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I

t’s not often in a career as a journalist that
you feel as though you’ve reached the core
of someone’s being, as though you’ve been
given an honest look into someone’s soul.
It’s rare that an artist will be so open and selfanalytical that he’ll give you a true picture of
what he’s been through. Well, in the following
interview, Danny Seraphine bares his soul.
Danny Seraphine was my first cover story for
Modern Drummer, in the December ’78/January
’79 issue. Like millions of fans around the
world, I loved Chicago. Their music was an
innovative fusion of rock and jazz, featuring
tight horn arrangements in a rock setting and
great songwriting. At the center of it all was a
drummer with inventive chops and a swing sensibility.
So, years later, when I heard that Seraphine
had been fired from the band, I was shocked.
And the reasons I’d heard seemed absurd—that
his playing wasn’t up to snuff, that he was difficult to get along with, that there might have
been substance abuse. It was hard to imagine
the man who’d played on such classics as “Does
Anybody Really Know What Time It Is,” “I’m A
Man,” “25 Or 6 To 4,” “Saturday In The Park,”
“Feelin’ Stronger Every Day,” and so many other
classics not being “good anymore.”

Today, it’s difficult sitting with Danny, hearing a story of betrayal and personal agony. But
he’s the perfect example of how one endures,
self-investigates, points the right fingers (even
at himself), and gets through it. Listening to
him tell the story of his recent and reclusive
years was upsetting. But I also had a sense of
relief knowing that the musician I always
admired was speaking from the heart and was
finally emerging from what was obviously a
terrible time in his life.
“I went from one lifestyle to another,”
Seraphine says of his firing. “I was in a great
band, and then I wasn’t. It was as if the Lord
had flicked a switch and said, ‘Guess what? Your
life is changing.’ I went from one extreme to
another, from being with seven guys 24/7 for
twenty-three years, to being alone.”
Now it’s chapter three for Danny Seraphine,
and he’s getting back to what he loves most. “I
came to the realization that God gave me a talent and I was squandering it,” he says. “You can
make the argument that, after all I’ve done, I
don’t really need to prove anything with my
playing. But it’s not about that. It’s about my
soul and my self-expression. And really, drums
have always been what I’m about. I needed to
get back to the drums.”
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MD: So, where have you been?
Danny: I’ve been back in LA for almost
three years now. But twelve years prior to
that, I was hiding in the mountains of
Colorado.
MD: What happened?
Danny: My firing disillusioned me and hurt
me so deeply that it took me a long time to
have the courage to come back. It really shattered my confidence and broke my spirit.
My firing just happened the way it happened. I’m not saying the guys in the band
are the worst people in the world. But it went
down in a very bad way, a way in which it
should never have gone down. And I’m not
saying I shouldn’t have left the band, but I
wasn’t treated the way you treat somebody
after twenty-three years of brotherhood. It
really shook my foundation, and it was a big
part of a tumultuous change in my life.
Shortly after the band fired me, I got
divorced, so my whole family fell apart,
everything. I’m not saying that I didn’t have
a hand in it. We always play a part in what
happens to us. I was a taskmaster, a tough
person to get along with at times. But I was
all for the band—I ate, slept, and drank
Chicago. The band was my life.
MD: What were the grounds on which they
fired you?
Danny: They said it was my playing. In the

“What?” We just had this big comeback
album after Peter Cetera left. I engineered the
whole comeback and we did Chicago 19.
“Look Away” was the biggest song of the
year on radio, and I played on the whole
album, so when they said they wanted to use
a different drummer for the next record, it
floored me. Immediately I thought there was
something more to it. But Howard said, “No,
you’re going to get paid the same royalties
and no one is going to know you didn’t play
on the record.” And I said, “Well, I’ll know,
and I really don’t like that.”
There had been an occasion on Chicago
XVII where Jeff Porcaro had played on the
record. But that was a David Foster production decision. I didn’t take that very well
either. But this time I think they hoped my
reaction would be that I’d quit.
I flew to LA and had a sit-down with them,
and they said, “We just want to get the old
Danny back.” So I thought, “Okay, they must
be right. Maybe my playing has gotten inconsistent and I’ve lost focus because I was so
into the business.” But I looked at Jason
Scheff and said, “This last album sold almost
two million units. We’ve had five Top-5 hits,
and my playing hasn’t seemed to hurt that.”
And he said, “Well, we’ve discussed this, and
we’ve come to the conclusion that the record
was a hit in spite of your playing.”

