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Centropa was founded in the year 2000 with the goal of inter-
viewing one hundred elderly Jews living in Hungary, Romania, 
and Serbia, digitize up to five hundred of their pictures and 
close up shop in 2003. We ended up spending a decade inter-
viewing twelve hundred Jews is seventeen European countries 
and digitized twenty-two thousand of their old photographs 
and documents. 

We never planned on working in education. Now that’s just 
about all we do. 

Because we used new technologies to launch our project, 
because we believe in staying wholly open-sourced, we have 
followed our target audiences to the places they have led us. 
We’re still doing that, which means  Centropa was and remains 
a work-in-progress. This fifteenth annual report describes 
how we built Centropa to be a home where twentieth century 
memory has come to live—for a very, very long time to come.
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THE STORY THAT GOT AWAY

I never did get Bibi’s story. She was always saying, “We’ll 
talk about that some other time.” I don’t even know her 
maiden name, and all I know is that when I made my first 
trip to Prague one snowy December in 1985, I had had 
the name and telephone number of Dr Bibi Vodichko-
va, and it had been given to me by a friend in New York 
whose father had studied medicine in Prague as a young 
man. I called Bibi’s number and the two of us drank tea 
and introduced ourselves in Café Savarin on Na Prikope. 
We talked politics—a passion for someone who had been 
a high ranking official in the brief socialism-with-a-hu-
man-face government of Alexander Dubcek, and since 
the Soviet invasion of 1968 had been relegated to being 
a doctor in a farm village an hour outside of town. Just 
before we braved a snowstorm outside that December 
day, Bibi ordered two hits of slivovitz from the waiter. I 
owe her for that one.

When I moved to Budapest in 1988 I spent even more 
time walking the streets and parks of Prague with Bibi. 
We strolled through empty museums, all while we spoke 
of the coming changes in the Soviet Union, later in Po-
land, then in Hungary, but not in Czechoslovakia. We’d 
often repair to her apartment after our walks for tea and 
cake, which is where I took this only photo I have of her.

During those visits, I picked up only snippets about Bibi’s 
past: that she had come from the Slovak town of Kuty; 
that in 1918 her father had replaced the portrait of the 
old Austrian Emperor from the living room wall with a 
portrait of President Masaryk; that Bibi had been taken 
to Prague by her parents on 14 March 1939 and sent as a 
teenager on a Kindertransport to England; and that one 
day later the Germans invaded her country and she nev-
er saw her parents again. I learned that Bibi enrolled in 
nursing school in England and was on the first British air 
transport of medical staff to come to Theresienstadt in 
late May 1945 to help the Soviets tend a typhus epidemic 
there; that she married, had had no children and lost her 
husband. More than that I never learned, other than her 
great interest in reformist politics in the Soviet bloc.

While Communism was dying in Czechoslovakia in De-
cember 1989, so was Bibi. It was cancer. During the day 
I would go out and cover the Velvet Revolution and sell 
pictures to various magazines and newspapers. In the 
evenings I would sit by her side in a yawning sepulcher of 
a cancer ward in a hospital built by an Austrian emperor 
long ago, and tell her that the history she’d been waiting 
for was happening in the streets. She would smile wanly, 

staring straight up at the ceiling. And I felt like the most 
desperate Scheherazade in the world. Hold on, Bibi, I 
would think while recounting which dimwitted Commu-
nist minister had resigned or tried to go over to the other 
side that day. At least I made her smile.

On 10 December, the oafish President Husak swore in the 
first government not dominated by Communists and im-
mediately resigned. Vaclav Havel was now just days away 
from being sworn in as president, and I raced to the hos-
pital to tell Bibi all about it, but her bed in that dimly lit 
ward was empty. Bibi had passed away the night before, 
and she, like so many elderly Jews I had met in my years 
of working in Central and Eastern Europe, had taken with 
her the stories only she could tell me.

That was December 1989, and it took another decade on 
a December night during a Hanukkah party in Arad, Ro-
mania, in a faded old synagogue, before I realized what 
needed to be done—and what could be done. I had been 
coming in and out of Arad for the previous four months, 
slowly compiling video footage so I could make a film for 
ABC News Nightline on the tiny Jewish community that 
still hung on there, if but barely. And going home with 
people like Clara Foldes, Eva Mairovici, and Roszi Jakab, I 
would sit with them in their Bauhaus furniture-filled living 
rooms, and while we drank tea from porcelain function-
alist cups, they would open their leather-bound family 
albums, point to friends and relatives and tell me stories.

Now they were playing Scheherazade for me, and they 
would point to one yellowed old photograph after an-
other and spin tales about the uncle who ran the fanci-
est haberdashery in Cluj, the Aunt who taught in medi-
cal school in Budapest, the Orthodox grandfathers, the 
indulgent mothers, the stern teachers, the best friends, 
the Jewish youth club pranks, the summers hiking in the 
Carpathians, the winters ice skating on the Mures River, 
the first anti-Jewish laws, the hell that they survived af-
ter that—and then they piled on stories of falling in love, 
getting married, raising children, retiring, watching their 
children emigrate, about Communism falling and pic-
tures from vacations in Berlin, Tel Aviv, and Paris.

After each visit, I would mutter to myself as I bundled 
against the cold, “Who collects this stuff?” I knew the 
answer to that: no one. Video interviews with elderly 
Holocaust survivors speaking about the horrors they en-
dured? There were quite a few of those projects, and as 
important as they were I was after something different. I 

wanted to find a way to ask the oldest living Jews in this 
region—the last souls alive who could paint pictures of 
what pre-war life was like—to take me back with them to 
the cobbled lanes of Prague and grand avenues of Bu-
charest, the courtyards of Vilnius and Ring Boulevard of 
Vienna, and to share with me the kinds of personal sto-
ries that would bring those concrete edifices to life. 

A few days later while editing my Nightline film in Buda-
pest, I met Dora Sardi and Eszter Andor, two young his-
torians who had just watched their grandfathers’ video 
testimonies for the Shoah Foundation. Both Dora and 
Eszter had only recently had babies. As we spoke, they 
dangled those babies on their laps and Dora said, “I think 
it’s wonderful that my grandfather did that interview. 
He certainly never told me about what he went through 
during the Holocaust, so it’s important. But to tell you 
the truth, this isn’t what I want to show my children when 
they grow up. He just has so much more to tell.” And as 
if to channel my own thoughts, Dora said, “I mean, he’s 
been swimming almost every day of his life since 1928. He 
was a cook on a tramp steamer for ten years and swam 
the Congo River, dove off a ship and swam into Casablan-
ca; he even made aliya by diving into the Mediterranean 
and swimming into Haifa.”

I asked, “Does he have old pictures?”  
“Tons!” 
“And does he tell stories about them?”  
“He never stops!”

That is when Centropa was born; it was why Centropa 
was born: to preserve Jewish memory by marrying to-
gether the old fashioned art of storytelling with family 
pictures—and then bringing them together through the 
kinds of technology that were just becoming available, 
accessible, and affordable. The late Ian Traynor, in his 
January 2003 Guardian article, understood this well 
when he wrote: 

INTRODUCTION

JEWISH WITNESS TO A  
EUROPEAN CENTURY

BUILDING A HOME FOR MEMORY

Eszter, Dora, and I rolled up our sleeves and set to work 
in January 2000. We were joined by Dejan Petrovic, who 
directed the cultural programs of the Belgrade Jewish 
community and had come up with a low cost way of pre-
serving photographs in a database—and since our bud-
get was precisely zero, we needed Dejan.

The four of us decided against using video in our inter-
views, and instead chose to audio-record our respon-
dents’ stories and digitize their old photos. We did this 
for two reasons: from my own background as both a 
print and a broadcast journalist, I knew that when writing 
a newspaper or magazine article if I forgot to ask some-
thing, I could phone my interviewee a day, a week, or a 
month later, and simply slip their response into the story. 
Not so when shooting video. Once the cookie is baked, 
you can’t go back and insert the chocolate chips.

Second, with new technologies so readily available, our 
idea was to visit our respondents three, four, or more 
times, divide their life histories into smaller chapters, 
scan the photos and documents that illustrated their 
lives, and then keyword them in an online searchable 
database. That meant, in essence, we were going to be 
speaking with our respondents six, ten, or even twenty 
hours—and no one is going to watch an elderly Estonian 
or Bulgarian Jew tell twenty hours’ worth of stories. But 
by using audio, then transcribing and translating the in-
terviews while cross-referencing each chapter of their 
lives with pictures, maps, and documents, we would be 
deconstructing memory into shorter stories. Later, with 
this online library of Jewish stories, we would be able to 

reconstruct those stories in all sorts of ways, which are 
described below.

When we began interviewing in 2000, we sought out pro-
fessional oral historians and most helpful among them 
was Dr Margalit Bejarano (photo above, left), Director 
of Oral Histories at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. We 
asked for Marglit’s guidance, and when we told her what 
we were trying to do she immediately said yes.

At first, Margalit could not understand why we did not 
want to use video and why on earth we insisted on dig-
itizing old family pictures while having our respondents 
describe them. But in very short order Margalit changed 
her mind when she saw how we used the respondents’ 
photographs to jog their memories – details came float-
ing up as they looked at pictures: stories of sibling rivalry, 
falling in love, the sports they played, how they survived 
the war, and how they patched their lives back together.

Between 2001 and 2006, Margalit became our most val-
ued advisor and attended our interviewers’ seminars in 
St Petersburg, Budapest, Bucharest, Istanbul, and Thes-
saloniki. In each case, Margalit made notes and gave us 
recommendations about oral history techniques, which 
we adopted, while she, in turn, took our ideas back to 
Jerusalem with her.

By 2005 we had more than one hundred forty interview-
ers, transcribers, editors, translators, historical advisors, 
and fact checkers working for us, and in each country we 
operated through a skilled coordinator, who in turn hired 

local teams, coordinated with local Jewish communities, 
made phone calls, and set up appointments for the in-
terviewers.

It was our interviewers who carried out the truly heavy 
lifting. From repeated visits to their respondents to 
bringing their photos to the scanner and returning them; 
from entering data in each photo’s data page with its 
forty-four rubrics to fill out, and then working with the 
editor—who often sent the interviewer back to the re-
spondent to ask yet more questions—this was a great 
deal of work, especially when the interviewers had to 
spend even more time transcribing the interview, word 
for word, than they did in the actual interview. In fact, 
Centropa interviewers invested a minimum of forty-five 
hours in each interview. And with that kind of investment 
in time, no volunteers wanted to work for us.

Centropa’s interviewing went on from 2000 to 2009 and 
the result is that we met with a total of twelve hundred 
elderly Jews living in fifteen countries. We transcribed 
some fifty-five thousand pages of their stories and dig-
itized twenty-two thousand snapshots, studio portraits, 
and official documents, ranging from school report cards 
to military discharge papers. 
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My sister Gertruda married Frantisek 
Kowanitz, and this picture was taken af-
ter the wedding in Vinohrady town hall. 
As you can see, times were already bad 
by then. The three of us lived together in 
a tiny flat. At first I didn’t like Frantisek, 
but I ended up growing very fond of him, 
and he would tell me stories as we did the 
dishes together.

But soon he was taken off to forced la-
bor and then to Terezin. My sister and I 
followed him there. Gertruda was eventu-
ally sent off to Auschwitz, where she was 
murdered, and Frantisek made it until the 
very end of the war, when he was mur-
dered on a death march.

A photograph that seems to be like a page 
torn out of a Joseph Roth story.

This remarkable snapshot is like an iconic 
image of the Holocaust, just one that we 
have never seen before. It is so poignant it 
is almost painful.

1939: CZECH REPUBLIC

Opposite our house in Krakow was this 
convent, and during World War I the nuns 
turned it into a hospital. Grandfather in-
vited the wounded Jewish soldiers in the 
Austrian army to join us for Passover. They 
couldn’t fit in the house so the seder was in 
the summer house and it had to be during 
the day. On the trellis behind the table hung 
a portrait of the emperor, Franz Joseph. 
The soldiers came from Hungary, Slovenia, 
Austria, Croatia. They were so grateful that 
Grandfather did this. They couldn’t stop 
thanking him.

The whole family is there and my Mama is 
in the white apron. Until her dying day she 
got angry when she saw this picture. “Why 
didn’t you tell me to take off that apron!

1916: POLAND
EMILIA LEIBEL

ANNA HYNDRAKOVA

Interviewer: Pavla Neuner, Photo taken in: Prague, 1941

Interviewer: Jolanta Jaworska, Photo taken in: Krakow, 1915

IMAGES OF A JEWISH CENTURY
Four iconic images of a troubled, turbulent century

INTERVIEWS & IMAGES

Imagine yourself in 2050, long after the the last time witnesses to a world destroyed have left 
us (and most of us have, too). The stories they have told us will become that much more pre- 
cious, because the elderly Jews we interviewed between 2000 and 2009 will act as a personal link back to 
the Jewish world of yesterday—and not just stories about the destruction of that world. In this section of our 
report, we divide pictures and stories into the four regions in which we worked.

This photo is from Yom Kippur. The soldier 
who is standing, Izak Rofe, was our rabbi. 
He went to a commander, asking for one-
and-a-half days off for Yom Kippur, and a 
colonel gave us the time off. 

There were around 80-100 Jews here. 
All of the Jews fasted. The next day, we 
said prayers, and did all the duties of Yom 
Kippur. And in this matter, we were truly 
grateful to our commanders. While Jews 
were being slaughtered in Europe, thank 
God we were able to fulfill our religious 
obligations as Turkish soldiers.

Jewish life in the Soviet Union was severe-
ly proscribed. Show up regularly at syna-

gogue services and you could be fired from 
your job, your children refused admission 

to university. This touching photograph, 
which looks almost like a painting, tells 

of the internal Jewish life in Stalin’s USSR 
then.

An image so outside our understanding of 
European Jews during the Second World 
War it is hard to quite fathom. Taken a year 
after the Hungarian photograph on this 
page, these Turkish Jewish soldiers are at 
prayer—in September 1943.

1942: TURKEY
NESIM LEVI

Interviewer: Miriam Sulam, Photo taken in: Malatya, 1943

Interviewer: Vera Postavinskaya, Photo taken in: Leningrad, 1928

1950: RUSSIA
MARK EPSTEIN

This photo was taken in Leningrad and 
shows my parents sitting next to each 
other and one of their friends during the 
Passover  .

My father came from a big family with 
five children who were all well educated. 
I guess my father was the oldest child in 
the family. He was an excellent tailor. He 
had a lot of customers and not only in the 
city; some of them came from other cit-
ies. 

Father was also a religious person, and 
prayed and attended synagogue.

»Fifteen years before Centropa embarked on its interview program 
with elderly Jews, there were no technologies to carry out such a 
project. Fifteen years from now, it will surely be too late, as those 
who can tell those tales are rapidly leaving us.« 

Ian Traynor, The Guardian, 3 January 2003
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KOSOVO 

THE BALKANS

This is a picture of Isak and Mazel Simon. 
They were our relatives, and lived near us 
in Pristina. 

All men wore the fez at that time, while 
women wore the kind of kerchiefs you see 
on Mazel’s head. Pristina’s community was 
so totally Sephardic that I never even saw 
an Ashkenazi Jew before refugees from 
Germany started coming in the 1930s.

Our community was rather closed, and 
intermarriage was simply unheard of. I 
remember that when a young girl ran off 
with a Serb, her family went into mourn-
ing. We didn’t even have much of a rela-
tionship with the other Jewish commu-
nities in Yugoslavia. Today, there isn’t a 
single Jew left in Pristina.

Interviewer: Rachel C. Asiel, Photo taken in: Pristina. 1920s

NISIM NAVON

The overwhelming majority of Jews interviewed in these com-
munities were Sephardic, and many could trace their family roots 
back hundreds of years to their expulsion from Spain in 1492. 

Compared to Ashkenazi communities, the world of the Balkan 
Sephardim was relatively small; there were probably less than 
three hundred thousand of them at their peak at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. 

During the Second World War, Turkey remained neutral and its 
Jews were untouched, although a ruinous wealth tax levied against 
all non-Muslims wiped out a great many of them financially.

Bulgaria protected its Jewish population of some forty-eight 
thousand but did deport over eleven thousand Jews from Bul-
garian occupied-Thrace and Bulgarian-occupied Macedonia. 

Not a single one of those deportees returned alive. 

All of the Jewish communities in former Yugoslavia suffered ru-
inously. The story of the Croatian fascist Ustashe are well known. 
Less well known is the fact when the SS demanded a round-up 
of the Jews of Serbia, nearly every Jew was delivered to them 
by a Serbian policeman.

Many of those Jews in the Balkans who survived the Holocaust 
chose to flee the region with the coming of Communism, but 
Jewish communities still exist in at least a dozen cities—Zagreb, 
Belgrade, Sofia, and Sarajevo are the biggest among them. Sad 
to say, however, the economies in all of these countries are fairly 
dismal, with little uptick in sight. That means those with language 
skills and ambition look for ways to better their lives, outside 
their countries and away from these communities.

Here I am (center) with my fellow Jewish Parti sans; Viktor (Bustrik) is on the left, Nisim 
(Miki) is on the right. 

Miki joined the Partisans a little earlier than I did. He was a supplier. After the war he lived 
in Belgrade, where he ran an estate. He went to Israel during the bombings in the 1990s 
and died soon after.

