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Advance Praise for Miller Time

“Miller Time is an inspiring read for coaches at any level. Coach Miller’s life of selfless leadership, teaching and motivating athletes is an example for all of us. His continued energetic commitment is an inspiration for all coaches.”

—Jay Wright, head coach of men’s basketball, Villanova Wildcats

“Behind every rock-star Division I basketball coach is a small army of hard-working, gifted, and inspirational high school coaches, of which John Miller was one of the finest. His story, in a very real sense, belongs to all of them.”

—Mark Mehler, co-author of Madness: The Ten Most Memorable NCAA Basketball Finals

“Miller Time is a must for any basketball fan, player, or coach to read.”

—Skip Clayton, author of So You Think You’re An Eagles Fan? and Philadelphia’’s Big Five

“Miller Time is a fitting tribute to a great family and an excellent coach.”

—Tony Dorsett, former NFL Rookie of the Year and Heisman Trophy winner

“God bless John. He’s given great guidance to so many young folks! Readers will love this tribute!”

—Joe Namath, former quarterback for the New York Jets

“John Miller: great coach . . . better man. Miller Time is one of the best sports books of all time.”

—Rob Pratte, broadcaster for CBS Pittsburgh and KDKA Radio

“David Burhenn captures the real genius of John Miller. What he teaches goes well beyond basketball. Preparation, focus, commitment, sacrifice, and continuous improvement are key life lessons and the core of ‘the Miller way.’”

—Tom Richards, chairman and CEO of CDW

“It’s no surprise both his sons Archie and Sean are big time college coaches. John Miller’s one of the best.”

—Bucky Waters, announcer for NBC Sports

“Maybe one of the most important things that breeds success is who you are around particularly at a young age. I was very fortunate to have had John Miller as a coach. Because of his passion and toughness, I, like many others, benefited. This story tells how John’s dad and entire family all shared the same work ethic. It is a remarkable story.”

—Bob Davie, head coach of men’s football for the University of New Mexico, former head coach of the Notre Dame Fighting Irish

“I have known Coach Miller for more than forty years. In that time I’ve studied under him, I’ve watched him at work, and I’ve been amazed at the wealth of basketball wisdom he possesses. You won’t find a finer teacher of the game anywhere, at any level.”

—John Calipari, head coach of men’s basketball for the University of Kentucky

“Coach Miller is a fantastic teacher and coach. I’ve been fortunate to get to know him through his sons, Sean and Archie. I can tell they’ve learned at the feet of a winner. Miller Time tells their story.”

—Thad Matta, head coach of men’s basketball for Ohio State University (retired)

“This book about my father, John Miller, is a great read for any aspiring young coach.”

–Sean Miller, head coach, Arizona Wildcats

“Coach Miller’s a basketball legend in Pennsylvania, and he continues to teach the game the way it’s meant to be played. When he conducts a clinic on campus, I make sure I’m there.”

—Jamie Dixon, former head coach of men’s basketball for the Pitt Panthers and current coach of the TCU Horned Frogs

“Regardless of your level, Coach Miller’s instruction will help you reach your potential.”

—the late Dean Smith, former head coach of men’s basketball for the University of North Carolina

“Though not old enough to be on the team, Coach Miller would let me participate in practices, and by doing so, he set me upon a path of athleticism and dedication to every sport or endeavor I would go on to attempt.”

—Khalid West, HBO Sports

“These days there are a lot of basketball coaches, but very few can teach the game like John Miller. A great read for parents and coaches alike.”

—Mike Hartsock, broadcaster for the Dayton Flyers

“This book shows the life of basketball’s First Family, the Millers.”

—Mark Neal, broadcaster for ESPN

“Coach Miller is the best basketball coach in Western Pennsylvania history. He has the unique ability to coach and teach every level of player from kids in grade school to NBA players. His best coaching job, however, is the job he did as the father to his four children. This is an excellent story of a coach and a father who has overcome some long odds as a child to become one of the best ever.”

—Paul Zeise, writer for Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“This book is a must for any basketball junkie, gym rat, or father and son. John Miller came from humble beginnings and became a father, coach, and teacher to be admired. I thought I knew about Coach Miller and his sons, but this book set the record straight.”

