
Looking Back: Elmore Leonard   

Elmore Leonard (b. Oct. 11, 1925), American novelist & screenwriter, died on August 20.  – Aug. 20, 

Leonard was best known for writing crime fiction:  fast-paced novels about ex-cons, aspiring kidnappers, 

gun dealers and loan sharks, and the world-weary lawmen who chase them, often as not shaking their 

heads over how damned dumb criminals can be.  For more about Leonard, his style, and best stuff, 

follow the link.  

Leonard was born in New Orleans, but his family moved frequently. In 1934, they settled in Detroit, 

which remained his home for the rest of his life.  After serving in World War Two, he began his writing 

career while working with an advertising agency. His earliest novels were Westerns, but he went on to 

specialize in crime fiction and suspense thrillers.  He became known as the Dickens of Detroit for the use 

of that locale in his stories.   His best-known works include Get Shorty, Out of Sight, Rum Punch, Glitz, 

Cuba Libre and Mr. Majestyk.  His western stories include ones that became the films Hombre and 3:10 

to Yuma. 

In an article called ‘Why Elmore Leonard Matters,”  Laura Williams said  “his novels were always expertly 

plotted and sardonically funny” but what made it “impossible to forget about anything Elmore Leonard 

ever wrote was his voice.”  His writing was short on description but filled with dialogue that “sounds 

exactly like the way people speak.”  Like Mark Twain, Leonard believed he could “tell his readers 

everything worth knowing about Americans by showing them how we talk.  In a  2001 essay,  Leonard 

advised aspiring writers to “go easy on the adverbs” and skip the “hooptedoodle. “  His advice can be 

summed up as a single sentence: “If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it.” 

Leonard’s terse style translated well to the screen. Several of his early westerns went on to become 

popular films, notably Hombre, 3:10 to Yuma , Valdez Is Coming, Joe Kidd and  Last Stand at Saber River 

(1997).  Film versions of his crime novels include the excellent  Get Shorty, 52 Pickup, Out of Sight, 

Touch, Pronto and Kill Shot.  His crowning glory may be the TV series Justified.  In it, Marshall Raylan 

Givens dispenses hard justice in a Kentucky back-country rife with pot farmers, moonshiners and 

oxycontin dealers.     Chuck Brown called Justified  "the strongest, liveliest, and most tonally accurate 

adaptation of the writer's work to date.” Tishomingo blues 

Many of Leonard’s novels, including Be Cool, Cuba Libre, Hombre, Glitz, Mr. Paradise, Pagan Babies, 

Raylan, Riding the Rap, and Tishomingo Blues, and the films Get Shorty and 3:10 to Yuma are on hand at 

the library.  
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