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Thurber rarely made carbon copies of his typewritten correspondence and it is our good luck that Helen, his second wife, whom he married in June 1935, saw to it that duplicates were made from then on. It is our greater good luck that a number of recipients of his earlier letters saved them for personal reasons, long before their importance to literary history could have been evident. Most of such correspondence has come to rest in the Thurber Collection of the Rare Books and Manuscripts department of Ohio State University, carefully but generously monitored by Geoffrey Smith, the curator, and his ever-considerate assistant, Elva Griffith. My Columbus friend, Julie McGuckin, assisted me in the lengthy perusal of the hundreds of letters there.


Thurber might well consider it his poor luck that the women he courted by pen and typewriter hoarded his romantic, wild and theatrical overtures, lectures, scoldings and pleadings. In 1981 Ann Honeycutt wrote to E. B. White: ”I have a big stack of Thurber letters I would like to put under lock and key for the next ten years.... I have lied to Jim’s biographers, family, et al over the years, claiming I have no letters....” But within two years, needing money, ”Honey” sold the letters to a patron of Cornell University, where they reside in the Carl A. Kroch Library. Thurber’s letters to ”Andy” and Katharine White are also at Cornell in the Rare and Manuscript Collection. Others addressed to Katharine are in the archives of the Bryn Mawr College Library.


Dr. Lewis Branscomb, former O.S.U. Professor Emeritus of Thurber Studies, tracked down both Minnette Fritts, in Washington State, and Eva Prout, in Florida, and persuaded them to send their Thurber letters to the O.S.U. collection. Years before, the night before Minnette’s first child was born, she believed she was going to die and had thrown in the furnace all of Thurber’s early letters to her from Washington and Paris, to her later regret. He resumed writing her in 1928; those letters she kept.


Thurber sometimes wrote Eva Prout as often as two or three times a day in 1920. When she and her husband moved to Florida in the 1930s she stored most of Thurber’s letters in the basement of a friend’s home in Cincinnati, to be sent for later. A pipe burst in the basement and the Thurber letters were lost in the flood, except for ”a special few” she had taken with her.


In Columbus, The Thurber House, a unique repository of Thurber memorabilia and Thurber-related literary activity, was helpful in publicizing my search for Thurber letters, enabling me to obtain several from such loyal Thurber buffs as Stuart Hample of New York City and Judy Hahn of Dallas, Texas.


A good friend, Janet Stone Hall, of Newport, Rhode Island, prowling the more literary web sites, spotted the notice of a Thurber letter owned by Julie Chitwood of Gilbert, Arizona. The long, entertaining letter, written in 1919 to three Red Cross girls who shared Thurber’s Parisian pension and were being transferred to ”Roumania,” had been stored in a box of World War I correspondence for eighty years. One of the Red Cross addressees was Mrs. Chitwood’s great-aunt, who knew when a letter was worth keeping.


In 1984 The New Yorker magazine contributed its archives, dating to 1924, to the New York Public Library. The library staff has been years in the sorting, the enormous quantity of the files measured in linear feet. With the kind help of Mimi Bowling, Curator of Manuscripts, and the efficient staff of the library’s Manuscripts and Archives Division, I found a number of Thurber’s inter-office written communications, heretofore unknown. John O’Hara’s daughter, Wylie, kindly loaned me the Thurber cartoon of her father.


Thurber donated the written products of his huge research for his book, ”The Years with Ross,” to the Beinecke Library at Yale University, whose staff was cordially cooperative on all of my visits there.


Rosemary Thurber has been steadfast in her support of this project, sending from her Michigan home hundreds of photocopies from her extensive literary inheritance. Her daughter, Sara Sauers, was vital to the search for letters and pictures. Rosemary’s agent, Barbara Hogenson, has brought to the book’s process a sure competence honed by her years of experience in getting Thurber books published.


Thomas Kunkel, the skilled editor of a volume of Harold Ross’s letters, was kind enough to warn me: ”Your biggest problem will be in deciding what to leave out.” It came as no surprise to discover that he knew what he was talking about. As a lifelong Thurber admirer who continues to wish his memory and his readers the best, I can only hope that my decisions were the right ones.










To Sandra Blanton
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James Thurber, 1894-1961, continues to be recognized fondly as one of the predominant and finest American humorists of the twentieth century. Thanks to the thousands of Thurber devotees the world over, most of his many drawings, stories, fables, memoirs, and essays remain available in print, in a dozen languages, on audiotapes, and adapted to movies and the stage. He continues not only as a literary legend. The late William Shawn, editor of The New Yorker magazine, extolled Thurber’s role in helping set that new and struggling magazine of the twenties on its successful course. “Certainly,” Shawn wrote, “there will never be an issue of The New Yorker of which Thurber is not a part.”


Thurber was a first-rate mimic of others, and funnier than most stand-up comics at parties, but—to quote from the definitive biography of Thurber (James Thurber: His Life and Times)—“his life was beset by the childhood loss of an eye, a frustrating first marriage, disappointments in love, medical problems and the blindness that not only ended his drawing but necessitated an irritating dependence on others.”


Though Thurber often made comic use of himself in most of his writing, he rarely intended it as literal autobiography. Like any good humorist, he skillfully and effectively employed exaggeration and cheerful, unmeant self-deprecation, as much for his own entertainment as that of the reader. Very little of his personal life, with its moments of pain, anger, affection, protest, triumph, sacrifice, and bravery, can be surmised from what he wrote for publication. It is his letters—to family; to friends in Ohio, Europe, Bermuda, in book publishing, theater, and film; to New Yorker colleagues; and to women with whom he was, usually hopelessly, in love—that comprise a reliable and fascinating portrait of Thurber, the man and artist, and offer a vivid understanding of what largely motivated his remarkable prose and art. Some of his most quotable letters are to strangers, for he generously answered the dozens of letters he received from admirers, aspiring writers, and friends of friends who continually sent him plays, articles, and fiction for his comment.


Thurber delighted in the malapropisms of foreign-born handymen and semi-literate maids. Like most white Americans of his day, he was slow to recognize the sad sociology that conditioned the language of blacks that he could so accurately imitate in recitation and writing. Long before he came to recognize it, however, his personal relations with those who worked for the Thurbers over the years had always been marked by mutual respect and affection. Eventually his compassionate liberal and political stances were sufficient to earn him a place on the “Americans to be watched” list of the FBI during the lamentable McCarthy “Age of Suspicion.”


The legacy of this inveterate letter-writer includes a treasure of neat handwritten and cleanly typed letters from his early days, many of them masterpieces of wit, story-telling, and intellectual insight. When, in his mid-forties, eye operations put an end to his typing, he at first resorted to penciling large-sized words on yellow copy paper in letters to personal friends, but soon was dictating all his letters and manuscripts to a secretary. This enriched the Thurber literary heritage, for in dictation he was no longer limited by the mechanics of hand- or typewriting, nor, in his blindness, distracted by his surroundings. Blindness freed him to roam and report the interior landscape of his ever-original mind. His blurred distinctions between dreams and reality are often the fruitful sources of his art, and they permeate his letters. His proprietary love of language is frequently reflected in his responses to letters from his readers. He never allowed language to stand still; he reveled in it not only as a means of ingenious creative expression but as a playground, in which he found the potential for wordplay irresistible.


Though what he wrote for publication was tightly disciplined, his letters to friends are often filled with puns and deliberate violations of grammar in the interests of entertaining. This has sometimes made the editing of his letters challenging, even a guessing game. The goal here has been to correct Thurber’s unmeant typographical errors while preserving the idiosyncratic mannerisms that have long been referred to helplessly as “simply Thurber.” Another of his tendencies was to sign his letters and then go on writing quite as if there had been no complimentary close. The absence of a signature usually means that Thurber signed, in scrawled pencil, the original, mailed letter. In summary, I would describe editing certain Thurber letters as similar to trying to herd cats. Still, the patient proofreading of Rosemary Thurber and her daughter, Sara, has reinforced my belief that there has been no betrayal of Thurber’s letter-writing personality herein.


Important to tracking his career are the early, chatty letters he wrote his family, especially to his younger brother, Robert, in Columbus, Ohio. Though in later life Thurber suffered an emotional collapse after undergoing five unsuccessful eye operations, he rallied to continue both his work and a warm, courageous correspondence with Dr. Gordon Bruce, the surgeon. He often kept the doctor entertainingly informed as to the status of his fading eyesight.


Thurber’s letters trace, in wondrous fashion, his progress from immature, lovesick college boy to youthful code clerk with the American embassy in Paris; his days of reporting for The Columbus Dispatch; his infatuations with a co-ed at Ohio State University and, later, a star of stage and screen, a grade-school classmate he had worshipped from boyhood; his introduction to play-writing through a college theater group; his marriage to another co-ed, Althea Adams; their time in Paris in the mid-twenties; their falling-out and reunion in New York; his job on The New York Post; the first “Thurber dog”; getting hired by The New Yorker; co-authoring a bestseller with E. B. White; the gradual souring of his long-standing relationship with the Whites; his frenetic pursuit of Ann Honeycutt; his marriage to Helen Wismer; his publishing adventures; co-authoring a play, The Male Animal, with Elliott Nugent; his infatuation with Jane Williams of Bermuda; his developing, affectionate interest in his young daughter, Rosemary; his stormy dealings with The New Yorker; his close friendship with Peter De Vries; his cooling friendship with the Whites over The Years with Ross; his Broadway appearance in his own revue, A Thurber Carnival; the draining efforts to get the revue staged in London; his tragic last days. The comments in his personal letters on all these events, the majority of them never before made public, contribute to an entertaining, informal form of autobiography.


Thurber’s surviving letters begin in 1918, when he was twenty-three, and are presented here in somewhat chronological order by date, unless a lingering issue makes a brief concentration of letters more comprehensible. Thurber seemed unable to write a letter that lacked some form of humor, insight, amiable instruction, or general interest of value to us all. Among the warmest, most affectionate, and funniest were those he wrote to his daughter from her early teens until his death. I view her consent to the release of these and all of her father’s available correspondence for selection, editing, and publication as a gratifying enrichment of the world of literary humor.


Harrison Kinney








THE THURBER YEARS
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James Grover Thurber was born in Columbus, Ohio, on December 8, 1894, to Charles and Mary A. Fisher Thurber, the second of three sons. Charles was a hardworking, underpaid civil servant most of his life. Mary, or “Mame,” given to mischievous pranks and tall stories, is credited with setting the wild examples for dealing with the world that Thurber would follow as a literary humorist. At age seven he lost his left eye when playing a bow-and-arrow game with his brother, leaving him less active athletically as a boy and more of a reader. Popular with his classmates, he was elected president of his high school senior class. His first published short story appeared in his high school quarterly, The X-Rays, in 1913, as did a sentimental ode to the family pets, Scotty and Rex, an early indication of a lifelong affinity with dogs.


At Ohio State University, Thurber became friends with the accomplished former child actor Elliott Nugent, whose helpful interest in Thurber led to the latter’s transformation from a withdrawn bookworm into an outgoing, witty and well-liked fraternity brother. Professor Joseph Taylor introduced Thurber to the works of Henry James, who became a lifetime literary idol of Thurber’s. He was a co-editor of the campus newspaper, The Lantern, and wrote and drew for the school’s humor magazine, The Sun-Dial, eventually becoming its editor.


With America at war, Thurber left college in 1918, without graduating, to become a code-clerk trainee with the State Department in Washington, D.C. During his four months there Thurber wrote his first personal letters— long, lovesick, and surprisingly adolescent ones—to Nugent, mostly about his infatuations with O.S.U. classmate Minnette Fritts and a former grade-school classmate, Eva Prout, now a professional singer and actress. He arrived in France November 13, 1918, working the next fifteen months as a code clerk at the American embassy in Paris. He wrote long letters home—principally to his brother Robert—and to Nugent and Eva. In Paris his emotional reaction to his first sexual experience seems to have led to his not writing letters at all for a time, causing concern among family and friends.


Back in Columbus by February 1920, Thurber courted Eva with impassioned letters and visits to her home in Zanesville, Ohio, to Mame’s disapproval. The romance didn’t survive the year. He soon became interested in O.S.U.’s dramatic group, The Scarlet Mask, for which he would write the book and lyrics of several productions. In August he was hired as a reporter by The Columbus Dispatch. Ted Gardiner, a local businessman, John McNulty, a reporter with the Ohio State Journal and Herman Miller, a graduate student and, later, an English instructor at O.S.U., became his lifelong friends in this period and beneficiaries of Thurber’s prized letters. In 1921 he met Althea Adams, an O.S.U. sophomore; they were married the next year.


In 1923, Thurber was given a weekly half-page of the Dispatch’s Sunday edition to fill with bits of comic commentary and cultural notes of local interest. Called “Credos and Curios,” the feature was cancelled after six months. Disappointed, he quit the paper and, with Althea, spent the summer of 1924 in a friend’s cottage in Jay, New York, unsuccessfully trying to freelance. Returning to Columbus that fall they both worked on Scarlet Mask productions and at part-time theater and public relations jobs.


In May 1925 they traveled to France, where Thurber tried writing a novel and then took work with the Paris edition of The Chicago Tribune. In the fall they moved to Nice where Thurber co-edited the Riviera edition of the “Trib.” The following June, out of work, discouraged and plagued financially, he returned to New York, sending for Althea later with borrowed money. They spent the summer of 1926 in Gloversville, New York, at a friend’s summer residence, another failed attempt at freelancing. Thurber took a job that fall with The New York Post.


In 1927 he made his first sale—a short humorous piece—to The New Yorker. He had briefly met E. B. White, already a staff writer with the magazine, at the apartment of mutual friends. White introduced him to Harold Ross, the editor, who hired him as an unlikely “managing editor” in February 1927. That uneasy arrangement lasted for six months, after which Thurber processed nonfiction copy for publication and finally was given the Talk of the Town department to edit and rewrite. Working on his own time he continued to contribute to the magazine the personal comic essays known as “casuals,” which became his literary trademark and, to a greater extent, that of The New Yorker.





Thurber and White shared a small office where White, intrigued by Thurber’s “doodling,” recognized and promoted Thurber’s talent as an artist to Ross and to the book publisher, Harper & Bros. Thurber and White collaborated on Is Sex Necessary?, a spoof of the current self-help books. It became a bestseller, featuring Thurber’s first published drawings. White, who married Katharine Angell at the end of 1929, remained a literary inspiration of Thurber’s for most of his life, though Thurber’s persistent evidences of misogyny, increasingly aimed at Katharine, gradually drove the men apart socially.


Beginning in 1926, Thurber and Althea, both disappointed with their marriage, underwent several brief separations. In 1927 Thurber met Ann Honeycutt, who became the object of his obsessive fascination for nearly seven years, largely recorded in the passionate, pleading letters he wrote her. She enjoyed his company but refused his repeated offers of marriage. In 1929, after a temporary reconciliation, the Thurbers moved to a country home in Connecticut where Althea raised show dogs. Their daughter, Rosemary, was born in New York City on October 7, 1931. The decade of the 1930s was Thurber’s best; his prolific output included a large majority of the stories and drawings for which he is best remembered.


In 1935, Althea divorced Thurber. When he heard that Honeycutt was to wed St. Clair McKelway, a prominent writer and editor at The New Yorker, Thurber promptly married Helen Wismer, a pulp-magazine editor.


Thurber left the New Yorker staff shortly after his marriage, though remaining a regular contributor. On a trip to Bermuda in 1936, the Thurbers became fast friends and eventual frequent correspondents with Jane and Ronald Williams, publisher of The Bermudian. Thurber was soon contributing essays to Williams’s struggling little publication at no charge. In 1936, also, Thurber was expressing his negative views of the Thirties’ political, literary left in long letters to Malcolm Cowley, as well as in book reviews and satiric essays.


In May 1937, the Thurbers began an eleven-month tour of England, France and Italy, followed by a four-month stay on the Riviera. Most of his letters from abroad were to the Whites, though he also stayed in touch with the Williamses, Nugent, Robert Coates, McNulty, Honeycutt, and McKelway.


In September 1938, the Thurbers rented a house in Woodbury, Connecticut, the first of such rentals before they settled on the purchase of “The Great Good Place,” a large, old colonial in West Cornwall. The next year, 1939, was an unusually productive one for Thurber, during which he wrote his Fables for





Our Time, The Last Flower, and “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty.” It was also the year that he and Helen traveled to Los Angeles where Thurber and Nugent collaborated on a play, The Male Animal, and the year in which his good eye began to fade seriously.


The Male Animal opened in New York on January 9, 1940, to favorable reviews, providing Thurber with his first substantial income. That year he underwent five eye operations by Dr. Gordon Bruce that did little to inhibit the onset of near-blindness. Despite Thurber’s disappointment and a postoperative nervous collapse the summer of 1941, he remained an admiring correspondent of Bruce’s. He gamely wrote a column for the newspaper PM that year and continued to contribute to The Bermudian. No longer able to see to type, he tried handwriting in pencil on yellow copy paper for a time but gradually turned to dictating his letters and manuscripts to a secretary. The flow of books of his collected casuals and drawings continued. Through exhausting concentration and the aid of a Zeiss Loop, or jeweler’s glass, Thurber continued to draw intermittently until 1951.


The war having interrupted their Bermuda trips, the Thurbers spent their fall vacations at The Homestead in Hot Springs, Virginia. When the shortage of gasoline made commuting by car to the city from West Cornwall difficult, they rented an apartment in Manhattan. Agreeing to speak at a fund-raising event for Poetry Magazine in 1944, Thurber met Peter De Vries, its editor and an admirer of Thurber’s work. The two men would remain loyal friends and correspondents. Thurber submitted De Vries’s writing to Harold Ross who hired him as poetry editor and “Notes and Comment” writer. De Vries would become best known as a writer of comic novels.


