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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Stand in front of the magazine shelves in any large store and the chances are you’ll see hundreds, if not thousands, of publications, ranging from quarterlies, monthlies, weeklies, and even daily newspapers. Although if, like me, you’re over six feet tall, you may have to get down onto your hands and knees to see the publications on the bottom shelf. (Why do shops do that?) But consider this as a mere ink spot in the inkwell of publishing opportunities, for there are hundreds of thousands of publications, ranging from freebie magazines given away in supermarkets, banks, and other retailers to in-house publications produced to keep staff informed in companies up and down the country. And that’s before we start looking at international markets.

      Now, take a step back (without knocking into the shelf of magazines behind you) and reconfigure what you see before you. Don’t think of them as individual publications. Instead, think of them as collections of articles. Every single article was written by someone. Tomorrow, the daily newspapers will need another batch of articles. Next week, the weeklies will need filling with new material. Next month, the monthlies will need a complete change of articles, and in three months’ time the quarterlies will need new features too.

      The article market is vast. Yes, print publications are on the decline, generally, but hundreds of thousands of them still exist. Magazines launch and magazines close. That’s what happens in an ever-changing market. I still write articles for what is considered to be the world’s longest-running woman’s weekly magazine (The People’s Friend, in case you were wondering).

      I sold my first article to a national magazine in 1992. (Oh, heck. That’s the previous millennium! Now I feel old.) In those days, I would print out my article, attach a covering letter explaining what the article was about and how much I hoped the editor would enjoy it. Next, I would enclose a SAE, a stamped-addressed envelope, for its return, should the editor decide my words of wisdom were not what their readers were looking for. And then I would walk to the nearest postbox, pop my article in the post, and go home and wait.

      Of course, since then, things have become a little quicker. I submit my articles by email, and even finding new potential magazine markets has become easier, thanks to Netflix-style websites for magazines like Readly, PocketMags, PressReader, Zinio, and Apple News. My current monthly subscription to Readly gives me access to over eight thousand different magazine titles around the world.

      So, yes, the article market is still humongous. And yes, there are some publications that are easier to break into than others, and I’ll show you how to assess that. Having said that, no editor worth their salt will dismiss you if you have the perfect idea for their magazine’s readership. Of course, you may need to work harder to get them to consider your idea, but don’t let the glossiness, or the celebrity-named writers regularly published within it, put you off from approaching them. I believe that if you don’t ask, you don’t get!

      Writing articles is one of the easiest ways to break into print. If you want to get a novel published, you have to write at least eighty thousand words before you can even begin approaching editors or agents. Although you can sell a non-fiction book idea to a publisher with the first five thousand words, you may still need to write another forty-five thousand words before you get close to seeing the finished published product. For both of these, you could be looking at a couple of years between starting to write the book and holding the printed copy in your hands. (And I know, because I’ve written both!)

      Articles are quicker. Submit your work to a monthly publication, and it may appear in print within eight weeks. Weekly publications can use material quicker; dailies even sooner. But you need to time your submissions appropriately.

      You don’t need a degree in media studies to write an article. You just need to be knowledgeable in the subject matter you’re writing about. And, believe it or not, we’re all experts in something, even if it is the ten best things to do on a lazy Sunday in our pyjamas.

      WHAT IS AN ARTICLE?

      First, an article is a piece of non-fiction. It’s not a short story, although, confusingly, some sections of the media sometimes refer to non-fiction pieces as a news story. Whilst it is possible to be creative with non-fiction, an article draws upon real life. It deals with truth, facts, and real-life experiences.

      Sometimes you may come across the term feature. Both terms are often used interchangeably, although in some areas of the media the article is seen as the main body of text, whilst a feature includes everything else that accompanies it, such as photos and further information sections, like contact information, website addresses, and useful telephone numbers.

      There’s no hard-and-fast rule about how long an article is. Those who’ve been writing articles for many years moan that they’re getting shorter (the articles, that is, not the writers). A publication that may have used fifteen-hundred-word pieces ten years ago may now only use one-thousand-word pieces, or even eight-hundred-word pieces. That’s not to say that publications don’t accept longer articles. Many do. Some history magazines, for example, still use pieces of up to five thousand words. Yet there are many other publications that only use articles of six hundred words. It’s not all about space either. A magazine might prefer nine hundred words for their one-page articles, but only want twelve hundred words for its two-page (double-page spread) pieces. (It’s because they may use more photos for a double-page spread.)