—Michael Pope, MPOS broadcast, Beaver Falls, PA
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“Keep plugging. Look ahead. Something good is going to happen.”
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“Cousin” John Calipari
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FOREWORD

BY COACH JOHN CALIPARI

YOU CAN’T PICK your relatives. That’s a common phrase I’ve heard people say over the years. And as far as John Miller goes, I don’t even know if we really are blood related. In fact, my guess is that we probably aren’t. But for me, John Miller is the older “cousin” that I most definitely chose.

I have known Coach Miller for more than forty years. In that time, I’ve studied under him, I’ve watched him at work, and I’ve been amazed at the wealth of basketball wisdom he possesses. You won’t find a finer teacher of the game anywhere, at any level. His brother Tim and I are still good friends. Long ago in a place called Glenwillard, we were childhood buddies and teammates. I spent as much time at his mother’s house as I did in my own house. My high school coach, Bill Sacco, teamed with John as an assistant coach when I was the ball boy for the Moon Tigers varsity team many “moons” ago. Before that, they were players on the same team at Moon High School. You could say that I more than admired them. By watching John, I couldn’t help but fall in love with the game that has now become my life. In fact, while growing up playing with his brother Tim, I spent many summer days watching, mimicking, and learning from J. C., as he was called. He was one of the “big kids” and my best friend’s big brother. As far as I’m concerned, we are more than family.

J. C. Miller was one of the first people that I looked up to, and I told myself, “I want to be like that guy.” From his demeanor on the court as a player, to the way he inspired his players from the bench, to the stellar reputation he had as a teacher, J. C. was the complete package. In the blue-collar neighborhood where we grew up, teachers were thought of as the professionals. They were known as the smartest and the best. And that’s where I first set my sights. As a kid, my dream was to go to college and become a teacher and maybe even a high school coach like my cousin whom I respected and loved. I never considered being a college coach in the beginning.

But spending so much time with John changed that. With John, it was always about making people, myself included, believe that they could do anything. You just had to work hard enough. When given the chance to be the head coach at UMass, I knew I could do it. I know now that much of the confidence I developed had come from lessons I had absorbed from John growing up in our “family.”

Since the beginning, our lives, both basketball-wise and personally, have been intertwined. In 1986, back in my days as an assistant at the University of Pittsburgh, I was chomping at the bit to recruit a talented young man named Sean Miller. I knew where he got his magic. Nowadays, every March seems to be a Miller/Calipari family reunion in the NCAA tournament brackets. I can’t help but scan over the bracket as the weeks go by to see which Miller, Sean or Archie, I might get matched up with to battle. So far the brackets have been kind, and we never had to face each other head to head, but I’m sure it will happen someday.

In 1988, I was honored to introduce J. C.’s Drill for Skill instructional video, which is as relevant today as it was then, and I am just as honored today to pen the foreword to this book about his life. I knew some of the stories Dave has gathered and written in the following pages, but much of it surprised and amazed me. Coach Miller’s work ethic and stamina still astonish even a workaholic like me. His labors, though, have paid off in so many ways.

He affected innumerable lives as a teacher and as a coach. His many championships brought pride and upped the basketball IQ of an entire community. And personally, my family and I will always be deeply indebted to John Miller for the foundation that he laid in our lives. No one has worked harder for his players and his family. And maybe most importantly, his family and players have reaped the benefits of the daily grind that was and still is his way—the Miller Way.
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Coach Miller and Ben Burhenn
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INTRODUCTION

“If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, you must write it.”

—Toni Morrison

I WRITE THIS INTRODUCTION while waiting in the parent observation area at the Drill for Skill Academy in Monaca, Pennsylvania. It sits unassumingly behind the Beaver Valley Auto Mall, a car dealership. As one enters through the red, unmarked steel door of the academy, the surroundings turn from gray brick to a colorful open space filled with the sounds of basketballs being dribbled, sneakers squeaking on polished wood, and an occasional whistle followed by Coach Miller’s instruction. If you don’t know any better, you might wonder at first how all of these people even heard about this place since there are no signs or advertising outside. But like a prohibition speakeasy, word has gotten around.

As I sit proudly watching my eight-year-old son Ben dribbling quickly through some orange traffic cones, I overhear another father talk about the real reason he takes his son for training at “Coach Miller’s.”

Leaning back in a black folding chair and motioning with his hands, he states, “My boy is never going to be in the NBA. I come here because Coach is beyond a positive influence on these kids. Look, he takes as much time and effort with the little guys as he does the high school and college players that come in for training. He has an old-school work ethic and just a manner about him that I hope will rub off on my son.”