In 1945, the best of Thurber’s work to that point was published in The Thurber Carnival, a bestseller that greatly increased the number of his readers. ‘He refused an election to the National Institute of Arts and Letters because his personal icon, E. B. White, had not been invited to join. When Samuel Goldwyn purchased the film rights to “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,” Thurber was retained to work with the regular scriptwriter in adapting the short story to the screen. His suggestions, which filled a number of letters to the West Coast, were all rejected. His dislike of the eventual movie was inevitable.


Learning that O.S.U. was changing the name of Thurber’s beloved Sun-Dial, Thurber wrote to the university’s president in fervent protest, getting the title restored. Blindness had led to Thurber’s listening to the radio a great deal, and in 1947 he became interested in researching the radio soap-opera industry for a series of New Yorker articles. He also began examining his family’s past for what would become The Thurber Album. His treatment of his father in that family history created a storm of angry letters between him and his brother Robert.


The excesses of Congress’s Un-American Activities Committee began to attract his worried attention. Meanwhile his teen-age daughter, Rosemary, was visiting him frequently and receiving his entertaining letters at school. Fritzi Von Kuegelgen became his West Cornwall secretary in 1948 and the principal transcriber of Thurber’s dictation until nearly the end of his life.


By 1950, Thurber was a frequent guest on radio and television programs. His work now included children’s books along with the continued collections of his casuals and drawings. His fables and stories were being adapted to music and stage. He announced in 1951 that the self-portrait he drew for Time magazine’s cover story about him would be his last drawing. He refused an honorary degree from O.S.U. to protest its practice of screening campus lecturers for any hints of “un-American” ideology, but he received honorary doctorates from Kenyon, Williams, and Yale.


In the spring of 1952, Thurber became afflicted with a hyperthyroid condition, wrongly diagnosed and treated, which lasted nearly two years. At times he couldn’t tolerate alcohol or even tie his shoes, and, wild with frustration, was irritable with everyone, a condition that led to acid but often funny replies to letters from people seeking his help or advice. In February 1953, he attended Rosemary’s marriage to Frederick Sauers in Philadelphia. His letters to the newlyweds were frequent and often hilarious.


After Ross’s death in December 1951, Thurber steadily cooled toward The New Yorker’s content and its editors and they toward him. He more frequently sold his work to other publications. He was also preoccupied with writing a play about Ross and The New Yorker (never produced) and further plagued by what Helen described to their agent, Jap Gude, as mental aberrations, or “The Thurbs.” It was an especially difficult time for Thurber. In 1953, Helen, his “seeing-eye wife,” suffered a detached retina, and Thurber’s frantic efforts to track down his eye surgeon attracted international press attention.


The Thurbers spent the summer and fall of 1955 in Europe. Temporarily reconciled to The New Yorker and its fiction editor, Gus Lobrano, Thurber resumed his contributions. Then Lobrano died, and Thurber argued with his next editor, William Maxwell, over the editing of Thurber’s The Wonderful O. It was finally rejected, further alienating Thurber from the magazine.





In November 1957, his “The Years with Ross” articles began to run in The Atlantic Monthly. Preparation for the series, which resulted in a bestselling book, generated more Thurber correspondence than even that of The Thurber Album. Old New Yorker associates and friends sent him long letters of reminiscences, to which he replied in kind. But a number of Ross’s former colleagues and contributors resented the book as a put-down of the founding editor. Thurber’s disillusionment with The New Yorker editorially was augmented by his belief that he was never adequately compensated for his contributions to it, the subject of a number of his letters to the magazine’s administration.


In 1960, some of Thurber’s prose and drawings were put together as a musical revue that made it to Broadway. Later he joined the cast, playing himself. The next year the Thurbers traveled to England to promote the revue’s British production. When no commitments could be found for staging the show, the Thurbers returned home dejected and worn out. Small strokes, undiagnosed, were resulting in Thurber’s increasingly erratic behavior, evidenced in his final letters. He collapsed from a massive brain hemorrhage in his room at the Algonquin Hotel in October 1961, and died a month later, his obituary appearing on the front page of newspapers across the country.








THE EMERGING YEARS
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Except for accompanying his father on a business trip to Cleveland when in his teens, Thurber had not ventured far from Columbus until 1918 when, at age twenty-three, he entrained for Washington, D.C., as a State Department code-clerk trainee. He at once began writing his close friend and fraternity brother, Elliott Nugent. Nugent, already planning a career as actor and playwright, probably kept Thurber’s adolescent outpourings as stage material. Nugent and his father did write a play, The Poor Nut, a few years later, whose principal, a bewildered and comic college student, was based on Thurber.


Throughout his life Thurber rarely found lasting satisfaction in his relations with women, almost, it seems, by design. He was handicapped by a prolonged and naive incomprehension of his own sexual emotions, and imprisoned by an unrealistic, romantic “story book” view of the opposite sex. As he acknowledges, he preferred the chase to the quarry, the excitement of courtship to that of conquest. His strange variety of misogyny left him unable to fully accept or reject the often-baffled women who interested him. Here his headlong fascinations swing between Eva Prout, film and stage performer, and Minnette Fritts, an O.S.U. classmate. “Pomerene” was an undersecretary of state.


TO ELLIOTT NUGENT



THENEWEBBITT
Army & Navy Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
Friday, June 28, 1918


Mr. Elliott J. Nugent
Dover, Ohio


My dear old confrere, Nugey:


Time has not yet served to efface your blonde handsomeness from my retentive memory, old keed. I have been in the capitol of our lil old nation just one week today, and every now and then I spare a moment for reminiscence on the college days etc. Sounds like the mournful words of one bidding adieu to his youth, doesn’t it? Well, not youth exactly, Elliott, but certain of the haunts and pastimes and ways of things connected with youth, such as the “keen, bitter-sweet’ days, blazoned against the night.” For there you are in the navy, and there everyone else is in the navy except the misguided few who are trench food. And here I am in Washington intent on vying with the whole darn enlisted bunch in the matter of ultimate distance from Ohio State attained. When I think of the old institution with its rich gallery of imperishable pictures by Memory, I can see now only a drab chromo of the well-known Duke of Medina [Virgil “Duke” Damon], studying in a far corner, a solitary figure in the old Phi Psi Castle. That is my vision of next year.


I am not going back, Nugey.


If you have tears of joy or regret or whatnot, prepare to shed them.


Nugget, old fella, I am promised a place with an American Embassy, told that I can begin preliminary work in the State Dept here in a few days—to last a week or 10 days—and then go over. Furthermore and best surprise yet, it is almost a certainty that I will be assigned to Berne, Switzerland, where the well known Bernie Williamson is.


We came here with some good letters, especially 2 personal notes to Pomerene’s secretary from some mutual friends of his and my dad’s— newspaper fellows with a drag. We were then sent to the office of the 3d assistant Sec’y. of State where a dream of a brunette, just my type and not over 27, quietly informed us that she had charge of those appointments, that there was an opening and that I could have it, after my papers had gone thru the necessary channels. The Hague was the place. Then I mentioned about Bernie, whereupon she gave me another smile (there were several) and said she would very gladly shift the 6 or 8 fellows who were listed for Berne over to other places, and give that to me. It was all so quick and miraculously easy that I am dazed yet. The only ways I can account for the speed and certainty of her words is (if you’ll pardon me and likewise God save the mark) that the lady was impressed with me. Pomerene’s Secretary told us we could be certain of a place but might have to wait 6 months or a year as Pomerene himself had 4 recommendations in ahead of mine....


That about covers my present status and my prospectus, I guess. As far as things else go—in Washington—the phrase “historical interest” describes my daily life in a nut-shell. I have seen more “here lies,” more “This was builts”, more “in the original handwritings” and that sort of stuff here than I imagined existed. But my dear fellow much of it is really interesting with a punch. And one can trust the relics in the Library of Congress to be authentic. It is only when one discovers, after adding up on his fingers the various individual ones he has seen—that Booth wore six spurs on his right boot the night he shot Lincoln, that one loses some zest. That is more or less a fanciful illustration, however. In the Congressional Library we saw the original draft of the Gettysburg Address. It contains on the first page 6 or 8 changes—additions or erasures. One line is like this, if I can remember it: “as the a final resting place of for those who here etc.” You see even the wonderful grammarian Abe had to moil and toil a bit with his Mss. Also the original draft of the Second Inaugural, with the famous words staring up at you in Lincoln’s own pen-script “With malice towards none, with charity for all.”...


... Dad goes back tomorrow and I will be like a painted ship upon a painted ocean. Another phrase from that same poem will fit here too. “Water, water everywhere—” Washington is bone dry. The only thing I’ve seen in the way of liquor here is the law. Papa asks me to add his best regards and luck....


Now, please, old rounder pal o’me’ yout’, Write me quick. I want to know how much more time you get before they sink you etc.


Yours in Phi Psi


Jim
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1301 E St. N. W, c/o Post Cafe,
Washington, D.C.
July 16, 1918


Dear old Pythias:


So a pair of Brown Eyes has wooed you away from old John Typewriter and allowed me to pine and waste away worrying about just what sector of the sea had embraced your sunken form. No, my dear Nugey, in all our many lil talks over the W.K. Omars; you never told me a word about the love that came but once, and then perhaps too soon.... The Romance of me life is, too, just such an affair as our well-meaning parents laugh to scorn, only I was not quite so precocious as to play Lothario at the callow age of knee high to a duck. Mine was one of the legended “school boy and girl” affairs. I played 15 opposite her 14 in the drama “The Seventh Grade,” and ten years have passed, friend of me college days, and I love her yet.... I once wrote this wonderful girl a letter, 7 years after we parted back in the grammar grades—or three years ago. I was lifted aloft to places where cherubim twitters by a 12 page answer from Colorado Springs asking me to write again which I did in a way that set me back 8 cents for postage of the Rellum, addressed, as she requested, care of her sister 203 Underwood St., Zanesville, Ohio. No response. And, quite like the lackadaisical Thurber, I let it ride from thence to nownce.... But her voice, Nugey, her voice!... Hence, the stage for her. But she had ruined John voice when young. Thence, the movies. Thence, vaudeville. Now, Lord only knows. Ask your dad if ever in his theatrical circles he saw or heard of a certain little Dream named Eva Prout.


But, Nugums, I rave—where is the Blasety of yesterday! And now I’m going to tell you how I lost my mind. You remember The Minnette? Right, oh.... Of course, as you know, I at one time—and still—was rather attracted by the Fritts.... The Phi Psi Xmas dance was my first and only date. Until a week before I left.


Columbus, that week, heaved a huge Win-the-War parade. Thousands thronged the main travelled marts. In this vast crowd I upheld the basis of all O. Henry stories, by meeting Minnette. A date was inevitable. We saw Marguerite Clarke in “Prunella”, which, by the way, I liked very much—hope you saw it. Took her in old John K. Reo, eats at Marzettis, 1.15 a.m. Date two nights later. Karl Finn, Tom Meek out of luck. Moonlight, Reoings along the Scioto; in brief, all the old paraphernalia and stage drops. And, deus ex machina, the Thurberian damn temperament or lack of balance. Oh, well, hell, Nugget, it’s gone pretty damn far and I only wish I could hope for a repetition of the Minnette engagement history. But a little hunch informs me I’m in, that’s all.... At any rate, I’ll never be able to get back home with the suitcase I brought here, on account of Minnette’s loving letters taking up so darn much space. And, Nugey, like a damn fool, I can’t retrench or nothin! I haven’t the heart to appear less amourous than I was during the moonlight madness of those few dates. I like Minnette very much, more than any girl at school by far, as you are aware; she used all her tricks them nights—and, there you are—or, rather, old thing, theah I am, don’t you gathah? I think that we are engaged. Go ahead, you blonde Don Juan, and laugh your head off! Now I could learn to love the kid, and I’m sure that as married couples go, we would be domestically out there. But, Nugey, the blow that cools James is the Hope that Spouts eternal about the One Girl. Someday, somewhere I’ll find her. I’ve quite an O’Henry philosophy and Faith. Oh, quite. I’m positive that me and the Eva are Hero and Leonidas, or Heroine and Alexander or whoever it was, those eternal destined lovers, that swam the Halcyon. “Two shall be born” etc. The drift is yourn, I presume....


But Time and Change now whet their rapiers and run the rest of the cast into separate wings where the forgetting is good, and, I hope, the suitability of affection is rife. For, dearest old Fellow, I have formally been appointed to the American legation at Berne and have accepted. Got the official letter here Friday, and am awaiting draft release and required Birth Certificate so that I can begin my “several weeks” course of instruction in the State Dep’t here. The appointment is “duration of the war.”... I expect to be here “in training” at least 2 weeks, maybe 3, possibly 4. Then home for 5 days or a week. That means Columbus about the middle or 3rd week of August—and you may be called the first, or thereabouts.1... I hope, my dear Nugey, that you do not take merely a poet’s desire for a lyric in your case with the old love. I might wish for your philandering to cease, except, that I want us both to be free to fling a few twosome parties when this man’s war is over, without having to dodge friend wife to arrange them. Marriage is all right in its place and time, but the Paldo-main of Men must not be jeopardized for a mere—a mere quibbling of matrimony. I demur. Sounds like Isle d’Amour. But please be good and sincere with Brown Eyes, thus not emulating me....


I really should shoot myself at sunrise, but moonlight and Minnette and 15 gals of gas leads the way that madness lies. I wouldn’t dare show you the answers I send to her letters, simply because I believe I have compromised myself so that I can’t get out of it, without being of the genus mucker or cad.... She is really a fine girl, and of all the kisses I have ever kissed none can compare to the peculiar quality of hers.... Gawd help me. I either want to be saved, or— garçon, a love potion, queek!


I guess your alert intellect now feels my predicament. I welcome your satire. Shoot!...


It’s now 1.17 so good night, laddie, and when you write, you old Donjuanlothariapythi as Romeo Cyranodeber gerack berry gatherer—give me from the store of your experience and knowledge of sex problems and 5 part movies, some advice. But for God’s sake keep my confessions to your ain self—Love towards you, Nugey,


Jim in old Phi Psi forever.
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James G. Thurber, 330 East Gay St.,
Columbus, Ohio


The Raleigh, Washington, D.C.
August 25, 1918


Dear Nugums:


Pardong the delightful eyes rest I have given you, but you will come to know that atrocities in correspondence are always begun by me and reprisal is a weapon for my friends....


However, something has happened to make further delay in weeping on your shoulder impossible. You will recall the status of the Minnette affair....


Minnette kept on writing—and still does—about two to my one, and more loving each time. And like a damn fool—quite in character—I haven’t the heart to register coolness. I tried it once and it was misconstrued resulting in a binding confession of the old undying stuff from Minnette. Really I do like her very, very much, because she is to me, I am positive, what she has never been to any of the other luckless lads, I mean she has done with trifling, jip-ping et al and she’s mine for life. Don’t think me a credulous, blind fish. She’s been writing for 2 months and I know. She told Mullie that she had only known one man she would marry—I’m elected. The paradox is nice: I’m elected, but I refuse the nomination. There it is in a Chestertonian nutshell. But now for the worst:


3 weeks ago I wrote to the little girl of my schooldays and heart, taking a wild chance of reaching her. I wrote one regular Thurberian masterpiece, almost spraining my medulla, pen finger and eyes in composing the thing. Consider the artistic impulse, the pure font of inspiration. Madly in love with her at 14. She leaves her schooldays’ sweetheart for a stage career. Five years after, he sees her name in a Los Angeles paper as playing out there and writes. She answers very delightfully and at length from Colorado Springs. After an interval I am set back 6¢ in stamps for another letter. This four years ago. No response. I believe she doesn’t want to play any more, is engaged—married— thinks I’m a funny sort of curiosity—or boresome—and so I get peeved, sad, bitter and so forth and light a cigarette. Four years drift, and fate flings Minnette into my unanxious arms. In one of my last Sun-Dials appeared this poem by the erratic editor:


I held her in my arms,
This one at present dear,
And there came from out the past
Your vision clear.


The human touch is strong,
but close and warm as faith—
clings the memory of you,
My sweetheart wraith.


Words to that effect, a trifle more sand-papered, but no less insignificant. At that time Minnette was no more to me than a part of my memories of the Christmas Phi Psi dance—but still as you know, a name to conjecture about. You will remember my nutty infatuation as displayed to you in Dover, and also your nice damping down of old John damper. Now Minnette couldn’t have held my thoughts for ten seconds then, if it had not been that I had absolutely reasoned my one and only love was gone for good. I imagined her laughing at my last letter—4 years ago—and giving it to her maid to read. Ten years away from me and a gay life en stage. You follow me in my figuring myself s.o.l. with her, don’t you? Hence my forced attraction to the M.F.


One night Mullie and I had a M. date together. Afterwards a cigarette at Mullie’s, and a confession from me as to my one and only, including the statement that Mullie was safe, as I couldn’t fall in love with M. if I sprained 106 bones in the effort. Mullie, tickled to death, confides this in M. the next day....


So I told Minnette “nuts to the Eva”, and I lied and said I kidded Mullie to relieve his fears about me. What else could I do—she had got by that time a tentative line of “I’m for you, Minnie” from me....


Yesterday I got two letters. One from M. ended with her jubilant over the fact that Mullie was wrong about my “grammar school” girl. The other, of course, from Eva. Wonderful letter—must have taken her 2 hours to write. Wants me to come to Zanesville (O.) where she lives and see her before I go to Berne. In my letter I expressed a craftily-worded desire of the kind. She repeats her wish to see me....


Someway or other I’ll square things with Minnette, like a gent. It was awful, but Lord knows it happened and it has to stop. I really believe Minnette is the kind who really can’t be hit beyond repair. Heavens knows also I’d rather face a firing squad composed of Beta dentists rather than go back and see her, but once I get out of this deep town I’ll get a shot of Old Something and prepare for the Scene....





