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ABOUT THIS GUIDE
This reading-group guide for The Unanswered Letter includes an 

introduction, discussion questions, ideas for enhancing your book club, 
and a Q&A with author Faris Cassell. The questions are intended to help 
your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for discus-
sion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase 
your enjoyment of the book.

INTRODUCTION
In 1939, as the Nazi menace closed in, Alfred Berger mailed a desper-

ate letter to an American stranger with the same last name, begging for 
help. He and his wife, Hedwig, Viennese Jews, had found escape routes 
for their daughters, but with funds and connections exhausted, they 
themselves were unable to flee.

Fifty years later, Alfred’s letter ended up in the hands of Faris Cassell, 
an award-winning journalist who couldn’t rest until she had discovered 
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the Bergers’ fate. Traveling across the United States as well as to Austria, 
the Czech Republic, Belarus, and Israel, she uncovered an extraordinary 
story of heart-wrenching loss and unforgettable love that endures to this 
day. Called “a poignant and unforgettable journey of determination and 
discovery” by bestselling author Georgia Hunter, The Unanswered Let-
ter is a book you won’t soon forget.

TOPICS & QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Describe the letter that leads Cassell to find the descendants of Alfred 
and Hedwig Berger. Cassell notes that she was “the third ‘Madam’ 
to read this letter” (p. xxiii). What effect does it have on each of the 
women who reads it? Why do you think that each of them chooses 
to hold onto the letter? How did you feel upon seeing the facsimile 
of it within the pages of The Unanswered Letter? What do you think 
you would have done if you had received the letter?

2. Michael Berenbaum, the former project director at the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, called The Unanswered Letter “a 
work of power and passion,” saying “it is not the story of six million 
anonymous victims, but of one person, six million times.” Explain 
the difference. What is the effect of reading the story of how one 
family was affected by the Holocaust? Were you surprised by any-
thing you read? If so, why?

3. In the foreword to The Unanswered Letter, Cassell explains that she 
uses a “relatively new convention” that she encountered in James 
Carroll’s writing. Like him, she has elected to delegitimize the 
“pseudo-scientific, racist term ‘Semitic’ by writing the ‘s’ in lower 
case and eliminating the hyphen in ‘anti-Semitic’ and ‘anti-Semi-
tism’” (p. xix). She also made the decision to lowercase the term 
“Aryan” in her writing. Why do you think it was important for 
Cassell to include this note? What role does language play in legiti-
mizing hate and discrimination? Were there instances when the Nazi 
Party employed language to give credibility to their claims and 
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actions? What were they? Can you think of any instances of this 
happening today?

4. Discuss the structure of The Unanswered Letter. As Cassell focuses 
less on her search for information and reveals more about the Berger 
family, she focuses on each character’s attempts to flee separately. 
What effect did that structure have on you while you were reading 
the book? Did you find yourself wondering about the fates of other 
family members?

5. Ani instructs Celia not to speak with Faris Cassell. Cassell writes “It 
struck me that Ani’s defensiveness had similarities to the Los Angeles 
Bergers’ response to Alfred’s letter” (p. 29). What reasons might Ani 
have had to be wary of Cassell and her questions? Why do you think 
Celia was open to talking? What would you do if you were in Celia’s 
place?

6. In her letters to Martha and the rest of the family, Gretl “[minimizes] 
her poverty and health problems,” choosing to write only “about the 
best parts of her life” (p. 372). Why do you think Gretl chooses to 
gloss over the difficulties in her life? How does each family member 
attempt to protect the other members in his or her letters?

7. While conducting research to learn more about Hedwig and Alfred 
Berger, Cassell was able to obtain some of their registration cards. 
Cassell finds herself “drawn to the sheer physicality of the cards. 
Unlike today’s computer-generated data, the handwriting held its 
own information” (p. 20). What do the records tell Cassell about 
Hedwig and Alfred? Think of objects that you and your family 
have—cards, applications, passports—what clues would the ephem-
era of your own life give a stranger about you?