back of my mind I knew there was something
else, but they were pretty much unified in
that story, so initially I thought maybe it was
true. At that time I was really running the
business side of the band, and it’s quite possible I was distracted to the point where my
playing wasn’t up to the standard it had been.
But look how the band changed. They
went from cutting-edge rock, expanding the
boundaries of rock ’n’ roll and jazz, and fusing the two, to being a hit-ballad act. That
was a tough transition for me, going from
having complete musical freedom to no freedom at all, almost like having to play with a
hand tied behind my back.
That said, it’s a challenge to play simply
and leave space. That was the good part
about going in that direction. But my firing
was portrayed as a problem with my playing,
even though in the back of my mind I knew it
was a power struggle between certain members and me. I think they put an ultimatum to
the rest of band that it was “either him or us.”
They didn’t like having a drummer running
the band.
MD: Did they come to you first with an
opportunity to change?
Danny: It was done in a strange way. I got a
phone call from Howard, our manager, saying, “The band has decided they want to use
a studio drummer on the next album.” I said,
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Danny Seraphine

I haven’t forgotten that to this day. Talk
about devastating. But I took it to heart, went
back to Colorado, and found a good drum
teacher. They started recording the album
without me, and I was woodshedding like
crazy, taking what they said very seriously. I
thought, “Okay, I’ll step out of the business.
We have great managers now. I don’t have to
be so hands-on. I’ll focus on the music.
These guys are my brothers, and they must
know something I don’t.”
I worked my ass off, practicing like crazy,
and when you work that hard, your playing
improves. The next gig was a corporate gig
in Phoenix, and it went well. My drum tech,
Mike Murphy, said after the gig, “You’re
better than ever.” But the vibe with the band

was so strange. It was like a Fellini movie.
Backstage in the dressing room, they were
walking around with headphones, listening to
takes from the new album and talking about
it behind my back. It was a nightmare. This
whole utopian brotherhood that I had known
had turned into an ugly situation, developing
right in front of my eyes. I had come back
from Colorado feeling good about my playing. But something still wasn’t right.
MD: What had you worked on with the
teacher?
Danny: Independence. I went through the
Chapin book, which is a wonderful book. I
worked on my jazz chops, my reading. When
I study, I try to get into the fundamentals, and
that gets me practicing everything. It solidi-
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fies my foundation as a musician and helps
my confidence.
So I got back to Colorado, and on
Mother’s Day, 1990, I got a phone call from
Howard—and he was almost in tears. He
said, “Danny, I feel so bad about this, but the
band had a meeting behind my back and they
voted you out of the band.” It didn’t really
surprise me, but….
MD: Why didn’t they call you themselves?
Danny: It was gutless. But I do want to say
that I wasn’t exactly an innocent bystander. I
was very tough. I ran the band with an iron
fist, so to speak, and I could be difficult.
Everything was for the band, and I have to
say I was usually right. But nonetheless, I
was difficult.
MD: I need you to address something else I
had heard through the years—that there was
a substance abuse problem.
Danny: With me? Oh God, no. That’s so far
from the truth. The first time I tried cocaine I
was in New York, and I got so sick that I was
bedridden for a week. So you can put that
rumor to rest. I have a very low tolerance for
drugs and alcohol, which was a blessing for
me. I was always the designated driver for
the band. I was the guy who was straight all
the time while some of the others were partying. I’m glad that you brought that up,
because there’s nothing further from the
truth.
Once I was fired, the lawsuit began, and it
brought me to my knees. I got so despondent
over the band firing me that I became hard to
live with—plus there had been cracks in the
foundation of my life from other things I had
done during the years with the band—and
that’s when my divorce happened. It was terrible timing. It also cut me off at the knees in
the lawsuit, and I had to settle for a lot less
than I should have. But that being said, I
lived a wonderful life in Colorado for fifteen
years on royalties. But I missed playing.
MD: What did you do with your time?
Danny: I skied and fly-fished, and that’s
okay. I also got into business quite a bit and
produced a couple of Broadway plays. I also
developed some artists in Colorado, but they
never saw the light of day because of record
companies. The main thing, though, was that
I healed.
MD: How do you heal from something like
that?
Danny: It takes time. You learn to accept the
things you can’t change. I’m still not completely healed. It’s still painful. It’s not a
thing where, “Oh, I hate them and wish them

