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In the early 1800s, industrialization spurred the growth of textile mills in New England. 
For many young women, factory work in the mill towns meant independence, 
opportunity, and an attractive alternative to rural life. The following selection comes from 
the autobiography of Lucy Larcom, who went to work in a Lowell, Massachusetts, textile 
factory as a young woman. Larcom describes her initial impressions of mill life and her 
growing self-confidence. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
According to Larcom, what effect did working in the mills have on the young women 
employees? 
 
 
 
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-agent1 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. 
 
I listened to all that was said about it, very much fearing that I should not be permitted to 
do the coveted work. For the feeling had already frequently come to me, that I was the 
one too many in the overcrowded family nest. Once, before we left our old home, I had 
heard a neighbor condoling with my mother because there were so many of us, and her 
emphatic reply had been a great relief to my mind:— 
 
“There isn’t one more than I want. I could not spare a single one of my children.” 
 
But her difficulties were increasing, and I thought it would be a pleasure to feel that I was 
not a trouble or burden or expense to anybody. So 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 
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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 
allowed 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 mechanism of the universe in motion.  
 
When I took my next three months at the grammar school, everything 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 
root in it easily. It was a great delight to me to study, and at the end of the three months 
the master told me that I was prepared for the high school. 
 
But alas! I could not go. The little money I could earn—one dollar a week, besides the 
price of my board—was needed in the family, and I must return to the mill. It was a 
severe disappointment to me, though I did not say so at home.  
 
I began to reflect upon life rather seriously for a girl of twelve or thirteen. What was I 
here for? What could I make of myself? Must I submit to be carried along with the 
current, and do just what everybody else did? No: I knew I should not do that, for there 
was a certain Myself who was always starting up with her own original plan or aspiration 
before me, and who was quite indifferent as to what people generally thought. 
 
Well, I would find out what Myself was good for, and what she should be! . . . 
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In the older times it was seldom said to little girls, as it always has been said to boys, that 
they ought to have some definite plan, while they were children, what to be and do when 
they were grown up. There was usually but one path open before them, to become good 
wives and housekeepers. And the ambition of most girls was to follow their mothers’ 
footsteps in this direction; a natural and laudable ambition. But girls, as well as boys, 
must often have been conscious of their own peculiar capabilities,—must have desired to 
cultivate and make use of their individual powers. When I was growing up, they had 
already begun to be encouraged to do so. We were often told that it was our duty to 
develop any talent we might possess, or at least to learn how to do some one thing which 
the world needed, or which would make it a pleasanter world.  
 
And I was every day making discoveries about life, and about myself. I had naturally 
some elements of the recluse, and would never, of my own choice, have lived in a crowd. 
I loved quietness. The noise of machinery was particularly distasteful to me. But I found 
that the crowd was made up of single human lives, not one of them wholly uninteresting, 
when separately known.  
 
I discovered, too, that I could so accustom myself to the noise that it became like a silence 
to me. And I defied the machinery to make me its slave. Its incessant discords could not 
drown the music of my thoughts if I would let them fly high enough. Even the long hours, 
the early rising, and the regularity enforced by the clangor of the bell were good 
discipline for one who was naturally inclined to dally and to dream, and who loved her 
own personal liberty with a willful rebellion against control. Perhaps I could have brought 
myself into the limitations of order and method in no other way. 
 
Like a plant that starts up in showers and sunshine and does not know which has best 
helped it to grow, it is difficult to say whether the hard things or the pleasant things did 
me most good. But when I was sincerest with myself, as also when I thought least about 
it, I know that I was glad to be alive, and to be just where I was.  
 
I found that I enjoyed even the familiar, unremitting clatter of the mill, because it 
indicated that something was going on. I liked to feel the people around me, even those 
whom I did not know.  I felt that I belonged to the world, that there was something for me 
to do in it, though I had not yet found out what. Something to do; it might be very little, 
but still it would be my own work.  
 
The girls who toiled together at Lowell were clearing away a few weeds from the 
overgrown track of independent labor for other women. They practically said, by 
numbering themselves among factory girls, that in our country no real odium2 could be 
attached to any honest toil that any self-respecting woman might undertake. 
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I regard it as one of the privileges of my youth that I was permitted to grow up among 
those active, interesting girls, whose lives were not mere echoes of other lives, but had 
principle and purpose distinctly their own. Their vigor of character was a natural 
development. The New Hampshire girls who came to Lowell were descendants of the 
sturdy backwoodsmen who settled that State scarcely a hundred years before. Their 
grandmothers had suffered the hardships of frontier life, had known the horrors of savage 
warfare when the beautiful valleys of the Connecticut and the Merrimack were threaded 
with Indian trails from Canada to the white settlements. Those young women did justice 
to their inheritance. They were earnest and capable; ready to undertake anything that was 
worth doing. My dreamy, indolent nature was shamed into activity among them. They 
gave me a larger, firmer ideal of womanhood.  
 
Perhaps the difficulties of modern housekeepers did begin with the opening of the Lowell 
factories. Country girls were naturally independent, and the feeling that at this new work 
the few hours they had of every-day leisure were entirely their own was a satisfaction to 
them. They preferred it to going out as “hired help.” It was like a young man’s pleasure in 
entering upon business for himself. Girls had never tried that experiment before, and they 
liked it. It brought out in them a dormant strength of character which the world did not 
previously see, but now fully acknowledges. Of course they had a right to continue at that 
freer kind of work as long as they chose, although their doing so increased the 
perplexities of the housekeeping problem for themselves even, since many of them were 
to become, and did become, American housemistresses.  
 
It is the first duty of every woman to recognize the mutual bond of universal womanhood. 
Let her ask herself whether she would like to hear herself or her sister spoken of as a 
shop-girl, or a factory-girl, or a servant-girl, if necessity had compelled her for a time to 
be employed in either of the ways indicated. 
 
 
 
1. mill-agent: a person hired by the mill owner to hire workers 
2. odium: hatred 
 
 
Excerpt from A New England Girlhood by Lucy Larcom (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 
1889). 
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