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Wielding the Pen:
Margaret  Prest on, Confederat e Nat ionalist ic Lit erat ure, and t he Expansion of  a

Woman's Place in t he Sout h

Stacey Jean Klein

"Would that I may be  able  to  wie ld my s word whe n in battle , as  you wie ld your pe n!" Confe de rate  lie ute nant
colone l John T. L. Pre s ton wrote  to  his  wife , Marg are t Junkin Pre s ton, on De ce mbe r 23, 186 1. "Have  you e ve r
thoug ht of the  conque s ts  you have  made  by your pe n? "  S hortly aCe r re ading  the s e  words , Marg are t
Pre s ton re s ume d a s ucce s s ful publis hing  care e r that s he  had abandone d five  ye ars  be fore . The  Northe rn-
born Pre s ton had ce as e d publis hing  be caus e  he r ne w s ocie ty, including  he r future  hus band, had
dis approve d of he r violation of traditional norms . Be g inning  in 186 1, howe ve r, the  war re config ure d S outhe rn
notions  about woman's  prope r place . John Pre s ton re aliz e d that pe ns  as  we ll as  s words  could s e rve  the
Confe de racy, and Marg are t Pre s ton be g an writing  Confe de rate  nationalis tic  works  e ve n thoug h s he  was
private ly conflicte d about the  s trug g le . The  Civil War provide d Pre s ton with the  opportunity to  be come  a
publis he d author, and s he  the re fore  cre ate d a public, profe s s ional life  that was  at odds  with he r pe rs onal
fe e ling s . Pre s ton's  private  and public  s e lve s  would e ve ntually conve rg e , with the  trials  of war caus ing  he r to
ide ntify he rs e lf as  a S outhe rne r and, e ve ntually, to  be come  de vote d to  the  Confe de rate  war e Fort.

His torians  have  e xplore d the  e Fe cts  of the  Civil War on S outhe rn white  woman's  place  and note d the
incre as e  in wome n's  writing  during  the  war; what is  ne ce s s ary is  an unde rs tanding  of the  conne ction
be twe e n the  two—of how this  writing  re pre s e nte d an e xpans ion in woman's  place , a pos itive  chang e  in the
type s  of activitie s  cons ide re d s ocially acce ptable  for wome n.  S cholars  s uch as  G e org e  Rable  and Dre w
[End P a g e  2 2 1] G ilpin Faus t, while  dis ag re e ing  on the  de g re e  of chang e  in S outhe rn white  woman's  place
during  and aCe r the  war, have  conclude d that any chang e s  we re  larg e ly unwe lcome . S outhe rn white  wome n
wis he d to  cling  to  pre war as s umptions  of male  prote ction and fe male  s ubmis s ion. The s e  his torians  as s ume
that wome n authors  vie we d the ir writing  e nde avors  as  ne ce s s ary e vils .  The y fail to  re cog niz e  the  le ve l of
s ucce s s  attaine d by s ome  wome n, and the  pos itive  impact this  de ve lopme nt had upon the ir live s  and the
live s  of othe r wome n. By war's  e nd Pre s ton had achie ve d national, e ve n inte rnational, re cog nition while
maintaining  a le ve l of proprie ty ne ve r aForde d he r in he r pre war ye ars . During  and aCe r the  war, authors hip
was  one  me ans  by which S outhe rn wome n could s afe ly ve nture  onto the  public  s tag e , and many made  the
atte mpt. Pre s ton's  e xpe rie nce  indicate s  that the  war broug ht s ig nificant chang e s  that wome n we lcome d.
S outhe rn wome n took advantag e  of opportunitie s  to  as s ume  a more  public  role  in the ir s ocie ty, and
maintaine d the ir e xpande d place  aCe r the  conflict had e nde d.

Jus t five  ye ars  be fore  Colone l Pre s ton invite d he r to  re s ume  he r care e r, Marg are t Junkin had complaine d
bitte rly about he r cons tricte d place  in S outhe rn s ocie ty. Born in Pe nns ylvania in 1820 , Junkin had publis he d
he r firs t poe m in 1841. By 1848 s he  had be come  a re g ular contributor to  ne ws pape rs  and national mag az ine s
like  the  Southern Literary Messenger and Neal's Saturday Gazette. S he  als o had be g un to  appe ar in antholog ie s
of Ame rican wome n poe ts .  That s ame  ye ar, the  Junkins  move d to  Le xing ton, Virg inia, s o  that the  family
patriarch, Dr. G e org e  Junkin, could acce pt the  pre s ide ncy of Was hing ton Colle g e  (now Was hing ton and Le e
Unive rs ity). During  he r firs t s ix ye ars  in Virg inia, Marg are t Junkin re maine d an active  author. He r poe ms ,
s torie s , and trans lations  appe are d in Graham's American Monthly Magazine of Literature and Art and Sartain's
Union Magazine of Literature and Art. In the  Southern Literary Messenger alone , he r name  appe are d e ig hte e n
time s  be twe e n Fe bruary 1849  and Fe bruary 1853. Junkin and he r clos e s t frie nd, he r s is te r Ele anor, e njoye d
the ir ne w home , and, s hortly aCe r moving , Junkin wrote  a tribute  to  Virg inia, "The  Old Dominion: A Ballad,"
that was  publis he d in the  Southern Literary Messenger. In the  poe m, s he  made ...
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