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 INTRODUCTION






You may be
expecting from the title of this book that it will be all about
English grammar. Well, it isn’t.

The word
‘grammar’ is derived from the Greek: γραμματικὴ τέχνη (Art of
Letters). And so, although some of this book is about grammar, a
lot of it is about the art of writing: how to do it, how to do it
well, how to do lots of it, and so forth.

The book is
organised into two sections, each of which has in turn two parts.
In the first part of the first section, we look at some basic
grammatical concepts, and in the second part we will address some
specific grammatical issues.

The second
section is about the actual craft of writing. The first part deals
with style and content, the actual business of writing, and the
second part is about infrastructure: issues around the job, rather
than the work itself.

The articles
you will read in this book have been collected from my blog, Top
Cat’s Alley, which is mostly about writing, although sometimes the
content varies, and I’ve even been known to do the odd cooking
segment. If you don’t like my blog, you won’t like this book.
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 YES, VIRGINIA, GRAMMAR
REALLY MATTERS.
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Nowadays we
often hear people saying that a deep knowledge of English grammar
is unnecessary, irrelevant, and so on, and that an insistence on
correct forms is pernickety and makes one a ‘grammar Nazi’. This
has particularly been the case in the last decade, as we have seen
the bulk of communications shift towards the electronic (instant
and interactive, and therefore casual, and above all, short.)
Whether or not you agree with this stance, once you become a writer
that is all going to have to change, for several reasons.

1. You’re
playing with the big kids now.

While state
schools don’t seem to bother much about proper literacy (yes, this
is a big assumption for me to make, but it’s based on many years of
seeing semi-literate rubbish produced by people with tertiary
qualifications), once you become a writer and publish your work,
you are swimming in a completely different pond. Just as we don’t
expect much balance or grace from a toddler, so we have become
accustomed to expect very little in the way of literacy from the
average lay person. However, if we were to go to the ballet, or the
circus, and see people stumbling about and falling over, we’d
probably be demanding a refund. When you put yourself out there as
a published writer, you are stepping out onto the stage, climbing
up to the trapeze, and the people who pay to read your work have a
right to expect a certain standard.

2. You can’t
write well without it.

Without a
thorough knowledge of your language and how it works, you cannot
hope to be effective as a writer. Words are the bricks, and grammar
the mortar, in that wondrous castle in the air that you are hoping
to build. You need an extensive vocabulary and a sound knowledge of
principles of grammar before you start writing. If you’re not
articulate, how can you hope to transport your reader into your
constructed world? You can’t.

3. If your
grammar is poor, you will lose sales.

Yes, really!
People browsing in bookstores pick up books and flick through them.
They read a paragraph here and there, and then decide whether to
buy. You can observe this for yourself in any bookstore. With
e-books, it’s even more the case; Amazon practically begs you to
‘Look Inside’. Many people will be put off by seeing incompetent
writing. This hurts your sales, and therefore your income.

4. It’s
fun.

There is a
satisfaction in writing a really beautiful passage that can hardly
be equalled by any other experience in life.

5. You want
your rights.

If you live in
a developed country and went to school, you had a right to receive
a sound basic education. If you cannot write grammatically correct
English (or whatever your language is), then you have been cheated.
You did not get your rights. It’s only natural that you would want
to redress such a gross injustice.

6. It’s your
duty.

By the time you
have finished the first draft of your book, you will have invested
a vast amount of time and energy in it. If it had not been really
important to you, you would not have got this far. Your book is
your brainchild, and you want the best for it. You owe it to your
work to present it as well as possible. You owe it to yourself, as
well.

You also owe it
to the many people surrounding you who have exercised patience as
you wrestled with your creative process. The people who’ve tiptoed
around your house so as not to disturb your work. The people who
may have taken on some of your responsibilities because you were
too busy writing. Above all, the people who’ve believed in you all
through the often discouraging process of creating your first
draft. You owe it to them to make it as good as you can, don’t
you?
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 WHY GRAMMAR, SPELLING AND
PUNCTUATION STILL MATTER, EVEN ON FACEBOOK

I often see
people complaining that the ‘grammar Nazis’ are too picky, and that
one should be able to write as much like an illiterate moron as one
likes, as long as it is not for publication.

