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Contributors
Helen Clay (“Editors’ Café and EAC-BC 
elections” event review, pages 18–19 and 
“Punctuation and Mechanics” event review, 
page 19) is a writer and editor based in New 
Westminster. She is currently in her final year of 
the Print Futures: Professional Writing Diploma 
program at Douglas College. Her ambition at 
age seven was to be a writer and she’s very 
relieved to be on the right path at last. Helen is 
a regular contributor to West Coast Editor.

Gary Lund (“Peeved about punctuation” and 
“*#!% acronyms,” page 4) is a Vancouver-based 
writer and editor, with a past in horticulture. He 
is currently a technical writer and policy editor 
for BCIT. Before that, he wrote and edited for 
Tow Canada, Collision Quarterly, and several 
other publications.

Hugh Macdonald (“Drive-by Editing,” 
page 3 and “English is a foreign language,” 
page 6) is a poet, playwright, and editor. 
He is also a jack of miscellaneous trades, 
having worked as a technical writer, a 
methods analyst, and a writer of puff pieces 
for a weekly newspaper. He is currently 
editing a series of online training courses 
and is writing his second play as well as the 
occasional new poem. 

Hugh lives in Tsawwassen with his wife, 
Vivian, a cat named Shadow, and a 
perpetual kitten named Polydactyl.

Welcome back!
It’s that time of year again: kids are back in school and WCE staffers are back to 
producing newsletters. This season, we plan to cover a variety of topics, including the 
English language, business, and the “secret lives” of EAC-BC editors. Of course, we 
will also be publishing our 3rd Annual Holiday Gift Guide; if you have a gift featurette 
you would like to contribute, please contact us at westcoasteditor@editors.ca. See 
page 19 for more details.

Articles in the September and October issues will feature contrasting points of view 
about the English language. On pages 6–7 you’ll find “English is a Foreign Language,” 
an article in which Hugh Macdonald decries how “some purists fulminate against the 
incursion of foreign words” into the English language. Hugh, as you will read, begs to 
differ.

On pages 8–17 you’ll find “The Great Divide,” a compilation of views of sundry 
authors, writers, and denizens of the literary intelligentsia that showcases the pas-
sion people have for language. We enjoyed preparing this piece: it gave us the perfect 
excuse to surround ourselves with stacks of books and magazines and with collections 
of essays and treatises from the past 400 years. We were reminded that throughout 
history people have held passionate (and often irrationally unwavering!) views about 
matters of usage and style even though language “is more fashion than science, and 
matters of usage, spelling, and pronunciation tend to wander around like hemlines.”* 

*Source: The mother tongue: English and how it got that way, Bill Bryson, 2001
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Magical words
“It was the power of the word that mattered, along with the ability to read. A few 
modern words reflect the notion that knowledge, literate knowledge, is a form of 
magic. Our word grammar, for instance, shares the same root as glamour; both 
derive from an early word that means magic.”

Source: The Yellow-Lighted Bookshop, Lewis Buzbee, 2006

“‘When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scornful tone, ‘it means just what I 
choose it to mean—neither more nor less.’”
Source: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll 
(Premier Classics compilation), 2008

QUOTES & CURIOSITIESWCE

Narrow escape
Did you know? In 2008, British dictionary publisher 
Collins announced it would expunge “a bunch” of 
archaic words from the next print edition of Collins 
English Dictionary to make room for newer models. 

The announcement caused a bit of a fuss at The Times 
newspaper, which rode “to the rescue of these ancient 
terms by inviting its readers to vote online to rescue their 
favourite word from the blue pencil of oblivion.” Collins 
publishers agreed to save words that could “garner at 
least six ‘good-quality citations’ of usage ‘from natural 
language.’” Six words were saved: agrestic (rural, 
rustic, unpolished, or uncouth); compossible (possible 
in co-existence with something else); periapt (charm or 
amulet); apodeictic (true by virtue of demonstration); 
fubsy (short and stout); and skirr (a whirring or grating 
sound, as of the wings of birds in flight).

Sources: “A niddering act?” Philip Jackman, The Globe and 
Mail, September 25, 2008, and “Words still living,” Michael 
Kesterton, The Globe and Mail, April 1, 2009

curios

Which book would 
you choose?
“I have no doubt which book I would 
choose, were I ever to be marooned 
on a desert island: the biggest 
English dictionary imaginable. They 
say the next edition of the OED, 
accommodating all one million of our 
words, will amount to 40 volumes—
enough to be used perhaps to construct 
the platform of a raft.

“Yet I would never dream of doing 
such a thing, however tempting. I 
would keep it intact and dry, I would 
stay put on the island and read the 
good book every day—while endlessly 
sailing away with it, entirely in my 
mind.”

D
rive-by editing photo taken by H

ugh M
acdonald in C

ourtenay, June 2008

Source: “1,000,000 words!” Simon Winchester, 
June 6, 2009, www.telegraph.co.uk/culture

/books/5454273/1000000-words.html, accessed August 24, 2009
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Peeved about Punctuation
Hey, fellow word polishers. I wanted 
to “have a gas online,” so I checked out 
the Corner Gas website. Because the 
show has wrapped up, many loyal fans 
posted letters of “I’ll miss your show,” 
etc.

