was pissed off at whoever had overlooked my dad (Vince!) and immediately offered to include him in the upcoming 2019 class. But I knew teaming with Bret was the most special time in his life, so I requested he go in as part of the Hart Foundation. Like in the movie Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, my dad was John Candy to Bret’s Steve Martin.


Back at the Barclays Center, where everyone was setting up for that night’s live broadcast, my mom wanted to go find my sisters while I went and found Bret, who was in the empty seats going over his speech.


He looked very pensive. I knew this night meant a lot to him, and I could see that written all over his face as I approached.


“You want to hear it?” he asked, inviting me to join him.


I knew this was going to be special. Inside and outside the ring, Bret is a master storyteller—one of the greatest in the world, I think—and as we settled into the empty upper deck and he read his speech to me, I was reminded of that fact once again. Every sentence flowed beautifully—until he suddenly stopped.


“Nattie, why are you looking at your phone so much?” he asked.


I flashed him the stopwatch on my screen. Without pauses or clapping or any sort of engagement from the crowd, it was already forty-three minutes long.


“Okay, well, how long did they give us?” he asked.


“Fifteen.”


“Minutes?!” I could see Bret getting instantly overwhelmed as he scoured through the twenty pages he had yet to read. “How am I supposed to cut Jim’s life down to fifteen minutes?”


I felt caught between Bret’s beautiful writing and Vince’s militaristic timing. We were going live, and he hated when anyone ran over.


“Well, is there anything in there we can tighten?” I offered, trying to find a middle ground. “Maybe we take out the story with King Kong Bundy?”


But as anyone in wrestling could tell you, when it came to Bret and Vince—whose storied past peaked with Vince getting knocked out and Bret leaving the company he considered his home—finding a middle ground was tough.


“If he didn’t want me to, you know, read my speech the way I wanted to write it, then he shouldn’t have fucking invited me in the first place!”


Bret had a point, and I could see he wasn’t going to budge. So I was pretty nervous later that night as Bret and I hit the ring that acted as a stage in the now-packed arena.


On the way through the ropes, I said a little prayer to my dad above and asked him to please make sure we got through this: Daddy, I’m sorry about the park earlier, but please find us the time for Bret’s speech. Or please try to keep Vince calm backstage if we go an hour . . . Get us through this . . .


Bret was dressed in a crisp suit and I was in a custom-made pant-suit and a twenty-inch ponytail, which pictures of Jennifer Lopez at the time had convinced me was cool. It was not cool. And it kept yanking my head back every time I accidentally sat on it and then tried to move. By the time I made it to the ring that night, I felt like I had a twenty-inch dead ferret hanging by a thread from the back of my head.


But all I wanted was some kind of miracle to happen that would give Bret the time to honor my dad the way he wanted. It felt like this was our last chance as a family to really say goodbye. And I didn’t want to say goodbye at all.


I kept my part of the speech short, unlike my deeply regrettable hair, so I could give the floor to Bret, who began his speech . . . word for word like I’d heard earlier. Okay, he’s going for it! The audience was there for him, too, just they’d been his whole career, except this time they were hanging on his words instead of his athleticism. With Bret it was storytelling all the same. No one is a better storyteller than Bret.


I was just starting to wonder when Vince would shut us down when I heard a commotion behind us. I didn’t want to turn around because it would look like I wasn’t paying attention to Bret’s words. Then I saw someone enter the ring from the corner of my eye, and thought, Oh, shit, here it is, we’re getting pulled offstage. Vince must think we’re going too long already.




Until I suddenly realized that, no, this wasn’t somebody from WWE, this was somebody from the crowd who’d stormed the ring—and he was tackling Bret to the canvas.


Bret has endured a lot after his wrestling career, including a very serious stroke that took a huge toll on him, and it’s made us all very protective of him. Instinct kicked in and I grabbed on to my uncle as he was being taken down. In an effort not to land on him as we fell, I sent myself flying over him instead, like I was taking a bump.


