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"A Letter to the Stars"   

“A Letter to the Stars” is the largest Holocaust education project in Austria. It began in 

2003 as a commemorative project to document the biographies of the murdered Austrian 

victims of the Holocaust and has grown to include intensive personal contact between 

Austrian high school-aged students and Austrian Holocaust survivors living all over the 

world. To date, more than 50,000 high school students have participated, many of them 

researching the life histories and experiences of Austrian victims of the Holocaust.  Their 

research has been preserved online, in a documentary, and in two books. They have also 

participated in many inspiring commemorative events and have shown themselves 

capable of dealing with Austria's past in a touching and hopeful manner.   

 

Beginning in 2004, hundreds of students have been personally connected as “pen pals” to 

Austrian Holocaust survivors living in the US, the UK, Australia, Argentina, Israel, and 

throughout Europe.  During the past year and a half, “A Letter to the Stars” has been 

working to bring Austrian students and Austrian Holocaust survivors together for face-to-

face encounters. So far they have brought groups of students to New York, the U.K. and 

Israel to meet with survivors and their families and to document the survivors’ life 

histories.  Most recently, “A Letter to the Stars” was able to invite 200 Austrian 

Holocaust survivors who have been working with the project to Austria in May 2008 to 

meet with students and speak at their schools.  Over 200 schools throughout Austria 

hosted a survivor during their visit, and hundreds more participated in a commemorative 

art project that was developed during the school year and displayed during a ceremony 

for all the survivors and schools on May 5th, Austria’s annual “National Commemorative 

Day Against Violence and Racism and in the Memory of the Victims of National 

Socialism.”  

 

The organization is currently working on processing the vast amounts of documentary 

data from this trip (audio and video recordings, photographs, essays and reports from 

survivors, students, teachers, educators, and others) and planning additional projects in 

collaboration with various organizations for 2009 and establishing the program 

“Ambassadors of Remembrance” in the U.S.A. in order to expand its work into other 

countries.  
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“A Letter to the Stars” represents the first large-scale attempt to institutionalize memories 

of the Holocaust in order to render them accessible to the Austrian public and it has 

already achieved unprecedented success in accomplishing this objective. “A Letter to the 

Stars” is an example of an innovative and successful attempt at finding a positive way to 

incorporate memories of the Holocaust into Austrian public memory and a way to forge 

deep and meaningful connections between Austrian survivors and people living in their 

former home country. 

The Role of Commemoration 
 
While much of “A Letter to the Stars” is focused on documentation and personal 

encounters, an integral component of the project from the beginning has been the aspect 

of commemoration.  Since 2003, “A Letter to the Stars” has staged numerous 

commemorative events, each of which was attended by thousands of students and 

interested people.  These events helped to create feelings of solidarity among the 

participants and made strong public and visual statements of their promise to keep alive 

the memory of those who were murdered in the Holocaust and their commitment to stand 

up against all forms of anti-Semitism, racism, and intolerance today.  

 

 

 

 
 

November 9, 2003 
 
The 65th anniversary of Kristallnacht: Students covered the street in front of the only 
synagogue in Vienna that was not destroyed in 1938 with pages of the names of Austria’s 
known murdered Holocaust victims. 
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May 5, 2003 
 

15,000 students participated in a commemorative event on Vienna’s Heldenplatz. The 
ceremony consisted of video presentations about the project and about the Holocaust, 
musical performances, speeches by student participants, prominent Austrian 
personalities, and a number of Holocaust survivors and their families, many of whom had 
returned to Austria for the first time to attend this event.  Some of the survivors laid a 
stone in the memory of murdered family members on the balcony from which Hitler had 
once spoken to cheering crowds of Austrians.  Along with the task of writing the 
biography of an individual victim, each student was also encouraged to write a personal 
letter to “the future” in the memory of that person.  The students brought their letters to 
the event that day, and each letter was attached to a white balloon.  At the end of the 
ceremony, they released white balloons with letters attached into the sky over Vienna.  
One purpose of releasing the letters was to create awareness in people who would 
unexpectedly find them so on the letters were the directions to return them to the office in 
Vienna when found. Over 1,000 were returned from places as far away as Poland and the 
Czech Republic.  “A Letter to the Stars” published many of these returned letters as well 
as all of the biographies that the students wrote that year in an online archive on their 
website and many were also published in a book about the project called “A Letter to the 
Stars: Students Write History.” 
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May 9, 2004  – Commemoration of the liberation of the concentration camp 

Mauthausen 
 
Thousands of students from “A Letter to the Stars” attended the annual commemoration 
of the liberation of the concentration camp Mauthausen. Some helped moderate the 
ceremony, greeting the survivors and delegates from each country in attendance in their 
native languages with a message about why they had chosen to participate in “A Letter to 
the Stars” and were attending the ceremony.  Many accompanied survivors (who were in 
some cases their “pen pals”) as they marched in the traditional procession through the 
camp grounds.  After the ceremony they released hundreds of doves of peace above a 
crowd of 20,000 people. They then went together with many of the survivors to a field in 
front of the former camp where they planted 100,000 sunflowers to symbolize the 
100,000 people who were murdered there. 
 

