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PRAISE FOR THE ORIGINAL EDITION, TAMING THE BEAST:

“A valuable book which gives additional insights into the criminal mind of Charles Hanson.”

–VINCENT BUGLIOSI, author of Helter Skelter

“Charles Manson may be the most written about, commercially viable malefactor in American history, yet George and Matera offer a worthwhile new take on him in their jailhouse bio… . George came to know Manson’s whole rollicking gang in scary and intimate detail. He strives to understand Manson and his devotees and, spewing psychological and spiritual insights and plenty of witchy Masonoid details, succeeds in horrifying his readers.”

–Booklist

“What distinguishes George’s book is that it puts a human face on a man whose very name defines evil—revealing the personality hidden during television interviews.”

–Alameda Journal

“An ugly, ugly look at a man whose entire life has been a study in sickness… . Provide[s] a chilling glimpse of Family members like Lynette ‘Squeaky’ Fromme, who showed up at the prison regularly in her red cape.”

–Kirkus Reviews

“This anecdotal account by his jailer confirms that Manson remains without remorse, unstable, frightening, and unlikely to ever be paroled… . George seems to have been truly shaken by his dealings with Manson.”

–Library Journal

“Manson continues his reign as America’s leading celebrity carnivore.”

–Phoenix Arizona Republic

“A helter skelter odyssey that takes readers into the heart of convicted murderer Charles Manson’s bizarre world… . It’s also a fascinating look at the California state prisons system.”

–Vacaville Reporter

“Who was Manson?, George wondered. After all, who could be so cold, so much without soul? Figuring out Manson became almost an obsession for George… . At one point, he began meeting daily with Manson in his cell to try to understand this demon, or at least, what he first believed was a man with an indefensible demonic bent.”

–Portland Maine Sunday Telegram
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The conversations throughout the book, including my conversations with Charles Manson, have been reconstructed from my recollection and, in some instances, from notes made immediately after those conversations.

—Ed George
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THIS RIVETING ACCOUNT of prison administrator Ed George’s experiences with Charles Manson over many years was originally published in 1998. For this new edition, some facts have been updated, some language has been slightly modernized or changed tense where appropriate, and some longer interviews and parole testimony have been abridged.












INTRODUCTION
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“My father is the jailhouse. My father is your system… . I have done my best to get along in your world and now you want to kill me, and I look at you and I look how incompetent you all are, and then I say to myself, ‘you want to kill me? Ha, I’m already dead! Have been all my life!”’

–CHARLES MANSON, FROM HIS TRIAL TESTIMONY, 1970

WHEN I WAS A SMALL BOY, the highlight of the week was a Sunday-afternoon walk with my father. We lived in the geographical center of San Francisco near a hill that people called Mount Olympus. The name was not a tribute to the mythological home of the gods. It was a politically incorrect joke on the local milkman. The guy had a bad leg and was known as “Old Limpy.” He dragged that leg up the hill so many times everyone began referring to it as Mount Olympus.

My dad and I used to spend many wonderful hours hiking the winding road to the top. There was a magnificent statue set high on a pedestal overlooking the city and the Pacific Ocean. The statue held a torch high over her head in one hand, and a sword ready to strike in the other. It was a riveting piece of art that never failed to captivate me, no matter how many times I saw it.

“Do you know what it means?” my father asked.

“No, Dad, what?”

“It’s the statue of light. She carries the torch of truth over her head. The sword is there to protect the torch from those who want to put it out.”

Six years later, after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, my father was called into the service. He and other soldiers set up a lookout post on Mount Olympus, scanning the coast for enemy ships and submarines. I was ten then, and used to go up there with him. We spent long hours together looking into the ocean on the night watch. The whole city was blacked out, and the view was glorious. When I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore, I’d curl up at the foot of the statue, braced from the whistling wind, and fall asleep. Those were the best of times.

My father was eventually transferred to the battle front overseas and never returned home. No, he didn’t die, but he might as well have, as far as a young boy was concerned. He met another woman in a foreign land, divorced my mother, remarried, and moved away. I was devastated.

For years afterward, for decades, I returned to that hill, remembered my father, and fed a pain that wouldn’t go away. When I came home from college a grown man, my car mysteriously headed for the old statue. I married and became a father myself, six times over, and still kept coming back. Finally, I arrived one foggy day to find the statue gone. It stunned me, depressing me further, but did nothing to stop my lemming-like treks. Year after year I came, staring up at the empty pedestal, trying to heal a wound that would never stop hurting.

One night, a dream carried me to the haunting spot. I climbed on the pedestal and stood facing the wind and ocean. Suddenly, my limbs froze. I looked down. My arms and legs had turned to stone. The rest of my body hardened as well. Unable to move, I watched as a parade of fathers and little boys came to see the magnificent statue on the hill. Tears were burning into my pillow when I awoke.

The dream was so unnerving that I immediately embarked upon an almost frantic search to find out what had happened to the statue. A trip to the library and some old news clippings directed me to a dank city warehouse that served as a retirement home for broken-down sculptures. Searching through the rubble, I found it. She stood alone in a corner, vandalized almost beyond recognition. Her torch and arm were missing, the sword broken off, her head gone. I wondered at that moment if there was a heaven for statues that no longer served a purpose.

I stared at the battered remnant for over an hour, remembering all it had meant to me. Once she had been a proud landmark for sailors entering the bay, guiding them safely to shore. For a half century, she had stood tall as a symbol of truth. And most important of all, she had been a little boy’s bond to a father who abandoned him.

