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Praise for Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl: The Many Lives of America’s Most Infamous Family


“It’s a fascinating book, forcing us to recognize something we might rather not think about: how and why we have kept Charles Manson and his followers alive in our minds, rather than consigning them to the dustbin of history.”

—Booklist

“A disturbing account of the many ways Charles Manson pervades American culture.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Jeffrey Melnick offers a sobering corrective to the apocalyptic hysteria surrounding the hippie horrors of Manson’s Family. This rigorous recontextualization of time and place forces us to understand the killings in a new way.”

—Barney Hoskins, author of Hotel California

“Why is Charles Manson, the assassin of flower power, so impossible to bury? The answer according to Jeffrey Melnick is that the demon and his runaways carved their signatures into the very heart of a complicit counterculture. Riveting and unsettling, this book recalls another chilling classic: Thomas De Quincy’s On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts.”

—Mike Davis, author of City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles

“[Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl] is a riveting meditation on the afterlife of the Manson Family. Jeffrey Melnick reveals how deeply the Family burrowed its way into American culture, often in ways that undermined collectivism and helped to shape the backlash against the sixties.”

—Alice Echols, author of Scars of Sweet Paradise: The Life and Times of Janis Joplin

“Melnick retells the Manson saga not as true-crime investigation or psychological thriller, but as kaleidoscopic cultural history, unpacking how an indelibly American horror story has echoed down the years in our popular consciousness via books, films, and especially music. It’s a fascinating book—and as unstable patriarchal white dudes of varying stripes continue to shape the national narrative, an inescapably timely one.”

—Will Hermes, author of Love Goes to Buildings on Fire: Five Years In New York That Changed Music Forever

“Jeffrey Melnick’s [Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl] is a compulsively-readable guide to the American fascination with the Manson Family. Expertly weaving psychology, sociology, history, and pop culture, Melnick’s work covers everything from the Family’s Freudian roots to its continued commodification, from Joan Didion to Nicki Minaj. We know the Manson Murders have been part of the cultural landscape for the past fifty years, but Melnick shows us why. The book is a must-read not only for those fascinated by the Manson Family, but anyone fascinated by America.”

—Allison Umminger, author of the highly acclaimed Manson novel American Girls

“[Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl is] a contentious, revisionist, often obnoxious, but thorough and undeniably important cultural-historical study of the era’s major American cult leader.”

—Devin McKinney, author of Magic Circles: The Beatles in Dream and History
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For my mother, who always encouraged me to read all the books I could reach—even the scary ones.
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Introduction

Creepy Crawling through the Sixties: Charles Manson and History

The year 2019 will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Tate-LaBianca murders that made Charles Manson a household name, and the man and his Family are still everywhere. In 2016 they were on network television with the return of Season Two of David Duchovny’s Aquarius to NBC’s schedule. They are at the center of Emma Cline’s debut novel, The Girls, which has been prominently reviewed all over the mainstream press, hitting the New York Times Best Seller list within two weeks of publication. They are in the news in the developing story of the most recent parole hearing of Family member Leslie Van Houten, a dear friend of filmmaker John Waters.

During 2016 and early 2017, Manson’s presence—at once frightful and comic—took on added resonance in the context of Donald Trump’s campaign for, and ascension to, the presidency of the United States. Given that Manson has served for decades as a kind of shorthand for charismatic pathology, it would have been hard to resist Manson/Trump juxtapositions. So, during the campaign multiple Internet rumors about Manson’s putative endorsement of the candidate circulated; more than a few compared Trump to the cult leader with respect to the power he held over his followers. In the early days of 2017, when Manson was rushed to the hospital for an undisclosed health emergency, Andy Borowitz (at the New Yorker) and other comic writers suggested that now the president-elect would have to take the cult leader’s name off his shortlist to fill the Supreme Court seat of Antonin Scalia that had been denied Merrick Garland by Republican obstructionism. Others noted similarly that when they saw Manson’s name trending on social media after his health scare they at first assumed it was because Trump must have named him to a cabinet position. Most efficient of all was a widely circulated GIF that simply put video footage of Trump and Manson side by side so that viewers could observe and draw conclusions from the similarities in their exaggerated facial expressions, which often take the form of non-verbal insults.

We also find that Scott Michaels is continuing to do brisk business with his Helter Skelter van tour (part of his larger Dearly Departed “tragical history” business). The tour, as Michaels has explained, brings “victim people” and “Manson People” together to drive around Los Angeles and see everything from the restaurant where Sharon Tate and her friends ate their last meal to the apartment where the daughter of Leno and Rosemary LaBianca lived with her boyfriend—who, according to the tour guide, was definitely a biker, and may have been tied up with the Manson-affiliated Straight Satans club. When I took the tour it became clear to me that part of Michaels’s business involves using the Manson case to entertain folks who are celebrating birthdays and other major life events.

As 2017 began, Manson’s staying power was undimmed: there was a major survey of the art of Raymond Pettibon in New York featuring numerous Manson-inspired works, a heavily promoted Family documentary on ABC, early word of a new film project based on the meeting of Manson and television host Tom Snyder in 1981, and online whispers suggesting that the year might also finally bring us the long-rumored indie film project, Manson Girls. Manson was present in trailers for a narrative film—Bigger Than the Beatles—released in 2017 that traced out the relationship of Manson and Beach Boy Dennis Wilson, and in well-promoted teasers about Manson-related movies from prestige film directors Quentin Tarantino and Mary Harron.

Manson’s death in November 2017 is not likely to change much about how he has operated in, and on, the American consciousness. The coverage of his demise at eighty-three did not show any indication that the volume was being turned down: the sober paper of record, the New York Times, headed its obituary with a phrase that described Manson as the “Wild-Eyed Leader of a Murderous Crew.” Twitter was briefly aflame with the news—and was largely taken up with baby boomers instructing millenials why they should not be commemorating the event with “RIP Charles Manson.” As the year ended, Manson appeared near the top of almost every list of major celebrity deaths, and rarely was he treated with anything other than the ritual horror that has so often attended mention of his name. The Times’s predictably detailed coverage repeated at some length the narrative first proposed by prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi at the 1970s trial, and then later codified in his 1974 book Helter Skelter, that suggested Manson directed his “murderous crew” to kill seven people over two nights in August 1969 as part of his evil plan to incite a race war. While Bugliosi worked hard at the trial of Manson and his followers to develop this story and never stopped working on it up until his own death in 2015, this Helter Skelter story has become much more important as a cultural script, meant to explain a good deal about the chaos of the American 1960s even if it could not necessarily hold water as a full or coherent explanation for Manson’s actions. “Wild-eyed” also appeared in Vox’s coverage of Manson’s death, in a piece that also uncritically quoted Bugliosi on Manson’s race-war plans and his centrality to the culture. “Manson,” according to the prosecutor, “has become a metaphor for evil, and there’s a side of human nature that’s fascinated by pure unalloyed evil.” Our continued investment in Manson suggests that we are taking on the role played by the talent manager Col. Tom Parker who, upon the death of Elvis Presley, was asked what he planned to do: “Why, go right on managing him.” There is every indication that we plan to go right on managing Manson, who shows no signs of becoming any less useful to us in death than he has been as a living presence for the past fifty years or so.1

The past few years have been relatively strong for Manson-related cultural chatter but this is really a question of marginal degree. Since August 1969, when a few members of the Family spent two nights killing seven residents of Los Angeles in what generally travels under the banner of the “Tate-LaBianca murders,” the Family has never slipped from the American radar for long. We have rarely been able to talk about “the sixties” (or “the seventies”) without Manson and his “girls” somehow entering the discussion; many of our most important cultural conversations about teenagers, about sexuality, drugs, music, California in the sixties, and yes, about family, mention the Manson Family in one way or another, whether we’re always fully aware of it or not.

What is it about Manson, about the Family, that fascinates us and feeds our imaginations, and that hosts a range of artistic and cultural conversations? How and why they do they seem to matter, still, to so many of us? Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl: The Many Lives of America’s Most Infamous Family will explore these questions. While Vincent Bugliosi, Ed Sanders, Jeff Guinn, and others have told and retold the story of the actual movements of Manson and his followers in the second half of the 1960s, what they have not done is offer a sustained exploration of the Manson Family in the deep context of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and as a cultural force to this day. How has this small-time con man and his ragtag minions creepy crawled through our social, political, and cultural life for close to fifty years now? While Manson and his followers gained their notoriety in connections with the killings of August 9 and 10, 1969, it was creepy crawling, more than murder, that was their emblematic crime, and it is creepy crawling that gives this book its frame.

