
		
			[image: Cover for Giant Love]
		

	
		
			Also by Julie Gilbert

			Opposite Attraction: The Lives of Erich Maria Remarque and Paulette Goddard

			Ferber: A Biography of Edna Ferber and Her Circle

			Umbrella Steps (a novel)

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Giant Love, Subtitle, Edna Ferber, Her Best-selling Novel of Texas, and the Making of a Classic American Film, Author, Julie Gilbert, Imprint, Pantheon]
			

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2024 by Julie Gilbert

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			Pantheon Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Gilbert, Julie Goldsmith, author.

			Title: Giant love : Edna Ferber, her best-selling novel of Texas, and the making of a classic American film / Julie Gilbert.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Pantheon, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2024012851 | ISBN 9781524748432 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781524748449 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Ferber, Edna, 1887–1968. Giant. | Ferber, Edna, 1887–1968—Criticism and interpretation. | American fiction—20th century. | Ferber, Edna, 1887–1968 Giant—Film adaptations. | Giant (Motion picture) | Stevens, George, 1904–1975—Criticism and interpretation. | Motion pictures—United States—History—20th century.

			Classification: LCC PS3511.E46 Z674 2024 | DDC 813/.52—dc23/eng/20240729

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024012851

			Ebook ISBN 9781524748449

			www.pantheonbooks.com

			Cover photographs: (bottom) James Dean by Floyd McCarty/mptvimages.com; (inset) Portrait of Edna Ferber, c. 1935. Private collection. Courtesy of Julie Gilbert.

			Cover design by Jenny Carrow

			ep_prh_7.1a_151269556_c0_r1

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Dedication

				Preface

				PART ONE

				Precognition

				The Varmint

				The Blaze

				Autumn in New York

				PART TWO

				More Was More

				Filming Where?

				Ferber on the Set

				True Grief

				Waiting for George Stevens’s Giant

				Final Cut

				George Stevens’s Production of Giant

				¡Caramba!

				Roundup

				And the Winner…

				Ferber: A Giant in Her Time—Why Not Today?

				Epilogue

				Postscript

				Acknowledgments

				Notes

				Bibliography

				Index

				Illustration Credits

			

		

	_151269556_

	
		
			This book is for Bob Holof, my own personal giant.

		

	
		
			Preface

			My great-aunt Edna Ferber would periodically say to my mother, “Someday I’ll tell you everything.” Maybe she meant to, but she never got around to it. In the years preceding Ferber’s death, the “everything” got increasingly larger in our imaginations until it became giant—as enormous as the state of Texas.

			In the late 1970s, as a young biographer on the trail of Ferber’s life, I was able to surmise that at least a couple of secrets harbored had to do with four men. One of them was an early beau of Ferber’s named Bert Boyden, a newspaperman out of Chicago; another was her collaborator George S. Kaufman; then there was the director George Stevens, who perhaps borrowed her heart along with her novel Giant; and the fourth—and most wrenching—was the young actor, soon to be star, James Dean.

			As Ferber tended her secrets, her fame became increasingly public and never really subsided until shortly before her death in 1968 at the age of eighty-three.

			There were two more books of hers published after the phenomenal success of Giant in 1952: Ice Palace in 1958 and A Kind of Magic in 1963. A Kind of Magic, her last book, was the conclusion of her first autobiography, A Peculiar Treasure, published in 1939. Ferber was nothing if not thorough. She ended her active life with published words.

			Ironically, her last spoken words, expressed while fending off death in her own bed in her Park Avenue apartment, were numbers. She was constantly, ritualistically counting down from one hundred. After decades of rigorous practice, she had trained herself to be only practical. Counting would keep her mind on the task at hand. Uttering the name of some long-lost dream of love would not.

			I have devoted a good deal of my professional life and personal thoughts to my great-aunt, whom I loved and admired without question. She was the one who left “average” in the dust, catapulting way-over-normal expectations for a woman born at the approach of the twentieth century. In Kalamazoo, Michigan, in 1885, the standards for a girl were comely, calm, neat, frugal, and, perhaps, musical. She would soon learn the domestic arts of sewing, cooking, and housekeeping. She could be clever enough, but without an intellectual bent. If she knew sums, it would be all the more meritorious later on, when at marriageable age she would already know how to manage a household.

			Ferber took early stock of her role in her Immigrant American Dream family. Her mother, Julia Neumann, was a dominant, high-spirited, intelligent beauty, born in Milwaukee of Jewish German heritage. Her father, Jacob Ferber, was a gentle, hardworking, patient man who had emigrated from Hungary with his parents when he was seventeen years old. Her older sister, Fannie—“the pretty one”—was graced with domestic virtues: seamstress, cook, decorator. No one was particularly passionate about the arts; all were average readers. So, because there was ample room, Ferber became the Sarah Bernhardt of the family. Not only did she have a flair for and love of the theater, but she was a voracious reader and an energetic writer. Stocky, with blunt features and unruly hair, she had a gift for people, language, and communication. Her overwhelming vitality served as a magnet; people flocked around her. She figured out early that although she would never be a prom queen, she could have something more lasting. Her looks seemed relatively immaterial to her—and to others—as her inner life became increasingly more colorful, her curiosity more rewarding, and her strivings more applauded. She was one of the most popular girls at Ryan High School in Appleton, Wisconsin; she was editor in chief of the school newspaper and yearbook. At seventeen, she was already experiencing a keen sense of herself.

			But her young life had a downside. Ever since she was born, her family had been nomadic. Dry goods was the Ferber trade, and they moved the location of their store several times, always touching luck yet always with the wind at their backs. Although a good deal of the Ferber/Neumann clan had settled in Chicago when they left Hungary and Germany, Julia and Jacob had set down a stake in Kalamazoo when Julia became pregnant with her second child. She had counted on having a boy and had already chosen “Edward Victor” as his name. She was convinced that a boy would complete her family. After the delivery, “Ed” was reluctantly changed to “Edna.”
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					Sisters: baby Edna (left) and Fannie, 1885

				
			
			After six years of their store being solvent in Kalamazoo, Jacob had a vision of relocating to Chicago and opening a store in the limelight of the World’s Fair. The venture went flat and the family migrated to Ottumwa, Iowa, where supposedly they would flourish once more. Contrary to an open-armed midwestern friendliness, this was where Ferber came upon raw anti-Semitism. Every day as she walked to school through the cornfields, she would encounter a little golden-haired girl sitting atop a fence to one of the farms, who would bray at her, “Sheeny, sheeny, sheeny!” This happened every school day for what seemed like years. Adult males as well rained verbal abuse upon her and her family, even spitting on them and yelling taunts in a mock-Yiddish accent. Although at the time Ferber had no defense, no retorts, she was able to build up an arsenal of outrage against any and every kind of prejudice. It became a battleground within her. She had to consistently expose, examine, and attempt to disarm the scourge of racism.

