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SERIES FOREWORD

In response to high school and public library needs, Greenwood developed this distinguished series of full-length biographies specifically for student use. Prepared by field experts and professionals, these engaging biographies are tailored for high school students who need challenging yet accessible biographies. Ideal for secondary school assignments, the length, format, and subject areas are designed to meet educators’ requirements and students’ interests.

Greenwood offers an extensive selection of biographies spanning all curriculum-related subject areas, including social studies, the sciences, literature and the arts, history and politics, as well as popular culture, covering public figures and famous personalities from all time periods and backgrounds, both historic and contemporary, who have made an impact on U.S. and world culture. Greenwood biographies were chosen based on comprehensive feedback from librarians and educators. Consideration was given to both curriculum relevance and inherent interest. The result is an intriguing mix of the well known and the unexpected, the saints and sinners from long-ago history and contemporary pop culture. Readers will find a wide array of subject choices from fascinating crime figures like Al Capone to inspiring pioneers like Margaret Mead, from the greatest minds of our time like Stephen Hawking to the most amazing success stories of our day like J. K. Rowling.

While the emphasis is on fact, not glorification, the books are meant to be fun to read. Each volume provides in-depth information about the subject’s life from birth through childhood, the teen years, and adulthood. A thorough account relates family background and education, traces personal and professional influences, and explores struggles, accomplishments, and contributions. A timeline highlights the most significant life events against a historical perspective. Bibliographies supplement the reference value of each volume.


INTRODUCTION

Oprah Gail Winfrey has been a world-famous television star for more than 25 years, so well known that people refer to her as Oprah, with the assurance of no misunderstanding. Her programs are shown in many parts of Europe, Asia, and Africa, although her career began in the United States, her country of birth. She has been both an actress and producer almost as many years as her television program has run. Adding to her fame and fortune, 16 years after reaching the pinnacle of television stardom, in conjunction with the Hearst Company, she launched O, The Oprah Magazine in 2000. Even though she closed The Oprah Winfrey Show at the end of 2010, publication of the magazine continued.

Born January 29, 1954, the illegitimate child of mother Vernita Lee and father Vernon Winfrey, in the small town of Kosciusko, Mississippi, until she reached the age of six she lived on the farm of grandparents Hattie Mae and Earless Lee. Vernita, who never married, had settled in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where she gave birth to another daughter, Patricia, and later to a son, Jeffrey. Although the reasons are unclear, Vernita decided to have Oprah move to Wisconsin to live with her and the other children. It was an arrangement fraught with problems from poverty to indifferent supervision that led to Oprah becoming an angry, hostile, promiscuous teen, completely out of control and subjected to the sexual advances of relatives and her mother’s male visitors. In 1968, a pregnant teenage Oprah was sent to live with her father, Vernon, and his wife, Velma, in Nashville, Tennessee. Shortly after the birth and death of her baby boy, Oprah’s world changed completely.

The Winfreys had no children together, so Oprah became the focus of their home life. It was a religious, organized existence in which Oprah was expected to follow strict rules, earn the highest grades, attend church regularly, and set the example of a model student. She joined a number of clubs in East Nashville High School, including both a drama club and forensics club; was admitted to the honor society and student council; and served as a representative at a White House conference. All of these activities obviously were forerunners of her later successes in radio and television. Oprah was developing the personality that brought her the vote for the most popular girl in her senior class.

During her last years in high school, an active Oprah won a number of awards and contests. Upon graduation, she went to Tennessee State University. She had been awarded a scholarship and she accepted it, despite the fact that she would have preferred a school with a more mixed student body. She remained at Tennessee State until her senior year but left before graduation; several years later—after she had become famous—the university awarded her a degree. Her decision to work rather than stay in college came when she was offered a job as a reporter and co-anchor for an evening news program in Baltimore. During her time in Baltimore, she met Gayle King, who became and remains her closest friend.

After two years working on the evening news show, Oprah was transferred to a morning program, People Are Talking. After several years with that show, she accepted an offer to host the Chicago program AM Chicago. Chicago became her home, a city where she found her niche. There she met two men who have been very influential in her life: Stedman Graham, her longtime significant other, and Quincy Jones, who recognized her potential and gave her a leading role in his movie The Color Purple, bringing her an Academy Award nomination and starting her on the path to national and international recognition. Not long after that triumph, in 1986, Oprah’s television program was renamed The Oprah Winfrey Show, making her the first African American woman to have a nationally syndicated program. She also formed her own company that later became Harpo Productions, a company that still belongs to her, and bought an elegant penthouse condominium on Chicago’s lakefront.

