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Author’s Note

Before I begin the process of writing my first-ever book, I’d like to take a second and blame this entire thing on not giving a shit about Future Dave. Because back when I was first pitched the idea to write the Barstool story, it sounded great. I was infatuated with the idea of walking through airports all across America and seeing my book on newsstands everywhere. I just thought that would be supercool. Plus I know how incredible and improbable this journey has been: from hawking newspapers in the streets of Boston to the media behemoth it has become today, the story of Barstool Sports is insane. I mean Barstool was literally just named one of the top 250 most iconic companies in the history of America by Time magazine. Pretty insane stuff. So like I said, when I was offered seven figures to write our story last year, it was all sunshine, rainbows, and gumdrops. As far as writing the book went, that would be a problem for Future Dave to handle, not Present-Day Dave. Well, guess what? The future has arrived. Now I have to sit down and write this thing. I have to somehow capture two decades of madness in a couple hundred pages. If Present-Day Dave could go back in time and give back the advance and undo all the commitments I made a year ago, I’d do it in a heartbeat. But alas, here we are, and one thing I’ve always done in the twenty years of Barstool is honor my commitments. So here we go. Here is my best attempt to tell the Barstool Sports journey through my eyes.





1 The Beginning

As long as I can remember, I always wanted to work for myself. To try my own thing. The motivation was simple: I didn’t want to wake up every day and dread going to work. If I could have found a job that I enjoyed doing more than working for myself, it wouldn’t have mattered; in fact, Barstool Sports probably wouldn’t exist. But I couldn’t find that dream job.

It probably didn’t help that the only two things I liked were sports and gambling—not exactly the easiest fields to break into. By the time I was looking for jobs, I was essentially like every other white middle-class dude in the world who graduated with a liberal arts degree. I had no real skills, so I did what everybody like me does: I took a sales job out of college.

When I graduated from Michigan in 1999, the economy was booming. It was the height of the dot-com era, and any idiot could get a sales job. I moved back to Boston and landed at a place called Yankee Group. Every day I woke up and dragged myself to this job that I was good at but didn’t care about. I was making $80K a year out of college, which seemed like an ungodly amount of money at the time. But I was bored out of my mind.

I was living with five of my high school buddies crammed into a tiny apartment in Allston-Brighton. If you are unfamiliar with Boston, Allston-Brighton was pretty much where every single young college graduate lived because it was relatively cheap and you could take the subway to work. Every night we’d sit around and brainstorm different business ideas that we could all start together. And every night kinda went the same way: we’d be watching whatever Boston team was in season, scheming up some cockamamie business idea in extreme detail with everybody ready to quit their jobs and go all in on this new company, only to never discuss it again by the next morning. Reflecting back, I don’t think any of my buddies grasped how serious I was about these brainstorming sessions. In my head, I knew I was fully committed to trying one of them. It was just a matter of which one would get the green light.

After a year of long-shot brainstorming fueled by cheap beer and ramen, I narrowed down the list to the three best concepts. My three ideas:

1. A COLLEGE USED FURNITURE BUSINESS

You know how, at the end of every semester of college, kids dump all their old furniture onto the sidewalk? My idea was simple: drive around in trucks and take this free, used furniture, store it in warehouses, and then sell it online to new incoming students who could buy it way cheaper than if they bought it new. One hundred percent profit margin. Brilliant.

2. NEXTSTEP SCOUTING

I actually wrote a business plan for this idea and paid a couple grand to have the software built for it. The idea for this concept was to connect kids who wanted to play Division II or Division III athletics in college with college coaches who didn’t have the budget to recruit. The theory is that lots of kids want to play sports in college but aren’t Division I–type players. But playing sports is still an important part of where they go to school. Figuring out how to match these players with the right coach and program seemed like a win for everybody. Parents would pay to enter their kids into our database. We’d have regional scouts (townies who go to all the games anyway) scout the players and report back if they were worth a shot. Coaches could then search our database for players in their area that fit their criteria and find when they play, watch tape, contact them, and ultimately give a look to these kids who otherwise might never have been seen.

3. A SPORTS GAMBLING NEWSPAPER

I loved gambling. I had even started a website in college called thegamblingman.com. (I wonder if the person who owns that domain now knows that I once owned it.) It was basically a mini-blog where I offered my picks for the week to a pretty small group of friends who read it. Little did I know that it would be the precursor to what the world would come to know as Barstool Sports, media giant. But back then, I just wanted to talk and write about gambling.



My first memory of gambling is when my dad took me to Rockingham Park as a kid. This is a now-defunct horse track in New Hampshire. Even though I was only ten years old, I would dress up like I was in the movie Goodfellas to go to the track. I wore little suspenders, a fedora… the works. Seeing the horses up close was magical to me, and the thought of turning two bucks into ten or more was exhilarating. I was hooked instantly.

Once I was old enough to go to the track without my parents, I became a regular at Suffolk Downs—another dumpy track a few miles from my hometown. In high school, I’d head over after baseball practice or after games some nights just to bet on the ponies. My dad and I would take annual trips to Saratoga in the summers. That was my idea of a dream vacation: going to a racetrack and betting on horses. I loved it. And it wasn’t just the ponies either.

I loved all forms of gambling. In middle school, I became the school bookie of sorts. I started passing out white cards in seventh grade. To be honest, I’m not even sure if I knew that what I was doing back then was illegal. For the uninitiated, a white card was a card that listed all the NFL games, and you could just check off your picks. The more picks you made, the higher the odds. I charged two dollars per white card, and you had to hit all your picks to win. (These were the international white card rules.) Anyway, this lasted halfway through the NFL season before word made its way up to the principal’s office that I was running a bookmaking operation, and he put a kibosh on it. I ended up with a week’s detention.

So it was no surprise to anyone that after college, I flew out to Vegas and interviewed with casinos, hoping to break into the big gambling business. But at each place, I was told the same thing: you start as a dealer and work your way up from there.

