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Newspaper sports content of today includes melodramatic exposes of 

scandal, drugs, crime and sex. This content contrasts with the content of the 

1920s, which relished tall tales of heroics, glory and legends. But the content 

is not the only thing that has changed within newspaper sports writing. The 

relationships between sportswriters and their sources have also changed a 

great deal in the 70 years between these two periods. Whereas sportswriters of 

the 1920s, who dubbed the era the "Golden Age," often had friendships with 

their sources and they enjoyed privilege to a great deal of access, sportswriters 

today often have tense relationships with their sources and restricted access. 

This thesis uses the philosophical tenet of origin - which came first, 

the chicken or the egg? - to examine whether the changes in newspaper 

111 



sports content led to the changes in the sportswriter I source relationship or 

whether the changes in the relationship led to the changes in content. 

Possibly, neither came first and the two changes are intertwined. 

These changes and sports are worth evaluating because of the 

importance of sports in American society. Millions of people spend time 

going to sporting events and spend their money buying items related to 

sports, including newspapers with their sports pages. Many people also 

consider sports to be a reflection of society. 

This thesis consists of three major sections that divide the issue into 

then, transition and now segments. In the then and now segments, the thesis 

focuses on what type of content appeared on the sports page and what type of 

sportswriter I source relationships existed in the different time periods. The 

transition section bridges the gap between the two time periods and 

highlights changes outside the world of sports that had a significant impact 

on both the sports content and the sportswriter I source relationship. 
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Introduction 
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The sports section has been a mainstay in America's newspapers for 

over a century now. Pick up a newspaper from the 1920s, and you will find a 

section devoted to sports alongside finance, politics and world news - just as 

you find it today. But the content of the sports stories of today is much 

different from that of their predecessors. Sports stories were once whimsical 

tales of mighty heroes who earned the respect of an adoring public by 

miraculous achievements in their chosen means of competition. Now sports 

figures are put under an ever-intensifying microscope by newspaper 

journalists. In his book, Sports Reporting, Bruce Garrison said: "Gone are the 

days of reporters and editors who served as cheerleaders for the home team. 

The contemporary sports journalist is serious, critical and thorough. 111 

Athletes are now being examined by newspaper sportswriters for what they 

do off the field or out of the ring as much as they are for what they do 

between the lines of play. 

In the June 5, 1982 Editor and Publisher, John Consoli wrote: 

No longer is an athlete's performance on the field the only thing 
that is written about. Many times the athlete's conduct off the field 
becomes an even bigger story. Disputes among teammates and 
between players and owners get as many headlines as game results -
sometimes even bigger headlines. 2 

Early sports pages did not include stories critiquing athletes for more 

than what they were paid to do, which was to play games. Around the turn of 

the twentieth century, the New York Journal, and its owner William 

Randolph Hearst, pioneered much of the early sports page. While Hearst's 

sports page did not include the tell-all stories and in-depth personality 

profiles found in modern day sports pages, his pages had extensive coverage 

of a variety of sports. Hearst's sports coverage inspired other New York 

papers to follow suit, starting a race to cover the most sports. As rival papers 



ran three to seven columns of sports news each day, Hearst doubled, tripled 

and quadrupled this amount and on occasion ran 12-page bicycle or horse 

racing supplements. In his article "The Sports Section," which appeared in 

the February 1929 American Mercury, William Henry Nugent reported, 

"Hearst not only invented the present-day sports page make-up; he whooped 

things up all along the line, putting the final crusher on the weekly as an 

authority in athletics."3 

3 

The sportswriters were the authority about what occurred during the 

games, and not about what occurred away from competition. The daily sports 

page content focused on games, runs and statistics of sports, not personal 

lives, run-ins with the law and money figures of those involved with sports. 

All of the latter are common topics today. Sports pages continued in the 

mold set by Hearst into, and through, the 1920s. The stories found in these 

sports pages built heroes out of the athletes who played the games, especially 

when it came to baseball, but the heroic images were based mostly on athletic 

achievements and only a little bit on their personality. This is in contrast to 

today, where an athlete's personality can make or break him or her as a hero 

in the sports section and sports stories, even everyday game coverage, often 

include references to athlete personalities. 

Stories about Babe Ruth of the New York Yankees in the 1920s focused 

on his tremendous ability to slam the baseball over the fence, with only 

occasional references to what he was like as a person. As a person Ruth had 

many character flaws - including alcoholism and spousal abuse - that 

would be exposed by sportswriters of today, but instead were tucked away by 

the journalists of his era. In contrast, stories of today about Barry Bonds of the 

San Francisco Giants, the modern power hitting equivalent of Ruth, focus on 



what his personality is like, how he conducts his personal life and why he 

responds to teammates and the media the way he does. Coverage of Bonds 

focuses more on his personality then on how often he hits home runs. 
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While Ruth was built by sportswriters into a hero of the grandest proportions 

for what he did on the field, Bonds is ripped apart for almost everything he 

does off it. 

Both Ruth and Bonds would most likely not be known by the public if 

they had not starred in baseball. Baseball is generally known as America's 

pastime, and it has had this label since before the 1920s. Though the game has 

had peaks and valleys in popularity between the 1920s and today, it was and is 

a prominent professional sport. Thus, in this thesis, I use baseball as a 

touchstone for my research, though the changes in sports page content and 

the sportswriter I source relationship are present in coverage of all sports. In 

doing so I look at what type of relationships the stars of their day - such as 

Ruth and Bonds - had or have with sportswriters and also at what kind of 

content appears on newspaper sports pages about them. 

The differences in the way sportswriters of the 1920s covered Ruth and 

the way today's sportswriters cover Bonds show how the content of sports 

stories found in daily newspapers nationwide has changed over the past 

seven decades. The 1920s were coined, by the journalists of the time, as the 

"Golden Age" of both sport and sports journalism. The sportswriters 

considered many of the sports figures of the day to be the best ever to play 

their respective sports and those covering them to be some of the best writers 

ever to sit in the press box. The copy, or articles and stories, put out by the 

sportswriters of the Golden Age often read like poetry or creative writing and 

extolled the virtues of the games and the athletes, coaches and others 
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involved with them. While the stories were not always to the point, they did 

hold the reader's attention. For example, New York Herald-Tribune writer 

Grantland Rice's article on the 1924 Notre Dame-Army game began with 

possibly the most famous sports lead of all time: 

Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode 
again. In dramatic lore they are known as Famine, Pestilence, 
Destruction and Death. These are only aliases. Their real names are 
Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden. They formed the crest of the 
South Bend cyclone before which another fighting Army football team 
was swept over the precipice at the Polo Grounds yesterday afternoon 
as 55,000 spectators peered down on the bewildering panorama spread 
on the green plain below.4 

All this hoopla was for a 13-7 Notre Dame victory. 

Somewhere on the path between the Golden Age and today, the focus 

of the content of sports pages expanded from just the games being played, and 

building excitement around them, to all the events behind the scenes and 

away from the action in the arenas, coliseums and stadiums. But this was not 

a sudden change marked by a landmark event or individual; rather it came 

from a mixture of changes in society, technology, sports in general, 

economics, the expectations of the public and the emergence of Sports 

Illustrated and other sports-specific magazines. The changes caused by this 

combination have led to more critical content, or stories that are not always 

in support of the figures being written about, showing up in the sports pages. 

This content, including stories about crime, money, sex and other once 

hidden aspects of sports, resemble stories found on the front page of 

newspapers more so than they resemble the sports stories of old. At times, 

modern day sports pages have information that one would expect to find on a 

police blotter rather than in the daily tidings of the sports world. Such 

content contrasts with the old notions journalists in other departments once 
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held for the sports department, as it used to be considered the "toy 

department" of the newsroom.5 As writers in the toy department, sports 

writers worked by a different code of ethics than those in other departments. 

Other journalists worked to be objective, impartial; keeping a distance from 

the sources of their stories. In contrast, sports journalists did not mind being 

flat out "housemen,"6 or fans and boosters of the team they covered, partial to 

the home team and close friends with their sources. In his 1972 article "The 

Shame of the Sports Beat," for the Columbia Journalism Review, Bill Surface 

reflected on the development of newspaper sports writing. He wrote, 

"Frequently having little relationship to the standards maintained by other 

departments of a newspaper or broadcasting company, sports reporting has 

generally become so partial and so predictable that, on many occasions, it 

resembles more the work of a master of ceremonies than that of a 

journalist. "7 The change in content, and the move away from being a master 

of ceremonies, has helped sports journalists earn respect from their 

colleagues in other departments of the newsroom. Often though, this causes 

tension between the sports writers and their sources. 

This tension is just one of the many things that has changed about the 

relationships between newspaper sportswriters and people involved with 

sports in the time between the Golden Age and today. Crucial to any form of 

journalism are the interactions and relationships between the journalist and 

his or her sources. These relationships are especially critical to sportswriters 

as stories are defined by the actions of the athletes and coaches. With each 

game, match or bout, one of these sources will usually rise above the others as 

the one who needs to be the focus of the story. If this source does not want to 

talk to the reporter, then it is difficult to write compelling stories about what 
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happened. Sure, you can write a story about a baseball player who had three 

home runs in a game without talking to him, but if you do so the story might 

not have as much color as if you had talked to him. 

This lesson I learned in the professional world of sports writing as 

interim sports editor of The Baker City Herald in Eastern Oregon. During 

three months as the sports editor in the fall of 2000, I covered two area high 

school football teams. The coaches for the two teams had contrasting media 

relations styles. One was always willing to talk to me and seemed to enjoy 

doing so. The other was reluctant to talk to me and when he did, gave the 

impression that I was a burden. Though I did not intentionally alter the way I 

wrote about the two teams because of the different relationships I had with 

the two coaches, the different relationships had an effect on my content. The 

articles about the team with whose coach I had a cordial relationship were full 

of quotes, personal anecdotes and color. In contrast, the stories about the 

team with whose coach I had a tense relationship were dry, statistic-heavy 

and often boring. This experience inspired me to think about the importance 

of the sportswriter I source relationship and how it is related to the content 

that appears in the sports page. 

With the critical content produced by many current newspaper sports 

journalists', sources are becoming more and more reluctant to speak When 

they talk it is usually in sterile, controlled, official, or even group settings, 

such as press conferences or conference calls. This contrasts with the 

relationships between sports journalists and their sources during the Golden 

Age. Then, sports journalists rode in the same trains as the teams, stayed in 

the same hotels, ate at the same restaurants, drank at the same bars and often 

were bosom buddies with the athletes they covered.8 Today, sports journalists 
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have different, more professional relationships with their sources. 

Sportswriters of today ~re not just along for the ride with the teams and 

players they cover; instead they need to be working on a story of some kind to 

justify their need to talk to the source.9 They do not go over to a source's 

house for dinner anymore; they do not become godparents of their source's 

kids - they do not keep the secrets they once did. 

Key to the change in the relationships from the Golden Age to today is 

the change in the amount of access sports journalists have. While the 

sportswriters of the Golden Age were free to wander through the locker 

rooms and talk to those involved with the games whenever they wanted to, 

the sportswriters of today often have many hoops to jump through if they 

hope to talk to a source. Often, they will have to battle other journalists from 

rival newspapers, as well as magazines, television and radio in press 

conference or conference call settings, to get their questions to the source. In 

such hectic settings, a personal relationship or connection between the sports 

journalist and his or her source is close to impossible. One-on-one 

interviews are still possible, but often such meetings need to be arranged by 

press agents or sports information directors so there now is a middle-man 

involved in the relationship between a sports journalist and his or her 

source. Some current sports journalists have close relationships with their 

sources and are free to call them at home or on the weekends, but they do not 

have the level of intimacy with their sources achieved by their counterparts 

in the Golden Age. This is because there is now a sense of economic 

importance that permeates the interactions of the two parties. While in the 

Golden Age the interaction between journalist and source would be two guys 

talking about sports over a beer, it is now two representatives of 



complementing businesses discussing issues that could concern millions of 

dollars. 
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Sports are big business. In totat sports events and sales related to sports 

bring in more revenue than either the insurance or legal service industries.to 

Sports news takes up a big chunk of the daily newspaper. In all, more than 20 

percent of editorial content in metropolitan daily newspapers goes to sports, 

more than any other category of news. 11 This large amount of column space 

devoted to sports translates into a large amount of money being tossed 

around to cover sports. "Sports in the United States has become a $50 to $60 

billion-a-year business - one of the nation's largest - which U.S. 

newspapers spent about $500 million to cover in 1988."12 Sports in the Golden 

Age also involved lots of money. By the early 1920s big sports events already 

equaled big money, as the 1921 World Series played at the Polo Grounds in 

New York City brought in receipts of $900,000.13 To foster sports writing, 

newspapers gave hefty salaries to their sportswriters.14 Despite the money 

involved with sports in the Golden Age, the sportswriters and their content 

stayed focused on the excitement on the field. 

With an emphasis on the business sides of sports, the relationships 

between sportswriters and their sources have gone from casual and relaxed to 

professional and, at times, tense. In the Golden Age there was a lot of 

interaction between the two sides outside of research for a story. By traveling 

and dining with the team, the writers spent a lot of time with their sources 

and talked about things other than sports. The two really got to know each 

other and oftentimes became friends. ts Now the sources spend little time 

with sportswriters when they are not working on a story. Again, the 

relationship between the two is on a mostly professional basis. 
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The professional nature of the sportswriter I source relationship 

mirrors the notions many people now hold about sports. Sports are not just 

games any more - sports are serious and important. The development of 

sports into big business underscores the importance they now hold in our 

society. Many today see sports as bellwether of society and the national 

psyche. Today people want to know the off-the-field stories and melodramas 

behind the sports stars because people want to know more about those in 

positions of power and prestige in general. Through a focused study of the 

sportswriter I source relationship and the content of sports pages, much will be 

learned about the change in American society in the 70 years between the 

Golden Age and today. 

The intriguing paradox of the changes in the relationship between 

sports journalists and their sources is that though the journalists once had 

more access, they wrote less about what they were witness to; now that they 

have less access, they write more about what they need to dig to find out 

about. This digging and the critical content it leads to often cause sources to 

clam up. Sources used to tell and allow sports journalists to see more because 

they knew the stories would be about what happened during the games and 

not in the team hotel. Reporters of old went by an honor system that they 

would not report things that could hurt the team they were covering, despite 

what they saw and heard in confidence. In The 20th Century Treasury of 

Sport, Al and Brian Silverman explained, "It was the code of the time to 

corset these gilded athletes both for the sake of the public morality and for 

public illusion - myths and fables were to be protected - and maybe to 

make their own journalistic lives more peaceable." 16 

This code no longer exists and there are three possible reasons why. 



One possibility is that because sports journalists have demonstrated a 

willingness to run stories about almost anything that they see or hear -

including gossip and personal feuds - their sources are less likely to reveal 

all but the basic facts. Another possibility is sports journalists do not get the 

access they once had so they, despite their newfound professionalism, have 

resorted to printing gossip and other topics that would never have made it 

into the sports pages of old. The third possibility is that elements of both 

scenarios are the reality, and that the changes in the relationships between 

sportswriters and their sources are both a cause and a result of the overall 

changes in sports journalism. 

11 

In examining this issue, I will first look at the Golden Age of Sports. In 

this section, I examine how sportswriters built heroes out of the athl,etes and 

coaches they covered, despite knowing their flaws. I offer a description of 

what the relationships between sportswriters and their sources were like, and 

what type of content resulted from these relationships. I also examine two 

events that could have triggered a dramatic, permanent shift in the nature of 

the relationships and content - the Black Sox Scandal of 1920 and the 

Carnegie Foundation report of 1929 - but failed to do so. 

Next, the transition section acts as a bridge from the Golden Age to 

today. In it I describe how the many changes outside the world of sports have 

affected both the relationships and the content. These changes range from the 

Great Depression of the 1930s to the social movements of the 1960s to the 

Watergate scandal in the 1970s. The coming of broadcast television also 

affected both the relationships between sportswriters and their sources, and 

newspaper sports content because newspapers became a complementary 

source next to radio and television, where once they had been the primary 
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source. 

