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Ed Gein
 

The Psycho Cannibal
 

There are actually more fictional versions of Ed Gein’s life than there are genuine biographical writings about the man himself. Quiet and reclusive, he kept himself to himself and nobody really knew him so there aren’t many accounts of his life in very much detail.

It is said that as a young boy, Tobe Hooper visited relatives in Wisconsin where he listened to tales about a reclusive farmer who had been convicted of necrophilia, murder and cannibalism. It was from these gruesome stories that Hooper formed the character ‘Leatherface’, the central role in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, a film written and directed by Hooper in 1974. ‘Leatherface’ wore a mask made from human skin and had a grisly collection of artefacts fashioned out of human skin, details clearly derived from the human skin suits and grisly remains found by police in Ed Gein’s house.

Gein is probably the man credited as being the real-life basis for more fictitious horror than any other man. Robert Bloch’s character Norman Bates in Psycho (1959) was about a man who had become psychotic after spending his life alone with an overbearing mother to whom he was greatly attached. Joseph Stefano then adapted the book into a screenplay that became a film of the same name, directed by Alfred Hitchcock in 1960. Joseph Ellison’s 1980 film Don’t Go In the House deals with a deeply disturbed child who had been brought up by a fanatically religious mother who constantly punished him for being ‘wicked’. Many years later in 1991 Jonathan Demme’s film Silence of the Lambs had as its central character a man named Buffalo Bill who liked to skin and eat his sexual conquests and once again fashioned objects from human skin. The story of Ed Gein has also influenced music. The bassist in the band Marilyn Manson called himself ‘Gidget Gein’ and there was a punk band in New York between 1982 and 1987 called Ed Gein’s Car.

So what of the actual man himself? It is perhaps because he was such a loner that so little information about him exists. Add to that his mother’s determination that he wouldn’t socialize with other boys in case they ‘corrupted’ him and you get a picture of a man who grew up very distant from other people and by the same token he was very distant to them. He lived under his mother’s religious morality and had little experience of normal social morality borne from interacting with other people. There are some pertinent details from his childhood that make a case for how disturbed his upbringing had made him.

He was born Edward Theodore Gein on 27th August 1906 in La Crosse, Vernon County, Wisonsin. His parents Augusta and George Gein also had an older son called Henry who was 7 years old at the time of Edward’s birth. Ed’s mother Augusta was obsessively religious and raised her boys strictly by the bible. She preached biblical doctrine to them every day and forced them to listen to at least one reading from the bible each afternoon. With a belief that the world was made up entirely of sinners she constantly warned her two boys about how immoral women were and how feeling and acting upon sexual desire would lead to burning in hell for all eternity. She was a forceful domineering mother who told her sons that sex was evil and ruled the household including her husband with an iron hand that let everyone know that her words were absolute and true and not to be argued with.

Their father George was an alcoholic who could sometimes be violent; whether this was as a response to his overbearing wife is not clear but he was allowed no involvement in the raising of his sons. Because of Augusta’s strict religious beliefs she couldn’t divorce him but the marriage was a marriage on paper only. Augusta persistently showed contempt for him, believing him to be a useless oaf who couldn’t keep a job.

True to her domineering nature she took it upon herself to provide for the family by opening a grocery store in La Crosse when Ed was a baby. The business did well and provided enough of a comfortable income for the family to move to a more rural area where Augusta thought her sons wouldn’t be witness to as much immorality and sin as they were in town. Augusta bought a one hundred and ninety five acre farm in Plainfield, Wisconsin in 1914 when Ed was 8 years old. There were no neighbors for nearly a quarter of a mile and Augusta thought that here at last she could bring up her sons according to her own fanatical doctrine.

However, the Gein boys needed an education and had to go to school where they would be party to ideas not borne from Augusta’s dictatorial rule. Ed apparently excelled at reading and was classed as an average student. His passion for reading led to a love of adventure books and magazines where he could fantasize and escape into his own world away from the preachings of his mother who all but banned him from having any friendships.

At school Ed wasn’t a popular student anyway. He had a small growth above one eye and classmates recalled that his speech and mannerisms were effeminate. He was often the target of bullying, something that pushed him further into his own private fantasy world. After his arrest his former teachers and classmates would talk about his weird behavior such as outbursts of manic laughter as if he was being amused by jokes and thoughts existing only in his own mind. His shy behavior and poor social skills meant that his classmates marginalized him; he was considered to be a little sad and shy but by no means a psychopath.

