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CAST OF CHARACTERS

THE HOLLYWOOD TEN

Alvah Bessie was one of the celebrated ten screenwriters who in 1947 refused to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee and were blacklisted in Hollywood. Bessie, who fought on the Soviet side in the Spanish Civil war, bragged about inserting pro-Soviet propaganda that was “subversive as all hell” into the 1943 film Action in the North Atlantic.

Herbert Biberman attacked U.S. aid to Britain so fiercely during the time of the Hitler-Stalin Pact that an FBI agent suspected Biberman, who was in fact Jewish, of being a Nazi.

Lester Cole boasted in his autobiography about putting “social realities” and his political “feelings” (translation: Red propaganda) into Hollywood films.

Edward Dmytryk, director of many successful movies, including The Caine Mutiny, was the only one of the Hollywood Ten ever to renounce Communism completely.

Ring Lardner Jr., one of the best-known Hollywood Ten figures, died in 2000, laden with honors and acclaim for refusing to tell HUAC whether he had ever been a Communist.

John Howard Lawson was known as “the enforcer” of the Communist Party line in Hollywood after he was dispatched from New York by Party headquarters to monitor writers.

Albert Maltz had briefly bucked the Party line—until vicious verbal attacks from his friends and associates brought him back into the fold.

Samuel Ornitz had been active in the “American Peace Mobilization” during the Hitler-Stalin Pact but quickly became a proponent for American entry into the war once Hitler broke the Pact and attacked Russia.

Adrian Scott had been raked over the coals by higher-ups in the Party for toning down the Communist propaganda in the script for Cornered, a 1945 film noir.

Dalton Trumbo wrote many excellent films, including Roman Holiday, Spartacus, and Papillon. He was also a hard-core Party member, a fervent supporter of Stalinist Russia and Kim Il-sung’s North Korea, and an apologist for Nazi Germany until Hitler double-crossed Stalin and invaded the Soviet Union. Yet to this day he is regarded as a hero in Hollywood.

OTHER KEY PLAYERS

Laurence Beilenson, attorney for the Screen Writers Guild, was sure that Red-led factionalism was destroying the Guild.

Michael Blankfort lost his Communist friends after his 1952 testimony before HUAC, though he refused to name anyone as a fellow subversive and clearly lied about his strong support of Communism. The unanswered question is why HUAC thanked him for his dubious testimony.

Roy Brewer was the labor leader who almost singlehandedly defeated the Communist effort to take over the Hollywood labor unions.

James Cain, a major Screen Writers Guild supporter, conceded that, while he disliked many of the Guild’s enemies, the charge that “we are loaded with Communists . . . is true.”

John Bright created the gangster movie genre and was a founding member of both the Screen Writers Guild and the Hollywood section of the Communist Party USA.

Hugo Butler was the dyed-in-the-wool Stalinist who talked Dalton Trumbo out of his quondam pacifism after Hitler broke the Hitler-Stalin Pact and Stalin suddenly wanted America to join the war.

Richard Collins, screenwriter and prominent CPUSA member from 1938 on, co-wrote Song of Russia with fellow Party member Paul Jarrico; actor Robert Taylor felt the film was stuffed with Soviet propaganda and almost turned down his lead role.

John Dewey was a prominent American intellectual, education reformer, and leftist who resigned from the League of American Writers in mid-1939, realizing it was a creature of the Communist Party.

Martin Dies, Democratic U.S. representative from Texas and chairman of the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1938, charged that the Screen Writers Guild was controlled by Communists—but major hearings on Communism in Hollywood were not held until after World War II.

Max Eastman, an early supporter of the “proletarian class struggle,” nonetheless could not stomach the absolute subordination of literature to Stalinist politics. His reporting on the literary scene in the Soviet Union produced turmoil in the ranks of the Left, and Eastman later renounced Communism.

Gerhart Eisler had plenty of supporters after his very public exposure as a top Comintern agent. Among them: Hollywood Ten figures Dalton Trumbo and John Howard Lawson. Also: Howard Koch, chief screenwriter for Casablanca and Mission to Moscow, and E. Y. Harburg, the lyricist for the Wizard of Oz. Eisler would flee America and end up as a propagandist for East Germany.

Benjamin Gitlow was a top Communist Party leader and a member of the inner sanctum of the Comintern, the Moscow-based group that controlled Communist parties in every country where they existed—but he became an influential anti-Communist after a confrontation with Stalin himself.

Dashiell Hammett, the long-time lover of Lillian Hellman, invented the “hard-boiled” detective story genre and provided story lines for The Thin Man and The Maltese Falcon. He was also head of the League of American Writers, a major Communist front, when it turned on a dime from appeasing to opposing the Nazis after Hitler attacked Russia. David Lang testified that Hammett was part of a “strong writers’ front” in Hollywood, including many of the Hollywood Ten figures, who worked to ensure that film content was in accordance with the Communist line.

Lillian Hellman’s script for The North Star was embarrassing propaganda on behalf of the famine-producing collective farm system Stalin had ruthlessly imposed in the 1930s. But Hellman, who lied in her memoir Scoundrel Time when she denied she was ever a Party member, was beyond embarrassment, as her duplicitous testimony before HUAC and her dishonest memoirs and other writings would demonstrate.

Sidney Hook was a prominent American intellectual who initially embraced Communism but became a ferocious critic of its ideology.

Rupert Hughes warned of a plot to turn the Authors League into a kind of Stalinist soviet with power over all the writers in Hollywood.

Paul Jarrico spiced up dialogue for films (including even a Gene Kelly movie, Thousands Cheer) with Red propaganda and preened himself on his performance as a “most unfriendly witness” before HUAC in 1951. Yet he eventually conceded that the Party’s undeviating backing of Stalin and the Soviet Union was a “disaster.”

Dorothy Jones was the former chief film analyst for the Office of War Information who prepared a 205-page paper on Communism and the movies for the liberal Fund for the Republic. Both Jones and the Fund concluded that there was no Communist propaganda in the movies—but her detailed findings showed otherwise.

Gordon Kahn, managing editor of The Screen Writer, the SWG’s official publication, which poured out Communist propaganda monthly, was identified as a Communist by over a dozen HUAC witnesses. He was also Morrie Ryskind’s next-door neighbor.

Elia Kazan was honored in 1999 with a lifetime achievement Oscar for films including A Streetcar Named Desire, East of Eden, and On the Waterfront. But some in the audience refused to applaud, because Kazan had not only been a friendly witness before HUAC more than fifty years before but even took out an ad in the New York Times urging former Communists to testify before HUAC.

Eugene Lyons was a United Press correspondent who spent six years in the Soviet Union, became disillusioned by Soviet Communism, and wrote devastating critiques of Stalin and his pawns in America in the 1930s and early ’40s.

Joseph McCarthy was the well-known Red-hunting senator who, despite popular belief, never belonged to HUAC, which was a committee in the House of Representatives (not the Senate) and never investigated Hollywood. His anti-Communist crusade began in 1950, after the Hollywood Ten had already been indicted for contempt of Congress and blacklisted.

Arthur Miller, the celebrated playwright, was never quite sure whether he had applied for Communist Party membership. He lauded blacklisted Communists and Comintern agent Gerhart Eisler and in The Crucible attacked those who cooperated with HUAC. His ardor for the Soviet Union cooled in the ’60s—his treatment by HUAC, he claimed, had persuaded him to side with Russian dissidents.

Willi Münzenberg was the German Comintern agent responsible for creating Communist-front organizations all over the world, including the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League. But both he and his wife later turned against the Soviet Union.

Clifford Odets wrote the screenplay for The General Died at Dawn, starring Gary Cooper, a transparent piece of propaganda against Chiang Kai-shek and in favor of the Communist revolutionaries in China.

Ernest Pascal was the Screen Writers Guild president who ignited a firestorm and nearly destroyed the SWG by making public his strategy for the Guild to control all Hollywood writers and dominate the studios.

Abraham Polonsky was a screenwriter and director who often hosted meetings of a secret cell of the Communist Party at his home. In 1950 he took the Fifth before HUAC rather than testify whether he was a Communist and refused to say whether he would be willing to bear arms to defend the United States.

Ayn Rand, a Russian émigré, had become an ardent anti-Communist because of her experiences growing up in the Soviet Union. The author of We the Living, The Fountainhead, and Atlas Shrugged gave a devastating critique before HUAC of the WWII movie Song of Russia, written by two devout Communists: Richard Collins and Paul Jarrico.

Morrie Ryskind, a playwright and screenwriter with several Marx Brothers productions to his credit, in 1944 helped found the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, which confronted the radicals head-on and was instrumental in bringing about the HUAC hearings on Hollywood in 1947. He was my father.

Donald Ogden Stewart worked on such classics as The Philadelphia Story and A Night to Remember. A key figure in the League of American Writers, he eventually admitted that he was a “revolutionary Socialist” who favored overthrowing the American government by force and violence.


PREFACE

MORRIE RYSKIND: HOLLYWOOD ANTI-COMMUNIST (AND MY FATHER)

Without Morrie Ryskind, Hollywood Traitors would never have been written. True, Tom Winter, my long-time colleague and friend at Human Events, and Stan Evans, the prominent conservative writer, scholar, and humorist, goaded me into turning my articles on the topic of Communism among the screenwriters in the movie colony into a book. But those articles could never have been written if it hadn’t been for my dad’s real-life experiences.

His biography is extraordinary. His parents lived the success story of so many Russian Jewish immigrants who had fled the pogroms in Czarist Russia to come to America. Originally living in a somewhat impoverished section in Brooklyn in the late 1890s, Abe and Ida moved a few years later to Washington Heights, a more upscale neighborhood, where Abe became the proud owner of a stationery store, allowing the family to secure a solid middle-class lifestyle.

Their only son showed sparks of genius early on. On entering grammar school (when such schools had tough standards), he was reading at a sixth-grade level and soon devouring every word in the dictionary. Because of his off-the-charts grade average, he earned a scholarship from the prestigious private high school, Townsend Harris Hall, where he became the class valedictorian. His graduation speech was in Greek—tedious for the audience, perhaps, but a towering educational feat even for that era.

He attended the Columbia School of Journalism when it first opened in 1913, quickly making a name for himself in a talented class. Among his classmates were George Sokolsky, who became one of the most popular and influential political columnists in the country and played an important role in the anti-Communist fight in Hollywood, and Max Schuster, who founded the powerful Simon and Schuster publishing house.

