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By Nell Womack Evans

Notebook of Reading and Writing For Readers of Proofs and Other Matter Or Newspapermen and Women—and Other Writers.

[image: Image]

To Rex

My independent—and much loved—source of income without whom I'd be ‘proofreading instead of writing about it, but with whom my whole life is one perfect “take.”







Acknowledgments  and Thank You's:

Many of these discussions of the proofreader's problems, of the inconsistencies and the fun they bring in reading and writing the English language as published in newspapers, have appeared in my column “Scripteasers” in the Guild Reporter, Washington, D. C. That Guildsmen have approved it is gratifying. That fact, plus my love of shoptalk, prompted this book.

“Now, Just What is a Proofreader?” was a guest editorial in The Denver Post, reprinted in Guild Reporter, and again in First to Final, publication of the Proofreaders Club of New York City, of which I am an associate member. The editorial was also a prize-winning entry in the 1956 Biennial Contest of the National League of American Pen Women, to which I also belong.

“Easy on My Errors, Please” has been published by Empire, of The Denver Post, and “How to be a Columnist” in a shorter version, appeared in Writer's Digest. Reproductions of mv several columns that are used as illustration for this portion of the book are included here with permission of the several editors of ”my” magazines and newspapers, for which I am grateful.

“Think of a Newspaper” is from 1956 Byline, annual publication of Denver Newspaper Guild used in connection with its famed Gridiron Dinner. My thanks also go to these newspapermen for permission to include it here. And to Allen Bell, Denver's Golden Bell Press, for his suggestion that the collection with additions would make a sprightly addition to his PRESTIGE BOOKS.

While technically correct as to practices in composing-rooms and experiences of a free lance writer, I make no attempts to replace
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the erudite studies of the trained linguists, nor to supplement their semantics. Rather, the purpose of the book and of the column from which it sprang is to highlight journalism and the printing trades in all their interesting facets. With publishers' organizations la-menting lack of newcomers to the trades, a pointing-up of the pleasure inherent therein may prove of benefit in attracting “recruits.”

“Scripteasing”—either of copy or proof—has served me as stimulating way to make a living, and a life. I would share my enthusiasm of “English as she is spoken in the newspapers” with readers of this book.

	Nell Womack Evans

Colorado Springs, Colo.

March 12, 1958
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As printing is the art preservative of all the arts, so proofreading is the guardian of that art. It is the proofreader who gives the final OK before the press closes the last gate. It is he who must make certain that the printed word says precisely what the author wants to say — a most exacting task when one considers that every letter and every space is a potential error. But what a delight and personal satisfaction when the final product comes out right!

Nell Womack Evans exhibits a wide experience in various phases of the graphic arts. Writing in a lively, often broadly humorous manner, she relates the origin and development of some of our most picturesque words. With the authority deriving from a broad background, she comments on the bugaboos in spelling, punctuation and choice of words that plague editor and proofreader alike.

To read this book is to gain an education — and enjoy yourself at the same time. Many of the pitfalls discussed are sure to strike a responsive chord in the mind of every proofreader. She speaks our language.

Fred Nesson, 

Editor FIRST TO FINAL Publication of Proofreaders Club of New York


Now Just 

What Is A Proofreader?

Between the erudite pencil of the copydesk editor, the dexterous typographer of the composing-room and you, the newspaper reader, is a punctilious creature called a proofreader. Proofreaders may be found, clutching Webster and an old stylebook, at shaky desks in dark corners in any establishment where printing is done, wearing green eyeshades, bifocals and wielding a mean pencil.

They may be male or female so long as they have a union card and priority and embrace the same creed, namely: To see that all copy agrees with Webster, that Webster agrees with the style-book and that the stylebook agrees with them.

Long ago a proofreader was a highly respected “corrector of the press” with a literary background second to none, but he didn't know a tailpiece from a hiatus, a type lice from a widow, a nut from a mutt, nor up from down and consequently didn't take well with the “skipper,” the composing room foreman.