bad.” For instance, I think Tris Imboden
[Danny’s replacement in Chicago] is a class
act and a great guy. He’s a great drummer
and I’ve heard that their new album is really
good, so I’m glad.
Chicago was like my family, and the
main guys—Walter [Parazaider], Lee
[Loughnane], Jimmy [Pankow], and Robert
[Lamm]—were like brothers to me. Walter
and I were on the outs at the time I was fired,
which might have been part of the whole
thing, but I’m okay now. Everything happens
for a reason. I’m a fatalist and I believe that it
was supposed to happen.
Obviously I needed to get to know myself
a lot better, and maybe I needed to be humbled, even though I’d always tried to keep
myself grounded with the reality of where I
came from—the streets of Chicago, Italian,
and that whole thing. But when you’re in a
super-popular group, it’s kind of hard to keep
yourself completely grounded.
Things happen for a reason, and I’m sure
there was some karma coming to me. I
wasn’t dishonest, and I didn’t steal, but I was
mercenary and tough for the cause of
Chicago. So I believe it happened for a reason. And maybe the most good that came of
it was for my benefit, because I feel like I’m
a much better person because of it. And today
I feel like I’m a better drummer because of it,
because I’m more stable and more settled. I
think there are aspects of my playing that are
better.
MD: What aspects?
Danny: My time. My concept is deeper. And
because I had the fifteen-year hiatus, my
body is intact. I have the body of a younger
man with the mind of an older man. It feels
good to be playing again, and the response
has been overwhelming.
MD: Let’s talk about your new band.
Danny: It’s called CTA–California Transit
Authority. I know it sounds like revenge, but
it’s not really. [When Chicago debuted, it
was called CTA, Chicago Transit Authority,
but they changed the name to Chicago after
the first record.] I always loved the name
CTA.
When Marc Bonilla and I first talked about
having this band, we were excited. We’re all
from California now, but the band has the
same spirit as CTA—it’s about the music, all
music. It’s not about image, or the front man,
or the lead singer. It’s about the musicianship.
MD: How did this come together?

