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INTRODUCTION

English has relied on many performance enhancers to build its immensely rich vocabulary.*1 Sure, Shakespeare and the Bible have led the way, but this book is a reminder that sports have also played a huge role in bulking up our language. Quite simply, the games we love and the athletic endeavors we play have been essential when it comes to developing our everyday phrases and words.

How pervasive is this gift? Look no further than the long line of presidents who have leaned on sports for linguistic assistance. For example, when Teddy Roosevelt decided he’d run for president in 1912, he relied on boxing chatter, saying, “My hat is in the ring.”*2

Richard Nixon’s affinity for sports idioms was well known. Many believe he popularized the expression game plan outside of its football beginnings. He was also a fan of applying the full-court press even when there wasn’t a basketball in sight. (Search Wikipedia under the heading “Watergate,” if you want additional details.)

This political attraction hasn’t diminished over the years. In 2014, Barack Obama went thoroughly sporty when discussing his approach to foreign policy. “You hit singles, you hit doubles; every once in a while we may be able to hit a home run,” he told NPR in an interview he peppered with a score of other sports analogies.

There’s a reason why our leaders (and everybody else from lawyers to layabouts) are drawn to this type of speech. As the longtime New York Times language columnist William Safire once wrote, politicians seek out sports metaphors because they “relate closely to many people.” Indeed, the evocative words we hear on the grass and dirt of local ball fields or around the sweat-stained canvases of boxing rings resonate because they are familiar.

Of course, it’s not just hearing them regularly that makes them popular. (Every man is told to “turn your head and cough” each time he goes to the doctor’s office for a hernia exam, but nobody uses that as a figure of speech.) No, it’s the competitive, and often inspirational, nature of sports that’s a difference maker. Even in the best of times we’re vying for something—money, love, a good parking spot. So it makes sense that when we dig deep for words to express our personal turmoil or we want to revel in our success, we mine the world of ritualized contests for the right sentiments.

Now there are some naysayers who believe this longstanding trend isn’t a good thing. In 1976, writer Francine Hardaway penned an article for a journal called College English titled “Foul Play: Sports Metaphors as Public Doublespeak.” She feared that sports idioms had become “language meant to manipulate its audience unconsciously.”

But in defense of the sports words we wield, which imagery-invoking phrases or metaphors aren’t trying to sway listeners for better or for worse? As George Orwell said generally about euphemisms (language used to soften the real meaning of something): They are designed “to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable.”

On a less depressing—yet equally critical—note, some take issue with how clichéd sports idioms and words have become. In 2014, the satirical doyens at The Onion ran a faux letter from a father to a son. The piece lampooned: “Son, I think it’s high time you and I sat down and touched base. As your father, it’s been difficult watching you drop the ball these past few months….Your head just hasn’t been in the game, and sadly for me, I’ve had a ringside seat as you’ve repeatedly struck out.”

It’s true that some turns of phrase have become vastly overused. Popularity has its downside. But whether you like it or not, this type of talk tends to be sticky. Nearly any conversation will include some language from this book. Appreciating a little of the history behind these expressions gives you a conversational advantage over the average metaphor-toting colleague. It means you’ll be the one deftly freshening up even the most trite sports idiom by dropping a bit of additional knowledge.

All that said, we shouldn’t be so hard on this avenue of speech. While we may roll our eyes when a colleague says he’ll pinch-hit at a meeting, not everything in this space is thoroughly worn out. Terms like fluke, bias, and jazz have all brightened our language thanks to sports—and are all discussed in this volume.

With that in mind, the purpose of this book is to offer a robust—and fun—survey of the origins and histories of the words and idioms we’ve taken from athletic competitions and applied to our ordinary and often sedentary lives (along with those seemingly sports-inspired terms that actually lack on-the-field beginnings…for instance, keep the ball rolling).

