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A Long Way From Home
H arper Collins, 1 9 9 9

By Connie Briscoe
A  L O N G  W A Y  F R O M  H O M E  

te lls  th e  e m o tio n a lly  c h a rg ed  story  o f  

th ree  g e n e r a t io n s  o f  h o u se h o ld  sla v es  

o n  P r esid en t J a m e s  M a d iso n ’s M o n t

p e lier  p la n ta tio n . T h e r e  is S u sie , th e  

m atriarch  w h o se  str ict w a y s an d  c o o l  

h e a d  can  o n ly  k e e p  h er fa m ily  sa fe  for  

so  lon g . T h e r e  is h er  d a u g h ter , C lara , 

s tr o n g -w ille d  a n d  s m a r t -m o u th e d ,  

w h o se  p a in fu l secret sh ap es  h er  fa m ily ’s 

d estin y . A n d  th ere  are C la r a ’s d a u g h 

ters, S u san  an d  E llen . B eau tifu l, b rave, 

a n d  e x tr em ely  ligh t-sk in n ed , S u sa n  an d  

E lle n  sh are  a d e s ir e  to  k n o w  th eir  

fa th er’s id e n tity  a n d  to  sp e n d  th e ir  lives  

togeth er; bu t a cru el tw ist o f  fa te  rips th e  

fa m ily  apart, s e n d in g  o n e  sister  ru n 
n in g  for fr e e d o m  a n d  th e  o th er  far from  

th e  h o m e  sh e  h a s  k n o w n  a n d  lo v ed .

T h is  h a u n tin g ly  b e a u t ifu l n o v e l  

o p e n s  in  th e  p ea cefu l P ie d m o n t a rea  o f  

V irg in ia . T ra in e d  as a h o u se  sla v e  s in c e  

c h ild h o o d , S u sie  en jo y s  th e  p r iv ileg es  

th a t h er  p o s it io n  as m a id  to  M iss  D o lle y  

p ro v id es  h er  a n d  C lara. For S u sie , life  

h o ld s  n o  m y stery , n o  p r o m ise  b e y o n d  

th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  p la n ta tio n  itse lf  -  

a le sso n  sh e  tries to  im p art to  th e  d ream y  

C lara , w h o  lo n g s  to  c o n tr o l h er  o w n  

d e stin y  d e sp ite  h er  m o th e r ’s fr ig h ten 

in g  a d m o n itio n ; “Y o u  d o n ’t k n o w  a
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th in g  ab o u t fr e ed o m , ‘c a u se  I d o n ’t 

k n o w  a n y th in g  a b o u t it. It tak es m o n e y  

a n d  k n ow -h ow  to  liv e  free. Y o u  d o n ’t 

ju st u p  a n d  d o  it .”
L ife  w ill c h a n g e  for  b o th  m o th e r  

a n d  d a u g h te r , th o u g h , w ith  th e  d e a th  

o f  J am es M a d iso n  a n d  th e  d e p a r tu re  

o f  h is  w ife  for  h er  to w n  h o u se , e v e n ts  

th a t le a v e  th e  e s ta te  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  

D o lly ’s p r o flig a te  s o n , T o d d . A s  a  re

su lt o f  h is  n e g le c tfu l s te w a r d sh ip , th e  

p la n ta t io n  s o o n  fa lls  to  a ser ie s  o f  

o w n e r s , e a c h  p o s in g  a n e w  th rea t to  

S u s ie  a n d  C la r a , a n d  o th e r  lo n g t im e  

M a d iso n  s la v es  w ith  w h o m  th e  tw o  

h a v e  sh a r ed  th e ir  e n t ir e  lives.
A m id s t  th e s e  d e v a s ta t in g  c h a n g e s ,  