In the last section of my thesis, I discuss what the changes of the 

transition section have led to - relationships between sportswriters and their 

sources and sports page content that is much different than that of the Golden 

Age. Sportswriters today no longer build heroes for their readers to look up 

to; rather they "feed the monster1117 that their readers have become, with an 

appetite for off-the-field stories. I use three recent, major sports stories: the 

home run chases of 1998 and 2001 and the controversy surrounding the foul 

mouth of Atlanta pitcher John Rocker, to illustrate what the relationships 

and content are like today. 

The great conundrum of newspaper sports journalism - the chicken

or-egg question - is whether the changes in the relationships between sports 

writers and their sources caused changes in newspaper sports content or 

whether it is the other way around. Which came first? The changes in 

relationships or the changes in content? The purpose of this thesis is to 

determine which was the chicken and which was the egg; or whether neither 

came first and the transformation of the relationships was at times a cause for 

the changes in content, and at other times a result of the changes in content. 



13 

Then: ''The Golden Age" 
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To understand how the relationships between sports journalists and 

their sources have changed over the years and how this is related to the 

content of the stories they produce, we first must look at a time when things 

were much different than today - the Golden Age of the 1920s. Most big

time sports as we know them have roots in the 1920s. It was when sports 

began to earn money and take the place in the American economy and society 

that they hold today. This growth was aided by the ever expanding- and 

predominantly positive - coverage found in the newspaper sports pages of 

the day. The majority of the stories focused on the miraculous 

accomplishments of the athletes and elevated the status of many of them to 

the level of legends. The sports stars were not only celebrities, but also the 

personification of the American dream - proof that hard work equaled 

success. The newspaper sports journalism of the time supported the myth of 

athletes as heroes. 

Though the sportswriters of the Golden Age spun heroic myths daily, 

there were off-the-field events that countered these pure images. In 

particular, the decade was book-ended by two major stories - the Black Sox 

Scandal of 1920 and the Carnegie Report of 1929 - that could instantly have 

changed the course of newspaper sports coverage, but did not. Both stories 

exposed the hidden side of sports and forced sports reporters to write about 

things they usually avoided. The Black Sox scandal reveled the throwing, or 

intentional loss, of games in the case by professional baseball players and the 

Carnegie Report shed light on the corruption and exploitation of college 

football players. The stories even made it onto the front pages of many 

newspapers across the country, but neither event left a lasting impact on the 

trends of content in newspaper sports pages. That both events failed to have a 
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dramatic effect on the work of newspaper sportswriters is testament to the 

commitment of the sportswriters of the time to stick to their chosen 

innocence and hero making and give their readers what they wanted - tales 

of athlete heroes. 

Both stories marked times when newspaper sports journalists could 

have changed course and chosen to run more investigative stories and dig 

into the seamy sides of sports. The journalists definitely had the access and 

the material for such stories, but instead they choose to protect the purity of 

the sports stars by keeping secrets. The sportswriters kept these secrets because 

they were ones the public did not want to know. The sportswriters thought 

their readers wanted to read about heroes and legends, not about crooks and 

cheats. 

Two perspectives: "Gee-Whiz" and "Aw-Nuts" 

Journalism scholars divide the sports writing of the Golden Age into 

two schools: "Gee-Whiz" and "Aw-Nuts." Led by Grantland Rice, who is 

perhaps the most famous sportswriter of the time, the "Gee-Whiz" writers 

doled out praise to their subjects while celebrating their glorious 

achievements. Their stories often included hyperbole and allusions to 

mythology and history.18 In contrast, writers of the fl Aw-Nuts" school, who 

followed W.O. McGeehan, a sportswriter for the New York Herald-Tribune, 

had a skeptical edge to their reporting and were not as quick to give an athlete 

or coach the honor of being called a hero. But that did not mean they did not 

give this honor at all. In his book, Grantland Rice and his Heroes, Mark 

Inabinett explained that "when they found a hero who met their standards, 

the differences between the Aw-Nuts and Gee-Whiz became little more than 
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a choice of adjective." 19 Often the "Aw-Nuts" writers wrote stories criticizing 

sports organizations and figures, but these critiques were focused on those 

who did not make the grade and live up to the heroic expectations they, and 

the public, had of them. Thus, the "Aw-Nuts" writers perpetuated the same 

myths and heroic ideology of sports figures their "Gee-Whiz" counterparts 

trumpeted. 

While the "Gee-Whiz" stories bubbled with optimism and 

enthusiasm, the "Aw-Nuts" stories were often tinged with pessimism, in that 

the "Aw-Nuts" writers did not think an athlete or coach was as good as a 

"Gee-Whiz" writer made him out to be. In this way, they were devil's 

advocates for the "Gee-Whiz" writers. The "Aw-Nuts" writers were simply 

more picky when it came to choosing whom to make a hero out of, but they 

did not do investigative work. Rather, they mostly criticized the other school 

of writers for being so enamored of those they wrote about. There were fewer 

of them than there were "Gee-Whiz" writers, and they did not have the close 

relationships with their sources that their hero-making counterparts had. In 

Onward to Victory, Murray Sperber explained: 

For their part, athletes and coaches increasingly enjoyed being 
portrayed in heroic terms, and they encouraged this coverage. Not 
surprisingly, they also disliked the few writers who pointed out their 
flaws, athletic and human, and frequently they boycotted them; for 
this reason, the handful of "Aw-Nuts" men were columnists, who 
never had to enter the locker room and enter the wrath of players or 
team administrators.20 

The era of heroes 

Though most of the sportswriters of the 1920s believed in the athlete

hero ideal despite which school they subscribed to and produced stories that 

built legends out of the stars of the day, this was not a product of ignorance.21 
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The newspaper sports reporters chose to write the type of stories they did 

because they knew it would help improve and expand the sports industry, 

and, in turn, newspaper sports coverage. The sportswriters made sure to 

protect the images of these heroes and did not print stories that could blemish 

their reputations. The sportswriters realized that the effect the athletes could 

have on the public as heroes was worth more than if they were put under a 

microscope and shown for their whole being. Thus, though they had access 

to the athletes and coaches, the sportswriters declined to write about the 

character flaws they saw. The sportswriters had already decided that the 

athletes were some of the best ever and treated them as such. Inabinett 

explained: 

In the 1920s, unrivaled heroes seemed to arise on every playing field. It 
was an era of excess showered with superlatives. The press did not, 
could not wait for the perspective of history. It recognized its good 
fortune, and even before the decade ended, sportswriters referred to the 
period as the Golden Age. Sportswriters declared that they witnessed a 
time when the best and brightest flamed across the sports heavens."22 

In building legends about such flames, the sportswriters were 

responding to what they thought were the wants of the public and building a 

professional niche for themselves at the same time. To do so they forged 

close bonds with their sources. These relationships were fostered by the 

knowledge that both sides had the same goal of making an institution out of 

American sports. In his article "Major League Baseball and Sports 

Journalism," William B. Anderson explained: "Newspaper coverage of 

baseball increased the game's popularity, and more coverage typically equaled 

increased circulation for newspapers. This symbiotic relationship with the 

game meant more often than not the newspapers provided baseball with 

favorable publicity."23 Because there was money involved on both sides, the 
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relationships between the sportswriters and their sources were similar to 

those of business partners, but the two were also often friends as well. The 

friendships came from their shared enthusiasm for sports. Both believed 

sports were a spectacle in which people could see the best humanity had to 

offer and they wanted to let everyone know about it. Thus the content in the 

sports pages foster close relationships between sportswriters and their sources. 

A close relationship 

For their half of the relationship, the sources let sportswriters have 

access to almost every aspect of the games, competitions, practices and 

extracurricular activities. The sportswriters rode on the same trains, ate in 

the same restaurants and stayed in the same hotels as the athletes they 

covered - often on the bill of the sports teams. This relationship was very 

close and the sources knew they had people they could trust in the 

sportswriters, thus they were gracious hosts and let their guests have what 

they wanted. 

In exchange for the access they got from their sources, the sportswriters 

made sure not to upset their hosts - like any good, courteous guest. There 

were unspoken boundaries that the sportswriters did not cross, and, in doing 

so, the reporters preserved their privileges of access to the team or to an 

individual. Thus, though they were often witness to things that could have 

been the impetus for controversy, they kept their lips sealed and their 

typewriters quiet. In his article "Taking Sports Seriously," David Shaw, a 

media critic for the Los Angeles Times, wrote: "According to legend, when 

Babe Ruth chased a naked woman through a train one day, sportswriters just 

looked at each other and shrugged. 'I'm glad none of us saw that,' one of 
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them said, 'or we'd have to write about it. ' "24 

While the sportswriters did not print any stories about many 

questionable acts they saw, they did seem to have an endless inkwell when it 

came to running stories about the heroic deeds of the sports stars of the day. 

As the Golden Age went on more and more people became interested in 

sports, thanks in large part to the newspapers sports content of the day. Thus, 

newspapers and sports organizations developed a symbiotic relationship in 

the 1920s. Anderson explains: "Newspaper coverage of baseball increased the 

game's popularity, and more coverage typically equaled increased circulation 

for newspapers. This symbiotic relationship with the game meant more often 

than not the newspapers provided baseball with favorable publicity. "25 

As this relationship grew, the newspapers helped expand the focus of 

the sports fan from being local to being national in scope as they included 

stories from all around the sports world. In his book The Golden People, 

Gallico said, "Not a day went by when your newspaper could not unfold some 

tale of heroism, derring-do, extraordinary skill, or last minute in-the-clutch 

rescue. "26 Newspapers gave sporting events importance, underscored by their 

prominent position in the papers, as major events often earned at least a 

mention, if not also a story or a photograph on page one. 

Take me out to the ballgame 

During the 1920s the public wanted to read sports stories about heroes. 

The time was in between the Great War and the Great Depression, and many 

people had the money and leisure time to spend on following sports.27 One of 

the most popular diversion was to spend an afternoon at the ball park. Major 

league baseball was the main attraction sport, with college football close 
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behind. In my research I used baseball as a touchstone because, though it has 

changed since the 1920s, it was a fully established sports at the time and is still 

popular today. Other sports, such as professional football, basketball and 

hockey, were present in the decade, but were in their infancy and only had 

small fan bases. The focus of the people, and their dollars, was on baseball. 

Baseball truly was the nation's pastime and passion. In his book, 

Farewell to Sport, Gallico explained that people loved the game because it was 

so simple, but so complex - the perfect allegory for life. He wrote of the 

intricacies of the game: 

In one afternoon at the ball yard you may, if you know where and how 
to look for it, come upon half a dozen split-second races between a 
running 1nan and a thrown ball, in which the hundredth part of a 
second is all the difference between success and failure, dozens of 
examples of skill triumphant, skill defeated, traps baited and snapped 
shut upon victims, human courage, human folly, and human 
cowardice, narrow escapes, heroes, villains, individual deeds that verge 
upon the miraculous, bits of co-operation between two men or among 
three or four that are really beautiful to see in their rhythm and 
perfection, heroes turned suddenly into clowns and goats, clowns 
becoming heroes, speed, grace, and sometimes even a curious beauty, 
the beauty of the perfection of a well-pitched, well-defended game.28 

The struggle to get ahead, the fight to survive, achieving the American 

dream, all were played out on the baselines of the ball parks. At the same 

time, baseball gave its fans a chance to get away from their fights for survival 

and relax. Tales of men like Ruth, who came from an orphanage in 

Baltimore but rose to make more money playing a game than the President, 

were cherished by sportswriters - who saw such success as proof that hard 

work and dedication can truly get you anywhere, as well as entertained. Ruth 

was the epitome of the Horatio Alger myth. 
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Grantland Rice: the myth maker 

As the leader of the "Gee-Whiz" school of sports writing, Grantland 

Rice, arguably the most famous sportswriter of the Golden Age, made heroes 

out of many Golden Age athletes. As a sportswriter for the New York Herald

Tribune, he had close relationships with most of the athletes and coaches he 

wrote about. Rice was close enough to know about many of the flaws and 

problems of his sources, but he chose not to focus on them. As Inabinett 

explained: 

Rice had no illusions about how he worked and the attitude behind his 
approach. He wrote, "No one has ever accused your humble but 
cheerful correspondent of being a calamity howler. He has always 
preferred looking on the sunny side of things; and he hasn't spent 
much time peering into the shadows searching for ghosts of trouble 
and phantoms of sorrow .1129 

Most of the stories produced by Rice and his Golden Age 

contemporaries could be classified as boostering, or enthusiastic promotion, 

and hero worship, as many of the stories read like tall tales. As Douglas A. 

Anderson explained in his book, Sports Reporting, "Flowery, romantic, 

overblown prose dominated sports pages of the day."30 While Paul Bunyan 

was not found in the sports pages, many other characters of nearly as mythical 

a status were. 

The sports page of the Golden Age was home to the Sultan of Swat, the 

Manassa Mauler and the Galloping Ghost. Rice gave all of these nicknames 

to Golden Age sports stars, whose real names were Ruth, heavyweight 

champion Jack Dempsey and football star Red .Grange respectively. The 

nicknames 'were as flashy and bold as the personas of the stars and helped 

build the athletes into legends of their day. These monikers focused on what 

they did as athletes and how they held themselves on the field or in the ring, 



not on what they were like as people. Through his writing Rice made near 

deities out of the athletes of his time. Inabinett explained: 
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Rice seemed to connect the Golden Age athletic stars, like the chain on 
a necklace of flawless pearls. As the leading sportswriter of the day, 
Rice wrote often about the athletes who supposedly made the age 
golden. He is celebrated as the pioneer and leading practitioner of a 
writing style employing hyperbole and lyricism to convey vivid 
images. Even his attitude seems to fit the mold of a legend maker, for 
he said, 'When a sportswriter stops making heroes out of athletes, it's 
time to get out of the business.' "31 

Rice genuinely loved sports, and his style of looking at the bright side 

and building up what he saw showed his love. His steady flow of adjectives 

and occasional use of poetry allowed his readers to see what he had seen, 

which was beautiful people doing beautiful things. The writing of Rice and 

his followers made the content of the newspaper sports page into more than 

scores and standings - it was folklore. Rice continued to write in the style of 

the Golden Age, producing six columns a week for the North American 

Newspaper Alliance, until his death, at age 73, in 1954.32 

Big heroes and big money 

During the Golden Age, the public shared Rice's enthusiasm for sports. 

This enthusiasm translated not only into fans putting down money to go 

through the turnstiles at the stadiums and ballparks, but also to buying 

newspapers that had sports information, such as Rice's stories, in them. To 

feed the public's appetite for sports news, and make more money, newspapers 

devoted more and more space to the coverage of sports.33 The readers of the 

Golden Age idolized their sports stars, and the newspaper sportswriters of the 

day played off this, making heroes out of the athletes and coaches. 

The heroes of the Golden Age did not exist just to entertain and excite 
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the fans - they were there to make money for owners of the sports teams. 

Lots of money. Though sports had yet to reach the astronomical financial 

numbers of today, it did exist on a higher. plane of economics than most the 

rest of American society. In his five years of professional baseball playing for 

the Boston Red Sox prior to the Golden Age, Ruth earned $5,000 a year. After 

he was sold to the Yankees in 1919, his annual salary eventually rose to 

$70,000 in New York.34 The amount of money involved in sports made 

newspaper sports journalists realize that they could make a profit covering 

sports and thus were strong proponents for growth of the sports section. 

Though sports was all about money, there was little mention of it on 

the newspaper sports pages. There were occasional articles about the 

economics of sports, but they were rarely critical. If they did appear, economic 

stories told light-hearted anecdotes about the money involved with sports, 

such as, how wonderful it was that someone who played a game could come 

to make more than the president. But, in general, the sports stories focused 

on the heroic deeds of the athletes, and not on economic and other off-the 

field aspects of the game. 

