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TECHNICAL WRITING AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL CASE-STUDY

By Wade Tarzia (c)

============================================

Who would be interested in this document?  (1) people considering technical writing as a career, (2) people for whom technical writing is already a career, (3) people studying technical writing as a microculture. 

This document is copyright 2007 by Wade Tarzia.  Permission to copy, print, e-mail, scan, photograph, memorize, dictate, or manipulate/use/sell/give/preserve/record this document in any way or form is quite, very, definitely, significantly FORBIDDEN.  

(1) Names have been changed or omitted to protect the innocent and the guilty.

(2) Any relation between people who seem to be named or described here and people of reality is surely a wondrous occurrence and a definite coincidence.  

==============================================

A MEDIEVAL FOLKLORIST SEEKS WORK IN THE CORPORATE WORLD (HIS FIRST BIG MISTAKE)

So there I was at Trapp & Blackney Corporation in January 1984, in a lobby before the personnel office, staring at a security guard who wouldn’t let me in to talk to any personnel folk (as all the job-search literature said you had to do).  He let me deposit my résumé in an ugly wooden box with a slot on top and then nodded a “now be off with you” nod.  I figured the box was a paper shredder and forgot about my job prospects.  


Job prospects had never been good for me.  With an MA in English, full-time college teaching positions were out of reach with so many under-unemployed Ph.D.s in the market.  I was in a Ph.D. program for my long-term hopes, but I had promised my fiancé to do the Ph.D. work part-time and get a “real job” so that we could get married and lead a middle-class life (I didn’t say that exactly, but that’s what this implied, I’m afraid).  Technical writing seemed to be the only job besides teaching that I was qualified for.  I had a vague idea about what it was, and unfounded confidence that I could do it  -- sure, a BA in anthropology, and an MA in English (which was really an MA in medieval folklore) had trained me to be a technical writer!  


My job prospects and my way at coming at them required patience from my proto-fiancé, who was an utterly pragmatic woman, someone with little patience for the “on the side” things in life, such as anthropology and literature (we were divorced 15 years later -- guess I should have seen the writing on the wall).  After completing the MA work, I had spent a wonderfully stimulating summer earning nearly nothing as a fisherman’s mate, earning just enough to pay my father for the food I ate and the electricity my typewriter used.  I did harvest a wealth of experiences that I often think about: sunrise at 5AM seen from a boat motoring out to sea, with waves breaking on the stone jetty, white foam against black rock.  I kept telling Ellen that if we caught an 800-pound bluefin tuna, the money would be great.  Once we did drift up to three of them on the surface.  I was on the tuna pulpit, a long harpoon in hand, the moment I was waiting for all summer: money and as close to Herman Melville as I would ever get.  The captain whispered fiercely, “Throw, throw!”  I said, “Closer, closer!”  The tuna sunk leisurely.  My pose must have looked so good, so archetypal -- the athletic young man standing on a metal beam suspended over the sea, weapon in hand …. and the tuna giving me the finger.  


After the summer -- with my fiancé’s half-hearted nod, since it meant another year before I moved down to her -- I found a job teaching part-time at a community college in Haverhill, Massachusetts.  That year I had much free time to wander my neighborhood woods, work on my first novel, and write a long study about oral tradition for an independent study I was doing for my continuing graduate studies.  Another economically destitute period (my salary being $4,400 for that year), but full of memorable tasks.  I still miss that sound of a Sears typewriter knocking out that novel at night.  It’s an exciting sound, and a first novel has such hope in it that the feeling lasted well beyond the moment when I knew it was a bad novel.  


In fact, that proto-real-job-year was characterized by energy and hope and pleasure, which itself had followed my two years at grad school, a period that I saw as a golden time: I loved school, and I roomed with a friend whose outlooks paralleled most of mine (we read each other’s science fiction books, and regularly consulted the star chart pinned to our wall to remind ourselves where we were), and with a writerly, scholarly ambition, the relatively free schedule of a graduate student was exactly the world in which to live.  


To make some money for a theoretical wedding and engagement ring, I took extra work on the graveyard shift at a home for disturbed girls.  My main duty: convince their abusers and pimps and drug dealers, if they came by, that no one was home, and to wake up the director if I caught the girls going out the window on knotted bedsheets.  I never caught them, only the knotted bedsheets.  Luckily the pimps came by on someone else’s shift; they cut the phone lines on the halfway house, and rattled doors and frightened the shit out of the attendant.  After that I carried a club in my briefcase next to my books and manuscripts.  I did get to stay up all night and use the office typewriter, though, so the novel and folklore paper and resumes kept coming.  


The community college job wasn’t going to turn into a full time job as I had hoped it might against all warnings to the contrary.  So by June 1984 I moved to Connecticut to live with my financeé.  I brought some books and clothes and a $1,000, my life savings that had to be stretched out possibly for years.  We looked at each other and at my stuff in the parking lot of the apartment; our smiles were nervous; this looked to be a serious move.  


I spent a horrid summer sending out resumés (endless “I am writing to apply for the XXX job ...”) and walking to the mailbox (my chief diversion of the day), driving to personnel departments with seemingly magical barriers, and waiting for the phone to ring -- a classic case of the prospectless person.  We hear much about the horror of clichés, and I was living the one concerning job seeking.  


At the end of the summer Trapp & Blackney sent me a telegram; what a strange fetus conceived from a skimpy resume dropped into the paper-shredder six months ago!  A week later was I was interviewed.  For a talisman I brought a briefcase.  I handed out copies of a paper explaining the use of my computer program designed for content analysis of Beowulf, my only sample at all close to technical writing.  A week after that was I hired.  

===============================================

BEYOND HOPE, HE FINDS A JOB


Trapp & Blackney!  I had known nothing about it beyond the fact that it was a historical name from World War II and aviation in general when, back in the days of the giants, manly men stepped into open-cockpit planes and later swung up into riveted bombers and fought the evil empire.  I was told Trapp hired most of East Hartford, and much of Connecticut, and that I was “all set now!”  My dad’s bomber had had Trapp engines, I thought, but I was wrong, the A-20 Havoc had had Wright Cyclones.  


I admit to being excited.  My first pro job, a great salary for a medieval folklorist, and I could call myself a writer without blushing.  Strange to say!  I had written enough and collected enough rejection slips to be called a writer before then, but being paid for it seemed to make all the difference to me then, especially with most of my friends having gone into technical careers and having long outstripped me in capitalist abilities.  I walked into the room that first day excited, and with poison ivy all over my face so bad that it hurt to smile.  


Here I add that I joined the group with the combined excitement at having a job, and working with interesting technology, for I retained a little boy’s fascination with aircraft (even their fragments as engines) because of my father’s past role in WW2 and later his hobby in flying a succession of little 65 horsepower, two-seat airplanes.  The hurricane of 1955 had wrecked his last one and perhaps saved his life since he couldn’t afford another: when the spunk was in him he would do such things as fly it under a bridge crossing the Merrimack River.  The wing of his last ship rotted for years behind our barn.  In a journal I once wrote of this artifact: 

...my father often brought me to Haverhill Airport (Howard Dutton's) and Red Slavit's airport along the river to watch and look at airplanes.  And I listened to his flying stories and went out behind our barn, on the northern side of the property, where there was the one remaining wing of his Aeronca that survived the hurricane (1955) that wrecked the plane and ended his flying.  I would go out and look at that wing, kick some pine needles off it.  Its fabric covering was tattered but still yellow, which I have since always identified as an 'airplane' color.  I looked at it recently, traced its aluminum airfoil sections.  As a boy who wanted to fly anything from gliders to rocketships, the wing was like....I was going to say 'shrine' but that's the wrong word.  Although the atmosphere behind the empty barn, under the shade of a row of pine trees and among the other trees of the woods, was shrine-like -- it was all very quiet and melancholy, rather like someone's private shrine in a secluded corner.  

Thoughts such as these may have flavored my perception of employment, besides my general interest in science and technology, of which I would get plenty at Trapp & Blackney.  I recall parking in the vast lot and walking to the office though the factory, a task of about five minutes duration.  It would take me past jet engine test cells where 50,000 pound thrust monsters were being wrung out to test their endurance.  The rumble shook the ground, the exhaust spouted from the roof-top tunnels with the authority of the Biblical column of smoke -- such raw mechanical power can lend an infectious sense of ‘things going on’.  But I never forgot that this was my plan of action: work two years to gain experience and finish my Ph.D., and get right into a teaching job.  I thought of Trapp in the mode of a college student who’d been molded by being in school from 1976 to 1984 -- this was to be a rather long and well-paid summer job.  A long summer indeed!  

===============================================

THE SETTING AND PEOPLE AT THE TIME OF BEING HIRED – THE WRITING GROUP


South War Building -- that was my to be my home for the next eight years.  It was built hastily in the Korean war and meant to be torn down just as quickly -- but they couldn’t do it, those bean counters.  The roof was tight, the floors held up, they kept the building.  Great wooden beams speared up through the floors; they were fine for the hanging of calendars and pictures.  The floors creaked, so the stealthy approach of a supervisor bent on supervision just couldn’t happen.  The airconditioners were old and noisy -- I often chose to sweat or open windows.  Yes, the windows!  As result of Trapp & Blackney’s thrift, we in this four-floor structure were among the few at Trapp to have old fashioned windows that could really open.  True, they leaked and rattled in a good wind, but for some us, to be able to throw open those huge windows (indeed, to have windows at all) was a real luxury in this age of the modern “rat-maze” office building.  


I sometimes categorize my fellow employees  by dividing the writing group up into those people who liked the building and those who didn’t.  If you liked the place, you were down-to-earth, easy going, a real regular person.  If you didn’t like it, you were a high-bloodpressure corporate ladder climber, possibly a yuppie, most likely a serious fucker destined to be the butt of many anti-corporate-culture jokes and anecdotes told by the first group.  A rat-maze of an office was your true home, and good luck to you there.  Of course I ignore the gray areas and exceptions for the sake of narrative fun.  


(Postscript on South War Building -- Alas, after most of our department was laid off in 1992 the building was razed and the neighborhood became decidedly ghostly.  I visited the place, now a dusty pile of bricks, and I saw the stairway from the neighboring building, which I had walked a thousand times, hanging in mid-air leading to a second-floor-of-the-mind.  I left after using a mental three-coordinate system to figure what volume of air my desk had occupied.)


OK, a more reasonable categorization would divide our group into the subgroups of its major functions (Figure 1: Sorry, I haven’t made that figure yet, but I will someday).  So there’s Trapp  Whitney, a company of nearly 40,000 centered at East Hartford, CT, but with smaller facilities in Maine, Georgia, and Florida.  Trapp was divided into armed camps, such as Engineering (fundamental designers and analyzers), Government Products (fighter engines and rocket engines), Experimental Engineering (the folk who made stuff that really couldn’t be manufactured), Manufacturing Engineering (the folk who exploded at meetings, “How the Hell are we supposed to mass-produce that?”), Commercial Products Division (they sold engines, advised about maintaining them, etc.), and smaller divisions devoted just to running the company.  Our group was under CPD in Product Support for several years, then moved two or three times as the company reorganized, although our customers rarely ever changed.  For myself, I served the Product Support engineers mostly.  However, our group was the Jack-of-all-trades relative to the other scattered writing/publications groups at Trapp, some of which tended toward extreme specialization.  One such group was Technical Publications, which maintained and updated jet engine manuals for each engine model.  These writers rarely got to do more than edit updated paragraphs describing engine parts or procedures.  Years later I would learn from a job interview at another company that these writers were not considered good material for jobs because they had had such limited writing tasks.  


Under Product Support, the communications departments comprised Writing, Word Processing, Graphics (both next door to us in South War Building), and Video and Photography (another building).  Our Writing Group comprised subgroups of about 4 or 5 writers with an editorial assistant, each group with its own supervisor,  and we had about 20-25 employees (our population fluctuated).  Definitions: Writers had to have college degrees of some kind (minimum, a Bachelors degree, and when I entered, a Masters) and came in three flavors: trainee, writer, and senior writer.  Editorial assistants didn’t usually have degrees and did a variety of tasks; the most gifted might do some editing, but usually they helped coordinate jobs with other groups, did minor typing, photocopying, and hand layout (pasting pictures to blank spots on typed pages), which changed to computer layout when Macintosh computers arrived.  


The writing group was then managed by Joe Manager.  He wasn’t a writer himself.  He had been an instrumentation engineer, and his ride to higher position was through management rather than engineering, and so through various events he came to manage us.  I honestly can’t recall much that he did either right or wrong as far as managing a writing group goes.  My sharpest recollections of him are his isolated acts of and reputation for sexism.  When he’d interviewed my colleague Steve Fellow, he’d shown him a company brochure with a female engineer pictured.  She was considered to be physically attractive, and Joe asked Steve, “How would you like to work with that?”  Steve, always charitable, had hoped this was a “sexism test” for potential employees.  And in general Joe Manager was perceived as hiring only attractive secretaries and was seen doing such things as using a “camera-man pose” when he came up behind a young woman.  Joe would manage us for several more years before moving to manage another group and passing his crown on to my own supervisor.  


Will Goodsup was my first and longest supervisor.  He led a “jack of all trades” group called ‘developmental engine programs’ or some such, and I consider myself lucky to have stuck with this group, for both Will and the variety of tasks we did.  Will was as easy-going a boss as I will ever have, even though I didn’t always agree with him.  His good nature and humane management style was a blessing (“I don’t care what you do as long as you get the job done” -- “Why don’t you disappear in the cafeteria this afternoon and study for your Ph.D. exam?”).  I’m not religious but I’d vote to make him patron saint of distracted corporate writers.  


We did NASA contract reporting for a large contract involving the development of an energy efficient engine.  Arch-rival General Electric had the same contract.  This program was winding down when I was hired, but my main task for the first year was the writing of a final report (nearly 500 pages at the end) that summarized the 12 years of work, largely by summarizing stacks of reports previously written.  Our other work supported other developmental engine programs -- strange new beasts with turbine engines spinning propellers that looked like boomerangs.  Our work here was of the persuasive variety -- “technical brochure” is the best word for these series of publications -- designed to say how encouraging initial design studies were.  Trapp never produced the engines.  


Other miscellaneous work involved writing or editing papers written by engineers for trade journals, and host of editing tasks on memos and reports that came by, or oral presentations (slide shows).  I was trained in this great variety and benefited from daily contact with interesting technology; I lacked only the specialized vocation of writing video scripts and helping produce the tapes, which was the special duty of the Video subgroup.  


