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‘A Giant  
Falls
Among the
Redwoods’
John Hudson, a Purple Heart 
veteran who lived for 37 years 
with HIV, and the indelible mark 
he leaves on Humboldt

By Thadeus Greenson



S ister Merry Peter of the Sis-
ters of Perpetual Indulgence 
remembers the December day 
clearly. In her role as Mistress of 
Missions with the Sisters’ San 

Francisco house, Peter had been helping a 
group in Eureka form a new convent that 
would be known as the Abbey of the Big 
Red Wood — helping them find their mis-
sion, create bylaws, a board and a govern-
ing structure, as well as register as a 501(c)
(3) charity. It had been hard but rewarding 
work and, on this day one of the Eureka 
Sisters, John Edward Hudson — or Sister 
Saturnalia as he would be known among 
Sisters — had invited her to a potluck at 
his small, two-bedroom Craftsman-style 
home on Myrtle Avenue to witness one of 
the most Humboldt of local traditions — 
the Eureka Trucker’s Parade.

Thinking she was attending a Sisters’ 
gathering, Peter donned the full regalia 
— the white face makeup splashed with 
whimsical color, the heels, the sparkling 
jewels and the flowing coronet.

“I came as a Sister,” Peter recalls with 
a laugh, adding that she was stunned 
walking into Hudson’s home in rural 
Humboldt County to find it filled with just 
about every type of person from every 
background. “There were bikers. I thought, 
‘People are going to kill me. I’m going to 
die.’ Then Saturnalia makes the introduc-
tions and suddenly I’m sitting there talking 
to bikers. And it’s fine.”

Hudson, Peter learned that day, meant 

many things to many people. Depending 
on who you asked, John Hudson was the 
Purple Heart veteran and the drag queen. 
The loud, proud gay man and the green-
thumbed gardener who loved smoking 
weed and spending time with his dog. He 
was the adoring, doting son and the be-
loved brother and the wild friend whose 
laugh was infectious. In the same room, 
he could be the captivating storyteller 
and the intent listener who made those 
around him glow. He was the HIV-positive 
patient, the advocate and the devoted 
caretaker. He was the man with the open 
heart and the big, gap-toothed smile, 
and the guy with the cutting wit who 
could wither you with a comment. The 
polite southern black man and the rural 
Northern California activist. He was both 
the trail blazer and the wise elder who 
answered life’s challenges with a home-
cooked meal, friends and a conversation 
about how to help.

Indeed, ask those around Hudson what 
he was about and you’ll get dozens of an-
swers. But ask them what made him truly 
special and a theme quickly emerges: John 
Hudson was grateful for life, he believed 
in you and he wanted to take care of you 
because he knew that, together, you could 
make the world a better place. And he did 
it with joy.

“I dare you to put that in a box,” Merry 
Peter challenges. “You can’t.”

“I loved him immediately,” Peter con-
tinues. “John, or Sister Saturnalia as I knew 

him, is just a person with a joyful, gener-
ous heart who had been through a lot of 
pain and suffering, but it had not left him 
bitter. It had left him more open, more 
engaged and more loving. … He was just a 
natural light. He was always his own person 
— flamboyant, stylish, fabulous. He never 
apologized for who he was. He had this 
fabulous sense of his own freedom and 
was very helpful in helping other people 
find theirs.”

On the morning of Aug. 15, with family 
members by his side, Hudson died at 
his Eureka home at the age of 74, some 
37 years after he was diagnosed as HIV 
positive. A giant — a man who dedicated 
himself to connecting with people, fight-
ing for justice and bettering his communi-
ties — had fallen among the redwoods, as 
Peter would later write in a Facebook post 
announcing Hudson’s death.

