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TO MY MOM, who is truly my hero and whose example of hard work and faith taught me that, with God, anything is possible.

AND TO MY BROTHER, FRANK, who has been my biggest fan and without whom none of this would have ever happened.






Foreword

IN MY PRO FOOTBALL Hall of Fame speech, I stated, “Moments matter, both the moments to be impacted and the moments to impact!”

Life, for all of us, is made up of millions of moments that determine the destination of our journey—journeys defined by the moments others seize to impact us and the ones we seize to impact others. In The Boys and Me, Mark Miller does an incredible job of showing both sides of that coin and how those moments directed Sawyer Brown’s incredible career.

The Boys and Me lays out in fascinating form the critical crossroad moments of Mark’s life and the people who helped him navigate the road to and through stardom. The moments he ran, the moments he walked, the moments he listened, the moments he talked, the moments he stood firm in his convictions, and the moments he let others take the lead—each moment important, each moment shaping the arc of their career, each moment defining the man and the band that would impact the music world.

Using a sports metaphor, it’s easy to point to one single moment in a game or one single player as the reason a team won or lost, but those of us who have been involved in a team sport, for which life is one, realize that it takes so much more than that to be successful. Each moment shapes the next, each decision has consequences, both good and bad, and every player plays a pivotal role in the final score. It’s the beauty of being a part of something bigger than yourself.

This theme, of life being the ultimate team sport, is depicted beautifully throughout the book. Mark weaves together fascinating stories of the multitude of players (friends, music partners, band members, pro athletes, iconic performers, and of course, family members) and forums (from small bars to station wagons to tour buses, from festivals to stadiums to international invitations, and even James Brown’s birthday party) that helped him reach the pinnacle of his sport: music. (I know many may not call it a sport, but with the way Mark approached it, after reading this book you might change your mind!)

Yet, while navigating each of these moments on the way to the top, Mark never strayed from who he is. He knew that what truly made him unique was the person God created him to be and his conviction to be that person whether everyone agreed with him or not. In a world that is constantly trying to change us, to make us into what it thinks we should be, I often find that it’s those who are willing to be themselves, that embrace their differences and see them as strengths, not weaknesses, that make the most indelible impression.

Sawyer Brown and Mark Miller never fit neatly into a box and it almost cost them everything, but ultimately it would be standing outside that box that would lead them to places only few have gone.

The Boys and Me takes you on a tour of one group’s pursuit of their dream through the highs and lows, from the unthinkable to the unbelievable, and everywhere in between. It shows us that there are many ways to achieve success in this world and it encourages us to do it our way.

Mark has spent his life embracing the idea that “moments matter.” Moments with family, friends, and teammates… moments in the studio, on stage and with fans… moments of fear, doubt, and indecision… moments of breakthrough and success… once-in-a-lifetime moments and fleeting moments in a one-time interaction. You never know which moments will be the ones that define who you are or that help define the life of others, so you must take advantage of every single one. In the pages that follow, you will be reminded of this important truth through the life of Mark Miller and Sawyer Brown, and you will hear the story of a group of men who did their best not to “miss the moments” God has presented to them and how that has made all the difference.

—KURT WARNER

Pro Football Hall of Fame Quarterback






INTRODUCTION All These Years


THERE’S AN OLD SAYING that goes “Man plans and God laughs.”

For me, the point is not that the Almighty makes fun of us, but rather, life rarely turns out the way we think it will. That is especially true if the choice is made to follow Him. Because if He’s running the show, He gets to call the shots. That’s the way it works.

Take my story, for example.

Picture a small, blond surfer-looking kid from Ohio. An introvert who wants nothing to do with the spotlight, except for the dream to one day play in the NBA. Then, down the road after a successful career, to become a basketball coach.

That was me, for my first twenty years.

Not a singer. Certainly no dancing. Zero desire to be an entertainer. While I loved music, that was limited to listening to the radio and records. No thoughts of ever being on a stage. The only hardwood I wanted to stand on was a court, with me, nine other guys, a ball, and a hoop—totally focused only on winning the game, blurring out the people in the stands.

That was my plan. But what actually happened was, well, a bit different.

I ended up the lead singer and front man for a country-rock band called Sawyer Brown. For four decades and counting.

How do you explain that? Well, I just have to say, if God is laughing, then I’m laughing right along with Him. Because the band’s legacy makes no sense any other way.

But I’m not here to make sense of it, just to tell you the story. So jump in. This is going to be a fun ride with the boys and me… and you.







CHAPTER ONE That’s the Way It’s Done ’Round Here



That’s the way we live and

that’s the way we love ’round here

Strong hearts and folded hands

—FROM THE SONG “ ’Round Here”





I WAS RAISED by a single mom.

My dad was overseas in the Korean War when he contracted rheumatic fever. While the Air Force was able to fly him back home, he was in and out of the hospital and never recovered. At just twenty-four years old, my dad passed away with my mom by his side.

So, at the age of twenty-one, still a kid herself in some ways, my mom, Irene, had two little boys to raise alone. I was fifteen months old, and my brother, Frank, was four months old. (I was born in 1958 and Frank in 1959.)

Mom, Frank, and I grew up together. For that reason, we were always more than a family. Closer than close, we were a team. If you’ve ever heard of “the power of three,” well, together, we were a force to be reckoned with. (I believe this is the likely reason why, throughout my life, it was just in my nature to be part of a strong team, never solo.)

My grandparents—Mom’s parents—were a constant presence in our lives. They were amazing influences and offered loving support. There were even seasons where we lived with them or they lived with us. My grandfather was a character. Bigger than life. Regardless, my mom would never relinquish any of her roles as our only parent. She worked hard to be the very best mother and do all she could to fill the roles of mom and dad. The leader and the nurturer. The disciplinarian and the healer. The provider and the protector.

