Ch. 5: Magazines: The First of the Specialized Media

CLOSE UP ON HISTORY

Getting to the Point with Reader’s Digest


Dewitt Wallace was the kind of person who was eager to “get to the point.”  Even as a boy he enjoyed editing stories so they could be read quickly without losing what he called “the essence” of the piece.  Wallace was 28 when he was injured in World War I.  While recuperating in a French hospital, he had plenty of time to study the magazines that major publishers had donated for distribution to soldiers, magazines such as The Saturday Evening Post, Vanity Fair and Scribner’s.  Wallace found himself obsessively cutting down the articles in the magazines,  editing them as he read.  He soon came to believe that in the roaring atmosphere of the U.S., where everyone seemed to be both busy and eager for self-improvement, there must be large numbers of people who were in a hurry and would appreciate being able to get to the point quickly.  When he returned to the U.S. he put together a dummy, or sample single copy, from 31 old articles.  When he showed it to New York publishers and bankers, they all told him the same thing: the idea had no possibility of success.


Undaunted, Wallace and his wife Lila began publishing Reader’s Digest out of their New York City apartment.  It specialized in summarizing articles that were informative, well written, and stressed conservative middle class values.  Each was chosen for lasting interest, meaning that it would be worth reading a year later. Readers saw it as a bargain: they were getting the best of dozens of magazines and books, all reduced to a length that could be read on the train ride into work.  Circulation grew and the digest became hugely successful.  By the early 1990s it had an international circulation of more than 28 million in 17 different languages.  Wallace could hardly believe his own success.  Late in life, walking with a visitor across the inner courtyard of his magazine’s huge headquarters plant, he looked around and said in wonder, “Sometimes I can’t believe it all really happened.”

�	Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1938), p. 182.





