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“The Moses of the Sacred Harp of Texas” – Jno. W. Miller 
by Robert Vaughn 

 

When Rusk Countian Aaron R. Rousseau called John W. Miller “the Moses of 
the Sacred Harp of Texas”,1 he probably had in mind Miller’s abilities as leader, 
teacher, and songwriter. For a number of years I thought Miller had something 
altogether different in common with Moses – that we would never know where he 
was buried! Yet in the past several weeks, God has seen fit to “open the windows 
of heaven” and pour out showers of information that had been “hidden” for years. 
Though much remains to be discovered, I will divulge what I’ve learned to this 
point. 
 
Jno. W. Miller – as he signed himself – was born John Wesley Miller2 on March 
15, 1862 in Winston County, Mississippi, the oldest child of proud parents, 
William Tresvant3 and Martha Jane (Lutrick) Miller. 
 

John Wesley Miller  
 

His paternal ancestry4 can be traced back to his grandfather, George Miller (1807-??),5 who was living in Newberry County, South 
Carolina in 1850. William Tresvant Miller was born to George and Mary Miller on October 9, 1832 in South Carolina. He moved to 
Mississippi and then to Texas. 
 
His maternal ancestry can be traced to Johann Nicolaus Ludwig (1741-1781), who was born in Leipzig, Saxony, Germany, moved to 
America, and died in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. Miller was the grandson of Johann’s grandson, Henry Lutewick. Miller’s 
mother was Martha Jane Lutrick (born October 7, 1841 in Mississippi), the daughter of Henry Lutewick and Suzannah Eddleman. 
 
William Tresvant Miller and Martha Jane Lutrick married June 9, 1861 in Winston County, Mississippi.  To this union nine children 
were born: John Wesley, Susan T., Mary C., Elizabeth, Sarah A., William H., Edward M., Marvin L. and one unknown. The Millers 
and related families came to Henderson County, Texas circa 1866 and settled near the Red Hill and Black Jack communities east of 
Murchison, when John was about 4 years old. John Miller attended the Black Jack School, but his early educational opportunities 
were severely limited. Pictures reveal that he grew to be a man taller than most men in East Texas in his day. 
 
Jno. W. Miller and Melvina Mary Morton married in Henderson County on December 9, 1884. They had one child, John Bertrand, 
who was born circa 1888. Melvina, a daughter of Joel and Mary Morton, died September 10, 1889. After her death, Jno. W. married 
Margaret Belle Morton on November 13, 1890. Margaret Belle was the daughter of Benjamin (a brother of Melvina) and Nancy 
Morton. They had six children: Henry, Thomas Tresvant, Mary Geneva, Jewel, Maud Marie, and Anice. 
 

                                                 
1 Athens Review, Thursday June 17, 1915 
2 His parents being dedicated Methodists, it is likely he was named after the founder of Methodism, John Wesley 
3 Also spelled Tresvan 
4 Genealogical information from various GEDCOM files, and Larry Martin, a great-grandson of John Miller 
5 Some information is only approximate, based on conflicting information from GEDCOM files. 
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For most of their married life, John and Belle made their home in Henderson County. In 1900 they were living in neighboring Van 
Zandt County while he taught school at Martin’s Mill. For a number of years they lived on Larkin Street near downtown Athens, and 
moved near the end of their lives to Tom Green County in West Texas. John was raised on a farm, and attended the Black Jack 
School. He later chose to pursue teaching rather than farming, and taught school for about 15 years, including Martin’s Mill and 
Murchison. John Miller was associated with the progress of the Martin’s Mill community: “The community is erecting a larger and 
better school building, and Prof. John W. Miller has been employed to teach the school next year”.6 He was also a music teacher, 
insurance salesman, and a traveling agent for the Dallas Times Herald newspaper. His musical interests were broader than Sacred 
Harp. He was a member of the Martin’s Mill band while living there. 
 
John. Miller was a respected man both in Henderson County and the Sacred Harp community. He was a member of the Methodist 
Church and the Masonic Lodge. In David Waldrop’s memory, Miller was "an excellent teacher, a good Godly man, something about 
the man stood out. He had a way of expressing himself so there was no doubt. He talked slowly with much selection of the proper 
words..." Opal Boyd, Brownsboro resident, wrote, “Both of the Millers were good Sacred Harp singers, and thought highly of.”7 His 
kindness and gentleness endeared him to many. “The Prof. is as gentle as a woman and honorable and ambitious,” said an article in 
The Southland.8 This gentleness and respect shows in a glowing tribute written by Miller after his mother’s death. He wrote, “Mrs. 
Miller was ever recognized during all her life as a most devoted Christian, and those who knew her best had cause to love her most, 
for her reserved manners and undemonstrative nature did not readily give forth its radiant beauty; but like the precious gems of 
Golconda,9 encased in a cover of plain gray stone, only has to be rubbed to reveal the dazzling luster of the richest diamond.”10 The 
kindness and honor is seen in he and his wife taking into their home her aged aunt (and his sister-in-law by his first marriage): “Aunt 
Jane Jamieson, better known probably as ‘Aunt Jane’ Morton, who celebrated her 83rd birthday on January 30th passed away 
suddenly Tuesday night at 10:15 at the home of Mr. And Mrs. John W. Miller on West Larkin Street…For the past few years, or since 
May 1922, she has been making her home with Mr. and Mrs. John W. Miller of this city. Aunt Jane was among the early pioneers of 
this county and her going is another break in the ranks of that fast diminishing type of which the world is made sadder by their 
departing.”11 
 