Goodbye Gallico 

Not all the writers in the game of weaving tales of sports legends could 

stick with it. A prime example is Paul Gallico, who left his post at the New 

York Daily News six years after the close of Golden Age because he had run 

out of adjectives. Gallico had earned a name for himself as one of the best 

sportswriters of the 1920s. He left to become a fiction writer. Though he 

admitted he was as much in awe of the athletes he covered as the other 

sportswriters and worked to build the same herculean images of them that 
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the others did, Gallico left because he did not want to write the same article 

again and again. To the surprise of his colleagues, and to the disgust of some, 

Gallico left sports despite making, as he put it, "a hell of a big salary." At the 

time he quit in 1936 he was making between $40,000 and $50,000 per year.35 

That a sportswriter could make so much is indicative of the large 

quantity of money swirling around the sports world at the time and how 

much newspapers were willing to spend for coverage of sports. Gallico's exit 

bucked the trend of journalists who were attracted to sports writing because of 

the potential for celebrity status and excitement. Gallico was almost as big of a 

star as some of the athletes he covered and, as he worked his way up to sports 

editor, got to chose his own assignments.36 Despite his celebrity and his 

freedom, Gallico decided to pursue a career as a novelist. Though he once 

helped construct these heroes, Gallico became a notable exception to the 

newspaper sportswriter fraternity when he left the profession after thirteen 

years, from 1923 to 1936, all of which were at the News. 

Ironically, Gallico's first book after leaving the ranks of the 

sportswriters was a nonfiction piece called Farewell to Sport, in which he 

wrote about his experiences on the sport beat and his motivations to leave it 

behind. Though he realized the apparent ignorance in how sportswriters 

lauded over sports stars, he said they did so to give the public what they 

wanted, which he thought was heroes. As he explained to Jerome Holtzman, 

in Holtzman's book No Cheering from the Press Box: "We had an 

overwhelming innocence in those days. We were so naive. Not only we 

sportswriters but the whole country.1137 

Gallico became tired of feeding the public's appetite with stories that 

began to read more and more like each other. As he told Holtzman," Above 



all I was beginning to find I was repeating myself in my column." He 

continued: "I was scared stiff of becoming an old sportswriter, a veteran 

sportswriter. I could already read and hear, 'Gallico, that veteran 

•t I 1138 sportswn er. 
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Years before, Gallico had burst into the profession by being nothing like 

a traditional sportswriter. For his first story he stepped into the ring with, 

then-heavyweight champion of the world, Dempsey, and lasted a minute and 

a half. While his bout was short, the style of first-person writing he started 

with lasted the length of his career. Though he also wrote standard game 

stories and columns, he was most noted for his in-the-action stories. He 

caught passes from Benny Friedman, an all-American quarterback at 

University of Michigan. He played tennis with Helen Wills, winner of eight 

Wimbledon single titles. He played golf with Bobby Jones, the Tiger Woods 

of his day.39 

When Gallico started doing these stunts, he was a cub reporter of 24 

years of age. He was an eager journalist and a no-name. The combination of 

his youth and excitement made athletes trust him, and so they went along 

with his ideas for stories. While Gallico remained humble, despite his 

proximity to sports stars, some sportswriters began to develop large egos as 

the authorities who brought their readers the wonderful tales of the heroes. 

The sport sources did not mind the growth of these egos because in becoming 

the authorities of athletics, sportswriters were creating the idea of sports as a 

pristine and hallowed institution. But some people grew tired of the stories 

in the sports page and the arrogance displayed by some of the sportswriters as 

they covered events. 

A jeer from one such fan directed at a sportswriter at a boxing match 
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triggered Gallico' s exit from the sports ranks. As he told to Holtzman: 

Anyway, I was there in my seat. It was a big fight, a lightweight 
championship. Just before the main event, during that buzz and hum 
before the fighters come in, a sportswriter who shall be nameless 
arrived. I can still see him. He was wearing a coat with a fur 
astrakhan collar. He plunked his typewriter over everybody's head and 
climbed over us to his seat. Then he stood up, counting the house, to 
make sure everybody had seen his arrivat and from about the fourth 
row a voice shouted: 'Sit down! You're only a sportswriter.' "40 

Gallico said something went "bo-ing."41 He had heard what the man 

on the street thought of sportswriters. At that moment, he said, he ceased 

being a sportswriter. The comment burned in his ear and then bounced in 

his head for three years while he got organized and out of the profession. At 

the end of his career in 1935, Gallico became nostalgic, as he looked back: "We 

have happened to have a great run of champions and performers in the past 

fifteen years, at a time when the public, tired of war, death and taxes, turned 

to sports as an outlet. "42 

One of the greatest champions of this time, and one of Gallico's 

favorite athletes' s was Babe Ruth. Throughout his career Gallico forged a 

close relationship with Ruth that went beyond friendship and hero worship. 

Being the Babe 

In Farewell to Sport, Gallico admits that Ruth was a man whom he 

genuinely loved and admired. He said by the end of his sports writing career 

that his adjectives for Ruth were beginning "to look a trifle shopworn."43 He, 

and most other sportswriters of his day, accepted the flaws Ruth had as a 

person because it was more important for the public to have him as a hero 

than to have him examined as a person by the newspapers. The admiration 

and support for Ruth that were transmitted through his stories validated 
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Ruth's climb to success as an example of the American Dream. As Gallico 

wrote: 

That, of course, is one of the never dimming miracles of this 
inexplicable country, that half-brutes like Dempsey or Ruth can and do 
emerge from the filth and ashes to shine more brightly than any 
phoenix as the beloved heroes of the nation, rich beyond maddest 
fantasies, and, above all, looked up to and worshipped by children.44 

But, as Gallico himself admits, building these images of the American 

dream often meant making saints out of sinners. The task of masking the 

athletes social and character flaws sometimes became difficult because of the 

often questionable backgrounds of the subjects. In these cases, such as minor 

run-ins with the law, the sportswriters of the day would address the issues in 

a light-hearted manner. The sportswriters of the Golden Age made hght of 

such flaws to preserve the image of the athlete as a hero on the ball field, thus 

earning the admiration of people - sport fans or not - from across the 

country. For example, Ruth had a hard time obeying the traffic laws in New 

York City. His problem landed him in court and in the jailhouse one 

afternoon when his Yankees had a game scheduled. The story in the New 

York Times read as follows: 

"Babe" Ruth, convicted as a second offender, was sentenced by 
Magistrate House in the Traffic Court yesterday to serve one day in jail 
and pay $100 fine for speeding. He was actually in a cell from 11:30 
A. M. to 4 P. M. 

Leaving the jail at 300 Mulberry Street at 4 P. M., Ruth entered 
his maroon, torpedo-shaped machine and arrived at the Polo Grounds, 
nine miles away, in time to get into the game at 4:40, in the sixth 
1nn1ng. 

According to measurements of time made in a car which 
followed Ruth, the nine-mile stretch to the Polo Grounds was. covered 
in eighteen minutes flat, or a rate of thirty miles an hour. 

Ruth had been convicted and punished for going only twenty-six 
miles an hour. 45 

Such tongue-in-cheek reports of the Babe's troubles protected his 
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stature as a living legend of his time. But there were some stories that the 

sportswriters were not able to gloss over, such as when he almost died 

because of "the bellyache heard 'round the world"46 in the spring of 1925. 

During a preseason spring training tour in the South, Ruth became ill and 

collapsed at a train station in Asheville, North Carolina. Following the train 

ride up to New York - during which Ruth was unconscious - medics took 

him directly to the hospital. Early reports said Ruth might have a case of the 

grippe or influenza. Soon after, sportswriters rumored that Ruth's sickness 

was a result of his diet. In his book The Life that Ruth Built, Marshall 

Smelser explained: " ... because Babe Ruth was America's muscle hero, the 

legend sprang up and lived for years that he was ill because he tried to cure a 

bellyache by eating a double order of steak and French fries for breakfast on 

the train to New York."47 

Whatever the cause, Ruth's condition was not good, as he remained in 

the hospital for nearly seven weeks before returning to the Yankees on June 

l, 1925. The team had gone 15 and 25 without him. While Ruth was in the 

hospital many people across the nation waited nervously and hoped that 

their star would rise again. As Gallico said, uFew if any American citizens 

have ever had such a death watch or caused so much public concern while 

lying on a sick-bed."48 The nationwide concern for the Babe's health 

accentuated his importance to the public of the Golden Age. The incident is 

indicative of the content newspaper sports journalists of the Golden Age 

chose for their sports pages; while there was great ambiguity about why the 

Babe was in the hospital they declined to investigate it and instead focused on 

the effect of Ruth's hospitalization had on his team. 

When Ruth came down with his stomach ache, there were rumors 
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that is was something more than just influenza or an overdose of steak or hot 

dogs and soda. Many current scholars believe he was suffering from syphilis, 

but the sportswriters did not pursue this aspect of the story.49 Though the 

doctors and officials for the Yankees would not comment on the specifics of 

Ruth's condition, the sportswriters of the day did explore the issue. In 

Farewell to Sport, Gallico explained why sportswriters did not try to find the 

cause: 

.. .in this instance the cause was far less important than the effect. A 
baseball-player lay close to death, and an entire nation held its breath, 
worried and fretted, and bought every edition of the newspapers to 
read the bulletins as though the life of a personal friend or a member of 
the family were at stake.so 

If the sportswriters had found that Ruth was suffering from syphilis, or 

some other socially unacceptable ailment, the revelation would have crushed 

the heroic notions held of him by the public and perpetuated by the 

sportswriters. The wanted to preserve this image, and, thus, they did not 

pursue stories that could topple it. Though the public accepted that heroes 

had minor flaws, they could not accept heroes if they were truly disgraceful 

people. 

The sportswriters of the Golden Age built the Babe into one of the 

greatest celebrities and sports figures in American history. Even people who 

are not fans know who he was and probably know one or two of the 

legendary fables spun about him by sportswriters of his day. The time he 

called his shot during the World Series.s1 The time he told a little sick boy in 

a hospitql that he would hit a home run and then made good on his 

promise.s2 

The latter is probably one of the most well known sports fables of the 

Golden Age, but in his Farewell to Sport, Gallico wonders in print whether 
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the event was something Ruth did on his own account, or whether it was the 

product of a syndicate manager or a sportswriter who scented a heart story. 

Like the sportswriters and the public of the Golden Age, Gallico dismisses any 

investigation into why Ruth went to visit the boy in the hospital and why 

there were so many photographers and reporters present when he did so. He 

wrote: 

... does it really matter? He went. He sat and talked to the boy as long as 
the doctors would permit him to stay. And he did hit that home run 
in the afternoon, the boy's private, personal home run, promised and 
dedicated to him, the sweetest and most thrilling gift a child could 
want. The pictures and the story covered the country. People looked, 
read, gulped, and felt an emotion and said in effect: 0 Y ou gotta love a 
guy like that, don't you?" And so they loved him.53 

Such stories often read like fiction. The sportswriters knew the athletes, 

coaches and owners were not pure heroes. In fact, they were all too human 

for the most part, but that did not stop the sportswriter from making heroes 

out of them . 

.11say it ain't so Joe" 

Despite the willingness of sportswriters to make heroes out of almost 

anybody involved with sports, there were some sports figures who acted as 

villains, thus forcing the sportswriters to cover them as so. The run of 

Golden Age champions got off to a stumbling start with the Black Sox Scandal 

of 1920, in which some of the best baseball players in the game chose to throw, 

or intentionally lose, the World Series. By the start of the Golden Age the 

Series had already established itself as the Fall Classic and was at the pinnacle 

of American sports. The scandal, ensuing trial and eventual ban of eight 

players from the game by the commissioner of baseball rattled the high 
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esteem in which the event had been held by sportswriters and the public. 

The eight players accused in the fix were members of the Chicago 

White Sox, which had been the best team in baseball throughout the regular 

season, but who lost the world series to the overachieving Cincinnati Redlegs 

of the National League. Shoeless Joe Jackson, considered by baseball 

historians as one of the best to ever play the game, was one of the eight. After 

the scandal people across America plead, "Say it ain't so, Joe."54 

Sportswriters dubbed the allegedly crooked players involved with the 

scandal the "Black Sox. "55 They earned the name with the despicable nature 

of their deeds and their tarnished image. The Black Sox scandal was not the 

type of story sportswriters of the Golden Age generally covered, but it was 

simply too big to ignore or to try to keep secret - albeit it took a year for the 

story to come out and another year after that for the issue to be resolved. 

After suspicion and rumor about whether the Chicago players were giving it 

their all appeared in newspapers during and after the 1919 World Series, 

White Sox owner Charles Comiskey, who thought some of the players were 

involved with a fix but would not talk about it, offered a reward for 

information that he did not think would come. Thus, he hoped, the whole 

situation would blow over.56 As Chiasson wrote in The Press on Trial: 

It almost did. Hugh Fullerton and Hall of Farner Christy Mathewson 
compared notes at the end of the World Series and found no less than 
seven questionable plays by the White Sox. Although that winter 
Fullerton wrote several articles putting forth his concerns, suspicions, 
allegations, and fears, he met with the same response as a Muslim 
come to Vatican City to criticize the Pope.57 

Fullerton was one of the few sportswriters to break rank and air his 

questions about the 1919 World Series through the newspapers, and his voice 

almost became a forgotten one, as other writers dismissed his claims. In a 
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telephone interview, Steve Klein, a journalism professor as George Mason 

University, said Fullerton had been one of the most respected baseball writers 

of his time, but other sportswriters did not want to hear what he had to say 

about the Black Sox. They said he did not have any proof. He explained: 

"Nobody was more respected than Hugh Fullerton, and now nobody knows 

his name. That's what he got for writing a story like that. They didn't take 

the message - they shot the messenger."58 There were many rumors about 

fixed games before the Golden Age, but reporters did not pursue them. Many 

reporters knew about dirty players, such as Hal Chase, who threw games in 

the decade before the Black Sox scandal, but they did not report his actions in 

the newspaper sports pages.59 The sportswriters kept secrets about such 

throwing of games and gambling to protect the image of baseball. 

On September 27, 1920, the truth came out when the North American, 

a daily newspaper in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, published a front-page story 

claiming that the series had been a fix. The source for the story was Billy 

Maharg, a gambler who had been in on the scam. Once the story broke wide 

open sportswriters could not deny the truth any longer, and stories ended up 

on the front page of newspapers across the country, pushing aside articles 

about the social movements overseas. 

Nowhere was the public's disbelief more evident than the sport pages 
of newspapers across the country. For the most part, sportswriters 
generally reacted as disillusioned fans, then recovering from this 
unseemly lapse, began to imitate news reporters. In short, cynicism 
dominated commentary and found its way onto the news pages with 
some regularity. 60 

The story forced sportswriters to put out stories like their counterparts 

in other departments of the newsroom. The scandal became something that 

would not go away, as the case of fraud ended up in front of a Cook County 
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grand jury, but the trial did not take place until July of 1922. After a month of 

testimony from ballplayers, gamblers, managers and owners the grand jury 

· found the accused players not guilty of trying to defraud the public on August 

2, 1922, but the players' happiness only lasted a day. Judge Kennesaw 

Mountain Landis, who had been elected by the owners of major league 

baseball as the sport's first commissioner, gave baseball's verdict the day after 

the judicial system had spoken. It was: 

[N]o player who throws a ball game, no player that undertakes or 
promises to throw a ball game, no player that sits in conference with a 
bunch of crooked players and gamblers where the ways and means of 
throwing a game are discussed and does not promptly tell his club 
about it, will ever play professional baseball!61 

Thus, to the shame of the American public and professional baseball, 

the Black Sox were blacklisted. This extreme response by Landis actually 

made it easier for sportswriters of the day to write off the whole Black Sox 

scandal. His expulsion of the players from the game qualified them as 

villains. The outcome of the scandal supported the tales of heroes by 

sportswriters before and after the episode because you cannot have true 

heroes without villains, or so to speak. 