Now on the face
of it, they do have a point. You do not expect crystal finger bowls
at McDonald’s (face it, you don’t even expect real food), and one
needn’t take the degree of care in a casual conversation that just
happens to be in written form as one does in one’s Great Australian
Novel.

However. Yes,
you knew there would be a ‘however’, didn’t you? Because it’s me.
Or rather, it is I. Let’s continue the food analogy for a little
while. It’s quite a good analogy, actually, because eating food is
something we all must do every day, and yet there is a wide variety
of social contexts in which we do it, all of which have varying
levels of expectation about the correctness and formality of our
behaviour.

Now, about
table manners. We don’t expect the same level of formality at a
family picnic that we would expect to see at, say, an embassy ball.
Nevertheless, there are certain basic standards that most people
apply to a family meal in the home. We all know what those are.

Of course, if
you were raised by wolves and don’t know any better, your friends
are going to cut you some slack here, although you probably won’t
be asked back to Yarralumla any time soon. But you will no doubt be
able to enjoy many happy evenings at Pizza Hut and Swagman.

If you do know
better, however, and behave like a pig deliberately, you are not
going to win yourself any friends. Such behaviour is deliberate
ugliness, of the kind which is often seen among groups of young men
who haven’t yet got over the novelty of having a penis. And if you
inflict this kind of nastiness on your friends, you’re not likely
to be asked back even to Swagman.

Similarly, if
you really are deficient in the English language, your friends are
going to cut you slack. Many of my friends are not native English
speakers. Sometimes their English is not quite perfect, as indeed
one expects. And some of my friends are just not educated, and they
cannot spell or use grammar to save their lives. Some warm and
wonderful people are in this group, and I don’t love them any less
because their talents lie in other directions than literacy.

BUT – and this
is the big But, the all-eating But. If you are going to call
yourself a writer, there are NO EXCUSES. Because, you know, writing
and stuff. A writer who misplaces apostrophes, who confuses ‘to’
with ‘too’, who uses ‘lay’ intransitively, must be assumed to fall
either into the deliberate ugliness category, in which case his
behaviour is hostile, or into the category of those who don’t know
any better, in which case he is hardly what can be considered a
real writer. One case indicates hostility and the other
incompetence, neither of them endearing traits.

So yes, the
quality of your written words DOES matter, even in casual Facebook
posts. Sure, you need to be able to relax and be yourself. But
consider this: you are just as much yourself in a clean shirt as in
a filth-smeared rag.
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 WHY I AM SO HARSH ABOUT
POOR ENGLISH IN BOOKS I REVIEW

Back when I was
in law school, I remember my Industrial Law lecturer telling the
class about the standard he expected to see in our assignments. It
was to be of the same standard as a barrister’s letter of advice,
he said. ‘Spelling and grammar perfect,’ he said, quite casually,
and went on to the more technical aspects.

Something about
the matter-of-course way he just tossed this off caught my
attention, because it was something I had not heard for a long
time. There were mutters around the class, but it seemed right to
me. Law isn’t for babies. When you’ve signed contracts on your
dream home and someone gazumps you, when your employer refuses to
pay your statutory superannuation, when your spouse leaves you and
denies you access to your children, you are going to want a
fully-functioning adult human being representing you. It’s what you
pay for, and what you expect.

If we casually
take for granted that a lawyer will have a complete mastery of his
language, why would we not expect the same thing as a bare minimum
from an author? After all, writing is all we do. It’s not some
frilly add-on; it’s not mere presentation, with the main job being
our knowledge of the law, as it is with a barrister. It is the one
thing for which we exist. If we are going to publish a book and
take people’s money for it, have those people not a right to expect
that we be competent in our language? It seems to me that to fail
to meet this basic expectation is fundamentally dishonest. It’s
like a cleaner who just squirts some Mr Sheen about your house and
expects to be paid for two hours’ work, or a mechanic who takes out
a part, sprays it black, puts it back in and charges you for a
replacement.

And that is
why, when I review a book, my basic expectation is as that of my
long-ago lecturer: spelling and grammar perfect. Anything less is
cheating the reader.
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 GRAMMAR – CONCEPTS
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In this
section, we will look at some of the basic grammatical concepts you
need. It’s just an overview, and in the following section we will
tackle common errors.

















