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Ah Sunflower, weary of time,

Who countest the steps of the sun;

Seeking after that sweet golden clime

Where the traveller’s journey is done;



Where the Youth pined away with desire,

And the pale virgin shrouded in snow,

Arise from their graves, and aspire

Where my Sunflower wishes to go



William Blake, 1794





Introduction

As a child, I remember watching the film Whistle Down the Wind, which was about a gaggle of children who’d discovered an escaped convict hiding out in a barn. In their innocence, the kids believed that the escapee was Jesus Christ; a persona the fugitive was more than happy to adopt. At the film’s end, the children’s secret is made public and the criminal is recaptured. No more Jesus in the barn.

Years later, when I became interested in the Manson case, I was reminded of that odd British film. Whilst the concept of a criminal posing as Christ seems like a celluloid fantasy, I was shocked to find some startling similarities with the real-life case of Charles Manson. It’s hard to make parallels with someone as infamous as Manson. In the criminal hierarchy he stands alone, towering over all other pretenders. Furthermore, he’s become the perverse flip side to the joyously optimism of the 1960s: the worm in the ointment, the bogeyman, the rotten apple in the barrel.

Anyone who is interested in the 1960s and popular culture will have heard about Charles Manson; he’s become as synonymous with the decade as the Beatles and flower-power, Vietnam and psychedelic drugs, hippies and free love. In fact, it’s impossible to avoid this mad, crazy lunatic with a swastika carved deep into his forehead. It’s equally hard to ignore the man’s followers, his ‘Family’ of drugged-up, sexed-up, delusional maniacs, slavishly obedient to Manson’s every whim. As history informs us, these were once good kids from middle-class backgrounds, but they ended up fighting for him, stealing for him, even killing for him. And when they finally ended up facing the full retribution of law and state, their love for Manson remained unabated.

Intrigued by the stories I’d heard about Manson, I began to look deeper. I soon uncovered a disturbing picture of what really occurred during those last days of the sixties. As I pored over the reams of material that have been written about him over the last forty years, I found it impossible not to be deeply intrigued by the man. As original trial prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi puts it: ‘Next to Jack the Ripper, Manson is probably the most famous serial killer ever. His name has become a metaphor for evil, and evil has its allure.’ Yet, there is no proof that Manson was a serial killer; he was more than fifteen miles away from the scene the night that the most notorious murders took place – in this and in so many other ways, Charles Manson was unique.

As my research took me deeper and deeper into my subject, it became clear that drugs, sex, ritualistic murders and mind-control were by no means the whole story; throw in the Beatles, the Beach Boys, Hollywood A-List celebrities, black magic, the Mafia and even two presidents of America, and you are still only halfway there. The relatives of the Family’s victims may still be grieving their losses, but it’s fascinating to think how future generations will come to view Manson and his followers. Will they be romanticised like Jesse James, Bonnie and Clyde, or 1930s Prohibition mobsters? Or will they be seen as Jack the Ripper is: the enduring symbol of the evil of their age?



From the day he was born in 1934, Charles Manson certainly had the right credentials to qualify as an outlaw. With an absent father and prostitute mother, he easily gravitated towards a life of petty crime and wayward behaviour. Despite being superficially charming, his taste for mixing with society’s underbelly ensured he spent most of his early years in America’s state institutions. Without the framework of family, it’s not really that surprising that Manson grew to enjoy prison; its regime and criminal fraternity offered a structure to his life. Rather than rehabilitation, Manson put together a sizeable list of contacts and an encyclopaedic knowledge of criminal methodology.

During a ten-year term for fraud at the beginning of the early 1960s, Manson began to actively study mind control and psychology. He became highly adept at manipulating certain personalities for his own ends. He also developed a considerable ability for song writing, which he blended with the esoteric philosophies he’d picked up from Scientology, Buddhism and even Masonic folklore. Seen as little more than a freak by fellow inmates, Manson was left alone to read, write and fester. The racial divides that existed within the microcosm of jail helped lay the foundation for the Family’s unbridled racism.

When Manson emerged from jail in 1967, he found the monochrome world that he left behind had turned Day-Glo in his absence. Even at thirty-two, he easily picked up this new vibe, the revolution driven by America’s youth. A desire to search and explore for a new, shared experience, and rebellion in whatever shape or form it took, had become de rigueur. Luckily for Manson, any expression of this freedom, however extreme, was welcomed in these new communities, many of them based in California.

Heading swiftly to San Francisco in March 1967, Manson was greeted by the peace and love brigade with open arms and legs. His guitar slung round his shoulder, he started to accrue a large retinue of followers; principally young kids looking for a saviour. These weren’t your regular failures and dropouts; most were high achievers and homecoming queens; girls and boys ‘most likely to’. They were also intelligent, instinctive, and looking for someone to soothe their angst and answer all their questions. Manson’s caring smile and heart-felt manifesto enchanted many an impressionable mind into following him, allowing their past to be erased, and their future to be rewritten.

How did Manson manage to wield such influence over his followers? Perhaps it was the strange ambience of the mid-1960s that was to blame. Freedom, oft talked about in America, was now being demonstrably exercised for the first time in modern history. Equally groundbreaking, dissent had become exciting, new – a craze, even. With the war in Vietnam vividly showing their elders’ corruption, opposition to anything that represented the past caught on like wildfire. As a result, a deep schism separated young people from conventional society. Being totally mercurial, Manson was hip to what was going down on the streets and in the gutter. At the other side of thirty, and seasoned by life in the clink, Manson was savvy enough to use this dissent for his own ends.

Hallucinogenic drugs became an obligatory rite of passage into this new world, while for Charles Manson they were an important device for unlocking troubled minds, and bending them his way. Furthermore, LSD’s ability to desensitise the psyche to every imaginable horror was hugely appealing to Manson’s darker side.

Manson soon found that he had collected a small, but dedicated band of devotees. Manson made sure to instil a cocky assurance in his followers that went far beyond the open-minded attitude of the broader hippie movement. Despite the flowers and flares, his new breed weren’t hippies; they were ‘slippies’, a term Manson coined for the kids who hung on his every word.

And for a short while in 1967, the party looked as though it would never have to end. Like many other communes on a road to nowhere, Manson’s band formed their home aboard an old school bus. Soon, they would find a more permanent sanctuary in an old movie set on the fringes of Los Angeles. Like a psychedelic version of Little House on the Prairie, Manson’s Family began to gel together into one unit, aided by their leader’s teachings. At this early point in their history, the talk was not of murder, but of love, community, brotherhood and music – as long as it was Manson’s or the Beatles. By the mid-1960s, the Beatles’ massive success pointed out a route for others to follow, Manson included. Despite coming from the bluegrass of Kentucky, he identified with their own humble beginnings. He was eager to follow in their footsteps and secure some of the enormous success that seemed there for the taking.

To aid their search for a record deal, Manson and his followers settled in Los Angeles at the end of 1967. Manson soon collected a number of admirers – Dennis Wilson of The Beach Boys, Neil Young and plenty of others were taken in by Manson and his girls. In these early halcyon days, Manson looked set for stardom, and yet just eighteen months after his first recording session, all Manson had left was the devotion of his tiny flock of admirers. The music industry he so wanted to enchant was by now turned off by his crazed antics. With his musical career on a steep decline, Manson fell back on his two constants: petty criminality and pseudo-religious proclamations. He announced an impending Armageddon, and took his followers out to the Californian desert. There, he acted out his increasingly bizarre fantasies for his small audience of believers. Meanwhile, the world he so desperately wanted to infiltrate back in Los Angeles was moving on without him. Isolated and forgotten by the glitterati, Manson’s frustrations boiled over; and the stage was set for what was soon to come.



The dreadful crimes that occurred in California in August 1969 rocked the whole of America, and threw up a raft of witness reports, testimonies and court documents, as well as countless first-hand interviews and source material. However, in the end, one of the forgotten victims of the Family presented me with the most intriguing material and gave me my most difficult task. 

