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A Note on Obfuscation


No book can be entirely objective. And this despite objectivity—or at least, a kind of seriousness—constituting an essential feature of the nonfiction genre. So let us say from the start: this book is not objective. It examines how certain countercultural practices and postwar generic conventions, as well as non-rational logics and even occult knowledges, related to a shift in how some Americans (not all, by any means) apprehended and experienced reality at a particular point in time (from about the mid-1960s to the early 1970s). And it perhaps suggests something about the consequences of that shift for those of us alive today.

Because the aim here is not mere historiography, the materials have been presented in the form of a historical paraethnography, albeit without some of the usual scholarly apparatus, for reasons suggested throughout. Such an approach has been necessary because so few potential interviewees today remain; many met death by violence decades ago. But the characters and events depicted herein are real, and the author—that is, me—accepts responsibility for any unintentional similarities to fictitious persons or incidents. Only in rare instances, noted in the text, has obfuscation been required.


Prologue
Who Are These People?


Once a group of young people, at least four, committed a series of brutal murders in Los Angeles. A charismatic leader had brainwashed them. He had quite literally worked to “deprogram” their minds, erasing the moral convictions and social aptitudes that from birth parents, teachers, television shows, books, or films had inculcated in them. And then, he filled their now-emptied heads with new convictions, some quite perverse. Submit. Death is life. No sense makes sense. He accomplished this mostly through drugs and sex. He also used rock music.

The leader suffered from what experts would call delusions of grandeur: he believed himself to be a very powerful person, and to enjoy special relationships with other very powerful people. He at least had a clinical form of narcissism, they agreed, if not outright paranoid schizophrenia. One of the delusions made him believe that he would become a famous singer. He would record and sell records, touring the United States and beyond, sharing his message through song. Several industry veterans in Los Angeles, including the drummer of the Beach Boys, a singing group from Hawthorne, California, had encouraged his musical ambitions. This had worsened the delusions.

Another delusion made the charismatic leader believe that even bigger recording artists than the Beach Boys had been secretly communicating with him through song lyrics. The Beatles, an English musical recording group, had prophesied that a race war between Black Americans and whites would soon begin. So the leader needed to secret his followers away somewhere in Death Valley, California. There they would remain, in a system of caves deep underground, as Black Americans exterminated white Americans, and as their group grew to 144,000 souls. At that point the leader would emerge with his followers to rule the Blacks—and the rest of the world. John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr had hinted at this prophecy on a double album released in November 1968 titled The Beatles, which most people called the White Album because of its plain white packaging. The Christian Bible confirmed the scheme’s basic contours. It also confirmed that the Beatles really were prophets.

The war would be called Helter Skelter, after a song on the White Album by Beatle Paul. But before the leader could hide his followers in the desert, the violence had to begin. That’s why the group had committed those murders in Los Angeles. To jumpstart Helter Skelter. Black Americans, you see, had been dragging their feet on getting the apocalypse going.

~

To borrow a phrase: All this happened, more or less.

Race, sex, violence, drugs, and of course, rock music: small wonder the story of the Manson Family murders has from the beginning served as a kind of urtext for narrating the Sixties and its consequences for the United States.1 Members of the group committed several other murders, too, some allegedly related to drug deals. Their last confirmed murder had to do with snitching, which is prison slang for informing the authorities about criminal activities. But it’s the preceding sequence of events—about brainwashing and bottomless pits, the Beatles and the Beach Boys—that figures most prominently in retellings. These events generated what may be the most complex mythos centered on a single person in maybe two thousand years.

And this, despite making no sense.

The story never really made much sense.2 In the days following what came to be known as the Tate-LaBianca murders, competing interpretations of what had happened—and what it meant—ran rampant. Journalists so quickly flooded the market with tales weird and macabre that, in early 1970, lawyers representing Charles Watson filed a brief requesting his trial be moved from Los Angeles. Known in Manson’s commune by the nickname Tex, Watson stood accused of murder in the first degree; he would soon be convicted of killing seven people across those two nights in August 1969. One hundred and fourteen samples of media coverage submitted to the court described drug use, orgies, occult rituals, sadomasochism, even snuff films. The legal brief noted that only the Kennedy assassination six years earlier had rivaled coverage of the Tate-LaBianca murders in sheer number of press items. All these uncorroborated claims had no doubt leached into the pool of potential jurors, lawyers for Watson argued, contaminating their minds.