			The family’s fortunes flagged in Ottumwa, and so in 1895 they were on the road again. Years later, in retrospect, Ferber sounded wise about her family’s diaspora:

			
				If this did not make for assurance it definitely did give variety and tang to existence. In these ever-shifting scenes there were elements of excitement, of drama. As the English saying goes, what you lose on the swings, you gain on the turnabout. All this shifting geography meant that constantly I was leaving childhood playmates, girlhood friends, having to form new human contacts, make fresh adjustments, fitting the viewpoint to the new view. With this the child and the girl and the young woman frequently knew loneliness and sometimes fear and a nameless depression. But just as frequently it was challenging, and tough and educational. All this uprooting and readjustment may have been frightful for my psyche but it was fine for my later life as a writer.
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					The Ferbers’ family business, circa 1890

				
			
			The next stop was a fortuitous one. In Appleton, Wisconsin, it all fell into place for a while. The dry-goods business, called My Store, flourished, as did the girls. Fannie was, as ever, pretty and handy, and Edna earned the “smart and popular” title in the traditionally challenging high-school years. She treated being editor of her school paper and the yearbook with an easy, sunny competency, and right after high school she took courses at a junior college, acing a job as a cub reporter for the Appleton Daily Crescent. This helped the family financially when Jacob Ferber’s eyesight began to fail. When funds became scarcer, Julia Ferber alchemized into a rather shrewd businesswoman, somewhat reversing their dwindling finances. While Fannie took on the household chores, Edna took on the wide world of Milwaukee, obtaining a job as a reporter on the Milwaukee Journal. The family experienced four productive, occasionally fun years until again came the all-too-familiar sickening swerve.
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					In Appleton, Wisconsin: Edna (third from left), the Ryan High School graduate, class of 1902

				
			
			Edna was working in her fourth year in Milwaukee when she was summoned home to Appleton. Her father’s optic nerves had progressively shrunk to blindness, and her mother needed her help running the business. “Edna’s head is good” was Julia’s most glowing compliment.

			Edna’s promising career in journalism was cut off by her family’s woes. Her love for her gentle father was ringed with resentment as she fought against perceiving him as weak and useless. Her proud, indomitable mother became her scourge, and her spirited sister, an irritant.

			When Jacob died a short time later, in September of 1909 after four days of an undisclosed illness, Edna had what today would be recognized as a nervous breakdown, but at the time was termed “anemia.” She drew inward and became listless, which was unlike her, and she lost weight, which was most uncharacteristic. While recovering, she began to write a novel. As she grew stronger, it took shape as Dawn O’Hara: The Girl Who Laughed; but once she read the finished product, she judged it a failure and tossed it into the trash. Fate directed Julia Ferber to find it there, dust it off, and send it to a leading New York publisher, the Frederick A. Stokes Company, which published it in 1911.
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					First novel: Dawn O’Hara: The Girl Who Laughed. The manuscript was saved from the trash bin by Edna’s mother, Julia Ferber.

				
			
			And this is where the ascent of Edna Ferber began. The novel was met with welcoming reviews, and she was steadily gaining a reputation for her quintessentially midwestern short stories collectively known as “the Emma McChesney stories,” which traced the picaresque adventures of a traveling saleswoman, a divorcée with a young son in tow. President Theodore Roosevelt, a big fan of the series, called her “the best woman writer of her day in America.” Her newfound fame eventually led her and her family to the welcoming arms of success in New York City and a Broadway production called Our Mrs. McChesney (1915), which she wrote with George V. Hobart and which starred the “divine” Ethel Barrymore as Emma.

			Prior to the family’s move, they became accustomed to Ferber’s growing celebrity—from Appleton’s darling to the tyro of Milwaukee journalism, back to Appleton as a first novelist, and then on to Chicago, where they returned so many years later to Ferber’s fame as a short-story writer and novelist. In her next novel, Fanny Herself, published in 1917, the characteristics of her heroine supposedly resembled those of her sister, Fannie, who felt it was a mixed tribute. However, when Ferber reminisced, the thrust was somewhat different:

			
				I started Fanny Herself, the story of a Jewish family in a small Wisconsin town, which I called Winnebago, Wisconsin. A good deal of it was imaginary, a good deal of it was real. Certainly my mother, idealized, went to make up Molly Brandeis. Bits and pieces of myself crept into the character of Fanny Brandeis. Appleton undoubtably was the book’s background…The first half is good. I recall having written it with zest and even enjoyment. The second half is weak and floundering. The trouble was that in the middle of the book I killed Molly Brandeis because she was walking off with the story under the heroine’s very eyes. When Molly Brandeis died, the story died with her. She was too sustaining and vital to dismiss…Book characters must have their way or they take a terrible revenge.
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					Edna with colleagues at the Republican-and-Democratic Conventions of 1912 in Chicago, as a reporter for the Milwaukee Journal

				
			
			Then, in 1921, came The Girls, which simultaneously lauded and skewered the trajectory of the midwestern matron. It was her first novel to explore multiple generations, establishing a recurrent theme in her work. It is the story of the Thrift women: a great-aunt, a niece, and a great-niece, living on Chicago’s South Side, and determined to climb the rungs of society. The novel recounts six decades of middle-class history and intergenerational squabbles. Ferber puts her firm insignia of the sexes on this novel: strong women, weak men. “The Girls was a mature novel,” Ferber claimed. “I felt it marked a definite advance and that it was by a large margin the best piece of writing I had done.”
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					Collected short stories, published in 1914

				
			
			If one had asked Ferber and her boosters if she had any female writer rivals at that time, the answer most likely would have been no. However, there was another Jewish woman novelist who grew up in the Midwest: Fannie Hurst, born October 1889, four years Ferber’s junior, whose short stories and novels became highly popular after World War I. Her specialty was writing about commonplace characters, often women, who were nonetheless vital, plaintive, and quite progressive in their romantic and social needs. Her characters were coping with assimilation from midwestern life to big-city demands. She depicted, like Ferber, aspects of race relations (Back Street, Imitation of Life) and women’s acceleration in society (Four Daughters). She, too, saw many of her novels translated into successful movies. Her personal life detoured from Ferber’s in that she married early—in 1915—and remained married until the death of her husband in 1952, whereupon she continued writing weekly letters to him until her own death in 1968.

			Considerably more experimental than Ferber, although married, Hurst took a lover, an Arctic explorer named Vilhjalmur Stefansson with whom she had a long affair. In 1958, Hurst published her autobiography, called Anatomy of Me, in which she describes some of her famous associations, such as with Eleanor Roosevelt. In their “six degrees of separation,” she never mentions Ferber, who also had a close association with Mrs. Roosevelt.
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					Edna (left) and Julia after their move to Chicago, circa 1915

				
			
			Since I have written Ferber’s biography, Ferber: A Biography of Edna Ferber and Her Circle (Doubleday/Applause Books), I will be brief here and provide only a sketch of her dazzling achievements leading up to Giant, which, for all intents and purposes, seems the most vast.

			Ferber and George S. Kaufman always designed large casts in their plays, while in real life Ferber’s circle was compact and close-knit. There was Julia, her mother; Fannie, her sister; Fannie’s husband, Jack Fox; and their two girls, Janet—my mother—and Mina. Later, Janet became an actress and Mina a journalist. Jack Fox died in early middle age, quietly, during one of his wife’s card games; and in 1929 Fannie, Janet, and Mina moved from Chicago to New York City, where Edna was already a literary lioness, to form a four-woman tribe.