With an abundance of wit and humor, Morrie wrote for the major student newspaper, The Spectator, and edited the monthly humor magazine, The Jester, a job that permitted him to satirize President Nicholas Murray Butler as “Czar Nicholas.” But not without consequence. Enraged, Butler tossed my dad out of school six weeks before graduation.

My dad had become an even bigger campus celebrity for his frequent contributions to “The Conning Tower,” a widely read literary column by Franklin P. Adams (F. P. A.) in the Herald Tribune. He felt a certain pride in appearing in the same space as George S. Kaufman, Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley, and James Thurber, each of whom would ride to fame on the capacity to make people laugh.

My father’s campus writings, light verse (a very popular item in those days), skits, lyrics, and a book of poetry (Unaccustomed as I Am) caught the attention of theater and Hollywood bigwigs. So after a hitch with Joseph Pulitzer’s World as a newsman, he scribbled scenes for famous silent-film star Katherine MacDonald and produced public relations magic for Fox Pictures. And then, at the age of twenty-nine, he was suddenly tapped for greatness by George S. Kaufman himself, now a lion of Broadway. Kaufman and Ryskind became an enormously successful writing team.

Kaufman initially asked my dad to join him in crafting material for the irreverent Marx Brothers comedy team. They would write two of the Marx Brothers’ very early plays, The Cocoanuts (music and lyrics by Irving Berlin) and Animal Crackers (music by Harry Ruby; lyrics by Bert Kalmar). They would then team up to write a groundbreaking political comedy, the 1931 Pulitzer Prize–winning musical, Of Thee I Sing, with George and Ira Gershwin doing the score and lyrics.

The Marx Brothers plays and Sing are still staged all over the country (in fact, the world), and the Marx Brothers films do a brisk business on Netflix and frequently turn up on TV. (Which, in turn, happily allows my sister and me to still receive modest royalty checks.)

My dad soon succumbed to the lure of Hollywood, where there was a lucrative living in a ragweed-free zone, and he carved out another stellar career there. He adapted The Cocoanuts and Animal Crackers for the screen; wrote, with Kaufman, an original Marx Brothers film, A Night at the Opera (which revived Groucho’s career); and participated in the writing of more than fifty movies, including Stage Door and My Man Godfrey, two of the twentieth century’s most popular films.

Alas, I not only didn’t inherit my dad’s talent but had no inclination to write fiction in any form. My folks noticed that I seemed to give little thought as to whether I enjoyed a film but placed much greater store on whether the movie depicted actual events—foreshadowing my life as a reporter.

And while I was happy that my dad made a living that permitted me to grow up in a very nice neighborhood (Beverly Hills, sans swimming pool and tennis court, however), my passion was for conservative economics and anti-Communism.

I have spent a lifetime as a reporter, editor, and author defending conservative beliefs—which, even at my advanced age, still mirror most of my dad’s core views. Although my positions have shifted somewhat and picked up some nuances over the decades, I still believe he was essentially right, particularly for the times he lived in.

Morrie Ryskind began as an anti-war socialist and trended rightward, turning to the Republican Party in 1940 and never looking back. In the postwar period, he would write for such conservative publications as the Freeman and Human Events, become good friends with Bill Buckley, help him found National Review in 1955, and adorn the publication as a frequent contributor. He also wrote a nationally syndicated column that was popular with conservatives in the ’60s and ’70s.

I learned about my dad’s political leanings early on. Though Morrie had voted for FDR in 1936, he became disenchanted with Roosevelt’s spending programs and positively irate when he learned that FDR would run for a third term, breaking the hallowed precedent set by George Washington.

Not shy about letting friend and foe alike know where he stood—Richard Nixon would call him “a peppery fellow”—my father decided to use me, at the tender age of six, as his political prop. The Ryskinds had box seats at Gilmore Stadium in Los Angeles, where we would customarily watch the Hollywood Stars, a Triple-A baseball club, play on Sunday afternoon.

In the 1940 election, when FDR ran for term three, my dad saddled me with what I remember as the largest and heaviest political button ever devised—promoting Wendell Willkie, FDR’s GOP opponent—and off we went to the game.

I was hardly a husky kid, and my slight frame felt as if it were being pulled toward the ground by the enormous button snapped onto my jacket. I got lots of stares, most of them unfriendly (Hollywood was largely liberal, even then), but I did enjoy the attention. And so did my dad.

Although my dad hardly needed my assistance, I decided early on to defend his politics in arguments with my frequently more liberal peers. From my grammar school days (Elizabeth Taylor was a grade or two ahead of me), my friends recall that I used to carry around a wealth of statistics and notes on little scraps of paper, all proving that my dad was right to denounce FDR’s domestic and foreign policies.

When my seventh- and eighth-grade classmates and I were finished playing football or baseball after school hours, I would engage them in political discussions. Triumphantly pulling out these crumpled pieces of paper to flash statistics before their eyes, I would reveal that FDR’s wild spending sprees had come to nought—the jobless situation not having improved much after his first two terms in office. (These were stats I had dug up on my own, the inner reporter having already begun to blossom.)

But I was most known for my zealous anti-Communism, including my denunciation of FDR’s deal with Stalin in 1945 at Yalta (my view of the conference was largely absorbed from my dad and his friends). All the way through Beverly Hills High, Pomona College, a two-year stint in the U.S. Army, and then UCLA’s school of journalism, I would warn my friends and colleagues about the dangers of Soviet Russia and the penetration of Communists in government, the unions, and, yes, Hollywood itself.

Initially, I defended my dad out of a sense of loyalty to the family patriarch. But my views on Communism were also shaped by a growing knowledge of the issue, which could be traced to my father’s political activities, my voracious reading on the topic, and my interactions with his very knowledgeable friends and acquaintances who came to our house over the years.

The well-known left-wing intellectual Sidney Hook, who initially embraced Soviet Communism but then became a ferocious and very potent critic of its ideology, dropped in occasionally. So did the Russian émigré Ayn Rand, author of The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged and a star witness at those famous 1947 hearings on Hollywood before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).

Once I even met Benjamin Gitlow, a top Communist Party leader in the late 1920s, who became a member of the inner sanctum of the Comintern (the Moscow-based group that controlled Communist parties in every country where they existed) and then in 1929 was kicked out of the Party after a confrontational face-to-face meeting with the murderous Joseph Stalin himself. (I still treasure Gitlow’s inscription to me in The Whole of Their Lives, his enlightening exposé of what it meant to be a Party member.) I had only very brief encounters with some of these anti-Communist celebrities, but meeting such folks greatly stoked my interest in the Soviet Union and Communist subversion.

Freda Utley, the famous anti-Communist author, and Roy Brewer, the labor leader who proved instrumental in crushing the Red effort to control the Hollywood unions in the 1940s, left far more indelible impressions on me. I knew them both, and their extraordinary tales. Brave and knowledgeable, they had dealt directly with the Communists over a long period of time, Freda in Britain and Roy in America.

Freda, who joined the British Communist Party in the 1920s, had married a Russian Communist, Arcadi Berdichevsky. During the period of Stalin’s Great Purge of Communist Party members, Arcadi was arrested in Moscow in 1936 for reasons that are still unclear, put in a labor camp, and never seen by Freda again. She wrote several moving accounts of her frantic efforts to find her husband and her massive disillusionment with Communism, including The Dream We Lost and Lost Illusion. I came to know Freda fairly well, particularly in her later years. In 2005 her son, Jon, a very dear friend, visited the labor camp in which his father had been imprisoned and discovered from the Soviet records that his dad had been executed for leading a protest for better treatment.

Roy Brewer, a tough, no-nonsense labor leader, was one of my dad’s closest friends and became a good friend of mine as well. He figures prominently in this book. Roy, a loyal Democrat for much of his life, almost singlehandedly defeated the Communist effort to take over the Hollywood unions—not the talent guilds, but the labor unions comprised of the behind-the-scenes men and women who built the sets, did the camera work, and operated the sound systems.

I also soaked up enormous amounts of anti-Communist literature that poured into our home, including the socialist-inclined New Leader, Frank Hanighen’s Human Events (a paper I would eventually own, with Tom Winter), the Freeman, the Saturday Evening Post, the Reader’s Digest, and the American Mercury. I would devour congressional reports (which I found far more exciting than Saturday night dates) and the findings put out by the California Un-American Activities Committee.

There were several books that had a major impact on my thinking as well, including Eugene Lyons’s Assignment in Utopia and The Red Decade (my dad knew Lyons well), Manya Gordon’s 1941 scholarly Workers before and after Lenin, and Human Events’ 1946 Blueprint for World Conquest.

Lyons, a United Press correspondent initially enamored of Stalin, spent six years in the Soviet Union, then wrote devastating critiques of Moscow and Stalin’s pawns in America in the 1930s and early ’40s. Gordon’s work made hash of the fantasy that Communism had created an economic paradise in the USSR.

Blueprint for World Conquest included translations of actual documents published by the Communist International (Comintern), the Stalin-controlled organization that issued instructions to Communist parties around the world. This book, published by Human Events, was the brainchild of Henry Regnery, who later established the prestigious Regnery publishing house. Blueprint also included an introduction by William Henry Chamberlin, a Russian scholar and ex–Soviet sympathizer who had earned enormous credibility as an expert on the Soviet Union.

My dad’s experiences were also crucial to my understanding of what the Hollywood Reds were up to. A strong supporter of the Screen Writers Guild (SWG) when it was founded in the 1930s, he soon became disenchanted with the SWG’s far-Left faction.

He vigorously fought that faction, believing the radical writers were far more interested in exploiting the SWG as a vehicle for their far-Left agenda than in resolving differences between management and labor on bread-and-butter issues. So alarmed was my father by the Reds’ influence that in 1944 he helped found the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals (MPA), which confronted the radicals head-on and was instrumental in bringing about the seminal HUAC hearings on Hollywood in 1947. Among the MPA’s members over the years: John Wayne, Robert Taylor, Roy Brewer, Ayn Rand, and Walt Disney. My dad also testified before HUAC as a friendly witness, discussing Communist penetration of the Screen Writers Guild.

