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    Introduction



    James Dean is known as the first rebel. He was a ‘50s-styled, leather-clad
    biker rebuking authority. With his black turtleneck and a penchant for
    bongo drums and poetry, he could also easily be a kind of forerunner to the
    beatniks. And with his often unkempt, wild hair and far-reaching
    philosophies, he is often cited as a kind of early hippie as well. But
    whatever category you put him in, James Dean was the embodiment of cool.



    He had a cool look, cool clothes, cool attitude, and a cool backstory that
    most know nothing about. James Dean began life in Indiana as the descendant
    of a long line of farmers. After the tragic passing of his mother at a
    young age and the virtual abandonment of his father, he was left to be
    raised by his sister and her husband on a farm in Fairmount, Indiana.



    So just how did this Indiana farm boy become a Hollywood legend and
    kickstart a counterculture rebellion that would last throughout the ‘50s,
    ‘60s, and beyond? Who was James Dean? Come along as we find out more about
    the man, the legend, and the eternal rebel without a cause: James Dean.



Chapter One



    Losing His Family



    “Studying cows, pigs and chickens can help an actor develop his character.
    There are a lot of things I learned from animals. One was that they
    couldn’t hiss or boo me.”



    —James Dean



    James Byron Dean was born in the sleepy Northern Indiana town of Marion on
    February 8, 1931. James was the only child of Winton Dean and Mildred Marie
    Wilson. As a child, James lived with his parents in a small, modest
    apartment.



    The Dean family didn’t have much money, but whatever extra cash they did
    have was usually spent showering young James with gifts. His father would
    later recall his son going through his toys rather quickly. He would be
    excited about them for a few days before losing interest and wishing to
    move on to something new. This quickness to move on to the next big
    adventure would in many ways come to embody the spirit of the rest of his
    life. James Dean would later be known to have a manic interest in certain
    subjects for days on end, only to cast it to the side at a moment’s notice.



    Besides material gifts, his mother bestowed upon Dean a strong kinship and
    sense of love. Besides telling the little boy that she loved him, his
    mother went to great lengths to demonstrate it by constantly playing with
    him and showing him attention. So much so that she was sometimes criticized
    by onlookers who believed her to be babying her son, to which she would
    protest, “He’s all that I have! And I love him!”



    When Dean was six years old, his father moved the family all the way to
    Santa Monica, California. Winton Dean had come from a family of farmers in
    Indiana but wished to free himself from that fate, and so had his family
    leave the drudgery of the farm behind so that he could attend dental school
    in California. James Dean’s father was gone quite a bit during this period,
    so he and his mother often found themselves alone together and grew even
    closer as a result.



    It is said that to entertain themselves they would often create elaborate
    plays and act them out among each other. Dean’s mother often remarked that
    James was everything to her, and James, in his young life, no doubt felt
    the same. But tragically enough, the time the two would have together would
    be cut short when his mother became afflicted with a rapid onset of uterine
    cancer. After a brief struggle, she passed away. She was 29 years old, and
    James Dean was only 9.



    It’s often hard for children to comprehend the finality of death, and the
    true impact is usually felt years later. This was apparently the case with
    James Dean. He was fairly quiet and stoic at his mother’s funeral, but the
    heartache over her loss would build with each passing day, and the sadness
    of her untimely death would come to haunt him for the rest of his life.



Chapter Two



    A Troubled Childhood



    “I’m a serious-minded and intense little devil, terribly gauche and so
    tense I don’t see how people stay in the same room with me. I know I
    wouldn’t tolerate myself.”



    —James Dean



    After his mother’s passing, James Dean’s father who had always relegated
    most of the duty of parenting to his wife, found himself quickly
    overwhelmed with the prospect of being a single parent. Feeling that he
    would be unable to juggle his career and parenting, he asked family members
    if they could help him shoulder the burden. Winton’s sister, Ortense,
    answered his call.



    Ortense was married to a man named Marcus Winslow, and they lived on a farm
    in Fairmount, Indiana. This piece of small-town America would later become
    famously associated with the acting legend of James Dean, and to this very
    day if you drive through the area, you will see signs of this legacy posted
    all over the town. But besides the signs and markers, the town of Fairmount
    hasn’t changed a whole lot, and now, as in the time of James Dean, it
    remains mostly farmland.



    Dean’s newly adopted parents were devoutly religious and somewhat strict,
    but despite some of the severity of their habits, they were open and loving
    towards the young boy. Marcus especially took an interest in Dean and,
    since he had no biological son at the time, was ready to confer all of the
    rewards of sonship onto James Dean. All of this love and support no doubt
    made the move, his mother’s untimely death, and the separation from his
    father much easier to tolerate.



