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FINDING THE RIGHTWORDS: ANACCOUNTOF RESEARCH FOR THE SUPPLEMENTS TO THE OXFORD ENGLISH
DICTIONARY YYVONNE WARBURTON Now that the fourth and final volume ofthe Supple ment to the Oxford
English Dictionary has been published, | find thatlam spending more and more time talking to people about
how the work was actually carried out. Itis perhaps nottoo difficult to imagine how a definitionis distilled
fromasetofillustrative quotations, but whatlamoftenasked is howthese quotations are found inthe first
place. The network ofresearchonwhichso much ofthe quality ofthe Supple ments rests has always suffered
froma kind ofinvisibility in the final product. As the OED and its Supplements enteranewerainthe shape of
the New OED Project, itis inevitable that the immediate emphasis onthe electronic manipulation ofdata will
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obscure even further this little-known aspect ofourwork. It therefore seems timelyto describe some ofour
researchmethods and problems as theywere experienced onthe Supple ments, and as theywillno doubt
continue to existinour permanent battle to keep abreast oflinguistic change. The quotations on which the
Supplements were based came to us principally through a directed reading programand by voluntary
contributionfromoutsiders. When a drafter was presented byasenioreditorwithaselectionofquotations
from which to constructan entry, it was nearly always necessaryto supplementthemfromothersources in
orderto acquire asequence illustrating fully the developmentofthe newword orsense whichwas being
dealtwithand to provide the earliest example which could be found in print. It was also necessaryto check
the accuracyofeverycitationincluded inthe final entry. To do this, the drafter had available initially the
resources ofthe department's own reference library. But this, ofcourse, was notenough,because our
potential research material was the entire bodyofworks everpublished inthe Englishlanguage.To grapple
with this situation, the drafter had to enlist the help ofa network ofstaffemployed as researchers in
libraries. This is where Ifirst started work for 94 Yvonne Warburton95 the Oxford Dictionaries in1976, onthe
strengthofmyresearchexperience inEnglish literature and a professional qualification in Librarianship. |
knew little about lexicography, buta lotabouttracking downinformation. | was based inthe Bodleian
Library, withaccess inadditionto various outlying faculty libraries. (lalso regarded BlackwelFs bookshop
as alegitimate hunting ground inthe case ofrecently published books that had notyetfound theirwayonto
alibraryshelf) There was one otherpersonbased there with me, and anothertwo at the British Libraryin
London. We also had one full-time and one part-time workeratthe LibraryofCongress in Washington, as well
as contacts,incase ofneed,inNew York and Boston. Betweenus, there was not much we could notgethold
ofsomehow. Work was roughlysorted before it was sentoutto us,to make sure thatitwas going to the
most likely location, but if we found that we could not afterall do the work inone place, we could consult the
catalogues ofthe otherlarge libraries and pass itonto the mostappropriate place. The work Ireceived
fromthe drafters could be looselydivided into three categories: straightforward checking ofexisting
references, converting givenreferences to acitationfromfirst place of publication, and searching for
furtherexamples orinformation. | quickly found out that very little checking is evercompletely
straightforward. Manyslips would containinaccurate references orones to untraceable editions. Our lives
were made amiseryformanyyears byawhole series of quotations from an unavailable edition of Moby Dick,
with no chapter numbers. This meant frequentreading ofthe original British three-volume editionto trace
the quotations, whichwere so briefas to containno clues as to the content. We also had to contend with
indecipherable handwriting and references hastily jotted...
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