The sportswriters reported that the scandal was perpetrated by men 

who were a disgrace to the game and a handful of bad-seed apples in a barrel 

full of good apples. In their baseball coverage following the Black Sox 

Scandal, sportswriters showed that they still believed in the virtue of the 

game. They were appalled that the players had gone against the integrity of 

the game. Many editorials - in both the sports and news sections -

appeared in newspapers across the country criticizing those involved for their 

apparent lack of morals. 

Sportswriters wrote stories about the conspirators of the Black Sox 
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scandal that made them out to be villains because they had gone against the 

game of baseball, which at the time was almost gospel to Americans. A.s 

Chiasson explained in The Press on Trial, "In the first two decades of the 

twentieth century, baseball was more than a game; it was, as baseball historian 

Harold Seymour writes, the national pastime, 'occupying a niche just below 

belief in God.' 1162 

The Black Sox scandal was simply too big for athletes to try to get away 

with. Thus, the sportswriters bashing the villains in print and changing the 

content of their stories from the hero-worshiping norm did not affect the 

relationships they had with their sources. Despite the scandal, the 

sportswriters were able to preserve baseball's lofty position and maintain the 

close relationships they had with their sources inside the game. These 

players, managers and owners did not feel betrayed by the sportswriters' 

coverage of the scandal because the focus of the stories was on the bad deeds 

of a few. The game of baseball itself had been betrayed. 

The shock of the Black Sox scandat and the temporary change in style 

it lead to, both went away in the months after the verdict. The public had not 

lost faith in the game and had a new golden boy - Ruth - to root for. For 

the most part sportswriters returned to spinning tales of heroes and making 

legends, though some seeds of doubt remained as to how extensive 

corruption in baseball was. These seeds led to occasional hiccups and 

reoccurrences of the critical coverage which marked the Black Sox scandal. 

But these reoccurrences were often not the result of investigative newspaper 

journalism, but rather reports from the office of the baseball commissioner. 

The most notable hiccup was in late 1926, when Landis named Ty Cobb 

and Tris Speaker as possible conspirators of a fixed game in 1919.63 At the time 



35 
of the announcement both players were near the end of their playing careers, 

and already considered by the press and the public to be two of the best 

baseball players ever. The scandal rocked the public and the baseball world. 

In his book, Ty Cobb, Charles C. Alexander wrote, "The release of the 

evidence in the Cobb-Speaker "scandal" prompted a storm of publicity across 

the nation comparable to what had followed Joe Jackson's and Eddie Cicotte's 

confessions that they and others had thrown the 1919 World Series."64 But, 

like the Black Sox scandal, this storm was only temporary. 

In the month the Cobb-Speaker scandal was in the news, from late 

December, 1926, to late January, 1927, newspaper sportswriters went from 

being intensely critical back to being hero worshipers, as Landis rescinded the 

accusations against Cobb and Speaker.65 The shift from critical reporting back 

to myth-making showed how close to Cobb many sportswriters were. Many 

came to support him with their writing, with which they rebuilt the legend 

that persists to this day. The shift also showed how the Black Sox scandal 

failed to have a dramatic impact on the content in newspaper sports pages 

during the Golden Age. 

Carnegie Bulletin No. 23: A bomb without impact 

In contrast to the big controversy of the Black Sox scandal, the Carnegie 

report of 1929 brought to light many small evils occurring in college football 

programs across the country. These evils included the special treatment of 

athletes on campus by their peers, the payment of athletes by alumni, the lax 

academic requirements professors had for athletes and the lack of any attempt 

by the university and college administrators to stop these transgressions. 

Added up, these small things equaled large-scale corruption in college 
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football. The Carnegie report, titled Bulletin Number Twenty-Three by the 

Carnegie Foundation, presented the many problems found during a massive 

five year investigation (from 1924 to 1929) of college sports in all parts of the 

United States and Canada.66 The report was comprehensive and scathing -

and countered the heroic images of the college football star found in the 

sports pages of the day. In regards to a solution for the problems in college 

athletes, report author Howard J. Savage wrote: 

The coach, the gate receipts, the special training tables, the costly 
sweaters and extensive journeys in special Pullman cars, the recruiting 
from high school, the demoralizing publicity showered on the players, 
the devotion of an undue proportion of time to training, the devices 
for putting a desirable athlete, but a weak scholar, across the hurdles of 
the examinations - these ought to stop and the intercollege and 
intramural sports be brought back to a stage in which they can be 
enjoyed by large numbers of students where they do not involve an 
expenditure of time and money wholly at variance with any ideal of 
honest study.67 

Despite its revelations and suggestions for improvement, the report did not 

have an immediate impact. Eventually, it contributed to press and public 

skepticism, as the fallout from the report began to settle over the next decade. 

One of the best chapters in the Carnegie report, "The Press and College 

Athletics," examined why sportswriters were quick to make heroes out of 

athletes but failed to address off-field controversies persistent in sports. The 

chapter "analyzed this phenomenon, attributing it to the symbiotic 

relationship between college athletic officials and sportswriters, and the 

refusal of the latter to criticize the former. "68 The report revealed the lack 

respectability of the many sportswriters. Howard J. Savage, the report's 

author, wrote, "Apparently, in many instances deliberate attempts are made 

to pervert the technical language of sports reporting to a sensationalism that 

violates not alone taste but fact."69 The section also criticized sportswriters for 
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being too close to their sources, being partial and not following the ethics of 

the other departments of the newspapers. 

The report supported what the most ardent /1 Aw-Nuts" writers had 

been contending for years - that college football was not living up to its 

heroic amateur ideal and needed reform. These /1 Aw-Nuts" writers 

welcomed its publication and used it as an impetus to start their own 

investigations. Such a style would be something new in terms of sports 

reporting, which had not always followed the trends of newspaper 

journalism in general because of the relationships that existed between the 

sportswriters and their sources. As Sperber explained in Onward to Victory, 

"In spite to the long history of American journalistic 'muckraking,' the 

sporting press had always shunned it, considering the discoveries 

embarrassing to their allies, notably the coaches, and of no interest to their 

readers.1170 

Despite this new motivation on the part of the "Aw-Nuts" writers to 

examine the off-field controversies of sports, most sportswriters dismissed the 

significance of the Carnegie Report because it was about occurrences they said 

everyone knew about. As Michael Oriard explained in his book King 

Football, "the general response was a collective shrug - so what's new?"71 

But the findings of the Carnegie report were not common knowledge to the 

general public. Sure, the sportswriters were the ones who knew about the 

stories because of the access they had to the college sports world, but they did 

not want to smudge the image of the grand 019- alma mater, so they kept such 

stories out of public light. 

The initial rejection of the Carnegie report by sportswriters shows how 

committed they were to their hero-making role in the Golden Age. The 



38 
Carnegie report created small waves in the pool of newspaper sports 

journalism, but it would take much more than the report to make a lasting 

change content found in newspaper sports pages. The reading public of the 

Golden Age strongly believed in the athlete-hero myth, and the report alone 

could not dispel this myth. 

Twilight of the Golden Age 

The sportswriters of the Golden Age were co-conspirators with the 

athletes, coaches and owners of the day in the creation of the athlete-hero 

myth. They built up the stars of the Golden Age to living-legend status 

through writing that was flowery and adjective-laden and carried a sense of 

awe. This hero worship, which was a product of the "Gee-Whiz" school of 

sports reporting, shaped the perceptions people had of the stars of the Golden 

Age for generations. Even the "Aw-Nuts" school of sportswriters, who were 

the debunkers of the day, helped build up the athlete-hero myth as they 

criticized athletes for not living up to high standards. Despite the Black Sox 

scandal at its beginning and the release of the Carnegie report near its close, 

the Golden Age produced 24-karat heroes that gleam to this day. 12 

Because of their efforts to make heroes out of the athletes and coaches 

of the Golden Age, the sportswriters of the day had much more access to their 

sources than today. They were allowed this access because the sources knew 

there was an unspoken bond between the two sides as they both worked to 

grow and expand sports. The two had close relationships that were both 

symbiotic business partnerships and friendships at the same time. 

While these relationships held strong through the Golden Age of the 

1920s, they deteriorated in the coming decades because many sports 
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organizations began limiting the level of access sportswriters have to their 

sources. But the change did not occur overnight or because of one single 

event or publication, like the Carnegie report. Instead, the social climate of 

the nation had to shift. Almost everything had to change outside sports and 

sports journalism before newspaper sports journalism itself changed. 

Economic, social and technological changes all combined to lead to a radical 

change in the of content in newspaper sports pages. All of these changes 

affected what kinds of stories sportswriters wrote because the wants of their 

reading public changed with them. The path leading from the Golden Age of 

sports writing to today is long and has many sharp curves. In the next section 

I will look at the economic, social and technological changes that contributed 

to the shift in how newspaper sports journalists do their jobs and formed the 

transition from the Golden Age to today. 
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Transition:· Falling heroes 
and rising tension 
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The Golden Age of sports journalism is now a distant memory 

preserved by the newspaper clips, or microfilm of articles and pages, of the 

time. Though the content of today's sports page has changed drastically since 

the Golden Age, this change did not come as a result of one isolated event, 

but rather because a combination of social, economic and technological 

changes. These changes, include, but are not limited to, the Great Depression 

of the 1930s, the social revolutions of the 1960s, and the advent of televised 

sports coverage. These historical milestones affected the relationships 

between sportswriters and sources and the content in the sports page. In 

examining these changes, I hope to shed more light on whether the change in 

content found in newspaper sports pages was a cause or an effect of the 

change in sportswriter/source relationship. I also hope to bridge the gap 

between the two time periods in this study. 

The end of the Golden Age 

In contrast to the bubbling optimism and good times of the Golden 

Age, the 1930s was a time of human drama in America as the gap between the 

classes became all the more evident and the economic turmoil of the Great 

Depression set in. Many sportswriters did not think their reader wanted to 

read about heroes, as illusions about professional sports were replaced by 

reality.73 This reality was a harsh one. The stock market crash of 1929 and 

subsequent failure of many businesses affected how and where people lived. 

The unemployed were unable to find work in the cities and, thus, there was a 

migration of workers to farms.74 In both urban and rural areas, the focus of 

the people was on basic survival, not leisure, as it had been in the Golden 

Age. This focus on survival led to cynicism in regards to anything that 



seemed to be unnecessary. The cynical nature of many sportswriters was a 

sign of the times and the change in social climate between the Golden Age 

and the 1930s. In his book Sports Reporting, Bruce Garrison said the 

economic disasters of the time, especially the stock market crash of 1929, 

affected newspaper sports reporting both psychologically and financially. 
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"The bubble had burst - an era of successes and excesses ended abruptly and a 

grimmer reality ensued/' he wrote.75 

Reality and objectivity replaced hero worship and boosterism in the 

stories on the sports page. New York Post sportswriter Stanley Frank dubbed 

the 1930s and 1940s the "Age of Reason."76 The social and economic troubles 

of the day affected the newspapers. Editors ran stories about the social 

problems, such as high unemployment and food shortages, and the 

newspaper companies could not afford to print the thick papers they had in 

the Golden Age. Thus, stories that were more to the point appeared in the 

sports page and throughout the paper. The content of these stories changed as 

well. 

In 1944, Frank wrote: 
The extravagant, ebullient treatment that typified sports writing 

of the 1920s vanished abruptly before bread lines and bankruptcies and 
bank holidays that were the evidences of a social revolution in the 
1930s. A sense of the fitness of things tempered the writing that 
appeared with increasing frequency on the sports pages. 

For the first time, the men who reported sport began to suggest 
that some of the heroes had feet, as well as heads, of clay. Restraint 
brought mature objectivity and critical examination of methods and 
motives. The boys no longer were naive and they were not given to 
supporting promotions merely for the sake of boosting the business. 
Their growing prestige gave them a feeling of responsibility and they 
commenced to expose rascals and denounce skullduggery.77 

Tension arose between many of the sportswriters of the day and their 

sources because of this mentality and the content it produced. With the 



reporters now on the lookout for leads, the source~ began to question how 

much access they should grant to the sportswriters. For the most part 

hospitable relationships persevered because the sportswriters only would 

expose those who were truly doing things they considered unacceptable for 

someone who was supposed to be a hero. But the sportswriters were more 

willing to deem an athlete unworthy of hero status because, in general, they 

were more skeptical of those they covered. 

What about the changes in sports themselves? 
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While all the changes in the nation's society, economy and broadcast 

sports coverage have had a specific effect on newspaper sports writing, they 

have also had an effect on sports. Thus it is difficult to document how and 

when newspaper sports journalism changed because sports are not constant 

- sports do not exist in a vacuum and much has changed about them over 

the last seven decades. The rules of the games. The popularity of the games. 

The number of teams. The place sports hold in society. Despite all these 

changes, the sports organizations still want the support and cheering from the 

sportswriters. This constant makes my investigation into the changes in 

newspaper sports writing possible. 

Evolution not revolution 

The changes in society, economy and broadcast sp orts coverage that 

affected newspaper sports writing occurred at different times and rates during 

the seven decades between the Golden Age and today. The corresponding 

changes to the sports page were gradual and of complex causes. An attempt to 

chronicle all of the changes outside the newspapers would take volumes. 
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Thus, I only highlight the changes that had the greatest direct impact on 

newspaper sports writing. 
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Because the changes occurred gradually and were multifaceted, there is 

no moment in time that can be flagged as the turning point in the trends of 

newspaper sports journalism. Shaw wrote, "The transformation of the sports 

page has been more evolution than revolution, really, for there were a few 

good, serious sportswriters - precursors of the modern movement - as long 

ago as the 1930s."78 

The effect of the Great Depression 

While in the Golden Age sportswriters thought sports stars earned a 

fair amount for all the heroics they provided, this perception changed during 

the economic problems of the Great Depression in the 1930s. As people across 

the country faced poverty and unemployment, Babe Ruth was making $80,000 

a year.79 Many did not think this was fair, but their disdain for how much 

Ruth made paled in comparison to what they felt about athletes who were 

not as talented. 

The tough times made the sports stars less appealing. The skeptical, 

cynical newspaper audience no longer wanted to read about what the heroes 

did on the ball field while people were suffering in the streets. The athletes of 

the day also lacked the luster of those of the Golden Age as few came to be 

known as "the best ever ... " as so many legends of the 1920s had. Despite this, 

some sportswriters tried to make heroes out of the athletes and coaches of the 

early 1930s. Changes in what the reporters thought the readers wanted and 

less shining stars made attempts at hero building difficult. 

Sports were interrupted by World War II in the first half of the 1940s, as 
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rnany athletes went to fight in the war. In all, some 340 major league and 

3,000 minor league baseball players went to fight in the war.80 Ted Williams 

of the Boston Red Sox was one of the most famous examples of baseball stars 

who took time off during the prime of his career to go fight in the war.81 

Newspaper sports writing also took a hiatus during this time because the 

focus of the papers, and of the public, was on the military conflicts overseas. 

After the war ended things began to return to normal and newspaper 

sportswriters started where they had left off. Sports again began to grow in 

popularity and many sports specific magazines appeared in the later h alf of 

the 1940s. These magazines included Sport in 1946, Sports Album in 1948 and 

Sports World in 1949.82 Most of these magazines were extensions of the 

newspaper sports pages and did not put sports in a social context. 

The Birth of Sports Illustrated 

In 1954 a new magazine - Sports Illustrated - put sports in a social 

context, doing what the newspapers and other magazines did not do. As 

Shaw put it, the magazine "demonstrated that sports writing and literacy 

were not necessarily incompatible."83 The magazine became increasingly 

popular as the decade rolled on. It not only covered sports, but it also 

explored the problems in society related to them. 

