
Autobiography 

An autobiography is a first hand experiences of the authors written by the authors, thus, 

making them interesting to the readers and enabling them to understand the “other,” 

unseen side of the authors. 

Below are three extracts from famous Autobiographies. Read each one then think about 

what makes them so interesting and is there anything that you admire in the style of writing? 

1. Choose one to focus on 

2. Make a list of interesting language patterns and features (e.g imagery) 

3. Compare to your own autobiography 

4. Can you use any of this writer’s features in your own writing? 

5. Experiment with your own autobiographical writing by including some features you 

might never have thought of using 

 

1. Chronicles by Bob Dylan  

Bob Dylan needs no introduction. This is the first volume of his autobiography and it contains 

three chapters. Here he talks about his life in New York in 1961, his experiences while 

recording his first album and his devotion towards two of his lesser albums. 

The moon was rising behind the Chrysler Building, it was late in the day, street lighting coming on, the 
low rumble of heavy cars inching along in the narrow streets below-sleet tapping against the office 
window. Lou Levy was starting and stopping his big tape machine-diamond ring gleaming off his pinky 
finger-cigar smoke hanging in the blue air. The place was like a room used for interrogation, a fixture 
like a fruit bowl hanging overhead and a couple of lamps, some brass ones on floor stands. Below my 
feet a patterned wood floor. It was a drab room and cluttered with trade magazines-Cashbox, 
Billboard, radio survey charts-an ancient filing cabinet in the corner. Besides Lou’s old metal desk, 
there were a couple of wood chairs and I sat forward in one of them strumming songs off the guitar. 

Recently I had called home. I did that at least a couple of times a month from one of the many public 
pay phones around town. The phone booths were like sanctuaries, step inside of them, shut the 
accordion type doors and you locked yourself into a private world free of dirt, the noise of the city 
blocked out. The phone booths were private, but the lines back home weren’t. Back there every 
household had a party line. About eight or ten different houses all used the same line, only with 
different numbers. If you’d pick up the phone receiver, seldom would the line ever be clear. There 
were always other voices. Nobody ever said anything important over the phone and you didn’t ramble 
on long. If you wanted to talk to people, you’d usually talk to them in the street, in vacant lots, fields 
or in cafes, never on the phone. 

On the corner I put the dime in the slot and dialed the operator for long distance, called collect and 
the call went right through. I wanted everyone to know I was all right. My mother would usually give 
me the latest run of the mill stuff. My father had his own way of looking at things. To him life was 
hard work. He’d come from a generation of different values, heroes and music, and wasn’t so sure 
that the truth would set anybody free. He was pragmatic and always had a word of cryptic advice. 
“Remember, Robert, in life anything can happen. Even if you don’t have all the things you want, be 
grateful for the things you don’t have that you don’t want.” My education was important to him. He 



would have wanted me to become a mechanical engineer. But in school, I had to struggle to get even 
decent grades. I was not a natural student. My mom, bless her, who had always stood up for me and 
was firmly on my side in just about anything and everything, was more concerned about “a lot of 
monkey business out there in the world,” and would add, “Bobby, don’t forget you have relatives in 
New Jersey.” I’d already been to Jersey but not to visit relatives. 

Lou snapped the big tape machine off after listening hard to one of my original songs. “Woody 
Guthrie, eh? That’s interesting. What made you want to write a song about him? I used to see him 
and his partner, Leadbelly-they used to play at the Garment Workers Hall over on Lexington Avenue. 
You ever heard ‘You Can’t Scare Me, I’m Sticking to the Union’?” Sure I’d heard it.       

 

 

2. The Diary of A Young Girl  

The following extracts are taken from the diary of Anne Frank between 1942 and 1944, when 

she lived in hiding in Amsterdam with her family. The Franks were discovered, arrested and 

transported to Auschwitz on August 4th 1944 

  

July 8th 1942: “At three o’clock (Hello had left but was supposed to come back later), the 
doorbell rang. I didn’t hear it, since I was out on the balcony, lazily reading in the sun. A 
little while later Margot appeared in the kitchen doorway looking very agitated. “Father 
has received a call-up notice from the SS,” she whispered. “Mother has gone to see Mr. 
van Daan” (Mr. van Daan is Father’s business partner and a good friend.) I was stunned. 
A call-up: everyone knows what that means. Visions of concentration camps and lonely 
cells raced through my head. How could we let Father go to such a fate? “Of course he’s 
not going,” declared Margot as we waited for Mother in the living room. “Mother’s gone 
to Mr. van Daan to ask whether we can move to our hiding place tomorrow. The van Daans 
are going with us. There will be seven of us altogether.” Silence. We couldn’t speak. The 
thought of Father off visiting someone in the Jewish Hospital and completely unaware of 
what was happening, the long wait for Mother, the heat, the suspense – all this reduced 
us to silence. 
  
