He hopes to bring economic
devalopment to his district.

TAMEA » Two days after winning a
smashing victory in a llsborough Coun-
ty Commmission election, Les Miller re-
Iaxed in a stuffed leather chair in a homea
few blocks away from where he grew up.

It's a gritty neighborhood known as
College Hill, and the burglar bars over the
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“When other parts of
the county hit a ret

sion,” Miller said, “the*

people in this district hit a
depression.”

Making a difference
sconomically in the coun-
ty's poorest districk will
take all the pessonal and
management skills Millex
employed -to beconie
Democratic leader in both
the state House and Sen-
ate. But supporiers have
faith in the man they saw
gFOW Up as a sobe, studi-
ous youngster.

“He never did like a lot
of pecple did. They left the
community and went out
to the suburbs and never
looked back,” said Jeanna
Tekley, who taught Miller
math and biology in 10th
grade ai the old Middleton
High School “He stayed
right there where the
problems were and tried
to work on the problemns *

Taught to do the best

Lesley James Mitler Jr.
was bom Apnil 21, 1951, in
Tatopa. His father, Les
Miller Sr., worked for 40
years at a phosphate mill;
His mother, Shaddis
brought in extra mohey
cleaning people’s houses,
Les Sr. was a tenor in. a
renowned gospel quartet,
and he raised Les and his
sister, Armie Mae, to be
devout Christians at New
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Salern Primitive Baptist
Church

“He kind of grew up
with ambiton of doing
things in the community
and being into education,”
saldAnn Porter, who knew

iller and his sister when
ey weie teenagers.

“They were taught to do |

the very best they could in
tezms of pulling them-
gelves up by their boot
stzaps.”

After high school, Miller
attended Bethune-Cook-
man, a historically black
college in Daytona Beach,
but he didn't have the
money to continue and
left after a vear. In 1970,
when young men were
chosen for the military
draft by a lottery, Miiler
eniisted in the Air Force,
serving for four years in
Tlinois.

After discharge, Miller
used the GI bill to attend
the University of South
Fiorida, where he majored
in political science, He
was elected student body
president, the first hlack to
attain that post.

After callege, Miller
worked a number of jobs,
including customer rela-
tions representafive and
personnel recruiter for
Tampa Electric Co. and
manager of the minority
business enterprise office
for Tamipa General Hospi-
tal, -

He now works for the
University of South Floxi-
da as director of the Ofiice
of Community Relations
and the Office of the Stu-

windows on Miller's ddy

hoine testify to the chal-
Ienges he will fage as the
District 3 commissiones.
Miller von a theee-per-
son race in the Democratic
primary Tuesday night with
50 percent cf the vote In-

Miller

.

You never know what the voter. is
going to think when he goes in that
booth,” Miller seid, looking tired but
determined; * )

The margin of victory reflected constit-
uents” disappointient in White, both for
the ethical problems that dogged him for

vember.

. ) cumbent Kevin White fin-
ished third despite a neadly 2-to-1 ad-
vantage over Miller in campaign cash
Miller faces a write-in candidare in No-

i

dent Ombudsman

Leader of losing team

Miller’s real passion,
however, was politics,
something he picked up
from his father, a union
activist.

Miller's first electoral
victory was in a special
election held in 1991 to
replace Tampa City Coun-
¢il member Perry Harvey,
who had been indicted on
charges he stole money
from & vmion local. Miller
gave up the seat one
month Iater when Harvey
was cleared.

A year Idter, Miller was
elected to the state House
and started on the leader-
ship path that could have

taken himn to speakership
if Demecrats hadn't lost
their majority in 1996.

Miller’s two years as mi-
notity leader weré tough,
as Republicans controlled
the legislative agenda He
led a Democratic caucos
that was divided over the
ouster of Rep. Willie Lo-
gan, the first black House
speaker-designate. The
Demociats who ousted
Logan satd they were con-
cerned sbout his leader-
ship, but blacks cried rac-
ism.

Working to bring the
fractious caucus together,
Mitler showed a talent for
persuasion and deat-mak-
ing that earned the mem-
bers’ respect, said Doug

four years o the commission as well for
his inability to dent the joblessness that
grips peor District 3 neighborhoods such
as Belmont Heights. Sulphar Springs and
Progress Village.
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Statf photo by KATY KUEHNER
Les Miller, center, with his wife and campaign manager Gwen Miller, and city councit
candidate Seth Nelson, check vater resufts and celebrate Miller’s primary victory,

Wiles, who served with
Miller in the House.

"Les was & comnitted
leader who worked long
howurs to further the causes
that were really important
to him,” Wiles said, “and
worked with every mem-
ber of the caucus on the
issues that were important
to them in their districts.”

During his term as lead-
er, Miller enjoyed a few
successes, includihg
blocking an attempt by
then-Speaker John
Thrasher to gliminate the
state Commerce Depart-
rhent. A year later, howev-
er, the department was
gone.

“We went out every day
and tried to get our bills

Frow &I
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heard .. knowing we were
golng to get run over”
Millez said.

Lois Frankel, who fol-
lowed Miller as minority
leader, said being the cap-
tain of the perpetually los-
ing team, while unpleas-
ant, is a valuable legisla-
tive experience that will
serve Miller well.

“It helps to understand
the importance of collegial
relationships and the im-
portance of picking yowr
battles and not holding
grudges,” said Frankel,
now mayor of West Palm
Beach.

After Jeaving the Houge
because of term limits,
Miller was elected to the
state Senate, where he
again rose to minority
leader. In 2006, he lost a
primary race for Congress
tc Kathy Castor.

With his reputation for
collegiality and integrity,
Miller could be a calming
influence on a commis-
sion roiled by controversy
this decade.

Still, he said he won't be
reserved in fighting for
services and infrastructure
in his distict. Leaders in
his community asked Mill-
er to run, then supported
him, he said, becanse they
felt the district was short-
changed and that eco-
nomic development is
lacking.

“I'm going to be the
mouthpiece for the dis-
trict,” he said

Reporter Mike Salinero can
be reached at (813) 259-8303
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