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The JTA reported today that after last month’s raid on Agriprocessors, production has “slowed to a crawl”
and kosher meat is in short supply across the country. The frenzy of media coverage has slowed down some
too, though the issue is still very much on the minds of Jewish individuals and organizations struggling to
grasp what lasting impact a raid of this proportion might have on the Jewish community.

In the midst of a confusing time, I had the chance to speak with Zalman Rothschild - a former mashgiach
(kosher supervisor) at Agriprocessors. Rothschild represented an insider’s voice - someone who worked in
the plant, spent Shabbat meals at the Rubashkins’, and could offer a perspective on the raid that I had not
yet read. I was excited - and also terrified by the opportunity. Would he be incredibly defensive or hostile?
Would he embody the mythic “Agriprocessors monster” that has been uncovered (or created, depending on
one’s perspective) by the media? And most importantly, could he impact my views - a progressive,
vegetarian Jew who is wary of industrial food in general and the kosher industry in particular - on the
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situation in Postville?

The short answers are no, no and yes, respectively. For the complete version, check out the full interview
below the jump.

When did you work for Agriprocessors and what did you do while you were there?

I was a mashgiach there for 7 months. This was about two years ago. In general the way it works on a daily
basis is as follows: The plant is in operation 24 hours a day, hypothetically they would “shecht” the entire
time (I believe), but according to USDA regulations, the entire plant has to be sanitized within every 24
hours – the whole place has to be washed down. So everything is done by 1 or 2 in the morning, and then it
reopens around 5 in the morning. And in the interim the place gets entirely washed down. The mashgichim
are split into two 10 hour shifts. So I worked10 hours a day. The only day it is closed is Shabbos - Sunday is
a regular day.

My job was [to supervise] the salt room for the chickens. You
have separate salt rooms for the meat and the chickens. You
have tens of chickens coming out per minute – about 60,000
chickens a day (and 500 cows a day.)

In the slaughter room and you have about 5 schoctim and
they’re just going like this [makes a quick slashing motion with
his hand] constantly . Once the chicken is slaughtered, it goes
through a whole process where there are Mexican workers who
take out the feathers and remove all that’s unwanted and
inedible.

Then it goes to another room where you have rabbis and
mashgichim. They check the intestines. They have to feel through the whole intestine in one stoke to feel for
any lumps, which would indicate that the chicken wasn’t entirely healthy. If one is felt, the chicken is
immediately removed form the line. The law is that you don t need to check every chicken’s intestines, but
once you have and spotted the lump the chicken becomes not Kosher. So in essence, the fact that they check
every chicken is a stringency that Rubashkins does because it meets a high standard of kashrut. I did that
job for about two weeks, but I was going to freak out so I stopped.

Next the chicken goes through a washing process and a salting process and then another washing process.
This is a somewhat complex procedure to ensure that all the blood is sufficiently removed and extracted
from the chicken or meat. It’s dumped into a huge tank of water and it sits there for a half hour – and then it
goes up another conveyer belt and gets dumped in another huge bucket of water. It’s salted for an hour. The
chicken has to be covered in salt – even in the inside – entirely surrounded. So you have about 5 Mexicans
working on that.

Its always the same number – 5 schoctim corresponding to 5 mashgichim, corresponding to 5 workers.
That’s the number you need for this number of chickens – and they’re working non-stop, besides for a few
short breaks and one longer one for lunch and dinner.

What were the interactions between the different workers like?
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The shochtim and mashgichim are pretty much on par, in the sense that they mingle freely and are friends.
It’s mostly Chasidic people from similar backgrounds; they sit around smoking together, joking, and eating
their lunch.

With the Mexicans there is definitely a language barrier so it’s not the same, but I definitely found that a lot
of the Rabbis are very friendly and learned a few words in Spanish and joked around. There was some kind
of rapport – not with everybody. If the worker was a woman a lot of the ultra-Chasidic wouldn’t talk to
them.

Why did you leave Agriprocessors?

I was just so fed up I couldn’t handle it. I was sick of that work – it’s so tedious and boring and non-growth
oriented. You’re not interacting with people, or challenging yourself or working towards a better cause.
Also my family was moving away, so I took it as an omen to leave. Although I’d say that for some it is
considered very holy work. According to Chassidic philosophy the shochet is elevating the chicken when he
shechets it. It’s almost sacred.