July 9th 1942: “Here’s a description of the building… A wooden staircase leads from the 
downstairs hallway to the third floor. At the top of the stairs is a landing, with doors on 
either side. The door on the left takes you up to the spice storage area, attic and loft in the 
front part of the house. A typically Dutch, very steep, ankle-twisting flight of stairs also 
runs from the front part of the house to another door opening onto the street. The door to 
the right of the landing leads to the Secret Annex at the back of the house. No one would 
ever suspect there were so many rooms behind that plain grey door. There’s just one small 
step in front of the door, and then you’re inside. Straight ahead of you is a steep flight of 
stairs. To the left is a narrow hallway opening onto a room that serves as the Frank family’s 
living room and bedroom. Next door is a smaller room, the bedroom and study of the 
two young ladies of the family. To the right of the stairs is a windowless washroom with a 
sink. The door in the corner leads to the toilet and another one to Margot’s and my room… 
Now I’ve introduced you to the whole of our lovely Annex!” 

 

 

https://alphahistory.com/holocaust/whos-who-in-the-holocaust/#frank


3.I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 

This autobiography is the first of Maya’s seven autobiographies, but this has claimed fame for her. 
This book tells a wonderful, emotional journey of a struggling Black American, who went through 
bitter experiences in the course of her first seventeen years. 

It starts from how her life changed after her parents’ divorce, how she was raped by her mother’s 
live-in boyfriend, how she overcame her trauma, and all the events that interlocked in between. This 
beautiful piece of literature teaches us the hardships of life and the extreme racism the Black 
Americans used to face at one time. 

In the offices of the Market Street Railway Company, the receptionist seemed as surprised to see me 
there as I was surprised to find the interior dingy and the décor drab. Somehow I had expected waxed 
surfaces and carpeted floors. If I had met no resistance, I might have decided against working for such 
a poor-mouth-looking concern. As it was, I explained that I had come to see about a job. She asked, 
was I sent by an agency, and when I replied that I was not, she told me they were only accepting 
applicants from agencies. 
 
The classified pages of the morning papers had listed advertisements for motorettes and 
conductorettes and I reminded her of that. She gave me a face full of astonishment that my suspicious 
nature would not accept. 
 
'I am applying for the job listed in this morning's Chronicle and I'd like to be presented to your 
personnel manager'. While I spoke in supercilious accents, and looked at the room as if I had an oil well 
in my own backyard, my armpits were being pricked by millions of hot pointed needles. She saw her 
escape and dived into it. 
 
'He's out. He's out for the day. You might call tomorrow and if he's in, I'm sure you can see him'. Then 
she swivelled her chair around on its rusty screws and with that I was supposed to be dismissed. 
 
'May I ask his name?' 
 
She half turned, acting surprised to find me still there. 
 
'His name? Whose name?' 

'Your personnel manager'. 
 
We were firmly joined in the hypocrisy to play out the scene. 'The personnel manager? Oh, he's Mr. 
Cooper, but I'm not sure you'll find him here tomorrow. He's Oh, ... but you can try'. 
'Thank you'. 
 
'You're welcome'. 
 
And I was out of the musty room and into the even mustier lobby. In the street I saw the receptionist 
and myself going faithfully through paces that were stale with familiarity, although I had never 
encountered that kind of situation before and, probably, neither had she. We were like actors who, 
knowing the play by heart, were still able to cry afresh over the old tragedies and laugh spontaneously 
at the comic situations. 
 
The miserable little encounter had nothing to do with me, the me of me, any more than it had to do 
with that silly clerk. The incident was a recurring dream, concocted years before by stupid whites and it 



eternally came back to haunt us all. The secretary and I were like Hamlet and Laertes in the final scene, 
where, because of harm done by one ancestor to another, we were bound to duel to the death. Also 
because the play must end somewhere. 
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