I want to be clear here that I understand that Manson and the Family are most well-known for the murders of 1969, and that these murders provide an abundance of salacious, terrifying, and bizarre details: the writing in blood on the wall (RISE and the misspelled HEALTER SKELTER at the LaBianca house), the stunning dialogue reported from Cielo Drive, the post-murder snacks and showers at Waverly Drive—there is a generation’s worth of film, fiction, and song built from the basic elements of the crimes. But I am not interested in the crime itself, and this is not a true crime book in any conventional sense. I will not take you back to those two nights when everything came down fast. As will become clear over these pages, I am much more interested in what went down in and around Los Angeles before the murders to bring Manson and the Family into the center of this Southern California culture, and how their crimes and their overall presence have been impossible to shake after their dark fame was established. It is in this light that I focus on creepy crawling rather than murder. The murders were bounded events. They happened, investigations and trials ensued, the convicted were incarcerated. But the creepy crawl never ended: Manson and his followers continue to make challenges to our sense of family, to our legal and judicial systems, to our minds. The Family, in short, has been central to the construction of American identity from the last days of the 1960s through our own time.

What the Family meant by creepy crawling was at once simple and profoundly upsetting. Leaving their communal home at Spahn Ranch in the San Fernando Valley, the Family would light out for private homes. Once inside, the Family members would not harm the sleeping family members. Instead, they would rearrange some of the furniture. That’s all. Stealing was sometimes part of the agenda, especially toward the end, but it was not the raison d’être. (At the Manson trial, Family member Linda Kasabian sort of tried to explain this stealing with a spiritual/political framework: “[Y]ou take things which actually belong to you in the beginning, because it actually belongs to everyone.”)2 No dead bodies, no blood on the wall. Just the bare minimum of evidence that the sanctity of the private home had been breached—that the Family had paid a visit to this family. When trial prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi wrote about the creepy crawl in Helter Skelter (1974), he recounted that he trusted the jury would understand that the creepy crawl was a dress rehearsal for murder. It was not, but that was prosecutor talk, an argument launched by a lawyer who never really stopped trying the case.

The significant cultural legacy of the Manson Family is embodied in the creepy crawl. The central claim of this book is that we have yet to reckon with how much “furniture” the Family has moved around (or had moved around in its name). Our understanding of Manson and the Family’s place in our national history has been too often hampered by cliché, above all that they represented the “end of the sixties,” which is tempting, and convenient: after all, the murders took place in August 1969 and Manson and his confederates were indicted that December. It was the end of the 1960s. But that only gets us so far. There is little question that the Manson Family has held sway (to borrow the title of Zachary Lazar’s Manson-inspired novel, which Lazar borrowed from the Rolling Stones’ own end-of-the-sixties song of the same name) over our minds for almost half a century now. The power of the Manson Family goes well beyond matters of body count and even beyond the manifestly gruesome details of those two August nights—or the night in July when Gary Hinman was killed by Family associate Bobby Beausoleil and a few Family members. When we talk about Manson and his Family we only sometimes talk about Sharon Tate, Jay Sebring, Abigail Folger, Voytek Frykowski, Steven Parent, Rosemary LaBianca, and Leno LaBianca. While those seven tragic deaths certainly form one starting point for all the conversations we have about the Spahn Ranch commune, their details tell little about how we use Manson, Squeaky Fromme, Sadie Mae Glutz, Cupid, Ouisch, Snake, Tex, and all the rest in these wide-ranging and weighty discussions.

The Family appears so many places, communicating so many different claims about who we are, what we fear, and how we got here, that is has long been necessary to develop a key to crack the Manson Code. My hope is that Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl provides that key. The central job the book takes on is a kind of detective work that Vincent Bugliosi was not inclined or trained to do. Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl starts with the same question that Helter Skelter, and really all mystery stories, are organized around: whodunit? The major difference between these works and mine is that they are interested in the question of “who” and I accept that we already know that (sort of). The question we really need to attack has to do with the “it”: what is the “it” exactly that we are accusing Manson and the Family of having done? Murder, of course, but what else? Misreading song lyrics? Eating garbage? Having too much sex? Doing too many drugs? Loving one another?

It is important to keep in mind that the sheer fact of our obsessive repetition of Manson lore is a big part of the story I am after here. Sarah Churchwell has written convincingly about such repetition in her book on Marilyn Monroe. “Repetition can itself be a pleasure,” she writes. “It creates and fulfills expectation at the same time, and provides an illusion of control. We get what we were expecting, and what we wanted.”3 When it comes to Manson, it is not just that we ritually retell the facts of the case, or namecheck Manson and his minions in song, story, film, and so on; we use “Manson” as a historical shortcut, a quick and efficient way to tell much larger stories. Here’s an example. Joan Didion was one of the many journalists to find gold in the Manson case. Relatively early on she cozied up to Linda Kasabian who had turned state’s evidence and according to some reports was planning to write a book about the former “Manson girl.” Didion did not write that book, but she did write about the murders at length in The White Album (and I imagine some of you reading this could probably chant this along with me): “Many people I know in Los Angeles believe that the Sixties ended abruptly on August 9, 1969, ended at the exact moment when word of the murders on Cielo Drive traveled like brush fire through the community, and in a sense this is true. The tension broke that day. The paranoia was fulfilled.”4 There is plenty to argue with in Didion’s actual “insight” as well as with her writing persona. (Barbara Grizzuti Harrison took care of the latter: “I am disinclined to find endearing a chronicler of the 1960s who is beset by migraines that can be triggered by her decorators having pleated instead of gathered her new dining room curtain.”5) I have been researching Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl for some years, and I only wish I had kept count of how many times I came upon these words of Didion, repeated as gospel; without an accurate count, the best I can offer at this point is an indefinite hyperbolic numeral along the lines of “umpteen” or a “gazillion.” (Plenty of observers drew much more modest conclusions than did Didion: for instance, Dean Martin’s daughter Deana, who was very much tied up with rising class of entertainers at the center of the Hollywood scene, remembers assuming that the Tate murders were likely the outcome of a “drug-crazed” burglary gone wrong.)6

Charles Manson and members of his Family were convicted in 1971 for crimes connected to seven murders committed in August 1969. From the time Manson and his followers were arrested up until today, the Family has also regularly been prosecuted for killing the counterculture, the “free” love movement, hitchhiking, the freak scene, and the 1960s as a whole. Along with the doomed concert sponsored by the Rolling Stones at the Altamont Speedway in California just a few days after the decisive break in solving the case, Manson quickly became a punchline and an epitaph. The spectacular murders of August 9 and 10, 1969, five at the Cielo Drive home shared by actor Sharon Tate and director Roman Polanski, and then two at the Waverly Drive home of Rosemary and Leno LaBianca the next night, contributed an enormous amount of energy to a story that got told over and over again, in many different forms, about how this was a tragic but necessary reboot: the counterculture had gone “too far” and these murders were somehow the natural result of too much something—with drugs and sex the most commonly cited villains. Critic Rob Sheffield has captured this cultural love affair with putative endings quite elegantly: “Manson-and-Altamont became the new Beatles-and-Stones, providing Nixon’s America with the perfect twin metaphor for why kids were in need of some restraints. You still see Manson and Altamont cited as examples of why freedom doesn’t work.”7 It may or may not be true that Family member Tex Watson announced at Cielo Drive that he was the Devil, doing the Devil’s business; no amount of incorrect repetition can make it be true that “Sympathy for the Devil” was the song the Rolling Stones were playing when the Hells Angels killed audience member Meredith Hunter at the Altamont concert. But insisting that “Sympathy for the Devil” was in the air sure makes for a good story.8

Decades are weird and unstable fictions. Michael Denning has reminded us that “decades are by no means the most adequate way of periodizing cultural history” and encourages us to think (in his example about what we usually refer to as “the thirties”) about “generations” instead.9 But it long ago became commonplace to refer to the period from around 1965 to 1974 or so as “the sixties”; the cultural investment in the sixties is focused on organized liberation movements and countercultural challenges to mainstream traditions, morality, and rituals. And it is in this framework that Manson is alleged to have done his dirty deeds. Insofar as we have developed a collective belief in a meaningful and recognizable stretch of time that we agree to call “the sixties,” there is a surprising consensus that Manson somehow helped to end the era. The stunning amount of investment that has been made in this construction should remind us above all that plenty of people were really eager to shut the door not just on Manson but on all the hippies, Yippies, and freaks he came to stand for. For sheer destruction of human life, the Tate-LaBianca murders do not rise to the level of the daily horrors inflicted at the same time by American forces in Vietnam, but we do not have the same tendency to imagine that this war “killed the sixties.” The uncomfortable truth is that Manson was quickly converted into a weapon used to discipline the unruly generation in which he had immersed himself.