Born the second-oldest of nine 
children to Robert G. Hudson and Johnnie 
Mae Harrison in Gainesville, Georgia, on 
May 5, 1944, Hudson and his family relo-
cated to Cleveland, Ohio, when he was 
10. At John Adams High School, Hudson 
became known for his unique style — 
seersucker trousers, stiffly starched shirts 
and high-heeled boots were mainstays, 
according to his obituary — and he 
was often teased and ridiculed. It never 
seemed to phase him.
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‘A Giant Falls 
Among the 
Redwoods’
John Hudson, a Purple Heart 
veteran who lived for 37 years 
with HIV, and the indelible 
mark he leaves on Humboldt
By Thadeus Greenson
thad@northcoastjournal.com

Sister Saturnalia, aka John Hudson, one of the founding members of the Abbey of the Big 
Red Wood, the local house of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence. Photo by José Quezada

John Edward Hudson served as a 
medic with the First Air Calvary 
Division in the Vietnam War when 
he was 21. He was awarded the 
Purple Heart after being wounded in 
combat and earned decorations for 
marksmanship and bravery.
Submitted

John Hudson, second from left, with family at a reunion in Charlotte, 
North Carolina, in the summer of 2016. Submitted
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SALES FOR SURVIVORS
October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 2 
The Diver Bar & Grill, Eureka

Mad River Brewery, Blue Lake

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 5
Scrappers Edge, Eureka

Plaza: Be Inspired, Arcata
Fieldbrook Market, 

Fieldbrook 15% of sales

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 6
Surfside Burger Shack,  Eureka

All Under Heaven, Arcata 50% of sales
Art Center, Arcata 20% of sales

Chumayo Spa, Blue Lake
Caravan of Dreams, Arcata

Scrappers Edge, Eureka 
Arcata Exchange, Arcata

Booklegger, Eureka
Claudia’s Organic Herbs, 

Arcata Farmers’ Market
Humboldt Herbals, Eureka

Ferndale Clothing, 
Ferndale 20% of sales

Belle Starr, Arcata & Eureka
Hot Knots, Arcata
Bubbles, Arcata

Fabric Temptations, Arcata
The Shanty, Eureka 8:30 pm to 2:00 am

Whiplash Curve, Eureka
North Town Books, Arcata

Garden Gate, Arcata

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 7
Blue Moon Gift Shop, Garberville

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 9
Adventures Edge, Arcata & Eureka

Westside Pizza, Arcata
Mad River Brewery, Blue Lake 

WEDNESDAY , OCTOBER 10
Big Blue Café, Arcata

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 11
Six Rivers Brewery, 

McKinleyville 25% beer sales
Five Eleven Restaurant & 

Pearl Lounge, Eureka 

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 12
Fin-n-Feather Pet Shop, Eureka

Soul to Soul Spa, Arcata

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 13
Yarn, Eureka

Singing Tree Garden Nursery, 
McKinleyville

Miller Farms ,  McKinleyville

MONDAY, OCTOBER 15
Signature Co� ee, Redway

Beachcomber Café, Trinidad
Garden of Beadin’, Garberville

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 16
Banana Hut Hawaiian BBQ, Eureka

Mad River Brewery, Blue Lake

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 18
Lighthouse Grill, Trinidad

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 19
Stars, Eureka 15% of sales

Stars, Arcata
Heart Bead, Arcata

Here & There & Vintage, Eureka
Arcata Scoop, Arcata

Spring Hill Farmstead 
Goat Cheese, Bayside

Beachcomber Bayside, Bayside

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 21
Myrtle Ave Pet Center, Eureka

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 23
Ramones, All locations

Mad River Brewery, Blue Lake

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 24
Linden and Co Salon & Spa, 

Eureka 100% of services

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 25
The Alibi, Arcata

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 27 
Holly Yashi, Arcata 

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 30 
Mad River Brewery, Blue Lake 

Breast and GYN Health Project   •   987 8th Street, Arcata, CA, 95521 (707) 825-8345 
bghp.org   •  Facebook.com/breastandgynhealthproject

10% or more of your purchase supports 
BGHP services when you shop & dine at 
these businesses on the following days:

