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fhomas lstanley connects with the Bad Brains' HR for a vide-
r.anging Gonyersation about his new albumr Rastehrianismr
and his Positive llentalAtttitude' Photos blr Ltiz Fffi

HR stands for Human Rights. It also stands for
Huntinq Rod. His other names are Paul Hudson
and Joieoh l. He calls the orouo that as lead
sinqer he' helped push into-the'early vanguard
of i6e ounk rbck rhovementthe "Good 6rains."
Wordd are verv imoortantto HR. There are
words he will riot ind did not use during our
sitdor'vn.

Everv maior metrooolitan area in these
United'sutcis hut u "iid"" or an "end" drat has
become synonymous with urban blight, chaos,
and danq6r HLidson and his brotheiEarl lived
across dre line in District Heights, Maryland.
With Ead behind the drumslDaryl Jennifer on
bass and Dr Know (Gary Miller) rounding out
the team with virtuosic lead quita[ $e Bad
Bmins were incubated in Sor]dreast DC-that
part of the capitol most resistant to the scouring
iide of qentrifrcation. After one aborted gig as 

"
Mindpdwer in March of '79, the group oip6ned
forthe Damned in June of drat year as the Bad
Brains. Henrv Rollins and lan MCKave were in the
house, and were so impressed by ihe group's
speed and chomp that thev became ardent
Eirains supporters and began modeling their
own musii on the four's energy and punch. Dur-
ing the group's early apogee drey wbre under-
recorded, releasing in December 1979 a7"
sinole ("Pav to Cum" b/w "Stav Close to Me")
draiaooeired on a couole of iomoilations and
on theii- self-titled casseite-only debut a I bum
on the ROIR labelkeleased in1982).ln1996,
Caroline Records released dre first Bad Bnins
studio sessions from 1979 as Blad< Dos.

The Bad Bmins are like dre tennis-playing
Williams sisters, showing up in a field drat many
had taqqed as the antithesis of Black expression.
ln a sh5[ oeriod of time both the sisters'and dre
Brains reworked the sundard of their respective
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games around dreir e>ctraordinary talents and
assets. And like fie Williams sisters, dre Brains
checked all reserve at the door and poured
somethino like dreir total tv into dreir wor1c Punk
rock owes-much to dre quiartet, who brought a

needed precision, refinement and nad explo-
sive energy while helping to launch dre art of
hardcore soeedrock.

After attendinq a 1978 Bob Marlev concert
at the long-sinceiemolished CapruI Center in

LandoverlMd., *re group adopted *re style ard
ideology of Rasaforianism, taking on the Rasms'
characteristic locks and imoerial Efriopiar
tricolors. Rastafarianism and reqqae soon fiqured
prominentlv in dreir music, wifi canrabis-
brounded ilubbin' and skankin' urapoloqetically
ilroven into their sets of unbohed, acirena-laed
hardcore. Vocalist HRb commitrnentto dre mes-
sianic movement birthed in Jamaican srffemtion
was oven,helming, and soon became a wedge
splitting the group into opposing camp6 over
the question of how much r€gae to pedorm
and iecord. ln concert. HR was a movement
unto himselHuggernar-rting his small, wiry
frame on, off, and around *re sage while articu-
lating dre Brains' lyncal message ir a polished,
liltinq tenor Off-staqe, Sere were sporadic
incidents that cultGted a'r aum of volatility and
abuse, the dark side trat is as much a part of the
Brains' legary as fre legendary stage shows and
seminal reco.dinqs. Ahhouqh a series of solo
proiecb, ofter b5cked oy s6me version of the
Human Riqhts bard, have a,lowed him to sing
Jah praisei ro his souls content, HR still plays a
role ln the mercuria existence of the Bad Bnins,
reprising a more subdued version of his position
as tront man.

On dre eve of dre release of a highly antici-
pated solo project, I sat down with the singer

on fie $ird floor of a hulking shell of a building
in dovrmtorrvn Baltimore drat serues as rehearsal
soace fordre HR band and residence for HR's
slxophonist Doc Night. HR smoked a cigaretle
before and after our 45-minute interview; he
wore a browr tweed jacket and politely spoke in

a near-whisper; preceding most of my questions
with a perfunctory "yes sir"

"This is HR-Human Rights widr dre Good
Bmins outft---+nd we do have a new release
alled HeyWella. lt's a culmination of soul,
reooae. hio hoo. rudadub-love. oroovrcn
-ii. " 

Irttle bit of ooo and some"modem rock
andiaz." tlR exoliins drat the title is about "all
dre liaoov oeoole and we belono tooether:"
He de#riGs dre title track as "crinch"y and raw
wrth a very pleasant danceable type of r1'rythm
to it. The song is about what the modem day
African and J5merican, Asian and white (Japhite)
go *rrough, and dreir ability to pass through that
emotional soace testthat sometimes mav stand
in dre wav of human beinqs beinq able t6 reach
dreir optimal pleasure anJgmsp lhe essence of
tr1e mustc.

