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 HEADLINES


















1 
Headlines: The Prime Seller of Newspapers and the Copy Editors Who Write Them


Headlines not only sell newspapers—and move readers straight through the contents and advertising—but also may subliminally convince thousands of “headline readers.” Headlines rivet our attention, especially the ones above the “fold” on the newsstands, because street sales still play a large role in a newspaper’s survival. When critics cry that publishers are “just out to sell papers,” they’re absolutely correct. This has been the reality of the business since the first gazette, Acta Diurna, was hawked around the Roman Empire from 59 B.C. to A.D. 222.1 Who is not riveted by the Page-1 banner “head” that screams:





272 die in plane crash


Or enraged when the sports page ridicules the home team’s valiant, but vain, efforts:





Wildcats defanged 48–3


Many perceive that head writing must be fun when they see this famous “winner” crafted by a master for an otherwise ho-hum story about two New York detectives named Jack who raided what then was called a “sporting palace”:





Pair of Jacks take full house
 

Or some may appreciate the whimsical spin over a hard-news item about disgruntled homeowners winning an injunction against an architect building a cubist-type house in their Georgian-styled neighborhood:





Squares win angle on cube
 





What Kind of People Work on the “Desk”?


Admittedly, copy editors take an elitist’s pride in the ancient craft of fixing and polishing writing, in being the guardians of language and facts. They are the descendants of the medieval world’s powerful scribes and “Renaissance-world” types. These men and women usually constitute the brightest, wisest, wittiest watchdogs in a newsroom. Those who are “called” tend to be the older members of a staff because all the knowledge that is packed into their heads— trivia to major events—takes years to amass. The resulting headlines empty out newsstands and keep circulation clerks busy enrolling subscribers, which, in turn, attracts advertisers. In other words, headline writers have played a major role in keeping other newspaper employees out of the breadlines for nearly 200 years.


You are about to learn the basics of a copy editor’s skills. If you like this side of newspaper life, you’re eligible for copydesks on the nation’s major dailies or fast-growing weeklies, where you’ll sit with a newspaper’s “brain trust.” Their global knowledge will stagger you, as will their common sense and incisive news judgment on deadline. You’ll also learn why computers have yet to replace them.


Many copy editors come from the ranks of English teachers and professors. Yet few of the thousands in the classroom have ever had a greater mission vis-à-vis preserving the magnificence of the English language than these “green-eyeshade” sentinels.2 Nor have teachers faced the high-speed, practical application of preserving rules about grammar, spelling, and mechanics. Most have never felt the hourly lash of the presses or endured the daily duty to accuracy and the threat of million-dollar libel suits. Nor have they or the self-appointed language specialists ever been forced to ensure that the quarterly profits continue.


Such is copy editors’ passionate love affair with words that some do crossword puzzles (and in ink) between editions. Most would draw the line at playing Scrabble, once a tradition for LIFE magazine’s lively collection of world-class copy editors. That would require play, a pastime almost nonexistent among those with daily deadlines of two or three editions. Crosswords are permissible, however.


A copy editor does not have to climb the reportorial ladder before graduating to the desk. Barbara Taylor, the late deputy managing editor of news at the Washington Times, a veteran copy editor, once reminded university students that her only reportorial stint was a summer spent on a small paper.3 Nor does a candidate have to be just out of college, because many copy editors are thirty-something or older. But so exacting are the demands of knowing the language and newspapering that job candidates rarely wander in off the street to argue that they can learn on the job. Previous desk experience used to result in an instant hiring for a shorthanded desk. One woman with previous experience recalls being hired immediately on a major eastern daily just by telephoning the copy chief to ask if they needed an extra hand on the “rim.”4 Today, however, even veteran copy editors seeking employment may be confronted with a fierce copyediting test at papers like The New York Times.


Time was when copy editors also served as “rewrite” staffers, instantly crafting superb stories from data phoned in by harassed reporters (“leg men”) covering some major disaster or exposé.


“Gimme rewrite!!” was the command bellowed over the telephone from those out covering beats or unmasking sleaze at city hall. New York’s terrible Triangle Waist fire (146 died) was covered that way by reporters who, like the United Press’s William Gunn Shepherd, tied up telephones across the street from that 10-story building to call in the story despite the gruesome sight of over 50 workers, hair and clothes afire, jumping to their deaths from its top three floors.5 Copy editors on the other end of the call pulled the facts into a story, tossing each “take” (one page) to a copyboy who rushed it down to the compositors for an “Extra.” Reporters might have resented sharing bylines with these laconic writing partners, but grudgingly accepted the axiom that without their efforts, scoops would be nonexistent.


Pulitzer Prizes have never been given for copy editing, but those who do win them usually recognize that the desk had a hand in attaining that or other distinguished reporting awards. At the Washington (D.C.) Evening Star, which had five Pulitzer holders in residence, a winner like Miriam Ottenberg was beloved by copy editors because she usually stopped to thank the staff for its “fixes and polish” on her daily output—and even for the headlines.


Copy editors not only catch errors in fact as well as those involving grammar, spelling, and mechanics, but they also reshape poor writing and reorganize stories. In the last two decades, papers that can afford it have hired “writing coaches” like a Jim Stasiowski or a Pulitzer winner like Jon Franklin to teach the deficient how to sharpen copy or to seek other careers, thus alleviating the time, effort, and frustrations of copy editors processing their marginal work. But most papers don’t have that luxury. It is the copy editor who still serves as the unpaid curmudgeonly coach.


