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Mark Kaaren, a survivor of the Holocaust, was born on January 16, 1919 in a small town in 
Poland. His birth certificate revealed that his given name was Mordechai Krakovnik and that he 
was a Jew. His father’s name was Eliezer (Krakovnik) and his mother’s name was Paula (Ika?). 
His mother was a second wife. Kaaren’s parents had two children, him and a younger sister, 
Ruth; his father and first wife had four children. When Kaaren was six his family moved to a 
suburb of Lodz where his father had contacts in the garment industry. Lodz was a major 
garment center for all of Poland.  Kaaren also had uncles and other relatives (his mother’s 
whole family) in this town and in Lodz. There, and in the town in which he was born, he had a 
happy family life, went to Jewish schools and belonged to Zionist group.  Growing up he did 
experience antisemitism from Polish (he referred to “Polack’) youth, but he also had Polish 
friends. He also remembered a demonstration by adults calling on all Jews to go to Palestine. 
Jews were seen as rich and the gentiles were jealous.  Jews were also second-class citizens and 
could not hold government jobs or own land. When Kaaren finished grammar school he 
enrolled in a technical school in Lodz but had to return home after his father was injured. 
When the war broke out in 1939 Kaaren was twenty years old and lived in what became the 
German part of Poland. Because of the danger his father told Kaaren and his older half-brother 
to go to the Russian occupied zone, which they did before the establishment of the ghettos. 
They went to Bialystok where they had relatives, and his father had clients. They stayed and 
worked for a while, but when the Russians insisted they become citizens of Russia they refused. 
Around the same time they heard that Kaaren’s parents and younger sister were moved into 
the ghetto in Lodz. Kaaren decided to go back to Lodz to bring them to the Russian occupied 
zone. He was captured at the border, however, and taken to a prison, which had terrible 
conditions. (He doesn’t say what happened to his half-brother). After a year he was told that his 
sentence was five years under hard labor in the Arctic Circle. . There, he was assigned to a 
lumber factory, though most people were assigned to the coal mines. He was very fortunate 
having his position, because people died in the mines much more frequently. Kaaren tells many 
stories about how he survived under brutal weather and treatment by the guards. 
In late 1944 he was released and went to the Ukraine. He joined the Polish army so he could 
“pay back the Germans.” Instead of fighting Germans he was sent to a Polish officer camp and 
became a Polish officer. He made a close Polish friend. When the war ended, he was sent to a 
town to observe elections. There, a Polish boy was missing and the Jews were accused of 
responsibility. Fifty Jews were killed by “Polacks.” Kaaren then decided to retire from the Polish 
army. In June 1950 he and his wife, who he had met earlier, went to Israel. He eventually 
moved to Tel Aviv and did well in the garment industry. But doctors recommended that one of 
his two sons needed to be treated in the U.S., so in 1957 he moved to Los Angeles and strayed 
there and made a comfortable living. Many in his family did not fare as well. A half- sister, her 
husband and child were murdered. His father was taken from the ghetto and presumably killed. 
His mother was killed in Auschwitz. His younger sister, however, survived Auschwitz, and he 
found her in Italy. 
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Kaaren remembered a poem that he heard when he was 14 that guided him throughout his life. 
It is about a Jew who is accused of all sorts of crimes by anti-Semites but despite everything 
goes on. He also added that we should be good Jews and help each other. 
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