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Tasha Miller

Music is Her Constant in
the Hills of Portland
By Meg Cotner
Photography by David Vigil
In September’s feature story, Ginger Burke mentioned “local
singer and Hillside neighbor Tasha Miller,” who sang at the
celebration of their beloved mailman Dave’s retirement party. She
also created, planned, and marketed the event in its entirety. We
took some time to get to know Tasha and are delighted to bring her
colorful, moving, and fascinating story to you this month.

A Very Varied Childhood
Tasha (née Jablonski) was born in Kearney, NE, the second of four
children of Joe – a sea captain and writer (he authored the New
York Times short, “Pirate Nights” and the novels, Three Star Fix and
Flood Tide) and Darlyn Jablonski – a musician, homemaker, and
painter. Tasha’s childhood was full of adventure. “Our family moved
around the country in a Volkswagen van during my upbringing,” she
recalls. “We lived in the redwoods of Northern California (close to
Point Arena in Mendocino County); along the banks of Nebraska’s
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Sherman Dam; and in a foothills town of the Colorado Rockies (Fort
Collins).” In 1989 the family settled in Portland, on NW Culpepper
Terrace.
Despite a plethora of interstate moves, Tasha started working
from a young age – paper routes, restaurant work, manual labor.
“The direction from my father to be working so often was my
understanding of a good life,” she said. “Employment gave me
a chance to exercise my need to be meticulous. I’ve long been
addicted to 'the idea of perfection' since I was a young person.”
Aside from work and school, she participated in activities like
gymnastics, figure skating, and roller skating…and practicing
the piano. She thinks back to those early days at the keyboard
and remembers her fondness for the Classical style. “My favorite
piece was Friedrich Kuhlau’s Sonatina in C, Op. 20 No. 1” she says.
Music was also a healthy distraction from something a lot of kids
experience: bullying.

“I was bullied by one mean girl during grade school, and having
friends during those years felt difficult,” she recalls. “Junior high only
meant that kids clued into the details of each others’ appearances more
readily. I was teased for having bald spots and tried to hide them with
brown eyeliner.” She adds, “Music was the one single molecule in my
young life that did not provide anxiety; it never felt like work. I sang and
played deep into the night. Music was always a good friend, and to this
day, music remains my personal escape – my happiness and my peace.”

College Days
She graduated in the top 10 percent of her class (with a
4.3 GPA) at Lincoln High School and was accepted to Barnard
College at Columbia University in NYC – her first choice. But
a disagreement with her father caused her to consider, in her
words, “a great instead.” She headed to UC Davis and flourished
there. “I earned two full baccalaureates (BA in Russian, BS in
Nutrition Science), played on two of the university’s varsity
sports teams, made lifelong friends, met one husband, and
joined a sorority for a year,” she says. “And I worked numerous
odd jobs to help pay for my college education.”
Tasha continued her studies in the field of nutrition at
Oregon Health Sciences University and became a Registered
Dietitian. Then, after many Friday nights crying at the northeast
corner table at Jo Bar on NW 23rd Avenue, it became clear that
counting calories was not her life’s calling. Life felt completely
daunting and misdirected. So she tried a number of odd jobs,
then became a P.E. Teacher at Cathedral School in addition to
coaching high school volleyball (Lincoln's head coach, two
years) and collegiate level rowing (Lewis & Clark, Division III).
“I was known as Coach Miller… or ‘Coach Killer’ if you were
standing behind my back!” But still, something didn’t feel right.

