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Introduction



Throughout history, people have searched for new places to vent their opinions, sell their products, and just chat it up. The World Wide Web is the culmination of this trend—the best and biggest soapbox, marketplace, and meeting spot ever created.
But there’s a problem. If you want people to take your website seriously, you need first-rate content, a dash of good style, and the behind-the-scenes technology that ties everything together. The first two items require some hard work. But the third element—the industrial-strength web plumbing that powers a good site—is a lot trickier to build on your own. Overlook that, and you’ve got a broken mess of pages that even your mom can’t love.
This is where the ridiculously popular web publishing tool called WordPress comes in. WordPress makes you a basic deal: You write the content, and WordPress takes care of the rest.
The services that WordPress provides are no small potatoes. First, WordPress puts every page of your content into a nicely formatted, consistent layout. It provides the links and menus that help your visitors get around, and a search box that lets people dig through your archives. WordPress also lets your readers add comments using their Facebook or Twitter identities, so they don’t need to create a new account on your site. And if you add a few community-created plug-ins (from the vast library of more than 30,000), there’s no limit to the challenges you can tackle. Selling products? Check. Setting up a membership site? No problem. Building forums and collaborative workspaces? There’s a plug-in for that, too. And while it’s true that WordPress isn’t the best tool for every type of website, it’s also true that wherever you find a gap in the WordPress framework, you’ll find some sort of plug-in that attempts to fill it. WordPress is stunningly popular, too—it’s responsible for more than one-fifth of the world’s websites, according to the web statistics company W3Techs (see http://tinyurl.com/3438rb6). It’s 10 times more popular than its closest competitors, site-building tools like Joomla and Drupal. And month after month, WordPress’s share of the Web continues to inch upward. In short, when you create your own WordPress site, you’ll be in good company.
About This Book



This book provides a thorough, soup-to-nuts look at WordPress. You’ll learn everything you need to know, including how to create, manage, maintain, and extend a WordPress site.
Note
Notice that we haven’t yet used the word blog. Although WordPress is the world’s premiere blogging tool, it’s also a great way to create other types of websites, like those that promote products, people, or things (say, your hipster harmonica band), sites that share stuff (for example, a family travelogue), and even sites that let people get together and collaborate (say, a short-story writing club for vampire fans). And if you’re not quite sure whether the site you have in mind is a good fit for WordPress, the discussion on What You Can Build with WordPress will help you decide.

What You Need to Know



If you’re planning to make the world’s most awesome blog, you don’t need a stitch of experience. Chapters Chapter 1 through Chapter 12 will tell you everything you need to know. However, you will come across some examples of posts and pages that feature HTML (the language of the Web), and any HTML knowledge you already have will pay off handsomely.
If you’re planning to create a website that isn’t a blog (like a catalog of products for your handmade jewelry business), you need to step up your game. You’ll still start with the WordPress basics in Chapters Chapter 1 through Chapter 12, but you’ll also need to learn the advanced customization skills you’ll find in Chapters Chapter 13 and Chapter 14. How much customization you do depends on the type of site you plan to build and whether you can find a theme that already does most of the work for you. But sooner or later, you’ll probably decide to crack open one of the WordPress template files that controls your site and edit it.
When you do that, you’ll encounter two more web standards: CSS, the style sheet language that helps lay out and format your site; and PHP, the web programming language upon which WordPress is built. But don’t panic—we’ll go gently and introduce the essentials from the ground up. You won’t learn enough to write your own custom web apps, but you will pick up the skills you need to customize a WordPress theme so you can build the kind of site you want.

Your Computer



WordPress has no special hardware requirements. As long as you have an Internet connection and a web browser, you’re good to go. Because WordPress (and its design tools) live on the Web, you can use a computer running Windows, Mac OS, Linux, or something more exotic; it really doesn’t matter. In fact, WordPress even gives you tools for quick-and-convenient blog posting through a smartphone or tablet computer (see Performing Bulk Actions for the scoop).

Hosting WordPress



To let other people visit your WordPress site on the Internet, you need the help of a web hosting company. Web hosts offer the powerful, web-connected computers that run your site (and the websites of many other people). Without a host to store your site, no one will be able to see your handiwork.
WordPress site-builders have two choices of web host:
	WordPress.com. The WordPress.com hosting service is free, and it’s run by some of the same people who developed the WordPress software, so you’re in good hands.

	A third-party web host. You can install WordPress on almost any web host. While this approach isn’t free, it gives you more features and control. It’s called self-hosting.



WordPress Hosting has much more about the differences between these two approaches. But that’s for the future. For now, all you need to know is that you can use the information in this book no matter which approach you use. Chapter 2 explains how to sign up with WordPress.com, Chapter 3 details self-hosting, and the chapters that follow try to pay as little attention to your hosting decision as possible.
That said, it’s worth noting that you’ll come across some features, particularly later in the book, that work only with self-hosted installations. Examples include sites that use plug-ins and those that need heavy customization. But, happily, the features that do work on both WordPress.com-hosted sites and self-hosted sites work in almost exactly the same way.

About→These→Arrows



Throughout this book, and throughout the Missing Manual series, you’ll find sentences like this one: “Choose Appearance→Themes in the dashboard menu.” That’s shorthand for a longer series of instructions that go something like this: “Go to the dashboard in WordPress, click the Appearance menu item, and then click the Themes entry underneath.” Our shorthand system keeps things snappier than these long, drawn-out instructions.


About the Outline



This book is divided into five parts, each with several chapters:
	Part 1. In this part of the book, you’ll start planning your path to WordPress web domination. In Chapter 1, you’ll plan the type of website you want, decide how to host it, and think hard about its domain name, the unique address that visitors type in to find your site on the Web. Then you’ll see how to get a basic blog up and running, either on WordPress.com (Chapter 2) or on your self-hosted site (Chapter 3).

	Part 2. This part explains everything you need to know to create a respectable blog. You’ll learn how to add posts (Chapter 4), pick a stylish theme (Chapter 5), make your posts look fancy (Chapter 6), add pages and menus (Chapter 7), and manage comments (Chapter 8).
Note
Even if you plan something more exotic than JAWB (Just Another WordPress Blog), don’t skip Part 2. The key skills you’ll learn here also underpin custom sites, like the kind you’ll learn to build in Part 4 of the book.


	Part 3. If all you want is a simple, classy blog, you can stop now—your job is done. But if you hope to add more glam to your site, this part will help you out. First, you’ll learn that plug-ins can add thousands of new features to self-hosted sites (Chapter 9). Next, you’ll see how to put video, music, and photo galleries on any WordPress site (Chapter 10). You’ll also learn how to collaborate with a whole group of authors (Chapter 11), and how to attract boatloads of visitors (Chapter 12).

	Part 4. In this part, you’ll take your WordPress skills beyond the blog and learn to craft a custom website. First, you’ll crack open a WordPress theme and learn to change the way your site works by adding, inserting, or modifying the CSS styles and PHP commands embedded inside the theme (Chapter 13). Next, in Chapter 14, you’ll apply this knowledge to create a WordPress product-catalog site that doesn’t look anything like a typical blog.

	Part 5. At the end of this book, you’ll find three appendixes. The first (Appendix A) explains how to take a website you created on the free WordPress.com hosting service and move it to another web host to get more features. The second (Appendix B) explains the security basics you need to harden your site against attackers. The third (Appendix C) lists some useful web links culled from the chapters in this book. Don’t worry—you don’t need to type these into your browser by hand. It’s all waiting for you on the Missing CD page for this book at http://www.oreilly.com/pub/missingmanuals/wpmm2e.




About the Online Resources



As the owner of a Missing Manual, you’ve got more than just a book to read. Online, you’ll find example files as well as tips, articles, and maybe even a video or two. You can also communicate with the Missing Manual team and tell us what you love (or hate) about the book. Head over to www.missingmanuals.com, or go directly to one of the following sections.
Web Links



Often, this book will point you to a place on the Web. It might be to learn more about a specialized WordPress feature, or to get background information on another topic, or to download a super-cool plug-in. To save your fingers from the wear and tear of typing in all these long web addresses, you can visit the clickable list of links on the Missing CD page at http://www.oreilly.com/pub/missingmanuals/wpmm2e.

Living Examples



This book is packed full of examples. But unlike many other types of computer books, we don’t encourage you to try to download them to your own computer. That’s because once you place WordPress files on a local computer, they lose their magic. In fact, without the WordPress software running on a web server, your website loses all its abilities. You won’t be able to try out even a single page.
To get around this limitation, many of the finished examples from this book are available for you to play around with at http://prosetech.com/wordpress. Although you won’t be able to actually take charge of the example site (modify it, manage comments, or do any other sort of administrative task), you can take a peek and see what it looks like. This is a handy way to witness some features that are hard to experience in print—say, playing an embedded video or reviewing pictures in an image gallery.

Registration



If you register this book at oreilly.com, you’ll be eligible for special offers—like discounts on future editions of WordPress: The Missing Manual. If you buy the ebook from www.oreilly.com and register your purchase, you get free lifetime updates for this edition of the ebook; we’ll notify you by email when updates become available. Registering takes only a few clicks. Type www.oreilly.com/register into your browser to hop directly to the Registration page.

Feedback



Got questions? Need more information? Fancy yourself a book reviewer? On our Feedback page, you can get expert answers to questions that come to you while reading, share your thoughts on this Missing Manual, and find groups for folks who share your interest in creating their own sites. To have your say, go to www.missingmanuals.com/feedback.

Errata



To keep this book as up to date and accurate as possible, each time we print more copies, we’ll make any confirmed corrections you suggest. We also note such changes on the book’s website, so you can mark important corrections in your own copy of the book, if you like. Go to http://tinyurl.com/7mujhnx to report an error and view existing corrections.


Using Code Examples



In general, you may use the code in this book in your programs and documentation. You don’t need to contact us for permission unless you’re reproducing a significant portion of the code. For example, writing a program that uses several chunks of code from this book does not require permission. Selling or distributing a CD of examples from O’Reilly books does require permission. Answering a question by citing this book and quoting example code does not require permission. Incorporating a significant amount of example code from this book into your product’s documentation does require permission.
We appreciate, but do not require, attribution. An attribution usually includes the source book’s title, author, publisher, and ISBN. For example: “WordPress: The Missing Manual, Second Edition by Matthew MacDonald (O’Reilly). Copyright 2014, 978-1-4493-4190-9.”
If you feel your use of code examples falls outside fair use or the permission given above, feel free to contact us at permissions@oreilly.com.

