How to Begin, How to End:
Sample Ledes and Last Lines

While there’s no magical formula for how to begin and end profiles, it can be helpful to see some of the ways
great profile writers dive into their material, and leave a note hanging at the end. Here’s a partial list of
methods to try.

BEGINNINGS…
BEGIN WITH A SKETCH OF YOUR CHARACTER
The Strongest Man in the World
Burkhard Bilger
The giant of Fort Lupton was born, like a cowbird’s chick, to parents of ordinary size. His father, Jay
Shaw, a lineman for a local power company, was six feet tall; his mother, Bonnie, was an inch or so
shorter. At the age of three months, Brian weighed seventeen pounds. At two years, he could grab
his Sit ’n Spin and toss it nearly across the room. In photographs of his grade-school classes, he
always looked out of place, his grinning, elephant-eared face floating like a parade balloon above the
other kids in line. They used to pile on his back during recess, his mother told me—not because they
didn’t like him but because they wanted to see how many of them he could carry. “I just think Brian
has been blessed,” she said. “He has been blessed with size.”

Back From the Suburbs to Run a Patch of Somalia
Jeffrey Gettleman
ABOVE the shimmering horizon, in the middle of a deserted highway, stands an oversize figure
wearing a golf cap, huge sunglasses, baggy jeans, and an iPhone on his hip, not your typical outfit in
war-torn Somalia. But then again, Mohamed Aden, the man waiting in the road, is not your typical
Somali. The instant his guests arrive, he spreads his arms wide, ready for a bear hug.
“Welcome to Adado,” he says, beaming. “Now, let’s bounce.”
Mr. Aden, 37, is part militia commander, part schoolteacher, part lawmaker, part engineer, part
environmentalist, part king — a mind-boggling combination of roles for anyone to play, let alone for
a guy who dresses (and talks) like a rapper and recently moved from Minnesota to Somalia in an
effort to build a local government.
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BEGIN WITH A SURPRISING OR THOUGHT-PROVOKING STATEMENT
In Touch With the Dead and With Life
Robin Finn
Dead people don’t scare her, but living people occasionally do.
“I’m afraid of mankind; I’m not afraid of dead folks,” confessed Concetta Bertoldi, a 55-year-old
Jersey-born psychic and medium who makes a snappy living (check out the snow-white customized
Audi and the devilish red Porsche Boxster in her garage) siphoning messages from the dead, whose
observations don’t alarm her, to the living, whose behaviors often leave her cold.

London Mayoral Race is Transformed
Heather Stewart
Judged by the usual standards, Sophie Walker’s bid to be elected as the next mayor of London is
likely to be a dismal failure – her chances of making it to City Hall are all but non-existent. But the
Women’s Equality party candidate believes she has already succeeded – by transforming the terms
of the debate.

BEGIN BY LOOKING BACK
A Speck in the Sea
Paul Tough
Looking back, John Aldridge knew it was a stupid move. When you’re alone on the deck of a lobster
boat in the middle of the night, 40 miles off the tip of Long Island, you don’t take chances. But he
had work to do: He needed to start pumping water into the Anna Mary’s holding tanks to chill, so
that when he and his partner, Anthony Sosinski, reached their first string of traps a few miles farther
south, the water would be cold enough to keep the lobsters alive for the return trip. In order to get
to the tanks, he had to open a metal hatch on the deck. And the hatch was covered by two 35-gallon
Coleman coolers, giant plastic insulated ice chests that he and Sosinski filled before leaving the dock
in Montauk harbor seven hours earlier. The coolers, full, weighed about 200 pounds, and the only
way for Aldridge to move them alone was to snag a box hook onto the plastic handle of the bottom
one, brace his legs, lean back and pull with all his might.
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BEGIN WITH IMPORTANT BACKGROUND / CONTEXT
The Contestant
Daniel Alarcón
The Peruvian version of the international television game show franchise The Moment of
Truth arrived in Lima in mid-2012. By that time, the program had been produced in dozens of
countries around the world, including the United States, where it aired on Fox in 2008 and 2009. In
Peru, the show was called El Valor de la Verdad (“the value of the truth”), and the format was
essentially the same as it had been everywhere else: A contestant is brought into the station and
asked a set of questions, some banal, some uncomfortable, some bordering on cruel, all while
hooked to a polygraph.

Tracking the Wild Coomba
Rob Cocuzzo
Thirty-five-year-old Doug Coombs was born to be in these mountains. Many considered him the
greatest extreme skier alive, but he would never identify himself as such. Beyond the sheer
immodesty of the claim, Coombs cringed at the term “extreme skiing.” He thought that to popular
culture, extreme skiing conjured images of reckless maniacs hurling their carcasses off cliffs and
playing Russian roulette with the mountain. But that’s not what he was doing here in the Chugach.
No, Coombs was an elite ski mountaineer performing at the highest level of his sport. Skiing these
mountains required pinpoint decision making, incredible athleticism, and superhuman aplomb in the
face of peril. All of which he had in spades.

BEGIN WITH A SPECIFIC MOMENT IN TIME
Secrets of the Magus
Mark Singer
The playwright David Mamet and the theater director Gregory Mosher affirm that some years ago,
late one night in the bar of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Chicago, this happened:
Ricky Jay, who is perhaps the most gifted sleight-of-hand artist alive, was performing magic with a
deck of cards.
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ENDINGS…

END WITH A MEMORABLE QUOTE
Godmother of Soul: Erykah Badu’s expanding musical universe
Kelefa Sanneh
She put on headphones, took off her sneakers, and inched closer to the computer, nodding at
Escobedo. “Open up the mike,” she said. “Let’s see what happens.”

END WITH A PITHY ANSWER TO THE QUESTION YOU SET OUT TO INVESTIGATE
PJ Harvey: a singular talent, she dances to her own tune
Vanessa Thorpe
The large lurking secret could be, that, like many great musicians, PJ Harvey is at her most articulate
when she performs. Being personally elusive is not a gimmick; it is an artistic survival instinct.

END BY PROJECTING INTO THE FUTURE
Scotland’s Poet of the People
Jackie Kay
Kay will take poetry into classrooms, factories and prisons and she will take it out into the street. It is
a great time to be Scottish, but this is a woman who will make it a great time to be writing poetry
too.

END BY COMMENTING ON A QUOTE
Julian Barnes: master of fiction with whole worlds living in his prose
Alex Clark
In an interview with Emma Brockes when the book was published, Barnes described the power of
the photographs: “To look at ourselves from afar, to make the subjective suddenly objective: this
gives us a psychic shock.” It’s a shock to which Barnes’s readers have become happily accustomed
over the years.
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END WITH AN IMAGE
The Teen Whisperer: How the author of “The Fault in Our Stars” built an ardent army of fans.
Margaret Talbot
A smiling girl in a bright-pink shirt introduced herself: “Hi, I’m Brittany. I’m fifteen and I had the
same kind of cancer Gus has, osteosarcoma.” John reached out his arms to give her a virtual hug.
Brittany reached back and said, “You did an amazing job of capturing the fear, the humor, and the
real pain of being a teen-ager with cancer.” Her words echoed something that Hazel writes to Van
Houten: “As a three-year survivor of Stage IV cancer, I can tell you that you got everything right in
‘An Imperial Affliction.’ Or at least you got me right.” Afterward, a teacher wrapped the session up,
and everybody waved. The screen went blank. Green put his head down on his arms and cried.
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