Joel Pugh was an enigmatic, peripheral personality in the Manson saga, whose story ties the Family’s commune in

the permanent sunshine of the Los Angeles desert to grey old England, and more specifically to Joel’s death in London in 1969 – the year of the Sharon Tate murders. Initially, any paperwork relating to his demise was impossible to trace. Remarkably, Scotland Yard had destroyed all their notes that pertained to his death, and there was no trace of them in police archives in Los Angeles, despite much speculation at the time. Eventually, through a labyrinth of enquiries and informants, a folder of information relating to Joel Pugh and Manson Family activities in the UK was discovered in a college archive in Nevada, California. Much of the contents of this file has never been publicly revealed before, and gives an amazing insight into the Manson family’s activities outside of America.



It’s not only the shadowy figure of Joel Pugh that tied Manson’s Californian murders to Swinging Sixties Britain. In this book, I make no apologies for delving into the world of the Beatles, and how it mapped on to the strange territory Charles Manson occupied. Although the chances of any of the Fab Four actually meeting Manson appear remote, in the Neverland of the 1960s, suggestion was often more powerful than reality. Whereas the Beatles might have seen their 1968 ‘White Album’ project as little more than collecting songs together for a contractually required album, outside the group, every nuance was interpreted as meaning something. Most tragically, the Beatles’ signals were wholly misinterpreted by Charles Manson, and ended up forming part of the Family’s twisted mythology.

In putting the book together there were other, even more contentious decisions to be made. For example, I have chosen to include a series of photos that were taken following the murders at Cielo Drive. Whilst I apologise for any distress they may cause, they offer an insight into the madness that no words could ever convey. Equally, they present a necessary shot of brutal reality. Whatever the rhetoric, the Family was always something darker than the happy, shambling caravan of dissenters they sometimes appear to be. While many would prefer to keep the photographs out of the public domain, their horrendous detail are one of the factors that ensure the continued incarceration of those guilty of one of the twentieth century’s most sensational crimes.

Charles Manson knows only too well that the chances of his own freedom are less than zero. At the time of writing, Manson is kept in a protective unit at Corcoran prison in southern California. He is seventy-four. The protective unit is more for his own safety than for those of his fellow inmates. Whilst Manson will take any opportunity to take a swipe, both verbal and otherwise, at his warders, the authorities are more concerned about the opportunist jailbird who might want his scalp. Manson’s days are long, and he fills the hours making speeches to anyone who’ll listen. But outside the world has changed, and time has long overtaken the prisoner and his pretensions.



The saga of the Family is a mad, wayward story that fulfilled no other purpose than to magnify the notoriety of Charles Manson. Looking at the facts in the cold light of day, everything Charles Manson set out to achieve failed dismally. Music, relationships, crime, putative attempts at world domination – all ended in abject catastrophe. While there are still many people who would wish to elevate him to near deity status, the fact remains that Manson achieved little other than carnage. If he did succeed in sending America a wake-up call, it was by chance – a by-product of the wreckage that built up around him. Others with similarly fractured childhoods have gone on to forge great and extraordinary futures for themselves. Charles Manson’s inability to rise above the knocks and the barbs of life prompts little sympathy.

The great irony is that the joyous optimism and boundless love of the 1960s was responsible for allowing Manson a voice in the first place. That really is the sad, fascinating truth at the heart of the Family’s story.



Simon Wells, April 2009

Sussex, England





chapter 1

Born

‘I am only what you made me. I am only a reflection of you. I have ate out of your garbage cans to stay out of jail. I have wore your second-hand clothes . . . I have spent twenty-three years in tombs that you built.’

Charles Manson, 20 November 1970

Childhood. Infancy. Youth. These are not words that sit easily with someone once depicted as ‘the most evil person alive’. When, at the age of thirty-five, Charles Manson was held responsible for some of the most horrific murders of modern times, his humble, formative years were of little consequence. It’s not hard to see why. What’s one man’s hard-luck story compared to the sea of bloodstained bodies left strewn across affluent Los Angeles? The legend of Charles Manson has emerged as the twentieth century’s prime metaphor for unspeakable horror, but his formative days have remained a mystery.

While Charles Manson, the ‘mass murderer’, the ‘serial killer’, the ‘mind controller’, has been fully seared into popular history, the more mundane circumstances of his arrival in 1934 are less sensational. Five years after Wall Street’s spectacular collapse, the ripple effects of the Great Depression were still being felt by ordinary Americans. As stockbrokers and businessmen pondered their diminishing fortunes, the working-class in hinterlands such as Kentucky were faced with the choice between survival and death. 

It was into this tough, austere arena that young Charles Manson would first emerge. We don’t know much about sixteen-year-old Kathleen Maddox, or how aware she was of the desperate times she was living through. However, it’s certain that 12 November 1934 would be the most momentous day of her early years.

Kathleen was the youngest of Nancy and Charles Maddox’s three children, following her brother Luther and older sister Alene into the world. The family were based in Ashland, Kentucky, a modest industrial town nestling on the banks of the Ohio river. Charles Manson’s family tree reveals an unremarkable litany of short lives and nondescript vocations; Kentucky people, who stuck to ideals of endurance and self-sufficiency. Charles, like Kathleen before him, seemed to be cut from a different cloth.

The Maddoxes were devout Christians, and were dominated by the matriarch of the household, Nancy Loraine. So formidable was Nancy in her religious convictions that she barred her two daughters from any overt show of femininity. Kathleen’s father Charles was a hard-working man, who’d carved out a long career on the Baltimore & Ohio railways as a conductor. Somewhat in the shadow, Charles Senior didn’t have the religious vehemence of his wife, but would fall quietly in line with her in order to keep the peace. This uneven atmosphere made the Maddox house a brittle environment for the children to grow up in. As puberty approached, and hormones ran wild, the constraints evidently proved too overwhelming.

As a teenager, Kathleen rebelled against the regime. Although her mother had forbidden any form of dating, once Kathleen got a taste for the enticing world of adult sexuality, she leapt in head first. Her sister and brother had been eager to break the bonds of their austerity but Kathleen’s youthful exuberance meant she took to secular pleasures with even more zeal. On reflection in 1970, Charles’s mother Kathleen was matter-of-fact about it: ‘My mother was a very strict woman, very religious, so when me and my sister got a few years older, I guess we had a tendency to be a little wild, the way kids will.’

Kathleen soon fell in with a dismal assortment of suitors from the wrong side of the tracks. They revelled in the favours she was more than happy to share.

At the age of fifteen, Kathleen started seeing Colonel M. Scott, a man eight years her senior. Despite received wisdom suggesting otherwise, ‘Colonel’ was his Christian name, rather than his rank. The youngest of Walker and Gladys Scott’s four children, Colonel was in fact a freewheeling itinerant, maintaining himself with a host of menial jobs. According to the sketchy reports, he spent time as a cook, a labourer and an assistant in a dry-cleaning laundry – not the most auspicious match for a member of the respectable, God-fearing Maddox clan.

It’s unlikely that anyone would have remembered the couple’s relationship if Kathleen hadn’t become pregnant. Given her early penchant for the wild side, it wasn’t that much of a surprise to the neighbourhood, but, in the pious setting of her family, it was a terrible scandal, and Kathleen was forced to move out. At the age of fifteen, with her mother’s admonishments echoing in her ear, she took off, shacking up in a string of seedy boarding houses and flats in downtown Cincinnati.

Here truth begins to differ from legend. Much has been said about Charles Manson being the product of a paid encounter. But while many observers of the case have spoken of Kathleen as a prostitute, there is no tangible evidence to suggest that she was selling herself for money at this point. Although Manson has since conceded that his mother may have been forced to engage in paid sex later in life, it’s more likely that baby Charles was an unplanned teen pregnancy, rather than anything more sensational. Those around Kathleen at the time describe her personality as ‘loose’ and that she ‘ran around a lot, drank, got in trouble’.

Following the announcement of her pregnancy, Colonel Scott took off to avoid having to support the child. Kathleen didn’t seem overly perturbed by her lover’s abandonment. During the later stages of her pregnancy, she started seeing William Manson, a twenty-four-year-old labourer. William was evidently enamoured enough with her to see the pregnancy through, and to maintain a presence in Kathleen’s life after the birth. In return his name was to go down in history.



