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Dedication

For Diana—always . . .

and

William Clark—one of the good guys




Epigraph

You got used to it, that was all. You made up your mind you were going to be good at it and not panic. It was something you developed in your mind, a coolness. No, cooler than cool . . . It was a coldness you had to develop. The pro with ice water in his veins.

—Elmore Leonard, The Big Bounce (1969)
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Author’s Note

Upon his death in August 2013, Elmore Leonard was still at work on multiple projects.

There was his position as executive producer on the hit series Justified, for which he was always attainable by the show’s writers for story consultation. There was also the in-progress novel that would remain unfinished at the time of his death—Blue Dreams.

Leonard had also sat with his daughter Jane Jones—the oldest of his five children, who for more than three decades had acted as his typist and creative confidante. Together, they had scoured through his personal archive, pulling drafts and notes for the many in-person appearances, lectures, and essays Leonard had prepared over the course of his sixty-year career. They’d worked to assemble a chronological order of the many writings, forming a loose manuscript for the memoir that Leonard wouldn’t live to complete. After his death, the archive was soon transferred to the Ernest F. Hollings Special Collections Library at the University of South Carolina. It is a distinct honor for me to be presenting those efforts here.

Although this book wouldn’t exist without the aid and advocacy of all the individuals and entities listed in the acknowledgments, I am especially indebted to the generosity, patience, and faith of the Leonard family—his first wife, Beverly, and children Jane, Peter, Christopher, Bill, and Katy, as well as their spouses and children. All readers will benefit from their contributions, especially sharing their father’s incomplete memoir—which has been inserted into key passages of importance throughout Leonard’s life.


It is my hope that these sections, when combined with Leonard’s journals and personal correspondence, will better convey his creative process and personal ambitions.

More important, it is my hope that all present and future authors who, much like this author, credit Leonard for their love of writing will find a bit of themselves in his words. And find the needed inspiration to write every day—whether they feel like it or not.

—CMK




Chapter 1

Childhood, 1925–1943

Although Elmore John Leonard Jr. would long be associated with his adopted home of Detroit, Michigan, the themes that would shape his life and work were firmly rooted in the history of his birthplace—New Orleans, Louisiana.

Leonard’s family had long ties to the Southern city and its neighboring provinces. It had been to New Orleans that his great-grandparents, Michael Leonard and Bridget Gavin, emigrated from Ireland before marrying in January 1820, choosing the fifth ward in Avoyelles Parish in which to raise their six children.1 Their fifth, William Martin Leonard, was born in September 1867. At the age of twenty-four, William married Margaret Connelly, affectionately known to her family as “Maggie.”2 Like her husband, Maggie’s parents had emigrated from Ireland: her father, John Connelly, just north of Dublin in Meathe; her mother, Mary Ryan, from Tipperary.3 After their wedding, William and Maggie Leonard settled in Ward 1—locally regarded as one of the parish’s “uptown” wards, nearer to culture and the more prosperous businesses. At 924 Terpsichore Street, they eventually had six children of their own: William Jr. in 1892; Elmore John on November 30 the following year; Irma Gertrude in 1898; Emmett Mathew in 1900; Isabelle five years later; and Urban Maurice Leonard two years after that.4

During the decade and a half that it had taken to raise their half dozen children, William and Maggie Leonard integrated themselves into many prominent social circles of the city—which William playfully referred to as “the Irish channel.” As a practicing Catholic who ensured his family always attended weekly Mass, he joined the local chapter of the Knights of Columbus and St. Vincent de Paul’s Society; as an industrial engineer, he qualified for membership in the Association of Stationary Engineers.5 In the latter capacity, William worked in sugar—specifically in maintaining the expensive machinery used for its production.6

In December 1908, William was working as chief engineer for the Palo Alto plantation, located seventy miles west, on a corner along the Bayou Lafourche near Donaldsonville—a Greek Revival homestead originally built in 1852. By 1900, Palo Alto land had changed hands to owner Jacob Lemann’s grandsons—Arthur, Monte, and Ferdinand.7 The three sons would become William Leonard’s employers at the plantation, as well as the last to see him alive.8

When William Leonard first started his tenure at Palo Alto, the traditional method of producing the sugar crop was known as the “Jamaica Train”—an arduous task of turning cane stalks into granulated grains over barrels and scalding kettles. By 1900, Palo Alto’s sugar house had become completely converted to steam power, but no further innovations had shortened the days or disseminated the labor of the plantation’s workers. This was especially true as the autumn rolled around; October signaled the beginning of roulaison—the “grinding season.” William Leonard’s job as chief engineer required him to stay in Palo Alto from October through January.9 In late December 1908, William was notified that the grinding season had been extended due to a particularly abundant cane harvest. Ultimately, he would be needed back on-site at Palo Alto just after the Christmas holiday.10 Although William Leonard’s boardinghouse was large enough to accommodate his entire family, racial tensions among neighboring plantations had escalated, with more than a few murders around the plantation’s acreage left unreported and unsolved. Ultimately, William decided to keep his family a safe seventy miles away.

On Monday, January 4, 1909, William was settled in for dinner in his private quarters when he heard an explosion from the direction of the sugar house. Under the massive strain of too much steam pressure, the cylinder head of the centrifuge’s main boiler had finally blown. By the time Leonard’s assistant burst into the dining room to notify him of the emergency, the centrifuge had jumped its bearings, tearing its way across the factory floor.11 As soon as William Leonard entered the room, he was struck in the abdomen and nearly disemboweled by the speed and thrust of the heavy machinery; the chief engineer was pronounced dead at ten thirty that night. He was forty-two years old. The Picayune noted the family could have consolation that William Leonard “was an exemplary man, devoted husband and loving father, whose first thoughts were of those dear to him and whose actions towards his fellow men were beyond reproach.” The funeral was held at the house on Terpsichore Street two days later at three o’clock in the afternoon.12 Widowed Maggie Connelly Leonard, then thirty-seven years old, would now provide for her six children on her own. After their holiday recess was over, her two oldest sons, William Jr. and sixteen-year-old Elmore—whose own youngest son would later go on to change the face of American crime literature—dropped out of school and joined the adult workforce full-time.

William and Maggie Leonard’s second-born child, Elmore John Leonard Sr., born November 30, 1893, had shown an early talent for painting and had aspirations of becoming a professional artist. At eighteen, however, he took a correspondence course and became an accountant, soon finding employment with various fruit companies in Central America, and sent much-needed funds back to his mother at home.13 Elmore returned to New Orleans in 1917 and was drafted into the Great War, soon assigned to Harris County, Texas, for the full duration of his time in the US Army, eventually earning the rank of second lieutenant, infantry.14 Before leaving New Orleans for Harris, however, Elmore had fallen in love with Florentine Amelia Rive—“Flora” to her family. Stationed in Harris for just under a year, at the end of 1918, Elmore sent for Flora and the two married in a civil ceremony on December 7—less than a month after the war had ended.15

Flora Rive was born on July 14, 1895, like her husband, in New Orleans. She was the oldest child of Adolph Julius Rive and Amelia Madeline “Mamie” Schrenk; although both hailed from the city, Adolph’s father, Ernest, had originally emigrated from Prussia, while his mother, Amelia Riedinger, emigrated from Baden, Germany. Following the modest Texas civil ceremony, Elmore and Flora Leonard returned to New Orleans and moved into her family’s home above her uncle’s shoe repair on Camp Street.16 It was there that their first child, Flora Margaret, was born on September 29, 1919.

