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Introduction


A DANGEROUS DISSONANCE


“THIS ISN’T ART, THIS IS SUICIDE!”


These words, snarled into a mic in a sweltering garage by Greg Graffin, Bad Religion’s fifteen-year-old singer, were the first the band recorded. The song “Sensory Overload” was written by seventeen-year-old Brett Gurewitz while he and Greg were students at El Camino Real High School in Woodland Hills, California. The statement lands with the blunt force of a teenage manifesto but is layered with truths, taunts, and misconceptions.


The year was 1980 and there was nothing new about punk. The Damned had made their first appearance in L.A. three years before, and the Clash came not long after. The Sex Pistols had already walked off the stage forever at Winterland back in January of 1978. The Ramones were on the verge of releasing their fifth studio album, and English post-punk rockers Bauhaus, Siouxsie and the Banshees, and the Cure were staging their invasions of New York.


Yet, in Los Angeles, punk rock remained a vital force. Original L.A. punk bands like the Screamers, the Weirdos, the Bags, and the Plugz had to make room for hardcore upstarts like Black Flag and the Adolescents. Wary of the violent fans these bands were attracting, bookers and owners at many music venues banned hardcore punk bands from performing, and there were few places for groups just starting out to play. But that didn’t stop new acts from forming. Fueled by fans farther from Hollywood’s epicenter, surfers and skaters brought new levels of athleticism and aggression to shows.


The only thing that seemed to set Bad Religion apart from their Southern California contemporaries was that they were kids from Woodland Hills, a suburban community deep in the western reaches of the San Fernando Valley, a place maligned for its cookie-cutter homogeneity. If Hollywood was L.A.’s punk playground, its antithesis was the Valley. So how did four high school kids, two of whom would drop out of school, find a way to separate from the pack?


They weren’t the first punk rockers from the Valley, nor were they the last. The sounds they made in their blast furnace of a garage were not particularly original, nor did the band’s members ooze the kind of musical talent that signals a brilliant career. In fact, some of them were just becoming familiar with their gear. But they had one asset that made them stand out from the start: their intelligence.


In 1980, punk still had the power to provoke, and Bad Religion’s evocative opening salvo suggested a shift from punk as artful expression to a philosophical imperative. While “Sensory Overload,” like much of Bad Religion’s early material, walks the line of nihilist negation, it stops well short of declarations of “Smash the state!” or “Fuck the LAPD!” that do nothing to advance an argument and are anathema to critical thinking.


Fusing the creativity of original L.A. punk bands like the Germs and X with the ferocity of their hardcore offspring, Bad Religion wrote songs that demanded its listeners think about the world around them and their place in it. This was a band with a unique worldview that had something to say. Their name and uncompromising logo—a white cross with a red slash through it, known today throughout the world as “the crossbuster”—signaled their rejection of the status quo at a time when Christian conservatism was bleeding into mainstream American culture.


Bad Religion arrived at just the right moment to say, “I think about what’s true and what are lies.” This outlook commanded the attention of millions of angry and increasingly disaffected youth—not just in the Valley or Los Angeles or even Southern California, but all over the world. Bad Religion’s subversive spirit and thought-provoking lyrics made it okay to be rebellious and intellectual. The music is punk but the message is universal, and the lyrics in the band’s impressive catalog of songs are more relevant now than ever. That’s what makes Bad Religion’s bold beginning so ironic. Its first recording wasn’t “suicide,” but the start of a forty-year career in rock and roll that continues to this day.


It wasn’t easy. Along the way they broke up, drifted apart, and came back stronger than before. This is the story of how a group of teenagers from the Valley took L.A. by storm, lost everything, and worked their way back with a series of influential albums that changed the way America thinks about punk rock. But to understand how Bad Religion’s unique sound paved the way for the mainstream success of punk rock bands that came after them, you have to go back to a blistering hot garage deep in the San Fernando Valley… 
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WELCOME TO THE HELL HOLE


THE STORY OF THE EARLY L.A. PUNK SCENE TAKES place in Hollywood, but many of the scene’s prime movers were from the San Fernando Valley. One of the first L.A. bands to make its mark—the Dickies—was from the Valley. When Lee Ving started Fear he was living in Van Nuys. John and Dix Denney of the Weirdos, a band whose image helped put the L.A. punk scene on the map, hailed from North Hollywood, a short hop over the Hollywood Hills.


L.A. has always played fast and loose with its geography. The city’s many film and television studios have made use of its abundant sunshine to create the impression that downtown L.A. was a car chase away from the beach with stops in Hollywood and Beverly Hills along the way. But the reality is more nuanced, and always has been. The boys from Black Flag, for instance, grew up closer to the surf and the sand than the Beach Boys. Although Frank Zappa’s 1982 song “Valley Girl” suggests the Valley is a Hollywood-adjacent neighborhood that locates the Sherman Oaks Galleria as its cultural center, the Valley is actually a region of over 250 square miles and home to 1.77 million people.




The part of the Valley that Bad Religion came from was closer to the Ventura County Line than to Hollywood’s city limits. It was as suburban as suburban gets, and El Camino Real High School was a typical suburban school. It had a large open campus, a renowned football team and cheerleading squad, and a decent track record of sending kids to college so they could become productive members of society.


Improbably, El Camino Real was also the birthplace of one of the most influential punk rock bands in America. When classes started up in the fall of 1979, Greg Graffin showed up for his sophomore year with dyed black hair and a Black Flag T-shirt. Jay Bentley had cut his hair short and came to class with a T-shirt that declared “VIRGIN.” “I guess we’re it,” Jay said of the virtually nonexistent punk scene at the school.


The two sophomores had both gone to Hale Junior High, so they were familiar with each other. They had many mutual friends but bonded over their love of music. There weren’t any other punks at El Camino Real, but that would soon change.


Brett Gurewitz and Jay Ziskrout were both juniors and had already been in two bands together. The first, the Omega Band, never made it out of Ziskrout’s parents’ living room. They had a bit more success with their second attempt, the Quarks. They were a Beatles-esque group that leaned toward New Wave. Brett wrote songs, played guitar, and sang. Ziskrout played drums. Their one live gig was the afternoon talent show at El Camino Real.


Brett’s best friend, Tom Clement, knew Greg, who’d bragged to Tom that he was a really good singer. Tom had “gone punk” and was encouraging Brett to do the same by starting a band with Greg. “Tom was smart enough to see that his two friends would make a good team when he introduced me to Brett,” Greg said. “We were both nerdy intellectual types. Even though we were young kids, it was a meeting of the minds.”