Danny: I sat down with Gregg Bissonette,
who is a really strong supporter of my playing. He, [bassist] Bob Birch, and [guitarist]
Marc Bonilla, as well as Don Lombardi at
DW, have been very supportive. Don has
been the main man behind the scenes as far
as trying to get me back to music. It’s been a
wonderful support system. In fact, it’s been
Don who has urged me to get back to work
and told me that people really missed me.
Frankly, I thought I’d been forgotten. Not
‘Oh, poor me,’ but I just assumed I was forgotten. At that point I had pretty much given
up drums. They were just sitting in my
garage with mounds of dust on them. My
drums were gently weeping, so to speak.
Don put together an impromptu jam session at Gregg’s house, and I got to meet all
these great guys who were telling me that I
had made an impact on them. I jammed with
them, and we played “South California
Purples” [from the first Chicago album,
Chicago Transit Authority].
Then, at Marc’s urging, I got a call from
drummer Troy Luccketta about a benefit he
was organizing for photographer Lissa
Wales. He asked if I would like to participate.
Marc said he’d put a band together and
they’d learn a couple of Chicago tunes. So I
said sure. Marc came up with an instrumental
version of “Make Me Smile,” which is really
cool. We did that and “25 Or 6 To 4.” When
we came out to take a bow, I had my head
down, and as I lifted my head up, I realized
the whole place was standing. I almost cried.
It was really emotional. I never thought I’d
experience that again. It’s not an ego thing,
it’s a spiritual part of connecting with an
audience.
On January 27 we played our first real gig
at the Canyon Club in Agoura Hills, and,
again, there was an overwhelming reaction.
There’s no brass in the band—it’s two guitars, two keyboards, bass, drums, and
vocals—the guitars and keyboards are covering the brass parts, which really sets us apart
from Chicago today. We do “Introduction,”
“South California Purples,” “Mississippi
Delta City Blues,” a lot of the Terry Kath
stuff. We also do a couple of the hits, “I’m A
Man,” “25 Or 6 To 4,” “Feelin’ Stronger
Every Day,” and some cool instrumental
things like “Approaching Storm,” things I
never thought I’d ever be able to play again.
This is the material I missed playing with the
band, like the 19/8 section of “Introduction.”
Playing “Introduction” again is so cool,
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and to play it with Marc’s fiery guitar is like
a rebirth for me. It’s filling a musical void,
because Terry Kath [original Chicago guitarist] and I were musical soul mates. You
can hear it in the way we jammed together
and how we moved. I could speed up, and
Terry would come with me, and vice versa.
He’d go into an odd time and I’d pick up on
it and go with him—maybe a six against four
thing—and it was so cool.
When Terry died, I lost that. My life felt
empty musically. But with Marc, I have that
feeling again. We’re doing this music with a
fresh interpretation without brass, which
makes it a little edgier. It’s a great foundation
for the band, which will evolve on its own.
We’re getting ready to go into the studio.
I also recently flew up to Ashton, Oregon
and spent three days woodshedding with
Steve Smith. All these years I’ve been in the
mountains fly-fishing and hiding out, Steve’s
been woodshedding, and he is amazing. To
me, Steve’s the best all-around drummer in
the world. I know there are cats with incredible chops, most of which Steve can play, but
he can play them with an incredible feel.
He’s a true musician.
That old saying, “It don’t mean a thing if it
ain’t got that swing,” is still true for me. It’s
not that I don’t admire the chops cats, but a
lot of that doesn’t move me. So Steve and I
hung out, talked a lot, and woodshedded
from eleven in the morning ’til six or seven at
night.
MD: What were you doing?
Danny: He showed me a lot of his tricks,
which was really cool. He also showed me
the constant-release foot thing up close, and
I’m working on that. And he showed me a lot
of the hand techniques he’s learned and
developed.
When I was leaving town, Steve called me
at the airport and said, “You know, you
inspired me so much when I was young, that
for me to now be able to give something back
feels good.” What a thing to say, because it
was a great thing for me. I’m at a point now
where I want to learn. I’m practicing two to
four hours a day, reading and working on
techniques and warm-ups and getting ready
to gig more.
MD: What does this new band need from
you?
Danny: My goal is to be better than I’ve ever
been. My own fear is that I’ll disappoint the
Gregg Bissonettes and the Steve Smiths of
the world—and the fans. So I’m working
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Danny Seraphine
hard. I’m now in a wonderful band that is
building a nice buzz, and I’m very excited. If
it doesn’t make it, I’m fairly wealthy, so I can
survive it money-wise. But there are some
things in music that I want to do before they
throw dirt on me. So I guess you could say
I’m back—no, I’m back with a vengeance. I
feel like an animal that’s been let out of a
cage.
MD: What actually prompted the move back
to LA?
Danny: Initially I realized that I had to be in
LA if I wanted to do any justice for the artists
I was trying to develop. But also, in the back
of my mind, I knew I was going to find a way
back to playing. I also have grown children in
LA and three grandchildren. I like being a
grandfather. There’s a certain amount of
respect that comes with it, like my grey beard
and grey hair. I love it. It’s my badge of
courage, so to speak.
And my baldness is something I no longer
try to hide, which God knows I did for so
many years. I’m more comfortable this way
than the years I had that hairpiece, which
people said looked so good. It’s still a foreign
object on your head, which the wind could
blow off at any time. [laughs]
MD: What are you playing these days?
Danny: DW made a beautiful new set of
drums for me—with two 18" bass drums. I
wanted it to be totally different, and I love the
feeling of playing an 18" bass drum because
it still sounds big, but I feel very limber and
light on it.
I have a drum setup similar to Tony
Williams—three floor toms, 14", 16", and
18". And I’m using one of those DW
Sidekick pedals, which strikes the bottom
head of a floor tom. It’s very cool, because it
gives you another bass drum color. I like a
big kit because it’s like being a painter with
many colors to choose from. I have a lot of
cymbals, too—Zildjians. I love them. I’m not
the kind of player who says, “I’m going to
play every one of these drums and cymbals to
justify them.” For me, each of those instruments is up there to give me options.
For heads, I’m using Remo FiberSkyns. I
met Remo Belli early in my career, when
Chicago was doing our second album. I was
actually using calf heads on the first two
records! I met Remo, who said, “I can’t have
you playing calf heads.” I said, “Well, you’re
going to need to make a plastic head that
sounds as good as calf.” He took that as a
challenge. Now, years later, Remo has been