No thanks. I wasn’t exactly interested in having cigarette smoke blown in my face at 9 a.m. I’d find another way in.

Anyway, I called up the offshore casinos and sportsbooks that I gambled with throughout college and asked if they were hiring. Again I was told no by just about everyone I spoke to, with the exception of a place called BetJamaica. They told me they weren’t hiring BUT if, for some reason, I ever decided to start a gambling and fantasy sports newspaper, they’d be interested in advertising with me. At this time in the internet’s evolution, gambling sites were all filled with infinity pop-up ads and other malware that made you terrified that your credit card info was being stolen. BetJamaica was apparently looking for ways to get off the internet so they could differentiate themselves. So even though starting a gambling newsletter was the furthest thing from my mind when I started the call, by the time I hung up, I was officially in the newspaper business.

In 2003, traditional newspapers were dying left and right. The magazine industry was heading off a cliff. People were increasingly choosing SportsCenter as their one-stop shop for all sports news, and print media was limping to the glue factory. Was this the ideal time to start a newspaper? Absolutely not. Did I realize this in real time? No. Did I research this? No. Did anybody call me a moron for starting a newspaper during this time? I honestly can’t remember. Would I have cared even if they did? Probably not.

One thing I’ve always been blessed or cursed with, depending on how you look at it, is I truly don’t care what other people say about me, or for their opinions on what I should do. It’s just the way my brain has always worked. I’m not doing it to be an asshole; I just trust my instincts.

I had a directive from a potential revenue stream, and I set to work envisioning how I wanted my newspaper to look and sound. Naturally, I didn’t have a journalism background. I hadn’t taken a single writing course in college and I hadn’t read too many books. I knew nothing about actually printing a newspaper, distributing it, how many copies I’d need, layout, editing, etc. But I’m a quick learner and was motivated by the pure, blinding hatred I had for my sales job. So I dove in, gathering all the information I could find to get my paper off the ground.

Let’s start with the name. Where did it come from? I honestly don’t remember the other names I kicked around, but Barstool Sports was the first name that had a URL that was available and that I liked. Barstool Sports was supposed to encompass anything that guys would discuss sitting around at a bar watching sports. It was supposed to have the tone of a real sports fan, which was the direct opposite of how the Boston sports media was at the time. Even though it was the dot-com era, this was still internet 1.0, before anybody really knew what a blogger or influencer was. The only social media company that existed was Myspace. Traditional newspapers and sports talk radio had a monopoly on sports media. And it seemed that all the sports reporters who covered the local teams weren’t actually fans of the teams. Dan Shaughnessy of the Boston Globe openly rooted against the Red Sox. Ron Borges hated Bill Belichick and the Patriots. It was infuriating that the only media outlets covering your favorite teams were seemingly run by crusty old men who rooted and probably profited from their demise.

Barstool Sports would be the exact opposite. Sure, we’d criticize, but we were actual fans of our teams and would celebrate with their wins and lick our wounds with their losses.

The first two paragraphs from the first edition of the Barstool Sports newspaper reflected this sentiment:


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

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.



In other words… I am one of you. I wanted Barstool Sports to be the antithesis to the current state of media in Boston.

Once the name and general ethos of Barstool Sports were determined, there were two things I spent my time maniacally doing in the months leading up to launch week. The first was cold-calling advertisers. I’d always heard that story about Bill Gates pitching IBM his operating system before Microsoft had even invented one. He basically sold them a dream. Then, once he sold it, he set out to build it. At least that’s how I envisioned the story in my head. (I’m not a Bill Gates fan and I think he’s a super weirdo, but I digress.) Anyway, that’s what I was doing with Barstool. Anybody I could get on the phone, I would sell the dream of this new sports newspaper that was about to launch and take over the city of Boston.

How do you sell ads for a newspaper that doesn’t exist? On promises. I went to Hooters and some of those gambling companies I’d spoken to, explained the idea, and maybe fudged my projections a bit. The bottom line was that I was making a newspaper that would hit their target audience—twenty-five- to thirty-five-year-old men. I promised that my paper would find its way into the hands of the exact consumers Hooters was trying to coax through their doors, and I felt confident my method was more direct and convertible than the promise of slathered wings and orange booty shorts.

BetJamaica was true to their word and committed to advertising for an entire year of the first issue. Hooters was in. As crazy as it sounds, my sales experience and background finally paid dividends. I was able to essentially sell out the first few months of Barstool Sports before we ever went to print or I even knew what the paper looked like.

(Funny little anecdote with BetJamaica. For some reason, once I solidified the ad deal with them, they sent me boxes and boxes of little cocktail napkins and matches with their logo on it. My parents’ basement became filled with this stuff. We had so many of them that we didn’t know what to do with them all. Still to this day, when we are lighting candles for Hanukkah, my mom will whip out the BetJamaica matches. Or if she is hosting Thanksgiving, we’ll have little BetJamaica napkins underneath our drinks—a small little reminder of the early days of Barstool. It’s also a good reflection on my mom that nothing is ever worth throwing out if she can save it to use at a later date.)

Now that this thing was starting to become very real, the next step was figuring out exactly how I was going to publish it and get it into the streets. I had a grand total of $50,000 to get me started: $30K that I had managed to save from my sales job and $20K my dad loaned me that I’m sure he thought he’d never see again.