Bustrik was renowned as a fighter but was barely literate. After the war, Tito’s govern-
ment sent this war hero to Istanbul as a diplomat, but they quickly realized he’d need 
some proper schooling. He chose to go to Israel instead, and died not long ago.

MACEDONIA 
BENO RUSO Interviewer: Rachel C. Asiel, Photo taken in: Skopje, 1942

My father, Yasef Eskenazi Coyas, before his military service. He is on the right, with a 
very good friend of his who used to make ice cream. They are at a coffee house, smok-
ing a nargile (water pipe), drinking coffee, and playing backgammon. 

This was during the final period of the Ottoman Empire, and the men are still wearing 
the traditional fez hat. In those times, it was customary for men to spend their free 
time in coffee houses, and I think this picture was taken in a coffee house garden in 
the Yedikule district.

TURKEY 
SAMI COYAS Interviewer: Tuna Saylag, Photo taken in: Istanbul, 1910s 

Here we are with Father Andrej Tumpej, the priest who saved our lives and was award-
ed a Righteous Gentile award after his death. 

Father Andrej gave my sister and me fake documents and a place to live, and he en-
rolled us in school. He hid two other Jewish girls. Up in Banovo Brdo there was a cem-
etery. During the day they hid in the cemetery, and at night they came to him. He gave 
them a place to sleep so that they wouldn’t freeze.

Interviewer: Rachel C. Asiel, Photo taken in: Banovo Brdo. 1947

MATILDA KALEF CERGE
SERBIA 

Interviewer: D. Sardi, E. Andor, Photo taken in: Rijeka. 1942

My sister Klara married Francesco Nauman from Rijeka, which was then called Fiume. 
They had this funny set of pictures taken.

Francesco was a wealthy businessman. His family sold fancy leather goods, clothes, 
and all kinds of luxury accessories. Rijeka was in the Italian zone of occupation at the 
beginning of the war and Klara’s family was quite safe.

Then in September 1943 Italy capitulated. The Germans occupied Rijeka. Some Jews were 
lucky enough to flee into Italy itself, where nearly all of them survived. But my sister, her 
husband, and children remained and were deported to their deaths in Auschwitz.

CROATIA 
MIKLOS BRAUN

Interviewer: Paris Papamichos, Photo taken in: Thessaloniki, 1920s

This is a picture of me, my cousin Toris Modiano, and my younger brother Danny. 

Usually in Sephardic families the first male child born takes the name of his pater-
nal grandfather, and the second one takes the name of the maternal one. Thus, I was 
named after Haim Alvo, while my brother was named for our maternal grandfather, 
Daniel Saltiel.

Danny and I both escaped from the ghetto in Thessaloniki during the war and joined in 
the fighting. The journey from Greece to North Africa required us to cross enemy lines, 
but somehow we made it.

GREECE 
MICO ALVO

This picture is of the Purim holiday at the Jewish school in Yambol in the 1930s. I am 
standing in the second row, second from left.

I received my primary education at a Jewish school. We studied different subjects and 
Hebrew. I used to love math and geography. I recall the names of two of my teachers: 
Leo Cohen and Ms. Rashel.

After fourth grade a commission from the Ministry of Education came and tested our 
knowledge. We all did well.

Interviewer: Svetalana Avdala, Photo taken in: Yambol, 1930s

BULGARIA 
LEON ANZHEL

My father’s family, the Montiljos. He was a merchant and had a small shop in the old 
part of town. He was better off than some of the other Jewish merchants at the time.

My grandparents were deeply religious. They had 11 children, I do know that.

Grandfather died just before the war, and my grandmother hid with us until liberation. 
She left for Israel with her son David afterward, and couldn’t bear to return. She died 
at the age of 96.

Interviewer: Klara Azulaj, Photo taken in: Sarajevo, 1917

SERBIA 
HANA GASIC

»There are only two or three 
human stories, and they go 
on repeating themselves as 
fiercely as if they had never 
happened before.« 

Willa Cather
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How Jewish families remember the interwar period in what was 
the Soviet Union depends very much on where they happened 
to live then. 

At the close of the First World War, large tracts of Ukraine had 
been grabbed by or awarded to Romania, Hungary, and Poland, 
and only reverted back to Ukraine at the end of the Second 
World War. Our interviewees who grew up in the interwar de-
cades outside the borders of the USSR lived in genuinely Jewish 
households, attended Jewish schools, celebrated religious holi-
days, and joined Zionist youth clubs. 

Not so our interviewees in Soviet Ukraine and in Russia. Their 

lives were no less interesting, but they were certainly not as ob-
servant, as the Communists shuttered synagogues and religious 
schools throughout the country. Stalin’s enforced famine in 1932 
brought starvation and death to over three million Ukrainians—
of every ethnicity.

All their stories make for fascinating reading during the Second 
World War, stories of front line soldiers, women who served 
as combat doctors, or entire families who fled to Central Asia. 
Those who did not manage to get away in Ukraine were shot, en 
masse, and Jews in Leningrad (now St Petersburg) starved like 
everyone else.

Interviewer: Zhanna Litinskaya, Photos taken in: Kiev, 1941

UKRAINE
DORA POSTRELKO

That’s my sister, Hana Gehtman, and her fiance, Sasha Goldberg.

Hana had tuberculosis in 1936 but had recovered completely. 
She and Sasha were in love and we saw him off in June 1941 when 
the war started. Then we fled to the east.

“Take care of her,” he told me. But Hana came down with her 
illness again and died in Kuibyshev in February 1942. Sasha kept 
writing to her, and I answered those letters, pretending I was 
Hana. After the war, I told him. He never spoke with me again.

THE FORMER SOVIET UNION

Interviewer: Svetlana Bogdanova, Photo taken in: Moscow, 1996

RUSSIA
VLADIMIR TARSKIY

My grandchildren Maya and Misha Kurilenko in their home playing 
chess. They are fond of playing chess, particularly my grandson. 
He often calls me and says: ‘Granny, we haven’t played chess 
for a long time.’ My daughter Natasha was a school champion in 
chess. 

Natasha got married in 1980. Her husband, Alexandr Kurilenko, is 
a chemist who worked in the space industry and was responsible 
for fueling missiles. Recently he retired in the rank of colonel. 

My grandchildren are a mixture of Russian-Ukrainian-Jewish 
blood. My granddaughter Maya is a 4th-year student of the psy-
chology department of the Jewish University. 

Interviewer: Zhanna Litinskaya, Photo taken in: Belarus, 1942

BELARUS
GALINA BARSKAYA

This is my husband, Semen Natov (Radulsky). He sent it to me in 
Pervouralsk, where I had been evacuated. The inscription says, 
“To Galochka! To my dear friend, from Senya. November 1942.” 

I still have his pictures and letters from the front, in which he 
wrote how much he loved my son and me, and what a wonderful 
life we would have after the war.

Well, there was no happy life after the war. In 1944, I was sum-
moned to the military committee and given a death certifi-
cate for my husband. He was killed in fighting for the village of 
Babinovichi in Belarus.

THE BALTICS AND MOLDOVA

That’s me in the center, with my brother Solomon (left) 
and Yakov (right). 

When we were born, my father was in the waiting room 
and the nurse came out and said, “you have a boy!” My 
father was very happy. 

So she went back into the room, then came out and said 
to him, “You have a boy!” And he said, “I know that.” But 
she said, “Now you have another.” He was startled, and 
when he saw her going back in the operating room a 
second time, he yelled, “Don’t you go back in there and 
then come out again like that!”

Interviewer: Svetlana Kovalchuk, Photo taken in: Dvinsk, 1912

LATVIA
SIMON GUTMAN

It may seem odd to lump the three Baltic states and Mol-
dova together but here were four countries in between 
the two world wars where Jews lived fully developed 
Jewish lives without Communist rule, and our pictures 
and stories attest to this. Moldova was then part of Ro-
mania, the three Baltic states were independent, having 
been freed from Russian rule after the First World War.

Centropa’s teams conducted nearly seventy interviews 
in the three Baltic states and some two dozen in Mol-
dova. Together, they provide a window into communities 
that are all but gone now, as those Jews who didn’t flee 
eastward into the Soviet Union were murdered—in the 
case of Lithuania, ninety-five percent.

Interviewer: Zhanna Litinskaya, Photo taken in: Vilnius, 1930s Interviewer: Svetlana Bogdanova, Photo taken in: Beltsy, 1937s

LITHUANIA
FANIA BRANTSOVSKAYA

MOLDOVA
MICHAEL KOTLIAR

This is in the courtyard of the Sophia Gurewich School in 
Vilnius. I’m first from left in the top row. Most of the chil-
dren in this picture did not survive the war, and I heard 
Mrs. Gurewich perished in the Vilnius Ghetto.

It was a Yiddish school but absolutely not religious and 
not really Zionist. Vilnius was filled with Jewish schools 
with a Zionist orientation that taught in Hebrew, an-
ti-Zionist schools that were very religious and taught in 
Yiddish, schools like ours, and several schools that taught 
in Polish, because after World War I, Vilnius was in Poland.

Here is my brother (middle) and my sister with a friend. 
This is the only prewar photograph from our hometown. 
All our belongings and documents were destroyed on 
the first day of the war, when a bomb hit our house. 

My older brother went to cheder when he turned 6 and 
began to work at the age of 9. He became a shoemaker’s 
apprentice. 

My sister had a teacher at home with whom she studied 
Yiddish and Hebrew. In 1940 Moldova became a part of the 
Soviet Union and neither my brother nor I studied at ched-
er. The Soviet authorities forbade religion and all religious 
institutions were closed.

Interviewer: Ella Levitskaya, Photo taken in: Tallinn, 1928

ESTONIA
SIMON RAPOPORT

This picture was taken in front of the Jewish community 
building on Kralja Petra Street. This is the Jewish religion 
class. I am in the row that’s sitting, second from left.

We all went to a secular elementary school with non-
Jews. Since religious studies were obligatory, the Jewish 
children were given their own class after school. All the 

Jewish kids from the neighborhood gathered together 
and we learned traditions, Bible studies, and Hebrew. I 
didn’t pick up much of the Hebrew, and do not remem-
ber much about these classes.

Almost no one from this picture survived the war, but I 
think around five did.
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GERMANY 

CENTRAL EUROPE

This picture shows my daughters Bessy 
Aharoin (née Weisz) and Lilly Drill (née 
Weisz) at a Purim fest in the Jewish kin-
dergarten in Berlin.

Bessy was born on December 10, 1929, 
and Lilly on May 6, 1933. In September 
1939, when Lilly was about to be en-
rolled in elementary school, we fled to 
Budapest, my husband’s hometown. 

Interviewer: Tanja Eckstein, Photo taken in: Berlin,1936

ROSA ROSENSTEIN

Other than the fact that most of these Jewish communities had once been part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire before 1918, they had little else in common. The communi-
ties in interwar Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and Romania were all hugely diverse, 
even inside their respective countries. Hungary, for example, had some of the most 
highly educated Jews in Central Europe including families that had been ennobled as 
counts and barons, but there were also rural, genuine Yiddish speaking communities. 
Czech Jews were more integrated with their surroundings than rural Slovak Jews; Ro-
mania’s communities ran the gamut; and Poland, at three million three hundred thou-
sand, was the largest Jewish community in the world. Vienna had nearly two hundred 
thousand Jews in the interwar years, and like everywhere else, they ranged from “Os-
tjuden” (eastern Jews) who were pious and traditional to bank directors, symphony 
conductors, and scientists. 

The only Jewish community in Central Europe to survive in great numbers during the 
Holocaust was that of Budapest. Adolf Eichmann had divided the country into eleven 
zones of occupation after the German occupation in March 1944, but by the time he 
began deporting the Jews of Budapest in June of that year, Allied pressure forced 
Hungary’s leader, Governor Horthy, to halt the deportations. Although they suffered 
horribly, by the time the Soviet Army liberated Budapest in January 1945, there were 
some seventy thousand Jews still alive in the infamous Budapest ghetto, and more 
yet returned from death marches and the liberation of the camps that spring. In the 
decades that followed, the majority of Hungary’s Jews chose to stay in their country, 
which means this is the largest Jewish community today between Paris and Moscow.

This is my grandfather on my mother’s side, Julius Hahn (second 
from left), with friends in Karlovy Vary.

My grandfather was the manager of a store on Michalska Street 
in Bratislava. It was a well-known store which belonged to the M. 
Neuman Clothing Company of Vienna. They opened a branch in 
Bratislava and my grandfather became the manager. 

My grandparents regularly went to the Karlovy Vary spa. A week 
at Karlovy Vary was good for the digestion, as they used to say. 

CZECH REPUBLIC 
KATARINA LOEFFLEROVA

Interviewer: Martin Korcok, Photo taken in: Karlovy Vary, 1919

This is my uncle Alexander Uri (photo on left) when he was an infantryman for the 
Austro-Hungarian Army during World War I. You can see the Magen David on the cap 
that he is holding in his hand. As a young man, he enlisted in the Tyrolean Regiment and 
then in a special battalion called the Deutschmeister.

The picture on the right shows him in a kibbutz, where he lived later. He was religious, 
but not as much as my grandfather would have liked him to be. One day, my uncle 
Alexander suddenly heard a voice telling him, ”You have chosen the wrong path, follow 
the path of your ancestors.“ Uncle Alexander knew exactly what that meant, and short-
ly thereafter he moved to Jerusalem. He became very religious, had many children, 
and worked for 60 years in the Shaarej Zedek hospital in Jerusalem.

AUSTRIA 
MAX URI

Interviewer: Tuna Saylag, Photo taken in: Jerusalem, 1910s & 1940

Interviewer: Barbora Pokreis, Photo taken in: Slovakia,1923

Interviewer: Anka Grupinska, Photo taken in: Kielce,1936

Interviewer: Mihaly Andor, Photo taken in: Budapest,1942

Interviewer: Georgeta Pana, Photo taken in: Bucharest,1920

PAVOL SKALICKY
SLOVAKIA

POLAND

HUNGARY

ROMANIA

This is the family of my great-grandpar-
ents Július and Júlia Steiner. They are 
both sitting in the center.

My great-grandparents had 10 children, 
one of whom was my grandmother, 
Irma Weissová. She was born in 1882 in 
Prievidza. She had seven children; her 
daughter is my mother, Edita Weissova 
Silberstein.

My mother was born in Prievidza in 1918. 
She died in Kosice in 1995. In this photo, 
she is the first one in the second row; she 
is sitting with her mother. My maternal 
grandfather was Adolf Weiss. He died in 
1920, at the age of 43, in a traffic accident 
while driving a horse carriage.

This is a photograph of my father, my grandfather and my fa-
ther’s brother Moric playing chess. Dad became addicted to 
chess – an addiction that cost us plenty. Father and Moric would 
sit in one of two patisseries and play chess for money for hours. 
My mother hated it, because the games didn’t bring in any prof-
it. Only losses.

In the patisserie it was not only Jews playing among themselves 
– religion, profession played no role there, because chess itself 
was something we could call an ecumenical calling. People got 
together because they liked chess.

JULIAN GRINGRAS

These are reserve officers who established the Committee of 
Jewish Ex-Servicemen in the Dohany Street Synagogue in 1942. 
My father, Miksa Domonkos, is third from left in the first row. 

During High Holidays they tried to convince as many officers who 
served in World War I as possible to come, so that they could 
show that regardless of the anti-Jewish laws, we did have a past. 
Given the circumstances at that time it was a significant thing, 
that in spite of the anti-Jewish laws they put on their uniform 
and went to synagogue.

ISTVAN DOMONKOS

This is my mother, Surica Tobias (first from left), before she got married. The other 
women are friends of hers. 

She was born in Piatra Neamt and in 1920 left on her own for Bucharest to find a job. It 
was a matchmaker who helped her meet my father. They were engaged in June 1922. 
A few months later they had a Jewish wedding, before the rabbi, under the chuppah 
(wedding canopy), but they also went to the civil authorities. My mother kept in touch 
with that matchmaker; they would sometimes meet and talk about family, hardships, 
and children.

TICU GOLDSTEIN
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THANKING THOSE WHO 
SHARED THEIR STORIES  
WITH US

They have borne all the blows life leveled at them and in the autumn  
of their lives, they exhibit warmth, friendship, and a generosity of spirit.

That they were all born as European Jews in the first part of the 20th 
 century means the blows were not in short supply.

In the spring of 2006, as we began winding down the in-
terviews we’d been conducting in Vienna, we thought it 
would be a good idea to hold an afternoon Kaffee und 
Kuchen for those who had shared their life stories with 
us. Our chief interviewer, Tanja Eckstein, had conducted 
seventy-one interviews by then and we sent invitations 
to sixty of our seniors (we had lost some already). 

Ninety people showed up, having brought along friends, 
spouses, and grandchildren. The US, British, and Israeli 
ambassadors sponsored the event and were thrilled to 
meet our seniors Some of our interviewees, who had 
spent the war in British-mandate Palestine, gathered 
around the Israeli ambassador. Our Kindertransport se-

niors sat at a table with the British ambassador, and Su-
san McCaw, the US ambassador, spoke with three of our 
interviewees who had spent the war years in New York 
before returning home.