Joan Didion’s words have contributed a great deal of energy to this cultural effort. This apocalyptic tale-telling had a clear case to make about the promiscuous cultural mixing that had been rife in the previous half decade. As the story goes, this was all bound to lead to a crack-up. Didion has not carried the torch by herself, of course. The end-of-the-sixties rhetoric has become a standard feature in voice-over documentary narration (what Twitter regulars have come to refer to more generally as Ron Howard voice), in journalistic feature stories, and in the work of plenty of professional scholars such as Todd Gitlin, who frames his reading of the Manson affair as belonging in the “realm of the demonic”: “There was a sense of doom in the air,” Gitlin informs us. “The culture,” Gitlin explains, was “full of intimations of ending.” A “hunger for an end.”10

Newspaper coverage in the moment of Manson’s arrest was much less likely to indulge in this kind of mythmaking. Take, for instance, an article that appeared in the Sandusky Register (Ohio) in mid-December, 1969, under the headline HOLLYWOOD: WHERE ALL WALKS OF LIFE MINGLE. This wire-service story made a clear case that one way to understand the Tate murders was as an unfortunate side effect of the relative cultural openness of Hollywood. This center of film and music production, according to the article, is a community where a person’s “pedigree or background is of no consequence.” One result is that the area is particularly vulnerable to “bums, losers, drifters and hustlers.”11 A similar story appeared a day earlier in the Raleigh Register (West Virginia) written by UPI’s Hollywood columnist, Vernon Scott. Scott’s basic take was that in Hollywood it was too easy for untrustworthy people to insinuate themselves into elite culture because (unlike in, say, Denver) there are no “background checks” or “questionnaires” to fill out.12 To put it simply, the crimes of Manson and the Family very quickly made a very big impact in national and local media across the United States.

I don’t want to take up too much space in this introduction prosecuting a case against Didion, Gitlin, and their latter-day followers who want to use the Manson moment as an occasion to shut the door on a number of the most ambitious movements and social experiments of the 1960s. There are plenty of Latin phrases you could throw at these forces of simplification and generalization (post hoc ergo propter hoc, for example), but what I care most about is how they participate in building a cult(ure) of Manson. The creepy crawls were short-term and episodic, but the whole point of this book is that even locking up a number of the key members of the Family has not done much to expel Manson from our midst. From Didion to Sanders to Bugliosi to the dozens, if not hundreds, of artists who have kept him present in our midst, the creepy crawl abides. Manson’s Family have proven to be the (uninvited) guests who never leave.

There is a video found in the AP archive dated 1971 (and now on YouTube) that shows five women associated with Manson literally crawling through the streets of Los Angeles. This is, as the AP record puts it, a “stunt”—the young women are making sure that the people of Los Angeles know that even with their sisters and brothers behind bars, the creepy crawl lives on. It is pretty fascinating to track the reactions of the people they encounter. First a young man walks by, content with the apple he is eating and not paying much attention to the crawling women: this is Los Angeles and who knows what else he has seen on his walk. Then, after the camera shows us that they are crossing the intersection against the “Don’t Walk” sign, we see the Family women pass a very square-looking white woman in matching sweater and skirt, white handbag slung over her forearm. This woman makes a slightly alarmed move to give these crawlers a wide berth, but then cannot help but turn back in order to get another look at the fascinating sight. At the same time, two youngish looking African Americans pass the women but appear not to even notice them. On the next block a fairly hip group of young white people comes out of an office building to watch the show. For the most part they are having a good time, except for one woman who is nervously chewing on her fingers. Two construction workers continue to do their work. A woman with a brown paper sack catches up to the crawlers and bends down to feed one of them; it is not clear if she is part of the stunt or not. The final significant figure, who I hope received an Oscar for Best Supporting Actor in some alternate universe, appears in the final seconds of the clip. He is white and middle-aged. He is mostly bald and his pants are hiked up a little bit higher than the national average. When we first see him he is pointing with alarm at the group—it seems possible he is trying to enlist somebody else to help him rectify the situation. But then we see him again as he crosses the street to get closer to the action: with one of the most eloquent shrugs in film history, this Angeleno has undergone a change of attitude. Our furniture is being rearranged, his shrug seems to say, and I guess there is not a damn thing we can do about it. Over the course of the 1970s it got more and more difficult to shrug the Family off. We wrestle again and again with what the new arrangement of furniture means.

How wonderfully apt that Manson’s most lasting cultural innovation was named after a Mattel product that now regularly shows up on lists of the most dangerous toys ever produced. The Creepy Crawlers were toy bugs, made of cooked molded plastic. Things got hot and hands got burned. There was something big going on (“We get to use a really hot oven”) and something really little too (“Mine is grosser looking than yours”). The Family’s creepy crawlers similarly combined elements of serious adult activity—the challenging of the boundaries of middle-class safety and private property—and carnivalesque kid stuff (“Let’s watch them sleep!”). In a strange and captivating way, the Manson Family has combined elements of adolescent precocity and adult infantilization. This cultural stew has proven to be relentlessly compelling.

Over the years, Charles Manson himself has regularly alternated between describing himself as a mythologically endowed Bad Man and as a simple, almost childlike ward of the state. At a 1981 parole hearing, Manson insisted to the board, “I don’t read or write too good and I’ve stayed like a little kid. I stopped thinking in 1954.” On the other hand, some ten years later he told a similar group, “I’m an outlaw . . . and I’m a gangster and I’m bad.”13 But the wild variations in Manson’s self-presentation (you can track the evolution in the hair, the beard, the giggle and the cackle with very little effort via YouTube) have not had all that much of an influence on the larger culture’s habitual invocations of California’s most famous convict or of his followers. The Manson Family lets us talk about the banal unholy trinity (sex, drugs, rock and roll) in all its many forms, but also about historical time itself: they are the main characters in an origin story about the end of the 1960s.

Novelist Tony O’Neill has gotten at this quite efficiently in Sick City (2010), in which he has a character ruminate that “over the years the whole fucking incident got so mythologized that it’s almost like it never happened in concrete reality. Like it was always some fucking awful movie about the death of the sixties.” O’Neill’s own failure of imagination (well, maybe it is actually Ed Sanders’s limited imagination he is borrowing) won’t let him get much beyond this insight; all he can really come up with is that maybe there were other actual movies that got lost in the chaos of the moment—movies that showed a party at which “everybody takes off their clothes”—even Mama Cass—to “take a pop” at Sharon Tate.14 But for the most part it has been nearly impossible to avoid superficial summaries—such as the one offered up by television journalist Diane Sawyer in 1994—that these murders embodied a “savagery that brought an end to the decade of love.”15 The “decade of love,” apparently, had been able to live through the firehoses turned on civil-rights marchers, a handful of heartbreaking assassinations, and a desperately brutal war in Southeast Asia. But it could not make it past some writing in blood on a couple of walls in Southern California.

Ultimately, while O’Neill briefly resists what he rightly points to as the mythologizing of Manson, he also participates in promoting the rumor culture and literary and journalistic hand-wringing that was ignited in Los Angeles in the second half of 1969 and really took off once prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi started dropping hints about the race-war/Helter Skelter angle. Bugliosi’s linkage of the murders to Manson’s obsessive, delusional Beatles fandom helped turn the end-of-the-1960s hot take into something like conventional wisdom. This is not to say Joan Didion and her disciples have gone unchallenged. Among others, Bobby Beausoleil, who, in his many decades in prison, has provided some of the most incisive commentary on the Family, the crimes, and the cultural fallout, has challenged the approach taken by her and so many others. (“I guess, because I know the truth, to me that explanation seems ridiculously simplified. How can anybody not see through that? Murder by Beatles records—this is what happens if you listen to Beatles’ records and take LSD!? What could be a more blatant attempt to discredit the youth movement of the sixties than that?”)16 But sensible testimony offered by Beausoleil and others cannot even begin to stem the Manson tide. As Curt Rowlett has correctly noted, the arrest, public discussion surrounding, and trial of Charles Manson and members of his Family, helped energize the creation of a consequential new cultural figure, the “crazed hippie”—joining the parallel development of the “crazed returning veteran.” (The most significant appearance of the “crazed hippie” in the immediate wake of Manson’s imprisonment came with the case of Dr. Jeffrey MacDonald, accused of having murdered his wife and two children in early 1970. MacDonald claimed that his family was killed by hippies chanting, “Acid is groovy, kill the pigs.”)17

In an earlier book of mine, on American cultural life after 9/11, I recounted a great line Joe Biden used when he was running for president in 2007. Mocking former New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s own campaign for the White House, Biden claimed that every sentence Giuliani uttered consisted of “a noun, a verb, and ‘9/11.’” It’s a sick burn and I will shamelessly repurpose it here because in many ways this book seeks to understand the meaning of the many sentences that have been articulated over the past forty-five years or so that consist of a noun, a verb, and “Charles Manson.” Invocations of Manson and his followers are so routine that it becomes interesting to think about how much weight is actually being carried by such references. By exploring this dynamic, the book is in a way an unruly history of our time—a history of the counterculture, but also of the mainstream culture it was in dialogue with, of children and their parents, of rock stars and groupies, of Los Angeles as a vibrant center of American life and also as the site of death and destruction.

