
I n M o o n l i g h t a n d M a g n o l i a t h e P r o te s t W a s Lost 

P E R S O N A L A P P E A R A N C E : In 
August, 1940, Edna Ferber fulfilled 
a lifelong ambition and took a lead 
role in one of her own plays. For one 
week only, in Maplewood, N. J . , she 
acted with a professional company, 
which included Louis Calhem, above, 
in m The Royal Family," written in 
collaboration with George S. Kaufman 
and originally produced on Broadway 
in 1927. "To my amazement," she re 
ports in " A Kind of Magic," "I found 
I was bored. Bored by the routine 
of coming down to the theater 
nightly and twice on matinee days; 
making up . . . going on stage to say 
those same lines, night after night." 

A KIND O F MAGIC. By Edna Fer­
ber. 335 pp. New York: Doubleday 
& Co. $5.75. 

By W . G . R O G E R S 
| - D N A F E R B E R again, we 
£ ask ourselves? When hasn't 
there been Edna Ferber? Abou t 
40 years ago she gave us the 
Pu l i t ze r winner, "So B i g , " f o l ­
lowed by "Show B o a t " and 
" C i m a r r o n . " Her public, she 
says, extends over f our genera­
t ions. She keeps on l i k e "OF 
M a n River , " and we 're g lad of 
i t , and we 're lucky . 

She's lucky , too, i n her par-
^ entage, i n wha t she describes 
^ as her "dec larat ive and purpose-
\ f u l " self, i n her health, her 

drive, even her name, wh i ch is 
a cl ipped and catchy r u n of 
four syllables, easy to remem­
ber, short enough to f i t the 

£ spine of a book or, i n b r i g h t 
• l i ghts , a theater entrance. 

Over the years there have 
been a lo t o f theaters, and there 

CV) s t i l l are, she doesn't hesitate to 
\ ^ remind us. She has done six 
\ 7 plays, f ive i n col laborat ion w i t h 
\ vc^ sGeorge S. Kau fman, and also 

w r i t t e n 25 books, inc lud ing 
his one. 

He r l i f e divides rough ly i n 

Mr. Rogers is a roving jour­
nalist and critics with a special 
interest in novels and novelists. 

three quar ter -century stretches. 
She refers to herself as o ld and 
gray, w i t h o u t rea l ly meaning 
i t , no doubt; her busy days cer­
t a in l y belie tha t , and who ever 
heard of an old g ray dynamo? 
I n four years of Midwest news­
paper work , she covered every­
t h i n g wh ich , she says, was not 
marked " M e n On ly . " She had 
a real character for a m o t h ­
er, Ju l i a ; h e r _ father . Jacob, „ 
ISimjjarian-DorTTjew, went b l ind 
and le f t his w i f e t o r u n a gen­
era l store and b r i n g up two 
daughters. Generous swatches 
of Ju l i a help f i l l out many Fer­
ber f i c t iona l persons, as i n the 
ever popular E m m a McChesney. 

HJer f i r s t book came out 52 
years ago. Her f i r s t quar ter -
century of w r i t i n g was de­
scribed i n her autobiographica l 
" A Pecul iar Treasure" of 1939. 
T h a t was, i n a way, she recalls, 
a pa t r i o t i c gesture. I f other 
Amer icans must remain indi f ­
ferent to H i t l e r , she would an­
swer h i m w i t h a p i c ture of a 
middle-class Jewish f am i l y i n 
Amer ica . 

Th is book, cover ing the t h i r d 
quarter -century , is about Fer­
ber, w r i t i n g , food, war , women 
Negroes, our f ine bu t less than 
perfect country , and how won­
der fu l i t is t o be alive. Miss 
Ferber 's s tu rdy old fashioned 

s t ra in shows i n her nostalg ia for 
the long-ago childhoods t h a t 
were not pampered, and the 
outmoded pleasures of w a l k i n g . 
He r a t t i tude t oward Negroes is 
only one of her unwaver ing l i b ­
era l convictions. M u c k r a k e r I da 
Tarbe l l was one of her idols, 
and there's a wide streak of u n ­
conventional Tarbe l l dar ing in 
the Ferber t h i n k i n g . 

Deciding she mus t have a 
l i t t l e country place, say ha l f an 
acre, where she could w o r k 
w i t h o u t in t e r rup t i on , she wound 
up, amazingly, w i t h 116 acres 
on a h i l l top , and bu i l t a 14-room 
house w i t h s w i m m i n g pool, gar­
dens, drives, terraces. D u r i n g 
the w a r she d id assignments for 
the Wr i t e r s ' W a r Board, sold 
bonds by speaking and contr ib ­
u t i n g her own manuscr ipts fo r 
auct ion, and served for a t ime 
in Europe i n captain's un i f o rm . 
A v i s i t to Buchenwald horr i f i ed 
her. She p a r t l y recovered f r om 
the appal l ing shock by m i x i n g 
w i t h Amer ican soldiers—she is 
sociable and has a host o f 
friends. A soldier repeated f r o m 
memory a passage f r om "Show 
Boat . " I t was a tonic, a renewal, 
a heart- to-heart communica­
t i on . She calls i t " A K i n d of 
M a g i c " — a magic she works i n 
th i s volume on ly i n the s t i r r i n g 
account of wa r t ime . 

Her novels were w r i t t e n as 
protest, she says, bu t adds " lov­
ing protest . " She exaggerates 
the i r social v i gor and bite. " O r 
M a n River , " to her is " a com­
passionate and ter r ib le ind ic t ­
ment of the wh i t e man's t rea t ­
ment of the Negro . " Jerome 
Ke rn and Oscar Hammers te in 
wrote a mov ing song, but w i t h 
more moonl ight and magnol ia 
than revolt , and no one ever 
came away f r o m "Show Boat , " 
book or musical , determined to 
f i gh t segregation. To her, "Sara­
toga T r u n k " is about " the rape 
of A m e r i c a " by " the land grab­
bers . . . the o ld-t ime ra i l road 
mi l l iona i res . " Of course i t 's only 
the love af fa ir , now dated, of a 
daughter of the New Orleans 
red- l ight d is t r i c t and a hand­
some, broad-shouldered un­
couth Texan. 

Miss Ferber bares no soul 
here, but says a lo t o f very 
sharp, astute th ings—the very 
th ings tha t sparked her books. 
Nevertheless wh i l e the novels 
w i l l not serve as models for 
fu ture novels, Miss Ferber her­
self w i l l serve as model for f u ­
tu re novelists. She has been u n ­
r e m i t t i n g l y dedicated to her 
task. She is the 24-hour a day 
professional, f o r t h r i g h t and un ­
compromis ing. A s a w o r k i n g 
woman, wr i t e r , she has no su­
perior. 
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