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Creative Team 
 

 

On the surface, Erma Bombeck: At Wit's End is a short 

biography of a life and career, presented by sisters Margaret and 

Allison Engel using Mrs. Bombeck's trademark sarcastic but 

insightful sense of humour. 

As a biography, the play explores themes of life in suburbia, 

motherhood, the role of women in mid-20th century America, and 

balancing the responsibilities of a wife and mother with the 

desire for something of one's own. 

But I doubt you came here tonight to see an exploration of 

themes. More likely, you're here just to be entertained or 

because you're lucky enough to remember Erma Bombeck's 

columns and books. They certainly resonated with my mother, 

an "ordinary housewife", who used to quote them to me. Her 

experiences were the same as Erma's and, it turned out, the 

same as those of millions of other women. 

The themes in the play develop in that same way, I think. They 

start from the everyday, outwardly ordinary experiences of one 

woman and build into something big, important, and quite often 

beautiful. 

I hope you enjoy the result of all the hard work that has gone into 

this production.  

Thanks for coming. 

Chris Panting 

Director’s Note 



 

 

Meet the Woman Who Made 
the World Laugh…. 

Erma Louise Fiste was born on February 21, 1927. With her 
parents and half-sister Thelma, Erma lived in a Dayton, Ohio 
neighborhood filled with hardworking, lower middle class families. 
 
At fifteen, Erma walked into the Dayton Herald and said, “I want to 
work for your paper.” Bill Bombeck worked for the city’s morning 
paper, the Dayton Journal. Sparks flew. After only a couple of 
dates, he left for the Army and Korea, but when he returned the 
two - both age twenty-two - got married. 
 
Erma went to college and worked as a columnist, mostly in to the 
women’s section. World War II had created a profound change for 
American women. With their men at war, millions of women 
flooded the workplace. Erma’s first columns struck a nerve with 
these women. 
 
When Erma adopted daughter 
Betsy, she said goodbye to her 
career without the slightest 
doubt. Sons Andrew and 
Matthew followed, but the 
demands of motherhood 
amazed Erma. Since no one 
discussed these feelings in 
public, Erma thought that she 
was the only woman in the world 
experiencing them.  
 
One day in 1964, Erma walked 
into the office of the editor of the local paper and said, “I’d like to 
do a column for you.” Her popularity grew, and the column 
eventual appeared in 900 papers. Book deals soon followed, then 
magazine columns, a regular feature on Good Morning America, 
and television and movie deals. 
 
Erma was never political, but in the 70s the fight for the Equal 
Rights Amendment forced her into the arena. It surprised a lot of 
people when the “voice of the American housewife” came out in 
support of the ERA. Her support of the amendment did not include 
its feminist leaders, whom she felt were waging a war using 
housewives as the battleground.   

 

 

When asked by a reporter why 
she poured so much time and 
effort into the ERA, Erma 
replied, “I’m doing it for my kids. 
It will be important to them. It’s 
also a great feeling to be a part 
of history.”  The failure of the 
ERA was one of the biggest 
disappointments of her life. 
 
Erma survived breast cancer 
and a mastectomy but kept 
secret the fact that she had 
kidney disease, until 1993.On 
April 3, 1996, she received a 
kidney transplant. She died on 
April 22, 1996, aged 69, from 
complications of a kidney 
transplant.  
 
At her funeral, friend Phil Donahue eulogized, “She was real and 
she brought us down to earth — gently, generously and with 
brilliant humor. When the scholars gather hundreds of years from 
now to learn about us, they can’t know it all if they don’t read 
Erma.” 
 
From the book, Erma Bombeck: Writer and Humorist by Lynn Hutner Colwell.  