I know I have your sympathy, satire and best hopes, same as old John Always. There’ll be more to tell and perhaps more satire and sympathy from you next time I write....


I hope you have a trick of saving letters you get.


I leave the figuring out of that to you, my dear Watson.


Always your
philandering Don Juan of a
luckless Lothario
Jim
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1301 E St N.W., Washington D.C.
Sunday, Sept. 15, 1918


Dear Bringer of Wistaria into Waste places:


... The well-meaning folks o’mine did not forward your letter till yesterday, since they have been expecting me home every day, and since I have been expecting the same thing and so advised them even two weeks ago to be wary of sending important advices and missives to me here. Six weeks is the average stay of one in my position of trust and responsibility in this lovely, languorous war capital, and I am now in my ninth week. However, no definite visit here is stipulated and length of dolce far niente in this tranquil, dreaming world-conflict burg depends on many things, such as tall ships that sail amain, forinstance....


... I realize what an iconoclastic thing a girl’s voice is and how simple it is for the mere curve of a girl’s cheek to smash the philosophy of a young lifetime.... The average girl is alway either an actress off stage or a girl “made up”, or a mixture or vice-versa or what not. Only she never says which, leaves it to you to find out whether you have dashed into a movie scene or otherwise. Possibly she doesn’t know herself.


All of which is an introduction to the present stage-setting of “The Minnette.”—quotations for the comedy, plain Minnette, if it is real.... I wrote her what, under the circumstances, could not but seem a crude, smashing letter, rather contradictory, somewhat disconnected and certainly all the proof she needed to serve as a basis for insincerity on my part. Her answer was one of the most wonderful letters I ever got. Chuck full of winsomeness, cleverness, charm, naiveté, wistfiilness, truth, sincerity and whimsicality. In the 3 months of letters from her I have really come to care greatly for Minnette. Perhaps she understands just how to “play” me, perhaps she really does care very lots. Certain facts make me believe the latter. At any rate she is a girl of whom I would not tire for, oh, ever so long, and a wife whom I could not fail to learn to love. She would be a wonderful pal, an understanding companion and all one might look for, if one were looking for things. Many men do. I could, if I made my mind up to it. But I would have to shut up a certain part of me for life, reconstruct a few eccentric ideas and forget many things in order to chime with Minnette. And those things are the things that to me mean what we’re here for. In the case of Eva, the only girl, there is a fire and a crazy, unreasoning desire, and things Shelleyan and similar unpractical junk that eclipse all the things that are Minnettes. Minnette may be just the medicine for my ills, Eva merely an irritant—but the ills are mine and what’s mine is me, and why try to be an electrical engineer, even tho’ you could, if you’d rather starve in a garrett. Tolerance of Luxury vs a penchant for penny. Something of the damfool sort.


Of course I still have Eva to see, to hear and to observe. Time often raises hell. Young dreams may be mirages. Romance may pall. I may be disillusioned or merely out of luck. Anything. Hence my last chapter is yet to be added. Please withhold the rubber stamps marked “life” “love” “comedy” “novice-stuff” until I advise further, let us hope in your room in Castle Phi Psi very very soon....


Here’s to the Prettiest one.
Your chattel for aye,
Jim


Regards n’ everything to whoever of the lads are there, if any. Don’t even know when State opens this year; if it opens. Afraid to learn of prospects.


O tempora, O moses, o hell


Jim
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J.G. Thurber, 1301 Est N.W.,
Washington D.C.
October 15, 1918


Dear Nugey:


At first blush, yes, it does look as if I had accepted a position of great trust and responsibility with John S. Wheat Co., and had been supplied with a handsome quire of paper, really “out of sight,” hence quire invisible. However, uh huh. These are potential menus that never will become kinetic, the property of one George P. Martin, an Ohioan, owner of The Post Restaurant here and a Prince of Good Fellows. I struck up an acquaintance with him in June when I first came to Washington, an acquaintance which has become a very pleasurable friendship. We room at the same place and I spend much of my leisure at the Post Cafe—the “Cafe” part of the name being a rusty relic of the good old days. Quite Bohemian, too, me boy, since it takes its name from the Post newspaper whose reporters yahs and yahs ago held forth above its tables and above its wines, rolling Bull Durham and discussing the cherchez la femme of the Big Lead Pipe Murder Story. “George,” as I call him invariably, albeit he is 59, supervises his place of business until 1 A.M. or later, and since I work from 4.30 PM till midnight, I always run down to the Post, smoke one of George’s Murads or give him one of my Omars, order a cup of finely brewed coffee from a buxom waitress whom I chuck under urns ‘ittle chin—and occasionally write a letter. Tonight the supply of paper I had is exempt, I mean extinct, and a frenzied search revealed only this rococo stuff. After this lengthy explanation I feel you will overlook this letter, I mean this paper.


... I admit I was in the deeps for a spell after your letter telling all about hells’ bells bonging on the campus where sweet chimes were wont to ching, but shortly after dispatching my grayer letter back at you, I rose like the Phoeninix or Sphinix from the ashes and lo, I am once again not low. So, if you should meet me on the street and say “’Lo, Jimmy,” I’d say “hi, Nugget.” The question of altitude is, I trust, settled.


However, the World is not laughing with me. I have a bet with a bird here that the next bit of Hell to take place will be the entire destruction of that region west of the Mississippi by floods—he bets the next thing will be the spread of painters colic among all the little babies of the world. But it was two days ago that I made the bet and now I feel I should have said the next holocaust, cataclysm and hellsbelling would be the entire disappearance of water from the world or the unputdownable uprising of maniacs, or yet the conquest of Ohio by the Bolsheviki. What is your pet hunch? There ain’t no use dodging the mournful truth that times ain’t what they used to be. However, being by nature an oculist, I mean optimist, I see the faint flush of the dawn of a newdick, I mean a new day, thru’ the blackness of the pit from pole to slav, I mean from pole to pole. You mentioned Mary Flu in your letter,—(I refuse to call it John) Well, here’s hoping Dover doesn’t get in bed with it as badly and thoroly as Washington. All one sees here is nurses & hearses and all he hears is curses and worse. And such a heroic thing to pass out with—Influenza! dying of influenza in these times of brave, poetical deaths. Allan Seeger was a lucky bird. I imagine him writing:


”I have a tryst with influenza, at daybreak in some pest-house ward”. I’d just as soon go with house-maid’s knee. However, fear no fears for the J.G.T. I am in chipper condition with the correct psychological attitude of chestnuts and base-balls towards all flu. The influx of Enza will have to select a clever rapier and twist an adroit wrist to pink me, altho’ I am in the pink of condition. To get my mind off the measured tramp of jazzless bands here, to forget the persistent odor of floral wreaths, to hear not the thud and scrape of the spade and to shut my ears to belated eulogies over Yoricks, I am writing a noval. No, not a regular one. My novel is very novel. It is called “The Wine Seller” and is similar in style to a piece of junk I wrote two years ago for a great pal of mine with lit’ry leanings albeit he has a wife and two marriagable datters. That venture was “The Salt Seller”, so this present “book” is the second in the list of the six best sellers. To write a novel of this sort, one begins with no plot at all, and gradually loses the thread of the plot as he goes along. Settings are subject to change with or without notice. Slang and puns are allowed, character limning is banned, Billy Graves gets gray hairs, Joe Myers swallows a stogie and all is ready for the reviewer. Briefly the lack of plot of this famous novel is this:


Chap I


The king is bitten by a beetle. The royal ankle swells and gets all kind o’ green sort of. This worries the queen, because she dislikes green. As she tells the King in one of the book’s most charming passages:


”Lookit, green may rime with queen, but it doesn’t chyme with my propensities anent colors befitting the wallpapers of royal bedchambers. You must sleep, therefore, with the seneschal.”


”Royal robertchambers!” howls the King; forgetting for the nonce that Robert Chambers wasn’t born yet. (The scene is laid in 1603.—There is a ghost in it, too, but that isn’t laid till 1605. No cornerstones are laid.)


The Chamberlain, the Premier and the Duke of Mixture are called in, the latter rolls in wealth, has a powerful drag, and his job is a pipe. The King holds a star-chamber session with them in the sun-room. It is night and there is a moon. The Chamberlain suggests calling the Royal Doctor. The King says he’s called him all the names he knows already. The Premier suggests shooting the beetle at sun-rise to which the King offers three objections: 1. there is in the whole realm no handkerchief small enough to bind the beetle’s eyes, 2. this especial beetle has no eyes, 3. immediately upon biting the king, the beetle made good his escape. The Duke then puts in his oar and suggests that the King try abdication. (The Duke is next in line for the throne). The King whispers in the Chamberlains ear to get a medical dictionary and see what “abdication” is, but in order not to show his ignorance to the duke he receives his suggestion very kindly, says it may be just the thing and promises to think it over. The Duke twirls a satisfied mustache end. In this chapter there is also a duel between two courtiers who get into an argument as to which is correct, “bit by a beetle” or “bit with a beetle”. The Royal grammarian endeavors to prevent the duel by telling them they are both right in a way, but that the generally accepted form is, “bitten at the hands of a beetle”. “What do you think it is, a clock?”, demands one courtier, and the duel goes on, the weapons vases at twenty paces.


This is as far as I have developed the wonderful thing yet, but in the next chapter, the royal palace is besieged by the noted bandit leader, Purple Jake and his wild band. Purple Jake’s lieutenant is the profligate and evil Earl of Pongee and Madras, a former court favorite, whose banishment had taken place 6 months before at the behest of the queen who complained to the King that the Earl had up and hit her with a croquet ball, during what she supposed was going to be a friendly game in the Palace Gardens. The Earl, eager for revenge, eggs Purple Jake to the attack on the palace, telling him he knows the secret panel where the royal jewels are concealed.


There is a wonderful heroine, and of course a wonderful hero, yet to appear, the latter none other than the Wine-Seller—altho’ events finally show he really isn’t a mere wine-seller at all. You can see at a glance that I have written the Great Armenian novel. But enough of the plot has been told to put you in a position to steal the thing and win an unjust fame, so I will try to get your mind off of it.


There is one sure way: only girls—nothing else.... So like the persistent spider I fashioned an October world for the Eva and me. October burning on the far hills at daybreak, October flaming all the ways at noon, October smoldering in the purple vales at twilight, October ashes red beneath the moon at night. Blooey, is the song of the Brick as it nears my frail October world, faster and faster.*


* Thurber alludes to a current comic strip, “Krazy Kat,” which featured a cat continually being hit by a brick, thrown by a mouse.





But one of these worlds will outlive the strong arm of old Percy Mike Fate, and one of these days, one of these days!


I see her mostly in blue, dark blue, with just the right dash of real red…. I have always had an almost irresistible desire to hug every pretty girl who has dark brown hair and wears one of those neat dark, navy blue suits. I’m afraid in this case it will really be irresistible. I imagine I will have to do something crazy and sudden, anyway, for time will be brief, too damn brief. Boy, can’t you see the lil golden shield, the greatest pin in the world, gleaming richly and austerely and yet debonairly from the folds of that Blue?...


I have received the news of the death of my grandfather—mother’s father—Tuesday. The end was long expected so comes as no shock. He has lingered near death for over two years.


My dad also enclosed a cut of the dear Minnette from the Ohio State Journal, which says she received her call for Red Cross training last week and leaves this week. It fails to say for what place she leaves. The letters of Minnette and I have dragged horribly—as to oftenness—in the last month—but when we do write we are as deep friends as ever—much more than friends. My folks are very strong for her, indeed I received some weeks ago a very remarkable letter from my father full of mellow advice, including the injunction that I do or say nothing to jeopardize my relations with Minnette and be not too sure of the felicity of things Eva. Letters forwarded via home drew from me a partial statement of feminine entanglements. The folks of course remember very clearly my terrible schooldays case on Eva, and it seems the fact that Eva’s past and present are more uncertain than Minnette’s calls up maternal fears. I have reassured home of my luck in handling the situation so far....


Heavens alone, I believe, know when, if ever, I shall leave here. I am totally resigned to permanency. Eventually, is all I can say. It may be months. I have no hunch now that it will be before November. And I am even building a December world for two already. The cold information via Journal type about Minnette’s going and the lack of word from her, altho’ she knew it 10 days ago, not only hurts a bit, but makes me realize I like Minnette. So we’ll close with her name instead of Eva’s. Minnette...


Immutably Thyne,
Jim
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James G. Thurber, 5 Rue de Chaillot,
Paris, France


American Embassy, Paris
March 20, 1919


My dear old Nugey:


... March 20th probably means nothing in your young life. But to a true Parisian it is a date. The famous maronnier blooms in the Jardin Tuilleries today. That is, it is scheduled to. My guide book fails to state how many years in succession it has kept its Rendezvous with Life—but it says it’s famous—so I guess it blooms today all right. If it failed to bloom once, even once, on the 20th of March—it would surely become infamous. Such things are portentous to the emotional French nature. (Right here I should stop for half-a day). However, I’ll give her a little more gas, and stick awhile.


A maronnier is a chestnut tree. The reason I have devoted so many pages of this diary, so many feuilles roses, to this particular chestnut tree—is because the thing appeals to me. Imagine running across such a thing in a guide book, all stiff and starched in statistics. The Maronnier of the Tuilleries Garden that blooms on the 20th of every March belongs in a sheaf of songs.


(Editor’s note: the famous marronier should not be confused with the ancient mariner.) Ils ne sont pas le meme chose.


My pension rears its square bulk on the Avenue President Wilson, formerly the Avenue Trocadero (important point). I have read in Edith Wharton and 10 or 12 others of pale poets, of little seamstresses, of American students living in pensions in Paris. There was always a bit of fascination in the thing. And now I have been living in one for four months. Some of the pensions of Paris are famous—Gambetta and Francois Coppu and a host of other noted Francaises lived chez les pensions. My pension bids fair never to turn me out famous. My pension is a mess—I think all Paris pensions are. Of course there is a certain charm in the dark, old stairways—the high French windows. But gradually inconvenience and discomfort overcast fascination and charm. And there is no charm—even in the first week—of carrots 3 times le semaine. Nor in the utter absence of running water.


Half a square back of my pension curves the Seine. I can stand on the little iron balcony of my room and see, through a wide screen of tall old sycamores lining the parapet, fast little tugs steaming upstream, heavy, dirty barges crawling by. Just over the river, the Eiffel tower—like a giants’ toy, plunges the tiny French tri-color on its peak almost into the clouds. Across streams in the other direction—the vast esplanade of the Invalides and the dome that rises above the porphyry vault that encloses the dust of Napoleon, sleeping, as he asked to sleep, “on the banks of the Seine, in the midst of the French people he loved so well.”


There is a little cafe on a corner of the quai—”Aux Trois Maronniers”—and three craggy, little chestnut trees stand in its impossibly narrow little terrace.


Five minutes walk up Avenue Marceau just opposite, to the Arch of Triumph. And from it, the amazing perspective down the famous Avenue des Champs Elysees to where the obelisk from Thebes points the center of the Place de la Concorde. Stand on one of the little stone rectangles—islands of safety in a swirling sea of traffic—that mark official crossings—(it costs you beaucoup francs if you are injured while crossing the Boulevards at random places). Standing there you are in the direct “milieu” of the most cosmopolitan city in the world. Officers and soldiers of 10 nations weave lines of many colors in the moving pattern of the crowds on either side. The sky—blue and brilliant red of French officers’ uniforms—or the dark, close-fitting blue of the Blue-Devils—the sedate-cane-swinging English—immaculate, posers— figures in a revere ensemble—the hideous yellowish-green cloaks and red fezes of bedraggled Algerians, puffing forlorn cigarettes—the stocky, colorless Polonaise, distinguished by their square, four-cornered hats—the graceful Italians with their high round caps—their superfluity of cape, flung with studied carelessness about them—debonair, attractive chaps, part cavalier-part troubador, with the music of Italy in their usually fine eyes.


March 22


... On re-reading the pages of yesterday I see the necessity of some footnotes....


... Perhaps you wonder why I cling to a pension, and infest not one of the famous hotels—or rather live chez la chambre and chercher toujours some of the even more famous restaurants. “C’est la paix”. (pronounced “pay”) However, do not surmise that I have not enjoyed the cuisine, wines and filets of the more noted restaurants which education I am still pursuing—when francs accumulate a bit. Living is steep in Paris. La vie chere is a topic of moment. So that even my millionaire’s ducat supply of $2250 (God’s coin) or about 1000 francs per month (French money) doesn’t call for the erection of a lead-walled compartment in my room in which to shovel lucre from a mobile derrick. To the noted Voisin’s I have been twice (once with a pretty, clever little Red Cross Girl from Columbus, Ohio),—and to the Cafe de la Paix, the Cafe de Paris (of Castle’s fame) quite now and then. But a history of cafe nights would fill a monograph all by itself.


I sure do pine sometimes for the Nugent’s engaging and inspiring presence here amongst all that is Paris. What I lack more than anything else here is a kindred spirit—it’s a lack that detracts from the enjoyment and appreciation of almost everything. Still I can’t kick too much—for I had a few days with Roland Hunter—a few more with Carson Blair—and just a week or so ago 3 days with one of my friends of grammar school days, Ed Morris, 1st lieutenant and erstwhile Chi Phi. I wrote you about the visits of Roland and Carson, I believe, altho’ it’s impossible to remember very much for certain out of the endless stuff I have written home—and to 10th Ave., Zanesville and other places. One could devote every hour of every day to letters—and then get occasionally inquiries from neglected aunts or 3d cousins.