      Although in this book I’m discussing writing primarily for the print magazine market, newspapers use articles too. Indeed, I have had articles published in the national press. (Be wary of newspaper photographers who turn up with a wide-angle lens. Whilst it didn’t distort my text, when the piece was published my eyes kept being drawn to the photo of myself and the way my forehead appeared to curve into the centre of the photo. I still have nightmares over that.) However, articles differ from journalistic news reporting because they use a different structure. Read a newspaper story and you’ll see that the journalist tries to answer the six key journalistic questions in the first one or two sentences. Those six journalistic questions are:

      
        
          	
        Who?
      

      	
        What?
      

      	
        Why?
      

      	
        Where?
      

      	
        When?
      

      	
        How?
      

      

      

      
        
        Mark Smith was triumphant yesterday when he was first to cross the finish line in London’s first fancy-dress-only marathon, in a time of five hours, thirty-two minutes and seven seconds, helping him raise over £5,000 for charity.

      

      

      That one sentence tells the reader a lot of information. Essentially, it encapsulates the whole story. What follows expands further on that information. That’s because, when space is short and a sub-editor has to cut some text, a news piece is always cut from the bottom upwards, ensuring the reader doesn’t lose any of the piece’s vital information.

      However, with an article, although an editor may tweak a piece to cut it by a few words, if something urgent crops up and the space is needed for something else, generally-speaking the whole article will be cut (and, hopefully, rescheduled for a future issue). That means an article doesn’t have to begin with a journalistic opening. This gives us more freedom and creativity.

      Part of this is because of how we read articles. When we read a news article, we tend to read the first two or three sentences, grabbing the key information, and if the piece is of interest, we’ll read on. If not, we move on to another news story, but we still know the key facts of that previous news event. This makes it possible to get a good snapshot of the world’s events within a matter of minutes, simply by reading the opening sentences of each news story.

      An article, on the other hand, is usually read at a more leisurely pace. Readers take time out to sit down and consume articles, perhaps as part of a tea break, or to help them relax on the train or bus journey home after a strenuous day at work, or even sitting out in the garden. Ultimately, article readers are looking for entertainment. They may still want to learn something new, but they want to learn about it in an entertaining way.

      WHY WRITE AN ARTICLE?

      So why do I write articles? Well, for a start, it’s one of the ways I earn my living. Having to generate an income certainly focuses the mind. But there are other reasons, too. I think many writers enjoy sharing knowledge and experiences. An article is a great way of helping others.

      Travel writers want to share the wonderful places on Earth they’ve experienced. Once you’ve been somewhere, you’ve picked up lots of tips and advice, as well as made a few mistakes along the way. (Don’t hire a self-catering holiday property with a spiral staircase when you have a dog that insists on sleeping in the same room as you. I couldn’t believe how much damage a dog’s claws can do to those highly polished treads.) Still, as I say, the mistakes we make are also learning opportunities for readers to draw upon, should we decide to own up to the errors of our ways. (Yes, I sold an article about those spiral stairs!)

      People write articles to share other experiences too, both good and bad. Some people like to write about the bad things that have happened in their lives, hoping some good will come from their experience. Readers love human interest stories, even if it is just from the point of view of There, but for the grace of God, go I!

      As humans, we grow by sharing knowledge. If you have some information that you think others may benefit from, then write an article. The chances are there’s a magazine with a readership who will appreciate it. One of my first illustrated articles was called Freshen Up Your Fishpond, and it gave readers advice in ten easy steps about how to clean out their garden fishpond. It was one of those annual events we did as a family during the school holidays at Easter. Over the years we’d refined our process, and so the article offered other readers an opportunity to learn our successful method, rather than waste several years getting to the stage that we’d eventually arrived at.

