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			Praise for Keith O’Brien’s

			CHARLIE HUSTLE

			“The definitive Pete Rose book.”

			—The Guardian

			“[Charlie Hustle] chronicles the highs and lows of baseball’s all-time hits leader…. A comprehensive portrait of [Pete Rose]…. For sports fans who want to go beyond Xs and Os.”

			—Forbes

			“[With] a Lovecraftian eye, [O’Brien pulls] unknowable colors straight from the darkest depths of the human spirit…. [Pete Rose] is the mile marker for sports’ headfirst tumble into the logic of late capitalism, where everything feels unknowable and conspiracy stalks your mind at all times.”

			—Rolling Stone

			“[An] epic about hubris and, in the figure of the disgraced Cincinnati Red, moral vacancy.”

			—Chicago Tribune

			“[O’Brien] tells the good, the bad, and the ugly about Rose, whose gambling addiction ended in a lifetime Hall of Fame ban…. Well-researched, meticulously written…. A compelling must-read.”

			—Medium

			“Baseball fans will love this biography of Pete Rose, who became one of the sport’s great players and managers before becoming embroiled in a major betting scandal in the 1980s. O’Brien’s book details Rose’s career and his downfall from interviews with Rose, his associates, and archival records.”

			—Men’s Health

			“Compelling…. [O’Brien] not only delves into Rose’s personal story but also provides a rich cultural history of baseball…. A captivating read for sports enthusiasts and history buffs alike.”

			—International Business Times

			“As much as many fans of the game want to forget this sordid tale, Keith O’Brien reminds us of its centrality to the story of our National Pastime. It’s a dazzling, soaring accomplishment, a counterpoint to the tragic fall of one of the game’s greatest, brought on entirely by his own hubris, arrogance, and insolent disregard for baseball’s stern code.”

			—Ken Burns, filmmaker

			“Pete Rose’s epic life demands the epic treatment, and Keith O’Brien marvelously takes on the challenge. He captures the dizzying heights and calamitous lows but, even more, finds the humanity of the man who lived a sports life unlike any other.”

			—Joe Posnanski, New York Times bestselling author of Why We Love Baseball: A History in 50 Moments
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			For the People

			in the Bleachers

			on a Warm Summer Day

		

	
		
			
				Anyone who would appraise Pete Rose would be wrong to do so by the numbers. For he is not so much a ballplayer as he is an emotion, an attitude, a symbol.

				“Pete Rose,” Commissioner Peter Ueberroth said, “is baseball.”

				He is, at least, what baseball ought to be.

				—The Cincinnati Enquirer, September 12, 1985

				He can’t run. He can’t throw and he doesn’t have a good pair of hands. All he does is bust his tail and beat you.

				—Dick Williams, manager of the Oakland Athletics

				But this is a Pete Rose story…and Pete Rose had a gambling addiction…. Pete’s addiction got out of control.

				—Tommy Gioiosa, friend and associate of Pete Rose

			

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I grew up in Cincinnati when Pete Rose was at the peak of his fame, and I was there when he self-destructed, when he lost everything.

			I know the part of town where he grew up—the West Side—because, briefly, as a child, I lived there, too. I went to school with guys like him. And like every Cincinnatian—and every baseball fan who was alive during that time—I have felt just about every emotion about Pete Rose: pride, disgust, frustration, pity, and confusion. Only one thing hasn’t changed over the years: my fascination with his story. He was Icarus in red stirrup socks and cleats. He was the American dream sliding headfirst into third. He was both a miracle and a disaster, and he still is today.

			This story is a work of nonfiction, built with the help of thousands of pages of previously unutilized federal court documents, newly released FBI files that I requested and obtained, raw television footage, decades of newspaper articles, Major League Baseball’s voluminous 1989 investigation into his misdeeds, and more than 150 hours of interviews with Pete Rose’s friends; enemies; former teammates; family members; two former commissioners of baseball; three people who placed his bets on the game; four different investigators who dug up his secrets; the special counsel who led that charge, John Dowd; and Pete Rose himself. Rose met with me in person and spoke to me on the record for twenty-seven hours in 2021, before he stopped calling back, before he shut down.

			The narrative takes no license with facts, characters, scenes, or chronologies. If something appears in quotation marks here, it means it is verified—taken directly from a legal deposition, courtroom testimony, a memoir, a recorded interview, or a press account—or, in rare instances, confirmed by reliable sources who were there. Every effort has been made to portray the events as they occurred, to depict emotions as they were felt at the time, and to document them as accurately as possible for history.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			September 1985

			The standing ovation lasted for seven minutes, long enough that the umpires stopped the game and the pitcher sat down on the mound. Seemingly bored, and with nothing to do, the sad hurler for the visiting San Diego Padres crossed his arms and rested them on his knees, while the subject of the endless applause, the Cincinnati Reds player standing on first base, finally broke down. He finally cracked.

			Pete Rose began to cry.

			For more than two decades, baseball fans had come to expect raw emotion from Pete. It was part of both his public persona and his internal character. He sprinted out walks, slid headfirst into bases, shouted at pitchers to intimidate them, knocked over catchers at home plate, and once broke a man’s shoulder in a meaningless game as he tried to score the winning run. But this—crying—was new for fans. And so, when the crowd at Riverfront Stadium in Cincinnati saw him bow his head, hide his eyes beneath his shiny red batting helmet, and wipe away his tears with his new white batting gloves, the people cheered even louder. They loved Pete even more on this warm night in September 1985 because he had done it. He was now the hit king.

			With his latest single—a clean, low-looping line drive to left-center field off that pitcher for the Padres—Pete had compiled more hits than any other player in baseball history: 4,192. More than Cobb and Musial, more than Aaron and Mays. Seven hundred more hits than Yaz. Twelve hundred more hits than the Babe. Fifteen hundred more than Teddy Ballgame. Nearly double the total of Joltin’ Joe, the Yankee Clipper, and as many as Bench and Berra combined. Pete had joined the list of the Immortals, players known far and wide by a single name. Indeed, he had surpassed them, all of them, and he would never look back, in part because Pete isn’t built for self-reflection and in part because he would never have to reexamine this part of his story.

