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			Context

			In 1989, when Deviant was first published, the man who inspired Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho was not at the forefront of the public’s consciousness. Ed Gein had already been dead five years, and the precise and horrifying details of his mid-century crimes—murder, grave robbing, corpse mutilation, fashioning masks and even a vest from the skin of female corpses—had been largely forgotten. Viewers of the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs were likely unaware that the psychopath known as Buffalo Bill who seeks to make a full-body suit from female flesh also contained echoes of Gein.

			In his work as a writer and as a professor at City University of New York, serial-killer specialist Harold Schechter has extensively explored the intersection of violence, pop culture, and the social zeitgeist. A prolific chronicler, he is fascinated by the way so-called normal people are drawn to tales of such “deviants,” compelled to dissect their acts and motives as thoroughly as Gein might have dissected a body. The author’s work delves into the way these psychologically aberrant acts become part of folklore—and how every generation finds a pop-culture monster upon which to hang the blame, unwilling to accept that this darkness might be part of the human psyche itself. 

			Schechter wrote Deviant during the “Satanic Panic” of the 1980s, in which child-care workers were accused of abusing children during Satanic rituals. He points out that at least one amateur sociologist attributed Gein’s crimes to the pernicious influence of true-crime magazines. Today, he might observe parallels to the way heavy metal music was said to have corrupted the later-exonerated West Memphis Three; how Marilyn Manson was blamed for 1999’s Columbine High School shooting; or how video games are linked to violent crimes. Deviant, then, is not only a character study of a man who committed some of the most unthinkable crimes known to human society, but a portrait of the mid-twentieth-century American culture that both reviled and, on some level, exalted him. 

		

	
		
			Overview 

			In the middle of the twentieth century, the Midwest was usually perceived as an idyllic slice of America. But in the small, hardscrabble farm town of Plainfield, Wisconsin, one man was committing crimes that were unimaginably depraved.

			His name was Ed Gein. He had grown up with a domineering, fanatically religious mother, Augusta Gein, who instilled in him the belief that women were wicked and sinful. Physical contact with them—particularly outside marriage—was filthy and immoral. Paradoxically, Ed both revered his mother as a paradigm of virtue and resented her ironclad grip on his life. If the idea of a murderer fixated on his mother sounds familiar, it’s because Ed Gein inspired the novel Psycho, immortalized in Alfred Hitchcock’s movie of the same name. 

			After Augusta’s death, Gein’s psychological problems flared out of control. He murdered two locals, both middle-aged businesswomen like his mother. He dug up the corpses of other middle-aged women and fashioned garments and furniture coverings from their skin. Speculation persists that he may be responsible for a string of murder and missing persons cases, including the death of his brother. Understandably, when he was committed to a mental institution rather than facing trial for his crimes, his former neighbors were outraged. 

			One of the central questions posed by Deviant—and by the people of 1950s Plainfield—is how a monster could go on committing such crimes in such a small town, where neighbors know one another’s business intimately. Though Schechter never posits an answer, it’s possible that Gein was able to hide his crimes in plain sight simply because they were so unthinkable.

			And yet, once uncovered, Gein’s dark secrets seemed to resonate in the popular psyche. Deviant is also the story of how Gein went from an isolated nobody in a small farm town to a national celebrity—even a figure of mythic proportions. Gein’s story was quickly woven into the fabric of American folklore. Perhaps 1950s America wasn’t such a bastion of wholesomeness after all. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			Alfred Hitchcock’s classic film Psycho is an iconic depiction of horror in human form—and an unsettling reminder that true monsters are not the stuff of fairy tales. So it was with Edward Gein, the subject of Deviant.

			Need to Know: Norman Bates, the infamous antihero of Robert Bloch’s novel, and, later, Hitchcock’s movie Psycho, was loosely based on the lurid saga of serial killer Ed Gein. Deviant tells his true—and even more terrifying—story. 

			Part 1: Bloodlines

			1

			The town of Plainfield, Wisconsin, would hardly be considered a hotbed of crime. Located in the state’s barren and sparsely populated northern plains region—a stark contrast to the green and thriving center of America’s dairy land—Plainfield’s population historically consisted of farming families barely eking out enough crops to sustain themselves. Yet they were a close community, with a good quality of life. 

			There was one black mark in the town’s history books, however: In 1853, shortly after Plainfield was founded—and half a century before Ed Gein was born—a man fatally shot his neighbor over a land dispute. Soon afterward, his killer was hanged by a lynch mob. Before Gein, the incident struck locals as an anomaly.

			Need to Know: A small and impoverished community, but safe and close-knit, Plainfield in the mid-twentieth century unwittingly harbored a monster.

			2

			George Gein, who would become Ed Gein’s father, was three years old when he lost his parents and older sister to a flood. Raised by grandparents, he grew up to become an alcoholic and a drifter. After landing in La Crosse, Wisconsin, he entered into a miserable marriage with Gein’s mother, Augusta, a devout Lutheran. She was unrelenting in her judgment of others’ moral failures—particularly those of her hard-drinking husband, whom she dominated and berated. In turn, Augusta endured sporadic beatings at George’s hands. (It is worth noting that Schechter chalks up these episodes of physical abuse to George “los[ing] control” after “an especially vicious tongue-lashing,” as if to place the blame on his wife.)

			Although the household dynamic was hardly a happy one, and Augusta thought of sex as inherently dirty and sinful, she endured physical relations with her husband in order to fulfill her dream of motherhood. After her son Henry’s birth, she steered her rudderless husband into taking on ownership of a meat and grocery shop, and soon was running the operation herself. 

			Despite her grim marriage, Augusta decided to conceive another child in hopes of having a girl. Edward’s arrival in 1906 was a crushing disappointment.