The biggest chunk of my startup money went toward buying newsracks. We’ve all passed these things hundreds of times on the street, and you probably never thought about how expensive they are. They were about a hundred bucks a pop, which was a fortune to me back then. And of course Boston requires permits for every newsrack you want to put out on the street, so I had to pay for those too. I bought a hundred newsracks to start because that’s all I could afford.
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I’ll never forget the day they arrived. Not because I was overjoyed that they finally came, but rather because the truck driver called me when he was about an hour away and said that he refused to drop them off to the delivery address he had on file because it wasn’t a commercial address and he didn’t think his truck would fit on my street (I had moved back home to Swampscott at the time to save money and didn’t really give it much thought). Anyway, there was no negotiating with this dude. He stopped on the Lynnway in the Building 19 parking lot and just dropped all the cargo there without me to receive it. If you’re unfamiliar with Building 19, which I’m pretty sure is out of business now, just picture the driver pulling into a random Walmart parking lot and dropping a hundred newsracks off in the middle of it. I obviously panicked. I had some irrational fear that somebody was going to steal them all. Kinda funny looking back. Like who the fuck wants a bunch of Barstool Sports newsracks? But if I had lost them, I would have been dead on arrival. So I ran out and rented a U-Haul and made about twenty trips back and forth to the Building 19 parking lot picking up my newsracks. I then dropped them in my high school parking lot until I could deploy them throughout the streets of Boston. Somehow my high school parking lot felt like a safer pasture for my precious racks.

Deploying them around the city was another absolute shit show. My mother and I drove the same rented U-Haul all throughout metro Boston, planting our newsracks throughout the city and beyond. Every single newsrack needed about a hundred pounds of sand in it so it wouldn’t blow over. I probably emptied out ten local Home Depots of all the sand they had. I’m pretty sure each bag of sand weighed forty-five pounds, and I’d fill each rack with two bags. I don’t think I could lift one of those bags right now if my life depended on it. But back then I had the strength and hunger of desperation, and I was tossing those bags around like a bodybuilder. There were definitely moments when I thought, What the fuck did I get myself into here? But I kept my head down and saw each phase to completion.

The entire process of setting up the newsracks took a week or so. Every time we’d stop at a new subway station, my mother would be screaming at me to be careful because hanging out at subway stations at 3 a.m. didn’t seem like the safest thing to do. Fun times indeed.

The last major expense was the delivery vehicle I needed. I went straight to Craigslist to find an Astrovan. I found one that looked decent, drove over to the guy’s house to pick it up, paid him his cash, shook his hand, and started out the driveway. As I turned onto the street, I heard a deathly rattle followed by a pop, and then the gas pedal stopped responding. The van wheezed to a shuddering halt not a hundred feet from the house. I walked straight back and knocked on the guy’s door. He wasn’t even surprised to see me again; he just handed me back the money without saying a word.

I went back to trawling Craigslist and managed to get a working Astrovan for $1,800. It was a little more than I paid for the first one, but this one had the goods and held steady. The family was in a rush to sell it because they had to leave for a Mormon mission the next week. Provo Dave had done it again.

(Sidenote: this is an ongoing battle in how I write this book. That little “Provo Dave” joke I just slid in is very much an inside joke. You have to be fully aware of my life to understand it. My editor thinks I should omit those jokes. She thinks it makes it confusing for people who don’t know me. I think they are little easter eggs for my hardcore fans and don’t take away from the book if you don’t get it. Regardless, if you are reading this right now, that means I got my way on this one. And for the newbies, long story short, last year I was on Big Noon Kickoff, which is the Fox college football kickoff show, and I fell in love with BYU and Provo and they fell in love with me. Who would have thunk it, right? Anyway, I developed the nickname Provo Dave, and it’s kinda funny looking back on it that my trusty steed, the Astrovan, was given to me by Mormons.)

In fact, looking back on it now, maybe it was the Church of Ladderdy Sakes watching out for me in the early days of the company—when I was doing my paper route and my front right tire exploded going sixty mph down the Mass Pike, causing me to lose control and suddenly swerve across three lanes of highway into the divider. It happened so fast I didn’t even have time to be scared. But in hindsight, if any other cars were near me as I pinwheeled out of control, that could have been deadly. It was probably my one and only near-death experience I’ve ever had. Somebody was looking out for me that day. God’s plan indeed.
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(This picture is from when I found a boot on my Astrovan mid–paper route. I literally jumped out of my car to drop papers off, and when I ran back to my car fifteen minutes later, I was booted. Luckily, I was parked near City Hall. I took the ticket, ran to the parking clerk office, paid it, and was back on the road in forty-five minutes. The show [paper route] must go on.)

By the end of summer 2003, I had my initial advertisers lined up. I had my newsracks laid out throughout the city. I had bought a trusty Astrovan to deliver the newspapers. I was a one-man show, wearing ten hats and playing five roles just to get this thing off the ground. And now it was showtime; time to introduce the world to Barstool Sports. I knew I couldn’t just rely on people taking the newspapers out of the newsracks at subway stations. Who would pick up something they’d never heard of before? Sure, a few guys might have been intrigued by the name alone, but I had to physically get the newspaper into people’s hands.

I needed a workforce to hand out the papers that didn’t go into the racks. If you strolled through Boston in the early 2000s, you might have passed by a guy trying to sell you the Spare Change newspaper. It was a nonprofit newspaper distributed by homeless people, and they seemed to do a pretty good job of it. Far be it from me to reinvent the wheel.

Through some research I learned that there was a staffing agency. It managed job opportunities for the homeless and jobless in Boston. I contracted them for week one. I would have an army of homeless drunks handing out the inaugural issue of Barstool Sports at subway stations throughout the city. What could go wrong? I even printed out roughly a hundred T-shirts emblazoned with “Barstool Sports” in big block red letters for my homeless to wear, to drive the point home that Barstool had arrived. I was seventy-two hours out and cautiously optimistic that things were rounding into shape.

There was only one last thing I had to do before issue #1 of Barstool dropped: I had an in-person meeting with my printer, Gannett Publishing, the Monday before we were ready to go live. This was just a formality to make sure I understood delivery timeframes, how to get the paper to print, and make sure there would be no surprises come print day. Surprise, there were. Maybe a better way to say it is, a quick slap in the face of reality that I truly didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.

There were two major issues I learned about in this meeting. The first had to do with my logo. I had a buddy of mine draw the original logo for Barstool Sports. It was a pretty intricate design of a guy sitting at a crowded bar watching sports with his buddies.
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The printer took one look at it and shook his head.