    Here Dean lived an idyllic life on the farm, taking care of crops and
    animals, as well as having plenty of play time for himself. Marcus built a
    swing set for the boy, and during the summer months, he would even convert
    the old family barn into a makeshift gymnasium. Here, Dean and his uncle
    would have the time of their life, playing, laughing, and engaging in all
    manner of acrobatic maneuvers. Dean’s love of engaging in physical stunts
    is said to stem from this experience.



    As he grew older, however, he began to feel painfully out of place, not
    only in his adoptive family but the whole Fairmount community at large.
    Dean did not feel like he belonged in farm-town America, and as he became a
    teenager, he longed to escape the cornfields of Northern Indiana
    altogether. His first taste of something different came when a pastor and
    local mentor took him to the state capital of Indianapolis to see a running
    of the Indianapolis 500.



    The 500 Formula One race track was the one claim to fame the state of
    Indiana had, and James Dean was fascinated. And not just by the roaring
    engines of the race cars but the diverse audience of spectators seated all
    around him. Sitting with his mentor in nosebleed seats inside a race track
    built more like the ancient Roman Colosseum, Dean felt strangely at home.



    In the rush and roar of the cars below, Dean felt like he had finally
    escaped—even if just briefly—the monotony of rural Indiana life. His
    pastor, a local Methodist minister named James DeWeerd, knew that Dean was
    looking to expand his horizons, and he was interested in exposing the young
    Dean to new experiences. But unfortunately, some of the horizon-expanding
    experiences that the pastor is said to have exposed Dean to were of a much
    more crude and base kind.



    There are several sources—including from DeWeerd himself—that the
    relationship between DeWeerd and the young and impressionable Dean soon
    turned into a predatory one. And years after Dean’s death, DeWeerd admitted
    that he used to take him on long country rides in his convertible and park
    to secluded locations, where he proceeded to seduce the young man into
    carrying out a sexual relationship with him.



    Until his death, James Dean never publicly mentioned such instances in his
    past. But you have to keep in mind that back in the 1950s such things were
    not talked about—if James Dean was a victim of a predatory relationship
    with an older man, it’s unlikely that he would make it known. Despite the
    fact that he never publicly went on the record, famous actress Elizabeth
    Taylor claimed after Dean’s death that he had indeed confided in her that
    he was molested by his pastor.



    But at the time, Dean was stoic, and he kept all of the turmoil over the
    troubled relationship, the death of his mother, and his painful sense of
    rejection and isolation to himself. By the time he reached his senior year
    in high school, however, his angst would begin to come to the surface. And
    after his rage exploded in the form of a fist fight with another classmate,
    Dean—the future rebel without a cause—was expelled.



Chapter Three



    Dean’s First Big Breaks



    “I don’t want anything seventy-thirty. Fifty-fifty’s always good enough for
    me. I don’t want to have to give anybody seventy; I don’t want anybody to
    give seventy. I want fifty.”



    —James Dean



    After being expelled from his high school, James Dean was eventually
    reinstated and did manage to walk across the stage with his graduating
    class of 1949. Even so, he knew that his future lay elsewhere, and as soon
    as his high school diploma was in his hands, he was seeking a means to
    leave Fairmount, Indiana behind. His opportunity came in the form of a
    letter from his long absentee father, Winton.



    His dad had remarried and created a new life for himself in California
    since leaving his son in the care of his sister and was now expressing a
    desire for his son to join him on the West Coast. Dean would long harbor a
    grudge against his father for not playing a more active role in his
    childhood, but being the pragmatist that he was, when his dad extended the
    offer for him to stay with him in Los Angeles, he couldn’t refuse it. This
    was his ticket out of small-town Indiana for good.



    Upon arrival, his initial plan was to attend UCLA and take courses in
    acting. Throughout middle school and high school, Dean had taken part in
    drama classes and theatrical productions, and he had a keen interest in the
    arts. He felt that majoring in acting at UCLA would help him to determine
    if he had any chance of making it in show business. But his father—like
    many fathers tend to do—wished for his son to pursue more practical
    endeavors and encouraged him










Conclusion



    There is an oft-repeated phrase in the world of celebrity: “art imitating
    life.” But in the case of James Dean, you could easily argue that his was
    an instance of life imitating art. He became famous for playing the
    quintessential rebel in Rebel Without a Cause, but in truth, James
    Dean was a rebel from the very day that he was born. He never put much
    stock in the stringent rules of society and always sought to live life on
    his own terms.



    He couldn’t be pegged down into one category or classification. James Dean
    was a law unto himself. It was this headstrong vitality that was captured
    so perfectly on the big screen. To this very day, those in the throes of
    their youthful angst, and even some a little bit older, can identify with
    Dean’s freewheeling and freethinking outlook on life. The electric charm of
    James Dean can still galvanize audiences all over the world. And as it
    turns out, this rebel has a cause after all.