			Need to Know: Ed Gein’s family legacy was one of hardship and heartbreak. His mother’s worldview became progressively darker throughout her loveless marriage. When God failed to answer her prayers for a daughter, she resolved to keep young Edward free of the moral failings of the male sex.

			3

			It would be a gross understatement to say that Ed Gein’s relationship with his mother was complicated. Growing up, he internalized her image of herself as a moral compass, a model of perfection in an immoral and imperfect world—the world in which his father dwelled. It was an image Ed would cling to his whole life.

			Augusta’s wrath figured prominently in formative incidents in Ed’s childhood, incidents for which he blamed himself: falling down the stairs; losing money she’d given him. Yet there was an even darker mental imprint that would figure in his crimes: The time young Ed peeked into his parents’ slaughterhouse and witnessed his blood-spattered mother deftly eviscerating a dead, strung-up pig as her husband held it steady. 

			Need to Know: Ed Gein worshipped—and feared—his mother, viewing her as an incorruptible model of morality. He idolized her, but lived with the shameful knowledge that he would never live up to her expectations. 

			4 

			In 1914, Augusta relocated the family to a farm on the outskirts of Plainfield, Wisconsin, far from La Crosse, which she had come to view as a breeding ground of sin. Their out-of-the-way home allowed Augusta to keep her boys away from corrupting influences, though even in Plainfield she saw signs of moral turpitude everywhere, especially in the women. 

			For the males of the household, this insular existence had grievous consequences. George’s alcoholism and depression increased, as did his abusive outbursts—toward his sons as well as his wife. The boys, especially sensitive Ed, were out of place among their more socially adept classmates. Any of his tentative efforts to form friendships were derailed by Augusta’s critical rants. 

			Need to Know: Young Ed Gein’s mind was molded by his mother’s perception that much outside the confines of their isolated home was filled with sin, particularly the women. She repeatedly extracted from him and his brother the promise that neither would allow himself to be sullied by a woman’s unclean touch, which had fatal consequences for Ed’s future victims. 

			5

			Alcoholism and depression took their toll on George Gein’s health, and he passed away in 1940 at age 66. The lives of Augusta and her sons continued unchanged, maintaining the unprofitable farm with Henry and Ed picking up manual labor work to make ends meet. 

			Then, in 1944, Henry died. He and Ed had become separated while working to put out a marsh fire. Ed, who reported his brother missing, then led the search party directly to Henry’s body. Though Henry had suffered some head trauma, and was not burned, there was no suspicion of foul play at the time.

			After the death of her eldest son, Augusta’s health began to deteriorate, and she had her first stroke. Ed sat at her bedside at the hospital, then nursed her at home. He later related the event that he believed precipitated her death: the sight of a neighbor they had visited kicking a dog to death. Augusta, Ed said, was not traumatized by the violence, but by the presence of his scantily clad female companion, who was begging him to stop. Days later, Augusta suffered the stroke that killed her.

			Need to Know: Prior to his untimely death, Henry Gein had expressed concerns to his brother Ed about the intensity of the latter’s bond with his mother. After his brother died, Ed seemed unaffected. But when his mother died the following year, he was inconsolable. 

			Part 2: The Deadhouse

			6

			Following the loss of his beloved mother, Ed Gein let the upkeep of both the family farm and his own personal hygiene slide. Like his mother, he largely remained an outsider. To his fellow townspeople, Ed was something of a contradiction. Viewed as effeminate, horrified by the sight of blood, he was obsessed with true crime magazines and their lurid descriptions of murder scenes. But he was a respected laborer in Plainfield’s farming community, and his inappropriate stares at women and girls were chalked up to his social awkwardness. 

			Ed frequented a nearby tavern owned by Mary Hogan, who strongly resembled Augusta both physically and in her role as the proprietor of her own business. However, her life as a bar owner was in stark contrast to Augusta’s moral strictures.

			Need to Know: Any red flags about Ed Gein’s behavior went largely unmentioned for years, not despite, but because of the small and close-knit community in which he lived. Because proximity gives people little anonymity, Schechter notes, Midwestern small-town culture errs on the side of protecting people’s privacy.

			7

			In the years he lived alone, Ed Gein allowed his living quarters to become a place of unimaginable filth, filled with pests, garbage, and other detritus. However, Augusta’s former rooms, the “Sacred Place,” acted as a living shrine, tidily sealed off from the rest of the house to preserve them.

			In addition to the untouched rooms, Ed kept his mother alive in visions and voices that heralded the beginning of his mental decline. But his grief at her passing never abated, and his visits to her grave started to become projects of resurrection.

			Need to Know: Ed Gein’s reading material of choice, of which the community was aware, consisted of magazines that sensationalized and sexualized the grotesque: Nazism, cannibalism, head-shrinking, and body-snatching. He was also captivated by a high-profile, real-life story of gender reassignment surgery.

			8

			Starting with an eight-year-old schoolgirl named Georgia Weckler in 1947, a series of Wisconsin residents began to go missing. In 1952, on a hunting trip, Victor Travis and Ray Burgess vanished after a visit to a Plainfield pub. In 1953, babysitter Evelyn Hartley left behind only her loafers and a trail of blood at a house in La Crosse. Though his involvement was never proved, Gein lived at the epicenter of these crime scenes. 

			Need to Know: Tavern owner Mary Hogan, the longtime object of Gein’s perverse fascination, was never seen again after December 8, 1954, when a would-be patron found her establishment abandoned—and bloodstained. For years, press and police alike were utterly baffled by the case.

			9

			Ironically, the local image of Ed Gein as a quirky but harmless oddball led his neighbors to laugh off the clues to his true depravity. Two visiting teenagers took a row of shrunken heads in the home to be fakes. A local woman considering buying the property was unfazed when she asked if one room was “where [he kept his] shrunken heads” and he responded “No … they’re in this other room over here.” Even Gein’s assertion that the missing Mary Hogan was back at his place was taken as a joke.