			Decades later, his hit record still stands. In a country where twenty-five million children might swing a bat every spring—and some sixteen thousand men have done it at the highest level, coming to the plate in a major-league ballgame with the dream of slapping a double down the line—no one has ever come close to matching Pete Rose’s hit record, and they probably never will. It stands there like a monument to the man himself.

			Yet on this night in 1985, the fans in Cincinnati loved him for a different reason. For the reason they had always loved him and for what they knew to be true. Pete Rose wasn’t special. He was almost ordinary. Arguably, the most ordinary extraordinary athlete in the history of American sports. Hardscrabble and gritty. Less talented than tough. A Rust Belt hero for a Rust Belt town. He was just like the fans, the people cheering him now on this night in September. He was white, working-class, and midwestern.

			“And again the flashbulbs go off all over the ballpark,” the city’s radio play-by-play man cried from the press box over home plate. “Hit number 4,192.”

			“It’s a slider inside,” the television color man added in the next booth over, as the network replayed the record-breaking hit in slow motion. “And Pete hits the ball probably like he’s done four thousand times—a line drive over shortstop. And right there he knows it’s a base hit. He knows that’s it. And he rounds the bag the way he always does: all out.”

			“This is his game. It is his town and it is his moment,” still another broadcaster added. Then, in a preplanned advertising stunt that’s impossible to imagine today, the broadcaster stood up in the booth, turned toward the camera, hoisted a can of Budweiser, and toasted Pete on national television.

			“This Bud’s for Pete Rose—and baseball,” the announcer said. “Just breathe it in.”

			

			—

			On first base, in that moment, Pete exhaled and shook his head, acknowledged the crowd, looked up, and then looked down, and as his gaze settled on his customary black cleats, he would have seen them squarely planted on the infield dirt. Pete was safe at first, as usual.

			But the world had changed in the twenty-five years that he had been playing professional baseball, and it was changing still, even as Pete stood there at Riverfront Stadium that night, awash in the praise and the flashbulbs. The game that Pete had loved as a boy was no longer an unpolished American pastime, populated by men who had learned to play by hitting bottle caps in the streets and who worked off-season jobs in the winter to survive. It had become a big business where even the worst players made three times more than the average American, the biggest stars earned ten times more than the president of the United States, and owners operated like modern-day railroad tycoons. In 1985, baseball was on the cusp of its first billion-dollar television deal with CBS, and viewers tuning in to watch this modern game saw a product that looked different in ways that thrilled some people and rattled others.

			Baseball—a sport that had been almost exclusively white in the 1950s—was now much more diverse. Thirty percent of the league was now Latino or Black, and by 1985 the biggest stars were players of color: Darryl Strawberry, Doc Gooden, Ozzie Smith, Fernando Valenzuela, Rickey Henderson, Kirby Puckett, Dave Winfield, Tony Gwynn, and both Rookies of the Year in 1985—Vince Coleman and Ozzie Guillen. No big-city columnist was going to publicly celebrate a star player for being white, as they had once celebrated Pete and others of his generation, and no reporter was going to protect Pete either, because the chummy beat writer was gone now, too.

			These writers—always men and often friendly enough with the players to go out carousing with the team on the road—had been replaced by a new generation of sports reporters, raised on Woodward and Bernstein. And these scribes weren’t beholden to the athletes in any way. What they wanted was a story, and they had competition to get it. New networks like CNN and ESPN were going to be happy to document a star player’s missteps, foibles, flaws, and errors, because scandal was good for ratings, and no scandal was going to be more captivating in the 1980s than Pete Rose’s.

			It was almost as if he were standing in quicksand that night at Riverfront Stadium—only he was unaware of the world beyond him. Pete didn’t know it, but he was sinking.

			In the next few years—a shorter time frame than anyone ever could have imagined—the cheering stopped and the toasts did, too, as baseball officials and reporters did something they had declined to do in the past. They pulled back the curtain, stripped away the myth, dismantled Pete Rose the icon, sold off the pieces, and revealed the man, naked and broken, for who he was, for who he had always been, though no one had ever dared to say it out loud for fear of tarnishing America’s pastime. Pete wasn’t working-class. He was maybe low class. He was uneducated and unpolished beneath his New Money shine. He was consorting with a screwball collection of bookies, railbirds, lackeys, dope dealers, and wannabe mobsters, and he had surrounded himself with a small group of young admirers who were thrilled to be his friends and were willing to do anything to protect him. They would satisfy Pete’s addictions and keep his many secrets. They wouldn’t tell anyone that he was sleeping with young women, that he was betting on baseball, and that he was lying about all of it.

			These revelations, still to come, would forever alter the game, ruin Pete Rose, change life in the proud baseball town of Cincinnati, spark endless debates about fame and forgiveness that still linger decades later, and mark the end of the age of innocence in sports. By the time it was over, Pete was no longer just a man; he was a fault line, separating the past from the present, the time of heroes from the time of cheaters. Nothing in American sports would ever be the same again. We wouldn’t even think about gambling the same way.

			Sports wagering is now legal in almost every state. In some cities, baseball fans can place bets on the game at kiosks inside the stadium. In most states, people can wager with the flick of their fingers on their phones while they cheer from the cheap seats or from just behind the dugout, and baseball, once opposed to gambling in all its formats, isn’t frowning on the new craze. It’s actively promoting sports gambling with corporate partnerships and in-game graphics broadcast on national television, giving viewers live betting odds of the current batter’s chances of hitting a home run in that very moment. There’s simply too much money in play not to be involved. In 2023, fans in America wagered more than one hundred and twenty billion dollars on sports, enough money that they could have pooled their cash to buy the Cincinnati Reds a hundred times over or purchase every single Major League Baseball team—and still have billions of dollars left in their pockets. And this new gambling record wouldn’t last long. The following year, in 2024, Americans were poised to wager even more on sports.