8. Celia tells Cassell, “Growing up, I lived with a Holocaust mentality. 
I think I was born with it” (p. 40). What does she mean by that? 
How does this mentality show itself in Celia’s actions? Do you think 
that this mentality is passed from one generation to the next? Explain 
your answer.

9. Who is Frau Huber? Describe her interaction with Cassell. Frau 
Huber says “The second thing I want to say, and no one told me, I 
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saw it for myself. There were two kinds of Jews. One was ‘our Jews’” 
(p. 420). What does she mean by this statement? How does she use 
it to justify her inaction? Why does Cassell find the conversation so 
unsettling? What do you think of what Frau Huber says?

10. When Cassell brings up the possibility of visiting Minsk and “[Sid-
ney’s] family’s village, [he] balked at visiting either place” (p. 108). 
Were you surprised by his reaction or that of Cassell’s mother-in-law? 
Why or why not? Why are they so against the idea? Discuss the effect 
that visiting Belarus has on Sidney.

11. When Amnon arrives in Vienna, he brings documents with him that 
verify his father’s military records in the Austrian Army service 
because he intends to apply for Austrian citizenship. He tells Cassell, 
“Life in Brazil is good now, but one never knows. A second passport 
could prove useful” (p. 179). Given that Amnon’s family risked their 
lives fleeing Austria, Cassell is amazed by this disclosure. What did 
you think of it? Why might Amnon feel safety in having a second 
citizenship? How has he been shaped by his family’s history?

12. In the fall of 1941, as Jews in Vienna found themselves facing an 
“onslaught of laws and ordinances that battered their lives,” Alfred 
and Hedwig report that they would be sharing the High Holidays 
with Mathilde, the Toch family, and other friends (p. 327). In light 
of all of the oppression that they faced because they were Jews, why 
do you think the Bergers chose to observe the holiday? What role do 
holidays play within a religion or culture? How might observing 
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur have brought Alfred and Hedwig a 
feeling of community and solace?

13. What effect does being in the “Vienna Room” have on Cassell? 
Describe the room. Why do you think that Peter decided to set up 
the “Vienna Room” in his house? Do you have any objects that have 
been passed down through your family in your home? If so, how do 
you display them?

14. Sidney tells Cassell, “People can know—and not know” (p. 421). 
What prompts him to say this? Explain his statement. Do you agree? 
Why or why not?
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15. Ani and Loli described Hermann as a “snob person,” and, upon 
Celia’s first reading of his translated letters, “his superficiality made 
her angry” (p. 234). Explain their initial impressions of Hermann. 
How do Celia’s feelings about Hermann change as she begins to read 
more deeply into the letters? What pressures were Hermann and 
other Jewish refugees like him under?

ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB

1. Cassell writes, “Old photos are gifts from the past, opening a frozen 
moment” (p. 85). Did seeing photos of Hedwig and Alfred Berger 
and the rest of their family enhance your reading of their story? Take 
a look at your old family photos and share them with your book 
club, taking time to tell stories about the events captured on film. 
Does revisiting the photos help put you back in the experience?

2. When talking about Hedwig, Celia praises her cooking, telling Cas-
sell, “We still use her recipes. Her strudel with lemon peel in the 
dough is memorable! And I serve cucumbers her way—cold, sliced 
very thin, sprinkled with salt and pressed under a heavy plate” (p. 
37). Have any recipes been passed down in your family? Tell your 
book club about them—or, better yet, cook them and share them 
with your book club.

3. While in Vienna, Cassell writes that Alfred and Hedwig’s descen-
dants were “realizing that they had their own Exodus story, their 
own Night—Elie Wiesel’s story of love, pain, and horror” (p. 104). 
Read Night and discuss it with your book club. In what ways is 
Wiesel’s story like that of the Berger family? How does reading about 
Wiesel’s experiences in the Nazi concentration camps add to your 
understanding of the experiences of the Berger family?

