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THE TIME 
FOR ALL 
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If you’re a person of a certain age, you have typed on a keyboard whose keycaps 
used the Gorton font, and you will recognize it immediately. BBC comput-
ers, Compaq portables, DEC and TeleVideo terminals, CDC supercomputers, 
many PC clones, and Apple II all relied on Gorton. IBM eventually moved 
over to Helvetica, but before that they had also borrowed a version of Gorton’s 
typeface. Hell, keys with Gorton on them even made it to the Moon aboard 
Apollo 11 and its famous DSKY keyboard.

But Gorton is older than the oldest of these computers. It started as a 
generic sans serif font used by the George Gorton Machine Company of Racine, 
Wisconsin, in their engraver machines. “They are used by leading brass and 
general engravers, engineers, and makers of hardware; in making stamps, dies, 
and original type-models for printing; moulds for glass, rubber, soap, etc.; and 
for engraving seals. They are employed in leading Railway and Ship Building 
Works, in the United States Navy Yards, in the Royal Arsenals, Dockyards, and 
observatories, and in Government Telegraph Factories, variously scattered 
throughout the world,” boasted a brochure all the way from 1902. That’s right: 
this font is a 19th century creation.

Since then you could spot it – or a version of it, as many existed over 
time – on various pieces of heavy machinery, on signs, and even on typewriter 
keycaps, and perhaps even more places where the durability of engraved 
letters felt more important than the quality of printed ones. 

Gorton’s quality is indeed… suspect. Technical constraints of engraving 
required a uniform stroke, which is sneered upon in both typography and 
calligraphy. Some of the shapes, like the 4, 6, 7, Q, &, or the very distinctive @ 
would be laughed out of a type design crit. In a way, Gorton became a victim of 
its medium – the same fate that met the monospace fonts of typewriters, and 
the bitmap fonts of early microcomputers.

All this, of course, made it a perfect font for Shift Happens. As there was 
never an official or authoritative digital version of Gorton, I recreated the font 
from drawings and keycaps, and used it in the book. I then hired Inga Plön-
nings, a talented type designer from Germany, to make it fully usable for type-
setting. Inga redrew the shapes, making them more typographically accurate, 
consistent, and attractive. She also recreated lowercase letters, added glyphs 
for many languages, and created a variable weight allowing the font to be a lot 
more versatile and find a greater range of purposes.

We named the result Gorton Perfected, a nod to how a “version 2.0” of a 
thing would be called back when Gorton was new. 

I hope you enjoy putting it to use. This booklet aims to walk you both 
through the capabilities (and easter eggs) of Gorton Perfected the font, but 
also tell you a little more of the history of its non-digital predecessors.

Marcin Wichary







THE FEATURES 
OF GORTON  
PERFECTED



You can still buy Gorton keycaps today, but some of the shapes have been 
adjusted – rounded, softened – over the years. This has been a challenge in 
resurrecting this font: Which version of Gorton should be given new life? And 
what of its quirkiness deserved to be kept?

Inga Plönnings, the type designer, and I had many conversations about 
this. We eventually zeroed in on the 1970s/1980s Gorton as the ultimate 
edition – an example of that can be seen on the previous spread of a radio 
teletype keyboard. Recognizing that there is no one single Gorton, we allowed 
you to have options to choose among.

That means that, among its many stylistic sets, Gorton Perfected contains  
a “not ugly variants” toggle that softens some of its most egregious typographic 
transgressions. You can also pick among various shapes of QQQ and 0000 
that graced keyboards throughout the years, along with alternative shapes of 
a few other glyphs.

The following pages take you on the tour of Gorton Perfected’s nooks and 
crannies. Hiding within Gorton Perfected are: a variable font weight allowing 
you to choose any of the hundreds of notches between Light and Bold; mono-
space digits (a.k.a. tabular numerals) that precisely align vertically across rows 
for things like receipts and spreadsheets; a generous assortment of diacritics 
and symbols allowing Gorton’s use in over 80 languages; and a few symbols 
coming from keyboards. (These were designed by me, not Inga.)

But perhaps my favorite little feature is the “lowercase ampersand” I have 
never seen in use before, but which I spotted in one of the Gorton specimens.
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LATIN/ENGLISH
qwertyuiopasdfghjklzxcvbnm
QWERTYUIOPASDFGHJKLZXCVBNM

