
JAZZINGHAM

Demondrae Thurman takes the stage with a solo during the 
Night Flight Big Band at Ona’s Music Room. The 19-piece group 
attracts musicians from Huntsville, Birmingham, and Tuscaloosa, 
and plays jazz standards as well as music written and arranged 
by members of  the group. 

Jazz is a complex, vivid, and uniquely 
American music. Our city has a storied 
history of producing great jazz musicians.
by Meg McKinney

Birmingham, and Alabama, has a long and talented history of producing jazz 
music and jazz greats.  

From tuxedoes to torn jeans, the numerous venues I took my camera to are as 
varied as the music and the musicians themselves. Because jazz today has diverging 
genres, we decided to focus my lenses on straight–ahead jazz, new arrangements 
written by the musicians, and public locations. See “Where to Hear the Beat”. 

I asked the musicians two questions, “Why do you play the (trumpet, sax, etc.)?” 
and “Why do you play jazz?” Their answers revealed much about themselves, and 
their deep-rooted attraction and dedication to jazz. 

The talent and passion our jazz musicians have for their music is humbling. We 
should be proud—and go hear them play!
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 “We attract musicians with such a high 
caliber of talent which allows us to play 
any style of jazz  from any decade,” says 
Avant. Some have played with  Maynard 
Ferguson, Woody Herman, Count Basie, 
and Buddy Rich. The Night Flight Big 
Band, lead by  Mart Avant, features 19 
musicians per show. Here they are playing 
at Ona’s Music Room. 

 “I love playing the dance 
music, but we put Night 
Flight together to play what 
we want to play… I find 
the flugelhorn mellow, and 
makes a pleasing sound,“ 
Mart Avant, leader, says. 
Avant wanted to play the 
drums, but he “tested better 
on the trumpet” when he 
was a youngster.  Avant 
conducts the group, plays 
trumpet, flugelhorn, and 
percussion on the cabasa.

During his first performance with the Mart Avant’s 
Night Flight Big Band, Willie Jackson reviews 
his part on the keyboard. The Night Flight is 10 
years old, and plays jazz and big band music 
from numerous eras, with arrangements by the 
members.
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Mart Avant’s Night Flight Big Band



The bass “is my way out. My escape. My refuge. 
Jazz is spiritual to me. It’s like you’re telling 
stories. It’s not the same experience every night. 
You can really express yourself in jazz.” 
—Bernard McQueen, electric bass. 

 “Drums have been a part of my life since sixth 
grade. They’ve taken me through college.  Jazz 
is very intelligent. I had to figure out what 
was going on. It wasn’t the same as classical or 
marching band music.”
—Elliott Ashley, drums.

 “Jazz is my favorite art 
form. I’m a piano man. 

It’s what I do, all day 
every day.”  
—Byron Thomas, keyboard.

B.O.S.S. Ultra Bar and Lounge, 
Tuesday night jam session

Terrell Maye plays improv, while Jose Carr, 
waits to solo during a Tuesday night jam 
session at B.O.S.S. Ultra Lounge. 

“In jazz you create your 
own personal song, it’s a 
lot of spontaneity. Nothing 
is rehearsed. It’s unique. 
Birmingham is a trumpet 
town with leaders like 
Erskine Hawkins, Bo Berry, 
Tommy Stewart. I love the 
trumpet.”  —Terrell Maye, trumpet.

“Jazz is always trying to 
create, and not be the same 
thing over and over. You got 
to study to create improv. 
I started trumpet in the 
fourth grade, and I still love 
it.”  —Jose Carr, trumpet

Mark Kimbrell, 
with jazz musicians at Marty’s Bar;

“Jazz is really an American form of 
music. It’s a great combination of rhythm 
and harmony. My dad inspired me with a 
love of a good melody, and to be myself. 
I like the improv,” Mark Kimbrell, guitar, 
explains. “The sense of discipline was 
instilled in me as a kid. Now I practice 
because I want to. That education is 
priceless.” Kimbrell studied classical 
guitar at the Alabama School of Fine Arts, 
and then segued to jazz. 

“I have always been drawn to those 
really cool, jazz harmonies,” says drummer 
Michael Glaser. Drums represents the 
many distinctive styles of Birmingham 
music groups—jazz, country, big band, 
rock, pop, and more. He teaches drum set 
lessons in the UAB Jazz program. 

Mark Kimbrell Group plays a 
Sunday night gig, Jazz Night, at 
Marty’s Bar. Kimbrell is center, 
with Michael Glaser, drums; Scott 
Simpson, guitar, right. 

“Playing drums is never 
ending. They stick out 
and they’re accessible. I 
love the swing feel that is 
played on that right 
cymbal. I’ve always 
enjoyed the colors 
of harmonies and 
chords in jazz. Jazz 
uses a rich palette 
of music, more than 
rock.” 
—Michael Glaser, drums (pictured 
right)
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Birmingham Heritage Combo 
playing at Barnes & Noble at The Summit for a Black History event in 
February.  

The Birmingham Heritage Combo is part of a larger group, the 
Birmingham Heritage Big Band, with 19 musicians. Always seen 
wearing jackets and ties, the group says they will play for anybody, 
anywhere, at anytime. The group has been playing together for 30 
years. 

Emilee Falcon, center, applauds along with her family, Darren and Vonda Falcon, right, and Serrah Falcon and Errick Falcon, left, of  Tarrant. 
They came to the Birmingham Heritage Band performance after learning about it during a school event promoting jazz. 