Charles Manson lost his father in a similar fashion when he was four, a fact that he continued to try to hide from the world. For all his bluster and uncaring ways, it was a pain that he was never able to face. How much of what he became, of what he did, of the rage that never died, can be blamed on a mother who decided to leave town one day to search for greener pastures, and gave no thought to a sad little boy who was forced to leave his father behind? A sad little boy who was later dumped by that same mother, and became a horribly abused, institutionalized teenager who used to get down on his knees and beg God to send someone who loved him.

From my experience, I’d say virtually all of it.

–E. G.
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CHARLES MANSON is escorted through a crowd of newsmen at the Hall of Justice in L. A. for his arraignment on conspiracy-murder charges in the Tate–LaBianca case, December 12, 1969.
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THE TROLL WITH THE BURNING EYES
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CHARLES MANSON ARRIVED AT SAN QUENTIN in June 1971, shackled in heavy chains and basking in the glow of a frenzied media. As he trudged across the garden plaza on his way to the prison’s notorious death row, an officer whispered a remark that would be repeated often that morning.

“Look at him! He’s such a little motherfucker!”

The world’s most famous “little motherfucker” had just been convicted of multiple counts of homicide for orchestrating the infamous Tate–LaBianca murders, a two-night slaying spree that left seven people dead and shocked the world in 1969.

Manson remained on death row at San Quentin until capital punishment was overturned by the Supreme Court thirteen months later. The ruling automatically reduced his sentence to life (with parole)—and created a massive headache for the American corrections system. If society didn’t have the stomach to execute a man who appeared to be evil incarnate, then what the hell were we supposed to do with him? It’s a question that’s never been sufficiently answered.

To get rid of him, San Quentin officials quickly transferred Manson to the California Medical Facility (CMF, also known as the Correctional Medical Facility), Vacaville, for a psychiatric evaluation. Found to be mentally stable, he was sent to Folsom State Prison in October 1972, a hellhole that even a prison-scarred malcontent like Manson found to be repugnant. Instead of the relative tranquility of a federal prison, Manson now had to survive among vicious gangs like the Aryan Brotherhood, the Black Guerrilla Family, the Mexican Mafia, and assorted other friendly groups. Some members of these organizations itched to create a name for themselves by “offing” the world’s most famous felon.

For the next three years, Folsom and CMF played Ping-Pong with the demon-eyed cult leader, bouncing him back and forth between the facilities. Folsom’s medical staff claimed he was a stark raving lunatic who belonged in a straitjacket at CMF. CMF’s doctors insisted that he was not psychotic, never had been, and should reside unencumbered at Folsom. The one thing everyone agreed on was that nobody wanted the little hellraiser under their roof. Even locked in a cell under heavy guard, Charlie Manson was one scary dude.

Manson, true to his master-manipulator, antiestablishment form, created most of the dilemma himself. He could play crazy or sane. Wherever he was at the moment, he’d play the opposite role.

In June 1975, Folsom officials found a way to expand the circle. Complaining that the Manson clan was camped outside the prison, harassing the staff and making everyone miserable, they appealed to the mercy of Bob Rees, San Quentin’s warden. Rees, figuring that his savage inferno couldn’t be any worse with Manson around, decided to help his fellow jailers. Rees’s act of compassion brought Charles Manson to San Quentin six weeks prior to my own reluctant arrival. When I got there in August 1975, I was promptly placed in charge of the lockdown unit—the ominous section that housed prisoners so crazed and violent they couldn’t even coexist in a society made up of their criminal peers. Manson, naturally, was housed in my unit. That made him my responsibility.

Along with Charlie came his bizarre group of fanatical followers. Led by his chief lieutenant on the outside, Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme, the persistent mob had assaulted Folsom and CMF officials with daily calls begging for scraps of news about their beloved leader. They also demanded mail and visitation privileges. As with everything else dealing with Manson, Warden Rees dumped Squeaky and gang into my lap. “I don’t want to be bothered by those freaks,” he growled. “You handle it. And for God’s sake, make the right decisions!” Wonderful. I was now the chief ringleader of the entire Manson circus.

The irony was that I never wanted to be at San Quentin in the first place. I’d previously served as a program administrator for the Sierra Conservation Center, a minimum-security facility in Jamestown, California, that was designed to give nonviolent prisoners a chance to work in the forestry service. The gentlemen cons spent their days building hiking trails, battling floods and forest fires, searching for lost children, and for the most part, enjoying the great outdoors. Set in the rolling, oak-studded hills on the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada, it was an idyllic place to work and live.

Naturally, I took the transfer to San Quentin hard. That was going from one extreme to the other, from paradise to hell. San Quentin was a rancid rathole festering with violent, high-security felons. At the time of my assignment, the facility was a virtual chamber of horrors. A deadly riot had broken out four years before, resulting in the savage murder of three guards and two prisoners, along with the sadistic torture and mutilation of three additional correctional officers. After numerous delays, the inmates responsible were finally going to be tried, an event that brought the violent nightmare back to life in everyone’s mind. The place appeared on the verge of blowing out of control.

The thought of working there depressed me. I furiously fought the transfer, all to no avail. A new team of top administrators was being assembled to try and keep the lid on the place, and I’d been handpicked to join them. The higher-ups apparently figured that my unique background as a former seminary student turned navy fighter pilot would come in handy. They felt that it gave me both the compassion and the authority San Quentin needed.

I’d barely settled in for my first full day on the job when the insanity began. A chipper voice greeted me on the phone. “Have you met Charlie?” Squeaky asked.

“No, I haven’t.”

