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Although Oprah always credits two members
of her family—her maternal grandmother, Hattie
Mae Lee, and her father,
Vernon Winfrey—with the
qualities that have led to her
success, her memories of
childhood and early years
are filled with more pain and
sadness than joy. At times,
she claims to have overcome
the effects of the past, yet
she speaks so frequently of
a particular time in her childhood that it seems
a wound that has not healed. Those hardships,
reflected in many of her interests and activities, are
recognizable to all Oprah watchers who also know
such things well.

A series of accidents are part of Oprah’s
heritage; she was born illegitimate, the child of two
very young people. Her mother, Vernita Lee, 18
and promiscuous, claimed that a young man named
Vernon Winfrey, on leave for two weeks from the
Army, had made her pregnant. At times she changed
her mind, saying she was uncertain who was
responsible. In an interview in a tabloid newspaper,

Vernon Winfrey “confessed” he could not have

Oprah’s Painful Childhood and
Early Religious Experience
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1. promiscuous [pra'miskjuas] adj. JEE .89, JBZ# 0. There is a promiscuous heap of clothes in the

room. B8] EH —HXR,

2. tabloid ['teebloid] adj. £ AUTEE, /NEEKMAY, MEEY 4. Some tabloid newspapers cater to low

tastes. ( FLBWEBNIRDESMPE, ) n Ko
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fathered Oprah because he was on Army duty at

the time. Service people do go on leave, however,
and it’s been reported again and again that Winfrey
was on leave during that period. Vernita recently
modificd her story once again, insisting that
Vernon is the only person who could be Oprah’s
father. Winfrey was a 20-year-old father, a soldier
stationed at Camp Rucker in Alabama. Apparently
with typical carelessness, Vernita Lee didn’t notify
him about the pregnancy until the child was born.
Then, she sent a newspaper announcement along
with a request that he mail clothes
for the newborn baby.

Like the pregnancy, the name
that has become a household
word, Oprah, was also an accident.
Nobody seemed to know how to
spell Orpah, the biblical name the -
family had chosen from The Book of e
Ruth. Although it was written on the ..i@
official birth certificate, nobody could pronounce
” before the “r”

name. In spite of the fact that the official document

it either. People added a “p to the
reads “Orpah,” that name isn’t used anywhere else,
so the spelling became the one we know today.
Some time after her baby’s birth at home
on the farm, Vernita left the infant with her own
mother, Hattie Mae. Whatever brought about the
child’s departure from Mississippi later, friends and
relatives have talked of the love Hattie Mae had for

her first grandchild, who was regarded as unique
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because of her precocity.

Life on the farm was basic. Water had to be
drawn from a well. The tiny farmhouse lacked
indoor plumbing, so an outhouse was the substitute
for an indoor toilet, and one of Oprah’s daily
chores was emptying the slop jars each morning.
From early on she also had to
help with the cow, the pigs, and
chickens. Because she had no
room or bed of her own, she
slept with her grandmother in a
feather bed, often lying awake
terrified that her grandfather
would come in during the
night and commit a murderous act against both
her and her grandmother. An actual incident
occurred one night when she was about four years
old. An uncontrollable Earless Lee came into the
bedroom, and Oprah’s grandmother had to rush
out into the darkness to scream for help from a
neighbor. Though the neighbor was old and blind,
Oprah remembers him as a rescuer. In the daytime
Grandfather Lee also was a fearsome presence,
threatening the child with his cane or throwing
various things at her.

Much like life on the farm, her grandmother
was rigid and harsh, meting out punishment for

any infringement of rules, even for happenings
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5. precocity [prikositi] n. £#, £ FA18 . precocious RFHI, A0. The little girl is so precocious that
she knows something her parents do not know. X NMNEZEARRT , #15— L& X Gth R A @,
6. substitute ['sabstitju:t] n. A&, REFH, BRE a11E5IE. substitute A for B HAREB, 40: You

can substitute the eggs for the apples. {R 8] L FAGEREEE,

7. chore [tfo:] n. %% #0. Many women are troubled by the chores at home. F% Z4# KR 55 2 F

@ﬁo
8. infringement [in'frindzment] n. &, #F MHEXEE
of copyrightR2ICERAY; infringement of titlefZALFFHE Ao

unlawful infringementf~7A12 % ; infringement