			These are changes that no one saw coming—least of all Pete Rose, the baseball executives who put their careers on the line to investigate him, or Pete’s friends who were forced to make difficult choices in the white-hot klieg lights of a prying national media. As the FBI began to close in on Pete’s associates in the late 1980s, and baseball executives started asking questions of Pete himself—questions that they had ignored for years—everyone around Pete had to make a decision: Were they going to tell the truth and expose him for his gambling? Or were they going to lie and potentially go down with the man? What price were they willing to pay? What story were they going to tell? Which side were they on?

			The answers to these questions changed people’s lives forever—including Pete’s. And more than three decades later, these decisions still reverberate like shock waves through a universe that Pete created with his own hand, even though Pete himself is now gone. In this mythical place, Pete Rose is the sun, burning brightly in the center, and the people in his life, everyone else, are planets in orbit, trapped by shared history, Pete’s enduring charisma, and above all his gravitational pull. Each was drawn to him for different reasons, and some in this universe are no longer in need of his light, of Pete’s warmth and attention. They orbit in distant rings, cold and dark. Still, they cannot escape, and certain disturbances—like phone calls, say, from a writer, or fresh allegations, new stories—set off a chain reaction. Those closest to Pete will still protect him, while others on the outside—the dark planets gone cold—will crack up if they spend too much time remembering what it was like to live in the warm light of Pete’s sun. Put simply: people cry, break down, get angry, or go off when they talk about Pete Rose. They love him or hate him so much that he has destroyed them.

			

			—

			But all that comes later, in the wreckage of this story, in the aftermath of one of America’s great tragedies. In the moment—Pete Rose’s greatest moment, on that night in September 1985—everyone was happy, Pete most of all. He was a player at his peak standing on first base with the flashbulbs firing, and the people cheering, and the television broadcasters raising their beer cans in the booth behind home plate.

			Somewhere in the stands, Pete’s mother hugged friends and family. In the seats around her, strangers embraced, too, and at some point Pete couldn’t take it anymore. He looked up at the sky and then buried his face into the shoulder of his first-base coach, his longtime friend and former teammate Tommy Helms.

			“I don’t know what to do,” Pete told Helms, as the ovation continued at Riverfront Stadium unabated.

			“That’s okay, boss,” Helms replied.

			Pete didn’t have to do anything anymore.

			“You’re number one,” Helms assured him. “You deserve it all.”

		

	
		
			ACT I

			RISE
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			1

			Before the bridges went up, the interstates went in, and the circle freeway carved a path through the valley, there was only one way to cross the Ohio River on the West Side of Cincinnati. It was the little side-wheel ferry down the hill in front of Pete Rose’s house.

			Pete was about twelve years old when he got hired to work on the boat. The ferry operator, Mr. Kottmyer, paid Pete a menial wage to dart amid the cars and collect the crossing fares—thirty-five cents for automobiles, five cents for passengers. Mr. Kottmyer knew what he was doing; his family had run the ferry since the Civil War, purchasing the business from a string of other ferry captains, including George Anderson—the man who had given the entire neighborhood its name: Anderson Ferry. But Mr. Kottmyer had misjudged his new hire, Pete Rose. The little kid, two sizes too small for his age, wearing dirty dungarees and old leather shoes, probably would have done the job for nothing. Pete liked riding across the river, back and forth between Ohio and Kentucky, with people pressing silver coins into his hand. It was like traveling, only they were never far from home. Wherever they were on the water, wherever Mr. Kottmyer steered the ferry, swinging the bow into the current, Pete could see his house on the Ohio side rising above the riverbank on Braddock Street.

			The two-story clapboard house in which Pete was born had been built into the hill in the 1880s, and it was showing its age. The house felt as if it were teetering there, held together by cinder blocks and mortar, and inside the house there wasn’t much room for the Rose family. Pete shared a bedroom with his younger brother, Dave. His older sisters doubled up as well, and all of them took turns using a single bathroom, lining up outside the door during the busiest times of the day. But the house was also a survivor. From its perch on the hill, it had dodged catastrophic floods over the years that had washed other homes away. And perhaps most important to Pete, his home on Braddock Street was at the center of everything that mattered in the neighborhood. Schulte’s Gardens and the Trolley Tavern—Anderson Ferry’s two local drinking establishments—were both right there on the two-lane highway that hugged the water’s edge, U.S. 50, River Road. Pete could be at either of them in a minute just by running down the hill, with the coins he earned from Mr. Kottmyer jangling in his pants pockets.

			Sometimes, outside Schulte’s, Pete gambled with these coins or whatever other money he had made by collecting discarded beer bottles and redeeming them for cash. The game was called lagging pennies. From a short distance away from Schulte’s brick exterior wall, two boys pitched pennies at the building. Closest penny to the wall won the round, and the winner grew richer by the moment. He stuffed the other boy’s penny, the loser coin, into his pants pocket and gathered himself to throw again.

			Pete was good at the game. He could lay his penny right up against the wall. But more often, Pete used the wall outside Schulte’s for a different activity. He threw a rubber ball against it and then fielded the bounce off the wall—again and again and again—with a singular intensity that people noticed at the time and then forgot. They had no reason to remember, because most people who visited Anderson Ferry were just passing through. They were on a barge pushing south to New Orleans, on Mr. Kottmyer’s little boat crossing over into Kentucky, or in a car on River Road rambling east toward downtown Cincinnati.

