
Who Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY person
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Here are some clues:

 I was born on April 28, 1926.
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I was the youngest  
of four children.
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My father was a lawyer.
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My father also served in the 
Alabama State Legislature.
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In high school,  
I became interested  
in English literature.
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I was sent to college  
to pursue a career in law, 
however that career path  

did not interest me.
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During my time in university,  
I wrote for the university  

paper and magazine.
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I left university one  
semester before I could  

have graduated with  
a law degree.
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My father was  
disappointed with my  
leaving the university.
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I moved to New York in 1949.
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I took a job as a bookstore  
clerk and later as an airline 
reservation agent. Both jobs 

allowed me time to write.
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In 1956, my writings  
attracted the notice  
of a literary agent.
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In 1956, my friends  
supported me financially  

so that I could focus  
on writing.
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In 1957, the first draft of  
my book was done.
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My agent said after  
reading the draft,  

“The spark of a true writer 
flashed within every line.”
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The original name  
of the novel was  

Go Set on a Watchman.
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When my book  
was released in 1960,  

it was an instant classic.
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To this day,  
my novel has sold  

over 40 million copies.
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I won the 1961 Pulitzer  
Prize for Fiction.
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In 1999, my book  
was declared to be the  
book of the century.
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My book was heavily inspired  
by my own experiences.
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I was great friends with  
another famous author,  
named Truman Capote.



page 23

I helped my friend Capote  
write one of his most famous 

novels, In Cold Blood.
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My book is about a young girl and 
her friends in a town in Alabama, 

her father who is a lawyer, and  
the trial of a black man who is  

falsely accused of a crime.
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The name of my  
most famous book is  
To Kill a Mockingbird.
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Can you guess who I am?

You are “write”— 
I am Harper Lee.
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Introduction

Harper Lee was an American author 
known for her best-selling 1960 
novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, a story 
that mirrors her childhood in some 
respects. She was a great friend of the 
famous author Truman Capote and 
helped him develop his 1966 novel  
In Cold Blood.
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Early Life 

Born on April 28, 1926, in Monroeville, Alabama, Nelle 
Harper Lee was the youngest of four children. Lee’s 
mother, Frances Cunningham, was a stay-at-home wife 
and mother. Her father, Amasa Coleman Lee, was a lawyer 
who had served in the Alabama State Legislature from 
1926 to 1938. Before becoming a title lawyer, Amasa had 
once defended a black father and son accused of murder. 
Both men were unfortunately hanged. 
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Lee had three siblings named Alice, 
Louise, and Edwin. As her two sisters 
were much too old for her to play 
with as a child, Lee found herself 
spending much time with her brother, 
as well as Truman Capote (pictured), 
who visited family in the town from 
1928 until 1934.
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During Lee’s time in high school, 
an interest in English literature 
was sparked. After graduating 
high school in 1944, she went to 
Huntingdon College (pictured) 

in Montgomery before transferring to the University 
of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, where she studied law for 
several more years. While attending the university, Lee 
wrote for the school newspaper and magazine.
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Lee left the university one semester before earning 
enough credit hours to graduate with a law degree, 
much to her father’s dismay. In 1948, Lee’s father sent 
her to Oxford University (pictured) in England in a vain 
attempt to re-kindle interest in her legal studies.
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Discussion Starters
• Lee’s father originally wished for his daughter to pursue a 

career in law. However, this was not what Lee wanted, and 
she dropped her law studies so that she would have time to 
write. Have you ever been in a position where your passion 
conflicted with what other people expected from you? What 
was your passion? How did you deal with the situation?

• Do you have any siblings? What is their age in relation to you? 
Did their age affect how you behaved toward one another 
growing up? How so?
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To Kill a Mockingbird
In 1949, Lee moved to New York and found jobs working 
as a bookstore clerk and later an airline reservation agent so 
she could have plenty of spare time for writing. Lee spent the 
next few years writing simple stories, hoping someone might 

recognize her talents. In November 
1956, Lee’s hard work paid off. A literary 
agent named Maurice Crain contacted 
Lee and wanted to help her make a name 
for herself as an author.
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Crain (pictured) and Lee would become 
close friends. During a Christmas 
gathering the next month, Lee’s friends 
gave her enough money to cover a 
year’s worth of expenses. The gift came 
with a note that read, “You have one 
year off from your job to write whatever 
you please. Merry Christmas.”
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In 1957, at the age of 31, Lee gave the manuscript titled 
Go Set a Watchman to Crain. He sent the manuscript 
to several publishers, including J.B. Lippincott, which 
later bought it. The novel impressed those within the 
publishing company, with one person remarking, “The 

spark of a true writer flashed 
in every line.” Despite this, the 
manuscript still needed some 
touching up before it was ready  
to be published.
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Tay Hohoff, an editor working with Lippincott, said that 
the manuscript was “more a series of anecdotes than a 
fully conceived novel.” Over the next few years, Hohoff 
helped Lee revise drafts of her manuscript until finally the 
book was finished and renamed To Kill a Mockingbird.
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The story Lee wrote was heavily inspired by her own 
experiences growing up as a young child in a small 
town in the Deep South, where racism was rampant. 
Like Lee, the character Scout was a tomboy whose 
father was a respected lawyer in the area.
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Her father, Atticus, like Lee’s father, was a lawyer who 
defended the lives of black men who faced a legal system 
that was stacked against them. Even Scout’s good friend 
Dill was based on Lee’s childhood friend Truman Capote.
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When it was published on July 11, 
1960, To Kill a Mockingbird was a 
huge success. It gained acclaim from 
critics around the world and won the 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1961. 
Goodreads.com rated the book as the 
“Best Novel of the 20th Century.”
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Discussion Starters
• To Kill a Mockingbird is one of the most famous novels ever 

written. It is required reading at many schools all over the 
world. Have you ever read To Kill a Mockingbird? What did 
you think of it? Did it affect you in any meaningful way?

