
Cf ~1e Gift ci tile Magi 
ne dollar and eighty-seven cenls. Thal was a ll. And 
s ixty cents or it was in pennies. Pennies saved one 
a nd two at a lime by bulldozing the grocer a nd the 
vegetable man a nd the butcher until one's cheeks 
burned with the silent imputation of pars imony' 
that such close dealing implied . Three times Della 

counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the next day 
would be Christmas. 

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby 
little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the mora l 
reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with 
sniffles predominating. 

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the 
first stage to the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at 
$8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description,2 but it certainly 
had that word on the lookout for the mendicancy squad.3 

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would 
go, and an electric button from which no mortal finger could coax 
a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name 
"Mr. James Dillingham Young." 

The "Dillin gham" had been flung to the breeze during a former 
period of prosperity when its possessor was being paid $30 per 
week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, the letters 
of "Dillingham" looked blurred, as though they were thinking 
seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But 
whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his 
flat above he was called "Jim" and greatly hugged by Mrs. James 
Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all 
very good. 

Della finish ed her cry and attended to her cheeks with the 
powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully at a 
gray cal walking a gray fence in a gray backyard. Tomorrow would 
be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy 

1. imputation (im' pyB5 ta· shan) of parsimony (par' sa mo· ne) accusation of stinginess. 
2. beggar description make description seem inadequate or useless. 
3. it certainly ... mendicancy (men· di ken' se) squad it would 

have been noticed by the police who arrest beggars. 

0 . HENRY 

Vocabulary 
instigates (in· ste gats') 
v. urges on; stirs up 

Reading Skill 
Make Inferences Based 
on the textual evidence 
in this paragraph, w hat 
complex inference can 
you make about the kind 
of person Jim would like 
to be? 

r:71Reading 
1.:.1 Checli 
How much money does 
Della have to buy a 
present for Jim? 
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&. c,:t;car \/iev/ ng 
How do you think Del!2 
felt in a street like this 
one as she approached 
Madame Sufronie•s 
shop 7 [A mdy zi::J 

depreciate (de pre' she 
at') v. reduce in value 

cascade (kas kad') n. 
a small steep w ater-
fa ll ; anyth ing suggest
ing such a waterfa ll 

faltered (f61' terd) 
v. acted hesitantly; 
showed uncertainty 
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Jim a present. She had been saving every 
penny she could for months, with this 
result. 1\venty dollars a week doesn't go far. 
Expenses had been greater than she had 
calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 
to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many 
a happy hour she had spent planning for 
something nice for him. Something fine and 
rare and sterling-something just a little bit 
near to being worthy of the honor of being 
owned by Jim. 

There was a pier glass between the 
windows of the room. Perhaps you have 
seen a pier glass in an $8 flat. A very thin 
and very agile person may, by observing his 
reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal 
strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception 
of his looks. Della, being slender, had 
mastered the art. 

Suddenly she whirled from the window 
and stood before the glass. Her eyes were 
shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its 

color within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and 
let it fall to its full length. 

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs 
in which they both took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch 
that had been his father's and his grandfather's. The other was 
Della's hair. Had the Queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the 
a irshaft, Della would have let h er hair hang out the window some 
day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had 
King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in 
the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he 
passed , just to see him pluck at his beard from envy. 

So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining 
like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her knee and 
made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again 
n ervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood 
still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet. 

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With 
a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she 
fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street. 

Where she stopped the sign read: "Mme. Sofronie. Hair Goods of 
: -All Kinds." One flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. 

Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie." 



-

"\Viii you buy my hair?" asked Della. 

"l buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's 
have a sight at the looks of it." 

Down rippled the brown cascade. 

··1wenty dollars," said Madame, lifting the mass with a 
practiced hand. 

"Give it to me quick," said Della. 

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. 

Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the 
stores for Jim's present. 

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim 
and no one else. There was no other like it in any of 

the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It 

was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, 
properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and 
not by meretricious ornamentation-as all good things 
should do. It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as 

she saw it she knew that it must be Jim's. It was like 
him. Quietness and value-the description applied to 
both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and 
she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain on 
his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time 
in any company. Grand as the watch was he sometimes 

looked at it on the sly on 
account of the old leather 
strap that he used in place of 
a chain. 

When Della reached home 
her intoxication gave way a 
little to prudence and reason. 
She got out her curling irons 
and lighted the gas and went 
to work repairing the ravages 
made by generosity added 
to love. Which is always 
a tremendous task, dear 
friends-a mammoth task. 

