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Except for Brian Rustôs Complete Entertainment Discography 1989 (which is, however, incomplete and with unlisted 
personnels), the vocal group Mills Brothers has been omitted from all discographies, jazz as well as popular music. 
   This is quite illogical, not to say unfair, since other vocal groups - the Three Boswell Sisters for instance - are nearly 
always squeezed in; usually under the banner that rhythmic instrumental solos are often featured. 
 
Since the Mills Brothers was backed by the most vital one-man rhythm section ever, namely John Mills Jr., singing bass 
and playing tenor (four string) guitar, the abovementioned neglect needs to be remedied as to the early fully jazz/swing 
influenced period.  
 
Mills Brothersô later recordings are, however, also belonging among top professional artistsô output and often being 
supported by jazz, or jazz inspired, bands. Mills Brothers were never less than magnificent, swinging, joyful, and 
supremely entertaining. 
 
The highly outstanding and honourable British musician (alto sax/trombone/cornet), discographer, record collector, record 
producer (Ristic/Jazz Oracle), researcher, wizard sound specialist, and raconteur ôJohn R. T.ô Davies (John Ross Twiston 
"Ristic" Davies, 1927-2004) had the following to say about Mills Brothers: 
 
ñTHERE HAVE been, since the advent of Hot Discography, omissions from listings of Jazz Records ï and conversely 
insertions of matter which must be considered alien by graduate students of Le Hot. 
   While the publication of ANY Discographical matter must necessarily be advantageous, frequently it may be seen (and 
heard) that entire sections are omitted from Discographical works simply because an artist or group does not appear, in 
the eyes of the compiler, to fulfil the basic requirements for inclusion. 
   Many Jazz enthusiasts have become aware at one time or another when listening to the Mills Brothers and Duke 
Ellingtonôs Orchestra in their fortunately fairly readily available recording of ñDiga Diga Dooò that as Mills take over from 
Duke and vice versa there is no let-down . . . unless perhaps on the Ellington side. There is ample confirmation of the 
driving power of Mills Brothers throughout their records of this period ï and not just driving power, but also the 
inventiveness expected of any self-respecting jazz musicians. 
   Not only as soloists do they leave nothing to be desired, but without a great deal of searching, examples can be found 
of arrangement and ensembles which in spite of limited numbers still contrive to produce a sound which can be compared 
(if you must) DIRECTLY with McKinneyôs Cotton Pickers . . . or half a decade later, the Basie Orchestra. In ñThe Old Man 
of the Mountainò it all happens ï hot lead, hot support to lead, light and rhythmic reed and brass sections (yes, sections!), 
all this and a bouncing bubbling rhythm section too. To say that here is an imitation of a ten-piece orchestra in full cry 
would be a poor comparison and an understatement only to be considered if instrumental jazz must be used as the 
yardstick. 
   The Mills Brothers, at least in their earlier days, could manifestly lay claim to inclusion in any reference work concerned 
with jazz. If the instrumentation was unusual, and even if later recordings display a tendency to be tailored to public 
demand and the quest of a living (they were not alone in this), there is every reason why the earlier recordings of the Mills 
Brothers should be accorded a place ï indeed, a place of honour ï in a jazz discography.ò 



 

 
MILLS BROTHERS BIOGRAPHY 

 

The four Mills Brothers (all born in Piqua, Ohio) started singing in 1922 and as a quartet turned professionals in 1925: 
 
John Charles Jr., bass voice/tenor guitar 19 October 1910 - 23 January 1936, Bellefontaine, Ohio. 
Herbert Bowles, tenor voice 2 April 1912 - 12 April 1989, Las Vegas, Nevada. 
Harry Flood, baritone voice 19 August 1913 - 28 June 1982, Los Angeles, California. 
Donald Friedlich, tenor voice 29 April 1915 - 13 November 1999, Los Angeles, California. 
Parents Eathel (Harrington) and 
John Sr., bass voice, Bellefonte, Penn. 11 February 1882 - 8 December 1967, Bellefontaine, Ohio 
(married 1905, moved to Piqua 1907, divorced c. 1930). 
 
Eathel Mills gave birth to further three children (girls, older than the boys), not known to be singers. Date of death for 
Harry Mills also given as January 1982. 
 
