
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-964-5

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-965-2

			 

			How the Jester Became King:

			Dave Portnoy and the Unauthorized Real Story of Barstool Sports

			© 2024 by Charlie Stanton

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover Photo: Michael Hickey

			Cover Design: Karolina Matsiuk

			Editorial Advisor: Richie McGinniss

			 

			This book, as well as any other Post Hill Press publications, may be purchased in bulk quantities at a special discounted rate. Contact orders@posthillpress.com for more information.

			 

			This book is not associated with or endorsed by Dave Portnoy or Barstool Sports.

			 

			All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory. While all of the events described are true, a few names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Author’s Note

			Prologue

			 

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40

			Notes

			About the Author

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I’ve always been interested in how popular figures and companies came to be, and before I did any research for this book, I had a basic understanding of Dave Portnoy and Barstool’s story. From a creative standpoint, I knew their journey had the chance to be a compelling read. (Portnoy has been called a lot of things, but he’s never been called boring). After a bit more exploration, I realized it would indeed be compelling, and in January 2021, I started writing.

			I communicated directly with Portnoy, letting him know that I was working on a book about him. After sending him multiple chapters, an outline, and a detailed 78-page timeline of events related to my research, he responded by saying he did not want to participate.

			While I talked to people who have worked for him about the project, I fully leaned on hundreds of blog posts, podcasts, videos, news articles, newspaper articles, Tweets, and interviews Portnoy and others have given to tell his story. These sources document his unpredictable and unvarnished rise to fame and fortune: Barstool, as you’ll learn, is unique in the sense that it is almost completely transparent about what is happening at the company. This has always been one of the most captivating forms of entertainment for their fans, the other being Portnoy’s life.

			In this book, I refer to Portnoy by a few different titles: Dave, Portnoy, El Presidente, the Barstool founder, and others. I did this because he is known for having multiple identities and because I think it’s more refreshing to readers. I do the same for Dan Katz—“Big Cat” and Kevin Clancy—“KFC.” I also refer to former Barstool CEO Erika Ayers Badan by her former name, Erika Nardini, because that’s the name she went by when she worked at the company. And lastly, I refer to X as Twitter, because that’s what it was known as during the time this story takes place.

			This author’s note is a long-winded way of saying this is an unauthorized biography, and I want to be clear that Portnoy chose not to speak to me for this book. All of the quotes from Portnoy, Nardini, Clancy, Katz, Mike Kerns, Peter Chernin, Jay Snowden and others come from the public record. Each individual quote in the following chapters is listed at the back of this book, along with its corresponding source.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			January 2020

			“I can’t fucking hear you through all that fucking baby fat you haven’t fucking outgrown, you fat fuck!”

			Mike Kerns held the phone away from his ear. The man on the other end of the line was firing off insults he didn’t know existed. As a key dealmaker for media powerhouse The Chernin Group, Kerns was used to working with difficult personalities. And then there was working with Dave Portnoy: “Imagine the worst dress-down anyone’s ever had at Barstool times a million,” Kerns said of his phone call with the Barstool founder.

			Several months earlier, Portnoy and Kerns had begun discussing a possible sale of Barstool Sports to Penn National Gaming—a large, publicly listed casino and gaming organization.1 Portnoy had sold a majority stake of his wildly popular and divisive digital media company to The Chernin Group in 2016, which meant Chernin was leading negotiations with Penn.

			Portnoy wasn’t just along for the ride, however. He remained the face of Barstool Sports, officially listed as its Chief of Content. And while Portnoy was the star of the online reality show Barstool offered its fans, Dan Katz aka “Big Cat” had become the most popular figure at the company after Dave. Now, just as the deal with Penn reached the one-yard line, there was a holdup: Dave felt Katz wasn’t being properly rewarded in the sale.

			Portnoy knew Barstool would not be in this position without Katz. More important, Portnoy wanted Katz excited about the deal before they went all-in on sports gambling, as Katz was a key player in the industry.

			But the Chernin guys had been hesitant to change Katz’s compensation package. To Portnoy, Kerns was being greedy: he was acting like an agent—Kerns began his career as one—instead of a business partner, and after dealing with a few prolonged contract disputes involving different Barstool employees, Portnoy despised agents.

			“This is fucking bullshit, Mike, if this doesn’t happen, I’m fucking OUT!”

			Dave Portnoy was going to turn down a $450M deal? An acquisition of Barstool by Penn would vault Dave’s net worth past the $200M mark—way, way up from the several million dollars he had received in Chernin’s first investment. And way, way, way up from the $100 he used to have to win playing online poker if he wanted to take his wife out to dinner.

			What made Portnoy’s ultimatum all the more baffling was that he and Kerns, along with Barstool’s CEO Erika Nardini, had been exploring a sale of the company for some time, with little success. Established corporations did not feel comfortable doing business with “The Bad Boys of the Internet.” According to the investment bank hired to find a deal, Moelis & Co., Portnoy’s reported past indiscretions made him “too toxic” to every buyer they spoke with.

			Now they finally had someone at the table. Portnoy didn’t care. “We’re about to have the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me as an investor,” Kerns explained, “and definitely ever happened to him professionally and he’s like ‘I’m gonna walk away from the whole fucking thing,’ and I know he will. I definitely know he will.”

			

			
				
					1	Now called PENN Entertainment.
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			March 2003

			“I don’t understand what this money is for.”

			Mike Portnoy was confused. His son Dave, who at first glance looked like Mark Zuckerberg with a goatee, just told him he wanted to start…a newspaper? It was an idea the lawyer couldn’t wrap his balding head around. What did that even mean? And of course, the younger Portnoy needed cash to get the venture off the ground, which is why his father was about to hand over the nest egg he and his wife Linda had saved for Dave to put towards grad school.

			They sat at the four-seat table in the kitchen of their home in Swampscott, Massachusetts. Apart from the white ceiling, the space was composed entirely of stained wood, with modest square windows lining the walls. The room appeared more like the cabin of a small boat, which helped to remind them that they were never too far from the water. Swampscott, once a prominent fishing town, belonged to Boston’s North Shore. It was an apt location for Dave, the eventual (self-proclaimed) captain of the Barstool Sports pirate ship, to launch.

			Dave’s father wore large round spectacles, was slight of stature, and ran his own legal practice out of his house. The patriarch of the Portnoy family dealt with the complexities of the law and the bullshit he heard from dubious clients. This idea felt as if it belonged in the latter category. Dave explained this endeavor was going to be a kind of newspaper focused on two of his favorite pastimes, gambling and sports; and he was going to write all the articles. The problem was Dave wasn’t a writer. And Mike Portnoy’s confidence in the editorial prowess of a 26-year-old software salesman was escaping him at the moment, not to mention that sports betting was illegal everywhere outside Nevada.