In short, I come to this subject with some background and knowledge that cannot be easily dismissed by critics. Anyone interested in this period, even if they disagree with my opinions, will discover important information they were probably not aware of. And I fervently hope that what I have written would have pleased the people who fought the determined Red effort to control the American film industry—especially my dad.


CHAPTER ONE

THE STALINIST TEN

According to liberal legend, richly embroidered by the media, Hollywood was a wonderfully happy town until the year 1947, when something terrible, on the order of the San Francisco earthquake, took place. Ten members of the movie colony—men bursting with innocence and idealism—were suddenly hauled before the wicked House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), where they were pilloried for their “progressive” views by publicity-hungry, bigoted, and venal politicians who accused them of being Communists. With a dash of bravado and belligerence, they refused to respond to any questions about their political beliefs, insisting they were protected by the Bill of Rights and, in particular, the First Amendment.

With a wave of “McCarthyite” hysteria sweeping the nation (in point of fact, Joe McCarthy had been in the Senate for less than a year and had yet to surface in the national media), they were indicted and eventually sent to prison for contempt of Congress. The Ten were also “blacklisted”—that is, they were barred from working in the motion picture industry for refusing to cooperate with the Committee. What’s more, the HUAC hearings set off yet another wave of anti-Red hysteria in which hundreds of writers, actors, and directors were driven from the entertainment media in violation of their “freedom of thought.” For the Dream Factory, the Dark Night of Fascism had descended. Though the memory of those years has faded, the Hollywood community has neither forgotten nor forgiven.

In a lengthy series for the Los Angeles Times, Patrick Goldstein claimed that historians now view the institution of the blacklist as a “seismic shift from the progressive ideals of the New Deal to the anti-Communist paranoia of the Cold War.” Patrick McGilligan, author of an insightful book, Tender Comrades: A Backstory of the Hollywood Blacklist, goes so far as to say that Hollywood during this time suffered a “cultural holocaust.”1

Liberals and those further to the Left have been monotonously regurgitating this version of events over the years, with even numerous conservatives now embracing a major portion of what has become the consensus history. But there is clearly another side to this story.

The Hollywood Ten, as they became famously known to history, are no longer household names, though Dalton Trumbo has been making a comeback, and Ring Lardner Jr., the last surviving member of the tribe (he died in 2002), is still mentioned as an important “martyr” to HUAC’s “inquisition.”

Many were talented men who left their mark on politics and film and, contrary to accepted wisdom, often succeeded in putting their Communist convictions into their work. Lardner may be best known for his post-blacklist movie M*A*S*H, which was vigorously opposed to the Vietnam War and became the basis for a hugely successful TV series with Alan Alda.

John Howard Lawson enforced the Stalinist line in Hollywood, so it was not surprising that he also penned the 1930s film Blockade, which favored the Soviet side during the Spanish Civil War, and Action in the North Atlantic, a World War II film starring Humphrey Bogart in which the Russians are shown as the heroes in the rescue of an American supply ship. Alvah Bessie, who fought on the Communist side in Spain, was hired to write a small but highly acclaimed piece of pro-Soviet dialogue for Action.

Trumbo is remembered for many excellent films, including Roman Holiday (with Gregory Peck and Audrey Hepburn), Spartacus (with Kirk Douglas), and Papillon (with Steve McQueen and Dustin Hoffman), and he became the first of the Hollywood Ten to break the blacklist in 1960, which meant he was the first of those officially banned from Hollywood to receive screen credit for his work without ever having to name a fellow Red conspirator or say he was sorry for siding with Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler against his homeland.

Trumbo is less well known for a script that never made it to the screen: An American Story, whose plot outline, in the words of film historian Bernard F. Dick, goes like this: North Korea finally decides “to put an end to the border warfare instigated by South Korea by embarking upon a war of independence in June 1950.”2 (In his papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society, Trumbo says he “dramatized” Kim Il-sung’s supposedly righteous war for a group of fellow Communist screenwriters, including at least two Hollywood Ten members.)

Trumbo also seemed to think that Stalin needed a bit of a reputation upgrade. So one finds in his papers a proposed novel, apparently written in the 1950s, in which a wise old Russian defends Stalin’s murderous reign as necessary for the supposedly grand achievements of Soviet socialism.

Those celebrating Trumbo today as a sort of saintly curmudgeon do not feel obligated to mention this aspect of his Red ideology, nor do they point to his writings during the Soviet-Nazi Pact, when he was excusing Hitler’s conquests. “To the vanquished,” he airily dismissed the critics of Nazi brutality, “all conquerors are inhuman.” For good measure he demonized Hitler’s major enemy, Great Britain, insisting that England was not a democracy, because it had a king, and accused FDR of “treason” and “black treason” for attempting to assist the British in their life-and-death struggle against the despot in Berlin.

Stalin, Hitler, Kim Il-sung? This is a trifecta of barbarous dictators, all supported by Trumbo, whose reputation as a champion of liberty is rising in Hollywood even as I write.

Writers Albert Maltz, Lester Cole, Herbert Biberman, and Samuel Ornitz—each a Hollywood Ten figure—also left their mark in both radical politics and films, as did producer Adrian Scott and famed director Edward Dmytryk.

Several of the Ten have written about their ordeal in well-received autobiographies. All of them—save Dmytryk, the only one to renounce Communism completely—have been celebrated in countless articles, interviews, and TV documentaries. Numerous movies, including The Majestic, with Jim Carrey, and The Front, starring Woody Allen and the late Zero Mostel, have dramatized the plight of the blacklisted writer, with the “victims” of the 1947 and 1950s hearings customarily elevated to icon status.

Screenwriter Philip Dunne, who organized a star-studded committee including Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall to defend the Ten, tells an informative story in his memoir, Take Two. Dunne recalls that his young daughter, while attending a boarding school in Arizona, blurted out: “Daddy, my friends honor you.” Why? he wondered in astonishment. “Because you were blacklisted.”

Dunne had never been a Communist and was never blacklisted, despite his penchant for radical politics. But his kid’s remarks were revealing. “My daughter’s friends who paid me this unearned compliment,” Dunne writes, “were mostly sons and daughters of doctors, lawyers, writers, professors, and artists from Los Angeles, San Francisco and New York: a fair cross section within the intellectual community.” This community, he reflects, had elevated the Hollywood Ten and other blacklistees “to the status of national heroes.”3

WHITEWASHING THE BLACKLISTED

In truth, they remain heroes—and not only among America’s intellectual elite. Some of the accused may have been Communists, it is conceded by some HUAC critics, a proposition hard to deny since every one of the Ten has been revealed to have been a Communist through public confession or incontrovertible evidence. But not all had necessarily joined the Party, critics initially contended, and what evidence HUAC produced was allegedly weak or even doctored. As Larry Ceplair and Steven Englund suggest in their classic volume on the screenwriters, The Inquisition in Hollywood, there is “reason to believe” that the Communist Party cards of the Ten introduced into the hearing record “were fabrications.”4

Even if some of the Ten did join the Party, they were not “subversives,” as the Committee’s members alleged, but good Americans who had become CP members out of a zeal to battle such pressing issues as poverty, fascism, and the oppression of the black race. Indeed, they proved their loyalty to this nation during World War II when they joined the military or wrote some of our best war pictures or spent enormous time and energy boosting the war effort on the home front. HUAC, in fact, had no legal—and certainly no moral—authority to subject these well-meaning citizens to the kind of public condemnations they received.

Such is the customary case for the Ten.5 The truth about the HUAC investigations is quite different. The Hollywood Ten, far from being “radical innocents,” far from having just “flirted with Communist ideas,” as their sympathizers so frequently insist, had all been committed to a Soviet America. Each had been an active Communist for several years. Each was participating in Communist activities during the year of the 1947 hearings.

Each was pledging loyalty to Stalin and the American Communist Party at the very moment a large segment of the liberal community was vehemently condemning Stalin, kicking Communist Party members out of both labor and liberal organizations, and forming new groups barring CP members from holding office or even joining.6

Each had paid dues to the Party, met in secret CP gatherings, embraced CP projects, adorned various CP fronts, and lavished money or time or both on Party projects, and each had been issued a Communist Party USA card or a Communist Political Association card (the Communist Political Association was the name of the Party for fourteen months during WWII). The cards produced by the Committee were not “fabrications,” as Ceplair and Englund falsely suggest.7

These men, along with hundreds of their comrades in the movie industry, were determined to transform Hollywood into a colony of the Kremlin. Indefatigable, they recruited Party members, taught radicals of all stripes their craft at Marxist “academies,” indoctrinated colleagues with their ideology, and schooled fellow writers on how to insert Red propaganda into American films.

They deeply penetrated or aided others in penetrating the screenwriters’, directors’, and actors’ guilds, and they worked feverishly to help fellow Reds seize control of the labor side of Hollywood through Herb Sorrell’s Conference of Studio Unions. If they could gain control over the guilds and the unions, they reasoned, they could then compel the producers to meet not only the economic and political demands of the Left, but the “content” demands as well—that Hollywood make radical, pro-Communist films. They never did subdue Hollywood completely, but they wielded enormous influence. And it took a determined anti-Red contingent in Hollywood and the long-scorned House Un-American Activities Committee to finally break their power.

By October of 1947, when the hearings began and the Soviet Union posed an obvious threat to the West, Hollywood’s Communists had been active in a subversive party that was entirely controlled by Moscow, had thoroughly penetrated American society, and was engaged in massive espionage on behalf of the Soviets (including the filching of atomic secrets).

The Party they wholeheartedly embraced had placed agents at the highest levels of our government to shift policy in favor of the Soviet empire, was furiously working for the destruction of our economic and political freedoms, and was pledging to overthrow the U.S. government, by force and violence if necessary. Many of the radical writers, including such high-octane screenwriters as Donald Ogden Stewart, for one, eventually admitted as much.

Nothing the Communist Party in America ever did was without direction from the Kremlin. Nothing. When Hitler initially threatened Russia, Hollywood’s Party members, under Moscow’s orders by way of Party headquarters in New York, were passionately anti-Nazi; when Hitler turned his guns against the West—enabled by his 1939 Pact with Stalin—they devoted the whole of their lives to crippling the capacity of the anti-Nazi nations to survive.

Only when the Nazis double-crossed Stalin with their “surprise” invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 did Hollywood’s Reds—with Moscow still cracking the whip—renew their rage against Hitler. They were not honorable anti-fascists or patriotic Americans, as their defenders argue, but loyal Soviet apparatchiks, a fifth column working for Stalin inside our homeland.