Best Recordings
Artist
Chicago Transit Authority
Chicago
Chicago
Chicago

Album
Chicago Transit Authority
Chicago V
Chicago VII
Chicago II

Favorites
Artist
Art Blakey
Jo Jones
Buddy Rich
Shelly Manne
Shelly Manne
Shelly Manne
Philly Joe Jones
Elvin Jones

Album
Indestructible
all
all
Shelly Manne, Vol. 2
Shelly Manne, Vol. 3
Shelly Manne, Vol. 4
Philly Joe’s Beat
And Then Again

able to duplicate the sound of calf. I called
him to say, “Thank you for giving me my
sound back.”
MD: When you woodshed these days, what
are you working on?
Danny: Steve showed me his workout routine, and it’s very good. It’s on a practice pad,
along with a double pedal pad and a hi-hat. I
set a tempo on the metronome and do 8th
notes with my hands and feet, together. Then
I go to triplets at that tempo, alternating from
one hand to the other—8th-note triplets going
hand-to-hand with the feet, and then going to
16th-note triplets with the hands, keeping the
8th-note triplets with the feet. Then I’ll do

Drummer
Art Blakey
Jo Jones
Buddy Rich
Shelly Manne
Shelly Manne
Shelly Manne
Philly Joe Jones
Elvin Jones

paradiddles with hands and feet.
I’m really working on my feet for soloing
purposes, to take it to the next level. And I’m
still working on hand technique, including
the constant release that Freddie Gruber
showed Steve. I’m probably six months away
from incorporating it into my playing, but
when I do, watch out.
I think I’m the kind of drummer who can
really incorporate technique into my playing,
just as Steve and Gregg have. I’m also working on reading, because I want to do some
big band drumming. Reading is really important. But then I’ll break into stuff I love to
play. That’s a problem, because I really do

Smith On Seraphine

R

ecently Danny Seraphine asked drumming
great Steve Smith for a few lessons, to help
fine-tune his playing. Smith, one of the busiest
drummers on the planet, doesn’t usually have time
for students. However, for Danny Seraphine, one of
Steve’s early heroes, he made the time.
MD: What did Danny bring to Chicago and how did
he influence you as a youngster?
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Steve: Chicago was one of my favorite bands when
I was in high school. I was into jazz early on, so by
the time I heard Hendrix, Cream, Chicago, Blood,
Sweat & Tears, and ELP, I could relate to the drummers in those bands as “jazz-rock” musicians.
I bought all of the early Chicago records and used
to practice to them all the time. It seemed perfectly
natural at that time for drummers to play rock
music with a jazz approach. I learned many of the
beats for Chicago tunes, and they used a lot of
odd-time bars in the arrangements. By playing
along to the records, I learned some great beats
and started to get comfortable with odd times.
As with all great bands, each individual member
is crucial to creating the overall group sound.
Danny’s musical personality in Chicago was exactly what the group needed. He played the music
with a strong, swinging feel, he came up with very
interesting drum parts, and, of course, his fills
were always exciting and contributed to the jazzy
sound of the band.

have to fight to stay focused. I can really get
scattered. And Steve warned me not to try to
do too much at one time, because then you
don’t really grasp anything.
MD: When you look back on the body of
music you’ve recorded with Chicago, if you
had to take three songs with you to the pearly
gates, which would they be and why?
Danny: I would have to say “Make Me
Smile,” because it really defined me, that
whole thirteen-minute ballet. I was really
studying Buddy Rich at the time and I was
really inspired by him. I was always thinking,
“How would Buddy play this?” I think you
can really hear his influence in the first two
records—the musicality. Buddy was the best
at setting up and leading into a horn line, and
I did a lot of that.
“Make Me Smile” was the first time anything like that went out to the masses, a hit
song with a big lead-off drum fill, which was
kind of a Buddy Rich lick. And I used a piccolo snare then that got a really cracking,
unique sound. And those fills at the end—all
of them were inspired by Buddy Rich and
Gene Krupa.
We rehearsed “Make Me Smile” in Atlanta
for a week, and we recorded it in sections.
But I had time to really think about what I
wanted to say. There’s another 6/8 drum fill
in the tune that is very Buddy Rich. It’s
funny, but I heard the tune on XM radio the
other day. They played the entire thirteen-