The judge denied the request, and ruled that the trial would remain in California. “Sensational events,” he reasoned, “cannot be accurately portrayed in prosaic terms.”3 In the true-crime bestseller Helter Skelter: The True Story of the Manson Murders (1974), prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi would echo this conclusion. “It was admittedly bizarre, but from the first moment I was assigned to the case, I’d felt that for murders as bizarre as these the motive itself would have to be almost equally strange,” Bugliosi wrote, “not something you’d find within the pages of a textbook on police science.”4

Five decades later, new accounts of the Manson Family murders continue proliferating, their authors (and readers) complicit in ensuring a robust afterlife for the story and its characters. In a way that makes good sense. After all, didn’t this moment, as our most sober commentators periodically remind us, help end the Sixties? If we are ranking eschatological fantasies of the postwar American psyche, only Mick and Keith at Altamont can vie with Charlie and the Girls at Cielo Drive for most fructuous. And the Stones rate, as always, at best a distant second.

But why should this story have commanded such a prime position in the imaginations of so many Americans? For sure, an innate perversity of the American character, observable in its most pathological form among a certain generation, goes a long way toward answering this question. We may need to dissect this perversity, examining its constituent parts in sociological and historical detail. But here’s the real question: Why has a story seemingly so resistant to rational explanation appeared to explain so much?

~

Listen: There are just so many different iterations of the story of Charles Manson and the Tate-LaBianca murders. Over the course of my research, I have consumed firsthand accounts and memoirs, newspaper and magazine articles, sociological works both major and minor, police interviews, court transcripts, music recordings, biographies, even histories. I have pitted alternative accounts against official ones, cross-referencing contrasting stories and compiling discrepancies. My collection of Mansonalia bristles with bits of colored paper. Trust me: my research folders overflow.

Over the past three decades, a group of revisionists has demanded we reject the “so-called Helter Skelter story.”5 First in this body of work was The Manson File: Myth and Reality of an Outlaw Shaman (1988) by Nikolas Schreck, now in its third edition. Several key revisionists cultivated personal relationships with Charles Manson, even visiting him in the Protective Housing Unit of the California State Prison at Corcoran before his death in 2017. Others work anonymously, populating listservs and blogs devoted to parsing the case. A few, such as George Stimson, webmaster of an early site called Access Manson, have at various points entered the inner circle of what remains of Charlie’s commune. (Stimson’s partner, Sandra Good, was the commune member better known as Blue.) In 1997, the New York Times ran an article about Access Manson headlined, “History Rewritten by Losers.”6 Succinct, if a bit uncharitable.

The history these revisionists have been rewriting is the basic story outlined in prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi’s Helter Skelter. Told and retold, cut up and repackaged and reissued and reprinted, Bugliosi’s tale is the one you encountered in my opening paragraphs. Pick up the New Yorker or LA Times or almost any trade book and you’ll find a version of this narrative. It’s been transformed into an award-winning television series, several made-for-TV movies, a podcast, comic books, even an opera. It narrates events from March 1967 to March 1971, with short forays into the tawdry and pathetic early life of “Charles Milles Manson (1934–2018).” It revolves around the Beatles, and the Manson Family’s exegetical readings of their White Album. Sun-kissed drummer Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys, producer (and son of Doris Day) Terry Melcher, and professional friend-to-the-stars Gregg Jakobson feature, too.

That’s not all. There’s an early counter-history, The Family: The Story of Charles Manson’s Dune Buggy Attack Battalion (1971) by erstwhile Beat and folk-rocking Fug Ed Sanders, the countercultural founder of Fuck You: A Magazine of the Arts. An inspiringly psychedelic experiment in shoe-leather reporting, this account relates—with a bracing absence of editorial discretion—every lead, clue, rumor, story, and theory that Sanders turned up over an obsessive eighteen months’ worth of research. Then there are the memoirs by commune members: Tex, but also Susan Atkins (known as Sadie Mae Glutz), Lynette Fromme (Squeaky), Dianne Lake (Snake), and Paul Watkins (Little Paul). And finally we have the fictionalized or semi-fictionalized accounts: from pulpy sci-fi retellings featuring the Manson Family as aliens to exploitation slasher remakes to bigger-budget exercises both serious and artistic.