			Earlier, once in New York, circa 1919, Ferber was embraced by her successful peers and invited to join their small circle for lunches at the Algonquin Hotel on West Forty-Fourth Street. Sitting at the Round Table, she was flanked by Kaufman, Alexander Woollcott, Marc Connelly, Dorothy Parker, Heywood Hale Broun, Robert Benchley, Franklin P. Adams, Harold Ross, Neysa McMein, and occasionally Harpo Marx and Helen Hayes. There are variations on who was there, who were the regulars, who dispensed the most pungent quotes. Edna Ferber was one of the first and foremost in the mix. What she wasn’t, however, was a devout regular. She was too busy turning out novels and collaborating on plays with Kaufman, who had requested her hand in playwriting after he had taken her measure of salty, amusing retorts in those early days around the table. To his “Satire is what closes on Saturday night” was her “If American politics are too dirty for women to take part in, there’s something wrong with American politics.” They formed their collaboration at the doorway of their flourishing careers. She was a well-regarded short-story writer and novelist who would win a Pulitzer Prize for the novel So Big. Kaufman, already a successful drama critic for The New York Times, would go on to write the hit plays Merton of the Movies and Beggar on Horseback with Marc Connelly and The Cocoanuts, which was wackily graced by the Marx Brothers. Both Ferber and Kaufman were popular nonconformists. Theirs was a relationship as complicated as it was successful, yielding The Royal Family, Dinner at Eight, Stage Door, and the lesser-known Minick, The Land Is Bright, and Bravo!
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					George S. Kaufman, Ferber’s favorite collaborator, circa 1927
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					Edna, age thirty or thirty-one, a successful midwestern writer, circa 1916

				
			
			Kaufman’s friend and biographer, Howard Teichmann, wrote of their pairing:

			
				In many ways she was very much like Kaufman: middle-western birthplace, same German-Jewish background, same training as a newspaper reporter, same discipline toward work. In other ways she was the direct opposite of Kaufman. She was small in physical stature, and a great believer in exercise. She had great personal courage, an overwhelming desire to travel, to seek new people, new places, new ideas. She did not have Kaufman’s wit, but she did have the ability to write rich, deep love scenes.
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					William Allen White, editor of The Emporia Gazette, and Edna, circa 1923

				
			
			Love scenes written but not lived? I once dared to ask Aunt Edna if she was ever lonely. Her face was like stone for a moment, and then a spark of something—mischief, maybe—in her sherry-colored brown eyes: “Oh, no. Never,” she said emphatically. “The characters in my books are my friends. They provide sustenance.” That was it. Door closed.

			Ferber’s next novel, So Big, published in 1924, was a major achievement and earned her the Pulitzer Prize in 1925. Of So Big Ferber said:
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					Barbara Stanwyck as Selina and Dickie Moore as a young Dirk in the 1932 film of Ferber’s Pulitzer Prize–winning 1924 novel, So Big

				
			
			
				I had thought The Girls would be a success. I never dreamed that So Big would be. I wrote it against my judgement; I wanted to write it. It was the story of a middle-aged woman living on a truck farm just outside of Chicago. Nothing ever really happened in the book. It had no plot at all, as book plots go. It had a theme, but you had to read it for yourself between the lines. It was the story of the triumph of failure. There was in it practically no action. The book’s high point came when Selina drove to town with a load of cabbages, turnips and beets…I knew literally nothing about farming or truck gardening. The entire background was farm. The South Water Street night market chapter was written purely out of my imagination. I meant to visit the market…but never did. I wanted to write the book more than anything else in the world.
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					Samuel Goldwyn and Edna in Hollywood, circa 1926

				
			
			Then Ferber makes a statement that is probably the most revealing about her abilities as a novelist: “I can project myself into any age, environment, condition, situation, character or emotion that interests me deeply. I need never have experienced it, or seen it or, to my knowledge, heard or read about it.” This sounds magical. Harry Houdini, under his original name of Ehrich Weiss, had also lived in Appleton, Wisconsin, when Ferber was a girl. Perhaps some of his illusions and escapes had rubbed off on her.

			The well-known journalist and editor William Allen White was a friend and champion of Ferber’s. As a Pulitzer Prize voter, he was able to successfully exercise his zeal for So Big, enabling Ferber to come out on top.
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					The 1936 movie Show Boat, directed by James Whale. Ferber was a big admirer of the picture, which starred Irene Dunne and Allan Jones, with Paul Robeson as Joe. She was less than taken with the 1951 MGM remake directed by George Sidney, feeling it was too lavish and not in keeping with her story.

				
			
			Three and a half movies were made from the novel. The first adaptation was a 1924 silent film, directed by Charles Brabin and starring Colleen Moore. A smaller version of the story was made into a short film in 1930 with Helen Jerome Eddy. The next version, in 1932, was pre-Code. It was produced by Warner Bros., directed by William A. Wellman, and starred Barbara Stanwyck, one of Ferber’s favorite actresses in one of her favorite creations, the character of Selina Peake. The New York Daily Mirror called her performance “exquisite and magnificent.” The exotic note was Bette Davis in the good-girl role of Dallas O’Mara. It was the second of eleven movies that Davis would make for Jack L. Warner.

			The final version of the classic was made in 1953, again with Warner Bros. producing. It was directed by Robert Wise and featured Jane Wyman, Sterling Hayden, Nancy Olson, and Steve Forrest. In this last, the story was deemed “dated” by New York Times critic Bosley Crowther, and “loaded with some typical Hollywood flaws.” However, Crowther tips his cap to the first Mrs. Ronald Reagan: “For the better part of the picture, we are largely indebted to Jane Wyman…who holds up right through to the end, and the character she sets throughout the first part stands firm amid the flow of glycerin tears.”

			

			—

			In 1926 came Ferber’s groundbreaking novel Show Boat. Two years earlier, her first collaboration with George S. Kaufman had resulted in the play called Minick, whose tryout in New London spelled disaster. A postmortem was held in the hotel room of the producer, Winthrop Ames, whom Ferber recalled saying, “Never mind, boys and girls! Next time I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We won’t bother with tryouts. We’ll all charter a show boat and we’ll all just drift down the rivers, playing the towns as we come to them, and we’ll never get off the boat. It’ll be wonderful!” Ferber’s response: “What’s a show boat?”

			As was her stock-in-trade, the novel chronicles three generations of a family: performers on a floating theater called the Cotton Blossom, presenting plays for small towns all along the Mississippi River from the 1880s to the 1920s. It combined an irresistible story of a bygone day along with a tough depiction of racial issues. New York Times critic Louis Kronenberger wrote in his review: “Miss Ferber…establishes herself as one of those reviving first-rate story-telling.”

			Opening back-to-back on Broadway in December 1927 came the productions of Kaufman and Ferber’s The Royal Family, on the 28th, and, a day earlier, the musical version of Show Boat, with its book and lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II and score by Jerome Kern. On both opening nights Ferber took her dinner on a tray at home. She reflected some years later: “I am now somewhat ashamed to confess that I never saw the opening performance of Show Boat or the opening performance of The Royal Family. I don’t know why. I deeply regret it. They were spectacular, they were enormously exciting events. I couldn’t bring myself to go. It must have been a psychological quirk which I was powerless to overcome. I suppose I cared too deeply.”