Sitting next to Sports Illustrated on the news racks in the 1950s were 

newspapers and magazines with headlines about civil unrest in the South 

and demands for equal rights from activists such as the Rev. Martin Luther 

King Jr. It was not long before such issues creeped into the pages of Sports 

Illustrated and eventually into the newspaper sports pages. In the early and 

mid-1960s Sports Illustrated started to mention the social inequities 
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encountered by black sports stars of the day. It told of the daily racism 

encountered by Cookie Gilchrist of the Buffalo Bills in 1964 and of a 

restaurant in the South's refusal to sell a meal to world heavyweight 

champion Muhammad Ali because of his race in 1965.84 These and other 

stories about social issues spurred voluminous reader response, underscoring 

the importance of the social movements of the time. While focusing on the 

problems of race and civil rights in general, the social movements eventually 

brought attention to such problems present in sports. 

Social Movements and Sports 

Though baseball's color line was broken in 1945 when the Brooklyn 

Dodgers fielded Jackie Robinson, and the door opened for other black baseball 

players, sportswriters downplayed the significance of the event.85 While 

newspap er sportswriters would often mention Robinson's race in their 

stories, they did not address the social ramifications of him being a Major 

League Baseball player. Despite the addition of black professional baseball 

players, racism and social inequities persisted in society and in sports. The 

people behind the social movements of the 1960s hoped to bring change by 

addressing racism and social inequities. Newspapers ran stories about the 

movements on their front pages, and soon the movements made their way 

onto the sports page. Many sports stars, such as Ali, started to use their 

prominence as celebrity athletes to bring public attention to the social 

movements of the time. 

The Refusal of a Champion 

In 1966, Ali refused to join the armed forces if drafted because of his 
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religious and social beliefs. His refusal brought the public debate about the 

Vietnam conflict to the sports page and put the champion boxer on the front 

page for reasons other than winning a bout. In his book King of the World, 

David Remnick included excerpts from an interview with New York Times 

sportswriter Bob Lipsyte, who was with Ali on a 1966 afternoon in Miami 

when Ali learned that his draft status had been changed by the Department of 

Defense and that he could soon have his number called. He was angry. He 

did not want to go to war. He expressed this to the newspaper sportswriters 

who called his house. /1 'Man,' Ali finally told one reporter, 'I ain't got no 

quarrel with them Vietcong.' "86 

Ali's stance was soon reported in sports pages across the country, and 

the story, as well as the nation wide debate it spurred, persisted through his 

being drafted in April 1967 and the subsequent hearing before the Supreme 

Court after he refused to join. His decision cost him his world title and three 

and a half years of fighting in the prime of his boxing career, but Ali stood by 

his principles and won his case in the Supreme Court. 

He explained to a reporter from Sports Illustrated: 

11 'Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and go ten 
thousand miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on brown 
people in Vietnam while so-called Negro people in Louisville [his 
hometown] are treated like dogs? If I thought going to war would bring 
freedom and equality to tw~nty-two million of my people, they 
wouldn't have to draft me. I'd join tomorrow. But I either have to 
obey the laws of the land or the laws of Allah. I have nothing to lose by 
standing up and following my beliefs. We've been in jail for four 
hundred years.' 1187 

The responses in the sports pages to Ali's opinions depended on whether the 

sportswriters thought what he was doing was fitting of the world 

heavyweight champion. Many of the old time columnists - Jimmy Cannon, 
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Red Smith and Arthur Daley - thought it was not and immediately 

denounced him.88 Their opinions added to the public debate and helped Ali 

achieve his goal of bringing attention not only to those suffering because war 

of in Vietnam, but also to the suffering of black people in America, as the 

story was discussed in the sports and editorial sections of the newspaper. 

Fists of pride 

The suffering of black people in America, and the need to bring 

attention to it, motivated two USA track teammates to turn the usual 

celebration of an Olympic game award ceremony into a political protest. The 

place was Mexico City. The year was 1968. On October 18, Tommie Smith and 

John Carlos won the gold and bronze medals in the 200-meter dash. After the 

two took their places atop the awards podium, they closed their eyes and 

bowed their heads. Each then raised a leather-gloved fist - the sign for black 

power - in protest of the continuing racial inequities in the country they 

competed for. 89 

The Olympic protest was just one of many social and political protests 

on major and minor scales staged by athletes of all kinds and at all types and 

levels of competition. Shaw addressed many of these events: "Cassius Clay 

became Muhammad Ali - and a Black Muslim - and refused induction 

into the Army. Joe Namath boasted of having sex with girls the night before 

a big game. Other athletes protested, boycotted, insisted on wearing long hair, 

dressing more casually, having the right to determine the conditions of their 

employment."90 
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The questioning of authority: From Vietnam to Watergate 

Protests of the Vietnam war and the other social movements of the 

1960s instilled a distrust of authority in the American public. Old notions of 

who should be considered a hero, as well as what should be discussed in the 

media and what should be kept private were put aside as people wanted to 

find answers for the problems of the day. These changes in mentality affected 

how newspaper journalists went about their jobs. Thus, these changes in 

mentality led to shifts in the writer/source relationship, which then caused 

content to change. 

Through the 1960s the press had kept secrets to preserve image and 

appearance. For example, many in the Washington press corps knew that 

President John Kennedy was having an affair with Marilyn Monroe, but none 

reported it.91 Newspaper writers, sports and other beats alike, started to tell 

their readers what was really going on. In an e-mail correspondence, Mike 

Oriard, an English professor at Oregon State University and the author of 

several books about the history of American football, explained, "In general, 

journalism became more critical, and sports journalism very much so - no 

more sanitizing the off-field lives of athletes, etc." Oriard continued, "This 

did not happen overnight, however; for a long time there were the young, 

critical sportswriters and the old-guard conservative sportswriters."92 

While once looked to for guidance and inspiration, political leaders 

and others in power were now seen as being out of touch and out of control. 

The Watergate scandal of the early and mid 1~70s validated this questioning 

as the most powerful figure in American culture - the president - was 

found to be a liar who had crooks working for him. 

Police officers had caught burglars, who were later connected to 
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President Richard Nixon's re-election campaign, breaking into the Democratic 

National Committee office at the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C. The 

break-in spurred the Washington Post to investigate the Nixon 

administration, and eventually the president became the first in American 

history to resign. 

The event spurred many newspaper writers to pursue investigative 

journalism and question authority at almost all times and on all levels. In 

his book, The Power of the News, Michael Schudson discussed what 

newspaper journalism was like after Watergate with Ben Bradlee, who had 

been the executive editor of The Washington Post during the scandal. There 

was a definite questioning of authority by the press and the public. Bradlee 

said reporters "covered the most routine rural fires as if they were Watergate 

and would come back and argue that there was gasoline in the hose and the 

fire chief was an anti-Semite and they really thought that was the way to fame 

and glory."93 

The questioning of authority spread to almost all facets of American 

life, including the sports world. Sportswriters began to investigate what was 

going on behind the scenes. Sportswriters began to question those in control 

of sports - the coaches, general managers, sponsors and owners. 

The power of money 

As sports developed, money became a key issue. The economic 

changes in sports during the eight decades between the Golden Age and today 

paralleled the social changes of the same period in some respects. In the 1960s 

people in general wanted more rights. Athletes, too, began to want more 

economic freedom and be able to go from team to team as they pleased. 



51 
Professional baseball players got this freedom through the coming of free 

( 

i agency in 1975. 
' 

Free agency means that when it comes time to negotiate a new contract 

a player can talk to any team he wishes instead of having to stay with the last 

team he had a contract with. For the first century of baseball, the players did 

not have this right. Instead, the players were bound to the teams that 

developed them by the reserve clause created by Major League Baseball in 

1879. Free agency started when Andy Messersmith, a pitcher for the Los 

Angeles Dodgers, refused to sign his 1975 contract and claimed his right to be 

a free agent. Major league baseball tried to stop this, but Messersmith's appeal 

(along with that of Baltimore Oriole Dave McNally, another pitcher who 

wanted free agency) was upheld by a three-member arbitration panel.94 

The Messersmith:-McNally decision marked the end of the reserve 

clause and opened the floodgates of players moving from one team to 

another as they signed for more and more money. Soon free agency became a 

part of all the major professional sports in America, and athlete salaries 

skyrocketed because of it. Free agency also affected what newspaper 

sportswriters wrote about. In a telephone interview, Steve Klein, a 

journalism professor at George Mason University and former online sports 

editor for USA TODAY, explained the effect free agency had on sportswriters: 

"After free agency we had to know about economics, we had to know about 

the legalities of contracts. Before we were covering sports as if they were just 

a game, and they aren't just a game - they're a business."95 Free agency had a 

social, as well as an economic impact, because players were no longer attached 

to teams or towns. They went wherever they could make the most money. 
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Sports in Your Living Room 

The sports organizations had more money to give the players because 

of the expansion of broadcast markets that occurred in between the start of the 

Golden Age and today. Radio and then television made sport a commodity 

that could be sold over the airwaves and not just at a sporting venue. Radio 

and television coverage not only changed how people thought about sports, 

but also the role newspapers played in sports reporting. The new role of 

newspapers was to tell their readers things that they had not seen or heard in 

the broadcast game coverage. Sports pages provided readers with tales of the 

off-the-field lives of athletes and coaches. The emergence of radio and 

television sports coverage led to a change in relationships between 

sportswriters and their sources; the newspaper sportswriters were no longer 

the people to talk to. 

In the Golden Age, the public went to the newspapers to find out who 

had won the day or night before, and thus the newspaper sportswriters were 

important people for the sports sources to talk to. The two sides had a 

symbiotic relationship focused on the expansion of sports and newspaper 

sports coverage. With the expansion of radio, and then television, the public 

no longer depended on newspaper sports coverage to find out the game 

results. 

The first radio broadcast of a major sports event actually took place at 

the dawn of the Golden Age - with the July 2, 1921, Radio Corporation of 

America broadcast of the Dempsey-Carpentier fight from Boyle's Thirty Acres 

in Jersey City - but newspapers held onto their position as the primary sports 

news source through the decade because not everyone had radios.96 Despite 

the poor economy, radio became an essential part of almost everyone's daily 
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life during the 1930s. In contrast to newspapers, radio offered people a chance 

to hear the games and sporting events as they happened, and at the same time 

as many other listeners.97 Thus, newspapers had to find a new way to keep 

readers interested. 

Soon people could also watch a sporting event live because of 

television. On May 17, 1939, the New York National Broadcasting 

Corporation affiliate televised a baseball game between Columbia and 

Princeton - the first televised sporting event in America - but there were 

only two hundred sets in the city at the time.98 Televised sports took off after 

the close of World War II in 1945. In the decades between then and now, 

television became immensely popular because "larger screens, improved 

pictures, closeups, slow motion, color, instant replays, and split screens 

provided an experience rivaling and in some ways surpassing that to be had 

in the stadium. "99 

Broadcast coverage of sports allowed the public to see and hear more 

sports than ever before. In turn, the newspaper sportswriters' perception of 

what was extensive or sensational coverage changed. Shaw quoted Mel 

Durslag, a sports columnist for the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner, as saying 

sports editors used to think giving a page of pictures and 2,000 words to a story 

was sensational. He continued: " 'That's nothing compared to what TV does, 

especially with instant replay. They slaughter us on pure news. Anyone 

who's really interested in a game can see the whole thing on TV and then 

watch the scores and highlights on the 11 o'clock news and hear them again 

on the radio in the morning.' 11100 

Television brought sports into people's living rooms with live action. 

The popularity of televised sports not only made a sports department 
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essential for major network television, but also spawned several 24-hour 

sports cable channels. In the process, televised sports coverage supplanted the 

role of myth maker from the newspapers. No longer the main cheerleaders, 

newspaper sportswriters were left to focus on stories that did not always 

support the teams they cover. Because of television, Shaw said, "The 

newspaper must probe deeper, look into the crannies and crevices of the 

event, critically examine its surroundings and its participants. 11101 

While there is some impartial television coverage of sports, many 

networks and stations have contracts with the sports organizations - teams 

and leagues - to promote the sports they show. Many of these contracts give 

the sports organizations the final say in who describes their games over the 

airwaves.102 Thus, the broadcasters often do not analyze the off-the-field 

stories of the sports they show as much as newspaper sportswriters do. 

The end result of broadcast sports coverage is that newspapers are now 

a complementary sports news source for radio and television, and not the 

primary source they once were. Garrison quoted Associated Press sports 

editor Darrell Christian as saying the arrival of television forced newspaper 

sportswriters to change their old habits. Christian said: 

TV has forced us [the AP], and newspapers as welt to go behind 
the scenes. It has forced us into doing more key play stories, 
personality within the game stories, star of the game stories, to come 
up with the tidbits that the reader wouldn't know from TV. It's forced 
us to put the game in a larger perspective than who won or who 
lost. That's very difficult to do on an AP deadline. But we do it, and 
we do it well.103 

Thus, the broadcast sports coverage has been both a blessing and a 

burden to newspaper sports writers. The coverage has made sports more 

popular, but also makes the job of the sportswriters more difficult because 

they have to put together more complex stories on deadline. 
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The social changes and a questioning of authority in general; the 

economic changes of the nation and ballooning salaries from free agency; and 

the expansion of broadcast sports coverage, all combined to create a more 

critical, cynical mentality among sportswriters. The change gave real force to 

the voices of the "Aw-Nuts" sportswriters, who had questioned the 

authorities of sports for decades. In the decades after the Golden Age, many 

sportswriters had found niches for themselves as "housemen," or writers 

who always support a team's management, and received perks such as 

Christmas gifts and extra tickets in exchange.104 

With the coming of critical sports coverage in the newspaper and the 

eye candy of televised sports, the housemen found themselves in the same 

position as other sportswriters and received fewer perks. They were no 

longer the darlings of their sources. As the voices of the housemen 

diminished, the harsh critiques of more cynical sportswriters increased in 

volume. The critical content put out by these sportswriters soon earned them 

their own name. In his article "Taking Sports Seriously," Shaw explained, 

"In time, the new-breed sportswriters were dubbed 'chipmunks,' a quirky 

tribute to their badgering questions and their irreverent treatment of the 

icons and traditions of the sports world. 11105 

The Tension Builds 

The coming of the new breed of sportswriters, or chipmunks, added 

tension to the relationships between sportswriters and their sources, and the 

changes in the content in the sports pages left some sports sources confused. 

Used to support from their allies in the newspaper sports department, many 

sources did not know how to respond to critical journalism. Shaw said: 
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"Sports teams receive so much uncritical coverage in the daily press that 

many athletes, coaches, general managers and other front-office executives 

come to think of the media as an extension of their public relations apparatus. 

The concept of an independent, skeptical press is utterly foreign to most of 

them.m06 

Some sources responded with accusations that the newspaper 

sportswriters caused the economic and social changes in sports. Shaw wrote: 

"Some critics - especially those in sports - blame the press for changes in 

the sports world, just as many blamed the press for Vietnam and civil rights 

protest.107 These critics theorize that the sources then retaliated against the 

sportswriters by cutting their level of access, further adding tension to the 

relationships. 

By the mid-1980s the content of the newspaper sports page was starting 

to resemble what readers see today. Crime, drugs and sex had joined stories of 

game-winning plays and extra-base hits on the sports page. Shaw wrote, 

"Almost every day, it seems, there's a new and important sports story outside 

the white lines of the playing field. 11108 

Coverage of these stories signaled that newspapers were treating sports 

as more than just entertainment - athletes and their flaws were serious 

news. Pursuit of the once unspoken stories added to more confusion on 

behalf of the sports sources because they did not know how to handle the new 

sportswriters and their new inquisitive mentality. With their focus on off

the-field stories, such as athletes involved in crimes or the economics of the 

games, many of these sports reporters did not adhere to the old honor system 

established in the Golden Age. Divergence from the old honor system 

established that a clear line between sportswriters who still wanted to support 
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those they covered and those who wanted to expose the seamy side of sports. 

In his article, "The Shame of the Sports Beat," Bill Surface explained how the 

sports sources responded to these two groups. 