			There, at the city center, the landscape looked decidedly different than it did in Pete’s neighborhood. A rail yard bustled at the edge of town. The Cincinnati Reds’ ballpark, Crosley Field, stood just beyond the tracks. A cluster of newly built high-rise buildings reached toward the sky along the waterfront, and people scurried between the buildings on weekdays, perhaps one building most of all: the world headquarters for the Procter & Gamble Co. at Sixth and Main. P&G’s roots in the city dated back to the 1800s, and its flagship product, Ivory Soap, seemed to capture the essence of Cincinnati more than anything else. The soap was said to be pure—“99 and 44/100 percent pure”—and P&G produced it by the truckload. During the day, workers churned out soap at a factory north of town, and in the evening the P&G executives retired to private clubs to dine with their wives, throw dinner dances for their daughters, or discuss Republican Party politics.

			It was a world that existed just seven miles from Pete’s house on Braddock Street, but it felt unattainable to him and to other children growing up on the West Side, especially Anderson Ferry. In this neighborhood of machinists, meat cutters, truck drivers, pipe fitters, and clerks, no one ever escaped, and Pete Rose wasn’t getting out, either.

			Everyone knew that he wasn’t even going to do as well as his father.

		

	
		
			2

			The man’s full name was Harry Francis Rose, but everyone on the West Side knew him as Big Pete. According to the story, it had something to do with a horse of the same name that Harry Rose had loved when he was a boy. But the nickname was more likely rooted in a practicality that few in the Rose family liked to discuss. Big Pete’s parents had divorced when he was just a baby, and his mother had remarried Harry Sams, a railroad worker on the West Side.

			The nickname, Pete, made it easier to distinguish the stepfather from the boy, and in time no one—not even his own mother—called him Harry anymore. He was just Pete, growing up behind the rail yard a couple miles upriver from Braddock Street and making a name for himself as a scrappy fighter with fists the size of coffee canisters and a face like chiseled rock. At age fifteen, competing under the name Pete Sams, Pete Rose’s father first thrilled sports fans in Cincinnati when he defeated a flurry of young boxers at the Franklin Avenue Armory over the course of two days to claim a district championship. He continued to fight. Then, around his eighteenth birthday, the young man quit boxing and trained his sights on other sports.

			In winter, Pete Rose’s father played basketball for Christ Church in the Ohio Valley League. In spring and summer, he played third base for the Tresler Comets, batting .300, and every fall Big Pete dominated the semipro Feldhaus football league, a rugged collection of workaday men willing to sacrifice their bodies for a game that was meaningless in every way except two. The players often placed side bets on the outcomes of the games, and they knew a good player could get noticed. He could receive an invite to try out for a pro club in Green Bay, Chicago, or Cleveland.

			A flashy halfback and a punishing defender, Big Pete had as good a chance as anyone of getting such a call. He was always scampering into the end zone, throwing for touchdowns, cutting down opponents at the knees, and intercepting the ball. In his first nineteen seasons, Big Pete won the Feldhaus league title an unprecedented twelve times, making himself a West Side star. The newspapers wrote feature stories about him, and at least one local television station invited him to come in, wearing his football uniform, to demonstrate his gridiron prowess on TV.

			“Let’s show them what you do on the field,” the television host said.

			Pete Rose’s father ducked and moved that day, bobbing his head, shaking his hips, and hitting the hole at speed. He sliced between barriers set up inside the television studio with a football tucked under his arm. The host told viewers to prepare for an exciting finale. He set up a desk chair at the far end of the studio and asked Rose to display his raw power—the same way he speared opposing runners during games on Sundays. Only to make it fair, and cushion the blow, the host asked a stagehand to drape the chair with a blanket.

			Big Pete nodded. He was happy to do it. He had just one request.

			“Take the blanket off,” he said through clenched teeth. “You think I’m a sissy?”

			

			—

			That day, inside the television studio, Big Pete broke the desk chair. He slammed into it with such fury that he knocked off one of the chair’s arms, dented the seat back, and left it splintered, good furniture smashed to pieces on the floor. The host had hoped to have Rose hit it a couple of times to end the program, but that was impossible now, and the station didn’t want to sacrifice another perfectly fine chair for the show. So the host faded out, thanking Big Pete for coming. “Pete Rose,” the host said, “the most famous semipro athlete in the history of greater Cincinnati.”

			It was high praise for Rose’s father, and also, as it turned out, it marked the pinnacle of his career. He would never be more than a semipro ballplayer. He was good enough for the Feldhaus football league maybe, or the Tresler Comets, or a small-time television program in Cincinnati, but not much else. The Green Bay Packers weren’t calling. The Cleveland Browns weren’t, either. And even if they did—even if, by some miracle, a pro scout discovered Big Pete playing halfback on the West Side on a crisp Sunday afternoon—he wouldn’t have been able to leave home. The man had obligations.

			Late one winter, between basketball and baseball seasons, he had married a young German girl with big eyes and a fondness for Tareyton cigarettes—Laverne Bloebaum. The new couple settled into Laverne’s house on Braddock Street in Anderson Ferry, with a whole mess of Bloebaums, including at times the young bride’s father, her younger brother, her older sister, and her sister’s husband. To contribute, Big Pete needed to get a job, and he found one at a local bank. Monday through Friday, he commuted to Fourth and Walnut downtown and sat at a desk, punching and cranking an old adding machine. He was a bookkeeper.

			The work helped scrape and claw the Roses to the edge of the middle class. By 1940, Big Pete was making $1,400 a year—the equivalent of about $40,000 today. But it was tedious work, and not at all what Big Pete wanted to be doing with his life. Reading the balance sheets gave him terrible headaches and forced him to wear eyeglasses—another thing that sissies did. Perhaps worst of all, the pay he took home never seemed to be enough for the growing family. Sometimes, to supplement the family income, Laverne had to take work waiting tables or serving drinks at the Trolley Tavern down the hill. They had two girls to support—Caryl and Jacqueline, born in quick succession in the 1930s—and then in the spring of 1941, their third child, a boy, Little Pete.

