LUCY LARCOM
From A New England Girlhood

Because the death of her father impoverished her family, Lucy Larcom
(1824-1893) spent her childhood as a Lowell mill girl, a time which she
treats in her short fiction as well as in A New England Girlbood (Boston:
Houghton, 1889). She received an excellent education before and after
her time at the Lowell mill, and publishing in The Lowell Offering and
other mill publications helped her begin her literary career. Although
Larcom was popular during her lifetime as a poet, her autobiographical
A New England Girlbood is her best-known work today. Covering her
life up to 1852, the work addresses young women and portrays early
nineteenth-century small-town life. In the following selection, Larcom
discusses the difficulties of life as a “working-girl” and examines her own
process of identity formation, especially her development as an author.

Most of my mother’s boarders were from New Hampshire and
Vermont, and there was a fresh, breezy sociability about them which
made them seem almost like a different race of beings from any we
children had hitherto known.

We helped a little about the housework, before and after school,
making beds, trimming lamps, and washing dishes. The heaviest
work was done by a strong Irish girl, my mother always attending to
the cooking herself. She was, however, a better caterer than the cir-
cumstances required or permitted. She liked to make nice things for
the table, and, having been accustomed to an abundant supply, could
never learn to economize. At a dollar and a quarter a week for board,
(the price allowed for mill-girls by the corporations) great care in ex-
penditure was necessary. It was not in my mother’s nature closely to
calculate costs, and in this way there came to be a continually in-
creasing leak in the family purse. The older members of the family
did everything they could, but it was not enough. I heard it said one
day, in a distressed tone, “The children will have to leave school and
go into the mill.”

There were many pros and cons between my mother and sisters
before this was positively decided. The mill-agent did not want to
take us two little girls, but consented on condition we should be sure
to attend school the full number of months prescribed each year. I,
the younger one, was then between eleven and twelve years old. . . .
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I went to my first day’s work in the mill with a light heart. The
novelty of it made it seem easy, and it really was not hard, just to
change the bobbins on the spinning-frames every three quarters of an
hour or so, with half a dozen other little girls who were doing the
same thing. When I came back at night, the family began to pity me
for my long, tiresome day’s work, but I laughed and said, —

“Why, it is nothing but fun. It is just like play.”

And for a little while it was only a new amusement; I liked it better
than going to school and “making believe” I was learning when I was
not. And there was a great deal of play mixed with it. We were not
occupied more than half the time. The intervals were spent frolicking
around among the spinning-frames, teasing and talking to the older
girls, or entertaining ourselves with games and stories in a corner, or
exploring, with the overseer’s permission, the mysteries of the carding-
room, the dressing-room, and the weaving-room. :

I never cared much for machinery. The buzzing and hissing and
whizzing of pulleys and rollers and spindles and flyers around me
often grew tiresome. I could not see into their complications, or feel
interested in them. But in a room below us we were;sometimes al-
lowed to peer in through a sort of blind door at the great waterwheel

that carried the works of the whole mill. It was so huge that we could
“only watch a few of its spokes at a time, and part of its dripping rim,

moving with a slow, measured strength through the darkness that

. shut it in. It impressed me with something of the awe which comes to
- ;us in thinking of the great Power which keeps the 1 anism of the
" universe in motion. Even now, the remembrance ofi

5 large, mysteri-
ous movement, in which every little motion of every noisy little wheel
was involved, brings back to me a verse from one of my favorite
hymns: —

“Qur lives through various scenes are drawn,
And vexed by trifling cares,
While Thine eternal thought moves on
Thy undisturbed affairs.”

There were compensations for being shut in to daily toil so early.
The mill itself had its lessons for us. But it was not, and could not be,
the right sort of life for a child, and we were happy in the knowledge
that, at the longest, our employment was only to be temporary.

When I took my next three months at the grammar school, every-
thing there was changed, and I too was changed. The teachers were
kind, and thorough in their instruction; and my mind seemed to have
been ploughed up during that year of work, so that knowledge took