None of this appears to bother Hollywood or the Ten’s supporters a whit. Nor is it much dwelt upon—though I cite one conspicuous exception below—in the unrelenting apologias. Hollywood cannot get enough of celebrating the “victims” of those 1947 hearings in movies, plays, books, documentaries, skits, oral histories, and public events.

Fifty years after the ’47 hearings, Hollywood commemorated the Ten but also other writers, directors, and actors who had allegedly been persecuted by HUAC in the 1950s. At the October 27, 1997, gala at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Beverly Hills, these men and women received standing ovations from the audience and lavish tributes from those honoring them on stage. Representatives of the various writers’, directors’, and actors’ guilds sponsoring the triumphant occasion made grand apologies for their having been blacklisted. Such celebrities as Billy Crystal, Kevin Spacey, and John Lithgow were eager to lend their special talents to polishing the legend of the Ten and other targets of HUAC as they took part in skits reenacting the supposed horrors they had sustained.

That night at the Samuel Goldwyn Theatre, Stalinist Ten writers including Donald Trumbo, Albert Maltz, and Ring Lardner Jr. were warmly celebrated. So were Communist writers Abraham Polonsky, Paul Jarrico, Bernard Gordon, Bobby Lees, Walter Bernstein, and Frank Tarloff. Stunningly, the president of the Writers Guild of America, West, Daniel Petrie Jr., presented both Jarrico and Lardner with plaques that, Petrie noted, “are engraved with the text of the First Amendment”—an amendment those two were determined to extinguish. None was more lionized on this occasion than Lardner, one of the original Ten who, despite his passing, remains a major poster boy for HUAC’s “victims” to this day.

RING LARDNER’S CONFESSIONS

Lardner came from a distinguished line of American writers and was an excellent scriptwriter himself. At the 1997 gala he was allowed to read the statement that he had not been allowed to give before HUAC in 1947 (because he refused to answer the Committee’s questions), and at that gala he received not only his distinguished “First Amendment” award but a thundering standing ovation from a crowd of more than a thousand awe-inspired guests, including dozens of Hollywood’s finest.

Lardner was romanticized there, as he has been elsewhere, as a man who went to prison for daring to defy a poisonous congressional inquiry. But should all this praise have been heaped upon a devoted Red revolutionary who believed that the violent overthrow of America’s economic system was the surest path to a socialist utopia?

We don’t need the HUAC “inquisitors” or those hated “informers” to prove Lardner’s abiding loyalty to Stalin, though they provided plenty of solid information to underscore the point. We have evidence from the horse’s mouth. In The Lardners, Ring Lardner Jr.’s very incomplete memoir published nearly thirty years after his HUAC ordeal, he relates how he toed the Soviet line throughout the ’30s and ’40s.

Lardner discusses his “conversion to Marxism-Leninism” and his “affiliation growing stronger as I learned more facts and analyzed them in the cold light of reason.” In the late 1930s, he would go to “a Marxist study group one night” and “a meeting of the newly formed youth unit in the party on another.” Whenever he went out by himself in the evening in the 1940s, “it was to attend a Communist meeting of one sort or another.”

He claims that “most of the favorable accounts of the Soviet Union confirmed my own observations” and says that though he “frequently asserted the principle that advocating communism for America didn’t mean you had to defend everything that happened in Russia, in practice that’s what the preponderant majority of arguments came down to.”8 Lardner scrupulously followed Moscow’s script. From the special thrill he felt on joining the Communist Party in the ’30s through the ’47 hearings, he never deviated. Not once.

Screenwriters like Lardner, Lawson, Trumbo, and Maltz became prominent because they were part of the Hollywood Ten, but there were literally scores of other prominent writers in the Red camp, including Lillian Hellman (Watch on the Rhine and The North Star), Donald Ogden Stewart (Life with Father and The Philadelphia Story), and Paul Jarrico and Richard Collins (Song of Russia).

But did all these screenwriters deserve to be labeled “Stalinists”? Ceplair and Englund, clearly admirers of the Left, honorably conclude,

          The initial answer must be “yes.” Communist screenwriters defended the Stalinist regime, accepted the Comintern’s policies and about-faces, and criticized enemies and allies alike with an infuriating self-righteousness, superiority, and selective memory which eventually alienated all but the staunchest fellow travelers. [“Fellow travelers,” though not formally members of the Communist Party, religiously followed the Party line.]

                As defenders of the Soviet regime, the screen artist Reds became apologists for crimes of monstrous dimensions, though they claimed to have known nothing about such crimes and indeed shouted down or ignored those who did. . . .

The Hollywood Communists, Ceplair and Englund admit, defended the Soviet Union “unflinchingly, uncritically, inflexibly—and therefore left themselves open to the justifiable suspicion that they not only approved of everything they were defending, but would themselves act in the same way if they were in the same position.”9

All of which makes one wonder why anyone would be opposed to questioning such folks before a congressional committee concerned with protecting U.S. citizens from Stalin’s American agents.


CHAPTER TWO

THE BIRTH OF THE SCREEN WRITERS GUILD

From its birth in 1933, the SWG was virtually certain to turn into a vehicle for radicals. In early February, ten writers gathered in Hollywood to organize a writers’ union, “one of sufficient strength,” notes Nancy Lynn Schwartz in her sympathetic and authoritative Hollywood Writers’ Wars, “to be able to back up its demands by shutting off the source of supply of screenplays” to the studios and producers.1 Far-Left ideologues were present at the initial meeting.

Future Hollywood Ten members John Howard Lawson and Lester Cole were there. As the ’30s unfolded, both became important players in the SWG—and devoted Communist Party members. Lawson, dispatched by Party headquarters in New York to California to monitor writers, became known as “the enforcer” of the Party line.

Also attending the founding meeting of the SWG was Samson Raphaelson, who had written The Jazz Singer, a Broadway play that Warner Brothers turned into the first talkie. Raphaelson, who also became an official of the Guild, admitted in later years that he had contributed to plenty of Communist causes, insisting, however, that he “never joined the Party.” Still, he liked much of what the Communists were doing and thought if the world “was going to go Communist or fascist, I’d rather see it go Communist.”2 Louis Weitzenkorn, once a young editor of the Socialist Call, was also present at the initial SWG meeting, as was John Bright, who became a committed Communist, too.

The SWG was originally founded by a mix of Communists and non-Communists, with the laudable purpose of improving the working conditions of the writers. But the radicals, in league with Moscow, had a more revolutionary vision for the Guild. They wanted it to be an all-powerful union that would further Soviet goals. They wanted to be able to strike the industry at the whim of the Guild leaders, to have the power to bring the movie moguls to their knees.

Lawson, “the enforcer,” was elected the first president of the Screen Writers Guild on April 6, 1933. Unsurprisingly for a believer in the class struggle, he took a highly confrontational stance from the beginning. “The founding of the guild in 1933,” he recalled in later years, “made it inevitable that there be a struggle with big business to control the new forms of communication.”3 Lawson took the position that the writers—and ultimately, that would mean the Guild—should be in control of the movie industry; he didn’t care to work constructively with the men who were risking their fortunes to put a writer’s material onto the silver screen.

Lawson hurled Red-tinged invective at the Establishment with relish, used threatening tactics against the studios (including strikes), and championed Communism. In the November 1934 New Theatre magazine, he boldly announced his support of the Communist Party—he was one of the few writers to be so open—and singled out Samuel Ornitz’s play In New Kentucky for praise.

Ornitz, who would also become a Hollywood Ten member, had done a “magnificent job” in presenting the Communist Party’s role in a Kentucky labor conflict, wrote Lawson. “As for myself,” he proclaimed, “I do not hesitate to say that it is my aim to present the Communist position and to do so in the most specific manner.”4

Lawson’s combative style and left-wing maneuverings so upset some members of the Guild that the non-radical faction—called “the Liberal Group”—nominated a slate of candidates in the 1934 SWG election “in order that the Hollywood writer can get a square deal from producers without resorting to the alleged radical and militant tactics of some of the present guild leaders.” The Liberal Group lost, but lines were already being drawn between the far Left and the moderates in Hollywood.

LAWSON ANGERS PRODUCERS AND WRITERS ALIKE

Two years later, in an appearance before the House Patents Committee in March 1936, Lawson let loose a verbal assault on the movie producers, humiliating the writers in the process. He insisted in his testimony that the studios had hired “ignorant” executives who failed to appreciate the talents of the writers and give them “the dignity” they had attained in other fields. Well-known screenwriters “are treated practically as office boys,” Lawson said. And the executives were forcing the writers to write movies laced with “indecent allusions.”

Even pro-Guild writers were outraged. Sixty-four screen and songwriters—including such high-powered names as Moss Hart, Irving Berlin, and Oscar Hammerstein (the First)—fired off an angry telegram to the Committee repudiating “John Howard Lawson as a spokesman and his statements concerning conditions in Hollywood.” “Not one of us,” they asserted, “has ever been asked to write a word of smut for the screen.” And the claim that “we are treated as office boys is absurd.”5

Lawson was continually trying to drive wedges between the writers and producers in his effort to create a writers’ organization that could bring the studios to heel. SWG activists in 1935, Lawson among them, had secretly teamed up with the Authors League of America and the Dramatists Guild to establish such a mass organization through the tactic of “amalgamation”—that is, the formation of a giant writers’ union that could dictate to the Hollywood bosses. At about the same time as the House Patents Committee hearings, Lawson threw another roundhouse punch at the studios, announcing that the SWG Executive Board had, in fact, embraced the amalgamation plan and the Guild members were certain to adopt it.