 ENGLISH 101 – THE VERY
BASICS

What You Need
To Know

I shouldn’t
even need to be mentioning this stuff in a book about writing.
That’s what I think. However, the amount of utter rubbish I see
published informs me otherwise. Now that self-publishing is really
a thing, lots of people who never dreamed of it before are deciding
to be authors. And, to be fair, a lot of them can write. A greater
number, although barely literate, if that, do still have a story to
tell. Who are we to say they may not publish their work just as
well as anyone else?

If you are one
of these people, with a good story to tell, and perhaps you even
have that indefinable gift of making the pages keep turning that is
the hallmark of a writer, it’s still no good unless you can
translate the wonderful story in your mind into something that
people can actually read, and read with pleasure. Yes, you have the
right to self-publish your first draft in barely comprehensible
language. But why would you want to? See the foregoing section.

As with any
craft, writing has its set of ‘tools’ that are essential. Just as
you wouldn’t get far knitting unless you had some needles and yarn,
so you cannot go far as a writer without the basic tools of
language. And, as with the needles and yarn, it’s not enough just
to have them – you have to know how to use them – so
with the English language (or any other language in which you might
be writing, but I am talking about English here).

A detailed
exposition of all the rules of English grammar is beyond the scope
of this book. Below are listed the basic elements with which you
need to be familiar. This is, if you like, your ‘starter kit’.
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Parts of
speech

For any word,
you need to be able to say what part of speech it is: noun, verb,
pronoun, adverb and so on. Even if it is a word you have not seen
before. You need to know this because unless you know what part of
speech a word is, you will not know how it may, or may not, be
used.

Getting your
parts of speech wrong can result in things like this:

Rover was
an old dog with brown colour fur.

or this:

He had been
kicked out of his home for vomit on the
carpet.

or even
this:

Because he
was homeless, Rover went to the rubbish tip everyday to look for food.

Enough said?
Yes, I thought so.

One Word/Two
Word Pairs

Many pairs of
words can be written either as two separate words (‘every day’) or
as a single word (‘everyday’). It is extremely important to
understand the difference between the two. A two-word phrase and a
single word are not interchangeable, and cannot be used as if they
were.

The reason for
this is that the single word and the phrase, although their
meanings are nearly always related, are different parts of speech.
In our example, for instance, ‘every day’ is an adverbial phrase
meaning ‘daily’, whereas the single word ‘everyday’ is an adjective
meaning ‘ordinary’. Similarly, ‘login’ is a noun, ‘log in’ a verb
clause.

In order to
navigate these pairs safely, your best guide is a sound
understanding of what part of speech each is. I’ll be going into
this in more detail later in this book, in ‘From Here to Everyday –
Errors in Concatenation’.


Conjugations

You must know
how to conjugate verbs, both regular and irregular. This is
absolutely vital.

If you do not
understand the structure of a verb’s conjugation, you are liable to
write something like this:

Rover
looked around the rubbish tip, and in one corner he seen a dead rat.

or this:

Rover
don’t like rat much, but that day it was all
he can find.

or even
this:

Within two
seconds, Rover eated the rat.

Conjugations
will be addressed in more detail in ‘Amo, Amas, and Running About
Like Hooligans.’


Transitivity

As well as
understanding how verbs are conjugated, you need to understand the
difference between a transitive and an intransitive verb.

A transitive
verb has a direct object. The action denoted by the verb is applied
to a thing. The majority of verbs are like this.

Rover ate the
dead rat.

Here, the
object is the dead rat, which Rover eats.

An intransitive
verb, on the other hand, does not have a direct object – it denotes
an action that is just done – not done to
anything.

Rover slept
all day.

There is no
direct object – Rover doesn’t sleep a thing – he just
sleeps.

An intransitive
verb can (but does not have to) have an indirect object.
This means that you will be using some word such as ‘to’, ‘with’,
‘under’ to associate the verb with its object.

Rover
slept under the car.

Rover
barked at the postman.

Rover
jumped into the ute.

Some verbs can
be used either transitively or intransitively. An example of this
is ‘ride’. We may say,

Rupert
rides every Saturday. (intransitive.)

Or,

Rupert
rides the bay mare every
Saturday. (transitive – the object is the bay mare.)

It is very,
very important, when you use a verb, that you know whether you are
using it transitively or intransitively. Getting this wrong can
result in sentences that are practically incomprehensible, but
also, there is a particular error which is one of the most
repulsive in our language, and yet is one of the most common. I am
speaking of the intransitive use of the verb ‘lay’.