This is one of the letters: 
“Good bye every one from corner gas 
crew, ill miss you all, your guyses 
6 seasons were the number one best 
Canadian show of all time! ill hope to 
see you all soon eventually, 
[signed]”

“I personally believe we developed language because of our deep inner need to 
complain.” Jane Wagner
Source: www.quotegarden.com/language.html, accessed August 24, 2009

LETTERS FROM GARYWCE

Anyway, I think you’ll enjoy the 
punctuation and vocabulary. (Some people 
have not believed me when I claimed to 
have heard “your guyses” from time to 
time; but there the word combo stood, on 
the Web, staring me in the eyes, defi antly—
the new plural form of “your.”)

*#!% acronyms 
Hello, again, fellow word polishers. Check 
out this anti-acronym tirade “What’s in an 
Acronym” by Rex Weyler, which I read on 
TheTyee.ca. I couldn’t agree more!

Here’s the opening:
General Grammatical Standards (GGS) 

demand that when authors use Esoteric 
Acronym Jargon (EAJ), they write out the 
meaning in full Upon First Usage (UFU). 
The GGS manual points out that readers 
not from the author’s profession may come 
upon an undefi ned EAJ for the fi rst time 
and not know What the Fuck it Means 
(WFM).

Here’s the link: http://thetyee.ca/Mediacheck
/2009/07/03/WhatAcronym/?utm_source
=mondayheadlines&utm_medium=email&utm
_campaign=060709.

Gary Lund,
Vancouver

Here’s how our offi ces looked during our frantic summer of research for “The Great Divide.” We reverted to grade-school methodologies, which involved 
a huge roll of blank table-top paper, 8.5"x11" stationery, typing and photocopying, scissors, rubber cement, highlighters, and post-it notes.
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“What words say does not last. The words last. Because words are always the same, and 
what they say is never the same.” Antonio Porchia, Voces, 1943 
Source: www.quotegarden.com/language.html, accessed August 24, 2009

QUIZWCE

Man of mystery #1 
I was a contemporary of Jane Austen; 
I was born in England in 1779 
and died in 1869.  §  I was a well-
respected scientist, lecturer, writer, 
and mathematician: a true polymath. I 
became a medical doctor at the age of 
19.  §  I showed the means by which 
a simple slide rule (fi rst invented in 
the 1620s) could be modifi ed to allow 
users to perform calculations involving 
roots and exponents.  §  I devised the 
fi rst pocket chess set.

Jane Griffi n (who later 
became Lady Franklin, 
wife of the explorer Sir 
John Franklin) tried 
to manoeuvre me into 
marriage in the 1820s. I 
resisted.

Over the years, I wrote hundreds of 
thousands of words for Britannica 
on subjects ranging from beekeeping 
and phrenology to the teaching of the 
deaf and dumb.  §  Even though I was 
one of the most powerful fi gures in 
British scientifi c life in my time, I am 
remembered today for my compilation 
of a linguistic work of reference.

Literary Men of Mystery
Play along with us. On this page, 
you’ll fi nd clues to three giants of 
the literary world. Can you guess 

their identities? 
Answers on page 19.

Man of mystery #3
I was born in 1837 in Scotland, the son of a tailor and linen-draper.  §  My family was poor, and I had to leave school at the age 
of 14. Despite this, I taught myself French, Italian, German, Greek, Latin, local geology, botany, geography, history, linguistics, 
phonetics, the origins of words, and bookbinding. I took part in many archaeological digs in the Scottish borderlands and took 
pains to remember all the natural phenomena around me.  §  I attempted to teach the local cows to respond 
to calls in Latin.  §  By 17, I was employed in my hometown as an assistant head schoolmaster and by 20, I was a full-
fledged headmaster.  §  In 1878, I was asked by the delegates of Oxford University Press if I were interested in editing their new 
dictionary. They said the dictionary, which they called the “Big Dictionary,” would be “the most important book of reference ever 
made”; it would use quotations from published or otherwise recorded uses of English, employing them to illustrate the sense of 
every single word in the English language.  §  One of my most prolifi c volunteers was Dr. William Chester Minor, a surgeon and 
US Army Captain (Retired) who was imprisoned in the Broadmoor Asylum for the Criminally Insane. Dr. Minor devoted 20 years 
to the project.  §  I was knighted in 1908.  §  I worked on the “Big Dictionary” project until my death in 1915.

Man of mystery #2
I was born in England in 1840, the 
son of a shoemaker.  §  At the age 
of 14, I was indentured to printers 
as a proofreader.  §  At the age of 
16, I apprenticed as a compositor.  §  
For 30 years, I compiled usage and 
typography rules while working at 
various printing houses.  §  In 1893, 
I produced the booklet Rules for 
Compositors and Readers for my 
employees.  §  I decided to publish 
my booklet Rules for Compositors and 
Readers after fi nding copies of it for 
sale in a London bookstall. 

One of my most cherished 
possessions was an overseas 
envelope I received that 
addressed me as “Controller 
of the Universe.”