Following her success in The Color Purple, she played a role in a movie based on another famous novel, Native Son, and a year after that had a cameo role in the movie Throw Momma from the Train. Moviemaking of various kinds became a part of her work, something she continues to this day. Through the years, she has continued to appear in and produce films, including Waiting to Exhale, a work based on a very popular novel.

By 1988, having gained ownership and control of Harpo, Oprah became the first black woman to own both a studio and production company. With increased income, she was able to buy a farm and other homes. Even as she continued to expand her interests in various types of films, series, and documentaries, she initiated the National Child Protection Act, which President Clinton signed in 1993. In 1996, she made news by running in the 25-mile Marine Marathon. Additionally, she helped her chef in the writing of In the Kitchen with Rosie, as well as doing a small part of Bob Greene’s exercise book, Make the Connection. Another chef, Art Smith, gained fame and fortune through his association with Oprah, appearing on her show, writing a cookbook, participating in charities, and opening restaurants in prime locations, including one in Washington, DC, during the period when then-candidate Barack Obama was running for president. Because of his connection to Oprah, when Smith and his partner were married in 2010, the event was covered by multiple newspapers.

Over two decades, Oprah was given one award after another for her many achievements, including the prestigious Peabody Award. Another great success came with the introduction on her show of what became the most famous book club in the United States. There were, however, some roadblocks in her career along the way, one of which was a suit brought by the Independent Cattlemen’s Association of Texas, which claimed that on her show she had been disparaging beef products, production, and distribution. It was necessary for Oprah to move her daily show to Texas for a short time while fighting the case. While there, she met Dr. Phil McGraw, who became one of her advisers and joined her television program after the cattlemen lost the case. McGraw became a star when Oprah sponsored a new show for him, and he continues with his own program. Oprah has proved to have another skill—that of star maker, with her support of chef Rachel Ray’s program as well as the exceedingly popular medical guru Dr. Oz. After joining the Oprah Winfrey Show in 2005, where he remained for five years, Mehmet Oz became host of his own immediately successful show.

Briefly, Oprah had a foray in politics, something she has always avoided in the past. The nomination of a black presidential candidate in 2007 brought her into the activities of a democratic partisan as she campaigned vigorously for Barack Obama. Every involvement of hers in the election was reported, bringing strong support and equally strong anger among Oprah’s fans. With the conclusion of the campaign and election, which brought an ecstatic and tearful Oprah before the public, she appears to have retired from her role in the political arena.

Ten years earlier, Oprah had created the Angel Network, a charity that flourished until Oprah decided to bring it to an end in 2010 in order to focus on her future shows as well as other charitable activities. Harpo Productions has continued to produce successful movies, while Oprah, with the support of the Hearst Company, created O, The Oprah Magazine, first publishing it in the United States, then later an international version followed in South Africa. Two years after the first issue of the magazine appeared, Oprah announced the discontinuation of her very popular book club, because, she claimed, there were no more worthwhile current books to read. However, when a strong reaction among her followers and much public criticism ensued, the club was reborn, but, as her daily television show comes to an end, she suggests the club also, again, will be dropped.

Oprah’s interest in South Africa was fanned by Nelson Mandela, who convinced her of the need for schools in his country. His persuasion led to the construction in the beginning of 2003 of the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls. In 2005, the academy was opened to much acclaim as well as dire predictions about failure. The road has not been a smooth one, with scandals reported throughout the media. Lawsuits in Africa and in the United States have been brought; questions have been raised about the validity of her efforts to establish schools abroad. But the difficulties appear to be resolved, and the first graduates have been visiting U.S. colleges and universities to make choices of future education. Oprah has emphasized her determination to continue with this type of philanthropy, even as she winds down her 25-year-old television show and makes plans for the coming years of her different role in television.
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TIMELINE: EVENTS IN THE LIFE OF OPRAH WINFREY






	1954
	Oprah Gail Winfrey, the illegitimate child of Vernita Lee and Vernon Winfrey, is born on January 29 in Kosciusko, Mississippi, where she lives until the age of six with grandparents Hattie Mae and Earless Lee.


	1960
	Oprah goes to live with her mother Vernita and half-sister Patricia in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Her half-brother Jeffrey Lee is born later.


	1962
	Oprah spends a brief time with father, Vernon, and stepmother, Velma, in Nashville, Tennessee, and attends East Wharton Elementary School in Nashville.


	1963
	While living with her mother in Milwaukee, Oprah is raped by a cousin and victimized by other sexual predators.


	1968
	Oprah receives a scholarship to attend Nicolet High School in Milwaukee. Vernita sends Oprah back to Nashville, where she gives birth to a son who dies shortly afterward. She attends East Nashville High School, where she becomes a member of the drama club, the National Forensics League, the honor society, and the student council and is voted the most popular girl









	
	of her senior class. She also serves as representative to a White House conference.


