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  INTRODUCTION


  Charles Manson’s restless, manic, murderous eyes pierce through you—off the magazine page, out of court footage, through the years, through history.


  Those eyes pierce all the way from 1969, when Manson ordered his brain-washed and drug-addled band of hippie kids to savagely murder seven people in a two-night orgy of violence, which shook America to its foundations, led Hollywood to start locking their doors, and in one stroke killed the peace and free love hippie movement.


  The killings left seven cadavers stabbed so many times, gallons of their blood oozed across the floors of their luxury homes.


  Chilling messages were daubed at the crime scenes—PIG, HEALTER SKELTER, and POLITICAL PIGGY—puzzling “clues” which would baffle cops and only add to the panic and delirium created by the scenes where they were scrawled. They were meant to herald a war which would signal the beginning of the end times.


  The Manson Family slaughtered the affluent and famous as barbarically and indifferently as the everyday people they also chose as victims.


  The murderers lived in a series of sordid communes as a ragged band of 30—taking LSD, hosting orgies and complying with whatever Charlie said. And Charlie didn’t mince his words. Although he would later downplay his involvement in the murders, one of his disciples, Dianne Lake, readily described how he had taught female followers to stab victims in the chest and to “rip up” so their knives would hit the most of the body’s vital organs and cause maximum pain and damage.


  The Manson murders provided some of the goriest images in an era studded with shocking crimes, from the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert Kennedy to the senseless and brutal stabbing death of Kitty Genovese on a New York street in 1964, as pedestrians passively looked on.


  The Manson Family killings grabbed headlines away from events of magnitude in the newspapers and evening news: race riots, the Vietnam war, the moon landing.


  The Manson-led horrors which would captivate America came to public attention on August 9, 1969. The day before, beautiful actress Sharon Tate, 26, the wife of rising film director Roman Polanski, had been two short weeks from giving birth. She left her hilltop home, 10050 Cielo Drive in Los Angeles, for a dinner with friends at El Coyote Mexican restaurant in Hollywood, which still operates to this day.


  The group returned to the Tate-Polanski home at around 10:30 and then all hell broke loose as a black-clad team of merciless and unstoppable demon hippies descended to kill them all—seemingly for no reason.


  The carnage was absolute. It was slow, sadistic, painful, and utterly without mercy. It was the climax of years of brooding and degeneracy, the real-world manifestation of the mad visions of a self-proclaimed messiah.


  Serial murders like those carried out by the Manson Family were practically unheard of at the time. As more of his story became known, Manson earned himself a place alongside the most infamous figures in world history, such as Jack the Ripper and Adolf Hitler.


  Charles Manson was a monster. And yet, merged with the flood of change—from flower children to the Vietnam War, from the Woodstock music festival to the militant Black Panthers—he became a symbol of a turbulent era. He may well have given the ’60s counterculture its ultimate symbol.


  ***


  Charles Manson strove to become a subversive, mind-controlling renegade without anything approaching a moral compass—the very definition of a villain, a title he accepted and relished.


  His most notorious photographs are instantly recognizable—a captivatingly wild-eyed figure, a shaggy rebel not unlike Che Guevara, cuffed and led by police. They appear on a variety of merchandise aimed at those who feel being disassociated from society is something to be celebrated.


  There were, and still are, “followers” who consider Manson a hero—perhaps intrigued by the more gruesome aspects of the Family’s murders, or the fact they happened in the bright, shiny picture-perfect heart of America’s glamorous entertainment industry—Hollywood. Or maybe they are just people angry and jealous of the successful, rich and attractive, who feel murder is a valid way of getting their own back.


  Certainly the four people butchered by the Family in the early hours of August 9, 1969, were part of the “in” crowd.


  Sharon Tate was an actress whose accolades for her talent and her great beauty had steadily been getting louder.


  Jay Sebring’s empire of men’s grooming services was flourishing.


  Abigail Folger, the heiress to a fortune, was a much-revered socialite.


  And Wojciech Frykowski (pronounced Voytek)—was a young friend of Tate’s husband, Roman Polanski, who was trying to scratch out his place in Hollywood.


  In contrast, the couple killed by the Family the next night, Leno and Rosemary LaBianca, were older and publicly anonymous. But they had made a fortune through hard work and had been looking forward to their retirement.


