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“My heroes at that time were Grover 
Washington Jr. and Maceo Parker,” he said by 
phone from his home in Ohio. “I really had 
never heard any swing.” 

But his mother, originally from Brooklyn, 
pointed him toward jazz. 

“She said, ‘You can’t play saxophone and 
not know about Bird.’” His jazz journey even-
tually led him to John Coltrane, and “I really 
fumbled at it until I heard Curtis Fuller play on 
‘Blue Train.’ … I was a saxophonist, and by the 
end of his solo on ‘Blue Train,’ I was a trom-
bonist.” He switched instruments the next day, 
and has never looked back.

Dease took to the instrument with remark-
able speed. “I did not know it was hard,” he 
says. “As soon as I got a trombone, I !gured 
out the notes by ear and then I just counted 
down the slide. "e !rst day I [ran scales] and 
everybody looked at me like I was crazy. 

“From there, I started learning J.J. Johnson 
and Curtis Fuller solos by ear and play-
ing along to the records. "at was probably 
weeks two and three. And I was playing every 
day. I remember waking up at about 2 in the 
morning, afraid that I had rolled over on my 
trombone.”

A#er releasing three albums independent-

Michael Dease took a circuitous route to discovering his chosen  
instrument. He started out as an alto saxophonist during high school, 
occasionally playing a little trumpet. 

ly, Dease began recording for Posi-Tone 
Records with 2014’s Relentless. He’s made eight 
albums for the label to date, and appeared 
on many others as a sideman, part of label 
co-founder Marc Free’s e$orts to build a stable 
of players in the manner of classic labels like 
Prestige and Blue Note. It’s an artistic fraterni-
ty of sorts, a mutually supportive network, and 
Dease is proud to be a member. 

“I always enjoy the sessions,” he said. “Posi-
Tone has a strong focus on original music, so 
one session can be electronic, one session can 
be a retro look at some swing or bebop styles, 
but it’s always fresh and fun. I really respect 
what Marc is doing and how much freedom 
he gives the artists in choosing their direction 
and material and their story.”

Many of Dease’s albums are organized 
around a concept. All !ese Hands, from 2017, 
traced the path of jazz from south to north, 
from New Orleans to New York, expand-
ing through the Midwest and the prairies in 
between. Individual tracks paid tribute to the 
contributions speci!c cities and regions made 
to the music, as titles like “Territory Blues,” 
“Chocolate City,” “Downtown Chi-Town” and 
“Memphis BBQ & Fish Fry” indicated. 

His 2019 release, Never More Here, record-
ed with the same band (alto saxophonist Steve 
Wilson, pianist Renee Rosnes, bassist Gerald 
Cannon and drummer Lewis Nash), paid trib-
ute to Charlie Parker in a sidelong way, by 
tracing Bird’s in%uence through the work of 
composers like Jimmy Heath, Jackie McLean, 
Billy Taylor, John Lewis and J.J. Johnson.

Dease’s latest album, Give It All You Got, 
came out in February. "e music is straight-
ahead hard-bop, with performances that mix 
slickness and grit and keep the energy level 
high at all times. Each of the album’s 10 com-
positions — six of which were written by 
Dease, one each by drummer Luther Allison 
and trumpeter Anthony Stanco, and two by 
organist Jim Alfredson — are thematically 
related to a two-week workshop Dease leads 
every summer at the Brevard Music Center 
in North Carolina. Some are tributes to fel-
low instructors, while others relate to aspects 
of the program or Dease’s attitude toward jazz 
education and bandleading. 

"at’s re%ective of the trombonist’s belief 
that a jazz life is not only about individual suc-
cess, but also about being part of a lineage. Just 
as he learned from Johnson, Fuller, Wycli$e 
Gordon, Steve Turre and others, Dease hopes 
to inspire younger players and pass on every-
thing he’s learned. 

“You can’t stop at just playing. You can’t 
stop at just touring or just teaching. You have 
to go the extra mile to ensure that the peo-
ple behind you continue doing what the peo-
ple ahead of you are doing — paying it forward 
and paying it back.”  —Phil Freeman
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