			Big Pete was obsessed with his son’s greatness from the start. He forced him to swing a baseball bat and throw a ball left-handed, even though Little Pete’s dominant hand was obviously his right, to make him a more valuable asset to Little Pete’s youth baseball teams. He once used the family allowance to buy boxing gloves for Little Pete instead of shoes for the older girls. With those gloves, Pete sparred with his father in the tiny yard on Braddock Street, and with whatever time they had left before sundown, they played baseball at a ragged diamond not far from the house called Bold Face Park. Big Pete always had an eye on the future and remained laser-focused, it seemed, on his oldest son, even after Laverne gave birth to another boy, Dave, in the late 1940s. Once, when Little Pete broke a window at the house, shattering the glass with a well-hit ball, Big Pete refused to fix it. The broken window, he told Laverne, was proof of the boy’s first hit. It had to remain shattered—for history—just in case Little Pete ever became a great ballplayer. Big Pete believed it was possible. The kid just needed to work. “Hustle, Pete,” the father said. “Keep up the hustle.” He thought that with hard work Little Pete could overcome anything—his lack of money, his lack of talent, and even his lack of size.

			Little Pete was always one of the smallest kids out on the field at Bold Face Park. By middle school, other boys towered over him; Little Pete, Puny Pete, “Pee-Wee” Pete, they called him. He couldn’t keep up. Still, his father kept pushing. Most dads on the West Side weren’t able to watch their sons’ games—work at the factory or the rail yard kept them away—but Big Pete found a way to be there. Pete’s teammates remembered seeing him at the field more than their own fathers, cheering in foul territory or meeting with the coaches to demand that they let Pete be a switch-hitter, batting from both the left side and the right. Big Pete was hustling, as he wanted his boy to do. His only break was the occasional weekend afternoon, when he drove his kids fifteen miles across town to the far reaches of the East Side, down by the river near the county line, to spend the day at the city racetrack, River Downs.

			Pete loved baseball, but these afternoons at the track were some of the happiest moments of his childhood. At River Downs, he didn’t have to play or perform. He didn’t have to hustle or keep up with anyone. He could just stand along the homestretch and cheer. Among men clutching racing forms, dollar bills, betting slips, and dreams, Little Pete could be a boy, screaming like crazy for his daddy’s horse to win.

		

	
		
			3

			Catholic high schools ruled Cincinnati in the 1950s. Everyone who mattered—the Procter & Gamble executives, the Eisenhower Republicans, the Stevenson Democrats, the families with money, and the working-class Catholics concerned for the everlasting souls of their children—did whatever they could to send their boys to learn from the grim-faced priests at high schools named Elder, Roger Bacon, Archbishop Moeller, and St. Xavier. But the Roses on Braddock Street were neither religious nor wealthy. Big Pete didn’t like that they were always asking for money at church, and he and Laverne made a different plan for their firstborn son. In the fall of 1955, they enrolled Little Pete at a public school, Western Hills High.

			West High, as the locals called it, was a sprawling campus about four miles north of Pete’s home, straight up the hill. The campus included both a middle school and a high school—six grades in all, with almost three thousand students, all West Siders, and many of them quintessentially so. The kids descended from Uchtmans and Wollenhaupts, Scheidenbergers and Schindlers, Zieglers and Otts, Kisers and Kohls. Almost everyone in the school was white, and from the start they were thrilled to be at West High. The school had an orchestra, a choir, a business club, an archery team, a cheer squad—the Sparkettes!—a state-of-the-art library with built-in bookshelves, a swimming pool with a synchronized-swimming coach, and, most important to the young Pete Rose, a thriving tradition of male sporting dominance that began every fall with football season.

			The school’s football games could draw more than ten thousand people at a time. But no game mattered more than West High’s annual Thanksgiving Day showdown against rival Elder High School. Elder was a West Side school, too. But it was private and Catholic and only for boys. A party was thrown every year. The West High faithful called it the “Pow Wow.” Every Thanksgiving eve, a police escort and the school marching band would lead a parade away from West High, until there were West Siders a mile long heading up Glenway Avenue to Oskamp Playfield, where there would be a massive bonfire, celebratory speeches, and rousing applause for each senior on the team. Then the West High dads, sufficiently lathered up and ready to see their boys thrash Elder the next day, gathered to drink beer late into the night at Lutz’s Gardens.

			

			—

			Pete Rose wanted in on this tradition. As a freshman, he went out for the reserve football team, and saw time at tailback, punt returner, and placekicker—a toe-ball kicker running at it head-on. But his performance on the field for the Mustangs—both as a football player and as a freshman baseball player in the spring of 1956—was entirely forgettable, to the point that later classmates asked themselves, “Was Pete Rose even there?” In a large school with hundreds of young male athletes, many of them already growing beards and sprouting chest hair, Little Pete did what kids sometimes do: he vanished into the crowd.

			Part of the problem was that Pete didn’t look like an athlete at all. He was still small, all sinew and bone, with gaps in his teeth, a goofy smile, and a lumpy buzz cut. While other boys crafted their hair every morning before school with gels and oils in front of their mirrors—sculpting perfect flat tops, crew cuts, or ducktails—Pete’s hair stuck up in all the wrong places. Popular upperclassman athletes didn’t even want to be seen with him in the halls between classes. They wanted to walk with their girlfriends, not chat with Pete Rose. Pete also failed to distinguish himself in the classroom. He enjoyed geography and learning to read maps, but hardly anything else. He had no interest in studying. And even when it came to his favorite subject, Pete refused to apply himself for reasons he could easily explain to anyone who asked. Did he need to know the capital of Greece or the largest river in France to be a good athlete? “I don’t think so,” he said.

			At the end of his freshman year, in the spring of 1956, Pete found proof that he was taking the right approach. A regional manager for a coupon company, S&H Green Stamps, was putting together a team of teenagers to compete in Class A of Cincinnati’s prestigious Knothole baseball league. The man traveled the country for work, he told parents. He always made it a point to watch youth baseball games when he was on the road. He believed that Cincinnati boys played the game as well as anyone, and he began assembling a roster to reflect that local talent, starting with his own son, Jerry Paner.

