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I Feel More Like I Do Now 
Than When I Got Here: 
A Tribute to Donald “Duck” Dunn 
(Nov. 24, 1941—May 12, 2012)

BY ANDY TENNILLE

Like most everyone, I heard Duck long before I knew 
who he was or had the chance to meet him. The Stax 
hits were in constant rotation on my parents’ turntable 
as a kid. After discovering his name on the back of Otis 
Redding’s Pain In My Heart in my Dad’s vinyl collec-
tion as a teenager, I searched out anything that had his 
name in the liner notes.

12 days before he passed, Duck came to a Tom Petty & 
the Heartbreakers’ show in Ft. Myers, FL with his wife, 
June, and son, Jeff. As the band’s photographer, I heard 
word that Duck might be coming out that night for the 
show and was exited about the prospect of meeting 
someone whose music had so inspired me. 

It’d been a little while since Tom and the band had seen 
Duck, so when they came offstage between the end of 
their set and the encore they were overjoyed to see their 
old friend. Hugs were exchanged and promises to see each 
other sooner were made. After the band went back onstage 
I approached Duck, thanked him for all the great music and 
asked if I could ask him one question.

“What’s the secret?” I said.

Putting a hand on my shoulder, Duck laughed a gruff 
giggle and leaned in close.

“Don’t ever change the strings.”

When he was a little boy, Dad was playing around 
in the kitchen and somehow got up on the stove. He 
apparently slipped and got burned real bad. He ended 
up being okay, but for the rest of his life, if he raised 
his arms, one arm was shorter than the other because 
of the scar tissue. Doctors were worried about how his 
arm would develop, so they told him to never swim. 
He never learned how to swim all us life, so he was a 
Duck who couldn’t swim. —Jeff Dunn (Duck’s son)

Duck was the brother I never had. We met at Sherwood 
Grade School in the sixth grade and grew up in the same 
neighborhood in East Memphis. Duck lived in on Echles 
and I lived on Wilshire Road, which dead-ended into 
Echles. I’d assume that rather than meeting in a class-
room that we met out on the ball field, playing cork ball. 
Duck was an amazing athlete and cork ball pitcher as a 
kid. He was the guy in the neighborhood that everyone 
wanted to be friends with. He was a really funny guy, and 
he was a great dancer. I mean, a really great dancer. He 
won some dance 
contests. That was 
a big deal in the 
‘50s. All the girls 
loved Duck ‘cause 
he could dance so 
well, and all the 
guys were
envious of him. 

Meeting your heroes is always a 
dicey proposition, fraught with the 

peril of potential letdown, but 
Donald “Duck” Dunn 

did not disappoint.
Photos courtesy the Donald Dunn Family

With wife June
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When he 
started 
with 
music, 
Duck actu-

ally started out on the guitar. He wanted to join up with 
Charlie Freeman and me, but we got a little frustrated 
‘cause he didn’t learn it as fast as we thought he 
would. So here comes ol’ Duck one day with a bass. 
He’d grown up playing a kind of ukulele, which has 
four strings like a bass. Somehow, he adapted what he 
learned playing that ukulele to the bass. We finally had 
the bass player for our band. We called ourselves the 
Royal Spades, after the Five Royales. 
—Steve Cropper (Booker T. & the MGs)

Duck Dunn and I were born 
on the same day in the same 
hospital. We’re both left-
handed and wound up in the 
Mar-Keys together at age 17. 
I always loved Duck 
and always will. He 
was a loud mouth 

and funny and the best bass 
player I ever heard. In the studio, Duck always 
had bright comments and funny angles on what 
we were doing, but he was the backbone of 
Booker T. & the MGs and of Stax Records. 
—Wayne Jackson (Stax)