Because my dad had been in the service, Mom was able to go to college on the GI Bill. (After high school, Frank and I also benefited from that program.) She enrolled at Eastern Kentucky University. We lived in Dayton, Ohio, two and a half hours away. Mom got a room in the dorm and would leave us with our grandparents during the week while she was at school. Then on Fridays when classes were done, she would drive home for the weekend. However, there were weeks when she took us with her, smuggling Frank and me into the dorm. Her suitemates would help Mom out by watching us.

She worked as many hours as possible in and around school to pay the bills, until she eventually reached her goal of getting a math degree and her teacher’s certificate. One of my earliest memories at around five years old is being at my mom’s college graduation, with all of us celebrating her accomplishment and hard work. From there, she began teaching at Jefferson Township Elementary where Frank and I attended. When we started kindergarten, Mom taught first grade there. When we got to junior high, we moved to Trotwood and she went to teach algebra at Jefferson Township Junior High. Mom’s career as a math teacher continued until she retired.

My mom was a multitasker, fearless, and an overachiever with an eternally optimistic spirit. She was the first person in her family to graduate from college. Her work ethic and energy were unmatched. In our farming community, because of the spring planting, there weren’t any men available who could coach our Little League team. So Mom coached one team and my aunt Nadine coached the other. Mom also coached the senior league boys’ team and took them to the state playoffs. (Side note: She didn’t know a thing about baseball, but she was one heckuva recruiter.)

Mom was a diehard born-again Christian on a relentless mission to tell anyone and everyone about Jesus. For example, right after Shayne Hill, our guitarist, joined the band in 2004, I wasn’t in the room when Mom introduced herself to him for the first time. After he told me, “Hey, Mark, I met your mom,” I asked him, “So, how long was it before she asked if you were a Christian?” He grinned and answered, “Oh, like the second sentence after she said, ‘So nice to meet you.’ ”

When Frank or I would tell her we were going on a date, she always asked, “So, is she a Christian?” If we ever answered with an “I don’t know” or “I’m not sure,” it was game on for Mom. She never left the privilege of sharing the gospel to someone else. She was always compelled to let anyone in on the good news.

I know there are people who witness or ask those kinds of personal questions and their motive is out of judgment or some sort of holier-than-thou attitude. But that was never my mom. In fact, of the countless people she asked about their faith, I never saw anyone take her wrong or be offended. Her gracious and generous spirit was so evident that you knew she really cared. She just wanted people to know what she had found—that Jesus loves us and a relationship with Him is available, no matter who you are or what you may have done. She was a woman of great love and compassion who took her faith very seriously every day of her life.

On many occasions, I have shared that if you shot my mom and then, at some point, somehow, came to her to ask for forgiveness, she would tell you, “Come here, honey, and give me a hug. Of course I forgive you.” Mom’s grace and ability to move past any offense was absolutely amazing. To her, that was just part of her relationship with Jesus.

When I was growing up, we were members of a Pentecostal church. Especially back then, women in that denomination couldn’t wear makeup or pants, and their hair was uncut and always up in a bun. But my mom was a maverick. She wore makeup. And pants. And her hair was cut and fixed the way she wanted. Because she believed the Bible and knew Scripture, Mom didn’t see where rules like those from the church made sense. But we never missed a Sunday. She would tell us, “Boys, you listen to what the Word says.” She believed that part of being a Christian was learning to feed yourself spiritually.

Her attitude and approach to life always gave Frank and me permission to have a spirit of independence. Not rebellion, but the ability and opportunity to think for ourselves.

Everyone who knew my dad always said nothing but great things about him. He was a man’s man and also a passionate follower of Jesus—evidently very charismatic, not just in the expression of his faith, but his personality as well. (That’s probably where the DNA came from for me to front a band.) Often, extended family would tell me, “You look like your dad and you act just like him too.” Even though I never knew my father, when people made those comparisons, their affirmation always made me feel very proud and connected to him.


Boys to Men

One of Mom’s most important goals for my brother and me was that we would grow up to be strong men. For that reason, she was tough on us and her standards were high, from our behavior and character to our grades and goals. Because we were only eleven months apart, Frank and I were always in the same grade. My brother has always been smart. Like really smart. While I never made a C in all my years at school, I was not the straight-A student he was. I always knew Mom would not tolerate anything below a B from me, so I had to work extra hard. Her constant challenge to us was that we were going to step up in life. No matter how tough the fight we faced, our job was to bring it on. Mom was always our role model because she talked truth and walked truth.

Once Frank and I were both in elementary school, my grandfather pulled us aside and said, “Okay, boys, I need to teach you how to fight. You have to know how to defend yourselves at school. You’re both little guys, so there’s no shame in helping the other one out, even if you have to jump in together.” My brother and I had never fought each other, much less anyone else, so we figured we better listen up and learn.

Right in the middle of him demonstrating the technique for how to throw a good punch, Mom walked in. Ruh roh! Let’s just say she had a little talk with our grandfather, and he abruptly ended his impromptu self-defense class. (For the record, we did get enough of the lesson in to know how to handle an elementary school bully.) My grandfather was a tough-as-nails farmer. All through our growing up, like so many men in that era, he smoked. On the Sundays when Mom had to work, he would drive my grandmother, Frank, and me to church. He’d park, and we’d get out of the car and go inside while he waited outside. An hour or so later, the three of us would walk to the car. He would snuff out his cigarette on the ground with the other men, and we would drive home. When Frank and I got older and he realized we didn’t like being around smoke, he actually quit for us. He taught me what it meant to be a dad.

I know my grandfather had his own unique relationship with God. Maybe that’s where my mom got her approach to faith, because he didn’t follow the expectations of people, but he did follow the Lord.

