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=============================================== 
The Writing Life: Some Conclusions about Recipe Writing 
=============================================== 
 
After writing dozens of posts about recipes on my blog, I’ve decided recipe 
writing is anything but straightforward. The only thing that seems clear is the 
worst way to write them and the best, so let’s start with that: 
 
Worst: Copy a recipe verbatim and present it as your own. That’s plagiarism. Or 
copy it verbatim and present it as written by the original author, without his, her or 
the cookbook publisher’s permission.  
 
Best: Come up with your own recipe without consulting others. Google it and 
discover there isn’t one exactly like it, at least online. This is difficult!  
 
Between these two extremes lies the grey area.  
 
Adapting. Many recipe writers start with a pre-existing recipe and modify it. 
There is no universal agreement on what constitutes adapting so I am presenting 
my own thoughts: 

1. Create a new title. 
2. Write your own headnote. Mention the original recipe’s creator. If you 

publish the recipe on a blog, link to the cookbook where the recipe 
appeared. Mention the magazine or newspaper if that’s where you found 
the recipe. You can’t go wrong with crediting the source. 

3. Change the ingredients list in ways that are more substantial than 
changing ½ teaspoon cinnamon to 1 teaspoon. Add and subtract 
ingredients. That thing you’ve heard about changing three ingredients? I 
think it’s kind of lame. It’s best to use a recipe as a starting point for your 
own imagination.  

4. Rewrite the method in your own words.  
 
Inspired by. Saying “inspired by” in the headnote is used less these days. I 
think it means you tasted a dish at a restaurant and made up the recipe, or you 



saw a recipe but made something wildly different. Again, give credit. You can 
never go wrong with that. Basically, it’s a looser adaptation than “adapted by.” 
 
Many people have pointed out in my blog’s comments that there is no such thing 
as an original recipe, or that person they’ve adapted from might have adapted it 
from someone else. You don’t have to find the original recipe. Just credit the 
recipe you used as a starting point. 
 
And yes, it’s more work to come up with a recipe that has your stamp on it. But 
since you’re presenting the recipe as your own product, why wouldn’t you want to 
go to the effort? I suspect that many new bloggers and recipe developers don’t 
feel confident about changing recipes. I’ve read that newer bloggers think sharing 
someone else’s recipe verbatim is a nice thing to do. 
 
Sharing recipes is one of our passions, as people who love to cook. But handing 
a photocopy of a recipe to a friend is different than publishing someone else’s 
recipe, and so much more complicated. 
 
============ 
Keep in Touch 
============ 
 
You only get this thing four times per year, so why wait? My weekly blog, Will 
Write for Food, gives you a more immediate way to read about recipe writing, 
freelance writing, book proposals, and food blogging trends and issues. Join my 
group of thoughtful and intelligent readers, who often make the comments the 
best part of the post. Here’s a round up of the most commented upon posts from 
the last quarter: 
 

• Trouble for Two Recipe Adapters 
• Whole Lotta Lifting Going On 
• When is a Book Successful? 
• A Tip for Writing and Editing Recipes in MS-Word 

 
Let my weekly blog come to you, by email or in an RSS feed, so you don’t have 
to remember to visit. Sign up on the blog’s right-hand side column.  
 
If you’d rather not wait this long to find the links I provide below, I post links 
several times a week on my Facebook fan page, Will Write for Food. Click “Like” 
and you’ll get the links on your Home page. I also invite you to follow me on 
Twitter, where I post links and have conversations, and friend me on Facebook.  
 
========================= 
Upcoming Classes and Events 
========================= 
April 13, 2012  



Guest speaker 
Nourished Food Blogger Conference  
 Westin Lombard Yorktown Center  
Chicago, IL   
$115/$135   
I'll be teaching a writing class for bloggers at this one-day conference 
aimed at special diets. ���  
 
May 12, 2012  
Instructor  
Want to Write a Nonfiction Book? Come Learn the Ropes  
The Writing Salon  
Berkeley, CA   
10 a.m. - 4 p.m.  
$95/$110   
If you are thinking about writing a non-fiction book, here's a one-day class 
that explains how the book publishing industry works, whether to self-
publish -- and if so, which kind -- and helps you firm up your idea. 
 