Then for a while a proofreader was a printer grown old at the typecase who exercised his priority to bump the boys at the proof-desk so that he could sit down. He knew the typo puzles all right, but grammatical and spelling finesse and reading for consistency were Greek to him. He split his infinitives, dangled his participles and murdered his mother tongue. The foreman liked him fine.
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Since he didn't know what he was looking for he seldom found it and that saved a lot of time and gave assurance of “getting the baby to bed” before deadline. But the fun-loving writers of that day who liked turning a fancy phrase and seeing it in print didn't like those fancy phrases full of funny typos.

So now a present-day proofreader is likely to be a composite. He has—or should have—the typographical know-how of a printer, the book-learning of a professor, the eye of a hawk, the speed of a gazelle, the accuracy of an encyclopedist, the curiosity of a cat, the patience of a setter and the ability to synchronize sight and sound with every letter of every word spoken by his copyholder. When he leaves an error in your newspaper it's because the copy was wrong, the stylebook was wrong, the copyholder can't read, the darn printer can't read, Webster was wrong, or perhaps because a proofreader, after all, is human with the dreamy complex of a Walter Mitty.

A proofreader likes English composition, uniform spelling, fluorescent lights, many reference books, a comfortable chair, an elbow-room desk, good typewriter ribbons, well-inked proofsheets, linotype operators who don't argue, editors who sometimes leave errors, coffee breaks, appreciation, a quiet proofroom, a cooperative copyholder, a foreman who leaves him alone, a newspaper with no classifieds, pay raises, boners in the other fellow's proofs, to argue —and snappy, interesting copy, the same kind you readers like.

He doesn't care much for the many copy changes of the ad department, the jocularity like “Retired, huh?” “Howya getting
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along with your work?'' or “You've got it soft!” from floormen, operators and make-up editors who frequent his bailiwick, reporters who can't spell, drafts of fresh air, railroading of the front page, market reports, legal ads, disagreement with his markings, anybody who knows as much as he does.

Proofreaders are liked by very few printers, editors, reporters, publishers or newspaper readers because sooner or later every last one of these gets his name in print—misspelled.

Nobody but a proofreader gets as much fun out of mistakes in spelling on signboards, theater marquees or grocery store windows. Nobody appreciates the many grammatical inconsistencies as he does. Nobody else knows so many useless facts, knows so well the editor's orthographic weaknesses, his publisher's political peculiarities, what makes a printer mad, the spelling of so many words he'll never use, nor how in the world they'd get out a paper without him. And surely nobody but a proofreader on a metropolitan newspaper can so ably tell The Reader's Digest “Your Slip Is Showing” that its show is slipping.

A proofreader is indeed a baffling creature. He deplores everybody else's mistakes and yet if the writing-editing-printing business were as free of errors as he wishes it were and he were actually only “one who reads and marks corrections in printers' proofs” boredom would replace interest and amusement and he'd be out of a job.

Should this ever happen I, for one proofreader, am “pulling my slip” and saying goodbye to the wordy art.
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STANDARD PROOF MARKS

Insert period.

Insert comma.

Insert semicolon,.

Insert colon.

Insert exclamation mark.

Insert question mark.

Insert hyphen.

Insert quotation marks.

Insert one-em dash.

Insert two-em dash.

Insert en dash.

Parentheses.

Brackets.

Insert star.

Superior or inferior.

Pay no attention to. 

Query; is this right? Transpose letters or words. Take out; kill. 

Insert apostrophe.

Spell out words rung;   in display. do not set this line.

Insert correction indicated. Use a ligature  fi. 

Upside down; reverse.

Change to capitals.

Change to small capitals.

Change to lower case.

Change to italic.

Change to roman.

Change to bold face.

Wrong font.

One underline signifies italic.

Two underlines, SMALL CAPITALS.

Three underlines, CAPITALS.

Change to bold type.

Change battered letter.

Start a paragraph here. No paragraph; run in.

No paragraphs or short lines. Carry over to next line. ,Carry back to next line .Something omitted; see copy. Space evenly.

Close up; one word. Insert space here. Push down lead or space. Indent one em quad. Indent two em quads. Move to the left; lines reset.

Set in lower case.

Paragraph.

Period.

Spell out.