The following biography part is a combination of information (not double checked) from Wikipedia, Geoff Milneôs booklet 
notes to the JSP CD series, interview John R. T. Davies, Storyville magazine/Laurie Wright, interview Donald Mills, and 
some minor sources: 
 
 

BOYHOOD AND EARLY YEARS  
 
The boys were taught to sing by their parents. Their mother sang light opera, sometimes even in the radio. Their father 
John Hutchinson Sr., who owned a barber shop, had, as was customary in those days, a so-called barber shop quartet 
named ñThe Four Kings of Harmonyò, so there was always plenty of good music around on which the four boys could 
model themselves, and singers from whom they could learn the intricacies of close harmony. 
 

   
                                                                                                       The Mills Brothers, in an early portrait. 
                                                                                                        From left: John, Herbert, Harry & Donald 
 

As the boys grew older, they began singing in the choir of the Cyrene African Methodist Episcopal Church and in the Park 
Avenue Baptist Church in Piqua. After their lessons at the Spring Street Grammar School, they would gather in front of 
their father's barbershop on Public Square or at the corner of Greene and Main to sing and play the kazoo to passersby.  
One source (see below) has it that the brothers first publicly performed on October 28, 1924, at May's Opera House in 
Piqua, where they came to entertain during the intermissions of Rin-Tin-Tin for a fee of four dollars a night. The boys, 
aged nine to fourteen, suffered opening-night jitters, and that fateful night, Harry even discovered he had forgotten to 



bring his kazoo. The resourceful Harry cupped his hands over his mouth to imitate the missing instrument, "...and lo and 
behold, out came the sound of a trumpet." The Brothers were quick to realize what happened, so the other three joined in, 
John Charles Jr., imitating a tuba, Herbert a second trumpet, and Donald (lead voice) taking a trombone line.   
     According to the Piqua Daily Call, "They made a big hit... The lads have natural talent and appear like veterans of the 
stage." The appearance, a fresh new sound, altered their musical style and eventually catapulted them to unprecedented 
acclaim. First, John accompanied the four-part harmony with a ukulele - later on he used a four-string guitar. The brothers 
practiced imitating orchestras they heard on the radio. 
 
They entertained on the Midwest theater circuit, at house parties, tent shows, music halls and supper clubs throughout 
the area and became well known for their close harmonies, mastery of scat singing, and their amazing ability to imitate 
musical instruments with their voices. Then in 1928, after playing May's Opera House in Piqua between Rin-Tin-Tin 
features (another source has it), they accompanied the Harold Greenameyer Band to Cincinnati for an audition with radio 
station WLW. The Band was not hired, but the Mills brothers were. With the help of Seger Ellis, WLW Cincinnati DJ and a 
music legend of the '20s, they quickly became local radio stars (regular broadcasts over a ten-month period) and got their 
major break when Duke Ellington and his Orchestra played a date in Cincinnati. When the youngsters sang for Duke, he 
was so impressed that he called Tommy Rockwell (of the famous Rockwell-OôKeefe Agency) at Okeh Records who 
signed them and brought the group to New York. 
 
 

ACCLAIM  
 

In September 1930, Ralph Wonders urged broadcasting executive William S. Paley, at CBS Radio in New York, to turn 
on his office speaker and listen to an audition of four young men. For the audition they were ñThe Mills Brothersò, but they 
had been known by many other names. They were billed as ñThe Steamboat Fourò when they sang for Sohio. They had 
been called ñFour Boys and a Guitarò on their Sunday shows. When Paley heard their performance, he immediately went 
downstairs and put them on CBS radio that very same evening. The next day, the Mills Brothers signed a three-year 
contract and became the first African-Americans to have a network show on radio.  
 
Their very first record made for Brunswick, a cover of the ODJB standard ñTiger Ragò, became a nationwide seller. Other 
hits quickly followed. ñGoodbye Bluesò, their theme song; ñYou're Nobody's Sweetheart Nowò, ñOld Rockin' Chairò, ñLazy 
Riverò, ñHow'm I Doin', Hey Heyò, and others . . . cementing them in the minds of the nation and making them national 
stars. 
 

   
 

  
 

 



 
 
 

 

     
 

All above pictures from the same photo studio session, apparently 1929 
 



 
Original photo produced 1929, this copy autographed in 1941 



 
 

 
Mills Brothers with Les Hite Orchestra in Los Angeles early April 1931.  

