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Yisroel Besser

Traveling from New York to Iowa isn’t 
just another road trip; it’s a journey 
into another dimension. I had left the 

LaGuardia of screeching babies and pets, of 
jostling, edgy adults against a backdrop of 
rudeness and confrontation. “Hey you, what 
are you doing cutting the line?” and “Why 
do you think you can keep your shoes on 
when everyone else has to take them off.” 
This at five fifteen in the morning!

After changing planes in Chicago, I 
arrived at Eastern Iowa airport in Cedar 
Rapids, and it was like walking in to a 
grade-school piano recital. Light laughter; 
muted, polite conversation; immaculate 
surroundings; the one-story building 
giving a view of the endless blue sky from 
all sides.

That wasn’t the only difference. As I 
drive through the Iowan prairie, with its flat 
surface broken by undulating heat rising 
from the asphalt like a shimmering wall, 

and stalks of corn waving in the slightest 
breeze like golden threads, I am struck by an 
observation. I have left my car in a parking 
lot at LaGuardia Airport surrounded by 
Toyotas and Hondas, Lexuses and Infinitis. 
In the Hawkeye State there are only Chevys 
and Fords, Detroit-made pick-ups with flags 
on their antennae.

There’s something nice about it, but if 
you’re visibly Jewish, you can’t help but 
feel a little out of place, like a stranger in 
a strange land. And while that feeling is 

For the past year, Jews around the world have been riveted by the Rubashkin case. It’s a case 
that has captured the attention of the national media, involving a close-knit family, a classic 
American rags-to-riches story, and a cultural clash in an isolated town. It’s also a case that 
will carry deep significance for the future of the kosher meat industry, prompting the Jewish 
world to watch it very closely. And though the government has leveled very serious charges 
for which Sholom Mordechai Rubashkin faces very long imprisonment, he has steadfastly 
maintained his innocence.  In this interview with Mishpacha’s Yisroel Besser, he goes public 
for the first time
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Mishpacha Talks with Sholom Mordechai Rubashkin

FROM POSTVILL E, a Prayer

The day that Postville's sunny 
sky grew dark. Reb Sholom 
Mordechai remembers the raid 
in May 2008 (Mark Hirsch/ 
Rapport Press/Newscom)
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turned black with droning helicopters. That 
was the day the ICE (Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement) staged a massive 
raid on the plant, seizing illegal workers 
by the dozen. The government termed it 
an enforcement action. Sholom Rubashkin 
knew that it was nothing less than a raid. 
And it was the day that a name that had been 
synonymous with generosity and giving 
developed new, darker associations.

Dark Days We’ve heard much about 
it. Everyone seems to know a little better, 
each site more informed than the next. The 
facts are pretty clear. The government has 
brought charges against the Rubashkins 
and other workers at Agriprocessors. The 
Rubashkin family is pleading not guilty to 
the charges, asserting that they themselves 
were victimized by workers carrying forged 
documents. There are many documents and 
official lists that the defense will use in their 
effort to prove that case.

The media, including some Jewish 
outlets, have made the story a cause 
célèbre for reformers, who see the case as 
the perfect opportunity to paint those of us 
who perform and benefit from shechitah as 
prescribed in Shulchan Aruch, as hopelessly 
archaic and cruel. Indeed, in the aftermath 
of the accusations and their impact on the 
collective consciousness of a nation, the 
Conservative movement grew surprisingly 
ambitious and vocal, establishing their 
first-ever Washington bureau. Their stated 
goal was to promote their new initiative, 
hekhsher tzedek, which includes ethical 
treatment of people and animals in its 
standards of proper shechitah. It was as if 
they were triumphantly calling, “Look, 
we too have an issue.” They had come up 
with some eye-catching argument in their 
perpetual struggle for relevance.  

But while it’s easy to suggest conspiracy 
theories, it’s harder to prove them. The 
defense lawyers plan to do so at the 
impending trial.

The purpose of my trip was to meet the 
Yid, Reb Sholom Mordechai.

Chassid and Activist When he 
was born, his father wanted to call him 
Sholom, after his own grandfather, a 
chassid of note. His mother, however, 
had read much about the legendary 
activist and heroic rescuer of the friedeker 
Lubavitcher Rebbe’s, Reb Mordechai 
Dubin. Both Rubashkin parents are 
determined, and the question went to the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe. Replied the Rebbe, 
“Though my practice is to refrain from 
involving myself in disputes regarding 
names, here I believe that yesh makom al 
harosh,” meaning, the child should be given 
both names.

Sholom Mordechai: chassid and activist.
“Maybe too much of an activist?” I ask. 

Can it be that the resilience and spirit that 
was necessary for survival back in Russia is 
not always welcome in America? Perhaps 
when the union bosses suggested that 
Sholom Mordechai accept their offer, he 
should have been a little more diplomatic. 
They threatened him then, and they meant 
business.