The SWG alone represented about 75 percent of the creative writers involved in producing Hollywood scripts, and the Authors League and the Dramatists another 15 percent. The proposed new writers’ union, which would be legally harbored under the Authors League, would have considerable power. In March of 1936, the SWG’s Executive Board paved the way for its members to vote for the amalgamation, “so that one organization,” Schwartz notes in The Hollywood Writers’ Wars, would control “all available manpower and material for writing for the screen.”6

Lawson’s bad-mouthing of both producers and writers had hardly helped the cause. But what really ignited a firestorm against the amalgamation plan was the essay by the new SWG president, Ernest Pascal, in the April 1936 issue of the Screen Guilds’ Magazine, provocatively titled “ONE Organization for ALL American Writers [emphasis in the original].” In this article, Pascal laid out his strategy to dominate the studios. He urged Guild members to ratify constitutional amendments at the annual meeting on May 2 that would (a) legally meld the SWG into the Authors League; (b) entrust rule over every writer to just thirty-six individuals, twelve each from the SWG, the Authors League, and the Dramatists; (c) embrace the SWG’s Article XII, which prohibited members from “signing contracts binding their services or sale of material” to the studios after May 1938 (thus putting the writers in a position to strike after that date); and (d) clear the way for “an absolute Guild Shop”—meaning that only Guild writers could work for the studios—“in two years or sooner.”7

The writers, waxed an ecstatic Pascal, would be “in the invulnerable position of controlling both material and manpower.” The studios, he believed, would then have to cave to the new organization’s demands on a host of issues, including control of scripts. The new union, not the studios or individual writers, would be in the driver’s seat.

Both the studios and the more moderate writers were excusably alarmed. The SWG Executive Board had been larded with Communists and their fellow travelers—that is, with writers who thoroughly admired Stalin and ecstatically embraced an economic system that ruthlessly confiscated private property—since the Guild’s inception. (And, as we shall see, a goodly number of the SWG activists—Lawson, Cole, and Guy Endore—had been involved in the formation of the League of American Writers, affiliated with the International Union of Revolutionary Writers, headquartered in Moscow.)

No wonder those friendly to the industry were appalled at Pascal’s article. The April 25 Motion Picture Herald berated Pascal for trying to set up a “dictatorship” through a “closed shop” that would enable the writers to trigger an industry-wide strike. Do the screenwriters, asked the Hollywood Reporter, really “want to kill the goose that has been hatching all those beautiful golden eggs?”

The New York American pointed out that Hollywood writers were already “amply paid,” claimed the Guild plan was “a radical, destructive scheme for ‘power’ and ‘control,’” and reported that “the motion picture producers are justly marshaling their forces to defeat the proposal.” The paper blamed “Communist radicals” in the Guild for devising the proposal.8

The producers, along with allies among the writers, such as James McGuinness and Howard Emmett Rogers, crusaded against the Guild proposal, bombarding the trade papers with anti-Guild ads and personally buttonholing writers on the matter.

On the crucial night of the May 2, 1936, meeting, the hard-line radicals and McGuinness reached a temporary compromise, avoiding a vote on some of the critical issues. But the compromise quickly unraveled, as ultimately there was no squaring the views of the moderate elements with those of the militants who favored an all-powerful radical writers’ Guild.

AMALGAMATION FAILS

Within a week of the temporary truce, 10 percent of some nine hundred writers in the SWG had resigned to form a rival organization, the Screen Playwrights (SP). Writer Rupert Hughes, speaking for many of the breakaway writers, informed the New York World Telegram that the plan “to amalgamate all writers into one grand national union” smacked of a “soviet” the anti-radicals wanted nothing to do with.9 Hughes insisted the amalgamation proposal was designed to control writers of all kinds, including novelists and radio writers as well as screenwriters, and would give “gigantic power to a committee, which, in turn, would have a single lady or gentleman in command and actually running things.” He warned that it would “set up a group of Stalins in the Authors League.”10

The newly created SP waged a tough war to defeat the SWG, Article XII, and amalgamation. It won the producers’ backing by rapping the Guild’s radicalism and pledging “sane negotiations” with the studios. The producers immediately recognized the Screen Playwrights, offered new contracts to many non-SP writers (to keep them out of the SWG or lure them from it), and forcefully told all the writers—on the phone, in the studios, and in trade paper ads—that they would resent their embracing the SWG’s amalgamation plan, and especially its closed-shop feature.

The result of all these pressures was continued hemorrhaging of SWG members. What seemed at the time to be the Guild’s last meeting was held in a run-down building on Hollywood Boulevard near the Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. A forlorn Pascal looked around at the nearly empty room, then proclaimed, “There’s no point in going on. We can’t even pay the rent.”11

The Guild, however, only looked dead. The pinkish corpse was poised to return to life.

Much of what we know about the rebirth of the Screen Writers Guild after the “amalgamation” debacle comes from Dick Collins, who was a prominent screenwriter and a Communist Party member from 1938 until early 1950, when he finally informed the FBI of his previous CP activities. He had been subpoenaed to appear before the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1947 as an “unfriendly” witness but never had to testify, because the hearings were abruptly terminated before he was called.

Along with Communist Party member Paul Jarrico, Collins had written wartime films including Thousands Cheer, starring Gene Kelly and Kathryn Grayson, and the controversial Song of Russia, an 1944 MGM film that actor Robert Taylor had initially balked at starring in because it portrayed Soviet Russia as a country just this side of paradise.

Collins appeared as a friendly witness in April of 1951 before HUAC, where he discussed the SWG’s rebirth. He described a group of people, both Communist and non-Communist, who in the 1930s “met under the leadership or guidance of V. J. Jerome,” the cultural head of the Communist Party who operated out of national CP headquarters in New York City. “The group,” he added, “met for the purpose of reconstituting the Screen Writers Guild. . . . The group had met before I came. How long I don’t know. They met for about three months afterwards. As I remember, these meetings were very long, very drawn out. Tremendous arguments took place in them . . . and usually V. J. Jerome won, because he had more energy than anybody else.”

Counsel Frank Tavenner then asked about Communist participation in the resuscitation of the Guild:

                Mr. Tavenner: Would you say the group was organized because of the efforts of the Communist Party?

                Mr. Collins: You mean the Screen Writers Guild?

                Mr. Tavenner: Yes.

                Mr. Collins: Yes, it was.12

THE REBORN GUILD, REDDER THAN BEFORE

The revised Guild held its first open meeting on June 11, 1937, at the Hollywood Athletic Club. It was attended by more than four hundred writers, most of whom had been active in the old Guild. The new Guild tilted even further to the left, with such radicals as Lillian Hellman, Dashiell Hammett, Dorothy Parker, and Donald Ogden Stewart gracing the board.

Laurence Beilenson, who had been the Guild’s attorney in its first incarnation, refused to become counsel to the reconstituted SWG, insisting that the Communists had killed the first Guild by forcing the amalgamation issue. (Beilenson had publicly supported amalgamation but had secretly advised against it.) He hated the Red-led factionalism: “It was wrecking my life to stay up every night and listen to all this nonsense. John Howard Lawson was the leader of the communist group on the board. They would try to railroad the meetings.”13

Jean Butler, wife of Hugo Butler, a Communist, has conceded: “There’s no question but that the most devoted early members of the Guild were from the Left—the most passionate, the most devoted, the most directed. They were willing to stay late, whereas the conservatives couldn’t abide a meeting that lasted more than two hours.”14

The reborn Guild swiftly won converts. First off, the SP was far more exclusive than the SWG. To become a Screen Playwrights member, you had to have written three screenplays or had two years’ work in a major studio. SWG rules were far more lenient: just two weeks’ work gave you voting membership. Hence the new Guild became hugely popular with struggling and less established writers, while the SP continued to lose ground.

The SP members never viewed themselves as union members poised to squeeze blood from the studios but rather as a favored group who, by and large, got along with management despite some serious differences. The Screen Playwrights was verbally pummeled as a “company union”—which it wasn’t—but its elitist attitude did cost it with the less well paid writers.

Guild leaders had also learned from the SWG’s first encounter with the studios. They knew they had to undo the Guild’s 1936 vote to “amalgamate” with the Authors League. On May 4, 1938, the SWG members ratified a new constitution and bylaws under which the Guild would now operate as an autonomous body in California, completely divorced from the Authors League.

And when Franklin Roosevelt’s National Labor Relations Board handed down a sweeping decision dealing with the movie industry in June 1938, the SWG was instantly invigorated. Under this historic ruling, the board declared that the movie industry was engaged in interstate commerce and thus subject to the Wagner Act.

Screenwriters were now to be considered “employees,” not individual contractors, as the Screen Playwrights had insisted. Furthermore, the board decreed that union elections must be held at the individual studios. This action cleared the way for an SWG triumph. On June 28, 1938, the Guild won a smashing victory over the SP, sweeping each of the fourteen studios where a vote was held. The SP fought a rear-guard action, insisting that, despite the vote, no writer could be forced to join the SWG. Not until 1940 did the studios nullify the Screen Playwrights contracts and sign the Guild contracts. The SWG had finally won the day.

Within a few years, the far Left had propelled itself to control of the most powerful writers’ group in Hollywood.


CHAPTER THREE

“COMMUNISM . . . MUST BE FOUGHT FOR”

John Howard Lawson and the other hard-left writers who helped found the Screen Writers Guild had already tipped their hand as to what they wanted for this country in the early 1930s when they formed the League of American Writers, an affiliate of the Moscow-headquartered International Union of Revolutionary Writers. A good idea of the direction the League desired to take its members in can be gleaned from the work of Max Eastman, a respected intellectual on the Left who reported on what was happening to the Russian literary class.

In 1934, Eastman wrote Artists in Uniform, charging that the “bureaucratic political machine” in the Soviet Union had begun a systematic effort “to whip all forms of human expression into line behind its organization plans and its dictatorship.”

DICTATORSHIP IN THE ARTS

Not only must “all art be propaganda in Soviet Russia,” said Eastman, but it must be produced “like any kind of commodity . . . under the direct control and guidance of the political power.” Soviet artists were having to embrace such slogans as “the five-year plan in poetry,” “poetic shock troops,” “the militant struggle for partyism in the arts,” and the “creative duty to the socialist fatherland.” Russian artists had abandoned inspiration, he suggested, becoming nothing more than “artists in uniform.”

To sharpen his point, Eastman reported on a humorless congress of predominantly young artists and authors, representing twenty-two countries (including America) that had met in Kharkov, the capital of the Soviet Ukraine, in 1930. The assembled participants viewed art and literature, now organized by the Communist Party on a mass scale, as “weapons of the working class in its struggle for power.”

“Their mood,” said Eastman, “may be summed up in the words of the international secretary, Bela Illes of Hungary, who spoke in a uniform presented to him by the Red Army. Alluding to this formidable costume, he exclaimed: ‘Pen in hand, we are soldiers of the great invincible army of the international proletariat.’”

