Charles Willeford

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Charles Willeford

Born January 2, 1919
Little Rock, Arkansas
Died March 27, 1988

Miami, Florida

Occupation Writer, college professor, magazine
editor, boxer, actor, horse trainer, radio
announcer, U.S. Air Force master
sergeant

Charles Ray Willeford III (January 2, 1919 —
March 27, 1988) was an American writer. An
author of fiction, poetry, autobiography, and



literary criticism, Willeford is best known for his
series of novels featuring hardboiled detective
Hoke Moseley. The first Hoke Moseley book,
Miami Blues (1984), is considered one of its era's
most influential works of crime fiction. Film
adaptations have been made of three of Willeford's
novels: Cockfighter, Miami Blues, and The Woman
Chaser.
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tuberculosis while he was a child—his father in
1922 and his mother in 1927. He grew up in the



Los Angeles area, living with his grandmother
Mattie Lowey on Figueroa Street near Exposition
Park until 1932. At the age of thirteen, in the midst
of the Great Depression, he boarded a freight train
in Los Angeles, assumed a false identity, and—
passing as a seventeen-year-old—traveled by rail
along the Mexican border for a year.!]

In March 1935, he signed up with the California
National Guard; a few months later, he enlisted in
the regular U.S. Army. He spent two years
stationed in the Philippines serving as a fire truck
driver, a gas truck driver, and briefly as a cook. At
the end of 1938, he was discharged from the Army,
though he re-enlisted in March 1939, joining the
U.S. Cavalry stationed at the Presidio of Monterey,
California. In the Cavalry, he learned to ride and
care for horses and spent several months learning
the art of horseshoeing. He also served as a
"horseholder" in a machine gun troop and earned a
marksman qualification.[2]

In 1942, Willeford married Lara Bell Fridley
before being stationed at Fort Benning, Georgia,
for infantry school. He was assigned to the Third
Army, Company C, 11th Tank Battalion, 10th
Armored Division and sent to Europe as a tank
commander. He fought in the Battle of the Bulge



and earned the Silver Star, the Bronze Star for
outstanding bravery, the Purple Heart with one oak
leaf cluster, and the Luxembourg War Cross. After
V-E day, he studied at Biarritz American
University until he was shipped back to the United
States. He again enlisted in 1945 for a term of
three years and was stationed in Kytishi, Japan,
from 1947 to 1949, where he ran the Army radio
station WLKH and was promoted to master
sergeant.

His first book of poetry, Proletarian Laughter, was
published in 1948. In May 1949, he and his wife,
Lara, divorced. In July of the same year, he left the
Army, leaving a mailing address of General
Delivery, Dallas, Texas. He enrolled in the
Universitarias de Belles Artes in Lima, Peru,
studying art and art history in the graduate
program. He was dismissed from the university
when officials learned that he had neither an
undergraduate degree nor a high school diploma.
He lived in New York City for a month at the end
of 1949 before re-enlisting in the Army.

Willeford was stationed at Hamilton Air Force
Base in California through April 1952. He married
Mary Jo Norton in July of that year, and lived for a
while in Birmingham, Alabama. In 1953,



Willeford's first novel, High Priest of California,
was published. In January 1954, he re-enlisted
once again; he was stationed this time at Palm
Beach Air Force Base, while living in West Palm
Beach. In 1955, he was reassigned to Harmon Air
Force Base in Newfoundland. Willeford finally left
active duty in November 1956.
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professional boxer, actor, horse trainer, and radio
announcer. He studied painting in France for a
time, returning to the United States to attend Palm
Beach Junior College. After receiving an
associate's degree in 1960, he studied English
literature at the University of Miami, attaining a
bachelor's degree in 1962 and a master's in 1964.
During this period he also worked as a book
reviewer for the Miami Herald and as an associate
editor with Alfired Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine.
Upon receiving his M.A., Willeford taught
humanities classes at the University of Miami
through 1967, then moved to Miami-Dade
Community College where he became an associate
professor, teaching English and philosophy
through 1985. In 1976, he and his second wife
were divorced. He married his third wife, Betsy
Poller, in 1981.

Willeford had continued to be productive as a
novelist after leaving the Army, but after 1962's
Cockfighter, Willeford did not publish another
novel for nine years. In 1971, The Burnt Orange
Heresy and The Hombre from Sonora appeared
(the latter under a pseudonym); though Willeford
would continue to write fiction, it would be
thirteen years before another novel of his was
published. That book was Miami Blues, the first of



the Hoke Moseley novels and their twisted take on
the hardboiled tradition for which he would
become best known. The popularity of Miami
Blues and its first two sequels led to the largest
financial windfall of the author's life: a $225,000
advance for the fourth Hoke Moseley book, The

Way We Die Now.13 Published in carly 1988, it
would be his last novel.

Charles Willeford died of a heart attack in Miami,
Florida, on March 27, 1988, and is buried at
Arlington National Cemetery.

Literary style

Marshall Jon Fisher describes the "true earmark" of
Willeford's writing, particularly his early
paperbacks, as "humor—a distinctively crotchety,
sometimes, raunchy, often genre-satirizing
humor."*] His wide-ranging interests were
reflected in his work: High Priest of California
references T. S. Eliot, James Joyce's Ulysses, and
composer Béla Bartok. The Burnt Orange Heresy
cracks jokes about Samuel Beckett amidst
contemplations of the sources of Dada and
Surrealist painting. Willeford turned on occasion to
more serious topics: The Black Mass of Brother



Springer (1958) includes a subplot that provides
"an early depiction of the civil-rights revolution in
the South."l3] According to his wife, Betsy,
Willeford had a credo that also served as a caution
for aspiring writers: "Just tell the truth, and they'll
accuse you of writing black humor."(6]

Notability and influence

According to bookseller Mitch Kaplan, an expert
on the South Florida literary scene, "Miami Blues
launched the modern era of Miami crime fiction.
There's a direct line from [Willeford] through just
about everyone writing crime fiction in Miami
today."m His characteristic juxtaposition of humor
and violence was apparently one of director
Quentin Tarantino's inspirations. Discussing Pulp
Fiction, Tarantino has said that the film "is not
noir. I don't do neo-noir. I see Pulp Fiction as
closer to modern-day crime fiction, a little closer to
Charles Willeford."(]

Three of Willeford's books have been adapted for
the screen: Cockfighter (1974; starring Warren
Oates and directed by Monte Hellman), Miami
Blues (1990; starring Alec Baldwin and directed by
George Armitage), and The Woman Chaser (1999;



starring Patrick Warburton and directed by
Robinson Devor).
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2003.
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This bibliography is adapted from Don Herron's

Willeford (1997), courtesy of Dennis McMillan
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Notes

1.~ This period of Willeford's life is documented in
his memoir / Was Looking for a Street.

2.~ This period is covered in his memoir Something
About a Soldier.

3. A Fisher (2000), p. 121.

4. A Fisher (2000), p. 118.

5. A Fisher (2000), p. 118.

6.~ Quoted in Fisher (2000), p. 121.

7. * Quoted in Fisher (2000), p. 117.

8. * Quoted in Fisher (2000), p. 118.

9.~ See Fisher (2000), pp. 120-121.
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