Dr. Frank Adams, clarinet, and Rickey Powell, vocalist, face-off  during 
popular standards, “Midnight Rain in Georgia,” and “Satin Doll.” 

“Jazz is the thinking 
man’s music. I’m 
right in the middle of 
everything and have 
to follow all the other 
music parts plus my 
own.” 
—Bill Thomas, guitar

Jazz Vespers Service 
One of Birmingham’s unique venues is the Jazz Vespers service held 
quarterly in the sanctuary at Southside Baptist Church. The music 
is straight-ahead jazz, along with the musicians’ own arrangements 
specifically for the service.

“Jazz is such interesting music. It’s a challenge, and a free 
form,” Bo Berry, trumpet, explains. “When  you’re playing, 
you aren’t thinking. It just happens.” Berry’s talents 
and love of jazz have kept him in a leading position in 
Birmingham’s jazz community. 
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Matthew DeVine’s Incestet, 
playing at Marty’s Bar

Matthew DeVine’s Incestet group goes over the evening’s 
line-up at Jazz Night (Sundaynight) at Marty’s Bar. 
DeVine plays organ, Scott Simpson, guitar, and Kevin 
Leon, drums. DeVine and Simpson play nightly solo gigs 
at Renaissance Ross Bridge Golf Resort and Spa.

“Birmingham’s jazz community is interesting. There 
is a lot of writing going on here. It’s inspiring to have 
musicians bring their creative visions to life,” says 
Matthew DeVine.

Matthew DeVine appears to slip 
into another world as he plays jazz 
standards and his own musical 
compositions. “Birmingham’s jazz 
community is interesting. There is 
a lot of writing going on here. It’s 
inspiring to have musicians bring 
their creative visions to life,” says 
Devine. 

Chad Fisher Group, 
playing at the Stillwater Pub 

“Jazz is cerebral, and primal and primitive. You use 
your brain,” Chad Fisher, trombone, and leader of 
his group, explains, during a break at the Stillwater 
Pub. “I started playing jazz when I was just a kid. I 
love it.” 

“Jazz is a good way to exercise your musical 
vocabulary,” Fisher says.

“There weren’t any trombones in band, and I had 
longer arms,” Fisher explains how he was matched 
with the trombone in the fifth grade. His grandfather 
played piano for jazz, ragtime, and learned by ear. His 
mother taught piano, and “was the biggest influence.” 
Fisher has studied trombone, piano, and voice.
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Birmingham Seven
playing at Willie G’s in Tuscaloosa.

The Birmingham Seven, from left, Bo Hembree, John Noffsinger, Steve 
Roberts, Michael Glaser, Gary Wheat,  Roy Yarbrough, Daniel Westin.  The 
group performs with four horns, three rhythms, with a strict limit of seven 
musicians. They play jazz with their own arrangements and original scores.

“The tunes we’re playing are played 
the whole world over. I could go into 
a bar in Israel, Japan, Australia, and 
we could play together. You have to be 
aware of what’s going on. It’s the most 
free music and most meaningful for 
me. You don’t just follow a conductor. 
“I think jazz music is so strong. It’s the 
luck of the draw that I was put with 
a saxophone. I think of myself as a 
musician first, and a saxophone player 
second. We respect the traditions of 
jazz, but we push the boundaries.” 

—Gary Wheat, saxophone. 

Cleve Eaton & the Alabama All-Stars
playing at the Open Door Café’s Sunday brunch. 

“The bass lays the bottom down. It gets it going for the triple clef boys. Setting the groove. That’s what 
makes the music click for me,” saysJeff Drew, guest bass for the Cleve Eaton group. “Jazz is defined as a 
musical feeling. It draws the listener in to it.”  

In college, Drew played with Dizzy Gillespie and Donald Byrd. “They inspired me. Now the older cats 
pass it on to the younger cats. The best jazz musicians are patient and compassionate. Jazz is a way of life. 
You make a lot of sacrifices.” Drew and Eaton have been friends for over 30 years, but rarely see each other 
since they play the same instrument—the bass. 

“Jazz is different every time I play. I never practice my solos. I want them spontaneous,” Cleveland 
Eaton, bassist, says with much enthusiasm and passion. “It’s all kinds of things happening. It’s creative.” 

Eaton’s life in jazz has been stellar, with performances at Carnegie Hall and Lincoln Center. He was a 
member of the Count Basie Orchestra, then the Ramsey Lewis Trio. He has played for Sara Vaughn, Ella 

Fitzgerald, Herbie Hancock, and more. 
This Birmingham native has performed 
for every sitting U. S. president from 
Lyndon Johnson to George W. Bush.

“The energy grows by starting in 
the shoulder and rolls down through 
the drum stick. I try to get the most 
sound out of the downbeat without 
under-playing or over-playing. You can’t 
get your hands fast enough without it, if you want to maximize your drums. Let 
the downbeat work for you. Why fight it? Let a subtle nuance create more sound,” 
Alabama All-Star John Nuckols, drums, says. Nuckols studied drums under top 
percussion musicians in New York and Boston, including Alan Dawson with the 
Dave Brubeck Quartet. •

“Jazz is a difficult challenge. Jazz is the most difficult music to play. I try not to play anything else.” 
—Jeff Drew, bass.  

Go to www.b-metro.com to see more local jazz greats and get a list of joints where you can hear the music!

Michael Glaser on drums 

Bass player, Cleve Eaton

Drummer, John Nuckols