Besides myself, Will had for writers Ed Blueroad, Steve Fellow, and Sally Marsh as editorial assistant.  Ed was around the upper 50s and looked 70.  He was an ex-engineer who had eventually become a technical writer after Trapp’s plans to design a nuclear engine were set aside in the late 60s.  I don’t know what happened, but Ed never again had a good project, and this is where he ended, mothballed like the ghostly nuclear-engine facility that was preserved somewhere in Connecticut.  I still hear him when he sat by my desk during a Christmas party; it went something like this, and the topic came out with such a sudden transition that I now wonder if I was selected to be among those to carry this tale: “We could have done it if we’d had a big plane like the Boeing 747.  It was a heavy engine, had to carry lead shielding and be able to survive a crash intact.  A 747 could have carried that engine easily.”  Sunk for lack of a fuselage, Ed sat now in the tech writing room, smoking a ritual cycle of cigarettes, cigars, and pipes, constantly falling asleep over work uncommonly completed, his back curved like the remains of a Roman arch.  He did have a wonder deep voice; I hear he sang in a choir. 


Steve Fellow, tall, slender, about my age (in 1984, about 26) and of thinning blondness, was the kind of guy who ought to have been running a writing department eventually.  He had an MA in technical writing, making him the best-trained writer in our department.  I’d wager he was a better than all of us, although we wouldn’t have known because Steve was understated and folksy-friendly: I picture him as being equally at home in a writing department or a towny bar.  He was writing a great unfinished novel about Vietnam (and unfinished at my last contact with him in 1992).  His goals seemed MFA (Masters Degree in Fine Arts) even if his background was tech writing, and he once confided that his parents had pressed him to go to RPI (Renneslaer Polytechnic Institute) to take a practical degree.  This he somewhat regretted.  


Eddy Black was an editorial assistant and had been at Trapp for 15 years or so.  He was dark-haired, rotund but not always so much (depending on what year it was), and funny -- even some of his bad moods seemed calculated to entertain.  Joking around with Eddy was like being in high school again, where a fart was often the perfect comment on an issue.  When I was married six months after joining Trapp, he and Steve gave me a party in the office with an obscenity theme: among my presents: a jar of Crisco Oil labelled as a kitchen-sex-aid.  They took a gamble (and won) with my sense of humor, with 50 people from Writing and Graphics looking on.  Many working communities have their initiatory rituals, often a ritual of humiliation (such rituals are global in nature; see Victor Turner’s The Ritual Process).  Machinists used to send new hires looking for a left-handed wrench (what they do now, I don’t know: a CNC program for a one-armed left-handed welding robot?).  Eddy was with Will’s group at first and later was moved to the Engineering writing group where he remained until the 1993 lay-off.  


Sally Marsh, another editorial assistant, about 40 (in 1984), dark haired and robust, was then a 14-year widow.  She was charming and friendly, but as the years wore on the sloppiness of her work would eventually reflect poorly on the group and make working with her a stressful affair.  When Trapp began laying off eight years later, I cynically predicted that Sally would survive us all, having mastered the genre of the Excuse, and I was right.  

===============================================


The Video Group was supervised by an ex-Air Force Intelligence Colonel and political conservative, Bob Dunn.  I mention his politics because theoretically some of us radical liberals (including myself) shouldn’t have gotten along with him well (he had the added cultural burden of having flown in B-52s over Vietnam), and yet this calm, white-haired, tall fellow was simply a pleasant man.  You were always welcome to hide in his office for ten minutes and read interesting articles in his Aviation Week journal.  His group was always small, never more than three writers, and for a while, only two.  He had little to do but seemed neither idle nor artificially busy -- a military skill?  When President Bush was in trouble over the Iran Contra scandal, one of Bob’s newer employees (Randy Skat, a former 1960s psychedelic and protester) was good humoredly gloating, and when Bob came to me for support, I affirmed the good news of Bush’s problems.  Pushed beyond endurance, he waved his hand and said, “Ah, you liberals!”  That was his greatest outburst of bad feeling.  


The video group had Jim Yuppy, who’d risen up the ranks from editorial assistant to MBA, and was now poised for a leap into supervision any year now.  He would make it to top ranks in an Employee Communications group nine years later; by then a few of us had nicknamed him (well, I did, and it had caught on) The Weathervane.  When company politics blew down the hall, he could turn to point the way reliably.  Once, when his leg was in a cast, one of the illustrators drew a caricature of him resting on the couch at home but still dressed in impeccable business attire.  I don’t think this was meant to be so fundamentally truthful.  


Kara Finnley was about my age and hired at the same time as Steve and I (summer 1984).  She had been an advertising copy writer for a short time (two years?) and was pleased to escape such work to become a video script writer.  She earned a reputation for being a serious worker and eventually became editor of the company newspaper before she, too, was laid off (Recent report; she took over the newspaper at a big insurance company and turned a bad show into a good one; later she moved on to supervise a human relations group in another big insurance company, where she is now).  I admired Kara for the unusual turns her interests could take.  A few years after being hired she took her MA in liberal arts with a thesis written on Connecticut’s mining industry (feldspar, if I recall).  She used her skills won in video shooting to visit mining and geologic sites, interview folk in the business, and discover and publish old glass photo-plates she found in a museum.  For me this made all the difference -- here was individuality outside the corporate flow (The Weathervane wouldn’t have had a pigeonhole in his mind for this kind of does-not-further-company-interests study).  


Video writers worked almost entirely on videotape projects for both technical instruction and internal communication (such as employee communication and PR).  Half of their time was spent out of the office -- in the shop filming a process, or doing a ‘talking head’ piece with some manager, or in the field filming engine tests.  Finally, they spent long stretches in the photo lab helping the producer.  Their relatively glamorous work (measured against the rest of us who simply just stayed at our desks) gained them the reputation of being the elite of us all.  Their job was narrower because it was limited to script writing, yet broader in the sense that they were involved in tasks other than writing.  Such work helped the writers in the video group make a transition into writing for the company newspaper or in other roles occasionally (speech writing for example).  This was the major not-officially-mapped ethnographic border for this group -- their visibility around the company and the perception that they were more polished than other writers and more trained for “higher writing” functions in PR and employee communications.  


The engineering writing group was supervised by Seth Winsted (plump and in his late 50s).  Seth seems now to me as a washed out water-color -- bland and difficult to say much about nor inspiring much emotion in any sense, except in one sense, as I will soon say.  He loved his Friday morning donuts, and perhaps that is the best I can say for him.  He once told us of his vacation in Tokyo, where he had the greatest trouble finding a donut shop (Tokyo has one donut shop, and Seth did find it).  He was always smiling and friendly but had gotten the reputation for being able to smile while stabbing you in some corporate way.  He was friendly enough to me as I recall.  Perhaps I even owed my job to his racism.  When the group was interviewing writers for the position I would get, they interviewed among them an African American man.  Seth confided to Donna once, “He’s a little dark for our group, isn’t he?”  I don’t know how this attitude might have affected the decision.  It is easy to imagine the worse, but I think about that man sometimes.  


Seth’s group was reserved for Engineering clients after that division had complained of standing in line too often for service.  What this meant for these writers was that, year in and year out, they worked on writing internal proposals -- proposals written from Engineering to other departments, documents whose format never changed.  The possibility to rot in your chair at this work was very real (I know; I did it for a couple of months).  Other work, such as editing of contract reports or articles for trade journals, occasionally changed the pace for these people, but not often enough.  Two writers remained in this group for the next nine years, Blaise Badmanner and Donna Ever.  


Donna Ever was about 40 in 1984 and sat next to me for a few years.  I dodged her cigarette smoke until the room was divided into smoking and nonsmoking.  But I liked Donna when she didn’t smoke; she had no need of a humor transplant, and her humor was agreeably raunchy when required, always a relief when the day turned grim.  She was a hard worker.  Donna had come to Trapp 15 years before, rather as I had, as summer employment, although she had actually intended only to stay one summer.  With her degree in education she was aiming to be a teacher, but somehow she just stayed at Trapp until laid off in 1994.  She never seemed intent on ladder-climbing and made no effort to seem so, as her casual dress implied.  She disliked her work -- nothing new was going to happen to interest her -- but carried on because she was vested for 18 years toward retirement benefits (a common enough career trap).  After her lay off she became a receptionist at another technology company, then a few years later (and she may be there now), a worker in that company’s sales division.  When my job as a writer for a U.Conn. research group evaporated as our grant money dried up, Donna alerted me to a job in her company, which I took for a summer until Naugatuck Community College hired me.  Thanks Donna!  (that group was laid off 6 months later, so I had escaped just in time!). 


Blaise Badmanner was about 50 in 1984, very short and well dressed.  He seemed to dislike everybody and generally yelled a lot, a disposition softened only for a remarkable few months following his quadruple bypass operation.  He hated women, and if you wanted to play verbal charades with “Blaise” as the correct answer, then all you had to do was say his trademark statement, which I refuse to repeat here – it is a raunchy and nasty remark about the usefulness of women (women was not the word he used) in “real” jobs.  He always wondered bitterly why he was never promoted to supervisor after dwelling for so many years at the top of his salary range as a senior writer.  Most of my colleagues in the department could always say, at the darkest moment, that the company did at least one thing right.  


You might wonder why he was not further penalized for his vocal attacks against women, but I don’t wonder at all.  He was a terror to try to supervise, and his overseers would do little against him because he kept his engineering clients happy.  His sexism was extreme, true, but sexism was common enough; perhaps many men agreed with Blaise’s general outlook although would not vocalize it.  Also, official outrage against sexism wasn’t much developed in the company, not as much as it is now.  Yes, a bitter man -- next to women, he hated his supervisors most, and after them, he hated the word processor.  Typewriters and manual lay-out methods of the old days, he said, were just as good if not better.  This dislike may have caused his bosses more actual problems than his other dislikes.  He had to be forced to adopt new computers.  


Bill wrote a solid sentence, and knew a good paragraph from a bad one, and that was mostly all he had to do at Trapp, and all that he seemed to want to do.  Once he scoffed at my suggestion that a technical writer had much to offer an engineer by analyzing higher-level concerns in a document, such as tone, message, and structure.  He identified with the engineering client, saying that we couldn’t offer them much help except for basic tidying and crisp printing and layout of their work.  My own experience suggested the opposite; by the time of that conversation, I had identified major structural flaws in articles as well as social flaws (jokes that ought not be made, etc.) that had helped my clients stay out of trouble.  Yet once in a 60-second attempt at pleasant conversation (which he could manage from time to time), he mentioned having been an editor of a chemical journal.  So, no doubt, I am short-changing his skills and goals -- but he didn’t encourage a better view.  


You’ll note that some of our writers were not originally trained as writers.  In many companies at that time (say, in that pre1980s period) many technical communicators were taken from whatever occupation they happened to have been holding during organizational shake-ups, etc.  In such circumstances tech writing groups evolved with an initial crew of technical people who had been drawn together out of contingency.  Major job qualifications?  They spelled better than other technical folk, and they had few other choices for a job if they wanted to remain with the company.  This explains the eventual gathering of Ed Blueroad, Blaise Badmanner, and Kenny, an engineer who ended his days as a writer (he was retired by the time I came to Trapp but rehired for a few months during a time of heavy work load; he had described himself to me as a failed engineer who had to become a technical writer).  


Donna Ever was of another type -- perhaps a transitional kind of person, trained not as a technical person but as a teacher.  Perhaps the next wave of hires finished the trend started with Donna -- Cary, Steve, Kara, and I, all with at least some connection to formal training in written communications – we had degrees in business, communications, English, or even in technical writing (in Steve’s case).  But I am not sure of the chronology of hiring practices, nor would such knowledge be too useful; groups broke apart and formed anew, so no one group at any one instant was the formation of somebody’s single vision of a technical communications group.  Also, practices did (and do) vary widely between various corporations.  


To continue with the crew roster -- Cary Good was a part of Seth’s engineering writing group for about a year before transferring to my group.  She was in her early 50’s and a serious worker, which Seth exploited; when I joined up, Cary said she had so much work that she took several hours of it home each week.  Cary was the most experienced writer among us outside of technical work because she had spent the previous 10 or 12 years as a freelance writer.  She had written articles for camping magazines, many of them reviews of camping locations she and her husband had stayed at.  In this period she had developed a strong sense of journalistic writing on a limited topic, besides a discipline to sit at a desk and work hard.  


Some of Cary’s discipline had been learned from having completed her BA degree late in life, after many years of mothering a family of three and taking classes part-time.  Cary’s achievement, and that also of Katy’s (discussed below), was one of my first views into alternative tracks through education (later I would gain other views on this track as a part-time professor for Manchester Community College, where my students were usually taking courses after a full day of work).  Cary’s track through Trapp & Blackney would take her first through a combination of technical and promotional writing, then to writing for Commercial Product’s Division News, which Will Goodsup began and managed.  Eventually company reorganization would do away with division-level newspapers and combine all such functions into Trapp & Blackney News.  Then Cary would transfer to our parent department, Main Administration (to which all of the Communications was moved in one reorganization) where she would write, then manage and write, for PW News and other internal communications work, from which she retired in 1992.  


Cary and I became friends, and we traded the occasional fiction we had written.  Our friendship did not blind us to the fact that we were very different in ideology.  Her work-ethic ideology made her identify with the company far more than my ideology allowed.  Also, I was never timid from observing that her experience of writing was so focused that little innovation was evident in it, nor would her company positions allow much experimentation in language.  In her fiction, her plotting and pacing was similar to many “popular” genres -- fast, expository themes supporting traditional family values of relationships and major life transitions (coming of age, marriage, etc.).  On her part, she felt my fiction couldn’t be understood at all, especially when I used fantasy themes.  Our solution was simple -- we agreed that we were different people writing for different concerns, and we got on with things.  


I knew in theory that writers with Cary’s tastes are common, but I had come from an academic community which did not prize the expository writing and writing in popular genres.  My relationship with Cary became an instruction in the goals and “local satisfactions” that genre writers have, and of my potentially unwelcome and unneeded intrusion with my own values into their pleasurable practice.  I was forced to remind myself of the times I liked to relax by abandoning deep thinking -- to bask in the nostalgic effect of the worst genre novels read in my youth (Edgar Rice Burroughs, for example).  Surely this question as all a matter of what shade of gray one prefers.  Yes, I was an intellectual snob and remained one for many years, but my friendship with Cary began to change that, slowly.  


Wilma Tot was the editorial assistant in my group.  She was nearing retirement age; she was capable and hard working, friendly, and delighted to talk about the Cabbage-Patch dolls she had in their own full-sized bed in their own room, or the latest scandals in the scandal papers, or the latest Danielle Steele book or TV episode of Dynasty (my snobbishness is apparent here) -- all of which she could do while turning out perfectly done work.  She had a good humor and so I teased her regularly with my plans to market Cabbage Patch Guillotines and Electric Chairs.  