At 4.40 p.m. on 12 November 1934, Kathleen’s baby entered into the world at Cincinnati’s main hospital on Pike Street. As befits the chaos that has surrounded little Charles’s life ever since, the child got off to a confused start. Initially, hospital paperwork recorded him as ‘no-name Maddox’, on account of the father’s absence, and Kathleen not yet having a name for her son. Evidently mother and daughter had patched up their differences because Kathleen waited for a few days until her mother’s arrival in Cincinnati before deciding on a suitable moniker. Together, they chose the name Charles Milles. To give the child some semblance of a family, Kathleen married her beau, William Manson. The marriage would allow for the bona-fide registration of Charles Manson to be properly filed three weeks after the little boy’s birth, with ‘William Manson’ clearly stated on the certificate as the father.1 Later, Kathleen would later make her own, more ad hoc, alteration to her little boy’s name. Charles was shortened to Charlie, the name that he would carry with him for the rest of his life. 

According to official reports, in 1936 Kathleen pursued the errant Colonel Scott through the courts for child support for Charlie. Despite a ruling in April 1937 ordering a one-off payment of $25, and $5 weekly maintenance, Kathleen claims she never received any money. By 1940 she was applying to the courts to have the money siphoned from his wages. Many years later, after Manson was happily revelling in his own bastard status, Kathleen reported that his absent father had apparently taken some interest in his young son before his death from cancer in 1954. ‘[Colonel] Scott used to come and pick Charlie up and take him home for weekends with his own child,’ she claimed in an interview following Manson’s arrest in 1969. ‘He just loved him.’

When Manson achieved global notoriety in 1969, there were suggestions that the enigmatic Colonel Scott had actually been of black origin.2 As Charlie doesn’t appear to have any African-American features, and without convincing photographic or genetic evidence, it remains, like much connected with the case, part of the lore of Manson’s enigma. Little is recorded of Colonel Scott’s future movements, other than a conviction for assault and battery, and a sustained conviction of malicious shooting and wounding in November 1941. Census reports cite that he died aged just forty-four on 30 December 1954.

Regardless of the arguments concerning Charlie’s paternal origin, the little boy was very close to his mother in his formative years. She later claimed she was overly generous in her feelings towards him: ‘Maybe it was because my own mother had been so strict, but if Charlie wanted anything, I’d give it to him.’

Although Kathleen would later claim to have spoilt her little Charlie, by her own admission, she was regularly out of the house for a variety of reasons. This left the boy to be cared for by a legion of carers, friends, and anyone else who happened to be around. Court records of the time reveal that Kathleen used a variety of aliases to ease her passage through debt and other scrapes. Legend has it that once, when she was short of cash for a drink, she traded the little boy for a flagon of beer to a childless waitress in a bar, only to have the child later reclaimed by a concerned relative. While this and other rumours were embellished over the years, Kathleen was evidently having a difficult time juggling child-rearing, work and her hectic social life.

In 1939, Kathleen, along with her older brother Luther and his wife, took part in a robbery of a service station in Charleston, West Virginia. The crime, despite having all the glamour of a ‘Bonnie and Clyde’ style adventure, was a messy affair; Kathleen, armed with Coke bottles, knocked out the attendant during the robbery. She ended up taking the rap and was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment. Kathleen later claimed that her brother’s wife told her that they could all escape if she took the bulk of the charge. With six-year-old Manson now without any primary carer, he was placed in the temporary custody of his grandparents. The environment was as strict as when his mother Kathleen had left it, and the little boy was browbeaten into a quiet subservience. Nonetheless, Charlie appears to have held his grandmother in high regard: ‘My grandmother was a mountain girl from Kentucky up in the mountains . . . She never did drink or smoke or cuss or lie. She used to cook for the Salvation Army and was a human being, a good one. I’d go to the church down there and sweep the floor for her.’3

While austerity reigned supreme in the Maddox household, the failing health of Charlie’s grandmother made it impossible for her to care adequately for him. Additionally, the child’s bastard status would have been severely at loggerheads with her pious doctrine. At that point, it was deemed more appropriate for Charlie to be in the care of his aunt Alene and her husband Bill. While sister Kathleen and brother Luther had gone seriously off the rails, Alene had evidently settled down to married life. She and her husband were based in the leafy environs of McMechen, a modest mining town in West Virginia, which had a rich churchgoing tradition running through its seams. They were living a comfortable life in a riverside property with a large garden. It was a long way from the disordered, money-strapped life Kathleen could offer.

While Alene and Bill’s relationship had been rocky at first, they’d overcome any obstacles through their shared belief in Christianity. This soon turned into a devout obsession. As McMechen prided itself on its religious traditions, young Charlie was expected to attend a variety of services on Sunday. While others might have been dismissive of the bundle dumped on their doorstep, his uncle and aunt were proactive in shaping the young boy up to the rigours of the Christian world. 

Manson has since claimed that he was placed under a strict regime at McMechen, living a devout and disciplined life, working his way through a long list of chores during the day. However, his mother begged to differ in an interview she gave in 1980. ‘He never had to do a thing to earn what he wanted. Those stories about him earning his own living selling newspapers when he was seven or eight, those aren’t true. He didn’t even have to do things around the house, like rake or mow lawns.’

Charlie’s innate sensitivity to his plight ensured that he often cried for his mother. Soon the young boy would be, in his own words, ‘the sissy of the neighbourhood’. His Uncle Bill – evidently a graduate of the Johnny Cash School of sensitivity – threatened the young boy that if he didn’t start shaping up and stop acting like a woman, he would make him wear a dress. Uncle Bill was sincere in his threat, and one Sunday the hapless Charlie was made to don a skirt to church in an attempt to ‘learn to fight and be a man’. For the community of McMechen, lined up meekly in their pews, the sight of the little boy wearing a dress caused much amusement. The following week at school, Charlie had to fight off a barrage of teasing about the event – eventually, he snapped, and started attacking anyone who dared taunt him. From a shrinking violet to ultra-violence, Manson’s uncle had certainly succeeded in shaping up young Charlie. 

Dolores Longwell was a classmate of Charlie’s during his years at McMechen. She noted that the ‘new boy in class’ caused a flutter of interest among the girls, due to his ‘lovely eyes’, having little reason to believe that he would eventually become synonymous with evil. While Charlie was negative about his new home, Dolores saw it somewhat differently. ‘He had just about anything he wanted,’ she recalled. ‘His aunt and uncle and grandmother took him to church. He didn’t like going. The only thing he really liked was the singing. He really loved to sing.’

Despite Charlie’s reticence, these church services proved pivotal in the way he developed both musically and spiritually. Although a tearaway waiting in the wings, he instantly warmed to the sonic vibrations of the hymns and the obedient spirituality they evoked in the attendees. This would be a power he would later harness for his own ends.

While academia was never going to be his strongest point, Charlie was nonetheless possessed with an instinctive intelligence. He was sensitive and creative, and only too aware of his social shortcomings – his illegitimacy and his mother’s status – and he never fulfilled his academic potential.

The close-knit, close-minded community did its best to remind young Charlie of his dubious parentage. Phrases such as ‘the little bastard’, and ‘your mother’s a jailbird’ were shouted across park and playground. In return, Charlie would attempt to stand his ground; his short stature was no obstacle to his fierce self-preservation. Predictably, Charles’s first brush with the law would soon follow. 

Given the extreme Christian values dominant in his guardians’ house, Charlie’s formative Christmases were spartan affairs. While the other children of McMechen enjoyed their festive gifts, young Charlie didn’t have much to look forward to at Yuletide. Manson recalled one particular Christmas where all he received was a hairbrush; albeit one with a Superman transfer. Unsurprisingly, the other children in the neighbourhood took great pleasure in showing off their bigger and better presents once school recommenced. In a fit of pique, Charlie took action. While the other children were studying, Charlie rounded up their prized Christmas gifts, and set off towards a desolate stretch of land. Once there, he built a fire and ceremoniously burnt the lot. Charlie’s involvement was soon discovered, and the local police called in. While too young to be charged, the seven-year-old was soundly reprimanded for his misdemeanours. It was to be Manson’s first taste of infamy.