      The eagle-eyed amongst you will have spotted that I’ve used the word experience a few times in this section. That’s because if you’ve experienced something, you have knowledge of it. If you’ve experienced it lots of times, then you’ll have gathered a lot of information about it. That makes you an expert on it. If you’ve raised one-horned, long-haired goats for six years on a remote Scottish island, then the chances are there isn’t much about raising one-horned, long-haired goats you don’t know. Hooray! That makes you a one-horned, long-haired goat-raising expert. Now write about it!

      Some people write articles because it helps raise their professional profile. When you’re known as an expert on a subject, editors may come to you, asking you to write an article for them. When you’ve had several of your articles published, your thoughts may then turn to producing something longer, such as a non-fiction book. Publishers look more favourably upon writers who’ve already had some articles published on the topic they’re writing about.

      When I pitched a non-fiction book to the publishers Frances Lincoln, called Best Walks in the Welsh Borders, my pitch included copies of my walking routes published in Country Walking, Trail, and Country and Border Life magazines. Those published articles proved I knew my topic, and those magazines became potential marketing opportunities for the publisher.

      You never know where an article may lead. I once wrote a small filler for a dog magazine. It was only about one hundred words, but the magazine still paid me twenty-five pounds. But I knew there was more to the idea. I expanded it into an 800-word article for a different dog magazine. That was published too (and earned me another seventy-five pounds). But I kept developing the idea, and the next thing I knew I had a small book. Hodder & Stoughton published One Hundred Ways For A Dog To Train Its Human and it spent three weeks on the UK paperback non-fiction bestseller lists. Nearly a quarter of a century later, it is still selling today, all thanks to what were two ideas for two magazines.

      I wrote half a dozen articles for Writing Magazine, the UK’s biggest-selling magazine for writers, over the course of four or five years. One day, I pitched an idea to the editor and, eventually, he commissioned it. (There’s a story to this which I’ll explain later in the book, which is why I use the word eventually.) Actually, he commissioned five more articles, too. He called it the Business of Writing column. That was in November 2014. I’m still writing that column today. I even collate those articles and self-publish them as books, with each volume containing twenty five of those articles.

      See? You just never know where an article might lead. And I haven’t even mentioned the press trips I’ve been on, which wouldn’t have happened had I not written any articles.

      Articles can be a quick way into print. They can help you share your knowledge with others who are eager to learn, and they can help you share your experiences. They can produce a useful income stream if you write them regularly, and they can turn you into a mini-expert. They can also be the stepping stone to bigger projects, such as books.

      So, what are you waiting for? Oh, yes! That’s right. First of all, we need an idea…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            IDEAS

          

        

      

    

    
      Nnnnggggg! Ideas. Don’t you just hate them? Or perhaps you love them? Ideas are those pesky little things that have a habit of biting you at the most inopportune moment, and then buzzing off into the ether if you don’t swat them hard enough and imprint them into some sort of permanent format. The old adage about writers carrying a notebook around with them at all times is certainly a valid one, but don’t restrict yourself to pen and paper. Any electronic device with a note app or voice memo option works just as well. The whole point of the exercise is to capture them for future reference.

      There are so many note apps available now that there’s little point in recommending one in particular. My best advice is to use one that synchronises across all of your electronic devices so you have access to them at all times. It should also have a good search facility so that you can find those ideas again. Sometimes, searching for a keyword returns notes and ideas you’d forgotten about, which can then spark further ideas.

      Of course, it’s all well and good having a method of capturing our ideas, but we need the little blighters to show up from time to time. And if you’re looking to generate a useful income stream from articles, then they need to turn up on a regular basis. The trick is to think of yourself as a great explorer, rather than an armchair traveller. Don’t expect the ideas to come to you—you need to go out and find them. It’s not always necessary to travel to the ends of the earth, though. Ideas are everywhere once you start looking.

      SOURCING IDEAS

      I mentioned earlier about experience. We all have experience, and this can form the basis of many of our ideas. Spend five minutes jotting down your:

      
        
          	
        work experience: list all of your jobs, including the paper round you had when you were thirteen,
      

      	
        hobbies: I’ve written about walking and photography,
      

      	
        travel memories: every trip generates a batch of ideas,
      

      	
        health episodes: a detached retina forced me to learn quickly about when it was safe to drive again, when to notify insurers, and how long I could look at screens.
      

      	
        family experiences: days out with my nephew turned into many articles.
      

      	
        and memorable social or life events: in a previous job, I was blown up by the bomb squad. (They forgot to evacuate us from the building.) Obviously, I survived that one!
      