After the ambassadors departed in their shiny limou-
sines, our guests lingered on, and as each of them made 
their way out the door of Vienna’s kosher restaurant, 
they asked, “So can we do this again next month?”

Since then, we have met eleven months every year, 
which means we have served either strudel and capuc-
cino, or festival meals like at Hanukkah, Rosh Hashanah, 
or Passover, one hundred ten times.

Not to be outdone, our Budapest office began holding 
events for our seniors there, and whether it is in Vienna 
or Budapest, we ask journalists and novelists, actors and 
playwrights, politicians and diplomats, to come and meet 
with them every month, which they invariably do.

Surely Centropa is the only oral history institute in the 
world that has its own social club, and even though our 
clubs are inevitably growing smaller, we do this to pay 
tribute to those who have shared with us their pictures 
and their stories. After all, we’re hardly giving back for all 
they shared with us.

CAFE CENTROPA



1716

A PORTAL, AN ENTRANCE
Public History online and in your phone.

When Centropa’s English and German language websites 
launched in September, 2002, we were blessed with 
great press coverage: TIME, The New York Times (twice), 
The Guardian, The Times of London, Ha’aretz, Die Welt, 
Der Standard, Die Zeit all wrote about us, and we were 
featured on NPR and BBC. Journalists—and everyone 
else—were clearly delighted with what they could find on 
our website.

Our goal from the beginning was to give the general pub-
lic a way of exploring the twentieth century through the 
life stories and family pictures of those who survived all 
the twentieth century could throw at them. For academ-
ics who required original language audio recordings or 
written transcripts, they would be able to request them 
with the click of a mouse, the swipe of a finger. 

More than five thousand unique visitors began coming to 
our website every month and since our website’s launch, 
that number of monthly visitors has now tripled, register-
ing on average more than a million hits each year.

Over the years we have continually upgraded the pro-
gramming behind our search engine, migrating it to ever 
larger servers that provide search results with lightning 
speed. And our advanced photo search lets visitors ex-
plore family names, countries, and themes, as well as 
topics such as Soldiers in the Austro-Hungarian Army, 
Class Portraits, and Vacation Pictures.

Every picture comes with its own story, and every pic-
ture is linked to the family biography and family tree.

»Using the Centropa website is like 
sitting on a sofa next to an elderly 
man or woman, who starts telling 
you stories and showing you pictures. 
And such stories! They run the gamut 
from the small comedies of everyday 
life to the great tragedies that befell 
them.«

 Joachim Riedl, Die Zeit, March 2002

WWW.CENTROPA.ORG

From the outset, we assumed that 
anyone interested in European 
Jewish history would want to 
explore more than family stories, 
and since 2002 we have been 
turning to Ruth Ellen Gruber, who 
has published both historical 
studies and guide books to Jewish 
sites throughout this region. We 
asked Ruth to provide itineraries 
that are great for both tourists 
and armchair travelers alike. Ruth 
has contributed some two dozen 
travel pieces to our website, from 
stories on Polish shtetls to look-
ing for graves in the Hungarian 
countryside; from explorations of 
Balkan communities to Lithuania.

Jayne Cohen is the author of the 
highly acclaimed Jewish Holiday 

Cooking, an exploration of recipes 
and stories all about Jewish foods, 

both traditional and new. Jayne 
has been contributing essays and 

recipes to our website for the past 
seven years, while at the same time 

we have been compiling and pub-
lishing recipes from our interview-

ees, as well as our teams in Greece 
and Turkey and elsewhere. We have 

more than a hundred recipes and 
stories about food on our site; the 

archive continues to grow.
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FAMILY ALBUMS YOU CAN 
WALK THROUGH

EXHIBITIONS

Back in 2000, the idea of creating exhibitions based on our archive hadn’t 
even occurred to us, but in 2005 we received a call from Daniel Blum, cul-
tural attaché of the German Embassy in Sofia. Daniel told us that the cente-
nary of Nobel Prize-winning author Elias Canetti was approaching, and Daniel 
had been looking through Centropa’s online Bulgarian database. “So couldn’t 
one just print your best pictures and add the stories that go with them?” he 
asked. 

Our eyes widened. So began a concept that we have now implemented in 
Turkey, Hungary, Lithuania, and Poland. Two of Europe’s capitals of culture—
the Romanian city of Sibiu and the Austrian city of Linz—commissioned us to 
make exhibitions for them, and the Spanish Foreign Ministry commissioned 
us to create an exhibition on all our Balkan Sephardic communities.

To this day, every one of these exhibitions continues to travel to schools, 
libraries, cultural centers, and public spaces in nine countries, and a visit to a 
Centropa exhibition is like going through a giant family album—one that you 
actually walk through.

JEWS AND MUSLIMS, SERBS AND 
CROATS DON’T GET ALONG? 
Meet the people who didn’t get the memo.
The events that took place in an old synagogue in the 
middle of the Bosnian war zone in the 1990s have the 
power to move us decades later because they tell the 
story of ordinary people doing extraordinary things in 
the most extraordinary circumstances. 

When war came in 1992, most outsiders felt the city’s 
few remaining Jews—Holocaust survivors and their fam-

ilies—would abandon Sarajevo. After all, this was an eth-
nic conflict and had nothing to do with them. And while 
most Jews did seek refuge elsewhere, a small band re-
mained in the city of their birth, turned their synagogue 
into a humanitarian aid agency, and asked their neigh-
bors of every ethnicity to stand with them. During the 
next three and a half years, more than fifty volunteers 
doled out food, medicine, and hope in equal measure. 

Never in our fifteen years have we created a project that 
has spread its wings so widely, and our annual report 
shows how we created three traveling exhibitions based 
on this story. In the following section, we show how the 
story of La Benevolencija has become one of the main-
stays of our educational program—in nine countries. 

OUR SURVIVAL IN SARAJEVO EXHIBITION

US AMBASSADOR SAMANTHA POWER OPENS EXHIBITION IN NEW YORK, 2014RUSSELL ROTUNDA, US SENATE, MAY 2014 

LEFT: PHILADELPHIA FREE LIBRARY, MAY 2014 SAN FRANCISCO PUBLIC LIBRARY, JANUARY 2014

SARAJEVO, BiH, OCTOBER 2015 & NIS, SERBIA, NOVEMBER 2013



2120

Smart-phone apps are now as much a part of our lives 
as the smartphones (read: mini high-powered comput-
er that makes phone calls and takes pictures). You can 
download apps that will tell you when to flip a steak, have 
an audio book read to you, or present you with the lat-
est news. Apps are used extensively in education and in 
tourism; you can now walk the streets of any number of 
cities and learn about buildings and the historical events 
that took place in them, tour First World War battlefields, 
and—our favorite—learn more about the painting in front 
of you in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum. 

In our opinion, the best apps tell stories and pull you in, and 
our first app is pure story. In 2005, when one of Centropa’s 
interviewers, Magdelena Bizon, stepped into the Krakow 
apartment of eighty-year old Teofila, or Tosia, Silberring, 
Magdelena had no idea that Tosia would spend more than 
twenty-five hours over seven visits with her. But she did, 
with Tosia pouring tea while regaling Magdalena with stories. 
What makes Tosia’s biography so special when we read it to-
day (she passed away in 2010) is that Tosia remembered the 
old Jewish quarter of Krakow—literally—by door number. 

Here is where her brother Henryk has is bar mitzvah and 
Tosia threw a temper tantrum because, “I didn’t get any 
presents!” Just down the street on Miodowa, in that red 
brick building, was Tosia’s elementary school, and around 
the corner was the church she would go to on Sunday with 
her maid, while during the week she attended Dr Hilfstein’s 
Hebrew Gymnasium, “and were the kids there rich? Well 
let me tell you about those Liban sisters!” she exclaimed.

At the age of thirteen, Tosia embarked on a six-year jour-
ney during which the murder machine of Nazi Germany 
was aimed directly at her, and somehow, through ghet-
tos and medical experiments, death marches and con-
centration camps, spoiled, rich little Tosia managed to 
survive it all, returning home to find her home occupied 
and everyone in the family dead. Then, step by step, she 
put her life back together. 

What makes Tosia’s story even more compelling is that 
she spent the rest of her life looking for every Pole who 
had given her a crust of bread during those six years, so 
she could help them, too. And her story ends in an ele-

gant Viennese-style café in the center of Krakow, where 
a German man approached her, got on his knees, offered 
her flowers and told Tosia he worked for a foundation 
that was paying medical bills for Holocaust survivors and 
asked if there was anything he could do for her. 

One woman’s story and an arc of redemption. In 2015 we 
embarked on one of our most ambitious projects yet: a 
walking tour app of Tosia’s story.  Actresses narrate her 
story in Hebrew, English, German, and Polish, and we 
have been working with editors, translators and a cutting 
edge app designer to create a new way of experiencing 
Krakow. Polish high school teachers and students have 
been testing out our early versions, and with their feed-
back we are turning this fascinating story into a walking 
tour that brings visitors with Tosia through her life story, 
as they walk the streets of Krakow. This is an experience 
they will not long forget.

OUR FIRST WALKING 
TOUR APP

CENTROPA SMART PHONE APPS

OUR SCREENING ROOM
CENTROPA FILMS

As we have made clear in the previous sections, by deconstructing our interviewees’ life stories into shorter chapters 
illustrated by their family pictures, we have been able to create illustrated books, traveling exhibitions, even walking 
tour apps. And although we did not use video while interviewing our respondents, that did not mean we couldn’t 
make films.

In 2005 we began experimenting with some of the newest Adobe software, programs that earlier had cost tens of 
thousands of dollars and were now within even our reach. By taking some of our interviewees’ old photos and the 
words they used to describe them, we were able to have the photos float across the screen, cut people out, and 
have them morph from baby to child to teenager to adult—all in front of your eyes. Hiring top-notch actors in cities 
like Berlin, Krakow, Budapest, Belgrade, and Vienna, we started making films that immediately found their resonance.

Whether it was on our YouTube channel or on the Centropa website, thousands of viewers were watching these films, 
and in short order it was teachers and students who embraced these stories most warmly. Yet we never make our 
films for students. We simply believe that by making the best films we possibly can, students will respond because 
we’re telling human stories. 

That is why fourteen international film festivals have screened five of our films, Hungarian and Austrian national tele-
vision have shown them, and German, Ukraine, and Serbian public cinemas have screened them, as well. 

The highlight of 2015 was the production of and screening of Return to Rivne, which we will discuss on page 26. 
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VIENNA
STORIESA CENTROPA PUBLICATION

Viennese Jews remember  

the 20 th century in  
words and pictures

The Library of Rescued Memories

Jewish family stories, films and pictures from the Centropa interviews in fifteen European countries

a Centropa book

If Centropa exhibitions—all based on the stories and images we collected—are designed to act 
as giant family albums you can walk through, the books we create to accompany them are just as 
compelling.

By dividing our books (and exhibitions) into themes such as At Work, In School, At Home, In the 
Army, Religious Life, Holocaust, and Portraits, these Romanian, Czech, and Vienna books act as a 
tribute to Jewish memory in each of these communities. When our Vienna book, Wie Wir Gelebt 
Haben, was published in 2008, Der Standard in Vienna called it one of the best books of the year.

The Centropa Jewish Source Books are unique. These volumes offer—on a country by country or 
regional basis—an overview of twentieth century Jewish history. They are also filled with historical 
essays, timelines, important names and dates to know, contemporary news accounts of the fall 
of Communism, and first hand stories of Centropa interviewees. 

By the end of 2015 we had published books on Berlin, the Balkans, Vienna, and Poland, and these 
Source Books have now become a modest income stream for Centropa.

THE CENTROPA READING ROOM
CENTROPA PUBLICATIONS
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»I showed the Centropa video So that Memory Doesn't Die (from Poland) to my stu-
dents today. It all seemed so new and foreign but they had questions and concerns 
and wonderment. They also saw a story that is so much more than Holocaust. It is the 
story of redemption.

My kids struggle with a world bigger than their own. When you come from a school 
that's 94% African-American and 94% of the students depend on free or reduced 
lunches, the events of a foreign war long ago, and of foreign people really can be a 
struggle.

To be honest, school is a struggle, especially the concept that “getting an education 
leads to a better job.” Sadly, for most of my students, parents going off to work each 
day is not a familiar sight. But as I told them in class, we each have a story, our class 
has a story, and that means mankind has a story—and we need to know as much 
about all of those stories as possible.

If my students can even begin to see themselves as more than just poor South Caro-
linians, and can imagine themselves as members of a larger world, then I have taught 
them something more important than any end of course exam can ever measure.«

John Paul Puccinelli, Marion, SC

»Students identify with the stories in 
your films, it makes history personal. 
Learning dry facts cannot do the same. 
Watching documentaries that depress 
them and fill them with horror doesn’t 
work, other than to make them sullen 
and angry. One has to take into con-
sideration that students have emotions 
and very deep feelings. It is the key to 
understanding the teenage mind. Once 
you understand that you will be a much 
better teacher and you will not only 
reach your five best students, but a 
great many more. And Centropa under-
stands that perfectly.« 

Éva Juhász, Zalaegerszeg, Hungary

»Yes, Centropa is different, because it 
does not see itself primarily as a Holo-
caust educators’ seminar. Centropa has a 
number of focii and Holocaust is only one. 
I think that if a person were coming to one 
of your summer programs just for Holo-
caust education they would be disappoint-
ed; Centropa provides so much more.«

Shmuel Afek, New York

EUROPEAN 
JEWISH SCHOOLS

AMERICAN
JEWISH SCHOOLS

AMERICAN
PUBLIC SCHOOLS

EUROPEAN
PUBLIC SCHOOLS

ISRAELI
SCHOOLS

»What I am taking back to my school is how 
to use a story as a learning tool. You don’t 
just do this very well, you are telling stories 
in ways no one else in Israel tells them. 
When a student watches Centropa stories, 
he not only learns, he wants to tell his fam-
ily story and watch stories from others.«

Dikla Lerner, Sciences and Education, Tel Aviv

»Perhaps this is a particularly Russian 
take, but Centropa’s approach brings 
pupils out of the past and into the 
future. Children watch these films and 
really feel part of that story, and part 
of history. Something more: stories of 
ordinary people allow a teenager to feel 
that his or her story is also special. It is 
something to talk about, something to 
share with others. Centropa’s approach 
allows us to make learning more per-
sonal, and that is how you reach stu-
dents.« 

Svetlana Kutuzova, St. Petersburg

FOUR THINGS WE LEARNED 
FROM TEACHERS

EDUCATION

Stories are universal and stories connect us all.
Students find our short multimedia films so compelling because we tell human stories 
they can relate to, and all of our exhibitions are based on old photos and the pictures 
that go with them.

No one teaches a teacher better than another teacher.
We value teachers for their expertise in their content area, their first-hand under-
standing of their students, and their creativity and passion for teaching. That is why 
we always create opportunities for them to design their own lessons during seminars. 
And since we know the value of their time, this gives them the chance to return to 
their classroom with a well developed lesson that they created in collaboration with 
like-minded colleagues. 

Students learning passively is never as effective as having them create their own projects, 
and with today’s technologies they can produce blogs and tweets, videos and apps.
Do students want to learn history, Holocaust, and geography? In many cases, no. But do 
they want to create videos and enter contests? Of course they do.

And we don’t believe in borders.
When teenagers realize their videos will be watched by their counterparts in Ukraine, 
Hungary, Israel, and elsewhere—and that they can watch films made by those  
students—borders fall, stereotypes melt.

We see education today as a borderless classroom in which 
students and teachers in more than twenty countries use 
 Centropa’s content, develop and add to it with their own ideas, 
and share projects and videos with each other as they learn.
We give teachers something just as valuable: a network of educators they can reach out to and work with. Which is why we have grown 
to some five hundred schools in twenty countries—never through top down programs, never through scaling big, but through word of 
mouth and bringing teachers together one by one by one. 

1 2

3 4



2524

EUROPEAN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

As mentioned elsewhere in this report, Centropa was 
founded so we could preserve Jewish memory in the 
lands destroyed by the Holocaust. In the places where 
we sat down with elderly Jews who told us all about 
their lives, millions of Jewish families once lived, and 
millions met indescribable ends—in gas chambers, in 
gas vans, in ghettos where they starved to death, or 
while standing before open pits, waiting for the firing 
squad. 

And while bringing educational programs to American 
and European Jewish schools is vitally important to us, 
as it is to public schools in the US and schools through-
out Israel, we have one over-riding priority: to create a 
sustainable model for Holocaust education in the lands 
where the murders took place and where, for the most 
part, Jews no longer live.

The photograph above reminds us of our mission; this is 
the Jewish cemetery of the Ukrainian town of Bogoslav. 
In 1873, a fourteen-year-old boy by the name of Solo-
mon Rabinovich rode into Bogoslav on a wagon with his 
brother. “We passed by a tumbledown cemetery,” Rabi-
novich—or as we would come to know him, Sholem Ale-
ichem—wrote in his memoir, From the Fair. Clearly, the 
cemetery is still tumbledown, but unlike that summer 
afternoon when Sholem Aleichem rode into a bustling 
shtetl full of Jewish life, there are no Jews in Bogoslav 
today. And with no one to remember them, the memory 
of them vanishes.