Sholom Mordechai explains that he 
saw the PETA attack as the beginning of a 
campaign against shechitah everywhere, 
and he fought back, refusing to capitulate. 
He decried their agenda and didn’t bow. 
Maybe he could have employed more tact.

“Look,” he says, “diplomacy is always 
the best way. With the unions, the workers 
in Iowa who wouldn’t sign union cards and 
turned down the many union approaches, 
felt, as did I, that it was wrong. When it 
came to PETA, I was following the lead of 
the Rabbanim.”

In doing so, he became the enemy again. 
But this battle is costing him energy he no 
longer has.

Postville, the Jewish community 
he established and tried to inspire, is a 
shining example of true ahavas Yisrael and 
harmonious coexistence. I listen as Reb 
Sholom Mordechai and his wife backtrack 
to its history. After a year in kollel, the 
young Rubashkin couple settled in Atlanta, 
Georgia, where they were shluchim. They 
were remarkably successful there, bringing 
Yidden closer to Torah and mitzvos. As 
their family grew, an opportunity presented 
itself. The senior Rubashkin had just 
purchased the meat plant in Postville, 
and he wanted his reluctant son — who 
dreamed of teaching — to learn the 
business. The young family settled in St. 
Paul, Minnesota, a three-hour drive, and 
Sholom would commute to Postville. 

As Reb Sholom relates this part of their 
story, his wife, Leah, interjects. “I wanted 
to keep on doing shlichus, and Sholom 
assured me that this new venture would also 
be a shlichus of sorts, to provide Yidden 
everywhere with kosher meat.”

I laugh.
“Don’t laugh,” says Reb Sholom. “Sure, 

we made a parnassah — it was a business 
— but we were always looking out for 
opportunities. We sent meat to every single 
Jewish community that asked, however 
small, in order to ensure that it would 
be available to them. Quite often, it was 
inconvenient and barely profitable, but it 
was a calling.”

Their contribution to the market has been 
corroborated by kosher meat consumers who 
have felt the crunch of the rise in meat prices 
over the past few months. “My father’s goal 
wasn’t just to make kosher meat available: it 
was to make it affordable!”

Last, “As a shaliach in small-town 
America, I was first made aware that kosher 
meat that really meets all the standards of 
kashrus is not all that obtainable. There are 
many unscrupulous people out there, and we 
had a goal of providing every Yid, wherever 
he may be, with kosher meat.”

He explains that, though we all know 
that kosher meat must be salted within 
seventy-two hours of shechitah, there is 
a leniency that allows, in the event that 
more than that time period has passed, for 
a thorough washing down of the animal. It 
would then be permitted to salt it even after 
the seventy-two hour period has passed. 
This meat is known as gevasheneh fleish. 
Obviously, out-of-town locales, far from the 
kosher slaughterhouses, would frequently 
be forced to rely on this leniency, and many 
times, the truck drivers would be the ones 
to hose down the meat, a situation that is 
less than ideal. Agriprocessors solved the 

tolerable for a day, if you’re planning to do 
business there — run a slaughterhouse, hire 
a battalion of workers and rabbis — it can 
be a problem.

It’s the collision of two different worlds, 
neither of them at fault.

The story of a heimishe Jew in the 
heartland.

Welcome to Postville I leave the 
“city” of Cedar Rapids, and turn off from 
one country road to the next, the landmarks 
for my journey only the occasional gas 
station, school, or convenience store. For 
entertainment, there are faded billboards, 
broadcasting anything from the “state fair 
maize festival this Sunday” to the barbershop 
up in the next town: “Walk-ins welcome.”

Postville barely merits road signs until 
I’m just a few miles away; a right turn after 
passing through another town square, with 
its municipal buildings, library, and medical 
building clustered together around a spotless 
square of green.

The now-famous Agriprocessors tower 
dominates the landscape, welcoming me as 
I pass through the small town. There isn’t 
a single traffic light along Tilden Street, 
Postville’s main drag, and I drive leisurely 
through winding gravel roads of perfectly 
kept front lawns, until I arrive at the edge of 
town. What grabs you about  the Rubashkin 
home isn’t the structure as much as the 
view: rolling hills that really seem to roll, a 
sky that dips down to touch them.

The door opens, and I meet the man. 
Sholom Mordechai Rubashkin has an easy 
smile and bright, friendly eyes. The welcome 
is warm, unpretentious, sincere. He introduces 
me to his family, welcomes me to his dining 
room and urges me to eat something.

I joke about the pointlessness of arriving 
in Postville during the Nine Days, when 
eating meat is forbidden.

