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DUANE’S MUSICAL ETHOS

You gotta strive to play a kind of music that’s honest to yourself.

Duane Allman

“My father is killed in the first paragraph of every article ever written 
about him,” Galadrielle Allman wrote in 2014. “His life story is told 
backwards, always beginning at the end: in the road, his motorcycle 
down, his body broken. People linger over the wreckage as if it says 
something meaningful about his life.” Focusing on Duane’s death, she 
argues, misses the point altogether. “Duane Allman’s story is more 
than a tragedy. . . . It is a true romance. He fell in love with his guitar 
and gave his heart away.”1

 Duane’s legacy, therefore, isn’t the “what if” of his tragically rock 
’n’ roll death at twenty-four; it is what he accomplished in music. It is 
larger than just the accomplishments of At Fillmore East; it is how he 
conceived of and built a band that fulfilled the sound he heard in his 
head. Here’s my understanding of the origins and manifestations of 
Duane’s musical philosophy and artistic vision.
 Duane’s career prior to forming the Allman Brothers Band was that 
of a talented musician and bandleader whose abilities were a poor fit 
for a music business focused on hit-making. Duane was not a tradi-
tional front man; he neither wrote songs nor sang. He valued live im-
provisation, not rote recitation, and he sought other musicians who 
shared that value. By March 1969 he found them: the Allman Brothers 
Band.
 The first son of Geraldine Robbins and D-Day veteran Willis All-
man, Duane was born in Nashville on November 20, 1946. Brother 
Gregg arrived December 8, 1947. Willis’s murder in a botched robbery 
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attempt in December 1949 left Geraldine a single mother who never 
remarried). By fall 1955, she enrolled her sons at Castle Heights Mili-
tary Academy in Lebanon, Tennessee, while she studied to become a 
certified public accountant. The family relocated to Daytona Beach, 
Florida, two years later. Though each brother returned to Castle 
Heights in separate stints between 1961 and 1964, Daytona Beach re-
mained home base for the rest of their lives. Geraldine lived in the 
house at 100 Van Avenue in Daytona Beach until her death in 2015.
 Duane was forever the leader. Gregg explained, “Duane was only 
a year older than me, but in his mind it might well have been twenty 
years. He was a world traveler, even at age five.”2 Music forged the 
brothers’ relationship. Duane joined the Uniques in 1961. Two years 
later, he and Gregg played a brief stint with the House Rockers, a 
white band that backed a group of African American singers called the 
Untils. The integrated combo was the house band at the whites-only 
Surf Bar on Daytona Beach Pier.
 Duane formed his first true band, the Escorts, in 1964. Following 
Gregg’s graduation from Seabreeze High School in 1965, they hit the 
road as the Allman Joys and within a year had moved to Nashville, 
writing and recording under John D. Loudermilk’s guidance. Their ef-
forts failed to inspire interest, and by 1967 the Allmans joined forces 
with the Alabama-based band 5 Men-Its and moved to Los Angeles to 
record as Hour Glass. The resulting two records, Hour Glass (1967) and 
Power of Love (1968), failed to chart. Producer Dallas Smith’s heavy 
hand grated on Duane. He abhorred Smith’s choice of material and 
took great offense that the producer ignored him. The experience pro-
vided an important lesson in creative control, one he never forgot.
 In September 1968, Duane quit Hour Glass. He moved back to Flor-
ida and found himself in a thriving scene in Jacksonville that circled 
around the Second Coming, a band with two virtuosos, bassist Berry 
Oakley and guitarist Dickey Betts, whose playing and musical values 
complemented Duane’s own.
 Simultaneously Duane began garnering a reputation as a session 
guitarist in Muscle Shoals. By January 1969 he relocated to northwest 
Alabama to work at Rick Hall’s FAME Studio. Drummer Jai Johanny 
“Jaimoe” Johanson, a veteran of the R&B touring circuit, would soon 
join him.
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 In March 1969 Duane and Jaimoe decamped to Jacksonville, where 
they joined community jam sessions that Oakley organized. From this 
wider group emerged a core group of players who met at the Second 
Coming’s communal home on March 23, 1969: Duane, Jaimoe, Oakley, 
Betts, and Butch Trucks. Reese Wynans joined on keyboards, filling in 
for Gregg, who arrived from Los Angeles three days later. It was the 
birth of the Allman Brothers Band.
 Only twenty-two when he founded the band, Duane seemed des-
tined for stardom. “Duane walked to a different beat,” early bandmate 
Sonny Fussell recalled. Ted Petrucciani, another friend from Daytona 
Beach, said, “I don’t know too many people who had more direction 
than he did. “He just didn’t waste time talking with people about try-
ing to make his decisions. It was already made in his mind. Duane was 
music, music, music. The focus, the concentration was phenomenal.”3