4. Cassell writes that “stymied in their effort to mobilize public opin-
ion, some America Jews turned to alter egos—artistic creations that 
demonstrated their patriotism and excoriated Nazis” (p. 344). Exam-
ples she cites include “Captain America” and Casablanca, which 
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was inspired by events in Vienna. Read, watch, and listen to some 
of the art created by American Jews during this historical period, 
then discuss it with your book club. Was the art successful in pro-
moting an anti-Nazi message? Do you think that art can sway public 
opinion? If so, can you give recent examples where art has caused 
you to reconsider a political or philosophical position?

A CONVERSATION WITH FARIS CASSELL

Q: Congratulations on the publication of The Unanswered Let-
ter! Is there anything that you have found particularly grati-
fying about the book’s release? If so, what?

A: Every story about the six million Jews lost during the Holo-
caust is precious. Research for The Unanswered Letter 
uncovered new information and insight about the Holocaust 
and about the human condition. Alfred Berger’s desperate 
letter was written in 1939, long before I was born. I felt that 
it came to me for a reason and that I had a responsibility to 
bring this story into the light of day. I’m grateful I was in a 
position to do that. The story carries a message that remains 
crucial for us today.

Q: Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist Larry McMurtry praised The 
Unanswered Letter, calling it “a wonderful book about a ter-
rible subject” and saying, “I found it hard to put down.” High 
praise coming from a novelist! Between your vivid writing and 
the frenetic pacing of parts of the Berger family’s story, The 
Unanswered Letter reads like the best fiction at times. Was 
this a conscious decision when you began writing? How were 
you able to strike the balance between the dense history you 
cover in the story and the more lyrical sections?

A: Thank you for those kind words. Many drafts of this book 
preceded the final version. I’d been accustomed to writing 
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newspaper features—much, much shorter pieces than this 
book—but that discipline of discovery, prioritizing, and 
organizing was crucial for writing the book. Writing draft 
after draft of The Unanswered Letter, learning how to orga-
nize the vast amount of information I was discovering, gave 
me time to ponder how such a disaster could have happened. 
I read deeply about the Holocaust and was inspired by pro-
found thinkers and great writers.

Q: You tell Sidney that conducting research is “many steps in 
place. No progress until you open the right door” (p. 169). 
It was fascinating to read about the instances when you did 
find the “right door” as you followed the story of Hedwig 
and Alfred Berger. Were there any particularly thrilling dis-
coveries for you while writing The Unanswered Letter? 
What about the rest of your career? Can you share any 
instances when you discovered a particularly surprising 
“right door”?

A: Those doors!!! You have to knock on many doors to find 
the “right one.” Probably the most important door that 
opened for me belonged to Celia Cizes. I spent months 
learning how to access public documents like Social Secu-
rity records of deceased people. Step by step, I finally came 
to her doorstep—figuratively. Her amazing collection of 
family records, photos, letters, and her memories were key 
to this book. Without her trust in me and her help, the book 
could not have been written. Several other discoveries set 
my heart racing. The chance meeting with Amnon, the 
Bergers’ great nephew from Brazil, opened the door to 
discovering the unknown plot to assassinate Hitler. The 
former Hitler Youth member we met in Vienna was an 
acquaintance of a good friend of mine. Those connections 
were lucky, but they couldn’t have happened if I hadn’t kept 
knocking on doors.
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Q: Early in your quest to learn more about Alfred and Hedwig 
Berger, you recount that you reached out to a journalist at 
the New York Times whom you “had intended to ask . . . 
about his research, but he jumped ahead, asking bluntly, 
‘Were they important?’” (p. 14). The Unanswered Letter is 
a powerful answer to that question. If you could speak to 
that reporter again, is there anything else you would say in 
response to that question?

A: Wow, a great question. I understand that the journalist spoke 
in a professional and rushed way, asking me if the Bergers 
were well-known, influential news-makers. Even so, ideas 
about who is news-worthy continue to evolve. I’m interested 
in a different kind of journalism. Even the most humble, 
unknown person is important, and stories about ordinary 
people can change the world. Witness George Floyd.