Certain principles were dictated to the conclave by a “juvenile lieutenant of the political bureaucracy named Auerbach,” explained Eastman. Among them: Art is a class weapon. Artists are to abandon “individualism.” And artistic creation is to be “systematized” and “collectivized” under the “firm guidance of the Communist party.”

Eastman’s exposé of the Soviet literary scene, with all its absurdities, caused a commotion in the West. His words were particularly wounding to the Left because Eastman was a well-known radical who insisted that he still supported the “proletarian class struggle.”1

Journalist Eugene Lyons, who had become disillusioned with the Soviet Union during his stint as a Moscow correspondent for the United Press International (UPI), confirmed that the Kharkov Congress had been held under the “aegis of the Russian writers’ organization, abbreviated as RAPP, which had for a great many years exercised a ruthless terror in the Soviet cultural fields.”

The delegates, Lyons reported, scattered to bring its message of “soldier-artists” to their respective shores—including American delegates especially entranced with the Soviet message. The U.S. contingent, “captained by Michael Gold, a slightly hysterical editor of the New Masses [and later the premier Daily Worker columnist], went home with what [the contingent] described as a ‘Program of Action for the United States, intended to guide every phase of our work.’” According to Lyons, “a large number of . . . writers and critics promptly put themselves in the RAPP harness and thrilled to the sensation of ‘collective reins.’”2

THE REVOLUTIONARY “LEAGUE OF AMERICAN WRITERS”

The First American Writers’ Congress, held in New York in 1935, clearly partook of the spirit of the Kharkov Congress. In January of that year, a group of prominent American left-wing novelists, playwrights, and screenwriters—including several future members of the Hollywood Ten—issued a revolutionary “call” for the Congress: “The capitalist system crumbles so rapidly before our eyes that, whereas ten years ago scarcely more than a handful of writers were sufficiently far-sighted and courageous to take a stand for proletarian revolution, today hundreds of poets, novelists, dramatists, critics and short-story writers recognize the necessity of personally helping to accelerate the destruction of capitalism and the establishment of a workers’ government. . . .” The organizers proposed a three-day Congress in April in New York City of “all writers who have achieved some standing in their respective fields; who have clearly indicated their sympathy with the revolutionary cause; who do not need to be convinced of the decay of capitalism, of the inevitability of the revolution [emphasis in both quotations added]. . . .”

The Congress was directed to “create the League of American Writers [LAW], affiliated with the International Union of Revolutionary Writers,” headquartered in Moscow. The League’s main goals would be to “defend the Soviet Union against capitalist aggression,” “fight against imperialist war and fascism,” strengthen “the revolutionary labor movement,” fight against “white chauvinism,” show “solidarity with colonial people in the struggles for freedom,” battle “the influence of reactionary ideas in American literature,” and take up the cause of imprisoned “revolutionary writers and artists, as well as other class-war prisoners throughout the world.”

The League “would not occupy the time and energy of its members in administrative tasks,” but would “reveal, through collective discussion, the most effective ways in which writers, as writers, can function in the rapidly developing crisis [emphasis added].”3 In short, American writers, guided by “collective discussion,” were to use their talents to “accelerate” Red revolutionary movements everywhere, but particularly in their own country.

The “call” announcing the Congress and the establishment of the League was signed by numerous American authors, many already well known for their radicalism, such as Erskine Caldwell, Theodore Dreiser, Guy Endore, James Farrell, Granville Hicks, Langston Hughes, Lewis Mumford, John Dos Passos, Lincoln Steffens, and Richard Wright.4

Many were Communists, and those who weren’t were “fellow travelers,” at the very least. Dreiser, for instance, the author of Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, was viewed for most of his adult life as a “non-party Bolshevik,” and he did not formally join the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) until 1945. Hicks, the keynote speaker at the Congress, had just become a Party member.

Wright and Hughes would go on to become famous black writers. Richard Wright, who would pen the much-acclaimed Native Son, had joined the Party in 1934 and was already writing for such Party publications as the New Masses. Langston Hughes, who became a well-known poet, was never a Party member, but he had written a poem for the New Masses urging the “Great Mob that knows no fear” to tear the capitalist “limb from limb.” Hughes had, no doubt, voiced the sentiments of his fellow writers at the Congress in a lyric he had published in the Daily Worker the previous year: “Put one more S in the USA to make it Soviet . . . Oh, we’ll live to see it yet.”5 There was little question about where these literary figures wanted to lead America.

Recognized Communists such as Earl Browder, then chairman of the CPUSA; Michael Gold, who became the Daily Worker’s most celebrated columnist; and Clarence Hathaway, the paper’s editor, were also signatories to the “call” for the Congress, and they would play prominent roles there.

John Howard Lawson and Samuel Ornitz, two Party members who would become part of the Hollywood Ten, were also on board. Lawson became a major Communist Party figure in Hollywood as well as a popular scriptwriter best known for his World War II movies, Action in the North Atlantic and Sahara, now seen frequently on Turner Classic Movies. He would play a central role at the Congress as a speaker and an organizer. He and Ornitz were founders of the Screen Writers Guild, the most important writers’ organization in Hollywood. Another Hollywood Ten member, Albert Maltz, was named as an executive officer of the League of American Writers, the organization the Congress founded in its concluding session.6

The major gathering of the Congress took place at the Mecca Temple, New York City, on the night of April 26, 1935. Present as delegates were 216 writers from twenty-six states, plus 150 writers attending as guests, including fraternal delegates from Mexico, Cuba, Germany, and Japan. The hall was packed with four thousand spectators as Granville Hicks, author of The Great Tradition: An Interpretation of American Literature since the Civil War and a noted critic, opened the meeting. Hicks, who had recently joined the Communist Party, says in his memoir that he was “exhilarated and awed” by the experience. He also admits that the Congress “was frankly initiated by the Communists and their sympathizers.”7

Revolutionary greetings came from all parts of the world, with Hicks reading several messages from Soviet well-wishers. Famed Soviet writer Maxim Gorky, author of The Lower Depths and by now a thoroughgoing apologist for Stalin’s crimes, cabled, “My brotherly greetings to the Congress of American Writers organized for intellectual struggle against fascism and a new, bloody war. We are with you, dear friends.”

The aforementioned Soviet-created International Union of Revolutionary Writers issued a more pungent message, urging the American writers to use art as a weapon to bring about a Red revolution: “Today the flower of humanity has rejected the old world and hails the revolution. . . . In this hour the writer’s weapon is his creative work. To conquer, the weapon must be sharp and strong. Sharpen your weapon! Develop the art of revolution! Strengthen the courage and heroism of the masses and their will to victory! May your Congress be the impetus to a wide front of struggle against fascism, against imperialist wars, and for the defense of the Soviet Union, the fatherland of the toilers of the world.”8

The Soviets had come to power by crushing an eight-month-old democratic regime. They had deliberately starved several million people in the Ukraine. They had compelled their own artists to sing hosannas to the Communist Party or lose their livelihood—and sometimes their lives. But the American literary artists gathered at the Congress clearly viewed the Stalinist regime as a beacon of beneficent light.

Virtually all the major speeches hailed Communism, the Soviet Union, revolution, or a combination thereof. If there was conspicuous dissent, it doesn’t appear in the proceedings or the news coverage. The major purpose of the Congress was clear: to persuade those gathered to push for a Communist revolution in America.

“In whatever medium a writer works—fiction, verse, drama, biography, essay, journalism,” Harry Ward told the attendees, he must write with the “awareness of the basic fact that capitalist society has reached the stage where it has become an organized system of scarcity and destruction.” (Ward was the founding chairman of the American Civil Liberties Union who would later resign that position to protest the ACLU’s decision to ban Communists from its membership.) Capitalism is synonymous with fascism, according to Ward, and in its “search for profit it is compelled to doom millions to slow death from undernourishment of body, mind and spirit.”9 The writer must educate the masses that revolution is the cure. No other solution—such as mending America’s economic system rather than violently wrecking it—should be contemplated.

Moissaye J. Olgin, founding editor of the Morning Freiheit, urged the participants to follow the lead of the authors at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers, who, he explained, had turned out literary masterpieces because, under Stalin’s inspiration, they now “acknowledge the leadership of the Bolshevik [Communist] Party as the vanguard of everything that is creative in the land of the Soviets.” Revolutionary writers in “bourgeois” nations, where socialist victories had not yet been achieved, must, according to Olgin, fight for “the class struggle of the workers, for the dictatorship of the proletariat, for Communism.”10

Matthew Josephson, an American revolutionary and literary figure, explained that Russians were writing with spirit because “they have won their class revolution and are engaged in championing a new order.” But in America, Josephson argued, writers must begin tearing down the old order: “Here there is a good deal of sapping and destroying to be done. Here there is need . . . for such powerful satire as the Russians used before October 1917 [when Lenin came to power].”11

American Communist Party chieftain Earl Browder attempted to reassure the non-Communist revolutionaries among the attendees that the Communists were not attempting to “control” writers, but much of what he said made it clear that, in fact, they were. Browder candidly stated that the Party desired “to arouse consciousness among all writers of the political problems of the day. . . . We believe the overwhelming bulk of fine writing has political significance. We would like to see all writers conscious of this, therefore able to control and direct the political results of their work.”12

Browder pointed to the articles in the New Masses, a cultural and political weekly largely financed by the Communist Party, as the kind of writing Communists wanted to see flourish. “While not a party organ [in fact, it was a mouthpiece for the Communist Party], the New Masses represents the Communist line,” he averred.13 Browder clearly wanted the authors at the Congress to follow “the Communist line,” too.

Toward the end of the three-day Congress, Michael Gold, who had enthusiastically embraced the Kharkov Congress in Russia, was introduced as “the best loved American revolutionary writer.” He informed the delegates, “Now, comrades, friends and fellow authors, we approach a very serious and historic moment in this Congress. We are about to organize a permanent organization of American writers in order that the work of this Congress may spread during the next year.”