  Clues and messages at the Tate/LaBianca crime scenes hinted at a larger, sinister motivation, although it’s hard to pinpoint what, as the group’s acid-soaked beliefs and Manson’s prison-learned pseudo-philosophical ramblings never added up to much.


  But Manson was a charismatic leader and studied con-man who knew how to say what people desperately wanted to hear. Therein, perhaps, lies Manson’s greatest dark attraction. He was a small, slight man—arrest records show him at five foot seven, taller than the five foot two some sources ascribe to him. For Manson, bullying people through brute force was less effective than warping their minds.


  Manson also knew whom to choose. There is a common thread among the people he controlled. Many came from shattered home lives, or had already been heavily using drugs, or otherwise had their senses of self-worth destroyed. He sought followers who were already damaged, then broke them even further.


  Manson may, on some level, have convinced himself he was a hero. As he told counterculture satirist and journalist Paul Krassner, he brought people who had already been discarded by society into a family-like structure. What he encouraged them to do afterward—to completely submit to his dominance—is where the horror lies. He even viewed the word “why” as a direct challenge to his authority and bullied the word out of his followers’ mouths.


  Given the sheer number of people in the Family—between a dozen and thirty hardcore members, and up to one hundred on the fringes—there are numerous interpretations of events, a whole host of acid-casualty unreliable narrators.


  Through the accounts of those who were there, their friends, police reports, court testimony and interviews, this is the definitive account of the madness of Charles Manson.


  It shows how he formed his merry band of hippie killers, forced himself into the media spotlight and went completely insane under it, dying in 2017 after a lifetime of defiance and rage against authority, but leaving an indelible mark on American culture.


  As one of his jail confidants would later reveal: “He knew his influence and how big he was. Sometimes he’d say ‘Ted Bundy was a coward’—and then tell you he, Manson, was the greatest serial killer of all time.


  “I asked him directly what he thought he should be diagnosed with and he’d say: ‘I’m everything. I’m schizophrenic, I’m bipolar...I’m a psychopath.’” 


  CHAPTER ONE


  Your mother teaches you why, why, why. You go around asking your mother why and she keeps telling you, “Because, because,” and she laces your little brain with because and: “Because.” “Why?” “Because.” “Why?” And you don’t know any different. If you had two mothers, one to tell you one thing and one to tell you another, then your mind might be left where mine was.


  —CHARLES MANSON, COURT STATEMENT, NOVEMBER 19, 1970


  Charles Milles Manson was born on November 12, 1934, in Cincinnati, Ohio into an already broken home and a flawed life.


  Manson’s mother, Kathleen Maddox, was a party girl. At fifteen in early 1934, she was chafing against the strict evangelical upbringing pushed by her mother, Nancy. Modest dress, no makeup, social activities limited to church-related functions and above all, no dancing.


  But Kathleen frequently escaped from the Family home in northern Kentucky into Ohio, to the dance halls and bars friendly to teenage girls, just far enough away that stories of her behavior would not follow her home.


  Kathleen—whose father, Charlie Milles Maddox, had died suddenly in 1931—flirted, played and had sex.


  Was Kathleen a prostitute, as her son Charlie Manson would later claim? There are no records of her being picked up for solicitation, but she would frequently be found in the bars and flop houses frequented by sex workers and other unsavory characters. Like so many of Manson’s self-reported biographical details, the story was likely a spin designed to gain sympathy.


  Kathleen was from an unlucky family. Her older brother Luther dabbled in larceny and her older sister Glenna had a curious choice in men (her first husband was hot tempered, her second a drinker). A second sister, Aileene, had died two years after her father.


  Then Kathleen became pregnant at age 15. The father was likely Colonel Walker Henderson Scott, a charmer who was happy to let people think his given name indicated military service. He was also happy to have the attention of a girl eight years younger than himself. But he was not happy about being a father, and upon being told Kathleen was carrying his child he promptly vanished—likely back to his wife, Dorothy.


  By the time of Charles Maddox’s birth, however, Kathleen had found another suitor: William Manson, a Cincinnati resident she had met during one of her forays into Ohio, whom she quickly wed, lying about her age to say she was 21, despite still being 15—and six months pregnant.


