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Literary biographies can be compelling:  think of the lives, of, say, Byron, or Oscar Wilde, or even, in his own quiet way, of Dr. Johnson.  On the other hand, there are authors whose works may be compelling, but whose biographies are less rewarding.  Just think of all the huge, mostly academic, volumes detailing what Proust had for lunch on any, or even every given day of his entire life.  John O’Hara’s books are still of great interest; his biography is less elevating.
Pottsville, Pennsylvania, is a small town ninety miles northwest of Philadelphia.  It flourished in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, because it was the center of Eastern Pennsylvania’s anthracite coal industry.  Mining, and associated industries like banking, insurance, and transportation made Pottsville a prosperous, though always provincial town.  In 1905, in Pottsville, John O’Hara was born.  His father was an industrious, locally prominent surgeon, his mother the cultivated daughter of a wealthy Irish family.  The O’Haras lived in considerable style, and John grew up with keen antennae for social status, and an exaggerated sense of his own family’s eminence, tempered by a galling awareness that his Irish ancestry was something of a social liability amongst the local gentry.  
In maturity O’Hara was a consummate expert in the niceties of the relative merits of the best prep schools, and of the fine distinctions between the various secret societies at Yale, but his own education was decidedly down market.  In fact, he was kicked out of three of the nation’s most obscure prep schools:  Fordham Preparatory School in the Bronx, Keystone State Normal School, Kutztown, and Niagara Preparatory School, in Niagara, New York.  His departures from these three elite institutions related to drinking and nonperformance of his academic duties, and here O’Hara was forming a life-long pattern:  the list of jobs and assignments he lost throughout his life is very long, indeed.  In any case, his formal education ended here, and not having attended Yale was a bitter, life-long source of sorrow for our snobbish friend.

Needless to say, O’Hara’s father was not amused by John’s academic debacles, nor was he impressed when John was fired from his first job as a reporter for a local paper, for—you guessed it—drinking and non-performance.  Dr O’Hara had predictably wanted John to become a doctor, and it was clearly not to be.  When Dr. O’Hara died in 1925, his dying words were “Poor John.”—pretty creepy stuff.  Everyone was surprised to learn that the good doctor had not bothered to write a will, and that his estate had less than a thousand dollars in ready cash.  The opulent house in Pottsville and the large gentleman’s farm in the country had to be sold.  John’s mother, who took to selling baked goods to supplement her newly meager income, liked to relate that, while plenty of folks went broke in the depression, the O’Haras had the distinction of having gone broke at the height of the Roaring Twenties.  
After being fired from another local newspaper job, and traveling to Europe as a waiter on an ocean liner, O’Hara started hitchhiking around the country looking for work.  He applied for a job grooming horses in Chicago, but his prospective employer felt that his Brooks Brothers suit made him appear unsuitable for  the job, and when, down to his last five bucks, he tried to spend the night at the Salvation Army in Columbus, Ohio, that same Brooks Brothers suit caused them to turn him away. 
In 1928, O’Hara left Pottsville for New York City to make his fortune.  He worked for (and in every case, was fired from), among others, the Herald Tribune, Time Magazine, the Editor and Publisher, the New York Daily Mirror, the Morning Telegraph, and the publicity department of Warner Brothers.  He hung out with Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker, Wolcott Gibbs, and the like.  He married the first of his three wives in 1931, divorced in 1933.  He was a prodigious drinker, and had a tendency not to show up at his jobs at all, or, if he did come in, to come in after noon.  As Gibbs, in whose honor Pottsville was to be renamed, put it, O’Hara was so opposed to sunlight that he used to stay in bed until the worst of it was over.  O’Hara was a mean and vicious drunk, with a habit of starting fistfights in bars; he was known to have slugged a number of women, and, famously, he even started a fistfight with a midget in the bar at 21.  He was a womanizer, with ladies of both high and low degree.  And he was a remarkably truculent and unpleasant man, often berating his editors for imagined slights.
In 1933, O’Hara suspended his drinking, and began writing Appointment in Samarra.  He completed it in April of 1934, and headed out to Hollywood, where he was to spend time, on and off, for the next twenty years.  Like Fitzgerald, Faulkner, Dorothy Parker, and a number of other first-class writers, O’Hara found the lure of Tinseltown’s easy money irresistible.  Over the years he worked on such projects as I was an Adventuress, He Married His Wife, and Down Argentine Way, and these long-forgotten films helped to keep O’Hara in snazzy cars.