One Day Events

Month-Long Donors
ShopSmart and Ray’s Food Place
During the month of October, all 
Humboldt ShopSmart and Ray’s Food 
Place locations will be doing Register 
Roundup to bene� t BGHP
Mad River Union madriverunion.com  
25% of all new one-year subscriptions made online in October

Café Brio • Trinidad Eatery • Slice of Humboldt Pie
Primal Décor / S.T.I.L. (See website) • Good Relations 

Tiger Touch Massage • Renata’s Crêperie
Abruzzi Restaurant • Jitter Bean Co� ee Co. (Super Hero) 

Pure Water Spas • Shanty (Specialty drinks)

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 13
Zumbathon – Party in Pink
Michaele Whiteley and City of Eureka at Eureka Muni

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 24 – 100% OF SERVICES
Linden & Co. Salon & Spa 
Thank you to Linden and his colleagues for 
10 years of donating a day of their expert 
services in honor of local people with cancer! 
Thank you to all who make an appointment and 
donate to BGHP! Schedule an appointment at (707) 441-9428.
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Hudson was drafted into the U.S. Army 
shortly after his 21st birthday and de-
ployed with the First Air Calvary Division 
to Vietnam, where he served as a line 
company medic to care for wounded sol-
diers and accompany them on transports 
from the front lines. A gunshot wound to 
the leg earned Hudson the Purple Heart 
and effectively ended his time in the ser-
vice, which also saw him earn decorations 
for marksmanship and bravery.

“He was called into the service,” Peter 
says, “but he didn’t go to kill people. He 
went to save people.”

A few years after his honorable dis-
charge, Hudson moved to Philadelphia, 
where he worked at Temple University 
Hospital. When his younger sister Sandra 
graduated from high school, she followed 
him there and he took her in under his 
roof. Sandra would follow her brother 
again a handful of years later, this time 
west to San Francisco, where Hudson en-
rolled in the San Francisco Culinary Acad-
emy and later ran a number of restaurant 
kitchens.

But Hudson’s life would be forever 
altered in 1981 when he was diagnosed as 
HIV positive. At that time, being diag-
nosed with the virus that causes AIDS was 
considered fatal — the prognosis was a 
few years, if you were lucky, but more 
likely a matter of months. From the first 

diagnosis in the early 1980s, the virus’ im-
pact was devastating in San Francisco, with 
thousands of new cases annually and an 
almost corresponding number of deaths 
until treatments improved and outcomes 
bettered in the mid 1990s. And in the city’s 
tight-knit, openly gay community, it was 
like a plague.

“Every single day, he was losing people,” 
Michael Weiss, a close friend of Hudson’s, 
says of the time period.

John Heckel, another of Hudson’s close 
friends, says the time period would shape 
the rest of his life.

“He saw a lot of people close to him 
die, watched a lot of his closest friends 
die, which created a special relationship 
with death and dying,” Heckel says.

In 1993, his health failing, Hudson 
moved to Eureka, where a couple of ac-
quaintances had relocated from the city.

“He came up here to die,” Weiss says. 
But instead, he thrived.

Betty Boyd, now 92, also came to 
Humboldt County in 1993 after about a 
decade of working with AIDS patients in 
the Bay Area. Boyd came to know Hudson 
through the North Coast AIDS Project — 
noticing how he was always quick to lend 
a helping hand — and the two southern 
transplants born a couple of decades 
apart quickly grew close.

On the Cover
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“John was just a person who really did 
as much as he possibly could for other 
people,” she says, her voice trailing off 
slightly. “He has that wonderful laugh, that 
wonderful, big laugh. You could hear him 
10 miles away. He just truly, truly loved 
people. He was like my brother.”

But there was also a fire to Hudson, 
Boyd says. Early on in his time here, Boyd 
says Hudson became frustrated in an 
HIV support group. In addition to regular 
meetings, the group would sometimes 
get together for holiday parties or other 
occasions but, due to confidentiality con-
cerns, only group members were allowed, 
meaning folks had to leave partners, loved 
ones and support networks at home if 
they wanted to attend.