The Miller family loved sacred songs. John wrote that his mother “was a lover of songs” and “reared eight children to years of 
maturity, all of which participated in sacred song services, and two are vocal teachers.” His youngest brother Marvin was the other 
“vocal teacher” in the family.12 

John Miller was a true Moses in the Texas Sacred Harp community in the first quarter of the 20th century. He was active on many 
levels – teacher, composer, officer, editor – and traveled far and near to support and promote Sacred Harp. Miller served as president 
of the Henderson County Singer’s and Teacher’s Institute, and as an officer of the Central Texas Musical Convention (which usually 
met in Henderson or Van Zandt County), Sacred Harp composer, and singing school teacher.13 He served the Sacred Harp State 
Association as president 1907-1911; 1914-1915; and vice-president 1920-1921. The historic gavel of the State Association, now a 
part of Miller’s legacy, reads, “Cut from Old Liberty Elm at Nacogdoches, Texas Jan. 22, 1911.  Presented to The State Association 
of Sacred Harp Singers, Oct. 20, 1911 by Jno. W. Miller”.14 Miller was often honored as an officer when visiting a neighboring 
singing. While visiting the East Texas Musical Convention in 1911, he was elected secretary pro-tem, and served on its committees. 
On June 17, 1915 he visited the Old Pine Grove singing. When they organized, Miller was elected chairman. These were common 
honors bestowed on such a “Moses”.15 His abundant travels were not limited to the state of Texas. For example, in 1913 he traveled 
with R. E. Bartlett and W. T. Coston to Georgia and visited the United Sacred Harp Convention and the B. F. White Sacred Harp 
Convention.16 These were rival conventions based on use of the James Book (United Convention) and the White Book (White 
Convention). 
 

 
6 Van Zandt Texas County Biographies, 1848-1991 Vol. II http://www.rootsweb.com/~txvanzan/mmcomm.htm 
7 Letter from Opal Boyd to the author, June 14, 1993 
8 The Southland Vol. XII. No 1, http://www.rootsweb.com/~txvanzan/vzcjwmilr.htm 
9 The Golconda Mine is in India. 
10 Letter by Jno. W. Miller, October 31, 1916, p. 1 
11 Athens Review Thursday June 26, 1924 
12 Miller letter, 1916, p.2 
13 Rounsavall, Margaret L., “Sacred Harp Music: an East Texas Tradition”, Master of Arts thesis, East Texas State University, 1976, pp. 47,51.  
14 E-mail from Donald R. Ross to the author, October 21, 2004 
15 Athens Review Thursday July 1, 1915 
16 September 7, 1913 and September 13, 1913 Atlanta Journal and Constitution 
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In 1914 & 1915, John Miller was the editor of the “Sacred Harp Courier”, which appeared as a department in the weekly “Athens 
Review”. This must have been a boon for the Review, garnering subscriptions not only across Texas, but from other Southern states as 
well. It WAS a boon for Sacred Harpers, providing a forum for news, announcements, history, instruction, edification, opinion, 
contests, and other communication. At the October 1915 session of the State Sacred Harp Association, a move was made toward 
having the Review publish a monthly Sacred Harp magazine.17 
 
As a Sacred Harp promoter and an 
editor, Miller followed related 
venues. For example, though he was 
a Methodist, Miller read and 
corresponded with “The Primitive 
Baptist”, a religious periodical edited 
by Elder C. H. Cayce and published 
in Martin, Tennessee.18 A fellow 
Sacred Harp, Elder M. W. Miracle of 
Dallas, Texas, was editor of the 
“Good Old Songs Department” in 
that paper. Sacred Harp was 
frequently discussed and singings 
announced.19 
 
Jno. W. Miller served on the revision 
committee for the fifth edition of the 
Revised Sacred Harp of W. M. 
Cooper. He composed five songs that 
appeared in the Cooper revision in 
1907 and afterward: “Duty and 
Reward” (p. 109a, written 1904), “I 
Have No Mother Now” (p. 363, 
written 1909), “There’s a Crown For 
Me” (p. 364), “Shades of Night” 
(p. 522, written 1911), and “My 
Home Above” (p. 524, written 1913). 

