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By TOM McNICHOL

TIME was — say, two months ago — when typing the
phrase “miserable failure” into the Google search
box produced an unexpected result: the White

House’s official biography of President George W. Bush.
But now the president has a fight on his hands for the

top ranking — from former President Jimmy Carter, Sen-
ator Hillary Rodham Clinton and the author-filmmaker
Michael Moore. 

The unlikely electoral battle is being waged through
“Google bombing,” or manipulating the Web’s search en-
gines to produce, in this case, political commentary. Un-
like Web politicking by other means, like hacking into
sites to deface or alter their message, Google bombing is a

group sport, taking advantage of the Web-indexing inno-
vation that led Google to search-engine supremacy. 

The perpetrators succeed by recruiting a small group
of accomplices to link from their Web sites to a target site
using specific anchor text (the clickable words in a link).
The more high-traffic sites that link a Web page to a par-
ticular phrase, the more Google tends to associate that
page with the phrase — even if, as in the case of the presi-
dent’s official biography, the term does not occur on the
destination site. 

“I’m actually surprised how easy it was to do,” said
the mastermind of the Bush effort, George Johnston, 46, a
computer programmer in Bellevue, Wash., who writes a
liberal-leaning Web log called Old Fashioned Patriot
(oldfashionedpatriot.blogspot.com). “It took about six
weeks to get Bush’s biography as the No. 1 result. I had no

idea when I started that I’d get people all over the world
involved.”

Google bombing has quickly become an armchair
sport among those who have a message to broadcast and
perhaps a bit too much time on their hands. For nearly a
year, the No. 1 search result on Google for the term
“weapons of mass destruction” has been a satirical Web
page made to resemble an error message that reads,
“These Weapons of Mass Destruction Cannot Be Dis-
played.” 

The Liberty Round Table, a libertarian group, started
a Google bomb that linked the Center for Science in the
Public Interest, a nutrition advocacy group, with the term
“food Nazis.” (As a follow-up, the group is trying to make
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By SETH SCHIESEL

SHORTLY after Phish, the improvisational rock
band, finished its New Year’s Eve concert at Amer-
ican Airlines Arena in Miami, perhaps a couple of

hundred people remained at play in the private suites that
lined the hall. Brad G. Serling, as big a Phish fan as they
come, joined them briefly but soon had to depart for the
bowels of the arena.

“Everyone’s making plans to go party, and here I am
making plans to go to the production office,” said Mr. Ser-
ling, 31. His tone was a bit rueful, but he was certainly not
complaining.

That is because there was no place Mr. Serling, a
Johnny Appleseed of online concert recordings, would
rather go. By 2:30 a.m., he later recounted, he had the en-
tire concert on his iPod, courtesy of the band’s sound engi-
neer. At 4:30 a.m., he was back at his hotel in South Beach,
transferring the more than two gigabytes of audio files to
one of the three laptop computers he had brought along.

Later in the day, from a hotel with a faster Internet
link, he uploaded the concert files to the Internet. And so,
by the morning of Jan. 2, Phish fans worldwide could pay

$11.95 to download the New Year’s Eve concert from Live
Phish Downloads (www.livephish.com), a site run jointly
by the band and Mr. Serling’s company, Nugs.net.

Mr. Serling had also joined forces with three less-
prominent bands — the Radiators, the String Cheese Inci-
dent and Yonder Mountain String Band — to post record-
ings of their own New Year’s concerts at another site,
LiveDownloads (www.livedownloads.com).

As other technology companies scramble to match
the success of Apple’s online music store, iTunes, which
sells songs for 99 cents each, a different online-music
economy is emerging around the sale of recordings of live
performances — often with no restrictions on how they
can be played or shared. 

Since it was established in late 2002, Live Phish
Downloads, which now offers audio files for about 50
Phish concerts, has generated more than $2.25 million in
sales. Its success has helped prompt a new look at the po-
tential for bands to become their own distributors online.