POLISH
ąćęłńóśżź
ĄĆĘŁŃÓŚŻŹ

SLOVAK
áäčďéíĺľňóôŕšťúýž
ÁÄČĎÉÍĹĽŇÓÔŔŠŤÚÝŽ

CZECH
áčďéěňóřšťúůýž
ÁČĎÉĚŇÓŘŠŤÚŮÝŽ

NORWEGIAN
æøå
ÆØÅ

CATALAN
àçèéí ïòóúü·
ÀÇÈÉÍÏÒÓÚÜ·

GERMAN
äöüß
ÄÖÜẞ

SLOVAK
áäčďéíĺľňóôŕšťúýž
ÁÄČĎÉÍĹĽŇÓÔŔŠŤÚÝŽ

AFRIKAANS
áâèéêëî ïôöû
ÁÂÈÉÊËÎÏÔÖÛ

SWISS GERMAN
äöü
ÄÖÜ

PORTUGUESE
àáâãçéêíòóôõú
ÀÁÂÃÇÉÊÍÒÓÔÕÚ

SPANISH
áéíñóúü
ÁÉÍÑÓÚÜ

BASQUE
çñ
ÇÑ

DANISH
æøå
ÆØÅ

SWEDISH
åäö
ÅÄÖ

FINNISH
åäö
ÅÄÖ

LOWER SORBIAN
óćčěłńŕśšźž
ÓĆČĚŁŃŔŚŠŹŽ

UPPER SORBIAN
óćčěłńřšž
ÓĆČĚŁŃŘŠŽ

FRENCH
àâæçëèéêïîœôüùûÿ
ÀÂÆÇËÈÉÊÏÎŒÔÜÙÛŸ

ICELANDIC
áðéíóúýþæö
ÁÐÉÍÓÚÝÞÆÖ

FAROESE
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WESTERN FRISIAN
áäéëìïòöúüỳ
ÁÄÉËÌÏÒÖÚÜỲ

DUTCH
áäéëí ïóöúü
ÁÄÉËÍÏÓÖÚÜĲ

SERBIAN
čćđšž
ČĆĐŠŽ

LITHUANIAN
ąčęėįšųūž
ĄČĘĖĮŠŲŪŽ

ITALIAN
àèéìòóù
ÀÈÉÌÒÓÙ

MALTESE
àèìòùċġħż
ÀÈÌÒÙĊĠĦŻ

WELSH
àáâäèéêëìí î ïòóôöùúûüŵẁẃẅýÿŷỳ
ÀÁÂÄÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏÒÓÔÖÙÚÛÜŴẀẂẄÝŸŶỲ

ALSO: ASU, BEMBA, BENA, BRETON, CHIGA, CORNISH, 
FILIPINO, FRIULIAN, GALICIAN, GUSII, INDONESIAN, 
KABUVERDIANU, KALENJIN, KINYARWANDA, LUO, LUX-
EMBOURGISH, LUYIA, MACHAME, MAKHUWA-MEET-
TO, MAKONDE, MALAGASY, MANX, MĀORI, MORISYEN, 
NORTH NDEBELE, NYANKOLE, OROMO, QUECHUA, 
ROMBO, RUNDI, RWA, SAMBURU, SANGO, SANGU, 
SENA, SHAMBALA, SHONA, SOGA, SOMALI, SWAHILI, 
TAITA, TESO, UZBEK, VOLAPÜK, VUNJO, AND ZULU

ROMANSH
àèéìòù
ÀÈÉÌÒÙ

ALBANIAN
çë
ÇË

SCOTTISH GAELIC
àèìòù
ÀÈÌÒÙ

ROMANIAN
ăâîșț
ĂÂÎȘȚ

LATVIAN
āčēģīķļņšūž
ĀČĒĢĪĶĻŅŠŪŽ

ESTONIAN
äõöüšž
ÄÕÖÜŠŽ

CROATIAN
čćđšž
ČĆĐŠŽ

BOSNIAN
čćđšž
ČĆĐŠŽ

TURKISH
çğıiöşü
ÇĞIİÖŞÜ

COLOGNIAN
äåæëöüėœů
ÄÅÆËÖÜĖŒŮ

FRENCH
àâæçëèéêïîœôüùûÿ
ÀÂÆÇËÈÉÊÏÎŒÔÜÙÛŸ

ICELANDIC
áðéíóúýþæö
ÁÐÉÍÓÚÝÞÆÖ
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Tricolon
This key appeared 
on the first Sholes & 
Glidden typewriter, and 
was never built into a 
keyboard after that.

Tab
The symbol for the Tab 
key depicts going to the 
next tabulation stop.

Backspace
The common symbol 
for this key today 
comes from erasing 
typewriters of the 
1970s.

Back Tab
The Back Tab was par-
ticularly important in 
form-based terminals 
of the 1970s, often 
being its own key, sepa-
rate from Tab.

Shift
It’s hard to know the 
origin of the hollow 
arrow to denote shift-
ing, because various 
versions of arrows were 
used for decades.

Delete
This is basically a 
reverse of (modern) 
Backspace, and some-
times called Forward 
Delete.

Return
The classic “carriage 
return” symbol denotes 
the movement of the 
paper position, or the 
cursor.

