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Today, utterly at home with his place in the new economy, the songwriter Scott
Miller is having a cow.
All right, a calf.
Gently and with great patience he is tending the calf and its mother, the distance
between man and animal not entirely different from the careful space a performer withholds
from his audience.
He has lots of cows, 75 head, give or take. The audience for his music is considerably
larger, for Scott Miller has long been a songwriter's songwriter, his careful, biting work
championed by artists from Patty Griffin to Steve Earle to the novelist Silas House.
When the cow is stable (sorry) he takes a four-wheeler to the top of the tallest hill
around and stops simply to survey the landscape. “I grew up here,” he says, his eyes
restless, counting each unfinished project. “You do not see anything else from up here but
farmland and farms. When you're twelve, it's your world. And it's beautiful, and it speaks to
me.”
The roots of roots music.
“Stonewall Jackson bivouacked in those woods,” he continues. “If we go to the family
farm in Bath County, near Montpelier, you can sit in the window and see the other side of the
mountains that James Madison looked at while he was writing the Bill of Rights. This
country started in Virginia. Jamestown, 1693. That just speaks to me. And that's just white
people history. It’s not like this valley didn’t draw and speak to anyone before Europeans
settled in it. Far from it.”
The black calf is soft and damp and tired, covered in thrift shop towels. Sweet and
helpless. Shivering, amniotic fluid still rattling in his chest, though the vet took a medicinal

turkey baster to the problem before turning her attention to his mother. So tired he doesn't
know he's hungry yet.
Neither animal can stand.
Watching a 1,500-pound animal stumble and fall will keep you nimble and alert.
It took two strong men twenty minutes to pull the calf free, the metal chain they used
clean and coiled on the back of the nearest tractor. In time both animals will both stand; the
mother simply has temporary nerve damage from the trauma of birth.
This time of day, Scott Miller should be writing songs, but he doesn't book tours when
calves are due or the hay needs cutting, and he has earned the freedom to write at his own
pace. At current market prices, that calf on the ground is worth about what a midweek gig in
Omaha pays. Probably more, except the vet bill is kind of like the price of gas just went up a
buck and the front tires are bald.
It's been a hard winter and the vet carries word that everybody's been losing calves,
not to feel bad.
Doesn't matter. Scott's dad, down at the house where you turn in to get to the barn,
his dad knows that if he could still just do what he used to do things would be better. But
Scott's father saw part of World War II and there's only so much a son, can do to impress a
member of the Greatest Generation.
Four years in, Scott still hasn't found a song to write about tending elderly parents,
but it'll come. As it will come to most of us, if not in song form.
Anyway, Scott knows that on Saturday he and fiddler Rayna Gellert and the bass
player Bryn Davies will return to Knoxville, where he first found fame as co-leader of the VRoys, and there they will shed every moment except the moment of the song they are
playing together.
The Acoustic Commonwealth, he calls that band. Recently, the band name has
morphed into The Commonwealth Ladies Auxiliary, but he's been writing about his home in
Virginia since he left, and his backing band is always some kind of Commonwealth. Left,
leaving behind a degree in Russian Literature from William & Mary and trying to catch a
girl.

Left behind the roots of his music, the roots of his raising.
“Jacob Revercomb,” he says, spelling the name carefully. His mother's ancestor.
“Seventeen eighty-one, and there's only one Revercomb that ever came over. He settled in
Highland County. We never owed anybody, we never owned anybody. That's where the
homeplace was. Is.”
Scots-Irish. His work gloves are covered in small, precisely trimmed pieces of duct
tape. There is only one guitar on a stand in his basement writing room. His pickup hasn't
been showroom quality for some years, but it runs well enough.
“I've always had good sense around animals, especially cattle,” he says. “They're
instinctual but not smart. That's me.”
The particulars of Miller's 200 acres don't especially matter, though he might tell you
where to go depending on how you ask. The land where he lives, pinched between two
mountain ranges, rolls but has little rock. It is green and seductive and filled with work
worth doing. “I'm up before dawn,” he says, no longer lured by rock 'n' roll hours. “I wake up.
I can't even imagine doing an 11 o'clock show now.”
This is not an accommodation. It is a nurturing, a finely-wrought peace. Life. “I do not
mind getting older,” Miller says. “And I mean it. I don't. You do get smarter.”
“I always knew I was coming back,” he adds. “I wanted to come back with a little bit
more of a career under my belt. Be more of a gentleman farmer and not have to work so
hard.”
The slick, thin-lapelled black suit Miller wore in the V-Roys no longer fits. It's too big.
He is leaner and stronger now, no room in his life for beer fat and creative indolence, not
when the cows need feeding. The band still makes him smile, for Steve Earle so believed in
those Knoxville lads that he produced and released their two albums for his E-Squared label.
A splendid power pop memory, that thing once called alt.country.
Five solo albums, a couple live releases since then. Lotta songs under the bridge. Plus
the delightful EP Reyna Gellert talked him into making a year ago. “We'd been playing for not
even half a year, a show over in Charlottesville. It was snowing, and there's a mountain to go
over, and we were downtown with a basketball game going on when she says, 'I need to find a

Starbucks.' I'm waiting outside, somebody's beating on the car because I'm in the way. She
pops back in the van, 'We should make an EP.' Awesome idea.”
Could you quit this?
“I don't think so,” he says softly. “I don't think so. I don't know that I would write as
much as I do — or should — but I would still have songs that I would want to write.”
Songs, as Stevie Wonder once titled an album, in the key of life.
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