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2017 Student Grant
Awarded to a student from the University of Northern Iowa

The grant paid a portion of the $3,750 cost of the trip to travel with Eva Kor of the CANDLES Museum and 
Education Center. The tour visited the Auschwitz concentration camp and other sites in Poland. Following is 
the letter the student wrote to us upon returning from the trip. 

I want to begin by simply saying thank you for your generous donation towards my trip to 
Poland with Holocaust survivor, Eva Kor. This was my first trip out of the country, and 
it was an unbelievable experience. Although I was only gone for nine days, I feel like I 

have experienced a month’s worth of activities, culture, and learning. It was truly a once in a 
lifetime experience. 

We arrived in Poland early in the afternoon on our first day and a few hours explore Old Town 
Krakow. It is such a beautiful city with horse-drawn carriages, shops, and restaurants that 
line the streets. The architecture is stunning, and thankfully we enjoyed beautiful weather 
all throughout the week. Later that day we visited the Plaszów Memorio site and the Ghetto 
Heroes Square. The following day we took a tour of the Wieliczka Salt Mines as well as a 
guided tour of the city of Krakow.

Most meals were provided with the cost of the trip, so each evening we were treated to a 
wonderful dinner at either our hotel or at various restaurants around the city of Krakow. Our 
final day before beginning our tours of Auschwitz was spent in the Jewish Quarter and at the 
Schindler Factory Museum. The city is full of fascinating history, wonderful shops, and lots of 
ice cream! 

After a few light days of touring and getting adjusted to Poland we were preparing for what 
most of us were truly there for: Auschwitz. I went into the trip with very few expectations. I 
was ready to experience and soak in all that I could. I wasn’t quite sure what it would be like, 
how I would react, or what was in store. I was simply enthralled by the history and culture 
of the Holocaust, and looked forward to immersing myself in what presented itself to be a 
wonderful opportunity to explore this topic in the deepest ways. I was not disappointed. The 
CANDLES Museum staff did a fantastic job of preparing us for the following days as much 
as they could. They emphasized that there truly is no way to prepare for the experience. 
Everyone reacts and feels differently, and however you feel is OKAY. 

Personally, I was quite conflicted knowing that I was incredibly excited (if that word can 
even be used) to finally have the chance to visit a place that has been at the top of my 
bucket list for years while also knowing that this was such a dark part of history. It was 

a big deal for me to be on this trip, so positive emotions were there, while obvious negative 
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emotions were also present. It is a difficult feeling to wrestle with. They also talked to us about 
what we may experience once we returned home from the trip. Many people have difficulty 
explaining the experience to others (if others are even willing to listen, another common 
problem.) At first, I didn’t quite understand this. However, after seeing and experiencing it for 
myself, I immediately understood. 

You truly do not and cannot understand what it is like to visit Auschwitz until you are there, 
and even then, it is still incredibly difficult. Others may listen to your stories and react with 
you, but they will never be able to fully grasp the enormity and heaviness that comes with 
standing on those grounds. This makes sharing my experiences almost difficult. You want 
to be able to express the magnitude of the camps with others, but it is simply impossible. 
You always feel as though you are under representing all that was there. Even as I write this 
letter, I continue to go back, edit, and add, as I just don’t feel I give the experience the justice 
it deserves. You want to explain every detail, every sight, and every, piece of information, 
because it is all so important. 

Even as I stood in the center of Birkenau, surrounded by the railroad track, guard 
towers, and barracks where hundreds of thousands of innocent people lost their 
lives, I couldn’t bring myself to grasp the reality of what went on. You see these 

images in movies and in books, but when you see it in real life, it’s difficult to process that 
these things are real and that these atrocities actually took place. Although walking through 
the barracks where women and children were housed while imprisoned at Birkenau was 
unforgettable to say the least, the most difficult portion of visiting the camps was, without 
question, walking through the gas chamber and crematorium that still stand in Auschwitz. It 
is incomprehensible. Without walking in those doors, you cannot imagine what it is like. The 
feelings were surreal. The horrors of every book, movie, class, and so forth came to life, and 
the only emotion I can say that I felt was that of being overwhelmed. It was almost too much 
to handle, given what we know went on for far too long within that very building. 

A strange element of my visit to the camps was the weather. During our first day at 
Birkenau, it was painfully hot and sunny, especially given the total lack of shade in the 
camp. Although it may sound odd, I was thankful to be so uncomfortable. It just didn’t 

feel right to be “comfortable” in such a place. We were reminded, however, that this is the final 
resting place of thousands and thousands of people, so the peaceful feeling that can be felt 
here, although strange, is only right to honor those lives. 

Butterflies fluttered throughout both camps we visited, and it was a subtle reminder of this 
idea among a grim and mournful backdrop. Another strange weather change took place during 
our visit to Auschwitz I. All throughout the day, it had been sunny, no rain in sight. As we 
began our walk to the crematorium, it became violently windy. As we approached the door, it 
began to rain. Again, I am thankful for this, as it almost made it easier to process what we were 
seeing. Beautiful weather just doesn’t feel right among all that was happening around us. The 
preparation and protection we had from the weather gave us a lot of perspective on just how 
inhumane the treatment of prisoners was. We had water bottles, sunscreen, umbrellas, and 
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breaks from the heat; they had nothing. As Eva said, “You don’t survive with your body. You 
really survive with your soul.”