 
In this singing school group, John W. Miller is the gentleman at the far right of the picture. 

 
The 1992 Revision Committee dropped “There’s a Crown For Me” from the book. The other four are still in the book, and three of 
them are quite popular. Son John Bertrand assisted his father on two songs, writing the alto on 109a, and the second treble on 364. W. 
M. Cooper’s respect for John Miller shows in his tune title and inscription for the song appearing on page 510 – “Miller. Dedicated to 
Prof. Jno. W. Miller, Athens, Tex.” Elder Eugene E. Jones, Baptist minister and Sacred Harp singer in the East Texas Convention, 
called John W. Miller “that prince of harp singers”.20  Though only limited information is now available on Miller, all of it points to 
the Sacred Harp singers of Texas and other places holding him in high esteem, rendering honor to whom they thought honor was due. 
 
Apparently John Miller met with some health problems in his later years. In 1930, John and Belle were living with their daughter and 
son-in-law, Geneva and Shell Watterson. After that they moved to West Texas, looking for a drier climate in hopes of improving his 
health. He and his wife first moved to Stanton in Martin County and then to San Angelo in Tom Green County.21  
 
John Wesley Miller died in San Angelo, Texas Friday, May 29, 1931.22 “Know ye not that there is a prince and a great man fallen this 
day in Israel?”23 

                                                 
17 No further information is available at this time. 
18 But now in Thornton, Arkansas 
19 Drummond, R. Paul, A Portion for the Singers, Christian Baptist Publishing Co., 1988, pp. 161-165 
20 Athens Review Thursday June 17, 1915 
21 Letter from Larry Martin to the author, October 6, 2004  
22 John Wesley and Margaret Belle Miller are buried in the Belvedere Memorial Park of San Angelo, Tom Green County, Texas. 
23 II Samuel 3:38 
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Monthly Dallas County Singings 

• Dallas (third Saturday of each month 1:00 – 3:00) Contact Bruce and Beverly Coates, 972-476-9937 or Cheryl 
Foreman at 972-922-5905, e-mail cf91@yahoo.com. 

• Houston (third Sunday of each month 3:00 – 5:00) Contact Crystal Visco, (832) 922-5858. 

• Austin (various times and locations) Contact Gaylon Powell, (512) 249-8931. 

• East Texas (various times and locations) Contact Robert Vaughn, (903) 863-5379. 
 

Web Resources 

www.fasola.org 
Information about Sacred Harp singing nationwide, including schedules, maps and directions, and links to 
other shape-note sites. 
 
www.texasfasola.org   
Information about Sacred Harp singing in Texas, including schedules and maps to the singings. 

Questions? 

Like to subscribe? Have information to share or a suggestion for the newsletter? Contact Cheryl Foreman 
at (214) 922-5905 or (214) 497-9911; e-mail cf91@yahoo.com. 
 

Upcoming Texas Singings 

The following singings are scheduled for May through November 2005. Maps are available online at 
www.fasola.org/maps/, at www.texasfasola.org, or from Cheryl Foreman (call 214-922-5905). 
Details, including location, directions, and contact information, are listed in this newsletter. Every 
effort has been made to present accurate information in this newsletter, but please call the contact 
person before making travel arrangements to make sure nothing has changed. 

• May 28-29 Southwest Texas Convention (105th Annual) 
• June 19 Zion Hill Singing  
• August 13-14 East Texas Convention (150th Anniversary) 
• September 10 Crosbyton Singing 
• October 1 Smyrna Baptist Church Singing 
• October 29-30 Southwest Texas Convention (Fall Session) 
• November 5 Little Hope Singing 
• November 12 Dallas County Singing 

mailto:cf91@yahoo.com
http://www.fasola.org/
http://www.flash.net/~gaylon
mailto:cf91@yahoo.com
http://www.fasola.org/maps/
http://www.texasfasola.org/
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May 28 – 29     Southwest Texas Convention (105th Annual) 

Location and 
Directions 

Bethel Primitive Baptist Church in McMahan, TX  (approximately 45 miles southeast of Austin)  

From US Highway 183 just south of downtown Lockhart, take Farm-to-Market Road #20 eastbound. 
Drive east until Farm-to-Market Road #713. Turn right on 713. The church is on the right, just after the 
intersection with County Road 160, about 8 miles after leaving the highway. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book. On Saturday, the singing is from 9:30 until 3:00, and on Sunday 
from 9:30 until 2:30. Dinner on the grounds is provided. For more information call Tom Owen at (512) 
398-6075 or Curtis Owen at (512) 398-2017. 

