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Introduction

Louisa May Arcort (1832-
1888) is one of the best-known
American writers of the nine-
teenth century and “‘Little
Women” is her most popular
book. It gives us a picture of
American life in the early
nineteenth century. The March
family is really the author’s
own family and Jo, the tom-
boy and bookworm, is really
the author herself.

The story of the March
family is continued in another

popular book, “Good Wives’’. The same characters are also
to be found in two other books, “Little Men” and “Jo’s Boys”

written by the same author.
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—Y‘ Mrs. March’s four daughters . i ‘

It was nearly Christmas. Outside the snow was falling. In
their comfortable sitting-room, Mrs. March’s four daughters
sat by the fire, talking. Of course they were talking about
Christmas and Christmas presents. They were not feeling very
happy. Once the family had been rich. Now it was rather
poor. The March girls had little money for Christmas presents.

Let us meet the March girls. The eldest was Margaret,
who was called Meg. She was sixteen years old and very
pretty. Her hair was light brown in colour. She had beautiful
grey eyes. Her feet and hands were small, and she was proud
of them.

Then came Josephine, who was called Jo. She was fifteen
years of age. Jo was tall and thin. Her “only beauty”
(so she said) was her thick, red-brown hair. Jo always wished
that she were a boy. Indeed, she thought like a boy, talked
like a boy, and walked like a boy. Jo loved reading and
-wanted to be a famous author when she grew up.

The third daughter, Elizabeth, called Beth, was thirteen.
Everybody loved Beth because she was so gentle and thought-
ful. Beth had a sweet face and bright eyes. She was very fond
of music and played the piano very well.

Amy, the youngest of the sisters, was twelve. With her
golden hair and blue eyes, she looked very pretty. She herself
thought that she was beautiful. She liked painting and draw-
ing. She wanted to be a famous artist when she grew up.

“Christmas won’t be Christmas without presents,”” Jo said
sadly.
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“I hate to be poor,” Meg said, looking down at her old
dress.

“So do I,” Amy said. ‘‘At school, the girls are always
laughing at my dresses. I feel so ashamed.”

“You shouldn’t,” Meg said. ‘“‘Your dresses may be old,
but you always look nice.”

“Other girls have such lovely things,” Amy complained.

“Never mind,” Beth said in a gentle voice, “we have father
and mother.”

“We haven’t got father, and we shall not have him for a
long time,” Jo said sadly.

The girls fell silent then. Their thoughts went to their
father, who was far away. Their father was serving in the
army, for this was war-time. There was a war between the
northern part of the United States and the southern part.

After a time, Jo went on:

“Mother has said that we can each spend a dollar on
ourselves.”

“I’m going to buy some new music with my dollar,” Beth
said.

“I shall get some drawing pencils,” said Amy.

“I shall buy a book,” said Jo.

“And I ... now, what shall I buy?” asked Meg. “A dollar
isn’t enough to buy asilk dress.. . . .. R

At that moment, the clock struck six. It was time for
their mother to come home. Amy got up from her mother’s
chair and shook the cushions. Beth fetched her mother’s
slippers. Jo held them in front of the fire to warm them.

“Look! They’re worn out,” exclaimed Jo.
“I shall buy her a new pair with my dollar,” Beth said.
“You won’t! 1Ishall!” Amy told her.
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“I'm the eldest. I shall,” Meg said.

“I'm the man of the family now since father’s away,” Jo
told her sisters. “l promised father I’d look after mother.
I shall buy the slippers.”

“I know!” Beth cried, “Let each of us get something for
mother. Don’t let us spend our money on ourselves. Let us
spend it on mother.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Meg.

“That’s the best plan,” agreed Jo. Then she asked, ‘“What
shall we get for her?”

The girls were silent. They were thinking. Then Meg
said, looking down at her own pretty hands, I shall get her
a pair of gloves.”

“I shall get a pair of nice, warm slippers — the nicest that
I can find,” Jo said.

“I shall get some pretty handkerchiefs. And I’ll sew her
name in the corner,” said Beth.

“I think I’ll get a bottle of scent. It won’t cost much.
I may have some money left for my drawing pencils,” said
Amy.
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The girls were feeling happier now. Then they began to
talk about the play that they were going to act on Christmas
night. Jo. had written it. Her sisters had made the dresses
and the scenery.

“It’s the best play we’ve had till now,” said Meg.

Beth, who thought that Jo was wonderfully clever, said,
“Oh Jo! I don’t know how you think of such clever things.”

“Now, Amy,” Jo said, “you must practise your part. You
don’t faint properly.”

“How can 1?” asked Amy, “I’ve never seen anybody faint.
If I fall to the floor, I shall hurt myself.”

“Fall into a chair then. That’s easier,” Jo told her.

“Oh no, itisn’t!” Amy cried.

Their mother’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. Jo ran
to open the door. There was a feeling of great happiness in
the room. Mother was home!
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Mrs. March was a tall woman, rather stout, with a noble face.
Her clothes were old-fashioned. That did not matter. In her
daughters’ eyes, she was the loveliest woman on earth.

She looked tired when she came in. All day she had been
busy. Her work was war-work. She had to collect and pack
food, medicine, and clothes for the soldiers. She took off her
hat and coat. Her face brightened as she sat down by the
fire. She put on her warm slippers. Her daughters gathered
round her. This was the happiest hour of the day for them
all.