So many iterations of the same basic story exist, with new ones emerging every year. We might ignore them; you could close this book.7 But if we decide to pay attention, we should because the particularities of the true-crime stories that authors choose to narrate matter. “These collective obsessions are often dismissed as exploitative, sensationalistic, and distasteful,” writes Rachel Monroe. “But the murder stories we tell, and the ways that we tell them, have a political and social impact and are worth taking seriously. Lessons are embedded within their gory details. When read closely, they can reveal the anxieties of the moment, tell us who’s allowed to be a victim, and teach us what our monsters are allowed to look like.”8

Something similar could be said of the stories we tell about rock. Heroes and villains populate the written worlds of rock’s histories and hagiographies, individuals whom we have collectively decided to believe can exercise real effects on society through their music. In our romantic emplotments of their lives, rock has the capacity to change the world, to start revolutions—to free us from the shackles of the present and to prefigure future utopias. This approach most often results in our narratives taking the form of “a drama of self-identification symbolized by the hero’s transcendence of the world of experience, his victory over it, and his final liberation from it.”9 Think legends of the Holy Grail, or the Gospel stories. Perhaps this explains why, in the true-crime stories we tell about Charles Manson, rock music—not only the group’s exegetical readings of Beatle lyrics and albums, but also their own music-making, and its alleged roles in brainwashing followers before connecting them to Hollywood stars like Dennis Wilson and spurring them to murder—has so rarely taken center stage. But how else might this story be narrated? That’s the question.

Now because I believe virtually everything I read, the following chapters draw on all sorts of sources and stories, some less reliable than others. I plan to draw on these sources unashamedly, without irony, maybe promiscuously.10 But also advisedly. (Unlike many authors, I’m no Manson groupie.) And in the service of a higher ideal: the truth about the musical lives of Charles Manson.11

Here’s the thing: Nothing that has been written thus far has come close to explaining it. But it can be explained. The most important thing to say is that you should not take too literally what is written in this book. And I ask only that you recall the ambience of the late Sixties—perhaps the most turbulent and chaotic time in America in the last fifty years.

Special care should be exercised in exploring this period, “an era in which no reality can be approached,” as one eyewitness noted, “unless it is read in multiple ways.”12 Given our source material, an approach that admits multiple readings seems not only sensible, but essential. For pure empiricism, by virtue of its method, unfairly excludes metaphysics. Such an approach also features an even more salutary attribute: a historically accurate sensitivity to how certain Americans—including most of the protagonists in this book—experienced this period.

To some Americans, the nature of reality itself seemed, from about 1964 or so, to become radically plastic, unstuck: open to interpretation and contestation, imagining and reimagining. Reality became malleable within certain parameters, and through particular modes of expression. So too did truth. And with consequences for us today. Because if ours is a world often opaque and requiring interpretation, an untrustworthy world that demands we dig beneath the surface of things in order to understand what is really happening, a world that we must decode, struggling to break through the veil of signs and countersigns that mask what is actually going on, then ours is also a world inherited. Ours is a world constructed, and so also a world not entirely of our own making. (After all, if I make my world, then surely you must be making your worlds, too.) And if ours is a world invented, as so many have claimed (and in so many ways) over the past half century: can we say it’s an invention of the Sixties?



1
March 1967 to October 1967 or, Disenchanted Seekers



“And we slept in the park and we lived on the streets and my hair got a little longer and I started playing music and people liked my music and people smiled at me and put their arms around me and hugged me—I didn’t know how to act.”