Before Charlie could establish any further criminal credentials, fate intervened. In 1942, his mother Kathleen was granted parole. She camped out for a while at her sister’s house in McMechen, but family circumstances made a long stay at the house awkward. With Uncle Bill suffering from respiratory problems, and Charlie causing something of a stir around McMechen’s quiet environs, it was considered best for Kathleen and her young son to move on. Equally pleased to be free from the parochial mindset of McMechen, the pair moved onwards towards Cincinnati. While their reunion had been warm, within weeks Kathleen returned to her peripatetic, slacker lifestyle. Soon, a succession of carers would resume foster duty for the little boy while his mother was occupied elsewhere. She even made steps to have him fostered. 

If Kathleen’s business required Charlie to be away for longer than an afternoon or an evening, he’d be shunted up to Kentucky to spend time with his ‘uncle’ Jess and his family. Jess was every part the hillbilly relative, living a lawless life in a log cabin with his wife, four daughters and a variety of animals. While there, Charlie got exposed to the sharp end of family life. At the mercy of the elements, Manson learnt a lot from his uncle Jess about survival and blood kinship. Jess was also a firm opponent of schooling, telling the young boy, ‘We ain’t surrendered, we’re still rebels, and we’ll be rebels until the end of time, because I ain’t accepting any Yankee school. Don’t go to those schools, boy.’ As a sideline, Uncle Jess ran an illicit ‘moonshine’ business. Charlie has claimed that later, on being confronted by police about his activities, Uncle Jess blew himself and his family sky high. 

While Manson was learning tough family values in Kentucky, mother Kathleen’s taste for the seamy side of life continued unabated. With Charlie back in tow, she’d take on a variety of temporary jobs in pubs and bars, constantly in search of some sort of sanctuary. More often than not, she’d be on the move, usually prompted by a break-up with one of her numerous lovers. Needless to say, it wasn’t the most stable upbringing for a sensitive young boy.

Sometime in late 1947, Kathleen stepped up her attempts to have twelve-year-old Charlie taken into care. Reportedly, a new lover found the youngster’s presence an irritation. With no apparent places available, she sought help through the local courts. Eventually, she succeeded in having Charlie made a ward of court, and placed in the secure quarters of Gibault School for Boys at Terre Haute on the fringes of Indiana. The school, still there to this day, boasted an extensive range of programmes and services to aid children with all manner of issues and disorders. As is still part of their credo, Gibault was ‘the last opportunity for our clients to receive treatment before they find themselves involved with the Department of Corrections’.

At last, Charlie’s life had some form of stability, largely thanks to the Catholic monks who ran the school. According to Manson, despite their altruistic intentions they could also be stern, treating any misdemeanour, such as Manson’s bedwetting, with corporal punishment. His experiences with his strict uncle and aunt in McMechen had equipped him well for this sort of religious authoritarianism. Equally, he swiftly fended off any initial challenges to his height and diminutive frame from potential bullies keen to exploit the new runt of the litter. Despite being just twelve years old, and one of the youngest in the institution, Manson soon fell in with the most hardened of the youthful criminals. With expert tutelage from fellow inmates, he soon learnt a legion of scams and tricks that would inform his nefarious activities later in life. School reports of the twelve-year-old describe him as a ‘pleasant’ and ‘likeable boy’ while noting he had, ‘a tendency toward moodiness and a persecution complex’. 

Although Manson coped fairly well at Gibault, his past soon began to catch up with him. Desperately missing his mother, he became withdrawn and remote. ‘I was lonelier, lonelier than I had ever been in my life,’ he reflected many years later. ‘I wanted to live with her, under any conditions. Not in some school locked away from everything.’

Occasionally Charlie’s mother Kathleen would visit. Mostly, though, she made her excuses and stayed away. Although Charlie would eagerly await these brief audiences, it hit him hard when she didn’t show up. To make matters worse, Kathleen would make constant promises that she would sort them both out a place to live in Cincinnati, promises that never seemed to materialise. 

On the scant occasions when Manson has spoken of his mother, the most telling was to Diane Sawyer of ABC news in 1994: ‘The only thing my mother taught me was that everything she said was a lie. And I learned never to believe anyone about anything.’

After ten months, tired of waiting for his mother to come and get him, Charlie left Gibault and ran back home to Cincinnati to be with her. While making the long and lonely 180-mile trip on foot, he imagined her reaction, and hoped that she would welcome him with open arms. Nothing, it appears, could be further from the truth. When Charlie did finally make contact with his mother in Cincinnati, she swiftly called the police and had her son taken back to Gibault. Within hours of returning, he was out of the school again. However, this time any thoughts of meeting up with his mother were gone.

Instead, Charlie headed towards Indianapolis; although still some seventy miles away from Gibault, it was the closest major city to the school. Manson had reckoned on finding anonymity amongst Indianapolis’s population, something he claims he was desperately seeking. For a few days, young Charlie yomped through fields and roads that led towards the city. En route, he fell in with a mass of drifters, who were happy to share their meagre meals with a youngster on his travels. 

Manson soon entered the city limits of Indianapolis, and for the first few nights he bedded down wherever he could find shelter. With no cash available, he robbed a few shops for food. On one such occasion, he discovered to his delight that the store had left out their day’s takings in a cigar box. With over $100 now in his possession, young Charlie managed to persuade someone to rent him a room in one of the city’s less salubrious quarters. Although the money soon dried up, he now had a base to operate from, and he took on any task that paid. One of his jobs was for Western Union delivering messages around town. This was about as close as Manson ever got to playing the respectable citizen.

    

However, one slip-up led to Charlie’s new life coming to an abrupt halt. He’d stolen a bike, more as a necessity than anything else, but the police soon spotted it and he was apprehended. After some time in the cells, Charlie’s identity was determined, and he was returned to court. As a formality, Charlie’s mother was called to help decide his fate. She declined to get involved. Manson was placed in a young offenders’ institution in Indianapolis – but he promptly escaped. The following day he was recaptured and was swiftly put up before the courts.

On this occasion, the judge was sympathetic to young Manson’s case, and he passed him over to Boys Town, ‘a non-sectarian, non-proselytising home for young boys.’ The school catered for disadvantaged and challenged children and had been established some thirty years previously by the altruistic Father Edward Flanagan. A Catholic minister, Flanagan dedicated his life to the cause. With his visionary ethos that, ‘There are no bad boys. There is only bad environment, bad training, bad example, bad thinking’, the establishment flourished. Word of its achievements soon spread, inspiring a couple of films, notably the 1938 Academy Award-winning movie, Boys Town, starring Spencer Tracy and Mickey Rooney. Instrumental in placing Charlie at the school was one Reverend George Powers. He recalled Manson as ‘very lonesome, just craving attention and affection. He looked like an innocent altar boy, and he was so ashamed of his mother.’ It seemed that Charlie was playing up to them somewhat when remarking to officials, ‘I didn’t want to stay where Mother lived in sin.’

In March 1949, at the age of fourteen, Charlie Manson’s arrival at Boys Town created something of a minor buzz. In an attempt to garner some attendant publicity for the school, a reporter and photographer from the Indianapolis Today paper were dispatched to record young Manson’s induction into the institution. The resulting photograph captured a smart, agreeable young man shaking hands with the school’s administrator over a desk. If the headline ‘Boy Leaves Sinful Home for New Life in Boys Town’ was upbeat, the text of the feature promised good times ahead. ‘A dead-end kid who has lived in an emotional blind alley is happy today; he’s going to Boys Town.’

Four days later, with the ink barely dry on the page, Manson ran away from Boys Town. This time, he hooked up with a fellow inmate by the name of ‘Blackie’ Nielson, and together they headed off to Peoria, Illinois; firstly on a motor scooter, and then in a stolen car. When they arrived, they laid low at an uncle of Nielson’s. A World War Two vet, Nielson’s uncle had been involved in petty crime before disability had sidelined his activities. Despite his handicap, the uncle was happy to be playing the role of Fagin, furnishing the boys with information on various establishments that he reckoned they could squeeze their small frames into. As a result, the pair embarked on an enormous crime spree, netting huge amounts of cash. For a while things looked good, although – as Manson would later note – the uncle was creaming off the majority of their spoils. 