I wander up Montmarte way quite frequently. Montmarte, the once famous, then notorious—now rather colorless and hectic, but Montmarte of a thousand legends and a hundred noted cabarets and cafes that contain them. They sing pretty French ballads in The Black Cat and serve vile beer. The April Moon has a catchy, tuneful revue. But most of the others haven’t yet revived from the war. The Moulin Rouge is battered and rusty. I think it’s closed for good. I wanted a night at the Moulin Rouge. And the Dead Rat is sure life-less. Not a creature is stirring—not even—however—


Notre-Dame always lures. I have been there five or six times—once with each of my Ohio State visitors, of course. Notre Dame is the first pilgrimage of all sightseers. Seemingly nine tenths of these sight-seers are Americans—the boys in the khaki and the gobs. You see them everywhere—they throng the boulevards—they crowd the restaurants—you can find them down the remotest rues—in the most secluded squares. Rushing about trying to cover the itinerary of “Paris in a Week” in their 3 day leaves—trailing guide books and maps, besieged by the army of post-card and souvenir hawkers. The “Y” conducts countless tours for them. I have never been in Notre Dame that the “gothic coolness” of it was not warmed by the speeding platoon of Americans in the wake of their Y guide who trolls an endless chant of dates, figures and statistics. And so it is in the Pantheon, the Tuilleries and Luxembourg gardens—at the Arch, the Madeleine—everywhere. An American army of occupation has certainly taken Paris. And they fling the festive franc with a gay abandon that startles the Parisian, and warms the cockles of the bourgeois shop keeper’s heart—and causes his palm to itch—and his prices to mount....


* * *


... I went to Reims by way of Chateau Thierry. I didn’t stop off at this monument to America, because I intend to make a special trip up there soon. In Reims I saw the cathedral first of course—and took a walk about the city— rather the shambles that were a city. And then out to the trenches. I didn’t reach the Hindenburg line, but I clambered into and out of trenches about 2 miles from the city which the Germans evidently took from the French. I ruined one shoe and one trouser leg scaling, descending, hurdling and floundering over and thru the world’s greatest supply of barbed wire. And incidentally set off a hand-grenade, evidently attached to a strand of wire to form the fiendish hun contraption known as a “booby trap”. Fortunately I didn’t step on the primed wire very close to the grenade—it went blooey about 50 feet away. There wasn’t much of an explosion—a sharp report like a pistol—and no pieces of the stuff fell very near. I think the thing was sort o’ dead from the constant rain and mud. But I’m admitting herewith quite frankly that I was scared bad. With the guerre fini there is no glory in becoming mort pour la patrie on some dead, abandoned battlefield. Furthermore, I wasn’t in the least worked up that moment into a careless over-the-top spirit of go-get-’em.


March 29


Another one of those weeks that will slip away with nothing much accomplished, lots of resolutions made, and 3 million more letters owed.


We’ll have to abandon the Reims narration for a time. Day before yesterday I got a most wonderful letter from Zanesville, enclosing the most wonderful picture you ever saw—well, at least, that I ever saw....


However, there is no use to rave.... I can only say that June will probably see me in Zanesville. I can’t, I believe, possibly stay here any longer than the last of May. As much as I would like to, in many ways. It’s a wonderful place to study in. And you don’t have to go to the Sorbonne or the Ecole des Beaux Arts. Every one is a school. Every museum a college—and the whole of Paris a vast university of Art, Literature and Music. So that it is worth anyone’s while to dally here for years. Paris is a seminar, a post-graduate course in Everything.


But, Nugget, old guy—the thing is simply this: All such stuff is dead compared to her picture. Paris is a swirl of dead leaves and she is a garden new in bloom. Paris is a comical laugh, she is the music of angels’ songs. Paris is a steady gaze of sagacity—a penetrating look of analysis—her eyes are the eyes of youth. Hell, that’s idiotic! Anyway, Paris is a cloyed Roue, charming, learned, gifted, if you will, but a Roue whose youth is dead at the roots. Paris is also a Pierrot—and that means youth and gaiety and love. But the Pierrot of Paris is a bit too sophisticated, a bit too satiated with life—the world is too much with him. Call Paris wonderful, amazing, charming—the capital of the world, the center of Art. It is all that. But it’s too wise, too old in many ways. And even in its youthful, reckless moods, it lacks the clear vision, the true joy of love and life that is American. That’s the big failure of Paris. Paris doesn’t whistle ragtime, Paris doesn’t walk with her eyes in the sky—and a dreaming gaze of hope and faith. Worst of all, Paris has a horrible sense of values. She is pagan—with a pagan love of beauty—but with a pagan “love” of women also. I have been calling Paris “her”. It should be “him”. French morals—rather Parisian morals—are to Americans impossible. In a recent Collier’s, Mark Sullivan, in an article opposing entangling ourselves with Europe, and advocating the sending of the boys back home at once, says, “send them back before they acquire the European attitude toward women”. Thank the Lord, I can say with an absolute conviction that it is true—the European attitude towards women will never be acquired by Americans. There are sporadic cases of the acquisition—no doubt about that. There are those who compare French and American girls. There has been a voice or two suggesting that American girls are too reserved—have a little too much of the Puritanical in them. But these are scattering voices in a vast multitude.


The A.E.F. in France has learned to respect American womanhood, to revere—to worship the clean, fine morals of American womanhood, to idealize American girls—and to worship them with a fire that burns brighter and steadier than ever before—and that will never die down. Things they have seen and heard and felt here, these American boys, have not added fuel to any base fire, or kindled any new and regrettable flame. And they never will.


Boy, it makes you love America and Americans, to see them here, in immediate contrast to 13 other nations’ people! They are younger, they are happier, they are more hopeful, more confident, more full of the keen zest of life, than any others. And best of all, they are cleaner, finer than any others. Of course many of them have slipped. And there is much woe in many a sector. Physical. Morally and mentally, still American and always will be.


* * *





... Please write a hell of a lot, old guy, and tell me everything. You know what I want. Things Ohio State and Phi Psi. Who’s back in school—especially who’s back at the house? Give my deepest and best to ‘em all. Next to about one or two other calls—the call of Phi Psi and the Lads is sure most luring....


I am almost sure I will go back to State next fall. I want to take Cooper’s drama course—and a few others I have decided on....


Let me hear all about yourself and the One.


Minnette writes she let you read a typewritten letter I sent her.


(Please observe following line closely.) I still am highly in favor of Minnette. She regrets that a Chi Phi dance prevented her from holding a dope-session with you. I understand you and she are taking Joey’s novel course. Minnette doesn’t say much about Joey [Professor Joseph Taylor]. Doesn’t she like his line? That wouldn’t do at all. You know my sentiments along the Joey line.


Need I point out to you how utterly superfluous it would be for you to let Minnette read this letter—unless of course it were merely the lines referring to Zanesville.


One thing is sure sure. I gotta get back pretty soon, and make a few decisions, or I’ll be quite thoroly S.O.L.


Meet me in June Somewhere.
For always,
Jim


[image: image]


James G. Thurber, American Embassy,
Paris, France


American Embassy, Paris
The Greatest City in John World
June 11, 1919


Dear old Nuggett:


... Heavens only knows where this missive will find you, for by the time it reaches the only shore you will be through forever... that is as far as burning the midnight cigarettes goes... with Ohio State.... You know, without my elaborating on the theme that I would sure have admired to have been back on the campus with you for the final fling....


... I appreciated and liked very much your poem “The Two”, as I suggested, or made a veiled allusion to in the preamble of this melange of words and ideas, mostly words. I have showed it to quite a few persons who have been enchanted, may I not say? One of these was a Red Cross girl whom you do not know, but who has a penchant for Browning and poetry in general; and she pronounced the last line of the last verse as very fine.... Charme [Seeds]... liked your poem, too, and she showed me one she had written after tramping around the scarred slopes of battered hills north of Verdun, with the accent on Fort Douamnont, which I also visited longtemps ago. She is having a great time over here, having seen quite a bit of the front and being turned back by soldiers and station agents and generals and things on her way into Germany and Switzerland and a few other defendu spots... however, in some cases, the generals and other whatnots did not turn her back... she has a smile and a way, is it not?


... I think that I will stay in Paris as long as they let me, that is, up until the first of next November, and sh.h .. h .. h possibly longer if I can get to stay, which I can’t, I am pretty sure. In that case I will apply to be transferred to some other post over here, say Warsaw or Bukarest or Berne or wherever they will use me, even Afghanistan if necessary. For a time, of course, I was all set on getting home this summer, but now I have it all doped out differently. I may be wrong about it, of course, and I doubtlessly am. But thus is it doped out, and therefore thus am I going to do, unless some tide in the affairs of me seizes me at the flood or the nape of the neck. The way I reason... or think ... is that it is a long way back and this is in all probability the only trip I will ever make this way. So why not see all there is to see while, as we say in America, the seeing is trays beans. I thought at first that when my time in the Paris Embassy was up I would have enough money saved up to flit a quick flit about Europe and then beat it Home, but besides not having the money, the well known passports and visas are tres difficile pour obtenir maintenant, and that method of seeing Europe seems to have ended in a cul de sac.


Of course I may change my mind and get home by the first or middle of August yet, or at least in time to re-enter State and graduate....


* * *


... The chap that sailed with [me] from Hoboken, a very fine lad named Corcoran from Brown and the Harvard Law School, is reveniring aux Etats Unis on July Fifth, and there is quite an urge to join him, and there is still the possibility that I may, but there is the greater possibility that I won’t. I really must admit that I don’t exactly and absolutely know what I want to do, either now or in the near future. I have arrived, or have been arrived, at that point in one’s life which is extremely disturbing and full of hopes and fears and doubts and one thing anothers in wild profusion, I have a deep and sneaking feeling that I should return and finish school for the purpose of wearing the initials after my name and a few other reasons, and I guess that is the sensible thing to do, so the chances are that I won’t do it at all... unless someone comes out for me, as H. J. [Henry James] always says for coming over.


I must admit that Paris is going to be a very hard place to leave. It is all that dear old Henry said of it, just as wonderful just as charming. There is surely no other place in the world where there is such a variety of things that interest or amuse or instruct or enthrall. Why, it is going to be hard just to leave the concerts in the Tuilleries garden where a symphony orchestra plays beneath the acacias, plays Madame Butterfly and Thais, all the prettiest songs from the finest operas... where the moon comes up over the Louvre that reaches its old gray arms towards you invitingly and a bit menacingly, like all old Paris buildings. And in the intervals, the plash of the fountain in the wide purple tarn, the witching glow of the near rose garden in the moonlight. I took Charme there last night. And we had a real nice time, I aim to state. Dauphine terrace in the Bois de Boulogne with almost equally as good music and exactly as fine a moon, and chestnut trees as tall and whispering as the acacias... and ice cream or citronnade or biere or port, as your inclination may be. I don’t think that some of these things would ever tire, and yet of course one must snap out of them eventually and the sooner the better in many respects I know. And yet, it’s a long life, and one can really not get too much Paris if he only stays away a year....


On the other hand, I have to get back and get at something. It is impossible to get a perspective or a determination over here. All that is Paris militates against determinations and decisions, and for that reason it isn’t any too good for one in a sense....


... Another element that may enter into the scheme and play the deus ex machina and the heavy lead etc is the fact that things are rapidly closing up over here, work is subsiding mightily and the chances are very great that all but one or two of the older men will be sent back, and I am not one of the older hommes.


I suppose I will have decided it for certain one way or another by the time I get your answer deciding it another way for me; anyhow I want that answer, and the best way to get it is to ship this letter. Hence, (not being a German) I will sign.


Forever & Forver & frever,
Yours, Nugget, yours,
Jimmy
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American Embassy, Paris
September 24, 1919


Dear old Laurel-wreathed Elliott:


I should have answered your wonderful letter many days ago, as it has been in my hands for quite a lil space, but it required two or three readings and since in reading it I liked to linger above each phine phrase and satisfying sentence, two or three readings passes beaucoup time away very easily. It is the best letter I have ever received, in more ways than one or two.


Of course I knew that you were headed for the stage-game—we decided that many moons ago—but I never in my hopefullest dreams for you imagined that you would pounce on New York so quickly and grab her by the scruff of the neck at the same time getting a foot hold on fame as a writer. It is all very wonderful and fine, and, believe me, old youth, there is no one who is happier over your first few successful steps up old John Ladder than I am. You seem to have managed everything just right for the best possible start, even to getting Pathed for winning the century dash, and I dare say that by the time I reach the shores again you will be standing on the top rung walking the ladder whither you wishest....


So far no crafty ideas have come to me for a world beater along the dramatic line, although I am feverishly trying to develop a few stray ideas into material to upholster a one-act play or so. I am afraid that my range doesn’t naturally reach beyond the skit sort of thing, and that if it ever does emerge above that level, it will have to be pushed with strenuous efforts. As a matter of real fact, Paris has shown me that I may have known considerable of the tricks of the writer’s craft as an omniscient student of the OSU college, but that when you drift beyond the confines of old John Campus you find that there is considerable expanding has to be done. What I mean is, I am a bit shaken in old Samuel Confidence which is the most totally destructive thing imaginable. A few of the mirages melt, you know.... Air castles must be torn down, those mushrooms of a minute’s dream, and a slow and labored foundation begun on the old site. I am also considerably uncertain as just what line to devote the old efforts to, and it is altogether a quite worrisome problem, this business of regarding the world and its chances from a point of view in Paris. Now and then I admit I sort of quail for the time being and them are the dark moments—moments which I have had to fight against all my life, mostly to myself, all alone. For I have never had a natural invisible supply of supreme confidence or even of transcendental courage, and it keeps me concentrating and gritting the molars every now and then to keep the manufacturing plant going. But eventually I always see the light, widen the slit in the dungeon walls, and let in a real ray.


Your natural bent for the drama and your turning all your efforts towards that branch of the literary field is the best possible concentration for the development of ability and ideas, and in some ways I hope they send you a rejection slip for your sporadic poems, although the arts are twins and I have a hunch that it won’t retard old dramaturgic art to toy with the lyric now and then. And I have another hunch that they won’t keep on sending rejection slips very long for the verse you may do, if it is as good as the “Two” thing you shipped over here.


I am also dipping occasional pens into poetic ink, or at least putting down sequences of words that rhyme now and then. (Have you ever tried rhyming “now” and “then”?) It all depends on the accent....


I have made several trips around about France, especially up into Normandy. She of the chimes, the tears, and the apple blossoms you know. For Norma has always had a great attraction for me. And verily it is a wonderful and a charming country. I arrived too late for the apple blossoms, but the chimes are always chiming in Normandy, and, fortunately, if Joan looks down any longer from the skies she won’t be able to detect any tears. If one likes to wander about September landscapes that are flawlessly beautiful, seemingly sculptured by the hand of a poetic giant, Normandy is the place for the wanderings; and if one, in his meanderings through September landscapes, likes to come upon mossey old manses, gray stoned old castles, crumbling old abbeys, ancient cathedrals, and the curious old gabled houses of the fourteenth century and earlier, to say nothing of occasional Roman ruins, Normandy is still the place. I leaned on the parapet along the Seine above Caudebec and watched the moon light dancing in the water like a million golden daggers, and across the stream chimes, the sweet old chimes of Normandy sounded. It was just one corner of old Normandy, and just a few minutes there, but there is nothing quite like it. And nothing quite like nosing about an old moss and ivy covered abbey, such as the one in the beautiful little town of St. Wandrille, the abbey which Monsieur Maeterlinck leased before the war because, I suppose, it seemed the most likely place in the world in which to conjure up pretty ideas and charming fancies.


Every thing in Normandy is old, richly old, many things are fairly palpitating still with the throb of history, for every one who ever amounted to anything from Vercingetorix through the day of Dick of the Lionlike Heart up to the time of Jeanne of the Arc trespassed on Normandy. The Field of the Cloth of Gold, which you may remember dimly from some old history reading hour, is there, and many a castle and pile and stretch of ground that Fame played in, or where Hate raged or Pageant parade or Glory shone. I wandered several days in and around Rouen, for Rouen is crowded to the gates with interesting and historic and beautiful things. One hot afternoon I climbed into one of the tired old carriages that are drawn about by tired old horses and driven by tired old cochers in dirty, semishining white hats, and told him to take me to the church of Saint Gervais, for my guide book promised under that edifice the oldest crypt in France, and whereas I am not a collector of crypts as it were, I rather liked the prospect of descending out of the heat into a coolness 1700 or more years old. There was no one in the aisles of the church but an old woman who sat very quiet before a alter, praying. My footsteps, though I unconsciously tip-toed, rang very loud in my ears, like the sound of sabots in a silent street. Candles burned whitely in dim spaces, their tips of light flitting and darting gracefully above the black wicks as if balanced and juggled by some invisible spirits. And then suddenly the sacristan appeared, in long white robe and round black cap. He fitted eminently. His eyes were grey and kind and they matched the stones of the church perfectly, and his voice was very gentle as if he were used to talking only at times and places where talking must be done in low tones. I brought up my best French, which isn’t best in any sense, and “demanded”, which is merely “requested” in French, to see the oldest crypt in France. He said “ah, oui” in a quiet voice and disappeared in a gloomy room to return all lit up—pardon the idea, what happened was only that he came back carrying a candle. And then he led me about the aisles a space until we came to the choir and there with a deft movement he opened a panel, carefully concealed, and the light from our candle lit the first two steps that lead down into the darkest as well as the oldest crypt in France. Also the chilliest, and in some ways the uncanniest, although I guess they are all bad enough in those respects. The place was singularly bare at first round of inspection, but then M. le sacristan began to point out the things of interest, the tombs, out into the side walls, of ancient abbots of the land, the spot in the ceiling above which William the Conqueror lay on his death bed, the stones in the wall that were put there by Roman hands, and lastly four skulls in a row, grinning of course. Skulls of the troisieme siecle perhaps, or even earlier, or perhaps not very old at all, only as far back as the douzieme siecle, peut-etre. I cared not to lift one and murmur alases and poor Yoricks over its smooth dome, and very probably if I had picked the thing up it would have one-horse chaised with admirable suddenness. There was just a narrow line of pale light entering the crypt from the outer world, and when the sacristan held his candle behind him, the dirty daylight that filtered through the antique cob-far end of the promon-tory where Cherbourg is

webbed window gave the place an eerie look not conducive to desires to spend the night there below.