Creativity during Marriage and Motherhood
Eventually, life gained meaning through marriage and
motherhood, with music as her constant. Tasha and her
college sweetheart Scott married at St. Mary’s Cathedral with
a reception following in her parent’s Portland backyard. He
proposed on the steps that lead up to Hillside Community
Center from Culpepper Terrace. Here’s how they met:
“Scott and I met during our sophomore year at UC Davis,
in Bio 1A class. At that time I was on the volleyball team, but
I switched to rowing when coach Marlene Piper left the Davis
volleyball program in 1993 – I couldn't bear the thought of
volleyball without Marlene at the helm. Scott was a strong and
handsome rower, and was “erging" (a rowing piece done on
a simulator called an ergometer) in the afternoon sun. One
day my varsity boat was pulling out for the open water, and
I happened to look up out of the boat while fixing my foot
stretchers…and I saw him: no shirt, with crazy oxen legs and
back. A true specimen! My thoughts were as bright as that very
California sun: that’s my boy.” They connected after practice
and married three and a half years later when Scott was 23 and
Tasha newly 24.
The early years in their marriage involved building a “real
estate empire” (they currently own and partly manage multiple
rental units) and Scott continues to work in that field, serving
as a partner at The Holt Group, a real estate developer. The
first home they bought was via sealed-bid auction from the
Department of Housing and Urban Development. It was
located in SE Portland and the house needed a lot of work.
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“Vagrants were living in the 1892 Victorian,” Tasha recalls. “Every wall
needed to be torn down and put up new. We worked side by side
with boiler suits that buttoned up our lean bodies, and demo tools
were held tight in our calloused fists. We re-created a triplex and
lived in one unit.”
Four years after they married, they had their first child, William
(now 14), and she fell in love with motherhood. “Staying at home
with the new baby was completely fresh and engaging,” she says.
“I bought a good camera – capturing William’s presence on 35mm
film was a very high priority all of the sudden.” Before long, other
moms in the area saw her photos and asked her to photograph
their kids, too.
They had two other children – Francesca (now 13) and Walter
(now 10), who she also photographed, which then led to more
photography gigs. She adds, “I soon became the stay-at-home
mom who is busy on weekends as a photographer and gets out to
stretch her vocal chords late on weeknights at local Portland jam
sessions.”
Her life as a music teacher began when William turned five
and Tasha began teaching him piano lessons. Like with the
photography, other parents were impressed and asked Tasha to
teach their children, too. She found a lot of success then, but life
was messy despite the appearance of being “on top of it all.”

Challenges and Healing
But she did the necessary hard work, and eventually found the
confidence to confront the issues she had with her father and
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repair her relationship with him. She started speaking openly about
her trichotillomania and the topic of OCD. She also admitted that
the stress of pregnancy had eroded her overall mental health – and
the constant, regular demands by her young children became a
challenge to navigate at times, but it woke her up.
“Life broke the trance,” she explains. “My children's concurrent
debacles saved me. I ran out of my head and called for help – my
husband first, then my doctor. I shook like an addict, feeling like I had
abandoned my commitment to the control I sought in something
as innocuous as a made bed. My doctor had the prescription ready;
Sertraline saved my life. And music – music was with me through it
all.”

Life These Days
Tasha, Scott, and their kids (and Millie Miller, their terrier mutt
rescue) currently live in a big white house they named Valentina,
on NW Culpepper Terrace in the West Hills. This house has seen
a lot – for a decade Tasha taught piano lessons there and hosted
biannual “Sunday Salons” – house concerts featuring her and other
local teachers’ students, inviting the community into her home.
There have been many parties over the years, too. And she still
keeps an open door. “I usually lure in people off the streets with
burnt toast, medicinal glasses of Manhattans, or CDs that do no
good just stacked up in the basement,” Tasha quips. You might also
see her driving around the neighborhood in her white collectible
1979 Cadillac convertible with the license plate reads, “TASHA.” She
states, “I’m never allowed to have a bad day when my name is on a

Cadillac. Plus! That car makes more friends than me! It's a peace sign
on wheels.”
The Millers host The Valentine Ball, an annual event within the walls
of Valentina that raises thousands of dollars for Providence Cancer
Center’s research on immunotherapy. The world of cancer is close
to home, as Scott had a Stage 4 cancer diagnosis back in 2012. He’s
made great strides in healing, and along with work and fatherhood, he
currently serves as the Treasurer for the Oregon Humane Society (he
has served on the board of OHS for nearly 8 years).
Tasha loves walking around the neighborhood. “My daily walk is a
loop I take that includes the full entire length of NW 23rd,” she explains.
“I feel deeply that this is a street that belongs to so many of us who
have been here for years. On my walks I often see friends – Jimbo at
Jo Bar, Jenny at Fireside, Mike at Nob Hill, Richard at U.S. Bank, Chris
and Linda and the gang at Nail Atelier – the list goes on. I either walk
right in and kiss somebody on the cheek, or simply madly wave and
blow kisses their way. But my goal is to always provide that sense of
community in peoples' lives. And to keep moving!”
Tasha has a bunch of new singles and a new record coming out,
entitled National Bathrobe Day (Tasha is often seen wearing her
bathrobe around the neighborhood). She sings at local venues such as
Jo Bar on NW 23rd. To learn more, head to www.mrstashamiller.com.

■
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