Mom also wouldn’t allow Frank and me to argue and bicker with each other. We would get along. We would work it out. We would work together. So we never fought in any way—like, to this day. I don’t recall us ever having an intense disagreement. From our earliest memories to the present, we have always been closer than close. Couple that level of love and grace with Mom’s constant encouragement—“Boys, you’re smart, so there are no limits. You can do whatever you want to do. We live in a country where you can accomplish anything that you set your mind to do.” We believed her, because we watched Mom prove it every day.

There are a lot of family photos from our childhood of Frank and me dressed alike, to the point that most everyone thought we were twins. For a single mom with sons not even a year apart, going to a store and buying two of everything was just easier and made sense. But around the sixth grade, Frank and I went to Mom and told her, “Hey, we’re getting teased at school for wearing identical clothes. We’re about to go into junior high, so if you want us to be men, then we need to stop the dress-alike thing.” Thankfully, she agreed.

My mom was very proud. Not prideful, but proud. There’s a big difference. Mom was obviously great at math, but she was also a master of finance. What she was able to provide for my brother and me over the years was amazing, all while being obviously challenged by our circumstances. The old saying “She could get a dollar out of a dime” was certainly true for Mom. A bit tongue-in-cheek, she often told us, “You know, you boys were raised like the Kennedys.” (If you’re under the age of forty, just google the name.) The older I got, the more understanding I gained of the enormity of what Mom dealt with day in and day out to raise Frank and me the way she did.

While Mom was tough on me and my brother, she never spanked or paddled us. Her punishment was always a good tongue-lashing or a talking-to. I mean, my mom could absolutely throw down on bad behavior, mixed with a little guilt trip and a whole bunch of oh-no-you-won’t-not-on-my-watch! I still laugh about the time when we were older, right in the middle of one of her long-winded sessions, Frank finally broke and pleaded, “Mom! Please! Would you just whip us and get it over with?!”

Growing up in the 1960s, with busing and integration, we saw racial diversity slowly increase in the area where we lived. This social shift gave us a new group of friends, exposed us to a higher level of sports competition, and broadened our perspective of music. Our farming community was a bunch of good people just trying to get by. To me, we were all the same—families trying to make it through the next season and pay the bills. So this diversity was an exciting change.

Those same influences introduced me to music. My first favorite group was The Jackson Five. I loved the beat, the harmonies, and Michael. I also loved the fact that he was a kid like me, out front and center with his brothers. But then my cool, older cousin Judy introduced me to her music. Once she played me “Sloop John B,” I became a huge Beach Boys fan. In 1969, the first single I saved up to buy was “Get Back” by the Beatles, with the B side, “Don’t Let Me Down.” (Looking back, my earliest influences were bands with solid musicians and writers, not solo artists.)

Speaking of music and solo acts, let me rewind a bit here: When I was just a little guy, Mom would have me sing in church. And I hated it. I got so nervous being up there all alone in front of everyone. My personality is most definitely introverted, so the spotlight was never natural for me.

When I was in the second grade, there was a citywide talent show. Mom had me sing an Elvis song from one of his popular movies with my cousin Jerry playing guitar. Once again, I hated the experience, but I gave it my all and won. Although Mom was so proud, I finally broke down afterward and confessed to her, “I just don’t wanna do this. I don’t wanna get up and sing in front of people anymore.” She responded, “Well, okay, Mark, but you have to at least take piano lessons.” Mom always had a gift for seeing the big picture. She obviously saw something in me that she felt needed to be nurtured.

So with the piano now being a rude interruption in my life, the teacher would come over to the house once a week and we would sit together at Mom’s old upright. I made sure that no one knew I was taking lessons. Even though I was supposed to be learning to read piano music, I would just memorize the song. I figured out how to fake it. Instead of actually reading the notes, I followed the words on the sheet music. While I played along, I made sure to turn the page at the right time in the song. I took piano lessons up until about the sixth grade and then I quit. I guess Mom felt like I had enough training, because she allowed me to stop.

By that time, I had a decent knowledge of chords. Later in college, I started teaching myself how to play guitar. Today, I’m actually a better guitar player than piano player. Regardless, I’m grateful to my mom for making me take lessons after I begged her to stop making me sing.




Nothing but Net

With each passing year, I became more consumed with sports. Throughout elementary school, I could dribble a basketball better than anybody at my school. While I was always a good shooter, by high school, I was playing with some really solid players who challenged me to keep getting better. I loved anything athletic, but basketball was my thing.

Also, as I got older, my introverted personality and fear of being in front of people got worse, to the point where I wouldn’t even read out loud in class. I don’t know if I was traumatized or freaked out more than I realized as a kid from having to be onstage, but I never wanted to be the focus in any situation. While I would get nervous when I played basketball in front of people, there was something different about competing on the court with a team. Out there on the hardwood, everything else seemed to fade away and I could focus on the game.

With Mom working so much, and my grandparents being of the generation that thought sports was only for fun, none of my family ever watched me play, except my brother. Frank was a great baseball and soccer player. So I would go to all his games I could and he would come to mine. Aside from being a math teacher, Mom worked other jobs on nights and weekends, so she was never able to see me play throughout junior high, high school, and college. That was a different day, when a parent asking off to go watch their kids play wouldn’t fly. Plus, if you didn’t work, you didn’t get paid, so that made it impossible for her.

For many years, after the band was well-established, I was the captain of a team for an annual charity basketball game at Belmont University in Nashville. One of the first years, when I was in my mid-twenties, we were playing against Vince Gill and his team. Mom had come to watch. Afterward, looking pleasantly surprised, she commented, “Wow, Mark, you’re a really good basketball player.” I just grinned and said, “Well, thanks, Mom.”