Within forty minutes her 
head was covered with tiny, 
close-lying curls that made 
her look wonderfully like a 
truant schoolboy. She looked 
at her reflection in the mirror 
long, carefully, and critically. 

LITERATURE IN CONTEXT I 

(Cultural Connection) 

Watch Fob Chain 
A fob chain is central to the 
plot of "The Gift of the Magi." 

The word fob probably entered_ 
the English language from the 
German dialect word fuppe, 
meaning "pocket." Before the 

wristwatch became common, 
a man would carry a pocket 
watch that fit in a special vest 
pocket. To keep the watch from 
falling or becoming lost, it was 
fastened to the vest by means 
of a strap or chain (sometimes 
with an ornament, or a fob, at 
the end) that was attached to a 
pin with a locking clasp, making 
it secure. Sometimes, as pictured 
here, a chain's finely detailed 
metalwork elevated the piece to 
a work of art. 

Connect to the Literature 
- ~ 

A pocket watch was often hand
ed down from father to son, as 
was Jim Young's in 0 . Henry's 
story. Why might this fact alone 
make a fob chain and watch 
precious to its owner despite its 
modest cash value? 

Vocabulary 
prudence (proo' dens) 
n. a sensible and care
ful attitude that makes 
you avoid some risks 

Reading 
[J Chee.le 
What does Della sell for 
twenty dollars? 
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"If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a 
second look at me, he'll say I look like a Coney Island4 chorus girl. 
But what could I do-oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty
seven cents?" 

At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the 
back of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops. 

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and 
sat on the corner of the table near the door that he always entered. 
Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, 
and she turned white for just a moment. She had a habit of saying 
little s ilent prayer s about the simplest everyday things, and now she 
whispered: "Please God, make him think J am still pretty." 

The door opened a nd Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked 
thin and very serious . Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two-and to 
be burdened with a family! He n eeded a new overcoat and he was 
with ou t gloves. 

Jim stopped in side· the door, as immovable as a setter at the 
scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an 
expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It 
was not anger, nor surprise , nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of 
the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at 
her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face. 

Della wr iggled off t h e table and went for him. 
"Jim, darling," sh e cried, "don't look at me that way. I had my hair 

cut off and sold it because I couldn't have lived through Christmas 
without giving you a present. 
It'll grow out again-you won't 
mind, will you? I just had to do it. 
My hair grows awfully fast. Say 
'Merry Christmas!' Jim, and let's 
be happy. You don't know what a 
nice- what a beautiful, nice gift 
I've got for you." 

"You've cut off your hair?" asked 
Jim, laboriously, as if he had not 
arrived at that patent fact yet even 
after the hardest mental labor. 

"Cut it off and sold it," said Della, 
"Don't you like me jus t as well, anyhow? I'm me without my hair, 
a in't I?" 

Jim looked about the room curiously. 
"You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy. 

4. Coney (kc'i' ne) Island beach and amusement park in Brooklyn, New York. 



"You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I Lell you- sold a nd 
gone. too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it wenl for you . 
Maybe the h a irs of my head were numbered," she went on with a 
sudden serious sweetness, "but nobody could ever count my love for 
vou. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?" 
· Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his 
Della. For ten seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some 
inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week 
or a million a year-what is the difference? A mathematician or a 
wit would give you the wrong answer. The Magi brought valuable 
gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be 
illuminated later on. 

Jim drew a package from his overcoat 
pocket and threw it upon the table. 

"Don't make any mistake, Dell," he 
said, "about me. I don't think there's 
anything in the way of a haircut or a 
shave or a shampoo that could make 
me like my girl a ny less. But if you'll 
unwrap that packa ge you may see why 
you had me going a while at first." 

White fingers and nimble tore at the 
string and paper. And then an ecstatic 
scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick 
feminine change to hysterical tears 
and wails, necessitating the immediate 
employment of all the comforting powers 
of the lord of the flat . 

For there lay The Combs-the set of combs, side and back, that 
Della had worshipped for long in a Broadway window. Beautiful 
combs , pure tor toise shell, with jeweled rims-just the shade to 
wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, 
she knew, a nd her heart had simply craved and yearned over them 
without the least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but 
the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments 
were gone. 

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to 
look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: "My hair grows so fast, 
Jim! " 

And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, 
oh! " 

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him 
eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to 
flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit. 

Vocabulary 
discreet (di skref) adj. 
careful about what 
one says or does 

Literary Analysis 
Irony What role does 
irony play in the situation 
described here? 

R eading [J Checlc 
How does Jim react to 
Della's newly cut hair? 
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Literary Analysis 
Irony 
Explain why the ending 
is a surprise to both 
the characters and the 
reader. 