			Need to Know: In an effort to resurrect his mother, Ed began to traverse his property at night covered in the dried-out skins—a type of bodysuit—of his victims. 

			10

			We are drawn into the scene of what at first might appear to be a romantic conquest: A delighted Ed Gein brings married mother Eleanor Adams, 51—a woman who stirs up memories of his own mother—into his bed and allows his gaze to linger over her naked body before he begins.

			Need to Know: Eleanor Adams was dead. After digging up her grave and dragging her back to his home, Gein began butchering her corpse.

			Part 3: The Butcher of Plainfield 

			11

			On the first day of deer hunting season in 1957, Ed Gein correctly anticipated that the majority of Plainfield’s men would be off in the woods. This left hardware store proprietor Bernice Worden, another woman who resembled Augusta, alone and unsuspecting. After fatally shooting her, Gein drove the body home, stopping to pick up two teenage neighbors who believed his explanation that the blood on his hands and arms was from a deer he had gutted.

			Need to Know: Though the culture of 1950s America is commonly regarded as wholesome, Schechter observes that it had a dark side, some of which manifested in such cultural phenomena as macabre “Bloody Mary” jokes. Plainfield, the old-fashioned town plagued by a secret killer, might be seen as a microcosm of this phenomenon. 

			12

			When Bernice Worden’s son Frank returned from hunting to discover the blood trail in her store, he immediately fingered Ed. Frank recalled to the sheriff that Gein had recently been hanging around the store and asking his mother on dates. Frank also recalled Gein had asked whether he planned to be out shooting deer the next day, and checked the price of antifreeze. The last receipt Bernice had written was for antifreeze.

			As Ed was enjoying supper at the home of his neighbors, the Hills, local authorities summoned backup from other Wisconsin communities. It was traffic cop Dan Chase who found and questioned the suspect. Ironically, Gein was sitting in his car, ready to drive teenage Bob Hill into town to check out the hubbub over Bernice Warden’s disappearance.

			Need to Know: Once Ed Gein referred to Bernice as dead, rather than simply missing, Officer Chase’s suspicions were immediately confirmed. The monster had been caught.

			13

			Sheriff Arthur Schley, knowing Gein was in custody, visited his home—with some trepidation—to search for the victim. Ed Gein’s true depravity began coming to light. What Schley discovered sent him flying from the house to vomit outside.

			Need to Know: Bernice Worden’s decapitated body was found hanging upside-down and eviscerated, reminiscent of Gein’s parents killing a pig in their slaughterhouse.

			14

			Though the authorities gathered at the Gein farmhouse were appalled at the sight of Bernice’s body, that was only the beginning of the unspeakable horrors they discovered. Gein was using  skulls as bowls and had fashioned human skin into chair seats and other furnishings. He had a collection of women’s genitalia in a shoebox, and another of women’s faces skinned from their bodies, including Mary Hogan’s. He had meticulously crafted women’s flesh into clothing. Police found Bernice Worden’s head with nails stuck into the ears.

			Need to Know: Law enforcement officials were utterly traumatized by the vast number of horribly mutilated human remains they found in the two rooms Ed Gein inhabited. They were mystified when they broke down the boarded-up barrier to find the rest of the farmhouse untouched, a memorial to his mother. 

			15

			Once behind bars in Wautoma, Wisconsin, Ed Gein was reticent. Extensive questioning failed to produce any admission of guilt, in spite of the mountains of evidence against him. 

			Need to Know: Within a day of Gein’s arrest, news about some unspeakable horror spread to the incredulous people of Plainfield and to the local press. But the full story had not yet emerged. 

			16

			An autopsy of Bernice Worden’s body resulted in an unflinching, stomach-churning report, describing in horrifying detail the many atrocities visited upon her corpse. To wit: Her organs had been completely gutted; her heart was found stowed in a plastic bag; and her genitalia had been carved out with surgical precision. 

			Need to Know: Clearly Gein had developed a twisted expertise in his craft, and took tremendous pleasure in dehumanizing, then resurrecting, his victims. 

			17

			Within a day of Gein’s arrest, police began feeding the gory details to reporters. Almost immediately, these facts were twisted and expounded upon. Most dramatically, the tale arose that Ed was guilty of cannibalism—ironic, given his pathological compulsion to preserve the victims’ body parts.

			Need to Know: As lurid as the actual details of the case were, the press, and the local rumor mill, managed to invent further depravities. When confronted with the unimaginable, people’s imaginations run still wilder.

			18

			As media reports swirled, some implicating Ed Gein for the state’s cold missing-person cases, the accused man dropped a bombshell: He had indeed murdered Bernice Worden—in something like a fugue state, he claimed—but the other human remains, he insisted, were the result not of slaughters but of grave robbing. In a brief sortie from jail, Ed walked authorities and reporters through his property to flag spots where horrors—such as “the spot behind his outhouse where he had emptied [a] pail full of blood drained from Mrs. Worden”—had taken place. 

			Need to Know: After his mother’s death, Ed Gein had repeatedly visited her grave in the hope of somehow resurrecting her. When that failed, his macabre backup plan was to scour the paper for obituaries of deceased women her age, then dig up their graves and mutilate their corpses. This practice continued undetected for years. 

			19

			Gein opened up to La Crosse chief of detectives Lieutenant Vern Weber about his graveyard visits and their aftermath. One freakish twist on a household tip involved using brine to preserve the freshness of human heads. Weber, in turn, opened up to the press. The picture he painted of Ed Gein was almost sympathetic, as he proffered the opinion that the accused had nothing to do with the cold case of Evelyn Hartley, and certainly was not guilty of cannibalism, as alleged.

			Need to Know: Though Ed Gein did not acknowledge his culpability in the murder of Mary Hogan, police were easily able to prove his guilt: they found her actual face preserved and stashed in a paper bag in his house of horrors.