While Adolph Rive’s dual employment as an organ technician and dealer provided steady income, the young couple had moved into an already full house: aside from Flora’s parents, there were her four younger siblings—Elsa, Adolph Jr., Eugenie, and Emile—all of whom still lived at home.17 Hoping to earn enough money to attain a single home for his young family, Elmore Leonard got a job with the Ernst and Ernst accounting firm. The hard work paid off and, in 1920, he, Flora, and young Flora Margaret—or “Mickey,” as the child was called—settled into one of four family flats at 2029 Carrollton Avenue.18

Within a few years, the combined stability of a steady income and a home of their own allowed Elmore and Flora to plan for a second child. When their son was born on October 11, 1925, Flora’s parents had already assumed that the child would be named for his father: Elmore John Leonard Jr.19 He was baptized at the Rives’ local parish, the Church of the Incarnate Word on Apricot Street, by its pastor, Rev. Joseph F. Pierre, fourteen days later. The boy’s soon-to-be favorite uncle, Adolph Jr., acted as godfather.20

By 1927, Elmore Sr. had left Ernst and Ernst to join the growing automobile industry, taking a job with General Motors, aware that the job could necessitate frequent relocation. He found his niche at GM within their Chevrolet Motor Company division, first as an auditor, then as general office manager, assigned to a team of location scouts for the company’s dealership outreach across the country.21 As part of the new position, Leonard was expected to travel extensively to the automaker’s many zone offices throughout the country. In 1929, the family moved to a rented home at 5147 Miller Avenue in Dallas. The stay was short-lived, however, as Leonard was almost immediately transferred yet again, this time to Oklahoma City. There, the Leonard family settled into a new home at 1715 North Linn Avenue.22 Fortunately, the second move came with advancement; the senior Elmore Leonard was placed in an executive position within GM’s dealership planning and development division.

Although he was only five years old at the time, Elmore Leonard Jr. later recalled that in 1930, his father suffered an auto accident while on the job: “He was on the road doing something and got into a car accident and came home and was in the hospital . . . he used a cane for just a little while.”23 For an executive whose livelihood depended on consistent mobility, that accident might have contributed to the now thirty-six-year-old Elmore Sr.’s consideration for yet another new position within General Motors.24 Following the family’s next move—this time for only a period of six months in Detroit, Michigan, where the young Elmore Leonard received his First Holy Communion at Visitation Church on Twelfth Street, downtown—Elmore Sr. accepted a job in the company’s Buick Motor Company division in Memphis, Tennessee.

At their new home at 2388 Poplar Boulevard, he and Flora hoped for a period of stability. However, Memphis represented many aspects of the Great Depression.25 With the Wall Street crash of October 1929, the prosperity of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jazz Age screeched to a halt; only a few years later, the Dust Bowl’s own ecological drought redefined the aims of economic survival for American families. Even as a child, this didn’t go unnoticed by the younger Elmore Leonard. “When we lived in Memphis, we were several blocks away from a railroad line,” he later recalled. “And bums would get off the train and some of them would come by the door and ask for a handout. My mother always made them a big sandwich.”26

The country’s economic straits had also paved the way for new cultural figures representing the country’s collective social frustrations. For young Elmore Leonard Jr., the romantic outlaw presented in the daily newspapers proved a great source of fuel for his imagination. “I read somewhere that the most impressionable age for children is between 5 and 10,” he later said. “I was between 5 and 10 when all those desperadoes were roaming the Midwest and holding up banks. They were kind of folk heroes . . . Those bank robbers of the ’30s truly influenced me. John Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, Pretty Boy Floyd . . .”27

Young Elmore Leonard’s fascination with the modern-day outlaws was best demonstrated in a snapshot taken during his childhood: with his left foot propped on the running board of an Oakland sedan and a toy revolver in hand, he aims the barrel directly at the camera, a mischievous smirk on his cherubic face. “I’m quite sure I was inspired by a shot of Bonnie Parker of Bonnie and Clyde fame,” he later remembered, “where she’s standing in front of a car with a pistol in her hand and a cigar hanging out of the corner of her mouth . . . I struck that same pose when I was nine years old.”28 That notorious photo of Parker ran only months before she and her lover, Clyde Barrow, were gunned down in a hail of police gunfire near Sailes, Louisiana, in May 1934. Leonard later recalled that it was the gun itself, and its promise of violence, that had fascinated him; at the age of making his first few neighborhood friends, playing cops and robbers—and soon, sports—expanded his youthful social circle. “That fall of [1933] . . . I had a lot of friends in Memphis,” he recalled. “I didn’t want to leave.” Upon learning that his father would have to move the family yet again, this time back to Detroit, Leonard remembered crying.29


In the fall of 1934 I arrived in Detroit with a southern accent, a blend of New Orleans, where I was born, Dallas, Oklahoma City and Memphis. I was nine, and for a while kids kept after me to say things like “honey chile” and “sugah,” getting a kick out of the way I spoke. My mother took offense saying, “They should talk—listen to how they roll their r’s.” My mother believed northern women had big feet.



The family found a flat in their previous residence at the Abington Hotel and Apartments at 700 Seward Avenue.30 The only difference the second time around was that their new quarters were on the top floor. The apartment house—truly a functioning boarding lodge for larger families—came equipped with its own drugstore on the lobby level, as well as a dining room where nightly dinners were served for a small fee of forty and sixty cents. Elmore Jr. and his older sister, Mickey, rarely took advantage of the available suppers, however, as their mother was a superior cook. The Leonards’ rental had only one bedroom, so young Elmore regularly slept on a convertible Murphy bed in the living room he shared with his sister.

While still in Memphis, Elmore Leonard Jr. had maintained solid academic standards; a homework assignment, dated April 4, 1933, boldly displays his perfect score in arithmetic, although he was much more interested in English and grammar.31 Upon their arrival in Detroit, his parents quickly enrolled him in the nearby Blessed Sacrament School at 82 Belmont Street, behind the adjoining cathedral. As he got a little older, Elmore would take the streetcar with Mickey or walk the length west of Woodward Avenue alone, although by the time she entered high school Elmore had made enough neighborhood friends to walk with them.

The routine remained the same after the family moved into a larger home at 70 Highland, Tract 904, in Highland Park, bringing them even closer to Blessed Sacrament. Elmore’s two closest friends, brothers Gerard and Jackie Boisineau, lived in the Leonards’ building on the top floor; Maurice Murray—a quiet boy a year older—and Phil Koscinski, whose father was a Detroit judge, lived only a few blocks away from the church. The group also befriended Leo Madison, who, Leonard admitted, was the first African American child he’d ever met, and whose family had come to Detroit during the Great Migration—a time when waves of both Black and white laborers had moved north for employment opportunities within the automobile industry.