minute piece. It was great to hear it again.
I’m really proud of that performance. So I
guess it would be number one.
“Beginnings” had a really good drum part.
People don’t talk about it much, but it’s a
very melodic, emotional, fiery drum part.
There were also some ballads that were cool
to me. But I really love “Does Anybody
Really Know What Time It Is?” I was able to
walk the line between rock ’n’ roll and
swing. It was difficult because I had to be
subtle. I knew if I played the swing beat on
top, it wouldn’t work. So I played quarter
notes on the hi-hat, kind of a Ringo “With A
Little Help From My Friends” vibe, but I
swung the bass a little more.
I actually saw the band perform one time
during my days in Colorado, and they had cut
the 5/4 section out. I wondered why; that was
the most unique part of the song. They went
into something else. I told [keboardist/vocalist] Robert Lamm, “Put that back.”
MD: So you’ve had contact with them?
Danny: Well, with Robert. He’s the only one
I’ve talked to, and only on a couple of occasions. He’s the only one who has made any
kind of effort, but he’s very uncomfortable
about it. I know he feels bad about what happened. But it’s over and done with. I would
love to understand it better some day.
After it all went down, Robert called and
said, “Do you really want to know what happened?” And I was so mad, I just swore and

When Danny left the band, I’d say Chicago was
past its creative peak, and it was probably time for
him to move on anyway. Most successful bands
have a creative arc and then a decline—if they
don’t break up before that decline. Even though
some bands stay together after their creative peak, I
think it can be a musically stagnant experience for
any original members still in the band. It’s great that
Danny is ready to get back to playing now.
MD: What did you guys work on together?
Steve: First of all, I really don’t teach, because my
schedule is so crazy. But when Danny called, I was
interested in getting together with him. I wanted to
“give back” for all the listening pleasure that I experienced growing up, listening to him playing with
Chicago.
Danny was interested in learning some of what I
learned from Freddie Gruber. Freddie isn’t teaching
these days—he turns eighty in May. I wanted to be
able to pass on those ideas. Danny wants his drumming to go beyond what he did with Chicago, which
is similar to how I felt when I left Journey.
We started with his hands. I gave him some
details to work on to help improve his grip and help

“Right now Danny’s playing sounds every bit as
good as it did during Chicago’s peak. ”
him to develop more fluid and relaxed motions.
Because we both grew up playing in the ’60s and
inspired by jazz drummers, quite naturally he plays
with an approach close to mine, so I was helping
him to fine-tune it. He wanted to learn the Freddie
Gruber “constant-release” bass drum technique, so
we got into that. Most of this is addressed in my
Hudson Music DVD, but Danny wanted me to teach
it to him personally.
We also got into many traditional practice materials, like the Charlie Wilcoxon books—which are
great for your hands and for using the rudiments in a
swinging way—and Ted Reed’s Syncopation, as
applied to jazz coordination and getting familiar with
figures he’ll see on big band charts. I feel those are
very important books to go through to develop a
strong foundation, especially since he’s interested
in playing some big band music.
Even though Danny plays on a pro level, he
hadn’t gone through those books and developed his
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hung up the phone. I regret that I did that
because, yes, I would like to know why.
I guess if I had anything to say to them, it
would be, “Don’t feel bad. I’m sorry that it
happened the way it did, and yes, it hurt. But
I don’t wish bad on anyone.”
Chicago will always be my band, no matter
what anybody says, and no matter what any
legal documents say. I don’t mean that as an
affront to Tris, because I really respect and
admire him. He’s a wonderful guy and he’s
handled himself with total class. But I honestly
think that when people think about Chicago in
the future, they’ll remember my contribution.
MD: What advice would you give to other
musicians who might experience a loss of a
gig or something that feels like betrayal?
Danny: Therapy helps, spirituality helps, but
most of all, don’t stop playing. That was the
big mistake I made. Don’t relate your selfworth to someone else’s lack of confidence
or faith in you. There’s usually more to it
than what they’re telling you anyway.
It’s hard to do, but the goal would be to
use the bad experience to make you better.
Adversity can set up sweet success. Don’t let
anything defeat you. Look at me now. I’m
loving what I’m doing. I don’t know where
it’s all headed, but I’m enjoying the ride.

