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For my old friend Mike Maloney,

who made the memorable

pilgrimage with me to Fairmount,

Indiana, where the story of

James Dean begins and ends.
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CHRONOLOGY



	1931
	8 February. James Byron Dean born in Marion, Indiana



	1936
	Moves with his parents to Los Angeles



	1940
	14 July. His mother (Mildred) dies. ‘Jimmy’ returns to Mid-West to be raised by his uncle Marcus and aunt Ortense Winslow in Fairmount, Indiana



	1941
	Gives a moving performance in local church play To Them that Sleep in Darkness



	1943
	Enters Fairmount High School, Indiana



	1945
	Dean’s father remarries, causing him fresh isolation



	1949
	16 May. Graduates from High School, then moves to California to enrol at UCLA



	1950
	Begins acting with James Whitmore’s Little Theatre Group, and picks up small parts in TV and commercials



	1950–5
	Appears in thirty-four TV productions, including The Dark, Dark Hour with Ronald Reagan



	1951
	Small parts in comedy films Sailor Beware, starring Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, and Samuel Fuller’s Korean war drama Fixed Bayonets. Heads for New York and wins minor role on Broadway in See the Jaguar



	1952
	Bit part in Has Anybody Seen My Gal? in Hollywood. Joins the Actors Studio in New York



	1952–4
	Appears in productions and staged readings on Broadway, off-Broadway and in-house performances at the Studio



	1954
	Wins Daniel Blum Theatre World Award for Promising Personality of 1953/4. Stars in Women of Trachis at the Cherry Lane Theatre, New York, opposite Eli Wallach. Acclaimed role in Broadway play The Immoralist leads to screen test for Warner Bros. Major screen debut in East of Eden, resulting in critical and public acclaim, and an Academy Award nomination



	1955
	The definitive role that personified restless American youth in Rebel Without a Cause. Sprawling Western saga Giant that won him a second Oscar nomination. Friendship with Elizabeth Taylor, and romance with Ursula Andress



	1955
	17 September. Films a 30-second safe-driving commercial for the National Safety Council, with actor Gig Young



	1955
	30 September. 5.45p.m.: James Dean dies at the wheel of his Porsche Spyder, at more than 100 mph, in a head-on collision on Highway 466 near Bakersfield, California, with a Ford that swerves into his path in the wrong lane





INTRODUCTION

Fairmount, Indiana. A light drizzle hangs in a thin veil of mist over Back Creek cemetery, a mile out of town. In the gathering dusk, a figure can be seen flitting through the graves, rucksack bouncing on its back, guilt written into every step of its flight. Inside that rucksack will be soil stolen from one particular grave, or perhaps a pebble or a blade of grass, or even a chipping of precious pink marble from the headstone. For this is where the vandals and the fans come in equal numbers – not, in their eyes, to desecrate that one special grave, but to pay it their own twisted tribute by stealing a small memento almost half a century after its occupant died too young, tragically and violently.

In their homage they leave their flowers, their messages, their lipstick imprints on the headstone, and their heartfelt pleas for him to come back . . .

A one-line inscription reads simply: JAMES B. [for Byron] DEAN. It is the third such monument to be erected and systematically eroded – ever since the death at the age of twenty-four of the charismatic young actor who became an icon for millions of teenagers and spawned a legend that exists to this day.

James Dean died at 5.45 p.m. on Friday 30 September 1955, at the intersection of Routes 466 (now 46) and 41 east of Cholame, in the County of San Luis Obispo, California. Minutes earlier, he had been driving his sports car at 130 mph.


ONE

EARLY DAYS

The sign on Highway 26 states proudly: Fairmount – Home of James Dean. And indeed Fairmount, Indiana (population 3,400 and located fifty miles north of Indianapolis), was where James Byron Dean grew up and made his home after being taken there by his parents at the tender age of ten months.

The town itself, just a speck on the map of Indiana, is like many other small Midwest towns in the Bible Belt of America. Main Street boasts a hardware store, the Citizens’ Bank, a post office, a library and a single beer hall (closed on Sundays), while East Washington has the Fairmount Historical Museum and the surgery that once belonged to old Doc Holliday, the genial local practitioner who had no relation whatsoever to any nefarious activities that occurred elsewhere at a certain OK Corral in Tombstone, Arizona, in 1881.

Off Main Street you can find the offices of the weekly newspaper the Fairmount News, the town hall, the local school and fifteen churches – including the Quaker meeting house where visiting ministers would exhort the locals on the evils of drinking and smoking, and tender advice on living a God-fearing existence – or facing the wrath of the Almighty.

Outside Fairmount, mile upon mile of golden corn stretches away to the horizon, with grain silage towers jutting like sentinels against a landscape of scattered farm buildings and fields where pigs root in acres of muddy grass.

Jimmy, as he was called by all who knew him, had been born ten miles away in Marion, a busy metropolis with a population of fifty thousand. But when Winton and Mildred Dean took their baby son to settle in Fairmount, they were returning to the family base. Fairmount had been founded in the early nineteenth century by Joseph Winslow, one of James Dean’s distant ancestors, who with other hardened pioneers had journeyed West in covered wagons through the Cumberland Gap in search of a new life.

The town prospered as a farming community, growing corn and beans on the fertile flat fields, and raising pigs and cattle on the rich pastureland. Around 1900, a group of businessmen set up the Fairmount Mining Company to market natural gas, which was indigenous to the area – indeed, Gas City still lies a few miles down the road today, though in Fairmount agriculture would remain the town’s chief economic lifeblood.

The other major industry that kept the townsfolk active was religion – strictly the old-time kind. The pioneer founders had been members of the Religious Society of Friends, the Christian sect commonly known as the Quakers, founded in England in 1630 by Robert Fox, who would admonish his flock to ‘tremble at the word of the Lord’. Hence their title.

Quakers have no formal creed, ritual or priesthood, refer to their churches as meeting houses, and anyone moved by the Holy Spirit is encouraged to stand up and speak. In the years before the Second World War Fairmount supported two Friends’ meeting houses, and little Jimmy Dean attended Back Creek Friends Church – where eventually he would appear in public in his first acting role.

Jimmy was born on 8 February 1931 – just over six months after his parents had taken out a marriage licence at the Grant County Court House in Marion on 26 July 1930. His father Winton Dean was twenty-two, a tall, handsome man who worked as a dental technician at the Veterans’ Administration Hospital in Marion. His mother Mildred, just twenty, loved the arts and recited poetry in local churches.

It has been said that James Dean was an unwanted child, and grew up with the stigma of knowing it, in a time when illegitimacy was a social disgrace to both parents and offspring. But Mildred, at least, was devoted to her baby son. Her younger sister Ruth Stegmoller would recall: ‘She adored Jimmy. She just loved that little boy.’1 Winton was more reserved, distant and cold towards the son he never intended should have come into the world so soon, if at all.

They waited for ten months. Then, confident that enough time had passed for people to forget exactly when they were married or the date when little Jimmy had been born, Winton and Mildred moved from their cramped apartment in Marion back to Fairmount. After a brief stay with Winton’s parents, they rented a cottage close to Back Creek, which was a small stream that bordered the edge of the farm owned by Winton’s brother-in-law Marcus Winslow, surrounded by 180 acres of rich agricultural land.

Times were hard immediately
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