WRITERS SING A RED ANTHEM

That permanent organization would be called the League of American Writers. Members of the Congress’s “presiding committee” and of its “organizing committee”—controlled by Communists—had already selected the League’s general secretary, Waldo Frank, who was approved by the delegates unanimously. Frank had begun his long-winded address to the Congress with this blunt observation: “My premise and the premise of the majority of writers here assembled is that communism must come, and must be fought for.”14

The Congress’s organizers also named seventeen members of the League’s Executive Committee, two of whom—John Howard Lawson and Albert Maltz—became Hollywood Ten celebrities. Clifford Odets, Richard Wright, Lincoln Steffens, Michael Blankfort, and James Farrell became part of the National Council. Odets and Wright became prominent Hollywood Communists, and Blankfort was at least a fellow traveler—more likely, a Party member.15

Frank, moved by his selection as general secretary, uttered a few thank-yous, adding, “With these words I should like not to end this Congress, but to begin the League of American Writers.” When the applause had died down, novelist James Farrell, author of the popular Studs Lonigan trilogy, arose and suggested that the Congress conclude the three-day event with a song appropriate for this grand occasion. It was The Internationale, a revolutionary song that had been adopted by the Soviets after being sung by anarchists and revolutionaries since radicals established the Paris Commune in 1870. Revolutionaries would often sing this refrain with the left hand raised in a clenched fist: “’Tis the final conflict / Let each stand in his place / The International Soviet / Shall be the human race.”16

Daily Worker columnist Michael Gold described the “heartening” scene as writers rose from their seats to join in the anthem. John Howard Lawson said he “shared a kind of euphoria” with the other writers as The Internationale “was sung with fervor and with deep conviction.”17

Three of the Hollywood Ten—Lawson, Ornitz, and Maltz—became founding members of the League of American Writers. At least five more joined or were affiliated with it in later years. Other famous writers such as Lillian Hellman, Donald Ogden Stewart, and Dashiell Hammett—all Communists at the time—would become League members. Stewart and Hammett were to lead the organization in the late 1930s and early 1940s.

Thus numerous prominent American writers, including several Hollywood Ten luminaries, joined a Moscow-controlled group devoted to channeling their artistic talents to bring Communist revolution upon this country. The next few years would show just how eager these Hollywood writers were to toe the Soviet line.


CHAPTER FOUR

ANTI-FASCIST, OR PRO-STALIN?

There were three more major American Writers’ Congresses, in 1937, ’39, and ’41. Despite the softer tone of the succeeding “calls” for the Congresses, which expressed opposition to fascism and support for black rights, the bottom-line message was always the same: American writers were obligated at all times to embrace the Soviet Union and its Stalinist policies and enterprises. This is what these Congresses—and the League of American Writers, which had been founded at the First Congress—were all about. The Congresses and the League were in Stalin’s corner whenever he needed their support.

Scores of prominent literary figures—most of whom had to have been aware of the revolutionary nature of these twin enterprises—eagerly sponsored one or both organizations over the years. Among those who lent their prestige to these organizations’ activities: Ernest Hemingway, Lillian Hellman, Carey McWilliams, S. J. Perelman, Budd Schulberg, Irwin Shaw, Upton Sinclair, Louis Untermeyer, Carl Van Doren, and Orson Welles.

Five of the Hollywood Ten figures—Lawson, Ornitz, Maltz, Cole, and Bessie—were conspicuous supporters of the Congress and the League when both groups, on the signal from Stalin, turned on a dime to a pro-Hitler foreign policy.

THE POPULAR FRONT

The revolutionary nature of the first Congress was obvious. But the other Congresses followed the Soviet line just as closely in substance, if not rhetorically, and the first Congress’s call to revolution was never repudiated. The Second American Writers’ Congress met in June 1937 in New York City’s Carnegie Hall. This was the heyday of the “Popular Front,” when Stalin sought alliances with even “bourgeois” and “imperialist” nations to oppose what the Russian despot rightly viewed as the growing threat to Moscow from fascism and Nazism. A major purpose of the 1937 Congress was to help convince the literati to support this critical Soviet goal.

Familiar American authors signed on to the “call” for the 1937 Congress, including Communist hard-liners and pro-Soviet propagandists such as John Howard Lawson, Erskine Caldwell, Langston Hughes, Donald Ogden Stewart, and Ella Winter (Stewart’s wife), and softer leftists such as Jean Starr Untermeyer, Archibald MacLeish, and Carl Van Doren.1

While less provocative, the rhetoric at the Second Congress was still pro-Soviet and enthusiastically in favor of the latest Stalinist project: the Loyalists’ war against the Hitler-backed forces of Franco in Spain. The Congress could still resort to fulminating against American capitalism and the “bankers and industrialists” who would bring fascism to America. “Fascism will be encouraged and financed” by these powerful forces, it claimed, “as an effective means of ‘keeping labor in its place.’” And “war will be used” by these men of money to break the laboring class. Under fascist rule the literary class—that is, those attending the Congress—will be censored and “fare no better than labor.”2

Many of the speeches delivered at the Congress were still ardently pro-Soviet, as well. Walter Duranty, the former Moscow correspondent for the New York Times who had somehow overlooked the man-made 1932–33 Soviet famine that took over three million lives (a very conservative figure), was still offering up soothing words about the Soviet Union. “What do the Russians want?” he asked. “They want to cultivate their own garden, continue what they are doing. They want to live as free men. They want to live happily at home. They don’t want to invade other people’s countries. It’s fascism that does that.”3

The speeches at the Congress were clearly designed to persuade the writers to direct their polemical skills against Hitler and Mussolini and concentrate their efforts on assisting the Loyalist side in Spain, where the great battle against fascism was presumably being played out.

Writers including Hemingway, Archibald MacLeish, Malcolm Cowley, and Martha Gellhorn fiercely advocated the Loyalist cause at the Congress, even as the forces fighting Franco were being taken over by Stalin’s henchmen. Gellhorn sang the praises of writers in Spain who were putting down their pens, donning military garb, joining Red military brigades, and placing themselves “at the service of socialism.” A writer, she declared, “must also be a man of action now.”4

MacLeish was in ecstasy about the Loyalist cause, urging writers to plunge into the fight. How, he thundered, can we “not claim the war as ours? How then can we refuse our help to those who fight our battles—to those who truly fight our battles—now—now, not in some future war—now, now in Spain?”5

Earl Browder, the general secretary of the Communist Party USA, had sharp words for writers and intellectuals who were at all critical of the Soviet Union, its “alleged” artistic rigidity, the Moscow show trials, or Stalin’s intervention in Spain. He sneered that theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, for instance, was for “free-lancing” in the fight against fascism because Niebuhr had condemned Soviet censorship. Browder also condemned the pro-Communist Waldo Frank, the outgoing president of the League of American Writers, for doubting the manufactured evidence produced at the Moscow show trials.

Despite the massive persecution of Soviet writers going on even as he was speaking, Browder disingenuously proclaimed that “Communists are the last to want to regiment the writers.” But then he turned around and stressed that the American writers he was addressing must be “disciplined” in the fight against fascism and excoriated those who backed “the Trotskyists and their anarchist allies” rebelling against the Soviet-directed Loyalists in Spain. There should be no “toleration” of “such agents of the fascists,” Browder insisted. Creative power effects change “when it is organized, disciplined and directed,” he growled. Without such discipline, “the victory of fascism is inevitable.”6

The point of Browder’s remarks was that writers in America and around the world should write movingly, creatively, and effectively in the service of the Soviet political agenda. At the moment, Stalin was demanding resistance to Hitler and Mussolini and absolute allegiance to the Soviet-led faction in Spain.

One significant development at the Second Writers’ Congress was the emergence of Donald Ogden Stewart, already a prominent Hollywood screenwriter and Communist activist, as a leader. Stewart is probably best known for winning an Oscar for The Philadelphia Story, starring James Stewart and Katharine Hepburn, and for his adaptation for the screen of that warm and humorous play, Life with Father, featuring William Powell, Irene Dunne, and Elizabeth Taylor. Waldo Frank, the first head of the League of American Writers, who had claimed that “communism must come, and must be fought for,” had now begun to question not Communism itself but Stalin’s blood purges—in the pages of the New Republic. As a result, he was, in effect, fired by the Communists as head of the League of American Writers. He was replaced by Stewart, who in his autobiography, By a Stroke of Luck!, acknowledges his long devotion to Stalinism.

The proceedings of the 1937 Congress report that Stewart was chosen “unanimously” by the Congress’s delegates to head the League, but he himself explains that the position was really secured for him by the Communist Party, for which he was “grateful.” He did little, he confesses, but contribute “my name and an occasional speech,” and in “this, as in other organizations to which I belonged, it was largely the Communists who did the work.”7

Stewart got off some stunningly revolutionary remarks at the Congress, suggesting that he adhered to the Communist belief that “ninety-five percent of the people in America” lived in “slavery” and that capitalism, now in its death agonies, was “giving birth to fascism.”8

Stewart lets us know very explicitly what he meant by a writer using “every weapon at his command” to change conditions in America. Like so many members of the Hollywood Ten, Stewart agreed that the violent overthrow of the American government was essential. In his autobiography he plainly states that “I wanted to fight for Socialism in America as the next step toward Abraham Lincoln’s speech about the ‘revolutionary right of any people to overthrow their government’ in their march toward liberty and justice, and I accepted with it the Marxist doctrine of the need for a ‘final conflict’ in view of the fact that those in possession of the means of production were not going to surrender them without a fight [emphasis added].”9

ON THE EVE OF THE HITLER-STALIN PACT

The Third American Writers’ Congress, held in New York City in June of 1939, followed the same script; it was also designed to please the Communists’ masters in Moscow. The Hitler-Stalin Pact was just around the corner, but the organizers of the Congress were kept in the dark about Stalin’s maneuverings, and so they were still eager to secure allies for Russia’s fight against “fascism.” Thus the “call” for the Congress placed special emphasis on getting the United States to cooperate “with other nations and people opposed to fascism—including the Soviet Union, which has been the most consistent defender of peace.”10

There were “literary” and “history” lectures by various writers, including Communist Joseph Freeman, who informed his colleagues that the French Revolution “was the most liberating event in history” until the Russian Revolution in 1917. Comparing Stalin’s murderous rule to the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror—and defending both—Freeman chastised the poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge for turning against the bloodbaths instigated by Maximilien Robespierre. “Wordsworth and his friends,” Freeman argued, were mistaken to be so “horrified . . . by Robespierre.” Why? “Because they did not understand that he was ridding France of traitors and counter-revolutionaries.”11

The 1939 Congress’s major resolutions dealt with the dangers of Hitler and Mussolini and the need for “the closest cooperation” between the United States and the Soviet Union, as well as with Britain and France, to resist fascist aggression.