			Although it required both money and expertise—neither of which Dave Portnoy had at the moment—starting a newspaper in the early 2000s wasn’t actually that crazy of an idea. The internet had yet to eviscerate the print medium: only about 60% of U.S. adults were online. Despite a decline in total circulation numbers, the newspaper industry at that time was still big business. Boston in particular was a well-read market, ranking in the top five nationally in total newspaper readership among adults.

			The Boston Globe and The Boston Herald comprised the duopoly that ruled the city’s print media. They were the big boys. Both began in the mid-1800s, which meant they had a small head start on Portnoy. And when it came to sports coverage, an area to which Dave would devote the majority of his new venture, they dominated.

			Sports writers from The Globe and The Herald who covered the city’s famous athletes at the time were celebrities in their own right: Ron Borges, Bob Ryan, Jackie MacMullan, Michael Holley, Nick Cafardo, Dan Shaughnessy, Dave Wedge. They were granted access to the town deities—I don’t think I have to explain how passionate the citizens of Boston are about their Red Sox, Patriots, Celtics, and Bruins—and this made these writers household names.

			Unfortunately for Boston fans at the time, all of their teams stunk, and they had for a while. For almost two decades, there was a citywide championship drought that prefaced the early 2000s. The Celtics hadn’t won a title since 1986, the Bruins since 1972, 1918 for the Red Sox, and well, the Patriots had never won anything up until that point. The endless slog of losing had turned the influential Globe and Herald sports writers against the city’s teams, and that pissed off Portnoy.

			“Before we started Barstool Sports, my buddies and I would sit around in our cubes and email each other all day long about sports. And while we had our fair share of arguments, one thing that we always agreed upon was just how bad the Boston sports media is these days…Why does the media, in so many cases, seem to take so much pleasure in vilifying all of the local teams?”

			Then in 2002, a year before Portnoy started his paper, something peculiar happened in the world of Boston sports. They started winning. A scrawny looking 24-year-old from the University of Michigan named Tom Brady led the Patriots to an improbable Super Bowl victory, and the floodgates opened. By 2004, the Pats had won their second championship in two years; the Red Sox broke Babe Ruth’s curse with a World Series title, and in the following decade, both the Bruins and Celtics would win it all. Jerry Thornton, a future writer for Portnoy and elder sidekick, reflected on this changing of the guard:

			“The traditional media fed off the carcass of local failure for so long and fattened themselves so much that they couldn’t adapt to a world where the Patriots were a young Dynasty and the Red Sox were ending an 86-year drought. They still acted like the scene was an upside-down pyramid with them at the top and didn’t realize it had been flipped over on them by the likes of Bill Belichick and Theo Epstein…. It was into that strange dichotomy of negative coverage of a great sports scene that we stepped.”

			Sitting at the kitchen table, as his father held a $25,000 check firmly in his right hand, Dave sold his dad on why his operation would be unlike anything else written in the city. Dave was going to write as a fan: not some pompous and jaded columnist. He thought this was a voice that was painfully underrepresented at both The Globe and The Herald. “Dave is hellbent on proving everything in the mainstream is wrong,” Kevin Clancy, another eventual Barstool writer says. “And he won’t stop until he proves he’s right. It’s his crusade.”

			But Portnoy wasn’t going to be directly competing with the two heavyweights of Boston journalism, at least not yet. Dave’s competition would be Boston’s free alternative weekly newspapers. The Phoenix was the oldest, most established, and “written for hippies,” Dave said. The Improper Bostonian was a glossy mag that was marketed to the high-end crowd. And while he sometimes actually enjoyed The Weekly Dig, it, like the previous two, didn’t appeal to guys like him: the sports fan who “liked to get a little banged up on a Saturday and lose some money betting on basketball.” The Metro, the largest in daily circulation, did have a real sports section. Dave thought it sucked. It was owned by a European conglomerate; what did a bunch of faceless executives in Sweden know about what it meant to be a Boston sports fan? As it turned out, Portnoy had a problem with pretty much every publication in the city, large or small.

			Mike was still perplexed: Dave was just going to give away the newspaper? Dave explained that the free alternative weekly model would also allow him to advertise with offshore gambling companies. Under federal law, only free newspapers were able to take advantage of those advertisers, but the ones that existed weren’t tailor-made for them. Portnoy’s paper would jump on this loophole.

			It was an interesting idea, and by now Mike knew Dave had always wanted to be his own boss, mostly because he had an unprecedented disdain for authority. Dave’s father summed up his son’s attitude in a single tweet:

			“My son did pretty well on the SAT without any test prep. Got him some test prep for a second test; he didn’t want to do it. He did worse, probably out of spite.”

			—@TheCousinMike

			And as Dave explains, “I really started Barstool just so I could do my own thing. I really had a hard time working for other people.”

			“Yeah, that’s for sure,” Mike says.

			After telling his father he’d already sold a year’s worth of advertising to an online gambling site called PartyPoker just on his idea alone—Portnoy did have some sales experience—the money was his. Probably never to be seen again. But at least he would get this sort of move out of his system, Mike thought. And who knows, maybe writing a few newspaper articles was actually the perfect outlet for his son’s disposition. As his former high school baseball coach put it:

			“Dave always had something to say.”

		

	
		
			2

			David Scott Portnoy was born to Michael and Linda Portnoy on March 22, 1977. The family moved into the Swampscott, Massachusetts home a few days before Dave entered the world, and a few years after his older sister was born.

			The Portnoys were four of 14,000 residents that occupied the marginally affluent, quiet Boston suburb during the 1980s. Aside from being long-known as a fishing locale, Swampscott is considered one of the first summer destinations for the Northeastern elite, as the town sits comfortably alongside the Atlantic, with most of the main strip just feet from the water. It’s the kind of close-knit place where residents gather on the 4th of July, to lounge in folding chairs and on towels laid across their Town Hall’s ocean-front lawn.

			Mike Portnoy was a self-employed small-claims lawyer. It was the perfect profession for a man who waxed poetically about minor inconveniences, a trait he undoubtably passed along to Dave. During his downtime, Mike helped coach his son’s little league baseball team (Dave would later blame him for his poor throwing mechanics). Linda, a slender woman with light brown hair, taught math at the local high school. Both Portnoy parents were involved in the community, and the couple owned a conventionally square, four-bedroom/two-bath yellow house which sat at the beginning of a cul-de-sac, not far from the street and their neighbors.

			Inside the Portnoy home, Dave enjoyed a comical but close relationship with his parents. His father in particular, whom fans of Barstool would come to love and view as a Larry David-like figure with his frequent complaints, enjoyed the brunt of Portnoy’s precociousness. Dave would make fun of his dad for being clueless about anything remotely tangential to pop culture, for being unintentionally funny, and for being, essentially, himself. It was a dynamic that would play out later as entertainment for Portnoy’s followers.