Brett, however, was reluctant to take the plunge into punk rock. “I had long hair like Ric Ocasek or Joey Ramone,” Brett said. “I was getting ready to go punk. Tom had already gone all the way. I had a homemade T-shirt that said, ‘FUCK YOU, I’M A LONGHAIR PUNK!’ I was afraid to cut my hair. It was a big deal back then.”


Tom introduced Greg to Brett at El Camino Real. Brett knew Greg’s older brother, Grant, but had never met Greg. From the very beginning Greg was drawn to Brett’s experience. “I would always tell Tom, ‘I want to be in a band so bad!’ but in my brain there was just no way because I didn’t know anything. How do you make a band? So, when Brett and I got together, I looked up to Brett because he had all of the equipment. He had knowledge that I didn’t have about how to make this thing work. He had the know-how.”


Or, as Brett put it, “I had a PA.”


Despite the fact that Greg used to tease Brett about his long hair, their desire to make music together solidified that spring when they went to the Hollywood Palladium together to see the Ramones. Brett was so inspired by the show that he wanted to start a band right away. “I know this is a bit of a cliché,” Brett said, “and the Ramones are considered the Johnny Appleseeds of punk, but in my case it’s truly what happened. Before the Ramones all my musical heroes were either virtuosos or rock stars. But when I found the Ramones I instantly thought, This is something I can do.”


The three teenagers agreed to meet at Jay Ziskrout’s house for a rehearsal. Brett brought a song he’d written called “Sensory Overload.” Greg had written a song on his mother’s spinet piano called “Politics.” They taught each other the songs and practiced them in the living room. When they had the songs down cold they made a tape recording.


They couldn’t have known it then, but this rehearsal established a precedent for how the band would make music together for the next forty years. Brett and Greg would each write songs and bring them to rehearsal. They weren’t riffs or melodies or bits of music, but complete songs with lyrics and titles. Then, when the band got together, the songs would evolve as the various musicians provided feedback. The manner in which Brett and Greg share their songs has changed over the years with the development of new technology, but the methodology has stayed the same: the songs are written independently and brought to the group for refinement.


Brett was impressed with Greg’s talent and determination. “That very first rehearsal when we didn’t have a bass player,” Brett recalled, “I brought a song and Greg brought a song. Greg taught me his song on guitar. I taught him how to sing my song. We played them and they went well together.”


Although everyone was happy with how the rehearsal went, they wanted to know what they sounded like with a bass guitar in the mix. The following Monday at school, Greg enlisted Jay Bentley, who remembered the conversation like this:


GREG: You’re going to play in our band.


JAY: Okay. I have a guitar.


GREG: We already have a guitar player. You’re going to play bass.


JAY: Okay. I don’t have a bass.


GREG: Here are some songs we wrote. Can you find a bass?


JAY: Oh, fuck. Okay.


This, too, established a pattern for how they recruited band members from their immediate circle of friends. This speaks to how small the L.A. punk scene was even in 1980. According to Jay, “There was no one else to ask. I was already there.”


Jay pleaded with his parents to buy him a bass guitar. “There was a lot of bargaining. ‘I’ll mow the lawn three times! I’ll take the trash out forever!’ My stepdad was a big Sears guy. So we went to Sears and bought a bass. It was a three-quarter jazz bass, a kid’s bass. I didn’t know shit about anything. So I got a three-quarter jazz bass and rented an amp from the guitar shop down the street.”


Being new to the bass, Jay didn’t know how to play, so he mimicked what Brett did during rehearsal. He quickly figured out the notes that corresponded with the barre chords and followed along.


Jay felt intimidated during that first rehearsal because he was a total neophyte and Brett and Ziskrout were older and had been in bands. “These guys aren’t fucking around!” Jay said. “It was go time. I think we only had three songs so we played them a hundred times. I wasn’t any good but it was fun.”


But what Jay lacked in experience he made up for with an abundance of enthusiasm. Even though Jay didn’t know how to play his instrument, Greg liked what he heard. “When [Bentley] came to our next rehearsal to play in [Ziskrout’s] living room, it sounded so great with a bass.”


After rehearsal they immediately discussed when they were going to do it again. But first they had to come up with a name.


“We were sitting in my mom’s living room,” Ziskrout recalled, “wondering what to call the band. We threw out all kinds of crazy names. I think it was Brett who said, ‘How about Bad Religion?’ We all loved it because the name went well beyond just religion. It was a reaction against adopting a system of thought. Here’s what you’re supposed to think, here’s what you’re supposed to believe. Our ethos was in opposition to walking through life like sheep.”


The name resonated with Greg even though he had very little exposure to organized religion. “I was raised in a household that was devoid of any religious training because my mom was scarred by it. I didn’t get any influence from religion. I didn’t know the stories of the Bible. But I would say I was spiritual because when my teacher assigned Herman Hesse, I really enjoyed it. When my teacher assigned Thoreau, I loved it. I found myself driven to study nature and Buddhist philosophy. That was far more interesting to me. At those early rehearsals we didn’t have a name, but when we became Bad Religion it made sense to me.”


Brett felt an immediate kinship with his younger classmate, Greg. “We were quite lucky that we found each other,” Brett said. “I would say that I was agnostic at a very, very young age, even though I had some religious training from my parents, which was really just for traditional purposes so I could have my bar mitzvah. I found myself to be profoundly skeptical of it. I came out of that not as an atheist, because I was always very interested in philosophy, but as an agnostic and possibly a pantheist. Most kids read Siddhartha in junior high and don’t like it. I was really engaged by that kind of thing and Greg was too. I was into Western philosophy and the philosophy of the East and was skeptical of the religious training that I was exposed to.”


Brett’s attempts to synthesize what he was learning and seek answers to life’s bigger questions set him apart from other students. To Ziskrout’s way of thinking, the band was an extension of those interests. “Brett was a philosopher before most kids started thinking along those lines,” Ziskrout said. “He was always giving me books to read.”


The name Bad Religion provided a framework for the kind of band they wanted to be. It established an organizing principle and immediately made their position clear on a number of social issues. For Greg, the name “Bad Religion gave us a point of view,” he said. “We were angry young men, there was no question about it, and as punks we needed to be against something. Whether we had a legitimate right to be angry as white kids in America in 1980, I’ll leave that for others to decide, but we were. It’s easy to do a post hoc analysis as to why we called it that, but it turned out to be very fruitful for us, in more ways than one. The name really allowed us a wide breadth of themes.”


“If your name is Wasted Youth,” Brett added, “it’s tough to stay on message when you’re fifty-five.”