			20

			Snowstorm conditions and the heebie-jeebies conspired to keep reporters’ sanctioned visit to the Gein farmhouse brief. But their time there produced vivid reports of its creepy conditions, including the real-life death masks.

			Individuals in law enforcement still wondered if Gein had really robbed all those graves, as he claimed. Many were skeptical. To corroborate his confessions, investigators would be forced to dig up graves that may in actuality have been untouched. But a massive truckload of evidence from his home, brought to the local crime lab for inspection, gave authorities plenty to examine.

			Need to Know: Portage County sheriff Herbert Wanerski sparked a media furor by revealing the find of Mary Hogan’s face, intimating that Gein may have stashed body parts in several abandoned structures around the county, and suggesting that Gein’s story of grave-robbing was a fabrication. 

			21

			Consensus among the townspeople was that no one had seen their neighbor Ed’s eccentricities as a sign of anything deeper. Yet the awkward recluse was suddenly the protagonist of breathlessly reported tales of encounters that foreshadowed his future infamy. Some loose-lipped locals were only too eager to feed the media beast that had descended upon Plainfield, while other residents resented the intrusion on their town, and its now-national notoriety. One woman actually claimed to have dated Ed Gein for decades, before retracting her story and crying foul about her portrayal in the press.

			Schechter gives credence to only one story: neighbor Irene Hill’s recollection of turning around to find Ed holding a butcher knife. After all, the author observes, Irene “was middle-aged and the proprietor of her own business.” In other words, she fit the profile of Gein’s victims, who were stand-ins for his late mother. 

			Need to Know: Plainfield residents felt violated by the media incursions on their turf, particularly a local journalist’s characterization of their area as the “dead heart” of Wisconsin. Their community had been changed irrevocably.

			22

			Under questioning, Ed Gein came off as a bewildering dichotomy: part man-child, part monster. He described his grave looting in detail without any apparent difficulty or acknowledgement of the horror, including snapping the heads off corpses and separating facial skin from skulls. 

			Need to Know: Interrogators were appalled by the revelation that Ed Gein had used the mutilated victims’ preserved body parts to play dress-up. As they learned, he had donned the faces of female corpses as masks, placed their genitalia over his own, worn a dead woman’s torso as a vest, and used female leg skin as stockings. 

			23

			Bernice Worden’s funeral was a moving occasion for the townspeople of Plainfield, despite the presence of the press. Amazingly enough, her corpse had received enough cosmetic touches to make an open-casket service possible. When she was laid to rest, her loved ones and the community were comforted by the fact that, with Ed behind bars, Bernice’s grave and those of the other women buried in the cemetery would remain unmolested.

			Need to Know: At the service, the reverend made discreet reference to the unimaginable circumstances of Bernice Worden’s death, and exhorted his congregants not to lose their faith in God.

			24

			A statement from police to the press confirmed that Ed had confessed to the murders of Mary Hogan and Bernice Worden, but noted that polygraph testing exonerated him in the string of cold missing-person cases in Wisconsin. Having gone over the farmhouse and surrounding land with the proverbial fine-toothed comb, investigators were ready to conclude that they had found all the evidence there was to find.

			Need to Know: Gein approved of his lawyer William Belter’s stated strategy to mount an insanity defense. But for the attorney, this was no tactic, but plain as day: He was disturbed by Gein’s foggy recollection of his crimes, and his apparent utter obliviousness to just how heinous they were.

			25

			Thanks to information leaked by an unnamed investigator, the Milwaukee Journal published the ghastly details of Gein’s treatment of his victims, including using their preserved body parts as garments. They also were the first to offer a motive: his perverse fixation with his mother, which led him to target women who shared a resemblance to her. Though psychiatrists and reporters had not yet spoken to Ed Gein, Methodist pastor Kenneth Engleman paid him a call, and—unlike police investigators—found him remorseful, even distraught, over his sins. They prayed together.

			Need to Know: Press-averse Sheriff Schley reluctantly brokered a deal to allow six reporters access to Ed, but, when an entire horde showed up at the jailhouse, he balked and canceled the interview session. The journalists ultimately had the upper hand: There was no way Schley could disperse the media circus surrounding the now-notorious Ed Gein, reclusive loner turned household name.

			26

			Most people who followed the relentless media coverage of the Gein case were enthralled, but appalled, by the sensational details. Milwaukee-based freelance writer Robert Bloch, a longtime aficionado of horror, was inspired.

			Need to Know: Fascinated by the way Ed Gein’s depravity was hidden in plain sight in Plainfield, Bloch would go on to pen Psycho, using the device of the motel to explain Gein stand-in Norman Bates’s ready access to his human prey. 

			Part 4: Diggings

			27

			The community wasn’t happy about the prospect of a successful insanity defense effectively letting Gein off the hook, despite the DA’s assurances that regardless of the trial’s outcome, Gein would not be a threat to their safety. Law enforcement officials were dispatched to Ed Gein’s brief arraignment hearing to ensure his security in the event of an attempt at mob justice, such as the one that had occurred early in Plainfield’s history. Judge Herbert A. Bunde ordered Gein to spend a month under observation at an institution for the criminally insane, to assess his mental condition.

			Need to Know: The town of Plainfield was in a state of collective skepticism, even denial, about the fact that Ed Gein could have dug up several graves without anyone in their small community witnessing him in the act or seeing evidence of the desecration. Officials agonized over whether to unseal the gravesites Gein claimed to have disturbed, as family members might be traumatized. Ultimately, they opted to exhume one Eleanor Adams to examine her remains. As Augusta was interred in inviolable concrete, her grave was left undisturbed. 

			28

			Meanwhile, rumors that additional evidence lurked in the farmhouse basement spread throughout  Plainfield, even as the community struggled to come to grips with the fact that it had been permanently and publicly branded a site of nightmarish depravity.

