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Food journalist and podcaster Gilly Smith was an early adopter in British food podcasting, and was nominated for a Fortnum and Mason award in 2017 for the delicious. podcast. She is the producer and presenter of Cooking the Books with Gilly Smith, the delicious. podcast, Leon’s How to Eat to Save the Planet, The Borough Market Podcast and The Write Songs. She produces The Food Foundation’s Right2Food podcast and Philip Lymbery’s The Big Table podcast for Compassion in World Farming.

Initially a radio and TV producer, she has written seventeen books, mainly about the influence of culture of food in its various forms, as well as articles for the national press and academic journals, largely about food, philosophy and ethical travel. Smith’s Taste and the TV Chef (2020) won the UK Gourmand Award for Food Writing.
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Foreword

Not many things in life can prepare you for discovering that your father has been secretly writing pornography in the garden shed. And when this singularly nightmarish event happened to me, I can guarantee that reading it aloud on a podcast was the last thought to enter my mind. So how did I come from abject horror to nearly 300 million downloads? What was it about broadcasting smut with two mates from my kitchen table that caught the world’s imagination? And perhaps most bizarrely, why doesn’t my dad know anything about sex?

An emergency pub session with my best mates was the beginning of its journey. I knew that suppressing this bile would be more unhealthy than confronting it head on, so with my friends’ encouragement I began reading a few lines of Belinda Blinked aloud. Inevitably those few sentences became a few chapters, a few glasses of wine became a few bottles and before we knew it, we had quite literally emptied this posh north London boozer of all clientele. Belinda Blinked was addictive, outrageous, gold.

I had long been making things together with two of the friends in attendance, James and Alice, stretching back to our time in the student television society at the University of Leeds (geek alert!) so we immediately recognised the potential of Belinda Blinked. We knew we wanted to do something with it. The question was what. The material was too salacious for a web series, too risky for a broadcaster. But self-produced audio seemed the perfect fit. Much like how the 50 Shades phenomenon benefited from the anonymity of ebooks, we figured people could ‘enjoy’ Belinda’s adventures in the privacy of their own headphones.

What’s more, Serial had just debuted in the US and all three of us had become obsessed with Sarah Koenig’s forensic investigative journalism. This would be somewhat . . . different, but it was clear podcasting was back and we were ready to give it a go.

None of us had ever tried our hand at podcasting before, but buoyed by the excitement of sharing Dad’s x-rated world we threw our hats into the ring. We loved the idea of being able to fully control our own show with nothing off limits. Having worked for years in traditional media, with endless rounds of notes and approvals, we suddenly felt the sense of liberation we’d been craving since those halcyon university days. It really felt like anything was possible and the rules were there to be written. There were so few blockbuster podcasts that the conventions of the medium were yet to be established, and in so many ways they still are.

Creating podcasts is as much about the boldness of your approach as the execution of your ideas so a show really can be whatever you want it to be, regardless of precedent. The learning curve may be steep, but with no expectations comes nothing to lose. Did we think anyone would be interested in a sixty-year-old’s ill-judged fantasies? We had no idea. Was it worth exploring if they would? Absolutely.

The democratisation of media has long been the barrier to boundary-pushing content, but with podcasting anyone can tell a story they’re passionate about with minimal expense and technical knowledge. A traditional broadcaster would never have commissioned My Dad Wrote a Porno, but they don’t need to. All that’s required is a good idea, strong work ethic and the confidence that your show can find an audience. And in many instances they do. It’s one of the very few meritocracies of storytelling left, where a little show like ours can stand shoulder to shoulder with the big guns of NPR and the BBC. Not because of brand recognition or marketing budgets, but because the podcast itself struck a chord with listeners. There’s nothing more exhilarating or rewarding than making your own show and knowing it found success on its own merits.