The uncanny thing about repetition—with its alternating currents of pleasure and fear—is that it does not necessarily lead to anything like greater insight. This is why, for all of the gallons of ink and miles of film and so on that we have devoted to the Manson Family, it still made sense, not that long ago, for Bill James to write that the “cultural impact of the Manson murders is enormously under-appreciated.” But even James cannot get out from under the rhetoric of end-of-the-sixties inevitability: “A culture based on categorical trust and unconditional acceptance was a balloon waiting to burst and Charles Manson was the needle.”18 So wait, the hippies were a balloon? An overfilled balloon? Because? They were too nice? Writer, director, and actor Buck Henry says that the Tate-LaBianca murders were “the defining event of our time”—not Nixon’s 1968 election; the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy; the escalating war in Vietnam; or the multiple race riots of the second half of the 1960s, but these seven killings. Van Dyke Parks, an associate of the Beach Boys and sui generis musician in his own right, argued that Manson “took a crap in the mess kit” of the 1960s and in doing so “scattered what had been a unified social field.”19 Shitting in our food, popping our balloons, changing our whole damn world—what can’t Charlie Manson do?! With only a smidgen of perturbed hyperbole, Peter Vronsky has summed up this whole tendency by suggesting that Manson and the Family are “the shadow in every baby boomer’s sweet memory of another time long past. Manson represents in our collective consciousness how the sixties came to die.”20 Much more nuanced is Phil Proctor of the Firesign Theater, who resists talk of inevitability and doom and argues more cogently that the Tate-LaBianca murders represented an “aberration and a warning.”21

Of course “the sixties” did not “die.” The decade ended, as decades do—that is, if you believe in time as linear and coherent. What Manson did was offer an opportunity for plenty of people, situated all over the social spectrum, to wipe their brows, exhale a sigh of relief, and retreat into their privileged positions of (relative) individual power. Few have written more trenchantly about the abandonment and suppression of this era’s modes of cultural resistance than Jonathan Crary, who fiercely defends the anti-consumerism and collectivization that marked the sixties. Crary mourns the loss (or renunciation) of the insight that “happiness could be unrelated to ownership, to acquiring products or to individual status.” In an analysis that is not about the Manson Family in any direct way, Crary offers a remarkably useful framework for understanding the threat they posed (and the decades-long effort to characterize the Family as only the dark culmination of evil forces that had shot through the entire culture). As Crary puts it, “new forms of association” such as communes “introduced at least a limited permeability of social class and a range of affronts to the sanctity of private property.” The Manson murders did not “end” the 1960s but rather helped build an arena for what Crary calls the “counter-revolution”—a terrible backlash that has been constituted, at least in part, by the “elimination or the financialization of social arrangements that had previously supported many kinds of cooperative activity.”22 What Crary says about communal life in general has been devastatingly true about the Manson Family: it has become impossible to think of anything having to do with them outside of the notion that the group represented a terrifying caricature of the dominant culture. Where Richard Schechner and his Performance Group took the challenge of the Manson Family seriously and wrestled with questions it raised about collective living and power, few others in the aftermath of the murders were willing to do anything but run screaming.23

Emma Cline’s 2016 novel The Girls is one good corrective to this: among other things, Cline is able to suggest, tentatively at least, that the women of the Manson Family were able to construct autonomous pockets of activity marked by sisterly support and thrilling unconventionality. The work of Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl is to build on the challenges made by Phil Proctor, Emma Cline, and a handful of others who have refused to place their bets on the conventional wisdom about this moment, and have chosen instead to explore how we have continued to live with all the messy complexities presented by the case.

Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl moves all over the geographical map and all over the cultural map. Charles Manson and the many women (and a few men) who joined him are central characters in my account, but here they share space with many others on the complex landscape of a broader cultural history. A roll call of some key figures in the book might help give some sense of the scope: there is the late Vincent Bugliosi, of course, along with his freaky shadow, the poet and provocateur Ed Sanders, whose book The Family (1971) was the first major work published on the case. While Sanders has no doubt played an important role in our understanding of the power of the Family, it is Bugliosi who requires the larger portion of my attention. Manson’s conviction for his role as mastermind of the Tate-LaBianca murders was delivered in early 1971; over the next five years Vincent Bugliosi continued to prosecute him—in public appearances, documentary films, and most significantly by far, in the book (1974) and televised (1976) versions of Helter Skelter. If these two immensely appealing texts frightened a generation of young people, including me (quick experiment: do a Google search of “helter,” “skelter,” and “bejesus”), Bugliosi’s work also promoted a “true” crime narrative that brought the horrifying threat of Manson and his Family to light only to show how utterly that threat had been contained—mostly by the good work of an energetic prosecutor. And yet the Manson Family creepy crawl has continued unabated.

Another prominent figure in the book is Terry Melcher, son of Doris Day and a prominent music producer. Manson was a talented amateur songwriter and musician (Neil Young thought he could have been great with the right band and the proper production) who invested in the fantasy that Melcher would provide him with access to music-industry glory. Melcher, who worked with the Byrds and Paul Revere and the Raiders, among others, was first introduced to Manson by Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys, who had become close to the Family, even letting a few of them live at his house for a while. Melcher got creepy crawled by the Manson Family in more than one way. In fact, aside from the seven people actually killed in August 1969 and members of the Family itself, there are few people who appear to have been as devastated by their contact with Manson as Melcher was. This privileged young man previously had counted himself—with the hunky Beach Boy Dennis Wilson and their mutual friend Gregg Jakobson—a charter member of a group whose reason for being was captured in its name: the Golden Penetrators.

But Melcher seems to have lost his cockiness fairly quickly after encountering Manson. Melcher visited Spahn Ranch officially to see what he thought about Manson’s potential as a recording artist. That was not going to happen, of course: Melcher left the ranch lighter by fifty dollars (“they looked hungry,” he told Vincent Bugliosi at Tex Watson’s trial) and with something of a crush on Ruth Anne “Ouisch” Moorehouse, who was probably seventeen when Melcher met her. For quite some time after the murders, before deputy district attorney Bugliosi would unveil his Helter Skelter scenario, the dominant explanation of Manson’s motivation in sending his followers out to kill was that he was exacting revenge on Melcher for dashing his music business dreams.

Melcher lived, but the Family was not done with him. According to numerous reports, they creepy crawled the Malibu home of Doris Day, where Melcher and his girlfriend Candice Bergen had gone to live after leaving their Benedict Canyon house on Cielo Drive, a house soon to be occupied by Sharon Tate and Roman Polanski. What is clear from all available evidence is that Melcher, a perfect representative of the rising class of cultural movers and shakers in Los Angeles in the late 1960s, was undone by the Manson Family. In Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl I present an underappreciated story of how the Manson Family interacted with the new elite of Los Angeles (and beyond), separated by deep fissures of class, but trying to work out new methods of interaction. The scope and number of such meetings in and around the Manson case—before and after the murders—are staggering. Not just Melcher, but also Dennis Wilson and Dennis Hopper, Neil Young, and many others met with Manson and various members of his Family; Joan Didion met with Linda Kasabian; Kenneth Anger (and later Truman Capote) met with Bobby Beausoleil; filmmaker John Waters met with Leslie Van Houten.

Terry Melcher spent years after the Tate-LaBianca killings trying to sort out his relationship to the Manson Family. I move Melcher from the margins of this story to the center, because he stands as the best example of how the Manson Family reorganized the cultural landscape of Los Angeles in their moment of fullest social integration and also continued to shape individual consciousness and artistic productions for years to come. Melcher treated Manson and the Family as if they were part of his entourage—as “groupies,” really. But Charles Manson creepy crawled from the fringes of the culture industry and insinuated himself into the center of Southern California’s cultural life for a brief but significant moment. Whatever delusions might have accompanied his travels through the rock-and-roll clubs, homes, and studios of Los Angeles, it is clear that Charles Manson had taken the notion that the music world was characterized by class fluidity, that it was an arena where talent and charisma and commitment would be rewarded. But these Wilson brothers, these children of Doris Day and ventriloquist Edgar Bergen, were not so eager to see the gates opened to all freaky comers. While some report that Manson and perhaps Tex Watson socialized at 10050 Cielo Drive, ultimately Watson would have to scale those gates by brute force when the Family wanted to make its most dramatic impression.

Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl is not a straightforward narrative history of the Manson case. We have shelves groaning under the weight of Manson true-crime books, memoirs, and biographies. I’m more interested in sifting through the contexts and the implications of the murders, life at the Ranch, the Family in Los Angeles, the way the case shaped modern true-crime literature, and the place Manson has come to play in American popular and “high” art. While I follow a roughly chronological scheme in Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl, a central point is that Manson (as Mojo Nixon sang about Elvis in 1987) is everywhere.

I have been living with the Family since I first discovered Helter Skelter on my parents’ bookshelf in the mid-1970s and watched the 1976 miniseries. (Helter Skelter was a main selection of the Book-of-the-Month Club, and I know I am not the only child to read Bugliosi and Piers Paul Read’s Alive at far too young an age.) I have made my way through piles of pulp and literary novels, watched a scary number of 1970s splatter films, tracked down every hip-hop Manson shout-out I can find (and listened to one hip-hop collective called the Manson Family and one group known as Heltah Skeltah), immersed myself in the vast literature that developed in the early 1970s about runaway youth and communes, figured out the relationship of the Pixies’ 1989 song “Wave of Mutilation” to Manson and the Beach Boys, read true-crime accounts of the Family that predated even Ed Sanders’s work, collected all Manson-related rumors I could find, and spent hours puzzling over a sculpture made by John Waters featuring baby-Manson and baby-Michael Jackson playing together.