My reason for bringing my son, Ben, to the Drill for Skill Academy gym is a little stranger than that. In kindergarten, Ben’s speech teacher at school believed that he had a language disorder. He could speak well enough, but he had trouble processing what others were saying. Concerned, I asked the teacher what we could do to fix the problem. She suggested getting him involved in an activity that would make him do something physical when oral directions were given. This would force him to prove that he was listening and that he understood. At the time, Disney’s High School Musical was all the rage, and little Ben liked to pretend that he was Troy Bolton, the lead character who loved to sing and play basketball. And so when Ben’s teacher made her suggestion, I thought of Coach Miller immediately. Not because of the singing, of course, but because of the basketball.

Coach Miller was my gym teacher at Blackhawk High School, a few miles down the road in Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania. In high school, I was far from a great athlete, but he was able to get through to me and took the time to work with me. I was even able to juggle three balls before he was finished. It’s been several years now since I first brought Ben to Drill for Skill. And after all is said and done, “Benny,” as Coach Miller calls him, is no longer in speech classes. He’s excelling at school and in 2016 went with Coach Miller to perform for a basketball coaches’ clinic in front of about fifty local coaches from the Pittsburgh area. Even better, in the true “Miller Way,” Ben won the 2016 Knights of Columbus Pennsylvania State Free Throw crown for his age group. He has come a very long way, and I give a lot of the credit to John Miller.

Coach John C. Miller is a local legend. The most successful high school coach in western Pennsylvania high school basketball history, he retired in 2005 only to discover that he loved the game too much to just call it quits. It seemed that the sound that the ball makes as it catches nothing but net is just too sweet to the Coach to totally stop hearing it altogether. The solution was to open the Drill for Skill Academy. The place would turn out to be a basketball-training destination for western Pennsylvania’s hardcore athletes and for those curious to see if the game is for them. A few months after its opening, it was billed as “Miller’s Hoop Heaven” in a full-page article in the local newspaper, the Beaver County Times.

Almost immediately upon opening (which was done with almost no fanfare or advertising), the Drill for Skill Academy was filled with promising local basketball players hoping to learn from the master. After all, it is common knowledge in the area that Miller’s sons, Sean and Archie, both made it as standout NCAA players and are now top coaches for the universities of Arizona and Indiana, respectively. (Archie was previously head coach for Dayton.) His daughters Lisa and Dana made names for themselves in sports as well. Lisa was a point guard at the University of Toledo and Elon University, while Dana made tennis her sport of choice. Folks in western Pennsylvania still talk about Sean Miller being featured on ABC’s That’s Incredible! and NBC’s Tonight Show with Johnny Carson when he was just twelve years old. Sean recently admitted that he tires of the questions about those days. No more than two weeks can pass without someone insisting he revisit those days.

With all of this in mind, I faced the possibly embarrassing task of asking a coaching legend, John Miller, if he would be willing to teach my kindergartener to follow directions. Luckily, when it comes to my children, I will find the courage to do anything if it helps them. I found the number and placed the call. When I explained the situation over the phone, I expected a polite no from Coach Miller, maybe followed with the very real and understandable reason that he was too busy teaching real players to dominate the hardwood.

Boy, was I wrong. He agreed to help me right away. I believed he used his trademark, “Yeah, let’s get him going, let’s get him rolling,” before ending the call. He scheduled my son for the next day and put his heart into getting Ben to dribble, shoot, pass, and, most importantly, talk and listen to directions. It showed me that even though Coach Miller eats, sleeps, and breathes competitive basketball, the underlying values and ideals that he professes transcend the sport. Hard work, dedication, and doing the right thing all are key in his teaching of basketball and, more than that, his philosophy of life. After a few sessions with Coach Miller, Ben became more businesslike when he practiced (well, as businesslike as a six-year-old can be). You could see in his eyes that he was hooked. After all, enthusiasm isn’t taught; it’s caught. And with the amount of enthusiasm toward basketball that John Miller has, a person can’t help but be infected with it.
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“Keep your head up.” Coach shows Ben the two-ball dribble.

Photo Credit: David Burhenn

But again, Miller’s passion isn’t solely about basketball. It’s about doing things—all things—the right way. This life philosophy has certainly rubbed off on his family. Past teachers of his children were just as eager to mention how polite and caring the Miller kids were as they were to mention their fame or exploits on the court. His kids had every right to be cocky. But they weren’t. It’s amazing.

