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1. Farm Girl

Four—year—old Oprah Winfrey stood on the screened-in''! back porch
on her grandmother’s small farm in rural Mississippi. Oprah watched
her grandmother, Hattie Mae Lee, stir and poke at'* a big black iron pot
of boiling clothes. It was 1958, and Hattie Mae couldn’t afford an elec-
tric washing machine. Instead, she cleaned her family’s dirty clothes in
boiling water.

“] remember thinking, my life won’t be like this...it will be better,”
Oprah said later. “And it wasn’t from a place of arrogance, it was just a
place of knowing that things could be different for me somehow.”

Oprah Gail Winfrey was born in her grandmother’s house in
Kosciusko, a small town in central Mississippi, on January 29, 1954.
She was born with the help of a midwife, a woman who delivers babies.
Oprah’s mother, Vernita Lee, was eighteen, unmarried, and not in a seri-
ous relationship with the baby’s father. He was Vernon Winfrey, a twenty-
five-year-old U.S. Army private stationed at Fort Rucker, Alabama.
The new unnamed baby girl was the great-great-granddaughter of
Constantine and Violet Winfrey, a Mississippi slave couple who had
been freed after the Civil War.

Vernita wasn’t sure what to name the new baby
at first. A week after the birth, Vernita’s sister,
Ida, suggested that Vernita name the new mem-

ber of the family after a character in the Bible—

Orpah, in the Book of Ruth. But the name was mis-

spelled on the baby’s birth certificate as “Oprah,”

and that’s how it has been spoken and written ever
since.

During the 1950s, many African Americans in the

small towns of the South were still hurting financially
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1. Farm Girl

from the Great Depression. This economic crisis had crippled'"’ the United
States in the 1930s and early 1940s and left many people without jobs and
homes. Many black southerners, tired of being poor, moved to northern
states in search of work. Cities like Detroit, Cleveland, Milwaukee, and
New York offered better opportunities for employment.

Oprah was only four years old when her mother decided to pack her
bags and move to Milwaukee, Wisconsin—without Oprah. In Milwau-
kee Vernita hoped to find work as a maid and make a better life for
herself. She planned to send for her daughter once she found work in the
city.

Oprah turned to her grandmother, whom she called Mama, for love
and guidance. Mama was very strict, but she also cared deeply for Oprah.

Chores and Church
Hattie Mae lived on the outskirts of town, and there were no other
children nearby. Oprah yearned for'® playmates. Instead of befriending
children, she made friends with the animals on the farm, giving names
to the chickens and pigs and telling them stories.
From an early age, Oprah was expected to do chores around the
- farm. Her grandmother taught her to hang the freshly
§ hand-washed laundry on the clothesline with wooden
clothespins". She also showed Oprah how to make
soap from lye, a strong-smelling, powdery white
chemical.
“Watch me, ’cause you’re going to have to learn
how to do this,” said Hattie Mae. But Oprah had dif-
ferent plans for her future. “Don’t need to watch
Grandma,” she thought, “because my life isn’t going
to be like this.”
Hattie Mae’s house did not have indoor
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plumbing''., Oprah’s main chore was to haul'” water from the well,
located several yards from the house, every morning and night. Oprah
and her grandmother used the water for drinking, washing dishes,
and cleaning themselves with a washcloth. On Saturday nights, Oprah
received her weekly tub bath, using water heated on the stove. The
next day, she and Mama would be fresh and clean for church.

Oprah’s family couldn’t afford store-bought toys. She had a favor-
ite doll that her grandmother made from a corncob'. Although the doll
was plain, Oprah thought she was beautiful.

Hattie Mae wanted Oprah to grow up reading the Bible, so she taught
her to read when she was only three years old. She encouraged her to
memorize passages from the Bible and other religious books. Young
Oprah had a phenomenal memory. She quickly memorized her Bible
verses. Hattie Mae was proud of her granddaughter and wanted to show
her off'*!. Hattie Mae arranged for Oprah to speak at church services on
Easter Sunday.

“Little Mistress Winfrey will render'™ a recitation,” announced the
preacher at Kosciusko Baptist Church'®. Oprah stood up for her very
first public speaking appearance. She smiled and spoke confidently in

; her high-pitched, little-girl voice.

“Jesus rose on Easter Day, Hallelujah,
Hallelujah...all the angels did proclaim!’,” she
recited.

Hattie Mae smiled proudly from the
front-row pew. A woman sitting nearby
leaned toward her. “[Hattie Mae,] this child
is gifted,” she whispered, fanning herself
with a paper fan.
Oprah’s grandmother nodded as the church
people praised Oprah’s speaking ability. The
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whole congregation'"! was awestruck!? that a small child could speak so
eloquently.

Oprah had other occasions to recite when Hattie Mae had company
over to the house. “I would just get up in front of her friends and start
doing pieces I had memorized,” Oprah said. “Everywhere I went, I'd
say, ‘Do you want to hear me do something?’”

While Oprah was encouraged to recite Bible passages, at most other
times she was discouraged from talking in public. Hattie Mae, like many
people in her generation, expected children to be “seen and not heard.”
Children were supposed to remain quiet except when spoken to by an
adult.

Oprah’s grandmother also believed in the Bible phrase, “Spare the
rod and spoil the child.” In other words, she felt that children who did
not receive physical punishment would grow up to be spoiled and
disrespectful. Oprah, lively and full of spirit, was strictly disciplined.

Oprah’s heart sank whenever her grandmother told her to “go get a
switch??.” That meant Oprah had done something that displeased her
grandmother and that Oprah was in for another “switching,” or beating
with a stick. She had to cut a tree branch herself and bring it to her
grandmother.

Oprah figured that white children never got
beatings. She thought they must have perfect lives.
Oprah admired the happy, glamorous' film stars

she saw when she went to the movie theater with her

grandmother. She especially liked Shirley Temple, a

cheerful child movie star with shiny blond curls and

an upturned”®’ nose. Oprah wanted to be just like
Shirley Temple.

“I used to sleep with a clothespin on my nose,

and two cotton balls,” Oprah recalled. “And I
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couldn’t breathe. And all I would do is wake up with two clothespin
prints on the side of my nose, trying to get it to turn up.”

School Days

In the fall of 1959, Oprah entered kindergarten in the nearby town
of Buffalo, Mississippi. Unlike the other children in her class, five-year-
old Oprah could already read and write, and she quickly became bored
with the simple play and basic lessons of kindergarten.

One day soon after school began, Oprah wrote a note to her teacher,
Miss Knew. She handed the teacher the note. The teacher read the care-
fully printed words: “DEAR MISS NEW [sic]. I DO NOT THINK I
BELONG HERE.”

The teacher was astonished that Oprah could already write. With-
out hesitation, she arranged for Oprah to be moved into the first-grade
class.

Soon Oprah faced a different kind of move. Within the year, her
grandmother became ill, and Oprah was sent to live with her mother in
Milwaukee. Oprah left Mississippi, and her grandmother, forever.