266 Short Stories 

"Isn't it a da ndy. Jim? I hunted a ll over town to 5nd it. You·11 have 

to look at lhe time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. 

I wa nt lo see how it looks on it:· 
Instead of obeying. Jim tumbled down on the couch a nd put his 

hands under the back of his head a nd smiled. 

"Dell," said he. "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 

'em a while. They"re too nice to use just at present. f sold the watch 

to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the 

chops on." 
The Magi, as you know, were wise men- wonderfully wise men

who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art 

of giving Christmas presents. Being wise. their gifts were no doubt 

wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of 

duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful 

ch ronicle of two foolish children in a Oat who most unwisely 

sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But 

in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of a ll who 

give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive 

gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are 

the magi. 

1. Respond: If you were Jim or Della, how would you feel about the 

gift you received? Explain your response. 

2. (a) What does Della do to get money for Jim's present? 

(b) Make Inferences: What does her action suggest about her 

character? 

3. (a) How does Jim react when he first sees that Della has cut her 

hair? (b) Analyze: Why does Della misunderstand Jim's reaction? 

4. Draw Conclusions: 0 . Henry says of these "two foolish chi ldren" 

that they were "the wisest." How do you think he would define 

wisdom? Explain your response. 

Is conflict necessary? 

(a) What internal conflict occurs for both Jim and 

] 

Q Della? (b) Do you think that this is a necessary conflict? ' 

Explain. 
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, Literary Analysis: Irony 

/~ I . 1 

1. (a) Identify irony in the story by using a chart li ke the one shown . 

In the firs t box, note the outcome that Jim and Della expect when 
they present their gifts to each other. In the second box describe 
what actually happens. 

What Characters Expect What Actually Happens 
-- ----i 

(b) Expla in the role of irony in this literary work. 

2. (a) Which details in the story make its surprise ending seem like a 

log ical outcome of events? (b) Why do you think surprise endings 
are such a popular device in literature and movies? 

Reading Skill: Make Inferences 

3. (a) What inferences do you think 0 . Henry intended readers to 

make about the characters of Jim and Della? (b) What evidence in 
the text supports your inferences? 

4. In what ways do your prior knowledge and experience of 
characters like Jim and Della help you make complex inferences 

about them? Use evidence from the text to support your 
understanding. 

Vc,..aJ ary 

Practice Expla in why each statement below is true or false. 

1. One vvho instigates conflict might be called a "problem-solver." 

2. After six years of hard use, a car will depreciate in value. 

3. Only a discreet person should be trusted with a secret. 

4. It is a sign of prudence to drive a car before you have your license. 

5. In a fireworks display, a shell might create a sparkling cascade. 

6. The horse faltered in the home stretch and won as a result. 

Word Power Use the context of the sentences and what you know 
about the Latin prefix de- to explain your answer to each question. 

1. If you were to depress a friend, would he feel better? 

2. What happens to food when people devour it? 

Word l'ower 

The Latin prefix de
has various meanings, 
including "down." 

Apply It Explain how 
the prefix de- helps 
you determine the 
meanings of these 
words. Consult a die-

, tionary if necessary. 

debilitate 
deacidify 
declassify 
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“The   Gift   of   the   Magi”   Critical   Thinking   Questions  

Directions:   Use   complete   sentences   to   answer   (in    bold)    the   following   questions   from   Henry’s  
“The   Gift   of   the   Magi.”   You   are   allowed   to   use   quotes   from   the   story   (pages   261-266   in   your  
literature   book)   to   prove   your   answer,   but   remember   to   use   quotation   marks   where   necessary.  
 

1. If   you   were   Jim   or   Della,   how   would   you   feel   about   the   gift   you   received?   Explain   your  
response.  
 

2. A.   What   does   Della   do   to   get   money   for   Jim’s   present?  
 
B.   What   does   her   action   suggest   about   her   character?  

 
3. A.   How   does   Jim   react   when   he   first   sees   that   Della   has   cut   her   hair?  

 
B.   Why   does   Della   misunderstand   Jim’s   reaction?  
 

4. What   internal   conflict   occurs   for   both   Jim   and   Della?  



James Thurber 

{f~ir f · . e're going through!" The Commander's voice was like 

thin ice breaking. He wore his full-dress uniform, with the heavily 

braided white cap pulled down rakishly over one cold gray eye. "We 

can't make it, sir. It's spoiling for a hurricane, if you ask me." 'Tm 

not asking you, Lieutenant Berg," said the (;ommander. "Throw on 

the power lights! Rev her up to 8,500! We're going through!" The 

pounding of the cylinders increased: ta-pocketa-pocketa-pocketa

pocketa-pocketa. The Commander stared at the ice forming on the 

pilot window. He walked over and twisted a row of complicated 

dials. "Switch on No. 8 auxiliary!" he shouted. "Switch on No. 8 

auxiliary!" repeated Lieutenant Berg. "Full strength in No. 3 

turret!" shouted the Commander. "Full strength in No. 3 turret!" 