A split second later, Travis Browne, Ronda Rousey’s MMA- heavyweight husband, appeared in the ring (the fastest heavyweight fighter I’ve ever seen!), along with a flurry of wrestlers piling in from all sides a second behind him.


If there was one guy the whole locker room would run through walls to defend, it was my principled, honest, outspoken, and singularly talented uncle. The attacker was quickly pinned down, and some of the rescuers started giving him a wrestler’s welcome that involved introducing their fists to his face.


And in the chaos, with Bret secured and his attacker seeing stars, my next thought was, I hope this fucking ponytail is still on my head. I’d taken a solid tumble in the middle of everything, and I was horrified to think the camera would zoom in on me on live TV and everyone was going to realize that I didn’t have any real hair left. Fortunately, it stayed put.


And through the stampede of black pants legs and shiny shoes all around us, Bret and I shared a smile from the canvas. We realized in that moment that nothing could have summed up the craziness, mayhem, and comedy that my dad loved about this business more. Not only did the attack that night not stop the Harts, but it granted us all the time we needed to give my dad the send-off of a lifetime. Who could say no to Bret going long after all that?


We never did find out why the man attacked Bret. But after he was hauled out, bruised and battered, Bret got to deliver his speech in full while everybody laughed, clapped, and hung on his every word about my dad.


Video of the event trended worldwide for two days afterward. As I said to my mom as we left the arena that night, “I felt like Daddy wanted to make sure that we stole the show in the most Jim Neidhart fashion ever.”


And as we both quietly remembered my dad on the ride back to the hotel, I was reminded all over again what “the most Jim Neidhart fashion” had meant in our lives—good and bad.


That’s the thing about spending your life with someone who’s always unapologetic about who they are—sometimes you’re in awe, and sometimes you’re left aching to hear them say “Sorry.”


We told the world a lot about my dad, but I was still struggling with how to carry his memory and not get crushed by it.


But that was the journey of any Hart.


You step into the ring to honor those who came before you, but you fight to figure out your own place in that historic family lineage.


A lineage born from a chance meeting in the very city we were in many decades before.









THE HARTS AND THEIR HOUSE


Even though the Hart family name is synonymous with Canada, our legacy began with a couple of chance meetings in the heart of New York.


In 1946 my grandfather, Stu Hart, found himself in Manhattan as a tourist after World War II. As fate would have it, he decided to grab a bite at boxing legend Jack Dempsey’s restaurant, where he was approached by none other than the legendary wrestling promoter Toots Mondt. Now, not only did Toots have the best name in wrestling, but as a wrestler, trainer, and future co-founder of Capitol Wrestling Corporation (which later evolved into World Wrestling Entertainment), he also had a great eye for talent.


“You gotta be a wrestler with a neck like that,” Toots said to Stu after seeing him waiting in line. Those words changed the course of my family’s history forever, because Toots was right—Grampy was a wrestler. As an amateur, he qualified for the Canadian Olympic team, only to have his heart broken when the Olympics were canceled due to the war. And as a professional, Stu “broke in” up in Edmonton, having been trained by Jack Taylor, and had worked three jobs to buy the Edmonton wrestling territory with his good friend Al Oeming.


Once Toots heard that Jack Taylor, who had been his trainer, had also trained Stu, my grandfather quickly found himself working regularly at the iconic Madison Square Garden. Toots knew Jack only trained the best, and it didn’t hurt that Stu had the “look” that New York loved to promote.


My grandfather was billed as a “tall, dark, and handsome” young man who “had a build that would put movie stars to shame.” But that wasn’t all he was, and all the old-timers who loved to test the green-horns by legitimately hurting them in the ring learned fast not to mess with Stu.


He might have been young and handsome, but he was also tough as nails.


My grandfather’s work in the ring soon led him to working the rest of North America against the likes of star names like Buddy Rogers and Lou Thesz. But it was back in New York where his life would change again—this time at the beach, where he met a beautiful woman named Helen Smith and helped her remove tar from her heel with a Popsicle stick.


