
Leslie Nielsen 
“Doing nothing is very hard to do... you never know when you're finished.” 

Although his career stretched back half a century and includes over 100 films and countless TV 
programs, Leslie Nielsen gained true fame late in his career.  His story of reinvention inspired 
(and amused) many.  The son of a Canadian Mountie and the brother of Canada's future Deputy 
Prime Minister, Nielsen was born in Regina, Saskatchewan, in 1926.  He came from a home, 
though where his father physically abused his mother. He wanted to escape this environment. 

Leslie was raised in the Northwest Territories where his father was stationed in the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police. At the age of seventeen, following high school graduation in 
Edmonton, Alberta, Nielsen enrolled in the Royal Canadian Air Force was trained as an aerial 
gunner during the latter part of World War II,  but was too young to serve before the war ended.  
He moved to Calgary and briefly became a disc jockey for a radio station. He moved to Toronto 
to enroll in film school there. 

While studying in Toronto, Nielsen received a scholarship to attend the Neighborhood Playhouse 
in New York.  Later he said that he feared that someone would discover that he had no talent and 
send him back to Canada.  That scenario never happened, though. There, he performed in the 
Actor’s Studio.  He performed with the great Charlton Heston in his first television appearance in 
1948. He then spent five years appearing on such live television programs as Tales From 
Tomorrow before making his film debut in Ransom!    

With the exception of his starring roles in the science fiction classic Forbidden Planet and the 
popular Tammy and the Bachelor (with Debbie Reynolds), much of Nielsen's early work was 
undistinguished; he was merely a handsome leading man in an industry overstocked with 
handsome leading men.   

Leslie starred as American Revolutionary War hero Francis Marion in the Disney saga, The 
Swamp Fox but little else developed with his career.  He played the brief role of the ill-fated 
captain in The Poseidon Adventure.  Nielsen went on to star in such series as The New Breed, 
Bracken's World, and the original series, Hawaii Five-O but found he was more in demand as a 
heavy than as a hero.  

By the mid 1970’s his career was limited to brief guest appearances on television shows and no 
major motion picture jobs.  But Nielsen was known as a notorious off-screen practical joker and 
cut-up.  He wasn’t given the opportunity to show off this “strength” until he was cast as a dead-
pan doctor in the Zucker-Abrahams-Zucker comedy spoof of disaster films, Airplane!  Nielsen 
was the movie's keystone.  

 



When asked, "Surely you can't be serious?" he responds with a deadpan, "I am serious... And 
don't call me Shirley." He later reflected on the significance of that line: "I thought it was 
amusing, but it never occurred to me that it was going to become a trademark.  

Leslie’s career was reinvented and he was about to become the leading man in countless 
comedies.  When it was suggested that his role was against “type,” Nielsen protested that he had 
"always been cast against type before," and that comedy was what he always really wanted to do.  

His popularity in Airplane! led to his appearance as Lt. Frank Drebin in the Police Squad series 
on television. The show was cancelled but his character spawned a three Naked Gun films. Leslie 
was at the top of his game, playing a dead-pan detective who appears unaware of the idiocy 
around him, but adding to it himself.   

He starred in a series of comedic flops, such as Repossessed, Dracula: Dead and Loving It, 
Wrongfully Accused, 2001: A Space Travesty and Spy Hard.  He also starred in several poor 
children’s comedies, Surf Ninja and Mr. Magoo.  Neither received critical acclaim. Still, Nielsen 
was getting paid to do what he loved most. 

Finally, he played the role of President Harris in 2003’s Scary Movie 3.  The role was so popular 
he reprised the role in Scary Movie 4. Even in his eighties, Nielsen continued to have an active 
career. He performed serious roles on screen and stage, such as his one-man theatre show 
Darrow, as well as providing voice-overs and on-camera appearances for commercials; cartoons; 
children's shows, in addition to comedic film roles.   

Leslie Nielson was admitted to a hospital in St. Petersburg, Florida in November 2010 with 
pneumonia.  He died on November 28, 2010 in his sleep from the illness at the age of 84.  He 
played in over 100 films and 1,500 television programs over the span of his career, portraying 
over 220 characters.  Among his numerous awards, in 1995 Leslie Nielsen received UCLA’s 
Jack Benny Award for his comedic roles.  In 1988, he received a star on the Hollywood Walk of 
Fame.  In 2001 he was inducted into Canada's Walk of Fame.  The following year he was made 
an Officer of the Order of Canada, although he was also a naturalized U.S. citizen. 
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