I was one of the most influential 
printers of the 19th and 20th centuries, 
transforming a certain university 
printing works into the most 
prestigious press in the world.  §  I 
battled depression for 20 years, fi nally 
drowning myself in 1916.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

ENGLISH IS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

Language purists: get ready to rumble!

BY HUGH MACDONALD

Every once in a while, some purist fulminates against the incursion of foreign words corrupting our 
language; sometimes, mention is made about public apathy to this phenomenon. This silly exercise 
obfuscates the essential truth: English is a foreign language. The first sentence of this paragraph, for 

example, contains 12 foreign words.1

Let’s begin with Rome. The Emperor Claudius decided to conquer Britain in 43 CE, and, in short order, 
Latin became the lingua franca2 of the island south of Hadrian’s Wall3 and stayed that way for more than 350 
years. All good things come to an end, though; and in 410 CE the Romans packed up and left Britain: yet 
another stage in their painful disappearing act from the European scene.

Enter the Jutes, Angles, and Saxons, who began a gradual takeover of the island which was more or less complete by 650 CE 
(except, of course, for north of Hadrian’s Wall); Latin largely disappeared from use, except by the Church, which was largely 
becoming Roman as papal missionaries gradually squeezed4 out the less centralized Irish rite. So, at that point, we can assume 
a population with a language that was essentially a mélange of Germanic languages (Angle, Saxon, Jutish) with an underlay of 
older Celtic words from pre-Roman times, and among the educated, possibly a very thin overlay of Latin words from the evolving 
theocratic bureaucracy.

This state of affairs more or less persisted until the late 8th century when the Vikings began annoying large swaths of Europe 
for a period of approximately 300 years. During that time, they succeeded in taking over two chunks of England (Northumbria 
and East Anglia) and introducing yet another overlay of foreign words. Although the Vikings of Northumbria and East Anglia 
were eventually absorbed into English society, the process of “foreignization” continued with a new Viking incursion in 1066.5 
Consequently, English became further Latinized via the French Language.

The process of foreignization didn’t stop with the Frenchified Vikings. The Irish were involved in a perpetual civil war among 
their tribal leaders, and in the 12th century some of the chieftains asked the Anglo Norman kings for help and were summarily 
conquered. Of course, the conquest provided a conduit for a further infiltration of foreign words (e.g., banshee, bard, galore, 
pooka,6 slob, whisky) but the infiltration did not stop with Irish. Scottish words (e.g., bothy, clan, glen, plaid, slogan, sporran, 
trousers) also began to make their way south and continue to do so to this day.

The 12th century also saw the rise of the Hanseatic League (a commercial confederation of German cities), which eventually 
established a trading community in London and sowed a quantity of German words into our already messy verbal gumbo 
(e.g., angst, noodle, wurst).



I Convey, You Convey

Common sense dictates that we
Curtail our credit spending,

And sober judgment states that 
banks

Be cautious in their lending.
Yet times are such that debtors 

flock
About the teller’s wicket,

And twitchy lenders flinchly 
stalk

In every fiscal thicket.
And by and by, or so it seems,
Accrues a common thought:
That creditor and borrower

Are stewing in one pot,
Wherein a mad economist
Stirs up increasing furor

Until the one the other sees
When staring at the mirror; 

And that is when, I estimate,
The whole damn planet will 

absquatulate.
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Beginning in the late 13th century, the 
Renaissance resulted in the spread 
of Italian words throughout Europe, 
and England acquired its share (e.g., 
bordello, caricature, cartoon, villa). The 
Renaissance also saw the revival of 
ancient Greek, which inserted itself into 
many languages, particularly in the field 
of medicine. English acquired its share 
of Greek words, along with a number of 
Arabic words that arrived with the “new 
math” from the Saracen world (e.g., 
admiral, algebra, borax, elixir, sofa, and 
zero7).

Fast forward to the 15th century when 
Portugal became the pre-eminent 
European exploring nation: rediscovering 
the sea route around the southern tip of 
Africa and the navigation lanes to India 
and the Indonesian archipelago. Portugal’s 
early monopoly on the ocean-borne 
spice trade ensured that some Portuguese 
words, such as breeze and mandarin, 
would become English.

Spain also began its period of domination 
in 1492, with the conquest of Granada 
(the last Moorish kingdom of the 
Iberian peninsula) and the dispatching 
of Christopher Columbus to “discover” 
the New World, which the Vikings had 
already known about for some centuries. 
Apart from becoming the superpower 
of the 16th century and England’s 
chief bogeyman of that period, Spain 
contributed many new words to our 
language over the next few centuries: 
guerrilla, hurricane, ranch, and tobacco, 
among others.

Nor should we forget the people of the 
Low Countries who were in constant 
contact with East Anglia over the 
centuries and added some of their 
vocabulary to the English lexicon, such as 
booze, dyke, and freight.