But it does not have to be, and it should not be, and the 
sustainable model we are building will help teachers and 
students come to understand that the Jewish history of 
their town belongs to them, that it is part of the history 
and culture and fabric of their town. 

These are the five steps we have been taking in nine Eu-
ropean countries to achieve measurable, solid sustain-
ability. And it all centers around those in every society 
who have the greatest impact on memory and on civil 
society: classroom teachers.

First, we make a great video based on a personal story 
from each country. A biography told in their language—
one that stretches from the 1920s until our own time—is 
a sure fire way to draw teenagers in. 

The second step is creating a website in each language 
that will give students and teachers a place to find Cen-
tropa pictures and biographies (or at least summaries), 
along with either written or video lectures by scholars 
and materials to download.

Each of these websites grows into an easy-to-access 
online resource center, because local teachers upload 
and share the lesson plans that have worked best for 
them, while students upload the videos they have made 
on their town’s Jewish history (discussed below). We 
even upload our exhibitions on each country so stu-
dents can download and print them, and display them 
in their schools.

»The movie about Teofila Silberring 
made quite an impression on my stu-
dents, as well as my fellow teachers. 
Some even cried. No one failed to no-
tice the words of Tosia’s father, who 
told her, ‘never stop learning.’ The fact 
that after the war Tosia went looking 
for Poles who had helped her really 
affected them. It made them feel that 
now they were part of the story.«

Beate Skuza, Wroclaw, Poland

EDUCATION

»Centropa has a unique philosophy 
about history, stories, people, and 
borders. It's what we need to become 
better teachers. The basic point of 
Centropa that "nobody teaches a 
teacher better than another teacher" 
is proven during CSA [Centropa Sum-
mer Academies]. ‘We don't believe 
in borders’ is also proven and a great 
opportunity for us who were part 
of it, and definitely other teachers 
should try it. We simply do not have 
this sort of thinking in Greece. It is 
most welcome; I wish you much suc-
cess in expanding here.«

Maria Bitakou, 1o Lyceum Palaio Faliro, Athens, Greece

The third step: once we have a film to show students and 
an online resource center, we begin holding seminars for 
teachers to help them utilize these tools, and to share 
their successes with one another.

Centropa seminars are where teachers screen films and 
write up their own lesson plans. Having a local historian 
on hand means they can plug in the facts they need—
right on the spot. But Centropa seminars are very rarely 
frontal; most of the time teachers spend with us they 
spend huddled around a table with other classroom 
practitioners. As stated elsewhere in this report, we 
never hand teachers a lesson plan for them to use; we 
give them the tools and ask them to create their own. 
That way, on the very day they return to class, they have 
a program they have developed themselves.

At Centropa European seminars, we also announce stu-
dent competitions—and nothing fires up the teenage 
brain like the word “competition!” Above, you are look-
ing at the winners of a 2013 video competition in Poland, 
all of who made videos on Our Town’s Jewish History. 
Asking European students to create such films in English 
means students are learning English, History, Holocaust, 
Creative Writing, and Video—all in a single project-based 
program. Even better, these teenagers learn to use orig-

inal documents to find out where the synagogue once 
stood, or the Jewish school. Then they go out and vid-
eo whatever is there now, and add it to their film. They 
locate and traipse out to the Jewish cemetery (if it’s 
still there) and often end their story standing on the rail 
tracks, just at the spot from where their city’s Jews were 
deported.

This kind of cross-curricular learning is what teachers 
want because it incorporates so many skills and sub-
jects, but even better these teenagers, who have looked 
at pictures and sought out locations of their town’s Jew-
ish history, are deeply moved by what they have found 
and pieced together. They have made the town’s Jewish 
history theirs and they feel connected to it.

But there is final step we travel with them, and that is to 
provide a special kind of validation: we connect these 
European students with Centropa students in cities like 
Newark, Baltimore, Houston, Detroit, and Charleston, 
who in turn are now creating videos on the Civil Rights 
movement in America—and that means together, these 
teenagers are learning from each other. The end result 
is that on both sides of the Atlantic, we expand horizons 
while shrinking worlds. And that, from the beginning, is 
what education has always been about.
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SPECIAL FOCUS: UKRAINE
EDUCATION

There is no country more relevant to what we are doing 
in Europe than Ukraine. Here, in a country facing enor-
mous difficulties, we have found teachers and students 
willing to work with us, and eager to connect with their 
counterparts in the West.

We have also been quite fortunate because in 2013 there 
was a Ukrainian story we knew we wanted to share with 
Ukrainians, one we felt sure would deeply move them. 

That story begins in in the fall of 1941, a few weeks after 
the Germans took control of the city of Rivne. Two sisters, 
Eva Weiner and Sonia Guralnik, grabbed their daughters 
Ruchel and Raya, and fled through the woods to a farm-
er they knew outside of town. There they remained for 
twenty-eight months, hiding under the eaves of his barn 
or in a hole in the ground he prepared for them. Every-
one else in their families, and seventeen thousand five 
hundred other Jews, were marched out of Rivne, shot, 
and dumped in a ravine.

Ruchel, who changed her name to Shelly, and Raya, 
could not bring themselves to return to Rivne, although 
they continued to stay in touch with the family that hid 

them. But the two women, who were living in Greens-
boro, North Carolina, as they approached their eighties, 
decided in 2013 to make that journey—to visit the farm-
er’s family, to stand in the barn where they had been hid-
den, and to say a prayer for the dead at the mass grave 
where their families are interred. 

We at Centropa made a film about that visit, and through 
the use of animation, archival and new photographs, and 
Shelly’s and Raya’s narration, we put together a film that 
has already been selected for two international film fes-
tivals and won first place in a festival in Israel.

Starting in the summer of 2015, we began showing the 
film, Return to Rivne, all over Ukraine, and when friends 
started sharing it with each other in Rivne itself some-
thing special happened. Families began speaking with 
each other—school directors, university students, parish 
priests, housewives. And on a weekend morning in Oc-
tober 2015, they stood at the edge of the Jewish ceme-
tery, which had not been tended since 1945, and began 
raking away the leaves, digging around the tombstones, 
and paying the kind of respect one gives to one’s own 
heritage.

Thanks to grants from the German Foreign Office and 
the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, our 
European director Fabian Ruehle developed a program 
to bring together teachers from Poland and Germany to 
work alongside our Ukrainian teachers. Polish teachers 
are ideally situated to explain how they made their own 
long journey into Holocaust education, and how much 
Polish students love making films and sharing them with 
students in other countries. Our German school direc-
tors and teachers were keen to get involved, and are al-
ready helping the Ukrainians apply for grants for school 
exchanges. 

The US Embassy in Kyiv also became involved, and 
brought two social studies administrators—Barbara Hair-
field from Charleston and RaeLynne Snyder from Balti-
more—to Ukraine, where they joined in one of our sem-
inars and met with Education Ministry officials to share 
with them how their teachers use Centropa, and how 
schools in Charleston and Baltimore are ready to work 
with their Ukrainian counterparts.

SPECIAL FOCUS: THE BALKANS
EDUCATION

The world’s press that swooped down on that country 
once known as Yugoslavia in the 1990s has all gone away 
now. The shooting wars that lasted from 1991 to 1999 
came to an end, and even if politicians continue to stoke 
the fires of ethnic hatred and hire historians to rewrite 
recent and ancient history, there are those in each of 
these countries who, more often than not, are holding 
up the light of civil society, especially for young people. 
They are called teachers.

Centropa is enormously proud to be working with schools 
in Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, and Macedonia, and 
we work with a team of local partners who are tireless in 
their promotion of civil society—and helping forge a bet-
ter understanding of the history of Jews in the Balkans.

That is because the story of the Balkan Jewish commu-
nities (more than eighty-eight percent were Sephardic) 
equals the story of tolerance and ethnic understanding. 
After all, if tens of thousands of Jews thrown out of Spain 
in 1492 found local acceptance in these Slavic-speaking, 
mountainous hinterlands of southern Europe, that tells 
us something about how people once treated each oth-
er before they started listening to nationalists.

Yet we have found not only do our Serbian, Bosnian, and 
Macedonian teachers love watching the films we made 
on Jewish families in each of their countries, they also 
love looking over the neighbor’s fence, so to speak—and 
Serbian students have taken to watching our Macedonian 
films, the Macedonians watch the Bosnian films, and the 
Slovenes watch them all. Better yet, the students carry 
out projects comparing notes and telling their own sto-
ries.

Aside from local workshops in each country, one of the 
highlights of Centropa’s year is when Fabian and Esther 
Cotoarba, Centropa’s seminar Coordinator, hold their 
annual weekend Seminar in the Holocaust Museum of 
Macedonia, our local partner for four years. This is when 
Fabian brings together up to sixty teachers from all over 
the former Yugoslavia to exchange best practices with 
each other, and to help rebuild the bridges of trust that 
their politicians work so hard to destroy.

As stated in several other areas of this report, our work 
highlighting La Benevolencija of Sarajevo during the 1990s 
war is vitally important. For Serbs, Croats, and Bosniaks 
(Bosnian Muslims) to discuss how a small group of Holo-

caust survivors set up a non-sectarian aid agency where 
everyone, from every ethnic group, came to work every 
day, never fails to inspire them, and — we hope — to mo-
tivate them towards healing the wounds of the past.
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In December 2009,the German Embassy in Tel Aviv spon-
sored a two-day Centropa teachers’ seminar so we could 
invite Israeli educators to learn about our resources and 
methods. To show them how Centropa was successfully 
used in US and European classrooms, we brought along 
an English teacher from Berlin and a history teacher from 
Washington to present how they were using our films and 
online database.

We weren’t sure if the way we were presenting Europe-
an Jewish history—far beyond the Holocaust—would be 
of interest to Israelis, but at the end of our second day, 
Gila Ingbar of the Ironi Tet School in south Tel Aviv said, 
“When my director told me about this meeting, I told her 
I really didn’t want to go. Now after watching your films 
and talking about your summer programs, I feel like I’ve 
been standing in front of my school for the past ten years 
just waiting for you to drive up. Now you have.” 

Israeli teachers can avail themselves of any number of 
excellent Holocaust education programs, especially 
through Yad Vashem and the Ghetto Fighters’ House. 
What Israeli educators turn to us for is just what teach-

ers in other countries see in us: the use of personal sto-
ries that cover the sweep of European history, from the 
1920s until today. 

But when it came to Israel, Centropa faced a deficit. The 
problem was: none of our interviewees settled in Isra-
el, even though dozens sought refuge there during the 
1930s and 1940s. We needed to fix that so that Israeli 
students could find the “me” in our stories, and in 2012 
our chief interviewer, Tanja Eckstein, flew to Tel Aviv and 
met with elderly Yekkes (German and Austrian Jews) who 
had fled the Nazis—and then stayed.

These are the stories that young Israelis need to hear, 
because most German Jews did not come to Israel out 
of conviction, they came desperately seeking refuge. As 
is well known now, they were treated roughly in their first 
decades by more committed Zionists, so much so that 
some even gave up and returned to postwar Germany.

Centropa’s Israeli stories are full of poignancy and emo-
tion—of leaving grandfathers behind in Frankfurt who 
felt that as World War One veterans the Nazis wouldn’t 

dare arrest them, to sitting at home in Tel Aviv trying to 
learn Hebrew from their children. 

Teachers and students in Israel have welcomed these 
stories, and we have found the greatest response among 
English teachers, primarily because their mandate is to 
make sure their students learn grammar, vocabulary, and 
reading comprehension, and can express themselves 
well. Since they don’t have a timeline of historical dates 
that history teachers need to stick to, well more than six-
ty English teachers have taken to us—along with almost 
forty history and social studies teachers, too.

In 2012 we began a partnership in Israel that continues 
to enrich both organizations: The National Library of Is-
rael (NLI) owns a wealth of photographs, digitized news-
papers, letters, film footage, and so much more. That 
means that when we hold our annual Israeli seminar, we 
do so in partnership with NLI, so that after watching our 
films set in Greece, Austria, Hungary, and elsewhere, NLI 
staffers help our teachers dig into their online archive 
and find relevant film footage, newspapers, and artifacts 
for students to use in their reports and projects. 

ISRAEL
EDUCATION

»Personal stories of people who lived in 
Europe before, during, and after the Ho-
locaust have a greater potential effect 
on students than the study of mere his-
torical facts. Using your per sonal films, 
oral interviews, visuals, etc., encourages 
identification, invol vement, and reac-
tions. Just as important: it broadens the 
world of Israeli teenagers, who are basi-
cally taught Europe is a black hole.«

 Ricky Tal, Tel Aviv

Between the two world wars, the Jewish school in Prague 
stood on Uruguaska, a quiet, leafy street in Namesti 
Miro. By 1943, all of its students had either fled the coun-
try with their parents or had been deported to Terezin, 
where most were sent on to their deaths in Auschwitz. 

After the war, the school was converted into an orphan-
age for Jewish children. One by one, homes around the 
world were found for them, and in 1951 the Jewish com-
munity turned the keys to the empty building over to the 
Communist authorities. They felt they would never need 
it again.

Then came the Velvet Revolution of 1989 and Commu-
nism was run out of the country. A small but fiercely 
proud Jewish community re-constituted itself, and when 
meeting with government officials to discuss formerly 
owned communal properties, the first item on the list 
(after the Jewish Museum) was the Jewish school.

No, there weren’t that many Jews in Prague to fill it, but 
it was a matter of pride. Czech Jews felt that the return 
of the Jewish school was like putting a menorah in the 
window during Hanukkah to show the neighbors you are 
Jewish. And proudly so.

In 1994, with help from the Ronald S Lauder Foundation, 
Prague’s Jewish school did re-open. At first only a few 
Jewish parents sent their children to its first three grades 
(the ones that opened in 1994) but in the years that fol-

lowed, as the school’s academic performance steadily 
climbed, as its students graduated high school in 2003 
and went straight to university, and in 2012, when its first 
graduates began marrying each other and were starting 
jobs in finance, law, academia, and medicine, more and 
more parents started enrolling their children.

Such is the post-1989 history of Jewish education in the 
former Communist states. Since that year, more than 
twenty-five Jewish schools in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope have opened their doors and turned the lights back 
on. And in those years while they have been building 
faculties, improving the curricula, and making improve-
ments to help the schools look and run better, there has 
been little contact between them. 

This is where Centropa came in. In 2011 we hired Marcell 
Kenesei, whose own story mirrors so much of his gen-
eration. Marcell didn’t find out he was Jewish until his 
parents enrolled him in the Lauder school in Budapest in 
1998 at the age of fourteen. From there Marcell attended 
the Szarvas international summer camp every year as a 
camper and counselor, then spent a year in the Paideia 
Jewish Studies Institute in Stockholm.

That means that when Marcell came to us he had, a.) an 
address book of scores of young Jewish activists in Eu-
rope, and b.) the desire to create a network for teach-
ers—and Jewish students—throughout the continent.

This is what all of us at Centropa have helped Marcell 
establish, and today we not only work with twenty-five 
schools in former Communist countries, we have also 
added schools in Istanbul, Rome, Athens, Amsterdam, 
Thessaloniki, Madrid, Stockholm, Düsseldorf, Frankfurt, 
Berlin, and Helsinki.

Our Centropa Jewish Network (CJN) has two interlinked 
goals:

1. For our teachers, we want to upgrade their skill set, 
particularly with regard to new technologies, and also to 
broaden their knowledge base, providing them with new 
ways to teach the twentieth century—through a Jewish 
lens, and extending far beyond the Holocaust. 

2. Our second goal focuses on students: to provide plat-
forms for them to use social media, digital storytelling 
and new technologies with students in other Jewish 
schools so they will more easily connect with one anoth-
er, and share their stories. 

By connecting teachers we connect the schools and stu-
dents, and in this way we build bridges between Jewish 
communities in Europe that are often isolated and small. 
The students graduating from these schools in the next 
few years will soon be leading their Jewish communities. 
The Centropa Jewish Network brings them together so 
they can grow together, and create a stronger European 
Jewish leadership for the future.

EUROPEAN JEWISH SCHOOLS
EDUCATION

»There are deep insights in 
these films, and when my 
students watch them, they 
get the idea that everyone 
matters, everyone is import-
ant in this world. You strong-
ly condemn war and ethnic 
hatred, but you do so through 
such simple means, never 
explicitly, so the students 
feel that they have come to 
this conclusion on their own. 
This is what makes Centropa 
unique: the most complicated 
values are presented through 
the heart, without ever be-
coming maudlin.«

Raimonda Sadauskiene, Vilnius
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US JEWISH SCHOOLS
EDUCATION

We love working in American Jewish schools. These are 
all private institutions and some charge over $30,000 
annual tuition, although they all offer substantial schol-
arship programs to those who want to provide their chil-
dren with a Jewish education but cannot quite afford 
it. The vast majority of teenagers attending American 
Jewish schools—well over ninety-five percent—go on to 
universities, and more than a few of them to private uni-
versities. 

When Centropa first started working with these schools 
in 2005, we began with three schools and have expand-
ed to having some eighteen highly active middle and high 
schools and another dozen that are moderately active. 