I came to the project knowing that significant courtroom dramas often come to hold a remarkable amount of cultural energy. Since I developed a deep interest in the Sacco and Vanzetti case as an undergraduate, and the Leo Frank case some years later, I have rarely moved far from my commitment to teach and write about major trials and their cultural fallout. Manson, though sentenced to death at his original trial, had his sentence commuted in 1972 when California changed its death-penalty law. But increasingly the actual Manson has become an unimportant shadow of our “cultural” Manson. This is how cultural history often works: the presence of the real cannot help but enter into a dialogue—often a very thrilling, productive, and colorful dialogue—with the claims of the fictional.

That dialogue is very much at the heart of Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl. Cultural meaning develops in fits and starts, not so much with clear, defining moments or conclusive statements, but rather out of tensions, eruptions, projections, and contradictions. The obsessive interest American artists and audiences have demonstrated for Manson and his girls is not a simple matter of “attraction,” nor can it easily be dismissed as rubbernecking repulsion. What makes it fascinating, to me as a cultural historian, is its capacity. If I might flirt with a cliché for a moment, it might be said that the Manson Family is not a historical destination, but a vehicle. In Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl, we will find ourselves riding in dune buggies to all sorts of interesting places, from meaningful countercultural margins to the absolute dead center of Americans’ efforts to define themselves in a time of great chaos.

The book is divided into four main parts. In the first section, “Creepy Crawling Family,” I get right down to business and try to start figuring out how Charles Manson and his Family have shaped all of our families in the half century or so that they came to public consciousness. While Manson himself has consistently denied that he ever referred to his Spahn Ranch collective as a “family,” this group of young people not only came to be called “the Family,” but were generally understood as having launched a major challenge to the conventional family of modern America. In this opening section of Charles Manson’s Creepy Crawl I explore how Manson and his “girls” emerged as a nightmare vision of what had gone wrong with American households in the late 1960s. The fact that these young women still generally get called “girls”—in historical narratives, in film, and in fiction—begins to hint at our confusion regarding who they were and how they lived. There was a wide range of women who came to be known as the Manson girls: some were exploited and abused minors, while others (Catherine “Gypsy” Share comes to mind) seem to have exercised a fair amount of power in the Family context. The “girls” were vulnerable runaways, pragmatic sister-wives, and terrifying tricksters. In an era when the basic terms of what counted as a family were being rearticulated, the women of the Family were offering complex evidence about how these social negotiations might play out in real time.

This was a patriarchal clan, and Manson was, by far, its most powerful man. One of the most uncomfortable truths presented to us by the members of the Family is that their families of origin were also characterized by numerous broken taboos and trespasses of various significant boundaries. After the Tate-LaBianca murders came to light, numerous attempts were made to marginalize and pathologize the everyday life of the Family. But a preponderance of evidence suggests that the Family operated in many recognizable “family” ways—doing important socializing over meals, following the dictates of a central male figure, and so on. A caricature of the nuclear and patriarchal family to be sure, the Spahn Ranch community also shined a bright light on some major contradictions of the sexual- and gender-liberation movements of the late 1960s.

Among other things, the group that settled at Spahn Ranch was what was generally called a commune in the late 1960s. The Manson Family created a problem that never really went away for other countercultural groups settling in communes on ranches, farms, and in urban settings. As Neil Young would later say, “It was the ugly side of the Maharishi. There’s this one side, with flowers and white robes, then there’s something that looks a lot like it, but isn’t at all.”24 Additionally, although rarely discussed in a focused way, a good number of Manson’s young compatriots were runaways. The problem of the runaway formed a major crisis in the late 1960s and early 1970s and a great deal of political and media attention was expended on attempts to diagnose and solve this problem. Manson’s girls hardly ever received the sympathetic attention bestowed on other runaways, but it is important to stitch them into this history in order to explore the possibility that they deserved something more humane and nuanced than the severe neglect and punishment that came their way. Over the course of this section I try to reckon with how this one infamous Family contributed crucial data to an ongoing conversation about how families should be organized and how their members should act.

In the second section of the book, “Creepy Crawling Los Angeles,” I put the Family in its proper place—the chaotic, fascinating, and ultimately punishing world of Southern California in the second half of the 1960s. Here I examine in detail how the Tate-LaBianca killings forced observers to envision California as both a place of horror and darkness and as a landscape of creation. What did Manson and the Family do to—and get from—the rising class of creative artists (mostly in the film and music industries) as they creepy crawled through the Valley and the canyons, the Strip, and the beach? While Ed Sanders, Vincent Bugliosi, and so many others have pushed us to think of the Manson collective as a sort of marginal eruption—a social disease—here I put them back where they belong, near the center of the cultural life of Los Angeles in the last few years of the 1960s. Manson used the power he held over his young female acolytes to carve out a temporarily comfortable place for himself in and around Los Angeles. I offer up a much more detailed picture than previously available of the social hierarchy of a transforming Los Angeles and how Manson slotted himself into this fluid social order.

Manson and his followers operated in an interesting space in this new Los Angeles. They were not rock stars or film actors (though Bobby Beausoleil had already enjoyed some success as a musician, and he and Catherine Share had both appeared in a softcore porn film—shot, coincidentally, at Spahn Ranch). Nor were they simply—or only—the kind of devoted fans often referred to as groupies (although Family member Cathy “Cappy” Gillies may have been, with Buffalo Springfield). While I have mentioned that Neil Young is the rare celebrity willing to describe Manson as occupying a central role in the social and cultural world of hip Los Angeles, there is plenty of evidence that the “scruffy little guru,” in the words of one Beach Boy, assimilated quite well. Manson donned the mantle of the “freak,” an identity related to but distinct from “hippie,” as he made his way into the hearts, minds, and homes of some of the most powerful players in Los Angeles. I also discuss how fully and quickly this loose collective of “freaks” was ejected from the center. It did not take long for an informal conspiracy of denial to take hold, as many of the young power brokers guiding the direction of the entertainment industries worked to expel the traces of Manson from their midst. These people—from major actors to a wide range of LA musicians—have been upfront about their backlash against young freaks: no more picking up hitchhikers, no more open doors in the canyon, no more crash pads.

In Part Three, “Creepy Crawling Truth,” I take a look at the complex ways the Manson Family has become a central figure in true-crime writing of the past forty-five years. Here I explain how Manson has captivated audiences, mostly through the strategic work carried out by Vincent Bugliosi inside and, more significantly, outside the courtroom. For too long Bugliosi has appeared as an objective reporter, a sort of “just the facts, ma’am” figure. But the prosecutor was a complex character, and in this section I reintroduce him as such. There are really two main characters in this section: Vincent Bugliosi and Ed Sanders. Bugliosi, of course, was the prosecutor in the original trial and later the coauthor of Helter Skelter. Sanders was a poet, provocateur, rock musician, and reporter for the Los Angeles Free Press, one of the most important alternative newspapers in the country. Sanders, like many other members of the counterculture, initially found Manson and the Family to be sympathetic characters. But Sanders undertook a fascinating journey during his time covering the trial, and ultimately came to denounce Manson. He provides us with a crucial case study for understanding how Manson first creepy crawled his way onto the landscape of the counterculture and then was exorcised by some of its key figures. Sanders has revised his book numerous times and more recently published a (re)hash of it in the form of a biography of Sharon Tate. Like Terry Melcher, Ed Sanders seems never to have really gotten over Manson.

In the book’s final section, “Creepy Crawling Art,” I wrestle with the remarkably robust afterlife of the Manson Family. It is difficult to convey an accurate sense of how amazingly present Charles Manson and the Family have been in the cultural life of the United States from 1969 forward. Manson has been a regular reference point in our discussions of mass murder, the dark arts, California, rock and roll, evil, and sex, just to name a few obvious areas. In this section I first draw a cultural map of all the places the cult leader and his followers have made their presence felt in American culture. Mike Rubin, writing in a fascinating article in Spin in 1994, wondered about the process by which Manson imagery had “creepy-crawled out of the fringes” right into the center of American culture. The only problem with Rubin’s piece is that his basic premise is faulty: from the moment he came to public consciousness in late 1969, Manson has never been far from the heart of things.25

What I am calling “Manson Art” ranges from serious book-length investigations and extended musical works to (seemingly) thoughtless shout-outs, which on their own might serve to undercut Manson’s scariness but also, collectively, act to underscore the cult leader’s centrality to American conceptions of terror, class, sexuality, race, family, and so on. (There are, for instance, countless contemporary mystery novels that feature a police officer or private investigator saying some version of “I hope we don’t have another Charlie Manson on our hands.”) Signs of Manson and his followers are far-flung and include writing on the wall in blood, unconventional family arrangements, sexy/weird female hippies, and charismatic men with beards and “Southern” accents. Manson never got his musical voice recorded in a culturally significant way and worried about not getting his voice heard during his trial. But his major post-conviction interviews (with Tom Snyder, Geraldo Rivera, Diane Sawyer) have formed an important archive—as stand-alone cultural artifacts and as a deep reservoir of hip-hop samples. For every Killer Mike, using Manson soundbites as basis of serious and sustained political commentary, there are numerous rappers who dip into this material as easily available intensifiers in crime narratives.