He wrote: 

With so many reporters wanting to accommodate friendly 
owners, teams have been protected from negative news for so long that 
even slight criticism brings violent reactions. Sportswriters who 
irritate club officials have been harassed in such petty ways as being 
excluded from an owner's weekly cocktail party or told that they cannot 
leave their typewriter in the pressroom along with those of the other 
reporters. Or a publicity man may make only a feeble attempt to 
call an uncooperative sports reporter for a press conference. 
Retaliation comes fastest from teams which have enjoyed virtual 
immunity from local criticism.109 

The growing strain between sports reporters and sources has led to 

disputes and controversy.110 There are many recent examples of tension in the 

sportswriter I source relationships. These examples include the home run 

record chase by Barry Bonds in 2001 and the controversy over the quoted 

words of John Rocker in 2000, both of which will be examined in the next 

section. 

The two cases show that tension between sportswriters and their 

sources persists today. As the nation's society, economy and technology have 

changed over the last 70 years, sportswriters have been left with a new role. 

Where once newspapers were once the public's main source for sports news, 

they now serve as a complement to radio and television. Because of this shift 

to a complementary role, many sportswriters often do not maintain the close 

relationships with sources they once did. Ironically, sportswriters often face 

retaliation if they do not cover sports as it was covered during the Golden 

Age, in spite of their new role. Thus, the division between many 

sportswriters and their sources continues to widen today, as sportswriters 
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continue the trend of cynical, critical content on the sports pages. 
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Now: ''Feed the m.onster" 
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Today, the athlete's public image is a stark contrast to what it was in the 

Golden Age. While the sportswriters' stereotypical athlete of the Golden Age 

was a well-rounded hero and a wholesome role model, the stereotypical 

athlete of today is an overpaid egotist who would not have a job if it were not 

for his or her athletic talents. This difference in stereotypes is rooted in the 

changes in content found on newspaper sports pages, and the increased 

tension in the sportswriter/source relationship. Stories about contract 

negotiations, off-the-field tribulations and personal interactions of the 

athletes, coaches and others involved with sports are now common in the 

sports page as newspapers have adjusted to their role as a complementary 

news source to television and radio. Whereas sportswriters once built sports 

up for high drama and heroes through their content in sports pages, they now 

build sports up for melodrama and the people behind the images, heroic or 

not. 

Sportswriters today write about melodramas, or dramas characterized 

by exaggerated emotions, stereotypical characters, and interpersonal conflict,111 

in sports. In a telephone interview, Murray Sperber, an English professor at 

Indiana University and author of several books about the development of 

college sports, referred to this action by the sportswriters as "feeding the 

monster."112 He said readers are no longer satisfied with statistics and game 

summaries; they want to know about the contracts, personal lives and 

attitudes of athletes and coaches. Sperber said, "You can only write about 

Barry Bonds and his slugging percentage for so long."113 

These melodramas are the sports stories people talk about when they 

gather around the office water cooler. In a telephone interview, The Seattle

Times sports columnist Blaine Newnham said such stories are referred to as 
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"talkers"114 by journalists. Newnham, who has been in the sports writing 

business for nearly a half century, defined a talker as a story that gets everyone 

talking about the subject. He said, in coming up with talkers, sportswriters 

will often be pretty outrageous in their search for information. "Sometimes 

they go to the point that, in my opinion, they have crossed the bounds of 

sensibility and accountability," he said. 115 

Recent examples of melodramas that became major newspaper sports 

stories, or talkers, include the home-run record chases of St. Louis Cardinal 

Mark McGwire in 1998 and San Francisco Giant Bonds in 2001. Similarly, the 

controversy surrounding the quoted words of then Atlanta Brave pitcher 

John Rocker in 2000 sparked a lot of talk. Later, I will examine the coverage of 

all three of these stories to demonstrate what newspaper sports writing is like 

today, what type of relationships sportswriters have with their sources, and 

how these relationships affect which stories end up on the sports page. 

To get the details needed to write about the melodramas of today, 

sportswriters need to do reporting that their counterparts in the Golden Age 

did not do and ask questions not uttered in the Golden Age. Their research 

sometimes includes going through criminal files and financial records. These 

questions are often probing and sometimes offensive to the athlete. In the 

case of McGwire, the research involved a reporter looking through his locker 

and reporting what he found. In the case of Bonds, reporters routinely asked 

him questions he did not want to answer even though he told the reporters 

not to ask them. 

The problem with feeding the monster is that the sources and subjects 

of the stories can end up feeling like they have been chewed up and spit out. 

This result, as will be demonstrated by the Bonds case, can cause a source to 
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clam up and cut off the media. In turn, the content that the sportswriters 

then put in their stories can cause controversy, as will be seen in the case of 

Rocker. 

Hard news, soft news and the blend 

How sports should be covered by newspapers has always been difficult 

for sportswriters to determine. Sports have social aspects, economic aspects, 

en tertainment aspects - all of which add up to an ambiguous news topic. 

Newspaper writers, and journalism scholars, usually classify news as either 

"hard news" or /1 soft news." In the reporting textbook Writing and Reporting 

News, Carole Rich explained the difference between the two genres. She 

wrote: 

"Hard news" includes stories of a timely nature about event or 
conflicts that have just happened or are about to happen, such as 
crimes, fires, meetings, protest rallies, speeches and testimony in court 
cases. The hard approach is basically an account of what happened, 
why it happened, and how readers will be affected. These stories have 
immediacy. 

"Soft news" is defined as news that entertains or informs, with 
an emphasis on human interest and novelty and less immediacy than 
hard news. For example, a profile about a man who designs model 
airplanes or a story about the effectiveness of diets would be considered 
soft news.116 

Though the scores and results have a sense of immediacy, sports were 

long considered by sportswriters and readers to be a soft news subject, because 

they considered sports a form of entertainment. Nowadays, sportswriters 

write more hard news stories, such as stories about the economics of the 

games or crimes committed by athletes. Many of these hard news stories 

cause tension in the sportswriter I source relationship, as the sportswriters dig 

into what is behind the immediate story. The melodramas played out in the 
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sports pages of today fall somewhere between the two types of news styles, 

because while they start with the basic elements of hard news - an event or 

conflict - sportswriters expand on the human interest aspects of the stories. 

Stories about such melodramas serve to entertain and inform the reader, and 

are now common in political and other newspaper sections, as well as on the 

sports page. 

The combination of the two styles of news writing has spread from the 

coverage of the melodramas of sports and has also become common in 

everyday game coverage. Sportswriters include the basic facts and statistics, or 

hard news, in game coverage, but they add human interest tidbits and other 

pieces of soft news. In contrast, Golden Age-style coverage would be classified 

as an extreme form of soft news in today's skeptical environment. The 

flowery prose and hero worship made for copy that entertained the reader, 

while also elevating the athletes to legendary status. This type of writing is 

avoided by sportswriters today. In his book Inside the Sports Pages, Mark 

Douglas Lowes explained: "At many newspapers today, reporters strive for a 

blend: a writing approach that goes beyond bare-bones statistics but, at the 

same time, steer clear of overblown prose. Today's writing is literate, but it is 

not ornate."117 

The problem with the blend of the two news styles is that the sources 

for the stories do not know how to respond to the sportswriters. Reporters on 

hard news beats, such as the police or court beat, often have different 

relationships with their sources than reporters on soft news beats, such as 

home and garden, or music. Hard-news sources expect to be examined and 

asked tough questions. Soft-news sources do not expect tough questions, as 

the reporter is looking for details that will entertain. Thus, when 



sportswriters bounce between the two styles from one story to the next, or 

even within a story, sports sources do not know what type of relationships 

they should maintain with sportswriters. 

The sports page: a mirror for society 
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The sports sources are also confused about what type of relationship to 

have with the sportswriters because they never know when an issue that may 

seem small at the time, such as a scuffle between teammates in the locker 

room, is going to become a big story. The melodramas now associated with 

sports stem from the size of the industry. Today, sports are huge in many 

respects, from the economics involved to television coverage. They have 

become a key part of American culture and a topic that many people have 

opinions about. Sports are now seen as a reflection of society. In Sports 

Reporting, Garrison wrote about the thoughts of veteran sportswriter John 

Underwood: 

As Underwood and others point out, sports reflect the society in 
which they are played. And the journalist reporting sports also reflects 
society, including the negative side - violence, strikes, drug abuse, 
injuries, and discord. Some experts argue that values have changed in 
sports as well as in society. Perhaps people work less as a team, less for 
long-term goals in favor of short-term ones. Underwood suggests the 
bigness of the sport has created some of the problems: big money, big 
television, big athletes, and big leagues. The effect of this, he notes, is 
wide spread - but not all bad. "118 

The effect of the bigness of sports is not all bad because newspaper 

sportswriters now give the complete picture of sports and those involved 

with them. As Shaw put it, "Sports writing used to be 80 percent Gee Whiz, 

now it's 80 percent so what?"119 
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The loss of star power 

Sportswriters ask their "so what" questions of almost all sports sources, 

stars and non-stars alike. Unlike during the Golden Age, no sports source is 

immune to questioning and probing. Garrison wrote: "The Babe Ruths and 

Ty Cobbs of this generation are under closer scrutiny, and the readers and the 

viewers expect it. The sport hero is still with us, but fans know much more 

about the person as well as the athlete because of changes in reporting 

technology and philosophy."120 

Though Ruth and Cobb would still be stars if they played today, their 

off-the-field antics and personals flaws would be exposed by the newspaper 

sportswriters of today. Although an athlete who puts up good numbers and 

who plays on a winning team can still help make up for flaws in sports stars, 

most sportswriters today are critical of anybody, including the home run king. 

Case I - Big Mac: Holes in the cape of a hero 

The saga of McGwire breaking the 37-year old major league single 

season home-run record in 1998 had all the drama and heroics that would 

have made it a major sports story in the Golden Age. Early in the season, in 

which he went on to hit 70 home runs and smash the record of 61 set by New 

York Yankee Roger Maris in 1961, McGwire was proclaimed a hero of the 

Golden Age mold by many sportswriters. Once he had a established a home 

run pace that put him on track to hit more than the record, sportswriters 

from coast to coast started to tout the strong-armed first baseman as an 

inspiration and a role model for children. 

The sportswriters dubbed him "Big Mac/' which was reminiscent of 

Babe Ruth's nicknames of the Bambino and the Sultan of Swat. During the 
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first part of the summer, baseball fans began to get nostalgic about what 

baseball meant to them. Many sportswriters followed suit with their stories. 

For example, in his article //Take me out to batting practice," Jack Curry of the 

f New York Times wrote: 
i 

John Moranville, a former resident of St. Louis who now lives 
in Memphis, returned home to see McGwire and felt as if he had been 
placed inside a time capsule and was a 10 year old again. 

"To me, McGwire has brought back a lot of interest in baseball," 
he said. "I was a fan of the Cardinals with Stan Musial and Red 
Schoendienst. Back then, baseball was everything to kids. Now, I don't 
think it's everything. McGwire is bringing that back. Kids need heroes. 
He's a hero. "121 

There were some critics though. One, interestingly, was one of the last 

remaining writers from the Golden Age - Shirley Pavich. Pavich started 

writing sports for The Washington Post 'in 1924 and, though he officially 

retired in 1974, he continued to contribute columns to the paper through 

1998. He died of a heart attack on June 4, 1998, but left one last column, on the 

subject of McGwire, for the next day's paper. 

In the article, "Recent baseball feats require footnotes/' Pavich said the 

accomplishments of McGwire should not make people forget the legend of 

Ruth. He wrote: 

It is not in the mind-set of nice guy McGwire to challenge the 
Babe's place as No. 1 idol and most famed personality in the game. Too 
many truths forbid it. Before he stared hitting home runs, did 
McGwire pitch three consecutive World Series shutouts? The 
Babe did. Does McGwire in the batter's box command the high 
excitement Ruth did with his head cocked back, a scowl on his face, his 
toes turned in, and his bat poised for that pirouetting swing that 
engaged all parts of his body? And if t~e Babe did whiff, it was with 
such gigantic gusto that the fans could still chortle.122 

Pavich' s column demonstrated the strength of the Golden Age myths. 

Despite his off-the-field antics and boorish behavior, Ruth was preserved by 
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Golden Age sportswriters, like Pavich, as an everlasting hero. In contrast, the 

newspaper sportswriters of today look to delve into the private lives and off

the-field stories of today's heroes, even while the athletes or coaches are 

having their most successful seasons or games. Thus, even during the 

McGwire chase, many sportswriters felt the need to probe into what the public 

did not know. 

Midway through the summer of 1998, an Associated Press sportswriter 

noticed a bottle of androstenedione, an over-the counter testosterone-

producing strength enhancer, in McGwire's locker.u3 Though major league 

baseball allowed the drug, doctors consider androstenedione the equivalent to 

a steroid and several other major sports leagues had bans on the drug. In the 

Golden Age, the sportswriter would not have mentioned the bottle. On 

August 22, 1998, the AP story hit the wire and was soon on sports pages, as 

well as many front pages, across the country. McGwire responded angrily to 

the story through the media. New York Daily News sportswriter Luke 

Cyphers quoted McGwire as saying: "It's legal and nobody even bothered 

talking to our trainers. There's absolutely nothing wrong with it. "124 

Despite McGwire's response, the story lingered for several weeks, and a 

debate ensued among sports columnists across the country. The incident 

shows how the sportswriter I source relationships of today contrasts with the 

sportswriter/source relationships of the Golden Age. McGwire's comments 

show that he was not asked about the bottle, nor were any other 

representatives of his team. Many people, especially sources, would consider 

what the reporter did bad journalism. The story highlights why sports stars 

might not want to give newspaper sportswriters the access they once had, 

because they now will write about anything they see in the locker or training 
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room. Though the story persisted, McGwire' s use of the supplement did not 

break any of the rules of major league baseball and he kept knocking the ball 

out of the park. 

In the end, the androstenedione story became just a speed bump on 

McGwire' s road to breaking the home-run record, and newspaper 

sportswriters again called him a hero, though now with a twist. McGwire 

became a modern-day sports hero, which meant the public knew of his flaws 

because they were examined in the sports pages across the country, instead of 

tucked away, as Ruth's were in the Golden Age. 

· Of McGwire, Steve Marantz and Michael Knisley, senior sportswriters 

for the Sporting News, wrote, "We love him because he is a '90s guy who has 

it all: a prideful son, friendly ex-wife, psychotherapist, biceps, tear ducts, 

nutritional supplements, red '62 Corvette, goatee, New Age music and 

ethics. " 125 Later in the article, they wrote about how McGwire' s flaw ended up 

helping his heroic image. They said, "We question that blind spot, yet, 

perversely, find him more appealing because of it, in the way Cindy 

Crawford's mole accents her beauty.11126 

Part of the sportswriters' acceptance of McGwire came from the 

gracious nature with which he handled himself during press conferences and 

interviews, as he made himself available to the press through much of his 

home run chase. McGwire's image was of a nice guy who, despite his use of 

the supplements, was good for the game of baseball. 

During spring training of 1999, McGwire said he would continue to use 

androstenedione, but four months later said he quite using the supplement 

before the season began. He said he quite using it because he did not like the 

way he was portrayed as an endorser of the product in media coverage. Los 



69 
Angeles Times sportswriter Ross Newhan quoted him as saying: "I'm using 

my hands, eyes and brain to do what I've done my whole career. I elected to 

stop using Andro because I don't need it and I got tired of having my name 

associated with it as if I was endorsing it."127 But why did McGwire wait four 

months to say he had stopped using the supplement? The Seattle Times 

sports columnist Blaine Newnham speculated he did so because he did not 

want to face the media backlash if he quit using it and then failed to put up 

big home-run numbers.128 In 1999 he still hit the ball out of the park 

consistently and the newspaper sportswriters continued to write about him as 

a modern-day hero. 