It was a case of “opposites attract” that day, when Stu went to Coney Island with his fellow wrestlers, and Helen with her girlfriends. Younger Helen had been raised as a well-educated, well-to-do New Yorker with well-connected parents, while Younger Stu had lived in a tent in Tofield, Alberta, in 40-below weather. When the Great Depression hit, Helen’s family lost everything in New York, while Stu was made a ward of the Salvation Army after his teacher found out he was living outside with just some dogs for heat and a slingshot for hunting. While Younger Helen found her calling in her academic gifts and was top of her class on Long Island, Younger Stu discovered his own vocation at the YMCA, where he learned amateur wrestling from older wrestlers. Those wrestlers were extremely hard on him, but they taught Stu everything they knew, and finding refuge at the YMCA—in wrestling—saved my grandfather’s life.


But even though Helen Smith and Stu Hart grew up in different countries and in different worlds, fate dragged them together in 1947 on that beach in New York. They soon fell in love and married, and with a family to now support, Grampy’s always-ambitious plans became even bigger, as he dreamed of moving from “only” being a wrestler into becoming a promoter himself.


At the time, North America was divided into regional wrestling territories, and my grandfather—with Toots’s backing and connections—ventured further into the world of wrestling promotion, setting up shop in Great Falls, Montana, while running shows in Edmonton, Salt Lake City, and Spokane.


Stu ran the wrestling end of things, while Helen was hugely instrumental in the operation and marketing of it all. She handled the business end involving payroll and taxes behind the scenes and wrote out the programs by hand. She was also the one who found the famous “Pomp and Circumstance” music for Gorgeous George and Big Time Wrestling when she rented it for a dollar at the Calgary Public Library.


Stu quickly spent the money they made from a few good years of promoting to buy the Calgary territory for $50,000. This still left some money for him and Helen to buy an old orphanage-turned-mansion on twenty-eight acres for $28,000 from a retired judge in Alberta. Stu didn’t mind that the place needed a lot of attention; he loved salvaging things that others deemed “unfixable and broken,” like the old broken-down Cadillacs he’d collect. And he wanted a house big enough to fill with a lot of kids, pets . . . and people looking to break into the wrestling business.


People like Lia Maivia, the matriarch of the Maivia family, whose territory would often exchange talent with Stu’s after she took over her husband’s Polynesian Pacific Pro territory following his death in 1982. People like Fritz Von Erich, the patriarch of the famous Von Erich family, who lived at the Hart House while my grandfather trained him and broke him into the wrestling business.


And people like Jim Neidhart, a former NFL football player and national shot put champion, who was also looking for his way into the crazy world of professional wrestling.


My dad had heard about my grandfather from “Judo” Gene LeBell, the iconic judo pioneer, wrestler, and stuntman (who once choked out an all-too-cocky Steven Seagal on the set of one of his movies). LeBell and Stu had been introduced by a strength-training coach who thought my dad’s physique was perfect for wrestling. Gene’s mother, Aileen Eaton, was a future Hall of Fame boxing and wrestling promoter in Los Angeles who worked with Sugar Ray Robinson, Muhammad Ali, Lou Thez, and Gorgeous George. So when my dad and Gene met about him getting into the business, Gene told him the best place in the world for a former football player like my dad to train as a wrestler wasn’t in California, but in Calgary, with former Canadian Football League alumnus Stu Hart.


So my dad made a call.


And just like that, in 1978, the former Oakland Raiders and Dallas Cowboys tryout left California for Calgary on a Greyhound bus, with fifty bucks in his pocket—because that’s all my grandfather told him he’d need.


As big as the Hart House was, at the time my dad arrived, it was full. Even the small coach house out back was taken, by a young artist (who has since gone on to become world renowned) named Katie Ohe, so my dad stayed above my uncle BJ’s gym about twenty minutes away instead.