This leads us to the present. In 2015, 2016, and 2017 both of Miller’s sons had their respective collegiate teams in the Associated Press Top 25. During March Madness 2014, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette writer Mike White observed that, “John Miller has a dilemma, like no dad ever before. Go west to see No. 1 son, or south to see No. 2 son? That’s a tough choice but one sweet parental problem. How might that feel?”

The dilemma that White was addressing was that both the University of Arizona Wildcats’ coach Sean Miller and the Dayton Flyers’ coach Archie Miller had their teams in the Sweet 16 of the NCAA tournament. It was the first time in history that two coaching brothers have had their teams in the same Sweet 16. The next year, they would be the first brothers coaching teams in the Elite 8.

I was so intrigued at the question that White had posed. How did it feel to see both kids at the top like that? I knew I’d have to ask Coach Miller how he felt about it. And while I was at it, I might as well find out the rest of the story. I’ve read about people and seen people on television that seemed to have life all figured out, but this guy was sitting right in front of me.

So I’m going to listen to Toni Morrison’s advice and write that book that I’d like to read. I’m about to challenge Coach John Miller to share with me his key to success both at work and at home. Hopefully, we’ll get to hear some great basketball stories along the way.

Enjoy,

DB
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Looking Back: Miller Basketball

Photo Credit: Sally Maxon Photography


PREGAME SCOUTING REPORT: JOHN MILLER AND FAMILY

ASK ANYONE WHO is remotely familiar with western Pennsylvania basketball what they know about Coach John Miller and they may respond with phrases like “basketball genius,” “dedicated,” or “hardworking.” Almost without exception, even people who have played or coached against Miller, without hesitation give him nothing but words of respect.

Western Pennsylvania Hall of Fame coaching legend Ed Olkowski described him as “one of, if not, the hardest working, relentless coaches I’ve ever known. If you let your intensity down even for a second, you might as well forget it. John had his guys trained so that they worked like a machine. Great coach—just great.”

Another local hall of famer, Gabe Jackson, a player for the rival New Brighton Lions, would go on to excel for the Robert Morris Colonials in college and with overseas professional basketball. Jackson remembers, “Man, that guy was the ‘General,’ a motivator. I never played for him, but just looking over at [Blackhawk’s] bench you could tell that he had those kids in the palm of his hand. They would run through walls for him. He had what has now become known as the ‘X Factor.’ I mean it’s hard to put into words how his presence and ball knowledge got into his players. Late in games, my team and I would think we’d have his Cougars tired and starting to give up. He’d take a time-out and the next thing you’d know is they would come back on the court looking like it was the opening tip again. John Miller’s thing was bringing the best out of you. That’s what he did. He brought the best out of his players. And five mediocre guys playing their best will beat three wannabe stars any day of the week.”
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Framed picture from Coach’s desk
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Other people, however, aren’t as friendly with their descriptions of the Coach. They use words like “cold,” “taskmaster,” and “obsessed” to describe Coach Miller. More often than not, these descriptions come from people who have not had any significant success in the sport themselves. Jealousy has a way of affecting how you perceive someone initially. And speaking negatively about that person seems to be a salve for the hater and their fragile self-esteem.

True, Coach Miller does not go out of his way to be overly warm and fuzzy to anyone, especially his players. That’s not his job as far as he’s concerned. His task is to get the most work out of his players and to squeeze the very best effort out of them. And as far as school-age players go, his job is to make sure that, after all is said and done, they are better people for having played for him. This has held true when the player has happened to be his son or daughter—maybe even more so.

People should be aware that Coach Miller isn’t (if truth be told) just the hard-nosed coach that people assume he is. He does have a softer side.

The Chippewa United Methodist Church, located in the suburbs of Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, has a beloved pastor named Reverend Rodney Smith. “Pastor Rod,” as he is known, had the not-so enviable task of being an assistant coach for a few post-Miller teams at Blackhawk. “It’s not that they were terrible teams, but how do you follow a coaching legend?”