And then in the greater and more famous church of St. Ouen another sacristan, more voluble, gave me another candle and let me find my way up the narrow winding stairs, so narrow and so rapidly winding that had I started to run up them I would surely have been inextricably fixed there, like a vine that has woven itself in and out of the palings of an old fence. So I wandered about old thin galleries and feasted my eyes on the wonderful stained glass of the 14th and 15th centuries, and watched the old ladies kneeling like medieval wood carvings upon their prayer-stools, and watched the tips of the myriad candles like large flakes of dancing snow in the purple corners of little chapels. And then I climbed outside along the gargoyle parapets from where the view of the old houses and the tall spires of Rouen revealed so little of familiar things and so much of the stuff of sophomore history courses and the engravings in dog eared, out-of-print books, that it was no trick to imagine oneself back in the middle ages, and I stared with some surprise at the people passing below in modern mufti, whereas I half expected to see feathered, drooping cavalier hats on swaggering blades, and the cleft mitres of gloomy bishops stalking in the gardens of the church below.


From Rouen, I went to Havre for the purpose of looking at ships on the sea and also for the purpose of taking the famous boat ride from that sea-port up the Seine to Rouen. The very finest boat ride I have ever taken. The landscape is faultless on both sides the river, again with the suggestion of having been wrought by some beauty loving giant, tall trees, smooth rolling green meadows, high wooded hills, all spotted here and there with new chateaux, old castles, mouldering abbeys, and the fine forms of Gothic cathedrals.


At another time I went through Normandy to the far end of the promontory where Cherbourg is, again to see ships on the water and to watch the lights on the far end of piers winking blue and red at night. And I am all in favor of Normandy. I would like to own a new chateau or an old castle, preferably one with hidden passages, in Normandy.


As yet I haven’t made up my mind as to what I am going to do but there is so very much to see and study and be impressed with over here that it would seem sort of a sacrilege to give it all up until I have to, providing, of course, that that time isn’t too late for getting the well known start back home. Whatever I decide to do I will let you know right away and I will cable you the date of my arrival in New York, as you suggest, for there must be no more missing of the N and T connections, if it can be helped.


Paris is, by the way, a very wonderful place for the study of the French theater, providing one had enough French to be able to gather the general drift, which is just about all I have, despite the fact that I have been over here so long, almost a year now. You see it would be much easier to pick up the language if there weren’t so many Americans around that it is only occasionally, after all, that one has the opportunity of talking with French people.


I went to a very charmingly presented production of The Tales of Hoffman the other night, and tomorrow night there is “Carmen” and the night after that “Louise.” It’s a great life, in many ways, a great life, this Paris affair, so utterly darn different from American ways of going at things and getting places that it completely baffles attempts at perspective at times.


Be sure and find time toot sweet to answer this letter and if it is not asking too much write about the same number of wonderful pages that you did last time. Meanwhile the best of all in the world towards you, and much of it.


Toujours and longer,
Yours,
Jim


TO THE THURBER FAMILY



American Embassy, Paris
March 18, 1919


Dear Old Thurber [Robert]:


I am awaiting further clippings—and also a letter from you and dear Old Bill. I am addressing this letter to you because I want to send you the enclosed check for 10 beans. I understand you are about to have six or eight more cuttings [operations] to add to your collection. As a ball player, you are quite a patient. But I sure hope you will be all fixed up when this arrives—and for Heaven’s sake sign the pledge never to get anything else the matter with you. Of course you couldn’t possibly get anything new but stick away from relapses and lay off of setbacks. Decline to go into declines—and refuse to be flung amongst the refuse....


Don’t infer that I mean for you to use the $10 for to pay any bills with. It won’t go very far but fling yourself a little party, and write me a letter, using the remnants of the 10 seeds to buy a stamp with. William is able to work and you ain’t just yet—so you can probably use the few bones.


I would ship you more now, but living is terrible high here now—and furthermore I feel I just gotta see Paris and that does take the money. Also I have made three trips to northern France—Reims, Soissons and Verdun—and R.R. fare is steep—but boy, oh, boy it was worth it. I seen things. I am writing accounts of my trips and will mail them home soon as they are finished.


Picked up a few souvenirs—no helmets altho’ I saw beaucoup. There’ll be more helmets back in America after all the boys get home than will be left in North France and Germany and Belgium together. The few things I picked up are more interesting than mere helmets, which at best are chunks of heavy iron. At Fort Douamont—5 miles from Verdun—I bought a pretty vase hammered by hand out of a French 75 shell case. I picked up some Allied propaganda—in German—from the wreckage of a plane near Soissons. I got near this place an Algerian soldier’s service record with two bullet holes through it.


When I get home I’ll have you all draw up around the fire in a semi-circle to listen tensely to my tales of action at the Front. Speaking of Home —I can’t say yet when it will be. Probably not till August however—but certain and sure it won’t be any later....


Mamma’s first letter telling about “Our dog” must have been derailed. First I heard about him was her last letter telling me the names you were considering and asking me to suggest some. What brand of animal is he? Collie, bull, Florida wire/Spaniel, Iceland Seal terrier, or what? Anyway, he’ll probably always consider me as an intruder when I get back. Show him my picture, let him sniff an old suit of mine and tell him the story of my life....


Keep the Home Fires Burning.
Always
Your Bro, Jamie...
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April 9, 1919


Dear Old Bob:


The past three days have been quite crowded with joy, for your very wonderful letter-newspaper-history-dissertation-drama and comedy arrived.... The whole thing certainly furnished me with beaucoup pleasure, entertainment and information....


The news clippings were all interesting, as all of them were new....





It looks like all the boys were getting back, back there....


As to myself, if I care to stay I could probably be here till Fall, maybe later. Again, if I wish to go back, I could no doubt leave here most any time


Opposed to this slant, however, is Home and the U.S.A.—and the boys— and the girls. Every now and then these factors swing uppermost in my mind, and I think I have seen enough of Paris. Because, on final analysis, there are more things to go back for, than to stay for. My heart is in Ohio. And there’s no use trying to make-believe I am, or could be perfectly satisfied to stay here very much longer. I guess you all know back there how greatly the A.E.F. wants to go home. And I’ve naturally absorbed the A.E.F. spirit. All they talk about is the Statue of Liberty. You hear, on all sides, “My Alabama”, “Me for old Illinois”, “oh you lil old New York.” And the most popular songs are “Homeward Bound” (which is sure class) and “When Are We going Home?” a song written by an Ensign over here.


Doubtless you have read of the A.E.F. unit shows, written, staged and acted by soldiers, and touring the various camp-cities and concentration camps of France. There are scores of these shows, and many of them very clever. I saw one in Verdun, and one last night here....


I have heard but very few of the songs contained in the March Victor list you sent. “Beautiful Ohio” sounds wonderful, as a title. But I don’t know the words or tune. I think the only two I recognized were “Ah, Oui, Marie” which is raging here—and “I’m always chasing Rainbows”—which was out before I left America. “Smiles” is still good here. You see the songs are slow in coming over....


I am enclosing three small camera pictures, which will be of some interest, I dare say. They were taken by a chap named Cooper who accompanied me on my trips to Verdun and Soissons....


The Cemetery of American Marines is at the corner of two roads between Vierzy and Verdun. Vierzy is about 12 miles from Soissons. We walked from Vierzy into Soissons, one of the most interesting jaunts I ever took, along the path of Foch’s smash that drove ‘em back over the Chemin de Dames last July. (I should say, as I was corrected by an Alabama Sgt. at Soissons, “Foch AND the Americans.”) 208 Marines are buried in this little place, and it is a beautiful little cemetery, fenced in with birch boughs. A little American flag whips in the breeze in the far corner, but can scarcely be made out in the picture. It was quiet and sunshiny when we were there, and a hundred birds were singing. I cannot forget nor describe that place.





The other picture was taken from a landing halfway up a ruined monastery in Soissons; the building was simply pounded to powder. It was rather a hazardous climb up that monastery, but the view over the city was worth it. We went up into the building by means of a slim, spiral-stone stair-case, and actually the steps and the wall were in many places shelled into a stuff as fine as talcum powder....


Now for a piece of good news, especially for Mamma; yesterday afternoon I received a long, official envelope from the Army authorities at Hoboken Piers. MY SUITCASE IS TROUVE! And it is now nearing Brest, aboard the U.S.S. Agamemnon, and will be forwarded, by official orders, right up to the door of the Embassy. Six cheers! Bonheur! C’est joli! And one big worry is vanished.


Received papa’s letter, one from Mamma, William’s also, as I mentioned before, and one from Mrs. Botimer. I realize how busy papa is, and tell him not to feel at all that I do not understand it. Ca ne fait rien, to use a famous French phrase. I know he would like to write more, but Lord knows he has enough other things to keep him busy....


... I am writing this at old John Embassy and gotta stop now. Thanks again for the History of Columbus, Ohio, and come again. Tell William to encore aussi....


Always
Jamie
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May 31, 1919.


Dear old Bro Robert;


I should have written to thank you long ere this for your series of histories of Columbus and Her folk....


Mamma writes that papa is still an earnest advocate of putting his family to bed early, doubtlessly tucking them in securely also, and so I assume that you are getting your rest, which ought to help you recuperate in good shape.


Your very clever dialogue of the O.M. [old man] learning to crank the machine, since he might as well learn then, was one of the funniest things I have had the good luck to have come over to cheer me up, your final touch about the use of the brush to calm the Thurberian temperament was true to life, all right. I suppose by this time he has tried, tried again, and is now one of the world’s swiftest and surest, if not indeed, fanciest, crankers of machines....


Mamma mentioned that you still play old Sam Mandolin and I am anxious to get home and hear you play again some of the old time melodies, and better than that, some of the new ones that you tell me about, but that I don’t know from Adam’s first yodel. I think I told you that I bought a second hand mandolin over here, got it up in the famous Montmarte district. I play it occasionally and have got so that I can use all the necessary fingers to finger with. ... Now I’ll try to give you a little idea of how things are going with me in gay and festive old Paree. It still continues to be a very interesting place, and it would continue to be so if one stayed here for ten years, because Paris is easily the most wonderful city in all Jake world, with about as many different phases as can be crammed into the rues and boulevards of the old town, and there are beaucoup square inches here to crowd things into. I haven’t seen one tenth of the things one could see, I suppose, and yet I have seen one big lot, also.


There are the most beautiful parks in the world to wander around in here, one of them, Pare Monceau only about three minutes walk from my hotel, which is a pension—hotel sort of place on the carrefour Haussmann—which means (carrefour) a place where several streets run in together, “square” we call them back home. The Boulevard Haussmann is one of the newest of the many boulevards of the famous berg. Stopping at this hotel are two other fellows from the Embassy, and four Red Cross girls, with whom one can have a real nice time. They are mighty nice girls and typically American, all right. You can sure tell an American lass from all the other races over here in half a glance, although not all of them are representative of the best looking girls we have back home. Still some of them are real nice to gaze upon; two of the four at my hotel are darn good lookers, and one of these two is very darn good looking. Funny coincidence, her name is... Bessie May Fisher. She doesn’t, though, look a bit like our Bessie Fisher of the Kurt connection. Still queerer coincidence, her mother’s name by marriage is Mary Fisher, so we naturally get along fine—not like brother and sister exactly, because that generally means not getting along without frequent arguments, pulling of hair and hitting with bricks. You remember the famous ballad, “Never strike your sister avec une Cobblestone”, I daresay, which is a companion piece of that other very noted song, “Be wary of Hammering Friend Cousin with a Mallet”. Bessie and I have chased around together quite a bit, the last few weeks going out to the pretty little suburb towns of Paris, where there are wonderful chateaus and grounds along the Seine, and lilacs are in bloom and wistaria, and roses, and all is sure pretty and nice to roam around amongst with a jeune fille. We were out to St. Germain not long ago, where the Austrian delegates are getting theirs handed to them, you know. There is a wonderful terrace out there from where you can see Paris in all its ancient splendor, but principally the Eiffel tower standing high above everything else, and the white spires of the Sacred Heart Church marking the top of Montmarte.


We are going to chase out to Fontainbleu before very long. I certainly don’t want to miss that, as it is famous for its chateau and forest. However, our chasing together will soon be fini, for the Bessie is going to be sent in the Red Cross service to Bucharest pretty soon, in about ten days, and our little parties will be all over.


The most recent piece of news with me, however, happened today. The little French garcon who guards the Embassy door, that is the porte to that inner sanctum known as the code room, came in and informed me that une demoiselle Americaine wished to see me. I couldn’t imagine who, but I hurried out all eager to see. An extremely pretty and bright looking American girl was standing there, in the well known trim gray uniform of the Rouge Croix. I recognized her face at once but couldn’t place her, and she had to tell me that she was Charme Seeds and that she had heard I was at the Embassy and had also heard a word or two about me in State, and thought she ought to come up and pass the time of day and one thing another. I had never met her, but of course had seen her quite a bit, as she is very famous at State, and was one of the most popular girls in the whole doggone campus in her day, and is yet for all of that. So I grabbed the afternoon off and we buzzed out to her place, a Red Cross Hotel in the Latin Quarter, and there we had tea in a very pretty garden, and cakes and marmalade and a long talk about people at State and things back on the old campus in general. She is certainly a dandy girl to know, and I am glad that she presented herself....


I got a letter from Martha Pbetz today in the same mail with mamma’s. She enclosed six or eight sticks of gum, the famous Spearmint and the equally renowned, if somewhat differently flavored Juicy Fruit. First I had seen, let alone chewed in a long temps, and I was very glad to get it.


Yesterday I went out to the cemetery of Suresnes, about six miles out of Paris, where a great many American boys are buried, and where one of the finest services was held. It was surely a thing not to be missed. There were oceans of flowers, and a very impressive honor guard of American and French soldiers, drawn up for no less a personage than the President of the United States who delivered a fine address, not a word of which I could hear however, since the closest I could get to him was jammed up on a hill at his back among about nine million doughboys and two thirds of the rest of the American war workers in France. French and American bands played the Star Spangled Banner and the Marseilleise, (spelled very uniquely I think) and then Chopin’s Marche Funebre, and ending up with about as fine and touching a note as music is capable of, the sweetly sad tones of Taps floating across the flower shrouded wooden crosses; the bugle call was played by a fine looking American bugler, and somehow it left an impression that will always stick....


Thanks again for all that you have sent, old boy....


forever,
yours,
Jamie
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Wednesday June 25, 1919


Dear Brothers Bob and Bill:


... The Games opened Sunday with beaucoup fanfare and waving of gonfalons, and I suppose the papers back there carry full accounts of the proceedings.... I have to work Sunday afternoons, but I don’t mind it so much because by so doing I get all of Tuesday off. And therefore Tuesday, yesterday, was my first day at the games....


Yesterday was a perfect day for the events, with a bright sun, pretty warm air, but not too chaude, and no clouds of any kind to obscure the brilliance of the affair. I have never seen the Yale Bowl, as I need not tell you, but I imagine this darn thing out near Paris comes about as close to it as any other stadium there is. It is, anyhow, one vast circle of concrete, sitting on one side of which places you in a position where you have to strain a neck and an eye in order to make out the people distinctly, on the other side. The space in the center, in other words, the field itself, is divided up into all the cinder tracks and dirt spaces and jumping bars that Ohio Field has on the occasion of Le Grand Six....


There is a regularly arranged forest of flag staffs around the circular track that forms the periphery of the field and on which the hurdles and long runs are staged, as at O. Field and all other such places. And huge silk new flags of all the allied nations whip the air into a scrambled rainbow effect. Around the back of the stadium another series of gonfalons are nailed, and the flags alone would add enough color to the scene, let alone the dozen different uniforms that dash and prance and hop and swirl about... the different colored trunks of the prize fighters and wrestlers, the flagrant flare of the loudly striped sweaters of the seconds and trainers... orange and white... red and blue ... and all sorts of startling combinations. Then the attire of the soccer teams, the splashes of national colors on the chests of the runners... and last but not least the brilliant array of uniforms in the stands and boxes. So that the stadium is like a huge kettle into which some Giantess of a witch with a savage’s appetite for bright colors, had dumped twenty different kinds of material and fifty different dyes, stirred them up in the middle and then tossed them with a big stick around the field, onto the flag staffs, into the stands ‘n’ everywhere....


... I have about as much interest in [soccer games] as a Russian Wolf Hound evinces in the V shaped motor of the Cadillac engine. In the afternoon, however, I had to sit through two of the things, each consisting of two halves of 45 minutes duration the half....


... France defeated Roumania in what one or two of the papers called a brilliant game of soccer. Might just as fittingly speak of a dashing iceman or a soggy desert.


... The Arabian sabre combat was very wonderful as far as cleverness in flailing a sharp weapong right in a brother’s face without clipping off a nose or a cheek, but it was so darn funny in the various dances a la Al Jolson and “no news for the news man” which they would suddenly waft into, away from each other, just when the give and take was at its roughest. The Americans in the stands were tickled to death and cheered and applauded, so that the Arabians thought they were getting by wonderfully, whereas the Americans, and most of the other onlookers for that matter, were overlooking the marvelous hand and arm work because the la dee da Pavlowa accessories were so killing, so to speak. The camel race was picturesque all right with true sons of the desert riding real ships of the desert, but the old boys weren’t much at taking a curve on high, being content just to keep on going, across lots, toward the exit. Finally two of them ended up with a fairly close finish, a pacin’ fool defeating a trottin’ bird....


Well, this day is drawing to a fini, and it is already the second that I have put in on this story of the games and one thing another, so I will not go any further.


