Clutching the Keyboard

In the same way that there are certain words delightful to say, like “crunchy” and “alleviate” and

“glaze” and “horticulture,” there are also certain words delightful to type.

Find a keyboard and try them out. “Transition,” with the glide from ¢ to the ion, the fingers on
the right hand passing each letter like rugby players passing the ball. “Learn,” a word that seems
to tie itself into a knot on the keyboard, or “burn,” making a small criss-cross in the middle.

Perhaps my favorite: “piano.” An almost perfect keyboard circle.
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But there are also words that no one should have to type on a keyboard; the fingers stutter and
falter, or skip over each other in their haste to complete the word. “And” is perhaps my most
mistyped word. I have my computer autocorrect “a d n” to “and.” For this essay I couldn’t even
type “a d n” on purpose because autocorrect makes the shift so quickly and naturally, like the
skip of my third finger after the a and before the n as it hurries along to make sure I finish the

word.




Consider also the hulking “hurdling.” Or “were,” typed all with the left hand or “lollipop,” all
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with the right. I can list all the clunky words, but not quickly: “poverty,” “happening,” “revere,”
“pilot.” My fingers trip over each other, apologize, pause and wait for the other to go first, and

bend backwards to catch a stray letter.

Like 50% of the United States’ population, I have grown up with computers.' I remember
peering over the baby gate separating me from my mother’s home office, watching her type
furiously on her desktop. Click click click (a pause) clickclickclick click click. The keys, almost
squares, boxes holding letters hostage. The first time I climbed over the baby gate I, in awe of
my new mobility, then climbed her office chair and typed away at her keyboard. One fat finger at

a time, relishing the click and spring back.

As I plucked along from one grade to another, the teachers took away the lined workbooks, the
carefully printed letters we ground out with fisted pencils. I was the last class to be taught
cursive, and the first to be taught to type. They wheeled in computer carts with dangling charging
cords, traded gliding cursive letters (elegant # looping around itself) for stern squares announcing
their presence (7 yelling from the top line). Ten years old with a hand calloused from the pencil,
and the teachers slipping a plastic cover over my wrists so I couldn’t see what my fingers were

doing on the keyboard. How many words in a minute? How accurate? I didn’t know how to spell

' This figure comes from counting forwards from the year 1982, the year of the release of the Commodore
64, recognized by the 2006 Guinness Book of World Records as the best selling computer of all time.
From this point on, computers started to become popular in libraries, schools, and houses. So this time
period includes people ages 0-38, which is around 50% of the population according to US.gov.



“vanilla” on my own, so how could I hit the double / without stuttering? Groping in the dark, my
fingers tried to rest on f'and j where the little raised bars could reassure me. But I wandered,
wanted to move around and drag my fingernails across everything, testing the waters, defying the
dark. My hands bumped the cover out of place, the online games’ timers ran out—no program

could convince me that their version of efficiency fit.

Despite these best efforts of the games and the shrouded covers of elementary school, I now type
like a maniac. My wrists move back and forth like the shuttle of a typewriter, and though I now
type even faster than my mom (almost a native speaker), I am a roamer, wanderer,
backward-bending misspeller. I don’t exactly remember how I got there; surely there was effort
to make my fingers align to the squares in neat rows. But still, I slipped into my own grooves,
my own patterns of movement. After decades, I have adapted to this keyboard, made it mine,
type thousands of words a day on it, and traced its shape all the way back to the days after the

Civil War.

In 1868, three men filed a patent for a writing machine that was the prototype (type it out,
“prototype,” see how the pointer finger stumbles, the o sandwiched between two #’s) of the
typewriter. Christopher Latham Sholes, Carlos Glidden, and Samuel Soule modeled their
machine after a piano (how I love typing that word) and managed to get $600 in financial
backing from a man named James Densmore. This was Densmore’s last $600 dollars, but he was

ready to invest in something unknown. The country had come out of the Civil War fairly



recently, industrialism was taking off, and the market was primed to receive innovative
technology, like a typewriter, that could change the way people communicated. The three men,
particularly Sholes, were determined to create a viable writing machine, one more popular than
the Hansen Writing Ball,> which was the only writing machine commercially available, though it
was most popular in Europe. Perhaps “popular” is the wrong word, because it didn’t take off

industrially. Why? Look at it.

Super cool, something straight out of science fiction, but not practical, even after later
improvements were made in efficiency.’ Though only so much efficiency can come out of a
machine that’s more hedgehog than processor. Sholes and his partners developed the more
streamlined, piano-like version, and when it came time to arrange the keys, they put them

alphabetically. How else would you do it?

