Ten Gats Down

The Story of The Miller Sisters

With their Velcro-close harmonies and lilting
country melodies, The Miller Sisters were the
next evolutionary step up from gals like Millie
and Dolly Good, The Girls Of The Golden West
and The Dezurik Sisters. But unlike the
pioneering sage thrushes of the past, the
Millers came up when country's honky tonk
faction began "dressing" in cat-clothes and
playing rocking hillbilly music. Sadly, Elsie
Jo Wages-Miller refused to grant me an
interview for this article, but Mildred
"Millie" Miller-Bowerman was more than
glad to share with me the few memories
she could recall from that brief period
when the Millers recorded for Sam Phillips
at Sun Records in Memphis.

First of all, let us not confuse our gals with
New York's own Jeanette, Maxine, Nina,
Sandy, and Vernel Miller who were black and
started out recording on Herald Records in
1955. "You would be surprised how often we
would be confused with them”, says Millie who
was born in 1936 in Saltillo, Mississippi. Saltillo
is a small town in Lee County, just north of
Tupelo, off the Natchez Trace. Millie had two
older brothers and two older sisters (one of each

spotlight move off his own shoulders and land
squarely on his wife and kid sister” As time
went on and the threesome developed a
distinctive vocal style of their own, The Miller
Trio became The Miller Sisters. Ray, in all his
arrogance, now reduced to a mere accom-
panist, sensed a lost measure of control and,
to make up, held a tighter rein over
managing the group's affairs, deciding what
the gals would sing and how the material
would be arranged.

The Millers found a club just outside
Memphis where they enjoyed a full year's
residence. As Millie could only play a few
chords on guitar, most of the ground-work
for original songs was hatched by Jo and
Roy, although Millie insisted on playing a
creative part now and again (none of the
compositions were copyrighted) from the
back seat of Roy's Buick as they travelled to
and from gigs. Soon the Millers got a regular
spot at a honky tonk with Gene Steele and his
band. Steele, whose outfit played both western
swing and progressive country music, dis-
covered the Millers playing at a West Memphis
club. Millie almost immediately had a crush on
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gender is now sadly passed). Her mother, gather fo sing good old country gospel songs in Johnny Bernero, Steele's drummer, but Bernero
Emma Ryan, and her father, Sam Miller, were ~ JOYOUs harmony. was married so nothing really serious came of it.
poor farming folk from around Tupelo. They BLENDED TO PERFECT'G” . After a year's worth of regular weekly gigs with
were sharecroppers who raised cotton and From the start, Millie and Jo felt their voices Steele, the Millers hosted a daily radio show
corn, and both shared equally in working the blended to perfection, and in a natural way if over WTUP in Tupelo on which they sang
land. Like many sharecroppers around those one singer could not quite reach a note, the everything from Jimmie Rodgers songs to good

i X parts back in pre-War othgr would cover in such a way you would not old, down home gos-

| days, they built a still nDtI{'_.:E the switch. Millie puts it down to a kind of pel.

and produced their musical telepathy. It was Tupelo-born

Y own brand of fire- As Cub Coda states in his liner notes to The rockabilly singer Gene

licking, illegal corn Miller Sisters' "Sun's Singing Sweethearts - Sun Simmons who sug-

whiskey. Sam often CDLIHtF}F Volume Three' (AVI CD 5022, 1995}1 "It gested to the Millers

B came close to run-ins was with equanimity that Roy watched the that they seek out

with  the law, but
the authorities never
caught up with him.
Perhaps because they
drank up most of what
they made, what little
was left over custom-
arily went to friends.

Dad sang around the
house, and the family
looked forward to regularly listening to ‘The
Grand Ole Opry' from Nashville over their beat-
up old radio. Next to radio soap operas, the
family enjoyed sitting and talking around the
fireplace of an evening. Millie was two years old
when she picked up the singing bug. She would
later strum around on a rickety old guitar and
sometimes borrow one from a neighbour. In her
teens, Milie, a neighbour, and Millie's sister
Kathryn formed a gospel-singing trio, The Miller
Trio, who were often invited to sing at their local
church.

