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THE WIND

Few  figures  in
American literature are
as  s imultaneously
c e l e b r a t e d  a n d
s c r u t i n i s e d  a s
Margaret  Mitchell,
the  author  of  Gone
With  the  Wind.  Her
only published novel, a
sweeping  epic  of  the
C i v i l  W a r  a n d
Reconstruction  South,
became  an  instant
cultural  phenomenon

upon  its  release  in
1936, won the Pulitzer
Prize,  and  spawned
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
beloved  films  in
Hollywood history. Yet,
the woman behind the
sprawling  narrative  of
Scarlett  O'Hara  and
Rhett Butler remains a
c o m p l e x ,  o f t e n
misunderstood  figure.
To truly appreciate the
novel's enduring power
and  i ts  pers istent
controversies,  one
must  first  understand
the life  of  the woman
who  wrote  i t .  Th is
article  delves  deeply
into  the  biography,
mot iva t i ons ,  and
lasting  influence  of
Margaret  Mitchell ,
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offering  a
comprehensive portrait
o f  a  w r i t e r  w h o
c a p t u r e d  t h e
i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  a
g e n e r a t i o n  a n d
continues  to  provoke
passionate  discussion
nearly  a  century  later.

Early Life
in
Atlanta:
Forging
the World
of
Scarlett
O'Hara
Margaret  Munnerlyn
Mitchell  was  born  on
November  8,  1900,  in
Atlanta,  Georgia.  Her

family background was
steeped  in  the  very
history she would later
fictionalise.  Her  father,
Eugene Muse Mitchell,
w a s  a  p r o m i n e n t
attorney and historian,
whi le  her  mother ,
Maybelle  Stephens
Mitchell,  was  a  fiery
suffragist and a devout
Catholic. Growing up in
a  household  where
tales  of  the  Civil  War
were  s t i l l  v i v i d l y
recounted by relatives
and  family  friends,
young  Margaret  was
immersed  in  the  oral
history  of  the  "Lost
Cause"  mythos—the
romanticised,  pro-
C o n f e d e r a t e
interpretation  of  the
war ' s  causes  and
aftermath.
Th is  env i ronment
profoundly shaped her
worldview. She listened
t o  s t o r i e s  o f  h e r
grandfather,  who  had
f o u g h t  f o r  t h e
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Confederacy,  and  of
h e r  g r e a t -
grandmother, who had
witnessed  the  burning
o f  A t lan ta .  These
narratives,  filtered
th rough  a  l ens  o f
nostalgia and defiance,
b e c a m e  t h e  r a w
material for Gone With
the Wind.  It  is  crucial
to note that  Mitchell’s
portrayal  of  the  Old
S o u t h  w a s  n o t  a n
objective  historical
account  but  a  deeply
personal and culturally
inherited vision—a fact
that readers and critics
continue  to  grapple
w i t h  t o d a y .  H e r
u p b r i n g i n g  a l s o
instilled  in  her  a  fierce
independence,  a  trait
she  would  share  with
h e r  m o s t  f a m o u s
creat ion,  Scar lett
O'Hara.
After  attending  the
prestigious Washington
Seminary ,  a  loca l
finishing  school,

Mitchell  went  on  to
S m i t h  C o l l e g e  i n
Massachusetts.  Her
time  there  was  cut
short  by  her  mother's
sudden death from the
1918  influenza
pandemic.  Forced  to
return  to  Atlanta  to
manage the household,
Mitchell  experienced a
profound  loss  that
wou ld  echo  in  her
fiction.  The theme of  a
young woman forced to
confront an unforgiving
world,  stripped  of  her
fo rmer  comfor t s ,
became  the  central
engine  of  her  novel.
She  channeled  her
grief  and  newfound
responsibility  into  a
fierce  determination,
much  like  Scarlett's
famous  declaration:
"I'll  think  about  that
tomorrow."
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From
Flapper
to
Reporter:
The
Making of

a Writer
Before she became the
world-famous  author
of  Gone  With  the
W i n d ,  M a r g a r e t
Mitchell  was a society
columnist  and  feature
writer  for  the  Atlanta
J o u r n a l  S u n d a y
Magazine.  Using  the
nickname "Peggy," she
developed  a  sharp,
w i t t y ,  a n d  o f t e n
irreverent  voice.  Her
journal ism  career
allowed her to observe