  Upon the arrival of Charles Milles Manson, a temporary birth certificate given to Kathleen at the hospital listed no first name. After she decided to call him Charles, the official birth certificate kept at the Ohio Department of Vital Statistics recorded his full name, with William Manson listed as his father.


  Although married, Kathleen was hardly settled. She continued to go out dancing, drinking, and enjoying herself, leaving young Charlie with neighbors or various family relatives, sometimes not returning for him for several days. Less than six months after their marriage, William Manson left Kathleen and later filed for divorce in 1936, stating the marriage had been childless, effectively removing himself from any responsibility for Charlie’s upbringing.


  According to some sources, so did Kathleen. When he grew up, Charlie Manson would tell a story which he attributed to family lore. He claimed Kathleen had brought him as an infant into a bar. A waitress kiddingly said she would love a child of her own, to which Kathleen allegedly responded, “a pitcher of beer and he’s yours.” Kathleen finished the beer and split, leaving Manson’s uncle to track down the waitress and bring him home.


  Next, Kathleen teamed with brother Luther in petty crime. On the evening of August 1, 1939, she made an excited call to her brother. She’d met a friendly man named Frank Martin at a beer joint in Charleston, West Virginia. Martin was not at all shy about spending on her, and inquired if Luther would be interested in a taste of his largesse.


  Luther would. In fact, he wanted Martin’s whole bankroll. Kathleen propositioned Martin, picked up Luther, and they robbed their passenger of the contents of his wallet.


  For this holdup, Luther did not have a gun. He instead pressed a ketchup bottle filled with salt into Martin’s back, which he cracked over his head before fleeing in his car. The take from the robbery was thirty-five dollars.


  The Maddox siblings were caught within hours, and five-year-old Charlie was taken to the home of his grandmother. The visit was supposed to be for a day or two, but stretched into three, then four, then close to a week. Finally, Family members sat down with the young boy and told him his mother would not be coming back anytime soon. Kathleen had been sentenced to five years in the Moundsville State Prison in West Virginia. Luther received a ten-year sentence.


  Manson did not take to the strict religious rules of his grandparents’ old Kentucky home any better than his mother did. After a few weeks, the Family decided he would be better raised by his Aunt Glenna and her husband Bill in McMechen, West Virginia. That arrangement had the benefit of being closer to his mother’s prison.


  Manson would later claim that, as punishment for a minor infraction, his uncle Bill dressed him in girl’s clothing for his first day of school. (Others said he had been made to wear a dress after crying at home, an emotion his uncle felt was unmanly.)


  Of course, the other kids picked on him until Manson flew into a rage and started fighting everyone. After that, Charlie was permitted to wear boy’s clothing.


  Charlie’s family tolerated his presence—usually by shifting him around to various relatives whenever the Family sheltering him needed a break. In 1943, Kathleen was granted early parole based on her good behavior. Luther, who had made a slipshod escape attempt, would serve his entire ten-year sentence.


  If it is ever possible to imagine Charlie Manson truly happy, it would be during the weeks following his mother’s release. He loved being with her, and cheerfully joined her when she moved to Charleston, West Virginia. For Kathleen’s part, Charleston meant access to a greater pool of available men. Unfortunately, the presence of a rambunctious, often hostile son would shrink that pool.


  Kathleen did manage to find a husband, albeit one whose shared interests started with booze and stopped before including her son. The three moved to Indianapolis, where Kathleen hoped a stable family would give Manson the structure needed to stop acting out. It did not, and tensions between her and her husband grew the more Charlie acted out.


  Once again, Kathleen chose the path of her pleasure. She quietly began investigating alternatives to having her son live with her and her husband.


  Attempts to place Charlie in foster homes were unsuccessful. In 1947, she enrolled her now twelve-year-old son in the Gibault School for Boys in Terre Haute, Indiana.


  At Gibault, a “school for wayward boys” run by Catholic priests, pupils had opportunities for farm work and animal husbandry. Gibault grew vegetables and had livestock, and students were encouraged to take on chores in the fields and stables.


  The priests who ran Gibault did want to give the boys who attended an education. And the school was an open campus, a fact the young Manson would avail himself of several times. The strict Catholic atmosphere was particularly unsuited to him, as the only lesson he truly took from the priests was that physical punishment was an appropriate form of discipline. Manson would later use that lesson when wanting to bring people—especially women—to heel.