As it turned out, it was Millie's brother Roy who
learned how to play the guitar with more

recording opportun-
ities at Sun Records,
so they cut a demo
and mailed it to Sam
Phillips. Two weeks
later Phillips called to
have the Millers come
to the studio to record.
Phillips had visions of
recreating the Davis
Sisters sound that was strong and powerful and
full of emotion. The Davis Sisters were high
school friends, Betty Jack and Skeeter Davis,
who hit the mainstream country charts with
songs like 'l Forgot More Than You'll Ever Know'
on RCA. Unfortunately, The Davis Sisters came
to a tragic end in 1954 when both were involved
in a car accident. Betty Jack was killed, but
Skeeter survived and went on to record as a
single.
FIRST RELEASE

In February 1955, Phillips launched his Flip
subsidiary label specifically to market his
country talent. If a local release on Flip looked
accomplishment. Roy, a tough-minded, domin- like a winner, the plan was to have it reissued on
eering, hard drinking kind of man, ten years (e 5 _ ; the more widely distributed Sun parent imprint.
older than Millie, married Jo Wages of Tupelo ; g : ' Two key figures were enlisted to produce music
around 1951. Soon, Millie, Jo and Roy would go i ' : for the fledgling Flip label. Both were members
out singing around local clubs, but before this The Miller Gospel Trio - Millie, a neighbour of the Blue Seal Flour Company-sponsared
the Miller clan tradition insisted on regular family and sister Kathryn Miller. Dixie Pals hillbilly band: fiddler and recording
get-togethers in the living room, where all would engineer Bill Cantrell and guitarist / songwriter

Millie, aged 14.




Quinton Claunch. Both were friends of Phillips
from way back. Another key figure was steel
guitarist / arranger Stan Kesler who played with
The Snearly Ranch Boys in West Memphis.
With Marcus Van Story or Bill Black on bass,
Blind Jimmy Smith on piano and Jimmie Lott on
drums, the aforementioned seven musicians
became what was loosely referred to as the Sun
Records Country Swing Studio Band.

Flip saw four releases before being threatened
with a lawsuit by Ed Wells, owner of the long-
established Flip Records of Los Angles, for
using the imprint. The last Flip release was that
of The Miller Sisters singing ‘Some Day You Will
Pay' / "You Didn't Think | Would'. The record
was pressed in March 1955 and released three
weeks later. 'Some Day You Will Pay' is a

In early 1956 Sam Phillips decided to give the
Millers another shot. His faith in their talent had
not wavered. "We had a lot of fun back then”,
says Millie. "Our sessions usually lasted seven
or eight hours, few were shorter. We'd work all
evening. If it was just too late to drive home after
we'd finished up, we'd stop over in Memphis."
The Millers' second release pitched the perky,
solid, western-sounding 'There's No Right Way
To Do Me Wrong' with the sweet-sounding
country waltz "You Can Tell Me' on which Millie
asserts both Scotty Moore and Bill Black made
guest appearances, along with Kesler and Lott.
You Can Tell Me' sounded strikingly similar to
the Pee Wee King-penned ‘Tennessee Waltz',
In fact, you can almost picture listening to a
multi-tracked Patti Page singing follow-up to her

jumping little country ditty with a guest
appearance from Charlie Feathers (whose own
recording of ‘I've Been Deceived' was cut that
day), on spoons. The underside, “You Didn't
Think | Would’, set the pattern for all the
forthcoming close harmony cry ballads Sun
Records chose to record on the Millers.
Cantrell's cat-calling fiddle plus Kesler's wailing
steel guitar, together with Van Story's slap bass,
dovetailed perfectly with Millie and Jo's milky
harmonies.

Phillips had high hopes for the gals and was
disappointed when their first record failed to
make any noise. Anyway, airplay got the Millers
on ‘The Louisiana Hayride' where they met a
couple of their long-standing heroes, George
Jones and Johnny Horton. "We shared billing
with another little known country boy at the time,
Carl Perkins," says Millie. The gals, on the
whole, did not push themselves that much. This
suited Roy perfectly.

LIPSTICK AND EYEBROW PENCIL

The Millers' next guest appearances were with
Ernest Tubb in Nashville and at the Jimmie
Rodgers Memorial Day in Meridian, Mississippi.
The girls never graced their appearances
wearing eye-catching outfits. Regular, plain
dresses or twin sets with comfortable shoes
were usually set off with the heavy use of make-
up. "Lots of lipstick and eyebrow pencil”, says
Millie. "We were really into the Max Factor look
back then."

P, and Jo Miller.

own 1950 Mercury version of the song, and not
the Millers.

More than a decade ago Bear Family Records
in Germany issued a Miller Sisters LP as part of
their ‘Sun - The Country Years' box-set, contain-
ing demos and unissued songs. We shall
discuss these together with other first-time
releases on Charly, AVl and Sun after we have
done with the Millers' commercial releases.
TEN HEP CATS - READY TO GO!