Those years streetcars were rattling up and down Woodward Avenue from the fairgrounds to the river. We’d hop aboard and ride downtown to Hudson’s to visit the toy department, or to the Vernor’s ginger ale plant, then at the foot of Woodward. You’d get free samples if you took the tour . . .



Elmore and his friends shared after-school adventures around Detroit, making the city their personal playground. On Saturdays, the boys would often catch the matinee at the Fisher movie theater, looked for Ken Maynard and Tom Mix serials, or “ran around if the main attraction was Camille or anything like it.” After Mass on Sunday, the gang would reconvene and take the Windsor Ferry to Canada “for a nickel.”

Although Elmore had taken note of the poverty that was commonplace throughout Memphis, he never noticed the diverse economic standings of his friends’ families. “I didn’t see that they were any different,” he recalled. “My working-class friends, I felt, were the same as I was.” He noted, however, that Elmore Sr. and Flora never seemed to socialize with his friends’ parents. It was only after his best friend, Gerard Boisineau, reported his own father’s promotion at work that Elmore finally realized his family was regarded as being on a different social level, due to Elmore Sr.’s career advancement. “My dad was an executive with General Motors and Boisineau’s dad was a construction worker,” Leonard recalled. “I remember Gerard saying one time, ‘My dad’s making $300 a month now,’ and couldn’t help but understand how much more his own father’s job paid.”

During the earliest years of his son’s life, Elmore Leonard Sr. would often be away for weeks at a time but, since their move to Detroit in 1934, Leonard Sr. had worked his way up to the executive level for General Motors, reporting daily to his office on the fourteenth floor of their West Grand Boulevard office. Although the senior Leonard still traveled frequently, now in charge of scouting the locations for GM’s expanding Buick, Oldsmobile, and Pontiac dealerships, he was still home more often than in the past. (The younger Elmore Leonard later recalled his father’s routine of dressing in his suit and tie in the mornings, and of getting his dark hair combed straight back and layered down in the same, unchanging style.) When he was home, he would make a point each night to invite his son to sit on his lap, later beside him, for their “telling time”—a chat session to hear about the boy’s adventures that day. “My dad was dry, funny,” Leonard recalled, adding that he “got along very well” with his father. In turn, both parents were doting and loving toward each other and were “always showing affection to one another.”

Yearly family vacations often included treks back to New Orleans to visit Flora’s siblings—a practice that had remained consistent throughout their various moves to Dallas, Oklahoma City, and Memphis. Young Elmore always looked forward to those trips with excitement, claiming he enjoyed seeing his uncles in New Orleans. Throughout the rest of the year, the four usually ventured into prospering downtown Detroit, as the city was bustling with all sorts of new entertainment. On one memorable occasion, the four nearly got to see Frank Sinatra perform with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra. However, Dorsey quickly took to the microphone himself and announced that Sinatra was a no-show; the crooner “simply didn’t feel like it.” More often than not, however, the family would go to the movies or baseball games at Navin Field or Briggs Stadium, and later, Tiger Stadium. Leonard fondly recalled that at that time, it cost only “$1.10 to sit in the grandstand.”

Baseball was a passion for the entire family; Elmore Sr.’s father had even belonged to a neighborhood sandlot league during his youth in New Orleans. Now, the younger Elmore Leonard spent hours playing with his own friends, usually assigned the first-base position. With no organized junior league in Detroit to speak of, he and his buddies used the nearby vacant lot—Sweeney’s Field—for their games. Entering the fifth grade, Leonard had slowly begun to develop his pitching arm—a tricky task for a southpaw with no formal training. Leonard’s third passion was reading, or, more important, the act of storytelling—which wasn’t something shared by his father. “My dad was traveling a lot and he didn’t read much,” he later admitted. “That is, he read the paper and he read the Financial Times, and he read Forbes and those magazines, but he didn’t read what I was interested in.”32

What the junior Elmore Leonard was interested in were the adventure tales and literary classics that Mickey read to him every night. She had started her little brother at a young age with fairy tales and children’s books, such as Cinderella, Treasure Island, Little Goody Two-Shoes, and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Many, if not all, had come from their mother’s membership to the Book of the Month Club, which also allowed young Elmore access to more adult-oriented popular novels of the day, like author Rafael Sabatini’s The Sea Hawk and Scaramouche.33 Flora Leonard had also joined the Delphian Society, an early social club for women. Delphian members would meet regularly to discuss art and culture and were distributed current bestsellers for group discussion.

The combination of Flora’s love of reading and Mickey’s bedtime stories soon made Elmore a voracious reader.34 At school, Leonard already excelled in reading and writing, showing a particular affinity for using new vocabulary words in a creative way—much to the amusement of the nuns. “I always wrote a pretty interesting sentence using the word,” Leonard remembered. “It’d have something to do with a western or the police or something like that.” Over the next few years, Leonard’s literary taste both matured and refined well ahead of his preferred adventure stories. Before even entering high school, he’d binged Lin Yutang’s The Importance of Living, as well as Out of Africa, The Yearling, Carl Van Doren’s biography of Benjamin Franklin, and some Horatio Hornblower for good measure. During high school, he moved on to Richard Wright’s Native Son, Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, and John Steinbeck’s The Moon Is Down. But nothing would affect Leonard quite the same way as his discovery of Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. “[That] was the novel that would eventually get me started as a writer,” he’d later recall. However, it was his love of movies that made Elmore a passionate storyteller—a natural skill that included a great reliance on dialogue. A frequent passion for the boy was replaying the plot and details of his latest favorites to his neighborhood buddies—an activity Leonard described as “telling movies.” He later explained, “I was, say, ten or eleven years old [and] we lived in an apartment building and three or four of us would sit on the stairs and somebody would say ‘tell us Captain Blood!’—and I’d ‘tell’ them Captain Blood, all the way through. And I ‘told’ Captain Blood I don’t know how many times.”35

Much later, Leonard would share a childhood memory with Boston University professor Charles Rzepka, perhaps hinting at his earliest predilection for dialogue and oral storytelling: “I remember in Oklahoma City, I had an imagined friend who I called ‘Boyee,’” Leonard remembered. “I was always talking to Boyee, and talking about him and all . . . [In later years] my mother would tell me about it.”36


By the time I turned ten in 1935, I was fascinated by trench warfare during World War I. My favorite books were Arthur Guy Empy’s Over the Top and Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front. I had already seen the picture starring Lew Ayres and Slim Summerville, but it was the book that inspired me—for the first time in my life—to write something other than a school assignment.

What I wrote was a play set in No Man’s Land, staged it in the fifth grade classroom and used the rows of desk to simulate barbed wire: American doughboys on one side, Krauts on the other. The plot: a coward redeems himself by rescuing the hero hung up on the wire.



