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The voice that brings books to life 
Karl Schmidt has been enriching lives with 'Chapter a Day' for years 

T be first time I heard Karl Schmidt, I was tun
ing in the rickety old radio that stood buried 

under a layer of dust and cobwebs in the corner of 
the barn. I was dialing for some uptown beat to get 
me through the layers of mud caked upon my horse, 
but instead came upon a rich, animated voice that 
laced the lazy fall morning with intrigue and sus· 

pe;~dt was Mo...di~oltl, Wi-;CDA.s•vt 
reading a mys
tery novel. 

Not · just 
reading._ but 
casting· a spell 
over his "Chap
ter a Day" lis-

Patrice 
WENDLING 

teners with an ~.!i~)McMedia 
ensemble of <Y• s('OI-\S!". · 
characters that ~~:.::~---------
seemed as real 
and alive as anything I'd heard on the morning news. 

It didn't matter that a man was taking on the role 
of a frightened housewife ready to crack under po
lice interrogation or that I knew not who the stiff 
was hiding under the coroner's sheet. By the time I 
reached the dark bay hide of my horse, I was booked. 

Wisconsin Public Radio listeners have been tuning 
in to Schmidt, 66, and "Chapter a Day" each week· 
day since 1981. It airs at noon on WERN/ FM 88.7 
and at 1 p.m. on WHA/ AM 970 and is repeated on 
both stations at 10:30 p.m. The program itself can be 
traced back to 1928 arid is considered by some to be 
the oldest continuous radio show in the country. 

Schmidt, a childhood soap opera actor, originallyj 
appeared on the long-running show in the 1940s 
while be wa,s a University of Wisconsin student 
studying labor economics. Childhood memories of 

family members standing firm on bt>th sides of a 
Massillion, Ohio, union picket line carved the path 
for his bachelor's degree, but it wu the lure of wort· 
ing at the pioneering WHA/ AM 970 that brought bJm 
'to Madison. 

College was interrupted by World War II, which 
Schmidt spent in the Dutch East Indies, New Guinea 
and the Philippines building radio stations and an· 
nouncing for Armed Services Radio. 

The '50s found the wiry Schmidt doing on-air stints 
with WIBA and then-WKOW radio, picking up a mas· 
ter's degree in speech and working his way through 
New York's radio smorgasbord. 

There was a quick fling with television in the early 
'60s, directing such local TV kids shows as "Mr. Lis· 
ter and his Friends" and Bob Homme's "The 
Friendly Giant." But, as Schmidt readily admits, "I 
was a radio person from the beginning. I came back 
to radio with great joy. 

"Television requires so many people around you to 
produce something. There ·is so much that can go 
wrong. It was frightening. I lite more control over 
my wort so if something goes wrong I can blame 
myself, or if it goes well I know it was my doing." 

It is this same independence that keeps "Chapter a 
· Day" a state treasure rather than a national com· 
modlty. 

"I don't bother to sell it nationally because a bit of 
the freedom I've got would be lost," be says. "It 
would be, 'Oh, California won't take this or s0 and so 
won't like that.' Why else be in this business if not for 
the freedom? It's certainly not the money." 

Although Scbinidt managed WHA and the Wiscon· 
sin Educational FM Network throughout much of the 
late 1HO.. perhaps his greatest creative success 

came with his role as crea tor of 
the nationally renowned "Ear
play." Modeled after the serious, 
cultural radio dramas common to 
England, Germany and Canada, 
the radio drama project began in 
1971 with a $150,000 grant from 
the Corporation for Public Broad
casting. In its 10-year existence, 
its budget tripled and plays origi· 
nally commissioned for "Earplay" 
by such writers as Edward Albee 
and Archibald MachLeish were 
being snatched up for broadcast in 
Europe. 

"Earplay" ran out of funding in 
1981. Schmidt says it was the vic
tim of a set of complicated cir· 
cumstances, including a dramatic 
cut iri national funding for public 
radio, a dearth of quality writers 
at the time and a focus that con
centrated too heavily on bringing 
new works along at the expense of 
airing the classics and serials. 

"It was not a crushing blow 
when it stopped," he says, "almost 
a relief. It was a project that had 
failed in its major goal to main· 
tain radio drama, but it didn't fail 

Karl Schmidt, at work at Wisconsin 
Public Radio. tr;xt t.otdii~IJ-ed 
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in the sense of providing a land-
mark that I hope may be used in 
the future. It was the first time in 
this country that an opportunity 
came to do continuing, quality 
drama on radio and in that respect 
it succeeded. We did do quality 
radio. • 

"The project came to an end be
cause of the change in emphasis in 
NPR programming from a mix of 
cultural and news and public af
fairs programs to an emphasiS of 
almost exclusively news and pub
lic affairs." 

'Others took note of the series 
and Schmidt's work and rewarded 
him with a Peabody Award, the 
National Public Radio Distin
guished Service Award and the 
first Prix Italia to ever be given to 
an American radio broadcaster. 

Although officially retired, the 
father of five spends counUess 
hours each week preparing for 
"Chapter a Day." Stacks of poten
tial books clutter· the desk in his 
tiny Vilas Hall office - it's only a 
fraction of those he says he contin-
ually sorts through with the help ) 
of his wife. Jo. (lfc to v-t. r..audcd Lb4Ak 
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