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O. Henry

(1862-1910)

O. Henry was the pen name of the American short
story writer William Sydney Porter, who was born in
Greensboro, NC, in 1862. A productive writer in his later
years, O. Henry wrote some 600 short stories which were
published in 1917 in 14 volumes.

Porter was brought up by an aunt in Greensboro,
where, at the age of fifteen, he went to work in an
uncle’s drugstore. Five years later he developed a cough
which indicated the start of tuberculosis (/i k). Because
of his health, he was invited by friends to Austin, Texas,
where he first worked as a druggist, later as a draftsman
and finally as a teller in the First National Bank. He
married in 1887 and his wife gave birth to a daughter in
1889. Porter supplemented( #+#) his work at the bank, a
demanding but unfulfilling job, with work on a weekly
humor paper he owned, called The Rolling Stone.

Because of the troubles that came one after the
other, he resigned his post at the bank and left for
Houston, where he worked for the Houston Post. It was
at this time that he was ordered to come back to Austin
to stand trial for embezzlement (# A X #% ). It was
presumed he would have been pardoned (# % ), because
the shortage discovered in his accounts at the bank was
likely due to bad bookkeeping rather than criminal intent.




However, while making a train connection from Houston
to Austin for the trialf, he decided to board a train
heading in the other direction. Leaving his wife and child
in Houston, he made his way to New Orleans, where he
unloaded banana boats. He eventually ended up in
Honduras ( # 47 47 #f ) and South America consorting( 4 % )
with famous criminals; In fact, his travels were funded by
the $ 30,000 proceeds from a robbery committed by one
of them. These two years on the run provided the initial
fuel for his stories.

In 1897, after learning of his wife’s serious illness,
Henry returned to Austin knowing that it meant a prison
term. His wife died that year, and in March of 1898 he
was sentenced to five years in prison in Columbus, Ohio.
During his term he began his serious writing. He’d used a
score of pen names in his career to this point, but his
favorite was borrowed from Orrin Henry, a prison guard.

After his release, he headed to New York City, where
he worked as a journalist. The collection of colorful
characters in his writing was enhanced by O. Henry’s
habit of wandering the streets and parks, talking to people
of all conditions. He wrote sixty-five short stories in 1904
alone, and fifty the next year including The Gift Of The
Magi. A remarkable feat in itself, his output is even more
amazing considering that he worked under the influence—
an average daily consumption of two quarts of whiskey.
His one venture into theatre, Lo, written in 1909 was not
a success. He remarried in 1907, but his bride was short-
lived: he died penniless, of tuberculosis complicated by




alcoholism and diabetes (FH¥ + & foff K% ) on June 5,
1910 in New York City at the age of forty-seven.

O. Henry’s popularity reached its height after his
death. His writing was seen as straightforward and simple,
written in the plain language of his readers. His stories
may rely on a sameness of plot, but the sharp,
unexpected twist at the end (as in The Gift Of The Magi)
is still his distinctive trademark today. Critics have singled
out O. Henry as one of the greatest American short story
writers—describing him as a “writer’s writer” who also
possesses universal appeal. A critic traveling early in the
century fell into a conversation with a Midwest farmer.
When asked if he ever read O. Henry, the farmer replied,
“Professor, that’s literature; that’s REAL literature.”
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A Service of Love

When one loves one’s Art, no service seems too hard.

That is our premise®. This story shall draw a conclu-
sion from it, and show at the same time that the premise
is incorrect. That will be a new thing in logic, and a feat®
in story —telling somewhat older than the great wall of
China. .

Joe came out of the flats of the Middle West, with a
genius for pictorial art®. At six he drew a picture of the
town pump with a prominent® citizen passing it in a hur-
ry. This picture was framed and hung in the drug store
window of the town. At 20, he left for New York with a
flowing tie and a capital tied up somewhat closer.

Delia was so good at music in a village in the South
that her relatives collected enough money for her to go
“North” and “finish”. They could not see her f—, but that
is our story. :

Joe and Delia met in a studio where a number of art
and music students had gathered to discuss Wagner ®,
music, Rembrandt’s® works, pictures, Waldteufel®, wall-
paper, Chopin® and Oolong®.

Joe and Delia fell in love with each other, and in a
short time were married—for when one loves one’s Art,
no service seems too hard.
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Mr. and Mrs. Joe began housekeeping in a flat. It was
a lonesome® flat. And they were happy; for they had their
Art, and they had each other. And my advice to the rich
young man would be—sell all you have, and give it to the
poor-doorkeeper for the special right of living in a flat
with your Art and your Delia.

People who live in the flat shall agree on my idea
that theirs is the only true happiness. If a home is happy
it cannot fit too close—let the dresser become a billiard”
table; let the shelf above the fireplace turn to a rowing
machine, the desk to a spare bed, the washstand® to a pi-
ano; let the four walls come together, if they will, so you
and your Delia are between. But if home be the other
kind, let it be wide and long—enter you at the Golden
Gate®, hang your hat on Hatteras®, your cape on Cape
Hom® and go out by the Labrador®.

Joe was painting in the class of the great Magister—
you know his fame. His fees are high; his lessons are
light—his high -lights® have brought him renown. Delia
was studying under Rosenstock—you know his reputation
as a disturber of the piano keys.

They were extremely happy as long as their money
lasted. So is every—but I will not be cynical®. Their aims
were very clear and defined. Joe was to become capable
very soon of turning out pictures that old gentlemen with
thick wallets would crowd into his studio to buy. Delia
was to become fanuhar and then cont;emptuous@’ with

m and refuse to go on the
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