      

      

      This is just the start, but it’s amazing what this process can reveal. And if your memory is not that great, then sit down with a cup of tea (or something a little stronger if you prefer, but if you do this regularly, it could explain the memory problems) and go through any photos. (That’s another good tip—photos are a fantastic idea generator.)

      I used to work for a high street bank. (Please don’t hold that against me.) As a result, I’ve used that knowledge to write articles about looking after your money and how to protect your personal data. I spent several years working for a local authority dealing with grants and European funding (yawn), but I used my knowledge and experience to write a book on the subject. My hobbies include walking, which means I’ve discovered lots of interesting places to go hiking, which is why I’ve regularly contributed to magazines like Country Walking and Lakeland Walker, and I even had a walking column in a local county magazine for over six years.

      I love exploring Britain and have discovered some wonderful places, so one of my other pet topics is British travel. I’ve written travel articles for a variety of magazines in the UK, as well as publications in the USA and Australia. Think about it—if you wanted advice on a foreign destination, who would you trust more: the staff writer who researched everything online, or the writer who actually lives there and knows the place? We all know some interesting facts about our home town or village, and those in themselves can become the basis of an article idea.

      It’s possible to find ideas in the more mundane areas of life. “I have two small children under five,” someone once said to me in a workshop. “Going anywhere or doing anything with them can be a complete nightmare, so what do I write about?” Easy. Write about what you do know:

      
        
          	
        What techniques/tips have you created to help make taking the children out shopping as easy as possible? What time of day or day of the week is quietest in supermarkets?
      

      	
        Which are your favourite free places to take the children out to? (Children’s play area, library, interactive museum, local park.)
      

      	
        Which shops have the best baby-changing facilities: national chains or local independent retailers?
      

      	
        What are your five top distraction techniques for when the children are misbehaving?
      

      	
        How do you make the most of your time when your children are asleep?
      

      

      

      With ideas, it’s not just about what you know, but what others may be interested in knowing. It’s a struggle to bring up children on your own, but you know you’re not the only one doing it. Perhaps your coping techniques and strategies could work for someone else.

      Another useful tip is to use ideas you see in other magazines. Don’t copy the information, but why not adapt the idea? If you spot an article called 48 Hours in New York, perhaps you could write a similar 48 Hours piece about a city you know well.

      At this point, though, we’re simply looking to collect some general ideas. Then, once we have them, we can develop them further. Typically, our first ideas are too vague. They need to be fine-tuned. Article ideas often fail because:

      
        
          	
        They don’t have enough depth to them. Save money by always buying BOGOF (Buy One Get One Free) products with long use-by dates is not an article idea; it’s a tip. It would work well on a filler page of household tips, but does not work as an idea for an 800-word article. (What else is there to say?) However, Eight Ways To Make Your Money Go Further (of which the BOGOF is one element) could work as an article idea, because there is more to explore.
      

      	
        It’s an anecdote. We all have those stories of funny things that happened to us while on holiday, or while we were doing some DIY on the house. It’s the sort of thing you tell your friends at the pub or over coffee. Think about what the reader will learn from it. Will they gain anything useful from it? (Apart from the fact that you’re not to be trusted with a hammer and some six-inch nails.)
      

      	
        It’s too big an idea. Some ideas are too big to do them justice in article format. A complete account of World War Two would fill several books. It’s not possible to do it justice as an article.
      

      

      

      Don’t panic, though. There are several techniques we can use to focus our ideas and make them more suitable for an article. First of all, let’s start with a general idea:

      Fishguard for Tourists

      Fishguard is a small town on the west coast of Wales, and the adjacent town of Goodwick is where the ferries and catamarans depart on their daily crossings to Rosslare in Ireland. I’m sure many writers would be capable of writing a general-interest piece about what to see and do in Fishguard, but if you scrutinise your idea, it’s possible to develop a whole range of different articles from this one general idea. Let’s take a look at how…

      ANGLES

      When you angle an idea, you’re narrowing in on a smaller element of it. This means thinking about a specific type of readership, which we’ll learn more about when we investigate market analysis.