Even more eye-catching than their name was their logo: A cross with a slash through it. Brett came to rehearsal at Jay Ziskrout’s living room with the drawing on a piece of cardboard, exclaiming, “I got it!”


Greg immediately realized they had something special. “I knew right then that was the one.”


When Brett fleshed the logo out, he intentionally used red, white, and black, colors associated with the swastika, the symbol of the Nazi Party. “It wasn’t uncommon to see people wearing swastikas in the early punk scene,” Brett said. “I thought kids were probably wearing it for shock value, but I wasn’t comfortable with that, and I could never wear one. The red, white, and black crossbuster is a strong, shocking icon. As a young Jewish kid, it was something I could wear that was equally shocking as a swastika.”


In a relatively short period of time they’d settled on a name and a logo, but they also talked at length about how they wanted to present their ideas and how they wanted the band to be perceived.


They agreed to keep practicing, but the intensity of their rehearsals made it difficult to stay in one place for long. They went from Ziskrout’s living room to Brett’s garage, but the neighbors complained. They tried Jay’s house and someone called the cops on them almost immediately. “We finally settled on Graffin’s garage,” Jay said, “because that seemed to be the only place that we couldn’t get kicked out of.”


That had as much to do with Greg’s mother, Marcella, as it did their neighbors in Canoga Park. Marcella trusted her sons and didn’t put down a lot of rules. “I didn’t judge that way,” she said. “They were just kids. When they transitioned into the band it seemed like it happened overnight. I had to move all my stuff to one side of the garage. I didn’t ask too many questions. I would rather they be there than someplace else.”


Despite having been raised in a religious family, Marcella wasn’t offended by the band’s name. “I loved it,” Marcella said. “I really did. When the kids were asked why they named the band Bad Religion, they would say different things. What Greg said to me and to others was that anything could be a Bad Religion. If you give up your sense of independent thought and you’re not thinking for yourself, then that’s a Bad Religion. Well, of course, that appealed to me. I didn’t have negative feelings about the name at all.”


That said, there was one incident involving Jay Ziskrout that left a sour taste in her mouth. “I didn’t care if they were in the house. For the most part they were not destructive. But one of Greg’s friends was making himself at home. Not only was he going to the refrigerator and getting milk to drink, he was drinking straight out of the carton!”


There were also complaints about the noise. The boys tried to appease the neighbors by dampening the sound with egg cartons and foam—with limited success. “I was always impressed by the things they were doing,” Marcella recalled. “Not necessarily by the level of noise, although the noise never really bothered me.”


Brett christened their practice space by spray-painting “WELCOME TO THE HELL HOLE” on the wall inside the garage. “The Hell Hole was the name that made sense,” Jay said. “I don’t think it had a whole lot of meaning. It was the fucking Valley. It was a million degrees in the garage but we didn’t care. We would take off our shirts and sweat for hours and hours and hours until it got dark.”


They continued to write songs and experiment with their sound. “It just kept going,” Brett said. “At our next rehearsal, Greg brought another song. And I brought another song. That’s how we did it.”


Greg added “World War III” and “Slaves” and Brett wrote “Drastic Actions,” which was his tribute to the Germs’ song “Shut Down.” Brett also wrote the iconic “Bad Religion,” which the band refers to as their theme song, but back then it served as a mission statement that outlined their core principles and explained the meaning of the band. Consider these lyrics from the first verse:


Spiritual era is gone, it ain’t coming back


Bad Religion, a copout that is all that’s left


This is a direct commentary, not so much on the decline of spirituality in America, but on the rise of the Moral Majority and TV evangelists like Jimmy Swaggart, Jerry Falwell, and Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker shaking down believers for cash donations. But if the first verse is a condemnation of the role of religion in society, the second verse makes it personal:


Don’t you know the place you live’s a piece of shit


Don’t you know blind faith through lies won’t conquer it


Don’t you know responsibility is yours


I don’t care a thing about eternal fires…


Listen this time it’s more than a rhyme


It’s your indecision


Your indecision is your


Bad Religion…


The shift to direct address at the end of the verse leading into the chorus is nothing less than a call to action for the listener to take responsibility for their beliefs. It’s both a challenge to think for yourself and a warning of the perils of “blind faith.” The line “Listen this time it’s more than a rhyme” is postmodern in its self-awareness, which reinforces the urgency of the message: we’re not in peril from the “eternal fires” of hell or even the lies of false prophets, but our own lazy thinking. Rather than railing against organized religion, the song rallies listeners to clarify what they believe. Figure it out for yourself, the song urges, “it’s not too late.”


Although the band was in its songwriting infancy and its members were all teenagers at the time, the song has a level of sophistication that was rare for hardcore bands of this era. While the music is relentless in its drive to make the listener feel something, the lyrics encourage the audience to not just think, but think critically.


As the band became more proficient, the Hell Hole became a hangout for the band’s punk friends in the Valley. Sometimes kids would drive out from Hollywood to watch them rehearse as word about Bad Religion spread through punk circles. But it wasn’t a party scene. Kids would come by after school and leave before dinnertime, when Greg’s mom returned from her job at UCLA.


Interestingly, it didn’t occur to the band to look for a place where they could play in front of a live audience. They only had six songs and, due to their habit of recording their garage sessions, were keenly aware they had approximately ten minutes worth of material.


“We used a boom box,” Jay recalled. “We just recorded it like that. It wasn’t very good but in all honesty it gave us a sense of how long we could play for.”


Even with banter between songs their set would be no longer than fifteen minutes, which wasn’t enough. Instead, they recorded a demo.


They went to Studio 9, which was located in the Hollywood & Western Building, and had seen better days. While businesses on the ground floor continued to operate, many of the units on the second, third, and fourth floors had been abandoned. Rooms without doors. Windows without glass. Several Hollywood punk squatters called it home and the walls were covered with graffiti.


Amidst this chaos was Studio 9, a one-room recording studio with a low-end eight-track. It cost $15 an hour to record and that came with an engineer. Greg remembered it was a wild-looking place. “There was graffiti everywhere,” Greg said. “Not just the studio, but everywhere. There were all these empty rooms with graffiti on the walls.”


The walls were adorned with the names of bands that had passed through or were squatting there. So Bad Religion decided to follow suit and leave their mark. “We got some spray paint and started spray-painting Bad Religion all over the place,” Brett said. “Which was pretty stupid.”


Jay also participated. “We went into one of the empty rooms and painted Bad Religion on the wall. I guess it’s not smart to paint Bad Religion on the wall when the name of your band is Bad Religion.”