Reverend Smith cannot say enough about the Coach as a father and a man. “Every time I run into him, he bubbles with pride and joy of his family. That speaks volumes. Sometime in the ’90s, I coached against him once when I was an assistant at Ellwood City. He could have buried our team by seventy-five if he wanted to, but in his classy way, he made it look like we were still in the game until the end. When one of his players lost his mother at an early age, he came to me for some consolation. I could see the genuine hurt in his eyes. God sure knew what he was doing when he called out to John—Coach—and John responded. The rest is history. So many lives touched in such a positive way.”
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The Miller “kids” today: Ryan (Archie), Dana, Sean, Lisa
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John’s youngest daughter Lisa agrees. “He has such a knack for molding character. I’m pretty sure I am who I am because of our car rides together to and from practice, to and from Drill for Skill camps every summer, always instilling in me, in his subtle way, how to be successful, respected, how to kill ’em with kindness. I could go on and on.”

Lisa’s big sister Dana puts it this way: “He’s just really laid back and levelheaded, and has taught us that you can’t change people that upset you. Just do your thing to the best of your ability and the rewards will come. You just have to keep chipping away at what you want every day no matter what the goal may be.”

John Miller talks about his relationship with his sons Sean and Ryan (“Arch,” as he calls him): “Especially when my boys call, the words that are exchanged aren’t like sweet, syrupy words or whatever, but the connection is there. Sometimes conversations that consist of, ‘Don’t worry. You’re good. Just run a “Loyola” play instead of your normal attack at the zone.’ That says I love you more that anything.”

[image: image]

Coach John Miller
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Of course, people can judge, scoff, and shake their heads at how tough Coach Miller seemed to be on his players, especially on his own kids. They can also debate if the methods he used were too harsh or too extreme. What cannot be debated, however, are the results that came from all of the hard work. The following facts and stats are some examples of the fruits of his labors:


• Coach John Miller and his Blackhawk Cougars hold the record for western Pennsylvania’s longest section winning streak at 111 victories.

• Coach Miller won more than 630 games during his career at Riverside and Blackhawk high schools in Beaver County, Pennsylvania.

• He led Blackhawk High School to four Pennsylvania state championships in 1992, 1995, 1996, and 1999, and was state runner-up in 2000.

• His teams won eight WPIAL Class AAA titles in 1986, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2000, and 2003.

• He has received Coach of the Year honors at the regional, state, and national levels.

• He was coach of the Dapper Dan Roundball Classic in 1988 and 1994.

• He has lectured at over 400 clinics in the United States, Europe, and Australia.

• Coach Miller has sent more than forty of his former players on to college careers.

• He’s also trained three of his children—Sean, Archie, and Lisa—to become Division I college basketball stars.

• Sean and Archie are now among the hottest NCAA coaches in the nation. John, Sean, and Archie Miller are members of the Beaver County Sports Hall of Fame.



Lisa Miller won two WPIAL Championships and one Pennsylvania State championship in high school under Miller’s personal direction and under the direction of his female coaching protégé Dori Anderson Oldaker. Lisa was the Pennsylvania player of the year in 1999.

Son Archie Miller is now the head coach of the Indiana Hoosiers. Previously, he was the Atlantic 10’s Dayton Flyers head coach. His successes include back-to-back NCAA tournament appearances and an Elite 8 berth in 2013–2014. He had over 100 wins at Dayton. In 2016, he led his Flyers to their first Atlantic-10 conference championship. Archie is a career college coach who worked his way up the ranks, returning to his alma mater (NC State) as an assistant alongside his brother Sean Miller. He then broke out on his own for two years at Ohio State only to reunite as an assistant under his sibling at Arizona.

Coach Miller’s oldest son Sean has brought the Arizona Wildcats back to prominence since landing the high-profile coaching job in 2009. The Miller-led Wildcats have amassed many national honors, including Elite 8 appearances in 2011, 2014, and 2015. Miller’s Wildcats made the Sweet 16 in 2013 and 2016 and were named PAC-12 Champions in 2015, 2016, and 2017. Previously, he made a name for himself coaching as an assistant at Wisconsin, Miami of Ohio, Pitt, NC State, and Xavier. It was at Xavier that he was promoted to his first head coaching position.

Sean and his wife Amy began dating when they both attended Blackhawk High School. They now have three sons, Austin, Cameron, and Braden. John has spent time in all of the places that Sean and his family have lived, and it’s no surprise that he built a small court in each of those places. When John visits, he works his grandsons out and teaches them to chart their progress. Each has played basketball since fourth grade. Austin is now a manager for his dad’s Wildcats. Braden plays high school ball. Cameron is attending the University of Arizona and is helping his dad on the basketball staff.
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Sean Miller
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John’s brother, Tim, was a highly decorated basketball player at Saint Vincent College and has coached five nationally ranked AAU teams. He now runs Drill for Skill Baltimore.

