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Introduction

Joan Crawford was born to Thomas and Anna Bell LeSueur on March 23, probably in 1904—although in her later career, Crawford would claim that number was 1906 and even 1908. At the time of her birth, her name wasn’t Joan either, but rather Lucille Fay. Little Lucille was preceded in birth by a half-sister named Daisy, who perished as a baby, and her brother Hal, who was about one year older and would survive to adulthood.

Although her father was of French-Canadian heritage, he started his family in the sweltering heat of San Antonio, Texas. He was a busy man—a contractor—who worked on many job sites and frequently left town. Sadly, one day, little Lucille found herself waiting for her father to return from one of these remote jobs only to be heartbroken when he never did.

Initially, the family must have wondered if there had been an accident or something terrible that had caused Thomas’s failure to come home. Soon enough, however, they realized that Thomas was fine; he simply didn’t want the responsibilities of being a husband and father any longer and had left to start a new life by himself. Lucille’s mother Anna was devastated by what had happened, but she tried to pick herself up and take care of what remained of her family.

Looking for a change of scenery, Anna took her two children and moved from Texas to the neighboring state of Oklahoma, where she set up stakes in the town of Lawton. It was here amid the tumbleweeds of Oklahoma that Lucille would learn to appreciate the simple things in life. Long before the days of Joan Crawford, Lucille Fay LeSueur had a lot of learning to do.


Chapter One

A Difficult Childhood

“I was born in front of a camera and really don’t know anything else.”

—Joan Crawford

It was shortly after Joan’s father had abandoned the family that her mother took her and her brother Hal to Lawton, Oklahoma. Joan’s mother was determined to get a new start in life, and it wasn’t long before she caught the eye of a man named Henry Cassin. Handsome and well established, Cassin ran the town’s opera house and was well known in the region. He apparently fell for Anna and rather rapidly decided that they should get married. In order to do so, however, Anna first needed to divorce her first husband.

It took some doing, but she apparently did some detective work and figured out where her estranged husband was holed up and had him served with divorce papers. Thomas, quite happy to learn that someone else was now on the hook for taking care of his wife and children, readily agreed to the divorce. Although the official records are not exactly clear, it’s said that Anna married Henry Cassin sometime around 1910.

In some ways, the marriage was one of convenience for Anna since she desperately needed the financial stability that Cassin could provide. Yet regardless of the circumstances, she seemed to have genuinely cared for the man. Joan took a shine for her new stepfather as well. Not only that, but she became quite enamored with the opera house that her stepfather managed. Her growing familiarity with the opera house and the actors who came and went from it would be her first introduction to what a life dedicated to the theater involved.

It’s said that the girl would often spend time backstage watching the performances in action, and it was from this vantage point that she first envisioned herself one day becoming a performer as well. In this, she naturally saw her stepfather as her benefactor. The little girl quickly became close to her stepfather, but unfortunately, their relationship would soon turn sinister. It is indeed a sad chapter of Crawford’s life because when she was only 11 years old, Cassin reportedly started sexually abusing her. Joan seemed always to blame herself for her stepfather’s abuse, and in later years, she claimed that she had enticed the grown man to prey upon her. In fact, she always held the deepest of affection for her abuser.

Joan would later recall of her stepfather, “He was the center of my world—a short, stocky and black-haired man with small brown eyes and a calm manner. A mature man, he was not the type to romp with children, but I could always crawl on his lap—he made room right inside his newspaper. And I knew he loved me.” She also always credited her stepfather for putting her on the path of her future success, or as she later fondly recalled, “If I could really give credit to the people who helped me the most. I guess he’d top the list.”

Henry Cassin most certainly did take Joan under his wing as it pertained to show business. Joan would later remember how, in 1912, Cassin took her to see a special showing of a ballet performance by the name of “Gypsy Fantasy,” in which she was enthralled by a young dancer in the production. Cassin was able to get Joan backstage, where—to her delight—she got to meet the actress. Joan apparently told the woman that she wanted to be just like her, and the dancer encouraged the little girl by handing her a pair of used ballet slippers and telling her that she would have to work very hard for her dreams to come true.