			Need to Know: Macabre jokes known as “Geiners,” primarily dark puns about body parts, proliferated in Wisconsin. Psychiatrists viewed them as a way of processing the very real and very recent horrors through folk culture.

			29

			Gein’s move to the state mental hospital in Waupun was deferred to allow for additional questioning. When he offered to bring investigators to his property for a key piece of evidence, Sheriff Schley brokered an agreement with reporters to steer clear of the scene in exchange for a heads-up about the timing of Ed’s transfer. 

			The new revelation turned out to be a pile of ashes Ed claimed were Mary Hogan’s remains, apart from his souvenirs. With investigators left to sift through this evidence, the prisoner was spirited to the mental hospital for a barrage of questions and exams.

			Need to Know: Claiming to have done soul-searching in jail, Ed Gein volunteered his own explanation of his psychological condition. The turning point of his madness, he declared, was the traumatic incident that triggered his mother’s second, and fatal, stroke. Gein had so deeply internalized his mother’s warped perceptions that, as Schechter suggests, he could not comprehend that Augusta herself was “the one who had truly driven him insane.” 

			30

			As crowds of gawkers trekked to the Gein property from across the state in a sort of perverse pilgrimage, investigators toiling there were making yet another grim and shocking discovery: The small mountain of ash that Ed had identified as Mary Hogan’s likely contained trace remains of other victims. Meanwhile, the DA was agonizing over which cemetery plots to exhume in order to confirm Gein’s history of grave robbery. 

			Need to Know: Criminologist Lois Higgens advanced the theory that Gein’s depraved acts were inspired by his readings of “crime magazines and similarly lurid publications.” Her interpretation typifies the pop culture finger-pointing that Schechter claims takes place in every generation: From pulp fiction to video games, armchair sociologists will always seek an easy external explanation for the warping of the human psyche. 

			31

			Skeptics among law enforcement were astounded to find that Eleanor Adams’s grave—dug up under a hastily erected canopy to deter nosy reporters—indeed contained no corpse. Instead, the coffin was hacked open, and a crowbar left inside. Mabel Everson’s coffin was also split and empty, with an assortment of bone parts reburied above it. Investigators were reminded of Gein’s admission that he had sometimes remorsefully snuck remnants of corpses back to their original resting places.

			Need to Know: The disturbed graves continued to hold clues to Gein’s obsession with Augusta, not least Eleanor Adams’s gravestone, which was inscribed with the word Mother.

			32

			As other historical cases of necrophilia illustrate, the disorder often involves sexual assault prior to the mutilation of the body. But Ed Gein was adamant that he had not sexually defiled his collection of corpses, and the bizarre nature of the crime, as well as the removal of the genitalia, left room for doubt.

			Need to Know: In one respect, Ed Gein did fit the profile of other corpse fetishists: He had no luck with living women.

			33

			The outraged people of Plainfield viewed the crowbar found in Eleanor Adams’s grave as a smoking gun. However, the small town could not adequately fund the state’s crime-lab expenses, and District Attorney Earl Kileen was eager to wrap up the investigation. Crime lab director Charles Wilson beseeched Governor Vernon Thompson to provide justice to all victims not yet identified. Thompson put the case in the hands of the state’s attorney general, Stewart Honeck.

			Meanwhile, a new round of polygraph testing yielded no fresh information, but authorities found a skull on a portion of Gein’s farmland, where he had been seen with a shovel. Though they speculated it belonged to long-missing hunter Ray Burgess, the crime lab found that the remains fit the profile of Gein’s other victims: a middle-aged woman who had been forcibly exhumed. 

			Need to Know: The family farmstead continued to be a magnet for gawkers. When concurrent features ran in Life and Time, Plainfield locals began to fear his farmhouse would ultimately be turned into a paid attraction, making the name of the town synonymous with his crimes.

			34

			A comprehensive physical examination revealed Ed Gein to be relatively healthy, but an equally intensive psychological probe yielded more complex results. Psychiatrists found his mother’s influence evident in his denunciation of the moral characters of victims Mary Hogan and Bernice Worden. Augusta’s presence loomed large in his own mind: Ed claimed to have heard her voice after her death, and explained that he had dug up graves because he missed her. He recalled his mother’s exhortations to remain celibate, and said he had never had sexual contact with a woman, living or dead.

			Ed maintained that his memories of committing murder were hazy or nonexistent, as if he had been dissociated throughout the acts. He did go into the macabre details of mask making. The longtime loner also voiced his conviction that if his neighbors had reached out to him, or if he had found a woman to marry, he might have turned out differently.

			Need to Know: After Gein’s evaluation was complete, Dr. Edward F. Schubert, the chief psychiatrist of Central State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, pronounced Gein schizophrenic, and recommended to the court that he be permanently committed. 

			35

			Schizophrenia, Schechter notes, was widely misunderstood outside of professional psychiatric circles, often being confused with multiple, or “split,” personality disorder—the phenomenon in which one individual possesses distinct identities that manifest at different times. Though the public’s understanding of mental illness has since progressed, people commonly conflate the disorders.

			Need to Know: Ed Gein did not have a dual identity: His feelings for his mother were divided. For him, she was both a paragon of virtue and the source of his fear and misery. Gein manifested this conflict by displacing his rage onto female victims who resembled Augusta, even as he judged them through her eyes.

			36

			Ed Gein was scheduled to return to prison on December 23, but Sheriff Schley, fed up with holding the notorious criminal, with his attendant media circus, petitioned to keep Gein at the mental hospital through the Christmas holiday. The judge readily agreed, and decreed he would set no trial date until ruling on Gein’s mental fitness. Meanwhile, at year’s end, Wisconsin news outlets unanimously deemed the Gein saga the top story of 1957.

