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         For most American Jews in the 1930s and ‘40s, Franklin Delano Roosevelt ranked second only to The Big Guy Himself in their pantheon of heroes.  Certainly his innovations in bringing the country out of the Depression, his handling of the war, and his personal charisma were instrumental in inspiring and uniting the citizenry---or at least the Democratic portion of it.  And in those days the press was so respectful of his privacy that most Americans were not even aware that he had been crippled by polio as a young man and forever after conducted his affairs from a wheelchair.
 
         It was some 50 years after his death before his many flirtations and reputed sexual alliances became subjects for public discussion, as well as, more importantly, the role he played in denying assistance and refuge to the Jews of Europe during the Holocaust.  As one of his contemporaries remarked at the time, “You must remember that FDR was brought up in a world where it was perfectly acceptable to be anti-Semitic.”  And Henry Morgenthau, FDR’s Jewish Secretary of the Treasury and long-time friend noted that FDR had once told him, “America is a Protestant country.  Catholics and Jews are here by sufferance.”
 
         Now, in a powerful and gripping new play, “The Accomplices” by Bernard Weinraub, long-time reporter for the New York Times, this shameful period in American history is examined through the eyes of a passionate young Zionist named Peter Bergson.  Born Hillel Kook, nephew of the man who became Israel’s first Chief Rabbi, Bergson changed his name in 1940 when he came to America to seek aid for European Jewry.  A dedicated warrior from the underground resistance movement in Palestine, Bergson was shocked to discover that neither the American government nor the American Jewish community was willing to help.  “The Accomplices” is based on real events that took place between 1940 and 1944.
 
         Chief among those in Roosevelt’s government at that time who blocked the immigration of Jewish refugees was Assistant Secretary of State Breckinridge Long, who had jurisdiction over “immigration and refugee problems” during World War II.  Knowing that 85% of Americans were against increasing immigration, he protested, “We can’t let in every shopkeeper in Europe!”  He then proceeded to issue orders to his consulates to delay all immigration requests and to “put every obstacle in the way and to require additional evidence and to resort to various administrative devices which would postpone and postpone and postpone the granting of visas.”  Under his direction, rescue attempts were obstructed, immigration was drastically restricted, and the figures recording the number of refugees admitted were falsified, so that by the end of the war it was revealed that some 90 percent of the quota places available to immigrants from countries under German and Italian control were never filled.  And, according to a censorious report written at the time, President Roosevelt was aware of and apparently complicit in this heinous activity.
 
         But American Jews were no help, either.  As Bergson discovered, Rabbi Stephen Wise, “the most powerful Jew in America” and head of the American Jewish Congress, was advising that the Jews lay low: “Don’t shout; don’t call attention to ourselves,” he said.  “The country hates Jews.  This can’t be a war to save the Jews.  It has to be a war to save all people.  To end the slaughter we have to win the war.”  Later, when Wise learned that two million European Jews had been exterminated, he called a press conference to say that the State Department had had this information three months earlier and had done nothing, to which the State Department replied that they hadn’t believed the “rumors” and had to wait until the information could be confirmed.  The New York Times, to their everlasting disgrace, ran the story of the two million deaths as a small blurb at the bottom of page 10.
 
         Discovering that he couldn’t appeal to the Jews, Bergson sought the help of gentiles.  Surprisingly, one of the people who helped was William Randolph Hearst, who Bergson called “a good goy.”  Eventually, with the help of Jewish playwright Ben Hecht, Bergson’s efforts began to be more visible.  While Hecht wrote a series of perspicacious full-page ads to martial public opinion, Bergson arranged for a series of rallies at venues like Madison Square Garden to attack FDR and the government for their failure to act on behalf of the Jews of Europe.  Some 40,000 people attended the rally at the Garden, while 20,000 more gathered outside.  Shamefully, Wise’s role in these activities was to alert J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI about the upcoming political gatherings and to try to get Bergson to cancel the ad campaign.  “You don’t know how vulnerable we are,” he insisted.
 
         “The Accomplices” is a powerful political diatribe, a trenchant play about a desperate time.  While physically static and overly preachy in tone, it is intelligent, emotionally charged, and well constructed.  What’s more, the incidents ring true.  Director Deborah LaVine has wrought stirring and affecting performances from her 11-person cast, most especially from Steven Schub who dominates the stage with his fine, intense performance as Peter Bergson.  James Harper has the accent and mannerisms down pat as the manipulative FDR, and Brian Carpenter as the indifferent Breckinridge Long is satisfyingly odious.  The always excellent Morlan Higgins successfully portrays the tormented, waffling Stephen Wise, and Dennis Gersten plays both the narcissistic Ben Hecht as well as the timid, fawning, Henry Morgenthau.  
 
         Also prominent in the cast is Gregory G. Giles as Samuel Rosenman, a somewhat self-hating Jew who served as special counsel and major speech-writer for FDR, Cheryl Dooley as Laura Houghteling, FDR’s stubbornly opinionated cousin who rails against letting in more immigrants, and William Dennis Hurley as Samuel Merlin, Bergson’s Romanian fellow-activist.  Rounding out the cast are Kirsten Kollender and Donne McRae as the sympathetic secretaries of Bergson and Long, respectively, and Stephen Marshall as Officer Brian and John Pehle.
 
         The useful set, manipulated expeditiously by the speedy movement of chairs and a desk, morphs into the offices of the various participants; it was designed by Travis Gale Lewis.  The ever-present Shon LeBlanc (designer of more than 300 productions in the L.A. area) provided the effective clothing design, Ken Booth provided the lighting design, and David B. Marling was responsible for the sound design.
 
         “The Accomplices” premiered in New York in 2007 and won a Drama Desk Award nomination for Best New Play.  This current production is its West Coast premiere.  It will continue at the Fountain Theatre, 5060 Fountain Avenue, in Los Angeles, Thursday, Fridays, and Saturdays at 8 p.m. and Sundays at 2 through August 24th.  Call (323) 663-1525 for reservation.
