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From discreet luncheons in a
gentleman's club and an
inaugural meeting attended by 65
people, the Society of Indexers has
developed into an organisation
with an international
membership, a regular programme
of conferences and meetings, and
its own journal. In the age of the
computer the Society believes that
the good indexing practice,
promoted by a registration system
and a training programme, will
ensure that its members will haw
a prime role in controlling the
information output of the next
millennium.

Geraldine Beare is a member of
the Society of Indexers

'I can scarcely conceal from you the fact that I am at present
somewhat occupied with other matters, so that I cannot say all that
comes into my mind and memory on the subject of indexing. 1can,
however, claim a keen interest in it...'
Written on 14th November 1957 by the then Prime Minister
Harold MacMillan, this was part of a letter addressed to the newlyformed Society of Indexers (SI) and published in the first issue of
its journal - The Indexer - in March 1958.
It was in 1956 that G Norman Knight placed a notice in the
Personal Columns of The Times. He had started book-indexing as
a spare-time occupation in the 1920s and in all that time had not
met another person working in this field. As a result of the
advertisement, which led to "several discreet luncheons" at his
club, a letter was then published in the Times Literary Supplement on
28th December 1956.
One year later, the first meeting of the Society of Indexers took
place at 10.30 am on the morning of Saturday 30th March in
London at the National Book League. 65 people attended and a
sprinkling of names who were there still occupy positions of
eminence in the Society today.
The declared objectives were to improve the standard of
indexing and to secure some measure of uniformity in technique;
to maintain a list of indexers in all fields from which authors,
editors, publishers and others could be given the names on
application; to act as an advisory body on qualification and
remuneration of indexers; to publish or communicate from time to
time books, papers and notes on the subject of indexing; and last
but by no means least, to raise the status of indexers and to
safeguard their interests. Over the years, all of these objectives
have been realised to some degree.
Almost immediately, the Society organised regular meetings for
members to hear talks by experts on various aspects of indexing.
These meetings had the added bonus of bringing together people
who, by and large, worked on a freelance basis, on their own and
generally in their own homes. These talks were confined to
London venues and it was not until 1976 that the first national
conference took place quickly followed by the first international
conference in 1978. Right from the start membership has included
people from as far away as India, Zimbabwe, America, France and
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Holland and separate, though affiliated, societies
continue to thrive and continue to receive The
Indexer as their main journal. All the societies
produce newsletters which are, of course,
parochial in context, and the Society of Indexers
here in Britain also has a number of regional and
special interest groups which include genealogy,
earth sciences and archaeology; with languages
and children's books the next likely candidates.
Meetings and conferences are an important
aspect of the Society. London meetings are
usually held in the Library Association and are
open to non-members and friends. Talks have
also been given on site in such places as the
Financial Times; the London Library and the
National Sound Archive, and the subjects covered
have ranged from legal indexing to family
history; the Jewish Chronicle to music.
Conferences are normally held every other year the next one will be in Bristol in 19%. The AGM
is also held outside London every other year York and Birmingham being the two most recent
outings.
Another important feature of the Society's
activities is the production of the journal, The
Indexer. This comes out in the Spring and
Autumn and contains articles, news, book
reviews and comment of interest to indexers
round the world. In the first issue there appeared
a two-page listing of books published without an
index and the comment: W e shall continue to
include similar lists in The Indexer until the
necessity for it ceases.' Nearly forty years on, the
original two pages has expanded fourfold,
although the section now includes books with
indexes which have been praised or slated in
reviews, as well as those books with no index at
all. Few publishers are entirely blameless. In a
review of a publication by the National
Federation of Abstracting & Information Services
for example the reviewer noted: The work omits
standard features expected in a professional
publication. There is no index...' And another
reviewer, this time to a MacMillan publication
states: 'The most interesting feature of this book
is the author's intellectual laziness (evinced, for
one thing, by the lack of an index).' Both of these
reviews appeared within the last year!
Training in the art of indexing has not been
forgotten. Initially, a series of training
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discussions took place but these were soon
developed into a full-scale lecture course at the
North Western Polytechnic in London. By 1971, it
was clear that the London-based course was not
sufficient to cover the demand in other parts of
the UK and abroad, so a correspondence course
was devised and the Rapid Results College
included it in its Prospectus. In the mid 1980s the
Society decided once again to take charge of
training and administer its own course. The first
Training in Indexing Units were produced in
1988. This course covers the practicalities of
indexing books, periodicals and non-text material
as well as the business aspects of indexing. If the
course is completed successfully, candidates are
considered to be Accredited Indexers.
Members of the Society may also become
Registered Indexers. To become registered, an
index which reflects the applicant's experience
and competence in practical indexing, must be
submitted for assessment by Registered members.
The Society also provides supervision for
beginners in indexing (invaluable if an indexer
has only done a training course and needs help in
creating an index for a complete book) and oneday seminars on all aspects of indexing are held
whenever they are needed. More recently still,
two occasional papers have been published on
Indexing Biographies and Indexing Legal
Materials, the former having the distinction of
being reviewed in the Times Literay Supplement
when it came out.
Two awards are given for indexing: the annual
Wheatley Medal which is jointly awarded by the
Library Association and the Society of Indexers to
the compiler of an outstanding index published in
the United Kingdom during the previous three
years, and the Carey Award which is an
occasional award given by the Society of Indexers
to people who have given outstanding service to
indexing.
Although all aspects of indexing are covered
by the Society and its members, back of book
indexing is still perceived as the main area of
activity. However, quite a few indexers are
engaged on cumulative indexing of newspapers
and periodicals both current and retrospective;
sound and vision archives; cartographic and
topographic indexing; encyclopaedias;
conference reports, and any material demanding
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access to its contents. Looking back over the
many issues of The Indexer, it is surprising just
how many articles there have been on the
problems of newspaper and journal indexing, not
only in this country, but also in places as far apart
as Nigeria, India, Australia and America. Never
backward in coming forward, SI early on
recognised the potential of the computer and CDROM. In 1987, Lord Stockton gave the Inaugural
Norman Knight Memorial Lecture on CD-ROMs
at the Society conference in Chester. Over the
years technology has increasingly been used to
aid indexers in the somewhat tedious areas of
sorting, merging and typing. Computers and
specially designed programmes are utilised by
most indexers making not only ordinary indexing
quicker and less laborious but also the large
cumbersome indexes. Even in the most recent
past, indexes were prepared on slips of paper and
stored in shoe-boxes (yes- they were used!) and
large indexes would take weeks rather than days
to prepare. To the statement: 'But surely indexers
are no longer needed - computers can do it all' the
reply is emphatic. No computer programme can
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pick up the alliance of ideas; the relationship
between subjects, or the difference between names
spelt the same way but belonging to different
people or places. What a computer can do is sort
and merge; re-arrange and re-order, and alert the
indexer to anomalies in spelling and text in a
matter of seconds, something which could take
hours manually manipulating slips of paper or
card. Those of us engaged on retrospective
indexing of journals eg The Builder Illustrations
Index 1843-1 883 which was published last autumn
or my own project of indexing all the images in
Punch from 1890-1970, could not do it without the
help of modem technology. As the millenium
approaches, and more and more information is
generated, the need for good indexes will
continue to be of prime importance. The Society
of Indexers will continue to thrive and promote
the need for good indexing practice, backed up by
the British Standards which it helps to devise.
Further information may be obtained from The
Society of Indexers, 38 Rochester Road, London
NWl9JJ. Tel. 0171 916 7809.

