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Thurber admirer gets mention in book; [2 Edition]
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A good friend, a genuinely funny person, brave and tough, turned up unexpectedly the other day just after I had tackled a thick book of 1,238 pages on James Thurber, the humorist.

I was desperate to get my mind off another approaching snowstorm and inevitable transportation problems, so I sought relief, despite its size, in "James Thurber, His Life and Times." It is by Harrrison Kinney, published by Henry Holt and costs $40.

My impression so far is that the book is well done, well written and packed with so much Thurber material that I don't see how another book on the man could possibly be attempted. There's not much left to say.

Thurber was that rare sort of writer who could actually get people to laugh out loud when reading about his life and times or, well, maybe a man who saw a unicorn in his garden.

So was Liz.

That would be Elizabeth Cleland Acosta. She was a Falls Church housewife, my friend, who died not long ago. She would have gotten a big kick out of being mentioned in the definitive book on Thurber, one of the best of American writers.

Liz did not write for a living. She could have, but things just didn't break that way for her. She was wife, mother, sensible Democrat. She could listen, tell a wonderful story, write a marvelous letter, sing songs and encourage the discouraged. She had had a rough time with cancer, yet rarely spoke of her struggle with it. She was married to Frank Acosta, a Food and Drug Administration official and former newspaperman.

When I knew her she was sort of an assistant, friend, date-watcher to the columnist Mary McGrory at the Washington Star. Both moved to The Washington Post after that paper folded. At the Star, she reviewed books and often went to lunch with a collection of reporters who moaned and groaned and finally laughed when Liz told a story.

The Thurber incident retold in the book has an interesting twist.

Liz obviously corresponded with the author. Or, I like to think, the two met and had a wonderful lunch talking about a funny man they both admired.

Mr. Kinney described Liz as a "lively housefwife," who, like hundreds of others, decided to write a fan letter to Thurber, thanking him for, well, just writing.

She told Mr. Kinney why she wrote: "It was November, bleak and cold. My 12-year-old girl was learning to smoke; the 10-year-old boy was failing math; the six-year-old boy was a problem to his teacher; the four-year-old girl had an ear infection, and the baby had just given up his morning nap."

But she had read a Thurber piece and discovered she could still laugh. She felt "I am in your debt."

Thurber noticed the return address on Maple Avenue in Falls Church.

Thurber wrote Mrs. Acosta and told her he once lived on Maple Avenue in Falls Church.

The "ecstatic" Mrs. Acosta, writes Mr.Kinney, did some energetic research, and it turned out the Thurber house "was the one next door to hers."

Later, the area was redeveloped, homes were demolished, and a new street, a cul-de-sac, was added. Mrs. Acosta persuaded the Falls Church City Council to name the new street "James Thurber Court." It became the new address of the Acostas.

It was at the Maple Avenue house, incidentally, that Thurber was hit in the left eye by a toy arrow fired by his brother. The accident later caused Thurber to go blind. He was 7 at the time. The year was 1902.

I never saw Mrs. Acosta's Thurber Court home. But in typical fashion, influenced as she was by Thurber, she once told me of her family getting a giant new television set and discovering the only resting place they could find for it was in the fireplace.
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