But the next great influx of new words 
came in the 18th century when the East 
India Company conquered the Indian 
subcontinent and established a permanent 

British presence there until 1948. 
From India we get avatar, bungalow, 
catamaran, cushy, guru, juggernaut, 
jute, khaki, and pyjama. Then, of 
course, there’s China, another source 
of words that have become as English 
as bubble and squeak. So the next time 
you meet a purist who says he’s gung-
ho for unadulterated language, just 
smile gently and mutter the following 
Chinese words under your breath: char, 
kowtow, kung fu, shanghai, tea, and 
wok.

I have not even touched on Japanese 
words, North and South American 
Indian words, nor homegrown words; 
there’s just not enough room here. 
But I shall offer my favourite North 
American Indian word: “absquatulate,” 
meaning “to leave suddenly or 
abscond.” It is the only word to inspire 
me to write a poem specifically for it.

So I do not worry about “foreign” 
words. The great strength of English 
is that it simply absorbs them and 
makes them useful. The real danger 
to our language is the ongoing loss of 
precision engendered by advertisers, 
bureaucrats (government, academic, 
and corporate), visual media, and 
politicians. This is where we should be 
concentrating our concern and seeking 
remedy.  

Notes
1. while, purist, fulminates, incursion, 

foreign, words, corrupting, language, 
mention, public, apathy, phenomenon.

2. lingua franca: from Italian. (Switching 
to the fashionable “vehicular language” 
won’t help the purists. “Vehicular” 
is of Latin and French descent, as is 
“language.”)

3. Hadrian’s Wall wasn’t begun until 
about 80 years after Claudius began his 
invasion.

4. squeeze: unknown origin. (Does 
“unknown origin” mean it’s bastard 
English?)

5. i.e., the Normans (William the Conqueror 
and his knights) who were really Vikings 
overlaid with a French veneer. The 
Normans were very busy during the 10th, 
11th, and 12th centuries: taking possession 
of Normandy, seizing Sicily from the 
Saracens, swallowing the Lombard 
principalities of southern Italy, and 
conquering England and Ireland.

6. “Pooka” (from the Irish “puca”) means, 
“a hobgoblin or sprite able to take on the 
form of various animals.” Perhaps the 
most famous pooka of the 20th century 
was Harvey, the invisible rabbit in Mary 
Chase’s play “Harvey.” James Stewart 
played Elwood Dowd, Harvey’s human 
companion in a film version of the play and 
referred to Harvey as a pooka.

7.  Most lay people don’t realize just how 
important “zero” has been to the entire 
structure of science, technology, and 
general culture. Without this “new 
math” from the Saracen world, modern 
mathematics would not exist.

A
ll references to w

ord origins in “E
nglish is a foreign language” are sourced from

 various O
xford Dictionaries.
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Language mavens declare their editorial allegiances

Grab a coffee, lay claim to the comfiest corner of the 
couch, and get ready to pass judgment. West Coast 
Editor’s crack research team spent the summer 
reading its way through stacks of style guides, 
punctuation guides, language references, and memoirs 
and combing its way through multitudes of 
magazines, newspapers, and blogs searching for the 
opinioniest of opposing opinions about grammar, 
style, and punctuation issues.

In the following eight pages you’ll find a sampling 
of our favourite opposing opinions about needless 
words, split infinitives, commas, nouns as verbs, 
nouns as adjectives, and exclamation marks. 

Who’s right? Who’s wrong? On which side of the 
divide do you fall? You decide. Declare yourself.

THE

DIVIDE

GREAT
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“I attach a big asterisk to the ‘Omit 
needless words’ credo from the original 
‘Elements,’ and I roll my eyes at ‘Simple, 
declarative sentences,’ another mantra that many 
chant but few follow. I think writing, in most 
cases, should be writing, not just an owner’s-
manual-style recitation of what you need to 
know. I like a little writing with my writing.” 

Bill Walsh, 2004

THE GREAT DIVIDE: OMIT NEEDLESS WORDS

“Rule 17: Omit needless words. Vigorous 
writing is concise. A sentence should contain no 
unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary 
sentences, for the same reason that a drawing 
should have no unnecessary lines and a machine 
no unnecessary parts. This requires not that the 
writer make all sentences short, or avoid all 
detail and treat subjects only in outline, but that 
every word tell.” 

William Strunk Jr. and EB White, 2000

“Clutter is the disease of American writing. 
We are a society strangling in unnecessary 
words, circular constructions, pompous frills 
and meaningless jargon.” 

William Zinsser, 2006

“In composing, as a general rule, run your 
pen through every other word you have 
written; you have no idea what vigor it will 
give your style.” 

Sidney Smith, 1954

“The UK’s Plain English Campaign [first 
brought] the issue of gobbledegook into 
the public arena. In 1979 the Campaign was 
launched by a ritual shredding of government 
forms in Parliament Square in London. The 
act seemed to touch a nerve. The effect was 
immediate. By 1985 over 21,000 forms had 
been revised, and a further 15,000 withdrawn.” 

David Crystal, 2007
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“The prohibition of [splitting infinitives] was created in 
1762 out of whole cloth by one Robert Lowth, an Anglican 
bishop and self-appointed grammarian. Like Dryden’s 
antiterminal-preposition rule, Lowth’s anti-infinitive-splitting 
injunction is founded on models in the classical tongues.”

