
Haskell in  
the Newsroom



A little background
• Twit ter :  @erikhinton

• Been at  the Times 
for 2.5 years

• Been using Haskel l  
a lmost as long as 
I ’ve been 
programming



What to expect
• A perspect ive on 

integrat ing Haskel l  
into a newsroom

• A pauci ty of  actual  
code (not the point)

• The f i rst  google 
image I  could f ind 
for each sl ide



“Premature Optimization 
is the Devil”
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P e u c k e r  m y  b r a i n s  o u t

How it all began

- “This algor i thm seems 
simple,  should be easy 
to whip up in Ruby.”

- ERRNO - How about I  
just  crash on any 
moderately large shapes

- “I  should learn Haskel l . ”



The agony of insulation
- You have dig into the Ruby source C 

(MRI) to even f ind the t ime complexi ty of  
array operat ions

- Insulated from the cost of  our code, we 
lowbal l  and undermine our ambit ion ( in 



What Haskell offers

- Raw speed

- Data analysis paral le l ism 

- Simple executables (No VM)

- Constant-space, resource-determinist ic,  
modular stream processing

- Data abstract ion

E x t r a !  E x t r a !



Speed
- Not real ly a c la im 

about benchmark 
speed ( though true)

- Largely a product of  
hyper- focused 
l ibrar ies/structures

- Naive code on 
deadl ine -  60+ apps/yr

- Ruby’s insanely 
expensive ORMs

. . . a n d  i t s  d i s c o n t e n t s



Throw EC2 at it?
- There’s a 

misconcept ion that 
s ince we can boot up 
XXL compute c lusters,  
off l ine processing 
doesn’ t  need to be 
opt imized

- The cost of  dev t ime

- Newspapers are 
poor( ish)

- Creat ive i terat ion



But ... queues!
- Now you have two problems

- Distr ibuted systems are never as s imple as 
they seem

- See Elect ion Night



A  R e p a  l o v e  s t o r y

Parallel Dimensions

- Single-machine

- Automat ical ly 
paral le l  operat ions 
wi th regular,  mult i -
d imensional  arrays

- Moves data 
journal ism out of   
get-a-coffee wai t  
t imes



Flirting with a lisp
- Clojure,  Java, and Scala are other 

languages we have used or t r ied to use for  
these data processing tasks.

- Riemann

- The “complexi t ies” of  JVM-ed scr ipts on a 
cron/on a worker

- Daemons for short- l ived apps

- Fi les over fo lders



Streaming data
- The mythical  400-

gigabyte XML f i le

- Olympics,  e lect ion

- Everyone loves a 
good f i rehose



Why conduits
- Both Ruby and 

Python offer  
constant-space f i le 
stream consumption 
wi th i terators that  
perform nicely

- Modular i ty

- Moving from f ixture 
to real  data,  fast  
prototyping

- What about web 
streaming?

- “Use EventMachine/
Twisted” 

- Handle low-level  
detai ls wi th ‘socket ’ or  
‘ht tp l ib ’

- In condui t :  just  
replace source with 
ht tp-condui t



Can-do-its

sourceList  [ "1","2","3"]  $$ 
   condui tFi le " foo. txt"  =$ 
   s inkHandle stdout
responseBody res $$+- 
   condui tFi le " foo. txt"  =$ 
   s inkHandle stdout                                                                                                                               

EventMachine.run do 
  ht tp = . . .
  ht tp.stream do |chunk|
        Fi le.open("foo.txt" ,"a"){ | f |     
                  f .wr i te(chunk)}
       puts chunk
  end



Can-do-its Pt. 2
conduit  : :  Condui t  Int  IO Str ing
condui t  = do
    - -  Get al l  of  the adjacent pairs f rom the stream
    mi1 <- await
    mi2 <- await
    case (mi1,  mi2) of
        (Just  i1,  Just  i2)  -> do
            y ie ld $ show ( i1,  i2)
            lef tover i2
            condui t

https://www.fpcomplete.com/school/advanced-haskell/
conduit-overview

https://www.fpcomplete.com/school/advanced-haskell/conduit-overview
https://www.fpcomplete.com/school/advanced-haskell/conduit-overview


Data, abstraction
- The pur ists ’ comma

- “We should stop 
focusing on wri t ing 
funct ions to pul l  
speci f ic  data out of  
objects,  and start  
leaning on the 
structure of  our 
data.”