The cinematic adaptation of Erich Maria Remarque’s bestselling German WWI epic had given the boy his first look at trench warfare and set his imagination reeling—especially the story’s antiwar sentiment and the quirky behavior of the soldiers portrayed. “I was very influenced by that [film],” he later recalled. Remarque’s novel, first published in Germany in 1928, had been an instant international bestseller, leading to translations in more than thirty languages during its first year of publication. In the United States alone, the book had been serialized in more than eighty newspapers—including the Detroit Times, where young Elmore Leonard first encountered it in prose form.

Inspired by the serialization, young Leonard put pen to paper for the first time and made his earliest attempt at writing, condensing the lengthy epic into a briefer scene in the trenches. When it was completed, he showed it to his fifth-grade teacher—the much-feared and disliked nun Sister Estelle. (The strict disciplinarian had also been Elmore’s teacher the previous year and, as he recalled, all the children had been relieved to be rid of her—only to find that she’d been promoted to teach the higher grade.) To young Elmore’s surprise, the older nun—who memorably pronounced “Arkansas” as “Ar-kansas”—was impressed enough with the aspiring writer to allow him to organize a performance of his All Quiet adaptation in the classroom. “It had to be put on in the classroom because I used the [rows of] desks as ‘no man’s land’—the barbed wire,” Leonard remembered later.37 “I cast it and I made all my friends the main parts.” He invented an original character for the play’s hero—“Captain Hayes”—and gave the lead to his best friend, Gerard Boisineau; classmate Jack Griffin played the story’s original protagonist, Paul Baumer. For the role of Himmelstoss—the “coward” who ultimately displays the needed bravery to save his fellow soldier—Elmore cast his slovenly buddy Zenon La Joie. Unsure of what to do with Leo Madison—his only African American friend—Leonard gave him a part as a German soldier. For the trenches themselves, Leonard and his pals overturned all the desks in the room, which they then proceeded to crawl underneath. As Blessed Sacrament’s principal, Mother Generosa, watched from the teacher’s desk in the front row, Leonard announced the title of the play and fired an unloaded air rifle at the ceiling. Then he “got out of the way.”

As he approached puberty, Elmore’s athletic abilities had also continued to mature. During eighth grade, he and his neighborhood friends learned that an organized youth baseball team had finally been introduced to Detroit and immediately joined the local Detroit Sandlot League.

Thirteen-year-old Leonard entered ninth grade in the fall of 1938. Having left Blessed Sacrament, he began his freshman year of high school with a one-year stint in Catholic Central—a small preparatory school on Harper Avenue operated by the Congregation of St. Basil, priests of the Basilian order. Although he later recalled that his family wasn’t particularly “devout,” the Leonards continued to attend Mass every Sunday, as well as holy days of obligation throughout the year. “On Good Friday we would go to the Stations [of the Cross] and things like that,” he remembered, “but there wasn’t any aspect of the religion that my mother was [stuck on]—and certainly not my dad.” He later claimed to have had a significantly more devout approach to his Catholicism than his parents; during the fifth grade, he had even been a member of the church choir, for which Flora insisted her son have “the nicest looking cassock.” Even during his high school years, Leonard left a half hour early every morning in order to attend a short Mass before that day’s classes. For a brief time just before entering Catholic Central, he even considered a spiritual calling. “It seems that when I was in about the eighth grade, I thought of becoming a brother,” he recalled. “Once, I mean a very short time, because I saw pictures of their seminary, and they were playing baseball and I thought, Oh, you know this could be fun . . . But then about the same year or the next year, I discovered girls.”

Later that year, the family moved to 18900 Northlawn Street, near Seven Mile Road, only a block away from the Jesuit-run University of Detroit High School. After only one year attending Catholic Central, Leonard switched to the closer school, later claiming it “was the best move” he ever made during his early teenage years. Likewise, Mickey Leonard had opted to continue with a Catholic education as well, enrolling in Marygrove University for girls, a college run entirely by nuns.

Leonard had no problem with the Jesuits’ strict approach toward both catechism and general studies. In fact, he later admitted that the Jesuits had taught him “how to think,” and held lifelong gratitude for the work ethic the Society of Jesus embraced. “And there was quite a difference in the feeling of the school, the fact that they were a little more serious about [education],” he claimed, offering up the Jesuits’ use of the Socratic Method as a method of critical thinking.38 (Incidentally, the Socratic Method—largely built upon rhetoric and dialogue for its tenets of problem-solving, also gave the Jesuit order a unique appreciation for storytelling—much like young Leonard himself. He later remembered one Jesuit instructor spontaneously presenting to the class a copy of Jules Verne’s Michael Strogoff and proceeding to read it aloud as part of that day’s seemingly unrelated lesson.)

Leonard excelled almost immediately upon his transfer to the University of Detroit—thanks in no small part to the discovery that he had long needed glasses to correct his vision. As he remembered, the first time he tried a pair, he immediately thought, “Oh my God, I can read the blackboard.” Of perhaps equal importance for a pitcher, Leonard’s vision now led to a marked improvement on the mound. At University of Detroit High School, he played first string in Class A for their team, the Cubs, later claiming that he was just “good enough” to make the cut—especially on a team that lost most games.

It was during this time that he was given a nickname that would stick for the rest of his life. He later told journalist Paul Challen: “It was my second year of high school and a guy in the class—just a guy that I happened to know in the classroom—said, ‘I’m going to start calling you Dutch—you need a nickname’—and boy, he was right—because I did. ‘Elmore’ was a lot to handle back then.” His new namesake was Emil “Dutch” Leonard—a journeyman pitcher whose career started in 1933 with the Brooklyn Dodgers, then included stints with the Chicago Cubs and Washington Senators, ultimately holding a career record of 191 wins and 181 losses. For teenage Leonard, however, the nickname would extend well past the baseball diamond, soon becoming the preferred term of endearment from those closest to him. Ultimately, Emil Leonard’s younger namesake would go on to become the better-known “Dutch” Leonard.39

At University of Detroit High School, it wasn’t long for Leonard to be recognized for more than merely his baseball skills. Entering his junior year, he had also successfully tried out for the school’s football team, playing number 66 for the identically named Cubs. “I played center my first year,” Leonard later recalled. “I played on the reserves—what they called ‘the Bantams’—[and] we played other reserve teams from other schools.” Leonard’s football coach, Bob Tiernan, had originally played for his alma mater, the University of Montana, as a lineman, and took seriously his duties training the young athletes of University of Detroit. Tiernan had ensured that the team would get new red uniforms during Leonard’s junior year, and he made sure that every player’s laces were sparkling white. The young coach had spotted Leonard’s natural abilities on the field and, although the junior weighed only 130 pounds, had an eye to move him from center to quarterback. That summer, the coach invited Leonard and a few other serious prospects to his summer home at Flathead Lake in Missoula, Montana, for a few extra months of intensive practice. Leonard later recalled excitedly climbing into Tiernan’s station wagon with five other players, including classmate Jerry Finneran, whose younger sister, Ruthann, was a close friend. “We’d go out there for about a month,” Leonard recalled. “The center always backed up the line and I made a lot of tackles.”