reading or jazz independence, both of which are
very important for him to address in order to accomplish what he wants with his drumming. It was also
very good for me to get back to some of those old
books and exercises, which I hadn’t done for years.
Now I’m actually enjoying working on some of those
books again myself.
Danny is a lot of fun to be with, and we had a ball
hanging out, playing drums, listening to music,
watching DVDs, going out to eat, and catching up.
He and I have known each other since 1983, when I
rented his beautiful Hawaiian beach home for a
two-week vacation after a Journey tour, just before
my first Vital Information tour. I rented his home
because it was right on the beach and there was a
drumset there that I could practice on!
Right now Danny’s playing sounds every bit as
good as it did during Chicago’s peak. He is focused
and on track to make some great strides forward.
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Danny Seraphine
Chicago’s Early Years
by Ed Breckenfeld

I

n the late ’60s and early ’70s, Danny
Seraphine’s drumming with Chicago
reflected the musical upheaval of the
times. Rock and jazz were merging in
unique and interesting ways, and bands like
Chicago were sprinkling jazz into their rock sound.
Seraphine had the mindset of a rock drummer, driving his
band with energy and power, but his playing revealed the
soul of a jazz musician. He took a jazz drummer’s approach
to rock, improvising wherever he could, and pushing his creative side to the forefront. But he could also lock into a
straight-ahead beat when the song called for it. Here are a
few highlights from Danny’s studio work with Chicago from
1969 to 1972.
MUSIC KEY

sive nature of the track, as claves, cowbell, and tambourine
enter one by one. Eventually, Danny simplifies his pattern to
let the hand percussion take full effect. (0:20)

Chicago II (1970)
“West Virginia Fantasies”
This track is an example of Danny’s straightforward side, as
he locks into the following groove and stays with it. His nochanges, no-fills approach sets the perfect mood for this short
3/4 instrumental from the second Chicago album. (0:00)

Chicago Transit Authority (1969)
“Beginnings”
Danny Seraphine established his unique drumming personality right off the bat on this early Chicago hit. Look at
this ad-libbed sequence from the quiet interlude after the
song’s first chorus. (1:29)

Following the second chorus, Danny plays one of his signature four-bar breaks. Similar short solos appeared on other
cuts from the early Chicago catalog, and they’re always
beautifully composed, containing interesting rhythmic and
melodic ideas that build to a powerful climax. (3:02)
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“Now More Than Ever (Make Me Smile)”
This is Seraphine’s most famous short solo, not only
because it received tons of radio airplay, but also because it
stands the test of time as one of rock’s most classic drum
breaks. From the stutter-step opening to the 16th-note triplet
climax, it’s a virtual clinic on dynamic solo design. (0:44 on
the album version, 2:36 on the single version)

“Wake Up Sunshine”
During the bridge of this track, Danny shows an eye for
detail, as he places two unexpected snare notes on beat 1 and
answers them with two ride cymbal notes on beat 3. It’s a
subtle, alternating effect that only a drummer would pick up
on. (1:21)

“I’m A Man”

Chicago III (1971)

Seraphine’s opening beat for Chicago’s version of this
Spencer Davis classic is a busy workout that contains a flowing, repetitive fill. This groove sets the stage for the percus-

“Sing A Mean Tune Kid”
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The opening track of the third Chicago album features
another funky groove from Seraphine. His unpredictable,
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syncopated pattern fits right in with the R&B flavor of Robert
Lamm’s electric piano part and Terry Kath’s wah-wah guitar.
(0:25)

“Free”
The ending chorus of this hit song contains one of Danny’s
coolest grooves. The wonderful left-hand snare work in this
pattern helps generate excitement under the band’s defiant
vocal, “I just wanna be free!” (1:35)

Chicago V (1972)
“Now That You’ve Gone”
Here’s the melodic tom-tom beat that opens this track from
Chicago’s fifth album. Notice the paradiddle-diddle sticking
that enables Danny to pull off this move. (0:00)

“Dialogue (Part One)”
This song’s unusual structure uses a long, slow dynamic
build to enhance its vocal message. Seraphine avoids crashing
after his fills until the very end to maintain the building tension of the track. Here’s his entrance fill and sparse opening
groove. (0:33)

“Saturday In The Park”
As one of Chicago’s most famous hits, this song contains an
amazing drum track that’s brimming with Danny’s personality.
It’s hard to imagine any drummer being able to fit as many
ideas into a pop single today. Check out the kick drum part
from the song’s re-intro. (2:30)
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