      It’s extremely tempting, when you’ve done lots of research and discovered a wealth of interesting facts about a particular subject, to want to include everything in your article. When you angle an idea, it forces you to choose which facts to include and which ones to leave out. What you leave out of your article can be just as important as what you put in.

      Let’s look at some different angles we can put on our Fishguard for Tourists idea. For a start, tourists come in all shapes and sizes, depending on how much ice-cream they’ve eaten. But it’s something to consider, because not every tourist will want to do the same touristy things at a visitor destination:

      
        
          	
        Fishguard for the Under Fives: now here’s an angle that focuses squarely on young children. (Actually, it’s targeting the parents of young children, because they’ll be the ones reading the article.) But an article about all the things that might interest under-fives visiting Fishguard might include the aquarium, which takes children on an imaginary journey underwater to a time when prehistoric creatures swam in the seas off the harbour. The article might also mention the best place to go for a couple of hours on the beach, where there are good changing facilities that are safe and secure. And this beach might be just perfect for those wanting to watch the big ferries coming and going into port, too.
      

      	
        Fishguard - The Last Invasion of Britain: 1797 was the last time foreign troops landed on British soil intending to invade and take over the country. There’s also a comical element to this story because a local woman, Jemima Nicholas, captured fourteen of these French invaders with nothing more than a pitchfork. It is believed that the French mistook her traditional red and black Welsh dress as the uniform of the British Redcoats. This angle could take the reader on a tour around Fishguard, stopping off at the key historical points in town (one of which includes a pub).
      

      	
        Fishguard in Stitches: while connected to the above angle, it could be tackled as an angle on its own, because in 1997, to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the invasion, a Fishguard Tapestry was created, depicting the historical events in the same illustrative way as the Bayeux Tapestry depicts the Norman Invasion and the Battle of Hastings. An article exploring how the tapestry was created, perhaps interviewing some of the people who helped create it, as well as identifying the different sewing techniques, threads, and materials used to create the tapestry, might interest a craft or history magazine.
      

      	
        Fishguard on Film: The older and original harbour at Lower Fishguard was used as Dylan Thomas’ Llareggub in the 1972 film version of Under Milk Wood, starring Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor (who also stayed locally in the Fishguard Bay Hotel). In 1955, Moby Dick was also filmed in the area, and in 2003 some scenes of I’ll Sleep When I’m Dead (starring Clive Owen) were filmed in one of the town’s pubs. So here’s an article aimed at film buffs and perhaps one of the film magazines.
      

      

      

      Now, that’s just four quick ideas that came to mind as I considered this general idea of Fishguard for Tourists, but can you see how each one of these is completely different from the other three? So, immediately, we have four completely different articles to write. (You don’t have to write all four!) But angling is the way we can squeeze every potential article out of what may start off as a general idea.

      Each of these ideas is looking at a narrow aspect of our overall Fishguard idea. But it also highlights how, if we were to write up all four, we would be selective about what information we would use in them. For example, we might mention the aquarium attraction in the children’s piece, but not in the other three articles. In the Last Invasion of Britain idea, we might refer to the tapestry depicting the event, but that may only extend to a paragraph or two at the end of the piece. Whereas in the Fishguard in Stitches piece, the entire article would focus on the tapestry. But we might not allude to the tapestry and invasion at all in the Fishguard on Film article.

      Whenever I’m stuck for angles, I try looking at it from a different perspective. I might pick up a magazine and ask myself the question: What aspect of this topic would this particular readership be interested in? So, if I picked up a copy of Country Walking magazine and asked that question, the answer would probably be: great places to walk around Fishguard. And there’s our fifth angle and article. Readers of a walking magazine won’t be interested in how to entertain children under five, but they might be interested in a walk that follows in the footsteps of the French invaders as they made their way along the clifftops.

      Finding an angle is all about narrowing the focus of your subject, and it can be a great way to generate even more article ideas from that initial idea.