And on Tuesday, Coran Capshaw, manager of the
Dave Matthews Band, said the group had agreed to set up
a downloading site with Nugs.net. While other bands fol-
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And the Band Played On, Online
Seeing Payday, Not Piracy, Musicians Put Concert Recordings on the Web 
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REACHING OUT The Dave Matthews Band in concert. The
group says it will soon sell its live concert recordings online. Continued on Page 7
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THE assumption of many providers of high-
speed Internet service today is that you
are a power user; that is, you don’t need

any help. You manage your e-mail with a free
service like Hotmail or Yahoo, or know how to
set up a POP3 account in Outlook. 

You already have software to protect you
from hackers, viruses and spyware. You have a
working knowledge of Photoshop (or at least
Photoshop Elements) and you share pictures
with family members at Ofoto. Google is your re-
search hub, you download movie trailers at
QuickTime.com, and you may even subscribe to
a streaming music service like Rhapsody.
You’re a Net veteran, and all you require of your
service provider is an always-on connection to a

fat Internet pipeline.
If you don’t feel all that savvy,

AOL and MSN sympathize with you.
They suggest that although you have
graduated to broadband, you might
still need the full online-service soft-
ware package you used in your dial-
up days. Both companies have intro-
duced software-and-service pack-
ages known as “bring your own ac-
cess” — geared mainly toward Win-
dows users, and offered at a lower monthly fee
than their dial-up plans — to complement high-
speed Internet access. 

Of course, since neither company has been
able to master a broadband service offering, this

could be seen as a last-ditch effort by
the dial-up superpowers to hang on
to their subscribers. Still, like AOL 9
for Broadband before it, the new
MSN Premium service is good for
something.

MSN’s developers wanted to ad-
dress the problems of sharing photos
online and keeping your computer
secure. With its $10-a-month super-
charged browser, MSN Premium

bundles firewall and anti-virus protection from
McAfee, a photo editing package, Picture It Ex-
press and Library. Online services include ac-
cess to the Encarta online encyclopedia and
Microsoft’s Money Plus, including Bill Pay. Also

thrown in is Outlook Connector, which lets Out-
look users check their MSN mail and transfer
calendar entries easily between Outlook and
MSN. Subscribers to Verizon’s and Qwest’s
broadband services receive the MSN Premium
service at no additional charge.

Even without the noticeably missing MSN
Radio Plus, with its original audio programming
(an extra $30 a year), it’s quite a package, al-
though the same or similar programs may al-
ready be installed on your family PC or a part of
your well-trodden path through the World Wide
Web. As nice as it is to have an anti-virus guard
that doesn’t suddenly expire (as those that come

For Those in the Fast Lane, MSN Tries to Smooth the Way 
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lowing a similar model have focused
on selling concert recordings, the
Dave Matthews Band intends to be-
gin in March by selling downloads of
its album catalog, to be followed
shortly by sales of concert record-
ings. (RCA, the band’s record com-
pany, is to receive part of the pro-
ceeds from the sale of albums
online.)

Even Phish’s record company,
Elektra, which receives a small cut
of the Live Phish Downloads pro-
ceeds, has embraced the band’s
online marketing of its music. 

“We always thought it would be
nice for there to be a happy medium
where the band gets more involved
with the fans, and this seems to us to
be a perfect way to do it,” Brian C.
Cohen, Elektra’s senior vice presi-
dent for marketing, said in a tele-
phone interview. “It gives the fans
access to officially sanctioned re-
cordings. It conditions the fans to not
expect to get these things for nothing,
and I personally think it’s a model,
both for the record business and for
bands, whether signed or not, to
make money from valuable content
and at the same time seed the rela-
tionship in a very positive way with
the fans.”

One way that selling downloads
appeals to fans is by offering music
files that are not crippled by limita-
tions on where and how many times
the file can be copied. Such so-called
Digital Rights Management systems
are used by many traditional online
music stores. But most of the bud-
ding concert download sites, includ-
ing Live Phish Downloads, sell un-
restricted files.