==============================================

THE WORD PROCESSING GROUP


Attached to our writing group was a word processing group-- what an earlier age would have named a “typing pool,” which some of the older employees still called it to the consternation of those who knew better.  Such conflict in terminology should be a lesson into the social changes exerted by new technology.  With the advent of word processing, once-typists started becoming more than typists -- they were typists, occasional editors (since editing was now less risky in a computerized environment since the original copy could be saved for comparison), lay-out people (especially when later computers arrived in which fonts and styles could be changed), translators between other data-types (IBM to WANG or Macintosh, etc.), keepers of electronic mailing lists, and librarians of documents that might be used again in some way.  The supervisor of the group also could become more than just an overseer of typists.  The group would be dissolved a few years after I joined the company, and they would be given other titles such as editorial assistant and document coordinator.  The social change of the word processor expanded both the functions and opportunities of the people who remained through these technological changes.  I imagine that the use of World Wide Web in business is now doing some of the same things (editorial assistants could become “web designers” – a more high-powered title and valued job?).  

=============================================

THE GRAPHICS GROUP


The Graphics group was not under our manager but rather had a manager of the same administrative level as our own.  Dan Sharp was the manager then, a friendly man who owned two houses -- one for himself and one for his antiques.  He saw himself as an artsy type and retired in 1990 or so to a condo in Maine, and he owned an antique shop.  I have no insight into his management ability, although his group had plenty of management -- somehow they justified having two assistant managers.  I was never sure what THEY did, although the supervisors under THEM seemed to work hard enough.  


The Graphics group comprised several types of people, starting with the illustrators who pushed out line drawings of engine parts, flow charts, and word charts for 35mm slide presentations (PowerPoint presentations have by now replaced 35mm word-chart slides).  When Macintosh computers came on, some of the illustrators started specializing in doing this work on the computer.  


The machine revolution struck this group in an awkward way.  No one seemed to know how to take these machines or their relationship to them -- were you still an artist if you did your layout work drawing on a computer?  The artists would argue the point back and forth!  I remember a time when I insisted that a complex flowchart be done on a computer: the customer changed his computer program often and continually updated the chart, so the computerized version made a lot of sense because the chart could be easily changed then printed.  The supervisor disagreed, and instead had the illustrator draw boxes, print out labels from a typesetting machine, and paste a whole herd of these on a paper.  I was pissed off, and they were pissed that I was pissed.  It was a bad day for computer graphics.  A year later no one would have thought of doing such a job as a manual paste-up.  That was a local variant of the desk-top publishing revolution.  


The desk-top revolution is probably well described and analyzed by now in several publications, but for people without the bibliography, I shall say that the Macintosh-type computers, with the ability to create fairly complex graphics and merge them into a word-processing document, suddenly changed a lot more than the computer industry.  In our group, the roles of writers and illustrators started blurring.  We had many discussions about how much time a writer should spend on a computer graphic, and when the graphic was to be the job of the illustrator.  Our supervisors decided that writers could do simple flow charts, but more complex graphics were best left to illustrators.  Even illustrators didn’t often attempt complex drawings on the computer and also used the machines for flow charts or very simple line drawings.  This situation went on for several years until optical scanners allowed complex images to be digitized for manipulation.  Even today drawing with an electronic pen or mouse or track-ball is not entirely convenient.  Images produced by other means are, more often, scanned in and manipulated in programs designed for this kind of work.  


But in general, writers started illustrating and designing the “look” of documents (font size and type, number of columns, etc.), and illustrators starting writing (they were now more apt to type explanations for illustrations by using the computer, and the written text was not as often solicited from or submitted to writers, as was the case before).  As roles changed, status of tasks shifted, and territory was invaded, the writing and illustration departments underwent battles and truces that many companies probably had to endure as well.  


Note now that times have changed and many employers now require or desire a writer to have some computer graphic capability beyond the production of simple flow charts.  This desire can conflict with the fact that writing and visual art are two very different skills.  This is best shown by the strange choices in colors I have seen engineers and engineering students using in their graphic presentations! (especially when they suddenly gained access to a color printer just when color printers became affordable to small organizations: around 1993).  


Still, drawing can be an agreeable change of pace from a day of writing.  I haven’t been given much chance to use the computer for creative art, but when I did (or when I created art for my own purposes) I felt great fulfillment at the task, at the completed union of word and image.  Supervisors of writers might take such feelings into account for those writers with some talent in visual art (and now they probably do in most jobs).  


Conflicts arising from the new computer technology were evident even within the illustration group, never mind the slow rise of illustration in the writers.  One illustrator worked on what was once a state-of-the-art graphics computer (Compugraphics) that could produce high-resolution images by printing from camera film.  It was a hugely expensive investment coming as it did in the late 1970s or early 1980s (tens of thousands of dollars, I think).  Then along came a Macintosh costing $2,000 including a printer that could take over all jobs except those demanding photo quality resolution (weren’t many of those -- who cared, really, if an overhead graphic was of film quality or 300 DPI?  Not when the characters were 18-point block letters!).  This costly machine, becoming more of an embarrassment every day, probably slowed the adoption of the Macintoshes in the Graphics group simply because of the embarrassment.  The idea of expensive computer equipment becoming outdated every six months is now a commonplace, but it was new to us back then.  


The designers were the next level over the illustrators.  They were consultants on the aesthetic appeal of the more important documents.  They also worked on the more costly jobs, such a color graphics for posters used in company PR and employee communications.  These people designed beautiful brochures but their standards could be over-applied, to my mind.  One time I was compiling a jet engine textbook, a revision of an old standard used in the company and also sold outside to technical schools.  It was an introduction the jet engine but its chapters became progressively more specialized into resources for specific kinds of engineers.  I had decided that this technical reference ought to have a double column lay-out to make the text more comfortable to read.  Circa 1980s technical writing was still devoted to long lines of text spread across a page of narrow margins, a daunting image to any set of human eyes – the page of print looked like a solid black wall of unending information coming right at you!  The designer for my book also was concerned with appearance and had made a mock-up of his conception.  This had the book bound on the 8.5-inch side (landscape layout, like a brochure) and had considerable white-space, with text  laid out in different zones on each page -- again, much like a brochure, half of whose effect is supposed to be visual.  Now in my old age I see my dilemma in objectifying jargon -- I was concerned that a technical manual layed-out in this way would seem bizarre: a crisis of audience expectation, where the audience has a certain form in mind and the communicator had best answer that form to put the audience in the proper frame of reference for the information.  Inother words, if you have a certain expectation about how a user manual should look, but the manual actually looks very different, you be be disappointed and not respect that manual very much.  Strange but true.  I don’t think we had rhetorical theory in mind when faced by such perceived clashes of form vs. message, but the theory would have explained some of these dilemmas.  Any way, I got my simple double column format, and the designer grumbled for years afterward; there are tales of the fish that got away and of the document-layout lost to convention.  


Interesting characters emerged from the Graphics group.  The fiction writer in me can’t pass by a chance to sketch a few.  Paul: friendly guy, interested in many things and willing to read about them, and the topics arose in an associational way at every conversation: “On vacation we visited the site of Custer’s last stand, and we walked the battle field at night.  The stars were so bright and clear, you could see straight to Pluto, and its too bad about that Hubble Space Telescope lens, isn’t it?  You’d think corprations could get their act together but they never do.  The lens on my camera has a coating that...”  I named him The Hook and this caught on, because once he hooked you, you would flap and flap like the helpless fish until he let you go.  Katy and I had a defense: when Paul outstayed his welcome, one of us would disappear on “business” and use a phone in the next room; the caught person would get a “business call” and freedom.  But make no mistake -- Paul might have been The Hook, but I admired the fact that he had varied interests, and I didn’t always mind the time.  


And consider also Duncan, who had a method of walking partly sideways down the hall, breaking the physics of the human bipedal motion, a perpetual profile.  And Billie, who designed and made her own jewelry, and wore scandalously noncorporate clothing and somehow got away with it while maintaining a reputation for charm and reliable graphic skills: force of spirit can rise above all codes and dominate even miniskirts and open-backed dresses in a stiff business environment!  


Let’s end the Graphics group.  We (writers) and they worked closely and daily.  The wishes of writers sometimes conflicted with the wishes of illustrators.  But most often we respected each other and got along well.  We also shared a generic personality at times, in that we might think of ourselves as artists as opposed to corporate clones (of course the clones didn’t see themselves as clones!  But you get my meaning).  Like the graphic designers, some of the writers thought of themselves as craftsfolk (to say that we “crafted” words was a coding used by some of us to exalt our trade and used by managers when they wanted to praise us).  


Still, only Cary and I attempted what is normally considered creative literature; secretly I scoffed at what many of my bosses and colleagues considered “creativity.”  And some of my noncreative colleagues agreed (it being easier to know “art” than to want to do art).  I suppose there are degrees of artistry, as many degrees as professional writers, but I confess I was not too charitable to corporate definitions of creativity.  The illustrators could more plausibly call themselves artists; some of them were accomplished painters, and so they had talents that cut across their spectrum of jobs.  The would-be designer of my textbook regularly sells fine oil paintings, and the sloppiest, most infuriating of the technical illustrators (Duncan) was fine in watercolors (years later I was taking a lunch-hour walk down a dirt road near U.Conn., where I was working, and I met Duncan painting a picture of a cow-pasture.  Small world!).  I have many good memories of these people, some of whom had quite colorful (no pun) personalities.  

=============================================

THE EARLY YEARS


Let me get on with the actual flow of events as a technical writer.  Picture a flowery-fonted title of the first chapter of a book: The Early Years.  These spanned roughly 1984 to 1986, give or take 6 months.  I started by being excited at having a “real” job and the material benefits that came with it.  After a half year had gone by I had a new car, the sailing dory I had dreamed about for years, and my first computer.  In the early period my wife and I bought a condo and went on vacations to Ireland and California.  As I think back now I’m amazed at how much money we spent and even saved, perhaps because my conception of money was long defined by the previous 8 years of college life, and the fact that I had come from a working-class family who had lived from paycheck to paycheck.  


In the early period I threw myself into learning the technology of the company.  The company might have perished, but if I was still getting paychecks, and still had a heated room with a roof, I wouldn’t have noticed.  I hadn’t been a technical person except for the usual teenage flirtations with motorcycles.  I hadn’t enjoyed working on them much except for some minor innovations that motorcycle-simplicity permit.  But this was different -- turbine engines were so radically different from the associations I had made of work-a-day motors that I was fascinated.  Luckily, the gas turbine engine offers many opportunities to apply science and to learn science when knowledge is lacking.  If I hadn’t performed well in the “hard science courses” in college, then here was a chance to relearn it at my own pace, and perhaps even in a more natural way -- by a curious mixture of professional need, personal interest, and associational exploration.  Jet engines led to turbine blades led to aerodynamics led to heat transfer led to metallurgy and chemistry.  If institutional education could teach by such chains of association…. well, what if?  Shit!  I would have learned some science in college!  Oh well.  


I had joked to a supervisor at my interview that my long involvement with science fiction had in a way trained me to be a technical writer.  For whatever reason, I wasn’t marched to the door after making this statement.  But it was a true statement.  The ability for this math-failing, anthropological English major to assimilate the fundamentals of a complex technology so well had to mean that my training had begun before I had come to Trapp & Blackney.  


Those who do not well understand science fiction (perhaps they only watched Star Wars or a particularly bad Star Trek and had their worst fears confirmed) can’t comprehend what an education is possible in this genre.  Some of the best authors are scientists while still being fair or good writers (Michael Crichton comes to mind).  Those who are not scientists often know the science they deal with well enough. (I am speaking of the genre of “hard” science fiction (Larry Niven, for example); “soft” science fiction deals with sociological concepts and is more likely to produce works of high literary quality, i.e., Ursula LeGuin, Harlan Elision, Theodore Sturgeon).  


In the classic, tear-jerking tale, The Cold Equations, I learned the relationship between math and physics better than any math teacher ever taught.  Larry Niven regularly builds entertaining, well-constructed stories around physical concepts, from black holes to gyroscopes.  Besides reading these stories, I had also designed a science fiction role-playing game while I was in college (similar to the well-known Dungeons & Dragons-type games).  In such pursuits, the game designer creates an entire world (maps, technical background, societies, history, etc.); the more meticulous the work, the greater realism the game imparts to the players -- in the best of conditions.  I consulted astronomy books to discover what types of stars would allow life to evolve on planets, and at what distances from what stars this would require.  I tried to figure out physics texts to know how much energy could be stored as hydrogen in a three-foot diameter fuel cell, and how much energy was released assuming total energy conversion (space ships need lots of energy, after all, and I had to tell my players when their ships ran out of it).  Topics I had found desperate in college classes I now reconsidered out of pleasure.  


Math would always be the barrier preventing a deep knowledge of hard science, but at least this science fiction and gaming background taught me how to ask scientific questions, and what questions to ask.  This skill I regularly used in my technical writing trade.  It must count for something, because an engineering Ph.D. student once wanted to name me in his acknowledgments in his dissertation for the ideas I had given him.  I thanked him but permitted only a thanks for my general editing work, because I couldn’t be sure what I had done except for asking lots of questions to have an excuse to escape my boring office.  But I wonder, and I also admire the student’s eagerness to credit an office-clone’s curiosity.  


More pragmatically, I learned in this early period to write on demand, and to do so while juggling five or more jobs at once: one or two large, long-term projects, and several smaller ones constantly being assigned, finished, and assigned again.  My work ethic was puritanical.  I don’t know where I found the energy.  I couldn’t do it again.  

============================================

THE CORPORATE TECHNO-DREAM STARTS TO RUST


Around the time I had returned from a honeymoon in balmy Quebec in February 1985, the honeymoon at work was also nearing an end (I had then been working for 6 months).  I recall coming in one day from a vacation and saying to no one in particular, “It seems like I never left this fucking place.”  Wilma laughed at the completion of my rite of passage.  She said, “Wade has figured it out at last,” or something like that.  Half of the explanation lies in my character defect: I am a spoiled, lazy person.  I could never confront tediousness with grace and acceptance.  And work was becoming tedious.  


I had done a lot of summarizing -- boiling down large reports into chapters of the great Final Report I was assembling for NASA.  Being a writer had too often meant being an editor and assembler.  Surely the art of the summary is valuable to a writer, but day after day of leaning on the delete button (cutting down larger documents into smaller ones) is a wearing task.  Further, I had been indoctrinated into the genre of the technical overview/story board/technical brochure -- that is, a brief text with illustrations.  Often, these short documents (loaded with illustrations) used older text (or ‘boilerplate’) that we simply cut down to fit the “brochure” format.  After doing several of these I began to learn that not all recycling is good.  Phrases went around this department, and around and around, and we had formulas to produce different but related phrases, and there wasn’t a stake available to drive through their little hearts.  Welcome to corporate land?  Blessed be thy boilerplate!  And since we had word processors, we could save these phrases and paragraphs, call up them up anytime.  The college-trained literate society to which I belonged valued variety in print, yet these constantly re-used phrases and paragraphs made a joke of language variety.  