			There were three film versions of Show Boat. The first, in 1929, was conceived as a silent and initially reflected the novel more than it did the stage musical; later, scenes with sound were added that incorporated two of the songs. It was released by Universal in two editions: one of them wholly silent, for theaters not yet equipped for sound, and one with the added sound and music. The producer was Carl Laemmle and the director was Harry A. Pollard; and leading the cast were Laura La Plante as Magnolia, Joseph Schildkraut as Gaylord Ravenal, Otis Harlan as Cap’n Andy, and Alma Rubens as Julie. The two songs from the musical—both “sung” by La Plante (dubbed by the uncredited Eva Olivetti)—were “Ol’ Man River” and “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man.” La Plante lip-synched two other songs in this version, one of them a “coon song” from the early 1900s titled, cringingly, “Coon, Coon, Coon.”

			The second version, in 1936, was the full-blown Kern-Hammerstein musical. This one was produced by Universal Pictures and Carl Laemmle Jr., directed by James Whale, and written by Hammerstein. It starred Irene Dunne (Magnolia), Allan Jones (Gaylord), Charles Winninger (Cap’n Andy), Paul Robeson (Joe), Helen Morgan (Julie), Hattie McDaniel (Queenie), and Helen Westley (Parthy). This has been, for Show Boat purists, the favorite. History was written all over it. Robeson, for whom the role was originally written, had already appeared in the London production in 1928 and then in the Broadway revival of 1932. He and his performance of “Ol’ Man River” were so legendary that he actually got away with changing some of the lyrics to make the language less offensive to contemporary audiences. Irene Dunne had been brought into the original Broadway production to replace Norma Terris, and then gone out in the touring company in 1929. Director James Whale expended every effort to honor the original production.

			And then there was the 1951 MGM extravaganza, directed by George Sidney. Kathryn Grayson was Magnolia; Howard Keel, Gaylord; Joe E. Brown, Cap’n Andy; Agnes Moorehead, Parthy; Ava Gardner, Julie; William Warfield, Joe; with Marge and Gower Champion as Ellie and Frank. It was shot in Technicolor, so that the material feels as broad as the screen. There is nothing intimate about this high-gloss version, which was the most financially successful of all the film adaptations, and the second-highest-grossing film of that year.

			Ferber’s next best-selling novel was Cimarron in 1929, depicting the development of Oklahoma following the Land Rush of 1889. A sense of geographical bliss was hers while writing it as the house guest of Louis Bromfield, an extremely popular writer of the day, all but forgotten now. His splendid chateau in Saint-Jean-de-Luz in the French Basque country served as inspiration for Ferber: “If Cimarron had bounce and vitality it was because I, stuffed with sunshine and the Spanish one’s [the Bromfields’ Spanish cook’s] food that summer, had too. The writing of Cimarron went steadily on in this gay but secluded environment. Nothing could have been farther from Oklahoma, not only geographically but in spirit, background and feeling. That was good, that was what I liked. Here there was nothing so real as to make an impact that would jar the reality of the Oklahoma in which I was really living.”

			Cimarron, completed ten days after the stock market crashed, was a combination of elation and disappointment for Ferber. It sold more than two hundred thousand copies, and was, in Ferber’s words, “made into a superb motion picture, the finest motion picture that has ever been made of any book of mine.” Conversely, she was bitterly disappointed. The critics judged it as a colorful, romantic, Western American novel. Ferber did not see it that way. She felt the novel had been written with “a hard and ruthless purpose. It was, and is, a malevolent picture of what is known as American womanhood and American sentimentality. It contains paragraphs and even chapters of satire and, I am afraid, bitterness, but I doubt that more than a dozen people ever knew this.”

			Eerily, Oklahoma’s reception of Cimarron was a harbinger of Texas and Giant years later. In the words of local Oklahoma historian Angie Debo, the novel was “rooted in nowhere.” By Ferber’s account:
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					The Cayuse was a member of a once nomadic indigenous tribe, located primarily in eastern Oregon and Washington.

				
			
			
				Oklahoma read the book and stood up on its hind legs and howled. By now I had realized that an American regional novel always is resented by the people of its locale, unless, of course, all descriptions and background are sweetness and light. Oklahoma had all the self-consciousness and inferiority feeling of the new and unsure. A flood of letters poured in upon me. They ranged from remonstrance to vilification. Oklahoma newspapers published editorials from the mildest from which I can select a plum or two: “This Ferber woman is the most unpleasant personality that has ever come into Oklahoma…Why doesn’t she stay in the ghetto where she came from?”

			

			The first of the two movie versions of Cimarron was made by RKO Pictures in 1931 as a pre-Code mega-Western. Directed by Wesley Ruggles, it starred Irene Dunne and Richard Dix as Sabra and Yancey Cravat. It was the studio’s most costly production to date; its budget of $1.5 million ($25 million today) said a lot for filming in the middle of the Great Depression. The Land Rush scene is still extraordinary today, featuring more than five thousand costumed extras driving covered wagons, surreys, and buckboards. RKO bought eighty-nine acres in Encino, California, to construct this race for a grubstake. The movie won three Academy Awards, for Best Picture, Best Adapted Screenplay, and Best Art Direction.

			The next version was produced in 1960 by MGM and directed by Anthony Mann, who was better known for his noir pictures and an uncredited Charles Walters, who took over from Mann during the middle of the filming. It starred Glenn Ford, Maria Schell, Anne Baxter, and Harry Morgan. MGM, less impressively, brought in only a thousand extras for the Land Rush scene, which was filmed in Arizona. Also less impressive was the leading lady, the German-born Schell, who, according to Anne Baxter in her autobiography, Intermission, had a mad affair with Ford that didn’t last. Toward the end of filming, Baxter writes, “he scarcely glanced or spoke in her direction, and she looked as if she were in shock.” MGM would be in shock as well, from an overall loss of $3,618,000.

			How could Ferber have known that this major investment in a work was preparation for the Texas oil wells ahead? At the time, she could not have been firmer about her parameters:

			
				I made up my mind that I definitely would never again write a novel of the regional type whose background required a long period of research, whose period embraced three or four generations, whose characters were varied and numerous. A book of that type was hideously difficult to write; one had to prepare with months of research; the characters, purely creative, had to appear real and dimensional; the writer, in order to accomplish an atmosphere of credibility and vitality, had to throw herself into the past. This was, for me, a physical, mental and emotional effort. I had lived every step of Cimarron and the journey had exhausted me.

			

			She revived on a trip to Wading River on Long Island, to visit the American writer, reporter, and political commentator Walter Lippmann and his wife. She had seen a dark-haired, handsome fellow on a walk along the shore, commenting to Lippmann that his looks seemed too vivid for Long Island, to which Lippmann replied, “That’s one of the Polish boys. Polish farmers own all of the land around here, a good deal of the North Shore, too. Truck gardens.”

			And there it was—the dive into her next novel: “So then here I was, deep in another background…I was trying to draw a circle…as I saw the pattern of the past two hundred years in Connecticut.” She had sleuthed out where the Polish community had settled upon coming to America in the early twentieth century, and learned that there had been a massive influx into New England, specifically Connecticut, the setting for her next familial tale. Her main guidebook was called The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, which she said “was more absorbing and exciting than any fiction I’d read in years.”