  Manson lasted about a year at Gibault, before making his way back to his mother in Indianapolis. She was not overjoyed to see him, and sent him back.


  As Manson would later tell Diane Sawyer in a televised interview, “The only thing my mother taught me was that everything she said was a lie, and I never learned to believe anyone about anything.”


  Ten months later he fled and started his life of crime. Manson spent a few days breaking into small shops for cash and food. He stole enough money to convince someone to let him have an apartment, despite his young age. But it wasn’t long before his petty thievery got him arrested.


  Judge Joseph O. Hoffmann, who reviewed his case, was swayed by the tale of woe Manson spun. According to the Indianapolis News, Manson said his drunken mother made him leave their home when she entertained men.


  Lies tumbled out of Manson easily. He started stealing, he said, when he needed more money to live outside his home. He would not have been caught, except his mother, who wanted him out of the way, let the police know how to catch him.


  Manson blended just enough truth with lies to keep his story credible, and the judge recommended he be enrolled in Boys Town, a Catholic-run juvenile care facility in Omaha, Nebraska. The institution was known for its progressive approaches toward juvenile care. Ten years earlier, it had been lauded in Boys Town, a 1938 movie with Spencer Tracy and Mickey Rooney. Tracy played a priest who believed there was no such thing as a bad boy.


  The first time he heard this line, Manson said: “I think I could be happy working around cows and horses. I like animals.”


  Manson lasted four days at Boys Town before running away.


  This time he had help, and something of a plan. He and another student, Blackie Nielson, stole a car—Manson would later claim it was a hearse. They started driving to Peoria, Illinois, where Blackie had an uncle who was more than willing to train underage boys in the art of burglary.


  Blackie and Manson made at least two stops during the 400-mile drive. At one, they robbed a grocery store, and at the other held up a casino. For Manson, at least, these crimes were different from his earlier escapades. The boys had gotten hold of a gun, and for the first time, Charlie Manson had committed armed robbery.


  Upon arriving in Peoria, Blackie’s uncle welcomed them. The two were successful in their first burglary attempt under the uncle’s tutelage, and their $1,500 take netted them $150 from the uncle. Their second attempt was less successful. According to Peoria Journal Star columnist Phil Luciano, on March 22, 1949, police received a radio call about a break-in at a Chevrolet dealership. The officers pulled up to a side door at the dealership and waited. As one officer told the paper, a scrawny kid came barreling out the side door and leapt into their car, thinking it was his getaway ride.


  Immediately, both officers trained their guns on their passenger, who greeted them with “Ah, shit! Cops!” The kid was Charlie Manson. He had been in Peoria two weeks.


  Both Manson and Blackie talked, but they were tied to the two armed robberies committed during their road trip. A return to Boys Town, or some other comparatively cushy institution, was out of the question. This time, Manson was sent to the Indiana Boys School in Plainfield.


  The school was much tougher. Many of the boys lodged there had committed serious felonies, and its disciplinarians were free to administer whatever physical punishments they felt necessary. Often, favored boys were allowed to help punish those deemed deserving as well.


  At age 13, Manson stood about five feet tall. He was slightly built, and therefore a target for the other boys. Manson would claim he was abused by the staff members, being beaten until he was bloody with a leather strap and raped by bigger boys. He recalled one particularly gruesome episode in which a warden pulled his trousers down in front of other students, picked up raw silage from the floor and spat tobacco juice on it, then shoved it into his ass, laughing that Manson was “lubed up and ready.”


  During his two years at the Indiana Boys School, Manson attempted to run away multiple times. On October 20, 1949, he was part of the largest breakout in the school’s history, when he and six other boys fled.


  The boys escaped around seven o’clock in the evening after Manson unlocked an outside door with a stolen master key. They split up after they were off the grounds. Manson stole a car from a nearby farm and the boys drove to Indianapolis.


  But he was still the most amateur of criminals and inexperienced in executing crimes and getaways. He was the first escapee caught, nabbed while trying to rob a gas station, less than 24 hours after his escape.


  On February 16, 1951, when Manson was 16, he again ran away. This time, his freedom lasted three days. He and two other boys were captured in a stolen car near Beaver, Utah, some 1,600 miles away from Plainfield. During a car search, police found a shotgun in back of the vehicle. Upon questioning, the boys immediately admitted that they had fled the Indiana Boys School and had stolen the gun during a robbery.