The crew, bending to their various tasks in the huge, hurtling eight

engined Navy hydroplane, 1 looked at each other and grinned. "The 

Old Man'll get us through," they said to one another. "The Old Man 

ain't afraid of Hell!" . . . 

"Not so fast! You're driving too fast!" said Mrs. Mitty. "What are 

you driving so fast for?" 

1. hydroplane (hi' dr6 plan') n. seaplane. 

128 Fiction and Nonfiction 



"HmmT s a id \Valter Mitty. He looked at his wife, in the seat 

beside him. with shocked astonishment. She seemed grossly 

unfamiliar. like a strange woman who had yelled at him in a crowd. 

"You were up to fifty-five," she said. "You know I don't like to go more 

than for ty. You were up to fifty-five ." Walter Mitty drove on toward 

\Vaterbury in silen ce, the roaring of the SN202 through the worst 

storm in twenty years of Navy flying fading in the remote, intimate 

ain vays of his mind. "You're tensed up again," said Mrs. Mitty. "It's 

one of your days. I wish you'd let Dr. Renshaw look you over." 

Wah er Mitty stopped the car in front of the building where his 

wife went to have h er hair done. "Remember to get those overshoes 

while I'm having my hair done," she said. "I don't need overshoes," 

said Mitty. She put her mirror back into her bag. "We've been all 

through t h a t ," she said, getting out of the car. "You're not a young 

man any longer." He raced the engine a little. "Why don't you wear 

your gloves? Have you lost your gloves?" Walter Mitty reached in a 

pocket and brought out the gloves. He put them on, but after she 

had turned and gone into the building and he had driven on to a 

red light, he took them off again. "Pick it up, brother!" snapped a 

cop as the light changed, and Mitty hastily pulled on his gloves and 

lurched ahead. He drove around the streets aimlessly for a time, 

and then he drove past the hospital on his way to the parking lot. 

Reading Skill 
Author's Purpose 
Pause to reflect. What 
does the phrase 
"intimate airways 
of his mind" suggest 
about the author's 
purpose in writing 
this story? 

rvt-Keading 
1.:.1 ChecK 
Why is Mrs. Mitty 
upset? 
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Vocabul.1ry 
distraught (di str6t') 
aoj. ve, 1 troubled 
or confused 

Literary Analysis 
Character 
What device or strategy 
does the author use here 
to help develop Walter 
Mitty as a complex, mul 
tidimensional character? 

Vocabulary 
insolent (in· sa lent) 
adj. boldly disrespectful 
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• 1s rrll 

. II I . I . 1, · r W(·lli11gto11 MC'Mil lc111 ." Ha id th(' .. . " ll s llw111i 1011.111· ,.111 ,t. . . . 
. M ' tt y rc 111 o v 111 g hrs glovc:s slow] prl'tt v I1ursl' . "Yt ·s?" said W;11l(' I 1 • • y. 

"\Vlu.i h as I lw ('.tsc?" •' Dr. I<cns l 1,1w c1 11d Dr. Be n bow, but there 
I_J , • g tor I from Ne w Yo rk a nd an· two sµcciali s ts h ere. Dr. ,un111 

· · 1 ct I le fl ew ove r: · A door opened Mr. Pr il cha rcl -M it lo r e\ I rom ,on 0 11. · 
. I o • Rens ha w ca m e out. He looked down a long. cool corridor a nc 1 · 

. .. 11 M'tly "hesaicl . "We're h aving dls trau ght a nd h agga rd. He o. - ' - , 
ti d ·1· t.· ·t.h McMi'lla n the milliona ire ba nker a nd 1e ev1 sown 1me w1 , 

• IL Obstreosis of the ductal tract 2 close personal fnend of Rooseve • · 
· · · h . .. ·'GI d to .. said Mitty. Tertiary. Wish you d take a look at 1m. a · 