 

 

May 7, 2005  – “The Night of Silence” 

 
During the "The Night of Silence" students held a silent all-night vigil at the Mauthausen 
concentration camp where 100,000 memorial candies were lit in memory of the 100,000 
people killed there. 
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May 4-5, 2006  –  “ Flowers of Remembrance” 

The event began in the evening at St. Stephan’s Cathedral Square in the center of Vienna, 
where through the night the names of all of Austria’s murdered Holocaust victims were 
projected onto a giant screen made of white roses.  The following day, 25,000 students 
and interested people from all over Austria attended a commemorative ceremony on the 
square.  Following the ceremony they carried the majority of the white roses with the 
names of the Holocaust victims attached to the last known home address of each victim. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
March 12-13, 2008 – “The Night of Silence” 

In cooperation with the Catholic Youth of Austria, “A Letter to the Stars” held a 
ceremony on the Heldenplatz (where Hitler had announced the annexation of Austria to 
Germany) during the night of March 12th marking the 70th anniversary of Hitler’s troops 
marching into Austria.  There were short speeches by the former Austrian chancellor 
Franz Vranitzky and two Austrian Holocaust survivors and a section of the Viennese 
Symphony with the famous cellist Heinrich Schiff played the Max Bruch’s “Kol Nidrei 
op. 47,” a piece that was banned during National Socialist times. The 15,000 people that 
attended lit 80,000 candles in memory of the 80,000 known murdered Austrian Holocaust 
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victims.  Through the night, the names of all the known victims were projected onto a 
four-sided screen. Each name was only projected for 2 seconds, and it took the entire 
night to show each name. 

 

  

 
School Year 2007-2008  –  The “Denk.Mal” Project 

“Denk.Mal” is a play on words from the German word for “memorial” and the command 
to “stop and think.”  During the school year 2007-2008 students in hundreds of schools 
throughout Austria worked to create pieces of art that were to be dedicated to an 
individual murdered Holocaust victim. In most cases their work was dedicated to the 
murdered family members of one of the Holocaust survivors who would come to Austria 
to visit their school.  In other cases it was dedicated to a family member of a student at 
the school or the person whose life a student had researched during the first year of “A 
Letter to the Stars.”  The students wrote texts, painted pictures, made sculptures, took 
photographs and found other ways to memorialize Austria’s victims and express their 
commitment to fight against racism and xenophobia. 
The second component of the “Denk.Mal” project was a collection of panels created by 
the participating survivors.  These panels memorialized murdered family members, often 
included old and new pictures, and displayed their personal messages to the youth and 
people of Austria.  The students’ and survivors work was exhibited together on 
Heldenplatz from May 5 - May 9 and is also preserved online.  A traveling exhibition is 
planned. 
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The History of the Organization 

PART I – “Students Write History” 
“A Letter to the Stars” was initiated in 2003 by two journalists, Andreas Kuba and Josef 

Neumayr, after coming across the recently finalized list of the names of all known 

murdered Austrian Holocaust victims.  The list had been compiled by the Documentation 

Archive of the Austrian Resistance (DÖW) and upon completion was sent to various 

organizations to generate publicity.  Kuba and Neumayr developed the idea to have 

Austrian high school students research and document the lives of Austria’s murdered 

Holocaust victims and founded “A Letter to the Stars” as a non-profit organization with 

this purpose.  The administrative structure of the project has varied with different phases 

of the project, but at this point is the largest it has been, consisting of five full-time and 

seven (non-volunteer) part-time staff members. 

 

Funding was sought from both public and private institutions.  The vast majority of the 

funding for the project came from private institutions, for example Austria’s major banks 

and insurance companies.  The city of Vienna was also a major sponsor, approving the 

funding in the city council. Smaller amounts came from Austria’s National Settlement 

Fund for the Victims of National Socialism (Nationalfonds) and private sponsors such as 

the electrical engineering company Siemens.  The sum of the private funding was much 

more than the public funding and a total of approximately €500,000 Euros were raised for 

the project in 2003. 

 

During the school year 2003-2004 students began to research and document the lives of 

thousands of Austria’s 80,000 murdered victims of the Holocaust.  The students and 

teachers had access to a database that “A Letter to the Stars” created in which each 

student could choose a victim to research based on any known information about that 

person – their name, age, last-known address, place of birth, profession, or birthday.  

Information about the project was sent to 2,400 schools in Austria, and approximately 

800 took part. Participation in the project was voluntary. It was possible to be carried out 

by each student independently, but in most cases teachers provided support and even 

implemented the project within their classroom curriculum.  Most students who 

participated did independent research in archives, scanned the internet, and many even 
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knocked on the door of a victim’s last-known address or wrote letters to a victim’s 

surviving family members in the hope of finding as much information as possible about 

the person whose life they were documenting.  The wide-spread interest in the project 

was unprecedented, and because of time and financial restraints, the organization was 

able to provide only minimal support for participating teachers and students.  “A Letter to 

the Stars” planned a number of commemorative events that year to complement the 

painstaking research and documentation the students were carrying out for the most part 

independently.  

PART II – “The Survivors” 
The widespread publicity the project generated during its first months of existence was 

met by encouraging responses from Holocaust survivors in Austria, throughout Europe, 

and all over the world.  Praise also came from many of the surviving family members of 

the victims the students had researched and organizations of Holocaust survivors.  While 

the effort to document the biographies of the murdered victims did not end at this time, as 

a result of the unprecedented response from these groups and individuals the focus of the 

project shifted from a concentration on the murdered victims to an intensive engagement 

with survivors. 

Changes in the Organization’s Mission   
 

The case described below demonstrates how this change in the organization’s goals 

proceeded naturally as a result of the bonds that were being forged privately between 

Austrian students and survivors through the first project. It is because of numerous cases 

such as this that the organizers realized the potential of a project that could purposefully 

orchestrate such encounters. This is why the focus of “A Letter to the Stars” changed 

from the documentation of the murdered victims’ biographies to the personal engagement 

with survivors and the documentation of their life histories.  The example of Mr. Kern 

and Lilly demonstrates how a combination of coincidence, personal initiative and 

willingness to deal with Austria’s past, and purposeful “memory work” and opportunities 

through “A Letter to the Stars” have been able to forge bonds between Austrian 

Holocaust Survivors, Austrian high school students, and other Austrians that would not 

have existed otherwise: 
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 The Case of Mr. Kern and Lilly 
In 2002 an Austrian Holocaust survivor, Mr. Kern, met an Austrian couple from Vienna 

while on vacation in Turkey.  The couple was interested in the Holocaust, and so Mr. 

