Timing Is Everything’ for local band
Mike Milligan and Steam Shovel’s fifth CD in stores; music is about reaching people
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Mike Milligan and Steam Shovel may be the best-known band in Kokomo today. For the past 10 years, Milligan, his brother, Shaun, and drummer Robert “Tiny” Cook have been delivering a mixture of rock, blues and jazz to audiences across the Midwest, and the musicians recently released their fifth CD, “Timing Is Everything,” in December. Already it is receiving good reviews.
This time around, Milligan added horns and background vocals on some of the numbers; something he hadn’t done since the band’s first album. Perhaps that is why “Timing Is Everything” feels so familiar to him.
“The writing is a little better, but otherwise it still feels like it did 10 years ago when we started,” said Milligan. “Most of the material was written two years ago. We played it out and let it develop; then we recorded it. I don’t go straight to the studio. It’s like sending your kids into the real world. You don’t want to send them out until you’ve raised them.
“By letting the songs develop on stage, we can get them where they need to be. I don’t know why so many people rent studio time and then go and write and record some songs. I don’t know that I’d want to hear too many of those.” 
The band is particularly pleased that the new CD was picked up by Best Buy stores and is available on the retailers Web site as well. Past releases have been featured by Meijer and Karma Records.
Putting songs on an album is just part of the business for Milligan. Unlike many other bands, the CD isn’t the goal. It’s just a means to his ultimate end -- making an impact in people’s lives.
“Most groups think, ‘Hey, we’ve got a CD,’ and it is a good door opener,” said Milligan. “But I’m not concerned about that. I’m just worried about working, writing songs and reaching people. I don’t know if we’re ready for a big deal. The recording companies will tell me when we’re ready. For now, I have five releases on my own label.”
Ten years of writing and performing have had a somewhat unexpected side effect for Milligan. He has created a vocal history for himself, which makes each creation more personal.
“With each song, I can look back and remember what was going on in my life at the time I wrote it,” said Milligan. “They’re mile markers.”
Because of the nature of the writing, Milligan isn’t concerned about entertaining people. He finds his rewards in relating an experience that is shared by his audience.
“I get calls about my songs all the time,” said Milligan. “They’re about learning that you’re not the only one who has gone through something. Maybe you’ve lost a loved one or you have a brand-new baby, and one of my songs reaches out to you. It’s about life. I’m trying to fix mine, and in turn, people see themselves.”
Music also creates a bond for Mike and Shaun with their father, Mike Sr. The elder Milligan is a considerable musician in his own right, and though his focus is the ministry instead of touring and performing, the men make sure each CD is a family affair. In fact, Mike Sr. earned a writing credit on the latest CD.
“This was the first time we wrote a song together,” said Milligan of his father. “It has been a tradition for dad to play on every CD. On the first one, he was just strumming. On the second and third, he played lead guitar. On our live CD, he actually got on stage with us for a song, and he’s on this CD, too.”
Milligan said the writing collaboration developed because they both had been working on a song with a similar theme -- tattoos. The body art is present on every member of their family, and Milligan was interested in exploring the history of the art form.
“Fifty years ago, not everybody had a tattoo,” said Milligan. “Bikers, sailors, gang members and prisoners had them, but if you wanted one, you went to the back room of a cigar store or got one at a carnival. And that’s what the song is about. The lyrics aren’t life-changing.” 
The band plays an average of once a month in Kokomo , but that’s just a small stop on the year-long tour schedule. Mike Milligan and Steam Shovel plays 100 dates a year or more, with 80 dates already scheduled for 2008.
“We recently did Kalamazoo and Grand Rapids , Mich. , and we’ll play at the House of Blues in Chicago in a few weeks,” said Milligan. “We do a lot of big clubs and small venues from Chicago to Nashville to Cleveland . But the best part about playing in Kokomo is that you know everybody in the audience. And everybody knows who we are and what we do.”