But before we get there, a quick language explanation: an idiomatic phrase is a series of words used to signify something other than their obvious meaning. So, idiomatically speaking, when a business opportunity is a slam dunk, we’re not talking about stuffing a ball down a hoop. Instead, it means it’s a sure thing.

As a result, this book doesn’t look at memorable sports phrases that haven’t crossed over into regular conversation. So as much as I like bowling’s seven-ten split, until people start using it generically to explain a difficult situation (“Man, I’m late on that assignment; I’m sure facing a seven-ten split”), it doesn’t make the cut.

I must also note there are some activities, like swimming, sailing, and archery, that are most certainly practiced in sports, but don’t show up here. The reason: So many of the expressions that have developed in these endeavors aren’t from the formal sporting elements of the pursuit. For instance, dipping your toe in the water definitely may happen before competing in the one hundred–meter butterfly, but the phrase comes from the recreational aspects of swimming rather than the sport. (Similarly, nautical idioms almost invariably started with the travel or trading aspects of shipping, not yachting competitions.)

Beyond that, while this book aims to be comprehensive, it’s not exhaustive. If you don’t find a phrase or word you were sure should have been included, I suggest one of three things. First, it may be here but just not where you’d expect it (peruse the index before, ahem, jumping the gun with frustration). Second, the expression you assumed came from sports may actually have originated or been popularized elsewhere. (I’ve tried to note lots of these sayings, but it’s hard to catch all of them.) Finally, I could have just struck out (which, by the way, you can find on this page). If it’s the latter, apologies. Nevertheless, I hope I’ve made up for it with a multitude of other interesting tales.




*1 Estimates of the size of the English lexicon range from at least 250,000 to more than a million words, depending on the source of the data and how you define a word (e.g., Does slang count? Should scientific terms be included?).

*2 For citations for all quotations in this book, please turn to the endnotes section beginning on this page.







Part I

TEAM SPORTS
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Chapter 1

BASEBALL


“I’d say that’s in the ballpark…but a ballpark that needed renovation.”

—Producer Dick Wolf on reports that it would cost $550 million to keep Law and Order going in 2003
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In the early years of the Vietnam conflict, the U.S. Army and Air Force repurposed the phrase ballpark figure to sidestep questions about personnel and weapons. As one journalist put it in 1968, each military ballpark figure was purely a “guesstimate.”

That officers opted for baseball tabulations, which are some of the most exacting numbers (think slugging percentages or earned run averages), was an interesting choice. But maybe PR folks at the Pentagon thought pulling in America’s national pastime softened the blow of being vague (baseball, apple pie, and the fog of war, perhaps?).

In defense of the armed forces, the phrase was likely first manipulated by members of a very young NASA at the end of the 1950s. Yes, you can probably blame rocket scientists for the seeming inconsistency. With so much unclear at the dawn of the space age (like identifying satellite capsule recovery areas), spitballing was sometimes necessary.

By the beginning of the 1970s, publications were comfortable enough with the concept to cease putting quotes around ballpark and deployed the expression for all sorts of purposes (although local government spending seemed to be a popular subject for this type of estimating).

Ballpark figure has a sister idiom, in the ballpark, which is sort of like when your ballpark figure is generally correct. Both became trendy around the same time. Veteran New York Times word columnist William Safire explained why stadiums had metaphorical appeal during baseball’s 1960s heyday: “The ballpark was used as a microcosm: To be ‘in the ballpark’ (even if out in left field) was to be ‘in this world.’ ”
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You may be thinking of baseball when you gush about your buddy batting a thousand after concocting two or three excellent batches of margaritas, but the reality is that such an achievement—however epic—is nearly antithetical to the sport. The reason: In a game where earning a base hit just 30 percent of the time usually confers all-star status, the idea of being “perfect” at the plate isn’t really an achievable goal.