All through school, the more I played, the better I got, and basketball became the passion of my life. Even though I was often told, “You’re too small to play,” I never let that stop me. That criticism just motivated me to work harder and get better. In high school, we had a really good team with some great players. And I couldn’t wait to play college ball.




Fresh Start in the Sunshine State

When Frank and I were in the eighth grade, Mom took us to Florida for spring break. After only a day or so, she decided she loved it there. Calling a few schools in the area, she inquired about teaching positions. One invited her to come in right away for an interview and she was hired to start the next school year. We finished out those last two months of school in Ohio, then packed up and moved to Apopka, Florida, a town northwest of Orlando.

Mom’s decision wasn’t on a whim, but from a desire for a fresh start that had been brewing for quite a while. She wanted and needed a new beginning. Frank and I were on board with it all. We thought by moving to Florida, we had found the promised land. The weather was always warm and sunny, the lake or the beach was a short drive away, and in October of 1971, Disney World opened. (Mom was never afraid of change and bold moves. Later, she would officially change her name from Irene to Jackie, inspired by Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, one of her heroes.)

The only difficult part of our move was leaving family behind. Besides my grandparents, my mom had three sisters. There were twenty-one cousins in total, with one aunt having twelve kids. We all lived near one another and went to the same church. All of us were, and still are, really close. In fact, when I would hear people say they had a best friend that wasn’t family, I always thought that was so strange. About a year after we moved, my grandparents made the decision to leave their home and move down to join us in Florida.

Within my first week in Apopka, I was all in. Right away, I was proud to be a Floridian. Because of that at-home feeling, I settled in and quickly made close friends. Throughout high school, my classmates and I were one big family.

Life in Florida also grew my passion for music. The vibe there was much more laid-back than in Ohio, and that came through in the music my friends and I listened to. In the 1960s and 1970s, so many artists were using their platforms to preach on social issues. I believe one of the main reasons I loved groups like The Beach Boys and The Jackson Five was because I just wanted music to be fun. To feel good. To make you forget about the troubles of the world, not remind you of them. (That mindset definitely stuck with me.)

Being on the beach and around water so much, always hanging out with my friends, the songs on the top forty were the soundtrack to my life. Once I got my license and began to drive, I had the radio on all the time. These factors definitely increased my appetite for music, forming and influencing what it was about for me.

As soon as Frank and I were old enough to work, we jumped in to help Mom pay the bills. If we made a dollar, we would walk in the door and lay it on the kitchen table. In our home, there was no mine, only ours. Nothing was singular with an I, always plural as in “we.” The three of us were truly “all for one and one for all.” Whether it was ten bucks from mowing a yard or a paycheck from a steady job, Mom would make the deposit in our account the next day. I never recall her ever telling us to pool our money. Yet, Frank and I didn’t think twice about it. We just knew we had to take care of each other.

So with that work ethic, the day I turned sixteen, I knew what I needed to do.

Disney World had exploded in popularity and was where every young person in central Florida wanted to work. Knowing I could make decent money there to help our family, I made the forty-five-minute drive through the back roads of orange groves to apply. They paid more than most starting jobs, plus you got to work at “the most magical place on earth.” As a small-town kid, that was living the dream.

After being hired, I attended an orientation where they showed us all the different facets of the parks. I started out working in an ice cream shop at the end of Main Street for a few months. Then they announced there were openings in entertainment and I figured that might be my ticket out of food service.

At the audition, I began to watch the people in line ahead of me. You had to do a simple dance routine after they showed you the steps. Now, I had never danced or done anything like that since the trauma of singing solos as a kid. But with the thought of endless ice cream scooping and screaming kids as motivation, I decided I had to go for it. I thought to myself, Okay, looks simple enough. I can do this. So when my turn came, I went up and did the routine.

Boom! I got the call that I was hired into Disney entertainment.

After another orientation, I started in the character department. One of the big events at that time was the water ski show. Being an athlete and realizing I could get paid to be out on the water, I knew that’s what I wanted to do. But there were two immediate problems: first, there wasn’t an opening in the show, and second, I didn’t know how to water ski.

For a couple of weeks, I was assigned to various character costumes, until one day, David Hill, the supervisor who hired me, said, “Hey, Mark. Someone got hurt in the ski show. We need you to go out and be a spotter in the boat.” (That was someone who stood in the back and helped with the ropes, etc.)

I couldn’t believe it. This was my big break. I changed as quickly as I could and headed over to the lake. (I need to pause the story here and tell you that David went to bat and covered for me several times when I could have easily been fired. I was so appreciative of his generosity, that years later after he had left Disney, I hired David on as our merch manager. And then eventually, he became our road manager for many years.)




I’ve Got No Strings to Hold Me Down

At the time, I was still sixteen, and the two character skiers were twenty and twenty-one years old. Great guys and great skiers. We quickly became friends. On weekends, I was out there with them in the boat for every show. One day, David came up to me and said, “Hey, Mark, we found out the guy who got hurt is not coming back. We have to replace him in the show. By chance, do you ski?” I hesitated for a moment and then answered, “Yes…. Yes, I do.” I was thinking to myself, I didn’t dance either and I nailed that. How hard can water-skiing be? Looks easy enough.

Obviously glad for my answer, David then added, “Great! But it’s not just skiing. You gotta trick ski.” In a heartbeat, my confidence exploded. With a big grin and my mom’s inspiration of “This is America, son. You can do anything you set your mind to,” I answered, “David, that is my specialty.” Yep, I lied so good I think I even believed me! (Now, let’s put this in context: I was a teenage boy naturally loaded up on testosterone. Very athletic and equally as cocky. If something involved any type of sport, I genuinely believed I could do it.)

Hearing my answer, David gave a grin that outdid mine. His relief and surprise showed, as he gushed, “Oh my gosh! Why didn’t you say something sooner? This is great!” From there, he proceeded to tell me what I had to not just learn but master, from the tricks to driving the boat to all the safety protocols. He told me I had a month of weekends to work with the guys and learn the routine. After that, he would come out and watch me in an audition to make sure I was ready to perform.