The life Joan had in Lawton would come to an end in 1917 when Cassin was accused of embezzlement and became blacklisted in the town. Anna packed their things and moved herself and her two children to Kansas City, Missouri, where for a time they stayed in a cheap motel. Although the details are a little murky, it seems that the couple divorced soon thereafter and went their separate ways.

After she was able to get on her feet, Anna had the then 13-year-old Joan enrolled at a Catholic school for girls called St. Agnes. Most of her classmates had their tuition already paid by their parents. Joan, however, had to pay her own way. It had been arranged with the school that she would be allowed to attend if she regularly cleaned and cooked. And this she did, cleaning classrooms, offices, and bathrooms, at the behest of the school staff. Joan would later recall of those days, “I was a workhorse. Not a child, but a workhouse.”

As rigorous as the cleaning routine was, what bothered Joan the most was the looks of disdain and derision from some of her well-to-do peers; little did they know that their mockery set off a fiery determination in Crawford’s young heart, and soon, she would rise above them all.


Chapter Two

Early Work as a Dancer

“I used to wash my hands every ten minutes. I couldn’t step out of the house unless I had gloves on. I wouldn’t smoke a cigarette unless I opened the pack myself, and I would never use another cigarette out of that pack if someone else had touched it.”

—Joan Crawford

As Crawford grew older, her home life seemed to become increasingly difficult. Her mother had entered into a string of relationships, and by the time Joan was 15, Anna’s latest man, whom Joan would later refer to as simply Mr. Hough, seemed to have little patience for the spirited teenager that Joan had become. Soon after her mother started seeing Mr. Hough, Joan was shipped off to a boarding school called Rockingham Academy.

If Joan thought life was rough at St. Agnes, she soon discovered that her routine at the boarding school would be far worse. Here, she was bossed around by the school’s headmistress, who would slap her if she didn’t do as she was instructed. Joan would later recall having to get up early in the morning to make beds, clean up, and cook meals. However, some believe that Joan may have embellished her work detail a little bit over the years because despite all of this drudgery, it seems that Joan still had time to attend plenty of school dances, where she began to receive an inordinate amount of attention from the young men who would attend. She would later remember these functions with relish and how she would “kiss the boys out back.” Joan was a blossoming teenage beauty, and she used all the charms at her disposal to get the affection she so desperately craved.

In between her dates, Crawford managed to finish her schooling at Rockingham Academy. After graduation, she ended up back in Kansas City with her mother and Mr. Hough. Here, she worked a series of low-paying jobs just to earn her keep. It was in 1921, while working one of these dead-end jobs at a local department store, that Crawford met a man that would change her life. Joan was just 17 at the time, and she would later claim that Ray Sterling was her first true love.

Crawford enjoyed her time with Ray, who would take her to dances and other getaways around town, but more than just someone to have a good time with, she was impressed by Ray’s intelligence. This young man, though from similar impoverished roots, was quite cultured and had an understanding of the deeper things in life. These interests he often expressed to Joan, and she was fascinated by the things he would speak with her about.

It was Ray who began to encourage her to try to do something ambitious with her life. With his encouragement, Joan enrolled at Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri, in 1922. She didn’t last very long there, however, and coming to doubt the need for a college degree, she opted to drop out during her first semester.

By now, Joan was so in love with Ray that she began to hint at marriage, but things fell through when Joan realized that Ray was not committed to marriage. According to later accounts, Joan discovered that her charming and intelligent Ray was actually more attracted to men than women, and





  Bibliography

Bret, David (2006). Joan Crawford: Hollywood Martyr.




Considine, Shaun (1989). Bette and Joan: The Divine Feud. 




Crawford, Christina (1978). Mommie Dearest. 




Crawford, Joan (1962). A Portrait of Joan. 




Quirk, Lawrence J. & Schoell, William (2002). Joan Crawford: The Essential Biography. 




Spoto, Donald (2010). Possessed: The Life of Joan Crawford.




Thomas, Bob (1978). Joan Crawford: A Biography. 