He laughs, and indicates the table, where 
his wife has worked hard to compensate for 
the lack of meat: the milk, cottage cheeses, 
tuna fish, and fresh bread, are the same fare 
that Yidden might be eating for lunch in 
New York, London, and Bnei Brak.

Except that we’re in Postville, just an 
hour to the east of the great Mississippi.

I am anxious to hear the Rubashkin 
family’s story — not just the story of the 
last year, but the story of the years before, 
how a vibrant community, complete with 
its shul, cheder, mikveh, kosher grocery, and 
group of women chatting in the park, took 
root here.

Reb Sholom Mordechai is eager to 
ensure that I eat lunch. I am eager to hear.

We compromise. I eat as he speaks….

A Butcher with a Calling Reb Uziel 
Chazanov distinguished himself in the 
wilds of Samarkand, the refuge of war-torn 
survivors trying to remain a step ahead of 
so many pursuers: Russians, Ukrainians, 
and Germans. Aharon Rubashkin, his 
strapping, young son-in-law, would locate a 
sorry-looking chicken one week, perhaps a 
skeletal sheep the next. He’d bring his finds 
to his father-in-law, the shochet. Together, 
they gave Yidden meat, something to put 
on the bare Yom Tov tables, to fortify the 
young children.

Reb Uziel Chazanov went on to 
distinguish himself as a shochet in America, 
slaughtering meat that would be eaten by 
his revered Rebbe, Reb Yosef Yitzchak 
of Lubavitch, ztz”l. The son-in-law who 
had derived such joy in providing the meat 
transformed his occupation into a calling; 
Reb Aharon Rubashkin has never been just a 
butcher. In addition to the Boro Park butcher 
shop he runs, there is also the restaurant. 
There, his wife serves a diverse clientele; 
those who can pay with money, do so. The 

others pay with a sincere thank you and 
grateful smile.

Their children continued this noble 
tradition, and the historic establishment of 
Agriprocessors, a glatt kosher slaughterhouse 
in middle-America, back in 1990, ushered 
in a new era for the kosher consumer. Meat 
would become available everywhere, all 
across the country, and its supplier, the 
Rubashkin family, was determined that it 
would be affordable.

The Rubashkin family pioneered the 
concept of serving ready meat. Until their 
packaged, “self-service” cuts became 
available to every consumer, all meat was 
purchased fresh, from your local butcher. 
Obviously, the standards of cleanliness, 
kashrus, and price differed from store 
to store, with the consumer losing out in 
many cases.

The plant flourished. Things were 
wonderful. 

But then the utopia ended. Agri was 
under attack. There was trouble with PETA 
(Norfolk, Virginia-based People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals), this despite 
the fact that the employees, inspectors, and 
— on a visit following the allegations — the 
Iowan secretary of agriculture and health all 
gave approving reports of Agriprocessor’s 
treatment of animals. Then came the trouble 
with the UFCW — the United Food and 
Commercial Workers International Union, 
which represents 1.3 million workers in 
North America. The UFCW has made efforts 
to unionize Agriprocessors plants, but its 
main agenda is to position itself as leaders 
in the ongoing battles over immigration 
reform, to which end it has fought legal 
battles against the meatpacking companies 
and the US government. 

But the trouble would get far worse, and 
it would result in human crisis. On May 12, 
2008, the gorgeous blue sky over Postville 

Candid conversation. 
Sholom Mordechai Rubashkin 
with Yisroel Besser, outside 
his home in Postville, Iowa

Demonstrators protest what they view as an "agenda" fueling the Agriprocessors raid
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problem by sending their soaked and salted 
meat anywhere, to any Jew that asked. It 
was, as Reb Sholom says, a shlichus.

Striking Roots Postville was a lonely 
place. Sholom Mordechai laughs. “My 
brother Heshy was the first one to move 
here. One day he said to me, ‘Sholom 
Mordechai, you know all those stories of the 
Baal Shem Tov traveling, when he suddenly 
points to a hut deep in the forest, and in the 
hut lives a single Yid, all alone.… Well, I am 
that Yid!’”

As the business took root, it became 
increasingly evident that things couldn’t 
remain that way. “Either we would have to 
go all the way, build a kehillah with all that it 
entails, or there would be no plant.”

It was easier said than done. “Anyone 
who never saw winter in Postville can’t 
understand it. Flights are routinely cancelled 
or delayed, due to the weather, and getting 
in and out becomes hard. This is not a 
commuter-friendly place. We had to make 
it home.”

Despite the considerable odds, the 
kehillah initiative was successful, with 
shochtim, mashgichim, and rebbeim at the 
school discovering that they could enjoy a 
rich Jewish life while making a living too 
— and purchase attractive homes for half 
the price of a down payment in the larger 
cities. Just after Sholom Mordechai and his 
young family decided to settle in Postville, 
another four families decided to make the 
sleepy town their home as well. Within a 
year, they had a minyan, and a small cheder, 
comprising Sholom’s three boys and two 
others.