Safari® Books Online



Safari® Books Online is an on-demand digital library that lets you search over 7,500 technology books and videos.
With a subscription, you can read any page and watch any video from our library. You can access new titles before they’re available in print. And you can copy and paste code samples, organize your favorites, download chapters, bookmark key sections, create notes, print out pages, and benefit from tons of other timesaving features.
O’Reilly Media has uploaded this book to the Safari Books Online service. To have full digital access to this book and others on similar topics from O’Reilly and other publishers, sign up for free at http://my.safaribooksonline.com.

Part 1. Starting Out with WordPress




Chapter 1, The WordPress Landscape
Chapter 2, Signing Up with WordPress.com
Chapter 3, Installing WordPress on Your Web Host


Chapter 1. The WordPress Landscape



Since you picked up this book, it’s likely that you already know at least a bit about WordPress. You probably realize that it’s a brilliant tool for creating a huge variety of websites, from gossipy blogs to serious business sites. However, you might be a bit fuzzy on the rest of the equation—how WordPress actually works its magic, and how you can use WordPress to achieve your own website vision.
In this chapter, you’ll get acquainted with life the WordPress way. First, you’ll take a peek at the inner machinery that makes WordPress tick. If you’re not already clear on why WordPress is so wonderful—and how it’s going to save you days of work, years of programming experience, and a headful of gray hairs—this discussion will fill you in.
Next, you’ll consider the types of sites you can build with WordPress, and how much work they need. As you’ll see, WordPress began life as a blogging website, but has since mutated into a flexible, easy-to-use tool for creating virtually any sort of site.
Finally, you’ll face your first WordPress decision: choosing a home for your WordPress site. You’ll discover you have two options. You can use WordPress’s free hosting service (called WordPress.com), or you can install the WordPress software on another web host, for a monthly fee. Both approaches work, but the choice to use WordPress.com imposes a few limitations you should understand before you decide.
How WordPress Works



You probably already realize that WordPress isn’t just a tool to build web pages. After all, anybody can create a web page—you just need to know a bit about HTML (the language that web pages are written in) and a bit about CSS (the language that formats web pages so they look beautiful). It also helps to have a first-class web page editor like Adobe Dreamweaver at your fingertips. Meet these requirements, and you’ll be able to build a static website—one that looks nice enough, but doesn’t actually do anything (Figure 1-1).
[image: In an old-fashioned website, a web designer creates a bunch of HTML files and drops them into a folder on a web server. When someone visits one of those pages, his browser renders that same HTML file as a web page. WordPress works a little differently—it builds its pages in real time, as you’ll see next.]

Figure 1-1. In an old-fashioned website, a web designer creates a bunch of HTML files and drops them into a folder on a web server. When someone visits one of those pages, his browser renders that same HTML file as a web page. WordPress works a little differently—it builds its pages in real time, as you’ll see next.

Note
Just in case your webmaster skills are a bit rusty, remember that a web server is the high-powered computer that runs your website (and, usually, hundreds of other people’s websites, too).

With WordPress, you strike up a different sort of partnership. Instead of creating a web page, you give WordPress your raw content—that’s the text and pictures you want published as an article, a product listing, a blog post, or some other type of content. Then, when a visitor surfs to your site, WordPress assembles that content as a made-to-measure web page.
Because WordPress is a dynamic environment—it creates web pages on the fly—it provides some useful interactive features. For example, when visitors arrive at a WordPress blog, they can browse through the content in different ways—looking for posts from a certain month, for example, or on a certain topic, or tagged with a certain keyword. Although this seems simple enough, it requires a live program that runs on a web server and assembles the relevant content in real time. For example, if a visitor searches a blog for the words “tripe soup,” WordPress needs to find all the appropriate posts, stitch them together into a web page, and then send the result back to your visitor’s web browser. More impressively, WordPress lets visitors write comments and leave other types of feedback, all of which become part of the site’s ongoing conversation.
WordPress Behind the Scenes



In a very real sense, WordPress is the brain behind your website. When someone visits a WordPress-powered site, the WordPress software gets busy, and—in the blink of an eye—it delivers a hot-off-the-server, fresh new web page to your visitor.
Two crucial ingredients allow WordPress to work the way it does:
	A database. This is an industrial-strength storage system that sits on a web server; think of it as a giant, electronic filing cabinet where you can search and retrieve bits of content. In a WordPress website, the database stores all the content for its pages, along with category and tag labels for those pages, and all the comments that people have added. WordPress uses the MySQL database engine, because it’s a high-quality, free, open-source product, much like WordPress itself.

	Programming code. When someone requests a page on a WordPress site, the web server loads up a template and runs some code. It’s the code that does all the real work—fetching information from different parts of the database, assembling it into a cohesive page, and so on.



Figure 1-2 shows how these two pieces come together.
[image: When a browser sends a request to a dynamic website, that request kicks off some programming code that runs on the site’s server. In the case of WordPress, that code is known as PHP, and it spends most of its time pulling information out of a database (for example, retrieving product info that a visitor wants to see). The PHP then inserts the information into a regular-seeming HTML page, which it sends back to the browser.]

Figure 1-2. When a browser sends a request to a dynamic website, that request kicks off some programming code that runs on the site’s server. In the case of WordPress, that code is known as PHP, and it spends most of its time pulling information out of a database (for example, retrieving product info that a visitor wants to see). The PHP then inserts the information into a regular-seeming HTML page, which it sends back to the browser.

UP TO SPEED: The Evolution of Dynamic Sites
Dynamic websites are nothing new; they existed long before WordPress hit the scene. In fact, modern, successful websites are almost always dynamic, and almost all of them use databases and programming code behind the scenes. The difference is who’s in charge. If you don’t use WordPress (or a site-building tool like it), it’s up to you to write the code that powers your site. Some web developers do exactly that, but they generally work with a whole team of experienced coders. But if you use WordPress to build your site, you don’t need to touch a line of code or worry about defining a single database table. Instead, you supply the content and WordPress takes care of everything from storing it in a database to inserting it into a web page when it’s needed.
Even if you do have mad coding skills, WordPress remains a great choice for site development. That’s because using WordPress is a lot easier than writing your own software. It’s also a lot more reliable and a lot safer, because every line of logic has been tested by a legion of genius-level computer nerds—and it’s been firing away for years on millions of WordPress sites. Of course, if you know your way around PHP, the programming language that runs WordPress, you’ll have a head start when it comes to tweaking certain aspects of your site’s behavior, as you’ll see in Chapter 13.
In short, the revolutionary part of WordPress isn’t that it lets you build dynamic websites. It’s that WordPress pairs its smarts with site-creation and site-maintenance tools that ordinary people can use.


WordPress Themes



There’s one more guiding principle that shapes WordPress—its built-in flexibility. WordPress wants to adapt itself to whatever design you have in mind, and it achieves that through a feature called themes.
Basically, themes let WordPress separate your content (which it stores in a database) from the layout and formatting details of your site (which it stores in a theme). Thanks to this system, you can tweak the theme’s settings—or even swap in a whole new theme—without disturbing any of your content. Figure 1-3 shows how this works.
[image: When you visit a page from a WordPress site, WordPress combines the content (which it stores in a database) with formatting instructions (which are stored in the theme’s template files). The end result is a complete web page you see in your browser.]

Figure 1-3. When you visit a page from a WordPress site, WordPress combines the content (which it stores in a database) with formatting instructions (which are stored in the theme’s template files). The end result is a complete web page you see in your browser.

If you’re still not quite sure how WordPress helps you with themes, consider an example. Imagine Jan decides to create a website so he can show off his custom cake designs. He decides to do the work himself, so he not only has to supply the content (the pictures and descriptions of his cakes), but he also has to format each page the same way, because each page has two parts—a description of the cake and a picture of it—and he wants his pages to be consistent. But, as so often happens, a week after he releases his site, Jan realizes it could be better. He decides to revamp his web pages with a fresh, new color scheme and add a calorie-counting calculator in the sidebar.
Applying these changes to a non-WordPress website is no small amount of work. It involves changing the website’s style sheet (which is relatively easy) and modifying every single cake page, being careful to make exactly the same change on each (which is much more tedious). If Jan is lucky, he’ll own a design tool that has its own template feature (like Dreamweaver), which will save editing time. However, he’ll still need to rebuild his entire website and upload all the new web pages.
With WordPress, these problems disappear. To get new formatting, you tweak your theme’s style settings, using either WordPress’s control panel (called the dashboard), or by editing the styles by hand. To add the calorie counter, for example, you simply drop it into your theme’s layout (and, yes, WordPress does have a calorie-counting plug-in). And that’s it. You don’t need to rebuild or regenerate anything, go through dozens of pages by hand, or check each page to try to figure out which detail you missed when you copied HTML from one page to another.


What You Can Build with WordPress



There are many flavors of website, and many ways to create them. But if you want something reasonably sophisticated and you don’t have a crack team of web programmers to make that happen, WordPress is almost always a great choice.
That said, some types of WordPress websites require more work than others. For example, if you want to create an ecommerce site complete with a shopping cart and checkout process, you need to ditch WordPress or rely heavily on someone else’s WordPress plug-ins. That doesn’t necessarily make WordPress a poor choice for ecommerce sites, but it does present an extra challenge. (In Chapter 14, you’ll take a closer look at what it takes to build a basic v site that uses a plug-in to go beyond WordPress’s standard features.)
In the following sections, you’ll see some examples of WordPress in action. You’ll consider the types of sites that use WordPress most easily and most commonly. Along the way, you should get a feel for how WordPress suits your very own website-to-be.
Blogs



As you probably know, a blog is a wildly popular type of site that consists of separate, dated entries called posts (see Figure 1-4). Good blogs reflect the author’s personality, and are informal and overflowing with content.
When you write a blog, you invite readers to see the world from your viewpoint, whether the subject is work, art, politics, technology, or your personal experience. Blogs are sometimes described as online journals, but most blogs are closer to old-school newspaper editorials or magazine commentary. That’s because a journal writer is usually talking to himself, while a half-decent blogger unabashedly addresses the reader.
[image: Paul Krugman of the New York Times writes this traditional blog. Here’s what you see when you arrive at . Scroll down and you see a dozen or so of his most recent posts.]

Figure 1-4. Paul Krugman of the New York Times writes this traditional blog. Here’s what you see when you arrive at http://krugman.blogs.nytimes.com. Scroll down and you see a dozen or so of his most recent posts.

Blogs exhibit a few common characteristics. These details aren’t mandatory, but most blogs share them.
	A personal, conversational tone. Usually, you write blogs in the first person (“I bought an Hermès Birkin bag today” or “Readers emailed me to point out an error in yesterday’s post”). Even if you blog on a serious topic—you might be a high-powered executive promoting your company, for example—the style remains informal. This gives blogs an immediacy and connection to your readers that they love.

