
This famous writer was born in Queens, New York in 1943 and named
after his father’s favorite historical hero, British naval admiral Horatio
Lord Nelson (1758-1805). 
In addition to being a decorated U.S. Army combat veteran, Nelson
Richard DeMille was a member of Mensa, Poets & Writers, the Authors
Guild, a past president of the Mystery Writers of America and member
of International Thriller Writers, which honored him as 2015
ThrillerMaster of the Year.
He began his career with successful stand alone novels followed by
three well-received series, and a new fourth one with his son Alex. 
DeMille launched his best known John Corey series in 1997 with his
iconic thriller Plum Island. The novel features politically incorrect
NYPD detective Corey who uncovers an incubator for germ warfare
with global implications. There were eight John Corey novels.
Another series featured NYPD Sergeant Joe Ryker, who appeared in
DeMille’s first six novels. All were republished in 1989 under his
pseudonym Jack Cannon. 
Three different thrillers comprised his Paul Brenner series about a
special agent for the U.S. Army’s Criminal Investigation Division.
Brenner was introduced in The General’s Daughter (1992) and
reappears in Up Country (2002) and The Panther (2012), where he
teams with John Corey on the case.
DeMille said the Vietnam War had a strong influence on his writing and
told Vietnam Veterans of America Arts Editor Marc Leepson that the
plot of Up Country came to him after he learned in 1999 of the
organization’s Veteran’s Initiative Program. The initiative encouraged
veterans to send information about possible missing Vietnamese
soliders in Southeast Asia to the Veterans Association of Vietnam
(VAV). 



Up Country is about Brenner who travels on a perilous mission to Vietnam thirty

years after his tour of duty to investigate a 30-year-old murder. When DeMille

returned to Vietnam to research his story and before the book was published he

found a letter on the body of a dead North Vietnamese soldier and mailed it to the

VAV.

The General’s Daughter, a military mystery, was adapted into a major motion

picture in 1999 starring John Travlota and Madeleine Stowe.

DeMille lived in Long Island, New York where several of his novels are set

including The Gold Coast (1990), The Gate House (2008), Plum Island (1997),

Word of Honor (1985), Night Fall (2004), and Radiant Angel (2015).

Word of Honor was adapted into a television movie in 2003 starring Don Johnson

and Mayday (1998) was made into a television movie in 2005 starring Aidan

Quinn. 

Word of Honor involved a mystery set during the Vietnam War. Time Magazine

referred to it as “The Caine Mutiny of the 80s.” Publisher’s Weekly called it

comparable with wider implications for war, crime and punishment, the

culpability of leaders, justice, and honor. 

Mayday was a 1979 thriller originally written by Thomas Block, but in 1998 Block

decided to update it with DeMille and re-released it as a paperback. The plot

concerns a passenger jet struck by an errant missle while flying over the Pacific

Ocean. Three passengers try to land the airplane while others attempt to cover up

the disaster. 

Incidentally, Block is a former airline pilot and authored numerous aviation-

oriented novels. Mayday was his debut and the first of many which achieved

bestselling status in numerous countries.

DeMille said The Gold Coast (1990) was his most favorite to write and  described

it as The Godfather (1969) meets The Great Gatsby (1925), two major works also

set on Long Island. The Gold Coast follows wealthy Long Island lawyer John

Sutter who clashes with his neighbor, a powerful mobster. This novel is the one

that resulted in the major legal case which protects authors’ First Amendment

rights to draw inspiration from real-life experiences without fear of legal

repercussions.

Critics and reviewers describe DeMille’s thrillers to be “taut adventures filled

with action-packed plots and believable characters.” He also consciously filled

chapters with tension and surprise, along with humor.“You have to lighten it a

little bit otherwise people aren’t going to stay with you that long,” he said.



DeMille purposely eschewed “Hollywood endings” where all stories end happily

and all plot point questions are answered. Instead, his novels end in

unpreditable fashion and his characters’ futures are often left unresolved.

He said he always tried to use the cliff hanger technique. “I try to end every

chapter with an air of suspense. I try to leave the reader wanting to turn the

page. I try to use short sentences, short paragraphs and short chapters to keep

the reader’s interest.”

He was also an advocate of primary research including at the library and online,

interviews with people in professions he represents in his novels, and field

research, “…meaning going to the locations where the book is set. For

instance, I spent a month in Moscow to research.”

DeMille took his time completing a manuscript writing mostly in first person

sprinkled with sarcasm and dry wit. His first, second, and third drafts were

written with a #1 pencil on legal pads. Then he would rewrite another two or

three drafts printed from a computer. He said this slowed his progress but it

allowed him more time to think. On average, it would take him 16-20 months to

produce a completed manuscript.

“My books are are not plot-oriented. They’re character oriented—sort of a slice

of life, the way life could really be. It’s got to be a good story about good people

—the human condition.”

In a blog interview with “Paul Davis on Crime,” DeMille said, “Once you’ve been

a combat infantry officer, nothing is exciting anymore…That’s what drew me

to writing, because writing is cathartic, but it is also kind of living vicariously.

Maybe that’s why I admire Hemingway. He wrote about things that he really

did.” (March 24, 2017)

DeMille also co-authored three novels with his son Alex, The Deserter (2019),

Blood Lines (2023), and The Tin Men (2025). Early in his career he used the pen

names Jack Cannon, Kurt Ladner, Brad Matthews, and Ellen Kay.

In 1976, writing as Ellen Kay, he published The Five Million Dollar Woman, a

biography of broadcast journalist and television personality Barbara Walters

(1929-2022).



From his body of work, DeMille sold over 50 million books worldwide in every

format, including audio and e-books.

He was married three times and had three children. His first two children,

Lauren and Alex, are from his first marriage, and James from his third.

DeMille passed away on September 17, 2024 at the age of 81 at NYU Langone

Hospital, Long Island, NY from throat cancer.
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