“We had a vision of creating a fartzeitishe 
Yiddishe derfel, a place with no distractions; 
there was a day’s work, and there was the 
shul. And with Hashem’s help, we were 
successful.”

Maybe too successful, muses Leah 
Rubashkin. “Perhaps it was a ‘kitrug’ on us. 
One of the ladies here, a wife of a shochet, 
told me that she and her husband had come 
from Eretz Yisrael with the intention of 
remaining for two years, but they found 
that they were so happy, that they decided 
to stay. Maybe the fact that we made it so 
comfortable here, outside of Eretz Yisrael, 
was held against us in Shamayim.”

I turn to the first challenge, and the one 
that is still regularly featured in the media: 
the culture clash.

Instead of denying that there is some 
measure of hostility, Reb Sholom Mordechai 
spreads his arms apart. “It’s not us. It’s 
Chazal who set up guidelines governing our 
interaction with society at large. The fact 
that I am unable to go eat at my neighbor’s 
barbeque isn’t poor diplomacy on my part; 
it’s what the halachah says.

“Believe me; we did everything that we 

could to make this work. First, we brought 
various Jewish personalities down to town, 
from Rabbi Manis Friedman to singer Moshe 
Yess, to connect with the townspeople on 
their level, to explain to them where we are 
coming from, what our value system is like.

“We participated — again, as much 
as halachah allows, no more — in local 
culture, baking for the firemen’s bake sale, 
sponsoring the local water skiing team, 
greeting them warmly and jovially. We 
tried. We never grew arrogant or possessive.  
Did they find our Lag B’Omer parade 
offensive? Perhaps. Were they irritated by 
the levity and cheer of our Purim? Maybe. 
But this is who we are.

“And the fact is, we did forge warm 
relationships with many of our non-
Jewish neighbors; it’s just that the media 
never feature those stories. The original 
mayor, at the time we came to this town 
of twelve hundred people, told me that 
we had injected a new life into town — 
that we were a blessing.”

While the media may have focused on 
tensions in the town, the undisputable fact is 
that Postville emerged as a shining example 
of harmonious living among Yidden, one 
that is unequaled perhaps anywhere in the 
world. It’s home to members of at least eight 
different chassidic groups; all daven in the 
same shul. Besides for the strong Lubavitcher 
presence, there is Belz and Satmar, Breslov 
and Ger, Vizhnitz and Bobov, all davening 
together. “We daven nusach Ari, but we 
accommodate everyone’s minhagim. On 
Shavuos we say Akdamus, and on Yom Tov, 
those who wish to say yotzros do, while we 
wait silently. All of Yaakov Avinu’s twelve 
shvatim are here, in all their colors.”

When it came time to build a mikveh, 
they did so the same way they did everything 
else: together. They stood with shovels and 
machines, digging, tiling, painting, working 
hand in hand to create a place of purity. 

Generosity and Betrayal But where 
Postville really took it to the next level was in 

the way Sholom Mordechai and his people 
received meshulachim, tzedakah collectors. 
Postville community old-timers recall 
how, in addition to the generous donation 
he always gave — and at the time of the 
bail hearing, there were many letters and 
testimonials demonstrating his generosity — 
anyone who came was treated like a person 
of value. Reb Sholom Mordechai would 
feed them, listen to them, feel with them. 
This was during the time when, as Agri vice 
president, he was working many long hours 
at the plant. He would also — at his own 
expense — provide the tzedakah collectors 
with a room at the local motel.

When I mention this to Sholom, he 
shrugs. “Why shouldn’t the poor Yid that 
had to schlep out here for money get a good 
night’s sleep?”

Before I traveled to Iowa, I spoke 
with one of those closest to Reb Sholom 
Mordechai, Rabbi Pinchos Lipschutz, editor 
and publisher of Yated Ne’eman’s English-
language edition. In addition to spearheading 
efforts for the campaign to help Sholom, 
Rabbi Lipschutz also learns with him on 
the phone each day. What do they learn? 
Chovas HaLevavos, Shaar HaBitachon. 
“We strengthen each other.”

Rabbi Lipschutz warned me that trying 
to get Sholom Mordechai to “sell himself” 
and his good works would be very difficult. 
It proves to be virtually impossible, for 
he doesn’t understand what there is to be 
proud of. When I ask him to remember the 
good times, he shares something his mother 
always says. “If you forget the good that you 
did, then Hashem will forget the not-such-
good things you did as well.” What I can do, 
however, is converse with him about giving, 
about tzedakah, and watch his eyes light up. 

