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Looking Back

Portrait of the Young Diners
Club as a Publicist’s Dream

Matty Simmons’ story about the origins of the charge card

made great copy. Who cares if it didn't really happen?

here's an olten-writlen tale aboul

the genesis of the charge card that

has all the serendipitous appeal of
[55a¢ Newlon getting conked on the
head by an apple. Citlicorp. which has
owned Diners Club since 1981, repeats
the story at the beginning of a 24-page
booklet that it issued this vear in com-
memoration of the 40th anniversary of
the charge card.

“The businessrran and his guests en-
tereel a popular New York restaurant,
wihich was Bustling with the evening
trade. Their conversation was lvely
and the meals were satisfving. Eventi-
ally the check was presented, and the
businessmarn reached for his wallet, His
fips suddenly rthinned. Frank McNa-
mara reclized that he haed no cash, I
wias 1950, There were no charge cords.
After some discussion, the restaurant
agreed o let Mr. Me "'nrfJ'HIer} pay later
But e resolved never fa be put in this
pasition again. . . Over funch with an
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attarney, MeNamara conceiped the idea
of a charge card,”

Matty Stmmons, who oversaw Diners
Club markeling efforts for its first 17
years, thinks it's quite a compelling story.
But Matty Simmons should. He says he
made it up. That's the way hustling press
agenls used to get newspaper ink—
which proved vital for Diners Club in the
early 1950s, when the multi-use charge
card was unheard of,

“In 1950, press agents had very color-
ful imaginations,” says Simmons.

Simmons was waorking the Broadway
beat as a young publicity man when Me-
Namara asked him to come up to the of-
fices of his credit company in the Empire
State Building. When he amved, McNa-
mara and his lawyer, Ralph E. Schneider,
pulled out a piece of cardboard with
“The Diners Club™ hand-lettered in
seroll. MeMNamara told Simmons of thekr
plan to issue cards that would allow
businessmen to charge their meals al

restaurants all over New York and
receive one monthly bill. The only
hitch, they told Simmons, was that
they knew nothing aboul the res-
taurant business or publicity.

“l told them [ thought it was the
worst idea I'd ever heard,” Sim-
mons recalls today. "'l never
charged anything. In those days,
most peaple didn't”

Simmons walked out, turning
down McNamara and Schneider’s
proposal o join their venture. At
the lime Simmons was 23 and one
of the hottest press agents in town,
He felt he didn't need 1o get invelved in
a harebrained scheme,

Simmons was content with wriling
items for Broadway columnists like Wal-
ter Winchell, whose New York Daily Mir-
ror column was syndicated in about
1,000 papers nationally and whose Sun-
day evening radio broadcast was often
the top-rated program in the country,
Press agents provided rauch of the mate-
rial for Winchell and his brethren. In re-
tum, their clients got free plugs.

“Hall ef the news in Walter Winchell's
column was false,” says Simmons. But
until lelevision brought stars into our liv-
ing rooms and Killed the Broadway
nightlife, a mention by Winchell could
make or break a career.

Simmons was a smooth-talking, glib-
writing Brooklyn kid who did a short
stint as a reporter for the New York
World Telegram & Sun before being
dralted al 18, He served as a non-com,
handling entertainment at Fort Mon-
mouth, NI, where he became {rendly

[!:_

L;ulJ:

wEa L

EXPIRES JUNE 30, 1551

o Ere i

Matly Simmens worked the Brosdway publicily beat before joining Diners Club in the
1950s. The early card—Amorica’s first multi-wse credil card—was made of pressed
cardboard, and the Dimers Club News was conceived as a marketing tool.

with a young singer,
Vic Damone. When
Simmaons was re-
leased from the
Army, he went to
work for Damone's
press agent. After
about five weeks of
banging out funny
lines for the colum-
nists, Simmons fig-
uréd he had the
game down pat and
sel out on his own.
His first account, El
Borracho restau-
rant, nearly doubled
his income: 50
bucks a week plus
dinner

But the Diners
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Diners Club belped pioneer the tie-in ad with
pitches for far-flung restavrants.

Club founders kept calling. “'Finally, real-
ly just to get rid of him,” Simmons says
he ook the job.

It would be a few vears before 5im-
mons gave up his day job 1o join The
Diners Club as executive vice president,
But thanks lo a marketing program that
combined a press agent’s stunts with di-
rect markeling, the card caught on.

“We absolutely ad-libbed everything,
MNone of us had ever done any of these
thing before, so we made things up as
we went along,” says Simmons.

The company now known as Diners
Club was positioned as a prestige service
for businessmen. Simmons says that a
write-up in a business magazine in the
first months resulted in 8000 10 10,000
requests for membership.