Copy editing is no career for those craving bylines, Pulitzers, or the seemingly adventurous life of a foreign correspondent. Copy editors are unsung, seemingly invisible, and usually unappreciated despite their day-to-day cosmeticizing and “catches” on the mistakes of even the most distinguished syndicated columnists and respected local reporters. The awesome Winston Churchill, Britain’s famed wartime prime minister and a renowned writer, was taken aback when one of his “facts” was challenged by a LIFE magazine staffer. But he was humble enough to fix the error—and to thank the surprised, sharp-eyed woman on the other end of a transatlantic call.


That kind of stellar “catch” and response is thrilling, but so is preventing a potential libel suit. The daily reward for generations of copy editors has been knowing that their headlines, not the stories underpinning them, have heralded the nation’s monumental events. Their headlines may be depicted in journalism history books or may decorate the walls of countless journalism classrooms. It’s entirely possible that one day a headline of yours, dashed off on a tight deadline, might join the multidecked6 classics of the last century such as the following:





OUR GREAT LOSS
 

_____________


Death of President Lincoln.


_____________


The Songs of Victory Drowned in Sorrow.
 

_____________


CLOSING SCENES OF A NOBLE LIFE.


_____________


The Great Sorrow of an Afflicted Nation.
 

_____________


Party Differences Forgotten in Public Grief.
 

_____________


Vice-President Johnson Inaugurated as Chief Executive.


_____________


MR. SEWARD WILL RECOVER.
 

_____________


John Wilkes Booth Believed to Be the Assassin.


_____________


Manifestations of the People Throughout the Country.


(The New York Times, April 16, 1865)





Today’s newspapers undoubtedly would have emblazoned stories about the Titanic sinking in two-inch bold letters. But in 1912, The New York Times was as opposed to sensationalism as it is today, despite raucous rivals like Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal, which dwarfed the Times’s circulation. Carl Van Anda, a cold-eyed genius of a managing editor, commanded a copydesk crew well trained in his incisive and encyclopedic approach to handling epic news on deadline for extras. Catastrophes on the doorstep were the June 15, 1904, sinking of the General Slocum with a loss of 1,030 lives right on the East River7 or the Triangle Waist fire of March 26, 1911, just a few blocks away. The copy editor assigned to write the Page-1 head for the Titanic story struggled with the same kind of distinctive head order that confronted his counterpart 50 years later when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas.


Faced with presses ready to roll on what was to become one of the stories of the century, the unflappable deskman coolly took the order of a seven-column, three-line headline. Van Anda also wanted a complete sentence in each line. Further, the “count” was “eaten up” by italics, all-caps, and each line had to be successively indented (a stepline)8 on both left and right ends by an “en.”


It was a staggering assignment for a copy editor of any era. But in an edition still considered to be Van Anda’s—and the Times’s— greatest achievement, the deskman composed a masterpiece yet to be surpassed:




TITANIC SINKS FOUR HOURS AFTER HITTING ICEBERG; 866 RESCUED BY CARPATHIA, PROBABLY 1250 PERISH; ISMAY SAFE, MRS. ASTOR MAYBE, NOTED NAMES MISSING


(The New York Times, April 12, 1912)





His successors continue to work at achieving that impact for every earthshaking event.


What copy editor, even today, wouldn’t have loved crafting headlines for these two historic stories?







‘The Eagle Has Landed’— 
Two Men Walk on the Moon9
 

(The Washington Post, July 21, 1969)
 








Impeached





Lake Charles, La., American Press 
 San Jose Mercury News Albuquerque Journal


The Arizona RepublicThe San Diego Union-Tribune 


The Plain DealerThe Sunday Oregonian
 

(The Detroit News and Free Press, December 20, 1998)









A Career That Lasts Beyond Retirement


Hunched before computers or hard copy, copy editors constitute a kind of closed society in the newsroom, one able to applaud their colleagues on the rim, a rarity in the competitive and jealous writing business. Few lose their touch, even beyond age 80. Once you are accepted into that fraternity, the spirit of the desk, unlike reporting, is so strong that it endures through serious ailments and often past retirement.


Slots might humble rim regulars or interns, but they usually turn marshmallow-hearted when alumni beg to “take a sit” for free just to handle “fillers.”10 One vile-tempered slot for an Oregon daily always made room on one end of the rim for a razor-sharp octogenarian and, on the other end, for an ailing, once famous journalist who was willingly “carried” by the staff. He had paid his dues to the profession. To some rookies, such deeds may look like wasteful charity, but most note the unforgettable and heartening lesson that the day may come when the desk will look after them too.


The computer age and recent demands that copy editors take on the extra full-time job of page design have tightened those collegial bonds. Makeup used to be part of a managing editor’s many responsibilities, yet on many newspapers copy editors are now asked to handle editing’s overwhelming demands and then take on the equally heavy tasks of page design and pagination (pouring stories and headlines into the newsholes). The revolt of copy editors on major dailies has been apparent to even casual readers: unintelligible headlines, increasing numbers of typographical and factual errors, as well as near-libelous mistakes, and repeating stories in the same section. Another sign is captions being lifted verbatim from text.


A strong indication that the revolt has been effective is the trend of hiring full-time, highly paid paginators—designers or “creative directors”—positions that were nonexistent a decade ago.11 You still would be well advised to master a page-design program such as QuarkXPress, especially if you’re going to join a weekly or community newspaper.


So copy editing never will be a vanishing career. Aside from the high salaries,12 the lure of the desk lies in producing one of the best-edited papers in the nation, in readers emptying newsstands within a few minutes, in basking in the sunlight of words, and in being privy to news before anyone else in town. Unlike reporters, copy editors don’t have to brave the elements of rain, blizzards, or 100- degree weather. They’re warm in winter, air-conditioned in summer, and close to the coffeepot. A few copy editors are honest enough to blurt out, however, that one of the main attractions has always been the fun of writing heads. After you do a few, you probably will feel the same way.