In t.he operating room t here were whispered introduc~ion.:: 
"Dr. Remington. Dr. Mitty. Mr. Pritch a rd-Mitford. Dr. Mitty. 
'T ve read your book on streptothricosis:· said Pritch ard-Mitford , 
shaking hands. "A brillia nt performance . s ir.'' ·'Thank you ," said 
Walter Mitty. "Didn't know you were in the States. Mitty:· grumbled 
Remington. "Coals to Newcastle,3 bringing Mitford a nd me up here 
for tertiary." "You are very kind ," said Mitty. A huge, complicated 
m ach ine, connected to the operating table, wit h many tubes and 
wires, began at this moment to go pocketa-pocketa-pocketa. "The 
new anesthetizer is giving way!" shouted an intern. "There is no 
one in the East who knows how to fix it! " "Quiet, man!" said Mitty, 
in a low. cool voice. He sprang to the machine, which was now 
going pocketa-pocketa-queep-pocketa-queep. He began fingering 
delicately a row of glistening dials. "Give m e a fountain pen!" he 
snapped. Someone h anded him a fountain pen. He pulled a faulty 
pi.sion out of the machine and inserted the pen in its place. "That 
will hold for ten minutes," he said. "Get on wit h the operation." A 
nurse hurried over and whispered to Renshaw, and Mitty saw the 
man turn pale. "Coreopsis has set in," said Renshaw nervously. "If 
you would take over, Mitty? " Mitty looked at him and at the craven 
figure of Benbow, who drank, and at the grave, uncertain faces of 
the two great specialists. "If you wish," he said. They slipped a white 
gown on him; he adjusted a mask and drew on thin gloves; nurses 
handed him shining .. . 

"Back it up, Mac! Look out for that Buick!" Walter Mitty jammed 
on the brakes. "Wrong lane, Mac," said the parking-lot attendant. 
looking at Mitty closely. "Gee. Yeh," muttered Mitty. He began 
cautiously to back out of the lane marked "Exit Only.'' "Leave her 
sit there," said the attendant. "I'll put her away." Mitty got out of the 
car. "Hey, better leave the key." "Oh," said Mitty, handing the man 
the ignition key. The attendant vaulted into the car, backed it up 
with insolent skill, and put it where it belonged. 

2. obstreosis of the ductal tract Thurber has invented this and other medical terms. 
3. coals to Ne"."'castle The proverb "bringing coals to Newcastle" 

means bringing things to a place unnecessarily-Newcastle, England, 
was a coal center and so did not need coal brought to it. 



P" 
The:{ rc so cocky, thuught \~'alter Mitty, 

\\·;1lking .. ,llmg Main S t rt'L't : I hey I hlnk I.hey 
1,;:no\\' cvcr~rthing. Onn, he hacl tried lo tc:1\~c 
1,i~ chain~ off. outside New Milford . and Ii i." 
1,:,d ~L,t them wound around the ax les. A 
nun had had to L'Omc out in a wrecking 
c,, r ,rnct. unwind them, a young. grinning 
~:, r:1~1.'lll ,Hl. Since then Mrs . Mitty always 
m:,de him drive to a garage to have 
the chains taken off. The next time, he 
thought. I'll wear my right arm in a sling; 
they ,,·on·t grin at me then. I'll have my 
right arm in a sling and they'll see I couldn't 
possibly take the chains off myself. He kicked 
at the slush on the sidewalk. "Overshoes," he said 
to himself, and he began looking for a shoe store. "' 

\\Then he came out into the street again, with the overshoes 
in a box under his arm, Walter Mitty began to wonder what the 
other thing was his wife had told him to get. She had told him, 
twice, before they set out from their house for Waterbury. In a 
way he hated these weekly trips to town-he was always getting 
something wrong. Kleenex, he thought, Squibb's, razor blades? No. 
Toothpaste, toothbrush, bicarbonate, carborundum, initiative and 
referendum?4 He gave it up. But she would remember it. "Where's 
the what's-its-name?" she would ask. "Don't tell me you forgot the 
what's-its-name." A newsboy went by shouting something about the 
Waterbury t r ial. 

... "Perhaps this will refresh your memory." The 
District Attorney suddenly thrust a heavy automatic 

at the quiet figure on the witness stand. "Have you 
ever seen this before?" Walter Mitty took the gun 
and examined it expertly. "This is my Webley
Vickers 50.80," he said calmly. An excited buzz 
ran around the courtroom. The Judge rapped 
for order. "You are a crack shot with any sort of 
firearms, I believe?" said the District Attorney, 
insinuatingly. "Objection!" shouted Mitty's 
attorney. "We have shown that the defendant 

4. carborundum (kar' ba run· dam), initiative (i ni' she a 
tiv) and referendum (ref a ren· dam) Thurber is purposely 
making a nonsense list; carborundum is a hard substance 
used for scraping, initiative is a process by which citizens 
may introduce ideas for laws, and referendum is a 
process by which citizens may vote on laws. 