Hoping you will do the same, I am always
Jamie


Three Red Cross girls who also lived at Thurber’s pension at 80 Boulevard Hausmann were to depart for duty in “Roumania”





TO BESSIE FISHER, ESTELLE FOSTER AND ROSALIE O’DONNELL



The Greatest City in the World (Paris)
[June 1919]


Dear Departeds:


I can see you now as the train pulled out of the Gare, standing on the rear platform of the caboose (that is, you, not the train), of the caboose, I repeat, that was carrying you away from me forever, or at least, he amended cheerfully, for quite a spell------carrying you away, I repeat, into what is undoubtedly the world’s most barren stretch of country, or at any rate, he conceded generously, into what is indubitably not one of the brightest garden spots of the world....


I am too modest to go into the story of my long and brilliant career of study to become the peerless and wonderful authority on Roumania that I am today, and it must suffice to say that one day I was feeling particularly gloomy, despondent and depressed, and my mind naturally running, therefore, in like channels, I dwelt on Roumania in a morbid sort of way, and gradually became the world’s champion authority, as I have mentioned elsewhere in this letter someplace. (Editor’s note: you will observe that in the sentence above, I say “dwelt on” Roumania, not “dwelt in”. You must immediately realize that knowing as much as I do about the place I naturally get enough sense to stick away from it.)...


Roumania, then, is situated in the most unprepossessing spot in all Europe. It is hounded on one side by Bulgaria, a country overrun with desperadoes, banditti, highwaymen, garotteers and huge burly bearded men, affecting long stiletoes, whose chief pastime and ambition in life, is the midnight foray, consisting of a fell swoop down from their lairs and dens in the mountains, upon the defenceless women of Roumania. Bucharest is their favorite swooping place. And strangely enough, these fierce and wicked men have a fetish, not to say a propensity for foreign women sojourning in those parts, in preference to the buxom and laughing native lasses. This may be due, in large part, to the fact that their midnight forays have been going on for so many years now, that the available supply of buxom and laughing native lasses has been pretty thoroughly carried away, kidnapped and held for ransom. In the matter of ransom, it might be well to mention here, that it is purely virtual, so to speak, and extremely volatile, as it were, amounting almost to the protean. That is to say, the bandit chief—him with the green eyes and the purple breath—will set a price of 45, 000 Jupazurkas as the amount that must be forthcoming for the release of a girl, and then, after her friends and family have worked for years and years, wearing their fingers to the bone, to raise this amount, and when they have finally succeeded and take the 45, 000 Jupazurkas in six great camions to the headquarters of the bandit chief, they find greatly to their dismay, and to the further retention of the girl, that the price has jumped 3456 jupazurkas during the last fiscal year, or that the rate of exchange has advanced nine Kulks to the spiniffus or something else equally crafty and financial, and back to the village and vineyard the friends and family must go, to work for years and years more and wear their finger bones to the marrow. In this way a young and vivacious maiden is frequently kept bound and gagged in the wine cellar of the Pirates’ Cave, until, as you may imagine, her youthful bloom is somewhat paled and her tinkling laughter tinkles not so tinklingly as of old, and her limbs become terribly cramped, and being gagged, she can’t even chew gum or swear for relief, and being bound, she can’t even kick about life in general. Things then come to a pretty pass, or, as my grandfather used so vividly to put it—Quote, There sure is hell to pay. End quote.


Statistics at hand, compiled during the years 1914-1918 show some interesting facts. I quote a few below:
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As will be seen by even a cursory glance at the appended statistics, very few of the foreign young ladies who went to Bucharest were not carried away... in point of fact, all of them were, and it is worthy of note that they were not carried away by the scenery.


The leader of this gang of lawless girl snatchers is known throughout mitteleuropa as Gogettem Pedro. He is a bad man. It has often been said of him by his cutthroat admirers that he couldn’t jump across a brook without becoming a pirate on the way over. Unfortunately for the young ladies going to Bucharest, however, he never took to a sea-faring life, but decided to lurk and prowl about the crags and cliffs and tarns and crannies and whatnots overlooking Roumania for his life work. In Pedro’s crew are fifty six (cinquante six) desperadoes and outlaws, all of the same ilk and religion, which latter is the worship of blood and rough-housing. Each and every one of these bold bad men is hard boiled and each and every one of them, in a recent straw vote, went on record as being in favor of American Red Cross girls as opposed to all other nationalities and kinds. This fact, it seems to us, is well worth your attention.


It might also be of some interest to you to mention the nicknames of some of Pedro’s wicked band. Hence, we mention some of them. Pink Eyed Paul, Sawtooth Sam, Knock ‘em Dead Eddie, Bustalong Bill, Aloysius the Agony Producer, Charley the Choaker and Mean Mose Mulligan—to name just a few of the more fastidious and gentle of the well-known organization. Hack ‘Em to Pieces Hank is Pedro’s first lieutenant and right hand man, and oh boy, he’s an unamiable individual, to describe him gingerly.


These men were simply born hard as nails and mean as life, and in a way they are not responsible, but that doesn’t help the situation much of course. In closing this phase of my brief summary of the present situation in Roumania, I might say that of the 45 Red Cross girls carried off from Bucharest by this notorious and absurdly impolite gang, a total of 45 are now reposing bound and gagged in the bandit’s cave, awaiting ransom, which, in all probability, will limp in a poor second to Judgment Day.


Roumania is hounded on another side by Russia, that is, to be more definite, Bolshevik Russia, or to be more definite still, by the most bolshevik of all bolshevik Russia. These bolsheviks that border and prey on Bulgaria are similar in many ways to the Bulgarian Buccaneers of the other side, that is, they are wild, untidy, mean and hard to get along with. Almost any one of them would shuffle a fellow man off this mortal coil for two Badrimbas, which is a bolshevist coin amounting to about one-tenth of a sou. Their special characteristic and pastime is throwing things, mostly bombs. They overthrow lots of things, too, mostly kingdoms. There is one tribe of these pagan and uncultured bolshevists known as Mugwimpuses, which is easily the most fearful and warlike of them all. This especial tribe inhabits a range of hills overhanging Bucharest. Let us hope, girls, that wherever you go in Roumania, you steer clear of Bucharest. The darn place is simply beset on every side by tribes, factions, armies and gangs of burly intruders, who take things and throw things and make themselves in every other way very impertinent and disagreeable. Well, anyway, this congregation of Mugwimpuses is about the worst division the whole red army of the world sports, it is indeed, the last word in IWW, oh, yes, it is even, forsooth, le dernier cri in the New and Dishonorable Order of Chaos Champions. Unlike the Bulgarian Pedroites, the Mugwimpuses do not conduct raids into Bucharest. This is because there is great rivalry between the two bunches of roughnecks, which culminated one night in a free for all in the streets of the Roumanian capital, when as chance and the leaders of the two gangs would have it, they conducted synchronous midnight forays and bumped square into each other right in the middle of the Place de Repulsive in the center of Bucharest. One of the birds of the Mugwimpus outfit happened to take a fancy to a Red Cross girl (American) whom a prominent Pedroite claimed for his own, and a fight for all comers ensued. The result was complete victory for the Bulgarian arms, and the utter rout of the forces of Mugwimp, who beat it back to their mountain homes and have stayed there ever since, content merely to fling bombs and other explosives into Bucharest from time to time. This hurling of infernal machines reaches its highest point generally at the apex of a Pedro foray, when the Mugwimpuses not only become excited by the noise and screams and shrieks and coarse laughter in the city below, but when they also become perfectly angry at the recollection of how Pedro’s mob beat them up that time, and so they just dump every darn bomb and bullet and rock and heavy object they have on hand into the city. Many a cowardly and unworthy fiend has met a just reward when a rock crowned his Sub-Prince of Hades or an explosive tore him limb from limb, blew him to pieces, bombed the stuffin out of him, and otherwise injured him in a vital spot, mortally wounding him, resulting in his death, and, in the end, killing him, thus bringing about his demise. But alas, alas, alas, and a-lack-a-day, and woe is me, many a beau—ti—ful Red Cross girl of the American persuasion, from the United States, has met an untimely and unmerited end through the same agency and by the same means, not to say as a result of the same happening, that is, to-wit, viz., as follows: either by bomb, explosive, infernal machine, rock, boulder, piece of cement, hunk of scantling or other heavy, blunt object flung from the haunts of the naughty Mugwimpuses and alighting on her person with a dull, sickening thud. Woe! C’est terrible, ca!


But let us go on-----from bad to even worse, for are you blissfully unaware that Roumania is hounded on yet another side by the world’s most terrifying, disgusting, germ-inhabited and destructive body of water? This awful place is none other than the Black Sea. The last census disclosed the presence in that body of aqueous fluid of 6, 789 sea serpents of the most poisonous nature, the most noxious coloring, the most baneful temperament, and the most wicked bite known to deep sea students. These quaint and interesting seagoing fish are of the sort that prowl around the land by night. They swim in the sea all day long, from the time they get up in the morning until approximately 8:46 P.M. in round numbers, thinking up devilish and low down tricks and antics to pull off when they get shore leave. Then promptly at 8:46 they sneak up to the shores, crawl on their stomachs onto the beach, steal silently over the banks and make for the largest city, which in this case is Bucharest. Once within sight of the city, they deploy under the leadership of the eldest and toughest and longest fanged snake in the crowd, and at a pre-arranged signal suddenly descent upon the defenceless inhabitants of the capital city, armed to the teeth, so to speak, and shouting loudly in the most terrifying and forlorn and menacing tone of voice one can imagine. First they make for the bar rooms where they proceed to get roundly liquored up, much to the discomfiture of the various cafe proprietors, and then, even more vicious and unruly and mean than ever, they get about to raise a general rumpus with the peaceful inhabitants of the place. By a strange and unsolved mental process, they take a fancy to plaguing and deviling and biting the young girls of the city, and even stranger still, there seems to be something about the uniform of the Red Cross (American) that lures and maddens them like the legended red flag does the storied bull. Many a time and oft have they pursued these particular girls for miles around the town, chasing them down alleys and over garden walls and onto house roofs and where not. This has come to be very annoying to the girls, and several of them have left the city on account of it, but sad to relate, they have but jumped from the F. P. into the F. for no sooner had they fled the city and shaken the dust of its avenues off of their neatly fitted shoes, than they have been set upon by sentinels, scouts, outriders, or reconnoiterers of one of the above mentioned bands of bandits, and carried away forthwith to a dark, gloomy cave to be bound and gagged and held for ransom that never comes, or if it does come, that proves insufficient, as we have related at length somewhere else in these columns.


So, then, the situation resolves itself into merely taking one’s choice between being bound and gagged for life, or being bitten and choked to death by some muscular and unscrupulous sea serpent. It is said that the well-known phrase, “It’s a hard life” originated in Bucharest, and is there anyone in this assembly tonight who will deny that it seems very plausible that this city must indeed be the home town of that expression?...


There is still another side on which Roumania is hounded, and that is to the west where Austria Hungary lies—and lies—and lies. As is well known, the former Hapsburg realm is made up of a number of races or elements or whatever one wishes to call them. Quite a few of these are peaceful peoples, or at least comparatively so, but there is one tribe, known as the woofelites... so called from the singular way they have of barking like a dog or a walrus... that is certainly a distinctly reprehensible bunch. As luck or fate will have it this tribe is the border tribe. That is to say, they live along the border between Austria Hungary and Roumania. Their characteristics are quite different from those of the Mugwimpuses or Pedroites; for one thing they do not throw things. Their special habit and pastime is to band together at night and bay the moon, thousands of them at once, in stentorian and sepulchral tones, and the effect is exactly like ten thousand Newfoundland dogs barking and baying and howling at once, only it’s lots worse, because no self-respecting Newfoundland or any other breed of dog would or could make such an ungodly dissonance, discord and cacaphony as this gang of brutes does. Why, girls, it is something fearful. Good Heavens, it’s impossible! And the worst feature of it all is that the sound penetrates very easily and clearly as far as Bucharest, and unless one is totally deaf, like the knob of a door or the roof of a shed or the cover of a rosewood snuffbox, or something, or unless, perchance, he can sleep during a battle or in a stock exchange at 2 p.m. on the day a war is declared, he will certainly lose a lot of needed rest and in all probability will either go crazy or into a decline. Statistics, of which I am fond of quoting, show that 7, 890 foreigners who have sojourned in Bucharest, have gone either the one or the other after a stay of from five days to six weeks in the place....


In looking over my comprehensive and discouraging volume on Roumania, which I have at hand here on my desk, I find that there are some Forty-five Thousand other jottings and inklings that I would like for you to know, but space forbids, and so I will just jot down briefly a score or so of the more important.


(1) In the early fall of each year there is an epidemic of the Black Plague in the city, due to the proximity of the Black Sea and the exposure to which the people are subjected by the visits of all the Johns and Elizas Sea Serpent.


(2) Malaria is not so bad in Bucharest... what I mean is it is not so bad as smallpox is, but there is more of it.


(3) The houses of Bucharest are so old that the cement has all worked out from between the bricks and if a whole side of a house doesn’t fall in on you, you are reasonably sure of being nicked on the knob by a falling chimney.


(4) A railroad strike is threatening there now, and once a person gets into the place, the chances are he won’t ever get out.


(5) And that isn’t altogether due to the impending strike, either.


(6) Mosquitoes in Bucharest measure six inches from wing tip to wing tip.


(7) Three weeks out of the year it doesn’t rain.


(8) The weather isn’t much during these three weeks, tho.


(9) Sugar costs 456 francs a dish, tea 69 francs a cup, small cakes 27 dollars a dozen. But it is not felt that these low prices will continue.


(10) All femmes du chambre in Bucharest take things.


(11) One is not safe on the streets after sun down. Three are not safe either. But then, cheer up, there is nothing to see on the streets either before, after or during sundown.


(12) Some of the little children in the city are very pretty, but they all chew or smoke cigars.


(13) There are several movies in town, but they haven’t had any new reels since Kalem’s “The Midnight Diamond Robbery” which has been shown 456, 679 times since 1903, thus establishing the world’s greatest run for a theatrical attractive. Now, however, the reel has become so worn out that no one can tell what it’s about. In fact one gentleman who forced himself to sit through it, said to a reporter for the Bucharest Trumpetzxksky that it put him in mind of animated Persian heiroglyphics portraying Charlie Chaplin in the role of Desdemona prepared for the films by W. J. Bryan and directed by the maiden aunt of Jesse James. This sounds to me more like a description of the city itself, but then I have never seen the picture.


(14) Bucharest occupies the former site of Nineveh and part of Tyre... the rim, I think.





(15) The death rate in Bucharest is four to the square yard per diem. The birth rate, 45 francs for an upper and 85 for a lower, Via Trieste, meals not in cluded.


(16) My personal opinion is that a train taking an American Red Cross girl to Bucharest is carrying a good thing too far.


(17) The worst part about it is that you are leaving behind not only the greatest city in the world, but also me. Tomorrow I am going out to Fontainebleau with its wonderful castle and its famous and beautiful forest, and from there, after loitering around under the cool of the trees, I will take the cute lil tram to Barbizon, and get some vin rouge and real nice dejeuner on the white spread terrace of some secluded and quiet little cafe, presided over by a charming and polite red-cheeked waitress, and then I will walk around the famous little town of the painters, and see the homes of Millet and Rousseau and then I will come back to Paris in the gathering twilight, back to the gay boulevards and the white ways and the theaters and the parks and the quaint rues, and the color and the hum and the panorama ‘n everything, and oh boy, won’t it be fine! And you...... well, I have already tried to give you some idea, from my vast knowledge of the subject, what you will be doing....


But even with all the various diversions of Paris to distract me, I am very sure that one of the finest and nicest of all the attractions will be gone in the persons of three of the dandiest and Americanest girls I have ever known....


And at tea time I am sure I will sally up the steps light-heartedly to numero trent quatre, happily for the moment believing your bright faces and lithsome figures and airy graces and beautiful spirits and cheerful words will be there to greet me, only to find the room barren and deserted, the golden bowl broken....


Still, let us look on the bright side of things, even if we are quite positive there is no such thing, and let us imagine a silver lining where none really is. Let us promise ourselves that bientot you will all come back, despite Bucharest, and that if even for only a day, we will all make merry once more, setting the welking to ringing with our happy laughter and the ancient rues of old Paris to resounding with the sounds of our reunited joy and the whole pension to tinkling with the jingle of our tea things, and all our ten fingers to being gooey with the stuffing and icing of little wonderful expensive cakes such as only Parisian boulangeries set in their windows to entice the unwary Red Crosser, and delight the soul, via the stomach, of the quatre of us.


And even if you do not come this way again, or if when you do, I shall have gone into that land from whose bourne no traveller will surely ever care to set forth again... the United States of America—even if we do not meet again on this side the wide, wide pond, someday, oh magic someday, we will all be sure that we will have tea together again, either in old St. Louis, or Old Columbus (O.) or old someplace else....


And so even if I reach the next to the last step and they are not there, I am happy in the conviction that on the topmost step our tea things will be all arrayed, sparkling and gleaming and laughing with us, and all will be happy ever after.


Good-bye, Good Luck, God bless you.
(Jimmy)


By Thurber’s return to Columbus, Minnette Fritts had married. He was still shaken up by his first sexual encounter in Paris.


TO ELLIOTT NUGENT



James Thurber, 330 East Gay St.,
Columbus, Ohio
Friday, March 25, 1920


Dear old Guy o’ mon coeur:


... First of all, concerning myself, I wish to speak of plans, or such plans as I have, for my future. Naturally I am still a bit unsettled and uncertain yet, and things are somewhat nebulous and a trifle worrisome. You see I am not in tres excellent condition, having had a very bad time of it with nerves in Paris— which is a hint of the silence story—untold yet by the way—but out of that life into a new routine altogether I am picking up wonderfully. The ocean trip in itself was a wonder worker, and home and the way spring comes up Ohio ways, are keeping up the good work, ably assisted by Fellow’s hypophosphites and new mental orientation....