HR professes a philosophy of positivity. His

sax plaver is proud to point out that there are
no 6adworcis anvwheire on dre album and un-
derscores how ra're that has become. That PMA
(Positive Mental Attitude) thing was drere back
in dre Mindpowerdavs, and has imbued HR
and dre Brains with a i'esiliencv fiat has secured
dreir survival, but I sense that fiis Paul Htrdson
(re's 53 in February) has mellowed: "Well, it
reouires a little bit of meditation and oreoamtion
psychologically, trying to stay as plea$nt and
positive as humanlv possible, but as honest and
vindicated to dre c6mmitment of audrenticating
the oroduction. So one has to take time out to
med'rtate and reach an essence widr the One,



with the almiqhtv l, and then to be able to cleady

and consciou"slylocus upon the objective olthe
victory or the production and to try to retratn

from is much'stereotvpes and peer pressure as

oossible. and then orie will be able to channel

and create the type of groove that the masses

would appeal to."
th"t orbfessed oositivitv came under attack

early arid cost thein criticil support when the
orouo developed a reputation as homophobes
in a oav-friendlv hardcbre scene. Danyl Jenniter

has Je'scribed the events that led to that label

as the one thing in the groupb history drat he

would "qo back and change," and attnbutes

the misbiehaviorto his inexperience as a young
conveftto Rastafurianism. He was quoted on

Exclaim.ca as stating that he had needed to
bam gradually thatY'how you roll out here with

vour siexualitv'is vour business and your li{e and

irh"t u hr.in beinq chooses in those respects

should have nothin{ to do with being accepted

as Jah children." HRwon't 9o thatfor but
soeaks somewhat obliquely about the excesses

df iudoment "lRastafurianiiml has a direction,

"nb 
itieaches vounq students as well as elders

imoortant instri.rctiois that are needed, but one

must be able to then rise above the genre and

the scenarios and keep on seeking, becau,se

it does not reouire {or'one to allow oneselt
to become iudqmental. One might be still in

[the]theoryievdl of the production instead ot
aauallv havinq answesand solutions. One has

to rem'ember,'ils so important because listeners

when dealino with that kind of music look to it

fforl a prophStic solution. And so for the teach-

"rs. 
itd so'imoortantto remain as innocent and

as humble as possible, because some listenes

miqht [qet]the wrong interpretation from your
int5rpretation. I would suggest that teachers ty
notio be as iudqmental as possible."

ln spite of 
'an 

a'ssociation with unsavory beliels

and kjehavio6 HR's charisma, tenacity, and

talents have won believers in his music, rl rot
his messaoe. Bill Wanells DC Space was one o'
two venuis in Washington where dre groups
earlv efforts could be r6qularly heard. DC Space

*aried a vearortwo ah6ad cif dre Brains, ard
t'r"sted a inixed bill of national and internat'oral

advanced iaz acts along with mostJy loca' purk

and rock. "l knew HR from dre start," recalls

Wanell. "We were always close. I strll ty to keep

uo with what hes doinci." \\4rile much "-rore of
ai avant-qarde head tFar a punk kio, Wanell

remembe"rs HR atthe center of a sound drat
was makino Washinqton, DC one of me {reshest

scenes in tlie countr!. rhe bu'ld'ng drat once
housed DC Space i6 now a Smrbrck, but back
in the dav voi miqht nave heard Don Pullen,

Julius Hdmohill oisun Ra in dre same week as

ih" gud Brains, Minor Tl'reat or State of Alert.

The main staqe was upsrairs directly overthe
cafe/bar areion the gjround floor: Wanell can

still remember anxoily watcning the Brains

and their audiences ta(ng a toll on the aging

structure. "Eadv hardcore dancing wasn't as

orqanized as it-is today; they mainly jumped up
an-d dol,r,n. We had drese banks of eight-toot
fluorescent tubes downstairs, and when they

olaved the liqhts wou d drop a foot, and there

*"i" to." nlghts where we lost a tube or tvro'

That was qetilnq scary so we started asking that
thev out tleir sl""ows 6n dor,vnstairs. lt wasnt
thimusic lwasfollowing, but lwas impressed 

.