The girls did all they could to make their mother comfort-
able. Meg arranged everything nicely on the tea-table. Jo put
the chairs round the table. Beth went quietly from the sitting-
room to the kitchen, bringing in the tea, the bread and
butter, and the cake. Amy sat on the arm of her mother’s
chair. From that comfortable position, she told everybody
what to do.

They sat down to have their tea. Then Mrs. March said,

“I have a nice surprise for you when you’ve had your tea.”

“I know what it is,” cried Jo. “It’s a letter from father.”

“Yes, a nice, long letter,” Mrs. March told them happily.

“When is he coming home?” asked Beth.

“Oh! He doesn’t say. But he’ll come one day soon.
You'll see, my dear.”

When tea was over, they left the table and once more sat
round the fire. Mrs. March sat in her big armchair. Beth sat
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on the floor at her mother’s feet. Meg and Amy sat on either
arm of their mother’s chair. Jo stood at the back of it. There,
if the letter made her cry, nobody would be able to see her
tears.

Mrs. March read the letter to the girls. It was a cheerful
letter. The last part of it was written specially for the girls.
“Tell them,” Mr. March had written, “that I think of them
very often, and that I pray for them. I know they won’t
forget what I said when I went away. They will help you all
they can. They will comfort you and make you glad. They
are good girls, and they will try to be even better. Then, when

9

I am home again, I shall be proud of my ‘little women’.
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These words made the girls feel sad. A big tear ran down
Jo’s nose and dropped off. Amy hid her head on her mother’s
shoulder, saying, ‘“‘Oh, mother! I am so selfish. I know I am.
But I will be better. I will! I will!”

“So will 1,” said Meg. ‘I think too much about dresses.
I will think more about work and less about my clothes.”

“And I will be better too,” Jo said. “I’ll work harder
instead of dreaming — as I do. I’ll be kinder and quieter.
I'll think of others instead of thinking of myself. I won’t get
angry with anybody. I won’t! I promise you, mother.”

Beth said nothing. She wiped the tears from her eyes with
the sock that she was knitting and went on with her work.

Hannah came in. Hannah was the faithful servant and
friend of the family. She had lived with them since Meg was
born. She began clearing the table. While she was doing this,
the girls told her of their father’s letter.

“Oh, Hannah! When will this war end, and father come
home?”

“Let us thank God that he is well,” Hannah replied.

After Hannah had cleared the table, the girls began their
sewing. They were making sheets for Aunt March, their
father’s sister. It was dull work but that evening, the girls
did not complain. They sewed busily while Jo read an
interesting story to them.

At nine o’clock, they stopped sewing. The girls gathered
with their mother round the piano. It was an old piano.
Nobody but Beth could get any music out of it. Beth sat
down to play. The others sang together. Every evening they
did this. The songs were old and simple ones, chosen by their
mother. Mrs. March had a good voice. And so had Meg. Amy
was a poor singer. And Jo? Poor Jo sang like a frog!
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On Christmas morning, Jo was the first to wake up. Her
eyes went at once to the table beside her bed. There lay her
Christmas present — a book from her mother. She picked it
up. Joyfully she read the loving message which her mother
had written inside the book. Then Jo woke Meg,

“Merry Christmas, Meg! Look on the table. There’s a
present for you from mother.”

The younger girls also woke up.

“Merry Christmas, Beth!”

“Merry Christmas, Amy!”

“Merry Christmas to us all!”

The girls dressed quickly. Then they went downstairs to
greet their mother and Hannah with “Merry Christmas!”
Hannah was there, cooking the breakfast. Their mother had
already gone out. Hannah explained to the girls where their
mother had gone: “A boy came to ask your mother for help.
His mother is ill.”

“We must get her presents ready,” Meg said. She looked
into the basket which held their presents for their mother,
“Where’s Amy’s bottle of scent?” she asked.

“I saw her with it five minutes ago,” Jo told her sister.
“I expect she’ll bring it back in a moment.”

“My handkerchiefs look nice, don’t they?” Beth said.

“Why! You've put Mother in the corner, instead of
M. March,” Jo exclaimed.

“Isn’t that right?” Beth asked anxiously. “You see, Meg
is M. March too.”
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“It’s right and it’s sensible,” Meg told her. ‘“Mother will be
very pleased.”

The girls heard the sound of a door shutting. *“Here’s
mother! Hide the basket, quick!” cried Jo. But it wasn’t
their mother. It was Amy. She came in, trying to hide some-
thing behind her back.

“Where have you been?’’ asked Meg.

“And what are you trying to hide?”’ asked Jo.

“Well . . . I went to change that little bottle of scent for
a big one. I gave all my money for it. I’'m not going to be
selfish any more,” Amy said.

Meg kissed her sister. Beth ran to the window where her
flowers were growing. She picked her loveliest rose. She gave
it to Amy to tie on her bottle so that it looked very pretty.

“I wish mother would come. I’m feeling hungry,” said Jo.
Indeed they all wanted their breakfast badly.

The street door was opened and shut. This time it was
their mother. Quickly they hid the basket behind a curtain.

“Merry Christmas, mother! And thank you for your
books,”” they said.

“Merry Christmas!” answered their mother. Her face was
troubled. “Listen, girls!” she said. “I’ve just come from
a poor woman who is very ill. She has a new-born baby. Her
six other children are lying in one bed to keep warm. The
house is stone-cold. They’ve nothing to make a fire with.
They’ve nothing to eat either. Will you give them your break-
fast as a Christmas present?”

The girls were silent. They were all hungry. Already they
had waited an hour for their breakfast. Then Jo said,

“It’s good that you came before we began. Come on,
girls!”