The session didn’t take long. They only recorded a few songs, but it was the first time they’d been somewhat professionally recorded, which proved to be an exhilarating experience. When they were sitting in the mixing room listening to the playback, Brett got so excited that he jumped out of his seat, and his foot accidentally struck the glass surface of the coffee table, shattering it.


“Sorry,” Jay said. “We’ll totally pay for that.”


As exciting as the session was, for Jay it was something of a revelation. “Oh my god! I’m terrible! I was missing notes everywhere and I couldn’t play that fast. It was the first time I heard how bad I was.”


Nevertheless, they walked out with a demo tape. But later that night Brett received a phone call from the studio manager.


MANAGER: Hey, you sprayed graffiti all over the place, didn’t you?


BRETT: Yeah.


MANAGER: Well, you can’t do that. That’s vandalism. You gotta come out here and clean it up.


BRETT: Really? Because there was already graffiti everywhere.


MANAGER: Well, we don’t know who did that, but your name wasn’t up all over the place before you got here.


“I’m sure we didn’t have to do this,” Brett said, “but being stupid kids, we went back to Hollywood and covered up our graffiti.”


The experience motivated the band to go back to the Hell Hole and write new material. Now that they’d had a taste of recording, they wanted to make a proper record—just not at Studio 9. They’d made a punk tape in a punk studio, but now they were interested in making something that actually sounded good. This desire to make music that was hard and fast but enjoyable to listen to set Bad Religion apart from its peers. Over the course of their career, their quest to make a perfect-sounding record would seesaw between an aesthetic and an obsession.


Through Ziskrout’s drum teacher, they found a modest studio in the garage of the producer’s house in Thousand Oaks to record their six-song EP.


For Brett, the experience was occasionally baffling. “We had no idea what we were doing,” he confessed. “We had no idea how to make a record. We just had songs and we wanted to record them. Other punk bands made seven-inch records. We knew it was possible to do it. It never occurred to us to maybe get thirty minutes worth of music and play a show first.”


Jay was still learning how to use his equipment—and how not to use it. “My little three-quarter jazz bass was a sunburst bass. Black, orange, yellow. I decided I wanted it to be all black because black was way cooler than sunburst. I went to the garage and all I could find was a can of flat black. I sprayed the back of the bass and it looked like rubber. Fucking cool. So I sprayed the front of it. I sprayed the fret board and the strings and the headstock. I didn’t realize what I was doing!”


“He did it right before we went to the studio,” Greg added. “That’s how we got our unique sound on our first EP.”


They brought the recording to Gold Star Studios in Hollywood, an iconic independent recording studio at Santa Monica and Vine, to have it mastered. This was a big step up from Studio 9. Phil Spector had learned the art of recording at Gold Star and used its unique acoustics to create his legendary Wall of Sound. The Ramones’ End of the Century, released earlier that year, had been recorded by Spector at Gold Star.


When they arrived at the studio with their recording, they were greeted by Johnette Napolitano, who was working the reception desk. Johnette was helpful and encouraging and offered all kinds of advice. It didn’t hurt that she had purple hair and an affinity for punk.


Once she heard the record, Jay recalled that she was even more forthcoming. “‘You know, when you guys do your LP, instead of hiring an engineer that comes with the studio you should have my boyfriend produce it.’” Johnette’s boyfriend was her bandmate Jim Mankey, who, along with his brother Earle, was one of the founding members of Sparks. Johnette and Jim were in a band together called Dream 6 and they would go on to form Concrete Blonde.


Johnette’s enthusiasm gave the band a boost, but for Brett, being in a professional studio was a transforming experience. “The first time I saw a real studio, I was in love. That set the path for me. Not everyone has this reaction, but when I saw those rows of buttons and lights, I went nuts. I loved it. I thought to myself, This is for me, I have to learn how to do this!” He was eager to learn from more experienced musicians, especially those who didn’t look down their noses at punk.


Once the songs were mastered, the next step was to get the EP made into an actual record. Brett looked in the phone book and found a record pressing plant. With a loan from his father, Brett got the record made, but it was going to take some time. It was the fall of 1980 and the EP wouldn’t be ready to be released until early the next year.


Since they were putting out a record, they needed a name for their label. Greg and Brett came up with the name Epitaph based on the King Crimson song of the same name. The chorus of that song—“Confusion will be our epitaph”—suggests the label name was an offhand way of saying they didn’t know what they were doing. Nevertheless, they’d made great strides as a band in a short period of time. They’d written some songs, recorded an EP, and made a demo. Instead of being offered these opportunities, they’d created them for themselves. Aside from rehearsals at the Hell Hole, the only thing Bad Religion hadn’t done was perform in front of a live audience. It was time to play some shows.
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I CAN DO THAT


ONE OF THE DEFINING FEATURES OF THE SAN Fernando Valley was its overwhelming sameness. The streets were laid out in a grid of long straight boulevards, and these thoroughfares stretched for miles in all directions. The Valley was hemmed in on all sides by mountain ranges, and the poor air quality and thick smog had a disorienting effect. To outsiders, one neighborhood varied little from the next.


Locals, of course, knew the difference and could proudly relate the history of each major intersection: first the farmland was converted to orchards and then transformed by commercial development into something unique to that particular time and place. But the similarity of these suburban landscapes made it difficult for those who stood out to blend in. The members of Bad Religion were acutely aware they didn’t fit in, and starting a punk band only exacerbated the issue. Like outsiders everywhere, they were ostracized for being out of step.


Luckily, these smart, socially conscious kids found each other through their passion for music. When they added punk rock to the mix, they created something that would not only change the course of their lives, but would also have a lasting impact on the music they loved. Despite this bond, each musician took a very different path to becoming a member of Bad Religion.


For Greg it began in Wisconsin and Indiana, the homelands of his parents. In a sense, it started much earlier with his great-grandfather on his mother’s side, Edward M. Zerr, a preacher and teacher who traveled the country leading courses in Bible study. During the span of his sixty-year career he delivered more that eight thousand sermons. According to Greg, “He was the first touring act in this family.”


Zerr wrote a six-volume commentary on the Bible. He adhered to a strict interpretation of the Old Testament and as such he believed the earth was six thousand years old. Studying the Bible and sharing his findings was his mission, his calling, and his life’s work. The conservative church Zerr belonged to prohibited dancing, playing music, and other frivolous pursuits. Even the hymns, which he also wrote, had to be sung without accompaniment.


Zerr’s daughter—Greg’s grandmother—was very pious and straightlaced, but she was a bit more open-minded than her father. She inherited one surprisingly progressive ideal from him: the value of a good education. She went to college at a time when very few women had the opportunity to pursue an education, and she raised her children to think for themselves. After Greg’s mother, Marcella, had graduated from college and had children of her own, she decided not to teach her boys anything about the Bible, but she didn’t try to shield her sons from religious music, which she always enjoyed.