Did you ever meet the Rubashkins?

I was very good friends with Sholom and Heschy [Rubashkin]. On Shabbos they used to invite me over a
lot. They befriended us and I have a lot of respect for them as people. They are from the most kindest and
giving people I know.

Did you get the sense that they were tuned in with what was going on
at the plant on a day-to-day level?

They’re more disconnected from the day-to-day, as they dealt with
“bigger” issues. I often felt that it would be to their advantage as business
owners to make it a deliberate thing to walk through the entire plant every
day – even for 10 minutes. It would accomplish two things. First, they’d
be able to see how things were running – to see if a machine was broken
down or something. Second, and more importantly, it would build morale
for them to smile, get to know the workers’ names and ask how they’re
doing.

It’s just a nice thing to do, but it’s also smart for business morale because
the workers would feel like part of a family and feel more committed. You kind of have to be a politician
in that line of work – you have to smile and shake peoples’ hands – and be genuine. Aaron Rubashkin used
to visit once a month from Brooklyn for a day, and he’d walk around and smile and joke around with the
workers. He did that and they loved him. But the other ones, I never saw them come down unless there was
a problem.

What did the residents in Postville think about the Rubashkins and Agriprocesors?

Generally, the non-Jews had a negative perspective and it is debatable why. Some said it was anti-Semitism
and others said it was for more legitimate reasons. It’s definitely a clash of cultures. You’re talking about
Chassidic Jews, many who are Israeli up against the most extreme “Americans” – people born and raised in
Iowa all their lives. Simple, laid back folk. So in a sense its like “Iowa vs. New York.”
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And of course the Chassidic community is very insular, so that caused some resentment. And on top of it,
Agriprocessors brought along with it 700 Mexicans into the community, which only meant more diversity,
which probably caused some resentment as well. The Jews, on the other hand, mostly looked up to the
Rubashkins for what they’ve done.

Are there any non-Chassidic Jews in Postville?

Very few. There’s only one synagogue, and its vast majority is Chassidic.

What is your personal response to what happened?

I actually didn’t know much about it until recently. I’m not really into general news or Chabad news in
particular. So, I feel like I don’t know enough, but from what I heard, it makes a lot of sense to me. It seems
very typical, considering that the way they managed the company is kind of unprofessional. I felt that the
company becomes involved when it’s forced to by a crisis, but they’re not all about crisis-prevention.
They’re not organized in that fashion. So to hear that something like this came up doesn’t surprise me. I
don’t think they’re monsters or deliberately trying to hurt anyone. It’s their lack of professionalism.

Agriprocessors’ management has rankings. You have the average “Mexican worker,” and then there’s a
higher up Mexican that’s in charge of the workers. He reports to an American in the role of Division
Manager. And next you have the Factory Manager. And finally you have the top, which are the Rubashkins
themselves. The managers are often very hardliner people – they’re not compassionate or sensitive. They
have a huge plant to run. There are tons of rules and regulations coming at them from all sides. They have
the Rabbis telling them they need to stop the line because of a kashrut concern or rectification that needs to
be taken care of, and then 5 minutes later the USDA representative shuts the line for his own reasons.
Meanwhile their job is to keep things running smoothly and fill the orders. So everyone is under a lot of
pressure. I can imagine things falling through the cracks in such a hectic environment.

There have been several calls for Boycotts – from Uri L’Tzedek and a
statement of caution from the Conservative Movement. What do you
think about a boycott in this situation? Do you think it is justifiable?
Effective?

I’m not sure. I feel that Rubashkins is a company in corporate America,
and their main concern is to make money. There’s nothing wrong with
that in my opinion. I feel like they don’t and can’t be extremely focused
on holistic approaches and treating everyone with utmost respect and

sensitivity – and I don’t think they differ from a lot of other companies in that sense.

The issue that we’re dealing with is that a lot of people have different views about what kosher means. For
some Jews kosher means having a smooth knife etc. For others – like the Conservative Movement and Uri
L’Tzedek, there’s more to kosher than that. It’s a different perspective, so whether or not to boycott is really
subjective to what you believe.