My growing bitterness was also a result of a learning plateau.  Without a background in math, I was limited to what I could learn about the technology.  And I had my limits even to scientific knowledge -- I was thoroughly a social scientist and my dream-room was decorated by tribal masks, thick ethnographies, and dictionaries of languages that only dozens have heard named.  I would not become a physical scientist in this life, and after seeing the narrow focus of the engineering trade, I let go all my silly romantic notions of what engineers did for a living.  An engineer could go through life being an expert on fuel-control series #JT3-339-C.  They weren’t at all like the backyard scientists in early Robert Heinlein SF novels, people who made great inventions and then used them -- a lifestyle possible, however, in Robert Goddard’s days!  But Goddard went on to design warheads, and the first astronauts were soldiers racing against the Evil Empire -- so many ideals have led that way.  


The reality of technical writing was teaching me that creativity (or even writing) often had little to with the trade, and this rubbed against my long-established habits as a researcher and a fiction writer.  


Completing the wear on my nerves was my continuing education.  Until the end of 1987 I was driving to U.Mass. at Amherst after work once per week to take courses.  After the end of courses I was often driving (perhaps every two weeks) to make library trips.  Dissertation writing began seriously in 1988 and would continue until 1991.  From 1991 to 1992 I was occupied with editing the dissertation (450 pages!).  


Throughout this period I was also doing related activities.  Between 1984 and 1992 I gave 12 papers at academic conferences and published three articles in professional journals (two would expand to become dissertation chapters).  I also wrote a series of columns (literary studies for a general audience) for an amateur fantasy magazine, and continued to write and publish novellas, short fiction, and poetry in amateur magazines.  And from 1989 to 1993, I would teach one English course per year for Manchester Community College (at night).  I saw this as a way to keep up some basic teaching skills for that mythical teaching job I would get someday.  All this was a considerable load, to which was added the challenges of becoming a parent (my daughter was born in 1988, my son in 1991).  Under these circumstances, I think I would have felt stress about my job even if it had been a perfect job.  But I didn’t see technical writing as a perfect trade by any means.  


I should note that I did not always blame Trapp & Blackney but rather my generic trade.  I knew I was well paid and can’t recall complaining about my salary (by the time I was laid off in 1992 I was making $44,000 per year [started off at $21,000 in 1984], good pay for someone with an English degree, at that time).  I also knew my job was more varied than some others in the trade.  Rather, my problem was that I compared my job with the higher-level intellectual tasks that had been ingrained by my writing hobbies and education.  


I remembered telling people that I felt about 10% of my training and skills were being used at the job.  An exaggeration, surely, but not too far off.  The pace of a professional writing environment can indeed limit our tasks until we are pushing out crisp-looking text on which we have had barely enough time to restructure and line-edit.  The trade of technical writing can really use some attention to tone and application of alternative methods of explaining the subject (including some kinds of metaphors; the skills of poetry and diction can sometimes be applied to technical writing, although your average supervisor in the trade will glance askance at you if you make this claim public).  Unfortunately, this is where tech writing will involve time that cannot be spent.  So, yes, too often about 10% of a well-trained writer’s skills will be activated on the job.  

==============================================

SOME OF THE CONFLICTS OF VALUES IN TECHNICAL WRITING: THE WRITER VS. EVERYBODY ELSE!


At the end of first two years I was coming to these disappointing conclusions.  I had found ample reason for disappointment as we interacted with clients.  I came to see how limited the corporate notion of technical communication was.  Many engineers valued us mostly for doing spell-checks and giving them clean copy laid out with their illustrations.  I don’t think many engineers felt that we had a higher-order function in analyzing the larger structures of their texts, and certainly not the function and overt vs. covert messages they were sending.  To be fair, they had become accustomed to this kind of service because the earlier generation of writer was often a former technical person who only knew grammar and spelling.  These people were likely to edit text at this level and take for granted the proper function of all other features of the document (such as tone and organization).  


One of the problems we encountered was the authorities that engineers accepted as judges of their writing.  These authorities could be invoked to use against the writer, to set the writer lower on the hierarchy.  This behavior had degrees of activation.  For example, an engineer might have heard a casual statement that a boss or colleague thought his writing was OK, so you, the writer, ought not to use too much time on it.  


Yet I experienced a more humiliating and infuriating type of “authority.”  An aerodynamicist with a fine reputation for technical work habitually wrote in sentences between 50 and 100 words in length (I cannot recall how well his writing worked on larger scales of structure).  I have preserved in my notes a typical phrase (not the complete sentence, mind you, which might have more than one of these kinds of phrases): “...JT8D low pressure turbine case weld repair of turbine nozzle guide vane rear foot retaining groove...”  I went over an article he wrote for a trade journal, and then met with him.  He proceeded to go over each of the 15 or 20 pages and crossed out each of my corrections.  I should have expected it; at an earlier meeting in a packed room he’d said, “I don’t like technical writers.  I’ve had trouble with them before.”


He thought his writing was great because a US government agency had graded his yearly Independent Research and Development proposals with high marks in every category, which won grant money for the company.  So he saw no reason to think his writing was poor.  I saw the reviewer report, and my client spoke the truth about his “grades.”  The subjects graded included various technology areas, innovation, and writing.  


The problem here is that bosses, colleagues, and outside reviewers may be “grading” the technology or results rather than the method in which these are communicated.  This aerodynamicist’s proposal was written as poorly as the article of his that I had edited (I took this corroboration as a personal duty).  But his skills were providing the government with a high-performance fighter engine that few others in the world could produce.  In addition, in making assessments of writing, reviewers may “refer” to supracontextual texts, that is, the texts of prior documents and conversations, all of which contribute to the understanding of a particular work.  My argument against reliance of reviewer assessment was (1) a sudden shift of readers (say, to an engineering student or one new to the field) suddenly loses all this supratextual context, making a document difficult to comprehend, and (2) we have no context for the reviewer’s grading.  That is, how long did the reviewer take to digest the information and understand it?  Did the reviewer actually understand what was written or was the reviewer intimidated by the jargon and style and assumed the work was excellent?  And would a better written text have taken less time to digest (efficiency being the value here), and would the better written text permit more comprehension and more reliable evaluation?  We rarely gain an insight into these issues, yet this lack is paradoxically reversed into a strength used in designing and perceiving corporate technical communication.  


But it wasn’t just the engineers who subverted the writer’s potential.  Our own supervisors unwittingly cooperated in our limitations.  None of our  supervisors and managers had an English, Journalism, or Communications background (except for one, at the end of my employment).  After a writer’s training, the task of a year or so, the management became increasingly useless as sources of feedback.  Writers of the “new generation” -- post-1984 writers had degrees in English or communications as a requirement) -- rapidly became the only “experts” with none over them experienced enough to give progressive advice about improving writing and communication.  Managers most often commented on visual aspects of layout or suggested broad topics that the writer would need to include, or people or previous documents the writer ought to consult.  Managers also advised on how much money to spend on publication processes, trusting to the reliability of the content and style of the text being applied to the communications need.  


And mangers sometimes gave advice about which they hadn’t a clue, and this phenomenon is related to a problem discussed previously.  That is, unlike an engineer who might discount or simply not apply the features of “good” technical writing, the writing managers KNEW they had to consider such things as audience, tone, and message in writing -- managers learn these terms in short corporate writing seminars (after which they may feel as though they are writing experts!), and the jargon confers empowerment -- unsubstantiated empowerment -- over the writing process.  But like the engineer, the mamagers didn’t have much a clue as to the real effect of communication on the audience.  


For example, the manager might say, “The customer wants to see this and this and this.”  I developed standard response: “How do you know they want that, and if they do, do they really need it?”  The standard rejoinder was, “We have to serve the customer,” the ancient subtext of which is [the customer is always right].  My answer: “So if a cocaine addict thinks that cocaine is the best thing for him, should we give him cocaine?”  I never got an answer to this.  Perhaps the wording was too extreme (the extreme doings of Hitler makes us agree that WW2 had to be fought, but we readily argue the necessity of involvement of many other wars).  

[ Excuse me.  I must make a few notes to myself for the next revision of this document.  This will only take a moment.  Notes to myself  -- (1) talk about the topic off ownership, how some people conceive of themselves as owners of a document and can be hard to convince.  (2) mention ability to talk freely, take walks to cafeteria, or even outside, to get into jam sessions of anecdotes, of engineer-folklore, my soap-box performances, liberty with lunch with appreciative clients, ability to take off time for errands and school work.  E-mail performances.  OK, I’m done.  Back to the narrative: ]


By the end of the early period, I was becoming to be known as a technical writer just as my colleagues, hired at the same time, were coming to be known for their preferred tracks in video production or newsletter writing.  Obviously this tendency was set partly against our designs.  When hired, we’d been promised of occasional rotations in other groups to gain experience.  This didn’t happen except through crisis or reorganization, and for the most part we stayed in specialties in which we were originally hired.  And partly this was of our own design.  Video writers came to enjoy being out of the office and having split experience (writing and video production).  Newsletter/PR writers enjoyed less technical work, increased visibility in upper echelons, and their perceived license for creativity.  


For myself, I saw technical writing as a escape from some ethical dilemmas.  Yes, the work was perceived as being basic and boring by many people, but I rationalized that my documents had a good purpose -- to instruct in proper maintenance, to communicate experience, all of which benefited aircraft operations and in a small way, concerns of efficiency and safety.  I racked such functions up against public relations, propaganda, and marketing, all of which seemed to me to use stretched versions of “the truth” – public relations and marketing writing seemed slimy to me, to be honest.  As an academic researcher, the use of loose data and loose, persuasive thinking was a something of a crime against humanity (ranked somewhat below the use of nerve gas, true).  And there I remain, in trade and ideology.  

==============================================

THE MIDDLE YEARS: I BECOME EVEN MORE CYNICAL, IF YOU CAN BELIEVE THAT


Now we enter the middle period of my employment, which starts around 1986 and runs to around 1990 or 1991.  Most of the same issues I discussed earlier apply to this period.  I continued to become by degrees cynical and bitter toward the profession.  These emotions accompanied the burn-out I felt from the repetitiveness of the tasks.  In a business setting, many assignments seem like previous ones.  Ironically I think this is a sign of a stable environment because repetitiveness means your work is regular in arriving and the group in which the writer works has a set of continually useful tasks to perform.  The successful blacksmith never lacks for horse to shoe, and this is good, but each horseshoe may have a maddening sameness.  But perhaps this smith, whom I seem stuck with for the moment, wants to hammer out an ornamental gate once in a while, or all the while, but there are more horses than patrons of the arts.  Good luck to you, blacksmith.  I’ve hardly known you but for two sentences duration and already I feel kinship with you.  


This all reminds me of my father working in his travel-trailer shop for a rotten boss and a low wage.  He was the foreman and kept the best jobs for himself.  What were they?  Wrecks!  My dad’s mouth watered for trailer accidents, I think because good trailers were infuriating in their sameness, but wrecked trailers were destroyed in various ways.  He seemed happiest figuring out how to fix them.  Like a healed bone the repair made the trailer an individual.  In a way wrecked documents offer the same possibilities.  Let them come with a turgid style, an inaccessible format, messages buried deeper than Captain Kid’s Spanish gold.  The jaded tech writer reaches in the tool bag and gets an ax, and a chisel, and a dental pick, and if the deadline is reasonable, this is as close to happy as this clerk may get in the trade.  


“Wade, you’re bitter indeed and the portrait of the cynic as a young man, and how shall we get anything out of this?”  I want to remind you that I may not be the typical tech writer, dear reader; that’s my point.  Although I don’t know what typical may mean.  I admit to being surprised when I get a glimpse at a life, anyone’s life, and I find out that this person here has learned to play the violin, not professionally, and rather roughly, but has accepted the consequences of amateur violinism and keeps at it anyway.  


I once met a man who worked an awful job but had made his peace with it.  He worked at a factory (Malden Mills in Lawrence, Mass.) at a very tough job (one I filled myself for 8 months), and he felt that he was important because he could keep a huge, sadistic nylon-dyeing machine running for two shifts a day (I hated that machine, and when it broke down, I was happy, even when it meant I would earn no extra pay by producing more than usual amounts of nylon).  Then he would go home and turn on his multi-thousand dollar music system and bask in Baroque music.   I felt that this was an extreme example of what many people did with their jobs – work hard at bad jobs, then go home to recuperate to do it again.  What meaning was there in this life?  But I would escape that, wouldn’t I?  Education would help me escape a repetitive, meaningless life.  I placed all my bets on education, and I was feeling it would make me different than these people stuck in factory jobs.  


I felt as if I could escape this job through college, and everybody else would be stuck at their repetitive tasks on noisy, smelly, not machines.  Yet I remember impressing my fellow workers not with my college education but with knife-throwing (dad had had commando training, and he’d passed on this valuable 20th century skill, but alas, the Olympics dropped this event some time in 1357).  In a break-period they were throwing their Buck knives into a cardboard box, or trying to.  I showed them the knife should spin only 180-degrees at close range, and then it would stick in its target.  I did it once with great success, and walked off melodramatically.  They finally respected me after that!  I felt among them but also above them because of the education I had and was planning to have: I could explicate a medieval saga AND throw a knife.  This is not pleasant to admit, but it is true.  At 23 years of age I certainly had a lot of growing up to do.


But my education took a more bitter-sweet flavor on another factory job a year later.  This time it had been summer job, and I had been a graduate student working on my Masters Degree and writing an article for an archaeology conference.  During my lunch hour, a fellow worker, about my age, came by and simply grabbed my notebook.  “What’s this?”  He started reading.  I used to jokes about being a “college boy” and was ready for more of the same, but he kept reading for a minute, flipping the pages.  He’d worked factories since high school and as he listened to my cautious explanation of how people used to bury treasure in a ritual, and that this ritual could be detected in archaeological sites and medieval folklore, the guy stared at my pages and nodded slowly.  “I like that stuff,” he said.  “I read archaeology in magazines sometimes.”  Then he left.  I don’t recall that he ever came by to talk to me again.   


Sometimes we are lucky enough to witness a moment like this; it becomes a rare window in a life.  Of course, this guy was ME without the college.  And though I may be using a fiction writer’s technique (and emotion), I do believe the man left me rather quickly, though he had stared with some interest at my paper.  I thought he avoided me after that.


I won’t remove this odd chain of reasoning from a tech writing autobiography, because technical writing had become a factory job, in a way – I thought I had escaped dreariness in my working world, but not so.  I was teased with the possibilities of something better (I perceived) – the chance to find a teaching/researching job at a big university.  I became privileged with a Ph.D. and CURSED by it, too, because I had enough understanding as well as ambition to come to detest what I called technical writing “literary factory work.” 


When I had a different job years later as a tech writer in U.Conn.’s engineering department, I was sometimes uncomfortable among the professors there because, perhaps like my fellow factory worker, I was afraid of being envious of something I might not have a chance to do.  I was becoming bitter because I had studied a long time to find a college teaching job, but increasingly I was feeling as I imagined my fellow factory worker might have felt – locked out of something I wanted to do with my life.  