• Harper Lee’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book might not have 
been possible had her friends not given her the financial 
support to work on her passion. If you had a year to work 
on something you love, what would you choose to do? 
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After To Kill a Mockingbird

For 40 years, Lee lived in Manhattan near 
her friend Capote. In 1948, Capote’s first 
novel, Other Voices, Other Rooms, was 
published. Ten years later, in 1958, he 
published Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and over 
the years it would receive a film adaptation 
as well as a musical and two stage plays.
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The next year, Capote and Lee 
traveled to Holcomb, Kansas, to 
research an article on the small 
town’s response to the brutal 
murder of a family. Capote used 
what he experienced there to help 
create his next best-selling novel,  
In Cold Blood.
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When To Kill a Mockingbird was 
released, Lee embarked on many 
publicity tours. These tours were 
quite difficult for Lee, as she 
preferred to live a more private 
and introverted life. Adding to 

the attention Lee had already received from her book 
were the racial tensions that had progressed in the Deep 
South as the novel was being produced.
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By the time the book was released, the United States was 
undergoing serious racial upheaval in the form of the 

civil rights movement and the 
segregationists who opposed it. Its 
critique of racism in the South in the 
1930s made To Kill a Mockingbird 
quite controversial amongst the 
opponents of the civil rights 

movement. When a school board in Richmond, Virginia, 
tried to ban the novel as an example of “immoral literature,” 
Lee had this to say:
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“Surely it is plain to the simplest intelligence that To Kill a 
Mockingbird spells out in words of seldom more than two 
syllables a code of honor and conduct. Christian in its ethic, 
that is the heritage of all Southerners. To hear that the novel is 
‘immoral’ has made me count the years between now and 1984, 
for I have yet to come across a better example of doublethink.”
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Discussion Starters
• Lee preferred to live a quieter, more introverted life, 

despite the success of the novel. Would you be the same 
way in her situation? Why or why not?



page 47

Discussion Starters (continued...)
• Doublethink is a term coined by George Orwell in his 

famous novel 1984. The word specifically defines a type 
of indoctrination in which one is expected to accept 
a clearly false statement as the truth, or to accept two 
contradictory beliefs as correct. Lee used the term to 
describe the viewpoints of critics who touted her novel 
as being “immoral.” Can you think of any other situation 
in the real world where the term doublethink applies?
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Go Set a Watchman

In 2014, Lee’s lawyer Tonja Carter found the manuscript 
for Go Set a Watchman in a safe-deposit box. After 
reading the manuscript, Carter contacted Lee and passed 

it on to Lee’s agent. The next year, it 
was announced that the manuscript 
would be published. The novel was 
published in July the same year as a 
sequel to To Kill a Mockingbird.
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Set roughly 20 years after the first 
book, the book follows Scout as an 
adult, returning to her hometown 
of Maycomb, Alabama, after having 
lived in New York for some time. 

The novel explores Scout’s deep sense of disillusionment 
as she uncovers the deep-seated bigotry and racism 
among the citizens of her hometown.
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There was much controversy 
surrounding the publishing of Go Set 
a Watchman. While it was published 
as a sequel to To Kill a Mockingbird, 
it was later determined that Go Set a 
Watchman was a first draft.
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The release of the novel also 
raised concerns of elder abuse 
against the aging Harper Lee. 
Many people wondered why Lee 
would suddenly decide to publish 
again, despite maintaining for 

55 years that she would never write another book. In 
2015, the State of Alabama launched an investigation into 
these concerns but found no evidence. According to Lee’s 
lawyer, Lee was happy with the publication.
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Many of Lee’s friends contested this, however. Marja Mills, 
friend and former neighbor of Lee, quoted Alice, Lee’s 
sister and lawyer, as saying that, “Poor Nelle Harper can’t 
see and can’t hear and will sign anything put before her by 
anyone in whom she has confidence.” Alice was described 
by Mills as being Harper Lee’s legal advisor for most of 
her life. Mills also noted that the book was announced just 
two months after Alice’s death and that all contact to and 
from Lee went through her new attorney.
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A further addition to the theory, Joe Nocera of the New 
York Times commented that Lee’s lawyer, Tonja Carter, 
knew full well that the Go Set a Watchman manuscript 
was the same one submitted to Tay Hohoff in the 1950s 
and reworked into To Kill a Mockingbird. Nocera claimed 
that she knew this as early as 2011 and was sitting on the 
manuscript until the moment that she, and not Alice, 
was the one in charge of Harper Lee’s affairs.
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Death

Lee died in her sleep at the 
age of 89 on February 19, 
2016. She was living in her 
hometown of Monroeville, 
Alabama, at the time. 
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Discussion Starters
• A great book has the power to deeply move its readers 

in ways that other forms of entertainment can seldom 
achieve. What is a memorable book that you have read 
in your lifetime? How did it make you feel?

• Despite a state investigation finding no evidence of 
wrongdoing, many people still claim that Go Set a 
Watchman was published without Lee’s full cooperation. 
What do you think happened? Why?
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Other Interesting Facts About Harper Lee

• She received two citations for jaywalking on the  
same day in 1960.

• She was a golfer for most of her life. 
She claimed she did her best creative 
thinking while playing golf.

• She was an avid New York Mets fan.
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• Lee’s given name, Nelle, was a backward spelling of 
her grandmother’s name. Lee didn’t use her first name 
in her professional life because she didn’t want people 
mispronouncing it as “Nellie.”

• She was a huge fan of Jane Austen (right).
• To Kill a Mockingbird has sold 40  

million copies.
• Lee was portrayed by Sandra Bullock in 

the 2006 film Infamous.
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