After his parents split up, Greg and his older brother Grant divided their time between the family home in Racine, Wisconsin, where his father lived, and his mother’s house in the Milwaukee suburbs. Greg grew up playing sports—baseball in the spring and ice hockey in the winter—and excelled at them, but from a very young age, he displayed an aptitude for music.


Greg attended Lake Bluff Elementary in an affluent northern suburb of Milwaukee where Jayne Perkins was in charge of the music department. She taught her students by encouraging them to sing along to popular music of the day. Perkins accompanied the choir on piano and directed them to sing choral arrangements of contemporary classics like “American Pie,” “You’ve Got a Friend,” “Age of Aquarius,” and “Locomotion.”


Greg enjoyed this so much that he joined the choir, where he learned how to harmonize with others. He was often selected as a soloist for concerts that were staged throughout the school year. This led to Greg receiving scholarships to attend summer music camps in Madison, Wisconsin. These experiences gave Greg confidence when he transitioned to punk and smoothed out some of the rougher edges of his vocal delivery.


“I have a very natural delivery,” Greg said. “I hear melodies but in my head I’m singing the harmony already. That was the sensibility I brought to Bad Religion. Not the other way around. That comes from my tradition.”


In 1976, Greg’s mother moved to L.A. to take a job at UCLA. She settled in the San Fernando Valley, where the boys went to school. They spent their summers with their father, Walter, back in Racine. Marcella brought her spinet piano to California and that’s where it reclaimed Greg’s attention.


“Greg was always pounding on the piano,” Marcella said. “He was making music all the time. Every time he passed the piano he would pound out a few chords.”


The piano was a source of comfort as Greg navigated the strangeness of being a teenager in Southern California. Kids either conformed by seeking status, conferred by accruing cool clothes and toys, or rebelled by smoking weed and slowly burning out in a haze of rock and roll. Although he knew it meant a slide down the chute of social status, Greg rejected the crushing conformity of high school and pursued his own interests no matter how uncool they were, and there were few things less cool than punk.


Greg’s punk rock baptism occurred at the age of fourteen when his girlfriend, who was a year older, dumped him. “I thought I was going to marry this girl. Then she dumped me for a guy who was seventeen. She was kind of preppy and I wanted to be the opposite of what she was. I distinctly remember showing up at school with a buzzed haircut dyed black and shabby clothes.”


Greg took advantage of his mother being out of town to make his punk rock transformation. Marcella had invited a friend from Milwaukee to watch the boys while she was away. When Marcella came home her friend was sick with worry because Greg had dyed his hair. She was certain that Marcella would be furious, but instead Greg’s mother found the whole incident amusing. “That was Greg’s first punk action: to take his hair two shades darker.”


Cutting and dyeing his hair and stenciling letters on his T-shirts made Greg the target of ridicule from students and teachers alike. Greg was shocked adults would find his refusal to fit in so upsetting. Some students tried to intimidate him with threats of violence, which only emboldened his commitment to break from the status quo. His transformation into a punk was a reflection of how he felt inside, and not an attempt to draw attention to himself by riling up his peers. Turning punk taught Greg that questioning norms, rejecting dogma, and seeking better answers would invite scorn, which he learned to handle at an early age. Embracing this nonconformist streak set him apart as both a thinker and a singer.


Brett Gurewitz, Greg’s songwriting collaborator, couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t playing and making music. “My grandmother in New York had a little piano that I used to bang on and she would dance around and hum to me,” Brett recalled. “That’s one of my earliest memories.”


At a young age Brett took accordion lessons and learned to play a few songs. His first record, Yellow Submarine by the Beatles, which his parents gave him, ignited a passion for listening to records in his room and then trying to play along with them on his guitar. “I never thought I’d be in a band because all of the bands I loved were so amazing,” Brett said. “The Beatles, Cat Stevens, Joe Cocker, Stevie Wonder, Led Zeppelin, David Bowie. They seemed so unreachable.”


The gap began to close after Brett was exposed to punk in 1977. “The Ramones were the first punk record I bought, and when I heard that debut Ramones record, something went off. Not only did I love it—and I really loved it, I was jumping on my bed—but I was instantly playing the songs. Oh, yeah, there it is. 1-4-5. Wow, that’s all you need? It unlocked every rock and roll song from the fifties for me. It cracked the code of rock and roll. I found it was easier to make up songs than it was to learn them. So I started writing my own songs.”


Brett didn’t need a reason to write songs. He was a voracious reader, the kind of person who was always searching for answers to big questions. Songwriting gave him a new outlet for expressing his ideas. When the opportunity to join a band presented itself, he was ready. “I was always a creative kid,” Brett said, “so I had songs before I joined a band. Like when I did the Quarks. I’m not sure how it happened but I already had songs.”


Like Brett, Jay Bentley played guitar and, like Greg’s parents, his mother and father had split up, which broadened his experience of Southern California. After the divorce, both of his parents remarried and relocated. Jay moved from Saugus (now called Canyon Country) to Woodland Hills with his mother and stepdad. His father settled down in Manhattan Beach and Jay spent his summers there. This suited Jay fine. “My mom remarried an executive of Textron, a suit-wearing guy. We never saw eye to eye. I felt bad for my mom. She married this guy and brought me along. That’s a tough chew for a guy in a suit.” Jay’s father was the complete opposite: “a pot-smoking ex-Marine hippie dude who lived at the beach.”


Jay got his first skateboard when he was eight and was thrilled to be so close to Reseda Skatercross, which was featured in Skateboard the movie as well as an episode of CHiPs. “I saw the Dogtown guys there. I was very into the skate culture.”


He started hanging out at the beach and spent all his free time surfing and skating with friends whose older brothers had started the music zine Raw Power. They had access to music that Jay never would have found on his own. “They would take me to see the weirdest shit!” Jay said.


The heavy metal band Quiet Riot performed at El Camino Real, and seeing Randy Rhoads play guitar ignited Jay’s desire to be in a band. He bugged his mom to take him to the Starwood to go see his new idol Randy Rhoads. “I knew he was the fucking guy and I’d never be that good. It was like dreaming of being an astronaut and realizing it’s not that easy. It was the first time I recognized this idea I had in my head might not be possible.”


Punk changed that. After going to a handful of punk rock shows, the dream of being a musician became a possibility for Jay. “I thought, I can do that. I can play one note really fast!”


