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A Quick and Dirty Way Not to Lose Your Life’s Work

BC BRANCH

Back in November 2003, I spoke 
to the EAC-BC meeting (see 

<www.penmachine.com/eac/2003-
11_meeting/>) about backing up your 
computer data so you don’t lose it. 
Because otherwise you will. Really. 
Someday all or some of your files will 
just be gone. I know: it happened to me 
twice before I got it into my thick head 
that I should do something about it. At the 
meeting, I went into quite a bit of detail 
about backup strategies and techniques, 
and mentioned other resources that will 
give you even more detail.

The problem is that the details become 
overwhelming, and when you’re 
overwhelmed by something, you tend not 
to do it, or not to do all of it. And then, 
when your hard disk fails, or you drop 
your laptop or leave it in a cab, everything 
is still gone, but now you know you were 
supposed to have backed your stuff up, 
and thus feel even more guilty and dumb 
about it.

So here I’m going to give you three 
simple backup techniques that will usually 
safeguard your most critical data and files, 
without requiring a lot of organization or 
time.

1. Burn
Recordable CDs (CD-Rs) are so cheap 
now (40 cents or less each) that I gave 
everyone at that meeting a free one just so 
they’d back up their stuff. A single CD-R 
won’t hold a ton of information (about 
700 megabytes, or about two per cent of a 
typical computer’s hard disk storage these 
days), but for most people that’s enough 
for a copy of all your current email, plus 
some critical current files. (Now’s the time 
to find out where your computer stores 
your email, by the way.)

Most personal computers built in the last 
few years, Windows or Mac, will write 
(“burn”) CD-Rs, so simply copy your 
email files and current working documents 
to a CD-R at least once a week. Better yet, 
make two CD-R copies and take one to 
work, or to a friend’s or relative’s house. 
If your computer can write to recordable 
DVDs (DVR-Rs), so much the better, 
since they hold 4.7 gigabytes each, and 
you can fit on even more stuff.
2. Flash
Every electronics store carries those little 
memory keychains (also known as “flash 
drives”) that you can plug into the slot-

like Universal Serial Bus (USB) sockets 
on your computer or keyboard. They can 
store from 128 megabytes to 1 gigabyte 
of information, depending on how much 
you spend. Your computer treats them 
like an old-style removable disk. You can 
then copy files onto the flash drive to keep 
with you, or move to where you’re going, 
whenever you have your keys.

Flash drives are getting cheaper too: $45 
will get you 256 MB, probably enough for 
a copy of your email, while $130 will give 
you 1 GB, more than a CD-R will hold, in 
something small enough for your pocket 
or purse. The coolest model not only gives 
you either 512 MB or 1 GB of storage, 
you can also use the leftover space to 
listen to music files, because that device 
isn’t a flash drive, exactly: it’s Apple’s tiny 
new iPod Shuffle.

3. Tote
The biggest bang for the backup buck 
comes from portable external hard drives 
with their own cases, power supplies, and 
cables. Today, you can buy a 160-gigabyte 
external hard drive—as large as the one 
in my main computer system—for $240 
or less. They connect to your computer 
with either a USB 2.0 (fast USB) or even 
higher-speed FireWire cable, and can very 
quickly copy files back and forth. 

With that sort of storage, you can back up 
every document and file on your computer 
(perhaps your life’s work in electronic 
form, for that matter), or even the entire 
contents of your computer, onto something 
you can carry in a briefcase. 

Personally, I have two of those external 
drives, one for a backup at home in case 
my main computer’s disk fails, and one I 
keep at the office in case my house burns 
down. I add new files whenever I can, and 
every once in a while I wipe out one of 
the disks and replace it with a fresh new 
copy of the entire contents of my computer 
system.

In all three examples, you simply drag 
files from your computer to the CD-R, 
flash drive, or external disk. You don’t 
need to compress them, catalogue them, 
or otherwise go through many extra steps 
(though your CD burning software may 
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ask a bit of effort from you). If it turns out 
you need something from your backup, 
you just copy it back. I have discovered 
that dedicated backup software, while it 
has its place, can also make recovering 
files awkward.

Aside from backing up your work files and 
email, think about how you’ll make copies 
of your music files, remembering how 
long it took to convert them from audio 
CDs. Most important, if you keep digital 
photos on your computer, be sure to back 
those up, because unlike songs from CDs, 
photos are usually utterly irreplaceable.