Not surprisingly, Manson and his friend soon fell foul of the law. A bungled grocery-store robbery put them in police custody and, despite implicating Nielson’s uncle, the pair met guilty charges. With his chances at Boys Town blown, and with the knowledge that it would take some time to decide his fate, Manson was placed in the Indianapolis City Juvenile Hall for processing. He promptly escaped, taking over thirty fellow inmates with him through a hole he’d cut in the wire fence. Once free, Manson quickly hot-wired a car and drove off. He was soon picked up, though; the sight of the miniature Manson barely visible above the dashboard ensured a swift capture. 

It was little surprise that the local press picked up on the story. With no reference to the glowing appraisal they’d handed Manson a few weeks earlier, the paper labelled Charlie as ‘ringleader’ of the pack of escapees. After such an audacious affront to authority, the courts demanded a heavy sentence. While reports were being collated, Charlie was placed in Indiana’s county jail – an adult institution. History was made that day, as Charlie Manson, aged thirteen, became the youngest offender ever to sit behind the jail’s stone walls. The incarceration was a temporary measure though, and authorities were soon required to find somewhere more appropriate for their young charge.

What they found was the Indiana School for Boys at Plainfield – in layman’s terms, reform school. Established in 1867, Plainfield was a maximum-security institution, complete with high walls and razor wire fencing. Despite the sweeping lawn at the front, this was a hardline facility which existed to contain those with ‘severe character disorders.’ 

Whilst Manson had been able to wheedle his way through his previous placements, life at Plainville was to be a different story altogether. Even Manson, already well seasoned to harsh discipline, was shocked. If we are to accept Charlie’s account, it might go some way to explaining the grudges he’d forever hold against authority. With an alleged litany of daily assaults, rape and other sordid forms of abuse, any semblance of innocence was summarily beaten from him. Like many adolescents faced with situations out of their own control, he began to self-harm on a regular basis. Manson’s later hope that ‘all the warped, sadistic bastards I met there are now dead’ is a fair measure of his torment. He’d later rename the institution ‘Painsville’ in honour of the harshness of life there. 

Charlie’s resistance to the regime at Plainfield ensured that any easy integration back into society was highly unlikely. In the three years that he was registered at the institution, he attempted to escape at least eighteen times. This made it more than likely that he’d be transferred into an adult facility for an undetermined period. In February of 1951, and with nothing left to lose, Charlie absconded with two other inmates in a stolen car, with the aim of reaching California and swiftly absorbing themselves into the Golden State. 

The journey west was somewhere in the region of 2,000 miles, and the trio were forced to steal a variety of motors en route. To sustain themselves, they held up numerous grocery stores and fuelling stations on their way. Manson himself suggests that the tribe robbed between ‘fifteen to twenty’ stores and garages on their trip. On approaching Utah, one of the many cars they’d stolen was reined in at a roadblock by police looking for a couple of robbery suspects. All three teen outlaws were swiftly apprehended. However, as they crossed into another state, they now fell within the stricter jurisdiction of the federal authorities. The seriousness of this meant that on 9 March 1951, Manson was transported up to Washington DC and into the care of the National Training School for Boys.

Charlie’s reputation preceded him and he now held the dubious honour of being in the top league of young offenders, and he had become used to defending himself physically. With little contact with women, Charlie began to explore his sexuality with other inmates. Although not a homosexual by preference, he took every opportunity to engage in some relief from the obvious frustration a young man would feel at being locked up all day. 

Following his transfer to Washington, Charlie’s infractions involving prison guards would ensure that he’d see the detention halls of three further institutions over the next few years: the Natural Bridge Honor Camp in Virginia; the Federal Reformatory at Petersburg, and the Federal Reformatory of Chillicothe, in Ohio. During these spells inside, he acted up so much that any possibility of parole began to look increasingly remote. 

It was during his time at the Natural Bridge Honor Camp that Manson underwent some long overdue psychiatric evaluation. These early tests were conducted by a Doctor Block, who con-sidered that, superficially, Charlie was ‘a slick institutionalised youth’. However, the doctor gauged that behind this front lay an ‘extremely sensitive boy who has not yet given up in terms of securing some sort of love and affection from the world’. Others monitoring Charlie weren’t that convinced of his apparent duality, noting that he ‘only did good work for those from whom he figured he could gain something’. Additional evaluations were also undertaken to determine his character. Despite his lack of schooling, Charlie’s creativity was noted, music remaining his constant interest.

While doctors were attempting to unravel Charlie’s complex mind, records show that members of his family were working on the outside to obtain his freedom. His aunt, Alene, had visited the prison to petition the governor to consider a possible parole date. She’d vouched that McMechen’s stable, if unremarkable environment would act as a suitable buffer to any temptation that might cause Charlie to veer off track. The approach worked, and Charlie was let out on temporary licence. The party was to be short-lived, though, and he was rearrested following an incident where he allegedly raped a youth while holding a razor blade to his throat. Manson would later claim that he had been the subject of a set-up, and that he’d initially believed that the encounter was mutually agreeable. Whatever the case, he’d blown his shot at freedom.

Yet again, Manson was hauled back into prison to be reassessed, any chance of parole now apparently gone. On 18 January 1952, he was transferred to the Federal Reformatory in Petersburg, Virginia. While there, he committed numerous violations, including homosexual acts and violent outbreaks. This meant further tests to determine Manson’s mental state. The new evaluation declared Manson ‘dangerous’ and ‘criminally sophisticated’ and recommended that he spend time in a more secure institution. What the authorities found for him was the Federal Reformatory at Chillicothe, Ohio, and he was transferred there on 22 September 1952.

It was at Chillicothe that he’d make the acquaintance of Mafia mobster Frank Costello. Costello was every bit the gangster, cast fully in the mould of Al Capone and other Prohibition-era mobsters. In an eventful career spanning over eight decades, the Italian had overseen an enormous gaming empire. This had led to him being christened ‘Prime Minister of the Underworld’. Charlie basked in the notoriety of Costello, observing the deference with which he was treated by the authority’s prison guards and his fellow inmates. It made a powerful impression on him.

Despite fraternising with legendary criminals such as Costello, Manson’s disciplinary record settled down. For the first time, he started engaging in gainful activities within the prison. On 1 January 1954, he earned himself a merit award for services to their transportation unit where he’d maintained several of the prison’s vehicles. This led to a review date being considered, and with no further behavioural problems recorded, he was prepared for parole.



In May 1954, at the age of nineteen, Manson was finally granted a release date. Attached to his freedom however, were strict conditions; his appalling crime record demanded nothing less. Again, his aunt and uncle were instrumental in supporting his release and, in a receptive mood, Charlie returned back to McMechen. 

With over seven years spent locked up in institutions, Manson enjoyed his freedom. Back in the lush greenery of McMechen, he spent the first few days walking and hiking, taking in the beauty of the surrounding area. While on these meditative jaunts across the neighbouring hills, he’d constantly muse on the time he’d lost inside, and how much of his formative development had been stunted. With his prison record preceding him, the opportunities for employment were slim. Still, he managed to occupy himself with some menial tasks, serving time as a gardener, cleaner and pump attendant. However, Charlie’s lackadaisical approach to work meant these jobs were fleeting, employees noting his ‘lateness, absence or general neglect’. His mother also reappeared at this time and, despite all their combined problems and issues, they managed to re-establish their relationship. 

Given Manson’s years inside, he’d had very little contact with women. As a young man in his prime, he’d stockpiled an enormous amount of unrequited interest in the fairer sex. Not surprisingly, Manson had few social skills when it came to the art of wooing. After a few disastrous attempts at relationships, Charlie ended up marrying the first girl he slept with. Her name was Rosalie Jean Willis, and he’d been smitten with her charms when he chanced upon her in a local café. A romance soon flourished and, on 17 January 1955, they were wed. 

For a while things appeared promising, and Charlie enjoyed these early days together, where he got his first taste of domesticity. But with the couple both working, Charlie began to find the daily grind of gainful employment laborious and tiresome, and he began to drift back into petty crime, eventually engaging once again in his preferred activity of car theft. On one occasion, Manson took a car across state and down towards Fort Lauderdale, Florida.