Over the course of the summer, Tiernan, whom Leonard remembered as a gruff, no-nonsense, “all business” type, instilled in the young men the basics of blocking and tackling—the latter of which was already among Leonard’s specialties. However, the additional training paid off. When Leonard began his senior year that fall, he was confident enough to try out for the varsity team. “I remember one practice before the first game in the afternoon,” he recalled. “I made three tackles in a row, and [Tiernan] said, ‘You’re going to start [on] Saturday.’” Leonard was then switched to play quarterback-wing quarterback, primarily responsible for taking the ball from the center sometimes for the “hand off.” Although he also played for the school’s baseball team, Leonard was particularly proud to thrive on the football field as, admittedly, the football team was significantly better than their counterparts on the baseball team.


When I was a kid in high school in the early ’40s, I used to go to the Paradise Theater in downtown Detroit to hear [Count] Basie, Earl (Fatha) Hines, Jimmy Lunceford, [and] Andy Kirk and His Clouds of Joy with Mary Lou Williams on piano . . .

I rode the Jefferson car to the Atles Lager Brewery (“The Beer in the Green Bottle”) where I worked after finishing at U of D High before going into the Navy. There was a reefer [a modified refrigerator car] you could talk in and grab a cold one any time you were thirsty. I worked at Atles not much more than a week before my mother made me quit, wanting to know if I was coming home happy from work or a party.40



Playing two separate sports for the school only boosted Leonard’s popularity among his peers; although his personal interests also included hours of reading and discovering new authors, he was far from bookish. He had been elected class president and, more important within his social circle, enjoyed frequent jazz concerts and underage drinking. (“Dutch” wasn’t the only new name Leonard had recently acquired; he’d also gotten his hands on a fake driver’s license in the name of “James Harry Landino” and quickly put it to use.41) Leonard and his friends would often take their dates to the amusement park and music hall at Eastwood Gardens, located just outside of Detroit’s city limits on the north side of Eight Mile Road. Still under eighteen years old, Leonard and his friends had no trouble procuring alcohol, “rye and ginger ale” to start, then switching to bourbon. “Early Times,” he recalled.

In just under one year, Leonard had been issued a new name (as well as a fake ID) and his first set of glasses—both of which would become signature elements of his identity. But it wasn’t until he revisited his interest in writing that the third defining characteristic began to take shape. At the time, Leonard’s reading shelf continued to be on an advanced level, and now included Jesse Stuart’s Taps for Private Tussie, Ted Lawson’s Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, and Richard Tregaskis’s Guadalcanal Diary—the first major wave of new fiction inspired by the ongoing Second World War.42

Ultimately, it was Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, published in October of 1940, that held the greatest impact on Elmore Leonard’s young development as a writer.43 As he later claimed, up until that point, nothing had affected his perspective on literature and storytelling more than that epic tale of the Spanish Civil War, and it would begin his lifelong love and appreciation for Hemingway’s work. He also recognized many of the same tropes his favorite Western writers used for adventurous tales of the Old West. “That’s how I learned to write, studying Hemingway,” he later said. “I studied very, very carefully how he approached a scene, used points of view, what he described and what he didn’t, how he told so much just in the way a character talked.”44

In 1943, Leonard penned his first short story, “Dicky”—a tale of woe told from the perspective of an incarcerated narrator; in its twist ending, the reader discovers that Dicky is a bird in a cage. Attributed to “Dutch Leonard,” the piece ran in the school’s literary publication, The Cub, marking his first publication. (In a unique creative twist, Leonard would again adopt an animal’s perspective only once more—an alligator—fifty years later; at that time, the Houston Post’s James Hall would write: “It’s a very strange interlude, going into the gator’s mind like that, an odd and risky moment, even for Leonard, who is used to dipping into some pretty exotic minds . . . Yet, I, for one, come away totally convinced that this is how an alligator thinks, the very words it uses. And if it doesn’t think this way, then by god, it should. Such is Leonard’s magic.”45) Leonard’s talent didn’t go unnoticed by the Jesuit faculty. He later recalled one Father Skiffington offering his pupil the needed encouragement. “You could have a future in writing,” he had told Leonard, based solely on the quality of his student’s submitted assignments.

It was also during Leonard’s senior year that his father was relocated yet again. Under fifty years old, Elmore Leonard Sr. was still eligible for the selective service.46 However, he was able to attain assignments through his job that kept him from a second military tenure. As the younger Leonard later recalled, “My dad had something to do with the government then, through General Motors, [as] the war was on.” However, the GM position mandated a move to Washington, DC. At the time, Elmore Jr. was just starting his senior year and sister Mickey had just graduated from college—now doing her own part for the war effort preparing invoices for tank parts at the Chrysler plant downtown.47 It only made sense that Elmore Sr. and Flora make the move without their grown children, although living arrangements would have to be made. Luckily, coach Bob Tiernan understood his star quarterback’s plight and didn’t want to see the youth lose his new scholastic and athletic opportunities. With Elmore in a bind, the coach graciously opened his own home to him. Leonard later remembered, “My mother and dad moved to Washington, and [Tiernan] said, ‘Well, come live with us’ . . . I lived with Tiernan for almost a year.” The coach had two children, a boy and a girl, and Leonard shared a room with Tiernan’s son for the remainder of the school year.

Aware that his pending graduation would also call for self-sufficiency, Leonard was soon brainstorming various possible long-term plans.48 He considered Georgetown and its School of Foreign Service, vaguely envisioning himself as a diplomat in some exotic corner of the world, an ambition largely inspired by his love of the movies.49 However, Elmore Leonard Sr. initially had other plans for his only son. “Dad wanted me to go to Princeton and become an engineer,” Leonard later said. “I don’t even know if engineering is taught at Princeton . . . , because he was in automotive, in General Motors, and that seemed like a good background to him.” Aside from his disinterest in engineering and a lack of suitable skills in advanced mathematics, Princeton was also decidedly secular in its approach to higher education. For Leonard, one of Georgetown’s greatest appeals was its status as a Jesuit university in the Ignatian tradition. In an effort to put off making a final decision, first Leonard attempted enlistment in the Marine Corps just after his high school graduation. Due to his poor eyesight, however, he was promptly rejected.

As he weighed his options, Leonard and a few buddies opted to spend their postgraduation summer by taking a road trip. In June, a close neighborhood friend of Flora’s won a sweepstakes hosted by a local supermarket; as a graduation present, Leonard was bestowed with just enough money for an adventure with his friends. They instantly chose Los Angeles.