So said Charles Willis Manson: or Charlie to fellow travelers in the labyrinthine California underground. So said Charlie in a jailhouse interview to a journalist at the short-lived countercultural rag Tuesday’s Child sometime in early 1970.1 Manson had spent nearly seventeen of his thirty-two years in jails, prisons, or group homes for wayward children. Released from the federal penitentiary on Terminal Island in late March 1967, the ex-con had slim prospects. He had learned to play guitar and had written some songs; he told the prison psychologist he hoped to make a living selling them.

By most accounts, Charlie netted a few coins here and there during his early days of freedom, humming and strumming on the streets. Sometimes a bar owner would let him play, and he would “pass the hat.” His rough ex-con act worked a charm. Charlie exuded outlaw credibility; it was part of his schtick. When patrons proved too tight, he wasn’t above a cheap bluff.

“I just got out of prison, and me and my two partners had come by this place to rob it,” Charlie would holler. “I talked my partners into letting me try to earn a few honest dollars instead of robbing the place. Now if some of you bastards don’t put a few dollars into this empty hat, so that I ain’t a liar, I don’t know how long I can keep my two partners from walking through that door with their shotguns.”2 (So said Charlie to Nuel Emmons about fifteen years after that particular hustle had ended.)

Much had changed since Manson was sentenced in July 1961. While the court dropped charges for violating the Mann Act (the small-time pimp had crossed state lines with two women), a federal fraud charge (for cashing a thirty-something-dollar US Treasury check) stuck. So Charlie didn’t know how to act. Because those six years, as anyone will tell you, had transformed the United States. The shifting of the tectonic plates underlying the American experiment, plates which had only just begun twitching in the fat, anxiety-ridden years following the Second World War, now ground ever louder, with shocks of deep rock here and there erupting at the surface. So Manson learned.

“I went to Frisco when I got out of the prison,” Charlie said, “and I went up to the head gangster and I told him, ‘Yeah, I just got in town, I want to work at one of your clubs.’ He got a whole bunch of nightclubs and he said, ‘Yeah, what do you want to do?’ I said, ‘I’ve been practicing guitar in prison and I’m pretty good and I want to play and sing.’ He said, ‘Let’s hear what you can do, dig?’ So I did a few songs for him and he said, ‘Charlie, that’s nice but, man, Bing Crosby’s been gone. You know Frank Sinatra’s nothing anymore, that’s not what they’re playing.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ He said, ‘Come on, smoke this. Come on to the Avalon ballroom.’” 

So said Charlie about thirty-five years after the fact to some jailhouse hanger-on. “And I got a sports coat on and sports shoes, and my mind is running around in a ‘59 Oldsmobile 88 and all that, so the Grateful Dead come out and I never seen anything like that. I was on the Island. Twenty years behind in Washington State. And when those guys started playing and a strobe light came on, I freaked out, man, I jumped and ran out of that place.”

“I said, ‘God.’ I threw my guitar over a cliff, man. I said, ‘That’s it, that’s the end of that, man.’”3

~

Man’s potential for making the leap, for transcending this world, first revealed itself fully, some would say, in a rectangular patch of land in San Francisco called the Haight in the early heady days of Nineteen-Sixty-Seven. That year began with the Human Be-In: a Pow Wow and Peace Dance, a Gathering of the Tribes, with “the two radical scenes”—the political types and the freaks, mutually distrustful—“for the first time beginning to look at each other more closely.”

A beginning.

“A new concert of human relations being developed within the youthful underground must emerge, become conscious and be shared,” a spokesperson told the Berkeley Barb, “so that a Revolution of form can be filled with a Renaissance of compassion, awareness and love in the Revelation of the unity of all mankind.” The park grounds “will hold fifty thousand people, and an endless number of sounds, scents, and sights. Beads, bells, flutes, incense, flags, symbols, cymbals, drums, feathers, flowers. And words. Words kept short. Words painting a picture of a free loving society to come.”4

Keeping words short pushed experience to the fore, enabling a congress between the cerebral and the sensual, the political and the bodily.* Bands played. The Diggers distributed free food. Countercultural sages and activists alike spoke. The thirty-thousand or so attendees listened and danced, and communed as one: as a group.

