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CHAPTER 2

GETTING STARTED

ike moving to a new home, starting a blog is always an ad-
3 venture. This chapter shows you how to choose your spot

i of real estate in the blogosphere, hang the curtains, and
arrange the furniture.

Every blogger starts by asking herself two main questions:’

« What do I want to write about?
+ How do [ go about doing that?

The first part of this chapter will look at the first question—
how to choose a topic that, broadly, will keep you interested long
enough that you'll give your blog a decent go. Plenty of people
blog under their own names, but if you want a snazzy title or nom
de blog, we'll look at how to pull that off (and the downsides of
pseudonymsb.-

The second part of the chapter will deal with the technical side
of blogging. We'll talk about the different blog hosts and the phys-
ical process of putting a blog together. Blogging has its own con-
ventions of design and etiquette that considerate bloggers make
sure to know. We'll diagram a blog post and also talk a little bit
about fair use and copyright, which—despite what some people
think—do still exist on the Internet. '



need to apologize for it. As the second-wave feminists liked to say,

the personal is political. Your grief at paying $4 2 gallon for gaso-
line, your struggle to combine work and family, your happiness at
hearing good news from a high school friend who's serving in
Irag-—all are relevant to the world's ongoing conversation.

Even if there's no clear connection to larger events, don’t fret
about it. The great thing about the web is that it frees us from the
tyranny of space and airtime that has long constricted newspa-

pers, magazines, and television shows. We aren’t going to run out
of space in the blogosphere anytime soon. Feel free to make your
post about how your toddler looks just like Suri Cruise as long as
you'd like.

If you want to take your blog to the next level, though, it helps According to the Pew internet

to have some sort of theme to the majority of your posts. People ~@nd American Life Project
who work in public relations often advise their clients to become 2006 survey of bioggers, we
“experts” on a topic. When you write about a particular topic or  pretty much write about what

theme regularly, you become a go-to person for others who are  we know.

e

interested in the topic. They start to check in regularly, or when-
37% = “my life and
experiences”

22% = other

ever your subject is in the news, to see what you have to say. For
examples of expert blogs, check out Engadget on technology,
Apartment Therapy on decorating small spaces, Eatér on New
York City restaurants, and Vickie Howell's Purls of Wisdom about  11% = politics and government
knitting over at the DIY network site, to name just a few. 7% = entertainment

If you'd like to write about a topic, you'll need to choose the 6% = sports

right one for you. Here’s some of the best advice we've heard: 5% = general news and
' eurrent events

Write about what you love. “Blog your passion,” says Leslie 5% = business

i Goldman, author of Locker Room Diaries and HuffPost blogger. 4% = technalogy
What Do I Want to Write About? _ “If you love dog grooming more than life itself, the blogs will write 2% = religion or spirituality
theknselves and you'll never run out of topics.” 1% = a specific hobby or

It's perfectly fine to write about your life and experiences. That’s

, Unfortunately, many of us aren’t so sure what our passions are. iliness
i tarting a blog—and there’s no
the top reason bloggers give for s
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| think of it like this: It could
take all the pages and pages
of confessional material on
the web and plaster it an the
interior of a gigantic dome,

{ can envision a universal
mind, and | start, by putting
something out there weekly,
1o fee! my place in it—as if |
represent a couple of neurons
or glands and if i stop | might
make that mind lose the ability
to see the color red or find its
keys.

~KIMBERLY BROQKS, ARTIST AND

" HUFFPOST BILOGGER

So here are some ways to figure it out. Watch yourself as you read
a newspaper or magazine. What stories catch your eye? When do
you turn up the volume on the radio and tell the carpool to shut
up? You can even look back through photo albums from when you
were a kid. What did you love to play with? What kinds of books
did you hide under the covers at night? If you lose track of time
when you're talking about a topic, that’s 2 hint that maybe you'd
like to write about it. The great thing about blogging is that it's
not subject to the same practicalities we encounter when we try to

‘make a living. Just because you went into pharmaceutical market-

ing rather than studying Fabergé eggs doesn’t mean you can't
biog about Peter Carl Fabergé to your heart’s content.