Separate.

Transpose words.

End of story.

End of last story for day.

Omit and close up.

Spell as written.

Add additional copy.

Print immediately.

Move to the right. Move up. Move down. Line up vertically. Line up horizontally.’ Start a new line.

Showing marks used by copyreaders and proofreaders, together with their

explanations, grouped for convenience in memorizing. International Typographical Union's “Lessons in Printing.”


Chapter 1 

Noah Webster and the Newspapers

Noah Webster said there'd be days like today when Americans would speak a language all their own, forsaking the King's English. He said it with his “Blue-Backed Speller,” with the first history of epidemic diseases ever written, his revised version of the Scriptures and finally, at 70, his “An American Dictionary of the English Language.”

Newspaper columnists reviewing the two-volume, $20 work, said it was “dull, cold and formal . . . without a ray of genius.” Just what you'd expect, they implied, from the “curious, quaint, Connecticut-looking apparition” who authored “Noah's Ark.”

Seventy thousand listings this first “Webster's” had, and it was 20 years in the making. The paradox of the whole thing is that this great American arbiter of English semantics, championing a new language, coined only one word himself—demoralize.

What the Briticism for this word was or is, I do not know. I know my counterpart in England puts on a roll-on while I don a girdle, wiggling it into place. Either way its necessity is a blow to the spirit of a girl and while I'm in a state, she's two-and-eight and for a fact, both of us are in a slightly disordered physical state-more or less demoralized. And when I get a haircut she gets a hairdressing.  I get a hair-do, she a coiffure; I buy a sweater, she a jumper; I like crackers, she biscuits with the cup of liquid that I call tea, while it's a cup of char she's having. And now and then my radio needs fixing, while her wireless wants repairing; I'll drive, maybe, three blocks to get it done, she three turnings; I with my windshield wiper going—provided it's raining, she, certainly in all that fog, having a go at her windscreen. (All these and many more differences in the English language as it is spoken in America from how it is spoken in England I have collected from the nice gal, who lives on Kennel Ride in Ascot, with whom I correspond often and gaily. Makes a sprightly substitute for traveling, if substitute we must.)

It isn't, however, our languages that so differ. It's our lingo, our slang—the speech habits of the great majority of the people. Lingo it was that Noah Webster dignified by inclusion in his book, and newspapers have popularized by its use making it the broad approach to grammar, and American speech virile and picturesque. Indeed, it makes many books of its own these days every bit as authorative on linguistics as Mr. Webster's wondrous first.

Take the contributions to journalese made by the American Indians, all good Webster words now: Wigwam, squaw, papoose, powwow, canoe, prairie, skunk, and maize—the grain and the word for it, and mugwump, from Algonquian to “independent in politics.”

In the Southwest Mexican-Spanish terms enrich our language: Canyon, spelled without the y on most newspapers of Southwestern locale, poncho, mesa, lariat, ranch—which the English pronounce “rahnch” or “rench” depending upon which parts of the British Isles they call home; stampede, rodeo, King's English purists would frown on these, perhaps, calling them colloquialisms had they not appeared in American dictionaries to give them prestige, and attest to their acceptance on the American tongue.

Noah Webster and the Newspapers

Same goes for westerners' contributions: Pay dirt, panhandle, bonanza, jeans or levis, and sourdough as the romantic title for the miner who went adventuring with the smelly stuff in his pocket. Pony express, strike it rich, and even dicker, which evolved in western fur-trading times from Indians and traders haggling over furs in sets of ten—decuria—coming to the dictionary as a perfectly good word for barter.

American Negroes, besides spicing up the language with Lovey, Caldonia, and flocks of flower names, gave us pickaninny. Or so I thought until I again kidnapped an idea from my dictionary, which plagiarism plainly shows pickaninny evolved from the Spanish pequeno, little or young. This leaves me with jazz, voodoo, hoodoo, mammy as sprightly additions to everyday communications seen in my newspaper, but first contributed by Negro talk.

