“Why it is nothing but fun. It is just like play.”
—Lucy Larcom to her family afier her first day of work

Yolces of the vdalis
- Lowell, Massachu'setts, 1830s

Textile mills sprang up along rivers throﬁghout New England, their noisy rooms filled with
girls and young women from New England farms. They were hardworking girls who left
home to help their families and to find adventure in the city. A mill girl arrived in a factory
town clutching a single carpetbag or “hair trunk” and walked down treeless streets lined with
brick boardinghouses that all looked alike, searching for the address that had been written on a

scrap of paper. Upon arrival she would check in with the mistress, throw her bag on a bed,

introduce herself to six or eight new roommates, and try to get some sleep. She would need it.

o L ucy Larcom was eleven when she and her older sister Linda first walked through the
 of eighteen gates of the giant mill at Lowell, Massachusetts. Lucy had agreed to apply for a job
because she felt guilty that she was another mouth for her mother to feed. Lucy’s mother
ran a boardinghouse for mill girls and women, but there was never enough money. The
mill agent had only one job. He offered it to Lucy because she was taller than Linda and he
thought that meant she was older. Both girls kept their mouths shut.
Lucy’s aunt had taught her to read and she loved the time she had spent in school. Still,
even as a little child, she always expected that she’d wind up in the mill. “As a small child I
got the idea that the chief end of woman was to make clothing for mankind,” she later
wrote. “I supposed I'd have to grow'up and have a husband and put all those little
, ON THE JOB stitches in his coats and pantaloons.”
- was working in the But, for the sake of the family, Lucy put aside her dreams and took a job as a “bobbin
:°§umd: :)i‘:ti;’; ‘;::r gurl” in the spinning room. The windows were nailed shut and the room was hot and
ked her, “How can damp. Her wage was a dollar a week. Still, she made up her mind to be happy. “I went to
Ul that noise?” “How my first day’s work in the mill with a light heart,” she wrote. “And it really was not so hard,

without thinking?”
Just to change the bobbins on the spinning frames every three- quarters of an hour or so,

with half a dozen other girls who were doing the same thing?”
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But after a while the fun wore off. Each day started at five in the
morning with a bone-rattling blast from the factory whistle. There was
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barely enough time to splash cold water on her face, stuff breakfast in f.{/' ‘i‘j ‘\i
DR
one pocketand lunch in another, and sprint to the spinning room on the A = D !

second floor of the mill. Like the others, Lucy pinned her hair up io
make sure it didn’t get caught in the wheels. Then she faced her machine,

reminding herself to be careful about where she put her fingers.
As the days wore on, Lucy pasted poems on the nearest window and

tried to will the noise away. “T defied the fnachinery to make me its
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slave,” she wrote. “Its incessant discourds could not drown the music of
my thoughts if I would let them fly high enough.” But sometimes it was
hard to make thoughts fly so high. “The buzzing and hissing whizzing of
pulleys and rollers and spindles and flyers often grew tiresome. I could
not see into their complications or feel interested in them . . . When you
do the same thing twenty times—a hundred times a day—it is so dulll”
Lowell mill girls got a fifteen-minute breakfast break and
another thirty minutes for lunch at noon. Most stood all day. The lit-
tle ones often fell asleep standing up. But the machines never slept.

27th, to cogage gi
well to improve
late in the season.
moroing, the 29th
bave an opportuni

of I. M. BOYNTO

Mill owners convinced themselves that they were helping children
build character through hard work. They fired men and replaced
them with women and children, who worked for lower wages. Soon whole families began
to live off the wages of their exhausted children.
In the 1830s,

strikes for more pay and shorter hours. Eleven-year-old Harriet Hanson,

the mill women and girls began to stand up for themselves, organizing
also the daughter
was one of fifteen hundred girls who walked out of the Lowell
mill in 1836. They were protesting the company’s plan to raise the fees the workers had to

pay to sleep in a company-owned boardinghouse like the one run by Harriet’s mother.

of a rooming-house keeper,

Because the company controlled virtually every part of a mill girl’s life, it took a lot of

courage to even think about “turning out,” as they called striking. For weeks, Harriet lis-
tened as girls and women on her floor discussed just that, and then, finally, made up their
minds to walk out. When the strike day came and the signal to stop working was passed

around, so many workers on the upper floors spilled out chanting into the street that the

T shall be at the Howarg Hotel, Burlingtoy,
Farnbaw's, St Albaus, Tuesday forcnoon, 26th, at Keyse's, S
afternoon; at the Massachusetts® House,

the present opportunity,

o am authorized by thé Agents of said Mills to make the

on Monday,

Rouses

Poiat, on V¥
rls,~-such as would like

a place in the }
as new hands wilj |
I'shall start wich 1y Company, for the 2
inst., from Ronses Point, at 6 o'clock. &
ty to see me ai the aboye places, can take

g0 with me the same as though T had engaged them.
T will be responsible for the safely of all hagauge that is w

Y, and delivered to my charge.

L M. BOYN-

Agent for Procaring Help for

Most of the girls who answered
notice were put to work on a st
A typical job was to replace em
thread with full ones every fort
or so. “It is so dull!” wrote Luc
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entire mill was shut down. But the girls in
Harriet’s spinning room remained fro-
zen in place, glancing neivously at one
another and wondering what to do. What
if they lost their jobs? What would ihe
company do to them?

Harriet was disgusted. After all the1r
talk about oppression, how could they even
think about staying inside? For long min-
utes they stood indecisively at their looms,
whispering among themselves. Finally
Harriet faced them. “I don’t care what you
do,” she said firmly. “I am going to turn
out whether anyone else does or not.”

With that, Harriet marched toward
the door, eyes straight ahead. In the next
moment she heard a great shuffling of
feet. She looked back to see the entire

:’2& ad A’"U’;"ﬁ"’ floor lining up behind her. Everyone was turning out. As expected, the company punished
oomomuny IS mam

otk, ragmgm plain Harriet by taking the boardinghouse away from her mother. “Mrs. Hanson,” the agent lec-
m g‘g m zt tured, “you could not prevent the older girls among your boarders from turning out, but
wuiacturing Compary. your daughter is a child, and her you could control.”

Harriet never regretted what she did. Many years later she said that leading that walk-

BE A SLAVE ; out was the best moment of her life. “As I looked back on the long line that followed me;”
words to the song she later wrote, “I was more proud than I have ever been since.”
2g as they marched
ahapreygites] WHAT HAPPENED TO LUCY LARCOM AND HARRIET HANSON?
the factory to pne : Lucy left Lowell and went west with her sister and brother-in-law. She never stitched a hus-
s 1 band’s pantaloons, choosing a life of teaching and writing over marriage. She became a well-
€ E known writer and poet. Harriet continued to lead and to fight. She eventually married a news-
IDerty, that | cannot i : .

paper editor, and together they worked to convince people to oppose slavery. In 1882, Harriet

became one of the first women to testify before Congress in favor of the right of women to vote.
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