Be specific enough to create a community—at least at first.
Wired editor.in chief Chris Anderson’s blog and 2006 book, The
Long Tail, pointed out a new business phenomenon: The mass
market is disappearing. In the past, any given music album had to
be popular enough to justify shelf space in every retail store—
from Bangor to LA—that sold music. So we wound up with a few

albums that a lot of people liked all right. Thanks to the infinite -

space available on the web, though, the mass market is being re-
placed by millions of niche markets. Since the costs of storage in
one central location and a web page noting the album’s existence
are so low, it now makes sense for online retailers to stock copies
of any CD that a few people will like 2 lot. If you simply offer
music for download, as opposed to a physical CD, the economics
are even better, It's hard to compete with the big boys (Wal-Mart,
for instance). But there’s money to be made by offering niche
products that people are passionate about.

Good blog topics take this phenomenon into account. “Moms”
is too broad a category for most bloggers to gaih traction with and
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build a community around. “Accountant moms who work from .
horn-e" is more focused. “Sports” can be best tackled by ESPN
and its ilk, but “Maryland high school lacrosse” will attract follow-
fars. You should have a good idea of who will read your blog. Who
is she? Why does she care about the topic? What are you going to
offer her to make a read worth her time? On the other hand .g

Cho?se something broad enough to sustain your interest. By
definition, a blog requires regular updating. You don't need to
post many times a day (though you can, and many bloggers do)
but if you want to build a readership, choose a topic you'll be abln;
to post about at least once a week for the/foreseeable future. Not
sure if you're on the right track? Jot down your ideas for the first
fe?v posts you'd like to write. If you can come up with ten in a few
minutes, you're good to go.

. Of course, it's quite possible that your blog will evolve over
time. Your kids will grow up. Your politics might change. You
might discover go-kart racing. So it goes. With blogs, no editor
will tell you that you can’t change or add topics. If you V\:rite things
worth reading and you're consistent about posting, over time yoir
readership will evolve and expand with you. Indeed, some of the
best-known blogs have broadened their focus over time. Huff-
Post had a very political focus at first but now covers everythin
from entertainment to green living. ’

‘Then again, with a billion people out there on the web, you
might find that the community of accountant moms who ’Work

from home and love go-kart racing is bigger than you ever
thought.
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What Makes a Good Blog Title?

Ah, the art of titles. Some of us have been involved in c->ther bool;
projects before this one. The pressure to ?Omﬁ". up with a goot-
book title usually has our fingernails looking like they Wf':re a
tacked by blind wolverines by the time we smack something hon
the dust jacket and hope it works. You know how yourim;)t f;i
said you shouldn't judge a book by its cover? Well, peoliz :a 0. "
good title like The Four-Hour Workweek can make a boo e-a]?3 l0
the shelf. Lots of people simply use their own name as their -oig
title, but if you decide to give your blog a title, )Tou want that title
to do a lot of heavy lifting for you. Tdeally, the title should:

Avoiti the “huh?” factor. Be clear. You want your target reader to
Lknow instantly that this is the blog for her.

Bé short. No one wanis to list 2 three-line blog in their blogroll
The Huffington Post is better than “Arianna Huffington and
Friends Muse on Politics, Life, and Everything Else.

Stand out. We doh’t have to tell you that the blogosphere is
crowded. A regularly updated, thoughtful blog will paturally
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gather readers over time. But a catchy title {tweaking a cliché,
referencing a pun or well-known phrase) helps a lot.

Should I Write Under My Own Name?

Alot of people ask me if they should blog under a
pseudonym. They ask me because I started writing under
a pseudonym eight years ago, and it ended up being such

a mess that [ turned it into my real name. So I advise
everyone to start out using their real name.

—Penelope Trunk, blogger and Boston Globe career colummist

Many bloggers built their reputation by using their own name as
their blog title. Others write titled blogs but still make their own
names public (see Gina Trapani of Lifehacker). In general, the
blogosphere thrives on transparency. That makes using your own
name a good idea.

On the other hand, some situations call for anonymity. If you're
trying to blow the whistle on abuses in a government agency or
company but you want to keep your job, you will probably need
to stay anonymous. If you work for an otherwise decent company
that frowns upon or forbids blogging and you Want- to keep your
job, you will need to stay anonymous. Anonymity can also let you
write from a different perspective. Forbes senior editor Daniel
Lyons entertained readers for over a year by assuming the per-
sona of Steve Jobs in order to lampoon the Apple CEO.