enouoh that late. when I was working on a llazl
operjl serious y explored using HR as the male

lead. He had qreat energy and an amaztng

voice in its limited waY."
The singer; who counts Earth Wind and Fire,

Stev e ,', :. :+' I = . : rinds, Ziggy Marley and

Cnic< C:=' :--'I ^r'l1€lous lntluences, sees

hi, n.,".,..,"* - Jcrance to reclaim a legary
drat has:: s:.-+ =.:=-: been maned,by contro-

v€rsv 3:c -: = ==. i'- doing much bettel"
he vbru-:-- : : j^a'ty getthe album ouL; it

took-"-t,--' -,€els Fr6m NewYok, Iwent
ioAtune, a^,c: e ,',=rito Richmond and

d,"n *" ",=-.-: ""=,', vcrk and dren from there

we wenttc lC :-'::er from there we went
io Ct,f"--, a-,c .'.- e i,'ns in Califomia-like
L said rt too< -= z.'. - .' i years, b,rt flnally I was

able to ger:-: - --:- t jhts album complet
ed." He a.c :* = 3-- -s ^ave reco'lclled enougn
io olav toqey e' :- : - R envis'ons a kind of
i"-Ui.te-Uer"*=^ ^ s so'o an and the original

ciuartet: "l wa.teo '.3:rv Io get a maniage to-

dether and eve-:-a \ :y :o PJt on a productton
ihow where we cz' '. 'e botr grolps playtng,

and perl.raps wox as a cc-oi'ljng, lHRl hea!!1-^-
inq and cobilling a,oics Ce the Brarns." In lwl
*6 gr.int re'ea#d B;lo a Nation, produged by

dre Beastie Bovs'Adam Yauch, another otthe
oroup's rock eiie pat-ors (alorg wi$ Madonna

5nd hic Ocase< of *re Grs). Hey We/ia is the
secord salvo of a one-two punch drat should

lr.ut" n"* oerformance obporunities for both
acb, ir siuaiions cal'ir-q for eidrer p;nk revirral or
roots reoqae.

TodavlFlR meas;res his words againsttheir
.onseo'rences. He seems aware that he has at

times deen his ow'n worst enemy and that he

wilr or^lv oe allowed so many comeback etforb:
"l worh drink dre rrore imPortant principles to
rememoer are ro sLav awav from trouble, stay

awav from foubleri<ers, violence, violent-
min6ed oeoole, and ro rememberthe love
l-and-l c6rcept: tolove oneself, to love others'

lls so imoortjnt to balance out onesell to take

time outwith vour loved ones and to remember
dre consciousress ofdre universal love forthe
orooer understandinq. lt is still in the philosophy

itage. lt sounds good to talk about it, but doilS
it does require a little bit more tme, so I woulo
sav to eat bood food, exercise, and when play-

inq one's instrument, between 30 minutes to an

holur everv dav"
Achieviio balance and health does require

a Ltile mordtime, and the admonition to keep

clear of trouble and troublemakers has not
alwavs been easv {or HR to heed. Whether he

i.it hL *ut prnu'inq an ideal of the rock'n'roll

bad bov olwas iu{seriously impaired, the
Bad Briins'froni man has on more than one
olcasion found himself at the center of troubles

that fed his miscreant mystique. ln 'l 995, for
examole. he was iailed on battery charges

after wieldinq a mike stand agairist skinheads

attendinq a Brains show in a Lawrence, Kansas

n.ntJrd fn" incident is a dozen years old, and

*6ile defenders of HR claim the skinheads were

nciallv tauntinq him, most eyewitness accounts

descd'be the aitack as the unprovoked fallout

of a osilocvbin mushroom frdakout. Drugs have

beeh an atknowledqed part of HR's meander-
ino oath. He beat a Feroin addiction before
bri-nbino the band and his life underthe PMA
banierHis 

".Umce 
o{ Rasta went along with

an enthusiastic embrace of cannabis-the Rasta-

furiun tu.t ."nt. ln 1 985, HR was iailed for four
months for possession with intent to distribute'
wt'r.n i 

"sked 
him about the anest, he dismissed

it as a case o{ "misbken identity. They thought
lwas somebody else." \i\hile incarcerated, HR

r".tid"d th" u,ical to "sacred Love," a tune that
hiibecome a Brains s,gnature piece precisely

because it is anomaroui--+ nasty blackadelic

ode to physical love dratisn't in triple tempo

-ffi



and isnt reggae either HR's flattened, slightly
d'stofted wail fed through a prison payphone is

arswered by Knows searing guitar lines and the
rythm section's trademar.k crunch. "lt was on a
Sunday, and they did have to do some previous
testinci. The prod;cer [Ron St. Germain] came
.ro wiilr the idea. and said that at the same time
diat they were synchronized-the same time
fiat thev called and the ohone line was ooen-
mev would then channel it into the speakbr and
o av the music atthe same time from the studio
console. So we did it and I could faintly hear it,

o;t I had been studying the song andworting
on it, and we said we'd give it a try, and that's
how we came uo with it."

