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First thing we arrived at Villa Walther, the kids ran round back and saw the spiral stair-
case: “There’s a helter skelter here!” I took this to be fortuitous, a sign that at Wiko 
I might indeed finish writing my book, which was then still titled “Helter Skelter History 
of the Manson Murders.” That this fortune came courtesy of Wiko magic I learned right 
after that, from a randomly selected Yearbook on display in the bookcase in our apart-
ment. As the kids continued to explore the yard, I sat on the couch leafing through this 
book, then flipped to the table of contents and recognized a former Fellow’s name as 
someone I had met once in my previous life as a scholar of Russian history: “I.” So I.’s was 
the report I read. And I was horrified.

I was jetlagged. I overstate. But still, I was stunned, and for this reason: I.’s text testi-
fied to an experience at Wiko that I imagined I could not possibly end up having. For 
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example: Somehow – how? – I. had in what must have been a very short time after all 
become part of a circle of friends so good – and by the way, a circle of not just two or three 
Fellows, but fifteen of them! – friends so good that they all knew that the right way to 
celebrate one of their own on his birthday was to all wear a mask of the German philoso-
pher with whom this Fellow was ostensibly obsessed! Now, true, I. himself seemed not to 
have been entirely at ease at first: “a month or so” into his stay at Wiko, he had fretted 
about being “one of the few people here who doesn’t have a bike,” and though he kept 
fretting, he also kept not having a bike (“there goes I., on foot once again”). However, it 
turned out that I.’s strangely self-sabotaging behavior was in fact but the necessary condi-
tion for the magical intervention of some mysterious “M.,” who bricolaged for I. a bicycle 
out of spare parts left behind by former Fellows. I.’s sentences seemed suspended in an 
atmosphere of what I can only describe as a kind of blessed belonging; as if existentially, 
their author had been at home at Wiko, but also as if this being-at-home had been an ele-
vated form of existence. Indeed, I. said as much; life at Wiko “condensed into art,” and he 
stressed that “even A.” had “confessed that in no other intellectual setting had he felt so 
known, accepted, and appreciated simply for who he was.” Even A.! But me?

*

At the first lunches and dinners, I (not I.), a historian who mostly researches individual 
people and singular events, am bamboozled by the billions of bees and brain cells that my 
fellow Fellows know how to think with, the sheer scale of it all. I feel dizzy.

*

There are several Fellows here who have a moral clarity I wasn’t sure existed anymore. 
Others whose grace and kindness astonish me. The exiles repeatedly leave me speechless.

*

“I cannot be as [fill in the blank] as A. [B., E.]!” I fret about my forthcoming Colloquium 
one day. To which A. himself says: “Don’t worry, because I already cover that.” And then 
maybe I start to get it, the bit about “even A.”
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*

Months pass. I don’t remember why, but I suddenly started writing a new and unplanned 
chapter to open my book, and while I was writing, A. (not A. who already covers what 
I don’t) brought me Redheaded Peckerwood, and then I suddenly envisioned yet another new 
chapter to open that earlier other chapter, but unlike that first new chapter, this second one 
would be wordless. Collaging images for this chapter, all the while protesting to myself that 
really I didn’t know enough about images, was one of the great pleasures of my time at 
Wiko. It did also mean obsessively hunting down the rights to “just right” images – once, for 
a time so long it can’t possibly be captured by “once,” it was a video that had been shot from 
a particular angle that caught a particular gloss on a particular blue dress on a particular 
Manson family woman, but I really needed that gloss (?!) – and frankly all this took too 
much time. But it took a lot less time after I asked S. at the library for help, for example with 
an obscure poster for The Creeping Terror, a worse-than-B-movie shot at the Manson family’s 
stomping grounds in L.A., Spahn’s Ranch, whose director, not really a director, S. explained, 
may have escaped the financial debt he incurred from the shoot by becoming a hot dog ven-
dor on the beach in Santa Monica or a corpse in its Bay. As well, crucially, my meandering 
eventually landed me at a photo archive that, I think I’m sure, will anchor my next book 
project. Photography is one of the passions that have blinked throughout my life; one of 
those that was never consuming enough to become a profession, but whose fading when my 
profession became all-consuming made my life poorer. I am immensely grateful to A. for the 
initial suggestion (and for his work, his talk, and the guided tour at the Helmut Newton 
Foundation’s “Berlin, Berlin” show). And to S., because she too spoke to me of photos.

*

By December, B.T. has saved many of us from continuing to slide into our haircuts; we – 
we are becoming a “we” – are the best-groomed Fellow group!

*

People speak like they mean it. When there is this much patience for the other, even misun-
derstandings are beautiful confusion. I will no longer be able to have butterflies in my stom-
ach without also knowing that there might be a cat scratching at my soul; and vice versa.
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*

We experiment with form: B.Y. introduces an ancient Athenian principle to democratize 
our Colloquium discussions, and then J.Be. fills that bag with a new trick, and then there 
are cards and the cards have clouds, and, and, and . . .