			Need to Know: The people of Plainfield who had known him his entire life did not believe Gein was mentally incompetent to stand trial—and, indeed, took the psychiatrists’ diagnosis as evidence of his cunning. They were outraged that he might not be tried for his heinous crimes. 

			37

			At the hearing on January 6, Attorney General Honeck challenged Schubert’s assessment that Gein was unfit to stand trial, arguing that the defendant was able to tell right from wrong. But Schubert’s testimony, along with that of two other psychiatrists, prevailed.

			Need to Know: Judge Bunde, who declared he must rule in favor of overwhelming professional psychiatric opinion, had Ed Gein committed to Central State until his psychiatrists deemed him mentally fit to stand trial. This, they all knew, would most likely never occur.

			38

			Sheriff Schley transported Gein back to the mental hospital, where he was greeted with one final flurry of media attention as reporters sought to capture the last photos of the “Butcher of Plainfield.”

			Need to Know: Accustomed as he was to isolation, Ed Gein appeared content with his commitment, particularly his living conditions, which were so superior to his life on the farm that Ed immediately put on weight. Though his life would be regimented, it would no longer be one of hardship.

			39

			Plainfield’s townspeople agreed that Gein’s living conditions had markedly improved, and that justice had not been served by him dodging a trial and prison time, whether or not he had a psychological disorder. Lawsuits by the families of victims such as Bernice Worden and Eleanor Adams sought damages from Ed Gein’s estate, but monetary compensation would not provide the same satisfaction as seeing the killer behind bars.

			Need to Know: As an auction of Gein’s property—gallingly set for Palm Sunday—drew near, townspeople felt helpless and frustrated. A bid to charge admission for the pre-auction inspection of the goods was scrapped following an outcry. But Plainfield residents felt it foreshadowed the transformation of the farmhouse into a museum memorializing his horrors—reducing the loss and mutilation of their loved ones to a spectacle for entertainment. 

			40

			Three days before the controversial auction’s inspection on March 23, Ed Gein’s farmhouse was destroyed in a massive fire. The fire marshal was Frank Worden, Bernice’s son, and he and his men claimed they were unable to stop the blaze. It was widely assumed to be arson, but that went unproven. The destruction of the house was a satisfying epilogue for the townspeople.

			Need to Know: When the prison psychiatrist informed Gein his house was destroyed, he responded with three words: “Just as well.” The doctor saw this as possible confirmation that the farmhouse held more secrets not yet brought to light. 

			41

			Despite the loss of most of its goods, organizers proceeded with the Gein auction as planned, and as many as 20,000 gawkers showed up for the inspection. Two thousand people came to the auction itself, where remaining items such as farm equipment and lumber were sold off for scrap or utility. The land itself went to a developer, who planned to turn the sprawling property into a tree farm.

			Months later, newspapers would report that $800 of the auction proceedings would pay for Gein’s incarceration; another $300 had been earmarked to eventually cover his funeral costs. The remainder would “be distributed on a prorated basis among the people who had filed claims against the Gein estate.” 

			Need to Know: One controversial item remained: Gein’s car, which a carnival veteran planned to turn into a traveling exhibition, complete with macabre illustrations and dummies of Gein and a woman’s corpse. Locals were outraged, though the “ghoul car” attracted audiences before being hounded out of town.

			Conclusion: The Psycho

			 42

			As a complacent and cooperative resident of Central State, Ed Gein was oblivious to the fact that his story had become a sort of legend. For parents, he became the bogeyman with whom to scare misbehaving children, but in the popular consciousness he came alive in Psycho’s Norman Bates. Reporters remained keen to interview him, especially in 1960, when dogs, again, sniffed out more human bones on the property.

			Need to Know: Though it was assumed Ed would remain in the mental hospital for the rest of his life, he still underwent semiannual psychological screenings to determine whether he might stand trial.

			43

			Nearly a decade later, Dr. Schubert came to the surprise conclusion that Ed Gein was indeed now fit to go to trial. Both the judge and the public were baffled by the decision to, as one punny headline put it, dig up the case. Both taxpayer costs and the reopening of emotional wounds were at stake. 

			Nevertheless, months of preamble led up to a brief trial for the murder of Bernice Worden. Gein now claimed the shooting was accidental, and that he did not recall mutilating the body. The special prosecutor noted he lingered with apparent appreciation over photos of the hanging corpse. Despite a fresh flare-up of media attention, Gein’s status remained the same.

			Need to Know: Ed Gein was found guilty of murder, then not guilty by reason of insanity, on the same day. He told the press he was happy to get back to the Central State Hospital.

			44

			In 1974, Ed Gein petitioned the state for release, declaring that he was now psychologically sound. At the hearing, his psychiatrists testified that while his demeanor was superficially normal, his mental condition was unchanged. In 1978, he was transferred to another mental hospital. Shortly thereafter, a friend of Gein’s from Central State murdered an elderly woman, then claimed to have picked up the technique of making a human facemask from Ed. 

			In July 1984, an ailing Ed Gein died. He was quietly buried in Plainfield next to Augusta.

			Need to Know: Ed Gein’s death left behind long-unanswered questions about the true scope of his crimes, but those would fade over time. His memory lives on as part of the fabric of popular culture. When Psycho took Ed Gein as a model for the deranged protagonist, it inspired an entire genre of horror. Thus, a man who had very little contact with the outside world has become an enduring archetype.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1879: George Gein is orphaned at 3 years of age when his parents and sister perish in a flood. 

			December 4, 1899: George and Augusta Gein marry. 

			January 17, 1902: Henry Gein is born.

			August 27, 1906: Edward Gein is born.

			1914: The Gein family move to a farm in Plainfield, Wisconsin.

			April 1, 1940: George Gein dies, age 66.

			May 16, 1944: Henry Gein dies under mysterious circumstances, age 43.

			December 29, 1945: Augusta Gein dies, age 67.

			May 1, 1947: Georgia Weckler, age 8, disappears, last seen picking up the mail before entering her home.

