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1977, 123 mins. 35mm print source: Universal Pictures
Directed by George Roy Hill. Written by Nancy Dowd. Produced by Rober J. Wunsch. Photographed by Victor J. Kemper. Edited by Dede Allen. Music by Elmer Bernstein.
Principal cast: Paul Newman (as Reggie ‘Reg’ Dunlop), Strother Martin (Joe McGrath), Michael Ontkean (Ned Braden), and Lindsay Crouse (Lily Braden).

Excerpt of “Hot Time on Ice: Newman’s Slap Shot” by Vincent Canby for The New York Times, February 26, 1977:

Charlestown is a middle-sized New England mill town where things are going from bad to worse. The mill is laying off 10,000 workers and the Charlestown Chiefs, the city’s professional hockey team, once a source of pride, has become a third-rate club in a league of the second rank. Reggie Dunlop (Paul Newman), the team’s player-coach, is getting old and feeling it. He knows it’s his last season. He’s about to be junked.

Things are so bad that at one point we overhear the Chief’s manager, Joe McGrath (Strother Martin), trying to unload some of the team’s equipment, including its massage table. The Chiefs are nice guys. Though they don’t win many games, they play clean and only talk dirty. George Roy Hill’s unruly, funny new comedy, Slap Shot, which opened at three theaters yesterday, dramatizes the age-old contest between good and evil as clean vs. dirty, and it’s dirty that wins, hands (and pants) down.

Slap Shot, which follows the fortunes of the Chiefs through their last, dizzy season, was written by Nancy Dowd, a Smith College graduate with a master’s degree from the University of California School of Cinema Arts. She’s a young woman who appears to know more about the content and rhythm of locker-room talk than most men. She knows the favorite word that can be used as a noun, verb or adjective, sometimes all in one sentence. She also knows the favorite sexual image that haunts the language of these hockey players as if all living had been reduced either to committing a sexual act or to preventing one, which is more or less a reflection of what the guys are doing out there on the ice with their hockey sticks and the puck. If you don’t invade the enemy territory, the enemy will invade yours.

Mr. Hill, a director of real sensibility, is certainly aware that people as thick-headed and slow-witted as are most of these characters aren’t very interesting when seen in close-up for very long. Seen as a collective spectacle in a long-shot, though, they make a sometimes bitterly comic comment on one aspect of the industry that is professional American sports.

The performances—which have a lot to do with the right casting, particularly in the smaller roles—are impeccable. Paul Newman maintains an easy balance between star and character-actor. The leading-man authority is there, but it’s given comic perspective by the intensity of the character and by its tackiness, evident even in the clothes he wears.

Michael Ontkean, a young actor I’ve not been aware of before, is equally good as the film’s one unequivocal good guy, a Princeton graduate turned pro, which may be one of the nicest things Hollywood has said about the Ivy League in years…

Slap Shot, which has been R-rated as much for its language as for the violence on the rink, has a kind of vitality to it... Much in the manner of Network, you know that it’s an original and that it’s alive, whether you like it or not.

Selections from “Capturing the Spirit of Slap Shot…30 Years Later” by Mike Mastovich, The Tribune-Democrat, February 25, 2007:

A group of police officers prepared to contend with a large crowd and perhaps a traffic jam. The marquee, in capital letters, stated: “Filmed in Johnstown, Paul Newman, Slap Shot.”

…Slap Shot has aged well. In three decades, its following has grown, even reaching cult status in some parts. Released by Universal Studios exactly 30 years ago today, Slap Shot is one of the most rented sports movies ever. Sports fans recite lines without hesitation. 

The story of the foul-mouthed but likable hockey players who went from worst to first has put Johnstown on the international map.

“It’s amazing how it took to people,” said Allan Nicholls, who played Charlestown Chiefs captain Johnny Upton. “I think it’s because it was one of those films that didn’t talk down. It talked to people. People could involve themselves and relate a lot better.

“There are so many big-budget films that are done for mass entertainment,” added Nicholls, a video producer from Burlington, Vt. “They achieve that and that’s fine. People would never think of getting in touch with the former actors in those films. Because this one was so down to earth, gritty and real, it made itself available for that.”

…Director George Roy Hill paired established performers such as Newman, Michael Ontkean—the skilled scorer and college graduate Ned Braden—and Strother Martin—stingy Chiefs GM Joe McGrath—with a group of up-and-coming actors and hockey players.

“It was a great script. It was so close to reality,” said actor Yvon Barrette, the Charlestown Chiefs goaltender, Denis Lemieux, perhaps best known for the line, “Who own da’ Chiefs?”

“It was almost a documentary,” said Barrette... “For the Hanson Brothers, that movie was almost like their life story. It was what happened to the Johnstown Jets hockey team. I think that’s what made the movie so popular. It was a good mix of athletes and actors. Both helped each other.”

Nancy Dowd wrote Slap Shot after spending part of the 1974-75 season with the Johnstown Jets. Her brother, Ned, played for the North American Hockey League championship team that captured Johnstown’s last professional hockey title… The Jets inspired the movie, so it was only fitting that Johnstown provide the setting. “Nancy Dowd was insistent to Universal Studios that the film be shot here,” said Johnstown’s Denny Grenell, a retired bank executive and well-known promoter of the city…

“Part of the reason that Slap Shot has lasted this long and has gotten the notoriety is that we had a great script and everybody worked as hard as they could,” said D’Amato, who works in Manhattan. 

“Most of all, we did our own stunts, our own skating. There were no special effects. That’s part of the reason that it’s stuck around. There was nothing flashy. We weren’t trying to outdo the last action movie. It’s a beautiful story. It’s an action film, but a real human-action film…”
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