..._ Critical Viewing 
Describe a situation that 
might make Walter Mitty 
daydream about being 
a surgeon like the one 
shown . [Hypothesize] 

Vocabulary 
insinuatingly 
(in sin' ycro at' ii') le) 
adv. suggesting 
indirectly 

°'fteading 
l!J Checlc 
Why does Mitty say that 
next time he will wear 
his arm in a sling? 

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty 131 



t~~!.~i!i~J:1:.~t=J:l;!;):u~,=,~=,~,=.,=~=,=,=,3::;~.~:;:=l:'l~ll!il!d!~,,~11!( ~,=,:~,V~l=. ,i=,.,~.,=,=,~,=,i::· :: ~-=,,"':IJ:::l .=w~,-. -,i-:-,v-,-. "1'."W" "'"1 ~ 
r --- . ii :i s ll11go11tlH'11lglitr,ltlw 

- -- - Ill' wo1T Il ls righ l : 11 111 1 . 

~ ci ... 11 Studies Connectio~D . . J 
1 

.. \"·ill cr Mill y rut scd hi s ha 11cl IJrkfJ 
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. F . . 1 . cys were s e . 1 any 

e oya 1r orce c1 11d the bil'k t-r 111µ;: t1 11111 . · .. 
·' I t t I . .. t • s ·iid evenly, I could h ave k 'JJ 
,-.. t 10ug 1 h:' 1s .L\ nlt'IIGl/i, Mitty known 111..ike of µ; 1111. It · < 

1 
t<J 

f :Pt - b t b b ti . c· l1u ndred fieel wilh my lefiL 
~r,a::-.1:e::,,1 ou ernga rave G rcgoryr◄ it zhurs l a t 11 c . . . :1 • 

and handsoirie English officer, 1 d .. p 1 11•u,,, 1--. roke loose 111 t h e courlroom A 1cm . anc e n10 1 , , 
a bomber pilot 1n the Royal Air woman's scream rose a bove lhe bed]am and suddenly a 

Force lRAF) The RAF was offi - lovely. dark-haired g irl was in Walter Mitty:s a rms. The 
C1ally formed 1n 1918 and distin - g 1 W th t District Attorney struck a l her sava e Y· 1 ou rising 
guished itself in numerous air h from his cha ir, Mitty let the m a n h ave it on t e point of 
battles during World War 1. RAF 
pilots would earn even greater the chin . "You miserable cur! " · · · 
distinction in the Battle of Britain "Puppy biscuit," said Walter Mitty. He stopped walking 

during World War 11 . The refer- a nd the buildings of Waterbury rose up out of the misty 

ence to "Von Richtman 's circus" courtroom a nd surrounded him again. A woman who 
recalls one of the RAF's finest was passing laughed. "He said 'Puppy biscuit,"' she said 

moments-the shooting down to her companion. "That man said 'Puppy biscuit' to 

in 1918 of Ba ron Manfred von himself." Walter Mitty hurried on. He went into an 

Richthofen, also known as "The A. & P., not the first one he came to but a smaller one 

Red Baron, " who was Germany's farth er up the street. "I want some biscuit for s mall, 
greatest fighter pilot. 

~!• im m-itffittts •h=niim I 
I What elements of life 1n the RAF 

would Mitty enjoy7 

pandemonium 
(pan' da rncY ne am) 

n. any place o r scene 
of wild disorder, 
noise, or confusion 

132 Fiction and Nonfiction 

young dogs," he said to the clerk. "Any special brand, 

sir?" The greatest pistol shot in th e world t hought a 
moment. "It says 'Puppies Bark for It' on the box," said 

Walter Mitty. 
His wife would be through at the h airdresser's in 

fifteen minutes, Mitty saw in looking at his watch, 

unless they had trouble drying it; sometimes they had 

lrouble drying it. She didn't like to get to t h e hotel first; 



~lH' \\'tl t1ld want him to lie there wa iling lor her as 11sw.tl . I le 
ltHltlll n hig lt'at her chair int he lobby, facing a window, a nd he 

put the overs hoes and the puppy biscu il on Lhe floor beside it. 
\ le picked up a n old copy of Liberty a nd sank down into the 
chair. "Can Germa ny Conquer the World Through the Air?" 
Wa lt er Mitty looked at the pictures of bombing planes and of 
ruined s treets . 