	Dated entries. Usually, blog posts appear in reverse-chronological order, so the most recent post takes center stage. Often, readers can browse archives of old posts by day, month, or year (see “Recent Posts” in Figure 1-4). This emphasis on dates makes blogs seem current and relevant, assuming you post regularly. But miss a few months, and your neglected blog will seem old, stale, and seriously out of touch—and even faithful readers will drift away.

	Interaction through comments. Blogs aren’t just written in a conversational way, they also “feel” like a conversation. Loyal readers add their feedback to your thoughts, usually in the form of comments appended to the end of your post (but sometimes through a ratings system or an online poll). Think of it this way: Your post gets people interested, but their comments get them invested, which makes them much more likely to come back and check out new posts.



FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTION: Who’s Blogging?
Technorati, a popular blog search engine, maintains a list of the most popular blogs at http://technorati.com/blogs/top100 and compiles statistics about the blog universe. The last time it asked bloggers why they blog, it found the following:
	60 percent of bloggers write for the sense of personal satisfaction they get by sharing their worldview with readers.

	18 percent of people blog professionally. They’re compensated for their work, although for many it’s a supplementary source of income, not their livelihood. Professional bloggers may be part time or full time, and they usually blog about technology or their own musings.

	13 percent of bloggers are considered entrepreneurs. Their goals are similar to those of corporate bloggers (see the next item), but they blog for a company they own.

	8 percent of bloggers work for and write under the imprimatur of a company. They generally talk about business or technology, and their goals are to share expertise, to gain professional recognition, and to lure new clients.



Equally interesting is the question of what bloggers blog about. The answer is everything, from travel and music to finance and real estate, from parenting and relationships to celebrities and current events. To dig deeper, check out Technorati’s Digital Influencer’s Report from 2013 at http://bit.ly/1fSbmAT. (Quick takeaway: 64 percent of the bloggers surveyed are making money, but for 80 percent of them, the financial rewards total less than $10,000 per year.)

Some sites take the basic structure of a blog and apply it to different types of content. One popular example is the photo blog, which ditches text in favor of pictures (see Figure 1-5). Similarly, you can find plenty of video blogs that feature a video clip in every post.
[image: You can put photo blogs to a variety of uses—everything from serious photography to lowbrow fun. Examples of the latter include sites like and, shown here, , where each page is a screen capture from an iPhone conversation gone horribly wrong.]

Figure 1-5. You can put photo blogs to a variety of uses—everything from serious photography to lowbrow fun. Examples of the latter include sites like http://failblog.org and, shown here, http://damnyouautocorrect.com, where each page is a screen capture from an iPhone conversation gone horribly wrong.

In recent years, people have become increasingly interested in super-lightweight blogs and blog-like tools. Examples include the micro-posts on Tumblr, the short messages on Twitter, and the pictures on Instagram and Pinterest. As you’ll see in this book, you can create a basic microblog with WordPress, too. However, WordPress makes the most sense when you want to create something a little less casual and a little more permanent. For example, a collection of random selfies makes sense on Instagram, but a series of lovingly arranged, captioned photographs documenting your trip to Iceland fits nicely into a WordPress site that uses a photo theme.
Blogging with WordPress is a slam-dunk. After all, WordPress was created as a blogging tool (in 2003), and has since exploded into the most popular blogging software on the planet. In fact, if you plan to create a blog, there’s really no good reason not to use WordPress. Although there are several other blogging platforms out there, and they all work reasonably well, none of them has the near-fanatical WordPress community behind it, which is responsible for thousands of themes and plug-ins, and might even help you solve hosting and configuration problems (just ask your questions in the forums at http://wordpress.org/support).
UP TO SPEED: Creating a Modern Blog
Perhaps the idea of writing a blog seems a bit boring to you. If so, you’re probably locked into an old-fashioned idea about what a blog is.
Today’s blogs aren’t glorified online diaries. In fact, the best way to create an unsuccessful blog is to chronicle your meandering, unfiltered thoughts on everything from the Tea Party to toe jam. Even your friends won’t want to sift through that. Instead, follow these tips to make your blog truly legit:
	Pick a topic and focus relentlessly. People will seek out your blog if it’s based on a shared interest or experience. For example, create a blog about your dining experiences around town, and foodies will flock to your pages. Talk up the challenges of taking care of a baby, and other new parents will come by and commiserate. If you’re having trouble deciding exactly what you want to accomplish with your blog and what topics are truly blog-worthy, WordPress has a great reference with blog brainstorming tips at http://learn.wordpress.com/get-focused.

	Add a clever title. Once you choose your topic, give your blog a name that reinforces it, which will also help you stay on topic. Paul Krugman, for example, calls his blog The Conscience of a Liberal (Figure 1-4), despite the fact that his name is well-recognized among his target audience.

	Find a new perspective. It’s a rule of the Web that everything has been blogged before, so find a unique angle from which to attack your topic. For example, when Scott Schuman began his now blazingly popular blog The Sartorialist (www.thesartorialist.com), he didn’t just slap together an ordinary fashion blog. Instead, he created a unique commentary on real-life fashion by using pictures he snapped strolling the streets of New York.

	Don’t be afraid to specialize. You won’t pique anyone’s interest with yet another movie review site called My Favorite Movies. But throw a different spin on the subject with a blog that finds film flaws (In Search of Movie Mistakes) or combines your experience from your day job as a high-school science teacher (The Physics of Vampire Movies), and you just might attract a crowd.

	Don’t forget pictures, audio, and video. Bloggers shouldn’t restrict themselves to text. At a bare minimum, blogs need pictures, diagrams, comics, or some other visual element to capture the reader’s eye. Even better, you can weave in audio or video clips of performances, interviews, tutorials, or related material. They don’t even need to be your own work—for example, if you’re discussing the avant-garde classical composer György Ligeti, it’s worth the extra five minutes to dig up a performance on YouTube and embed that into your post. (You’ll learn how to do that in Chapter 10.)





Other Types of WordPress Sites



Blogs are fantastic, exciting things, but they’re not for everyone, even if you have a streamlined tool like WordPress at your disposal. The good news is that, because of its inherent flexibility, WordPress makes an excellent program for building other kinds of websites, too. In fact, as long as you’re willing to do a little theme customization, you can convert your WordPress pages into something that doesn’t look one whit like a traditional blog. The following sections show you some of the types of sites you can create.
Stories and Articles



WordPress makes a great home for personal, blog-style writing, but it’s an equally good way to showcase the more polished writing of a news site, web magazine, short-story collection, scholarly textbook, and so on. WordPress also allows multiple authors to work together, each adding content and managing the site (as you’ll discover in Chapter 11).
Consider, for example, the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy shown in Figure 1-6 (and located at www.iep.utm.edu). It’s a sprawling catalog of philosophy topics amassed from about 300 authors and maintained by 25 editors, all with heavyweight academic credentials. Created in 1995, the site moved to WordPress in 2009 to make everyone’s life a whole lot easier.
[image: Although WordPress powers this website, you’ll see few of the hallmarks of a traditional blog. The “posts” are actually long, subdivided articles, without dates or comments.]

Figure 1-6. Although WordPress powers this website, you’ll see few of the hallmarks of a traditional blog. The “posts” are actually long, subdivided articles, without dates or comments.

The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy is an interesting example for the sheer number and size of the articles it hosts. However, you’ll also find WordPress at work in massive news sites, including TechCrunch, TMZ, Salon, Boing Boing, ThinkProgress, and the CNN site Political Ticker.
GEM IN THE ROUGH: How to Find Out if a Website Uses WordPress
There are plenty of websites built with WordPress, even if it’s not always apparent. So what can you do if you simply must know whether your favorite site is one of them?
You could ask the website administrator, but if you’re in a hurry, there are two easier ways. The first is the quick-and-dirty approach: Right-click the page in your browser, choose View Source to bring up the page’s raw HTML, and then hit Ctrl+F to launch your browser’s search feature. Hunt for text starting with “wp-”. If you find wp-content or wp-includes somewhere in the mass of markup, you’re almost certainly looking at a WordPress site.
Another approach is to use a browser plug-in, called a sniffer, that analyzes the markup. The advantage of this approach is that most sniffers detect other types of web-creation tools and programming platforms, so if the site isn’t based on WordPress, you might still find out a bit more about how it works. One of the most popular sniffers is Wappalyzer (http://wappalyzer.com), which works with the Firefox and Chrome browsers.


Catalogs



WordPress is particularly well suited to websites stuffed full of organized content. For example, think of a website that has a huge archive of ready-to-make recipes (Figure 1-7). Or consider a site that collects classified ads, movie critiques, restaurant reviews, or custom products.
Note
The dividing line between blogs and catalogs can be a fine one. For example, you can find plenty of cooking-themed WordPress sites that sort recipes by category and by date in a blog-style listing. However, most catalog sites go beyond the blog in some way, and require the advanced theme customization skills you’ll develop in Part 4 of this book.

Because WordPress relies on a database, it’s a wizard at organizing massive amounts of content. In a properly designed catalog site, people can find a review, product, or whatever else they want in a number of ways, such as searching by keyword or browsing by category.
[image: This WordPress site features a huge catalog of recipes and articles that have cooking tips. What makes the site distinctly different from a blog is the fact that it doesn’t organize recipes by date, displayed one by one in reverse-chronological order. Instead, it orders them in common-sense categories, like Meat, Seafood, and Mushrooms.]

Figure 1-7. This WordPress site features a huge catalog of recipes and articles that have cooking tips. What makes the site distinctly different from a blog is the fact that it doesn’t organize recipes by date, displayed one by one in reverse-chronological order. Instead, it orders them in common-sense categories, like Meat, Seafood, and Mushrooms.


Business Sites



WordPress isn’t just a great tool for self-expression, it’s also an excellent way to do business. The only challenge is deciding exactly how you want to use WordPress to help you out.
The first, and simplest, option is to take your existing business website and augment it with WordPress. For example, the Ford Motor Co. uses WordPress for its news site http://social.ford.com, which invites customers to post feedback and share the hype about new vehicles on Facebook and Twitter. But if you head to Ford’s main site, www.ford.com, and you search for a local dealer or ask for a price quote, you’ll be entirely WordPress-free. These parts of Ford’s site rely on custom web applications, which Ford’s web developers created.
Other companies do use WordPress to take charge of their entire websites. Usually, they’re smaller sites, and often the goal is simply to promote a business and share its latest news. For example, you could use WordPress to advertise the key details about your new restaurant, including its location, menu, and recent reviews. Or imagine you need more detailed information for a tourist attraction, like the detailed website for Perth Zoo (Figure 1-8).
[image: The Perth Zoo website has it all—detailed menus, information about animals, a review of the zoo’s policies, and up-to-date news. But there’s a catch: To make this website look as beautiful as it does, the designers needed to combine WordPress knowledge with some traditional web design skills (including a good knowledge of HTML and CSS).]