American Jewish schools turn to us because we offer a 
very different way of looking at Jews in twentieth century 
Europe, both in the past and today. Aside from having 
held five brainstorming weekend seminars for teach-
ers in these schools, where they helped write their own 
lesson plans with our content, we have been delivering 
them programs no one else can. In 2009, for instance, 
we brought the Austrian State Secretary for Finance, An-
dreas Schieder, to the Charles E Smith School in Rock-
ville, Maryland. Accompanied by Austrian Ambassador 
Christian Prosl, Schieder engaged with over a hundred 
students in questions and answers about Austria facing 
its past, Holocaust denial, restitution payments, and the 
European Union. “My goodness,” Schieder said, laughing, 
“I don’t get such questions from my own opposition in 
Parliament!”

In 2012, we arranged a visit for students from the Gann 
Academy in Boston and Beth T’filoh in Baltimore to meet 
with Jan Fischer, President of the Czech Republic. Fisch-
er was on an official visit to New York and his chief-of-
staff, who had learned how these students had created 
projects based on Centropa’s Czech stories, offered 
them fifteen minutes with the Czech President, as he 
would have to spend ninety minutes with heads of major 
Jewish organizations in the next room.

That plan fell apart the minute President Fischer started 
engaging with a room full of bright, fresh-faced seven-

teen-year-olds who peppered him with questions about 
the Czech Republic’s stance on Israel, how his country 
was handling minority issues, and what relations were like 
between Germany and the Czech Republic. As it turned 
out, Fischer gave the students ninety minutes; the heads 
of Jewish organizations sat in the next room stewing. 
They got fifteen.

Students learn so much more about history when they 
create their own projects and not merely absorb a lec-
ture. That is why we send huge traveling exhibitions 
based on our interviews to their schools. We have now 
sent exhibitions to nine schools—on Sephardic Jews in 
the Balkans; on Poland; the Czech Republic; and on Sa-
rajevo during the Bosnian war. In response, the students 
create, design, and print their own exhibitions—on the 
very same subject—to be placed alongside ours. They 
design their own posters, research the texts, and even 
contact elderly Jews from those countries and ask them 
to come and visit their classes.

One parent from the Gann Academy in Boston told us af-
ter her son worked on creating an exhibition on famous 
Czech Jews, “I don’t know how you did it, but my son sat 
down for supper one night last month and started telling 
us all about Franz Kafka and Sigmund Freud.”

One other thing that draws teachers in American Jew-
ish schools to us: every July during our Centropa Sum-
mer Academies, we bring these teachers together with 
their counterparts working in schools in Greece, Turkey, 
Finland, Sweden, Germany, and other countries, where 
they brainstorm together and set up cross border proj-
ects for their students to engage with. This year, Jewish 
school teachers at our Summer Academy are planning 
a multicultural, crowd-sourced video project togeth-
er called One World. Students in Jewish schools in the 
US, Ukraine, Lithuania, Italy, Hungary, Israel, Croatia and 
South Africa will film one day in the life of their school, 
focusing on the themes of who they are as Jews, who 
they are as young people, and who they are as natives of 
their country. Spearheaded by the students in Las Vegas, 
they will edit this film into one video for all to share.

»Centropa focuses on using the 
lessons of the Holocaust to pro-
mote civil society and to teach our 
kids to build a world where there is 
unity between peoples… You might 
not even realize you were learning 
Holocaust history at certain points 
during the Summer Academy and 
that is a good thing because the 
whole point is to use those lessons 
to build a better world—not to dwell 
on the horrible events of that time 
and get stuck in them.«

Nance Adler, Jewish Day School, Seattle

US PUBLIC SCHOOLS
EDUCATION

Most students attending American Jewish schools—even 
at their young age—are used to hitting the nail on the 
head, because their parents have been hitting the nail 
on the head, too, and most of those students start with 
advantages that set them up for success throughout 
their lives.

We saw a different story when we began visiting public 
schools in North Charleston, Greensboro and Baltimore 
in 2011. This is where students, and their families, have 
been getting hit on the head. For generations.

Ray Knauer, history teacher in North Charleston, told us 
how every afternoon he visits one of his students in her 
home. She can’t come to class because she had been 
shot and is now crippled. There is only one chair in the 
living room so she sits on that, and Ray sits on the floor 
beside her. And their lessons begin.

In Baltimore, Danielle Bagonis, who teaches in Morrell 
Park Elementary and Middle School, told us, “more than 
forty percent of my students go on to high school—and 
drop out.” When we asked Danielle what we could do 
for her, she said, “Help me make learning more exciting. 
Help me make school something they want to come to, 
so that learning is something they want to do—and want 
to keep learning.”

Today, American public schools are one of our larg-
est markets and we see it expanding exponentially in 
the coming years. We owe our success to those whose 
thankless job it is to seek out innovative curriculum for 
social studies teachers—projects that will both help 
teachers reach their goals of meeting Common Core or 
similar standards while being challenging and engaging 
for students.

Social studies administrators such as Barbara Hairfield 
in Charleston, RaeLynne Snyder in Baltimore, Cherie 
 Arnette in Tallahassee, and Maureen Carter in West Palm 
Beach aren’t just tireless promoters of what Centropa 
is doing educationally, they sit with us, review our pro-
grams, and bring teachers like Ray and Danielle to assist 
us in fine tuning our programs. In recent years, we’ve 

worked closely with the North Carolina Center for the 
Advancement of Teaching, or NCCAT, which has now 
helped us create a network of some two dozen North 
Carolina schools, nearly all of which are either in poor 
rural communities, or are in impoverished inner city 
neighborhoods in cities like Greensboro and Raleigh.

Public school educators have shown us how they use 
Centropa stories—especially our films—to teach their 
students civics, human rights, genocide, tolerance, and 
standing up for others, in addition to historical content 
and skills such as creative writing, art, and storytelling. 

And to make our films relevant, all the newer videos fea-
ture Righteous Gentiles, those who reached out to save 
a friend, a neighbor, and quite often a complete strang-
er. By showing what bravery looks like, students respond. 
And when they find the “me” in our stories, they respond 
even stronger.

It was only a matter of time before our programs migrat-
ed from stories about Righteous Gentiles—those who 
secretly followed their moral compass to save a life—to 
discussing those instances where people worked togeth-
er to follow their moral compasses.

And this is where it gets exciting, because our goal is to 
have our American students create videos and presen-
tations on the Civil Rights movement, which they share 
with our German, Polish, and Ukrainian students, who, in 
turn, are already creating presentations on the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the Solidarity movement, and Maidan. 

Simply put, most of our American students will hear in 
class about these world-shaking events and shrug them 
off as irrelevant. But not when we put them in compe-
titions to tell about history through their own videos, 
podcasts, and apps, and Skype with kids their own age in 
Mannheim, Kielce, and Kiev to see what they have done.

»The Centropa experience far exceeds 
anything my teachers or I have ever 
experienced, as the Summer Academy 
provides an incredible opportunity for 
educators to be exposed to and engage 
in dialogue among peoples of different 
perspectives, knowledge levels, and 
positions—in education and in other 
fields—and to learn through“anchor 
experiences” such as site visits and 
first-hand accounts that provide the 
“velcro” for other or new learnings to 
“stick.” Once the Summer Academy 
concludes, the learning or the expe-
rience does not, as partnerships and 
friendships are formed that continue 
over time and across distance - this 
may be the most powerful difference 
of all, as those relationships become 
a conduit for on-going and expanded 
learning.«

Barbara Hairfield, social studies Administrator, Charleston
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SYRIAN REFUGEES AND THE AMERICAN TEENAGER
In September 2015, waves of Syrian refugees began 
flooding into Western Europe. In the year since then, 
there have been successes and setbacks. 

Sonia Feiger knows what it is to be a refugee. Born in 
Hungary, she and her parents fled to Vienna with a single 
suitcase during the 1956 Soviet invasion of her country.

When the refugee crisis hit Vienna, Sonia and some of 
her friends founded Sholem Alaikum to help refugees. 
They have been buying bicycles, tablet computers, rice 
cookers, and clothes, not to mention seeking out cardi-
ologists, orthopedists, and dentists.

While Sonia was fretting over where to raise extra funds 
to help her charges, we heard from two of our most 
engaged teachers. Anthony Ludwig teaches in North 
Charleston High School; Nance Adler teaches in the 
Jewish Day School in Seattle.

What can we do about these Syrians, they asked. What 
can we do to help? All it took was a phone call to Sonia.

At North Charleston High School, ninety-one percent 
of the students are on free or reduced lunch programs. 
More than a few of their parents don’t have jobs. 

Anthony assigned his students to read up on the Syrian 
crisis, discuss the flow of refugees through Europe, study 
maps to understand their path from Syria to Austria, and 
then said, “So who wants to help a house full of refugees 
who have lost everything?”

Springing into action, Anthony’s students set up a candy 
store in school and offered to do janitorial jobs to raise 

money. Then there was the ‘cussing jar,’ on Anthony’s 
desk. Say a bad word, pay a dollar. Some of his students 
stood there, said ‘damn’ five times and said, “Here’s five 
dollars, Mr Ludwig.”

In a matter of weeks, Anthony’s students raised $1,900, 
which was sent to Sonia’s group through our friends at 
the Joint Distribution Committee in New York.

Nance Adler and her middle school students did the 
same. The Jewish Day School of Seattle is one of the 
most progressive in our network, but even still, some 
parents balked. “Our students, deeply committed to Is-
rael, are raising money for Syrians?” The answer was, and 
is: “Yes.”

And the entire school turned out to bake cookies, cake, 
and babka, and then held a bake sale. Within a matter of 
days, Sonia was buying $600 worth of new clothes for 
her charges.

When students see results of their efforts, it means 
something to them. Writing a paper, producing a video, 
preparing an exhibition—these are outputs and they are, 
of course, important. But what every teacher looks for 
are ways to take their students to that next level—where 
they see an outcome, which means an actual change in 
behavior. Watching on Skype the refugees in Vienna try 
on clothes and beam into the camera meant the world 
to these American teens. This is how their sweat equity 
paid off. In smiles. And the knowledge they can indeed 
make a difference in the lives of others.

TAKING CIVICS OUT OF THE 
 TEXTBOOK AND INTO THE WORLD

EDUCATION: SPECIAL FOCUS

THE MILTON WOLF PRIZE 
Milton Wolf had been president of an American Jewish 
charity that was deeply involved during the Bosnian war, 
and Wolf lobbied hard to have Zeyneba Hardaga, a Mus-
lim Righteous Gentile, and her entire family taken out of 
the war zone and brought to Israel. After all, Zeyneba 
had saved a Jewish friend when he needed it most. Now 
it was the hero’s turn to be rescued.

And although Zeyneba was invited to come to Israel, her 
family was not. But because Milton Wolf hammered away 
non-stop at friends of his in the Israeli government, Wolf 
eventually won their argument and Zeyneba and her en-
tire family found refuge in Israel.

Milton Wolf’s family foundation supports a yearly com-
petition for American schools: students all over our net-
work are challenged to identify a community problem, 
research how people are addressing the problem, and 
create a presentation to educate others in their com-
munity. Over the past two years, we have had fifty-two 
entries and sixteen were given prizes. Here again were 
students actually doing something in response to a story 
that moved them.

CENTROPA STAFF

DR SZILVIA 
CZINGEL 
COORDINATOR, 
CAFÉ CENTROPA 
HUNGARY

Szilvia conducted many of our interviews 
in Hungary and now runs the Café Cen-
tropa program in Budapest which brings 
together our interviewees from Budapest, 
many times also with students. She also 
coordinates other cultural programs in 
Hungary.

VERONIKA  
DOPPELREITER
BOOKKEEPER

Veronika has been Centropa's stalwart 
bookkeeper since 2000 and we can 
barely get by a day without her. Veronika 
was born in Brazil and worked as a book-
keeper for El Al Airlines and other com-
panies before coming to work with us.

WOLFGANG ELS
FILMMAKER

Wolfi hails from a small wine village in the 
Wienerwald, Austria, where he plays bass 
in a rock band we cannot bear to listen 
to. Wolfi studied filmmaking and is our 
chief filmmaker and sound engineer.

BIRGIT  
HABERPEUNTNER
EDUCATION  
COORDINATOR

Birgit is originally from Salzburg and 
received her master's degree in English 
from the University of Vienna. Besides 
doing translations and editing work, She 
is helping with the logistics for the annual 
Summer Academy.

MARIE-CHRISTINE 
GOLLNER-SCHMID
DESIGNER

Marie was born in Munich and grew up in 
Vienna, where she studied at the presti-
gious Hochschule für Angewandte Kunst. 
She is in charge of designing our bro-
chures, reports, books, and exhibitions.

DR LAUREN GRANITE 
DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION,  
NORTH AMERICA

Lauren directs our US educational 
programs. Before joining the Centro-
pa staff, she spent more than a dozen 
years teaching Jewish history in colleges, 
Jewish day schools, and congregational 
schools. As a teacher, Lauren created 
our first cross-cultural projects between 
students in Washington, DC, Berlin and 
Budapest. Since she joined our staff 
in 2010, she has been expanding our 
network of public, parochial, charter and 
Jewish day school educators in the US. 
She also collaborates with public school 
district administrators to bring Centropa 
to local, state, and national professional 
development programs; runs workshops 
and seminars; mentors teachers; writes 
lessons and projects; and establishes 
teacher advisory teams to advise Centro-
pa about future projects. 

FABIAN RUEHLE 
DIRECTOR OF EDU-
CATION, EUROPE 

Fabian develops programs and runs 
seminars for schools all over Europe and 
Israel, and writes grant proposals for 
Centropa. Fabian emigrated from East 
Berlin to West Berlin in 1988. He has an 
MA in American History from Rutgers and 
the Free University of Berlin. Before join-
ing Centropa in Vienna, Fabian worked 
for the American Jewish Committee in 
Berlin. Since December 2014, Fabian runs 
our Berlin office.

ESTHER COTOARBA
EDUCATION 
COORDINATOR

Esther was born in the Netherlands but 
grew up in Sighisoara, Romania, where 
she attended a German high school. 
She then studied Middle Eastern Stud-
ies at the University of Groningen in the 
Netherlands, where she graduated in 
2012. She is currently pursuing a master's 
degree in Jewish Studies at the University 
of Vienna. At Centropa, Esther digitizes 
our interviews and also organizes the 
logistics for our seminars.

EDWARD SEROTTA 
DIRECTOR, 
CENTROPA

Edward is a journalist, photographer, 
and filmmaker specializing in Jewish life 
in Central and Eastern Europe. Born in 
Savannah, Georgia, Edward has worked in 
Central Europe since 1985. Between 1996 
and 1999, he produced three films for 
ABC News Nightline. Edward has pub-
lished three books - Out of the Shadows, 
Survival in Sarajevo, and Jews, Germany, 
Memory. He has contributed to Time 
Magazine, The L.A.Times, The Washing-
ton Post, and other outlets. Ed founded 
Centropa in 2000.

TANJA ECKSTEIN 
COORDINATOR, 
CAFÉ CENTROPA 
VIENNA

Tanja, our chief interviewer, grew up 
in East Germany and moved to Vienna 
in 1984. Tanja joined Centropa as an 
interviewer in 2002, and since then she 
has conducted more than 70 interviews 
in Austria and another three in Israel. In 
2006, she started our Vienna Café Cen-
tropa social club, which brings together 
our elderly interviewees once a month 
to enjoy a lecture, social program, or a 
festive Jewish holiday meal. 

OURIEL  
MORGENSZTERN
TECHNICAL 
DIRECTOR

Ouriel is our tech director, was born in 
France, served in the Israeli Army for 
three years, and is a member of Vienna's 
Jewish community basketball team. He 
holds a degree in Sound and Multime-
dia from ISTS in Paris. Ouriel keeps our 
multi-language, continually expanding 
databases in check, and is in charge of 
our website.

MARCELL KENESEI
EDUCATION 
DIRECTOR, 
HUNGARY 
PROGRAMS AND CJN

Marcell learned he was Jewish when 
his parents brought him, age 14, to the 
Lauder Foundation school in Budapest. 
Since then he's been a camper and 
counselor at Jewish camp, graduated 
from Paideia, the prestigious Jewish 
studies institute in Stockholm, and holds 
a masters degree in political science 
from the ELTE University. Marcell over-
sees our Hungarian public school pro-
gram, our Israel program, and is in charge 
of the CJN, our network for European 
Jewish schools.

These part-time employees are mostly 
classroom teachers; they recruit for our 
seminars, organize those seminars, and 
help teachers with their lesson plans 
throughout the school year. 

MARKO DIMITRIJEVIC 
SERBIA

DANIELA SHTERJOVA 
MACEDONIA

ANA SESAR 
CROATIA 

DAMJAN SNOJ 
SLOVENIA 

GINTARE LIORANCAITE 
LITHUANIA 

ASMIR HASICIC 
BOSNIA 

KATARZYNA KOTULA 
POLAND

NANCE ADLER
CJN COORDINATOR, USA

SALVO  
MORHAYIM
VOLUNTEER

Salvo, who hails from Istanbul, spent six 
months creating a special website, The 
History of Jews in Central Europe in Fam-
ily Photographs, and has now been seen 
by more than 140,000 website visitors.

ZSOLT MÁRTHA, 
BUDAPEST

RONI ZUNZ, 
BERLIN

MARYNA PYSANETS, 
KIEV
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DONORS

CENTROPA’S BFF DIVISION
Centropa appreciates everything our donors do for us, starting, of course, with writing checks. Some of our donors, 
however, are tireless in the ways they reach out to others, make phone calls, set up appointments and introduce us 
to others. And then there is our SOD (Sleep over Division), who open their homes to us, too.