Visiting Auschwitz is an experience in and of itself. Visiting with a survivor of that 
very place adds an incredibly unique element. Visiting with Eva Kor? Complex. You. 
Are walking through the site where one of the most horrific genocides in history took 

place, and yet you look your left and see Eva, a survivor of this very place, laughing, making 
jokes, and even dancing! She has a distinct sense of humor, and I really got a sense of that 
when on our final bus ride back to the hotel from Auschwitz, she said to us, “You should all be 
pretty proud of yourselves, you survived a week in Auschwitz!” 

Alongside her knack for witty comments, she has an overwhelmingly strong passion for 
spreading the value of forgiveness. Although it took her time, she has publicly declared her 
forgiveness to all of those involved in the Holocaust, Hitler, Dr, Mengele, the Nazis, you name 
it, and she has forgiven. For this reason, she is somewhat controversial. Not everyone, other 
survivors included, feel that forgiveness is appropriate. She, however, feels that by forgiving, 
she has released herself from living as a victim for the rest of her life. As she said, “I don’t 
know if they deserve it, but I deserve it.” It is because of this that revisiting Auschwitz does 
not seem to be a painful experience for Eva. She resided in Birkenau, but visited Auschwitz I 
three times a week, as she was a twin and took part in Dr. Mengele’s twin studies throughout 
her time in camp. It was amazing to see others’ reactions to Eva when they realized just who 
she was within the camps. People stood and listened to her speak with tears in their eyes. It 
was almost as if she was a celebrity. This helped me to appreciate just what a privilege it was 
to be on this trip. 

To say it was once-in-a-lifetime is an understatement. There are times I am scanning 
through my notes from the trip or viewing the hundreds of pictures that I took, and I 
tear up just thinking about how incredible it is that I had the opportunity that I did. It 

is something I will cherish and take with me for the rest of my life. I feel incredibly grateful to 
have heard directly from Eva, as her story and message are so incredibly important. 

Each evening after visiting the camps, the CANDLES staff put on a “discussion” for the trip 
participants to reflect on the day. One of the mail focuses at one of these discussions was 
“What now?” What do we do now that we’ve had this experience? How has it affected us? 
What can we take away and share with those back at home? Something that stood out to me 
was the idea of responsibility. With the knowledge that we’ve gained from both our guides 
and Eva, and with the sights that we’ve seen in which few are given such an experience, we 
now have a responsibility to ensure that this does not happen again. We have now seen what 
hatred can do and what can take place when nobody steps up to say, “enough is enough.” We 
now carry the responsibility to be that person. We have the obligation to be kind to others. To 
speak up and to share what we now know. 

I can’t say that I walked away from the experience with a precise plan of how to implement 
all that I learned and experienced (primarily because there is just so much to process. Some 
of which I’m not sure I ever truly will, but I can certainly say seeing what I say changed my 
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life forever. Eva’s outlook on her situation is as equally life-changing. If someone who has 
seen what she has seen can move on and live a life full of hope, it goes to show just how strong 
we as humans can be. We not only have the power to control our happiness, but we have the 
power to choose how we treat others. I hope to spread Eva’s message and story by acting as an 
example of how to display true compassion to all of those I have the opportunity to interact 
with. The Holocaust was not made possible by just one individual. Evil spreads one by one, 
but with the same commitment, so does peace and hope. 

To end on a “lighter” note, our final day of the trip was a free day. We were free to 
go wherever we wanted to further explore the area. Some stayed near the hotel to 
continue shopping and exploring, while another group took a train to Warsaw for 

the day. I went with a group to Zakopane, Poland. Not including our visit to the camps, this 
was one my favorite parts of the entire trip. Zakopane is a small resort town about two hours 
from Krakow. It’s at the base of the Tatra Mountains and is known for winter sports like ski 
jumping and mountain climbing. A guide took us to a few historic Churches in the area and 
we were then given the task to explore on our own. We took a short funicular ride to the top 
of the mountain to enjoy an extraordinary view (and the best ice cream of the trip!) .After 
this I spend the day exploring and shopping at their town market. It is filled with shops and 
stands offering homemade goods such as leather coats, wooden kitchen utensils, and their 
ever-popular goat cheese. I could have stayed there forever! I was sad to leave; it is definitely 
somewhere I love to go back. 

The following day, we had a one-hour flight from Krakow to Munich, a nine-and-a-half-hour 
flight from Munich to Chicago, and a four-hour bus ride from Chicago to Terre Haute, and 
then after spending the night in Terre Haute, I had my final leg of the trip, a six-hour car ride 
back to Iowa. After twenty hours of traveling, I was happy to be home, sad to have left Poland, 
and filled with emotions and experiences unlike anything I have ever experienced. 

Although this was my first trip out of the country, after experiencing all that I did, it will 
certainly not be my last. Again, I can’t thank you enough for your generosity in helping to 
make this trip a reality. I’ve included a postcard from Krakow, a postcard from Auschwitz 
I signed by Eva, a photo from the Jewish Quarter in Krakow, and a small Star of David 
magnet (also from the Jewish Quarter). I hope you enjoy and share with the members of your 
wonderful organization. 

Thank you so much!


