
Lucy Ann, whose last name we do not know, began work in a textile factory in 
Clinton, Massachusetts, in 1851. In a letter to her cousin she candidly describes her 
life in the mill village and her complicated feelings about her family and her work in 
the mill. Although she mentions being â€œa dutiful girlâ€  and turning her wages 
over to her father, it seems clear that she wished to keep her own earnings. 
 
Excerpts from a letter written by a mill girl 
 
Clinton [Massachusetts] June 29, 1851 
 
Cousin Charlotte, 
 
Your letter was joyfully received last thursday evening, & this morning I take my pen 
with a right good will to answer you. This is sabbath morning & can I spend it better 
than in writing to you?â€¦I am alone in my little bedroom. Cordelia & Cornelia 
Montague are with Chauncey Hopkins in the sitting-room. 
 
â€¦I have earned enough to school me awhile, & have not I a right to do so, or must I 
go home, like a dutiful girl, place the money in fatherâ€™s hands & then there goes 
all my hard earnings, within prison walls, my sleepless nights & gloomy days, & all for 
what, to benefit mother, to make her or any member of our family happy?â€“No! 
but to buy chairs, tables, beds &c for our neighbors. And are they better off or 
happier with them? Not if they are honestâ€¦then is not my earnings a dead loss to 
the world, so appropriated. I answer yes, & my loss of strength & energy are spent in 
vain. I have done nothing but harm in the world. But if I go to Oberlin [college] I take 
comfort & forget all those long wearisome mill days & perhaps I prepare myself for 
usefulness in this lifeâ€”if not I can at least prepare myself to enjoy this life & the 
next in my way of thinking. If I am necessarily detained at home I shall think all is for 
the best. I merely wish to go because I think it the best way of spending the money I 
have worked so hard to earn. 
 
You enquired about my healthâ€¦You seem to think I have abused the good health I 
have been blessed with. Doubtless I have as we all do, through ignorance, but not in 
walking through wet & snow, as you seem to think,â€”no I do not remember of 
taking even a cold after one of those long walks, because I used to take great 
precaution & freely use the cold water before resting after them. I could not walk 



now as I am out of practice but I do think they did not hurt me so much as does 
boarding house fare in one week. As to sitting up late nights do not many others [do] 
the same. Colonel Lemnhowsky said four hours of sleep is all that he requires. But I 
sleep enough; they will not let me read in the mill so I sleep there & read nights, & 
some funny dreams I have besides my looms. I presume I could tell of as many aches 
as most people, but will that do any one any good? no nor me either. 
 
I usually go to bed between ten & eleven, put the lamp in a chair nearby, & read 
Weldâ€™s Grammar till I get sleepy. I do not get through more than one lesson 
usually, but when I have an interesting book or story, I do not feel sleepy till 
sometime in the â€œwee hoursâ€¦â€  I have lost so much energy & ambition since I 
came to the mill that I fear I shall not do much at school, unless I meet with 
something to arouse meâ€¦Yours Truly 
 
Lucy Ann 
 
Iâ€™m anxious to know how grandmother is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