She appeared shocked that I hadn’t rushed right over to his cell for an autograph. For the next twenty minutes, Squeaky proceeded to extol Manson’s mythical charms. “Can I visit him?” she finally asked, getting to the point. Her birdlike voice hungered for an immediate answer. I knew that Manson’s previous prison administrators had refused to let him meet with any known Family members. The officials were afraid that Manson would use the visits to pump up his followers and send them out on horrible new missions. Those were my sentiments, exactly.

After years of legal fights, appeals, and bitter frustration, Squeaky came at me with a new tack. “Charlie wants to marry me. I demand to see him!”

“Does Charlie really want to marry you?” I asked, aware that such a request must originate with the inmate.

“Ask him,” she squeaked, quickly changing the subject. “What about Charlie’s cell? What does it look like? How is it furnished? Does he have enough underwear, socks, linens? Does he see the sun? Does he have some earth to grow things? Books to read? A guitar to play?”

Squeaky asked question after question, hanging on my every answer. I sensed that any speck of information about him was sacred to her. Before I could wring her from the phone, she made me promise that I’d visit Charlie the next day.

I was so nonchalant about it that I didn’t remember my promise until late the following afternoon. Behind the cells in the high-security Adjustment Center (AC) was a dank, narrow utility alley. There was a small barred opening in the back wall of each unit approximately eighteen inches square. This allowed staffers to converse with an inmate without the other prisoners seeing them. The opening, at eye level, was secured with a steel door and was kept locked when not in use. During my rounds, I normally remained in the well-lit areas in front of the cells, casually chatting with the men behind the bars. That afternoon, I maneuvered through the old pipes, ripped-out wiring, and rusted ventilation ducts that cluttered the grimy alley and made my way toward the rear of the cell that housed Squeaky’s idol.

Before reaching it, I heard a clank inside a metal drainpipe that ran the length of the alley. The sound gave me a chill. I knew that inmates transfer weapons to other prisoners by tying them to homemade fishing lines and flushing them down their toilets. Was that a knife or a zip gun I heard traveling the inmate highway? A knife or zip gun that would one day be aimed at me?

I approached Charles Manson’s cell, quietly unlocked the steel viewing door, and took my first glimpse at the most feared man in the world. I instantly recoiled. There he was, hunched on his bunk like an ugly troll from a child’s nightmare. His fingernails were long and stained yellow from nicotine. His stringy black hair was draped around a chalky, almost inhuman face. The faint outline of a swastika scarred his forehead. He was thin, small, not physically threatening in any way, but boy was he creepy.

Turning slowly, the demon looked up at me. Our eyes locked. I felt my blood run cold as Manson studied me like a predator, twisting the tip of his goatee between his thumb and his index finger. Suddenly, a demonic snarl formed on his face. I backed away, totally spooked by his appearance. I tried to catch myself and overcome my fear. Hell, I was no stranger to prisons or crazed prisoners. I’d spent half my life surrounded by the most vicious criminals one can imagine. Before that, I’d landed propeller-driven fighter planes on bouncing aircraft carriers at sea. Nothing could be scarier than that. Or so I thought. Why, I asked myself, was this goofy pip-squeak affecting me so?

Gathering my nerve, I eased toward the door, found my voice, and introduced myself. “Hi. I’m Ed George.”

Manson stared for a moment, then responded in an austere, almost grandiose manner. “Do you know who I am?” I nodded. We looked at each other for what seemed like forever. I studied his eyes. They were every bit as hypnotic and frightening as I’d been warned. Whatever depraved energy burned inside this man was very real.

“Lynette Fromme called,” I began, breaking the tension. “She said that you want to marry her. Do you?”

Charlie slowly turned away. His gaze traveled to a picture of a crucifix that hung from his cell wall. After studying it for a few seconds, he responded in an eerie whisper. “Imagine me coming down from the cross to get married in front of myself.” His eyes turned back toward me, his face bathed in a devilish glow. I felt myself weakening again.

“Charlie,” I coughed, forcing away the dread. “I don’t have time for any bullshit. Do you or don’t you want to marry her?”

In a flash, Charlie sprang from his bunk and was suddenly standing inches away from the door. He pressed his face against the bars of the tiny aperture and began to speak with a savage intensity that was foreign to me. I stood riveted in place, paralyzed by some unknown force, soaking in the moment. His language was strangely exotic, gushing forth with great emotional energy. Time stood still as he lectured me about everything from his “fraudulent” conviction, to racism, to world pollution. His words were like a whip lashing at my conscience, making me feel that I was personally responsible for everything that was wrong with the world.

He poured it on, painting a horrific portrait of environmental corruption and the criminal neglect of children, which he blamed on the entire human race. I felt my intellectual side feasting on the stimulating thoughts and hungering for more. His twisted logic and garbled half-truths somehow began making sense.

“I live not by your laws, but by my laws, the laws of the Great One of whom I am and of whom all of us are a part,” he seethed. “I am the one, the one who can save the world. The one who gave his life so that you could live. I am holding him for you, but you try to destroy me, yet you are really destroying yourselves. You fool! Can’t you see that I am you and that I am your reflection? I am your child, your creation. If you kill me, you kill yourself.”

It wasn’t so much his words, but the power, the energy, the charged charisma that emanated from him. I began to understand why his troubled followers literally worshiped the man, why they would do anything, good or horrendously evil, to please him.

“The world is rotting,” he continued with escalating intensity. “Can’t you see it? Open your eyes. Pollution is all around you. Money is raping the earth, destroying the trees, polluting the air and water. Your children are choking and dying under your money noses. Your children cry for help, but you don’t hear them. You ignore them and they come to me. The children you ignore, I will keep. Someday they will rise up and kill you to save the world.”

After a pause, Manson cried out with resounding fervor: “I have a mission that makes my life worth something! You have sold your planet and your children. I have come to buy them with your blood!” With that, he darted from the door and retreated to his bunk.