- The olympics data 
horrorshow



Olympic pains
- A bag ful l  of  helper 

funct ions,  ad hoc 
parsers

- Parsing/f lat tening 
data vs.  querying a 
known structure

- Adventures in non-
composabi l i ty  



Lenses
- Specify and spel l  

out  the abstract  
structure/
relat ionships in our 
data

- Free reference!

- Looping over objects 
and gett ing/set t ing 
sub-values vs.  
funct ional  
combinators



A  l i s t  o f  r e c o r d s  w i t h  n u l l s

Lenses
things.each do | t |

i f  t
t [ : resul ts] .each do | r |

r [ :done] = t rue
end

end
end
things.map do | t |

i f  t
t [ : resul ts] .map do | r |

r [ :done]
end

end
end.f lat ten.compact

{-  assume datatypes are above -}

done_t : :  Traversal '  [Maybe Record]  Bool

done_t = 

    t raverse._Just.resul ts. t raverse.done

set (done_t)  True things

toListOf (done_t)  th ings



A l l  t h e  t w e e t s

Our first foray
- Previously:  a scr ipt  

running on a cron ( the 
newsroom standard)

- But what of  
hurr icanes!?

- Sunday rout ines

- Could n-gram at 
speed of  f i rehose



“ I ’ l l  t a k e  i t ”

A Day of Words
- Lick & Twobble

- Lick:  enumerator,  
hashmap

- Twobble:  enumerator,  
at toparsec, and 
aeson, never used

- Low bars and f i rst  
runs:  “We already use 
Haskel l ”



T h e  p r o b l e m

Fashion Fingerprints

- Fashion week 
handwaving

- “I  wish you’d do more 
Nate Si lver stuff ”

- No one understands 
fashion week



J u n g  v o n  M a t t

The Inspiration



Fingerprints



A B C D

E F G



A n d  m o n t h s  o f  s o u l  s e a r c h i n g

The pieces
- Repa made the 

processing of  10,000 
images at  640x480 
easy, fast

- Repa solved resiz ing 
issue (do you crop 
f i rst?)

- Running w/ DevIL

- Color distance and 
sl id ing scales of  
wi th iness



Final Product



S h h h h

The Book Review

- Awful  presentat ion of  
back catalog 

- Common phrases -  
fa i lure

- Quotat ion extract ion -  
interest ing

- 40k reviews in ~ 10 
sec.

- Exploratory power



Future projects
- Replacing our sad, 

overworked bakers

- Photostream and the 
agony of  a heavy 
tr igger f inger (Usain 
Bol t )

- Our inter app 
messaging service 
(probably a pipe 
dream)



The Dark Side
- The tarpi ts of  laziness 

and prof i l ing as a 
necessi ty

- News devs love 
gener ic,  arbi t rary 
JSON

- Having to hand 
someone Awodey 
before I  can talk 
about the lens l ibrary 
type signatures

N o t  a l l  r o s e s  w i t h  H a s k e l l

- Haskel l  needs that  
one headl ine app or 
f ramework to mot ivate 
the learning curve 
slog



Op-Eds
- Hackage/ most 

Haskel l  
documentat ion blows 
Ruby’s out of  the 
water:  types and less 
fo lder hel l

- The prof i le grapher

- Type holes and GHCi

M o r e  H a s k e l l  t e m p t a t i o n s



H a s k e l l  i n  a  s t r a n g e  l a n d

Totem and Taboo

- “What a joke!”

- Hit-by-a-car anxiety

- The sedat ive of  “off l ine”

- Monadic concerns

- Baby names



QUESTIONS?
- @erikhinton