Ponder the fact that more than eighteen thousand people have competed at the Major League Baseball level. Of that group, only eighty-four own flawless 1.000 career batting averages, according to Jeff Zimmerman at FanGraphs, a company that specializes in baseball statistics. That’s less than 0.5 percent of all baseball players. And those with spotless records can attribute their achievement in large part to limited opportunities: the guy who was able to do it with the most plate appearances—John Paciorek—had only three official at bats. (In fact, his career was less than perfect as he appeared in only one big-league contest for the Houston Colt 45s in 1963 before severe back problems cut his playing days short.)

Despite that reality, batting a thousand entered print by 1911. At first, it was primarily used as a turn of phrase in stories about baseball and other sports. For example, a 1927 article on New York Yankees great Babe Ruth gushed that the slugger was “batting a thousand for popularity honors.” The Babe himself was also a fan of the metaphor, using it at a Salvation Army fundraising event earlier in the decade. “A home run…means at least a dollar from you and a dollar from me,” he said in 1921. “Let’s bat a thousand percent.”

Over time the saying has been used to laud nearly everything. The list of people, groups, and things supposedly batting a thousand has included the Alton, Illinois, City Court; weather in Racine, Wisconsin; safe-cracking robbers in Montana; a referee at a wrestling match in Greeley, Colorado; and Robert Redford. That said, like a baseball player who has one great day, none of them probably maintained their pristine record (sorry, Mr. Redford).
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Making the big leagues of your profession—whether you’re an accountant or a baseball player—is a lot like entering the Emerald City in The Wizard of Oz. It’s immediately clear you’ve stepped up in class. Still, in most walks of life, defining just what the big leagues are isn’t an exact science. There’s no absolute list of big-league veterinarians or fire stations. It’s typically one of those you-know-it-when-you-see-it things.

From a sporting standpoint, it’s more precise—though it took some time to get there. While, nowadays, we reflexively recognize Major League Baseball as synonymous with the big leagues, in the beginning, there was just a singular big league. The National League, founded in 1876, enjoyed a brief period as the one-stop locale for making it to the pinnacle of professional baseball.

But the concept went plural pretty quickly with additional circuits receiving the exalted status—depending on whom you listened to. In 1890, for example, many newspapers included box scores for a renegade organization called the Players’ League under the headline “The Big Leagues.” The American Association, which ran from 1882 to 1891, was another outlet judged part of the big leagues. Even in the modern era, some baseball historians have argued over whether the Federal League (1914–1915) deserved big-league cred.

As even casual fans can tell you, the ultimate winners of this competition were the aforementioned National League along with the American League, which fully took root in 1901. That said, they didn’t formally brand themselves Major League Baseball until the 1960s, and the two circuits didn’t actually merge until 2000.

Even with all this initial uncertainty, early twentieth-century writers loved the phrase, expanding the scope of its meaning and usage. One New York Tribune journalist twisted it a bit in 1917 when talking about his state’s Tammany Hall political machine, and its need to put forward a “big-league candidate.” Another more current variation is big-leaguing for when a person acts in an arrogant manner (as in “That B-level celebrity just big-leagued me by taking my table at the restaurant”).
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Being in the bush leagues is akin to being in the backwoods. According to one theory, the expression takes its cue from the Dutch word bosch, which means wilderness, and led to the English term bush. So if you’re in the bush leagues, you’re far from civilization, and if you’re a bush leaguer, well, you might as well be living with wolves. From a baseball perspective, the term could have also been created to contrast the poorly kept bushy fields in small towns and the Major Leagues’ pristine diamonds.

Whatever the inspiration, there appears to be one early circuit that was the first to embrace the phrase. The Iowa-South Dakota League, which competed in 1902 and 1903, literally called itself “the Bush League.” Did that circuit spawn the expression? Well, we do know that the term was applied regularly to recognize any low-level minor league just after that circuit was founded and carried on into nonbaseball usage by the next decade.

While bush league teams may be in the wild, it hasn’t stopped many of them from having fun with their obscurity. Some off-center bush league club nicknames have included the Oswego (New York) Starchboxes, the Eau Claire (Wisconsin) Cream Puffs, the Borger (Texas) Gassers, the Kirksville (Missouri) Osteopaths, and the Zanesville (Ohio) Flood Sufferers.