. . . "The cannonading has got the wind up in young 
Raleigh. 5 sir," said the sergeant. Captain Mitty looked up at 
him through tousled hair. "Get him to bed," he said wearily. 
"With the others. I'll fly alone." "But you can't, sir," said 
the sergeant anxiously. "It takes two men to handle that 
bomber a nd the Archies6 are pounding hell out of the a ir. Von 
Richtman's circus7 is between here and Saulier." "Somebody's 
got to get that ammunition dump," said Mitty. 'Tm going over. 
Spot of brandy?" He poured a drink for the sergeant and one 
for himself. Wa r thundered and whined around the dugout 
and battered at the door. There was a rending of wood and 
splinters flew through the room. "A bit of a near thing," said 
Captain Mitty carelessly. "The box barrage is closing in," said 
the sergeant. "We only live once, Sergeant," said Mitty, with his 
faint, fleeting smile. "Or do we?" He poured another brandy 
and tossed it off. "I never see a man could hold his brandy 
like you, sir," said the sergeant. "Begging your pardon, sir." 
Captain M itty stood up and strapped on his huge Webley
Vickers automatic. "It's forty kilometers through hell, sir," said 
the sergeant. Mitty finished one last brandy. "After a ll," he said 
softly. "vvhat isn't?" The pounding of the cannon increased; 
there vvas the rat-tat-tatting of machine guns, and from 
somewhere came the menacing pocketa-pocketa-pocketa 
of the new flame-throwers. Walter Mitty walked to the door 
of the dugout humming "Au pres de Ma Blonde.''8 He turned 
and waved to the sergeant. "Cheerio!" he said . . . . 

Something struck his shoulder. ''I've been looking all 
over this hotel for you," said Mrs. Mitty. "Why do you have 
to hide in this old ch air? How did you expect me to find 
you?" "Things close in," said Walter Mitty vaguely. "What?" 
Mrs. Mitty said. "Did you get the what's-its-name? The 
puppy biscuit? What's in that box?" "Overshoes," said 
Mitty. "Couldn't you h ave put them on in the store?" "I 

5. has got the wind up in young Raleigh has made young Raleigh nervous. 
6. Archies slang term for antiaircraft guns. 
7. Von Richtman's circus a fictional German airplane squadron. 
8. "Aupres de Ma Blonde" (6 pra.' da ma blon· da) "Next to My Blonde," a popular 

French song. 

fl 

''71/e, t>nly !we, 
ona, Ser!]~ .,., 

laid Mitty, ~ 
~~ 
~)~ 

fJ{Kead.ing 
i..:., ChecK 
What triggers Mitty's 
daydream about being 
a military Captain? 
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Vocabulary 

derisive (di rr siv) adj. 
showing contempt 
or ridicule 

Literary Analysis 
Character 
How do Walter Mitty's 
responses in this 
paragraph show him 
to be a complex yet 
believable character? 

Vocabulary 
inscrutable (in skroor 
a bal) adj. baffling; 
mysterious 
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. I ,;Does ii eve r 
wast llinki11.s." said Walter Mil Y· 

f, ?'' 
occur to you that I a m sometimes thinking · 
She looked at him. ·Tm going lo take you r 

" he said temperature when I gel you home. s · 
They went out through the revolving 

doors that made a faintly deris ive whistling 
sound when you pushed them. It was two 
blocks to the parking lot. At the drugstore on 
the corner she said , "Wait here for me. I forgot 
something. I won't be a minute." She was more than 
a minute. Walter Mitty lighted a cigarette. It began to 
rain, rain with sleet in it. He stood up against the wall 
of the drugstore, smoking . . .. He put his shoulders back and his 
heels together. "To hell with the handkerchief," said Walter Mitty 
scornfully. He took one last drag on his cigarette and snapped it 
away. Then, with that faint fleeting smile playing about his lips, he 
faced the firing squad; erect and motionless, proud and disdainful. 
Walter Mitty the Undefeated, inscrutable to the last. 

1. Respond: Do you feel sorry for Walter Mitty7 Why or why not? 

2. (a) What distraction jars Mitty out of his first daydream? 
{b) Compare and Contrast: Explain how Mitty's behavior in this 
daydream differs from his behavior· in real life. 

3. (a) In the "real world," what tasks are Mitty and his wife carrying 
out? (b) Make Inferences: What deeds is Mitty attempting to 
accomplish in his fantasy life? (c) Compare and Contrast: How 

~L do the tasks of his daily life compare to those of his fantasy life? 

\ 4. (a) Make Inferences: Which aspects of Mitty's personality trig-
) ger his f inal daydream? (b) Draw Conclusions: In what ways is 
t this daydream a comment on his fate in real life? 

