A day in the life of the Editor of British Archaeology (heatwave edition)

It’s the second heatwave of the year, the first of summer, and I’ve been up since 5am taking advantage of the slightly cooler hours in which my brain works. Having just returned from a week’s holiday, I spend a couple of hours responding to emails and flagging others for follow-up. I also categorise them (feature; review; letter; news; admin; heritage crafts), file them (issue 210; issue 211; archive; admin; books; irrelevant), and flag a couple to respond to later. When I’m done, there are five emails left in my inbox, two of which have sat there for a month as reminders for non-urgent tasks I will eventually get around to. I reward myself with a cup of matcha – my new obsession – and pick early raspberries from canes planted by the previous homeowners.

The rest of the morning is spent reading through the feature articles I received while away: one about excavations at a royal Pictish settlement complex in Aberdeenshire; the other reflecting on community archaeology and the first 50 years of the Leicestershire Fieldworkers. Every article needs a different level of editing, but I tend to give myself a few days to a week to return them to contributors, spreading out my editing passes so my subconscious has time to chew over any tricky sections that might benefit from rephrasing. 

The first edit catches most grammatical and spelling errors and gives me an overall sense of the article and what might be needed. I use macros on Microsoft Word, which speeds up the process of deleting unnecessary words, changing capital letters to lowercase, and switching letters to digits for numbers 10 and over (as per the British Archaeology style guide). I leave myself comments on sections to return to in the second edit, when I will focus on long or convoluted sentences, paragraphs that could move around to improve the article’s flow, the distribution and phrasing of subheadings, and any descriptions that feel ‘clunky’ or require further explanation.

Lunchtime is spent with my partner, who also works from home. He cooks pasta and passata, and we eat while watching an episode of Naruto (I’m in a nostalgic rewatching phase). I find it easier to deal with the UK heat when I’m out in it instead of sweating indoors, so in the hottest hours after lunch I move to the shaded hammock. I finish a novel (Belgrave Road by Manish Chauhan), watch the planes to and from East Midlands Airport streak across the sky, and eventually nap to make up for the day’s super early start.

Before dinner I take a bag of cardboard cartons and glass bottles across the nearby field to the recycling centre. It’s a pleasant, 15-minute stroll there and back, but today I make it in 10 to avoid being directly under the sun too long. Then it’s my turn to cook dinner – teriyaki salmon and garlic rice – and we watch the final episode of the excellent new comedy horror series Widow’s Bay.

I take my laptop outside under the garden parasol in the evening with a pot of mint tea and a citronella candle and finish my work for the day as the temperature slowly cools. This time I focus on my own editing business, Sharp-sighted Grammar, replying to clients and familiarising myself with the style guide for an educational institution that will send me their annual publication to proofread next week. By the time I’m done, it’s cool enough to open the windows inside and turn on the fan. I draft a short poem for the next Nottingham Writers’ Club meeting and then crochet half an amigurumi camel toy for my three-week-old niece while watching a brain-off reality show.

It’s past midnight by the time the bedroom has cooled enough to attempt sleeping. I plan to write the World in Antiquity section for British Archaeology tomorrow, condensing c. 5,000-word Antiquity articles into c. 500-word summaries. However, I prefer flexibility over routine, and my health is my first priority, so I don’t set an alarm. If I don’t get as much done as I’d like to over the new few days, I’ll catch up next week or over the weekend – or whenever a thunderstorm shows up. This irregular schedule can make delineating work and play difficult, but I enjoy the freedom of varying when and where I work, adapting to changing weather conditions and life priorities. I finish the day grateful to the Council for British Archaeology and other clients for making my freelance career possible.