      TOPICAL HOOKS AND ANNIVERSARIES

      When it comes to ideas, timing can be everything. The production schedule of a magazine can extend into weeks and months, so editors are often working on an issue months before it actually appears on the shelves. If you think about it, there’s quite a lot to putting a magazine together. Not only do you have to have all the articles and photos in place, but all the advertising space needs to be sold and artwork submitted, and everything needs to be checked. Once that’s happened, then it can be sent to the printers for them to print however many thousands of copies need printing, and then it needs to be distributed across the country and the issue sent out to subscribers. That’s not something that all takes place during afternoon tea on a Tuesday.

      Editors often work three months ahead on monthly publications and anything between four and eight weeks ahead on weekly issues. So that means in the middle of a scorching hot August afternoon, an editor of a monthly magazine could be thinking about what to put in their November edition. It is not unheard of for some monthly magazines to contemplate their Christmas issues in June (or even earlier).

      Because they work so far ahead, magazines put a lot of work into making their issues as relevant to their publication month as possible. That way, when the reader comes to sit down and read it, they feel they’re reading something up-to-date and relevant, not something that was put together over three months ago.

      Anniversaries and topical hooks can be a great way to tweak your idea and make it more interesting to an editor. From an article writer’s point of view, a topical piece forces an editor to use the piece in a specific issue (if they like it). Write a general piece that is not time-relevant and the editor might hold on to it for when another writer lets them down at the last minute and they need an article to fill the space quickly (something that might not happen for years). Write an article with a February theme, and if the editor accepts it, they’re effectively forced to use it in the February issue (although there’s no guarantee which February issue they might use it in).

      Articles with an anniversary hook are great to write because we can write them many months in advance. They take some planning, though, because the stronger the anniversary, the more interest an editor may have in the idea. For example, the last invasion of Britain took place between 22nd and 24th February 1797. The 250th anniversary of this event will be in 2047, so put it in your diaries. I sold articles on this for both the 220th and 225th anniversaries. Nice anniversary numbers are twenty-five, fifty, seventy-five, one hundred, and so on.

      But if the approaching anniversary is not a nice round number, don’t be put off. Sometimes editors will consider any anniversary if the idea is right. I once sold an article to The Lady about earthquakes in Britain, using the third anniversary of the last big quake to hit the UK.

      For anniversaries, it’s worth considering all the potential options. For example, if you’re writing about a historical character, look at all the date options. When were they born? When did they die? When was their first big breakthrough? If they died seventy-eight years ago, that’s not a great anniversary number, but if their big breakthrough achievement occurred 125 years ago, then use that as your anniversary hook to hang the rest of your article on. Sometimes being a writer is all about being creative with numbers!

      It’s also possible to give ideas a topical hook. Fishguard may be a great place to go in the summer, but most people wouldn’t consider going there out of the tourist season, say in November. Fishguard in November could be a new article idea. The area is rich in wildlife, so perhaps November is a great time for spotting wildlife, when the coastline isn’t packed with tourists. (Late autumn and early winter are a good time to look for baby seals.)

      Getting the topical hook to an idea right can make the difference between acceptance and rejection. I regularly contributed to the Great Days Out section that used to appear in BBC Countryfile magazine. The editor emailed frequently, asking contributors to pitch ideas on certain themes. Once such theme was late summer walks. As a theme, that’s quite broad, so it took some time to find a walk that I thought would be of interest to the editor and ultimately its readers. In the end, I pitched an idea about a monument in my home county called Flounders’ Folly.

      My idea was a walking route that included a stop at that folly. First, it’s a lovely walk at any time of year, though in late summer, visitors can experience more flowers and butterflies along
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        top tips for lorry drivers using Fishguard (if the driver will share his top tips with you), for a haulage industry publication,
      

      	
        Fishguard from the Ferry, a series of anecdotes about the unique sights the lorry driver has seen when approaching Fishguard on the ferry. (The ferries operate day and night, so what does Fishguard look like at night from the Irish Sea? What’s it like getting into harbour after a rough crossing? Have there been any great wildlife sightings from the ferry?) This might work for a local magazine.
      

      	
        How to make the most of the ferry crossing. What top tips could the driver offer families and tourists travelling on the ferry for the first time? This might work in a travel publication.
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