			November 1, 1952: Victor “Bunk” Travis and Ray Burgess, last seen at a bar in Plainfield, Wisconsin, disappear.

			October 24, 1953: Babysitter Evelyn Hartley, age 15, disappears from a home in La Crosse.

			December 8, 1954: Tavern owner Mary Hogan goes missing. Bloody evidence, though not her body, is found. 

			November 16, 1957: Ed Gein murders Bernice Worden.

			November 17, 1957: After Gein’s arrest, authorities find a ghoulish scene at his farmhouse.

			November 21, 1957: A Milwaukee Journal report declares that Gein’s unhealthy fixation with his mother was the motive for his crimes. 

			November 23, 1957: Authorities remove Ed Gein to Central State Hospital for the Criminally Insane in Waupun, Wisconsin.

			December 18, 1957: At the hospital,  psychiatrists complete an intensive psychological evaluation that will eventually prove him incompetent to stand trial.

			December 28, 1957: Ed Gein’s crimes are deemed Wisconsin’s top news story of the year.

			January 6, 1958: After the judge holds a hearing to determine Ed Gein’s mental fitness, he finds him mentally incompetent and returns him to the hospital for what appears to be a permanent stay.

			March 20, 1958: Just before an auction to sell off Ed Gein’s belongings, his farmhouse burns down—arson is presumed, but no investigation ensues.

			March 30, 1958: The remainder of Ed Gein’s belongings is auctioned off. 

			January 22, 1968: Gein’s doctor, in a bizarre twist, deems him psychologically fit to stand trial.

			March 1968: Plainfield Sheriff Arthur Schley, who first arrested Ed Gein and held him in custody during the initial media blitz, dies of a heart attack at age 43. 

			November 7, 1968: Gein’s trial officially begins.

			November 14, 1968: Gein is found guilty of murder, then not guilty by virtue of insanity. 

			February 1974: Gein petitions the court for release on the grounds that his mental health has been restored. He is denied.

			July 26, 1984: Ed Gein dies. He is buried next to his mother.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Augusta Gein: A domineering and deeply religious woman, Augusta despised her husband George and was devastated to find herself with two sons instead of a daughter. She isolated her sons from the society she viewed as sinful, and implored them to avoid the company of women. 

			Edward “Ed or Eddie” Theodore Gein: A small, quiet man with a droopy eyelid that led people to perceive him as a simpleton, Ed Gein both worshipped and feared his mother, Augusta. An isolated loner, he was catapulted to infamy and celebrity when his grisly crimes were discovered. Diagnosed with schizophrenia after his arrest, Gein lived out his days in a mental institution.

			George Gein: Father of Henry and Edward, George was orphaned as a toddler and lived an aimless life, descending ever deeper into the alcohol abuse that contributed to his physical deterioration and eventual death at 66. His wife, Augusta, treated George with contempt; he was physically abusive to her and their sons, who—following her lead—had no respect or use for him. 

			Henry Gein: Ed Gein’s older brother. He chafed at their mother’s proscription against contact with the world outside the family farmhouse, and managed to attain some semblance of a normal life, taking on contract work as a laborer. His life was, however, cut short at age 43 while he and Ed attempted to put out a marshland fire. His body was found unburned, but with “some funny bruises on his head.” 

			Irene Hill: A neighbor of Ed Gein’s and, along with her family, one of the few people he associated with. Another female proprietor who shared physical traits with Augusta, she narrowly escaped what may have been an attempt by Gein to murder her. 

			Mary Hogan: A brassy barkeep rumored to have a scandalous past, she both fascinated and repulsed Ed Gein—and eventually met her death at his hands. As a large woman, and a female business owner, she resembled both Augusta Gein and Ed’s other known murder victim, Bernice Worden. Her disappearance went unsolved for years, before authorities found her face, which Ed had fashioned into a mask, at his farmhouse.

			Arthur Schley: An inexperienced local sheriff, Schley was deeply rattled by his grisly discovery of Bernice Worden’s body. He subsequently resented Ed deeply for the toll the press took on his family and procedural work. He also chafed at the burden of custody of the notorious criminal during the investigation. He died of a heart attack months before Gein’s trial. 

			Dr. Edward F. Schubert: The head psychiatrist at the Central State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, he examined Ed Gein and diagnosed him with schizophrenia. The doctor seemed, if not exactly sympathetic toward Ed, approving of his comportment as a patient.

			Bernice Worden: Ed Gein’s final murder victim. She was a hardware store owner, a pillar of the Plainfield community, and a woman of faith.

			Frank Worden: Bernice’s son, Frank was quick to point the finger at Ed Gein. As the town’s fire marshal, he later, unsuccessfully fought the blaze that consumed Gein’s farmhouse. Some concluded that he deliberately failed to put the flames out as payback.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Compared to what happened in Wisconsin thirty-odd years ago, Psycho is as reassuring as a fairy tale.”

			The true story of Ed Gein, Schechter notes, is more appalling than the film fictionalization, which itself was chilling enough to horrify generations of viewers. 

			“Like Egyptologists breaking into the burial chambers of a pharaoh, the men who entered Augusta Gein’s living quarters that night were the first humans to set foot inside that sanctum since it had been sealed off many years before by a worshipper who regarded it as the dwelling place of a god.”

			After his mother’s death, Ed Gein sealed up most of the rooms in his farmhouse, preserving her memory. Authorities found them dusty, but otherwise immaculate, in contrast to the filth and garbage that filled his living space. 

			“For the rest of Gein’s life, people who met him would come away with the same paradoxical impression, struck by both his childlike simplicity and his monstrous criminality.”

			During his interrogation, Ed confounded investigators—he came off as an innocent man-child even as he readily confirmed the atrocities he had visited on corpses. He seemed to have little understanding of either the enormity of his crimes or the seriousness of his situation.