Your second letter shows me that you believe I am in school, but I ain’t. I got back too late for one thing and I didn’t feel up to it for another, and there are also family complications—the sickness of my younger brother and things financial. However, all is a bit rosier than when I hit home, and I believe everything will turn out fine and bien tranquil.


As to plans, I don’t yet know, I am certain that very soon I will start out as you have on the old road of life, which in my case can mean but one thing, writing. It must mean that, win or lose, fail or prosper. But I intend to hit it hard and consistently and go in for the big things, slowly, perhaps, but surely.





I have of course no assurance of success, even of ability beyond the outer rim of mediocrity, but I have the urge, the sense of what it is and means, and a certain vague confidence which will grow, I believe, as I grow and work.


I was, as you know, low in spirits and confidence over there at times, but I broke that and the victory was sweet. I grew up, at least, and became a man, oh, much more of a man than ever your erratic and youthful but willing dreamer of a Jamie ever was. I’m not saying I’m anything fine. I’m not. It’s still a fight to down certain weaknesses, but an easier fight. I am more sure of myself, older, wiser and I’ve felt the bumps out there beyond the border of the campus, in the center of the cruel old world, damn her, sweet and beautiful always, too!


But the course is yet incompleted. I’ve much to learn, much steadiness and stability to gain. The wise Mrs. Proctor [Minnette Fritts] said I still need stability, but that she saw at once great improvement. Certainly I am not the ineffectual boy of Washington days. It’s hard to recall them, but I was just a boy then. Minnette is next to you a wonder at understanding. I don’t believe you know how good at it she is. If not, believe me, she has a quick sense for values and a sure finger for the right spot, be it strength or weakness....


In our second talk we walked about the campus. The dialogue was good. Nugey, it isn’t easy to let convention and Oscar [Minnette’s husband] take such a dolly dialoguer out of one’s life....


... She counts me her Great Friend—of my sex—I count her my Great Friend of her sex. She said suddenly “Jim, you’ll be coming to talk with me when we’re sixty!” A lot of it is in that sudden sentence....


Anyway, I’ll never know the right answer to sex and marriage, sense and mirage. Will you, old dear?


And so, naturally, to Eva....


Eva, the Girl of Dreams... The Girl heroine of movie stories, and “Prince Chap” plays and pipe-dreams, the girl one’s heart yearns for and the devil take Joey Taylor’s neat philosophy and H. James’ cool churches! The girl of Browning gondolas, of Lee Robert’s songs, of Douglas Fairbanks fifth reels and of Harold McGrath’s novels. The one, after all, we marry.


... I can deal with her fairly, too. Letters and thoughts since seeing her have done wonders. I love her, always have, always will. I loved her when I saw her. There were the “rapid heart-beats” and all. I sat and stared at her as I never sat and stared at anyone. I didn’t give one damn at first about talking. I didn’t know what I said or what she said....


I don’t know what it is, or was to begin with, but there was the same sensation after eleven years that I had when, as a kid, I told her good-bye, pulled my cap to pieces, and felt an ache and an urge in my heart too old for my years, but too eternal and atavistically strong ever to be classed as “puppy love” or any other thing. She was the One Girl. And I felt it again, that unexplainable thing. When sitting opposite her, after dinner in her home, we were for the first time solidly alone. I wanted her. That’s all.... And, god help her, she likes me in person! Now what do you think of that? Why darn it all, the finest letter she wrote to me in all of the time was one she sent after she had seen a recent picture of me....


She is coming here a week from today for the Follies—and as she put it in today’s letter—“to see you and the Follies”. Step down, brother Ziegfeld!...


... I’ll speak now of plans.


Very greatly I want to go back one more year to school, for the express purpose of amassing knowledge on certain courses, and with the determined intention of letting much of the rest of the campus world ride past.


After that—well, it will then be square up to me to say, finally, “hello, world.” Meanwhile, I am going to rent a nice Underwood and try out a few things, while I am getting over the remnants of nerve-fog and physical near-wreck. After that I will have to take on something inconsequential but with money in it for the summer, and maybe, if the Purple Gods rule or if Saturn is in Taurus—or what ever does it—maybe for longer with the necessity also of giving up graduation—which of course I can do with no terrible blow to me or my career.


Somehow I can’t accomplish much here at home, since never have my folks understood me, altho’ they have always sympathized and helped wonderfully....


Well, Nugums, there’s a lot more to write, but I have many things to accomplish today, so I’ll call this a letter, with the promise to do another one soon again.


Let me know how everything comes along, constantly.


Unshakably yours,
Jim


[image: image]





James G. Thurber, 330 East Gay St.,
Columbus, Ohio
April fourth, 1920


My dear Old, better ‘old, gold Nugget:


... The old atmosphere of our days in school and at the Phi Psi house together still comes back to me when I get up North of 12 53, like a vagrant haunting sniff of O. Henry’s mignonette....


Have I mentioned to you that Henry James has now become my greatest enthusiasm along lines literary? He always was a big card with me, especially in Joe Taylor days, but I cultivated him extensively in Paris, becoming possibly the world’s greatest authority on “The Ambassadors” which I bought over there for $5 in the N.Y. Edition and perused many times with increased interest, since I was right amongst his places and in the atmosphere, and no one can enjoy it to the farthest ultimate who does not know Notre Dame, Le Tour D’Argent and the Boulevard Malsherbes. Perhaps it is my deep interest in him and his art and his philosophy and his orientation which makes the M.Y.F.P. [Minnette] attraction never the less, for she not only can talk him with me but she has always appealed to me as having many of the elements of his ladies, tho’ I quite concur in your earlier statement that she is not a Madame de Vionnet and never will be. Still I can’t help but know that she has a—what I might call—“depth of charm” and a scope of manner and a princess quality of bearing and a poise and reserve in dialogue which is so far above the average American girl of these twelve cylinder, jazzomarimba days that it is refreshing like the drift of May roses across a base-ball field. (If anyone should ever wish to compile my letters after I am famously dead, and should call upon you to furnish the most of them and of me, I fear you would have to censor and expurgate with a free wrist movement.)...


The day before Spring Vacation began I called Minnette and we met at Lazurus where she went shopping, and there was a most interesting two hours in the nice HI Tea Room on the Fifth. There was between us, besides the fine understanding, a flat cut glass dish of sweet peas, my favorite flowers. The orchestra was playing things from a few of my favorite operas “Manon”, “Boheme” and “Lakme.” It was really nice. Then we walked up to Long and High to get a car and one not being there we kept on walking. When we next looked up, we were ten steps from Hennicks and I was in two street car tickets. She left the next day for Chicago and Hubby....


Friday, three days after Minnette left, Eve o’ Zanesville came down for the Follies avec sa famille, and I had her and her wondrously good looking mamma out to my home, where she met the family of Thurber. Eve and I had but a very few minutes together this second time, not enough to make any progress towards knowing each other than before. It will take so many visits to establish a basis.... I have found this out that Eve never in her life bumped up against or associated with a personality just like mine or with a man of my interests and enthusiasms and my change of gait. I know that she is a bit puzzled, vastly interested, in a way fascinated and most of all half-eager and half-afraid about her own ability to find my plane. It is, as I say, a new field altogether for her, for she never went to college, has no idea then of that life, and about all we have at the start in common is I believe a mutual interest from some unknown source and a common playground in an affection for things of the stage. She still yearns for the stage a bit, but the call of home and happiness is strong too. She is balancing between the little comforts of folks in Zanesville and the call of the New York existence. That she has talent I am positive—in fact I have told you that she got as far as a principal at the Winter Garden five years ago and the offer of a contract with Roscoe Arbuckle in the movies, and that she left everything then at its peak and went to Zanesville to recuperate from nerves and has been there ever since. I forgot to tell you that in her book of autographs there is one written by your father—or I guess I did tell you that.


Another thing, she is evidently not very strong, and her nerves seem to be mated with mine in many ways, which is a discomforting reflection. I have fine reason to believe that she hates the idea of marriage because she and her mother have decided it wouldn’t do for her to have babies—that is, an uncanny seventh sense of mine tells me that—but I am sure that she loves the lil things, les cheres enfants—just as I do; but you see I myself had arrived at the determination never to bring any children into this old vale to inherit the Thurber nervousness which is sure constitutional if anything ever was, the three of us brothers having had a double heritage of it, and before I believed Eva felt that way I had decided that I would never marry either, if the girl did want children; so I suppose after all this phase is what you might call “everything coming out all right”—I suppose you might, but it seems a form of hard lines or something like that.


However, here I am living in the cottage and everything and we may never get that far at all. In fact I met a girl at Wurlitzer’s Victrola store today who hasn’t faded yet, but may tomorrow morning, and then I ran into Marion Poppen on Broad Street today, she all bodiced up with a corsage of sweet peas. You never knew I long had a silent case on her, did you, in days when she seemed to be engaged to a w.k. ChiPhi?


There is no use in denying that, after all, this Eva girl is not the girl of all my dreams, that I really did manage through the years to build up a glittering image based upon a pretty little bob-haired girl, an image which was so wonderful that she couldn’t, I suppose, live up to it. And since she couldn’t, there is still what Henry J. would call a “drop”, something big has gone out of my life. Maybe after a while something bigger will take its place, but the little princess of mine who played about willow trees on Yarrow is still there. I have never found her, I never will. There’s something in this story of mine that would have delighted old Henry [James] who loved to play with psychological and social and imaginative difficulties. And he would have seen in it as you do something higher than emotionalism and stronger than fancy and sincerer than sentimentalism, something rather wonderful and big. He was a connoisseur of special cases—the things that happen to most of his “poor, sensitive gentlemen” could not have happened to more than one in a million—take his collection including “The Jolly Corner” “The Friends of the Friends” “The Altar of the Dead” the “Beast in the Jungle”—frail, too greatly attenuated too impossible the average person would say in some disgust, but of a pure type with mine, in uniqueness of experience and quality of thought. I won’t let it take up all of my life or warp my perspectives, but it must always be bigger to me than most things, I am formed not to be able to let career or business become more to me than friendship and love. I am, I am proud and at once miserable to say, a follower after the great God James. I mean Henry James. Funny, before him, before I knew him my greatest most personal interest was in Edith Wharton who is admittedly a sitter at his feet and is nearest like him than any other writer alive or dead and gone. It was a great discovery to me that she was not the ultimate that I still had before me the exquisite pleasure of the Master. Joe Taylor and I when I saw him at his home had quite a James talk fest, for he is also more for H.J. than for any of the rest....


* * *


Carson Blair was in Columbus over Easter and trys to get me to go into advertising work in Detroit where Mully and he are both in that line, with different firms; Carson is making very good with Burroughs. I am still unsettled. I want to go back to State and intend to, if possible, but I have to do something pretty toot de sweet in order to finance things. I don’t know what it will be. I have got this typewriter for a month and expect to do something along the Beloved Literary Line in that time—and it helps oil the works to write to you.





Ha, Watson, also I have another great interest in life which I cultivated in Paris: music, good music—I mean listening to it, not playing a flute or singing a wicked tenor. The family is already being made the more or less unhappy victim of my research for the records of songs I learned to love over there away from Jazz. I never quite got into the spirit of the thing here... but in Paris I became an opera hound and a concert spaniel. While the world goes along trolling Dardanella and The Sky Blues and Shanghai Mary Sings Dixie Like Mother Macree in Far Off Brazil I hum snatches from famous things. The Dream from Manon, the Musetta Waltz from Boheme, He Will Come Again from Madame Butterfly are a few of ‘em, but boy, oh, they can never take the place of Sing Me to Sleep Rose in the Bud and Slumber Boat of the Eva O’ Long Ago....


And now about you. Your play opened up yesterday I believe you said. I am all anxiously primed to hear how she is going and how you like it and what your part is and all....


* * *


Before I forget it, I hadn’t been here long till I heard from several sources that one E.J. Nugent stepped out quite colorfully in Chicago. That you did or din’t makes no damn difference. I just bring it in to pave the way to telling you that such things have a trick of getting around from which I was spared with my one or two affaires d’amour in Paris. I lasted a little over 12 long months in the gayest city in the world. I now have a picture of Ninette, the most wonderful dancer in the world, and memories of my first step aside, the pretty Remonde of Provins. The whirl when once it whirled went whirling so fast that I saw it as a reason for whirling home. Ninette told me once in the privacy of her cute Montmarte appartement, “Jeemy, at zee step which you step, you must last about two weeks.” “Ah, non, ma cherie,” I returned, lighting a Pall Mall from a huge red box of them which I had given her, and offering my glass for some more of her fine Porto, “Ah, non, vous vous trompez, you are very wrong, at this pace I will last all often days.” Voila....


I have no regrets, fortunately, but I will say that I can’t see it except as a passing experience once in—or twice in—a life-time, providing there is no One Girl. I mean if there isn’t One Girl, why then say six or eight passing experiences or nine or ten or... hell. The genus known as Gash Hound intrigues me not. Nor does it suffocate you with enthusiasm, either. But what have you to say as to how long your pace would have lasted? Come to think of it I never had your statement that you hadn’t hunted forbidden berries long ago, but I at least imagined you hadn’t. I don’t believe I ever told you I got as far as Paris all right, either. It seems to have been a thing which we naturally didn’t consider worth the time for discussing. And God knows it isn’t.


* * *


Some of the things in literary lines I am working on are: a book for next year’s Scarlet Maskeraders—possibly—; an original sort of Washington Square thing called “The Fourth Mrs. Bluebeard”—the other wife who gypped the Homme de barbe bleu, you know, but who was never written about—she beat him by modern feminine craft. “The Call” which is powerful in my mind, but which will no doubt fail—a Henry James sort of thing with another special trick of mine as the basis, namely a gift I have at long but awfully vivid intervals of receiving mental telepathy messages from friends or family in trouble. Don’t believe I ever told you that trick. It has really worked but five times in my life, one of which I will never tell but which is the most beautiful and complicated of all—and which, damn it, is the basis for my story, so I guess I’ll have to do it under a nom de plume. Oddly enough, two of the five instances happened here since I returned, and of them had nothing to do with trouble at all, it was just a freak working. My mother has had the same thing several times. Then I am working on a comedy about a French wife with a new twist—(ps-s-t the story has the twist) an article along the line of “France and America, Last and First Impressions,” which no American magazine would print, probably, since my status is about 67 to 33 favor France. And there are minor poems and things.


Your lil poem “Dead Roses” I like very much, but Nugey it is not as good as the unrevised thing—it may be a bit better technic, but what was matter with the technic of the other one? If you must revise the other one, darn you, do it over again. This one has the air of a wild rose bush jerked up and planted in a green-house by three expert florists. I like the first immensely.


When you have time write me again, lots, and don’t forget I’m longing for to see you, old heart.


Always,


Eva Prout and her mother stayed at the Thurber home overnight while in Columbus to attend the Follies.





TO EVA PROUT



James Grover Thurber
April 6 [1920]


My dear Eve:


... First of all it sure was terribly nice to have had you here. It had seemed to me always so impossible. I mean I never really believed it could happen— like Aladdin’s lamp. Reminds me of a poem I read in Paris...


”Never your steps where mine have trod,
Never my words to you;—
And it all would have been so easy for God—
So simple a thing to do.”


Well, it wasn’t so hard after all. I am always discovering molehills and saying “oh, lookit the mountains!” And God slipped one over again on our friends the enemy—the Purple Gods. Life is very nice....


... can I come up to see you a week from Sunday?...


I ask so long in advance because I don’t want to ruin another date of anyone else. I refuse flatly to cause any poor love-lorn kid [Ernest Geiger] to lie awake nights. Tell him I’m a fatherly old soul whose interest in you is like the interest of Whitcomb Riley in roses or at the most like the avidity of Omar Khayam for jugs. Tell him I had a bet that I would meet you someday, is all. And he’ll “get over it”, as you said....


The reason I want to come up is because I am determined to leave HI ol’ Columbus before long....


It’s mental death to stay here where there is nothing progressive to do—at least until school opens. I feel I must get my degree. I will probably go to Detroit. One of my friends [Carson Blair] came all the way down here Saturday to talk Detroit to me. It has its pluses. At least I can try it.


We are both talking of going back to Paris for a year or so in journalistic work, if we can line up a few [news] papers etc. And once there we aim to look over the really vast field for American enterprise, with a possible view to working together there if it seems as big as I believe it is....


You should see Paris someday.... I mean my Paris.... I would like to be there when you arrive to show you my Paris. Here’s a tentative program for a few days—say in June, 19—?





First Day


1. Morning. A walk down the Champs Elysees, with a half-hour’s rest under the flowering chestnut trees of the Elysee’s Gardens. A half hour in the Spring Salon. Then over the Seine along the Quai D’orsay to the Eiffel Tower, taking in Napoleon’s tomb. Then up past the Embassy and my hotel to the Arch. Luncheon at one of the open air... restaurants in the wonderful gardens of the Champs Elysees. Say we make it Ledoyen’s, on the right side. Their hors d’oeuvre are really good and they have the best omelettes in Paris.


2. Afternoon. A taxi along the Seine to the He de Cite. An hour in Notre Dame. It’s worth it. Then a taxi to the Luxembourg Gardens, taking in Rodin’s Museum. After that a little walk down some crooked rues of the Latin Quarter. Dinner at the Cafe de Paris, with its plush lounge-seats, its lights, its beautiful service and some Chateau-Lafitte, 1904.


3. Night. A walk from the Cafe de Paris down the Rue Royal and up the Boulevards to the Opera. And there, happily, Thais or Aida.


Second Day


1. Morning. A walk in the Bois de Boulogne, the dream park of the world. Till ten o’clock. Then a taxi ride to Montmartre to get the vistas of Sacre Coeur and a view of that wonderful region by daylight. Then an aperitif—you can have a grenadine—or a Vermouth-Cassis is mild—on the terrace of the famed Cafe de La Paix, the center of the world. Luncheon at the same Cafe.