5. (a) Evaluate: Do Mitty's daydreams help him in any way or do 
they hurt him? {b) Discuss: Share your responses with a small 
group and discuss the differences and similarities among them. 
(c) Reflect: How has your evaluation grown or changed as a 
result of this discussion? 

Q Can truth change? 

How does Walter Mitty rely on daydreams to change 
the truth of his everyday life? 

l 
I 
I 



Student   Name  

Teacher’s   Name  

English   I--Class   Period  

Date  

“The   Secret   Life   of   Walter   Mitty”   Critical   Thinking   Questions  

Directions:   Use   complete   sentences   to   answer   (in    bold)    the   following   questions   from   Thurber’s  
“The   Secret   Life   of   Walter   Mitty.”   You   are   allowed   to   use   quotes   from   the   story   (pages   128-134  
in   your   literature   book)   to   prove   your   answer,   but   remember   to   use   quotation   marks   where  
necessary.  
 

1. Do   you   feel   sorry   for   Walter   Mitty?   Why   or   why   not?  
 

2. A.   What   distraction   jars   Mitty   out   of   his   first   daydream?  
 
B.   Explain   how   Mitty’s   behavior   in   this   daydream   differs   from   his   behavior   in   real   life.  

 
3. A.   In   the   “real   world,”   what   tasks   are   Mitty   and   his   wife   carrying   out?  

 
B.   What   deeds   is   Mitty   attempting   to   accomplish   in   his   fantasy   life?  
 

4. Which   aspects   of   Mitty’s   personality   trigger   his   final   daydream?  
 

5.   Do   you   think   Mitty’s   daydreams   help   him   in   any   way   or   do   they   hurt   him?   Explain   your  
answer.  



1. Email address *

2. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

blighted; destroyed

able to be felt; easily perceived

blinded; unable to see

high strung; high maintenance

3. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

to pass down

danger; peril

lazily; idly

stormy; turbulent

Vocabulary Quiz (p. 126, 212, and 258)
Be sure to have your textbook or a copy of the short stories with you: "The Secret Life of Walter 
Mitty," "The Most Dangerous Game," and "The Gift of the Magi"
* Required

Palpable means-- *

Indolently means-- *



4. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

unsophisticated

to scold; punishment

universal

clammy; damp

5. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

a type of snack

to scrunch your face in a displeasing manner

misgivings about something one feels is wrong

a state of overexhaustion

6. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

having a strange, bizarre design; shocking or offensive

a deep noise that an animal makes

hopeful; optimistic

underachieving

Naive means-- *

Scruples means-- *

Grotesque means-- *



7. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

an abundance of fruit

a lack of understanding

dismal; gloomy

useless; hopeless

8. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

calm; zen-like

very troubled; confused

explicit; clearly stated

to pass down; to give up

9. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

boldly disrespectful

calmly breathing

maintaining distance

perseverance

Futile means-- *

Distraught means-- *

Insolent means-- *



10. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

suggesting indirectly

clearly stated

to catch on fire

bringing joy and peace

11. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

having everything meticulously in order

flippant language from young children

a special zoo sanctuary for pandas

any place or scene of wild disorder, noise, or confusion

12. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

cranky; not in a good mood

showing contempt or ridicule

variants in answers

unskilled; slavish

Insinuatingly means-- *

Pandemonium means-- *

Derisive means-- *



13. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

baffling; mysterious

problem-solving abilities

flexible; resilient

to combine into one

14. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

not caring; nonchalant

eliminates; obliterate

arrogant; conceited

urges on; stirs up

15. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

gaining value

liveliness; zest

substantiate; valid

reduce in value

Inscrutable means-- *

Instigates means-- *

Depreciate means-- *



16. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

a small steep waterfall; anything suggesting such a waterfall

deep bubbling pool

stormy sea

harmonious relationship

17. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

carefully

deep hostility

acted hesitantly; showed uncertainty

playful; jovial

18. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

sensible and careful attitude that makes you avoid some risk

lashing out because of internal conflict

a needed piece of information

a friendly relationship

Cascade means-- *

Faltered means-- *

Prudence means-- *



19. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

loudly; blatantly

forfeit; give up

losing an important argument

careful about what one says or does

20. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

discreet

inscrutable

palpable

blatant

21. 5 points

Mark only one oval.

scruples

indolently

prudently

tempestuously

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.

Discreet means-- *

Being ______ is a good way to avoid hurting other people's feelings. *

The sleepy cat yawned _____. *
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