Confusion over
this word arises from the fact that English has two similar verbs
for rather similar actions, and the past tense of one of them is
spelled and pronounced exactly the same as the present tense of the
other. The verbs are ‘lay’ and ‘lie’.

Lie

‘Lie’ is always
an intransitive verb. I am speaking here of the ‘lie’ that means
‘to assume a prone or supine position’. The ‘lie’ that means ‘to
tell a falsehood’ is also an intransitive verb, but this is not the
one that gets confused with ‘lay’. We can lie down, or we
can lie on something (indirect object), and so on. In the
present tense, it is as follows:

I lie

You lie

He lies

We lie

You lie

They lie






In the past
tense:

I lay

You lay

He lay

We lay

You lay

They lay

 


In the perfect
tense:

I have
lain

You have
lain

He has
lain

We have
lain

You have
lain

They have
lain






You can see
where the confusion arises. However, this similarity in the past
tense to the verb ‘lay’ is a mere accident.

Lay

To ‘lay’ a
thing is to place it upon a surface. It can only be used
transitively, as can be seen from the nature of the action.

In the present
tense:

I lay

You lay

He lays

We lay

You lay

They lay

 


In the past
tense:

I laid

You laid

He laid

We laid

You laid

They laid






In the perfect
tense:

I have
laid

You have
laid

He has
laid

We have
laid

You have
laid

They have
laid






These two
verbs are not interchangeable, and mistaking one for the other is
not only incorrect English but also offensive to many people.

Agreement

You need to
know which words are required to agree with each other, and how to
achieve that happy state.

Failure of
agreement can result in this:

Looking up
from his rat meal, Rover notices his two friends, Spot and Fluffy,
entering the tip. Neither Spot nor Fluffy
have a home either.

or this:

Rover, Spot
and Fluffy started to dig for bones. As soon as anyone dug up a bone, they
ate it.

or even:

None of
them were entirely free of fleas.

Articles

You must be
able to use articles correctly. Errors in the use of articles don’t
generally compromise your meaning, but they do tend to make your
sentence look like a bad translation from Italian. You will lose
your reader’s respect if you say things like:

Rover made
decision to seek out his family.

Fluffy loved
to hunt a mice, but in this neighbourhood there were more the rats
than the mice.

Spot went
along with the Rover and the Fluffy to hunt an rats.

Mass Nouns and
Count Nouns

It is vital
that you understand the distinction between mass nouns and count
nouns, and the difference in their use, both in terms of stating
quantities and in the use of articles. Talking, for instance, about
‘less people’ will just make you look silly. This will be addressed
in greater detail in ‘Things or Stuff – Mass Nouns and Count
Nouns’.

How To Know If
You Need Help

If any of the
above terms is unfamiliar to you, or doesn’t make sense, or you
lack the basic knowledge described, then your English is at the
remedial level, and if you want to write, you need to address this,
and as soon as possible.

What To Do
About It

The following
is a list of suggestions for addressing deficiencies in your
written English. If you’re serious about it, your course of action
should include at least one choice from List 1.

1. Educate
yourself

This is the
best and most reliable option. It does take time, but if you are
serious about writing, it is worth the time and effort. There are
various options for doing this; you might consider the following,
separately or all together:

1. Go back to
school (I). Look for a course called Remedial English, or something
along those lines.

2. Go back to
school (II). Enrol for a couple of semesters of university Latin.
This will do you enormous good. Do not email me asking why studying
Latin improves your English. It does. Take my word for it.

3. Hire a
private tutor to bring you up to speed. This option can work well
if you find the right person. If cost is a problem, consider
barter; depending on what skills you have yourself, you might be
able to organise to have a student tutor you in return for some
service you can provide.

4. If money is
really tight and you can’t organise a barter arrangement, as a
measure of desperation you could try doing it yourself using
internet resources and books from the library. I don’t recommend
this, though, unless there is really no other way. Self-study
without guidance can result in skimming over material without
really digging into it, and in the case of complex material, in
fundamental misunderstandings. You are far better off with a
tutor.