As strange as it sounds, Jay started jamming with a future member of Bad Religion before Bad Religion even existed. “I had been playing guitar with a soon-to-be-drummer of Bad Religion, Davy Goldman. He lived down the street from me. We played Black Sabbath’s ‘Iron Man.’ It was bad. We were no good, but he had a drum kit and I had a guitar and a little amp. We learned that we could plug a microphone into my amp as well as my guitar. So we would sing, ‘I am Iron Man!’ That was the beginning of playing music.”


Jay Ziskrout, the final member of the foursome, grew up in North Hollywood but his parents moved out to Woodlands Hills, and that’s where he met Brett. At Hale Junior High the two became fast friends. They were both into hiking and camping and ran track.


Ziskrout’s musical education started in the seventh grade. “I took this beginning brass and percussion class,” he said, “and as soon as I walked into the room I thought, I want to play drums. It was a very spur-of-the-moment decision about what I wanted to do in music. I started playing the snare drum. From there I got my first little Gretsch brown-sparkle three-piece jazz drum kit. I was off and running.”


By the end of junior high, Ziskrout started playing with Brett in various bands, and he was on his way.


Together, the founding members of Bad Religion created something unique in the punk rock scene. Whether it was their name, their worldview, their style of music, or a combination of all of these elements, they went about learning how to be a band with a seriousness that belied their age. Each member brought different things to the band, but their passion translated to an added layer of intensity. Though they may have been at a loss to say what exactly they were trying to accomplish, there was nothing frivolous about the way they set out to do it. After just a handful of practices they reached an unspoken understanding that there was no turning back.
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LIVE FROM PURGATORY BEACH


ONE OF THE PROBLEMS WITH BEING AN L.A. PUNK band in 1980 was there were very few places to play. Part of this was due to bias. If you weren’t a known commodity, it was hard to get people to take you seriously. For instance, Keith Morris literally begged bookers and promoters to let Black Flag play. When his band was finally invited to perform at the venerable Masque, the show was shut down and the venue closed its doors for good. Many of the older punk scenesters from the seventies looked down at hardcore bands and their fans for the negativity they brought to their scene. They were too violent, too reactionary, or just didn’t get it. To their minds, bands like Bad Religion embodied everything that was wrong with the punk scene.


Hardcore bands had to get creative. They realized that by supporting each other they could make their own scene within the scene. One of Bad Religion’s first live shows was with a relatively unknown band from Fullerton called Social Distortion, who invited Bad Religion to play with them at a party in Santa Ana. “I think our first show was at a warehouse,” Brett recalled, “which was fairly common back then because there weren’t that many venues that would book hardcore punk bands.”


On the day of the gig, Jay was so anxious he threw up before the show. Steve Soto, a Fullerton native and bass player for the Adolescents, gave Jay a bit of friendly advice.


STEVE SOTO: You’re really nervous.


JAY: I know. I get so nervous before we play.


STEVE SOTO: You should always drink at least a six-pack before you play.


JAY: Okay, I didn’t know.


Greg remembered the audience being particularly hostile because the promise of free beer had not materialized, but they made it through their set unscathed. When they got off the stage, Brett received a boost from a familiar face who’d made the journey from Woodland Hills to Orange County to see them play. “After the show,” Brett recalled, “my friend Tom Clement said to me with great seriousness, ‘Brett, no matter what else you do, just don’t break up. If you guys don’t break up you’re going to be huge—seriously. You guys are really good.’”


Another early show was even stranger: a frat party opening up for the Circle Jerks, the band Keith Morris started after leaving Black Flag, and one of the most popular L.A. punk acts of the early eighties. A Greek organization at the University of Southern California was having a punk-themed party and naively decided to invite actual punks to perform. Once the gig was confirmed, members of Bad Religion and the Circle Jerks invited their friends and distributed flyers like they would for any other show. The frat boys dressed like punks and the punks behaved like, well, punks.


For Lucky Lehrer, the drummer for the Circle Jerks, “it was a typical funny, bizarre, tragic night I’d come to expect with Greg Hetson, Roger Rogerson, and Keith Morris. At the end of the party, Roger got drunk off several free-flowing beer kegs and tried to fight half of the USC football team’s offensive line. They beat the shit out of him.” Apparently, Roger had it coming because Brett recalled watching him attack the jocks with a pair of nunchucks while blackout drunk.


Despite the hijinks, it was an important gig for Bad Religion. Punk photographer Gary Leonard documented the show, and the band made a favorable impression on Lucky. “I connected with Bad Religion a little because as we were loading all our gear back into cars and mini-trucks I sensed these ‘kids from the Valley,’ as I called them, were a little less insane than the Circle Jerks.”


Lucky wasn’t being condescending. They were teenagers who despite their intelligence and ambition had very little experience in the ways of the world. “That was the first time I ever witnessed a beer bong,” Ziskrout said of the party.


Keith Morris also had fond memories of the show. When the beer ran out at the punk-themed party, Keith went searching for more, and discovered he wasn’t the only one on a reconnaissance mission.


“My favorite part of the night wasn’t playing with the Circle Jerks or watching Bad Religion,” Keith said. “My favorite part of the night was scamming on as much keg beer as I could possibly glug down. We played fraternity or sorority row and every house had some kind of thing raging. Directly across the street was a party with a country theme. They had all these bales of hay stacked randomly in the front yard. I went to go check it out and there’s this big, tall, blond-haired surfer dude in a USC frat jacket who turned out to be Ricky Nelson’s son hanging out with Darby Crash.”


The presence of Darby Crash and Pat Smear of the Germs did not escape Brett’s attention. Brett, who idolized Darby, was astonished. “The first hardcore band that I ever saw and fell in love with was the Germs. It was distinctly separate from the punk I had been listening to. It was not the Buzzcocks or the Sex Pistols or the Ramones, who had this very accessible power pop sound, almost like it came from the fifties. The Germs were dark and felt more dangerous.”


As a self-taught student of philosophy, Brett recognized what Darby was doing in his lyrics. His words were both poetic and philosophical, an attempt to synthesize the things he was reading and thinking about and then express those ideas in his songs. This made a lasting impression on the young songwriter.


“He was trying to figure out what it means to be human,” Brett said. “Songs like ‘Lexicon Devil,’ ‘Manimal,’ ‘What We Do Is Secret’ are powerful, potent songs. They were really influential for me when I started getting into the Germs as a teenager.”


While Darby’s lyrics could be mysterious, his antics onstage were even more baffling to Brett. The Germs’ live shows were infamous for what charitably could be called their lack of structure. For instance, during his performance in the film The Decline of Western Civilization, Darby was so impaired that he neglected to sing into the microphone. At shows that Brett attended, Darby didn’t even attempt to sing the lyrics: he screamed and wailed and made animal sounds.