I remember once when I had just gotten my 
brand new Hofner violin bass, back about 1964. 
I was so proud of this elegant, hollow-body, 
precision instrument, and was using it myself on 
everything. Duck came into the control room at 
Stax and saw me playing it. “Hey, that’s one of 
those Beatle basses! Lemme see that thing, I’ve 
been wondering about ‘em.” I carefully handed 
the light-as-air Hofner to Duck. He played just a 
few notes, handed it back with a look on his face 

temporarily twisted into an expres-
sion of displeasure, and said, “Why, 
I can’t play that thing, I’d break it 
like a matchstick!” And that was 
indeed Duck Dunn. Nothing he did 
was delicate...every note was power-
ful, solid, perfectly placed into the 
mélange of musicality that would 
place him at the very forefront in the pantheon of bass 
players. There was no indecision, no waffling...Duck 
knew what the songs needed, and he just got right 
down to it. And he wasn’t joking...a few strokes from 
his powerful hands would indeed have reduced that 
tightly-wound-McCartney-special to a jumble of kin-
dling.—Terry Manning (Stax)

Duck was a major influence on me. Before I got into the 
recording business, I was playing in a little band that 
played frat parties. We played all the Stax stuff, and I 
remember sitting in my house playing all those records 
over and over trying to learn Duck’s parts. A few years 
later, I was working on a Percy Sledge session at Quin 
Ivy’s studio when Quin got back from Memphis, where 
he’d been watching the MGs record at Stax. He came 
into the studio and said, “That bass player with the MGs 
doesn’t use a pick. He plays with his fingers!” I was play-

ing with a pick to pluck the strings, and was 
like, “Gosh, that’s how he gets that sound and 
plays those licks!” At that moment, I started 
playing with my fingers and have been playing 
like that ever since. I can’t play with a pick any-
more, and it’s all because of Duck Dunn. 
—David Hood (Muscle Shoals Rhythm 
Section)

Duck was an original. As a bass player, he 
was unequaled. Solid as a rock. As a per-
son, Duck was the kind of guy who kept you 
laughing. He loved telling jokes 
and messing around. He was 
one of those people when you 
first meet them that you feel 
like you’ve known them for a 
lifetime. He wasn’t just a great 
bass player, he was a great 
friend. —William Bell (Stax)

Duck was just a diamond. We met in the middle ‘70s. 
We were working on our first record at Sound City 
with Denny Cordell, and Duck and Steve Cropper 
were working across the hall. We were having a hard 
time figuring out a bass part, and Denny was like, 
“Well, hell, Duck Dunn’s across the hall. Let’s bring 
him over and see if he can help.” Duck came in, sat 
down, listened through the song and then put down 
the part for us. That’s what you hear on “Hometown 
Blues” off our first album. He had such a deft touch, 
and his playing was so full and round. He had that 
feel that only the best players have. It’s very hard to 
learn instinct like that. He really changed the way 
the bass was played, and there are only a handful of 
guys who had that kind of influence: Paul McCartney, 
James Jamerson and Duck Dunn. Everyone else kinda 
jumped off of that. —Tom Petty 

Nowhere in our wildest imagination could Belushi and 
I have ever dreamed that Otis Redding’s guitar play-
ers would join our band. But they did, and if it weren’t 
for Duck and Steve, there would have been no Blues 

Brothers. They totally legitimized the enterprise. They 
both were incredibly formative and incredibly contribu-
tive to the whole thing. We couldn’t have done it with-
out them. Duck is the reason why “Soul Man” was the 
single for the Blues Brothers record! I remember him 
saying, “You can do a blues record, and it’ll be fine. 
People will like it, but it’s not gonna sell a million cop-
ies…” He knew we needed to add something else in 
there to give it another dimension, so Duck’s the reason 
why we always opened our shows with “Can’t Turn You 
Loose” and why “Soul Man” made the record. That gave 
us the hit single we needed that got us more wide-
spread airplay—and the whole Blues Brothers thing took 
off from there. —Dan Aykroyd (Blues Brothers)

Duck was one of those bass players—like James 
Jamerson, Paul McCartney, David Hood or George 
Porter, Jr.—that the bass lines they wrote for songs 
became hooks of their own. After the song’s over, you 
walk away humming the bass line. Duck had a knack 
for playing that pocket and getting that groove and 
creating that pulsating, rhythmic bass line that made 
people want to get up and dance. —Warren Haynes 
(Allman Brothers Band, Gov’t Mule)