It is painful to contemplate; a Yid who 
has helped so many, been so generous with 
his own resources over the years, now has 
to turn to Klal Yisrael for help. That hurts. 
In the struggle with PETA, which was 
the beginning of his woes, Reb Sholom 
Mordechai saw it as a battle for us all. 

"The dream was to create a genuine 
Jewish village, a place with no 
distractions." Postville's shul

More than a parnassah, Agriprocessors was the seed of a diverse yet cohesive community

 ImmIGRAtIon RAIDS: SeCuRIty neCeSSIty oR eConomIC DeAD enD? 

In many respects, the Agriprocessors 
story is a microcosm of the trials and 
tribulations of the American meatpacking 
industry, and has sharpened the debate 
over US immigration policies and 
enforcement procedures. 

When Agriprocessors opened its 
plant in rural Postville, Iowa, it was part 
of an ongoing industry trend based on 
economic necessity. According to Roger 
Horowitz, author of the 2006 book, 
Putting Meat on the American Table: 
Taste, Technology, Transformation, "much 
of the meat industry takes place in rural 
areas with limited economic options. 
Meat processing plants became an 
important source of employment and tax 
revenues for communities without many 
alternatives." Mr. Horowitz also cited the 
highly competitive economic nature of 
an industry that relies on manual labor. 
"It is commonplace that meat processing 
firms emphasize high levels of production 
at relatively low wages and preferably 
under nonunion conditions." With 
employee turnover averaging 60–80 
percent annually, Mr. Horowitz writes that 
"the meat industries found themselves 
on the liberal side of national debates 
over immigration, favoring more lenient 
treatment of illegal immigrants with the 
clear right to work and also opposing 
crackdowns to deport alleged illegal 
immigrants working in their plants."

The United Food and Commercial 
Workers' Union, which had embarked on a 
multiyear battle to organize Agriprocessors' 
workforce under its banner, applauded 
the raid at Agriprocessors, yet this 
reaction is curious in light of the fact that 
the union itself has filed suit against the 
federal government in 2007 to prevent 
what it called "illegal workplace raids" 
and according to ABC News, a UFCW 
official himself was arrested two years ago 
and convicted of harboring illegal aliens.

Paralyzing An Industry 
With meatpacking plants easy 

and natural targets, back in 1999, the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) launched Operation Vanguard, 
which almost paralyzed the industry 
as workers fled before rumored raids. 
Industry protests and intervention by 
Midwest politicians forced the INS to back 
down, but not for too long. 

After the 9/11 terror attacks in 2001, 
security concerns posed by foreign 
workers forced the issue of illegal workers 
back into the forefront of the sometimes-
acrimonious and emotional debate. 
Following the formation of the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) under the 
Bush administration, the INS was placed 
under DHS authority. By 2006, a wave of 
raids on meatpacking plants had begun 
again in earnest. 

While in most previous raids, detainees 
were only charged for immigration 
violations, which are a civil crime, many 
Agriprocessors workers who were arrested 
are facing more serious criminal charges 
for identity theft, false use of Social 
Security numbers and other crimes. 

Agriprocessors officials have pleaded 
not guilty to all of the charges against 
them and plan a vigorous defense. 
Regarding the workers arrested on their 
premises, company officials contend 
that all workers presented documents 
showing that they were above age and 
legally entitled to work. Industry officials 
who have been targeted in previous 
raids contend that with the increasing 
sophistication of forgeries, it is virtually 
impossible for employers to distinguish 
forged documents from authentic ones. 

Other analysts focus their criticism on 
the adverse economic impact that raids 
cause to an industry that puts food on 
people's tables. According to the latest 
figures available, more than ninety billion 

pounds of meat and poultry products are 
produced annually in the US with sales 
nearing $150 billion. With profit margins 
already tight, higher costs to the producers 
are passed on to consumers, making beef 
and poultry even more expensive.

In response to these criticisms, the 
Department of Homeland security has 
beefed up its E-Verify Internet-based 
system operated in conjunction with the 
Social Security Administration, whereby 
participating employers can electronically 
verify the employment eligibility of 
new hires and the validity of their Social 
Security numbers.  

While the meat industry endorses this 
system, it has its flaws. A news release 
issued last month by the American Meat 
Institute noted: "Unfortunately the 
current system fails to provide a fail-safe 
mechanism to detect identity theft when 
an imposter uses another person's name 
and Social Security number. As a result, 
law-abiding employers often end up 
hiring unauthorized workers even though 
they complied with the law.”

These are issues that have been under 
discussion for well over a decade and will 
not be solved without forethought by 
Congress and the Obama administration. 
But the Agriprocessors case, when viewed 
in a greater context, highlight another 
facet of America's immigration problem, 
the ongoing dilemma over enforcement 
policies, and how to strike a balance 
between protecting America's security, 
ensuring the rights of workers, while at the 
same time, taking into account the unique 
economic factors that affect individual 
industries and sectors. 