Another advantage of this career is genuine praise about headlines from rim mates.


Copy editors are great, if taciturn, cheerleaders of colleague genius under deadline. They are also the first to shudder empathetically when a peer’s error slips into the paper. Their accolades for “a good one”—even from a rival across town, in another city, or across the nation—usually are manifested in sharing it around the desk. Sometimes they’ll get an e-mail or a call from present and former copy editors. “Good ones” also get sent to newspaper monthlies or magazines like Quill or columns like “Winners & Sinners” to be savored around the nation by the fraternity. Many “good ones” are carefully filed away, to turn up as classics in copy-editing textbooks.


As for the authors, their proudest moments come at newspaper conventions when their work is adjudged “Headline of the Year” and is flashed on a big screen to admiring gasps if the “good one” is serious or to whoops of laughter if it is clever. The long round of applause is perhaps the only genuine response ever given them by the newspaper profession. But they learned long ago to applaud themselves, so their audience never really goes away.


Few copy editors ever forget their “personal best” headlines and are able to quote them verbatim, including the line breaks, decades later. The highest compliment of all is inclusion in a textbook like the “Pair of Jacks” headline quoted at the start of this chapter. That’s as close to the only immortality possible in the newspaper business. Top contenders keep coming, like this recent one concerning the British stamp series commemorating Henry VIII’s six wives, failures all at producing heirs for him:





After 500 years,Tudors
 

 produce mail issue


(Lake Charles, La., American Press)












2 
Headlines: The Door to Copy-Editing Mastery


Many copy editors and writing coaches have recognized that headline writing might well be the fastest, most easily retained, and most effective method of teaching copy-editing skills: grammar, mechanics, spelling, libel, the newspaper’s taboos, and special ways of presenting news (“style”) suited to a town. Headline writing, in other words, is seen as a shortcut to learning how to edit copy. You may have tuned out well-meaning language-arts instructors from the first grade to the twelfth when they were teaching parsing and punctuation. But if you ever have to apply those precepts to a newspaper at a mind-boggling clip, you could become even more expert than they are about composition.


Your copydesk trainer will not be Miss Kindly whose positive corrections indicated you had a future in writing. It is more likely to be someone who has inherited the fearsome Carr Van Anda “death ray”1 and is implacably tied to the belief that the fastest, most effective way to train you is with the negative approach.


For instance, after a few days’ grace period, you may receive a mild reproach on the privacy of your computer screen. This may escalate to a humiliating public inventory of your shortcomings if you appear unteachable and unreachable. Few interns have forgotten stinging rebukes like: “Don’t they teach active voice at your college?” Or “12 percent of the city budget does not come to $12 million!” Or, if you let sentences slip past you like: “Born in Hoboken, he became president of Lancaster Electric Co.,” you may get an unforgettable lesson about non sequiturs from a bellowing “teacher”

 like the following one: “Born in Savannah, the slot killed a greenhorn who passed a non sequitur!!”2


Lessons in libel might come with the chilling comment: “The last time ‘alleged’ was used in a head, it cost the paper $500,000.” Snide remarks or savage scoldings are hard on the ego until you realize that if the slot hasn’t recommended transferring you to other departments, you are viewed as a promising lifetime candidate for the “desk.”






It’s Your Turn to Write a Headline


Let’s practice writing a headline involving a humorous wire service story. The only rules applied at this early stage are that your head must (1) match the story’s mood and (2) contain two lines with a maximum of 20 characters (letters, numbers, spaces, punctuation) and a minimum of 15.


The only other guideline—the bedrock of masterly head writing—is that you write a short sentence summing up the story and then delete the extra words—like a telegram. These words are rarely used in hard-news headlines. Grammarians call them articles (the, a, an) and conjunctions (and, or, nor, yet, but, for, etc.). Here’s the story:




BATON ROUGE (AP)—Two Baton Rouge area men accused of stealing a car with no forward gears were nabbed after backing past a police station on the way to a service station, police said.


“I’ve seen it portrayed on TV and in the movies before, but this is the first true-to-life backward driving experience I’ve come across,” said Cpl. Keith Cavell, a spokesperson for Baton Rouge police.


Officer Larry Lewis said he’d just pulled into the Fourth District parking lot when he saw Daniel Smith, 27, of Zachary, and Louis Reed, 27, of Baton Rouge, backing by.


“I saw this big green Impala backing southbound at about 30 miles per hour,” Lewis said. “It attracted my attention—I mean, everybody was looking at it.”


The 29-year-old car had no forward gears and had been reported stolen, said Cavell.


“We don’t know how many miles they had traveled in their backward ploy, but we felt confident that, should they have continued, they would have been caught,” Cavell said.


“He was just aimed back looking over his shoulder, and I mean he was getting it,” he said. “And his passenger was just sitting there like it was an everyday thing for him.”


Though proficient at driving in reverse, Smith was booked with improper backing, driving with a suspended driver’s license, and possessing a stolen vehicle. Records also showed a bench warrant issued by Family Court.





The headline you just wrote is for a feature story. Most of the time, the stories are of the hard-news variety like the two examples below from the “cop” beat:





Cops arrest 3 men       8 Vancouver fires
 

in Halsey shooting       set off FBI Probe 


on serial arsonist







Now it’s your turn to try writing a headline for a hard-news story, this one shown below. Just stick to what happened. Not the implications about state laws or what the woman told police (she may change her story or it may turn out to be a murder plot). Because many libel suits stem from items off the police report, copy editors handle both stories and headlines with caution. Be vigilant. Be especially careful not to “try a case in the newspaper” with your headline when you sum up this story of what happened at the mall. So don’t label the dead as a “car jacker” or assume what she said was true. The facts are that a man was shot dead in a mall lot and no charges have been filed yet.