Kern told the couple about his life.  During this conversation he mentioned that he would 

someday like to visit the apartment where he had lived with his parents and brother, all of 

whom were murdered in the Holocaust.  After the couple returned to Vienna they went to 

Mr. Kern’s former apartment and gave the current residents, Mrs. M and her daughter 

Lilly, Mr. Kern’s contact information.   

Mrs. M and Lilly initiated contact with Mr. Kern.  The following year when Mr. Kern 

returned to Vienna to visit, Mrs. M and Lilly invited him to their apartment.  Lilly told 

him about the project “A Letter to the Stars” that she had heard about in school, and that 

she wanted to research Mr. Kern’s mother’s life.  Mr. Kern agreed to help Lilly with her 

research and she wrote his mother’s biography.  Lilly later wrote an article about her 

experiences in a popular Austrian newspaper.  Because of this article, written by the child 

who now resides in his former apartment, Mr. Kern became connected to: 

 1) Mrs. B – Mrs. B had known Mr. Kern’s parents.  A few days before their 

deportation, Mr. Kern’s father had given Mrs. B’s cousin all of the family’s documents.  

Since Mrs. B’s cousin was half Jewish and afraid of being deported himself, he gave Mrs. 

B the documents for safekeeping.  Mrs. B had kept the documents for over 60 years, and 

was able to return them to Mr. Kern as a result of Lilly’s article in the newspaper about 

her research about Mr. Kern’s mother and her experiences with “A Letter to the Stars.” 

 2) Mr. L – Mr. L. was a non-Jewish schoolmate from Mr. Kern’s 4th grade class 

who read the article Lilly wrote and could remember Mr. Kern, his brother and his 

mother and playing in their apartment.  He sent Mr. Kern their class picture from the 4th 

grade in which they both appear.   

 

Since the appearance of Lilly’s article, Mr. Kern and Mr. L have remained in contact.  He 

was also visited by Lilly at his home in California.  He then returned to Austria in May 

2008 with his best friend who is also a Holocaust survivor at the invitation of “A Letter to 

the Stars.”  He spent time with Lilly and her family, met Mr. L in person for the first time 

in over 70 years, walked around their old neighborhood together, and met with other 

families he has gotten to know through “A Letter to the Stars.”  He spent time with the 

woman whose dissertation about the Kindertransport (including his story) he had 
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translated. For the first time he met a cousin from Israel who had also been invited by “A 

Letter to the Stars.”  He also traveled to Innsbruck (5 ½ hours by train from Vienna) to 

speak with hundreds of students there. 

 

Mr. Kern’s experience with the project is illustrative of what has happened in many 

different cases, both intentionally and unintentionally through “A Letter to the Stars.”  

Because of the private initiative of the Austrian couple and Mrs. M and her daughter 

Lilly, Mr. Kern has been connected to a non-Jewish Austrian family for a number of 

years.  However, because of “A Letter to the Stars,” their relationship has grown deeper 

and the personal connection between families has intensified and has been documented 

for the future. Mr. Kern has also been the recipient of both physical documents and 

symbolic gestures that have brought solace and closure to him, and has had the 

opportunity to personally share his story with hundreds of Austrian children.     

Connecting Students and Survivors through Correspondence 
 

As a result of numerous experiences similar to the one involving Mr. Kern and Lilly, “A 

Letter to the Stars” began to work actively to enable Austrian students to meet personally 

with Austrian Holocaust survivors. Although Mr. Kern and Lilly’s meeting happened 

initially by chance, the organizers realized that such connections could be actively 

cultivated because they saw that there was a willingness both on the part of Austrian 

students and also on the part of so many Austrian Holocaust survivors to enter into such 

relationships.  The staff of “A Letter to the Stars” worked to compile a list of people from 

Austria who had survived the Nazi regime in concentration camps, in hiding, or in exile 

who were willing to engage in correspondence with Austrian students.  Echoing the 

format of the first part of the project, the organization created a database with the names 

of the survivors.  Under the supervision of a teacher or other adult, students could search 

for a person with whom they wanted to come into contact based on various available 

criteria such as the person’s name, past or present address, profession or former school.  

The initial contact to the survivor was made by the project staff, but once the contact was 

established the nature of the correspondence would be entirely determined by the student 

and the survivor.   
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At this point hundreds of survivors have been paired with an Austrian high school and 

have been in correspondence with a student or a class in Austria for at least the past six 

months and in many cases the past few years. Since the positive response to the first 

project from Austrian Holocaust survivors, “A Letter to the Stars” has tried to facilitate 

face-to-face encounters between Austrian students and the Austrian survivors with whom 

they had been in contact through the project and others who were coming to Austria for 

other purposes and were willing to meet with students while they were there.   

“Ambassadors of Remembrance” 
 

In 2006, “A Letter to the Stars” began the program "Ambassadors of Remembrance." It 

was organized so that Austrian high school students were able to visit their "pen pals" in 

their homes all over the world.  Funding for this program came from individuals who 

each sponsored a student for €1,500 (the cost of his or her trip).  The sponsors included 

the Federal President and Chancellor of Austria and also private individuals primarily 

from Austrian business and industry.  So far, 35 students have traveled to the United 

States, and slightly smaller groups went to the United Kingdom and Israel. There are 

plans to continue this program. 