			She did her solid background work for this novel but then went rogue, as was her custom: “I peopled the book out of my imagination, I invented the incidents, I made sure that my background and all factual matters were sound and authentic. Incidentally, I learned an awful lot about tobacco-growing.”

			Her description reveals her to be a combination of writer and Method actor: “For exactly three days I walked and drove about that section of Connecticut’s tobacco country. The pores or antennae or whatever the means through which I am capable of absorbing in vast quantities every detail of that which I see and hear were working beautifully. I was able to recede into another period, I lost sight of myself…I became a human being quite outside myself, I was a New Englander in the Connecticut of the eighteenth century.”
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					Edna at age forty-three, having had her nose bobbed, circa 1929

				
			
			American Beauty was published in 1931 with this rubric: “The novel relates the decline of a staid old Connecticut family and their property, along with their tense relations with Polish immigrants.” Its publication brought a torrent of abuse. Seasoned as Ferber was becoming toward the public’s reaction, her defense mechanisms kicked in nonetheless: “I had fought against writing it. I was tired…But the urge to write the New England novel was stronger than the desire to smother it…Perhaps I should have been stern about practicing birth control on American Beauty. Conceived in careless love I hadn’t meant to have it…Connecticut was hopping roaring mad…Even staid Boston papers called me nasty names…What right (one newspaper actually demanded) had a Jew to come into New England and write about it!…Then, my Polish readers raised objections.” In its initial quarter, the book sold short of one hundred thousand copies. There were only 150 copies of the first edition signed by Ferber. A low for a Ferber novel. But then came a letter to Nelson Doubleday from Rudyard Kipling, reviving her drooping spirits—especially his last line: “I don’t think her own people realize her value as a historical painter—yet. They will later.”

			In 1933, Ferber returned from an exotic trip sailing on the Swedish liner Kungsholm to Iceland, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Russia. The last four days of the trip were spent in the Kremlin (“Fascinating. And I make you a present of it”) catapulted her back to embracing her midwestern roots. “I began to write a novel of Wisconsin and Michigan, whose background and people had been so large a part of my childhood and young girlhood.” Her main reservation was that some of it she didn’t know at all—the lumber camps and the whole vast woods life and industry. And then, so true to her nature: “December found me up in Ironwood, Michigan, trudging knee-deep in snow (and an incongruous mink coat), eating in lumber camps, watching the giant pines crashing to their death in the forest slaughter, talking to the paper-mill millionaires whose names had been so familiar to me since my Appleton days; breathing in the dry cold air, lifting my face to the feathery snowflakes; saddened by the sight of the cut-over land with its miles and miles of rotting stumps where once a glorious forest had stood.”

			Come and Get It, published in 1935, is a saga of life in the Northwoods of Wisconsin as lived by a family who run a lumber mill and papermaking operation. Thematically, it exposes the robber barons who ruthlessly plundered our vast, rich continent. In order to get her story, Ferber made a visit to the home of a German-born American lumber baron, who proceeded to announce at the dinner table that all bankers in the world were Jews, that Jews possessed all the money in the world, and that they were scheming to obtain control of the world. Ferber locked her bedroom door that night and put a chairback under the doorknob. In the morning her host did not speak to her and tried to prevent her from visiting a nearby lumber camp.

			The prestigious 1936 MGM movie of Come and Get It was codirected by William Wyler and Howard Hawks and starred Edward Arnold, Joel McCrea, Frances Farmer, and a memorable Walter Brennan. Goldwyn bought the rights from Ferber for $150,000 ($3.2 million today) with the understanding that it was to be “primarily a story of the rape of America…by the wholesale Robber Barons of that day.” Coincidentally enough, Howard Hawks’s grandfather had been the role model for the main character of Barney Glasgow. Goldwyn tried to borrow Spencer Tracy from MGM, but Louis B. Mayer refused to accommodate his rival.

			There were many shenanigans attached to the picture that made it less Ferber and eventually more Wyler than Hawks. Critic Frank S. Nugent of The New York Times concluded: “You won’t find Come and Get It a thoroughly Ferber work, but enough of her has been retained and enough good Goldwyn added to make it a genuinely satisfying picture.”

			Saratoga Trunk, published in 1941, came after a bit of a drought, as Ferber had written little between 1936 and 1938. She explained: “Deeply disturbed, emotionally and spiritually, writing seemed not only difficult but unimportant unless that which I wrote might be of some help, however slight, to someone or something.”

			The book that she began to draft in 1939 is basically a romance between an ambitious Creole woman and a gambling railroad man from Texas. This was Ferber’s “fun” novel, with seemingly less social impact than the others. It reflects her first visit to New Orleans in 1940, of which she said, “It was enchanting. It was gay. It was hot and delicious and steaming.” However, conversely, she noticed “shabby plantations and a lethargic way of life.” A few months after the novel was published, she wrote to her editor at the time, Malcolm Johnson, “I’ve loathed every writing minute of it. Nothing will convince me that anyone will read this mass of blubber.”

			There was a 1945 movie, which Rotten Tomatoes has since evaluated as “melodramatic, mushy, and intriguing.” It was produced by Warner Bros., directed by Sam Wood, and starred Ingrid Bergman, Gary Cooper, and Flora Robson. The New York Times film review, by critic Bosley Crowther, matched Ferber’s self-deprecating opinion of the book: “Warner’s has taken the novel…a novel of high romantic polish and maddening emptiness underneath—and have given it visualization in the grand, flashy, empty Hollywood style.”

			She felt more sanguine about her next novel, Great Son, published in 1945. This one was championed by my father, publisher Henry Goldsmith. He thought that this saga exploring an American family dynasty over four generations in the Pacific Northwest, watching Seattle grow from village to skyscrapers, was rich, emotional, colorful, and deserving of a grand motion-picture production, which it never received. Producer Mike Todd did take a $400,000 ($6.6 million today) option on it, but the project was never realized before his untimely death in 1958 at forty-eight years old.

			Ferber was verbal about her novels. She prided herself on citing their qualifications. In the case of Great Son’s Seattle:

			
				It seemed much farther away than Europe. There it was, that prodigious corner of the United States known as the Northwest. For years I’d tucked it away in my mind as a region fantastic, improbable and magnificent…The people and the background sounded high, wide and handsome. They sounded American. Fresh, vital, unspoiled and wondrously American. Also roses, they said, bloomed the year round, the salmon and rock-crab were a gourmet’s dream, and the scenery would knock your eye out…It would be background for the Bearded Boys of America—the Bearded Boys of Seattle—all the way, perhaps, from 1851 to 1941. Adventurous, bold, nerveless, courageous…Fighting and dying for an intangible thing, a spiritual thing, a thing called freedom.

			

			Although Great Son was critically deemed only fair Ferber, it was, as always, beautifully researched. Her notes are visceral:

			
				The saloons were the most imposing buildings in the towns. They looked like vultures on a huddle of tents, shacks. They were the clubs, the home, they meant sociability, love, warmth, relaxation. Dark Indian faces, painted faces of women, bearded gaunt faces that had looked upon death and horror. They had heard the howling of the grey wolf-pack and the answering snarl of the malamutes.