			“One of the things Gein was most glaringly ‘hazy’ about was the sheer magnitude of his crimes.… He couldn’t have been any more nonchalant about them if they had consisted of a string of parking violations.”

			Confronted with incontrovertible evidence of his crimes, Ed seemed incapable of recalling them, and entirely divorced from their heinousness. 

			“What did Ed Gein say to the sheriff who arrested him? Have a heart.”

			This dark-humor joke was one of many “Geiners” that circulated after news of Gein’s crimes broke, as part of the public’s way of coming to terms with the unthinkable. 

			“On the one hand, digging up the corpses of middle-aged mother-substitutes represented Gein’s demented effort to rescue Augusta from death. At the same time, the atrocities he performed on the bodies … [represented] a crazed attempt to get back at his mother for the lifetime’s worth of torture she had inflicted on him.”

			Schizophrenia does not refer to a “split” personality, as it is frequently understood in the public consciousness; nevertheless, Gein’s psyche was profoundly divided. He both adored and feared his mother during her lifetime, and after her death his crimes reflected both of those emotions and motivations as well. 

			“‘Locality has a lot to do with a person’s life.… I believe it was just my bad luck to go to a locality where the people were just not as friendly as they should have been.’” 

			Following his conviction for first-degree murder, Ed Gein reflected to reporters that his misdeeds might be attributed to his family’s move to Plainfield from La Crosse, Wisconsin, placing blame not on himself but on Plainfield citizens. 

			“If there can be such a thing as a seminal psychotic, that dubious honor must surely belong to Eddie Gein—the patron saint of splatter, the grandfather of gore.”

			The extremely well-known horror movies Psycho and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre were both inspired by Gein—and in turn inspired the genre of slasher film as we know it today. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Crime lab director Charles Wilson’s unfounded suggestion to reporters that Ed Gein might have dabbled in taxidermy was preserved for history—pun intended—in the attribution of this same hobby to Psycho’s Norman Bates. 

					The 1958 traveling exhibit of the “Ed Gein ghoul car” cost 25 cents at county fairs.

					Along with Norman Bates, Ed Gein served as a model for such fictional characters as Texas Chain Saw Massacre’s Leatherface and Silence of the Lambs’s Buffalo Bill.

					In 2010, the film Ed Gein: The Musical was released. 

					Gein’s gravestone was removed because vandals continually defiled and even once, removed it.

					Harold Schechter has appeared on The Jerry Springer Show and has written an episode of Law & Order.

					“Gein” is pronounced with a long “e” sound—as in the word “fiend.”

					Ed Gein has inspired musicians over the years. The bands Ed Gein’s Car and Ed Gein are named after him, as well as several songs by bands like Blind Melon (“Skinned”), Mudvayne (“Nothing to Gein”) and Siouxie and the Banshees (“Skin”), among others.

					The 2000 film Ed Gein: In the Light of the Moon examines the story of the Butcher of Plainfield. Actor Steve Railsback portrays Gein; he previously played Charles Manson in the miniseries Helter Skelter.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			“Bloody Marys”: The dark side of seemingly wholesome 1950s America was manifest in this genre of twisted humor, in which apparently ordinary setups led to perverse punch lines. This strain of jokes led to joke known as “Geiners.”

			Geiners: A popular series of dark-humor jokes playing off the details of the Ed Gein case, they likely represented an attempt to subsume the revelations of unspeakable horror into mass consciousness in folklore form. 

			Ghoul: Originally defined as a demon of legend, the ghoul is one who robs graves and preys on the dead. 

			M’Naghton Rule: A guideline for determining whether a defendant was mentally fit to stand trial, employed in Wisconsin at the time of the Ed Gein case.

			Necrophilism: Fetishization of dead bodies that often involves sexual contact. Ed Gein insisted this was not the case for him.

			Onan: The Biblical figure associated with the sin of masturbation. When begging her sons to abstain from fornication with women, Augusta Gein would present onanism as the lesser of two evils.

			Schizophrenia: Sometimes confused with multiple personality disorder, this psychological condition represents a different kind of “split” in the psyche. Ed Gein was diagnosed with this disorder; his intensely conflicted feelings for his mother were hallmarks of schizophrenia.

			Transvestism: A propensity to don the clothing of the opposite gender. In Gein’s perverse version, he fashioned actual garments out of women’s skin.

		

	
		
			 About Harold Schechter

			Harold Schechter, a prolific author, specializes in the lives of serial killers, and, in addition to many true-crime biographies, has published such anthologies as The A to Z Encyclopedia of Serial Killers and Psycho USA: Famous American Killers You Never Heard Of. 

			Born in 1948, Schechter, who has taught literature at the Queens College campus of the City University of New York since 1987, also covers topics like representations of violence in pop culture and folk mythology—themes touched upon in Deviant—and has published a series of novels about Edgar Allen Poe.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“The Babysitter Who Vanished: What Happened to Evelyn Hartley?” The Lineup. 

			“Ed Gein – American Psycho.” House of Horrors. 

			“Ed Gein.” Twisted Minds.

			“Ed Gein.” Wisconsin Sickness. 

			“The horrifying crimes of notorious serial killer Ed Gein.” New York Daily News. 

			Books

			The Ed Gein File: A Psycho’s Confession and Case Documents by John Borowski

			Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho by Stephen Rebello

			The Life Story of Ed Gein by Emily Wood

			Ed Gein—Psycho! by Paul Anthony Woods

			Other Books by Harold Schechter

			Bestial: The Savage Trail of a True American Monster

			Depraved: The Definitive True Story of H. H. Holmes, Whose Grotesque Crimes Shattered Turn-of-the-Century Chicago

			Deranged: The Shocking True Story of America’s Most Fiendish Killer!

			Fiend: The Shocking True Story of America’s Youngest Serial Killer
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