			“‘My dad’s an idiot, but in a good way.’ Thanks, Dave, for the love.”

			—@TheCousinMike

			Despite watching Dave continually belittle his father for trying and failing to set up a Zoom call, or for pronouncing Uber “Uba,” along with all the other slings he endured from his overly critical son, Barstool fans would come to see that Mike Portnoy loved his son, and vice versa.

			“Congratulations to my son!! Proud of my son just as [I’m] proud of the rest of my family who are not well known but obviously so dear and important to me in every way.”

			—@TheCousinMike

			So if you’re looking for that classic tale of childhood adversity, you won’t find it in Portnoy’s story. When describing what life was like growing up in Swampscott, Dave, in a near deadpan shrug, says he lived in a “typical middle-class town.” Sports and school were the two pillars of his life during that time. He excelled in one of them.2

			At the age of 13, Dave helped his little league team win a state championship, and a few years later in 1993, as a sophomore, he propelled the Swampscott High School baseball team to do the same. He may have thrown the ball funny, but Portnoy could hit. The following year, as a junior, Portnoy won the batting triple-crown.

			He was also that one kid on the team who made the coach laugh. During a game, Dave was known to take two steps toward the mound, ready to charge the pitcher anytime a ball came too close to him, and then quickly turn around to retreat once he realized backup wasn’t coming. That’s because Portnoy wasn’t exactly a physical presence (Portnoy claims to be over 5’10’’, others have doubted this). But what he lacked in size he made up for in humor, which wasn’t delivered in the typical stand-up comedian kind of way. Instead, it was more of a tear-you-down, laugh-at-your-expense brand of comedy. One could say Portnoy was a Masshole.

			While his high school friends remember him as “funny and loyal,” others in his class said that he didn’t particularly stand out—even though Portnoy, a huge Jimmy Buffett fan, used to fully decorate his car as a shark—not sure how they don’t remember that. But one thing they did remember Portnoy for was speaking his mind. “The big thing about him is he’s very truthful,” Elio Imbornone, Portnoy’s longtime friend and Barstool fan favorite says. “You might not want to hear exactly what he wants to say, but he says what he believes and you’ve got to respect that.” It was a surprise to none of them when this particular dynamic would come to influence his writing later on.

			In 1994, Dave attempted to follow in his sister’s footsteps at the University of Michigan and was deferred. Instead of giving up, he flashed the relentless attitude required of any entrepreneur. Portnoy applied to the college’s nursing school after his sister told him it was easier to get into, and he could transfer over once he was accepted. It worked, and Michigan never realized that it had previously deferred him. Portnoy transferred again while he was there, this time to the school of education because it didn’t have a language requirement to graduate. But Portnoy had no plans of ever becoming a teacher. “Waking up early to teach high schoolers as part of my classwork was something I hated doing,” he confesses, which was a tough part of the curriculum to hate if you’re going to be a teacher.

			After graduating in 1999, the diehard Red Sox fan took a sales job at The Yankee Group, an IT research firm headquartered in downtown Boston. Sitting in his windowless office alone, with nothing but a computer and a black phone on his desk, he sold analysis from the 100+ analysts who covered the technology sector for the company. Dave joined the firm at the height of the dot-com hysteria. Money was flowing into tech and he took full advantage, with the recent grad bringing home nearly six figures in each of his first two years there.

			While working at Yankee Group, Dave lived with five of his buddies in Boston. And it was during this stretch that Dave leaned into a vice that had always existed on the periphery of his life: sports gambling.

			Mike Portnoy enjoyed horse racing, and he sometimes brought young Dave with him to the track outside Boston. After winning a few bucks on a horse, Dave was hooked. “I’ve been a degenerate gambler my whole life,” Portnoy admits in Barstool’s documentary series. Gambling became Dave’s second, much-less-paying job; Portnoy met Elio after his friend and famous sports analyst Todd McShay introduced the pair solely because he knew both were addicted to sports betting (McShay set them up for a day of watching and wagering on games together—it was a gambling-fueled blind man-date). But eventually, as Portnoy explained, he crossed the Rubicon. In his mid-20s, Portnoy lost $30,000 in one year.3

			By 2002, the internet bubble had burst. Tech stocks tanked. Portnoy sat in his office one Friday morning, bathing in the glow of the soulless fluorescent lights above him. He peered out around his door and watched as his boss walked in, only to turn around five minutes later and walk right out. Portnoy’s boss was fired, along with several other senior members of the company. “I was in my [early] 20s, these were 40- or 50-year-old guys with families, and just poof…it’s gone. And I just never wanted to be in the position where I could walk in and somebody could tell me that one day.” Dave sat in his dinky leather swivel chair and began to think that maybe it was finally time to start something on his own; he just wasn’t sure yet what that something would be.

			[image: ]

			In the spring of 2003, while still working his sales job, Dave boarded a plane to Vegas. The 26-year-old wasn’t yet committed to starting his own venture, but his motivation for that trip was simple: tech money had dried up, and Portnoy needed to find something else to do. “I knew I wanted to be in that field,” Dave says of gambling. Portnoy figured he’d land some sort of marketing role with one of the larger casinos out there. He’d lost enough money to know that it was a lucrative business.4

			When he sat down with the house executives, in their surprisingly ordinary offices—he was expecting something out of Ocean’s Eleven—they bluntly informed him that he would need to spend a few years as a table dealer before moving into the corporate side of work. Well, that wasn’t happening, Dave thought. He wasn’t going from a six-figure salary to shuffling cards in a uniform. He left the meetings empty-handed.

			Portnoy was still in Vegas, though, and the infamous town was abuzz more than usual. In fact, it was a critical time for the gaming industry. Chris Moneymaker became the first World Series of Poker Champion to have entered via an amateur online tournament victory, and the poker craze was on. ESPN’s coverage of the WSOP tournament helped destigmatize the historically taboo hobby, which boosted the exposure of poker and gambling in general. Kids who were used to watching Kobe Bryant were now tuning in to see Phil Ivey.

			Following the round of unsuccessful interviews, Portnoy met up with the guys who ran a popular online gambling site called PartyPoker, whom he had met previously (he gambled a lot). Sitting at the hotel bar, he opined to the PartyPoker guys about the fruitless meetings with casino execs.

			Sensing his audience, Dave then pitched them on a project he experimented with in college: a website he operated called www.thegamblingman.com. “What a great URL,” Portnoy says, reflecting on this early venture. As for what the site was, “I’d give out my [sports betting] picks on a daily basis,” he explains. It was never meant to be more than a hobby at Michigan, something he did to procrastinate. It was still the very early days of the internet and not too many people read the site—if any. Now, given the current climate, the idea seemed like something worth revisiting. And Portnoy was convinced he could sell advertising to offshore gambling organizations like PartyPoker, whose business was booming.