The next day, my new skiing partners said, “Hey, Mark, congratulations! This is going to be great. We had no idea you could do this. Let’s get started on the routine.” I took a deep breath and confessed, “Hey guys, I gotta tell you something… I don’t know how to ski.”

After an awkward moment of silence, they both busted out laughing. “Oh, that’s a good one, Mark. You don’t know how to ski. Yeah, right. You’re probably a hot dog. Come on, man.” I insisted, “No, guys, I’m totally serious. I’m telling you. I’ve never even been on skis.”

The laughing stopped.

One asked, “So, how in the world did you get the job?” I answered, “I told David I could.” The laughing started back up again. “Are you kidding us? You told him you could trick ski when you can’t even ski?!” By now, I knew these two guys well, so I said, “I’ve been watching you both for a while. It can’t be that hard.” Respecting my over-the-top confidence, they asked, “Okay, Mark, so what’s your plan?” I offered, “Well, you guys are gonna help me. You’re gonna teach me. David’s given me a month. We’ve got four weekends, so let’s do this!”

They looked at each other, shrugged, and laughed. “Alright, if you got that kind of nerve, we’re in. Let’s go!”

So, after each show where I was spotting them from the boat, we would drive down to a private area of the lake, out of view from guests. During lunch breaks, show breaks, and any other free time we had, we’d head out there to practice. Just as I had promised the guys, I started to pick it up quickly. Before long, I was skiing and able to start on the tricks. I had to learn everything from taking off from the beach and the dock to jumps.

One of the biggest issues was safety, as we had to navigate around the other boats. If you’ve ever been to Disney, then you know that characters can appear anywhere. We had to ski by the Contemporary Hotel, the Polynesian Hotel, and Fort Wilderness Campground, around ferry boats and any watercraft. The biggest challenge was, while in a character costume, you could not fall. Disney heroes are supposed to be incredible at everything (except Goofy, of course), so seeing one crash and burn quickly ends the fantasy. The illusion had to be protected at all costs. So, the pressure was on as we were closing in on my big audition day.

Now, let’s review.

Learn to ski? Check.

Learn to trick ski? Check.

The last and final step—trick ski in character.

For that, my assignment was delivered.

You ready? Okay.

Pinocchio. Me, Mark Miller, would be Pinocchio.

Kind of makes sense, right? What with me lying about being able to ski and all? Ironic, huh? Maybe you were thinking something a bit cooler? Captain Hook? Tigger, maybe? Nope. I was a wooden puppet with the funky outfit and adjustable lie-detector nose.

For my first practice run, I put on the trademark costume and then slipped on the head, which had a motorcycle helmet encased inside it. I will never forget the first time I fell while practicing. The “face” had two small eye holes with screens over them. That’s the only way I could see and there was zero peripheral vision. As soon as I hit the water, it covered the screens and I was totally blind. The water rushed up into the helmet, creating the sensation that I was drowning. I panicked. Started kicking and flailing, even though I’m a strong swimmer.

Through the helmet, I could hear the muffled sounds of hysterical laughter. The guys started yelling, “You have on a life jacket! Stop fighting, Pinocchio! Float! Just float!”

Finally, after several more tries, I got the hang of skiing in costume, found my balance, and got most of the routine down. (Yes, I said most.)

On the big day, at 5:00 in the morning in front of the Polynesian Hotel, David walked out on the dock. I was good to go, except for one thing. We hadn’t had time for me to learn to ski backwards and that was supposed to be the final stunt in my audition.

We took off from the beach and I started going through all my required moves. Everything was going great. But in the back of my mind, I knew the backwards thing was coming. Finally, the routine was over and we were coming back around for my final pass in front of David. I told myself, Okay, you just gotta do this. Don’t think. Just make your move. For some reason, I have always been able to focus and concentrate well under pressure. I get this strange tunnel vision, forget everything around me, and just live in the moment.

When the guys gave me the signal, I closed my eyes and spun around. Boom! In a flash, I was backwards on the skis, holding the ropes behind my back for the first time. On the boat, the guys were hooting and hollering. Not wanting to risk a fall after everything had gone so well, I just stayed backwards until David was out of sight. As I let go of the ropes and went down into the water, on the walkie-talkie, I heard him say, “Hey, the kid’s fantastic! Love it! Mark’s got the job.”

Crazy story? Yes. But entirely true. Yet, even as a teenager, I think this was the moment when I began to overcome my fear of performing and start to build my chops as an entertainer. This would serve me well where life was about to take me, sooner than later.









CHAPTER TWO I Got a Plan



I wake up with this peaceful feeling

In my heart, my soul and my mind

What was once a weight on my shoulders

Is now the hand of something divine

—FROM THE SONG “I Got a Plan”





FOR THE NEXT FIVE YEARS, my job was trick-skiing for “the Mouse.” I worked part-time during the school year and full-time in the summer. Frank and I even bought an older, cheap ski boat for me to practice and also for us to just have some fun. Since this was what I was going to be doing for a living, I wanted to keep getting better.

Eventually, I started putting in overtime with some of the live stage productions. I would sign up, learn the dance routine, and then perform with the cast in the show. I also began to take part in the Main Street Electrical Parade. While my only motive was to make extra money, being a part of the entertainment was always fun. Another place that connected me to artists was when I became a runner for acts that performed at Disney, such as KC and the Sunshine Band, Chuck Berry, and The Spinners. (More on KC later.)

Disney offered me a safe place to stretch myself and grow in these new skills, things I never imagined doing before. Once again, this experience provided more evidence of whatever Mom obviously saw in me at an early age. I also think I was beginning to translate playing ball in front of a crowd into these other areas, from people watching me play to performing—just a different version of the same concept.