Les Hite's band included a.o. Lionel Hampton (behind Harry Mills), Harvey Brooks, and Marshall Royal (far right). 



     
 
Photo autographed by Mills Brothers for òDansk Privat Hot Clubò, Denmark 

 
 

   
 



 



 
 

 



   
                     Buffalo Courier October 15, 1933 

 
 
 
They remained on with Brunswick until late 1934, when they signed with Decca, where they stayed well into the 1950s. 
On all of their Brunswick records, as well as the early Decca's, the label always stated: "No musical instruments or 
mechanical devices used in this recording other than one guitar". 
   It was not a publicity stunt or ploy to induce record sales, but considered necessary to convince the purchaser that there 
were, in fact, no other musicians present. How necessary was amply illustrated by a report in the óMelody Makerô 
(commenting upon the arrival of the first mills Brothers records in England in 1932) that ñeveryone swears the tuba is 
played by Adrian Rolliniò. But no, all the sounds on each and every recording, except the guitar played by John, 
emanated from the throats of the quartet who must still rank as unique in the annals of show business. Of course, there 
have been many imitators, but the subtle harmonies and instrumental impressions put the Mills quartet into a class totally 
of their own making, head and shoulders (and larynxes) above all those who sought not only better them but even trying 
to reach the pinnacle of óvocaleseô produced so expertly by the four boys. 
 
They were constantly in demand for radio and performed on this medium as frequently as possible, for that was really the 
passport to nationwide fame in the USA. Their schedule was so tight that they often had to rehearse in the taxis, much to 
the delight of the drivers taking them from one engagement to another. 
 
They were a sensation on CBS in 1930-1931. They had their own popular radio series in 1932-1933, one of the earliest 
built around a black act, billed as the "Four Boys and a Guitar". Before their show announcers commonly explained to 
listeners that the only music instrument used was a guitar. 
 
The Mills Brothers were sponsored by some of the largest advertisers in early radio: Standard Oil, Procter & Gamble, 
Crisco, and Crosley Radio. They began appearing in films. Their first, ñThe Big Broadcastò (Paramount Pictures 1932), 
was an all-star radio revue that included Bing Crosby, Cab Calloway, and the Boswell Sisters. 
 
Geoff Milne: Busy touring and playing radio dates, disaster struck in Chicago in April 1933. John was taken very ill with 
pneumonia. Their intricate harmonies, so meticulously rehearsed, depended on four voices, so rather than try and make it 
as a trio, they cancelled all future engagements. John became so ill that there were moments when it looked doubtful if 
heôd pull through, but great relief came in August when he was well enough to rejoin his three brothers. A big boost to 
their career came in November when they guested on the influential ñFleischmann Yeast Hourò radio show hosted by 



Rudy Vallee. This had become a major source of promotion for up-and-coming performers ï not that the Mills Brothers 
were exactly up-and-coming ï they already had! 
   In fact, by 1933 the Mills Brothers had already influenced groups like the Four Blackbirds, the Four Southern Singers, 
the Three peppers (disbanded 1935) and even the Spirits of Rhythm ï though none of them were as adept in achieving 
this specialist style of interpretation as the originators who were left the clear leaders in their field. In 1933, also in the 
movie ñOperator 13ò. Watch: "Jungle Fever" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=QH1e6G0K3Pk   
 

   
 
Even though the boys had a very hectic schedule they still found 
time to come home and spend Christmas with their mother in 1933 
 

In 1934, the Brothers starred with Crosby for Woodbury Soap, and recorded their classics ñLazy Bonesò, ñSweet Sueò, 
ñLuluôs Back in Townò, ñBye Bye Blackbirdò, ñSleepy Headò, and ñShoe Shine Boyò. Their west coast film appearances 
included ñTwenty Million Sweetheartsò (Warner Brothers, 1934) and ñBroadway Gondolierò (Warner Brothers, 1935). 
 

Geoff Milne: In March 1934, the Brothers moved up the coast to San Francisco for more radio dates. Their fame had 
spread to Europe. 
 