As the time of my writing trade passed by, and as I progressed on my PhD degree and freelance writing, the fear of being stuck in the trade grew along with my skills.  Others grow tired of their work, but I was a different case: my skills at fiction and academic writing were uncomfortably close to the tech writing trade I followed to earn my pay.  I KNEW what I was capable of a variety of writing styles and genres, and I knew that, in tech writing, I was severely limited.  Black moods were increasingly frequent, and my reputation changed, I think, from hard-working upwardly mobile writer to a hard-working, unhappy oddball.  Yet I continued to earn high performance reviews and salary increases, and I was promoted to the rank of senior writer.  At that time there was no further rank to attain in writing except that of writing supervisor.  I wasn’t interested.  


The middle period was also the full development of certain consequences of a writing trade: when your workload was light, you could do your own writing.  For me, who wrote both academically (for scholarly journals) and as a hobby (fiction), this realization made technical writing the true lesser of evils.  Slow periods were both random and cyclical.  The great cycles of the corporate year meant that spring and fall saw fairly heavy workload as the normal complement of work was supplemented by engineers needing help on articles and presentations for conferences held by engineering societies, such as the American Institute for Automotive Engineers and the American Society for Mechanical Engineers.  Summers sometimes were slow, presumably because our clients usually too vacations then.  One summer was so slow that more than one writer could be found ducking behind typing stands with a novel.  


Besides the cycles, the work week was sprinkled with a half hour here and there where you were stuck waiting for some process to be completed before your effort was required (you might be writing for an illustration, or binding, or copying, or some additional rough draft from your client).  If you had a slack afternoon, you could ask a colleague if you could help with something; then you might get a document to proofread.  Just as often your colleague had nothing that you could help with, because writing work means that there are only narrow “windows of opportunity” in which a second person can become involved usually when a draft is ready for proofing, more rarely when you had a special skill or knowledge that requires your eyes).  


In short, I found time to work on my PhD dissertation or my novel or a short story.  Generally I would eat lunch quickly and work on my own things through the hour, this was my time to spend, but if work was not pressing, I might continue working for another half hour.  Alternatively, at the end of the day, when work was slow because of group fatigue, there might be another period.  I started out like a new addict -- feeling guilty with each moment I spent on my own work.  Later I realized that what other people were spending on socializing time, I was simply spending on my own writing.  (We didn’t have institutionalized 10-minute breaks, as do factory workers, but this seemed fair because an office worker has more liberty, and socialization periods were unpredictable.  Ten-minute breaks in the morning and afternoon would have been superfluous).  


I also learned that my little sin was not unknown with other workers.  One person in another writing department had used  free time to work on his business degree.  Kara’s rapport with the photolab led to her use of antique glass negatives, which she used in her thesis after her friends in the lab at Trapp & Blackney processed them for her.  One woman’s husband had a landscaping business that benefited from her drawings of plans on the graphics computer.  And one old timer spoke of a writer (long ago moved on to another occupation) who wrote a spy novel in his free time, even circulated among other employees to read; he eventually published it.  


So I was no longer unique but rather in a kind of surreptitious office-tradition.  The tradition maintained that (1) getting caught was what was “wrong”; (2) if you get your expected work done, then no harm done; and (3) don’t run your private business during free time (this was one offense for which the company could fire you in an instant).  Our bosses would have to have been utterly blind not to know that some of this went on, but they lived truly by principle #2 above.  I have memorialized this invisible institution in the acknowledgments section of my dissertation: “I must laud two of my bosses at the company where I earned my bread for many years, Will Goodsup and Bart Winne; they often came by my desk and saw strange books where jet-engine texts should have been — many thanks for their humanity amidst employment, their indulgence to a distracted working-student.”  I could safely show them this salute (being half admission of guilt!) because by then I was working on a short-term contract for the company after having been laid off; but as I’ve said, they weren’t blind; I was probably always safe in relative-sin.  

===============================================

I FINALLY LEARN THAT I NEED TO LEARN HOW TO WRITE BETTER


An important feature of the middle period was my improving writing skills -- improvements despite my job.  I have already mentioned that, after a certain break-in period, the tech writer becomes as good an authority as anyone else unless the supervisor is indeed a better writer (not necessarily or even often the case).  No one was in a position at Trapp to help me improve my writing, and I was not a good writer.  How so?  I didn’t know myself until this period.  I hadn’t been a bad writer in college -- my grades in my two freshman composition courses were B and AB.  When I did get to courses requiring writing, few people made an effort to comment on my writing vs. my ideas.  So I went through the university thinking that A’s on my term papers meant I was a good writer.  Not true.  Professors were marking my ideas, and I didn’t know that.  Since I was an anthropology major, and only my electives were in English, the professors didn’t see themselves as needing to mark my writing very much.  There were exceptions, but they were swift comments by the anthropology professors (“you need to organize a little more; on page 6 I found it hard to follow your progression”) which I could easily forget in the focus on my ideas.  I don’t recall many comments from my English electives.  I may even have overwhelmed them with excess unintentionally -- I tended to give 30-page papers where 10 pages were required.  


In graduate school, I also don’t recall many comments on my writing.  My writing sufficed, but it wasn’t great.  I had good ideas that I started presenting at conferences ahead of most other graduate students, so, again, I was taking my teachers’ excitement at professional-level ideas as a general affirmation as my skill at both writing and thinking.  And as I’ve said, once at Trapp, my skill was adequate relative to the other writers.  


My first surprise hint about my mediocre skill as a writer came when I ghost-wrote an article for a director of technology.  His rank was high, he was happy with my work, and his paper was printed in a trade journal.  But months later the same paper was accepted for another journal.  The director sent me a copy.  I noted that the editor at the journal had rewritten it.  His style was much more concise than my own.  Whether conciseness is itself “better writing” I cannot argue here -- some conciseness is good, perhaps, but the matter is a complex one.  What I can say is that I saw that my writing could be made much more concise than it had been, and that editor’s rewrite seemed better than my original.  


Around that time (1986) I was also preparing my first manuscript to submit to an academic publication.  I had presented a paper in 1983 at a conference, and the moderator invited me to submit a version for a book he was editing.  I revised the paper and submitted it.  Months later I learned the reviewer rejected my article for as much its writing style as its content -- perhaps more for its style.  I wasn’t given a chance to revise.  He said my style was full of jargon, reminiscent of social science style, which, he said, must not be allowed to affect English departments.  Well, I WAS writing in social science style!  It was a paper combining archaeology and folklore studies.  And a major influence on my way of thinking and writing was from an anthropology professor who had a great reputation for being on the cutting edge, and he wrote in a dense, jargony way.  He was my model.  I thought his style was appropriate.  


The rejection on these grounds hurt me.  I could answer the questions raised on literary and anthropological topics -- these were easy to cover, and I would publish the article three years later in revised style but with my theoretical underpinnings intact (I fixed some minor evident problems and simply disagreed with some of the reviewer’s assessment -- that’s easy enough to do!).  


However, the rejection hit my pride as a writer.  It HURT.  My identity was strongly centered around my persona as a writer.  At such a point, you give up or change.  I’ve seen it with some people who are writing fiction -- they cannot endure criticism on a bad story, and rather than admit problems, they cease writing for publication.  I made up my mind to change.  I sifted the article and sent it to my teacher and his wife once again (his wife is an excellent editor).  When I got the paper back with red marks, it seemed as though I was seeing the red ink for the first time.  Surely it is hard to translate editorial changes into a theory for better writing (this is the problem of traditional composition classes, of course).  My change, then, was slow, but it was happening. 


As I put the rejected article aside for a while, I started another.  I had ample material from an independent study I had done; it was near the length and depth of Master’s theses in a topic in Celtic studies, one my other concentrations besides Old English.  My professor of Celtic studies had said a few times I had to learn to write.  You know the story by now: her approval of my ideas made me deaf to writing comments that she snuck in now and then.  She and my graduate advisor (Old English) were my first sources for improvement, but in my mind I had linked them to approvers of my ideas.  If they had much to say on writing, I was deaf to it.  My advisor in particular was by now my good friend, and he was not good at telling me I needed to improve in some area.  He encouraged good ideas, and he thought that the writing would come, and that was that.  His excitement for new ideas made me into a scholar -- his talent was in making students feel like colleagues, so we couldn’t help but to try to deserve the feeling.  But to write better his wife gave me better advice: she could be acidic in her comments, and her voice is a theme in my turn-around.  


For my Celtic studies professor, I might have written a pretty good paper for her independent study, since her few but acid comments did hover at the edge of conscience, and I had tried to improve.  The article based on the work I had done for her was accepted by the first journal on my list, accepted with only a minor quibble, which was easy to fix.  I sent an offprint to my former folklore professor (folklore being my third concentration).  He valued good writing and had split his teaching between folklore and the U.Mass. Writing Program for many years.  He valued good writing enough to have (foolishly, I think) distanced himself from recent folklore studies because of writing style: “They cut down trees to print that stuff?” he once snorted.  With this in mind I was pleased receive word of his blessings on this article: “You’re good writer.  You really enjoyed writing this.” He was a source removed from my Old English and Old Irish teachers, and his comment affected me.  


A second influence on my writing is possibly due to my involvement as staff on an amateur science fiction and fantasy magazine, The Mage, once published at Colgate College.  The editor had accepted a short story from me and also invited me to write a column twice per year for the magazine.  I could write on any topic I wanted as along as it had something to do with the SF genre.  I held this ‘position’ until 1991, when the magazine ceased publication.  My first column was a little wandering but it set my tone of the series: analysis of selected SF/F stories, with topics ranging from Russian formalism (to explain some functions of the genre) to the racism that has been a subtext in some stories and films.  Quite consciously I avoided an academic tone of voice (although I did cite a few references at times), because I reasoned that my audience wouldn’t read the columns otherwise (unfortunately, my academic snobbery did come out from time to time, as I notice now when I reread those articles).  


Of course, I didn’t know who the audience of The Mage was.  Some part of it would have college undergraduates, but I was told that few copies sold on the campus.  The magazine had a circulation of about 1,000, with some overseas subscriptions, and I knew that many of the subscribers would be amateur writers (this seems to be the case generally for the amateur and semi-professional magazines, which advertise in, among other places, the Writer’s Market books, which are a standard reference text of markets and information for amateur and commercial writers in the field of general-level essays and fiction).  So I constructed a composite out of this sketchy information: SF/F reader, sometimes a writer, probably with some college education.  I adopted a tone set to hook this audience with references to the fantastic but with a goal of instructing this audience in the possibility of interpreting and criticizing the genre.  


I think around this time I can fairly state that my writing ideology had transformed.  I would not transform so much as to write in short, simple sentences.  The reader of this document has the evidence about that!  I recall one of my dissertation readers commenting on a section concerning Germanic tribes: “Shorten this sentence; your writing style sometimes is Germanic in length.”  Yet I think I tended toward a style easier to read, and perhaps even more playful.  My evidence is the Mage articles and a few newspaper articles written for the company newspaper and one for The Hartford Courant.  


I could wish for some evidence that my new ideology worked its way into technical writing.  The nature of tech writing, however, is not one to make an individual writing style easily applicable or evident.  What is the nature?  Often the tech writer merely edits what is provided by a technical person.  And when the writer produces original prose, it is often subjected to review by a supervisor or a client, who will usually modify the writing or outright reject parts of it that seem “strange” or dysfunctional.  The merest detail can seem dysfunctional (I have already spoken of the client who methodically reversed all of my simple line editing -- he was especially offended at the use of hyphenation in noun strings and compound adjectives).  The newspaper article I wrote for the company were not aimed at a specific technical audience, so here was more room for an individual style.  


I do have one example from a rocket-propulsion textbook (whose audience was technical, but I had managed to convince everyone that we ought to chose a “generous” style to accommodate a range of readers throughout the company and outside technical schools).  My writing was not controlled by the client (except in matters of specific data or equations), who was either well-inclined toward my help, had little time to worry about pedantics, or both:  

-----------------------------------------

 “A rotating compressor in the forward section of the engine case raises air pressure for efficient combustion.  In the axial compressor, the most common form in a jet, several stages of blade-rows are mounted on a hub and push (compress) the air — rather like the blades of a household electric-fan — through the converging section of the compressor to squeeze the air molecules closer together.” 

-----------------------------------------

Here I was free to describe a jet-engine compressor in simple terms, in defined terms, and with an analogy -- a style toward which I tend when allowed.  In another section aimed at the most general reader of this textbook, I had more freedom to apply this style since most would agree that my aim was basic instruction: 

-----------------------------------------

“Newton's third law of motion is usually stated in this simple form: for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Stated more precisely in Isaac Asimov's words: ‘Whenever one body exerts a force on a second body, the second body exerts a force on the first body.  These forces are equal in magnitude and opposite in direction.’  We can visualize the outcome of this law by imagining ourselves standing on a frictionless surface such as a sheet of ice (Figure 2-1).  We have nothing to push against — our feet slip — and so we cannot move.  But if a cement wall is placed before us, we can push against it and propel ourselves some distance across the ice as if the wall has pushed against us.  The wall did exert a force on you, just as you exerted a force on the wall.  The only difference is that you, the animate creature, chose to begin this action-reaction relationship with the wall.”  

-----------------------------------------


This has been a long digression from a strict autobiography of a technical writer, but the topic of the improvement of writing skills is central, I think, to one of the problems of the trade: lack of means to improve writing skills.  Unless the writer is fortunate to have a supervisor or a fellow employee with considerable writing talent, and unless this resource-person has the inclination and talent to give useful advice, then the writer has few avenues in which to improve.  Writing seminars sponsored by companies often do not last longer than a couple of days, often last only an afternoon.  And these seminars sometimes focus on the pedantics of writing -- how to line-edit sentences and proof-read.  Yet the tech writer might require a range of skills even in the most restrictive conditions.  That is, the writer may be asked to write a memo or newsletter item -- genres that differ from technical manuals.  Even in a technical manual, a difficult concept may be clarified by an apt analogy or metaphor.  And though lightness of tone may be forbidden in most technical documents, theoretically it should be possible to adopt such a tone to lighten the burden of reading of dense material without degrading technical content (an open-minded supervisor or client agreeable to calculated risks, might allow such a technique).  But these techniques require a range of developed skills, and where is the writer to get them?  


The director of our organization had once read a newspaper (Hartford Courant) op-ed piece he had enjoyed, and he had brought it with him to a meeting and asked the managers under him, “Why can’t we write anything as exciting as this?”  I don’t know what our managers answered.  We writers had the answer: “We can, but we must be allowed to do it!  And when we’re allowed, the text mustn’t be sterilized and ‘normalized’ by the people in control of us.”  