the city of Atlanta with
a keen eye for  detail,
character,  and  drama.
S h e  i n t e r v i e w e d
e v e r y o n e  f r o m
celebrities  to  local
eccentrics,  honing  the
narrative  skills  she
would later deploy on a
grand scale.
M i t c h e l l  w a s  t h e
embodiment  of  the
1920s  "New  Woman."
She  smoked,  drank,
debated  politics,  and
rejected  many  of  the
c o n v e n t i o n a l
e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f
Southern  womanhood.
S h e  w a s  m a r r i e d
briefly to Berrien "Red"
Upshaw—a  charming
b u t  a b u s i v e  a n d
alcoholic  man—before
divorcing  him.  This
turbulent marriage and
her  subsequent,  more
stable union with John
Marsh (a publicist and
editor who became her
most ardent supporter)
provided  her  with  a
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d e e p  w e l l  o f
experience  regarding
the  complexities  of
l o v e ,  p o w e r ,  a n d
resilience  between
men  and  women.
In  1926,  after  a  car
accident  aggravated
an  old  ankle  injury,
Mitchell  was forced to
give  up  her  reporting
job and remain largely
bedridden.  To  occupy
her time, her husband
J o h n  b r o u g h t  h e r
armloads of books from
the  library.  When  she
complained  she  had
read  everything  of
interest, he challenged
her:  "Why  don't  you
write a book yourself?"
That challenge became
the catalyst.  Over  the
next ten years, Mitchell
wrote,  revised,  and
secretly  stored  pages
of  her  manuscript  in
manila envelopes. She
never intended for it to
be  published.  It  was,
she said,  a  "skeleton"

in her closet, a private
project  of  historical
r e c r e a t i o n  a n d
personal expression.

The
Publicatio
n
Phenome
non:
"Gone
With the
Wind"
Takes the
World
The  manuscript  might
have  stayed  in  that
closet  forever  were  it
not  for  the  persistent
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persuasion of a visiting
Macmi l lan  ed i tor ,
Haro ld  Latham.  In
1935,  Latham  was
tour ing  the  South
looking  for  promising
authors.  A  friend  of
Mitchell’s  mentioned
s h e  h a d  a  h u g e
manuscript  hidden
away.  Reluctantly  and
w i t h  g r e a t
e m b a r r a s s m e n t ,
M i t c h e l l  h a n d e d
Latham  a  s tack  o f
thousands of pages in
e n v e l o p e s — t h e
m a n u s c r i p t  w a s
un t i t l ed ,  w i t h  no
beginning chapter and
n o  c l e a n  e n d i n g .
Latham read it on the
train back to New York
a n d  i m m e d i a t e l y
r e c o g n i s e d  i t s
potential.
When  Gone  With  the
Wind was published on
June 30,  1936,  it  was
an  unprecedented
success. It sold 50,000
copies  in  its  first  day,

eventually selling over
one million copies in its
first  year.  The  novel
won the  Pulitzer  Prize
for  Fiction  in  1937.
Readers  across  the
nation and around the
world  were  captivated
by  the  fiery,
determined  Scarlett
O'Hara,  the  dashing
but  cyn ica l  Rhet t
Butler,  and the tragic,
noble  Melanie  Wilkes.
T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
South's  fall  and  its
a g o n i s i n g
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n
r e s o n a t e d  w i t h  a
D e p r e s s i o n - e r a
audience  struggling
w i t h  e c o n o m i c
hardship  and  change.
They saw in Scarlett a
reflection  of  their  own
will  to  survive.
Mitchell  was  utterly
unprepared  for  the
fame. A deeply private
person,  she  shunned
public  appearances,
r e f u s e d  t o  g i v e
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lectures,  and  rarely
gave  interviews.  She
famously  stated  that
the book was a simple
story of people—not a
political statement, nor
a  historical  treatise.
Nevertheless, the book
became a lightning rod
for  cultural  debate.
A f r i can  Amer ican
critics,  including  the
poet Langston Hughes,
pointed out the novel's
glorification  of  the
antebellum  South,  its
romanticisation  of
slavery, and its use of
racial  stereotypes.
W h i t e  S o u t h e r n
r e a d e r s  o f t e n
e m b r a c e d  i t  a s  a
vindication  of  their
her i tage.  Mitchel l
herself  maintained  a
position  of  defensive
neutrality,  insisting
that  she  was  simply
telling  a  story  about
what  she  had  heard
from her elders.
The  1939  film

adaptation,  starring
Vivien Leigh and Clark
Gable,  only  amplified
the  novel's  reach  and
its  controvers ies.
Mitchell played no role
in  the  film's
production, though she
famously  visited  the
set  incognito  and was
reportedly pleased with
the casting. The movie
became  a  cul tural
landmark,  winning
eight Academy Awards,
including Best Picture.