  Both Manson and another assailant claimed they fled the Indiana Boys School because they had been beaten, with Manson telling the Indianapolis Star he had been thrashed “eleven or twelve or thirteen times—I’ve lost track.”


  Manson also claimed boys were regularly made to hold down other inmates while they received a beating.


  “You have not got much of a choice when they tell you to do it,” Manson told the newspaper. “But you’d rather take it yourself than hold them.”


  Manson would not have a chance to escape from the Indiana Boys School again. Stealing a car and robbing gas stations was one thing. Driving a stolen car across state lines was another. In mid-March 1951, Manson and his two cohorts were sent to the National Training School for Boys in Washington, DC, where they were sentenced to stay until they turned twenty-one.


  National Training School was better regulated than Indiana Boys School. While abuses—sexual and otherwise—did occur, they were not as prevalent.


  At the school, Manson was given a wide range of psychological and aptitude tests. He was found to have slightly above average intelligence with an IQ of 109 (an average score is 100). However, he had the barest reading skills and was functionally illiterate.


  The one subject Manson was truly inspired about was the possibility of being transferred to the Natural Bridge Honor Camp in Virginia. Natural Bridge was a minimum-security facility. Manson was not an ideal candidate for such a transfer, as it was considered a privilege, one given to the most promising, social, and reliable boys. Manson was none of these.


  He was, however, manipulative and convinced his psychiatrist his lackluster performance and behavior at National Training School had resulted from his significant inferiority complex, and under his criminal exterior was a funny, sensitive young man who just needed someone to believe in him.


  In October 1951, Charlie Manson was given that trust, despite having done little to earn it, and transferred to Natural Bridge. By January 1952, a month before a parole hearing that would have likely seen him released, he was discovered having anal sex with another inmate—while holding a razor to the boy’s throat. There would be no parole hearing and Manson was immediately sent to the Federal Reformatory in Petersburg, Virginia.


  Manson would later frame the incident as yet another example of his good intentions gone wrong. As he presented it in Manson in His Own Words, the other boy was an “undercover queer” who wanted sex, and Manson was willing to oblige. The razor, Manson claimed, was a prop, part of an agreement between the two that would allow the other boy to enjoy the sex yet still claim, if they were caught, Manson had forced him against his will.


  Manson immediately reverted to his true nature. During his first seven months at the high-security Federal Reformatory he had racked up a double handful of violations and had been classified as having homosexual and violent impulses. In late September 1952, he was transferred yet again, this time to the Federal Reformatory in Chillicothe, Ohio.


  For about a month, Manson rebelled, earning reports that labeled him as needing extensive supervision, and noting his associations with the worst elements at the reformatory.


  Then, suddenly, his behavior changed.


  While he still chafed under authority, he began taking advantage of the education opportunities at Chillicothe. Within a year he had boosted his reading ability, as well as his math aptitude. He also took a job within the reformatory transportation unit, where he learned how to fix vehicles and generated a good work record.


  The reformatory recognized his efforts in January 1954, by presenting him with an award for meritorious service. Four months later, he was given parole. After seven years inside various institutions, at age 19, Charlie Manson was a free man.


  Nominally he had been released to the custody of his Aunt Glenna and Uncle Bill in McMechen, West Virginia. But he bounced between their home, his grandmother’s house, and even an occasional night at his mother’s.


  He made at least one stab at normalcy. Despite a reputation as a rough kid, he met, wooed, and won the love of Rosalie Willis, a local girl. The two were married in January 1955. He was 20, she was 17, and they seemed happy.


  For a few months, Manson worked a number of legitimate jobs. A few, such as parking lot attendant and service-station attendant, drew on his experience at Chillicothe. But the proximity to vehicles, and his enjoyment of driving, proved a bad combination. He began stealing cars again, eventually commandeering one he would use to drive the now-pregnant Rosalie cross-country to Los Angeles.


  His liberty would only last a few months. In October, he was arrested both for stealing the car as well as an earlier offense. As he would later ruefully tell Diane Sawyer, “I wasn’t out but a hot second.”