2. Afternoon. The jewelry shops and Modeste shops of the Rue de la Paix, right near, and over to the Rue de Rivoli and the afternoon concert in the Tuilleries—say we stay for the selections from “Lakme” and the Nocturne of Chopin’s. Tea at Rumplemayer’s across the way. Then an hour at the Louvre, time enough to see the Mona Lisa, Venus de Milo, Winged Victory and a certain frieze of Botticelli’s.


3. Night. Dinner at L’Abbaye’s restaurant in Montmarte, with a dance or two. They have “le cuisine exquise.” Coffee, gateaux, afterwards—you can have just a little chartreuse to see what it looks like anyway. And during the dinner a silver bucket holding ice and a bottle of Moet and Chaudone. A few minutes in the Black Cat... and the Lune Rousse, ending with a view of Paris from the Church of the Sacred Heart.


Third Day


1. Morning. A walk in Park Monceau, my one favorite spot of all. Here we will sit on a bench by the Lilac Lane and watch the beautiful Paris kiddies at play, looked after by prim “bonnes” or maids. From there a few nearby pretty places, including a museum and old Gothic church or two. And at noon we’ll run over to the left bank for lunch at Le Tour D’Argent.


2. Afternoon. Out to Versailles—the palace, the grounds and the Trianons. Tea and cakes at a place I know where big elm trees touch the sky. Dinner at the prettiest and most expensive and “chicest” place of all, the world’s finest restaurant, D’Armenonville in the Fairy depths of the Bois du Boulogne. Then the concert under the [unclear] trees of the Restaurant Dauphine—real pretty music, including, of course, “Smiles” and the song which always will take me to Paris in spirit wherever my body is—“Some Day He’ll Come” from Madame Butterfly. And there, under the moon-stained trees, while we eat their nice panache ice cream, I’ll bribe the orchestra to play these songs: “Slumber Boat” and “Sing Me to Sleep.” After which I won’t have to be sung to sleep.


Oh, Eve, I’ve been in Paris all the time I was writing that. And you were there, too. Gee it was real!...


Time now... to quit dreaming and go to bed. But many of my dreams have come true—and over the hills and far away isn’t so far away after all.


Goo’ night, Eve,
dreamingly
Jim


[image: image]


Hotel Rogge, Zanesville, O.
April 22, 1920


Dear Eve:


The very competent, tho’ somewhat irrascible, lady behind the grilled window of the Ohio Electric said she didn’t have the faintest idea whether the car would run or not tonight. They are having power trouble. I decided it probably wouldn’t go. And being fidgetty I came over here. I would rather wait three hours here than one hour in the O. E. station. Wouldn’t you? And besides with you to write to—sweet mamma—the three hours are tulip time. It is, besides, my favorite writing hours. All the best writers write at queer hours. Lincoln wrote his Gettysburg Address on a train. Theodore Dreiser writes in the wee ‘sma’ hours. Booth Tarkington has regular hours, maybe, but he always uses a pencil—he has six or eight and when the point wears just a bit he gets a new one. He can afford it. They say he was cruel to his wife. They say Al Jolson was, too.





Kipling can write only when he’s in the mood. Shakespeare had the worst trick of all—he picked out the 16th century to write in. Think of it! No one can do that now. Which shows he was in a class by himself.


I wonder how the name of this hotel is pronounced? “Rogge”?


POEM:


The cat, as every kiddie knows,
Thinks the night was made to prowl in.
And underneath the midnight moon
Is the dog’s pet time to howl in;
And who, calling ‘round at two a.m.,
Ever found the owl in?
The fish now is a wiser fowl
Then is the cat or dog or owl
When eight bells out at sea has rung
Up in his hammock fishy’s swung.
Now take the husband of the hen—
He thinks he beats a big Big Ben—
He bothers his wife at ungodly times
To sound his early morning chimes.
His wife will cackle “You can’t sing”—
But do you think that hubby gives a ding?
He used to think there’d be no light
Unless he crowed to end the night
And so he never got much sleep—
He’d waken at the slightest “cheep”—
He thought that if he slept too late
The sun would stick at the Golden Gate.
—But once he slept till half past nine
And woke and saw the sun did shine!
My oh, it was a cruel surprise
To find he didn’t make it rise.
But you can read the story, dear,
In Edmond Rostand’s “Chantecler.”


(Urgent note: the “dear” is poetic license or something. I had to get a rhyme you know. Mais, je ne regrette rien que j’ecrive a toi; quand m’eme.)...





The guinea pig’s a funny hoggy
(Twelve thirty-one in the hotel Rogge)
He’s awful fat and short and podgy
(Twelve thirty two in the hotel Rogge)
Of course, he’s not a sure nuf hog
(Twelve thirty three in the hotel Rogge)
His wife is a thrifty little drudge—
We once had two named “Kewp” and “Budge”—
(Twelve thirty four in the hotel Rogge)
We kept ‘em in a cave we dug
(Twelve thirty five in the hotel Rogge)
And after half a year or so
You should have seen the family grow
They had thirty children then, I know.
And hubby walked the ground at night
—Forty children, if I am right—
And his wife thought they were awful nifty—
These forty—or was it really fifty—
But she could sleep, land sakes alive—
And hubby up with all sixty-five—
Yet still he loved his little matey—
And him with the care of all them eighty!
He died at last one morn at light—
going on at such a sleepless rate
the funeral was very fine—
He left a wife and ninety nine.


The cuckoo clock’s the worst of all
He’s up at all hours in the hall;
He’s scared of burgu-lars I bet
Or else he gets a bad night sweat.
He can’t sing like a lark or Sinnet
But he keeps fine time—right to the minute—
I guess he thinks he’s got a lot
Or else the clock gets too darn hot;
To feed him place a little sand
From an hour glass on the minute hand.
I think the cuckoo clock’s just dear!
But he doesn’t sleep enough, I fear,
And counting hours year after year
He often gets run down I fear
Which never happens to chanteclear.
Yet he may become a nervous wreck
But hell not get an axe laid on his neck.


The barnacle, too, is a sleepless soul
He sleeps on ships and when they roll
They keep him up—altho he’s down
Where the water turns the keel all brown.
He likes to sleep on the post of a dock
—Which is quite unlike the cookoo clock— . ..
The ostrich is a quaint fish, too,
He never sleeps like me or you.
His pillow’s two feet under ground
And still he sleepeth very sound.
Green sod above, lie light, lie light
Or else the ostrich won’t sleep tight.


(... this may go on like this for several pages yet. Oh, I’m not either—I’m just thinkin’ ‘em up ‘s go along.)


Consider now the frail peacock—
He is a funny lizard—
He sleeps not like the cuckoo clock—
His head rests near his gizzard.
And never once the whole night long
Does he burst forth to sing a song...


[Visiting Nugent in Dover, Ohio]


May Ninth, 1920


Dear Eve:


... I am wondern what you are doing now the weather up here is right smart nicer than what it was how is your ma Zeb Gibbs lost his wife last Saturday night but she found her way back and Zebs still out of luck He says hes goin t drop her in the Crick nex time the parsnip crop is tolerable this yere but we aint lookin much for no snortin barley harvest....





Please, Eve, aren’t you well and strong and husky now and going to our dance? I won’t have you miss it for anything and I won’t have you go unless you are feeling fully up to the effort.


Elliott is going to the dance whether his girl does or not, because for one thing he is anxious to see this Eve person.... He will only be home a week or two longer before he sets sail for Indianapolis and stock [theater] with Stuart Walker. We have certainly had a wonderful time of it so far talking over all the things we had to talk about. But I expect to leave here not later than Wednesday, so I want you to send me a letter nice and fast to Dover that I may know your plans, your condition, and for whom you are giving surprise parties now....


Nugey wanted to make Akron this afternoon for to fuss with his girlie but mamma Nugent is jealous and I guess she loves him most and I bet he loves her most and anyway it’s Mother’s Day. God bless all mammas.


Please be sweet to me, Misseveprout, and tell me quick that you are feeling powerful as a turbine and will sure get to go....


I think quite a lot of you.


Always,
Jim


Eve accepted Thurber’s invitation to a fraternity dance at the Columbus Country Club. Between dances Thurber found Elliott Nugent and Eve on the terrace looking at “a green star” in the sky. Says Eve: “Jim didn’t like it at all that I saw green stars with Elliott.”


Monday Evening [Probably May 1920]


Dear Eve:


... Well, thank Goodness, I have recovered quite from the “low” spell which I had just after I left you on that perfectly horrible old train. I haven’t yet decided which is hardest to do—to see you go or to kill in myself the absolutely tremendous desire to hold you, just before you go.


(I can’t imagine why I am so nervous today—would you look at this writing, but maybe it is the reflex action caused by surpressed desire.)


I do so hope, Eve, that the trip home didn’t leave you just a wreck, and that we didn’t misuse you so much here that you lapsed back into a need for more convalescing....


Ol’Eddie [Morris] felt my depression worse than it was. I really didn’t want to talk to him going home in his car, I just wanted to think of you. Eve, god knows how it could happen, but I fell in love with you when you were here—I mean it became stronger and yet simpler and so darn wonderful. I can’t explain that. I can’t see what happens, but something did happen.


I realize how you mean everything to me, what a marvelous thing it would be to have you always near, and how the light goes from all things when you go....


Anyway—or rather “therefore”—I just can’t be as I was in Paris or as I was at any time before. I can’t help but be a little jealous and very selfish, I suppose. All I can do is to promise to try very hard not to “make you mad” and I will honestly try to be just “friendly.”


... I probably won’t be able to get up to Zanesville for maybe even such a long time as two weeks, because I gotta and wanta plunge headlong into giving dad’s idea of syndicate-newspaper writing a real chance. We have talked it over today and he feels so confident of his ability to get the necessary contracts for me—and I am so confident of my own ability to make it go, if I get the chance, that it seems the thing right now to try and to try hard.


So, before starting things, I am going to reach Zanesville Tuesday—(today)—and probably worry mamma Barks to distraction the way I’m always popping up when relatives are arriving and when church surprise parties are being done.


Just remember that I am this way:—when I call up, if you want me to, say “g’on home’—can’t see y’ today.” Please do that, if necessary, since I desire not to get in bad at 431. And it seems like I am there so darn often, in a way, and so doggone seldom, in another way.


I’m awfully badly in love with you, Eva.
Always,
Jim
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Saturday Night


Dear Eve:


So my letter [never located] was sarcastic? Just a little bit too much so, wasn’t it? It hurt just a little bit, because you really mind what I write, but care nothing, one way or another, for what I say. That’s because you didn’t or won’t ever identify me with the hand and the heart of certain letters—mere dreams I wrote in idle or pensive hours, meaning nothing or almost nothing. I am two men to you. One of them you love just a bit, the other you care for only because, after all, he wrote the letters and you can’t change that.





Why shouldn’t I be sarcastic if I wish? Do you think it is a simple matter to give one’s whole heart away, his whole being, his entire self—to a girl who may be a little amused, somewhat pleased, and only on occasions seriously realizing what she has had given to her?


I intend to revolt against you every darn week, or oftener, until you LOVE ME —so that if you never do I can say, well I had a good time, you didn’t seal my heart up and toss all joy away with it.


A woman is often a wonderful thing. And you are. But in you, as in all of them, is the indifference of Carmen, the joy in cruelty of Cleopatra, the tyrannical marble-heartedness of Katherine De Medici, and the cold glitter of all the passionless despots of men’s warm souls since sex first originated—since Eve broke the heart of humanity forever and laughed with sadistic joy at Adam sweating blood on the rack she made for him.


All those things are most in you now. They are always predominant in a woman who is passionately loved but who loves not at all herself. Women like that are greatly interested in the lover’s sufferings, but to her they are a spectacle, a Roman holiday—a pageant of exciting emotions, nothing else.


Green stars mean, seriously, nothing to me or to you except a nice little incident—a cute reference to our Friendships. But deep down in your heart you appreciate what such a symbol would mean to me if I had cause for jealousy— how I would really suffer and how you would be untouched by anything but a sort of pride in your power to hurt me....


I’m not blaming you. I’m blaming the age of women gone before you who handed such legacies down—blaming the radiant and sparkling and fidgety ladies of history who kissed in a moment of coquetry and saw men die, kings dethroned and nations fight in blood because of that careless caress. Men are fools, weak, wine-blooded, deeply-devoted darn fools. What have women done for them half so intent and potent as what they have done to them?


Or not always a kiss. Just a pair of laughing blue eyes, or a note passed in school. You know your monarchy over me. You know, too, what a power it is. But not caring for me, it means nothing. Supposing you loved me and I didn’t love you? I would, unconsciously, gloat over my power—and I wouldn’t realize how, sometimes, a little thing like a green star might, just by imagining the men and other stars, be the end of hope or the crash of years of dreams, or the embittering of the best stuff in a person’s soul. A man’s real and only love is a sensitive thing. It curdles easily, and when it does, it spoils all good and all everything.





That green star affair was like a word in fun which calls up a tragedy. It made me imagine what might be—what may happen yet. There are many men and other stars which you may yet see. Elliott I fully forgot. He represents but some shadowy person who may someday with a glance do what I never may be able to do with every act I know, for you.


Nothing is so near to tears as laughter is.


That’s all my sarcasm meant.


Shouldn’t I naturally, despite myself, want to hurt you if you never care for me? Whom the gods destroy they first make madly in love with a girl....


Many a man who loves spiritually is a weakling—a professor. Many a one who loves physically is a brute. But when the two are mixed, he loves with all the fire and passion of a poet and a cave-man.


I am anything but “cold.” I am ten times the affectionate nature you are. That frightens me. To be my wife a girl would have to want to be loved—lots and very terribly. If I ever kiss you you’ll know that—and you’ll know what a wonderful thing my love is. Kissing seems not a great matter, in a way. And yet in one way it speaks the million things which words can’t—to kiss, for the first time, a girl whom one loves and has always loved is a thing too great for words to tell....


I kissed this girl I told you about the other night. A real girl doesn’t care to be kissed, much, unless real love goes with it. I won’t explain anything else, except that, in certain moods, a man can be impersonally affectionate, and like it. I hope this makes you mad at me. I haven’t kissed anyone for a long time and I wanted to, so I did, especially since she was young and pretty and started it anyway. I kissed her many times....


Well, your desire came out all right—and I’m glad for you I couldn’t come up. But gladder for me, because it’s perfectly horrible to have been so near you, just after I leave you. You see I love you better each time and I want you worse each time, and I bruise more heart strings each new time I go away, until finally you’ll just have to realize my life means you always near, and I can’t be nice and unsarcastic and happy when you aren’t near....


When I sometimes think that someday you may be married to someone else and I may be lying awake at night when it’s dark and still and deep and thinking of you, I wonder how I can stand to realize your blue eyes belong to someone else and that I can’t even have so much as the touch of your hand....


You see dark deep silent nights would be awful things to live through.





Nights when a green star would leer at me through a window all alone, the same green star which you and someone else would be—oh, you know....


Please don’t be mad at me, Eve, and like me more than a little bit. Please, please, please, please, Eve.


With all my love for Always,
Jim
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Fourth O’ May, 1920


Dear “Just Eve”:


... I didn’t tell you that yesterday morning I met Minnette quite by accident on Long Street where she and other Kappa girls were having a rummage sale to get $ for the very selfish but nice purpose of throwing a house party at Buckeye Lake. I had Minnette home for lunch and it was the first time she was ever here. She was very disappointed that I had no picture of you. When are you going to send me a great big picture—one of those you sent to New York? Ever or never?


I helped the girls with their sale, managing the “men’s shirt department.”


Last night I had acute memories of you when I attended a dinner dance at the Country Club—quiet lil affair for a girl guest of Ed [Morris]’s sister. I saw no stars either green or gold....


... I intend to come to say good-bye before I depart to work hard far away from Yarrow—which is Zanesville. I’ll write you every day and let you know how things go.


I hope I am happier this time next year than I am now.


After all the thing which gives a man most content and comfort is his work, and success in it and growth of it, and a hold on the future....


I don’t want to write mean things again, and I promise after this to be the sweet child of my other letters—the wistful, kind-hearted James....


I could “get there” without you. All rivers lead to the sea, all roads to Rome— and eventually all ways to the End. But, oh, lady, lady, how sweet the lilacs bloom along a certain path and how cruel are the stones set in another trail....


... I am going to stop over in Zanesville either tomorrow or Thursday. I’ll call you up from the station, and maybe you’ll let me come out for an hour and a half—I promise not to stay longer, just to show you how I can do difficult things. I feel very happy today, Just Eve, because you have given me a waiting chance and I did fear that you might not be able to give me any. But being just, Eve, you couldn’t have turned out the stars and blown out the moon, could you?





The enclosed “Nocturne” was written by me in the Ohio State Sun-Dial for May, 1918. Oh, yes, you are the person in mind—the “too much love” in it is just imagination. One often has to distort facts for art’s sake, you know....


As I promised, I promise again, I will never, if I can help it, say again that
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ROUMANIAN RESIDENTS CARRIED OFF
BY BOLD BULGARIAN BANDITTI
(During the years 1914-1918)
COMPILED BY THE CHEESE OF POLICE OF BUCHAREST IN CO-OPERATION
WITH THE MINISTER FOR PLUMBING AND GAS FITTING

Number of Native Roumanian girls abducted ................... 32
Number of Roumaniangirlsleft........................... ... 6
Reason they are left. . . . . Three of them hid during the forays

and the other three concealed themselves.

Number of foreign young ladies arriving

1 BUchATest SINCETGI v svssmrmsrmmsstsrascavesomsrsssraiass dosioss srasens 798
Number of foreign young ladies partieing from

Bucharest since 1914
Reason for their having partied . . .

Carried off by wild men from Bulgaria
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