 

When visiting the survivors in their current home countries, the students worked to 

document the survivors’ life histories in writing and on film.  While most of their time on 

the trip was spent visiting survivors and working on the documentation, they also saw 

Holocaust-related museums and memorials and attended various events related to the 

purpose of their visit. For example, they attended the annual Holocaust Remembrance 

Day ceremony in Battery Park in New York, visited synagogues and met with young 

Jewish people in each city, met with survivor organizations such as “Self Help” in New 

York, helped moderate a presentation about the project and their work at the Museum of 

Jewish Heritage in New York, attended a reception together with the survivors they had 

met at the Austrian Embassy in London, and spent time with educators and survivors at 

Yad Vashem in Israel where the project was also presented to the public.  During the trip 

to Israel, the organization tried for the first time to encourage contact between Austrian 

students and the survivors’ grandchildren who were their age.  The contact ranged from 

an inter-cultural seminar to a barbecue party.  Because of the success of these encounters, 
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additional programs are in the planning stages to connect Austrian students and the 

descendants of Holocaust survivors.   

“A Letter to the Stars – The Invitation Project 38-08”  

The planning 
The relationships that had been developing between Austrian students and survivors grew 

more intimate, and many more survivors became involved in the project.  Some even 

came to Austria outside of the framework of the project to visit the students and speak at 

their schools.  For example, one married couple who were both Austrian survivors came 

to Austria on vacation and while they were there they met their “pen pal” and her class 

who had come 6 hours by train to Vienna to spend time with them.  The class spent the 

day with them, filming interviews with them and a visit to the woman’s former 

apartment.  Later in the year the class produced a play about the couples’ lives and their 

experiences as students participating in the project.  They wrote the script based on the 

couple’s lives and used projections of portions of what they had filmed as the set.  They 

performed the piece in schools all over their province and it won multiple awards.   

 

Seeing the positive outcomes of these types of encounters, the organizers of “A Letter to 

the Stars” developed the idea to officially invite the survivors that the students had visited 

in New York, the UK and Israel and others who had worked with the project to come to 

Austria to speak in schools.  The project was titled “A Letter to the Stars: 38-08” because 

2008 marked the 70th anniversary of Austria’s Anschluss (annexation) to Nazi Germany 

in 1938. The week of May 1 – 8, 2008 was chosen for the trip because May 5th, the date 

of the liberation of Austria’s largest concentration camp Mauthausen, is Austria’s annual 

“National Commemorative Day Against Violence and Racism and in Remembrance of 

the Victims of National Socialism.”  Also falling during this week in 2008 were the 

holidays Yom HaShoah (Israel’s Holocaust Remembrance Day), Yom HaAtzmaut 

(Israel’s Independence Day), Yom Hazikaron (Israel’s Memorial Day), the 100 year 

anniversary and reunion of the Austrian Jewish sport club Hakoah, and the opening of the 

new Jewish High School campus in Vienna; events that added symbolic significance to 

this particular week. 

The original goal was to invite 500 survivors to come to Austria for this week, and the 

budget for the project would for the first time be well over one million Euros.  Because of 
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the 70th anniversary of the Anschluss (the annexation of Austria to Germany) and the fact 

that “A Letter to the Stars” had become a well-known project, the timing seemed right to 

seek money for this particular project.  The City of Vienna, which had always been a 

major sponsor, agreed to give €250,000.  The Ministry of Education became a financial 

sponsor for the first time, giving €125,000.  (They had supported the project in other 

ways before, for example by sending out information to schools, but had never given 

money directly to the project.)  The “Zukunftsfond” (a governmental foundation that 

gives money to Holocaust-related projects) gave €125,000 and The Republic of Austria 

(through the Federal Chancellery), who had never financially supported the organization 

before, also agreed to give a sum of €125,000.  The former chancellor, Wolfgang 

Schüssel, acting on behalf of his party, found enterprises that donated a total of €50,000.  

These sponsors all agreed to give the money only on the condition that all of the money 

would be used for the costs directly relating to the invitations to the survivors (flights, 

hotel rooms, etc.). It was not to be used for administrative costs or for any other means 

such as documentation or follow-up work, and these stipulations were included in the 

contracts. (It was made clear that the money was given by these organizations for this to 

be a one-time event in the framework of Austria’s memorial year, not an ongoing 

project).   

Bank Austria remained a sponsor with a contribution of approximately €45,000 as did 

some of the former private sponsors.  Austrian Federal Railways (ÖBB) also made a 

large contribution by giving free tickets for all survivors who wanted to travel to schools 

outside of Vienna and all students from anywhere in Austria who wanted to come to 

Vienna for the commemorative ceremony on May 5th.  The Viennese public 

transportation system donated free tickets for all of the invited guests and most museums 

and city attractions offered free admission.  For the first time, the sum of the public 

sponsorship outweighed that of the private sponsorship.  Once the majority of the money 

was secured, it became possible to invite a total of about 400 people on fully-funded trips 

to Austria. 
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The “Week of Encounter” 
During the first week of May 2008, 200 Austrian Holocaust survivors from all over the 

world came to Vienna on the invitation from “A Letter to the Stars.”  Each survivor who 

came to Vienna in May also brought a companion. In some cases they were accompanied 

by a spouse or a dear friend.  They were encouraged to bring grandchildren, particularly 

ones who were the same age as the Austrian students, and in many cases they did.  A 

number of families also chose to bring additional family members at their own expense.  

All together over 400 guests and thousands of students participated in the events during 

the week.  Invitations had gone out to those who had long-term relationships with their 

students and others who had been involved in the project over the past few years.  Others 

were sought out based on their commitment to the project or demonstrated willingness to 

work with students.  The majority of the guests came from the U.S.A., Israel, and the 

United Kingdom, but significant numbers also came from Argentina, Australia and 

various countries in Europe including Austria. The purpose of the trip was to continue 

and foster the special relationships that have been developing between Austrian high 

school aged students and many Austrian Holocaust survivors over the past five years.  

