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A Southern Belle’s Civil War

Thanks to the Records of Antebellum Southern Planta-
tions series and such recent publications as An Evening
When Alone: Four Journals of Single Women in the South,
1827-67 and The Civil War Diary of Clara Solomon: Grow-
ing Up in New Orleans, 1861-1862, the journals and mem-
oirs of antebellum and Civil War-era women are becom-
ing accessible to a wider audience.[1] A recent addition to
this field is the memoir of Cornelia Jones Pond of Liberty
County, Georgia, edited by Lucinda MacKethan, a profes-
sor of English at North Carolina State University. Pond
dictated her recollections to her daughter in 1899 in order
to “give pleasure to [her] children and grandchildren” (p.
2). This is the first time the 208-sheet manuscript, housed
now at the Midway Church Museum in Midway, Geor-
gia, has been published in full.

Pond was a member of an elite Georgia planter fam-
ily; her father, William Jones, owned close to one hun-
dred slaves. After the war, he and Cornelia’s brother,
William Louis Jones, published the Southern Cultivator,
one of the most respected agricultural newspapers in the
South. Cornelia’s husband, Thomas Pond, was a univer-
sity teacher before the war; in the postwar years, he be-

came an Episcopal clergyman.

Nela Pond, as Cornelia was called, lived in house-
holds full of women, including her mother, her sister, fe-
male slaves, and her six daughters, but men dominated
her life. Nela’s father, who gave her the status of a
planter’s daughter, had the strongest influence. Accord-
ing to her memoir, he was the kind, good father who in-
dulged her wishes for luxuries in her girlhood, provided
her with the household furnishings her husband’s salary
could not give her, and sheltered her and her children on
his plantation while Thomas Pond went off to war.

Drew Faust has argued that by changing the south-
ern social system, the Civil War challenged the founda-
tions of personal identity. Whiteness, patriarchy, and
female dependence lost some of their cultural value.[2]
Pond probably experienced less change in her life than
did many other southern white women, however, be-
cause the most important men in her family circle, in-
cluding her husband, father, brothers, and brother-in-
law, all survived the war. The family remained part of
the economic and social elite, and Nela Pond stayed in a
subordinate gender position within her household. Still,
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Appomattox brought with it an end to the Jones family’s
plantation life in Liberty County, leaving Pond longing
for the past. While her narrative dwells in loving detail
on the antebellum period, it glosses briefly over the post-
war era.

Class, race, and gender consciousness are strong but
largely unspoken in Nela Pond’s recollections. As MacK-
ethan points out in her introduction, Pond adhered to
the paternalistic view of slavery as a benign institution.
Slaves, Pond suggested, were part of the plantation “fam-
ily” and found great joy and satisfaction in caring for
their “young misses” (pp. xix-xi, 20). From her view-
point, African-American slaves did not choose freedom
during the war but were “demoralized” (p. 73), or left
without moral guidance, by the sudden end of slavery.
No longer could Pond see these men and women as
trusted servants; instead, she expressed sharp indigna-
tion that “our own Negroes” (p. 79) could aid Federal
troops or take food and personal items from her family
and friends. Pond, however, proved herself able to adapt
to the “new regime” of paying workers for their labor in
the household and on the plantation (p. 92). By 1868, she
wrote, it seemed that her family had “begun life anew”

(p- 94).

Throughout her recollections, Pond evinces little in-
terest in political matters. She merely notes her hor-
ror at learning that Lincoln’s election would mean war,
and she later expresses mixed feelings about his assas-
sination. Unlike the outspoken Mary Chesnut, Pond of-
fers scant commentary on the institution of slavery ei-
ther.[3] While not directly defending the institution, she
does turn a blind eye to its horrors. Writing of her visit
to the plantation of Roswell King, whom Fanny Kemble
condemned for his cruel treatment of his slaves,[4] Pond
notes only the “beautiful boatsongs” his oarsmen sang as
they rowed guests from the sea islands back to the main-
land (p. 22). Pond’s willingness to see only what she
wished to see gives credence to MacKethan’s assertion
that until 1864 she could not suspect she would be “at
the center of a social and political revolution” (p. xxvi).

MacKethan’s edition is a literal transcription of
Pond’s recollections. While including an introduction
and an appendix identifying most of the family mem-
bers mentioned in the diary, MacKethan has unfortu-
nately declined to annotate Pond’s recollections. Nor,
beyond brief comparisons between Pond’s memoir and
a handful of other recollections of Georgia plantation

life, does MacKethan attempt to place Pond’s narrative
in historiographical context. Finally, the edition does
not provide any maps to identify for readers the location
of William Jones’s plantation or the towns to which the
Ponds moved during Thomas Pond’s careers as teacher
and preacher.

As Anne Firor Scott has pointed out, for “most south-
ern women, the domestic circle was the world.”[5] Cer-
tainly this was true of Cornelia Jones Pond, who, as
daughter, wife, and mother, was a quiet helpmeet to her
family. Her narrative, told frankly without any obvious
intent to criticize or defend plantation society, offers a
useful firsthand perspective on the way domestic south-
ern white women attempted to resist and adapt to the
upheavals caused by the Civil War.
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