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Ellen Johnston
(ca. 1835-1873)

Florence 8. Boos

BIOGRAPHY

Ellen Johnston was one of very few Victorian women factory workers who
managed to publish a volume of verse. In a fifteen-page autobiographical preface
to the first edition of Autobiography, Poems and Songs (Glasgow, 1867) and
assorted poetic exchanges in the columns of the Glasgow Penny Post, she also
gave us a rare ghimpse into the views and aspirations of people who assumed
they were too poor and iil connected to achieve self-expression in print and one
of the more complete accounts we have of any nineteenth-century working-class
woman poet’s life.

In the Autobiography Johnston told her readers that she was born about 1835
in Muir Wynd, Hamilton, Scotland, the only child of James Johnston, a poeti-
cally inclined stonemason, and Mary Bilsland, a dyer and dressmaker. When
Elien Johnston was an infant, her father emigrated to the United States, but
anxiety apparently overcame her mother at the dockside, and she returned to
Glasgow with Ellen. After several years, Mary Johnston assumed that her hus-
band had died in America and remarried. Ellen Johnston’s stepfather put her to
factory work when she was eleven and engaged in other actions that “haunted
me like a vampire, but at least for the present must remain the mystery of my
tife.” She fled from her “tormenter” repeatedly, considered suicide, then gave
birth at seventeen to her own daughter, Mary Achenvole, in September 1852.
Shortly thereafter, Ellen began to support her extended family of four.

Her formal schooling had ended at eleven, but she read Scott’s novels, Wil-
son's Tales of the Border, Buns’s poetry, and other works and published her
first poem in the Glasgow Examiner when she was nineteen. James Johnston in
Maine learned what had happened to the family he left behind and “drank a
death-draught from a cup in his own hand.” In 1861 Mary Johnston died, and
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