			Paner—one of Pete’s classmates at West High, bound for a baseball scholarship at Bowling Green State University—would play shortstop. Jim “Ost” Oster—another West High kid and a future electrician—would handle the catching duties. Art Luebbe—a giant left-hander, already at least six feet tall, with blond hair, blue eyes, and honor-roll grades at St. Xavier High—would pitch. The Witsken twins—Carl and Howard, the sons of West Side dairy farmers, who had learned to play baseball on the back side of their father’s farm—would do damage at the plate, and the Green Stamps would hope to get timely hitting from a scrappy second baseman from Anderson Ferry: Pete Rose.

			Pete looked as if he could have been Art Luebbe’s little brother. Standing in his baggy white uniform pants with his ball cap on, he didn’t even reach Luebbe’s shoulders. He lacked size and power, and could be, some thought, a bit of a distraction. Pete sometimes couldn’t stop himself from horsing around. But at the plate and in the field, he channeled this energy into a hot coal of confidence. He had quick hands and good vision. He could manufacture runs by bunting and stealing—even when he wore his dungarees to practice—and that’s all the Green Stamps needed from their undersized second baseman. As it turned out, the Stamps were a juggernaut.

			Behind Art Luebbe’s powerful left arm, they rolled all the way to the city championship game that summer, faced Solomon’s Grocery in the finals, and beat them 2–0. Luebbe was nearly perfect that day. He struck out thirteen and never allowed a hit. But Luebbe himself made it clear just how important Pete was to the squad. When the Stamps won a national Knothole tournament one week later—beating teams from Ohio, Kentucky, and Tennessee at the end of August 1956—the Stamps’ star pitcher let Pete hoist the trophy.

			The piece of hardware was enormous. Pete needed two hands to hold it, and he laughed at the absurdity of its size, smiling his big, goofy grin as he stood next to Luebbe on the field. But it seemed like a fitting way to end the season—and the summer.

			Harry Rose’s kid was clearly no Art Luebbe, no Witsken twin, no Jim Oster, and no Jerry Paner. All those boys were bigger than Pete and better. Yet Pete had something. It was intangible perhaps, but it was something, and on this team it came with an official title. The Green Stamps named Pete their captain.

			

			—

			About six weeks later, the Stamps gathered one last time as a team at a downtown hotel for the city’s annual baseball awards banquet. Everyone dressed for the occasion, even Pete. He wore a white shirt, a dark tie, the best shoes he owned, and argyle socks. The group posed for a team picture, and at some point in the evening Pete stood for one more photo at the request of The Cincinnati Post. The newspaper wanted a shot featuring the team captains from each of the championship squads in the city: Don McClure from Grote Post; Bob Roncker from St. William; Sam Hollingsworth from Myers Dairy, and Pete Rose from the S&H Green Stamps.

			The photograph ran in the Post the next day, and it should have been a moment of celebration for the Roses. Big Pete’s dreams were coming true, and Little Pete’s were, too. The boy was in the newspaper; he was becoming someone. But inside the house on Braddock Street, it didn’t feel that way, for reasons that didn’t make it into the newspaper and for reasons that neither the father nor the son wished to discuss, especially, it seemed, with each other. In the greatest hour of his childhood, in the afterglow of the Knothole championship, Pete Rose felt like a failure.

			He had been cut from the football team at West High.

		

	
		
			4

			The bad news about the football team came down sometime that August in the way bad news often does: it was delivered quietly, through the back door. Pete Rose wasn’t cut from the football team at West High so much as he wasn’t invited to play. Other sophomore boys got the call to come out for varsity. Pete did not. He was out.

			Both the father and the son struggled to process this news, but perhaps the father most of all. Had there been some kind of mistake? He was Harry Francis Rose, Big Pete—one of the greatest semipro football players in the city, the man on local television, showing off his moves, tackling chairs, and breaking them, never a sissy, and this was his son. Clearly, the school had made an error. The coach must have cut the wrong kid.

			There was no mistake. Little Pete, with legs like staircase spindles, would not play football in the fall of 1956. He’d miss one of the greatest seasons in recent West High history, watching from the stands while his classmates Harry Panaro and Wayne Streibig played tailback and became local stars. On just the second play of the season, Panaro ripped off a forty-seven-yard touchdown run. Minutes later, he scored again, almost single-handedly beating West High’s first opponent of the year, and the Mustangs were off and running. They outscored their first four opponents 107–14, didn’t lose until almost the end of October, won the city’s public high school league, and entered the all-important Thanksgiving Day game against Elder that November with a record of 8-1 and everything on the line. Elder had won the city’s Greater Catholic League that fall, meaning the Thanksgiving game would serve as a de facto city championship. The undisputed top private school was playing the best public school. “The winner of the Western Hills–Elder classic,” one newspaper wrote that week, “can lay claim to the mythical city crown.”

			The halls at West High felt almost electric in the days leading up to the game. For the first time in years, the kids believed they could beat Elder. The student council made plans for a Victory Dance, and the pregame “Pow Wow” that Thanksgiving eve featured all the usual pomp and circumstance. Just after nightfall, the West High marching band led the students up Glenway Avenue to Oskamp Playfield, where the bonfire was roaring and the school’s cheerleading squad, the Sparkettes, were cheering. “This is my school!” Afterward, the West High dads retired to Lutz’s Gardens, as usual, and the next morning, with a thin layer of fresh snow on the ground at Elder Stadium and some eleven thousand people shivering in the stands, West High took it to Elder. The Mustangs won 20–13.

			In the celebration afterward, jubilant football players mobbed West High’s head coach and carried him off the field. But the closest Pete got to the action was the ride home. Harry Panaro smuggled him onto the team bus because, Pete informed him, he had no way to get back to campus and wished to avoid making the two-mile walk in the cold, if possible. The whole way home, Pete hid in Harry’s seat at the back of the bus—with the football team, but not on it, an insult that felt to the boy like a screwdriver in his heart. It turned and turned like the wheels of the bus as it lurched out of the parking lot at Elder and drove the kids home to West High.

