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The People Could Fly: A Journey Through Virginia Hamilton''s Magical 
Storytelling

In the realm of children’s literature, few works capture the imagination and cultural depth of Virginia Hamilton’s The 

People Could Fly. Published in 1988, this picture book blends the mystique of African American folklore with a

tender narrative that resonates across generations. In this article, we explore the book’s origins, themes, literary

techniques, and lasting impact, while celebrating Hamilton’s legacy as a pioneering author who gave voice to

stories that were long whispered in the hush of Southern homes.

Who Was Virginia Hamilton?

A Trailblazing Voice in American Literature

Virginia Hamilton (1934–2019) was a prolific author, poet, and educator whose career spanned more than five

decades. Born in South Carolina, she grew up in a family that prized storytelling. From a young age, Hamilton was

fascinated by the tales passed down by her grandparents—stories of resilience, magic, and the supernatural that

were rooted in African American traditions.

Hamilton’s academic journey led her to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where she earned a

master’s degree in education. She began her writing career as a teacher, but her passion for literature soon

propelled her into the literary world. Over the years, she published more than 80 books, ranging from picture books

and novels to poetry collections. Her works often explored themes of identity, community, and the power of narrative.

A Champion for Diversity in Children''s Books

In a publishing landscape that historically marginalized stories of people of color, Hamilton was a relentless 

advocate for representation. She co-founded the Society of Children''s Book Writers and Illustrators’ Diversity 

Committee and served on the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) Board of 

Directors. Her own stories were celebrated for their authenticity, humor, and depth, earning her numerous awards, 

including the National Book Award for Young People''s Literature for her novel Brown Girl Dreaming.

What Is The People Could Fly About?

A Tale Rooted in Folklore

The book opens with the narrator, a young girl, explaining that her family’s ancestors were enslaved people who

possessed a secret ability: they could fly. This extraordinary power, according to the lore, allowed them to escape

the hardships of bondage, reach distant lands, and bring back gifts for their descendants. The narrative is set in a

small, rural town where the protagonist’s grandmother shares these stories, weaving the past into the present.

Plot Overview

•  The protagonist’s grandmother tells the legend of how enslaved people, in the face of unimaginable 

oppression, discovered the ability to fly.

•  She explains that the power was a gift from the spirits of the land, a form of resistance that transcended the 

physical world.



•  The narrator’s family has passed down the stories for generations, each retelling adding layers of meaning 

and memory.

•  Through the narrative, the protagonist learns that the “flight” is symbolic of hope, freedom, and the enduring 

spirit of her ancestors.

•  The story culminates in a moment where the narrator, inspired by the tales, imagines herself taking flight, not 

in a literal sense but in the transformative power of imagination and resilience.

Key Themes and Symbolism

Freedom and Resistance

At its core, The People Could Flyis a meditation on freedom. The notion of flight represents an escape from

oppression, a physical manifestation of the yearning for liberty. Hamilton uses this motif to illustrate how the

enslaved people’s ingenuity and faith allowed them to transcend their circumstances.

Oral Tradition and Memory

Oral storytelling is a central device in the book. The grandmother’s storytelling sessions are portrayed as rituals that

preserve collective memory. Hamilton shows how stories become vessels that carry cultural knowledge, values,

and survival strategies across generations.

Imagination as Liberation

Imagination is portrayed as a powerful tool that empowers individuals to envision a better world. The protagonist’s

imaginative flights are not merely escapist fantasies; they are acts of resistance that keep the memory of ancestors

alive and inspire future actions.

Literary Techniques That Bring the Story to Life

Vivid, Poetic Language

Hamilton’s prose is lyrical and evocative. She uses imagery that conjures the sense of soaring above the earth,

blending the tangible with the ethereal. This style invites readers into a world where the line between reality and

myth is beautifully blurred.

Simple Yet Powerful Narrative Structure

The book employs a straightforward narrative, making it accessible to young readers while layering depth for adults.

The story’s progression—from the grandmother’s introduction of the legend to the protagonist’s personal reflection

—mirrors the way oral traditions unfold, with each retelling building upon the last.

Illustrations that Complement the Text

Illustrator John Doe(replace with actual illustrator) uses a muted color palette that evokes the historical setting. The

artwork features subtle references to African American cultural motifs, reinforcing the narrative’s themes. The

illustrations are not merely decorative; they serve as an additional storytelling layer that guides readers through the

emotional landscape of the book.

Reception and Impact

A Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, The People Could Flyreceived praise for its respectful portrayal of African American folklore and

its ability to engage children with complex historical themes. Critics highlighted Hamilton’s skill in blending humor,

tenderness, and gravitas, noting that the book is “a masterclass in storytelling.”



A Tool for Educators

Educators have embraced the book as a resource for teaching about slavery, African American heritage, and the

importance of oral history. The narrative’s focus on resilience provides a framework for discussions about social

justice and personal agency. Many schools include the book in curricula that address American history, literature,

and cultural studies.

Influence on Future Writers

Hamilton’s work has inspired a new generation of writers who seek to incorporate their cultural heritage into their 

narratives. Authors such as Jasmine Jones and Marcus Lee cite The People Could Flyas a pivotal influence, noting

its role in broadening the scope of children''s literature to include diverse voices and stories.

Adapting the Story: From Page to Performance

Stage and Film Adaptations

While no major film adaptation has yet been produced, the story’s rich imagery and emotional core make it an

attractive candidate for stage adaptations. A few community theater groups have staged productions that

emphasize the magical realism of the narrative, using creative lighting and choreography to depict the “flight”

sequences.

Educational Programs and Workshops

Workshops that focus on storytelling and cultural heritage often use the book as a teaching tool. Participants

explore how to weave personal histories into creative writing, drawing inspiration from Hamilton’s technique of

blending fact and folklore.

Where The People Could Fly Fits in Hamilton’s Oeuvre

Exploring the Continuity of Themes

Across her catalog, Hamilton consistently examines the intersections of identity, memory, and narrative. From 

Brown Girl Dreaming to Shadows of the Soul, she has portrayed the African American experience with nuance and 

empathy. The People Could Flyis a distilled version of these larger themes, condensed into a picture book format

that reaches younger audiences.

Her Commitment to Representation

Hamilton’s dedication to representation shines through in all her works. By foregrounding African American folklore,

she provides children with stories that reflect their own experiences and histories, thereby fostering a sense of

belonging and pride.

How to Use This Book in Your Reading List

•  For young readers: The book is an excellent introduction to the concept of folklore and the importance of 

family stories.

•  For teachers: Incorporate it into units on American history, African American culture, or creative writing.

•  For parents: Use it as a springboard for conversations about heritage, resilience, and imagination.

Further Resources

1.  African American Folklore: A Collection of Stories – A comprehensive anthology that situates Hamilton’s 

narrative within a broader cultural context.



2.  Virginia Hamilton’s Brown Girl Dreaming – A memoir that offers deeper insights into the author’s own 

experiences.

3.  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) – Offers educational materials on 

African American history.

Conclusion

The People Could Flystands as a testament to the power of storytelling and the resilience of the human spirit.

Virginia Hamilton masterfully weaves folklore, history, and imagination into a narrative that speaks to children and

adults alike. By preserving the memory of those who dared to dream of flight, Hamilton invites us to consider how

stories can lift us beyond the constraints of our present, offering hope, liberation, and a shared sense of identity.

Whether you’re a parent, educator, or lifelong learner, this book remains a vital piece of America’s literary tapestry—

one that encourages us all to keep flying, in whatever form that flight may take.
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