UNITED STATES

BENEFACTORS 

Claims Conference
The Conference on Jewish Material
Claims Against Germany
www.claimscon.org

FRANK AND SHELLY 

WEINER Holocaust 

 Education Teacher  

Training Endowment

of NCCAT

DONATIONS CAFÉ CENTROPA MEMBERS

PATRONS 
Milton Wolf Family Foundation, Cleveland
The David Berg Family Foundation, New York
Natan Fund, New York
The Neubauer Family Foundation, Philadelphia
J. Ira and Nicki Harris Foundation, West Palm Beach
The Jerry & Anita Zucker Family Foundation, 
North Charleston
The Hassenfeld Family Initiatives, Providence
Paul P. Bernstein, New York

SUPPORTERS
The Kronhill Pletka Foundation, New York
Dr. Larry & Sheila Pakula, Louis H Gross Foundation,  

Baltimore
The Erwin Rautenberg Foundation, Los Angeles
Jane Gottesman and Geoffrey Biddle, Berkeley
The Craig & Susan McCaw Foundation, Kirkland
Harry & Carol Saal Family Fund, Jewish Community 

Federation, Palo Alto
The David & Barbara B. Hirschhorn Foundation, 

Baltimore
The Wien Family Foundation, Miami Beach
The Harry & Jeanette Weinberg Foundation, Baltimore
Steven Kollins, Las Vegas
inSIGHT through Education, Palm Beach
Adam Goldsmith, Aspen

Kenneth Hertz, Los Angeles
The Field Family Fund, El Cerrito
Morton L Friedkin, San Francisco
Mary Teresa McCullagh, Plantation
Robert Russell Memorial Foundation, Miami
Neil & Robin Kramer, Los Angeles
UJA Federation of Greater Toronto, Canada
Dr. Barry Savits, New York
Alief Independent School District, Houston
The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee,  

New York
Joseph & Sherry Felson Family Foundation, Berkeley
Anetta Migdal, Mountain View
Dennis & Tracy Albers, Piedmont
Susan & Alan Rothenberg, Jewish Community 

Federation & Endowment Fund, San Francisco
Robert Mirvis, Beverly Hills

FRIENDS
Wildwood Academy, Los Angeles
The Charleston Jewish Federation DBA Remember
Pearlstone Family Funds, Baltimore 
Anita Hirsh, Studio City
Elliott Gorog, Houston
University of Tennessee
Slovin Foundation, New York

Deborah A Oppenheimer, Los Angeles
Lubo Fund, New York
Daniel & Ellen Shapiro, New York
Emanuel Center, DBA Temple Emanuel of Beverly Hills
Richard A. Siegel, Los Angeles
Baltimore Jewish Council
Max & Lynn R. Schrayer Fund of the Jewish Federation 

of Metropolitan Chicago
Jewish Museum of Maryland
Stephen & Wendie Ploscowe, Boca Raton
Sandra Brett, Charleston
Tatjana Lichtenstein, Austin
Lawrence M Bell, Bonita Springs
Lewis Hoch, Bala Cynwyd

AUSTRIA

GERMANY

HUNGARY LITHUANIA

MACEDONIA UKRAINE

SERBIA

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

MÜNCHNER STADTMUSEUM

OPEN SOCIETY INSTITUTE

GALLIC FUND

MOZAIK JEWISH COMMUNITY HUB

KONRAD ADENAUER FOUNDATION

HAVER

KÖRPNER LTD. - SÁNDOR GYÖRI AND MÁRIA GYÖRI

CORVINA BOOK PUBLISHER
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International Holocaust 

Remembrance Alliance
The Ronald S. Lauder  

Foundation

HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL 
FUND OF THE JEWS OF 
MACEDONIA

US EMBASSY UKRAINE

US EMBASSY BOSNIA & HERZEGOVINA

US EMBASSY MACEDONIA

US EMBASSY SERBIA

BOSNIA & HERZEGOVINA

Cheryl Fishbein and Phil Schatten, New York
Alan and Susan Rothenberg, San Francisco
Rabbi Andrew Baker, Washington
Shana Penn, Berkeley
Daniel Kapp, Vienna

Michelle Ores, New York

Ellen Heller and Shale Stiller, Baltimore

Sandra Brett, Charleston

Janis Minton, Los Angeles

Irene Pletka, New York

Judith Grinsberg, New York 

Rabbi Michael Paley and Anny Dobrejcer, New York

Betsy and Richard Sheerr (SOD), Philadelphia

Alan Kluger and Amy Dean (SOD First Class), Aventura

Howard Rieger, Pittsburgh

Maureen Carter, Palm Beach

Neil and Robin Kramer, Los Angeles (SOD)

Tom Ott and Peter Bingham (SOD), New York

Jeanette Lerman, Philadelphia

Stuart Eizenstat, Washington

Shelly Weiner, Greensboro

Henri-Giscard Bohnet, Dr. Gerhard Wahlers, Konrad Adenauer 

 Foundation

Pia Bungarten, Knut Dethlefsen, Roland Feicht, Alexander Kallweit, 

Reinhard Krumm, Bert Hoppe, Friedrich Ebert Foundation

Jens Buschmann, Felix Klein, Eva Wolf-Manfre, Carsten Wilms, Federal 

Foreign Office of Germany

MitOst, Berlin, Germany

Silvia Friedrich and Dr. Oskar Wawra, City of Vienna

Martin Weiss, Martin Pammer, Martin Eichtinger, Austrian Foreign 

Ministry

Hannah Lessing, National Fund Vienna

Martina Maschke, Education Ministry, Vienna

Rita Dauber, Vienna

Goran Sadikario, Holocaust Museum, Skopje

Biljana Stojanovic, Education Ministry, Belgrade

Jakub Nowakowski, Galicia Jewish Museum, Krakow

Dr. Felicia Waldman, Bucharest

Benjamin Albalas, Athens

Dr. George Kalantzis, Education Ministry, Athens

Vassiliki Keramida, Education Ministry, Athens

András Heisler, President of Mazsihisz

Frank Spengler, Representative of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in 

Hungary

John Cillag and Eva Gero, Gallic Fund

Zoltán Balog, Minister of Human Resources

László Miklósi, President of the Association of History teachers

Mircea Cernov, Director of the Mozaik Hub - JDC

Board of Directors, Central Europe Center for Reasearch 
and Documentation (Atlanta)
Dr Cedric Suzman, Georgia State University

Jane Leavey, Bremen Museum Director Emeritus

Cynthia Graubart

Board of Directors, Centropa Hungary
Edward Serotta

Marcell Kenesei

Dóra Sárdi

Dr Michael Miller

Dr András Kovács

Board of Directors, Centropa Germany
Fabian Rühle

Edward Serotta

Marcell Kenesei

Inga Bartscht

EVANGELISCHER ARBEITSKREIS FÜR DAS  
CHRISTLICH-JÜDISCHE GESPRÄCH IN HESSEN UND NASSAU

VEREIN MUSEUM ARBEITSWELT

CENTRAL COUNCIL OF JEWS IN GERMANY
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• EDUCATION EXPENSES

• INTERVIEW EXPENSES

EDUCATION & INTERVIEW EXPENSES

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 20102009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
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TOTAL RAISED 2000—2015  $11,415,242
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DONATIONS
US Donations € 526.193 $582.154

Austrian Donation € 77.320 $85.825

German Donation € 66.840 $74.192

International organizations € 53.050 $58.886

Other European countries € 75.665 $83.988

Paid Directly to Third Party Vendors € 44.099 $48.950

Book Sale, Royalities € 7.606 $8.455

Interest € 2 $2

TOTAL INCOME ¤ 850.775 $942.452

EU EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS
Salary: Vienna team's time devoted to our EU educational program € 47.841 $53.104

Honoraria for part-time coordinators in SL, CZ, LT, PL, RO € 17.802 $19.760

Website development—spent on all European programs € 15.277 $16.957

Multimedia films for EU Education € 19.472 $21.614

Traveling exhibitions for EU educational programs € 15.059 $16.715

Seminar costs, meals, seminar room, travel, hotel € 39.310 $43.634

Subtotal EU educational programs € 154.760 $171.784

EU JEWISH SCHOOLS PROGRAMS
Marcell Kenesei, director € 21.843 $24.246

part time assistants € 4.251 $4.719

Salary: Vienna team's time devoted to EU Jewish programs € 20.503 $22.759

Website development € 6.547 $7.267

Multimedia films for EU Jewish schools program € 8.345 $9.263

Traveling exhibitions € 6.454 $7.164

Seminar costs € 56.633 $62.863

Subtotal EU Jewish schools programs € 124.577 $138.280

US EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS
Salary, US Educational Director € 66.207 $73.961

Salary: Vienna team's time devoted to our US educational program € 54.676 $60.690

Website development—spent on all US programs € 17.459 $19.379

Multimedia films for US Education € 22.254 $24.702

Exhibitions for US educational programs € 17.210 $19.103

Seminar costs € 24.753 $27.475

Subtotal US educational programs € 202.558 $225.310

ISRAEL EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS
Salary (partial) for Headquarter educational team € 13.669 $15.173

Website development—spent on Hebrew language programs € 4.365 $4.845

Multimedia films for Israeli schools € 5.563 $6.175

Exhibitions for Israeli educational programs € 4.302 $4.776

Seminar costs, meals, seminar room, travel, hotel € 5.159 $5.726

Subtotal Israel educational programs € 33.058 $36.695

INTERNATIONAL EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS, SUMMER ACADEMY
Centropa International Summer Academy transport, hotel, meals € 139.725 $155.095

Publications € 11.022 $12.234

Website / server hosting English and German languages sites € 2.009 $2.230

Subtotal International educational programs € 152.756 $169.559

TOTAL PART I EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM € 667.710 $741.628

PART II: COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES
Receptions, lunches, in-house conferences € 2.824 $3.135

Monthly events for Holocaust survivors, Vienna & Budapest € 45.854 $50.898

Total PART II Community activities € 48.679 $54.033

PART III: VIENNA ADMINISTRATIVE EXPENSES
Rent and operating costs € 70.225 $77.950

Legal and accounting € 14.233 $15.799

Administrative salaries € 33.515 $37.202

Capital investments € 7.839 $8.701

Total Part III: making Centropa work € 125.812 $139.652

TOTAL EXPENSES ¤ 842.201 $935.313

CENTROPA BY THE NUMBERS 2015

INCOME EXPENSES

• EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS $741.628

• ADMINISTRATIVE EXPENSES $139.652

• COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES $54.033

• US DONATIONS $582.154

• OTHER DONATIONS $360.298

EXPENSES: HOW WE SPENT IT

INCOME: WHERE IT CAME FROM

As stated elsewhere in this report, when Centropa was 
founded in 2000, we did not see our interview project 
lasting past the year 2003, we never planned on working 
outside Romania, Hungary and Serbia, and we had no in-
tention of entering the field of education at all. 

Things didn’t turn out that way. The more stories we col-
lected, the more we wanted to hear. The more photos 
we digitized, the more we wanted to add to our online 
library. And the richer that library of images and stories 
became, the more teachers sent in emails, asking us to 
bring our educational programs to them.

We didn’t exactly do that. Instead, we asked teachers to 
help create our educational programs. But it wasn’t only 
the teachers who became stakeholders in Centropa. Our 
donors have been there every year to help us make the 
transition from oral history institute to educational con-
tent provider.

These charts show how much our donors have invested 
in us over the years and how we have used the majority 
of those donations—all in service to preserving Jewish 
memory and bringing history to life.

FINANCIALSFINANCIALS
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It was July 2007. Roger Clemens had just pitched his three 
hundred fiftieth winning game for the Yankees, Rihanna and 
Jay-Z’s Umbrella was topping the Billboard charts, and the 
Dow Jones Industrials reached 14,000 for the first time in his-
tory. Pundits predicted 2008 would be an even better year for 
Wall Street.

In Vienna, the International Atomic Energy Agency was prepar-
ing for a meeting on Iran, the Austrian Foreign Ministry was 
about to welcome the Czech President, and private planes 
from Russia were flying into Vienna’s private airport where 
limousines sat purring on the tarmac, waiting to whisk their 
passengers to private banks in the city center.

The board room of the BAWAG bank was also being prepared 
for a special meeting, and on 23 July, at 9:00 AM, nine teach-
ers working in American Jewish schools accompanied by two 
educational consultants gathered around the boardroom table 
to discuss digital storytelling, Jewish history, and Holocaust 
studies. They had come to take part in Centropa’s first summer 
program for teachers.

We at Centropa had been working in education for less than 
twenty months, and we were convinced that the multimedia 
films we were producing were tailor-made for American Jew-
ish schools, only we knew that we were not the tailors. Teach-
ers were, and the nine we selected had already shared with us 
innovative ideas for adapting our films and website for class-
room use, which is why we wanted them to help design pro-
grams that teachers in other American Jewish schools would 
want to use.

During the eight days we spent together, first in Vienna, then in 
Budapest, we invited some friends to stop by. They were Aus-
trian, Hungarian, and Romanian public school teachers, and 
although we didn’t see much of a Venn diagram of cooperation 
between them and the Americans, it turns out we could not 
have been more wrong.

As the American teachers brought up how they were using our 
films in class, the Europeans chimed in and offered sugges-
tions and links to other films, documents, and maps. Then they 
started asking each other about teaching methods and new 
media, textbooks, and web programs—and the discussions 
went on and on.

What had started out as a courtesy call ended up cementing 
genuine friendships as we spent nearly all of our time togeth-
er—sitting around that board room conference table, then 
plunging into the streets of Vienna and Budapest to meet with 
historians, take walking tours, stand in front of great paintings, 
and engage with politicians. The Hungarians explained how 
history had been rewritten since the fall of Communism; the 
Austrians spoke of what it was like for their country to face its 
dark past—decades after the Germans did. All of this left the 
Americans in wide-eyed wonder. For them, contemporary his-
tory was coming to life through personal stories, and it was all 
clearly relevant to their own work.

By the end of our nine days together we had traveled two in-
terwoven paths. First, by visiting museums, meeting histori-
ans, and standing in places where history happened, we were 
adding to our teachers’ knowledge base of history and culture. 
Then, by sitting around the table as they brainstormed on how 
best to use this film and that web page, they were rapidly de-
veloping their own skill set on using new technologies and dig-
ital storytelling.

In short, Centropa’s first Summer Academy had used two of 
the great cities of Central Europe as a classroom. Even better, 
those cities became the bridge where impassioned educa-
tors—who otherwise would never have gotten to know one an-
other—met, shared best practices, and would, over the coming 
months, bring their students together, too.

Ten years have gone by. Since that summer, a total of five hun-
dred sixty-six teachers, museum educators, curriculum writ-
ers, education ministry officials, and teacher-trainers from 
twenty-three countries have taken part in our Centropa Sum-
mer Academies and the overwhelming majority work in pub-
lic schools. In the US, most teach in poor inner city or rural 
schools; in Europe more than seventy percent work in coun-
tries where they earn less than $800 per month—in several 
cases, half that.

As you will read in the comments teachers have shared with 
us over the years, we have accomplished with these educators 
exactly what we want them to achieve with their students—to 
expand their horizons while shrinking their worlds.

10 SUMMERS OF LEARNING
CENTROPA SUMMER ACADEMY

WHEN THE CITY BECOMES THE CLASSROOM WHEN TEACHERS LEARN FROM EACH OTHER
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»Centropa is one of the best things that happened to my career. After learning about Centropa and attending the 
weekend seminars and summer academies, I was able to accomplish what you said I could: create a global classroom 
by partnering with other teachers. Today, my students love the different approaches to learning and love to communi-
cate and learn together with students in different countries. They do this as second nature, and what we educators get 
from it is beyond useful. It is an opportunity to teach children that borders don’t exist when we want to learn and inter-
act. All we have to do is to find a way and meet new people. Centropa did that for me and my students.« 

Branka Dimevska, Skopje, Macedonia

2007
Nine teachers from 
one country. 
Vienna and Budapest

2008
Sixteen teachers  
from four countries. 
Berlin

2011
Sixty-seven teachers 
from twelve countries. 
Krakow, Vienna,  
Sarajevo

2009
Twenty-four teachers 
from six countries.
Frankfurt and the  
Mosel River Valley

2014
Seventy-nine  
teachers from  
fifteen countries. 
Vienna and Sarajevo

2012
Seventy teachers from 
thirteen countries. 
Mannheim, Frankfurt, 
Heidelberg, Berlin

2010
Fifty-five teachers 
from ten countries.
Prague, Vienna,  
Budapest

2015
Eighty teachers from 
sixteen countries.  
Krakow, Warsaw

2013
Seventy teachers  
from fourteen  
countries. 
Berlin

CENTROPA SUMMER ACADEMIES 
2007—2015
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OUR 10TH 
SUMMER ACADEMY

The sweep of history

There was once a time—during the first three decades of the 
last century—when the intellectual sparks that flew from Vienna, 
Prague, and Berlin lit up the firmament. 