I staggered down the alley, my head spinning from everything I’d just heard. It wasn’t until I was halfway down the hall that my senses returned. Thank God this man was locked in a cell, I thought. Thank God I could walk away from his hypnotic influence. What must it have been like for those who followed him when he was free, especially impressionable young women? They were the perfect vessels, and Charlie had filled them with the most beguiling poison.

How could those disenfranchised girls from broken, dysfunctional families have fought it? I was a prison-hardened ex-cop and ex–navy fighter pilot trainee who had studied for five years to be a secular Sulpician Catholic priest, with additional Jesuit studies at the University of San Francisco. My head was clear, my will strong, my cynicism sharp, and my faith unbending. And yet, because of my open mind, I had temporarily fallen under this criminal’s spell. No wonder his followers had chosen to spend the best years of their lives camped around the entrance of a dank, foreboding prison, waiting for a sound, a glimpse, a fleeting thought to drift down from their imprisoned guru. I knew then that they would never leave. Squeaky’s calls would never let up, and the letters that poured in from troubled souls around the world would continue to arrive as long as Manson was alive.

From that moment on, I was hooked on Charlie and his Family. Not as a follower, but as a professor studying a strange, mystifying phenomenon. For the next eight years, I would be Charles Manson’s jailer, protector, and counselor. I would oversee the security and treatment of this strange, elfin man on a daily basis. I would control his life. In a way, he would also control mine.

The next day, while making my rounds, I stopped in front of Charlie’s cell. This was a different approach, a more public and casual visit. Charlie, a master of the moment, sensed that this wasn’t the time for a serious discourse on the meaning of life. His demeanor completely changed. He was less agitated, his voice was quiet and restrained, and his speech was clear and to the point.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked again.

“Of course.”

“No. I mean, do you know about me? Who I really am?”

“No. I know why you’re here, but I don’t know much about you.”

Charlie skittered to his bunk, grabbed a book, and stuck it through the cell bars. It was Helter Skelter, former L.A. prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi’s best-seller about the sensational Manson trial.

“Take it. There’s lots of lies in it, but it tells about me,” Charlie insisted. I thumbed through the pages, then handed it back.

“Thanks, but I’ll get my own copy.”

I was surprised that Manson was promoting that particular book. It painted a horrendous picture of him, at least from a sane person’s perspective. Then again, maybe Charlie reveled in the demon-possessed, murderer-controller, modern-day Adolf Hitler image that Bugliosi presented. It’s difficult to fathom what feeds a felon’s self-image. Whatever Charlie’s reasoning, he would have to be more careful about his literary boastings in his current surroundings. There’s a strange, harsh, and totally inexplicable morality that exists among prisoners. While many ruthless and sadistic behaviors are accepted, even celebrated, others, like child molestation and crimes against women, are generally condemned. Manson’s offenses didn’t fall squarely into the banned categories, but he was still considered to be weird and sick. Like the “chomos” (child molesters) and rapists, he needed protection. He’d never admitted it, but he was aware of it. Manson was one of the best I’d ever seen at manipulating the system to keep himself out of danger.

I bought Helter Skelter that weekend and read it again with renewed interest. The horror of what Manson and his followers had done terrified me. The savagery and lurid detail surrounding the murders was staggering. I couldn’t shake the eerie images of drugged, homicidal zombies invading Hollywood and cutting up eight socialites—including Valley of the Dolls actress Sharon Tate’s unborn baby. In a particularly gruesome touch, Charlie’s depraved crew used their victims’ blood to write cryptic messages like “Pigs” and had “Helter Skelter” on the walls.

Although Charlie himself had not participated in the first set of murders, he went out the second night and personally selected supermarket magnate Leno LaBianca and his wife, Rosemary, to be his clan’s next victims, breaking into their home and tying them up. Once they were so secured, he left and ordered his followers to do the dirty work.

I again wondered why Charlie would want me to read such a disgusting depiction of his madness. Was he bragging, or was it merely an attempt to fill me with fear? I was sure it was both. The cunning little deviant believed that fear motivated everyone. What better way to instill fear than with that book?

My initial experiences with Charlie made me recall an article I’d recently read about Dr. Albert Speer, Hitler’s chief architect. Speer described his first impression of Hitler, catching one of his speeches in a “dirty, ill-lit beer hall” in Munich. Until then, Speer had viewed Hitler as nothing more than a “vulgar, rabble-rousing fanatic in a comic-opera Brownshirt uniform.” That changed as Dr. Speer listened.

“Hitler started to speak earnestly, persuasively, almost shyly,” Dr. Speer recalled.


His manner was completely sincere, more like a dedicated professor delivering a lecture than a screaming demagogue. Within a few minutes, he had the entire audience in his grip, and by no means was everyone there his supporter. Soon, his low-key manner disappeared, his voice rose to a hypnotic pitch, and there was a palpable aura of tension and excitement in the hall, a crackling emotional voltage… . Hitler’s dynamic presence filled the room, his voice swelled, his eyes transfixed the audience. It wasn’t so much what he said—I hardly remembered afterward—but the mood he cast over the entire hall; it had an almost orgiastic quality.



This was exactly the way I reacted to Manson. I was thankful that the cult leader had been caught and cut down when he was, because, like Hitler, he would have done a hell of a lot more damage had he remained free.

Part of me wanted to stay away from this man, to keep my distance and treat him like any other prisoner. Another part sucked me in, drew me to him like a heroin addict to a needle. I’d abstain for a few days; then I couldn’t stand it anymore and would have to go to his cell for my next “fix.”