You always have the question of effectiveness, wondering whether, “Should I do it, will it make a
difference?” Well, if you believe in something, you should go with it whether it makes a difference or not.
It’s not about the outcome, it’s about standing for what you believe.

http://jcarrot.org/digest-this-all-eyes-on-agriprocessors/
http://jcarrot.org/conservative-movement-waivers-on-an-agriprocessors-boycott/
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I personally don’t believe they’re doing anything that’s atrocious or horrible, I think they’re trying to make
money and they could be more professional and organized – that’s all. But if somebody else buys into a
different idea of what kashrut is, I understand where they come from and I respect that. If they feel there is
ample evidence to justify their reasons for not buying anymore, then maybe they shouldn’t buy it. I would
say that they need to investigate it a lot more and not make any hasty conclusions.

So you would continue to eat Rubashkin’s products.

Yes, I would.

But you wouldn’t ever work there?

I’d never work there again. I have an uncle who is a Rabbi, and his policy is he only eats David Elliot’s.
They’re Lubavitch and they do chickens, but they don’t do meat. They only will schect up to a certain
amount and wont go over. He says that from a kashrut perspective he can rely on that a lot more because it’s
not corporate and huge. There is something to that.

Agriprocessors has this huge pen for the cows. And every night these 18- wheelers would bring the cows in
so that by 5 in the morning they would be ready to go. Every day when I was done with work, as I’d pass by
the pen and I’d always feel like after such a long chaotic day, I just wanted to be near animals. I felt
something standing there with a bunch of cows. So I’d walk over to the pen and it would always make me
want to cry because all the cows when they saw me would have this frightened look in their eyes and they’d
all start running in the opposite direction.

They’d all be pushing to get away from me and it was quite evident that they knew and expected their
imminent death. It was always very hard for me because I wanted to connect with these cows and they
looked at me like something vicious. I don’t think it’s vicious personally. But that’s nature.
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captured the shades of gray. It all makes much more sense to me now. Thank you, Leah, for giving us
this.
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Kol Hakavod for a nuanced, honest assessment - remarkably similar to my own having spent time out
there - thanks for the “insiders” view
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Green Zionist Alliance
Hazon
Heschel Center for Environmental Leadership
Isabella Freedman Retreat Center
Israel Ride
Jewish Coalition for Service
Jewish Farm School
Jewish Vegetarians of North America
Jews for Animal Rights
Shalom Center “Beyond Oil”
Shomera Lesviva Tova
Teva Learning Center
The Big Green Jewish Web Site (UK)
To Till and To Tend (COEJL)

Jewish Blogs
A Cultural Mix
Bang It Out
BeliefNet’s Blog Heaven
Campaign Confidential
Campus J
Canonist
Dov Bear
Frum Outdoorsman
Jewess
Jewish Blogmeister
Jewlicious
Jewschool
Joyous Judaism
jRants
Jspot.org
JVoices
Lilith Magazine
Mah Rabu
New Jewish Education
NJDC Blog
Rabbi Rami
RAC Blog

http://www.isabellafreedman.org/adamah/adamah_intro.shtml
http://www.ajws.org/
http://www.arava.org/
http://www.canfeinesharim.org/
http://chai-online.org/
http://www.kibbutzlotan.com/creativeEcology/ga/index.htm
http://www.green.org.il/beta/index.php
http://www.greenzionism.org/
http://www.hazon.org/
http://heschel.org.il/OldSite/index_eng.html
http://www.isabellafreedman.org/
http://www.israelride.org/
http://www.jewishservice.org/
http://www.jewishfarmschool.org/
http://jewishveg.com/
http://www.micahbooks.com/JAR.html
http://www.shalomctr.org/taxonomy_menu/1/124/1
http://www.shomera.org.il/
http://www.tevacenter.org/
http://www.biggreenjewish.org/
http://coejlblog.blog.com/
http://aculturalmix.livejournal.com/
http://www.bangitout.com/
http://www.beliefnet.com/blogheaven/#jewish
http://www.forward.com/blogs/campaign-confidential/
http://www.campusj.com/
http://www.canonist.com/
http://dovbear.blogspot.com/
http://frumoutdoorsman.wordpress.com/
http://jewess.canonist.com/
http://jewishmuzic.blogspot.com/
http://jewlicious.com/
http://www.jewschool.com/
http://www.JoyousJudaism.wordpress.com/
http://jrants.com/
http://www.jspot.org/
http://www.jvoices.com/
http://www.lilith.org/blog
http://mahrabu.blogspot.com/
http://www.newjewisheducation.org/
http://njdc.typepad.com/
http://www.rabbirami.blogspot.com/
http://rac.org/ArticleBrowser/index.cfm?pge_id=1001&fldlist=1066
http://www.radicaltorah.org/
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Radical Torah
Radosh
Reb Blog
Ruby K
Shabbos.com
shamir*power
Shylock In Amishland
Swords and Ploughshares
SynaBlog
That Black Lesbian Jew
The Town Crier
Tikkun Ger
Tzvee
Venture Cyclist
YudelLine

