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(L-R) Anthony O. Bullock, McLean Fletcher, David Schlumpf, Al Munzer, Adam Immerwahr, Kimberly 

Gilbert, and Alexander Strain. Photo by Chad Kinsman. 

 

“Do you think the United States should declare war on Germany and send our army and navy abroad 

to fight?” the sign read. “What percentage of Americans do you think said ‘Yes’ to this opinion poll from 

May 1940?” our tour guide Al Münzer, Theatre J council member and USHMM volunteer, asked. We 

unanimously guessed the majority, more than. “93 percent said ‘No.’” The penny dropped so hard it was 

worth a quarter. The American public’s deep-seated wariness was just one of the revelations team 

members of Sheltered, on our stage through February 2, learned during a recent tour of the USHMM’s 

“Americans and the Holocaust” exhibit. 

 

As E.M. Forester put it, “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” Accordingly, 

when working on a play set in days gone by—Sheltered takes place in 1939—an actor must overcome 

any preconceived ideas of the period, buffeted by their sense of hindsight, to better understand what 

makes their character tick. At the USHMM, members of the cast, joined by Artistic Director Adam 

Immerwahr and our resident stage manager Anthony Bullock, studied publications, radio and news 

programs, and other primary sources to learn how the era informs their characters’ feelings, beliefs, 

hopes, ideas, and fears. Seeing how the Great Depression, an increasingly virulent sense of xenophobia, 

https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/main
https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/main


and nationalistic propaganda throughout the 1930s contributed to American’s reticence about joining 

World War II shed new light on act I’s debate. Knowing that Martin Bloom’s (Alexander Strain) non-

interventionist “America First” stance was actually de rigueur in the late 1930s highlighted both how 

remarkable the Kirsch’s (played by Erin Weaver and David Schlumpf) decision is and the level of 

resistance they may have encountered. Examining years of front-page and cover stories from Time 

magazine to the Duluth Tribune-News drew into sharp focus just how blind an eye nine of ten 

American’s turned to the growing conflict. 

 

The team also learned about the seemingly onerous amount of paperwork refugees had to submit 

during the visa process, including applications, sponsorship letters, character references, financial 

records, and more. They were deeply struck by the American journalist Dorothy Thompson’s 

observation, “It is a fantastic commentary on the inhumanity of our times that for thousands and 

thousands of people a piece of paper with a stamp on it is the difference between life and death.”  

 

Al, a child survivor of the Holocaust himself, served as our expert guide. Al ended the tour by showing us 

photos of the Indonesian family who sheltered him from 1942 to 1945 in his native Netherlands, as well 

as his birth family of whom only he and his mother survived. His generous sharing of his own story—

finding shelter from peril in the kindness of others—brought a new level of understanding and reality to 

the production. Ordinary people truly are capable of extraordinary things.    

   

 

 

 

 