  However, he had a stroke of luck and, shortly before his twenty-first birthday, a judge gave him probation on one stolen car charge, and he seemed a lock for probation and no jail time on the second. However, he skipped the hearing and headed back to Indianapolis. Once again, Manson was unsuccessful in evading the law. On March 10, 1956, Rosalie gave birth to Charles Manson Jr. Days later, Manson was arrested for violating his probation. He was sent back to Los Angeles, and jail, for three years.


  Manson was imprisoned in the Terminal Island facility in San Pedro, California. Rosalie and her son had moved in with Manson’s mother, Kathleen, who had moved to Los Angeles. Through 1956, Rosalie made regular visits to Charlie, being the faithful wife in spite of Manson telling a prison psychiatrist he had beaten her, despite loving her.


  In early 1957, her visits stopped. Manson’s mother informed him Rosalie had moved out of her home and was living with another man. By 1958, she had been granted a divorce and retained custody of Charles Manson Jr. Rosalie remarried, and was on her way to putting that part of her life behind her. Her son would eventually take her husband’s name, as well as changing his first: Manson’s first child would go through the rest of his life as Jay White.


  Rosalie’s desertion busted Manson’s ego and fuelled his disdain for the straight world. The model prisoner was gone. In his place was left a surly young man who had no interest in the educational or vocational programs available at Terminal Island, save for one.


  The prison offered a course based on Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, which codified sales and communication techniques—techniques Manson would soon hone to manipulate others.


  Manson charmed officials into letting him enroll. He learned techniques promoted in the book such as: listening to the person you are trying to sell to and reflecting that person’s thoughts, being effusive in your gestures, as they help keep the attention of the person you are speaking and not being afraid of giving up credit for ideas.


  Manson had other teachers in Terminal Island, carefully listening to the inmates as they talked about theft, burglary, and the thing that caught his attention most of all—pimping.


  * * *


  If Manson was not striving for early release, he was at least keeping out of trouble. In September 1958, he was paroled, half a year before completing his three-year sentence.


  On the surface, Manson worked a series of jobs. He had learned to bartend from one of his fellow inmates. Even so, Charlie was never a man cut out for keeping down a straight job.


  “I think the weirdest thing about our relationship was he couldn’t understand how I held a job and I couldn’t understand how he lived in a cage,” says Marlin Marynick, who befriended Manson in the 2000s, visiting him in prison and frequently speaking with him over the phone.


  “He tried very hard to explain that to me. He had a real appreciation for the discipline, the uniform. He believed the prison raised him, he believed the guards were in control and accepted them. The whole hierarchy of that system he had an understanding of and he worked within it—sometimes. He would get away with doing whatever he could and he was constantly being disciplined and thrown into solitary confinement.”


  Charlie took the theories behind pimping he learned and decided to make his income from girls. Using his charm and the persuasive techniques he had picked up inside, he recruited two women. One was a fairly homely woman whose primary allure was her family’s wealth, and another was a sixteen-year-old whom Manson turned out to the streets.


  Manson had moved in with an inmate buddy but, unfortunately, the man was being monitored by the FBI, who believed he had information regarding a fugitive who had previously lived with him. The feds were not after Manson, but could not help noticing his activities, which they reported to his parole officer. Manson denied being a pimp, but said he would stop associating with the sixteen-year-old. The other, he said, was fulfilling sexual needs denied to him in prison.


  The girl’s money, however, was not enough to support him, and on May 1, 1959, Manson attempted to cash a $37.50 US Treasury check he had stolen at Ralph’s, a Los Angeles supermarket. Between stealing the check from a mailbox and then forging it, Manson racked up two federal charges.


  The charges meant he would be interrogated by Secret Service agents—all of a sudden he was now dealing with a different type of law enforcement. At one point, the main piece of evidence—the check itself—vanished. The agents’ best guess was that, while they were distracted, Manson grabbed it and swallowed it.


  The case against Manson remained, however, and he accepted a deal. If he pled guilty to forging the check, the mailbox theft portion would be dropped.


  Manson seemed headed back to prison, but as the case was being investigated a young woman came forward. She was 19, she said, and was carrying Charlie Manson’s baby. The two were in love, and were going to be married. Sending Charlie back to prison would derail not one, but three lives.


  The judge who heard Manson’s case was charmed, and gave him a ten-year suspended sentence, provided he did not violate probation.