In Vienna, Sigmund Freud interpreted dreams; Gustav Mahler 
had the Vienna Philharmonic turn dreams into music. In Prague, 
Franz Kafka wrote novels where dreams became nightmares, 
while in Berlin Albert Einstein described the possibilities of man’s 
scientific reach—and its ultimate horror.

Kurt Weil’s Three Penny Opera created an entirely new genre of 
opera; Lise Meitner worked alongside Otto Hahn on nuclear fis-
sion. Regina Jonas became the first woman rabbi in the world 
and served her congregation in Berlin, while Hannah Arendt be-
gan writing on philosophy. All these names were Jewish, and if 
they were still living in those cities in the late 1930s, then they 
fled for their lives.

For those that didn’t: like a black hole in the center of Central 
Europe stands the fortress town built by Austrian Emperor Jo-
seph II in the 1780s. In 1941 it became a temporary home—a Nazi 
ghetto—for Jews from Berlin, Prague, Vienna, and other cities. 
Theresienstadt became the emblem for Central European Jew-
ry’s tragedy. From Theresienstadt, or Terezin in Czech, more 
than one hundred thousand of its inmates were sent to the gas 

chambers of Auschwitz while thirty-three thousand perished 
there of starvation and disease.

As for the fate of these great cities postwar: when Europe was 
cut in half, Prague found itself ruled by Moscow, as did half of 
Berlin. Occupied, then neutral, Vienna became a city of spies 
and shady private banks. None of these cities has produced 
even a fraction of what they did when Jews lived there, but that 
doesn’t mean history has left them alone.

In 1989, Communism was swept away and that meant the Czechs 
were free and the Germans were reunited. A brand new chapter 
in Europe’s history began, which saw the former Soviet satellite 
states join NATO and the European Union, and Europe’s coun-
tries drew ever closer together. Until, that is, September 2015, 
when the first massive trainloads of Syrian refugees arrived in Vi-
enna, Munich, Frankfurt, and Berlin. That is when another chap-
ter began, and it is the chapter we are reading today.

This is the world our ninety educators from eighteen countries 
came to explore this past July 2016 while in Vienna, Prague, 
Terezin, and Berlin, by touring its grand museums, meeting with 
historians, listening to discussions by journalists and politicians—
and always taking time to work in groups to create meaningful 
lesson plans and link up their students.
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VIENNA
For more than a decade, Vienna has been named the 
world’s best, or—in a bad year—the second best city in 
which to live. In this well-ordered jewel box, aside from 
its elegant parks, excellent public transportation, and 
top-notch medical care, it is surrounded by the lush for-
ests and vineyards of the Vienna Woods, which is where 
we spent our first evening in a classic Austrian wine 
restaurant, hosted by the city of Vienna.

Vienna also boasts five symphony orchestras, three op-
era companies, twenty historical museums, and seven 
world-class art museums.

Many of these museums tell the story of Vienna’s great 
day in the sun, which stretched from the 1880s until 1914. 
These were the years when Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele 
painted, Arnold Schoenberg and Alban Berg composed, 
Otto Wagner and Adolf Loos built, Ludwig Wittgenstein 
and Karl Kraus wrote, and Sigmund Freud and Theodor 
Herzl spent their afternoons only a few tables away from 
each other in Café Landtmann. These were also the days 
when an aging, sclerotic emperor, Franz Joseph, ruled 
this vast empire. Loved by many of his subjects, he could 
not see the storm clouds gathering. His heir apparent, 
Franz Ferdinand, did, and he and his advisors were plan-

ning for the day to turn the empire into something more 
democratic. But it was not to be.

Franz Ferdinand’s assassination in Sarajevo in 1914 trig-
gered the First World War, all the great empires collapsed 
during or after the carnage, and the tiny Republic of 
Austria that took its place after 1918 was an impoverished, 
struggling state that couldn’t even feed itself at first.

Nearly two hundred thousand Jews lived in Vienna in 
the 1930s and the majority managed to flee after the 
Germans invaded in 1938. But the sixty-five thousand 
who did not flee in time were arrested and sent to their 
deaths. Mostly by their neighbors.

We spent an intense three days in Vienna so we could 
marvel at its grandiose architecture, tour its sumptuous 
museums, meet with diplomats and historians, and break 
bread with the elderly Jews Centropa interviewed here 
in Vienna. 

As in every city, our goals were to add to our teachers’ 
knowledge base through encounters such as these, and 
then to give them ample time to work in groups so they can 
develop their own projects and learn from one another.

THE KISS AND THE CAR
In this imperial city, our walking tours had three goals: to visit Vienna’s great 
buildings in the company of expert historians; to stand in front of what 
is arguably the most famous car in history, the one in which Franz Ferdi-
nand was riding in Sarajevo in June, 1914; and to tour the Klimt, Schiele, and 
Kokoschka collection in the Belvedere Museum with its best guides.

Interspersed with these visits, we walked through Jewish quarters, then vis-
ited the Vienna Jewish Museum. We learned how to read memorials that os-
tensibly were built as Holocaust memorials—only one of them commemorat-
ed “all victims of war and fascism,” which allows Austrians to put themselves 
comfortably into the victim category, too.

»The walking tour of Vienna helped 
us shape our impressions of this 
glorious city, which I had never vis-
ited before. On the one hand, I mar-
veled at its beauty and heard about 
its golden age, and on the other we 
learned the very dark side of Austri-
an history, and how society here gave 
in so completely to Hitler. And then 
they claimed for far too long to have 
been Nazism’s first victims. Being 
in Vienna certainly motivated me to 
continue learning about its complex 
history.«

Valentina Ristic, Nis, Serbia

WITNESSES TO HISTORY WITH STORIES TO TELL

WHEN YESTERDAY’S HISTORY TURNS INTO TODAY’S NEWS

The highlight of every Summer Academy in Vienna is 
when we bring together our teachers and the elderly 
Jews we interviewed over the years. Many of our seniors 
were born in Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Roma-
nia, and other countries, which is why our Polish teach-

ers rushed to meet with eighty-six year old Emilia Bartz, 
who described growing up in Krakow, Eva Dombrovski, 
who grew up in Hungary and Rachelle Muzicant, who en-
chanted our Romanian teachers with stories of growing 
up in Galati.

Each of their biographies is online, and all ninety of our 
teachers spent three hours chatting and dining with our 
interviewees. And you can be sure those biographies 
are already making their way into ninety classrooms this 
school year

Philipp Blom is an historian specializing in the intel-
lectual history of Europe. The Financial Times called 
his study of pre-First World War Europe one of the 
best books of 2012; he followed it with a study of 
interwar Europe, Vertigo. Philipp is also one of the 
most engaging experts who has ever spoken to our 
teachers.

Hans Winkler spent nearly four decades as an Austrian 
diplomat, and spent his last years in public service as the 
State Secretary for Foreign Affairs. Hans painted a pic-
ture of Europe’s crises today, and was followed by Ol-
exander Scherba, Ukraine’s ambassador to Austria, who 
gave an impassioned talk about how his country, despite 
Russia’s meddling, is making its way west. Those senti-

ments were echoed by Daniel Baer, the US Ambassador 
to The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope. The United States has a strong and vested interest 
in seeing Ukraine become a stable democracy, a part of 
western Europe, and a bulwark against Vladimir Putin’s 
creeping territorial ambitions.

»To meet the real representatives of historical 
events, to listen to their stories and memories, to 
ask them and notice how they are willing to share 
their family story, you start to understand our last 
difficult century in different ways. We have had 
survivors come to meet our students before, but 
this set-up was different—it was like a shouk of 
storytelling.«

Marina Pysanets, Kyiv, Ukraine

»As a history teacher, Blom’s was the best lecture I 
have attended in years and it helped me recognize 
the significance of art during that troubled time, 
and how focusing on the back story of a painting 
opens entirely new chapters of understanding. 
Blom made me realize how collaborating with my 
art teacher will make social studies so much more 
interesting to my students.«

Sarah Martin, Baltimore, Maryland

AUSTRIA AND GERMANY: WHAT IT TAKES TO REMEMBER 

»During all these days I have in my mind the echo 
of Hannah Lessing’s words: the past keeps coming 
back to us until we face it. This, for me, was really 
significant as I live in a city where the Jewish past 
was first murdered by the Germans, and then, until 
recently, erased by our own government. That is 
starting to change, I’m glad to say.«

Stella Kalle, Thessaloniki

In 1995, when Hannah Lessing, a successful banker, was 
offered the job of becoming the first director of Austria’s 
Holocaust restitution agency, The National Fund, she im-
mediately phoned her father to ask his opinion. His re-
sponse was silence, a sigh, then a question: “Can you bring 
my mother, your grandmother, back from Auschwitz?” This 
was never going to be an easy job for Hannah.

Hannah Lessing has now spent more than twenty years 
giving away hundreds of millions of dollars, most of it di-
rectly to Viennese Jews who fled after 1938 (and those 
who did not get away in time but managed to survive), as 
well as programs for survivors in Israel, Austria, and else-
where along with Holocaust education programs—like 
ours, and Holocaust Museums.

Michaela Spaeth, the deputy chief of mission in the Ger-
man Embassy in Vienna, who attended Harvard and then 
served as cultural attaché in Warsaw, spoke of what it 
was like for people of her generation to come to terms 
with her country’s ugly past.



4948

REACHING OUT AND HELPING OTHERS 

Sonia Feiger remembers that day in 1956 when her family 
fled from Budapest to Vienna during the Soviet invasion of 
Hungary. When the Syrian refugee crisis broke in Septem-
ber 2015, and Sonia watched tens of thousands of fami-
lies streaming into the Vienna train station, it moved her 
deeply, and Sonia, along with some of her friends, found-
ed an organization so Jews could help Syrian (and other) 
refugees. Eight thousand miles away in Seattle, Nance Ad-
ler, working in The Jewish Day School, coordinated with 
her students and their parents to hold bake sales so they 

could send money to Sonia’s group. And Anthony Ludwig, 
in Charleston, went to his students—who went out and 
raised $1,900 for the Syrian refugees.

This is the story Sonia and Nance shared with us—about 
how service learning can change lives—both those we help 
and ourselves. And Anthony skyped in from Charleston to 
tell us how, almost a year later, his students continue to 
look for others to help—even though every one of his stu-
dents depend on free or reduced cost lunches every day.

Ilja Sichrovsky is the director of the Muslim Jewish Con-
ference, which has been bringing teachers, students, and 
civil society players together throughout Europe—breaking 
barriers, turning on the lights, and bringing people together.

These three social activists weren’t describing the refugee 
crisis, they were telling us what they, and Centropa partner 
schools, were doing about it.

»I was thrilled with this idea of helping refugees, 
and I will present it to my colleagues and parents. 
I know that when there were huge floods here our 
students went on a fundraising drive and that did 
more for their understanding of active citizenship 
than a month of lectures. Here’s a project I’m sure 
we can get behind—and should.

Ana Sesar, Zagreb, Croatia

DEVELOPING SKILLS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Imagine yourself a social studies teacher and you have 
just spent three days pouring facts into your head and 
downloading the hundreds of pictures you took of Klimt 
paintings, Franz Ferdinand’s car, and an elderly Jewish 
woman who spun tales of growing up in 1930s Vienna. 
Because we believe that nothing inspires a teacher than 
on-site historical visits, and that no one teaches a teach-
er better than another teacher, we gave our participants 
ample time to work on their own projects, brainstorm 
with one another, and form partnerships.

»I have attended seminars in my country and Israel, both for Holocaust and 
history. Centropa is different because it brings educators from different coun-
tries together so that we can share ideas and better understand their points 
of view. Something else makes you different: Centropa is more interactive so 
we learn so much more from each other. We aren’t passive listeners.«

Branka Dimevska, Skopje, Macedonia

Surely one of the loveliest cities in Europe, the ancient 
city of Prague is gathered along narrow cobbled alleys 
that meander up to a looming castle on a hill perched 
above the city. A fourteenth century stone bridge lined 
with saints leads into a Jewish quarter where a sixteenth 
century cemetery is surrounded by seventeenth centu-
ry synagogues. These are the very alleyways where the 
great Rabbi Loew, with his flowing beard and robes, ad-
vised Emperor Rudolf II in the 1570s. As Prague grew into 
a modern European city in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, her Jews became a vital and integrated part 
of her society.

The majority of Prague’s Jews were murdered during 
the Holocaust. Tens of thousands who returned from 

the camps fled either in 1948, when Communism came, 
or in 1968, when the Soviet Union invaded. But a lively 
community was reborn after 1989, and there is genuine 
interest by Czechs in their Jewish history. And although 
Prague is a city whose greatness calls for longer visits, we 
were only passing through on our way to Berlin.

We spent the better part of a day off the beaten path, 
and first toured the “new” Jewish cemetery, which 
opened in 1891. Here, along leafy, well-tended pathways, 
are monuments to Czech Jews who before 1914 were 
proud Austrian citizens, then were just as proud to be 
Czechs—and then, the cemetery’s story comes almost to 
an end since there were no Jews to ever be buried there 
again. Here is where Franz Kafka is buried, having died in 

1924. His three sisters’ names are on the tombstone, too, 
although having been murdered by the Germans, no one 
knows where they are interred.

The rest of our day in Prague was spent walking through 
the winding alleyways to Castle Hill, and ended in the el-
egant residence of Austrian Ambassador Dr. Alexander 
Grubmayr, who spoke of how the Czech Republic, and 
Austria, are coping today with Europe’s problems such as 
Brexit and the migrant crisis 

PRAGUE
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THERESIENSTADT

In September 1938, Adolf Hitler convinced his British and 
French counterparts in Munich that should Nazi Germa-
ny be awarded the Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia, 
he would seek no further territorial demands. Neville 
Chamberlain and Edouard Daladier agreed. “They have 
decided about us without us,” sighed Edvard Benes, the 
Czechoslovak president.

Six months later, in March 1939, the German army invad-
ed and dismembered Czechoslovakia, and Jews in the 
country panicked, looking for any way out. Stripped of 
their rights one by one, the first transports to the ghetto 
of Theresienstadt began in December 1941. Theresien-
stadt, or Terezin in Czech, was not a death camp or a 
concentration camp as such. Jews occupied most of 
the staid, walled-off barracks town and every week more 
and more flooded into the city. The Germans appoint-
ed a Jewish council to do its bidding. In a town built for 
four thousand, there were often at least thirty thousand 
residents. There wasn’t enough to eat. There were nine 
hundred toilets. Diseases spread.

Aside from tens of thousands of Czech Jews, German 
and Austrian Jews—often the elderly, along with German 
and Austrian First World War veterans—were sent there. 
They were even told they were going to live in a spa, 
and most of them knew the more famous spas nearby: 
Marienbad, Karlsbad, Franzenbad. One can only imagine 
the shock and horror that greeted these middle class 
German Jews as they stepped off the train and found 
themselves in hell.

The German high command had no compunction about 
letting the Jews of Theresienstadt run their own affairs. 
Mount a children’s production of an opera? Why not. 
Mount readings of poetry and satire? Go ahead. Have an 
entire chorus sing Verdi’s Requiem? Not a problem. After 
all, the Germans knew where they would be sending their 
inmates.

One by one by one, some eighty-eight thousand Jews 
who had been sent to Theresienstadt would find their 
names on the transport lists to “the east.” They reported 

dutifully the next morning, stuffed themselves into cattle 
cars, and a day or so later stepped out into the blinking 
lights of Auschwitz Birkenau, the gas chambers belching 
before them.

Some fifteen thousand Jews were still alive in Theresien-
stadt in May 1945 when the Soviets liberated it. Doris 
Grozdanovicˇova, who spent the entire war there tend-
ing sheep, was one of them. Dagmar Lieblova, who came 
from a well-to-do family in Kutna Hora, was one of those 
shipped to Auschwitz, and then managed to survive the 
hell of death marches and forced labor. 

We at Centropa spent half a day at Theresienstadt with 
Dagmar and Doris, who gave first-hand accounts of what 
it was like to live in what was called “the model ghetto,” 
of seeing the dead being carted away, and Dagmar told 
us of her further hellish journeys. Then we screened the 
film we made on Dagmar, delved into questions with her 
and Doris, and set out for Germany 

BERLIN

It is a city where history is writ both large and small; you 
find it when you look up, it’s there at your feet. It’s in 
front of you as you stroll the avenues; it’s waiting around 
the corner. For anyone interested in Jewish history, so-
cial studies, Holocaust education, world literature, and 
the arts, Berlin pulls like a magnet because no other city 
has been so consistently in the vortex of modern histo-
ry: first as a generator of modern culture, then as the 
epicenter of pure evil, followed by four decades of being 
stuck in Cold War quicksand, and now, in the twenty-first 
century, as the capital of the new Europe. 

The first Jews began trickling into Berlin in the mid 1700s. 
One of the very first to be allowed in was a teenager from 
Dessau by the name of Moses Mendelssohn, the man 
destined to become the most famous Jew in Europe. It 
was Mendelssohn who told his co-religionists that they 
could and should become part of the society around 
them while holding their Judaism closely to them. And in 
the 1800s, as Berlin became one of the industrial dyna-
mos of Europe, and its Jewish community shot up from 

three thousand to over one hundred seventy-five thou-
sand, Jews in Germany took ever more prominent roles 
in that greater society. 

The largest department stores and the most progressive 
publishing houses were owned by Jews; an enormous 
number were doctors and lawyers. The vast majority, 
however, were poor to middle class, struggling to make 
their way in the world.

