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U.S. Typo Vigilantes Correct Errant Signage and Receive a Fine for Their Efforts
When it comes to marking up historic signs, good grammar is a bad defense.

Two self-styled vigilantes against typos who defaced a more than 60-year-old, hand-painted sign at Grand Canyon National Park were sentenced to probation and banned from national parks for a year.  Jeff Deck and Benjamin Herson pleaded guilty Aug. 11 for the damage done March 28 at the park’s Desert View Watchtower.  The sign was made by Elizabeth Jane Colter, the architect who designed the rustic 1930s watchtower and other Grand Canyon-area landmarks.

Deck and Herson, both 28, toured the United States this spring, wiping out errors on government and private signs.  They were interviewed by NPR and the Chicago Tribune, which called them “a pair of Kerouacs armed with Sharpies and erasers and righteous indignation.”

An affidavit by National Park Service agent Christopher A. Smith said investigators learned of the vandalism from an Internet site operated by Deck on behalf of the Typo Eradication Advancement League, or TEAL.

Authorities said a diary written by Deck reported that while visiting the watchtower, he and Herson “discovered a hand-rendered sign inside that, I regret to report, contained a few errors.”  The fiberboard sign has yellow lettering with a black background.  Deck wrote that they used a marker to cover an erroneous apostrophe, put the apostrophe in its proper place with white-out and added a comma.

The misspelled word “emense” was not fixed, Deck wrote, because “I was reluctant to disfigure the sign any further. …Still, I think I shall be haunted by that perversity, emense, in my train-whistle-blighted dreams tonight.”

Deck, of Sommerville, Mass., and Herson, of Virginia Beach, Va., pleaded guilty to conspiracy to vandalize government property.  They were sentenced to a year’s probation, during which they cannot enter any national park or modify any public signs.  They were also ordered to pay $3,035 to repair the watchtower sign.

The TEAL Web site now has only this message – “Statement on the signage of our National Parks and public lands to come” – without a period.

Deck and Herson have written about their trip around the country to correct public signage in their book, The Great Typo Hunt, which describes their nationwide mission to rid America of signs that add an extra “n” to “dining” or insist that “shipping” is spelled with one “p.”
They drove across the country in the spring of 2008 armed with sharpies, pens and whiteout, correcting spelling, removing surplus apostrophes and untangling subject-verb disagreement on signs outside stores, gas stations, parks, and public buildings.  In their travels, they found hundreds of signs indicating the writers either didn’t know or didn’t care that their spelling, grammar, or punctuation was wrong, and we apparently unaware that their mistakes risked exposing them to public derision or, worse, misunderstanding.

In Atlanta, they found a sign advertising both a “pregnacy” test and a “souviner” of the city to remind tourists of their visit.  
In Arizona, a placard urging tourists to bring their “camera’s” prompted Deck and Herson to remove the gratuitous apostrophe, leaving the sign with a gap that was at least less offensive that what it replaced.

Sensitive to the charge of being overzealous pedants, they argue that public typos are about more than just a few misplaced punctuation marks.  Such errors may lead the reader to get a poor impression of the writer in general, they argue.  “If you put a bunch of typos out for the world to see, people might draw conclusions about attention to detail in other matters,” Deck said in an interview.

Although some critics have deemed them “self-proclaimed grammar vigilantes,” Deck and Herson reject this title, arguing that they take a “kinder, gentler” approach to grammar that doesn’t blame anyone for the mistakes.  As Deck says, “We are not angry grammarians.”

While typographical errors have been the source of sarcasm from some high-minded individuals, Deck and Herson set out to show people the error of their ways rather than just complaining about it, they said.
