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n April, Tiya Miles published her first work of fiction, The Cherokee Rose: A Novel of
Gardens and Ghosts, a book that sprung from Miles’s historical research on antebellum
African Americans and Native Americans in the South. The novel follows three modernday characters who must come to terms with the brutal reality of Native American
slaveholding in nineteenth-century Georgia.
Miles is a professor of history, American culture, Afroamerican and African studies,
Native American studies, and women’s studies at the University of Michigan. She
received a Ph.D. in American studies from the University of Minnesota in 2000. She
is the author of Ties That Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee Family in Slavery and
Freedom (2005) and The House on Diamond Hill: A Cherokee Plantation Story (2010). In
2011, she was awarded a MacArthur Fellowship “genius” grant.
The American Historian spoke with Miles about her novel and the challenges of writing
a fictional narrative based on historic events.
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Is The Cherokee Rose your first creative
writing project?
This particular project has been on
my mind for quite a while. When I first
discovered the core of the family story
that I worked on for my dissertation,
which [eventually] became my first book,
I really wanted to write a novel about it
for my dissertation. I had a DGS [director
of graduate studies] at the University
of Minnesota who said, “No, you’re not
writing a novel” (laughs). At the time I
was frustrated but now I am actually
quite grateful to her for saying that,
because I think it was really important
for me to do the dissertation, do the first
book, and do a second book on my topic
before I jumped into the novel.
That’s one piece of the answer to
your question. The other piece is that
I’ve had a creative writing hobby, I
guess you could say, for quite a long
time. Generally speaking when I was
in college and grad school I would
be taking a class maybe once every

couple of years in creative writing or
a workshop, or just being part of a
writers’ group, because I found it really
enjoyable. And I put that aside once I
started my career as an academic and
didn’t pick it up again until . . . I was close
to putting together materials for being
reviewed for my second promotion.
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Did your historical research and writing
play a significant role in the creation of
The Cherokee Rose?
Yes, most definitely. It was absolutely
key. If I had written a novel for my
dissertation I am fairly sure that I would
have basically written a fictionalized
account of the family story that I
uncovered in my research.
What ended up happening was that
because I had put aside my fiction
interest for quite a long time and started
working on other projects, I ended up
collecting questions in my research:
questions left hanging and questions for
which I had really hit a limit in the archive.
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One of them had to do with an AfroCreek young woman who lived in the
Creek Nation in present-day Alabama
in the early 1800s. And she had a . . .
dramatic situation in which her Creek
family was about to be removed west
and she refused to go and decided
to stay instead with her missionary
teachers. The reason why she decided
this was a matter of debate between a
couple of historians who had tackled the
questions. And the letters that she wrote
about this were missing, completely
missing from the Creek Agency records
from the National Archives. . . . I was
stuck with my research on this young
woman, particularly the answer to that
question, “What was her motivation?”,
and I couldn’t get anywhere in the
archives.

“

lines: the question about Mary Ann
Baddis, the young Creek woman, and
her motivation for abandoning her Creek
family to stay with white caretakers,
and also the storyline of who killed
James Vann. Maybe it wasn’t actually
a Cherokee man who killed him but
maybe it was actually an African
American enslaved woman or a Native
American woman who was abused by
him. Those two lines of thought ended
up giving me the story I have in The
Cherokee Rose, which combines these
historical characters and their stories
with a contemporary plot line.

TAH

What do you think you were able to
accomplish with The Cherokee Rose
that perhaps you could not have with a
work of history?

In historical writing, we have to be very careful
about ever feeling like we know someone—we don’t.

The other question had to do with
a Cherokee slave-owning family in
northwest Georgia, which was the
focus of my second book, The House
on Diamond Hill. In that history James
Vann, who was a very wealthy large
slaveholder, was murdered in 1809.
There were no witnesses, or at least no
one who saw [Vann] killed that stepped
forward. And the person was never
tracked down and apprehended. . . .
Because I was so deeply involved in
researching the experiences of enslaved
blacks and Cherokee women on the
Vann plantation, I can see a number of
people who could have been the ones
who held the gun. Because James Vann
was quite cruel, and women suffered
the most.
And it was those two different story
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I think the first thing fiction can
accomplish that history doesn’t
accomplish so well . . . is pulling
readers into a world that is immediately
connective and emotional. And that’s
because in fictional writing, you have
the opportunity and really, the charge,
to take readers into the interior world
of characters. And those are worlds we
can’t exactly access so well in history. If
we’re lucky enough to have people who
left written records, we still have to keep
in mind all the different ways in which
what they wrote has been screened—by
them, based on who they were writing
to; by people who preserved their
records; by people who interpreted their
records; and so on.
So I think in historical writing, we have
to be very careful about ever feeling