While I try to box the cultural compass in this section, I also suggest that some works of Manson art require more attention than others—either because of their impact or their complexity. Neil Young’s On the Beach (released in 1974, the year of Helter Skelter), for instance, from the dark and hilarious album cover to the music in the grooves, is a prime example of a work of popular art just drenched in Manson. On the Beach represents an effort by a major Los Angeles–identified artist to reckon with the wreckage left behind by the Family. As with so much of the work inspired by Manson, this is the art of “aftermath,” part of a loose, collective effort to sort out what comes after the apocalypse. It is simply impossible to imagine post-1960s American culture without Manson and the Family somewhere near the center.
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Part I

Creepy Crawling Family: Charles Manson in Our Homes
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“Picture in your mind that I am your father.” According to Susan Atkins, a.k.a. Sadie Mae Glutz, a key early member of Charles Manson’s tribe of followers, this invitation was a crucial part of her initial seduction by Charles Manson in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco in 1967. Whatever Manson’s warmed-over Scientology-jargon-as-sexual-come-on lacked in subtlety, it worked exceedingly well on Atkins. “[I]t was,” as Atkins put it during her Grand Jury testimony in December 1969, “a beautiful experience.”1 Atkins’s own father, more or less a blank space, has never commented on the particulars of his daughter’s involvement with Manson except to admit that he had (obviously) miscalculated the danger he posed. In a bit of testimony that seems like it could have been scripted by Damon Runyon, all Edward Atkins was ever able to offer up with respect to why he had not tried to intervene more forcefully in the life of his delinquent daughter is that he thought the young hippies who constituted the Family were just a “slap-happy bunch of kooks.”2 Edward Atkins was not the only “straight” to underestimate the challenge that Manson and his followers were posing to conventional norms of family as they existed in the 1960s.

While Manson and his girls did not invent sexual liberation, the generation gap, or group marriage (just for instance), after the arrests of 1969 they very quickly came to represent a dark burlesque of the alleged decline of the “traditional” American family. Sociologists, politicians, journalists, and other sympathetic observers were working assiduously in the late 1960s to make it clear that young runaways were, frequently, responding to a staggering number of challenges at home. But a popular discourse developed around the Manson Family that suggested the degradation and downfall of the young women was mostly a result of bad choices made by immature, impulsive, and possibly pathological rebels.3

There is no unanimity on whether this “slap-happy bunch of kooks” even consistently referred to themselves as a family. In her grand jury testimony, Atkins insisted that “among ourselves we called ourselves the Family, a Family like no other Family.”4 Terry Melcher’s aide-de-camp Gregg Jakobson insists that he was the one who first described the ragtag group at Spahn Ranch as a family. For his part, Charles Manson denies that the group used the word to describe its social arrangement; according to the leader there “was no Manson Family” until the moment of arrest: “There was a music group known as The Family Jams, but . . . that Manson Family thing—the DA put that together.”

Manson put an even sharper political point on the whole question. What the straight world called “the Family,” its leader insisted, was made up of young people that same world had rejected, “so I took them to my garbage dump.”5

For their part, Rolling Stone’s reporters wanted its readers in 1970 to know that this was indeed a Family. “The press likes to put the Manson family in quotation marks,” David Dalton and David Felton wrote, but “it’s a real family, with real feelings of devotion, loyalty and disappointment. For Manson and all the others it’s the only family they’ve ever had.”6 Susan Atkins herself would insist on this in her first autobiography, arguing that “family” feelings were developing even before the young renegades moved south from San Francisco to Los Angeles.7

There were a number of obvious reasons for the American media to flip its collective wig in the wake of the Tate-LaBianca murders and subsequent arrest of Manson and his compatriots. Not least among these is that the freaky residents of Spahn and Barker Ranch most certainly were operating as some kind of family. But from the second half of 1969 until, really, our own time, Charles Manson, Susan Atkins, Leslie Van Houten, Patricia Krenwinkel, Lynette Fromme, and all the rest have posed a remarkably robust challenge to conventional ideas about what a family should look like and how it should operate. On a very meaningful level Manson and the Family were social entrepreneurs. They recognized that the post–World War II experiment in family reorganization (essentially the move to a male-directed nuclear family that lived under one roof with no other relatives present) had run its relatively short course and needed to be replaced with other forms of collective life. In the late 1960s the Family was surrounded by many others who were also actively innovating new forms to replace the increasingly irrelevant nuclear, patriarchal family. The new institutions created were called “communes” and “crash pads,” “shelters” and “families.” The breakdown in what had been conventionally (and misleadingly) called the “traditional family” contributed a considerable amount of energy to wider conversations taking place all across society that were concerned with child-rearing, gender and power, the best way to live in groups, and sex. These conversations were held at special White House conferences, on television shows, in encounter groups, at universities, and in works of popular psychology. There was a remarkable amount of cultural agreement that the American family was undergoing some kind of paradigm shift. Manson and his followers became grist for this mill even before they gained criminal notoriety in December of 1969.

David E. Smith, cofounder and director of the Haight Ashbury Free Medical Clinic, engaged in a study of Manson and his followers before they left for Los Angeles in 1968. While he didn’t publish his findings until 1970, it is clear that Smith understood these young people to be launching a major protest against the rigid structures and undernourishing realities of conventional family life. Smith ultimately found much that was troubling about the communal arrangements hammered out by Manson and his followers, and in the article he ultimately published with his cowriter Al Rose in the Journal of Psychedelic Drugs in 1971, Smith refused to use the term “family” to describe the group he insists was known as “Charlie’s Girls”: “Approximately 20 members of this commune referred to themselves as a ‘family,’ but we have chosen the term ‘group marriage commune’ because of the polygamous sexual relations.”8 Smith, of course, was engaged in some damage control here. As a dedicated countercultural provider, he was interested in creating distance between the Manson Family and the other alternative communities he came into daily contact with through his work at the Haight clinic. But these people were living under one roof (well, on a bus), having sex together in a male-dominated milieu, and procuring and eating food together. They might not have looked much like their own—or Smith’s—families of origin, but they were certainly acting like a family of choice in this late 1960s moment.

The sociologist Donald Nielsen has helped us to understand why it was so hard to accept that the Manson group was a family. While plenty of cultural commentators were willing to acknowledge, and often mourn, the disappearance of the “traditional” family, most found Manson and his girls simply too unsettling in their modes of interacting. In the aftermath of their arrests, the Manson Family became “objects of terror and titillation,” as Nielsen explains. The upset they caused was largely a result of how their behavior served to confuse “such usually distinct social relations as brother and sister, daughter, husband and wife.”9 The social webs constructed by Manson and his compatriots included elements of standard parent–child relations but also encompassed what Nielsen has called “a whirl of kinship terms.” As a result of this, the members of the Family made it nearly impossible for representatives of straight society to understand them or develop anything like empathy for them.10 If other counterculture upstarts were expanding the rhetoric of brotherhood and sisterhood in the 1960s—often in a recognizably progressive social and political way—Manson and his girls were doing so in an uncomfortably “creepy” way. Elected, appointed, and volunteer representatives of straight culture responded with incomprehension, anger, and discipline. “Incest” was the barely repressed term in all of this: Susan Atkins, of course, was frantically pointing at the missing word in her description of her first sexual encounter with Manson. Agonized attempts to explain what exactly was wrong with the Manson Family in the 1970s and beyond, without using the word incest, act as a poignant reminder that “incest is not the taboo.” As literary scholar Christine Grogan has explained, “it happens too often” for that to be true. What is forbidden is “talking about it.”11

It has always been much more comfortable to deny that the Family was a family than it has been to acknowledge how its configuration could cast a harsh light on more conventional American families. One obvious result of the refusal to acknowledge this group as a family fed directly into Vincent Bugliosi’s surprising decision to prosecute the Helter Skelter motive. This was a value-added proposition to begin with. The deputy district attorney did not even have to provide motive to get a conviction against Manson. But when it came time to construct his account, Bugliosi landed on what was actually quite an implausible theory: the prosecutor wove together various strands of Manson’s philosophy to suggest the cult leader organized the murders as part of a chaotic effort to inspire a race war that would leave him, essentially, as ruler of the world. Numerous commentators—from active participants in life in the Family to later critics—have attempted to draw attention to the rather left-field nature of Bugliosi’s story.12 Defense attorney Irving Kanarek made cutting reference to the notion promoted by Bugliosi that Manson had instructed Linda Kasabian to drop Rosemary LaBianca’s wallet in a gas station bathroom in Sylmar, mistakenly believing this was a Black neighborhood: “Are we to believe that by means of a wallet found in a toilet tank Mr. Manson intended to start a race war?”13 For his part, and insofar as he has ever given anything like coherent testimony, Manson has been fairly consistent in his claim that the Helter Skelter motive was Bugliosi’s fiction; to the Family, its leader insists, Helter Skelter was simply a song and the name of an “after-hours nightclub” opened at Spahn Ranch “to make money and play some music and do some dancing and singing and play some stuff to make some money for dune buggies to go out in the desert.”14