2|n 1865, Rasmus Malling-Hansen, a Dutch reverend, patented his machine which contained 52 keys. He
designed it so vowels were to the left, consonants were to the right, and the strongest fingers in the hand
could type the most commonly used letters. Like most writing machines of the time, one could not see the
paper as it passed through the machine.

% The Hansen Ball won many awards throughout the 1870’s, but it eventually fell out of popular use due to
its handcrafted, rather than mass-produced, design. There are few left in existence, and they go for
thousands of euros in private auctions.



Well, it didn’t work.

It wasn’t intuitive, typing was slow and awkward, and the prototype machine sold poorly.
Glidden and Soule were disappointed, and sold their shares to Sholes and Densmore. Sholes
went back to the drawing board, and from this point on, the formation of the QWERTY keyboard
that I attempt to type “formation” on goes from fact into speculation. None of the inventors kept
records on their process, and letters between the men were not helpful in uncovering exactly
how, and why, the QWERTY keyboard was formed. That didn’t stop people from forming

theories.

One theory suggests that a main problem with their prototype was jamming keys. If a typist were
to push two keys close together, one after the other, the levers would jam. In order to avoid this,
Sholes might have taken advice from Amos Densmore, the brother of James Densmore, who was
Sholes’ main financial backer. Amos was a teacher who was working with bigram letter
frequency, studying how pairs of letters showed up in words. Perhaps Sholes worked with Amos
on how to space letters apart, beginning to form a new keyboard, offset rows, where two keys
wouldn’t be pressed next to each other (and yet, how often do my own knuckles kiss each other,

cramped, coming together then jumping apart?).

Another theory claims jamming keys had nothing to do with it, and the new keyboard was
instead crafted in order to spread the load equally between hands (type “crafted,” and see if you

agree).



And even another theory looks at letter frequency, and how letters were positioned in order to

space out the most used letters in a way that made sense to type quickly and efficiently.

As I space out my sentences, fingers scuttling across the keyboard, I type quickly but not
efficiently. How many miles have my wrists traveled? They bump against the edge of the laptop,
fingers bending forward and backward trying to catch every letter, and I don’t know if the
keyboard was designed poorly, or if I can’t follow simple directions. My mother might have an

answer for that.

As scholars and annoying students speculate, another theory pushes up: perhaps operators were
frustrated with how long it took them to transcribe morse code, and Sholes needed to appease
one of his biggest potential customers—the clicking, long, long, short, long, short short. Dash.

Drawing the words out of sound, inky on thick paper.



However it happened, the design Sholes sold to manufacturer E. Remington and Sons in 1873
was almost the completed format. The QWERTY was QWE.TY, and Remington swapped in the

R before producing the typewriters.

Why?

Well, why did I choose to begin a new paragraph, trying to type “paragraph” without the 4
cutting in front of the p? A long way of saying it felt right, made sense in some way, but I can’t
tell you. Why did the R move? Type “arbitrary” and think about what you’ve done and why. As
I’ve gone from watching my mother’s hands type, clicking and clicking, to growing into my
own—bending and grabbing and carving their awkward movements—I sometimes pause, typing

out the nature of the arbitrary.

A year later, the Remington typewriter hit the market, selling for $125 each ($3,267 today).

Initial sales were slow, with companies struggling to justify the cost, but Remington continued to



advertise its efficiency and by the late 1880’s they were fairly commonplace in the American
workplace..* Part of the machine’s success can be attributed to its design, but the other part

comes from old-fashioned good luck.’

When Sholes, Glidden, and Soule started working on their original machine in the early 1860s,
there were no patents for a viable typing machine in America. They were breaking new ground,
and even after their first failed patent in 1868, their competitors were ten to twenty years behind,

giving the Remington typewriter time to fix its mistakes.

I don’t fix my typing mistakes, letters crowding and jumping the line. Patents have less
flexibility, joints popping out and resetting. Examples of later competing (and failed) typewriters

include, but are not limited to:

The Westphalia Typewriter, circa 1884. Created by Ernst Wilhelm Brackelsberg and dubbed the
“slowest typewriter in history.” With a typing rate of 8-12 words per minute, it was never going
to make it (what would it be like, typing like I’'m playing the clarinet? Slow, musical, keeping

pace with my mother’s typing, thinking about my words).

4 In Europe, it took another decade for the Remington to gain popularity, but it did by the turn of the
century. The fact that it could be mass produced was one of the leading factors of the decline of the
Hansen Ball.

