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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.