BJ’s was the gym that all the wrestlers used, and it wasn’t long before my dad made friends with everyone while learning all the ins and outs of the business. After training Jake “The Snake” Roberts, Bret “Hitman” Hart, Owen Hart, Gorilla Monsoon, Brian Pillman, Junkyard Dog, Superstar Billy Graham, Davey Boy Smith, Dynamite Kid, and so many, many hundreds more, my dad was actually the last person my grandfather personally trained. And because Stu saw so much in my dad, he kept him financially afloat while he trained him too. My grandfather treated my dad like he was one of his own children and gave him every tool he could to help him succeed.


But as easy as it was for my dad to get Stu to invest time in him, he struggled to get one of Stu’s daughters—my mom, Ellie Hart—to even look in his direction. My mom wasn’t interested at all.


There were a couple of reasons for this. One, my mom was told she wasn’t allowed to date any of the wrestlers. And two, my uncle Bruce had convinced my dad to dye his hair with bleach to look like Ric Flair, and it turns out peroxide hates red hair. So my dad was walking around for months with a red beard and puke green hair.


Fortunately, as happened with most people, my dad’s personality began to grow on her, and she agreed to one date, sure that he’d be a refined gentleman.


“Do you mind if I smoke a doobie?” he asked the waitress as they were being seated for their date.


Okay, maybe not.


“Oh, I don’t mind at all,” the waitress deadpanned back. “But he might.”


She nodded over at the next table, where a police officer was watching. My mom laughed at my dad as he whistled his innocence at the ceiling.


My mom knew then that she’d never seen or met anyone like Jim Neidhart before. He was a big, funny, charming, charismatic, outrageous Californian who drank Chivas Regal on the rocks, and she was a beautiful, petite, quiet, artsy Calgarian who’d never even seen anyone drink anything except beer.


Big-city guy and small-town girl.




Opposites attract, and wrestling was once again the matchmaker.


Now all my dad had to do was find out if Stu knew.


He got his answer one day in the basement gym the wrestlers called “the Dungeon,” when my grandfather stretched him to the point of agony. Stu was always tough, but this training session in that small, damp room with its low ceilings and flat wrestling mats, he made my dad hurl from sheer pain and exertion. My dad—one of the strongest men in America at the time—crawled off the mat, eyes bloodshot from the holds . . . and told Stu he loved my mom.


He said that even though he might not be welcome, he was going to keep coming back to show my grandfather what he was made of—both as a wrestler, and as a man who wanted to date Stu’s daughter.


Until, finally, my grandfather gave his blessing.


Three months after their first date, my parents were married. And soon after that, they moved into the small coach house Katie had since moved on from and began a family of their own.








THE ANVIL

I am the middle child, with one sister who’s older than me by a year and one who’s younger than me by a year. I was a big baby—almost ten pounds—and I’d probably attribute that to my dad being built like a tank and maybe on a little juice at the time. Actually, my sisters and I were all really big babies, so maybe it wasn’t just the juice. Either way, my poor mom had to have C-sections with all of us because of how big we were and how small she was.

By the time I came along, my dad’s career was starting to pick up, and my grandfather wanted to pour some promotional gasoline on his new, strong-as-an-ox wrestler by entering him into the Calgary Stampede anvil-toss competition.

The Calgary Stampede was—and still is—a massive annual rodeo and festival event, described by its originator in 1912 as “the greatest outdoor show on earth.” It welcomes more than a million people from all over the world to celebrate Western heritage and culture across hundreds of different events over ten days and nights. With that many people gathered, my grandfather figured it would be a great place for my dad to show the world just what he could do. The promotional gasoline was Stu publicly offering $500 to anyone who could out-throw the Californian blow-in, Jim “The Rhino” Neidhart.

And it worked.


The eyes of the Stampede were on my dad as he stepped up to show the gathered masses just what he could do. With everyone out to win the money and out-throw the outsider, there was immense pressure on him to do well. But, as it turned out, my dad did as exactly what my grandfather knew he would, and he won the competition outright with a toss of 11 feet, 2 inches—a festival record that still stands today.

