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Does anybody really know what a time it was? 

To listen today to Chicago Transit Authority—the eponymous classic 

1969 debut from the band that would soon become known simply as Chicago— 

is to be transported back to a very different time, a golden age of what now 

seems an unbelievable musical and cultural freedom. Heard in any context and 

judged by any standard, the album is one hell of a memorable introduction. It 

was a massively ambitious and accomplished statement of purpose, one that still 

vividly reflects both the talents of the gifted musicians who created it, and the 

winds of change that were blowing as the ’60s wound down. 

This group—named for the Windy City, where their story actually 

started—didn’t really take tentative baby steps as a recording act.They jumped 

right in instead, with a nervy double album that artfully sought to marry the more 

primal power of a great rock band with the creative freedom and range of jazz. 

Personally, I discovered Chicago sometime in the 70s, during my 

preteen years in a nonwindy city—Tenafly, New Jersey. My best friend Doug’s 

father had a number of their early releases (on reel-to-reel tapes, no less), all 

neatly filed next to his rather impressive opera collection.That other stuff didn’t 

interest us in the slightest, but something about those sleekly designed Chicago 
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albums beckoned to us. No doubt breaking some house rules, Doug and I 

secretly checked out the music within, frankly shocked that his dad turned out 

to have such incredibly cool taste. Listening to Chicago Transit Authority all these 

years later, I’m still taken aback by how cool and complex it all sounds. 

In the beginning, Chicago seemed to want to be Jimi Hendrix and 

Cannonball Adderley and maybe Johann Sebastian Bach too—the first great rock 

’n’ roll big band and orchestra. And while they were at it, the group’s original 

lineup—the horn section of James Pankow (trombone), Walter Parazaider 

(woodwinds and backing vocals) and Lee Loughnane (trumpet and background 

vocals), Robert Lamm (keyboards and lead vocals),Terry Kath (guitars and lead 

vocals), Peter Cetera (bass and lead vocals), and Daniel Seraphine (drums), 

working with original manager and producer James William Guercio—wanted to 

change the world as well. 

“In those days things were different, which was a blessing for this 

band,” Pankow recalls. “If we’d come along in today’s world, who knows how free 

we would have been? In those days it wasn’t about fitting a niche or going for a 

specific market. People did it for the love of the music. And when we went into 

the studio in the old days, we just said what we had to say. It was simply our 

essence. What wound up on those records was what we were and who we were 

musically, without any editing or any ulterior motives.” 

And although that famous Chicago trademark is for many now more 

associated with the band’s remarkable run of 20 Top 10 hits (only one proud 

part of their musical legacy), Chicago Transit Authority offers evidence of their 

decidedly experimental FM roots. Indeed, upon its initial release, this ambitious 

debut didn’t yield any Top 40 singles, but went Top 20 as an album, lingering in 

Billboard for an astounding three-year run. 

“We were judged to be a rather avant-garde band at the time, 

especially if you saw us in live performance during the first year that we were 

touring,” says Robert Lamm, Authority's dominant songwriter. “The nature of our 

performances was very spontaneous within the confines of each song.” 

This liberated outfit had started out in the Chicago, Illinois, club 

scene, making their name for a time as The Big Thing. But in trying to actually 

become a big thing, they moved to Los Angeles in 1968, with the support of the 

more industry-experienced Guercio. Short of West Coast gigs, the group 

rehearsed and composed some of the material that would later fill their 

incredible series of early albums, beginning with three straight double-LPs. 

When Chicago finally signed with CBS/Columbia Records, they 

headed to New York in January 1969 to record at the label’s famed East Coast 

studios.They could only record there in the dead of night, because Simon & 

Garfunkel and other major acts were booked for the space during normal 

operational hours. “We had never recorded as a band before,” Pankow recalls. 

“We were really apprehensive and green when we went into the studio. It was 

a very scary process.” 



Butterflies or not—and the album-opening “Introduction,” written 

by Terry Kath, even cops lyrically to the band being “a little nervous”—Chicago 

got off to one hell of a fine start. “I think‘Does Anybody Really Know What Time 

It Is?’ was the first track that we started,” Pankow remembers. “It was a matter 

of us standing in the studio, basically, as a band, and recording the track live. 

And in those days everything was eight-track, so it was a very live approach to 

making records, compared to what it’s like today. We just kinda went for it at 

first. And Jimmy Guercio basically had the job of bolstering our confidence and 

assuring us that what we were doing was worthy. He kept our confidence up, 

and we just did what we knew how to do: play the songs.” 

