
study guide answers for parallel
journeys
Study guide answers for Parallel Journeys can greatly enhance your understanding of the
themes, characters, and historical context of the book. "Parallel Journeys" by Eleanor H.
Ayer is a compelling narrative that intertwines the lives of two young individuals during
World War II: a Jewish boy named Alfons Heck and a German boy named Rudolf Höss.
Through their stories, the book delves into the complexities of morality, identity, and the
impact of war on personal lives. This guide aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the
text, helping readers grasp the essential elements of the narrative and its broader
implications.

Overview of the Book

Author and Historical Context
Eleanor H. Ayer, an accomplished author known for her works on historical subjects,
presents a unique perspective in "Parallel Journeys." The book is set against the backdrop
of World War II, a period marked by profound social upheaval and moral dilemmas. Ayer’s
narrative explores the experiences of two boys from starkly different backgrounds, offering
insight into the societal influences that shaped their paths.

Plot Summary
"Parallel Journeys" follows the lives of Alfons Heck, who grows up in Nazi Germany and
becomes an ardent supporter of the regime, and Rudolf Höss, a Jewish boy who faces the
brutal realities of discrimination and persecution. The chapters alternate between Alfons’s
journey into the Hitler Youth and Rudolf’s harrowing experiences in concentration camps.
This dual narrative structure emphasizes the stark contrasts in their experiences and
highlights the larger historical forces at play.

Major Themes

The Impact of War on Identity
One of the central themes of "Parallel Journeys" is how war shapes personal identity. Both
boys are influenced by the ideologies of their time, which significantly affect their beliefs
and actions.

- Alfons Heck: His journey reflects the indoctrination and fervent nationalism that
characterized many young Germans. His identity is deeply intertwined with his role in the



Hitler Youth, where he learns to prioritize loyalty to the state over individual morality.

- Rudolf Höss: In contrast, Rudolf’s identity is shaped by his struggle for survival in a hostile
environment. His experiences highlight the fragility of identity when faced with systemic
oppression and violence.

Moral Choices and Responsibility
The book raises critical questions about moral choices and personal responsibility. Ayer
illustrates how individuals can be complicit in larger systems of oppression or resist them.

- Complicity: Alfons embodies the idea of complicity, as he becomes an active participant in
the Nazi regime, often rationalizing his actions as serving a greater purpose.

- Resistance: Rudolf’s story is one of resistance, showcasing the bravery required to stand
against tyranny, even when the odds are overwhelmingly against him.

Friendship and Betrayal
Friendship and betrayal are recurrent motifs in the narrative. The relationships that both
boys forge reflect the broader social dynamics of their respective communities.

- Alfons and his friends: Alfons’s friendships are often based on shared ideologies, but they
also lead to betrayal, as loyalty to the Nazi cause trumps personal bonds.

- Rudolf and his family: Rudolf’s experiences emphasize the importance of familial bonds
and the profound sense of betrayal felt when those bonds are tested by external pressures.

Character Analysis

Alfons Heck
Alfons is portrayed as a complex character whose journey is marked by his initial
enthusiasm for the Nazi regime and his eventual disillusionment. Key aspects of his
character include:

- Indoctrination: His early life is characterized by a strong sense of loyalty to Hitler and the
ideals of the Third Reich.

- Conflict: As the war progresses, Alfons begins to question the morality of his actions,
reflecting a struggle between his indoctrinated beliefs and his growing awareness of the
consequences of those beliefs.



Rudolf Höss
Rudolf represents the voice of the oppressed. His character development is marked by
resilience in the face of adversity. Key elements include:

- Survivor’s Guilt: Rudolf grapples with the guilt of surviving when so many around him do
not, adding depth to his character.

- Hope: Despite his circumstances, Rudolf embodies hope, demonstrating the power of the
human spirit to endure even the darkest times.