Richard Lederer, 2003

“The split infinitive is another trick of rhetoric in which 
the ear must be quicker than the handbook. Some 
infinitives seem to improve on being split, just as a stick of 
round stovewood does.” 

William Strunk Jr. and EB White, 2000

THE GREAT DIVIDE: SPLIT INFINITIVES

“Writers of English have been merrily ‘splitting’ 
infinitives since the 1300s. It was considered perfectly 
acceptable until the mid-nineteenth century, when Latin 
scholars—notably Henry Alford in his book A Plea for the 
Queen’s English—misguidedly called it a crime. (Some 
linguists trace the taboo to the Victorians’ slavish fondness 
for Latin, a language in which you can’t divide an infinitive.) 
This ‘rule’ was popular for half a century, until leading 
grammarians debunked it. But its ghost has proved more 
durable than Freddie Krueger.” 

Patricia T O’Conner, 2003

“The English-speaking world may be divided into (1) those 
who neither know nor care what a split infinitive is; (2) 
those who do not know, but care very much; (3) those who 
know and condemn; (4) those who know and approve; and (5) 
those who know and distinguish.”

HW Fowler, 1965 

“‘Each time I see a split infinitive,’ [Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court Sonia Sotomayor] is on record 
as saying, ‘an inconsistent tense structure or the unnecessary use of the passive voice, I blister.’” 

William Safire, 2009
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“Grammar experts will testify that there is no rule—and 
never has been a rule—against splitting infinitives. 
Somebody somewhere made up this ‘rule’ because infinitives 
were never split in Latin. Of course they weren’t: In Latin, 
infinitives are single words.” 

Bill Walsh, 2000

“The [split-verb] myth originated centuries ago in a thick-
witted analogy to Latin, in which it is impossible to split an 
infinitive because it consists of a single word, like dicere, 
‘to say.’ But in English, infinitives like ‘to go’ and future-
tense forms like ‘will go’ are two words, not one, and there is 
not the slightest reason to interdict adverbs from the position 
between them. 

“Though the ungrammaticality of split verbs is an urban 
legend, it found its way into The Texas Law Review Manual 
on Style, which is the arbiter of usage for many law review 
journals. James Lindgren, a critic of the manual, has found 
that many lawyers have ‘internalized the bogus rule so that 
they actually believe that a split verb should be avoided,’ 
adding, ‘The Invasion of the Body Snatchers has succeeded 
so well that many can no longer distinguish alien speech from 
native speech.’” 

Steven Pinker, 2009

THE GREAT DIVIDE: SPLIT INFINITIVES

“Nothing illustrates the scope for prejudice in English 
better than the issue of the split infinitive. Some people 
feel ridiculously strongly about it. When the British 
Conservative politician Jock Bruce-Gardyne was economic 
secretary to the Treasury in the early 1980s, he returned 
unread any departmental correspondence containing a split 
infinitive … I can think of two very good reasons for not 
splitting an infinitive.

1. Because you feel that the rules of English ought to 
conform to the grammatical precepts of a language that 
died a thousand years ago.

2. Because you wish to cling to a pointless affectation 
of usage that is without the support of any recognized 
authority of the last 200 years, even at the cost of 
composing sentences that are ambiguous, inelegant, and 
patently contorted.”

Bill Bryson, 2001

“The split infinitive is an ugly thing … but it is one among several hundred ugly things.”

HW and FG Fowler, 2003
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THE GREAT DIVIDE: COMMAS

“It is a safe statement that a 
gathering of commas (except 
on certain lawful occasions, 
as in a list) is a suspicious 
circumstance.”

HW and FG Fowler, 2003

“Commas in The New 
Yorker fall with the 
precision of knives in a 
circus act, outlining the 
victim.”

EB White, sometime between 
1927 and 1985 during his 
tenure at The New Yorker.

“The comma is a people person, a 
middleman. It likes to be connected, and to 
make connections. Both divider and connector, 
the comma is schizophrenic.”

Noah Lukeman, 2007
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THE GREAT DIVIDE: COMMAS

“Commas are servile and they have no life of their 
own, and their use is not a use, it is a way of replacing 
one’s own interest and I do decidedly like to like my 
own interest in what I am doing. A comma by helping you 
along holding your coat for you and putting on your shoes 
keeps you from living your life as actively as you should 
lead it and to me for many years and I still do feel that way 
about it only now I do not pay as much attention to them, 
the use of them was positively degrading.”

Gertrude Stein, 1935

“The comma has so many jobs as a ‘separator’ 
(punctuation marks are traditionally either ‘separators’ 
or ‘terminators’) that it tears about on the hillside of 
language, endlessly organising words into sensible 
groups and making them stay put: sorting and dividing; 
circling and herding; and of course darting off with a 
peremptory ‘woof’ to round up any wayward subordinate 
clause that makes a futile bolt for semantic freedom. 
Commas, if you don’t whistle at them to calm down, are 
unstoppably enthusiastic at this job.”