			Well, the PartyPoker guys put the kibosh on this fairly quickly; instead, they left the 26-year-old with a somewhat retro idea. “They said, ‘don’t do a website, because they’re all cluttered with gambling ads,” Portnoy explains, “but if you had a physical handout, we’d be interested.”

			

			
				
					2	Portnoy was actually a decent student in high school. He was a member of the National Honors Society and Vice President of his class. But he was a better athlete than scholar, and received interest from schools at the Division III level for baseball. According to a bio written by Barstool employee Francis Ellis, a shoulder injury prevented him from playing college baseball.

				

				
					3	There are conflicting accounts on how Dave and Elio met. Dave at one point would claim that he had to get Elio’s number from someone else besides McShay.

				

				
					4	Portnoy also worked at Veritas Medicine for a short while after Yankee Group.
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			October 2003

			Dave was sweaty and beyond exhausted as he bent down to drop off a stack of newspapers next to his bin at the Alewife T-Station in Cambridge. Sporting his questionable goatee and a beat-up Red Sox hat, his skin reeked of the cigar he had smoked inside his maroon 1992 Plymouth minivan while he trudged from station to station. His breath was a mix of tobacco and the hot Italian beef sandwich he’d ordered in between stops. Portnoy needed a shower. As he leaned over to fill the bin, he paused. The sound of fabric ripping echoed across the brown quarry tiles that lined the floors and walls of the subway entrance. Commuters turned their heads at the noise, and their eyes fixated on Portnoy. He knew immediately what had happened:

			“It might as well have been like a gunshot went off in Alewife Station. Everybody in Alewife and maybe all of Cambridge just froze. And I was reduced to doing the ‘oh my god did I just split my pants?’ maneuver. This, of course, is when you have a glazed expression over your face as you feel your ass to see what the damage is. Honestly, it was like time froze for a couple minutes.”5

			It was an unseasonably warm fall afternoon, just a few months after Mike Portnoy had given his son his $25,000 blessing. Dave, who had quit his sales job and moved back home with his parents to save money, was now spending it hand-delivering his newspapers to more than 100 Barstool Sports bins he had placed around Boston—a job that made grad school look like Margaritaville.

			After all of his bins were filled, Portnoy would begin handing out his newspapers to the public, aggressively. The streets of Boston weren’t for the faint of heart. “When we upgraded from black and white to color copies, I would be just screaming things like ‘We got color now! We’re so much better than these other (papers)!’ Whatever the hook was.” Like a vendor peddling overpriced beer at nearby Fenway Park, Portnoy would yell at—borderline berate—commuters to take a copy.

			Portnoy was on his own when it came to distribution following Barstool’s first issue on August 27, 2003, when the temp company Labor Ready he hired to help him sent him mostly drifters, half of whom didn’t show up. “Let’s just say they weren’t the most dedicated workers to ever come down the pike,” Portnoy explained. And according to Portnoy, the outfit in Atlanta where he bought newspaper bins, Go Plastics, wasn’t able to deliver the bins on time for the day of the launch, which only compounded this calamity. Most commuters were unable to find Portnoy’s newspapers, as Barstool Sports sat inconspicuously inside plastic bags next to other competitors’ fully marked bins.

			Of the 40 train stations where workers were supposed to hand out copies of Dave’s paper that day, only about 15 operated as planned. Portnoy would eventually hire local models to hand out his papers, which, to no surprise, worked better but were too expensive to continue with. “Chaotic and nearly disastrous,” is how Dave described his paper’s first days in existence. Unbeknownst to Portnoy, it was a phrase that would become the narrative of Barstool’s entire operation for the next 20 years.

			At the start of Portnoy’s maiden voyage, he was able to produce several thousand copies of his weekly newspaper. This was dwarfed by the daily circulation of the 450,000 newspapers The Boston Globe printed, and the 300,000 distributed by both The Boston Herald and Metro Boston, the city’s largest free paper. But eventually Barstool would reach a peak of 40,000 issues every other week, which was on par with most other alt-weekly publications such as The Phoenix or The Improper Bostonian. Reaching this number was an unlikely development to everyone around Dave in those early days, including his production manager Erin Boyce.

			Boyce worked at The Daily Item of Lynn, a neighboring town’s paper; she had extensive experience inside the publishing industry and agreed to help Portnoy after connecting through a friend of a friend. “I really only thought it would last six, maybe 12 issues. I’ve been in the newspaper industry for many years, and to start a publication in a dying industry is kind of unheard of. Little did I know 200 issues later, it would become part of my life for almost nine years.”

			Boyce’s help was invaluable, but there was no doubt the 26-year-old was doing the work of five people just to produce the meager eight-page publication. Originally, Portnoy published his newspaper once a week. Mondays were the busiest in terms of writing, and Dave often stayed up past 2 a.m. finishing the last articles for that week’s issue. Tuesdays, Portnoy took his work over to the nearby graphic designer, who worked with Boyce to lay out the paper. Later that day, the layout was taken to Boyce’s printer, and once the thousands of copies were printed, Portnoy filled up his beaten-down minivan to the brim. “When I pick up Barstool Sports from our printer company, I swear I can hear her scream. I actually think the bottom of the car scrapes against the cement when it is fully loaded.”

			Wednesdays started at 4:30 a.m. Portnoy made the 45-minute drive south down Route 1A to Boston, dropping his publication off at the bins he had placed inside various T-stations. “I had bins at T-stops I didn’t know existed before that,” Portnoy said of his paper route. He also stopped at select stores, bars, and restaurants he somehow convinced to take his newspapers, like the Grand Canal bar near The Boston Garden or Bayview Liquors in Southie.

			After emptying his van around 9:00 a.m., Dave headed to a T station and handed out copies of Barstool Sports to commuters. Around noon, he drove back to Swampscott to write; call potential advertisers (the paper had fake ones, like DirecTV, and real ones, such as the Kitty Linx Sex Toy Shop)6; or fix whatever part of the business was melting down that day. Around 4:00 p.m., he drove back into Boston to hand out papers again until returning home, well after dinner.

			As for the rest of the week, Thursday was a repeat of Wednesday, while Friday, Saturday, and Sunday were reserved for writing. And Portnoy would spend each Monday just like the previous one, cramming in last-minute changes until the candle was burned at both ends. Unsurprisingly, this routine began taking a toll on his health, but as 2004 approached, people slowly began to read Portnoy’s paper. “It was always a good reception and when I judged it, it would be 10 people who took the paper and said they enjoyed it the first time I did it. The next issue would be 20 people, and the next issue would be 40, and the next 80. So, it always was slowly growing and there was something in my gut that was like I’m on to something here.”

			[image: ]

			“Welcome to the world of Barstool Sports, the only newspaper in Boston written by the common man, for the common man.”