“There is no chance we can print this on newspaper ink. It’s too detailed and will just blur into an unreadable ink spot.”

“Okay, so what do you suggest since we go to print in forty-eight hours?”

He opened his clip art (yes, clip art) and picked out the most generic “barstool” you’d ever seen. Okay, done and done. That piece of clipart, to which we would eventually add a few basic stars, remains the official logo of Barstool Sports to this day.

The second issue was a technology problem. I know what I’m about to say sounds so stupid and ignorant that it’s laughable, but when the printer asked how I planned on delivering the content for the newspaper to them, I told them I was planning on sending all the articles as individual Microsoft Word documents and all our ads as PDFs (or however BetJamaica or Hooters had sent them to me).

I think there was about a five-second moment of awkward silence while he stared at me, trying to decipher if I was serious. Uh, yes, I was dead serious. Longtime Stoolies who have seen my battles with technology over the years can attest that this type of technological ineptitude is par for the course with me. (I am writing this book on HP Desktop, not on a Mac, because I still don’t know how to use a Mac computer. And the only reason I got rid of my BlackBerry and got an iPhone is because they stopped making BlackBerrys. I did invent the world’s first iBerry, when I duct taped an iPhone and a BlackBerry together. But the point is that technology has never been my forte.)

After my mini-staredown with my printer, he realized that the guy starting a newspaper had absolutely no clue how newspapers are printed. He told me that I needed a very specific program in order for them to be able to print it. For a guy who can’t figure out how to use a MacBook, I was so out of my element that I thought there was a pretty decent chance I was done before I had even started. Honestly, I left that meeting truly thinking I was fucked and had wasted all my startup capital on nothing.

But then I caught an unbelievably lucky break. Remember that apartment I lived in after college with five high school buddies? The one where we brainstormed ideas together? When I told them that they probably made the right choice by not getting involved in this disaster business with me and that I didn’t even know how to print Barstool Sports, I was thrown a lifeline. One of my best friends, Brian Hayes, had a buddy whose wife was in the newspaper business and actually worked at Gannett. He said, “If you want to give her a call, maybe she can help?”

Enter Erin Boyce. It wasn’t just that Erin worked in the newspaper business; she actually did graphic design for Gannett. In other words, she did exactly what I needed. Furthermore, she had just quit her job and was looking for some freelance work. Well, freelance work she would have.

Starting that Wednesday, and for the next nine years, I would send all those unformatted articles and ads to her, and she would format it in the language the printer needed. The process would start Tuesday night around 6 p.m., and we’d stay up until around 4 a.m. every single print week putting together the latest and greatest issue of Barstool Sports.

Throughout the course of Barstool Sports, I’ve been asked a million times what made it successful. I always say right person, right time, hard work, and a lot of luck. Take out any of those ingredients and you’ve probably never heard of me and I’m definitely not writing this book. Instead I’d probably be living on some island being a beach bum, following my other life passion, which is Jimmy Buffett, except I’d be doing it on a budget. Instead, luck has always shined down on me and Barstool. Whenever I’ve needed someone or something to break our way, it seemingly has. I’m not saying that to be humble. I truly believe almost every successful business has benefited from extreme luck, and we are no different. Lots of smart, hardworking people have failed through no fault of their own. (It’s probably the reason why, years down the road and in the midst of COVID, the Barstool Fund became so important to me. I know firsthand how hard it is to build a business and how fickle it can be. I was lucky enough to be able to help entrepreneurs who were about to lose their life’s work through no fault of their own, and I wanted to pay back some of that luck the universe had granted me in tough moments. But we’ll get to that later.)

With those two printing crises solved, I went from dead on arrival to ready to rock and roll in the span of a few short hours. And on Wednesday, August 27, 2003, the first official issue of Barstool Sports hit the streets.
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To say the release of the first issue was an unmitigated disaster would be an absolute insult to the phrase “unmitigated disaster.” There is a famous expression that I’m sure you’ve heard of: you get what you pay for. My primary distribution method for the first issue of Barstool was the homeless drunks contracted by the staffing agency. I’d say 90 percent of these people didn’t show up to work that day. Oh, you mean the homeless drunk getting a couple bucks to hand out newspapers didn’t make it? Gee, you don’t say. And those who did clock in didn’t seem overly interested in handing out the newspaper. The papers were flying everywhere. Entire stacks were dumped onto the subway tracks. More than a few were still drunk, picking fights, and if anyone was wondering who might have been responsible for this mess, my company’s name was front and center on their chests in bright red.

Suffice it to say the homeless experiment ended that day. It was a gigantic waste of money and I was right back to square one, staring down the reality that issue #2 needed to be turned around in a couple days.

So week one wasn’t the smoothest launch of all time, but it could have been worse. I did manage to publish, and deliver, a newspaper. I’d written almost all the articles myself, with the exception of a couple submitted from friends of mine. I sold all the ads myself. I delivered it myself. I’d actually done it. Even if this thing never made it to week two, I had a sense of pride from having done what I’d said I would do for years. I stopped talking about starting a business and did it. So what now?

There wasn’t a lot of time to harp on what had gone wrong in week one. Week two was staring me in the face. I was in it. It was sink-or-swim time now.

Clearly the most pressing issue was figuring out my homeless distribution problem. How do I get people to take the newspaper? Then it hit me: if some strange homeless guy were to offer a newspaper to me, would I take it from him? No shot. Or if I did, I’d toss it immediately. But what about if a pretty girl handed it to me? Duh. Not exactly rocket science, to be honest.

I contracted a modeling/promo agency in Boston called Candy Ford to supply me with some attractive local girls looking to make a few bucks on the side. I bought youth-sized Boston sports jerseys from Foot Locker and dressed the girls in them. So for issue #2 of Barstool Sports, instead of local commuters being met by drunk homeless guys trying to force-feed a newspaper down their throats, they were met with young, pretty college girls dressed in sexy sports attire handing out the newspaper.