Names of many Americans have found a spot in Webster's, like maverick, of purely United States origin. While the name now applies to an unbranded animal, usually of a motherless calf, it came from Rancher Samuel Maverick of Texas, suh, who failed to brand the calves of his herd and neighboring ranchers did it for him—with their own brand. This is one version, the one you'll find in books and dictionaries. A different version is told in Texas, as we've come to expect. Bowie is a knife with James of the same name inventing it, and mercerize came from Mr. Mercer who dyed and printed cotton fabrics and gave the process his name. But mesmerize, so similar sounding, means to hypnotize, seeing that a Mr. Mesmer first brought the sleep-inducing process to notice in 1775-Vienna. Saxophone immortalizes the Mr. Sax who invented a sweet-sounding musical instrument; nicotine honors the skilled diplomat of France who, while serving as ambassador to Lisbon discovered a strange, new plant from America—tobacco—to which he lent his name. To the poisonous part, that is. Tobacco came from Spain through West Indies tabaco, the name of the pipe in which the weed was smoked.

Then there's guillotine for the inventor of this beheading machine; Bright's disease for the doctor who successfully treated this ailment; and for all I know there will soon be an Ike's ailment for the athletic heart that goes with the golfing-fishing-fiddling personality of presidents. There's Gatling gun after the American R. J.'s loading-and-firing-by-a-crank fighting affair, and there's Braille as a system of printing for the blind bearing the name of the little French boy who developed it that he might read. Boycott comes from the first victim of the practice of showing concerted disapproval of rent-raising acts. And Spoonerism? That dubs those amusing linguistic turn-arounds and we came by them through a Rev. Spooner who was given to twisting word sounds in excitedly presented sermons.

All these wordy interests, I've no doubt, were first presented in some “today's masterpiece that wraps tomorrow's fish''—that ephemeral literary production, the newspaper. Though its average life is reckoned at thirty minutes, it shares star billing with Webster's in bringing “lingo” play to the people.


Chapter 2 

It's the Style

You can believe the statisticians' report of 70,000 chances to make an error in a single column of print . . . since an ordinary newspaper column contains 10,000 letters of type, and there are seven wrong positions in which a letter may find itself—to say nothing of millions of chances for transpositions. It can be printed matter or typewritten, the odds are still there. I know . . . I've seen 'em in both mediums, and I've made ‘em.

Why, in the short sentence “to be or not to be” by transposition alone it is possible to make 2,758,009 errors. And that's why in considering criticizing typographical errors in somebody's script I've decided “not to be” such critic. Same thought goes along about criticizing editors and stylebooks though we both know that the writing style of reporters, feature writers, or even publicity hounds for club women, depends upon some editor's peculiarities and preferences of language styles. I've sat in the editor's seat, as well as the proofreader's and writer's, afflicted with the same malady for style-setting, bent on the same vain hope of having the style meticulously followed, cut with the same knife when it wasn't. So I've decided not to be a critic of editors and writers, either.

What I am, as far as this discussion goes, is a tattle tale. A bearer of tales about type doings, past and present, that will tickle those interested in the printed word.  Like, say, the old one about Horace Greeley's insistence that “news” is plural and his wire to a reporter:

“Are there any news?”

To which the reporter wired back:

“Not a new.''—which illustrates, if such were needed, what every printer and newspaperman knows: Style depends upon the editor.

Or the tale of the literal-minded printer on James Gordon Bennett's New York Herald. Seemed there was an editorial decree that “Herald” was always to be italicized. So, “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” it was in every story of songs at Christmas. Nowhere can I find whether or not Mr. Bennett liked what he saw.

Or the one about how we came by “O.K.” in the American language. Rumor about this widely accepted “United States-ism” credits its origin to several tales. I'll relate ‘em, you take your choice. Some say Andrew Jackson so endorsed state papers during his term as seventh president. His meaning was “all correct” which he spelled ”orl korrect” so natch, O.K. was an abbreviation for that. When twitted on his bad spelling Jackson is reported to have said, “Well sir, it's a damn poor mind that can think of only one way to spell a word.” This philosophy mignt be said to go for O.K. tales, too, others of which ascribed its origin to John Jacob Astor, to one Obadiah Kelly, a railroad clerk who initialed accepted shipments. Others say all these are wrong—O.K. being Choctaw Indian okéh, “it is so.” “No, no, O.K. was merely short for O.K. Club,” an 1800-ish organization honoring Martin Van Buren's birthday— Old Kinderhook, for Kinderhook, N. Y.