The “head order” is two lines, each with a maximum count of 15 characters and a minimum of  13. For this headline, set yourself a 20-minute deadline and turn on the radio or television to experience the pace and the distractive atmosphere of a noisy newsroom:




A local man became the first shooting fatality under Louisiana’s new law permitting victims to shoot to kill anyone attempting a car jacking.


Police reported that Louis B. Thibodeaux, 23, of the 1800 block of Giovanni St., died instantly Thursday morning in the Section B parking lot of Prien Lake mall from shots fired by Valerie A. Broussard, 34, of New Orleans. She told police Thibodeaux demanded her keys at knife point when she attempted to step from her car. She admitted opening her purse, extracting a pistol and shooting him four times at close range. Charges are still expected to be filed, according to Police Chief Myron Sonnier and District Attorney Duval Robichoux.






A Gallery of Classic Headline Gaffes
 

After finishing the two headlines, you may have a sense of whether the copydesk is a career for you. Headline writing is addictive and enjoyable. Some fall under the spell of the “desk” because of the hilarity of headline bloopers. Embarrassing gaffes once were confined to a local readership or unveiled at state newspaper conferences or in a column called “Winners and Sinners.” But today’s bloopers travel at the speed of light along the Internet to convulse talk-show audiences on national television.


Gaffes are humbling. In the days when backshop “makeup men” locked metal type into chases at a breakneck clip, copy editors truly were innocent of committing the countless errors that triggered sniggers around town. An Oregon weekly, for example, once combined an obituary’s banner head with a deck destined for the food page, a juxtapositional gem still memorable to area copy editors:





Salem man dies in East
 

Nuts, cream added for flavor





Because you too could err one day, an attitude you’d be wise to cultivate is extending charitable thoughts to all the red-faced copy editors responsible for the famed bloopers that follow.


Most have been grateful for the desk’s protective cloak of anonymity; time has mercifully obliterated the erring newspapers’ identities:








	Iraqi head
	Stolen painting

	New state school




	seeks arms
	found by tree

	plan gets pubic

 


	Council schedules
	Gov. Mondale hits

	examination

 


	March 12 meeting 	Hart with Chrysler

	Cemetery gets




	on incinerator 	Enraged cow injures

	praise from former




	Oklahoman hit by 	farmer with axe

	resident




	auto riding on 	Dealers will hear

	Family gathers for




	motorcycle 	car talk at noon

	mother’s shower







Some headlines are inane because they state what is patently obvious:






	Strike, if not settled quickly, 	Plane too close to ground,




	may last awhile 	crash investigators told




	Teenage girls often have 	Alcohol ads scored for




	babies fathered by men
	pushing drinking




	Low wages said key to poverty
	Rotary speaker: ‘Boys and

 


	Scientists see quakes in 	girls of today are the men




	L.A. future
	and women of tomorrow’












Serious Stories = Serious Headlines
 

Be alert to the potential land mines awaiting the careless or fatigued that bring on a libel suit. Begin to practice the copydesk’s safety slogan: When in Doubt, Leave It Out. A full treatment of words that may trigger legal action is found in Chapter 22 on libel suits and accuracy, especially those that might slip by you—usually one-paragraph items off the police blotter. Would you pass slanderous or libelous letters to the editor, for example? Would you approve a story containing remarks picked off a cordless telephone—not technically a wiretap—uttered by public officials (a current question in a case being appealed by two newspapers, a television station, and a failed candidate for a judgeship)?3 The Associated Press Stylebook and Briefing on Media Law also includes a basic section defining libel, slander, and invasion of privacy and landmark case rulings of the U.S. Supreme Court.


On stories involving death and destruction, the number of dead and injured should get primary focus in the story’s lead paragraph and in the head. That rule is paired with another stipulation on any well-run copydesk: be specific, but never call anyone aged 13 or older a “girl” or “boy” in a headline (“teen” will suffice). This age group despises the use of “teen” or “teenager” in text, preferring “youth” or “high school student.” But they do understand a headline’s space limits in using teen.4


Now write the headline for the story below. The head order is for a one-liner of 44 characters similar to this one:





8 die, 21 hurt in I-6 pileup near Cornelius
 

Use a count of 1/2 for space between words and punctuation. Once again, read the story carefully. Then write a brief one-sentence summary, starting with the “actor” who constitutes the fatality. Follow it by deleting unnecessary words (articles and conjunctions) that interfere with what the story is about. Here is the text:




BOERNE, Texas (AP)—A 16-year-old student driver was killed after another vehicle struck her car while trying to pass.


Another student passenger, the driving instructor and the driver of the other car also were injured in the Monday accident, the Department of Public Safety reported.


Authorities said Jeannette Vidal was driving north and trying to turn left onto another road. A vehicle behind Vidal tried to pass her on the left and struck the driver’s side of her car, authorities said.


The second driver, a 21-year-old woman, was treated and released.


Vidal’s instructor, 25-year-old Courtland Brown, was in critical condition Tuesday afternoon at University Hospital in San Antonio, a hospital spokesperson said. A passenger, Joshua Delano, 17, was in stable condition with a broken leg.





Aside from being sensitive to words that may result in a lawsuit, don’t forget good taste or get so hardened about all the bad news you process that you get cynical about people and the world around you. A heartless headline could mislead or be inappropriate or inaccurate. One intern got chuckles from younger copy editors for his “kicker” headline over a story about botulism death from canned soup, a kicker that fortunately never appeared lest it involve ridicule and contempt (“MMMMM, yuck”). But no such restraint was shown for a lifestyle head written by some insensitive young thing: “To be fat is bad, but to be old and fat is really sad.” The subsequent outrage expressed by telephone and mail raised sensitivities around the entire newsroom.