On the literary front, there were The Doctor’s Son, and Butterfield 8 in 1935, and Hope of Heaven in 1938.  Also in ’38, the Pal Joey stories, a series of letters from an imaginary low-life night club MC, began to appear in the New Yorker.  Pal Joey was to mark the beginning of O’Hara’s considerable commercial success, and its origins are of interest, although O’Hara is perhaps embroidering a bit in the retelling.  The story goes that he awoke one morning with a hangover that was even worse than usual.  While cabbing downtown that morning, he felt so unwell that he decided he needed a drink immediately, so he went straight to the bar at the Pierre; after a few drinks, he checked in to the hotel to have a nap.  When he woke up, he began a heroic bender.  As O’Hara put it was “a real beauty.  Just getting stiff and passing out.  I started Thursday.  By Saturday morning I’d drunk myself sober….At that point remorse set in. I asked, What kind of heel am I?  I must be worse ‘n anybody in the world.”  He struggled to think of a single person worse than himself.  How about Al Capone?  No. And then an inspired thought: a nightclub master of ceremonies, even worse than John O’Hara—perfection.
The letters in the New Yorker were a great success, and O’Hara was inspired to write to  Richard Rogers, asking him if Rogers and Hart would be interested in turning the letters into a musical.  They would, and O’Hara began work on the libretto.  The show was controversial, but it was a success, running for three hundred and seventy-four performances on Broadway, followed by a three-month national tour, not to mention Broadway revivals in 1952 and again in 1995. 
After Pal Joey opened on Broadway, O’Hara became a celebrity. He wrote a weekly column for Newsweek (at a thousand dollars per column), and inexplicably chose to tell the story there of Hemingway’s famous putdown of O’Hara.  It seems that during the Spanish Civil War, Hemingway and some war correspondents found that they had come into some unexpected extra cash, and Hemingway was said to have declared “Let’s take the bloody money and start a bloody fund to send John O’Hara to Yale.”  Amusingly, O’Hara is said to have declare, perhaps illogically, the “it was the first time I knew Hemingway had any real envy of me.”  Geoffrey Wolff, the biographer and novelist whose 2003 life of O’Hara I can heartily recommend, observes dryly, “It remains a puzzle why O’Hara retailed the story in Newsweek, unless being known to know Hemingway was more pleasurable than the great man’s opinion of him was painful.”
The second inevitable Hemingway-O’Hara anecdote involves O’Hara’s blackthorn walking stick.  It seems O’Hara was in Costello’s, a writers’ watering hole on Third Avenue, and Hemingway happened by, and, eyeing O’Hara’s stick on the bar, asked him how long he had been affecting a walking stick.  O’Hara says, “That’s the best piece o blackthorn in New York.”  Hemingway says it’s not even real blackthorn, and bets O’Hara fifty dollars that he can break with his bare hands.  Whereupon Hemingway proceeded to break the stick in two over his own head.  The pieces were mounted over the bar at Costello’s.  Whether the fifty dollars was ever paid depends on which version of the tale you read.
Feeling that it was unbecoming to be a civilian during the War, O’Hara importuned for a commission to the navy his friends Robert Lovett, assistant secretary of war for air, and James Forrestal, secretary of the navy in 1944.  When this proved unfruitful, he attempted to enlist, but his gastric ulcers, high blood pressure, and poor dentition made him ineligible for service.  Still, he was eager to do something, if only to avoid the shame of feeling like ”a jerk when I go to 21 and have a toddy with Major Sy Bartlett, Major Rex Smith, Captain Bob Wylie…all duked out in their zoot suits.”
Finally, he did manage, with Forrestal’s recommendation, to have a tryout at the OSS, the precursor to the CIA, dubbed by some wags the Oh-So-Social, because of its largely upper-crust personnel.  In November of ’43, O’Hara began training at the secret OSS camp in Virginia.  By mid-December he was gone.  He never revealed the details of his experience in the OSS, except to say that he was not physically up to the responsibilities of the job.
In desperation, O’Hara became a war correspondent for the news magazine Liberty.   It was the practice then for war correspondents to wear uniforms, and, at last, O’Hara was able to order his from Brooks Brothers.  He flew to Honolulu and went on board the aircraft carrier Intrepid.  Though he saw no action, O’Hara said he was “scared most of the time.”  He managed to invent an excuse to go home, and left the ship after a grand total of two months.
The remaining twenty five years of  O’Hara’s life were far more serene than his early years.  One might even say they were blandly uneventful.    He moved to Princeton in 1949, where he lived for the remainder of his life.  He made millions from book sales, movie sales, and journalism, and set himself up as a kind of faux English squire, favoring English bespoke  shoes, Rolls-Royce automobiles, and the like.  In 1954, when his second wife died of complications of congenital heart disease, he stopped drinking completely, and permanently.  1959 saw the completion of “Linebrook”, his modest Princeton estate.
As the years rolled on, fat novels followed on fat collections of short stories, making O’Hara one of the century’s most prodigiously prolific authors.  His output continued unabated to the end of his life.  In February 1970 he finished The Ewings, set, uniquely for O’Hara, in Cleveland.  Four days later he started a sequel to The Ewings.  Two months later he died at Linebrook.  He was buried in Princeton Cemetery, where his epitaph, selected by his third wife Sister reads:  Better than anyone else, he told the truth about his time, the first half of the twentieth century.  He was a professional.  He wrote honestly and well.
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