Most were paired with the schools where they had formed relationships with their “pen 

pals” over the past few months or years. Others were paired with the schools they had 

attended when they lived in Austria or a school focused on their professional interests. In 

every case, great care was taken to match the survivors with an appropriate school.   

 

The program for the “Week of Encounter” 
 
April 29 - May 1: Official days of arrival – Survivors from Israel, the USA, the UK, 
Argentina, Australia, and Sweden arrived in Vienna, were greeted at the airport and taken 
to the hotels. (Parkhotel Schoenbrunn and Hotel Ananas) 
 

May 1, morning: Those who wanted to attend were guests of honor at the “1.Mai 
Aufmarsch” – the Labor Day celebration and parade sponsored by the Social Democratic 
party. 
 

May 1, evening: The official welcome reception/dinner at Parkhotel Schoenbrunn: 
Members of the organization were introduced to the guests, short speeches by a few of 
the guests and the organizers, musical program, dinner. 
 

May 2, morning: Students gave tours of the Belvedere gallery to the participants. 
 

May 2, evening: Shabbat services at the Seitenstettengasse synagogue. 
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Afterwards everyone had the choice to go to dinner at the kosher restaurant Aleph Aleph, 
a private family’s home, or the newly opened Lauder Shabbat Center. 
 

May 3 - 4: The guests had the opportunity to visit a wide variety of museums and other 
cultural institutions in Vienna (free tickets had been donated to the organization for the 
guests) For example, the Schönbrunn palace, the zoo, the Albertina (art museum), the 
Leopold Museum, the Freud Museum, the “Haus der Musik,” the “Kunsthistorisches 
Museum” (art museum), and the Jewish museum.  They also had the opportunity to 
attend the opera, the Volksoper, and the Theater in der Josefstadt for reduced prices. 
Most of them spent time with their schools/students during these days, visiting museums, 
their homes, and concerts and going on excursions outside of the city. 
 

May 5, morning: Guests were invited to the special convening of Parliament for Austria’s 
“National Commemorative Day Against Violence and Racism and in Memory of the 
Victims of National Socialism.” They were given special seats of honor. The program 
was broadcast live on national television, the theme was “children’s suffering” and 
included an art installation of the names of child victims, the reading of biographies and 
theater pieces, and speeches. 
 

May 5, afternoon: After the ceremony at the Parliament the guests walked across the 
street to the “Heldenplatz” (the large square where 70 years ago Hitler had announced the 
annexation of Austria to Germany in front of cheering crowds) There was a stage where a 
program had been going on for thousands of students from all over Austria who had 
gathered and were ready to greet the guests with a standing ovation as they arrived from 
the Parliament.  The commemorative event on Heldenplatz included speeches by the 
survivors, by students, and the president, chancellor and vice-chancellor of Austria, 
musical performances, and video presentations.  The “Denk.Mal” project was shown on 
the grounds of Heldenplatz, and after the ceremony most survivors viewed it together 
with their classes.  
 
May 6 – 7: Aside from an invitation to see the famous Lippizaner horses and attend a 
reception afterwards, these two days were set aside for the guests to spend time with their 
schools.  
 
May 8: Official end of program. 
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 “The Week of Encounter” – The ‘Small Things’ 
 
Although the purpose of the trip was unquestionably the visits to the schools and the time 

with the students, the “week of encounter” was as powerful as it was because of a 

combination of factors: the events that were offered that ranged from cultural programs to 

academic lectures to memorial ceremonies, the communal atmosphere in the hotel, the 

engagement of the staff and extent of the organization, and the warm reception by 

everyone involved in the project in any way.   

Organizational: 
It was often the “small things” that seemed to matter the most to the guests.  For example, 

each guest had a personal contact from the organization’s staff with whom they had been 

in correspondence for the duration of the planning period (almost a year).  This person 

acted as an intermediary between the survivor and their school making sure the 

correspondence and planning functioned smoothly, was responsible for the survivor’s 

individual itinerary, in most cases spoke the language the survivor was most comfortable 

speaking, and was in every case a trusted confidant and newfound friend.   

Judging from a few of the thank you notes received by “A Letter to the Stars” at this 

point, it was often the “trivialities” that made the week so impressive.  For example, upon 

arrival at the airport there was a special line through passport control only for the guests 

of “A Letter to the Stars” and airport staff members who greeted them with 

Mozartkugeln, a favorite kind of chocolate.   Upon departure there was a special counter 

marked with “A Letter to the Stars” and access to the VIP lounges.  Health insurance was 

taken care of, wheelchairs were accessible, and everything else that could be done to 

eliminate the stress of travel was done.  The hotel was a grand historic hotel that many 

people remembered – some from the afternoon teas they had attended and others because 

of happy family occasions celebrated there (for one woman, even her own wedding).  The 

lobbies of the hotel were open and spacious and made it possible for people to mingle at 

all hours of the day.  The trip was organized so that almost everything in the city was 

accessible to the guests, from transportation to museums to concerts.  There was staff 

who spoke all languages on duty at all hours of the day to help with everything from 

giving directions to helping send emails or call family members, to lending an open ear 

when someone needed to talk.  
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Unplanned: 
What could not have been planned in advance was the reception of the survivors by 

“their” teachers or students or the others who helped with organizational things, 

particularly at the commemorative ceremony, or by people they encountered by chance.  

Teachers and students came by the hotel at all hours of the day to visit with the person 

with whom they were in contact.  They planned special meals and excursions, and helped 

with everything the person needed.  Many survivors reported the fact that students stood 

and applauded when they entered a classroom, or gave them flowers, or hugged them and 

thanked them, and it is difficult to describe how much these gestures meant to them.  