But in all those years of performing, I never sang at Disney. Here’s one of the major reasons: after puberty hit, my voice started to drop and just kept going. My pitch got deeper and deeper, which made me even stronger in my determination to not sing.

Mom had always been a huge country music fan. Anytime we were in the car, the country radio station was on. Even though I was not a fan yet, I was still exposed to all the Nashville legends at an early age. Along with the music I discovered from friends and family, my tastes continued to expand as I got older to include rock bands like Creedence Clearwater Revival and pop musicians and songwriters, such as Billy Joel. Throughout my teens, music was slowly catching up with basketball as a passion of mine.

During my senior year in high school, I began to look at nearby universities. My first college visit was at the University of Central Florida (UCF). At that time, their basketball program was really strong in Division II on the national level. The head coach was Torchy Clark, who was a legend. I had the opportunity to meet with him during my campus visit.

After the introductions, Coach Clark said, “I saw you play in the districts. I didn’t realize you were this small.” He looked over at his assistant coach and asked, “Hey, did you know he was this little?” The response was, “No, Coach, I didn’t.” Coach looked me over a minute and then tested me with, “You only scored six points in that district game.” I nodded. “Yessir.”

After letting me sweat a bit more, he half-smiled, and added, “Those two Harris boys you played with… it’s hard to get a shot in with them.” (The “Harris boys” were twins, each standing at about six feet seven. They were really good.) Again, I nodded and agreed, “Yessir, it was.”

After deciding he had enough fun with me, Coach started laughing, then said, “Well, Miller, you don’t have to be tall to play here. You’ve got what we need. You got speed. That’s what we need… speed.” Coach paused, thinking, then continued, “But I don’t know what we have in scholarship money for you,” I was ready for that subject and offered, “I don’t need a scholarship, Coach. I’m going to school on the GI Bill. My dad was in the service.” He smiled. “Well, then, it’s a done deal, son. You can play for us.”

That was such a huge moment for me. I walked out of that gym, thinking, Wow! I’m going to get to play college basketball! I had planned on visiting a couple of other schools, but after that brief meeting with Coach Clark, I was sold. Totally onboard at UCF, I was very excited about the opportunity.


Full-Court Press

In the fall of 1977, I started college at UCF, less than an hour from our house. Although Coach Clark was tough, I learned so much from him about leadership and motivation, and I carry that with me to this day. I quickly saw two things about him: one, he was a real character, and two, he was an incredibly godly man. Those qualities would make him a solid role model for me in my time at UCF.

During my freshman year, we were ranked number one in our division and number four in the nation with three All-Americans on our team that season. For all those reasons, I didn’t play much that first year. But our practices were intense, going full-court press the majority of the time. Before long, I was beginning to feel burned out from playing so hard every day with very little game time.

One afternoon, I was walking toward the gym when Coach Clark called out, “Miller! What are you doing right now?” I answered, “Nothing, Coach, just waiting to start practice.” He motioned toward his car and said, “C’mon, ride with me. I need to go to the dry cleaners.” On the way, we just small-talked until he asked, “So, who’s the toughest guy to guard on the team?” Without hesitating, I answered, “Bo. Bo is hard to guard.” (Bo happened to be Coach’s son who was an All-American and led the nation in scoring. I gave him that answer only because it was the truth.)

Coach then asked me, “Do you know why Bo is an All-American?” A bit confused by the question, I answered, “Well, he’s the best shooter I’ve ever seen.” He came right back with, “No, Miller. He’s an All-American because of you.” I was completely shocked by his statement. Then Coach continued, “Bo has to go up against you every day in practice. There’s not a person in the nation that guards him the way you do. You eat his lunch every… single… time. So much so that when he goes out to play in a game, it’s like taking the day off for him.”

Hearing Coach’s explanation, I recalled the times that Bo had come to me before practice and asked, “Hey, man, can you please back off today?” I’d politely look him in the eye and answer, “Sorry, Bo, I can’t. I have to play a hundred percent.”

Regardless of Coach Clark’s motive, his words stoked a fire in me. Whether my guarding Bo was significant or not, he sure made me believe it was. By the end of that short car ride, my focus was no longer playing in a game, but about getting our team ready to play every practice. This was an amazing example of how Coach Clark led young men to become their absolute best. His encouragement taught me to “take one for the team”—how to discover and understand my purpose anywhere God placed me.

Moments like that were spread throughout my formative years, delivered at just the right time, to lay the groundwork for me to become the leader for Sawyer Brown. And as far as I’m concerned, being in a band is a team sport.

If you walked into my home today, you wouldn’t find gold records on the wall or industry awards on the mantel. What you would find hanging in my office is my most prized possession—my college basketball jersey. A few years back, my kids had it framed for me for Christmas. That first major life goal, a huge dream that became a reality for me, was accomplished in getting to play ball at UCF for Coach Clark.




Three Chords and the Truth

In my free time in and around school and my job at Disney, I had started to take the chords I learned from piano lessons and figure them out on guitar. I would sit around and play, trying to nail down popular songs I heard on the radio.

One night during my junior year at UCF, I had my guitar out and my friend Scott Peterson said, “Hey, I’ve written a poem. Why don’t you try to put it to music?” I stopped strumming and laughed. “No, I wouldn’t have a clue how to do that.” But he pressed me, “Come on, man. You play guitar. Why can’t you just figure out how to put my words to your chords?” As Scott was leaving, he said, “I’m going to leave a copy of my poem with you… in case you decide to give it a try.”

A few minutes later, his challenge had gotten the best of me. I looked over the page and started experimenting. I had to move a few words around to make them rhyme, but in about ten minutes, I had a melody framed around Scott’s poem. I grabbed my portable cassette player, hit record, played, and sang my first song all the way through. The main reason I recorded the song was just so I wouldn’t forget what I had done.