The director’s complaint (that’s what it was) makes me angry even now, many years later.  First, he was probably thinking of the internal newsletter writing, such as P&W News, since ordinary technical writing was not expected to be interesting.  The newspaper had so many levels of review (for example, my boss, his boss, and often someone else if the news item concerned their department or their policy/speech, etc.) and so many “political sensitivities” that I do believe it was as restrictive as technical writing.  The difference was, that newspaper writers had the liberty of quoting interviewees, using contractions, and using a “hook” (a potentially interesting way to entice the reader to read)!  After that, the ideas and language was as stilted as a technical manual.  Second, a freelance writer composing for a large daily newspaper naturally has more freedom in topics, goals, and styles (although not total freedom, for surely newspapers have style sheets -- written and not -- and ideologies).  The director’s complaint was absurd because it ignored the circumstances under which creativity operates in a company.  


My anger at the absurdity of the idea of “creativity” in a business setting comes from my background.  I received my training in the genres of academic writing, general essays, fiction, poetry, and yes, in the corporation.  I had the inclination to pursue the first four genres on my own time.  I recommend the same for other corporate writers if only for the relief, the sense of freedom given by doing your own writing free of supervision and enforced goal.  This “training” has the benefit of being applicable, at odd moments, to corporate writing.  


Now, you’d think perhaps that corporate bosses would welcome a writer’s personal pursuit of other genres, but this is not always so.  We’ve heard the term, “corporate culture.”  It is a weak term and will not bear anthropological scrutiny (we carry various forms of culture with us, and it affects our behavior in a corporation), but I do believe in the existence of corporate principles.  In many companies these principles are conservative or normative.  Thus, divergence from the appearance of normalcy may come with penalties, subtle or overt.  I have heard of one company who was affronted at a writer’s wearing of a brown suit.  “We do not wear brown in this organization.”  The writer was later respectable in blue.  A personal friend of mine, a published, award-winning writer of fiction and essays, observed this type of behavior in an equally pungent sense: his boss (Jeff was a tech writer) wanted assurance that Jeff would not pursue his after-work writing; the boss saw this as a weird and uncorporate occupation, boding ill for his future.  I mean, wow….


I was more fortunate; my supervisors were more likely to not care what I did with my personal life, although Will Goodsup was impressed and would take a copy of a story or essay I had published and pass it around the office (I think he must have been a great dad for his four boys!  He also pinned their drawings to his office wall).  


My only experience with trouble was when I published a Hartford Courant essay and listed my affiliation in the by-line as being with Manchester Community College, where I was a part-time teacher.  I had written a creative essay, a satire against people who discard trash in the woods, and I reasoned that (1) this essay reflected a college or educational function, and (2) I didn’t want to identify with Trapp, any way, since the essay was on an environmental theme and it would seem rather cynical or calculating, coming from an employee of a major Connecticut polluter!  The manager of the company newspaper (at the same organizational level as my own manager but in a different department) saw the essay in the Courant (and the by-line) and was insulted that I evidently “was not proud of my company.”  He didn’t like me after that, which added to another dilemma, to be mentioned later.  


When these conditions apply -- and I hypothesize that this fear of an employee’s creativity outside the corporation exists elsewhere -- the writer is not encouraged to improve where improvement is most likely to come: at home, producing texts that will be sent out to function in the public world potentially wider in goal and audience than the business world.  Yet, freelance writing will train the writer better than will an afternoon corporate seminar.  The skills may enhance both individual and corporation, and they must be encouraged.  

==============================================

OTHER CHANGES IN THE MIDDLE-PERIOD: PERSONNEL, REORGANIZATION, AND TROUBLE


I want to return now to the chronology of other events occurring in this middle period.  


The middle period did have many changes.  Ed Blueroad retired (forced out, in part, because he slept as much as worked.  I learned that he’d spent many years nursing a seriously ill wife, and this would continue for the next two years of his “retirement.”).  Cary transferred into Will’s group for a year before transferring again to the Administrative Division to be a writer for employee communications.  But this was not such a distant move, because in a year or so her director would be reigning over our manager -- the ties that bind were elastic rather than brittle, anyway.  


The company was reorganizing, shifting groups from division to division, director to director.  Our director was forced out of the company, finishing a years-long political decline from a rank of VP for some division or other.   (I don’t know why he wasn’t liked by The Great Powers; he seemed as wise or as inept as anyone.  My only suspicion was about who had written his MA thesis in Communications and what it was worth.  Donna Ever had spent hours editing it, and he had engaged the writing group in a loose and silly experiment in writing that was part of it, and in general he made much of his new degree).  In general the middle-period of my employment at Trapp & Blackney was a corporate game of musical chairs.  I honestly don’t remember the exact vice presidents and tribes under whom we dwelled after the early period had passed.  


Steve left also.  He had been transferred to a marketing-writing group that had recently come under our manager, and a few months later he found work with a company in Vermont, closer to his native upper-state New York.  (A bad move for both him and Trapp; we lost our most trained writer, and for little extra money he fell into a 60-hour per week job and a few years later a lay-off and a year of unemployment).  


The engineering writers were permanently assigned to the Engineering Division, and Seth Winsted would retire.  They wouldn’t physically move for some time.  Blaise Badmanner would undergo a heart operation, and we brought in a contract writer to replace him for three months.  The replacement had worked into tech writing at another company after his tour of duty on a submarine ended.  He had a naval training in electrical work -- clearly Trapp was not the only company to harvest potential tech writers from noncommunications disciplines.  

=============================================

NEW FACES


We hired two new writers.  One of them started working for Seth Winsted, and later for Will, and finally the Video Group.  Randy Skat came in under amusingly suspicious conditions.  He was a theater major and had taught theater at a community college.  He had needed money for child support, and it just so happened that his second wife’s father was a manager somewhere in Trapp.  Thus, his qualifications for the job.  But he turned out to work out as well as any one else from a nonwriting background, and better than that.  His theater background would also inject some creativity into video production when he switched to that group.  The last training video of his I saw was a parody of an Arnold Schwarzeneger science fiction film, The Terminator.  Randy hired a muscle-bound actor (with sunglasses on he was a reasonable approximation of Schwarzeneger’s killer-android) to stalk about a Trapp shopfloor picking up employees by the front of their shirts and telling them the proper method: “You have not sorted these bolts in their proper box; do it by serial number.  Do it NOW.  I’ll be back.”  


We also hired Mary Lannon, a former teacher of highschool English.  Her main reason for switching careers, she told me -- she couldn’t meet any marriageable men in the public schools.  She fixed this problem in her new job with the help of an engineer whose office abutted ours.  Her transition into professional writing began on a doubtful and comic note: drafted into writing an article for the newspaper, she wrote more of a society column in which the matching colors of the table appointments at a fancy meeting were just as important as what went on at the meeting.  Cary performed a drastic but gentle rewrite.  Later, Mary grew to be a strong if traditional corporate writer with experience in video scripts, newspaper, and newsletters.  She dressed very corporately, was charming, hardworking, and gutsy (yes, you can be all those things at once), and she would have gone far in the company had she not been laid off with the rest of us.  (Latest report, 1999: she works on some small jobs for Trapp as a contract writer, and tried returning to teaching high school English part-time now that her kids are in school; I think she gave up on that).  


We also hired Katy Alden, formerly a secretary of 15 years in another division, and now a document coordinator (assistance work and light editing).  Of all people she made the most remarkable rise.  She had spent 11 years getting her associate’s degree after work, being nearly done when she came to us (an early memory: I’m reading her essay on The Fall of the House of Usher and noting her writing skills).  Soon she proved able to go beyond the tasks of her job description.  Little by little she was given more difficult work.  Once when I had a heavy workload on a jet engine textbook, I gave her the other work I usually did, which she did well.  Four years later (around 1990-91) she was promoted to writer -- the only one among us now without at least a bachelor’s degree.  Sometimes the proper thing happens -- someone is recognized for ability rather than a degree (although she continued to work on her BA and finished it in 1999).  We sat next to each other for 5 years, sometimes in an informal teacher-student relationship in the area of writing, more often playing literary critics on everything from Star Trek to Henry James.  We became good friends, and the job became less dreary for me.  (Katy became a technical writer at another Connecticut corporation and did well while experiencing the kind of boredom I described for myself above; after many years she switched companies, and after a few more years switched to real-estate).  


And Paul MacDougal, fresh out of an MA program in communications, came to replace Steve.  You couldn’t dislike Paul -- tall, muscular, yet self-effacing, polite, witty, and friendly -- the perfect man, some might say.  He had mastered the art of witty rejoinder, and we went on many a lunch-hour walk and a few weekend backpacking expeditions.  Being in his company meant trading wit and jokes and nasty corporate commentary in a spontaneous gush of language-play and laughter.  Yet his linguistic charms were relegated to orality -- he wasn’t a reader or writer of fiction, which would have seemed logical, and in some ways his lifestyle was quite conventional.  Paul’s qualities remind us that a group of writers is bound to attract witty conversationalists, and if I’m ever again doomed to the business-writing trade, writers are a good sort to be around.  The fun of having a writing colleague was simply distilled in Paul.  Paul was laid off with us, but found corporate writing jobs very easily, even increased his salary (while most of us lost salary), did well, and actually, only a couple of years ago was rehired back at Trapp in a good position.  


Other changes: Bob Dunn retired, Jim Yuppy took his supervisor’s job before moving on to be a manager at the newspaper.  He was at last report on a clearly upwardly mobile track, and is now I think a VP of something; some of us were glad for him -- and also glad to see him go.  There wasn’t much fun in him.  Katy Smith, a writer and lawyer-candidate, joined us from another department two years before moving to the legal department (she was either writing or studying for the bar, and, though friendly, never had time for socializing much; I have little to say of her beyond that she was smart, hardworking, and nice).  Editorial assistants entered, transferred, and left the company.  I have only picked out characters central to myself; for the sake of pace and centrality I ignore the flow beyond my personal space.  

==============================================

TOO MUCH OF A POPULAR THING: THE TRADE BECOMES BORINGER AND BORINGER


Jobs came to me in less variety in the middle period.  I had gotten a reputation for being inclined to larger projects, and these I got -- a revision of a long-standing, jet engine textbook, a computer manual, a laser-measurement manual, and at the end of the period, a textbook on rocket propulsion, which I was assembling from scratch (the best and last job I was to have at Trapp).  But my bread-and butter work was soon established in the form of “shop reviews.”  In this work, I edited the contributions of a team of engineers sent to airline sites around the world on a mission of mercy.  Trapp sent them free of charge to the airline customer to analyze maintenance practices and identify the good ones and suggest changes for bad ones.  They were typically gone for a week or two, and when they came back, I had to compile a report for rapid turn-around.  


Airplanes being what they are, it was best to report quickly about potentially dangerous and costly maintenance practices.  I did these reports until the end of my days at Trapp.  The report structure never changed -- observation, recommendation, observation, recommendation…. and on and on and on like that.  I nearly lost my mind at the rhythm of it.  Yet it was valuable regular work for a writing group to have in period when bean-counters were gazing at every department’s function.  And it was plain valuable work -- as ethically neutral or even positive as any technical writing work I have ever done.  Of course, doing it earned me lower rather than higher status because it was brutishly technical and clearly useful.  I even had a saying for the general belief system, the paradigm being: if the paper is glossy, the pictures colorful (sexy, in business-speak), and the document rather uninformative, then it will be perceived to be very important by the management and a lot of the readers.”  So my saying went, “The core can be shit if the surface shines.”  My buddies liked the alliteration.  


One of my regular customers, Al Swenson, a Product Support engineer, restored some of my faith in engineers, who were beginning to seem like a hostile and alien life-form to me.  To him we seemed a great help -- we couldn’t do anything wrong.  A couple of times a year he would take Katy and I out to lunch at a decent restaurant, and we’d come back around 2PM trying to walk straight, and the rest of the afternoon was spent sobering up.  With Will as our supervisor, this was never a problem but rather a sign that we’d kept a customer happy.  Will lived up to his own belief system: “Do what you want, just get the job done and keep the customer happy.”  


The high point of shop reviews came when the manager in charge suggested I accompany a team and write a report on-site.  I must say, this fellow was on top of things, because getting a tech writer involved from the greasy shop floor on up to crisply printed text is a smart thing.  Everybody learns, miscommunications are reduced, profits and wits benefit all around.  The innovation didn’t go beyond that trip, I’m afraid.  In later days I heard that our director used that trip as an example of corporate waste, this sending of a writer with the engineers (it was my luck to be associated with the “waste”!).  


To continue -- Al Swenson knew I was studying Irish folklore, and when a trip to an Irish airline arose, he figured my time had come.  He convinced my bosses to let me go, they found me a portable computer (not too portable in 1988!), and off I went.  I tacked on some vacation time so that I actually got in four good days of folklore collection in a community I had visited during fieldwork in 1980.  I was in bliss, and not even the next week of technical writing in a maintenance shop near Dublin could bring me down.  Thanks forever, Al!  


In a corporate good-will feast and Saturnalia, I sat next to the President of the Irish company and surprised his ears with knowledge of Irish myth, surely a high moment in business communications!  However, I reckoned the Ireland trip as the zenith of my Trapp career.  True enough.  Al Swenson, though, remains one of my Patron Saints of Tech Writers.  Our last job together before I was laid off was one of the most useful ones yet -- a sort of a “Best of” edition of all of our shop-review-report advice.  So we ended well.  

==============================================

I BECOME CRANKY AND FOOLISH


I am sorry to report that the middle period was also a time in which I became more apt to challenge corporate ways and show irritation at any lesser creature (read that as non-tech-writer) that got in my way.  I had learned diplomacy but my long familiarity with my work and with the people I worked with had begun to de-diplomicize me.  To be fair to myself, the targets of my irritation had ceased showing or had seldom shown me much mercy, either.  On my worse day, an engineer came down and yelled at me and pounded his fist on my desk.  I had changed his timeless prose, you see.  “Why do you worry about this grammar stuff for, anyway?”  (‘Grammar stuff’ being his generic phrase covering all technical writing.)  My bodily mechanisms responded; adrenaline was released, and it rushed to head off Diplomacy, and to be frank, Diplomacy bowed and waved on the chemical.  I yelled back at him.  The fellow’s letter of complaint went into my record, but the fact that he just didn’t like writers or being edited wasn’t recorded anywhere.  


On another occasion the man who replaced Al Swenson as head of shop reviews didn’t like technical writers (unless they simply checked spelling and printed clean copy).  But his wasn’t an honest, up-front acknowledgment of this fact (for which I came to admire in the previously discussed engineer).  Instead he sneaked around behind my back and tried to get work done without me, passing work directly to an editorial assistant who wouldn’t be doing any editing.  But most of my clients passed me work with a range of indifference, or a vague irritation (like the child ordered to the bathroom, stomping the floor on the way to wash “clean” hands).  


But let not my bitterness make me forget that some clients were briskly cheerful at having help with dreaded report-writing; evidently my memory responded more to the faces of the hostile than of the cheerful.  Reminds me of a story I wrote in which a telepath laments that he can’t read the minds of happy people; he says: “The God of Good Cheer is a miser.”  