  Manson and the girl—actually a prostitute named Leona “Candy” Stevens—immediately went back to their true relationship: pimp and prostitute. She wasn’t even pregnant.


  The lack of punishment emboldened Manson. He pursued recruiting girls for his stable with new vigor. He also supplemented his income through other activities. In December 1959, he was arrested twice, once for grand theft auto and once for using stolen credit cards. In both cases, miraculously, the charges were dropped due to lack of evidence. Manson must have felt charmed.


  His luck appeared to continue. Shortly after his two local arrests, he drove Stevens and another woman across state lines to New Mexico, where the girls were going to turn tricks. He was again arrested and questioned, but released. Once again, he felt untouchable.


  Little did he know, the feds had only let Manson go because they needed more time to prepare a case against him.


  Either to celebrate his victory or possibly to prevent Stevens from being compelled to testify against him, Manson married his now-legitimately pregnant girlfriend.


  The federal case against Manson for bringing women across state lines for the purposes of prostitution was ready by April 1960. Prosecutors only needed one thing: Manson himself. He had abandoned Stevens and vanished to Mexico leaving her willing to testify against him, telling a court Manson had crossed state lines and made her work as a prostitute, to avoid a prison sentence of her own.


  While on the run, Manson developed a taste for Mexico. He later recounted stories of mixing with the locals around Mexico City and how he had made a name for himself after approaching a group of local Native Americans and convincing them to give him magic mushrooms.


  However, this life didn’t last long. The local law enforcement caught wind of the native-befriending gringo, promptly arrested him and sent him back to Laredo, Texas, where he was booked straight into jail.


  By June he had been shipped off to Los Angeles. For violating his probation on the check forgery charge, he was sentenced to serve the full ten years which had previously been suspended. The prison system had Manson, and it was going to keep him.


  Stevens soon gave birth to a son, Charles Luther Manson, whom Manson likely never met. Both mother and son avoided him, and in 1963—the year The Beatles rose to prominence—Stevens was granted a divorce on the grounds of cruelty and her husband having committed a felony.


  Manson served the first five years of his sentence at the United States Penitentiary at McNeil Island, Washington.


  While in McNeil Island, he found himself associating with the closest thing he ever had to a father figure, former Public Enemy Number One Alvin “Creepy Karpis” Karpowicz. Manson must have been intrigued by Karpis’s rap sheet, which included bank burglary, auto theft, kidnapping, murder, and even train robbery. Karpis had been incarcerated at Alcatraz since 1936, coming to McNeil when the prison was closed in 1962.


  At McNeil, Karpis was allowed to play a steel-stringed guitar, drawing on the music he had been raised on during his early years in Kansas. His playing attracted the attention of Charlie Manson, who focused his charm on the hardened con.


  Manson—then nicknamed “Tips” by his prison acquaintances—apparently spun his tale of having been brought up in a loveless family situation by a prostitute who at best ignored him. Karpis would later say Manson seemed like a decent enough kid who could use someone doing something nice for him—an attitude that had previously been held by psychiatrists and other authorities. Manson’s aptitude for music allowed him to learn quickly from Karpis, who also said he enjoyed Manson’s singing voice.


  Manson became intrigued, if not obsessed, with the possibility of music stardom. He held a variety of prison jobs, played some sports, and even did a stint with the prison theater group, but his first love became his guitar and songwriting.


  By 1964, popular music was shifting and The Beatles played nearly nonstop throughout the prison. Charlie Manson listened—not as a fan, but as someone who understood the influence the band was having. He wanted it for himself—thought, in fact, that he deserved it. Manson had not been able to make pimping and petty crime work for him. Music stardom, however, could offer him everything he ever wanted. All he needed were the right connections.


  He found one in Philip Kaufman, who had briefly managed The Flying Burrito Brothers, Gram Parsons’s country rock band. After Parsons died of a drug overdose in 1973 at age 26, Kaufman borrowed a hearse, stole Parsons’s body, and burned it in Joshua Tree National Park, fulfilling a pact they had made.


  He had met Manson while in McNeil prison on a low-level drug charge a few years before.


  Kaufman was drawn to Manson’s quirky, cool persona. He tells the story of Manson, idling in Terminal Island Prison one day, being called out by a guard, who gleefully informed Manson he was “never getting out of here.”