A few days later, when I saw Scott, he asked, “Hey, Mark, did you do anything with my poem?” I told him what had happened after he left. Well, of course, he wanted to hear the song right then. I told him no, that I wasn’t ready to play it for him. Eventually, he wore me down and I let him hear the cassette. Bottom line—Scott freaked out. He loved the song.

Not long after that, I went to a party at Scott’s place. Suddenly, the loud music playing on his stereo stopped. With no warning, the next thing I heard was me singing. Now I was freaking out. And not in a good way. Quickly, people started asking Scott who the singer was. He answered, “Mark Miller!” Standing in the background, I could see some of them looking at each other, smiling, and saying, “Oh wow, cool.” But before anyone could locate me, well before the song was over, I slipped out the door—got the heck outta Dodge.

But that moment of seeing my friends’ responses was now stuck in my head and made me even more curious, as I started to ask myself, What if I could write my own lyrics?

The next free night I had, I sat down with my guitar, a pencil, and a legal pad. Within an hour or so, I had written an entire song on my own—melody and lyrics. When I finished, I played it through from top to bottom, then thought, Well, that was pretty easy. I think I’ll write another one. So I did. By the end of the evening, I had two complete songs. The best way to describe them was a blend of country and pop ballads.

During my time at Disney, I made a lot of friends. One was Ron Feldman, a band leader in the entertainment department. One day, while we were eating together in the cafeteria, I casually asked him, “Can I play you a couple of songs I wrote sometime?”

Now, to paint the picture for you, Ron was really confident. Rightly so, because he was super-talented. He also gave voice lessons on the side, so he made a good living being a musician. Ron stopped eating and looked at me like I was an alien. He started laughing, then loudly called out, “Mark Miller?… The jock?… Has written a couple songs? I would love to hear them!”

No matter what he was thinking, I was serious. I was ready for someone to be brutally honest with me, not just give me the friend answer: “Yeah, Mark, that’s awesome.” I knew Ron would love nothing more than to deliver the unvarnished truth to me of how horrible I was. So I pulled out my cassette, popped it into a player in the room, and sat back to watch as he listened.

When both songs finished, Ron sat there in silence, staring into space. Then he slowly looked over at me and asked, “You wrote those?”

“Yeah.”

Ron pressed, “You swear to me that you wrote those songs?”

“Yeah.”

He continued, “Well, okay, but who is that singing?”

“Me.”

“Really?” he said, his voice loaded with sarcasm.

“Yeah.”

Ron was obviously having trouble processing all this. “Well, I don’t believe you. I just don’t believe you.” He started laughing again. “If that’s true, then let me hear some of your earlier songs.”

I answered, “Well, I can’t, because that’s all I got.”

Another pause, then he asked, “So these are the first two songs you’ve written?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, when did you write them?”

“Last week.”

Deciding he was going to call my bluff, Ron challenged me, “Alright, this week, why don’t you write a couple more songs and bring them in? You did it last week, so do it again this week. I’ll listen to them next weekend.”

Over the following week, in and around classes, studying, and workouts, I wrote two more songs. The next weekend at Disney, I walked up to Ron and said, “Here’s a cassette of the songs I wrote this week, just like you asked.”

He popped the cassette in. As the songs played, he went from casually listening to visibly upset. When they ended, Ron blurted out, “You swear to me that you wrote these songs?! And that’s you singing?!”

I answered, “Yessir. I promise it is.”

Ron gave a deep sigh and got a serious look on his face. “Well, Mark, I’m just gonna tell you. This is a gift. You have a gift. I’ve been doing music for twenty years and I can’t do what you’ve done in the last two weeks.” He looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t know what you’re willing to do about it, but you do have a gift.”

His response threw me. I had wanted the truth from Ron, but this was not what I was expecting at all. He had just validated my songwriting and my singing. And this was someone who would have absolutely enjoyed roasting “the jock.” In fact, he was fully expecting to do just that, but I had unknowingly turned the tables on him.

So, with Ron’s words as motivation, before long, I had written ten songs.

One night, I was sitting at the local Pizza Hut where a good friend of mine, Gregg Hubbard, worked. You know him as Hobie, although his nickname didn’t become his aka until Sawyer Brown was in full swing. Although we had known each other for years, we had become friends during my senior year, his junior year. I had to get another elective in to graduate and decided to take chorus. Hobie was the piano player for the class.

To this day, Hobie and I both laugh when we recall how in chorus, the teacher always thought I was singing off-key. One day before class started, she told him, “Hey, Gregg, could you get Mark to sit over by you, so you can help him stay on pitch?”

The reason it was so hard for me to sing choral songs was because my voice was so much lower than everyone else’s. I would either sound like a foghorn or just couldn’t hit the notes at all. They were too high for me. After all, we were singing choir pieces, not pop or country songs. I spent a good bit of her class humming along, just to look like I was singing. Plus, I never sang very loud, anywhere.

I hadn’t seen Hobie in a couple of years at that point, and I was ready to get my songs sounding a little better. So while he was working at Pizza Hut, I walked over to him and asked, “Hey, Gregg, would you consider playing piano for me to record some songs I’ve written?”

Looking a bit surprised at my question, Hobie agreed to play keys on my songs. Full disclosure—he told me later that the only reason he said yes was his curiosity to hear what I had written. Like most everyone else, he was thinking, So the jock has written some songs, huh? I gotta hear this.

Another Disney buddy of mine, Fred Langer, had an eight-track recording setup at his place. He agreed to record the songs for me and also offered to play drums. In his small studio, I laid down an acoustic guitar track. Hobie played piano while Fred was on the drum kit. After we recorded my vocals, I ended up with a decent demo tape of all ten songs I had written.