Guess what? If week one was a distribution disaster, week two was a smashing success. Thanks to the models, every single copy of issue #2 was gobbled up by a willing reader. But quickly, I was forced to ask myself how long I could afford to do this. Because homeless people are a lot cheaper to hire than hot girls. Like I said earlier, you get what you pay for. I reasoned that there was no point in saving for a future I might not have; no point in saving money for a rainy day. I decided to empty the Barstool bank account for as long as I could afford because the exposure the girls were bringing me was worth the risk. I used the models for the next month, and by the end of it, guys across Boston came to look for the girls each week. And by association, they came to look forward to their new issue of Barstool Sports.

This experiment was where I met Renee. She was a BU student at the time and happened to be one of the girls in the original group assigned to this project by Candy Ford. I remember driving her to her designated subway station the first time I met her, and she was peppering me with questions about the business that she had no business asking, to be frank. But I was polite and tried to answer them the best I could. She then got out of the front seat, looked at me, and said, “Good luck, but I don’t think this is going to work,” before descending to her designated subway station.

I thought, Who is this girl? Does she think she’s me with these snarky one-liners?

Renee would later become known to the Stoolies as “The First Lady,” aka my wife. She remains my best friend to this day.

While the girls had clearly gotten Boston’s attention, they had also cleaned out my bank account. I mean I was out of money. Truly. Between the Astrovan, the newsracks, printing costs, and paying the models, I had emptied every last dollar out of the vault. There was now a magic number that ran my life: $3,400. That was my biweekly all-in carry nut to publish Barstool Sports. I was able to trim it down to that number after I discontinued using the models.

At this point the business model was pretty simple: if I could sell $3,400 worth of ads in the newspaper, I would break even. I didn’t have any real expenses beyond that. I had moved home to save money. It’s not like I cared about living in Boston anyway. I was working 24/7 on this newspaper, so I had no time for a life outside it. My weeks consisted of three things at this time: writing articles for the newspaper, delivering the newspaper, and most importantly, sourcing revenue any way I could. The original gambling ads I’d sold provided me a bit of a cushion, but that wasn’t enough. Now that the paper was in circulation, I needed more revenue. I was cold-calling and knocking on doors constantly. I’d sift through all my competitors’ publications in Boston and call every single one of their advertisers every single week to poach them to Barstool. I was relentless, calling them over and over again. Nothing was too small. I literally couldn’t have been more persistent.

I also made up a ton of fake aliases for the newspaper to make Barstool seem bigger than a one-man operation. But I was just one man doing ten jobs like one of those guys who play all those stupid instruments strapped to their bodies, trying to make it all sound good together. I created a bunch of fake ads (using real companies) to fill those early pages. Fleming’s Steakhouse “won” a giant spread, which allowed me to call Morton’s to warn them that their competitor was gaining a major marketing edge thanks to the hottest newspaper they hadn’t heard of (yet). Of course, Fleming’s saw the ad and called me in a rage to figure out why their ad was in my paper—which is baffling to think about now. Umm, it’s free ad space, morons. Why are you upset? No wonder Ruth’s Chris has more than double your locations now. So shortsighted. So dumb.

I was able to scrounge up a ragtag group of clients in the early days: from Jack Diamond DUI lawyer to local bars to porn sites. I needed every cent they paid to stay afloat.

And it wasn’t just advertising—I was willing to do or try anything to drive revenue. For example, my mother makes a spectacular dessert called Sour Cream Cake. Bad name, but it really is a spectacular cake. So I tried to sell my mom’s cake through the newspaper. All my close friends ordered the cake because they loved it. Unfortunately, but rather predictably, my mother refused to charge them for it but still sent the cake, so I took a bath on that project. Many years down the road, and long after I had “made it,” I tweeted out a picture of this ad to show people how far Barstool had come from the early days. I forgot to redact my mom’s cell phone number in the picture. Needless to say, she was quite confused when her phone rang for forty-eight hours straight with random Stoolies trying to buy her Sour Cream Cake, from Alaska to Africa.

[image: An advertisement for “My Mom’s Cake” features a photograph of a woman and text detailing pricing, a testimonial, and ordering information.]
Remember those Barstool Sports T-shirts I bought for the homeless guys to wear as they handed out the first issue? I still had like fifty or sixty of them lying around because half the guys didn’t show up. I decided to sell them, and I kept the readers updated on how many we sold each week. In every new issue of Barstool Sports there would be a little box counting how many “Ugly Shirts” we’d sold.

[image: Article titled “The Rise of the Ugly Shirt - Version 2.0” explains a Barstool Sports shirt promotion above a photo of the branded T-shirt.]
This would serve as the forerunner of the Barstool Sports merch business—a vital revenue stream that would sustain the company for the next twenty years. I had no idea then that you wouldn’t even be able to walk in my apartment over the years because it would be littered with T-shirts and mailing supplies that I’d pack and ship myself; that I’d do five runs to the post office per day and do all the customer service myself. That is, until it became too big to manage and we had to outsource what by then was a multimillion-dollar, high-eight-figure revenue stream. And it all started with the Ugly Shirts, left behind by a bunch of homeless people who skipped work that day.

It was all-hands-on-deck for myself and whatever aliases I created. I did whatever I had to do to meet the $3,400-per-week nut and stay afloat.