			Those commuters who were nice enough to grab a copy of Barstool Sports from Portnoy read articles derived from the mission statement that introduced his first issue:

			“Quite simply, the people at Barstool Sports are a bunch of average Joes, who like most guys, love sports, gambling, golfing, and chasing short skirts. We spend our NFL Sundays worrying about our fantasy football teams, and our summers worrying about the Sox. Our writers are the type of guys you’ll bump into at a sports bar skipping work on the first and second days of March Madness.”

			Underneath the front-page manifesto, on the inaugural cover sat a giant half-page ad for Hooters, with an attractive girl, albeit in grayscale (Portnoy didn’t switch to color for a while), wearing the restaurant’s iconic uniform. Along with the declaration for what Barstool represented, the ad below it set the tone for what the paper would be about: sports, gambling, and most important—something he didn’t mention to his father—hot women.

			And for those first few months of writing, Portnoy grumbled about his gambling losses, who the most attractive contestant on MTV’s Love Island was, and former Red-Sox-pitcher-turned-New-York-Yankee Roger Clemens:

			“I haven’t slept since Sunday after being forced to watch the Sunday family crowd at Fenway give Roger Clemens a standing ovation as he walked off the mound.”

			In a calculated yet poorly executed maneuver, Portnoy published articles under fake bylines, with names like Joe Houston and Blue Velvet (yes, Blue Velvet). Dave wanted to make his operation seem larger and more successful (hence, the fake ads as well); he didn’t want people pulling back the curtain and seeing that the Wizard of Oz was in fact just a 26-year-old in his parents’ basement. This produced some interesting results, as the newspaper eventually morphed into an anything-goes publication.

			Here’s Portnoy writing as Elle Murphy, in her (Portnoy’s) weekly love advice column called “Time Out”7:

			“The holiday season tends to bring out the inner child in all of us…tap into that playfulness, add some romance and make some special holiday memories…get a little closer with your crush during the holidays! Stop worrying about Q4 Sales goals or that you don’t have enough money to get the perfect gift. The best presents come from the heart and can’t be bought on Christmas Eve at the mall.”

			Portnoy’s personality shined through in his writing, particularly his humor. He immediately understood the power of self-deprecation, a device that certainly wasn’t going to be found in any column written at The Globe.

			Here’s an excerpt from his article “The Seven Faces of No,” where he assigned a personality trait to each type of person who rejected him as he attempted to hand them his paper:

			“1. Excuse Guy: Excuse Guy is the guy who just can’t say no to you without explaining his actions. He wants you to understand why he isn’t taking a paper. Excuses can range from ‘I don’t have time to grab a copy,’ to a confused hand gesture, which implies he’d take a paper if he could just figure out how to do it.

			“2. Joke Guy: Joke Guy thinks it’s just the funniest freakin’ thing in the world that you’re busting ass trying to get rid of these papers. He just can’t stop smiling and laughing as he says no to you.”

			Portnoy had plenty of material to work with; handing out newspapers alone in a dirty subway station was a continuously humbling task—and a far cry from the cushy, six-figure job he had held just a few months ago. It was an experience Dave noted in an early issue of Barstool Sports:

			“A few weeks ago, I mentioned how I was confused for a Spare Change guy while handing out papers. Well, the humiliation tour continued this past week at Back Bay T Station. I ran into a guy I used to work with in my previous life. This guy is a typical middle management suit, who honestly thinks that he is way more important than he really is. The look of surprise and disgust on his face when he saw me hawking newspapers was priceless. Then he hits me with this line, ‘well, since it’s you, I’ll buy a paper,’ and he takes out his wallet and gives me the second dollar that I have received in two weeks. I didn’t bother to explain what I was doing, but instead just pocketed his dollar, gave him a paper, and sent him on his merry way.”

			As Portnoy continued to print his paper, one surprising development was the number of people in Boston who wanted to be writers. Like Dave, it seemed there were many other 20-somethings who loathed being buried in Excel all day as much as he did. And Portnoy began soliciting help; the founder understood he couldn’t keep operating alone forever. “Want to write for Barstool Sports? We don’t pay, but we make up for it by offering no benefits!” was a giant text box found in almost every issue during those first months.

			While the number of submissions per week he received quickly reached double digits, Portnoy advised those sending him applications that he wasn’t looking for another recap of the last Red Sox game, which could be read in just about every other Boston newspaper. Dave was looking for writers who took a clever and more comedic approach to stories. The goal of the paper, by now, was to entertain and make people laugh, and the writer’s voice needed to fit alongside Portnoy’s.

			Jamie Chisholm was the first to answer the call, and Portnoy took him on in October 2003. From Malden MA, Chisholm was in his mid-20s and worked for the Massachusetts House of Representatives as the Chief of Staff for Timothy J. Toomey. A few issues later, Portnoy added Pete Manzo to his two-man crew. Manzo was similar in age to Chisholm and Portnoy, but unlike them, and pretty much everyone else in Boston, he was a Yankees fan. Surprisingly, this wasn’t a deal breaker for Dave. Although Manzo worked in finance, Portnoy to this day claims he was the best writer to ever write for Barstool, which is probably why Dave put up with his allegiance to New York sports. And following Manzo, Portnoy’s “Core Four” Barstool writers would be complete when a married dad in his 40s named Jerry Thornton, who worked for the town court in Hingham MA, applied to join Portnoy’s publication.

			As the group started writing for Barstool—all three would work without pay until 2007—they received little advice or management from Portnoy, mostly because he didn’t have much experience himself. In fact, Thornton would say he could write ‘Barstool sucks’ 10 times in an article and Dave would not have noticed. As a result, their misspelled words and freedom to write about anything—such as how long you had to wait to really use the bathroom at your new girlfriend’s apartment—worked to endear the crew to their readers. The Core Four of Barstool amplified Portnoy’s common-man approach, and this began to pay off.

			“I know I’m biased and I may be crazy, but I honestly think we have the most loyal readers in town. Obviously, we don’t have the most readers, but we have built a community of average guys who all can relate with what we are trying to do and have similar tastes and senses of humor.”

			To Portnoy’s surprise—and to his production manager’s—a small group of fans began to form around the Barstool team, which by now was three guys in their mid-twenties who weren’t writers and a 40-year-old who worked at the courthouse.

			

			
				
					5	Portnoy actually ripped his pants handing out newspapers a few years later: this writing is from June 2007. But I mention it here to give you an idea of what it was like during those early days handing out papers, and also because it’s hilarious.

				

				
					6	Portnoy has said several times he had fake ads in his paper, though he has never said if the DirecTV one was fake. I’m making an assumption based on how early on this was.