*Alter that, the thing ballooned. We got
so successful thal alter a year, we were
about to go out of business," he says,

The problem was one common o en-
trepreneurial ventures: cash flow. Card-
members” payments lagged behind res-
taurants’ demands te setile their
accounts. Diners Club paid East Coast
restaurants out of a West Coast bank—
and vice-versa—Dbul thal only bought a
few days’ time. The decision was made
to charge a $3 up-lront membership fee,
plus an extra dollar for a publicalion
then named Diners Club News. Besides
hoosting capital, the fee eliminated the
deadwood who weren'l using the card
anyway, The fee also, in Simmons’
]— words, “added a little gloss 1o
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membership.™
The publication, which was later re-
named The Diners Clubh Magazine be-
fore becoming Signature, became one
af the company’s imain marketing tools
Under Simmons' editorship, Sigrature
ran-general inlerest articles and humaor
as well as travel pieces and restaurant re-
views. Bul as effective as Signafure may
have been in creating good will with its
cardmembers, its ad pages were even
more effective in wooing new clienls—
such as the Hillon Hotel chain—or in re-
taining disgruntled ones.
“Say somebody wanted 1o drop out,
I'd give them pages in the magazine, and
a page was worlh five or six thousand
dollars,' says Simmons. '] used it as a
pacifier and as a reward, Then it be
came a big money maker, too.”
Key 1o the card's growth—and by

1960 it had 1.25 million members

worldwide—was allracting new
businesses and senvices that would ac-
cept it. Never formally lrained as a sales-
man, Simmaons quickly learmed the prac-
tical use of the domino theory,

“The major thing was breaking the air-
lines,"” Simmons recalls. ' They didn’t
want to lalk. In the late 18505, | got a
lead into Jim Austin al Northeast. | sold
him. | walked oul and weni o a phone
boath in the lobby, 1 called a guy at East-
ern and lold him that I°d just signed
Mortheast, He said, S0 when do you
winl 1o come up 1o see me?”

National followed Eastern, and so on,
Simmons was o use the technique for
rental cars—Budget broke first—as el-
fectively as with the reluctant owners of
restaurants.

Simmons recalls the day in 1963 that
Diners Club issued carnds to all the resi-
dents of Winsted, Conn., pop. 12,000,
The idea was that no cash would be used
in the town for 24 hours. Diners Club to-
day relers to It as n market best; Simmons
wistfully calls it a publicity stunt.

It didn't hurt that the world premiers
of a slapstick comedy called The Man
From Diners Club (starring Danny Kave
and Telly Savalas) was being staged at
the time in Winsted. It didn't help that
the New York newspapers—seven
strong and still a major publicity outlet—
weren't publishing because of a strike,

Simmons, ever-obliging to a journalist
looking for copy, wrobe a front-page edi-
lorial for the overwhelmed editor of the
local newspaper. "CASH DIED TODAY!
the headline screamed. The gist of the
prose was that cash—"the son of Barter,
the adopled child of Trade" —just wasn'l
hip enough for the modemn waorld, The
down-home flavor of the editorial
proved to be the dght hook for national
pPress coverage ]
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| 1970, Putnam published his roman a

Those Magnificent
Men and Their Card

Frank MeNamara unguestionably
conceived the idea for the multi-use
charge card, even if the inspiration
came o him less dramatically than in
the version that Matty Simmons con-
cocted for the press. He cashed oul
of The Diners Club in 1952, when the
company was billing $6 million, and
died in 1957 at age 40,

Department store heir Alfred
Bloomingdale bought in as McNa-
mara exited, bringing along the mem-
bers of Dine and Sign, a credil-cand
business he had started in Los Ange-
les, Ralph E. Schineider, who Sim-
mons says was the “steadying hand™
of the company unlil his death in
1964, was chairman. (“Who do you
think you are, God?” Simmons once
asked Schneider, “In this company, |
am God," Schneider replied.)
Schneider died in 1964, and Bloom:
ingdale, who had been president,
succeeded him as chairman.

Simmons left The Diners Club in
1967 and the next year launched
Weight Watchers Magazine, For a
lime he was the principle owner of
the NBA's San Francisco Warriors. In

clef on the charge-card business, The
Card Castle, and Simmons brought
out the first issue of National Lam-
poon magazine. He went on to pro-
duce movies such as Anfmal House
and the Vacation series starring
Chevy Chase.

American Express, which entered
the charge-card business in 1958,
provided the most lormidable com-
petition to The Diners Clul in the ear-
ly 1960s. Bank-lssued credil cards
with Interchange arrangements broke
the category wide open in the late
19605, During the decade, the com:
pany name was shorlened to Diners
Club, and in 1970 it was sold to Conti-
neital Corp. The card’s luster faded
through the 1970s until it was sold to
Citlcorp in 1981,

Citicorp has aggressively posi-
tioned the card as the best Iriend of
the business traveler—and the corpo-
ralions that ool their bills. The $10-
million "We Take Care of Business”
campalgn that broke last October fea-
tures Diners Club employees extolling
the ancillary benefits of the card. Last
month, Citibank rolled out its Corpo-
rate Club Rewards program, the first
card olfering incentives to executives
who use employer-ssued cards —TLF.




