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Novelist Edna Ferber Dies at 81 
By P h i l Casey 

Special to The Washington Post 
Edna Ferber, the pro l i f i c , 

pr i ze-winning author of nu­
merous shor t stories, best-
se l l ing novels and money-
m a k i n g plays, died yester­
day at he r home, 730 Pa rk 
ave., New York . She was 81. 

One of two daughters o f a 
Hungar i an Jewish in i rn i -

* — g f a n t , Miss J? I eTber - Tiaa^r" 
lb f lg 'and commerc ia l l y suc­
cessful l i t e r a r y career. I t 
began back i n 1911, when 
she was 24. She was s t i l l 
w r i t i n g and pub l i sh ing i n 
her 70s. 

The novel tha t brought 
h e r fame and remains her 
best-known work , "So B i g , " 
was publ ished i n 1924. She 
was 37 at the t ime, and won 
a Pul i t zer Prize. 

I t qu i ck l y sold 300,000 cop­
ies and cont inued to sell for 
years. I t was, f o r a t ime, ei­
the r suggested or requ i red 
read ing i n some h i gh 
schools and colleges. 

Ano ther novel brought 
he r even greater fame and 
riches when i t was adapted 
in to a musical p lay by Oscar 

Hammerste in I I and Jerome 
K e r n . "Show Boat " was a 
great success as a musical 
and has been rev ived sev­
eral t imes. Three mo t i on 
pictures were made f r o m i t 
and i t r an for many years as 
a weekly radio show. The 
novel i tse l f had a b ig com­
merc ia l success, se l l ing sev-

"era l hundred thousand cop­
ies. • 

Miss Ferber was bo rn i n 
Kalaiirazuo, Mich. , and spent 

routrl i n Apple-
ton, Wis., where her father, 
who la ter became b l i nd , r a n 
a dry goods store. The fam­
i l y was poor and she went to 
work as a $3-a-week reporter 
when she graduated f r o m 
high school. 

She le f t App le ton to work 
for the Mi lwaukee Journa l , 
wh ich paid her $15 a week. 
A f t e r four years, she re­
turned to Apple ton, broke 
and sick, and started w r i t i n g 
f i c t i on . She was 22. 

Two years later, her f i r s t 
novel , " D a w n O'Hara, " was 
accepted by a publ isher. I t 
sold 10,000 copies and f r om 
then on her short stories 

and novels found ready and 
great acceptance. 

Some of her most success­
f u l short stories dealt w i t h a 
character new to f i c t i on — a 
t rave l ing saleswoman. She 

wrote about 30 of these sto­
ries t e l l ing the adventures 
o f th is f i c t i ona l saleswoman, 
Emma McChesney. Ethe l 
Barrymore starred i n the 
play, " O u r Mrs . Mc­
Chesney," adapted by Miss 

_ J e r b e r and George V. Ho-
bar t f r om the stories. 

Among he r many novels 
were "C imar r on , " "Saratoga 
T r u n k , " " G i a n t " and "Ice 
Palace," a l l of them f inan­
c ia l ly successful. 

Pract ical ly everything she 
tu rned her hand to seemed 
destined for f inancia l suc­
cess. She collaborated w i t h 
p laywr igh t George S. Kauf­
man on a series of h i t plays 
that were la ter made in to 
mot i on pictures. They in ­
cluded "The Royal Fami l y , " 
" D i n n e r at E i g h t " and 
"Stage Door. " 

I n 1939, when she was i n 
her early 50s and was s t i l l 
to w r i t e several more popu­
l a r novels and a book of 

short stories, she publ ished 
her autobiography, " A Pecu­
l iar Treasure." 

Of this, she said, "The 
soul-baring school of auto­
biography is more embar­
rassing f o r the reader than 
the w r i t e r . . . This then 
isn ' t a story of my l i f e , w r i t ­
ten because I am fatuous 
enough to t h i n k that anyone 
is interested. I t is rea l l y the 
story of an Amer i can Jewish 
f ami l y i n the past half-cen­
tury , and as such is rea l ly a 
story about Amer ica wh ich I 
know and love." 

Miss Ferber v is i ted Wash­
ington i n 1940. She stayed 
one day and seemed to be 
appalled. 

"Nobody here seems to 
have any f u n , " she said. " I 
have been asking people a l l 
day long, 'What do you do?' 
A n d they say, 'We work a l l 
the t ime. ' Y ou can't l ive l ike 
that ! 

" I rea l ly t h i n k something 
should be done about i t . 
Capitals ought to be gay. 
You always associate the 
word 'gay' w i t h capitals, 
don' t you?" 

And i n 1953, she came 
back f r om a European t r i p 
and scolded New York . The 
streets were f i l t h y and the 
bui ldings dingy, she said, 
and something ought to be 
done about i t . Nobody 
argued w i t h her. 

Years before that , she 
achieved a long and appar­
ent ly burn ing ambit ion—she 
acted on a stage, i n publ ic. 
I n the summer of 1940, she 
played the ro le of Fanny 
Cavendish i n "The Royal 
F a m i l y " at the Maplewood, 
N.J., summer theater. 

A t a rehearsal of the play 
that summer, she to ld a re­
porter that her name orgi-
na l ly had been Edward Fer­
ber, because her mother was 
somehow under the impres­
sion that she had given 
b i r t h to a boy. When she 
discovered her mistake, she 
s imply shortened the name 
to Edna. 

Miss Ferber d idn ' t m ind 
growing older. " I don' t envy 
you th , " she t o ld the report­
er. "The young have too 
many problems." 
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