				

				
					7	Portnoy has openly talked about having fake bylines in his newspaper. Though he has never admitted to writing as Elle Murphy, I came across other writing where he talks about how it would be a good idea for a male publisher to write as a female, and he’s only spoken about Jenna Marbles and another woman named Kati Cawley as former female contributors in the earlier days of Barstool.
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			March 2004

			“The bottom-line is that the paper doesn’t make enough money for me to live on…. every penny I make either goes to macaroni and cheese or back into the paper…The fact that I’m dead broke is probably the hardest thing to deal with on a day-to-day basis. I’m rapidly approaching 30 years old and have more debt than you can imagine…spending all my time working on something that still may not work. The problem is that I just can’t tell.”8

			While both the size of his team and his readership was growing, Portnoy was in fact very broke. After leaving his last job, Dave had somehow schemed his way into receiving unemployment, and the supplemental government income was one of the main reasons he was able to survive during that time. It cost Portnoy around $2,500 a month to produce Barstool Sports ($2,000 to print, $200 for graphic designer, $200-300 for gas money). Advertising was bringing in around $1,500 per month, and Portnoy bolstered this revenue by selling ugly t-shirts with the red Barstool cartoon-lettering to his readers, a strategy that would become central to Barstool’s continued unlikely existence.

			After some complex calculations, Portnoy determined the paper was losing around $1,000 per month, which didn’t give him much runway. After incurring the costs of starting the business—Portnoy spent $10,000 on his newspaper bins alone—the $25,000 check his father had given him 6 months earlier was evaporating at a rapid pace. Sports analyst Todd McShay reflected on the precarious situation Portnoy found himself in:

			“I legitimately thought he was going to go bankrupt. And I was worried about him. And he just kept grinding. I would hear him…calling credit cards, and [saying] ‘all right, if I transfer all of this money to this credit card, what kind of rate can I get?’ and…maneuvering money around just to try to stay alive.”

			In addition to other business expenses Portnoy accrued, his affection for betting on sports was not doing anything to help his bank account. Portnoy owed tens of thousands of dollars to credit card companies: American Express, Discover Card, and First USA Bank, to name a few. Mike Portnoy reflected on this dilemma: “Anybody who thinks my son is exaggerating his gambling issues, I wish he was. Believe me, he is a legitimate degenerate.”

			In January 2004, Portnoy decided to switch to a bi-weekly model, a much-needed move that cut his printing costs and workload in half. And in an attempt to boost readership that month, Portnoy added a new feature that shifted the tone of his paper in a crasser direction. He would call this column “the Ms. Barstool Contest.” It was an analogue knock-off of his doppelganger’s FaceMash, which was exploding in popularity just down the road at Harvard. Portnoy solicited applications and nominations for girls from his readers, then matched two against each other each week side by side, with a picture of the respective contestants. A short bio sat underneath each photo, where the women answered several questions about themselves. In a shocking twist, the female deemed more attractive received more votes every time.

			It was a successful addition to the paper that guys who picked it up certainly enjoyed. But it coincided with the first public airing of pushback from a female critic and the first accusation of sexism, a condemnation that would follow Dave and Barstool until the present day. A woman named Bridgette emailed Portnoy in response to paragraphs written by him like the one below:

			“Well, I guess that explains why all girls hate each other, huh? It’s just one giant competition to lock down some dick. Every hobag for herself. It also explains why feminists are always ugly. They know they can’t beat hot chicks for dudes, so rather than face the facts, it’s easier to pretend they hate men or are lesbians. In other words, science is finally backing up what I’ve been saying for the past decade.”

			Bridgette’s response:

			“Why do most male sports writers have to write columns where they completely alienate women? Is this the norm for a successful sports columnist? Short-sightedness + Blatant misogyny + Ignorant sexist comments = success? Have you really run out of other things to write about?”

			Portnoy published her email in his next issue along with his response:

			“This email hurts more every time we read it. However, I maintain that a lot of what we write truly reflects how guys think when they meet new girls.”

			As it turns out, Bridgette was the first of many to begin criticizing Barstool’s newspaper during those early years. Portnoy’s unabashed aim towards men wasn’t received kindly at The Phoenix, one of Barstool’s main competitors, who would call Barstool “a publication with no discernible reason for existing.” And Portnoy would document a run-in he had with an Improper Bostonian employee:

			“[I] received maybe the biggest compliment I’ve ever received yesterday from a former sales chick at the Improper Bostonian… Apparently, I called them gold diggers and a bunch of other things. I have no idea the context of why I said these things, but I’m sure I said them and I stand by them…. Anyway, this Improper girl said that somebody at the Improper told her the only reason that the Stool existed is because my family is ultra rich and gave me a ton of money to start the thing. HA! HA! HA! Yeah, that’s why I was standing there with ink all over my body doing a 48-hour-straight paper route. More importantly, if I were rich, I wouldn’t be working; I’d be golfing. Anyway, the moral of the story is that Barstool Sports is the only paper that has the guts to rip people in print. We say the same thing about people in public as we do behind closed doors.”

			Ripping people was an understatement. Almost therapeutically, Portnoy lambasted the Boston establishment for not taking him seriously, a sentiment that was hurting his bottom line:

			“Speaking of hounding people, a couple of groups that have refused to talk to us is the Glynn Hospitality Group and the Briar Group. If you’re not familiar with these guys, they own a bunch of bars in Metro Boston like Hurricane O’Reilly’s, Joe Mac’s, Ned Devine’s, MJ O’Connor’s, and The Harp. While it seems like these places would be a perfect fit to advertise with us, they don’t seem to be remotely interested in anything we have to say. If I had to guess, I’d say that I’ve left over 50 messages for each in the past month without so much as a return phone call. It’s okay, though. I’m real persistent like that and I’ll just keep calling. If I still don’t hear from them by March, it may be time to start sharpening my pencil. We’ve developed a motto here that is ‘if you won’t play ball, [then] prepare to get bashed.’”

			For Portnoy, this was perplexing. Those bars advertised in the Phoenix and The Improper, but the type of Bostonians patronizing their establishments weren’t reading those more cerebral newspapers; they were reading Dave’s. When he finally got on the phone with them, the Briar Group told him they “weren’t interested in marketing that way,” while the Glynn Group informed him they were looking to market to “middle-of-the-road” people. This drove Portnoy up the wall because his slogan was quite literally “by the common man, for the common man.” While they may not have wanted to be associated with his profanity or spelling errors, at least come up with a better excuse, Portnoy thought.

			Dave also reached out to Bill Simmons, a famous ESPN writer from Boston who made a name for himself after successfully launching BostonSportsGuy.com in 1998. Simmons was a talented, quick-witted writer—sort of a PG-version of Portnoy. He liked to push boundaries, just not as far as Dave did. And Dave, who looked up to Simmons at the time, thought someone from the same town who had achieved success would want to pay it forward and help another local guy. He was wrong:

			“Bill Simmons, a.k.a. Boston Sports Guy from ESPN, has slowly become a target of Barstool Sports. I’ve got to tell you that it hurts taking consistent pot shots at him. As a reminder, he denied our request for an interview. So, the mature professionals that we are, we started throwing some borderline cheap shots at him. Unfortunately, I feel like it is when you have a bad break-up with a girlfriend that you really cared about. I know that deep down I like this guy. I know he’s hilarious and that I enjoy reading his stuff. Yet he hurt me, so now I’m going to mask the pain by badmouthing him for no good reason.”

