
From the time Virginia Hamilton was a child, she was exposed to sto-
rytelling. Born in 1936 on a small farm in Yellow Springs, Ohio, to a 
musician/farmer and a housewife, Hamilton grew up listening to stories 
of freedom and hard work. By her own account, Hamilton was a born 
writer, stating, “ I started writing as a kid; it was always something I was 
going to do” [1]. Receiving a full scholarship to Antioch College, she 
transferred after three years, went to Ohio State University, and contin-
ued her studies in writing in New York. She married in 1960 and worked 
at various jobs - to make ends meet while she finished school including 
singing, accounting, and being a museum receptionist. Her vocation to 
write was always with her, and finally, in 1967, she moved back to Yel-
low Springs to write and raise a family. She died on February 19, 2002.
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I see my books and the language I use in 
them as empowering me to give utterance to 
the dreams, the wishes, of African Americans. 
I see the imaginative use of language and 
ideas as a way to illuminate a human condi-
tion. . .I’ve attempted to mark the history and 
traditions of African Americans, a parallel 
culture people, through my writing, while 
bringing readers strong stories and memo-
rable characters living nearly the best they 
know how. I want the readers, both adults and 
children, to care about who the characters 
are. I want readers to feel, to understand, and 
to empathize.

          — Virginia Hamilton
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Virginia Hamilton has been called the “Toni Morrison of children’s litera-
ture.” Her efforts to promote her positive view of personal strength, pride, 
and childhood in her stories compare strongly to those ideas promoted by 
Morrison. The experiences she had while growing up on a farm influ-
enced what she would write about. For example, in her book, The Bells of 
Christmas, she tells the tale of a family preparing for Christmas and for 
the future. Set in the 1800’s, the story speaks of how each family mem-
ber contributes to the giving and sharing that makes the family a family. 
Hamilton says that, “In The Bells of Christmas, I have incorporated life 
as it was described to me . . .  It is a compilation of the stories that I heard 
as I was growing up about my family and the other African-American 
families in the area.”
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The themes of inclusion and exclusion in American society also feature prominently in Hamilton's 
work, due in part to her own mixed African American and Native American heritage. For example, 
in Plain City, an African American girl who lives in her family's house on the edge of town refers to 
herself as being an “outside child” in an “outside” family. This shows Hamilton's emphasis on show-
ing how racism affects certain characters. Hamilton depicts the characters in her novels as having 
pride themselves, no matter what “insiders” thought. This is a common theme in the children's books 
she writes. Several other of her children's novels, such as Zeely and The Magical Adventures of Pretty 
Pearl, “communicate ideological discourses of race, gender, and age to the implied reader.”

When asked in an interview if she feels “compelled to write (about) what's going on in the world,” 
she answered, “I write whatever comes into my head. Whatever appeals to me at the time. Whatever 
I feel like doing. Whatever is in my head. I really don't set out to influence or affect people the way a 
politician does. I'm more mellow than that. One person can do what one person can do.”



Hamilton won several awards for her excellent work, including the Edgar Allen Poe award for The 
House of Dies Drear and the John Newbery Medal and the National Book Award in 1974 for M.C. 
Higgins, the Great. The Planet of Junior Brown is also a Newberry Honor Book. Hamilton proved 
time and time again her excellence in entertaining audiences of all ages, especially children. While 
accepting the Laura Ingalls Wilder Medal in 1995, she stated, “. . .It is the goal of my imagination to 
make the perfect book; but of course, I never have, never can. And yet the wish, the dream stays with 
me and sees me through difficult books.”
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Works by the author
Time Pieces: The Book of Times (2002).
The People Could Fly (2000).
The Girl Who Spun Gold (2000).
Bluish (1999).
Second Cousins (1998).
A Ring of Tricksters (1997).
When Birds Could Talk and Bats Could Sing (1996).
Her Stories (1996).
A Little Love (1984).
A White Romance (1987).
The All Jahdu Story Book (1988).
The Bells of Christmas (1997).
The House of Dies Drear (1968).
The Mystery of Drear House (1987).
Drylongso (1992).
Jaguarundi (1995).
Justice and Her Brothers (1978).
Dustland (1980).
The Gathering (1980).
M.C. Higgins, the Great (1974).
The People Could Fly (1985).
Plain City (1993).
The Planet of Junior Brown (1971).
Sweet Whispers, Brother Rush (1982).
Zeely (1967).
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