C la r a  g r o w s in to  w o m a n h o o d  a n d  

b e c o m e s  a m o th e r  h e r se lf , g iv in g  b ir th  

to  tw o  lig h t-sk in n ed  d a u g h te r s , E lle n  

a n d  S u sa n . Y et th e  th re a t o f  se p a ra tio n  

th a t h a s  sh a p e d  h e r  life  is s o o n  a rea l

ity  w h e n  h er y o u n g e r  d a u g h te r , S u sa n ,  

is  so ld  to  a  w e a lth y  b u s in e s sm a n  in  

R ic h m o n d . S u sa n  m u st cre a te  a n e w  

life  for  h e r se lf  in  th is  b u s t l in g  c ity , a 

l ife  th a t w ill b e  f il le d  w ith  b o th  terror  

a n d  h o p e , fo r  it  is  in  C iv il  W ar-torn  

R ic h m o n d  th a t s h e  w ill f in d  lo v e  a n d  

r e a liz e  th e  lo n g -h e ld  d r e a m  o f  h e r  a n 

cestors: fr e ed o m .
T o ld  a g a in st th e  b rea th ta k in g b a ck -  

d r o p  o f  A m e r ic a n  h is to r y  th a t in c lu d e s
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a fresh  lo o k  at o n e  o f  o u r  fo u n d in g  

fa t h e r s ,  A  L O N G  W A Y  F R O M  

H O M E  o ffer s  u n iq u e  in s ig h t  in to  th e  

d ay-to-day liv e s  o f  th e s e  w o m e n  -  th e ir  

h ea rtb rea k s a n d  tr iu m p h s , te a r s  a n d  

su rv iva l -  a n d  th e  h o p e s  a n d  d r e a m s  

th a t k e e p  th e m  to g e th e r  e v e n  as th e y  

are to m  a p a rt, a n d  th a t p u sh  th e m  

tow ard  th e  p r o m is e  o f  fr e e d o m . It is  a 

m o v in g , a m b itio u s  story  o f  o n e  fa m ily  s 

in d e s tr u c tib le  sp ir it in  th e  fa c e  o f  s la 

very , to ld  p r o u d ly  b y  o n e  o f  th e ir  d e 

s c e n d e n ts  a n d  o n e  o f  to d a y ’s m o s t  

lyr ica l, a c c o m p lis h e d  a u th o r s .

A n  excerp t: “D r u n k e n  fo o l w a sn ’t 

w orth  a fart in  a  w hirlw ind . H e  sh o u ld n  t 

e v en  b e  h ere. H e  d id n ’t o w n  th is  p la ce  

an ym ore . B ec a u se  o f  h is  s h o d d y  m a n 

a g e m e n t o f  M o n tp e lier , th e ir  liv e s  w ere  

ru in ed . F or th e  first t im e  in  y e a rs , sh e  

had  o n  a  halfw ay d ecen t d ress, n o  th an k s  

to  h im . S h e  b a c k e d  farth er  aw ay  a n d , in  

th e  fo ld s  o f  h er  sk irt, m a d e  a  fis t w ith  

h er  han d . H e  c o u ld n ’t s e e  it , b u t if  h e  

d a red  to  g e t d o w n  o f f  th a t h o r se  a n d  

c o m e  a n y w h ere  n e a r  h e r , h e  w o u ld  

d a m n  su re  fe e l it.
H e  m a d e  a  m o v e  to  d o  ju st  th a t -  

g e t d o w n  fr o m  h is  h o r s e  -  b u t  w a s  so  
d ru n k  a n d  fa t, h e  h a d  tr o u b le  lif t in g  

h is  r u m p . S h e  tu r n e d  to  f le e  a n d  

b u m p e d  sm a c k  in to  S q u ir e  M a y , th e  

d river  w h o  h a d  r e p la c e d  D a d d y  o n  th e  

B ell p la n ta tio n , as h e  r o u n d e d  th e  

c o m e r  o f  th e  la u n d r y  h o u se . H e  w as  

w h is tlin g , b u t th e  tu n e  fe ll q u ick ly  

from  h is  lip s. J u d g in g  fr o m  th e  lo o k  o n
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h is  c h o c o la te -c o lo r e d  fa c e , C la r a  im a g 