Our little show was born from the humblest of beginnings and we’ve ridden a wave beyond any of our expectations. And in many ways we benefited from there being no precedent for it. In 2015, when we started, it was still very much the podcasting Wild West with a whole new world to discover and opportunities to be mined. There were very few ‘live episodes’, never mind full-blown world tours which eventually saw us sell out venues like the Royal Albert Hall and the Sydney Opera House four times over. Podcasting hadn’t gone ‘mainstream’ yet so the thought of three Brits having their own show on HBO in the States was laughably inconceivable.

We just made a podcast. No expectations, no pressure.

We set out with one singular mission – to make a great show that we ourselves would want to listen to. If people tuned in, then great. If not, we’d still have fun reading this atrociously delicious book together. And as we’re about to embark on series six, we’re still just three mates huddled around a kitchen table, microphones balancing precariously on cookbooks, making each other laugh.

There’s a simplicity to podcasting that is so captivating and addictive, not only to the listener but to the creator too. The liberty you have to make your own show on your own terms has been the most creatively freeing experience of my career. Plus I’ve been able to share it all with my two best mates and my mad, miraculous dad. I highly recommend giving it a go; it’s blinking brilliant.

Jamie Morton, co-creator, My Dad Wrote a Porno

To get access to How to Grow a Pod, the accompanying podcast series that includes full interviews with podcasting pioneers and other exclusive material, scan the QR code below:
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Introduction

Peta and Adam are professional pet sitters. Ten years ago they traded their flat for a nomadic adventure that has taken them across the world, cuddling dogs and soothing their owners’ brows as they settle into palatial properties and cosy cottages to pamper pets for a living. They have a story to tell and the voices for podcasting. They’ve even got a name: Sit; Stay: adventures in nomadic pet sitting. But where do they start? Would anyone be interested in their podcast? How would anyone find out about it? What’s the focus? What kit do they need? What investment is required? How long does it take?

The average podcaster uploads between three and five episodes before giving up. The average adventurer doesn’t get around to making one. This book is for people like Peta and Adam. But it’s also a brief history of podcasting for freelancers, small-business owners, big-business owners and people with something to say to an audience that increasingly wants to listen. With how-to advice from some of the most successful podcasters in Britain, this is the definitive guide to telling your own stories and getting heard.

I’ve been podcasting since 2016 when I was first handed the keys to the delicious. podcast, the British food magazine delicious.’ nascent foray into audio storytelling and interviews. The goal was to add a layer of sound to the brand’s light mix of delightful cooks, food writers and celebrity chefs and to the human stories behind the food we eat. Although it was an early adopter in the glossy magazine world and among the first British food magazine podcasts, it came late in the day to the wider podcasting world, particularly in America. I’ve watched the scene change from an amateur playground with freelance journalists and have-a-go hobbyists making it up as they go along to a fertile hunting ground where producers and sponsors sniff out the best new talent and grow them into podcasting celebrities. As the shape-shifting finds ever new forms, podcasters burrow into their niches: the big money pods, the communities of practice, the rambles with your mates, the audio portfolio, the sound of the business. Podcasting is a great big melting pot, a DIY world in which anyone of any colour, creed or character has a place on the stage.

Showing you how to get your voice heard among the millions of others on that vast multinational stage is the job of this book. With more than 1,500,000 shows, 34 million episodes (according to iTunes in October 2020) in more than one hundred languages in 155 countries, podcasting is growing exponentially, and we are but drops in its vast ocean. Around 7.1 million people in the UK now listen to podcasts each week, an astonishing one in eight people and an increase of 24 per cent over the past year, according to Ofcom. Its research found that half of listeners have joined the podcast wave in the last two years. In this book, you’ll learn how to surf it.

In conversation with the early adopters and the late developers, we learn from their mistakes and how to get it right. From the bedrooms and garages where some of our favourite podcasts first began, to the studios and boardrooms where podcasts have become a serious marketing must-have, this is the first book to take the freelancer, storyteller, small- or big-business owner or blogger through the how and why of podcasting.

What makes a podcaster?

The podcast that makes the number one slot is the Holy Grail, the pearl in the oyster, the four-leafed clover. It’s the goal, something that releases you from the day job, that makes you enough money and gives you enough credibility to take Fridays off. It’s what every podcaster wants. Isn’t it?