Figure 1-8. The Perth Zoo website has it all—detailed menus, information about animals, a review of the zoo’s policies, and up-to-date news. But there’s a catch: To make this website look as beautiful as it does, the designers needed to combine WordPress knowledge with some traditional web design skills (including a good knowledge of HTML and CSS).

UP TO SPEED: What Makes a Catalog Site
Catalog sites are also known by many other names. Some people describe them as content-based sites; others call them CMS sites (for “content management system,” because they manage reams of information). No matter what you call them, the sites share a few key characteristics:
	They include a large volume of content. If you want to create a recipe site with just four recipes, it probably wouldn’t be worth the WordPress treatment.

	The content can be divided into separate pages. With a blog, the “pages” are actually blog posts. In a recipe site, each page is a recipe. (And in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy shown on Other Types of WordPress Sites, each page is a lengthy scholarly article.)

	Each page consists of text, images, and/or video. Usually, pages are stuffed with text. Often, they’re enriched with pictures and video. That’s where WordPress shines. It’s less adept at displaying reams of numeric data, like the last 12 years’ worth of sales at your chain of mattress superstores.

	Visitors browse the content by category. You categorize pages by their subject matter. Visitors use those categories to find exactly what they want—like a recipe for a specific ingredient. Often, guests get to what they want by clicking through a slick, multilayered menu.



These criteria encompass a surprisingly huge range of modern-day websites. Examples include event listings for festivals, a portfolio of your work, a list of products you sell, and so on. Pretty much everywhere there’s a mass of text or pictures that needs to be categorized and presented to the world, WordPress is there, making itself useful.

A greater challenge is when a business doesn’t just want to advertise or inform with its website, but it also wants to do business over the Web. For example, imagine you create a site for your family-run furniture store, like the one shown in Figure 1-9. You don’t just want to advertise the pieces you offer; you want to take orders for them, too, complete with all the trappings typical of an ecommerce website (such as a shopping cart, a checkout page, email confirmation, and so on). In this situation, you need to go beyond WordPress’s native features and add a plug-in to handle the checkout process.
For some small businesses, an ecommerce plug-in offers a practical solution. But for many others, this approach just isn’t flexible enough. Instead, most ecommerce sites need a custom-tailored transaction-processing system that integrates with other parts of their business (like their inventory records or their customer database). This functionality is beyond the scope of WordPress and its plug-ins.
Tip
To see more examples of what you can do with WordPress, including plenty of business sites, visit the WordPress showcase at http://wordpress.org/showcase.

[image: On this furniture website, you can view the chairs for sale, their prices, and their dimensions. All this is possible with WordPress’s standard features and a heavily customized theme. But if you want to allow online ordering, you need to use a plug-in from a third party.]

Figure 1-9. On this furniture website, you can view the chairs for sale, their prices, and their dimensions. All this is possible with WordPress’s standard features and a heavily customized theme. But if you want to allow online ordering, you need to use a plug-in from a third party.




WordPress Hosting



If you’ve reached this point, it’s safe to say you’re on board with WordPress. Now you need to decide exactly where you’ll put your WordPress site.
The simplest (and cheapest) option is to sign up for the free WordPress.com service, which is run by the fine folks at Automattic (founded by a guy named Matt Mullenweg, hence the “matt” in the company name). The deal is simple: They give your website a home, some exposure, and a free web address that ends in .wordpress.com (although you can buy a custom domain name if you want), and you accept a few limitations—most notably, your website can’t show ads or use other people’s plug-ins, and you can’t edit your theme by hand.
Note
The people at Automattic are also largely responsible for (but not completely in control of) the development of the WordPress software. That’s because Automattic employs many of WordPress’s lead developers. However, WordPress is still a community-driven, open-source project.

Your other hosting option is to install WordPress on your web host’s server and build your site there. The drawback here is that you need to pay your web host. And although you won’t be on the hook for much coin—good plans run just a few dollars a month—you still need to open your wallet. Generally, WordPressers call this approach self-hosting, even though someone else actually does the hosting. In other words, you’re not running a web server in your basement; you’re contracting with a web hosting company for some space on its servers.
Note
Although the WordPress nomenclature is a bit confusing, the real story is simple. WordPress is the software that powers all WordPress sites. (Sometimes, people call the software WordPress.org, because that’s the web address where you download the program.) On the other hand, WordPress.com is a free web hosting service that uses the WordPress software. So no matter where you decide to host your site—through WordPress.com or on your own web host—you’ll be using the WordPress software.

Choosing Where to Host Your Site



If WordPress.com is so eager to give you a free, reliable web host, why wouldn’t you use it? Here are a few good reasons to consider self-hosting instead:
	You want to create a site that isn’t a blog. In this chapter, you’ve seen plenty of examples of websites, from webzines to recipe catalogs to slick business sites. Many of those sites are more difficult to create with WordPress.com (if not impossible). That’s because WordPress.com prevents you from editing the code in your theme, or from using a theme that isn’t in WordPress.com’s pre-approved list of about 200 themes.

	You already have a website. With most third-party web hosts, you won’t have to pay extra to add a WordPress site. And if you already have a web presence, it makes sense to capitalize on the domain name (that’s your web address, like www.PajamaDjs.com) and the web space you already have.

	You want complete control over your site’s appearance. If you’re the sort of person who can’t sleep at night unless you get the chance to tweak every last WordPress setting, you definitely want the free rein of a self-hosted site. With it, you can choose from thousands of site-enhancing plug-ins and a universe of custom themes.

	You want to make money advertising. Ordinarily, WordPress.com doesn’t allow its sites to display ads or to participate in affiliate programs (where you send traffic to a retailer, who shares any resulting revenue with you). However, WordPress.com is in the midst of a pilot program called WordAds, which allows a limited type of advertising, provided your site is accepted into the program. You can learn more and apply at http://wordpress.com/apply-for-wordads.
Note
Even though you can’t run standard ads on WordPress.com, you can still make money there. WordPress.com is perfectly fine with a website that promotes a particular product or business, includes a PayPal-powered Donate button, or advertises your own personal fee-based services.


	You don’t want your readers to see ads, ever. WordPress.com is a bit sneaky in this regard. In some cases, it will insert an ad into one of your pages. This usually happens when someone stumbles across your site from a search engine. It doesn’t happen if a visitor surfs from one WordPress.com site to another, or if a visitor is logged in with a WordPress.com account. For these reasons, you might never notice the ads that other people could see. If this behavior bothers you, you can remove the ads from your site, but you need to pay WordPress.com a yearly fee (currently, $30 per year).



Note
WordPress.com isn’t necessarily as free as you think. In addition to paying for ad-free pages, you can opt (and pay) for a personalized web address, the ability to edit the fonts in your theme, and extra space for big files and hosted video. You can get information about all these upgrades at http://support.wordpress.com/upgrades. It’s worth noting that self-hosters get virtually all these features through their own web hosts, so if you plan to buy several upgrades, you should at least consider getting your own web host instead—it may end up costing you less.

In general, self-hosting is a slightly more powerful and more expensive strategy than hosting with WordPress.com. But there are reasons why people actually prefer to use WordPress.com rather than self-host:
	No-headache maintenance. If WordPress.com hosts your site, all the website maintenance is taken care of. You don’t need to think about installing patches or WordPress updates, or making backups of your site.

	Better discoverability. If your site is on WordPress.com, people can stumble across it in two ways. First, they can browse the giant index of popular subject tags at http://wordpress.com/tags, and pick one you use in your posts. Second, if you write a particularly popular post, your site may appear in the “Blog of the Day” list that WordPress.com features prominently on its front page (http://wordpress.com), and attract a click-storm of new traffic.

	Reliability. It’s not hard to find a good web host that has solid WordPress support. That said, no one serves as many WordPress sites as WordPress.com—it uses over 1,000 web servers to hand out billions of WordPress pages every month. That means that if a page on your WordPress site suddenly goes viral with a burst of popularity, WordPress.com will handle the challenge, while a less able web-hosting service could buckle.



WORD TO THE WISE: What WordPress.com Won’t Allow
It probably comes as little surprise that there are some types of websites that WordPress.com doesn’t welcome. Here are the problem areas:
	Spam. If you create a website for the sole purpose of attracting clicks for another site, artificially inflating another site’s Google search ranking with spurious links, promoting “get rich quick” schemes, or showing ads, WordPress will wipe it off the Web in minutes.

	Copyright violation. If you create a site that includes content owned by someone else and you don’t have permission to use it, WordPress has the power to yank your site. Copyright (and other) complaints are made at http://wordpress.com/complaints.

	Masquerading. It’s not acceptable to create a blog where you pretend to be someone else.

	Threats or criminality. If your blog threatens another real-life person, incites violence, or promotes an illegal scheme, you obviously aren’t a nice person, and WordPress won’t want you.



You’ll notice that there’s one oft-censored site type missing from this list: namely, those that include sex, erotica, or pornography. It turns out that WordPress.com is mostly OK with that, but it will slap “mature” blogs with an adults-only warning, and it won’t include them in its home page or tag directory.


WordPress.com Sites vs. Self-Hosted Sites



Struggling to keep all the details about WordPress.com and WordPress.org in mind at once? Table 1-1 summarizes the key differences. Remember that the WordPress program is packed with functionality, and the table leaves out the long list of features that work equally well in WordPress.com and on self-hosted WordPress sites.
Table 1-1. Comparing WordPress.com and self-hosted sites
	YOU WANT TO…
	WITH WORDPRESS.COM
	WITH A SELF-HOSTED SITE

	Pay as little as possible.
	The starting cost is free, but various enhancements cost money.
	You pay the cost of web hosting. That’s typically $5 to $10 per month, unless your site is wildly popular, in which case you need to pay your host double or more to get a plan that ensures good performance during times of high traffic (see the box on Web Hosts with Premium Performance).

	Forget all about web server maintenance.
	Yes.
	No, you need to back up your content regularly, and update plug-ins and themes with new versions (but fortunately both jobs are pretty easy).

	Use a custom website address (like www.myName.com).
	Yes, but it requires an upgrade ($18 to $25 per year).
	Yes, but you must buy it through your web host or a domain registrar.

	Get good-looking, readymade themes.
	Yes, you can choose from about 200 themes (and the list is growing).
	Yes, you can choose from more than 2,000 free themes (and the list is growing).

	Change the layout of your theme and add new widgets.
	Yes (although you’re limited to the widgets that WordPress.com approves).
	Yes (and you can get more widgets by installing plug-ins).