Lodging Plum Creek Inn (Best Western) in Lockhart, TX, (512) 398-4911 

June 19     Zion Hill Singing 

Location and 
Directions 

Zion Hill Baptist Church on County Road 368 near Henderson, Texas 

From Henderson take Farm-to-Market Road #840 southeast 10 miles towards Brachfield. Turn right 
onto County Road 368 at the Zion Hill Cemetery sign. Continue for approximately one mile; the church 
is on the left. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book; it will begin at 10:00 and end at 3:00. Dinner on the grounds is 
provided. For more information, call John and Emmie Morris at (903) 898-2510, e-mail 
mnlmorris@msn.com. 

August 13 - 14 150th Annual East Texas Convention  
(150th Anniversary) 

Location and 
Directions 

Henderson Community Center, Henderson, TX  

From E. Main Street in downtown Henderson, drive south on S. High St. The community center is at 
the corner of S. High and Fair Park.  

Evening 
Social 

An evening social (with refreshments) is planned on Saturday evening at 6:00 p.m., and will 
include a historical marker dedication ceremony to commemorate the 150th anniversary of this 
Convention. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book. On Saturday, the singing is from 9:30 until 3:00, and on Sunday 
from 9:30 until 2:30. Call John and Emmie Morris for additional information at (903) 898-2510. 

Lodging In Henderson, Holiday Inn Express, (903) 657-8789 or Best Western Inn, (903) 657-1195. In Kilgore, 
Holiday Inn Express (903) 986-3533 or Best Western Inn of Kilgore (903) 9861-195. 

September 10 Crosbyton Singing 

Location and 
Directions 

Mt. Blanco Fossil Museum, 124 W. Main Crosbyton, TX (35 miles east of Lubbock) 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Denson book from 10:00 until 4:00, with a break for lunch. For more 
information, call Tom Taylor 806-263-4363 or Kathy Taylor 806-789-2493, e-mail 
soupscoop@yahoo.com . 

mailto:mnlmorris@msn.com
mailto:soupscoop@yahoo.com
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October 1 Smyrna Baptist Church Singing 

Location and 
Directions 

Smyrna Baptist Church, Mt. Enterprise, TX   

On US Highway 259 drive south out of Henderson. Just before entering Mount Enterprise, turn right, 
west, on Farm-to-Market Rd #2496. The church is on the right, about 5 miles from Mount Enterprise. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book; it will begin at 10:00 and end at 3:00. Call Robert Vaughn for 
additional information at (903) 863-5379. 

Lodging In Henderson, Holiday Inn Express, (903) 657-8789 or Best Western Inn, (903) 657-1195. In Kilgore, 
Holiday Inn Express (903) 986-3533 or Best Western Inn of Kilgore (903) 986-1195. 

October 29 – 30 Southwest Texas Convention 

Location and 
Directions 

Community Center in San Gabriel Park, Georgetown, TX  

Coming from the north on I-35, take the Lake Georgetown/Andice (Williams Dr.) exit and go left on 
Williams Drive to Austin Avenue. Turn left and go a couple of blocks to Stadium Drive, and turn right 
(not a controlled intersection). Take to first left through the park and watch for a sign that will point to 
the community center off to the left.  

Coming from the south on I-35, take the same exit, go right on Williams Drive, and follow the same 
instructions. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book. On Saturday, the singing is from 9:30 until 3:00, and on Sunday 
from 9:30 until 2:30. Call Gaylon Powell for additional information at (512) 249-8931. 

November 5 Little Hope Singing 

Location and 
Directions 

Little Hope Primitive Baptist Church, Huntington, TX   

Drive east of Lufkin on US Highway 69. Exit US 69 onto Farm-to-Market Rd #1669 at Huntington, 
and go north. In Huntington this road is also called Main St. The church is 4 miles from this junction, 
on Rd #1669, on the right. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Cooper book; it will begin at 10:00 and end at 3:00. Call Burl Russell for 
additional information at (409) 624-2173. 

Lodging In Lufkin, Holiday Inn at 4306 Highway 59 South or La Quinta Inn at 2119 South First. 

November 12 Dallas County Singing 

Location and 
Directions 

First Primitive Baptist Church, Dallas, TX   

From Interstate 30 (going east or west) on the east side of Dallas, take Loop 12 exit, also called 
Buckner Blvd, and drive north. Stay in the right lane and at the second traffic light exit right onto Peavy 
Rd. At the first traffic light turn right onto Gross Rd. The church is almost immediately on the right: 
1920 Gross Road. 

Other 
Information 

The singing is from the Denson book; it will begin at 9:30 and end at 3:00. For additional information, 
call Bruce and Beverly Coates at (972) 476-9937, or Gary and Vivian Rogan at (817) 220-5147.  
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