What does Bugliosi’s fantastical Helter Skelter theory have to do with the integrity of the Manson clan as a family? Most directly it acted as a sly refusal to acknowledge what so many people saw as the much more obvious explanation for the murders: “love of brother.” Once the Melcher hypothesis was discredited (that is, the idea that the murders were some kind of revenge Manson organized against the record producer for refusing to sign him)—most informed observers were certain that Manson and/or Tex Watson very clearly understood that Melcher had moved out of the Cielo Drive home that Sharon Tate and Roman Polanski now inhabited—it became easier for many to understand that the murders in August may have been intended to call attention away from the Family’s role in the late-July murder of Gary Hinman. The short version of this story is that Hinman was killed by Bobby Beausoleil with the help of Susan Atkins and Mary Brunner (and possible assists from Bruce Davis and Manson himself) as a payback for a drug deal gone bad. The writing the Family members left on Hinman’s wall—POLITICAL PIGGY with a paw print—was itself meant to hint at Black Panther involvement. Once Beausoleil was arrested for the crime, while driving Hinman’s car, the other two nights of murder were carried out as a sort of false flag operation: if people were still being killed, with similar writing in blood left on the walls, then perhaps investigators would conclude that Beausoleil could not possibly be the right suspect in the Hinman murder.

But Manson and his band of nicknamed followers (Sadie, Squeaky, Ouisch, and the rest) were not a family in any way that Bugliosi was willing to recognize. It is worth noting that Bugliosi introduces himself as an “intruder” in Helter Skelter when he wants to move from being an “unseen narrator” to a character in the drama. After running down the basic facts of his professional resume and his intellectual bona fides, the prosecutor adds, “Married. Two children.”15 Bugliosi trusted that his readers would understand (as he knew the jury he had faced would understand) that Manson had a family too, but that this family was a travesty of “normal” families, an insult to the many people in the dominant culture who could capture their own reality by simply writing, “Married. Two children.” Bugliosi did want to present the Spahn Ranch gang as the Family when it suited his goal of calling attention to what he saw as the delusional heart of the enterprise. But the gate swung shut when it came to allowing for the possibility that this group acted like a regular family, that it displayed loyalty, took risks for each others’ benefit, and so on.

Why was it so hard for Bugliosi and so many others to accept that, as Donald Nielsen has finally insisted, the Manson Family murdered “out of love”? Nielsen, one of the wisest commentators we have on the case, acknowledges that Bugliosi’s Helter Skelter scenario may well “have circulated in some form among the group members, but it certainly was not the actual motive for the Tate-LaBianca crimes. Instead, the motive was more mundane and integrally connected with the issues concerning social experience” in the present, rather than with fantasies about the future. Nielsen reminds us that numerous members of the Family said that the crimes of August were inspired by their loving effort to cover up the murder of Gary Hinman, “but no one could take such an account seriously.”16 None of this is to suggest that we develop any kind of late-game sympathy for the people who killed Gary Hinman and the victims at Cielo and Waverly Drives. But rather than continue to accept the seemingly natural logic of Vincent Bugliosi’s Beatles/race-war theory it is important to imagine that the killers acted, in the summer of 1969, out of impulses that may well have been rooted in real family feeling.

The bulk of Manson’s female followers were born in the first few years of what historians, journalists, and sociologists have come to refer to as the “baby boom.” They were children of the 1950s and their mothers were the women Betty Friedan described as suffering under the “feminine mystique,” that constellation of limiting social expectations she summarized in 1963 as the “problem that has no name.”17 The white, middle-class nuclear family of the 1950s was already being memorialized, mourned, and idealized by the late 1960s. This “elusive traditional family” (as Stephanie Coontz has described it) was the object of all sorts of intense projection during the moment of the Tate-LaBianca murders.18 As the Manson Family came into focus in the late 1960s they served an important social function as a red flag: the Family got waved around as a warning and a call to action. The time was ripe for some retrenchment, some battening of the hatches, some scapegoating. The Spahn Ranch gang simply could not be legitimized as a social unit by the forces shaping mainstream opinion in the United States because of how this would undercut the status-claim of more conventional nuclear families. Vincent Bugliosi and his co-conspirators in the mainstream media worked assiduously to invalidate the notion that Manson and his followers could be understood as part of a wave of emerging alternatives to the much-bruited nuclear family.

From soon after the murders down to our own time, Bobby Beausoleil has been one of the most energetic supporters of the notion that Manson and his followers did form a family. Beausoleil is a fascinating figure in the story of the Manson Family. He was not a member of the immediate Family but something like a close cousin. Unlike Manson, he seems to have been generally understood to be a talented and professionally competent musician. Among other things Beausoleil played guitar in a band called the Grass Roots (not the “Let’s Live for Today” Grass Roots, but a different ensemble) that featured Arthur Lee, later to front the important psychedelic act Love. He seems to have exerted something like Manson’s power—without the spiritual mumbo-jumbo—over the women who joined him. As with virtually every single issue related to the Manson Family, its crimes, and its motivations, it is absolutely necessary to take insider testimony (from Family members, from Vincent Bugliosi, from Terry Melcher, and so on) as motivated and partial. In Beausoleil’s case it is especially important to understand that once he went to prison he seems to have enjoyed, at least at times, the opportunity to play the trickster. This is especially true for the interview Beausoleil gave to Truman Capote in the early 1970s, ultimately published in Music for Chameleons, which is full of rhetorical acrobatics (not to mention Capote’s sly and provocative fictionalizing). Beausoleil has, in the years since the Capote interview, seriously challenged its veracity. But here (and elsewhere) Beausoleil is quite straightforward about his role at the center of the Manson family’s crisis:

The girls got on the stand and tried to really tell how it all came down, but nobody would listen. People couldn’t believe anything except what the media said. The media had them programmed to believe it all happened because we were out to start a race war. That it was mean niggers going around hurting all these good white folk. Only—it was like you say. The media, they called us a “family.” And it was the only true thing they said. We were a family. We were mother, father, brother, sister, daughter, son. If a member of our family was in jeopardy, we didn’t abandon that person. And so for the love of a brother, a brother who was in jail on a murder rap, all those killings came down.

If our acceptance of the Beausoleil hypothesis (and our understanding of Manson and his followers as a family) must rely on the words of insiders with complex motivations, it is important to remember that the “love of brother” motive is not exculpatory: it is explanatory. In the wake of the arrests and the challenge to the workings of the Family as it had been most recently constituted at Spahn and Barker ranches, it seems to have been a matter of real moment for many of the key players to explain who they were and why they had acted as they did.19

What these people wanted to make clear—Charles Manson and Bobby Beausoleil, along with Patricia Krenwinkel, Tex Watson, Leslie Van Houten, Susan Atkins, Mary Brunner, Catherine Share, Sandra Good, Paul Watkins, Lynette Fromme, and many others—is that, whether or not they used the word “family,” they had been living for an extended period of time connected by an ethic of nurture and commitment. In her late 1970s, post-conversion autobiography, Susan Atkins insisted that their Family had much in common with conventional ones, explaining approvingly that Barbara Hoyt introduced her to Manson’s group in the Haight by telling her “this is another kind of family—a real one. We all live together and take care of one another.”20 The Manson Family, according to Atkins, followed many recognizable protocols; dinner, she writes, “was an important time for us—the time when we overtly drew together as a community or family.”21 Members of the Family procured, prepared, and ate food together; they made plans for the future; they gave birth to and began raising children according to their own sense of what was best; they fought among themselves and deferred to the authority of their powerful male leader.

It has become commonplace in accounts of the Manson Family to call attention to the difficult situations many of its members had experienced in their families of origin. Again, Donald Nielsen offers an apt summary: “in general their families of origin were experienced as damaged and troubled, either because of the death, divorce, or other absence of one parent, or the extreme domination of father over mother, or some other variant of asymmetry between parental roles.”22 Manson himself faced horrifying tribulations as a boy and teenager; speculation about just how bad has become something of a cottage industry for biographers and fiction writers. Many of the young women who joined Manson either lost parents to death, or suffered extreme abuse or neglect. Perhaps none suffered more family loss than Catherine “Gypsy” Share. According to Vincent Bugliosi, Share’s birth parents were both members of the French Resistance and committed suicide during World War II. Her adoptive mother, a French woman who married an American man, was diagnosed with cancer during Share’s teenage years and committed suicide when the young woman was sixteen.23

These individual stories of affliction rarely led to sympathy for Manson or the women. Observers were much more likely to indulge in blaming expressions of dime-store psychology. Here is a real piece of analysis offered up by an accredited psychiatrist in 1970: “They formed the ‘bad’ family, in caricature of their parents. It was a schizophrenic family, the outgrowth of early emotional deprivation. They were, in a sense, reenacting the primal scene. To a child’s irrational mind, the sex act resembles a man trying to murder a woman (or a woman killing a man depending on the sexual position).” This “expert” witness, writing in a book called I Hate My Parents: The Real and Unreal Reasons Why Youth Is Angry, also suggested that Susan Atkins’s killing of Sharon Tate’s fetus might have been a displaced reenactment of how she felt when “her mother got pregnant with her little brother.”24 Maybe.