Coach Miller’s other brother Joe Jr. (who passed away in 2014) was a hall of fame high school football coach in North Carolina.

Coach Miller’s younger cousin, John Calipari, began his love affair with basketball watching Miller and his teenage buddies play with a dedication that was unheard of for kids that age. Calipari himself says that he was partly raised by John’s mother in those early days. Now internationally famous, Calipari played Division II basketball at Clarion University, and he is currently the head coach of the perennial Final Four favorite University of Kentucky Wildcats. He has taken his team to the Final Four many times and won a national championship in 2012. He is a member of the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame.

Coach Miller’s former students also included Dante Calabria, a standout at the University of North Carolina and a professional in Italy, Spain, and France for thirteen seasons. Calabria has also traveled to Taiwan and Thailand to help children by using basketball as a vehicle to teach important skills. He is currently the head coach at Keiser University.

Miller’s coaching has influenced several athletes who have gone on to play at the next level. The following is a brief list of some of Coach Miller’s former players who went on to compete in basketball—and other sports—at the collegiate level and beyond:


• Dennis Bott, Thiel College Tomcats

• Dante Calabria, University of North Carolina Tar Heels

• Alex Cantamessa, John Carroll University Lobos

• Jim Cantamessa, Siena College St. Bernards

• Antoine Childs, Western Carolina University Catamounts

• Pat Cutshall, Mercyhurst University Lakers (baseball)

• Rich Dickinson, Slippery Rock University Rocks

• Steve Dickinson, University of Pittsburgh Panthers (baseball)

• Ryan Evanochko, University of Wisconsin at Green Bay Phoenix

• Dan Fortson, University of Cincinnati Bearcats, NBA

• Mark Franitti, Gannon University Golden Knights

• Nick Franitti, La Roche College Redhawks

• Pat Franitti, Geneva College Golden Tornadoes

• Brandon Fuss-Cheatham, Ohio State University Buckeyes

• Andy Gray, Waynesburg College Yellow Jackets

• Dane Helsing, Bucknell University Bison (football)

• Jeremy Huber, Geneva College Tornadoes

• Jay Irwin, Indiana University of Pennsylvania Crimson Hawks (formerly Big Indians)

• A. J. Long, Kent University Golden Flashes

• Mark Kinger, Rider College Broncos

• Hal Koenemund, Robert Morris University Colonials

• Jon Koenemund, Point Park College Pioneers

• Marc Lodovico, Waynesburg College Yellow Jackets

• Steve Lodovico, La Roche College Redhawks

• Adin McCann, Notre Dame Fighting Irish

• Bobby Maher, University of Steubenville Barons

• John Maher, University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown Panthers

• Lisa Miller, Elon University Phoenix

• Sean Miller, University of Pittsburgh Panthers

• Ryan “Archie” Miller, North Carolina State Wolfpack

• LaVar Arrington, Penn State Nittany Lions and the NFL

• Kenyon Martin, University of Cincinnati Bearcats and the NBA

• Matt Moye, Old Dominion University Lions (baseball)

• Ken Newmann, Thiel College Tomcats

• Jim Peel, Ohio State University Buckeyes (football)

• Jim Peterson, Ohio University Bobcats

• Tom Richards, University of Pittsburgh Panthers

• Jason Stanchak, University of Virginia Cavaliers (football)

• Sam Stanchak, College of William & Mary Griffins (football)

• Jay Strosnider, US Naval Academy

• J. D. Campbell, Shippensburg University Big Red

• Jeff Weaver, Rutgers University Scarlet Knights (football)

• Rodney Thompson, Mercyhurst University Lakers (football)

• Darren Tielsch, Robert Morris University Colonials

• Tim Tirlia, Cameron University Aggies

• Dave Vetica, Florida State University Seminoles

• Scott Weaver, University of Illinois Illini (football)

• Brenna Wise, University of Indiana Hoosiers

• Rick Burdine, California University of Pennsylvania Vulcans

• Doug Yeager, Mercyhurst University Lakers (baseball)

• Micah Mason, Duquesne Dukes

• Rodney Thompson, California University Vulcans

• Chris Horne, Duquesne University Dukes

• Bobby Brannen, Cincinnati Bearcats

• Sam Breen, University of Dayton Flyers

• Dontonio Wingfield Jr., Cincinnati Bearcats, and the NBA (Portland Trailblazers and Seattle Supersonics)

• Brenna Wise, Pittsburgh Panthers and Indiana Hoosiers

• Shatori Walker-Kimbrough, Maryland Terrapins and WNBA (Washington Mystics)



Coach Miller, even while being a member of three different halls of fame, is just as comfortable working with youngsters as he is with college and professional players.