There were “charming soldiers” who escorted them to their seats at the commemorative 

ceremony, and people they met on the street when asking directions who spoke to them 

that “gave them a hearty welcome” or talked about someone they knew who had 

participated in “A Letter to the Stars.” There are numerous reports that the “atmosphere 

felt friendlier than before” and this can only be attributed to the warmth and hospitality of 

everyone they encountered during their stay. 

Another thing that could not have been planned was the communal atmosphere created 

within the group.  The “atmosphere” is difficult to describe, but it was created by 

networks of old and newfound friends, people who discovered classmates or neighbors 

they hadn’t seen in over 70 years, students introducing “their” survivor to their parents or 

siblings, family members from different countries meeting for the first time ever or for 

the first time in years, proud grandparents introducing their grandchildren to everyone in 

the room, the chatter of groups of grandchildren who had found new friends in each 

other, people whose professional lives had crossed or who discovered they knew 

someone or something in common, the hum of so many languages and the ease in which 

they fluctuated even within single sentences, people who realized that they had grown up 

in the same neighborhood and spoke the same dialect as someone else, the harmony of 

spontaneous song, the authoritative sharing of relics and stories from the past, the gentle 

conversations that began when someone looked lonely or sad or just reflective, and 

roaring laughter when a “Schmäh” (a special type of Viennese humor) was understood 

without the need for explanation. 
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Obstacles to the Project 
Since its inception, there has been no small amount of controversy surrounding almost 

every aspect of the project “A Letter to the Stars.”  Those who have voiced the loudest 

critique over the project have done so along a number of lines, including concern about 

the project’s “lack of a pedagogical basis,” the appropriative use of victims of the 

Holocaust, the utilization of inappropriate symbols, the “media circus” and “over-the-top 

character” surrounding the commemorative events, the high budget of the projects, and 

the fact “A Letter to the Stars” was funded in part by “guilty sponsors.” While these 

accusations were directed specifically at “A Letter to the Stars” and the way some 

elements of various stages of the project were designed and implemented, I would like to 

point out that they are also some of the most common critiques that arise in the face of 

many Holocaust memorialization projects.  Nevertheless, all of the critique has created 

obstacles, both financial and otherwise, to the project. 

Financial Obstacles 
During the first part of the project, Siemens, a company well-known for its employment 

of slave-labor during World War II, was one of the biggest financial sponsors for the first 

project in 2003.  Although their sponsorship ended, the issue was raised once again in 

2008 when the OMV, an Austrian energy company, pledged €50,000 for the “Invitation 

Project – 38-08.”  Outrage came from various factions within and outside of Austria, 

particularly in Israel, because the OMV currently conducts major trade in oil with Iran.  

Because of this controversy, eventually “A Letter to the Stars” declined to accept the 

money. 

Other financial obstacles have been created not because of such specific ethical questions 

but rather because of more abstract ones.  One example is that the Green Party withdrew 

its funding after a string of negative articles about the “Invitation Project” appeared in the 

newspaper Der Standard in December 2007.  These articles, written by various historians 

and other “Holocaust experts,” all claimed that “A Letter to the Stars” was 

“irresponsible” for “dragging Holocaust Survivors back to Austria” where they would be 

“retraumatized by the experience” and would create even more suffering on their part.  

Not wanting to “create more suffering,” the Green Party publicly withdrew its offer of 

funding and other sponsors threatened the same.  The stark criticism of the financial 

practices of the organization is usually unfounded but sometimes justifiable because of a 
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general lack of transparency in the financial practices of not only “A Letter to the Stars” 

but the organizations granting the money.  (This is a general problem with non-profits not 

only in Austria but in many countries in Europe).  One small example is the critique of 

the “extravagant” commemorative events, where, for example, 80,000 white roses are 

assumed purchased by the organization (why would that money go to buying flowers 

instead of training teachers?) not realizing that the roses were donated to the project by 

the City of Vienna and there was never an option to “cash in” the offer.   

A deeper problem has been the semblance of governmental financial support. While there 

was outcry over the amount of tax dollars being spent on the project from the beginning, 

in fact, the Republic of Austria had never given one cent to the project until the Invitation 

Project in 2007-2008.  Because important governmental figures have always made 

themselves visible in the project, by making positive statements about the project, 

meeting with students, appearing at commemorative events, and sending letters to all of 

the survivor participants involved, it was widely assumed that the project was a 

government-initiated project and not a non-profit educational project.  This was never 

“cleared” by the organizers, who needed as much support from the government (both 

financial and symbolic) as possible and did not want to create friction. 

Other obstacles 
The politics of carrying out each project created by “A Letter to the Stars” were discussed 

in many levels of society and have divided many institutions dealing with similar 

Holocaust-related issues, including the Jewish Community.  Much of the energy of the 

organizers has been spent trying to control the fallout each individual project creates 

before, during and after its taking place.  While some of the critique is founded in actual 

deficits in the project, other claims seem ludicrous when juxtaposed to the feelings of the 

participants.  For example, the organization has definitely not been able to offer as much 

support in terms of training and preparation to teachers as it could with a different budget 

and structure.  However, when respected historians such as Oliver Rathkolb make 

statements that the Invitation Project 38-08 is “well-thought out, well-planned, but with 

unfortunately too few lasting effects and in my opinion far too high a cost...” and that 

“the money would be better invested in other symbolic projects. For example it would be 

high time to finally answer the question of the dilapidated Jewish cemeteries…” (Wiener 

Zeitung, January 18, 2008 – translation mine) then they are heard much more clearly than 



 21 

the voices of any of the actual participants and speak in direct opposition to the 

participants’ feelings.   