			“Fuck school,” Pete thought.

			If he couldn’t have football—if he couldn’t be a part of this—he didn’t care anymore. What was the point?

			“Fuck school.”

			It was just a notion in his mind at first—one of a million stupid teenage notions, flittering through the frontal lobe of his brain, here and gone—and then it crystallized into something resembling a plan. Without football, Pete decided he would quit going to class. He’d get on the bus in the morning at his usual stop on River Road in Anderson Ferry and ride it to West High, but never enter the building. Or he’d intentionally miss the bus and head downtown instead. He’d walk around all day, pretend to be someone else. And on the rare days when he did attend class, he wasn’t really there. Pete fired rubber bands at the other kids in class, got in fights, or stared out the window of the classroom, brokenhearted and lost.

			Harry Panaro was among the first to notice. Pete seemed to be falling in with the wrong crowd, Harry thought. He ran with the motorheads and the losers now. Like one of the ferries along the river, Pete had lost his moorings and was drifting away, caught in a current of his own making and wrestling with a new feeling: loneliness. It was only a matter of time before teachers and administrators noticed, too, and placed a call to Big Pete and Laverne on Braddock Street to talk about their wayward son.

			At best, administrators informed his parents, the boy would have to repeat his sophomore year. At worst, he’d never come back. Folks on the West Side believed Pete might just drop out—a thought that infuriated his father. More than once that year, Big Pete came to the school for meetings with teachers, and at home he scolded the boy to the point that Little Pete stopped listening to his father, maybe for the first time in his life.

			

			—

			It was a tenuous moment that required intervention, a parent’s love, a careful approach, and perhaps some well-intentioned consequences. In many houses, both then and now, it likely would have meant no more sports, no more activities. A child failing out of school should not play ball, should not play anything. But the Rose house was different because Big Pete was different. Amid his son’s troubled sophomore year, the father opted to enroll his son in athletics outside of school. He decided it was time for Little Pete to get into a boxing ring and fight, and he sent him to train with a rugged West Side character named Jimmy Schlank.

			Schlank—a Syrian American with dark hair, thick eyebrows, long arms, and an easy smile—was a former amateur boxing champion in Cincinnati. He had won the lightweight crown in 1936 when he was nineteen years old and earned the right to compete in the national championship in Chicago. He had made it all the way to the semifinals there, knocking out opponents in front of twelve thousand raucous fans. The key was his mentality. Schlank would get knocked down and bounce back up again. He feuded with fighters he didn’t like outside the ring and approached bouts with a fury that at times felt personal. As boxing beat writers noted, Schlank was known to “lose his head.”

			Now forty years old, he owned a bar on the West Side called the Fishing Club, about a mile from Pete’s house, on the ridge overlooking the river. Yet it was fighting that Schlank really loved, and he did everything he could to stay in the game, training young boys in an empty lot behind the bar. It wasn’t a real gym; he didn’t even have a real boxing ring. Schlank’s students trained in the belly of an old, abandoned swimming pool, and sometime during his sophomore year of high school Little Pete Rose became one of them—if, perhaps, a little reluctantly.

			He didn’t care much for boxing. There was too much practice, and not enough actual competition for his taste. Training inside Schlank’s swimming pool felt absurd. “A swimming pool,” Pete groused. “A swimming pool, with no fucking water in it.” And Schlank was hard on him to the point that Pete thought his trainer a little crazy, and maybe a little mean. If given the choice, Pete would have rather played football or baseball. But with the walls of the pool acting as the ropes of the ring, Pete listened to Schlank. He learned how to stick and move, how to work the jab, how to protect himself, and how to pursue his opponent. He learned how to be mean, too, or at least how to survive, and he took from Schlank an ethos—something bigger than boxing. It was important, Schlank said, to “fight your fight.” It was important to fight and keep fighting.

			Soon, a date was set for a proper match. In April 1957, three days before his sixteenth birthday near the end of his lost sophomore year, Pete Rose stepped into a real ring for his first fight. The location was the Findlay Neighborhood House—a brick building on the edge of downtown, a short walk from the Reds’ stadium, Crosley Field—and the opponent was, for Pete anyway, a total unknown: a sixteen-year-old fighter named Virgil Cole.

			For Big Pete in the crowd that day, it must have felt as if his life had come full circle. The father had entered the ring as an amateur at age fifteen, winning the district title in 1929 to the thrill of the crowd. His son Little Pete could certainly do the same, and on the boxing card this flyweight matchup—Rose versus Cole—seemed like a fair one. Both boys were the same age and the same size. Each weighed in at 112 pounds. If anything, Virgil was smaller.

			But if Pete thought he had it tough growing up on Braddock Street in Anderson Ferry, young Virgil could have easily disabused him of that notion. He was the third of nine children, born into a segregated public housing development, capable of housing a thousand families on the edge of downtown, all of them Black. By the time Virgil was sixteen and stepping into the ring at the Neighborhood House, his father was gone, and his mother was dead. He was living with an aunt, and he entered the ring with more experience than Pete. He’d fought before and was on his way to winning a local crown—just as Schlank himself had once done. Virgil was afraid of no one, least of all this West Side novice standing before him, Pete Rose, with his lumpy buzz cut and his trainer, sparring with kids inside an empty swimming pool.

			On the night of the fight—April 11, 1957—the beating commenced with the sound of the first bell. Virgil pounded Pete about the head and body, so hard and so often that Pete could do nothing to stop it or even fight back. He flopped around in the ring like a hooked fish on a dock while his oldest sister, now twenty-one, watched in horror amid the crowd, crying out for her father to stop the madness. Stop the fight.

			“They’re killing him,” she said.

