e

27—

T X)) RS

Peter Smagorinsky

As the use of “greatest” and “best” have
increased in sports reporting, the employment of
colorful and varied superlatives has declined. This
seems to indicate a trend towards comparative
analysis, rather than looking at the quality of
something in and of itself. The 1945 World Series
was a big one for homeruns, issuing most
frequently from the bat of Detroit’s Hank
Greenberg. The Cubs had the “superduper!
worry of the Tigers’ long ball threat,” while the
Tigers had to beware when the Cubs “turned
loose their batting thunder.” Various homeruns
were described as a “mighty homer,” a “big
whack,” “Hank Greenberg’s smash” which was
“of high caliber,” and another by Greenberg, this
time a “blasting homer.” In the ’55 Series, both
Mickey Mantle and Roy Campanella “blasted”
homeruns, while Duke Snyder “slashed” a “big”
one, Bob Cerv “drilled” one, Yogi Berra
“gammered” one, and Moose Skowron “socked,”
“smashed,” “whacked,” and “clubbed” balls out
of the park. At this point, unfortunately, such
terms died out. Possibly, fewer homeruns were
hit in the subsequent World Series investigated,
but not a single instance of a homer described in
colorful superlatives could be found.

The demise? of unique and interesting phrases
for plays or events did not end with descriptions
of homeruns. For the 1945 Chicago Bears, two
new ballplayers, Johnny Scheichl and Frank
Ramsey, made “pleasing impressions.” A pitcher
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in the 1945 Series, Frank “Stubby’ Overmire,
was called “left-handed and frequently pretty
tough,” which sounds a bit like a lefthanded?®
compliment; and a cub hurler, Passeau, was
noted as a “master fox.”* During the Series, a
“storybook® throw” was made by Andy Pafko.

In 1955, Wisconsin and Purdue engaged in a
“typical slam-bank® joust.” Meanwhile, in
Brooklyn, the ‘“huzzas’” of the citizens”
continued to follow Duke Snyder, who was in
the midst of having a fine Series. Roger Craig, at
the time a twenty-four-year-old who had no idea
of the infamy that awaited him as a big loser on
the early Met teams, was full of “skill and
gumption”;® this backwoodsy® description
might have been due to the fact that he hailed
foom Durham, N.C., a rural area.

In the 1956 N.L.T. the crowd was “treated to
some semblance of keen basketball” in the
Louisville-St. Joseph’s game. Later, Louisville
turned in a ‘“‘top-notch performance” in
defeating Dayton, whose players had throughout
the tournament “rebounded splendidly.” Such
quaint terms began to disappear by the 65 World
Series. Sandy Koufax was heralded for his
“mystifying southpaw deliveries,” and the
Dodgers were noted for giving a ““classic example
of their comeback qualities,” but the emphasis
was beginning to shift to describing things in
terms of their being greater than others. Similarly,
the only example of colorful terminology to be
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found in the football accounts was the
description of Tommy McDonald as a
“diminutive” and “dandy little pass catcher.”
The basketball writers were a bit more lively,
though, noting that John Havlicek “came
through in heroic fashion” for Boston, a team
armed with “dead eye shooters.”'® The Celtics
were further described as “running, jumping,
shooting demons.” The college scene provided
the most clever superlative, though, a reporter
saying that Pat Riley of Kentucky “shot with the
accuracy of William Tell.”

The 1975—6 seasons found most events
described as being “great™ (Sparky Anderson, no
doubt to the consternation of Piaget, was called a
“great psychologist™), “spectacular,” or one of
the other standard superlatives. John Hadl, by
this time washed up, was called a “premier
quarterback.” Only in the ABA playoff accounts
were found imaginative characterizations, and
this no doubt due to the creative flair!! that
Julius Erving brought to the game. According to
a New York Times reporter, he “already has
found at least 100 ways of winning games..... [he
is] a rocket under the boards and a precision
machine shooting the ball.” He was also seen in
Game One as “‘a dervish'? in the fourth quarter,
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making slashing layups and soaring jumpshots
virtually at will.” The writer, obviously pleased
with his “dervish” metaphor, employed it again
after the very next game: “During the quarter,
Erving was a dervish, whirling up and down the
court with slam dunks, driving layups, outside
jumpers and foul shots.” Of course, such gushing
adulation is understandable when one considers
that, in the two games reported, Erving scored 45
and 48 points. Basketball coverage not centered
on Erving’s exploits produced the usual
overworked expressions, unfortunately: in the
NBA playoffs, we had, of Rick Barry, “He’s just
a great player”; better yet, Bob McAdoo was
called a “great, great player.” The reports of
Erving must be looked at as an exception to the
decrease in colorful superlatives, rather than the
rule, due to their absence elsewhere. It must be
remembered that the panegyric'® heaped on
Erving contained as much of the “greatest” sort
of reporting as of colorful descriptions. Overall,
the trend is away from unique expressions, and