	Edit the styles (fonts and formatting) in your theme.
	Yes, but it requires an upgrade ($30 per year).
	Yes.

	Change the code in your theme files.
	No.
	Yes.

	Create a non-blog site.
	Yes, if you can find a suitable theme, but there are many limitations.
	Yes.

	Show pictures and videos.
	Yes, but it costs extra if you want to host the video files on your website, instead of through a service like YouTube or Vimeo.
	Yes, but you’ll probably still need a hosting service like YouTube or Vimeo for your videos.

	Make money with ads.
	No, unless you’re accepted into WordPress’s WordAds program (which has its own restrictions).
	Yes.

	Keep ads off your site.
	Yes, but it requires an upgrade ($30 per year).
	Yes (there are no ads, unless you put them there).

	Let multiple people post on the same site.
	Yes.
	Yes.

	Create multiple sites.
	Yes (but if you buy any upgrades, you need to buy them separately for each site).
	Yes.

	Create a multisite network that allows other people to create their own personal sub-sites.
	No.
	Yes.

	Use WordPress plug-ins to get even more features.
	No.
	Yes, you can choose from a staggeringly large and ever-expanding collection of about 30,000 plug-ins.

	Get help with your problems.
	Yes, through the forums at http://forums.wordpress.com.
	Yes, through the forums at http://wordpress.org/support.




Overall, the best advice is this: If you’re a keen WordPress fan with a bit of curiosity, a smattering of computer experience, and a willingness to experiment (and if you’ve picked up this book, you almost certainly fit that description), you’ll be happiest self-hosting WordPress.
However, if you don’t have a web host and you’re a bit overwhelmed, it’s a perfectly good idea to start with WordPress.com. You can always migrate to a self-hosted WordPress site later on, and Appendix A, describes exactly how to do that. The only recommendation with this strategy is that you buy your own domain name from the get-go, as described on Choosing a Web Address. That way, should you move to a self-hosted WordPress site, you can keep the address you used when you were at WordPress.com, and you won’t lose the audience you spent so long building up.
UP TO SPEED: Managed Hosting
There is one other, relatively new type of WordPress hosting that’s geared to less experienced site developers who don’t want to mess with WordPress administration, but want more features and flexibility than WordPress.com offers. It’s called managed hosting.
If you sign up for a managed hosting plan, your web hosting company provides you with a domain name and some web hosting space, just like you’d get with a self-hosted site. However, managed hosting companies also add WordPress-specific services like automatic updates, daily backups, caching, and site recovery (repairing your site after a spammer hijacks it). You might even get tools to promote your site and a techy support person to install your plug-ins for you. Plans for small- to medium-sized sites start at around $30 per month, but heavily trafficked sites can pay hundreds of dollars a month.
You can learn more about managed hosting by checking out some of the web hosts that provide it, such as WP Engine (http://wpengine.com) and Synthesis (http://websynthesis.com).



Chapter 2. Signing Up with WordPress.com



In Chapter 1, you took a big-picture look at WordPress and the sites it can build. Now you’re ready to partner with WordPress and start building your own web masterpiece.
But not so fast. Before you can create even a single WordPress-powered page, you need to decide where to put it, and, as you found out in Chapter 1, WordPress gives you two perfectly good choices:
	The WordPress.com hosting service. This is a wonderfully free and supremely convenient service for web authors who want to build an ordinary blog and can live with a few limitations.

	Self-hosting. This option requires you to set up WordPress on your own web host, which is a little bit more work (but still not much hassle). Self-hosted sites are more powerful and flexible than WordPress.com-hosted sites—they let you show ads, use plug-ins, and create completely customized pages that go far beyond ordinary blogs.



In this chapter, you’ll get started with the first choice: using WordPress.com. But if you’d prefer to give self-hosting a whirl, skip this chapter and jump straight to Chapter 3. No matter which route you take, the paths converge in Chapter 4, where you’ll begin adding content, refining your site, and developing the skills of a true WordPress wizard.
Tip
If you’re still divided between the convenience of WordPress.com and the flexibility of a self-hosted site, you can review the key differences on WordPress.com Sites vs. Self-Hosted Sites. Or you can leave both doors open: Start with a WordPress.com website and buy a domain name (your own custom web address), as described in this chapter. That way, you can switch to a self-hosted site in the future if you outgrow WordPress.com.

Choosing a Web Address



As you already know, a web address is a short bit of text, like www.SuperStyleFreak.com, that someone types into a browser to get to your site.
The most essential part of a web address is the domain name (often shortened to just domain), which points to the web server where your website exists. For example, consider the website address http://WineSnobs.com/exotic-cocktails. The first part of the address, http://, indicates that the URL points to a location on the Internet, which uses a networking technology called HTTP. The second part of the address, WineSnobs.com, is the domain name. And the last part, /exotic-cocktails, points to a specific page on the WineSnobs.com domain. Clearly, the domain is the most important part of the equation, because it identifies the central hub for all your pages.
Before you sign up with WordPress.com, you need to give some serious thought to the domain name you want to use. That’s because WordPress.com gives you a choice: You can buy your own domain name, or you can use a WordPress.com freebie.
Here’s the catch: If you get a free domain name from WordPress.com, it will have .wordpress.com appended to the end of it. That means you’ll end up with an address like WineSnobs.wordpress.com. But if you pay WordPress.com a small yearly fee of about $18, you can buy a custom domain name that doesn’t have this limitation—say, WineSnobs.com. And while there’s nothing wrong with a web address that ends in .wordpress.com, a custom domain name can be beneficial for several reasons:
	Names matter. A catchy web address is easier for visitors to remember, and a clever name can attract more visitors to your site. If you’re willing to buy a custom domain name, you’ll have more naming choices, and your web address will probably be shorter and snappier.

	You may not want to advertise WordPress. In some circles, using WordPress is a badge of honor. But in other fields, it could make your site seem less professional. For example, victoriassecret.wordpress.com doesn’t leave quite the same impression as the real site address.

	Custom domain names are more portable. This is usually the most important consideration. If you go with a free name and decide later to move your WordPress site to a different host, you’ll need to change your domain name. (For example, you might go from WineSnobs.wordpress.com to www.WineSnobs.com, assuming www.WineSnobs.com is even available when you make the move.) Changing your domain name risks severing the relationships you built up through your original .wordpress.com address. It also breaks any links on other sites that point to your site, and it confuses the visitors who have bookmarked your old site. And if all that’s not bad enough, you’ll lose the hard-earned Google search ranking that helps your site show up in web searches, too.



When you’re just starting out, it’s easy to underestimate the likelihood of migrating to a custom web host and the headache of changing your domain name. But life happens, people change, and many die-hard WordPress.com bloggers eventually move to a do-it-yourself web host so they have more flexibility in what they can do on their site. For all these reasons, we strongly suggest that you buy a custom domain name for your WordPress.com blog at the outset. If you do, you’ll be able to keep your domain name forever, even if you switch to a different web host. You’ll simply need to transfer your domain to your new host (as explained in Appendix A).
Note
Keep in mind that using a custom domain name or a domain name that you own doesn’t avoid any of the other limitations that hosting with WordPress.com imposes (see WordPress.com Sites vs. Self-Hosted Sites). For example, you still won’t be allowed to place ads on your site or to use plug-ins.

Before you continue, take a moment to determine your domain name strategy. If you’re a technophobic sort and you positively, absolutely don’t plan to move to a self-hosted site—ever—you can choose a good .wordpress.com address and forget about the rest. However, paying a little extra for a custom domain name is almost always worth the trouble. Think of it as a bit of added insurance for whatever the future might hold.
Assuming you do want a custom domain name for your WordPress site, you can get one in two ways. The most common method is to buy your domain name when you sign up with WordPress.com, as you’ll learn to do in the next section. At the time of this writing, WordPress.com charges $18 per year for most custom domains but increases the price for some specialty domains (for example, .me and .co domains cost $25 per year).
Another option is to use a domain name that you’ve already bought from a domain registrar. For example, you might have registered a domain name in the past, just to make sure no one else got hold of it. Or you might have bought a domain when you signed up to host your site with another company. For instance, if you bought the domain SuperStyleFreak.com a few months back, you can ask WordPress.com to use this web address when you create your blog. If you opt for this arrangement, you need to pay your original web host to maintain the domain registration (which typically costs about $10 a year) and you need to pay WordPress.com to use the domain (currently $13 per year). You also need to perform a bit of extra setup after you sign up with WordPress.com. The whole process is described on Using a Domain Name You Already Own.

Creating Your WordPress.com Account



Once you’ve got a basic idea about the identity of your blog and you’ve picked some potential names for the website address, you’re ready to create your site. The following steps take you through the process:
	In your browser, travel to http://wordpress.com, and click the “Sign up now” link. (Or, for a shortcut, head straight to the sign-up page at http://wordpress.com/signup.)
The all-in-one sign-up form appears (Figure 2-1).
[image: If you’ve ever stumbled through eight pages of forms to buy something online, you’ll appreciate WordPress.com’s single-page signup. You need to supply just four critical pieces of information: a website address and your user name, password, and email address.]

Figure 2-1. If you’ve ever stumbled through eight pages of forms to buy something online, you’ll appreciate WordPress.com’s single-page signup. You need to supply just four critical pieces of information: a website address and your user name, password, and email address.


	Fill in your email address.
WordPress uses your email address to send its activation message when you finish signing up. If you don’t enter a valid email address, you won’t be able to activate your account and start blogging.

	Choose a user name.
You use your user name and password to log into WordPress when you want to add new posts or manage your site. Sometimes, WordPressers use part of their blog name for the user name (for example, if your blog address is lazyfather.wordpress.com, your user name might be lazyfather).
WordPress has some rules about user names. You need at least four characters, which can use a combination of numbers and lowercase letters only. If someone already has the user name you want, a brief message appears under the user name box stating, “Sorry, that user name already exists!” It’s up to you to pick something unique before you continue.
Note
Not only does your user name become part of the login process, it’s also the name WordPress uses as your display name, which is the name that appears at the end of your blog posts and in the comments you leave (among other places). However, you can easily change your display name to something more suitable, as described on Adding New People to a Self-Hosted Site.