				A hamburger was $2 but caviar was $1. Oyster stew was $15. Eggs $1 each. Bread $1.50 a loaf baked by a woman who came in with the first (gold) rush. She sold tickets for the day’s baking, the loaves came out of the oven hot and fragrant and the men stood sniffing in the doorway like hungry little boys.

				The Marchons! of the French-Canadian sledgers became mush on! mush on!

			

			An old thematic haunt was usually a good bet for Ferber. She admitted as much:

			
				I think I went back to Texas because I thought this strange commonwealth exemplified the qualities which must not be permitted to infect the other forty-seven states if the whole of the United States as a great nation was to remain a whole country and a great nation. This is pompous-sounding but not, in addition, naïve.

				Back I went to Texas then. This assignment I had given myself was as difficult as the state of Texas itself was enormous and diverse. It was as Spanish as Mexico; it was as American as ham-and-eggs; it was as Neiman-Marcus as Fifth Avenue; it was as Western as long-horns and cactus. Its people were outrageous and delightful; and hospitable and resentful; and arrogant and insecure; and flamboyant and deprecatory; simple and complicated. Geographically and economically nature had thrown two hazards at the Texans; unlimited pace, and seemingly unlimited wealth.

			

			According to Ferber, many of her other novels had been “mere frittering compared to the labor of researching and authenticating this book in preparation.”

			Dimitri Tiomkin said of his heavily measured, sweeping score ushering in the new work, that in composing it for the subsequent movie “he wished to capture the feelings of the great land and state of Texas.”

			Giant was published in 1952 to stupendous fanfare and controversy. What follows is how Ferber’s first inkling of the enormity of Texas eventually became 825,000 acres of the imagined ranch she called Reata.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Precognition

			She was between writing Come and Get It and Saratoga Trunk, although she had already begun drafting the latter by 1939. Ferber was approaching age forty-four, which at the time was considered more than pushing middle age. She had led the life of a celebrity for a couple of decades, but conversely had lived as a rigidly disciplined writer, sitting every day for four hours with her back to the view. Having earned a great deal of money, enjoying her amusing and overachieving friends, traveling most of the world, seeing many of her novels and plays turned into successful movies, she referred to herself as “a stage struck, Jewish nun.” Although austere in her work habits, she had a wild, investigative heart. And so, it was time to meet another mysterious geographical stranger.

			Her cherished, not quite fatherly friend William Allen White, editor in chief of The Emporia (Kansas) Gazette, had suggested a seemingly improbable connection for her: a Texan, an authentic American tycoon named Glenn McCarthy, who had nicknames such as “Diamond Glenn” and “King of the Wildcatters.” An oil prospector and entrepreneur, he owned many businesses in various sectors of the economy. White suggested that she pay a visit to the Lone Star State, take in its vast measure, and maybe look up McCarthy.

			Ferber took her first trip to Texas in 1939. She was ambivalent. She had been busy exploring a notion of writing about Saratoga Springs, New York, which turned into fussing about whether the form would be a novel or a play. She had introduced her playwriting collaborator George S. Kaufman to this latest notion, coercing him into a terrible trip: “Up to Saratoga Springs then, at the wrong time of year. Born in Michigan, inured in my childhood and girlhood to the rigors of Iowa, Wisconsin and Illinois winters, certainly Saratoga in December held no terrors for me.”

			It was cold, damp, and empty of life. Everything appeared closed down and waiting for another season. Ferber coerced a cranky caretaker to open up and show them around the United States Hotel. Ferber wrote later of this woebegone visit in search of creative inspiration:

			
				I have visited the crypts of St. Peter’s. The Roman Catacombs. Point Barrow Alaska on the Arctic Ocean in January. A theater on the closing night of a play that is a failure. Any of these would seem cosy—even tropical—compared to the mortuary atmosphere which engulfed us as the waiting caretaker opened the door with a clanking and squeaking of chains and bolts and we stepped into the charnel marble halls of erstwhile gay Saratoga…George turned up his own coat collar over the muffler and thrust his gloved hands into his coat pockets. Our breath froze on the indoor air.

				A sound emerged between the caretaker’s cap and his collar. “D’you want to see the whole place?” He carried a flashlight.

				“NO,” George Kaufman said distinctly. That was all. That was it. George took the late afternoon train back to New York…Practical. That’s the thing. Be practical. You have been thinking about Saratoga as a play. That is ended unless you do it alone, and you’re scared. Why not first as a novel? But it doesn’t seem to take that form. Then leave it. Go away somewhere, see something you haven’t seen before.

				And then it came: The classic writer’s insemination.

				You’ve been hearing a lot about a mythical place called Texas. Why not go to the Southwest, you haven’t seen anything of it since Oklahoma and Cimarron.

			

			She put the play Saratoga aside temporarily; it emerged later, in 1941, as the novel Saratoga Trunk.

			Ferber was a woman who kept the promises she made to herself. Often, following painful deliberations, she was able to steady herself and be loyal to her decisions. There is jauntiness in her description of what—unbeknown to her—would become her future: “Even in that day…it was slightly eccentric to take a train for a journey as long and as potentially tedious as this jaunt to Texas. To fly was considered THE THING, but in 1940 it was not taken for granted as it is today—just a routine form of locomotion. Flying was thought to be definitely adventurous, though chic. As a general thing I flew, but for this journey I wanted no sudden whirl into another region of the United States—another civilization altogether, I had been told—this Texas which I had never seen.”

			Whenever she planned a journey, it was meticulous and lavish. She had a shrewd feel for money and yet lived within an echelon that had opulent expectations. One could trace her preoccupation with spending on the “right things” to her childhood, as she laid out in a fraught letter to her family: Julia, sister Fannie, and nieces Janet and Mina.

			
				I’m really disappointed to learn that you, Mama, and the girls are not combining to give me half a dozen knives. I’m about the last person in the world to want you to spend money on me, God knows. But it does seem fantastic to know exactly what I want, to be told that I’d rather have you all combine to give me half a dozen of anything in that set than any other collection of what-nots, and have you say you won’t do it. In fact, if you would give them to me after Christmas, and take back what you may have ordered, I’d rather have them. Six knives, costing, I suppose, somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty or sixty dollars (though maybe I’m wrong. As I know absolutely nothing about those things) would please me more than a lot of God knows what. Of course I can’t work up any feeling about Christmas, I’m sorry to say. I think it’s lovely getting flowers, and candy and such things, for grownups. But the My Store soured me forever for any big emotional urge toward this store-keeper’s orgy, and if I could I would run away and hide until it was over.

			

			As she planned to spend a “time-proportioned” Christmas with her family around when she was arranging her Texas trip, she reveals herself in her stylishly jaunty way: “It’s God’s mercy I never married. If I’m not alone for just so many hours a day I get as haggard as though I had had typhoid. I have always thought that was a little cuckoo, but it’s true.”

			The personal themes that surfaced throughout her adult life were work, food, money, social consciousness, and her mother. Most of the trips that she planned included her mother, but not the working ones. When she researched, she needed tremendous mobility, which her mother would not emotionally afford her. Julia required almost constant attention. She liked to shop, she liked to “schmooze,” she liked to play cards, she liked to be lively. Ferber never stopped rewarding her for rescuing that first novel from the trash so long ago. The state of Texas during that first trip did not seem vast enough to house the loaded relationship of Julia and Edna Ferber. Too much time spent with each other and a combustion was not only likely but promised—and it could be more deadly than fiery. Terrible statements were flung, followed by long, sullen silences.