Q: You write that “Hermann’s ledgers, never intended to be read 
like a memoir, were a surprising communication from the 
past” (p. 77). As you began conducting research into the 
Berger family’s story, were there any other unexpected 
sources that provided you with insight?

A: Peter Wulkan’s “Vienna Room” still brings a smile to my 
face. He had not only saved family records but created a 
space that gave me a feeling of Old Vienna. Walking 
through that door opened the world of the Austrian Empire 
for me and made the family’s close bonds, their terror, and 
their desperate efforts to escape feel real to me. Also, of 
course, I was stunned to discover that the woman who had 
been a member of Hitler Youth was also the daughter of 
[the supervisor of the] Aspang train station from which 
Hedwig was deported. She remembered, as a child, watch-
ing Jews being loaded on trains. She remembered watching 
Göring’s train arrive after the Anschluss. He was notori-
ously vain about his appearance, and she had seen him yell 
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and fuss about changing his uniform before he would leave 
the train. She said he seemed ridiculous “waving his stick,” 
his military baton, around. I didn’t have space in the book 
for all of her recollections.

Q: After finishing The Unanswered Letter, readers are likely to 
want to learn more about their own family history. Can you 
offer them any guidance on how to go about learning more 
based on your own experiences? What resources did you find 
particularly useful?

A: A number of people have contacted me asking that question. 
I’m glad to help people with a few shortcuts. For Jewish 
families, JewishGen.org is a great resource with local chap-
ters that welcome visitors. They offer guidance and maintain 
collections of resources. Germany and Austria keep amazing 
records, as does the Arolsen Archives International Center 
on Nazi Persecution. I found Vienna’s city archives and the 
DÖW and IKG in Vienna to be a treasure trove of guidance 
and information. In New York, the Center for Jewish History 
and HIAS are wonderful archives. These are sources for 
Jewish genealogy and history. A wealth of other helpful 
genealogy organizations are easy to find online.

Q: You write that the “Holocaust was sometimes invisible” and 
go on to say, “I remembered communications research that 
insists there is no such thing as an innocent bystander, there 
are only people who cede their authority to more outspoken 
influencers” (p. 422). Having seen the effects of inaction, are 
there any specific actions that you think your readers can 
take to combat invisible oppression and discrimination?

A: This is a big question, but the solution is simpler than it might 
appear. Americans love to organize so it’s easy to find groups 
online or through friends or religious organizations; they 
work on problems as close as your neighborhood or as 
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distant as international politics. I think the hardest step is the 
first one. Ask yourself, when I look back on this year, what 
effort will I be glad I’ve been part of?

Q: You recount how your mother-in-law forbade you and your 
husband from going to Belarus and your own parents 
“remained ambivalent about my quest” (p. 110). In light of 
their reactions to your pursuit, how did they react to the news 
that you were publishing The Unanswered Letter? What did 
they think of the finished book?

A: That’s difficult for me to answer. My parents and my mother-
in-law died before the book was finished which is a sadness 
for me. Though skeptical in the beginning, they all became 
supportive as I persevered and made progress. They would 
have been moved by the story and by the message that we 
are all important and can make a difference in the world. I 
learned that from my wise, but very human family.

Q: What would you like your readers to take away from The 
Unanswered Letter?

A: I hope that readers of The Unanswered Letter will find the 
story compelling. An author may have certain wishes, only 
to discover that the story moves different people in different 
ways. This is really a book of questions. I believe that the 
Bergers, an ordinary family caught in extraordinary times, 
carry a message of love and hope, heartache and courage. I 
hope people will be inspired by their story and find their own 
answers to the questions.

Q: Do you have any advice for aspiring writers? Is there any-
thing that you wish you had been told at the start of your 
writing career?

A: My message to aspiring writers is this: Believe! Believe in 
yourself, believe in your work, and never give up. I’m very 
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glad no one told me at the beginning how long it would take 
me to finish this book.

Q: Are you working on anything now? Can you tell us about it?
A: I’m considering a number of options. I’m very interested now 

in how Americans are coping with the many refugees still 
pounding at our doors.