— Binyamin Rose, 
Mishpacha's News Editor
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“They got one of their people hired by us, 
and he planted a hidden camera in the plant. 
Now, let me tell you something; slaughtering 
is not a pretty business. When you expose 
people sitting in their offices to an internet 
video showing the slaughtering process up 
close, of course they will be disgusted. The 
reason I fought so hard when they wanted 
me to appoint a third party to oversee the 
process was because I felt that they were 
‘starting up’ with shechitah itself. I have no 
issues with being humane, because shechitah 
is humane. I do, however, have issues with 
allowing this organization to march in and 
regulate shechitah when the government 
doesn’t even do that. I am not sure that the 
wider Jewish community realizes how much 
religious freedom we have; we take it for 
granted.”

To me, Reb Sholom Mordechai doesn’t 
seem a bitter person by any stretch of the 
imagination, but it’s clear from listening 
to him that he feels a sense of betrayal. “I 
wasn’t fighting Sholom Rubashkin’s battle,” 
he says emphatically. “I was fighting the 
battle of Torah-observant Yidden anywhere. 
In fact, just when I stood up to PETA, 
there was a very important government-
appointed commission over in England that 
was studying the legality of shechitah, and 
they were seriously considering banning it. 
Askanim called me from there, and informed 
me that the world would be watching us, 
since shechitah is being challenged in 
many countries. We fought the battle for the 
Yidden in Europe, claiming that the process 
was in accordance with our religion. The 
findings of that panel was that the process 
is inhumane, but they would not forbid it 
because it’s a religious practice.

“When PETA wanted Agri to start 
slaughtering the animals in a standing 
restraining pen, I was ready to consider 
it. However, the Rabbanim were totally 
opposed to it. When the Conservative 
movement wanted to affix their hechsher 

to our products, all the Rabbanim said, ‘No 
way.’ Yet, despite the fact that Agri followed 
their directives, the very people we helped 
— kashrus certification organizations and 
their personnel — didn’t come through for us 
when we needed them. None of them came 
to protest that they had seen the cleanliness 
and order, the way we treated both our 
people and the animals, from the inside. 
None of them came and said that it was 
actually them — the kashrus organizations 
— that controlled all those decisions, and 
that we simply supported them.”

In fact, the battle for shechitah is 
essentially what made Sholom Mordechai 
into a marked man. 

“Sholom Mordechai became a whipping 
boy for shechitah,” says Rabbi Lipschutz.

Though he wasn’t even the president 
of the company, just one of many vice-
presidents, Shlomo Mordecahi became the 
enemy. In a full-page ad that PETA took 
out against Agri, broadcasting the alleged 
violations, they referred to him as the 
president. PETA was followed by the unions, 
and the unions by the government. 

With his trademark resilience, Reb 
Sholom Mordechai is struggling to navigate 
this situation with simchah. And, along 
with his wife, surrounded by his sweet, 
delightful children, he tells me about the 
day his world turned.      

"the Planes took tatty" It started 
out as a routine morning. Sholom was at 
work at the plant, and Leah was at the doctor 
in Minneapolis with one of the children. 
The stillness of the quiet Iowa town was 
shattered that day, as helicopters surrounded 
the plant and then landed. The Feds had 
arrived. Postville took on the appearance of 
a war zone, with lights and loudspeakers and 
humans being rounded up.

As Sholom speaks, a cute little daughter, 
Menuchah Rochel, speaks up proudly. “I 
remember that day — we said Tehillim in 
school when all those planes came down.” 
Her mother strokes her cheek. “That’s right, 
you did.”

The youngest child, Uziel, lights up. 
“Right, the planes took Tatty, but now he 
is back home. We brought him home, with 
davening.” Leah smiles at him. “That’s right, 
tzaddik, you brought Tatty home.”

A bleak period followed. Sholom 
Mordechai was taken to jail, with the judge 
refusing to allow him out on bail, citing a 
flight risk to Israel. 

He speaks matter-of-factly. “It was 
tough, not the friendliest place I’ve ever 
been. The loneliness and longing for my 
family, who were not permitted to visit, 
was overwhelming.” He indicates a sweet, 
charming sixteen-year-old boy, Moishy, who 
is listening closely. “He really had a hard 
time without me, and reacted very badly.” 
Moishy is autistic.

Several years ago, the Rubashkin’s 
learned about a program called Son-Rise, 
taught by the Options Institute, which 
believes that autism can be cured through 
intense bonding. The idea is for parents to 
draw out the autistic child — who is often 
in a prison of sorts, unable or unwilling to 
connect — through shared experiences 
and interest. Sholom Mordechai, who was 
working eighteen-hours days, threw himself 
into it heart and soul, leaving work for an 
hour each day to play, chat, and connect with 
Moishy. The results are evident. Moishy is 
friendly and pleasant, inquiring how many 
children I have and what their names are. 