All of them woke up in January 1933 to find Adolf Hitler 
installed as Chancellor and in very short order he and 
his fellow Nazi party members, now running the coun-
try, began making life miserable for Germany’s Jews. 
Jews began emigrating, slowly at first, then in desper-
ation. Of Germany’s five hundred twenty-five thousand 
Jews, some three hundred four thousand got away as the 
noose tightened. Those who did not were murdered.

The Nazi’s thousand year Reich lasted for twelve years, 
and by the time Soviet soldiers stormed into Hitler’s ru-

ined chancellery in May 1945, Berlin was a smoldering 
ruin.

Here is where the Cold War would be played out over 
the years that followed. The Soviets established their rule 
in what became known as the German Democratic Re-
public; the British, French, and American allies helped 
establish the Federal Republic of Germany. In Berlin, 
Communism and Capitalism faced off as tensions rose. 
Then in 1961 the wall went up to surround West Berlin 
and seventeen million East Germans were locked in be-
hind what the Communist regime called “the anti-fascist 
protection barrier.” In 1989 the wall came down, and the 
GDR vanished with it.

All of this greatness, tragedy, and heart-stopping history 
are on view in Berlin. And that is why we came here, to 
learn about history by walking through it, then sharing 
our ideas, our pictures, and our lesson plans with each 
other.

»The exhibition in the Holocaust Memorial is ex-
ceptionally powerful. The silence and the darkness 
almost force one to be alone, without distraction, 
and delve into one’s thoughts and one’s own expe-
rience, to examine outward, to look inward. Even 
after I left it—and this was my fourth visit there—I 
still walked out moved and affected by the experi-
ence. «

Lowell Blackman, Lod, Israel
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GERMAN JEWRY: ITS RISE AND FALL

Berlin’s Mitte is one of the city’s hippest neighborhoods, 
yet it remains haunted by ghosts. Here is where tens of 
thousands of Berlin’s poorer Jews once lived; almost 
none live there now. Mitte is also home to Berlin’s most 
impressive Jewish sites, such as the Oranienburger-
strasse synagogue and the Jewish girls’ school. Spread 
along its cobbled street alleys are brass plaques laid into 
the sidewalk, naming the former residents and the dates 
when they were deported to their deaths. Over there is 

a former factory where blind Jews were protected and 
hidden when the Nazis came looking for them. Around 
the corner is a former Jewish cemetery.

The Peter Eisenman Holocaust Memorial is a vast sculp-
ture garden, but even more impressive is the exhibition 
belowground, with personal stories that tell about the 
Holocaust in each country by showing pictures and tell-
ing the story of one family at a time.

Nearby stands the zinc-sided, Daniel Libeskind-de-
signed Jewish Museum, which receives some seven hun-
dred thousand visitors annually, of whom eighty percent 
are German. Here, in a building of three floors, German 
Jewry’s history comes extensively, creatively, and inter-
actively, to life.

»I know I am saying something about the way the 
Soviet Union portrayed the past, but I was sur-
prised that the German government allocated such 
a huge plot of land for the Holocaust Memorial in 
the center of Berlin. They very seriously treat their 
history as a black hole. I am only used to history 
being portrayed as heroic. «

Olena Vitrinska, Poltava, Ukraine 

COLD WAR BERLIN

Tens of thousands of Soviet soldiers died fighting to take 
Berlin in April 1945 and the battles went on street to 
street, house to house, room to room. After all, the Ger-
mans well knew how they had raped, pillaged, and mass 
murdered their way across the Soviet Union, and now the 
hob-nailed boot was on the other foot. To come face to 
face with this final chapter of the Second World War we 
visited two remarkable sites not seen by many tourists: 

the first was the vast Soviet war memorial and cemetery 
in Treptow, where thousands of Soviet war dead are laid 
out in a well-trimmed, Stalinist-heavy park.

We then drove to the second site, a villa in the suburb of 
Karlshorst, the German-Russian Museum. Here is the very 
building in which German Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel 
signed the unconditional surrender with Soviet General 

Georgy Zhukov and his Allied partners. The museum itself 
is a tribute to how well a museum can be put together, 
even while telling two national narratives.

If the Soviet occupation began in 1945, we drove to an 
outdoor memorial dedicated to the Berlin Wall. Here a 
single guard tower and two pieces of the wall remain. They 
went up in 1961 and came down twenty-eight years later.

»All three sites were impressive in their own way. The 
Soviet War Memorial certainly was created to propagate 
the righteousness and power of Communism and the 
Soviet Union, so I will use images I photographed there 
to get my students to think for themselves and speculate 
why it is so vast and was built where it was built. The Ber-
lin Wall Memorial was something that I wish we spent a 
bit more time at, and I will use images in class to give stu-
dents a broader understanding of a separated city during 
the Cold War. «

Tom Glen, Newark, New Jersey

THE BALKANS AND THE CRISIS OF CIVIL SOCIETY

Alison Smale is the bureau chief of The New York Times in 
Berlin, and has covered wars, revolutions, and sieges in 
Central Europe since the mid-1980s. Formerly the man-
aging editor of The International Herald Tribune, Alison 
was our panel moderator for a discussion on the Balkans, 
human rights, and civil society. 

This panel consisted of a social activist, a Serbian mem-
ber of parliament, and a journalist who covered the 
break-up of Yugoslavia – people who could share with 
our teachers first-hand accounts of what they saw, and 
what they learned. The panelists included: 

Jakob Finci can trace his family back in Bosnia more than 
four hundred years, and while they fled to Italy during 
the Second World War, where Jakob was born, the family 

returned to Sarajevo in 1945. Jakob became an attorney 
and though he and his wife Nada sent their two sons to 
Israel when war came again to Bosnia in 1992, they re-
mained. Jakob became the leader of La Benevolencija, 
the non-sectarian humanitarian aid agency discussed in 
our annual report. 

Not only was Zarko Korac the only Jewish member of the 
Serbian parliament during the 1990s, when strongman 
Slobodan Milosevic´ ruled the country, Zarko was the 
only member to stand up in parliamentary session and 
condemn Serbia’s support for Radovan Karadzic´’s war in 
Bosnia. Despite death threats, Zarko never relented, and 
two decades later this professor of psychology continues 
to hold his seat and speak up for human rights.

In 1989, German journalist Erich Rathfelder covered the 
revolutions in Eastern Europe for the leftist daily, TAZ, 
and when 1990 began Erich felt it might be a good idea 
to begin covering Yugoslavia, which was then teetering 
on collapse. Erich began his work there that year, and 
twenty-five years later he’s still in the region, writing 
books, lecturing, and continuing to write for TAZ.

The panel discussion they held between them, at the 
Friedrich Ebert Foundation, touched on how each of 
Yugoslavia’s successor states stripped away human rights 
and how nationalist governments grabbed control of the 
media to stoke the fires of hatred. 

BERLIN: THE UNEASY CAPITAL OF A TROUBLED EUROPE

It seems that whatever happens in Europe today has 
to pass, one way or another, through Berlin—from the 
Greek financial collapse to Russia’s bullying posture on 
Ukraine, from the euro’s problems to the refugee crisis. 
Think tanks, foundations, and corporations all sponsor 
panel discussions on these and other subjects, and one 
of the most important among them is the Alfred Her-
rhausen Society of Deutsche Bank.

Our discussion on Berlin’s evolving status as a world-class 
city was hosted by the Alfred Herr hausen Society under 
the aegis of its director, former German diplomat Thom-
as Matussek. 

Philip Oltermann is The Guardian’s correspondent in 
Berlin. Born in Germany, Philip spent his teen years in 
England, became an online football reporter for Der 
Spiegel, and in 2012 published Keeping Up With the Ger-
mans, a well-received, insightful comparison between 
British and German societies. 

Tim Renner began his professional life in the music busi-
ness and worked in A&R at Polydor before heading up his 
own music label, Motor Music. In 2014, Tim moved into 
politics. As Permanent Secretary for Cultural Affairs in 
Berlin, Tim oversees hundred of millions of euros annual-
ly going to opera companies, symphonies, art museums, 
and theaters. 

Dr. Sylke Tempel, author of several books on the Mid-
dle East, is Editor-in-Chief of Internationale Politik and 
the Berlin Policy Journal, both published by the German 
Council on Foreign Affairs. Sylke also teaches Interna-
tional Affairs and Contemporary German History at the 
Stanford Study Center Berlin, and she was Visiting Pro-
fessor at Stanford.

GERMANY, UKRAINE, JEWISH MEMORY

There could be no more fitting venue for our final event 
than the German Foreign Office, which is (partially) 
housed in a Nazi-era building that had been headquar-
ters of the Reichsbank.

Here in a building where Germany’s past and Europe’s 
future are dealt with on a daily basis, we were hosted by 

Ambassador Felix Klein, who heads his ministry’s office 
on Jewish affairs and Holocaust issues. The German For-
eign Office has supported Centropa’s programs for well 
more than a dozen years, and for this special event—the 
closing of our tenth summer academy—we invited Liliya 
Hrynevych, Ukraine’s Minister of Education, to speak on 
the importance of preserving memory.

Sharing the podium with the minister was Shelly Weiner, 
who flew in from Greensboro, North Carolina. Shelly was 
born in the city of Rivne, and during the Second World 
War she was saved from certain death by a Ukrainian 
farmer who took in a total of four Jewish women and hid 
them in his barn—for twenty-eight months. 

In these troubled times, as Vladimir Putin has sent troops 
into Ukraine, occupied Crimea, and invested fortunes 
into trying to destabilize the country, Germany has been 
investing hundreds of millions of euros in Ukraine’s infra-
structure, as well as in its civil society. Working through 
Fabian Ruehle, our business manager and director of our 
European education programs, Centropa has secured 
more than $200,000 for our educational programs in 
Ukraine. Here in a country that needs all the coopera-
tion with the EU that it can get, we are doing our best to 
forge those links—between our programs, our teachers, 
and their counterparts in Ukraine.
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We have said it before and we will continue to say it: 
no one teaches a teach better than another teach-
er. And while every Centropa Summer Academy turns 
the great cities of Central Europe into classrooms for 
adults, it is just as important for teachers to work on 
lesson plans that they can use the very day they walk 
back into their classrooms.

That’s why we give them ample opportunity to work 
alongside teachers from their own countries and 

disciplines, but also have them collaborate in inter-
national groups. Further, we have created The Mar-
ketplace of Ideas, where a half dozen, teachers who 
have been exceptionally creative have the chance to 
show everyone their projects. And this year, we add-
ed a presentation by Karen Ettinger of the National 
Library of Israel who shared with our teachers the 
NLI’s growing body of online programs.

»What sets Centropa apart is that we got to work in elective groups, which 
was very productive. It was important and effective for engaging teachers 
in teamwork. I returned home with a finished lesson, “We, the people,” 
created during the CSA in my elective group, and which I can use right 
away in class. Also, I formed a partnership with Stella in Thessaloniki.«

Nada Banjanic Djuric, Belgrade, Serbia

BUILDING SKILLS AND SHARING IDEAS

»Having a presentation by Karen present-
ed an entire portal of ideas. I will certainly 
begin using it with my teachers. The fact 
that they have so much online about the 
Dreyfus trial in France will send my histo-
ry teachers to their site. And when Karen 
told us that they now have the Kafka ar-
chive I was thrilled.«

Mark Helfrich, Cape Town 

»I have attended seminars in my country and Israel, both for  Holocaust 
and history. Centropa is different because it brings educators from 
different countries together so that we can share ideas and better un-
derstand their points of view. Something else makes you different: 
 Centropa is more interactive so we learn so much more from each other. 
We aren’t passive listeners.«

Branka Dimevska, Skopje, Macedonia

»Working with other teachers provides 
you with insight into school dynamics in 
other countries, but it’s clear we all have 
the same goals for our students, which is 
to make learning engaging and relevant. 
When we work in groups it enriches every-
one – so that I have been able to establish 
professional friendships that have led me 
to create joint projects and school ex-
changes among the students.«

Rina Lund, Rome

THE MARKETPLACE OF IDEAS

The Marketplace of Ideas was one of the 
most valuable parts of the CSA. It was 
absolutely inspiring to see what other 
teachers achieved - especially the cross- 
cultural projects. It left me wanting to get 
started right away! Maybe next year it 
would be possible to give more time for 
sharing different projects because this is 
where teachers really got to show off their 
best work for each other.

Britta Elkmann, Nümbrecht, Germany

I absolutely appreciated Holly’s project on 
gastronomic diplomacy with her students. 
It might work really great for doing a sim-
ilar project so as to bring closer Macedo-
nian and Albanian students. I also partic-
ipated in the creation of a lesson plan on 
Weimar Culture in my elective group. It’s 
based on photography, a Centropa film, 
and Centropa student films, and it gives a 
fabulous opportunity for doing cross-cul-
tural project work between Israel, Hunga-
ry, and Macedonia. I will definitely work on 
that this year.

Daniela Shterjova, Skopje, Macedonia

I found this session especially beneficial 
and, to tell you the truth, it should have 
been longer. So many great ideas, and all 
of them delivered with such enthusiasm! 
After the session I got so many new ideas. 
I mean, gastronomy always attracts kids, 
so it was interesting to hear how Holly 
Loranger managed to introduce various 
countries through food. And I have always 
thought that poetry was difficult to teach, 
at least until Ettie from Israel showed me 
how students making videos out of poetry 
gets them totally involved.

Rovena Kvaraciejute, Lithuania

I will use Centropa for lessons that I didn’t 
even think could be relevant to what I do. 
The Summer Academy was different be-
cause it got people to cooperate, interact, 
and learn from each other in ways other 
seminars don’t. Basically, you trust us to 
come up with great ideas—you don’t lead 
us. I already shared my experiences with 
the headmaster of my school and said the 
CSA is the best seminar I ever attended. 

Sinisa Vukadinovic, Belgrade, Serbia

WHO MADE IT POSSIBLE

WHAT IT COST: CENTROPA SUMMER ACADEMY 2016

Alfred Herrhausen Gesellschaft

Austrian Federal Ministry of Education

Austrian National Bank

Central Council of Jews in Germany

City Council of Vienna

De Toledo High School 

Good Will Foundation Vilnius

Greensboro Jewish Federation

Holocaust Fund of the Jews from Macedonia

Jewish Museum Berlin 

Jewish Museum of Maryland

Jewish Museum Vienna

Kirsh/Linda Mirels Foundation 

San Diego Jewish Academy

The Austrian Embassy in Prague

The Ronald S. Lauder Foundation 

The Unites States Embassy Belgrade

Cheryl Fishbein and Phil Schatten

Dennis Albers

Harry and Carol Saal

Joseph M. Schapiro

SPECIAL THANKS TO:

Tony Rodriguez, The Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany

Jens Buschmann and Felix Klein, Federal Foreign Office of Germany

Hans Winkler, Diplomatic Academy of Vienna

Silvia Friedrich and Dr. Oscar Wawra, International City of Vienna

Dr. Claus Raidl, Austrian National Bank

Martin Bock, Leonore Martin and Ralf Possekel, Foundation “Remembrance, Responsibility, Future”

Bert Hoppe, Alexander Kallweit and Reinhard Krumm, Friedrich Ebert Foundation

Henri-Giscard Bohnet und Dr. Gerhard Wahlers, Konrad Adenauer Foundation

Thomas Matussek, Alfred Herrhausen Gesellschaft

Claims Conference
The Conference on Jewish Material
Claims Against Germany
www.claimscon.org

THE FRANK AND SHELLY WEINER HOLOCAUST EDUCATION 
OF THE TEACHER TRAINING ENDOWMENT OF NCCAT

 J. IRA AND NICKI HARRIS LOUIS H. GROSS

HOTELS, TRANSPORTATION, MEALS

Hotel € 44.110 $49.269

Meals € 35.738 $39.918

Plane tickets € 40.619 $45.370

Public transport € 1.056 $1.179

Bus rentals € 8.148 $9.101

Subtotal € 129.671 $144.838

SEMINAR PREPARATION, SPEAKERS, TECHNOLOGY, EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS

Speakers € 1.000 $1.117

Tour guides & museum entrance € 4.547 $5.079

Photographer € 1.686 $1.883

Printed material: DVDs burned, handouts, final report € 16.575 $18.514

Multi-media film, produced for Summer Academy € 12.957 $14.473

Website adaptation and blogspots for teachers to use € 1.056 $1.180

Fees for tech and seminar room rental € 7.227 $8.072

Subtotal € 45.049 $50.317

CENTROPA STAFF/ADMINISTRATION COSTS

Subtotal € 63.470 $70.878

TOTAL ¤ 238.190 $266.033
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CENTROPA AUSTRIA
Selzergasse 10 Top 5-8

1150 Wien
Austria

CENTROPA HUNGARY
Ferenciek tere 7-8.  

1053 Budapest
Hungary

CENTROPA GERMANY
Krochmannstr. 2
22299 Hamburg

Germany

CENTROPA USA
1141 Loxford Terrace 

Silver Spring, MD 20901
USA


	10 SUMMERS OF LEARNING
	Centropa summer academy 2007—2015
	The tenth annual 
	Centropa Summer Academy
	CSA 16 Participants
	Vienna
	Prague
	Theresienstadt
	Berlin