“He kept complaining and complaining 
about it,” Boyd said. “He was just really 
furious.”

In response, Hudson launched what he 
called “bridge parties,” massive potlucks 
to which he invited everyone in the 
support group and encouraged them to 
bring whomever they pleased. At first, he 
hosted the parties at his home but they 
soon came to be held all over. This was at 
a time, Boyd says, when the stigmas sur-
rounding HIV and AIDS were still so severe 
that one local doctor refused to let AIDS 
patients into his office and, instead, spoke 
to them from the doorway. Creating a 
space where HIV and AIDS patients could 
gather with their support networks and 
co-mingle was groundbreaking.

“He was extremely out about (his sta-
tus) and used that to make change in the 
community,” Weiss says. “He was all about 
inclusion. It was really important to him 
to create inclusive spaces — places where 
people could express themselves without 
feeling policed.”

Hudson was living in Arcata at the time 
and frequented the Saturday farmers 
markets, where he quickly befriended a 
host of local farmers. “His laughter was so 
infectious and so loud and so beautiful, 
he caught people’s attention and they 
were drawn to him like magnets,” Weiss 
explains.

Having realized that many people in his 
support groups were food insecure, and 
knowing that good nutrition is a central 
component strengthening one’s immune 
system, making it integral for HIV and 
AIDS patients, Hudson soon started the 
first-of-its-kind AIDS Food Project. As the 
Saturday markets would draw to a close, 
volunteers would make the rounds, solic-
iting donations of leftover produce from 

*EXPIRES 9/30/18 NOT GOOD WITH ANY OTHER 
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955 Main St., 
Fortuna  

(707) 725-5546

hours location
Mon-Fri 10-9  

sat 11-8  
Closed Sun

it’s crazy 
good!

Authentic mexican food

    10% 
off

it’s crazy it’s crazy 
good!good!

off

bring this coupon 
in and receive

John Hudson was known for his broad smile and his ability 
to bring people together around a table filled with food.
Submitted

Build to edge of the document
    Margins are just a safe area

Now Accepting: 
NCJ
SMARTCARD 

Open Every Day For Lunch & Dinner
773 8th St. Arcata & 305 F St. Eureka

Now Accepting: 
SMARTCARD

Build to edge of the document
    Margins are just a safe area

NCJ PRESENTS:

SEPTEMBER
13 - 23

SEE THEM ALL AT:

NCJBURGERWEEK.COM

BROUGHT TO YOU BY:  
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Grassfed Beef

Eureka
Natural Foods
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Arcata
(707) 822-9997

Eureka
(707) 444-2337

Fortuna
(707) 725-2222

McKinleyville
(707) 840-9233

MON - SAT 10 - 6 • SUN 11-5
www.mooressleepworld.com

ROCK BOTTOM PRICES ON SELECTED

MOORE’S SLEEP WORLD

*Restrictions apply and while supplies last.
Mattresses • Pillows • Sheets • Bed Frames • Futons

MOORE’S SLEEP WORLDMOORE’S SLEEP WORLDMOORE’S SLEEP WORLD

LIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATIONLIQUIDATION

SALE
O N  N O W !

ALL LIQUIDATION ITEMS MUST GO!
Artesian Water Bottled On Site 

Delivered to Home or O�  ce 

A� ordable
Free Delivery

3 & 5 Gallon Bottles 
Wide Selection of 

Dispensers & Cups

Crystal Springs
Bottled Water

Crystal Springs
Locally owned and
operated since 1965

707-443-7171
CrystalSpringsHumboldt.com

(707) 822-2965
884 9th Street, Arcata

10% OFF*

FINAL
PURCHASE PRICE

with this coupon
*Excludes power tools.

Not valid with other discounts.