5 Or maybe Sholes could read the market. Or read the future. Who am | to deny the existence of a
psychic who used their powers to create a commercially viable typewriter?



The Hamilton Automatic, circa 1887. Invented by Emery M. Hamilton of New York. Designed
so each letter took up the same amount of space, this typewriter was fashioned entirely out of

brass and entirely fell out of fashion by 1891.

The Rapid Typewriter, invented by Bernard Granville of Ohio with the potential to become
commercially successful if it weren’t for a factory fire destroying everything in 1888. How
convenient for Remington. By the time production was up again in 1891, it was already too

late—too much time passed, habits set, time bent into its joint.
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The Remington typewriter could not be stopped. Typists learned their way around the QWERTY
keyboard, around ink and words and shorthand and all the ways a typo could creep upon a white
surface, bold and taunting. It was learning a new language, a new way to write and think. And
though it defeated all other competitors, the format of the keyboard didn’t go unchallenged for

much longer.

In 1936, August Dvorak, a professor of education at the University of Washington, filed a patent
for his keyboard layout which he marketed as an alternative to the QWERTY format on the basis
that it was more efficient because it required less finger motion, resulting in fewer errors and less

strain on the hands. He claimed it resolved some of the shortcomings of Sholes’ original format.®

& Some of which include: unequal burden on the left hand, awkward letter combinations, words typed
entirely with the left hand (like “was”) and these statistics: 16% of typing is done on the lower row, 52% on
the top row, and only 36% on the home row.
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Dvorak changed the way the keys were ordered with the goal of efficiency in mind, and he

presented a keyboard that looked very different from QWERTY, though it still had the offset

rows, delete, caps lock, shift, tabs, and space bar in the same place.
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Dvorak conducted a series of tests that concluded typists could be trained on his keyboard in an

astronomically lower one-third of the time it took for the QWERTY layout. Interest picked up,

and a school district in Tacoma, Washington, ran a few classes before terminating the program.

Dvorak continued, and during World War II claimed that typists could be trained in only ten

days. The General Services Administration, an independent agency that worked with the

government, commissioned a man named Earle Strong to look into the possibility of switching

over.

I believe it was doomed from the start. No one wants to change, lift the grooves of their

movements, and strike out into something new. Change, for some, is like violence. I know that I,

for one, do not want to break the bones of my hands of their habits, of the patterns that come

easier than breathing.
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Strong found no conclusive results, and accused Dvorak of falsifying his results and conducting
invalid tests that favored his keyboard.” Apparently, Strong also had a strong personal grudge
against Dvorak (type “grudge” and watch your two hands come together, knuckles almost
meeting in the middle). No further studies were conducted, and interest in the Dvorak keyboard
waned. QWERTY capitalized on that 60 year head start to remain the standard English keyboard.
How many people know change is an option? Apple and Windows allow users to change their
keyboard format if they want to, though I don’t know anyone who has. How could we possibly
decide if things are bad enough to want to be better; what is enough to move inertia? Violence

perhaps. Apathy is the drainer of all else, the disinterest in bending backwards. Or forwards.

I look at my Apple computer, the keyboard I have not changed since I bought it. My wrists move
around, fingers contorted and curled, ignoring the advice of my elementary school teachers to
keep my fingers on fand j (I pause as I type “elementary,” my ring finger lunging back for the a).
The offset rows with no levers to jam, a leftover design because too much change doesn’t sell
well. Did Sholes hold the little keys in his hand, the i and » and ¢, and move them around,
touching my fingers a century later? Did Dvorak walk the UW campus in the spring, cherry

blossoms blooming, and rip the boxes up, placing them elsewhere?

Crunchy. Alleviate. Glaze. Horticulture. Piano.

"It is true that Dvorak never independently studied his keyboard, and conducted his tests with very small
groups, and allegedly pressured them to learn as fast as possible. However, during Strong’s investigation,
no further tests were run to check for validity.
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This keyboard is all I know. My laptop sounds are soft now, no longer the clickclickelick of my
mother’s keys, clunky and cheerful under her fingers. Has something been lost, shaving these
keys down from desktop to laptop? Would something be lost if the letters moved, packing their

bags, greeting new neighbors, making new mistakes?

Hurdling. Were. Lollipop. Poverty. Happening. Revere. Pilot.

There are things I do not change because they have always been that way, and there will be

things I have to change because they have always been that way. Show me the person who

knows the difference.