It was also a practical time for the young men to get out of Detroit for a few weeks, as June 1943 heralded the breaking point of long-gestating racial tensions within the city. While Elmore Leonard Sr. had benefited from the outgrowth of the auto industry, he had been only one of hundreds to migrate to Detroit for work during that time. During the previous decade, the Great Migration of Black workers to the north had caused a nasty stir of vocal dissension among the more racist factions of the blue-collar community. During the same month that Elmore Leonard Jr. graduated from the University of Detroit, the Packard Motor Car Company finally allowed Black employees to work beside whites on their assembly lines. In response, twenty-five thousand white employees walked off the job in what was known as a “hate,” or “wildcat,” strike, effectively slowing down the critical war production.50 The tensions boiled over on the warm Sunday evening of June 20 on Belle Isle, an island in the Detroit River, when a brawl started between a group of Black and white residents on the Belle Isle Bridge. From there, a three-day riot spilled over into the city proper. Thirty-four people were killed and more than four hundred wounded—twenty-five of whom were Black, and most at the hands of the white police force.51 Later, renowned crime novelist Ross Macdonald, writing under his birth name of Ken Millar, used the Detroit riots as the backdrop of his 1946 novel, Trouble Follows Me.

For the better part of that summer, Elmore Leonard and his friends hung around Hollywood and Vine, scouting for celebrities and talking their way into at least one red carpet premiere. There, they got a close-up look at leading man Tyrone Power in his Marine uniform; the matinee idol didn’t suffer from poor eyesight. “My first trip to Hollywood was in 1943, before going into the Navy,” Leonard later recalled. “We visited 20th Century-Fox and watched Betty Grable loop a number for Pin-Up Girl; rode the Santa Monica bus past Ciro’s and the Mocambo on our way to the beach—past the Swanson Building, too, on the Sunset Strip, but failed to notice it.”

Upon his return from LA, Leonard discovered that with the Selective Service Act in full force, there were still other areas of the US military that would accept his own physical limitation.52 Two years earlier, and less than one month after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Rear Adm. Ben Moreell of the US Navy had expressed the need for a naval construction force to build advance bases in the many war zones throughout the world. The green light granted by the US military sowed the seeds for the earliest incarnation of the Navy’s construction battalion—nicknamed the “Seabees” for the regiment’s initials. To obtain men with the necessary qualifications, physical standards and age requirements were made less rigid than in other military branches. After December 1942, however, President Franklin Roosevelt’s Selective Service mandates proactively sought younger men, although their physical acumen remained flexible. Soon, younger men with only rudimentary skills were deemed acceptable for the construction battalion. The flexibility of enlistment also included a recruit’s height, weight—and eyesight.53

Elmore Leonard turned eighteen on October 11, 1943. He was drafted into the “Fighting” Seabees the same day.




Chapter 2

Seabees and the Pacific Theater, 1944–1946

“THIS IS TO CERTIFY THAT E.J. LEONARD, JR. S1C USNR WAS DULY INITIATED INTO THE SOLEMN MYSTERIES OF THE ANCIENT ORDER OF THE DEEP, HAVING CROSSED THE EQUATOR ON BOARD THE S.S. AZALEA CITY, BOUND FOR [SECRET DESTINATION] ON THE 9TH DAY OF OCTOBER 1944, LONGITUDE [SECRET].”

—“ANCIENT ORDER OF THE DEEP,” US NAVY MEMBERSHIP CARD1

Officially, Leonard’s job was to maintain an airstrip used by Allied fighter planes and both US Navy and Commonwealth pilots. He would claim, however, that his chief duty as an unassigned seaman had been to hand out beer.

Weeks earlier, Leonard had sailed from Treasure Island, in San Francisco Bay in California, where he’d been stationed at the Shoemaker Navy Training and Distribution Center following six months in Newport, Rhode Island. Now inducted into the Navy’s unofficial brotherhood of southern hemisphere veterans, he had reached New Guinea, a brief stop toward his final destination—Los Negros in the Admiralty Islands, Philippines.2 “I have been in New Guinea two weeks and already I am in love with the place,” he wrote to Ruthann Finneran, the younger sister of friend and former classmate Jerry Finneran. “It is indeed a preview of paradise. A warm, friendly sun, a balmy breeze, refreshing cloud bursts, and cool evenings—what more could one ask for . . . ?”3

Later that month, Leonard would be shipped to the spot where he would spend the bulk of his military tenure, the Admiralty Islands. His very first stop, however, had been the furthest cry imaginable from the military’s promised adventures: Newport, Rhode Island—location of the US Naval Training Center in Middleton—where it had taken all of twenty-hour hours for Leonard to write Finneran out of boredom. “This morning, I take my pen in hand with a rather heavy head,” Leonard wrote on April 2. “Too many milkshakes. But no regrets whatsoever.”

In later years, Leonard would later reveal the preliminary cause of his alcoholism had not been one of depression, but of boredom. He and his high school buddies had included beer and hard liquor in nearly every social activity once the option had been made available to them; Leonard, at least, had a fake ID prior to his eighteenth birthday. Now in the Navy, every social activity Leonard attended featured free or discounted booze—not including the overseas use of important beer as an alternative to polluted local water sources. With that routine, Leonard’s extracurricular activities became ever more adventurous and his dispatches home often bawdier and more candid. “I met the most fascinating girl last evening,” he boasted to Ruthann Finneran not long after arriving in Newport. “There I was, standing in the middle of the stag line at the ‘YMCA Saturday Nite Frolic,’ when all of a sudden, this beautiful white sweater walks by. Immediately, I said to myself, ‘God, what a personality she must have to wear a sweater like that!’ To my amazement, I found that she talked exactly like Katharine Hepburn and wore Harlequin lenses to boot.”

He added, “I just finished reading A Tree Grows in Brooklyn [and] I’m heading for Brooklyn on my next leave. It sounds like a lovely spot.”4

Despite Leonard’s humorous insistence that his military service had accounted for little more than distributing beer and taking out the trash, his time in the Seabees would be crucial in shaping the man and author he would later become—expanding his worldview and providing enough experiences for years of creativity, new personal philosophies, and reassessed faith. First love and the loss of his virginity; lasting friendships with diverse peoples from other countries and the strong camaraderie of his fellow officers; and evolving enthusiasms for literature, movies, and alcohol would all deepen before Elmore Leonard returned to Detroit. Ultimately, those combined passions would dictate the rest of Leonard’s life and career—and, perhaps most important to the future author, his voice.

Leonard had made the most of the six months spent stateside in Rhode Island and then Northern California. During his second week stationed in Newport, Elmore Sr. and Flora met him in Boston for a few hours of sightseeing; likewise, they met him at the midway point the following week, and the three of them enjoyed Providence together.