This seemed llke a qood time to ask HR abo..rt
$e use of drug lawsforsocial control, especially
'nari uana prohibition: "lt's still being negotiated.
In some states the laws have been decreased, in

some states they're still the same, but my word
:o the wise wouTd be again to try to not be judg-
rental, not to hurt onesell because it's not the
actual consumino of the oroductthats illeqal,
crt the abuse olthe coniuming of the pr6d,.ra.
So, we have to rememberthat. Parentsdo love
treir children. They just dont want to see them
qer strunq out on dope, so that is lair to say that.
What's alio {air is Lhai it is their right to decide
$eir examole of livinq. So vou have two sides-l
do aave th'e riqht and'ther{the other side saying
Jon't abuse Lhat riqht. And so take time outto
leasure, put it on a scale, see how it balances
rJt and then make a decision."

Clav Hanis is a 44-vear-old African-American
'n.lsician and illustrat6r who has lived in or near
Washinqton, DC his entire life. He remembers
le Brairs as a social symbol and movement
ri oarticular i'noortance to brothers like himsel{
, /'o fell through the fissures in Black mass

identity. "Brack popular culture in the early '80s

was orimarrv d sco," recalls Hanis. "There was
the early begir"irgs of rap music; there was
rot yet a polt cal -ovement within mp. Black
kids had soul rrus c or the oldies slations, and
disco, disco, disco. B;r when I discovered punk
and then the Bad Brairs, I was like, 'what was
I missing all this time?"' He also remembers
seeino HR and Human R ohts at Pratt lnstitute
in theYgOs: "He seemed te he didnt wantto
talk, much less be atthe show. He had that look
like he resented most of dre white faces he saw
there. But his set was brutally, precisely per-
formed. The band wasn'r 1ust tight. They were
playing this kind of slower; gntty, edgier version
of old rock-steady reggae. HR just stood there
sinqinq and smoldering."

Butlhe soft-sooken HR I mer is rather afbble
and sees in his ri,usic a healing oalm for yorng
people in crisis. "Yes sir; a lot of t'mes kids are
lookinq for a solution, looking for answers, look-
inq for help," he explained. "ln so'ne cases, it
ca"n oet over-dramitized. not reallv as hard as

theylhink, but at the tender age thar they're at,
their minds are still developing. They're trying
differentthings out like cobaine, cmck, angel
dust, etc., so ils for us as conscious elders to try
to directthem, and that's what music can do. lt
can give you direction in life and help you to dse

above Lhose temptations that exist: sir, mental
deterioration and also spirological [sicl nsuffec-
tions. Some frough]times come in the way, so
one can oo out and obtain a oood sonq drat
thev miq6t have heard on the"radio, do-a ,ittre
res5arch-, and find out thro;gh the scriptLres
orthrouqh personal help, social wokers,
sometimes'a oood friend can qive them qood
advice and th6y are able to be-reborn aglin ard
transfonm and ilo something very good with

their lives in societv."
Hanis remirdeil me that the original meaning

of "punk" was "pnson bitch," and said that his
understandino d{the music and its cultuml mi-
lieu is allaboui "snotty-nosed kids hanging out,
causino trouble. listenino to mqqedv rebellious
music iust for the sake oT rebellrrig. No real hard-
ened politics. Not truly lefty or rig"ht wing. Antr-
authoi-iw. Pol itica I inconeciress ii the wJtchword
of any punk movement. lf everyone is too agree-
able, then ils rot punk, music or otherwise." I

asked HR if youth could still serve as a catalystfor
revolutionarv/anti-authoritarian chanqe. " Musi-
callv ves." But ooliticallv and sociallvT "l would
trv io'ttuv u*uv from th'at, becauseit does have
its infrinciemerits on odrers' personal rights, and
sometiries oeoole dont wint to heari whole
bunch of oeoole outside orotestinq and riotinq
in the stre'ets. 5o I would iry to re-iin as humSle
and non-forurard as possible in one's conversa-
tion and speech, and if one does have a strong
desire or *ronq will to change a particular law
then to do it a;discreetly as"possible, because
one never can tell who 6asnt been invested in
different styles of livinq-like, you know, during
the Prohibition era of alcohol with that whole
thing, with the FBl, the Mafia and everyrthing, so
to keep one {rom going through any unneces-
sary complications, lwould suqqestfor one Lo

try-and relmain as discreet as possible." Punk
discretion?

"lthink that politicians do have good inten-
tions and thev do mean well, but it's forthe kids
and the American oeoole to ultimatelv decide
to qovem themselves.'Because politiiians can
on[y offer so much." *

Thomas Stanley tntervtewed George Clinton for
STN#22
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