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Peter Smagorinsky

Data for this project was collected from the
Chicago Tribune and the New York Times. In
general, the Tribune provided more interesting
material than the reserved Times. Going back to
the 1946-46 sports seasons, three weeks from
each decade were chosen as random samples. The
1945-55-65-75 samples were drawn from ap-
proximately the second week of October to
capture the hoopla' surrounding both the World
Series and the college and pro football seasons.
The 1946-56-66-76 samples were selected from
March to mid-May, when the college and pro
basketball championships were being settled. The
reason that separate years were chosen is that the
project was aimed at capturing the events during
peak performances so as to record as many
superlatives as possible: the events which pro-
vided the most excitement in recent sports
history were the 1975 Boston-Cincinnati World
Series, and the 1976 New York Nets — Denver
Nuggets American  Basketball Association
championship series, which featured a number or
remarkable performances by the Nets’ Julius
Erving.

Washington, D.C. — The fabulous
Jimmy “Dr. J” Carter put on another
spectacular show today in the Oval
Office.> The former Navy star, in a tre-
mendous individual effort, slamdunked?
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the hopes of the anti-environmentalist

forces in one of his best performances of

the year. The White House ace was sensa-

tional, mystifying his opponents with an

assortment of arguments that will be
remembered as long as politics is played.

According to teammate Cy “Young”

Vance, “Dr. J was great today. He’s

having just a super year, and today’s show

was his best of the season.”

“What is this?” you might ask yourself.
Though politics is often thought of asa game,itis
not usually reported to the public in this fashion.
Political events are considered to be of a grave
nature, and above the need for reverential
superlatives; the importance of an event is
assumed, and unless it involves an act as daring as
the recent raid on Entebbe,® the commentary is
far more restrained than what we have just read.

Any experienced newspaper reader can tell
that the above passage is written in terms more
befitting the sports page. Why do sports figures

and reporters rely so much on superlatives?
There are several answers. To begin with, those
sports covered in newspapers are played at a high
level of competition, and feature outstanding
athletes; what is described as a great catch,
therefore, is most often in fact a great catch, one
which could never have been made by the
average fan. Sccondly, sports is entertainment.

Indeed, the lingo® of sports coverage often

resembles that of show business, as in ‘‘brilliant
or “superb show.” Entertainment

performance”
because of its

inspires  such accolades®
spontaneity, hard competition, and resultant
extraordinary efforts.

In sports, the efforts are even more dramatic,
because the competition is head to head.”
Another reason that sports inspires superlatives is
that they provide vicarious thrills for the viewers:
the reporters feel as if they are experiencing the
event themselves, and thus get carried away by
the excitement of the moment.

The main body of words used to describe
sports events has, for the most part, changed very
little over the years. After all, there are only so
many ways in which an event can be described as
being exceptional. There have been changes,

though, the most important being a decline in
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the use of colorful superlatives to describe a
situation, and an increased tendency to look at
things in terms of their being the “best” or
““greatest.” Another change is in the combining
of superlatives to form compounds, most notably
with the word ‘“super.” A most interesting
compound has developed in basketball in
describing the dunk shot.® The dunk is often a
spectacular play, and with the innovations
brought to the game by Julius “Dr. J”” Erving in
the early seventies, the superlatives have finally
caught up with the shot.

There are a number of superlatives that have
become standard, and are used no more or less
now than they have ever been. Among them are:
brilliant, superb, spectacular, tremendous, sensa-
tional, outstanding, sparkling, ace, magnificent,
stalwart, fantastic, great, thrilling, fabulous, ex-
cellent, premier, and stellar. Especially at the
college level, they are used without reserve, and
often players whose impact on the game turns
out to be insignificant are eulogized, thus casting
doubts on the validity of the assertions. For
instance, in 1945, Notre Dame quarterback
Frank Dancewicz was described as “brilliant.”
Frank Dancewicz? Kentucky’s basketball team of
1946 featured “freshman sensation” Wallace
“Wawa’ Jones, who is currently known only to
trivia freaks.” In 1955, a Michigan fullback,
Terry Barr, scored a touchdown that ““will be
remembered as long as Michigan plays football.”
Michigan is still playing football, and only die-
hards'® can remember Terry Barr. In 1965,
Iowa quarterback Gary Snook, who never
made it big,'' was reported to have been
the previous year both “terrific” and
“sensational,” and was described as being “a
superior passer.” The article did not delineate
exactly what or whom he was superior to. The
same year, Big Jim Grabowski (sic), a pro flop,!?
was noted as the “brilliant Illinois senior
fullback.” In 1976, the Missouri basketball team
featured a guard named Willie “Wondrous”
Smith, who was billed as ‘“‘sensational” and a “6’
2” scoring machine.”!® Smith was cut the next
year by the Chicago Bulls, who were not noted
for their depth at the guard position. Similarly,
Arizona had Jimmy “The Great” Rappis, a
“brilliant guard.” It is not known what Mr.
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15 NATURAL TALENTS WERE CLASSED AS “MINOB LEAGUE, BUT WHER MAURY WiLS
DECIDED YO CREATE HiS OWH SKHLS, HE BECAME THE BIAJOR
GUES' BEST SELF-TAUGHT STAR