like we know someone—we don’t. But
in fictional writing and fictional reading,
I think that’s really the point: to take a
leap, an imaginative leap into someone
else’s life and someone else’s time
period and someone else’s struggles
and someone else’s solutions. So for
me I think it really is a different level of
connection.
Writing a
history about
that plantation
really compelled
me to see that
[James Vann], his
family, and his
community were
caught up in a
number of forces,
especially British
and then American
colonialism, that
were related to
the decisions he
made around
slaveholding. That
does not mean
he should be left
off the hook, that
he didn’t make
decisions that I
view as immoral.
But it does mean
that I can see him
as a human being
in very difficult situations. And I can see
him that way because I was forced to
do the historical research, which meant
that I was reading his letters, I was
delving into his life, I was seeing him
from historical perspective. That is really
important. I think if I just sat down to
write the novel first about this material,
I would have completely missed that
aspect of history.
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How would you respond to a critic
who might suggest that writing a work
of fiction lessens your authority as a
historian?

MILES
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Certainly, people might criticize. I’m
definitely glad that I have the histories
that are already out and can stand on
their own. Because it means that anyone
who reads my fiction and has a question
about [my perspective] can read my
history of the same plantation, or other
people’s work in this field, and compare
it to the novel. And
they can see where my
perspectives are really
coming through, which
they do probably more
strongly in fiction than in
history.
Also, in the novel I
take more license to
fill in a picture around
the patriarch of the
plantation, the main male
slaveholder, in ways that I
didn’t take in the histories.
And I think that if there
are readers who decide
to pick up this novel and
feel upset about it, it
would probably be mostly
about that. It’s going
to be mostly about the
way I portray the main
slaveholder, who has a
different name than the
historical figure I wrote
about, but he’s really
based on James Vann.
How does the writing of The Cherokee
Rose compare and contrast with your
historical writing?
Well (laughs), I would say that as a
first-time novelist, I approached the
project in sort of a disorganized way,
I have to say (laughs). The first notes I
took on the project were, “Who killed
James Vann?” and just my own random
running thoughts and what that might
lead to. And when I do historical writing,
I am actually quite organized with my
note-taking and writing, my planning,
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and my outlines, and I write and re-write
outlines every three months. I’d write
my chapters in a way that’s planned out
[and] I am pretty much able to stick to
my writing schedule.
I found that I just did not have the
same kind of control over the fiction
writing that I had been able to gain over
the historical writing. I think it’s partly
because I didn’t have the same kind of
experience. I also didn’t have the same
kind of guidance and a community of
other writers around me the way that I
had had with my academic writing. So
even though I was able to access fiction
conferences and workshops later on in
the process of writing this novel, for the
first few years of writing it, I was doing it
alone, and I didn’t even tell anyone that I

“
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I noticed that you included an
author’s note that explains your
research methods and some historical
background at the end of The Cherokee
Rose. Did you feel this was essential?
Oh, absolutely. One of the biggest
challenges I had with this novel that
I struggled with for a long time was
actually allowing myself to make things
up. I had a very hard time making things
up, and it blocked my ability to write this
for a while.
The way I alleviated that dilemma for
myself was to write that note, where I
tried to do something similar to what
I would done if I had footnotes, which
was to explain where the material was
coming from, to try to open up the

I had to seriously rewrite and revise the novel
several times. I did a lot more rewriting than I have
done of my historical, academic books.
was doing it, because I didn’t know if I’d
be able to complete it or do a halfway
decent job of trying to tell the story in
fiction.
The fiction writing process for me
was kind of messy. It started with a
bunch of notes and a bunch of ideas
and it started with images in my mind
about characters. . . . And I also had the
research that I had done previously
that was somewhere in the back of my
mind, and then I just started writing. So
what I ended up doing was writing a
narrative that was totally unwieldy and
didn’t have a structure that probably was
very manageable for people to begin
with. So, I ended up having to seriously
rewrite and revise the novel several
times. I did a lot more rewriting than I
have done of my historical, academic
books.
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process, to try to lay out which events
actually occurred in the past, and which
events I altered, and which events I
made up completely.
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Was it a challenge to find a publisher
for The Cherokee Rose? Was the
publication process different compared
to your experience with your academic
history books?
I found it to be quite different. Really
I didn’t know where to begin with it,
because my first thought is always to go
to an academic press. And I discovered
that the press I have published with,
UNC [University of North Carolina Press],
doesn’t publish novels. And I started
looking around at some other academic
presses that do publish novels, that have
published novels on Native American