After this incredible feat, my dad became Jim “The Anvil” Neidhart—and his new name and tales of strength helped sell him to other wrestling promoters around the world. Europe called, then Japan, and all of a sudden my dad was on the road, and away from the Hart House—and his family—more and more.

Like a lot of working wrestlers in the 1980s, he’d often be away for more than three hundred days a year, getting enough work to stay on the road and be on regional TV—but not making enough money to take any time off.

That’s the thing about being a working professional wrestler. It’s very much a “make hay while the sun shines” kinda business. You’ve got to keep going when the bookings are there, because wrestlers are always one move away from being done—something I found out intimately later in life.

So, unless you’re the name on the top of the card—which my dad wasn’t—being “successful” meant you had to stay on the road, and sometimes bring your family with you.

Which is what he did.

In September 1983, when I was barely two, we all moved from the Hart House in Calgary to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where my dad went to work for “Cowboy” Bill Watts in Mid-South Wrestling. It was a short and challenging stay, as my little sister, Kristin, got pneumonia when we got there, and it almost killed her. (That was when she got her nickname, “Muffy,” after the kids’ show we used to watch when she was recovering.) Then, before we could even settle into our new life, our new home, my dad was almost immediately traded to Tennessee, because Watts and Memphis promoter Jerry Jarrett had a talent trade in place to freshen up their rosters.

Back then, there was no real national penetration when it came to wrestling. A fan in Memphis had no idea what was happening in New York, and a California fan didn’t know there was a whole new territory operating in Texas. This meant that wrestlers could do their “act” in several different territories without getting stale. But it also meant that even more road needed to be traveled, to keep the bookings going.

So after just a few months in Mid-South, and a few months in Memphis, my dad moved territories again, in August 1984, when Eddie Graham in Florida asked him to come in and work there.

Most wrestlers loved working the Florida territory because of the weather, but also because getting from one town to another required far fewer miles than in, say, Texas. This meant less time in the car, and less cost for the wrestlers to get around. Florida was also a high-paying promotion where the wrestlers knew if they worked hard and made the towns, their money at the end would be better than in most other territories at that time. Lastly, Florida was run by Eddie Graham, who was known as a fair and talented booker, and for building long-term storylines that meant wrestlers could stay there longer and put down some roots.

My dad loved working for Eddie Graham too. On one occasion, he asked Eddie if he could borrow some money to buy us Christmas presents, as sort of an advance. And when my dad went to pay him back, Eddie told him to keep the money instead. It always meant a lot to my dad. Shortly after, Eddie Graham ended up taking his own life. The wrestling business had taken a toll on him.

I remember, at our school in Florida, because my dad was on TV, we were known as the rich, famous wrestling family—but everything in our world was boom or bust. Sometimes we were riding to school in a nice car because my dad had a good month or two; if the money was good, so was the car. And if the money wasn’t good, then it was back to a shady used-car lot. When I was three, my dad bought an old Volkswagen Beetle convertible to get us around. I know that doesn’t sound too bad, except it was permanently a convertible because it had no roof. Or seatbelts. Or back seat. But the floor back there was carpeted like a house for some reason, so we would all just sit there on the floor as we cruised around in our roofless, shag pile death machine. It also had no muffler, so when the engine was running it was so loud you couldn’t hear yourself talk.

I can still remember my mom praying to God that it didn’t rain.

But no matter what was going on financially in our family’s life, my mom and dad always made sure that, during the summers, we could go back and visit my grandparents at the Hart House, where Stu always had a big wrestling ring set up on his lawn. That’s where my cousins started a promotion called the Kids Wrestling Association. We would set up lawn chairs, and family and friends would come outside on the Hart House lawn to watch.

