RED Activity 2: Working-Class Readers

Mary Lakeman was from England.
Her father was a fisherman, and so they were agricultural labourers. 
According to RED Mary was a child up to the age of 17.
She read mostly romanticised fictional books such as Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, Louisa May Alcott’s Good Wives, Susan M. Coolidge’s What Mary Did, Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of Avonlea – all female authors.
She also read some male author works including Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, and James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans.
It appears Mary had much to say about all the above books, as she mentions that the books had ‘created a romantic childhood vision of unlimited freedom and open space’.[footnoteRef:1] This suggests that she did not agree with the views expressed in the books she read and longed for sine reality within them. She wrote that the female characters were ‘at the heart of a permanent unalterable American scene and I can turn on Louisa M. Alcott and others so powerfully that Nixon and Watergate are completely blacked out’. It is a very strong message and one that I agree with, the fact that the American dream is a fantasy and most people, especially those of lower classes such as Mary Lakeman, despised, knowing their own lives were not so free and open. [1:  Open University, RED Record Number 4928 <https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/record_details.php?id=4928> [Accessed on 09 December 2021]] 

Unfortunately, it is not made clear where or how she read, or even how she was able to get hold of the books in the first place.
This research has shown me that even those of lower classes were able to read, and sometimes at a young age like today. Even though some information is not available such as the exact years Mary Lakeman read the books, it is rounded to between 1900 and 1945 which was a pivotal era for women’s rights improving. By this stage, reading and writing was not just for the higher classes and shows more equality across the spectrum.