A
Puzzling
Legacy:
The
Author
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Behind
the Story
Perhaps  one  of  the
most intriguing aspects
of  Margaret  Mitchell's
legacy  is  that  she
never  wrote  another
novel.  She  spent  the
remainder  of  her  life
managing  the  literary
rights to Gone With the
W i n d ,  w r i t i n g
voluminous  letters  to
readers, defending her
work ,  and  qu iet ly
supporting  charitable
causes—espec ia l l y
medical  education,
c o n t r i b u t i n g
anonymously  to  the
training  of  Afr ican
American doctors.  She
continued  to  live  in
Atlanta,  refusing  to
move to  New York  or
Hollywood.
Her  untimely  death in
1949 at  age 48,  after
be ing  s t ruck  by  a

speeding  car  while
crossing  Peachtree
Street, added a tragic,
a l m o s t  m y t h i c
dimension to her story.
She  had  become  a
symbol  of  the  one-hit
wonder—a  writer  who
p r o d u c e d  a
mas te rp iece  ( o r ,
depending  on  your
v iew,  a  cu l tura l ly
p r o b l e m a t i c
blockbuster)  and  then
f e l l  s i l e n t .  T h e
circumstances  of  her
death  have  led  to
endless  speculation:
Did  she  have  more
stories to tell? Was she
afraid  she  could  not
top her first success?
In  recent  decades,
scholars have carefully
examined  Mitchell's
unpublished  writings,
including  a  novella
found  after  her  death
tit led  Lost  Laysen .
More importantly, they
have  scrutinised  her
personal letters, which
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reveal  a  woman  far
more complex than the
"Southern belle" image
often  projected  onto
her. She held nuanced,
s o m e t i m e s
contradictory views on
r a c e ,  c l a s s ,  a n d
gender.  She  privately
s u p p o r t e d  t h e
desegregation  of  the
Atlanta  public  library,
yet  in  her  book,  she
d e p i c t e d  B l a c k
characters through the
lens of the Lost Cause.
This  tension is  central
to  understanding  the
author of Gone With
the  Wind  and  the
ongoing  debate  over
her  work.

The
Enduring
and

Contentio
us Status
of the
Novel
Today,  Gone With  the
Wind  remains  a  fixture
of American literature,
but  it  is  a  contested
one.  It  sells  hundreds
of thousands of copies
each year, and the film
c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e
streamed and studied.
However,  in  the  wake
of  the  B lack  L ives
Matter  movement  and
a  broader  reckoning
with  systemic  racism,
the  novel  has  been
subject  to  renewed
criticism. In 2020, HBO
M a x  t e m p o r a r i l y
removed  the  film  to
add a historical context
disclaimer,  sparking
fierce  debate  about
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censorship  versus
preservation.
Literary  critics  now
often discuss Mitchell's
work within a broader
context—acknowledgin
g its gripping narrative
p o w e r ,  i t s  v i v i d
characterisation,  and
its  importance  as  a
cultural  artifact,  while
also  condemning  its
w h i t e w a s h e d ,
revisionist history. The
character  of  Mammy
( o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
stereotyped  figures  in
American  fiction),  the
portrayal of the Ku Klux
Klan as  a  "necessary"
vigilante force, and the
utter  silence  on  the
horrors  of  slavery  are
n o w  s e e n  a s
fundamental  flaws.
Read ing  M i t che l l
requires  a  dual  lens:
one  that  enjoys  the
passionate  saga  of
Scarlett's  survival  and
one  that  cr i t ical ly
i n t e r r o g a t e s  t h e

dangerous  myths  the
novel perpetuates.

Conclusio
n: A
Writer of
Her Time,
A Story
for All
Time
Margaret  Mitchell,  the
author of Gone With
t h e  W i n d ,  w a s  a
woman  of  immense
talent,  determined
p r i v a c y ,  a n d
undeniable  influence.
She wrote a book that
became  a  worldwide
phenomenon,  defined
a  genre  of  historical
fiction,  and  created
characters that feel as
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real  today  as  when
they  first  appeared  on
the  page.  Her  l i fe
s t o r y — f r o m  a
privileged  childhood
i m m e r s e d  i n
Confederate  lore  to  a
career  as  a  fe i s ty
journalist to her quiet,
reclusive  fame—is  as
compel l ing  as  any
novel  she  might  have
written.
To  understand  Gone
With  the  Wind  is  to
understand  Margaret
Mitchell:  her  loyalties,
her  conflicts,  her
imagination,  and  her
limitations.  She  gave

the world a story that,
for  all  its  flaws,
continues  to  spark
conversations  about
the  American  South,
r a c e ,  g e n d e r ,
resilience, and the very
nature  of  storytelling.
T h e  n o v e l  i s  a
permanent part of our
cultural landscape, not
i n  s p i t e  o f  i t s
controversies,  but
because of  them. And
at  the  heart  of  it  all
stands  the  singularly
fascinating woman who
wrote it: a woman who,
like  Scarlett,  believed
t h a t  t o m o r r o w  i s
another  day.


