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“Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,” grumbled Jo, lying on the rug.  Who doesn’t know that familiar first line from Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women?
Louisa May Alcott began writing as a means to support her family’s bouts of near poverty. Her father, Branson Alcott, was a transcendentalist, philosopher and educator, whose genius was unappreciated.  With radically new ideas on education, he proved to be a poor provider.  He moved his family about in numerous attempts to start up experimental schools. It was only when he made his way to Concord, Massachusetts and encountered Nathaniel Hawthorne, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau and Margaret Fuller that he found a like-minded society in which he could settle down and offer his family some constancy. And for his second daughter Louisa, to have these great thinkers, philosophers and writers in her circle, she was destined a star in the literary universe.
Branson Alcott home schooled his four daughters and taught them to be free thinkers.  He encouraged them to keep journals, to read and learn and supported their interests and talents.  When Louisa was growing up, money was always a problem. At age 12, she vowed to support her family in any way she could.  She documented this desire in her journal and took up the responsibility.  By 15, she sewed, tutored, went out and read aloud to the elderly and invalids, and she began to write. Her father built a writing desk in her room to provide a quiet, private place to work.  At 16, she wrote her first book, Flower Fables, a collection of fairy stories intended as a gift to Emerson’s daughter.  It was published six years later when Louisa relocated in Boston to concentrate on a writing career. She began writing under the pseudonym A.M. Barnard.  These works were not great literature nor was that her intention.  They were a popular sort termed potboilers or blood and thunder tales, a commercially successful genre at the time. Louisa returned home when her sister Lizzie contracted scarlet fever. When Lizzie died, Louisa stayed on in Concord until the Civil War.  Then she moved to Washington to serve as a volunteer nurse at the Union Hospital. While at the hospital, she contracted typhoid fever, nearly died and was sent home to recuperate.  She suffered from mercury poisoning, a treatment for typhoid that plagued her health for the rest of her life. She resumed writing and lived between her family home in Concord and Boston. She wrote for the Atlantic Monthly magazine and served as editor for a children’s magazine.  In 1867, her publisher surprised her with a request to write a girl’s book. She was hesitant.  Approaching her mid 30s, single and without children in her life, she felt she lacked the experience to write a book to interest girls.  She resorted to write about her own experiences and of her three sisters growing up in Concord. Little Women was written at Orchard House. She completed the book in just six weeks. It became an instant success. Her publisher asked for a second volume. Again, she finished the work in a mere six weeks.  

Mostly biographical, in Little Women, the character Jo is Louisa, a spirited girl with a passion to write.  Just like the Alcott sisters, the March girls use their imaginations and creativity to write, produce and act in adventure plays; they form a Pickwick Club, publish a Pickwick Press newspaper and conceive a hillside post office.  Like Beth, Lizzy nursed an indigent family with scarlet fever, contracted the disease and died young. Like Meg, her sister Anna married and became a teacher. Louisa’s great Aunt Hancock (widow of John Hancock) was the inspiration for the Aunt March.  Like Amy, Louisa’s sister May was a gifted artist; she illustrated the first edition of Little Women.  Louisa and Jo differed on one point however. Louisa did not marry, nor did she intend Jo to marry. She wrote in her journals that Jo only married because her publisher and her readers insisted.  Louisa did have her way on one point though; Jo was not meant to marry Laurie.  Louisa invented the German professor, Frederick Bhaer, as a suitable husband for Jo.
After Little Women, Louisa attained financial independence and fame.  She continued to write both juvenile and adult fiction.  She became one of New England’s leading principals in the suffragette movement.  She died in 1888; at age 55.  She is buried in Concord with her family at Authors Ridge in Sleepy Hallow Cemetery in close proximity to the graves of Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

For a virtual tour of the Alcott’s home Orchard House visit

http://www.louisamayalcott.org/