Case II - Barry Bonds: Big bad bomber 

McGwire' s perch on the top of the baseball world did not last long. 

Three years after he set the single season home run record, San Francisco's 

Barry Bonds broke it in 2001, hitting 73 home runs. While Bonds' chase had 

as much media coverage as McGwire's, it did not have the pageantry, mostly 

because of how the two players were portrayed by the media. The two stars 

had vastly different relationships with the media. McGwire took time to talk 

to reporters and fans. Bonds often went into media silence and rarely signed 

autographs. Though Bonds and McGwire both produced home runs, the way 

the two players approached the game was completely different. 

In contrast to the modern-day hero image of McGwire, Bonds has 

earned a reputation as one of the rudest people to play baseball, mostly 

because of how he interacted with the press. Los Angeles Times sports writer 

Mike Di Giovanna described Bonds as "one of professional sports' most 

controversial figures, a player who has infuriated teammates and opponents 



70 
alike, who has been described as arrogant, rude, moody, aloo( uncooperative 

and a jerk."129 All of these flaws took center stage in newspaper sports stories 

about him as sportswriters put him under a microscope for much of the 2001 

baseball season, which spanned six months not counting spring training or 

the playoffs. 

Bonds was used to being the focus of media attention, though he rarely 

showed that he liked to be. Bonds came from baseball blood. His father, 

Bobby Bonds, had been an all-star outfielder. His godfather, Willie Mays, was 

a Hall of Famer.130 Baseball scouts knew Bonds would be good when he was 

young, and so did he. As a successful high school baseball and basketball 

player in San Mateo, California, Bonds often made the local newspapers and 

~ television highlights, and his ego began to grow. Things got worse as he 
I. 

moved into collegiate and then professional sports.131 After Bonds played 

college baseball at Arizona State, the Pittsburgh Pirates brought him into the 

majors in 1985. 

During seven years in the Pirates organization, Bonds' behavior, on 

and off the field, earned him a bad reputation; most of the stories were 

sensationalized in the newspaper sports pages. Bonds often argued with 

teammates, with his manager, Jim Leyland, and with members of the press. 

In his article, "Easy does it/' Mike DiGiovanna, said Bonds always seemed to 

get himself into trouble in Pittsburgh. He wrote, "Oh, he could clam up, 

blowing off reporters, but when he did open his mouth, he'd often stick his 

foot in it."132 

In 1992, Bonds signed as a free agent with San Francisco and, though he 

played well on the field, he continued to alienate and offend teammates and 

members of the press alike. The strained relationships Bonds fostered with 
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newspaper sportswriters made it hard for them to write about his tremendous 

success in 2001. As The Washington Post sports writer Torn Boswell 

explained of Bonds: 

Nobody can be more self-centered. Name a way in which a player can 
emphasize that he is above and apart from his teammates and Bonds 
has perfected it. Blow off the team picture. Surround himself with 
flunkies and exercise gurus, rather than teammates. You name it and 
Bonds has turned it into an art.133 

For most of the summer, not only did sportswriters analyze Bonds' 

hitting, but also his character. Early in the 2001 season, Bonds repeatedly said 

that it was too soon to start talking about home run records and did not want 

to answer any questions. Soon, he was put under much the same microscope 

McGwire had been three summers prior. In his article, "McGwire whines as 

he takes stock of Bond's chances," sportswriter Hal McCoy contrasted the two 

chases. He wrote: 

Bonds, too, has been under intense scrutiny most of the year. 
And with his attitude, not wanting to talk about it, Bonds has made it 
more difficult on himself. While McGwire was supported by fans and 
media, Bonds has enemies. There are people who don't want him to 
break the record, and some are major-league players.134 

While McGwire' s chase became a cultural phenomenon and a national 

i obsession, Bonds' failed to become either, some say because of how Bonds 

interacted with the press, both in the years leading up to his monster season 

and during it.135 Though Bonds made some effort to be congenial during the 

season, most sportswriters and readers did not accept him as a hero. 

As with most anything that has occurred in American history, race is 

an issue in the difference in public reaction to the home run chases of 

McGwire and Bonds. McGwire is white. Bonds is black. How the difference 

in race of the two sluggers played a part in the different reactions to their 



72 
home run chases is debatable. This subject is an important topic that could 

warrant a thesis of its own. While I recognize the importance of race in the 

discussion of this topic, for this thesis, I focused on the relationships McGwire 

and Bonds had with sportswriters. 

As the season neared its final month, another slugger, Chicago's 

Sammy Sosa, came into the home run picture: With 17 home runs in 

J August, Sosa had come from nowhere to bring his season total to 52, four 
~ 
( back of Bonds' 56 at the time. Sosa, who pushed McGwire during most of his 

run for the record in 1998, and finished with 66 home runs, was seen as a 

savior by many sportswriters. Boswell wrote: "Sosa epitomizes the 

extroverted, crowd-pleasing, fan-hugging, quote-bestowing kind of hero that 

every sport wants to hold its most glamorous records. He pats his heart and 

blows kisses. He banters cheerfully with Wrigley Field fans every game. 11136 

Sosa was the living image of the Golden Age mythical sports hero. 

Later in his article, Boswell compared Sosa to Bonds. He wrote, "On 

the other hand, Bonds personifies the introverted, complex, intelligent, 

crowd-shunning, media-disdaining kind of loner - obsessed with himself 

and his craft, but oblivious even to his own teammates - who scares the 

daylights out of any sport.11137 Sosa came up short in his bid to take the home 

run title and Bonds became the new home run king. 

Once Bonds broke McGwire' s record, few in the newspaper sports 

writing business were excited. They just could not put a positive spin on 

someone who had had negative relationships with so many for so long. For 

example, Boston Herald sportswriter Steve Buckley gave this account: 

So Barry Bonds is Major League Baseball's new single-season 
home run champion. 

If you listen hard - really, really hard - you might even hear 
some fans getting excited about it. Somewhere. 
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Sorry, Giants fans, but your great slugger's great season has not 
captured the imagination of baseball fans who live east of Alameda. 
Fans are sufficiently respectful of what Bonds accomplished, but, alas, 
not sufficiently moved.138 
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The numbers put up by Bonds during his major league career will 

most likely land him in the Hall of Fame, and many baseball historians 

consider him to be one of the top ten best players ever. But nowadays, 

numbers alone do not make a hero. Despite his accomplishments during the 

2001 season, Bonds could not get forgiveness from many sportswriters. The 

tension that existed, and still exists between Bonds and the sportswriters who 

cover him, shows how important the relationship between the source and 

the sportswriter is. It also shows how a poor relationship can lead to negative 

stories. 

Case III-John Rocker: Questionable quotables 

Unlike McGwire and Bonds, who were commonly known baseball 

stars before their respective home run record chases, Atlanta relief pitcher 

John Rocker was a relatively obscure player until his quoted words in a Sports 

Illustrated article by Jeff Pearlman made him the center of a controversy. 

Rocker sounded off about minorities, gays, immigrants, and almost every 

other minority imaginable as he spoke about his feelings for New York City. 

Rocker had been a major part of Atlanta's National League Championship 

Series win over the New York Mets in the fall of 1999. Rocker was the closer, 

or pitcher who comes in to pitch the last inning of the game. He fell out of 

favor with Mets fans for yelling at the crowd and for surly behavior with fans 

near the bullpen, where he and the other relievers watched the games. 

In the body of the ·article, which came out December 27, 1999, Pearlman 



included many full Rocker responses to questions. It was these long quotes 

that enraged the readers and the public. 

For example: 
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•On ever playing for a New York team: "I would retire first. It's 
the most hectic, nerve-racking city. Imagine having to take the 
[Number] 7 train to the ballpark, looking like you're [riding 
through] Beirut next to some kid with purple hair next to some 
queer with AIDS right next to some dude who just got out of jail 
for the fourth time right next some 20-year-old mom with four 
kids. It's depressing." 

•On New York City itself: "The biggest thing I don't like about 
New York are the foreigners. I'm not a very big fan of foreigners. You 
can walk an entire block in Times Square and not hear anybody 
speaking English. Asians and Koreans and Vietnamese and Indians 
and Russians and Spanish people and everything up there. How the 
hell did they get in this country?"139 

Soon, the controversial quotes were reprinted on newspaper sports 

pages across the country, and John Rocker became the subject of a nationwide 

debate about whether he should be punished by Major League Baseball for 

what he said. Major League officials made Rocker undergo psychological 

evaluations; eventually he was suspended for 14 days for making "intolerant 

comments about immigrants, gays and others.1114 0 

For months after the Sports Illustrated article, newspapers across the 

country ran articles and editorials about Rocker. After serving his suspension 

and returning to the Atlanta line-up on April 18, 2000, Rocker was still 

supported by fans at home, but it was a different story on the road. He was 

continually booed and taunted in appearances away from Atlanta and pitched 

poorly wherever the team played. 

As the controversy began to die down, Rocker fanned the flames again 

when he had a confrontation with Pearlman in early June. Pearlman was in 
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Atlanta covering the series between Rocker's team and the New York 

Yankees, the same two teams that had met in the World Series the fall before. 

Los Angeles Times sportswriter Ross Newhan reported that, before the 

Sunday game: "Rocker accused Pearlman of misrepresenting his comments 

in a December article and attempted to keep the writer out of the clubhouse. 

Getting in Pearlman's face in a Turner Field tunnel, Rocker reportedly said: 

'This isn't over between us. Do you know what I can do to you?' 11141 Steve 

Hummer, a sportswriter for The Atlanta Journal and Constitution, 

interviewed Pearlman after the incident. He wrote: 

To this day, Pearlman says he never intended to get the Braves 
reliever. "It really was going to be a positive story (going into the. 
interview)," he maintained. "It's not my fault that he said what he 
said." 

The ramifications of the story are different for the writer than 
the subject; but they exist nonetheless. "I don't want to be attached to 
John Rocker for the next five years," Pearlman said. 

"I don't want him to do badly/' he said when asked about 
Rocker's struggles. "In fact, the better he does the easier it will be on 
me."142 

The next day Atlanta fined Rocker $5,000 for his confrontation with 

Pearlman. The team also sent him to the minors, but management said the 

demotion was a result of his problems on the mound, not off it. Again, 

newspaper sportswriters across the country focused on the pitcher's inability 

to control his mouth and his anger. After a couple of weeks in the minors, 

Rocker was brought back up to the majors by Atlanta, and the controversy 

around him continued to swirl. 

Though fans in Atlanta cheered for him, fans of hosting teams on the 

road continually showered Rocker with taunts and jeers. In late June, Atlanta 

traveled to New York to play the Mets. It was the team's first return to the 

city since the Sports Illustrated article had been printed. New York City and 
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Mets officials increased the number of police officers and security personal at 

the stadium. Officials also increased security around the team hotel and 

airport. Jill Vejnoska, a sportswriter for The Atlanta Journal and 

Constitution, explained: "New Yorkers are not exactly sure what to make of 

the guy. Whereas New York City Police Commissioner Howard Safir has 

likened guarding Rocker this weekend to 'protecting the Ku Klux Klan,' 

Mayor Rudy Giuliani has said the issue of the big lefty's security is being 

treated 'as if it were a head of state coming.' "1
43 

Before the weekend series began, Rocker offered a printed apology to 

the people of New York City. In the apology he took stabs at sportswriters for 

inflating the story and fanning the flames of the controversy. He said the 

issue had become a distraction for many of his teammates, and urged the 

press to stop covering it. He wrote: 

Unfortunately, many members of the media have overestiJ!lated 
my significance. I am merely a baseball player, and in the great scheme 
of things my thoughts, opinions, and attitudes are of little importance. 
In many cases, attempts have been made to make this situation bigger 
than the game. And in every realm of sports, nothing is bigger than 
the game - not the players who play it, not the fans who watch it and 
not the people who write about it.144 

Rocker concluded his apology: "From here forward I will discuss 

nothing but baseball."145 Despite his apology, and his plea at the end of it, the 

controversy about his quoted words persisted for most of the season and -

though he put up good numbers - he was a continual distraction for his 

team. Once the season was over, the story died down, but during the first part 

of the 2001 season the boos and jeers on the road continued. 

In June of 2001, Atlanta gave up on saving Rocker's face and traded 

him to Cleveland for two other pitchers.146 Even in his new surroundings, 

Rocker could not get away from what he said in the Sports Illustrated article. 



Near the end of the season, Rocker had an altercation with some fans in 

Seattle, and, though he did not play in a single game during the series in 

Seattle, he did make it onto the local sports page. Seattle Times baseball 

reporter Larry Stone wrote: 
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Apparently, rowdy fans near the bullpen kept up a barrage of 
insults at Rocker, the usual nasty stuff that teammates say he gets 
everywhere. At one point, Rocker became so frustrated he tossed water 
on some of the offenders. 

After Thursday's game, in which he was subjected to more 
verbal abuse, Rocker made one of his occasional diatribes against the 
media, accusing them of inciting crowds with negative stories. 

"You got to see the monster you guys helped create," he said. 
"Thank you for making life on the road living hell. '1147 

Rocker is currently with the Texas Rangers, but was sent by the 

organization to the minors after pitching poorly in his first two appearances 

of the 2002 season. To this day almost any newspaper sports story about him 

includes mention of the controversy surrounding his statements in Sports 

Illustrated. 

What makes the Rocker case so interesting is that the controversy came 

not from his actions, but things he said to a sportswriter. A reporters in the 

Golden Age would not have printed these statements if they had heard a 

sports source say them. Though it is debatable whether the controversy had 

an effect on his pitching, it is clear that the scandal continues to follow him, 

rendering him a distraction for every team he plays with. 

If John Rocker were covered by Golden Age sportswriters, there would 

be no controversy about him. He might even be a hero. The content about 

him in the sports pages would be about the bullet pitches that left his hand, 

and not the verbal bombs he drops from his mouth. Rocker's personality and 

racism parallel that of Ty Cobb, "the Georgia Peach/1148 a player who is 
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considered one of the best ever. The difference in public perception between 

the two baseball stars is the eras in which they lived and the way newspaper 

sportswriters wrote about them. 

Nowadays, when Rocker makes a derogatory comment, stories about it 

show up in sports pages across the country. In contrast, Cobb was a bitter 

racist, who undoubtedly expressed his feelings to the sportswriters of his day, 

but his comments did not end up in sports stories. In hindsight, Gallico 

referred to Cobb as a "somewhat mentally deranged athlete."149 He wrote, "It 

was recognized that he indulged in some very odd conduct off the field, such 

as carrying a gun and engaging in constant quarrels with his family, friends, 

and employers, as the Detroit sportswriters of that era knew and mostly 

refrained from printing."150 

The Rocker controversy would also probably not have come about if he 

had played during in the 1950s. Quotes did not become commonplace in 

sports writing until the 1960s. Newnham explained: "It's funny, when I 

started in the fifties, when you wrote a story you never quoted anybody. 

When you look back to when Babe Ruth pointed to center field and then hit a 

home run over the center field wall - that was probably in the late 1920s -

the story is no one asked him what he was doing."151 

The key relationship: sportswriter and source 

A look at McGwire, Bonds and Rocker demonstrates how the 

relationship between sportswriter and source can affect the content of the 

sports page. With the continuing changes in newspaper sports writing, 

reporters strive to find a blend of hard news and soft news styles, moving 

away from being cheerleaders. As a result tension in these relationships 
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continues to increase. 