	1969
	Sometime during the year, Oprah begins to keep a journal, which she still maintains.


	1970
	While representing Nashville radio station WVOL, Oprah wins the contest for Miss Fire Prevention. She is also selected as the first Miss Black Tennessee.


	1971
	Oprah graduates from East Nashville High School and wins a scholarship to Tennessee State University. She is hired to read the weekend news at radio station WVOL and, on occasion, reads the weekday news.


	1973
	After working for a time at radio station WLAC, Oprah goes to its television station WLAC-TV. She leaves college before graduating to accept a job in Baltimore.


	1976
	At station WJZ-TV in Baltimore, Oprah works as a reporter and co-anchor of an evening news program. There she meets production assistant Gayle King, who becomes and remains her closest friend.


	1978
	At WJZ-TV, Oprah is taken off the evening program and is made co-host of the morning show People Are Talking.


	1984
	Oprah accepts a job in Chicago as host of AM Chicago.


	1985
	Oprah meets Stedman Graham, who becomes her significant other. She also meets Quincy Jones, who offers her the role of Sofia in The Color Purple, for which she is nominated for an Academy Award.


	1986
	Her program is renamed The Oprah Winfrey Show. It has been purchased by King Brothers Corporation and is nationally syndicated.


	
	Oprah becomes the first African American woman to host a talk show that is nationally syndicated.


	
	Oprah forms her own company, which later becomes Harpo Productions.


	
	Oprah appears in the movie Native Son, a film based on the Richard Wright novel.


	
	She is given the National Organization for Women Achievement Award.


	
	She purchases a penthouse condominium on Chicago’s lake-front.









	
	Oprah is a guest at the marriage of her friend Maria Shriver to Arnold Schwarzenegger in Hyannis, Massachusetts.


	1987
	More than a decade after leaving Tennessee State University, Oprah is granted a degree in speech and drama and delivers the commencement address.


	
	Oprah produces and makes a cameo appearance in the movie Throw Momma from the Train.


	1988
	Named Broadcaster of the Year by the International Television and Radio Society, Oprah is the youngest person to receive the award.


	
	She begins to produce her shows after gaining ownership and control of the company. Naming her production company Harpo, she purchases the studio facilities, becoming the first black woman to own a studio and production company.


	
	She buys a farm in Indiana. In later years, she purchases other homes, including one in Colorado and one in California. Her friend and assistant, Billy Rizzo, dies of AIDS, the disease that was to kill her half-brother.


	1989
	Half-brother Jeffrey Lee dies of AIDS. With another investor, Oprah opens a restaurant, The Eccentric. Although the restaurant has multiple chefs and menus, it fails and closes in 1995.


	1990
	Oprah produces and appears in the television series The Women of Brewster Place, which is dropped after 10 weeks. She also produces and appears in the documentary film Listen Up: The Lives of Quincy Jones.


	1992
	Oprah makes the documentary Scared Silent.


	
	She meets Bob Greene, who becomes her fitness trainer and friend.


	
	Oprah produces and appears as herself in the television show The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.


	1993
	Oprah appears in the television film There Are No Children Here, which she also produces.


	
	President Clinton signs the National Child Protection Act that Oprah had initiated.


	1995
	Knopf publishes In the Kitchen with Rosie, a cookbook written by Oprah’s chef with some input from Oprah.









	
	Bob Greene’s book Make the Connection is published under the names of Bob Greene and Oprah Winfrey.


	
	Oprah runs in and finishes the 25-mile Marine Marathon.


	1996
	Oprah is given the George Peabody Individual Achievement Award.


	
	She produces the movie Waiting to Exhale.


	
	The Independent Cattlemen’s Association of Texas brings a suit against Oprah for disparaging beef on one of her shows.


	
	The cattlemen later lose the lawsuit.


	
	Oprah meets Dr. Phil McGraw in Texas, and he becomes one of her advisers.


	
	Oprah’s Book Club becomes part of the television show.


	1997
	Oprah creates the Angel Network.


	
	Oprah appears in and, with Harpo, produces the television film Before Women Had Wings.


	
	Oprah gives the commencement speech at Wellesley College, from which Stedman Graham’s daughter is graduating.


	
	Art Smith becomes Oprah’s chef and writes a cookbook.


	
	Newsweek magazine names Oprah the Most Important Person in Books and Media.


	
	TV Guide names her Television Performer of the Year.