Tragedy is such a large part of copydesk life, however, that old-timers believe comic relief is vital to retain sanity—in desk chitchat, not in headlines. That being the case, it may be better to take a coffee break than to write a headline intensifying heartbreak. Because you will be confronted with a heavy diet of serious stories on any copydesk and might find yourself toying with the idea of getting a laugh at someone’s expense, it might be helpful at such times to think of the impact were the events in any story to involve those you love.
























3 
“Counting” the Headline


Historically, most American newspapers between 1690 and 1765 that used headlines to call attention to stories—and many did not— confined them to one column of boldface type not much larger than the text you are now reading on this page.1 The copy editor or publisher still had to calculate how many letters would fit across the top of the story. But when the improved presses of the 1840s permitted publishers to spread displays of their advertisers’ goods and services over two columns or more, the era of small label headlines on news ended and the age of the multicolumn monsters began.


Calculating the letters by their width evolved into the “count” system for copy editors, who suddenly were pushed not just to make the headline fit where the publisher or chief editor wanted to place it, but to create what amounted to a major tool for street sales. Newsboys depended on those headlines to hawk their wares. Heads sold papers even then.


For the legendary “yellow-journalism” publisher William Randolph Hearst in 1898, that meant beating ferocious competitors like Joseph Pulitzer’s World on the sidewalks of New York with a gigantic headline about the start of the Spanish-American War:






MANILA OURS!



DEWEY’s GUNS SHELL THE CITY2
 

That head order in Hearst’s New York Journal, if issued today, probably would look something like this:





7/144/1/ ro5/120/2
 

The translation of that numerical code told the copy editor that Hearst wanted a seven-column head. The type had to be 144 points high (72 points = 1 inch) on one line. The “ro” stands for a “read-out deck,” a subordinate headline that added details and eased the reader gently into the text. That five-column deck was set in two lines of 120-point type. Notice in the finished head that the copy editor also left a space at the end of the deck’s first line so that it did not “butt” into a secondary story that was boxed in the neighboring two columns. The Journal style was to indent the second lines by one space (“step-line” heads).


Hearst’s newsboys may not have outsold Pulitzer’s, but he made thousands of dollars on that extra because of the talents of an unflinching headline writer, who, like every generation of copy editors, had to be at his best in a crisis. He, just like you, started out with a first headline, but not in the protective environment of a classroom or probation period on a copydesk.






The Copydesk Routine
 

The two most common errors of beginning headline writing are (1) assuming a maximum count is the total sum of all the lines and (2) failing to read a head order correctly. If the kind of headline ordered has a maximum count of, say, 14, each line has that same maximum whether the head has one, two, or three or more lines. Considering the fast pace on the desk, it’s easy to get rattled and misread a “head order.” But the habit of at least tapping a pen above each part of that order will save you from a reprimand and a reputation for inability to follow directions. You also won’t have to spend time redrafting your work.


Let’s practice. Select a story from today’s paper and assume the slot has assigned a head order of 2/24/2. Translated, that means a head that covers two columns of text; it is 24 points high and requires two lines.


After you complete the exercise above, you’ll understand that headline writing is not as simple as you and the general public may think it is. Not only must a head sum up the story’s thrust, but it has to fit in a designated space. Other rules involve grammar and the newspaper’s style, skills that will be dealt with in later chapters. For now, fit is the element to be mastered. That fit can be done either by computer or by the “count” system, but the latter is still the quickest and most efficacious (and satisfying) head-writing method.


In the decades since the computer entered newsrooms, its proponents have constantly declared that copy editors would be freed from “hand-counting” headlines. Software was expected to do it all. If the “fit” was a tad tight, somehow the magic of electronics would squeeze the head into the space allotted for it.


Most copy editing books announce the computer’s assassination of hand-counting while hedging the obituary with instructions on hand-counting a headline anyway. The authors know that the system is far from dead and want to ensure that future copy editors will be the speediest on any desk. That feat involves a century-old technique rather than this computerized routine:




. . . after the headline coding has been typed onto the video screen, the editor asks the computer how many characters a head of that size and measure allows per line. The computer may respond by telling the number of characters allowed, or it might respond with a line under the headline coding showing the length of the head. After the editor writes the headline, he asks the computer to measure it, and the computer responds with a message such as “2 characters short,” “4 characters too long,” or “it fits!” Some computer systems simply break the headline where it is too long. The number of characters on the next line indicates how much too long the head is. To find out how short a head is, the editor types additional letters after the headline and sees how many of those letters break to the next line when he measures the head.3





One copy editor in what he calls the first “no-count” generation reported that at a national copy editors’ conference in Dallas, he was the only one unacquainted with the “count” system. Even those relying on the computer discovered that the count system enabled them to write heads in a fraction of the time that it took them on the computer.4


Computer counts also have weakened the looks of many papers. They have permitted copy editors to ignore space limits and write as they please and then select a headline size and weight. If that effort doesn’t cram a head atop a story, of course, they can pull the letters together (“tracking”). That’s accomplished by highlighting the prospective headline and reaching into the format menu for the character file either to condense or expand the line to fit. The tracking feature was intended for text, principally to fill gaping spaces (“rivers”) that appeared when type was set in columns of justified lines.


None of that technological tinkering is necessary if copy editors are capable of “counting” a headline ordered by the makeup specialists. That means doing the same kind of job as the copy editor who wrote the Titanic headline and those in successive decades. Aside from a hand-count’s speed, no cold, mechanical intermediary stands between the headline and its creator’s mind. Michelangelo’s heirs in sculpture still use a chisel and probably for the same hands-on reason. Once you’ve finished the count, all you have to do is keyboard it into the computer.