			Dave even went after the government, ripping on Boston Mayor Thomas Menino, or “Mayor Mumbles,” as he called him. Portnoy chastised Menino for being incompetent but more important, for confiscating his newspaper bins and citing them for “infractions” Dave believed were fraudulent. Eventually, Portnoy began taking matters into his own hands, breaking into the lot where they were stored and stealing them back. As he explained to his readers:

			“Yup, for the 2nd time this month Menino decided he was going to capture and hold hostage all of the Barstool News Racks. Luckily we were able to break into the city dump and free them in a scene vaguely reminiscent to the ending scene in Clear And Present Danger. Except instead of having to fight Columbian Drug Lords, we had to fight the wild kittens that live in the dump.”

			There was also some not-as-serious opposition from readers who were unimpressed with Dave’s on-air talent. As Portnoy began to build some momentum during Barstool’s first year in operation, he was able to secure a radio spot on 1510 The Zone with McShay and Elio. Dave had to pay the Zone for the airtime, but it certainly was an improvement from six months earlier when the station wouldn’t even take his money. Not all listeners were fans, however, like this one:

			“Tonight’s show was just tedious. Your “Rant” or dialogue about your summer vacation house is fascinating. It would be cool if it was funny. I am sure this conversation is very important to the three of you. But the few of us that enjoy sports talk are tuning out. I WANT THE LAST 20 MINUTES OF MY LIFE BACK! Don’t get me wrong, I think you guys are talented writers and I enjoy the newspaper. It makes for terrible radio. TALK SPORTS or at least be funny.”

			—Danny in East Bridgewater

			Dave’s response:

			“Congratulations, Danny. That is easily the meanest thing anybody has ever written, said, or thought about us...I wish I could argue and say we are great, but who am I to say? We may in fact suck.”

			As Portnoy made his foray into radio, he also took a stab at the internet. “I figured I should have a website, because that’s what everyone was doing,” he said. Portnoy set up the domain a few months after the launch of the newspaper. With the Barstool Sports funky lettering on the front, it did feature functional links to PDFs of his articles, but that early website was essentially just pictures of his newspaper on a webpage.

			A more significant development at the time, and one that would allow him (along with the website) to take full advantage of the paradigm shift that was coming, was the addition of Portnoy’s Random Thoughts section in his paper, which was exactly what it sounds like. Unbeknownst to him, Portnoy was blogging inside a newspaper, and unsurprisingly, Random Thoughts became Barstool’s most read feature.

			On March 10, 2004, in one of those Random Thoughts, Portnoy placed a large ad for a bar in Boston’s Brighton neighborhood, reminding readers that Barstool Sports was hosting its first-ever March Madness party at the sports bar:

			“Join Barstool Sports Friday March 19th at Cityside Tavern.

			“…It’s never too early to get ready for the Tourney. Barstool Sports will be running its own March Madness pool…In a nutshell, we’re throwing a March Madness party where only people who have entered the pool will be invited to the bar, where it will be an open bar. Chicks get in free regardless. (As always!) Hopefully, we’ll get a ton of people to enter and have a blast.”

			The 26-year-old Portnoy sensed momentum. The number of reader emails he received was increasing, which was pretty much the only measure Portnoy could use at that time to gauge how many people were actually reading his paper (that and how many were left in the bins, but who knows what some people did with them). Dave often shared his excitement with his readers:

			“We know that the concept for Barstool Sports is a good one…we’re happy (satisfied) with the product that we’re putting out on the street every Wednesday. We’ve developed a cult-like following of loyal readers who think like us and probably act like us…[and] As I mentioned earlier, the paper is way ahead of schedule and continues to grow at a steady rate. People seem to love the thing…”

			Portnoy wanted to capitalize on the progress he had made and the sense of community he built with his readers like Danny in East Bridgewater. To get his audience out in the real world for a physical meet-and-greet would be a sizable leap in that direction, but it was doable.

			[image: ]

			On a windy, 40-degree day in March 2004, Portnoy stepped out of a yellow cab. The Barstool event he advertised in his paper started at noon, but Dave decided he would show up fashionably late; he could technically arrive whenever he wanted to: it was his party.

			Wearing a red Barstool ugly t-shirt under his coat, Portnoy walked toward Cityside Tavern. His eyes went up and down the restaurant’s exterior: its triangular shape reminded him of the historic Flatiron building in downtown Manhattan. It was a fitting impression: Portnoy was preparing to make Cityside a Barstool landmark.

			After a few seconds outside, Dave opened the door and walked in. He looked around: it was completely empty, save for one middle-aged man sitting at a table alone towards the far end of the bar. Dave quickly zipped up his jacket to hide the Stool logo underneath. For the next three hours, to his horror, not a single other person showed up to Barstool’s March Madness party.

			“It was the darkest day of my life.”

			

			
				
					8	This blurb is from March 2005, I placed it there to show how dire those early days were for Portnoy, and how he often wrote about this external crisis to his fans.
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			September 2005

			“I don’t know who the fuck you are, but I guess you’re hitting on my daughter.”

			Popular Boston sports radio host John Dennis fumed audibly into his phone as he left his now-infamous voicemail for a young upstart and local competitor named Ryen Russillo. Dennis was a no-nonsense guy. The only broadcaster at WEEI who strictly wore button-down shirts and slacks in all of his promos, at 53, he could have easily been cast as one of Don Draper’s rivals in the second season of Mad Men. His old-school, tough demeanor lent itself well to the combative nature of sports talk radio. This, along with his experience covering Boston for more than 28 years, helped Dennis win more arguments than he lost against the endless supply of local callers.

			After joining the station in 1997, by 2005 his morning drive show Dennis and Callahan had risen to become a ratings smash. Both Dennis and WEEI sat comfortably ahead of the competition; neither were to be messed with. Which made it all the more shocking to listeners of Boston radio when they learned that during a night on the town in late August of that year, Russillo, who had allegedly said some not-so-flattering things about Dennis to others in the industry, supposedly made a pass at his daughter. Dennis’s voicemail continued:

			“You’re going around telling people, including my producer, that I shit on you and I don’t know what [I’m] talking about. But I guess you’re hitting on my daughter, and telling her stuff like…‘I want to be with you and create a scandal,’ you wanna create a scandal? I’ll tell you what, why don’t you, at half my age, what are you, late 20s, I’m early 50s, you want to create a scandal? Why don’t you come and find me, and I’ll rip your fucking ears off, and your nose off, and I’ll shove them up your ass, and kick your balls up around your head!”