Delete (alt.)
This alternate “edito-
rial” symbol for Delete 
was used by IBM ter-
minal keyboards in the 
1970s.

Control
The tradition to use 
a caret to indicate 
Control comes from 
DEC computers in the 
1960s.

Insert
This symbol for the In-
sert key was also used 
by IBM terminal and PC 
keyboards in the 1970s 
and 1980s.

Command
Designed by Susan 
Kare for the original 
Macintosh in 1984, the 
symbol is  
inspired by a Swedish 
cartographic symbol for 
a “point of interest.”

Option
The symbol originally 
appeared on Apple Lisa 
in 1983, depicting an 
alternate electric flow.



A keyboard for Harris ViewWriter, one of the word processors from the late 1980s





GORTON 
BEFORE PIXELS



The main principle driving Gorton and other fonts like it was manually tracing 
the shapes of letters or digits from the original masters (see on the left for an 
example of one) using a pantograph, a motor-driven machine, which could be 
set up to reduce or enlarge the size as desired. 

I don’t personally know much about how engraving was carried out  
or the machinery that allowed machinists to do so, but on the following pages 
I wanted to give you some sense of what using Gorton was actually like – from 
the photos of the defunct George Gorton Machine Company machinery, 
throughs scans of various manuals and photos of a few accessories, to snap-
shots of the engraving process.

Gorton was advertised in 1952 as “our most popular type face – univer-
sally accepted as standard – perfect proportions and simplicity make this the 
most used of all type faces. A minimum of sharp corners for rapid tracing 
with a smooth stroke… most adaptable to many uses,” highlighting how the 
simplicity of reproduction was among its chief selling points.

In a strange twist of fate, the Keuffel & Esser Co. from New Jersey also 
used Gorton pantographs to prepare their popular Leroy Lettering sets, 
extending the reach of Gorton even further. From that, the letterforms then 
travelled to drawing tools and machines like Stano-Script or Max Cadliner. 
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Max Cadliner CD-750, a Japanese technical typing machine, a “lettering 
plotter,” and a drawing board accessory, from 1989









GORTON 
IN REAL LIFE



Gorton’s distinctive shapes can be found on industrial machinery of a certain 
age, various plaques and signage, documents, and intercoms. (This is how I 
found Gorton’s numero – on an intercom sign in Madrid, in 2022.) In those 
instances, touching the letters immediately betrays their origins and the 
process that made them come to life, as the text is sunken – or, more rarely, 
raised.

But this might give you pause: outside of a rare and unpleasant keyboard 
like the one on the previous spread, keys don’t have an indented or raised feel 
to them. What explains this is the fact that on most keyboards, Gorton isn’t 
carved into a keycap’s surface. Instead, in a process known as double-injection 
molding, the letter is first formed in one color of plastic (first mold), and then 
the key is built around it using a different color (second mold). The carving 
is used in the process of making molds, but the letter and the rest of the key 
surface present a unified front to your finger. 

Then there are more traditionally printed instances of Leroy/Gorton: 
technical documents, or even comic books (a lot of EC Comics output used 
Leroy lettering in the 1950s).

The next spreads show many examples I found of Gorton in actual use 
around the world, in all of its editions: engraved, filled, printed. We’ll travel 
from parks in America to submarines in Australia – and see many, many 
keycaps. (Note that Gorton also existed in condensed and extended forms 
that can be spotted here. Those are more rare on keyboards.)































































































A Compugraphic Compuwriter IV TG phototypesetting 
keyboard, including keys for typical font sizes





























GORTON’S  
SURPRISING ORIGINS



Many of us associate Gorton with keyboards. Others connect it with mid-cen-
tury signage, or – via Leroy – various technical drawings or comic books.

But Gorton turns out to be older than all these, and digging into its 
history reveals that its original use case, and even its name, were different.  
It turns out, proto-Gorton originated some time after 1886 in the United King-
dom, at a precision manufacturing maker Taylor, Taylor & Hobson Limited. 
The company needed some way to add markings to enclosures of their first 
product – photographic lenses – and to accomplish that, they built engravers 
and then designed a font.

The engravers themselves soon became a product, and TT&H licensed 
them to a few companies, including Deckel in Germany, and… George Gorton 
Machine Co. in America.

It’s very likely some of the photos of signage in the U.K. or Australia 
on previous pages show successors of that unnamed font that didn’t come 
from machines made by Gorton in Racine, Wisconsin – and that retroactively 
naming that font “Gorton” is a historical transgression.

But I don’t know what other name to use. 
The next pages show some of the Gorton’s very early years, lending its 

new skills to a very different cause. Perhaps one day someone will employ a 
modern CNC cutter or 3D printer,  grab Gorton Perfected, and combine both 
to explain a new piece of photographic equipment, and in this way bring it all 
the way back to its 130-plus-years-old origins.
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