*

My conversations with J.Be. linger in the mid-to-late twentieth century, from Deleuze to 
Didion, but our first exchange was apropos of Japanese fabric, for which he had a vocab-
ulary that only lifelong tailors possess. I now know this is true about J.Be.’s vocabulary on 
any topic, but somehow those words about that fabric and the conversations about cloth-
ing that followed gave permission to my all-year-long obsession with Wiko fashion. 
There were eyes that always matched the dresses and someone who perfectly mismatched 
decades; there were pink pants of corduroy; glitter, a gown, and a crown (maybe I misre-
member, but it could have been a crown!); shawls and scarves; someone’s socks. What 
Wiko did was return me to my senses, by which I mean: I slowed down enough to notice 
I notice things. I don’t know what it means that I was so interested in all these colors, cuts, 
and combinations, but it doesn’t really matter; what matters is I started seeing again.

*

C. and C. send out an invitation for a reading group on “Thinking in Sentences.” I think 
of myself as someone who cares about sentences, so I’m thrilled, also by its first assign-
ment, which is for all of us participants “to bring along one or two sentences that have 
particularly irritated or impressed us.” But then the whole thing turns strange: all the 
sentences I thought I loved are either fragments that only work in the context of their 
paragraphs or, worse, ones that my memory had rewritten so that I now dislike the origi-
nals. Maybe I don’t care about sentences at all. Maybe I care about images. One’s idea of 
oneself is turned upside down here, helter skelter. Is it the carnivalesque ghosts of the 
Luna Park that sat near where Wiko now sits?
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*

Winter, we walk, walking Oso. They run, the runners. All of us dance. A lot. Long live L.!

*

Spring, the garden at Villa Walther gathers the kids. This is what I had imagined for 
them when we first arrived, and that they would remember it later. But they’ll also re-
member this: the rides back from the Skatehalle at the RAW-Gelände with A. and B., 
ping-pong with Y. and D., desserts after Thursday dinners and drinks while dancing, an 
interview with E. and talks with J. and S.’s daughter M. (thank you, E. and M.!).

*

Around that time, also in the spring as the weather warms, at a talk in town I happen into 
one day, I realize I’ve become spoiled, and start actively worrying about how I will live 
without Wiko.

*

Summer, what was best about M. playing in the Berlin Philharmonic was both the fact 
that she played and the fact that everyone – not just two or three, but fifteen Fellows at 
least, or double! – wanted to be there to see her play.

*

At the very end, when people were already packing, a fairly large group of us met in E.’s 
favorite Biergarten to celebrate her and the German language and culture she had taught 
this year’s Fellows. I was in a different conversation but suddenly heard, at the other end 
of the table, the name “I.” “I.?” I rudely interrupted the story E. was telling. Turned out 
I. had been at Wiko a few weeks back for an event I had missed. That in itself was not 
weird, given the frequent visits by former Fellows throughout the year, but it was weird 
for me: to hear I. mentioned a year after reading his Yearbook essay and to suddenly real-
ize that everything he had written now made perfect sense. “Even A.” Even I (not I., 
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though I. too)! And all of us there, future Wiko’s past (ghosts). Again, I feel dizzy. This is 
to say: so lucky.

*

OK, for the record: I wrote the first full draft of my book at Wiko (signed the contract 
midway through the year in Berlin and submitted the manuscript a month after return-
ing to Ithaca, on time). Concretely, that work consisted of drafting (and collaging) one 
new chapter, finishing four difficult ones I had earlier set aside, and revising four more. 
I also gave talks, four again, on four chapters. Two of these were at Wiko: “‘Make It Look 
Like Nothing’: The Optics of the Manson Murders Case” at the Tuesday Colloquium and 
“The Manson Murders and the My Lai Massacre” at the Evening Colloquium. (On the 
basis of the latter, Wolfgang Krischke published a review article entitled “Sympathie für 
einen Teufel” in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.) At Humboldt-Universität’s For-
schungskolloquium für Osteuropäische Geschichte, I presented “ATWA(R) Against the 
Anthropocene: Environmentalism and Eco-Terror in the Manson Murder Case” (because 
colleagues there were kind enough to invite me back to my old life and present new work 
unrelated to Russian and Eastern European History). And finally, at the Max Planck In-
stitute for Human Development’s Center for the History of Emotions, I presented “‘The 
Love and Terror Cult’: On the Problem of Authority in the Manson Family.” It was a 
privilege, and highly productive, to be able to discuss my work in these venues, but I want 
to especially thank Daniel Schönpflug for inviting me to his “Terrorism” graduate semi-
nar in the Global History program at the Freie Universität, where he and his wonderful 
students made it possible for me to discuss the three main topics that have occupied me 
throughout my life as a historian – Russian revolutionary terrorism, temporality, and this 
thing that is the history of the Manson murders – all at once.