Lynne Truss, 2004

“Nowadays the fashion is against grammatical 
fussiness. A passage peppered with commas—which in 
the past would have indicated painstaking and authoritative 
editorial attention—smacks simply of no backbone. People 
who put in all the commas betray themselves as moral 
weaklings with empty lives and out-of-date reference 
books.”

Lynne Truss, 2004“The commas are the most useful and usable of all the 
stops. It is highly important to put them in place as you 
go along. If you try to come back after doing a paragraph 
and stick them in the various spots that tempt you you 
will discover that they tend to swarm like minnows into 
all sorts of crevices whose existence you hadn’t realized 
and before you know it the whole long sentence becomes 
immobilized and lashed up squirming in commas. Better to 
use them sparingly, and with affection, precisely when the 
need for each one arises, nicely, by itself.”

Lewis Thomas, 1979
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THE GREAT DIVIDE: NOUNS AS VERBS

“Many nouns have lately been pressed into service as 
verbs. Not all are bad, but all are suspect.”

William Strunk Jr. and EB White, 2000

“Many well-meaning people concerned about the state of the 
English language react with horror against any noun that has 
turned into a verb. But part of the genius of English is that 
words can rail-jump from one part of speech to another 
with no apparent change in form … What I want to avoid 
are blanket judgments about all noun-into-verb shifts. 
That’s because all generalizations are bad.”

Richard Lederer, 2003

“In English almost any simple noun may be used as a 
verb without any change whatever in its form, and in 
like manner almost any verb may be used as a noun. Nouns 
are used as adjectives and adjectives as nouns … We wire 
a message, we table a resolution, we foot our way home, 
a hunter trees a bear, a broker bears stock or bulls it, the 
merchant ships his goods, the hypocrite cloaks his sins with 
acted falsehood, the invalid suns himself, the east wind clouds 
the sky. We thus constantly use, and for centuries have used, 
words originally nouns as verbs.”

Richard Grant White, 1877 



   SEPTEMBER 2009 WEST COAST EDITOR     15  

THE GREAT DIVIDE: NOUNS AS ADJECTIVES

“When nouns are press-ganged into service as adjectives, 
we have fratricidal warfare.”

James J Kilpatrick, 1984

“‘What’s happening,’ says Price, [Bruce Price, creative 
director at Word-Wise Advertising] ‘is that nouns are being 
strung end to end in mindless litanies, and the beauty that 
was Samuel Johnson and the brevity that was Oscar Wilde go 
down the drain.’”

James J Kilpatrick, 1984

“As to using nouns as adjectives, we cannot speak of a 
gold watch, an iron bar, a bar-room, a carpet-bag, a 
carpet knight, a brick house, a stone bridge, or a wind-
mill without doing that. It is the commonest conversion 
of parts of speech. We could hardly communicate in 
English without it. And it is not because in the phrases 
‘lady-friend’ and ‘gentleman-friend’ a noun is used as 
an adjective that they are so offensive—at least to some 
people … Indeed, this convertibility of the parts of speech 
is so characteristic of the English language that I found this 
sentence in a London magazine: ‘Here are the whereons to 
make your fortune’—an adverb being used as a noun.” 

Richard Grant White, 1877
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THE GREAT DIVIDE: EXCLAMATION MARKS

“Not to use a mark of exclamation is sometimes wrong: 
How they laughed., instead of How they laughed!, is not 
English.”

HW Fowler, 1965

“Exclamation points are the most irritating of all. Look! 
they say, look at what I just said! How amazing is my 
thought! It is like being forced to watch someone else’s small 
child jumping up and down crazily in the center of the living 
room shouting to attract attention. If a sentence really has 
something of importance to say, something quite remarkable, 
it doesn’t need a mark to point it out.”

Lewis Thomas, 1979

“I never could bring myself to use a question mark, I 
always found it positively revolting, and now very few do 
use it. Exclamation marks have the same difficulty and also 
quotation marks, they are unnecessary, they are ugly, they 
spoil the line of the writing or the printing and anyway what is 
the use, if you do not know that a question is a question what 
is the use of its being a question. The same thing is true of an 
exclamation.”

Gertrude Stein, 1935
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THE GREAT DIVIDE: SOURCES
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UPCOMING EVENTS
EAC 30TH ANNIVERSARY 
CELEBRATION
September 16, 2009

Did you receive your invitation to EAC’s 30th 

anniversary celebration? If not, please consider this 
your invitation to:

Join us around the [metaphorical] fire 
for 

an evening of stories

—the legends, the lore, the lowdown,
from fantastic to fraught to funny—

about 
our peeps, the People of the Word, 

and how it all began, lo, these many years ago.

There will be storytellers on hand, but bring your 
own stories, too. This is everyone’s moment to give 
life and colour to our own oral history! Celebratory 
refreshments—wine as well as sweet and savoury 
snacks—will be served. RSVP to bc@editors.ca 
by Friday, September 11.

Time: 7:00 pm

Cost: Free for members; $10 for non-members; $5 
for students with valid ID

Where: YWCA
535 Hornby Street 
Welch Room, 4th floor
Vancouver

YWCA is located on the west side of Hornby 
Street between Dunsmuir and Pender, one block 
northeast of the Burrard SkyTrain Station. Parking 
is available across the street for $5.00 after 
6:00 pm. Street parking is also available.