You’ve already had a rudimentary introduction to counting a headline. In the next pages you will learn how to hand-count. Get out the scratch paper.






Two Systems for Doing the Count
 

The last page of this book contains the “count.” Scan that chart carefully. The font is Helvetica, which is popular with newspapers because it permits more space in a headline than those with wide strokes like old Roman faces such as Bookman or Garamond—or new Roman faces like Americana used in the chapter headings of this book. Nobody expects you to clutter your mind by memorizing counts for 40 different combinations of two or more fonts, so use the head chart in the back of this book as a ready reference.


The side row contains the column widths. Find the section for 2 columns. Then move across the top of the chart to the number 24. As you know from the Manila headline, the number 24 refers to the point size. Thus the count for a two-column, 24-point Helvetica head is 22.5 in regular type (“R”). If the slot had specified bold (“B”), the count would have been 21 because the wider stroke occupies more space. Italics, because they lean to the right, take up even more space in a newshole (nonadvertising space).


Use the count for R because unless a head is slotted for bold or italics, regular is the predominant weight used on most copydesks. “Regular” is just like a computer’s default.


In just looking at the daily headlines, you had to have noticed that W and M were the fattest characters in the alphabet. They get a count of 2 in capital letters (uppercase), but 1 1/2 in small letters (lowercase).5 The skinniest letters are f, i, j, l, and, in some fonts, the t. These letters get a count of 1 in caps and 1/2 in small letters. All other letters get a count of 1 1/2 in caps and 1 in small letters. Boldface heads have shorter counts because they have wider strokes.


On most papers today, the count for spaces is 1/2. Notice on the chart that punctuation (commas, colons, semicolons, apostrophes, quotes, etc.) also gets a count of 1/2.


Most copy editors devise counting systems to suit their comfort level while complying with the desk’s overall operational command of all deliberate speed to complete a headline. One tempting trap some beginners fall into is writing the count values (1, 1/2, 1 1/2, etc.) above the characters. They then have to backtrack and count up the 1s, and backtrack again to pick up the 1/2s. But all this notation eats up inordinate chunks of time the desk cannot afford when high-paid pressmen are standing by. You must get up to speed by the end of your first week—and certainly will with experience. Fast and accurate counts are achieved mentally, so you might as well start with systems that breed good habits.


If you’re inclined to “lose count,” particularly on a long line, just put a slash after the last character or space you’ve done and write the count. That intermission mark should be your only exception to count notations.


Two methods in the hand-count system are guaranteed to make you a fast headline writer. Both require shedding inhibitions about counting aloud. For those who are inhibited about counting aloud, fearing it will annoy rim mates, be aware that most beginners quickly graduate to silent counts. Let’s start with a head that constitutes real news:





Man bites dog
 





System 1: Counting in Numerical Sequence
 

Counting characters and spaces aloud in numerical sequence makes the system easy, even fun. When used in class or in a workshop session, a wonderful sense of kindred spirits emerged in the unison chant of:













	(LOOK)

	(COUNT ALOUD)






	(M)

	Two






	(a)

	three






	(n)

	four






	(space)

	four-and-a-half






	(b)

	five-and-a-half






	(i)

	six






	(t)

	six-and-a-half






	(e)

	seven-and-a-half






	(s)

	eight-and-a-half






	(space)

	nine






	(d)

	ten






	(o)

	eleven






	(g)

	twelve.













System 2: Counting by Character Widths
 

This lightning-fast system focuses on all characters with counts of 1 and 2, all the while matching “odd” counts of 1/2s (two constitute a count of 1) and 1 1/2s (two constitute a count of 3); pairing 1/2 with a 1 1/2 constitutes a count of 2. This system requires only a minimum of memory work and is more than twice as fast as System 1. 6 Thus the count for “Man bites dog” goes like this:










	(LOOK)

	(COUNT ALOUD)






	(M)

	Two






	(a)

	three






	(n)

	four






	(b)

	five






	(space and i)

	six






	(e)

	seven






	(s)

	eight






	(t) and space

	nine






	(d)

	ten






	(o)

	eleven






	(g)

	twelve.











You’ve now learned the two methods of the hand-count system. To determine which one you want to use, count the next headline using both counting methods on it and time yourself:





Lenmark acquitted on $1.4 million theft, conspiracy charges7 







Into Action
 

Whether you use the computer or the hand-count system, you’re now ready to begin the basics of headline writing. Your first task will be to read the story through. Take careful notes from top to bottom. You’ll then know what the piece is about and can begin to edit it, skills taught in the second part of this textbook. You cannot write a headline unless you know what the story is about, and sometimes it will require reorganizing entire paragraphs or moving sentences around. You are being trained, after all, to edit copy.


The overall point—what the story is about—should be in the lead. However, sometimes in the heat of writing a deadline piece like a city council meeting, reporters might “bury the lead” because of many items on an agenda. They fail to see the most important one and place it at midpoint or near the end. Equally, in this era of “new journalism” and interpretative writing, many reporters tend to put a feature spin to hard-news stories in first paragraphs to grab the readers’ attention. The story’s point may be contained in the second paragraph—called a “nut graf” by papers tolerating this practice, presumably because it contains the meat in a “nutshell.”


In taking notes as they read the story, experienced copy editors also jot down the names of the principal people or organizations as they first appear in the story. Reporters usually are scrupulous about spelling names correctly when they first use them, but may get careless as they progress beyond the opening paragraphs. The New Yorker magazine used to kid them and other writers for years about this lapse in filler items titled “Our Forgetful Authors.”