David E. Smith also wrote psychodynamically about Manson in his 1971 book on the Haight Ashbury Free Medical Clinic, drawing on his own observation of the Family and on input from other professionals. Smith concluded that Manson was a delusional schizophrenic. He was, according to this account, trying to “find his parents” through a complex process whereby he would become “a parent himself to younger and weaker people . . . thereby nurturing himself by proxy.”25 Psychology, in short, was no help. Charles Manson had been the object of psychiatric reporting since at least 1951 (as biographer Jeff Guinn makes clear), and there has rarely been anything that could pass for helpful insight about his behavior in any of this writing. Manson himself told John Gilmore that when he was released from prison and found his way to the Haight-Ashbury he was gratified to meet some hippies who looked up to him: “I had someone to protect.”26 But Manson’s own dime-store psychologizing seems no more trustworthy than that published by actual trained professionals.

Professional and amateur sociologists and historians of the family have much more to offer us than the psychoanalysts do. Radical activist Abbie Hoffman, for instance, understood by the late 1960s that much of what was taking place on the larger political landscape was energized by more localized battles taking place between parents and children. Hoffman was one of the major proponents of the idea that runaway teenagers were at the vanguard of social revolution—modern actors in what he came to call a “slave revolt.”27 Hoffman was also among the many who worried early and often about what kind of “surrogate” families the young people were finding when they reached the Haight, the Village, and other countercultural zones.28 Ed Sanders shared this concern, describing the vulnerable flower children as being akin to “plump white rabbits surrounded by wounded coyotes.”29

If we are going to understand anything about how the breaking news of the Manson Family’s alleged crimes in the second half of 1969 circulated, we will have to understand just how widely held was the belief that the American family was in decline, if not utter chaos in this era. As historian Natasha Zaretsky explains, the alarm about the family “emerged out of the cultural ferment of the 1960s.” The so-called traditional family was under perceived attack from the women’s liberation movement, which expanded on Engels’s vision of the subordination of women as endemic to life in the family under capitalism, and from the gay liberation movement, which made demands vis-à-vis “love, sexuality, and kinship” that could not be satisfied within the bounds of the conventional heterosexual family. According to Zaretsky, “Policymakers and social scientists claimed the institution of the family was under unprecedented strain.”30 One of the major elements of “crisis” obsessively repeated in these cultural conversations had to do with the absence or relative disengagement of fathers from American family life: by the early 1970s one in six American children was growing up in a family without a father; even fathers who were literally present were described by many observers as being alienated from and inaccessible to their children.31 For his part, Manson always recognized that his own fatherlessness made him immediately suspect and tried, in his statement, to transform his experience into a critique of the cruel realities of American jurisprudence: “My father is the jailhouse,” Manson said. “My father is your system.”32 Attempts to reckon with changes in American family life—changes wrought by the expanding presence of women in the paid workforce and changes wrought by a devastating shift to what would only some years later be recognized as a decades-in-the-making conversion to a post-industrial labor system—erupted into a panicky, multifront attempt to sort out just what had gone wrong.33 The Tate-LaBianca murders were not infrequently brought into the hysterical discussion, as when one tabloid in the early 1970s insisted that not only were there “Twenty Million Charlie Mansons Running Loose” in the United States but that the cause was clear: “Doctors Say Parents to Blame.”34

The young women followers of Charles Manson broke all sorts of mainstream norms regarding sexual activity, appearance, drug use, and consumerism. But it is likely the alleged violence of some of them that most disturbed the wider public. Some of the Family women, after all, were convicted of killing a pregnant woman, who begged for the life of her baby. It seems fairly clear that the fear created by the Manson girls was complexly tied up with social anxieties about women’s liberation. Ann Jones has written persuasively about a destructive rhetoric that developed in the 1970s (mostly rooted in the work of criminologist Freda Adler) that essentially blamed the rise in crimes committed by women on the women’s liberation movement. Seeing causation instead of a highly motivated anti-feminist correlation, Adler described the rise in crime as the “shady aspect of liberation.”35 Whatever sympathy the Manson women might have accessed as young women was forfeited because they had too much non-monogamous sex and then murdered a pregnant woman.36

The alleged crisis in the family was addressed in multiple contexts—from children’s television shows to government-sponsored conferences. Sesame Street debuted in 1969, and viewers of later seasons might be surprised to find out how strongly the show threw in on the side of “traditional” families. In the “Father, Mother, Children” song, which debuted in the first months of its initial season, the puppets gave very clear definitions of each role. The first character to sing is the father, who explains that there are “a few things you need to be a father”: “First of all you need to have a wife.” In addition to being kind and being able to “fix anything,” a father also “buys you food and clothes” and “works all day to get you those.” A mother on the other hand, needs to have a husband, and does not seem to leave the house. The mother puppet explains that “a mother cooks, a mother sews, a mother washes all the clothes.” The main job of the child-puppets is to make clear that this is a conventional nuclear family. Daughter puppet, in addition to making clear that she likes dolls (unlike her rascally brother who is busy making mudpies), announces that she is “a daughter, which means I have a mother and a father”; the son then identifies himself as her brother, which, he explains, means that “we have the same mother and father.” Got that? “Family” means there are no single-parents, no blending, no anything other than mother, father, sister, brother. Sesame Street’s definition of “family” in 1969 had no room for Charles Manson, Catherine Share, Terry Melcher (who grew up with a stepfather), or the Waverly Drive family of Rosemary and Leno LaBianca, both of whom came to their second marriage with children born during previous marriages.37

In the topsy-turvy world of the United States in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Sesame Street’s family song was the site of norm-setting conservative politics, and the White House was the sponsor of heartfelt, radical efforts to come to grips with the new realities shaping the landscape of family life. The report of the 1970 White House Conference on Children and Youth still has the power to startle for how unblinkingly it confronts the challenges facing American families. The conference was made up of multiple panels of health professionals, politicians, administrators, artists, activists, media figures (Mr. Rogers!), and others. While we know now that virtually nothing recommended by the Conference participants was taken seriously by the government or by private industry, the discussions of family life and the welfare of children remains refreshingly unconventional. Among its many conclusions about why it was so hard to pass legislation and create programs that would support all families is the simple reality that “family” was still being defined in far too narrow and traditional a way as “the nuclear household of husband, wife, and their children—the male the breadwinner and the female the homemaker.” This report noted that representatives of official culture too readily and too regularly assumed “that this type of home environment is the best for the child.” With a daring directness, this subcommittee asserted that “children can and do flourish in many family forms other than the traditional nuclear structure.”38

What is perhaps most striking about the committee reports is how fully they signed on to a progressive vision of how a family could be constituted. It is worth remembering that this report was issued just five years after the release of the so-called “Moynihan Report,” which argued, among other things, that African American youths were being raised in a “tangle of pathology” caused mostly by the matrifocality of Black family life. The White House Conference on Children and Youth, accepted as a given that a family could be “single parent, traditional, dual work” or even “commune.” While the report made clear that the participants in the conference believed that “the majority of children can find the conditions for character and personality development in the nuclear family,” it was also important to establish that their recommendations for changes in policy, social infrastructure, and consciousness did not “favor any particular family form.” (The report never makes clear whether this openness can apply to all families or is, rather, a privilege of whiteness.) As such, the report advocated unequivocally for the government to help “make visible the increased variability in family forms and to recognize the right of individuals to live in any family form they feel will increase their options for self-fulfillment.”

This White House Conference did not only encourage the government to recognize changes in family structure and behaviors that had developed on an ad hoc basis during the years immediately preceding its meeting. The report also made clear that the executive and legislative branches had to get in the business, actively, of helping to sustain nontraditional families. In essence, the argument contained in the pages of the report argued for what, in the 1980s, would come to be called “wraparound programs”—community-based centers that would help tend to the educational, social, cultural, and health concerns of all children and their families. The conference suggested explicitly that the US Government needed to begin creating a model of what it called the “human service center,” which would “provide a new approach to the socially isolated and the alienated and hopefully could partially replace the extended family and neighborhood supports of the past.”
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“A riveting meditation on the afterlife of the Manson Family.”
—ALICE ECHOLS, author of Scars of Sweet Paradise:
The Life and Times of Janis Joplin
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