
It may seem out of the ordi-
nary, in an article outlining
the education of a physician,

to emphasize the primary school
years.Then again, the education of
Leatha B. Hayes, D.O., is far from
ordinary. It is a triumph of human
spirit.

Hayes was just 13 years old
when her mother died, leaving
behind nine children. Yet even
before the added responsibility of
caring for her younger siblings,
Hayes was accustomed to hard
work on behalf of her family. Her
father was a sharecropper on a
plantation called Plenty Hell, in
Mound Bayou, Mississippi, and his
children were expected to work.

Work, by necessity, came first
and Hayes was one of a legion of
“rainy day” children -- students
who attended school only on days
the weather prohibited the pick-
ing of endless fields of cotton.
When her father’s fields were
clean, the children hired out to
neighboring fields.

Hayes had a passion for learning
that caused her to sometimes defy
her father. Ordered to stay home
and pick, she plotted a way to
sneak off to school for an impor-
tant test. She smuggled books
home from school. Her father
threatened to burn her books if he
caught her reading again before
the end of cotton picking season.

Saturdays, the Hayes children
were given the choice to work as

hired laborers. In her autobiogra-
phy, Blossom Bit by Bit, she wrote:

Daddy never requested any por-
tion of the money we earned on
Saturdays. I needed the money for
personal items, but I had to study to
pass biology. I decided to do both. I
could earn three dollars per hundred
pounds of cotton picked, and if I
worked hard, I could easily pick two
hundred pounds on a Saturday.

The first Saturday after Daddy
fussed at me I put my biology book
… in a plastic bag [and] put the bag
in my cotton sack. At the field, I got
between two rows of cotton bushes,
where I removed the plastic bag and
tossed it about six feet ahead of me
because I needed both hands to pick

cotton. I picked until I reached the
bag, then I kicked it about six feet fur-
ther down the row. [After about an
hour of picking] I took my book from
the bag, sat on my sack, and studied
for an hour. After I studied, I started
the sequence again of picking, kick-
ing and studying.

Hayes did not view her actions
as defying her father. Rather, she
was fulfilling a promise to her
mother, who saw in her oldest
daughter an ability that would
take her beyond the cotton fields
and the Jim Crow laws of the deep
South. And so, despite attending
school only about five months of
each year, Leatha B. Hayes became

Blossoming
Blossom Bit by Bit is the autobiography of Leatha B. Hayes, D.O., who
decided to publish the book when she realized her story inspired oth-
ers to reach for their dreams.

At an extremely low point in her teaching career, her entire class at a
community college signed a petition to have her removed from the
classroom, believing she talked down to them and expected them to
do work that was beyond them. During an emotional hearing before
administrators who had already decided to fire her, Hayes successful-
ly demonstrated that she was teaching her students to work up to
their abilities -- offering herself as proof.

“Ignorance inspires me; stupidity offends me,”Hayes has been quoted
as saying. She explains that she sees stupidity as a refusal to learn,
while ignorance is simply not having yet learned.

Her book is a testament to the adversity she overcame, and which she
inspires others to overcome.
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the first member of her family to
graduate from high school.

She hungered for more. After
graduation she moved to Chicago,
working her way to a M.S. in biolo-
gy from Chicago State University.
But it was never easy. She soon
realized that, while she possessed
a high school diploma, she lacked
a high school education. And so
her college years packed in a dou-
ble dose of learning as she scram-
bled to correct the deficiencies of
her early education.

By the time she decided to pur-
sue her doctorate she was living in
East Lansing, where her husband
was a doctoral student.An advisor,
zeroing in on HayesÕ interest in
researching a cure for a medical
condition, suggested medical
school. The idea burned brightly.
As she wrote in her application to
the Michigan State University
College of Osteopathic Medicine:

Even though my work history
shows a successful progression from
a nonacademic field to an academic
career, my top priority is to provide
medical care to members of a minor-
ity community. In areas where the
heads of households are uneducat-
ed,people often do not receive prop-
er medical care. This can be attrib-
uted to ignorance, grandmotherÕs
remedies, religious panacea and, of
course, the lack of devoted physi-
cians.

One solution may be to have qual-
ified minority physicians in these
communities -- doctors who care for
and understand the sick as human
beings. Another solution may be to
train physicians who are willing to
educate groups in these communi-
ties in health care issues. I believe
that a major portion of the health

problems in these neighborhoods
could be prevented through health
education. It is well known that the
socially disadvantaged do not
receive adequate medical care. I
would like to render my service as a
physician in rural or ghetto areas,
where such service is badly needed.

In 1983, 21 years after graduat-
ing from high school, Leatha B.
Hayes earned her D.O. degree. She
retired in February of 1999, a
respected primary care physician
serving the Flint area. Following
the beliefs outlined in her medical
school application, she had spent
those years addressing the needs
of the underserved. Among her
most recent awards: an honorary
degree in Community Leadership
from Mott Community College,
and the Mary McLeod Bethune
Award from Zeta Phi Beta Sorority
for outstanding community serv-
ice and commitment to helping
others achieve academic success.

Retirement is, of course, a mis-
nomer. This tall, striking, energetic
woman moves gracefully through
her community of Greater Flint,
active in public health education
programs and screening events.
She is a frequent motivational
speaker at schools. ÒMy message
to them is to go to school, com-
plete high school, and become
self-sufficient.Ó

Her background could have
made Hayes hard, instead it taught
her compassion and the impor-
tance of self sufficiency. SheÕs firm
with ÒstudentsÓ of all ages and
from all socio-economic back-
grounds, offering encouragement

and leading by example.
ÒI am not intimidated by pover-

ty,Ó she says, with a defiant shake
of her head and a slight edge to
her voice. Then she smiles her
pretty, engaging smile and a bit of
her shyness creeps back.

You see, Leatha B. Hayes has
been poor, and she simply wonÕt
accept it as an excuse. Instead, she
shows the people around her how
to rise above poverty. And to see
ignorance as an opportunity to
learn.