			At first, Big Pete refused to acknowledge it. He couldn’t admit what he was seeing with his own eyes.

			“He’s not getting hurt,” he told Pete’s sister, to assuage her fears.

			By the end of the fight, however, everyone knew that was a lie, including most notably the fighters themselves. Virgil won by decision and won easily, and then the storytelling began, though how each boy would tell this story was different with time.

			In the decades to come, Virgil Cole would go on to be a factory worker and a janitor for the Cincinnati public schools, speaking little, if at all, about the time he trounced Pete Rose. For most of his life, Virgil held the memory close, like a secret. Still, the achievement gave the man a measure of local fame that he could not escape. And as the legend of Pete Rose grew over the years, so too did the unlikely tale of Virgil Cole. For years on the West Side, his photo hung on the wall of a popular pizzeria. At his death in 2003, at the age of sixty-two, Virgil earned lead obituary status in The Cincinnati Enquirer—with a photo and a big headline: “He Once Bested Pete Rose”—and his wife buried him in Cincinnati beneath a tombstone etched with boxing gloves and a single word: “Champ.” Though he rarely talked about his fight with Rose, Virgil Cole believed it to be important. He believed he had changed the course of history by pushing the young Pete Rose out of the boxing ring and into baseball.

			Meanwhile, Pete told the story differently. Never keen on discussing his losses or appearing to be weak, he used what happened that night in April 1957 to gild the edges of his own mythology. Yes, he had lost to Virgil Cole, and, yes, he had lost badly. But inside the ring that night at the Findlay Neighborhood House, getting pummeled in front of the crowd, he didn’t quit. He hadn’t even gone down, and that was a lesson that Pete liked.

			“He couldn’t knock me out,” Pete told his mother afterward.
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			That fall—the fall of 1957—Pete Rose began mounting the first comeback of his life.

			He reported to Western Hills High School, committed to repeating his sophomore year. Despite the shame of failing a grade and falling behind his fellow classmates, he dedicated himself to his studies, and this new and improved Little Pete impressed his teachers and coaches. By the spring of 1958—what should have been his junior year, but instead was his second sophomore campaign—Pete was batting leadoff for the West High baseball team. He was getting on base any way he could, setting the table for Jerry Paner, his former Green Stamps teammate, and the center fielder Ron Flender, who would soon be signed by the Cincinnati Reds. Little Pete also wasn’t so little anymore; he was seventeen and getting stronger by the day. In a legion ball game around the Fourth of July that year, Pete hit two home runs, staking his new summer squad, Postal Employees Post, to a 25–0 win.

			The varsity football coaches at West High couldn’t ignore him any longer. In August 1958, they finally asked Pete Rose to suit up for the Mustangs. He was on the team—wearing No. 55—set to play halfback and kicker, and he was ready for the opportunity. Pete scored touchdowns against Central, Woodward, Hamilton, and Hughes. He broke free against Walnut Hills for a fifty-seven-yard score. He helped lead the team to a public school championship that November and prepared to play Elder at the end of the month. Then, on Thanksgiving morning, Pete and his teammates served up a beatdown. They buried Elder, 31–14, with Pete scoring one of the team’s touchdowns and kicking the lone field goal. He helped beat Elder—the one thing every West High boy wanted in life—which almost made the baseball season that year an afterthought. In the spring of 1959, in Pete’s last year of athletic eligibility in high school, he was the starting second baseman for the Mustang nine.

			The on-field heroics earned him a few mentions that year in the school newspaper, The Western Breeze. “Pete Rose is providing thrills galore,” the paper wrote. “The junior scatback has not failed to bring the fans to their feet.” But just like his days with the S&H Green Stamps, no one thought that Pete was the best player at West High. Quarterback Ralph “Golden Boy” Griesser got the credit for the Thanksgiving Day victory over Elder. Fullback Charlie Schott was voted the “All-Around Boy” at the annual West High sports banquet that year, and on the baseball squad someone was always better than Pete—whether it was Jerry Paner, Ron Flender, or the newest West High prospect, Eddie Brinkman. The Washington Senators would soon sign Brinkman to a reported $75,000 contract—a stunning amount of money that most major leaguers at the time never received, not even the stars. In the early 1960s, Mickey Mantle was making between $60,000 and $70,000 per year. But the Senators were an expansion team. They needed young talent, and Brinkman’s numbers suggested that he was going to be an all-time great. One summer on the West Side, Brinkman batted .560.

			“Watch,” said the Senators’ manager, Gil Hodges, shortly after Brinkman joined the big club in the 1960s. “Watch Brinkman go to his right, deep in the hole, turn, and throw to first. This boy will be around for a dozen or more years. He has the attitude, range, and arm. Makes all the plays and will hit more than enough.”

			Hodges looked at Brinkman and saw the future.

			“I’ll tell you one thing: he makes this Washington picture a lot brighter.”

			The suggestion to Pete Rose was clear. He was no Flender. He was no Brinkman. He was no prospect worth $75,000. Even his own high school baseball coach didn’t think so. Pete was a good bunter, the coach told scouts who inquired. He ran hard. But scouts didn’t need to look at him. “Too small,” the coach said. At best, Pete was bound for a life in the shadows, playing semipro ball like his father and finding a way to eke out a living doing something else, perhaps in the rail yards or, if he was lucky, on one of the river barges.

			In the fall of his senior year, with no eligibility left at West High—due to the fact that Pete had repeated a grade—he couldn’t play sports with his classmates and instead joined a team in his father’s Feldhaus league. He suited up for the Groesbeck Green Devils on Sundays and squared off against such teams as the Eastern Merchants and Mousie’s Café. Then, unable to play high school baseball in the spring of 1960 for the same eligibility reasons, Pete turned to a family connection for help, the only relative he knew who had ever truly escaped Anderson Ferry, the West Side, and seen the world on the other side of the wall.

			Pete called his mother’s oldest brother—his uncle Buddy Bloebaum.
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