 

Such obstacles have been countered and can only be countered in the future by ensuring 

that the participants’ voices are documented and accessible.  While the students’ 

experiences have been widely available since the project’s inception, for reasons such as 

these, “A Letter to the Stars” is now focusing seriously on the documentation of the 

survivors’ experiences with the project. 

Analysis of the Project… 
The “Invitation Project – 38-08” will take a long time to analyze and process because it 

involved so many different people who had widely varied experiences.  However, “A 

Letter to the Stars” has now gained many allies who have a deep interest in the project 

and are dedicating their time and expertise to the follow-up documentation and analysis 

of this program.  Each school has been asked to write reports about their experiences; 

some will be written by directors and other educators, some by teachers, and some by 

students.  There was an international team of psychiatrists, psychologists and social 

workers who lent support and worked closely with the participants during their time in 

Vienna who are processing material they collected about such themes as “guilt,” 

“trauma,” “reconciliation,” and the “significance of symbolic gestures.” A number of 

academics (historians, sociologists, etc.) were involved in the project, some traveling 

with the survivors on their visits to schools, who have developed their own impressions 

and are working to document these for the organization.  “A Letter to the Stars” is also 

collecting stories from the survivors about their experiences with the students for a book 

that will be published in the near future.   

 

While it is difficult to objectively analyze or even attempt to capture such an experience, 

these forms of follow-up work will greatly help to paint a picture of the meaning of such 

a program to everyone involved.  At this point there is no reason to suggest why a 

program similar to “Ambassadors of Remembrance” or “The Invitation Project 38-08” 

could not be transposed to another country where there are interested and empathetic 

students who are willing to meet with survivors and refugees of political violence and 

listen to their stories with open hearts and open minds. 
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Excerpts from the Survivor Participants’ Experiences: 

“…I believe that encounters in the schools between the young students and the older 
generation forged a link which will have a profound impact on both sides.  For every 
student who has learned something new about the Holocaust, there will be a great 
number of others who will be influenced by them.  And for us, nothing could be more 
touching than the students' interested, eager, empathetic faces…” 
Dorit W. 
 
 “…I cannot imagine a program more powerful to educate the young people of the 
horrendous past in order to prevent future dictatorships consisting of hatred and 
prejudice.  Please, continue with your noble and so necessary work.  It is more 
appreciated than you might be aware of!  Wherever I can I'll spread the story of your 
dedication and persistence...”  
Stella K. H. 
 
“…it all seems like a dream. What a special experience it was … I am still processing it 
all in my mind but it was extraordinary and a really important event.... that its impact 
will live on in all those young minds. It is all that I hope can be done and you have made 
a difference… 
Lisa G. 
 
“…It was a great idea for us survivors to meet the youth of Austria because the close 
contact made such a difference to us and them. I am sure most of them will remember our 
stories for the rest of their lives, and that can only be good. For me personally it is the 
best news that has come out of Austria in 70 years...”  
Sonja A. 
 
“…There are no words to describe the amazing experience my family and I shared as 
guests of A Letter to the Stars….My personal return to Vienna was an emotional 
experience.  You made it easier for me to come back.  Your tenacious belief that the next 
generation must learn never to repeat the mistakes of their forefathers can only be 
admired.  I hope and pray that the education that you so strongly believe in, and are 
responsible in providing for Austria's students, will help erase anti-Semitism in the 
generations to come.  Austria should be very proud to have young leaders like yourselves 
who will do everything in their power to make Austria a better place”  
Melanie O. 
 
“…The whole week was and emotional journey for me.  The welcome at the Parliament, 
and especially the event at the Heldenplatz were amazing.  Then when we went to the 
panels lining the parkway and I saw the names of my parents written down, I really felt 
as if they had been laid at rest and I could feel at peace…It was great to be able to meet 
Birgit and the rest of her class when they traveled to Vienna and we really enjoyed going 
to Landeck to her school and talking to the youngsters, who were so interested in all we 
told them…Thank you, does not sound adequate for all the events put on for our benefit 
and the wonderful reception we received everywhere.  I shall always remember this week 
as something really special.  It has 'laid the ghost' and has made me feel welcome again 
in Vienna…” 
Ilse and Tom C. 
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“…In all our light-hearted chit-chat, I may not have said, seriously enough, what an 
important difference this visit to Austria made to me. After decades and generations, I 
heard the heads of the Austrian government say in the Heldenplatz that the Nazi period 
was a most shameful chapter in Austrian history which needs - at last - to be 
acknowledged and learned. In Tulln I said that the story of my childhood in Vienna was 
not only painful for me but for them also it was a very sad part of their history. Meeting 
you as well as the pupils and teachers in the school, I felt that it is being learned 
seriously now and that, on the basis of this learning, you will be ready to oppose actively 
all kinds of discrimination - whether because of race,  religion, gender or physical and 
mental disability. Meeting you has given me a basis for hope that the bad past cannot 
return and telling this to all the family and friends is what gives me pleasure and 
satisfaction now…This was not just another trip abroad; I came with a heavy heart. The 
spirit of Letter to the Stars, your good will and constant helpfulness - together with the 
words in Parlament and the Heldenplatz - changed my feelings. We want to thank Letter 
to the Stars most warmly for the hospitality and to extend very best wishes for continued 
successful activity…” 
Marsha A. S. 
 
“…my experience in Vienna with Letters to the Stars, has left a deep impression on me, 
as well on my daughter and son.  I have been writing and speaking about it, ever since I 
came back…I am still amazed, that when I left Vienna in 1939, I hated it, and thought I 
never want to come back to Austria, and anything that would remind me of the terrible 
time of the Hitler years.  This time I came back feeling so good about what your team has 
done and accomplished.  I had such a warm welcome…” 
Leah L. 
 
