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Hollywood’s Spies: The Undercover Surveillance 
of Nazis in Los Angeles. By Laura B. Rosenz-
weig. (New York: New York University Press, 
2017. xiv, 285 pp. $29.95.)

In April 1939 Warner Bros. released the movie 
Confessions of a Nazi Spy, which told the story 
of how a heroic Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion special agent, Leon Turrou, exposed and 
destroyed a German spy ring operating in 
the United States. It was the first Hollywood 
movie to tackle the Nazi menace head on, but 
not the industry’s earliest contribution to the 
struggle against fascism. Laura B. Rosenz-
weig, an independent scholar working in the 
Office of the President at the University of 
California, has written a nuanced and erudite 
account of how Jews working in the celluloid 
media started an effective covert campaign 
against the spread of totalitarian ideology in 
America soon after Adolf Hitler’s rise to pow-
er in 1933.

Much of the leadership in Hollywood, with 
Jack Warner and Harry Warner as preeminent 
examples, was Jewish. This group was from the 
outset supportive of a campaign to nullify Nazi 
propaganda and influence. Rosenzweig’s story 
is, however, about the efforts of Jews of slight-
ly less eminence, those in charge of a program 
of inflitration of Nazi groups with a view to 
sabotaging, exposing, and shaming their oper-
ations. Prominent among them was Leon Lew-
is, the executive secretary of the Los Angeles 
Jewish Community Committee (lajcc) from 
1934 to 1946. A World War I veteran and well 
connected in military circles, Lewis had an un-
impeachable basis from which to conduct pro-
paganda.

While the lajcc operated openly, it also 
supported undercover operations to dig out 
the ample amount of dirt to be found in the 
Nazi camp. One reason for these tactics was 
that the Nazis veiled their activities, such as 
Berlin’s role in promoting their anti-Semitic 
literature. Another reason was that the polar-
ized city of Los Angeles had long been charac-
terized by espionage, whether against militant 
workers or rival firms. The lajcc’s surrogates 
simply reenacted local methodologies. Neil 
Ness, for example, was an antifascist gentile 
who, on behalf of Hollywood Jews, penetrated 
the German American Bund and for a while 

edited their newspaper, the California Weckruf. 
He spied on his Bund colleagues and passed 
its secrets to the gentile media favored by the 
lajcc.

Rozenzweig stresses Jewish agency in the 
antifascist struggle yet argues that West Coast 
activity differed from its eastern counterpart 
in being more courageous and less motivated 
by fear. The support of the Hollywood mo-
guls helped foster western self-confidence. 
She further distinguishes between left-wing, 
working-class Los Angeles Jews who openly 
opposed Hitler, and their Beverley Hills cous-
ins who disguised the hand with which they 
stabbed the fascist foe, for fear that their pro-
paganda might be discounted in light of its 
source. Here, perhaps, she might have men-
tioned that Turrou was himself Jewish but kept 
quiet about it for the same reason. One might 
ask, too: Was furtive activity more courageous 
(if less prudent) than open statements such as 
those by the Jewish Left or enunciated in the 
Confessions of a Nazi Spy movie and its succes-
sors? Without question, though, Rozenzweig 
argues convincingly on a topic of vital impor-
tance.
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Searching for Subversives: The Story of Italian 
Internment in Wartime America. By Mary 
Elizabeth Basile Chopas. (Chapel Hill: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 2017. xvi, 232 
pp. Cloth, $90.00. Paper, $27.95.)

This careful, insightful study explores the U.S. 
government’s treatment of resident Italians 
during World War II, with emphasis on the 
internment of several hundred among them. 
Drawing on meticulous research in numerous 
archival collections, especially federal records, 
Mary Elizabeth Basile Chopas tells two main 
stories. On the one hand, she highlights injus-
tice and suffering—the flimsy evidence used 
to intern some Italians, for example, or the 
traumas of the internment experience itself. 
On the other hand, she insists that “the Ital-
ian community as a whole fared better than 
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