	Choose a password.
Take the time to pick a password that’s different from the passwords you use on other sites, not found in the dictionary, and difficult to guess. If you’re not sure how to do that—or why you should bother—check out the box below.
WORD TO THE WISE: A WordPress Password Is More Than a Formality
WordPress websites are commonly attacked by hackers looking to steal traffic or to stuff in some highly objectionable ads. The best way to avoid this danger is with a strong password.
With enough tries, web evildoers can guess any password using an automated program. But most human WordPress hackers look for common words and patterns. If you use your first name (ashley), a string of close-together letters on the keyboard (qwerty, qazwsx), or a single word with a few number-fied or symbol-fied characters (like passw0rd and pa$$word), be afraid. These passwords aren’t just a little bit insecure, they regularly make the list of the world’s 25 most stolen passwords. (For the complete list of bad passwords, check out http://onforb.es/v2rdOb.)
That doesn’t mean you need a string of complete gibberish to protect your site. Instead, you can deter casual hackers (who are responsible for almost all WordPress attacks) by taking a reasonably unique piece of information and scrambling it lightly. For example, you can use a favorite musician (HERBeeHANcock88), a movie title (dr.strangel*ve), or a short sentence with some vowels missing (IThinkThrforIM).
It’s acceptable to write your password down on paper and tuck it in a desk drawer—after all, you’re not worried about family members or office colleagues, you’re concerned with international spammers, who certainly won’t walk into your office and rifle through your belongings. (However, it’s still a bad idea to put your password in an email or text message.)


	Type the website address you want into the Blog Address box.
If you want to use a free .wordpress.com domain, type in the first part of the name (for example, “RebelPastryChef” for the domain RebelPastryChef.wordpress.com). Your address needs to have at least four characters.
If you want to buy a custom domain, which gives you the flexibility to move to a self-hosted site later, click the drop-down arrow to the right side of the Blog Address box. Then pick the top-level domain—that’s the final part of your domain name after the period, such as .me, .com, .net, or .org. Once you do that, type in the first part of the domain name, like “RebelPastryChef” to get the domain name RebelPastryChef.me. (As you probably already know, capitalization is unimportant in a domain name, so there’s no difference between RebelPastryChef.me and REBELpastrychef.ME, for instance.)
As explained earlier, if you already own a custom domain name, you can use that for your new WordPress blog. To make this work, you need to go through a process called mapping. The first step is to pick an ordinary .wordpress.com website address. You then associate this to your custom domain name after you finish the sign-up process, by visiting the WordPress.com store and following the steps on Using a Domain Name You Already Own. In this situation, the .wordpress.com website address that you pick isn’t terribly important, but you may as well try to get one that’s similar to your domain name.
Note
For almost all websites, the www prefix is an acceptable but optional part of the domain name. In other words, RebelPastryChef.me and www.RebelPastryChef.me are equivalent. Some people think that it’s simpler, cleaner, and more modern to leave out the extra letters at the beginning, and WordPress.com agrees. As a result, if you register a domain through WordPress.com, the www prefix never appears. If you insist on typing the www part into a browser, you’ll get to the right site, but WordPress will strip the prefix out of the browser’s address bar (changing www.RebelPastryChef.me to RebelPastryChef.me, for example).

WORD TO THE WISE: Domain Name Frustration
The only disadvantage to buying your own domain name is that it can be hard to find one that’s both good and available. You may think that most of the best .wordpress.com addresses have been snapped up already, but that’s nothing compared with the competition for top-level .com domains. So while it’s easy enough to decide to buy your own domain name (which is always a good idea), it’s a bit harder to actually find one.
Here are some tips that can help:
Incorporate your business name. Domains that are just combinations of popular words ending in .com (like DeliciousChocolate.com, ThoroughbredHorses.com) are almost certainly taken. Mix it up with your business name (DelilasChocolates.com, AcmeThroughbredHorses.com), and you stand a much better chance.
Think quirky. If you’re creating a new blog, you can afford to try out unusual-yet-catchy word combinations that capture the spirit of your writing but have been overlooked by the rapacious domain name sharks. Possibilities include ThatThingIsWeird.com, WhyCantISpell.com, and DieAutoTuneDie.com. They may be a bit odd and a bit long, but they’re catchy choices, for the right site.
Settle for a less common top-level domain. The top-level domain is the final few letters of a domain name, after the last period. The most popular top-level domain is .com, but it’s also the most competitive. You’ll find many more options if you’re willing to settle for .org (which was originally intended for noncommercial websites but no longer has any restriction), .net, or the relatively new and catchy .me. For example, at the time of this writing, wickedcode.com is taken, but wickedcode.me is available. But be careful—the last thing you want is a potential visitor accidentally adding .com to the end of your address and ending up at your competitor’s site.


	Wait while WordPress checks to see if your domain name is available.
A few seconds later, it reports the answer (Figure 2-2). If your first choice isn’t free, try a variation or change the top-level domain using the drop-down list on the right. Finding a good domain name requires equal parts effort, creativity, and compromise.
[image: Top: Money can’t buy you lazydad.com; it’s already in someone else’s hands. Below the gentle rejection, WordPress suggests some names that aren’t taken, like lazy-father.com (with a hyphen).Bottom: Change the top-level domain to .me, and you get happier news: your site can still grab the domain lazydad.me.]

Figure 2-2. Top: Money can’t buy you lazydad.com; it’s already in someone else’s hands. Below the gentle rejection, WordPress suggests some names that aren’t taken, like lazy-father.com (with a hyphen). Bottom: Change the top-level domain to .me, and you get happier news: your site can still grab the domain lazydad.me.


	Scroll down to the table at the bottom of the page, which describes the different types of WordPress.com accounts (Figure 2-3).
WordPress.com gives you the choice of three account types:
	WordPress.com Beginner. This gets you a free WordPress.com blog, with all the essential features. If you’re not sure which account to choose, this one is the best starting point. If you still need a bit more, you can buy individual upgrades (like the highly recommended Custom Domain upgrade, for a reasonable $18 a year).

	WordPress.com Premium. Formerly called the WordPress Value Bundle, this option includes the same world-class free blogging engine as the WordPress.com Beginner account and a handful of small upgrades. While several of these enhancements are worthwhile, the overall package doesn’t quite justify its $99 price tag for most people (see the box on Premium and Business Accounts for a more detailed analysis).

	WordPress.com Business. This choice has the same features as a WordPress.com Premium account, with a few more frills thrown into the mix, like the ability to get live chat technical support. Unfortunately, you’ll pay for these modest improvements with a hefty $299 a year fee.



Note
Businesses don’t need a Business account. WordPress.com has the same rules for all account types, and these rules let you describe and promote your business on your blog. However, if you’re trying to make money by showing ads, you’ll run afoul of the WordPress.com rules no matter which account type you choose.

[image: WordPress’s Premium and Business accounts bundle together several upgrades, each of which is available separately for a modest yearly fee, into an even cheaper package. The only catch is that you probably don’t need all the upgrades these bundles include.]

Figure 2-3. WordPress’s Premium and Business accounts bundle together several upgrades, each of which is available separately for a modest yearly fee, into an even cheaper package. The only catch is that you probably don’t need all the upgrades these bundles include.


	Click the Create Blog button. Or if you’re buying one of the two enhanced types of WordPress.com accounts, click the corresponding Upgrade button instead.
Tip
WordPress is flexible. You can start with a WordPress.com Beginner account and upgrade to an enhanced account later (for the same price as WordPress offers at signup). Or, you can buy a WordPress.com Beginner account and add just the individual services you need, whenever you need them. You make these purchases in the WordPress.com store, as outlined on Visiting the WordPress.com Store.

The initial stage of your account setup is complete. What WordPress does next depends on whether you chose to buy a domain name.

	If you chose a free .wordpress.com domain in step 5, WordPress invites you to do a bit of blog customization (Figure 2-4).
To help you get a jump-start on your blog, WordPress leads you through a series of pages that request more information. Although this step is optional, you can save time later by supplying three key details now: the title you want to use for your blog, a descriptive tagline that will be displayed just under your title, and a theme that will set the visual style of your entire site.
[image: The more information you provide now, the less customization you’ll need to do later. As you step through this series of pages, WordPress collects the title and tagline for your blog (shown here), lets you pick the theme you want, and invites you to spread the word on Facebook and Twitter.]

Figure 2-4. The more information you provide now, the less customization you’ll need to do later. As you step through this series of pages, WordPress collects the title and tagline for your blog (shown here), lets you pick the theme you want, and invites you to spread the word on Facebook and Twitter.

Tip
The best starting theme for learning WordPress is the clean and streamlined Twenty Twelve theme. It starts simple and has room for plenty of customization. It’s also the theme you see in the first examples of this book. (Don’t be put off by the out-of-date sounding name, which simply reflects when WordPress first released the theme. Twenty Twelve remains a popular classic to this day.)


	If you picked a custom domain name (in step 5), WordPress ends the sign-up process by presenting you with a domain registration form (Figure 2-5). Fill in your contact details and click Register Domain.
This registration information includes your name, postal address, and email address. WordPress submits this information, on your behalf, to the Domain Name System (DNS)—a key part of Internet bookkeeping that tracks who owns each piece of web real estate.
[image: Here’s the information you need to register lazyfather.net. Use the checkbox at the bottom of the screen to keep this information hidden from spammers’ prying eyes, a good use of the $8 it costs.]

Figure 2-5. Here’s the information you need to register lazyfather.net. Use the checkbox at the bottom of the screen to keep this information hidden from spammers’ prying eyes, a good use of the $8 it costs.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTION: Premium and Business Accounts
Should I pay for an upgraded WordPress.com account with more features?
Just before you sign up, WordPress.com attempts to seduce you with its Premium and Business accounts. These bundles combine several WordPress upgrades, each of which normally costs a yearly fee, into a slightly cheaper package.
But before you plunk down any cash, you need to review whether these bundles are worthwhile. The most popular package, WordPress.com Premium, combines five upgrades and adds email tech support. One upgrade is the highly recommended custom domain option (normally $18/year). Two more upgrades are good, but not essential, enhancements. They include the Custom Design upgrade, which gives you the ability to edit the styles in your chosen theme (Getting Ready) and the No Ads upgrade, which prevents WordPress from showing any advertisements on your site. (Even without the No Ads upgrade, your visitors may not see ads, because WordPress uses them only occasionally and never shows them to people logged into WordPress.com.) Altogether, these improvements total about $78 a year, if you were to purchase them separately.
The final two upgrades included with WordPress.com Premium are additional space (for hosting very big files) and VideoPress support (for video files). These upgrades may appeal to you if you plan to show videos on your site, but most people find it cheaper and easier to host videos using a free service like YouTube, by simply embedding a YouTube video window on their WordPress pages (see Showing a YouTube Video to learn how). VideoPress is a more specialized option that may appear if you plan to show content that isn’t suitable for YouTube—for example, videos that run longer than YouTube’s 15-minute limit, or videos that visitors can download. You’ll learn more about VideoPress on Premium Video Hosting. If you don’t need these features, the $100-a-year cost isn’t much of a bargain.
The WordPress.com Business account has the same features as a WordPress.com Premium account, with even more space, the ability to get live chat technical support, and unlimited premium themes. Most premium themes run between $20 and $80, so the WordPress.com Business account may make sense if you plan to create several sites, or if you just want to experiment with many theme options. That said, WordPress.com has a solid selection of free themes, so it’s worth waiting to see if these can satisfy your site before you shell out the pricey $300-a-year fee.

