
 
 
 

For more than a quarter century William Safire has been 
writing his weekly “On Language” column for the New 
York Times. In one of his earliest columns he looked 
askance at President Carter's use of the term “encrypt” in 
a speech because Safire thought it was just a highfalutin 
substitution for the more plainspoken “encode.” It isn’t. I 
knew Safire was wrong because I was using cryptosystems 
as a US Navy radioman before today’s cypherpunks were 
born. So I wrote Safire a letter correcting his English.  
 
He never mentioned my letter in his column but some 
months later I got a letter from Times Books asking for my 
permission to use my letter in an upcoming book. The 
book would also be entitled On Language and it would 
consist of his columns and letters his readers wrote to him. 
I excitedly agreed.  
 
A few months after that I was waiting for a date on 57th 
Street when I spied the book in the window of a Barnes 
and Noble store. I rushed into the store, grabbed a copy of 
the book, flicked to the index and saw my name. I let out a 
whoop and bought the book on the spot. It was a great 
date. And the first time my name was in a book more in-
teresting than the white pages. 
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