“When I was away, he regressed, 
growing sullen and violent. He likes to 
have me around,” sighs Sholom. “The other 
children understood a little, but for Moishy 
it was a black, confusing time. The phone 
didn’t help for him.”

Little Menuchah Rochel suddenly lights 
up. “But Tatty called me every night to tell 
me a good-night story.”

Sholom smiles again. “I did, each 
evening — if the phone was available 
— because I obviously didn’t want to 
antagonize any of the other inmates. I would 
call the children and tell them a chassidishe 
maaseh. At that time of day, after the call, 
I sensed the strongest animosity from the 

other inmates towards me; how many of 
them have such devoted, connected loved 
ones to call? I am blessed with ten wonderful 
children, bli ayin hara.”

Alef, Beis, Gimmel Mrs. Rubashkin 
begins to speak, the strength and spirit of 
a true Yiddishe mammeh underscoring her 
every word.

“During that distressing time, when 
Sholom was there and we were here, 
struggling to get through each day, one of 
my sisters-in-law shared something that she 
had heard in a shiur: We have to live with 
‘alef, beis, gimmel,’ which stand for emunah, 
bitachon, and geulah. That became my 
mantra, the words that played and replayed 
in my head throughout the day. They were 
my raft in a stormy sea.”

In time, the lawyers moved for a bail 
hearing, arguing that a man as responsible 
as Sholom Mordechai posed no flight risk 
whatsoever. The judge set a court date for 
one Thursday, last January, after he had been 
in jail for several months. In advance of the 

hearing, all sorts of testimonials — written, 
audio, and video — poured in, all proclaiming 
the same thing: Sholom Rubashkin is a 
good man. A non-Jewish Postville resident 
and Agri employee recalled how, when her 
husband developed a drug addiction, it was 
Sholom who paid for his rehabilitation and 
encouraged her throughout. 

But shortly before that Thursday, the 
judge decided to postpone the hearing, for 
personal reasons. The Rubashkins were 
devastated. Leah recalls, “My brother-in-
law Heshy was making a bar mitzvah that 
Shabbos, here in Postville, and the whole 
family was coming and looking forward to 
welcoming Sholom Mordechai home. Can 
you imagine, my in-laws facing the pain of 
coming and not seeing their son?”

The only one who remained upbeat at the 
news was Sholom Mordechai himself, who 
told his wife that “the Ribono shel Olam has 
his cheshbonos.” During that time, he would 
frequently fast, something which is not really 
customary in Lubavitch. The Baal HaTanya 
writes that in our generations, when we are 

so weak and feeble, it is more desirable 
to Hashem that we give extra tzedakah. 
Nonetheless, this was Sholom Mordechai’s 
practice while in prison. During that time, 
he was perusing the letters of his Rebbe, 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe, and he happened to 
open the sefer to a letter written by the Rebbe 
to a family seeking special zchuyos. There, 
the Rebbe suggests that a fast might be a 
worthy pursuit. 

On Thursday, the judge announced that 
she would hear the case on the following 
Monday. That Sunday, Sholom Mordechai 
decided to fast for half the day. He had 
company. It was Erev Rosh Chodesh, and 
the entire Postville community, along with 
many others, fasted along with him.

Monday morning, the hearing began 
with the prosecution arguing vehemently 
against any sort of release. The judge heard 
them assail Sholom’s character, and then 
heard the defense bring forth one person 
after another testifying to the nobility and 
greatness of spirit of the defendant. Monday 
turned in to Tuesday, and through the entire, 
complicated process, Leah Rubashkin only 
had one thing in mind: “Alef, beis, gimmel; 
emunah, bitachon, geulah.”

On Tuesday morning, the judge, citing 
the unprecedented outpouring of support, set 
bail and allowed Sholom Mordechai to go 
home. The money for bail was put together 
by generous Yidden from all walks of life.

It was Yom Tov.
Leah Rubashkin recalls that day. “We 

were overjoyed, and so anxious to have him 
home, but it didn’t seem likely that he would 
make it home that day. He was in Dubuque, 
and we had to post bail up in Cedar Rapids, 
and only then could we go back to Dubuque 
to get him. Then we would have to go back 
to Cedar Rapids for some paperwork, and all 
this before the clerks went home at five 

A special bond with a special child. Reb 
Sholom Mordechai with his son Moishy
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o’clock. It didn’t seem likely. But that 
morning, despite the odds, I had emunah 
and bitachon that we would see our own 
personal geulah, and I piled all the kids 
in to the car. ‘Let’s go get Tatty,’ I said, 
and we drove to get him. Amazingly, 
they decided his moment had come, and 
they announced over the loudspeaker, 
‘Rubashkin, pack your stuff, you’re going 
home.’”