(Much later, he would admit to his grandson Alex that one particular rowdy night too many brought about the end of his fake ID “alias,” James Harry Landino—still with a twinkle in his eye over some long-ago improvisation. Alex Leonard recalled, “He went to Baker’s Keyboard Lounge, which is like one of the oldest jazz clubs in Detroit. It’s still there, and everybody plays there—it’s famous for their whiskey sours. Well, Elmore got carded . . . They noticed that it was a fake, so he had to appear in court. And so did Baker, the guy who owned the Keyboard Lounge.” Not one to admit defeat so easily, Leonard had the ultimate ace in the hole. Alex recalled, “Elmore showed up in his Navy dress uniform. He walked into the courtroom and the judge just threw it out.”5)

From the very beginning of his first few travels with the military, Leonard revealed the bulk of his observations to Ruthann Finneran, who would prove to be his chief confidante, although their relationship would never progress beyond platonic. As two middle-class young adults from nearly identical backgrounds, both seemed to find it easy to ask each other candid questions about life and career advice. As Leonard’s boredom and alienation abroad deepened, Finneran would also, although unknowingly, become privy to her pen pal’s growing dependence on alcohol and habitual carousing. Before leaving Rhode Island, Leonard wrote Finneran:


Tuesday, May 9, 1944

I wish I were home right now and we were discussing intimate secrets . . . At this stage (of my life), I’m leading a very liquid existence . . . As long as there is a bar in either Boston, Providence, or Newport, you know I’ll have fun. You would really be surprised (I know you wouldn’t be shocked) at little Dutchy and the amount of beer and liquor he can consume now . . . Good God, Leonard! What are you saying? Last Sunday in Providence, I drank an ensign under the table. The very first time I go out and associate with an officer and I out-drink him . . . There’s no flies on me.




Monday, June 5, 1944

I stopped having my “after supper beer” (5) last week, and since then, I put on five more pounds . . . But I don’t want to get too fat, so I’d still better have my little beer every once in a while. I know as soon as I get home, my little old mother will start pouring it down my throat with all the gusto she can muster.



Only a few weeks earlier, Ruthann had confided in Leonard her own trepidations about which college she should attend: the Catholic Marygrove College—the alma mater of Leonard’s older sister, Margaret—or a co-ed public institution. He responded, “As I said before, at Marygrove, you will learn to be a sweet, virtuous little girl—but that’s all. This is all that the nuns know, so naturally this is all that they can impart to you . . . Nuns are so narrow-minded, but priests are so straightforward.”

The lifestyle of military service came into direct contact with Leonard’s devout Catholicism. At eighteen years old and still sowing his wild oats, he began to preach the opposite, hinting at a larger internal conflict with his own beliefs. He wrote Finneran:


I, myself, plan to attend Georgetown [University] at the conclusion of hostilities. I can see now how people may lose faith by attending a non-Catholic college. Even around here, one could lose faith by associating with very “loose” companions and finally believing the warped philosophies of these people; just think how easy it would be to lose faith at a huge institution where a great brain like Bertrand Russell is preaching “Free Love” and making it sound very emphatic. Soon you start saying, “Maybe this guy’s got the right idea . . . it sounds pretty good to me . . .”

The fellow I go around with all the time is an atheist, through and through, and sometimes, I have to admit, he starts me wondering—but this is because I live with him, eat with him, and continually listen to his ideas. That’s why I want to hurry and get back to a Catholic school where I can have the truth pounded into me so deep, I’ll never forget it or doubt it for one split second.6



By way of a naval base in Norfolk, Virginia, Leonard was ultimately shipped to the Treasure Island’s Distribution Center in Northern California. With San Francisco not far to the southwest and Oakland to the southeast, it wasn’t difficult for Leonard to find nightlife during the weekends. Although this first sojourn in Treasure Island would be the shorter of Leonard’s two assignments there, he quickly found a number of favorite jazz clubs and after-hours bars.7 On August 3, Leonard passed his physical exam—“the darkest day” of his life, he recalled. “We were told in a lecture that from here you only go one direction—southwest—any day now. It’s all for the best, though. When I come home dripping with medals, you can gather the girls together and ‘hail the conquering hero.’” With only one weekend before setting off for California, Leonard and a few other officers headed to Washington, DC, where they did a fair amount of “sightseeing through the window of every saloon in town.” They also took a few girls to the movies—the group grabbing balcony seats as an excuse to drain a quart of rye—and ran around the Washington Memorial until four in the morning. The girls hung out with the young officers through two picnics the following day before parting ways. Then, in a particularly candid moment to Finneran, Leonard reported: “Once again, we go to the lighter side—I have never been to so damn many ‘girlie shows’ in my life. Every time there’s a lull in our life, we hop over to Ocean View and sit in on a red-hot sizzling Burlesque. I’ve seen so many, I can do the bumps and the grinds with the best of them.”8

Leonard arrived at Treasure Island on September 18, 1944. Two weeks later, he sailed aboard the SS Azalea City to New Guinea.


I am with a Construction Battalion Maintenance Unit, which automatically makes me a “Seabee” . . . Being with the CB’s, especially a small unit like this one, has a lot of advantages. This is about the friendliest bunch I’ve ever run into. We live in Quonset huts (tin igloos)—sixteen to a hut, not counting the pin-up girls. The chow is good, beer three nights a week (7 bottles total), swimming in the ocean, and [a] show every night . . . although it does rain a little practically every day. One rain in New Guinea and you’re up to your ankles in mud. (E.J. Leonard CBMU 585, Admiralty Islands, November 23, 1944)9



Following their journey, the SS Azalea City, carrying Leonard and his unit, CBMU 585, briefly docked in New Guinea. The men then joined up with an Australian troop carrier headed to Los Negros in the Admiralty Islands—their final destination. There, the Seabees had been assigned the ongoing maintenance of an airstrip used by Allied fighter planes as a Pacific Theater checkpoint.10 By November 1944, the dual capture of Manus and Los Negros islands had made the Admiralties a stronghold in cutting off supplies from Axis forces throughout the Pacific.11 The assignment of Leonard’s regiment was, more or less, one of maintenance and strategic gatekeeping.

CBMU 585 reached the Admiralties on November 8. By choice, he was quickly granted his first assignment. Along with a half dozen other men, Leonard would shove off for the open sea singing, he claimed, “Fifteen Men on a Dead Man’s Chest.” When they reached the two-mile mark, they would shove bags of garbage over the side of the ship. “It’s a pretty simple job,” Leonard reported home, “so when I saw it, I immediately said, ‘That’s for me.’”12

By January, however, Leonard’s detail had changed and, with it, his demeanor. He’d been assigned as an engineer, although he admitted bluntly to having thrown “math out the window” by the second year of high school and now did “not [have] the faintest idea what the hell [was] going on” during the majority of his daily shift. It was, to Leonard, eight and a half hours a day, six days a week, and half a Sunday’s worth of confusion. He admitted to sneaking out and watching the movements of the other engineers, “taking all sorts of mysterious measurements,” in a bid to mimic their knowing behavior. Ultimately, however, Leonard threw up his hands, writing, “The Navy does not think I’m a storekeeper; I do not think I’m an engineer. I’m sure God did not have me in mind when He created the universe.” As the holidays approached, a combination of boredom and loneliness sunk in. “I am definitely either a square peg in a round hole or a round peg in a square hole,” he added. “I’ve decided that my best bet is to hand in my resignation and come home on the next barge.”

Leonard’s new position, frustrating as it was, did come with a certain amount of respect and prestige. Holding fast to the feeling, Leonard soon decided to take advantage of some of the courses offered aboard the ship. At the time, Leonard was still adamant that Georgetown’s academic and moral standards were the best fit for him—even if a major or career focus still eluded him. “Starting next week, I am a night school pupil,” he told Finneran. “School is the damnedest thing to try and escape—it even follows you into the jungle. An outfit near here is giving classes in Algebra, Spanish, English, Trig, Slide Rule, Physics, History, and a couple of more. Two nights a week and an hour a night. I’ve decided on Trig and Spanish.”