No matter from whence it started O.K. has come a long way. It's the style to use it as an adjective, adverb, verb and noun, to wit: It's O.K. (OK and okay, also used) to use OK in informal speech and writing if the stylebook gives its OK by OK-ing the colloquialism as a term for varying shades of approval; some newspaper style-books are doing OK with the phrase . . . adjective, noun, verb, adverb. Or, ”I believe they're OK as these parts of speech, loosely of course, remembering style is what counts,” to use the words of a proofreader.

I've run across editors who took liberties with words, made their own style. For instance, the one on The Star-Journal in Pueblo, Colorado (Damon Runyan's stomping ground, in case you care for sidelights). My tattling on this editor is that he can't abide “New Year's Eve” nor “St. Patrick's Day''—not those occasions, the pos s on their spelling. That pos s is the only form Webster condones in such cases, and that Merriam-Webster is the only dictionary allowed as reference in this shop has not the slightest bearing on the question of Star-Journal style. It's “New Year Eve” and “St. Patrick Day” in Pueblo because the editor says it is.

“You don't say Christmas's Eve, do you?” he inquires, when proofreaders question him on the style. To tell you the truth, I wished I had on the occasions I plied my trade there—the answer would have been so much simpler. But then had that been the case I might never have heard from him that “We like short spelling here.” Short spelling, I soon learned, except when it comes to whiskey. With whiskey we use the e, the Irish way since the editor is Irish, not Scotch. Me and my Scotch name might prefer the spelling whisky—if not that brand of beverage—but style, you know.

Style and politics go hand-in-hand on newspapers, too. Wherever I've worked in Mason-Dixon country Democrat goes up, republican down. Up North, it's the reverse, except in one rare case when I worked on a paper with a Socialist editor. There it was down with the democrats and the republicans, up with the Socialists and the People. Then in Spokane all parties go up when they're followed by the word forty, which goes down—even Communist party, like this, but in Spokane's Chronicle and Spokesman Review the chummy old word comrade is verboten. “Might lead to a libel suit” is the explanation given for this style whim.

Up or down, politicians no doubt did a bit of logrolling to get pork from the pork barrel once they got to Congress. They felt pressure from lohbies, exerted same with filibusters—and added their own style of speech, which popularized by newspaper usage, has created a political lingo. Such inventions though frowned upon by linguistic purists make our language a fluid, living thing of the people. Logrolling aptly described lumber camp activity. Trees felled, rolled to stream for floating to sawmill, as lumbermen know. Lumberjacks from neighboring camps cooperate on the job— the logrolling, and so do Congressmen help each other by voting for projects that will benefit each locality. In such logrolling to get their share of the public funds from the storehouse newspapermen saw—and said so—a likeness to the old-time farmer going to the pork barrel to divvy up the pork.

Lobby? From the Latin for covered portico fit for walking; legislative ones frequented by persons (some editors won't allow a style allowing the use of the word people—1 can't seem to shed persons since working behind one for so long) not sitting in Congress who nevertheless walk the halls adjacent to the two Houses in order to influence legislation. You can see we needed a new term—a shorter one—to denote such act. We got it in lobby, more political style for our speech.

A filibuster might be staged by lobbyists who could promote a Congressional minority to use dilatory or obstructive tactics or continuous talk to prevent action desired by a Congressional majority. Though filibuster can be traced to the Dutch word for free booty as originally applied to buccaneers who organized expeditions against their own country's friends, speculation has it that a newspaperman first applied it to what has come to be a Congressional means of exerting “friendly” pressure. Maybe it was a Dutch newspaperman and only another proof—if such were needed—that newspapers are the final arbiters of language for the great mass of educated people. Errors and all, for somewhere some editor has his own peculiar sense of language propriety. That, my friends, makes the style, and adds pleasure to a proofreader's job.
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