  Manson blipped right over the guard. “Out of where, man?” he replied.


  Manson’s McNeil contacts would spur his music dreams. Creepy Karpis was responsible for bringing the steel guitar to him and Kaufman would, after they both got out, be responsible for producing Manson’s only album, LIE.


  * * *


  While Manson himself was only superficially literate, he listened carefully to the utopian visions from a book other prisoners, especially the younger, more tuned-in ones, were discussing: Stranger in a Strange Land, the 1961 science fiction novel by Robert Heinlein. The book offered Manson information on two levels. First, it gave him common ground with what younger people, especially those with a bit more education than he had, were reading. The book also served as a touchstone for unfettered sexuality and communal living, as well as introducing the ideas that these behaviors did not have to be considered sinful if done under the auspices of a church. And that church, just as Christianity had been, could easily consist of one leader and a few followers.


  More than that, the book illustrated how sexuality could be used as a recruitment tool for such a church.


  During this prison stretch Manson also dabbled in Scientology, a system of beliefs rooted in the need to remove the influences of personal trauma. Scientology had been invented by science fiction writer L. Ron Hubbard, who set out to mold himself into an all-encompassing figurehead and leader who was to unquestioningly be obeyed at all times—traits Manson would no doubt have admired. Adherents of Scientology emerge “clear” and assert they are able to see the world as it really is, free of influences that may cloud their ability to analyze.


  Manson would eventually claim to be “clear.” While he had listed Scientology as something he was exploring in one of his mid-incarceration reviews, by his release in 1967 he was no longer expressing an interest in it. Since Scientology requires participants to invest money in order to advance, Manson would have felt any money he or anyone else had to invest in their spiritual well-being would be better off in his own pocket.


  By June 1966, his record was good enough that he was considered for early parole. He was transferred back to Terminal Island, in San Pedro; a first step toward his eventual release, and a prison he felt comfortable in.


  That release came on March 21, 1967. But Manson was afraid. Now thirty-three, he had been in reformatories or prison for nearly two decades. The outside world offered him opportunity, but it also represented the unknown. He knew how prisons worked, and how to manipulate people within them.


  “There’s a story that he begged the warden not to be let out of prison,” says Marynick, Manson’s pal. “When you get out time goes faster and faster and he couldn’t keep up with the pace.


  “I asked him about that and he said that was true—he couldn’t handle people and the new pace of life.


  “When he was in solitary confinement, he told me a lot of it was self-imposed because he couldn’t deal with people.”


  But he was not allowed to stay. Charles Manson had studied Scientology, the murderous Depression-era gangs, the Bible, Dale Carnegie, any number of pimps, and Robert Heinlein.


  His hour had come around at last. During the two and a half years until he would be caught and jailed again, he would change the world. 


  CHAPTER TWO


  “These children that come at you with knives, they are your children. You taught them. I didn’t teach them. I just tried to help them stand up. Most of the people at the ranch that you call The Family were just people that you did not want, people that were alongside the road, that their parents had kicked them out or they did not want to go to Juvenile Hall. So I did the best I could and I took them up on my garbage dump and I told them this: that in love there is no wrong.”


  —CHARLES MANSON, COURT STATEMENT, NOVEMBER 19, 1970


  Charlie stepped out of prison in 1967 with half-formed delusions of grandeur and was immediately knocked sideways by a world he no longer recognized.


  The California before him bore no resemblance to the one of 1959: The clothes, the cars, the talk, the hairstyles had all dramatically changed for the longer and more colorful. However, most painful to Charles was the dramatic change which had occurred in music. He and his guitar style—which he’d been counting on to get work—were a throwback, outdated.


  This revelation would have instantly bruised the ego he’d just spent the last seven years building up and probably inspired many flashes of the bitter self-important rages he was known to succumb to.


  But, as ever, the first thing on Manson’s mind was finding a girl to sleep with him. Luckily he’d just stepped into what was to become the Summer of Love in California and he was headed straight for the heart of it, Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco.


  At first Manson set about his vague dreams of becoming a professional musician. He was quickly distracted by the way he was able to persuade young girls to listen to him, sleep with him and care for him, for free—a pattern he would exploit as much as possible for the next two years and would eventually lead him to become a full-on cult leader.
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