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Exercise 15-3: Counting Heads: Beyond Copyediting
Headlines, Counting Heads, Crash Blossoms, Eisenhower, and Click-Bait
Australian American newsman and Professor of Journalism at the University of Kentucky John B. Bremner, who was born in 1920 and died of cancer in 1987, taught his students that “If you had to reduce all the rules and recommendations of headline writing to two, they would be: the head must fit and it must tell the story.” In the era of print news, language and esthetics intersected in the creation of a newspaper headline. They consisted of words but also broke up text heavy pages of news, directed the eye’s attention, and sometimes startled readers with unusual typography and shapes. Copy boys used to call it a head, but when they wrote an instruction on the layout for a news page they would spell the word hed. This misspelling was deliberate. Before the introduction of computers into newspaper production, Linotype operators had to retype every story and headline on the layout sheet or dummy, and copy editors wanted to make sure their instructions were not accidentally typeset and printed along with the news copy. Sometimes they used the abbreviation HTK for “hed to kum,” which became the title of Bremner’s brief book on headline-writing.

In a printed newspaper, headlines may run a single line or two or three lines deep, depending on the number of columns given to a story. A single line may suffice for the head of a story that occupies half the width of the news page, but the head for a single column story may require several lines and cannot exceed the width of the column. That’s where “counting heads” came in before computer technology supplanted traditional printing skills. Al JaCoby, a long-time reporter for The San Diego Union, plied his trade back in the ’fifties, ’sixties, and ’seventies. JaCoby, who died in 2008, could remember when an experienced copy boy could exactly fit headlines to the width of a newspaper column by ‘counting heads’. Typically, he would calculate a half point for lower-case Fs, Ls, Is, Ts, and Js and for punctuation and wordspaces, a full count for other lower-cased letters except Ms and Ws, which got 1½, as did all capitols and numerals but cap I and number 1 (1), and Ms and Ws (2). All numerals counted as 1½ except 1, which counted 1. “Ike” counted three, “JFK” and “LBJ” each was allotted 4.5, and “Nixon,” the subject of many headlines, counted five. “I knew guys who used their knuckles to count out heads. Others would tap out the count with their fingers. The late Tom Keevil, who was one of the best and most competitive smaller-city editor around in the 50s and 60s . . . had a set set of headlines in his mind as models. Thus, the 142 Erbar condensed model line was something like “Mayor Says.” Keevil could write a headline in his mind and compare it to the model line and know if it would fit.”

If a head was too long, an editor would eliminate or substitute words until it fit the allotted measure. But attempts to abridge headlines sometimes went awry. Fitting headlines into the Procrustrean bed of column width drove some callow copy boys to extremes. JaCoby recalled the practice of the now-defunct San Antonio Light of using “ack-ack” (6.5) for “machine gun” (10.5) and “hijack” (5) for “holdup” (5.5), possibly misleading readers into thinking that an anti-aircraft gun had been used in a gang dustup or that a bodega had not just been robbed but hauled away on a flat-bed truck. The anals of journalism (and the internet) are full of examples of misreadings that owe to the overly telegraphic wording of headlines:
Eye Drops off Shelf

Kids Make Nutritious Snacks

Stolen Painting Found by Tree

Violinist Linked to JAL Crash Blossoms

This last example—about a violinist whose career blossomed after his father was killed in the crash of a Japan Airlines flight—has given these misleading headlines a name: crash blossoms.
In the days of hot metal typesetting, even the skillful pruning and swapping of words in heads didn’t always work. JaCoby recounted the story of the New York Times’ “Eisenhower Skinny S”. The tradition-bound Times would never stoop to using ‘Ike’ in an all-caps headline. But ‘EISENHOWER SAYS’ was a half-count too long for a single column article in the Times, so in 1952 the Times’s editors sent off to Linotype’s foundry to have a custom brass matrix made for the President’s name, half a count shorter, to use whenever ‘EISENHOWER SAYS’ was needed. According to a 1952 account, the typecasters redrew the letters of Eisenhower’s name (not just the S) and reduced the spaces between them, creating a logotype, a single piece of type that prints a cluster of letters—so EISENHOWER SAYS would fit over a single column news report.
Wordplay may be acceptable in headlines, particularly in features and humorous pieces, although some newspapers explicitly prohibit humor and punning, at least in serious news pieces. Attention-grabbing headlines often play opposites against each other, use a word with a double meaning, invert an idiomatic expression, alter the spelling or pronunciation of a common expression, build a series, surprise with an unusual combination, or use alliteration or rhyme. One of the most famous headlines of the twentieth century (if you discount “Dewey Defeats Truman”) is:

Headless Body in Topless Bar

It was printed in the New York Post in 1983 and made creator Vincent A. Musetto so famous that it was featured in his 2015 obituary. Today, if you encountered such a headline in your social media newsfeed, you might dismiss it as click-bait. True, the internet didn’t create sensational headlines: Wordplay and provocative content have always characterized journalists’ efforts to attract readers. The difference is that, whereas traditional news aims to capture the essence of a news report in a pithy, attention-grabbing headline, click-bait overpromises and often misrepresents content to lure readers to another Web site and thus to generate advertising income based on page views. No copyfitting skill and scant linguistic ingenuity is required to create these nearly irresistible headlines, which depend on formulas such as so-called “listicles” (“7 Reasons You Can’t Resist This Headline”) and emotional appeals to curiosity and outrage (“You Won’t Believe” or “What Happened Next Will Shock You”).
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