He signed off, “Ambition sneaked in somehow and smacked me right in the face.”13

When Ruthann Finneran reported that she had made it a point to occasionally drop in on Leonard’s aging parents—now back in Detroit, once again, from Washington, DC—he revealed his guilt for having left home at the young age he had. “I started thinking that perhaps I did run around too much and didn’t spend enough time at home,” he wrote. “Naturally, I love them as much as anyone could, but, like anything else, I didn’t appreciate them fully, which is probably quite natural, until I had left home and it was too late.”14

Leonard’s loneliness subsided somewhat upon learning that Ruthann’s younger brother, Jerry, was bound for New Guinea with his own division. He was hopeful the two might cross paths, he wrote Finneran, “but naturally the chances are slim.” He went on, “Jerry and I have had some good times together—especially in Montana. I can still see him sitting in the front seat of that convertible in Missoula with a brunette on one knee and a phonograph on the other. He didn’t know which one to start playing with first. At the time, I was in the backseat with a blond discussing the panorama of a Montana night.”15 His spirits were further lifted when his Christmas presents from Elmore Sr. and Flora arrived—on February 7.16 However, Finneran expressed her apparent concerns for Leonard’s well-being and the frequency with which alcohol seemed to appear in his stories. In his next letter, Leonard was apt to reassure her about his habits, although abstinence didn’t appear to be on his list of New Year’s resolutions. “Driving with a glow is the least of my worries, for the simple reason—I’d never get so drunk I wouldn’t be able to drive,” he wrote. “I’ve come to the point where I know how much I can drink and still be happy. When I go too far, I disgust myself. But anyway, what transportation we use is beside the point; we could bat around on a pogo stick and still have a howling good time.”

Have you heard Lord Leonard’s “Ode to Spring” . . .

“Ode to Spring (In the Admiraltys)”

I.      O to be in the Admiraltys

Now that spring is there

And whoever wakes in the Admiraltys

Will find some morning unaware

That coconut bugs are in your hair

And roaches come pouring from their lair.

II.    O to be in the Admiraltys

With a fighting CBMU

We use a knife to eat our peas

And the cooks we’d like to sue.

You can get used to anything almost,

Except the Spam they call a roast.

III.   I’d better end my ode, Ruth,

Before my talk becomes uncouth

Far from me to abuse your ears

With vile talk about the hostile years.

I only look forward to “our night to howl”

Which will be a success, fair weather or foul.

Finis.

(E. J. Leonard, CBMU 585, March 19, 1945)17

Leonard’s chief responsibility of beer distributor continued, or so he continued to report home—exhausted after handing out fifty cases’ worth in a single day. With the water being notoriously laden with pollution and bacteria, naval officers were implored to drink anything bottled that could be provided—and beer often came cheap.

Leonard had since stopped mentioning the college courses provided in the Admiralties, although his letters to Finneran took a decidedly more literary tone during the spring of 1945—his passion for reading not only as strong as ever, but his interest in writing reinvigorated for the first time since grade school. “I am now reading Somerset Maugham’s Christmas Holiday,” he wrote on May 11. “This is a dirty book to end all dirty books. If you only saw the picture, don’t let it fool you. In the picture, Deanna Durbin is a beat-out songstress, whereas in the book she’s a ‘hostess’ in a Parisian house of ill-fame . . . I’ve read most of Maugham’s works and this is about the lowest he gets . . . he doesn’t leave much to the imagination.”18 Weeks later, he reportedly finished reading The Feather Merchants by Max Shulman—the “funniest damn piece of literature” he’d ever read. He also shared with Finneran a poem he’d just completed, although he prefaced the lyric with “You know I always write better when I’m doped up . . . [so] you’ll know that this little miscarriage of literature was conceived on the night of May twenty-seventh,” adding, “The poem of the week is now included through the courtesy of ‘Leonard’s Literary Guild.’”

“Great American Tragedy”

He grabbed me by my slender neck

I could not call or scream,

And dragged me to his dingy room

Where we could not be seen.

[He] tore away my flimsy wrap

And looked on my form.

I was so cold and damp and scared

While he was hot and warm.

His feverish lip pressed to mine

I gave him every drop

He drained me of my very self

I could not make him stop.

He made me what I am today

That’s why you find me here.

A broken bottle thrown away

That was once full of beer.

Finis

Whether Leonard’s apparent interest in poetry was fleeting or merely for Finneran’s benefit, he was significantly more interested in devouring novels and movies. Following the death of FDR, Leonard claimed Truman would do just fine as incoming US president, as “anyone who can play a piano with Lauren Bacall”—Leonard’s new favorite cinematic femme fatale—deserved the position. “Speaking of Lauren,” Leonard added, “that’s one babe who can pack her shoes under Leonard’s sack any night—and she’s only one year older than I am—hard to believe, isn’t it?”19 When Leonard’s bawdy language would sometimes take Finneran aback, he would soon funnel the more outlandish humor into the dialogue and names of characters he’d begun creating. In a particularly playful moment, he wrote:


But now all you Literary Guilders, here’s an added feature. If you’re dissatisfied with your monthly book, return it and get your money back. Remember, Leonard fans, his monthly selection is guaranteed to be spicy, hip, and sexy—just the way you like it. After all, you literary fiends, each and every book is written by a woman—it’s bound to be pretty raw, huh?

Now we hear from Ophelia Gluch, the Guild’s noted reviewer, who will give you an inkling of what this month’s book, Strumpet At Dawn, deals with:

Miss Gluch: (in a rasping voice) “Hiya, kids! Strumpets At Dawn is just what youse kids have been waiting for. To make it short and sweet—Genevieve Claptrap thought a red light meant only STOP, until one morning she woke up and found one hanging over the front door. She learned the hard way. It seems that her boyfriend, Gregory Shmirtz, was hard up for cash and, since he held rather communistic ideals—share what you have with your comrade—why not also share Genevieve with the boys and make some moola to boot. Everything went along smoothly (for Gregory) until Hyman, the village idiot, accidentally kills Gregory with a welding torch. Thus Genevieve is left without a—let’s just say ‘manager,’ a veritable waif of destiny. Finally, Genevieve falls into the hands of Sash Crum of the Weehawken Vice Squad.

“To make a long story short, Sash feels sorry for the little bitch and, at the same time, falls in love with her, so he takes the over-developed youngster into his home and makes her Mrs. Crum. Being a housewife is monotonous to an ex———, so, longing for the red lights once again, she walks down to the Bowery and is swallowed up in the hurly-burly. Finally, she dies at the age of seventeen from too much cocaine. Sash Crum, in grief, jumps off the Tri-Borough Bridge.

“Ain’t that what youse been waiting for, kids? Real down to earth stuff.”



Leonard ended his letter, “How I got on that, I don’t know
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