	1998
	Oprah Winfrey Presents produces the television miniseries The Wedding starring Halle Berry.


	
	Phil McGraw (Dr. Phil) joins Oprah’s television show.


	
	Oprah receives a Lifetime Achievement Daytime Emmy Award.


	
	Oprah stars in and produces the movie Beloved.


	
	She is described in Time magazine as one of the 20th century’s most influential people.


	
	Oprah produces David and Lisa, starring Sidney Poitier.


	
	The National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences awards her a Lifetime Achievement Award.


	1999
	CBS Corporation buys the King Production Company.


	
	Oprah buys a share of the Oxygen Cable Network.


	
	Oprah’s company presents the television film Tuesdays with Morrie.


	
	The National Book Foundation awards her the 50th Anniversary Gold Medal.









	2000
	O, The Oprah Magazine is launched by Oprah and the Hearst Company in April.


	
	The international edition of the magazine is published at a later time, in South Africa, extending her “Live Your Best Life” message to a larger audience.


	2001
	Harpo produces the movie Amy & Isabelle.


	2002
	Harpo productions develops a program for Phil McGraw.


	
	Oprah is awarded an honorary doctorate from Princeton University.


	
	Oprah receives the Bob Hope Humanitarian Award.


	
	Oprah and Stedman stay at the home of Nelson Mandela in South Africa.


	
	Mandela convinces Oprah to build a school in South Africa.


	
	Oprah’s Book Club is discontinued.


	2003
	Oprah receives the Marion Anderson Award.


	
	Oprah and others celebrate the 85th birthday of Nelson Mandela.


	
	Oprah’s half-sister, Patricia Lee Lloyd, dies of a drug overdose. The Book Club is reborn.


	
	Oprah becomes the first black U.S. billionaire.


	
	Construction begins on the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls (on 22 acres of land) in Henley on Klip, Meyerton, Guateng Province.


	
	Oprah receives the Association of American Publishers Honors Award.


	2004
	O At Home, a quarterly magazine designed to help readers create a home that reflects their personal style, makes its debut.


	
	The United Nations Association of the United States of America awards Oprah the Global Humanitarian Action Award.


	
	The National Association of Broadcasters gives Oprah a Distinguished Service Award.


	
	Time magazine lists her among the 100 Most Influential People in the World.


	2005
	The Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls opens in January in South Africa.


	
	Oprah produces Their Eyes Were Watching God, starring Halle Berry.









	
	Oprah, with Quincy Jones, produces the Broadway musical The Color Purple.


	
	The National Civil Rights Museum awards her the 2005 National Freedom Award.


	
	The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People adds Oprah to the Hall of Fame.


	
	Time again lists her among the 100 Most Influential People in the World.


	
	The International Academy of Television Arts and Sciences awards her the Emmy Founders Award.


	
	Dr. Mehmet Oz begins the first of five seasons on Oprah’s show, prior to having his own program.


	2006
	Accusations are made against a dormitory matron at the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls. Court action is postponed several times.


	
	Oprah joins the satellite radio XM channel 156 with Oprah and Friends.


	
	Oprah produces Charlotte’s Web and plays the voice role of Gussy the Goose.


	
	Time magazine again lists her among the 100 Most Influential People in the World.


	
	The New York Public Library Award is given to her.


	2007
	Time magazine names Oprah one of the 100 Most Influential People in the 20th century. She is the only person to be listed five years in a row.


	
	Oprah becomes involved in presidential politics for the first time and campaigns for Barack Obama.


	
	Oprah launches a new channel on YouTube.


	
	Oprah produces the movie For One More Day.


	
	Oprah produces The Great Debaters.


	
	The Elie Wiesel Foundation gives her the Humanitarian Award. Oprah endorses The Secret, a self-help book that becomes a bestseller.


	2008
	The first Oprah store opens in the West Loop in Chicago.


	
	Oprah creates the Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN) cable network.


	
	Oprah makes a new will, reputedly leaving out Stedman Graham.









	
	Oprah launches a new TV show, The Big Give, which is not successful.


	
	Nelson Mandela’s 90th birthday is celebrated with a party in London.


	2009
	Oprah and Eckhart Tolle teach a 10-week course based on his best-selling book The New Age.


	
	Large numbers of Evangelical ministers attack Oprah’s views as anti-Christian.


	
	Dr. Oz leaves the Oprah program to lead his own show; supported by Harpo, it is successful immediately.


	2010
	After 25 years, Oprah announces the closing of her show will take place at the end of 2010, leaving Chicago for a new venue and format.


	
	Oprah is one of five people chosen for the Kennedy Center Honors.
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