Of course, the disparity between the bush leagues and the big leagues presumably led to another class-based idiom: out of your league. And, to be fair, when you’re playing with the Flood Sufferers instead of the Los Angeles Dodgers, it’s hard to argue otherwise.
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Imagine, instead of covering all the bases or covering your bases during an important conference call, you said soaking all the runners or patching your runners. Equally as bewildering, what if rather than touching base with someone, you described that brief chat as making post? As odd as it sounds, it could have happened.

Let’s rewind to the primeval days of baseball: In the beginning, bases as we know them weren’t required. Instead of those softish, white fifteen-inch squares, wooden posts were often stuck into the ground (like those used in a British predecessor to baseball called rounders). As a result, players weren’t required to “touch” anything, but simply “make” it (i.e., get to the location). In other words, a player wouldn’t touch base but would actually make post. Ultimately, baseball potentates didn’t care for either the sticks or the “making” bit. So the requirement for square canvas bases—filled with sand or sawdust—was written into the rules in 1857, and the necessity to make physical contact became baseball law six years later.

As for covering bases, it wasn’t as important a strategic point in early baseball. You see, players on defense could originally pelt an opposing runner with the ball to get him out, effectively cutting the base (and fellow fielders) from the equation. In gentlemen’s terms, this was known as soaking or patching. Evidently, black-and-blue players quickly realized this wasn’t very civil, and the act was prohibited in 1845 (though crusty New Englanders apparently continued the practice into the 1860s). Mercifully, we don’t have to soak all the runners nowadays; we can just try to cover all the bases.

Despite the relatively early modifications to these rules, the phrases that benefited from this evolution didn’t develop until much later. The Oxford English Dictionary has touch base first entering print in 1918, but, for the most part, none of these variants was a fixture in common speech until the 1950s.
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Though he had a name that was more Willy Wonka than ace pitcher, W. Arthur “Candy” Cummings earned a place in baseball’s Hall of Fame thanks to one special creation. No, it wasn’t a Gobstopper; it was the curveball. Growing up in Brooklyn in the mid-nineteenth century, Cummings became an expert at flinging clam shells with astonishing movement at his local beach. In a eureka moment, he fathomed that if he twirled a baseball similarly it would also swerve.

After four years of trial and error, the eighteen-year-old right-hander mastered his signature pitch in 1867. In what must have been seen as a dark art by many opposing hitters, Cummings’s curveball was so unhittable that in 1871, he was named the sport’s outstanding player by the game’s top writer at the time, Henry Chadwick. The pitch’s unexpected movement was also the impetus for commonly using the word to explain a surprising twist.

But here’s the curveball on the curveball: at one point, gadflies and even some scientists believed the pitch didn’t truly move and, instead, was an optical illusion. This argument played out in the pages of an unexpectedly wide array of periodicals, including the New Yorker, Life, and the American Journal of Physics. Early tests supported the claim that the ball didn’t really change course. It wasn’t until 1959—nearly two decades after naysayers argued otherwise—that experiments by Lyman Briggs, the director of the U.S. National Bureau of Standards at that time, seemed to end the discussion by proving the curveball did what its name claimed.



A brief game changer: Cricket

English wouldn’t be the same without the language of the British pastime cricket. Just check out “Hat trick” (see this page) for back up. Here are a few other terms used in the sport that have idiomatically crossed the Atlantic (along with a good one that hasn’t):

A hit. Though the word predates cricket, the sport made it tremendously popular. It was definitely pilfered by baseball and, perhaps, by the theater (and elsewhere), where it’s used to describe a big success.

Had a good innings. While Americans don’t use it, this metaphor, which is taken from the term for a period of play in cricket, describes a person who has enjoyed a good and/or meaningful life (e.g., “The recently deceased doctor had a good innings”).