 Duane left his hometown in 1966 and pushed himself hard with 
each musical project he pursued. “The qualities he emanated were 
strong and unique,” ABB biographer Tom Nolan observes, “and those 
who associated with him seem certain Duane would have excelled at 
whatever task or occupation he approached.” Duane, former band-
mate Paul Hornsby said, “would never have been ordinary.”4

 Gregg, Duane’s first musical partner, carried the weight of his 
brother’s dreams and musical aspirations from an early age. He was 
a reluctant convert. “He had more faith in us than I ever did,” Gregg 
recalled. “He would push me and push me. He would say, ‘No, man! 
We’re better than all of them!’ and I would say, ‘Fuck you, man! How 
can you sit here and say that? Every corner you turn, man, someone’s 
gonna wipe your ass playing music.’ And he didn’t seem to think that 
way.”5

 Friends from Daytona Beach describe Duane as a wild child with 
extreme self-confidence bordering on recklessness. “When he first 
came into town,” Jim Shepley said, “nobody really liked the guy. He 
had a cocky attitude, and he was kind of an aggressive, brazen type.” 
Duane could also be self-destructive. “I always sensed that he was 
gonna have his problems,” Shepley continued. “I just had a bad feel-
ing about the outcome of his life.” Van Harrison, bass player for the 
Escorts, recounted, “I think he was suffering from all these conflicts. 
Some days he was really high on doing music and then some days 
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he’d get so damn depressed, he would disappear for a while and you 
wouldn’t know where the hell he was.” Fellow musician Sylvan Wells 
recalled, “He was absolutely on a self-destructive path. The only ques-
tion was how much life before he killed himself.”6

 “Duane would have become a killer if he hadn’t found that guitar,” 
his mother said. Duane said so as well: “The guitar saved me from so 
much grief. . . . I was a hoodlum. . . . Then that old guitar came along 
and I had something to do. When I get pissed off I just sit down and 
beat the fire out of some old Jimmy Reed shit instead of going out and 
drinking and fighting and falling down and going crazy. It would take 
me all the way, man, and put me on a good note.”7

 Music calmed and focused Duane. “Duane was an absolute driver. 
He would go after what he wanted with a vengeance,” Wells said. His 
reckless approach to life masked a ferocious drive and determina-
tion, a stubbornness that served him well as he steered the career of 
the Allman Brothers Band. “You couldn’t talk Duane out of anything 
once he made his mind up. He was so intense. When he decided to do 
something, he did it. He didn’t let anyone tell him otherwise, and that 
is probably the thing I loved most about him.”8

 Duane’s output as a working musician was the sum total of his 
engagement with the era’s social and political upheavals. Though his 
professional career coincided with some of the most tumultuous years 
in American history, 1965–1971, he shunned contemporary issues. Yet 
he didn’t claim immunity from the forces around him. “I understand 
the need for a lot of changes in the country,” Duane remarked, “[but] 
I’m a player, and players don’t give a damn for nothing but playing 
and what playing entails.” For him, music helped people “see just a 
little bit better and get a little hipper to what’s going on.”9

 A carefree, friendly personality influenced Duane’s playing just as 
his playing reflected that personality. “You can either have yourself 
a good time or a shitty time,” he remarked. “Why not have a good 
time? Don’t surround yourself with things that bring you down, don’t 
dig nothing that brings you down. Just dig yourself for the beautiful 
thing you are.”10

 Duane was introspective and wise. He sought “to have a good 
life and be on a good note, [to] be true to yourself and other people 
around you, true as you can be. You’ve got to learn to be nice to every-
body, and show everybody respect. That’s the only way people respect 