As I mentioned above, it’s best to keep 
multiple copies of your backups. But even 
if you only have one CD-R of your email 
and current documents that you keep in 
the office, you’re better off than if you 
have nothing. 

While my recommendations here are 
not a truly rigorous backup strategy, 
they can still “save your bacon” in most 
circumstances, and they only take a few 
minutes of your time. Trying to recover 
lost information, if it’s even possible, 
takes hours, days, or weeks. Don’t find out 
the hard way

Derek K. Miller is a writer, editor, web 
guy, drummer, and dad in Vancouver. He 
was part of the EAC-BC executive last 
year, and now maintains the website, as 
well as running EAC workshops about 
Microsoft Word (see next article). His 
website is <www.penmachine.com>.

If you have any questions for Derek on 
backing up files, please forward your 
queries to WCE at <westcoateditor@edtio
rs.ca>. We will forward them to Derek and 
publish the replies in the next WCE for 
everyone’s benefit.

March Workshop

Onscreen Editing with Microsoft Word 
with Derek K. Miller
Saturday, March 12, 2005
11:00 am–5:00 pm at 
SFU Harbour Centre
515 West Hastings, Vancouver
Microsoft Word tries to be everything to
everyone, with mixed results, and 
sometimes tries too hard to be helpful. 
Yet a solid knowledge of its on-screen 
editing features—from tracking changes 
by multiple contributors, to language and 

spelling customizations, to tools for style 
sheets and tables of contents—can bring 
you more work.

Learn some tips and tricks, and find out 
how Word can help you with other types 
of files—plain text, HTML, and even 
PDF—and also when it might be best to 
convert Word documents to another format 
before working with them.

Register online at www.editors.ca and 
following the links. Members $90 / Non-
members $145. If you have any questions 
call 604-681-7184 (press 2), or email 
<bc@editors.ca>.

Our Language of Occupation

To get an idea of the enfeebled state of 
English, look at how the polysyllabic 
monstrosity “customer service 
representative” has supplanted efficient 
job titles like “salesclerk,” “cashier,” and 
“teller.” 

I was in a bank recently and noticed a 
teller with a tag bearing this vapid 10-
syllable expression and wondered what 
made her different from the “customer 
service representative” who just moments 
before sold me a coffee.

One difference is that the coffee clerk 
is called a barista, a term that denotes 
someone professionally trained in the 
caffeineic arts. The title is taken seriously, 
as shown by competitions like the World 
Barista Championships. Now, selling 
money orders and taking bank deposits 
may not be as glamorous as making 
double-tall-extra-hot-no-foam vanilla 
lattes, but that’s no reason to be denied a 
proper job title.

The same goes for the armies of wage 
slaves who staff help desks and other 
telephone answering services. Here, the 
degeneration into generica reaches comic 
proportions: “Please stay on the line and 
a customer care associate will be with 
you shortly.” I want a simple answer to 
a question and I feel as if I’ve called the 
crisis line! 

This faux compassion reminds me of that 
scene in the Simpsons episode when Apu 

loses his job at the Kwik-E-Mart: Marge 
and he are shopping nearby at the big-box 
“Monstromart” store when a voice over 
the loudspeaker says: “Just a reminder that 
we love each and every one of you.” 

The spread of generica afflicts almost 
every part of our language: “Partner” is 
used to refer to a spouse or inamorato/
inamorata, but it can mean almost 
anything. Tennis partner? Business 
partner? Of course, female secretaries 
have long since succeeded in being called 
“administrative assistants,” because 
“secretary” was deemed to be demeaning, 
but this is not necessarily true. “Secretary” 
dates to the late 14th century and 
originally meant “someone entrusted with 
secrets”; moreover, it’s a title given to 
government ministers.

So long as our culture makes a fetish out 
of being inoffensive, linguistic precision 
will continue to be an occupational hazard.

Greg Felton

BC Book and Magazine Week

Mark your calendars for BC Book and 
Magazine Week, April 23–30!

Coordinated by the Association of Book 
Publishers of BC (ABPBC) and the BC 
Association of Magazine Publishers 
(BCAMP), this annual literary event 
celebrates writing and publishing in BC, 
and showcases local books, magazines, 
writers, and readers. 

The West Coast Book Prize Society’s BC 
Book Prize gala is the finale for the week.