5TH ANNUAL NATIONAL 
PUNCTUATION DAY
September 24, 2009

Take a moment on September 24 to salute all things 
punctuation related. This US holiday was founded 
in 2004 by former newspaperman Jeff Rubin (aka 
the Punctuation Man) to remind American school 

children and business people that the “semicolon is 
not a surgical procedure” and that poor punctuation 
can cost businesses millions of dollars. National 
Punctuation Day is celebrated in schools across the 
US. 

WCE dares to ask: why doesn’t Canada celebrate 
this important holiday as well? 

Information: www.nationalpunctuationday.com

THE WORD ON THE STREET
September 27, 2009

The Word on the Street is back for its 15th year in 
Vancouver with a full day of author events, exhibits, 
and performances. EAC-BC will be at the Exhibitor 
Marketplace, represented by members of our PR 
Committee. 

Time: 11:00 am–5:00 pm

Where: Library Square 
350 West Georgia Street
Vancouver

Cost: Free

Information: www.thewordonthestreet.ca/wots
/vancouver and bcpr@editors.ca

2009 VANCOUVER INTERNATIONAL 
WRITERS & READERS’ FESTIVAL
October 18–25, 2009

Each year, the Vancouver International Writers & 
Readers’ Festival attracts internationally acclaimed 
and yet-to-be discovered writers to Granville Island. 

However, the festival could not happen without 
the help of volunteers. Can you help? Go to the 
festival’s website and fill out an online registration 
form.

Where: Granville Island 
Vancouver

Volunteer registration: www.writersfest.bc.ca
/community/volunteerreg

EAC-BC SPEAKER SESSION: 
CHANGES AHEAD—HOW REVISED 
PROFESSIONAL EDITORIAL 
STANDARDS WILL AFFECT 
CERTIFICATION
October 21, 2009

Guest Speaker:  Barbara Tomlin

Between 2010 and 2012, EAC will adapt its 
certification program to reflect new professional 
editorial standards that come into effect on 
January 1, 2010. Barbara Tomlin, Chair of EAC’s 
Certification Steering Committee, will discuss 
these changes and how they might affect earning a 
certification credential.

Barbara Tomlin writes, edits, copy edits, and 
proofreads a range of print and electronic material 
for a variety of clients, including book and 
magazine publishers, non-profit societies, and 
government. She is a founding partner of West 
Coast Editorial Associates and has been a course 
developer and instructor for SFU’s Writing and 
Publishing Program for more than 20 years.

We will draw for a door prize at the end of the 
evening. The winner will receive free admission to 
one EAC-BC seminar.

Time: 7:30 pm

Cost: Free for members; $10 for non-members; $5 
for students with valid ID

Where: YWCA
535 Hornby Street 
Welch Room, 4th floor
Vancouver

YWCA is located on the west side of Hornby 
Street between Dunsmuir and Pender, one block 
northeast of the Burrard SkyTrain Station. Parking 
is available across the street for $5.00 after 
6:00 pm. Street parking is also available.

Information: www.editors.ca/branches/bc
/meetings.html or bcprograms@editors.ca

SURREY INTERNATIONAL WRITERS’ 
CONFERENCE
October 23–25, 2009, 
Master classes on October 22

The Surrey International Writers’ Conference 
attracts authors, editors, and agents from across 
North America. This year, the editors will include 
several EAC-BC members, who will be providing 
editorial advice to eligible writers at the popular 
editor/agent/producer interviews.

Where: Sheraton Vancouver Guildford Hotel
Surrey

Information: www.siwc.ca
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EVENT REVIEWS
EAC-BC SPEAKER SESSION: EDITORS’ 
CAFÉ AND EAC-BC ELECTIONS
May 20, 2009

Reviewer: Helen Clay

For the fi nal Branch meeting of EAC-BC’s 2008–
2009 year, Miro Kinch and Kirstie Laird artfully 
transformed the meeting room into a relaxed 
Editors’ Café, arranging the tables with flowers, 
cookies, fruit, and sunshine.

Past Chair Daphne Sams began the evening with the 
elections for new branch executives and committee 
volunteers. The good news for those of you who 
missed the elections is that there are still some 
positions to be fi lled. Volunteering is an excellent 
way to develop your skills, work with other editing 
professionals to give a little back to your local 
branch, and have fun too! Contact returning EAC-
BC Chair Karen Reppin to fi nd out more about 
available positions.

Outgoing Programs Co-chairs Peter Moskos and 
Gary Lund coordinated the second part of the 
evening, offering an excellent series of challenging 
and thought-provoking editorial dilemmas for 
discussion. Topics covered included plagiarism, 
poor quality photos, disagreements with authors, 
over-quoting on a job, version control, translation 
issues, and quoting an unsophisticated interviewee.

Each dilemma gave rise to lively debate and an 
interesting range of opinions and solutions. Many 
solutions rested upon the effective use of good 
communication—flagging up a problem when it 
fi rst occurs, in a diplomatic yet comprehensive 
manner. Negotiation skills are necessary, for 
example, to get more time to repair an error or 
rush a job at the printers. Keeping the focus on the 
audience and clarity of language also diffuses tricky 
situations. And fi nally, prevention being better 
than cure, all agreed that defi ned goals and a clear 
contract are essential tools in avoiding diffi cult 
dilemmas.

