
Maya Angelou 

Maya Angelou was a writer, Poet, playwright, stage and screen 

performer director and civil rights activist. Her first work, which was an 

autobiography of her life ‘I know why the Caged Bird Sing’ became an 

instant best-seller and it stayed in the New York Times best-seller list 

for over two years. In 2011, it was ranked as one of the most 

influential, modern times. Read on to find out more information on this 

inspirational woman. 

Early Life 

Maya Angelou was born Marguerite Annie Johnson on the April 4th, 1928 in St. Louis, Missouri in the United States 

of America. When Maya was only three years old, she went to live with her grandmother in Stamps, Arkansas. Whilst 

the younger girl was living with her grandmother, her uncle taught her how to read. From then on, Maya loved 

books and reading. When she was only 7 years old, there was a tragedy in her family. This resulted in Maya 

becoming so sad that she did not speak for anyone next five years. 

Early Career 

Maya continued to move around the country and graduated high school in California. During your final years at 

school in 1943, Maya (who was 15 at the time) applied for a job as a streetcar conductor in San Francisco. However, 

her application was rejected due to the colour of her skin. Despite the setback, Maya did not give up and every day 

for three weeks, she tried to request a job application. Eventually the company relented and handed her an 

application. Maya became the first African American woman to work as a streetcar conductor in San Francisco. Maya 

was employed for a term and then decided to return to school. 

Civil Rights Activist 

After Maya graduated from high school, she became a civil rights activist. She worked for SCLC, which was the 

organisation that was created by Martin Luther King Jr in 1957. This organisation advocated for the rights of African 

Americans. Which means they wanted black people to be treated fairly advocated is another way of saying that they 

contain, they, they try to promote their rights. In addition to this, she also worked for Malcolm X, who was another 

famous civil rights activist. 

Although Maya had a lot of interest in careers, her true love was writing. Throughout her adult life, Maya worked on 

and off as a writer. Then in 1968, she published her first work ‘I know why the Caged Bird Sings’. This book tells the 

story of her life up until the age of 17 and she wrote about the many struggles she experienced growing up as an 

African American in the mid-1900s hundreds. Additionally, she wrote about how she overcame these difficulties 

through character, books and words. This piece of work became a huge success and made Maya Angelou 

international star. Moreover, ‘I know why the Caged Bird Sing’ became the first nonfiction bestseller by an African 

American woman. Consequently, she was able to write full time and wrote many more plays, poems and books in 

later life. 

Later Life 

Up until her death on May 28th, 2014, Maya Angelou continued to write. Throughout her career, she won many 

prestigious awards, including the highly esteemed 'Presidential Medal of Freedom' from Barack Obama in 2011 for 

writing, acting in spoken word. In addition to this, she was awarded over fifty honorary degrees. Undoubtedly, she is 

one of history's most important and influential civil rights activists. 