Sean Miller, with his assistant, Archie, coached the U19 Team USA Men’s Basketball, which received gold medals during the summer of 2015. In December of the same year, Sean was named USA basketball’s coach of the year.
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Team USA

Photo Credit: Miller Family

Dori Anderson Oldaker, another student of Coach Miller’s, was the Girls U16 coach as well as a member of the Pennsylvania Sports Hall of Fame.

Coach Miller’s appearance with his sons on a plastic souvenir cup from the locally-loved Brighton Hot Dog Shoppe may be his biggest honor (Chris Bradford of the Beaver County Times wrote that this honor signifies that you’ve made it to the top in Beaver County).

But, through it all, everyone from Coach Miller’s biggest fans to his most jaded naysayers agrees: his secret to success is actually no secret at all. He believes 100 percent in making a plan to succeed and then working to make that plan a reality. And the work has yet to stop. He has been called a legend by countless numbers of people. But Miller might agree with jazz great Miles Davis, who was quoted saying, “A legend is an old man with a cane known for what he used to do. I’m still doing it.”

Another recurring theme that was visited in the making of this book was that it is more important to be respected than liked. This does not mean treating people poorly to get what you want. Many times, if not most of the time, when you do the right thing, you will be ridiculed. Furthermore, if you go to war against John, you will have a real fight on your hands.

One of the reasons that John Miller agreed to the writing of this book is that he has a feeling that people think that they know who he is. But many of these people have no idea. As you read, you will discover that this man went through more in his boyhood than most people have gone through in an entire lifetime.
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Brighton Hot Dog Shoppe Collectors Cups

Photo Credit: David Burhenn

[image: image]

The Iron Lung, an early treatment for polio


CHAPTER 1

POLIO: STARTING AT THE BASELINE

“Hardships often prepare ordinary people for an extraordinary destiny.”

—C. S. Lewis

Setting: Village of Glenwillard, seventeen miles from Pittsburgh, 1950

John Miller’s earliest recollections include a real life battle—a desperate fight—one that didn’t look so good in the beginning.

It’s the midpoint of the twentieth century. A six-year-old John is lying in bed, feeling miserable. He is burning up with a persistent fever that continues to climb. His parents, Joe and Catherine, assume he’s caught the flu or some other common childhood infection. But even after waiting many days, the fever won’t go away. Days, a week, two weeks go by. Finally John’s parents, first concerned and now worried sick, have had enough.

Joe carefully lays his son down in the back of their Ford Prefect. His mom stares distantly out the car window as they drive through Glenwillard, the small, tough town they call home. Familiar buildings and houses pass by.

Patti Page’s “Tennessee Waltz” is playing on the radio. Joe switches it off; no one is really listening anyway. Anxious thoughts race through everyone’s heads. What could be wrong with John?

Finally, the family arrives at their destination, the family doctor’s office. After a thorough examination, Dr. Robert D. Nix is confused and at a loss as to what the illness could be. A brilliant man, he was one of the doctors who had worked with Dr. Jonas Salk to create the polio vaccine. He saw some signs that he didn’t like, and he recommended that the Millers see some specialists at the nearby Sewickley Hospital in Sewickley, Pennsylvania.

It’s only about an eight-minute drive that winds down Crescent Avenue along the Ohio River and across the Sewickley Bridge, but it seems much longer. When the family finally reaches their destination, the best doctors in the area check John. He is taken to an examination room farther back in the hospital. Back in the waiting room, a newspaper sits unopened on the table. The sports page announces that pitcher Whitey Ford of the New York Yankees dominated the Philadelphia Phillies to win the 1950 World Series. But of course, Joe Miller, a normally fervent baseball fan, doesn’t even care. The world is a serious, dark place right now. All attention is focused on one question: What’s taking them so long? Joe and Catherine are hoping for news from the doctors that will replace their worry with a rush of relief.