With life in McMechen a stifling predictability, Charlie and Rosalie started to dream of California. These aspirations for sun, sea and sand were obviously something of a constant with Manson. With no realistic future outside of the drudgery of a workaday routine, Charlie stole a car, and Rosalie and he loaded up their possessions and once more headed west during July 1955. They had added incentive for starting again in the Golden State; Rosalie was now in the early stages of pregnancy with Manson’s child.

Cutting through a landscape of small towns and dust-bowl farms, the couple road-tripped towards California. Stopping off wherever they fancied, and robbing for their needs, they stole a variety of vehicles to get them into Los Angeles. Once there, and with only a few dollars to their name, they rented a small apartment, and got to work in establishing a new life.

Manson’s attempts at settling down soon hit a snag when, some three months later, local police did a routine check on the couple’s car and discovered that it was stolen. Tracing back, they connected the stolen vehicle that Manson had taken to Florida. With Charlie taken into custody, and the case passed over to the FBI, things appeared bleak. In court, Manson begged for leniency, claiming; ‘I was mentally confused, and stole a car as a means of mental release from the confused state of mind that I was in.’

The authorities listened to Charlie, and ordered a fresh psychiatric evaluation to determine the validity of his claim. The findings were ambivalent, and yet with Rosalie’s fragile condition taken into consideration, the authorities took a sympathetic view. As a result, Manson was placed on five years’ probation, with regular parole visits and rigid movement orders part of the conditions. Although the earlier case concerning the stolen car back in Florida was soon up for consideration, given the ruling in LA, Charlie was in a good position to escape a custodial sentence. For a while, the couple made the most of their freedom, exploring the funkier areas of sprawling Los Angeles, spending time among the bohemians in Venice Beach. 

However, despite the leniency shown by the courts, five months later, Charlie would hit the road again, leaving a pregnant Rosalie behind; this time he went in the direction of his old stomping ground, Indianapolis. However, this life on the open road was short-lived and, on 14 March 1956, the police picked him up in violation of his probation order.

This time Charlie was placed in the secure quarters of Terminal Island penitentiary in San Pedro, Los Angeles, for a three-year stretch. With Manson’s mother Kathleen moving to California to help Rosalie through the final stages of her pregnancy, Manson’s women shared their visits to the jail. Although Kathleen’s visits were typically infrequent, Rosalie kept up a regular attendance at the jail. Sometime in 1956, Rosalie would give birth to their first child, a son named Charlie Junior. With the promise of a family life awaiting him on release, Charlie knuckled down to the regimes of prison life. Knowing a good attitude would count towards an early release, Manson utilised every opportunity to impress his captors.

After a few months of frequent visits and regular letters, Rosalie dropped contact with Charlie. It didn’t take her husband long to piece the scenario together: she had left him for someone else. It was Charlie’s mother Kathleen who broke the news to him of Rosalie’s departure. 

Because of his compliant behaviour, Manson had just been transferred to a less secure area of Terminal Island. With the news that Rosalie had hooked up with a truck driver and was heading east, Charlie’s solitary beacon in the outside world was extinguished. On one of his mother’s occasional visits to the prison, she noted the change in Charlie’s demeanour. Another woman had let him down. ‘I think the business with Rosalie really hurt,’ Kathleen recalled later. ‘I think Rose was the only woman he ever really loved, and from then on, he never respected women.’

Within weeks of Rosalie’s departure, Charlie had hot-wired a car in the prison yard. He was wearing civilian clothing and was in the process of absconding when he was captured. This escape attempt extinguished any hopes of parole. With no other evident incentive to lure him back to the outside, Manson gave up on any idea of rejoining conventional society. Adding to his upset, Rosalie filed for divorce, and went on to win full custody of the couple’s son. 

Manson responded by throwing his energy into working his way up the prison hierarchy. The authorities too, had noted his decline. A psychiatric report from the time revealed that Charlie was ‘very unstable emotionally and very insecure. He tells about his life inside the institutions in such a manner as to indicate that he has got most of his satisfactions from institutions . . . In my opinion, he is probably a sociopath personality with psychosis. Unfortunately, he’s rapidly becoming an institutionalised individual.’

Among the broad range of criminals at Terminal Island, Charlie had fallen in with a pimp, who had considerable notoriety as a flash and successful operator. With tales of large cars, luxurious dwellings, huge amounts of ready cash, and of course, an endless stream of girls, he made pimping sound like an attractive prospect. In particular, Charlie was fascinated by the relationship between the pimp and the girls who earned money for him, and the allure of the attentive, all-powerful master. The major rejections in his life had come from women; here was a prospect of unconditional obedience that brought with it rich rewards. With dreams of a lavish lifestyle filling his head, Charlie buckled down to quietly seeing out his time in prison, and, despite many reservations, he was rewarded with a parole date.

On leaving Terminal Island on 30 September 1958, Charlie headed west to what he thought was the best place on earth to start his new career: Hollywood. ‘I was in my element,’ he’d later recall on his relocation. ‘I was twenty-three years old, and my jail-house tutoring was going to go to work for me.’ 

Charlie soon made the acquaintance of a young, impressionable woman, and the pair quickly shacked up together. Using all of his many wiles, Charlie managed to persuade her to start sleeping with other men for money, and when she started handing over money to him, Charlie was overjoyed. In honour of his new status, Manson adopted a glamorous pseudonym, ‘Chuck Summers’.

It was at this time that Charlie set up ‘3-Star Enterprises; Nite Club, Radio and TV Productions,’ a wholly fraudulent operation designed to snare young wannabes and turn them into Manson’s girls. Charlie had a partner in crime by the name of Tony Cassino, and together they operated out of a rented suite on Hollywood’s Franklyn Avenue. Such was the apparent legitimacy of the business that they managed to convince many impressionable starlets to hand over their cash. Exploiting their wide-eyed innocence further, the pair would take a variety of suggestive shots which they’d then hawk on to glamour magazines. Soon Manson and partner were able to transfer their operations to Hollywood’s swanky Roosevelt Hotel. However, with more than one aggrieved parent soon demanding the return their child’s money, word of 3-Star Enterprises’ dirty dealings soon made their way to Manson’s parole officer, who was by then under pressure to revoke his probation. 

A court hearing was convened to assess Charlie’s parole status. In his defence, a young starlet by the name of Leona Rae Stevens was wheeled out, purporting to be his pregnant wife. Through a mist of tears and other emotional outbursts, she begged for Manson’s freedom. It was later discovered that although Charlie had actually married her, she was a seasoned hooker who worked under the name of Candy. She was indeed pregnant with his child, which she bore later that year. Whatever their relationship, Charlie has never once spoken of Leona, or to his second son, Charles Luther Junior.

Outside of his fraudulent talent business, Charlie encountered few problems in soliciting new women into his pimping fold. Most were young, inexperienced and easily swayed. Although on strict parole conditions, Manson managed to sidestep the law on numerous occasions. He was finally caught trying to cash a $34.50 stolen government cheque at a supermarket on 1 May 1959. The cheque disappeared – believed to have been swallowed by Charlie – but the felony still stood. With the parole board looking for a custodial sentence, the judge nonetheless resisted the opportunity of jailing Manson, instead imposing a ten-year suspended sentence if he reoffended. If ever there was a last chance for Charlie, here it was. Undeterred by the threat, Manson duly set off to Laredo, Texas with his tribe of girls; they were aiming to work their way through a business convention. 

Business in Laredo boomed for Charlie and the girls, so much so that Manson considered setting up a base there. However, spoiling the party, one of his women got booked for hustling, and immediately told police that she was working for Charlie Manson. With the threat of the deferred sentence coming back to haunt him, Charlie headed to Mexico. Once there, Manson got in with the local population of hoods and other unsavoury characters. Aside from his tour of local criminality, he dallied with some bullfighters, and was apparently praised for his adept manoeuvring. At some point, Charlie spent some time with the Yaqui Indians in their desert reserve. While there, he sampled some of the tribe’s legendary psilocybin mushrooms as well as some particularly potent marijuana.

