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Nikki Marczak: A Gratz College Student Profile from Down Under 

In September of 1943, at the gate to the Vilna Ghetto, Nikki Marczak's grandmother faced certain death 

– until a sibling courageously, or instinctively, yanked her from the line of people destined for the gas 

chambers. As Marczak writes, "This story of random cruelty and murder, the lack of control over one’s 

life, and the love of family, was often repeated by my relatives when I was growing up. In fact, it has 

acquired an almost mythical status in my family." 

Hearing such stories as a child, Marczak understood at an early age the importance of standing up for 

others in the face of evil. In high school, this lesson was reinforced for her in her Aboriginal Studies 

class, where she learned about the attempted genocide of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples. She studied the mass murders and land grabs, as well as the children, known as the 

Stolen Generations, who were forcibly removed from their families, as part of a strategy to destroy the 

Aboriginal community.  

Marczak has since served in several government roles, focusing on a range of social policy issues, from 

multicultural affairs, including the treatment of migrants and refugees, to issues affecting women and 

children, such as domestic and family violence. Most recently, she founded a consulting firm called 

Carob Tree, whose mission is to foster community engagement, reduce discrimination and contribute to 

genocide prevention and Holocaust remembrance. 

Given Marczak's background, it is unsurprising that she chose to enroll in a master's program in 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies, but she had difficulty finding the right one. In fact, she was aware of 

only one such program in Australia – at Monash University in Melbourne, which is over a thousand miles 

away from her home in Brisbane. Then, in researching her options, she came across the Gratz College 

program. Impressed with the course selection, Marczak soon discovered that the online format was 

enriching as well. "I loved logging in in the morning and continuing the dialogue with my fellow 

students," she explains. She describes this experience as having become "an intrinsic part" of her life, 

which will be sorely missed now that her coursework is complete and only her thesis remains.  

This past summer, Marczak had the unique opportunity to study onsite – in Poland, as part of a study 

tour led by her Gratz professor and academic advisor, Dr. Michael Steinlauf. Describing Marczak as “an 

extraordinary student, bright and dedicated to the cause of human rights,” Steinlauf says that 

“traveling with her to Poland, tracing the paths of Jewish memory, her own and that of Jewish 

civilization as a whole, was revelatory.” 

Indeed, for Marczak, the trip to Poland was, in part, a personal journey into her family's tragic past. 

She saw the site of the former ghetto in Piotrkow, where her grandfather's family had lived, and the 

desolate glass factory, where he and his brother had worked grueling hours. She visited the former 

synagogue – its walls still pocked with bullet holes – where Jews, including her great-grandmother, 

were held without food or water, until the survivors could either be rounded up and shot, or sent off 



for extermination at the camp Treblinka. When Marczak finally ventured to the site of this camp, she 

was haunted by the visceral sensation of being surrounded by death. 

Despite these experiences, she explains that Poland is "not just Holocaust and concentration camps. 

There's so much more to it – it's a place of paradox." 

For example, there are the non-Jewish Poles "who are dedicating their careers to preserving their 

country’s Jewish history and attempting to fill the absences with something respectful and 

meaningful," writes Marczak in her travel blog. There is the rich depiction of centuries-old Jewish 

history in the new Museum of the History of Polish Jews. There are the cafes serving chicken soup and 

herring salad in the Jewish section of Krakow. And, there is the Krakow Jewish Culture Festival – a 

highlight of the trip for Marczak – where, immersed in celebration, she fully experienced the rebirth of 

Jewish culture in Poland. 

In her blog, she writes, "Poland, so loaded with my own family’s tragedies, has taken hold of me." She 

concludes, "Although my Holocaust lens may pop on and off for the rest of my life, my journey through 

Poland has crystallised how that aspect of my identity – my position as a granddaughter of Holocaust 

survivors, can be framed not by pain, but by strength, justice and revival. . . . Discovering, 

remembering and reconstructing my family’s history has been an important step for me." 

The next step for Marczak on her journey is her graduation from Gratz College with a master's in 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies. And then, says Steinlauf, “Nikki will use what she has learned at Gratz 

to further her own self-understanding and advance her important work in Australia.” 

 

 

For more information about the Gratz programs in Holocaust and Genocide Studies, visit our website 

here, or contact the program coordinator, Mindy Blechman, at 215-635-7300 x154 or 

mblechman@gratz.edu. Full-time teachers interested in the master's program should inquire about 

the Mandell Fellowship, which provides a substantial reduction in tuition. 
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