Here's another reason to stay anonymous that occurs to most
people way too late: If you are a teenager or college student writ-
ing about the various debauched things you and your friends do
for fun, you should realize that someday you are going to grow
up. Unless you've got a trust fund, you’ll need to get a job. Pro-

spective employers will Google your real name. They will not be

GETTING STARTED




y

amused when your manifesto on the best body shots you've ever
done appears on the screen (“Oh, the Latvian indie actor with the
tattoo of Joni Mitchell on his petfectly smooth chest! I taste the
tequila every time I hear The Circle Game'").

Even if you choose a pseudonym, though, you should know
that most people aren’t good at maintaining anonymity for long.
Eventually you will slip and reveal your identity somewhere. Or
you'lt post information that’s so specific that only you (and your
Luddite coworker who persists in printing out all her e-mails and
hence can be crossed off the suspect list) would know it.

The story of an anonymous blogger being unmasked is so com-
mon it's now an Internet cliché. Jessica Cutler, ak.a. “Washing-
tonienne,” was fired from her Capitol Hill job in 2004 after
Wonkette (another blog; see the great-name list) revealed her
identity. Ellen Simonetti, a.k.a. the “Queen of Sky," a Delta flight
attendant, was fired later that year after her employer started
tracking her anonymous travel blog. In 2007, pediatrician Robert
P. Lindeman was asked on the stand during a malpractice case
whether he was the blogger “Flea” who had written about a suspi-
ciously similar trial, ridiculing the plaintiff's arguments. After ad-
mitting that he was, he wound up paying a sizable settlement to
the family that was suing him. Unmasking may not be the end of
your career. Fortune's Stanley Bing has persisted in writing col-
umns {and now blogging on his own website and for HuffPost)
under his nom de plume, twelve years after being outed as CBS
public relations executive Gil Schwartz. But there’s no guar-
antee.

So here's our advice: Use 2 pseudonym if you want, but keep in
mind that blog posts are available to anyone with a computer and
stay accessible long after you've posted them. Ask yourself what

would happen if someone found out that you're the poster behind
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your blog. Embarrassment? A reprimand? Losing your job? Legal
action? If it’s a consequence that you're not prepared to handle

then maybe you should find a less public way to deal with the is-
sues you want to blog about.

Blog Infrastructure

}%fter you've got a topic and a title (or have decided to keep it
simple and use your name), it’s time to start creating your blog.

- The first thing you'll need to do is choose your blogging ser-
vice. We've listed some of the most popular ones here. This is by

no means an exhaustive list. But it's a start. Each website has
more information on setup.

Blogger (www.blogger.com, owned by Google). This is 2 good
first choice for most people. It’s free and easy. To start, you just fill
in a bit of information and can begin blogging in minutes. Since
your blog will be hosted on Blogger's server, you don't need to
worry about purchasing a domain name, fixing bugs, or maintain-
ing your own server. If you didn't understand that last sentence

then this is definitely the service for you. |
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sonality often just runs sentences together. Some people find that
distracting and annoying, but judging by page views, it seems to
be working for her.

Rule #4: Focus on Specific Details

Because blog posts are so imn}\ediate, and because there are so
many blogs out there, you don't have to explain the complete
context of an issue in every post, the way a newspaper or maga-
zine story would. You don’t have to fight for limited space the Way
a Dewspaper or magazine reporter would. In fact, your best bet
for building buzz is to go into the specific, gory details and keep
returning there,

Choose one nugget from a political speech or a proxy state-
ment and blog about that. Do you think that $1.6 million is a little
excessive for a security detail for a CEO that nobody can recog-
nize anyway? Do you find it funny that a company that wants to
be bought for $15 a share would pay an investment bank $15 mil-
lion to tell everybody that yep, it'’s worth $15 a share? Write about
a candidate’s wife’s cookie recipe. If you think something is news,
post it. Don’t wait to see if other people cover or keep covering
the detail you found so interesting. If you've noticed that a colum-
nist does consulting woi*ic for a company or interest group she just

wrote about positively, get it out there.

Mainstream journalism tends to focus on conflict, rarities, and
big trends. You can shape the narrative by focusing on the day-to-
day—sometimes on the seemingly little things that get you riled
up, sometimes on the view from your own backyard.
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