EAC-BC SEMINAR: PUNCTUATION 
AND MECHANICS
May 30, 2009

Speaker: Frances Peck
Reviewer: Helen Clay

Punctuation. It’s not the fi rst thing that springs to 
mind, when you’re looking for something fun to do 
on a Saturday morning in May. Fortunately, EAC is 
blessed with our very own Lynne Truss, in the form 
of Frances Peck, editor and teacher extraordinaire. 
Frances skilfully led this one-day workshop, 
blending her precise knowledge with welcome 
dashes of humour, to serve up an informative and 
highly enjoyable day.

Participants were from a range of editing 
backgrounds, both freelance and in-house, 
working in publishing, newspapers, professional 

associations, academia, and the corporate world. 
Frances gave us ample opportunities to discuss 
work challenges, such as defending editing 
decisions to unenlightened colleagues. We also 
enjoyed the “group therapy” aspect that comes from 
being in a safe environment where it’s okay to get 
worked up about semicolons!

Frances steered us through the “treacherous waters 
of hyphen usage,” assuaging our full-time fears 
about tax-free, self-propelled compound modifi ers. 
Frances’ top tips? Keep a style guide and dictionary 
to hand, and remember that hyphens are there to 
help readers understand compound structures: 
always focus on clarity.

Rule 1 of quotation marks caused pain to our British 
Columbian hearts: commas and periods always 
go inside the quotation marks. (Frances patiently 
explained this uncomfortable rule, later admitting, 
“Back east, this part takes me fi ve minutes!”)

Frances also covered the exuberant em-dash and 
the sedate colon, distinguished between necessary 
and superfluous commas, dealt with those pesky 
apostrophes, and gently walked us through the 
veritable minefi eld of punctuation and bullet points. 
Remember, she told us, when dealing with bulleted 
lists, there are no rules, only conventions; think 
about your audience and focus on consistency.

We left at the end of the day happily sated, with a 
clear and useful handout and a renewed love for all 
things dotted, dashed, and squiggly.

NOW YOU KNOW
GLOBAL ENGLISH REACHES 
MILESTONE
Did you hear? According to the Texas-based 
company Global Language Monitor, English reached 
the one-million word threshold on June 10, 2009, 
at 10:22 am GMT. The identity of the one-millionth 
word? Web 2.0.

Source: www.languagemonitor.com

THE TECHNICAL TERM FOR 
OUTPOUCHING
“The technical term for the outpouching caused 
by hanging a garment on a hook is a ‘pook’. Some 
dictionaries have been slow to include the word.”

Source: Lee Valley Hardware Catalog, 2008–2009

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
WEST COAST EDITOR SEEKS STORIES
West Coast Editor is accepting submissions 
for fall 2009. Please contact Cheryl Hannah at 
channah@editors.ca to discuss your ideas.

Winter 2009: 3rd Annual Holiday Gift Guide
Deadline for submissions: October 7, 2009
Word count: 250–750 words
Photos: TIFFs preferred (300 dpi)

We’re looking for “gift featurettes” focusing on the 
personality of the recipient, the gift you’ve chosen, 
and an explanation of why your chosen gift is such a 
perfect fi t. Please include “where to buy” information 
and a photo of the gift.

Answers to Literary Men of Mystery Quiz (page 5)

Man of mystery #1 = Peter Mark Roget, author of Roget’s Thesaurus. Roget’s lifelong enthusiasm for 
systematizing knowledge led to the creation of his classic reference work of English words. 

Source of clues: Peter Mark Roget: The Man Who Became a Book, Nick Rennison, 2007

Man of mystery #2 = Horace Henry Hart, author of Hart’s Rules, a handbook of usage and typography rules. 
Over the course of 100 years (and 39 editions), Hart’s Rules grew to be a well-respected work of editing and 
typesetting guidelines. It was modernized in 2002 and renamed the Oxford Guide to Style; but in 2005, Hart’s 
name was returned to its rightful place on the front cover.

Sources of clues: New Hart’s Rules: The Handbook of Style for Writers and Editors, Oxford University Press, 
2005; “A Word from Robert Ritter,” Robert Ritter, www.askoxford.com/worldofwords/wordfrom/hart/?view, 
accessed May 6, 2009; “Biography & Accomplishments: Horace Hart,” Robert Ritter, www.ritter.org.uk
/H&C/H_edns/Hart_bio.html, accessed May 6, 2009

Man of mystery #3 = James Augustus Henry Murray, editor of what is now known as the Oxford English 
Dictionary. Although Murray died in 1915, his dictionary took an additional 13 years to complete. It was 
fi nally published in 1928 under the name the New English Dictionary. It did not become known as the Oxford 
English Dictionary until 1933. 

Source of clues: The Surgeon of Crowthorne: A Tale of Murder, Madness and the Love of Words, Simon 
Winchester, 1998
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