Screwball. Before it was a nickname for a daffy person, a genre of film comedy, or a pitch delivered by baseball players, a screwball was a term for a type of cricket throw that moved unexpectedly.

A sticky wicket. It’s used more in Britain to portray a difficult situation but has devotees worldwide for its imagery. The wicket is another name for the playing surface, and sticky means slippery or wet (rather than tacky). Under those conditions, the batter faces a rough set of circumstances as the ball tends to bounce in unpredictable ways.





Even so, in 2009, there were still physicists who pointed out that while the pitch does dip, it doesn’t alter its path as much as or in the manner we think it does. Of course, Dizzy Dean, who was one of baseball’s great characters from the 1930s and 1940s, would have suffered none of these nuances if he were around today. He once said about curveball skeptics: “Go stand behind a tree, and I’ll hit you with an optical illusion.”
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One thing is for certain: when people first started talking about ball games in America, they were talking baseball. The two terms (ball game and baseball) were used interchangeably by 1848, according to the Dickson Baseball Dictionary.

Baseball writers probably deserve credit for taking it one step further and coming up with a different ball game to describe a momentum shift or other dramatic change in a baseball contest. It showed up in game reports in 1913 and was regularly used on sports pages by the 1930s.



Unexpected phrase from baseball: Catbird seat

The catbird’s envious perch in the English language can be credited to two very successful men. The first is Walter Lanier “Red” Barber, one of baseball’s great early broadcasters. During his stints on radio with the Brooklyn Dodgers (1939–1953) and the New York Yankees (1954–1966), the Mississippi-born Barber was known to infuse his work with homespun turns of phrase. One of his favorites was exclaiming that a player was in the catbird seat whenever he enjoyed a particularly advantageous situation. Why a catbird (a small species of bird with a warning chirp that sounds like a cat’s meow) isn’t wholly clear; one suggestion is they’re particularly good at scoping out beneficial places to perch. But Barber would explain in his autobiography that he learned the idiom while getting beat in a card game in Cincinnati. His opponent prevailed thanks to two face-down aces and explained he’d been in the catbird seat all along.

While Barber was offering up the expression to the masses by the early 1940s, it got its literary bona fides in 1942 from the famed short story writer James Thurber (author of, among many things, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty). That year, Thurber published a story named after the expression and even credited Barber for popularizing it. Wrote Thurber in The Catbird Seat: “ ‘She must be a Dodger fan,’ he had said, ‘Red Barber announces the Dodger games over the radio and he uses those expressions—picked ’em up down South.’ ”

Today, it’s so synonymous with being in an enviable position that when Natasha Trethewey was named U.S. Poet Laureate in 2012, she described the posting as “poetry’s catbird seat.”





But after that, shifts in the sporting landscape create uncertainty. In the 1940s, talking about ball games was no longer the primary dominion of baseball. Journalists covering football began using the term far more often than their baseball colleagues in that decade (even some basketball stories began utilizing it).

As a result, when a different ball game (and the variation, a whole new ball game) became metaphorical in the 1960s and 1970s, it’s not clear which sporting endeavor offered inspiration. Baseball may very well have been the driver, but an advertisement touting a “Whole New Ball Game” from a car dealership in the Montana Standard in 1960 suggests otherwise: when it came to illustrations to support that very early crossover reference, Copper City Chevrolet featured drawings of football players.
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If ever there were a true fan of the game of baseball, it was Ted Sullivan. The Irish-born Sullivan occupied nearly every conceivable role in his beloved sport—player, manager, team owner, league founder, scout, agent, and marketer. Short of donning a mascot outfit, Sullivan did it all.

With that in mind, it makes sense that the word fan quite possibly began with him. That said, Sullivan was a storyteller, so pinning down the term’s exact origin is difficult.