			Dennis got what he wanted. A scandal emerged from this voicemail that Boston sports fans couldn’t get enough of. Russillo was fired from his pregame and postgame coverage of the New England Patriots on WBCN Radio, a station Dennis had connections at, and major outlets picked up the story, including The Herald’s well-read gossip column “Inside Track.” But Bostonians flocked in droves to the only outfit in town that had the actual audio message on file where they could click and hear Dennis’s bullying tone as he stumbled and sometimes slurred through what sounded like a late-night phone call one regrets the next morning. On a little-known website called www.barstoolsports.com.

			[image: ]

			Portnoy survived his first two years running Barstool, but barely. Following the disaster that was his first attempt at bringing his “fans” together for a party, in April 2004, Portnoy did what many successful entrepreneurs before him have done: he filed for bankruptcy. It wasn’t an ideal move, but his gambling debt wasn’t going away, and his paper was losing money on a weekly basis. Thanks to his father Mike Portnoy, Esq., Dave was able to massage the legal system and protect his company and the remainder of his assets, which totaled around $22,000. Barstool Sports was still in operation. For now.

			Still basically broke—they weren’t liquid assets—Portnoy was so desperate for cash, he attempted to sell his mom’s famous sour-cream cakes on the back pages of Barstool:

			“‘Simply the best cake on the planet’

			—A friend of mine.

			$14.00 per cake.”

			To his surprise, no one was interested in buying a homemade cake from the editor of the newspaper they were reading. (Portnoy still claims they are the best cakes on the planet.) Aside from trying to sell his readers home-baked goods, he also implored them to call his advertisers:

			“Our best shot to convince advertisers to take a chance on us is by convincing them that we have loyal readers who will support the ads that appear in our paper. That is why we always make a stink about calling our advertisers. We want them to get value out of the fact that people actually read and identify with the paper unlike a lot of the other free publications in the city…If you want to see us go toe to toe with the Metro’s subpar sports section, please don’t be bashful about calling the crap out of [our advertisers], as that’s how we try to break even. (Notice I didn’t say make money because that’s not even on our radar screen yet.)”

			But a few months later, in October 2004, Portnoy made a change to his publication that would allow him to make it to Barstool’s two-year anniversary. Thanks to the recommendation and expertise of photographer Eric Levin, Barstool Sports began publishing pictures of local models on the cover of the newspaper. It was a move that immediately caught on. The Barstool issues sitting in the news stands now had barely dressed attractive women splashed across the front page, with each issue featuring a new model. Next to the buttoned-up covers of The Metro, The Phoenix, or The Improper, Portnoy’s paper stood out to blue-blooded Boston men who were looking to kill some time on their commute. Unsurprisingly, guys began to pick up the paper at a faster rate. But more important, advertisers began to notice, as Portnoy describes here:

			“Once we did that, advertising opened up. Basically, companies thought we had access to these pretty girls, and that’s how you get people in bars, if you have access to pretty girls, so that kind of started the advertising... Not the gambling, which I kind of thought it would [be], it was the girls.”

			Local bars and restaurants such as The Place, An Tua Nua, and Phoenix Landing began paying Portnoy to advertise in his paper. While none were owned by any of the major hospitality groups, it was finally a step in the right direction.

			Apart from landing advertisers, the new covers turned Portnoy’s lowbrow publication into somewhat of a Playboy-esque tabloid that high schoolers stole copies of and train-riders hid underneath copies of The Herald. Barstool even began getting noticed by the female crowd: “I honestly can’t believe how many girls want to be on the cover of Barstool Sports. It’s freaking awesome. I feel like girls in Boston think we’re Maxim and who am I to tell them any differently? I’m just going to ride this wave until it breaks,” Dave said at the time. The momentum snowballed from there. Soon Portnoy would be able to lock down ad deals with the major beer companies—Budweiser, Coors, and Miller Lite—and those deals were just large enough for Portnoy to move out of his parents’ house and into a cramped month-by-month studio apartment in the South End neighborhood of Boston.

			And while he was busy painstakingly completing his 48-hour paper route, Portnoy had been slowly increasing the amount of attention he paid to running the online arm of Barstool. That was thanks to a young Stoolie named Ian White, whom Dave had formerly handed the paper to at one of the T-stations downtown. White emailed Portnoy one day out of the blue at the beginning of 2005:

			To: feedback@barstoolsports.com

			Subject: Making The Website Better

			“I used to read you guys all the time over the summer when I was at home in Boston, but now that I’m in Providence I barely ever read you because all your articles are in PDF format. You could really take off on the web if you had your articles in HTML instead of PDF, I can see sites like SoSH or bostonsportsmedia.com linking to you.

			“Meanwhile I’m a web programmer trying to build up my resume before I move to NYC next spring and start looking for freelance work. I think we might be able to help each other out.

			“Here’s the deal. I could write you a web publishing setup with PHP/SQL. Nothing fancy, we can talk about what you want, but basically I’m thinking of a setup where you can copy and paste the text of your articles into a form, press a button, and voila, they’re up and they look semi decent.

			“I can’t do any fancy-looking web design. I’m not a graphic artist. I can set you up with something that’s clean-looking, simple and loads fast. That’ll be a big improvement over the PDFs.

			“I won’t charge you because I know you can’t pay, I’m just doing this for resume purposes, and anyway I like you guys and want to be able to read your stuff without my computer crashing. Maybe you could give me a subscription or a T-shirt or something.

			“Let me know.

			—Ian”

			Portnoy immediately responded.

			From: feedback@barstoolsports.com

			Subject: RE: Making The Website Better

			To: Ian White <ibwhite@gmail.com>

			Hey Ian,

			“I’ve been waiting for an email like this for a long time. I would love to take you up on your offer. Let me know what I need to do or get you. You can put whatever you want on your resume and we’ll back it up. I’m psyched.”

			Originally just a placeholder where Portnoy parked the PDFs of his newspaper articles, the website became more dynamic after Ian White’s upgrade (though it still just looked like links on a webpage). And underneath that same red cartoonish Barstool Sports title used in his newspaper, Portnoy began posting daily random thoughts that his users could click into and read at the beginning of the day. The best went into next week’s paper.

			While this change allowed Portnoy to provide more content for his readers, buzz generated by the John Dennis voicemail in September 2005 was Portnoy’s first glimpse into the power of the internet. It was a different phenomenon; unlike anything he had experienced in his two years running Barstool. Different even from the new addition of the cover models. That payoff was gradual, months long. This was sudden. A Stoolie sent Dave the audio, he posted it on his webpage, and people sent around the link to Barstoolsports.com like they were Oprah giving away cars.

			As waves of readers began to visit Portnoy’s website following the John
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