One afternoon, this feeling was so overpowering that I was moved to pull Charlie from his cage and bring him to my office for a chat. Charlie sensed it was time for another royal performance and obliged. Like Dr. Speer, I sat in rapt attention as he put on his latest show, this time giving me a rousing rendition of his life story. He began by conjuring primitive images of serpents and other animals and weaving them into spectacular metaphors. He spoke for an hour about the horrors of his life, how he’d walked out of prison the previous time with good intentions, then encountered his female followers and started his “Family.” He described in detail how he used LSD to turn them on, and made love to each one. He expressed amazement at the emergence of his own persuasive powers, discovering for the first time that people would follow him and that he could control them.

He continued by reciting a chapter from what I can only describe as Manson’s personal book of “Anti-Proverbs,” a stream-of-consciousness series of loosely connected nuggets of disturbed, lifeguiding thought.

“What do you know about fear? To save people from what they do to themselves, it would take a greater fear than the earth has ever seen. A fear only I can unleash! Fear is nothing more than awareness. Awareness is love. Absolute fear is absolute awareness. Give in to your fear and it will cease to exist. All you are left with is the awareness. And that awareness is love.

“See, all is love? There is nothing that’s not love. Confusion is love in another form. But what really is love? Love is a word we used for God. But even that’s misguided. What we mean by love in that form is intelligence. The understanding of things that are beyond you. Beyond you, but not beyond me. Because I can see. I understand. That’s what you people can’t accept in your paycheck-whore worlds. It blows your mind to confront the truth that I’ve been enlightened and the rest of you haven’t.

“I’ve been charged with waking up the world. But why should I? I tried that before and look what you did to me. The people, they’re not worth the trouble! Humanity as a whole isn’t worth shit. You could search the earth before you could find five honest adults. A few individuals out there understand and touch life, but the rest are spineless predators trying to get over on someone else to justify their own existence. The ego gets so big they don’t realized their dick’s gone soft.

“So why should I care anymore, even with my knowledge? The people don’t care enough about themselves to listen! No one wants to do it themselves, man. They all want to follow a leader who tells them what to do. Believe me, I know that trip. If there’s anything I know, it’s that. Everybody wants to be saved, but they won’t take the first step necessary to rescue their damned souls. They’re out there in their little churches waiting for Jesus to come back and save them from the doom and gloom of their meager existence. But Jesus already camel He left his message two thousand years ago. Wasn’t that enough? Hell no! Greedy paycheck whores want him to come back. They missed him the last time, so they plead, ‘Please come back during my time.’ That’s crazy, man! You know what I tell these people? How many fucking times do you want him to come back? Every time he comes back, you turn on him like rabid rats and give him nothing but shit—just like you’ve turned on me! He came back in Germany during the 1930s and people are still bitching about that. The Iron Cross replaced the wooden one. Millions of people died trying to put order in the world, and when the forces of greed and evil rebelled, the truth was lied about and covered up.

“What if he don’t come back at all anymore? What if he sees what you did to me and says, ‘Fuck you all. You don’t deserve it.’ Humans need gods. God don’t need humans. That leaves us on our own, man. All we have is our mind. But that’s all we need! The mind is everything. It’s Christ, Buddha, the devil, it’s God himself. It’s where the music plays and the passion simmers. It pumps the energy of life up from the heart.

“People say I’m bad. I’m evil. I’m a beast. But what do they know about good, bad, and evil? They know nothing! There’s no good or bad in my world, just ‘is.’ It doesn’t make a difference what I’ve done, what I want, my hopes. Good or bad has nothing to do with it. A wolf jumps on a precious baby squirrel and swallows it down while the mother watches in horror. What could be more horrible than that, watching a mangy wolf eat your child? But is the wolf bad? Is the wolf a monster? No! The wolf’s only doing what nature has programmed it to do. Nature put it on the earth and said it has to eat to survive. Baby squirrels are on the menu. Even the mama squirrel eventually comes to understand this. The only ones who don’t are humans. People don’t understand the order of nature. All they know is how to screw it up. A dog wags its tail and plays fetch because humans give it food and water. But take away the humans and their handouts, and those sweet little puppies will turn into snarling beasts tearing apart rabbits and cats and small children and eating their bloody carcasses to survive. And those are our beloved pets that share our homes and beds. What makes us think that we’re any different? This innate human arrogance is why I’m in a cage and the animals are in cages in zoos and all of you are on the outside blighting the planet.

“Humans are worse than dogs because it wouldn’t even have to come to survival. If people knew they couldn’t die, if they couldn’t be punished for anything they ever did, what do you think would happen? Absolute evil. Strip away the concept of retribution, bring down the walls of fear, and the true evil nature inside humans will gush forth. To keep control, we are schooled, taught and programmed against our own natures by the fear instilled in us by grown-ups and authority figures. And it’s all a lie! We are warned not to lie, that it’s bad to lie, but the people who are telling us that are lying to us all the time! You see, doing good, that’s easy. Being good is a breeze, man. Just stand in line and do what everybody else is doing. Doing evil, that takes effort, work, and creativity. The hardest part is afterward, when you have to step back and deal with the rewards. And one of the most important rewards is that you can never truly understand good until you’ve done evil. That enlightenment will lead to a perfect universe within oneself and a balance between good and evil.

“You may be free in what your tiny schoolbook minds know as freedom, but you tell me who’s free. Are you more free than me? I’m a hundred different things. I’m a glass of water, a rock, a grain of sand, a guitar, a rattlesnake, a young girl, an eagle, a cactus in the desert sun. I can be all of that, but you can be nothing but the one simpleton human that you are. You have no thoughts of your own, just what others have programmed in you.