Domain name registration is public, which means that anyone with an Internet connection can look up your domain and find out that you own it. (Interested parties also get your phone number and email address.) Usually, this isn’t a problem, but it does provide an opening for spammers to hassle you. If you don’t want your public details exposed, don’t try to fake them with incorrect information. Instead, tick the box that says “Make my personal information private for this registration.” It costs an extra $8, but it gives you guaranteed anonymity—at least until you start posting.
Finally, WordPress asks you to pay up. Fill out your payment information and click the “Purchase and Register Domain” button. WordPress will email you a receipt.
Tip
WordPress doesn’t provide an email service. So if you buy the domain lazyfather.net, you can’t get email at joe@lazyfather.net. However, WordPress does let you forward email from your custom domain to another email address. For example, it can automatically redirect mail sent to the custom domain joe@lazyfather.net to a personal account like joe_symes23@gmail.com. If you want to use WordPress.com’s redirection service, you can find instructions at http://support.wordpress.com/email-forwarding.


	Check your email for an activation message from WordPress. The message includes a button named Confirm Email Address or Log In. Click the button to activate your site.
Clicking the button launches your web browser and sends you to http://wordpress.com, the central administration station for all the blogs you create with WordPress.com. You’ll learn your way around in the next section.




Managing Your New Site



Once you complete the sign-up process and activate your account, you’re ready to do just about everything else.
The easiest starting point is the http://wordpress.com home page, where you can read other people’s blogs and manage your own. Once you get there, type in the user name and password you picked when you signed up, and then click Sign In. You’ll find yourself in WordPress.com’s central hub (Figure 2-6).
[image: The website provides a central hub for following the WordPress.com community and working on your own blogs. The site has four main areas, and you move from section to section using the buttons at the top of the page.]

Figure 2-6. The http://wordpress.com website provides a central hub for following the WordPress.com community and working on your own blogs. The site has four main areas, and you move from section to section using the buttons at the top of the page.

Initially, WordPress starts you at the Reader page, where you can keep track of your favorite blogs and hunt for new ones (Exploring the WordPress.com Community). But the best jumping-off point for a newly minted WordPress.com administrator like yourself is the My Blogs page. There, you’ll see a list of all the blogs you’ve created so far, which at this point is just one (Figure 2-7). Next to each blog are a set of handy management links, as well as a shortcut for adding a new post to your blog.
[image: Right now, you’ve created just one WordPress.com blog. In this example, it’s named My Blog and it lives at the WordPress.com address lazyfather.wordpress.com.]

Figure 2-7. Right now, you’ve created just one WordPress.com blog. In this example, it’s named My Blog and it lives at the WordPress.com address lazyfather.wordpress.com.

UP TO SPEED: Adding More Sites
There’s no need to limit yourself to a single WordPress.com site. In fact, every WordPress.com user is allowed to create an unlimited number of sites.
To add a new site, you use the My Blogs page, which lists all the WordPress sites you created so far. To add a new one, click the Create a New Blog button. You’ll have to supply the same information you entered when you created your first blog, including a website address (a free .wordpress.com domain or a custom domain you purchase) and a blog name. You won’t need to supply a new user name or password, because you already have a WordPress.com account.
If you’ve invested in some WordPress.com upgrades, adding sites can get expensive. That’s because you need to buy each upgrade separately for every site that uses it. So if you create two sites and you want to fine-tune the CSS style rules for each, you need to buy two Custom Design upgrades for a total of $60 per year.
You can’t delete any of your WordPress.com sites from the My Blogs tab. Instead, you need to visit the dashboard, the administrative hub you’ll explore in Chapter 4. Once you’re in the dashboard, you can remove the current site by choosing Tools→Delete Site from the left-side menu.

To visit your newly created WordPress.com blog, click its name on the My Blogs page. WordPress opens a new browser tab to show you the current state of your mostly blank site (Figure 2-8).
[image: When you create a new site, WordPress.com adds a single dummy post with some basic instructions in it. Although it doesn’t look like much, this shell of a site has all the infrastructure you need to build a genuinely useful WordPress site, which you’ll learn to do starting in Chapter 4.]

Figure 2-8. When you create a new site, WordPress.com adds a single dummy post with some basic instructions in it. Although it doesn’t look like much, this shell of a site has all the infrastructure you need to build a genuinely useful WordPress site, which you’ll learn to do starting in Chapter 4.

When you visit your site, take a moment to review the URL that appears in the browser’s address box. If you chose to go with a free .wordpress.com domain (like lazyfather.wordpress.com), this is the address you’ll see there. If you purchased a custom domain, your new domain won’t be working just yet, but WordPress.com will assign you a similar temporary .wordpress.com domain. For example, if you bought mysticalpeanuts.net, WordPress.com will start your site out at mysticalpeanuts.wordpress.com (or, if that’s not available, it adds the top-level domain into the name to come up with a slightly more awkward version of the address, like mysticalpeanutsdotcom.wordpress.com).
Most of the work you’ll perform with your WordPress site takes place at the dashboard, an administrative web interface that you can use to add posts, configure styles and settings, and much more (see Figure 2-9). To get there, click the Dashboard link that appears under your site on the My Blogs page. Incidentally, almost all the other links there also take you to the dashboard; they simply navigate to a specific section of it. For example, if you click Posts you’ll wind up at the Posts section of the dashboard, which you’ll study in detail in Chapter 4. The only exception is the Stats link, which shows you the visitor traffic and other statistics for your WordPress.com sites (just as if you clicked the Stats link at the top of the page, just between Reader and My Blogs).
Note
You’ve just learned the simplest way to visit the dashboard for your site: Log into WordPress.com, click My Blogs, and then click the Dashboard link. However, there’s a shortcut that lets you jump straight to the dashboard without going through WordPress.com. Just type in the web address for your blog, with /wp-admin added at the end. For example, to manage lazyfather.wordpress.com, you’d go to lazyfather.wordpress.com/wp-admin. (WordPress will ask you to sign in with your user name and password if you aren’t already logged in.)

[image: In the dashboard view, a menu of commands runs down the left side of the screen, arranged in groups. You use the different parts of this menu to accomplish different tasks, from creating new posts to reviewing spam comments. You’ll spend plenty of time touring the dashboard in the chapters to come.]

Figure 2-9. In the dashboard view, a menu of commands runs down the left side of the screen, arranged in groups. You use the different parts of this menu to accomplish different tasks, from creating new posts to reviewing spam comments. You’ll spend plenty of time touring the dashboard in the chapters to come.


Exploring the WordPress.com Community



Once you have your very own WordPress site, you’re also a member of the WordPress.com community. Warm and fuzzy feelings aside, the connections and exposure you get through the community can have real benefits, particularly if your WordPress.com site is a straight-up, traditional blog. These benefits include the following:
	Ideas. No site exists in a vacuum, especially not a blog. By looking at other people’s work, you can tune in to a powerful source of inspiration for both content and style. On the content side, you can discover trending topics and popular subjects (using the Freshly Pressed tab and Popular Topics link described in the next section, for example). Then, you can join in on the conversation by giving your own spin on hot topics on your blog. On the style side, you can see how other people polish themes and perfect their layouts, and you can use that insight to improve your own site.

	Promotion. As in the real world, one of the most successful ways to make friends, attract attention, or score a new job is by networking with other, like-minded people. When you find other blogs that tackle the same issues as yours, you can exchange links and create a blogroll that connects their sites to yours (The Custom Menu Widget). Or you can increase your exposure by commenting on someone else’s posts (on their blog) or publishing a full reply post (on your blog). Eventually, these practices can attract many more visitors to your site.



With that in mind, you’re ready to survey the field. Start at the WordPress.com front page (http://wordpress.com). If you aren’t already logged in, fill in your user name and password and then click Sign In.
You start at the Reader page. However, unless you’ve already subscribed to someone else’s blog, you won’t see any content there. Instead, you have to search for what you want.
There are several ways to track down WordPress.com content that might interest you:
	Browse the recommended blogs. On the Reader page, click the “blogs we recommend” link that appears in the first bullet point. You can then click a category that interests you (like Popular Culture & Entertainment or Photography to see a short list with some of the best blogs on the subject. Click a blog’s name to view it in a separate tab. WordPress.com is willing to recommend only a very small set of blogs, so this approach won’t get you very deep into the WordPress.com community.

	Read the Freshly Pressed page. The best place to get a sense of the chatter on WordPress.com is the Freshly Pressed page. It shows a cross-section of the day’s most attention-grabbing posts (Figure 2-10). Click a post that interests you to read the full article and continue on to the blog that hosts it.

	Hunt for interesting posts by keyword. When WordPress bloggers create a new post, they add a few descriptive words, called tags, to classify it. Tags give you a way to home in on posts that interest you (as you’ll see on Understanding Tags, when you start posting). Tags also give you a way to find blogs that discuss your favorite topics. Begin by looking at the Tags box in the right-side column of the Reader page. Click one of the tag words, or type in a subject of your own in the search box to find more blogs.
[image: WordPress’s ever-changing Freshly Pressed list shows popular, recent posts. If you see a post that piques your interest, click its title. You could also click the tag word to search for more posts on the same subject.]

Figure 2-10. WordPress’s ever-changing Freshly Pressed list shows popular, recent posts. If you see a post that piques your interest, click its title. You could also click the tag word to search for more posts on the same subject.


	Go tag surfing. You can browse some of the posts that use the most popular tags by clicking the Explore link in the top-right corner of the Tags box. When you do, WordPress shows a display that shows hot tags, sized to reflect their current popularity (Figure 2-11).



Tip
When you browse through WordPress.com, you don’t see the many sites created with WordPress software but hosted on sites other than WordPress.com. Although there’s no central repository of self-hosted WordPress sites, you can browse a showcase with some examples at http://wordpress.org/showcase.

When you browse a WordPress.com blog (and you’re signed in under your WordPress.com account), a black toolbar appears at the top of the page (Figure 2-12). On the left side is the name of the blog you’re currently viewing and two important buttons: Follow and Like. If you like the post you’re reading, you can click the Like button (which adds it to a list of your favorite posts). Or, if you decide the content is so good that you want to come back to this site and read more, you can click the Follow button (which adds the site to your personal watch list of blogs).
[image: This grouping of tags shows the most popular topics of the moment. The bigger tags (like Music and News) have more recent posts. Click a tag that interests you to see a list of recent posts on that subject.]