2. Read

Read the good
stuff, the classics. Declare a moratorium on rubbish and get
reacquainted with Austen, Trollope, Dickens, Stevenson, Conrad,
Wilde. If you are writing, you should be reading a great deal in
any case.

3. Use your
editor

If you’ve
already written your book and only now realise your grammar needs
work, this is something with which a good editor can help you. When
choosing an editor, make sure you get a good one. Ask other authors
for their recommendations. Don’t just hire someone who spammed you.
Find an editor who is willing to work with a remedial client, and
be prepared to pay a bit over the odds, because that editor is
going to be putting in far more work than he would do with an
ordinary client.

In any case,
you will need a good editor even if your English is perfect. An
editor is an indispensable part of the publication process. Don’t
fool yourself into thinking you can do without one.
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What is
Sentence Structure?

Remember those
wooden alphabet blocks we all had as tiny children? One didn’t make
words out of them, of course. One built forts, threw them at one’s
brother, chewed the corners. But you could have made words.
If you hadn’t been so frivolous.

Now, imagine
that instead of letters, those blocks had had words. Actually, you
can buy blocks like that – you can get them at Uncommon Goods,
although it’s only a set of eight, so the applications are fairly
limited. Nevertheless, if you have a look at their website, you’ll
see illustrated in charming little wooden toys what sentence
structure actually is. It’s called structure because you
build your sentence, from the bricks that are your words.
And, just as when you build a wall, if you don’t use the right
materials and put them together properly it will fall down, so with
a sentence you must follow the rules of construction.

Why It
Matters

At its most
basic, the vital importance of sentence structure is that it
affects meaning.

Consider this
example:

Joe hit
Tom.

This is as
simple as a sentence can be. Subject, verb, object. The meaning is
clear and unequivocal. But look at what happens when you reorder
the words.

Tom hit
Joe.

Now, that’s
still a well-formed sentence, but when the meaning to be conveyed
is that Joe hit Tom, it’s a dismal failure, not only failing to
convey the meaning the writer intended, but also conveying a
completely spurious meaning. An Alternative Meaning, if you like.
Word order really matters in English.

The fundamental
requirement of sentence structure is that it should not obscure,
reverse or otherwise screw around with meaning. No surprise there;
this is the heart of language, after all, the ability to convey
meaning with symbols.

However, just
as we expect more of a wall than that it stay up, so we expect more
of a sentence than the mere transfer of information. A well-written
sentence is a delight to the eye and to the mind. A poorly
constructed sentence invites ridicule and loathing.

The Common
Pitfalls

Assuming you
know what you want to say, and who hits whom, and so forth, there
are some common nastinesses that you will want to avoid. These bad
habits can make the difference between a really nice piece of
writing and something that makes your reader cringe and throw away
the book.

Sentence
Fragments

In English, a
sentence must have a subject and a verb, at the very least. If the
verb is transitive, there must also be an object, but in no case
may the verb be omitted.

As a style
choice, sentence fragments may occasionally be used in
point-of-view narrative, and they really come into their own in
dialogue, because typical English speakers use a lot of them, and
if you don’t, your dialogue will sound stilted and unnatural.

In more casual
forms of writing, too, such as emails to a friend, you may relax
the strict rules; these less formal things partake of some of the
nature of dialogue. However, care must be exercised. In order to
make this kind of decision, you really need to start from a basis
of knowing what is correct.

Repetitive,
Monotonous Structures

Look at this
example of what can happen if you don’t vary your sentence
structures appropriately:

Rover was on
the hill. The hill was covered with grass. The weather was cold and
wet. The wind was chilly. Rover was hungry.

Seriously,
people, it would be better to shoot yourself RIGHT NOW than to
write something like that. Consider, on the other hand:

Cold and
hungry, Rover shivered in the damp wind; the grassy hill afforded
little shelter from the weather.

Strings of
Modifiers

Some novice
writers imagine that no noun is adequately presented without a
string of adjectives. Of course you want your reader to see your
characters and situation in vivid detail. Naturally you do, and
it’s your job as a writer to make that happen, but hanging long,
trailing strings of adjectives from every noun like Christmas
lights is not the way to do it.

Consider this
example:

Boris, our
black, long-haired, overweight cat, sat on the intricately-woven
Persian mat which my father had brought back from his diplomatic
tour in the Middle East.

Seriously,
you’d think this person was getting paid double for every
adjective, with a triple
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