Jewish Food Blogs
At the Back of the Hill
BFruitfull
Critically Kosher
Found on the Street
Gluten-Free By The Bay
Hechsher Tzedek
Heeb N’ Vegan
Help! I Have a Fire in My Kitchen
HumaneKosher.com
In Mol Araan
In Mol Oraan
Jewish Food Mailing List
Jewish Vegetarians of NA
Kol Foods
Kosher And Humane
Kosher Hostess
Kosher Maven
Pickled
Save the Deli
Shalom Veg
The Kosher Blog
The Parve Baker
The Vegetarian Mitzvah
Two Heads of Lettuce
Veggie Jews
Your Jewish Mother

Tuv Ha'Aretz Farms & Communities

http://rac.org/ArticleBrowser/index.cfm?pge_id=1001&fldlist=1066
http://www.radicaltorah.org/
http://www.radosh.net/
http://rabbidanielbrenner.blogspot.com/
http://ruby-k.blogspot.com/
http://shabbos.com/
http://shamirpower.blogspot.com/
http://amishshylock.blogspot.com/
http://swordsandploughshares.blogspot.com/
http://www.synagogue3000.org/synablog/
http://thatblacklesbianjew.blogspot.com/
http://atowncrier.blogspot.com/
http://tikkunger.com/
http://tzvee.blogspot.com/
http://venturecyclist.blogspot.com/
http://www.shmoozenet.com/yudel/
http://atthebackofthehill.blogspot.com/
http://Bfruitfull.com/
http://criticallykosher.org/
http://www.renf.org/anna/
http://glutenfreebay.blogspot.com/
http://rabbimorrisallen2.blogspot.com/
http://heebnvegan.blogspot.com/
http://fireinmykitchen.blogspot.com/
http://www.humanekosher.com/
http://inmolaraan.blogspot.com/
http://inmolaraan.blogspot.com/
http://www.jewishfood-list.com/
http://jewishveg.blogspot.com/
http://www.kolfoods.com/
http://www.kosherandhumane.com/
http://kosherhostess.com/
http://koshermaven.blogspot.com/
http://www.jewcy.com/pickled
http://www.savethedeli.com/
http://ShalomVeg.com/
http://www.kosherblog.net/
http://www.theparvebaker.com/
http://www.brook.com/jveg
http://twoheadsoflettuce.blogspot.com/
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/VeggieJews/
http://www.your-jewish-mother.com/
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Cong. Ansche Chesed
Cong. Tifereth Israel
Garden of Eve Farm
Good Fortune Farm
Google
JCC Houston
JCC MetroWest
Lilith Magazine
Pura Vida Farm
Reconstructionist Synagogue of the North Shore
Save the Deli
Tuv Ha’Aretz

All opinions expressed herein belong to their respective authors, and do not necessarily represent the
opinions of Hazon or The Jew and the Carrot.
©2007 Hazon. All rights reserved. Design & coding by Matzat.

http://www.anschechesed.org/
http://www.tifereth-israel.org/
http://www.gardenofevefarm.com/
http://www.greenpeople.org/searchResults.cfm?memid=17317
http://google.com/
http://www.jcchouston.org/
http://www.jccMetroWest.org/
http://www.lilith.org/blog
http://www.localharvest.org/farms/M5765
http://www.rsns.org/
http://www.savethedeli.com/
http://www.hazon.org/go.php?q=/food/CSA/aboutTuvHaAretz.html
http://www.dreamhost.com/green.cgi?jcarrot.org
http://hazon.org/
http://matzat.org.il/