By this point, my brother, Frank, was 1,000 percent on board with my music. He started pushing me like a freight train, encouraging me, “Mark, you gotta go to Nashville! You have to give this music thing a shot!”




You Have to Be Here

In 1980, during spring break of my junior year at UCF, I took the week off from Disney. When I told Hobie what I was planning, he let me know he wanted to come with me. Borrowing my buddy Jack’s van, the two of us, along with another friend, Alan Cramer, who would act as my “manager,” hit the road. For the entire week in Nashville, with very little money, we would live out of the van.

When we got into town, we went straight to Music Row. This was back in the heyday when every major record label and publishing company was lined up and down those famous streets, from Broadway to Belmont. As the three of us began walking into office after office down that iconic stretch in Music City, I was totally surprised at the places we managed to get into. (Something that hasn’t been possible at all for many years.) When we went into RCA Records, I politely told the lady at the front desk, “I have a cassette of some songs I’ve written.” She took my tape, told us to take a seat, and disappeared. A few minutes later, she came back out and sat down at her desk while we waited.

In about a half hour, this guy walked out. He smiled and said, “I just wanted to come out here and see who walked in with this tape. Man, it’s pretty cool.” I couldn’t believe it. Then he stuck out his hand, and said, “I’m Tony Brown. Why don’t you guys come on back?”

Being new at who’s who in music, especially songs produced in Nashville, I had no idea who Tony Brown was. At that point, he had played keys for Elvis’s final two years of touring and then joined Emmylou Harris’s band, all well before he became a legend at producing hit records. I found out later that Tony “just so happened” to be screening tapes that day for RCA’s A&R (artists and repertoire) department.

We went back into an office, and Tony hit play to finish listening to my songs. When the tape ended, he said, “Mark, I’d like to hear a real band around you, because this is pretty cool.” (Real band meaning Nashville studio players.)

Every single place we walked in that week took me seriously—RCA, Warner Brothers, all the big dogs. Everywhere we went, they listened to my songs. Someone would come out and meet us, staring at this young, blond, tan, long-haired surfer-looking kid in shorts and flip-flops who was walking into the command center of country music. What that proves, though, whether back then or today, is that the music business is built on one thing: songs. If you name your five favorite artists right now, you will also quickly associate them with what? Great songs. Artists come and artists go, but Nashville has always been built on songwriting, on storytelling.

Whether labels or publishers, everyone seemed to like my songs, but the unexpected draw was my voice. They were all surprised at this big sound coming out of this little guy. One exec said, “It’s like Merle Haggard meets The Beach Boys.” (With that, the Sawyer Brown theme was definitely starting to emerge. All with Hobie right there beside me.)

By the end of the week, after hearing all the feedback from so many industry professionals, I had clearly seen that there was something to this music, songwriting, and now singing deal for me. What I never expected was definitely happening. But I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it yet.

Legendary country artist and songwriter John Anderson had gone to the same high school as me. By that time, he was already in Nashville, so I actually knew someone from my hometown who was making the music thing work. That was encouraging to me.

The one consistent piece of advice every person gave me during that week was this: “Mark, you can’t do this from Florida. You gotta move to Nashville. To make it, you need to be here. And from what we hear in these songs, it’s worth you coming to town.”

As I went back home to school, basketball, and Disney, that week had created a new discipline to add to my life—songwriting. Once again, here was another place where I believe God was leading me, to get me where He wanted me to go in His plan.

A plot twist that occurred around this time was a friend at Disney had played my demo tape for KC (of the Sunshine Band) when he performed at the park. Then, when I was working as a runner for his show, KC saw me, told me that he liked my songs, and invited me to come to his studio in Miami to talk. While there, we discussed the potential of him producing a record for me. He believed in my talent and was very supportive, which was a major confidence boost for me. But with the Nashville connection starting to happen, KC and I never ended up creating music together, although we have remained friends all these years.

Late that summer, just before I was about to begin my senior year and only two semesters away from getting my credentials to coach and teach, a conversation at a family dinner changed everything. To set the stage, Mom’s ultimate goal for me and my brother was for us to graduate from college. Since she was the first in our family to get a degree, she wanted the second generation to keep going and start a new legacy.

Mom, Frank, my grandparents, and I were all sitting around the table after a meal. Seemingly out of nowhere, Mom looked at me and said, “Mark, why don’t you go up to Nashville and give music a shot for a year? If you don’t make it, you can come back, finish your senior year, get your degree, and move on with your original plan. You can red-shirt this year in basketball. Take a year off and go give it a try.”

I was absolutely speechless. Those were the last words I ever thought would come out of Mom’s mouth. I was in shock, trying to process what she said in front of God and everybody.

Now, to be clear in that moment, my honest feelings were not, Alright, I’m going to go to Nashville and become a star. No. To me, Mom had just given me permission to go on an adventure! And my mama didn’t raise no fool. She didn’t have to tell me twice.

Because I was already signed up and enrolled for the semester, first thing the next morning, I went to the admin office at UCF and let them know I wouldn’t be attending in the fall. Next, I went straight to the gym to talk to Coach Clark. Seeing he was in his office with his assistant coach, I knocked on the door. He invited me in, and I sat down and started telling my story. “Coach, I wanted to come tell you that I’m dropping out of school for a year and going to Nashville.” He stared at me for a minute, then asked, “Okay, what are you gonna do?” I answered, “Well, I’ve written some songs and I’m going to give the music business a shot.”

He turned to our assistant coach and asked, “Ray, did you know about this?” When Ray shook his head, Coach continued, “Well, if he’s going to Nashville, then he’s gotta be good.” He looked back at me and said, “Miller, you’re good, aren’t you?” I answered, “I… I don’t know.”
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