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Leslie Van Houten is a former member of Charles Manson's “Family”. She was convicted in 1971 for the killings of Leno and Rosemary LaBianca. Leslie's sentencing was part of the main Charles Manson trial but she blamed her actions on the control Manson had over her. 

Houten, Manson and two other members of the “Family” were convicted and sentenced to death row until a new California law commuted their punishment to life imprisonment. Van Houten's lawyer passed away during the course of her trial and her convictions were thrown out. She then went to trial again, her primary defense being that she had a diminished mental capacity because of the drugs Manson had given her.

The jury remained deadlocked.

But Leslie would go to trial a third time. She would be convicted and sentenced to two life sentences.

Amazingly, after over twenty different hearings, the California state board decided to make Leslie eligible for parole. 

On April 16th, 2016, Governor Jerry Brown agreed. 

EARLY LIFE 

Leslie was born on August 23rd, 1949 in Altadena, a suburb of Los Angeles. Her father, Paul, worked as a car sales auctioneer while her mother Jane was a former teacher turned housewife.  Leslie grew up in a church-going family with one older brother and two adopted siblings who were Korean. A boy and a girl, they were orphaned in Korea and came to live with the Van Houten's in the southern California suburban home which had a pool.

“It was a middle-class experience if there ever was one,” forensic psychologist Paula Orange said. “Leslie's family did all the right things. A two-parent household where the father worked and the mother stayed home and took care of the children. They had a home with a pool and would go to church on Sunday. Not exactly the type of background you would expect for a killer. Leslie did not come from an abusive home and seemingly had all she needed to become a happy, well-adjusted young woman.”

Trouble started for Leslie at the age of fourteen when her parents divorced.  Her mother was forced to go back to school to renew her teaching credentials. Her father left the home but he was no deadbeat dad.  He stayed in touch and provided for all of the children financially.  Leslie seemed to be well-adjusted on the surface, she was elected homecoming princess two years in a row.  But she began dating an older man and by the age of sixteen, she had experimented with LSD for the first time. She would have an abortion as well as begin the drug habit, both of which would cause considerable emotional pain to herself and her family. 

“I seemed to what more living out of life then what was expected of young girls at that time,” Leslie said. “Drugs, sex, breaking away from the norm.”

Leslie met another young man and the two ran away to the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco. She eventually returned to Southern California living with her father to complete her high school education. She enrolled in secretarial school, learning shorthand but the career didn't seem to be the right choice for her. Leslie began to study yoga and saw an alternative to her middle-class destiny when she broke up with her boyfriend and began living in a hippie commune in Northern California.  

HIPPIES MAN 

Leslie would meet Catherine “Gypsy” Share and Bobby Beausoleil, moving in with them in 1968. She would begin a dating relationship with Beausoleil who was a mainstay at the communes along the coast. Nicknamed “Cupid”, Beausoleil was a reform school drop-out who managed to get some bit parts in low budget movies. He was also a promising musician, performing in two bands called “The Milky Way” and “Love.”

Catherine “Gypsy” Share, on the other hand,  was the stereotypical free spirit of the counter-culture movement at the time. Like Beausoleil, she dabbled in acting and got a bit part in a soft core porn called “The Ramrodder.” Gypsy would talk of making a pilgrimage to hang out with a man who knew all about love and peace. A man who lived in the moment. 

His name was Charles Manson.

“I had gotten to the ranch with people who were traveling up and down the coast,” Leslie said. “And prior to that I was neck deep in the hippie movement and I met these people that said they came from a commune in LA where they lived for the day and for the moment and it was a lot of the Leary kind of philosophy of 'be here now'.  I was attracted to that.” 

Leslie followed both Beausoleil and Gypsy to Manson's commune.  She was part of the expansion of the “Family” which now included Tom “TJ” Walleman, John “Zero” Haught, Cathy “Capistrano” Gillies and “Simi Valley” Sherri. Gypsy and Leslie had cut ties with Bobby Beausoleil but Manson considered Bobby to be a friend. He didn't want to insult him by taking his women. After much convincing by Gypsy, Manson relented. 

Initially, Manson did not want to accept Leslie into the fold. She had an intelligent air about her and he considered that to be a threat. He didn't need smart people. He wanted people who would obey. 

Manson eventually saw the positive benefit in having Leslie join the “Family”. She was beautiful and he had physical relations with her as part of her initiation. Her beauty would serve in helping recruit more male members. He saw that Leslie also had secretarial skills. He employed her to write in shorthand in order to record the lyrics of the songs that Manson would sing. 

“I heard he (Manson) was like Christ,” Leslie said. “That he had the answers and that I just really needed to go and meet him. As twisted as it all got I felt that I had met someone that by being around him would have a positive change.”

“Leslie stayed for one night at the ranch,” Orange said. “Then she returned a little under a month later to stay permanently. Manson, of course, took her under his wing with a lot of his quasi-Buddhist teachings like the shedding of the ego, the giving up of a personal identity. Leslie was at an age where she was vulnerable to that kind of mumbo jumbo. Manson would step in front of her and encourage Leslie to mirror his body movements, to try and anticipate what he would do next. He used these kinds of methods and more to get into his follower's heads.”