“He just didn’t sing any words at all!” Brett said. “I loved him for his lyrics. I had every word and every nuance of his phrasing memorized. I would sing along with it in my car. Then I would see the Germs live and Darby would hardly sing any of the words. He was just making noise up there!”


While the Germs’ music wasn’t accessible, their enigmatic singer was. Brett would go to shows and see him in the crowd or in the parking lot afterward, an experience that he imagined was like seeing Jim Morrison at the Whisky a Go Go on the Sunset Strip in the sixties.


“He was like a demigod to me,” Brett said. “He wasn’t that much older. He might have been in his early twenties and I was seventeen, which is an unbridgeable gulf when you’re that age.”


That night at the frat party, Brett worked up the courage to talk to Darby after the show.


BRETT: Hey, Darby.


DARBY: Hey.


BRETT: Can I ask you a question?


DARBY: Sure.


BRETT: When you play live, why don’t you sing the words?


DARBY: Because I can’t remember them.


Brett’s brush with greatness may have been a bit of a disappointment, but the fact that Darby had come to their show meant a great deal to the teenager. It was a reminder that what they did mattered—even at a ridiculous frat party. Sadly, just a few weeks later, Darby died from an intentional drug overdose, an event that was overshadowed by the assassination of John Lennon on the next day.


The show signaled the start of a long association between Bad Religion and the Circle Jerks, with Bad Religion being one of what Keith Morris referred to as “baby brother bands.”


“The scenario with Bad Religion and the Circle Jerks,” Keith explained, “was that we appreciated each other’s music. There weren’t any assholes in the group. There were no dicks. Everybody was cool. We wanted to go to the party and bust the punk rock piñata. The situation was because of our friendship with Bad Religion they started playing shows with us.”


But that night at USC, Bad Religion learned that the Circle Jerks were going to be interviewed live on KROQ during Rodney Bingenheimer’s show, Rodney on the ROQ. Rodney was one of the few L.A. scenesters who was connected to the music business and understood the importance of punk rock. (Greg Shaw of Bomp! Records was another.) He was an eclectic figure who’d had his own nightclub in the early seventies called Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco. He ate lunch at the same Denny’s in Hollywood every day. People in the music industry would drop off records, and musicians would try to get an audience with the “Mayor of Sunset Strip.”


During his show he would often play music by local punk bands. For early enthusiasts it was the best way to find out about the latest music in the scene. Kids would record Rodney’s show and exchange the tapes with other punks at school. As strange as it sounds in today’s era of corporate commercial radio, in 1980 you could turn on Rodney on the ROQ and hear the Adolescents, the Circle Jerks, and the Germs. In fact, the Adolescents’ song “Amoeba” broke through into KROQ’s regular rotation and became an underground hit.


Brett understood Rodney’s importance to the scene. “He was a guy who prided himself on knowing who the cool new bands were because he went to shows. Rodney had a radio show that started at midnight. He’d play imports from England that we couldn’t get and local bands that were hard to find, but the bands would give him their tapes to play on the radio.”


Rodney’s show made Greg’s dream of making music seem more attainable. The music Rodney played on his show included crude demos. This sparked the realization that you didn’t have to be signed to a major label to get on the radio. All you had to do was do it.


For Ziskrout, Rodney’s radio show was a crucial link to the Hollywood punk scene. “In those days KROQ had a really weak signal. We were out in West San Fernando Valley and we couldn’t get KROQ at my house most of the time. I used to go to Brett’s house because he lived up on a hill. There were times when someone would have to hold up a wire so the signal would come in clearly.”


The Circle Jerks brought Bad Religion’s demo tape to the radio station. (Both Hetson and Lucky have taken credit for delivering the tape.) Keith introduced the band and Rodney played the song “Politics” on the radio. Even though Ziskrout was aware that it might happen, he wasn’t prepared for how he’d feel when it did. “The thrill of hearing yourself on the radio for the first time can’t be put into words. There’s nothing else like it.”


Rodney’s listeners were enthusiastic about the new band from the San Fernando Valley. They wanted more, and Rodney gave it to them. “That was really the start of the band getting popular in L.A.,” Brett said. “Rodney really championed us. He liked the song. He felt we were good. That got us known because kids would tape the show. It was a way people could hear our songs before they were even on a record.”


Bad Religion also appeared on New Wave Theatre, a cable TV show featuring live performances by underground bands. Over the course of the show’s relatively short run, Bad Religion played twice. The first time was toward the end of 1980, when they played three songs: “Bad Religion,” “Slaves,” and “Oligarchy.” The show was hosted by Peter Ivers, who was always costumed in cutting-edge New Wave fashion even though he was quite a bit older than the kids in the scene.


Bad Religion’s appearance was memorable for what happened at the beginning and end of the show. Ivers, who liked to keep things loose and spontaneous, introduced Bad Religion as “high-speed tough guys from Purgatory Beach.” He surely knew he was dealing with a bunch of kids who’d never been on television before, but by introducing the band as “tough guys,” he was pandering to his audience in his portrayal of punk as brutal and violent, more sport than art.


After the show, Ivers would again play the role of provocateur during a short, videotaped interview with the band. It’s a fascinating exchange that reveals their youthful energy and charm, as well as their intellectual rigor. Greg was restless and unable to stand still throughout the interview, but he was all smiles despite Ivers’s confrontational tone. In the middle of the interview, Jay accidentally shocked Greg with his bass, which threw off Greg’s concentration. Ivers asked Greg about “Slaves,” and he replied that it was “a very inspirational song.”


But Ivers wasn’t done with Greg, and he urged him to explain himself. Unsure of what to say, Greg responded, “I just write the words.” For a moment it seemed as if the band had stumbled into a trap. Sensing that Ivers was out to make them look foolish, Brett, wearing a T-shirt with the words SMUT MONGER scrawled down the front, jumped in.


BRETT: First of all, any organized system of thought is a bad religion. Any government is a bad religion. Any predetermined idea of how to act is a bad religion… Actually, we named ourselves Bad Religion to express the ideas that we have. We didn’t call ourselves Good Religion. We call ourselves Bad Religion because we feel that religion is bad and basically any organized system of thought is a religion.


IVERS: You present yourself in a very primitive, almost animalistic way, but what you’re talking about is really sophisticated.


BRETT: I don’t think you should judge people by the way they act. I don’t think it has any effect on what’s inside their head.


GREG: Yeah, look at you.