June 8 - 9, 2012  
Panelist 
BlogHer Food  
Fairmont Olympic Hotel  
Seattle, WA   
$298   
For the fourth year in a row (since it began!) I'll be speaking at this 
conference aimed at food bloggers. My topic this year is one of my favorite 
questions: "Do You Have a Book in You?"  
 
August 9 - 11, 2012  
Speaker  
Travel Writers, Photographers and Food Writers Conference  
Book Passage   
Corte Madera, CA   
$635   
 
Now in its 21st year, this is the premier conference for travel writers and 
photographers. Recently they've added food writing to the mix. You can 
also hire me to give you a private evaluation of your writing, while at the 
conference. 
 
 
========================== 



News from Clients and Students 
========================== 
 
-- The Yale Writers’ Conference accepted Dini Karasik into its summer program 
based on a writing sample she submitted. 
 
-- Jon Gutekanst’s essay, Truffle in Paradise, appeared in the Spring 2012 
edition of Gastronomica.  
 
-- Malia Yoshioka started a blog, Shoyu Sugar. 
 
-- Sarah Henry has started freelancing for the San Francisco Chronicle. 
 
-- Jennifer Strohmeyer became a Top 25 Vegan/Vegetarian Mom Blogger. 
  
-- As for me, I’ve started teaching private classes to food writers and bloggers. 
Also, here’s what happens when an old friend from journalism school comes to 
visit me in San Francisco. 
 
Do you have news about an article you’ve sold, a blog you’ve begun, or a book 
deal? If you are a former student or client, please drop me a line at 
dj@diannej.com. I’d love to include your bragging rights in my next newsletter.  
 
 
========= 
Resources 
========= 
 
 -- Notes from the Brisket Trail: An Atlantic piece about the process of selling a 
cookbook. 
 
-- The Washington Post tackles how newspapers and one website test recipes. 
 
-- If you’re an author, here’s why you need to pop out of your cave and onto 
Twitter. 
 
-- Cooking Light considers these the Top 100 Cookbooks of the Last 25 Years. 
 
-- Here are 26 Tips for Writing Great Blog Posts. Try not to get overwhelmed – if 
you take away a few, it’s better than nothing. 
 
- About to launch a book? Congrats. Here’s a piece on How to Be an Indie 
Bookseller’s Dream. 
 
-- Ever stop to figure out what it costs to have a recipe-based blog? This blogger 
did.  



 
-- Here’s a giant list of links from the Hungry Australian: Useful Tips for New, 
Emerging and Aspiring Food Bloggers. 
 
-- Couldn't attend the Roger Smith Cookbook Conference in February? Some 
panels appear online.  
 
-- May 31 is the deadline to apply for scholarships from the Culinary Historians of 
New York, for grants to be used to support research, conference attendance, or 
other activities related to the applicant’s proposed project.  
 
 
========== 
Just for Fun 
========== 
 
 -- The Inevitable Sh*t Agents and Editors Say (YouTube Video). Hilarious. 
 
-- When Mom Goes Viral, a piece about an 85-year old restaurant reviewer. 
When asked about scrolling through thousands of Facebook and Twitter 
comments to read what people said about her writing style, she countered, “I'm 
working on my Sunday column and I’m going to play bridge this afternoon, so I 
don’t have time to read this crap.” Refreshing. 
 
-- A fresh way to make guacamole. You’ve never seen this recipe before, I 
promise. 
 
 
==================== 
Events You Might Enjoy 
==================== 
 
At the end of last year I compiled a huge list of upcoming conferences of interest 
to food bloggers, food historians, and writers. Check it out to see an astonishing 
number of conferences and workshops in 2012. There’s also the Southern Food 
Writing Conference, which coincides with a biscuit festival. That’s tough to resist. 
 

* * * 

Please forward this newsletter to anyone you think might be interested. All 
previous issues are archived on my website. There’s a place to sign up for this 
newsletter as well.  

To change your email address or unsubscribe, please email me: dj@diannej.com 

I will not rent, trade or sell your email address to anyone for any reason. 



Happy Spring, 

Dianne 