“The No. 1 issue that most of the
music industry has wrong is
D.R.M.,’’ Mr. Serling said in an inter-
view last week at his home in Los An-
geles. “Why make it harder for peo-
ple to buy your product? The answer
is fear, and you have to get over the
fear. What would you do if you
walked into Tower Records to buy
the new Dave Matthews Band CD
and the guy behind the counter said:
‘Here’s your CD. It’s $18, but you can
only listen to it in your den on one
stereo. You can’t take it to the car.
You can’t put it on your iPod.’ You
would laugh at him and walk out,
right? It’s the same thing here.’’

“I don’t live in a fantasy world,” he
added. “I know we’re getting ripped
off left and right by people copying
our files. But people who are intent
on ripping you off are going to rip you
off no matter what you do. All we can
do it make it easier for the vast ma-
jority of people who want to do the
right thing.”

However compelling that argu-
ment, Mr. Capshaw said the Dave
Matthews Band had not decided
whether its online offerings, particu-
larly its albums, would be copy-pro-
tected or unrestricted. (For its part,
Phish recently gave would-be pirates
a new incentive to do the right thing,
announcing that it was donating its
profits from Live Phish Downloads
to a nonprofit group supporting mu-
sic education for children.)

Other bands, too, are being drawn
to the model. In November, the hard-
rock band Primus began Primus-
Live (www.primus.com) with a com-
pany called BackOfficeMusic. Last
month, the guitarist Steve Kimock
started a live-concert download store
in partnership with a new New Jer-
sey company called DigitalSound-
board (www.digitalsoundboard.net). 

A year ago Pearl Jam began offer-
ing downloads of live shows to fans
who also bought a CD of that concert.
Now, the band also offers concert re-
cordings through iTunes, though only
song by song. 

But even as other bands and other
companies get into the concert-down-
loading game, Mr. Serling is the sec-
tor’s youthful godfather.

Growing up near Philadelphia, Mr.
Serling became a serious fan of the
classic rock of the 1960’s and 1970’s.
By 1990, when he entered Cornell, he
was regularly taping Grateful Dead
concerts in the area that the band set
aside for noncommercial tapers —
and meeting like-minded fans
through the Internet-based interest
groups known as Usenet. 

At that time, trading Grateful
Dead tapes was an arduous experi-
ence, often conducted by mail, and
there was one big problem: sound
quality. “People have all of these sub-
jective ratings for their tapes and
someone’s like, ‘Oh this is an A+,’ but
then you get it and it sounds horri-
ble,” Mr. Serling said. “So I thought it
would be great to put up clips from
the tapes so you know what you’re
getting.”

Given the bandwidth limitations of
the early 1990’s, that was a chal-
lenge, but by 1994 Mr. Serling had
posted some audio clips from his col-
lection to a computer server set up
for Grateful Dead fans. And so the
seeds of Nugs.net were planted.

After college, Mr. Serling went to
work in a new kind of business —
Web design and consulting — where
his company did not mind his using
the corporate bandwidth. In 1995, he

started offering RealAudio streams
of shows. In 1997, he bought the Nugs
.net domain — short for nuggets —
and in 1999 began offering MP3
tracks that could be downloaded and
replayed. 

Meanwhile, Mr. Serling continued
to collect and post concert record-
ings of bands that allowed taping. By
June 2000, fans were downloading
500,000 MP3 files a month from Nugs
.net, from bands including the Grate-
ful Dead, Phish and the String
Cheese Incident. The demand was
met with the bandwidth of Mr. Ser-
ling’s new employer, CinemaNow,
for which he became chief technol-
ogy officer. 

When Nugs.net hit that mark, Mr.
Serling said, “that was when I saw
that there was enough interest to
make a business out of it” — in other
words, to begin selling recordings, if

permission could be obtained. 
Around the same time, the same

idea appeared to occur to music ex-
ecutives, including John Paluska,
Phish’s manager. “We became
aware of Nugs.net in particular as a
very well-run and successful fan site
that had both a lot of shows, high-
quality shows and, even more than
that, high reliability and customer
satisfaction, even though it was just
a fan site,” Mr. Paluska recalled in a
telephone interview. “So we started
looking around and asking, ‘Who’s
running this site?’ ”

The result was a collaboration be-
tween Phish and Mr. Serling called
Live Phish Downloads, established in
December 2002, which now posts live
recordings of every Phish concert
for sale within 48 hours. Profits are
divided between the band and Nugs
.net on undisclosed terms.

