
 
Welcome to Basic Basset 

 

 
 

When people talk of grammar, they mostly think of the time they asked their 
second or third grade teacher, “Can I go to the bathroom?” and the teacher 
responded, “I don’t know, can you?”  The teacher was making a grammar joke.  
Can means having the ability to and may means having permission to.  This teacher 
was mocking little you. 
 
Pretty funny, yes?  No.  A grammar joke is seldom funny, especially when a 
second grader has to stand in her own shi-shi, trying to figure it out. 
 
Here’s a second grammar joke.  It’s actually a quotation attributed to Winston 
Churchill.  He once allegedly said, “From now on, ending a sentence with a 
preposition is something up with which I will not put.”  He was mocking a strange 
rule forbidding ending clauses with prepositions.  Not hilarious, but at least no 
one is left standing in his own water. 
 
Speaking of that rule, here’s the last grammar joke I know: 
 

A Texan is visiting Harvard and asks a young man behind the library desk, “Can 
ya’ll tell me where the cafeteria’s at?” 

The young man replies, “We at Harvard do not end our sentences with 
prepositions.” 

So the Texan says, “Can ya’ll tell me where the cafeteria’s at, jackass?” 
 
That’s one reason for teaching you grammar—so that you can laugh at three 
jokes.  It’s not the best reason.  The best reason is so that you’ll have ownership 
of your own language.  With ownership comes confidence, and with confidence 



comes style.  You will develop a multi-faceted style rooted in choices, not 
limitations.   
 
So what exactly are you going to own?  In the first part, you’ll gain a command 
of the terms, descriptions, and a few of the rules.  By rules, I mean conventions 
agreed upon by a lot of folks, many of them with grade books.  Grammar rules 
aren’t like the laws of physics.  God didn’t make them.  Still, enough readers 
agree to them that a good writer, one who wants as broad of an audience as 
possible, abides by them when the situation calls for formality. 
 
Think of this first section as a means to create a working vocabulary.  I’ve heard 
the tired argument that you don’t need to understand hydrodynamics to learn 
how to swim.  True, but it would be hard to explain how to surf if I couldn’t use 
the words board, water, wave, feet, leash, barrel, line-up, kook, or Bob Marley.  That’s 
mostly what we’re doing in the first part, only I’m replacing surf with write and 
kook with indirect object of the adjective clause.  My intent is to make it so easy even 
a basset hound could understand, hence the title Basic Basset 101.  And you have 
to remember, basset hounds understand virtually nothing. 
 
In the second part, Basic Basset 102, you’ll get a few more rules of the written 
language as we understand them today and some observations on style.  Notice 
two key words here—written and today.  These may change tomorrow.  Not 
much, but some.  And the grammar of the written language differs greatly from 
the grammar of the spoken language.  Do NOT use your new-found knowledge 
to correct people when they speak.  They will hit you.  More importantly, do 
NOT tell them I gave you this new-found knowledge.  They will hit me. 
 

 
The spirits of our late 
Odell and Hastings as 
well as the evolving 
presence of our mostly 
comatose current basset 
Hobs will be our tour 
guides for this stylistic 
trek.   Odell and Hastings 
thought well-crafted 
language provided 
lyrical music to the deaf 
and radiant vision to the 
blind. 
 
Hobs thinks she just got 
sand up her nose.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hobs probably won’t be 
as helpful on this 
journey.          


