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Players  

S
teve Davis is a master of two arts: jazz trom-
bone and patience. 

�e 46-year-old musician, composer 
and jazz educator is an ingenious improvis-
er and �rst-call sideman who has played all over 
the world and recorded with jazz masters includ-
ing Art Blakey, Jackie McLean, Freddie Hubbard, 
Benny Golson and Hank Jones. Currently he can 
be heard playing in the big bands of Christian 
McBride, Jimmy Heath and Ron Carter, as well 
as the Dizzy Gillespie All-Star Big Band. Yet, a�er 
what has been a successful 25 years in jazz, his 
career seems just now to be reaching critical mass. 

�at’s because, since 1991, Davis has balanced 
his playing career with raising a family and teach-
ing at the Jackie McLean Institute of Jazz, part 
of �e Hartt School, a performing arts conser-
vatory at the University of Hartford. During his 
mid-twenties, he recalled, there were times when 
he grew a bit frustrated with teaching. 

“I suppose I could have had a higher pro�le by 
now,” he said, munching a sandwich at his favor-
ite Hartford �sh joint. Although he was hon-
ored to be working with veteran alto saxophon-
ist McLean, his mentor, they gigged together 
only sporadically. Meanwhile, some of the play-
ers he knew and played with in New York saw 
their careers skyrocket—including McBride, Brad 
Mehldau, Joshua Redman and Roy Hargrove—
“while I was teaching and waiting for the next gig 
with Jackie,” he said. “But I wouldn’t trade it now 
for the world. Because I learned patience. I learned 
to really teach and mean it. I learned to appreci-
ate the opportunities that were coming. And I got 

to play with Jackie. It gave me more time to get my 
stu� together.”  Davis is especially proud that his 
eldest son, Tony, is now a guitar student at Hartt.

Davis’ career is blossoming anew with the 
release of his latest album as a leader, For Real 

(Posi-Tone), and a spring tour that will take him 
and his quintet (with Larry Willis on piano, 
Abraham Burton on tenor saxophone, bassist 
Nat Reeves and drummer Billy Williams) to New 
York City, Detroit, Baltimore, Richmond, Va., and 
beyond.

Meeting McLean, who personally auditioned 
the 17-year-old Davis at Hartt, was a life-altering 
experience. “He taught me the language of bebop 
and gave me a feeling for the music … and he 
taught me how to teach it,” Davis said. “I’ve been 
doing it my whole life now. I’m respected in the 
jazz world. I feel like I’m right where I belong, and 
I’m ready to contribute.”

It was McLean who eventually introduced 
Davis to drummer-bandleader Art Blakey. “I was 
the last Jazz Messenger,” Davis said, meaning he 
was the �nal musician Blakey hired before he 
passed away in 1990. Davis watched McLean call 
Blakey and make the recommendation. “McLean 
said, ‘Hey, Bu, I got a little cat, a trombone play-
er—he’s bad, man. Uh-huh. Yep, he’s white,’” 
Davis said, laughing at the recollection. It was not 
racism, Davis insists; his race mattered, but in a 
good way. “J-Mac taught us humility, not to take 
this music for granted. Being a Messenger was an 
honor, very special, something we all were striving 
for.” Davis was 23 at the time. 

From there, his career took o�, including his 

membership in Chick Corea’s Origin band, his 
participation in the cooperative group One For 
All, and 16 previous recordings as a leader before 
For Real. He has appeared as a sideman on more 
than 100 albums. His career took him into close 
orbit with a host of great trombonists, including 
Curtis Fuller, Slide Hampton and J.J. Johnson.

As represented on For Real, Davis’ composing 
style tends towards hard-bop. �e title track is 
representative of a style forged in the glory days 
of �e Jazz Messengers—a catchy melody played 
by the front line over a funky, danceable groove, 
with changes rich enough to inspire probing 
improvisation. 

Despite the patient way Davis has pursued his 
jazz career, his latest work was inspired by a 
heightened sense of the passage of time, a sense of 
mortality and urgency he attributes in part to his 
recent, amicable divorce from his wife of 20 years. 
�ey share custody of their three children, ages 19, 
12 and 7. 

“Going through divorce will put things in per-
spective for you,” he re!ected. “It’s pretty sober-
ing. I don’t mean to sound too dark, but there 
have been some tough times lately, not just for 
me personally, but also in jazz—like great peo-
ple passing away unexpectedly. But what do we 
do? Do we wither up? Hibernate? Sulk? Is that 
what the cats who passed would want? No, we 
keep playing—and translate di"cult feelings 
into something beautiful.” �at, he says, is the 
meaning of his new album’s title. “It’s no joke—
nothing frivolous here. Playing for keeps.” 

 —Allen Morrison
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