Last summer, when it was clear
that Nugs.net had made the leap
from fan site to business and that
Mr. Serling had made the leap from
Johnny Appleseed to commercial
farmer, he quit his job at Cinema-
Now.

Now, from a spacious house in the
Hollywood Hills, with a microwave
antenna pointed at a receiver some-
where in the flatlands below, Mr. Ser-
ling is just trying to stay ahead of his
new competitors. In addition to a
deal with the Dave Matthews Band,
Nugs.net has reached a broader
agreement with Musictoday, a com-

pany run by Mr. Capshaw that pro-
vides Internet services to more than
250 other bands, including Metallica
and the Rolling Stones.

Musictoday already offers serv-
ices like Web stores, ticketing and
fan club support to its artist clients.
Now, Musictoday will also offer
those bands a downloading service
powered by Mr. Serling’s operation.
For Nugs.net, the Musictoday deal is
meant to expose the company to hun-
dreds of bands without having to hire
dozens of salespeople.

“Hopefully this deal can help us get
to the next level,” Mr. Serling said.

Until now, most bands that have
embraced selling concert recordings
are best known for their improvisa-
tional live performances, not studio
albums. Mr. Serling acknowledges
that his distribution model might not
appeal to every musical act — at
least until there is more evidence of
potential profits.

For now, though, after years of
running Nugs.net as a labor of love,
Mr. Serling feels as if he is living a
fantasy. In addition to the pay sites,
Nugs.net still offers dozens of con-
certs free, in both streaming and
downloadable formats.

“This is what I would be doing even
if there were no LivePhish.com,” Mr.
Serling said. “I would be out there as
a taper with my recording deck and
making files and putting them up on
Nugs.net. It’s nice to be able to do the
same thing and also pay the rent.”
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By offering online concert
downloading, bands hope
both to make money and
nurture their ties to fans.

UPLOADING Brad
Serling has gone
from taping con-
certs to selling
downloaded re-
cordings online
through his com-
pany, Nugs.net.

PROFITS The
group Phish, be-
low, offers audio
files for about 50
of its concerts
through a venture
with Nugs.net.

THOSE accustomed to down-
loading individual songs as
MP3 files may be in for a jolt

if they try downloading complete
concerts. The files are, of course, a
lot bigger.

If you don’t have a high-speed
connection, be prepared to give
your computer and phone line over
to downloading overnight (at
least).

And get ready to learn some new
technical lingo. Many of the new
concert-download sites offer two
file formats, MP3 and FLAC.

MP3 is known as a lossy com-
pression format. That means that
if a standard audio file is com-
pressed to MP3 and then re-ex-
panded for burning onto a stand-
ard CD, the resulting file is not an
exact copy of the original: audio
information has been permanently
lost.

FLAC (short for free lossless au-
dio compressor-decompressor), on

the other hand, is lossless. If a
standard audio file is compressed
to FLAC, the resulting file is not as
small as an MP3, but when re-ex-
panded it should be an exact copy
of the original file. Audiophiles pre-
fer lossless compression formats,
but those files are bigger and take
longer to download.

For instance, Phish concerts at
Live Phish Downloads generally
take up three CD’s once uncom-
pressed (about 2 gigabytes, or 2
billion bytes of information). In
MP3, the same concert would occu-
py only about 150 megabytes and
take about 20 minutes to download
over a 1-megabit broadband con-
nection, or about six hours over a
56-kilobit dial-up link.

In FLAC, the show might occupy
900 megabytes.

Because lossless files are bigger,
concert downloading sites general-
ly charge more for them. Live
Phish Downloads, for instance,

generally charges $9.95 for the
MP3 version of a concert and
$12.95 for FLAC. (The New Year’s
Eve concert costs more because it
occupies four CD’s.)