historically based characters, and that
was something I thought about.
I was lucky enough to be able to have
an agent [who] was willing to help me
try to place the novel. And she ended
up identifying Blair Press, which is a
southern-focused press, which has
published books on Cherokees and
Afro-Cherokees—I have some of their
books in my house, actually—on slave
narratives and slave testimony from the
South.
They were open to working with
me on the novel, which was great,
because I needed a lot of feedback
and a lot of guidance so that I could
eliminate some of the aspects of the
novel that really weren’t working that I
think came straight out of my historical
writing. [For instance,] I had a character
give lectures about the past, and that
is definitely not cool and does not fly
in fiction for characters to give long
speeches about the past. [And] in my
earlier drafts I had characters doing
what I do a lot, which is sit around
reading, and thinking, and talking to
people (laughs). That’s not always the
most exciting thing that characters can
be doing. So I got feedback on that:
“there’s a little bit too much reading and
sitting around!” (laughs) That was really
helpful.
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What kind of readership do you expect
for The Cherokee Rose?
I think that probably the most likely
readership would be people who have
read my other work and are interested
in the intersections between African
American and Cherokee history and
African American and native history. I
think that perhaps graduate students
who find their way to the novel might
enjoy it, because the main character is
a graduate student in history who just
cannot finish her degree for reasons that
become clear. Her journey is around
her trying to figure that out and to work

through that, sometimes because of
forces beyond her control.
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How do you think fiction is seen and
valued by academics, specifically
academic historians? Is fiction valued for
promotion and tenure?
Well, I think that one problem we
confront in the academy is how we
organize ourselves and how we organize
our knowledge. We do that based on
our institutions, our disciplines, and our
fields. And a discipline is a discipline for
a reason, right? Everyone is disciplined
into it. I think that means that too often
there are lines—sometimes they are
pretty stark lines—between areas and
between what people are expected to
do, and certainly what people can do to
have counted toward promotion.
But I do think that history has been
changing over the last decade around
people’s openness toward alternative
forms of historical writing. I expect and
hope that that means that there will be
more room for people who do mostly
historical non-fiction academic work to
explore the creative writing side of the
things, because I think we have a lot to
bring to it.
For junior historians in the academy, is
publishing fiction more of a risk?
I think it is absolutely a risk. I am
someone who I think, fortunately, was
advised—actually directed (laughs)—not
to do fiction for my first major piece of
work, which was my dissertation. I think
that was really wise advice.
Do you think The Cherokee Rose is a
book that can be used in the classroom?
Yes, I think it is. I did have that in
mind as I wrote it—in the deep, deep
background. I teach fiction in my classes,
alongside history, and I do it in part
to open that emotional door so that
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I teach fiction in my classes, alongside history,
and I do it in part to open an emotional door so that
students will really feel a connection to the people
they are writing about and reading about.
students will really feel a connection to
the people they are writing about and
reading about in a way that jars them,
really kind of shakes them, gets them to
see and look at the material in a different
way. I want to get them to think about
how people live, how they lived their
lives in the most dire circumstances.
How they maintained those lives. How
they fight for each other and the people
they love. How they can be creative
even when they have so few choices. I
think fiction can really do that in a way
that history does not allow. So I teach
fiction, and I love teaching fiction right
next to history and I enjoy encouraging
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Imagining Jewish Authenticity
Vision and Text in American
Jewish Thought
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students to think about the comparisons:
the way narratives unfold, what the
authors say and don’t say, how they
react to those narratives.
I think there is a nice benefit to this
novel in that it is based on my research
on my last book, The House on Diamond
Hill, which means that if anybody wants
to assess what it is I did in my historical
research, and wants to see my best
attempt at telling it like it was historically,
they can do it. They can read both
books right next to each other, and they
can see the things that I had evidence
to back up, and see the things that I
changed. TAH
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