Once you’re clear on the story’s main thrust and your notations spell out the names of principals and organizations, edit the story. Only when that is done are you ready to write the headline. As explained in the previous chapter, the shortest route to a good head is to jot down a brief one-sentence summation of the story and then strip out the articles (the, an, a) and conjunctions (and, or, nor, yet, but, for), as well as other nonessential words.






Deciphering the Head Order
 

The next step entails deciphering the head order. Some editors, designers, and slots write orders coded with a single number. For example, “No. 5” or “No. 12,” and so on, might specify a 2/24/2—a two-column, 24-point head with two lines. A computer-coded head order might be “L362,” specifying a Lucida font in a 36-point, two-line head.


Most newspapers utilize more than one font to provide “color” or contrast to the six columns of text that make the paper look gray. One font might be large and black, the other extremely thin. The mix might include a font like Lucida or Century Schoolbook that has ornamental trimmings called “serifs” and those plain and simple “sans serif ” fonts like Helvetica. The editors may specify various “weights” contained in each font like bold, italic, condensed, and extended. Where, say, Helvetica is the most-used font at a newspaper, the slot doesn’t need to specify it to copy editors. But the use of an additional font needs such specification. That second font may be wider and ornamented like Century Schoolbook to provide greater variety to a page. Wider fonts mean shorter and more difficult counts, of course, just as a boldface treatment of Helvetica is wider than its plain face.


A copy editor’s greatest challenge (or headache) is a count of 8.5–9, most often found in an order of 1/36/3. For years, one guideline in page makeup was that headlines longer than three lines looked terrible and also were difficult to read. Today, “three-liners” (a three-line head) have evolved into four- and five-liners that make “headline skimmers” work hard and indicate the paucity of concise headline-writing skills. The solution would be to call for a larger point size with a maximum of three lines to fit the space that is obviously available. That was the rule of yore when slots choked off whines about “8 counts” by noting that copy editors who couldn’t telescope a story’s gist in three lines didn’t belong on the desk.


Below are a pair of one-column heads of three lines with a maximum count of 14. A copy editor has expertly crafted one that is almost an exact fit with a 14 count on the first and third lines; the middle line is 13, creating a configuration called a “bow.” A bow is designed for high readability because the middle line forces the head to curve inward. A bow also can involve the reverse, shown below at right. There the middle line has a perfect fit of 14 and curves outward with the shorter first and third lines at 1 count less:













	Wesleyan group

	Wesleyan club








	sets convention

	plans Dallas trip






	in Dallas May 3

	for convention











Headlines should not be too short. The minimum count traditionally permitted is 2 less than the maximum because “shorts” spoil the looks of handsome makeup. They also reveal a desk that is full of either beginners or bankrupt wordsmiths. “Shorts” look like this:













	Open House

	Mayor Smith






	slated

	to run






	by Potter's Shed

	for state senate















Learning Attitude Adjustments
 

To have a slot “bounce” a headline back to a copy editor for recrafting because it’s too long or too short or has other flaws is humiliating, but it’s also an opportunity to write a “winner” even on a third bounce. Most desk veterans have their share of bounces. Some days no head seems to work. After the third bounce, wise copy editors confess to the slot that they’re “dry.” Unless this is a frequent occurrence, feel no shame in having the slot toss the story to another colleague for a fresh look. Everyone has inherited someone else’s dry hole. Most shrug off “going blank” and just keep going. If you find the slot bouncing your heads a time or two, try to avoid going into a perfectionist’s tailspin and quitting when you’re just getting started as a headline writer.


Last, remember that a good fit is only the start of learning how to write headlines. You’ll soon write those that have grammatical agreement between subject and verb and appropriate verb tense. You’ll also learn how to write heads that are specific and not something vague like this mystifying one-liner placed over an eight-inch sports story and data box: “Deal could be struck soon.” Considering how many deals are struck in a day in the sports world, what reader would suspect this story involved a player-lockout by the National Basketball Association? Never assume your reader has your background and information.














4 
Specialty Headlines
 

Specialty headlines were conceived to lend variety to a page full of flush-left, straightforward headlines set in regular, bold, condensed, or extended weights. Their purpose was—and is—to play up a feature story, some major event, scoop, or series of articles (e.g., “Part 1 of a Series on State Taxes”). On inside pages, a specialty head called a “sidesaddle” rides alongside a one- or two-inch story placed atop an advertisement occupying nearly a full page.


To copy editors writing hard-news heads for an entire shift, a specialty head assignment is a welcome break. Nevertheless, they also are such a challenge that a copy editor usually is given more time and devotes more thought to them than a spate of four hard-news heads. Because they receive such focus, specialty heads often constitute a copy editor’s personal best.


All the specialty heads included in this chapter except the sidesaddle are variations of the kicker, the first type, which was designed to “kick” the reader into the main headline and thus the story. A kicker and its companion main line look like this:








RUST IN PEACE
 

Car collector buried with 1964 Corvair



 

You’ll recognize specialty heads because additional instructions appear on the head order. You already have learned that an order for, say, a 7/72/1/ ro2/36/2 requires a seven-column, 72-point, one-line head with a read-out deck of two columns, 36-point type set in two lines. There, the copy editor is asked to craft not only a banner, but a deck that is half its size.


Sometimes such paired heads contain a “top line” that might be nearly three times the size as the “main” line to attract reader attention. Again, that’s the function of specialty heads and why they tend to be used on both the main story on Page-1 and on feature articles. They are like this “hammerhead” sample paired with a main line:






An IRS Oops!



He’s Michael G. Fox, folks, not Michael J.
 

The typographic pairing distinguishes the main headline from a secondary one by point size, font, and weight. Usually, the eye-catching line is set in bold, italics, extended, or condensed styles of one font while the main line has a regular style in another typeface. The main thing to remember when you get a head order for specialty headlines like a kicker is that the main line must summarize the story. The kicker line is the “frosting.” It either teases the reader into the main line and story or, like a deck, adds vital information to that main line.