Leslie called her mother telling her that she was “dropping out of society” and would not be in contact again. She then fully embraced all of Manson's hippie ideals; freeloading, eating out of garbage cans and drop acid. 

“Leslie would later claim that she become such an acid head that she could no longer discern reality,” Orange said. “She becomes exactly what Manson wanted. Someone who followed without question.”

LIFE AT THE SPAHN RANCH

Manson's headquarters were based at the Spahn Ranch. The Ranch had originally been used as a movie set for many Western films. George Spahn was the owner of the ranch at the time. He was eighty years old and allowed the Manson Family to live rent free in return for doing chores and maintaining the ranch. The number of members continued to swell as the hippie movement grew. 

“There were about fifteen or so solid members,” Leslie said. “There were ten or so transients.”

There were also considerably more women than men. 

“Manson worked women better,” Leslie explained. “I wasn't one of the ones that was physically enamored with him. I was more caught and mesmerized by his mind and the things he professed.”

Manson charmed his acolytes with the idealistic philosophy of acceptance and free life. The ranch was isolated and Manson would be the only voice that members of the “Family” listened to. Barbara Hoyt, a fellow follower, would later describe Leslie as a “leader” at the Ranch while Manson was “The Gardener.”

“I tend to all the flower children,” Manson said. 

Leslie became comfortable living at the ranch as she felt a lack of judgment and a kinship with the other followers. There were no clock watches, no sense of time and no sense of personal identities like individual names or birthdays. 

“You could absolutely not talk about your past at all,” Leslie said. “We started off, in the gentler days, to shed ourselves of our egos and to get rid of our own identity. We were to do what was then called 'become one with one another.' He (Manson) would do this by assaulting our families. Mocking our morals and all of the things we had been taught because all of us were middle-class Anglos.”

“Manson's followers were all people who were raised in the church,” Orange said. “So it is no coincidence he fostered a 'Jesus-like' look and manner in that he talked in riddles that seemed to make sense to them. He told his followers to love themselves and like Jesus, he would treat them with kindness, even going so far as wash their feet. He would rename his followers like a messiah renaming his family. Leslie would be called Lulu, Lou, or Morning Flower.”

ENTER TEX WATSON

Tex Watson was an all-state high-school athlete who was a student at North Texas University. But while working as a baggage handler he began to become interested in the hippie movement and psychedelic lifestyle. His curiosity would eventually lead him to the commune of Charles Manson. 

Like Leslie, Tex Watson saw Manson as a God-like figure. Manson would often ask his followers if they were ready to die for him. Watson, like the female followers, had been raised in church. He would later tell his mother that he found God when he met Charles Manson.

“You've always wanted me to be religious,” Watson told his mother. “Well, I've met that Jesus you preach about all the time. I've met him and he's here right now with me in the desert.”

When Manson asked Watson to kill for him, the former scholar-athlete would not hesitate. 

“I didn't even have to think about it,” Watson recalled. “(Manson was) like some mystic, so filled with the love of God that nothing is too great to ask, I was filled with Charlie. He WAS God to me.”

“Sometimes he (Manson) would re-enact the crucifixion when we were on LSD,” Leslie said. “And it was very realistic. He'd go through the whole thing (being nailed to the cross). Then he would make the connection between man's son and son of man. And then the questions would begin 'would you die for me?'”

The brainwashing continued on a daily basis. Manson, while not trained in mind-control techniques knew exactly what buttons to push to get what he wanted. 

“One night at the ranch,” Leslie said. “We're all sitting around in our little evening get-together. He started to say 'baa, like sheep' and every single one of us, did exactly at the moment that he said.”

THE COMING RACE WAR 

Manson began talking of a race war. He wanted to stage acts of violence that would propel the black community to follow him into “war” and extinguish the white race. He would have his followers train as if they were about to go into combat. There were guns on the ranch as well as numerous knife stabbing training sessions. 

“I believed that Manson was Jesus Christ,” Leslie said. “And that it (a race war) was something that had to be done. It was not something that I felt good about or that it was like war. We were going through combat training at the ranch. Prepped like that. He (Manson) believed that the whites had been on top for too long. And all they did was put harm on other people. That we were not like them and that the last time he came he had been crucified and this time he would have to make himself known.”

Despite all of the terrorist-like talk, the followers would sit around the ranch all day naked and drop LSD. Manson, a former pimp, kept a lot of his male followers in line with the promise of “free love” from the female followers. 

“If a man wanted you,” Leslie said. “You went with him. You couldn't resist.”

“I looked them in the eye and saw what they wanted,” Manson said. “I told them what they had to do to stay with me. If they didn't like it, they left. If they stayed, I had sex with them. I told them to forget their hang-ups and guilt trips. They had to become one with me and my truth. Their wills had to die to become one with me. Sex was their initiation. It was a celebration of life's pleasures. Something to enjoy, not to be afraid of.”

MUTINY IN THE FAMILY

Not all the followers rubber stamped Manson's every word. Pat Krenwinkel ditched the communed and hooked up with a biker. Manson tracked her down and ordered Krenwinkel to come back with him. Pat was shocked that she had been found and thought Manson used “special powers to find her.” Truth was, Manson had several contacts in the biker culture that he employed. 

Leslie herself began to question some of Manson's intentions. Angered, Manson pulled her aside and took her for a ride in his dune buggy. He parked at the top of the
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