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Jam
es Thurber: 20 Funny Y

ears W
ith the FBI 

"To hell w
ith the handkerrhief," said W

alter M
itty 

scornfully. H
e took one last drag on his cigarette and 

snapped it aw
ay. Then, w

ith that faint, fleeting sm
ile 

playing about his lips, he faced the firing squad; erect 
and m

otionless, proud disdainful, W
alter M

itty the 
U

ndefeated, inscrutable to the end." 

Perhaps J. E
dgar H

oover and his m
inions at the Fed-

eral B
ureau of Investigation took Jam

es T
hurber's 

'T
he Secret L

ife of W
alter M

itty" seriously. A
pparently 

m
istaking M

itty's daydream
s of derring-do for T

hur-
ber's real-life activities, they saw

 the nearly blind w
rit-

er and cartoonist as not only inscrutable but possibly 
subversive. 

So the FB
I kept the often irascible but rarely political 

T
hurber under surveillance for nearly 20 years, m

ain-
taining a file on his efforts to uphold som

ething w
e all 

think is our birthright: the B
ill of R

ights. 
Philosophically, Thurber w

as precisely w
hat H

oover 
considered him

self to be: a vigorous opponent of com
m

u-
nism

. A
lthough T

hurber generally eschew
ed ideology 

("A
rt does not rush to the barricades," he once w

rote), he 
openly scorned the w

ritings of A
m

erican M
arxists as ear-

ly as the 1930s, w
hen the cause of the proletariat w

as 
popular am

ong m
any w

riters and intellectuals. 
N

evertheless, T
hurber's basic, personal conservatism

, 
instilled during a good V

ictorian upbringing in C
olum

bus, 
O

hio, w
as constantly at loggerheads w

ith his fiercely lib-
eral attitude tow

ard the civil and First A
m

endm
ent rights 

of artists of every stripe. H
e w

as particularly distressed 
by any R

ed-baiting assaults on w
riters, w

ho he felt w
ere 

a special breed of artist requiring com
plete freedom

. 
W

hen the self-anointed guardians of the country's safety 
assem

bled the nam
es of w

riters w
hose w

ork they 
thought m

erited blacklisting, T
hurber alm

ost w
as sorry 

not to be included on the roster. 
"If and w

hen I am
 listed as an old B

olshevik," he 
w

rote to a friend, "I w
ill at least join the distinguished 

com
pany of som

e of the Patriotic A
m

ericans w
hom

 I 
love and adm

ire." 
O

n other occasions, T
hurber liked to boast that de-

spite his open contem
pt for overblow

n advocates of 
"A

m
ericanism

," the superpatriots left him
 alone. H

e 
proudly told an interview

er in 1958 t he had heard 
that a congressm

an once w
as asked vhy T

hurber had 
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to oppose "censorships of the arts" and offering its sup-
port to the H

ollyw
ood T

en, a group of screenw
riters 

subsequently blacklisted and jailed for refusing to testi-
fy before the U

.S. H
ouse of R

epresentatives' C
om

m
it-

tee on U
n-A

m
erican A

ctivities (H
U

A
C

). 
If the fact that T

hurber had signed a liberal group's 
protest letter w

as m
entioned in testim

ony before 
H

U
A

C
, or his nam

ed appeared in such suspect publica-
tions as the D

aily W
orker or People's W

orld, into his 
FB

I file w
ent a copy of the liU

A
C

 transcript or the 
new

spaper clipping. T
hat T

hurber w
as reported to be 

"disgusted" by the "R
ed-baiting activities in E

quity" of 
his old friend and collaborator E

lliott N
ugent is far less 

astonishing than that such an item
 surfaced in so bour-

geois a feature as a B
roadw

ay gossip colum
n w

ritten 
for the C

om
m

unist D
aily W

orker. 
A

m
ong the earliest pieces in T

hurber's 105-page 
FB

I file is a list of the m
em

bers of the L
eague of A

m
er-

ican W
riters, w

hich included V
an W

yck B
rooks, M

al-
colm

 C
ow

ley, D
orothy Parker, S. J. Perelm

an, L
illian 

H
ellm

an, Irw
in Shaw

, U
pton Sinclair and C

arl van D
o-

ren. as w
ell as T

hurber. A
 "D

ear E
dgar" note, w

ritten 
by an anonym

ous inform
ant to accom

pany this list, ad-
vised the ever vigilant FB

I chief: "H
ere's a pretty good 

D
irectory of C

om
m

unists." 
Perhaps the m

ost ironic item
 in T

hurber's file can be 
found in a catalog for a benefit auction that w

as sched-
uled to occur at D

elm
onico H

otel in N
ew

 Y
ork on Feb. 

19, 1939. A
m

ong the signed cartoons T
hurber donated 

for sale w
as an unpublished draw

ing, dated 1935 and 
m

otioned: "C
om

e on—
fall in line, buddy. W

e're chasing 
R

eds!" 
U

ndoubtedly H
oover w

ouldn't have appreciated the 
hum

or in that cartoon, nor the irony im
plicit in the deri-

sion of the U
.S. Postal Service to issue a stam

p last 
m

onth honoring T
hurber—

the creator not only of W
al-

ter M
itty but of funny, incisive short stories, fables, es-

says, plays, children's books and cartoons—
on the 

100th anniversary of his birth. 
It seem

s the postal service still hasn't decided 
w

hether to issue a stam
p honoring H

oover. 

never been investigated and had tim
orously replied, 

"B
ecause our w

ives and daughters w
ouldn't allow

 it." 
"T

his is m
y proudest m

edal," T
hurber gloated. 

H
is delight m

ight have dim
m

ed had he know
n that 

the FB
I actually had been keeping tabs on him

 since 
1939. 

T
hurber had becom

e suspect because, along w
ith 

E
rnest H

em
ingw

ay, D
ashiell H

am
m

ett and dozens of 
other w

ell-know
n w

riters and artists, he w
as w

hat R
ed-

hunters later term
ed "prem

aturely anti-fascist." H
e had 

signed protest letters urging aid to the liberal and C
om

-
m

unist-backed forces fighting the Fascists led by Fran-
cisco Franco in the Spanish C

ivil W
ar. T

hurber's occa-
sional associations w

ith other liberal groups kept the 
FB

I's new
spaper dippers and filing clerks fitfully on his 

trail until the 1950s. 
M

uch of w
hat is in T

hurber's FB
I file is repetitious, 

and the roster of those w
ith w

hom
 he w

as linked con-
tains som

e of the m
ost distinguished nam

es in A
m

eri-
can arts and letters. A

 February 1948 N
ew

 Y
ork 

T
im

es story, dipped and preserved in the file along 
w

ith a report of the C
alifornia state senate's C

om
m

it-
tee on U

n-A
m

erican A
ctivities, notes that T

hurber 
joined O

scar H
am

m
erstein H

, M
oss H

art, W
alter H

us- 
ton, N

orm
an R

ockw
ell, A

gnes D
eM

ille, E
dna Ferber 	

N
eil A

. G
rauer is a B

altim
ore w

riter and 
anidozens of others on a com

m
ittee sponsoring a drive 	

cartoonist. 
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