
Write Your Own Autobiography 
Julie Rak 

 
Length: No more than 500 words 
 
This activity invites you to write your own autobiography.  You may write it any way you like, but do not include 
your name. Make sure to change family names, places and other aspects of your story which could identify you 
so that other readers can't tell who you are.  
 
The autobiography should not be more than 500 words(ish). If you are wanting some more prompts you can 
try the following: 
 

- Pick three objects around you, things that you can experience with your senses (touch, feel, smell, 
hearing, see). Tell a story about you based on these objects. 

- Open a box of things that has been left unopened for a long time. What story do the things inside that 
box tell about you. 

- Answer these three questions: where have you been, where are you now, where would you like to go? 
This can be physical places or emotional places, or maybe jobs, or friendship circles. Just think about 
the past, present, future.  

 
Make YOU the main character. Write yourself however you choose, but make it about YOU. Choose what you 
want to share and what you want to leave out. It is all about you writing you. Remember that there will always 
be fiction in an autobiography as we often have to rely on the stories and recounts of others (like our birth, as 
Julie talked about in class). It doesn’t have to be accurate from the outside, only your own truth and 
understanding matters in this activity.  
 
We hope this is enjoyable. If you find that it is a painful activity, put it away, do something different, talk to 
someone, turn on the TV, open a window, listen to some music. We are not trying to unearth pain, but rather 
celebrate your own words and your own self. 
 
If you feel comfortable sharing, send it our way, we would LOVE to read it. You can email it at 
hum101@ualberta.ca, text it to 587-709-5472, or mail it in at  
 
HUM 101 c/o CJSR 
Room 0-09 Students’ Union Building 
University of Alberta 
Edmonton, Alberta T6G 2J7 
Canada 
 
Just a reminder that we can get you stamped envelopes. And if there are other things you need to work on the 
activities, let us know, there is a good chance we got it and can get it to you! 
 
Enjoy! 
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A bit more than 500 Words About My Life   
by Julie Rak 
 
Prompts: 
Who was I? Who am I? Where am I going? 
Objects: 
A tuning fork, two small seals (one fur, one stone), a fountain pen 
 
My Story 
 
Who I was, was someone on my own. My mother is charming, the way Joan Crawford is charming, the way a suspension 
bridge is charming. Everything is alright, everything is even beautiful, and you are suspended above the sparkling water, 
taking in the view. And then, without warning, everything flips over, you are falling, she is crying, she is screaming. You 
are the enemy in that moment. 
 
This is what it’s like to live with someone who is crazy, and who is also very, very smart. It’s exciting, and then it is too 
exciting, and then it is dangerous. 
 
So, I was on my own a lot, making my way, and the way I did this was with music. I was a violinist from the time I was 8 
years old, because I was bored in school, and if you learned the violin from Mr. Rice, an 80 year old man who wore a 
black suit (his concert suit) every single day and who smelled like violin resin and pepperoni, you could skip class. I 
wanted to be a musician for years and years—it was what I did after school, before school, when I wasn’t a student 
anymore. I played clarinet and saxophone too.         
 
This is how I became Canadian. When I was 18, I auditioned for an army band in Toronto. I was already in a band, the 
48th Highlanders in Toronto, and I was the first clarinet, which meant that I hit the tuning fork, tuned my instrument, and 
then played an A 440 for everyone else to tune. I was in the union. I got that job because Ted, a French horn player who 
had a mickey of whiskey in a canteen beside him every rehearsal, came to me before the audition and said, “Hey kid. 
You’re pretty good. Some people don’t want you to try out to be lead clarinet because you’re a girl, but I don’t care, 
because you’re good at this and we need you. So here’s the music they are going to tell you to play, as a sight piece. 
Learn it on break.” And he handed me a sheet of music. So I played the piece perfectly that supposedly I never saw 
before, and I got into the band as the first female clarinet player they had, and we played jobs all over Toronto--parades, 
concerts, Remembrance Day, everything.  
 
I wanted to play in a summer band in Ottawa, and I tried out. I got in, and they gave me condoms (in army green), a 
hand grenade launcher and my uniform. And then they asked me if I was Canadian and I said no, I’m American. They told 
me I had to become a Canadian to be in the army, so I went down to the embassy on University Avenue and I renounced 
my citizenship when I was 18, and that’s how I became a Canadian and got paid to be a musician and wear kilts, boots, 
brass buttons, hats. I never did learn how to use the hand grenade launcher. I never used the condoms either. 
 
I have two Inuit seal carvings the same size, one with real seal fur, and one made of stone in 1966 by a man named 

ᐊᑮᐊᒍ who was a friend of Mini, my friend who gave it to me. “You can put it in your purse,” she said. The one with fur 
my dad gave to me when I was a kid and I carried it with me everywhere I went, in my purse and in suitcases too. I didn’t 
know why I did that, and then when Mini said what to do, I realized that somehow I had known without being told. The 
carving itself must have told me because it was so good to hold it and stroke its fur. 
 
The fountain pen is about who I will be, because I use it to write in my diary, just for myself. I’m on screens way too 
much, and sometimes I just want to write with flowing ink and be quiet. Sometimes I use a vintage fountain pen, from 
the 1930s, which connects the past to the future. Philippe Lejeune says that writing a diary is about writing to your 
future self. It’s a way of ensuring that you will be there in the future, looking back at who you were. I like that, and so 
that is why I write a diary with a fountain pen, and not on a computer, a letter to who I will be one day.  

 
 