Key Events

Alfons’s Involvement in the Hitler Youth
- Alfons’s recruitment into the Hitler Youth marks a pivotal moment in his life, serving as an
entry point into the Nazi ideology.
- His experiences in the organization highlight the ways in which youth were manipulated
for political purposes.

Rudolf’s Experiences in Concentration Camps
- Rudolf’s narrative details the horrors of life in the camps, providing a stark counterpoint to
Alfons’s experiences.
- The resilience of Rudolf’s character shines through as he navigates the brutality of his
surroundings.

Significant Quotes
Including significant quotes from the text can deepen the understanding of the characters
and themes. Here are a few notable examples:

1. “We were the future of the Reich.” - This quote from Alfons encapsulates the
indoctrination of youth and the belief in the Nazi cause.

2. “Each day was a struggle for survival.” - Rudolf’s reflection highlights the daily reality
faced by those in concentration camps, underscoring the theme of resilience.

3. “Loyalty to my friends was paramount.” - This illustrates Alfons’s internal conflict as he
grapples with the implications of his loyalties.

Discussion Questions
To further engage with the text, consider the following discussion questions:



1. How does the author use the alternating narratives of Alfons and Rudolf to highlight the
contrasts in their experiences?
2. In what ways do both characters grapple with the concept of morality in the context of
war?
3. How do the friendships depicted in the book shape the characters’ decisions and actions
throughout the narrative?
4. What role does indoctrination play in Alfons’s development, and how does it compare to
Rudolf’s experiences?

Conclusion
In summary, study guide answers for Parallel Journeys reveal the profound themes and
character dynamics within the book. Ayer’s narrative offers a compelling exploration of
identity, morality, and the human capacity for both complicity and resistance. By examining
the lives of Alfons and Rudolf, readers gain valuable insights into the historical context of
World War II and the personal struggles that define the human experience. Engaging with
these themes through discussion questions and character analysis can deepen the
appreciation of this important work and its relevance in today’s world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Parallel
Journeys'?
The main themes include the experiences of war and peace, the impact of hatred and
intolerance, and the resilience of the human spirit.

Who are the two main characters in 'Parallel Journeys'?
The two main characters are a Jewish boy named Ernst and a German boy named Friedrich,
whose stories run parallel to each other during World War II.

How does the author illustrate the concept of parallel
journeys?
The author illustrates parallel journeys by alternating chapters between Ernst's life in a
concentration camp and Friedrich's experiences in Nazi Germany, highlighting their
contrasting yet intertwined fates.

What role does friendship play in 'Parallel Journeys'?
Friendship serves as a beacon of hope and humanity, showing how bonds can form even in
the darkest times, as seen in the interactions between characters from different
backgrounds.



What historical context is essential to understanding
'Parallel Journeys'?
Understanding the historical context of World War II, the Holocaust, and the rise of Nazi
Germany is crucial to grasping the significance of the characters' journeys and the events
they endure.

How does the author depict the experiences of Jewish
people during the Holocaust?
The author depicts the experiences of Jewish people through vivid narratives that detail the
horrors of concentration camps, loss of family, and the struggle for survival.

What lessons does 'Parallel Journeys' convey about
prejudice and tolerance?
The book conveys important lessons about the dangers of prejudice and the necessity of
tolerance, illustrating how dehumanization can lead to tragedy.

In what ways do Ernst and Friedrich's perspectives
differ?
Ernst's perspective is shaped by fear, loss, and survival in a concentration camp, while
Friedrich's perspective reflects the indoctrination and conflicts of a young boy growing up in
Nazi Germany.

How is the concept of identity explored in 'Parallel
Journeys'?
Identity is explored through the characters' struggles to maintain their sense of self amidst
the turmoil of war, highlighting how external circumstances can challenge one's beliefs and
values.

What impact does 'Parallel Journeys' have on readers
regarding historical awareness?
The book encourages readers to reflect on the consequences of war and the importance of
historical awareness, fostering empathy and understanding for the experiences of those
affected by such events.
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