towards immortalization.
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“Super” has assumed increasing importance in
the sports-writers’ lexicon, especially in the
making of compounds. The word naturally lends
itself to adding authority and importance to any
type of performance or event, and is now in
certain cases almost obligatory in use. As
mentioned, the Tigers in the ’45 Series posed a
“superduper” long ball threat. The only other
instance of such usage in 1945 was in the “super
number one defensive star” rating given to the
Cubs’ Phil Cavaretta. The word was ignored in
the ’55—6 accounts, but surfaced again in the 65
World Series. Don Drysdale, who made a
“magnificent return” after a Game One shelling,

was ‘“‘rated a cinch”'*

to win his next start;
fellow pitcher Sandy Koufax, however, received
a “'super cinch rating.” Surprisingly, “super” was
absent from the pro football reports of ’65; in
the following year, the first “Super Bowl” was
played, the long awaited duel between the NFL
and AFL champions. Apparently, “championship
game” would have been too insignificant a title
for the colossal event; “Super Bowl ” was the only
'S that would befit such a momentous
occasion. The first Super Bowl, however, as with
most others, was a dud; among the names given
to various dull or poorly played games are
“Blunder Bowl” and “Stupor Bowl.” The game
has been, in general, anything but super.

“Super” popped up again in 1975—6. Fred
Lynn, the only rookie ever to win his league’s
MVP award, was described as having had a “‘super
year.” In college basketball, UCLA coach Gene
Bartow, in one’ interview, made the following

monicker

statements: “Richard Washington played super,”
and “Indiana played super.”
that nowhere could be
ubiquitous compound, “‘superstar.” A word that
first appeared in the 60’s, “superstar” is now
applied to any athlete who excels at his sport. At
one time, merely the word “star” was sufficient,
but now any decent athlete is labeled a “star.”
The ABC television network has even contrived a
“Superstars” competition, which is held
and features top

The great surprise is
found that most

athletes from
numerous sports participating in a variety of
events. The competition surely cheapens the
“superstar” tag because of the great number of
athletes entered and the over-all mediocrity of

annually,
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the performances.
A development exclusive to basketball is that
of the term “slamdunk,” which can be traced to
the appearance of Julius Erving on the pro
basketball scene. In the 1966 NBA Eastern finals,
the Boston Celtics were matched against the
Philadelphia  76ers, teams which featured,
respectively, Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain,
the reigning titans! © of the game. Only two
instances of dunk shots were reported, one by
each, and in both cases the baskets were referred
to merely as “dunks.” The word “slamdunk’ did
not appear until Erving brought his special
elan!” to the game. Using his tremendous leaping
ability and agility, he would swing the ball in a
360 degree arc before jamming it through the
basket with great force. Such a spectacular shot
transcended the word “dunk,” and the pundits' 2
began calling Erving’s particular style the
“slamdunk.” The word gained in popularity, and
soon anyone who could dunk the ball claimed to
have “slamdunked” it. The TV network covering
the NBA even jumped on the bandwagon;'’
during their halftime shows last year, CBS
featured a hokey?° “Slamdunk Contest,” which
failed to create any excitement whatsoever.
The data from 1945 — 1976, then, shows a
change in the use of superlatives from clever,
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unique expressions to those which describe every
event as “the greatest.” This is in line with the
high salary demands now being made by
professional athletes: if one wants the best pay
he must claim to be the best player. The
emphasis in sports reporting seems to have
shifted from an appreciation of an event to an
attempt to immortalize every exceptional
performance- at the expense of all others.
Superlatives have always been an important part
of sports coverage; their current use suggests a
distortion of out understanding of the value of
athletics.
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