Sholom recalls. “I was completely 
caught off guard. I expected it to take 
another day, but I didn’t hesitate. I packed 
my few belongings” — in fact, there were 
two huge cartons of seforim — “and 
ran as fast as I could. The next thing I 
knew, my lawyers, Guy Cook and F. 
Montgomery Brown, were whisking me to 
the Dubuque airport so that we could get 
to Cedar Rapids by five o’clock. I joked 
about parachuting down to the courthouse 
if time ran short.”

Little Uziel, just five years old, finishes 
it off. “And Tatty came home,” he sings.

Later that night, after an emotional 
reunion, Sholom suddenly looked at 
his wife. “Do you know what today is? 
Gimmel, the third day of Shvat. Monday 
was alef, yesterday beis, today gimmel. 
Alef, beis, gimmel.”

Leah shares another story. “Sholom 
rarely goes beyond the shul, due to the 
bail conditions. But earlier this summer, 
he was overcome with a yearning to 
go daven at the Rebbe’s kever on his 
yahrtzeit; he just felt that he had to go. Our 
lawyers appealed for special permission 
two days before, on a Tuesday. The next 
morning, in the middle of Shacharis, we 
received the joyous — and unlikely — 
news that he would be allowed to go. He 
set out immediately and got there for the 
yahrtzeit, on Thursday, and stayed only a 
few hours.”

His face is glowing. “It was a good 
day,” he says.

She smiles. “The yahrtzeit was gimmel 

Tammuz. We asked on alef, got a favorable 
reply on beis, and he went to daven on 
gimmel.”

"People Can be Convinced of 
Anything” Little Uziel is still sitting 
there, smiling since he said the words “and 
then Tatty came home.”

Now, Tatty wants to stay home.
He is facing all kinds of charges. In a 

Yated editorial, the case was referred to as a 
modern-day blood libel. A tad dramatic? 

“Someone asked me, isn’t that a little 
exaggerated?” Sholom Mordechai says, 
“and I answered him as follows. How did 
anyone ever believe in blood libels anyhow? 
Everyone knows that Jews throw out eggs 
for a slight blood spot, that they would never 
eat blood, so how was it conceivable? The 
answer is that people can be convinced of 
anything. What shall I say? A blood libel is a 
very good analogy.”

Though the prosecution is seeking a stiff 
sentence, Sholom Mordechai is confident 
that his lawyers will, b’ezras Hashem, be 
able to prove the charges false. But lawyers 
charge money, and money is tight right now.

In fact, since her father’s arrest last 
summer, Sholom’s oldest daughter, Mrs. 

Roza Hindy Weiss, is carrying the burden of 
raising the necessary funds on her shoulders. 
This mother of three will frequently pile 
her children into the back seat of her car, 
and, along with her husband — a dedicated 
shaliach in Colonie, New York — she 
circulates in Jewish neighborhoods, often 
knocking on doors when she can’t get 
appointments.

It’s heartrending. A daughter accustomed 
to wealth, reduced to asking others for help. 
I ask her about it. “Do you know what gives 
me strength? I recall how my father received 
every single Yid that knocked on our door, 
how much sensitivity and respect he showed 
them, and I feel like maybe in that zchus 
people will receive me graciously as well.” 

Where has the Agri money gone? 
Sholom Mordechai laughs ruefully. 
“Someone asked me if all the money we 
made at Agri is buried it somewhere. I 
told him that it is; at 220 West Street, in 
the plant.” The money that he made when 
business was good was sunk back in to 
Agri; he was always trying to expand, to 
increase efficiency, quality, and standards. 
Now that the company is gone, the money 
is gone as well. 

Rags to riches and back.
But Sholom Mordechai’s still smiling 

the smile of a chassidishe Yid. He laughs his 
easy laugh. “Someone showed me how Rav 
Tzadok Hakohein of Lublin says that the first 
time we find any word in the Torah, its usage 
reflects the essence of the word. Do you 
know that the first time the Torah mentions 
the phrase ‘ish matzliach’ [a successful man] 
is in its description of Yosef HaTzaddik in 
the house of Potiphar? Think about it; sold 
in to slavery by his brothers, in the house 
of a rasha who wanted only to entrap him, 
dealing with sinister people all around him, 
he was an ish matzliach. Why? Because he 
was trying to do ratzon Hashem in the face 
of his challenges.”

It seems like his default setting is that 
self-effacing smile. “So then I guess you 

can consider us to be matzliach as 
well, no?” n

An open home. Yeshivah boys drink in the welcoming 
atmosphere at the Rubashkin residence

Unmistakable warmth. Reb Shlomo 
Mordechai introduces Mishpacha's 
Yisroel Besser to his son, Yossi
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