 
This photo c. 1930. See further pictures from this session under Mills Brothers' first recording date October 1931 in the discography 

Be sure to watch: "Tiger Rag" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=ui_icfQoAeU   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ui_icfQoAeU


  
Be sure to watch: "The  Old Man of the Mountain" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0ngRaUyXvE   

 

   
Be sure to watch: "How 'm I doin' , Hey Hey" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_Knzwe15PY   

"I Heard" -  www.youtube.com/watch?v=MtqpyMvI3D4   
 

 
With Dick Powell 

Be sure to watch: "Out For No Good" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVIyfF -80qk   
 

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0ngRaUyXvE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_Knzwe15PY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MtqpyMvI3D4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVIyfF-80qk


  
 

  
Be sure to watch: "Goodbye Blue s/Some of These Days/Tiger Rag/Ain't Got Nobody" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2hq0EWCu9s   

 
 

By now the brothers were highly successful and recognized all over the world. In 1934, The Mills Brothers became the 
first African-Americans to give a command performance before British royalty. They performed at the Regal Theatre for a 
special audience: King George V, Queen Mary, and their mother. 
 

   
1934 at the London Palladium appearance 

 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2hq0EWCu9s


 
From the movie óOperator 13ô, singing óôJungle Feverô, 1934 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omZ1Ay7Fwgs&list=RDomZ1Ay7Fwgs&start_radio=1  

 
Geoff Milne: In the summer of 1934, they were invited to England to top the bill at the London Palladium. Also appeared 
at a Royal Command Performance. Their records had been selling in enormous quantities in Britain on the Brunswick 
label, so it was not surprising for the company (DECCA) to persuade them to visit their studios in London. 
 

 
May 15, 1934 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omZ1Ay7Fwgs&list=RDomZ1Ay7Fwgs&start_radio=1


While in England, John Jr. became ill again. It took him months to recover from battling pneumonia. Before he was 
completely well, the brothers returned to England. John Jr. once again became sick. He travelled all the way back to 
Bellefontaine where he died January 23, 1936. Thereby the world lost the greatest single handed rhythm section ï John 
Mills playing four string guitar and humming the corresponding bass part. 
 

 
Unknown occasion. Seemingly appearing in some Parlophone premises (England). 

 

 
From ñStrictly Dynamiteò 1934. 



 
Jimmy Durante, Lupe Velez, and Mills Brothers in the movie "Strictly Dynamite" 1934 
Be sure to watch: "Swing It, Sister" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=Li1dtJ6jC4w   

 

 
Another (deleted scene from ñThe Broadway Gondolierò) movie still c. 1934 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Li1dtJ6jC4w


 
April 1934 

 

 
27. april 1935, appearing one week (New York Age) 



 
Be sure to listen  to : Duke Ellington & Mills Brothers "Diga Diga Doo" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=1orLPFS36DI   

 

 
John Jnr., Donald, Harry and Herbert with Bill ñBojanglesò Robinson 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1orLPFS36DI


 
 

The father of the Mills Brothers, John H. Mills, stepped in for his oldest son John Charles Jr.  

 
 
 
This was a difficult time for the remaining brothers. They considered breaking up the quartet - then their mother told them 
that John Jr. would want them to continue. They followed her suggestion and their father, John Sr., replaced John Jr., as 
the bass and tuba singer. He was not up to the standard of John Jr., however, he did very well with the bass part and it 
was a perfect solution in regard to continuing under the family name. As a singer, John Sr. was (quite naturally) a bit more 
old-fashioned - yet the group managed to adjust to the general public standard picture, still on a second-to-none level.  
 
 

 
Recording with Louis Armstrong 1937 and 1938 

Be sure to listen to: " The Old Folks at Home/ Way Down upon the Swanee River" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=iybPQ5sB -L4  
"Marie" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKznpWGTnlM   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iybPQ5sB-L4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKznpWGTnlM


 

Autographed for the Danish critic Svend Kragh-Jacobsen 

At first, Bernard Addison stepped in as guitarist, but Addison felt ignored and in fact did not get along too well with the 
Mills family. From around July 1937 Allen Norman Brown, recommended by the great rhythm guitarist Freddie Green (of 
Count Basie fame), joined the Brothers as their guitar player and stayed on until he died in 1969. 
 