Figure 2-11. This grouping of tags shows the most popular topics of the moment. The bigger tags (like Music and News) have more recent posts. Click a tag that interests you to see a list of recent posts on that subject.

[image: The WordPress toolbar takes only a few pixels of space, but it’s stocked with useful commands. Hover over the WordPress icon on the left, and you’ll see a menu that lets you jump to different parts of the WordPress.com site. Hover over your user name on the right, and you’ll see a menu that lets you edit your profile, manage your blogs, and sign out. Or, use the Favorite and Like buttons to track interesting content.]

Figure 2-12. The WordPress toolbar takes only a few pixels of space, but it’s stocked with useful commands. Hover over the WordPress icon on the left, and you’ll see a menu that lets you jump to different parts of the WordPress.com site. Hover over your user name on the right, and you’ll see a menu that lets you edit your profile, manage your blogs, and sign out. Or, use the Favorite and Like buttons to track interesting content.

Usually, you’ll choose to click Like on a post if you want to refer to it later—perhaps to follow an ongoing conversation in the Comments section. You’ll choose Follow to keep watching the blog for new content. To review your liked posts and read your followed blogs, return to http://wordpress.com and click the Reader tab. Now you’ll see the most recent posts from all the sites you follow, amalgamated into a single reverse-chronological list.

Visiting the WordPress.com Store



As you’ve already seen, when you sign up with WordPress, you can buy a custom domain name or a Premium account bundle. But what happens if you want to start simple (and cheap) but add more features in the future? The answer is the WordPress.com store, which is just a click away on the dashboard. It offers a long list of blog enhancements, each for a small yearly fee.
Getting to the store is easy. Once you load up the dashboard, click the Store link in the menu on the left. WordPress shows you the long list of upgrades it offers (Figure 2-13).
[image: To add an upgrade to your site, click the Buy Now button underneath it. Some options provide a Try Now button, which lets you use the upgrade for free for two weeks, and then charges you automatically. Either way, you’ll need to fill in your payment information (using a credit card, a PayPal account, or a digital wallet of Bitcoins).]

Figure 2-13. To add an upgrade to your site, click the Buy Now button underneath it. Some options provide a Try Now button, which lets you use the upgrade for free for two weeks, and then charges you automatically. Either way, you’ll need to fill in your payment information (using a credit card, a PayPal account, or a digital wallet of Bitcoins).

In the following sections, you’ll see how to use the store to deal with two more complex setup scenarios. First you’ll learn how to buy a custom domain for an existing WordPress.com site. Next you’ll see how to take a domain you already own and use it with an existing WordPress.com site.
Buying a Domain after Signup



Imagine you build a thriving blog using a free .wordpress.com address (say, HelloPickles.wordpress.com), but then decide you really want a custom domain name (like HelloPickles.net). Using the store, you can buy one for your existing blog, so you don’t need to create a whole new blog under a new name. Here’s how:
	Go to the dashboard.
You can get there by visiting the My Blogs page and clicking the Dashboard link, or go there directly using your blog address and tacking /wp-admin onto the end.

	Click Store in the menu on the left.
WordPress shows a list of all the upgrades you can buy.

	In the “Add a Domain” box, click Buy Now.
WordPress displays a list of all the domains your site currently uses. Unless you already bought a custom domain name through WordPress.com, the list includes just one address: the .wordpress.com address you picked when you created your site (Figure 2-14).
[image: Currently, this site uses the free domain lazyfather.wordress.com.]

Figure 2-14. Currently, this site uses the free domain lazyfather.wordress.com.


	Click the “Register a new Domain Name” button.
This tells WordPress you want to look for a new address.

	Type the domain you want into the domain search box, and then click Go.
WordPress checks to see if the domain you want is available. If it isn’t, try typing something else.

	If the domain is available, click Register Now to make it yours.
WordPress brings you to the standard domain registration page, where you fill in your personal details (as you saw back in Figure 2-5).

	When you finish, click Register Domain and follow the instructions to pay.
When you add a custom domain name, WordPress won’t leave your current audience in the cold. Instead, it’s smart enough to reroute people visiting your old .wordpress.com address to your new domain. That means that if you started with HelloPickles.wordpress.com, and you then buy the custom domain HelloPickles.net, WordPress will automatically redirect people who type in HelloPickles.wordpress.com to your blog’s new domain, HelloPickles.net, just as you would want. (Really, there’s no difference between the two addresses. They are simply two names that point to the same site—your blog.)



Tip
Buying a custom domain for an already-created site is a useful technique if you think that you could be outgrowing WordPress.com, and you want to prepare your site for a possible move to self-hosting. Because WordPress automatically redirects visitors from your old .wordpress.com domain to your new custom domain, it gives everyone a chance to get used to your new address. And when you do decide to move, you can take your new domain with you (Missing WordPress.com Features).


Using a Domain Name You Already Own



Life is easiest if you buy your custom domain name from WordPress.com, but sometimes that isn’t possible. For example, you might have already bought the domain name from a domain registrar. (You may have even bought it years ago.) Because it isn’t currently possible to transfer a domain you own from another web host to WordPress.com, you need to use another trick, called mapping.
Technically, mapping is a technique that, in this case, connects your custom domain name to your WordPress.com blog. That way, when someone types in the custom domain name (say HelloPickles.net), that person ends up at your WordPress.com blog. And if that person types in your former .wordpress.com address (say, HelloPickles.wordpress.com), they’re redirected to your custom domain, which is what you want. It’s exactly as if you had bought the custom domain name from WordPress.com when you signed up.
Mapping is relatively easy, but it’s not free. WordPress charges a mapping fee (currently $13 a year), which you pay in addition to the annual fee you pay to keep the domain name registered through your original domain registrar.
Mapping requires you to complete two setup operations: one with the web host that registered the domain name, and one with WordPress. But before you get started with either operation, you need to decide exactly how you want to link your custom domain name with your WordPress site. You have two options:
	Use your whole domain. For example, you might create a blog at www.WineSnobs.com. If you map this address to a WordPress.com address, you need to keep your entire website on WordPress.com. This makes sense if you purchased a domain name from another company but you haven’t actually bought any web space from that company.

	Use a subdomain. Technically, a subdomain takes your domain name (say, www.WineSnobs.com), removes the optional www part, and adds a different prefix (like blog.WineSnobs.com). The goal is to create a separate web address for your WordPress site, so you can put something else at your main domain name (in this case, www.WineSnobs.com). Of course, your main site won’t be a WordPress site, and you’ll need to pay your web host for some web space.



Note
If all this talk about subdomains sounds familiar, it’s because the WordPress.com service uses subdomains itself to give everyone a unique spot on the wordpress.com server. For example, add the prefix GettingBloggedDown and you get the subdomain GettingBloggedDown.wordpress.com.

There’s also a third option—use a subdirectory in your domain (for example, www.WineSnobs.com/blog)—but WordPress.com doesn’t currently support that technique.
Before you can map your domain, you have to do a little extra configuration with your web host. These setup steps differ depending on whether you want to map the full domain name or you want to map just a subdomain, so follow the instructions in the appropriate section below.
Mapping an Entire Domain Name



If you’re mapping an entire domain name, you have to change your web domain’s name servers. These are the high-powered computers that direct traffic on the Internet, and that tell browsers where to go to find your site. Right now, your domain name uses the name servers at the company that registered your domain name, or at your original web host (not WordPress.com). You need to change that so your domain uses the WordPress.com name servers.
Making the change is simple enough—it usually involves changing just two pieces of text—the name server addresses. However, you may need to dig around on your web host’s administration page before you find exactly where these settings are (they’re usually in a section called “Domain Name Servers” or “DNS Settings”). If in doubt, contact your web host.
For example, if you’re using the web host www.brinkster.com, the name servers would be set to this:
NS1.BRINKSTER.COM
NS2.BRINKSTER.COM
No matter what web host you’re currently using, you must change the name servers to this:
NS1.WORDPRESS.COM
NS2.WORDPRESS.COM
NS1 and NS2 are the two computers that direct your visitors to the WordPress.com site they want to read.
Tip
Does your domain registrar provide an email address that you want to keep using? For example, maybe you want WordPress.com to put a blog on www.WineSnobs.com, which you originally registered with the well-known web hosting company GoDaddy, but you still want to receive email at rachel@WineSnobs.com. To pull this off, you need to carry out the extra configuration step covered at http://tinyurl.com/ext-email.


Mapping a Subdomain



If you’re mapping a subdomain, you need a slightly different configuration. Instead of changing your name servers, you must add a CNAME record. Although it sounds intimidatingly techy, all a CNAME record does is redirect traffic from your subdomain to your WordPress.com blog.
Every web host has a different process for defining a CNAME record, but it usually involves logging in, heading to an administration section with a name like “DNS Management” or “Name Server Management,” and then adding the CNAME record. Each record requires two pieces of information. The first is the subdomain prefix (for example, that’s blog if you’re creating the subdomain blog.WineSnobs.com). The second is your current WordPress.com address, like WineSnobs.wordpress.com, which is often called the destination.
Note
If you can’t find or figure out your web host’s domain management tools, make time for a quick support call. Changing name servers and adding subdomains are two common tasks that domain registrars and web hosts deal with every day.


Finishing the Job: Setting Up the WordPress.com Mapping



Name server changes require time to take effect. Once you make your changes, the settings need to be spread to various traffic-directing computers across the Internet. It will take at least 24 hours, and possibly two or three days, before the change takes effect and you can tell WordPress.com to start using your domain. Unfortunately, there’s no high-tech way to monitor the process.
Once your name server changes have taken effect, you can add the domain by following the next set of steps. If you’re not sure whether you’ve waited long enough, don’t worry—there’s no harm in trying. If the name server changes haven’t taken effect, WordPress will let you know when you get to step 4 below, and you’ll need to try again later.
	Go to the dashboard.
You can get there by visiting the My Blogs page and clicking the Dashboard link, or go there directly by appending /wp-admin to the end of your blog address.

	Click Store in the menu on the left.
WordPress shows a list of all the upgrades you can buy.

	In the “Add a Domain” box, click Buy Now.
WordPress shows a list of all the domains your site currently uses.

	Click the “Map a Domain Name you own” button.

	Type the domain you already own into the text box and then click Go.
WordPress checks to see if the domain name exists. Because WordPress has no way of knowing that you own the domain, it will warn you that the blog is taken.

	Click the long-winded “Yes, I already own this domain name. Map it to my WordPress.com blog” button.
WordPress will ask you for your payment details. Once you supply that, the mapping is complete. Congratulations—you can now get to your WordPress site by using your custom domain name.
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