			So, in late February 1940 Edna Ferber was alone for more than a thousand miles on a Texas-bound train which was “hot, stuffy and an hour late. The journey began to seem interminable and I thought of the old joke about the Englishman who, on his first long trip across the United States, said, ‘I wonder why such a fuss was made about Columbus discovering America. I don’t see how he could have avoided it’…Because of the difference in East-West time our arrival in Dallas was inconvenient. Arrivals are almost always inconvenient to hotels; and morning arrivals always. This was morning, and early morning.”

			This next description is quintessential Ferber. Although she certainly knows and elevates the bigger picture, there is a lively peevishness about the small one:

			
				Though you’ve made the reservation and verified it, and, as a final precaution, reaffirmed the reservation, it’s all a surprise to the room clerk. After two nights spent on a train there is almost nothing more revolting than to walk into a hotel bedroom to find the bed unmade, a mass of soggy towels strewn on the bathroom floor, empty whiskey bottles, dregs in glasses, cigarette stubs, grimy soaps, wads of paper, drifts of newspapers.

				I went for a walk. It was late March. Dallas, to my astonishment, was like a Northern town. An unexpectedly worldly city, geographically flat but pleasantly lively. A drive around town, a saunter through that fabulous bazaar which is the institution known as Neiman-Marcus. One had heard of it, of course; crammed with porcelains and linens and laces and silks and furs and jewels for the delectation of the multimillionaire oil men’s wives. Here on the desertlike plains of Texas, was lavish luxury rivaling anything in New York or Paris. It seemed an anachronism; or a mirage. Back at the hotel there was awaiting me a young man who introduced himself as Joe Linz of the Dallas Journal. He turned out to be full of charm and New York conversation, having lived there for some time before his college years.

			

			Although Ferber could not have foreseen the outcome, this young man was to become a fixture in her life. Ferber was so taken with him that she attempted to make a romantic match. So, she introduced Joe Linz to my mother as soon as possible. Her instinct told her that he would make my mother, Janet Fox—who was a young, talented, fancy-free actress on Broadway—a wonderful husband. My mother was a serious actress as well as being glamorous and amusing. She had made her debut in Kaufman and Ferber’s Dinner at Eight in 1932 and had gone on to play in many other Broadway shows, including Arthur Kober’s Having Wonderful Time, The Man Who Came to Dinner, They Knew What They Wanted, and Kaufman and Ferber’s Stage Door. She was relatively accomplished by the time she met Joe Linz in 1941. As our family lore has it, he fell very much in love with my mother. Here is an example of his ardency, which feels so genuine and having nothing to do with who her aunt was: “Janet, dear, sometimes I feel so presumptuous. I suppose you think I’ve taken an awful lot for granted. I haven’t, really. I take for granted only the fact that I love you…You didn’t ask me to feel that way, did you? And I know it only too darn well. Only sometimes I feel a little encouraged and then at other times terribly discouraged. The hell with all that. You’re the girl for me and I’m going to get you.”

			My mother tried to return the sentiment but fell short. This was mainly because she had been fixed up by Vivian Vance (known for playing Lucille Ball’s best friend on the TV series I Love Lucy) and her husband, actor Philip Ober, with a dashing young lieutenant on leave named Henry Goldsmith, whom she married after eight dates. All this, however, happened several years after Ferber’s initial trip to Texas in 1940.

			Linz was to become more important to Ferber than to my mother. Theirs was an indefinable bond. It was a kindred one, as in “two lost souls on a highway of life,” which lasted until her death. They both seemed to be searching for a deeper emotional connection than they were used to having available to them. Perhaps his loving and losing my mother strengthened it. Ferber decided that his name didn’t suit him, that he wasn’t just a guy named Joe, and so she renamed him David. On the small side and mentally swift, he reminded her of the David who slew Goliath. This was the salutation every time she wrote to him, and the way he signed his letters to her. This one from 1940 could almost be considered a love letter of sorts:

			
				Edna Dear,

				…The Linz family hasn’t been the same since your visit. You’re the only glamorous thing that’s happened to us since Grandaddy Sanger met Lawrence Barrett the night the Dallas Grand Opera House opened in 1883.

				Seriously I loved you the moment I discovered you on a Baker Hotel banquette, having your quiet lunch. And to think I almost went away when Molyneaux [another reporter] appeared frightens me. Nobody will ever frighten me away from you again…

				I’m afraid that last night in San Antonio must have bored you. [After a dinner with his family, Linz took Ferber around to some of the local hot spots.] I kept wishing we hadn’t had the Vice Squad along. I knew I wouldn’t see you again and I was duller than usual because I was actually sad. THAT is no lie. Even Red, the vice-ridden escort said as we drove away from the St. Anthony, “Damn, that’s the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met!”

				Now. Where do you want the crayfish bisque and the fritos sent? To the hotel or to Connecticut?…I’m still blushing because you know what was canned. But you won’t have to tell your fine friends.

				…For the joyousness of knowing you I am very humble. Life goes along and then suddenly—wham!

				Please don’t forget your ever loving,

				“David”

			

			Linz’s memory of his time with her never dimmed; in fact, it seemed to have been enhanced with age. He wrote to me some thirty-five years later about the effect on him of that first meeting and subsequent visit:

			
				Although with age the memory is apt to dim, my memories of Edna are as vivid, exciting, heartwarming and fresh as though I had talked with her yesterday. I suppose that feeling is shared by many. She was that kind of person; once her “kind of magic” had touched you, you were ever after somewhat bewitched.

				Our first meeting was in February 1940. I was the film and drama critic of the old Dallas Journal, and when I was tipped off that she was in town I beat it over to the Baker Hotel for an interview. She was having a solitary lunch in the dining room and one of her first remarks was: “How in God’s name could anyone perpetrate a windowless, murky place like this in the land of wide open spaces and perpetual sunshine?” I thought it a good question. I had just finished A Peculiar Treasure, and although I was a long-time Ferber fan, it was that book which made me know she was a great, great woman quite aside from being a fine writer. The two don’t always go together.

				Edna took a moment to complain about the indifferent fare on her plate, and, since my mother at that time had a superb cook, I invited her to our home the following day for lunch to ease the monotony of her cross-country eating. She got on famously with my family and they of course were enchanted with her. In my interview I had stated that she had a “strong face.” She never let me forget it and teased me about it for years afterward. “Who,” she asked, “wants a strong face?” I still believe, however, there was great strength and determination apparent in her features, particularly if something displeased her and her scorn showed in the set of her jaw.

			

			Joe Linz continued to court her in what turned out to be a somewhat peculiar and amusing way:

			
				I took a couple of days off—it wasn’t difficult since my father published the paper—to show her around San Antonio. One of my father’s close friends was mayor of that city, and when I suggested that she see some of the town’s seamier night life he insisted on sending along as escort the Chief of the Vice Squad. It delighted Edna and gave me a sense of security, since I felt I had a very precious “charge” in tow. I guess the high spot of the evening was our ending up in a bordello—a famous one—managed by a lady named Hattie Baxter. Edna said, “Hattie Baxter! What a perfect name for a Madame.” I wager no one else had the audacity to show your impeccably chic, totally elegant aunt a whorehouse. We had a couple of beers in the parlor and chatted at length with a couple of the girls who weren’t occupied. I think Edna loved it.

