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‘A book may be amusing with numerous errors, or it may be very dull without a single absurdity.’

Publisher’s advertisement for Oliver Goldsmith’s
1766 novel The Vicar of Wakefield

‘Every time you make a typo, the errorists win.’

Facebook slogan


About the Author

Drummond Moir grew up in Edinburgh and studied at St Anne’s College, Oxford and Daiichi Keizai University in Fukuoka, Japan. He has worked in publishing since 2006 and is currently Editorial Director at Sceptre. His favourite typo appears here of this book.


Note to the reader

All typos in this book are intentional.

Any typos made by the compiling editor are also intentional, and are there purely for comic effect.

If during the course of reading this book you think you spot a typo, you haven’t. If you think you might have spotted one all the same, you haven’t.

No typos will be corrected for future editions.


Editor’s Introduction

During work experience at one of London’s most prestigious publishing houses, my first task was to check the uncorrected proofs of a thousand-page biography of Kingsley Amis. Full of zeal and armed with my degree in English Language and Literature, I’d resolved to keep a list of any word I came across that I didn’t know, in order to become as literate, and literary, as possible.

Somewhere around page 600 I came across ‘oppobrium’. What, I wondered, could this mean? Trembling with excitement at the idea of expanding my modest vocabulary, I reached for my trusty Oxford English Dictionary.

Only ‘oppobrium’ isn’t a word. ‘Opprobrium’ is a word, but ‘oppobrium’ manifestly is not. I checked it, checked it again, and resolved to mark it up in blue pen (which denotes a publisher’s, rather than typesetter’s, error), trying (but failing) to use the correct proofreading symbol. When asked the next morning how I was getting on, I replied casually that I’d finished the book, and loved it. But, I hope they didn’t mind, I spotted a typo.

You caught a typo while speed-reading a thousand-page tome? In the midst of 300,000 words about one of the geniuses of English letters, you picked up a missing ‘r’ in a cumbersome, awkward, skim-it-it’s-too-clever-for-mere-mortals word? They looked at me like I was Rain Man. I was offered a job shortly after, and at the back of my mind this entirely fluky observation (the result of ignorance, of course, rather than wisdom) is what made all the difference.

Having worked in publishing for a few years, though, I now realise this is nonsense. How wise I felt, spotting that typo, but how utterly banal it must have seemed. There are typos everywhere: in legal documents, medical reports, Bibles, NASA calculations and government papers. Typos have caused immense embarrassment and obscenity, provoked lawsuits, scuppered careers, caused offence, cost millions of pounds, dollars and pesos, shamed paragons of virtue and – I don’t have an example, but I bet it’s true – ended marriages.

Because we all make mistakes. No matter which field of human endeavour, regardless of how meticulous we are, how many times we check, what systems we have in place to catch the inevitable howler: every now and then we make a mistake. I know this from painful, painful experience. Show me a typo in a book I’ve edited or published, a blurb I’ve sent to an author, a letter I’ve painstakingly composed or a note I’ve scrawled to remind me to do something, and I will feel like you’ve taken my first-born. I will be heartbroken, crestfallen, consumed with self-pity and utterly, utterly furious. Because there is nothing more crushing, more bruising, more humiliating, more mortifying or more upsetting – to an editor, at least – than a typo.

Thankfully though (deep breath), it’s usually not life or death. When soldiers, doctors, politicians, bomb disposal squads and hostage negotiators make mistakes, people actually die. (Though typos in these realms can also be rather dangerous – imagine, if you will, a letter from your doctor asking you to exorcise rather than exercise, recommending that you rust rather than rest, or imploring you to die rather than diet.) When authors, publishers, journalists and other esteemed members of the literati strive to write flawless, orthographically perfect prose it can often feel like the most important thing in the world . . .

But let’s face it, it probably isn’t.

So here is a selection of typos which, like any typo of any kind, should never have happened, cannot be excused, and must not in any way be glorified. But they happened, so we might as well enjoy them.1
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Marketing slogan for a greeting card company. You couldn’t make it up . . .
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To Be or To Be

Typos in Literature
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The title of this chapter, ‘To be or to be’, a bastardisation of one of the most famous sentences in the English language, comes from a new edition of Shakespeare’s Hamlet published some years ago. Six professional proofreaders failed to catch the mistake, which received national publicity.


‘I am certain of one thing. Whatever may come between us – and wherever he may be on earth – Arthur will always remember that I love ham.’

The Parting, Millicent Hemming

My love she’s handsome, my love she’s boney.

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce

‘Barney’, by Rudge – $1.50

New York publisher’s advertisement for Charles Dickens’
fifth novel, late nineteenth century



[image: Image Missing]After being moved to tears by the sheer scale of CERN’s particle accelerator, the Large Hadron Collider, Richard Dawkins attempted to express his awe in his new book. But in what he described as ‘an unfortunate misprint’, the object of his affection came out as ‘The Large Hardon Collider’.



MY FAVOURITE TYPO



Catriona McPherson, novelist

‘I once found the following typo while editing one of my Dandy Gilver mysteries. The context is that Dandy (a respectable, gently born sleuth from the 1920s) hears the door of an adjacent room slam. I meant to have “I opened my own a crack and put my eye to it” . . . only I’d missed out the word “a”. I’m ashamed to tell you how long I laughed for.’




He was disfigured. As long as I can remember, he has had a car on his face.

Short story

Ted could not raise the cash necessary to purchase a house, and eventually in desperation he had to burrow.

The Price of Love, Rosemary Jeans



[image: Image Missing]The poet Alfred Noyes (1880–1958) once wrote a lovely elegy for a soldier who lay dead in a distant war. The poem depicted a family dreaming of the homecoming of their soldier, while ‘All night he lies beneath the stars / And dreams no more out there.’ When the Irish Times printed the poem, it became ‘All night he lies beneath the stairs . . .’


He could see hills on the horizon. The hills were dark yellow and black. Past the hills, he guessed, was the dessert.

2666, Roberto Bolaño

He stiffened for a moment but then she felt his muscles loosen as he shitted on the ground.

Baby, I’m Yours, Susan Andersen

The doctor smiled reassuringly at the worried mother and patted her little bot on the cheek.

Prescription for Love, Josephine Lawrence






MY FAVOURITE TYPO



 

Erica Wagner, Literary Editor, The Times, London

‘When I first came to The Times, sixteen years ago (!), our reviewers would post in their copy, or, if they were really technologically advanced, fax it. I would then write a catchline on top of the piece, and put it in a tray to go down to the copytakers, who would swiftly and efficiently type it into our creaky Atex system. Peter Ackroyd reviewed a biography of George Bernard Shaw for me in those olden days, in which he referred to GBS as ‘the man in the Jaeger suit’. It came back from the copytakers as ‘the man in the jaguar suit’ – an image of GBS I have always loved . . .’



Later that same evening after a vain search all around the village, Mary found the dog dead in the garden. She curried the body indoors.

Life in Barnsthorpe, Patricia Cox
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