Well . . . Not always. Maybe you like your day job but you want somewhere fun to play with your toys. Maybe you want someone else to play with your toys with you. Perhaps you want to play with your toys while a whole load of people who also like your toys listen to you. Throw in a little envy from your listeners and you may well have your pearl. Welcome, you’re a podcaster.

Maybe you’re not really driven by making money but you quite fancy the idea of taking Fridays off. Life-work balance is your goal, and you want to build a community, have some fun and learn something new. Sounds to me like you’re self-employed, running your own business or working freelance, choosing your own terms over the payroll, lower stress levels over company ambitions. You’re used to making it up as you go along. You’re like me, an adventurer, an entrepreneur, a lateral thinker, a ducker, a diver, a podcaster.

Maybe you’re on the payroll but you’re bursting with ideas that your boss just doesn’t understand. You’re a communicator, a storyteller, a networker and you’ve got an idea that will use the best of your talents to get the company message out into the world. You love listening to podcasts. You’ve got a voice and something to say. You’re a podcaster in search of a podcast. Come on in.

Or maybe you just want to change the world.

I’ve met you all in the online forums and the meet-ups, my one-day podcasting courses for the National Council for the Training of Journalists and my podcasting retreats at my home in East Sussex. The foodies who can’t wait to get home to bake for Instagram; the self-employed consultants who want to share what they know in so much more than a blog; the communications teams who have been given carte blanche by their trusting boss to have a go at podcasting; the poets, artists, comedians, writers, musicians, activists who are fed up with the commissioning process, the curation by white men in suits, the time it takes to be greenlit. They all come my way with little more than a notebook, an app full of their favourite shows and questions they don’t even know how to ask.

Some want to hear how I learned to podcast and some want to know how I made it my day job. Some want to know how within six months my first, the delicious. podcast, reached number one in the UK food charts, knocking BBC Radio 4’s flagship Food Programme off the top spot on several occasions, and how it came to be nominated for the coveted Fortnum and Mason award in the Radio or Podcast category before it was even a year old. Most want to know if it makes money.

Some want to know how to find a subject that no one else is podcasting about, how to get consistently great guests, travel the world and have the kind of life that Instagram dreams are made of. Others are suitably sceptical and want the real story. How long does it take? How many downloads does it take to get to number one in the UK food charts? Is that even a thing compared to the US food charts? Who cares about the charts in this strange new podcasting world? Most ask about the money.

So, here’s my story. I was teaching multimedia broadcast journalism at the University of Brighton in 2016 when I was approached by my would-be boss at delicious. magazine to take over their brand new podcast. Although I’d been teaching podcasting as part of the course, I’d never actually made a podcast. I was interviewing him using a broadcast quality iPhone microphone (Zoom iQ7 MS Stereo Microphone for iOS), and when he asked me if I could edit, I told him that I’d been editing in one form or another all my professional life. Like the pioneers in podcasting you’ll meet in this book and on its accompanying podcast How to Grow a Pod, I’ve worked in the media since I left university, learning how stories work, how to shape them and how to edit them into something someone else would want to hear, read or watch. I began my career in radio and, like many of my interviewees here, I too think ‘tape’ when I’m recording or editing after years of physically cutting audio tape, captured on a reel-to-reel (Uher) and spliced with a razor blade. Such editing devices have long since been replaced by endless examples of computer software, but the imagery and legacy of reel to reel, razor blade and splicing tape live on. I was in.

The budget for the delicious. podcast was tiny, nowhere near enough to pay for my decades of experience or the mortgage, but the marketing and editorial team and I were in it together. We all knew that we were donning our cowboy hats and heading into the Wild West, making it up as we went along and if it made money, we’d all be winners. My mission: to take delicious. readers by the hand into Nigella’s sitting room, Yotam Ottolenghi’s kitchen, out to lunch with Rick Stein, to ask questions on their behalf, to introduce the younger podcast listening community to the delicious. brand and gently lead those who hadn’t a clue what a podcast was into a whole new world of stories in sound.

