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Classroom Guide: 
Letter on the Wind 
A Chanukah Tale
By Sarah Marwil Lamstein 

Illustrated by Neil Waldman

About the Book: 
Once in a far-off village there nearly was a  
year without Chanukah… One man, Hayim,  
the poorest in the village, said to himself,  
“We cannot have a year without Chanukah.  
We must light the menorahs and remember  
that long-ago miracle. I will ask the Almighty 
for help.”

Despite mockery and laughter from the  
villagers, Hayim asks the local scribe to write  
a letter to the Almighty. In it, Hayim prays  
for oil to light the town’s menorahs. The poor 
man takes his letter to the highest hill and 
sends it off on the strongest breeze. Hayim’s 
prayers are answered and the villagers can  
celebrate Chanukah—but many in the town  
are convinced that Hayim is a thief.

Sarah Marwil Lamstein’s retelling of this Jewish 
folktale reminds readers of the first Chanukah 
and of Mattathias’s bravery in protecting his 
faith. The elegant prose is complemented  
by Neil Waldman’s lyrical ink and watercolor 
illustrations.

About the Author:
Sarah Marwil Lamstein’s Letter on the Wind is a 2008 Sydney Taylor Honor Award Winner for Younger Readers, 
a distinction awarded by the Association of Jewish Libraries. Annie’s Shabbat was named to Booklist’s 1998 Top 
Ten Religion Books for Youth. Her other books for children include I Like Your Buttons!; From the Mango Tree 
and Other Folktales from Nepal, coauthored by Kavita Ram Shrestha: and Hunger Moon, a young adult novel. 
Sarah received an MFA in Writing for Children and Young Adults from Vermont College. She lives with her  
husband in Newton, Massachusetts.



Author Interview:

1.	 What is your favorite Chanukah memory? 

	 I loved going with our family to the Feldman’s and enjoying the fat, juicy hot dogs they served with their 
latkes. Since the Feldman grandfather was a butcher, his family always got the choicest meats. After dinner, 
the smell of hot dogs and latkes still in the air, we kids played an intense game of dreydel on the kitchen 
floor.

2.	 What about Hayim’s story spoke to you? 

	 What spoke to me most about Hayim’s story is the merchant’s joy at being able to fulfill Hayim’s wish for 
his village. To feel so blessed at being able to give and then to give generously is a wondrous thing.

3.	 What have you learned about yourself as a writer over time? 

	 Over time, I’ve learned to be patient as a writer. I’ve learned that it takes time to make a good piece of 
writing – time for thought, time to fully inhabit the world and characters of the story, time for endless  
revision.

About the Illustrator:
Neil Waldman has written and illustrated more than fifty books for children, including his recent autobiography, 
Out of the Shadows: An Artist’s Journey. His work has received the Christopher Award, the National Jewish 
Book Award, the American Library Association Notable Award and the Parents’ Choice Award, among  
others. His jacket illustrations have appeared on seven Newbery Award winners, including A Fine White Dust 
by Cynthia Rylaant and Hatchet by Gary Paulsen. Neil lives with his wife in White Plains, New York.

Pre-Reading Activity:

What is the story of Chanukah, as written in the First Book of Maccabees? Can you imagine a year without 
your favorite holiday? How do you think that might happen? What might you do to make the holiday happen?

What are your favorite holiday stories? What makes a good one? Why do some stories get passed down to 
each generation? Which ones will you share with your own children someday?



Discussion Guide:

1.	 Why is the village unable to celebrate Chanukah as they always have? Describe what a drought does  
to plants and animals.

2.	 What is a scribe? What does Hayim ask him to do for him?

3.	 Why doesn’t Hayim just write the letter himself? Can you imagine not being able to read or write?  
How would your life be different?

4.	 How does Hayim send his letter? Who finds it?

5.	 What does the merchant decide to do? Why does he think he should?

6.	 How do the camels know where to find Hayim? What do they leave?

7.	 Why do people suspect that Hayim may be a thief? Have you ever been accused of something you did  
not do? How does that feel?

8.	 How does the merchant come to Hayim’s rescue? Why do you think Hayim slept more sweetly than he’d 
ever slept before? Has a friend ever stood beside you when others did not believe in you?

9.	 What miracle does Chaunkah celebrate?

10.	Which illustration is your favorite in the book? Why? Why do you think the illustrator picked the palette  
of colors for this story?



Projects:

LANGUAGE ARTS:
Write a letter on behalf of someone or some group or cause that needs help.
-or-
Create or retell a holiday story from your own religious or cultural experience. Be sure that your story has a  
conflict, or problem, for your main characters to solve.

Fill out the following chart based on the story.

The main character	

Faces this problem…	

He decides to…	

Others think that…

In the end…	

My favorite part was…	

MATH:
Plan a holiday feast! Make a grocery list of all the items that you’ll need to create your favorite holiday  
meal. Research online the price of these goods (or just visit your local grocery) then add up how much it  
will cost you. 

SCIENCE:
How is olive oil made from olives? Find out the answer to this question or come up with one of your own  
to explore your own favorite foods or products.

SOCIAL STUDIES:
What are Maimonides’ Laws Concerning Gifts to the Poor? 

This guide was created by Tracie Vaughn Zimmer, www.traceyvaughnzimmer.com, a reading specialist and chil-
dren’s author. Visit her website to find hundreds of guides to children’s literature.