“I confess! I’m not human! People have cried that derisively, tried to sear me with that stinging brand, but they’re too lost to know how right they are. I am beyond human. I am everything and everybody! Because of this, you think I’m insane. You tag me as crazy. But it’s you who are crazy! You don’t have the intellect to understand an entity that is a cobra, a wolf, a scorpion, or sometimes nothing at all. I’m just a reflection of what you are thinking at any given time. Yet, you can’t see the beauty there. You can’t see the power. You think I’m insane because I’m angry about the lies of this world, the greed, the lust for money, the rape of the earth, the pollution, the mass confusion, and the relentless inbreeding of fools with no intelligence whatsoever.

“Even locked in here, I can see what’s out there better than you! Selfishness! The whole world is awash in a black plague of selfishness. Everybody spends their every waking second chasing after what’s best for them and them alone. They’re all lost! A total lost cause! How long can I scream that this is the true insanity? How long can my followers keep screaming the truth? Our very existence lies in the air, trees, water, and animals. Ignore this, and we all die. Not just me. You’ve condemned me to death in your corrupt courtrooms, but I’m not going out alone. You’re all sentenced to die with me. And even while you’re dying, you continue to reach out with your shriveled fingers to grab little green pieces of paper with dead people’s pictures on them.

“When the end comes, and chaos rules, and the ordered world you’ve created crumbles to dust, you won’t know how to survive. You’re weak. You’ve depended upon your own corrupt universe instead of the natural order. You’re chasing your tail, and it will lead you into a black hole worse than anything you’ve accused me of.

“So what do you do? Instead of listening, you hang it all on me, Charles Manson. You want me to fight all your fears and die all your deaths. You’re trying to kill me over and over, but I won’t die. You tried to march me into that gas chamber with the preacher on each side and the pigs in front and back, but you couldn’t do it. My power was too strong. You couldn’t extinguish the light! And you know why? Because deep inside every one of you, you know I’m right. You have the proof. An ex-con comes out of jail, and all your children, the children of your doctors, lawyers, Harvard grads, they come flocking to me for the answers. To me! Not you who raised them, but to me, a man with no formal education. And I told them to go away, not to follow me. I told them to go home and ask their moms and dads. And you know what they said. They begged, ‘Please, Charlie, don’t send me away. My mother and father won’t let me come back. They hate me. They don’t understand. Only you understand. Please, Charlie, let me stay.’ So I let them stay. And people say that terrible things resulted. Whose fault was that? Mine? You can’t hang that on me. You can’t even hang your hate and revulsion on me. How do you feel about the murders? That’s all that matters. Not what anyone did, but how the rest of you feel about what your children did. It happened in your world, not mine. Nothing like that ever happened among my people. Strange how that was lost on everybody. It’s like this prison. Terrible, savage men in here, did brutal things on the outside. But what they all did combined wouldn’t equal what would happen if you opened these bars and left them to themselves for a few hours. The blood and savagery against each other would be unspeakable. It wasn’t like that in the desert. My children lived in perfect harmony. Do you think I would have tolerated any bullshit like that among the kids? We weren’t about murder! We were about fucking and blow jobs and eating pussy and playing music and getting high and doing our thing and having sex all day and night. It was your world that wouldn’t leave us alone. It was your world where the sickness and madness existed.

“What is murder anyway? There’s no murder in a holy war. That was a holy war. Everything’s a holy war. You don’t draw a line and say killing these people in Germany and Vietnam is okay, but killing these people in Hollywood isn’t. That’s the height of hypocrisy.

“How can you pretend to know me and my motivations when you don’t even know yourself? Our brains are like spaceships from another planet that the best scientists in the world can’t figure out. It’s ten thousand light-years beyond mortal comprehension. There are five computer chips to grow one fingernail and ten fibers just to let you take a shit and a hundred million satellites to move thoughts around. It’s operated by flies, snakes, beetles, mice, and cockroaches. Yet, take the brain of a human and put it in a maggot’s head and it will go crazy. It will convulse and die from the horror of human thought.

“After all this, all this hate, greed, madness, violence, and murder festering inside you, your children still turn to me for deliverance. And let me tell you something. By the time you assholes wake up and find your father God, I’ll be too old and beaten down to piss on you to put out the fire that is destroying your souls. So wake up. The only chance this planet has is to unite as one world under the last person. I am the last person. You will do what I say or there will be nothing!”

My head was spinning so wildly that it took me a while to realize that he’d finished. Actually, he hadn’t. Charlie capped the glorious oratory with what I would come to experience as a typical incongruity. After going on about his supernatural force and mystical abilities, specifically about his powers to persuade and control—powers that were obvious to me from the moment we met—he suddenly remembered where he was and whom he was talking to. Backpedaling, he tacked on a totally conflicting epilogue, repeating his standard cop-out for the Tate–LaBianca murders. He blamed his followers for what they did and professed to have no influence over them whatsoever.

Inconsistencies aside, it was a spellbinding performance, one of his best. After he finished, I fought the urge to stand and applaud.

IT TOOK ABOUT A MONTH for Squeaky and her cohort, Sandra Good, to make their most defiant stand at the prison gates. “They’re demanding to visit Charlie,” the gate officer radioed. “I told them they can’t because they haven’t been approved. Now they say they’re not leaving until they talk to you.”

“I’ll be right down,” I said, eager to meet the two main Manson groupies after having jousted with them on the phone for weeks. As with everything involving Charlie, the meeting was a trip. The pair, original Family members and Manson favorites who had not taken part in either set of murders, were standing together like Technicolor monks draped in full-length hooded robes. Squeaky’s was red, Sandra’s blue. I knew the colors stood for something—everything with Charlie stood for something. (I later learned that he had dubbed Lynette “Red” and given her the task of saving the great redwood forests. “Blue” Sandra was responsible for the air and the water.)