Like most freelance journalists, I’m a portfolio worker with a number of storytelling strings to my bow and as the internet offers ever new platforms on which to tell mine, I scrub up my skills. Repackaging stories was something I’d taught my multimedia journalism students and I had no idea then that a story would have so many homes as it does now. These days, it’s smart to find the core of a story and look where it can reach, monetising, leveraging and gathering followers all along the way; from experts in their fields to adventurers in life, a story can have as many outlets as there are people interested in the story. It’s also a good idea to have a second income . . .

You’ll find some of those stories here: My Dad Wrote a Porno, the tale of three friends from university who turned the hilarious moment when one of their dads shared his erotic hobby with his son into a podcast, a book, a world tour and a small fortune; The Missing Cryptoqueen, born of a BBC producer’s obsession with a mysterious tech story that no one seemed to have spotted, who then turned it into an award-winning podcast series and sold it to the highest bidder to make into a feature film; the young black poet who gave up rapping to become a podcaster and change the world.

We find what success in podcasting looks like. The delicious. podcast was never going to make me my fortune, but over the four years I told its stories, it was like doing a PhD in food which has a value way beyond its tenure. I had permission to learn everything there was to know about the relationship between food, farming and climate change (my pet subject). It was a fascinating challenge to deliver it to a mainstream food-lover from the comfort of a big-name magazine brand and with the support of its team. I was fed a constant diet of the latest food books, trends and products, taken around the world by publicists and brands to fast-track my knowledge on everything from the wines of California and Bordeaux to the food of north-east Thailand and the fifty best restaurants in the world. I was given a pass to interview the biggest names in the business, to develop relationships with them and their publicists, filling a little black book to die for and building an ever firmer base for my career in food podcasting. Without a studio, I was free to go wherever the story was and to capture the sounds and feel in a way that had previously been the remit of the skilled wordsmiths at the magazine. It was a dream of a job, but I relied on my retreats business to pay the mortgage.

Although I had worked in food for twenty-five years by then – from radio food reviews to TV food politics and writing books about food culture – the delicious. podcast gave me the exposure, the authority and the voice to leverage me into a new position in the food community. As a mature woman returning to a full-time career after focusing on my children first and food journalism second, it propelled me into an exciting and glamorous world I thought I’d forfeited years before as a stay-at-home mum with a part-time university career. The inclusive, ageless, meritocratic culture of podcasting and the social media world of food is not, sadly, reflected in the Ambition Commission, the phrase coined by George the Poet to describe the powers that threaten to stymie this plucky, punky do-it-your-own-way world of storytelling. Its advertisers and broadcasters are still obsessed with the idea that millennials prefer to listen to people their own age; that aspiration will always be towards youth and beauty.

No change there. But podcasting has other fish to fry. It has opened the door to anyone who has something to say. With excellent microphones and voice recording apps as standard on most smartphones, a podcast is accessible to anyone. It is colour, age and sex blind, and in 99 per cent of cases it’s only as successful as its listenership decides. With no commissioners, no bosses to say, ‘No you can’t’, the podcast has outstripped the blog as the most democratic platform in the media landscape.

In this book, we’ll meet some of the podcast pioneers who have made it up as they’ve gone along, creating new templates in storytelling and debunking myths about how to get your voice heard. We’ll find out what they use to record on and edit with, how they tell their stories, find their listeners and build a community who love what they do. We’ll learn from their mistakes and stock up on their tips. We’ll peek behind the smoke and mirrors to find out how to make the podcast of your dreams and, if you want to, how to make your millions.

So what do you want to say? Who do you want to speak to? What do you stand for in the world? If podcasting really is that easy, that accessible, what are you going to do with it? Over the course of this book, I hope you won’t just find out how but why to podcast. Armed with the tools to get your message out into the world, you’ll discover how to drill down into what that really is with the people who have found their fans and made an impact on people’s lives.
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