
O Henry Ransom Of Red Chief

O. Henry's "Ransom of Red Chief": A Tale of Irony and Humor

O. Henry, the pen name of William Sydney Porter, is renowned for his short
stories that often contain clever twists and an ironic sense of humor. One of
his most notable works, "The Ransom of Red Chief," perfectly exemplifies
these qualities. This story, first published in 1907, revolves around two
kidnappers who find themselves in a comically unfortunate situation when
their victim proves to be more than they bargained for.

In this article, we will explore the plot, characters, themes, and literary
devices used in "Ransom of Red Chief," shedding light on why it remains a
significant piece of American literature.

Plot Summary

The narrative begins with two men, Bill and Sam, who decide to kidnap a
wealthy child in the small town of Summit, Alabama. Their plan is simple:
snatch a boy, demand a ransom from his wealthy father, and make a quick buck.
They choose the son of a prominent local citizen, but their choice proves to
be catastrophic.

Upon kidnapping the boy, who refers to himself as "Red Chief," they quickly



realize that he is not your average child. Red Chief is rambunctious,
mischievous, and downright troublesome. Instead of being afraid or compliant,
he takes great pleasure in his new role as a "captured" boy. What follows is
a series of humorous and chaotic events where Red Chief terrorizes his
captors, turning the whole kidnapping scenario upside down.

As the story progresses, Bill and Sam become increasingly desperate. Instead
of demanding a ransom, they find themselves contemplating paying the boy’s
father to take him back. The story culminates in a twist where the father
agrees to take Red Chief off their hands for a ransom of $250. In a hilarious
turn of events, the kidnappers end up as the victims, illustrating O. Henry's
skill in crafting ironic conclusions.

Character Analysis

To fully appreciate "Ransom of Red Chief," it is essential to examine the
characters involved in this comedic tale.

Bill Driscoll

Bill is one of the two kidnappers and serves as the primary narrator of the
story. He is characterized as somewhat of a bumbling fool who initially seems
confident in their plan. However, as the narrative unfolds, his lack of
foresight and the inability to handle the wild antics of Red Chief become
evident. Bill’s character provides much of the humor as he reacts to the
chaos unfolding around him.

Sam (the narrator)

Sam is the more rational of the two kidnappers, yet he still participates in
the ill-fated scheme. Throughout the story, he tries to maintain a semblance
of control over the situation, but the overwhelming energy of Red Chief makes
this difficult. Sam's perspective adds depth to the narrative, and his
interactions with Bill highlight the absurdity of their circumstances.

Red Chief (Johnny)

Red Chief, whose real name is Johnny, is the child they kidnap. He is
characterized by his wild imagination, boundless energy, and a penchant for
mischief. Rather than being a frightened victim, he embraces his role,
turning the tables on his captors. His antics, such as playing at being a
"savage" and terrorizing Bill, serve as the story's primary source of humor
and irony.

The Father

Although he doesn't appear much in the story, the father of Red Chief plays a
crucial role in the plot's climax. He is portrayed as a wealthy and somewhat



oblivious character who is more amused than concerned about his son's
behavior. When he agrees to take Red Chief back for a ransom, it highlights
the absurdity of the situation and adds to the story's comedic effect.

Themes

Several key themes emerge throughout "Ransom of Red Chief," enriching the
narrative and providing deeper insights into human nature and societal norms.

Irony

Irony is perhaps the most dominant theme in O. Henry's story. The very
premise of kidnapping—a crime that typically instills fear—becomes a source
of humor when the victim is more of a nuisance than a compliant captive. The
twist ending, where the kidnappers are willing to pay for the boy’s release,
further emphasizes this theme. The entire scenario subverts the traditional
narrative of kidnappings, making it one of O. Henry's most iconic ironic
tales.

The Nature of Childhood

The story also reflects on the nature of childhood and the wild imagination
often associated with it. Red Chief embodies the uninhibited spirit of youth,
showcasing both the joys and challenges that come with raising children. His
behavior serves as a reminder of the unpredictability of children and the
potential chaos they can bring into adults' lives.

Crime and Consequences

"O. Henry's "Ransom of Red Chief" serves as a commentary on crime and its
consequences. The kidnappers, who initially believed they could easily
succeed in their scheme, find themselves facing the repercussions of their
actions. Instead of gaining wealth, they are forced to confront the chaos
they have unleashed, highlighting the idea that crime does not pay, often in
unexpected ways.

Literary Devices

O. Henry employs several literary devices in "Ransom of Red Chief" to enhance
the storytelling experience.

Humor and Satire

The use of humor is paramount in the story, with O. Henry employing satire to
critique both the incompetence of the kidnappers and the absurdity of their
situation. The exaggerated characteristics of Red Chief and the bumbling



nature of Bill and Sam create a comedic atmosphere that keeps readers
engaged.

Dialogue

The dialogue in the story is sharp and witty, providing insight into the
characters’ personalities and motivations. The interactions between Bill,
Sam, and Red Chief are particularly effective in showcasing the chaos of
their situation and adding to the overall humor.

Imagery

O. Henry uses vivid imagery to paint a picture of the characters and their
surroundings. Descriptions of Red Chief's antics and the reactions of the
kidnappers allow readers to visualize the comedic chaos that unfolds
throughout the story.

Conclusion

In conclusion, O. Henry's "Ransom of Red Chief" is a masterful blend of
humor, irony, and sharp characterizations that continues to resonate with
readers today. The story offers a unique perspective on the themes of crime,
childhood, and the unexpected consequences of one's actions. O. Henry's
ability to craft engaging narratives with surprising twists has solidified
his place as one of America's greatest short story writers. "Ransom of Red
Chief" stands as a testament to his enduring legacy, reminding us all to
approach life with a sense of humor, even in the most chaotic of
circumstances.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of O. Henry's 'The Ransom of
Red Chief'?
The story follows two kidnappers, Bill and Sam, who abduct a young boy named
Johnny and demand a ransom from his wealthy father. However, instead of being
a typical victim, Johnny, who calls himself 'Red Chief', turns out to be a
mischievous and troublesome child, leading the kidnappers to regret their
decision.

What themes are explored in 'The Ransom of Red
Chief'?
Key themes include the reversal of roles, the nature of innocence, and the
unpredictability of human behavior. The story humorously highlights how the
kidnappers' expectations are turned upside down as they become the victims of
the child's antics.



How does O. Henry use irony in 'The Ransom of Red
Chief'?
O. Henry employs situational irony, as the kidnappers expect to profit from
their crime but instead find themselves in a dire situation. The boy they
intended to ransom becomes a source of chaos, culminating in the kidnappers
paying the boy's father to take him back.

What character traits does Johnny exhibit in 'The
Ransom of Red Chief'?
Johnny, or 'Red Chief', is portrayed as imaginative, spirited, and
rebellious. His wild behavior and ability to manipulate the situation
showcase his strength of character, ultimately leading to the kidnappers'
discomfort and desperation.

What is the significance of the title 'The Ransom of
Red Chief'?
The title emphasizes the irony of the situation, as it suggests a standard
kidnapping scenario where a ransom is expected. However, it becomes clear
that the real 'ransom' is the kidnappers' freedom and peace, highlighting the
story's comedic twist.
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