From the moment I laid eyes on Squeaky, I wanted to reach into her soul, push some inner reset button, and get her back on track. How could this soft, frilly creature worship a cretin like Manson? To have once fallen under his spell was understandable. He had found her right after a bitter falling-out with her father. Charlie took her in when she was lost and alone. But why hang on now? They had been separated for more than five years. He was trapped in a wretched prison, and would be forever. What was the point?

I studied the pair up close. Lynette and Sandra were the stereotypical “girls next door.” Squeaky was cute, freckle-faced, with chestnut eyes and fiery auburn hair. Sandra was softer, more feminine. Her blue eyes matched her robe, and her striking sandy hair was the kind of mane most women would kill for. Both were attractive women with definite sex appeal. Neither wore a trace of makeup, which gave them an innocence that belied the truth.

As they spoke, I could sense their darker sides emerging, slowly at first, then with a cascading force. Squeaky started right in with her veiled threats, implying that unpleasant things would befall me if anything bad happened to Charlie. I brushed that aside, explaining for the umpteenth time that it was extremely doubtful that she would be approved to visit or write Charlie if she maintained that attitude. Seeing them now, I knew the decision would hold. It was obvious that the pair were programmed to do anything Charlie wanted.
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“GINS NEXT DOOR”: Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme, LEFT, and Sandra Good (with her baby son), RIGHT, after they were released on bond, December 1969.

“Mr. George, don’t you know your life depends on it?” Squeaky said, her birdlike voice eerily conflicting with the menacing message.

“Are you threatening me?”

She did a quick soft-shoe. “What I meant was, if Charlie isn’t allowed to be free, we’re all going to die. He’s the only one who can save us from the destruction, save the earth, the air, and the water. When that’s gone, we’re all going to die!”

Nice rebound. Charlie had taught her well. It didn’t serve her purpose to infuriate me. Like it or not, I was the only conduit to her master. And I’d treated her with a measure of respect, better than most. Shrewd as she was, she shared another trait with Charlie that didn’t serve her, or his, best interest. Although neither was foreign to lies, they could both be painfully honest, usually at the wrong time.

“Would you help Charlie escape?” I asked.

“Yes!” she answered, as if the question were more about her loyalty than her desire to break the law.

“There you have it,” I sighed. “How can you expect me to approve a visit or a letter when you admit you’d help him escape?”

“But we need him, Mr. George. We all have to help him.”

Putting aside her threats, I was impressed with Squeaky’s spunk. She was ruthless and daring, and had an air of sophistication and mystery about her. Staring at this lonely young lady, some basic instinct flickered inside me. I felt envious of her commitment to Manson. I imagined myself wooing her away from him, straightening out her head, and returning her home to her parents a changed, remorseful woman. To accomplish that, I didn’t know if I should take her in my arms and give her a hug, or try to scream some sense into her. I even contemplated dragging her kicking and screaming to the psychiatric ward and pumping a few thousand volts of electricity into her messed-up brain. I dreamed about helping her escape a decade-long nightmare, but it was only a seminary student’s fantasy. There was nothing I, or anyone else, could really do. Short of a biblical miracle, the only person who could free her was Charlie himself, and even if he tried, she probably wouldn’t accept it.

Tossing the young ladies a bone, I set up an interview at a later date to be held in the records office of the administration building. I had a few more questions I wanted answered before I filed my final ruling on their visitation request. I also needed the time to determine if either had a criminal record. I knew they weren’t felons. If they were, the point would have been moot. Convicted felons aren’t allowed to visit prisoners. On the other hand, I suspected that they might have picked up a misdemeanor or two along the way. Sure enough, they had, but their official offenses seemed mild in comparison with some of their cohorts’. Squeaky had been arrested during the Manson trial and charged with conspiracy to spike a witness’s hamburger with LSD to prevent her from testifying. She was given a ninety-day sentence. Police also had questions about what part, if any, Squeaky might have played in the murders of a couple of Manson hangers-on in Stockton. However, she was never charged in connection with those crimes.

Sandra Good’s major post–Helter Skelter blemish was being friends with a group that tried to rob a gun shop. The motive was to arm themselves for an attempt to storm Folsom Prison and free Charlie. Good was not arrested when the culprits were rounded up. She was later charged, and convicted, of giving a lift to a Manson supporter who had escaped prison. The helpful ride cost her a few months in jail. The most disturbing thing I’d read about Sandra’s life was the mention in Helter Skelter of the mysterious demise of her husband, a onetime Family member named Joel Pugh. On December 1, 1969—the same day the main players in the Tate–LaBianca murders were arrested—Pugh was found dead in a London hotel room. Although his throat had been slashed twice, both wrists cut, and no note found, the London authorities ruled it a drug-induced suicide. The question in everybody’s mind was, had Pugh run all the way to London to escape the coming Manson Family Armageddon? And if so, had Manson dispatched an assassin halfway around the world to go after him? Bruce Davis, a Manson Family hatchet man and convicted murderer, had been in London earlier that year. English authorities were uncertain whether he was there the day Pugh died. Wherever he was, Davis didn’t resurface in California until February 1970.

As with Charlie, my fascination with these dangerous women overruled my good sense. I should have run them off and barred them from coming on the prison grounds. Instead, I stretched out the investigation and promised to reconsider the possibility of a future visit or letter. I was flirting with disaster, toying with frayed personalities and damaged souls. Yet my innate hunger to learn more about the criminal mind—about people like Charlie, Squeaky, and Sandra—pushed me into the abyss.