CTA's spontaneity and unusual instrumentation understandably led 

some listeners to tag the pioneering sound as jazz-rock, a term that Lee 

Loughnane claims was mostly a marketing move. In reality, he points out, “As far 

as our musicianship, it was a blend of a rock ’n’ roll band with three horn players 

who had played in big bands and classical orchestras, so we had a well-rounded 

musical education.When we played these songs together, it was a natural 

occurrence of what we had done before.There wasn’t anything predetermined 

about it.” 

According to Pankow, “From its inception, this was always a rock ’n’ 

roll band with a horn section. But unlike other entities, our horn section was 

approached as a melodic voice with the vocals, as another lead voice in and 

around the lead vocal lines.” 

The team effort that went into that first album was clearly 

winning, instrumental^ and vocally. “The approach with so much brass 

ensemble playing was really unique and revolutionary,” Lamm says. “And the 
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way we looked at the vocals was in no small way influenced by The Beatles. 

That was a major influence.” 

However you classify it, Chicago Transit Authority definitely rocked. 

And one man who helped kindle that spirit was its resident guitar god, the late, 

great Terry Kath. 

“Terry brought a lot of fire and soulfulness to the band,” Walt 

Parazaider says. “Before we ever recorded the first album, we were playing the 

Whisky in L.A.—I’m putting my saxophone away, and a guy tapped me on the 

shoulder. It was Jimi Hendrix. He just said,‘Your horns are one set of lungs, and 

you know your guitar player is better than me.’” Parazaider also recalls Hendrix 

talking about taking the band on the road, and recording with the horn section: 

“We did get to go on the road with Jimi, but unfortunately the horns didn’t get 

to record with him, because he passed away. 

“But I think Terry was tremendously overlooked,” he continues. 

“Ours was very much a team. But I think that if Terry Kath had the Terry Kath 

Experience, or something where he was totally up front, he would have had a lot 

more recognition.” 

“He was the white Ray Charles,” Lamm adds. 

“Before we even heard Hendrix, when we were playing the clubs in 

Chicago,Terry was already doing that stuff,” Loughnane says. 

“Terry was trying to figure out a way to play electric guitar without 

a pick,” Lamm says. “I remember he bought an electric cocktail mixer and 

attached various matchbook covers and things to try to get the effect of bowing 

and other effects.” 

Tragically, of course,Terry Kath would die in an accidental shooting 
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in 1978.The other players in Chicago would soldier on, surviving Peter Cetera 

and Danny Seraphine’s departures in 1985 and 1989, respectively.The remaining 

original members continue to tour today, as part of the group’s current lineup, 

performing powerful versions of many of the sturdy songs from their earliest 

work, including “Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?,” “Beginnings,” and 

“Questions 67 And 68.” 

For Lamm, recording those first few albums was “a very luxurious 

and courageous situation.The record company was courageous, and our 

producer was courageous, and he was encouraging us to be courageous, to 

just—as Jimmy said—‘bring what you’ve got.’ The times then were about 

experimentation and freedom of expression, along with a little bit of psychedelia. 

All those things were crucial to us [in] creating those albums.” 

The riveting sound of Chicago Transit Authority was hard to define, but 
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impossible to dismiss. “That music was and is to this day something that’s hard to 

put your finger on in terms of a direction,” says Pankow.“lt’s just a culmination 

of the musical history of every guy in the band and what they brought to the 

dinner table in terms of making this sound. FM stations played whole albums 

without commercial interruption.This music was to become required listening 

on college campuses.” 

Pankow sees those early years as “a renaissance, a time of 

expression and free thought. And our music was reality music. Robert Lamm in 

particular had a political conscience.There were things going on at that time, like 

Vietnam and getting the 18-year-old vote, that affected us as human beings as 

well as musicians. We were fortunate enough to have our music to use as a 

platform to address these feelings. It was a great time to be able to make music, 

because we could say anything we wanted to say.” 

Listen to Chicago Transit Authority, and hear Chicago say it with style 

and substance. 

—David Wild 

David Wild is a contributing editor of Rolling Stone and host of Bravo 's Musicians. 
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If you really want to know what time it is, log on to www.rhino.com. 

Everybody in the Whole Cell Block ... 
With all respect to Elvis and Leiber & Stoller, our prisons aren’t packed with party-throwing wardens and dancing 

inmates. Nobody is better educated about America’s justice system—and better equipped to help right its wrongs—than 

the Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice. Since its inception in 1991, the CJCJ has worked to reduce society’s 

reliance on incarceration as a solution to social problems. Fighting crime is important, but people are worth fighting for 

too—and CJCJ has fought to improve our criminal-justice system through policy formulation, research, education, and 

media events. For more information, contact: 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
1622 Folsom St. San Francisco, CA 94103 

(415) 621-5661 • www.cjcj.org 
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