The Book and Magazine Promenade will 
be held at the Vancouver Public Library 
on Sunday, April 24, and EAC-BC will be 
there! Please drop by and say hello to BC 
Branch executive members Jane Mundy, 
Krista Zundel, and Daphne Sams, who will 
be managing the booth from 1:00–5:00 pm. 
Events are scheduled at various times and 
locations throughout the week.

Sunday, April 24
The Book and Magazine Promenade 
1:00–5:00 pm in the Promenade, 
Vancouver Public Library  
Book and magazine publishers will 
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showcase their works in booths set up in 
the library’s promenade area.

Sell Your Story: An idea pitching forum 
3:00–5:00 pm at the Fox and Fiddle Pub
Putting a public face to local publishers, 
this is a book and magazine article- 
pitching event where audience members 
are given an opportunity to pitch their 
ideas to a panelist of publishers. This event 
is hosted by John Burns of The Georgia 
Straight.

Canadian Children’s Book Centre Library 
Launch 
1:00–3:00 pm at the Alice MacKay Room, 
Vancouver Public Library 
The launch of CCBC and the Canadian 
Association for Girls in Science’s new 
project, a library collection of science 
books for youths. Readings will take place 
from BC Book Prize nominated Children’s 
authors.
Tuesday, April 26
Magazine Cabaret 
The Alibi Room 
Hosted by BCAMP, the Cabaret will 
feature a diverse collection of magazine 
writers in an evening of readings, music, 
and drink!

Thursday, April 28
The Literary Tour 
6:00–10:00 pm on Main Street in 
Vancouver (various venues including Our 
Town, Western Front, Goh Ballet, WINK 
and Lark) 
In this multiple book launch and readings 
event, book and magazine publishers 
will host a series of literary gatherings 
(with staggered starting times) in one 
neighbourhood in Vancouver.

Dates TBA
Short listed BC Book Prize Author Tour 
Short listed BC Book Prize authors will 
embark on a five-city tour to take place on 
the Sunshine Coast, on Vancouver Island, 
and in Northern BC.

Saturday, April 30
BC Book Prizes 
The Lieutenant Governor’s BC Book 
Prizes gala dinner will be held at the 
Renaissance Hotel in Vancouver.

For further information on events, 
visit <www.books.bc.ca> or 
<www.bcamp.bc.ca>.

Save the Survey

Don’t scrap “Survey Says” yet! I have 
a response to last month’s question but 
forgot to send it in. 

The question was “What is the best advice 
you can give an editor at the start of their 
career?” My advice is meant for editors 
who plan to become freelancers. 

Over the years, I have counselled a host 
of people thinking of becoming freelance 
editors. My first piece of advice is always 
the same: “Before you leave your full-time 
job to become a freelance editor, go to the 
bank and get a line of credit for at least 
$20,000. And whatever you do, don’t tell 
the banker that you are planning to leave 
your full-time job. (That’s the quickest 
route to not getting the line approved.)

Why the line of credit?  Freelancing is 
often a roller coaster of feast or famine. 
(How’s that for a mixed metaphor?) You 
may go months without any work. Still, 
you’ve got to pay the rent and feed the 
family. If you rely on your credit cards, 
you will plunge quickly into disastrous 
debt. Credit cards can charge interest of 
over 25 per cent. But with your line of 
credit, you can keep food on the table, pay 
your bills instantly—including your credit 
card bills—and pay interest fees in the 
single digits. 

Even when business is good, you may need 
your credit line. Despite your terms of “30 
days net,” many clients will not pay for 
60 or 90 days. (The federal government is 
always late in paying.) Again, the credit 
line will allow you to pay the rent or 
mortgage and keep food on the table—
while the cheque is in the mail.

My second piece of advice? Get a separate 
phone line for your business calls. And 
don’t let your kids answer it.

Peter Moskos

Your Association Needs You! 

The Editors’ Association of Canada 
is a volunteer-run organization, and 
we’re recruiting now for the 2005–2006 
provincial executive. Elections will be 
held at the May meeting. Whatever your 

Survey Says!

In last month’s issue we asked, “When should 
an editor stop editing?”

The answer for me came one day as I laboured 
to make yet another writer’s plodding prose 
sparkle. Through my head flashed the thought, 
“I’m tired of making other people look good!”

Since then I have worked hard at making my 
own writing look good. And I have helped a 
certain number of old friends and colleagues, 
including some people who valued my 
previous editing of their work. But I have not 
taken any new editing jobs.