With word of Manson’s infamy spreading between states, Manson was soon captured and transferred back to Laredo, Texas, to answer charges relating to the White Slave Traffic Act. Keen to avert a scandal, the Texan authorities shunted Manson back to LA on his broken parole conditions. Fate too would secure Charlie’s future, as he was charged by the same judge that had originally deferred his sentence. The judge was keen to reverse his mistake, declaring: ‘If ever there was a man who demonstrated himself completely unfit for probation, he is it.’ While the pimping charge was eventually dropped, it was nonetheless decided that – courtesy of his string of minor offences – Manson had violated all of his parole conditions. Despite an appeal that dragged on for over year, Charlie’s reservoir of opportunity had finally run dry. In July 1961, after spending a year languishing in a Los Angeles police cell, Manson found himself at McNeil Island off the coast of Washington State. Ten long years in jail now lay ahead of him. 



Once again, Manson reacquainted himself with life behind bars. Assigned to a timetable of routine work, he settled quickly back into prison. It was only after he began to see some of his fellow inmates reach their parole dates that he began to think things through. At twenty-five years of age, with half his life already spent behind bars, and with ten years’ further incarceration lying ahead of him, there was little to celebrate. With virtually no prospect of parole, even the prison authorities thought their resources would be better spent elsewhere. 

While there was an in-house programme to equip inmates with trades to enhance their prospects in the workplace after release, Charlie was denied a place on the scheme. A prison note from this time confirms Manson’s resignation to the inevitable: ‘He has commented that institutions have become his way of life and that he receives security in institutions which are not available to him in the outside world.’ Indeed, it appears the one constant that saw him through his early years at McNeil was his love of music, and he managed to get himself an old guitar, which he’d play almost continuously, despite its battered state.

At some point during his early tenure at McNeil, Manson had a reunion of sorts with his mother. She’d moved to Washington with her new husband so that, according to her, she would ‘be near Charlie’. She began visiting, and had written to the prison authorities to stand surety for Charlie if he was ever likely to be considered for parole. 

Any happiness that their rapprochement might have brought proved short lived. When Charlie had asked her if she could get him a new guitar, his mother told him that it wasn’t possible, seeing that she was continually broke. They struggled through a few more visits but things came to a head later in 1961 when she arrived carrying a baby girl. With great excitement, she introduced Charlie to his little half-sister. Rather than celebrating the new addition to his family, Charlie flew into a rage. How could she afford to look after a new kid when she couldn’t scrape the money together for a guitar? After his mother stormed out, he turned again to his old beaten-up instrument as his only form of escapism.

With his prospects looking increasingly dreary, Charlie became more and more introverted, and highly self-critical, as he explains in his memoirs. ‘I saw myself as I really was; an immature, mixed-up person with nothing but a mouth going for him. I was without direction or a proper goal in life. In the following years, I ceased to be a flippant little fool. I was sincere in my search for self-understanding.’

Given the ten-year stretch ahead, soul-searching may well have been the only option available to him. Manson’s lack of educational skills made things difficult, but with nothing to lose, he began the slow trail towards some sort of understanding of his own troubled psyche. At some point, Charlie looked closely at Christianity. Religion had featured heavily in his childhood, and he painstakingly explored biblical doctrines, becoming struck by the figure of Christ as a scorned individual and finding irresistible parallels to his own situation. Manson also began to dabble in the eastern doctrines of Buddhism and other belief systems that took deep self-examination as their basis. It was as though he was looking for a religion that would have Charles Manson at its very heart. 

As prison presented a microcosm of society, it also magnified the personal beliefs usually practised behind closed doors. In his new role as observer, Charlie was intrigued at the way other inmates went about their daily religious practices with great integrity and commitment: ‘I found them solid in their beliefs, so I watched them and began to appreciate their rituals and traditions.’ In particular, Manson studied intently the unifying bond of Islamic traditions running deep through the community of Muslim inmates. By way of contrast, he also became familiar with right-wing white prison gangs, such as the Aryan Brotherhood, whose belief system was based around white supremacy.

With these contrasting creeds forming a vivid backdrop to his own soul-searching, Manson also delved into the prison library to read up on hypnotism, psychiatry and other mind-expanding techniques. During this dawn of his enlightenment, Charlie would take every opportunity to engage in group therapy, using the sessions to learn about any new psychiatric theory that was being tried out on the patients.

It was about this time that Charlie booked a place on a course based on Dale Carnegie’s standard text, How To Win Friends and Influence People. Reportedly, he’d been impressed by its unilateral promise of self-improvement. Charlie also read psychiatrist Eric Berne’s book, Games People Play. Published during the early 1960s, the book explored the three ego-states we go through in life, and how they affect our spiritual development; it became a key text for those involved in psychological study. Manson was evidently fascinated by Berne’s ideas, especially by his theories concerning the innocence of the child’s mind. Much of Berne’s observations were drip-fed into his own proselytising around the prison yard. They would later inform some of Manson’s later songs with titles such as, ‘Look at Your Game Girl’ and ‘Ego’.

However, the belief system that truly captured his imagination was that of Scientology. Developed by leading science-fiction author L. Ron Hubbard in the 1950s, Scientology started life as Dianetics, a term Hubbard defined as a bridge between science and reality, or ‘the study of truth’. In the 1950s, Dianetics was a new and fashionable mind-development technique (its religious status was a few years away). As a simple process to rid individuals of any inherent hang-ups and repetitive behaviour, Hubbard’s technique swiftly accumulated an enormous worldwide audience. Copies of his book, Dianetics, flew off the shelves on its release in May 1950, and legions of devotees were quick to champion Scientology’s powers.

Lanier Ramer, a cellmate at McNeil Island, is credited with introducing Charlie to Scientology. Ramer had studied Scientology in California, before falling foul of the law following an armed raid. Ramer had reached the status of ‘clear’ – a Scientology term meaning that a person has become free of the influence of past traumatic and negative emotions; on the primary rung of the enlightenment ladder, achieving the status of ‘clear’ nonetheless required a couple of years’ daily study. Reports suggest that Ramer studied under the auspices of none other than L. Ron Hubbard himself. 

To help spread the word inside, Ramer ran special Scientology sessions in McNeil, and gathered together a circle of seven willing students to be ‘audited’. This Ramar did from within the confines of his cell without prison approval. In the grim surroundings of McNeil, Ramer’s talk of attaining a ‘clear’ state leading to ‘the brilliant joy of spiritual existence’ was evidently very attractive to Manson.

For a while, Charlie could talk of nothing else but his obsession with the discipline. When required to fill in prison forms, Manson would list ‘Scientology’ as his religion. 

If reports are to be believed, Charlie received over 150 hours of ‘auditing’; a Scientology term for one-to-one counselling. Once Manson was confident in his Scientology skills, he dispensed with Ramer, much to his tutor’s annoyance. Apparently Ramer was so put out that he pursued Manson around the prison quarters, demanding an explanation; until, that is, Charlie asked to be put in solitary confinement. There, through the use of the mental exercises, Charlie managed to drag himself out of his depression and assume a new vitality. Prison officials also saw a change in Manson, noting that he ‘appears to have developed a certain amount of insight into his problems through his study of this discipline’.

Manson’s Scientology would become a rare constant in his life, and much of Hubbard’s language became part of his own daily vocabulary. But whereas the elders of Scientology advised a carefully structured regime to their studies, Manson prefered to borrow whatever philosophy suited him, if and when the occasion demanded it.

Yet another esoteric angle that Manson explored during his time at McNeil was that of Freemasonry; its hierarchical and powerful subculture was very enticing to Charlie. It is evident that aside from the mystery attached to the cult, Manson was also fascinated by its most popular manifestation: the hand signal. Interviews with Manson throughout the years often include him displaying a variety of hand gestures. It might well have been pure theatre but, given his interest in the Masonic lore and traditions, there could have been more symbolism attached to these strange gesticulations than we realised. During one of the interviews he gave following his indictment for murder in 1969, Manson offered a unique insight into his take on Freemasonary: ‘Masons have the power. It’s a secret that’s been handed down since the pharaohs. The secret wisdom. Jesus knew the symbols. The preacher and the judge got a hold of the symbols and kept them to themselves . . . Every time I got into court, or have my picture taken, I use another Masonic sign. Like three fingers, two fingers outstretched. When the judge sees it, it really freaks him out because he can’t say anything.’