Despite the band’s snarling bravado onstage, the tape from the show reveals how awkward and shy they were off of it. They were the last generation of kids to grow up without a camera stuck in their faces 24/7, and their discomfort at being videotaped is equal parts charming and goofy. Greg’s childish taunt of “Yeah, look at you” stands in stark contrast to his thought-provoking lyrics and the type of dialogue he would later encourage as an academic.


Jay is less circumspect about the show. “We were super nervous. We were so fucking weird!”


An appearance on a local cable TV show was hardly the big time, but it was an auspicious finish to an impressive year. They’d made a popular demo, played some shows, and recorded an EP. They’d accomplished more in their first year than many bands manage in their entire careers. That two of their earliest shows were with Social Distortion and the Circle Jerks and attended by people like Darby Crash suggested they were well connected.


They weren’t. While punk was more popular than ever in L.A., there were very few places to play, so people would come out from all over greater Los Angeles and beyond to attend backyard parties and warehouse shows. On the flip side, punk bands were always looking for like-minded bands that were hungry to play and could be counted on to show up—even if it meant hauling their gear to someone’s house or a rented hall in Oxnard, East L.A., or San Pedro. That was Bad Religion.


“The scene was fairly small,” Jay said, “so you kept seeing the same people over and over again. You’d go to a show and watch a band play. You’d go to a show and you’d be the band playing.”


In those days, a punk kid who’d never set foot in Hollywood could go to a show and stand alongside one of his heroes. Of course, the feeling of admiration wasn’t always mutual. Jay’s first interaction with John Doe of X was when the bass guitar player gruffly said, “Move, kid.”


“He was probably twenty-one,” Jay recalled, “and I was fifteen. He probably thought I was ruining his scene, and he was right.”


One of the things about Bad Religion’s early shows that stood out to the band members was how many kids knew the words to their songs—and their EP hadn’t even been released yet. When people in the audience sang along with the band at their shows, it made them realize that this weird thing they did together after school in Greg’s mom’s garage had made an impact beyond their immediate circle of friends. It also reinforced the idea that what they were doing was important and had value. The realization slowly took hold that perhaps these kids memorized their lyrics because they had something meaningful to say.


With an audience made up of their heroes and peers, Jay found it hard not to be critical of his performance. “I remember always thinking, That was a good song. That was a good one. Oh, that one sucked.”


Jay wasn’t the only one who struggled with nerves. Brett also admitted to feeling uneasy onstage but credits Greg’s charisma for winning over the crowd. “I feel like Greg was a real performer from the get-go, and I think that was a big part of Bad Religion’s success. A charismatic singer is very important to a punk band, and Greg was always a great performer while I didn’t feel like I was until many years later.”


Greg may have appeared confident, but inside he was just as nervous as everyone else. “It was really nerve-wracking but I had a lot of confidence in the music. My view was, We’re all in this together, so I’ll do my part, but if I’d been up there alone I’d be shitting bricks. And I’ve felt that every concert since. A big part of my confidence comes from the guys behind me.”


It also didn’t hurt that the three performers standing at the front of the stage were all well over six feet tall. With his dyed hair, motorcycle boots, and leather jacket Greg looked the part of a punk rock front man. Brett stayed out of the spotlight but exuded a don’t-fuck-with-me aura. While Jay, the tallest member of the group at six foot four, focused on his guitar, his face a mask of intense concentration.


Brett, who was always a self-described “nerdy kid,” was surprised to learn that simply being in a band deterred people from starting trouble with him. “I remember when we were starting to get popular, more than once tough punk kids would be very menacing to me. Then someone would say, ‘Aren’t you in Bad Religion?’” When Brett told the aggressor he was, that usually ended it.


The subculture distrusted outsiders and protected its own, even nerdy punks like Bad Religion. Going to a show where you didn’t know anyone and they didn’t know you could be dangerous. For Brett, encounters like these were part of his punk initiation. “What attracted me to the punk scene was it felt like a tribe of outsiders. I felt like a person who chronically didn’t fit in. So, joining the punk scene was a way of making that a choice rather than having it inflicted on me.”


Each of the members of Bad Religion had attended punk rock shows and had witnessed things that were difficult to understand or even explain. That’s how the media was able to hijack punk and advertise it as a violent free-for-all that attracted people who were drawn to such behavior. It was violent, at times shamefully so.


At the first punk rock show that Jay attended, Black Flag and the Circle Jerks at the Hideaway, someone crashed a car into the warehouse where the show was being held and drove through the gate. Brett recalled a show attended by Jack Grisham of T.S.O.L., who brought a friend whom Jack kept on the end of a leash. Jack would introduce his friend to strangers and tell them they had to fight his “dog.” If they declined, they had to fight Jack, who stood six foot five and reveled in violence. For Jay, the early Bad Religion shows were “exciting and terrifying and cathartic.” Punk bands whipped the crowd into a frenzy, and when the audience gave that energy back, unpredictable things happened. Bad Religion tapped into that energy in places that were unsanctioned, unsupervised, and unsafe.


Many if not most punk rockers used drugs and alcohol to rise to the occasion and/or deal with the emotions the experience generated. For some punk bands, like the Circle Jerks, the party was their whole reason for being. But Bad Religion wasn’t a party band, nor where they interested in writing confrontational lyrics for the sake of being obnoxious. They had a higher purpose in mind.


“There’s a reason we called ourselves Bad Religion,” Brett explained. “Greg and I were attempting to be intellectuals. On our debut EP I wrote a song called ‘Oligarchy’ and Greg wrote a song called ‘Politics.’ We weren’t writing joke punk or funny punk. We were teenagers, still naive and quite immature, but we were trying.”


For all their intelligence, there was no getting around the fact that they were suburban kids who didn’t know what they were doing or what they were getting into. As fans, they were outsiders, but participating as performers didn’t make things any less baffling.


“I felt like we were in an adult world that we didn’t understand,” Jay explained. “There were other people dealing with the business side of things that I didn’t want to know about. I just wanted to play and leave. It wasn’t business and it wasn’t a party. There was this feeling that this was important without knowing why. Maybe that was just youth and not having a grasp on things, but the party thing wasn’t really for me. I think part of that was from our discussions in Greg’s garage: ‘What do we want to be as a band? What do we want to say? How do we want to present ourselves?’ I don’t know what other bands talk about when they’re forming. I just know that we had that discussion. We didn’t want to just be up there screaming, ‘Fuck the cops!’ or ‘I hate my parents!’ There had to be something more meaningful than that. That was how we felt about the band. It wasn’t a vehicle for drugs. It wasn’t a vehicle for money. It was a vehicle for us to say the things that we felt. That was more important than anything else.”
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