The delegates embraced the “Thomas Amendment,” whose purpose was to make it easier for FDR to assist the forces that menaced Moscow.12 They expressed their support for writers in exile from Germany and Italy and elected one of the most eloquent anti-Nazi writers of the era, Nobel Prize winner Thomas Mann, as honorary president of the League of American Writers.13

Well-known writers publicly endorsing the Third Congress or attending it included pro-Soviet notables such as Hellman, Lawson, Guy Endore, Dorothy Parker, and S. J. Perelman. Donald Ogden Stewart, Erskine Caldwell, and Albert Maltz had also signed the “call.”

In The Red Decade, Eugene Lyons, the United Press’s disenchanted former Moscow correspondent, explained,

          Of the seventy-two signers of this call, at least fourteen were generally known to be members of the Communist Party. The others were names that had become fixtures on Stalinist manifestoes and whitewash documents. . . .

                The Congress was largely another communist mass meeting, with the usual greetings from the writers of Russia (those not yet liquidated, that is), praise of Moscow’s “anti-fascist” leadership, resolutions embodying every inch of the party line.

                The Soviet message, we may note for posterity and the current party-liners, said: “The attempt to hide behind neutrality, nonintervention or isolationism has become a mockery.”14

But the “anti-fascist” sentiment of the Congress and the League was soon to undergo a dramatic change—within a little over two months.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE HOLLYWOOD ANTI-NAZI LEAGUE

Organized in June 1936, the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League (originally the Hollywood League against Nazism) became one of the most popular anti-fascist groups in the country. Among its major sponsors were such stellar Hollywood celebrities as actor Fredric March, entertainer Eddie Cantor, lyricist Oscar Hammerstein (the Second), and humorist Robert Benchley. Director Ernst Lubitsch, satirist Dorothy Parker, and producer Frank Tuttle also joined.

The most Reverend John J. Cantwell, then Catholic archbishop of Los Angeles, wrote the organization, “I am very glad to be associated with the ‘Hollywood League against Nazism,’ or with any organization opposing the wicked pretensions of Nazism.”

Prince Hubertus zu Loewenstein, the exiled leader of the German (Catholic) Center Party, became a leading figure in the founding of the League. Lowenstein had opposed Nazism from the beginning, had written two anti-Nazi books, and, fearing for his life, in 1933 had fled to Austria, where he founded an anti-Nazi group. Hitler’s Germany deprived him of his German citizenship and forced his exile from Austria in 1935. He eventually came to America.

Loewenstein met with a group of literary and film luminaries in Hollywood, including Parker, March, Hammerstein, and Donald Ogden Stewart, who agreed to hold a white-tie-and-tails banquet to raise money for the relief of the victims of Nazism. A one-hundred-dollar-a-plate affair was held at the Victor Hugo Restaurant in Los Angeles in April 1936. The dinner, supported by such Hollywood moguls as Samuel Goldwyn and David Selznick and presided over by Archbishop Cantwell, was a rousing success.

In the wake of this dazzling event, Stewart and others formed the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League. On July 23, five hundred guests attended the official launch at the Wilshire Ebell Theatre, and by autumn the League was sponsoring a mass meeting at the Shrine Auditorium. Some ten thousand people came to hear Cantor, Hammerstein, Parker, actress Gale Sondergaard, the American Legion’s John Lechner, and Mayor Frank Shaw denounce fascism.

THE LEFT BLACKLISTS A FILM MAKER

The League took off. At its peak it boasted between four and five thousand members. Communist writers including Ring Lardner Jr., Robert Rossen, and John Bright eagerly joined, but so did anti-Communists such as Herman Mankiewicz and Rupert Hughes. The League pledged to boycott Japanese goods and called for “concerted action by the democratic nations” against “fascist aggressors.”1

Not at all averse to the principle of boycotting and blacklisting those with extreme political views—a principle loudly decried by the Hollywood Left only when those weapons were used against Communists—the League frankly mobilized its forces to blacklist Leni Riefenstahl, the celebrated German filmmaker who had glorified Hitler in her lavish “documentaries” on Nazi Germany. When MGM signed German actress Louisa Ulrich in 1937, the League protested loudly, with its publication, Hollywood Now, portraying her as “a close friend of Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels.”2

The League honored the distinguished German exile Thomas Mann, held a meeting to warn of the fascist danger to Czechoslovakia, demanded collective security as “the basis of our foreign policy,” and picketed a local German-American Bund convention.

Despite its popularity among a broad spectrum of the Hollywood movie colony, there were increasing suspicions that the League was under Communist Party control. In a nationwide broadcast in August 1938, Representative Martin Dies, head of the House Un-American Activities Committee, speculated that most of the League’s members were not Communists but that it was controlled by Party members. Dies announced that his Committee would come to Hollywood in September “to hold hearings at which members of the film colony will be afforded an opportunity to reply to charges that they were participating in communistic activities.”

Dies was immediately assailed by such League members as Lubitsch, March, and Parker. The League then flooded President Roosevelt and Congress with anti-Dies mail. And at a mass meeting in the Philharmonic Auditorium in Los Angeles, the League challenged “the Dies committee to present substantiation of these so-called charges,” suggesting that the Dies Committee might be guilty of misusing public money “to aid reactionary fascist interests contrary to the law.”3 Stewart, meanwhile, prepared a radio broadcast in defense of the League, insisting that Dies’s real purpose was to undermine “all liberal organizations—all progressive labor movements and all faith in the progressive policies of President Roosevelt.”4 Dies eventually buckled. No hearings were held.

Nevertheless, Dies would prove to be far more accurate than his critics. Communist control of the League should have been obvious early on. The League’s first chairman, Donald Ogden Stewart, was already one of the Communist Party’s most loyal followers. He would admit in his autobiography that he fully sanctioned the violent overthrow of our government.5

The vice president was Marion Spitzer, a key CP leader in the cultural field. And among the thirty-two board members and sponsors were at least ten Communist writers, including Herbert Biberman, John Howard Lawson, and Samuel Ornitz, who would wind up as members of the Hollywood Ten. Ursula Daniels, a Young Communist League member, was the circulation manager of the League publication, the Anti-Nazi News, which was later renamed Hollywood Now.6

The League had won its following by tapping into a mother lode of anti-Nazi sentiment that existed in Hollywood and across the country. But “anti-fascism” wasn’t the real motivation of those running the organization. The League featured active Communists, such as Stewart and Herbert Biberman, in whatever project it was pushing at the moment. It enthusiastically championed the government-funded Federal Theater Project, which was saturated with Communists and fellow travelers. And the Spanish Loyalists, whose leadership had become rigidly Stalinist, were the League’s dearest cause.

Screenwriter Hy Kraft, a major figure in the League, took the Fifth to avoid testifying before HUAC in 1952 but admitted Communist Party membership in his 1971 autobiography. He recounts how the League supported the left-wing Culbert Olson for governor of California; “fought the deportation of Harry Bridges,” the West Coast’s Communist labor leader; and blocked efforts to add the name “anti-Communist” to the organization after it had been accused of being a Red front. The League, Kraft boasts, refused to make any “alliances with red-baiters” since, deep down, “you would probably find a Negro-baiter, a Jew-baiter, a labor-baiter and a Franklin Roosevelt hater.”7

THE LEAGUE LOSES ITS LUSTER

Author Leo Rosten, a tough critic of the anti-Communist representative Dies, notes that when anti-Communist resolutions were introduced by those in the League who wanted to shield the organization from anti-Communist attacks, the League’s leaders “reacted promptly; they fought down efforts to put the question to a democratic vote; they raised a hue and cry that the matter of communism was irrelevant; and, using the classic argumentum ad hominem, they accused their critics of being everything from ‘wreckers’ and ‘saboteurs’ to ‘Fascist lackeys.’” They were more determined, Rosten insists, “to hold to the Communist Party line than to further the purpose—anti-Nazi—for which they were organized.”8

Hence during the League’s three years of operations, a number of people initially sympathetic to it became wary of its activities. Only a few months after warmly endorsing the Anti-Nazi League, Archbishop Cantwell insisted through a spokesman that his name should be “withdrawn from the list of sponsors . . . as he feels that the organization is not what it seems to be and he has no desire to be connected with it.”9

The famed director Ernst Lubitsch, at one point a major supporter of the League, eventually began telling friends that he was determined to resign since he had become convinced that the League was under Party control.10 The screenwriter Morrie Ryskind was initially sympathetic to the Loyalist cause in Spain. He might well have been tempted to join the Anti-Nazi League had it not been a Communist front. But when the newspapers proclaimed he was a member, Ryskind, an anti-Communist liberal at the time, immediately issued a strong denial.

The Hollywood Anti-Nazi League was not “taken over” by Communists. It was Red from the outset. Foreign Communists were instrumental in its birth. The true story of the Anti-Nazi League’s inception can be gleaned from the liberal Fund for the Republic’s 1956 Report on Blacklisting I: Movies and from the accounts of left-wing writers like Ceplair and Englund and League insiders such as Stewart and Hy Kraft.

The idea for the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League apparently originated with Willi Münzenberg, the Comintern’s extraordinarily effective promoter of Communist-front organizations worldwide. Münzenberg had linked up with the anti-Communist Prince Loewenstein in Paris after Loewenstein was expelled from Austria. Münzenberg had arranged for Loewenstein to meet Otto Katz, Münzenberg’s own personal representative in Hollywood. Katz, a member of the German Communist Party since 1922, had moved to Moscow in 1930, was summoned to Paris in 1933 by Münzenberg, and then was dispatched to America as a fund-raiser for the “anti-fascist” underground—that is, Communists loyal to Stalin—in Europe.

In The Inquisition in Hollywood, Ceplair and Englund describe Katz as a “charismatic leader and superb fund-raiser” who “helped found the anti-Nazi movement in Hollywood.”11 Hollywood Anti-Nazi League insider Hy Kraft said he met Katz in New York under the name Rudolph Breda. Kraft found Breda (Katz) to be an inspiring figure—his own “personal Che Guevara.” Kraft followed the charismatic Katz to Hollywood in the 1930s, “by which time he’d enlisted a number of influential adherents and had prepared the groundwork for the formation of the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League.”12
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