As if this smorgasbord of influences wasn’t enough, the doors to Charlie’s perception were opened wider by the arrival of the book, Stranger in a Strange Land. This bestselling 1961 novel by Robert A. Heinlein told the story of Valentine Michael Smith, an Earth-born child left behind on Mars after the first manned mission to the planet. Raised on the planet by the indigenous Martians, Smith later returns to Earth possessed with unique powers and attributes acquired while on Mars. Through a series of adventures, he explores love and morality, and in turn, acquires a succession of young women – mainly on account of his insatiable sex drive. At Valentine’s behest, these women learn to express themselves through free love and other ritualised behaviour. Later in the tale, Valentine Smith establishes his own church and attempts to share his fantastical talents with other earthlings. Eventually, like all messiahs, he meets his demise at the hands of a frightened group intimidated by Smith’s unworldly talents and perceptions.

Manson, of course, found this tale of messianic power and suggestion gloriously attractive, and the book, like Hubbard’s Dianetics, would remain one of Manson’s key texts. Charlie wasn’t alone in his fanaticism for Heinlein’s work, and the book soon accrued an enormous cult following. With the hippie scene exploding across America, Heinlein’s book became required reading for the ‘now’ generation.

Not surprisingly, as Charlie immersed himself in philosophical and psychology study, he became something of an curiosity in the prison yard. Phil Phillips, a cell-mate who was also serving a ten-year stretch explains how others saw him: ‘I had this conception of Charlie as not a leader, he wasn’t a leader, he was always a follower. At least he always conveyed this impression. I always felt that he was good. He was on what they called the “pay me no mind” list, that’s the kind of list that everybody thinks you’re crazy, but you’re harmless nuts, so nobody bothers you. They’d say “Oh Charlie, get out of here! – Take your act somewhere else.”’

Another inmate claims that the impression that Charlie gave was of a passive character, who’d cry off if things got heavy. If anything, he’d be happier to get other people to do his bidding for him. ‘He had a certain smile that would always get to people,’ the ex-con claims. ‘He tried to hypnotise them. He always got other people to supply him with the necessities.’

It has been reported that some of these ‘necessities’ were books on Satanism and witchcraft, which he badgered outgoing inmates to mail to him on their release. Prison counsellors were equally baffled and intrigued by Manson, reporting on his ‘fanatical interests’ and ‘tremendous drive to succeed’.

Aside from continued love of music, it also appears that Charlie began to immerse himself in the prison’s amateur dramatic society, and happily joined in with their numerous productions. While he was trying to understand himself, he was also busy trying on different roles for size. 

One of the most infamous inmates at McNeil during Charlie’s tenure was Alvin ‘Creepy’ Karpis, who at fifty-two (twice Charlie’s age) still cut an imposing figure. Karpis had been a part of the notorious Ma Baker gang of the 1930s, and one of the few to hold the dubious title of ‘public enemy number one’. He’d been nicknamed ‘Creepy’ Karpis on account of his bizarre smile and had spent nearly thirty years in Alcatraz before being transferred to McNeil. 

With a lengthy stretch still ahead of him, Karpis had taken to playing steel guitar to while away the long hours. With Charlie keen to improve his own guitar skills, Karpis had taken an interest in him and shown him a few of the chords that made up a couple of basic tunes. In his memoirs, On the Rock, the veteran inmate recalls Manson as a mostly peaceable, rather slothful character.

‘This kid approaches me to request music lessons. He wants to learn guitar and become a music star. Little Charlie is so lazy and shiftless, I doubt if he’ll put the time required to learn. The youngster has been in institutions all of his life – first orphanages, then reformatories, and finally federal prison. His mother, a prostitute, was never around to look after him. I decide it’s time someone did something for him, and to my surprise, he learns quickly. He has a pleasant voice and a pleasing personality, although he’s unusually meek and mild for a convict. He never has a harsh word to say and is never involved in even an argument.’

With Karpis’s assistance, Manson began to get more creative on the guitar.With a strange synthesis of philosophy and pop metre, Charlie would soon be composing his own material. Heavily underpinned with his idiosyncratic thoughts and beliefs, it made for some unique compositions. Despite his offbeat material, Manson reportedly wowed audiences during the occasional inmates’ concerts.

At 8 p.m. on Sunday 9 February, seventy-three million Americans tuned into the Ed Sullivan Show to see the Beatles’ first network television appearance. The inmates of McNeil would undoubtedly have been among that number. America was stopped in its tracks; over the course of the forty-five-minute broadcast, crime figures fell to their lowest level since records begun; and even hardline preachers such as Billy Graham and his ilk abandoned their strict Sunday television embargo edict to look in on the phenomena. For Manson, the Beatles were a revelation. Like many others, he was aware that their potential lay well beyond their elementary tales of love, holding hands and ‘yeah yeah yeahs’. To Charlie they were a ‘hole in the infinite’, offering him a Technicolor vision of his own future.

Inspired by the massive success of the band, Charlie, having figured that Karpis’s criminal fraternity would have excellent contacts with the entertainment industry, took any opportunity to engage his ‘celebrity’ inmate.

Alvin Karpis remembered: ‘He told me he knew I could make some contacts outside. He thought I could put him in touch with some of the men in the rackets. He always thought they controlled the show business in places like Las Vegas. I told him I couldn’t do it, even if I did know someone. I tried to tell him that I couldn’t give the world to someone and everything would be fixed up.’

Eventually, like many others before him, Karpis would tire of Charlie’s attention. ‘My decision in the end [was] to leave him on his own,’ recalled Karpis later. ‘The history of crime in the United States might have been considerably altered if “Little Charlie” had been given the opportunity to find fame and fortune in the music industry.’

By June 1966, the revolution in Manson’s head had transformed this once violent, confrontational character into a more thoughtful and deliberate personality. Now free of the depression that had dogged his early years at McNeil, Manson set his sights on turning legitimate. At the same time, an unexpected lifeline came from a pro bono legal firm working on Manson’s behalf. With scant interest from conventional lawyers, an alliance of ex-prisoners championing the interests of convicts inside McNeil had been established. With Manson’s behavioural record vastly improved, and with this legal team’s assistance, a transfer back to Terminal Island was proposed. While it was familiar territory for Charlie, it was a less restrictive environment than McNeil; a step closer to release. The proposal was successful, and on 29 June 1966, Manson was shipped back to Terminal Island jail, California.

The move back to Terminal Island brought him into contact with Phil Kaufman. A man of varied talents, Kaufman was doing time for importing marijuana from Mexico. With Charlie high on his musical dreams, it wasn’t surprising that the two soon collided. Kaufman had already earned himself a respectable place in rock-and-roll mythology, and as a result had impeccable contacts in Los Angeles and Hollywood. At Terminal, he honed in on Charlie’s voice, which to him sounded like a young Frankie Laine’s, and his idiosyncratic, folksie compositions. This was enough for Phil to pass on Charlie’s details to Gary Stromberg, a young impresario attached to Universal Studios in Hollywood. Suddenly it seemed as though the young jailbird might be destined for stardom.

Manson was finally up for release in March of 1967. While every day of a convict’s life is spent leading up to this moment, Charlie begun to view his imminent release with trepidation. Staff preparing his release noted in their reports that Manson, ‘has no plans for release as he says he has nowhere to go’.

Charles Manson: ‘They were ready to let me out and I said, “Oh no, I can’t go outside there. I can’t, I’m not able to adjust to their world. I’d be a stranger.” But they said, “No it’s time. I had to go outside.” But I wanted no part of the world outside . . . I knew that I couldn’t adjust to that world, not after all my life had been spent locked up and where my mind was free. I was content to stay in the penitentiary, just to take my walks around the yard in the sunshine and play my guitar and sit and play in my cell, or do all the things that I’d been used to doing in prison.’

What would Manson do on the outside? Behind bars, he might have talked of world domination, but now the stark reality of fending for himself was staring him in the face. With Rosalie history, and mother Kathleen busy with her own adventures, Charlie would have to face the world alone, without any of the props he’d taken for granted within the prison system. Like most exiting prisoners, he was supplied with a few paltry resources: a money warrant for $35; a suitcase of used clothes, and the services of a parole officer. At 8.15 a.m. on 21 March 1967, after serving nearly seven years of a ten-year sentence, Charlie Manson was released from jail into the general population.
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