Every Sunday, when I was growing up, my grandfather would have these elaborate Sunday dinners where fifty to seventy-five people would come and eat every single week. It meant Stu had astronomical grocery bills and sometimes very little money to pay for them, but he would still go shopping at Safeway every Saturday with my aunt Georgia (BJ’s wife and my mother’s sister), who was a gourmet chef. My grandfather loved making his famous spaghetti, prime rib and mashed potatoes, and beef stew, and my grandmother would make Jell-O with fruit and the best iced tea you’ve ever had.

No matter how old Stu got, he never forgot what it was like to be hungry, so food was a huge deal to him. He was one of the most compassionate and generous people I’ve ever known, and he never cared if anyone crashed one of his cars or even stole from him, but if somebody made themselves a plate of food and didn’t finish it, they immediately went on Stu Hart’s proverbial shit list.

I was never on that shit list. I used to lick those plates clean because I wanted to stay as long as I could. The Hart House felt like home, and as a young girl, all I knew was that everything had gotten harder when we’d moved away.

That was about to change, though, because it was at one of those family dinners that my grandfather announced that he’d sold his territory to Vince McMahon in New York, and that, as part of the deal, several of his wrestlers would be getting WWE (then World Wrestling Federation, WWF) contracts, too—including my uncles Bret, Davey, and Tom, and my dad.

Grampy could see the writing on the wall for small, regional territories like his, and he wanted to make sure that his wrestling family could not only make enough to keep their families fed, but also, for the first time in their lives, make much more than he ever did.

This was the Harts’ first-ever national break, and everything was about to change.









THE GOOD ’80S


My dad’s ginger billy-goat goatee bent in the wind as he weaved his Ninja motorcycle through the Florida traffic. He was on “Hart Time,” which meant he was late as fuck, but he was also on cocaine, which meant he was going to be perfectly on time. This was 1988; professional wrestling was on fire, and The Anvil was headed to my school on his one day off a month.


As I sat in class and waited for the other parents to tell us about their jobs, I could only wonder what my dad was going to say when he got there. I was six, and he was a big star on TV now, the kind that people would line up outside arenas across the country to meet. In my few short years on earth, my dad had wrestled in the regional territories in Calgary, Mid-South, Tennessee, and Florida—but it was only when he signed with WWE in 1985 that all our lives started to change.


Back then, Hulk Hogan was one of the most famous people in the world, and WWE was a big part of pop culture, with shows on USA, NBC, and MTV. It was the era of Jake “The Snake” Roberts, The Honky Tonk Man, Andre the Giant, “Macho Man” Randy Savage, Ultimate Warrior, and so many, many more.


My dad and my uncle Bret were now big stars in the tag-team division as the Hart Foundation, which brought them national and international fans. McMahon’s takeover of the smaller territories—and the marketing blitz that followed—turned the biggest, scariest guys in the business into plush toys, action figures, and Pez dispensers.


And that’s how most of the people in my school knew Daddy not as my dad, but as “The Anvil,” an unhinged powerhouse who pulled on his pointy beard and laughed maniacally down the lens of the camera. As he barged into my classroom, he did little to change that perception.


He was six foot one and three hundred pounds, wrapped in Spandex pants, wearing Air Jordans, a leather fanny pack, baby pink flat-top hat, wraparound Ray-Ban sunglasses, a $20,000 Rolex, and an AC/DC T-shirt dripping in sweat from the Florida heat. I still remember him waving at me from the lineup of the other, suit-wearing parents in all his eccentric, loveable, antiestablishment glory. Ladies and gentlemen, Jim Neidhart.


And then it was his turn to speak.


“School doesn’t matter, kids,” was his opening line to the class. “Well, it does,” he said, immediately correcting himself as he pulled at his beard, “but only the sports part.” My dad saw the teacher’s attempted intervention like a referee trying to interfere in his match: he just worked around her and continued to play to his audience. “Now, take me,” he continued. “I never attended a single college class, but I have a degree in political science. How? Because my coaches in track and field paid people to go to class for me.”


My teacher tried again to object, like an opposing lawyer losing grip of her case. But my dad was on a roll.
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