In 1940 George Gein died of a heart attack and the Gein brothers began to have more jobs to do around the farm. Henry worked on the farm full time and when he wasn’t at school, Ed also had a lot of jobs to do on the farm. He loved his mother deeply and saw only goodness in her but even though he did his best to follow her rigid orders and codes of behavior, Augusta was rarely happy with her boys. She frequently abused them verbally, telling them that they were sure to become useless failures like their father.

Still, Ed continued to try to make his mother happy. Augusta’s fanatical religious views were constantly drummed into their heads; she warned them obsessively about immorality in the world, the evils of alcohol and her belief that all women except herself were prostitutes. These misogynist rantings must have affected the young Ed Gein quite deeply, coloring his already prolific fantasy life. Because their mother banned friends at the farm the boys spent their teens and early adulthood with only each other for company.

As with most brothers Ed looked up to his older sibling and respected his hard work and strength of character. After the death of their father both boys took on odd handy-man jobs in the town and reports suggest that the townspeople saw the brothers as hardworking and honest. Ed also had a job babysitting for neighbors, a job that he loved because he seemed to relate more easily to children than adults. Perhaps he could feel no autonomy around adults because of his domineering mother and felt that children did not judge him in the same way.

Gradually however, Henry Gein began to resent his mother’s zealous doctrine and started to reject her worldview. He was also concerned about the unnatural attachment that Ed showed towards her. To try and balance Ed’s views a bit more, Henry began to criticize their mother in Ed’s presence and predictably Ed was stunned and angered by this. Nothing that Henry could say would alter Ed’s belief that his mother was the pinnacle of goodness. The relationship between the brothers started to become strained if not downright hostile.

Henry died in 1944. Although his death was accepted as an accident there has always been speculation that Ed was instrumental in his untimely end. On 14th May 1944 a brush fire began to burn alarmingly close to the farm and Ed and Henry went out to try to extinguish it. According to Ed’s version the two brothers separated to try and contain the fire from two sides. Their struggle against the blaze lasted most of the day and into the night during which time Ed and Henry lost sight of each other. Once the fire was extinguished Ed called for his brother but couldn’t find him and so called the police to report him missing.

The police formed a search party to look for Henry but Ed soon led them straight to where Henry was lying dead on the ground. Despite having been fighting a fire, Henry’s body was found on a piece of land untouched by fire. He had no burns but did have bruises to his head.

Although they acknowledged that the circumstances of Henry’s death were unusual, police dismissed any notion of foul play involving Ed. At the time no one could believe that shy, effeminate Ed was capable of murdering his own brother. The county coroner gave the cause of death as asphyxiation and people assumed that Henry had become overcome by smoke whilst fighting the fire.

Finally Ed had his beloved mother all to himself. Unfortunately he wouldn’t have her for long. Augusta Gein suffered a series of strokes in quick succession and died on 29th December 1945. This left the 39-year-old bachelor on his own. In his book Deviant, a close study of the life, crimes and trial of Ed Gein, Harold Schechter describes the effect Augusta’s death had on Ed by describing him as having ‘lost his only friend and one true love. And he was absolutely alone in the world.” It is certainly true that after the death of his mother Ed became increasingly lonely. He was still emotionally enthralled with the woman who had tyrannized his life.

Ed remained alone in the rambling farmhouse, managing to live off the small earnings he made from the odd jobs he did. Due to federal subsidies he no longer had to farm the land around the farmhouse so he left it to rot. In his grief at his mother’s death he boarded off the rooms used by her, including the entire upstairs floor where her bedroom remained undisturbed, the downstairs parlour and living room. He preserved these rooms exactly as his mother had left them and would never enter them again. He set up house in the kitchen, using a small room off the kitchen as his bedroom. When he wasn’t working, Ed spent his time in the kitchen reading. In addition to his favourite adventure stories he began to gain an interest in death-cult magazines. It was this new passion that led him to begin night-time visits to local graveyards to dig up the recently dead. After his arrest police estimate that between 1947 and 1954 Ed exhumed as many as forty bodies.

Discouraging any visitors to the farm, Ed soon became known as a recluse in the community; the townspeople called him ‘weird old Ed’ but at the same time dismissed him as quite harmless. Unbeknown to them Ed’s reading material was becoming more and more explicit. He developed an interest in the female body especially the sexual organs. His collection of reading matter now included medical encyclopedias and books on anatomy, mass market pulp horror novels and pornographic magazines. Gein also developed an unhealthy obsession with the crimes committed by the Nazis in the World War II especially the medical experiments done by doctors in the concentration camps. After his arrest police also found periodicals about South Sea head-hunters
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