 
Be sure to watch this (from 1937 with Bernard Addison on guitar): "Nagasaki" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPSyv8R3wzk   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPSyv8R3wzk


 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Mills Brothers singing ñNagasakiò accompanied by Bernard Addison on guitar 1937. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
In Holland, December 1937 

 

 
 

 

 



 
This band made up the backing group for Mills Bros., while they toured Denmark in 1938. From left: Knut Knutssøn, clarinet and saxes. Niels Foss, 

bass. Svend Hauberg, guitar. Svend Asmussen, violin. Børge Roger Henrichsen, piano. Erik Parker, trumpet. 
 

 
From left: Herbert Mills directing, Norman Brown kneeling, Asmussen, Hauberg, Roger Henrichsen, Harry playing Asmussenôs violin, 

Foss, Donald playing Fossôs bass, John Mills Snr. 



 
AMINA Radio-, Grammofon-, Foto- & Musikinstrumenthandel v/E. Wang Christensen, Amagerbrogade 7, Copenhagen, 

advertises Mills Brothers in 1938   



 

  
At óNational Scalaô, Copenhagen, 1938 with Norman Brown, guitar 



 
At óNational Scalaô, Copenhagen, 1938 with Norman Brown, guitar 

 

 



 
 

 
Prob. at World's Fair, New York, 1939-40, with Gabriel Heatter (1890-1972, radio journalist) center.          Buffalo Courier Express, January 14, 1942 

 
 

   
C. 1943 (guitarist Norman Brown) 

 

 



       

       
1946?                                                1946 

           
 

    
 



 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE WAR YEARS 
 
Soon they were back in Europe. Through 1939, they enjoyed remarkable success in Europe. Herbert recalls, ñWe left 
England for the last time just three days before war was declared on Germany and the only boat we could get was to 
Australia. We were overseas from then on except for two months in 1940 and then we went back to South America. We 
didnôt get back until 1941. In the meantime, the Ink Spots were coming up and people had sort of forgotten us.ò 
 
In the period between John Jr.ôs death and their return to the States, they re-recorded ñLazy Riverò. It was followed by 
ñSomeday Youôll Want Me to Want Youò, ñSwing Is the Thingò, ñLong About Midnightò, ñOrgan Grinders Swingò, and ñThe 
Song Is Endedò. They honored Duke Ellington with a swing version of ñCaravanò, and then produced a series of classic 
recordings: ñSouth of the Borderò, which they performed in a tour of South America, along with ñAinôt Misbehavinôò, ñIt 
Donôt Mean a Thingò, ñJeepers Creepersò, ñThree Little Fishesò, and ñBasin Street Bluesò. 
 
During this era, there was also a brief time when the group performed with a non-family singer. Gene Smith served as a 
stand-in for one year when Harry was drafted into the Army. Although Smithôs solo singing did not particularly resemble 
the groupôs usual sound, he was able to harmonize well in Harryôs stead until the fourth brotherôs return. Smith is very 
noticeable in a number of the Mills Brothersô film appearances. 
   Harry Mills was, however, sometimes allowed time off from his service for recordings, movie shooting etc. 
 

   
Gene Smith 

Watch this one: "Up the Lazy River" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=QH1e6G0K3Pk   
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QH1e6G0K3Pk


 
"First of the famous Mills Brothers quartet to enter Army service, Pvt. Harry Mills stops at the jukebox in the Reception Center PX to hear how he 
sounds on one of the latest Mills Brothers recordings. Left to right: S/Sgt. Arthur Whyte, Sgt. Robert Seymour, Pfc. George Blair, and Pvt. Harry Mills. 
Fort Custer, MI." 

 
 

  
A publicity still for the 1943 film "He's My Guy." CLIFTON óCLIFô WHITE (died 1998) is the guitar player (recommended by Louis Armstrong).  

The extremely excellent White was with MB while Norman Brown served with the US Navy most of WW2 
Be sure to listen to the magnificent ñSweet Lucy Brownò from 1943: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QqM968QQ66Q    

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QqM968QQ66Q


   
The movie "Reveille with Beverly" 1943 

 
 

    
Be sure to watch: " Sweet Lucy Brown" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=toJR -vmIwdA  or www.youtube.com/watch?v=W8jK978n4xI   

"Cielito Lindo" - www.youtube.com/watch?v=yS6AFUDwxCw   
 
 

   
From the movie "Cowboy Canteen" 1944 

 
 

 