				That first visit to Texas probably planted the seed for Giant, even though it didn’t become a stripling until about ten years later.

			

			Following her initial meeting and interview with Joe Linz, Ferber recalled, “this pleasant effect was cancelled by a dinner interval with three Texans whose talk was dull and dirty. Perhaps they were sadistically interested in the possible reaction of a spinster novelist whose work was unknown to them. They were like nothing so much as a trio of boys who have tied a firecracker to a cat’s tail, lighted it, and were waiting for the explosion.” Things improved the next day when she met a young member of the Neiman Marcus firm.

			
				A warm, sunny Friday this was, and as we walked along the teeming streets, I said, partly in curiosity concerning Texas leisure hours, “After all this rush and bustle I suppose you’re going away for the weekend.” I had envisioned a cool, green oasis not too distant…

				“No,” he said, “we’re not going anywhere. There’s no place to go.”

				This shocked me. A week or ten days later I could verify the startling statement. There were ranches and comfortable ranch houses outside the busy towns and cities; there were country clubs; but these sat starkly on the desertlike plain with here and there a mesquite grove or even a painstakingly planted Northern tree, imported and as unsuited to the climate as the Paris gown of the ranch-owner’s wife.

			

			Ferber traveled alone when researching, but because she was a considerable celebrity there were always people stationed wherever she went to guide, help, and pamper her. She was rarely totally alone anywhere in the world. She went to Houston next.

			
				That’s the big one, I told myself, that’s the brash one, that’s the one about which the Luce magazines are always publishing incredible articles of improbable people named Glenn McCarthy and Jesse Jones and Ima Hogg.

				It was March. I had left New York in late February, deep in snow and hard winter cold. I now began to feel rather odd. Perhaps it was the effect of that rocket streamliner from Dallas, very hot and with a side-to-side motion that now made your early Dallas breakfast a cause for apprehension and regret. I did not admit to myself, but already I had begun to reject this region as a background for any creative work of my own.

			

			Although Ferber was not yet ready to commit to the Lone Star State in late 1940, she was attempting to grasp it all with bravado.

			
				Twenty-five years ago the Shamrock Hotel had not yet risen to stare blankly at a thousand miles of flat Texas range land. The Rice Hotel, slambang in the center of the city, was the place. This was before the day of air-conditioning. The hot hotel lobby was milling with men all of whom appeared to be seven feet tall. [Ferber was five foot one, but her gaze was an elevator X-ray, zooming up to stare them, I’m sure, right in the eye.] They wore sand-colored clothes and big creamy Stetson hats and their faces were sherry brown or Burgundy red from the smiting sun and dust-laden winds of the Southwest plains. Their voices were strangely gentle and even musical emerging from those giant bodies; their eyes had the far look of seamen’s eyes, the eyes of men who daily gaze across endless empty spaces; somewhat hard, those eyes, yet strangely childlike, too, like those of tough big boys. They stood in little groups, talking quietly except for an occasional volley of Homeric laughter; or they sprawled silent, like collapsed behemoths, in the lobby’s huge leather chairs.
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					Edna (third from left) with Oscar Hammerstein II (second from left), Richard Rodgers (fourth from left), Dorothy Hammerstein (second from right), Dorothy Rodgers (right), and others at Hammerstein’s Highland Farm in Doylestown, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, circa 1938

				
			
			
				In my bedroom that seemed unimaginably hot, a huge fan contrivance attached to the ceiling above the bed was equipped with four long lazy arms like oars and these revolved slowly, with a nightmarish dreaminess, shoving the heat from one corner of the room to the other.

				Unpack the necessities; get a car for an hour or two and have a first quick over-all look at this hot noisy rich town sprawling fungus-like on the plain, almost as unbelievable a manifestation as the mythical, heroic but actual giant Sam Houston for whom the city was named. Into the car at noonday, up one section and down another; into the Mexican quarter, then along streets of fine houses where grounds, open to the street, were ablaze with azalea blossoms in feathery masses of pink and white and orchid and yellow and orange and purple. But by now I was feeling odder and odder, my face burning, my clothes a burden, my head a conflagration. You had to come to Texas, I thought acidly. New York and Connecticut in February weren’t good enough, h’m?

			

			Ferber had never lived domestically small. In her childhood she grew used to midwestern farmland; long, dusty country road walks; the sprawl of Chicago with its bracingly freezing, invigorating jaunts along the North Shore. When in New York City, she would think nothing of hiking from the Forties to the Seventies, Eighties, or Nineties. Her city real estate was always capacious. She inhabited many gracious rooms of balconied apartments equipped with liveried elevator operators and doormen. Her residential life was luxurious and first-class in every way. And yet she dreamed of a country manse with a view of endless green from every room, of long walks on her wooded acreage, wearing tweeds and oxfords in the fall, parkas while cross-country skiing the property in the winter, slacks and cashmere pullovers in the spring, and sundresses and large gardening hats in the summer. She was being courted by manifest destiny.

			Many of her friends had lovely country houses where she was as frequent a visitor as she allowed. When she was deeply imbedded in creating a novel, she led a sparse social life. She was a good guest when she let herself go a bit, and loved a glass of wine or a cocktail, sitting on the custom cushioned porch furniture of her favorite colleagues. She sounded like an enthusiastic and knowing realtor in describing their luck and bounty:

			
				A number of my friends had found and bought handsome old stone farmhouses built a century or more ago by the Quaker settlers in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. These houses, together with the land, were incredibly low in price considering the increasing desirability of that lovely, rural countryside and the charm and solidity of the houses. George Kaufman and his wife Beatrice had bought there; Moss Hart and Kitty; the Howard Lindsays; Oscar and Dorothy Hammerstein; Alan Campbell and Dorothy Parker. The countryside was rolling, green, fertile; the stone dwellings spacious and dignified.

			

			It had been a couple of years before Ferber finally made her move. As she put it, “The agonizing pangs of the imminent World War II were wrenching the vitals of Europe,” her subconscious broke through.

			
				Uneasily I worked and played in the Park Avenue penthouse, so unreal, so artificially remote, so typical of the lunatic period. And now the whole lovely mad eyrie with its view of the Hudson River and the East River and Central Park and the brilliant towers and pinnacles to the south seemed almost perceptively to quiver and sway with the first warning winds of the approaching world-wide hurricane.

				A little, nagging inner voice that represented the fragments of my Midwest experience and wisdom now cautioned me, “Get out of here. A piece of land and a house in the country, that’s the thing. Get out. There is no security here. Who can write in a climate of chaos? Writing is your job. Get out!…But my northern Wisconsin past nudged me, whispering that when I again settled in a green spot it must be up, up from New York, not down into Pennsylvania or New Jersey. My longing was the cool, Connecticut landscape with the Berkshire foothills undulating gently against the horizon; the salt breeze from the Sound so soothing yet so tonic; the Sound itself glinting in the distance. An hour-and-a-half from the center of New York, just a whirl up the new Merritt Parkway. That was the thing for me. The vine-wreathed dream cottage must be so mild of maintenance that I might be able
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