The wise copy editor writes the main headline first and then adds the specialty trimming that lures readers into the page and into the story. So even if a kicker line absolutely begs to be written first, just make a note of the brainstorm. Set it aside until you’ve written the main headline so you can focus on that effort.






Kickers
 

As shown on the previous page, a kicker head is also paired. Its top line is set in caps and italicized, is often underlined, and generally is half the size of the main head and in a different font. The head order will look like 3/30/1-K, meaning that the main line will be in 30-point type with its piggyback rider set probably in 14-point.


More mistakes and “bouncers” are made on kicker heads by beginners as well as seasoned copy editors than perhaps any other headline because it has so many components to remember. One way to avert errors on kickers is to keep a model like the example of the buried car at hand while you’re learning to write them so you’ll recall its several components.


The first component is that the count on the main head is two less units than the maximum count on the head chart. It’s indented under the kicker line by that amount of space.


The second is that the kicker line usually is at least half the size of the main headline, yet the head order will not provide instructions to that effect. It’s assumed copy editors know this factor.


The third component is to set the kicker line in all caps and italics, another technique to distinguish it from the main line. Fourth, the kicker line should never be long. Keep it under one-fourth of the main headline lest it distract readers from that line. Brevity also allows for the width of italics, which, because they lean to the right, nearly double the count units of regular typefaces.


Last, many newspapers include an underline (a “rule”) with this kind of head.


For practice, write heads for three stories from today’s paper, each with a 2/24/2-K.






Hammerheads (a.k.a. Hammers) and Wickets 


A “hammer” headline is the big, overgrown cousin of the kicker, as shown in the previous example of the mistaken identity. The hammer has the same “tease” into the main headline, but the teaser comes in giant size on many sports stories and in the tabloids.


A “wicket” comes from the same boisterous headline family of teases, but is a far more conservative and genteel cousin, as you’ll note from the examples below. The head orders are included with them.












	It's true!!

	Paydirt?






	Steelers in playoffs

	Vista couple finds gold buried in yard






	(A Hammer)

	(A Wicket)






	Head order: 3/24/1-H

	Head order: 4/24/1-W















The typographical precept of “going by halves” on intermixed font styles and sizes is generally not applicable to hammers and wickets. What is in vogue is making the top line far larger than the main line, as shown. A main line might be in 36-point, but its hammer could be larger than a 72. Because of the wicket’s less rowdy nature, the top line rarely exceeds 42-point. The main line could be 36-point. 


Four things become apparent when the hammer is compared  with the wicket above. Both attempt to entice readers into the main headline, just like a kicker. Neither has a rule separating one line from its mate. Copy editors try hard to give the hammer and its partner an equal fit in the space assigned. By contrast, the wicket becomes little more than a sophisticated kicker without all the decorative italics and underline rule.


The differences in these pairings also involve fonts, weights, and styles.


The hammer’s kicker line is set in bold and sans serif type, with the main line usually in a regular serif font. The wicket reverses that style. If the kicker line is in regular weight, the main line offsets it in boldface.


The hammers may look small in this chapter, but many sports editors enlarge them to 96-point size on a regular basis. If set in Helvetica type, the lowercase letters receive a count of about 1.25. Tabloid editors have used them in 120-point screamers on front pages every day for so many years that most readers are inured to what looks like sensationalism. The banners might just as well be 36-pointers in the Toonerville Record.


Editors of weekly and small daily newspapers do not use 72-point type, however, unless some local event is truly electrifying or death defying. Readers don’t like to be jolted with hammers unless the local basketball team wins the state tournament or an 18-wheel tanker collides with a train and destroys two city blocks. Wickets are acceptable, perhaps because of their modest dress and usefulness for feature stories.


Experiment with two hammers and one wicket for stories from the sports or business pages. Try to cover the main head entirely with the hammer and ensure that both come close to abutting the right-column rule. As for the wicket, just keep it sedate.






The Slammer
  

It’s unclear how the “slammer” headline got its nickname unless it involved the police beat or, more probably, because its first words “slam” readers straight into the main head’s thrust. But its kicker origins show because the first two or three words—set in bold— tease the reader into the regular type of that main headline. “It’s a kicker ‘come down’ from on high,” as one desk staffer described its removal from above the main head. A slammer and its head order look like this:





Hillary the Prof? First Lady gets offer from Georgetown (5/36/1-Slam)
 

You can see that both bold and regular type are the same point size. That treatment provides zip to one-liners amid text grayness. The boldface type on the left side of the headline moves readers into the main headline with greater force than kickers or hammers. Makeup editors like the slammer for features, especially if they’re prone to “stack” two or more such stories on an inside page.


Slammers also are used for “jumps,” directional heads designed to help readers locate the second part of a continued story. Obviously, a slammer does not take up the kind of space required for kickers, hammers, or wickets—another reason for their popularity with editors.


Many readers, art directors, and copy editors don’t share that fondness. A slammer may solve makeup dilemmas, but one-line multicolumns under 48 or 60 points are difficult to read and are downright unsightly to many newspaper designers. Copy editors regard the slammer as a royal pain because they must factor in the counts for both bold and regular type of the same point size. You may agree with them after you’ve struggled through writing your first slammer.


Although the head chart is clear on, say, a 5-column 42-pointer having a maximum count of 34 in regular, in bold the count is 32. Experienced copy editors count “short” with such a mix. They might set their sights on 32 and pray for a miracle on fit.


Kicker veterans usually have little trouble with the two or three bold words that slam readers into the rest of the head, but those with short-term memory problems have long-count difficulties.
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