

 HYPERLINK "http://www.washingtonpost.com/?nav=pf" 
[image: image1.png]washingtonpost.com





NEWS | OPINIONS | SPORTS | ARTS & LIVING | Discussions | Photos & Video | City Guide | CLASSIFIEDS | JOBS | CARS | REAL ESTATE 

Roy Brewer; Fought Reds in Hollywood
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"I can tell in five minutes if a person is a communist," Roy M. Brewer told the Los Angeles Times in 1985. "I'm never wrong."

Mr. Brewer, who died Sept. 16 at age 97 at West Hills Hospital in California of complications of pneumonia, had decades of dedicated practice. As a powerful labor official in 1940s Hollywood, he had the power to make or break a movie career by deciding whether to attach the Red label to a person's name.

For years afterward, the West Hills resident kept his eyes peeled for signs of communism's insidious influence in American life.

Mr. Brewer always insisted that he did not smear people or contribute to a blacklist and that he opposed the tactics of Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy (R-Wis.). He claimed he did what he had to do as a labor leader to thwart communism's infiltration of the unions.

The Los Angeles Times noted that Mr. Brewer's enemies called him "the straw boss of the purge" and "arbiter of the blacklist." Testifying before the House Un-American Activities Committee on Oct. 28, 1947, he offered 13 names of prominent writers, actors and directors he said were involved in communist activities. Among the 13 were Dalton Trumbo, a writer whose screen credits included "30 Seconds Over Tokyo," and Sidney Buchman, an assistant production chief at Columbia Pictures who wrote the screenplay for "Mr. Smith Goes to Washington."

Trumbo and nine others spent a year in jail for contempt of Congress after they refused to answer questions they deemed unconstitutional. For years they were unable to work in Hollywood.

Mr. Brewer was a "clearance man," said John Meroney, a Washington writer working on a book about Ronald Reagan's life in Hollywood. As a clearance man, Meroney said, Mr. Brewer helped rehabilitate the reputations of people who had been smeared by the far right or people who had been communists, regretted their previous associations and could not find work.

"I was without a doubt the most powerful man in Hollywood, because I had control of the union -- I could shut down the place," Mr. Brewer told the Santa Fe New Mexican in 2003. "And I made friends with important people."

One of those important people was Reagan, a board member of the Screen Actors Guild in 1946. According to Meroney, Mr. Brewer's anti-communist zeal during a 1945 labor dispute between the stagehands' union and a rival group impressed Reagan and helped catapult him into politics. Reagan was president of the Screen Actors Guild from 1946 to 1952.

Mr. Brewer, born in Cairo, Neb., began his union activities at an early age. He was a 15-year-old usher at a local theater who went on strike when the theater owner insisted he take over projectionist duties without a corresponding increase in pay. Working a few years later as the chief operator at a theater in Grand Island, Neb., he used the position to organize other projectionists in central Nebraska. At 23, he was elected president of the Nebraska State Federation of Labor.

An enthusiastic New Dealer, he was appointed in 1943 to a high-level position at the War Production Board in Washington. His duties involved securing food and housing for the nation's industrial labor force.

In 1945, he moved to Hollywood to become the international representative of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, the stagehands' union, at a time when the IATSE was locked in a bitter battle with the Conference of Studio Unions. Writing in Salon in 2000, William Triplett described the CSU as "the only truly democratic union in Hollywood history to that point. . . . "

Mr. Brewer and Reagan claimed it was controlled by the Communist Party; by the autumn of 1947, the CSU was broken.

Mr. Brewer, who resigned his union post in 1953, never doubted that his work in Hollywood helped thwart the spread of communism.

"Hollywood had such a tremendous impact on what people thought and said," he told the Santa Fe New Mexican. "They could have taken it over, and we would have become their instrument."

In 1984, Mr. Brewer's old actor friend, by then president of the United States, appointed him chairman of the Federal Service Impasses Panel, the final arbiter between federal unions and their government employers. Also in 1984, California Gov. George Deukmejian appointed him to the state's Occupational Safety and Health Standards Board. He later consulted for IATSE.

At his death, Mr. Brewer remained a central figure in the debate that has simmered for more than half a century about Hollywood in the 1940s and '50s -- about communist agitators and government investigators, about the notorious blacklist and the threat, real or otherwise, of communist subversion taking root in the American movie industry.

Mr. Brewer's admirers insist that he was never the ferocious redbaiting ideologue many historians and cultural critics consider him to be. Meroney called him "a gentleman and a gentle man." He recalled sitting beside him during a screening of "Gone With the Wind" a few years ago and noticing tears running down his cheeks as Scarlett O'Hara fiercely proclaims she'll never go hungry again.

"He felt he had been on the side of the anti-communist fight," Meroney said. "He felt that history had done him an injustice."

He never flagged, even if history, in his view, had the story wrong. "The communists are still there," he told the Los Angeles Times in 1985, "but now they're in the Democratic Party."

Mr. Brewer's wife, Alyce Brewer, died in 1994.

Survivors include two children, Roy M. Brewer Jr. of Valley Village, Calif., and Ramona Moloski of Canoga Park, Calif.; 10 grandchildren; and 20 great-grandchildren.
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