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A  HISTORIC OR AN HISTORIC?
An Essay by Joseph C. White
Many things escaped me in school, either because I didn’t have sufficient mental capacity, because I didn’t study hard enough, or because I skipped my senior year of high school to go to work. I still don’t know why  the full moon looks  bigger when it first rises than it does when it’s directly overhead, or how worker bees a few weeks old know how to construct honeycombs exactly like the ones built by their ancestors thousands of years ago.  “It’s in their genes” raises more questions than it answers.
I know a light-year is a measure of distance, and I know the definition in terms of measurements on earth.  But six trillion earth-miles, one light-year, is beyond my comprehension.   Try to imagine this:  “The Sombrero Galaxy - 28 million light years from Earth- was voted best picture taken by the Hubble telescope. The dimensions of the galaxy, officially called M104, are as spectacular as its appearance. It has 800 billion suns and is 50,000 light years across.”  (See note below.)
But the English language is confusing enough. Why does inflammable mean the same as flammable?  If geese is the plural of goose, why isn’t meese the plural of moose?  If mice is the plural of mouse, why isn’t spice the plural of spouse?  

I learned in the sixth-grade in Lawrence County, Tennessee, that the vowels are A, E, I, O, U, and sometimes W and Y.  I didn’t understand how W and Y are sometimes vowels, and I didn’t  think much about it until now. 
My teacher, Drudie Greene, squinted through his round, wire-rimmed glasses and said the indefinite article “an” should be used before words beginning with a vowel and the indefinite article “a” should be used before consonants, which are the other letters that are not vowels. The definite article “the” is used with either a vowel or a consonant. “That’s simple enough,” I said to myself at the time. I was wrong.
Why do we say an uncle but a union member? They both start with u.   Why do we say a manual typewriter and then say the word manual starts with an m?  Isn’t it the same m?  Why do we say an only child but a one-armed man? They both start with O.

The American Heritage College Dictionary defines  “vowel”  as “A speech sound created by the relatively free passage of breath through the larynx and oral cavity, usually forming the most prominent and central part of a syllable.”  It  defines the noun “consonant” as  “a speech sound produced by a partial or complete obstruction of the air stream by constriction of the speech organs.”  That helps explain the sometimes-w-and-y question.  Isn’t w a consonant in wrist and a vowel in bowl?  Isn’t  y a consonant in young and a vowel in bay?
The grammar police did not create the a-or-an rule─it’s based on reason. To form the word a you leave your tongue low and close up the back part of your mouth, but to form the word an you  leave the back part of your mouth open and raise the tip of your tongue to the  palate.  Thus, it’s  easier to say a motel than to say an motel, and it’s easier to say  an onion than to say a onion.  Try it. The transition from the article to the noun is smoother, and it makes for a better flow in the sentence.

One old book that I treasure is A Dictionary of Contemporary American Usage, by Bergen Evans and his sister Cornelia Evans. This is what they said: 
“.  .  . a and an are two forms of the same word.  The form an is used before a vowel sound, as in an umbrella, an honest man.  The form a is used before a consonant sound, as in a European, a one-horse town, a historical novel, a hotel.  The form a should be used before an h that is pronounced, as in history or hotel.  Formerly these h sounds were not pronounced, and an historical novel, an hotel were as natural as an honorable man, an hour, an heiress.  This is no longer true, and these archaic an’s, familiar from English literature, should not be repeated in modern writing.”  (The sound of the first letter is what rules.  It is ignored when it is silent.)
Hodges Harbrace College Handbook, Tenth Edition says on page 202:

“. . . Use a before the sound of a consonant: a yard, a U-turn, a one-base hit. Use an before a vowel sound:  an empty can, an M.D., an ax, an X-ray.”  
Bill Walsh was, and may still be, the copy desk chief of the business desk of the Washington Post.  On pages 95 and 96 of his book Lapsing Into a Comma, (2000) he explains it this way:  “Pronunciation, not spelling, rules. Vowel sounds get the an; consonant sounds get the a.  Note, however, that a vowel does not necessarily produce a vowel sound. Uniform, for example, is pronounced ‘YOO-ni-form, and thus it does not merit an an. The biggest source of controversy on this subject is, for some reason, a historic. Some British people pronounce historic as ‘istoric,’ and that has led many Americans to believe an historic is correct.  It is not. Many Americans will argue that they say ‘an istoric’▬that may be true, but it’s because they’re letting an do the driving.  Ask them to pronounce historic by itself, and you’ll no doubt hear the h.”
On page 54 of a later book, The Elephants of Style, (2004) Walsh says,” I don’t care if ‘an istoric’ rolls off your tongue more easily than ‘a historic’; you don’t go altering the pronunciation of a word in order to change the article you use before it. Your comfort zone is none of the language’s concern.  Most of the time I’ve heard ‘an historic,’ however, it has been from blustery types who heartily pronounce the h.  Think Howard Cosell.”  Forming the word a leaves the mouth in position to go smoothly to  historic with no change in the breathing process.  With an, it takes more time and more effort. 
This essay is an attempt to answer a question some of us have wondered about.  But others will probably ask, 
“WHO didn’t know THAT?”
(The information about the Sombrero galaxy is from an e-mail I received recently. There were several spectacular pictures of it and other galaxies. I’ll forward it to anyone who will send me an E-mail address. josephcwhite@comporium.net)