Perhaps my reasoning would not apply 
to those who do purely indexing, or 
proofreading, or some specialty like photo 
editing. But my strength as an editor (if I 
actually had one) lay in helping unskilled 
writers transform their insights into lively, 
readable text. In that context, editors suffer 
from a paradoxical situation—good editing 
should be invisible. The reader should never 
recognize that these words, these phrasings, 
this structure, came from anyone but the 
author. As a result, the better job I do, the less 
credit I get for it.

And I got tired of making other people look 
good.

Jim Taylor

Two answers come to mind immediately. One, 
when the original manuscript looks better than 
the latest revision. Two, when the stack of 
empty pizza boxes reaches the height of your 
desk. Another take on the question might be 
found in the old quotation (don’t know who 
said it), “Works of art are never finished, they 
are merely abandoned.” 

Hugh Macdonald

My guideline is that I should stop editing 
when the editing process no longer makes the 
MS better, just different.

Jacqueline Argent

This month’s question is:
 
“How do you describe your editorial ‘spring 
cleaning’ process?”

Please email your replies or suggestions for future 
questions to <westcoasteditor@editors.ca>.

We’ll publish selected answers in the next 
issue.



Next Meeting

March 16, 2005 @ 7:30 pm
YWCA Health and Wellness Centre, 

Welch Room, 4th Floor,
535 Hornby Street, Vancouver

Speaker: Peter Moskos

The Price is Right

Or is it? Estimating what to charge for 
an editing project can be a problem. Get 
it wrong and you can end up doing the 
work for four dollars an hour, or losing the 
work because your price is too high and a 
competitor has bid lower. But estimating 
doesn’t have to be guesswork. Having 
prepared hundreds of estimates, Peter 
Moskos will describe his simple rules for 
estimating. Then he’ll have you try them 
out by preparing quotes for editing sample 
manuscripts. Bring a sharp pencil and a 
calculator to the workshop and be prepared 
to stand by your bid.

Peter Moskos is a Vancouver-based writer, 
editor and trainer. Before coming to 
Vancouver, he was the director of writing 
and editing services for gordongroup, 
an Ottawa communications company. 
An accomplished writer and editor, he 
specializes in plain-language writing 
—making unstructured, complex or 
overwritten materials organized, clear, 
and easy to follow. Peter has written or 
edited just about every kind of document 
produced by the federal government. 
He has also managed many large-scale 
publication projects. Peter was a member 
of the Certification Steering Committee 
from 2000 to 2004.

EAC/ACR members attend monthly 
meetings at no charge. Please note that 
non-members now pay $10 ($5 for 
students with valid ID). Light refreshments 
are available. Please check the EAC/ACR 
website for details.

To download MP3 files of past meeting 
presentations, go to this link: 
<www.editors.ca/bc/meetings.htm>.
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interests and strengths, EAC-BC has some 
exciting opportunities coming up for you to 
get involved and take an active role in your 
professional association. Each position has 
unique benefits and requirements, but all 
will allow you to:

• develop your professional skills
• make valuable professional contacts
• enhance your résumé and portfolio
• meet and work with others in your         
  chosen profession
• contribute to your professional community
• have the chance to attend one free 
workshop or seminar per year
• have fun!
If you have ideas and time to contribute, 
consider serving on the branch executive. 
Experience is welcome but not required. 
We’ll post a list of available positions 
in the next West Coast Editor. If you are 
interested, send an email to Lynn Smith at 
<bc@editors.ca>.

Print Futures Portfolio Show

The Print Futures: Professional Writing 
program is gearing up for the annual 
portfolio show on Wednesday, April 6. 
Nineteen new professional writers will 
showcase some of their finest work 
at the show and mingle with industry 
professionals, faculty, program alumni, and 
the students’ family and friends.
 
Come out and meet old friends and new on 
Wednesday, April 6, from 4:30–7:00p.m 
at the Amelia Douglas Gallery, Douglas 
College, 4th Floor, New West campus. 

While networking is reserved from 4:30– 
6:00 (when professional contacts will have 
the undivided attention of grads), all are 
welcome at any time during the evening. 
The EAC-BC Print Futures scholarship 
will be presented that night as well. For 
more information, and to register, visit 
<www.douglas.bc.ca/pf> or call Maureen 
Nicholson at 604-527-5292. 