The most popular claim is that fan—as in a rabid supporter—entered our lexicon around 1882 as a shortened form of the term fanatic, which was already a tag for hardcore baseball groupies. Sullivan initially told reporters he first heard fan uttered in this manner by St. Louis Browns owner Chris Von der Ahe. The Germany-born entrepreneur possessed a thick accent, and the yarn goes that he had trouble saying fanatic so he reduced it to fan. Later, Sullivan would alter the story, nixing Von der Ahe and taking full credit for its creation.

But the fanatic root wasn’t the only possible starting point. Perhaps, bored with that tale’s plot line, Sullivan shifted the inspiration for the term in another retelling. He’d eventually say he coined it after he and one of his patrons, baseball magnate Charles Comiskey, were forced to listen to some men blabber on about baseball. Afterward, Sullivan dubbed them “fans,” evoking images of their tongues wagging as fast as fans (in effect, using the fan analogy to refer to them as windbags).

Others have endorsed this connection to paper fans. Hall of Fame manager Connie Mack believed the word came from the handheld fans diehard baseball supporters used at early games. A final option is offered by the British: fan is derived from the fancy, which was a slang term for boxing that predated baseball (for more on the fancy, see “Floored” on this page).

Perhaps the word was inspired by a critical mass of fanatics, paper fans, and the pugilist usage of fancy. It’s a shame Sullivan isn’t still around to offer a new narrative combining the three.
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Albert Einstein once said, “All that is valuable in human society depends upon the opportunity for development accorded the individual.” Baseball’s succinct shorthand for said opportunity is getting your turn at bat. It’s one that resonates. Just look at George and Weezy, the main characters on the 1970s sitcom The Jeffersons, who moved from working-class circumstances to uptown, where George, in particular, was aiming for big-time success. As their theme song “Movin’ On Up” unmistakably explained, these two battled to get to the big leagues and were finally getting their “turn at bat.”

Major leaguers also yearn for those chances, though it wasn’t always well defined when a player would get them. (In the case of the Jeffersons, it required years of living next to Archie Bunker before they got their shot; if you don’t know what I’m talking about, please study your classic television comedies.)



Unexpected word from baseball: Flake

Jackie Brandt was a journeyman outfielder who played parts of eleven Major League seasons from 1956–1967. He was also the planet’s first official flake. A onetime All-Star and Gold Glove Award winner, Brandt’s talents were overshadowed by his eccentricities. Among his kooky acts: he once hit a home run and supposedly slid into first, second, third, and home instead of jogging around the bases. It’s also said that he once tried to do a backflip in an (unsuccessful) effort to avoid a tag.

Strange as he was, Brandt wouldn’t have been the poster child for being flaky if not for another player’s wit. Depending on who you believe, either an unnamed teammate with the San Francisco Giants in 1957 laid the nickname on him or a fellow member of the St. Louis Cardinals, Wally Moon, did it a year earlier. Either way, the rationale for the moniker was that his mind was so impermanent that his brains were flaking from his head. Some point to the fact that flaky was 1920s slang for a small packet of cocaine, but the direct and clear usage to describe Brandt (who proudly owned the title) suggests he’s the source.





Baseball’s original code dictated that hitters bat “in regular turn.” But some saw that vague language as a loophole. Clubs often insisted that if the last out was made on the base paths, then the hitter who followed that runner in the lineup would lead off the next inning—even if he’d batted in the previous inning. This led to loads of confusion and was replaced in 1878 by a commitment to the type of sequential hitting we’re accustomed to today.

While we now have a solid understanding of when you’ll get your turn at bat, the order continues to matter greatly. All told, the first hitter usually gets 145 or more plate appearances per season than the person batting ninth.
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Grandstanding—playing to the crowd—is a populist notion. While baseball had box seats where the rich sat in the days before luxury boxes, the wooden grandstands were the home of most regular fans. Describing a seating area as a grandstand was also
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Unexpected word from baseball: Jazz
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Rounding the bases: Metaphors for getting it on
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A brief game changer: Softball
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Spitballing: Baseball or back-of-the-classroom behavior?
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