I don’t know how many water analogies I’m allowed to use in this book, but here is another one: the key to staying afloat is keeping your oars in the water at all times. In other words, as long as you are in the game and have a pulse, you never know what can happen. What I did know was that my current business structure was unsustainable. My daily routine consisted of waking up at 4 a.m., driving to a T station in Boston, and handing out the newspaper myself during the morning commute. Then, after the morning commute died down, I’d try to sell ads. Then I’d reappear at a different T station during the evening commute to hand out more newspapers. Then I’d drive back to Swampscott and write articles for the newspaper. I was literally writing all the content for the paper, sometimes under a few different fake names to make it seem like we had different writers. On publication weeks, I would drive in loops around the city in what equated to a forty-eight-hour paper route, delivering the latest and greatest issue of Barstool. Like I said, it was unsustainable for one man to keep this up. I could handle the waking up early, the sales calls, and delivering the paper. But all that took its toll on creating a quality product that people enjoyed, and it became too tough to balance. I knew I needed help.

I put an ad in an early issue announcing that I was looking for writers. I believe the exact verbiage was: “Barstool is looking to hire writers. We don’t pay at all, but we make up for it by offering zero benefits.”

That’s literally what it said. You had to be in it for the love of the game. I’m not going to sit here and say I was inundated with submissions. A few trickled in here and there, and among them were three guys who stood out from the rest, and who would be absolutely pivotal to the newspaper era and growth of Barstool Sports.

Introducing Pete Manzo, Jamie Chisholm, and Jerry Thornton. Along with myself, we comprised the original Core 4. As a sidenote, Jerry Thornton still writes for us today, which seems impossible since I’m pretty sure I hired him on the eve of his eightieth birthday. His nickname back then was “Old Balls,” and that was twenty years ago.


[image: Manzo, Dave Portnoy, Chisholm, Uncle Buck and Jerry Thornton stand arm in arm before a sponsor backdrop, smiling at a sports event.]
Manzo, me, Chisholm, Uncle Buck, Jerry Thornton

These guys weren’t just page fillers; they were legit great writers. I’m talking guys I still would hire today even with the thousands of job applications we get. That’s how talented they were. It was just another example of lady luck shining down on Barstool Sports. I’ve seen so many horrible applications and bad résumés in my time that it’s insane to think that three of the first people who ever offered to work for me, for free, were three of the most gifted writers I’d employ in twenty years. Who knows what would have happened if I had never found those guys. But with them by my side, Barstool Sports began to find its sea legs.

In addition to the regular staff pieces, I started receiving full articles to my email address from readers—the best of which I actually published. “Talkin’ State Street Blues” was a reader submission that detailed the voluntary severance package offered by State Street Bank, which had sent a mass email to their employees announcing that a big round of layoffs was coming. They had offered employees the option to voluntarily resign in exchange for a cushy severance package. Problem was, they expected only about 1,500 people to pack their bags, but over three thousand walked out. Then they tried to walk it back, only to get sued by the employees who were now on Caribbean beaches and cruise ships, sipping piña coladas as they claimed their severance checks bounced. The article caught fire. It was the newspaper equivalent of a viral video, and everybody in Boston was talking about it. It was so well written and funny that I immediately understood the value of avoiding any one path or genre in our pages. I didn’t want to confine Barstool Sports to just sports because you never knew what might catch people’s attention or get them arguing over an issue. These were the exact types of stories that so deeply wove us into the Boston subculture.

Our free little twice-monthly newspaper was turning into must-read material for citizens of Boston. The topics in the paper ranged from those layoffs at State Street Bank to an ode to a stereotypical Softball Dude to Pete Manzo’s night with the Playboy Bunnies to Sales 101. You just never knew what you might read in any particular issue of Barstool. And slowly but surely, every time I would drop the newspaper off at T stations and bars around Boston, a few more people would comment, “Finally Barstool is here! We’ve been waiting for it.”

Still, I wasn’t making a dime. Each week was a war to hit the $3,400 break-even point. But in my bones, I could tell something was brewing. Something was building. It was easy for me to imagine that in my old life, working my nine-to-five sales job in Boston, I would have found Barstool Sports and become a fan. That’s a method I’ve often used to determine whether something at Barstool seemed like a good idea: Would I like this if I were just a regular person, with no connection to this place?

Despite my cautious optimism, I wasn’t thinking we’d ever be anywhere like where we are today. But maybe, just maybe, I thought I’d be able to eke out a living on $60K a year, doing something I loved.

[image: Two pages from the Barstool Sports newspaper, one featuring the “Softball Dude” column, and the other featuring an article “Talkin’ State Street Blues.”]

EXCERPT FROM “TALKIN’ STATE STREET BLUES”

By Brendan Walton

I just took a voluntary layoff from State Street Bank. I was in the wrong line of work, and I hated it. It was boring, monotonous, and full of nitwits suffering from diarrhea of the mouth. State Street planned to lay off 1800 employees, and presumably offered the severance package to soften the public relations damage typically incurred in a downsizing.

Three thousand one hundred employees signed up for the voluntary layoff, which should tell you something about the joys of working there. The higher-ups claim that they never expected that many people to take the package. This means they never bothered to take a short stroll around one of their offices. Sneakers, T-shirts and all-around slobbishness have worked their way into SSB employee’s definition of “business casual.” Some of the dumbest people you would ever not want to talk to said some of the dumbest things that you would ever not want to hear. All day long, at very high volumes. 90% of SSB’s employees would openly tell you that they were suckers who hated every second of it, living an office life of quiet desperation. Anybody, except, apparently, for SSB executives, could have plainly seen that there would be a stampede for the severance.

SOFTBALL DUDE

Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the best fucking softball player you’ve ever met. Just ask the 4 teams in the opposing leagues I’m in this summer. I flat out rake. You could populate a small country with all the pitchers I’ve taken deep.

I just spent three hours in the batting cage and hit the shit out of the ball. Line drives, big flies, opposite field shots. I can do it all. Some kids next to me in the cages were staring and pointing at me. I don’t blame them. They’ve probably never seen a 40 year-old man wearing Oakley Blades and batting gloves who can hit bombs like me. Especially not with shorts this tight.

This season, I’m making sure we sweep all 4 leagues.

