
1971 BCPL Roff Manual

The manual reproduced below records a stage in the evolution of the family of text-formatting 
programs from Jerry Saltzer's runoff through roff  and Joe Ossanna's nroff/troff to Gnu's nroff/groff. In 
writing this program in BCPL for Multics and GECOS, I imitated and expanded on Saltzer's model. 
Dennis Ritchie based the PDP-7 Unix implementation of roff on my program as it was circa 1970.

The name of the program changed from “runoff” to “roff” between the original version of September 
17, 1969 and this one of January 12, 1971. Features introduced in the interim include automatic 
hyphenation, footnotes and merge patterns. These requests are new:

.hy, .hc, .fn/.en, .mg, .ls, .ju/.nj

These requests have been dropped from the manual:

.ss/.ds undocumented in favor of .ls

.ad/.na undocumented in favor of .ju/.nj

.eo/.oo (even and odd page offsets) completely abandoned

In a puzzling demonstration of the new .mg request, unexplained marginal asterisks flag changes from 
a lost intermediate state of the program.

The pages below were scanned from my personal copy. The scrawled annotation on page A-6 suggests 
a future amendment: “The input that did this looks innocent enough, but the two long underlined 
stretches were done by backspacing over the whole stretch and then underlining it in one go.” A 
paragraph on page A-4 is marked because it only partially makes its point: a break is needed before 
both instances of .in.

M. Douglas McIlroy
September 17, 2019




































