O'HENRY (1862-1910)

      O'Henry was a prolific American short-story writer, a master of surprise endings, who wrote about the life of ordinary people in New York City. A twist of plot, which turns on an ironic or coincidental circumstance, is typical of O. Henry's stories.The works of this writer reflect a specific period in American literature - the turn of the century. His credo was - art should be true, democratic and it should address contemporary life and embrace all aspects of life.
      O'Henry was born in Greensboro, a little town in North Carolina on September 11, 1862. His real name was William Sydney Porter. His father, Algernon Sidney Porter, was a physician. When William was three, his mother died, and he was raised by his paternal grandmother and aunt. William was an avid reader, but at the age of fifteen he left school, and then worked in a drug store and on a Texas ranch. He moved to Houston, where he had a number of jobs, including that of bank clerk. After moving to Austin, Texas, in 1882, he married.

      After being accused of embezzlement by the bank he worked for, he absconded to New Orleans, LA, and then to Honduras. He came back to Austin, TX, to face trial and take care of his wife, Athol, who was terminally ill. He was sentenced to five years in jail at the federal penitentiary in Columbus, Ohio. Was he guilty, or not? He was sent to jail not only for embezzlement, but also for absconding instead of facing trial. He had very little to say for his defense, still mourning the loss of his wife Athol, who died a few months before his trial.
     While in prison O. Henry started to write short stories to earn money to support his daughter Margaret. He sent his stories to a friend in New Orleans, who sent them in turn to magazines in New York. His first work, "Whistling Dick's Christmas Stocking" (1899), appeared in McClure's Magazine. Nobody knew these wonderful stories came from a prisoner! Although he went through a tough time - losing his wife to tuberculosis and being sent to jail shortly after - his stories are far from being dark and depressing. In fact, they are light, humorous, surprising, uplifting. 
    After doing three years of the five years sentence, Porter emerged from the prison for good conduct in 1901 and changed his name to O. Henry. He joined his daughter Margaret and in-laws in Pittsburgh, PA. He was offered a contract with New York World newspaper, and moved to New York, NY. He lived a short time in Long Island, NY with his second wife, Sara Coleman.

    His vocabulary and literary knowledge compare to Shakespeare!
    Young Will Porter used to carry an unabridged dictionary and read it as a book. He would look up words he didn't know, and was fascinated by words. His vocabulary skills are sometimes compared to Shakespeare's. Yet, he never attended college and left school at fifteen years old to work for his uncle's drugstore...

   His stories are filled with witty expressions, seldom used words, and allusions to other pieces of fiction, such as Shakespeare, Greek mythology, Arabian Nights, contemporary "dime novels" (cheap paperback novels of the late 1800's), and Kipling, among others.

   He uses dialects in such a way we can almost hear his characters talk. His choice of words and metaphors surprise and delight. In Texas, he learned French, German, and Spanish well enough to use some foreign vocabulary when a story calls for it.

   He popularized the "twist ending"
   O. Henry was sometimes called the "American De Maupassant." His stories end with a twist of fate, or a revelation of who his characters really are, or an unexpected turn that surprises and delights, draws tears or laughters - or both - from his readers. Yet, his stories are about ordinary people, in ordinary situations. He tells the story of a hobo, or a grafter, or even a shop girl, in their every day life.

O. Henry's Family 

First wife: Athol Estes
Athol was only seventeen when she eloped and married O. Henry in 1887. Her parents were concerned about her frail health, and doubted O. Henry could provide for her financially. They accepted him in the family after the fact, and were a great support throughout O. Henry's life.

In 1888, she gave birth to a son, who died a few hours after birth.
In 1889, she gave birth to Margaret.
On July 25th, 1897, Athol died after a seven-year battle with tuberculosis.
Athol is said to have been the inspiration for Della, in The Gift of the Magi.

Second wife: Sara Lindsay Coleman
In 1907, O. Henry married his childhood sweetheart. She was an aspiring writer, and O. Henry helped her get in contact with New York publishers.

They lived together in Long Island for a year, but O. Henry had to be in the midst of NYC action in order to write. He moved back to New York to continue his writing career, while Sara moved to Asheville, N.C., her hometown.

In 1916, Sara wrote a novel called Winds of Destiny, based on the letters she had received from O. Henry.

Only child: Margaret
Margaret Worth Porter was O. Henry's only child. She was born on 9/30/1889, in Austin, Texas.

She was only seven when her mother died of tuberculosis. Less than a year later, her father was sent to jail and she was taken care of by her maternal grandparents. She was told he was travelling for business. She only found out he had been in jail after his death. They eventually moved from Austin, TX to Pittsburgh, PA.

During the three years he was in jail, O. Henry wrote to his daughter frequently, and she wrote back to him. Some of their letters can be found online:
http://www.greensboro-nc.gov/Departments/Library/ohenry/Historical+Museum/

Margaret was nearly twelve when her father was released from jail and came back to live with them in Pittsburgh, PA, on July 24, 1901.

Less than a year later, O. Henry was offered a contract to write one story per week for the New York World and he moved to NYC.

O. Henry resented the fact that he never had a chance to attend college. He made sure he gave the opportunity to his daughter, by regularly sending money to pay for her college.

Margaret attended Princeton University. She had a short writing career, from 1913 to 1916.

In July, 1916, she married the famous NYC cartoonist, Oscar Cesare. They divorced four years later, and she eventually moved to California and married A. J. Sartin in 1927. She died of tuberculosis three days after her wedding.

     O'Henry was an outstanding humourist. He worked out and enriched all the types of the short story: the anecdote, the adventure story, tales and sketches. The best of his works were published in books: "Cabbages and Kings", "The Four Million", "Heart of the West", "The Voice of the City" and others. He was most famous for his stories of city NY. O'Henry wrote nearly 150 stories with a New York background. His works have considerable influence on American literature. His love for humanity, for the common people, his critical attitude towards injustice attract readers to this day. 
    O'Henry was a born writer of great talent. The conversation is witty, humorous and often exact and precise. He is one of the most widely published American authors. His works have been translated into nearly every language. O'Henry has been called "The American Maupassant" and is ranked among the world's outstanding short-story writers. 

     O. Henry published 10 collections and over 600 short stories during his lifetime.
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