Reports in the national press seeded visions of the Gathering far and wide, though not everyone got it. Here an unimaginative historian might interpolate a song lyric about the growing divide between the progressives and the staid conservatives, the countercultural vanguard and their critics. Something is happening, the young seemed to be saying to their elders, but you don’t know what it is. Do you? No one ever agreed on what it really was. Its political component had multiple origins: in movements for free speech, civil rights, and peace. Its cultural component did, too: in movements for the emancipation of literature, art, drugs, and sex. And of course, the division between these distinct components, never as clear-cut as their architects sometimes imagined, had already begun blurring before fully disintegrating into a politics of experience.5

And where did the music fit into all this? As young white people began populating the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood just south of the panhandle jutting out from the Golden Gate Park, a few made art, some formed bands, others held dances. And many embarked on experiments in living—no longer simply making do with reality, but making real life rollick and gambol and sing.

~

Singer Paul McCartney, a member of the Beatles, looms large on the wall of a coffeehouse in The Free People (1969), a collection of photographs chronicling those halcyon days in the Haight. A boy in shadow sits before Brother Paul, pensive and unshaven, doe-eyes peering beatifically into the lens at the end of the photographer’s camera; at another table, a girl slumps over, hand cradling downy head.6

The images in this book speak for themselves. They show hairy beards, bell-bottom jeans, bare-chested young men on beaches, motorcycles, and so many huntress-lithe young women, breasts bared (nary a bra in sight), captured by the photographer’s eager lens. A short essay by a man named Peter Marin prefaced the collection. Peter had been a “former Visiting Fellow at the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions,” the dust jacket informs us, and now works as “a writer and poet.” His primary goal has become “finding a sensible way to live

















































































































 























































Notes


	* A collage accompanying coverage in the Berkeley Barb, for instance, nestled the hairy among the serious, with a bare-bottomed young woman and a fist-raising Black activist bracketing the scene. On the following page, the Community for New Politics advertised “an Orgy . . . in the name of Peace.” (Then, next to the headline “Human Be-In Prelude to Revolution?” on page three, readers viewed a photograph showing a painted slogan in tall block letters that, before the authorities pulled it down, had greeted commuters along the Bayshore Highway: “LBJ KILLED JFK.”)

	* Writing in the underground LA Free Press (August 4, 1967), Nat Freedland adopted a bemused tone about the prophet with the “Yul Brynner shaven scalp”: “Any man who is a priest of Satan and lives in a house done in psychedelic Charles Addams with a pet lion can’t be all bad. . . . The way he describes black magic, it’s sort of like Ayn Rand with hexes” (p. 9). After attending one of LaVey’s lectures, Arthur Johnston in the San Francisco Express Times (September 4, 1968) responded with a bit more bite: “‘Any illusion is no longer reality,’ LaVey said. He looked like Wagner’s Mephistopheles: bald head, trim pointed beard, self-confident, brashly cynical. ‘We are totally against drugs. We believe in material things.’ The audience, composed of Your Mothers and Your Fathers, and an unexpected overflow of barefoot onlookers, listened attentively to the Satanic star of Rosemary’s Baby; Mia Farrow’s phantom stud. (‘dominating male, leather avail. seeks chick who digs tannis root’).” Johnston amusingly titled the article, “the devil as a liberal” (p. 10).

	* In certain genres, writing too well discredits you. Members of the Manson research community sometimes fault Fromme for sounding “too literary.” Among authors—all covering roughly the same ground, the same stories, the same events and theories—her crystalline prose stands out for its evocative, at times allegorical, style.

	* The Doors released their eponymous first album, The Doors, in January 1967. Their second album, Strange Days, came out in late September 1967; Atkins checked in with her parole officer in San Francisco on November 10, 1967. This would suggest that the meeting occurred sometime in October. This seems to confirm that Manson’s upcoming recording session in Los Angeles—sometimes dated September 11 (i.e., 9/11)—may have occurred on November 9 (11/9). Or later? (See Sanders, The Family, p. 43 and Wells, Coming Down Fast, p. 90; we’ll soon discuss this recording date in Chapter 2.) Then again, perhaps Susan simply muddled the timeline in her memoir.
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