=============================================

… SO CRANKY THAT I HURT A FRIEND


But sometimes I directed my dissatisfaction the wrong way.  My friend Cary, now out of our department and editor of Trapp & Blackney News, came to a meeting at which we were to discuss my unvolunteered contribution to the company newspaper.  I hadn’t contributed yet, and was resisting because anything I wrote, I argued, would be sterilized beyond interest and recognition.  Inside myself I was blaming Cary for not fighting the trend of anti-creativity that passed for creativity in the corporate communications group.  I had often discussed this with Cary, who agreed that she was deeply rutted in pragmatic journalistic writing.  (We are still friends and exchange stories and letters, and Cary, now retired, is trying to free up her conventions in her fiction.  Our friendship has been honest and durable, and we have suffered each other’s divergent opinions well).  


I was snotty about the topic; snotty, but I also mixed in some genuinely diverse experience, the worst of combinations.  I had reasoned that I was the only writer in our division (about 100 people) with experience in creative work (by then I had published formal articles, creative essays, and fiction).  I thought I was in the best position to judge creativity.  I won’t be totally self-deprecating -- I was right in part, given the fact that creativity was often defined by business managers for whom creativity was often an attention-getting visual feature of promotional documents (such as photograph of an attractive female engineer), or confined to the genre of promotional documents themselves.  


But.... I had directed my anger at Cary.  I forget my exact words.  No doubt they were something like this: “Your stupid newspaper is all fucking fluff, and my simplest attempt at creativity will be sterilized by a review cycle of idiots, so why ask me to write that shit?”  Cary stared at me in shock as Will reddened, I recall.  More important, what was I to expect?  The conventions of corporate-speak hadn’t been suddenly sprung on me at that meeting.  At this stage it was certain I didn’t belong here, the difference from previous times was that I was making this fact a public issue.  

==============================================

….THEN I CHALLENGE REAL AUTHORITY


My next trouble sparked with the manager of the company newspaper.  I had written an article for it, and as usual the article had been needlessly sterilized.  Some playful section, probably not too playful by belletristic standards at that (I wasn’t being foolish, I knew where I was) had been axed, leaving “just the facts, ma’m.”  This, in a group in which last year’s director had complained that we weren’t writing exciting stuff like the Courant was publishing!  My reaction was to tell Cary (politely, this time) that there was no need to put my name as contributing writer in the credits at the back of the paper.  I didn’t want my name associated with the article.  Caution, pooh, what was that?  


This was also my protest at this name-crediting -- writers were NOT allowed to put their names to a document except in the newspaper; yet we no more owned our words in a newspaper article than we did in a technical manual -- all finished writing had a multitude of hands in it.  I had been uncomfortable for years about this status offered only through the “higher” operation of newspaper writing (and occasionally in the video group), and now I was in a mood to join two of my irritations in one.  


Well, of course, the manager of the newspaper, already angry at my Hartford Courant essay published without reference to my Trapp & Blackney employment, was fairly angry when his eyes saw my latest affront.  He called Will to say I was “barred” from further contributions to the paper.  Those who knew me giggled at this punishment.  It made me recall my father’s grin when he explained how he’d once punched an idiot in the nose, who had happened to be his commanding officer at the Gosfield airbase in World War II.  “What were they going to do to me?  Send me off to World War II?”  He was busted from corporal to private but assigned to continued bombing runs in another plane.  I guess I was “sent back” to shop reviews, which I’d never left!  However, high people were pissed off at me, and the job became grimmer.  


To make Will happy I wrote a note of apology and willingness to discuss the matter face to face with the newspaper editor.  In a peculiar but writerly attempt to save face, I embedded in this letter subtle ironies to salvage my pride in this falsity, subtle enough to probably cause head scratching but no additional bother.  Oddly enough, I was avenged, but I don’t know the exact mechanism (I piously hope my letter was read by the editor’s manager and understood for what it was!).  The newspaper manager got himself in trouble, partly for being so pedantically upset at me, and partly for mismanaging other employee relations.  He was an ass, his own boss saw that, and he was removed from his seat by a director overheard to say, “He was a good worker but a poor manager,” and sent off to another division.  Cary and I celebrated quietly.  


A half-year later a memo came out of that office asking writers who published in the Courant (two others had done so) to AVOID mentioning their Trapp & Blackney employment in the bio-blurb, since their opinions were their own.  No one apologized to me, ironically or otherwise!  Ha! 

==============================================

AND NOW THE RUMOR OF DOOMSDAY


Around this time, perhaps in late 1990 or thereabouts, the company was making noises about potential lay-offs, and engineers who resented our fingers in their communications began to feel their day had come.  One manager was upset at some usual screw-up that Sally had done, but used the occasion to tell me he didn’t need us that badly and he said, “I would to think what could happen to your group in the future.  My engineers know how to use their spell-checkers now,” he added tonelessly, “so we don’t really need you anymore.”  This is an archetypal statement of what use technical writers are perceived to be in some circles!  


Yet I noticed a counter-balancing tendency as well.  One manager liked our report writing and started getting us involved in genres traditionally seen as not needing writers: memo writing.  Traditionally even our own bosses had avoided having us do such work.  Yet I never saw the reason.  Often, one- to five-page letters to thousands of officials, engineers, and airline customers communicated some of the most critical information possible -- such letters were often alerts about new maintenance practices or faults found in current parts or practices.  I can think of no better task for a writer to assist in this everyday writing, especially in the aerospace field, airplanes being what they are!  Perhaps such memos are perceived to be a ‘brief’ genre -- they trick the sender into thinking that a writer is not required.  


So, near the end of the company’s largest of transitions, old prejudices and progressive new practices were being mixed in to the general confusion of approaches to the company’s future shape.  

==============================================

THE FINAL PERIOD: A MINOR DOOMSDAY; NEW BEGINNINGS


Let me fade suddenly into the brief final phase of my employment.  In 1991 I endured many transitions.  In one season my second child was born, two days later I was implored (and foolishly agreed) to design and teach an ‘introduction to literature’ course for Manchester Community College.  Meanwhile Katy transferred out, other old friends had gone to other buildings too, and I was left alone with all my peers gone -- the daily social relations that had been my only enjoyment in the job were all gone.  Our office was dismantled to let Graphics expand, I was given my own office (an accident -- there was room left after some printers were moved), which all envied.  Having enjoyed office sociability, I had always liked the large open room (with none of those awful rat-maze dividers).  So now in ogre-like solitude I plugged away at my rocket propulsion book and shop reviews.  


Early in 1992 rumors of further transitions arose -- of company reorganization and extensive lay-offs.  Will told me not to worry, that I was too valuable to lay off.  So I worried only a little and didn’t apply for jobs in other companies.  Lay-offs  began on Sept. 15, 1992.  I have copies of some letters to friends from that period that well record my immediate impressions:

-----------------------------------------

 “ [From a 1991 e-mail-message-satire to Katy Alden on our job situation -- peoples’ jobs changing, etc., as the company was reorganizing, and in general commenting about events that local management had said would not come to pass.]  -- ...We woke up today and found that job requirements had miraculously changed with nary a drop of white-out put to page.  Evidently, the change was a complete reversal of responsibilities.  Previously skilled workers found their desks metamorphosing before their very eyes -- complex assignments turned into requests for typing, dictation, and Xeroxing.  Everywhere, gray old men exchanged ties for sweaters and were seen making coffee and gabbing at the watercooler; secretaries hired and fired; and clerical workers leaving for business trips to various paradisical vacation spots.  A white-bearded prophet wandered through the room crying out "I told you, I told you!"  His head was bloodied from pieces of sky that had fallen on him that day.  Our correspondent at the rim of Hell reported that the Pit was now suitable for winter activities.”

-----------------------------------------

 “ [ To Maria Tymko, middle 1992, one of my dissertation readers then on leave in Germany]  -- The working world stinks down here in Connecticut.  My company has gotten rid of thousands, rearranged, suffered blows from canceled new-airplane orders, and now is trying to get rid of more people.  ... How long a writing department can last through all this, I don't know.  We're shaved down to basics by now, and the next step in shaving would seem pick me up in the next layer to come off.  I haven't worn a tie regularly in months, and today I'm in jeans -- if I'm going to be sacked, I'll be comfortable until then.  And there's nowhere to go in this area, except to sell out and go live with a parent somewhere.  It's that bad.  The SWAT teams would come get our house inside of 6 months after I lose my job.  But I could be in Bosnia getting shelled at bread lines and funerals, so all is well here in New England.”

-----------------------------------------

 “ [To Richard Sengs, 10/92, about my lay-off ] -- I'm breaking my usual letter-reciprocation schedule (i.e., I send if you send) to relay some good news and some bad news.  The bad news is that I'm a prophet.  I once said to a friend at work, ‘I'll get laid off before Sally does.’  The context is, Sally is someone who routinely lies, takes off when the bosses go to a meeting, spreads wrongful gossip, makes dumb mistakes, is ill qualified, and in general does a poor job at her simple job.  At Trapp & Blackney, that means you have job security.  So I was correct and I don't have a job as of Sept. 30th. …Myself and a woman of 13 years service got axed (20% of our sub-group).  

     … My damn boss had persuaded me that I wasn't going to be the one to get cut, because of my education and because my customer's valued my work.  Then I was dumb and didn't apply for a job I had seen a few weeks before the lay-off.  A good, big lesson, I learned.  That's good.  I was being unrealistic.  My mind-set is all changed and I will live expecting to be laid off at any time if I get another job.  … Actually, I was so burned out that this is a good change in a way.  The only thing is, this fucking household is so fucking expensive to run, even slashed to the bone!  We figured it out that night.  $2,300 a month if we don't starve the kids.  That equals exactly Ellen's part-time wage added to my unemployment benefits.  We were pretty low in the bank, too, after Ellen being out of work all last year on  maternity leave. … I suppose the next worse thing after a lost salary is lost friends.  There's one friend I won't well be able to see any more.  She's a she, and our society forbids (if we are realistic about this) opposite-sex friendships except at work.  …  Another friend could hardly look me in the face when I said good bye.  He was hired after me, and has no writing-related degree (theater, would you believe; his ex-wife's dad was a higher-up at Trapp); but the company's method of juggling bodies let him keep his job (and he had nothing to do up to 2 weeks ago; I had people lined up wanting me to do large manuals).  So that's kind of awkward for him. … I called about 10 of Hartford's writing firms, and all but one said they aren't busy enough to busy their own staffs.  A couple did call back and say my qualifications were great and they would work with me if business picked up; small favors like ego-building are also sacred in this situation!” 

-----------------------------------------


I was out of work for about four months.  We “laid off” our baby sitter to save money, since I was home, now.  But Ellen, a school-system, itinerant speech pathologist, worked part-time, leaving me half the week for job hunting.  Besides learning first-hand how subtlely hard it can be (at least for me) to stay at home and raise kids all day, I sent out an average of five resumes per day and got two interviews in that fall, one at Vantage Computer, and another at Gerber Garment.  The Vantage job I lost because I was as yet uncomfortable with taking a huge salary cut (I left Trapp when I had a $44,000 salary, a respectable wage in technical writing at 8 years of experience; most jobs were offering low $30,000s).  I went into the Vantage Computer interview a month after my lay-off and was rather shocked at the low pay and the comparatively low-level of work I was offered; documenting insurance programs vs. writing a rocket propulsion text book, with an $11,000 cut in pay, seemed to me quite a tall cliff to fall from!  I wasn’t ready for this and probably acted half-seriously.  As a result I didn’t get the job, while my friend Paul MacDougal from Trapp, with far less tech writing experience -- whom I had dragged to the open-house interview because he didn’t think he had a chance -- did get it.  As November turned to December, I was regretting I hadn’t cheerfully nodded at the pay cut and had pursued Vantage more seriously.  


In December I got an interview at Gerber Garment.  Gerber has a tale behind it for me.  Gerber had been my first tech writing interview ever (1984) before I had been hired at Trapp.  I had applied to them a few times during the year before I had moved to Connecticut, Ellen, then my finance, having sent me clippings from the paper.  In summer 1984 I got past the door.  Back then the writers were writing long-hand and submitting this copy to typists who had the only word processors in the company -- a backward operation even in 1984.  I will always remembered Mr. Adens, the recruiter, whose name was always on those ads I had applied to; his conversational style and physical movements were stiff and programmed into 60-degree angles rather like the robotic mannequins (speeching presidents and singing cartoon characters) at Disney theme parks.  I didn’t get the job and soon was happy about that (writing about jet engines seemed more interesting than writing about Gerber’s material-cutting machine.).  But I would often look through Sunday job ads (as a kind of Sunday morning hobby), and for many years I would see recurring ads for tech writers at Gerber, with Mr. Adons on the address.  To Ellen and I, any job application became a “dear Mr. Adons” -- how metaphors are born.  


I got past the Gerber-guard for the second time nearly ten years later in December ‘92.  This time it was at a different plant, and the writers were using word processors at last.  I knew I might be in trouble when the conversation went cold as I mentioned my education to the writers (who were interviewing me after the their supervisor left the room).  Half the writers didn’t have even BA degrees.  The supervisor called me a week later to say I didn’t get the job, but that he had liked my background and would call me if other jobs came up -- “These jobs come up rather frequently, too frequently,” he said.  It was a strange thing to say, but this was an old Gerber theme, evidently.  Not long after that, a contracting agency told me that some of the Gerber writers were clients trying to find other jobs fast.  Yet a colleague at Trapp, Katy Smith, had once said that she’d worked with the exact group I interviewed with and that she’d liked the job.  And Steve Myst, a colleague at my later job at UConn, had been a contractor there for a few months and also had liked the job.  “They’re always taking an afternoon off for someone’s birthday party.”  But he also confirmed some of the writers’ suspicions (or dislike?) of education; the room had also turned cold when he’d gotten on the topic of his then-in-progress MA work in technical illustration.  


While I am on the topic, I should say that tech writing jobs in Connecticut seemed to be going in a bad direction between 1993 to 1998 when I was actively seeking stable technical writing jobs (but I cannot speak about the latest job environment) -- that is, companies seem inclined to hire writers at low salary and seem to feel comfortable hiring entry-level writers even when the experienced writers are willing to take the pay cut in the bad economy.  I saw the file for the job I won at UConn -- many people applying for the position I got had been highly paid engineers evidently in dire straits for a job.  There seem to be far fewer “senior writer” positions advertised than before.  And the educational requirements seem to be dropping; where MA degrees were once preferred, BAs or sometimes even Associates degrees are fine.  Experienced but unemployed tech writers are sometimes losing jobs to people with a community college technical writing course as their primary credential!  (One of the writers at Vantage Computer had this exact background, Paul told me).  Similarly, some tech writing jobs are being advertised and described as being “writer/secretary” positions.  The diversity and status of the profession may be dropping, but how much this trend is linked to a widespread, long-term trend or simply a local economic necessity for Connecticut, well, that is hard to say.  I repeat, the recent job market may be very different.  

