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Malcolm Reiss, Editor, Fiction House Magazines
Editing was not the first job of Malcolm Reiss, editor of the Fiction House group of magazines. Nor was it his second job, nor even his third. Reiss tried his hand at a number of things, including writing, before he landed in the editor’s chair in the huge building at 461 Eighth Avenue, New York City, in which Fiction House is located. While still in college, Reiss signed on with the Southern Pacific and in the next year or two worked as a surveyor in Arizona, Oregon and the lava country of northern California. This was the West’s last spurt of the railroad-building era.

His next job was checking stock in a San Francisco department store. This was the store’s theoretical method of training advertising department prospects, but he has always suspected it was that establishment’s simple way of discouraging future copy writers.

After that he did troubleshooting for a mercantile laundry and linen supply outfit. The work was pleasant. He drove a high Model T roadster that was forever losing a rear wheel on San Francisco’s perpendicular hills, and he argued with people in all sorts of places, all the way from Chinatown to Redwood City.

But about this time he began to grow restless, so he joined several other young Californians and they headed eastward for the gold fields of New York. He had never done much writing, with the exception of some humorous stuff while at Stanford, but that didn’t seem important at the time. He registered in Mabel Robinson’s course in juvenile writing at Columbia University and set to work. It was one of the wisest things he had ever done, for the instruction, the criticism and the work habits proved invaluable.

His confidence in his ability to become a literary success within a year was not shared by Charles Norris, who was something of a godfather to the California contingent. One night at dinner Norris spoke to Alfred A. Kopf, and the next day he sent Reiss to see the publisher. Knopf reluctantly offered Reiss a job, and Reiss as reluctantly accepted.

For a year and a half Reiss worked as a layout man in the advertising department of Knopf, and then he left to go to Fiction House. During the next year he edited several magazines, Northwest, Lariat and Action Stories among them.

About this time the serial he had started in Miss Robinson’s class sold to Boys’ Life [Raiders of the Malpais, April-July 1933]. On the strength of this Reiss and his wife sailed for Europe. Spain was inexpensive so they went there first, stopping for many months in Majorca, then rambling on into North Africa and back through Spain and France and finally into the Austrian Tyrol to try the skiing.
The day that Hitler came into power the Reisses arrived in Munich and they awoke the next morning to look from their hotel window on the Obelisk Platz onto the famous—or infamous—Brown House across the square.

Magazine sales had been rather sparse, and during a long rainy sojourn in a Basque fishing village Mrs. Reiss started two stories. The first she sold to the Saturday Evening Post and the second to the Ladies’ Home Journal under her maiden name, Lucia Alzamora. Eventually the pair hopped a Norwegian freighter out of Rotterdam and returned home by way of Panama, Ecuador and California.

Once back home, Malcolm Reiss’s writing picked up. Rogers Terrill, of Popular Publications, started him on a series of Westerns. Boys’ Life bought several stories, and finally he clicked with Collier’s.

About this time Jack Byrne, the editor of Fiction House, went to Munsey to manage Argosy and a number of other of that firm’s magazines. So Reiss returned to Fiction House to take his place. At that period, back in 1936, the magazine market was slow and Reiss expected he would have plenty of time to write. However, the current caught Fiction House and the company began to step up many of its issues. From then on there was no such thing as spare time.

In many ways, editing has proved more interesting to Reiss than writing. An editor has all of the pleasure and none of the pain, he says. He examines the mistakes of others without worrying about making them himself. He can sketch story ideas without having to bother about the details. He occasionally has the fun of doctoring a lame story with good possibilities after its writer is thoroughly fed up and discouraged with the thing.

The basic policy on Fiction House magazines, which include Action Stories, Frontier, North West Romances, Wings, Lariat, Two Complete Detective Books, Planet Stories, Jungle Stories, Baseball Stories, Detective Book Magazine, Football Stories, Football Action and All America Football has not changed greatly from that day, many years ago, when Action Stories was shining new on the newsstands.

Speed and action are still prime requisites, as they are in most kinds of entertainment. A story that drags at the beginning will probably never get beyond the first reader’s littered desk.

But character has come to play a more and more important part even in stories of rapid-fire adventure. Many of the outstanding action story writers have always been great exponents of character, Reiss points out, giving Walt Coburn and George Bruce as examples. The adventure stories he publishes have grown beyond the fashion of tall yarns until they are now tales of real people who act and talk the way men really do.

The length and style of story at Fiction House is pretty much the same throughout its entire string, with the possible exception of Wings and Jungle Stories. Wings uses nothing but air-war novelettes, running from 10,000 to 20,000 words. Jungle Stories consistently starts with a 30,000-word Ki-Gor story, so that the main demand is mostly for unusual African short stories and short novelettes.

Action and Lariat have been feeling a dearth of first-rate Westerns, the kind that carry the pungent odor of leather and sage and gunsmoke. This is particularly true in the intermediate lengths, 8000 to 12,000-worders.

Frontier, which specializes in stories of the pioneer West, has never had any difficulty in getting good, convincing and colorful yarns except on its favorite period—covered-wagon days. Reiss is a pushover for Conestogas.

North West Romances is a wide open market for stories with rich flavor of Alaska and the Canadian northwest. Reiss prefers these stories to sidestep current events and the war, for he doesn’t want to destroy the wilderness appeal. Two Complete Detective Books and Detective Book magazines use only full-length mysteries that have already appeared in book form.

Except for Fight Stories, the sports magazines, Football Stories, All American Football, Football Action and Baseball Stories are seasonal. The football magazines will be buying again in April, and Baseball Stories will be open at about the same time. Fight is overbought at present.

Payment on all the magazines is 1¢ a word, on acceptance.
As most these magazines are rather specialized, the question of whether or not to bring in the war hardly enters the picture. Wings, of course, is all modern air-war. Action occasionally uses one war story. Lariat none. Planet is adventures on other worlds, and would like fewer stories of discouraging wars to come. All the sports magazines like a well-done story with a war locale.
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