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I’m not usually a big fan of historical novels.  I like history, and I like novels, but sometimes the marrying of the two feels more like a class lecture than an engrossing story about real people.
But in The Known World by Edward P. Jones, he provides a take on a dark chapter of American history that is compelling, compassionate, and emotionally gripping.  And, I feel like I have an insight into that history that I’ve never experienced before.  Oh, and by the way, the novel won the Pulitzer Prize along with a heap of other awards.

The Known World is a historical novel set during slavery times in Manchester County, Virginia.  But this is not a conventional tale of the hardships and horrors of slavery, although those elements are there.  Through overlapping plot lines, time shifts and a host of interconnected characters, Jones tells the story of Caldonia Townsend, an educated black slave owner whose husband has just died.
That’s right.  A black slave owner.  The existence of this small population of free blacks who owned other blacks is something that history books ignore.  True, there were only a few, and only for a short time.  Then again, textbooks don’t typically deal well with cruel irony.

What’s more, Caldonia’s husband Henry was the son of former slaves who purchased their own freedom and eventually Henry’s.  When he earned enough money, he bought his own slaves and began to forge his way in the economic system of the times.

Relatively speaking, Henry is a fair, gentle master (if there can be said to be such a thing).  When he dies, his slaves hope they will be set free.  Instead, Caldonia maintains the plantation and forges intimacies with the slaves that corrupt the very social structure that made slavery possible.  
The Known World is a complex novel.  It takes time to weave through the characters, to meet them at different points in their lives, to try to understand how a black man who suffered under slavery could become the master.  But this novel is worth the effort.  Not only is this a compelling story, but the writing captures the beauty of the region, the heartbreak of the characters, and the struggle of everyone – whites and blacks alike – to make sense of the world they know.  As The New Yorker wrote:  “Jones has written a book of tremendous moral intricacy: no relationship here is left unaltered by the bonds of ownership, and liberty eludes most of Manchester County's residents, not just its slaves.”
