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Tur present century has sen the rapid extension of five in-
venisons — s%, il vou count the combe-sirip — all of which offer
pleasant temptations towards a life of easy illiteracy. These
devices, g.;l,.:-]ﬂn-.m-. |_'|i,q'_'|.|.E||'||11||7I cinemn, rlio and television,
all affer sral and visual means of expression as sobstitutes for
the };,]-iﬂ:r\-d page, ana it is in fact an irony of our time that they
have meade it -|-_uc||5i_1_-.||_- fog moidern man to ran hus I'Jl.m'n:::, |:r'.|jr.lg,'
hiks belsare, expand his social 1ife and even to be in some sart of
degree adult and educated without the tirsome necessity of
having to read or write & word,

I do not suppose ilsaf, thirty years ago, the founders: of
Reader's Digest had any idea of counteracting such tendencies.
They may well, in fact, kave tnken an entirely opposiie WiCW.
It is possille that they saw before them a vast new literacy,
expanding and unsatisfied. They may well have reasoaed thit
ns this hiteracy inceeased so the pomber of books published
wrld alws increase, with the penlt that man might choke
himself to death with words. They may also have reasoned that
the shape of the new century would be a bewildering kaleidi-
seope of new distractions, of which in fct film and radio were
already part. Man would not anly have mare to read but les
and bes time in which o read it He would be like a person
entering a restanrant for o snack funch and finding himselD
confronted with o table croweded wath badf a thousand hara
d'euvres, Somebody would have to help kim seleet the tastizss
sk for himeekfand perhaps, in doing s - who knows? = whet
his appetite for more,

Whether this was sooor nat it seens to me that, at the el of
this thirty vears, Reader's Sigerd might well claim that far every
reader Bl and radio amd welevision bave killed or merely
anesthetised, it hos created or kept alive another. The coniury
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indeed turn out to be widely )
the time, hideowly distracti » uneasily and, for about half
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y . more leisure 1o
Tﬂlﬂﬂmpm,mﬁﬂhmjuﬁlﬂh;:.ﬂwﬁ :

m appetite i iﬂllllunvmm. He wants to know more
about himself; he wants to know still more about his neighbours:
above all he hungers to know more about the affaars of the
Famous, the notorious, the aristocratic, the odd, the crazy, the
and the purely miraculous among his fellow
and present, in worlds that he knows and
haa never a hnpr of knowing. '||-"|"E|_T i
at Geuysburg? How did the Titawie sink?
to be a young healthy girl one minute and
on a foreign hillside the next? What is genius?
really kill you? And what exactly is the Gull
a3 the novel i in rra|i.t:..' a highl}' refined [orm
~ which is perhaps why the larger proportion of its
are women - a0 Reader's [hgest, the forerunner of so
many followers, has existed to serve man's insatiable curiosity
about other people. In effect it is probably the handiest,
best-edited, and most catholic gosip-column in the world.
Meoreover, it differs from all other gossip-columns in that it has
a philosophy, and it is that, [ think, which is the secret of its
character
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In the present selection of its better pieces, taken from its first
thirty years, | have two favourites, neither of them concerning
people. The first, which I have read many times before reading
it again here, is the piece on Krakatoa - that fantastic and
unearthly volcanic blow-up in 1883 that sent waves round the
earth that were recordable eight thousand miles away, and a
column of dust 150,000 feet high that coloured the sunsets of
Paris, London, New York and Cairo for the better part of
another year. The second piece is the one called Lift Up Your
Eyes to Marvel. It concerns the stars we see, the stars
stars we see, the stars we don't see beyond the stars we don’t
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see beyomd the stars we don't see: a pattern of universes
universes upon universes for which Mis Gertrude Stein's

ping repetitions of phrase seem almost the only possible kind of
description to use. In particular it speaks of & star called Alpha
frrewiis - a body 'so fantastjcally buge that if it were in the
position of our sun it would engulf the sun and extend beyond
the orbit of MMar!®

Those readens who, like me, grow occasionally tired of hew

media of illiteracy, new demonstrations of atomic power and in
particular of that specious catch-phrase of our time, ‘the end of
civilisation as we know it°, will find, 1 think, a good deal of
satisfaction in these pieces, both an expression of the Dipent
philosophy. They will like in particolar the eharacters that
appcar towards the end of the Krakatoa story, most expecially
the Spider. To the Krakatoa story the Spider is as the dove was
to- the story of the Ark. I will not spoil the reader’s Mensure by
anticipating or by saying why or how, T will umply say: ponder
the spider. The entrance of that tiny creature into the world of
Krakatoa scems to me as histarically, emotionally and spiritually
dramatic as almost anything [ ever read. When you have read
it yoti will get, 1 think, a clearer perspective on little things like
Bikini, on great things like Alpha Herculis and on altogether
unpredictable things like spiders and ourselves,

For the rest, you will find something of everything here,
including Mr Mencken, The piece by Mr Mencken is the
exception to Reader's Digest®s fairly general rule that it does
not print fiction, except those everyday pieces of fetion
Like it Happened om the Subway, which appear in reality to be
modern miracles of fantasy, Mr Mencken came from
which is perhaps why his piece on the relative virility of
American and Hritish English is such a picturesque lie, Many
rraders — especially English readers — may like to amuse them-
selves by blowing a counterblast at Mr Mencken, beginning
with a selection on the American i‘l;
elevator, mortician and franiperiation,
lift, wnderiaker and cerry, together with A 1 .
old-fashioned and new-fushioned ones like soadle and slemmack
and horse-face and whitile-britches and yew'se had it and spao. Who
ever heard of anti i#? Only, 1 assure you, Mr Mencken.
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of God, sdventures, heroics, un-heroics, men, spiders any
Mr Mencken - there is probably not a facet of man and }
extraordinary behaviour that has not at one time or anothe
been discovered by the Reader's Digest microscope and magn
to the pleasure of infinite numbers of readers, in ity .
particular, selective way. This, on second thoughts, simpl
cannot be true. If it were, Reader’s Digest would fald up
shutters tomorrow and the new forces of illiteracy, armouns
with plastic and chromium, might have advanced another
ofF Wi,

I do not think this is likely 1o happen : which is why | suggested,
previously, that you should ponder the spider. For it i my
impreasion that the spader & the most inl.frnl,in; rharacter i
this anthology, and that its editors, like myself, cherish
considerable faith in that creature.

H. K. BATI
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