The girls' third and final outing came about in
August 1956 with the release of the rocking "Ten
Cats Down', rendered in swinging Collins Kids
style with, according to Millie, ———-
Quinton Claunch on guitar| =
and Bill Black on bass (though |~
the various Sun discographies |
list other musicians). It was |
flipped with ‘Finders Keepers', |
a solid weeper. You would
think that with the pressing of |
so many ‘tears-in-my-beer
type ballads, Millers brewing |
might have hired the duo to | =
appear on billboard ads and in |
radio commercials. At this
point, an additional sax was
added for fuller sound. On
'Finders Keepers', Blind
Jimmy Smith sat in on one-
finger piano and Bill Taylor
butted in on trumpet.
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On the road Roy became more of a problem.
His drinking and constant demand for endless
rehearsals made it impossible for Millie to keep
a steady date or even any date at all. She
recalls a show the Milers appeared on with
Elvis Presley that caught Colonel Tom Parker's
attention. Parker wanted to manage the Millers'
career, but Roy, with his usual stubborn
unwillingness to listen, would have none of it.
This upset Millie who had only seen a learn-as-
you-go approach to artist management under
Roy's authoritarian rule.

This was not the first time the Millers had
encountered Elvis Presley. He would hang out
in his truck driver get-up at the Sun Studio when
the girls were recording and appeared with them
on a programme in Saltillo, Mississippi. On this
occasion he came backstage to offer the gals
some pills. Millie was taken by his good looks
but detected an air of vanity. Presley was the
headliner. They were both ready to go on to do
their set and were small-talking to kill time and
relax nerves. When the Millers went on, Scotty
and Bill added their accompaniment to Roy's
acoustic guitar. After the show Presley asked
Millie to hold his guitar for him, but Millie, who
had seen her share of swaggering arrogance
over the years, would have none of it. Many a
young woman would have grabbed the
instrument and fallen into a faint. Millie, who
nevertheless was tempted to take up his offer,
brushed him off by telling him she was not his
flunky.

In January 1957, The Miller Sisters sang
backgrounds on two other Sun artists' sessions.
The first of these was on Glenn Honeycutt's
waxing of the echo-chambered ballad I'll Be
Around’ coupled with the torchy ‘'l Wait
Forever'. Honeycutt, who is remembered by
Millie as a short, stout, personable figure, cut
many enjoyable test tapes with the Millers. His
anguished, urgent vocal style fitted right in with
the rockabilly ideal persona of the day.

The second session was with Cast King,
remembered by Millie as a soft-spoken, likable,
gentle fellow. King and The Miller Sisters
recorded the haunting gospel song ‘Can't Find
Time To Pray' on which the gals' ethereal hum-
ming and harmonizing behind King's earnest
confessional narration centered around the
woes of a sinful drifter. It's a beautiful, melodic
recording but was probably held from release
because of its morbid sentiment. It was issued
for the first time on a Bear Family box-set in
1986, about which we shall say a few words
later on.

All in all, Sam Phillips made little money on
The Miller Sisters. They were certainly paid no
royalties or sessions fees. As Millie says, "Sam
was into Sam and not the welfare of his talent.”
Jo, Millie and Roy continued to perform in the
Memphis and Tupelo areas, toting pre-arranged
playlists of songs composed by Millie and Jo.

7 T4 One day things came to a

e | head when Millie could not
contain her long-suppressed
' ? anger a moment longer, As a
' | non-drinker, Millie was adam-
antly against Roy's increas-
| ingly destructive habit which
only worsened his sometimes
terrifying temperament.
PARTING OF THE WAYS

The break came in 1957. Jo
and Roy, who were drawn at
this point to the Pentecostal
faith, took themselves and
their four young sons off to the
Cedar Grove United Pente-
costal Church, in a country
parish near Tupelo where they
have kept pretty much to



themselves. Later on, Roy played guitar with the
church orchestra. Millie, turning her back on
Mississippi for good, moved to Mishawaka,
Indiana where she found a job at a local
restaurant. Her starting pay was 75 cents an
hour, only a fraction less than what she made on
the road. "l did everything," she says. "l cooked,
bussed and waited on tables. We got real busy
Sundays waiting on church folk."

One day, Brenda Lee pushed through the
door. Her express purpose was to find and play
her own records on the jukebox. After finding
them, she would sit and listen to them while
nursing a glass of cold milk. Millie found her
arrogant and egotistical and went about her
business, all the time feeling thankful in a way
that she did not stay in show biz.

In 1958, Millie fell in love with one of her
customers, a labourer / molder by the name of
Bowerman. After a while she gathered the nerve
to ask him to take her home. They were married
in the local chapel in 1962. The restaurant was
often filled with strange and unusual customers
on a Saturday night and this kept Millie from
boredom. She liked her boss and stayed for
nineteen years. To this day, Millie feels a little
sad about leaving show business. Singing was
her life and she misses it.