Duck was an innovator. He was there in the begin-
ning of recorded music, an integral part of the nucleus. 
Duck was the bass in the bass. The root. He was an 
original. One of a kind. —Bobby Whitlock (Derek & 
the Dominos, Delaney & Bonnie)

James Jamerson, David Hood and Duck Dunn are the 
three anchors, for me, of R&B, or what white people call 
soul music. All three have very different styles: Jamerson 
was the busiest of the bunch and David’s probably the 
most laid back, but Duck was the most unpredictable. 
He made a lot of choices in his bass playing on some 
of those Stax songs that, as a player, I didn’t always 
know where he was coming from. It always worked, but 
it wasn’t necessarily by the book. I love Sam & Dave, 
and all the Otis stuff is probably as good as American 
music gets, but I think Born Under A Bad Sign is one of 
the best albums ever made. The fact that they were able 
to get such a great groove going for music that was so 
blues-oriented has always been really, really impressive to 
me. —Jason Isbell (Jason Isbell & the 400 Unit)

MGs at Paris Olympia 1967

Above: The Mar-Keys
Top: With Tony Joe White

With Tom Petty & the Heartbreakers Photo By Andy Tennille
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I didn’t play a lot with Duck, but he had an incredible 
impact on me. There are people in your life that you 
meet and may only see once in a while, but you have 
a kinship with them. Doesn’t matter that you don’t see 
each other a lot or that you don’t stay in better touch, 
but you’ll always be close. Duck had a real kinship 
with our band, there’s no doubt about that. He fit in 
with our gang. He was somebody we looked up to and 
admired when we were kids. Hell, we all learned how 
to play music from those songs he played bass on. He 
meant so much to me and to all of us. And he was a 
funny, funny sonofabitch.
—Benmont Tench (Tom Petty & the Heartbreakers)

I feel very, very lucky to have had a chance to see 
Duck play with Booker T. & the MGs when they 
were inducted into the Musicians Hall of Fame. They 
were inducted the same year that the Muscle Shoals 
Rhythm Section were inducted, and there were some 
pretty amazing musicians in Nashville that night. Keith 
Richards inducted The Crickets, and he played that 

night. Duane Eddy was also inducted and played, but 
they closed it out with Booker T. & the MGs because 
there wasn’t any following that shit. They came that 
night prepared to smoke everyone’s ass, 
and they did. It was badass. 
—Patterson Hood (Drive-By Truckers)

I never got to meet Duck, but I have held his bass. A few 
years back, I took my Dad for his birthday to see Neil 
Young at the Greek Theater in LA. We were hanging out 
with friends backstage before the show and met Duck’s 
bass tech, Rocky. When he found out I was a bass 
player, he asked if I wanted to hold the bass. Of course 
I did! So we go out on the stage at the Greek, and he 
hands me this bass with the deadest strings and a neck 
like a bow. Most guitar techs would take one look at that 
bass and immediately change the strings and fix the neck 
because they thought it was impossible to play, but it 
wasn’t impossible to play if you play like Duck Dunn. It 
wasn’t about gear with this guy. He knew what worked 
for him. I learned so much about Duck as a musician just 
by holding that bass. It’s a memory I’ll never forget. —
Dave Schools (Widespread Panic)

Nobody cussed like Duck, and nobody told jokes like 
Duck. He could never finish a joke. He’d start laughing 
in the middle of it, and you’d never hear the end of it, 
the punchline. He couldn’t help himself. He’d start tell-
ing it, knowing he was coming to the ending, and just 
start howling. —Brian Johnson (AC/DC)

Duck was too close to me for me to at this point real-
ize the full implications of his passing… I can’t imagine 
not being able to hear Duck laugh and curse, but I’m 
thankful I got to spend time and make music with him. 
His intensity was incomparable. Everyone loved him. 
None more than Otis Redding. —Booker T. Jones 
(Booker T. & the MGs)
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