THE COUNTIES 
LARGEST POWER 

EQUIPMENT DEALER

FEATURING THESE
TOP OF THE LINE 
BRAND NAMES

• GENERATORS
• MOWERS
• LAWN TRACTORS
• CHAIN SAWS
• TRIMMERS
• LOG SPLITTERS 
• WATER PUMPS

839-1571
1828 Central Ave. McKinleyville

OPEN Mon. thru Sat.  8:30 am to 5:30 pm

POWER SHOP 
SALES • SERVICE • PARTS

millerfarmsnursery.com
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the farmers, which 
would then be sorted, 
bagged and delivered 
to local HIV and AIDS 
patients. Hudson 
would also personally 
prepare meals for 
people in especially 
frail health. (Decades 
later, the food project 
continues, though it 
is now run through 
Open Door Commu-
nity Health Center on 
a larger scale.)

In 1998, Heckel 
was directing a 
production of the 
Pulitzer prize-win-
ning play Angels in 
America at Humboldt 
State University but 
was having some trou-
ble putting together 
the cast. He needed 
a black actor to play 
one of the leads and 
was also concerned 
that he didn’t have 
anyone in the cast 
who was openly gay 
or HIV positive. 

“Somebody said, ‘Go talk to Hudson,’” 
Heckel recalls.

When the two got together, Hudson 
told the director that he’d never acted 
and had trouble with memorization, so he 
didn’t think he would be a good fit. After 
the two men spoke for a couple hours, 
Hudson agreed to take the part and a 
decades-long friendship was born.

Heckel soon came to marvel at Hud-
son’s openness and the effect it had on 
people.

“There wasn’t any fear,” he says. “He 
would meet people and engage people in 
conversation in a way that was just fear-
less. There were no screens, no hiding. He 
was just absolutely present.”

Weiss says he was similarly struck by 
these qualities when he came to know 
Hudson after moving to Humboldt 
County in 2003. In 2005, a group Weiss 
and his partner, Todd Larsen, founded 
named Queer Humboldt hosted a bingo 
night fundraiser — dubbed “Bingo with 
a Twist” — and invited the Russian River 
Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence to attend. 
It was a raging success and inspired Weiss, 
Hudson and others to pursue forming a 
local convent.

Peter says there are a lot of miscon-
ceptions about the Sisters and what 
they are about. First and foremost, she 

says the Sisters aim 
to “rid the world of 
guilt and shame, and 
to make more room 
for joy.” But it’s also a 
vocation, she says, an 
order of people who 
take lifetime vows to 
serve their commu-
nities. The whimsical 
costumes aren’t about 
poking fun at nuns or 
hiding behind a carica-
ture of homosexuality, 
they are about “am-
plifying the volume 
of everything about 
you” and celebrating 
it while inviting others 
to do the same.

Hudson got that, 
Peter says, and 
when it came time 
to choose his sister 
name, he chose Sat-
urnalia, which was an 
ancient Roman festival 
held each December 
that overturned social 
norms, with masters 
providing table service 
for their slaves, among 

other things. The Eureka group flourished 
and would go on to raise hundreds of 
thousands of dollars at bingo nights, the 
annual Bat N’ Rouge softball game and 
other fundraisers for a swath of local 
charities, from trails to youth groups to 
medical funds.

The Eureka Abbey also blazed new 
ground for the larger Sisters network, 
whose ranks had to that point almost 
exclusively been filled by gay men. The 
Eureka chapter was more inclusive, gender 
fluid and orientation diverse, Peter says, 
adding that the Sisters are now welcoming 
of “everything under the sun.”

While Hudson has left an indelible 
mark on Humboldt County, having helped 
make it a more supportive and welcoming 
place, there was one quality about him 
that seemed universally cherished among 
those who knew him best. He was always 
present in the moment, looking to wring 
all he could out of it.