Many newspaper sportswriters now see themselves as watch-dogs for 

the integrity of sports. While many in the newspaper business see this role 

for sportswriters as good for the games, some say sportswriters are now too 

quick to take a critical stance. They see sportswriters' willingness to report 

anything and pursue off-the-field stories as negative. Garrison wrote: 

Critics of these changes in sports journalism, some of them 
sportswriters themselves, feel the pendulum has swung too far and 
argue that sportswriters, in their attempts to become more objective 
and thus more critical, have become rude and disrespectful. Sports 
officials have often gone even further in their criticism, calling 
sportswriters vengeful and spiteful.152 
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Such critics blame the rising tension between sportswriters and their 

sources on the sportswriters' mentality. On the other hand, there are critics 

who blame the unwillingness of sports sources to communicate with 

sportswriters as the source of the tension. A crucial point in the debate is 

whether athletes should have to talk to the press or not. Some claim it is the 

responsibility of the source to talk to the press, while others argue that it 

infringes on their privacy. Such ambiguities .in the sportswriter/source 

relationship make it tense. Garrison quoted John Powers, a sportswriter for 

the Boston Globe, as writing: "By nature [the reporter-athlete] relationship is 

adversarial and always has been. The professional athlete is paid to perform, 

the journalist to report and assess performance. Friction is inevitable.11153 

Sperber said the tension in the relationship between sportswriters and 

their sources is compounded by the way people involved with sports see the 

world. He said the sources have a very simple reality - "you win or you 

lose. "154 With this black or white view of things, the sources then decide 

whether a sportswriter is either for or against them. They do not take into 
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account any blends of hard news and soft news, or "mixed-form" sports 

writing as Sperber called the blends; they simply try to determine whose side 

the sportswriter is on.155 

To help manage the relationships between sportswriters and their 

sources, many sports organizations now have public relations personnel who 

schedule interviews, press conferences and conference calls. In many cases 

these new positions have added a degree of separation between the 

sportswriters and their sources. Garrison wrote: "Barriers to what were once 

easily reached athletes have been put up quietly. Today, more than ever 

before, sportswriters must contact athletes through formalized procedures 

such as sports information departments or press relations offices. 

Appointments must be made in advance. Preinterview screening occurs 

more often.11156 

Like the critical content found in the sports page, many people 

involved with sports have come to expect tension when it comes to dealing 

with newspaper sportswriters. But there are some places where relations are 

still friendly and the supportive sports writing indicative of the Golden Age 

continues. Often this type of sports writing occurs in small-market university 

towns. 

The hometown exception 

A notable exception to today's trend of critical sports writing can be 

found in the coverage of the home team in the mid-sized cities of almost 

every state. In towns where the sports scene is dominated by a local 

university or college, oftentimes the newspaper sportswriters produce stories 

that are blatantly supportive of the home team. Though the stories about the 
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home team lack the flowery adjectives of the Golden Age, they usually do 

have the boosting and myth-making qualities of stories run eighty years ago. 

Sportswriters in such situations have two reasons for producing such stories: 

the need to please their sources and the need to please their readers. 

Like the sportswriters of the Golden Age, many university town 

reporters have close relationships with their sources and a great deal of access. 

But they know their access will be cut if they write the wrong thing. For 

example, Sperber spoke of a sports editor in Indiana and the relationship he 

had with his primary source. Sperber said: "In Bloomington, Indiana, the 

sports editor of the local paper, a guy by the name of Bob Hammel, became 

[Indiana University head basketball coach] Bob Knight's best friend and never 

wrote a harsh word about Bob Knight, even though people knew there were 

all kinds of things going on. 11157 

Though newspapers in such communities do not run critical articles 

about the home team, they do run critical stories of other teams and 

personalities. Most critical sports writing comes from large cities. Smaller 

papers run articles about the seamy side of sports, but, usually they are about 

teams from the big cities. When it comes to the home town-heroes, the 

stories are usually positive. Professor Michael Oriard, author of many books 

about sports in America, explained why: "The readers want to feel good about 

their local teams, and when their teams are winning they want to celebrate. 

There is much.that permeates in the world of sports that makes a 

commitment to dispassionate, objective reporting very difficult to 

maintain. "158 In contrast, such critical sports writing has become the norm in 

the larger cities of the nation and in the parts of the sports page not about the 

home team. 
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There are times when small-town newspapers will run exposes or 

critical stories about the home team, but usually this is when there is a story 

that is simply too big not to cover. Such stories are similar to the Black Sox 

Scandal at the beginning of the Golden Age. In 1985, the hometown 

sportswriters of the Lexington Herald-Leader in Lexington, Kentucky, came 

across such a story. The paper disclosed recruiting improprieties, including 

cash payoffs by boosters to players, with the University of Kentucky Wildcat 

basketball team.159 The paper won the Pulitzer Prize for the story, but also 

won the disdain of its main audience - Wildcat basketball fans. Garrison 

explained, "In response to shocking stories that said Kentucky players 

accepted cash from boosters, readers organized a boycott of the newspaper, 

canceled subscriptions, circulated petitions, and called in complaints.160 That 

the paper won a Pulitzer for running the story shows the overall shift in the 

mentality of newspaper sportswriters. The way the local fans reacted shows 

why there is the hometown exception to the new style of newspaper sports 

writing. 

The new motivation 

Sportswriters of today still have the word "hero" in their vocabulary, 

but they are not as willing to use it as their counterparts in the Golden Age 

were. When today's sports writers label an athlete or a coach a hero, there is 

usually some type of string attached, such as McGwire' s use of 

androstenedione. While the sportswriters of the Golden Age were quick to 

build heroes out of the stars of the day, sportswriters today are reluctant to 

deem even the most outstanding athletes, like Bonds, as worthy of the honor. 

Sportswriters of today address controversies readily, and even seek them out. 
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Many say they do so for the good of the reader. In contrast, the sportswriters 

of the Golden Age wanted to build sports as an industry, and thus wanted to 

write for the good of sport. This shift in motivation is the underlying change 

that has affected not only the content that appears in the sports page, but also 

the sportswriter I source relationship. 
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Conclusion 



85 
The content of the sports pages of today is much different than it was in 

the Golden Age. Today's sports page has _stories of crimes, drugs, sex, money 

and other off-the-field topics, while the 1920s sports page had of tales of 

heroes.161 There has also been a change in the relationships between 

sportswriters and their sources. But how the changes in the sports 

writer I source relationship are connected to the overall changes in newspaper 

sports content is debatable. In the introduction to this thesis, I asked which 

came first, the changes in the sportswriter I source relationship, or the overall 

changes in newspaper sports content. Strong arguments support both 

scenarios. The validity of these dueling arguments makes it apparent that, 

overall, neither came first. The changes in the sportswriter I source 

relationship and the changes in content depend, to some degree, on each 

other; their development over the last 70 years is interconnected. At times, it 

is difficult to distinguish between the two changes because each appears to be 

both a cause and a result of the other. 

Which is which depends on what time period and from what 

viewpoint one examines the problem. For example, if one examines the 

questioning of authority brought about by the events of the 1960s and 1970s, it 

would seem that the changes in the the sports writer I source relationship 

caused the change in content. The social movements of the 1960s and the 

Watergate scandal of the early 1970s caused many Americans, including 

newspaper sportswriters and their reading public, to question those in power. 

During the time, many people debated political and social issues, such as 

segregation and the Vietnam conflict. Soon these issues made their way onto 

the sports page, as star athletes used their celebrity to voice their opinions. In 

1967, then-world heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali refused to join the 
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Army after he was drafted. In 1968, Olympic medalist sprinters Tommie 

Smith and John Carlos raised their gloved fists - the sign of black power -

during their award ceremony at the Mexico City Olympic Games to bring 

attention to the social inequities facing blacks in America. These events 

showed that many people were frustrated with the way things were going in 

the nation. The Watergate scandal, which involved burglary, tape recordings 

and secret meetings, in the early 1970s, validated this frustration when the 

president resigned in a cloud of controversy. Newspaper writers had 

uncovered the Watergate scandal using investigative journalism. Soon 

investigative journalism, and the questioning of authority that fueled it, 

spread to the newspaper sportswriters. The subsequent change in the 

sportswriter I source relationship could be argued to be the cause of the shift in 

content in the sports pages. Media critic David Shaw said some people, 

especially those in sports, blame sportswriters for the changes in the 

newspaper sports content.162 

Conversely, if one examines the expansion of broadcast sports 

coverage, it would seem the new role for newspapers, as going behind the 

news, has caused the increase in the number of off-the-field stories about 

crime, drugs and sex. Thus, it seems that the stories have caused the tension 

in the sportswriter I source relationship. Sports coverage via radio and then 

television made sport a commodity that could be sold anywhere. The 

expansion of these technologies changed how people thought about sports 

and the role newspapers played in sports reporting. Newspapers now serve to 

tell their readers things that they had not seen or heard on television or radio. 

This shift in roles has affected the sportswriter/source relationship because -

with the glitz, glamor and bright lights of television - newspaper 



sportswriters were no longer the people to talk to. Shaw said television 

coverage of sports has forced sports writers to probe deeper into sports and 

examine its surroundings and the sports sources.163 
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There are also many ambiguous situations, such as the cases of Barry 

Bonds and John Rocker, with arguments for either the changes in 

relationships being the cause or the result of the changes in content. It is clear 

that Bonds does not like to talk to sportswriters and that sportswriters do not 

like to talk to him. Thus, he often dodges their questions or refuses to talk to 

them.164 In response, sportswriters have called him everything from 

uncooperative to aloof to a jerk.165 Maybe Bonds treats sportswriters the way 

he does because of what sportswriters write about him, or maybe sportswriters 

write what they do because of how Bonds treats them. Trying to make sense 

of the rift in the relationship between Bonds and sportswriters is like trying to 

determine who started an quarrel between siblings by asking both, "Who 

started it?'' Both sides will say the other began the argument. 

Whose fault it is that Rocker's infamous Sports Illustrated quotes in 

1999 caused a national controversy? Is it Rocker's for saying what he did, or is 

it baseball writer Jeff Pearlman's for putting it in his story? Rocker says 

Pea~lman. Pearlman says Rocker. Rocker's statements made him subject to 

constant heckling on the road and earned him a suspension from major 

league baseball. To this day almost any newspaper sports story about Rocker 

mentions his controversial comments. 

The conflicting answers to the chicken-or-the-egg question accentuate 

the reality that sportswriters and their sources of today live in a different 

world than their counterparts of the Golden Age did. This new world is 

defined by different mentalities for both sportswriters and their sources. 
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Sportswriters in the Golden Age wanted to build heroes; now they want to 

examine them. Sports sources in the Golden Age let sportswriters kr:1.0w 

everything; today they only want sportswriters to know what they want them 

to know. 

The shift in the mentalities of the sportswriters and their sources did 

not happen suddenly or because of one event or movement. Rather, the shift 

came gradually and resulted from changes in almost everything outside the 

realms of sports and newspaper, such as social, economic and technological 

developments. These developments range from the Great Depression of the 

1930s to the birth of Sports Illustrated in 1954, as well as the advent of radio 

and television. 

While sports sources of the of Golden Age, like Babe Ruth, were 

friends with sportswriters, many sports stars today, like Bonds, do not want to 

talk to sportswriters. Golden Age sports writer Paul Gallico said he had a 

close friendship with Ruth, going so far as to say he loved the man.166 In 

contrast, Bonds has kept a distance from those who wrote about him, even 

during his dream season of 2001. What lays behind this shift is the place that 

sports holds in the minds of the sportswriters and their readers - today, 

sports are serious. Sports are big business. In the 1920s the writers and the 

sports officials saw their games as a form of entertainment, like theater. The 

people had the money and time for leisure, and sports was one of the ways 

they found to amuse themselves. In contrast, many people in today's fast

paced world see sports as a looking glass for society. For subscribers to this 

notion of sports as a mirror, societal problems - such as drugs, violence and 

crime - are played out, and it is up to sportswriters to examine them in this 

light. 
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While many sportswriters now want to use sports to explore the 

complexities of society, many sports sources still live in a simple world. To 

many sources, life is defined in terms of win or lose. People are either for or 

against them. Thus, many sports sources could see any critical content in the 

sports page as negative press and think that the sportswriters are against 

them.167 The sources could then respond by limiting access. In response, the 

sportswriters might probe more and produce critical content. This vicious 

cycle underscores how the changes in the sportswriter I source relationship 

and the changes in newspaper sports content are intertwined. 

A look to the future: What about the Internet? 

The expansion of radio and television broadcast coverage of sports had 

a profound effect on both the sportswriter I source relationship and the 

content that appears in newspaper sports pages. Broadcast coverage of sports 

made newspapers a complementary source where they once had been the 

primary source. Sportswriters are no longer the go-to contacts for sports stars. 

The emergence and expansion of the Internet, a relatively new 

technology, could further change both the relationships between sportswriters 

and their sources and the type of content in the sports pages. The ultimate 

impact of the Internet is a question, and how it will ultimately be used by 

newspapers and sports organizations is still in flux. The Internet, for 

example, may affect how sports organizations speak to their fan bases -

cutting out the sportswriters - but whether the fans will choose such outlets 

as their source of information is unclear. 

Though many sports organizations now offer Web sites full of news 

releases and stories about their athletes and coaches, such information can be 
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seen as propaganda put out by the team. The tone of these stories is often 

similar to the hero worship of the Golden Age stories. So far, many people 

prefer to go to independent news sources, such as newspapers, said Steve 

Klein, a journalism professor at George Mason University, and former online 

sports editor for USA TODAY. 168 Thus, for now, the Internet has not had a 

dramatic impact on newspaper sports writing. Klein said many sportswriters 

are good at what they do, and readers still respect them and prefer to read the 

sportswriters' work in the newspaper rather than the sports organizations' 

content on the Internet.169 Because sportswriters today are professional 

analyzers of sports, thus, Klein said readers are more apt to rely on them for 

information rather than a sports organization because a sports organization 

may try put a positive spin on any story to protect its interests. 

Heroes with a small "h" 

Where the changes in the sportswriter I source relationship and the 

changes in newspaper sports content will lead is uncertain, but they will most 

likely not lead to another "Golden Age." There is now considerable tension 

in the relationships between many sportswriters and their sources. In many 

cases, the two sides have developed adversarial roles. But these new roles 

and additional tension do not mean they do not respect each other. For 

sportswriters and their sources, tension has become part of the jobs. 

The Seattle Times sports columnist Blaine Newnham said he gets to 

know most of the sources he works with pretty well. Though he values these 

relationships and respects the people, he said he feels a responsibility to ask 

critical questions, for the sake of the reader, in the event there is a subject that 

needs to be examined. Newnham said he tries to treat his sources fairly, and 
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only criticizes them when necessary. When he does criticize, he said he 

makes sure to support his writing with research. Usually, part of this research 

is talking to the sources to get their thoughts. If the sources do not want to 

talk to him, Newnham said, he tells them, that they are giving up their 

privilege to explain themselves. He tells them: "Okay, then what I'm going to 

write about you is going to be without the opportunity for you to tell me what 

you are think. But if that's the way you want it, then that's the way it will 

have to be done. "170 

Though the content of today's newspaper sports page is much different 

than that of the Golden Age, this does not mean that heroes do not exist in 

the world of sports anymore. Murray Sperber, a professor of English and 

American studies at Indiana University and author of several books about the 

growth and controversies of college sports, said some athletes and coaches are 

respected by sportswriters and their readers because they work hard and seem 

like decent people. 111 These athletes could be called hero, but they are a 

different kind of heroes than the legends of the Golden Age. 

Sperber said: "They are kind of heroes with a small 'h.' You'U never 

have the old fashioned-type hero because you can't have the 'willful 

innocence,' where both the media and the fans seem to want to worship 

heroes and the media is more that happy to go along with it. You'll never 

have that kind of world again. "172 
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Appendix A 

Where do sports rank? 

Some of the top 25 U.S. industries rankings based on 1995 estimated gross 
domestic product 

Rank Industry Size in billions of dollars 

1 Real Estate 850.0 

2 Retail Trade 639.9 

4 Health Service 443.4 

5 Construction 277.6 

8 Utilities 205.3 

11 Sports 152.0 

15 Insurance Agencies 115.4 

18 Legal Services 100.5 

25 Auto Repair, Services, Parking 60.5 

From Alfie Meek, Sport Marketing Quarterly, 6, 4 December 1997. 
(Mullin, et. al 4) 