I recalled some poems I had read in the seminary about the desire of man to soar beyond the ever-moving arches of experience that forever drifted farther away, chasing the unknown, seeking something just beyond the next mountain range. Maybe I could make a difference. Maybe one day, with my help, Charlie would stop performing like a circus freak, put on a suit and tie, cut his hair, and promise to join the human race. Maybe Squeaky and Sandra would find decent partners and direct their energies toward more positive causes. Maybe I was the one who was crazy.

Whatever my motives, I was determined to closely observe this man and his disciples, if for no other reason than to see where it took me.

That night, something I’d read kept tearing at my mind. I checked my personal files and found it. It was Squeaky’s assessment of the Tate–LaBianca murders. “Stone souls, prowling the neighborhoods, out on the town looking for a bloodbath. Five or six people get murdered and everybody panics. So what’s the big deal? People die every day.” Hooded or not, this was one sick child. I memorized the quote to keep it in mind whenever I found myself succumbing to her relentless pleadings.

The twin terrors arrived on schedule seven days later. They were draped, as usual, in their colorful robes. I escorted them inside the compound and watched as they followed without hesitation. There were plenty of men inside those gates eager to ravage them on the spot, rape them repeatedly. Most sane women would be terrified by the mere thought of entering such a place. Not Squeaky and Sandra. Totally consumed with their mission, the strange pair readily marched inside this craven environment. Their only concern was getting closer to their master. Their only fear was being prevented from doing so.

A guard ushered them to a conference room normally used for parole board hearings. The mahogany walls, high-backed leather chairs, and polished table offered the formal atmosphere of a court hearing. Squeaky and Sandra seated themselves and waited for the questions. Sitting back in my chair, I plopped Manson’s thick file on the table, then got down to business.

“Why don’t you just tell us what you want?”

Squeaky, as usual, did all the talking. “We want to visit Charlie.”

“You requested visitation rights at every institution Charlie’s been in. They all turned you down. Why should we be different? Has anything changed?”

“You don’t understand. Charlie is our life. He has the answers that will save the world. It’s dying, can’t you see that? He can save it. He can save you and me. Look around you. The air is dirty. The water is polluted. The trees are being cut down to build beautiful homes for the rich. The earth is being raped and scarred by tractors and bulldozers. Money and greed are killing the earth. We must stop it before it’s too late! … See our robes? We’re nuns waiting for our lord to be set free. The only thing we can do before he comes off the cross is clean up his earth for him. Our robes symbolize a new era. We must protect the air, water, and land. My robe is red with the blood I’ve vowed to shed to save our lord’s precious environment… .”

Squeaky went on like that for more than an hour. I couldn’t help noticing how her words and phrases and the rhythm of her language matched Charlie’s. Some of his oddest statements came out of her mouth in the same exact sequence. I could sense that the concepts she parroted were beyond her comprehension. They reached levels of philosophy that would make a college professor woozy.

“Lynette,” I interrupted. “Did you come here to lecture us or to discuss visiting Charlie?”

“Both!” she snapped, once again exhibiting her stark honesty.

“Well, I only have time for one.”

“You better listen to us, Mr. George,” she threatened, her eyes suddenly on fire. “Your life depends on it.”

“Damn it, Lynette, you can’t keep going around talking like that. That’s it. No visits. The meeting’s over. It’s time to go.”

As we stood, I heard a soft, cold, emotionless voice break the silence. “Can we write?” Squeaky asked.

“No. I’m sorry.”

Once again, I’d let my heart overrule my head. I wanted to give these women every opportunity to present themselves in a manner that would enable them to see Manson, if only for a few minutes, but they couldn’t even pretend to suppress their violent rhetoric or emotions.

Both Squeaky and Sandra were now fighting for control. Their faces twisted and contorted, warning of an explosive anger born out of a catastrophic disappointment. Then, as quickly as it built, it dissipated. “You are our only hope,” Squeaky pleaded. “The others have all turned us down. They wouldn’t listen, even to save their own lives.”

She continued her pleas as I escorted her out of the office. “Charlie went to prison for us. We are responsible. When we were arrested, he came to us. He gave up the freedom that he loved so much because he wanted us to be free. Now he’s in a tomb, suffering. His blood is being sucked from his life and no one listens. Listen to him,” she whispered, as if she were telling me some great truth so special she couldn’t say it out loud. “He is ever changing. He has majesty that will blind you. He is everything you are not. He can help you.”

As we were coming down the stairs, Associate Warden Lewis Fudge, a stiff, hard-line guard turned no-nonsense administrator, burst through the door.

“What the hell is going on here?” he demanded. “Who are these people?”

I knew exactly what he was thinking. Because of their strange outfits, Fudge figured we’d slipped some of the inmates’ wives or girlfriends into the conference room for some hanky-panky.

“They’re two of the Manson Family women, the ones who have been picketing the front gate, Lou,” I answered matter-of-factly. “We were interviewing them to determine whether they should be allowed to visit Charlie.” For a few seconds, Fudge searched our faces and theirs, wondering if I come up with a great dodge.

“Well, you’ve been here long enough. I want you both back in the unit where you belong,” he groused, never missing an opportunity to pull rank and bully. It was Sunday. I had specifically scheduled the meeting on the weekend to avoid Fudge, San Quentin’s annoying assistant principal.

“Doesn’t that jerk ever go home?” I muttered when he was out of range. “Get a life, Fudge.”

Outside, I watched as Lynette and Sandra glumly walked away, their dreams once again shattered. I would never see Lynette again. Her date with infamy was fast approaching. But she would continue to call and write.

Relentlessly.
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