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Good Read: The Meaning of Everything 
- Lynn Yarmey (PAL/CCE), Karen Baker (PAL/CCE) 
 
Winchester, Simon. The Meaning of Everything: The Story of the 
OxfordEnglish Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003. 
 
Pearl S. Buck noted that 'One faces the future with one's past.' As the LTER  
community plans for the future of data accessibility and interoperability, we  
may draw upon the experiences provided by an example from our recent past.  
In his book, The Meaning of Everything: The Story of the Oxford English  
Dictionary, Simon Winchester sends a quiet word of encouragement to those  
on the designing edge of data organization requirements. Our own metadata  
processes seem to have so much in common with the story he tells of the  
creation of the infamous English dictionary.  
 
The OED began as an attempt by the Unregistered Words Committee of the  
Philological Society (founded in 1842) to mend and improve upon the lesser  
dictionaries of the age, though not long into the endeavor the need for a complete  
summation of the language became apparent. With supporting institutions and the  
editors themselves repeatedly underestimating the enormity and daunting  
complexity of the project, funding was a constant issue despite the collaborative  
network of volunteers numbering in the hundreds. The philosophical balances -  
between short and long-term goals, between meeting a budget and maintaining  
excellence, between highly specific definitions and the very general, and between  
creating a fixed standard while acknowledging the flexibility of the language itself  
- along with the practical consequences of each, were continually fine-tuned and  
adjusted over the 71 year project (the original estimate for creation of the OED  
was "no longer than 10 years"). For those of us looking to categorize and catalog  
our own site information, don't these balances sound familiar? As the LTER  
community moves with the tide of informatics to meet the present and future  
needs in the formidable realm of standards, we have the distinct advantage of  
facing the future armed with our past. 