Heckel recalls hosting a dinner party 
that Hudson attended shortly after Heckel 
had moved his 85-year-old mother into a 
mother-in-law unit on his property. Heck-
el’s mother, who moved out to Humboldt 
from Chicago after her husband died, was 
a German native and didn’t speak much 
English. Heckel says he doesn’t think his 
mother had ever met an African American, 

If you Go
What: A celebration of life 
for John Hudson, aka Sister 
Saturnalia

When: Noon to 5 p.m. on 
Sunday, Sept. 23

Where: Bayside Grange, 2297 
Jacoby Creek Road

Details: A community 
potluck to celebrate Hudson’s 
life with music, stories and a 
performance by the Sisters of 
Perpetual Indulgence. Bring a 
dish to share (along with a list 
of ingredients) and something 
to leave on one of the 
multiple altars that will be 
set up. All wanting to share in 
the celebration are welcome. 
For more information, email 
info@eurekasisters.org. 

nor an openly gay man. He asked Hudson 
to go down to her place and help her up 
to his for dinner, and the moment sparked 
a deep friendship that bridged all divides. 
When Heckel would travel out of town for 
school, it was Hudson who would come 
care for his mom, cooking her meals and 
planting roses in her garden. For her 90th 
birthday, Hudson brought some of the Sis-
ters over and they posed for pictures with 
her. “She loved it,” Heckel says. “She was in 
second heaven.” In 2008, a woman Heckel 
had known to use politically inappropriate 
terms in her native German in reference 
to African Americans and had never cast a 
ballot in a U.S. election, voted for Barack 
Obama. Heckel says it was because of 
Hudson.

Boyd remembers how Hudson cared 
for his own mother after she came to live 
with him in her final years, and how the 
two would spend entire afternoons at the 
movie theater, taking in one picture after 
another. “No one could love their mother 
more than John,” she says, adding that 
Hudson enlisted her to take his mom to 
church on Sundays.

Weiss recalls it acutely in Hudson’s 
last years, when the toll of decades of 
pharmaceutical cocktails to bolster his 
immune system caused his kidneys to fail 
and he was on dialysis. “Most of the time 
he was positive but he was very sick and 
sometimes he would talk about the pain,” 
Weiss says. “Then he’d say, ‘I’m complain-
ing. There are others worse than me.’” But 
even in pain and physically compromised, 
Hudson would still put on his face as a 
Sister sometimes and come to an event, 

where he’d just sit and talk to people, 
connecting with them.

Peter says she thinks Hudson learned 
his way of being uniquely present — how 
to make somebody feel welcomed and 
accepted and hugged, all at once — in 
Vietnam, when he’d sit with wounded sol-
diers, hold their hands and assure them it 
would be OK. It’s this trait that emanated 
from everything he did.

“Saturnalia was a natural community ac-
tivist,” she says. “He always found common 
ground with people and ways to get them 
to work together on a common problem. 
Saturnalia just talked about down home 
community. You want to get something 
done, you put on a pot of fried chicken 
and greens, give everyone a ginger snap 
cookie with a little pot in it and, about an 
hour after you sit down, you start talking.”

Peter’s voice catches with emotion. 
Maybe it was also Hudson’s southern roots 
coupled with all that death he endured in 
San Francisco.

“He was always trying to live every day 
more deeply than the day before,” she 
says. “He was not a saint in that sort of 
sanitized way. He was humble and honest 
about his flaws but he lived with a kind of 
transparency that was infectious. He called 
your bullshit before he opened the door 
and confessed his before shaking hands. 
He made room for people to live with 
freedom. He was a liberator.”  l 

Thadeus Greenson is the Journal’s news 
editor. Reach him at 442-1400, extension 

321, or thad@northcoastjournal.com. 
Follow him on Twitter @thadeusgreenson.

Clemens Heckel and John Hudson embrace, having become fast friends during 
Clemens’ visit to Humboldt County from Germany. Photo courtesy of John Heckel

Mon - Fri 9 to 5:30 • Sat 9 to 5

3950 Jacobs Ave.
Eureka • 443-4851

www.carljohnsonco.com

$400 off Direct Vent
Gas Fireplace Inserts!

PURCHASE A KINGSMAN GAS FIREPLACE INSERT 
& RECEIVE A COLINEAR VENTING SYSTEM.

Update your old wood stove FREE! 
Call NOW to check your eligibility 

for replacement & installation. 
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