Especially the Men’s League at St. Anthony’s. We were two outs away from winning that baby last year and now I can taste it. I’ve gotta get my hands on that 10-foot plastic trophy. It’s all I think about. Rumor has it the league winners get 2 free pitchers at Murphy’s Pub after the seasons. No way we lose with the trophy and 78 ounces of Busch on the line.

I just bought all new equipment for this season. You should see the acrylic baseball pants I got. Super tight. I picked up a new set of wristbands, a tube of eye black and a pair of 3-inch mud cleats, you know, just in case I need to break up a double play. I also got my hands on a $350 titanium bat for a little extra power. It cost me a week’s pay, but screw it, when I start cranking 400-foot shots it will be worth it. Plus I might need to beat off all the trim that will be chasing me after the games.

Softball groupies love guys who can go deep.

I can’t wait for that first at bat. I’m bringing a tape deck to the game, so that I can blast The Scorpions when I walk to the plate. Nothing gets me fired up to play ball more than The Scorpions. Except maybe AC/DC, but I save that for the playoffs.

I feel sorry for the other teams. They have no idea what I’m about to unleash on them. Actually, I don’t feel sorry for them. You think that anyone felt sorry for me when that bastard coach cut me from the 8th grade baseball team? You think Babe Ruth or Dave Kingman felt sorry for the other team when they took them deep? They should have known better than to get into a league with me. This year I’m focused. I practiced like a son of a bitch in the winter and got the call to play third. That’s right, the hot corner. Only the best play the hot corner. I have to be sharp, so no more beer during the games. I’m going to wait until after the game to start pounding cold ones and I’m still going to drink you under the table.

My initials might as well be M.V.P. That stands for Most Valuable Player for all you non-softball players.

The league starts Tuesday night. I took a day off of work.

Why do I take softball so seriously? Fuck you. You’re just jealous.



Once I was through a few of these early months, I found that I was actually semi-proud of what Barstool Sports had become. It had morphed from a four-page, black-and-white sports and gambling newsletter into more of a men’s entertainment/comedy magazine with a solid core of writers. I was fairly confident that if I could get the paper into people’s hands, I’d hook them. But how do you get the person who keeps brushing past you, who refuses to take a newspaper, to finally cave in and take it? And then actually read it? I wish I could say I sat in a room and concocted some master plan to solve this, but like almost everything at Barstool, it occurred organically and without much thought.

I wrote an article in the April 2004 issue of Barstool Sports called “My 10 Hottest Chicks Alive.” Again, not rocket science. After all, everybody from People to GQ to Maxim had their own version of a sexiest humans list, so here was ours. The next thing I did I believe legal experts might frown upon and refer to as “blatant copyright infringement.” I took a photo of Lindsay Lohan in a bikini and stuck it on the front page next to the article. It was a little square picture of her that I found somewhere on the internet. I really didn’t give it much thought or comprehend what I was doing at the time. Back in those days, I’m not even sure I knew what copyright infringement was, nor did I care. Luckily, nothing ever came of it in a legal sense. No lawyers, no cease and desists, nothing—a far cry from today’s world, where you can’t sneeze without some ambulance chaser trying to shake you down for cash. The Lohan photo did, however, lead to an email that would forever change the course of Barstool Sports. Eric Levin was a local photographer in Boston with an eye for talent and opportunity. He’d seen the Lohan cover and I guess a flashbulb went off in his brain, because he reached out to ask if I’d consider featuring local girls on the cover. Given the success I’d had utilizing the Boston models to hand out the paper, and given that Barstool was, at its core, a local newspaper, it immediately clicked for me that homing in on a “girl next door” motif might move the needle.

If I could find them, Levin offered to shoot the girls professionally, in the style of Maxim, in a proper studio with lighting and makeup and all the bells and whistles.

Naturally, I had to solve the question of where to find the girls. By this time, I had hung out with Renee a few times. If you are wondering how she went from handing out newspapers, telling me I was doomed to fail, to us hanging out a few times, it was because when my buddies found out that I had hired models to hand out Barstool they were like, “Hey asshole, why don’t you ask these girls if they want to go out sometime?” So that’s exactly what I did, and Renee and I hit it off. Things were progressing nicely, or as nicely as they could considering I was broke and working 24/7.

Renee was following along with the progress of the newspaper, and I think she was somewhat surprised and impressed that not only was Barstool still in business, it was seemingly growing. That’s when I told her about the email I received from Eric. We both thought it was a great idea and, more importantly, Renee had a short-term solution for me. She volunteered two of her friends as tribute to be the first-ever cover models for Barstool Sports (shout-out Jillian and Luba, still two of Renee’s best friends to this day). Looking back, I don’t know what she said to get them to agree, or if they even knew what they agreed to, but it didn’t matter. I had sourced the girls, and Eric Levin lived up to his word and produced a professional photoshoot. Starting with that photoshoot, for the next six years every single issue of Barstool Sports would feature local girls on the cover.

There’s no doubt that this was yet another defining moment in our history. Barstool was introducing these girls to the entire city, which had the effect of introducing Barstool to more and more people. All of a sudden, I’d added another key ingredient to an ever-growing and changing men’s interest newspaper. What made these covers work wasn’t just the fact that these were professional photoshoots unlike anything Boston had seen. The key was that our cover models weren’t celebrities living across the country who only came out for red carpets; these were sports medicine majors at Boston University, bartenders at Lansdowne Pub, nurses at Boston Children’s Hospital, girls who lived down the street from you. They were sorority sisters you might run into at your next formal. In other words, they were real people.

[image: A Barstool Sports newspaper front page dated November 3 to November 10, 2004, features a woman holding a broom with the main headline “1918 Swept Away.”]
With each step, Barstool continued to evolve from just a newspaper to a brand. It started to become something people talked about, and not just in person. College bros would ask each other if they’d seen the latest cover or read a certain article. I was getting inundated with submissions for cover girls. The paper started moving around college campuses, which opened Barstool up to a younger audience in addition to the postgrad professionals I’d been targeting downtown. Boston is a college town, with over 118 colleges—the fourth most of any city in America, despite not even cracking the top twenty cities in terms of population. Breaking into the college demographic was gigantic.