“…My decision to be involved with Letter to the Stars has been not only rewarding at a 
purely general level but at a deeper personal one…I gained immeasurably by the many 
conversations and contacts I had. I have made friends from all around the world and will 
stay in contact with them. It is wonderful to know there are others who shared your fate 
and have survived and have wanted to meet in Vienna…. It is wonderful at this time in all 
our lives to make contact with people who have similar experience….The idea behind 
Letter To The Stars and the hard work and thought you have put into [the invitation 
week] has been an total outstanding success….Everyone asked why not earlier and when 
is the next time…Thank you for helping me come to a positive view of Austria as a whole. 
I have true friends in Vienna…” 
Margit K. 
 
“…The week in Vienna…was full of emotions for all 3 of us…You really succeeded  to 
pass us  the  feeling that yes, those dark evil years should never be forgotten but  we must 
go on,  forgive and talk and cooperate and live together with  the  new  generations... 
Miriam W. 
 
“…for me, it was a single opportunity to meet so many people of similar backgrounds. 
Every moment was memorable…From the bottom of my heart I want to thank you for 
including us in this once in a lifetime event and for your commitment to this project…” 
Gerda A. 
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“…We both agreed that this was the most exciting week we had ever spent in our lives. I 
trust you will realize that this says a lot for an 85 year old woman like myself who has led 
quite an exciting life…” 
Scarlett E. 
 
“…I want to thank you and all the people from Letter to the Stars program for all the 
hard work and effort you put in to make this trip and this week one of the most 
memorable weeks of my life. You all did an outstanding job -- truly beyond expectations! 
Lilly P. 
 
“…You were all marvelous,  your organization was fantastic, it all helped to make our 
visit to Vienna so worthwhile, an emotional and moving experience for all…” 
Paul S. 
 
“…we really think you did a great project which enabled rethinking for three  
generations, who got the opportunity to spent time together in a very unique context 
thanks also for organizing the fantastic team (photographer and editor) who shared with 
us with great sensibility, some of our very exiting emotional  private moments…” 
Meira Y. 
 
“…We are back in Australia now & talking a lot to all our friends about the wonderful 
experience we had in Vienna (&Wels). It was unforgettable! Congratulations on an 
excellently organized, marvelous commemoration. For me it was a truly cathartic 
experience. Ron and I are now looking forward to the time when we can return to Austria 
& enjoy all its culture & beautiful countryside without the negative feelings we had in the 
past...” 
Susi F. 
 
“…I would like to say that the invitation to Vienna was very meaningful to me. I had 
visited Vienna on several occasions before, this time it was very positive to see and hear 
the Politicians and Students showing us survivors that they realize the mistakes of the 
past…I had previously met students in London and had a great discussion with them 
together with their teacher Doris N. Doris has become a very dear friend to us and whilst 
we were in Vienna she accompanied me and my wife, daughter, son-in-law and two of 
our grandchildren.  My wish was to show my family the beautiful city of Vienna where I 
was born and to visit the grave of my Grandmother at the Friedhof cemetery... The 
meeting  at the Heldenplatz was emotional  seeing my little statement and picture hung 
up on a tree together with all the others…” 
Jackie Y. 
 
“…We think you should be very proud of what you have achieved and you have again 
shown that the new Austria and especially the young people are very far removed from 
the dark days of‘the Anschluss’, the war and even the period of amnesia after the war…” 
George V. 
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The Next Steps… 
The experiences of the participants in “A Letter to the Stars” have demonstrated the 

powerful reconciliatory potential of such a project.   We are now developing the next 

phase, which will deepen the methodology and broaden the constituent audience to other 

places in the world divided by historical conflict.  There are currently few opportunities 

for survivors and refugees of political violence to present their experiences personally to 

an audience of interested young people in their former home country.  To explore the 

possibilities of a similar program outside of Austria , “A Letter to the Stars has 

established “Ambassadors of Remembrance” as an independent organization based in the 

U.S.A.  “Ambassadors of Remembrance” will be working under the auspices of The 

Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR), and will be headquartered in 

New York.   

Ambassadors of Remembrance is based on the premise established by the experiences of 

A Letter to the Stars that when students and survivors enter into personal relationships in 

order to actively participate in the areas of testimony, documentation, and 

commemoration, their work leads to a type of reconciliation that cannot be achieved 

through conventionally existing means.  Ambassadors of Remembrance will provide a 

unique platform where together survivors and students can confront their shared country’s 

past honestly and directly, and forge new pathways towards reconciliation. 

The Ambassadors of Remembrance initiative is currently working on building networks 

of potential participants and partner organizations in Europe and the U.S. and seeking 

funding from a number of different sources in order to determine the first country in 

which it will be implemented.   Poland, Ukraine, and the Netherlands are countries where 

we already have networks of people interested in our work. The Netherlands is of 

particular interest as the IHJR headquarters are currently transitioning to The Hague. Our 

goal would be to add additional countries in 18 month phases, eventually developing a 

broad European-wide program where the participating students and survivors will also 

have access to each other in transnational collaborative commemorative efforts and 

seminars.   
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Depending on the success of these programs, the methodology that is developed during 

the process, and the financial support found for the organization, we can foresee the 

implementation of the program in a number of regions in the future where historical 

memories are a cause of contemporary conflict and animosity.  

The IHJR will provide administrative support in the  initial phases of the project, 

but the funding for “Ambassadors of Remembrance” will need to be raised 

independently.  If you are interested in knowing more about the project, or 

becoming involved in any way, please contact Kym Harris at:  

 
360 W. 55th Street 4R  •  New York, NY 10019   

(646) 508-3476 
kym_harris@yahoo.com 

 