Here are a few sites that sell
downloads of concert recordings,
generally for about $10 for an MP3
version and $13 for a higher-quali-
ty format.

www.livephish.com About 50 Phish
concerts, as well as side projects
by band members. 
www.livedownloads.com A few
shows from the Radiators, the
String Cheese Incident and Yonder
Mountain String Band. 
www.primuslive.com A collection of
30 Primus concerts. 
digitalsoundboard.net Perform-
ances by Steve Kimock and a re-
cital by Palisades Virtuosi, a clas-
sical ensemble.
pearljam.com Links to song-by-song
downloads from the Apple iTunes
store.

Listening In

Downloading a Copy of the Concert You Missed

Cellphone ‘Dead Spots’
To the Editor:

Re “On the Rails: Rolling Without
Roaming’’ (Jan. 15), on cellphone
coverage along the Amtrak route
from New York to Washington: 

I used to manage 80 salespeople in
20 markets spread throughout the
United States. Because of different
coverage patterns for each major
city, we were at a complete loss in
deciding what cellphones and what
service providers to choose. 

The providers offered biased rec-
ommendations — and not one bit of
scientific information about their ac-
tual coverage patterns versus offer-
ings from competitors. So we were
forced to allow each of the markets
to investigate and purchase the serv-
ice plan based on what they could
learn about coverage for their cities.
After a few weeks, in some markets
we were dissatisfied with the region-
al coverage. This required changing
providers in a number of cases.

Like most managers, I am not a
technology expert and must rely on
others for recommendations. De-
tailed coverage information is col-

lected by cellphone companies; it
should be available so users can
make informed purchases.

GREG OTTERSBACH
Phoenix
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To the Editor:

“On the Rails: Rolling Without
Roaming’’ (Jan. 15) raises a prob-
lem that continues to plague consum-
ers: there is no way to find out what
cellphone service is good where. The
Federal Communications Commis-
sion must get into the game by com-
piling data on dead spots and service
complaints. 

Consumers need help comparing
services, and better disclosure is the
way. If the F.C.C. doesn’t do it, Con-
gress should require it.

ANTHONY WEINER
House of Representatives

Washington
The writer, a New York Democrat,

is the author of the Cell Phone Serv-
ice Disclosure Act, a proposed bill
that would require the F.C.C. to track
complaints about the quality of cell-
phone service and report regularly
on the matter to Congress.

Potato Chip Mania
To the Editor:

Re “How Do They Fry Thee?
Count the Ways’’ (Jan. 15), on potato
chips in all their variations: Back
where I come from in India, we have
what you might call chiperies, just as
you have bakeries here. Some of the
good ones make chips from all sorts
of fruits and vegetables, including
and not limited to bananas, plain-
tains, cassavas, jackfruit, etc.

Also, if you ever visit India, you
may want to check out the local fla-
vors offered in the Lay’s and Ruffles
brands. My favorites include chaat
masala and pudina (mint). 

Explore! JESHWANTH JAKKA
New York

Let There Be L.E.D.’s
To the Editor:

Re “Let There Be L.E.D.’s’’ (Jan.
8) on light-emitting diodes as a sub-
stitute for incandescent bullbs:

The Canadian nonprofit Light Up
the World Foundation (www
.lightuptheworld.org) uses L.E.D.’s
to bring light to homes in the devel-

oping world, replacing kerosene
lamps which otherwise cause pollu-
tion, reduce the life span of inhabit-
ants and damage the environment. 

These one-watt L.E.D.’s are pow-
ered by solar energy or sometimes
even by bicycles in rural areas far
off any power grid. While they are
not as glamorous as a fancy London
loft, thousands of residences on earth
were lighted by L.E.D.’s prior to the
work of the designer Marcel Jean
Vos described in the article.

Nonprofit organizations can affect
many people far more fundamental-
ly than self-promotional designers
can. To quote Mr. Vos as saying that
L.E.D.’s are “only for the rich and fa-
mous” belittles the impact that
emerging technologies can have on
people’s lives. BEN AUSTIN

New York
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