==============================================

NEW JOBS


In January of 1993 I landed three jobs.  Manchester Community College gave me a tech writing course to teach at night.  In my jobless state, a $2,000 course-income was welcome even though the hourly rate for adjunct teaching amounted to no more than about $10 dollars.   Ironically, the course was offered on-site at Trapp & Blackney.  


Then Hartford Steam Boiler called to contract me for occasional tech writing jobs that I could do at home.  They actually tested me by sending some representative documents for me to edit and critique, for which they paid fairly.  They were happy with my work and agreed to make me their very own freelancer.  However, the manual I was to start never came, and when I called, they were never ready.  They were ready several months later when I was no longer interested.  


The third job was being rehired at Trapp & Blackney to complete the rocket propulsion book I had been writing for them when I had been laid off.  I wrote a proposal for $13,000 for the work and got the contract.  I was back at work on February 2 (two months after being laid off), in a different building (my old building having been knocked down, you might recall).  But my friends were all gone, leaving only Will Goodsup and Bart Winne, now with three people each to supervise, a department of 6 down from 30 or so!  It was good to have work, but I was sometimes melancholy, especially when walking through the old factory floors, now being dismantled and cleared.  Previously, to me the thriving machines had been a modern Dante’s vision of Hell, with enslaved workers leaning over steaming vats of chemical or screaming production machines shooting out flecks of hot metal.  Yet this silence wasn’t a big improvement, because I knew the other Hell the workers were going through: jobless and staring at the mortgage bill.  There had been life here – perhaps it had been always dreary, sometimes twisted, and fundamentally doubtful, but it had been alive.  


I had finished most of my work when I started interviewing again in April 1993.  I went to a TV system builder at Southwick, MA -- a long drive, a small company.  I didn’t get the job and didn’t feel too bad, although the time of no-salary-again was approaching.  I went to another interview on a tip from my boss, this time to a small office building.  Will had said he’d heard of a man looking for a tech writer – the job turned out to be copy editing for a small company that did public relations work and odd jobs, among them, printing tee-shirts with logos!  I suppose I would have edited some letters for the woman who was managing the PR work, then go out back in the store room to fold and pack tee-shirts.  Right.   I confess that I didn’t even try to be polite to the man; I was in a very bad mood.   


Then I received an interview at Atlantic Environmental in Colchester, another small company.  I had been sending out resumes randomly – to any company that had seemed big enough to use a writer (I was also answering ads for writers of course).  I had ‘shot-gunned’ out about 100 resumes this way, when one of them landed at Atlantic just when their current writer was becoming disappointed and making the company disappointed.  My new supervisor, Samantha, said she had my resume on her desk for a few weeks as the writer became progressively more problematic.  She hired me.  


The job was writing/editing, with editing being the major part by far, warned my proto-supervisor.  (But 90% of tech writing is editing!  Writing from scratch seldom comes into it.).  This company was a group of geologists, chemists, biologists, and civil engineers, with a supporting word-processing/map-drawing/technical editing group (about 7, in the word processing/editing group; about 60 in the company overall).  They did environmental assessment studies for clients: from homeowners wishing to ensure their prospective house site was safe, to the Navy’s submarine base at Groton with its substantial pollution problems.  The pay was the usual $10,000 pay cut from my Trapp salary, but, by now, I just wanted stable work.  


I had nearly become a geology major in undergraduate days (my poor performance in chemistry classes forced me to change my mind), and my best friend is a professional geologist (he had given me many informal lessons, since we both had gone from our old neighborhood straight to UMass, and we had roomed together for a while).  This seemed to be an agreeable change in my writing trade and a chance to play at being a geologist.  But the job turned out to be extremely challenging in this sense: a wicked genie commanding you to empty a lake with a spoon -- a challenge, surely, but not the one you prefer to have.  


I had my own tiny office -- with no window it was a roomy closet -- but no computer.  I would arrive in the morning and find a stack of proposals and reports on my desk.  I was expected to edit them all rapidly and wait for another batch, which came soon.  A bad day might provide me up to 200 pages of editing.  A good day, perhaps a 100.  But the remainder of the good day would be set aside to help the word-processing women with photocopying, binding, and page-turning of every report before we sent them out in the evening’s overnight mail.  Often these tasks ran into over-time, and with my 45-minute ride home, too often I was arriving home at 7pm, with my kids getting out of the bath and ready for bed -- tough on Ellen, the kids, and me.  


The next day would be more of the same.  I would arrive, get my coffee, and my supervisor, there ahead of me, would have already stacked my desk with five 20-page reports to edit before noon.   I was editing as quickly as I could read, and sometimes faster -- faster, because at times I didn’t have a chance to take in the whole sentence!  I would run the pencil down the pages and across the lines to set my pace and help ensure I didn’t skip any sentences.  At this rate I could only detect sentence PATTERNS: ensure that subject and verb were there, perhaps try to sense what my mind recognized as an awkward or wordy pattern and then permit myself a second or two to fix a bad phrase.  The task wasn’t always this horrendous, but too often enough it was.  I felt as if I was using one percent of my brain – literary factory work indeed!  


At this job I was also to produce a newsletter four times a year -- my only real writing.  When I had an afternoon free, I would find a topic by scanning geology and environmental journals and then summarize the topic on a portable computer borrowed for the occasion (the computers were on a tight schedule -- if I borrowed one, a scientist would be lacking one sooner or later that day).  This was great fun, an extreme turn-around from my usual editing and, I should say, as good as technical writing gets for me.  To read professional level research, take time to understand it (I borrowed geology text books at times to get a quick education in, say, creep-rates of volatile organic compounds through soils), and then summarize the work in a reasonably interesting little article -- that was fun.  But at Atlantic Environmental, I would get to do this only four times per year -- probably a total of 4 weeks per year, at a maximum.  The rest of the year would be as I already described the usual work.  Too bad – I liked the people and the working environment in other ways: they were fun and an informal, and the usual uniform was dungarees and tee shirts.  


Soon, I knew I had to escape Atlantic.  I finally graduated with my Ph.D. while I worked there, which supposedly is the big moment.  A teaching job came up at Norwalk Community-Technical College (teaching tech writing), and I applied and waited.  I wrote letters to friends and complained....and I tried to remind myself that at least Atlantic was a job, and I ought to be happy with it.  I wasn’t.  I took to using my lunch hours to walk around Colchester to relax, sometimes stopping at a tea room for lunch and some poetry-writing.  

=============================================

MY LAST GOOD TECH WRITING EXPERIENCE; THEN THE WORST!

[ Note -- This final section is only sketched out.  I hope to add other details in the future. ] 


The University of Connecticut saved me from Atlantic.  During my contract work at Trapp my old boss Will told that one of the managers was involved in a university-industry cooperative group at UConn, and that they would be seeking a tech writer.  I called the associate director of the Advanced Technology Center for Precision Manufacturing.  They hadn’t even advertised yet for the job.  At UConn, the job process is long, and so I went for nearly 4 months without word.  Then after my second month at Atlantic, UConn interviewed me.  


The Precision manufacturing Center (PMC) comprised about 20 full-time research and administrative staff coordinating the research efforts of engineering graduate students and their UConn faculty advisors.  The center performed manufacturing research on specific problems that faced the company members; it was funded by member-company dues and grant money won from proposals from such institutions as The National Science Foundation.  The job would entail proposal writing (really, editing), report writing, and the occasional promotional writing or editing of a journal article for a professor.  


My supervisor was also a writer, and I had one full-time colleague, who split his duties between writing and computer graphics.  And we had a part-time writer, a PhD candidate in English who wanted a break from being a teaching assistant and wanted to gain experience in business writing (he didn’t take suggestions very often! I guess he felt that he was equally an authority on writing just because he was an English major).  And they used word processors here (a strange credential to be excited about in 1993!), even my beloved Macintoshes (Atlantic used old IBM-types, which I detested).  


Of course, at the time I was offered the UConn job, Norwalk Community College called me to interview for their teaching job.  Surprisingly, perhaps, I declined the interview.  I reasoned that I had already taken the UConn job, and that teaching the large course-load at a community college (which did not support research and so added additional teaching duties on the professors) would not be better than working at UConn.  Later I would regret that decision.  


The group was research-oriented rather than product or profit, which suited my temperament.  I thought it was too good to be true, compared to Atlantic (and only a 20-minute ride from home at that, and situated in a great rural setting).  But I did get the job, and it lasted for 5 years (until 1998) before the organization collapsed because of funding and internal-political problems.   The job turned out to be a good schooling in these other forms of technical writing (proposals, journal articles, promotional), and I edited the occasional journal article and created a technical newsletter.  Finally the publishing of my own articles (though in the field of folklore) was a help to my trade-job, because I had learned the standards of academic writing.  But in other ways I learned that technical writing is technical writing -- there exists a core of baggage similar in the ability to drive you mad in all three of the quite different writing jobs that I’ve held.  I had exhausted the field.  


Still, UConn was a good place to work.  The environment was a lab-environment – loose, friendly, interesting.  The grad students were usually fun to work with – most of them enjoyed discussing their work and enjoyed teaching you some things.  I spent many hours leaning over experimental test rigs in the grinding lab, learning bits of science and engineering.  I developed a friendship with an older researcher, Dr. Yan, a native of China.  She appreciated help in straightening out her writing, and very patiently explained her theoretical approaches to modeling wear, heat transfer, and metal damage done to grinding wheels and workpieces.  I learned a hell of a lot of science and engineering from her – or, at least a way to think about physical processes, which is just as important.  


I can say positively that I didn’t have to hide my Ph.D. or feel that my schooling was held against me at UConn (remember that, after Trapp & Blackney, my doctorate lost me some interviews).  I thought I was perceived to be a professional with something to offer.  I encountered few conscious slights, far fewer than at my other jobs.  This says much for the organization, since university professors have ample reason to think of a tech writer as a superfluous being -- professors and scientists write and publish regularly, after all, and have far better credentials for communication than most of the corporate employees I’ve known.  As well, my UConn supervisor understood my ambitions, being a Ph.D. candidate in English herself, so I needn’t hide either credentials or ambitions, which is always an added stress to a job.  Unfortunately, supervising being what it is in American society, my supervisor and I were not interactive, idea-sharing colleagues in English studies to the extent that I had hoped we would be.  So I remained isolated from academic colleagues even at UConn.  My ambition to find that mythical university or college teaching position did not slacken.  


Anything seemed better than this tech writing trade.  As well, at UConn, there was no way up, only out.  My position was on “soft” money (grants), and so was of low life expectancy -- every time the x-ray diffractometer malfunctioned, I imagined my bosses weighing my salary against the repair!  The first two years went smoothly, but in the third and fourth years the organization was beset by financial and political problems.  The directors disagreed with each other, the directors disagreed with the UConn administrators at times, and in general it was a complex and sad situation.  In the fifth year there was no money left to support writers.  My supervisor had by then left on maternity leave and then found part-time work in the engineering department.  My colleague writer also transferred to engineering on a series of increasingly shorter-term funding support.  Eventually I left PMC and also worked for Engineering for the last nine months of my 5 years at UConn.  My colleague and I wrote promotional material to help the Engineering department boost its student enrollment.  Enrollment did go up, but by then the department had no more money to support my salary (they were finding me funds from month-to-month – very tiring!).  


Around this time my old Trapp colleague, Donna Ever, now working in the marketing department of Gerber Optical, called me one night out of the blue (we had not talked in 5 years) to say there was a tech writing job.  I interviewed and was offered the job – a basic position, a 6-month contract to help assembly-line technicians write simple assembly manuals for eye-glass lens grinding machines.  The new head of UConn Engineering was hinting that he might find some more money to keep me hired, but he cancelled one meeting and by then I needed to give Gerber an answer.  I was a bit miffed at UConn by now.  


As I was nearing the last weeks at UConn, though, Naugatuck Valley Community College had interviewed me twice.  It looked good, and I was almost afraid to hope I would get the job.  They wanted me to teach technical writing and the other basic writing courses there.  I also agreed to develop an on-line course.  I took a week off between UConn and Gerber, and the college called me to say I was hired.  I was very happy, although my wife was not when she learned how low the salary would be (at $35,000, NVCC was another cut because I had been up to $40,000 by the end of the UConn job).  To her I was going backwards again, despite the fact that I had been seeking a teaching job for 15 years.  Taking the job at Naugatuck added to other marriage problems we had been having, and two years later we would be divorcing after a 20-year relationship.  


When I worked for Gerber that summer of 1998, I found the work to be grueling – worse even than Atlantic Environmental!  All day long I typed hand-written notes taken by assembly technicians.  I edited the notes – that was as creative as this job became.  At the end of my tech writing career, I experienced the worst the trade had to offer!  I guess that is fitting.  I endured it because I knew my teaching job would begin in just 3 months.  As it turned out, I wouldn’t have been safe at Gerber, either.  The manager of the department had said at my interview that the job could go longer than 6 months because “a company always has room for a good worker.”  Well, Gerber reorganized several months after I left; some people lost jobs, others were transferred or found new jobs (including that manager).  My position wouldn’t have lasted there.  

=============================================


The story is told.  The tale is at an end, sliced off at the present.  This is the supreme moment for reflection on all I’ve written.  I should be able to pull back, offer sage advice, distill a pure liquid clear enough to suit “truth,” colored enough the draw attention and please the eye.  Bullshit -- what a romantic notion for this monstrous document!  For whom would I do this?  Someone interested in the nature of technical writing?  Sure – I give this document to my technical writing students.  But I am only one example, one quirky individual offering a definite coloring to shade the profession.  What good am I to this audience?  I am of use only if I stand alongside several other tech writing autobiographies.  I must be part of a phenomenon, not the phenomenon.  So, my dear students, go seek other opinions!  Or, perhaps this text is a series of hypotheses -- incomplete in their diversity, for I haven’t by far done all the types of technical writing that exist.  But as a series of hypotheses, perhaps I am of better use.  


Here is a general model of a hypothesis: perhaps my observations of thus-and-so are useful; if so, then this-and-that would be the consequences if my observations were of good predictive value.  For example, I hypothesize that creativity is a problematic definition in corporations and causes misunderstandings and stress in writing departments.  We can now go to a corporate communications group and ask both managers and writers if they care about creativity and how they think of it if they do.  Conflicts should become apparent if my observations at Trapp can be generalized.  I suppose someone might offer a solution to the conflicts, but I am too cynical to believe it would work for long.  My observations are probably best treated in this way if someone uses this text to study technical writing as a trade.  Test my statements as a scientist tests hypotheses.  But overall, treat this document as a case study – a single example among many other possible experiences.  

--- Wade Tarzia, October 30, 2000 (edited slightly February 2006)

                                                            END






