in e d  h e  p r o b a b ly  h a d  a  p r e tty  g o o d  

id e a  th a t s o m e th in g  fish y  w a s  g o in g  

o n  h ere . H e  g la n c e d  d o w n  at th e  b a s 

k e t a n d  la u n d r y  s tr ew n  o v e r  th e  yard  

a n d  r u b b e d  h is  d a r k  b e a r d . F o r  a  f le e t

in g  m o m e n t , C la r a  w o rried  a b o u t w h at

h e  m ig h t d o . E v e r y b o d y  in  th e s e  p arts  

k n ew  th a t M a ss ’ T o d d  h a d  a tta ck ed  

h er . T h e y  a ls o  k n e w  th a t h e r  d a d d y  

h a d  to  ru n  a fter  g o in g  u p  a g a in st th e  

w h ite  fo lk s  in  tr y in g  to  d e fe n d  h is  

d a u g h te r . S h e  h o p e d  S q u ir e  w a s n ’t 

a b o u t to  d o  a n y th in g  fo o lish .”
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Interview by J oy R smos 
Q: When did  the thought (puritinp this nopdemerge?

Connie Briscoe: I used to visit my grand

mother when 1 was little, and on one of the 

visits I noticed a picture sitting on her dresser 

of what looked liked two white women. Being 

blackl found that to be very strange. Solasked  

her who were the two white women and why 

did she have a picture 

of them, and she told 

m e that they were not 

white that thev were

black women of my 

family who were slaves 

on the plantation of

___________________ PresidentJames Made

C o n n ie  B r isc o e  son. Onewas my great- 

great-grandmother Susan and the other w as  

her sister Ellen As I had gotten older I did 

more research and started to leant more about 

my ancestors and the plantation o f James 

Madison. I went four generations back to my 

great-great-great-great grandmother, Susie. She 

had a daughter named Clara who was also a 

slave. Susan's father was a white man who 

owned a plantation.
Q: Hhatuas the earheststore thatyouuierettddabout 

them?
C crm ie  Briscoe: T he eadiest story that I 

was told was that Susan’s father would com e 

into to their room every night and give her and 

her sister a penny Also that Susan was sold at

a very young age, she was about 14 years old. 

T he known history of the family was that the 

familv had been slaves on the Madison planta

tion for several generations. But that wasn't 

enough information. So I researched the lives 

o f the slaves and what it was like to be a slave 

on the James Madison plantation at the time 

my great-grandmother Susan and her sister 

Clara were alive. This took place during the 

peak of the 1800’s, approximately around the 

1820’» - 1830. James Madison had become 

deeply in debt because his crops were going 
bad and his stepson was an alcoholic withabad 

gambling problem. James Madison had to 

spend tens o f thousands of dollars trying to get 

him outofdebt-B ythe 1830’s, he was severely 

in d eb t President Madison didn’t believe in 

selling slaves, but he had no choice but to sell 

16 o f  his slaves to save his land.

Q  Whatadnceuouldyougive toAfrican Ameritam 

who want to research there ancestralhistory?

Connie Briscoe: T o  anyone who may be 

pondering on his or her ancestral history, 1 

would say to start with an old family member, 

the older the better because they will know 

more about it than anyoneeise and because life 

isn’t forever and you don't know how much 

time is left. They will give you the richest 

anecdotes that you will not find between the 

pages o f  any book. There are dozens of gene 

alogv books to direct you and there are a lot of 

African-American genealogy books as well.

There are Internet sites that will help you too. 

Two in particular are the Christine Genealogy 

web site page, created by an individual who has 

gathered information over the years.

And another is the Afro Genius web 

site, which is a mailing list o f people 

who are searching for their roots.

Q: How d id  you create the main characters

Connie Briscoe: All o f the major 

characters an* 1 based on real people 

Like the slave named Sarah in the 

book, she was a real slave who lived on 

the Madison plantation. Ih e  formal 

research took three years. By this time,

I had grown a passion to write the 

novel I h e  writing of the novel ttxik at 

least a year and a half. I identify most 

with Susan because she lived the clos

est tomy time and shewas the onewho  

was freed after theCivil War. Shedied 

in 1870 at a very young age o f the 

disease yellow fever. Her husband 

( »liver died in 1820andhe was theone 

who passed on the story to his daugh

ter Minnie, who was my greatgrand

mother I can remember Minnie and 

a cousin o f h e n  sitting around talking 

about Susan and her sister Ellen. The 

fact that Susan entered my life through 

the conversations that we had about 

her made her more real to me
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