Y DON MERRY

Pro Baseball, 1978

Rappis is doing at this time. Superlatives, then,
are often handed out with little discrimination.
Any performance that is the least bit exceptional
is labeled “brilliant” or some such term by an
overzealous writer.

The data shows a trend towards describing
something as being the “best” or “greatest”
occurrence of a game, season, career, or even of
all time. In the 1945-46 sports season, of the
material researched, there was not one single
instance of a play, player, game, OI anything
related being so described. It began to
creep in during the following decade; during
the World Series, Brooklyn’s Roger Craig
had his “biggest day.” Duke Snyder, in the words
of Yankee manager Casey Stengel, “was the
biggest thing they (the Dodgers) had out there,”
and the Dodgers experienced their “greatest
baseball day” in winning the Series. Basketball,
too, was represented, Knick Sweetwater Clifton
being described as having had his “greatest day of
the season.”

In the 1965 Series between the Twins and
Dodgers (by this time playing in Los Angeles),
this trend was continued. Bob Allison made a
fine catch of the type that is made during every
Series, which manager Sam Mele described as
“the greatest one I can remember,” and Allison
called “the greatest one I've made.” Sandy
Koufax was hailed as ‘“the game’s greatest
pitcher” and a “peerless southpaw.”

By 1975, such superlatives proliferated. The
World Series between Boston and Cincinnati,
according to one Tribune headline, ranked
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“among the great ones.” The article went on to
say that it “may have been the greatest World
Series of them all,” with “incredible defensive
plays, dramatic homeruns, and pitching
heroism.” The sixth game, in particular, was
regarded as a dandy:'* the Tribune called it
“THE game, an act impossible to follow,”
though they did indeed play the final game (;f
the Series. Pete Rose, the Series MVP,!% called
the sixth game “the greatest game you’ve ever

seein,
manager, Sparky Anderson, with “I don’t think

there are any words to describe Pete Rose.” He
managed to think of some, however, going on to
call him “indescribable” and “fantastic.” Louis
Tiant, according to coach Johnny Pesky, “hasn’t
made a mistake all year;” this statement is not
cubstantiated by the record, however.

Foorball roo, fhad 7Is share of ‘_.L",'."’j,fc".f/"\‘“
in the 1975 accounts. Joe Greene was dubbed
an “all-everything defensive tackle.” In the
Washington-Houston game, Qilers coach Bum
Phillips said that his defense ‘had their best
game ever.” Fran Tarkenton claimed that, with
all due respect to O.J. Simpson, teammate Chuck
“the best all around back in the
league.” The Ram’s James Harris, after a game
against Atlanta, allowed that «it was my best
day,” a statement no doubt echoed by many
players after a joust’ 6 with the hapless Falcons.
Not to be outdone, however, was Notre Dame
coach Dan Devine, who had called the North
Carolina game of the previous week “the greatest
victory in his long coaching career, but had to
concede this comeback (against the Air Force)

exceeded even that.” The next week’s paper was
hether or not the Irish

not consulted to se€ W]

extended Devine’s streak'” of greatest games.
The kudos'® were even greater, if one may
hazard that term in the present context, in the
While the NBA'’

Foreman was
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like Doc did tonight. He was doing everything.

Never in my life have 1 seen anybody play a
better game.” His coach, Kevin Loughery, added,
“[ think he’s oné of the best players in the game
today.” Dave Anderson of the New York Times,
in an article entitled “The Merely Spectacular
Doctor J,” called him “perhaps the best
pasketball player in captivity, perhaps in
history.” Erving, who set numerous scoring
records = during the playoffs, Wwas guarded
throughout by Bobby Jones, who was repeatedly
described  as “probably the league’s best
defensive forward.”

It appears, then, that the practice of
describing sports events in terms of their being
“the best” has increased sharply over the years.
It must be noted that the recent events
the 1975 World Series and Julius Erving's
onship playoff (in which at only 6' 7"

champi
bounding, assists

he led both teams in scoring, re
and blocked shots) were described as being

among the most remarkable performances in

their sports’ histories. However, the very absence
of such superlatives in the 1940’s and the

increased use in other areas shows this to be a

definite trend.
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