It isn’t to be. Eventually, a doctor comes back with the terrible news. After a thorough examination and battery of tests, it’s definite that John has the nightmare virus called polio, a virus that usually causes nerve damage in the spinal cord or brain stem. This damage can bring on paralysis in a person’s legs, arms, and the rest of the body.

The disease that kept President Franklin D. Roosevelt in a wheelchair was now destroying Joe and Catherine’s young son’s muscles at a rate that will soon keep him confined to his bed or a wheelchair for an especially long time—possibly forever.

John was admitted immediately to the D. T. Watson Home for Crippled Children, also in Sewickley, which provided the best care possible at the time, but the prognosis was not encouraging. In the days to follow, John hopelessly and painfully would fall to the horrors that are the symptoms of the disease. Gradually, but steadily, he lost the use of both his legs and left arm. He would remain this way for a few months, and it looked like he may be restricted to a wheelchair forever.

Obviously, this is heart-wrenching for any parent to see. For John’s parents though, like many faced with a very sick child, with the pain came determination, a strong faith, and a will to do whatever it took to see their son walk again.

Under the hospital’s instructions, the Watson Home staff began administering the best-known methods at the time. A considerable part of the treatments included a painstaking procedure known as the Kenny method. This technique—developed by Sister Elizabeth Kenny, a chief nurse in the Australian military (the Australians gave the title of “sister” to military nurses)—completely changed the history of polio treatment.

Before Sister Kenny’s method, doctors had put splints and braces on affected limbs and used a respirator called the iron lung to help patients breathe. Noticing that patients’ limbs were stiff but not permanently paralyzed, she believed it was best to use hot packs and encourage gentle movement rather than to restrict movements with splints and braces. Her method effectively taught patients how to use limbs again.

A female doctor—a rarity at the time—Dr. Jessie Wright was one of the most skilled practitioners in the world at administering the treatment. At the beginning of each day, she instructed nurses caring for her patients—including John—to perform the same steps. All effected parts of the body must be heated right to the point just below a burn. This should be done either by applying just-under-scalding hot compresses or by submerging the patient into a hot whirlpool bath. Immediately following the moist heat, the muscles were to be worked vigorously by nurses.

The nurses dutifully performed this treatment once a day, and although there were days when it seemed that a muscle would twitch here and there, no real breakthroughs were visible. The answer to John’s problem seemed to be nowhere in sight.

But the real key to the eventual polio cure for Miller would not come from a nurse or someone with eight years of medical school. It would come from a hardworking blue-collar worker, Joe Miller. Joe worked jobs on the railroad and as a truck driver. Any downtime he had was filled with building projects and odd jobs to help support his family.

After a few months of ineffective treatments, Joe posed the seemingly obvious and sensible question to the doctor—a question that would eventually and miraculously end up being the missing piece to his son’s recovery.

“If one treatment a day was good, wouldn’t two or three be better?”

Surprisingly, the doctor answered yes.

Why, then, weren’t the doctors giving John more than one treatment a day before this? The doctor explained that there simply wasn’t enough time in the day to schedule all of the children for more treatments. During the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Watson Home had a large influx of polio patients. “With all the beds full, and only so many nurses and whirlpools to go around, once a day was the best we can do,” the staff explained.

At this, Joe and Catherine made the conscious and self-sacrificing decision to remove their son from the care of the hospital and its doctors. Dr. Wright was the best the area could offer, but the hospital staff was overwhelmed with the influx of patients. What if someone was to focus the Kenny method on one patient, three times a day?

From that moment on, Joe would be that someone. His life and his family’s would revolve around his working night shift on the railroad and caring for his son during the day. He created a whirlpool out of an inner tube, a tarp, an agitator modified from a broom, and a constant supply of steaming hot water delivered by Catherine. She would actually draw the water from a pump that was in the house, and it would then be boiled in huge pots one at a time.

Joe would rub down his boy’s effected muscles in a painstaking routine each morning. The entire process would be repeated again in the afternoon. After a quick meal and a few hours sleep, Joe would give him one last treatment session and then head out to the nearby Aliquippa and Southern Railroad Works.

This was life for the Miller family for thirteen wearisome months. Many with less inner strength would have lost faith and given up when nothing happened after a few months of this routine. But John’s family did not. His father created a regimen and a written schedule complete with charts for each part of the Kenny procedure and stuck to it diligently. For hours, day after day, Joe worked toward his goal when others would have thrown in the towel.
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