[image: A Barstool Sports newspaper front page dated March 7, 2007 to March 21, 2007, features a woman holding a Boston College pennant with the headline “Let's Dance.”]
The onset of the cover model era also gave birth to our first (but certainly not our last) full-fledged controversy. In March 2007, in preparation for March Madness, we featured a Boston College law student covering her chest with a BC pennant.

The caption said “Let’s Dance” as a nod to the NCAA tournament, aka the “Big Dance.” For people who say I’m mean or rude, I didn’t include her last name here because even after two decades, I’m not sure she wants this story to resurface. Or maybe she does? Anyway, Boston College went bananas. The city went bananas. People got on their moral high horses and called her a disgrace to feminism and a disgrace to the law school. It went as far as people writing op-eds demanding she be kicked out of school. All for modeling on the cover of Barstool Sports? How dare somebody be smart, beautiful, and confident? The controversy became so big that the Boston Herald—one of the two major daily newspapers in Boston at the time—printed the cover of Barstool Sports on the cover of their newspaper. I vigorously defended her and my company. It was none of anybody else’s business the decision that Adrienne made. Nobody told you to read it, look at it, or be offended by it. There is nothing I hate more than people who pretend to have the moral high ground when they don’t. I don’t tell you how to live your life and you better not tell me how to live mine.


[image: The front page of the Boston Herald newspaper with a large headline EAGLE EYE CANDY and a sub-headline about a BC law student’s photos sparking outrage.]
Courtesy of the Boston Herald

This would be the first of many times that critics of mine or of Barstool would learn that I will not back down from what I believe. If you come at me with a feather, just know I’m coming back at you with a sledgehammer. Did I feel bad that Adrienne found herself in the middle of this mess? Of course I did. Was I thanking my lucky stars for the free publicity we were gaining from it? You better believe it. Oh hey, look at this new newspaper that features local, scantily clad, beautiful women and also has hilarious articles inside it… What a bunch of jerks.

As the early newspaper years passed, I began to find my rhythm. I wasn’t making any real money, but I was starting to eke out a living—just enough to afford an $800 month-to-month studio in Boston. On nights when I felt like getting crazy, Renee and I would order takeout from the Cheesecake Factory, which was across the street from my apartment.

(By the way, I consider myself a food snob, and the richer I’ve gotten the more I’ve been able to eat at some of the best restaurants in the world. But I will tolerate zero Cheesecake Factory slander. The bread and Cajun Chicken Littles can go toe-to-toe with anybody. Don’t ask me how a restaurant that has a menu the size of the Yellow Pages can make everything good, but they somehow do.)

I had the rhythm of creating, publishing, and delivering the newspaper down cold. I became omnipresent in Boston during those years. You could spot my Astrovan driving around the city or see me handing out newspapers outside the Garden.

(Funny sidenote: Last year I went to a Celtics playoff game, and I bumped into a ticket scalper out front. I didn’t recognize him at first, but he said, “Hey Dave, we’re all proud of you for your success.” Then I remembered him: he was one of the guys I used to stand next to every week, hawking newspapers while he was scalping tickets.

By the way, did you know that all the scalpers are like part of one big group? That they aren’t actually competing against each other, but are in cahoots with each other? I think the name of the group is affectionately known as the Mob, but don’t quote me on it. I never knew this till I spent hours and hours and hours hanging out with these guys while I was slinging my newspapers and they were slinging their tickets. Comrades in battle.)

If you were really lucky, you might have seen me cleaning shit out of my newsracks. Yes, I mean literal shit. To this day, I don’t know how someone managed to poop inside the thing. Either way, I had to clean it because nobody else was going to. As gross as that sounds, it didn’t




[image: Dave Portnoy poses with six women in matching Jack Daniel’s promotional outfits before a branded event backdrop at an event.]
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The Rise of the Ugly Shirt - Version 2.0

After weeks or rumor and speculation, the Ugly Shirts are back! They are brighter, bolder and
uglier than ever. For all those Barstool Sports rookies out there, the legend of the Ugly Shirt
began many, many moons ago. Basically when Barstool Sports limped out of the gate and
onto the local scene 15 weeks ago, we hired a group of bearded men, some would say drunk-
en, homeless, bearded men, to hand out our newspaper at local T:stations. We ordered the
cheapest T:shirts we could find for these guys to wear while handing out the paper. The result
was the birth of the Ugly Shirt. As most of you know who have been following the matu-
ration of Barstool Sports, the bearded guys only worked for us once, before we switched to
using models. The result was that the majority of the original Ugly Shirts faded into Bolivia.
However, a few shirts did survive the genocide and the staff of Barstool Sports regularly wears
them when handing out newspapers or trying to track down stolen newsracks. Much (o our

surprise, something very strange happened whenever we wore the Ugly shirts. People
mﬂdmmﬂyhk:dmm]‘hemfom,wedeadedmgﬂdmnforlohxﬁszpoy hoping it
would serve as a sneaky way to get our readers to help market the newspaper by having them
wear our ugly shirts around town. The resulting Ugly Shirt sale was a complete success.
Shockingly we sold out of all the original Ugly Shirts and were asked by readers to develop
another model of the Ugly Shirt and that's exactly what we did. Hence, today we continue
the legacy of the Ugly Shirt by introducing Ugly Shirt V2.0, which can be yours for $13.00.
Version 2.0 is a radical departure from its predecessor, which was white with red lettering
The newer, bolder version of the shirt is now red with white lettering and a special surprise
on the sleeve.

For all those who can’t wait to get their hands on Ugly Shirt Version 2.0
please email your address for shipping to shirts@barstoolsports.com.
Send checksto - -

And as always, thanks for your support!

~ BARSTOOL
- SPORTS
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