In 1977 she started working as a mold-press
operator at the Nylon Craft Injection Molding
Factory. The firm makes parts for the Ford
Motor Company. This quarter century of service
with the company entitles her to a free parking
spot. She is glad of that.

In early 1989, a local Tupelo newspaper
reported an account of Roy Miller. He was
injured in an accident and was miraculously
healed with a prayer of faith. Roy had leaned
under the hood of his car, peering at the fan belt
he had just installed. Without thinking, he
reached to check it. The belt caught his left
hand, severing two fingers. At the local Tupelo
Medical Center, doctors sewed the fingers back
on, but they gave Miller little hope of ever using
them again. Two months passed, and Miller still
could not close his hand. Despite weeks of
therapy, his fingers remained stiff and inflexible.
Roy was devastated by the fact that he would
never again play guitar with the church
orchestra. Then one day Miller and his wife
attended a healing service conducted by faith
healing evangelist Charlie Pierce from Meridian,
Mississippi. Roy raised his left hand and after a
prayer was able to clench it and make a fist.
Stiffnress was gone. All surgical scars
disappeared. Soon, Miller was back playing for
the church orchestra. He is convinced that the
power of divine healing made him well again.

The Unissued Sun material
'‘Sun’s Singing Sweethearts - Sun Country
Volume 3' (AVI CD 5022)

This collection, apart from previously
discussed material, contains
‘Woody', a song celebrating
the adventures of Woody
Woodpecker. Two versions
chosen from a multiple of
takes are included here. Take
1 features Roy's Woody
Woodpecker call plucked out
on the strings. The second
version is augmented with
Kesler's fine steel guitar
accompaniment and Can-
trell's caterwauling fiddle. This
AV collection contains what is
considered to be a Miller gem,
Joe Thomas' 'Got You On My
Mind' put together beautifully
with elements of both r&b and
country. Blind Jimmy Smith's

Jo and Millie photographed in Memphis City Park, 1955.

piano is the driving force here while the girls
warble in a style close to that of The Big Three
Trio's cover on Okeh from 1952.

Phillips was foolish not to issue this at the time
it was recorded. But to give him credit, the song
was taped at a time when The Millers Sisters
looked like coming unglued. Why invest in an
act in danger of falling apart? The Millers'
rendering of Gene Simmons' “You Can't Break
The Chains Of Love' in its twenty-third take finds
Smith at the spinet and the gals in honky tonk
mode. Bill Taylor's muted trumpet opens Gus
Kahn's ‘My Isle Of Golden Dreams’, arranged in
standard country waltz fashion. The gals tell of
a romance found on a kind of Sun Trips tour to
the Hawaiian Islands.

The set includes alternate versions of ‘Ten
Cats Down’' and 'Finders Keepers', a dreamy,
mid-tempo version of ‘| Know | Can't Forget You
(But I'll Try)’ and a tear-stained, anguished
reading of ‘Look What You've Done To My
Heart'. It seems the Millers enjoyed singing
heartaching songs.

1 'Sun Records - The Rocking
| Years’ (Charly / Sun Box 106)
This gives us a rare glimpse
of The Miller Trio, with all three
o in sublime harmony on The
| Browns-sounding ballad ‘Don't
'| Let Me Down’, possibly one of
the Millers' finest moments on
tape.

‘Sun Records - The Country
Years' (Bear Family 15211)
This German collection gave
us the first glimpse of many
long forgotien Sun treasures.
These included a country-
flavoured cover of The Ames
Brothers' 1956 RCA pop
ballad hit ‘It Only Hurts For A
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Little While', a romantic yet doom-laden ‘Look
What You've Done To My Heart" and yet
another mournful weeper, "l Know | Can't Forget
You (But I'll Try)'.

Previously unissued Miller sisters perfor-
mances appear on each of two past Charly
collections. The first, ‘Sun: The Roots Of Rock
Volume 10" (Charly 30117), includes yet another
take of the hauntingly beautiful ‘Got You On My
Mind'. The second, ‘Sun: The Roots Of Rock
Volume 4" (Charly 30104), gives us a
wondrously perfect alternate of ‘Can't Break
The Chains Of Love'.

The close-as-cropped Miller harmonies are a
joy to listen to on every one of their perfectly
confected ballad recordings. It is sad and unfor-
tunate that the gals split up and never came
together again.

(With help from Mildred ‘Millie” Miller-Bowerman
and Kathy Goodman.)
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