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INTRODUCTION

When a cliche paints a thousand words

As cliches go, this one took the cake and ate it too.

Immediately after the third men’s cricket Test between Australia and Pakistan in January 2024, Australian sports website foxsports.com.au published their regular post-series player ratings. Australian wicketkeeper Alex Carey scored seven out of ten overall after a reasonable series with the bat, but it was his glovework behind the stumps that really impressed.

‘Carey didn’t put a foot wrong with the gloves against Pakistan,’ Fox Sports wrote.

Um … what??? Carey didn’t put a foot wrong with the gloves???

Did the journalist realise what he had written? Did he understand that he had used a foot cliche for a hand activity? Did he not consider employing another turn of phrase? If he really wanted to use a cliche, surely he could have used a neutral one and written something like Carey ‘didn’t miss a trick’ with the gloves? He might even have gone for a body-appropriate cliche and said Carey was ‘a deft touch’ or ‘a sure hand’.

But no, the journalist wrote that Carey ‘didn’t put a foot wrong’, which you have to say is a classic case of foot in mouth or, in this case, foot in glove.

How did it happen?

Possibly the journalist was inexperienced, or in a hurry, or both, and simply didn’t notice. Maybe there was no subeditor ‘on hand’ to put their ‘foot down’, and indeed that’s often the case these days, which is why you’ll often read that a player was ‘wrapped’ instead of ‘rapt’, which is a shortened form of ‘enraptured’, as in extremely happy. But it’s also possible that an experienced subeditor read the copy and didn’t notice. That wouldn’t be surprising because sports cliches are so ubiquitous in Australian sporting language, we’re barely aware we’re using them.

This is not always a bad thing.

A cliche is ‘a phrase or opinion that is overused and betrays a lack of original thought’, states the first entry when you type the phrase ‘definition of cliche’ into Google. ‘A phrase, remark, or opinion that has very often been said or expressed before and is therefore not original and not interesting’ says the second entry. You get the idea.

The very definition of the word cliche has a negative connotation according to the gatekeepers of the English language. It’s like, ‘Come on, people, can’t you do better? Tens of thousands of words in the English language, infinite combinations of those words, and you’re still arranging the same few words in dog-eared old phrases and idioms again and again?’

To a degree, the professional wordsmiths have a point. Sports cliches can indeed be turgid. Strung together one after the other, it can feel like the commentary or match report or whatever you’re listening to or reading was composed by artificial intelligence. At the risk of stating the bleeding obvious, using cliches like they’re going out of style should be avoided like the plague. The back-to-back cliches in the previous sentence are the proof in the pudding!

But sports cliches also serve an important function. Used sparingly, sports cliches are familiar little nuggets which tell the reader or viewer, or your best mate, that you’re on the same page. They’re like passwords that gain you entry to a club, and acceptance within that club.

When sports fans banter among ourselves while watching sport or when dissecting the weekend’s results, cliches are little signs that say we speak a common tongue. We talk about a player bringing their A-game and nobody thinks they’ve spent the last two hours playing Scrabble. We talk about a glut of possession and nobody thinks we’re talking about Gina Rinehart’s assets or Clive Palmer’s kitchen pantry. We talk about playing the whistle and nobody thinks you’ve taken up the kazoo.

We speak of premiership windows without thinking of glass, of premiership droughts without thinking of grass, of schooling an opponent without imagining them in class.

We talk of a team being a well-oiled machine or a player being an excitement machine, and nobody thinks we’re fixated upon adult toys. We know that the coaching merry-go-round is not a carnival ride, that a ball magnet is not the latest James Bond gadget, and that even uphill battles are fought on level playing fields.

We talk of good teams on paper, only to discover that they have paper-thin defence, but in neither case do we imagine it involves origami.

When the TV cameras take us to the ‘inner sanctum’, we know they mean the dressing rooms. When AFL teams speak of the Holy Grail, we know they’re not searching for the elusive prize in the Monty Python movie. When a team is at sixes and sevens, we know it has nothing to do with numbers. When a player vows to give 110 per cent, we know that it’s mathematically impossible but we understand that they’ll give their all. When a coach has a selection headache, we know they’re not choosing between a migraine and a hangover. And speaking of hangovers, when a team has a premiership hangover, we know that even the most intense alcohol-fuelled celebrations don’t last into the next season even if premiership hangovers (in the sense of a premiership team playing poorly the next season) often do.

Sports cliches are like a ticket to the game. They put us in a moulded plastic seat with a beer and hot chips on our lap. They are a sports fan’s verbal comfort food. That right there was a cliche to describe an entire subgenre of cliches – and that’s precisely the point. The instant familiarity of cliches is what makes them valuable, important, even necessary. A cliched phrase is like an electric pulse in the brain, connecting familiarity to understanding, and understanding to belonging.

And sport, at its heart, is about belonging.

You belong to a team. You belong to a group of fans who support the team. You belong to the wider sporting community as a player, former player, volunteer, official, fan, tragic, weekend warrior or all of the above. In all aspects of life, from the workplace to the family and everywhere in between, we reinforce our belonging through our vocabulary, and cliches are a huge part of how we do that in sport.

This book started as a thought bubble.

As a sports fan and former sports writer for magazines, newspapers, websites and television, I’ve used as many sports cliches as anyone in my time, sometimes deliberately, sometimes unwittingly. Occasionally, I’ve pondered how amusing some cliches are in literal terms, and how funny they’d look if you could bring them to life.

And then the idea began to coalesce like rugby players forming a scrum: what if we brought some key Australian sporting cliches to life? In these pages, Louisa Maggio’s brilliant illustrations do exactly that.

We’ve all heard talk of players who are ‘under an injury cloud’, as though they are cowered under a large grey cumulonimbus. Now we can all picture that scene for ourselves.

We’ve all heard of players who seize key moments by ‘taking the game by the scruff of the neck’. Okay, let’s see that mother cat with its kitten.

We speak of victory snatched from the jaws of defeat. So let’s see those fearsome teeth up close.

But this book also goes beyond the world of cliches.

As I started writing about sports cliches, I realised that Australian sporting language is an entire dialect which no one has written about in its own right. There are books of Australian slang phrases and books of great Australian sporting tales, yet where is the book that specifically celebrates the language of Australian sport? It’s here in your hands, that’s where.

This book is an exploration and a celebration of our incredibly rich sporting lexicon. The key word there is ‘celebrated’ because this is not a bland dictionary of Australian sporting jargon, or a listicle in book form (which, when you think about it, is exactly what a dictionary is). Nor does this book pretend to provide an exhaustive list of every single Australian sporting cliche, term, phrase, idiom and expression, because you’d have to visit every stadium, living room, dressing room and pub in Australia to capture that.

This book is a tribute to the wonderful sporting jargon used by Australians, most of which is uniquely ours, and is therefore unintelligible to citizens of just about every other nation. If one of your favourites didn’t make the cut, get in touch.

Above all, this book is an unapologetic up-yours to the compilers of dictionaries or anyone else who reckons cliches betray a lack of original thought. The richness and humour in Australian sports cliches, and in our broader sporting vocabulary, is the complete opposite of unoriginality.

So let’s raise a glass half full to Aussie sports lingo and take this one cliche at a time.
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